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Preface

To write constitutes a supreme faith. Not merely in the idea of oneself as a writer, but
also in the subject and in the audience. When something is put out into the universe, it floats
there. If no one grabs it, it stays floating. Nabokov writes, "A work of art has no importance
whatever to society. It is only important to the individual" (Nabokov, 22). It is the individual
that makes up society. Therefore, art that does not touch one man cannot touch all men. The
idea of a perfect audience or a perfect listener is comparable for man's search for God, someone
all knowing, all seeing. It is with this attitude that I put this collection to a readership, like James
contends, upon whom nothing is missed.
This preface is broken into three major components. The first is setting, not the setting
of the work in some fictional time or space, but the setting of where the actual writing took place
and what impact that had on the work. The second is intent. Here I investigate what I wanted to
accomplish and what I did accomplish. If they were always equal, behaviorism would be a
perfect science and literature a perfect art. The final is that of editing and of the writing of the
remixed story.
I needed somewhere warm, clean, and inviting. My room generally was none of these
things. While sitting at my desk my mind would race about: contemplating cooking a meal,
reading a book, or writing haikus. Some days all of these things would bore me and yet some
new thought would force itself into my mind saying something was more important that writing.
Thomas Mann states that, "A writer is a person for whom writing is more difficult than it is for
other people" (Mann, 214). The first time I heard that I laughed, for it is impossible to do
anything but laugh in the face of truth. I needed to go elsewhere. I needed a place where I
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could get down to business. I found three, each providing me with a different tone and
environment.
The observation deck of the Hilton looks over the city. There free mini-cokes and
assorted nuts waited for me. The floor is wrapped by a band of glass that looked over the small
city of Saint Petersburg, Florida. The large window into the sky reminded me of school-aged
boredom. It was perfect day dream territory, which is the primary act of any writer. I could see
droves of teenagers seated on a cement barrier outside of a concert, or a family on their bay liner.
All of the cars had destinations. Many of them were going to work, or home, or the store, but
then there were the others. These others are the ones that interested me.
I trespassed on an almost daily basis. This set an undertone for most of the writing done
on the deck. It is easy to see how in "Dark" or "Commitment", which incidentally starts off with
a man in a hot air balloon, there are undertones of viewing things from a distance. No one ever
said anything to me, and most often it was a staff member or security officer that opened the
door for me and for that I am grateful.
The words I began my search for a place with "warm, clean, and inviting," wanted to pull
me into french coffee shops where I could argue existentialism, however in this day most coffee
shops have the uniformity of a ...well a Starbucks. This is not to say that I did not try to write
there. I had friends that would people watch there, and I heard that Dostoevsky would write
looking out over the village square. This was not my experience. Every interaction seemed the
same to me between the cashier and those ordering their complex drinks. One woman came in
wearing a mini-skirt and an orange boa, but as soon as she was placed into the mould of "coffee
shop customer" she became the same as everyone else. I needed a place where people would
expand not retract.
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A bar seemed like the closest thing to carry the weight ofthose Parisian coffee shops. I
must note I only went there during the day. I assumed, quite correctly, that the crowd of the
daytime differed greatly from those that came at night. The bar pieces were "Good Touch"
which begins by my description of my actual location, which is interesting to note, because I
usual search for a point of detachment that takes place before the first word is written. However,
"Good touch" was more of a writing exercise that took over, but more on that later. "Mirrors"
also was written in a bar.
Ray Bradbury says, "You must stay drunk on writing so reality cannot destroy you"
(Bradbury, 101). All of my stories came out oflong stretches of writing "Good Touch" ended up
being the only story to make the collection out of a three day writing spree where I wrote about
eight hours each day. The third day, I wrote "Good Touch" in the middle of two other stories. It
was the only one that said anything close to what I wanted to say, and ended up being probably
the most controversial story in the collection.
The fmal place I wrote was in the park downtown. It was difficult for me to do.
William's park is a park in downtown Saint Petersburg. It is surrounded by bus stops. Homeless
people: some veterans, some children, some by choice, some by circumstance spend much of
their day sitting on those benches in the park, as did I. This location was interesting because it
was the one place I would not write on a word processer, but in a red spiral bound notebook with
a gel pen. I have never been nervous, nor should I say any more nervous, around homeless
people. I must say, however, my story ideas that sprung from them were perhaps more
judgmental than elsewhere. My constant thought was "What if things had been different?" thus
making it that their lives now were far than ideal, which might not be as awful as I assume
because whose is?

'L
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I am not so blind to think that authorial intent always matches the finished product.
Instead, Coleridge writes "Veracity does not consist in saying, but in the intention of
communicating truth." (Coleridge, IX) . That being said, specificity is important to all solid
writing. It is all about details, and showing instead of telling, tones, and undertones. Authorial
intent must be something very specific. It is up to the failure of language to bring it to the level
of mere sincerity. Each story has intent. This collection which some may view as having an,
aesthetic or otherwise, should note they were all fully conceived and intentional.
I think of Satre's Nausea. He intends to find himself and to do so decides to write
something completely unrelated to himself. This double-vision perhaps states my intent and
haunts the work throughout. The story "Dark" is important to bring up because of the first
person narrator. A friend of mine had a creative writing teacher who had everyone write a story

in frrst person, then on the first day of class before reading any of them, made each person tear
their papers in half and throw them in the trash can, because he said it would be their voices, not
a characters. I feel this lesson is best to teach writing for its own sake verses the idea that all first
person is self-satisfying personal confession, but I must concede that the lure is there. Sentence
after sentence was taken out; facts were changed, to make sure the story was about my narrator,
not the author. That is perhaps why it exists as the only first person.
Motifs and themes had no bearing on my mind whatsoever, and instead it was the
nuanced detail that told the story. It is only in retrospect that I can see things like failed
relationships, isolation, the cyclical nature of parent child relationships, and so on. This does not
challenge my decree of intentionality of the author in the slightest. I did intent all ofthese
things, just in a different way than I did so upon rereading. The primary focus of a writer is to
create a fantasy . If they are lost in the mechanics of writing the writer fails. I think of the
/
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swirling sentences ofHenry James in The Wings ofthe Dove. I counted one sentence in
particular that had fifteen commas. It is the words that hypnotize, not the images. The reader
will provide his own images. It is up to the author to help his mind along this path, and the best
way to do that is through entrancing.
"Festival" best exemplifies my intent of entrancing. It is no mistake that much of the
action surrounds the festival of the daydream. Allow me to provide one interpretation of my
story. The king has his own daydream in school. He has entranced himself, and is drunk on life
and images, he is the author. His teachers, perhaps certain ones that everyone had at one point or
another, keep trying to bring things into the arena of facts and numbers. It is through his power,
as king or author, that he is able to put his opponents, perhaps reality, to death. The men who
work for WASTE, one of many blatant Pynchon references, question everything that has taken
place but are still involved nonetheless. This should be the goal of the author. Joan Didion
states, "The writer is always tricking the reader into listening to their dream" (Olivia, 43).
Before and after the story takes place all criticism with and without basis may exist, but during
the actual reading everyone must give in to the festival of the daydream.
There are different levels of authorial intent, and to view them I will discuss the outline I
had set down for "Commitment". In this story a detached man fmally manages to have some
emotion catch up with him in a fmal act offish eating. His actions serve as a suitable
characterization even though I had several early readers fail to connect with Ryan. Which, I am
pleased to say was precisely my point. That being said I intended other things in conjunction
with that in my outline. It read like this "A man buy a fish. He goes out on a date. He gets
laid." Two of these three things happened, with much fan-fare (i.e. the death of a spouse). The
third however, did not. At that point, the character had distanced himself so utterly from the
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possibility of a human connection, even a sexual one, he failed. I as an author kept true to my
intent. I was not responsible for the characters failing.
Editing, or the process of rewriting, seems almost like second nature for one so used to
being mired in the University system. However, when it comes to a creative work, it cannot help
but create some opposition. The nagging voice of "this is not the precise word choice" that
hangs inches behind the authorial mind looking at how to infect what I call "the daydream
mind," needs to be kept separate and. The proper mindset is that such infiltrations break the
fantasy being created and are worse than such things as picking the word "poor" verses
"impecunious". Several times in the editing process I found myself going through and removing
my more thought out phrasing and replacing it with the simplicity of my first thought, that of my
daydream mind.
Editing is the way that the author makes things most natural. "Easy reading is damn hard
writing," says Hawthorne and I concur (Hawthorne). The methodology of writing things simply
was probably brought to the forefront of our culture through Hemingway, and anyone with a
penchant for 19th century fiction will understand what a change has taken place. The removal of
the unnecessary word helps through literary telekinesis to place a thought, image, or feeling
quickly and effectively into the mind of the reader. I can reread something tersely written and
know exactly the point.
For counterexample I will again bring up "Commitment". This time a quote," Even then
Ryan would have to make up his own words, his own music, the non sequitor scenes refused to
match and rarely even stayed in the same language, it was a dub at best. This first image showed
Nancy smiling and twirling through the park in front of a symphony orchestra as the cacophonic
sounds of the overture initially broke into something tractable; the next, she had locked herself in
./
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the bathroom and refused to leave. The sound became pointless sound, her sound, the begging
for internal combustion through nonsensical pleadings with a man who would gladly deliver his
own soul as payment for her happiness or at best her silence."
1 have received more criticism about this paragraph than practically anything else in the
collection for precisely the previous reason stated: it swims, is not terse, and fails to use words
with solidity. It is here I demonstrate the aesthetic knowledge strong enough to maintain said
paragraph in spite of given "rules" that would stand in opposition to them. The daydream, in
much the manner of Mr. James, swims at this moment. The reader drowns in recollection
alongside the protagonist who refuses to deal with his emotions. He labels his past as one thing,
but even as he labels it, he fails to contain it and the paragraph perfectly shows how this labeling
seems to be getting away from him. He cannot handle anything and is forced to run to the pet
store.
"Real Men" served as a gem of the editing process. I polished this work again and again
refining it to completion. The isolationist husband, Jack, presents himself through a series of
changes he makes from a self primarily obfuscated from the reader. The changes that take place
off of the page juxtapose his wife falling into a weaker feminine role. The description of Jack,
basically seeking to emasculate the dog through prodding it with a stick, was all added through
the editing process. The dog pinning down Margie had been there originally but not with her
initial love for animals. Finally, I also decided to make the story a closed-system, with Jack
leaving at both the beginning and the end. I saw this as making things tighter in the story, and
better showing "the invisible Jack" the man who did not appear but only left somewhere.
Perhaps the most through "editing" came through the eponymous remix "He just pointed
at Things on an Indistinct Earth". This came out of a through rereading of all of the texts,
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seeking to extract their marrow. The bits, lines, or sometimes line that I felt defined them. Then
1

sat, with this big pile of scraps that resonated on a visceral level, not knowing what to do with

them. 1 felt like Stein writing "Tender Buttons", placing them out on the page as if they were
colors. I imagine them to be green as smear that starts out dark and then wears out toward the
end of the page. There are dots of blue and a dark red line at the end. How could it not be
abstract? The invocation of myself at the beginning serves as the painter and the paint can. The
end comes with silence that it is impossible to tell exactly where it is coming from, yet there is
certainty that it comes from somewhere.
Perhaps as a conclusion I would like to touch, just gently, against my own creative
process. Nabokov states, "I don't think in any language. I think in images" (Nabokov, 14). I am
quite the opposite. My mind is a stream of words that only the occasional image can dam. This
image of the large picture window with a group of people in front of it served as my fust, to use
a Faulknerian term, "hearts darling," a solitary image upon which an entire story could be based:
child being driven somewhere with his father served as that image in "Basil", a group of people
playing a weird game of cards while one wore a fedora in "Mirrors", or a man building a
doghouse in his garage in "Real Men". The list could go on. In these images I have full
knowledge. My stories are an extrapolation of such things. If the writer can place a single
image, not to mention several, into the mind of his audience, the creative spark is transferred.
I would to thank my advisor Trey for the space, Christina for giving me integrity, Kelcy
for making me work harder, and the Honors Department for funding me. Please read the
following stories in your own space and create your own world with them. My points, my
details, only serve as a map to fmd the way.
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The Festival

Settling down into the mirth of men dressed up as various birds of prey, the people
pledged their devotion toward the king. "Save us, Save us" was the chant, before silent abeyance
shirked the chaos of the feather festooned dancers. The king rose and cast his hands upwards
toward the sky, as if his arms were the rays from the sun and he the light that had pooled into a
corpulent jug of flesh. Then the king sat back in golden repose upon a chair of cushioned mirror,
hammered and altered by the most skillful smiths of metal and material.
The frenzy pulled the city in upon itself again and again. It constantly was devoured by
God and recreated in a new image. The children were released naked from their parent' s arms.
They buzzed around the birdmen in mockery against the sacred dance. Eventually one of the
bird-men was surrounded. A child threw a stone at his head. The man squawked and continued
to dance. The tiny cupids delivered rocks in earnest. It would have been illegal for any tattooed
man, to take part in it. The blood came out of his ears and he fell. Two boys cracked the skull
with a stone they had found and saved from two days earlier. Clouds billowed like smoke from
beyond the hills like short round volcanoes thrusting out promises of rain from the verdant belly
of the earth.
Finally night broke the spell of light and the crowd separated, eyes aglow and voices
trembling, toward their homes. Sanitation crews came in white jump suits that had their name of
the company, Waste International, stenciled in cursive red thread above their left breast pockets.
Rows of street cleaning trucks waited as garbage trucks and bulldozers swallowed up the largest
piles of mud, trash, and feathers. The six bodies were already collected and burned like a giant
citronella torch of human flesh. And it did keep bugs away. Waste International had won the
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contract after they assured that no one would be able to tell the next day if what they experienced
had been a dream or not. That did it. " Somnquatial" was the ceremony of the day dream. It was
said that over a thousand years ago the young God-King Remonteta sat during his school lessons,
particularly those that dealt with science and astronomy, two subjects he abhorred, and
conceived of the purification of his people through the destruction of reality. The first time the
ceremony occurred, a magician came amid dancing droves of nightrnarishly monster masked
men. He took out a hawk and threw it into the sky. It immediately fell to the earth as ash. Then
he took an eagle and cast it into the sky. It likewise fell to the earth as ash. The men were all
astounded.
Remonteta was pleased. He had caused his people to question their realities. No man
could figure out how the Magician had turned living creatures into ash. The six wisest men
assembled, four of them Remonteta' s personal teachers, and they discussed what had occurred.
"It's wizardry, plain and simple," one exclaimed. His eyes glowed green with confusion as his
hands shook. ''No," said another, "We just were not paying enough attention. Next year we will
watch him closely and realize his great trick." A third man brought a several sparrows with him.
"We can attempt to find how the magician guiles us." They all surrounded the tiny birds and
dissected them one by one, looking for a way their entrails might hold great amounts of ash, or
how they might somehow dissolve themselves. The wise men mapped the sparrow. They began
to understand its digestion. They marveled at its circulatory system. But, they could not see how
any bird could be turned into ash.
During Remonteta's lessons they would explain to him all of their new found scientific
marvels. They would explain how all the nerves centralized in the pea sized brain of the sparrow
and how its hallow bones were why it could fly and man could not. Remonteta would laugh and
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ask them what part of the sparrow allowed it to turn into ash. The men would get silent and the
Jesson would stop. The next year Somnquatial was a bigger ceremony with men from
neighboring kingdoms sending delegations of their wisest and most scientific men, to figure out
the Magician's trick. He appeared pushing his wooden boxes each with a separate bird. His face
looked much more withered than the last year. The older children told that was because of his
pact with the devil. Many people denied themselves wine to better see the feat. Same as the
previous year the man cast up a hawk and it disintegrated before their eyes, then the eagle. None
of the visiting delegations, no matter how sober their view, were able to find out the magicians
trick. They all left to tell their various kingdoms the power of Remonteta and his magicians.
The next day the six wise men assembled before Remonteta. They removed a sparrow
from a light brown sack, where one of the men cast it toward the peaked ceiling. It disappeared
into a pile of ash. Remonteta slapped his chalice off of a green marble table and onto the floor.
He glowered at the men as they spoke, "Now we will teach you the science behind this so-called
magic." They explained how they had captured the magician the night before and tortured him
into revealed his trick. Remonteta shielded his ears and walked out of the room. He had his
guards surround them. Two days later the wise-men were positioned in the center of town
covered in feathers. Remonteta spoke, "It is I the God-King who saves you. Your minds,
wrapped in lies, will never be free. You seek to subject my glory, my majesty, my truth to you?
You have forgotten my holy name. Now, you shall all be purified and experience the true magic
of Remonteta." Then he forced them all to dance as the town looked on. Children stoned the
men to death.
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Now eleven hundred years later the sanitation crews burnished the ground with brooms
and scooped up the sand that soaked up the fmal remnants of blood. "Can' t believe these people

still do this, its sick If you ask me," said one with thick dark rimmed glasses.
"Good think they're not paying us to ask questions," said another. They swept in silence.
The bulldozers were shut off to allow the new day's birds to call to one another without strain.
The sun made the skyline shimmer like the mirror of a lake. It was less than a mile away, but it
was a different time then the dust field, both physically and philosophically. The men in the city
would never advocate the death of any men, much less those that in the last five years, that had
attempted to propel them into a modem era. Didn't everyone know about Dr. Stringer' s
contribution to nanotechnology? Hadn't everyone bought Michael Spencer' s book on the future
of cancer research? These men now were gone now, disappeared to the city, in a shroud of
feathers, in a cry of faith.
It was edict, it was law, it was secret. The condemned remained its staunchest silent

supporters. There never had been any need, since the first Somnquatial, for any sort of guards to
prevent escape. And while, those original sixwise-men were prisoners, every seven years since
the men have been invited by secret ballot delivered six months earlier. That usually gives them
enough time to secure one or two posthumous publications. The period right before Somnquatial
is one of passionate scientific discovery, for it is said that the God-King gives special gifts to
those condemned to die for him. The internet swarms with discussions about who has been
chosen, and gambling sites have even sprung up where people can wager as to who will be a
bird-man at the upcoming festival. One of the likely candidates walked into work the next day to
the near fright of his co-workers, who had been so sure he was one of the sacrifices.
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The papers listed the obituaries of the six as a tacit tip of the hat to their being chosen. It would
never list the cause of death. All the passions incited during Somnquatial would die away within
a few months, and things would start to go back to normal. The Stock Market would become the
focus of the news, that and some international issues, human rights in other countries, that sort of
thing. As for religion, no one really believed in the divinity of the God-King anymore. He was
largely a figurehead, who had abnegated much of his power for the ability to sit in his chamber
with various concubines and occasionally suggest wars to a deaf congress. He would only
deliver one speech every six years at his festival. Then throngs would bow to him and chant,
"Save us, Save us"
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Good Touch

There was a three foot corridor to reach the bar door. The walls were painted yellow with
a purple outline. Black drapes hung in front of the small side frosted windows. George tapped
the door twice slowly and then three times rapidly. He waited. He wore a wide brimmed black
hat. It looked like a small sombrero. The door stayed shut and he repeated the knock he had
been practicing all day on every hard surface he could fmd. One of his underlings actually asked
him to "knock it off''. Then George realized his knuckles were sore from the rhythm. He
knocked it a second time. Then, when there was no answer, he turned the tarnished knob.
The place was empty. A slow moody jazz song played through hidden speakers. A
mirror advertised Bass Ale, and George caught his reflection. He had on a black suit with grey
buttons. The collar shot up at a sharp angle and his chin caught into it when he turned his head.
Behind the bar were about three bottles of wine, a single tap, and a old cash register with button
that belonged to a antique typewriter. Directly above it sat a picture of the rat pack standing in
front of the Sands Casino in Las Vegas.
"Hello, I'm sorry I did not hear you come in," said a woman. She came in through a back
door. She had a cocktail dress and short leather boots with heels, both black. She had dark
brown eyes and her black hair sat as bangs in the front and rose to a tight bun with a single white
chopstick keeping it in place.
"Is this the place?" asked George. He leaned against the counter. His arms slid on the
bar. It was slick with wax.
"That depends," she said, "Did you do the knock?"
George knocked again against the bar.
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"Yeah," she said, "That's close enough." She turned to him and put out a hand. "My
name is Maddy. II

"Hi, Maddy. I'm George."
"So, you want to go to the rooms?" she asked. She leaned against the other side of the
bar. Her legs began to do a split. George could tell her breath smelled like shots of wheat grass.
He once dated a health-food addict many years ago.
"I wouldn't be here ifl didn't," he said. He pulled out a cigarrello and lit it. "Is this it?"
"Follow me." She picked a red bag from underneath the counter and took out a key ring
with at least a hundred different keys. "Pick a number," she said.
"Forty-Nine" said George. Maddy's ass swayed from side to side with each step. But her
steps were awkward, as if she was not used to wearing heels.
They walked down a long corridor. Each side was lined with doors. All the doors had
small eye holes. Some of them would shadow over as they passed. A thin green film long the
floor caused Maddy to press against the doors as she walked to help her balance.
"Almost there," she said.
She-stopped in front of a room. It did not have a number on it, but she placed the correct
key in on the frrst try. The door had a spring on it, pushing it closed. She had to lean her body
into it to move it.
The room looked like a room in a mad house. It was white and sterile with bright white
lights. The floor was tile as was the ceiling. The walls had soft mattress padding on them. A

twin bed sat clean and made in the comer with white sheets and a brown stuffed bear near the
pillow. The room had a hum that George was sure emanated from a young girl sitting in front of
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checkerboard. She wore the same dress as Maddy and the same boots. She did not look up
8

when they walked in, but instead stayed staring at the board.
"Call if you need anything," said Maddy. Shut the door behind her and right before it
closed completely she added, "behave yourself." George was not sure who she was addressing.
He took a seat across from the girl. Her hair fell into her face and she blew it out again
and again. George smiled.
"How old are you?" asked George.
"Twelve," said the girl. She had her legs crossed and did not look up at him. She just
kept staring at the board and blowing her hair. She had freckles on her checks. It did not look
like they made the dress in her size. It sat very large on her. "Do you want to play a game?'' she
asked.
"Won't you forget the position you're in now?"
"No, don't worry. I will remember"
George touched her chin and tried to look into her eyes. "Look at me," he said. She did
and he could see they were green, not like Maddy's. "How long have you been here?" he asked.
"For always" she said.
He touched her hand and rubbed it. She looked up at him and smiled. She showed her
teeth. It was a practiced smile.
George's grandfather had taught him to play checkers and he had been somewhat of a
hussler in the third grade, but could not seem to prevent the girl from getting double jumps. She
would laugh and started to touch George on the leg with her hand under the table in between her
moves.
"They treat you nice here though, don't they?" George asked .

./
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"Oh absolutely yes," she said, "Here my time is pretty much my own. People in school

have to follow rules, always have somebody on top of them telling them what to do."
"And what about the men that come and visit you. Are they weird?" he asked.
"Some are, some aren't. Can we play again?" she asked.
"And me?"
"I don't know yet. Please one more game,"
He played again and lost.
A small window sat up high in the room. It had a reflective coating on it. George figured

it prevented people from looking in.
"They give you a window?" he asked. The girl now looked at him as if figuring out what
move to make next.
"Yes, It leads into the playground from the school. When nobody visits me some days I
stand on the chair and watch outside for hours. Then when it gets to dark for that, I can see my
reflection."
"You are very beautiful"
She blushed and said she was sleepy. George helped her off with her boots and carried
her to the small bed. He pulled the white sheets tightly around her and kissed her on the
forehead. For a moment she looked afraid, but when she saw him retreating she looked relieved.
"This room is completely soundproof you know," she said.
George did not respond, he sat down in a chair next to the checkerboard. He took off his
jacket with the sharp collar, and hung it on the chair.
The lights shut off and the hum stopped. He wasn't sure if it was a fan or if it was the girl
falling asleep.

---..
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He sat in it and watched her sleep. Her chest rose and fell. He thought about how
nobodY had to trick her to see him. Nobody had to lie. She knew he was coming and knew
everything about him.
The girl turned over toward George and spread her arms. She motioned with a single
palm, waving him over. He went into bed next to her in his suit and she held him with her small
body. His chin dug into her soft neck and he cried.
"It's okay. It's okay" she said.
Everything about her told the truth: her small arms against him, her feet that resting on
his shoes, her breath and words into his ear.
"You know that nobody trusts me," he said.
"I trust you," she said.
"I know you do."
The next morning, the door crept open. Maddy, stepping in with pink slippers said, "Rise
and shine sleepyheads." She had on a blue robe left untied with a green floral nightgown
underneath. Her eyes were a different color than last night. George couldn't remember exactly
how they changed. He leaned up from the chair where he slept. His lower back started killing

him.
"What time is it?" he asked.
"Seven am," said Maddy.
"I am not getting up," said the girl in the bed. Her dress was laid crumpled on the foot of
the bed. The sheets were twisted around her.
"You don't have to angel. You sleep."

/
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George walked over to the bed and kissed her on the forehead. Then Maddy took her by
the arm and led him out. He had to get ready for work.
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Real Men

Jack left for good on a Monday afternoon. He loaded up the back of the family's blue
station wagon with plastic containers. Each of them weighed down with things like power tools
and humidors. Most of it looked brand new and came out of the garage. From the house, he
took a gas powered blender and a couple of shirts. People say they knew something was wrong
for a while, but his wife says there was not a change in him until a week earlier, the anniversary
of her father's death.
That day had been rainy and construction on the shed in the backyard had to wait.
Margie woke up to find the grass dealing with both the sprinklers and the rain. "There is no way
the grass is that hungry," she said to a fat black cat named Shaq. The cat drove its neck into the
bottom of her fist. Jack left a note on his pillow saying he had stepped out to go to the store.
She hated that he couldn't wait until she woke up.
Jack was a different type of man than her father. Sometimes she wondered what she saw
in him. Stanley, her father, had worked in the coal mines of Pennsylvania most of his life, and

probably died because of it. He stopped smoking twenty years before he had been diagnosed
with lung cancer. Jack, on the other hand did not work with his hands. He was an accountant.
He was afraid of animals and would not even be in the same room as Shaq. One time Sally, their
daughter, had brought home a guinea pig from school and Margie had caught him shaking with
fear when it came into the house. He refused to offer her the least bit of help on putting the shed
together.
"Well hey there sleepyhead, you're up early," said Jack. He walked into the house
through the garage door. It was after noon.

......o..j
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"Don't give me that," said Margie, "Where were you?"
Jack looked down at his watch. His face expanded: eyebrows, mouth, forehead, all
stretched with surprise. "I swear I didn't realize it had gotten this late."
"Well that doesn't answer my question, does it?"
Margie was wearing the same light pink gown she slept in. It was easy to imagine her as
a wraith. Her skin was pale. She never seemed able to take in sun.
"I went to the Home Depot to get supplies for a dog house I want to build," he said.
"Whatever," she shouted. Then turned and walked up the stairs. "Jack sometimes you
are just so full of shit I don't know what to do with you."
They did not have a dog. Jack would not allow it. He had got bitten when he was seven
at a neighbor's house. They all had been poking it with sticks. The dog had such an ugly snout.
It had growths coming out of the side of its brown skin. It just lay there as he and two other boys

prodded the thing to move.
"Come on you stupid pug," they shouted. At first, they just wanted to play with him, then
to move him, but soon the poking grew more violent. Jack jammed a long dowel into the dog's
genitals. The dog got up ran at Jack and snapped a big hunk out of his forearm. It took thirty
seven stitches to close it.
"Baby," Jack yelled to Margie but she had already slammed the door to their bedroom.
He did not follow after her like he normally did but instead went back into the garage.
They had two children, one girl and one boy. Both of them were away at their
grandmother's house. She insisted they visit her in Arizona twice a year. No one spoke about it,
but everyone seemed to think it best that this be one of the weeks.
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When Margie learned that Jack had not been lying, her pale hands balled up into fists and
·d "You are being ridiculous. There is no time for a dog, much less a dog house. I am not
sesai,
h
going to let you even start this thing, because I lmow you're not going to finish it."
Later on when she heard hammering in the garage she screamed at him again. It did not
work.
An hour later she opened up the garage door. He was bent over a piece of particle board
measuring its sides next to a bucket of red paint. "Baby," she said.
"What?" he said.
She stepped back. His voice sounded gruffer, deeper. She felt like she wanted to cry. "It
must be because of what day this is," she thought. She had not cried in years. "I have a
headache," she said, "can you knock it off?"
"Alright," he said, "I need to take a break anyway. Can you fetch me a beer?"
"Um...Yeah," she said. She could not believe that those works came out ofher mouth.
She meant to say "go get it yourself' but instead found herself at the refrigerator door pulling one
out.
That night they did not make love like normal. Instead, he flipped her on her belly and
went to her from behind. Afterwards, she curled her whole body around him, and he rolled her
off four times before she got the hint and fell asleep.
The next day it was bright out. Jack was gone again. This time there was no note.
Margie sighed and put on overalls. They felt loose and heavy against her. All of her supplies
were in the garage spread out across the floor. "Damn him to hell," she said. She could not fmd
the right size nails. But there, in the comer, with a red top and red sides a doghouse.
_. /
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"What is wrong with my hands," she yelled. She threw the hammer into the lawn where

it wedged itself into the moist grass. When she picked it up again she not hold it properly. She
had hit her fingers twice and now her left thumb throbbed and turned purple. She was afraid of
the hanuner. Half of the shed had been built already, by her, with no help, and now she could

not seem to remember how that happened.
She went back inside and drank a glass of tea and wished it had stayed raining. She
beard Jack pull up and just sighed when she heard barking from the garage.
"You bought a dog?" she said. She did not look up at him or she would have seen him
taking off his belt.
"You'll meet him later," he said. He picked her up and threw her on her belly on the
kitchen floor. She started to cry. They were tears of relief. When he finished she felt as if her
heart was twenty pounds lighter. She cleaned herself up in the shower and then started to make
dinner. Her man needed a steak.
"The way I figure it," he said at dinner, "is we have enough savings."
Margie nodded. She did not know what they were talking about. She kept trying to put
her foot on his lap, where he would push it off.
Jack hadn't changed from earlier. His pants were covered with oil. "I went to the garage
and they showed me how to change it myself," he said, before adding "This steak is a little
tough." and "Why don't you ever wear any dresses?" Then he left saying he was going to the bar.
Margie rushed around the house like a madwoman cleaning everything. She sprayed the
chair and removed the specks of oil from the fabric. She soft scrubbed all the sinks and took a
shower spraying her body with peach apricot body spray. Her hands were shaking as she sat in

I
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the living room waiting for Jack to come home. She wondered if he would have sex with her or

what surprise he would have this time.
"I called the police you know," she said the next morning when he walked in the door at

ten.
"Well call them back," he said.
"Where were you?"
"I got too drunk to drive home, so I slept in the van."
"You son of a bitch," she said.
"Hey listen, it was too late to call. I didn't want to find myself dead in the morning, so I
thought I did the right thing. I don't need your attitude all of the time," he yelled.
She just looked at him.
"Listen," he said calmer, "I am sorry. I should have called. Who's my girl?"
She stayed quiet.
"Who's my best girl?"

"I am."
"That's right. You are."
He rubbed his hand through her hair and went upstairs to take a shower.
The dog, this whole time, had been staked in the backyard. It was a pitbull labrador mix,
it's stomach was white but the rest of it was black. Margie opened up the back screen door and
sat on the wood deck she had built over a year ago. The wood had started to warp and she
noticed the dog had been tearing hunks of it away, piece by piece. She picked up a small stone
and tried to skip it across the lawn. The dog came over and before she knew it had pinned her
down and was growling in her face. She loved animals, but could not move or make a sound. It
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slobbered on her face. When Jack walked outside and cracked the thing on the side of its head

with his hand she passed out.
"It's just not used to you yet," he said.
"No, that dog is out of here," she said. "I will not be dominated by that animal and it has
to leave."

"It has only been a couple of days. You are being unreasonable."

"I am being unreasonable? I am being unreasonable? You bring an animal in this house,
from God knows where you got it from, it attacks me and you tell me I am being unreasonable?"

"The dog is staying Margie. So you better make nice. Plus I'll be around to protect you.
I've decided to start working from home."
"You what?" she said, "They are letting you do that?"
"I quit. I did not want to tell you like this, but...yes I quit my job."
"Quit your job? What are we going to do for money? I am going to have to go back to
being a bartender again. You know I can't be around that stuff anymore. I will have to----"
"Now calm yourself," he said, "You are acting like a child. I need you to believe in me.
Me and a buddy of mine talked it over the other night at the bar and it seems pretty air tight."
"You and a buddy? At the bar? I don't believe this."
"Hear me out babe... hear me out... we start selling these time shares, the only thing is that
there is only one room in a motel in Lauderdale. We sell out the time for it, by the week. Then
the next group has to do it by the day, then the hour, then the minute, and so on. Each person
gets more money than the one above them so it makes since to get involved. Plus it's totally
legit."
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-Here is what 1 think is a better idea," she said, "You go back to the accounting firm and
'....-..ryour old job back, tell them you weren't thinking straight."

"Ha. 1 am not going to do that. I told everyone there to go fuck themselves."
Margie talked to her mother into keeping the children for an extra week and knew she

needed 8 plan.

She went to the hair salon and went she came back let Jack start fucking her.

1ben when it was getting exceptionally rough, she pulled herself off of him. "You are not going
to do that pyramid scheme. We will be broke."

"What? You are going to talk to me about this now. Come on?"
"You don't listen to me otherwise." She pulled the sheet over her chest.
"Do you ever consider?" he said. He put his finger against her forehead. "Do you ever
consider for one second that I know what I am doing?"
"Get away from me," she said.
He got on top of her. "Come on baby, finish me off, then we'll talk."
"Get off of me," she yelled.
He got off of her and started to put on ills pants.
"Where are you going?" she said.
He yelled, "I can't do anythlng in this house. I am going to get a massage."
"A what?"
"You heard me."
The next morning he still had not came home and Margie went out to the market That is
when the neighbors claim they saw him loading up the mini-van. It seemed odd to them that he
took the dog house but left the dog.

~.
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Commitment

Nothing solves anything, but nevertheless Ryan committed himself to getting over his
wife's suicide as quickly as possible. Halfway out of the graveyard, he picked up his cell phone
and made plans to board a hot air balloon to travel across the county. He would pack himself a
picnic lunch: wine, brie, olives, and some tapas. At least he could, when someone expressed
sympathy, in all sincerity, nod his head and equivocate, "At least the suffering is over".
Simultaneously the ballasts dropped from his chest as the balloon got off the ground.
Marquez served as guide. A short Mexican with broad shoulders who never spoke, he just
pointed at things on an indistinct earth. He chewed his tongue like a cow and, after Ryan made it
J

clear he was uninterested in Marquez's random paintings, squatted against a corner ofthe aerial
basket like a stowaway rock. The mild breeze mixed the scents of salmon paste and red wine
underneath Ryan's nose. It was then that he decided that he had been alone long enough.
Ryan had a cleaning crew come in the day after Nancy's suicide. They told him to soak
the bathtub with diluted bleach until all the red stain had been removed. This, the ninth night,
and the ghost of red tide still slept in the porcelain fixture. No shower again tonight. Instead he
took his balloon weary extremities and drove to his friend's house.
"Reggie, do you know anybody you could hook me up with," Ryan asked. He poured a
beer down his throat.
"Um... yeah man, I think you might want to chill out on that for a little while," said
Reggie. He raised the volume on the television as a siren and two gun shots bounced through the
speakers.
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"Everybody has been telling me that I need to be with other people, said Ryan. He
grimaced and ran his hand through his thinning brown hair. He wouldn't be able to pick up a
ike he used to. She had worn that out of him.
woman ]
~~um

...yeah man, I think people are saying you shouldn't be alone in a more universal
11

sense, like not in a women sense, said Ryan. He went to the refrigerator sticking out underneath

the wooden staircase that led up to where his parent's lived. He took out a beer and threw it at
Ryan. Ryan blocked it with his hand and it bounced off the couch cushion safely to the floor.
"What you need to do is reflect on what has happened in your life these past few years with
Nancy. It might make somethings clearer."
This comment stayed with Ryan as he headed out. It seemed to make sense, after all, a
death was, by defmition almost, something important, but going back over those years seemed an
exercise in futility. It was like staring into the fuzz on a television set, and hoping that it would
eventually align itself into a full picture. Even then Ryan would have to make up his own words,
I

his own music, the non sequitor scenes refused to match and rarely even stayed in the same
language, it was a dub at best. This frrst image showed Nancy smiling and twirling through the

park in front of a symphony orchestra as the cacophonic sounds of the overture initially broke
into something tractable; the next, she had locked herself in the bathroom and refused to leave.
The sound became pointless sound, her sound, the begging for internal combustion through
nonsensical pleadings with a man who would gladly deliver his own soul as payment for her
happiness or at best her silence. There wouldn't be any time to complete such a thorough
evaluation now anyway. He had to go to the pet store. It would close in an hour.
Serial killers had less protection. Kittens and bunnies sat behind glass and in cages doing
life for being adorable. Ryan did not want a companion like a dog or cat. His mother promised
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biJP she kneW what Bates, her blind Labrador retriever, was thinking. Senility explained most of
the old lady's ideas and actions anymore but he figured best not to chance it. He did not want to
He wanted to own something. The relationship would be clear, between owner and pet,
knOW·

object and objectified. He thought about buying a turtle and naming it Mr. Stepford. But after
the store clerk showed how the turtle responded to physical contact through the retraction of his
head into the three inch shell, it got to be too much and Ryan moved on.
The small fish darted in confusion while secured by a twenty gallon tank. The silver
lines swan like the tail of a kite flown in a storm, gusting left, then right, pausing, then gusting
right again. Ryan tapped against the glass. No reaction. The next time he tapped harder. Still
no reaction.
"Can I help you sir?" said a blue-shirted man. "We ask you not to tap on the glass."
"Yeah, it's okay though, my wife just killed herself," Ryan said.
"aaa..... I'm sorry to hear that," said the employee. He stopped himself from adding
another sentence about asking him to leave the store.
"How much?" said Ryan. He started to pull wadded bills out of his pockets. They had
been washed together a couple of times and now they were connected with tissue pieces.
"Those," said the man," they are a dollar each. What are you planning to feed them to?"
"Feed them to?" asked Ryan. "I want to take a few of them for pets."
"Yeah, you know we have a bunch of colorful fish alongside the other wall. They would
make more suitable display fish," said the man. He stared at Ryan's eyes trying to allocate his
pupils between grief, drunkenness, and insanity. They were blue eyes with circles of hazel that
guarded the center and therefore gave nothing away.
"No, we're good." said Ryan.
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The man used two mesh green nets and, using one to lure the fish into the other, pulled
out seven S

ilver fish and dunked them into a water-laden plastic bag.

"Be sure to take them out of the bag within two hours, otherwise they will die from lack
of oxygen," said the employee. He handed the sack to Ryan and walked up with him to the cash
register. They passed three customers who a1ready waited in line. The manager watched Ryan
make his way into a teal Mazda Rx and drive off.
Ryan's hands smelled like fish through the ever increasingly porous plastic bag. He
remembered all the goldfish he won as a child. He insisted his parents make the mistake of
Jetting him throw the Ping-Pong balls into the goblets first thing at the fair. Then after clowns,
candy, and Ferris wheels, the fish never managed to make the trip all the way home. His dad
took the bag from his hand and cast it from the car window like an astronaut jettisoning a failed
experiment. All part of life though, mistakes are made by everyone, and people move on.
The warped frame of the house, rented at sinkhole prices, never allowed the kitchen
cabinets to stay shut. So Ryan tapped the door over the counter and took out a large drinking
glass. "Yo ho ho ho A pirates life for me," he said aloud as he poured the seven fish into cup.
They did not dart around as they had in the store. Instead they swan with random pulses of
current, shocking themselves intermittently out of their stillness. They made it. All seven of
them made it. Ryan felt expiated from his childhood and from Nancy. He walked into the
bathroom. The smell of bleach nearly overpowered him, but the memory of blood was fmally
removed. Ryan's feet stung from the first shower he took in over a week.
Morning saw Ryan scrubbing the shower as well as writing an online personal ad, "SWM
seeks SWF age 18-35 for friendship and possible romance, smokers and depressives need not
apply." He called up his office, who reiterated that he stay home for as long as he needed. Then
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*o the fish. They sat even more languidly in the cup than last night. "It must be the
be turned ~
lack of Sp

ace " he opined. He turned into the bathroom and ran the shower head. He stood there
'

looking at himself in the mirror as if began to fog over. Right before he completely disappeared
from sight, he shut off the hot water. He filled up the tub. Twenty minutes later, he plugged the
drain and refilled it again to the edge of the second drain. The fish would have plenty of room
for their school-time jaunts.
He dumped in the cup of fish. They started to dart as they had done in the pet store,
except this time they did not remain in a group. Each fish darted in opposition to the others.
Some swan to the left and others to the right, each one a school onto itself. He watched them
wondering where he would shower this evening. A group bath was not out of the question.

Ryan Green Fish King.
The next day Ryan received a number of replies to his online ad. As he assumed, most of
them were fake or were offers for casual sex, but at least two seemed promising. One named
Lucy, she was twenty four and just graduated from school as a dental hygienist. Her email was
pleasant and straightforward, "Hi. I read your ad today. I normally don't do things like this, but
ever since 1 stopped hanging out at bars and am no longer in school, I don't know how to find a
normal guy. This is the information age and all, and it' s no longer considered weird to meet
someone online, one of my girlfriends actually met her fiancee, so I figured I'd try it out. Let me
know if you want to meet."
Ryan did not have to think much about choosing the other girl, Rachael. For starters, and
pretty much for enders, she did not mention the word fiancee. Also she sent a picture and she
was a brunette. Nancy had blond hair. She dyed it that color, but insisted on lying to everyone
about it including him. Rachael was only nineteen. He figured that the younger she was, the less
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ba88age she
.

over thelf

'd have. Maturity is really a person's ability to cover up all the hrum done to them

life and still look presentable, so the younger the better, the less mature the better.

PIUS she was cute.
He picked her up at her parent's house at nine. He could see her old man peering through

the venetian blinds on the second floor, probably writing down the license plate number.
"Do they want to meet me?" said Ryan, the first words out of his mouth.
"What?" she said, "Just drive."
She had on a black dress made of velvet with short suede snow boats that climbed up half
her calve. Her thick glass frames magnified her brown eyes, making them look more childlike

and over exposed despite the ocular protection. She had a large chest, D cup Ryan figured. He
had not thought about where he was going to take her to eat, but she, clearly, looked ready for
something expensive.
"So where are you taking me?" she asked.
"Umm...do you like steak?" he asked.
"No. Didn't you even read my profile? I am a vegetarian." she said.

"I guess I just plain forgot," he said, "I read your note. Where do you suggest?"
She turned to him and frowned . "I don't know," she said, "how about that sushi place on
Remson and 4th?"
"You eat fish? I thought you said you were a vegetarian," said Ryan.
She turned to him and frowned again.
The sushi place turned out to be the restaurant a block and a half from his house. It had
been reviewed in the paper the week before. ~The place was jammed.
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When they reached their table, Rachael asked him, "You don't go out with a lot of
different people, do you.?"
"Well, to be honest, you're the first date I've had since my wife," said Ryan. He sipped a
glass of flat sprite while she drank red wine. Is that why she wanted to come here, to not get
carded?
"Really?" she said. Her eyes opened wide as if trying to bite into a big sandwich. "How
long have you been divorced?"
"We aren't divorced," he said. "She died."
"Oh I'm so sorry," she said.
"It's okay," said Ryan," things weren't working out for a long time."
"Okay," she said. She started to drink her wine faster.
She did order the fish. She even talked up the beefnakamaki wistfully to Ryan. It turned
out she had just completed her first semester at community college and was trying to move out of
her house.
"My parents are like the biggest bores in the entire world. All my dad does is stay at
home and arrange model trains and work on his aquarium," she said. She took a gulp of wine

and ignored the waiter as he tried to find room for her plate asked "Do you have any idea what
that's like?"
"Well to be honest I haven't lived with my parents for a while" said Ryan.
"Not that. The fact that every time I try to talk to you or any man for that matter, he feels
it necessary to put his eyes on my chest," sh~said. The waiter set the plate half hanging off of
the table in the only available space Rachaelleft in front of her. "Ever since I was twelve," she
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'd "I've had to deal with being ogled." She moved the plate and started pouring soy sauce
SSI•

directly onto the fish and rice squares. "So how did your wife die?" she asked.
"Well," he said. He realized that he was not looking at her breasts but more so avoiding
her eyes. He had to remain focused. "She committed suicide about two weeks ago."

Rachael set down her chopsticks. "What?" she said, "So what is this?" She talked as if
standing up and storming off, but stayed in her chair.
"This" said Ryan, "This is moving on."
Rachael ordered more wine and put her finger on the rim of her glass. She arched her
back and took a bite of a California roll. "You know plenty of vegetarians eat fish," she said.
"Sure they do," said Ryan.
Out in the parking lot Ryan said he wanted to show her something. They left the car in

the parking lot and walked. The air was cool, and Rachael's feet must have hurt in her boots.
Ryan imagined Nancy seeing him. She would come disguised as a firefly. He was sure of it.
She would struggle to produce a momentary flicker just to testify further to all that surrounding
dark. No that's not possible. She's in hell, or limbo. There were not any fireflies around, not
now, not here.
"This," said Ryan, "is my house."
"I figured," said Rachael. She looked at his key as he set it in the lock. "Nice place," she
said.
With the exception of a glass cup b n the counter and a bowl of cereal in the sink, the
house had never been cleaner. He walked her back into his bedroom and kissed her.
"Okay?" he asked.
"Okay" she said, "Just give me a minute, which way is the bathroom?"
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Ryan pointed straight out.
~

A minute later she came back in. "You know all of your fish are belly-up in there," she
said, "and it really smells like bleach."
"What?" said Ryan, "There's no fucking way." He pushed her out ofhis way. She fell to
the bed and laughed.
"Don't be so rough," she said. She grinned.
Ryan entered the bathroom. Rachel had left the light on. The fish floated on the top of
the pool. The room smelled like bleach.
"God dammit," yelled Ryan. He kneeled down and looked down on them. Rachael
walked in behind him. "Get the hell out of here," he said, "Go home." He began to cry.
Rachael turned pale.
Ryan started splashing the water over his face. His tears mixed with the acrid water. He
picked up one of the tiny dead fish and swallowed it. "Look Rachael," he said, "I'm a
vegetarian." He turned. She had already left. He never heard the door slam. The water drained
out of the tub, and he saw a pale pink hue resting around the drain.
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Dark. Oh yes, it's dark. The ire of the moon tries to shoulder the sun's effulgence. It

fails. Look at things: the buildings, trees, benches, stores, streetlights (the moon's usual), the
paths and the corridors. They link up like paperclip necklaces connecting work and child's play.
Of course it becomes impossible to see how long the chain is, or if the baby has it caught in its
throat. Still, they are calling out to each other, each little hook desperate for the other. The
crickets and cicadas that once animated my nights, my old nights, have been stamped out by the
fog hom of city living. I am in a building. It is not the type of edifice that became manifest form
through the wealth and goading of monied men. Instead the shadows seem to have solidified,
ramshackle and weary, into a twelve story structure.

A rope ladder swings from a hole in my

ceiling and clatters against the graying walls. The roof is accessible from my room and I have
just climbed down. It has become impossible for a man to get any sleep in this place. No good
solid sleep.
A man carne in two days ago missing a hand. He stood at the counter and waited for
assistance. I caught him in the comer of my eye. He wore a ball cap and a shirt of military
fatigue. Couldn't he at least tied the end of his shirt? Instead it sat, a stump, a flat stump as if
God had only gifted him with one large immobile finger. If only that had been true, but I knew
better. I had been situating the complete works of Goethe on a shelf and was almost completed.
The austere volumes looked out of place amongst our other tripe in the front of the store: toy,
games, bookmarks, bestsellers, and paperweights. I removed a book from the shelf I had already
placed. It looked clean and fresh. A book like that should have been covered with dust, an inch
thick. I have not yet met a man worth of pouring over such art, such beauty. The one handed
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his throat and I turned. Oh, had I just looked away, had I not gotten so distracted in

~ y and neglected my purpose--but instead I was like a dog turning his head at a whistle--I
mY ,anc

would have been able to rest this evening.
The tea boiled away. I left it simmering while on the roof and time slipped away from
me. 1always did this. The tea stained my kitchen walls. It caused mould to grow. The mould
would stink and sometimes cause me to cough for days on end. I reached for a rag and rubbed
the wall above the stove. The paint peeled off in small balls like pieces of tissue paper and fell
behind the oven. I refilled the kettle and set a timer. What did all people want from me? My
mother sat on the other side of the river, resting, and why? and how? She took it all for granted,
and yet had done nothing to take it. What when as an infant nursed and plump I crawled forward
into the light of a window, I became aware of what a bad homemaker she was, and now she
slept, tired in her bed, thinking she had accomplish many things that day. "Her errands" I on the
other hand know better. That is why I am awake.
I stared into the one-armed man's eyes and refused to break from them. They were just a
man's eyes, brown and slightly sunken. His jaw stretched wider than the rest of his face and his
ears stuck out like two curved leaves. Perhaps if I had just stared it would not still be with me. It
is like how in a dream, there was a time I used to dream, you only dream of those things on the
periphery of consciousness. It is never the things you fantasize about consciously, only the
repressed. There it is stuck, in the liminal. And now he is my dream. He asked me about how
business at the store now that the market had been taking a tumble. I could not believe it! He sat
above me in his knowledge of the world and ofbusiness and immediately threw it before me.
Here I wanted just but to be left alone, and Instead he came, as if a ghost, to mock me. I told him
I did not follow the market and had no idea

L
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some nights I could read, as rapidly as possible. I imagined Langoliers chasing me
each page, coming to devour me. I would pore over Hawthorne, O'Neil, Faulkner, and
aeroSs
Pynchon, sometimes rereading novels three or four times in an evening. I went for speed and
never for content. It was a race to see who most starving. Some nights a destroyed southern
family would swallow me whole, other nights a WWII rocket would not be able to fmd me as I
collapsed in a dingy room with unearned exhaustion. Tonight I would not even attempt it. I did
not want to touch them for fear I would begin carrying them to the roof and burning them as if it
were the night of broken glass and I were Guy Montag. I rest on an unadorned desk, blind to the
sole window behind me. The desk came with the apartment. Often I had opined how things
might be different ifi hauled the piece of furniture behind me. Then I might chance upon a bird,
or sunrise, or some bit of natural piece that presses through the hinges of this urban vault.
He wanted to see our philosophy section. Of all things! This man, this incomplete man,
who literally had part of himself come undone, wanted to see how man rationalized away such
troubles. I could be no help to him. I thought of quoting Fredrick "Conan the Barbarian"
Nietzsche to him saying "out of life's school of war, that which does not kill me ... " I doubted

my armchair philosophy could assuage his knowing that a piece of his arm probably rested in the
ground, likely in a bag, likely in some dump, decomposing like the rest of things. The more I
thought about it, the more I could not look at him. I looked above him, above his balding head.
I could see him better than ever now though, struggling through long nights to pummel his
hardships into the rubric of organized religion, then failing, then coming to this store as his last
hope, thinking that the great minds before him might help. Oh those great, complete men! He
held a book above his head right into my line of vision like a man displaying a trophy before an
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arena·

It was "Nicomedian Ethics", by Aristole. The man was probably near-sighted and

checking the price.
1 looked at him and took in the whole image. That is what I have on my heart now. He is
the only poster on my wall. He is standing there. Three cheers for the hero of the war! Hip!
Hip! Hip! I laugh and feel drunk on open eyes and empty beds. I consider standing up and
spinning onto dizziness. No that is wretchedness, sinfulness. My days I am a man, my nights
this hermetic monk. I watch my breathe. It seems shorter than other men, more varied. How do
other men regulate such things? Could the man with the one-arm be sleeping in a bed tonight
taking even pulls of air into his lungs? It is too horrible to even think of. But that is not the
rest...
Today I worked again, to fmd my beloved Goethe's bought. The entire collection. As
soon as I saw this, do not ask me how, I knew. I knew it was him. My manager confirmed this.
I feigned an illness and walked home. He is broken. He is broken. Is he so near-sighted that he
cannot see what life has done to him? He has not managed to remain pure and untouched. I am
so tired now. I do not deserve to be. An alarm is sounding in the kitchen. I suppose it has been
on for some time now.
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The Careful Observer

Eveline woke with a shock. The blinds in the room tried to lap away every drop of light,

but she could still make out herself reflected in the mirror above the armoire. Her husband
usually blocked this view, but he had left on business yesterday. The clock was behind her but
she already knew it was quarter before six. She picked up the green book with the painted moon
and began to write.
"I remember being in a large building, so many windows, so much glass. There were
sliding doors that opened automatically, but they did not seem well placed. I kept looking for
them to get out of the room. I do not know what the room looked like because I only looked
upward for the motion detecting black boxes that would open up door. There was a lot of
shouting but I never looked to see who made the noise."
She paused and soaked in the last moments of her dream. It felt warm in her mind like a
blanket. She set the book on the weaved brown wood of the top of her nightstand.
"It's so odd," she thought, "Katie and I both want me to get her ready for school as much
as I do, ~d yet here we are." She was staring at herself in the mirror.
Eveline pulled the coverlet down with two folds and stepped into blue moccasins. The
walk was unobstructed her husband's shoes that she seemed to trip over each morning. She
slammed her eyes shut as the blinds rolled open and had to pry them open with her fingers.
She left through the back door and went through the alley wearing blue shorts and a blue
sports bra. The day was colder than she predicted.
up early and looking for her, needing her.

During her jog she imagined Katie waking
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She came home earlier than usual. Her jogs had been getting shorter lately, but with her

husband away she felt even more justified. She showered, dressed and walked to her daughter's
room·

The light was on and Eveline could hear the girl was already about. "Breakfast in ten

minutes," called Eveline.
The ten year old sat down at the table in a calico striped sweater with her arms folded.
Her face was small, elfish like her mother's, but her blue eyes must have come from elsewhere.
Evelyn's were dark brown with much larger irises. "I don't see why we can't have bacon and
eggs each morning like Tammy's mother makes," Katie said.
"If you want to start getting up an hour earlier and biking your little tookus over to
Tammy's house, be my guest," said Eveline. She poured a glass of orange juice for the girl and
plunked down a sliced bagel with cream cheese. Eveline started to hum "The Piano Man" and
sat across from Katie at the table and asked "Did you fmish all of your homework?"
"Yes," said the girl.
"Because, I know I heard the television on last night,"

"I said did it."
Eveline drank her coffee out of large metal mug. Her nails tapped against a folded
newspaper as she looked at her daughter. "Do you want a ride today or to take the bus?" she
said.

(

"I have to take the bus to see Tammy." Katie dipped her middle fmger into the orange
juice. She pulled it out and placed it over her mouth letting the drop fall against the back of her
throat.
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Eveline frowned. She realized Katie did and always would probably like her father best.

She threW such a fit when the man left, as if she were going to have to be completely alone.
"Don't get jam on your shirt like yesterday, because there is no time to change," said Eveline
Katie left through the garage door. Eveline watched Katie from the window standing at

the bus stop. When two other girls walked over to Katie, Eveline sat back down to read the
paper.
She could not concentrate. Her eyes skipped over entire paragraphs of newsprint and she
struggled to keep names straight.
She stood up and opened the pantry door. Her five foot two frame reached behind a box
ofKashi granola bars and came out with a large white box. Through the plastic window eight
glazed donuts peered out like the cheerio eyed owl Katie made at school. Eveline stopped
herself. "What am I doing?" she said.
She pulled herself away and began to vacuum the carpet in the living room. Shealigned
her breathe with the long brushes against the cream colored floor. The wind tunnel swirled with
fugitive dust and Eveline felt light.
But afterwards, the paper still read as disjointed as before. Now it had gotten as bad as
where she would start a column of one story and continue with into a different article without

I
notice. She reached her hand under the window, this time not acknowledging the voyeuristic
eyes, and grabbed for a donut. They were stale but Eveline gobbled one and then another and
another.
They crumbled against her lips and all over herself and onto the floor. "I am a pig," she
said. She reached for a fourth donut, but the television flipped on. It had been set on an alarm

Janes 43
ast year to remind Eveline to watch "Gab" a morning talk show she liked. She cleaned

for the P

e mess and threw the rest of the donuts in the trash.
up th
"All they ever do is complain," thought Eveline. "All they do is complain," said Eveline.
She needed to get out ofthe house. None of the other things she wrote on her list of
chores had been accomplished. She couldn't muster the energy. She closed her eyes and
imagined her husband walking in the door, irate because the linen's was not clean. Her brain did
not buy it. He would not have cared. Only she cared, and now that she was alone, she didn't.
Eveline left the house without a grocery list. She ping-ponged through traffic and parked
in the furthest space from the Whole Foods. In the beverage isle she paced for ten minutes
before a store clerk told her they do not sell Publix's brand of black cheny soda.
When she realized the clerk had been staring at her ass Eveline slowly became able to
recall all the items she needed: wheat grass, soy crisps, pomegranate juice, bagels, pistachios,
lemons, milk, water, various melons, various teas, various spreads, and so on. When she became
unsure, she swished her ass a little and suddenly could remember. It was if her brain was
situated in the wrong end and needed to be shaken to come alive. She loved the idea of being
watched.,
She came home j~_t in time to catch Katie coming home and make her help unpack the
groceries.
"Today was a half day?" said Eveline.
"Yeah, didn't I tell you? Guess what? I got an A on my math test today. I told you how
smart I am," Katie said. She set one bag down and began to look through it.
"That's wonderful. Can you go get another load while I put this stuff away?"
"Don't you want to know how much I studied for the test?"
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"Okay, bow much did you study?"
"Not at all," said the girl.
"Not at all? That wasn't very responsible now was it? Just because you got lucky once,
doesn't mean that it will happen again"
"I arnjust that smart," said Katie. She walked back to the car.

In the evening after Katie had been put to bed, Eveline took one of her husband's
seraquils and nodded off.
Katie woke her. "Mom, it's nine o'clock. I am late to school."
"What?" Eveline whipped a string of drool from her chin. "How did it get so late? I
never oversleep."
"Well there's a first time for everything," said Katie.
"Dammit," said Eveline. She looked into Katie's eyes. They reassured her that she was
not looking at some past version of herself. She did not necessarily hold the same thoughts, and
probably she was more than happy to get to be late. "Get your shoes on. We are leaving right
now."
~he

intended to follow her daughter into the main office and explain what had happened,

omitting the details, but after seeing herself in the rearview mirror she thought it best just to call.
"I never set alarms," she said on the phone. "No you are right, absolutely right, I should
have. It's because my husband is out of town. I must have been thrown off. It's the second time
we spent a night apart since our honeymoon. No great. Yeah. Ha. Thank you"
She decided the first thing she needed was a shower. Also she had not gotten in her
morning run. She decided to head to the gym.
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Eveline was lucky because her old personal trainer, Murphy, just finished up with a client

when she walked in.
"Sure I will take you now," he said. He had reddish brown hair and grey eyes. The only

other man she knew to have that combination was Hank. Whenever they worked out Murphy

always paid close attention. He would critique her form constantly, pointing out the most subtle
errors and referring to her as "a work in process".

"I just haven' t done this in a long time," said Eveline.
"It shows. Pull your arms like this," he said while demonstrating the proper way to hold

afree weight and lift it behind her head.
"I just can't do it with that much weight," she said
"Why exactly did you decide to give up exercising?"'
Eveline grimiced to think that he thought she still managed to think she maintained such

a figure without exercise "I run outside," she said.
He walked pinched the part of her arm underneath. "Do you see this?"
"A little," she said.
"This little bit of fat was not there four months ago. You just wait and see how little it

will be in another four"

"

Murphy intimidated her a little. She often wondered if he took steroids. When he told
her to come back tomorrow, she capitulated.
That night at dinner Katie gave her mom a letter from the principal that said they
suspected her of cheating on the math test.
"It says here that you and Tammy both got perfect scores on the test."
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"I know Mommy. We just both reviewed together and they don't wanna believe
that we are as smart as we are and that makes the teacher mad so they just make up stuff
about us that's not true."
"I thought you said you didn't study?"
"Well we reviewed," said Katie

"It also says that Tammy got caught today with a teacher's edition of the math book with
all of the answers in it, and when she was confronted she said it was your idea."
"Well she's lying," said Katie.
"Okay then, how about me and you look over that test and you can prove to me you know

how to do each of the problems."
The girl turned pale. "Okay"
She took the sheet out of her book bag and handed it to her mother.
"Okay, this one says to round to the thousandths. How many numbers behind the
decimal point is the thousandths?"
The girl started to cry. "It wasn't my idea," she said, "Tammy took the book. She told
me to do it. All I did was listen."

"What? Wait until your father hears. He's going to love coming home to this from his
trip," said Eveline, "Didn't you think anyone would figure this out."
The girl stopped crying and said, "I didn't think anyone would see."
Evelyn looked into the girl's tearful eyes and through their wetness they looked darker,
wider, like someone else' s. Evelyn got up and started to cry. She walked into the mudroom and
put in a fresh load of laundry into the machine.

Janes 4 7

Basil

Through the last twenty minutes of sleep Basil danced like a regressive butterfly. He
twisted and cavorted his maroon comforter, cotton bed sheets, and sneeze stained pillows into a
synthetic cocoon over his face. Then, as if more slug than insect, the boy rolled onto his stomach
and propped his butt upwards. There it eclipsed the dawn's blue haze and prevented any groggyeyed light from touching directly against his twisted sleep mask.
Alongside the bed, Basil's green luggage laid unpacked from two days earlier. His
mother cleaned his room while he was away. All of his clothes hung in his closet. The room
smelled like lemon, pine, and baking powder. The rolling white shades also had been removed
and opaque blue curtains loosely covered the dawn in their place. "The more light, the less
darkness," Max's parents had been told. It was a far cry from the way things looked before the
trip to Malomar Sound. Candy wrappers, Tylenol bottles, crumpled tissues, a tipped over lamp,
a clock radio gutted for its alarm speaker, plates of food wrapped in tin foil and pitched to the
corner of the bed, and a dead lizard made up some of the reasons the room had not been
vacuumed for so long.
"I'm hiring somebody,;..said Marcie a week before Basil and his Uncle left.
"Sure, fine. Let's spend more money. Why not, that kid has cost me a small fortune
anyway," said Max. He was gripping the brown paper bag that he brought home from work each
day and rolled it tightly into his fist.
"Have you seen that room? How can anyone even walk in there?" said Marcie. She had
on a white terry cloth robe with a pink ribbon embroidered over the left breast. Her blond hair
crept out of the bun she set her hair that morning and she brushed it out of her face
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"Your job Mar. I have my job where I bring home the money. And you have this." He

spread his arms out to demonstrate the overall disorder of the kitchen. He took his leather
attache case off the granite counter top and before leaving the kitchen added, "Clean the house

and raise the kid, what a fine job you've done."
While Basil was away, he had a great time. Going to the beach for an entire week while

he should have been in school was a rare blessing. He got to leave himself. He got to leave his
family. He left just like his father had done two years before.
However instead of upon his return he did not say, "There are going to be a few changes
around here," like his father did, he just went into his room and looked agog at his clean room

and plopped into bed.
"Time to go kiddo," his father said that morning two days after, as Basil laid chrysalis in
bed, "You remember the deal. You are going to school today."
Basil struggled to tear the strips of cloth away from his eyes with limited success. He sat
up straight in his bed his face still half-covered and said, "I can't today. I am sorry. Do you still
love me?" The diffidence malingered behind childish tones yet it was still undeniable. Why did
Max have to have a son like this?

'

Max turned away from the boy and faced the dresser. He reached out for the first thing
he could touch, a photo of his son from three years ago. Basil wore a soccer uniform and Max
knelt next to him. They both were grinning. Max's company had been the corporate sponsor
behind the team. He would tell people he was on "Official Company Business" every time he
had to drop his son off at practice. Max slammed the photo face down on the dresser and left the
room.
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The door had been left open. Basil heard his parents yelling downstairs. He knew they
lling about him. He tried to close his eyes and disappear. He made a hissing noise by
were Ye
blowing wind through his teeth. That was his invisible sound.
His mom walked into the room like a gust of wind. "Get up," she said. She grabbed
Basil's hair and dropped him on the floor. He started to get up but stayed knelt down in front of
her. "You haven't been to school in months. And you know maybe your father buys this
depression bull shit, but frankly I don't. You have everything. Everything. You just don't want
to go to school."
Basil looked firmly at his mother's chest. She wore a grey sweater. A gold crucifix hung
directly in front of her heart. Basil wanted to press his nose against the cross and disappear.
"You still love me though right?" he said.
Marcie sighed. "Yes." She took the crucifix and tucked it underneath her sweater.
"Dammit Basil," she said. Then she turned and walked out of the room.
He father told him to get packed as if he was going away for a week. He put his two
swim trunks, the one with the blue and white stripes and the one with all the fishes, in first. A
Lavender candle burned on his night stand. It relaxed him. When his father left it had been
/'

because of his mother. "I want to make this perfectly clear," Max had said, "This has nothing to
do with you or me. I will always love you, no matter what." Basil had heard his father call
Marcie a fat pig, amongst other names. When Max came back two weeks later Marcie had
already dropped five pounds. She got up each morning to run, and even though his parents still
fought, he knew that if Marcie walked into the bedroom his father would follow after, usually
undoing his belt while apologizing for something he said.
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Basil sat in the front seat of the station wagon and his father was no longer dressed for

work.

Max wore an old ball cap and blue jeans. He had the window down and dropped a

. arette outside the car when Basil clicked on his seatbelt. "Did you pack everything?" Max
Cl8

asked.
"Yes. Where are we going?"
"We gotta go,' said Max. He swallowed and started to back out of the driveway, "we
gotta go get you some help.''
They usually turned right at the intersection of Bay and Locust but today they turned left.
That is when it set in. "Where exactly are we going?" asked Basil. He sat up in his seat and his
eyes became more bright and alert.
"We're going to go." said Max.
"No seriously, you've gotta tell me. Where are we going?"
"You can't stay out of school forever kid," said Max. The light from betwixt the trees
made a strobe effect on the car. "We are taking you to a facility that should be able to help you.
They give certain treatments that might help knock you out of your depression."
Basil turned and looked through the water marks on the passenger side window. It
always seems to rain right after the car wash. "I can't help it,'' he said. "Do you still love me?"
he asked.
"Yes of course"
They did not talk the rest of the way to Stoneybrook, the mental care facility and they left
the wagon at the front gate and walked into a sort of emergency room, except everything was
brightly colored. Blues, reds, and yellows splashed against the wall in formulaic spits of pattern.
Two other children, both years younger than Basil sat next to their mothers in bucketed yellow
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chairs. The nurses wore jeans and sweaters with security badges lanyarded over their necks.
They all smiled.
Basil sat down in one comer while his father walked across the room and whispered, "I
am here to drop off my son," to the receptionist. He came back over to Basil without looking at
any of the other people in the room. He carried a wooden clipboard.
"Do you have any allergies to food or medication?" asked Max.
"No," said Basil.
Max checked a box.
"Do you have any suicidal thoughts?" asked Max.
"No," said Basil.
Max checked a box.
"Do you have any problems swallowing?" asked Max.
"No," said Basil.
"Max checked a box.
Twenty minutes later they were called into a room. It had a large leather sofa with
overstuffed arms and two chairs with long back supports. At another chair a balding man sat

down with a tweed suit jacket and jeans with holes in them. He didn't look like much of a
psychiatrist, but that is what his security tag read.
"My name is Dr. Janes," he said. "I am want to get to the bottom of this depression
business."
"That's great doctor," said Max, "My son doesn't want to do anything but lie in bed day
and night. I am pretty sure that he doesn't eat anything. Look at him, he's a twig. I wish I could-

·"

.,
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The good doctor cut him off. "Max do you think the boy and I could have a moment
alone?"
Max stared at the doctor, then as if controlled to do so got up and left the room in silence.
"Do you know what is going on here?'' asked Dr. Janes.
"I think you want to make me not depressed."
"Do you have any idea what might do that?"
Basil's eyes were shut. Dr. Janes' voice sounded so calming, as if it were his own but in a
more perfect way.
"No."
"You know what's going to happen if you don't right. You know what you're father is
going to have done to you, right?"
"No."
"He's going to leave you here. And Basil, ifl can speak with you candidly, and I believe
I can, because I'll just deny everything later, this place is terrible. What's worse is he knows it."
The more Dr. Janes talked the more he inflltrated Basil's thoughts, as if he was giving
away deep insights into the nature of his character, things that he could not possibly understand.
Basil said, "He tells me that he loves me. I could never lose it. My mother can lose it,
but I can't. So whatever."
"Is that what you think?" asked the doctor, "Of course you can lose it What do you think
this place is? This is where children and brought when they are no longer loved." Dr. Janes let
out laugh that was more of a croak. "We can't put that sign on the place or they'd shut us down,
but haven't you ever thought that you're dad has been lying the whole time?''
Basil sat there as his father came in. "Do you have anything to say?" asked Dr. Janes.

Janes 53

"I think we can leave Dad. I am ready for school."
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Mirrors
Carrie sat in the comer of an empty room. She twisted a Rubik' s cube two clicks to the
left. She reached over, keeping her eyes fixated on the cube, and flickered an inch and a half ash
off of her cigarette into a swan shaped change bowl. The cube was solved except for its center
green square, which needed to be exchanged with its center white square. The black lights were
throwing her off. She stood up, and startled herself by realizing she was the only one left in the
room. The spots on the floor of the purple shag carpet had indentations from where everyone
had sat. She walked over by the tract black lights and shut them off. The room went dark. She
started to hyperventilate. She turned and took one step toward the only line of light in the room
but instead fell to the ground. She was still holding the Rubik's cube. It broke and the pieces of
it scattered everywhere. She stood up, muttered a profanity, and looked to see what she had
tripped on. She flicked back on the black light. Jimmy Hendrix' s hair and Bob Marley's joint lit
up as hanging posters. The ground was empty. Carrie wandered over to the comer of the room
and started to pry the windows open. The first one was nailed shut. She walked over to the bed
and stood on a red power ranger's head and pulled at the next window by placing her hands
under the latticework and pulling upward with her entire body. It gave way and two invisible
nails sprang from the wood. Smoke started to seep out of the room. Carrie let go of the window,
believing the exorcism to be complete. However, it speedily slammed shut. She pried the
window open a second time; it had wedged itself deeper into the sill killing a couple of
cockroaches in the process. Smoke poured out with even more urgency the second time. The
window dropped a third time. She wedged a pillow-person' s head in between. As the smoke
rushed past her she looked down. She had twelve rings on each of her hands. Her fingers looked
huge. Her right hand had a spot on its palm. She wiped it off on her black and white striped
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shirt that was disappearing in vertical waves of firefly green underneath the black-lights. It was
a spot of blood from the Rubik' s cube. "I always wanted to know how the cube could win," she
said. She tried to maintain her staid composure but found herself succumbing to convulsions of
stoned laughter. Bam! Bam! Bam! Three knocks came. Carrie froze, got on her knees, and was
about to squirm herself under the bed until she realized that it was just a mattress on the floor.
The door opened, it was Reggie. He was wearing a white do-rag and had on tight jeans and a
free Mumia t-shirt. He walked right up to Carrie. He touched her and she dropped flat onto the
ground. "Stop pretended babe, I know you're not dead," he said. He nudged her with his blue
Nike but she wouldn't move. "You told me last weekend," he began, "that you used to pretend
to be dead when you were eight, so the closet monster wouldn' t get you. So nobody's buying
it." Carrie burst up and started slapping him against his smooth black skin and said, "It wasn't a
closet monster, jerk! It was to pretend that I was asleep so my father wouldn' t climb into bed
with me. You missed the whole point ofthat story completely. Screw off!" Reggie looked at
her in disbelief and said, "Is the smoke messing with you? You know we all left about twenty
minutes ago. Jeremy is reading tarot downstairs. Come on," he said. She didn' t move, and just
started laughing again. Reggie grabbed her by the waist and slid her across the thick carpet. If
they brushed against a metal door knob it certainly would have been the end of them both.
Reggie slid her down the hall, past the oil painting of Cornel Sanders, past the piece of
the seven tiny crucifixes, past the collection ofLepidoptera, past the three closed bedrooms all
with wet towels underneath their doors, past the cat who was lying atop the dog, all the way to
the stairs. "Hey, cut it out. I can walk," Carrie said. She looked out onto the octagonal mirror
over the steps, ignored the fact that her hands still looked huge, and walked down the steps at a
slow, meticulous pace, as if she were being judged on the preciseness ofher heel-toe pattern. At

..................
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the bottom of the stairs was a foyer made of large slabs of slate rock lain unevenly. The rock
was so cold it went right through Carrie' s wool socks causing her to twitch. "What's wrong with
you tonight? Will you calm down?" Reggie said. She turned and cast squinted eyes at him
before bouncing into the adjoining room. Three people were sitting Indian style and a forth sat
in lotus position forming a small semi-circle in front of a large picture window. The blinds were
drawn and an old brown comforter was attached behind the drapes to remove any specs of
invading light. Jeremy was wearing a fedora and a black sports coat. He was shuffling a deck
of playing cards on a small television dinner tray next to two candles. The candles smelled like
vanilla.
"What' s go ... ," Carrie started to say but was nudged in the calf by the girl sitting next to
her. Carrie sat down next to the girl and Reggie. However, she failed to make the circle
complete and instead made herself its only point. Jeremy held the deck up and showed the cards
to everyone like he was about to do a trick. He flipped over the first card, the two of hearts. The
room gasped. A guy in a black t-shirt and black suit pants, with black hair and eyes that looked
like they were comprised of only pupils stood up. He said, ''No way man! You're not going to
pull that two of hearts crap on me and then act like you' re my friend. " Reggie, who had seen the
guy stand up, was there in time to grab him before he rushed at Jeremy. " You know," Jeremy
smirked, "rules are rules. You' re the one that volunteered yourself. I don't make your future. I
just tell you what it is. You got the death card. I'm sorry dude."
Carrie tugged at the gothic business pants, " Your upset that he dealt you the two of
hearts, Tommy?"

1
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"Yeah, but it's the death card. That means that I'm going to die," Tommy said. He
looked down at Carrie and added, "I think you' re beautiful when you're confused." Reggie
slapped him lightly in the back of the head and said, "Watch it dead man."
"Cut it out Reggie," Carrie said "Tommy it's the two of hearts. It's not even really a
death card. It's just something that he made up." She got up, walked over to Jeremy, and picked
up the deck of cards. She pulled out the next card, an Ace of Diamonds. "I supposed, Jeremy,
you would have called this the death card if you had pulled it out for Tommy?" she asked.
"No, that's the wealth card. Ifl picked that one, he'd have been a millionaire. I thought
that the kid wouldn't be all that upset about it. He certainly dresses like he can't wait for death,"
he said.
"Don' t worry about it Tommy," Carrie said. He switched her tone of voice and now was
doing a near perfect impersonation of her mother. No one was able to call her on it though, since
she had failed to introduce anyone, "Tarot cards didn' t come around until a couple of hundred
years ago. It was just a scam to make money." Carrie stood up and took the deck out of
Jeremy's hands. She started to shuffle them into her palm and smiled. "Ever play 52 pick up?"
she asked and motioned as if she were about to spray the cards into Tommy's face, but instead
placed them into his hands.
Tommy slid his greasy hair behind his ears and separated the deck into two even piles.
He placed the cards in front of him and flipped over one card from each deck at the same time.
The card with the higher value captured the lower card. The original circle had somehow
Widened and he sat in the mouth of a six person horse shoe.
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Carrie sat down again, while Tommy played war, and she started to focus off onto the
clock that was mounted to the wall. It looked as if it's pendulum swung through Jeremy's
fordora. She imagined the metal disc slicing through his cortex, like a medieval CAT scan, each
slice serving as another page of a mental flipbook. The sliding back of her thumb across the
pages reveled a man with a pointed nose, and beaded eyes lain buried underneath giant brown
eyebrows. They stood in contrast to his curling grey hair that peaked from beneath a wide
brimmed hat weaved of straw. He wore grey overalls were rolled up just below his knees, and he
had two large brown boots that looked like they could have just been worn to ford a small
stream. He was moving slowly and carrying two wooden buckets. Small amounts of water
began to splash out over the sides of the buckets. The lower the water level became, the less
careful the man became with the buckets. Eventually the water level depreciated so much the
man was forced to make a decision. He could return to his home with hardly enough water, or
he can turn around and return to the well and refill the bucket. The final pages showed the man
pouring the water from one bucket into the other and seating himself on the empty one to ponder
his unhappy decision.
Tommy said, "I guess you guys all know that my grandmother died two weeks ago," this
was the first time he had mentioned it, even though it was by now common knowledge. At the
wake he didn't even reference the old woman, who lived with him for the past three years. That
day in particular he seemed more enamored with the thought of being able to leave in time to
catch the end of a Devil Ray's game. Tommy flipped over two more cards, "I didn' t really care
all that much. I mean, to be honest with you guys, she was a real pain to live with. She just
Wasn't a pleasant person. She'd complain any time I' d come home late, or say that I was making
too much noise, when I was asleep in my room. Sometimes she'd make up stories to tell my
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father to try and try to get me into trouble. I don't know if she meant to do it, or maybe her mind
had somewhat left her. I suppose it doesn' t really matter. My father would never admit it, but he
was as glad as anyone to get that room freed up." He flipped open two cards that matched each
other from the opposing piles. Everybody in the room was suddenly smoking cigarettes.
Tommy looked up, six inhalations all took place simultaneously, he thought, "I wonder if
fireflies carry disease."
"That's the whole problem though," Tommy said. "I realized that whatever you do here
has no real lasting effect. I can't even control when or how I'm going to die. When she went it
was pretty sudden. Who is to say that the two of hearts doesn't have more control over my life
than I do." Tommy matched the third card again in both decks again.
Phil, the one sitting in lotus position, was looking at his cigarette. His V -shaped jaw line
was covered with a three day old beard. He was inspecting the cigarette from its side as if he had
never seen it before. "I don't know what to tell you dude," he said, " you like, gotta realize that
life isn't all that important. So, you just do what you can." He put the cigarette in his mouth and
took a drag. "I mean if you enjoy the moment, you don't have to worry about the future. You're
not going to be here when you're dead, so what business is it of yours anyway."
"No, No what he's saying is that he needs more," said Jeremy in a staccato speech. "He
needs to make some sort of lasting positive effect, as opposed to the negative one that his
grandmother left."
Reggie stood up and sat next to Tommy and put his arm around him. Tommy flinched.
Reggie said, "Man don't wony about any of that stuff. You create your own destiny. What you
should do is write down all of the things you want people to say about you when you're dead.
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Then start working your way backwards from there. I never thought I could amount to anything,
and now look I'm on my way."
Phil looked up from his cigarette that had just gone out. "On your way?" he asked, "On
your way to where?"
"Phil cut it out," said Carrie
"No, I just want to know where exactly do Reggie thinks he' s headed," said Phil, "Isn't
this the same guy that was just telling me two days ago how his teacher gave him a "D" on a
paper, ·because she ·knew Reggie had plagiarized it even though she couldn't quite prove it. You
think you are upwardly mobile or something, if the cards are stacked against you. What if fate
doesn't want you to succeed? You think you can fight that?"
An alarm sprung out through the house. It was high pitched and muffled, as if someone
had recorded an air raid siren from the fifties and had saved the tape for fifty years to play it right
at this moment. All the lights in the house started flashing off and on, in an erratic patterns.
Flash-----Flash Flash Flash----Flash Flash Flash------------Flash. When the lights went off in the
living room, they went on in the kitchen and the upstairs. Reggie and a guy that had perhaps
been silent, Rich, stood up, and crashed into one another, falling to the ground like a couple of
fated stones. ·"What's going on?" C~ie asked. The Doberman, who ·hadjust been so sanguine
with the cat lying across its stomach just moments earlier, ran down the stairs, barking fervently.
Its huge tongue hung out, and it eyes glowed like a couple of the black lights. "The dog' s
·processed," the Rich yelled. He got up and ran out of the room. The dog chased after him.
"This is what happens when you mess with that Tarot crap. Can't you leave the dead
alone?" said Claire, who had been satisfying herself by watching Phil smoke his cigarettes. She
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stopped Tommy ' s war by picking up the two half-decks that sat in front of him and handing the
cards to Jeremy. "Put them away, put them away," she said.
Jeremy stood up and frantically tried to slide the cards into the card sleeve he had been
holding, but one of the cards sprang outward and knocked into Tommy and then fall face up. It
was the two of hearts.
"Damn you Jeremy," said Tommy. He stood up and ran square into Jeremy, whose
fedora, as a result of impact, went sailing onto a stack of fake lilies that were arranged in a pink
vase. There was a scream from an exterior room followed by the door slamming. Carrie picked
the deck ofTrump Casino playing cards off the ground and put them back in their wallet. The
lights and alarm stopped.
"So it was the cards?" said Claire.
When the lights and alarm stopped, so did everything else. Tommy laid on top of Jeremy
without the slightest bid of malevolence remaining. Phil went into the kitchen for a paper towel.
He somehow had a bloody nose. The dog trotted·into the room and started licking Carrie's rings.
Reggie walked into the room. "Just the smoke alarm. Me and Carrie left the door open upstairs,
so the smoke just started to billow out," he said.
"But I left a window open," Carrie said, "And if anything wouldn't the downstairs alarms
go off, since we,.re smoking down here.
Tommy got up. " It don't matter. That's the way the alarm system works. The upstairs'
alarms are more sensitive. That' s why we had all the towels," he said. He walked over to the
lilies, removed the hat, and handed it to· Jeremy. "Anyway, I think things are getting a little too
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crazy tonight anyway, so it might be best if you all cleared out," he said. He walked over and
turned the light switch on. "What the heck?" he said as he rushed to his knees and started to
inspect a black spot on the white carpet, "Somebody got a burn on the carpet." Tommy started
scrapping at it with his black fmgemail repeatedly.
"I'm sorry man," said Phil as he walked back into the room with a paper towel, "But I
don't think a bum is going to come out."
Tommy sprung out of the room and returned carrying a red aerosol can. He shook it and
sprayed it on the foam onto the carpet, and started scratching the singed carpet. Everyone slowly
got up.· "Phil'·s right," said Carrie, "I don't think a· burn is going to conie out." The next time
Tommy looked around, the room was devoid of occupants and the crisp hairs of the carpet still
sat scorched beneath him.
The cars were passing by at a rate of one per every three cigarette puffs. Phil made sure
of that. He also had to click his teeth each time they passed the end of street comer. He usually
tried to hide the sound, but now he was chomping down like he was biting into an invisible piece
of peanut brittle. "Where you goin babe?'' Phil asked about five minutes ago. He had clicked his
jaw thirty three times and had just started his third cigarette and still hadn't received a response.
The car was a mess, there is a certain smell that comes from Mexican food, namely its cheese
related products, after they have been left in the heat for more than seven days. The car had that
smell. Usually the system went, first the trash went from the passenger seat, then when that got
filled up, it went into the back seat. Then when that got filled up, it went into the trunk. Then
when the trunk got full, everything was dropped off somewhere on the side of the road. The
system was falling apart and Phil was sitting in half a soft taco and part of a Mexican pizza.
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Claire had shut herself off from the world and was concentrating on the two small break
lights that moved in front of her. Claire was a horrible driver. She had wrecked three cars in
since she first got her license. Totaled them. The first time came when she parked in the
"expectant mothers" parking space outside of the CVS pharmacy. Was there a chance that the
police would demand to see a special hang tag or a sticker on her license; or worse they would
give her a pregnancy test like they would give a drunk a breathalyzer? She had imagined a
female officer, holding a thin metal stick that had spent the day in some kind of disinfecting
solution. When she was leaving the pharmacy she saw two police cars·in the lot. She was so
frightened that she backed out into a police car.
The second car was a blue Volkswagen Rabbit. It had been her grandmother's car.
Claire remembered asking upon her grandmother's death, "Mom, who is getting Nana's car?"
When h~r mom; through tears; said that it would now be,"your car· to go to and ·from school and
work." Claire broke into a little dance. Her hips flayed from side to side, while her head twisted
sending brown hair into emphatic chaos. She denied it later, claimed that it was just a physical
manifestation of the spiritual and mental turmoil she was experiencing. ·Eventually Claire
admitted that it was not a paroxysm of elegy, but insisted on, "The Zulu people in Africa have
three days of mourning dances that occur upon the death of a tribal elder." The Zulu tribal
people probably did not skipwhenthey walked·away from the bmial sight though, even·ifthey
had a new turbo-diesel camel. Claire was pretty sure that that her grandmother was taking
vengeance on her when a delivery truck stopped short in front of her later on that afternoon, and
so ended the second car.
The third car was a three hundred dollar clunker that she had bought herself, a Dodge
Dart. . She was putting on a new color lipstick called "manikin dream" while looking into the
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mirror on her way to meet Phil. Her second coat of lipstick was dry before she noticed that the
light had been green. A silver Acura Integra was still sitting in front of her, stagnant. Claire
pressed her horn a couple of times. There was no response. She thought about passing the car
on the left, but that would mean she would have to go over a double-yellow line. Instead, she
decided to give the car a little bump. She took her foot ·off of the break. The clunker rolled
forward and tapped into the Acura's bumper. Her car shut off upon contact and turned into a
giant fireball ten minutes later. She eventually had to pay eight hundred dollars for a dent she
·put i:t:Ito the Acura.
So it was some time before Claire took her eyes off of the little homing beacons in front
of her. It was only then that she realized she was driving through an unfamiliar forest. There
were no street lights, much less streets to turn off onto. The only light came from the moon,
which was nothing more than a small slice in the sky. How could she have missed their turn?
She remembered turning about seven minutes earlier. She figured she had just made whatever
tum the car in front of her did.. " I don' t know where we are," she said. She pulled her right

hand to her mouth and started to bite on her purple fmger nails. She returned the hand from her
mouth and gripped it onto the wheel, where it sat, waited for Claire to stop paying attention, and
slowly -drifted ·b ack to her mouth. The car slowed down to about 15 miles per hour. The brake
lights that had been guiding her were now pretty far off in the distance. Had Claire decided to
make a B-line after them, she would have ended up smack dab into a whole lot of various fauna.
The yellow line was ·careening more and more fervently back and forth through the unfamiliar
forest. "Phil, I'm scared," she said. He was breathing heavily.
"Phil," she said. Her arm went backward and punched him in the arm.
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"Hey. What was that for?'' asked Phil, waking up. He crossed his right hand over to
guard his shoulder.
"That's for acting like your all laid back all the time," she looked at him with all the
gravity of "this being all his fault." She dropped the cars speed even further
"Hey, just cause I handle stress better than other people doesn't mean you should start
freaking out and hitting me," he said.
"What do you call it, the zen of drinking too much?" she said.
Phil wasn't looking at Claire. He was staring directly ahead. His face contorted. He
blue-green eyes started trying to pull themselves out of his head. He couldn' t tell if everything
was really slowed down or he was just really messed up. Either-way it didn't matter. Phil·pulled
the seat belt from over his shoulder, threw two Mexican food wrappers from underneath him,
clicked the male into the female, looked up and resumed his fretful appearance.
"What the hell is wrong with you?" asked Claire. She looked at the road just in time to
see the car knock into a deer at a rate of9 miles a hour. The deer belled in a slow monotonous
tone. The car stopped and the lights went out. Wind brushed through the trees and whistled
through ·the dead car's crack between the passenger side door. Everybody sat there, mollified
that things hadn't gone worse. The deer's eyes were huge. Claire could pick out the animal's
stench amongst the nacho cheese. She wondered if anyone ever made deer tacos. "Let's never
go to Mexico," she mumbled to no one in particular. The deer turned, blinked twice, ·and trotted
off toward the woods. It limped a little and two slashes ran down its left side.
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Claire turned the key off and back on again. There was nothing, not even a whir whir
whir. She did it again; Phil put his hand on her indicating for her to stop. Phil looked at her and
said, "Well I guess that makes it four now doesn' t it?" He opened up the door and hopped to the
pavement.
Phil walked around trying to make some order of things. It took him about ten minutes,
ten minutes without any other cars or wildlife passing by, but he had managed to remove any
stones that were ofkickable size from a ten feet radius of the car. He hadn' t even looked at the
bumper, which had a small deer sized dent on its left side. When Claire got out of the car, Phil
half-expected her to thank him for making it so she couldn't possibly step on a stone and twist
her·ankle or something. Instead she pulled back her fist, and protruded her-middle finger
knuckle, and punched him in his left arm. " Well I guess that makes it twice now doesn' t it?" she
said, then turned and stepped back into the car. Phil walked away further from the car. He lit a
cigarette.
"You know what?" he called.
"What?" said Claire sticking her head out the window and feigning excitement.
"You're messed up," he was, looking at his cigarette. He turned around and kicked a
stone out into the woods. "You go and get us into the most stupid accident possible. I mean who
hit's a deer going- five miles an hour? These things are easily avoidable. Then you come out
here and punch me. Why? Because I got upset for a second that you broke my truck." Phil
looked up at the sky. There was no clouds to speak of, yet he would have been hard pressed to
point out a single·star. "Forget this?" he added.
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"Forget this? What's that supposed to mean?'' she said. She got out of the car again,
slammed it shut and walked to the other side of the street. She dithered around in the small bag
she carried and took out a cell phone.
Phil looked both ways and crossed over to her side. "Where did you get that?" he asked.
"Somebody gave it to me Phil, just in case?" she said. She pulled the phone right up to
her face and slowly started pressing buttons as if it were the first time she had ever used the
thing.
"Wait a second," Phil said. "You have a cell phone and you didn't give me the number?"
"I told you I just got it and it' s just for emergencies," she said. Her head was still bent
over the phone's tiny screen. Twin lights came up over the small hill and rushed past them
without hesitation. It was a police cruiser.
"I was calling up Carrie to come get us. But after you added that "forget this" bullshit
I'm thinking about telling·her to leave you," she said. She held the phone upward ·and waved· it
around for a couple of seconds. Her body suddenly shuttered throughout like she had picked up
some alien frequency outlining earth' s destruction. She put the phone into her bag and rushed
over to Phil. He was standing with his back to her, hunched over slightly with his rum resting on
the headlight. Carrie wrapped her right arm around Phil' s waist and said, "I'm so sorry baby."
"I just don't see why you have to say things like that," he said. His voice didn't give him
away, but when Claire turned him around his tears did.
She kissed him on his right temple, "You' re right I shouldn' t have said that word. I'm
sorry." They cuddled each other for a moment.

Janes 68

Phil opened up the hood and for the next thirty minutes, from Claire' s vantage point, he
used every piece of mechanical legerdemain known to man. He made Claire hand him three
different types of screwdrivers, a tiny hammer, a roll of duct tape, and even take off her belt so
he could "test a theory." He eventually got tired of the spectacle and reattached the positive
battery wire that had a habit of coming off over speed bumps, and when he called out, "Try it
now" for the twelfth time the thing started right up.
Phil had sobered up enough to drive home and was able to fmd Claire's house easily. It
turned out they had been on a street that ran parallel to hers. She had been on it many times
before, ·but things just don~t look the same in the dark.
"I've been thinking about what we were talking about before," Claire said as Phil pulled
the car alongside the curb.
"Oh yeah, what about it?" he asked.
"I was just wondering if Tommy's grandmother was as miserable of a person as he
thought she was or if it's time that he just bought some different clothes," Claire leaned over and
kissed Phil on the cheek and got out of the car. He pulled off so quickly that the sand that was
lining the street went up in an effluvial cloud obscuring the Chinese lettering on his bumper
stickers.
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An Indistinct Earth: Remix

My name is Dr. Janes. His arms were the rays from the sun and he the light that had pooled
into a corpulent jug of flesh. An alarm is sounding in the kitchen. Hip! Hip! Hip! She stood up,
and startled herself by realizing she was the only one left in the room. Her eyes skipped over
entire paragraphs of newsprint. They were blue eyes with circles of hazel that guarded the center and
therefore gave nothing away. It was like staring into the fuzz on a television set, and hoping that it
would eventually align itself into a full picture. She denied it later, claimed that it was just a
physical manifestation of the spiritual and mental turmoil she was experiencing. A group bath
was not out of the question. She would come disguised as a firefly. When he finished she felt as if
her heart was twenty pounds lighter. The lights shut off and the hum stopped. He wasn't sure if
it was a fan or if it was the girl falling asleep.
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