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Merci, ma Dilou, pour ta patience.
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Cult Notes

A guy in his forties, with sharp features and spilyr, opens the door for me. He says his name
is Bob. Guys named Bob can’t belong to a cultjikhHe speaks fast, but his voice is soothing.

“I'm glad you came, Vince,” he tells me.

| thank him.

“Come on in, Vince,” he says.

The building where they live isn’t tucked into waoid the middle of nowhere, or on
some sort of ranch compound. It's in Midtown Atkanfve never heard of any cult owning a
mansion in a hip, urban neighborhood.

“Make yourself at home, Vince,” Bob says. Bob kela dentist who keeps saying your
name, and you’re wondering if it's so you feel ase, or if it's so he doesn’t forget it. Whatever
the reason, it's a little annoying, but | kind tdd it. He doesn’t seem so bad.

The building sits at the corner of Argonne anlf 4ad faces Piedmont Park. It's a boxy,
red-brick mansion cut up into apartments, then bobg a man named Michael John. I've been
told that he lives here with nearly two hundredhisffollowers. They don’t say followers,
though, and he doesn’t call himself their leader.

“Adviser,” the girl said when | met her in the pa few weeks ago. “He’s our adviser.”

The girl’'s name is Janey, and she’s why I’'m nottirgj in a kind of tearoom on the third
floor, overlooking the park. | hear Nirvana’s reraal an old Lead Belly song playing
somewhere down a hall. Through the window | seeuple bums shuffling down the sidewalk

that runs alongside the park. One is pushing aghgpart full of junk. The other practically



falls of the sidewalk into an oncoming car, whiadnks at him. He turns and yells something |
can't hear, but | can imagine what he’s sayingy td focus my attention on Bob, who is telling
me about how he met his wife Molly seven years aden he came to live with the Group.

“The Group?” | say, sipping on the Corona that Bab offered me. He drinks
chardonnay. There is no way people in cults drimkrdonnay.

“That's what we call ourselves, Vince,” Bob anssvéMichael John doesn’t believe in
labels.”

I’'m wondering where Janey is when a couple skiging who look about 17 walk in, and
| forget about Janey.

Both are wearing tight shorts that allow themhow off long, tan legs. One has straight,
blonde hair that goes down to her waist, and | veonfdshe’s ever had her hair cut in her life.
The other one holds a picnic basket and weardg ggllow tee-shirt. Tiny, firm breasts no
bigger than tennis balls seem like they’re justtingifor someone to take that tee-shirt off.

Bob introduces the girls. Kim and Kelly. Or Ketipnd Kim. | can’t remember which is
which. They tell Bob they're going down to the p&ok a while, and they ask if he wants to
come. He thanks them but says no. | think | catoh’8eye lingering a little too long on Kelly’s
ass when they turn to go. But | could be wrongolild have been Kim'’s.

“What's their story?” | ask.

“Just two people like us, Vince. People who neelpp.nPeople who are blessed to have
found the Group, to have found their way to Michmhn.” Bob smiles. | nod and extend my

Corona bottle towards him in a toast.



| do what Bob tells me to do. | give two monthstine on my apartment, and while I'm waiting
to move to Argonne, as people in the Group calhitnse, | hang out more and more with
people in the Group. Bob assigns a guy named Dmagttas a sort of big brother. Doug is
probably 25, a few years younger than I, and I'sagpointed, because | was hoping | could get
Janey to “initiate” me. But | still haven’t seemég, and Doug’s not a bad guy. We go for a
drink most nights after | get off work, and sometsrhe brings others with him. The skinny girls
are too young for the bar, | guess, because | lasesen them since my meeting with Bob in the
tearoom. | hope they're at least 18.

Doug is studying architecture at Georgia Techshie doesn’'t seem like any cult
member I've ever read about.

“Wait till you move in,” he says one Sunday aftawn at the Three Dollar Café. We're
eating wings and are both on our third beer. Theev8s are losing to the Phillies on the giant
screen, and the smaller overhead TVs are showihey games from around the League. “You'll
get a chance to meet Michael John. He is... well,Ijust have to see him for yourself. He's a
great man.”

Bob walks in with a stunning woman at least thnedes taller than he is. Her tan skin is
slightly dewy with sweat, and under the neon lgits, she glows. She has a way of walking, |
notice, almost a strut, as if she knows not only Bexy she is, but how smart she is, too. | pray
Bob presents her to me as a “welcome to the cifit” g

“Molly, this is Vince, the guy I've been tellingoy about,” Bob says. “Vince, my lovely

wife, Molly.”



| stand up from my bar stool and wipe the Buffsdaice from my hands. | feel Molly’s
eyes run up and down my body. | am convinced sh#riacted to me. After all, I'm nearly as
tan as she is, and a couple inches taller.

“You look kind of like Clint Eastwood,” she say¥Vhen he was young.”

Lines from spaghetti westerns and Dirty Harry nesviun through my head, but | resist
the temptation to try to be funny. | shake her hand am surprised by the firmness of her grip.

“Nice to finally meet you, Molly,” | say.

Move-in day arrives, and | can’t wait. Life is Idog up. I'm meeting beautiful women, having
fun with a new bunch of friends. | feel happy fbe ffirst time in a long time. Like maybe I've
finally found my place. This is what life should &kout. If this is a cult, I'm glad to be signing
up.

It's a Sunday night when I arrive. Sunday nightessatime when the Group comes
together, with no outsiders allowed. I'm excitedcause this is my first time seeing what these
people are like when they're just among themselékings ever get weird, it's got to be on
Sunday nights.

| settle my stuff into a small apartment. It's mogy fancy, but | don’t need much in the
way of material things. The rent I'll pay here ikaless than | was paying in my last place, and
| should be able to put about half my paycheck theobank. Once I've stuffed my clothes into
the little IKEA dresser in my bedroom, Doug leads down to the basement, where | enter a
long community hall-type room with a stage at thiednd and enough folding chairs facing it to

seat the entire Group. People are standing ar@biest drinking, chatting. | recognize some of



them from nights out with Doug and Bob, but a bpeople I've never seen before are also
here. I've been hanging out with mostly the youngembers, from the looks of it, because in
the hall now | see people ranging into their siti& least. A few blacks and Latinos mix in with
the predominantly white crowd.

| see Molly, Bob’s beautiful wife, already seatedhe front row, and the skinny girls
Kim and Kelly are sitting on the edge of the stagking to a couple boys who look as young as
they do. Damn. | don’t see Janey, and that’s kingdeird, because since the day in the park, |
haven’t seen her or even heard anyone mention her.

In the back of my mind, | can still imagine thatybe this is some kind of cult, and they
ate Janey on a recent Sunday night, but that'yc@alt members don't eat each other. In fact,
all | really know about cults is that usually somsane leader convinces everyone he’s Jesus,
and for some reason that gives him the right teelsex with 13-year-olds, and eventually he
gets caught in some lie or has a run-in with the End he has to get everyone to perform mass
suicide. Well, as long as | can see that comingn't see how I'll get tricked. And besides,
everyone here seems pretty smart and not suseepiisbme half-rate, pedophile charlatan with
a savior complex.

| get a drink, and Doug tells me we should grabesseats, as Michael John should be
arriving shortly. We sit down next to a fat guyain argyle sweater who smells vaguely of tuna.

The room settles down. Everyone has taken aBkatchatter comes to an end, and | feel
like I'm in a movie theater, and the previews anéshed, and everyone shuts up for the opening
credits. Except nothing’s happening on stage. Eweis just staring at it. | get an eerie feeling,

like maybe everyone really is crazy after all.



But | don’t want everyone to be crazy. | want thientbe normal people who happen to
have stumbled upon some sort of guru who really gwevide them with “advice” for a better
way of life. | realize | don't actually care if egto have sex with the skinny girls or Bob’s wife.
As | sit there in the silent hall, staring up dilank stage, waiting for this guy Michael John, the

adviser, to arrive, | just want to feel a littlegoe.

*

“It's okay, don’t worry about it,” Doug says afteands. “It was the same for me, too.”

They are all crazy. There is no Michael John. Tjoeysit there silently and watch
nothing happen on the empty stage for two hours tla@n, just like at the end of a movie, they
get up and look at each other, they gather thaig#h they talk quietly in small groups. They all
look incredibly content, like they just saw Gandiake salt or as if they've received a blessing
from Mother Teresa.

Doug tries to convince me that Michael John wasdhthat he gave this amazing
sermon. It bothers me that he uses the word “seétn@wuldn’t he just call it a speech? Doug
says that Michael John has a gift to speak indadigito each person in the room, no matter how
many people are present.

“It's like you're having a one-on-one conversatigith him, like no one else is there, you
know?” he says.

“Uh, no. I'd say it was more of a one-on-none amsation, Doug. Seriously, no one was
on the stage.”

Doug just smiles. | look around the hall. Everytias the same weirdly contented smile

on his or her face. Okay, | think. It's a cult.



Everyone heads upstairs out of the basementamall] follow, wanting to be a follower.
| want to be one of the “advised.” Everyone lookgkacid. | see Bob and Molly holding hands.
The skinny girls appear in deep discussion withafrtbe younger guys | saw them with before
the meeting had begun. | hear one of them — KEthink — say to the boy, “That’s the key,
Danny. Let yourself be open to the message, andl fiod you won’t have to struggle
anymore.”

Who are these people?

Doug slaps a hand on my shoulder. “You look lik& gould use a drink, Vince.”

| don’t want a drink. | just want to get out, te Alone for a while, away from these
people who just spent their evening staring atingti do not say this to Doug. There are too
many people around, and I'm afraid of how they riglact. So, | wait till we're outside. “I
think I'm just going to spend some time by myselfsay.

Doug squints his eyes together, as if he’s pondesomething he just can’t get a grasp
on. He runs a hand over his shaved head and séys,sure? | really think you ought to -

“I'm sure,” | say, and head across the street inéopark. He tries to call after me, but |
ignore him. In the park, | walk mid-way across Hnglge to the pagoda in the center of
Piedmont Lake. I'm all alone for a few minutes.

But not for long. I'm leaning forward against ttaéling, watching an old woman toss
bread crumbs to a flock of ducks gathering by twekbwvhen | hear footsteps behind me.

[ turn and see Molly. She’s wearing a sleeveldsiendress that cuts off just above her
knees. She smiles. “Looking for an explanation?”

“For what?”



“For what you just saw.” She saunters up next ¢dike she’s on a runway, turns around,
and leans her back against the railing.

| chuckle. | sound nervous. | want to sound intod. “What did | see?”

“If | say you saw a miracle tonight, you probaktguldn’t believe me, would you?”

“What did you see, Molly?”

She slides over to a bench in the pagoda andrgsedtur me to join her, so I sit down
next to her. She tells me about how she came nal@ Group ten years ago, how she was then
lost, with no purpose in life and a string of bathtionships in her past. Since joining, she’s
finished college and worked her way up to a managemosition for a telecom company. And
she found love.

“Yeah, Bob seems like a good guy.”

She smiles again, that smile that seems to s&ndiv something you don't.”

“What?” | ask. | feel a chill run through me, ahtthink | might start to shiver like | used
to when | was 14 and talking to girls for the fitiste.

“It's not Bob, Vince.”

“You don’t love Bob?” | say, trying not to sounaiot hopeful that she will declare her
love for me.

“Oh, | do,” she answers. | attempt not to showdisappointment. “But I'm talking real,
undying love, love for myself and for everybodyohte in contact with.”

| have no idea what language she’s speakingnktsine might be talking about religion,
or something, or maybe she’s trying to tell mewl®le Group practices free love. I'm kind of
hoping it's the latter. But I'm intrigued by theed of the former. I'm feeling mixed up, and I'm

wondering if this is how people get hooked intg/stg in a cult. Because at some point, they



don’t know what to think anymore. Their minds ap&nging, and they have to make a choice:
either get out or buy in. | wonder if I'm startitgbuy in.

She looks at me and | look back at her, examihergperfectly cultivated eyebrows. |
have never seen such fine eyebrows on another hbeiag before. | don’t know if she’s still
talking or not, because all | can focus on aredlst®rt, black hairs that form thin lines above
her chocolate-brown eyes. | notice her tanned fadhas several, nearly undetectable, light-
brown freckles, and wrinkles are just beginninggice shape, but | know that they won’t look
bad on her, that she’ll only look smarter and nadteactive with age.

She has stopped talking, and she’s looking atumeyf. We are face to face, only a few
inches of air separating our lips. | don’t thinke&n in. And she lets me. Her lips are moist and
taste like oranges. When she pulls back slowlytelnapt to keep going, and she gives me
another smile and says, “I love you, Vince,” befstanding up, smoothing her dress with her

hands, and walking out of the pagoda.

| stay because of her. Not because of the camaeddeel toward Doug or some of the others.
Not because | think my Kim and Kelly fantasy is iegeing to be fulfilled. And certainly not
because Michael John, the incredible invisible seggoing to impart life’'s wisdom to me
during the Sunday night stare-fests. | stay becatiker.

It's a weird feeling, knowing that you're the ordgine one in a house full of mentally
disturbed people. I've been at Argonne for threatin® now. Not much has changed in my life.

| leave Argonne every weekday morning and heatboatie same job I've had for three years,



selling computer networking systems to businedd®mng out at night with people from the
Group. Things are okay. But | just don’t think Ifitting in.

Bob has taken an active interest in me. | wishwhiie would. But while she continues to
throw me these smiles that seem to tell me, “I'mkimg of you and me naked,” there have been
no more kisses in the middle of Piedmont Lake ymdnere else, for that matter. Bob and | have
discussions now, every Wednesday night.

I’'m late for our meeting, so | hustle up to thedHloor tearoom. He’s already sitting in
one of the easy chairs looking out on the par&kéta seat near him and glance out toward the
place where | kissed his wife. | wonder if he knpausd if he does, would he mind? Maybe |
should just ask him. He might give me his blessaordje might kick me out of the Group, which
by this point wouldn’t be such a bad alternative.

“You're frustrated, Vince,” he says.

I’m not sure how to respond. Is he talking aboytinability to get anywhere with his
wife? | say nothing.

“It's okay, you know. Michael John asked me td yelu to be patient. You'll see when
you're ready to see.”

“I kissed Molly,” | blurt out.

“I know. It's all right.”

He sits there calmly looking out the window, akhfad just told him what we’re having
for dinner, not that | made a move on his wifeatehthis guy. What's his problem? Why is
everyone in this cult so calm all the time? | keth | just don’t understand what’s going on. And

| tell him | don'’t believe Michael John exists.
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| blurt this out as fast as | had the thing abuatkissing his wife. | immediately regret
having said it. It's not that | don’t want to up$ém. It’s that | don’t want it to be true. | watat
believe that Michael John exists. | want Michaéilto be there, in living color, every Sunday
night. | want to hear whatever it is this guy hasay, and | want to walk out of that basement
along with everyone else and feel a sense of renaveanse of peace. | don’t want to be the
only sane guy in the room full of crazies. Theyhe ones who look so happy, so content all the
time. It's not fair. Give me the Kool-Aid. I'll dnk it.

“How come you never ask where Janey is, VincetJ Bsks.

Janey. Now there’s someone | haven’t thought @f while. | don’t know why. | guess |
should be concerned for her. After all, it was tjir§ Janey, with the green eyes — or were they
more a grayish blue? — who first told me aboutGhneup, who first had me visit with some of
the Argonne people when we all went out for codktiai Buckhead one night. She said she
couldn’t go out with me because she wasn’t suskdéf was ready yet.

“You all didn’t eat her, did you?”

Bob smiles. “Janey’s fine. You'll see her in a iglii

“Okay,” | say. “Where’s she been all this time?”

Bob ignores my question. “She has a special gjii¢, that enabled her to seek you out,
Vince. To bring you to Michael John. He’s been wgitfor you for a long time.”

“Well, I've been waiting for him too, Bob. Every8day from 8 to 10.”

He says nothing. He reaches for his cup of teaakes a sip. | hear someone enter the
room from behind us, and | turn to see my big eooug. Doug does not sit down, but rather
stands next to Bob’s armchair. | look out at PiedtrRark. A woman is gathering up a blanket

while a man chases two little children. They seepply. | bet they don’t belong to a cult.
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“Look, if you all killed Janey or something in serkind of ritual, that’s your business...
I’'m sorry for having wasted all your time, and tkayou for whatever it was you were trying to
do for me. | think | should probably get going.”

| get up to leave, but Doug moves to block my wég's slender but muscular, and I'm
not sure | could take him and Bob at the same time.

“Janey is with Michael John,” Bob says. “Do younv& see her?”

*

Bob and Doug lead me down to the basement. Theehisugiiet, and | can hear nothing but the
muffled sounds of the people above us on the grdlood It's after dinner, and some of the
older folks like to hang out in the dining hall apldy cards. | can hear laughter and the
occasional scrape of a chair on linoleum. In theeb@ent, the folding chairs are neatly stacked in
columns against one wall. The stage remains, ad,usare. | notice a light coming from the
doorway which leads backstage. | have never beekthare before, and in all our Sunday
meetings, I've never really taken notice of itjtasas always been dark.

Bob tells me | should go inside, that Michael Jahd Janey are waiting to see me. I'm
sure they're lying. Obviously someone back thengaging to kill me. Like they did Janey. |
should run. I should bull my way past these twp uid the stairs and out the front door.

“What do they want with me?” | ask.

“You've been here for how long now, Vince?” Bolkas'Over three months? We’ve put
our trust in you, that you’d come around when yaraweady. Now, though, it's time for you to

put your trust in us, Vince. You need to see whiatthat room.”
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| again contemplate fleeing, but there’s some plme, probably the stupid part, that
wants to find out what's waiting behind Door #lvdnt Michael John to be there. So | move
forward, slowly at first, but as | approach, and light seems to be getting stronger, | quicken
my step. Just before reaching the door, | look lzacksee the whole Group has taken up
position behind Bob and Doug. Molly is at her husba side. She nods to me, giving me that
smile for the last time.

| turn back and step inside. Mirrors run the léngft every wall, there is no other
furniture, and one light bulb hangs down, burninthwvhite-hot intensity from somewhere
overhead. | move to the center of the room and fiagself, glancing back and to the side, seeing
reflections of reflections of reflections in thethloright room. | have left open the doorway
leading back to the stage, and through it | camsgl@ing. It's just a big, black rectangle.

| can feel sweat forming on my brow. What am Iseged to do now? How long do |
have to wait for something to happen? Michael Jemot here. I'm alone, with the thousands of
images of a diminishing me. They mix with the blaekections of the doorway. Some of the
black doorways seem to be encroaching upon my dggapgers, and | feel afraid, but | don’t
know why.

“This is stupid,” | whisper. But | don’t leave.dtead, | sit down, Indian-style, in the
middle of the room. | look up and notice for thestiitime that the ceiling is also a great mirror.
Though the light bulb’s glare should prevent merfreeeing the ceiling clearly, | look at myself
on the wood-slatted floor, wearing a light-blue ¥ek sweater and khaki pants. My black shoes
need to be polished. | need to shave, too. | simdub@ showing up to work unshaven. It's not
very professional. | think about my job, and how thason | don’t shave is because | just don’t

care enough about it. | should quit. | need to 8ndhething I like doing. | should go and be a
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math teacher, | think. | always liked math. Andavhk to stop thinking about Molly. She’s
married to someone else.

My neck hurts from looking up. I move it slowlydkaand forth, stretch it from side to
side and around. The images of me spin wildly wihém this. The heat of that one light bulb
seems to be roasting my skin. | wonder if it's plolesto get sunburned from electric light.

I’'m spinning and I'm burning and | sense somethefsg, the outline of a figure coming
in from the darkness of the hall. I think it's ggito be Michael John, and | actually feel scared,
as if I'm meeting God or something. But it's Jankegon’t recognize her at first. She looks older
than | remember her. But | was right about her eylasy are green. She is wearing tight jeans
and a tee-shirt. She’s not as slim and innocetiteskinny girls, and she doesn’'t have that sexy,
“I'm in control” look of Molly. She wades in fromhe blackness and looks down on me.

“Make your choice, Vince,” she says. “You needlézide right now whether you're
going to stay with us, or whether you want to go.”

| stand up and face her. | start to ask a quedhionshe says, “No. It's time to choose.”

This is too weird for me, and | feel kind of pidséhave so many questions, more than
when | entered. And now she wants me to face sontedt leap of faith moment. | want to ask
her if she’ll go grab a coffee with me, and here & telling me I've got to either jump in the
deep end, or get the hell out of the pool.

| think back on the last half a year, since Itfireet Janey in the park. | remember
wondering if she was involved in some kind of caltid | think back on my three months here
with the Group, where I've had some laughs, metesmteresting people, and the only thing
that is like a cult is this whole Sunday night thimhere they all stare at nothing. | decide that

this isn’t a cult. Like Bob told me, these are jpsbple who need help, who are blessed to have
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found Michael John. It bothers me, though, thaavdn’t yet experienced that peace that
everyone else has. | haven’'t seen Michael John|'andorried if | stay here, | never will, and
while the people are nice and all, | don’t thinktte enough for me.

Maybe | should stay, and maybe I'll meet Micha#id, and he really will prove to be
some great adviser. In the heat of the light, @ahey standing in front of me, | imagine for a
second what it would be like to stay with her. Inder if we’d end up like Bob and Molly. |
think about the old people here, and | wonder vittthbe like to spend my life at Argonne. They
all seem so content, so at peace. | want that.

| decide the Group isn’t a cult. | don’t really kmavhat it is. But | know | don’t believe
in Michael John, and weekly fellowship and a gro@ipvell-meaning friends just aren’t enough
for me. Maybe if | stay, I'll eventually find thatner peace that everyone else here seems to
have obtained. But | don’t want to waste my lifgrg to find out.

| walk out of the room. Janey lets me. The otherthe hall, they somehow know already
that I'm not one of them. | walk past them asmhlon a packed city street, wending my way
through a crowd. It’s like they’re already complsteangers to me, and | to them. Except Molly.
As | pass her, she whispers, “I love you, Vince.”

| wish to God | could feel the same.

*kk
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Far from Venice

| was eight and still playing dress-up in my mothetothes. She was downstairs, and | had
sneaked into her walk-in closet, planting myseltlos plush, beige carpet surrounded by her
shoes, all lined up in neat order, toes pointingvard. | imagined that ghosts stood in those
shoes, guarding her dresses and her sweatersr Afpeaivy blue stiletto heels grew to a femme
fatale version of my mother, complete with shimmevgning dress and a cigarette dangling
from her ruby lips. Clunky wooden clogs with butiies on the buckles evoked an image of her
in an oversized, sloping straw hat and white-rimmalglasses that hid her eyes, a plain, blue,
cotton sundress draped over her boyish frame. Whigeslideshow of my mother's past lives ran
through my head, | rummaged through drawers, regdioward shelves well outside my grasp.

She never liked it when | played in her closet.

"Katie," she had said on more than one occasioagrilt want you going through my
private things."

| couldn't help wondering what secrets my mothaghihbe hiding from me, so | kept on
searching. A footstool enabled me to pull openttipedrawer of a heavy oak dresser, the dark
brown wood out of place amid so many bright pinkd blues and yellows. Stretching my arm
upward, | reached inside, my pudgy hand fumblirauad for whatever it could find. My fingers
brushed against textured paper, and | recognizetett of peeling stamps affixed to envelopes.
Stretching past the letters, | came in contact sitmething soft and feathery. | stood on my toes
to gain another inch or two, enough to drag thegluver the scattered pile of letters and to the

edge of the drawer, until | could pull it out.
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It slipped from my hand, floating like a leaf teetfoor. | hopped off the footstool and
picked up a black mask with magnificent blue feeghradiating outward. Holding it to my face,
| peered through it at the mirror attached to teet door. The mask made me feel elegant and
beautiful for the first time in my life. For a fleeg moment, | thought | understood something
new about my mother. | was still years away froarméng about her past, about her life before
she met my father. She had stayed in Italy afterld\ar I, trading in her nurse's uniform for
a pair of jeans and a backpacker's life. For figarg, she rode a motorcycle around the
rebuilding country. She had skied in the Alps attdraled private masked balls in Venice and
taken lovers. My grandmother told me once that wihgrmother finally returned in 1950, she
could not remember her English and kept prefacusgyesentence with shoulder shrugs and a
puckering of her lips. By the time | was born thyears later, she was still beautiful, but she had
become plainly American, wearing a plastic aprot smile, the '50s housewife's armor. Her
adventures were reduced to activities -- banaldidhi things like tracing my hand into the shape
of a turkey for a Thanksgiving decoration, or cirgtHalloween costumes out of papier-maché,
yarn and pieces of leftover pink taffeta. Althoudimew she loved me, | would understand only
with age how a part of her was withering.

"Good day to you, sir," | said to my reflectionthre mirror, affecting a funny voice | had
heard in an old Marx Brothers movie one Saturdaynmg.

"Good morning, madame!" | replied to myself, thieé in a deep voice that | wanted to
sound like my father's. "Would you like to go foride on my horse?"

When my mother entered her bedroom, | lowered mienteelieve conversation to a
whisper. By the time the phone rang, | had struenwgsal of her necklaces around my neck, and

I'd imagined that my handsome courtier had invitedto a horseman's ball, which in my mind
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meant that everyone danced while on horses. |moadi to gallop-dance around the little walk-
in closet, watching myself in the mirror.

| could tell my mother was not talking to my fath8he sounded too happy. She was
always less polite with my father on the line. Skghed more and articulated less. "Mm-hmm,"
she said a lot. "Mm-hmm, well | didn't have time,y®u'll have to bring something back. | don't
know, just not hamburger.” Or, "Again? You knowedjarely recognizes you anymore." There
was always this sense of exasperation, of patispicening counterclockwise down a drain.

When she spoke with someone about fixing the moif, someone called to try to sell
her a magazine subscription, she held a sort s¢ fetheer, the phone cord a conduit for
politeness and lies. But this call, | knew, wasfnom a salesman, either.

"Stop!" she said, giggling. It was rare when stggtad, and | liked it. She sounded a
little like me. She made a funny kind of soft moas|f she had just spooned a bite of chocolate
ice cream into her mouth. The bounce of bedspmngant she'd fallen onto her bed. She spoke
in a low voice, and the quieter she was, the quldiecame. Somewhere in the middle of my
horse dance, | stopped and devoted my attentitimetoonversation.

| heard the bedsprings again. Her makeup caseayffollushes and pencils, lipsticks and
eyeliners that were strictly off-limits to me, sata dressing table by the bed, and | could hear
her pulling open its tiny drawers as she continmbispering to the caller.

| don't remember what was said, but | remember slosvsaid it. A gleeful laugh
punctuated every breathy sentence. | rubbed arfemggEnst the mask's velvety contours and
imagined a younger, happier version of my mothée thought triggered something in me, and |
laughed out loud. She went silent for a momentuilgqword preceded the sound of the plastic

receiver being slammed back onto the phone's b&sew what was coming next, and | moved
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to the back of the closet, raising the mask to yeseas if by doing so she wouldn't recognize
me.

The door swung open. Through the mask's eyeholesiotiyer appeared, a look of
surprise across her face. "Where did you find thahey?" she asked after a moment.

"In the drawer," | said, pointing toward her dres$km sorry, Mamma. Are you mad?"

"Angry, dear. Mad means crazy," she said absentdiydslipping down to the floor.
She crossed her legs Indian-style and reachetidamask, plucking it from my hand. A smile
stretched upon her lips, and | recognized thatfaydook she sometimes got. She brushed her
fingers against the feathers of the mask.

"Are you angry?" | asked.

She looked up at me as if just remembering | wdkercloset with her. "You shouldn't
always be hiding yourself away in here."

My mother stood up again in a hurry. Still holdihg mask, she slipped back out of the
closet. | followed her and paused at her makeue. &ise sat down on the bed and crossed her
legs. She raised the mask to her face and now dodkectly at me. | felt as if a complete
stranger had just entered the room. | looked awaying a finger over a row of colored pencils
that looked not too different from those | had usedraw pictures that were now stuck to our
refrigerator downstairs.

"Your mask is pretty,” | whispered, turning a shiskpeye back toward her.

She stared through me while a joyless smile fliedeacross her lips. "Yes, itis,"” she
replied. "Now, you go play in your room. | havectll your father back."

"That wasn't Daddy," | replied.
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Her eyes focused in on mine for a moment befordwgined away, dropping the mask on
the bed. | lingered at the makeup case, waitindgnéorto respond. Realizing that neither of us
knew what to say next, | walked out of the room kafidmy mother to call back whoever was

waiting on the other end of the line.

*kk
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August Mabee’s Last Good Story

The author was old. He rarely left the tower anyenbut for the new book they thought it would
be a good idea. The stories were old, too, fragsiaken from a life he was starting to forget,
and he knew they were not his best. He did not Wisacostume, the familiar stark-white shirt
and bowtie, the creased dark pants, the blackogplf When he entered the auditorium wearing
jeans and a sweater, some in the crowd gasped lsisdered to their neighbors. He could not
hear what they were saying, and the applause gtameoment later anyway, but he knew they
were wondering who this rumpled man near death Wwvasuld not be the great writer August
Mabee, the man whose name had been affixed toatbeskof statues, to college syllabi, and to a
barrel-chested style of writing. It could not battkhe man who had made a career of writing
about death, the signature end to so many of loi¢ stories, was finally succumbing like one of
his invented heroes. He was too great for death.

He took the podium and placed his left palm ondfs feeling the polished wood. With
his right hand he removed his glasses and replhesd with the pair for reading. He coughed.
A water bottle, room temperature, along with a taiin glass, stood waiting in the shelf under
the podium top. The bottle top was already unscteas per his request. He removed the cap
and poured half the bottle’s contents into theglakile he surveyed the crowd.

It was hard to reconcile his feelings for thosesae before him. He knew almost none of
them, but they all knew him. Most had probably raatbvel or two of his, more likely some of
his short stories when they were in high schoom&bad read not one word of his writing, and

others, he was sure, had read nearly all.
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In the front row were the editor, and the agend, #we marketer. The editor was new, a
young woman with long, black hair and glasses sthéd&hind. She was not pretty, but he found
himself continually wishing she were. Perhaps @ slere prettier, he could forgive her for being
so pseudo-intellectually pretentious. The agenthissollege friend’s sister, a woman who had
needed a job fifty years ago when he was not yguauMabee. It was she who found the
editors, who made the deals. It was she who coddwie after his first wife had died, she who
knew all three wives who had followed, and mosthef girlfriends along the way. The marketer
was a healthy, tanned man in his forties who doebke he was twenty-five, who spoke the
language of jargon and whose smile never seeméd rea

August Mabee coughed again and took a sip of wHlisrthroat always hurt nowadays.

It was raw all the time due to a lack of saliva.aBawing was like passing sandpaper down his
esophagus. The water helped with that, but he aoatdirink too much, or he would have to
piss, and he was not about to excuse himself patiy break.

The applause died down, and he managed a smite atawd. He began to speak, in a
voice like rocks and coffee. He made a joke, ngb@d one in his mind, but he was the famous
August Mabee, and if he made a joke, his publicld/taugh and nod and remark how witty and
wise he still was. And they did. He thanked themcfaming, and he meant it, because without
them, he would not be the famous August Mabee.|léBed his throat and opened the new
collection to the spot marked by a yellow Posteiten

He looked at the page, at the title of the stobotintain Nasty Tall”. Shaking his head,
he scanned his audience again and said, “You kit@&is boring.”

The marketer shifted in his seat and glanced towaeditor. The editor’s eyes had gone

wide, and August could see from the podium thatwweeof them were nervous the old man was
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going to sabotage the lucrative comeback they loped for.\WWhy wasn’t he just reading the
fucking story printed on the fucking pageflly the agent remained calm. August smiled at her
and he continued to speak. The podium and the stagegone now, replaced by a low-lit bar
and the smell of beer and peanuts, a little vodkhing away ice cubes in a glass.

“See, you climb six, seven, hours each day, asdtéep and hard, and you soon lose
interest in conversation. Your guide doesn’t spmakh English, and you don’t really feel like
making the effort to be understood. Your mouthdsupied by breathing — by the third day
you're already huffing and puffing too much to hreathrough your nose — so you can't talk
much anyway. So, you find yourself drawn more amdannwards.”

August heard whispers in the crowd. Yes, they viemgliar with his history. He
continued.

“You talk to yourself. You make mental notes oftakk wonderfully different and unique
observations about mountain climbing that you midlke once you’re back down. You want to
write a treatise on how life is like climbing a nmain, how you can only get to the top one step
at a time, that the best part of the trip is theney itself and not the destination, but then you
realize all these things have been said before.

“You keep climbing, up, up, up,” he said, raistng hand a little higher off the podium
with each “up”. He liked it when some in the audierchuckled.

“And sometimes it's down, down, down. You didn'alige before you started that
climbing a mountain is rarely just about ‘up’. Thare peaks and valleys - like life, eh? — and
though on the whole you are rising toward thatlfimgh point in the sky, you have to expect
some down times before you reach the pinnacle.&oth you get tired of all your lame

mountain philosophizing, and you turn to religionhielp get you a little further up the hill.”
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More chuckles from the crowd. August saw the mankease back in his chair.

“You pray for your family. You name each one ofsb@eople you love most, and you
ask God for special things for them. Not meanirgtegngs like job promotions or better
husbands. But the real important things in lifieg Ibelief in one’s own self-worth, like the will to
overcome medical problems, like the ability to lagenpletely but know when to let the other
live her life. You pray for your wife, that she getp the mountain, but more importantly, that
she knows when to say enough is enough, to agliiis if necessary. You pray for yourself. And
it actually feels good. Forgetting the pain of #seent, losing yourself in thoughts for others,
you find that another half-hour has slipped by, god're that much closer to your destination.

“But you still have a lot of time to kill. So, ydurn to lists. You name all the presidents.
James Garfield, Chester Arthur... that makes thintgé... and Franklin Pierce.

“Even if you have no idea of anything Franklin Bemight have done while president,
you're glad that you finally remembered his nantdeast. And you vow that if you make it to
the top of the mountain, you'll buy a biographyFoanklin Pierce. Hell, you'll write one.

“You run through the last thirty-four World Seriegnners, going back to the year of
your birth, and each time you get to a year whexg ¥ ardinals won, you scream their name in
your head and cheer a bit. You name heavyweightipeand movies starring Clark Gable, and
all fifty states.

“And you wonder, how could you forget Indiana?

“And yes, you're bored, but you're grateful at g@me time to have these moments to
yourself, when you can think about those you I@amut old friends, and about Franklin Pierce.

“And days four and five pass on the mountain, amal fgel the cold biting you every

time you stop to take a sip of water, and your legsd a little more time each morning to get
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going, and you’re a little more sick of the stealilst of porridge for breakfast and soup and
vegetables for dinner.

“Kilimanjaro still stands hard and cold, high aboYeu think to yourself, do | stand a
chance? You try to sleep with the vision of thaumtain in your head. You try to quiet your
brain, to stop the counting, to stop the lists.

“And you pray.”

August paused. He closed his eyes, pinching thgimtlyishut, trying to close off his ears
to the shuffling in the auditorium. He stayed Itkat until he figured the marketer would be
getting antsy again. August pictured the editospaga ring-covered hand through her hair,
likely preparing to take the stage herself andtamslold man’s last delusional attempt at lecture.
He knew the agent would stop her before she gaththace to make a fool of herself. August
remained steady at the podium, eyes shut. Somet magle thought he’d retreated so far inside
himself that he’d found his God in there and waghamiddle of some great dialogue with his
creator. The author would have found such an iakeutous. Finally, he opened his eyes and
again looked at the page marked with the Postté&.no

“At 11:30 on the fifth night, Sam heard Gabriellcad,” he began, reading the first line
of the story.

“Time to go, bwana! We gotta get climbing,” hed&iom outside the tent.

“Déja?’ Isabelle moaned, pushing against Sam’sylfoctreate a little heat through their
sleeping cocoons. A ferocious wind tore at the,treen canvas of the tent, screaming at them
to stay inside.

“Allez, it's time, Belle.’
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“Another moan. They shimmied, still half-asleefpitong underwear, wool fleeces and
rain gear. They put on extra sock layers and lagelulky boots. They pulled on balaclavas and
strapped heavy headlamps to their foreheads.

“Sam unzipped the tent and seven minutes beforaight he and Isabelle stepped out
into the cold.

“Gabriel took the lead, heading up the rock. Iskbiellowed, and Sam stuck closely to
her back. Massawe appeared behind out of nowh&lack ghost against the white snow. The
wind died away, and suddenly all was quiet as 8teyck out for the peak, 5,000 feet above. A
few hundred yards from the campsite, Sam looked leigeshoulder to see a short string of
glittering lights, the headlamps of other climbestsetching from behind, back to camp. What
odd midnight vigil was this? Who were these pilgjrand why were they performing this
penance? Sam turned back, facing upward agairplanted a heavy foot a little further up the
rock.

“The headache Isabelle had had for the last tws day worse fast, and she started
feeling nauseated. After a couple hours, their gémeed from what was already hardly more
than a crawl, and a couple other groups passed tlsabelle kept sitting down on rocks.

“Don’t do that, bwana,” Gabriel said to Sam whileinting toward Isabelle, slumped
over on a rock. ‘She go to sleep now, we gottagerd’

“Non! I'm all right,” she said, almost out of bria ‘Just help me to stand.’

“That's the spirit, girl,” Sam said, pulling heo her feet. Massawe grumbled something
in Swahili toward Gabriel, but he just shruggedesponse.

“They kept going. The shadows and the moonlighygdiawith Sam’s mind, and he

thought he saw wolves slinking about in the wispgve. They were thin and hungry-looking,
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long tongues dangling out of icicle-sharp teetheytdarted in and out in the slithery snow,
hiding behind rocks. Sam wanted to warn the othbmt the wolves, but he was too tired.

“They trudged on, stopping with increasing frequesa Isabelle could rest and drink
some water. Looking up became discouraging. Itswesteep, and it never seemed to end, just a
sheer face of snow and rock, jutting up towardstkye After over four hours of climbing, Sam
realized his energy was just about out. Isabeligdcoo longer speak. She sat down on a rock
while Gabriel poured some sugary tea.

“How high are we right now?’ Sam asked, noticirmphout of breath it made him just
uttering a few words.

“Around 17,700 feet, a little over 2,000 feet frahe top,” Gabriel responded, as if he
contained within him some sort of innate altimekée.pulled out a cigarette and lit up, passing
one to Massawe.

“How can you smoke up here?’

“A careless shrug was his only reply.

“Sam took two tin cups full of tea from Gabriel apiddded over to his wife, holding out
one of the cups. When she did not respond righiya®am worried she had lost consciousness.
‘You still with us?’

“She glanced up and nodded. He had to place théndugr hands himself.

“Maybe we should go back. You're not looking godelle.’

“No. I'm fine,” she said, sipping the tea. ‘We kegoing.’

“Sam knew they should have turned back right atri@ment. He could see that Isabelle
was done, and he wanted so much for her to tellitnmas over. But he didn’t have the heart to

deny her. It had to be her choice. He knew her.\&hdd never let him forget it if they failed to
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summit. This is what he told himself. She pushegdieup with the help of her ski poles, and
they continued onward.

“The tea gave them a boost that lasted only anfiéwutes, and finally she said,
‘Je n’en peux plusl can’t do any more.

“Sam thought of continuing on without her, of IagfiMassawe carry her down to safety,
like some bone-and-sinew guardian angel. She aestdat the camp; she could eat. And Sam
could go on with Gabriel. But he didn’t want to go without her. It didn’t make sense. They
were a team, so he asked her to give a little more.

“They kept climbing.

“Do you see that rock?’ Gabriel asked. ‘From theteonly another hour to Stella
Point.’

“Another hour? From there?’ Sam gasped. ‘How lem@huru Peak from Stella?’

“You want to turn around?’

“No. It's just... I'm worried about my wife. I'm nosure if it's wise —”

“Oh no, don’'t blame me for this, Sam,’ she saickgsing her elbows into a nearby rock.
‘We keep going.’

“As if on cue, a glow appeared over the easterizboy and Sam thought that the sun
might just serve to rejuvenate them, so they kepig

“Keep going. That's what it all comes down to, Séaought. They had tkeep going
and they had to do it together.”

August glanced up from the podium and took a mortestan the audience. They
seemed to be paying attention. It appeared to hanthey were into the story. Most of them

probably thought they knew how the story would évidre importantly, August remembered
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how this particular story had ended. He took a Isipgof water, finishing what was left in the
glass. “Throat’s dry, sorry,” he told the audieneiiting laughter. He poured out the rest of the
bottle, took one more sip, and looked down agaimhett was written.

“They made it to Gabriel’s rock. They made it telt Point, minutes before the sun
broke over the horizon. It was like going from Hellheaven. No more were they hiking up dark
rock. They found themselves in a snowy paradiskmniénjaro’s rimmed crater an immense
bowl of inviting snow, its two massive glaciersnging pink and baby blue in the sun’s warming
rays. Bending around to the left, Sam saw the phathled upwards to Uhuru Peak, and they set
out for the roof of Africa. It was still an hourtsimb away, but now the goal stood right there in
front of them.

“Keep going.

“Only a few paces away from the peak, Sam chokeasupe started whispering an old
song in Isabelle’s ear. He had planned it for days now that he was there on top of Africa with
his wife, he could barely get the words out. Heteted through the corny lines of the chorus:

‘| don’t remember much, just that big ol’ wall,
But you and me, baby, we held t'gether throughstipeall,
T’gether, we got up that mountain, that mountaistyéall.’

“Isabelle pulled down her balaclava, the sun’s mglyging off her blonde hair. She
smiled at her husband, and he took her hand. Tladked the last few steps, until they could go
no higher.

“Keep going’

August looked up from the page and waited. This tha part he always hated. This

pause. This moment when the crowd tried to digéstt\we’d said, to decide whether it was any

good and worthy of their praise. He knew this gaittr story was not his best. Hell, maybe it
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wasn’t even very good. But it was a story he’d edrb tell all his life. Damn the critics, damn
the fans, if they didn't like it.

The crowd sat still for a moment before the firashtis began to clap. He surveyed the
crowd and whispered a thank you, inaudible amoagfiplause. When it subsided, he asked if
there were any questions, and for twenty minutesnsgvered questions he had heard hundreds
of times before. People always wanted answers:didhthat happen? And what did that mean?
They wanted insight and closure and security. Maagted answers that only they could truly
provide for themselves. Soon it was time for tret tuestion, asked by a smart-looking teenager
at the back of the room.

“So many of your stories end in death. You'veddllsome of your best characters —
Marcus Woo, Ivan the butcher, Juniper Grady... Whthia story did you decide to let Isabelle
live?”

August looked at the boy and tried to remembertuthvaas like when he was that age,
before mountains and wives and elegies. And he eresirthe last question.

“Because | needed her to live.”

With that, August took one last sip of water frbm glass. He coughed. He waved to the

crowd. He nodded to his agent. And August Mabeeadabff the stage for the last time.

*k%k
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Ronny

Ronny’s probably dead by now.

The first time | met him, | could see why his moratshad asked for a male nurse,
someone who could handle his size. He was sittirgs motorized wheelchair. In his tiny
bedroom, he seemed enormous. Not fat, just reai@lly tall. | couldn’t tell from him sitting in
the chair, but later, when | knew him better, leskim. Six foot eight. | was a good six inches
shorter, but | was physically capable of takingloa job.

| was there every weekday, twelve hours a dayshow up at 8, before his mom headed
off to work, going straight to his room to checklim. He usually slept until noon, but he
needed someone there for him just in case sometengywrong.

When you can’'t walk, can’t use your arms normathn’t eat without help, can’t shit
without help, well, there aren’t many reasons tougein the morning. So | let him sleep. | didn’t
mind. The guy had the biggest movie collectiongier seen. His personal screening room—a
dingy office with a 26-inch flat screen TV set up @ desk—was a couple doors down the hall
from his bedroom. After checking on him, I'd takat the PB&J sandwiches | always packed for
breakfast and choose a DVD. Pretty mindless jadlyreAfter my morning cinema, I'd check on
Ronny again, usually finding him still out cold.né hadn’t stirred by noon, | always woke him
up.

I'd feed him his breakfast, then get him cleanedQipan around the catheter—that is to
say, his penis. That was strange. | mean, I'd nexerthed another guy’s dick before. He wasn't

circumcised.
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He was cool about everything, though. After alidHeeen having someone do this stuff
for him for a few years by that point. He neveredotmbarrassed, never seemed to be really
affected by it. It was normal to him.

It wasn't really normal to me, though. After dlj never been a nurse before. Until | got
the job, I didn’t know the first thing about takiogre of someone like Ronny. | had never even
seen a catheter. But | needed a job, and | didafttwo work very hard. | figured taking care of a
guy who was almost paralyzed wouldn’t be too dermand mean, besides the cleaning and the
feeding, what else was there to do? And it pawt &étter than babysitting. So after | read his
mom'’s ad, | wrote up a résumeé, gave myself a bwfcjualifications and experience, made
myself sound really professional, and | prayedwbeldn’t check my references or ask for any
sort of certification.

| researched how to insert and remove a cathgtecked out information on all his
meds, what not to mix with what. Even taught my§#R and how to give the Heimlich. By the
time | went to work for them a week after my intew, | felt like an expert.

Of course, knowing and doing are two different gsinThe first time | had to remove his
catheter, it was disgusting. After draining out phes with a syringe, | took hold of Ronny’s
penis and slowly, carefully coaxed out the tuberFRonny might not have been able to control
his body much anymore, but he could still feel, amen | pulled out his catheter, he screamed
into his pillow, thrashing to his left and righthigh only made my job more difficult and his
pain that much greater. Also, the urine left insgtet all over the place. His face had turned
bright red with pain by the time | had finally gattthe thing out. One thing you learn pretty

quickly is how long catheters are.
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After that little bonding experience, | decidedd&e him for a spin around the
neighborhood. He didn’t want to go. If it was uphim, | think he would have just stayed in the
TV room all day watching whatever new DVDs his mbad picked up for him at the video
shop she managed. But | couldn’t imagine remaimdgors for so long.

“Come on,” | said. “Nice day out.”

“Wudja 'spec’, Dev’'? S’Los Anjles. Wuther’s alwaypod.”

“All the same, we’re going for a walk,” | said, mag sure his head was strapped firmly
to his wheelchair neck support.

He and his mom lived in the shitty part of WeslliAgood, east of Fairfax, just a couple
blocks from that eyesore of a gay porn theatreamté&SMonica. We walked by it, though,
because | guessed correctly that he’d get a kitlobihne clever names of the porn flickutt
Pirates of the Caribbearsideways ... and Upside Doyand his personal favorit§ XXMen 3:
The Last CramPretty juvenile stuff, but when you’re slowly dgi, | say you can laugh at
whatever you want.

A discussion on best porn titles led him to tedl about his own sexual history. | never
figured out if he was making the shit up or nott e said how before his body went totally
south, he used to get laid a lot. He said the vaiegl only helped him.

“Lozza chicks wan’ know whuz like t'do’t with a gugina chur,” he said.

I noticed how others on the sidewalk stared atliBlsemoth in a wheelchair, but Ronny
didn’t seemed bothered by it.

Even after he lost the ability to walk on his owe,said, up until he was 20 he was “fully
funkshnl, sex-wise.”

“You miss that?” | asked.
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“Snot t'bad yet.”

| wondered how bad it would have to get beforeas\Wwoo bad’? He had gotten used to
his condition, he said, but he told me how at firstas hard to take. He was 18 when his doctor
told him that most likely the disease would kilirhby 35. Ronny told me this with that same
silly smile on his face, like it was no big dealrigpgiven a death sentence. The worst, he said,
wasn't the dying; what sucked was losing controyaiir body piece by piece. Every day, he lost
a little more motor function. Every month there wea® less thing he could do on his own. Tie
your shoes—gone. Control your bladder—gone. Typa oamputer—gone. Pretty soon he
knew he’d be just a lump of meat, unable to difest, unable to speak, his brain a prisoner of
his useless body.

Ronny had come to accept his inevitable deathjustdvanted “tbe done withit a'ready”.
| would say he had made his peace with God abpbtiitthat wouldn’t be exactly righftOmnit
sher Gawd igzistss,” he'd say, his head straininigust out from where it was held in place by

the wheelchair's neck supports. “Buddiff he doeappOmmuna kill'um.”

*

Ronny’s mom—she told me to call her Patti—usuadlyne home around six or seven, headed
straight upstairs to where she kept the gin, anelhvgine came down an hour or so later, she was
always well lubricated.

Ronny and | were watchirgaw 3one night when she came and stood in the doorway.
One arm over her head, she leaned against the,fthenether arm on her hip. She seemed to
like the movie better from there. She waited fpaaticularly bloody scene before slurring, “I

don’t know how you can watch this junk, Ronny.lIitdt your brain to hell, you know!”
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“Shup, mawm, ‘zbest prts cummup!”

She looked at me. “What did he say?”

“Shut up, Mom. The best part’'s coming up,” | regekat

She just laughed, and a moment later | heard loeintmg the stairs, probably to get
another drink in her. When the movie ended, | gptstaff together and headed out for the night.
She came back down and walked me to the door.

“I don’t mind, really. He can watch movies 'til Is¢arts shitting ticket stubs for all | care.
I mean, he’s going to be dead soon anyway. Andhitdike he can do anything else. | tell you,
what kind of life is that? What kind of fuckingdifis that, anyway?”

| didn’t have an answer. If she was looking fomgospeech about the beauty of all life or
something, she wouldn’t get it from me. | shruggssdd good night, told her I'd see her in the
morning.

The next night, the same scene repeated itsedfd8mkenly spat out how awful it was
to be Ronny. I told her he didn’t seem to mind se&cim

“What are you talking about, David? He wants t® a$ much as | do!”

| smiled. “Wait, you mean you want to die, or yeanthimto?”

She laughed. “Either, really.”

Something in our relationship changed at that nmam&dmitting to another person that
you're contemplating your own death, that you’reuallty maybe wishing it... well, you don’t
usually say such things to the supermarket cheakletk.

“Wait a second,” she said, dashing back into theskpreturning a moment later with a
bottle of cheap red. No glasses. We sat down ofrdhné steps, passing that bottle back and forth

until it was empty.
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| guess it was inevitable that we’d sleep togethat night. | think she needed it. Her job
was just something she did nine hours a day stiatidrealth coverage for Ronny, and since her
husband split when Ronny was ten, | figured she’tiithve a lot of men banging down her
door. One look at Ronny, and they probably wenhimm So, | felt fine giving her what she
needed. She wasn’t bad to look at, a little blo&gthe alcohol, and a lot older than me, but I'd
had worse.

| ended up spending a lot of nights with Patti. Mgt the relationship hidden from
Ronny. | thought it might weird him out, his monctking his nurse and all. No need to
complicate matters. So, whenever we were in hispamy, we played it straight. On the nights |
stayed over, | just hung around the house untiae asleep, and once he was out, well, like |
said, he was dead to the world. And how hard cauld, after all, to hide our little affair from
the guy who couldn’t leave his bed without help?

I'd been there about six months, fucking his moemféur, when one day | was in the
middle of putting Ronny’s catheter back in. | waddmng his penis, the foreskin peeled back,
threading the lubricated tube into his urethra, mhe asked through the pain, “Zmuh mum any
good 't fuggn?” I'd gotten really good at understang his speech, even though it had gotten
progressively worse since I'd started caring fon.hi knew well enough not to flinch at the
statement, as | didn’t want to hurt him, and | digdvant to give anything away.

“How’s that?”

“Y’hrrd me. | know y’all’re fuggn. 'Mnot deaf yety’know. Y’can stop blassin’a TV

inna mornin’ too.”
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| stifled a laugh, keeping my eyes on the holthatip of his penis, waiting until | felt
the tube hit the back of his sphincter. “Yeah, gugs been going on a while now. You okay
with it?”

“Don’ care 'bawt n’thin’. D'whatcha wan’.”

The catheter hit his sphincter, and | inflatedlth8oon. Then | attached the drainage bag.
“She seems lonely, that’s all. Depressed.”

Ronny breathed deeply, trying to minimize the paimished up with the catheter,
making sure I'd done everything correctly. I'd daheo many times already, that | felt | could
probably do it with my eyes closed by that point.

“Yuh. But y’know, yern’ th'firs’.”

The possibility had occurred to me. Often drunkni€ally depressed. In need of a man
to make her feel needed a few times a week. Maugegdat she’d had similar relationships with
other former employees.

“Duzza same thin’ withalla yuh.”

“Is that why the others left?” | asked, pullingmy’s sweatpants back up.

“Dunno. She duzn’ tell me shid.”

| washed up and made his lunch.

A few weeks later, | walked into Ronny’s room aondrid him shaking really bad. Fuck, | had no
idea what to do.
| called 911, and they were quick to respond. Tiusped him to the hospital. Turns out

he’d gotten a bad kidney infection, which caused to develop a high fever and the shakes.
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The doctors got everything under control, but Rohag to stay a few days for observation. | felt
like a fucking idiot.

A nurse at the hospital asked me for my name addrecomplete a form, since Patti
hadn’t arrived yet. I filled everything out, andestold me she just needed proof of my nursing
certification. | told her | didn’t have it on mend she scolded me for working with a patient
without having the proper documentation preseng. \8&s cute, and | tried flirting with her a bit,
asking her to let me slide. She smiled back at ngesaid it was fine, that | could fax over a
copy. She gave me the fax number, and | contentpfatging the document. Couldn’t be that
hard, but I didn’t want to risk getting into legeduble. | realized my gig was done.

That night | told Patti she’d better find someotsegethat | wasn't a real nurse. She sat up
in bed and arched an eyebrow. “Really?”

| thought about reaching for the night table arabbing a cigarette. Instead | just got out
of bed and picked my pants up off the floor. “Naitiing at all. | just read a bunch of stuff on the
internet. | actually thought it wouldn’t be thatrdayou know?”

She laughed. It sounded more like a roar. I'd théxmr laugh before, but this time was
different. Her laugh was usually subdued, cauti®us.this was one of those “tears rolling down
your cheeks” laughs that could just as easily tm crying. | picked up my shirt and pulled it
over my chest while she kept laughing.

“You're not a nurse?” she managed to squeak autdsn convulsions.

“That’s right,” | said, eyeing the cigarettes agai

“You must be a fucking genius to have lasted lidmig)!”

| smiled. “Nah. Guess | just know what people néed

“Too bad,” she said. “You're the best nurse Ronmyer had.”
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The next day | visited Ronny at the hospital, atald him I'd be leaving.

“T’bad,” he said. “Yer probla th’bes’ lay muh mawzraver had.”

| chuckled at that. “How would you know?”

“Y’lassd lah longr tha’ mos’.”

| walked out of his hospital room, and | haverées either Ronny or his mom since.
Patti’'s probably got a new lover. But | hope it mnother nurse.

Truth is, | just hope Ronny’s dead.

*kk
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400 Wolves

Life underground had been wonderful at first. Antodidn’t have to go to school anymore, and
he could stay all day in the happy darkness ohtbeie house just above their basement refuge.
Silent films were standard fare, what with so mahthe more recent films censored by the
occupiers. Antoine loved the comedies best, eskheaiaything with Charlot.

But it had been a year since he had been forcediding. Antoine longed for
afternoons playing in the Luxembourg or just makimgrounds on market day in rue Daguerre.
Mostly, though, he was restless to join the otheitse men, and a few women, too — who lived
down the secret corridor, the ones who fought back.

There was nothing else for him, anyway. His fatlas long gone, taken by the wolves
the night when he and his mother had first coma/éoin the cinema basement, and she was
acting more and more strangely every day, talkimguaescaping Paris and joining his father,
wherever he was. Antoine knew his father wasn’tiognback, and no matter what he said to his
mother, she wouldn't listen.

He was watchin@ he Kidwhen he first learned of her disappearance. Th&tanhioed
tramp flickered across the movie screen in blackwahite, chasing after his adopted son, when
Belfort slid into the seat next to Antoine and taghfnim on the shoulder, motioning to follow
him. Antoine trailed him back into the projectiayom, and from there down the secret ladder
into the basement.

“When is the last time you saw yoeramar?” Belfort asked.
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Antoine shrugged, taking some tobacco and a kpaper out of his pocket. “I don’t
know. Last night.”

Belfort had a week’s growth of beard, and his esgd it had been nearly that long since
he had last slept. “Where’d you get that?”

“Traded it with Jean-Michel. Why, you want some?”

“No. | don’t smoke. You shouldn'’t either.”

“Yeah, | know,” Antoine mumbled. “I'm too young.”

“Listen, stay down here the rest of the day. Yoarfié

“But -~

Belfort gritted his teeth. “You stay down here. 15@arious!”

“All right,” Antoine said, wondering if his mothdrad finally left the basement.

Why did she have to act so crazy? Antoine had gattetired of hearing her rants. He
preferred hanging around Belfort and the others ware actually doing something other than
hiding. Before the Occupation, Belfort had soldedein one of th'omagerieon rue
Daguerre. Back then, Belfort was not his name.d@glfas the pseudonym he had adopted when
he joined the Resistance. He had explained to Aatthiat the name was derived from the Lion
of Belfort, the great bronze statue that stood loiglits pedestal in the middle of Place Denfert,
in recognition of the city’s determination and wdliring the Prussian siege of 1870.

Everyone had taken pseudonyms, a way to hide b@liidentities from the occupiers.
Antoine wanted a pseudonym, too. He wanted to becomeone else, to fight against the
wolves, to reclaim his city. He already had his egitked out. He would become Aster, the
flower that took its name from the stars. He wowkhr a purple aster in the lapel of a neat black

suit, and he would fight the wolves to the deata.wbuld be as great as Colonel Rol himself,
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the leader of the underground. He had never seérb&ache knew Rol was less than a hundred
meters away, down the tunnel that led from theroméasement to the Resistance headquarters
in the catacombs.

There Antoine imagined Rol giving orders to Belfand the others, some of them boys
just a few years older than Antoine himself. Withradio communication equipment, Rol
depended on the younger ones to work as runnéaiyjimg messages from cell to cell.

“Belfort?” Antoine asked, before turning toward taeder.

“What is it?”

“You know I'm ready, right?”

Belfort looked away, cupping his hand behind hisknéLeave it, Antoine.”

“I could help. | can be a runner.”

Belfort forced a smile. “Thanks, kid. And | thinky would be a good one. But you're
only twelve. Lucky for you, the war’s almost over.”

Antoine felt a lot older than twelve, though. ESpég in the days after his mother’s
disappearance. He heard the whispers of othereefuig the basement Why would anyone —
much less a Jewish woman — go outside at night, twé patrols increased the way they are? - |
heard she was looking for her husband... - | heaeddsfinally gone mad...

Sitting in the darkened theater one afternoon, letonade a decision. He had already
lost everything important to him. He could not skaging in the basement anymore. If Belfort
and the others thought he was too young to help ¢hase, he would prove them wrong. He
would become Aster, and he would fight.

The entire basement was a mess of bed linens doy@edvires strung from wall to wall,

an attempt to give each refugee family some seroblahprivacy and personal space. Antoine
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slipped through the sheeted corridor toward theest@all with the thick wooden door that
opened into the tunnel. Antoine used all his migtforce the heavy door open, just enough to
slither his body through.

He pushed the door closed behind him and was imateddienveloped by cold. Though
an oppressive August sun beat down on the outsilielwn the tunnel, Antoine’s skin was all
goose bumps. He hugged himself tightly, rubbingdaite arms and legs. He looked down the
narrow corridor but could not see the end. Candier® punched into the walls every dozen
paces or so, but each candle’s light was not entmgbver stretches of darkness. Antoine
moved slowly at first, wondering if he should justn back to the relative safety of the refugee
families.

No, he thought. I am not Antoine anymore. | am Astad he marched forward. In and
out of weak candlelight, he moved faster and fastéit each candle’s glow seemed to flicker
past him like the projector light from the old mesihe had been watching for months. He
clicked on, shivering, until he could finally se@o#her door at the far end of the subterranean
passageway. At the door, another sturdy wooderalpgldawing silver in the candlelight, he
pulled the rusted iron latch until it gave way. #eshad done at the other end, he opened the door
just enough to slide through to the other side.

He rubbed his eyes as they adjusted to the steonglight of the catacombs, though once
he had regained his sight, he wished he had notva$esurrounded by bones. Hundreds of skulls
stared hollow-eyed at the boy, the remnants of-lbegd residents of Paris dumped and stacked
here in the catacombs from church graveyards owendred years ago.

Antoine wanted to scream. He wished for a momaeaithis mother were there, that his

life had never been invaded by wolves and skeletonsfear. But he pushed those thoughts
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aside. He spat on the ground, figuring that’'s pbdypahat Belfort or Rol would do if they ever
got scared, and he moved ahead.

Another corridor wound around to his left, and latd murmurings in that direction. He
pressed on between the bone piles, the sound gécsation growing more audible until he
stood outside what appeared to be another bursahblker, used as a sort of makeshift conference
room. He saw a group of men and women, some sittintpe earthen floor, others standing with
their arms crossed, a couple of them leaning 8t@ulders into the skeleton walls. All of them
were focused on one man, lean but strong in appeayaith an aquiline nose perched below
sleep-heavy eyes. Everyone looked riveted to tpeseing eyes, to the commanding voice.
Antoine knew he was looking at Colonel Rol, thedkraof the Resistance.

“Belfort,” the man barked.

“Yes, Colonel! Antoine’s friend responded, straighing himself up.

“You're going out tonight. Marco Polo Garden. A nan will be there to meet you.”

Belfort accepted his mission with a smart salubel the Colonel nodded. Antoine
thought he almost detected a smile flash acroske#iter’'s face. The meeting began to break up,
and Antoine stood by as the young men and womead filst him, heading in different
directions to their sleeping quarters in the latyiine catacombs. The boy dawdled in the
shadows, not sure of what he should do. Belfowifred upon making eye contact with him.

“Antoine, what are you doing here?”

“I'm not Antoine anymore. | want to be called ‘Asté&

Belfort took him by the shoulder and pointed hirwaod the tunnel. “What’s an aster?”

“It's a... kind of flower.”

They arrived at the tunnel door, and Belfort fluhgpen, as if it was made of cardboard.
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“You can’t be serious,” he said, ushering Antoin®ithe tunnel. “You want to name
yourself after a flower?”

“It's a flower, but it's the Greek word for ‘starf.ou see? It seems innocent and pretty,
but it has the power of a star. And... it was my neothfavorite flower.”

They walked in silence for several paces, Beléostrong hand still resting on Antoine’s
back. Antoine thought he could feel Belfort shimgragainst the cold.

“All right, if that's what you want to be calleBut I'm sorry, Antoine...”

“Aster.”

“Aster. Sorry. But you can’t just come walking ove the catacombs. You need to stay
with the other refugees in the basement. You're Hadre.”

Antoine wrenched free from Belfort’s grasp. Henteot around and faced the much larger
man. “Safe? What do | care if I'm safe? Both mygods are gone. I'll never be safe! I'm tired of
hiding, doing nothing. You say the war will end.d8bI'm glad. But then what will | do?

Belfort, please. Talk to Rol...”
“No! You're too young. I'm sorry. It’s for your omwgood, Antoine.”
Antoine turned back and began again to walk ddvercorridor toward the basement.

“It's Aster,” he mumbled. “My name is Aster.”

*

If Belfort didn’t want Antoine’s help, he would siwchim how valuable he could be. He waited
until everyone was asleep before he tiptoed obio$leeping area. Antoine crept up the ladder
and unlatched the trap. He pushed his way int@tbgction booth, cluttered with movie reels

and thick with the scent of the cheap cologne Yvats the projector man wore. He looked
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through the small window and saw the silent, enmpbyie hall. No Charlot dancing across the
screen, no detectives fighting bad guys. No pewplbe seats. How many bodies had sat in
those red velvet-covered spaces, lost in makeaselrlds for an hour or two? Where were all
those people now? Antoine scanned the theaterrance and stepped out of the projection
booth.

He shuffled through the small lobby to the fronbdand peered out a window. He could
see no wolves, but he knew they were out therdngaifntoine, he thought to himself. You
stay here. Aster, you're the one who has to stégiadel He took a deep breath in and pushed the
door open, planting his feet on the sidewalk.

All was quiet. Well after curfew, the streets wdeserted. Rol had told Belfort to meet a
runner at the fountain in the Marco Polo Gardefiffeen-minute walk away. Aster will be there
too, he thought. Antoine took one last look allltard and dashed across the street to the small
park on the other side. Keeping to the shadowskipped onwards to the far side of the park. If
he was to make it to the fountain, he would havess as much natural cover as he could, and
the park, with its trees and bushes, would getdniiew meters closer to the fountain without
being seen.

In a moment he felt as though he could fly, gigdth the thought of making a difference
in the Resistance effort. He was still afraid, batfelt ready. No sooner had he arrived at the
other side of the park, though, when he spied doimggimoving in the shadows, coming up
Avenue Denfert, from the direction of the founta@elfort. Antoine was too late. Belfort had
already met his contact, and he was nearly bactoiAa frowned. Here he was, crouching in a

bush, not even fifty meters from the movie thedt#s.hero Belfort was about to complete his
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mission, no thanks to the mighty Aster. Antoineided to stay hidden until Belfort had passed.
No sense in making Belfort any angrier with himrtlne already was.

Belfort paused at the corner of Denfert and Réspatoine knew that the safest bet
would be for Belfort to skirt the large roundabthat was Place Denfert, and reenter the
catacombs through the movie theater. Antoine wgsrised when instead Belfort chose to run
straight across the open street toward the cata€anlrance. Suddenly, Antoine saw why. A
few dozen paces behind Belfort, another figure etiadter him.

Wolf, the boy thought to himself. He’s going tdaaBelfort. The soldier’s cry of
“Halt!” echoed off the cobblestones, but Belfort keptning. When the soldier shot a round into
the sky as warning, Belfort came to a stop, justeaarrived at the middle of Place Denfert,
where the great bronze lion stood guard. Safesriding place, Antoine wished he could stop
this movie now unrolling before his eyes. Belfanrted and backed up against the pedestal of
the statue, the lion’s back a few meters above Time. soldier approached, his machine gun
pointed at Belfort. Belfort stood as still as thatge overhead.

Antoine could not hear what the soldier was saylug he could see Belfort turn around,
planting his hands against the stone base of triment. In a moment Belfort would be
handcuffed, searched, and the valuable informatitinwhich he had been entrusted would be
lost to the occupiers. Worse, Belfort would sutedyexecuted. Antoine flashed from his hiding
place, stealing out of the wolf’s view to the lisfiead side of the monument. He dug his hands
into tiny cracks in the stone, scaling the fromlesiNot knowing exactly what he was doing,
preferring not to think too much, he continuedlimb onto the lion, hoisting himself up the
lion’s mane, swinging onto its back. In a mattesetonds, he was crouching on the bronze

statue, looking down at the soldier, who was btillking commands at Belfort.
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Antoine’s heart raced, and he shook from the adire® pumping through his body. He
gulped once and leapt from the lion’s back, thefeuke of his body aimed squarely at the head
of the soldier several meters below. His feet slahimto the guard, and both crashed to the
ground. Antoine was the worse for it, his right lenbuckling upon contact. He saw Belfort turn
around, a look of disbelief on his face.

But Belfort was a fighter, and fast, and before $bldier could regain his footing, Belfort
plowed into him, his right fist bashing the marésé. The soldier dropped his gun, and Belfort
picked it up, aiming it at his would-be captor. Wdtit taking an eye off of the wolf turned prey,
Belfort rasped, “Are you all right, An... Aster?”

Antoine fought back tears, trying to stand destigepain in his ankle. He forced a smile
and said, “Yes, thank you. I'm —"

A shot rang out, and Antoine crumpled back togiaind. Pain seared through his chest.
Belfort bent over the boy, as shouts came fromrsdd#rections. The wolves were closing in,
and in another minute, Aster’s heroic act woulddyenaught.

He squinted up at Belfort as the man tried to galtira up in his arms. Belfort looked
panicked, scared. He seemed suddenly youngerAtioine smiled at him through the pain. It
hurt to breathe, and he could feel a warm wetnassading across his back and chest. So, this is
what it feels like to die, he thought.

Belfort was screaming at him, his eyes dartingdeft right at the approaching soldiers,
but Antoine couldn’t focus anymore on what he wagrg.

There were other sounds too, the clamor of theagghing wolves. Belfort seemed to be

hesitating. Finally, he slipped his arms from beh#mtoine’s back and set off to the hiding
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place. As Belfort ran, Antoine thought about thdwes, who would have to satisfy themselves

with one small kill.

*kk
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Foul Ball

An usher wearing a black Orioles cap and greenesugs over her white blouse took the
tickets and led D and Mace midway down the secfadjng open their seats and dusting off
some peanut shell remnants. Mace thanked her aredhga $10.

“Ten bucks?” D asked once the woman was a few tgwsWe're supposed to give ‘em
ten dollars for two swipes of a towel across oats?’

“Financial crisis is probably hittin” her more théd is me,” Mace responded, taking a bite
out of his barbecue sandwich.

D had been witness to his friend’s generositynfeasirly 15 years, but still the annoyingly
inherent goodness of the guy sometimes surprisadMace had a way of making D always feel
inferior. In college, it had been by measure ofibgtaverage and home runs, of higher grades
and hotter girlfriends. Even their nicknames dedatg@ecking order. Though they were both
named Jason, one had become Mace because of tHeevinaygl wielded his bat like a medieval
weapon. The other had been tagged Derelict, latatened to D, for his generally slovenly
appearance.

Mace was now an orthopedic surgeon in an elite cag¢gractice. He had the three
beautiful kids. His wife Katie still looked greata bikini. He had achieved a much-deserved
higher status. Mace didn’t do any of it malicioygslyough. He simply was better than D.

D was reminded how when Katrina hit a few yeatsrafollege, Mace, then still an intern
at Harbor Hospital, had flown down to the Gulf as dwn dime just to try and help out. He had

ended up spending six weeks volunteering in adestroyed clinic in Bay St. Louis,
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Mississippi. Katie had found it totally normal thegr husband would leave her and the kids for
such a long time. “He’s needed there, Jason,” Waha said about it. When he finally came
back, he returned to work, to his family, to higukar, day-to-day life. He barely even talked
about what had gone on in Bay St. Louis. He had lageero to countless people who had lost
everything. Ten bucks offered to an usher who nraypay not have been down on her luck
certainly didn’t deserve much mention.

What had D done during those six weeks? He raiggdnst the government and got
outraged when he saw YouTube videos taken fromdénigie Super Dome. He had told Katie
that he wished he could help in some way. He hat%#0 to the Red Cross. That had been
something, at least. D slouched back in his claietching his legs over the empty seat in front
of him, and scanned the field.

The Yankees were in town, an early summer dayofslunshine and blue sky. D loved
Camden Yards, with its brick warehouse stretchiegpind the outfield from right toward center.
The bowl of forest green seats sat nearly emptiyasthour before game time. The hated
Yankees were smugly taking batting practice inrtfeniliar navy blue warm-up shirts and gray
pants. Pitchers stood around in the outfield, arassed, their sharp, blue caps and wraparound
sunglasses making them look like some sort of fstiarversion of policemen. Children lined the
areas closest to the field, stretching limbs anzhizohords in the hope that one of the Yankee
stars — Jeter, A-Rod, Tex — would saunter oversanitble his name on their caps, programs,
balls.

The cracks of the bat-on-ball contact in the cageed around the stadium, the loudest
and most recognizable of a symphony of ballparkdsuBalls thwopping into leather gloves

provided lesser percussions while the trill of dreh mixed with the deep-throated jeers of men,
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jumbo beers in hand, already on the Yankees’ ¢beae listened carefully, there were other
sounds too: the clinking of glass bottles beingiptd plastic vendor trays, metal turnstiles
clicking as fans entered the park, and over thddpaaker, Jim Hunter and Jim Palmer — the
silky voices of the Orioles pre-game show — bantgback and forth.

A-Rod was taking his turn in the cage, lining shiote the gaps, popping one over the
fence in left. D shook his head.

“What?” Mace asked.

“Cheater.”

“Ah, let it go,” Mace said, stuffing another biébarbecue into his mouth.

A-Rod stepped out of the batters’ box and begatticly with another player while a
third trotted in to take his cuts. From where Maoe D sat, they could hear the tall third
baseman’s laughter as he joked with his teammate.

“That guy used steroids for years, Mace, and thelevtime, the fans treated him like he
was the next Cal Ripken. How can you just sayitlgb’? He shouldn’t be allowed to set foot in
a baseball stadium.”

“Won’t be many guys left on the field if you elinate all the cheats, D.”

“Doesn’t make it right. Of all people, | think yaihould understand that.”

Mace swallowed down the last bite of his sandvidefore responding. “Nobody’s
perfect, D.”

You are, D wanted to say. You'd never take stexo¥tbu’d never cheat on a test, or on
your wife, or with someone else’s.

D remembered what had happened during the fadloseaf their senior year, when

McGwire and Sosa were muscling their way into #@rd books, both on their way to breaking
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Roger Maris’ single season record of 61 home rArfseshman outfielder had arrived at school,
a fast kid who could hit. D didn’t want to lose Bigrting position, and he thought about juicing.
If he could just add a few extra pounds of mustiaybe he’d be able to stay ahead of the new
kid, just long enough to finish out his collegeemr He just felt he needed a little edge. It was
easy to get stuff. He asked around at an off-camggosand bought some HGH from a guy who
carried it around in a Craftsman toolbox in theakrof his car.

He spent over an hour sitting in the bathroonmhefduite he shared with Mace, a syringe
full of growth hormone placed on the sink. Wherhkard Mace enter the suite, he grabbed the
syringe off the sink and plunged it into his btte was just pulling the needle out when Mace
entered the bathroom.

“Oh, sorry, D =" he said. D faced his friend, atf#ing to hide the needle behind his
back. He watched Mace as he glanced at the emgityhwt had stood next to the syringe on the
sink, recognizing it immediately.

“Anabolic or HGH?” he asked.

“HGH,” D mumbled.

“Give it to me.”

D handed him the syringe. He could feel his hpaunding through his chest, and he
couldn’t look his friend in the eye.

“First time?” Mace asked, picking up the vial. eleamined the label.

D nodded his head.

“Stuff doesn’t even work, you know. HGH just get$of fat. It won'’t increase your
muscle mass any.”

“Whatever, it was... It's just that I'm not natunalipped like you are, you know?”
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“Not worth it, dude,” Mace said. He broke the nead two, and wrapped it and the vial
in toilet paper. “I'm putting this in a public gae can somewhere. Just in case.”

Mace had left, and the two had never discussagain.

“It's just not fair,” D said, watching A-Rod as t@tted out to third base for some
fielding practice.

“S0?” Mace replied, scanning the stands for a begenr. “Since when has anything in life
ever been fair?”

D noticed a certain edge in his friend’s voiceg dimat he had not heard before. Mace had
always been so... cool. Mace signaled a vendor cagryvo stacks of Bud. The man hustled
over. “Let me lighten your load by two, boss,” Maad to the vendor, reaching for his wallet in
his back pocket.

“I got it,” D said, shoving a twenty toward thednenan before he could even get the cap
off the second bottle. The vendor made changettamdyh he didn’t particularly want to, D
tipped him three dollars. He wondered how muchtlae would have garnered from Mace.
After all, if the usher got ten for doing next tothing, the beer man’s effort in removing the two
bottles from his tray, popping off the caps, thanding them to Mace ought to have been worth
at least... $17.50.

Mace passed a bottle to D, tilting the tip oftoiward D in the process, as if to say
thanks. He took a long swig and squinted out towlaedchecker-mowed green field. The two sat
in silence as batting practice finished and theelame-game festivities began. When the starting
lineup was announced over the loudspeaker, D fdlech scorecard with a pencil, scratching the
name of each player into little boxes, writing dothieir numbers and positions in the field. D

loved keeping score at baseball games. Like thiexyghing was ordered and accounted for.
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When the game started, he’d use the familiar setiofbers, letters and symbols he learned as a
kid to record every action that took place during game. By the end, he’d have a precise record
of everything that happened, from the first atdi@wn to the final out. It would be perfect.

It was so different from his actual life, which svaessy, disheveled, out of order. Ever
since Mace had gone down to play hero in Mississphad been doing something he knew he
should not be doing. Sometimes the guilt was urdidey yet he tried to keep his game face on.
Maybe that was why D hated A-Rod so much, becawesewere so alike. A-Rod played a game,
day in, day out, for years, one he was knowinglgating at. And he had gotten away with it for
a long time. The difference between the two, thougds that everyone now knew that A-Rod
was a cheat. He’'d admitted it himself. There he,wasugh, still playing ball, laughing it up
with his friends by the cage. If D ever got caudpietwouldn’t be allowed to keep playing his
game.

By the sixth inning, the Yankees had built up &®ad on the Orioles. The only good
thing about the game was that A-Rod had yet tohréase. As he came up with two outs and
none on in the top of the sixth, D joined in wilke trest of the crowd as they chanted, “Cheat!”

Mace sat calmly, sipping a beer. His friend’srsike irked him and without taking his
eyes off the batters’ box, he said, “I just do®é ow you can let this guy cheat without saying
anything, without getting angry!”

Mace put his bottle down on the cement floor betwkis legs. “Didn’t say | wasn't
angry, man. | love this game. But my yelling ‘chest’t going to change anything. In the end, |
guess there are more important things in my lifatbaseball.”

“Like what?” D asked. “Like Katie? Maybe your liten’t so perfect after all, Mace.

Maybe you ought to be yelling ‘cheat’ along witke ttest of us.”
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“What... what are you talking about?” Mace askedn8&thing in the way he hesitated
tipped D off. Mace must have suspected it alredayg now he knew.

“Nothing,” D mumbled. “Forget it.”

A-Rod let a ball pass by, not even bothering ttctva slap into the catcher’s mitt. The
umpire made no signal, and a digital “1” lit up enthe “B” of the balls and strikes indicator on
the scoreboard in right-center. The batter’'s segnmdifference, his utter cool, only enraged the
crowd more. He tapped the bottoms of his spikeb tig bat, two quick knocks for each shoe,
then stepped back into the box.

He ran the count to 2-2 without so much as comsigeswinging at a pitch. It was as if
nothing mattered, not this at-bat, nor the gametm®yells and screams of the thousands of
people watching him, waiting for him to do somethiand hoping to see him fail. They no
longer yelled “cheat” and instead were roaring supfor the O’s pitcher, a nameless middle
reliever whose role in this minor drama was secondde was only a conduit, a necessary
vehicle that would allow the more important playershe game — those on the field and in the
stands — to move life forward.

D wondered what would happen if the pitcher jestised to pitch. What would happen if
the game simply stopped, and not because of ralmecause the manager decided to put in
someone new, or because a drunk fan got looseedirett. Those, after all, were only delays.
What if it just stopped? What if everyone involvedognized it for the sham that it was, and
right there and then, with a 2-2 count to A-Rodhe top of the sixth inning on a Saturday
afternoon in the city of Baltimore, the game justied?

D looked around the stadium. There were splotoiempty seats in the upper reaches of

the ballpark, but the lower seats were packed hldbk- and orange-clad O’s fans, young and
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old, all united against this one cheater in thédbstbox. The sound of rage filled his ears as all
around him fans participated in some sort of distbmass prayer, inviting an unholy god to
strike down the cheater on the field, or at theyVeast, strike him out. D finally looked to the
man sitting to his right. Mace was no longer watghthe game. He was looking squarely at D.

The crowd’s roar continued, then tailed off asptieher made his delivery. D and Mace
did not see A-Rod swing, but they heard the smaekood on horsehide and followed the other
fans’ sightlines, craning their necks up to the. Skye ball was a pea reaching its arc against the
light blue background, and D realized it was headedrd them in foul territory. As it screamed
downward, some scrambled away, shielding themsé&lgasthe incoming projectile. Others
pushed toward the place of impact. D felt a familissh of adrenaline as he prepared to snatch
the ball out of the air. It was coming right fomhiHe reached up, stretching toward the ball. He
could see its red seams spinning madly as thenbatled the seats. Inches away now, he readied
himself for the blow that would leave his palm stimy. But the pain would be worth it. The ball
was his.

And then it wasn’t. He heard the sound of the Slalpbping skin before he realized that
Mace’s beefy arm and mitt-like hand had outstreddhis own and garnered the little white
trophy. D smiled, about to congratulate his frielngt, Mace just brought the ball down, looked at
it, then pressed it into D’s hand.

“You keep it,” he said. “You're right. | never didke a cheat.”

*k%k
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What Happened After Dinner

8:46 am: Paul called 911. He was seven hours amdiraées late.

Exactly thirteen hours earlier, Juliet pushed\aesitipped piece of metal through the tiny
hole in her right ear lobe. She regarded hersalemmirror as she tilted her head slightly to the
left, forcing the small, hooped earring into pla€ke bags under her eyes never seemed to go
away, and she didn’t see the point of trying toezxdhem up with makeup anymore. Paul
wouldn’t notice, one way or the other.

“Mommy, when can | get my ears pieced?”

“Pierced,” honey. And not for a few more yearstie answered. In the mirror she could
see the tiny person standing behind her, dressaavimte nightgown with an imprint of a sad-
faced vintage teddy bear across the front. “Altsetor bed, Ellie?”

“I'm not tired,” the girl whined.

Juliet fastened the back of her earring into pkaoe let out a quiet sigh. Four years old,
and already her daughter wanted to pierce her ®astay up late. Tomorrow, she’d be asking
for the keys to the car. From down the hall, sher¢h@aul in the kids’ bathroom singing the
bathtub song to Grace, who had just turned twwak a silly, four-line rhyme that he’'d invented
for Ellie, and there was a time when Juliet thoubktsong was cute. There was a time when she
thought her husband was the perfect man, and shiadkiest woman in the world. She thought
it so cliché now that she had become so disgustddnb. As he started a new chorus of the

song, she wanted to scream at him to just shut up.
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She opened the medicine cabinet and grabbed thgetaown plastic bottle which held
the diazepam and popped one into her mouth. Shiaediaucet, cupping her hand underneath
the rushing water, feeling it bubble and cool iatiittle pool in her palm before slurping a sip
into her mouth and swallowing the pill.

“Can | have a candy, Mom?”

She had almost forgotten that Ellie was behind $be wiped the back of her hand
across her mouth, hoping that the pill’s effect ldadake place quickly. “It's not candy, Ell. And
you can’t eat after brushing your teeth. Now, getmbed, okay?”

Ellie stomped out of the bathroom, and Juliet tonk last look at herself in the mirror.
“Lost cause,” she mumbled to the reflection. Whet Bated the most was knowing that she’d
make up her face anyway. She’d already gone ttrolble of putting on the black dress that she
used to think made her look good. She would sraild, she might even hold Paul’'s hand as they
entertained the Waldemans for the evening. Beddueseost important thing was pretending
that everything was all right. Her life had becoome of make-believe, and she was adept at the
game. She peeked out the bathroom to make sumgashalone this time before popping two

more diazepams into her mouth. That should gethireugh the night, she thought.

9:02 am: Two paramedics, dressed in dark blue @érguend red and blue rugby shirts, sprinted

up the stairs.

Juliet had kept the lasagna in the oven a bitdong, and the top was black in some spots,
but no one said anything about that. After the sddmottle of wine, who really cared what the

lasagna tasted like? Paul had picked out a nic&r@lissn Shiraz, one that found its way easily
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around the palate, settling somewhere in the batkeocheeks, right where the upper and lower
jaw meet up. The mix of the wine and diazepam nJadiet feel great.

A mellowness fell over her, and if she could hthaught much about it, she probably
would have compared it to how she used to feel venenand Paul were younger, singler, and
prettier. When they moved the party to the liviogm, she sat down a little too close to Paul’s
friend Danny. While Paul poured out glasses ofwa Seottish liqueur he’d discovered, Juliet
leaned toward Danny, her bare arm brushing agtiestleeve of his dark gray v-neck. The mix
of cotton and cashmere felt soft against her sk, she giggled as she ran her fingers down his
arm.

“I like your sweater,” she slurred. “Where’d yoeatgt?”

Darcy, Danny’s wife, plopped the ass which Juted earlier in the evening described to
Paul as “expanding like swine flu in a room fullMé&xicans” down next to Juliet, sandwiching
herself between the two. “It's Abercrombie,” sh&sharing teeth stained red by the wine and
too-thin tooth enamel, clearly the result of overaghing.

Juliet had never found Darcy interesting or eviesble. In general, she felt a natural
repulsion for vapid people. The very name “Darcyhayed her. It sounded so... presumptuous.
Further, Darcy was not her friend. Paul and Daraxy lbeen colleagues at a marketing agency a
decade before and had bonded over the courseadf-ddzen football seasons and several vats
full of micro-brewed bock beer served in over-sizgde glasses at trendy bars in places like
Bethesda. Darcy and Danny (the similarity of tlrleimes was another source of irritation to
Juliet) were already married by the time Paul arigttIstarted dating a couple years later. Juliet
was more or less forced into being “friends” withuPs friend’s wife, listening to her chitter

inanely about whatever reality TV show she was ledadn at the moment. Earlier Darcy had
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spent at least a quarter of an hour expounding tip@rirtues of a show about the lives of a
couple and their sextuplets.

“It's Abercrombie!” Juliet exclaimed, mimicking Day’s voice nasal-inflected voice.
“Well, that's special.”

Paul bent down toward Juliet and Darcy, handimgntiheir glasses containing the dark
brown liqueur. Juliet noticed his arched eyebrow bBraced for one of his patented passive-
aggressive remarks. He said nothing, though, tgramay and retrieving drinks for himself and
Danny. For some reason, the fact that Paul hadechost to make a comment bothered her.
While she might have been going through the motionthe last year or two with him, she’'d
always felt that he genuinely still had feelings lier. She had come to count on his jealous
desire to maintain possession of her as a comiertatm of twisted love. If he didn’t care
enough anymore to at least register a weak cont@aimer inappropriate advance on a long-
time friend, then why was she still with him?

“I like it,” Juliet continued. She reached pastr@és round mid-section, and ran her
hand across Danny’s chest. She felt Danny tensablieminal muscles, as if he wanted her to
feel his six-pack underneath the sweater. A shiaerthrough her body.

“Yes, Juliet. You already said that,” Paul saidol like lots of things when you've had a
little too much to drink.”

Ah, that feels better, Juliet thought. “I waniget one of these for you, Paul. As soon as
you lose a few pounds.”

Paul had gained about twenty over the courseedf tharriage. He wasn't yet obese, but
he was overweight, though it really didn’t show muwath his clothes on. It was only when she

looked at his naked body that she noticed. Whaegit remained relatively under control, fat
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pockets had spread up his back like two enormaehkes, grafting themselves to his body from
just above his hips to half-way up his ribcage. 8times she would inadvertently grab onto
them during the rare instances when she and Paié foae, digging her fingernails into them. If
she let her mind wander too much, she’d start thinbout what that fat would look like if she
could peel back Paul’s skin and take a peek oimthide. Would it be yellowish in color and
resemble cottage cheese in consistency? Or wdsté and rubbery, like the fat on a steak?
More than once, she had amazed herself at alhthgs she could distract her mind with during
Sex.

At least, during sex with Paul. Maybe sex with Byamould turn out to be different. She
had thought of it more and more often, and this m@ghe first time she had flirted with him in
front of Paul. She wasn’t sure why she did it, ppshjust to coax a reaction out of Paul. It
wasn’t like Danny was some gorgeous guy. He wasegndhan her husband, which she didn’t
necessarily find attractive. The backs of Dannyads were a bramble of black hairs. A few
more sprouted out from where his sweater curvedhdoward his pecs. She had been with a
few hairy men before Paul, but it had been so lomg that she’d forgotten the sensation of her
smooth body, slick with sweat, rubbing up againstaa’s hairy chest and legs. She wondered if
it had bothered her back in her pre-Paul dayd,siteé had just gotten used to Paul's nearly bald

chest. She honestly could not remember.

9:22 am: The paramedics couldn’t do anything. Htleohe told Paul that they had to get her to

the hospital.
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Juliet tried to ignore the patter of little febtdugh the ceiling above, but Paul had heard
it too. “Your turn, Juliet,” he said, nodding slighupward.

Juliet groaned, taking another sip of the swegidur in her glass. Paul had already had
to put Ellie back in her bed once during dinner.Webuldn’t those damn girls just sleep at
night, like normal people? Why couldn’t she juseha nanny, like she’'d asked Paul countless
times? It wasn't like they couldn’t afford it. Shvas sick of having to use babysitters twice a
week, tired of constantly having to plan out thdsjdays, the endless string of play dates and
birthday parties... Even fat, frumpy Darcy had a natior Christ’s sake!

She pushed herself up out of the couch, straighgemer dress. She looked at Danny and
licked her lips, then darted a quick smirk at Daboejore turning to leave the room. “I'm sorry,
guys. That girl just won't stay down. I'll be righack.”

She stumbled toward the stairs, planting her leamthe back of Paul’'s armchair as she
passed by him.

“Have another one, Juliet,” he muttered.

| hate you she thought, surprised at the unspoken yet imeteedeaction of her
subconscious. She moved up the stairs, grippingréeky, wooden handrail as she went. Did
she really hate her husband? If so, it was thetfiree she had dared think such a thing. She had
accepted the fact that their once solid relatignslaid fallen into a sort of lull ever since Grace’s
birth. She had never cheated on him, at leastmygipally, and as far as she knew it, he had
remained faithful to her. “Faithful”. Whatever thaeant. She fantasized all the time about being
with other men — men she saw briefly in the supekstamen she worked with, and strangely,
Philip Seymour Hoffman, the actor whose slovenlygatal appearance disgusted and attracted

her at the same time.
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“Philip Seymour Hoffman,” she whispered to hersslfaking her head as she pushed
open the door to the girls’ bedroom. Juliet’s elyrdk a moment to adjust to the scene. Bathed in
the blue glow of the elephant-shaped LED nightligisting on the small bookshelf were Ellie
and Grace, playing on the floor. Ellie had setlrttea set and was pretending to serve her little
sister some cream when she swung her head up tdhwardother in the doorway.

“Back to bed, girls. You can play in the morning.”

Grace looked half-asleep already, listing to Igintr Juliet smiled at this smaller, less
drunk version of herself. She reached down andegi¢ke girl up, placing her back in bed and
pulling the covers over her. Grace’s eyes shut,aanlder head hit the pillow, she was dead to the
world.

“Ellie, you can’t be waking up your sister likeatrand playing with her. You'll both be
exhausted and cranky all day tomorrow.”

“We were just having some tea. You and Daddy Ard/¥aldemans are doing the same
thing. Why can’t we?”

Juliet ushered Ellie back into bed, wishing sheé d@domfortable yet tight chain with
which she could strap the girl in. “Because youtc&ow, | don’t want to hear any more
shenanigans from you tonight, you hear? You stdethand go to sleep.”

“What are shannigans?”

“Shenanigans. Monkeyshine. Mischief.”

The little girl laughed. “Monkey shines? How d@esonkey shine?”

Juliet thought about that for a moment. She snaletie words she’d used. What exactly

was the derivation of the word “shenanigan” aftét And where did the word “monkeyshine”
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come from? “You're awfully cute, you know that?’eskaid to her daughter. “Move over, let me
snuggle with you for a minute.”

Ellie made room, and Juliet lay down beside hershing her hand through the girl’s
mess of stringy, brown hair. From downstairs shddcbear Paul and the others laughing about
something, and she wondered if she could justigtatairs with her daughters for the rest of the
evening. Just minutes before, she had cursed lightis for interrupting the dinner party, but
did she really want to be down there? Here shedanomentary sanctuary from the busy adult
world with its $100 bottles of after-dinner liqusuits fake smiles, its complicated sexual rules.
Here only the tea was fake. She watched Ellie’sidygrow heavier until her four-year-old was
asleep, the covers rising and falling slowly witr breathing. She patted the girl on her head
once more and picked herself up from the bed. €heniinutes with the girls had made her
almost feel sober again, and she was able to tguibef the room without stirring either of
them. Juliet hesitated as to whether she shouldréd the bathroom and take another diazepam,

but she figured the night was almost over anyway.

10:28 am: A red-eyed young Indian man dressedjhit fjreen scrubs found them in the waiting

room.

Fortunately Darcy had not drunk too much duringékiening. Juliet did not want to have

to wait around all night for Danny and her to solyerenough, so that they could drive home.

After coffee, Danny finally said, “Well, we oughget going.”
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What a lame line, Juliet thought. Every dinnertpahe had ever attended in her adult
life had ended with that statement. It was as utngs as hello and goodbye. It was like
something thahadto be said. She knew what Paul would say nexthandid: “Already?”

“Jake’s got practice tomorrow morning, 9 AM.”

“Ooh. Rough,” Paul responded. “So, that's whaavédnto look forward to in a few years,
spending my Saturday mornings driving the girlsdocer practice?”

Danny pulled on his jacket then wrapped Paulmmaaly hug that Juliet always found
unnecessary and brutish. “Ah, you get used tdetr dhe fourth or fifth season.”

While this chummy interchange was occurring, dwlias wishing Darcy would let go of
her hands. She had taken both of them in hers wiesnreached in to exchange silly French-
style cheek kisses. When had this become fashiematimerica? She wondered. Was it one of
the vestiges of 80s yuppie culture? She imaginsdaths still done regularly in parties on the
Upper East Side in New York, but here in suburb&?Was it really necessary? And why
would Darcy not let go of her hands?

The fat woman leaned in toward her cheek agaith Jafiet tried pulling away, thinking
it utterly ridiculous that this husband’s friendisfe was actually going to attempt a second
round of cheek kisses. Darcy held firm, though. Wtieeir cheeks were a paper’s width apart,
instead of kissing, she whispered, “Please doret éwv that again.”

She let go of Juliet's hands, and Juliet lookeditné¢he eye. “Do what?” she asked.

Darcy pursed her lips into a thin grimace, andafenoment, Juliet thought the woman
was going to cry. The men had finished their draawbhug and an awkward moment occurred

before Danny reached toward Juliet and gave heick giss on the cheek while Paul did the
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same with Darcy. The women held each other’s shaceighout until Danny said to his wife,
“Okay, Darce? You ready to hit the road?”

She turned toward her husband and nodded, mowitigetfront door and out into the
cool night without saying another word. Juliet wetd Paul follow them. She knew he would
stand there in the doorway and wave them good nigittclosing up until Darcy had pushed the
Cayenne into reverse and rolled out of the driveway

Juliet picked up the glasses and carried themtih@ditchen. She poured herself one
more shot and threw the liquid down her throat.ning on the tap, she rinsed each glass before
placing them in the dishwasher. Dirty dinner platese already strewn across the counter, the
detritus of a ritual in which she had taken no 8lge considered leaving them until the next day,
but she couldn’t stand the thought of waking ughvaithangover and having a pile of plates
caked with pasta sauce and hardened cheese.dpshefifteen minutes on them now, she could
get them in the dishwasher and all clean for thening. She picked up the first couple plates
and put them in the sink, wetting them a bit befeaching for the dish liquid and the scrub
brush.

Paul entered as she was midway through plate nutwbe pressing his body against the
back of hers. “We can finish those in the mornicayy’t we?” he said. She knew from his tone
what that meant. He was horny. For once, he wasggdWhy did it seem he only wanted sex at
the least opportune times? It was like somewherhetimeline of their relationship, their
sexual cravings had diverged, and they rarely metrup anymore. She was tired, she had
dishes to clean, and she should probably checkeqgitls once more before going to bed.
Whereas libidinous thoughts had entered her mitehafuring the evening, she was far from “in

the mood.”

67



Then again, maybe she should just take it whercshlel get it. There was no sound
coming from above, their friends were gone, andcshed already feel how hard Paul was. She
calculated the odds of his ability to arouse hst émough before he lost his own erection, and

she decided to give it a go.

8:45 am: Ellie showed Juliet the empty bottle dispi'But we were just pretending they were
candy. | only gave her a few,” she said.
Juliet sat down on the bed next to Grace’s alreadty body and wiped away the vomit

stains that had crusted at the corners of her datigimouth.

*k%
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Sniffing Glue

The big man’s arm had become a sweat-sheathedpdubding Azizi’s shoulder, his neck, his
head. Azizi had already crumpled to the floor, divey wooden boards shaking and creaking as
Cornelius rained down blows on the boy.

“You steal from me? You steal from me?” he bellowleid hot breath filling the boy’s
nostrils. Azizi pulled himself into the fetal pasit, waiting for the blow that would kill him.

Azizi could barely even feel the hits anymore. There coming too fast. Cornelius was
kneeling over him now, using both fists, slammingr into his ribs. Azizi knew if he survived
he would be pissing blood for days, but that waking new.

Just go ahead and kill me, he thought. His ears weging, and he waited to pass out,
as he usually did during Cornelius’ beatings.

But Cornelius stopped. The muffled chime of hid pebne, coming from the pocket of
his vest, had given him pause. He stood up and thevieoy a final kick in the groin before
fishing out the phone.

Azizi lay still on the floor, sneaking a peek towdnis boss. Cornelius looked at the
phone number on his phone and grumbled, lettinggtfour more times as he tried to catch his
breath. Then he grimaced and pushed a button. ‘Bigana JohnHabari za leo?

Cornelius nodded and smiled, as if theunguwere standing in front of him and not just
on the other end of the line. “Yes, | know abowt #hectricity, bwana. It is out all over the
neighborhood. There is nothing | can do. | call&NESCO already. They say it will be back on

by six. Yes, half an hour from now. Yes, yes. Olasgnte sana. Asante
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Cornelius snapped the phone off, the smile mekliivgy as he turned back to the boy at
his feet. “Get up!”

Azizi attempted to rise, but his body refused &pmnd. The big man leaned over and
scooped him up, setting him on wobbly legs. “Wd finlish this discussion later. Now | need
you to go up the pole and flip the switch. | tdh& mzunguhe’d have his power by six, so go and

flip it.”

The pole was over thirty feet high with thick, gusiils running up its length, allowing someone
who did not weigh too much to scale it. Corneliosld never do it. The nails would fall out, or
the whole pole would just tumble over under hisghiei That is why Cornelius had Azizi. He
could do things Cornelius could not, like scalectleal poles. Azizi began to climb the pole,
something he did several times a week. It was awlag same: climb the pole, flip the switch.
On to off. Off to on. Cornelius had been stealitegicity for years from the electric company,
providing his compound and that of his rental haueset door with free power. To avoid
detection, he usually shut it off several hourshaday, waiting for the American volunteer who
rented the house to leave for the day, then switchiback on before he returned at night. Then
he’d have the boy climb back up the pole at twthenmorning and shut off the power again
until dawn. This particulamzunguhad been in the house two months already, andase w
starting to get suspicious. But what was he goinga? Call the police? This was Tanzania.
Azizi arrived at the top, clutching his ribs withearm, reaching up to the breaker switch
with his other as his legs hugged the wood. Heldesh afraid of climbing the pole the first few

times he’d had to do it. He had preferred doirig the dark. At least then he could not see how
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high he was. Now, though, it did not faze him. Hel ldone it countless times. It was just one of
his many tasks, no different from cleaning outtthikets or burning the garbage.

Azizi flipped the switch back on and took a momgeniiook around. From his vantage
point, he could see across the street, down imdnrow passageways running between the
ramshackle huts of Cornelius’ poorer neighborssée children his age with pails full of water
on their heads, walking from the well back homééetp their mothers cook dinner. The women
were lining the dirt road with their small makeslgfills, hot coals already cooking maize. Foot
traffic was heavy this time of the evening as trenmreturned from a day of work in the nearby
fields. At least, those who were lucky enough teeha job. Half of them were out of work and
spent their days in town just waiting for a shoglerdo offer them a few hundred shillings to
unload some boxes.

He could see into thezungts compound too. Themzunguwas tall and white and had
blue eyes and was always smiling, except latelyziAwticed, when he was talking to
Cornelius. He could tell themzungudidn't like Cornelius, and for that reason he #ettertain
kinship with the white man. Sometimes Cornelius ldarder Azizi to pick up the garbage piled
up in the old barrel just inside the gates at tla’sihouse, and Azizi always tried to talk with
the man. But Azizi only knew how to say “good maugii in English and really wasn’t even sure
what that meant. Sometimes, usually when the mangemg off to work, he would respond
“good morning,” but then at other times during tfasy when Azizi would try out the English
phrase, thenzunguvould look at him funny and say something els¢ soanded similar, but
with a different last word. He could never make what themzunguvas saying, though, so he

would usually just smile and repeat his “good mogri
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Sometimes Azizi would allow himself to dream anédgme he worked for th@zungu
and that one day thezunguwould take him to America and let him work for hihere. Azizi
was sure the toilets there must be better. Andj#inbage, the wonderful garbage! If the
mzung(s trash pile was any indicator, America must gage where everyone had more than
enough to eat. Azizi loved picking through the nsatnash, always finding food like fried rice
and pieces of chicken still on the bone. He hategadrunk on a half-bottle of wine the man had
left out one day, the first time he had tastett ivas a little sour, but he drank it fast andat/g
him such a warm feeling. Every time he went to pipkthe garbage, he hoped to find another
bottle of that intoxicating concoction.

“What are you still doing up there, you lazy loGé¢t down here!”

Azizi looked down and saw the fat man glaring at,harms akimbo. Azizi snapped back
to reality and started down the pole. | have toogetof here, he thought as he shuffled to the
ground. If only I had someplace | could go. Butréheras nowhere for someone like him. He
couldn’t go back to his village. His mother coularély feed his younger brothers and sisters as
it was, and at 12 he was already too old to relp@nanymore. He missed her most at night
when he climbed the pole and imagined under atst&yl that he could see all the way to the
family hut, that she was awake and thinking of kdm He imagined leaping off the pole and
flying home.

He had friends in town, glue sniffers who beggeudrftourists and stole whenever they
could. Sniffing glue was akin to a slow death imZania, and Azizi did not want to end up like

them. So what choice did he have but to stay wadme€lius?
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“The mzungucalled again. He says there’s a leak in the kitckaet over there and check
it out. Don’t do anything. Just look at it for axfeninutes. Pretend you know what you're doing.
Don't say anything to him. Just look at the leakl #men come back here. You understand?”

Azizi nodded and began to head for the gate.

“Wait! Get back here,” Cornelius said. “You cand gut like that. You look like you
were run over by a truck. Clean your face off ahdnge into your other shirt. Then go!”

Azizi did as he was told. He shuffled off to thiéldéi room where he slept -- when he slept
-- and picked up his second shirt, balled up ioraer. It really was no better than the one he
was wearing. Both were filthy, torn tee-shirts withglish writing on them he did not
understand. He carefully slipped out of the firsd @lragged the second one on, trying to ignore

the fresh bruises on his chest and arm.

Themzungwpened the metal gate and looked down at the dadhiqgoy before him.HMabari
gani?

Azizi smiled. Themzungts Swabhili had gotten marginally better since hd baived in
Tanzania a couple months ago. Azizi answered \Withrusual response)zuri.” Even if one is
not doing well, one always responds, “Fine.” TheaBilv language has a myriad different ways
of saying, “No problem.Hamna shida, hamna noma, hakuna matatBven when there is a
problem, it's best not to talk about it.

Azizi wished he could talk about it, but even iftned, themzunguwouldn’t understand

him. How could he tell this big white angel thatrieeded to be carried off from there, released

73



from Cornelius’ killing grip, taken to America wleethe trash was more nourishing than his
average dinner?

Themzunguasked him something in his language, and Azizinasided, figuring he was
asking if he was there to look at the sink. AsdteAzizi into the house, he chattered on in
English. Doesn’t he know | don’t understand anyghie’s saying? Azizi thought.

He had never been in the house before. When heed/atko the kitchen, he was awed.
Themzungts glass cupboards were full of food — bright yelloereal boxes, bags of rice and
sugar, jars containing dark red sauces... and caady B stack of them was sitting there on a
counter, at least a dozen.

As he stared at the candy, thheungusaid something, gesturing toward the chocolate
stack. Azizi wasn't sure of his meaning. Theunguepeated whatever it was he was saying,
then said, “Unataka?”

Do | want oneWas he really asking Azizi if he wanted one ofd¢asdy bars? Well,
answer him! “Ndiyo,” Azizi said quietly.

Themzungueached for one and handed it to Azizi, who awvbielge contact with the
mzunguHe slipped it into his pocket and mumbled hisyksa Themzunguresponded,

“Karibu”, or “Welcome.” Though Azizi knew better than tlecsv any outward emotion toward
the stranger, inside he was leaping for joy. Header had a candy bar in his life, though he’d
seen others eating them. He couldn’t wait to géodthe house so he could devour it.

Remembering the reason for his visit, he lookath@kitchen sink. A fine mist was
spitting out from the hot water tap. Azizi turnea the water, attempted to tighten the tap to see

if the leak would stop. He opened the cabinet utlikesink and pretended to examine the pipes.
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He tapped a U-shaped pipe a couple times, wondesirag else he should do before scampering
out of themzungts house.

Themzunguasked him something, and for a moment Azizi thodghmight be asking if
he wanted another candy bar. But no, he was pgimbithe tap. Azizi screwed up his face,
trying to look smart and in control. All he felt satupid, though, and he could see that the
mzunguknew he didn’t know what he was doing. Azizi orgmin avoided eye contact with the
tall man, mumbled something about reporting th& teaCornelius, and started heading off to
the exit. From behind him, he could hear theunguet out a slight chuckle then say something
out of the side of his mouth. White men were alwsasing things out of the side of their
mouths. | don’t understand what you’re saying, ngeyrbut I’'m not dumb. | know you’re saying
something bad about me. You're right, though. Ius®less. Azizi walked, his head bowed, to
the gate and let himself out. Theeungucalled out something that sounded likesante” and
Azizi waved to him.

He waited for the gate to close behind him befgping the candy bar out of his pocket
and tearing the plastic wrapper, tossing it inbuah. He looked at the candy in his hand,
examining it in the light of the floodlight on ta themzungts wall. The bar was a few inches
long, smooth on all sides except its top, whereidiag ridge running the length of the bar
indicated how the chocolate, when still liquid, ltekdpped onto the inner confection, hardening
into its current pattern when cooled. Azizi lickids bar, unsure of the proper technique to eat it.
The chocolate was too hard, though, and he didatetanything, so he decided to dive in,
chomping down on the treat.

It was nearly overwhelming, that first bite. Thingshis mouth, sweet and chewy things

that he had never tasted before, and others thatfamniliar and crunchy. As his tongue played
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with the bit in his mouth, he looked at the instdehe candy bar. Wrapped inside the chocolate
were two layers, the bottom grayish and mushytdpestretchy and light brown, and there were
chopped peanuts mixed in with the top part. Healdgty fingernail into the gray part, wanting
to taste each element individually. The gray path'd have much taste, but the brown stuff was
delicious, creamy and sweet. He decided it was Hesiigh, when all mixed together, and he bit
off another big piece, chewing slowly, allowinglt to swim around in his mouth, savoring it as
long as he could before swallowing. Two-thirdsted bar was already gone, and he thought of
saving the rest for later, but he wasn’t sure hédchbold himself back.

He was just about to pop the last bit in his mautlen a shadowy force stepped out of
nowhere and swatted him into the wall. The reshefcandy went flying into the dirt, and Azizi
looked up to see Cornelius standing over him. “hid you get that? Did you steal that too?”

Azizi stayed down on the ground, his back agaimsttall. “No, no, thenzungu.. he
gave it to me!”

“That mzungudidn’t give it to you! You stole it. Don't lie tme, boy.”

He started to protest, then stopped. He knew tlvaseno use in trying to tell Cornelius
what happened. He would never believe him. Azzodtup, dusting himself off, eyeing the last
piece of his candy bar lying in the dirt. Cornelasked him what had happened in the house, and
Azizi explained the leaky faucet, and how he hadedas he was told, pretending to examine the
leak.

Cornelius forgot about the candy bar as he pondehed to do about the leak. He had no
desire to enter the man’s house and fix it himgelf,he did not want to pay a plumber to come

over at this hour. He’'d take care of it tomorrovgylne. What was thezungugoing to do about
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it, anyway? “Come on! Get back to the house. Angif ever steal anything from thezungu
again, | will beat you to death, you understand?”

Azizi nodded and waited for Cornelius to turn b&zkhe house. As soon as he did so,
Azizi reached down and snhatched the rest of hidycaar. It was only partially covered in dirt,
and he wiped off a couple ants and most of thebdiftre pushing it into his mouth. The
remaining dirt added a certain amount of unpleasmsst to the otherwise tasty treat, but he

couldn’t let it go to waste. Besides, he’'d eatemsgo

*

That night Azizi could not sleep. That pile of cgrzhrs danced in his head. He could almost
taste it again, that sweetness on the tongueatisfagction in his belly. He decided no matter
what, he needed another. He needed something good.

The guard came in at two as he did every night,Aarizi sprang up from the floor and
headed out to the electrical pole, scrambling ugutahe power in the white man’s house. The
moon shown full, and it cast a glow over theungts house below. From his perch on high,
Azizi imagined he could see through the clay-tiledf, right into the kitchen, to the pile of
candy bars on the counter. There, he could sesfegily, lit by moonglow, those brown plastic
packages with the colorful wording across the t@atly stacked, calling to him.

And he got an idea. He knew Cornelius kept a spatref keys to thenzungis house in
his office. Azizi shimmied back down the pole, sgabd night to the guard, and instead of
returning to his room, he slinked down the hall artd the office. Hanging on a row of hooks
was a set of keys marked “B House,” the term Caueelsed when speaking of the rental. Azizi

slipped the keys from the hook, making sure theyn'tliclang together. He could hear Cornelius
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snoring in the room just down the hall. If Azizi keohim, he was sure he would not see the light
of day.

Azizi tiptoed out of the office and back to therft@oor. Peering out a window, he saw
the guard had returned to his post and promptlyfaléeh back to sleep. He undid the locks on
the door and slowly opened it, just enough to alifside. Electricity pulsed through his body as
he made his way to the main gate, carefully maneuy¢hrough the gravel courtyard, eyeing
the sleeping guard, slumped over in his chair. tieeg the latch of the gate and again opened it
just wide enough to slip through, leaving it operrack behind him.

He hustled to thenzung(s gate and listened for sounds of theungts guard. His crazy
hunger for the candy bar grew with every momend, laen decided to risk it. He slipped the key
into the gate and turned it, hoping the gate wowidsqueak upon opening it. It did, but not
much, and Azizi was inside the door in another mutimde darted an eye toward the guard’s
post, but he wasn't there. That meant the guardmadsng rounds. Themzungts compound
wasn’t as big as Cornelius’, so the guard coulgpear at any moment. Azizi made for the front
door, fifteen meters away. He was there in a flakecking for the guard. No sign of him, and
Azizi fumbled with the keys, finding the right pairat fit in the two locks on the door. Just as he
got the second key in the door, he heard a shgfftiom the side of the house and saw a
flashlight's beam pointed toward the front wall.eTuard was coming back. Azizi turned the
key, and the door gave. In another second, henyasst as the guard’s beam flashed toward
where he had been standing.

Azizi hit the floor, his back against the door, pams resting on the cool porcelain tile.
He pressed himself against the door as he heagltel’'s footsteps approaching. If the guard

tried the door, he would see that it was unloclaed] that would mark the end of Azizi. The
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footsteps stopped a few paces away, though, ara Idriout a sigh as he heard the guard’s feet
crunching gravel back toward his post.

He’'d made it this far. He slid across the entry\itagr toward the kitchen. The water
was flowing more strongly from the fissure in the how, but Azizi hardly noticed. He got to
his feet and turned to the counter, wondering hamyrcandy bars he could eat before getting
sick.

Reaching with his hand in the darkness of the kit¢cine strained to find the candy bars.
But they were gone. It was inconceivable. They beeh right where his hand was now
sweeping over the counter. They just weren'’t tleengmore. They had to be somewhere, though.
After all, themzungucould not have eaten them all.

Azizi scuttled about in the darkness, opening aatisinrsearching everywhere for the
missing candy. He was frantic, and in his hasteyae careless. Reaching about in one of the
cabinets, he inadvertently knocked over a jar ateawhich tumbled out, crashing open on the
counter. Red sauce splattered up at him, hittingihithe face, on his shirt. The flashlight
beamed on, swinging from the guard post towardrtrg door of the house. The light was
pointed directly at him now, and he stumbled backiwahitting his back on the sink. Now there
was the fast patter of bare feet on tile, the awallenzungucoming his way.

Azizi sprinted out of the kitchen and to the backd whipping open the latch and
bolting out into the back garden. He heardrtimingushouting, but Azizi was too fast. He flew
to the far wall at the back of the garden and sca&léOnce atop, he ran along it until coming to a
banana tree growing on the other side, throwingsklfronto the meaty stalk, then sliding down
to the ground. He was in Cornelius’ yard again.cdeld hear thenzunguand his guard still

yelling on the other side of the wall, and he rackoto the house, slipped back into his room and
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hoped no one would figure out it had been he. Weltavn and tried to stop his body from

shaking.

It was still dark when the boy was awakened by ét saawd heavy kick to his back. He turned to
see Cornelius’ hulking frame. “I've had it with ydooy! You’'ve caused me enough trouble.
You're nothing but a thief, and after I've finishg@u’ll be just another dead thief!”

Azizi folded himself up in the corner of his ro@nd cried out, “No, please, bwana! No!
I’'m sorry | went into thenzungts house! | was just... hungry. Please don’t hurtangmore.”

Cornelius was surprised by the child’s words. Hemit used to Azizi pleading like that.
Usually he just took his beatings like a man. imagy, Cornelius had come to respect the boy for
never begging or crying. His momentary surpriselted in his hesitation before resuming the
beating, and Azizi, who had been braced for the kiek, opened an eyelid and saw the man
had stopped. Azizi recognized his chance, and iscbaround Cornelius toward the door.
Cornelius had just enough time to swing his beefy toward the boy, clubbing him on the
shoulder as he skirted past.

Azizi ran out the front door of the house, but ¢thé guard was up now and standing next
to themzunguand his own guard, all firmly planted in fronttbe gate. He ran instinctively to
the electrical pole and started to climb. Corneditsnped out of the house as the others now
joined him at the base of the pole. Azizi clambedrethe top in a matter of seconds and looked
down to see Cornelius waving his arms and yellingra. “You get down here right now, or I'll

knock this pole down, and you with it, you good fathing thief!”
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Next to Cornelius, thenzunguwvas laughingWhat was so funnyRzizi wondered.
Doesn’t he know I’'m going to die now? Doesn’t hdemstand? All | wanted was a candy bar.
All I wanted was a little something good in my.life

Azizi gripped the pole while Cornelius babblediofnglish to thenzungu The air was
cool on his skin, the full moon glowing overheae ldoked out at the quiet dwellings across the
street and at the distant lights of the town cerderthought of the poor men in their huts,
dreaming of a few shillings’ pay in the morning. pietured the street boys in town, passed out
on the sidewalk, sleeping with the dogs. He letnhitsd drift long and far. The last thing he saw

before he let go of the pole was his mother’s fécel he smiled.

*k%
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Point of View

Ewla Garner is sick. She called the parish
office in the afternoon, and | told her |
would run the Cradle Catholics basket
down to Anacostia.

| hear the St. James kids call lots of
things “ghetto”. To them, it means wearing
last year’s style of jacket. They have no
idea. Ghetto is a neighborhood like
Anacostia, with no grocery store chains or
family restaurants because of one of the
highest violent crime levels in a city
known for its violent crimes. It's a place
where | frankly shouldn’t be going alone,
especially at night. But | think to myself, if
Ewla Garner can do this every week, | can
fill in for her once.

| drive around the block twice
before coming to a stop in front of Mother
House, a squat two-story building across
the street from an abandoned apartment
complex, its cracked sidewalk littered with

broken glass and weeds.
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Stephon say he sick, but | know he just
don’t wanna go to school, and ain’t no
problem. | don’t wanna go neither.

He say he wan’ go down to the
park, shoot some hoop, and | say, How
you goin do that if you so sick?

He just smile, and we shoot fo
while, but not neither of us is no good, and
the older ones, who hang out all the time,
they better, meaner, don’t give a shit about
us, kick us off the court every time we try
and get in the game.

So we walkin back, neither of us
wan go home, ain’t much waitin for us
there. He been stayin with us ever since his
moms had to go away. My moms likes
Stephon.

We watch this blue Mercedes
swing by, and | know right away they
don’t belong here, whoever it is. She some
old white lady, Driving Miss Daisy,

Stephon says.



Two figures in puffy jackets and
baseball caps pulled low over their eyes
stand on the street corner, and | know
they're wondering what the white lady in
the late-model car is doing in their
neighborhood.

It's nearly dark by the time | arrive,
and the streetlights aren’t working. | get
out of my car and open the back door as
fast as | can. | am an easy target, | know.
The boys cross the street, heading right
toward me.

“Yo, you need some help, ma’am?”
one calls from the middle of the road.

“If you could give me a hand with
this, I'd appreciate it,” | say, tugging at the
blue basket which is wedged into my
backseat. | hope | don’t sound scared.

The boys come around to my end
of the car. | stop what I'm doing and smile
at them. Up close | can see they're both no
older than fifteen.

“What you doin’ here?” the first
boy says from under a red New York

Yankees baseball cap.
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| don’t know who that is. She looks
at us out of the corner of her eye, drivin by
a second time. Then she do somethin
stupid. She parks. Who is this stupid ol
white lady, and what the hell is she doin
around here? She askin for trouble.

Stephon, he like to play, and he
say, let’'s go mess with her. He already
crossin the road by the time | can say just
leave the poor lady alone. | figure | better
step in before he go off gettin us in trouble.
Before he can do anythin, | call out, tryin
to sound like not confrontational or nothin.

She cool, this old lady. Man, | be
her, | be scared o me and Stephon comin
toward us. Maybe she can see, though.
Maybe we look like we just got kicked off
the court. We ain’t gangstas, lady.

| don’t know what to do now. She
got somethin she tryin to get outta her
back seat, somethin that’s stuck. Stephon
give me a look, with that funny smile he
got, like he sayin you believe this shit?

| see Stephon thinkin about jackin

this lady’s car right now, and | admit it'd



The second one wears a blue and
black ski cap with a Washington Wizards
logo on it. | notice how he is eyeing my
car.

“You know that house there?” |
ask, pointing to Mother House.

“Yeah, that’'s where the pregnant
girls go,” Wizards Hat says, his face
breaking into a big smile.

“That’s right. I'm delivering some
things. Could you help me?”

Red Yankees shrugs a shoulder and
begins to pull at the basket. He tells his
friend to go around to the other side of the
car and push, and in a few seconds they
wrench it free. Wizards Hat crawls through
my backseat and emerges holding the
basket on one end. They bring it up to the
front door of the home, and | follow, after
closing and locking all of my car doors.

I ring the bell, but Red Yankees
only laughs.

“That beal ain't gonna work! You
gotta knock. They home, but they ain’t

gonna hear no beal.”
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be real easy. But somethin bout her seem
like she might be stronger than she looks.

She tells us she goin to the
pregnant girls house with whatever it is
she got there in her car. Stephon think it's
funny that so many pregnant girls go to
that house. He like hangin around it,
watchin them come and go wit their bellies
gettin bigger. Me, | feel kinda sorry for
them. | know a coupla them already. One,
Whitney, she a sweet girl, a couple years
older than me. Fat as a whale now.

This white lady, she can't git the
thing outta her car and she asks us to help,
an | got nothin better to do, so why not?
Stephon don’t look like he wanna help, but
| tell him to go over round the other side of
the car and help me.

It some kinda basket full of diapers
and some baby clothes and shit like that,
and it’s really big and I just wonder who
this lady is. But we get the thing out and
bring it up to the front door with her

following behind us.



| do knock, and in a moment a
young woman comes to the door. Her eyes
go wide when she sees me with the boys.
“Yes?” she says through a glass screen
door.

“Hi, I'm Marianne Burgin, from St.
James, in Bethesda.”

“Oh, right,” the woman responds,
opening the door. “Ewla okay?”

“A little under the weather,
actually. But I'm sure she’ll be fine soon.”

The woman nods. “l hope so. She’s
a good lady.”

The boys step in, and she instructs
them to set it down in the corridor. The
paint, a maroonish color, is flaking off the
walls, and bare light bulbs overhead give
the whole place a harsh feel. | can hear a
baby crying somewhere within, and pots
and pans clanging. The woman does not
say much else, and in another moment, |
head back outside, the two boys in tow.
Wizards Hat whispers something to Red

Yankees, who shushes his friend.
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This basket is heavy, and I'm tryin
to act cool like it ain’t no thing, but if
someone don’t open the door pretty soon,
I’m gonna drop the whole thing on
Stephon’s foot, and that’s all he need, cuz
he already walk a little funny. But finally
the door opens and we can see it's Miss
Carmen. She in charge. She give me an
Stephon a look like what game you boys
playin wit this ol lady?

| just try to look like | belong there.
She be talkin to the lady, and me and
Stephon put the basket down in the hall
there. I look around, see if | can see
Whitney, but | hear some people in the
back somewhere, but that’s it. Smells like
they got somethin goin on the stove,
maybe some soup or somethin. Smells
good, and I'm glad for the pregnant girls
that at least they got some good-smellin
soup for dinner, and now they got all these
diapers too.

But Miss Carmen, she finish talkin
to the lady, and we all walk out together.

Stephon tells me we oughta ask the lady



“What are your names?” | ask them

as we arrive at my car.

“Anthony.” Red Yankees.

“Stephon.” Wizards Hat.

“Well, thank you for helping me.
I'd like to offer you something for your
trouble. Can | do that?”

“No trouble, ma’am. Ain’t nothin’
but carryin’ a box fiddayn feet,” Anthony
says.

“All the same, thank you for
helping,” | say, reaching into my purse.

“Nah, you don’t need to pay us,
freal.”

Stephon’s eyes bulge out of his
sockets and he is about to say something
before Anthony gives him a look that
keeps him silent.

I nod. “All right. Thank you again.
Have a good evening.”

They both mumble something that
sounds like “you too”, and | get into my
car. They stand next to my window and
watch as I drive off. | watch in my rear

view mirror as Anthony and Stephon
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for some money, at least, for our trouble. |
tell him shut up.

| think this lady must be the
luckiest person in the world, cuz she just
drove right into this messed-up
neighborhood where she the only white
person for miles, and she old and shit too,
and she obviously got some money, cuz
she got this nice Merc and she weatrin this
nice leather coat and she got soft skin, at
least it looks soft, and it's like she ain’'t
had too much bad shit happen to her in her
life, but | don’t know maybe rich people
got bad shit that messes them up too, but |
ain’t sure.

And now she wanna know if she
can pay us, and I'm thinkin yeah, maybe
we should take her money. Stephon’s
ready for payday. But | kinda like the
feelin that | just did it to help her, and if |
take her money now, that don’t seem right.
So, | say no, and Stephon’s pissed, and |
do feel bad, cuz he could really use a
couple bucks. But naw. Not this time,

Steph.



become puffy shadows, before

disappearing entirely into the gloom.

| am walking to St. James. As | cross
through the schoolyard toward the church
entry, | see someone standing outside the
doors. A few children run about, playing
before the school bells will call them in for
class, but the figure by the church is too
big to still be in elementary school. The
puffy jacket and baseball cap make me
think it is one of the Anacostia boys | met
the week before, but | can’t imagine what
they would be doing in Bethesda. | see the
“NY” stitching on the red cap and the
same pair of furtive eyes peeking out from
under the large brim. Anthony. Though
dressed the same, the boy looks softer, a
little scared and out of his natural element.

| approach and he gives me a
nonchalant nod, jutting his chin slightly
forward. | smile and say hello.

“You remember me?” he asks.
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She gets in her car and drives off,
and Stephon’s groanin. | wonder what it
must look like from where she is, drivin

away from here.

| just want to see what school’s like where
that white lady lives. She said she was
from St. James in Bethesda, and I find my
way there. Two metro trains and a bus. |
jumped the turnstile for the metro, but it
ain’t cuz | ain’t got no money. | got a little
bit. Just don't feel like payin.

I’'m watchin my breath in the cold
air, hangin outside the church doors, tryin
to look like | belong here. All these little
white kids are runnin around. They
backpacks and lunch boxes is everywhere
on the ground, like these boys and girls
don’t look worried that anybody goin take
em from em.

Then | see the lady and she walkin
toward me now, and I'm thinkin why did |
come here again? She gonna think I'm

crazy. | think about leavin, just walkin



“Anthony.”

“Yeah.” He stands kicking at
invisible stones on the sidewalk.

“How did you get here?”

“Bus.”

“Do you... can | help you?”

“l was just... wonderin’ what this
place looked like, this church an’ Bethesda
an’ shit.”

| smile at the dropped swear word.
A flash of realization that he has just
cursed in front of this old lady passes
across his face, but then it's gone and
replaced by his usual look of passivity. |
cannot possibly understand what has
possessed Anthony to make his way across
town, what he thought he would find when
he arrived. | notice Dan Bartel, the Phys
Ed teacher, hustling toward us, surely
worried that the church secretary is being
mugged by some punk kid. He waves at
me and calls out a “How are ya,

Marianne?”
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away, but it's too late. Old lady’s already
here.

She wearin another coat, not the
leather one. This one’s light blue, like the
color they dress little babies in. It makes
her look younger. Not like a baby younger,
but just younger than she is.

Usually when people talk to me —
old people, white people — they treat me
like I'm stupid. They have this voice like
they're talkin to a baby or somethin. But
this lady, she got a way. | knew it the other
day when she asked me and Stephon for
help. She cool. For an old, white lady.

When this other whitey come over
though, I figure he goin tell me to get out,
get lost. He goin bald and he got that kinda
scraggly hair that looks like white people
pubes on his head. It come to a point in the
middle and | feel sick just lookin at his
pubic head.

The lady, like I said, she cool,
though. She acts like she knew | was
comin, like I's meetin her for tea or some

shit. She tells him we goin to church. The



| respond with a smile and a nod.
“I'm fine, Dan. | was just going to show
Anthony here the church.”

Anthony tenses up under his puffy
jacket, ready to bolt. How many times, |
wonder, has this boy been chased away by
white adults who were not necessarily
racist yet did nothing to try and discover
who he was? | whisper to Anthony, “It's
okay.”

Dan nods, and the school bells ring.
He moves away to gather the children
together, and I look at Anthony.

“Would you like me to show you
the church? You don’t have to go in if you
don’t want to.”

“Y'all is Cath’lic?”

“Yes.”

“I'm Baptist.”

“Oh, it doesn’t matter. Same God,
different religion.”

He shrugs, and | gesture for him to
follow me. He jumps to the front, though,
reaching the heavy wooden door before

me. He pulls it open, and | am surprised at
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man just kinda gives me a look, like he
ain’t sure what'’s up, but he ain’t trustin it's
good.

Marianne. That's what he called
her. | remember now, that's what she said
her name was the other day at the home.
She been nice, and now if she wants to
show me the church, | guess I'll go. | got
nothin better to be doin.

The beal is like a fire beal. It goes
off and all the kids go runnin to the doors,
pickin up their bags and lunchboxes. | see
one black kid, but he ain’t dressed like me.
| wonder if he ever been to Anacostia.

She goin bring me in the church
now, and | hope she don’t think she goin
convert me or anythin, ‘cuz | ain’t there
for religion. | don’t know why zactly |
came, but | know it ain’t for religion. But
she says somethin funny bout Catholics
and Baptists havin the same God, and |
reckon she ain’t lookin to save my soul or
nothin, so yeah, what the hell, lady. Show
me your church.

| act polite and open the door for



the ease with which it opens for him. |
always have such trouble. Maybe I'm just
not as strong as | used to be.

| thank him as he holds the door for
me, and he follows me inside. He spies the
blue basket, empty after Ewla’s visit the
day before. He points to it, and | nod,
smiling. We pass through the second set of
doors and stand in the back. | bless myself
with holy water.

He looks like he wants to ask me
what I'm doing, but whether he is silenced
by the foreign church or because he
doesn’t want to sound stupid, | do not
know.

| want to ask Anthony what he’s
looking for, why he has come. | want to
know why he isn’t in school and where
Stephon is. But | think to myself that if he
wants to tell me, he will. For the moment,
| should just show him where | work.

We walk up the center aisle, all the
way to the altar. His right hand brushes the
top of each pew as he passes by. A girl

dressed in the long white robe of an altar
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her. It's a big ol wooden door with this

old, black ring instead of a knob. I pull it
hard, thinkin it's goin to be stuck, but it
come open easy and | hold the door for her
before | follow her in. That basket | helped
her with is sittin on the floor in a corner. |
don’t know why, but I point at it, like I'm
surprised and happy to see the basket. |
feel stupid after, but she smiles at me.

The lady puts the holy water on
herself and | think that’s funny cuz |
thought it was only stuff they did in
movies. Like | saw this old movie once
where this guy is the devil, and he walks
into a church and makes the water in the
little dish boil, just by dipping his hand in
it.

We start walkin up the aisle, and it
smells in here, not a bad smell, but just
different from my church. This place
smells a little sweet, a little tangy, like my
eyes are goin water if | stay too long in
here. But like they goin water in a good
way. The wood benches are all shiny, like

if they get waxed every Saturday before



server walks out of the sacristy. In her
right hand is a long, brass pole. At its tip is
a wick with which she lights the altar
candles. A small bell curves downward a

few inches from the tip of the pole. At the

end of the mass, she will use it to snuff out

the candles. Anthony and | take seats in

one of the front pews, and while | kneel

down to say a short prayer, he watches the

girl glide across the altar, lighting the
candles.

Parishioners begin arriving for
mass, and | ask Anthony if he wants to
stay, or if he would prefer to go back
outside. He shrugs, making no move to
leave, so | take it he won’t mind staying.

| wonder what it must be like for
this young man, surrounded by a group of
old, white people in a foreign church far
removed from his neighborhood. He sits
quietly, following my lead on the standing
and kneeling portions. He makes no move
to receive Communion, just shifting his

legs against the pew to let me by.
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the Sunday services. My boots don’t make
any noise, because this thick red carpet
makes everything quiet.

| notice the quiet most of all. Even
this girl in this white robe lightin candles
up on the altar, it like she ain’'t even
touching the ground. She like a ghost or an
angel or something, just floatin around up
there in her robe.

The lady kneels down and prays,
but | just keep watchin the girl with her
curly, blonde hair and her white robe and
the way she don’t never touch the ground.

When the lady asks me if | wanna
stay for services, | think why not. Came all
this way. Might as well stay for the show.
See what it’s all about, see if these folks
got more to be thankful for than me. They
should. | mean, look at em here. They all
dressed nice. They men and women, and
they all old and still together an shit. The
priest, he old too. They all shufflin up to
get their Communion, and it's kinda weird,
but if that's they thing, it's all good. They

look happy.



Back outside after mass, we walk
across the courtyard to the parish office.
One of the children has left a red rubber
ball on the ground. It totters back and
forth, as if the child just left a moment ago
and it has not yet come to rest. Anthony
bends down and picks it up, bouncing it
like a basketball. As we approach the
sidewalk in front of the office, he turns and
tosses it back in the direction of where he
picked it up. He is silent the entire time.

At the door, | ask him if he'd like a
cup of coffee, and he shakes his head.

“Naw, | think I'm gonna head
back.”

“All right. You’re welcome any
time, Anthony. Thank you for coming.”

He mumbles something | cannot
understand, his half-closed eyes looking at
something | can’t see. | watch for a
moment as he turns and walks toward
River Road, and | unlock the office door.

Kathy, the parish accountant and

my officemate, is huffing and puffing
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Whole thing only takes no more
than thirty minutes. | had games o’
Madden that lasted longer than this
service. | think maybe | oughta convert
after all.

We walk back outside and | can see
my breath again. Some kid left a ball on
the ground, so | pick it up, dribble it a bit. |
put it between my legs a couple times to
see if | can impress the lady. | don’t think
she notices. We get to a house with a sign
that says parish office on it.

| gots to go, I tell her, and | don’t
know why | say that, cuz | really got
nowhere to be. But she thanks me for
stoppin by, and | can’t right think of
anythin to say, so | just kinda say thank
you and walk off. After a few steps, | start
joggin out toward the bus stop.

Some fat lady comin toward me
holdin a purse. When she sees me, | think |
scare her with my joggin, or somethin
because she alla sudden starts holdin her

purse like a football, and she move faster



when she slips into the office a few
minutes later.

She tucks two fingers between the
door blinds and peers through, grunting a
“good morning”.

“Everything all right, Kathy?” |
ask.

“Some thug,” she whispers, still
peering out through the blinds. “Hanging
out by the bus stop.”

“Maybe he has to, you know, catch
a bus.”

“No, you should've seen this guy.
He doesn'’t look like he’s from around
here.”

“How so?”

“You know, big puffy jacket.”

She tilts her head toward me,
enough that | can see her eyes go wide as
she aspirates the word, “Black.”

“Oh,” I whisper back. “You mean-”

No sooner has she peeked again
outside when she cries out, “Shh! He’s

coming this way!”
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toward the office. | just keep on movin by
her. No sense gettin myself in any trouble
round here.

At the bus stop I'm alone for a
minute till a Mexican woman arrives. She
got two big ol plastic bags in her hands,
and | know she gotta be a maid or cleanin
lady for all these rich folks in their big-ass
houses around here. She probably don’t
even speak English, and | feel kinda bad
for her. I mean, | might not got much
money or nothin, but at least | ain’t cleanin
rich folks homes.

I’'m waitin for the bus with the
Mexican woman, and | get this idea in my
head. | didn’t know really, why | came all
the way out here to Bethesda to visit this
old lady at her church, but maybe now |
got myself an idea.

So, | turn away from the bus stop
and start to head back toward the parish
office. Across the schoolyard, | can hear
noises comin from all those white kids in
their classrooms, learnin geography and

how to count money and about Abraham



“Oh, let me see,” | say, pulling my
chair away from my desk and moving right
toward the door.

I look outside. Anthony is shuffling
up the driveway. | can’t see his eyes under
his baseball cap, but his head sweeps low
to the left and right, as if he’s checking to
see if anyone is following him. He has his
hands buried deep in the pockets of his
puffy jacket, the cuffs of his baggy jeans
dragging along the asphalt. As he
approaches, he seems to walk more and
more slowly, as if he isn’t sure what to do
once he arrives.

“Lock the door!” Kathy cries, her
voice ready to crack.

“Oh, shut up!” | yell back. “Shut
up, shut up, shut up! You don’t even know
him! Stop assuming he’s here to rob us.”

| open the door before Anthony
even has a chance to decide whether to
knock. He looks up from under his cap,
staring at the two of us in the doorway.

“Would you like to come in,

Anthony?”
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Lincoln an shit. Must be nice. Better than
any school | ever known, | bet.

Out here in the cold, I'm walkin
away from the woman from Mexico,
who'’s probably wonderin why she’s
freezin her ass off here for these white
people every day, carryin cleanin products
around on dirty metrobuses.

I’'m not too far away now from the
office, and | can hear they’s yellin inside,
and | can’t imagine who it is, but | think
one of the voices is the lady Marianne, and
| think that's weird, because | really can’t
imagine her gettin mad at anybody enough
to yell at em.

The lady surprises me by swingin
the door open just when | get up to it. Fo a
second, | just stand there, lookin in at her.
She with the fat lady from earlier, the one
who holds her purse like a football when
someone like me walks by. Fat lady looks
scared, like she goin bolt. | can tell they's
been fightin bout somethin, and somehow

| know it's cuz o me.



“Naw, naw... | just wanted to...”
he starts, clearing his throat. “I just wanted
to say thank you. For showin’ me the
church an’ all. And | wanted to give you
this.”

He reaches into his pocket, and |
can feel Kathy stiffen next to me. He
fishes out a wrinkled dollar bill. “Isn’t
much, but maybe you can buy somethin’
with it for the basket.”

“That’s very generous of you,
Anthony,” | say, taking the dollar, while
Kathy finally relaxes. “Thank you.”

Anthony shrugs and slouches back

down toward the bus stop. I close the door,

and Kathy scurries to her desk. | again
wonder what must be going through that
boy’s mind. | hold his dollar in my hand,

incapable of measuring its worth.

*kk
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But now | gots to explain myself |
guess, but | ain’t so great at doin that. |
ain’t ever really talked to people like this
before. They like from a different planet
from me. White people. Shit.

Still, this lady shown me somethin,
that even if we different an shit, | dunno,
she felt like a friend. Like a real friend
who don't look at you and judge you, but
just helps you when you need it.

So, that’'s why | came back. To tell
her thanks for bein a good lady, a good
friend. And then, yeah, | don’t know, just
to prove that I'm good too, | guess, | give
her the last dollar | got on me. | dunno
how I'm gettin all the way back to
Anacostia with no money, but | guess |
figure it out. Hell, | walk back if I have to.

Ain’t no big deal.



Counting Cards

| sit at a $5-minimum blackjack table in Circuslis, a past-its-prime casino 3 miles north of
the more glamorous places like Luxor and Bellaljie.not the worst of the 47 casinos on the
Strip, but it's far from the best. They haven'tleged the carpets in years. My last time at this
place was 110 days ago, and I'm not sure theyem @leaned the carpets since then. Cigarette
burns pock the floor like divots left by though#egolfers. Each burn mark — | count 43 between
the entrance and my table — is a souvenir leftrizehly some unlucky fool stupid enough to
think he could walk in here and win. The place sssampy soup of manmade odors, and no
matter how much oxygen they pump in, the air hdregssy over me. | swim in it. A symphony
of slot machine beeps and roulette wheel click®elis and clinking glasses and coins spitting
into metal pay-out trays swirls about me. Thererarelocks here, and even though | do not
wear a watch, | know it is precisely 5:27 in thermog. | have been playing all night.

The dealer’s hands fly around the red felt talédeds flipping and flapping, a flash of
hearts and spades, kings and queens. | like waft¢t@nhands. Her fingers are long and nimble,
nails tastefully painted. No ring. | glance at hametag. Tammy, Bowling Green KY. I'd like to
ponder her, to think about what brought her outas Vegas. | want to introduce myself: “Cal,
Detroit MI.” But the cards keep coming, and | hawdocus.

She has burned through more than 3/4 of the 6-slea& in front of her, and | know how
many of each card remains. She passes me a 6jack] avhile she shows a 5. Everyone at the
table assumes she’s hiding a face card, that sh@Hharhe fat man to my left is happy with his

19, counting on her to bust. The drunk college kidsny right are too stupid to know what to do
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with their hands. But | have been counting, anddvk that her 5 is only thé"4ve have seen,
meaning there are still around 20 left in the 7&lsaemaining. Preposterously high.

“Hit me,” the kid to my right slurs after his fnd goes bust. He’s got a 13 showing, and
when she passes him a 5, | click off another nurirbery internal counter. The odds are still in
my favor. | can feel another 5 just under her h&f is looking at me now, | know, though |
refuse to make eye contact with her. | tap theetadohd she slides me my 5. | have 21. The fat
man sticks, and she flips over her hidden car@veal a smart-looking queen, then turns over
the deciding card: yet another 5. Her 20 beat4 %iand frat boy’s 18. She passes me 4 green
chips, and the next round starts.

| should have been a mathematician. Numbers fpoough my head like raindrops.
Sometimes, they're a summer storm, brilliant amdd®us, lasting only moments but leaving
me drenched in their wake. At other times, the nensiim my head are a slow trickle, preventing
me from falling asleep. For no apparent reasond fmyself performing complicated mental
equations, attempting to figure out the odds oflcam things, like being born on a Thursday
morning in a year divisible by 3. (1 in 42.)

To me, it’s like putting together a piece of musilt,those numbers flying about like
misplaced A-sharps and B-flats, and it's up to mpltick them out of the air and make sense of
them all. | imagine Barber must have felt the savag when he composed Hslagio for
Strings The notes were right there in front of him, aticha had to do was put them in the right
order, and let the violinists breathe the musiliféo

Sometimes | just can’t stop counting. | count plaipes I've made, and cities I've been
to. | count women | find attractive. | examine th@enbers on license plates of cars passing by,

making up games for myself involving their combioas. | know | have a compulsive counting
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disorder, but it doesn’t bother me anymore. Mosiptewho know me — or knew me — consider
me a freak, someone lost in his own head all the,tsomeone incapable of carrying on a
conversation because all | can focus on are tHikg$row many times someone uses a particular
word in regular speech. Once a girlfriend brokemith me because | told her she used
“essentially” an average of every"lword, and | felt that was too frequent. It became
discordant note in the mathematics of our relatignsand | felt obligated to tell her. She
screamed at me for, essentially, my lack of sentsitiShe was not the first woman to slam her
door on me on the way out. She could not underdtaatcevery time she said that word it was as
if she were banging a gong inside my head.

It has made me unpopular and friendless, but | fiawed 1 way to use my problem to
my advantage. | count cards.

| win the last 4 rounds of the shoe. I'm up a sukly even $1,000 on the night, and it's
time to cash out before her pit boss figures oudtvre been doing. | toss the dealer $25,
enough for her to be happy, not too much that shethember me, I think, and | head to the
cage.

I’m counting my winnings at the cage, Barber’dnidf string music flowing through my
muscles, when | receive a tap on the shouldernldwund to face what | know is coming. |
must have played 1 shoe too many. He’s a big mémavbrush cut and a brown mustache. He
wears a flimsy black vest and a nametag. Brockc&ju IL. Stop the music.

“Sir, | have to ask you to leave the casino immtadye’ he whispers. “And don't ever
come back.”

Pit bosses don't like to cause a scene. But théyfiley have to. | have been caught

counting cards enough in the past to know them@igse in arguing. | nod and head for the exit.
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Quick and quiet, no hassle. If | were in a movieytwould drag me to some dark room and tie
me to a chair. There would be 3 of them — a gumnftbe security firm, and 2 former boxers
juiced on steroids and amphetamines. The boxer¢dwake turns mashing fat, gold-adorned
fists into my face, and | would smile at them watlch punch, blood filling the cracks between
every tooth in my mouth. Eventually they wouldr®t go, tossing me out like garbage into a
back alley.

But that’s the movies. In real life — for a guydikne who uses his talent to make a little
money — they don't bother with it. $1,000 in a rtigin’t worth the hassle. And honestly,
tonight’s take is high for me. Even with me cougtevery card in a 6-shoe deck, the odds don’t
usually swing that much in my favor. 20 5s in tast|75 cards? Do the math on that one. (I
have.) That just doesn’t happen. Tonight is special

It is the 20" time | have been booted out, and | always go hitbeefy security agents
in maize-colored blazers follow 3 paces behind past the rows of flashing, beeping slot
machines and their blue-haired and balding clié8#tsslot machines, 37 unoccupied. | do not
acknowledge the guards as | step back out intoetiiaants of a cool desert night, heading south
on the Strip.

“That was some nice counting back there.”

It is a female voice from behind me. | don’t tunoand. I try to ignore it, keep walking,
but then there’s a tap on my back.

“Hey, I'm talking to you!”

Annoyed, | wheel around and come face to face thi¢hdealer from my last table. She
has removed her nametag, but | remember. TammyliBpwWreen KY. She takes a cigarette

and lighter out of her purse. She looks so cosh&sslips a cigarette between her fingers. In 1
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motion both cigarette and lighter fly to her mowthd she flicks open the flame. She takes a
long drag in, and | watch the tip of the cigarefiav orange with her inhalation. | think | hear
violins. But | can’t be sure. | ask her what shentsdrom me.

She holds the smoke in, way down somewhere inéttgenregions of her lungs, and
then she lets it out in a laser-like gray line thalds form a moment before dispersing into the
still chilly air. “How about a coffee?” she asks.

I know I should leave. I've heard casino securityné sometimes plant agents behind
tables then use them to root out people like niwy. ot to get too paranoid. They can’t care
enough to come after me. I'm nothing. But the ott@ssibility, that this girl actually likes me,
seems even more far-fetched. | realize the oddstaye=at, but I've had a good night so far.

5 minutes later we're in a café at the Stardusau’ye too obvious, you know. | could
tell from when you sat down that you were countiagds.”

| sip a beer and look around. 13 women in the h@trcounting the servers. 28 men, not
counting the bartenders. “Thanks. I'll try hardexntime.”

“What's your name?”

“Look, I'm sorry,” | say. “I've actually got to gdEnjoy your drink.”

But she won't let me leave. “27.”

| turn back. “What?”

“You leave, there’ll be 27 men left in the bar. Mounting the bartenders. That's over a
2-to-1 ratio for me. | gotta admit, | like thosedsd’

She smiles. | see now. She is like radagia

“I'm Cal,” | say, almost adding “Detroit MI.”

“I didn’t turn you in, you know. Brock was watchirygu all night.”
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“It's all right. I've been kicked out before. It'thappen again.” | am long resigned to my
fate, driving a highway stretching to infinity, amber | can never reach but one | must
inexorably count my way towards. She senses my, pags it in the 7 permanent furrows
already scrawled across my forehead.

“Doesn’t have to be that way, you know,” she says.

“You could lose your job just for talking with m¥ou understand that?”

But she says she doesn’t care about her job, bedasise wanted to, she could make a
lot more money doing what | do. Lots of people daards, she says, but most just analyze the
hands dealt, use a numbering system. They don&mdyer the past and don't think about what’s
coming next. They only see the present. They getglhzed look over their eyes, and they bore
her. She could see that | was counting every siceylé, that | knew what had been played, and
what was to come. She tells me | have vision.

The sun has come up, and I'm tired but don’t wargl¢ep. Neither does Tammy. In an
open-air lot 3 %2 blocks away we find her car, ayblalbe 1960 Ford Galaxie Sunliner. She is a
perfect car — big and brash, but not ostentatiasishe models from the ‘50s were. | run my
hands along her chrome fenderline and caress ral tsilfins. The top is already down, and
Tammy hops into the front passenger seat. | givaliizzical look, and she tosses me her
keys.

“Just drive.”

| hesitate for a moment, wondering what I'm gettmgself into with this girl from
Bowling Green KY who has well-manicured hands, avealy vehicle, and an obsession for

numbers. Things like this don’t happen to me. Tybanly. | look at Tammy, and she is looking
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up at me with eyes a shade darker than her cairis$ jpa, and | try to calculate the odds of a
moment so perfect. | cannot.

As Tammy waits for me to jump in next to her, Irstaunting. | can’t help it. | look
around the parking lot and count red cars. 17. Searthe leather of the front seat of the
Sunliner: 28. | run my thumb along the grooveshef ¢ar key in my hand, and as | count she’s
starting to look a little pissed. She’ll end upihgtme, I'm sure. And if she’s really like me, I'll
probably hate her too. It'll never work. | needgige her back her keys.

“Over 1,100,” she says, just as | get ready togtae keys on her dashboard and leave
her forever.

“What?”

“Casinos in the U.S.,” she answers. “We can go &eye, Cal. We can make a little
quick money when we have to. We don’t need a lou #nd |, we can do whatever we want.
You just have to let it happen.”

“I don’t even know you,” | say.

“Well, here’s your chance to find out.” She bitess fower lip, and | think | see
desperation in her eyes. | realize she’s been tgokir someone who could understand her as
long as | have looked for someone who could des#me for me. Maybe it won’t work out, and
we’ll end up driving each other crazy as we cotetiumber of times the other goes to the
bathroom in a week or how many cigarettes the athmkes per day. And maybe I'm not ready
for a co-dependent relationship between too nuraklyiobsessed people.

I run my hand along the rounded corner of the whineld. The chrome is starting to

warm in the morning sun. | look at this girl agaand | keep calling her a girl, but neither of us
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is that young anymore. Wrinkles are creeping upeuheér eyes, and maybe she’s thinking this is
the last chance she’s going to get for some seroblahhappiness.

2 hours ago, | was in my little world, counting ards, trying to block out the sounds of
the casino, the electronic bleeps, the coins failmaluminum payout trays, the croupiers’ “no
more bets” calls, the collective buzz of 1,000 msdacs, partiers and addicts. Tammy, Bowling
Green KY, with the nimble fingers and blue eyess awaecessary part of the din.

Now she wants to separate herself from that warttlenter mine. Because she thinks our
worlds are the same. And | am still standing o@gidr car, and she is still looking up at me with
a look that says that if I don’t get in the cartwliter right now, she might just break.

| make a decision. It doesn’t matter what comeg,negll myself. | need to extend this
moment as long as it can last. My hand reacheth&door handle, and | press the button in with
my thumb. The door swings open, and | slide insides girl | don’t even know yet smiles at
me, and | turn the key in the ignition. The radiofs It's not Barber. Some hillbilly song, a
different kind of music. But it'll do.

We speed out of town, and we are in the deserinfimte stretch of land and sky
enfolds us, and | can’t help it: | start countihg tacti, the clouds, the hawks circling overhéad.
calculate the days I've been alone, the minutes lbeen with her. My brain is hyperventilating,
and she senses it, because she stretches henidftivaard me and runs those long fingers

through my hair. | take my eyes off the road a raotnlook over at her. She laughs.

*kk
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