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Abstract
The eight short stories that make up Liberation Dreamin’follow protagonists who yearn
to be heroes, saviors, caretakers, and liberators. These are characters fueled by the power of
metaphor, lost in the idea of America as they expose the fabulism of reality itself through their
absurd attempts to realize their often idealistic wishes and longings. They hunt treasure in the
forest of northwestern Pennsylvania, shoot hot air balloons out of the sky, run major celebrities
down with their cars on nights of blinded judgment, and even kidnap roadrunners. They stage
protests for bigots’ funerals, wage strange wars with dairy farm animals, have misguided
epiphanies in checkout lanes, and write urgent letters to Santa Claus himself. These pieces seek
to render the biblical commonplace and highlight the profundities of everyday trivialities. As is
suggested by the collection’s parenthetical subtitle, A Good Time Holiday Eight-Trackfo r the
Real American, these are stories that strive to be musical. In this book of satire and ridiculous
narratives, imaginary human beings are at home in their preoccupation with holidays and
anniversaries. A sociopolitical commentary on the American Dream and dreams in general,
Liberation Dreamin’runs on anger, humor, foreign policy, and ultimately hope.
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Side A

Rule 8: Whenever possible, make gravity the coyote’s greatest enemy.
-Chuck Jones

1

Wild Discovery
By the time he and his kid sister Janie reach the glass floor at the end of the Kinzua
Bridge Sky Walk, Bob knows the only way to put an end to his fear is to find the $40,000 worth
of gold buried somewhere deep in the yellow and red forest to the west. Legend has it, a bank
robber a hundred years ago hid it out here, and he never made it back to collect after he skipped
town. Bob dreams about this treasure on this last day of October, as he takes in the mid-autumn
foliage from halfway across a bridge to nowhere and stares at the debris in the valley three
hundred feet below. Rusted support beams cross streams and arch lazily over boulders and tree
stumps. It’s been ten years, Janie’s entire lifetime, since the tornado came through and knocked
out half this old train route, yet still no one has come to clean up the rubble. Posterity, they say.
Janie’s dressed in the garb of the bounding main—black pointed hat, long white collared
shirt, red buttoned vest, brown frayed skirt, a toy sword and eyepatch, and a miniature telescope
hung from her neck to top it all off. The other kids her age at the combined elementary/middle
school were dressed today as witches and ghosts, superheroes and popular cartoon characters.
The seventh and eighth graders wore costumes eerily real, as real as zombies and vampires—the
trendy undead— can be. Bob remembers the drive out to the bridge in the antique ’59 Cadillac
their father left him; he stifled laughter at a silverback gorilla making crude motions with a green
banana in the back of the bus ahead of them, shoving one of the little green aliens from Toy Story
out of view. Ah, a crowd for treats and a crowd for tricks, Bob thought. But now here’s Janie,
skull-and-crossbones patched all over her attire—a pirate, more than prepared for the best treat
of all: gold.
She sprawls herself out on the glass because she can. She won’t fall through: it’s built to
withstand the weight of a hippo—though no one’s ever seen a hippopotamus outside a zoo on
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this part of the planet. Still, Bob fears. He’s not afraid of heights but what might happen if she
falls from them. Well, it’s not so much the fall either as it is the damage done when she hits
bottom. The metal, the rocks, the wood, and the hard ground. A light rain begins to fall, but
Bob’s not afraid to get wet. He’s not afraid even of the deep sea—just its monsters or the idea of
drowning in it.
Bob fears things, too, that Janie can’t possibly understand yet, her practical education far
from complete. For instance, the electric bill: it’s a month past due, and Bob has no idea how
he’ll pay it, no idea what he’ll do when they shut the lights off. He’s not afraid of the dark but of
what might be waiting in it to pounce on him. Isn’t that how that sort of fear tends to work,
though? For two years, ever since their dad left Bob in charge when he moved to Hope, Alaska,
for that gold-panning reality show gig on Mammal World, he’s had a check sent direct from
payroll each month for the kids to live off. Fresh out of high school with no real employment
prospect, Bob’s job has been to budget and bring up Janie.
And this has all worked out for them until now—the Mammal World checks have stopped
coming. Maybe their dad had to run off into the wild after his show flopped. Bob hasn’t heard
from him directly for over a year, and he honestly hasn’t seen more than the first couple
episodes. The way each guest expressed the same shock when their pans turned up gold, the
repetition of unmemorable catchphrases, it all seemed staged, fake, Bob thought. Those people
weren’t adventurers. Another thing: Mammal World? Bob knows humans are mammals, but that
station name seems to imply some other sort of wild encounter. Maybe a bear or a moose or a
seal shows up in a later episode, Bob doesn’t know. And don’t get Bob started on the strange
man with the bushy mustache on the commercials for the show that came on next, the one about
the search for mythical beasts. “A squatcher is always prepared,” that man would say with a
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wink. And Bob asked, “What does that even mean?” That wasn’t the kind of reality he wanted to
promote for his sister.
Anyway, no more checks from Mammal World. Maybe somehow their dad knows they
haven’t been watching, or maybe he’s just decided that it’s high time for Bob to take some
responsibility for himself. Whatever the reason, Bob’s biggest fear has been awakened. That he’s
not prepared to care for Janie on his own. That she won’t think he’s the best big brother in the
world.

Bob swallows the last bite of Janie’s ketchup sandwich and watches her in her clear
poncho—to block the drizzle but keep her plunderwear on display— as she climbs on pieces of
old bridge near the home base they’ve set up in the valley. She’s learned to love all God’s
creatures, so she won’t touch meat or cheese. And Bob never quite learned the art of picking out
fresh vegetables before their mom’s accident, so ketchup sandwiches it is for Janie and, by proxy
when she can’t finish them, Bob. Well, there are worse things, and besides, Bob knows you can
never be overnourished for a journey the likes of the one they’re about to embark on.
Janie discovers platforms amidst the wreckage, hops from one to the next like a real life
version of a videogame Bob played back when he was her age. He thinks of the state park’s
recreational advisory and what their parents might say if they were here. “About time to hit the
trail,” he yells, as the sun drops a little farther in the west. “More snacks up in the car—you sure
you don’t want to run up and grab any?” He knows her answer before she gives it— no thanks
Bobby, I ’m fu ll—before she runs over to hug his leg, but he’s always grasping for excuses to
hang out with their dad’s car. His dream—if the treasure’s real, if they find it, if there’s any
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money left over—is to turn it into a new-age Ecto-1, in honor of his childhood favorite movie,
Ghostbusters.
He lifts the hood on his own poncho, straps on his headlamp and his heavy pack—extra
flashlights, plus a metal detector and a shovel, just in case. “Well, sis,” Bob says, “what do you
say?”
She fiddles with her eyepatch and scratches her scalp beneath her golden locks. “Shiver
me timbers, matey?”
“You’re learning, kid,” Bob says with a chuckle. He points the way forward, and they
march into the sun.

Through a break in the trees, Janie points out a rainbow near the horizon. “Do you think
that’s where the gold is, Bobby?”
“Maybe, sis, maybe.”
“I hope so.” The ground squishes beneath her boots, laced loose either in the tradition of
the high sea or that of a ten-year-old’s disregard. “Do you think that real pirates ever lived here
before?”
“We’re a bit far from the ocean, sis.”
“So?”
“So there’s not many places for a real pirate ship to set off from.”
“Oh yeah.” A dark cloud moves in to block the sun and the rainbow. “It’s raining harder,
Bobby.”
“Yeah, sis.” He’s not afraid to get wet.
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“I thought the rainbow meant God’s gonna stop the rain.” She’s referring to the biblical
story of the Flood, of course. Bob’s been giving her the lessons their mom gave him, back before
her boating accident near the Kinzua Dam in the Allegheny Reservoir.
“Sort of. It’s complicated, sis.”
“Okay.” She picks up a small black cherry branch and starts to drag it through the mud.
“Why did He flood all those people anyway? Wasn’t that mean?”
Bob drops his head and watches the path drawn by the stick. “Sometimes you have to
start fresh. They were bad guys, Janie.”
“But what about forgiveness? Didn’t Mom used to say...?”
“That’s Jesus. New Testament.”
Janie stops, drops her branch, sets it against a tree. Her blank stare betrays the fact that
her biblical education is far from complete.
“Part Two,” Bob sighs. He wipes some rain from his forehead and prepares his headlamp,
flicks the switch and faces it forward. The sun’s last residual light has almost sunk beneath the
surface of the skyline. Soon it will drown completely, and there’ll be no escaping the darkness
until morning. But Bob’s not afraid.
“And God’s different in Part Two?” Janie asks.
“Having children changes people.”
“Okay,” Janie says. “What about that time He was going to cut that baby in half?”
They’ve read and reread certain passages from the early Books so many times that Bob
could recite them, could scream Genesis through Kings from the rooftops or the Sky Walk if he
ever found a meaningful opportunity to do so. Instead, he changes the subject: “Hey, how’d you
do on that science test I helped you study for?”
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“Well, I got an A,” she pauses to pick up another black cherry branch, “but I didn’t get an
A+ because I got the bonus wrong. It was about that Bigfoot picture those guys took. Mr. Fischer
says it was just a bear in a manger.”
“Mange, sis. A bear with mange.”
“Yeah, well, I don’t know. I think maybe it really was a Bigfoot, Bobby.”
“You really believe in that thing, kiddo?” This kid will believe anything, he thinks.
“Yeah, Bobby! You gonna tell me it’s not real like you did with Hats and Mondo?”
Bob shakes his head, just keeps walking, pays Janie no mind. In her head, their mother
was taken, when Janie was three years old, by the mythical Seneca warrior Hatcinondo. It’s
somehow less scary for her than the coroner’s report of drowning. Lake Perfidy—the Seneca
name for the reservoir—has long been thought of by conspiracy theorists as a paranormal
hotbed, since the white man’s construction of the dam caused the flooding of a Seneca burial
ground. Janie’s convinced the moaning woman spoken of in legends is now the ghost of their
mother. Everything feels less scary when it’s not real, even reality. She constantly begs her
brother to take her there to visit: Come on, Bobby. I a in ’t afraid o f no ghosts.
Janie sets her second branch against a tree with a stick already leaning on it. “Are you
sure you know where we’re going, Bobby?”
Bob trudges forward, silent. It’s total darkness by now, and the rain is coming down
harder. He won’t admit they’re lost.
“I think we already passed that tree, brother. Maybe we should come back tomorrow,
during the daytime.” It was Bob’s idea to come at night. He thought it’d make a fuller experience
for Janie.
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A few minutes later, when they hear coyotes howl in the distance, the experience
becomes about as full as Janie wants it to be. She clutches her brother’s wrist, and he tells her
it’ll be okay.
“Are the coyotes hungry, Bobby?”
“No, sis, they're just saying hi. And even if they are hungry, you and I don't taste good.”
“How do you know?”
“Why do you think nothing's ever tried to eat us?” Somehow Janie finds this reassuring,
comforting, and she loosens her grip on Bob's wrist. She tugs at her eyepatch to make sure it’s
still there, keeps her gaze on the path ahead, one eye set on the prize.
For a brief time, all is calm in the valley. The siblings march into the trees, their hearts set
on the bank robber's booty, keeping faith that they’ll find their way. Bob grins as he shines their
way forward, as he dreams of ectoplasm and having the coolest car in town. Anything but the
bills piling up on the kitchen table and hidden away in their dad’s glovebox. Little oceans begin
to puddle at their feet.
All of a sudden, a wailing, beeping sound echoes through the valley.
“What the heck was that?” Bob says, comes to a halt, grabs Janie's shoulder to stop her.
The sound morphs into a rhythmic click that grates on their eardrums, then a wailing cry like that
of a moaning woman. Bob reaches back with his free hand to latch onto one of the shovels in his
pack.
“That's no coyote,” Janie says, trembles in her brother's arms. She wants to say “Mom,”
but Bob covers her mouth before she can make another sound. She was too young to understand
what happened when their mother died. A simple engine malfunction. It could have happened to
anyone. She was licking an ice cream cone, posing for a photo with Smokey Bear, when she
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heard an engine’s violent sputter and her dad went running. She didn’t see anything. She
remembers asking Why isn ’t M om coming home with us? and never getting a straight answer. She
remembers.
As the canyon echoes, Janie attempts to collect herself. The clicking and moaning
crescendo into a warning whistle she identifies as the tornado siren. Bob knows it's too close to
be that, though, and besides, the rain and wind have only picked up in the time they've been
standing here, still as they can manage, still as the waters of Lake Perfidy that day seven years
ago. It'd be calm, he reasons, if the cyclone were on its way.
The siren becomes a singsong melody of doom, beautiful but menacing, like Bob has
always imagined the End Times. Everything's compounded into one serenade of devastation, and
Bob barely has time to process what's going on. Through some miracle, though, he begins to put
things together: “It sounds like,” he starts, but he's interrupted by bright lights flashing off and on
less than a hundred yards off from them, Morse code signals from the Sky Walk three hundred
feet above.
“Aliens!”Janie shrieks, and it does sound like that, the bleeps and clicks rising and falling
in a language unknown, emitting messages presumably of hostility rather than of peace.
Bob knows, however, the flashing lights are no code from another planet. He guesses
they must be the meteorological phenomenon of lightning that strikes this planet on a daily basis,
assumes the only reason they can't hear the thunder that naturally follows each bolt is the
overbearing, inexplicable sound of the forest around them. And he knows what this sound is now,
but he still can't explain why they're hearing it.
“It sounds like,” he says again, as the cries grow louder, “a whale.'’”
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Other calls start to answer the first, until the voices of the entire pod join in conversation.
“Are they just saying hi?” Janie asks, satisfied with Bob's explanation, at least on the level of
what these sounds are.
“Yeah, sis,” he says, but his tone has changed. Even the coyotes seem to yap in unsure
terms.
He thinks about their dad, the beluga cries he played for him on the only phone call he
ever made from Hope. He thinks how he told him to take Janie under his wing, how her
education is nowhere near complete, and he thinks about the beluga pictures he tried to show her
from one of the old science books. He thinks about how, on one hand, their pristine whiteness
suggested to him, when he was much younger, a quality almost angelic, so much so that their
mom had to remind him more than once during his nightly bedside prayers that it was man (and
no other species) made in God's image and that praying to the holy canaries of the sea was a
fundamental violation of the First Commandment. He thinks how, on the other hand, he was
awed by the fact that these creatures, all their visual and aural beauty aside, could be positively
vicious when the need arose, ripping octopus and other strange oceanic bedfellows to shreds for
their next meal.
He's not so in awe of that fact tonight.
“Why are there whales in the forest, Bobby?” Janie got an A on her science test. She
knows as well as Bob that whales don't belong here.
“I really don't know,” Bob says. “Let's get out of here...before we end up in Davy Jones'
locker.” He's rationalized, based on the out-of-place whale calls and the ever-increasing
downpour, that there's been a major alteration in the way the world works, that the valley and the
ocean are quickly becoming one—that the Second Great Flood is upon them. He grabs his
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sister's hand, and they run through the dark; the sounds of the sea—beluga pandemonium—fill
every space.
The coyotes whimper. The whales moan. Janie, her seafaring education nowhere near
complete, murmurs, “Who's Davy Jones? Is that the robber?”
The light goes out on Bob’s headlamp. He should have put in fresh batteries. He should
have been prepared. At least he has the spare flashlights in his pack. Janie holds tight to him, and
they take baby steps through the darkness. A light flashes from above, revealing, as if there’s no
such thing as forward progress, that they’ve somehow returned to the bridge’s rubble. This time,
however, Bob's sure the flash is not lightning. He shines his flashlight, and its beam crosses
streams with light from the Sky Walk. A primate-shaped figure barrels through their conjoined
light on all fours, and a man's voice shouts—they can barely make it out with all the wailing
whales.
“I got one! I got you, Sassy, bastard! Ha-ha!”
“Is that him? Is that Davy?” Janie whispers.
But Bob isn't there to tell her that no, no it's not, the bank robber died a hundred years
ago, that there's no such thing as ghosts. He's taken a dive in a bush behind a piece of fallen
bridge. The metal detector in his pack starts to act up. The gold must be nearby, he thinks, but if
that's the case, it seems it's already been discovered. It’s already been dug up, probably;
otherwise, why wouldn’t the gold have been here when the first time he and Janie came through?
He sees, through the light, something else that wasn’t here before: a tent as big as Solomon’s
throne room, surrounded by cameras on all sides. They've brought a film set. These people are
serious.
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Then, the shouting man himself. Short, stocky, but with three large guns holstered on his
back. A mustache thick enough for Bob to make out across all the distance. That voice, Bob
ponders. He’s heard it before. Commercials. The squatchers. Mammal World.
How suddenly Bob’s fears evolve.

“Turn that racket off, Bluff,” Bob hears the mustached gunman yell a minute later. “Come
check this out. I got something. A picture. Maybe proof.”
On the squatcher’s command, the beluga cries cease, and another man, the one called
Bluff—a taller, younger man whose mustache is big enough for Bob to see but still pencil-thin
compared to his partner’s—emerges from the tent and walks over to him.
Bluff looks something in the other man’s hand, “Man, that’s just that mangy bear again.”
Bob covers his ears and imagines whales. It’s better, he knows, than what comes next:
“Hey!” Thick Mustache yells. “Little girl, what are you doing out here?”
As much as Bob’s defined himself these past two years by his fears, he realizes only now
that he’s failed to teach Janie to be afraid to talk to strangers. He doesn’t know why he assumes
their dad would have covered that. Bob can’t make out Janie’s words with her soft voice, but he
imagines she reveals the secret of their journey: the booty. What honorable pirate wouldn’t be
upfront about it?
“Why do I carry all these different guns? One’s for killing, then there’s the elephant and
horse tranquilizers. Don’t you know a squatcher is always prepared, kid?” The man’s voice
booms, then pauses while Janie says something else. “Well, I don’t know about forty grand.
How’s this sound?” Bob watches him pull something from his pocket.
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Forty bucks, he thinks. It must be. They want her to sell out for forty measly dollars.
Even if the checks have been rerouted from Alaska, or even if their father has plain up and
ceased his support, even if the bills do have to be paid somehow, there are better ways than
resorting to dealings with characters in such an unsavory line of work. It’s enough of a sin to
make him look past his fear at the Flood’s impending destruction, to make him understand the
rationale behind the Wrath. The rains are coming; He’s sent the Flood to take out these promoters
of their fake reality, the Mammal World reality.
If there’s ever been a time for prayer, it’s now, Bob decides. “Lord in Heaven above—
please help my poor little sister, please help her make the right choice. Don’t let her take this
man’s money. Don’t let her...”
But before he can finish, before he can say amen, something large and uncouth plows into
him, and they both tumble into a ditch that’s rapidly filling into a moat.

“Okay, so what we need you to do, when the cameras start rolling, is tell us all about the
creature you just saw. Its arms, its legs, its face, its breath. Tell us—what's your name—tell us,
Janie, what's that baby smell like up close? Did it put the fear of God in your bones or what?”
“Come on, Bluff,” the other man says, “I told you it was just another one of those sick
bears again. Kid, you're lucky that thing didn't try to take a bite of you. That getup of yours must
have scared it off. Good on you.”
Janie doesn't know a thing about sick bears. When the old picture came out of the
suspected Sasquatch sighting, their dad let her go on believing the manged bear was, in fact, the
elusive creature. She knows only what she saw: “This big hairy thing put its finger to its big old
ape lips and told me to shhh.”
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The two men look each other over. “Can you let the grownups talk alone for a second,
kid?” They move just out of Janie's earshot, but Bob can still hear Bluff’s muffled voice despite
the uncouth figure smothering him on the wet ground. “What do you think?”
“Kid certainly has an imagination. You know she'll go over well on TV, too.”
“What about the photo?”
“It'll only take away from her heartfelt testimony. You want ratings? We need pathos,
baby, none of this hard proof. Remember—if we ever get hard proof, that'll be the end of
everything.” Right, Bob thinks, no reason to watch if Bigfoot’s already been found.
“But they have to think we believe.”
“Exactly. It's all gotta be a faith-based endeavor. First the whale thing, now this? I’ll give
your daddy a good word at the next production meeting. Maybe he’ll let you stay on next season
after all, Bluff.”
“Still not accepting I’m this show’s future, are you, Wyatt-old-man?” Come to think of it,
Bob doesn’t remember seeing, or hearing, this Bluff on any of the old commercials. But he prays
silently that there’s no future at all for this show. “So what narrative are we going to attach to the
whole shushing thing?”
The old man called Wyatt thinks half a second, then says, “Maybe something like this: ‘In
a first, a Sasquatch in the Allegheny region has been reported to have made humanlike gestures
of communication. Our belief is that, upon having its curiosity piqued by the exotic whale
calls—remember, the Kinzua yeti, its habitat hundreds of miles from any ocean, is not likely ever
to have heard anything like this display—let its guard down and approached this young
Pennsylvanian girl as if she were one of its own. We believe it's very possible that, especially in
more human-populated Squatch Zones like this one, our primate relatives have been picking up
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on our human ways for decades, maybe even centuries. It's a fascinating equilibrium the two
species live in, simultaneously aware of and oblivious to the other's existence. This might be the
closest we've come to real, verifiable contact with a Bigfoot. Tune in next week to see if our
quest is finally complete, if we finally capture...the elusive Sasquatch.’ Sorry, I get carried away.”
“That's...brilliant, Wyatt,” Bluff says. He yells to Janie, “All right, kid, it's time. You
ready? Radio to the crew on the bridge, Wyatt. Get the spotlight down here. Quicker we get this
shot, quicker we dry off and get those pancakes in us.”

Bob jumps up with a start, as water begins to enter any orifice it can find— ears, mouth,
nostrils. He shoves a lumbering weight off himself. There’s no reason to believe Janie doesn't
think he's the best big brother in the world, but maybe that hasn't been his greatest fear all along.
Maybe what's even more frightening than that is that she will think he's the best, that she will
look up to him, but that it won't matter, that her practical education will be far from complete.
That despite all his valiant efforts at surrogate parenting, he'll be a failure. It's time to grow up
fast, he thinks. It's time fo r her to grow up fast, he means, he corrects himself internally.
The rain, once but a drizzle, has picked up to a divinely torrential pace. The beating in
Bob's chest, and the submergence of his ankles, tell Bob that the Allegheny Sea will soon rage.
All he knows is, whatever happens, he can't afford to let Janie succumb to the last temptation of
“reality.” When he looks ahead of him to see the head of a silverback gorilla floating in the rising
current, he begins to question the meaning of that word himself—reality.
A giant palm rests on his shoulder, and he looks to his right to see the legs and torso of
that gorilla standing tall, its discarded head replaced by that of a tall middle school-aged boy.
That cheeky bastard with the banana on the bus.
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“What the heck are you doing out here?” Bob asks.
“I could ask the same of you,” the kid says, but since the urgency of the Flood’s present
peril precludes the formality of cliched rejoinder, he adds, “I came out here to screw with the
Bigfoot people. My house is just a couple miles over. My friends all abandoned me when the
creepy alien noises started.”
Bob hears the man called Bluff yell, “All right, kid, you got your story straight? We're
rolling in 5...4...” He sees in the light of the TV crew the miniature buccaneer, his swashbuckling
sister, foam sword raised in something akin to defiance. Her hat blows off as the wind picks up;
cool, real, the jolly roger on her back glows, bright and telling, through her transparent poncho.
Her hair glows golden in the sideways precipitation; she stands strong, he thinks (or hopes), as
the savior of Bob's America.
“That your daughter out there, man?”
Bob wants to say, no, kid, how old do you think I am? He wants to say, no, I'm just a boy,
barely twenty, out with his kid sister on a prospector's pipe dream, the picture of diabolical
negligence, a pitiful excuse for the best big brother in the world, but though there's time to think
all that, as his boots fill with the Lord's twenty-first century liquid vengeance (which is
preferable, he thinks, to the apocalypse-by-fire the New Testament prophesied), he knows there's
no time to go into all that out loud, with this kid he's just met, this kid who's a whole heck of a lot
more daring than Bob ever would have been at his age, so he says instead, “Yeah, she's mine.”
“She run off from you?”
“Something like that.”
“You wanna help me...help you?”
Bob nods—and, effectively, looks down and then up. “We better act quick.”
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“Cameras are rolling. Just storm on and go crazy.”
It's not as fast going as they hoped. They slug their way through the shallow rapids,
strange oceanic bedfellows as they are, and move into earshot of Janie's recitation: “...and then
after I lost my big brother Bobby, I was standing over there, listening to the whales, when this,
like, this monkey thing came by and shu— there it is!”
She points to the gorilla boy—Bob slogging a yard or so behind, not yet visible—and the
spotlight follows her finger to land on him. The gorilla boy waits just long enough for everyone’s
focus to be on him, then makes an exaggerated waving motion above his human head (his gorilla
mask long gone) and yells, “Oh no! You got me! I do exist!” Then, in a youthful surge of
adrenalin that Bob's prematurely advanced years cannot and will not permit, he boosts himself,
gorilla body and all, centerstage, in the middle of it all, where he yells a holiday felicitation. Bob
will tell Janie, if they make it out of this alive, that he says, “Happy Halloween, snitch,” though
she'll know enough to know that's not exactly the case. At least he'll try.
He'll try. That's more than can be said for Bluff & Co. When Bob comes into focus, he's
holding the metal detector—beeping ever louder—and the remaining shovel high, in some
gesture of new-age shepherdry. Janie shrieks with joy. “And there's my big brother Bobby!”
Wyatt looks to Bluff, as though for executive leadership. It’s clear than in all Wyatt’s hunts he's
never dealt with something like this. All these complications aren't even close to his everyday
fears. Whose responsibility is it to fix this mess. Neither of them even tries. Let the cameras roll.
Bob spreads his arms wide and shouts, as he would from the rooftops or the Sky Walk, if
he could climb a real ladder out of this fantastic muck—he recites, “And it repented the Lord that
he had made man on the earth, and it grieved him at his heart. And the Lord said, I will destroy

18

man whom I have created from the face of the earth; both man, and beast, and the creeping thing,
and the fowls of the air; for it repenteth me that I have made them.”
Bob wades right up to Bluff and Wyatt, as they stand on guard but not doing anything
real to stop his display, not even trying—not even sure, it’s clear, what entails trying at this
point—their faces white as ghosts. I ain't afraid of no hosts, Bob thinks.
Gorilla Boy stands behind Bluff and nudges him: “I told him to act crazy. So whatever
this is, however much money this episode makes you guys, I'm just saying, this is basically my
doing. I get a cut.”
Bob’s about to spout some maxim—as if this valley can afford to have anything else
spouted into it—about responsibility and how he's finally taking it, how we all should finally just
up and take it, when he hears a small pack of whimpers in the vicinity. Four canine heads bob in
the water—a family unit, the coyotes back to say hi. They congregate near one of the platforms
Janie played on earlier. The pups are too big now to fit in their parents' mouths, but they struggle
up after them to the momentary safety of higher ground. The four of them growl and yip at the
human circus that's taken over their home. Their biggest fear has been realized. Their instinct is
to flee, but there's nowhere left for dogs to run.
Wyatt draws the hunting rifle from the holster on his back as quick as his namesake
gunslinger, Mr. Earp, in the Wild West. “Get on down, darn 'yotes! Or I'ma shoot you down!”
The cameras continue to roll.
The coyotes continue to bark.
The floodwaters continue to rise.
Along with the water levels, so rises Bob: “They're just saying hi!” he yells.
“They just want to stay dry,” Janie rhymes.
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“They don't want to die,” Gorilla Boy says.
Wyatt moves his gun off the coyotes and onto Gorilla Boy, who raises his drenched ape
arms in real fear. “I'll show you don't-wanna-die.”
“Wyatt,” Bluff says, points to the cameras. Wyatt shifts his aim back to the dogs, tails
tucked between their legs, in the manner of their species.
Bob resumes his biblical recitation: “And, behold, I, even I, do bring a flood of waters
upon the earth, to destroy all flesh, wherein is the breath of life, from under heaven; and every
thing that is in the earth shall die.”
“Jesus Christ,” Gorilla Boy says, “you make that stuff up?”
Bob shakes his head. “Someone wrote it in an Old Book a long time ago. Let's get out of
here, Janie. Before this muck gets too deep to find the path.”
“But the coyotes, Bobby...”
“Put the gun down, old man,” Bob says. “They're no threat.”
“Yeah,” Bluff chimes in, “put it down. Let's go back to the inn. They'll have pancakes
ready.”
Though Wyatt is obviously a man who loves pancakes, the tears that fill his eyes, that
drip over the edge of his nose onto the thickness of his Squatcherstache, clearly have nothing to
do with dreams of a late-night breakfast. His show is over. His life is over. He's just pulled a gun
on a stranger in the woods, and his own people caught it on camera. “They're taunting me,” he
says, motions towards the coyotes on their platform.
“They're not taunting you, Wyatt. They don't even know what that means. They're just
trying to stay alive.”
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Janie stares into the face of the mother coyote, who snuggles with the father—out of
puppy love or necessity—and holds their offspring close. Janie gives it a look of something like
hope or understanding. She holds her human paw up to wave. “Hi,” she says. She just says hi.
And then, in the passive voice so often taken up by the guilty on the staged, fake
courtroom dramas, Wyatt’s gun goes off.
“No!” Janie yells, drags the vowel out far too long. There's no time for anything but
cliches at this point.
Bob runs in, tackles Wyatt down into the water. The squatcher’s gun drops, and he grabs
onto Bob’s poncho.
Bluff yells, “Cut! Cut! Cut!” and the cameras stop rolling. “This was brilliant,
everybody.”
Everybody does not agree. “What are you talking about?” Bob shouts over his device’s
incessant beeps.
“Yeah,” Wyatt says through inadvertent gulps, “the heck you talking about?” The poncho
rips, and he shifts his grip to the metal detector— so tight as if to break it in half—as Bob breaks
free from his grasp and leaps to his feet.
“We can use this footage,” Bluff continues. “Well, not you, Wyatt. You're fired.” As if by
intelligent design, the torrent’s current accelerates between two platforms, pushes Wyatt off to
crawl and float, to find his own way, one hand on the rifle, the other on Bob’s metal detector. The
continued beeping makes man and gun a pod of tiny whales. “Darn plate in his head,” Bluff
laughs. “Guy never had to look far for the gold.”
“You, sir,” he points to Bob, “what's your name?”
“The name's Bob.”
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“Bob? Great. Is that biblical?”
“Robert is, sort of.”
“Well, okay. Bob, I want to use you. My offer will be very lucrative for you if you
accept.”
Bob thinks about the treasure, how long ago it feels like since he and Janie set off to look
for it. He thinks about the payments coming due, the checks from Dad that have stopped coming.
On the other hand, he thinks about how much it hurt when Janie sold out to these people for forty
dollars. Doesn’t honesty still play a role? Or has that best policy been forgotten long ago in this
world of mammals? “Go on,” he says.
“Now this idea is rough, so bear with me. We run an expose on the realities of the reality
TV business. We use that scene of you, that scene we just filmed, for our promo bits, maybe our
pilot. We'll call it something like When Reality Gets Real.”
Bob's listening but barely. He watches through the crew’s light as Janie, her golden hair
soaked and pushed to the side, trudges toward the coyote platform. The mother bleeds from a
front paw, as her mate and pups tend to her the only way they know how. Wyatt had misfired
through the wind and rain, but must have just nicked her. Bob's pretty sure he should tell Janie to
keep her distance; they never got around to the wildlife safety part of her lessons.
“So what do you say, sir?”
“I'll have to think about it,” Bob says, and he starts to jog, splashing all the way toward
Janie. As in a dream that cannot, that will not be broken, she stands tall in water almost to her
knees. She mistakes growls for amiable salutations, something wild in the flesh for a spiritual
guardian. “Mom,” she whimpers.
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The lights from the bridge continue to shine down on the wild scene below: a big brother
doing big brother things in the State of Nature, a fired Squatcher who swims so wild toward false
shore after false shore, and a silverback gorilla pleading loudly to a TV boss for his big break.
“Hey, listen, B-Man,” he says, “can I call you B-Man? I don’t think this guy’s your guy. I’ll take
the show on if you’ll let me. I’m gonna get a Mammal World tattoo when I turn eighteen. I’ll
make your channel famous.”
“Just shut up, kid,” Bluff says. Gorilla Boy looks at him like no one’s ever had the
audacity to tell him to shut up before, and he backs off to rummage in the tent, among whatever
remains above water. The spotlight lands on the two families, coyote and human—the snarled
teeth of the alpha dog, the man in the ripped garbage bag behind the young pirate without a ship.
Janie creeps a hand forward to pet the injured mother, but Bob darts his own arm faster, pulls her
away right as one of the dogs snaps.
“Let them be wild,” Bob says, and lifts her high into the air.
“Come on,” Bluff yells, “we’re not looking for family interest stuff.”
Bob stares into the light. “Keep the money then. We’re going home.” Maybe someday
when this valley dries up, a mustachioed man searching for Sasquatch will stumble upon a pot of
gold. Maybe that will even be Bob, but it won’t be tonight. No—they’ll sell Dad’s Cadillac, Bob
thinks. He’ll start working full-time, somehow. He’ll find a way.
“Can you swim, Bobby?” Somehow the question has never come up. Janie wraps her
arms tight around her brother’s neck.
He looks to the coyotes, that family in crisis. “I can doggy paddle as well as anyone else
here.” But even now, the water rising onto the platform, into their boots, Bob understands self
confidence might not be enough.

23

The people on the bridge lower a rope toward the set. Bluff yells into his walkie-talkie,
“Lower! Lower! Come on, show’s over! What? Find me a longer rope then.” But there isn’t a
long enough rope, not here, not anywhere. No help will come from above tonight for this
sideshow sinner.
Janie hops on Bob’s back to avoid the wet. The streams they crossed earlier have
morphed into one, ginormous and thrashing. Bob reaches a boot out and thrusts it back onto the
platform as even more water flows into it. Rain blows in his face, and he stares toward where he
knows the coyotes to be, then to the set and its lights, and the bridge and the sky. Well, here goes
nothing, he thinks.
“Can you hang tight up there, kiddo? We’re gonna jump platform to platform to work our
way out of this mess.”
“Like that videogame you and Dad used to play?”
“That’s right.”
Bob looks off across the distance to the next platform over, a good seven feet over this
new body of water, the Allegheny Sea. He plants his waterlogged boots and prays for traction.
He gets a running start, readies himself for the plunge if he fails, and leaps. He prays again, and
Janie buries her head in the dripping hair on the back of his neck as they reach the crest of the air
wave. She’s not afraid of falling but of what she’ll land in, not afraid of drowning but of
surviving and never finding her way out.
Bob’s boots hit the edge of the next platform. He prays, he prays for traction, and they
slide out from under him. A wave crashes against his ribs, pushes him and Janie into the water.
Janie’s arms latch tight over Bob’s eyeballs, the only thing she can find. She lets out a scream
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that echoes nearly as loud as the loudest forest beluga, as Bob reaches to holds them up,
somehow, on the concrete ledge.
Janie struggles to keep her head above water, kicks her little pirate legs at her big
brother’s booty. A scratchy voice crackles through the wind. She can’t make out words, so she
imagines things. Swim, Janie. Swim. Be wild. Be free. Save yourself. Save your brother. Whales?
Sasquatch? Coyotes? Hatcinondo? God Himself? Mom? She doesn’t know what’s real anymore.
Everything’s less scary when it’s not real.
The crackles come closer, and the words come clearer: “Hey, mister! Girl!” The gorilla.
He pulls up beside their platform in an inflated raft with two black cherry branches for oars. He
waves the two over. “What the heck are ya doing down there? Get in here!”
Janie climbs onto Bob’s shoulders and leaps into the raft. She doesn’t know much, but
she knows enough not to question the appearance of this raft, knows enough to know that this
gorilla is her only hope. Sometimes things just appear, like gorillas in rafts at just the right
moment. Sometimes a bear in a manger really is an elusive primate. Sometimes you just have to
jump.
“Come on, Bobby!” she yells. He pulls himself to his feet, staggers like their father on a
frosty beach called Hope. Sometimes God has to go back on His Promises, he thinks. Sometimes
He has to send a Second Great Flood to take out the exploitative showrunners of reality
television. Sometimes the ark isn’t big enough.
“You coming, mister?” the gorilla says. “We ain’t got all night.”
“Where’d you get that raft?” Bob asks. “Where’d it come from?”
A wave hits the raft and knocks Janie off her feet, but she falls into gorilla arms. “Come
on,” she repeats.
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The gorilla points back to where the set was: “A squatcher is always prepared. Now come
on, guy. I need to catch a ride home when we get back to the top.”

The three of them raft through the rapids, directionless, every which way. The wind
decides their course, the bridge above their only compass, its spotlight panning over their path
occasionally. “Well,” Gorilla Boy says, “at least something’s finally covered up all these ruins.
That’s one thing.”
“That is one thing,” Bob says. Janie holds onto her big brother’s belt loop. A camera
short-circuits in the sea beside them, and one of the set’s speakers sputters sparks from an
electric blowhole. Finally, it’s all been washed away, and Bob sees that it is good.
Suddenly, the rain stops. Just like that. The way it sometimes does, when it pours for
hours, only for the clouds to disperse with no warning, as the night sky fills one by one with
stars. Gorilla Boy paddles as hard as he can. He must be out hours past his curfew. Bob paddles
just as hard and sees that it is good. He’ll drop Gorilla Boy off when they finally get out of here.
He’ll wonder what the parents think and be glad he doesn’t have to worry about Janie running off
like him for at least a few more years. But even so, he thinks, let her be wild. Let us all be wild,
free from the forces that control.
It’s Janie that spots him, treading water, halfway between the set and the shore: Bluff, the
young squatching executive. He waves and kicks, and they almost blow straight past him. “We
have to save him,” Janie says. Gorilla Boy looks to Bob— do we have to?—and Bob nods.

Bluff leans on Bob the whole way to shore. Even by the time they reach the top of the
hill, he’s still schmoozing: “Listen, thank you, thank you kids so much. Bob? Mr. Robert? This
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has all been great. You know, I don’t usually do this, but, but, I think I can convince the network
to throw in something extra for this. An extra, an extra grand per episode? That work?”
Bob points to the crew’s van parked near the start of the bridge. “Go.”
“But, but...” he limps off, defeated, to guffaws from the crew: how you gonna explain
this one to Daddy? Ooh, baby boy, Bluff...where’s your tripod? your tent? D id it all float away in
the flood? Oh no, are you firing us? We ’re fired? We ’re fired. Yes. Well, good luck then. They
load up in the van without him and drive off. Bluff’s not sure that’s all legal, but it’s not as
though there’s any way he could report it stolen way out here, in these woods. In any event,
without his show’s crew or its star, he’s all alone now.
And Bob is all alone, but he understands now that maybe that can be good. He stops the
car at the park’s entrance, and Janie runs her last ketchup sandwich over to a man sleeping in the
grass, long black hair covering his face, a cardboard sign with HoLlYwOoD written on it leaning
against a metal signpost, the persistently frantic beeps of a metal detector still going despite the
wet—the fallen Wyatt, all alone. Where did he find the hitchhiking sign? A squatcher is always
prepared. Janie goes to grab her brother’s metal detector, but Bob yells to her, “He needs it more
than we do. Let him be wild.” And Janie runs back and buckles up in the backseat. Bob drives
eastbound into the first light of November, and the gorilla boy hands him his sunglasses from the
center console. This is Bob. Bob’s prepared.
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Here, Meet in Freedom
- 1For her first Thanksgiving dinner as a widow, Labekka Monson, the octogenarian
Mormon, takes her seat in the northwestern sector of a circular granite table in the Navajo desert,
at the point where her home state of Utah meets with Colorado, Arizona, and New Mexico. She’s
dressed neck to ankle in skintight denim, fresh from a Provo thrift store. Her shoulder harness
holds bullets for the automatic rifle she hoists on her back, an instrument that dwarves her
whittled torso. Her scalp bakes in the noonday sun through what silver hair remains, and the
stench of dried poultry gusts in circles around her. A stuffed bird serves as the table’s
centerpiece; it gobbles in the silent way of the dead. How did it get here? Maybe the wind set the
table. The wind’s been acting awfully strange lately.
The Latter-Day Saints had struck plural marriage from the Book forty years before
Labekka’s birth. That, she determined sixty years into her monogamous union with Joseph Smith
Monson, was the biggest tragedy surrounding her life. Had he more resembled his namesake,
their religion’s founder, he would have had thirty-nine or so other wives to do his bidding. As it
was, though, there was only so much one woman could do— spiritually, emotionally, sexually.
Was he abusive? Not in the traditional sense. As a former missionary who’d worked in the Jazz
pro basketball team’s front office since their relocation to Salt Lake City in ’79, though, Joseph
kept a tight schedule. Without a bench wife to take the court on occasion, then, Labekka was
always at his right hand, shooting free throws at team charity events, blowing whistles when he’d
run passing drills with the neighborhood elders. He called it all God’s work. The Jazz never won
a title, but it was as though Joseph wanted to be the world champion of God’s work.
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This in mind, she decided she’d blame God Himself for the boring life she led. It was
easy to do. It was His doctrine, after all; it was He that gave in to the U.S. government on the
matter of polygamy. After Joseph’s death on Monday, three days ago, she decided to send Him a
message. She loaded up the rifle and drove all the way from their townhouse in Provo to
somewhere outside Blanding in the southeastern part of the state. Through a season of wind
stronger than any she’d felt in all her decades, she managed to keep it on the road. She set her
pack down on a rock between three cacti where she stopped and waited for a Sign. Even in late
November the sun seemed a fiery tyrant, slow-cooking heathens who dared to challenge its heat.
Labekka went through a gallon of water in an hour and watched the clouds shift shapes.
God’s Abstract Art. Not too far off from Labekka’s base, a group of kids tried to start a pick-up
game of baseball, but they had enough players for just one team. All nine queued up at home
plate, waiting their turn to bat to no one. Civilization. Even after driving all day, there was no
real escape from it for Labekka. A cross turned into a camel in the sky, and a red smiley face rode
its cumulus hump. What else could it be, she thought, but a dirigible from Heaven? She fired six
rounds and watched the plume of hellfire rain from above.
-2Arriving shortly after Labekka, in adjacent Colorado, the table’s northeastern sector, sits
Matthew Worley, who was once known to his family as “the racist uncle from Boulder.” He
stuffs his face from a plate full of sweet potatoes, white meat, and stuffing. Cranberry sauce, too.
He does love his cranberry sauce. His brother Jimmy was always too cheap to get it. You’re the
only one who eats it, Matt. You take a spoonful, and the rest goes to waste. Yeah yeah yeah,
Matthew would think. This year, for the first time, he eats his Thanksgiving dinner without the
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company of his extended family. It’s what he’d always wished for: some goddamn peace and
quiet.
Last year, Matthew battled his older brother over the wishbone. For the first time in forty
years, he’d won, sent Jimmy crashing backwards straight through the kids’ table. Little James
Junior, sucking on his dissolvable puffs, let out a wail and whacked his bottle across the room
into their shih tzu’s snout. Pedro, a dumb dog with an even dumber beaner name if you asked
Matthew, barked and darted around the kitchen. “You could have killed someone,” came the
simultaneous exaggeration of Jimmy’s new wife Heidi and Nora, his twenty-year-old daughter
from his first marriage. It’d seemed, in the short term anyway, that Matthew had received the
exact opposite of what he wished for.
Yet, here he is, and here they aren’t. Last Saturday, he met them south of here, far beyond
the empty seat in the table’s New Mexican sector, to take off in a hot air balloon from Las
Cruces. The big balloon festival was in Albuquerque, but Jimmy was far too cheap to pay their
rates. Dust devils stormed in from Mexico, and Matthew joked that he hoped no beaners would
blow in over the border. There was a darker-skinned family in the ticket hut with them. A mother,
a father, a son, a daughter, all of whom stared away from Matthew, shook their heads at his
verbal antics. “I’m sorry,” Matthew said. “You guys aren’t Mexicans, are you?” The mother said,
“No, we’re Navajo.” “Well then you get what I’m saying about the Mexicans, right?”
“Matt,” Jimmy said. He tugged on his brother’s shirt, directed him away from the Navajo
family.
“What? I’m trying to associate with our native peoples here, brother. Aboriginals. Have a
little respect. Do a little rain dance. I like them Indian tacos I had at a place in Denver over the
summer. Hey, there ain’t that many of you guys even left, is there?”
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The Navajo family shuffled out of the hut with their balloon tickets in hand, and Nora,
Matthew’s niece on holiday from her junior year of college, spoke up. “Uncle Matty, you can’t
talk like that. The genocide and displacement of the American Indian is no laughing matter.”
“Girl,” Matthew said, “you never used to have a problem with the way I talk. Nothing’s
changed about me in all your life. This what they teach you at that liberal farts college? I’ll show
you a genuine discotheque.. .the hell’d you even call it? Shoulda known you’d turn on me, all
those red and brown and yellow niggers you sluttin’ around w i t h . ”
“That’s enough, Matthew,” Jimmy said. The baby James Junior began to yell in Heidi’s
arms as she ordered their tickets— two adults, one student, one child under three. A more
reputable balloon company wouldn’t have let the baby up, but a more reputable balloon company
would have vastly exceeded the budget of Jimmy, a man too frugal even to invest in cranberry
sauce one day each year.
“Only two adults? What, you’re leaving me down here?” Matthew yelled. “Like the
devil’s ass you are. Because of a few choice remarks? Or are you the child under three, Heidi?
Jesus Christ, you’re barely older than Nora. How you land that young ass, Jimbo? ... Oh, you
really are going up without me, aren’t you?” He added the last part more quietly, as he watched
his brother’s family follow the Navajos and the young pilot into the basket of a big red balloon.
The pilot lit the burner, and the warm air’s buoyancy broke those nine ill-fated souls temporarily
out of gravity’s prison.
Nobody could have predicted the crazy winds that came next. They sent balloons gliding
hundreds of miles in all directions. Groups were stuck in the air for hours, in some cases days at
a time, as nature disregarded its own laws. Border Patrol was enlisted to try to take down
runaways safely, or at least to keep tabs on Americans drifted inadvertently into Mexico. But the
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winds took the Worleys northbound. There was no logic to it. The same gust that sent you to
Texas would send your neighbor to California. And so on.
When Matthew learned of his family’s coordinates, he learned them from a Las Cruces
hotel bar as part of a series of devastating numbers. So many degrees, so many minutes, so many
seconds north, by so many degrees, so many minutes, so many seconds west. A scorched infield
and a charred basket, so many puncture holes in the envelope’s fallen fabric. So much gravity. So
many dead, so many critically injured. Nine in the balloon, all dead, and nine on the baseball
field, in intensive care or worse, make eighteen in total. Zero known suspects. Zero suspected
motives. Probable: one shooter who fled the scene. Acting on orders? Part of a larger terrorist
plot? Not known.
Matthew had his suspicions. Mexican Ay-rabs, he thought, Muslim spic terrorists. Sand
niggers are sand niggers no matter the desert. We should have closed the border fifteen years
ago. It’s the kind of thing Nora, niece Nora, college Nora, would have told him was dead wrong.
Things are more complex than all that, she’d say. Book learnings. Well, what did that get her?
Now she s dead. Gone. Never coming back. Matthew vowed, at first, to avenge them all. He
found a gun show a block off from the New Mexico State campus Nora had attended, but when
he told them his plans to exterminate Mexican Arabs in the Southwest, they put him on a waiting
list until a thorough background check could clear.
Seventy-two hours later, he’s still waiting. But he can’t wait. Though he’s always hated
everyone, he’d never needed to arm himself before now. He’d always been reluctant but content
to coexist. He knew he couldn’t wait much longer, so he woke up with the sun this morning and
plugged the coordinates in, hightailed it up here, drove like the devil’s dick to use his words, in a
rental car. At least there was no thorough background check required for that. He decided he’d
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figure it out when he made it to the site. Drove like the wind doesn’t precisely describe the way
he got here. The wind doesn’t follow such a straight, determined trajectory.
Matthew fills a second plate with turkey and cranberry sauce and glances over to
Labekka in Utah. They haven’t done much more than exchange introductions up to this point.
There’s a feast here fit for a dozen or more, and Matthew’s been chomping since he sat down. No
use pondering where it came from. Matthew’s on a mission, and he can’t afford to be sidetracked
by unanswerable questions. He’s been eyeing the gun on Labekka’s back, wondering how he
might use this day as a networking opportunity. She’s not a positive result to his background
check, but she just might be the next best thing.
-3“Man, Labekka, I’ve always dreamed of being one of your Mormon men. How many
wives do they get to have? And then they get a planet when they die?” She doesn’t bother to
explain the official policy on plural marriage and that the planet thing is a bit of a misreading of
their Book. She just nods, finishes off her second helping of stuffing, and lets Matthew continue
his rant. “My brother had a second wife, but he had to divorce the first one to get her. He
couldn’t keep both, you know. And anyway, he only got the second one on accident, after he
knocked her up after a night on the town.”
For three days, Labekka fasted by the San Juan River, contemplating whether the thing
she shot out of the sky was real, whether there were really people in it. Maybe it was a mirage.
They say after you’ve spent enough time in the desert you begin to see those. She fled the scene
before the authorities could show up to verify its realness.
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Right now she sees what looks like the figure of another man walking toward them from
the southwest, Arizona. That must be a mirage, too, she decides, and she looks back to Matthew,
who’s singing her people’s praises.
“You know, I have much respect for your people. It’s true. I hate coffee, and, well, I don’t
really know what else you guys believe, but just know you have my love. Okay? And so, I was
wondering, if there was anything I might be able, to do, well, to make you part with that gun of
yours.” His mustache is stained a deep red by the cranberry sauce. “Anything at all,” he adds.
Labekka has no interest in getting involved with another man after all that time with
Joseph, not one three decades her junior, and especially not this cranberry sauce-eating buffoon
who’ll never stop talking. But she thinks, on the off-chance that thing she shot out of the sky
wasn’t a mirage, that it might not be a bad idea to get rid of this gun. She undoes the holster on
her back part of the way but then stops: “What do you need it for?” she asks.
“Well, you see,” he snags the last bite of cranberry sauce from the table. There are limits
even to this mysterious host’s generosity. Frugality trumps infinity every time. “You see, I’m on
sort of a mission.”
Labekka’s about to goad him forward— and w hat’s that mission?—but a different voice
beats her to it. A man’s booming voice from Arizona. So he wasn’t a mirage.
“A mission, huh?” he says. His face is dark, deeply tanned. “Could I by chance get you
sidetracked a minute or two? I’d be eternally thankful. Name’s Ronald Boon. Work truck’s out of
gas about an eight-minute walk up the way. Got 20,000 gallons of water in tow from Durango.
Some Black Friday pool party at a big-ass shopping center in Phoenix. Found out this morning
I’m already late, so I’m in a bit of a rush.”
“It’s just past noon on Thursday,” Labekka points out.
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“Well, apparently they started Black Friday at nine o’clock Wednesday night this year.”
He shrugs his broad shoulders. “Work’s work, right? And may I say that’s some outfit you got
there, ma’am—a woman your age rocking the jean jacket? I’ll be. Anyway, any chance one of
you could ride me up the road to the next station? Couple five-gallon cans in the truck should be
all right for the next leg of the trip. I’ll make it worth your while somehow.”
Matthew eyes him carefully. “You ain’t Mexican, are you? Or an Ay-rab? Mexican Ayrab?”
“Me?” Ronald Boon chuckles. “You got something against browns? I just spend a lot of
time in the sun, dude. Well, I think I’m like an eighth or sixteenth Navajo or something. What’s it
to you?”
“Navajo? Native? Hell, man, I’m always getting you guys messed up with the spics.
You’re cool then. Yeah, maybe I can take you up the road. Sit down and eat a bite first, though,
will ya? We’ll be like the Pilgrims and shit.”
There’s something about needing someone’s help that prevents people from attacking
them on their idiocies, on the ridiculousness of their statements. “Well, I guess I am already
late,” Ronald says. “Where’d this food come from anyway?”
“We don’t know,” Matthew says, as he cleans off a drumstick and tosses it behind him,
and the wind carries it into New Mexico.
“The wind blew it in,” Labekka says, “just like it blew all of us in.” She’s still holding
tight to the gun on her back.
“Huh? Don’t listen to that crazy old woman, Ronnie. Can I call you Ronnie?” Matthew
darts his gaze back to Labekka. “Are you gonna make a deal with me for that gun or what? I
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need it for my mission. I’m gonna take out the Mexican Arabs. They shot my family out of the
sky.”
Labekka spits a piece of fat out on the burning granite.
“They?” Ronald asks.
“Well, maybe there was just one gunman. But I’ll take ’em all out. They’re all in on the
same agenda, I figure. Last thing they did, my brother and his wife and daughter, before they
went up in that balloon is fight me over something stupid. But Jesus, Ronnie, I forgive them. I
know now the Lord made me stay down on the ground so I could do His Work.”
Labekka chugs from a schooner of stinking hot water. Another man doing God’s work.
And the balloon was real.
“You’re like a camel,” Ronald says to her. “And you’re talking about the Blanding
Balloon Killer, right?”
“That’s right,” Matthew says, “and if there were camels around here I’d take them out,
too.”
Labekka grabs a handful of rolls and crawls under the table. “Is she okay?” Ronald asks.
“Beats me. You know how them old ladies get. Probably just needs to get some shade for
a minute. It’s hot as the devil’s urethra out here.”
“Hot as t h e . ? ” Ronald elects not to finish his thought, as Matthew walks into Utah,
kneels on the granite floor to see about grabbing Labekka’s gun. “Listen, guy. Maybe you oughta
leave that rifle with our lady here when we go.”
The dinner table has become the negotiating table. The Black Friday pool party will have
to wait a little longer.
“What do you mean?” Matthew says. “I need it.”
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“You’re mad about your brother and his folks, right? What’s killing a bunch of people
gonna do for you? The wind doesn’t always blow the way we ask it to. You hear me on that?”
Ronald’s goal is to get some gas—without becoming an accessory to mass murder, if he can help
it.
“What, you mean to tell me your people think they can control the wind?”
“My people? You mean truckers? It’s a metaphor, guy.”
“You talking smart with me, man?”
“That depends on how you define intelligence. Listen: I know things. Not a lot butsome.
I know we can talk to the wind, but I also know it doesn’t have to listen.”
“Where’s this coming from? What is this, the philosophy of meteorology?” Thesun is
high in the sky now, and he’s burning up fast.
“It’s the barometric pressure of chance and desire.”
“Now you’ve lost me.”
“Good. What I’m trying to say—look, the wind sometimes blows the way we ask it to—”
“We?”
“You and I.”
“Not me.”
“Yes, you. You ever been to Vegas?” Ronald points in a vague, westerly direction.
“Yeah, once, with the brother. Years ago, back before he—”
“—married up and had that daughter?”
“What are you getting at?”
“You hit the jackpot?”
“You kidding me?”

38

“It does happen.”
“Yeah, to one in a million.” Matthew yawns, ready to crawl under with Labekka and enter
a tryptophan coma. He takes her seat and fiddles with the turkey’s wishbone to keep awake.
“What makes you and the other 999,998 any less worthy? Any less qualified?”
“Got nothing to do with worth.” Matthew’s thoughts drift toward Baby James Junior, the
silly little shit chucking those puffs at that worthless dog. Pedro—who’s feeding him now
anyway?
“What then, if not worth?” Ronald asks. Maybe he can save a life somehow. Maybe that
will be worth something.
“Just wasn’t our day.” Matthew switches the bone from hand to hand, tries to keep
focused.
“Whose day was it?”
“Do you have a point?” Matthew’s head sways, finally crashes to the table; his hand with
the wishbone drops into what remains of the mashed potatoes. Ronald’s laugh booms across the
desert.
“Tell you what,” he says, as he reaches a big hand across the state line to rouse his
tablemate. “You’re taking me to get gas. That’s a fact. But let’s fight over the wishbone first. I
win, the woman comes. You win, the gun. What do you say?”
-4How do you tell a man you shot his family and another family out of the sky because you
thought they were God? How do you not let him pass blame on to two entire groups of people,
even when it seems like the easiest, most practicable route to take? At eighty years old, Labekka
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Monson’s solution is not to take action, is not to make a change. Her solution is to die on the
spot. To leave everything else to chance.
But if only that were as easy as it sounds. She could pull the gun on herself. That’s
something that’s been done before, she knows, but what if she missed? What if she knocked
another family of gods out of the sky? What if she had to live to answer to these two men?
What if Matthew’s interpretation of Mormonism was correct? Joseph Smith Monson was
a good Mormon. He did God’s work. He helped children. Even in old age, he was a solid 86%
from the free throw line. This was a true Latter-Day Saint. If planets were awarded in the
afterlife, he would get one of the biggest. The question remained, then, for Labekka: would he
even let her on his planet, knowing what she’s become? What if one more sin got her banned
from spending eternity on Joseph’s planet?
And despite it all, despite everything she believes about his holy goodness, would she
even want to go there if she weren’t banished? What would she call her eternal home of
salvation? Planet Struggle, she thinks, there’s no other name for it. A struggle to escape, a
struggle to understand the power of gravity. A hot air balloon, when shot directly in the burner,
loses its godlike ability to defy gravity. It accelerates toward the ground at the rate of so many
meters per so many seconds per second. Nine point eight meters per second squared. It’s all just
numbers, and it’s a struggle to comprehend.
She did not have to undergo an extensive background check for her firearm. She just took
it out of Joseph’s closet after he died. But if she had, what would it have brought up? Besides the
rote, the statistics: zero crimes committed in eighty years of life. What was her background,
really? Faithful wife, never had a life to call her own.
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What may have been even more important than a comprehensive background check at the
point of acquiring the weapon would have been a bit of forethought on the part of the shooter.
How much more work would it realistically have taken to conduct comprehensive background
checks on the victims ahead of time? Before you go on and drop two families of strangers out of
the sky onto a field full of prospective hitters, why don’t you do a little research?
For example, the two couples in the hot air balloon, defying the laws of cultural
difference, had their first dates at the same green chili burrito place only three days apart from
each other. The men shared an affinity for karaoke, while the women rode horses in their spare
time until suffering career-ending injuries at the hands of gravity when they were fifteen and
seventeen. All four contemplated divorce at least twice, but never more than casually. When it
came down to it, Jimmy didn’t want to have to go through all that again. Nora Worley hated
burritos, singing, and horses, but she loved to swim and had an above-average understanding of
organic chemistry. In the past three years, she’d had sex with men of at least eight unique
ethnicities, some she really did love, in secret hopes that she’d get pregnant and force her uncle
to confront his prejudices directly. She lost her virginity while she was supposed to be watching
her baby brother, but he survived that experience of sibling neglect even if a fall from the sky
ultimately proved too much for him.
When you reach that infant named James Junior, though, the background check idea sort
of falls apart. There’s not much there. He hasn’t done much, unless you count eating puffs and
smacking bottles in dogs’ faces. One might be better served, rather, to have conducted a
comprehensive foreground check on him. Where would his life have taken him, had it not been
prematurely and unceremoniously ended in the Utah desert? He would have been an American
folk sensation, you know, singing songs of revolution, love, and the open road. Or even if he

41

wasn’t exactly that, he still would have loved something or someone somewhere, and he would
have been loved back, maybe. And one of the players in the field would have been a pitcher in
the World Series fifteen Novembers later. A champion with the Arizona Diamondbacks or
Colorado Rockies, a starting pitcher with pie thrown in his face, carried on the shoulders of his
teammates. He could have thrown an off-speed pitch or a breaking ball, or he could have given
them the heater; whichever way he went, he would have been a winner. Or maybe he would have
been a champion of something else instead. But there isn’t anyone alive who could lob one over
the wreckage in that field, the pieces of lives on those baselines.
What about the hot air balloon pilot? What would have become of him? What would
become of anyone, if gravity weren’t so terrifyingly adept? She wants to get up, grab her gun,
and find a way to save everyone. She remembers what Ronald said about the pool party, the
2,000-gallon water tank he’s hauling. She dreams that she’ll march to that truck and fire away
until the tank leaks water all over this godforsaken desert. Or at least, all over a little part of it.
And she’ll baptize Matthew in the name of her Lord. And by proxy, she’ll baptize his entire
family. And they’ll all spend eternity on Planet Struggle, but at least they’ll struggle together.
“What’s wrong with her?” Labekka hears Ronald ask over her maniacal laughing and
coughing. She’s not really dying, at least not any more than anyone who’s lived as long as she
has. She’s just pretending for a while, hiding in the shade of a table that doesn’t follow any of the
rules of anything. She wishes she could do God’s work and run foreground checks on Ronald
and Matthew. What’s going to happen with those two on the road together? She reads the words
engraved on the granite beneath the table: Four states / here meet / in freedom / under God. In
freedom! That’s where she is now, finally, in freedom, under this table, gnawing on dinner rolls
and nibbling scraps of turkey meat.
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“I don’t know,” Matthew says. He’s alert, newly ready and still less than patient. “Are we
going to fight over this wishbone or what?”
“Sure,” Ronald says. “I did make the challenge.” And they fight. And Labekka hears
them fight. One of them wins. And because she believes Matthew’s darkest wish won’t solve
anything, will only make things worse; because even a wish with far less destructive intentions
can’t undo what she’s already done in the name of freedom and defiance; because, selfishly, she
doesn’t think she can bear to drive herself—because of all of these things, she wishes that it’s
Ronald. More so than that, she wishes she had the strength to win herself. She wishes that wishes
were enough to make you champion of the world.

43

Wounded Warrior
Here we go again: Vin Diesel's in critical condition in one of those special rich-people
hospitals after suffering cracked ribs, a concussion, probably a couple detached limbs—I don't
know. I don't care. I can't watch. It's all they're talking about. Every network. Bad things happen
every day, and all anyone cares about is the fate of their big-screen, bald-headed action hero.
That's the story. That's all anyone in this country cares about. The story. Thousands of miles of
open road, but you can't go anywhere until you get the story straight.
Last I heard, he hadn't woken up. I probably should get out of town in case he does. I
peek out the bathroom window and see the car still in the driveway. Authorities are operating
under the assumption that Diesel's wounds were inflicted by an automobile. They think someone
hit him with a car. And I have it under good authority, by the dent in my front bumper, that
someone was me.
It's not like I did it on purpose. You have to believe me. I didn't call up Bailey Josephson
from the DMV and say, “Hey old friend, you want to hit the town tonight, help me commit some
celebrity vehicular manslaughter? Rosalyn ain't got you on too tight a leash tonight, does she?”
No, I didn't say any of that. There was no premeditation, and Bailey's wife is a very nice lady.
They're good to each other, from what I’ve seen. They let each other do what each other pleases
and don't ask questions. Probably, they love each other. But there's no story in old love.
The truth is, I couldn't even see him. He had a camo vest on, and it was a new moon and
a back alley, so not much light. From the bits and pieces I've caught on the TV, I understand he
was in the neighborhood to deliver the keynote at a California VFW Veteran's Day gala. He must
have thrown a few back in there because as far as I recall, he darted out in front of us so fast it
was like he didn't care whether we saw him or not—or whether he saw us.
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Bailey didn't see him either, but he had his own reasons for that. He was fully blind in
both eyes. I actually only just met him a little over a month ago, Friday afternoon, end of his
shift, day after my birthday. I was in at his work, at the Department of Motor Vehicles, to get my
license renewed, switched over from D.C. to Cali, and he was there going through the motions,
ready to snap my photo and everything.
“Avalos?” he said. “James Carter Avalos?”
“Yessir, that's me.” Concerning Avalos, my surname, there's not much to say. It'd been my
father's name and his father's before him, and so now it's mine. But yes, my parents did name me
after President Jimmy Carter. Being that I was born in 1980, Carter was still in office for a little
bit longer, and being that it was October 1, it happened to be fifty-six years to the day since he
came out the womb himself. We'd been in the midst of the Iran Hostage Crisis at the time, so I
suppose my parents named me that to show their support.
Is love for a president the same as love for a country? Is love for a country the same as
love for a son? Are all three masquerades?
Bailey ran his fingers across the paperwork, confirmed my info as he went—date of birth,
weight and height, eye color (blue as the Pacific, that ocean that shares an adjective with my
tranquil, peacemaking heart), etc. “Sit down,” he said. “Are you sitting?”
I laughed. It shouldn't have been funny, but I had to laugh. I'm all for the Americans with
Disabilities Act or whatever, okay? But conventional wisdom says you don't hire a blind guy to
take people's pictures. Bless the guy's heart for doing something with himself, but this? He's the
Beethoven of driver's license photography.
“I'm here, man,” I said. “I'm sitting.”
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“That's good,” he said. “I wouldn't want you running off on me. You'd be on your way
scoping out the Leland Park talent halfway to the coast, and leave me just taking pictures of this
darn chair.”
“Leland Park talent?”
“You know,” he said, with a reminiscent wave of his hand, “the girls, the bikinis, the
beach bods.”
“Oh, right.” I’ve never been much into girls in bikinis, or maybe they’ve never been
much into me. Whether I’m a young boy in southern Georgia or a young man outside Los
Angeles, it’s like we don’t speak the same language. But I understand what it must be like for
Bailey not to see them anymore. I’m still staring out the bathroom window; beyond the Nissan in
my driveway, a mother catches her son who’s run off into the street. She smacks him across the
behind for not obeying her sovereign orders. I think about what it must feel like to see everything
and then one day see nothing.
One night in 1988, I played Galaga in the video arcade until my eyes went red, red as Vin
Diesel’s blood, red as that election map eight years earlier when Reagan, Mr. Hollywood,
destroyed my namesake’s hopes of reelection. I cleared every enemy ship off that screen, while
my parents schmoozed at a campaign fundraiser next door, sharing a spaghetti plate and
watching the Dodgers win the World Series in an upset. Why were the losing fans so upset? Was
it because of love? They’d love their team forever, even though not a single player on the roster
remains the same two and a half decades later. Is love for a team the same as love for a country?
When someone loves a country but never justifies why, that is called blind patriotism. When
parents love a son but never justify why, that son plays games until he runs out of quarters or
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earns the high score, then sits on the curb until they come for him at three minutes to midnight.
“We’re sorry,” they say. They forgot. They thought it was awfully quiet in the backseat.
“Does people run off on you often?” I asked, fidgeting in the cushioned chair at the DMV.
I folded my hands as if to pray he wouldn’t point out my silly grammar error. But I’ve never
really had to pray for miracles.
“Almost never,” he said. “There's a sensor, lets me know if you're up or down.”
“Why do you even ask then?”
He shrugged. It's strange the trust he put in me to decipher his shoulder gesture—a
gesture he himself could not see—as an expression of uncertainty. “Conversation,” he said.
I could maybe see where he was coming from. Conversation, something to talk about, it's
kind of a big deal. That's sort of what this whole Vin Diesel thing has created—just a bunch of
conversation. My pa didn't converse much, but when he did, he'd chat by the fireside, talk about
days gone by before I could remember things. Sometimes I still forget things. He'd talk about
John Chancellor reading the election returns on Nightly News after Carter lost, though there was
nothing to learn from it, save trivialities and numbers, the exact statistics of the blowout. They
cut to Reagan's acceptance speech, and as the story goes, as it's been passed down to me, I spit
up in my dad's face and giggled as it trickled down to our shag carpet—a carpet I can't remember
ever seeing, though whether its replacement can be attributed to my infantile fluids or simply to
the changing of the times is unclear.
I like to think maybe Chancellor that night had something to do with it, or maybe it was
part of the plan all along, but they called me J.C. for the first I-don't-know-how-many years of
my life. It stuck for a while, but I didn't want the Christ figure thing to come across as too
obvious and, besides, once Dad made Congress and we started spending half our time in D.C.,
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things started to get sort of silly. J.C. in D.C., where everyone's P.C. And as for the Son of God
thing, I just turned thirty-four. I've already outlived Him by a full year. Next year, I'll be old
enough to run for President of the United States. Imagine that.
“San Pedro, huh? I read your address. You new in the neighborhood?” Bailey asked when
he handed me my finished card. I looked at the picture: my long black hair parted evenly over
both shoulders.
“Been here a little while. Came from the east. Still looking for work.”
“What do you do?”
“Taxes. Collection. Advice. All of it.”
“Big man. You'll find work. Lord knows they love taxes in this state. Come by and talk to
my wife sometime. She might have a lead for you.” I found out his name, that he lived just a
block or two from my place.
“What do you do, take the bus?”
“Wife picks me up.”
I can't remember what possessed me to say the thing I said next. “Call her off. I'll stick
around another twenty minutes or so. You’re on my way, after all.”
Bailey pondered my proposition a minute. “Let me see you,” he said, put his hands
against my face, one on each cheek to start. I raised an eyebrow, and he told me to “cut that shit
out.” He brushed against a lock of dirty hair over my jaw and stepped back. “That'll do. You can
drive me. Go over there and wait. Read a newspaper if you don't have a book. You're a good guy,
James.”
“Jim,” I said. “Just call me Jim.”
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I don't even want to talk about what was in the news that day. Slightly more bearable than
today's, at least. It felt good to make a friend, though. Someone brought Bailey's golden retriever
guide dog, Tylo, out from the DMV kennel—because we have that sort of thing here—when it
was time for us to go.
“So what do you know, kid?” Bailey asked, as we made our fourth loop through the
traffic circle. Tylo sat still with her head pressed down on the console between us.
“Not a lot,” I said. One of those Hollywood assholes in his Prius honked his horn when I
didn't slow down to let him in.
“Thirty-four years and all you know is not a lot? Seems to me—and what do I know, I've
only been here twenty-five years longer than you—you'd have picked up some wisdom in that
time.”
“I know that it's near impossible to get out of this damn loop. Is that enough for you, old
man?”
“Well, that's something. Sounds more like ruthless aggression than actual wisdom,
though.”
“If only you could see this,” as a red Ford Escort cut me off and I had to slam on the
brakes, “you wouldn't be so calm.” Everyone screeched to a halt behind us. Tylo jumped up and
barked. Some guide dog training. It's a wonder we didn't cause a fifteen-car pileup. A lane
opened up, and I took it.
“Let's go get some beers sometime,” Bailey said when I dropped him off. “What do you
say, kid? Drinks on me. As my thank you for your kindness. I'll teach you something.”
I think now, here in my San Pedro home, looking at the gray-white splotches of mildew
scattered across my bathroom ceiling like rain clouds on the blue tiles of my own personal sky,
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about the night I finally took Bailey up on that offer. I'm talking about last night. I think about
the way Bailey ran his hands through my unwashed mane at the table, then brought both hands
before his face and sniffed. I think about how he dipped a long finger in the foam of his beer and
spun it around in a whirlpool. “Grease helps,” and the foam went down.
I think about how Vin Diesel went down, too. What the hell was he doing in the middle
of the road, anyway? His stupid gold necklace, his pizza-stained stubble.
I walk out of the bathroom. The shower doesn't work anyway. The water's been shut off
for a week, since I couldn’t pay the bill. I scan the main room: my left shoe, still tied, on its side
way over by the staircase. The right: set neatly by the door, untied, as it should be. I wonder what
could have caused such an immediate change in my demeanor.
“Again, we repeat, Mark Sinclair, better known by his acting name Vin Diesel, at an
undisclosed private hospital, under intensive care. Police are waiting to question him when he
wakes up. Rest assured, folks, we will give you an update just as soon as we have one. The
culprit is believed to be at large, somewhere in the Greater Los Angeles Area. Please stay tuned.”
I have to go. I have to get out of here. I turn it off before I can hear a word from our sponsors and
toss my keys in the trash. Someone’s liable to be after the guy who drives my car, especially if
anyone sees that bumper. No, I’ll have to hoof it out of here.
After I struggle with the left shoe’s laces—triple-knotted like I needed protection from a
smooth criminal out in the night to break into my foot—for a full minute, I give up, just squeeze
into that bastard. I'll worry about the pressure later, when the tightness becomes unbearable,
when I'm already halfway to the Grand Canyon, my thumb stretched toward the highway,
straight, straight as an arrow, straight as Cupid's arrow. I'll shoot that arrow straight, straight,
straight into the first kind soul, the first warm, beating heart that stops to pick me up. They’ll ask
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me how far I’m going, ready to drop everything, except, I hope, the steering wheel. I’ll tell them
east—the road only goes two directions, after all, and I’ve gone as far west as I’m willing. As far
east as you can take me, I’ll say. And they’ll take me, compelled by true, sudden, inexplicable
love.
There'd be no pressure. That's how these things work when they're real. They'd just slip
into my life, slip right in like my right foot into its shoe. I tie the knot, but just a single knot,
bunny ears. You never know when you'll need to slip right back out.
But before I hightail it out of here, I’ll need to check on Bailey. He deserves the chance to
get out of here, too. We deserve the chance to escape together. I walk under San Pedro’s
cloudless mid-November sky, blue as the blood coursing through my future savior’s veins, past
the families in their cars, the flags in front of every home, the tanks headed toward the ocean.
Are they after me? It's nothing to go to war over, I think. Anyway, I have to play it cool, like I
know nothing at all. I see the license plate we ditched last night hanging out of the mailbox,
knock on the Josephsons' door, and stand on the front porch for a full minute or two, but nobody
answers. Did they already get him? Oh god. Did they take Rosalyn, too?
I look to the street and see a red-haired woman maybe ten years my junior pushing a
stroller straight, straight toward me. How she struts her modesty. Her visor’s brim pointed
upward at the sky, every bit of skin beneath the neck covered. Not like the bikini girls Bailey
talked about. There’s a job for me to do. Fill in the blank. If Bailey were here. If he could see her.
“You know, I wasn’t always blind like this,” he told me last night. “It was the war that did
it to me.”
“You served?”
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“Hell no,” he said. “I blinded myself to dodge the draft. Stared into the sun for a full
minute. That did the trick.”
I watch the redhead approach and imagine our lives together. Annie, I’ll call her for now,
though I’m not sure she’s an orphan. If Bailey’s gone, I’ll need a partner, a partner for the road.
Me, her, and her boy under his parasol, on the run together. Where would we go? Somewhere
perfect.
Bailey reached over his half-emptied beer, grabbed a crayon from the bin at the center of
the table. They’re there for kids to color with while their parents eat grown-up dinners, but it was
long past the hour of kids and loving parents. “What color is this?” he asked, as I passed him a
napkin per his request. It was purple. “As long as it’s not yellow, or something else that won’t
show up.” He held the napkin down with one hand and scribbled something oblong with the
other. “See that?” He showed me. “That's a circle.”
A part of me wanted to tell him that no, no it wasn’t, but I waited for him to go on. Tylo,
the service dog, licked the rim around my empty bottle at the edge of the table.
“A perfect circle,” Bailey said. “I can't see it, so I don't worry.”
“Excuse me, ma’am,” I yell. I close my eyes and try to stop worrying. “Do you know the
way to Love?”
“Love?” I hear her say back. “You mean the frozen yogurt place?”
“Y-y-yes,” I say. “Um, sure.”
“I haven’t been there yet, but I’m pretty sure it’s a few blocks up that way.” She must
point. I pretend to understand. She adds, “Any idea, I don’t know, what street it’s on?”
Wouldn’t that be something, if the route to love were that set in stone? Yeah, i f y o u ’re
looking fo r love, y o u ’ll fin d it at 418 Grossman Ave. We’re sailing. I smile to myself, forgetting
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momentarily she can see me. I must look like someone who’s just seen a golden retriever puppy,
a little Tylo, licking an ice cream cone on the beach. I pull a sticky lock of hair out of my mouth.
The picture of happiness.
Happiness, like Barry, one of Dad’s staffers back in D.C. when I was a kid, grinning his
way into promotions and cheering on the sons and daughters in the above-ground pool on
weekend retreats. We spun around in imperfect circles, with the passion of the whirlpool, and
Barry he wanted us to succeed no matter how trivial the task. That whirlpool was the most
important thing: our journey.
All happinesses have their detractors, though. I remember this one kid, Blade, the little
bastard, would sometimes try to ruin it by going the other way. Why? There's no point. Just
cooperate. With a name like Blade. Maybe that's where things started to go wrong for him. He
sounds like an action movie hero or something.
“Um, sir,” the young redhead says. “I know maybe you don’t know your way around
much, but I wondered, do you maybe know the way to the Wounded Warrior benefit?”
She’s in long wind pants, and a visor blocks her eyes from the sun.
“Yeah, I think so,” I say. “East of here. Or by the water. Maybe. I don't really know.
Either east or by the water. One of the two. Not both. Don't you have one of those fancy new
GPS phones?” I sound like one of those wise old men. Yeah, I was there when Reagan told Mr.
Gorbachev to “tear down this wall.” I was there, watching it on the news, I mean. I remember
wondering if OJ's glove would fit when I was in middle school, but I don't know a thing about all
this new technology.
She tells me she doesn't have one, and we both go silent. All three of us, actually, if you
count the sleeping kid, under the parasol. The silence starts to smell a bit putrid even, or maybe
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that's a side-effect of the man who's just walked up behind me. He's looking pretty wise. About
eighty-five, ninety years wise. Way older even than Bailey. Sometimes there's no time to prepare
what you might say or do. Sometimes people, like Vin Diesel or this guy right now, just appear.
“Covered, kid?” he yells, or gutturally whispers, pointing his cane at the cover on the
boy's stroller, and then right in his face. I wonder if there isn't a point at which our wisdom
reaches it apex, if it isn't a long, hard fall to the bottom from there.
“Sir?” Annie says. She's surrounded. Two older men. Vulnerable. It's what newscasters,
sportscasters, casters of all genres, refer to as the numbers game. Annie, are you okay? Are you
okay, Annie?
“Nice day out,” I say, pointing to the blue sky, blue as every action movie fan in America,
waiting for an update on the status of their hero.
The man looks up at me, as if the mere mention of the day's being nice repulses him, as if
I've begun to argue with him on some fundamental point. I see into his eyes, the color mostly
gone from his irises but a glimmer, a small edifice of wisdom, still intact, so I know he has his
reason. He points his cane at the sky, then knocks with it at the stroller's parasol.
“Kid's covered,” he says, as if there's some reason to be covered today. UV rays are a
killer—I heard it on the news.
The little boy wakes up now, suddenly remembers all the ugly there is in the world. No
longer at peace, a strange old man poking at his parasol, harassing him in his own private
domicile, I suspect he'll cry. I suspect he'll feel defeated, like this is the end of the road, but
there's a spirit in this boy, a passion you just don't see these days. He strikes back, reaches up,
grabs the cane with his own pudgy fingers. What this old man has done has been a clear act of
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aggression, an act of war. An act of tug o' war. Sorry, Dad—no congressional approval necessary.
The combating forces are oddly evenly matched.
Oddly evenly.
Even the odds.
“Daniel,” Annie whispers, feral as the cats on Capitol Hill. That must be her boy's name.
She's dismayed by his unauthorized strike, but this time Danny-Boy's in the right. An
unprovoked attack on their own soil? He has the right to retaliate.
I can't do this, can't sit idle in this time of crisis. I intervene. “They don’t need any of your
wisdom, sir. The boy has his own vision for the future, can’t you tell?” I say, before I stick my
arm in with the passion, with the power of a thousand Americas, pull the cane from both their
grasps, settle the dispute once and for all.
I don't wait to watch the old man crash to the ground. I just start running, running,
running, cane in hand, and I have no mind to stop until someone or something makes me. I
wanted to go east, but for some reason I can’t explain I run toward the water instead.
Why didn't I run like this last night? Why didn't I ditch the car and catch a cab? The taxi
driver wouldn't have asked me why I was so out of breath. He wouldn't have asked me why I was
in such a hurry. They don't do that.
Taxi Driver. If I even tried to tell him what happened, he would have spouted off on some
tirade of “being a person like other people.” Or straight up asked, “Are you talking to me? Are
you talking to me?” I'm glad it wasn't De Niro I ran down.
My right shoe comes loose less than a block into the run. I narrowly avoid tripping over
the laces, ending up on the ground like that old man, like Vin Diesel—just another victim. Wrap
it over the top of someone's fence, keep running.
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The houses on this street are all the exact same size, but they get pricier the closer you get
to the water. The tightness of my one remaining shoe starts to get to me long before the Grand
Canyon, across the street from a bank, in front of a schoolyard where the flag is being dropped to
half-mast for some reason. I wonder if this means I killed him. Ha ha. Stars and stripes at half
mast for Vin Diesel. A real American hero. And I'm the guy who did him in. John Wilkes Booth.
Lee Harvey Oswald. And now James Carter Avalos. Ain't that the kicker? Named after the
President, and now I'm the villain.
I look behind me. No one's on the chase. That old man? I'll have reached my own apex of
wisdom by the time he can crawl after me. I drop to the sidewalk, set the cane down, use both
hands, struggle with the left shoe. By the time I get it off, I'm sweating. Wet socks, put them in
the grass. I'm going swimming.
I look at the bank's clock as it changes to 11:01. From my Indian-style position, I whip
my shoe at the stars, graze the stripes instead, and narrowly miss the man walking back to the
janitor's shed. I don't think he sees me, but I pick up the cane and run, run like hell before the
bombs start dropping.
I run past a congregation in a tent near the Point Fermin Lighthouse. I don't feel like
talking, not yet. The rocks near the shore cut my feet, but I don't care. I just feel like running.
Running and swimming.
It's great to be alive.
I run straight into the Pacific. It's blue, oh, so blue. Blue as the whole country after that
day in Dallas, November 1963. “They shot the President.” That's what Bailey told me his
second-grade teacher said. Bailey's wiser than I am. His second-grade teacher's another thirty
years wiser than he is.
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Damn, this ocean is cold. I guess it's like that in mid-November. I piss, warm the water up
a bit, but the relief is only temporary. I take this cane—I take my cane—and begin making circles
with it in the water.
Perfect circles. Oh, Bailey.
I pull the cane out of the ocean, hold it above my head, shake it with fury at the dark
cloud that's emerged over the horizon. It's moments like these, trying to create a Pacific Ocean
whirlpool by one's lonesome, in which wisdom has to supersede passion. I couldn't do it with the
power of a million Americas. I know that.
Have you ever resigned yourself to a situation? I wade my way back to shore, shaking
like Tylo did after I hit Vin Diesel. First things first, gotta get out of these wet clothes. Throw my
shirt in the sand, undo my belt, and do the same with my pants.
I'm the cold-blooded killer of a Hollywood icon, shivering in my underwear on the shore
of Long Beach. I poke with my cane at a bunch of kelp that's washed ashore, pick it up, and wrap
it around my neck. It's all natural and doesn't cost a dime. Not like that stupid gold chain Vin
Diesel wore. I look into the sun, but I lack the commitment of a Bailey Josephson. I turn my head
away after just a few seconds. I envy the certainty of Bailey’s desire.
There's cameras surrounding the tent by the lighthouse. I notice the “SUPPORT OUR
TROOPS!” banner for the first time. Right, Veteran’s Day.
“Yes, thank you so much, ma'am,” a brown-haired woman wearing glasses says. She's
probably about my age. “As I said, any amount will help.”
Donations. They're taking donations for the Wounded Warrior project. It's all taxdeductible, too.
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Men and women in army uniforms, other men in suits, women dressed in floral blouses,
in the height of fashion. There's a record here, too, playing patriotic songs. It's a regular military
bash at the beach. I must be a sight.
“Ex-excuse me, ma'am,” I say to the woman who has just made her donation. $100, it
was, I can see from the slip in her hand. “Did you know,” I take my time with my words, still
readjusting to life on land, “that you can claim that $100 on your tax return next year, and it's
completely tax-deductible? We might be able to, if you work with me, get you bumped down to a
lower tax bracket. What do you say?”
She just stares straight, straight through me. Her eyes are blue, like the sky, like the mood
of the country, like so many other things, but not like them at all. Cold like the November
Pacific, like the blood of a killer. Suddenly I realize the severity of my life's situation.
Yes, I might have killed a man last night, but nobody knows that. That's the least of my
concerns right now. I'm standing under a tent of people supporting our troops and paying respect
to our veterans, soaked, shaking, holding a stolen cane, wearing nothing but a pair of boxers and
a kelp necklace. I just tried to help this woman with her taxes, on my day off. God, I wish she
were blind.
She says something, but I don't know what. All I can focus on is the man standing behind
the donation table. He looks like Manny Ramirez, the baseball player, but more drugged up,
hands shaking, nervous like he’s seen some things in his day. He's just standing there, giving the
strangest, least certain weather forecasts I've ever heard.
“I believe it might rain,” he says. “I believe it really might.”
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I believe it really might. What does that mean? This is what he believes. It's not the fact
of the matter. It might happen. There is a possibility that it will rain. But by God, it really might.
He believes it really might. If there's one thing I admire, it's a commitment to uncertainty.
Everyone's looking at me now. I wish they were all blind. That woman with the glasses, I
wish she'd take them off. I wish it was just Manny and I, standing around, contemplating the
belief that it really might rain, and no one could see us. The cameras are all on me, like I'm the
story. On a day to celebrate our national heroes, I'm the story.
“Hippie!” someone yells.
“Coward!”
“Draft dodger!”
Coward? People, I'm a tax collector who just ran into the freezing Pacific. I saved a
defenseless boy from a creepy old guy. And there hasn't been a draft since Bailey dodged it for
Vietnam.
I wonder: Why did he decide to blind himself? There were plenty of other, less permanent
ways to dodge the draft. I guess if you’re gonna do something like that you’d better do it the
whole way. You’d better make damn sure it’s nothing they can undo.
But maybe it had nothing to do with the war. Maybe the draft was just an excuse. I
believe he really might have just up and decided he didn’t want to see any of the ugly things in
the world anymore. He didn’t want to see any of the beautiful things either because we perceive
beauty only through its distinctness from ugliness. The best possible image achieves its power
from the worst possible image.
The people on this beach are either mourning or celebrating, or doing both
simultaneously. After all, victory only tastes like nectar if we’ve spent our lives sucking on the
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venomous teat of defeat. I imagine a dance party—Michael Jackson’s Thriller or whatever pop
jams of the last half century will get these people moving. A young woman pushes a stroller in
the distance, and I decide it must be Annie. It’s nice to let myself believe for a few seconds that
she’ll come to dance, sing along, and that we’ll share a nice long laugh over my new attire.
The reality is, I think, that everyone on this beach is staring at me as though I were the
sun itself and they for some strange reason wanted to blind themselves. God damn it, I wish it
would work. I wish every last one of these patriotic motherfuckers were blind. For their own
good. Maybe I could help them. Maybe the initials do fit; maybe I am something like Christ. Or
maybe I’m the Antichrist, but that’s not as bad as it sounds. With one touch, I could heal the
seeing. I could blind them all.
Because I’ve never felt the touch of love, I have to assume this is how that sort of thing
works.
Or maybe my miracles only work if they take it upon themselves to touch me. They have
to take the initiative. That’s how this brand of saving works. I hold my head back, smile and
laugh, arms raised to the sky, holding on for dear life to my kelp—I close my eyes and wait. It
doesn’t take long for them to grab me, hoist me up, and carry me where it is they carry people
like me. What if they really do lose their vision? Will they walk me on their strange eastbound
trek, the blind carrying the naked straight into traffic, where some unsuspecting driver smashes
us all in a white-walled heaven called intensive care? Even if that’s not what happens, we’ll be a
story, mark my words. Is it raining? I really can't tell. Conventional wisdom says this will be on
the news tomorrow. I believe it might be. I believe it really might.
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If I Had a Sprinkler
They say the grass is greener on the other side, but I've never known the other side of
what. Fences have nothing to do with it. The only other side the green has anything to do with is
the other side of the six o’clock hour, when the sprinklers come on every morning. One in almost
every yard on my walk to the meeting point, where there’s a van, drives a crew of us out to the
testing facility each day. Doesn’t leave ’til 7 and the meeting point’s only a fifteen-minute walk
from my place, but I like to get there early. Might as well, nothing to keep me home now that my
lady’s run off to Venezuela or Guyana on that democracy fellowship—diamond mine activism,
for the kids, something like that. Plus, you know, those sprinklers are the closest thing to rain I'm
likely to see.
On this morning’s walk I move my head side to side, take it all in: the smells of wet
grass, fluoride, and the nuclear family; the sights of uniform adobe homes, closed doors, porches
with rocking chairs—baskets of flowers newly hanging, already fighting the urge to wilt.
Uniform’s a thing I know something about. Been spending almost half my life now in one, with
the United States military, living on the edges of service since I was just a boy, eighteen. These
days I’m on a post-duty crew, setting off fat bombs in the desert. Testing they’re ready.
Come to think, I’m not so sure I know who they is that says all that other side business.
Not I. My lawn is brown as nature intended. We're in a drought, after all. I guess there's some
hypocrisy in my holding dead tight to nature's way for my own patch of trying-to-be-grass while
I take such daily joy at the sight of all these other folks’ water machines. They don't have a care
for limitations in this world. It all runs out, eventually. Only a matter of when. I guess there's
some hypocrisy in us all.
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I see a mama roadrunner and her three chicks amble down the street in search of food,
snapping at patches of grass here and there. Well, amble ain’t the right word for what they do.
They run. Their nickname in these parts is snake killer, and I think, what a sight that would be.
One of the chicks falls behind, catching water from one of the sprinklers, bathing in the fountain
of ever-lasting fun in someone’s yard, while the mama disappears beyond a Winnebago in
someone else’s driveway. On cooler days I’ve seen kids running about that Winnebago, two boys
and a little girl chasing each other, crawling behind tires, playing the closest thing to hide-andseek there is on a street with no trees or bushes. And sometimes I see their daddy, and they’ll
play follow the leader, running to keep pace with his giant’s strides.
Today, though, they must be inside, still sleeping, hiding, loving that AC. The only person
I find today, when I get to the other side of their yard, is a man, who’s not their daddy, old
enough to be their granddaddy, a rip in the side of his wifebeater, one of his ribs near poking
through its cage. He looks sort of familiar from somewhere, leaning in the shade of their RV,
heaving at the ground, with a shopping cart full of empty glass bottles. Well, a lot of people look
familiar. He might just be no one anyone anywhere wants to follow. Anymore, anyway. I notice a
wafflemaker on the roof of the RV. It’s a strange place for it, but some might say it’s a stranger
thing for me to notice.
Anyway, he has this gray-white hair and these bifocals, though I don’t know what he
needs help seeing for. As I’ve said, it all looks about the same around here. Sitting against that
Winnebago, sun beating its rays down, liable to blind anyone if they stare too hard, the man
holds his head down, seems to count his bottles. Hopes they’ll take them at the recycling center,
I’m sure. Gotta make money. Gotta get by.
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A drop of precipitation—I mean to say, perspiration—drips from the old man’s face.
Evaporates before it hits the asphalt. At least he’s still sweating. Heat hasn’t killed him yet. It’s
still early in the day, though. He looks up at me. “Happy Mother’s Day,” he says. “Happy
Mother’s Day,” I say back, as I walk away. There’s something about biology tells me neither of
us is a mother. Something tells me he knows that, too.

I wonder maybe, do we become our mothers? Men, I mean. Yes, I know we have fathers,
even if they stormed off to make their mark on lusher forests soon as they planted their seed, and
I know mothers sometimes have daughters. I know the natural course of things.
My mother believed in that to the extreme—the natural course. Wouldn't even touch
contraception, the pill anyway. And so, here I am. I love her—well, did.
Mom was always taking me out when I was young, pointing out what we could and
couldn’t eat. One mushroom gives sickness; the other gives health. On one of these hikes, we
found a young coyote in a trap. Was sad, whimpering, wanting to howl. Didn't know where its
brothers and sisters were. Mom had to act quick, but aren't coyotes predators not prey? That’s to
say, legs all contorted, snout caught in metal, no chance for biting, this wasn't a natural place for
the pup. She freed it. I wonder if it starved after it limped away. I wonder which death would
have been worse.
I almost had some brothers and sisters. We would have been a pack, howling each other’s
names across whatever distance lay between us. Mom got rid of them, though. You know how.
I’m not so sure that was natural, but like I said we all have our hypocrisies. She must have
figured I was a handful.
*

*
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Before Mary left for South America, she ran a jewelry shop in town, working the
storefront by day, fixing people’s things up with her chasing hammer by night. You might say she
had her hands full. On top of all that, somehow she’d steal time to apply for this fellowship. We
shared a bed, but I’m not sure she ever slept. I myself got a full eight hours, fairly regular.
“How do you do it?” she’d ask. How do I sleep, knowing what I do? I guess I was just
tired. It’s twenty-four whole hours to a day. And like the old man with his bottles, I gotta make
money. That’s what I tell myself anyway, even now she’s gone. When punk kid behind the
computer in the control room sees me in my radiation suit, asks if I’m catching any ass after
work, like he doesn’t believe it when I tell him Mary’s coming back to me after her fellowship’s
up. He asks me this right before he sets off that nuke over the canyon yonder. A big old
mushroom plumes up in the sky, with his one press of a button. Then they send me in this stuffy
suit to clean up and assess the damage. It’s no life of luxury, but I gotta get by. Mary dug deep,
though, found the wrong in her life’s work, and set out to fix it. No little kids crawling through
caves on her watch. No sir.
Before Mom died last year, she gave Mary her old bowie knife. Every woman needs her
weapon of choice, she told her. Though she never held an official title, people always went to
Mom as sort of a wildlife and survival guru wherever she went. She had a whole set of tools you
wouldn’t believe, but when she was spending most nights in tents before I was born, that knife
was probably the most practical thing she had. You know, if Dad was anything like the rest of
those men, I bet Mom chased him with that thing right after they made me. Weird, calling him
Dad. He must have run straight out into whatever river or lake they slept next to, and I’d wager
she never saw him again. Myself I’ve never even seen a picture of the guy. I think she knew him
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just a night, but I hope it was at least a week. I don't know why I hope that. The men I knew were
never very friendly with her.

They say she's on the other side now. A better place. I guess they say it's greener there,
too, even the ones whose faith tells them that place is in the sky, which is blue, but I still don't
know who they is.
I take after her somewhat but not all the way. You know I’m all for letting the drought
pay its toll, or take it, but I think about my work, out there, burying waste, shoveling lizard
corpses, halfheartedly preparing for a war we all hope never comes. It must be the least natural
thing you can do, unless our destruction is the only thing guaranteed. In which case maybe it's
the most natural. But still.
I think about the walkers from south of the border, just looking for a land to find
opportunities in, and fear what we've done, that we've disintegrated a whole pack of them on
more than one occasion, that their brothers and sisters will never hear them howl. Some people
around here want to build a wall, but barriers have nothing to do with it. Freedom, I mean. I want
to say I’m like those walkers, but I know that’s not true. I'm like the lone coyote before it stepped
in the trap—doomed by my own freedom as I walk to the meeting point every morning to ride
out with a crew I’d hardly call brothers and sisters. The amount of money I make could buy me a
sprinkler. I hold on to some things.

I’ve been standing here on the sidewalk, between an old man against a Winnebago and a
baby roadrunner beneath a sprinkler, and it’s already going on 6:30. There’s still time to make it
to work. Still time for a quick detour. So I think, if I’m really like the coyote, then this
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abandoned chick’s close enough for me to dive for it. Its mohawk-style hairdo, feathers all
degrees of gray, it looks almost nothing like the cartoon bird on the VHS tapes Mom would pop
in, turn the volume up loud when she had one of her man friends over. Meep meep. That coyote
was always chasing that darn bird. People in our old house were always chasing something or
another.
The real bird is beautiful in its distraction. Just snapping its beak at running water to
catch infinity. But I know one thing better than it: the sprinklers won’t really run forever. I think
maybe I’ll pick it up, take it into work, let the boys get a kick out of it. Let it run loose in the
control room awhile. Then bring it home, nurse it like my own, the way Mom always taught me,
to treat nature’s creatures with the deepest love and respect. Feed it bugs at first, maybe upgrade
to fruit and rodents, pears and gophers, when it’s bigger. It doesn’t even see me coming. It’s for
its own good. I step forward, with the caution of Wile E. himself, bend my knees, get in my
stance as the water runs through my hair. The roadrunner intent on hydration, I take one final
tiptoe and scoop it up.
It’s that easy. A success my cartoon counterpart never once had. That bird got away in the
end, every time. I stroke the baby bird’s feathers in my arms, look at the eyes of fear and
innocence. I’m scared it’ll snap or run away, but I know it’s even scareder of what I’ll do. How
anyone could have had the mind to give this poor thing the nickname snake killer.

Another time out, I was about ten, Mom and I found a rattlesnake caught up in a different
sort of trap. Right off the walking path, in the mountain’s red glow at dusk, we heard that maraca
warning coming from a box, which said on it, “Humane Snake Trap.” I don’t know what you’d
call humane about it. Mom undid the box, though, and held the big sucker out at a distance with
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her hooks. What tools she had with her, always. It snapped at her, but as it was hurting, she could
knock its head off the ground, subdue it right fast. Humanely. Mom milked its venom while it
was out cold. I know that wasn’t natural, but safety first, she said. A littler boy than I was walked
by and held his daddy tight. I said, in my infinite wisdom, “Don’t worry, son. It’s more scared of
us than we are of it.” Maybe it was a strange thing for a ten-year-old to say, but I learned that one
from Mom. Maybe that’s all humane means is making it so we don’t have to be as scared as
everyone else.
I found another rattler a few months back, right before Mary left, before she flew south.
Brought it home, made it a tiny home out of rocks and desert shrub in the playroom. We didn’t
have any kids of our own yet to use it, so I thought, why the heck not. Well, Mary must have
jumped halfway to South America when she got home from work and saw it there. I got through
the door just in time to see her smash its brains out with one of her jewel hammers.

I’m standing here now with this squirming little roadrunner in my hands, moving on
down the street toward the meeting point, thinking how that old man looked familiar, the one
who wished me a happy Mother’s Day. Maybe he was one of those men who stopped by all too
often while I was growing up—one of the ones who was mean to Mom. You know, I think it was.
It was him: Paul Ptanner.
What a name—the silentp in front of the t, as I’ve seen elsewhere only in pterodactyl and
ptarmigan. I don’t know which bird I liken him to more, if paleontologists or whoever’s in
charge of this sort of thing even consider pterodactyls birds. The only bird I can see on this
street, what with the sun on the horizon blocking my periphery, is the bird that’s in my arms.
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Or was his first name Peter? In any event, I don’t envy the man’s initials. He’d show up
with full bottles and leave them behind empty. But let’s not make his drinking a scapegoat. He
bought us nice things: a smoke detector and a sectional couch, a hockey stick and a Sega
Genesis. He pulled a shard of glass out of our dog’s ear once. I guess it was all to compensate for
something. It was only a few weeks, maybe a month or two, but in second grade that’s a life’s
commitment. Even over the meep meep of the TV, sometimes I’d hear Mom scream. It wasn’t a
natural sound. I wanted to hammer him then, and I want to hammer him now, for every mother
who isn’t with her son today, for every mother who has her hands full.
I’ve been carrying the bird only a few minutes, but that’s been long enough for it to
decide it never wants me to be its new mother, ever. Flaps its wings, starts to peck at my chest. I
guess in my arms is a strange place for it. I swat at its beak, but with the sun in my eyes, I miss,
hit its belly instead, and it plummets five and a half feet to the sidewalk. It makes a cooing sound
like I imagine a dove might, and I pretend not to hear one of its legs crack beneath it.
I stare down at what I’ve done. I’m not a natural place. Baby bird resting its beak on
concrete, its black tail pointed at the sky like a solar panel. It stares back at me, and we both
know I’ll come out the loser in this contest. It just wants to store up enough energy to strike. To
the fallen roadrunner, it doesn’t matter I’m a coyote or a rattlesnake. Everything kills everything
else, whether for food, survival, revenge, or just because it can.

I was sad to see it go, that snake Mary smashed, mad even at what she’d done, but I could
tell she was madder. That I even thought it might be appropriate to bring something like that
home, to put it in the room where our kids would play, if we would ever have any. But we never
would have any, as long as kids in the neighborhood were still being born with extra toes, tiny

70

hearts, and skulls that weren’t complete. As long as kids in this hemisphere were still exploited
for their small bodies.
That night I tried to make it up to her the only way I knew how. In bed, I put my head
down there, you know where, and she was breathing heavy. Thinking her asleep, I made a little
hiss like a serpent. A little joke for my own sake. But she wasn’t asleep, or, anyway, if she was,
she woke up right then, shot herself, nether region first, straight in my face. She grabbed a hand
mirror, the closest thing bedside, and chased me all the way out the front door. It was no bowie
knife, no hammer of justice, but still. She told me she was leaving like it was some kind of big
reveal. But I’d known about her trip for months, so that didn’t make a lot of sense to me. The
next morning, she walked out without even eating the waffles I made her. I guess those kids
needed saving right away.

The baby roadrunner lifts its head off the ground like it’s liable to pounce, but it falls
straight back down. I want to pick it up and run to work (I have less than ten minutes now), but I
wonder if maybe there’s a time when the damage done is finally enough. I just stand here and
look upon this thing I’ve destroyed. Now that it’s right here in front of me, I have to admit, I
don’t know how to fix it. And I don’t know if it would even be natural for me to try. There’s an
imaginary line where this country turns into a different country, and for some people the only
natural course is to try to cross it. Even if other people’s natural course is to follow orders, to
drop bombs without checking to see anyone’s there. Even if Mary’s natural course is to cross that
imaginary line going the other direction and then to cross more imaginary lines. Maybe I don’t
really know what natural is. Maybe there’s nothing natural. Maybe there’s no other side, and the
grass is the exact same shade of green wherever you are, just a matter of perception.
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I run, but stop when I see Paul Ptanner, or who I think might be Paul Ptanner, holding one
of the bottles from his cart up, catching water. The combination of a lost baby bird’s instinct and
true human ingenuity. He’s drinking from the sprinkler, and he’s saving some for later. It’s a
beautiful thing. He stands tall, empty hand toward the blue sky, hoping to stave off the other side
for one more day. A man outside in all his clothes. The closest thing he’ll find to a shower today.
The glisten on his sprinklered hair rapidly evaporates to give the drought air a temporary
moistness. A strange thing to notice, how our own kind’s excesses can turn out to be our
accidental saviors from time to time. I want to believe what I’ve done has saved someone, at
least once or twice, even if it wasn’t on purpose.
We stand there awhile, me and the old man. Seven o’clock comes and goes. The van will
go out whether I’m there or not. The bomb will still drop, but I’ll be here with Paul until the
system shuts down. Getting wet. Quenching our thirst. I don’t want to slug him anymore. He
showed up with empty bottles, and now one by one we’ll fill them. A happy Mother’s Day
indeed. I’m not sure he’s really Paul, but I hope he is. I don’t know why I hope that. Forgiveness
is a virtue. That’s something else Mom always said. I think about her for a minute, but then I
don’t. There in those folks’ yard. They never come out. Too busy soaking up the artificial air
from a big white box, watching chase scenes on the TV screen.
I see the mirror in Mary’s hands, the mirror I hoped to God (or whoever it is that runs
things over where the grass is greener) she wouldn’t smash over my head, no matter how much I
might have deserved it at the time. I hope (darn it, I can still hope) for green grass and
forgiveness and stare Paul, or Peter, or whatever his name is, in the face, where I see, cliche as it
sounds, myself.
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Not that I think I’ll look anything like him, if I even make it to his age—though a better
prediction might be that I and all of us will look everything like him one day. Indistinguishable,
all one person, sprinkling drops of freedom all over this land. Humans without parents, out of the
den and into the trap, stuck in the trap and up in the mushroom cloud. I hug the man I may have
never met and say happy holidays, Mother. Forgive us all.
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Interlude - End of Side A
Hello, book readers. Out o f fairness to those experiencing these pieces on vinyl record,
we will now take a brief pause before proceeding to the other side. Thank you kindly fo r your
understanding and patience.

You may now proceed to the other side.
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Side B
Some say every day is a holiday. How, then, are we to attach significance to our
celebrations?
Is there anything that makes the number one hundred fundamentally more significant
than ninety-nine or one hundred one? The celebrations for one hundredth anniversaries,
centennials, often last for the entire year. Why, then, doesn’t the celebration simply bleed into the
following year, the next anniversary? At what point does celebration cease to be extraordinary?
At what point does that extra become an archaic prefix? At what point are all prefixes— sorry, at
what point are all fixes meaningless? And when all fixes are meaningless, at what point have we
simply embraced our mutually assured destruction of will?
Don’t get lost. Just keep dreaming. Just keep driving:
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God Bless Those Bastards in Kansas
The men upstairs are throwing gutterballs again. The senior citizens' leagues meet
Monday and Wednesday mornings at something like, what, 5 in the a.m. Earlier, maybe—
forever, probably. By the time the melatonin has convinced my ears that Katelyn, it's not that
loud, Astrid has taken over half my side of the bed for her stenciling. Three shirts spread about
my legs with “GOD HATES JAGS” printed in big black letters superimposed on Pittsburgh’s
yellow paths and trifecta of waterways.
Astrid says something about design, but I can't hear her over the thunderboomers of my
daily existence, from a place called Larry's Lucky Lanes directly above our squat apartment.
Maybe Larry's lucky. Maybe his lanes are. But I tell you, there's not a damn thing the least bit
lucky about lesbians living under a bowling alley. Men's league. It's enough to make you lose
yourself—that repetition of sounds, the sound of a 14-pound ball hitting the head pin head-on,
the sound of a 7-10 split, the sound of a curlicued mustache being tugged on by the rotten teeth
of frustration. It gets to the point where even my own images make no sense.
I sit up and rub my eyes awake. Our one window lets in the slightest bit of sunlight.
That's how I know it's almost spring. Astrid has a beer open on the bedstand, and she has that old
Against Me! song, “Pints of Guinness Make You Strong,” playing softly over our speakers on a
loop. Volume turned down out of courtesy for me, I think. I'd call it a thoughtful gesture, but she
had to know the bowlers would wake me up regardless.
“I f we're never together, i f I'm never back again, well I swear to God that I'll love you
forever. Evelyn, I'm not coming home tonight,” she sings, and I try not to let her see me smile.
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“Have you slept?” I look around and find our entire bedroom covered in GOD HATES
JAGS shirts and posters that weren't here when I went to sleep. So even though she doesn't hear
me, I have a pretty good idea what her answer would be.
“Oh, hey,” she says, when she finally notices me. She smiles and takes a swig of her beer,
a Yuengling traditional. An old friend from school got me calling it PA's Original Road Soda. I
never understood why he called it that. It's not a soda, and only on occasion did we ever drink it
on the road. Anyway, Astrid doesn't have a pint of Guinness, okay, but she's still partying
particularly hard for a Monday morning alone.
“What the hell are you doing?” I say in as affectionate a voice as I can muster. My tone
probably doesn't come across.
“Good morning to you, too, Katelyn,” she says and takes another swig of road soda.
I'm honestly not sure what to make of all this. I've deduced that it's St. Paddy's Day, that
Astrid is getting an early start, but that only confuses me more. While spring for many around
here is a time of newfound energy, revitalization, resurrection, for Astrid, as long as I've known
her, it's been a time to mope and be angry at government, society, and the world in general. She
turns twenty-six in a couple days, but she hasn't been excited for a birthday since 2003 when she
turned fifteen.
That year her birthday fell the same day Bush ordered the invasion of Iraq, and ever
since, Astrid has spent this time of year pissed off at calendars and the media for reminding her
anniversaries exist. Her mom tried to throw her a Sweet Sixteen the next year, but she'd run off to
Olean to protest with a bunch of bitter Senecas, to use flaming tires to block traffic on I-86. But I
mean, we all do crazy things when we're young.
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She tosses her empty in the trash, shakes her head at a black shirt with a screwed-up J,
and throws it in, too. Down by the mini-fridge at the foot of the bed, she sits in the fetal position
and cups her head like she’s about to scream, but she doesn’t. Instead, she pulls out another road
soda, hops up, and starts flailing her arms and spin-kicking everywhere, quick-adjusting to avoid
the dusty lamp on the cardboard box in the corner. “Is everything okay?” I ask.

That's also one of the first things I said to her when I picked her up around this time in
2005, she headed westbound in a torn-to-hell riotgrrrl shirt with her thumb out on the turnpike
on-ramp near Spring Run. I thought she was cute, yeah, but mostly I thought she needed saved
from the rain. I pulled up a towel from the backseat and let her ride shotgun. She smelled kind of
like damp cheesesteak and stale beer, which was okay, but I told her we'd be crashing at a
hardline xVx house, so she might want to clean up a bit.
“Those edge kids don’t know me,” she said. When I think about it now, it doesn’t make a
lot of sense. I didn’t know her either yet. But she could do this thing with words, even then. I
gave her one quick look and found an exit, drove up to Breezewood, picked up a couple forties to
go from a hotel bar that was still open. I knew she was underage, but I didn't know quite how
underage. I was only twenty-two myself. By the time I found out, it was too late. With soaked
hair and crisscrossed limbs, we fell asleep in the parking lot on my father's tailgate, at our sides
two empty bottles of Steel Reserve: nature's aphrodisiac.

Even then, though, she was more comfortable than happy, you know? Not like this. I
mean, if you could see her, she's partying—slam-dancing no one, black hair over pale face and
clover-green eyes. I ask her again, “Is everything okay?”
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She sets down her road soda, pushes her hair out of her face, and gives me the most
serious look. “You haven't heard, have you?”
“What?”
“Fred Phelps is about to die,” she says.
“Oh,” I say. Fred Phelps, leader of the Westboro Bastard Church, protester of gay and
lesbian funerals, soldiers' funerals—his family even came to Pittsburgh back in ’03 to picket the
memorial for Mr. Rogers, the closest thing this city's ever had to a saint. Their clever slogan
reads “GOD HATES FAGS.”
“Fred Phelps is about to die,” she repeats, “and I have a rekindled hope that good things
do happen.”
Is that really all it took? Some bigot a thousand miles away going on ninety about to
croak, and now she's ready to celebrate a birthday? I remember she didn’t even want to go out for
her twenty-first, and even after I convinced her, she insisted we sit, the two of us, in a dark
corner at Nadine’s, smoking menthols and toasting Iron City to the life of Richard Aoki, guy who
died four days earlier. I didn’t even know who he was, something to do with the Black Panthers I
guess. Only reason I even remember his name is the rage she went into a couple years ago when
it came out he was an FBI informant.
“The fuck he was,” she said. Back then we had an ottoman. She flipped that bastard and
punched a nice hole through our living-room wall. I spent the rest of that night icing her fist
while she ran her other hand up and down my spine until we both fell asleep. Fucking Richard
Aoki. I left a note for the slumlord the next morning telling him, “Sorry about that wall,” and we
jetted our asses out of there pronto. Well, shit.
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We'd been staying on Anaheim Street in the Hill District at the time, the only white
people on the block. Astrid would play guitar and scream Johnny Hobo covers on the front porch
until all hours of the night, and a few girls would always come over and nod along, clapping and
cheering after she yelled, “I was sober all morning 'til I woke up this afternoon” and “ Whiskey is
my kind o f lullaby.” We were loved. You know? I remember the one girl, Sierra, she always came
to bum a cig until the day Astrid lit one up unsolicited as soon as she saw her.
Sierra took one hit and handed it back, grinned us both up and down. “You know, you
two a couple a peckerwoods,” she said from the sidewalk, “but yinz some cool-ass white chicks.”
I felt my face redden and turned to step inside. (I saw Sierra out in the rain once, singing
softly in a patch of brown grass. I wanted to save her, like I saved Astrid, but somehow I knew
she didn't want to be saved. And who was I to save her anyway? Some cool-ass white chick.)
That night, I took what she said as the highest compliment.
Astrid didn’t take it as well, though. She always found something. “Don’t call me white,”
she said, hanging up her acoustic and adding a glare I could almost see in Sierra’s eyes.
“Represents everything I hate.”
They were NoFX lyrics, yeah, but punk rock was her church. She didn’t say something
like that unless she was damn serious. That thing with words again. What they might mean to
anyone else, they don't mean that to Astrid. Even the simplest words—black and white, when and
where, young and old—even after nine years, sometimes I just want to tell her, give it a break,
babe.

So this morning as she insists good things do happen, I’m not sure I believe her. I sit up,
roll out of bed, knock a cobweb from my face, and stumble over a bunch of Astrid’s stenciling
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shit on my way to take a piss, but she grabs me and lays the wettest, tonguiest french on my
mouth since 2008. And I mean, that’s a good thing, and it does happen, but somehow I’m still not
convinced I believe her.
“Welcome home,” she says and squints into my eyes, pulls me tight.
“And to you,” I say. It’s just one of those things we say. We’ve both been here this whole
time. You know? She licks my forehead like a cocker spaniel.
“Astrid,” I say, as I try to loosen her grip around my waist. I might even be open to
believing she thinks good things happen if I can just get around her to piss it over.
“You gotta pee?” she says.
“Yeah,” I say and make another push forward.
She giggles. Astrid giggles. “Remember the thing with the flusher. Listen first though,
will ya?”
I nod and tap my fingers on the small of her back.
“This is our chance,” she says.
“Our chance?”
“Our chance,” she says. “Listen.”
“I’m already listening,” I say. “You already told me to listen.”
“Right, right,” she says, lets me go, and kneels down to open up the fridge. She cracks
open a road soda and hands it to me.
“I have to work,” I say.
She puckers her lips, not to request another kiss but as if to say really? Then, aloud, she
says, “Doesn’t matter.”

84

I don’t really know why—maybe it’s just curiosity—but it’s at this point that I decide it’s
okay to believe what Astrid says. It really doesn’t matter. I’m doing under-the-table yardwork for
my ex’s super-Irish aunt. She’ll be pissdrunk as ever and probably catching the parade or out on
the South Side somewhere. Yes, this early. One beer won’t hurt. One road soda can’t hurt. So I
take a swig and walk over to the toilet. It’s not really in a different room, you know—it’s just
kind of there. Around this time last year, we thought about building some sort of stall or privacy
barrier but never got around to it. Just couldn’t be bothered, I guess, or as Astrid said, “How can
you know you trust someone if you can’t even watch her take a shit?”
I hear a ball above hit the pins square in the pocket, but by the sound of things, the old
guy has left the 5 pin standing. There’s a groan, an actual audible groan that comes through the
pipes. That’s how we know it’s league play.
Astrid’s followed me, and she continues, “We can use this. This is big. We can finally get
out west. Portland, baby.”
She’s been talking about getting involved with one of those anarchist collectives out west
as long as I can remember. What I’ve never said: I’m in my thirties now. Slamming forties and
smashing the state is a young girl’s game.
“There’s a bus coming through from D.C., bunch of punkers who go to Dischord shows,”
she says. “Headed out Kansas way to wait for the old fuck to die and protest the shit out of his
funeral. It’s a good thing.”
“That’s all?”
“Then we catch a ride west and start fresh. None of this bowling alley basement shit. We
got a chance to catch that Anarchist Bookfair in L.A., then we can thumb it north. It’s a good
thing.”
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“Do you even,” I start. “Do you even...fuck, how do w e...?” I can never figure out this
damn flusher.
“You just wiggle it,” she says. She moves me out of the way, rips off a piece of toilet
paper, and dusts off the lever. She finds the spot where the metal’s rusted through, slips her
pinkie in, and wiggles thrice. I don’t know much about chemistry. Rust just happens, I guess.
I hear my pisswater spiral and flush, and Astrid announces that “It’s a good thing.” A man
upstairs rolls a turkey to elderly applause.
They clap so gingerly.
Gobble gobble.
It’s a good thing.
“Do you ever,” I start again, “do you ever hear someone miss an easy spare and think,
‘Well, that’s all she wrote’?”
“Huh?” she says. “No. Shut up.”
“Like, they get one try, you know? And if they fuck it up, they still get to try it again. But
if they screw that up, that’s it. They’re done, you know?”
“No,” she says, “they bowl ten frames. It’s not the end of the world if they leave one
open.”
“It’s a metaphor.”
“No it isn’t,” she says. “Don’t you get it? We have an opportunity to do something big.
Don’t be a jag.” She points to one of the shirts up on our wall and smirks.
“Riddle me this,” I say. “Who the hell in Kansas is even gonna know what a jag is?”
“That’s not the point,” she says.
“Then what is? If no one knows what a jag is, who’s there for God to hate?”
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“You really don’t get it, do you?”
As a ball on Lane 6 hooks too far left and leaves the reigning champ with one last chance
to advance to the next round robin, Astrid asks me if I get it. It’s the tenth frame of the third
game upstairs, and she asks me if I get it. There’s a particular sound to all these things, you
know? I hear it when I sleep, and I hear it when I steal one of Astrid’s GOD HATES JAGS shirts
off the bed, when I put it on, when I remind her that “I have to work,” when I run up the stairs,
and when I emerge into the green streets of Bloomfield in stolen birkenstocks and polyester riot
gear.
It's that abrupt. I can't stay here all day with Astrid, arguing about words and revolution,
whatever that means. Nothing will ever happen this way.

The men upstairs are throwing gutterballs, but they’re not men now that I see them.
They’re the girls and boys of the weekend youth tournament—the Sunday morning shift—and
it’s their parents who are the hungover groaners of the weekend’s last day. It’s only the 16th,
then, and Astrid’s getting a really early start, and I don’t really have to work but can't go back
home, not yet.
It’s funny how life always happens between sleep, and it’s funny how everything changes
when you realize Monday is really Sunday and that old men are mere children. It’s funny how
the propensity to run off can be so toxic, and it’s funny how all it takes is an asshole in Kansas to
die to remind you that good things do happen.
Maybe the funniest thing is that there's a bowling alley, a brewpub, a church, and a
Burger King back to back to back to back, and they all opened at the same time this morning.
The problem is, they all offer about the same thing: a place to go when Fred Phelps is about to
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die and Astrid is about to be on her way to Portland via Kansas, somewhere to have the idea that
God hates jags beat into your head until you feel like going the way of Fred Phelps yourself.
Astrid calls it the illusion of choice. Astrid reads too much.
It's hard to think when the streets are this green. I grew up Catholic and can't even
remember who St. Patrick was, but I walk into Burger King because I haven't had a Whopper in
a decade and want to try one of those shamrock shakes.
Green-clad drunks share pisspoor renditions of the weekend's antics over fast food,
fountain drinks, and Heinz ketchup. The proud seek redemption in the public stalls with handles
you don't have to wiggle. They piss metaphorical spares and strikes, and I don't know what that
means.

I stand in line for almost four months before the old fuck behind the counter takes my
order. Sometimes these things move so slow. A parade marches by outside, but added to the
street’s green are the other colors of the rainbow flag. I've made it to San Francisco. It’s July.
Pride Week. Fast food calling me again. Where's Astrid?
She's somewhere between here and L.A., causing a mess on I-5. She's renounced her love
for cheesesteak; she's dressed in stolen birkenstocks and real riot gear with a group of militant
vegans, setting fire to the administrative offices of factory farms, letting loose beef cows to block
traffic. Any cause will do. She's found her calling.
Thousands of Astrid's newfound bovine companions march onto the interstate, stomping
and mooing, declaring their freedom. Another Pennsylvania transplant on the road waits for them
to cross, even though they have no interest in crossing. They've been freed from their prisons but
offered no new place to go. The man in the driver’s seat once ran for his life from just one cow;
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now he's surrounded by a million of them confused at what it means to live in a world beyond
their cages. He's in a little blue Civic, and now he's trapped, too.
Astrid's freeing cows, and I'm ordering a Whopper, made from the remains of their
brethren she never thought to save. The man behind the counter asks me, would I like to make
that a Proud Whopper?
I don't know what that means, but I say yes, because as far as I can tell, there's nothing
wrong with a little bit of pride—it is Pride Week, after all. He hands me my burger in a rainbowcolored foil. The place is packed, not a clear table to be found, so I open it up and take a bite
right there. It tastes the same. It tastes exactly the same as any unproud Whopper I've ever eaten.
Maybe too much mayo. Certainly no pride was taken in its construction.
“Excuse me, sir,” I say. “I think you gave me a regular Whopper.”
He pulls the wrapper out from under my sandwich, shows me the six words
superimposed on the mass-produced rainbow:
WE
ARE

THE
SAME
INSIDE
I smile, because I think I'm supposed to, at this unexpected show of fast food solidarity.
But then I think, isn't that bullshit? Are any of us even anything alike on the inside? I'm filling
myself with manufactured cow, and Astrid's running strong on vegan doughnuts and nicotine.
Aren't our insides the part of us that's the most different?
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I think about Astrid down the road from here, smashing car windows, making everyone
on the interstate smell the pesticides, smell the manure, smell the sin. She's so goddamn proud of
herself.

But I’m getting ahead of myself. When I get through the line and place my order back in
March, the old fuck behind the counter tells me they don't have shamrock shakes. “That's
McDonald's, baby-girl,” he says.
I want to ask for a road soda or a hot coffee and throw it in his face, but I don't have the
balls, and besides I hear Astrid giving me shit for that phrasing anyway. Don't have the balls.
(“Unless you're bowling,” she'd tell me, “you don't need balls for anything.”) Instead, I smile and
point to my shirt—“GOD HATES JAGS”—then to the ceiling (like that's where God lives, in the
fluorescent light fixtures of the Bloomfield Burger King) and the old fuck's face. For an old fuck,
he picks up what I'm getting at pretty fast—picks it up like a spare.
“Fucking white-trash jagoff cunt,” he says. It's as if he throws out all the insults he has
for the day at once, as if there isn't any time to spread them out. I think of Astrid yelling “Cunts
to the front!” at every hardcore show we've ever been to, and I grin. I back away without paying
for my Whopper, hold my grin, and flip the old fuck off. “God don't make no trash,” I tell him. I
think I've made a scene, but that might be a good thing. I wonder if Astrid would believe me.
I think about walking to McDonald's, think about that shamrock shake, but decide it's
probably shit anyway. Besides, I have all I need right here. And this isn't my story, not really.
(Astrid folds t-shirts, her cotton-and-polyester riot gear, stacks them neatly in the cardboard box
we once joked could be our home. A young boy upstairs celebrates his first strike, and his mom
doesn't have the heart to tell him that, since his first ball went in the gutter, it's actually a spare.)
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I don't know that she's coming to look for me, that she'll find me between the pub and the
chapel and drag me onto the bus, that I'll have faith in Her not to lead me astray. Right now, I'm
just humming the tune— Well, I swear to God that I'll love you forever. Astrid, I'm not coming
home tonight.
I don't know that I'll praise my own personal Lord, whoever That is, that I'll have faith in
my chemistry with Her even though I ju st don't get it, that She'll have my half-killed Yuengling
with Her on the back of the bus, tell me, “You forgot your road soda,” and that we'll each take a
swig to finish it off, kneeling down to avoid our fellow crusaders' straightedge glares.
I don't know that when we get to Kansas, I'll convince Her that the Golden Rule means
something, that protesting some old fuck's funeral isn't something we need to concern ourselves
with. I don't know that She'll drop the box of GOD HATES JAGS shirts off at a Salvation Army
in Topeka, that somehow a few of them will slip through the cracks and end up on shelves, that
one customer actually will do the research to figure out what that phrase means, and that they'll
wear that shirt with pride.
I don't know that it will rain on I-5 in a few months, that the manure will liquefy and the
stench intensify, that disgruntled travelers will quarrel over no cause at all, that I, some cool-ass
white chick, won't be there to save any of them.

I do know that the chalkboard out front of the pub advertises their special for today's
Penguins/Flyers hockey game and that all the worshipers are dressed in their array of green,
black, and gold, each pew filled awaiting the contest of who has the best team of rich jagoffs on
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ice. I do know that I decide to head next-door instead and find an empty row near the exit to take
in the sport of sermon.
The priest goes on and on about how tomorrow's holiday never used to have anything to
do with dressing up as leprechauns and drinking Guinness, and as little as I care, I want to stand
up and say “Amen, brother!” But he's not my brother, so I just sit, half-listen, and watch as the
churchgoers gradually file out, their way of life disparaged by a man they thought was their
representative of God. A few spot me lounging on their way out, my feet propped on the kneeler,
and they smile, some laughing at the thought of me, at least one catching a glimpse of my shirt
and knowing I have something to say.
I wonder if I should be here in the back. I wonder if “cunts to the front” could be the
mode of Catholicism and if Astrid had it right all along even before the fateful events in that
Kansas hospice. I wonder what would happen if I, after everyone else in here has up and gone
home to their corned beef and libations, took to the pulpit in Astrid's GOD HATES JAGS shirt
and delivered my sermon.
“Sit down, Father,” I'd say, and he would, and it'd be good.
But then I don't know what I'd say next. I wonder if the Lord would strike me down, and I
wonder if that would make Astrid believe.
Katelyn Lange has been struck down by God, and I've lost all hope that good things can
happen.
I wonder if the people of Pittsburgh would hear the thunder after He strikes me down and
think nothing of it, just that God must be bowling again.
Or maybe He'd finally show Himself, the Old Fuck, and He'd tell me Astrid's shirt is spoton. “Forgive Me, daughter,” He'd say, “for I have sinned. I've let the jagoffs live, and I've made
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shit way too hard for the rest a yinz. But You've passed My test, You know? You go to Kansas
with Astrid and spread the New Word of God to those Bastards.”
I'm not sure which words He would actually want capitalized. Bastards, probably not so
much. I bet He's an awful Particular Fellow.
I wonder if I'm going to Hell for thinking like this, and I know I'm probably not. If God's
really how this babbling priest says He is, I can't be doing much worse than the time We were
here in the middle of the night last year and Astrid blew out all His candles.
I can't remember why We came in, but I remember hearing Her sneeze and then seeing
one of the candles go out. “God bless You” may have been the appropriate response, but instead,
I said, “What the hell are You doing?” in as affectionate a voice as I could muster. But I think
then maybe My tone did come across because Astrid kept blowing them out until the entire
chapel was pitch black and I could only find My way by following Her stale beer scent I love so
much, and She took Me in Her arms like She did so rarely and said to Me:
“Making this Our Home.”
And I didn't know what She meant then and maybe I still don't, but I think I love it.
Because when it's dark, all Places, all Races, all Faces, are holy, and when it's bright and green
all Places, all Times, are the same. At least Then We knew, We never had to go Anywhere.
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The Oldest of the Old Sheep
It’s Saturday night, Memorial Day weekend, so the local amateur astronomers point their
telescopes at the combustible elements of faraway worlds, trying to catch a glimpse of Saturn at
perihelion. They’re absorbed in otherworldly focus on the first clear night after a week of heavy
rain, kneeling in the tall grass across the road from the Gibbs Hill Cemetery. The cows in the
nearby pasture stand quiet but awake and on guard, despite the myths propagated by the high
school delinquent subculture that they sleep standing up. They get as much comfort from a bed
of hay as any vagrant biped.
Aleksi, by far the youngest of the group at seven years old and the only one without his
own telescope tonight, snatches the high school senior Carla’s, and she has to catch herself from
falling backward in the mud. The boy redirects her scope to the celestial east toward Virgo.
“Cut it out, kid,” she yells. “Where’s yours?”
“Quiet down over there,” Jaykob Merrick hollers. He and his wife Shyanne have been
coming out here off and on for about fifteen years, since they were Carla’s age, when they were
just a summer fling as far as they could tell, dabbling in the psychoactive and crackpot theories
of extraterrestrial visits, as some that age were apt to do. After the caretaker at the graveyard
almost shone his light on them in the bushes their first night out here, though, well,
circumstances dictated they ought to stay together. So, they named their son Leo, after the lion.
“Yeah,” Shyanne yells, “quiet down. You’re ruining my space aura.” She giggles loudly.
Barney Edwards, the oldest member of the five and de facto group leader, glares at them, and
Aleksi just shakes his head. Outer space is no laughing matter to him. He knows how many
parsecs it is to Alpha Centauri, and if anyone gives him the chance, he’ll find a way to get
America there first.
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“Just look,” he tells Carla, “that's where you should be going.”
“But I’m a Scorpio,” Carla says. Her boyfriend Shaun dropped out of school a month
ago, moved down to West Virginia to take a job oil fracking with his dad. She’d been up here on
the hill, adjusting her scope without real aim, looking toward Scorpio for somewhere to go, lost
in an escapist’s dream, until the boy set her straight.
“That doesn't matter,” Aleksi says.
“Zodiac's all off kilter,” says Barney Edwards, “you're an astronomical Virgo.”
“What's that even mean?” she asks.
“It don't mean nothing,” the old man says.
“Just look,” Aleksi says. He and Barney share the best attendance records for these
evening retreats. Barney’s a long-time friend of Aleksi’s grandfather’s and an old hand at this
astronomy business: he remembers when this country had a space program, and he'll never
accept the fact that Pluto is no longer considered a planet. Many of his friends from his youth lie
at rest at the cemetery across the way.
Carla shifts back into position, closes her left eye, and places her right to the lens. “Holy
shit,” she says.
“Language, young lady,” Barney says. “The boy.”
“I don't give a care, Old Sheep,” Aleksi says. “My ma says the shit word all the time.”
The old man shakes his head. Aleksi's gotten to calling Barney “Old Sheep” since he
learned the object they're looking for, Saturn, was given the nickname “oldest of the old sheep”
by early stargazers, its slow-moving orbit akin to Barney's old-man gait. A bit of payback for
Barney teasing Aleksi for his name’s similarity to a Russian cosmonaut’s. A heifer lets out a wild
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moo on the pasture. Barney listens, then yells over to the other two members of the group, “Jay?
Shy? You seeing this?”
Jaykob Merrick lifts an arm but doesn’t look away from his lens. “It's a beaut, Barn,” he
hollers back.
“Hold on a minute,” says his wife, Shyanne. “There’s a weird light over by these cows.”
“There ain’t even! What, are you trying to sneak a peek at that hunk of beef’s milk
fingers? Come on, babe, give these rings a look.”
“I thought I saw something,” Shyanne says, gives in and looks to the heavens. She, along
with the rest of them, sees—amidst Virgo, that splendid virgin in the sky— Saturn and its rings,
some 750 million miles away, its golden hue against the black emptiness of the solar system a
symbol of hope to Barney and Carla alike. To the old sheep Barney Edwards it's the hope that's
too far gone, to young Carla the hope the future, the one that stands beside her, might bring back.
“It's up to you,” she says to Aleksi. “It's up to you to get us there, kid. One day, I mean.”
“We'll need really big coats,” he says.
“It cold there?”
“Negative 288 degrees,” he says.
“That won't be so bad in the future, will it? You'll figure it out.”
“It's just made of gas,” Aleksi says.
“You can't figure out a way to keep us afloat? Come on, kid.”
“Well, there's Titan,” he says.
“Titan?”
“Saturn's biggest moon. They say there might be life there.”
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“Well, hell, let's go, kid!” She wears a shit-eating astronautic grin—whatever that looks
like—and holds her fist out to get knucks from the kid.
Barney Edwards has been shaking his head through this whole thing. “Come on, kid. You
gonna figure out how to make humans live off methane? Why don't you have your telescope with
you anyway?” He's somehow just noticed this peculiar absence.
“They stole it.”
“Who?”
Aleksi shrugs. “I put it away on the front porch every night. Then today it was gone.”
“Probably kids already sold it on the eBay to pay for drugs.”
“I wonder if it was Grandpa.”
Barney Edwards lets out a cackle. “Your grandpa? Kid, I used to babysit your grandpa.
He's never even smoked a cigarette in his life, far as I know. You think he sold your telescope to
buy drugs? What do you know about this telescope-stealing business, Clara?”
“Carla.”
“You say tomato, you say tomato. I say Clara, I say Clara.” Her stare as cold as Saturn’s
rings goes straight through him. “So, what gives, kid? What do you know?”
“I don't know anything.”
“Right. You didn't even know it was impossible for people to live on Saturn.”
“That was a joke.”
“Yeah.” He scratches his chin. “Jay and Shy, they got a kid about your age, don't they?
Where's he? Aleksi, I'll tell you who stole your telescope. Hey, where are they?”
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Jaykob and Shyanne had snuck away during the conversation on the possibility of life on
Saturn. Its golden hue symbolized a hope for them, neither in the past nor the future but in that
dreadful time in between. Another moo comes from the pasture, wilder yet than the first.

II

It’s Saturday night, Memorial Day weekend, so three of the local high school delinquents
are rummaging through the cow pasture across from the Gibbs Hill Cemetery. They’re searching
for a nice pile of manure, hoping to find some high-grade hallucinogenic mushrooms in which to
indulge on their extra day off.
“Do you really think we're gonna find shrooms in a bunch of cow shit?” Max asks. He's
never done more than a few beers or a couple hits off a bowl at a woods party, so he's not fully
up on the protocol.
“Uh, yeah, that's where they grow,” says Gage, shaking his head as he swats a bunch of
gnats out of his eyes. “All the rain we’ve gotten, this place’ll be crawling with fungi. And I’m
not just talking about myself, right, Benny?” He holds the flashlight as Max and Ben follow
close behind; a pack of psychedelic bloodhounds, they point their noses at the distant ringed
planet above. Ben's older brother was their fungus hook-up last time he and Gage tripped, but he
just left for Harrisburg this weekend for a summer internship in the General Assembly, copyediting bills put forth by the Mental Health Subcommittee. Digging through shit runs in the
family.
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“I hope you're right,” Max says. “My mom's gonna be out at the Grange for some
company get-together all day tomorrow. You guys should come over to my place. We'll trip and
watch Shrek 2 or something.”
“What the hell, man? Shrek 2?” Gage says.
“What? I just picked it up the special edition. What, you haven't seen the first one?”
“I'm not gonna trip and watch that big-ass green ogre. Don't you know anything? We'll
get a jug of orange juice and head out to the dam or Rimrock or some shit.”
Their shoes squish in the muddy grass. Max and Ben are in boots, but Gage sports
Jordans in case he has to fly. Ben puts his hands up to stop his two friends. “Shh.. .do you guys
smell that?”
“Smells like garbage,” Max says.
“You mean, smells like fucking shit,” Gage says. “Hell yeah, Benny, my man!” He turns
around to high-five the group's best nose.
“Don't,” Ben says. “Look.” He points at the gold mine of bovine excreta ahead of them.
“Oh my god.” Gage shines his light straight at the ground, claps his free hand against his
leg. “This is it, guys. We did it.”
“Remember, we haven't found anything yet.”
“We will,” Gage says, “we will.”
Max crosses his arms, stares at the ground. “I'm not digging through that cow crap.”
Gage shines the flashlight in Max's face, watches his pupils contract. “Fuck you, man,”
he says. “We dig together.”
“You first,” Max says.
“Fuck you, man. Fuck you.”

100

“Hey now,” Ben says, “both of you calm down. We're never gonna trip balls if we stand
here bickering over who gets in the shit first. I think only one of us should dig anyway. We need
lookouts on both sides, right?”
“Yeah,” Gage says. Max has turned around, arms still crossed, eyes dead set on
Sagittarius. There's a lot of other things he could be doing tonight. The kegger down the hill, for
one, but he'd be content to be home watching Antonio Banderas host Saturday Night Live.
“Come on now, Max,” Ben says. “We're all out here. You knew what we were doing. One
of us in the shit looks like an accident. Three of us in the shit looks like we're getting into some
shit.” He extends his arm, makes a fist, readies himself to make the decision the most scientific
way he knows.
Gage puts his arm in, too, looks to Max, says, “Come on, bitch. We ain't got all night.”
Max turns around and puts his hand in. He's always hated this way of deciding things, but
he throws scissors. Gage throws paper, Ben rock.
“Cat's game,” Ben says.
“Fuck the cat. Let's play again,” Gage says.
“We kind of have to.”
“Shut up.”
Gage throws rock, and Ben matches. Max throws another scissors, spins his head for
signs of anyone coming. His throwing hand trembles because this game always takes so much
longer than you'd think. “Shit, man, double rock? Bold move,” Gage says. “Dig shit, Maxi-Pad.”
“That's not funny,” Ben says, “and he has to lose twice.”
“He just did.”
“You can't break the same pair of scissors twice.”
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“Since when?”
“That’s just how the world works, man. You can’t break anything twice. You break it
once, it’s broken.”
“Huh? Whatever, I'll play one more round. On three.”
Gage throws another rock. Ben and Max each throw paper. Ben puts his hand over Gage's
fist; Max puts his underneath.
“It's up to you, Gagey,” Ben says.
“What? No, you just said I have to lose twice.”
“You just did.”
“Come on, man. Same rock can't be covered twice, you said so yourself.” Gage breaks
out of their dual grip and steps aside.
“I said you can’t break something twice. Ain’t no limits on how many times you can
cover a thing. You got a big rock.” Ben throws a grin Max’s way. He throws one back, thinks the
game's much more fun when he comes out on top, when someone else ends up in the literal shit.
“Fuck both of you. I'll dig for the damn shrooms. Light me, bitch. I’m going in.” Gage
hands Ben the flashlight and plops right down in the manure, reaches his hand into a gooey wad.
He tosses clumps of shit, alternates hands, tries to get a rise out of Max. “I don't even know why
you're out here, man. Are you even gonna eat them? Or are you gonna wimp out like usual?
Fucking, man, even if you do these shits, you're gonna be a downer for the rest of us. You may as
well just have Ben take you home. You'll probably piss your pants as soon as you start tripping.”
“That's not true,” says Ben. “My brother told me you might feel like you're pissing, but
it's not real.”
“Whatever. Why don't you jump in here and kick my ass, Maxi-Pad?”
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Instead of jumping in, Max nudges Ben, points out the figure he's just noticed behind the
manure pile.
“Oh shit,” Ben says.
“Oh shit,” Gage mimics, “real funny, Benny. Hey, why don't you get in here? Oh right,
you're the king of roshambo, so you don't have to get your hands dirty. King Benjamin, overseer
of the light that shines down upon his shit-digging peasant boy.” He tosses shit every which way,
doesn't come across a single spore.
“Gage,” Ben says, “look.”
Gage looks up to see the hulking monstrosity of a heifer hovering above a pile of its own
excrement. “Fuck,” he says, then adds after a time, “well, fuck, man. We're on a cow pasture,
aren't we? Where else is a cow gonna sleep? We'll just tip the bastard.” He stands up to engage
his foe. “Hey Max, come milk this fucker first. I bet milk's good for tripping.”
“And where did you hear that?” Ben asks.
“I didn't. I said I bet it's good. It's a hypothesis, man.”
“Well, it’s a bad one. It doesn’t even have udders.”
“It’s got them little teats, though. You sure I can’t get milk from them? Whatever.” Gage
wipes moist shit from his hands onto his jeans and stares down his opponent, the guardian
livestock. Its tail swings in the light of Ben's flashlight.
“Gage,” Ben says.
Gage contorts his limbs into a ninja's pose of sorts and contemplates his next move. He
really doesn't know much about cow tipping.
“Moo, bitch!” he yells.
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And as if by command, the awake and on-guard heifer lets out a wild moo, whose
soundwaves reach into space, connect the dots in Orion’s belt and both dippers, and bounce in an
instant all the way back to Gibbs Hill, where a man dozing against a shed on the other side of the
road starts to his feet with a bolt. He clutches his shovel and his wheelbarrow, flips the switch on
his headlamp. “Cows sure are wild tonight,” he says, to no one at all.

Shyanne Merrick, the amateur astronomer across the field from the three boys, points her
telescope at the scene and watches the dirty young man run from a motionless cow and fall to the
ground at the feet of his two companions. They back away and laugh, but the cow just stands
there. Shyanne pokes her husband in the ribcage as they gaze at the golden-ringed planet Saturn.
Jaykob beams his stubbled smile back at her, grabs her hand, and she motions her head toward
the open field and the pasture ahead. They half-listen to the girl Carla’s desperate pleas to a
seven-year-old prodigy to find her a new life in the outer solar system, as they slip off from one
group of dreamers to head toward another.
“This far enough out?” Jaykob says after a few minutes, pulls his wife into an embrace,
and starts to scratch at some of the mud caked on her knee.
She pushes him off. “Wait,” she says.
“What? That asshole gravedigger’s gotta be buried himself by now.” He laughs at the
strangely fond memory of Leo’s conception.
“No, the kid,” she says, pointing back toward the telescopes.
“Barn won’t let him come after us.”
“And if he slips off? What if he has to pee? Kids do that, you know.”
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“He won’t even know what we’re doing.” Jaykob feels the rings on Shyanne’s finger and
runs his thumbnail under her half-trimmed cuticle.
“Jay, that boy’s a genius. He probably knows how much our sex weighs on Neptune.”
“What does that even mean?”
“I don’t know.” She jerks her hand from Jaykob’s grasp. “Let’s go.”
“Where are we going?”
“You see that light over there?” She points at the would-be psychedelic cow tippers.
Jaykob nods, and Shyanne continues, “There’s a few boys Leo’s age over there. Let’s fuck
with ’em.”
“Okay. What are they doing?”
“Well I can’t be sure from here, but there’s only a couple things I could think of. And the
one looked like he was covered in cow crap, so you do the math.”
“Right. So we’ll hide out behind that big rock over there.” Jaykob points to a boulder
near the three boys, yet concealed enough in the darkness that they can avoid detection.
“That’s the spirit, hon. These kids think they’re the only ones who’ve ever been kids.”
“Or they don’t realize half of us are still kids. Leo’s not with them, is he?” Jaykob puts
his arm around Shyanne’s waist, kisses her on the forehead.
“Thank God, no. We don’t need that shit smell in our house. He set the DVR for SNL,
though, so I’m pretty sure he snuck out right after we left.”
“You know he snuck out because he set the DVR?”
“Hey, I’m pretty good at this mom thing. Plus, I heard Carla talking about a kegger on her
phone.”
“Man. Do they think we’re so stupid?”
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“Aren’t we, just a little bit though?” They kiss once more, and dive into the mud.

Behind the boulder is the perfect setup for guerrilla warfare. Smaller rocks and pieces of
old stakes spread about, with enough cover to avoid discovery while landing all the direct hits
any mission will ever require. Close enough for the well-placed grenade strike, far enough to
whisper directives without being overheard. They set up their station, watch and listen to their
targets:
“I mean, you did lose,” Max says to Gage.
“Shut the hell up, Maxi-Pad. It was a stupid technicality. I ain't going back over there.
That bitch is mean.”
“We did come all the way out here,” Ben says. “And you're already covered in dung. You
know we didn’t say you had to jump straight in the middle of the pile? Anyway, we probably
shouldn't go back empty-handed.”
“Fuck that shit, bro,” Gage says. “We'll head to Jo Jo for a burn run, rip it back to my
place, watch Pulp Fiction or The Wall or something.”
Jaykob slips his hand under Shyanne's blouse, and she slaps it away. “What is into you,
tonight? Wait,” she whispers, careful not to let the boys hear.
“You got those pizza minis still?” Max asks.
“Hell yeah, man, I got like three bags of those shits. Come on, Ben.”
“He does make a pretty good case, dude,” says Max.
Shyanne tosses a pebble that just grazes that cow’s tail. No reaction. It takes, it would
appear, at least two rocks to beat a cow—or maybe just one with good aim. She curses under her
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breath, hands Jaykob a slightly larger rock and points to the cow, the keeper of the dung pile. He
nods. She holds up a closed fist. “Your turn. You just need one good shot, babe. On three.”
Ben looks at his shitty friend Gage and tells him, “You can't sit in my car like that.”
Shyanne raises her second finger. Jaykob stands up, readies himself for the pitch.
“Screw you, man,” Gage says. “You’re the one who made me get in there. You really
gonna do me like that?”
Shyanne drops the last finger, and Jaykob goes into his windup.
“I'm sorry, dude,” Ben says, “but my dad'll kill me. You under—”
Direct hit. The cow lets out another moo, wilder yet than the first.
“— stand.”
“Fucking shit, man,” Gage yells, plows through Max to dart across the pasture. Shyanne
pulls Jaykob down just in time. He lands atop her, and she looks into his eyes, almost straight
through them to the clear May sky above, to the upside-down hunter Orion in his sheepish yoga
pose. She doesn't see the boy Gage, but she knows he leaps off the boulder, over their bodies,
and onto the ground just feet beyond their lovers' embrace. The cow runs off in the opposite
direction, but Gage doesn’t stop to look—just hops up and runs, leaves his friends behind.

What remains of the amateur astronomy group stands by and listens. “That dumb—” The
old man Barney Edwards looks to the boy Aleksi. “That Shyanne probably got both their asses—
both their butts—trampled.”
“You can say the ass word,” Aleksi says.
“Don't worry, kid. We'll find the cat that took your telescope.”
“You guys,” Carla says.
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A silence falls over the hill before the appearance of the teenage boy, browned t-shirt
halfway over his head, running from a cow that isn't chasing him. The self-blinded failure of a
cow tipper runs through Jaykob's and Shyanne's unattended telescopes, tips them to the ground,
and they crash like shuttles into Titan, except they don't burn because it's just too wet for that
here.
“Is that you, Leo?” Barney yells as Gage continues toward the road and the cemetery.
“Stay here, you two,” he says, and runs after the shitdigger.
Carla moves a hand to her face to push a strand of hair to the side. She shakes her head
and stares toward the south.
“What's going on?” Aleksi asks. “Is Mr. Edwards coming back?”
“I don't know, kid. Barney's gotta be a hero one more time. I can give you a ride home if
he doesn't.”
“Who was that stinky boy?”
“You're asking me? Aren't you the boy-genius?” But there are some questions, like Who
was that stinky boy?, that the planets, that the stars don't have an answer for. “He's just some
burnout idiot. Don't worry about him.”
Ben and a muddied Max come running, panting like bloodhounds the two of them.
“Carla?” they say. “What are you—why are you—did you see—?”
She points to the cemetery—they thank her and run, Max stumbling when they hit the
asphalt, Ben helping his friend across.
“Were those friends of yours?” Aleksi asks after the two boys are deep into the graveyard.
“No,” Carla says and pauses a minute, sighs. “We live in a world,” she says.
“Huh?”
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“I don't know, kid.” She really doesn't. It just sounds right. Like there could never be
anything else to say: We live in a world. It really says it all.
“Let's go,” she says. She folds her telescope up to pack it in its case and points to the old
man's. “You might want to grab Barney's, buddy.”
Aleksi nods. “What about Mr. and Mrs. Merrick's?”
“They'll be back,” she says.
“Are you sure?”
“Yes.”
“Should we check on them?”
“No.”
“Okay.” He packs up the old man's telescope and follows Carla to the place where they
park their cars. It's just a patch of dirt. Only an old sheep like Barney Edwards could get away
with calling it a lot. They set the telescopes in the backseat.
“It's a mess back there,” Carla says. “You can sit up front.”
“You sure?”
“If you can say the shit word, you can ride shotgun.”
“Shit,” Aleksi says and gets in, fastens his seatbelt.
Carla laughs and starts the car. Her boyfriend gets paid to work toward the slow
destruction of Earth, the world we live in, but isn't she helping that frightful cause a bit herself,
too? Don't the fumes from her engine enter the atmosphere and poison it for the next
generation—kids like Aleksi? She's too young to be drawing this line, to “separate the sheep
from the goats,” as Shaun's dad said in one of the awkward family dinners she had to attend. The
sheep are supposed to be the righteous, while the goats are the evil, but she isn't so sure about

109

that. She glances at young Aleksi in the seat next to her, looks back to the road in front of her,
and thinks. In twenty years, the difference in their ages will be marginal; they're the same
generation really. But the fact is, she thinks, while certainly neither of them will be a goat, Aleksi
at least can never be a sheep either. She knows he'll take the world far, that he’ll be a helper of all
humankind, so long as he never breaks down and follows the herd.
She decides to pick his brain while she has the chance and it's still fresh and young. She
contemplates asking about Venus and the greenhouse effect, but she doesn't want to think about
Shaun and human life leaving Earth, not yet anyway. Besides, Shaun's already gone, she thinks,
so she asks about the group's old sheep instead: “So what's Barney's deal anyway, kid?”
Aleksi's against the window staring at the trees, and it takes him a minute to give the non
answer, “Mr. Edwards?”
“Yeah. It's like he thinks he's better than us or something.”
“He's old.” It’s as simple as that to Aleksi, his face still pressed to the window.
“I guess so.” A car on the other side of the road flickers its lights at them, and Carla slows
down. “Kid, you're not talking as much as usual.” She thinks it might be because it's just her.
“You nervous?”
He just shrugs, doesn't budge away from the window. A state cop car sits hidden in the
brush, waiting to bust drunk kids leaving the party.
“It's okay, kid. Just tell me what's on your mind. Whatever you want to talk about.”
She hopes this will make him open up, and it works. He moves away from the window,
faces forward, and talks. “Ever since I learned, there's been eight planets. But Mr. Edwards
always talks about the ninth planet, Pluto. Pluto's just a dwarf planet now. Mr. Edwards thinks it
should still be a planet.”
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“He's afraid of change, kid.”
“I still know a lot about Pluto, even though it's not a planet. It's the second biggest dwarf
planet. Eris is the biggest. Pluto has five moons: Charon, Nix, Hydra, Kerberos, and Styx.”
“Styx like that band that sings 'Renegade'?”
“Huh?”
“'Come Sail Away'? 'Mr. Roboto'?” Aleksi doesn't have time for music.
“If you weigh 100 pounds on Earth, you'll only weigh about 6.7 on Pluto.”
“Maybe I'll go there instead.” Carla grins. Aleksi's a cool kid, she thinks.
“It's even colder than Saturn, though. A lot colder. Negative 369 degrees, in the sun.”
“We'll need even bigger coats.”
“And it takes 248 Earth years for it to complete one revolution around the sun. Mr.
Edwards told me, in all the time Pluto was a planet, it never finished one full orbit. I think I saw
that old sheep cry a bit after he said that. It is pretty sad.”
“Well, 248 years is a long time, kid.”
“It's only one year there, though.”
“That's a long year.”
Carla doesn't take her eyes off the road because she doesn't want to do something stupid
and have to deal with getting pulled over, but she sees in her mirror that the boy is looking at her.
“I guess you're right,” he says. “I guess I never thought of it that way.”
Carla laughs. They're almost back to town now. She's driven the kid down the hill and
back to the land of streetlights, a little farther from Saturn and Titan, now completely out of view.
But she thinks, what's one mile out of close to a billion, in the scheme of it all?
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III

Saturday night, Memorial Day weekend: the caretaker at the Gibbs Hill Cemetery’s
working overtime. Standing outside his shed wearing Carhartts for pajamas and a headlamp,
newly awoken by the sounds of the pasture. With all the rain this week, he hasn’t had a chance to
prep the paths for the wave of loved ones set to visit in the next couple days, so he’s here now.
There’s a cot in the shed for nights like this, but he knew tonight he’d need to wake up with the
sun to finish on time. “Cows sure are wild tonight,” he says to no one at all. There’s one last
wheelbarrow load of gravel fill for the mud. He rubs the sleep from his eyes, shoulders his
shovel in his special pack, and gets to pushing.
He always thought there'd be a mystical quality to this job, one he's long ago replaced
with boredom in his head. He's only in his late forties, but working around dead people, six feet
underground or not, ages a man. It's not that it's a sad occupation—he doesn't think so anyway.
Death is just another way of leaving, and people are always leaving. His wife left him a decade
ago for a freckly redhead and a law practice in Philadelphia. She would have gone somewhere
else eventually anyway, he figures. There are freckly redheads in Chicago and Boston, too, he
thinks. At least Philly has cheesesteaks for her—and Rocky, too. A real underdog story.
No, he thinks, the dead don't make him sad. But they don't talk much, so if not sad, it's at
least lonely. The women he meets in town at the Horn, they'll occasionally humor him, but
usually leave him to his whiskey sour after his honest answer to the What do you do? question.
It's lonely, anyway, until someone, on this night a shirtless kid covered waist to toe—forearms,
too—in cow manure, shows up and gives him a chance to fill his true role as caretaker: problem
solver.
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Gage stops, not because he trusts this strange man but because he has no reason not to yet
and because he needs something from him. “Your shovel,” he says. “Give it to me.” It’s so direct
the caretaker thinks, for a while, he must still be dreaming.
“Excuse me,” the caretaker says. “I think you might be fine to keep digging by hand, the
way you look.”
“Listen, guy. Some crazy old man is chasing after me, and I don't know why. I'm hungry,
and I just don't want to get killed.”
“Crazy old man, huh? That who covered you in shit?”
“No.” Gage falters, scratches his eyebrow. “I lost rock-paper-scissors.” The caretaker
nods, as if to say, go on, so Gage adds, “It was bullshit, though. I threw rock, and two dudes
threw paper, so they said that counted as being covered twice. Said I have a big rock or some
shit.”
“A big rock? Kid, if your rock is big, it's gonna take two sheets of paper to cover you
once. You best appeal those results.”
Gage hadn't thought of this at the time. “A little too late for that, don't you think?”
The man takes a careful whiff and understands finally that this boy’s as real as that
redhead’s face, freckles like stars that won’t be erased in a billion lifetimes. He lets out a deep
sigh. “Yeah, I guess you're right. Hey, that your crazy old man?” He points to Barney Edwards
approaching up the path, walking at his old sheep's pace, his heart pumping like it hasn't since he
saw Halley's Comet while driving back from a wedding or a funeral or a friend's kid's baptism
way back in 1986. “Ain't nobody has to get hurt,” says the caretaker, cognizant of Gage's bracing
himself.
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Max and Ben run up behind Barney and stop so as not to overtake him. The caretaker’s
light shines on a headstone the size of a newborn calf. “Gage is fucked,” Ben whispers.
The old sheep walks up to the shit boy and the caretaker, who's ready to strike now if
need be. “What's your story, old man?” the caretaker says.
“This little shit busted up my friends' things.”
“Now now,” the caretaker says, “that's his story. And while I certainly wouldn't doubt the
validity of your accusations, I have to say that probably wasn't in the little shit's intentions. I
mean, look at him. You said it yourself, he's a little shit.”
A tear mixes with the crust on Gage's cheek.
“What are you getting at?” Barney says.
“I'm trying to get at your story.”
“I don't have one.”
“Sure you do,” the caretaker says. “You had to come up on this hill for something, right?
Surely you didn't come up here just to chase after this little shit.”
“No,” he says, “there's a group of us. We were looking at Saturn.”
“Saturn, huh?” The caretaker spots Max and Ben up the way and beckons them. “Come
on, boys. This shit stain here your friend? You the cheaters? Come on.”
Ben starts toward the group, but Max yells out, “He was—he was being a—he was being
a jerk.”
The caretaker points to Gage: “I’ll be the judge of that, son. Maybe your friend here is a
jerk. Maybe this old man chasing after him isn’t as crazy as your friend says he is. Maybe the old
man has a real reason to be doing what he’s doing. But the evidence, the empirical data in front
of me, tells me that your friend is covered in cow manure. Now, maybe he’s just a pathetic
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example of human hygiene. We all go through shitty phases. But the way I see it, you two punks
probably had something to do with his current predicament. So come on over. There you go.
“So you were saying,” he looks back to Barney Edwards, “Saturn. Ain't that some shit.”
“Yeah,” Barney says.
“I mean really. These two guys spend their night pushing their 'friend' into a pile of shit, it
looks like, though he claims it was a game of chance, and here I am, fucking around with the
dead for a paycheck, and there you are, looking at a place that's just so damn far away.”
“It's the closest it ever gets tonight,” the old man says, sheepishly.
“Well, that's a relief. I been looking to get away. NASA offering flights yet?”
Max grabs Ben's arm, tries to tug him to run away.
“Ho, boy!” yells the caretaker. “You two ain't going nowhere. I got a hose out back of my
shed. You two gonna apologize and wash this boy down. There’s some extra clothes in there
under the cot, too. It’s unlocked. So hop to it.”
Max and Ben inch toward the caretaker, and he points the way to the shed’s door.
“Apologize,” the caretaker says, holding his shovel alternately in both of the boys' faces.
“I'm sorry, Gage,” Max says.
“Yeah,” Ben says. “We're...sorry, man.”
“Strip down and let ’em spray ya, kid. It's gotta happen. Me and the old man gotta talk a
minute.”
The three hounds head to the shed, thinking about barking at cows and bathtime and
maybe whether there's any hope in a pile of shit or a ringed planet in the sky. Barney Edwards
clenches his fists, ready for his last fight.
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The caretaker laughs. “I ain't gonna fight you, old man. Ain't nobody getting hurt
tonight.”
“So what then?”
“We're just talkin'. Saturn, huh?”
“Yeah.”
“I think you a bunch of weirdos over there staring at the sky and all that, but I heard
something about Saturn once, I think. Guy stopped in at the Horn. On the road, just passing
through. He left somewhere. Something. Someone. I don’t know. He had his story. Anyway, he
was talkin’, and I don’t know what about, but he got to talkin’ about planets and the solar system
and all that, and nicknames you stargazers have for ‘em, you know? Mars, ain’t it just the Red
Planet, but Saturn he called something weird. Old...old something?”
“Old sheep,” the old man says. “My boy I left up there got to calling me that, too.”
“That so?”
“The oldest of them.”
“The heck’s that even mean?”
“I...” The old man looks at the stars above, Polaris the North Star in the Little Dipper,
down along the line of graves of people who’ve left. “I don’t remember,” he says.
“Huh,” the caretaker says. “Weird.”
“Well,” the old man says, “I left some people.”
But the people he left have gone their own ways already, and the caretaker knows this,
even though he has no real evidence. Carla drops Aleksi off at his parents’ house, where his
grandfather sits in the rocking chair on the front porch, angling the telescope he borrowed the
day before toward the three stars of Orion’s belt, but he doesn’t know why because he doesn’t
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really know where to look, not until Aleksi tells him. Even Aleksi doesn’t know, though, that it
was their ancestor, in the not-so-faraway time and place of ancient Sumer in Mesopotamia, that
first saw Orion in the sky and thought he looked sort of like the animal his people used for wool.
Aleksi thanks Carla in present time for the ride home, and she drives off, repeating the phrase,
“We live in a world,” to herself because it means something, though she isn’t sure what, and she
wonders if Shaun would understand even if he were still there and even if she knew how to
explain it, but she knows somehow that he wouldn’t.
Max and Ben behind the shed, like two goats separated from the herd of sheep, hose
down their shitty, naked friend Gage, and they sure as hell don’t like doing it, but they know it’s
better than the alternative, whatever other option the caretaker may have had, and that gives them
hope. It gives them hope even though they’ll never know who really pissed off that cow—they’ll
never know about the mischievous married couple, the parents of the newly rechristened Big Cat,
behind the boulder making love because Jaykob has finally convinced Shyanne that Aleksi isn’t
coming and that they have the field to themselves, at least except for the cows who he convinces
her won’t bother them. Her moans mix with their conversational mooing, and they don’t
calculate how much their sex weighs, but Aleksi would tell them that it’d weigh slightly more on
Neptune, though he wouldn’t be sure what that means in any sort of context.
And all this happens while the old man leaves the caretaker, or maybe it’s better to say
the caretaker is left by the old man, and it’s all good. With a few well-placed jibes, the caretaker
has made it all good, at least for one night, at least on this one hill. It’s all good while Leo, that
Big Cat down by the water, passes out face down in the mud, while countless dreamers flick their
headlights on and off to warn about cops on the highways of America, while a different old sheep
with red hair for wool sleeps face down on Broad Street outside the caretaker’s ex-wife’s house,
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and different old sheep and big cats sleep face down in the dirt all around the world. And the
highways of America extend into space, while Barney Edwards and the caretaker meld minds for
a minute, and the methane-based organisms on Titan enter a 248 years’ war over hydrogen, and
the caretaker dreams he could make it all good. With a few more well-placed jibes, he thinks, he
could make it all good.
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The Colby Jack Accords on Love and Practicality
What if a man could save the world by eating cheese? What a wonderful world that
would be.
The night before Henry Katzwald decides to take it upon himself to be the hero that
world needs, he watches snow pile up on his bedroom’s skylight and listens as the second-string
weekend news team reports on a freak April blizzard—at his side Annah, the prostitute he’s
brought home from the El Broth soup kitchen’s Easter vigil. They’re calling it another polar
vortex. They don’t know what that means—nobody does—but it’s their go-to. Travel is
impossible, they’re saying, but really it’d be more accurate to say travel is impractical. Henry
Katzwald works as funicular operator for the Monongahela Incline, what connects downtown
and the South Side to his suburban Mt. Washington neighborhood, and yes, the city has shut it
down for the first time in a century and a half. But on the other hand, they’ve just finished a
human interest story on an emotionally bankrupt stock boy who took his mother’s hairdryer to
his frozen bedroom window to escape their twenty-first-floor apartment, then leaped from
balcony to balcony all the way to the ground floor. He walked countless city blocks, crawled
when he had to, through the winter storm the Pittsburgh sports-obsessed news team is calling Big
Ben, to get to his job at the Giant Eagle supermarket.
“Like some kind of comic book superhero,” Henry says. Impractical, but alarmingly
possible. The boy’s building’s been called a skyscraper all his life, but he knows it doesn’t really
scrape the sky. The name hardly ever fits the function. What we call something and what it is are
rarely the same thing. The calendar says it’s spring, says it has been for weeks, but anyone with a
mind can tell you that’s not the case. Annah’s official title at the El Broth is one o f the K ing’s
girls, but anyone with a mind can tell you that thirty-three years of life makes her a full-fledged
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woman. Young enough to be the fifty-seven-year-old Henry Katzwald’s daughter, but a woman
nonetheless.
The female anchor asks, “What’s so super about the supermarket?” and her male
counterpart answers with a grin as white as the precipitation all over this city, “Because
they.. .shut down.. .for nothing.” Annah has no interest in bad advertisements disguised as worse
reporting. She is, however, for whatever reason, interested in Henry Katzwald’s reading habits:
“You read comic books?”
“I don’t have to,” he says. “I’m a superhero myself.”
“Ugh, let me guess,” Annah says. “You’ve saved me from my wretched lifestyle at the El
Broth. That’s why you’re not trying to screw. You’ve freed me to live a successful life away
from the wicked hands of the King. I think we’ve both seen that movie before.”
“Well, no,” Henry sits straight up, watches intently the scene the news has shifted to—the
street outside the El Broth, hundreds of Pittsburghers displaced by a mass power outage, huddled
together in black and gold coats, waiting with something like patience for the King to open his
double-doors. “No, I was just saying, when I work at the incline. I bring people from the bottom
of the mountain to the top and back again. All day. I’m like a Superman but practical.”
“There’s nothing practical about superpowers,” she says, “and besides, what kind of
superpower stops working because of a little inclement weather? The most impractical of all, if
you ask me.”
Outside the El Broth, mothers hide infants in oversized coats. Strangers embrace either to
keep off the road or to stay warm. Pittsburgh’s premier street saxophonist stands beside his
instrument, still in its case because it’s too cold to put even gloved hands against brass, and he
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claps and sings along with the pop gospel of half a century past. The Beatles. All you need is
love. Per the transitive property of equality, love is all you need.
“You can’t tell me if Paul and Ringo were here they wouldn’t revise those lyrics,” Annah
says. “There’s a whole hierarchy of needs, and those people haven’t even begun to reach for
love.”
“What do you suggest that these people need instead of love?”
“I didn’t say instead of love. Just before. And I don’t know. Money?” Where does money
fall on Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs? Physiological? Safety? Love/belonging? Esteem? Self
actualization? An argument could be made that money can buy all of these things.
The El Broth soup kitchen provides, by definition, the first two hierarchical needs, free of
charge, to whoever has the patience, the wherewithal, to wait in line. As for the third need, they
do charge for that—or, anyway, the closest thing to it. The backdoor serves as entrance for the
soup kitchen’s Platinum Club members—men in suits who buck the line and slip their servers,
the K ing’s girls, fifties and hundreds for the privilege of tasting the special soup, men who slurp
chicken noodle or dump bean with bacon in the trash, men who emerge one hour later on the dot,
carrying receipts for artificial esteem. The limos pull up, and they drive off into the night. They
pull up and drive off again. It never ends.
The reality of this love is that it’s a commodity. The reality of the King upon this Hill is
that he’s a human needs profiteer. The second-string news team doesn’t show this section of the
El Broth not because the word can’t get out about the King’s reality. The El Broth’s business
model is the worst kept secret in Allegheny County. They can’t show the backdoor on TV for this
sole reason: the network is contractually obligated to pay the lead anchors if they appear on-air
for even a split second.
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A man on the roof shovels clear the view, revealing a moon bigger and a brighter red than
Henry or Annah has ever seen. Only science can tell them why. Some have prophesized it means
the world’s coming to an end in three days. People are always in such a hurry when they
rationalize things that way.
“It looks like tomato soup,” Henry Katzwald says.
“I try not to think about soup when I’m not at work,” Annah says.
Henry wants to say well, technically you ’re at work right now, but instead he changes the
subject, sort of: “You ever think about the moon’s cycle? Like, how it wanes over weeks into
nothingness and then waxes until a circle again?”
“Any time I get my period. I sometimes wish we could just blast it out of the sky, put an
end to that vicious cycle.” A time-lapse video on the TV shows the plows clear the Smithfield
Street Bridge, and it fills up with snow again. The plows clear the bridge, and it fills up again and
again and again. “Why not put an end to all the vicious cycles while we’re at it?”
“Wouldn’t that end all the good cycles, too?
“Maybe if you’re a goddamn cynic.” Annah stares through the window overhead,
watches snowflakes reaccumulate one by one. Henry Katzwald begins to sniffle next to her, and
she looks down into his watering eyes. “Jesus, you’re making soup from your eyes. I didn’t
know you were so sensitive.”
“Why would you have? It’s a cyclical thing anyway. Happens almost every day. You
barely had anything to do with it.”
“Jesus, you cry on a cycle? And you’re not onboard with lunar annihilation? I’ll call
NASA right now and put in a request—just give me the green light.” This is by far the strangest
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experience Annah’s had with a client yet. But then again, strange things happen in the vortex.
“So tell me, what are these so-called good cycles?”
“Oh, I don’t know. Payday?”
“Riddle me this,” Annah says, “what do you need payday for if all the vicious cycles are
put to a stop? If you never get hungry? If your lightbulbs never burn out? If your car never runs
out of gas?”
“I don’t drive.”
“One example of many, big guy.”
“And then you wouldn’t have to do your horrible job?”
“Nobody would have to do their horrible job, unless they want to. What happens at the
incline station? The turnstile revolves, and it revolves again, no? That’s over. Listen: I won’t
deny I have one of the shittier jobs someone can have, but that doesn’t make other people’s shitty
jobs any less shitty.”
“Okay.. .what about this cycle? You know the King’s been running this game since I was
a boy. My dad was one of his most loyal customers. So my grandma was able to get custody of
me when he was deemed unfit.” It’s true: Henry’s dad would frequent the mean streets and the
brothels, robbing people blind and trading cash for a momentary sense of belonging. Now he’s
somewhere else— St. Paul, St. Petersburg, Anaheim, who knows—playing second fiddle to
someone else’s designated hitman. Henry used to ask his grandmother, when she’d proselytize on
the demerits of her son’s escapades, what’s a brothel? And she’d tell him, a brothel is where lowend whores, where ladies of the night, sell you s o u p . so to speak. He wasn’t sure what a whore
was, but he assumed it was any woman who sold soup. He wasn’t sure what so to speak meant
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either, but he figured it meant what was just said was something like a proverb. Grandma was
always speaking proverbially, so to speak.
“Okay, listen,” Annah says, “you’re pathetic. You said you were talking about cycles,
then I don’t know what it is you gave me. Right now, as far as I can tell, if you’re gonna be a
superhero, the only thing it’s gonna be is Tells-His-Life-Story-to-a-Prostitute-and-Sobs Man. I
get that sad dudes request my services. I get that that’s part of the job. But I don’t get paid to
babysit.”
The shot zooms in on the King each time he opens the doors. Standing barely over five
feet tall, wearing false teeth, a silver wig, and a heavy wool cardigan, he welcomes patrons with
a crooked smile the papers call royal. Along with Fred Rogers, Roberto Clemente, and Andrew
Carnegie, he was named twenty years ago as one of Pittsburgh’s Men of the Century for his
“lifetime of service to the city’s needy.” He serves the needy, all right.
Henry grabs a ski mask from his closet and throws it over his face.
“What are you doing?” Annah says.
“I’m going to take out the King.”
“Okay, you know you’re not really a superhero, right?”
“What’s so super about a superhero, anyway?” he says, and walks out into the vortex.

The next morning, Danielle McFeely stands behind the register at Giant Eagle, her first
day on the job. She graduated in December, Carnegie Mellon, semester early, petroleum
engineering, honors. Degree’s good for one thing—they bumped her straight to cashier. Now, she
has before her a conveyor packed to the brim with what looks like the rest of the store’s fresh
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produce selection, plus some tabloids and prescriptions filled—a little old lady with a cart twice
her size her only customer. She’s needy, but aren’t we all.
Henry Katzwald walks up and down the checkout area, searching for the shortest lane to
get him in and out fast. The early bird crowd has taken over; don’t they know the vortex killed
all the worms? Don’t they know it’s Easter Sunday? Don’t they know there’s still a travel
advisory out? The parking lot was virtually empty. They must have all walked here, like Henry.
Even the express lane, for customers with twelve items or fewer, is backed up with a dozen blank
stares with a dozen canned items each, twelve squared following the rules technically but clearly
not understanding the actual spirit of the express lane. Everyone else is stocking up for the
unexpected winter, the projections that no new shipments are coming in for a week or more, but
Henry Katzwald’s here for just one thing, the perfect thing to top off his Sunday scramble—an
eight-ounce bag of shredded Colby Jack. Cheese is all he needs.
Of course, he lands eventually in Danielle’s lane, to stand behind its lone customer. One
is the loneliest number that y o u ’ll ever do. Three Dog Night blasts over the loudspeaker. The
needs of this woman ahead of him are clearly greater than his. She’s in her mid-eighties and has
kept death off her mind through careful life practices. Diet and exercise. Minimal toxins. Her
Saturday nights have rarely been half as eventful as Henry Katzwald’s. He stood outside the
backdoor of the El Broth for an hour or more. Freezing. Waiting for the King to show his face.
Henry watches Danielle flip through books of produce codes. She’s looking for papayas
or kumquats, or something. The woman’s total is over $250, and she still has more rare fruit to
go. She’s in no rush. After eighty years, what’s an extra half an hour or so? To stay out of the
cold. Henry Katzwald just wants some cheese, though—he wants it now. His stomach growls, he

125

forgets Annah back home, and he undoes the package’s seal. He’s hungry. He just wants to get
home. He can’t wait.
Of course, Danielle sees him do this. But what could she hope to do about it? All she
knows is she’s not supposed to apologize. She’s not supposed to yell at customers; she’s instead
supposed to thank them for their patience. She scans a bottle of Flylotrol Extra Strength
Women’s Issues, but, in her distraction, neglects to place it in the woman’s bag, drops it on the
floor instead. The woman doesn’t notice. She’s infinitely patient. What Danielle wants to know is
what business this woman has buying pills for menstrual cramps. She can’t have had her period
in at least two decades. The man eats his cheese and waits, the conveyor a mess of yellow and
white shreds. She still doesn’t know what to do. There has to be a button, they have to have told
her which one to press, if she needs a manager. There’s the emergency button, red like a herring,
to be used only if there’s some danger either to or from a customer. Could this man be
dangerous?
He got tired of waiting in the cold last night, so he flagged down one of the King’s limos.
It was too easy to get in. He refused to remove his facemask, but the driver still greeted him with
a smile. I feel you, brother. I t ’s damn cold, even with the heat on. I ’ll get you home as fast as I
can with these roads.
He’s just hungry. He’s not patient. The incline’s still out of commission, and this is his
second day off in a row, damn it. Henry Katzwald’s not looking for a fight, though, not here, not
now, not on a Sunday morning in the Giant Eagle checkout line. He glazes over the covers on the
magazines the woman ahead of him is buying, wonders what value she, or anyone in their right
mind for that matter, assigns to this junk. Elvis is alive and well. Florida will float off into the
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Caribbean within the decade. The President is having an affair with a major celebrity’s daughter.
Is any of this true? Does any of it matter?
The melting of the icecaps in Greenland has forced an unprecedented shifting of the
poles. Magnetic north is expected, by 2050, to be somewhere near Michigan’s Upper Peninsula.
It’s all a part of the planetary cycle. Henry’s not so quick to dismiss this story. Only science, or
pseudoscience, can tell him if it’s true. God save the yoopers if it is.
And, of course, there’s an expose on the King, the same article they run at least once or
twice a year. Henry doesn’t have to pick up the paper to know what it says. He started making
soup in his free time during his junior year of high school. By his early twenties, he’d hired on
his first batch of girls to help with nightly operations. In early January 1973, a man came in
heartbroken by the news that baseball hero Roberto Clemente had been killed in a plane crash
carrying aid to victims of a Nicaraguan earthquake. He stood in line, paid for the service (that
part wasn’t in the article), and left a note on the boss’s door: “Thanks for getting us through hard
times. You the King, man.” And the name stuck.
Henry Katzwald contemplates the border, the blurred boundary between legality and
reality. Is what he’s doing now legal? He plans on paying for the cheese, truly—at least, as long
as this woman, this Danielle if her nametag is true, can find the codes to price these damn
papayas and kumquats and whatever else before his soup boils over. Was he making soup? No—
his proverbial soup, the soup of his patience, the boiling of his rage.
No one else in this store is familiar with that proverb. But that’s no matter. It’s not real.
Proverbs usually aren’t.
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The point is, the point of his meandering thoughts: is this cheese even real? It exists, he’s
sure of that, but is it real? Is it authentic cheese crafted from the succulent milk of a local dairy
cow? He can’t be sure. Probably not.
He wonders how old Danielle is, as the old woman writes out a check because she comes
from a time when paper records were necessary, a time before you could eat an entire thing of
cheese waiting in line, then swipe a card and have it be all good. That’s what he plans on doing.
That’s what Danielle plans on having him do. They haven’t yet spoken a word, yet they’ve
already reached an accord of sorts.
He and the limo driver last night reached an accord, too, one based on a case of mistaken
identity. Put this ride on my tab with the King, willya? I ’ll be back next week, you can bet on
that. The driver gave a nervous, trained laugh. Henry thought about strangling him, stealing the
limo for himself. What would he have done though? He wasn’t cut out to be the bad guy.
The older woman hands over her check and walks out with almost all of her groceries. A
parent two aisles over yells at her young daughter for trying to sneak a king-sized candy bar into
the cart. She will never be a king, doesn’t she understand? She tells her parent to shut up and the
parent says, don’t tell me to shut up. Danielle and the Cheese Man exchange looks. They are
separated by a register and an artificial divide, an hour of cashiering experience, but on this
matter they’ve reached further accord: that parent should shut up.
Danielle thinks often about how parents should shut up. Her father is not the man whose
limo ride Henry Katzwald stole last night, but the two upstanding gentlemen, as the public
narrative goes, are acquainted. They’ve met. So Danielle, trying to get a good night’s sleep
before her first day at any job since she’d moved back home, had to listen to Dad rant to Mom
about how that no-good, how the perpetrator of this random act would have to pay.
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Danielle scans the empty cheese package, and a number pops up on a screen. The two of
them say nothing, but Henry Katzwald swipes his card, pays for what he no longer has. They
make eye contact, hold it tight. Danielle tosses the cheese bag in the trash. Henry looks past her,
through her, sees the pill bottle on the floor.
“You dropped something else earlier,” he says.
She nods, picks it up. She shakes, but she’s not sure which breed of nerves is acting up.
Neither is Henry.
“Should I chase that old woman down?”
She shakes her head no, sees the phrase Women’s Issues on the bottle, and giggles.
“What’s so funny?” Henry thinks it must be something he said, something he did. After
all, he did just eat an entire thing of cheese in line and now still has nothing to put on his eggs.
Nothing to bring back to Annah. He’s covered in Colby Jack. “I did make a bit of a mess.”
“No no,” Danielle says, “it’s not that.” She points to the pill bottle, but Henry doesn’t
understand. He scratches his chin and chews on a stray piece of cheese he finds. “See this?
Women’s issues'’
“Yeah?”
Danielle scoffs. “It’s as if women’s issues refers only to that monthly process,” she points,
“as if one sex’s issues boil down to their reproductive system’s periodic interactions with the
lunar cycle. Pretty stupid, isn’t it?”
Now it’s Henry Katzwald’s turn to laugh. He thinks about the moon, lunacy, and what
people might have thought of it before Neil and Buzz went there, before they brought back rocks.
He thinks of his conversation with Annah from last night. What’s the moon made of? He leans
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down, grabs a shred of cheese off his shoe. If the moon’s really made of cheese, maybe Annah’s
plan has a chance. “You’re pretty smart. You going to school?”
“Just graduated. Petroleum engineering.”
“What are you doing working at Giant Eagle with a degree in a field like that?”
“All the oil’s gone. Gotta work somewhere.”
Henry Katzwald wants to ask if that’s true. If the real world’s really out of oil, or if that’s
just another story out of the tabloids. All that’s true, he knows, is that there are still plenty of eggs
at home. He wonders when Danielle gets off, if she wants to come share. Annah’s still there, but
there’s room for three. Just hospitality. Nothing more. He thinks about how he might ask her.
This might sound cheesy, he wants to say, but he looks around. He can’t, outside of jest, say
something that ridiculous in his current state.
He wonders what her real issues are, wonders what anyone’s real issues are. He tries to
imagine the circumstances that may have led a young woman as smart and as educated as she to
such an occupation. There are worse things, he thinks, worse things than running a register,
bagging groceries, cleaning up cheese. He wonders what would happen if he told her he could
get her a job at the El Broth with the King upon this Hill. It pays a whole hell of a lot better,
that’s for sure.
They pulled up to a house last night in Mt. Oliver. A bit ramshackle, not the sort of place
Henry thought the King’s clientele would live in. There was a woman standing on the porch,
arms akimbo in a puffy purple coat. Pissed? The wife of the man whose identity Henry was
occupying? No, alright, sir, there’s your next girl. So the King has more girls spread all around
the city? The El Broth’s just his home base? Maybe the girls got special home visits for the
Easter holiday. Henry didn’t want to stay to figure it out.
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It’s not that Henry Katzwald has some sick desire to degrade this Danielle, tossing her
into this sort of business. He barely even knows her. It’s just, maybe if he can get someone like
her, with real smarts, in there to infiltrate the King’s operation, then maybe she can fix things.
Maybe she can save those women, Annah and her whole cohort. Is that too idealistic?
He removed his facemask in the back of the limo, told the driver look, man, I know your
job s shitty. My j o b ’s shitty, too. I want to help and the man pulled a gun on him because that’s
what people do in his line of work, defending a very important upstanding gentleman such as the
King upon this Hill. You want to help what? You want to help me do my job? but that’s not what
Henry wanted; how does he say I want to help you not do your job. He didn’t say that. I ’m just
having fun. I t ’s a prank. A joke.
Of course, it’d be better if her degree were in something like business or human relations.
Or maybe vigilante law enforcement. Do they offer degrees in vigilantism? Henry obviously
doesn’t know. He find a practical issue with an education focused primarily on petroleum
engineering, though. Even if there is still oil in the world, what happens when you find yourself
stuck in a dead-end job employed by the most upstanding gentleman in town, mopping the floors
of the best-known top-secret brothel in all of Allegheny County. How do you engineer yourself
out of that?
Maybe he’s conflating too much. Maybe this plan’s as half-baked as the one that got him
left for dead in a snowbank on Ormsby Avenue last night. As it were, though, not every cashier
thrown to the brothel king ends a heroine. No, Henry Katzwald will just get more cheese and eat
it. And when each package is empty, he’ll pay for it and walk back to dairy to buy a new one. In
perpetuity, or until the cheese is all gone—from this Giant Eagle, from this entire regional chain,
from every goddamn grocery store in the developed world. From wherever cheese is sold, until
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the udders of every dairy cow, every bovine companion in the solar system, have been sucked
dry and there’s nothing good left from which to kraft new cheese. It’ll be okay.
Because here’s the thing: you can never really tell what’s real or true in this world. If the
tabloids from half a century past are true, if the rocks were fakes, and the moon really is made of
cheese (Neil Armstrong be damned), then he’ll eat that, too. He’ll be Annah’s hero. He’ll fulfill
her dream. Maybe he already has. Maybe, by merely acting upon those small virtues of
impatience and gluttony, by ridding the globe of its satellite’s meltable tears, he has disrupted
every cycle that damn moon has ever put in place. Provolone. Muenster. American. Swiss.
Licking bleu cheese off dirty fingers once in a blue moon, and the oceans go still. And without
tides, no one ever drifts away. Without cheese, no woman ever has to be punished for Eve’s
prehistoric disobedience in the garden.
But it’s not just “Women’s Issues,” as Flylotrol so tactfully puts it on its label—it’s not
just Danielle’s blood drips from what real Presidential candidates call wherever, or a tabloidreading octogenarian’s apparent immunity from entering the world of menopause. It’s women’s
issues, damn it, what keeps Danielle, college-educated and more than prepared to rock shit in the
“real” world, stuck here looking up codes for kumquats and whatever else because some people
can’t be brought to eat apples and bananas and oranges like the rest of us, Henry Katzwald
thinks. Damn them.
More than that, it’s the cycles that perpetuate themselves, that go around and around in
orbit—gravitational pull, rotation, revolution. In circles, or at least ovals, like the unfertilized
chicken eggs in the same aisle as the cheese—the eggs Henry sees over and over again but,
having more than enough, having two whole dozen at home, never buys on his journey for lunar
consumption. Or like the shape of that only digit even lonelier than one: zero. A zero sum gain.
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Eternal return to sameness. Each time the crescent waxes into a gibbous and eventually the full
moon, each time a woman at the King’s makes her escape from his patriarchal prison, it is only
for the process to repeat itself in reverse—as is the way with cycles—for that bright moon to
wane and fade until new, just a dark spot in the sky, as another girl takes the reins. It never ends.
Of all the possible people in Pittsburgh to find him last night, it was the saxophonist from
outside the El Broth who picked him up out of the snowbank. Who knows how long he was out
cold? Hypothermia hadn’t set in yet, so it couldn’t have been too long. Someone did a number on
you, my man. D o n ’t try to be a hero next time. But he didn’t understand—Henry Katzwald has to
be a hero.
Henry eats and eats and eats, stuck in this vortex, breaking all the rules of his body’s
normal cyclical nature. Cheddar. Monterey. Pepper jack. Cottage and cream, too. But where the
hell is the feta? Henry’s looking to do as the Greeks do. They call this the cheese section, but not
every cheese makes its home here. Certain cheeses, the so-called fancy ones, get their own
special display in some other corner of the store— separate, but far greater than equal. Where do
they get off?
If he’s going to do this thing, he’s got to do it the whole way. It’s all about no division.
The high-end cheeses are just as necessary as the yellow American singles, with their foodstuff
and plastic wrappers near impossible to distinguish from one another. It’s all lactose, or
pretending to be. Shoulder to shoulder with the after-church crowd, he finds the feta with the
help of the emotionally bankrupt stock boy, whose spirits haven’t risen much since he gained
celebrity status on the local news. Henry stands on the concrete shore of the display island in awe
of the diversity before him. There are nearly as many different kinds of feta as there are varieties
of non-feta cheese. Tomato basil. Garlic herb. Traditional. Traditional with a hint of oregano.
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Reduced fat traditional. Even a local feta from one of Henry’s favorite South Side gyro stops,
celebrating fifty years of family-operated business with exclusively fresh-pastured local
ingredients.
Back in line, buried beneath a blizzard’s worth of speculation and sensation, the Post
Gazette leads—and thank God they don’t lead with Henry’s story Prankster Thrown in
Snowbank by K ing’s Henchman (Heroic Prankster? Henry can dream)—with an Associated
Press story on an international coalition meeting in Europe to discuss practical measures to
implement global nuclear disarmament. The U.S. and China take centerstage. Russia’s still
involved somehow, too. Practical measures. Don’t they know there’s nothing practical about
superpowers?
Henry Katzwald’s only superpower is that he can eat an exorbitant amount of processed
cheese before showing any ill effect. In reality, though, even the most super of powers has its
limitations. His stomach rumbles, and it rumbles again. More than a few times his digestive tract
rebels. It doesn’t matter. He keeps going.
When his debit card is denied, no one frets. He remembers what Annah said and asks
Danielle to cut it up. There will be no need for money once the cycles are broken. I hope you ’re
right about that, the saxophonist told him last night when he handed him a twenty for cab fare
because Henry had left hi s wallet at home. I t ’d be nice to play what I want when I want. I been
playing the same songs fo r the same crowds fo r the same tips as long as I remember. All you
need is love, and all you need is love again, on such a w inter’s day. Sometimes I mix and match.
Henry hands Danielle his credit card because this cause, whatever it amounts to in the
end, is nobler than the avoidance of crippling debt could ever dream of being. “Moving up in the
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world,” she says when she sees his empty feta container. There’s something strangely austere
about the way she says it, about this whole scene.
Moving up. That’s what he always wanted to do. Instead he takes money from people on
the incline after they’ve already moved up, and before they inevitably move back down. Moving
up in the world himself though? Ha! He wanted to move up out of this world. He watched the
lunar landing live when he was six years old, and before his dad put the idea out of his head, he
was vocal about wanting to be an astronaut. Still wants to, sometimes, but, like an undying love
for dinosaurs or famous chess openings, it’s not the sort of thing you rant and rave about in adult
life unless you earn a regular paycheck for a job related to that obsession. They don’t send
people like him to the moon anymore. Cheese on Earth’s the next best thing, he supposes.
Outside snow falls like so many mozzarella teardrops, in the afternoon’s last light. The
breakfast hour has long since passed. With the moonrise, the King upon this Hill has reopened
for business. Armed security at the backdoor this time, his Knights in Shining Kevlar to make
sure nothing goes wrong, to make sure the only bona fide, paying Platinum Club members go for
rides. The people are shaking in the streets again. The music is making its sound again. The
saxophonist has adapted his prized instrument into icicle percussion. He spent all yesterday’s tips
on Henry Katzwald, and it’s time to make it back. There will be no official story that paints him
as the hero. His pocketbook runs nowhere near deep enough to hold that sort of influence.
Despite everything, men still show up and then leave in limos. Grown women, even Annah, still
pour soup and sell themselves when called upon.
The only way to break this cycle, to break all the cycles, Henry thinks, is to finish what
he’s started, to carry this cheese business out to its logical end. He shows up, hours into his
lactose game of something like love, full of more cheese than the state of Wisconsin, chomping
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on a block of sharp cheddar, taking a bite out of the sick patriarchal cycle he lives in, to find that
Danielle has been replaced behind the register. Her shift has ended.
A teenage boy, a prince if Henry’s ever seen one, wavy blond hair, six feet something,
stands wiping hard cheese off magazines and candy wrappers into his dustbin, cursing the name
of whatever inconsiderate bastard came in and threw cheese about all over his checkout lane.
Henry Katzwald stands back and watches, just chomping, and wonders if this guy is part of the
problem or if they both are, but then he thinks about Danielle and where she might be now and
how perhaps she’s ascended. Not to the top of the hill—not the El Broth, definitely not there—
but simply to someplace out of this hell.
It may be that a greater metaphor would be to say her soup has boiled over. That she’s
made her grand escape, swimming through a river of broth to the top of society’s proverbial
ladder. Henry Katzwald knows, though, that that’s simply not the case. That even if she did reach
the top when she clocked out, untucked her shirt, and tossed her nametag in her father’s center
console, that she would begin to fall back down, to wane, as soon as her dad opened his mouth
and wouldn’t shut up about whatever it is fathers say these days to their failures of daughters
when they pick them up from their shitty jobs, whatever upstanding gentlemen in the community
they decide to bring up as topics of conversation. She’d still fall. Gravity still exists. Henry
Katzwald still has plenty of work to do before he can undo all that: physics, the tides, everything
that, try as he might, he can’t dismantle, can’t fix. No thesaurus will ever tell you this, but those
two are synonyms sometimes: dismantle, fix. Only by destroying can we create.
The replacement’s name is Chuck. Prince Chuck. Instead of Charles. How cute. When he
sees Henry Katzwald chomp that last bite of cheddar, he looks to him and says, you’re going to
pay for that. And maybe it’s because the amount of cheese he’s consumed has tied his system in
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knots tighter than the ones constricting the tenor to this metaphor’s vehicle, or maybe it’s just
because Chuck, through no fault of his own, is not Danielle, but Henry Katzwald at this point
refuses to take the cashier’s order in the literal sense in which it was intended.
Pay for what? he says. The sins of my sex? The fact that no matter how hard I try, no
matter how much cheese I consume, consume, consume, I can’t undo all the wrongs we’ve
collectively done? You and I and every last one of us. He looks around the store, with the frantic
head movements, the cranial rotations of a mad cow who just can’t take another milking, but
fails to find another man in his periphery.
Why the fuck are we the only ones here?
Have the people shopped this store dry already? They.. .shut down.. .for nothing.
He started something, and now he lacks the ingredients, or maybe the motivation, to
finish it. It’s the most frustrating sensation in the world, finding yourself trapped in a crucial
metaphor with seemingly no way out, whatsoever. He thinks about the King and his henchmen
on top of that goddamn Hill. He thinks about how he couldn’t even end that loyalist driver
because he thought it wasn’t in the Hero’s Code. Maybe he’ll leave here, trudge through the
snow to the top of the hill and the El Broth, pony up the cash for a Platinum Club membership,
and slug that bastard, the King, as soon as he gets within range. But he has no money—he needs
money to get close to the King—and besides, the King’s just an ancient figurehead who can’t
possibly be much longer for this world. Maybe he’ll just punch every guy that gets in his way.
They’re all part of it, after all. Why not start with Chuck? The Prince that he is. The King was a
Prince once, too. That’s the way with Princes and Kings. Henry Katzwald won’t give Chuck the
chance to become the new King.
A premature regicide.
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He tosses his empty block wrapper on the conveyor, watches it move on up past Elvis and
the President and good old forsaken Florida on their magazine covers, as he makes a fist and
slams it hard as a meteor that forms a crater in the moon one two three four times in the kid’s
temple. He wasn’t going to amount to anything anyway. Some people are just meant to be
symbols.
He thinks, though, how punching all guys must mean punching all guys. Himself, too, for
all the acts he’s briefly considered. With Annah, with Danielle, with whoever else. He is, after
all, a guy, a man. However, even on a day when he’s eaten half his body weight or more in
cheese and maxed out his credit card two or three times over, defying the laws of debt and
finance, Henry Katzwald can’t bring himself to stand over Chuck the cashier’s limp, princely
body in the Giant Eagle checkout lane, just punching himself in the face continually until he
bleeds from wherever, collapses, or both.
There are limits to Henry Katzwald’s heroism.
Foreigner’s “Double Vision” blasts over the PA, and Henry wonders briefly what it takes
to be a voice of a generation. At the same time, he feels inside him that this, now, after
everything this weekend, is an emergency. He’s having what his grandmother always called an
urgent emergency. As too much cheese, that fated combination of lactose and false martyrdom,
will cause, after a time. He sees the red button, the one Danielle didn’t press earlier, and throws
his fifth punch at it instead.
The alarm activates. The emotionally bankrupt stock boy freezes near the revolving door.
A forty-ounce malt liquor bottle follows the legality of gravity all the way from his jacket to the
floor and shatters. He thinks he’s been caught, and in a way he has. His new cycle will begin
soon enough.
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Let this next Monday commence our lives’ reborn cycles, Henry Katzwald yells. It’s a
new week, isn’t it? Let’s start acting like it for once. And he waits, and he waits heroically. This
is the closest he’ll get to self-actualization. When the cops show up, he’s making soup from his
eyes again, practicing the art of dumping wood pulp labelled grated parmesan down his gullet.
He gets his punch and damn near coughs up a lung in the process. An old police officer, a week
away from retirement, still in the field because he couldn’t stand the cycles of a desk job, drags
the hero into the parking lot, where Danielle’s reality finds her smoking a cigarette on a curb,
saying oh my god at the Cheese Man being shoved against the rear of a cop car.
And the Kraft Heinz Company’s trucks spin tires in the snow as they pull in from the
opposite direction, and a man in a different sort of uniform carries block after block after block
of every kind of cheese in through the delivery ramp, and it never ends. Danielle smokes another
cigarette and another after that, and an ambulance pulls up finally to bring Chuck the cashier out
on a stretcher. Danielle smokes another cigarette, and her manager runs out. Since she’s still here
anyway, would she mind taking over the register again? Chuck is...well, Chuck might not be
coming back to work for a while. She doesn’t say yes, but she asks what’s going on. Some
lunatic ate a bunch of cheese and freaked. Chuck pressed his button and paid for it. And now
won’t you come back in. The schedule’s a mess. The whole system’s out of order.
And there’s no end. Or, at least, there’s no logic. The cold front will pass, but the vortex
will keep spinning. This isn’t reinventing the wheel, people, but in a way, yes it is: the wheel of
cheese in the sky, that big rock we call the moon, will keep on turning, though, regardless of
anything. Supermarkets will continue to be open 24 hours because who knows when the next
emergency will hit. Who knows when the King of Rock and Roll back from the dead, or never
dead at all, will shake his hips from Mobile, Alabama, shouting roll tide because he’s an
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anachronism and why the hell not, as he watches Florida’s panhandle rust and drift off into the
Gulf of Mexico. And who in their right mind knows when all this will happen and you won’t
have canned tuna, paper towels, or God for fucking bid your once-a-day multivitamin. And who
in their right mind knows what a right mind is. Who has a mind and who knows if the turnstile
will ever stop revolving, if there’s anything to stop a monarch from setting pawn traps with hot
soup and the illusion of love. Who in their right mind has a mind—Henry Katzwald has enough
of a mind to know it’s not him. He has enough of a mind to know that coalitions are just there to
find excuses for celebrations and that celebrations are just there to remind us we’re still safe, at
least for a little bit longer, at least until an emotionally bankrupt stock boy finally snaps because
he’s only celebrated in snapshots, because even if you’ve been paying attention you don’t know
who he is save that empty descriptor emotionally bankrupt, because his story, his grand finale,
his massacre, is just a footnote, a dependent clause, in Henry Katzwald’s senseless escapade. But
who in their right mind has enough of a mind to know what’s sensible and what’s not. At least
Henry Katzwald tried, don’t you see. He’s not the hero these people need, but damn it. Sitting
there in the Giant Eagle parking lot, waiting to fly away or be buried until spring, Henry
Katzwald tells himself, you’ll never see a moon like this again. Listen for the music, he says.
There’s a saxophonist in the hills, blowing sweet zeros, playing out the world’s longest rest note
to an audience that isn’t an audience. At least he’s trying. He’s already sky-high, and he hopes
that’s enough.
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The American Dream Is Catfish Falling From the Sky on Christmas Eve
Dear Santa,
This is urgent:
The American Dream has escaped. I understand you’re busy tonight, delivering gifts and
what have you, but please hear me out. You have to stop it, Kris. I can call you Kris, right? I
repeat: we have a Dream on the loose. It’s somewhere in Canada’s Middle Provinces, coming
straight for your North Pole factory. Tell Mrs. Claus to arm the elves. Who knows what it’s doing
out there—terrorizing the countryside, haunting the children with visions of whatever the
opposite of sugarplums is? It gets them when they’re sleeping. It gets them when they’re awake.
I know the Dream’s devastation well. I’m fifty years old now, as you know, but I was a
little girl in North Vietnam once, before that American adoption agency went all out and landed
me a home in El Paso. Christmas Eve, 1972, I set my only pair of shoes outside the house,
excited to come out in the morning to find what you’d filled them with. I dreamed then that we
lived in a world where all things were equal and nice. I thought it was a good dream to have. A
lot of people in my village dreamed it, too. My father dreamed it. He was National Liberation
Front, what the history books when I came over here called Vietcong. We never dreamed he was
one of the bad guys. Nobody ever does, though, do they? My mother and my older brother both
dreamed that the killing would stop before it hit us.
There were no gifts outside in the morning. There weren’t even any shoes left that I could
find. I don’t have to tell you, Kris, that I was the lone survivor—the final campaign, American
fighters dropping bombs, terrorized into action by the love for their country and the fear that my
family and neighbors wanted to turn the world red. I had dreamed that we weren’t on the naughty
list that year, but you understand our Vietnamese Dream couldn’t afford to be so idealistic. I
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walked barefoot for days through shrapnel, dust, and memories of the dream I was woken from
by neighbors screaming and fire in the streets. Death and destruction. My family. The last dream
I ever had in my home country.

There was a storm tonight, right before I started writing you this letter. Catfish fell from
the sky for a solid eight minutes. They filled the streets, bounced off hoods of cars, and fought
for space. There are all kinds of dreams that can fall from the sky, but there’s nothing quite like a
thousand or more catfish splashing in a suburban river of asphalt. If Phillip were still here, he’d
have some logical explanation. Some hawks probably got hit by a heavy crosswind and lost
them, he’d say.
Phillip always had some explanation. He was full of knowledge and trivia, a professional
student in his native Ontario who thought he knew everything because he was born in the same
hospital as Alex Trebek. But tell me, Kris: have you ever seen a bird scoop up a catfish? Maybe
you have—but a flock of a thousand scooping up a thousand different catfish and flying them
over the same neighborhood in Georgia? It doesn’t add up.
Every other light on the block is out, so I might just be the only one who witnessed this
storm. At least if Phillip were here, there’d be someone to share the view with me. As it is, I’ll
tell my girl-friends about this next week when we meet up to sing and smoke in our secret room,
and they’ll tell me I’m crazy. I’ll speculate the government had something to do with it, tossing
them from silent drones or whatever, and they’ll tell me to lay off those conspiracy theories.
They’re my midlife crisis, they’ll say. What even would have been the motive for something like
that? There’s no logic.
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I can hear them now: Catfish Cammy, hiding from the CIA. Girl, you know that was all
ju st a weird dream. Even if it were, just because something’s a dream doesn’t mean it’s not real.
But I think you know, Kris, this is the one night I never sleep. It’s true, though, that everyone else
in the neighborhood is out cold. Maybe America itself is sleeping. Maybe these catfish falling
from the sky on Christmas Eve are America’s Dream. Dreams, after all, aren’t conditioned for
what we in the waking world call logic. Even though some people try, we can’t truly define them
because they’re different every time we’re asleep. Every time America’s asleep. I just hope
America remembers this one when it wakes up. I hope the dreamsweepers don’t come through
and clean it all up by morning. I hope the multitude who dreams of streets of white snow will
wake up and feast. I hope nobody dies, or at least they live long enough to remember this next
morning.

The American Dream can be many things at once. When I first came over here, I got my
own bedroom with a box fan and two sets of sheets in a house as nice as the people who owned
it. Since I never knew English before they taught me, I had no problem calling them Mom and
Dad. Mom ran an all-you-can-eat catfish stand on the Rio Grande called the American Dream.
Dad taught me about catfish, the American Dream, and working for the union. His father before
him worked on a coal mine in West Virginia. I’m sure you had some dealings with him.
He didn’t teach me cliches, but I learned them from elsewhere. That the American Dream
is to do better than your parents and for your children to do better than you. Well, Dad switched
it up from coal to oil, so take that for what it’s worth. And I’m working sales for a soft drink
company here in Georgia, moonlighting as the mayor of the Little Saigon karaoke club. Honey, I
can sing.
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Dad’s version of the American Dream was a little different: “The American Dream—you
can find it in every catfish you ever see.” To be two things at once— a fish that is also a cat— that
is the American Dream. One time when Dad and I were out back skinning and prepping them, he
pointed to a yellow tag near one of the fish’s whiskers. “Fish & Game stocked this bad boy.
Stocking the river with catfish. That’s what I call unleashing the American Dream.”
The unleashed Dream. Let us not forget about that ideological beast, the American Dream
on the loose in Canada. It’s easy to find historical precedent for this, Americans going north to
escape some persecution or obligation. The slaves had their Underground Railroad. The kids who
didn’t want to come to Vietnam to fight my father had a draft to dodge. Canada’s been a haven
more than once. I myself moved there for a while, for Phillip, for love.
The thing about the AWOL Dream, though, is I don’t think it plans on stopping. It’s
gonna rip through Alberta’s oilfields, toss big old barrel after big old barrel in the Freeman River,
light match after match, and ride that fiery stream all the way north, north, as far north as it can
go, the northest of the north—all the way to your house, Kris. It’ll have to find some more rivers,
some lakes, maybe some bays and oceans to transfer to on its way. But it’ll make it. Maybe it
already has. If it has, you’ll know soon enough its agenda. It’s going to take itself hostage in your
North Pole sweatshop. (Sweatshop—the Dream’s word, not mine.) It’s going to lock itself in
there, take over your global communication system, demand a ransom of cookies, milk, and good
tidings. It purports to taint your good name and that of general jolliness.

I moved to Toronto, terrorized by my love for Phillip. Phillip was terrorized by
knowledge and the need to spread it. He took me to Fort York and taught me about the War of
1812, when the American Dream was one overtly of conquest, when American soldiers invaded
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what was then the capital of British North America and burnt it to the ground. I’m sure I wanted
to ask how anyone could participate in such an act, even in wartime, but I understood that war,
like a dream, doesn’t subscribe to logic or reason. The British soon retaliated, burnt down
Washington. Fire fights fire, and nobody wins. I don’t remember Phillip telling me this, but I
gained the knowledge somehow, so he must have. That certainly wasn’t the narrative put forth in
my American history classes.
The last trip we took together was on our anniversary, a sightseeing tour in D.C. A few
years back now, eight I guess, maybe a decade already. I know your sense of time can get skewed
up there, all the places you go. Anyway, we checked out the museums and the monuments:
Washington, Lincoln, Jefferson, Roosevelt. We saw one of the newer ones, the Martin Luther
King Memorial. Phillip spent the whole time complaining how messed up it was they’d hired on
the same architect for it who designed the Mao Zedong statues in China. I remember feeling
disgust myself, but I mainly wanted to focus on the words engraved from his speech about the
dream he had. I didn’t see the speech; I wasn’t born yet when he gave it, and they wouldn’t have
televised it in my village anyway. But I know what that dream entails now. I know damn well the
fierce urgency o f now is real.
Phillip must not have been thinking when he took me to that big black wall, the Vietnam
Veterans Memorial. It’s strange how you can get lost in all the names of the dead, even when
they’re the names of the people who fought against your people. I found 1973 and followed the
chronological listing backwards, but of course my family’s names didn’t make the cut. I can’t
remember what name I found, but I read the same one over and over again until Phillip
whispered in my ear, “Let’s go.”
*

*
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Can I ask you something, Kris? Why couldn’t you do anything to stop the bombing
in ’72? Maybe I’m crazy for thinking you could have. But I don’t know. Everything I’ve learned
since I came here tells me the holidays are a time for spreading joy. And if you’re so mighty and
powerful, your belly so big, your beard so white, your flying reindeer, and the magic that lets you
go up and down chimneys, maybe you’d have some say over what can be in the sky that one
night, or at least you might get to put in a veto order on certain things, like, you know, bombs.
Unless, that is, you signed off on it.
I know—am I seriously entertaining the possibility that you, Jolly Old Saint Nick, were
in cahoots with the U.S. Commander-in-Chief? That guy, Tricky Dick, a guy who sat in the Oval
Office drunk, who joked, why do n ’t we just bomb the ghettos? They ’re fu ll o f Democrats. A guy
who cheated to win reelection when no one in the world thought he had a chance of losing.
Maybe you tried to stop him, but maybe a crook like that is too powerful even for you. They say
he had to shave three times a day just to maintain his presidential appearance. I don’t know
what’s more authoritarian than a red suit and a big white beard, though. With a look like that, I
figure you’d have had some pull in Hanoi.
Maybe you weren’t a Communist sympathizer either, though. Maybe I shouldn’t be
trying to figure out your role. I always thought your look gave off sort of a Marx or Engels vibe,
but maybe you stayed out of politics. Still, there’s apolitical isolationism, and then there’s just
plain negligence. You know very well your sleigh could have taken the right-of-way if you’d just
called up the Pentagon and said, Drop toys, not bombs. Drop gifts. Drop love.
You didn’t do it, though. You could have done it. I believe that. Maybe you were
terrorized by your love for the American Dream. I believe we all have the opportunity to change
for the better. I still believe in you. People still kill each other over what they believe all over this
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planet. And I believe in you. Has anyone ever been killed over their belief in Santa? I don’t
know.

I wonder about the purpose behind sending you these letters. If you truly see all, wouldn’t
it be just as good to file them away and save on postage? Like, maybe you’re actively reading
this as I write it to you. So maybe you made it rain fish as some sort of symbolic gesture of longoverdue apology. For eight full minutes the sky opened up like a dream. If it was you that
dropped them, I wonder if there’s some reason you picked that amount of time. I didn’t have a
stopwatch in ’72, but it can’t have taken much longer than that for them to turn my village to ash.
There’s eight minutes of my marriage of which I have particularly vivid memories: On
that same D.C. trip, Phillip and I walked from the Canadian embassy, where someone shouted O
Canada in the rotunda’s echo chamber, a couple blocks down to Chinatown. A white tourist
asked me for directions as if I were a local, and I just shrugged my shoulders and pretended not
to speak English. There was no sense in explaining that I was Vietnamese and that I didn’t live
there. Now that I think about it, we didn’t see any Chinese in Chinatown, just chain restaurants
and sports bars, celebrity holograms (well, Phillip, the know-it-all, explained to me that they
weren’t technically holograms, but I don’t remember the details) performing sound bites on a
makeshift stage outside the Verizon Center, and hockey fans lined up in alternating red and blue
jerseys at the arena’s main gate. The Maple Leafs were in town, scheduled to play the Capitals,
and Phillip wanted to see if we could snag a couple tickets from a scalper.
The on-stage hologram switched from Carl Sagan to Miley Cyrus to Jane Fonda. Like a
war dream, there was no logic. Neil Young told an old man to take a look at his life, and I’m
telling you now, Kris, take a look at mine: it’s probably nothing like yours was. Canada’s anthem
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echoed through the streets like history. A Capital Cones ice cream truck blasted “Yankee Doodle”
on a loop, and a shirtless American man yelled, “Go back to Canada, ya hosers!” at nobody and
everybody all at once from a compact car’s passenger-side window. “Tell your team’s captain to
go back to Russia,” a Canadian near us muttered. It’s a wonder nobody got burnt in all that
frothing nationalism disguised as team spirit.
A one-legged Native American man in a shaggy white beard sat in a wheelchair outside a
bar with a Redskins sign in the window. He had a cardboard sign that said “VIETNAM VET
GOV FUCKED NO BENEFITS N-E-THING HELPS” and a bucket for donations filled with
coins and a few stray scrunched-up dollar bills. I read his sign once, then stared straight ahead,
tried to keep walking, but Phillip said, “Hey, let me throw that guy some coins.”
I couldn’t go over there with him. I couldn’t bear taking the chance, however minimal,
that he’d start a conversation, that he’d go into detail about his time spent overseas. That he’d
deem it necessary to tell us when he did his tour, where he spent the holidays in ’72. At least,
that’s why I tell myself I didn’t go over to him. I’m still trying to reconcile it. Maybe I sensed
something. Listen: I know he wasn’t the bad guy. At least, I know he didn’t think of himself as
the bad guy. We didn’t either. From where his life took him after he decided not to run on a
northbound dreamboat, though, after he decided to do what they told him was his duty, it’s clear
that someone decided he was the bad guy, in retrospect. Someone put him on his naughty list. Or
maybe the lists have been a total fraud from the beginning. Maybe you’ve never given a damn
who’s naughty or nice, Kris.
I learned later his name was Eli. Lakota Sioux. December birthday, called to serve in ’69.
By the time the bombs had hit my village, then, he was already back stateside, protesting the
continued fighting from the Lafayette Square lawn, across from the White House. He moved his
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home base to Chinatown when the daily trek became too much. There were some who camped
on the lawn, but that wasn’t for Eli. Shouting at the idea of the executive from behind a locked
gate, with Secret Service sniper fire aimed his way if he made any sudden movements—no, Eli
had to be with the people. He had too much love.
I remember Phillip threw him a couple loonies and toonies, Canadian coins. The line for
the currency exchange at Ronald Reagan Airport had been too long, and we’d already been
running late because our plane was delayed getting to Lester Pearson—a clogged toilet on the
runway at Pierre Trudeau in Montreal, or something. Some trivial issue is always plaguing these
places named after dead politicians, you know. Our memories are always focused on trivia. I
remember hearing Eli say to Phillip, “I love you, man,” as the 2Pac hologram told me in our
striving to be enlightened, we forgot about all our brothers in the street.
I heard Eli yell, “I love this whole goddamn continent,” and then, just like that, the glass
behind him shattered, the chair beneath him ceased to be a chair, he himself exploded into human
shrapnel. The hologram shut down, and the ringing in my ears was harder and louder than any
anthem ever. Ice cream trucks turned to fire trucks and ambulances. Hecklers turned to
concerned bystanders and hoping-to-be-heroes. Leafs fans hugged Caps fans. Nothing made
sense, like Chinatown was suddenly a thousand catfish or an airplane falling from the sky.
Everyone secured their own mask before helping others.

I’m about the same age now as Eli was when he set off that bomb, and here I am writing
a letter to Santa that I’ll never send no matter how urgent I claim it to be. We all have different
ways of living our midlife crises. Eli was called a terrorist, fast and hard, but don’t you think that
oversimplifies things? Besides, he was acting alone. There was no larger demand he was making.
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It was just him, some money, and a beautiful explosion. Two people died—Eli and Phillip. But
they both died feeling love. I admit I hated Eli for a long time, mostly when I was questioned
afterwards, as an eyewitness or a suspect I’ve never been quite sure. A lot of questions about
where I grew up, Mom and Dad, life as a refugee, the American Dream, catfish, citizenship, and
where my allegiances lie today. Was any of this relevant? You tell me.
I even hated Phillip, for dying. But he was just collateral. Collateral of Eli’s love.
When the smoke cleared, everyone was in love. With themselves, with others, with the
idea. Inside the arena, the game ended in a 0-0 tie with twenty minutes left in the first period.
What is the opposite of the senseless violence labelled terrorism? Random act of kindness is too
weak. This was bigger than that. Eli spread love deeper into those people’s marrow than any fear
has ever penetrated. It’s easy for me to say, i f that’s not the American Dream, I don’t know what
is. But some feelings, like the ones you feel when you’re terrorized by love, don’t require a
name. In an image that defies all logic, I see everyone who was there that day out in the street
right now. Together, they finish every last bite of catfish, in eight minutes flat.

I wonder about immortality, Kris, and if your life is actually infinite or if it’s just longer
than we know how to count. Maybe you’re at your midpoint. Maybe catfish dropped from a
flying sleigh is how you deal with your crisis. There are all kinds of ways.
Even the sun will die one day. Scientists, like the ones who vainly hypothesize the nature
of gravity and fish, project that the sun was “born” approximately five billion years ago. Nobody
remembers it, but they all believe it. Those same projections say the sun will go red giant or
supernova in another five billion or so more years. The sun, then, is roughly middle-aged. And
when we consider the enormity of a billion, we realize that the sun has been roughly middle-aged
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for a really long time. The sun was roughly middle-aged the day Eli blew himself up in
Chinatown, the years of Watergate and America’s conflict in Vietnam. The sun was roughly
middle-aged long before anyone dreamed of calling a place “America,” before those settlers
came and kicked Eli’s ancestors out of their homeland. The sun was roughly middle-aged before
capitalism, religion, even love.
Maybe, Kris, maybe our entire civilization is the sun’s midlife crisis. Maybe our
existence was based on pure solar whimsy, a mid-sized star bored with its planet. Microbes were
its childhood playthings. Dinosaurs were fun for a while, but when it came down to it, they
didn’t really do anything. Death and destruction. Just slaughtered one another for food. If the
human narrative can be trusted, they all bowed to a tyrant lizard called T-Rex. From the time that
comet was shot out of its regular orbit, from the time it made impact and caused that mass
extinction, it was practically the blink of a solar eye before our ancestors started to evolve.
Slaughtered one another fo r food. Isn’t that the same thing we’re doing now? So you can see
how the sun might get bored with us.
Midlife crises all manifest themselves in different ways, but they can end themselves on
whims as fast as—faster than—the whims that started them. Eli had a violent preoccupation with
love. Maybe I’ll stop spouting these so-called conspiracy theories by the time I hit fifty-five or
sixty, but I doubt it, if catfish keep falling from the sky at this rate. We like to think we don’t
have to worry about the sun in our lifetimes, but it can still burn us, even from so far away. We
still wear SPF-5-billion on the beach, and we barely think about it. Maybe it will take the sun a
while to ponder its disgust with us. Maybe the one day it took Mrs. Claus to cast aside that
motorcycle equates to a century or more for the sun. But here’s the thing: we don’t know how
long it’s been thinking about it.
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Once it decides it’s had enough, say it turns itself off goes to sleep starts dreaming its
solar dream, do you know how long it’ll take for us to find out? Eight minutes. Every time we
look at the sun, we’re seeing what it looked like eight minutes ago, Kris. That’s how much time
there could be between frozen yogurt in Chinatown and a freezing planet everywhere. Catfish
dinner and chaos. Well, maybe it will take you longer to find out, Kris, up there where it’s dark
all winter. But the elves will figure something out in a few months when spring doesn’t come.
They’ll be armed, but even if there were a bullet big enough to kill the sun, there’d be no sun left
to shoot for.
I know what you’re saying up there, Kris: When you put things that way, i t ’s all trivial.
I t ’s all ho ho hopeless. But that’s not what I’m saying, not at all, and you of all people should
know better. I’m talking about Dr. King. I’m talking about the fierce urgency o f now. Maybe I’m
appropriating that phrase, but damn it, Kris, we should spend the rest of our lives doing at least
one beautiful thing every eight minutes. Even if that beautiful thing isn’t as extreme as dropping
catfish on an unsuspecting city. Even if that beautiful thing is as simple as singing a song,
drinking water from the river or cola from a bottle, or unlocking a door. We need to stop being so
terrorized by love.
The most beautiful thing about humans is that we can know it as an absolute certainty
that we have no control over our own fates, but we can pretend that we do. Don’t you love to
pretend, Santa? I know I do. All I want this holiday season is eight minutes of your time, eight
minutes to dream.
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