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Big Heavy Bees

It begins with a log-splitter, a heavy compact machine with a four-stroke engine 

and hydraulic oil-pump, hitched to the back of a pickup truck and heading north toward 

Pittsburgh on Interstate 79.  The pickup is a Ford, a dozen years old.  Its wheel-wells are 

iced in rust and it could use a new set of tires.  

The driver of the pickup, Jeremy Adams, is a recent graduate of Shippensburg 

University.  His degree is in Philosophy—the empiricists—and thus far, just as his 

father insisted he would, he has found this Bachelor of Arts certificate to be completely 

useless.  No one cares that he can talk in complete sentences about the theory of cause 

and effect in An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding or that he knows George 

Berkeley denied the existence of abstract general ideas.  Even Jeremy doesn’t care, now 

that he’s passed his final classes and walked across the stage.  It’s not like he sits around 

philosophizing.  

Jeremy is driving the truck to a farm that rests at the bottom of a sloping hill 

between the town of Washington and the south hills of Pittsburgh where, after a job 

search that involved (among other terrible things) applying as a bouncer in all the 

Pittsburgh bars he could drink his way into (“too skinny, kid”) and as a receptionist for a 
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drug and alcohol counseling center (not enough sociology courses), he has found a job 

splitting and delivering wood for eight bucks an hour.  

On Tuesday, only a week into the job, the log-splitter broke while Jeremy was 

trying to ram a log through it.  Thus it fell to him to attach the log-splitter to his pickup 

(really, if he’s honest about it, his father’s pickup) and drive it to the mechanic who 

lives in the small town of Wolfdale, a few miles off the interstate.  The mechanic in 

Wolfdale is by no means the closest to the farm.  But the owner of the farm and the 

mechanic in Wolfdale “go way back,” Jeremy has been told, so Jeremy drove fifty-some 

miles there and back on Tuesday, and is now doing it again.  Not that he should mind. 

It’s much better to get paid to drive a truck than it is to get paid to split wood by hand, 

which is what Jeremy’s been doing for the past two and a half days.  

Now it is nearly four, and Jeremy has only just gotten back on the highway. 

There is at least a half-hour drive ahead of him, plus, once he reaches the farm, 

unloading the blasted log-splitter and rounding up some farm hand to help him move it 

back into its place alongside the farm’s rancid cesspool at the backside of the barn. 

Jeremy is in a foul mood.  The tape player in the cab has eaten two of his Radiohead 

tapes this week, which means his only other options for music (besides the dreaded 

radio with its corny disc jockeys and repetitive, trendy…Jeremy hates that word, but 

thinks it anyway…trendy shit going on and on, interrupted not frequently enough by 

some commercial for a futon store on the Southside or a burrito shop) are his mom’s 

Amy Grant tapes which are somehow still in the glove compartment of the cab, even 

though, for God’s sake, the truck has been—if not technically, then pretty damn close to

—his for over four years.  He’s smoking a cigarette and thinking he should just throw 
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the fucking tapes out the window and be done with them, bite the bullet and buy a CD 

player already, and glancing occasionally in the side mirror trying to catch a glimpse of 

the log-splitter.  He can’t see it; it’s hitched too closely to the tailgate of the truck, but he 

can feel it bouncing around behind him.  It seems to be bouncing around a lot, he thinks, 

has it been bouncing that much all along?  

On I-79, a maroon minivan is heading south, away from the city.  It was bought 

only two months ago with a belated Christmas bonus given to the driver of the vehicle: a 

soft-spoken man in his mid thirties, father of three.  Brad.  By coincidence, his last name 

also happens to be Adams. Like Jeremy Adams, Brad Adams is annoyed by the music in 

his vehicle, but not annoyed enough to change it to something else, because he’s a good 

sport, and he knows how desperately his children will whine if he does.  What’s playing 

is a CD called Wee Sing and Play, and right now “The Muffin Man” is coming through 

the speakers. 

In the back, all in brand-new car seats to match the brand-new car, are his three 

children, triplets who will turn three in only a month and a half.  In the backseat the 

triplets sing together, their baby voices bumbling over the words.  

“Drury Lane,” says Brad Adams, turning around for only a second.  “He lives on 

Dru-ry Lane.”

“Mommy says Blueberry Lane,” Abby answers.  She’s in the middle, separating 

Will and Stevie, just as she did when the three were yanked from his wife’s abdomen 

that late August day nearly three years ago.  

“Well, that’s fine,” says Brad.  “You can sing blueberry if you want to.” 
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Blueberry, he scoffs under his breath.  But then he pictures his wife Erin, her red hair 

twisted back, her bare feet up on the dash, singing along with the kids and somehow 

juggling the endless demands for a drink, a book, toy cars, the window open, the 

window closed, a rice cake, a blanket, clean underpants, a piece of apple, a handful of 

goldfish crackers…and he wishes she was sitting next to him.  But she needed a break, 

she’d said the night before, God how she needed a break, and so he’d volunteered to 

spend his Friday night and Saturday at his mother’s house with the kids.   

“We’ll be careful,” he’d promised Erin as the two lay in bed early that morning. 

“I’ll watch them on the stairs.  I’ll make sure they get their vitamins.”  And he is being 

careful, already, even though they’re still in the car.  He’s yanked on the car seats to 

make sure they’re secure and tightened the straps that run down over the triplets’ 

shoulders and the ones that come up between their legs to meet the shoulder belts in 

their laps.  He’s going fifty and is in the far-right lane.  His daytime running lights are 

on and he’s watching the traffic, anticipating sudden moves from less-careful drivers. 

His hands are at ten and two and he keeps checking the rearview, just to be sure he can 

see what’s going on behind him.

“Muffin man?” says Stevie.  “Sing muffin man?”

Brad Adams pushes the arrow on the CD player and the song starts again. 

“Mmm, mmm, smell those muffins,” he says, turning to give an exaggerated sniff at his 

children.  They laugh identically.  It is the one thing about them that has remained the 

same.

*

Jeremy Adams lights another cigarette.  In five years he’s quit smoking thirteen 



6
times, but only two of those times were serious: the first after his mother’s sister Carla 

died from emphysema when he was a sophomore in college; the second during the first 

semester of senior year, when his girlfriend Becca threatened to break up with him if he 

didn’t stop.  He’d quit for six full months that time, chewing mint gum and gnawing on 

tea-tree oil soaked toothpicks.  But then, just weeks before they graduated, Becca had 

gone on a full-blown slut-spree, sleeping with five of Jeremy’s friends—guys he’d 

known since freshman year.  After that he’d picked the nicotine habit right back up, 

smoking with a ferocity that hadn’t been there before—at least a pack of Camel Lights a 

day, two packs if he was out at the bars.  It was unfortunate, he thought every time he 

bought a new pack; Aunt Carla had always been his favorite.  

Ashing the butt on the edge of the open window, he’s thinking of Becca now, 

but quite calmly, with a melancholy, even, not the slightest bit enraged.  She was so 

wild!  The type to get up on the tables and dance, the type to dread up her hair with 

honey and a fork, just because there was a fork in the kitchen and a jar of honey on the 

table.  Plus she had great boobs—they weren’t really that big, but man! Were they perky

—and bouncy!—like giant hard-boiled, peeled eggs.

Jeremy Adams tosses the butt out the window and flicks on the radio.  He leans 

forward just enough to hold a finger on the scan button, searching for something—

anything—decent.  Crap, scan, crap, scan, Mariah Carey—shit, is she still around?—

scan, news, scan, crap, scan…fuck, same crap, scan… and he does this, making a circle 

of the radio channels, again and again.  This drove his roommates nuts in college—well, 

not this—similar behavior with the TV. He wishes he could just find something and be 

satisfied, but he’s a clicker, he’s decided, and he might as well embrace it.       
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He crests a hill and suddenly picks up 88.9, the student-run radio station at the 

University of Pittsburgh.  There he stops.  Sometimes they play good music on this 

channel; right now some girl is chatting up a fundraiser for Take Back the Night and he 

zones out, only half-listening to her voice.  He can’t wait to drop the log-splitter off at 

the farm and get home—even though home means his parents—who are more than a 

little disappointed that their only child’s employment opportunities have been relegated 

to manual labor.  Still, they’ve been pretty cool about him moving his stuff back into the 

basement of their house…although his mom has thus far refused to do any of his 

laundry.  

It’s all temporary, the gentler side of his brain says.  You won’t be chopping 

wood forever.  Something’s got to give.

In front of him there is a semi, slow-moving and prone to brake checks, and 

Jeremy is getting fed up.  Every time he pulls into the left lane to pass, the semi driver 

swerves his vehicle to the left and guns it.  Fucking asshole, Jeremy thinks.  Of course 

there is no sticker with a phone number to call and an identification number on the back 

of the truck (they’re never on the trucks that need them), and even if there were, Jeremy 

dislikes narcs and knows he wouldn’t call anyway.  He moves his truck into the left lane 

and slows to forty-five.  After a moment the semi is two lengths ahead of him and this is 

when he goes for it, pushing his foot down on the pedal.  Caught off guard, the semi 

driver doesn’t have time to swerve and soon enough Jeremy is even with him, raising 

his right hand and extending his longest finger.

The driver is flipping him off too, it seems, but he’s weirdly frantic about it, 

pointing at Jeremy, waving his arms and yelling.  
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London Bridge, number eleven on the CD, plays for the third consecutive time 

in the van.  It’s the kids’ favorite, the one which they most easily agree to like, and this 

fact makes it Brad Adams’ favorite as well.  

“I need a drink and an eat,” says Stevie and the other two chime in that they do 

too.  They haven’t even been driving for half an hour; his mother’s house is still an hour 

away.  

“Can you guys wait a little bit?” 

“I’m hungry,” says Abby.  “My tumble’s rumbling.”  

Brad Adams smiles at this.  It’s so darn cute when she mixes up her words. 

“Okay,” he says.  “Hold on, guys.”  He reaches over onto the passenger seat and digs 

through a canvas bag full of snacks.  “Raisins?  Pretzels?”

“I want a chippy,” says Stevie.  “Please, Daddy.”

The Ruffles are on the floor in front of the passenger seat and Brad Adams 

glances quickly at the road before leaning over and reaching for them.  He’s got his 

hand on the shiny blue bag and is pulling it onto the seat when a large metal machine 

hurtles the median.  “UFO,” thinks Brad for a fraction of a second.  Then there is only 

blue.

Jeremy knows immediately that the splitter has detached itself from his truck. 

There was a sudden lifting in the back end and then the honking and swerving of other 

vehicles.  Oh shit, he says aloud, what next?  He jerks his truck into the right lane and 

pulls off to the side, flipping on his four-ways.  The traffic heading north is slowing 
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down and there’s chaos in the southbound lane.  Where the hell is the splitter?  He 

grasps handfuls of his hair and pulls, dragging strands between his fingers.  He’s 

thinking that he’s in trouble—imagining the log-splitter on its side in a ditch, calculating 

its cost (a grand, maybe?), and thinking he’s going to have to work all summer to pay it 

off.  He’ll never get out of his parents’ house.  You idiot, he says to himself, nice 

fucking work.  

Erin Adams wants her husband to pick up his cell.  She’s sitting on the front 

porch of the house they bought together just a few months before the triplets were born, 

when her stomach was so big she had to lie on her back and hoist her legs in the air to 

see her toes.  Drinking an iced tea, her cell phone in hand, she’s waiting with the bees. 

They’re out again; it’s their mating season, and they do this every year, just as soon as 

the temperature starts hitting seventy on a regular basis.  For two weeks each spring they 

come out of their hiding places deep underneath the boards of the porch and zip around 

in droves having threesomes and orgies, buzzing like crazy.  

That first June, when it was just the two of them and her enormous belly, she 

and Brad took to having bee-killing flip-flop wars.  In the evenings, after Brad tossed 

back a couple of beers, they chased the bees, waiting for their slow clumsy bodies to 

land on the railing or on the floorboards, and then whacking them with the bottoms of 

their rubber sandals, leaving them twitching.  Brad always won.  His shots were quicker 

and harder and Erin felt clumsy waddling around in her elastic waistband sweatpants 

and Brad’s extra-large t-shirts.  The big heavy bees would thud against the bottom of 

Brad’s flip-flop and fall to the ground, shuddering and spinning for a few seconds on the 
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wood before going completely still.  

But that was only the first year, before the babies were born and Erin started 

thinking about life a little differently.  All life.  Even insect life.  Her older brother 

Michael, a zoology professor at UCLA, told them the bees wouldn’t sting while they 

were mating, that they were so docile you could pet their fuzzy backs if you were fast 

enough, and after that Erin stopped the bee battles and just let them have those two 

weeks each spring to get it on.  

Now, sitting in the sun, she feels soothed by their buzzing, the constant energy 

in the air around her.  When they get a little too close, zipping by her chair or around her 

face, she tosses her head and flings her arms, saying, “Settle down, buddy.  Back off a 

little.”  She’s so used to talking to Brad or the kids that in the rare moments when she’s 

alone, she finds herself having one-sided conversations with whatever is in the room, 

the hanging plants or pots of flowers even.  “There you go,” she says to the pansies as 

she waters them.  “Drink up, it’s hot.”

She tries Brad again, wanting to remind him that Will and Abby both need help 

brushing their teeth; Stevie can do a pretty good job on his own.  It’s just an excuse. 

The truth is she misses her kids.  Time to herself sounded great until she got it; now 

she’s bored and lonely.  Julia, a single-mom whose four-year-old sometimes comes over 

to play with the triplets, has secured a sitter and is coming for dinner and drinks, but 

that’s not until seven.

“You can’t be there already,” she says aloud, looking at her watch.  “It’s not 

even five.”  She drains her iced tea and stands, goes inside to wash the dishes and 

vacuum, find other ways to fill these few hours alone.  
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By the time Jeremy’s pushing his feet through the gravel on the side of the road, 

a small crowd has formed on the edge of the highway going south and more people are 

opening up the doors of their cars and stepping out onto the pavement.  Pieces of metal 

dot the road, and the rush-hour traffic heading out of the city is lining up in both lanes, 

long still trails like frozen ants on their way to a picnic.  Emergency vehicles race from 

both directions, their sirens shrill and cutting.  

There are actually two groups of people; the first contains a few walking back 

and forth along the highway, shouting and pointing at the ground.  They are pointing at 

the van’s driver-side door which is lying a good thirty feet from the rest of the van, now 

a nearly unrecognizable maroon lump.  This is where the second crowd, a quieter 

crowd, less animated than the first, has formed.  This crowd stands in a clump and 

moves together—taking a step toward the smoking heap and then, all together, quickly 

stepping back again.  

Surely these people are speaking but Jeremy Adams hears no voices, can’t catch 

his breath; he’s had to run nearly a quarter-mile, and all he can hear is a heavy pulse in 

his head.  The log-splitter, or at least part of it—he can’t be certain if it’s the whole 

thing—pokes out from the gaping hole in the side of the van. 

*

The phone in the living room of Erin and Brad Adams’ house almost never rings 

and hasn’t since they both got cell phones.  But it’s ringing now and Erin sets her glass 

of wine down next to her plate of shrimp linguini and pushes back from the table.  “I’m 

sorry, Julia,” she says as she walks across the light blue carpet of the living room. 
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“Brad, probably.  I don’t know why he’s calling the house phone, but I’ve been trying to 

get him all day.”  She’s eager to find out how the kids are doing.  She walks quickly to 

the phone.      

Beneath the Amy Grant tapes in the glove compartment of the Ford is a small 

square-shaped Altoid mint container that no longer contains any mints.  Instead it holds 

a cheap glass one-hitter and the (depressing) remains of an eighth of shit-weed Jeremy 

Adams managed to score from the little brother of one of his high school friends.  This, 

to Jeremy, has thus far been the most depressing aspect of being a college grad.  He no 

longer knows anyone who knows anyone who can get good pot.   

Sitting on the side of the highway with his chin on his knees, Jeremy Adams is 

thinking about the weed in this tin.  So far nobody’s asked him any questions, but a cop 

has told him to sit still and he knows the questions are coming.  Jeremy has never seen 

so many flashing lights in one place.  Two fire trucks (even though, as far as he can see, 

there isn’t a fire), three ambulances, and four cops in two separate cars.  

He can’t tell how much time has passed; he doesn’t wear a watch and somehow 

he can’t open his mouth to ask.  Not that long, he supposes, but long enough for the 

paramedics to pull the crumpled body of a man from the front seat of the van.  The man 

was a little on the flabby side and had curly blonde hair.  He’d looked intact for the most 

part; his back was leaking red.  That was when Jeremy first sat down and put his head 

on his knees.  Oh fuck, he thinks now, staring at the ground between his legs.  How can 

all this (the shrieking of metal being forced, the shouting and the traffic and the noise—

the stillness up and down this wide black road) be my fault?  
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He keeps his mind busy, prepping himself for the questions, thinking he might 

as well be honest.  He’s watched enough CSI episodes to believe those sneaky bastards 

will figure out exactly what happened anyway.  Yes, I hitched the log-splitter to my 

truck.  How?  Well sir, I did it the way Dave Jacobs, that’s the name of the farmer I 

work for—do you want me to spell his last name?  No?  Okay, well I did it the same 

way he showed me on Tuesday.  I fastened the ball-hitch, pushed in the cotter pin, 

crisscrossed the chains beneath the front of the splitter and connected them to the 

bottom of my truck’s bumper.  Yes, it was totally secure.  No, I wasn’t on drugs.  Yes, 

it’s my pot.  But really, I wasn’t stoned.  Lunch, I smoked some pot at lunch.  I don’t 

know, 12:30?  Yes, I’m aware it’s illegal.  Um, about 3:30.   I picked up the log-splitter 

from the mechanic at 3:30.  No.  There’s absolutely no way I was still stoned by then.  

When they were first married, Brad and Erin Adams spent a summer living in a 

tiny one-bedroom apartment directly above a liquor store in Brookline.  It was a dirty 

apartment—old clam chowder and pasta sauce caked the cracks of the kitchen’s 

linoleum floor—and cockroaches the size of mason jars roamed the walls and carpet. 

Brookline was (and still is) a dirty place to live, probably one of the dirtiest in all of 

Pittsburgh.  The liquor store they lived above was one of six on the street and drunks 

and bums got in fights and passed out on the sidewalk below the windows of their 

apartment.  Brad was just starting his career managing a new recycling plant (a small 

part of Pittsburgh’s grand plan to start cleaning itself up) and he worked long days for 

crap pay.  He’d come home smelling of rust and animal fur and after a quick shower, 

Erin and Brad would take a walk.  Holding each other around the waist, they’d stroll 
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down the street and through the rundown neighborhoods, oblivious to the trash-cluttered 

street drains and homeless teenagers and drug addicts pissing on walls.  Brookline might 

as well have been Paris.  Through the old alleys filled with garbage and old furniture, 

they’d make a right on 37th Street and walk three more blocks, to the intersection of 37th 

and Arnold where the front yard of an old house was enclosed by a wood-planked fence. 

The vines of a bush of tea roses, large and thorn-less, pink with yellow centers, reached 

like tentacles across the top of the fence.  Their scent stretched up the block.  

One night that summer they got into their first major fight, over a stupid thing. 

After work at the elementary school where she was a teacher’s aid, Erin had gone out 

with some of her friends for a few drinks.  One thing led to another and soon it was 

nearly ten.  She hadn’t even called Brad to tell him where she was.  When she finally 

stumbled home, he was drunk on the floor in the living room of that dirty old apartment, 

holding an empty bottle of gin in one hand and a large wooden spoon in the other.  A 

pot of mac and cheese rested between his outstretched legs.  Drunkenly, he accused her 

of sleeping around and then they were screaming obscenities.  Erin had stormed off to 

bed and slept on her side, facing the wall.  

In the morning she woke up hung over, after he’d already left for work.  But on 

the table in their kitchen was a pint glass full of pink tea roses holding down an index 

card that read: Never again will we wake up this far apart.

It is this pint glass of tea roses that Erin sees in her mind, now, as she sits in a 

small room in the hospital, next to a nice woman in her fifties with short gray hair and a 

small, narrow face.  She’s thinking of other things as well; her mind is flicking from one 

thought to the next, coming into focus to hear the buzz of hospital noise and then 



15
shuddering back into memory.  She sees her children’s first steps in the order they took 

them: Will crossing the kitchen toward her; Stevie on the grass of their front yard; 

Abby, months later than her brothers, in the beverage aisle of the supermarket of all 

places.  She hears herself yelling at Stevie for spilling a box of Cheerios, at Abby for not 

making it to the bathroom on time. Both these things had happened just in the last week. 

She’s thinking of that time last fall at the lake, when Will wandered away from the 

picnic table and Brad found him soaking wet on the shore.  She sees herself reading 

them stories; watches their small mouths form their first two-syllable words.  Apple, one 

said.  Kitty.  Button.  

Most of all, she’s thinking of a conversation she had with Brad, the same 

summer they lived in Brookline, the summer of the tea roses.  They’d just finished 

making love and were lying together on the bed, her body draped like a wet towel over 

his.  “Let’s have a baby,” Brad said, taking a deep breath of his cigarette.  “I want to 

start a family.”  

“Now?”  She pushed herself up on his chest to look at him straight on.  “You’ve 

got to quit smoking first.”

“Done.  I’ll quit today.  This,” he took another slow drag, “will be my last 

cigarette.”  And in fact it was.

The woman—a nurse?—squeezes her hand and Erin’s mind flutters back into 

focus. The room around her is as big as the ocean and the woman’s voice bounces off 

the walls.  “There is one,” this woman says, “who survived.  You need to be strong, to 

remember that there is one who still needs a mother.”  

One? Erin thinks.  Oh God, one?  She closes her eyes and lets the word echo, 
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until it means nothing, until it’s only a sound.
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A Jeep Cherokee Maybe

If Matt didn’t have the car at work, Elena would take it, even though it’s his 

name on the title and he pays the insurance.  It’s the one kink in her plan, but she’s 

determined, always has been, and she’ll be damned before she lets a lack of 

transportation slow her down.

She’s packing while he’s at work, taking just the necessities—extra undies, 

toiletries, money—and a few of Matt’s DVDs and a coffee mug—things she knows he’ll 

miss the most.  It all fits into a hiking backpack he gave her a few Christmases back. 

Elena likes the pack.  It’s sturdy, resilient.  Besides the STD it’s the only thing he’s ever 

given her that’s managed to last.

North is what she’s thinking.  North, where there are streams and trees and elk 

and bunnies.   North, where he won’t be able to turn her away because she’ll be standing 

on his doorstep.

The doorstep she’s imagining will be smooth sanded wood, lined with a 

welcome mat.  The house beyond the doorstep will be an A-frame with open beams, 

logs from the very same mountain the house has been built on top of, and inside will be 

Ben, a man she met online.  She won’t shy away from admitting this, not ever, not even 
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after they’ve been married for three years and are attending a dinner party held by 

equally successful and interesting mountain people in their rustic log cabin, and 

someone asks, “So, how did you two meet?”  Even then, she’ll tell the story, refusing to 

be embarrassed by the fact that against all odds and one hundred and thirty-seven miles 

apart, they found each other with only the help of a chat-room and ten able fingers 

apiece.  Inside that woodsy A-frame, under those big glossy beams, Ben will be waiting 

for her: her very own mountain man resting by the fireplace—it’s July, but couldn’t he 

have a small fire going anyway?—waiting in his very own Adirondack chair.

When the pack is full, Elena circles the apartment one last time, extracting a few 

of her books from Matt’s, leaving slits in the shelf.  Let him pack the rest into storage, 

she thinks, or hike it out to the Dumpster.  It’s like losing weight, saying an 

unceremonious goodbye to all this junk, all this stuff she thought she needed at one 

point—candles and heels, wine glasses and plants.  

Nagging at her is an urge to leave a note, something that will justify the 

cowardly decision to disappear without a final explosive argument, but all she can think 

to write are terrible one-liners: “It’s been fun,” or “Another time, another place.”  He 

was good to her when she was good to him; there’s really nothing else to say.

At the bus station Elena learns she can get a ticket to Lake Placid for fifty-two 

bucks.  That the ticket is so cheap seems like a sign, a nod that she’s doing the right 

thing, and she hands the woman behind the counter her credit card, gets a pen ready to 

sign the slip.  “It’s a Hudson, not a Greyhound,” the woman tells her as she runs Elena’s 

card, “and it leaves tomorrow at 11:10.  We suggest arriving an hour ahead of 
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departure.”

“Tomorrow?” Elena says.  Tomorrow is no good.  By tomorrow she might have 

changed her mind.  By tomorrow she might have decided to love Matt again, or 

realistically, she might be blind or a paraplegic…dead, even.  Anything can happen in a 

day.

“Daily at 11:10,” the woman says.  She glances up at the heavy iron clock on the 

wall behind her.  “You missed today’s by a good four hours.”

“Well shit,” Elena says.  She signs the slip anyway and walks outside the station. 

The station is on West Street—“Bar Street, ” the locals call it—and as Elena begins to 

make her way toward the interstate, she passes the places where she and Matt have 

played out most of their relationship.  Today’s on the right, where they met when Elena 

was bartending; Red’s on the left—they did it in a bathroom stall there once, a yanking 

up of her jean skirt, the water of the toilet blue and cold-looking as she leaned over it, 

her hands on the wall above the pipes—then the Black Oak and the Old Spanish Tavern 

and Apples.  That’s the bar Matt likes now, almost certainly—but not quite certainly, 

which is unbelievably frustrating, this inability to actually prove anything—because 

he’s been trying to get into bed with that little blonde bartender who wears her hair in 

pigtails and a tasseled (tasseled!) leather vest.  “She’ll give you AIDS,” Elena said to 

Matt the last time he came home hammered and horny.  “And then you’ll give it to me. 

History repeats itself, you bastard.  Unless you learn from it.”

Really, the STD is no big deal.  Permanent yes, but only dangerous to women, 

increasing the risk of cervical cancer and blah blah blah.  Still, Elena knows she’s going 

to have to tell Ben all about it, certainly before they make love that first time (on the big 
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soft mattress cradled by a pine log frame, below a star-spotted skylight, a window into 

the world above them…) and probably even before then.  What she’s thinking is that 

she’ll get it all out right away, as soon as he opens the door maybe, confess her 

imperfections and let him decide if he’s willing to love her as she is.  That is what love 

is all about anyway…right?  Loving someone in spite of—and in some cases, because of

—imperfections?  She’s willing to do it for him, even if his hair is more gray than black, 

even if he’s not quite as tall or as thin as he’s said (typed) he is.  

“I didn’t get it whoring around,” she’ll say (whisper) into the dark curls of his 

hair, the tall pines swaying in the breeze around them, the smell of sap flavoring the 

clean mountain air.  “My ex-boyfriend,” she’ll say.  “Matt.”  And Ben will understand 

then, understand that while she’s spent the past three years being duped, she’s waking 

up now; she’s ready to be led to that pine-cradled bed…but not to have sex—no, not yet. 

Just to be together and talk, make plans for the big empty future that’s hurtling toward 

them at a barely-manageable speed.

The interstate is just past the Hess gas station, and feeling strong, Elena finds 

herself passing the gas pumps, a mere two blocks from the on-ramp.  It seems so simple, 

necessary even; she’ll just walk herself to Lake Placid; it’s only a hundred and thirty-

seven miles after all, and the first and most obvious way to spell D-E-V-O-T-E-D.

  She buys a bottle of water from a Coke machine outside the Hess, crosses 

Lantana at the intersection, and heads under the bridge toward the on-ramp.  Eighty-

eight’s a quiet highway, and Elena knows she can take it all the way to Albany, seventy-

two miles north.  “Seventy-two miles,” Elena chants as she strides up the ramp onto the 

interstate.  “Seventy-two miles,” kicking her feet through the red gravelly dirt in 
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between the road and the ditch.  

An hour later Elena’s fed up, walking.  Who did she think she was kidding?  It’s 

way too far to walk to Lake Placid, way too far to walk to Albany, way too far to walk 

to the next freaking town even, Utica, still another three freaking miles away.  She 

wipes her brow and checks her watch.  It’s after five.  Matt will be home from work. 

She could call him, ask him to come pick her up, say she just wanted to see how far she 

could walk, and her backpack is packed with her toothbrush and other random things 

from the house because she, um…just wanted to…pretend that she was leaving.  Yeah, 

that could work.  Right.

Elena digs her phone from the outside pocket on her pack and pushes down the 

power button.  “Two missed calls,” the screen flashes.  Both from Matt’s cell phone, but 

no messages.  Maybe he hasn’t even noticed the missing stuff; she didn’t take much, 

after all: the coffee mug, a few clothes from her drawers.  She could stash her pack 

under a bush on the side of the road—there’s a nice, full Russian Olive right over there

—and then go home and tell Matt she needs the car to go over to the PriceChopper to 

pick up a watermelon.  She could drive out and get the pack and put everything away 

tonight after he’s passed out in front of the TV, and they could wake up tomorrow and 

go get a plate of eggs.     

No, she says aloud.  No way.  It can’t all be a waste, and besides, Ben will be so 

happy to meet her, so surprised that she’s managed to find him.  “God has sent you into 

my life,” he’d written in the last email.  “This is meant to be.  WE are meant to be.”

No way can she go back, dragging the backpack between her legs, whimpering 

like some beaten bitch…no way.  She puts the cell phone back in the pack and drops it 
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into the red dirt, plopping down beside it.  The water is almost gone and it’s hot—will 

stay hot until seven or eight at least—these damn July nights.  Really, she says to 

herself, what in the hell were you thinking?

Last summer Elena’s mother was dying—cancer—and when the doctors were 

saying two, three weeks and no more, they loaded up the Taurus and drove all the way 

to North Dakota so she wouldn’t be alone.  She’d been living there by herself for the 

past ten or eleven years, spending every government cent in the casinos 

checkerboarding the reservations.  “Your inheritance,” Matt liked to joke when he was 

particularly drunk, “quarter by quarter into a slot machine.”  

Matt had never met Elena’s mother and it was a strange thing to be driving 

across the country to introduce him to her and then to watch her die, but it hadn’t ended 

up like that.  She’d died when they were driving through the soybean fields of Illinois, 

but they’d kept going anyway; there was the funeral to arrange and they had to clean out 

her Fort Ransom doublewide, scatter her ashes the only place in the whole brown state 

that seemed reasonable, an empty field near the Hilltop Viking Statue, a few miles from 

Turtle Mountain and across the street from the Four Bears Casino and Bar.  

On the way back, Elena had wanted to take her time, and they’d looped first 

through Montana and then down into Wyoming and Colorado, taking a southern route 

back across the country before going up to New York.  They were in Kentucky when 

they passed a tall skinny girl with her thumb out toward the road.  She had long dark 

hair—the same hair Elena’s mother had before she lost it all to chemo—and Elena had 

grabbed the wheel, made Matt screech the car to a halt.  It was a fragile summer for 
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Elena, tea leaves and Tarot cards, and she was convinced that this hitchhiking woman 

on the side of the road had been sent to them from the Great Beyond, that she was 

bringing a message from her dead mother.  She wasn’t, of course, but she was heading 

to northeast Pennsylvania, and because they were going that way anyway they’d given 

her a ride all the way to the center of the state, dropped her off at this hotel in a little 

town called Kendall.  “There’s nothing quite like it,” the woman—some earthy hippie 

name like Oakley or Shade—had said shortly after they’d picked her up.  “It’s the 

biggest rush of freedom, to rely on your wits and your thumb and your boots, on the 

belief that someone else will take you where you want to go.”    

The belief that someone else will take you where you want to go, Elena thinks 

now.  Well why not?  She wiggles back into her pack and starts walking again, but this 

time with her left arm out, thumb up.  There are hardly any cars on the road and soon 

Elena’s arm is aching, the muscles—bicep? tricep?—on the somewhat flabby underside 

of her arm tingling with exertion.  Her shoulders are sore now too, the straps of the pack 

burrowing into her back.  What an utterly stupid idea, she thinks, and then a shiny blue 

Tacoma is pulling to the side of the road.

Elena can see two men in the cab of the truck, and even with her thumb still out, 

she has the urge to turn and start heading south again.  But seriously, she tells herself, is 

anyone really unlucky enough to get a bad ride from the very first car to stop?  That’s 

like getting pregnant the first time you have sex—it happens, sure, but really, how 

often?  A head emerges from the passenger side window.  “Where you headed?” it says.

“North,” Elena calls back, obvious given the side of the road she’s on.  

“We can take you to Saratoga Springs,” says the man—a nice looking man 
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topped with a cowboy hat of all things.  For a second Elena wonders if he knows the 

tassel-vested bartender at Apples, but then an arm has joined the hat, and it’s beckoning 

Elena toward the truck.  It isn’t a crew-cab, there are just the three seats across, but it’s 

new-looking and fairly clean, and because Elena’s spent an hour staring at a map online, 

she knows that Saratoga Springs is twenty or thirty miles past Albany, and under an 

hour from Lake Placid.  

She’s panting by the time she’s even with the cab, her cheeks feel hot and pink, 

and she has to pee, should have peed before she stuck out her thumb.  “Thanks for 

stopping,” she says when she catches her breath.

The man in the cowboy hat opens the door and hops out onto the gravel, pulls a 

cigarette from behind his ear and lights it with a match.  He’s tall with long legs tightly 

wrapped in his jeans, and his t-shirt is orange, “Clemson University” stenciled across 

the chest in big black letters.  His legs are excessively long , a spider who’s had a run-in 

with a neighborhood bully and lost six legs, the two remaining left to teeter around 

beneath a small squat torso.  “There’s room in the middle,” he says.  “We can toss your 

pack in the back.”

Elena leans into the cab.  Travel mugs in the cup holders, a Dunkin Donuts bag 

on the floor-mat.  It all seems pretty normal, no shotguns across the back window or 

open bottles of liquor, and the driver is older, distinguished even, with short gray hair 

and a button-down shirt.  Still, the thought of sandwiching herself between these two 

slices of man is a little unnerving, and Elena wraps her fist around the strap of her 

backpack.  “I’m happy to ride in the back,” she says.  “I can just sit up against the back 

window.  That’s legal, right?”
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“Huh,” says the cowboy.  “I’m not sure about that.”  He turns to the driver, 

“Jake, is it legal for her to do that?”

Jake shrugs.  “I’m not positive,” he says, “but I think it’s only legal to ride in the 

back of a pickup truck when you’re on your own land.  New York’s a weird one, you 

know.  Totally overprotective.  My seven-year-old has to sit in a car-seat until she’s 

sixty-five pounds.  Sixty-five pounds!  I gotta beef up my kid, fatten her up before it’s 

legal for her to sit next to her pops in a normal seat.”  He turns toward Elena and flashes 

her a grin of small teeth that are so white they seem to glow against his tanned face. 

“We can squish,” he says.  “I know it’s tight, but you’re pretty small.  David’s legs as 

long as they are, it only makes sense for him to sit where there’s more floor-space.”

“I’m freakish,” David says, smiling.  “And the worst part is that I don’t even 

know how to hold a basketball.  Totally useless when it comes to sports.”

“That’s funny,” says Elena.  “I would have thought you were a runner, except 

for the smoking, that is.”

“A runner!” Jake says.  “I don’t think I’ve ever seen David run in my entire life! 

Unless it’s toward a pack of cigarettes!”  He sweeps a hand across the middle seat, 

brushing dirt and donut crumbs onto the floor, flashes another grin at Elena.  “So are 

you comin’ with us or what?  I’ve gotta get David home and then go pick up my 

daughter.  She spent the day at her mother’s, and I gotta get to her before she’s 

completely brainwashed.  Ex-wives, you know.”

“No,” Elena says.  “No, not really.  But yeah, I’m coming with you, if that’s all 

right.”  She pushes her pack into the bed of the truck and climbs into the cab.  Once 

she’s settled, with her knees bent to a nearly ninety degree angle, her feet perched on the 
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rise below the stick-shift, she uses her fingers to search for the seat belt around her hips 

and behind her lower back.

“It’s right here,” says Jake.  His hand jams into the crack in the seat between 

them and comes back with the seatbelt.  “The buckle might be stuck down in there too, 

on the other side.”

“I got it,” Elena says.  She buckles the belt and tightens it around her waist, finds 

a rubber band on her wrist and pulls back her hair.  

David drops the end of his cigarette into the dirt and grinds it out with the toe of 

his sneaker.  “No boots?” Elena asks as he climbs in next to her, the smell of the 

cigarette strong.  “You’ve got the hat.  You need cowboy boots to, you know, complete 

the look.”

Jake laughs and shifts the truck into gear, and soon they’re speeding up the 

highway, and the Russian Olives are just flying by.  This is way better than walking, 

Elena thinks.  She’ll be there in no time, this ride to Saratoga Springs and then just one 

more, a family maybe, in one of those Ford Expeditions, heading up to Lake Placid for a 

long weekend at their cabin near Mount  Marcy, happy—no, thrilled—to be helping out 

a fellow nature-lover.  “What’s your favorite mountain?” Elena will ask them, just to be 

conversational.  They’ll give her pointers, fill her in on the best camping spots in the 

High Peaks, let her know where the swimming holes are in the Sacandaga River.  Ben 

will be entirely impressed with her knowledge of the Adirondacks, and together they’ll 

make trail mix with dried fruit and those little chocolate chips and drive to a trailhead in 

his car—a Jeep Cherokee, maybe.  They’ll get to the top of some photo-worthy peak, 

spend the night sleeping on top of Algonquin or Haystack, four thousand, nine hundred, 
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and sixty-three feet up, the wind cool as it tunnels around the mountain, the moon big 

and waiting…

“Where are you going, anyway?”  David says.

“Lake Placid.”

“Why?”

“My boyfriend lives there.  He owns a river-guiding company.”

“Huh.”

“Yep.”  The moon big and waiting, and Ben—Benjamin, she’ll call him—

Benjamin will point out Cassiopeia and Scorpius and all those other star things.  “I can’t 

wait to show you the mountains,” Benjamin wrote in an email last week.  “Everything 

that’s beautiful in this world, all that God has given us, we’ll share it together.”  Elena 

pictures him at the computer in his log A-frame, thinking of her right this moment and 

writing another email full of plans for their future.  “I’m coming, Benjamin!” she thinks, 

closing her eyes tightly and willing the Tacoma to move faster.  “I’m on my way!”

There is, of course, beneath this rabid optimism, a sense of heavy dread.  He 

could have lied, Elena knows.  He could have created a virtual man who has nothing in 

common with the actual Benjamin.  Elena’s heard those stories too: fifteen-year-olds 

fooled into child molesters’ lairs, lonely forty-somethings tricked into affairs with 

unhappily-married men.  And of course she’s prepared for him to be married…a Jesus-

freak…bald…but maybe this is how her mother used to feel, perched on a stool in some 

lit-up desert casino, that rush of uncertainty a cure for a life alone, a life of double-wides 

and North Dakota.
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The truck smells of men and cigarettes, and sitting in the middle, Elena feels 

carsick.  She should have ducked behind a Russian Olive to pee before she got into the 

truck; the way she’s sitting is really putting pressure on her crotch.  “So,” she says, 

trying to keep her mind off her bladder.  “What’s your daughter’s name?”

Jake turns and grins.  “What, me?  Oh, I don’t have a daughter.”

“What do you mean you don’t have a daughter?”

Jake shrugs, looks over Elena’s head at David.  “I just don’t.”

“But you said, you know, about the car-seat and your ex-wife, and—”

“Yeah, no.  I don’t have a daughter.”

“Oh,” she says.  “Okay.”  She puts her head down.  Should she ask them to stop? 

Maybe it’s really not that big a deal.   After all, she did tell them she was going to visit 

her boyfriend.  “Do you think we could roll that down a little more?”  Elena waves at 

David’s window, which is only slightly cracked.

“I don’t know,” David says.  “What do you think about that, Jake?”

“No can do,” Jake says happily.  He keeps his eyes on the road.  

The pink sweaty feeling is gone; Elena feels cold.  She sticks her hand into the 

pocket of her shorts—just as she remembers that her cell phone is tucked into the 

outside pouch of her backpack, and that the backpack is in the back of the truck. 

“Really?”  she says.  “You can’t roll down the window?”  

“Yeah, I don’t think we’re going to be opening any windows.”

“Why not?”  Her voice sounds different—flat and cold.  She clears her throat 

and swallows, tries again.  “Why aren’t we going to be opening any windows?”

Jake smiles, but his eyes stay straight ahead.  “Well, we wouldn’t want you to 
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fly away now, would we?”

“Look,” she says.  “Look, I don’t know if this is some kind of joke, but I’m 

feeling a little weirded out.  If you could just pull over, you know, right here, I’ll find 

another ride.”

“Another ride?  Well, you know there’s no such thing as a free ride,” David 

says.  “What do you think we’re going to do, anyway?”  He reaches over and grabs her 

arm.  “Rape you?”  He’s holding tight and then they’re both laughing, looking at each 

other above Elena’s head and laughing, cackling, really, and Elena can’t help it, she 

can’t, she’s just so scared, she just, she just pees in her pants, and the wetness beneath 

her spreads as fully as though she were lowering herself into a warm, scented bath.

“What the hell?” Jake says.  He slams on the breaks.  “What the hell did you just 

do?”

“I’m sorry,” Elena says.  “I’m sorry.  I just… Please!  Fuck!  Let me out!”

“What?” David says.  “Damn it, I’m all wet here!  Pull over, Jake, I’m all wet!” 

Jake jerks the wheel and skids to a halt on the side of the road.  “Get out,” he 

says to Elena.  David opens the door and grabs Elena’s arm, pulls her across the seat and 

out the door.  The pee has spread, a pillow-sized damp spot in the middle of the seat.  

“I’m sorry,” she says, but David’s folding his long legs back into the truck and 

they’re screeching down the highway, and Elena is alone, backpack-less and alone, with 

wet jean shorts and no idea how far it is to the next town.  

*

At a time like this, it would make sense for that sea-green Taurus to come slowly 

up the highway.  “Where were you, baby?” Matt would say once he’d spotted her on the 
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side of the road.  “I’ve been so worried!”  He’d jump out and put his arms around her—

never mind the pee—put his arms around her and pull her close, tell her that he’ll never 

go to Apples again.  “Only a true freak would wear a tasseled-vest,” he’d say.  “God, 

you were so right!  Come home, baby, and let me make everything up to you.”

Elena plops down in the ditch, the red dirt sticking to her wet shorts.  But there 

is no Taurus, only the occasional Wal-Mart semi gunning past her, and anyway, how 

would Matt know where to find her?  She should have left a note, should have kept her 

cell phone in her pocket.  How stupid this whole thing is, and now she’s lost the 

backpack too.  She picks herself up and starts trucking, north still, since she can’t 

remember how far back the last town was.  What a couple of creeps, she thinks.  “No 

such thing as a free ride, assholes,” she says to herself.  “Have fun cleaning your cab.”

It’s after ten when she finally gets to Cobleskill—Population 4,739 reads a small 

green sign.  There’s a rash on Elena’s thighs, from the peed-on shorts. The Hess station 

is closed, but only a few blocks farther up the main drag is a Mobile with the lights still 

on.  “Rough night?” asks the man behind the counter when she walks in the door.  

“Yeah.  Listen, can I just use your phone?  I don’t have any quarters, and I really 

can’t handle any other weird shit tonight.”

He looks at her, at the front of her jean shorts, which, while mostly dry now, are 

shaded with red dust.  “Yeah,” he says.  “Here.”  He slides a cell phone across the 

counter to Elena, and she picks it up and starts for the door where she’ll be out of 

earshot.  “No,” says the man.  “You talk on it here.  Where I can see you.  I don’t need 

any weird shit either.” 

There’s really no question of who she’ll call.  She doesn’t even have Ben’s 
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number, and what would she say?  “Hey, um, so this is Elena, you know, from the 

computer, and I was just wondering if you’d mind driving to Cobleskill to pick me up, 

yeah, that’s on 88, and uh, just so you know, I don’t have any stuff with me and I’ve 

peed myself.”  She presses the numbers, and when Matt picks up on the first ring, she 

can’t help herself, she just starts to cry, even though she really doesn’t want to.  “Hi,” 

she says, sniffling.  “Hi baby, it’s me.”

“Hey, where are you?”

“Cobleskill.”  She sniffs.

“Cobleskill?  Why?  What’s going on?”

“Do you think you could just come and get me?  I’ll tell you about it on the way 

home.”

“Cobleskill’s like what, fifty miles north?  What are you doing up there?”

“Like I said, it’s a really long story.”

“Fuck.  Sure, Elena, I’ll just stop what I’m doing and come get you.  You always 

do this, you know?  Just expect me to come and bail you out, no matter what I’m 

doing.”

“So what is it that you’re busy doing?”

“I’m watering the lawn, Elena.  I’m shaving my legs.  Does it matter what I’m 

doing?  I’ve had a couple beers, you know?  But whatever, no big deal, I’ll be there in 

an hour.  Where are you, anyway?  I mean, I don’t want to have to drive all around 

Cobleskill looking for you.”

“There are four thousand people in Cobleskill, Matt.  And I’m at the only place 

with lights on in the whole damn town.  A Mobile station, okay?  On the main street 
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right off the exit.”

“Are you doing drugs, Elena?  Did you go up there for a drug deal or 

something?”

“No!  Matt!  Come on, are you serious?  Drugs?  Yeah, I’ve been hiding a secret 

heroin addiction from you actually, and I had to go to freaking Cobleskill to make my 

score in the ghetto here.  Okay?  For having only four thousand people, this town’s got a 

hell of a drug connection.”

“Well, now you’re just being rude.”

Elena sighs.  “I’m sorry Matt, okay?  Listen, I’ve had like the worst day of my 

life.  I’m sorry—I know it’s messed up, but can you please just come and get me? 

Unless you’re drunk, in which case I’d rather walk.”

“No, it’s fine.  I’m fine.  I’ll be there in an hour, okay?  But this is really not cool 

with me.  Not cool, Elena.  Not cool at all.”

“Not cool, Elena.  Not cool at all,” Elena repeats, but the words come out of her 

mouth in this high whiney voice she developed in the second grade while mimicking the 

things her schoolmates said on the playground.  The man behind the counter stares.  

“You’re a two-year-old,” Matt says.

“I know,” says Elena.  But he’s already off the line.

She puts the phone down and slides it across the counter without looking up. 

“How late do you stay open?” 

“Twenty-four hours,” the man says.  He’s wearing a nametag on his shirt but it’s 

scratched and Elena can’t tell if it says “Jim” or “John.”  Just one more man to deal 

with, she thinks, and pushes her way outside.  
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The lights above the gas pumps are frosted with mayflies and when she sits 

down on the small slab of sidewalk in front of the door, they land on her legs and her 

cheeks.  She can smell herself now that she’s sitting down, sweat and dirt and pee.  Her 

legs are sore and she stretches them in front of her while she tries to think about what 

she’ll tell Matt.  Would he believe a kidnapping story?  It’s really not that far from the 

truth…  “I was just walking to the post office,” she could say, “and these guys jumped 

out of a Tacoma and threw me into the cab with them.  I think they were going to kill 

me, but then I peed myself and they let me go.”  Would he believe that?  Depends on 

how much he’s had to drink—

By the time the Taurus swings into the gas station, Elena has fallen asleep, her 

head tipped back against the brick.  She wakes up to Matt shaking her, saying “Elena. 

Hey Elena, let’s go.”

“Okay,” she says.  She grabs his arm and he helps pull her up.  He’s left the 

Taurus idling, and even with the windows closed she can hear the loud punk music she’s 

going to have to listen to all the way home.  “Thanks for coming to get me.”  She 

clenches her teeth and forces a smile.

“Yeah,” he says.  “Yeah, you’re welcome.  Get in the car.  I gotta piss and I’m 

gonna buy a pack of gum.  You want anything?”

“No thanks.”

Elena watches him enter the store and disappear into the bathroom at the back, 

behind the Slurpee machines.  She opens the passenger-side door and starts to lower 

herself onto the seat, but then it hits her.  Perfect.  It’s cruel, but if she goes back now, 
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she’ll never leave.  She holds her breath and darts a look through the gas station 

windows, waiting until he appears again, his face gloomy.  She bends low when he stalls 

in an aisle, his back to her and the parking lot.  He’s perusing the candy bars, his 

shoulders hunched and narrow, and it’s not him, she knows, but her. Quickly she sneaks 

around the front of the car.  She pulls open the driver’s side door and scoots the seat 

forward so she can reach the pedals.  Now, she thinks, shifting the car into drive, but 

when she looks back to the window, Matt’s looking out.  It seems impossible, but he’s 

smiling, giving a little wave.
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119 Chestnut

The couple in the apartment next to mine is unhappy but they hide it.  She’s 

from Argentina and doesn’t speak much English.  It’s not like the last time, my little 

third-floor apartment in Sunbury—“Scumbury,” I called it, “Scumbury, PA”—with my 

neighbor, Tiffany, I think her name was, but Kimberly sounds right too.  She’d ambush 

me whenever she heard me jingle my keys at the door.  “Want a cigarette?” she’d ask, 

standing on the second-floor landing.  She didn’t wear sunglasses, not even to cover a 

bruised eye.  “Want a cigarette?” she’d ask, but what she meant was, “Do you want to 

give me a cigarette?” and I didn’t, not really, though I always had a full pack.

 They had a baby.  Zachary.  He was only a few weeks old when I moved in, and 

I heard thumps and screams that first afternoon while a boyfriend was trying to fit my 

queen-sized mattress into the bedroom and I was making my own loud thumps, 

pounding nails to hang my full-length mirror on the bathroom wall.  

There was a crash downstairs, and then a loud drawn-out shriek.  The boyfriend 

came down the hallway from the bedroom. “What the hell was that?” he asked.  His 

eyes were big and round.

“I don’t know,” I said, looking at my hammer, and then I laughed a little laugh 
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that for my whole life has been sneaking out of my mouth at inappropriate times.

*

The first time I met her I was at the grocery store and I was all dressed-up—

mascara and heels, a sleek black coat.  She had on this sweatshirt with a big Mickey 

Mouse on it, this woman who was getting the shit kicked out of her three times a week, 

bent over looking for brownie mix.  Her hair was long and brassy blonde, streaky and 

brittle.  “Hi,” she said.  I was looking for King Arthur bread-flour, and because she 

didn’t have the baby with her and I’d only seen her a few times, I wasn’t sure who she 

was.  “119 Chestnut,” she said.  “I live below you, on the second floor.”  She told me 

her name then, Tiffany or Kimberly, and she told me she could hear me playing the 

piano at night.  I don’t play the piano, never have, but the guy who lived across the hall 

listened to George Winston at high volume.  “It’s pretty,” she said,  “I like hearing it.” 

“What I don’t like hearing,” I felt like saying, “is you getting beat up.”  I looked 

at her squatting in front of the red boxes of Duncan Hines Devil’s Food, and commented 

on her toenails, which were glazed shiny metallic grey.

  “Yeah,” she said.  She straightened up and stretched out a flip-flopped foot. 

“My boyfriend bought this for me.  He says red looks trashy.”

“Huh,” I said, and then I spied my flour.  I grabbed two bags and nodded at the 

woman, but on my way to the check-out I detoured through the cosmetic aisle, bought a 

bottle of the trashiest red polish I could find.

*

Let me paint this for you: I’m in my apartment, half the top floor of this 

hundred-year old Victorian house on the corner of Market and Chestnut.  The house 
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used to be beautiful—an archway leads into my kitchen; there’s a fireplace, wood floors

—but the walls are scarred now, the fireplace boarded up, and the house has tilted; the 

rooms are at a slant.  When I drop a bead or a grape on the floor, it rolls toward the back 

of the house, and I have to walk uphill to get into bed. 

I’m up on the third floor and the shades are drawn; maybe I’m drinking a latte, 

maybe  I’ve lit a cig.  Soon I’ll go out, meet someone for a glass of wine, but for now 

I’m just doing the crossword, looking in the mirror and pursing my lips.

Chestnut merges into Route 61, a trucking route, so a semi rounds the corner 

every thirty seconds, exhaling noise.  My neighbor across the hall cranks up his stereo 

and this piano solo, which really is lovely no matter how many times you hear it, blows 

through the house.  I’m drinking my latte and doing the crossword.  It isn’t exactly 

peaceful, but it comes close.

A door slams somewhere downstairs but I don’t focus on it, and even when it 

seems the people below me are moving their furniture, dragging coffee tables over wood 

floors, letting sofas plop to the ground, I think, Hey, spring cleaning, I should sweep the 

dust from under my bed.  The baby starts wailing and it’s loud, like he’s being held over 

somebody’s head, his mouth pushed as close to their ceiling and my floor as possible, 

but even that could be normal.  Babies cry, not that I’d know, but they’ve got big lungs 

in their little bodies, and sorrow’s a part of life.  I sip my latte, chew the end of my pen. 

She screams, and I think about calling the cops, but we’ve been through this a few 

times.  I’ll call, they show up, and I stand at the bottom of my stairs, listening through 

the slit below my door.  “It’s the Sunbury police,” a heavy voice says, and then the door 

clicks open.
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“Can I help you?”  Her voice is firm and dry.

“Is everything okay in here?”

“Just fine.”

“We got a call.  Do you want us to come in?”

“No.  We’re fine.”

“Loud thumps and screaming?  Are you sure you don’t want us to come in?”

“I’m sure.  We’ve been playing hide-and-seek, and sometimes the game gets a 

little wild.”  There’s a pause, and then, “You know what I mean?  Like when you’re 

running around and screaming?”

Every once in a while, a female officer’s voice cuts in, and it’s softer, pulled 

back.  I press my ear closer to the bottom of the door.  “Ma’am,” she says.  “Ma’am, if 

you let us in we can help you.”

“I don’t need any help,” my neighbor says.  “I already told you.  Hide and seek.”

It got silly after a while, summoning the police.  So I quit calling, though I never 

quit listening in. 

*

That year I mixed drinks at Mario’s, pushing Snakebites at frat boys and wearing 

short skirts, filling pitchers and flirting for tips.  Our liquor sat on shelves in front of a 

big mirror, and in the lag-time after Happy Hour and before the crowds showed up, I’d 

watch myself dust the bottles, though they were always clean.  The mirror was long and 

clear and sometimes, moving a rag across the mid-level gins, I’d look and I’d be 

someone else, someone with wrinkles at the corners of her eyes and pale sunken cheeks. 

A terrifying second later, it would be me again, although for all the time I spent looking 
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in mirrors, I was never able to see what I was.

Most nights I’d get off work and walk to the Edison, this quiet bar on 8th where 

they played classical music and served slices of exotic spiky fruits in their drinks. 

Almost always there was somebody waiting—a Michael, maybe (there were two), a 

Kevin, a Chris.  He’d buy my martinis and drive me home.  If I was drunk, I’d bring 

him upstairs, but I never let anyone stay the night. 

*

Late one night, sober enough to say goodbye to Michael or Kevin at his car, I 

see my little sister perched on the steps of 119, a cigarette glowing in her mouth.  “Hey 

Alyssa,” she says, as if we’ve talked in the past six months.

She stubs the cigarette against the railing, tells me she needs a place to stay. 

Black tights and red boots, her fingers full of clunky rings, she pushes herself off the 

steps.  “Alyssa,” she says, putting her arms around me.  “Is it a big deal if I spend a few 

nights on your couch?”  

I don’t hug people, never have, so I squinch up my shoulders and drop my arms 

when she pulls me close, back away as soon as she lets go.  She’s taller, thinner than 

before, her eyes lined in heavy black.  It was Christmas the last time I saw her, right 

before she dropped out of acting school, her third attempt at a degree.  I’d given her a 

yellow cashmere sweater, and we’d searched for a cup of coffee, ended up at Lung 

Fung’s drinking tea.  “So?” she asks, digging another cigarette from her pack.

“Three days,” I told her, but in a week I was cleaning out the guest room, and 

she was moving in.  
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I knew a girl from Mario’s whose parents owned the retirement home on Diller, 

and she got my sister a job changing sheets.  Kay walked to work at seven in the 

morning, and by the time she got home, I was already half-way through Happy Hour, 

pouring rows of Red-Headed Sluts for this row of red-headed sluts who came in every 

night, greasing our shot-glasses with their lipstick, clacking their nails across the 

keypads of their phones.

 Most nights Kay was in bed by the time I got off, but sometimes, if the bar was 

slow, I’d get home early and we’d make pasta in the kitchen, split a bottle of wine. 

Once, I tried to teach her to bake bread.  I didn’t stop going to the Edison but I cut my 

visits back, and I tiptoed on the stairs whenever I brought someone up.

Kay was thin enough to wear my clothes and she took them without asking, left 

her dishes in the sink and watched loud TV.  It was like we were in high school again, 

best friends one day, enemies the next, but she paid half the rent and it was nice to have 

a roommate.  She filled our windows with houseplants from the retirement home, a new 

fern from the night-table of every grandmother who passed away.  When she got drunk 

she sang opera, and whether she was laughing or showering or talking on the phone, she 

did it as if on stage.

We both had Wednesdays off, and we’d go out to lunch and then to the grocery 

store.  She piled the cart with junk food.  “Snack-mix and Pepsi,” I’d say, adding yogurt 

and garlic and spinach.  “Ketchup is not a vegetable, Kay.”

“Thanks, Mom.”  She’d throw a bag of marshmallows on top of my eggplant, 

and somehow we managed to grin at each other across the cart, as if, finally, after 

fifteen years, it was okay to make jokes.  
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“Do you think she can hear us?” Kay asked once.  We were loading our bags in 

the car.  “You know,” she said.  She glanced up at the sky as if expecting a divine 

answer, our mother floating on a cloud maybe, smiling down and nodding, her face 

glowing and round, the way it was when we were children, when she’d paint our 

fingernails and let us brush out her hair.  It smelled like the chamomile that sprouted in 

our rocky backyard.  We twisted our fingers through the strands.

I squeezed the half-gallon of milk I’d been putting in the car.  I wanted a flood 

of milk in the parking lot, the asphalt wet and white.  Our mother had been beautiful—

strangers in the street stopped to tell her.  Men she’d just met proclaimed their love on 

our answering machine.  Then her hair fell out and her skin turned grey, and after 

school, when I padded into her bedroom, her eyes glossed over me.  She couldn’t tell if 

it was me or Kay holding her hand.

“Lyss?” Kay said in the parking lot.  She tossed the final bag in the trunk and 

pushed the cart out of the way.  “It doesn’t matter if you think she’s gone, Lyss,” she 

said, taking the carton from my hands.  “Because I feel her.  I hear her saying my 

name.”   

“I can’t hear anything,” I said, and for weeks it was true.  I was deaf and 

weightless, stuffed with cotton.  I brewed pot after pot of chamomile.

*

When we were little, Kay had a new best friend every afternoon.  Sometimes it 

would be me and we’d gallop around the yard on imaginary horses, ripping the tassels 

from our bikes for our reins.  She was a year younger, but it felt the other way around, 

and when another little girl was the chosen friend, I would sit, book in lap, on the stoop 
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of the screen door and feign boredom while they played games I’d thought up.  

Some two decades later, this is how it felt when my little sister’s new friends 

started picking her up outside of 119.  “Bring them up,” I said, offering cheese trays, my 

living room, wine.  “What are you, embarrassed?”

“Yes, Lyss,” she’d say, laughing.  “I’m so embarrassed.”  Grabbing a bottle of 

Riesling from the fridge, she’d blow me a kiss on her way down the stairs, and when I 

heard the door slam shut, I’d walk across the slanted floors to the tiny deck that jutted 

from my bedroom.  Lighting a cigarette, I’d watch her climb into somebody’s backseat, 

loud and laughing, filled with an excitement I could never seem to find.

If  I was still awake when Kay came home, I’d disappear into my bedroom when 

I heard her heels snap across the wood floor.  “Lyss?” she’d say, knocking lightly. 

“Lyss?”  She’d push the door open a crack.  “You should have come with me, Lyss.  We 

had so much fun.”  

I can still see her, leaning against the door frame, lit up from the light in the hall. 

She’s grinning into my dark bedroom, giving me an invitation to a good time that’s 

gone.

The summer I was seven and Kay was six, our mother signed us up for Saturday 

morning ballet lessons at the Y.  We got matching black tights and tiny pink slippers, 

and we pirouetted around a big mirrored room wearing tutus with gauzy skirts.  I 

remember the positions, first through fifth, and if asked to plié or relevé, I could do it, 

rounding my arms and lengthening my neck.  

There was a bench by the door where parents sat, and when the teacher stood us 



43
in a line at the barre, we were supposed to keep our eyes on our own small bodies, 

checking for straight legs and pointy toes, but I watched my mother through the mirror

—watched her watch me—until summer’s end when she started spending the hour with 

her head slumped against the wall.  Her cheeks hollowed out and I locked my eyes on 

my own reflection, examining myself so as not to see her.

It was the only summer we did ballet, and two years later our mother was gone. 

We were moved across the country to live with a father Kay had never met, who hadn’t 

wanted us to begin with, a man we pretended we didn’t need.

*

One slow night at Mario’s, the woman from the second floor—Tiffany, I’ll say

—showed up with her husband.  I’d only seen him from behind, just once, when I was 

smoking a cigarette on my bedroom’s tiny deck, and he was walking toward a Jeep 

Wrangler on the other side of the street.  I’d considered waiting for his return, hiding 

behind the railings of the porch and timing it just right, letting a burning cigarette fall 

onto his hat as he started back up the steps, but it was cold outside and I’ve never had 

very good aim.

In my mind he was always wearing a wife-beater, but when he walked into the 

bar, he had on a forest green sweater and khaki slacks.  He was clean-cut and he slid 

Tiffany’s stool out for her, stood until she sat down.  

I’ve been wrong, I thought, arranging cocktail napkins and sliding an ashtray 

within reach.  Hide and seek, who knew?  She had on a jean jacket over a white long-

sleeved shirt, and her wedding band flashed as she moved her hand across the bar.  It 

had been months since she’d stopped me for a cigarette, around the time Kay moved in, 
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and her hair was cut short, dyed  reddish brown.  I hadn’t heard any screaming in weeks

—not even from the baby—or maybe it was just that Kay and her high-decibel living 

conquered the second-floor sounds.  At the bar Tiffany had a pack of her own cigarettes. 

She lit one, taking dainty little puffs, and if she recognized me, she didn’t let on.  

Hubby pushed up his sleeves—forearms tan and thick and tattoo-free.  “A rum 

and Coke,” he said.  There was a wide, silver watch on his left wrist.  He had wavy 

brown hair and his sweater made his eyes glow green.  

“Bacardi?” I said.  “151?”

He scanned the shelves.  “Meyers.” 

I nodded and turned to Tiffany, but she’d angled her body away from the bar, 

her eyes locked on her man.  I couldn’t see for sure, but by the way she’d twisted her 

stool, I thought they were playing footsie.  “What can I get you?” I asked.

She lipped her cigarette and stared at her man.  “Just a water,” she said.  “With 

ice and a straw.”

I made the drinks and set them on the napkins, and then I ducked my head into 

the stock room where the back-up bartender was checking the pressure on the kegs, told 

him he could go early.  Most of the tables were empty, and besides Tiffany and her 

husband, there was just one other couple taking tequila shots at the far end of the bar.  I 

wiped off the shelves and rinsed out the bar-well, trying to look busy while lingering to 

eavesdrop.  They weren’t talking, just sitting close.  He took small sips of his drink 

while Tiffany slid the straw around in her mouth like some tarted-up teenager tonguing 

a lollipop.

I washed a few pint glasses, rubbing them dry with a cloth, and then I started 
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dusting the bottles on the top shelf, watching their reflections in the mirror behind the 

bar.  Tiffany slid around on her stool.  “Can we get a little privacy?” she said, her eyes 

in the mirror meeting mine.

I watched my face turn red.  “Of course,” I said, tossing the rag in the bucket 

under the sink.  I made a move toward the other couple, but Hubby was finishing his 

drink.  He set the empty glass down hard.  I stopped between the two couples.  “Did you 

need another?” I asked, aiming the question at everybody.

The tequila drinkers shook their heads, but Hubby slid his glass across the bar. 

“One more.”  He flicked his tongue over his lips and stared at me.  “She gets jealous,” 

he said.  He jerked his head at Tiffany, but his eyes were still on mine.  I couldn’t look 

away, not even to reach for the Meyers, but then he broke his stare and pulled Tiffany’s 

hand across the bar.  “Don’t you, honey?”  He was squeezing her hand.  “Don’t you get 

jealous when pretty women serve me drinks?”

 I looked at Tiffany, ready to duck if she made a move for the glass.  I saw it 

smashing into the mirror behind me, heard her screaming as she stabbed her cigarette 

into one of those bright green eyes.  But she hadn’t thrown the glass and she wasn’t 

screaming, and the cigarette was at her lips.  She smiled at me and took a long drag. 

Tapping her cigarette in the ashtray, she said, “You can go ahead and fix his drink.”

When I got home that night, the apartment was dark and Kay wasn’t there.  I 

ignored a sink full of dishes and sat by the door at the bottom of the stairs, listening to 

the second-floor.  The semi-trucks shook the house as they roared past, but there was no 

piano solo, and as I sat there in the quiet, it hit me that I hadn’t been to the Edison in 
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weeks.  I closed my eyes and listened harder, waiting to hear crying, screaming, a series 

of heavy thumps.  I wanted to hear Kay clomping her boots up the stairs and hollering 

about her day.  She’d be half-drunk but ready to drink more, and I’d follow her into the 

kitchen where she’d slam open the cupboard.  We’d go through a bottle, laughing and 

spilling our glasses, and she’d sing opera or stumble into my bedroom, try on my 

clothes and ask me if she looked pretty.  

But there were no boots, just the trucks rumbling toward 61.  I sat on the stairs 

listening for Kay and trying to ignore the irony: The drunks wanting drinks, the men at 

the Edison—I’d spent much time being the one people waited for. 

*

“I met someone,” Kay said the next morning, bumbling through my closet to 

reclaim a pair of jeans.  It was six-thirty in the morning, the shades were drawn, and my 

eyes were closed, but Kay was full-speed, yammering about somebody named Jonathan, 

a nurse at the retirement home who’d taken her out for drinks after work.  She’d stayed 

the night, but they hadn’t had sex.  “Because he didn’t want to,” she said. “Isn’t that 

great?”

“Great,” I said.  

“It is great, Alyssa,” my sister said.  She turned away from the closet, her hands 

on her hips.  “It proves something.  That they exist, don’t you get it?  And then he drove 

me home.  At six o’clock in the morning, after not having sex!”

“Maybe he can’t get it up,” I said.

“Maybe he’s a gentleman.”

“Great,” I said.  “Marry him.”
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She found her jeans and crossed the room to the side of my bed.  “Maybe I will,” 

she said.  

And two months later, in a ceremony so private I wasn’t invited, she did.

Kay packed her stuff on a Wednesday, and when her boxes were gone from the 

hallway, I got out the vacuum and the Windex and the mop.  I spent the afternoon 

cleaning, blasting an old Counting Crows CD, drinking a bottle of wine.  I was happy 

she was gone, to get back all my space, and I converted the empty bedroom into a 

dressing room, moved in my clothes and bought a mirror for each wall.  

*

The first year she was sick, when her cancer was just a long cold, her bedside 

table became a forest of flowers, and suitors came suited-up to deliver fresh lilies, 

daisies, a potted mini-fig.  For years there was a new step-father every Saturday night, 

but in the end it was the nanny who drove us to the hospital and the nanny who took us 

home.  

*

Kay played house in a modest neighborhood near the hospital; I sat alone in my 

dressing room.  I could bring men here, I thought a few weeks after Kay’s wedding, 

pose on all fours and look in my own eyes instead of theirs.  But the Edison had a new 

crowd; the Michaels had moved on.  

I can rebuild, I told myself.  Acquire another collection, an assembly, an army, a 

pool of men, a new one every day.  It would be exhausting work—the outfits, the make-

up, the practiced smiles, writing my number on matchbooks, laughing, tossing my hair
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—exhausting and empty, but I didn’t know what else to do. 

I returned to the Edison on a Friday, found a table in the back where a long 

saltwater fish tank provided soft blue light.  The bar was crowded, but my only 

company were the fish, and with nothing else to do, I drank like one.  I’d had three gin 

and tonics when the waitress walked over with a drink I hadn’t ordered, and when I 

looked to the bar, a man I didn’t recognize raised his glass.  He wore a tan sports coat 

over a pair of slacks, and he came toward my table with a pint of dark beer.  “Thank 

you,” I said when he was close.  I lifted my drink, something peachy clear in a hurricane 

glass, rimmed with slices of kiwi and lime.

He pulled out the chair across from mine and sat down, resting his own glass on 

the table. His name was Evan, he said, and then he asked for mine, and it was like it 

always was in the beginning, recreating myself for someone else, trying to be new.  That 

Friday, I was mysterious Alyssa, giving cryptic answers to simple questions, keeping 

my head tipped low, my eyes at his throat.  We drank while his chair moved closer to 

mine, and soon his hand was firm on my thigh.  Then he was signaling for the check, 

and I was following him to the door.  “Do you want a ride?” he asked when we were 

standing on the sidewalk.

I fumbled in my purse for cigarettes.  I couldn’t find my lighter, and I was about 

to slide back into the bar, ask for a matchbook, when a shiny Volvo pulled up to the 

curb on the other side of the street.  A man I’d brought into my bed one night the year 

before stepped out of the car.  His hair was silver, but he had a young face, and I 

remembered looking up into his watery blue eyes.  We’d had one night, he drunker than 

I, and I hadn’t seen him since.  He walked around the front of his Volvo and stood at the 
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passenger door. 

 “Do you know him?” Evan said, his hand suddenly on my waist.  I shook my 

head, but I couldn’t stop staring, not even when Evan tried to steer me up the sidewalk.

The man I’d slept with pulled open the passenger door, extended his hand.  A 

thin pale arm reached out, and the woman attached to the pale arm was dressed in a long 

white gown, cut to show shoulders and sharp collarbones.  Her skin was smooth and 

pale, framed by long light hair held back in a loose twist.  She laughed at something the 

man said, and even from across the street, I could see her teeth were small and glossy 

white.  

“You ready to go?” said Evan.  He tugged on my arm like a leash.

“No,” I said, but the word had no sound.  The pale woman and the man started 

across the street.  She was so light she floated above the asphalt, and I wanted to touch 

her, feel the chill of her skin.  Just as they were about to pass me, I dropped my purse. 

Bending to scoop it up, I reached out for her ankle, the back of her leg, but her step was 

beyond my grasp and as they disappeared through the door of the bar, all I felt was the 

air.

“Hey,” Evan said.  “Are you okay?”

I stared at the sidewalk, squeezing my empty fist.  

“What are we doing?”  He was looking at me strangely.  “You know,” he said, 

gesturing toward the parking lot.  “Why are we even doing this?”

I bit hard on my bottom lip.  I’ve never been a crier.  “You don’t have to take me 

home,” I said.  It killed me that he might think I was tearing up over him.  

“I don’t mind giving you a ride,” he said.  “But I—I don’t know.  Do you do this 
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a lot?”

“This?” I said.  “What’s this?”

He looked down at his shoes, pleated Venetian loafers.  “I just wonder,” he said, 

“do you even know why?”

I turned toward the bar.  They’d be at a table in the front, their chairs pushed 

together, ordering a bottle of something chilled.  “You look beautiful,” he’d say leaning 

close, breathing in the smell of her hair.

“Why?” Evan said.  He’d softened his eyes and I felt like a child. 

I didn’t have an answer, not for him or for myself.  I went home alone.

*

On the morning I moved out of 119 Chestnut, I slipped an envelope with a letter 

below the door of the second floor apartment.  “Remember your child,” I’d written, 

listing statistics and citing experts who claimed that abusive behaviors pass from fathers 

to sons.  Maybe she saw the letter before her husband, and maybe she took her little boy 

and left him that afternoon.  Or maybe it was hide-and-seek all along.  Or maybe, and 

this is the one that really scares me, maybe she needed that life—needs it still—and 

maybe she’ll never know why.

*

There are three hundred and ninety-three miles between my town in upstate New 

York and Sunbury, PA; between the apartment I now rent and 119 Chestnut Street; 

between my sister and me.  I don’t talk to her much because I don’t talk to anyone 

much.  I work with spreadsheets in an office and wear sweatpants to the store.

My Argentinean neighbors don’t have children, but this afternoon they built a 
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snowman in the front lawn of our complex, wedging a carrot in the snow for a nose, 

laughing like teenagers.  It looked like fun, but I’ve heard them fighting, and some 

nights she storms past my door to the courtyard, where she sits on a bench, her face in 

her hands.  I think I could help, even without speaking her language, pull on mittens and 

bring out a cup of tea maybe, a chilled glass of wine.  We could sit together, white 

flakes swirling, and if the silence between us became too much, I could teach her to say 

“Cream, no sugar” or “It’s been a hard day.”  

In the Yard

Liz unscrews the lid from a mason jar, shakes a mound of walnuts onto the 

cutting board, and pulls her favorite knife from the block.  She smashes the walnuts flat 
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with the broad side of her blade, smiling as they crunch.  She keeps her mind on the 

perfect strokes of her knife, keeps it off Chris and the way he looked at her this 

morning, distastefully, his small brown eyes on her stomach as she stood in front of the 

mirror in the master bathroom, the towel slipping from her waist to the floor.  “What?” 

she’d asked, crouching for the towel.  “What?”  Standing, she’d pulled it tight around 

her, so tight it squeezed her flesh.

“Nothing.”  He’d shrugged his shoulders, turned his eyes to the quilt, and that 

seemed to be the end of it—until, clearing his throat, he’d blurted out, “I could get you a 

membership, you know, if you want.”

Liz brings the blade to the nuts, chopping and smashing until they’re nearly a 

powder.  She lifts the cutting board above the metal mixing bowl and scrapes the nuts in 

with the blade.  She doesn’t lick the spoon.  She won’t eat a single cookie, not even one. 

Chris can have them all—four dozen, all to himself.  Well, Chris and Jenna.  Chris 

thinks her little six-year-old stomach is cute.

She flours her hands to shape the balls of dough, pushes them flat on a cookie 

sheet in careful rows of three.  Twelve cookies to a tray—always—because that’s the 

only way to guarantee an even bake, and forget about ten minutes at 350.  Seven 

minutes, maybe eight, leave them slightly underdone—like eggs, they’ll continue to 

cook once out of the heat.  Slowing metabolisms, gray hairs—plenty of things are out of 

our control, Liz thinks.  But perfect cookies?  Got it.  

When the final tray is in the oven, she grabs a half-gallon of whole milk from 

the fridge, and pours a glass for Jenna.  “Whole milk,” the doctor advised at a recent 

check-up, “to get her weight up a bit.”  How very ironic, Liz thinks as she sets the glass 
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on Jenna’s child-size table.  She puts two cookies on a small plate, and sets it next to the 

glass of milk on the table.  “Jenna,” she calls out the open window above the sink. 

“Would you like a cookie?”  But there is no answer from the backyard, just the buzz of 

the lawnmower down the street, the neighbor’s dog barking, two houses away.

Pulling on her oven mitt, she grabs the sheet from the oven and sets it on the 

cloth on the counter.  She wipes a glob of dough off the edge of the unbaked tray and 

slides it onto the lower rack of the oven, and then she walks to the bottom of the steps in 

the hallway and yells up to the second floor, “Jenna!  There are some cookies down 

here!” and when no reply comes, she wipes her hands on the back of her shorts and 

starts climbing.  Jenna’s room is a mess, littered with baby dolls and tiny plastic bottles, 

a miniature nursery created from old diapers Jenna never wore and receiving blankets 

Liz never took to the Goodwill.  It needs a good dusting and the sheets haven’t been 

washed in two weeks and there are stuffed animals and books all over the floor, so many 

things to do Liz wants to climb into the closet and hide.  

There is no Jenna among the mess, and Liz takes a deep breath and steps back 

out into the hall, calling her daughter’s name.  She checks the study and the master 

bedroom.  She looks behind the shower curtain in the bathroom, pulls open the towel 

cupboard.  There’s a bottle of Valium in the mirror cabinet, and she thinks about 

popping the top and taking two—the prescription says “for anxiety”—but they numb 

her, and lately she’s been needing them only to sleep.  

“Jenna!” she calls, heading back down the stairs, but the living room is empty 

too.  She pokes her head in the downstairs bathroom, and then ducks back into the 

kitchen, just in case.  She’s running now, jogging is more like it—Chris would look at 
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her thighs and think waddling, waddling like a goose—  She’s telling herself it’s not yet 

time to panic; surely Jenna is in the backyard where she was, jumping on the mini-

trampoline or catching bugs, maybe mixing up nasty little potions of mud and blueberry 

yogurt in shampoo bottles.  Liz just didn’t see her, and Jenna didn’t answer because she 

knows her mother doesn’t like it when she does that—Jenna’s concoctions leave brown 

spots in the lawn, and she takes silverware from the kitchen to stir her mixtures and 

forgets to bring the spoons back inside, turns them into mini-shovels in the sandbox. 

“Jenna!” Liz yells at the screen door.  “This isn’t funny!”  

It’s a Wednesday afternoon.  It’s a sunny summer day.  Has she gone to the 

neighbors’?  Jenna is six, old enough to know better than to leave the backyard by 

herself, but maybe they were throwing water-balloons on the lawn next door or drawing 

on the patio with sidewalk chalk.  Jenna loves water-balloons in the summer, not 

throwing them, but cradling big balloons like soft, fragile babies.  Maybe that’s it, 

maybe she was so excited to baby a balloon she simply forgot to stick her head in the 

back door, yell, “Mom, can you take me over to Ethan’s?” before slipping through the 

gate in the fence and running around the Juniper hedge to her friend’s yard.  

Yes, Liz thinks, this makes sense.  All she needs to do now is throw on a pair of 

sneakers and head next door where she’ll put a hand on Jenna’s shoulder and give her a 

slight scolding.  “Jenna,” she’ll say.  “Honey, please make sure you check in with me.  I 

was worried.”  Jenna will look up and blink her blue eyes—“Sorry, Mom.”  They’ll 

walk back holding hands.

But when Ethan’s mother opens the door, Liz can see Ethan sitting on the floor 
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of the living room in front of the television (on a summer afternoon!), his baby brother 

on his belly next to him, no blonde-haired child in jean shorts and a pink tank top in 

sight.  “Caroline,” she says, steadying herself by throwing a hand out to the door frame. 

“Caroline, you haven’t seen her, have you?  Jenna?”

“No,” Caroline says—her eyes are done with shadow and liner, does her 

husband like that?  Does he think she looks good naked?—“We haven’t seen her all 

day.”

“I can’t find her.”  It’s real when she says it, and Liz is suddenly the foolish 

mother—the one she knows she isn’t.  “I’ve looked all over the house.”

“Huh.”  Caroline turns toward the living room.  “Hey, Ethan!” she calls.  “Come 

here!”

Ethan scoots up from the floor and comes toward Liz with his neck turned, his 

eyes glued to the TV.  

“Have you seen Jenna?” Caroline asks him.  “Have you seen her today?”

“Nuh-uh,” Ethan says.  He drags a bare arm under his nose.  

“Okay.”  Liz nods, but the concrete beneath her is shimmering, she’s dizzy, it’s 

the angle of the sun, the glare, and there’s sweat in a pool between her breasts.  “Okay.” 

She turns from the door.  

“Wait!”  Caroline’s hand is on her shoulder.  “Did you check the Sims?” 

The Sims.  Of course.  Mrs. Sims loves Jenna; she’s always showing up with her 

hard flavorless gingersnaps for Jenna to gnaw.  They get tossed in the garbage as soon 

as Mrs. Sims hobbles back up the street.  She makes yarn dolls for the neighborhood 

children, little floppy toys designed for cats.  Jenna loves them.  Of course that’s where 
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she is.  

She walks there, up the block to the Sims’ house on the corner.  She walks, 

taking big steps but not running, because there is absolutely no reason to run.  Jenna will 

be sitting at the counter in the Sims’ small kitchen.  She’ll be destroying her teeth with a 

gingersnap, but it’ll be okay, Liz tells herself as she reaches the doorstep, okay because 

she needs to make an appointment for her to go to the dentist anyway.  She’ll do it just 

as soon as they get home.

“Liz!” Mrs. Sims says opening the door.  “What a nice surprise!  Come in, I’ll 

make coffee!”

“Where’s Jenna?”

Mrs. Sims shakes her head.

“Jenna.  Is she here?”

“Oh no, Liz,” Mrs. Sims says.  “No, we haven’t seen her all week.”  She’s 

looking at Liz, frowning, but then she reaches down and slips on her gardening clogs. 

“Come on,” she says.  “I’ll help you look.  I’ll go to the park, maybe that’s where she 

is.”  She reaches a thin arm out to Liz as she moves past her on the doorstep, pats her 

quickly on the shoulder and pulls the door closed.  “You know kids,” she says, and then 

she’s moving stiffly across the street toward the park that’s two blocks over.

Jenna isn’t inside, Liz thinks, still standing on the doorstep.  She isn’t eating a 

gingersnap.  Liz turns from the door in a daze but then someone is calling her name and 

Caroline is coming toward her, the baby on her hip.  “Not here?” she says.  She hands 

Liz a phone.  “Call the police, Liz.  Call them.  Now.”
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The baby on Caroline’s hip is reaching his chubby hand down Caroline’s blouse 

and Caroline is pushing it away.  The baby is stubborn, keeps reaching, over and over, 

his hand slipping down into Caroline’s shirt and grabbing for a nipple.  He’s hungry. 

It’s obvious.  “Aren’t you still breastfeeding?” Liz says.  “You should be, you know. 

Six months is good, but really, a year is so much better.”

“Liz,” Caroline says, pushing the phone into Liz’s hands.  “Call the police.”

Chris has called 911 before, when Jenna was eight months old, choking on a 

spoonful of mashed peas. He’d grabbed the phone while Liz was whacking her on the 

back with the heel of her hand, the way she’d been taught in the infant CPR class.  In 

that instant, even with a choking baby face down over her knees, Liz had found herself 

wanting to have another child, a security, a reason to keep living, just in case, but two 

first-trimester miscarriages were all that followed.  That night on the phone, Chris had 

just started to explain the emergency when Jenna spit a green mouthful up onto the leg 

of Liz’s jeans and started to wail.  “If that’s the child I hear in the background,” the 911 

man had said, “I think she’s probably fine.”

Probably fine, Liz tells herself now.  Jenna is probably fine.  

“What is your emergency?” a voice says.  Liz is wandering the sidewalk in front 

of the Sims’ house, and the baby, Caroline’s baby, is still asking to be fed.

“She’s missing,” Liz says.  “Jenna.  She was in the backyard.  My little girl.”

Caroline is looking at her when she hangs up. “What?” Liz says.  “What do you 

want?”

“Are they coming?”

Liz nods.  That’s what the 911 man said, right?  She has to go back to the house, 
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and that’s a good idea anyway, because maybe Jenna has come home.  Maybe she’s 

been there all along, maybe Liz just missed her the first time.  Did she check the upstairs 

bathroom?  The basement!  Maybe Jenna went down to the basement to look through 

the boxes of old toys in the storage space.  Maybe she’s fallen asleep down there, curled 

like a kitten next to the dryer in a pile of laundry.  

She turns from Caroline and runs back down the block, toward Chris who is now 

standing outside the front door, home a little early for a Wednesday, but then it’s 

summer, and all week he’s been leaving the office by four.  Usually when he gets home 

he pulls on his Spandex and laces his sneakers, heads out for a jog, sending a look at Liz 

that says, You could be doing this too.  As if she doesn’t have her hands full with Jenna 

all day long.  As if the house will vacuum itself.  

“Liz,” Chris says, starting down the porch steps.  “What’s going on?  The house 

is full of smoke.  Were you baking?”

“The basement,” Liz says, pushing past him and into the house.  She pulls open 

the basement door and heads down into the darkness.  “Jenna!” she yells, tugging hard 

on the string in the ceiling that controls the light.  Baking!  If she hadn’t been baking 

cookies, if she hadn’t been in the kitchen, if she’d been outside, if she’d been in the yard 

with Jenna, watering the garden, if only she’d been outside.  She runs down the stairs 

and paws through the clothes, a dirty pile she meant to wash this afternoon.  She opens 

up the washing machine and the dryer; she looks in the pantry, under the pool table, 

behind the storage bins, in the dryer again.

“Liz,” Chris is saying.  He’s followed her down, he’s standing on the bottom 

step, disapproving with his hands on his hips.  “Where’s Jenna?  Where is she, Liz? 
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What’s going on?”

She straightens up from the dryer and looks toward her husband and she thinks 

about last Saturday, how she got angry at Chris for taking Jenna to the grocery store in 

his truck.  “She can’t ride in the front seat yet!” she’d hissed while they were unloading 

the bags.  “She’s not even fifty pounds!  She has to be buckled in her booster seat in the 

back!  It’s just not safe!  Jesus, Chris, don’t you get it?”

She stands by the dryer and she looks at him, and she says, “I don’t…I don’t 

know, honey.  She was in the backyard.”  And then there are two policemen knocking at 

their door.

Chris leaves her on the porch with the policemen and heads up the block, yelling 

Jenna’s name.  “Mrs. Elliot,” says one of the policemen.  “Can we sit down?”

She raises her arm at the deck chairs and sits down at the top of the steps, where 

she’ll be able to see the sidewalk in case Jenna comes skipping by, returning with a 

story about chasing a cat through someone’s back yard.  The kitchen is a chimney, and 

even outside she can smell the smoke.

“Is there a fire?” a policeman asks.  He’s looking at her strangely, and he 

brushes a sheet of red hair off his forehead before reaching for a notebook in his back 

pocket.  The other has kept his sunglasses on, big square-ish industrial-looking glasses 

that conceal his eyes.  

“I was baking,” Liz begins.  She takes a deep breath.  “Cookies.  I was baking 

cookies.  And Jenna was in the backyard.”

“Okay,” says the red-headed cop.  “And how long ago was this?”

Liz has no idea.  Twenty minutes?  An hour?  Somewhere in between?
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Both policemen have their notepads out and they’re looking at her, waiting for 

an answer.

“Forty minutes ago,” Liz says.  “Maybe a little less.”

They write this down.

 “Can’t one of you do this while the other starts looking?” she asks.

“Do you have a picture of Jenna?” asks the policemen with the sunglasses.

“Yes,” the other cop chimes in.  “A picture would be helpful.”

“Of course I have a picture,” Liz says.  “I have hundreds and hundreds of 

pictures.”

“Well, one or two will do,” says the one wearing sunglasses.  “Recent pictures. 

Pictures that show her face.”

Liz gets up from the porch steps and goes into the smoky kitchen where the 

refrigerator is carefully decorated with photos.  In straight lines.  They are attached with 

matching magnets, little black squares that don’t invade the photograph.  One photo was 

taken last month, over in Ocean City.  Jenna is sitting on a swing on the beach, the dirty 

Atlantic behind her, a whole-grain rice-cake in her hand.  In the picture her mouth is 

wide and her eyes are big; she’s pretending she’s going to shove the entire rice-cake in 

her mouth.  “Jenna,” Chris had said, holding the camera.  “Please, for once, just smile 

like a normal kid.”

Liz slides the photo off the fridge and takes it upstairs to the study where sheets 

of Jenna’s school pictures are sitting on the desk.  It’s just unbelievable that she hasn’t 

cut them apart and stuck the wallet-sizes in envelopes addressed to the grandparents yet; 

she’s had them all summer.  But there they are, still in sheet-form, dozens of little 
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Jennas in blue dresses with high white collars.  Liz grabs a pair of scissors and snips out 

the eight-by-ten.  The photographer must have taken the kindergartners’ pictures first 

thing in the morning, because Jenna’s hair is still smooth, the matching blue barrettes 

still carefully holding her wispy bangs in place.  

“Here,” she says to the cops, handing over the eight-by-ten.  She returns to her 

stoop at the top of the steps, holding the photo from the fridge in her lap, staring at it so 

she doesn’t have to watch them write things down.  She tells them Jenna’s full name and 

her birthday and her weight, her social security number, the names of her friends.

“Does she have any birthmarks?” asks the policemen in shades.  “Identifying 

marks?  Scars?”

“No,” Liz says, and then, “Yes.”  She tells them about the scar Jenna has on the 

underside of her right forearm, the size of a pen cap, two or three inches below the 

elbow.

“And what kind of a scar is it?” the one in glasses says.  “A burn?  A scratch?” 

He’s looking at her—Liz can tell, even though his eyes are invisible behind those lenses. 

He’s looking at her, waiting, eager to hear the story of Jenna’s scar—a child abuser!—

but she isn’t, she’s never hurt Jenna, not even a spanking!  She’s a good mother!  She 

was baking cookies but Jenna was safe!  There’s a fence in the backyard!  A fence!

“There was a nail,” Liz says, squeezing her eyes so tightly her temples feel 

pinched, then opening to look out over the walkway at the sidewalk.  “Coming through 

the divider in her closet.  We didn’t know it was there.  Jenna cut her arm on it.  Last 

year.”

They nod.  They write all of this down.
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Liz pushes herself up from the steps and walks to the sidewalk.  She can’t see or 

hear Chris, so he must be a block over—with the big thick Juniper hedges separating 

most of the lawns in the neighborhood, voices don’t travel.  Either that or he’s not 

yelling loudly enough.  They need a megaphone, a grid, a map of the block broken up 

into tiny squares.  You take this one, I’ll take that.  She closes her eyes and makes a list 

of steps—she needs somebody to draw the map, can she get one online?  And teams—

neighbors broken into teams—she’ll lead one and Chris can lead the other.  They’ll split 

up, go to the different parks, the swimming pool—it’s a far walk, but possible—and that 

megaphone, definitely the megaphone.  Walkie-talkies too, there’s a set in with the 

camping supplies in the basement—

“Mrs. Elliot,” one of the policemen says from the porch.  The batteries for the 

walkie-talkies are upstairs in the kitchen, in the middle drawer next to the stove, 

separated in Ziploc baggies—

“Let’s go into the backyard,” the policeman with the sunglasses is saying.  He’s 

come down the walkway.  He puts his hand on her arm.

“She’s not in the backyard,” Liz says.  “I already checked.”  Why didn’t she 

think of the walkie-talkies earlier?  She could beep over and see if Chris has checked the 

park yet, if he’s looked up all the tunnel slides.  Jenna loves climbing up the tunnel 

slides, and sometimes, if she’s tucked in at the top, you can’t see her from the ground.  

The policemen usher Liz around the side of the house where the gate in the 

wooden fence is still latched.  Jenna is tall enough to open the gate, but she doesn’t, not 

ever, not by herself.  The policemen lifts the metal bolt and pushes the gate open with 

his bare hands.  “What about fingerprints?” Liz says.  “What about evidence?”
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“We can’t get fingerprints from wood,” a cop says, his voice echoing through 

the yard.  “It’s a little-known fact.  People think you can get fingerprints from anything, 

but it’s much more complicated than that.”

Is this true?  It doesn’t make sense, is it true?  “She was here,” Liz says, and now 

her voice is echoing off the side of the house.  She’s walking along the inside of the 

fence, toward the back of the yard where the Junipers have gotten out of control.  “I was 

watching her from the window.”  She turns and wanders to the middle of the yard and 

sits down on the edge of the mini-trampoline, her elbows on her knees.  She thinks 

about the cookies, the spoonfuls of soft dough, the careful push of a fork cris-crossing 

them flat, a pretty little X.  She can feel the extra flesh in her stomach hanging over the 

top of her jean shorts, and she thinks back to a summer a decade ago, to smooth brown 

legs and bikinis, to salads and Diet Coke.

“Mrs. Elliot,” says one of the policemen.  He’s coming across the yard, the dark 

ovals of his glasses glinting in the sun.  “We’d like to go through the house.  Sometimes 

we see things you don’t.”

“Things?” Liz says, looking up at him.  “What things?  What would you see that 

I could have missed?”

“Please,” the policeman says.  His hand is on her shoulder again.

Across the yard the gate pushes open, and Liz jumps up from the trampoline, 

ready to run and scoop up her child.  It doesn’t even matter where she’s been.  She 

won’t even ask.  But it’s only Chris coming through the gate and he’s alone, his thick 

shoulders leading him into the yard.  He’s moving so slowly, Liz thinks as she sits back 

on the trampoline, too slowly; Jenna is still missing and here they both are in the 
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backyard, as if they’re about to have a cookout or run the lawn-mower, as if their 

daughter will just find herself.  

“Mrs. Elliot,” the policeman says as Chris comes toward them.  “My partner’s 

going to start organizing a grid-search, but first I’d like to look through the house, see if 

maybe there’s something there that you’ve missed.”

Liz nods.  Is this protocol?  Is it normal for him to look through the house? 

He’ll see the mess in Jenna’s bedroom, and the kitchen—it’s still smoky, it smells like 

burnt baking, and the sink is full of dishes.  She looks up, but it’s Chris standing beside 

her now, and the policeman is already pulling open the screen door.  

“I asked everybody,” Chris says.  “Caroline’s still out there, and so are the Rios, 

and Marcy Linden is driving over to the pool.”

“Did you check the park?  Did you look up the tunnel slides?”

Chris nods, and then he puts his face in his hands.  “What happened, Liz?”  He’s 

sobbing, muffling his voice with his hands.  “How did you lose her?”

She pushes herself up from the trampoline, staggers across the yard to the house, 

into the kitchen.  It’s not even five o’clock and the last tray of cookies went into the 

oven at 3:46.  Liz remembers that now.  She was going to check them at 3:53, maybe 

give them one more minute.  She’s only been gone an hour, just an hour, there are still 

so many places to look, so many places a child could disappear to for an hour.  The 

policeman is coming through the living room, and he’s taken off his glasses, and his 

eyes are big and clear.  “I’m just trying to think,” he says.  “Does she still take naps? 

My girls do, when they’re going through growth spurts or if they’re getting sick.”

Liz nods.  “Growth spurts.”
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“Well, sometimes,” he says, “my eight-year-old, Mara, she falls asleep in the 

strangest places, like she’s just too tired to make it to her bed.”

“I’ve looked,” Liz says, but she’s already heading toward the stairs.  It’s still a 

mess up in Jenna’s room, but Liz yanks the blankets off the bed, pulls open the closet. 

Just shoes and princess costumes and party dresses, a plastic bin of toys Chris keeps 

forgetting to take to the Goodwill.  

She hears the screen door slam downstairs and thinks the policeman must have 

gone back outside, but instead it’s Chris’s voice calling her name.  “Liz!” he’s saying, 

“we found her!”  It comes slowly, but there’s no joy, just fear in his voice and 

something else there too.  She’s down the stairs in seconds but he’s not in the kitchen 

and Jenna isn’t either.  In the driveway the red-haired policeman is on his radio. 

“What’s happening?” she screams, running around the side of the house into the 

backyard, and there, at the back of the yard near the Junipers that need to be trimmed is 

Jenna, and she’s lying still in the grass, and her head is in Chris’s lap.  

“They’re calling an ambulance,” Chris says, his eyes on Jenna’s face.  “She’s 

breathing, but Liz—” he jerks his head toward the Junipers, and Liz bends low, where 

the bottom branches have formed a sort of cave against the fence, a hollowed-out area 

that’s probably full of spider webs, a bed of dry twigs and dirt—“Liz, there’s your stuff 

in there.  Your pills, you know?  Liz, she must have taken some.”  

On her belly, Liz scoots farther into the cave—how could she not have seen this 

was here?  There are little plastic bowls and  a pile of pinecones, seed pods, the heads of 

tulips she must have plucked from the window boxes, and a single-serving yogurt 
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container.  There’s a mixing bowl full of sand and two shiny spoons lying side by side. 

A little laboratory under this bush at the back of the yard, a concoction cave.  Near the 

pinecone pile is one of Liz’s brown bottles of Valium, the top set neatly in the dirt, three 

yellow pills lined up in a row.  

She crawls out of the cave and the policeman with his glasses is looking at her 

and Jenna’s head is in Chris’s lap.  Liz looks across the yard, at the garden over by the 

gate.  She hasn’t watered the garden today, and the careful rows of her tomato plants, 

the little Sweet Millions, are burning and shimmering; they’ve sucked the water out of 

the air.  It’s too soon to hear the ambulance coming toward their street, but still there’s 

something shrieking—something shrill and airless, just shrieking, out there in the yard.
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Sinner

The only thing I had to do, Finn said, was guard the door.  Maybe hold a gun. 

But it could be unloaded, and I wouldn’t have to point it at anything.  Or maybe just at 

someone’s legs.  Maybe just Caroline’s legs, if she got in the way.  It was just—was I 

listening?—it was just two people in ski masks made a scarier force, and who knew how 

many of Stevie’s buddies would be in the house.

We knocked on the door, and Stevie, fat and bald at only twenty-seven, pulled it 

open without checking to see who was there. 

I’ve been talking with a priest.  Saturday afternoons, it’s better than therapy. 

Plus free.  The church smells like wax and lilies, and I don’t wait longer than ten 

minutes, time I spend creating Found Poems from the pages of the missalette.  I pick out 
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random words and phrases—“crown,” “dust,” “above,” “fires of hell”—and rework 

their order until I have something lyrical, something I might someday record in a book 

titled Churchy Wurchy: Poems from the Pew.  In that small windowless room with a 

shrouded screen between me and the priest, I have been forgiven because I have asked 

for forgiveness, and this is how the Catholic thing works.  Ask, and you shall receive.  

College, freshman year, my roommate was Catholic.  She took me to mass a few 

times and I got into it, the solemn singing, the little wafers dissolving on your tongue. 

We’d dress in skirts and dark tights, our hair combed and clipped in place and we’d 

show up early, dip our hands in holy water, find a pew near the front.  We’d kneel with 

our eyes closed, our mouths pinched tight, little saints in training, dainty soldiers of 

Christ.  After church we’d go out for breakfast, always pancakes and syrupy coffee, and 

it was quite the Sunday morning, getting blessed and sugared-up.  A big happy family, 

shaking hands, Peace be with you.  I was going to convert, I think, but then I met Finn. 

When I think about Finn, two years worth of memories get jumbled in my head. 

I remember walking behind him on the path between the railroad and the river, listening 

to him sing that stupid I Got Rhythm song without any rhythm at all.  I remember slow 

dancing, his hand on my waist, the barb through his tongue clacking against a cough 

drop in his mouth.  I remember one Friday night when we lay beside each other naked 

and barely breathing, but while he was my soul mate, we were never intimate because 

Finn was asexual and I don’t know how to love.

It was Finn’s idea, but the money was for me, for my car that screamed like a 

child when I tapped the brakes.  Stevie was a friend in that drug-dealer way, and Finn 
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had it all figured out.  “The world is full of unproductive potheads,” he said to me. 

“Stumbling around in their stoned-out hazes, babbling about hula-hoops and tomatoes 

and string.  But we, Amelia, you and me, we’re different.  We understand Thomas 

Hobbes, the Great Vowel Shift, the perilous future of humanity.  We, Amelia, we get 

shit done.”

For two weeks we prepared, pawing through discount bins at Goodwill for black 

sweatshirts and gloves, spying through Stevie’s windows, sneaking to his patio and 

twisting the door handle, just to get up the guts.  Stevie.  He kept his cash in a shoebox. 

How very unproductive.  How very, very unwise. 

I stuffed my hair in a swim cap and the mask fit loose on top, but Finn said, “It’s 

fine, Amelia, it covers your face fine,” and we snuck through the gate to the backdoor 

which was locked with the chain, weird, it seemed, a sign or something, but of course I 

was too smart for signs.  Standing on the patio by Stevie’s shiny grill, we squinted at 

each other through our masks, just waiting for something to happen, and then Finn said, 

“Let’s go around front.”  

We knocked on the door and Stevie was grinning, fried from bong hits and 

thinking maybe it was a joke.  But Finn had guns and I was holding one, and we were 

suddenly shouting, pushing through the door.  I found Caroline in the bathroom and 

Finn said, “Get the rope!” and it was so loud in the house he had to yell three times 

before I knew what he meant. 

Caroline.  We tied her ankles together, and she kept crying Don’t kill me!  I’m 

going to be a stewardess!  Don’t kill me!  I’ve got a life to live!

A stewardess!  My God!  Her life goal!  
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I could have gagged her, but instead I smacked her head with my gun, not too 

hard, just a little whack.  She shrieked for a second, jamming hands into fluffy hair and 

clutching her head, but we grabbed her wrists and tied them behind her back and 

dragged her into the kitchen next to Stevie, who was wiggling and holding his gut on the 

floor.  I’m not proud of this, but it had to be done. 

Let me reiterate:  I am not proud of this.  I am not telling you this to brag, to 

make you think I’m dangerous or tough or cool.  And I’m not giving excuses, about a 

father who beat me because he didn’t.  I made a mistake, but I’ve confessed and been 

forgiven.  And maybe there’s a moral here, a lesson to share with someone else.  Maybe 

it’s a part of my penance, sharing this with you, a little boost to reconciliation, a layer 

between me and that flaming pit of hell.

*

Father Frank is my dad’s age, but not at all like my dad, who drinks Miller Hi-

Life and snickers through jokes that begin Why wasn’t Jesus born in North Dakota? 

Father Frank’s hair is silky white.  He has strong forearms under his robe and if he were 

twenty years younger I might try to seduce him, but only in my mind.  “Pray the Act of 

Contrition,” Father Frank will say, and I do, I’ve got it memorized; I can say it without 

taking a breath.  “Go forth, and sin no more,” he says, and I try not to, I really, really do, 

but there’s just so much sinning to be done.    

Today I’m wearing mascara and lip gloss, and I’m thinking of sleeping with 

Father Frank, and it’s fun because it’s wrong.  I’ve slunk into a skirt that’s too short for 

church, but it’s a warm Saturday and when I leave the confessional, I’m on my way to a 

barbecue at Stevie’s house—yes, that Stevie.  
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It might seem strange that we’re friends—now, after everything, but two things: 

1. I was wearing a ski mask. 2. Caroline moved to California to be a stewardess and 

since she’s been 

flying over the Pacific, (“Cream?  Sugar?”), Stevie’s turned needy.  He’d be willing to 

forgive me, I think, for jamming a gun in his face.  And maybe someday I’ll tell him.  “I 

was only supposed to guard the door,” I could say, “and I needed the money for my 

car.”  Or maybe I’ll lie, claim a more dignified cause—a fundraiser for the Humane 

Society, a sick grandmother’s rent.  But maybe, maybe he doesn’t need to know, maybe 

it’d make him crazy, and so telling him would be a sin too, soothing my soul with his.

Today the church is empty except for three old women who are crouched in the 

front pew dangling Rosary beads from their fingers.  I kneel behind them, and one 

woman has a beard and smells like milk.  One by one they head into the confessional, 

and they can’t have much to be sorry for because in no time at all it’s my turn.  “Bless 

me, Father,” I begin, kneeling on the small wooden bench.  “Bless me, Father, for I have 

sinned.  I told my sister she was being a boob, which she was, but that’s not the point.  I 

found forty dollars on the sidewalk and I took it, stuffed the bills in my pocket without 

glancing around.  I gave the finger to this Suburbaned Supermom who cut me off on 

11th.  Oh, and I said the F-word last night when I stubbed my toe.  I laughed when my 

neighbor Maria fell off her porch and twisted her ankle, and that was mean, especially 

since she’s obese.”  

Father Frank is quiet, waiting for more, which is the way he works, sitting 

behind that little screen.  

“And, let’s see, that whole Impure Thoughts category?  It’s pretty vague, but I 
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think I’ve got something that qualifies, if you want me to tell you about it.”  I bite my 

lip and wait, but he’s waiting too.  “So, anyway, I keep picturing you naked, propped 

above me, my nails clawing your back—”

“Why?” Father Frank asks.  He’s never asked this before.  

“Why what?”

“Why are you doing this?”

“What?”

“Why do you keep coming here?” Father Frank asks.  “Every Saturday?  Jesus 

forgives you, but seriously, is this all a joke to you?”

“No,” I say, but this is maybe not true.

Stevie’s apron reads Never Trust a Skinny Cook, fitting since he’s a good 

hundred pounds overweight.  He’s rotating weenies on the grill and sucking on a bottle 

of Yuengling  when I come in the back gate.  “Amelia!” he says, slipping doughy arms 

around my waist.  “Hot skirt!”

“Thanks, Stevie.”  I lean over the grill.  “Smells good.”

“Yeah, yeah, get yourself a drink.  Beer’s in the cooler, liquor’s in the kitchen, 

and man, Amelia, hot skirt!”

“Thanks, Stevie.”  I lift the hem to show a bit more thigh, because maybe this 

could be part of my penance too, letting flabby bald Stevie get a little turned on. 

There is tequila on the counter and I pour two shots in a wine glass, because hey, 

that’s almost a sacrament, right?  In the yard, Stevie’s unproductive friends are stoned 

and playing with fire, tossing lit matches on a pile of wet sticks.  I join them, and I 
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wasn’t going to say it, but maybe I will, maybe this is a penance too, surrounding 

myself with these vacant beings when maybe Finn is out there, waiting for me, I just 

don’t know where.

*

Did I mention he was asexual?  That’s a real thing.  Online, there are chat rooms 

and t-shirts, all these people parading for asexual pride.  “Haven for the Human 

Amoeba” has eight hundred and seven members.  There are stories, testaments from 

people who prefer cuddling to cunnilingus, and these people hold meetings and organize 

bake sales; it’s a little like church.  Fake it, I sometimes whisper to myself.  Sign up!  

But I am no amoeba and Finn is gone, in the way some people just disappear. 

Has that ever happened to you?  One day your best buddy’s borrowing your shampoo 

and the next day he’s nowhere to be found.  You can ask around, call his phone; you can 

drive by his house, once a day, fifteen times, week after week; you can search on the 

internet, fill out forms and pay $39.95, but dead end after dead end, at some point you 

start to think about giving up.

*

The last time I saw him it was nine in the morning and my car was running 

great.  New brakes for three hundred bucks; we’d split the rest so we had all this money, 

for gasoline and Tic-Tacs and books.  On my way to his apartment, I stopped by the 

Magic Bean and picked up two coffees, dumping cream into Finn’s.  We were going to 

visit the bird sanctuary, look for blue herons in the marsh.

I held a coffee in each hand and tapped at Finn’s door with my foot, but he 

didn’t open up.  “Finn!” I yelled, kicking a little harder.  “Hey!  Finn!  Let’s go!”  
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The door slid open just an inch, and there was Finn, skinny and shivering, 

though it was a warm morning in May.  “Here,” I said, holding out the coffee.  He shook 

his head.

“It’s got a shit load of cream,”  I said, pushing it at him.  I wedged a foot in the 

crack of the door.

“No,” Finn said.  His eyes were glassy, dark as plums, but he took a deep breath 

and opened the door for me to step inside.  

“Hey,” I said.  “What’s going on?”

Finn didn’t speak.  He was holding a folded umbrella, swinging it in a slow 

curve by his side, the tip scratching against the floor. 

“Finn,” I said.  “What’s going on?”

He jerked the umbrella and poked my chest, right between my breasts.  “Potato 

salad,” he said.  “With celery and water chestnuts.” 

 “Finn,” I said, “I honestly don’t know what you’re talking about.”

When he looked up his eyes were clear, but his nostrils were heaving like tiny 

beating hearts.  “Celery and water chestnuts,” he said, jabbing me again.  “Can you 

really do both in the same mayonnaise-based dish?”  

*

There is no potato salad at the barbecue, but I fill a hotdog bun with ketchup and 

carry it across the yard to Stevie at the grill.  “You want one?” he asks, spearing a 

weenie with his pronged fork.  

“All right.”

Stevie twists the fork quickly around his head, the grease of the hotdog glinting 



75
in the sun.  “Hi-ya!” he yells, stabbing it straight into the air, fast enough to make his fat 

arms jiggle.  The hotdog wobbles on the prongs and falls to the grass.  “I’ve been 

practicing,” he says, kicking the hotdog under the grill.  “Like a ninja.”

“Practicing?” I lick ketchup off my thumb.  “For what?”

“Self-defense,” Stevie says.  “Protection.”  

“That’s good,” I say, nodding.  With my free hand I pat him on the shoulder. 

“Hey, you need another beer?”

“Next time?” Stevie says.  “Next time I’ll be ready.  Next time I’ll stab their 

eyes out.”

“Oh, Stevie,” I say.  “You’ve got to let it go, buddy.  It’s been almost a year. 

Let it go, there won’t be a next time.”

  “Yeah,” Stevie says, but his voice is far away and he’s squeezing the fork in his 

hands, a chubby baby holding a toy.

“Hey,” I say, still patting his arm.  “It was a shitty thing, but don’t you think it’s 

time to forgive those who have trespassed against you?”

“Amelia,” Stevie says, shaking his pronged fork.  “You gotta stop with that 

church stuff.  Chill out, about Jesus.”

“Not Jesus, Stevie.  I’m thinking about you.  It’s not healthy.”

“Fuck,” Stevie says.  “Yeah, I know.”  He flashes a grin and stabs another 

weenie.  “Hey, I’m glad you stopped by.”  He’s grinning, reaching out, and I could 

belong here, I know, with Stevie and the stoners, but I’m not interested in hula-hoops or 

tomatoes.  I only want to fit in.

*
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In the morning it’s Sunday, and I lie in my bed and think about mass, the gospel 

and homily, the communion ceremony which is by far the best part.  It’s that thin wafer 

I’m thinking of when I inch out of bed and into the shower, the thin wafer when I pull 

on a dress.  I get there early but slide in a pew in the back, and my roommate from 

freshman year flounces up the aisle in clicking heels and arranges herself in the front 

row.  The pews fill with parishioners, and it could be in my head but I think they hate 

me, and when Father Frank strolls to the altar, he passes my row without a glance.

I kneel on the little wooden bench, and close my eyes and squeeze my hands 

together, but the only thing I can think is Here is the church, here is the steeple, open the 

doors, see all the people, and I peek, I open my eyes and wiggle my fingers and there 

they are, tiny people dancing, but not in celebration of salvation; my fingers quake from 

cold godless fear.  

Celery and water chestnuts.  If it’s a joke, it’s not funny; if it’s a code, I’ve 

missed the point.  I search our two years for clues but all that surfaces are images that 

bob and go under, kittens you’d toss from a bridge.  There’s Finn throwing a baseball at 

my stomach, demanding I call him Zarathustra, Z for short.  There he is cursing the laws 

of physics, furious he can’t click on his dishwasher with his mind.  Over there he’s 

screaming at himself, “Stop thinking!” and smashing his face against the wall. And 

there, in Stevie’s kitchen, the shoebox tucked under his arm, grinning, slamming his 

boot into Stevie’s gut.  “Un-pro-duct-ive,” he chants, slowing the word, a syllable for 

each kick.

It would be easy to say Finn snapped after the break-in, claim he left to escape 
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his guilt.  But in the end it’s not so much that nothing is a clue, as it is that everything is 

a clue, every little thing he ever said or did, all of it, every fucking blink, all pointing to 

this moment here, this cavity, this empty space.

I stand with the congregation to sing Though the Mountains May Fall, number 

five hundred and eighty-seven in my hymnal, and I think about Stevie, who is training 

to be a ninja with a grill fork, and Caroline, explaining seat belt diagrams and living her 

dream.  And maybe it’s me, but I’m just not interested in any of it, not interested in this 

bearded woman who smells like milk hobbling toward me from the other side of my 

pew.  “Peace be with you,” she says, fondling my arm until she finds my hand.  I let 

mine slide into hers which is warm and a little moist, and she looks at me with floaty 

cataract eyes and says, “I’m a sinner, we’re all sinners here,” and I look around, and for 

a moment, just a moment, I belong.
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Quickly Achievable

Kevin takes the obese girl’s order, places two Bavarian-cream donuts and a 

carton of milk on her tray.  He watches her carry the tray to a table by the windows and 

settle her bulk into the booth.  She peels the edge off the wrapper of a straw, slides it out 

without ripping the rest of the paper, and opens her milk only after she’s folded and 

pressed down the corners of the carton.  She eats the donuts in the same slow manner, 

dusting the powdered sugar on her tray, nibbling and flaking the crust before sinking 

straight white teeth in the fleshy pastry.  Her name is Mary, Kevin knows, and she’ll be 

back tomorrow because her sister is dead.

Dunkin Donuts.  Not his first choice, but he didn’t have the job references for 

the brewpub or the steakhouse.  The free food is nice; he works the lunch to late 

afternoon shift, so it’s quiet and he can eat whatever he wants.  Not that it’s possible to 

eat more than a couple donuts in an afternoon.  Not even Mary can do it, although she 

comes in every day at the same time—one p.m. exactly, even on the weekend—which 

puts her donut intake at fourteen a week, or 730 a year.  The powdered Bavarians are 

her new thing.  Last week she was in an apple-crumb phase, which is disgusting really, 

because no one ever cleans the giant Tupperware of crumbs that sprinkle the apple-goo-
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filled-and-vanilla-frosted donuts.  Ever.  The only worse kind? Toasted coconut, for the 

same reason, but worse because coconut’s nasty to begin with, and the toasties get rolled 

in it.

Kevin likes plain old glazed—every once in a great while, a chocolate frosted. 

In the summer, when he’s manic and cheerful, sprinkles appeal to him, especially 

around the Fourth of July, when the frosters use colorful patriotic sprinkles.  Even 

though it would mean he’d have to switch to the four a.m. shift, that’s sort of his goal 

right now, to be a froster, an artist of the donut-shop world.  And it’s good to have goals, 

both quickly achievable and some that take years.  That’s one of the things he learned at 

the hospitals.

Right now, Mary is the only customer in the store and the drive-thru is quiet, so 

Kevin’s explaining all this to Erica, this thing about goals.  She looks intrigued when he 

mentions hospitals, so Kevin draws out that “s” at the end.  “Yeah,” he nods.  “More 

than one.  Way more.”

“What were you in for?” Erica asks.  She’s seventeen, five years younger than 

Kevin.  It’s her first week, and with her fluffy blonde hair, she’s cute in that soft round 

way only certain girls pull off.

“All kinds of shit.  The first time?  I was twelve.  Hershey Medical Center.  The 

pediatric psych floor.  Then Allentown, and this little place in Sunbury, and Danville 

State.  I was at Danville for a long time.  And in between?  Trial stays at my parents’ 

house and foster homes.  Therapeutic ones.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“Okay, so people who’ve had training.  Training to restrain people.  They have 
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to be strong, you know?  I lived with this one family for a year and the guy was huge. 

They had a pool.  And a saltwater fish tank built into the wall of their den.”

“But what’s therapeutic mean?” Erica takes a step back, pressing herself against 

the drive-thru window.  “Like crazy?  Like therapy for crazy people?”

“Right,” Kevin says, deflated.  “That’s exactly right.  For crazy people.”  He 

grabs a rag out of the soap bucket and wipes down the bagel counter.  He cleans off the 

Coolatta machine too, and then stands watching Mary, waiting for her to leave so he can 

go out to the tables and wipe up the powder he knows she’ll leave behind.

On the way home, Kevin pedals a half mile out of his way to swing by the 

Keystone Bank branch.  It’s after four so the lobby’s closed, but the drive-through is 

open and the woman at the window recognizes Kevin and lets him ride his bike through, 

even though she’s told him before it’s against the rules, technically.  He’s been 

depositing his paychecks lately, which he’s proud of, but today it’s Friday and early 

spring, and he feels like holding some cash.

“Sign here,” the woman says, pointing at a thin piece of paper before sending it 

under the window.  

Kevin signs.  The cash feels good…but sort of not good too, like a burden or 

something to be embarrassed about, an extra finger on the left hand.  The money starts 

to feel really not good on the way home, when he’s trying to ride his bike and hold onto 

the bills at the same time.  He stuffs them in the front pocket of his windbreaker, but he 

can still feel them wadded up in there, pushing against his abdomen, and before he 

reaches his apartment, he’s figured out what he should do.
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“Gary,” he says into his cell phone.  

“Kevin,” Gary says.  He sounds like he’s been sleeping.

“Can I swing by?”

“Yeah.”  A pause.  “Give me ten, fifteen minutes.”

Not enough time to go home and back.  Kevin rides his bike into the elementary 

school parking lot where he jumps a curb and circles the building a few times before 

dropping the bike on the sidewalk and sprawling out in the grass of the front lawn.  The 

grass is still brown, probably a few more weeks still, and the khaki stubble is 

depressing.  Not in that, “Wow, Titanic  is a depressing movie” way, but in a way that 

makes cannon-balling off the train bridge into the swirling brown Susquehanna seem 

like the only decent option.  Knowing it’s irrational doesn’t change a thing.

In the side pocket of his windbreaker is a pouch of Bali and some papers, and 

Kevin fishes these out.  There’s a light wind, so he rolls himself into an egg and makes 

up a cigarette.  Today at work, Erica took one of the black Sharpies they use to mark the 

donut-dozen box tops, and wrote “Cancer Supplies” on his stuff.  He thought it was 

funny at the time, but now her black scrawl infuriates him.  The nerve, the fucking 

nerve.

“Why don’t you like me?”  He hears Mary’s voice, which he knows is 

completely stupid because he’s alone and it’s not even like it’s a memory because he’s 

only ever heard her say two things, and that isn’t one of them.  Her voice is light and 

breathy, but not out-of-breathy.  “A number two with 2% milk instead of coffee and 

Bavarian donuts,” she almost always says—or apple crumb or Boston cream (yellow, 

not white, which means they’re just like the Bavarian cream but with chocolate frosting 
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instead of powder, like small and circular éclairs), or French crullers or blueberry cake. 

One time she asked for apple fritters and he had to explain that she couldn’t get apple 

fritters with a number two because like the éclairs and the frosted coffee rolls, they’re 

specialty donuts, and thirty cents more apiece.  His phone vibrates.  Just in time.

On the porch in front of Gary’s apartment, Kevin remembers the other thing he’s 

heard Mary say, just last week, the apple crumbs.  “My sister died,” she’d exhaled as he 

placed her donuts on the tray.  “Car accident.  That’s why I eat like this.”

“Oh,” he’d said, and taken the two dollars and the dime.

Gary opens the door wearing white sweatpants, a squat bottle of Log Cabin in 

one hand, an Eggo in the other.  He’s big in every direction, with a poof of grey hair and 

eyes that haven’t focused at the same place at the same time since the coke boom of the 

eighties.  It’s a little unnerving, but only at first.  In the doorway Gary squeezes a 

splotch of syrup onto the Eggo and half of it disappears into his mouth.

“Tell me something,” Gary says while he chews.  “How come I only see you 

when you want something?”  He’s only kidding, but still it’s off-putting, and Kevin 

shrinks back into his jacket as he steps into Gary’s living room.  At least it’s Log Cabin 

this time, and not liquid Percocet.  But that was last month, and on a plate of pancakes. 

“Have some,” Gary had said that afternoon, sliding the plate across the counter.  “Maple 

syrup.”  He’d been grinning, but Kevin had taken a bite anyway, swallowed the bitter 

mouthful while Gary snorted laughter and wiped at his eyes.

But today there’s no Percocet on the counter, just Gary cramming the last of the 

Eggo in his mouth and leading Kevin through the kitchen.  “What’ll it be?” Gary asks, 
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settling himself on the living room sofa.

“An ounce,” Kevin says.  He clears his throat, pulls the bills from his pocket and 

smoothes out two weeks of donuts and Coffee Coolattas.  “Just an ounce.”  He’s only 

ever bought in grams before, and the idea of having a big bag of pot, enough to fill a 

Mason jar and put on his kitchen counter, enough to share with somebody, anybody, is 

thrilling. 

“Just?” Gary says, joking.  But he’s already weighing it out.

When he leaves Gary’s, Kevin still has two twenties.  He stops by the Weis on 

Market Street and picks up a gallon of milk and a bag of frozen chicken breasts, some 

packets of Lipton parmesan noodles.  A week of dinners.  His bike is basketless, and the 

weight of the milk in one hand makes him swerve the few blocks home.  A super-mom 

in a Suburban almost plows into him at the intersection of Market and Sassafras.  She 

lays on her horn as she guns it down the road.

In the shower, Kevin replays his decision to tell Erica about the hospitals. The 

manager already knows; Kevin had to explain a few things on the application, but Erica 

could corner the manager while he was doing the weekly schedule and make a big deal 

about it and maybe the manager would be swayed and decide not to give Kevin a raise 

or let him be a froster.  “He was locked up,” she’d say, blocking the door of the 

manager’s tiny office.  “In a psycho ward.  Several psycho wards.  Do you really want 

to trust him with tubs of boiling chocolate and vanilla frosting?  What if he goes crazy 

and dumps a bucket over our heads?  Or decides to hide shards of glass under the 

sprinkles?  Would anybody really be able to tell?”  He wouldn’t put it past her, he’s 
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thinking as he towels off in front of the mirror.  After he mentioned the hospitals, she 

hardly said a word to him the rest of the afternoon.

By the time he’s dry and dressed, the parmesan noodles have crusted themselves 

to the bottom of the pot.  He yanks the chicken breast from the hot water in the sink and 

tosses it back in the bag in the freezer with the others.  It’s not even seven, and Kevin 

only gets high by himself when he has to take a bus to Harrisburg to do something with 

his family—church on Easter Sunday, birthday dinners, family therapy.  It’s borderline 

pathetic to do so otherwise, he’s decided, unless you’re home alone drunk (which is, of 

course, even more pathetic) and trying to make yourself pass out.  The brewpub has a 

sandwich-and-suds special, and there’s a chance that he’ll find people there who’ll be 

more than happy to share his herbal riches.  

Tomorrow Kevin’s caseworker Andy is coming to snoop around his apartment 

and take him to breakfast, so before heading out for a pint and a roast-beef on rye, he 

spends an hour washing dishes and putting clothes away.  “I’m doing fine,” Kevin said 

to Andy at breakfast last week.  “Not that I don’t enjoy our visits, but don’t you think 

they’re maybe unnecessary?”

“It’s great that you’re doing well, Kevin,” Andy had said, and Kevin could tell 

he meant it; he was proud.  Swabbing a bite of home-fries through his ketchup, Andy 

used the fork like a chalkboard pointer.  “A good job for over a year, living on your 

own, doing well on your meds—it’s great, really, Kevin.”  And then there was a pause, 

and Andy had pushed the fork in his mouth, jabbed at his plate for another bite.  He was 

young, new-ish at the job; Kevin knew what was coming before he did.  “But you’ve 

done well before, Kevin.  And sometimes you’ve needed help.  Think of me as a support 
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system.  Think of me as your friend.”

What began when Kevin pressed the issue was a great litany of Kevin episodes 

to prove Andy’s point.  “You were in a great place when Pope John Paul II died, 

Kevin,” Andy had said, referring to a recent bout of manic paranoia.  Convinced that he 

was somehow to blame for the Pope’s death, Kevin had barricaded his apartment and 

ended up hospitalized.  As he finished his coffee, Andy kept listing things, dredging up 

the time Kevin sprayed a stranger with gasoline at the Shell Station (he’d heard voices), 

and the time he’d failed a trial home-stay after hacking through a lockbox in his parents’ 

garage to find the only gun they owned.  By the time Andy had finished reminding 

Kevin of the consequences of the gun incident—another diagnosis to add to his resume, 

enough haloperidol to sedate a rhino, and six more months in the state unit—Kevin was 

regretting his request to end the meetings.

One of the things Kevin’s learned is that he has to live with the stories in his file, 

even though he can’t remember most of them, and occasionally believes that they’re all 

part of a grand conspiracy designed to oppress him further.   Either way, while Kevin’s 

file shows a shitty hand of cards, there’s no pile to pick from.  He’s seen worse, plenty 

worse, at the hospitals, and besides, he thinks, we’re all the same anyway, the 

masterminded and the foolish, the empty and the full.  And right now, no matter what 

the odds are against him, he’s doing fucking great.  

Andy’s not coming until nine, so sweeping and mopping can wait until morning. 

Kevin picks a few bowl-packs from the Mason jar and slips them into an empty film 

canister.  He grabs a pack of ZigZag papers and his windbreaker, bikes the four blocks 

to Broad Street.
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Except for the courtyard out back, the brewpub is smoke-free, which Kevin 

appreciates even though he’s a smoker. Pulling out a stool at the bar, he orders his 

sandwich and a pint, prepares to wait.  He’s been coming to this place as long as he’s 

been legal, but even though he’s gotten high with a couple of the cooks in the courtyard, 

he hasn’t made any connections.  Several of the tables are full and there’s a couple at the 

bar, but even so Kevin manages to make it through his sandwich and two refills of the 

cream ale before someone other than the bartender says a word to him.

“Hey,” a young woman says as she and a friend settle themselves on stools to his 

left.  “How you doin’?”

“Good,” Kevin says.  “Real good.  You?”

“All right,” the one closest to Kevin says.  She has long dark braids and a small 

silver stud through her chin, a turquoise hoop in her brow.  The other’s hair is a swim-

cap of bright red, parted on the side.    

Snippets of the pot Kevin spent most of his paycheck on have been sitting in the 

film canister in his pocket all evening, and because he’s had three beers and the dark 

room is fuzzing, the lamps on the tables streaking neon light, Kevin feels bold.  He 

waits until they order a beer apiece before leaning over.  “You ladies smoke?”

The redhead leans forward, props her elbows on the beer-splattered bar. 

“Gross!” she says, ripping her elbows back up.  “Sticky!”  She runs her hands over her 

arms, and then leans behind her friend, looks over at Kevin.  “When it’s around and it’s 

good.”

“It’s around,” Kevin says, “and it’s definitely good.”

At the back of the courtyard where the light from the door of the pub doesn’t 
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reach, Kevin rolls up a joint, glad for all the practice with the Bali.  Lucy is the redhead; 

Lila the one with the braids, and they live in Lewisburg, thirty miles away.  They pass 

the joint around until it’s just a stub.  Kevin puts it out with his fingers, and then the 

three of them return to the bar.  “Can we get some of that?” Lila asks, once they’ve all 

drained their beers.

“No,” Kevin says.  “I’m not getting rid of any of it.  But if you want to come 

back to my apartment…”

“Sure,” says Lila, looking at the bill that’s been placed in front of her glass. 

Kevin grabs his own and then reaches over to collect the girls’ as well.  He hands them 

and his final twenty to the bartender.

Back at his apartment, Kevin’s glad he cleaned things up before going out.  He 

gestures to the futon and fills two glasses of water in the kitchen.  The girls sink into the 

cushions on the futon and in the light of his apartment, Kevin can see that neither is as 

attractive as he’d thought at the brewpub.  Lucy’s hair is more gaudy orange than red, 

and neither of Lila’s facial piercings make up for the gap in her front teeth.  Kevin grabs 

his Mason jar from the counter and sits down in his worn leather La-Z-Boy, a hand-me-

down from Gary.  He packs a glass pipe and hands it and a lighter to Lucy.  

“I’m starving,” she says.  “Totally forgot to eat at the pub.”

“I’ve got food,” Kevin says.  “I’ve got all kinds of stuff.  Chicken and these 

parmesan noodles and, well, what do you wanna eat?”

The girls look at each other.  “Noodles,” Lucy says.  “I would kill for some good 

gooey carbs.”
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In the kitchen Kevin pulls the pot from the dish-rack and boils water on the 

stove.  He scans his cupboard for the two plates that match and sets them on the table. 

They don’t look clean—a layer of dust and one of the plates is chipped.  He rinses them 

in the sink and dries them with paper towels.  After adding the noodles and a little salt to 

the boiling water, he finds an apple in the bottom drawer of his fridge and slices it 

thinly, fanning the pieces on the edge of the plates, covering the chip.  “You okay in 

there?” he calls, peeking into the living room.  

“Yeah!” Lila calls.  Their heads rest back against the cushion; their eyes look up 

at the low ceiling.  

“Okay!  This stuff will be ready in a minute!”  He drains the noodles and adds a 

pinch of dried parsley for color.  The specks of green will look nice against the 

background of the white plates.  Will it taste okay?  He adds butter and the seasoning 

packet, mixes the sauce with a fork.  Mary would eat it, wouldn’t she?  He pauses, fork 

in hand.  Why would he think that thing about Mary, and why are the stupid noodles 

sticking together?  Should he have added butter and oil? 

By the time he’s grabbed silverware and arranged the food on the plates, the 

girls are zipping on their coats.  “We should go,” Lila says.  “Lucy has work in the 

morning, and I think I left my keys at the pub.  What time do they close, anyway?”

“Midnight,” Kevin says.  He sets the plates on the table, where one of the girls 

has placed the still-full pipe and lighter.  “Don’t you want to eat first?  Or smoke?  We 

didn’t even smoke, don’t you want to smoke?”

“Nah,” says Lila.  “But thanks anyway, you know?  And maybe we’ll see you 

sometime.”
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“Okay,” Kevin says.  He bites hard on the inside of his cheek.  Begging them to 

stay would be pitiful.  “Yeah.  Okay, well, drive safe.”  He opens the door for them; the 

cold air wet on his face.  “Take care!” he calls.  They hurry down the block.

Inside, Kevin falls back in the Lazy-Boy, and pokes at the noodles on the plates. 

He rethinks the night: cleaning his apartment and the brewpub and the girls, how 

friendly they were at first, the courtyard, and bringing them home.  If only he hadn’t 

taken so long with the food!  Did the parsley even matter?  He should have asked for 

their numbers, but they seemed so eager to leave, pulling their jackets closed, Lila 

crossing her arms around her middle in an almost-defensive manner.  Was he really 

acting that weird?  

He carries the glasses of water into the kitchen.  They’re still full; the girls were 

probably afraid they’d catch his weirdness if they put their lips to his dishes.  He takes 

the pipe and the lighter, hides them in an empty box of tissues up high in his bathroom 

closet.  In the living room, he looks for the Mason jar.  It isn’t on the floor by the La-Z-

Boy.  He checks the bedroom, not there either.  Did he take it into the kitchen with him 

when he went to make the food?  

He scans the counters and rips through the cupboards.  He opens the oven and 

pokes through the fridge.  “Stupid,” growls a voice in his head.  Back out in the living 

room, he flips over the La-Z-Boy, wiggles under the futon.  “Stupid,” chants the voice, 

“Stupid.  Stupid.  Stupid.”  The zippered jacket, the crossed arms, “Maybe we’ll see you 

sometime.”  Did he actually think he was making friends?  

In the Kevin file, there is one story—almost a prologue, really—even he likes to 
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hear.  He was two, living in a wooden house northeast of Harrisburg.  Penn’s Creek, a 

small tributary of the Susquehanna, ran through his parents’ backyard.  One warm 

spring day, his mother carried a diapered Kevin and a bag of Iris bulbs down to the 

water.  She sat him in the grass and dumped the bulbs onto the muddy bank.  They were 

there the whole afternoon, planting the bulbs up and down the bank of the creek. 

“Kevin,” she would have said at one point, holding out a worm, “look at this.”  He 

would have helped her dig, sunk his chubby arms in the mud.

Sitting on the futon in his apartment, Kevin doesn’t remember that day, or even 

the house with the creek; they’d moved into the city the following year, and although 

he’s seen the road that cuts to the left and leads to the house on his bus rides south, he’s 

never ventured down it.  But with his eyes closed, he feels the give of the soft earth 

below him, the pull of the dull grey water.  He smells the thick mud, watches it swallow 

his small feet.  He feels the cold water rinse them clean.  His mother was preoccupied, 

trying to split apart two knotted together bulbs, and he must have gone in quietly; his 

mother claims she never heard a splash.  He had ten seconds maybe, before she started 

screaming, but in that brief moment—face up under water, eyes wide open—there is 

only the gentle push of the current, the still, silent sense of something momentous 

achieved. 

*

Kevin is asleep on the futon when Andy knocks on the door.  He hasn’t swept or 

mopped or showered, and he’s sure he reeks of beer and self-loathing.  “Kevin,” Andy 

says.  “Rough night?”  

Kevin nods, stands to the side so Andy, in his I’ve-been-up-since-six, already-
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ran-four-miles glory, can stride right in.  Andy pokes his head into the bedroom; the 

mattress is still half-off the frame, the sheets and pillows on the floor.  “What’s going 

on?” Andy asks, leaning up against the table.  “You think we should talk about this?”

“No,” Kevin says.  “If we can just go get an omelet, if we could just get 

something to eat—that would be great.”

They find a booth at Perkins, where, by blathering nonstop about Dunkin 

Donuts, Kevin manages to avoid talking about his night.  He knows Andy will write 

Kevin seemed manic next to the date in his file, but he can’t make himself care.  “French 

crullers are just like the glazed,” he babbles, “but eggier.  That makes them seem lighter, 

you know?  It’s like they don’t soak up quite as much grease.”  

Andy drops him off in front of the apartment.  “If you need anything,” he says. 

“You know, anything.  Call me.  Really, Kevin.  Call anytime.”

“Yeah,” Kevin says.  “Okay.  Thanks.”  Inside he puts on the tan pants, the shirt 

with the brown and pink stripes, the hat with DD stenciled on the brim.  The apartment 

feels tiny and he leaves for work early; biking quickly, he’s there with twenty minutes to 

spare.  When he locks up his bike by the back door, Kevin notices Mary pulling into a 

spot at the far corner of the lot.  She’s two hours early.  

Mary cuts the engine, but doesn’t open the door of the silver Civic, and even 

after he’s clocked in and is grinding coffee and running bagels through the toaster, 

Kevin still hasn’t seen her walk through the front doors.  “I’ll take the trash out,” he tells 

Erica, although it’s only the beginning of the shift and the bags are just partially full. 

Mary’s car hasn’t moved and he can see her large shape behind the dash.

He tosses the bags into the Dumpster and walks across the lot.  Her hands are on 
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the wheel and her seatbelt is on, the strap pushing deep into the flesh of her stomach. 

“Mary,” he says, knocking on her window.  “Hey, Mary.”

She turns the key, pushes the button to roll down the window.  “Do you need me 

to move?” she asks.  “That’s why I take this last spot, in case you guys get busy.  Far 

from the door so I’m not taking up space.”

“No, you’re okay.  I just wanted to make sure...  You coming inside?”

“No,” she says.  “Not yet.  I don’t come in until one.”

“It’s not even noon,” Kevin says.  “Why are you here so early?”

Mary shakes her head and sighs.  Her big shoulders roll into the seat.  Kevin 

walks around to the passenger side and before he’s thought it through, he’s opening the 

door, leaning in over the seat.  “You know,” he says, “I could show you something. 

You wanna see something?  It’s kind of a drive, an hour and a half or so, south, toward 

Harrisburg.”

Mary looks over at him.  “I’m fine, you know.  I don’t need your help.”

“Yeah, I know.”  He sits down on the edge of the front seat, his back to her, his 

feet still on the pavement.  “There are these Irises, and they won’t be in bloom yet, but 

another few months?  Incredible.  We could swing through the drive-thru, pick up a 

couple for the road.”

“It’s not an addiction,” she says.  “It’s not like I can’t go a day without them.” 

She reaches over and grabs her purse off the seat, sweeps an empty Coke can to the 

floor.  “I can go without them, no problem.  Just tell me where to go.”  

They drive south through town on Route 15, and then they’re winding along the 
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Susquehanna and in between the brown empty fields that will soon be lines of corn.  It is 

quiet in the car and Kevin fights the urge to fiddle with the radio dials.  She’s really not 

that big, now that Kevin is sitting next to her.  Maybe fifty, sixty pounds overweight, 

which, Kevin knows from glancing at the headlines of the New York Times every day 

he’s worked at Dunkin Donuts, isn’t even abnormal anymore.  Almost everybody is 

overweight, even people in Greece and Italy, who follow that Mediterranean diet of 

veggies and fruits and olive oil the fitness experts are talking up.  “Why are we doing 

this?” Mary asks.  “Is it okay that you left work?”  

Kevin considers this.  “They might fire me,” he says, “but maybe not.  I’m pretty 

good at thinking up excuses.”

“What’ll you tell them?”

“That I had an anxiety attack when I went outside to throw the trash out and I 

had to crawl underneath somebody’s car until my shift was over.  Or that I saw some 

guy stealing my bike and had to chase him on foot.”

“But won’t they notice your bike is still out there?”

“Yeah.  Probably.  So maybe the first excuse is the better one.”  Outside the car 

window the Susquehanna is calm.  It would be cold right now, and while the angle of 

the sun makes the top of the water glimmer, Kevin knows wading into it would sink him 

knee-deep in the murk at the bottom.  The Susquehanna—just one more thing that looks 

like it would be more fun than it is.  He pulls the Dunkin Donuts hat off his head and 

holds it in his lap, takes a quick look over at Mary.  She’s gripping the wheel with both 

hands, chewing softly on her lip.  Why did she agree to come with him, anyway?  Why 

give up the donut routine?  He twists the bill of his hat into a taco, wads the rest up in a 
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ball.  “How long has your sister been dead?”  It sounds gentler before it’s out of his 

mouth.

Her head jerks back, but she recovers quickly, glancing over at Kevin and biting 

hard on her lip. “Two years.  Well, almost.  Two years, end of May.”

“And that’s when you started eating?”  

Mary sighs, a deep heavy sigh.  Kevin sees her melting to a normal-sized girl 

beside him, one he could feel good about taking out to dinner.  He morphs himself into 

the kind of guy who has a thin sexy girlfriend, the kind who invites girls back to his 

apartment to have romantic evenings, not for them to steal his pot.

“How much farther?” Mary asks.

Kevin has no idea.  He’s peered through bus windows at the marshes lining this 

highway many times, but everything is brown now and nothing looks right.  He can’t 

remember where the road that leads to the house is.  Have they already passed it?  “I 

don’t know,” he says, letting out a nervous laugh.  

They pass a Pepsi-Cola plant on the left and then the road is hugging the river 

again, while the right side becomes high rock walls that plateau at the crests of hills. 

They’re brown and bare with leafless trees now, but in just a few more weeks there will 

be only varying shades of spring.  Already there are dots of yellow at the tops of the 

forsythia bushes.  There are houses up there on top of those cliffs.  The backyards 

probably end at the cliffs, with thin-rooted trees serving as the posts in a guardrail and 

wealthy couples strolling to the cliff for a view of the river on their evening walks. 

What would it be like to see something—a human shape, a Golden Retriever—topple 

from one of those cliffs as you drove along the highway?  Mary flicks on her turn signal 
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and pulls onto the side of the road.  “Should we just turn around?  I can take you back to 

work.”

Turn around, Kevin thinks, and lets the phrase echo in his mind.  “What do you 

have to go back to?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, what’s waiting for you back there?  Anything besides the donuts?”

She drops her hands in her lap.  “You must think I’m really pathetic.”

Kevin shrugs.  “No.  Maybe we’re all pathetic, just in varying degrees.”

“My sister died!” Mary says.  She slams the car into park, pushes open the door, 

wiggles her weight loose from the seat, and lumbers out.  “Died!”  She sticks her head 

back in through the door.  “She fucking died!  Okay?  I can eat whatever I want!  I can 

do whatever I want!  That’s what happens when you lose something!  You can do 

whatever the fuck you want!”  She leans her back against the car and slides to the 

ground, out of sight from Kevin in the passenger seat.  

*

Maybe an hour goes by, maybe two.  Kevin is sort of sleeping, sort of not, his 

feet up on the dash, the seat reclined as far as it can go.  In his mind is a merry-go-round 

of donuts; he’s rehearsing the ways they’re frosted and filled.  One of his teachers at 

Danville State used to say if you dreamed in a different language than your own, it 

meant you were becoming fluent.  Fluent in donuts, Kevin thinks.  That could end up on 

a résumé.  

It’s just the right temperature in the car: the afternoon sun has finally stopped 

shining through the windows and into Kevin’s eyes, but the seats are still warm.  He 
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could sleep the rest of the day right here on the side of the road, except he has to pee. 

He moves to the back of the car to unzip, and when he’s done, he peeks around the 

driver’s side to see if Mary has fallen asleep.  She hasn’t, or if she has, she’s taking her 

nap elsewhere.  “Mary!” Kevin calls.  “Hey Mary!”

From the highway, Kevin can see the water, but the bushes lining the river are 

thick and nothing looks human.  He rolls up his pants and steps into the marshy ground, 

pushing himself through the brown grass and shrubs.  On the shore are jagged rocks and 

broken bottles, diapers and plastic cups.  “Mary!”

There’s movement twenty feet upstream, but the bushes block his view.  He 

scrambles around them, his feet slipping cold into brown water.  It’s all over, he thinks, 

almost cheerful as he pushes upstream toward a clearing in the bushes he can barely 

make out.  Disappearing mid-shift—the perfect excuse to get rid of him.  Maybe he can 

help Gary, drug runs or security, maybe he can work as a research subject for electric 

shock.  The water fills his shoes and his feet are numb when he reaches the clearing, and 

there’s Mary on her knees on the shore, lifting handfuls of mud to her mouth.  “Oh shit,” 

he says, but she doesn’t look up.  “Mary.”  He steps closer.  “Mary.”  

She turns in slow motion, still scooping mud.  There is no shame in her face, no 

shock at being caught.

Kevin bends low and moves in slowly.  The mud is everywhere, specks in her 

hair and above her eyebrows, big smears across her chin and cheeks.  She isn’t dressed 

warmly enough; she’s shivering, and her sweatshirt is wet with mud.  “Mary,” Kevin 

says.  She doesn’t flinch when he puts his arms around her, dropping her arms to her 

side.  Kevin unbuttons his shirt and wipes Mary’s face with the corner of a sleeve.  He’s 
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freezing in his undershirt, but he rubs her face softly, as if she was a child, or maybe just 

someone he loved.

Mandarins

What I want, I tell my therapist, is to be the kind of person for whom a bowl of 

orange sherbet is a joyous affair.  I want to eat French dressing and carrots—I once 

loved carrots, and I’d like to leave the house without standing before the mirror turning 
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from left to right, opening my eyes then blinking, then opening them again.  I’d like to 

be the kind of person who doesn’t care what other people—particularly one’s boyfriend

—thinks of her morning routine.

“Why are you doing that?” Josh will say.

“Doing what?”

“That.  That thing where you turn sideways and blink.”  

“I’m not.”

“You are.  You’re doing that weird blinking thing.  And you’re going to be late. 

You’re going to be late for work again.”

My therapist and I are in her office with walls painted a honey-mustard color, a 

color for people who wear chunky wooden bangles and beaded shawls and who Yoga—

constantly—even when they are being paid to do something else.  Raven’s shawl is 

draped over her shoulders, and her bangles clack together on her wrist as she twists first 

one leg and then the other into her narrow lap.

“Go on,” she says, nodding her small head, and I do; I like it when she looks 

interested.  One Tuesday last month she fell asleep mid-session, which would have been 

okay except that Josh and I have new neighbors across the street—outdoorsy types, they 

park their 4-Runner with a canoe strapped to its roof—and I was just beginning to talk 

about the island.  For ten minutes I listened to her snore.  “Oh,” she said, clearly 

embarrassed when she startled awake, and because I am afraid of confrontation, I told 

her I was okay with it.  Which I was after a session the following Friday during which 

we discussed Forgiving without Forgetting, and saying Yes when we mean No.
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Yes, I said that Friday.  Yes, and I mean Yes and not No.  Yes, I am okay with 

the fact that you fell asleep on Tuesday.  Yes, I Forgive you, although it may take me 

years to Forget the sound of you snoring.  Yes, Raven.  Okay.

Today we are talking about Josh—his criticism of my dressing routine and the 

reasons we no longer have sex.  A fear of intimacy, we’ve decided—or at least, Raven’s 

decided—could this be a little too easy?  Because it isn’t the penetration part I have a 

problem with, but the aftermath; I never know what to do when it’s all over, embrace 

and discuss the orgasm or drink apple juice or shower and slap him on the rear end with 

my towel.  I never get it right when there are options, and it’s perfectly reasonable, I 

think, this desire to avoid setting myself up for failure.  

When I get home, the neighbors’ Toyota is not in the drive and Josh is doing 

what he’s usually doing: sitting at the kitchen table, slicing apart a pineapple and staring 

at the front door.  Every day for the past three months he’s carved a pineapple.  This is 

the only weird thing about him.

“Hey.”  He looks up from the table, away from the pineapple he’s already peeled 

and is now slicing into chunks.  He’ll keep at it until there are twenty-seven pieces 

exactly the same size, and then he will carefully carry all the chunks to the fridge.

“Hey there.”  I hang up my coat and stand by the door for a moment before 

feeding him his line: “How was therapy, Lynn?”

“How was therapy, Lynn?”

“Good.”  I open the fridge and move the bowl labeled PINEAPPLE to the side and 

pull out the apple juice.  “Really good.  I’m making major progress.”
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“Did you talk about me?”

“No.”  

“Would you like some pineapple?”

“Not today,” I say.  “Thanks, though.”  I pour a glass of apple juice and kiss 

Josh on the forehead, and though it would be nice to connect or maybe just hold hands, 

he’s easily distracted and needs both hands for his pineapple.

My work is less interesting than Josh’s pineapple activity, and a minimum wage 

job, but this is okay with me because I don’t do it for the money.  Watching five-year-

olds is rewarding.  Also, Swim-Fishy-Swim is my favorite game.  Three afternoons a 

week, I run the after-school program for kindergartners at Kelly Elementary, playing tag 

and doling out Graham crackers and watery juice until the kids’ parents—people with 

real jobs—pick them up.  You might think since I’m hanging out with children it would 

be easy to decide what to wear.  But you’d be wrong, because kids are very judgmental, 

very critical when it comes to appearances.  An example: I used to wear glasses to the 

school, this cat-eye-shaped pair with orange rims.  But one day, I didn’t wear them, and 

even though I couldn’t see the kids, I could hear them clearly.  Did you get contacts? 

they asked.  I had not, but because I didn’t want them to know how easily they could 

hide from me, I told them yes, I had.  Well, you look so much better without your 

glasses, they said.  The glasses made you look like a bug.

Not a cat?

Oh, no, not a cat.  And so from that day on, I haven’t been able to wear my 

glasses at Kelly Elementary, and since contact insertion is scary, my job has become 

more difficult—not only because I can’t see the children as they run across the gym 
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throwing hard-boiled eggs at each other, but also because I imagine their derogatory 

little voices as I spend all morning figuring out what to wear, and when I finally decide 

on something, I have to stand in front of the mirror, checking first the left side then the 

right side, squinting and widening and listening to Josh tell me I’m going to be late.  

But I have the degree, and Raven thinks it’s good for me to work with children, 

and handing out Graham crackers can be rewarding, especially when the children start 

saying Please.  (This hasn’t happened yet—“I need another Graham cracker!”  “Please 

say please when you want something.”  “More milk too!”—but I’m sure it will happen 

soon.)

On Wednesday it’s Cheez-Its which I hate to touch, and canned fruit cocktail 

which I’m okay with except for the peaches.  The children go crazy for seconds and 

with so many fists banging on the lunch tables demanding more, I forget all about 

reminding them to say Please and this feels like a major failure on my part, a major step 

back.  After snack we play Duck-Duck-Goose and Run-Monkey-Run, which is the same 

thing as Swim-Fishy-Swim but with whooping noises, and mid-game Ashleigh, a child I 

can discern because her blurry shape is larger than the rest, goes potty in her pants.  All 

our extra clothes in the extra-clothes basket are too small for her, and she’s sitting on the 

floor crying into the spreading pool when Joseph (of course it’s Joseph, it would only be 

Joseph) puts his damp pudgy hand in mine and says, “Miss Lynn, I have a scarf in my 

cubby and we can make Ashleigh a skirt.”

Joseph.  He was born saying Please.

By six the last child has been removed from the gym and I slip on my glasses 



102
before sponging the snack table and lining the toys on shelves.  Driving home, though, I 

can see in my rearview that the kids are right: I do look like a bug.  Perhaps this is 

something to discuss with Raven.  

But on Friday Raven has her own ideas.  “Let’s talk about the island,” she says. 

“I promise I won’t fall asleep.  Will you share that part of You with Me?”

“Please say please,” I say.  

“Will you please share that part of You with Me?”  

 “Yes,” I say.  “Yes, and I mean Yes and not No.”  I settle into the chair and 

close my eyes.  It will be painful but pain is part of it, and maybe it will also Set Me 

Free.  “I was twelve,” I start.  “I was twelve, and Emma, she was my neighbor, the one 

next door, she was thirteen.  And we were best friends.”  I open my eyes.

Raven is nodding and glancing at the clock on her desk and I glance too.  We’re 

already ten minutes in, and there’s so much to tell.  “You don’t have to get it all out 

today,” Raven says.  “We can return to this on Tuesday.”

But I do have to get it all out.  Because once I start, the only place to stop is the 

end.  “I’ll talk fast,” I say.  “I’ll skip minor stuff.”  I close my eyes again.  “Great Falls, 

Montana.  The Missouri ran through our backyard.  My dad gave my older brothers, the 

twins, a Mad River canoe. He liked them better than he liked me.”

Raven grabs for the notebook on her desk.  “I didn’t know you had twin older 

brothers,” she says.  “We’ve been seeing each other for three months and you’ve never 

told me this?  Why, Lynn?  This is crucial to the way you see yourself.  Very, very 

impor—”
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“Irrelevant.”  I look at the clock.  “Emma was my best friend and her mother 

shot herself in the kitchen when Emma was five, and—”

“When she was five!  Lynn, think about your job!  Isn’t it interesting that you’ve 

placed yourself in a mothering position to five-year—”

“Emma spent a lot of time at my house, okay?  That’s what’s important here.” 

We stare at each other and the clock ticks.  “Anyway, one day Emma and I were on the 

trampoline and my brothers came into the backyard and asked us if we wanted to go in 

the canoe with them to Mile Island which, yes, was almost exactly a mile long.  So we 

went.”

“And?”

“And Emma was hot—hot in the sexy sense.  I forgot to mention that.  It’s 

important.”

“Did you think she was attractive, Lynn?  Did you have feelings toward her?”

“No!”

“No?”

“No!  And I mean No!  That’s not what this is about!  Just listen, okay?  Just 

listen!”

“Right.”  Raven stretches her arms above her head and closes her eyes and 

breathes in and out, and in and out.  If I had a pineapple I’d throw it at her.

“So,” I say, and take a quick glance at the clock.  “So we packed a picnic, tuna 

sandwiches and oranges and Seven-Up, and we paddled the canoe to Mile Island. 

Emma was wearing this skimpy teal bikini, and when we got there my brothers were 

treating her like a queen, carrying her over rocks and holding branches out of her way 
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and it made me want to drown her.  She kept giggling and bending over to pull 

imaginary thorns out of her toes, and I wanted to drown her,  I really did, but then we 

got to where my brothers were leading us which was this little mud hut in the middle of 

the island that everybody called the Bum Hut because it had probably been built by 

some bum.  And anyway, you had to get down really low to get into the hut, but once 

you were in you could move around and there were benches dug into the dirt and we sat 

down and started talking about peanut butter, crunchy versus smooth.  And then my 

brother Max—he was always the one with the ideas—he said, Let’s play Truth or Dare, 

and I said, Hell with that, I’m out of here, and I slithered out of the hole and went back 

to the canoe.”

“And?”  She presses her palms together, raising her arms above her head, and I 

can hear her counting her breaths, in and out, one and two.

“And,” I say.  “And, well, that’s it.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

“Lynn.”  She lowers her hands on an exhale.  “Lynn, I think there’s something 

you’re not telling me.”

“No,” I say, “no, that’s it.  And we’re about done here, aren’t we?”

“Lynn, it’s twenty after four.  We still have forty minutes.  Let’s take a deep 

breath in, and a deep breath out, and let’s go back to the island.  You’re at the canoe, 

and your friend Emma is in this hut with your brothers, and—”

“And your breathing drives me nuts,” I say and pull on my coat.  
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I’m smiling when I leave the office—I’ve made major progress, the sun is 

shining in Pennsylvania, and the Missouri River is states away, big significant vowel 

states, like Ohio and Illinois.  But on the drive home I see the island when I close my 

eyes, so I open them and pull into the parking lot of Ruby Tuesday’s where two 

teenagers in Ruby’s red shirts and matching hats are smoking cigarettes by the kitchen 

door.  They puff their cigarettes and elbow each other, and when I look at them I see my 

brothers who didn’t dress alike, but who were identical if you weren’t looking at the 

oval birthmark that covered a quarter of Donald’s left shin.  It’s been years since I’ve 

spoken to either of them.  In the upstairs of the house on the river, my bedroom was 

down the hall from Max’s and across from Donald’s, and for three more years we rode 

in the same car to school, but I don’t think I’ve said a word to them since that afternoon 

on the island.  Other than perhaps, I hate your fucking guts.  Because—you aren’t bored, 

right?  You aren’t falling asleep?—because she was my best friend and she did what her 

mother did, not that day and not in the kitchen, but six days later, in the bathroom.  And 

while the twins were in the hut, doing whatever it was that made Emma decide to 

shower with a hairdryer, I was sitting on the bank next to the Mad River canoe, eating 

an orange and watching the peel drift in the current.  “Do you feel raped?” Max asked 

her when we were paddling back across the Missouri to our dock.  She was wrapped in a 

towel and shaking, and when he asked her that, she leaned over the side of the canoe 

and threw up.  From the stern Max splashed a paddle-full of water onto my back.  He 

was laughing, and the question was absurd.  Emma was shaking, but I laughed too. 

“You don’t feel like that, do you?  Like we raped you?  Because Emma, it was just a 

game.”
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The Ruby boys’ cigarettes are endless, and I sit there watching them, thinking 

about Emma and wondering if maybe there’s a way the hairdryer was an accident. 

Because some people don’t know those things—about hairdryers or how it’s never a 

good idea to stick a fork in the toaster.  My grandma dried her socks that way, toasting 

them warm, until she caught the kitchen on fire and they put her in the center.  But 

Emma was smart, even when she pretended she wasn’t.

The Ruby boys’ cigarettes are not endless, and it’s still early when I get home, 

and the neighbors’ 4-Runner is in the drive with that goddamn boat strapped to the top 

and I want to throw eggs at it but I know this is a Passive Aggressive thought.  I sit in 

the front seat of my car, take deep breaths, and count to three hundred before heading 

inside.  Josh has not yet started with the pineapple although the fruit is waiting in the 

center of the table, and for some reason I don’t understand and don’t expect you to 

understand either, seeing it resting there whole and uncut makes me want to have sex. 

This is actually a bigger deal than you might think because we haven’t had sex since the 

twenty-third of June, Josh’s birthday, and today is the first of October.  

“Want to?” I ask, winking and baring a hip.

“All right,” Josh says, and we go into our bedroom and close the door.

“Oh, baby,” I say, as good an opening line as any.

“Yeah?” 

“Put your hands on me,” I demand in a breathy voice that’s supposed to Convey 

My Frantic Needs.

“Okay,” Josh says, and he climbs on top of me on the bed.

“Put your tongue all over me!”
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“Okay,” Josh says.  “Okay, but where?”

“Everywhere!  Lick me all over!”

“But, Lynn,” Josh says, his eyes wrinkled and worried.  “Lynn, I haven’t 

brushed my teeth and I just ate a bagel.”

“Josh.”  I drop my head to the sheets.  “Josh, why don’t you just not talk during 

this?  Why don’t you just listen and we’ll see how that goes?”

He rolls off me and sits on the side of the bed.  “That was harsh, Lynn.  Really 

harsh.  And you think I’m the critical one.”

Above me a small spider is making its way across the ceiling toward the door.  If 

I stood on the bed I could reach it, pinch it between my finger and thumb and take it 

outside.  But instead I yell “Spider!” and pull a pillow over my head.  Josh snaps into 

action, reaching over to the night table.  He grabs a sexy magazine I’ve been perusing at 

bedtime in an attempt to inspire my libido and scrambles up, his penis flapping between 

his legs.  He slams the magazine flat against the spider and then sits back down on the 

bed and turns to me, grinning.  “Got it,” he says.  “It’s okay, Lynn, the spider’s gone.”

Gone, I wonder, gone where?  I think of Emma then—big eyes and teal bikini, 

laughing at Max’s dumb jokes before we climb into the hut—and I scoot to Josh and put 

my head on his thigh.  “Do you want to start over?” I whisper, but instead we do what 

we usually do: lie next to each other breathing, and it’s enough; it almost always is.

I skip my Tuesday appointment with Raven because as four o’clock approaches 

it suddenly seems very, very important I get a haircut.  Also, I’ve decided I dislike her 

and why pay ninety dollars to spend an hour with a person I dislike when I can pay 
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thirty for a haircut I dislike, which is what I end up with, this strangely-angled bob that’s 

shorter in the back and longer in the front.  “Beautiful!” Josh says, looking up from his 

pineapple when I walk in the door.

“Thank you,” I say, and then perhaps because it feels unnatural ending a 

Tuesday afternoon without psychoanalysis, I sit down at the table and say, “Let’s talk 

about this pineapple thing.”

“What about it?”

“Well,” I begin, and I try to imagine what Raven would say.  “It’s been three 

months, Josh, and every day you’re cutting a pineapple into twenty-seven pieces.  Why 

twenty-seven?  Did something happen when you were twenty or maybe when you were 

seven?”

Josh looks up, eyebrows raised.  

“Or maybe,” I continue, “maybe something happened three months ago, maybe 

that’s where we should be looking.   Did something happen in early July to cause this 

weird behavior?”

“Lynn.”  Josh grabs another chunk and hacks it into three.  “I like pineapple and 

I like the number twenty-seven, and while we’re on the subject of weird habits, let’s talk 

about that blinking thing you do before you leave the house.  Now, that’s what I think is 

weird.”

“Well,” I say, “you do have me there.”  I go into the bedroom and close the 

door.  Flat on the bed, I can hear Josh chopping and above me is what’s left of the 

spider, a small brown smudge, and I wonder how long will it be there, how long will I 

remember it, how long before I look up at the ceiling and do not think of it at all.  
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It’s dark when the door opens and Josh is there at the side of the bed, his hands 

smelling of pineapple and something else that’s minty and clean.  He smoothes my hair 

back from my face which is wet because I’m crying—about the spider and also about 

our sex life which maybe is about intimacy after all, and maybe what I really wanted to 

talk about when I sat down and asked him about the pineapple.  “I’m sorry,” I say, one 

thing I’m good at saying.  “I’m sorry I said you were weird.  You can cut pineapples if it 

makes you happy, as many as you want.”  He’s chewing gum, Winterfresh blue, and I 

sit up and hug him around the waist and his penis is there behind his jeans, and I know 

there are women, women like Raven and plenty of others, who would slide their 

boyfriend’s pants down and make love to make up, but I look at the smudge on the 

ceiling and say, “We need to get some bleach.”

On Wednesday the blurry children say they like my haircut and Joseph draws a 

picture of a stick-figure with short hair and whispers I should put it on my fridge.  I tape 

it up as soon as I get home and it’s so wonderful I can’t leave the kitchen for the rest of 

the night, and when I finally fall asleep at the table and Josh carries me to bed in a 

minty-pineapple fog, I wake up and return to stare at my picture, my stick-figure, me.

But on Thursday, Joseph doesn’t show up in the gym after school and I know 

something terrible has happened, a pit-bull mishap or an accident involving farm 

equipment; a TV pulled from a shelf.  Fanning slices of plastic cheese, I hyperventilate 

imagining his funeral—the tiny coffin, “Send in the Clowns”—and with the children 

eating, I squint at the phone number in Joseph’s file and slip into the utility closet to 



110
call.

“Yes?”

“Mrs. Connor,” I say.  “It’s Lynn, from Kelly Elementary.”

“Yes?”

“I’m just wondering,” I say, and then I hear my voice and how stupid I sound 

but of course I can’t hang up.  “I’m just wondering if Joseph’s okay because he isn’t 

here today, and it’s just that, well, we miss him, you know?”

“Oh!” she says, “Oh!  Lynn, I forgot to call the office!  I had the day off and 

picked him up.  But he’s here, he’s fine!”  

Fine!  I nearly pee I’m so relieved, but Mrs. Connor’s high hyper voice is still 

going in my ear.  “Actually,” she’s saying.  “Actually, Lynn, I didn’t have the day off. 

Actually, ha! I quit my job!”

“Oh—”

“Ha!” Mrs. Connor says.  “Ha!  I don’t know why I’m telling you this, but there 

it is, and I’m wondering, do you baby-sit?”

I open my mouth to respond, but she hasn’t taken a breath.  “Because there’s an 

audition to be a pianist at the civic center tomorrow night?  And, ha! being a pianist is 

my dream!  And so I really need someone, around seven?  Joseph says the nicest things 

about you, and it seems you really love kids, you do, don’t you?  So anyway, could you? 

I’d bring him to your house, if that’s better.”

There’s a pause and I wait, sure she’ll start again, but I’m already nodding in the 

silence, and when I answer it’s immediately easier being me.
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First thing Friday morning, I leave a message on Raven’s voicemail.  “Pink eye. 

Must’ve caught it from the kids, and it’s contagious so I guess we have to reschedule.” 

She calls me back an hour later, and she hopes I feel better, and it’s really very 

important I come to the appointment on Tuesday because we need to finish discussing 

what we’ve started discussing, namely the island and Emma and the twins.

I open my mouth to say Yes, but it comes out wrong—Hey, Raven, breathe this

—and then I’m hanging up the phone.

I spend the day cleaning the apartment and thinking about Joseph—the way he 

dabs a napkin at his mouth between sips of milk, and the fall equinox card I helped him 

write for his grandfather, how he’d insisted signing it Fondly, Joseph.  “Fondly!” Josh 

and I laughed that night.  “Fondly!”  We’d have one just like him, we said.  Someday 

soon, we’ll have one too.

In the afternoon Josh volunteers to cut his pineapple on the night table in the 

bedroom so as to be out of the way, and I steer him in there at a quarter till.  At seven 

o’clock I’m looking out the window waiting, and I go over the directions I gave Mrs. 

Connor.  Did I tell her to turn left at the gas station?  Did I say make a right on 

Chrysanthemum?  Was it seven p.m. on Friday, this Friday?  At seven-fifteen I’m 

standing on the porch, straightening my blouse and flashing a smile for every car that 

turns onto my street, and the canoe-topped 4-Runner is lurking in my neighbor’s 

driveway but I don’t even care.  At seven-thirty I go back into the kitchen and stand by 

the fridge and cry.  “Lynn,” Josh says, coming out of the bedroom.  “Lynn, what’s this 

all about?  A five-year-old?  You’re crying because you got stood-up by a five-year-old? 

Think about how funny this is, honey!  It’s so funny, when you think about it.”  He puts 
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his arms around me from behind and I rest the back of my head against his chest and 

cry.  I could cry for days, I think, just standing there between Josh and the fridge, but 

then there’s a small knocking at the door.  

“They’re here!” I wipe my eyes on my shirt and grab an onion and slice it in half 

and carry the two halves to the door.  “Hi!” I say, holding out the onion.  “Hi!  I’m so 

glad you’re here!”

Mrs. Connor pushes Joseph toward me.  “We’re late,” she says.  “I hope you 

weren’t worried.  We made a stop at the store, and oh! I brought you something!  Hold 

on, it’s in the car!”  I step inside and drop the onion in the trash, and Joseph is in the 

kitchen, and I want Mrs. Connor to just climb into her vehicle and Leave Us Alone, but 

she’s coming back to the porch with a big box in her hands and there is nothing I can do, 

she hands me the box in the doorway and I look down and have to take it, although 

holding the box makes me want to find a lake and drown.  “Don’t worry,” she laughs. 

“I’ll pay you in cash too.  But there was a big sale on these at the Giant, and well, ha! 

They’re my favorite, so I hope you like them.”

“Oh,” I say.  “Oh, yes, little oranges.  Thank you.”

“Mandarins!” Mrs. Connor squeals.  “They’re seedless!  Easy to peel!”  She 

leans over and gives Joseph a hug.  “I won’t be too late.  My audition’s at eight-thirty, 

so it’ll be nine, nine-thirty at the latest.  He’s eaten, but he might want a snack.”

“Great,” I nod.  “Great.”  Holding the box of oranges I step inside behind Joseph 

and push the door closed with my foot.  

“Hi,” I say.  “Hi, Joseph.”

“Hi.”  He clasps his hands in front of his body and his hair is straight and shiny 
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and parted on the side.  “So this is your house?”

“Yep.”  I put the oranges in the middle of the table.  “This is where I live.”

He nods.  “Do you live here alone?”

“Yep,” I say and then, “No, my friend Josh lives here too.”

“Oh.  Is he here now?”

I nod.

“Oh.”

“Would you like to make a collage, Joseph?  I have magazines and glue.”

“No, thank you.”

“Okay, well, what would you like to do?”

Joseph shrugs and walks across the kitchen to the fridge.  “You taped it up,” he 

says, nodding in approval.

“Yes,” I say.  “I like it very much.”

He nods.  “It looks like you.”

“Yes.”  I cross the kitchen and stand beside him.  “Yes, the hair especially, but 

really, the whole drawing, it looks just like me.”  And it does somehow, this stick-

figure, the arms are exactly the right proportion and the feet are perfect size eights, and I 

think how well he must know me, to draw me so well.

He shrugs and sits down at the kitchen table and his feet don’t touch the floor. 

“I can peel these by myself,” he says, reaching for an orange.

“Oh,” I say.  “That’s great.”

“Would you like one?”

“No, thank you.”
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It takes him several minutes to peel the orange and for obvious reasons I picture 

Josh in the bedroom hacking away at a pineapple although he’s probably finished and 

fallen asleep.  Joseph makes a pile of peelings and removes the white strings between 

the segments.  He breaks the orange apart and lines the segments in front of him.  “Ten. 

Ten pieces of mandarin.  Five for you and five for me.”

“That’s really nice, Joseph, but you can eat them all.”

“It’s more fun to share.”  He separates five segments and pushes them toward an 

empty chair and I take a step and sit down.  “They’re sweet,” he says.  “They’re my 

mom’s favorite.”  He bites one of his five in half.

“I don’t really like oranges.”  I look at the table.  “Or mandarins.”

“Why?”

“I don’t really like orange food.  I’m kind of afraid of it.”  I laugh because it’s so 

silly, telling this to a five-year-old.

He nods, and solemnly reaches for another segment.  “I’m afraid of tigers,” he 

says, holding the segment between his fingers.  “And they’re orange.”

“True.”

“But tigers have sharp teeth and claws.  What do oranges have?”

“Nothing sharp.”

“So why are you afraid?”

I sigh.  It’s been a long time and they’re just little oranges, and it wasn’t my 

fault, I didn’t know.  But maybe I should have known, because Emma was hot and 

everybody knows Truth or Dare is a game you play when you want something, when 

you want to trick someone and get it.  And they must have gotten it, but I don’t know 
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how because we didn’t talk about it, not once in those six days.  She stayed in her house 

and I stayed in mine, and my brothers, well, they elbowed each other and went to the 

golf course.  And then she was gone, and there was fruit salad after the funeral, big 

bowls on a long white table and I stood in the buffet line and told myself it was the 

orange that kept me away for so long and maybe, if I hadn’t been eating it, maybe I 

would have gone back to the hut.  

I hear the bedroom door open and Josh comes down the hall.  He sees the 

oranges on the table and he looks at me and grins.  “Oranges?” he says, nodding at my 

segments.  “Lynn, you’re eating oranges?  I thought you hated oranges.”

“They’re not oranges,” I say.  “They’re mandarins.”  And with the two of them 

watching, I lean over and lick one, this small orange thing, this simple piece of fruit.
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Kiddie Pool

It would make more sense, Joe thinks, if Benny had drowned in a kiddie pool. 

Somewhere in Idaho this really happened—somewhere in the panhandle, just this 

summer.  Joe sees it playing out: A guy is in his front yard, riding around on one of 

those mini lawn tractors; it tips over and pins him in his kids’ pool—head and torso in 

the water, legs sticking out.  The last thing he sees is the purple plastic bottom of the 

pool he bought for his kids at the sporting goods store, and he sees it through the water, 

imprinted with images of sand castles and sunglasses and hand-held shovels.  There are 

little slivers of freshly-cut grass floating above him.  Just before his nose is fully 

submerged, he catches a whiff of his kids’ coco-butter sunscreen—those kids, never 

waiting the full twenty minutes before clambering into the pool, the sunscreen washing 

off them like a coating of dirt. 

But where were those kids, the little sun-burned swimmers, while Dad lay face-

down in the water?  Joe closes his eyes and rests his head against his front porch railing. 

Inside or maybe on the patio, at the back of the house, Limeade, no—7-Up and cheese 

sandwiches at the picnic table pulled into the sun, and because the lawn mower kept 

running, they couldn’t hear Dad splashing.  There.  Now that makes sense.
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What doesn’t make sense is the Lochsa—Benny drowning in the Lochsa—

especially since it’s mid-September and the water is low, not even deep enough to float 

a raft.  No, Joe thinks.  That doesn’t make sense at all. 

It’s been over an hour since Sara came by to tell him they’d found Benny’s 

body, floating, a mile or two downstream from the rope swing.  Just last Saturday all 

four of them had been there at the rope swing—Sara and Benny, Joe and Alexis, 

swinging naked above the water, relaxing their hands just enough to fly loose, hitting 

the water with clenched fists.  The water was so clear that as they swung they could see 

the fat brown trout darting around on the bottom of the river, and Benny’d caught a 

small one in a Tupperware that had been half-filled with Alexis’s granola until it spilled 

all over the rocks on the bank.  The fish barely fit the container; there was no room for it 

to turn around, but Benny’d balanced the Tupperware on a flat rock in the sun where it 

sat until Sara and Alexis got tired of scrambling up the bank and fishing for the dangling 

rope with a tree branch.  “It’s dying,” Sara had said, peering at the fish, her naked 

bottom as tanned as the rest of her.  But by that time it was too late.

“Joe,” Alexis says, coming up the steps of the porch in her heels, carrying her 

briefcase and suit jacket in one hand.  How funny it is that her clients—college-aged 

screw-ups with rich parents—only see her as this professional woman with her hair up, 

offering them advice on things like job applications and phone bills.  Could they even 

imagine her swinging naked over a river?  Getting drunk?  Talking dirty?

“Sara called me at the office,” she says.  She sits next to him and puts her hands 

on her knees, takes a deep breath.  She’s been crying.  “Can you believe it?”

“No,” Joe says.  He considers telling her about the kiddie pool, the coco-butter 
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and slivers of cut grass; how clearly he can see all this, as though it had happened in 

their own neighborhood while he watched through a slit in the fence.

“She said people were going over to Benny’s mom’s house,” Alexis says.  “Do 

we want be a part of that?”

“Benny’s mom,” Joe says.  “Lisa.”  A decade ago Benny’d done a year of 

college but it hadn’t worked out, and ever since he’d been renting the apartment on top 

of his mom’s garage, even  though he could easily have found a bigger place to share 

with Sara.  For ten years he’d been changing his mother’s light bulbs and mowing her 

lawn, carrying her red recycling bins full of empty vodka bottles to the curb every 

Wednesday.  Maybe they ate breakfast together, before she started drinking for the day. 

“Benny’s mom is going to be a mess,” Alexis says.  “We should go, don’t you 

think?”  

“Yeah,” Joe says.  

He regrets it as soon as they arrive.  

Beer, lots of it, as well as the vodka.  It’s like a party, Joe thinks walking into the 

kitchen.  A wedding reception.  It’s Busch Light in the cooler, but he grabs two anyway, 

offers one to Alexis.  “No thanks,” she says like she’s going to throw up.  There are too 

many people standing around in the kitchen, and as he looks out the window, another 

car pulls up to the curb.  When the front door opens, Benny’s mom disappears into her 

bedroom.  “I’m going to go sit with her,” Alexis says.  “Try to get her to talk.”

“Knock yourself out,” Joe says. He leans against the fridge.  Every light in the 

kitchen is on.  Above the stove, behind the sink, two in the ceiling, a lamp on the 

kitchen table. Everyone’s lit-up, almost glowing, friends from high school sitting beside 
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the lamp at the table, a few of the summer cooks Benny used to work with when he ran 

camps for the forest firefighters standing under the lights in the hall.  A handful of long-

haired vegans from the co-op mingle with a couple of regulars from the bar where 

Benny checked IDs.  Joe doesn’t even know their names.  How could news have spread 

so quickly?  

He finishes his beer and goes into the living room where it’s a little quieter, but 

Sara’s cousins are on the couch, two hulking girls in jean skirts that show off their 

ample upper thighs.  They live over in Pullman, just across the Washington border.  It’s 

said they sleep around.  “Hey Joe,” one says.  “How’re you holding up?”

Joe grabs another beer and nods at the girls.  He opens the screen door and heads 

outside where the backyard is big and fenced-in and nearly empty, just Sara out there, 

sitting on a deck chair in the corner of the lawn.  “Hey,” Joe says.  “Need a drink?”

“Yes,” Sara says.  “No.  I don’t know.”

He stuffs a hand in his pocket.  If this was all backwards, if he’d been the one 

found in a river, whose house would Benny be at?  Not his parents’ house, over by the 

hospital.  They’d have drawn all the shades.  His and Alexis’s?  Here?  He starts across 

the yard.  “Do you want me to sit with you?”

“I don’t care,” Sara says.  She’s wearing one of Benny’s big sweatshirts, and 

she’s tucked her legs into the chair and pulled the sweatshirt down over them, closed-up 

tight.

“I can leave,” Joe says.  He lowers himself onto the grass next to her chair. 

Since high school they’ve been friends—Benny too.  Since freshman year.  

“Where’s Alexis?” Sara says.  “I haven’t seen her yet.”
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“With Lisa.”  It’s quiet in the yard.  Crickets.  When he was a kid he’d thought 

crickets were really tree frogs, sitting up there at the tops of the branches with bright 

yellow backs and little poison tongues.  It wasn’t until sixth grade that he figured out 

Idaho isn’t suitable for tree frogs.  Sara has lowered her head on her knees, and Joe can’t 

tell if her eyes are closed.  The pop of his beer tab would startle her.  He sets the can in 

the grass.

“Joe!”  Alexis slides the screen door open.  “Joe, are you here?”

“Here,” he says.  

“She’s losing it!” Her voice cuts through the yard.

“Sorry, Sara,” Joe says.  He pushes himself up from the ground and puts his 

arms around her for a moment, like hugging a big still egg, before heading back across 

the yard to the house.

“What are you doing?” he hisses at Alexis.  “Yelling like that.  Sara wants it 

quiet.”

“Oh,” she says.  She looks out across the yard.  “Okay.  But hey, look.”  She 

points through the screen door into the kitchen, where Joe can see Lisa sitting on the 

linoleum floor, her bare legs splayed out in front of her.

“So much for talk therapy?” he says, and together they go inside.  Lisa is yellow 

under the lights of the kitchen, and there’s vodka all over the floor.  Joe grabs a 

dishtowel from a basket on top of the fridge.  She’s wearing only a bathrobe and her 

legs are flopped in front of her, veined and pale.  The high school group at the table is 

drinking and recalling senior year, when Benny climbed the water tower and painted it. 

Making him sound like a hero, while his mother sits half-clothed on the floor.  “Time to 
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go,” he says to Alexis.  He starts wiping the floor next to Lisa.  “Can you get everybody 

out of here?”

Ten minutes later the house is empty, and Joe is helping Lisa to bed.  “I’ll come 

check on you in the morning,” he says, closing her bedroom door, but he knows he 

probably won’t.  

In the kitchen Alexis wipes off the countertop.  She’s swept the floor and done 

the dishes, but the living room is littered with empty beer cans.  “What a night,” she 

says, squeezing her sponge.  “You ready to go?”

“Yeah,” Joe says.  He walks to the screen door and peers out into the dark. 

“Where’d Sara go?” 

“I don’t know.  Home?”

“You didn’t see her leave?”

“Nuh-uh.”

“Well, that sucks,” Joe says.  “She shouldn’t be by herself right now.”

“Well, I don’t know, Joe.  I wasn’t watching her.  I was busy herding everybody 

out of here.  And cleaning up all this crap.”

“She shouldn’t be driving by herself.”

Alexis tosses the sponge into the sink and marches down the hallway to the front 

door.  “Her car’s still here,” she says, staring out toward the street.  “And Benny’s truck 

is here too.”  She points across the kitchen to the door that leads into the garage. 

“Maybe she went up there.”

Joe goes to the garage, where there’s light coming from the stairwell that leads 

to Benny’s apartment.  Sara is sitting at the top of the stairs.  “Hey.”  He looks up at her. 
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“We’re going home.  Do you want to come with us?”

“Benny was a good swimmer,” Sara says.

“I know.”

“No, I mean he was a good swimmer.  How does a good swimmer drown in 

shallow water?  When all you have to do is just reach out and touch the bank?”  She 

stretches out one of her own arms.  “The bank was right there,” she says.  “Right there.”

“I know,” Joe says.  He could tell her they’re going to do an autopsy, see if 

maybe Benny hit his head first and was knocked unconscious.  They can find out about 

those things, Joe knows, they can tell if something happened internally, an aneurism, 

maybe, some freakish stroke.  But the words sound exhausting in his head, and besides, 

she probably doesn’t want to hear them.

“Why was he alone?” Sara asks.  “I’d have gone with him if he’d wanted.  If 

he’d asked.”

Joe shakes his head.  “I don’t know, Sara.  I don’t know what he was thinking.”

“Did he say anything to you?  About me?  Was something different and I didn’t 

know?”

“No,” Joe says.  “No, Sara, he never said anything to me.”

She puts her head in her hands, muffling her voice.  Joe climbs the stairs.  “I 

don’t get it,” she says, lifting her head when he sits down beside her.  “I just don’t get it, 

you know?”

Joe puts his arm around her but she pulls away to lean against the wall and when 

she speaks again, it’s to her shoes.  “I saw his body,” she whispers.  “It was bloated. 

Mushy, really.  His face was wide and soft.”
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“Oh.”  Joe swallows, pushes his hands through his hair.  He can’t picture this, 

his friend’s small eyes and strong narrow jaw.  Wide.  Mushy.  “So, do you want to 

come with us?” he says finally. 

“Nah,” Sara says.  “Someone should be here when Benny’s mom wakes up.”

Joe lifts himself to his feet.  “Okay,” he says.  “Well, we’ll find you in the 

morning.”

But in the morning she’s gone.

*

Four days later, the day of the funeral, Alexis shakes Joe awake.  “I’m 

pregnant,” she says.  She’s lying on her back, staring up at the ceiling.  “Five weeks.  I 

found out on Thursday.”

Thursday, Joe thinks.  The day Benny drowned in the river.

“Anyway,” Alexis says.  She’s locked on the ceiling, but her voice is the voice 

she uses when she answers the phone: firm and clipped.  “Anyway, I know we’re still 

grieving, but I needed to tell you, because I don’t want to think about it by myself.  So, 

there it is, and I think we should have it, but I’m willing to hear what you think.”

“Okay,” Joe says.  He needs a drink of water.  Some toothpaste.  Late last night 

he decided to read something at the funeral today, and he needs to figure out what that 

something is.  Nothing from the bible, no.  But maybe a poem, if he can find one not too 

girly.

“Do you have anything else to say?” Alexis asks.  Her hands are interlaced on 

the sheet covering her firm stomach.  She goes to the gym five days a week.  She likes 

to drink and smoke and backpack.  They don’t even have a cat.  “Joe,” Alexis says.  “Do 
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you have anything else to say?”  She turns toward him, her eyebrows in perfect arcs.

Joe lifts his hand and puts it on her stomach.  He tries to picture a baby in there, 

beneath his hand and the sheet and her skin, but all he can see is a little eyeless worm, 

pink and swollen, something you could pinch between your finger and thumb.  “I know 

this isn’t what you want to talk about,” he says finally, “but I’m wondering if she’ll be 

there today.”  

Alexis rolls onto her side, her back to Joe.  She lets out a big sigh but he doesn’t 

apologize.  He hasn’t seen Sara in three days.  If it was his funeral, Benny wouldn’t 

have lost track of Alexis.  He’d be driving her to the funeral this morning, opening the 

door for her, helping her to her seat.  Everyone else would be taking care of her too, but 

with Benny it wouldn’t end after Joe was in the ground.  He’d put her to bed—alone, 

with the bedroom door closed—he’d sleep on the couch and make sure she was okay the 

next morning.  He’d check the smoke alarms, change the light-bulbs, take out the 

recycling.  On Saturdays, he’d mow the lawn.

“I’m sure she’ll be there,” Alexis says finally.  “She’s probably been at her 

parents’ house.”

Joe nods.  This is what he’s been telling himself too, but somehow no one’s 

called to ask or driven to their house in Pullman.  He tries to remember what he’s been 

doing for three days.  Sitting on the porch.  Thinking about drowning.

“She has her car,” Alexis says.  She rolls back over and replaces Joe’s hand on 

her stomach.  “Maybe she just wanted to get away from everybody.  Can you blame 

her?  After the way things went Thursday night?”

“Yeah,” Joe says.  “It won’t be any better today.”
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At the funeral home they sit on a lobby bench waiting for Sara.  The co-op 

hippies, forest-fire cooks and drinkers file in, flannel shirts tucked into their jeans. 

Benny’s mom is sober enough to get to a chair in the front, and Sara’s cousins are there, 

bulky in skin-tight black pants.  “Joe, is Sara here yet?” one of them asks.  She brushes a 

thick hand down his arm.

He shakes his head.  

“Well, she does this, you know.  Disappears.”

Joe nods, though he knows this is bullshit.  Sara has never disappeared.

“Yeah,” the other cousin chimes in, “when she was twelve she used to run away 

all the time.”

“When she was twelve,” Joe repeats.  Unbelievable.  He turns to look at Alexis 

and she gets it, she’s off the bench and moving between them, ushering them through 

the doors.  She’s so small and thin between the two hulking beasts, so crisp and 

practiced in her black suit, more like a funeral director than a funeral guest.

 “This was just too much for her,” Sara’s dad, a big, balding man who used to 

coach the football team says, shaking Joe’s hand on his way through the lobby.  “The 

funeral, being onstage.  She’ll find us when she’s ready.”  

“She was with you yesterday though, right?”

“In the morning,” Sara’s mom whispers.  “And then she said she wanted to get 

outside for a while.”  She pats Joe’s arm.  “I’m sure she’ll be there when we get back.”

Joe nods—again.  All he’s done all damn morning.  “How are you not 

concerned?” he wants to ask, but instead he’s just nodding, letting Alexis lead him to a 
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back row chair, even though there are plenty of empty seats.  It’s impossible that there 

are fewer people here than came to drink Busch Light at Benny’s mom’s house on 

Thursday, but Joe can’t help counting the heads.  A dark-suited man he doesn’t know 

babbles for a while about how we all just have to keep believing, and then one by one 

people get up to the podium with stupid things to say.  “Benny was always making me 

laugh,” says one of the co-op hippies.  “Every time I saw him, man.  Every time.”

Joe rolls his eyes and slumps so he can rest his head against the back of the 

chair.  It’s like being in class except worse because instead of Benny sitting next to him, 

making jokes about their Biology teacher’s biology, he’s up there in that coffin which, 

thank God, they’ve decided to keep closed.  

“Are you okay?” Alexis whispers.  “Are you going to read your poem?”

“No,” he says.  He doesn’t want to be a part of the idiot parade, all these people 

saying meaningless things, competing to be Benny’s bereaved best friend.  “I’ve known 

him since kindergarten,” says some guy they got drunk with in high school.  

“Why is he even talking?” Joe says.  Alexis squeezes his hand.

“He made a mean pancake!” one of the fire-cooks says.  “And his gumbo—for 

only having a dozen ingredients to work with, Benny knew how to cook!”

“I hate these people,” Joe says to Alexis, loud.  The people in front of them turn 

around.

They skip the burial for a late breakfast.  “I’m starving,” Alexis says, settling 

into their café booth.  “Eating for two.”  Yet she orders only toast and juice.

Joe likes his eggs hard-cooked but the waitress hadn’t asked, and the ones she 
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sets in front of him are mushy.  Wide.  He pokes them with his fork.  “I don’t think we 

should have it,” he says.

 “Oh?” Alexis says.  She bites her toast. 

“We’re not married.”

Alexis puts her toast back on her plate, wipes her lips with a napkin.  “Well, we 

could be.”

“Yeah,” Joe says.  

She’s looking at him, eyebrows raised, waiting for him to scoot out of the booth 

and dig in his pockets for a ring.

“I just think I need some time,” he says weakly.  “To breathe.”

“To breathe?”

It’s not just the yolk that’s running on his plate; the white part of the egg is shiny 

and soft too, and he’s hot; his whole back is sweating.  Is the heat on?  In September? 

“Joe,” Alexis says.  “What’s going on?”

“I just think I need some time.”

 “Well,” she says.  She wipes her lips again, dabbing each corner carefully with 

a point of the napkin.  Joe can already see what she’ll be doing the rest of the day: a 

bubble bath with her hair pulled off her neck, a girlfriend or two from work over to 

share a bottle of wine—no, not with the baby—to share a pot of decaffeinated tea.  Her 

friends will bring over movies with sexy male leads.  She’ll keep the house.  It’s in her 

name anyway.    

Alexis takes a ten out of her purse and puts it on the table.

“I’ve got this,” Joe says, but the ten stays where it is.
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When she leaves, pulling her little red Toyota out of the parking lot, Joe wanders 

outside and stands on the sidewalk, staring at the street.  He hasn’t been to the shop 

since Thursday, and there are shelving units to finish staining, cabinets to start.  He’s 

supposed to install these cabinets in some mansion on Lantana on Monday, and it would 

be good to have one or two ready to go.  Every once in a while Benny used to help him 

with the installations and Joe would throw him a hundred bucks at the end of the day. 

Benny’d spend it that same night at the bar, buying everyone’s drinks, and then he’d 

walk Sara home, half-way across town.  His mom needed him, so he never spent the 

night.  

She missed the funeral, Joe thinks, standing on the sidewalk in front of the 

restaurant.  She missed the funeral.  Where would she go?

It’s a quick walk to Benny’s mom’s house and Joe climbs over the fence and 

into the backyard.  Probably everyone’s still at the graveyard.  The screen door is 

unlocked and when he slides it open, Lisa is sitting on a stool in the kitchen, staring at a 

coffee mug on the counter.  She doesn’t turn around when Joe pushes the door shut. 

She doesn’t look up when he walks toward her.  “Lisa,” he says.  He puts his hand on 

her back.

“It’s gone,” Lisa whispers.

“What’s gone?” Joe says.  He leans over the counter and looks into the mug. 

“Your coffee?  Would you like me to make a new pot?”

She doesn’t say anything, keeping her eyes on the counter when Joe picks up the 

mug and moves to rinse it in the sink.  “Here’s some water, Lisa,” he says.  He’s careful 

to put the mug back right where it was.
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 She nods, a puppet head on thick strings.  

“Okay Lisa,” he says.  Back at the sink Joe squeezes out a sponge and wipes 

down the sink.  How did Benny do it?  Years and years of getting her to eat.  There are 

two plants on the windowsill above the sink.  Green and full of little leaves.  Is there any 

way Lisa can keep them alive?  

She makes a noise, maybe the start of a request.

“Can I get you anything, Lisa?” Joe says.  

“No,” she whispers.  

“Well, okay,” Joe says.  “I’m going to go into the garage now, okay?”  He walks 

through the kitchen, past Lisa staring at the mug, out into the garage.  There’s a key, he 

knows, although he doesn’t remember how he knows it.  Something Benny must have 

told him years ago.  It’s under one of the empty clay pots, but there are dozens of these 

pots, on potting shelves and stacked in rows against the wall of the garage.  Apparently 

Lisa used to be quite the gardener.  He lifts the pots quickly, rows and rows of them, and 

it becomes such a routine to lift a pot and put it down that, when he finally finds the 

right one, he covers the key back up and is reaching for the next pot before it hits him 

that he’s found it.  Then he’s climbing the stairs and is outside the door to Benny’s 

apartment, putting the key in the lock.  

“Sara?”  He pushes the door open, sure he’ll see her sitting on the couch, 

looking as confused as he feels.  But the apartment is still and quiet and empty, and 

much, much cleaner than Benny kept it.  The living room carpet is spotless; the kitchen 

linoleum glossy wet, clean in a way that doesn’t make sense.  Benny cared for his 

mom’s house, but he was a slob when it came to his own dishes, oblivious to trails of 
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sugar ants.  He used the vacuum as a coat rack.  But there are no dishes in the sink; the 

faucet is shiny.  Joe pokes his head into the bathroom: no towels crumpled on the floor; 

the wash-cloths are layered like a fan by the sink.  In the tiny bedroom he sits down on 

the bed; the sheets are folded and smoothed.  Benny’s notoriously cluttered closet has 

been organized, his boots and sneakers paired and lined side-by-side, his shirts and 

sweaters all hung facing the same way.  He heads back down the stairs and into the 

kitchen where Lisa still sits on her stool.

“Lisa,” he says, and this time she looks up from her coffee.  Her eyes take in the 

walls of the room, skimming past him at the door.  “Lisa.”  He feels like jumping and 

waving his arms, screaming, Over here!  When her eyes skim over him a second time, 

he shouts, “Has someone been here?  Up to Benny’s apartment?  Has Sara been here 

cleaning?”

Lisa’s eyes land on Joe.  She gives a sad smile, and wraps her fingers around the 

mug.  “He should have gotten married,” she says, shaking her head.  “Stuck me in a 

home.  He could have visited on Sundays.”

“Lisa,” Joe says.  “None of this is your fault.  You know that, right?”

She returns her gaze to the counter and squeezes the mug in her hands.  Joe 

crosses the kitchen to the sink and turns on the faucet.  He holds the little green plants 

under the stream, drenching them until water spills from the holes in the bottom of the 

pots.  Lisa ends the silence between them.  “Sara was here.  Didn’t say where she was 

going.  He was gonna propose, you know that?”

Joe nods.  It’s a lie.  Benny loved her, but he never would have proposed.

“Will you take care of me?” Lisa’s eyes flash with sudden animation.  She clears 
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her throat and forces a grin that’s creepy in the light of the kitchen, heavy lipstick and 

teeth.  “Will you take care of me?  Because I can’t do it, I don’t think.  I don’t think I’ll 

make it without him.”

“I—” Joe swallows.  “I—”

“No.”  Lisa shakes her head.  “No, you won’t.”  She smiles and turns her gaze to 

the counter, and Joe manages to slip through the sliding door without her saying another 

word.

It’s a long walk home.  By the time he turns onto his street, Joe’s shirt is 

drenched with sweat and all he wants is a cold shower.  But at the house Alexis’s little 

car is angled in the drive and no shower is worth seeing her angry pinched face.  The 

river, he thinks as he unlocks his truck and climbs in.  The truck starts loud and he slams 

it in reverse.  Pulling out fast, he cuts the wheel too hard to the right, and the back-end 

scrapes along the side of Alexis’s  Toyota.  The metal grates when he pulls forward, 

hooking his bumper on top of hers.  Joe taps the gas, but the metal is shrieking and when 

he looks up Alexis is coming down the steps of the porch.  “Joe,” she’s saying, waving 

her arms, but before she gets to his window, he pushes hard on the gas and the bumper 

comes loose.  “Joe!” she yells, but he drives off without looking back.

Find her, he thinks, heading north.  Find Sara.  Sara’s car will be parked in one 

of the gravel turnouts, and then it will be only a quick hike down to the shallow pool. 

She’s gone to grieve, and he’ll find her and hold her and together they’ll put their feet in 

the water and cry.  That’s what Benny would have wanted, isn’t it?  Someone to take 

care of her, to act as a brother, someone willing to give up everything just to help her 
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through.

The highway sits high above the river and Joe looks down to the water as he 

drives, catching the occasional glimpse of circles from rising fish.  He counts fifty miles 

without seeing any trash, not a single beer bottle.  It’s no wonder this is the river Benny 

kept dragging them to.  “The last clean river,” he’d say.  “It’s not gonna last.”    

But it’s too easy when Joe spots Sara’s green Subaru parked on the side of 

Highway 12, a mile or two downstream from the rope swing.  He turns into the lot and 

cuts the engine, but he doesn’t push open the door.  It’s all wrong, he thinks, imagining 

Sara alone at the water, balanced on a flat warm rock, her long brown legs dangling in 

the water.  He lifts his fingers and clicks down the lock.  It’s wrong because it isn’t fair 

and it isn’t real, just a way to feel something else.  He sits there in the cab thinking 

about the Toyota and the baby, how Benny would have gotten him drunk and laughing, 

just so he didn’t have to cry.

It’s late afternoon when Joe finally starts the engine.  The sky is cloudy, 

although the air is still warm, and he drives the final miles to the rope swing slowly, 

parking next to some shiny pick-up.  He hikes along the highway until the ground gets 

steep and then he scrambles down to the water.  There is the rope swing dangling way 

out over the water from a hundred feet up in a slanted fir tree, and there, standing on flat 

rocks half-way up the take-off slope, are three teenage boys in swim trunks, trying to 

pull the rope toward them with a tree branch that’s just not quite long enough.  

“Guys,” Joe says.  They look up, startled, as if they’ve been caught doing 

something wrong.  Their hair is still dry, and they’re straining for the rope, pushing the 
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branch out toward it.  “Guys,” Joe says again.  He climbs over the rocks, breathing hard. 

The water is deep here in this pool even in late summer, fed by the Lochsa and a water-

falling creek on the other side of the river.  The rope is invisible from the road and it’s a 

local’s secret, nearly hidden by boulders.  It’s the best place to fish early in the morning, 

before people jumping from the rope-swing have scared the biggest ones away.  “That’s 

not the right stick,” Joe says.  He pulls himself over another rock.  “You need a longer 

one.  There was a perfect one here the other day.  We left it, maybe over there, behind 

that rock.”

The smallest of the boys gets a nod from one of the other boys.  He steps off the 

flat rock and climbs around the steep bank to where Joe points.  He scampers out of 

sight on his scrawny legs, behind the boulder Joe’s nodding at.  A second later he comes 

back with the branch, and he’s grinning at the two older boys, holding the branch like a 

spear.  The branch is a slender arm, curved just right, perfect for hooking the rope and 

pulling it close.  “Thanks,” the small boy calls.  He hands the branch off to one of the 

bigger guys, a meaty-looking teen with heavy thighs and a flabby chest.

Joe climbs across the rocks until he reaches the water.  He sits down to roll up 

the legs of his jeans and slip off his sneakers.  Carefully he steps into the water, the 

small brown trout swarming around his feet as though he’s offering his toes to them, ten 

swollen worms, pink and wiggling.  They don’t bite but they’re curious, and Joe can feel 

them brushing by his feet and ankles as he starts to make his way upstream.

The splash startles Joe even though he’s prepared for it.  Water sprays onto his t-

shirt, and when Joe turns, he sees the meaty boy surfacing and starting toward the bank. 

Already the rope is in the hand of the other older boy.  Joe walks up slowly through the 
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water, stepping carefully around slippery rocks.  He can hear the splashes behind him, 

the shrieks from the boys cut-off as they hit the water.  Just before he reaches the 

shallow rapids that feed the rope-swing pool, he turns around one last time.  It’s the 

smallest boy who has the rope in his hands this time; he has to stand on his tiptoes to get 

a good grip.  “Just don’t forget to let go!” one of the older boys is coaching.  “Just swing 

out, and then let go.”
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