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I exhort you also to take part in the great combat, which 
is the combat of life, and greater than every other earthly 
combat.  

Plato 
 

There are no atheists in the foxholes. 
Father William Thomas Cummings 
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Sunrise 
 
no sun 
the clouds today  
 lean close above and you can wonder 
if you like 
about what it means 
 what it portends but 
 
don’t stare too closely at the sky 
you’ll fly away— 
 
hapless dreams and twists of irony 
and perhaps a linen lining 
I suppose you’re searching  
 for 
them— 
 
wherever they might be (whatever) 
 
come inside it’s gonna rain 
and I wonder 
 
do you hear me anymore 
or see what  
 I’ve said, I’ve wondered myself 
often on those clouds 
 
too medium for you and me, I thought 
but you  
 wanted more 
no movie stars fly tonight 
we’ll just have to wait  
  till they fall 
 
and catch them 
with our baby fingers— 
 
smile for me once 
no  
I don’t believe you could 
there’s no way that you do  
but what if 
  just if 
beyond, above— 
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those clouds you could see 
what lies in store 
 I know— 
 
but your eyes betray you 
 now 
and I wish I could say more 
than exactly everything— 
 
I’d tell you exactly everything 
if I could 
 
just pause for a second, wait 
 breathe a little, take in 
what air exists in autumn 
but for the fact of falling leaves you walk on— 
 
you’re there 
  and I wish I could touch you 
 
just now 
‘coz this fable’s just beginning 
 
two feet away and you’re dancing 
in smoke, in  
  mirage afire 
 
but just listen to me 
we can fly away 
above  
 what dreams possessed 
what wills have fallen 
let me carry you for a moment 
  just a moment 
no one will have to know—
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Notes from the Eubanks Roadshow 
 
 "Hey, man.  Wake up."  A pause.  "Hey man.  Wake up.  Wake up already."  A push, 
gentle but insistent.  "Man, you there.  Wake up."  Another push, a little harder this time.  "Hey." 
 Snow become slush, sloughing off to the side as he raises his head.  Rain has leavened the 
snow, and he listens uncertainly to the rushing of the sewer drain, growing faster along the gutter, 
his face wet—he looks and sees his shadow etched on the quickly melting snow, grey gravel and 
grit and sand beneath.  He remembers waking up, but can't remember falling asleep.  A shadow, 
shape, color and movement: that voice, saying,  
 "You all right, man?  You there?" 
 "Yeah."  He slides, shuffles along the slush, sits up on his haunches.  A hand on his 
shoulder, more voices, a murmur, hum, sounds of color.  "I'm okay.  Where am I?  How did I get 
here?" 
 "You just sitting, man," he hears,  
 (Man, thou weary beast) 
 "just there.  Don't know how you done got here.  You cold, man?  Gotta be goddamned 
freezing the way you are.  Don't suppose where you come from matter none." 
 He turns his head, neck creaking, eyes the brick, cinder, asphalt, the wonder seeing things 
again for the first time; the sun creeping reluctantly from cover, glinting on corners, 
windowpanes, sweeping smoke, comforting geometry.  How long was he gone? 
 Slowly, with care, he climbs to his feet.   
 The man flicks a booger, wipes his hands on his pants.  Obviously confused, 
uncomfortable, something's not quite on the jive.  "You got some place to go, man?  You know 
what's going on?" 
 Then he gets it: the smoke, voices, shouts and Furies, bustle, the man's yellow hat, 
helmet, he's a firefighter.  There must have been a fire.  "No," he says, "I don't.  I don't even 
know where I am." 
 "They found you sleeping outside, man.  Wonder you didn't freeze to death.  Last big 
snow of the winter and you must have been caught right in it."  A pause, perhaps considering: 
"Don't you remember anything at all?" 
 His mind a haze, he replies: "No.  I can't remember a thing."  He looks up—the sun 
hanging heavy now, drenching yellow on the ground and melting the snow.  "Where do I go 
now?" 
 "Now?"  Confusion in the firefigher's voice.  "I dunno, man.  If you got someplace to go, 
go on.  No one around here's gonna keep you." 
 He nods.  He's beginning to understand.  "That's right."  He looks up again; the haze 
beginning to clear, memory thawing and reviving.  "I'll be all right."  He shakes his legs out: takes 
a tentative step forward.   
 "You know where you're going, man?" the firefighter asks from behind him.  "Where you 
headed?" 
 He looks back, shrugs.  "Out there, I guess."  He turns his eyes ahead again, down the 
road and into the pike, the overpass, out to the heart beyond.  "I think I'll get myself out there." 
 And with that, he brushes himself clean and walks away. 
  
 To begin with, there was my father. 
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 In his absolutely finest moments, he was a romantic.  The ideas that possessed him were 
so firmly particular that he rejected any and all others on the most tangential of bases and found 
ground in any opposite notion for retaliation.  Everything but what he believed to be true was 
anathema; it was impossible to dissuade him from the lump of convoluted opinions that, in the 
end, pulverized his mind.  So eventually, my father became a peculiar species of superpatriot, 
exuding so much self-confidence that any contact with him—spiritual, emotional, and, at times, 
even simply visual—became an exercise in patience, and indeed cause for concern.  My father, of 
course, understood this; he was, he claimed, always aware of his surroundings—a trait, he often 
added, that I would do well to add to my own emotional résumé (which he found to be forever 
lacking).  He attributed his acquisition of this marvelous quality to one man, an omnipotent 
soldier forever known to me only as “Sarge.” 
 “Sarge,” my father oft repeated, usually midway through his fifth or sixth can of beer, 
“was a genius—a man of action.”  Then he’d shake his head.  “Genius,” he’d say again.  He’d 
point a finger at me and wag it disdainfully.  “You oughta remember that, Jeremy.  Geniuses 
are—men of action.  They do things.  Not just sit on their asses all day and smoke, nah—they get 
out and beat the living shit out of life, and then, get up the next morning and do it all over again.  
By God,” he’d add, most of the time, “ain’t too many goddamned geniuses in the world anymore.  
World’s a piece of shit, well…” And at this point, his voice would trail off.  He’d shrug 
noncommittally, and if he weren’t completely inebriated by this time, send me off for another can 
and the conversation would be considered over.  I’d leave him to his beer and his chair and creep 
silently upstairs to do my homework. 
 I never met Sarge in person, of course, and beyond what my father revealed to me in his 
speech I learned nothing of the man that was his personal savior.  As I recall, most of our 
conversations were like that—one-sided, stupor-inducing lectures, with myself on one end, 
listening as best as I could, and my father on the other, rushing forward with his words on a 
handful of stale pretzels and a can of Miller Light.  I therefore tended to avoid my father, at least 
while he was sober, and so I consequently knew almost nothing of my father’s past, or even my 
own.  To be honest, though, I never really gave that unfortunate circumstance all that much 
thought: even at that age, I was beginning to realize that in order to survive (at least, within my 
Midwestern confines) my life required as little thought as humanly possible.  Life in Ohio tends 
toward the vacant side of things, and truthfully, after a while, you don’t really notice it anymore. 
 I wonder, sometimes, if it was always that way; sometimes I question if the events that 
eventually transpired were indeed meant to be.  It seems to grow harder as time wears on for me 
to accept my life as just so, for me to reconcile my father’s transgressions with the idea of some 
Masterly order: a vision of some cosmic hand, long at large, gleefully wielding fate and slowly 
turning the crank of human consciousness.  Certainly, I am beginning to believe, I might have 
effected some change, or even have prevented what once appeared to be inevitable—and 
stemmed the river of events that left me shivering in its wake—had I but known it were possible 
to do so.  Or perhaps I’m wrong, and I’m only hiding behind a rationalization: perhaps I’ve come 
to such a conclusion as everything I ever put stock in became foreign to me, contradictory—even 
wrong.  Such, however, is history—immutable and unnerving, but never silent—and such 
musings are therefore useless. 
 As for my father, I am not sure if he ever quite realized the consequences of his own 
actions, or if he ever completely grasped the intent behind his own words and implications.  He 
was never bound, my father, by the same nervous coils that limit most human beings, nor, it 
seems, was he restricted by any ethic or trauma.  My father desired to be governed by no law, 



Life In Wartime 

 7

legal and physical alike; he was forever vigilant against convention, ready and willing to repulse 
the world at large—but he was unwitting of the results, I believe, and he was innocent of the 
treachery that history and humanity have laid to his name. 
 For those reasons, and many more, I don’t blame my father, for his fate and my own; I 
can take no shelter in his missteps and refuse to be cornered into the sort of condemnation that 
becomes the bitter end of so many an angry man.  I grew into this world through no fault but my 
own, and yet I find myself fighting the legions of disbelievers—an infinite mass of anti-faith and 
mercantile darkness—against whom my father himself might have battled.  I have come to the 
conclusion that my father was—at the root—correct.  His motives were, I believe, pure, even as 
his communication of them failed utterly, and even today I wish only that I’d been able to save 
him before it became too late. 
 
 I don't live in Ohio anymore; they sent me away a few years ago and I've been moving 
around ever since, clinging on as best as I can to what few things I've got left.  There are a lot of 
places around here, I guess, for kids like me—I mean, chances are, if you happen to be visiting 
you'll probably bump into one of us, walking along the road, or more likely than not, running 
away from it.  Places like the Mansion—as far as I know it's always been called the Mansion—
deal with a lot of that, and every few nights (say, once a week) you'll hear the Furies go off 
because some other dumb bunny decided to try his luck against the Wall.  That’s the cliff out 
there above us, sheer rock face and gravel; it stands about three hundred feet out before sloping 
back into what you’d only guess was sky, horizon—like if you can break past it somehow you’d 
be free, but hardly anyone ever does.  They usually don't get too far: the Furies can move pretty 
fast and anyway, it's tough out there in the woods—most kids give up after one or two nights, 
and then when they come back, they either get the Treatment or just get sent away again—or 
maybe both.   
 I'm not saying that it's impossible to get away; every now and then you'll wake up and 
somebody will just be gone, like he went to sleep and dreamed himself out of here, beyond the 
Wall, beyond the Furies and everything else that tends to drive you crazy.  They're the ones you 
never hear about— give it about a week and they're almost always forgotten, and if you do 
mention them, people will look at you as if you're crazy.  It's like they were never here at all, 
except that in the back of your mind you can remember something, and it nags at you and bites 
you in the ass when you're trying to sleep at night.  Dammit, they were here, you'll say to yourself, 
and pretty soon it's all you can think about—you'll think about running till there's nothing left, 
wanting to know if you can disappear, because sometimes nowhere is the only place you can hide 
at all, and you sure as hell can't hide here. 
 The Furies—they're the nurses that work here—go around the hallways at night, except 
on Sunday nights when Mrs. Grindley does the beat for them.  The nurses aren't that bad; they 
won't do much except send you back to bed, and maybe lock your door for you, but Mrs. 
Grindley—she's about six feet tall and the size of a refrigerator— still goes around with this big, 
black paddle and swings it so hard it makes the air whistle.  It's every boy's nightmare to bump 
into her, and when she's here you usually try to sleep in—for some reason she doesn't take to 
boys really well and chances are if you do manage to bump into the Grinder she'll either be pissed 
off as all hell at you or looking for a reason to be. 
 Still, if you do things right, you'll probably get along well enough; they leave you alone, 
usually, and most of the time you end up in your own corner, staring out the window into 
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someplace far off, not really talking to anybody at all.  If you're here, you've usually got your own 
things to do, to think about, and mostly they don't really want to know about it.   
 There really isn't all that much around here; going out usually means hanging around at 
the record store, or maybe wasting your time at the ice cream parlor.  You really don't have much 
time to do anything but cool off, sit down and kill yourself with board games and television.  
There's a train station down the road with a line that connects to Richmond, but they don't ever 
let you go that far—it's not that they're afraid you'll run away, it's something else entirely—like 
they don't want you to even see the place, like they've got to perform some sort of exorcism over 
it but they just can't work up the balls.  You'd think that just because it'd piss them off everybody 
would be gunning for the place, but for some reason, nobody does.  The Furies, the Grinder—
they never talk about it, probably never even think about it, and neither, I suppose, do any of us. 
 Today's raining; outside it's falling so thick that you can't see past the sidewalk.  You can 
hear someone watching television in the parlor, one of those stupid weekday afternoon cartoons 
like the Adventures of Spiderman or maybe Thundercats; somebody else is shooting pool downstairs.  
Other than that, you can't hear anything else; a bunch of the kids went to town before the rain 
started and right now the Mansion is pretty much deserted.   
 I'm sitting here trying to read when all of a sudden little Jimmy Nagerson comes into the 
room like he normally does, all twisty-toed and stuttering like a broken-down radiator. 
 "Hello, Juh-juh-Jerry," he says, looking down at his feet.  "Whatcha doin'?" 
 I don't bother to look up from the book.  "My name is Jeremy," I remind him, "and I'm 
reading, okay?  So go bug Catherine or somebody.  I'm busy." 
 "Uh.  Oh-kuh-kuh-kay."  That's Jimmy for you.  Getting the time from him can take 
hours.  "Cuh-cuh Catherine went to tuh-tuh-town," he rattles out, after a moment.  "W-w-with 
the others." 
 I groan.  "So go bug Anthony.  He didn't go to town, did he?" 
 "Nuh-no."  He shakes his head; his hair—an airy yellow—sweeps across his eyes.  
"Anthony's at home." 
 "Good.  Go bug Anthony, then." 
 "He's playing puh-puh-ping pong." 
 "Jimmy," I say, setting the book down, "we don't have a puh-puh-ping-pong table."  I’m 
mocking him of course, but he doesn’t notice. 
 "Not puh-puh-ping pong.  The other game.  With the buh-buh-balls and the sticks." 
 I try to think.  "Pool.  Do you mean pool, Jimmy?" 
 Jimmy nods.  "Yeah.  He's puh-playing puh-pool." 
 "Uh-huh."  I pick up the book again.  Jimmy stares at me.  I give him the meanest look I 
can.  "Why don't you go play with him?" 
 "Cuh-cuh-cuz I don't know how," Jimmy manages, a happy grin curling his face. 
 "Yeah?  You could be the cue ball."  This, of course, is lost completely on him.  I give up.  
"Just—go find something to do, for Chrissakes," I tell him, giving him my meanest look again.  
"Someplace else." 
 "Are you crying, Jeremy?" Jimmy asks. 
 "Huh?  Um— no, why?" 
 "Buh-buh-because I thought you were crying." 
 "I see."  I bury my nose in the book, try to read—hoping desperately that Jimmy will go 
away.  After a minute, though, I feel him sit on the bed and I set the book down and look at him 
again.  I sigh.  "Jimmy, what is it?" 
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 Jimmy shrugs.  "Nuttin'." 
 "Fine," I say, trying to shoo him off the bed, "now go on, go away—" 
 "Except," Jimmy quickly pipes, "Missus Erin wants to tuh-tuh-talk to you.  In her office," 
he amends with a nod.  "Said it was im-puh-puh-portant." 
 "Doctor Danes?"  Erin Danica Danes is the head counselor: she sorta runs the place 
every now and then when Mrs. Grindley isn't around, or is out shopping (for more paddles, the 
resident wits routinely claim).  I like her.  She's about twenty-four or so, with short brown hair 
and these incredible looking eyes.  She usually doesn't call people down to see her unless they've 
done something incredibly bad.  "What's she want?" 
 "Tuh-to see you.  In her office." 
 "I know that, dummy," I snap, and Jimmy's eyes well up like they always do before he 
starts to cry.  It's the last thing I need right now.  "Jeez, I'm sorry, Jimbo," I say, friendly as all get 
out, "here, here, take a—“ I look around the room.  There's some Tootsie Rolls somebody was 
handing out before lying on the dresser; I reach over and give it to him: "—candy bar, okay?"  He 
nods pathetically, like he's thinking he'll get another one.  I grit my teeth, grab two more and stuff 
them in his hands.  "Go ahead and eat 'em," I say, hoping this'll shut him up.  "Why don't you tell 
Doctor Danes I'll be down in a sec, okay?"  
 "'kay," Jimmy says, jumping down from the bed, his little fit apparently forgotten.  "Be 
down in a sec."  He races from the room; I hear him pound down the stairs, yelling.  
Somebody—whoever's watching the television, I guess—tells him to shut up, goddammit; a 
second later Jimmy begins to cry for real. 
 I lie back on the bed, thinking. 
 
 At the beginning of it, my father and I lived alone in an antiquated, two-bedroom 
farmhouse, just within the legal limits of Guaxinotipah City, an underpopulated town that 
anticipated with disinterest the miles of cornfields and Interstate that lay beyond.  My father had 
no wife, and I no mother (until a specifically notorious Biology class I’d never known that I’d 
ever had a mother at all).  Our closest neighbors were a wizened old farmer named Paxton, a 
stray collie named Dimitri that had been roaming around the county for years, and our 
“landlord,” Louis “Fighting Lou” Levov, a former boxer recently forced into retirement at the 
insistence of his children, now full-grown.  Paxton kept to himself, mostly, and was only seen in 
town buying livestock feed; Dimitri, having been on the loose for so long, would sooner make 
lunch of your ankles as look at you; and Levov was a sour, dwarven man whose favorite pastime 
was to take his crossbow to any animal, irrespective of species, that crossed his lawn without 
court authorization.  The skirts were a bastion, I think, for the disaffected, and a haven for those 
who knew only the self-reliance of loneliness. 
 The road to our house—we had no driveway—was a long one, but it was paved, and it 
was just short enough to reasonably walk along.  It led directly into the town square, where you 
might find, lovingly encased in plastic shrink-wrap, all that Guaxinotipah City had to offer to the 
world: an assortment of fruit baskets, perhaps, or a genuine, leather-bound Holy Bible, fresh 
from the J. Edwards Books “processing facility” down on Lurie Street.  For the unfamiliar, there 
were Reds caps, and occasional bits of baseball memorabilia, as well as the usual tourist amenities: 
personalized pens, SNO-domes, postcards, and the like.  A statue of the town’s namesake—an 
Iroquois Indian chief—stood sternly overlooking a portion of Main Street, and you could have 
your picture taken with him and then spit on his toe for good luck.  For the more experienced, or 
the more stout of heart, there were the grocery stores, offering ancient cheeses and mincemeat 
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pies so loaded with spices they were poisonous.  Aisles in the newer stores stocked up with 
insecticides and Citronella candles; their older counterparts sold homemade netting and 
flyswatters.  And at the hardware store you might find, if you looked hard enough, bits of antique 
farm machinery that presumably would be of use to no one but the most ravenous of collectors. 
 This is not to say, of course, that Guaxinotipah City was lacking every modern 
convenience.  Even the oldest grocery stores had installed some form of air-conditioning (the 
reliability of which, of course, was a perennially nagging concern) and the one “electronics” store, 
which supplied most of the town’s televisions, radios, and metal detectors, did manage enough 
business that it was able to stay open for the better half of each week.  No, Guaxinotipah was not 
backwards, at least, not in the conventional definition of the word, and, in my opinion, it had 
never been slow, or even remotely quaint (a pernicious modifier inflicted on lesser 
municipalities).  Unlike most small towns, Guaxinotipah did not embrace its own nature; it made 
no attempt to preserve the memory of its history, and any measure to save tradition was 
immediately vetoed and forgotten.  All things atavistic or agrarian were quickly sold off or 
thrown away; and the few farmers that lived in town made a loud point of traveling to the 
agricultural Expo up in Dayton every few years, under the pretense of buying the latest 
equipment.  Technology, once introduced, was usually readily assimilated (though not 
immediately understood), and anyone caught reading the Columbus Dispatch instead of the New 
York Times was immediately derided as a rube, a redneck, and ridiculed mercilessly  until he 
disposed of the rag and refined his tastes—until he finally caught up with the times, realized that 
the world beyond encompassed far more than the Clippers or the new shopping mall, that there 
was more—much more—after the Ohio River.  Why don’t you open your eyes, they’d ask, and 
just grow up? 
 No, Guaxinotipah attempted to be fairly—cosmopolitan, as most small towns go, and in 
this, I must say, it achieved some small degree of success.  But for some reasons it never 
completed the metamorphosis; it seemed doomed by some cruel trick of geography to an 
everlasting state of metropolitan pre-pubescence.  The boom the town fathers had foreseen never 
arrived—or had simply been misdirected—and so roads went unpaved, factories unbuilt, and 
hopes abandoned and unfulfilled.  The town had once lain in wait, but the time had simply 
disappeared—and as the restlessness was handed down, so too were the ills and worries of an 
entire generation: years of untold frustrations, tied into fraudulent investment plans, half-baked 
inventions, and Libertarian candidates—passed on, down the ever-dwindling line of ambition, 
and dreams—and destiny. 
 Perhaps, I wonder, it might have been their destiny, after all; perhaps they were meant to 
understand this and move on again.  And perhaps they might have known this, as well, that every 
fancy may dance but once and never be seen again—but then, I think, it might have made very 
little difference if they had known at all.  Perhaps, as I have come to believe, my father and I 
might have weathered the storm only if we’d fled into oblivion, away from the tattered 
nightmares that haunted those streets and struck at their creators with devastating cruelty. 
 
 They usually don't keep the Mansion all that clean—with about forty or so kids in one 
building it's practically impossible, and the most cleaning the house ever sees is usually the 
Spanish crew that comes in about once a week with their leaf blowers and vacuum cleaners to 
suck everything out.  Today, though, the Mansion is practically antiseptic; it even smells of 
disinfectant.  In the rec room, Anthony is busily putting away the pool cues, Stephanie, who was 
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watching television just before, is in the parlor getting an earful from Miss Jamie for yelling at 
Jimmy to shut up.  I hurry past them and head straight for Doctor Danes' office. 
 Doc Danes is watering one of her plants when I walk in; she looks up at me, all smiles.  
"Afternoon, Jeremy," she says.  She waves me to a chair.  "Go ahead, sit down.  I've just got to 
finish with Kevin."  She gives me a grin and I smile back a little weakly.  Doc Danes is a little 
crazy—kinda funny when you consider she's a doctor.  She talks to her plants a lot, which 
wouldn't be so bad except that she says that they talk back.  Kevin's her favorite—this really odd-
looking poinsettia that she got from her ex-boyfriend about three years ago for Christmas.  Doc 
Danes likes to say Kevin's the most sensitive.  Most people just sort of smile and nod when she 
does. 
 "Kevin's not feeling really well today," she says, matter-of-factly, turning over one of the 
leaves.  She pats it gently.  "No sunlight, isn't that right, Kevin?"  She looks at me, as if I can hear 
Kevin, too, and I sorta squirm in my seat.  Smile and nod.  I shrug.  Doc Danes sets the watering 
can down, wipes her hands on her pants.  Doc Danes hates wearing dresses—I guess she’s a 
feminist, or something—but most of the time you're thinking that you'd like to see her in a short 
skirt.  She's got these incredibly long legs.  I've only seen them once, when we all went to the 
beach and she had her swimsuit on.  God, I thought I would die.  I think she knows it, too: 
maybe she doesn't want to show off, especially with the Grinder here all the time. 
 "So, Jeremy," she says, sitting down at her desk.  "How're you feeling today?" 
 I don't know why, but doctors always ask you that before they tell you something terrible.  
It's as if they're all trying to prep you for surgery or maybe take your pulse before they hit you 
with a mallet.  It's really weird, I guess, but after a while you get used to hearing it—it's like: all 
right son, brace yourself.  "I'm okay," I say carefully, and Doc Danes sort of nods, like she's making a 
note. 
 "That's good," she says.  She starts leafing through some papers that she has on her desk.  
"How's studying?" 
 "It's all right."  She means the stuff my tutor gave me, which I haven't looked at for about 
a week or more.  "It's coming along, I guess." 
 "That's good," Doc Danes says, still going through the papers.  She pulls one out, bites 
her tongue.  "No, that's not it," she mutters to herself.  "I just had it here a minute ago—“  She 
rifles through the rest, then finally gives up and sets the whole thing to the side.  "Forget it," she 
says to me, "I can't find it here.  It must have gotten lost, or something."  She eyes the pile of 
papers almost angrily, then turns back to me, all smiles, her hands folded on the desk.  "Never 
mind.  So, how are you?" 
 "I'm fine."  I add: "You already asked me that." 
 "Did I?"  Doc Danes slaps her forehead, which typically annoys the hell out of me, but 
she’s already got me too worked up to care much.  "Sorry, Jeremy.  I think I'm losing my mind, 
today.  Not much of a difference, huh?"  She rolls her eyes, smirks.  "Anyway, what I called you 
down for.  Right."  She sits back in her chair.  "Jeremy," she says in this very serious voice, "We 
got some bad news.  From Dayton." 
 "Oh."  I really have no idea of what she's talking about but I just nod my head, anyway.  
Smile and nod.  "Dayton.  I see." 
 Doc Danes frowns at me.  "Yes, Dayton," she says again.  "It's something very serious, 
I'm afraid." 
 Now she's got me worried.  I wish she would forget about this warning type of bullshit 
and just tell me what the hell it is, but I don't say anything like that, just say, sorta quiet: "Oh." 
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 "It has to do with your father," she finally says.  She’s practically staring at me.  
 I remember.  “Dayton.  That’s where they took him.” 
 “Yes.  Your father—“ She gives me what I think is a pained sort of look.  “Your father 
died this yesterday, Jeremy.  They called earlier today, advised the Board.  Mrs. Grindley was the 
first to hear of it.”  She rubs her eyes as if she’s tired.  “I was supposed to tell you.” 
 “Oh.”  Something is funny about all that but I let it go.  “I see.” 
 Doc Danes looks at me kind of funny.  “Are you okay?” 
 “Sure.”  Nothing to worry about, I tell myself.  He’s dead.  Big deal.  Just an old man.  
Then: my old man.  “I’m okay.” 
 “You’re not—worried or anything?” 
 “No.  I don’t think so.” 
 Doc Danes gives me another kind of funny look, then sorta crooks her eyebrows: all 
right, whatever.  "Well, if you have any questions, you're welcome to talk to us.  That’s what 
we’re here for, you know."  She smiles at me.  "Okay?" 
 "Okay."  I shrug a little.  "Thanks, I guess." 
 Doc Danes' eyes get this really weird glow in them that I absolutely can't stand.  She’s 
nice and all, but it’s like she’s trying to be your mother.  I just can’t get used to it, I guess: she’s 
too damned pretty to be anybody’s mother.  "You can always talk to any of us, Jeremy.  You know 
that, right?  We're here if you need us." 
 "All right," I say.  I look out the door—by now Jimmy has stopped crying and the house 
is completely still, practically lifeless.  "Doc Danes, I got a bunch of homework I gotta do," I say.  
It's a total lie—my tutor won't be here for another three weeks—and Doc Danes looks like she 
knows it.  Still, she nods, doesn’t say anything.  "Can I go?"  
 "Sure," she says, with almost a sigh.  As I'm getting up, she asks: "By the way, whose turn 
is it at dinner tonight?  Yours?" 
 I shake my head.  "Steve's, I think." 
 "All right.  Don't forget, we're here for you." 
 I nod my head, then slip outside, shutting the door behind me.  Sure you are.  I slide down 
the hall, creep upstairs.  It's gotten a lot darker, and I can barely see anything at all, what with the 
blinds down and everything it’s almost spooky.  The rain is pounding angrily on the 
windowpanes, and I shiver—reach for the light switch and get the radio instead. 
 It squawks: "—forecast is for moderate to heavy rainfall for most of the region, scattered 
thunderstorms and high winds in some parts.  Some areas are already reporting mudslides and 
even some flooding, so the best thing for you to do, folks, is just—" 
 I switch it off, hit the light switch.  I lie down on the bed and try to go to sleep, but I 
can't. 
 
 I was about seven years old when it really started: by that time I’d learned to adapt myself 
to my father’s various eccentricities and life was proceeding relatively smoothly.  August was 
beginning; I would be starting school in only a few weeks and the imminence of another school 
year was already weighing heavily on my mind.  I would be in the fourth grade that year: after 
Miss Heidt, my second-grade teacher, had discovered me with my nose buried in Homeric 
poetry, she managed to persuade the Administration into promoting me.  This promotion was, 
Miss Heidt assured me, a reflection upon my scholastic promise—if I worked really hard at 
school, I was bound to get everything I’d want out of life, maybe even more.  This small fact was 
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not lost upon my father, who, from the very beginning of my memory, had never ceased to 
emphasize my schooling. 
 “Ya gotta have smarts,” he was fond of saying.  “If you got smarts, then hell, you don’t 
need anything else—you can be tall or tough and whatever and it don’t matter if you don’t think.  
Are you listening, Jeremy?” 
 “Yes, sir.” 
 “Sarge always said the finest soldiers are the smart ones.  But it ain’t just learning smarts, 
you know?” 
 “Yes, sir.” 
 “Don’t matter if you know what President did what, you know, you don’t gotta know that 
kinda history bullshit nowadays, ‘cause history don’t matter anymore.  Science, that too.  Ya gotta 
be fast-smart.  Think on your feet, that sorta thing.  That’s what matters, these days—don’t let 
those crazy teachers tell you anything different—they’ll always be tryin’ to brainwash you and you 
won’t even know it, lemme tell you.  Damned teachers…” And at this point, depending on his 
mood, he might have launched into an hour-long tirade against teachers, guidance counselors, 
and the institution of public education in general (which often resulted in an ill-advised complaint 
call to the Board of Education) or he might have simply sunk into an impotent sulk, 
contemplating the inevitable demise of American intellectualism for days on end. 
 My father: he was a tall, spare man, edging nervously on gauntness, with a large crooked 
nose and arched eyebrows underlining his forehead—which was, it seemed, perpetually 
sunburned.  He had a beard that he took great pains to brush to its greatest length (about six to 
eight inches) each morning and a mustache to match; his eyes were a bright blue but his hair—
what remained of it, at least, as he was balding—was a shock of white, thrusting out in all 
directions, like a cotton ball run amok.  His fingers, in constant motion, were thick with age-old 
calluses, and his skin, for the most part, seemed worn and weather-beaten—not so much leathery 
as leathered.   
 He was accustomed, my father, to minute routines but absolutely abhorrent of monotony 
in any scale larger than his daily cup of coffee or can of beer.  “Keep yourself moving, Jeremy,” 
he often warned me.  “That’s the secret.  Can’t go wrong if you’re never caught in the act; just 
gotta pick up the pace a little is the key, lemme tell you.”  He was fond of certain mannerisms 
and would not hesitate to loose any one of his self-styled vernaculars upon an unsuspecting 
victim, and for this reason he had been permanently barred from a few of the town’s more 
respectably haughty establishments.  He liked his coffee black—exactly one bean for every year 
of his age—and while he demanded the morning paper be placed alongside his breakfast I rarely 
saw him touch either until both had outlived their usefulness.  “Food,” he claimed, “slows the 
mind down.  You can’t eat if ya wanna have your wits ‘bout ya.”  He detested lawyers (“all 
bloodsucking scumbags”) and doctors (“shit-spewing assholes”) with equal venom; he loathed 
both management (“ball-twisting bastards) and the union (“goddamned goose-stepping 
sonsabitches”) with similar passion.  He was the enemy, I believe, of the mindless masses, and a 
willing propagator of whatever cause he happened to deem worthy at any given moment. 
 And so, unpredictable as it could be at times, my existence up to that point had already 
begun to adopt the patterns I assumed would accompany me through the rest of my life.  Barring 
my father’s erratic variations, I would go to school, do my homework, and essentially carry out 
the necessary functions of life in between.  My father was never prone to interrupting this—but 
in those instances that he did, I think, my life would take ever the slightest turn for the sporadic 
before returning to blank normalcy once more.  But there did come a point—that August, that 



Life In Wartime 

 14

burning sunset August—where my life, and my father’s as well, made that spiraling skid into the 
surreal and never looked back again.   
 
 “Communists,” my father flatly declared one morning, throwing the newspaper onto the 
table, “are the most devious, evil creations God ever let walk on this whole damned planet.”  
This said, my father took a sip of his coffee and picked up the paper again, drumming his fingers 
absently on the tabletop. 
 I knew from experience that such a apparently random shot never went unaccompanied, 
so I waited, listening as I crunched my way through my cereal. 
 My father eyed me critically.  “Didja hear what I just said, Jeremy?” 
 “Yes, sir.” 
 “You oughta say something, then.” 
 “Yes, sir.”  I nodded, took another spoonful of cereal.  “Communists.”  I swallowed.  I 
considered a moment, then: “They’re bad, sir.” 
 “Right.”  My father’s eyes returned to the paper.  “They’re evil, son, don’t you forget it.  
Lemme tell you—they’re the ones making the evil in this world; anything you see that’s evil I’ll 
betcha there’s a Communist behind it.  They’re always conspiring ‘mongst themselves, those 
damned Reds, trying to find new ways to kill ya, or maim ya, or what not.  Terrible, evil things.  
Full of death, destruction, all that.” 
 “Communists, sir?” 
 “That’s right, son,” my father answered.  “Communists’ll kill ya.  They’re the ones to look 
out for, yes sir.”  He folded the paper down, his eyes scanning the article.  The headline, I 
managed to make out, read: Trustees Approve Plan For Theme Park.  “They’re all over this place, 
lemme tell you.  All over.  They’re the ones building these goddamned ‘theme park’ 
thingamabobs in the first place.”  He pointed accusingly at the paper. 
 “Theme parks?” I asked. 
 My father glared at me.  “Aren’t you listening, Jeremy?” 
 “Yes, sir.  I just wanted to know who—“ 
 “Sarge hated Communists,” my father said.  His eyes grew wistful for a moment and he 
brought his gaze to the ceiling.  “Hated every one of those scum-sucking Reds, lemme tell you.  
Every day of his life he was fighting ‘em.  Every damned day, morning, noon and night, he’d be 
sticking it to their damned Communist asses.  He hated those Reds with a passion.  Real passion. 
 “Now don’t you get me wrong, son,” he cautioned me, with a sideward glance.  I nodded, 
swallowed, and he went on: “There’s a difference there, ‘tween passion and real passion, I mean.  
Some people’ll say that passion’s just feeling real strong ‘bout something, but lemme tell you, 
Jeremy—they’re just dead wrong.  Real passion, that’s what Sarge had.  He always told me: ‘You 
can fight a battle and win, but it doesn’t mean squat if you don’t have real passion.’  Real passion, 
that’s what he said.  Everybody’s gotta have a passion.” 
 “Yes, sir.” 
 “Now I don’t mean every passion is right—God no, ‘cause those Reds probably have 
more devious, twisted passions than the whole frigging universe.  Combined, I think.  They’re all 
crazy, son.  Communists’re are crazy; they’ll kill ya if you’re not careful.” 
 I nodded.  I had finished my cereal already, but leaving the table, at this point, probably 
would have been impolitic. 
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 “This town’s crawling with Communists, you know that, son?”  My father gave me a 
questioning look.  “Absolutely crawling.”  He shook his head sadly.  “Those farmers, over 
there—don’t you go talking to them, or anything—they’re all Communists, lemme tell you.” 
 “Yes, sir.”  A single cornflake had somehow survived and I pushed it around with my 
spoon. 
 “Communist—infiltrators, that’s it.”  My father nodded his head emphatically.  
“Infiltrators, that’s what they are.  See, soon, those farmers over there—you listening to me?” 
 I looked up from the bowl.  “Yes, sir.  Every word, sir.” 
 My father glared at me again.  “You gotta know this, son, if you wanna fight back, know 
what I mean?”  He shook a finger disapprovingly at me.  “Knowledge, Jeremy—this kinda 
knowledge is important.  You gotta know your enemy, else he’ll sneak up on ya, and before you 
know it, BAM!”  My father slammed a fist against the table.  “He’ll hit ya like that—just sneak up 
and WHAMMO!”—he pounded the table again—“you’ll be out, cold, I tell you.  So you just 
mind those Communists, son.  You better mind what I’m telling ya, ‘cause those Communists 
scumbags are just ‘bout everywhere nowadays.” 
 “Understood, sir.”  I gave him a look that, I hoped, conveyed this understanding as well 
as my deeply burning desire to escape—but he didn’t appear to notice at all. 
 “But these farmers,” my father went on, “these farmers—see, son, they’re just plantin’ 
the seeds, you see.”  He considered the validity of this statement for a moment, then continued: 
“Not just those plant-type seeds, like corn or what-have-you; nah, they’re sowing those seeds 
of—what’s it called—malice, I think.”  He frowned as he stopped to mull it over. 
 “Discontent, sir?” I offered—then snapped my mouth shut as I realized my mistake.   
 My father’s eyes brightened.  “Discontent, that’s it.  Sowing seeds of discontent, luring 
good ol’ native Americans like us, you see, and then smacking ‘em—“ he slapped his hands 
together to illustrate—“with the ol’ hoolie-voodoo bullshit, lemme tell you.  That’s how they’re 
doin’ it.  And when the time comes—what’re you looking at, Jeremy?” 
 I turned from the window.  “There’s a man outside, sir,” I told him.  “I think he’s a 
salesman.” 
 My father got up, pulled up the blinds and looked outside.  A man with an attaché 
briefcase was walking around bewilderedly—apparently searching for the front door.  “Salesman, 
all right,” my father intoned gravely.  “Goddammit, I hate salesmen.  No-good swindling two-bit 
sonsabitches, s’all they are.  Ain’t naught to do ‘bout that.”  He sat back down at the table. 
 “Should I let him in, sir?” I asked.  The opportunity to escape having presented itself, I 
was not about to let it escape.  I got up from the table.  “I don’t think he knows where the 
doorbell is, or anything.”  My father waved me back to my seat. 
 “Nah,” he said.  “Siddown.  I’ll handle it.”  He got up again, stretched his back—yawned.  
“You’re not old ‘nough, not quite yet.  Gotta have experience to handle a salesman, else they 
cheat you out o’ everything ya got.  Frigging salesmen.  Got nothin’ better to do but cheat and lie 
and steal and such—“  He continued to mutter to himself as he went to ward the salesman off. 
 
 My father had never been overly fond of callers, in general (and he particularly loathed 
pitchmen of any breed) so I was rather surprised to see him return to the kitchen a few moments 
later with the salesman—a plump, florid-faced jug of a man with an elliptical smile and a two-liter 
bowler hat—shortly in tow. 
 “You won’t regret this, Mister,” he was saying as my father led him in.  The salesman 
stepped lightly into the kitchen, set the attaché on the counter.  My father edged his way around 
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him carefully and lumped himself into his chair as the salesman opened the attaché and pulled 
out some important-looking papers.  “No sir, Mister,” he said, “You won’t regret this at all.  One 
day, Mister, you’re gonna thank the day—“ he pulled out another sheaf of papers, more colorful 
than the rest—“that Jeremiah Darius Gray came ‘long and saved you from this horrible 
destruction that’s just about rainin’ down on our beautiful country.”  His voice was a scratched 
Western drawl, lying somewhere between Houston and Hollywood and at once ingratiating and 
blatantly annoying.  He turned around to face us, shook his head solemnly.  “S’terrible thing, I’m 
afraid—you can’t be safe anywhere nowadays ‘less you c’n protect—and I mean really protect—the 
things you love, ‘specially your family—“ he gave me a courteous nod—“or your home, or 
whatever else have you.” 
 My father nodded, and took a sip of his coffee.  “It’s the Communists, right?” he asked 
the salesman.  “The Communists, they’re the ones doin’ the whole thing, right?” 
 A flicker of confusion danced across the salesman’s face.  “Communists—“ he muttered 
to himself—but then he recovered gallantly.  “Oh yeah, sir, those Communists—them, too, I’m 
afraid, they’re—“ 
 My father slammed a fist onto the table.  “They’re the only ones, dammit!” he bellowed.  
“Don’t care ‘bout these vandals or whatever, it’s those damned Reds that’re—that’re—um—“ 
the word had apparently escaped him and his voice trailed off in search of it. 
 “Subverting,” I offered. 
 “Subverting, that’s it,” my father said with a nod.  “They’re the ones subverting those 
frigging criminals to do what they’re goddamned doing in the first place.  You get rid o’ those 
frigging Reds, and you c’n forget ‘bout crime, and what not, lemme tell you.” 
 He glared at the salesman, who smiled congenially—a remarkable feat, under the 
circumstances. 
 “P’rhaps yer right, Mister,” Mister Gray said, “but yer gonna want to look at these 
statistics—“ My father shook his head an emphatic no and the salesman stopped. 
 “Statistics,” my father told him, “ain’t nothin’ but bullshit.” 
 The salesman’s smile seemed to grow a little strained.  “Well, sir, these kinda statistics are 
different, in that respect, they’re real important—“ 
 My father shot the salesman a cold look.  “Ain’t nothing important ‘bout statistics,” he 
snapped, “’less you’re a Communist.  That’s how they operate, lemme tell you.”  He eyed the 
salesman warily.  “You’re not one o’ those Red bastards,  are you?” 
 The salesman quickly shook his head no.  
 “All right, then,” my father said.  “Just get on with it.  But,” he added, wagging his finger 
warningly, “don’t you be using any statistics.” 
 The salesman nodded, a little wearily now.  “Right then,” he said.  “Well, I’ll just show 
y’all a sample of the merchandise.”  He reached into the attaché and pulled out what appeared to 
be a small booklet, and handed it to my father.  “Take a look at that,” he suggested.  “You’ll 
understand what I mean.” 
 I walked around the table to my father, looked over his shoulder.  The booklet was about 
the size of small Bible—the type the J. Edwards Company gives away on its weekly tours—about 
two inches wide, and three inches long.  Emblazoned on the cover were the words Survival of the 
Fittest, searing the sky above a young, muscular soldier of fortune with his fist raised in silent 
defiance.  It was, I thought, a particularly ugly cover (and remarkably suspicious-looking one for 
all that) but my father didn’t seem to notice.  He turned eagerly to the table of contents, scanned 
it eagerly.  Most of the chapters, I saw, dealt with similar issues: weaponry, battlefield tactics and 
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(interestingly enough) propaganda techniques used by the “Great International Conspirators.”  I 
glanced at my father, who was, it seemed, intent on memorizing the page.  I turned to the 
salesman. 
 “What is this?” I asked him. 
 The salesman grinned at me.  “I'm glad you asked, kid.”  He thrust a laminated pamphlet 
into my hands before I could protest.  “I represent the E. J. Hawkins Self-Protection Service all 
the way from Austin, Texas, here to serve you with the information you need to protect yourself 
and your family from the dangers of this modern world.”  He pulled out a chart and flashed it 
briefly before my eyes.  “Notice this chart here—you’ll see crime levels rising and property values 
fallin’ as a result and from that point you can see the vicious cycle that is what we experts like to 
call the Circuit of Atrocity.”  He pointed to the chart and explained: “Here we have the crime, 
because of low property values; increased crime lowers these here property values—“ he pointed 
to a drawing of a burning house—“and these lower property values make people basically 
criminals, you know, raping and murdering and embezzling and all that.”  He pulled out another 
chart.  “And if yer not lucky, you’ll get hit by all this—“ a picture of a woman screaming in 
terror—“if yer not protecting yourself, that is, which is why I’m here today to tell ya how to do 
just that—to try out the E.J. Hawkins Self-Protection Program.  This ‘ere booklet ‘splains it all, 
essentially; only ten-ninety-five for the whole deal.”  He sucked in a breath, smiled.  “All that’s 
required of you is just to provide your name and address on this here sheet, and we’ll send y’all 
the rest of the information later.” 
 In an instant, the pamphlet was gone, replaced immediately by a plastic clipboard and a 
pencil.   
 “Just sign the sheet, s’all there is to it, my friend, no obligation or anything, just ten-
ninety-five plus shipping and we’ll bill y’all later.”  The salesman’s grin widened.  “Just add your 
name and address to the list; it’s all we need to sign you up.  Just your name and address oughta 
be fine.” 
 “Go on, son,” my father said, looking up from the manual.  “Just fill it out.” 
 I turned to my father in desperate disbelief.  “Sir, I’m not sure—“ 
 My father’s eyes bore into me and I stopped.  “Are you contradicting me, Jeremy?” 
 “No, sir,” I replied.  “I was just gonna say that—“ 
 My father cut me off.  “Sarge,” he told the salesman in an authoritative tone, “woulda 
loved this book.  Absolutely, lemme tell you.”  The salesman, whatever his name was (my various 
suspicions were, by this time, sinking in deeply) looked at him in mute surprise but nodded 
blankly anyway.  My father continued: “Sarge was always talkin’ to us ‘bout self-protection, and 
all that, how say if you were alone and your buddies were all gone, or what not, how to take care 
of yourself in that situation.  ‘Cept, he’d always say—“ my father’s voice became a husky 
whisper—“most people generally forget ‘bout all of it, so when they get out into the world—“ he 
drew a finger across his throat—“it’s all over, ya know?”  He shook his head sadly.  “S’why we 
gotta protect ‘em, I say,” he muttered.  “Gotta protect people from themselves, and of course, 
those Communist bastards.” 
 The salesman smiled agreeably, though now it appeared to be more than a little forced.  
“Don’t forget those criminals, Mister,” he piped.  “You’ve gotta look out for those vandals and 
murderers and the like.”  He snatched the clipboard from me and proffered it eagerly to my 
father, who showed virtually no interest in it.  “If you’d just sign here,” the salesman said, but to 
no avail; my father had, it seemed, slipped once again into the vague and perilous darkness of his 
memory. 
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 “Sarge always told us,” my father was saying, “he’d write some book someday.  You 
know, to explain his—tactics, and stuff, so the rest of us could learn it, remember it.  If we 
needed it, of course.”  He examined the manual’s cover again.  “Never really saw it, o’ course, but 
then he always said it’d come to us, somehow or other, you know?”  He gazed at the salesman 
hopefully.  “Ya think this could be it?” he asked. 
 The salesman didn’t hesitate.  “Mister,” he said, allowing the slightest hint of remorse to 
drip into his voice, “if yer thinking ‘bout the same ol’ Sarge that I’m thinkin’ of—“ 
 “Yeah?” my father asked anxiously.  “Ya think so?” 
 “—then this is just the book for you,” the salesman finished, choking off a sob.  I 
groaned, but neither one of them seemed to hear me.  My father seemed to be on the verge of 
tears.  As for the salesman—he was playing it for all it was worth; I had to give him credit.  He 
was certainly tenacious.  “Same ol’ Sarge, I know it, same one,” he said blubberingly.  “I know it 
‘cause it’s true in my heart, and I know Sarge woulda written a book just like this and you know 
what—“ he paused to wipe a tear from his eye—“I really think—that he did.  Oh, he told me, 
just after he finished writing it, ‘Jeremiah, you go find—‘ what’s the name again?”  
 My father’s eyes were wet when he spoke.  “Darrison,” he answered sadly.  “Sarge, he 
remembers me, after all these years—“ 
 “Yeah,” the salesman replied, eager to follow through now that he was starting to make 
progress.  “Sarge told me, ‘you go find that feller Darrison and you make sure he gets this here 
book ‘cause I know he’s been looking for it for all these years and never found it.’  And I said, 
‘Sarge, you can’t know that, ain’t any man alive c’n know a thing like that.’  And you know what 
he did?” 
 “What?” my father asked, awestruck. 
 “He looks me right in the eye and says to me: ‘I’m the same damned Sarge ever was, and 
I ain’t just no goddamned man, you little wormy piece of shit, so you just—“ 
 “’—get your ass a-movin,’ is what he woulda said,” my father finished.  “Oh, God, it’s the 
same ol’ Sarge, same ol’ Sarge, that’s right—“ he sighed sadly, hiccupped.  “Tell me that’s the 
same ol’ Sarge—“ 
 “It was,” the salesman told him with a somber nod.  “Same ol’ Sarge ever was.  And I ask 
him, ‘Well Sarge, I’ll find him, but I dunno where this feller lives,’ and he says to me, ‘you go look 
in Ohio, son, and you’ll find him at—‘” he paused, glanced at my father.  “What’s this ‘ere 
address again?” 
 “Same ol Sarge,” my father wept.  “I still can’t believe he remembers after—“ 
 “Look, mister,” the salesman said hurriedly.  He mashed his hat in his hands.  “See, Sarge 
done give me a schedule, if you know what I mean, and I gotta be getting along, you understand, 
so if you’d just—“ 
 “Sarge!”  My father’s resolve collapsed.  He threw his arms into the air, dropped his head 
down onto the table and sobbed uncontrollably.  I handed him his handkerchief and he grabbed 
it, blew his nose into it, now almost in hysterics.  The salesman gave up.  He flipped open the 
attaché, hastily tossed his things into it, and stalked toward the door, all the while giving me the 
dirtiest look as if it were all my fault.   
 I shrugged: I didn’t know this was going to happen. 
 “Well,” the salesman announced, opening the door, “you seem damned well capable of 
handling the situation yourselves—“ my father lifted his head from the table, gazed at the 
salesman with bleary, tear-choked yes. 
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 “You ain’t leavin’, are ya?” he asked anxiously.  “Not when we just gots to talkin’ ‘bout 
Sarge, and all?” 
 The salesman’s smile tightened to much I thought his face would crack.  “Well, see, 
Mister, Sarge gots me on this schedule, see, and—“ 
 “Oh, s’right, that’s right.”  My father cleared his throat with sudden authoritativeness, 
stood up straight.  He wiped his face clean on his sleeve.  “Damned near forgot ‘bout that.” 
 “—So I gots to be going,” the salesman finished, and if I hadn’t known better I’d have 
thought there was a note of relief in his voice as he spoke.  At the moment, though, the 
salesman’s eyes seemed to quiver at the terrifying prospect my father’s inevitable farewell—it was 
almost a sense of resignation.  “But my work here is done, see, so—“ 
 “Wait a sec,” my father said, setting the book on the table.  He got up from his chair, 
approached the salesman respectfully.  He stood tall, gave the salesman a crisp salute.  “The next 
time ya see Sarge—“he paused. 
 “Yes?” the salesman asked.  His upper lip twitched. 
 “Ya gotta tell him,” my father finished with as much dignity as he could muster, ”I’m still 
the finest goddamned soldier he’s got, okay?”  He fought back a sob with moderate success.  “Ya 
gotta tell him—“ 
 “I will,” the salesman assured him.  “Will do, okay?”  He picked up the attaché, backed 
toward the door.  “Next time I see him, promise.” 
 “Wait,” my father said. 
 “What?” the salesman hissed.  The tears, I noticed, had boiled away; his face was 
stretched taut with nervousness.  “What is it?” 
 My father paused, about to say something, then reached for the salesman and held him in 
a tight embrace.  “You take care, Jeremiah,” he murmured huskily, unaware of the look of horror 
that had palled the salesman’s face.  “Gotta keep the honor, Sarge’d say.  Sarge’d be proud of 
you, lemme tell you.” 
 The salesman quickly untangled himself from my father’s arms and ran out the door, his 
attaché and hat in hand.  He bounded onto the driveway and scurried off into the distance. 
 My father stuck his head out the window.  “Sarge ever needs anything, you come right 
back, okay?” he hollered.  As an afterthought, he gave the salesman—already some fifty yards 
away and still running—a solemn salute. 
 The salesman raised his hand in return, but unfortunately, from our distance it was 
impossible to determine whether or not he had saluted back to us.  In any case, it was unlikely. 
 
 The few days subsequent to the salesman’s visit were, I believe, the quietest days I had 
spent in weeks, or even months, and were certainly among the most peaceful I would ever have 
in the years to follow.  My father had become totally engrossed by the manual, scanning its lines 
with care and dutifully highlighting sections of the text with a Magic Marker.  He had filled an 
entire legal pad with his various notes, questions, and diagrams, which were mere hieroglyphics to 
the uninitiated observer but suddenly became—upon explanation—perfectly logical, each and 
every mark having some root in concrete rationality.  Arrows danced through the pages with 
reckless abandon, some pointing away into nothingness and others converging upon apparently 
unrelated sub clauses or prepositional phrases—but their tenuous connections suddenly took on 
a more definitive steel when referenced with the manual’s innumerable tenets, and the entire 
document, I might notice if I were to read through it thoughtfully, was rife with carefully 
wrought interdependencies (or so my father repeatedly claimed).  The manual itself was, I 
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thought, a thoroughly confusing (and worthless) document—but it was also, apparently 
(according to my father), Sarge’s long-lost canon and as life was altogether calmer for my father’s 
examinations of it, I made no objection and allowed him to continue his research without 
interruption. 
 His work those few days was relentless and unremitting; my father attacked the pages of 
the manual with a ferocious vigor, one that I’d never considered him capable of summoning.  
“I’d forgotten,” he informed me during one of his infrequent breaks (the purpose of which was 
invariably either a trip to the bathroom or a fresh pot of coffee) , “that I was a soldier.  Almost 
forgotten ‘bout Sarge, can you believe it.  Getting soft, s’what I was, getting—what’s the word—“ 
He turned to me for a suggestion. 
 “Complacent, sir?” 
 “That’s it, complacent.  Can’t be complacent, lemme tell you.  S’when you’re complacent 
s’when those damned Commie bastards come get you, you understand?  Can’t relax for a 
goddamned second, ‘less ya want a shot in the back o’ the head, or something.”  He paused, 
looked around the kitchen, which had been inundated by an avalanche of papers, coffee cups, 
grease-stained buckets of fried chicken and boxes of doughnuts.  “Where’s that coffee pot?” he 
demanded. 
 “Over there, sir.”   
 “Get it for me, will ya?”  He rubbed his beard distractedly, looked back at the table where 
the manual was.  “I gotta get back to work.” 
 “Yes, sir.” 
 “And pour me out a cup while you’re at it, okay?” 
 “Yes, sir,” I answered.  He nodded at me approvingly, sat down and in a moment was 
hurriedly scratching his way through the pad again.  I found the coffee, poured out a cup of it, 
and set both pot and cup on the table in front of him.  My father grunted his recognition but did 
not look up. 
 He studied the book in that manner for three days and three nights, neglecting food (with 
the occasional exception of perhaps a doughnut or a chicken wing to “keep up the strength”) and 
sleep; when the electricity failed, during a sudden thunderstorm, he continued to study by 
candlelight, burning the candles into nothingness.  The floor was littered with the pencil stubs 
he’d broken and the emptied carcasses of pens he’d exhausted; balls of crumpled paper roamed 
the kitchen like tumbleweeds.  He was oblivious to the mess; in fact, he was oblivious to almost 
everything.  In this determined frame of mind he seemed to accept the greatest outrages with the 
greatest equanimity—he vowed again and again that nothing short of foreign invasion would tear 
him from his work (“but if it comes,” he told me, “I’ll be waiting for ‘em”), and that I was to see 
to the household business while he prepared his mental faculties for the task ahead.   
 He said little else of interest during this period; our communication was limited to mere 
grunts and nods and harried gesticulations, any of which might mean “food” or “coffee” or 
whatever else he might need.  His entrenchment in the kitchen gave me time to complete my 
summer reading (the simpler, school-dictated material that fell just within the bounds of the 
Board’s curricular guidelines) and then, finally—to do what I had not yet done the entire 
summer: dream. 
 It was, as I have said, early August—a golden time of the year, ripe and potent with 
summer sunshine and pregnant with Nature’s genius: wheat fields had sprung tall and formidable 
all around, swaying gently in silent undulations; whispers of wind silently ran along the road next 
to you and called your name as you walked.  The trees that were stood solid and green, the 
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friendlier ones beckoning you high into their branches, to look through the leaves and into the 
county, and out toward the horizon.  In one direction wound the far-off river, curving in the 
distance and kissing the sun by twilight; in the other direction lay the flaxen plains, supplicant at 
your feet and bounded by the sky alone. 
 You could see people, too, of course.  From various trees, you might perch yourself and 
take note of the oblivious peons below, living their lives unaware of the roles they played in a 
grander, more mysterious drama: the Amos twins, distinguishable only at close range, buying 
groceries for their mother and spilling the catsup over themselves; Jay Wilkinson, the baseball 
star, making a spectacular diving catch but landing in an inexplicably wet (and large) patch of 
mud; Mrs. Billowby, the second-grade schoolteacher, catching her dress in the car door and 
tearing the misbegotten cloth right in half.  There were other, less pleasant things you could 
watch, of course—there went, for example, Mister Jenkins, the banker, on his way to the county 
seat; and to your left just passed by Laney Millhouse Lawrence, the second-toughest kid in 
school, and (as a consequence of not being the first-toughest) the school’s worst bully.  And, if 
you really wanted to, you could look to the far west of the town, where they were beginning to 
move the big machines in to dig the earth out: construction on the theme park was about to 
begin.  Nobody, however, went near the construction except the lawyers and the bankers and the 
workmen themselves; the general consensus appeared to be that the theme park would be good 
for the town but no one wanted to have any part of it.  Usually, your eyes would chance upon 
that misshapen, overturned tract of land by mistake, and quickly turn to things that were more 
aesthetic—or exciting. 
 For me, though, there was always Helen McMurry. 
 Helen was beyond beautiful—she was poetry personified.  Her every step was alluring 
and graceful; a mere glance from her—a ethereal smile and a whisper of her brown locks and it’d 
be gone—drove practically every boy in the fourth and fifth grades out of their minds with 
rapture.  She was a consummate athlete; her baseball skills were second only to those of Jay 
Wilkinson (the captain of the school team) and she could beat almost any boy in a foot race and 
nearly half of us in arm-wrestling (though it was generally thought that most boys played to lose).  
Her hair was long, and light brown; her eyes were gentle and her face was perfect.  She was quiet, 
and didn’t speak that much in class—but when she did, it was never strident, like the voices of 
some girls, nor was it inaudible, like those of others—it had a sweet, singsong quality to it that 
could drive every boy out of his right mind, just to listen to it. 
 She was perfect in every way but for her misdirected attentions.  For almost a year now, 
Helen had been going out with Christopher DuChamps, who, despite being French, was the 
toughest kid in school (and would little hesitate to prove it with his fists).  Christopher wielded 
his acerbic tongue and callused knuckles with equal ability and any rivals—infrequent though 
they were, challengers did crop up occasionally—were likely to be humiliated in a very public 
manner before finding themselves knocked onto the ground.  Only a privileged few—
Christopher’s closer friends and various associates—ever dared to contradict him at all, and 
absolutely no one considered somehow wooing Helen away from him.  Failure in such a task 
would be a foregone conclusion: between Christopher’s pugilism and Helen’s apparent devotion 
there was little room for hope. 
 Still, this never kept us from hoping—there were a lot of us that still hoped: perhaps, just 
perhaps, Helen would come to her senses and notice one of us (and, equally, just maybe 
Christopher DuChamps would step into the road tomorrow and get hit by a bus).  There was not 
a single boy, I believe, that had not imagined himself in Christopher’s place, holding Helen’s hand 
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as the two walked into Lou’s Ice Cream Palace, or had not wished that he could but once—just 
once—taste Helen’s lips on his own.  To touch her hair, to be the one to hold her tight—such 
were the hopes and fantasies of every boy back then.  But there was not a single boy, I believe, 
that wished harder—or more sweetly—than I did those few winsome summer months. 
 And so I dreamed those three days, balanced carefully in the uppermost branches of 
whatever trees I could find, my primers in my lap and the sunset singing its elegy for the day in 
traces of red and amber.  I’d wait there until the last traces of the sun had pulled away into the 
dusk, then I’d tuck the textbook into my pack and slowly work my way towards the ground again, 
branch by branch, and often wouldn’t arrive home until nightfall.   
 I would have liked for it to have lasted forever, this way, and it could have—the passage 
of time makes little impression upon an unsuspecting imagination—but near the end of the third 
night, my father completed his studying. 
 The area surrounding my father was less disastrous for the time than it had previously 
been: the lights had come on a few hours before and I’d managed to pick up a good quantity of 
the debris that had been liberally flung about the kitchen floor.   Earlier in the evening I’d started 
the unpleasant business of cleaning the counter, discarding the lumps of half-eaten food and 
other less revolting items into the trash.  I’d even found a fresh can of coffee grinds and had 
made a new pot for my father.  This done, I sat down in front of the television and waited. 
 Some hours later, my father abruptly broke his self-imposed silence. 
 “There,” he announced grandly.  He pushed himself back in the chair, threw the pencil 
down.  “Finished at last.” 
 I had been sleeping on the couch, bored comatose by an endless string of late-night game 
shows.  My father shook me awake.   
 “Hunh?” 
 “You wanna look at this, Jeremy,” my father said proudly.  He held the legal pads 
(sometime during his studies the number had ballooned to three) a few inches away from my 
half-closed eyes.  It looked like a green fog.  “This,” he told me, “is what Sarge woulda wanted, 
lemme tell you.  This is more’n just three days worth of work, son, this is a whole goddamned 
lifetime we’re holding, right here.”  He paused to let this sink in.  I yawned. 
 “Er—that’s great, sir.”  I stretched, rubbed my eyes.  “Um—what time is it, sir?” 
 “Doesn’t matter,” my father said.  He gazed at the notebooks lovingly, caressed them 
with his fingertips.  “S’early, s’best time of the day.  C’mon, Jeremy, gotta get up.”  He frowned.  
“Get up, son.  Gotta attack the day, lemme tell you.” 
 “Um—yes, sir.”  I blinked: my eyelids felt like they’d been glued together.  My father 
stalked into the kitchen and I followed him, bleary-eyed.   
 The kitchen, despite my efforts only a few hours ago, had once again erupted into 
complete mayhem.  Old papers and fruit peelings carpeted the floor, coffee grinds and bits of 
uneaten bacon littered the countertops and the sink—which I'd spent a good thirty minutes 
emptying—was once again, almost miraculously, stacked high with grimy dishes and used beer 
glasses.  I collapsed into a chair, stared bewilderedly at the mess. 
 “First thing we gotta do,” my father was saying, “is get some supplies.  Food, and such.  
Can’t fight a war without supplies.”  He paced around the room.  “How are we with that sort of 
stuff?” he asked me.  “Food, ya know—rations.  Do you know?” 
 “Food, sir?”  I got up from the couch, walked over into the kitchen.  “Well, we’ve got 
doughnuts, sir—“ I held up a box that was sitting on the table—“and we’ve got coffee.”  I 
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showed him the pot I’d made, now gone cold and stale.  There appeared to be an ant swimming 
in it, but I didn’t bother to examine it more closely.  “I’m not sure what else, though.” 
 “Check the fridge.”  My father ran a finger down one of the legal pads hurriedly.  “What 
we got s’far as beer?  Beer's important, ya know.  Finest ration a soldier's got, does everything for 
'im, lemme tell you.” 
 “Um—“ I opened the refrigerator, peered inside.  “Beer’s good, sir.  We’ve got about 
twelve—thirteen bottles.”   
 "Thirteen," my father muttered, making a check mark on the pad.  "What frigging kind o' 
number is that."  He stabbed at the pad furiously, snapped the tip of the pencil right off.  He 
threw it aside, growling with disgust, and grabbed a new one.  "You sure there’s just thirteen?” he 
demanded. 
 “Yes, sir.” 
 “Fine, then,” my father said, with wave of his hand.  The pencil brushed against the wall 
and promptly broke in half.  He grumbled a series of dark and angry oaths under his breath, 
tossed it away.  “Anything else in there?” 
 “Yes, sir.” 
 “Well, read it out to me, then.”  He pulled out another pencil from his pocket and 
scribbled something on the pad.  He shot me a fierce glare.  “C’mon, son,” he snapped, “get to it.  
Don’t got all day, lemme tell you, s’not like those Commies gonna wait for us, or anything.”   
 “Yes, sir.”  I stood on my toes and searched around.  “Butter, sir.” 
 “How much?” 
 “Two—one stick, sir.  The other stick’s gotten all moldy.” 
 “Throw it out, then,” my father told me, waving his hand impatiently.  “Can’t have that 
kinda thing, infection or what not, lemme tell you.” 
 I picked up the rancid stick gingerly, looked for the trashcan.  The kitchen on the whole 
having devolved into a state of utter chaos, however, it was completely impossible—even the 
floor was barely visible.  At last, feeling my father's glare, I gave up and tossed the stick out the 
window, to which my father grunted quietly in satisfaction.  I returned my attention to the 
refrigerator.  "Milk: we’ve got two quarts, sir.” 
 “Right.”  He made a note of it on the pad. 
 A slab of meat took up most of the space on the third rack.  “Side of ham, sir.” 
 “How heavy is it?” 
 “Pretty heavy, sir.” 
 My father shook his head.  “Numbers,” he growled through his teeth.  “I gotta have 
numbers.” 
 “Um—“ I picked it up, took a guess.  “Six—seven pounds, sir?” 
 “Good ‘nough.”  Another checkmark.  “Anything else?” 
 I looked again—our refrigerator looked terribly bare.  “No, sir.  That’s it.” 
 “Uh-huh.”  My father flipped the page.  “What’s in the freezer?” 
 “Nothing, sir.” 
 “You sure?” 
 “There’s the ice, sir.  And your beer glass.” 
 “Hunh.  Really.”  My father jotted down a final note, then tucked the pencil away.  
“Listen up, Jeremy,” he told me.  His chest swelled proudly, and he turned to face me at full 
attention.  “There’s a battle coming, do ya hear?  I’m talking a war, son—a full scale, all-out 
assault of which we are to be the first—and goddamned finest—soldiers.  We’re gonna be on 
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those FRONT LINES, son, we’re gonna kick some Red Communist Ass, lemme tell you.  ‘Cause 
they’re gonna wanna take this war onto our home front, and we’re gonna make sure that if they 
do, they’re gonna regret it from here ‘til Judgment Day, yes, sir.  Understood?” 
 “Yes, sir.” 
 “What was that, soldier?” my father barked. 
 “YES, SIR!” I whooped. 
 “Better,” my father told me, “but it’s too throaty.  Gotta come from your—ah—“ my 
father consulted the pad for a moment.  “Diaphragm, that’s it.  Gotta come from your 
diaphragm, right.” 
  “Yes, sir.” 
 “I CAN’T HEAR YOU, SOLDIER!” my father bellowed.  “SHOUT IT LIKE YA GOT 
A PAIR!” 
 “YES, SIR!” 
 “Good.  Right, then.”  He held up a pad, read from it with an air of self-importance.  
“Now, I'll give ya the secrets of our first mission after our—ah— reconnaissance efforts have 
been completed and the extent of the enemy infiltration is fully—ah, determined.”  My father 
nodded to himself.  “Our first assignment, then, is to—“ he consulted the pad again—“pick up 
supplies.”  He tapped the pad with the pencil absently for a moment, lost in thought.  “Supplies.  
Food, and such.  Gotta have food if ya wanna fight the war, yes sir.” 
 “Understood, sir,” I said with a small breath of relief.  He wanted to pick up groceries—
that was all.  I could handle that, I thought.  My father, however, wagged the pencil at me (in 
place of a suitable riding crop, I suppose) in a manner that suggested otherwise: 
 “Now,” my father warned, “don't be underestimatin' the importance o’ such an 
assignment.  The enemy—all those goddamned Communists, lemme tell you—been doin' some 
major damage to our community.  They probably—er, what’s that word again?” 
 “Subverted, sir?” 
 “Yeah, that’s it.  They probably been subvertin' those vital, important members of our 
community.  They may have wooed them to the, ah, dark side—those Communists have got 
some pretty strong psychological shit, which we gotta be prepared to deal with, lemme tell you.”  
He tapped the pad gravely with the pencil.  "Those subverted people, ya know, probably ain't 
gonna help us, understand?  We gotta take precautions against this.” 
 “Precautions, sir?”  My hopefulness faded. 
 “Hell, yes, precautions,” my father huffed, impatiently.  “O' course we gotta take 
precautions, son, else they’ll take some goddamned advantage over us, lemme tell you.” 
 “What kind of precautions, sir?” 
 “Can’t tell ya just yet,” my father said, slyly, “else those Communists might hear, or 
something.  They’re sneaky, lemme tell you.  Devious, those damned Reds.  But,” he added, 
“don’t you worry ‘bout those precautions, or the plan, or what have you.  I got it all memorized.”  
He pointed to his head, and smiled.  “All mapped out up here, lemme tell you.” 
 “Oh,” I said.  I felt a vague sense of helplessness wash over me.  “All right, then.” 
 
 "Jeremy."  A girl's voice.  "Hey, Jeremy.  Wake up."  I feel a hand on my shoulder, 
shaking me.  "Hey.  Dinnertime."  A pause.  "You alive?" 
 "Uh."  I shrug her off.  "No.  Goway." 
 "C'mon," she says.  "We're all waiting for you." 
 "Not hungry." I wave at her to go away, bury my face in the pillow.  "Everything's fine." 



Life In Wartime 

 25

 She's silent for a moment, but I know she's standing over me, waiting for me to get up.  I 
roll over onto my side.   
 "You're not supposed to be in here, you know," I mutter, my eyes still closed.  It's true.  
Girls aren't allowed in the boys' wing; it’s been a rule for as long as I can remember.  "You're 
gonna get in trouble.  I'll tell." 
 A snort.  "Like hell you will.  Besides, they sent me down here to get you.  It's not like 
they care." 
 "They do so.  They'll kick you out." 
 She laughs.  "Yeah, that'd be so terrible.  Oh, Jesus." 
 "Yeah, it would."  I open one eye and take a look at her.  "Jeez, Steph—" 
 "Let's go, already, Jeremy," Stephanie says.  "They're gonna think I'm fucking you or 
something." 
 "Go ahead.  I don't care." 
 She laughs again.  "Funny.”  She licks her lips like she actually means it.  “It's tempting." 
 I open my eyes, give her a reasonably twisted grin.  "Why not?" I ask her.  "Get you the 
hell out of here." 
 "Yeah, they'd feed me to the Grinder, first.  Don't think I could deal with that."  She 
gives me an evil-looking glare.  "Are you getting up or not?" 
 "You want me, don't you?" 
 "Dork," she concludes abruptly.  "You are such a dork."  She turns on her heel and spins 
out of the room. 
 I watch her go, then thump back down on the bed.  After a long minute, I pull myself up 
with a groan and make my way downstairs for dinner. 
 
 At a younger age, Big Eddie Paxton (as he was popularly known) had been destined for 
greatness.  His eighteenth year saw him a hale, strapping man, with a winning sort of charm and a 
smile to match.  He lacked virtually nothing intellectually (he graduated valedictorian from his 
preparatory school) and as he was the latest iteration in a long and dusty line of blue-bloods—
even royalty, as it was rumored—his demeanor was impeccable.  His father, a stockbroker from 
Queens, foresaw his son eventually running for the Presidency; Paxton’s mother (who had never 
worked a day in her life) predicted the Olympics, a business degree from Harvard, and (to top it 
all off) a hearty paycheck with a brace of hale, strapping tots to bounce on it.  The other 
members of the Paxton clan—as well as their less privileged acquaintances—were equally 
ambitious; they all saw in Paxton (or at least, they convinced themselves of it) a potential so 
wildly beyond their own meager beginnings that almost from his birth Eddie was assailed with 
gifts, offers of money, even marriage proposals.  His benefactors would never admit as much, of 
course, but they all had the same thing in mind: that these gifts, of advantage and position, would 
pay off in the end, that once Eddie grew up to his adult realizations, they would all reap their 
respective rewards. 
 Paxton, however, had decided to earn a name for himself, and in this, his determination 
was so furious it eventually became a conceit.  He adhered to his own code of duty so vigilantly 
that he learned to ignore the gifts, to disregard the attentions paid him—to accept it all as the 
infrequent tics in his otherwise unswerving resolution.  And as he strengthened his resolve he 
began to realize the danger—he felt the resentment around him growing, brewing beneath every 
forced smile and all the roaming eyes and hesitant laughs, and he knew that none of it would last 
much longer—that he was going to have to strike it out on his own. 
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 Paxton finally escaped to Harvard; he threw himself into his books, gorged his eyes on 
political treatises and ancient legal texts.  And now, suddenly bereft of the buoyant arm of the 
familiar entourage of his youth, he faltered a little, but Big Eddie Paxton had always been his own 
man, had prided himself on his self-reliance, and armed with his tenacious charm, he stood 
himself aright.  He clawed and fought through his classes, struggled for the first time in his life, 
but eventually found himself at the top again—and felt at last that he was beginning to earn his 
name.  The admirers were slower in coming, but—he thought—at least they were genuine; at 
least he’d proven himself in these respects.  He was well-liked for his good looks and intelligence; 
he joined the rowing and wrestling teams and was admired for his athletic prowess.  His grades 
earned him the attentions of the deans and, consequently, the adulation of the rest of the faculty.  
And for a while, Big Eddie Paxton was the happiest guy in the world: if he’d been asked, that’s 
what he would have answered. He had everything he’d ever wanted—the warming glow of 
respect, the orange badge of accomplishment—and for the first time in his life, Big Eddie Paxton 
was pretty much satisfied. 
 But everything ended abruptly his junior year.  A student at Amherst, a woman named 
Allison Bishop, had been dating Paxton for about a year when she committed suicide by leaping 
out of her dormitory window.  Though the circumstances surrounding her death were never aired 
with any certainty, it was widely rumored that Bishop had been two months pregnant with 
Paxton’s child when she died.  Paxton himself vehemently denied the charge, but it seemed the 
damage to his reputation was already done.  And when yet another woman—this one, a 
seventeen-year-old prostitute known publicly as Megan—alleged that she, too, had been touched 
with “that Eddie fellow’s” seed, Paxton’s fate was sealed.  It made little matter that the accusation 
was most likely untrue; the mere idea that a prostitute knew Paxton by name implied an eternity 
of moral lapses.  Paxton felt the consequences almost immediately: His grades fell and Harvard 
suspended him; his parents disowned him; his relatives—Paxton’s life-long, gift-giving patrons—
forgot him entirely.  In shock and in disgrace, Paxton fled New England, and traveled as far west 
as his now depleted savings could take him: a small town in southwest Ohio.   
 His sudden appearance in Guaxinotipah City was barely noticed; migrant workers were 
common then, and Paxton—dirty, destitute, and desperate—must have cut a particularly 
unremarkable figure.  By this time he had come to realize his prospects: he had lost his family, his 
money, his education—and it seemed that he had lost his future.  The prosperity he’d been 
groomed to accept had inexplicably slipped between his fingers, inexorably lost in the most 
damnable way possible.  And, had he simply remained still, he might have lost everything 
forever—might have simply sunk into self-pity and finally drowned in self-loathing—but Paxton 
was far too hungry to despair, and bereft of the insulation of his childhood he began to adapt: to 
accept the world into which he’d been so forcibly exiled.  He hired himself out as a day laborer; 
at night, he swept the floors of the Mitchell First National Bank and slept on them.  It was, to say 
the least, a far cry from the Olympics, an almost unimaginable denouement for a hero knuckled 
under, but Paxton held on as best as he was able and within a few years he was doing well again. 
 He eventually bought for himself a few acres of land near the outskirts of town; he 
invested the remaining funds in seed, manure, and some dilapidated equipment.  He weathered 
that winter in a shed and planted the following spring; the muscles that had once been trained for 
water polo and wrestling he wore thin through endless days of picking, hoeing, and shoveling.  It 
was to be many years before the final bill would be paid and the farm would truly become his: by 
that time, Paxton could not even summon the energy to care.  He was old beyond his years, more 
decrepit than his frame would allow.  His face forever wore the beaten expression of 
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disappointment, of repressed frustration: perhaps he’d realized he had never truly wondered, 
never truly examined the ragged patchwork his life had become.  Only his drive—his dreams, his 
goals and ambitions—had fueled his survival, and now he found that he loathed it entirely.  And 
so, Farmer Paxton—a genuine freak of evolution—crept away and shut his eyes to the world in 
the hopes that it would, perhaps, disappear. 
 
 “You gotta realize,” my father told me, “that soon as the enemy—meaning those 
Commies, of course—infiltrates into the community, there ain't anything that’s safe.”  He rubbed 
his beard (which was unusually unkempt) and furrowed his brows.  “They’ll take over the 
newspapers, just you wait.  And you give ‘em enough time, they’ll subvert the lawyers and the 
bankers and everything.  We Americans, we know this, lemme tell you.  But see,” he added, “I’ll 
betcha those damned Red bastards already know we know.”  He looked at me sternly.  “You 
getting’ this, Jeremy?”  
 “I think so, sir.”  This earned me a withering glare. 
 “Ya can’t just ‘think so,’ son,” he snapped crossly.  “Enemy’ll take straight advantage of 
you, when ya just ‘think so,’ lemme tell you.  Ya gotta be sure of yourself.  ya understand?” 
 “Yes, sir.” 
 “That’s better.”  My father nodded, then glanced at his watch.  “Ten o’ clock.  Good.  We 
got time.”  He grinned in self-satisfaction.  “Toldja it’s always good to get up early.” 
 “Yes, sir.”  I nodded to show my agreement, trying hard to ignore my itching throat and 
my aching feet.  We’d been walking for a while by this time—we’d started at about seven—and I 
was glad that we were at least on our way back home.  After breakfast (ham between slices of 
stale doughnuts) my father had insisted on taking a “constitutionary” around the town—a 
training exercise of sorts.  “Gotta be in shape,” he’d said, strapping on his boots, “if yer gonna be 
in Sarge’s Army.  Ya gotta walk ten, twenty miles, in a row, ya know, without stopping.  Hell, 
maybe even run, sometimes.  Else yer never gonna get to where you’re going, no sir, lemme tell 
you.”  I had unwittingly acquiesced.  I had been hoping fervently that my father—who’d been 
awake for about ninety hours straight, by now—would suddenly collapse in snoring exhaustion 
onto the sofa, maybe even on the floor, but he’d shown no signs at all of being the slightest bit 
drowsy.  Indeed, he seemed so far to be even more invigorated than before, having set off at a 
brisk pace from our front door and not relenting at all over a sweltering ten miles.  
 We hadn’t seen anybody, of course; it was much too early for any businesses to be open, 
and, besides, my father had kept primarily to the outer roads of the town.  “Patrollin’ the area,” 
he’d said.  “Gonna scout out those Commie bastards ‘fore they get in.”  And so we’d walked, 
along forgotten pathways and neglected sidewalks, through woods and cornfield equally, never 
chancing upon anything larger than a deer—and that, rarely.  The complete absence of any 
activity did little to discourage my father, however; he said that it only proved that our efforts 
were not in vain.  “They know we’re out lookin’ for ‘em, Jeremy,” he quipped, “so they just haul 
their Red asses right out of here, lemme tell you.”  And we’d continued walking in that illimitable 
circuit around the town, my father sailing on a river of Sargian doctrine and wartime values and 
myself, half-asleep, plodding alongside him 
 “Those Communists, see, they get up early, lemme tell you,” my father was saying.  “Only 
way yer gonna beat ‘em is to get up earlier, ya know?  They get up, I dunno, at six, ya gotta beat 
‘em, get up at say, five.  Sleep ain’t that important anyway, lemme tell you.” 
 I was in no position to disagree with him.  “Understood, sir.”   
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 “But ya gotta watch out, Jeremy,” my father went on, “’cause those Red bastards always 
got somethin’ else planned, ya know?  Always devious, so ya always gotta watch your back, 
‘specially during these morning hours, and such.” 
 I nodded.  My throat was absolutely parched, and I said so to my father, who smirked. 
 “Thirsty, eh?” he clucked.  “Sarge never let us get thirsty, no sir, lemme tell you.  Sarge, I 
recall, he walked the entire length of the Sahara desert with just one canteen, nothin’ else.  One 
canteen.  Didn’t even fill it up the whole way.” 
 “That’s amazing, sir.”  I swallowed—it felt like a billiards ball was sliding down my throat.  
“I don’t think—“ 
 “He always said,” my father interrupted, “that, ‘one man’s got ‘nough water in him to last 
a thousand miles.’  Thousand miles, he said.  You’re what, eighty, ninety percent water, anyway, 
it’s gotta be good for something.  Never let us get thirsty, lemme tell you.” 
 “Sir, I think—“ 
 “Carryin’ stuff, Sarge always said, just weighs ya down.  Don’t carry nothing ‘round with 
you ‘less you can run with it, was his motto.”  His pace quickened as he spoke; I was practically 
running just to keep up.  Most folks, they carry too much, and BAM, that’s when the commies or 
what not’ll get ya.” 
 “Yes, sir, but—“ 
 “Goddam if Sarge weren’t right about that,” my father concluded, with a sigh.  Then he 
looked at me quizzically.  “What, Jeremy?  Whadja say?” 
 I gave up.  “Nothing, sir.”  I swallowed again.  “Just clearing my throat, sir.” 
 “Uh-huh.”  My father nodded to himself.  “Well, then, that’s all right.  Keep those—ah—
windpipes, that’s it; gotta keep ‘em clean, lemme tell you.  Breathin’ right s’important if ya wanna 
win the fight.”   
 “Understood, sir.” 
 We were rapidly approaching our street, and in the distance I was able to see—with some 
relief—our house squatting at the end of it like a malformed beetle.  I began plotting the absolute 
shortest route I’d have to take in order to get to the kitchen faucet, determining exactly how long 
I’d need to grab a glass and some water before my body would, I feared, shrivel up completely.  
Twenty steps, I reasoned: twenty steps would separate me from exquisite, sweet satisfaction, of 
water pouring down my throat in great luscious gulps, of clear, pristine water flooding my mouth 
and washing my desiccated innards, of water— 
 “First thing, though,” my father said, interrupting my trance, “we gotta take care of some 
business ‘fore we can go home, ya understand?”  He looked at me for confirmation.  “Jus’ one 
more thing we gotta do ‘fore we can go home.” 
 I stared at him blankly: surely, I thought, he was joking.  “Business, sir?” I asked 
incredulously. 
 “That’s right, Jeremy,” my father replied.  “Business.  Gonna take care of some supplies, 
ya know, items and such.”  He shook his head.  “Can’t fight a war without supplies, Sarge always 
said.  Gotta have—“ 
 I rarely felt the need to interrupt my father—usually such an intrusion would carry harsh 
penalties—but total dehydration, I thought, might rightfully warrant taking such a risk.  “Sir, I 
thought we were going to pick up—er, supplies, and stuff like that, later.” 
 “Hell, yes,” my father replied, with a an agreeable smile.  “Sure we are.  This is later, isn’t 
it?” 
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 “Um—“ I couldn’t find the right response to that.  “—yes, sir, but you see, sir, I’m kinda 
thirsty right now and—“ 
 “Always best to get things done at once, ya understand,” my father said, cutting me off.  
“Don’t—what’s that word—procrastinate, that’s it.  Procrastination just gives those damned 
Communists time to work on their devious schemes, and such, and then they stab ya in the back, 
lemme tell you.  Just get things done when ya got the chance, else you’re not gonna get the 
chance later and you’ll regret it, Sarge always told us.  Goddamned genius s’what he was, Sarge.” 
 “I know, sir.” 
 “Genius,” my father murmured to himself.  “Yep, genius—“ he stopped abruptly, held 
out his hand in front of me.  “Hold on a sec, son,” he said. 
 I looked at him—his face was knotted in concentration.  “Sir?” I asked.  “What is it?” 
 My father didn’t answer.  He was gazing intently at a small, dingy-looking shed some 
thirty feet away.  It was—I couldn’t help noticing—surrounded by trees, drenched in shade: other 
than that, it was, as far as I could tell, completely devoid of any interest whatsoever.  My father 
held out a finger: quiet.  After a moment, he whispered: “Didja hear that, Jeremy?” 
 “No, sir.” 
 “Listen.” 
 “But sir—“ 
 “Shaddup and listen.” 
 I shut my mouth.  It was clear that my father intended to follow through with whatever 
bizarre scheme he’d already conceived—even one, perhaps, that he’d just thought of only a 
moment before.  It would be faster, I thought, to allow him to indulge in his whimsical fancy 
than to argue, and risk not only death by dehydration (the sun had risen sharply into the sky and 
it was already well over ninety degrees) but also an equally stultifying lecture on the multifold 
virtues of silence.  I shrugged, and listened: there was nothing.  “I really don’t hear—“ I began. 
 “Shh!” my father hissed.  He leaned forward, cupped an ear.  “There it goes again!  Didja 
hear it?” he asked me excitedly. 
 I shook my head.  “No, sir.”  To clarify: “I don’t hear it.” 
 “Whadaya mean you can’t hear it?” my father seethed. “It’s the frigging answer, Jeremy, 
how we’re gonna get those damned Commie infiltrators and you don’t hear it!”  He spat.  “Don’t 
believe my own son can’t hear things,” he harrumphed, “gotta hear things ‘less you wanna get ya 
dumb self killed—“ his voice trailed off into a thicket of invectives. 
 “Sir—“ I began again, but then I stopped.  There was a noise—low and close to the 
ground, with almost a musical quality to it—wafting through the air, which had gone as dead as a 
Sunday.  The sound hovered vaguely for a moment, then disappeared.  “Was that it, sir?” I asked 
my father, when it had passed. “That sound?” 
 My father smiled, nodded eagerly.  “That’s it,” he whispered conspiratorially, “that’s how 
we’re gonna beat those Red bastards at their own game, lemme tell you.” 
 “It sounded almost like—“ I considered it for a moment.  “—like a horn, or something, 
sir.” 
 My father shook his head.  “You’ll see, Jeremy,” he said.  “Now, c’mon.”  He looked 
around carefully (“checkin’ six, always gotta yer check six, son” I remember him telling me) and 
made a quick dash for the shed.  He leaned against it, listening—nodded in approval after a 
moment—then craned his head around the corner, making sure the coast was clear before 
waving me in.  I swallowed, then ran to him. 
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 We made our way around the building, searching for the door.  The shed was about the 
size of a small barn, about fifty feet long and thirty feet wide, ivy growing along the sides in 
tenuous strings.  A river of weeds, long ignored, had pushed through the woods and against the 
walls, painting the air luxuriously with the green perfume of dandelions and juniper.  We waded 
through it, my father in the lead, stopping every so often to check six—the farm, my father 
warned, was probably crawling with Communist scouts.  Finally, after a few minutes, we broke 
into a clearing and—miraculously—found the door. 
 My father stepped back from the wall, examined the door closely.  It didn’t appear, at first 
glance to be particularly complex: it was a large, gray slab of metal, about four feet wide and six 
feet tall, bolted shut, with a Master lock and a chain strapped to the edges for good measure.  
“Those Commies lock ‘em up real good,” he muttered to himself.  “Real good.”  He rubbed his 
beard, concentrating on the door.   
 I shrugged.  “Well, sir,” I ventured hopefully, “maybe we could—um, try again 
tomorrow?” 
 My father shot me an icy glare.  “Sarge always said s’always a way to do things,” he said 
through his teeth, “jus’ that most folks too dumb or too scared to notice.”  This said, he returned 
his attention to the shed.  “That door’s locked pretty damned tight,” he concluded after a few 
moments’ scrutiny. 
 “Yes, sir,” I sighed.  “It is.” 
 “Well, then,” my father said, more to himself than to me.  “Jus’ hafta try another way.”  
He walked over to the shed, mentally measuring distances, widths, thickness.  Then, suddenly, he 
reached up to the lip of the roof and vaulted himself onto it with one ungainly swoop.  
“S’better,” he said, wiping his hands clean.  “Now, to get inside…” He disappeared from view, 
his boots clomping loudly against the roof surface. 
 “Um, sir?” I called. 
 “Quiet, Jeremy,” my father ordered.  “I gotta think.” 
 “There’s someone coming sir,” I told him.  “I think.” 
 My father’s head reappeared over the edge of the roof.  He squinted.  “Where?” 
 “Um—“ I listened again—the sound seemed to be coming from the road.  I pointed: 
“Over there, sir,” I said. 
 “’Bout how far away you reckon?” my father asked. 
 “I dunno, sir—“ 
 “Guess, dammit!” my father snapped.  “Gotta, what’s it, estimate, gimme an estimation, 
or something.” 
 I shrugged.  “Hundred feet, I think, sir,” I said.  “I think they’re following the path.” 
 “Right.”  My father chewed this over.  “Sneak attack, I think,” he muttered.  “Commies 
s’always sneaky, lemme tell you, damned Red scarifying tactics like that.  Right, then,” he growled.  
He pointed to the woods.  “You wait in there,” he said quickly.  “Lemme show you how good 
soldiers counterattack.”  With some reluctance, I obliged, and my father slowly brought himself 
into a panther-like crouch, his head just barely visible from the ground. 
 Time has since left my memory of the ensuing moments as a frenzied blur of action: I do 
clearly remember hearing the sounds come closer, and then, at last, seeing Farmer Paxton step 
into the clearing with bucket and washcloth in hand.  What happened next, however, remains 
somewhat unclear.  I believe Farmer Paxton must have opened the door, or else what happened 
afterward might never have taken place—but at any rate, I saw my father leaping from the roof, 
arms splayed and mouth stretched in a bloodcurdling howl as he threw himself on the poor 
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farmer.  The bucket and washcloth flew in the air—whether or not Farmer Paxton threw them in 
self-defense or in sheer terror I do not know—and my father and Farmer Paxton collided with a 
clearly audible whump! and collapsed on the ground in a heap.   
 My father shot to his feet, ready for a fight, but it was unnecessary: Farmer Paxton had 
clearly been knocked unconscious.  My father bent over the prostrate farmer, grunted in 
approval.  He signaled me to come out from the woods.  “S’okay,” he assured me.  “This 
Commie’s not gonna give us any trouble.” 
 I hesitated, somewhat stunned by the attack.  My father had just completely flattened our 
next-door neighbor, without any apparent provocation.   Surely, I thought, blinking a little, my 
father could understand the severity of this offense: I doubted the law cast a merciful eye upon 
those whose hobbies included pummeling defenseless farmers into a coma for no apparent 
reason.  At any rate, I wanted no part of it.  When I didn’t move, my father glared at me 
impatiently. 
 “Jus’ come over here, Jeremy,” he demanded.  “S’all right.  He won’t attack you now.” 
 “Sir,” I said with a gulp, “you just—you just killed Farmer Paxton.” 
 My father stared.  “Did I?  Didn’t think I hit him that hard.”  He leaned over Farmer 
Paxton’s body, felt around for a pulse.  He must have felt one, because in a moment he said: 
“Nah, he’ll be all right.  All those Commie bastards, they die hard, lemme tell you.” 
 “Yes sir, but Farmer Paxton—he wasn’t’—“ 
 “All farmers are Communists, lemme tell you,” my father muttered.  He renewed his 
glare.  “Specially this one here.  Now ya gonna get over here or do I got some chickenshit for a 
son or what?” 
 I shook my head, took a few tentative steps forward.   
 “That’s better,” my father said.  “No son o’ mine’s gonna be no chickenshit.”  He looked 
at me, then, though, and saw my expression.  He smirked.  “Had to hit him hard, Jeremy.”  He 
fell silent for a moment, then said: “Sarge always said, ya gonna hit someone, gotta hit him with 
your best shot.  Else they come back with double, ya understand?” 
 “I think so, sir.”  I shuddered.  “Will he—he’s not gonna—“ 
 “Nah, he’ll be fine,” my father said, with a detached wave.  “Nonlethal kinda shot, s’what 
it was.  Read ‘bout it, Chapter Fourteen, I think.”  He shrugged nonchalantly, then said: “C’mon, 
let’s get to work.”  He took one last glance at Farmer Paxton and strode purposefully into the 
shed.  I hesitated for a moment, unsure of my options—then followed him. 
 The inside of the shed was dark, and noticeably cooler than the outside.  The shed was 
filled, not surprisingly, with a variety of gardening tools—shovels, rakes, hoes, and the like—
carefully lined up along the walls like toy soldiers.  My father ignored these, however, and made 
his way quickly to the back of the shed.  There, next to an absurdly large haystack, stood a small 
heifer, calmly chewing its cud and watching us with almost complete disinterest. 
 “There she is, Jeremy,” my father whispered.  “This cow.  This cow’s gonna—er, fulfill 
our needs, lemme tell you.  Damned if she don’t help us beat those frigging Commie bastards; 
God knows those Commies have ‘nough cows, as it is.”  He nodded emphatically to himself.  
“You understand this, Jeremy?” he asked. 
 “Um—“ I nodded weakly.  “I think—I mean, yes, sir.” 
 My father’s eyes bore into me.  “You sure, son?” 
 “Um—“ I shrugged.  “No, not really, sir.” 
 “Well, then,” my father said, a trifle eagerly, “lemme s’plain it to ya.”  He tapped his chin 
soberly and thought for a moment.  Then, he said: “S’like this, son.  Those Commies, like I 
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s’telling ya, they infiltrate ‘bout everything they c’n lay their Red fingers on, lemme tell you.  
Anything ya put in their reach, you jus’ wait, and in ‘bout two minutes it’ll be completely wasted.  
Turned into a Commie, or what have you.  Like newspapers, those editors, or whatever, they just 
turn a good ol’ newspaper into some bastard Red rag, full o’ Communist hogwash and bullshit.  
Or even the—I dunno, the President, ya know, the President of these United States, if’n they get 
to him—“ his voice took on a heightened note of urgency—“then this whole country goes 
straight to hell, lemme tell you.  Isn’t pretty at all when those Commies take over.  But the 
worst,” he cautioned, “ain’t even the President, or those editors, or what have you.  They don’t 
touch ya ever’ day, and the Commies, see, they know that.  So you know who those Commie 
bastards, ya know who they’ll—er, subvert, first?” 
 I was beginning to think I knew where this was headed but decided to let my father 
finish.  “No, sir.” 
 “The farmers,” my father said triumphantly.  “Those farmers, you let those Commies take 
care o’ em and BAM!  The whole country goes frigging Red as a flag, lemme tell you.  ‘Cause you 
know why, Jeremy?” 
 “I don’t think so, sir.” 
 “S’because those Commie farmers—they control the supply lines, ya understand?  And 
‘cause they control the supply lines and what not, they c’n put their propaganda and bullshit like 
that into the food and stuff and WHAMMO!”  My father pounded his fist into his hand for 
emphasis.  "You getcher rations and what have you from them Commie supply lines and you’re 
just as Commie as whose his face, Roosevelt, Sarge’d say.”  He wagged his finger firmly.  “Can’t 
take that kinda chance, lemme tell you, Jeremy.  Can't take no chance with them Commies, no 
sir." 
 “Sir—“ I started. 
 “S’why,” my father said, ignoring me, “we gotta take this cow with us.” 
 I stared at him, dumbfounded.  “We’re going to take the cow?” 
 “O’ course we’re gonna take the cow,” my father growled.  "Not only that," he added, 
"we gotta make sure this here Commie bastard farmer don't make any more of them, what's-it-
called, supply line stuff.  That's it.  Gonna have to destroy his means o' production."   
 I stared at him in disbelief.  "We're gonna do what?" I asked. 
 "Destroy his means o' production," my father said firmly.  He pottered about the shed for 
a minute, came upon a fire-red gas can.  He tapped it, listened, nodded in satisfaction.  "See, 
those Commies, they're all busy puttin' their Commie chemicals into their fertilizer and manure 
and stuff, so's they can subvert ya and stuff like that.  I'll betcha that whole field there's frigging 
Communist by now.  Gonna hafta send it up, understand?  Burn the whole sucker down." 
 "But sir," I said timidly, "that's arson.  That's illegal." 
 My father glared at me, as if I had just said something extremely stupid.  "S'not arson," he 
said simply, "it's justice.  It's the American way, Jeremy, lemme tell you.  Americans don't like 
something, why, they just blow it up, yes, sir.  We're gonna hafta level the place.  And take the 
cow."  When he saw that I still didn't understand, he said: "It's like this, Jeremy.  We gotta do 
what's right.  Right?  This here Commie farmer bastard's out to do what's wrong.  So we gotta 
stop 'im, any way we can, right?  So, one wrong is really a right when ya think about it.  Right?" 
 I blinked, feeling very strongly that I'd missed something.  I could only assume my father 
was correct—in the twisted, bizarre fashion that accustomed him.  "So we're doing the right 
thing,” I said. 
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 My father beamed.  "There ya go," he said.  "S'better, now.  Now help me move this here 
cow." 
 “But sir,” I protested, “that’s not right.” 
 “What’s not right?” my father asked, truly taken aback.  “Right ‘bout what?” 
 “The cow, sir,” I told him.  “We can’t take the cow, sir.  It’d be stealing.  Even if he's a 
Communist farmer, we can't steal from him.  It's wrong.” 
 “Nothin’ wrong,” my father assured me, “’bout takin’ a cow—good old, American type 
cow—from some Red, Commie bastard.  ‘Specially some devious farmer out to subvert the 
whole damned world.” 
 I tried again.  “But sir—“ 
 “Don’t gimme no buts,” my father said curtly.  “People who say stuff like ‘but’ usually 
turn into Commies, always contradictin’ and such.  People who say stuff like ‘but’ usually don’t 
got anything else to say, lemme tell you.” 
 I sighed, decided to give up.  “Right, sir.” 
 “Good,” my father said.  His eyes sparkled like sapphires in the darkness of the shed.  
“Now, c’mere and help me.” 
 It took less than a minute, to move Bonnie (the name was inscribed on the bell tied to her 
neck) outside.  She was an obedient little thing—or else, she was much too bored to care one way 
or the other—and with a little coaxing we led her out of the shed and into the clearing.  She 
made barely a sound, even when Farmer Paxton—still plastered on the ground—unexpectedly 
sat upright and pointed at us. 
 “Hey,” he called woozily, “what’re—uh—say, hold on…”  I felt my heart race in panic: 
he’d caught us, he’d recognize us; he’d call the police and we’d be arrested and almost certainly be 
sent off to jail.  My father, however, remained calm: 
 “Nothin’ to worry ‘bout, Paxton,” he promised the farmer, “we’re jus’ gonna take care o’ 
this cow for a while.”  He smiled cheerily, then added: “Don’t want her to fall into no damned 
Commie bastard hands, or anything, do ya?” 
 “Uh—“ Farmer Paxton’s head wobbled uncertainly.  “No, I guess I… not sure…” 
 “Well,” my father continued, “those Commies’re jus’ about everywhere, nowadays.  This 
place ain’t safe for animals like these, and such, ya understand, so me an’ my boy, here—“ I 
shook my head desperately—“gonna take her somewhere else, take care o’ her, ‘kay?” 
 “Oh…” Farmer Paxton began, queasily, “but you can’t… er…you can’t…” Paxton’s 
voice fell and the rest of him collapsed on the ground with a thump, unconscious again. 
 “Musta hit him harder than I thought,” my father muttered.  Then he clapped me on the 
back.  “C’mon, Jeremy,” he said, “let’s get this cow here away ‘fore the rest o’ those damned 
Commies find out.  And grab that there gas can,” he ordered.  “We’ll take care of o’ the rest o’ 
this Commie’s stuff later on, lemme tell you.”  I picked it up with an effort, half-dragged it to my 
father, who was waiting beside Bonnie, carefully inspecting her for Communist lesions.  He took 
the can from me, removed the cap and took a whiff.  "Now that's good American gasoline, 
lemme tell you," he said cheerily.  "Let's get goin', already."  He tugged on Bonnie’s rope and we 
quickly bustled our way onto the road again. 
  
 "There you are," Doc Danes says when she sees me come in, "we've been waiting for 
you."   
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 I look around the dining room.  Usually at dinnertime it's completely filled with kids, all 
eating or throwing their food or just gabbing their heads off, but right now it's practically empty.  
Doc Danes notices me staring and explains: 
 "The roads are washed out, Jeremy.  The buses haven't been able to get out of the 
parking lot."  She shrugs a little.  "The kids are—well, it looks likes they're kind of stuck." 
 "Oh."  I take my tray off the rack, sit down next to Jimmy.  Steph is sitting across from 
him; she sticks her tongue out at me.  "Are they going to be all right?" I ask. 
 "Oh, yes." Doc Danes nods, slurps a long strand of spaghetti into her mouth.  "They're 
going to be fine," she assures me, but she doesn't seem to be all too sure of it.  "Mrs. Grindley's 
with them.  They're going to stay at a hotel until the storm blows over." 
 "I get it."  I open my tray, set the cover on the floor.  Cheese ravioli again.  Jeez.  "You 
don't know how long it's gonna take?" I ask her.  "For them to get back, I mean." 
 Doc Danes shakes her head, chews on a noodle. 
 "Oh."  I look at Steph, who blinks at me, and turns away.  "So we're the only ones here?" 
 "Yes."  Doc Danes nods. 
 "What about Miss Jamie?" 
 "She left an hour ago." 
 "Is she okay?"  I’m thinking about the roads being washed out; besides, I remember 
everybody always making fun of Miss Jamie cause she’s a terrible driver, or something.  I like 
Miss Jamie about as much I do Doc Danes; she’s nice.  “I mean, she get home right?”  
 "I think so."  Doc Danes sticks a fork into a green bean.  "I hope she is." 
 "They're okay, Jeremy," Steph groans suddenly.  "The Grinder's with them.  It's not as if 
they're alone or anything."  She slurps up her chocolate milk.  "The Grinder won't let them out of 
her sight.  Get a grip." 
 "Yeah," Jimmy pipes up from beside me, "guh-guh-get a grip." 
 I shrug, like it doesn’t matter: "Just wondering."  I stare at my plate for what seems to be 
a long minute.  The ravioli is getting cold—the grease is starting to congeal into the cheese and I 
push it away with my fork.  "Is there any ice cream?" 
 Steph shakes her head, grins gleefully.  "Jimmy and me ate the last bit." 
 "So there's nothing left at all?" 
 Doc Danes shakes her head.  Outside, the rain pounds heavy on the windows. 
 "Eat your dinner, Jeremy," she says. 
 I sigh, and stir my peas.  Steph puts her tray away and says she's finished.   
  
 I had hoped that my father’s appetite for adventure would have been somewhat satiated 
with our impromptu raid on the Paxton farm; my father, though, assured me otherwise: 
 “Gonna hafta take a break for a while, Jeremy,” he informed me, sadly, after we’d 
returned home and all immediate business—that is, tying Bonnie to a convenient tree and a quick 
but thorough debriefing—had been attended to.  I, presently, had run back inside to the kitchen 
sink and stuck my lips gratefully on the faucet, ready to drain the town reservoir dry if it came 
down to it.  As I turned the spigot, however, my father glared at me, turned it back.  “Better 
listen, son,” he said.  “Best to leave that, whatsit, rehydration shit till later.  Always gotta focus, 
always just one thing at time, lemme tell you, yes sir.” 
 “But sir—“ I started, but I stopped.  I decided a low profile would be probably be to my 
advantage.  Besides, my throat had become so dry it was nearly impossible for me to say anything 
at all.  My father continued: 
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“Gonna hafta lay low for a while,” he said, “‘less those Commies spot us, or somethin’, ya know, 
and try to—what’s the word—“ 
 “Retaliate, sir?”  I was eyeing the sink anxiously.  My father failed to notice at all.  
 “Yeah, that’s it.  Retaliate.  Can’t be takin’ those kinda chances, lemme tell you; those Red 
bastards find out where we are and BAM, I tell you we’re screwed for life, Jeremy.  They trace us 
here without a doubt; they got their scouts out lookin’ for us right now.  They know what we 
did.”  He nodded soberly.  “But ‘sides,” he added, “I gotta get to work, you understand.”   
 “Work, sir?” I asked doubtfully.  “That—um, what kind of work, sir?”  My throat was on 
fire. 
 “Why—“ my father looked at me in surprise—“more tactics, and what not.  Gotta have 
more plans, lemme tell you.  Like today, for example.  Did we have a plan?” 
 “Um…” I considered the matter vaguely for a moment.  “I think so, sir.  Those 
precautions, sir.  I think we did.”  I nodded for emphasis. 
 My father shook his head, apparently annoyed.  “Nah,” he replied, “we didn’t.” 
 “Oh.”  I blinked.  “We didn’t.” 
 “See,” my father continued, “things went okay, no doubt ‘bout that, ‘cause we got that 
there cow, that subversion machine, ya know, out there, and those Commie bastards, they won’t 
be subvertin’ nobody for a while—least, not ‘round here.”  He smiled, slapped his thigh in 
satisfaction.  “No sir, lemme tell you, we took care o’ those Reds damned good.  But,” he 
warned, “we didn’t have a plan.  We didn’t know that was that Commie propaganda station right 
there, right smack next to the road.  Sarge woulda had a fit, lemme tell you—we didn’t do any 
scouting, or anything.  Didn’t know what was there, or what have you.  So we didn’t have a plan.  
Jus’ went in, and just ‘bout got killed in the process.” 
 I couldn’t help myself: “Killed, sir?” 
 “Hell, yes,” my father growled.  “If you’d quit it with those questions, I’d tell ya; real 
soldiers ain’t got time for no stupid questions, lemme tell you.” 
I nodded.  On the faucet a fat bulb of water gathered on the lip and danced along the rim.  It 
fell—plop—and another one started to gather, then fall—plop.  The situation was getting 
desperate.  My father only went on:  
“Just ‘bout got killed.  Can’t have that.  Those Commies, they tried sneakin’ up on us, just ‘bout 
caught us, lemme tell you.  But,” he added with a smile, “thanks to what Sarge taught me, we got 
‘em back.  Got ‘em good.” 
 I nodded again, feverishly. 
 My father inhaled, looked at me out of the corner of his eye.  “You understandin’ this, 
son?” he asked. 
 “Understood, sir.” 
 “Good.”  He relaxed, closed his eyes.  “Nothin’ like the feelin’ of success,” he sighed.  
“Always feels damned good.” 
 “Yes, sir.” 
 “Still,” my father went on, “next time, ya understand, we gotta have a plan.  Not jus’ 
precautions, or what have you—we gotta know the area, gotta have an objective, lemme tell you.  
So,” he concluded emphatically, “I’m gonna take these next few days off.  Gonna study the area.  
Gonna hafta determine—“ here he wagged his finger—“the um, extent o’ the Communist 
infiltration.  Find out what those Reds’re up to, or what have you, ya know, what their master 
plan is.” 
 “Yes, sir.”  It came out like a hiss. 
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 My father sighed again, walked over to his easy chair.  He lumped himself into it, eyes 
closed.  “But first,” he said, “I’m gonna take a nap.”  He shifted his body around, got 
comfortable.  “Why don’tcha go out, ya know, get some food for us.  S’more beer’d be nice, 
lemme tell you.  Wallet’s on the counter.”  He flopped himself over onto his stomach, lolling 
over the edges of the seat.  “Speakin’ of beer,” he grunted, “jus’ grab one for me, ‘fore you go, 
okay?”  He rolled over slowly and after a moment I could hear the deep whistle of his breathing.  
When I was reasonably sure he couldn’t see me, I made a dash for the sink. 
 It took a few minutes to feel completely restored.  Licking my lips in relief, I opened the 
fridge and grabbed the half-empty beer—then, upon further reflection, grabbed another full 
bottle to go with it.  I brought them over to the living room, where my father was, and set them 
next to his chair.  My father was already snoring.  I threw a blanket over him; he snorted quietly 
and rolled over again, serenely.  I slowly backed out of the living room, grabbed the money, and 
slipped out of the house. 
  
 Lucy White had hung a small bell—a round, silvery looking globe—above the door to her 
store, The Great Columbian Emporium, and it tinkled gently as I stepped inside.  It had a airy 
sound to it, filling the store instantly with a sweet, almost elven charm.  Not, I thought, that I 
would particularly need any more enticement to enter: there was always something good baking in 
the oven, from pecan pies to wedding cakes, and it always laced the air with a rich aroma of pie 
crusts and yeast and sweet icing.  What was more, Lucy (as all the adults tended to call her) was 
fond of giving her cookies to children, chocolate chip on Tuesdays, sugar on Wednesdays, and so 
forth—and my mouth began to water at the thought of the crumbly, chewy wafers melting on my 
tongue, every bite a morsel of savory rhapsody.  With this delicious incentive I headed 
purposefully to the back of the store to find Miss White herself: the groceries, I decided, could 
wait until my aching taste buds had been satisfied.   
 I had only arrived in Lucy White’s store by chance; the Great Columbian Emporium (as it 
was so opulently termed) sat directly across from the Traxton and Sons Market Center, which, by 
its appearance, was closed for the day.  I had found that odd, really: the Market Center had begun 
to drive out its local rivals by remaining open at almost all hours and usually only matters of life 
and death or an event of similarly vital significance would warrant such an unforeseen closure—it 
was even open on Christmas (a fact that did not escape the notice of Reverend Meeks, who made 
frequent mention of it in his post-December sermons).  Still, though it had been closed, the 
Pollworths’ store was not completely empty: a long, black limousine had been parked outside of 
it, resembling (if nothing else) an incongruously considered fish.  There was apparently some sort 
of business going on in there, some sort of renovation, no doubt, but—as impressive a sight as 
the limousine was—my impatient  mind had dismissed it and I’d simply walked across the street.  
The Emporium, at least, was open almost as often as the Market Center, and Miss White, I’d 
found, was a generally more agreeable person than either of the Pollsworths—or the both of 
them, combined. 
 So I was rather disappointed to see, standing behind the counter, not Miss White as I’d 
expected, but instead a young man of about twenty-five, bedecked with several pounds of 
earrings (looped through the countless holes he must have dug into his skin) and a sullen 
expression resting on his face like an ill-fitting rubber mask.  He stared at me in frustration, then 
asked, in a brief monotone: “Can I help you, little dude?” 
 I looked around, confused.  The man sighed. 
 “I’m talkin’ to you, little dude,” he said.  “Little kid, talkin’ to you, man.” 
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 “Oh,” I said, a little startled.  I looked at him again.  He had long shaggy hair tied back in 
a ponytail and it appeared to me that he was—strangely enough—wearing eye makeup.  I gawked 
at him in silence. 
 The kid (he was only a boy, I’d decided—upon further examination he looked like he 
couldn’t have been a day over twenty) drummed his fingers slowly on the glass.  “Can I help you, 
or not, little dude?” 
 “Um—“ Not sure what to say in response to this apparition, I hesitated, began to stutter.  
“N-n-not really—I mean, yes, I need—um, that is to say—“ I swallowed, stopped.  “Yes,” I said, 
finally.  “You can help me.”  I considered this, then added: “I think.” 
 The kid sighed.  “You think, little dude.  Well, then.  That’s cool.”  He sniffed, picked his 
nose, then bent down and lay his head on the counter.  “What can I help you with, little dude?” 
he asked, eyes closed. 
 “Are you married to Miss White?” I asked him. 
 “What?”  The kid raised his head from the counter.  “Am I what?” 
 “Are you—um—“ I swallowed again.  “—married to Miss White?”   
 The kid snorted.  “Huh,” he said, “funny.  No, she’s my aunt.  Sorta.” 
 “Oh.  I see.”  I looked around.  “Where is she?” 
 “Where’s who?” 
 I shrugged timidly.  “Miss White?” 
 The kid flicked at his nose.  “She’s not in today.  Sick.”  He gazed at his finger intently, 
then wiped his hand on his leg.  “Some allergy, or something.  I’m just fillin’ in for her, today.  
Cool, huh.” 
 “Um—cool.”  I looked down toward my laces for a moment. “So, where are you—“ 
 “Look, little dude,” the kid broke in abruptly, “do you need help, or don’t you?  ‘Cause I 
got work to do, you know.  So if you could just kinda get what you want—“ he rolled his hand 
helpfully—“you know, and just get moving, you know, that’d be good.” 
 “Where are you from?” I asked.  Might as well follow through, I thought. 
 The kid groaned tiredly, leaned his elbows on the glass.  He rubbed his eyes slowly.  
“California,” he replied.  He caught my next question before I could ask it.  “Ran away from 
home, if you really wanna know about it.” 
 My jaw dropped in unabashed amazement.  “You ran away?  How’d you do that?” 
 The kid shrugged nonchalantly.  “Hitchhiked, little dude.  It was easy.” 
 “Wow.” 
 “Cops caught me, though,” the kid went on.  “Got me somewhere around, I forget, 
Nebraska, around there, I guess.  Some dipshit state like that, play nothing but country music.  
Country music really sucks, by the way.” 
 “That—uh, really sucks,” I offered. 
 The kid smiled at me.  “Hey, yeah,” he said, the faintest hint of a smile turning his mouth.  
“You’re right on, little dude.  Far out.” 
 “Cool.” 
 “So, anyway,” the kid continued, “these Nebraska cops nab me and, you know, they do 
their good-cop-bad-cop routine on me and shit, ‘cause they think I’m running drugs or 
something, the stupid pigs, and then they get my name and address and stuff, ‘cept it’s not like 
they do in the movies, which pretty much all suck, anyways.”  He bit his lip.  “Yeah, so, they get 
my name and stuff, and then they find out I’ve been missing from home for, I forget, three 
weeks, around there.  And they call them up—my ‘rents, little dude—and tell them I’m, like, 
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found and the whole deal, and they want to know if they want me sent home and stuff—I can’t 
stand my parents, they’re so stupid.  But my parents are like, no way, we don’t want him back, 
and the cops say they gotta find somewhere to put me.  So my parents give them this bunch of 
names, even though half the people are dead anyways, and stuff, and the cops call around, you 
know, and they get Aunt Lucy on the phone and say, hey, do you want this kid relative of yours.  
Cops really suck, little dude.  So Aunt Lucy says yeah and they send me here and here I am.”   
 “I get it,” I said, reassuringly.  I stared at him in what can only be described as sheer awe. 
 The kid sighed—it was an indistinct blend of annoyance and disenchanted worldliness.  
“Stuck in some dipshit little town, man.  Sucks like hell.”  He cocked a weary eyebrow.  “You 
probably don’t give a shit, anyway,” he observed.  “Probably don’t even know what the hell I’m 
talking about, huh, little dude?”  He picked his nose absently. 
 Not knowing what to say, or do, I nodded my head vaguely.  “Where were you going?” 
 “Hunh,” the kid snorted.  “New York City.  If you wanna know.” 
 “Oh.”   
 “It’s where anybody goes, you know?” the kid said.  “It’s where you get, you know, big, 
and stuff.  But I’m stuck here—“ he pushed himself away from the counter, started pacing 
away—“little dipshit town, goddammit…” He was still talking to himself as he disappeared into 
the storage room.  He called over his shoulder: “If ya need anything, I’ll just be vedging out over 
here, okay?”  
 “All right,” I called hesitantly, but the kid had already vanished.  I shrugged to myself, and 
started for the aisles.  My father had slipped a list into the wallet: he’d written down the necessary 
items, beer, eggs, pretzels, and so forth.  It was a long list, and I was still reading it when the bell 
over the door rang softly. 
 I looked to the door, saw Helen McMurry standing there.  I felt my jaw drop in 
astonishment.  I snapped it up quickly, a little embarrassed—I hoped she hadn’t seen me. 
 She wasn’t looking at me; quite in fact, she wasn’t really looking at anything.  She was 
squinting, a little, her eyes adjusting slowly to the relative dimness of the store.  She was 
enveloped, it seemed, by a faint mantle of sunshine—the sun was beating down heavily outside 
and traces of white light were trickling idly through the glass behind her.  She rubbed her eyes, 
blinked: for one brief moment she caught sight of me, but she broke her gaze away presently and 
I looked back at my list, embarrassed and a little disappointed.  I had, I suppose, expected a little 
more.  Helen started down the aisle, carefully surveying an illimitable line of fruit preserves.  I 
begged myself not to look at her—at least, not too much. 
 There was a noise from the back: the kid opened the door, sauntered over to the counter.  
He saw Helen, droned out to her: “Can I help you, over there?” 
 Helen shook her head a decided no. 
 The kid nodded haggardly, and disappeared through the door again.  Helen pulled out a 
small slip of paper—presumably her own list—and consulted it briefly before resuming her 
search. 
 I stole another furtive glance at her—she was only a few feet away, ten feet at the most; I 
could almost hear her breathing.  She was perfect, as usual—she was wearing a soft white button-
down, a brown skirt, and, barely visible, a small plastic beret in her hair, the kind you’d find all 
over on the playground after lunchtime (and fool around with in English class).  She had her 
head bent daintily to the side—maybe she was reading the labels, or something—and her hair 
cascaded airily about her ears, draped a veil around her eyes.  I leaned to the side, just into the 
aisle where she was standing, tried to get a better look—and almost fell over in the process.  I 
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caught myself, though, and managed to stand up, knees wobbling—but then Helen had picked 
up what she’d wanted (it appeared to be a jar of orange marmalade) and was moving on. 
 I sighed.  I told myself I was going crazy: what did I think I was going to do, rescue her, 
in a grocery store?  I laughed at myself bitterly.  It was stupid—I could no more sweep her off 
her feet in here than fly off into the sky.  And as for following her around the store, trying to 
catch another glimpse of her—wouldn’t she notice?  And suppose—God forbid—she told Chris 
about it?  I doubted I’d be able to get out of that scrape intact—and following her wouldn’t do 
any good, anyway; it wasn’t as if she would suddenly stop and talk to me.  And yet—it was the 
closest I’d ever been to her, the only time I’d ever seen her without Chris by her side, and for 
some unfathomable reason, I trailed along behind her. 
 I suppose it was a silly thing to do—I didn’t know what I’d do if she’d see me, maybe I’d 
just run, crawl underneath a rock—but there I was, always about twenty feet behind her, peeking 
over my shoulder and letting my heart race for her in great loping circles.  I followed her down 
one aisle, then another, picking up, completely at random, a vague assortment of items along the 
way: an absurd mélange of sundries, anonymous cans, unlabeled jars and wax-paper bags.  
Halfway down another aisle, though, I looked up for her—and she was gone. 
 I groaned.  The girl of my dreams had been right there, right there in front of me, and I’d 
let her go, and I’d never see her again.  I hadn’t even talked to her, hadn’t even said hello—and 
she’d disappeared like a lightning bug.  “Stupid,” I muttered to myself.  “Stupid, stupid—“ 
 “Excuse me,” Helen said from behind me, “you dropped something.” 
 I must have jumped three feet in the air. 
 “Jeez,” I sputtered, after I’d recovered a little, “you scared me.” 
 Helen smirked—or perhaps it was more than a smirk, a smile rather.  She shifted her 
basket to her left arm, pointed at something on the ground.  “You’d better pick that up,” she 
advised.  “It’s kind of a mess.” 
 I looked at the floor.  I’d dropped something all right—I was standing in the middle of a 
huge herd of brown walnuts; I’d dropped the bag by accident and its contents—that is, the 
nuts—were exploring the aisle floor in earnest.  “Oh,” I managed.  “Um, th-thanks.  I guess.”  I 
reconsidered the courtesy of this statement, then corrected myself: “No, really, thanks.” 
 “You’re welcome.”  Helen smiled benignly.  She shifted the basket again, turned around 
to leave.  She’d taken a few steps, then stopped, looked at me doubtfully: “Do you need help with 
that?”  She pointed at the nuts with some amusement. 
 “W-what, this?” I asked, gesturing to the nuts casually: pshaw, my dear, nothing I can’t 
handle.  “Nah, it’s all right.  I can take care of it.”  Then, as an afterthought: “Thanks anyway.  
Really.” 
 Helen nodded.  “You’re welcome,” she said again, simply.  There was no smile this time, 
though.  She turned around again and walked away, gaily dodging the rest of the nuts that were 
still languidly rolling about the floor.  She turned sharply around the corner, and then she was 
gone. 
 I watched her go in dumb silence, sat on my knees stupidly for a few moments.  Then I 
picked up the nuts, put them back in the sack, one by one.  I gathered up the rest of the items—
they were all the wrong ones, I thought, but I felt too tired by now to put them back—and 
walked up to the counter.  The kid was there. 
 “That chick your girlfriend?” he asked me, as he was ringing the stuff up.  “That one just 
walked out?” 
 “That last girl?”  I shook my head.  “No.  I just know her.” 
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 “Gotcha,” the kid said blandly.  He gave me a cryptic wink.  “I know how it is.” 
 “Hunh?”  I scratched my head.  “What do you—“ 
 “Twenty-one twenty-five, little dude,” the kid said.  He stuck his hand out for the cash, 
and I gave it to him.  He tore out a receipt and thrust it into the bag with the groceries.  He 
handed it to me: “Have a nice day, little dude.”  He yawned, and ambled sleepily away into the 
back room. 
 I left, closing the door slowly behind me. 
 
 “Pickles?” my father asked me.  He held up the small green jar and shook it accusingly.  
“You got pickles?  Why the hell didja get pickles?  We don’t eat pickles here.” 
 “I don’t know, sir.”  I shook my head.  “I must have picked them up by accident.” 
 “Some kinda mistake,” my father retorted.  “Never heard of any accidental pickles, 
lemme tell you; ain’t no such thing.  You musta been distracted, or something. Anything funny 
down there, didja see, Jeremy?” 
 I didn’t answer—my mind had been drifting rather aimlessly and I hadn’t really heard 
him.  My father frowned, leaned his head closer to mine. 
 “Jeremy?” he asked.  A brief expression of concern flickered across his face—for a 
moment, the lines in his face deepened, his normally glittering eyes darkened.  “You all right, 
Jeremy?” 
 “What?”  I stared at my father dumbly. 
 “You okay, son?” he asked again, his great eyebrows knotting together.  “Ya sick, or 
something?” 
 “Oh,” I said, at last, shaking myself out of my trance, “no sir.  I’m fine.  Everything’s—
cool.” 
 My father tapped his chin pensively.  “Ya look funny,” he pronounced gravely.  He felt 
my forehead, pursed his lips tightly.  “Not jus’ funny-funny, but sick-funny, I mean, ya know 
there’s a difference.”  He removed his hand after a moment, shook his head.  “But ya don’t got a 
temperature, or anything.  Well—“ He stood up straight again—“musta been somethin’ else, 
then.  Are ya sure ya didn’t see any Commies down there, or anything?  ‘Cause they’re 
everywhere, lemme tell you, those Reds, just hanging around everywhere.  But they’re hiding, you 
understand, so ya mighta missed them, or something.  Coulda done somethin’ to ya.  Anything—
funny, at all?” 
 “Well—“ I started.  “I—“ 
 “Coulda been anything,” my father broke in.  “You know, like a funny-lookin’ dog, or 
something, or a some guy in a suit, ya know…” He waved his hand in frustration.  “Anything 
that wasn’t supposed to be there, ya understand, Jeremy?  ‘Cause I’ll betcha those Commies were 
behind it.” 
 I shook my head.  “No, sir.  I didn’t see anything.” 
 “Hunh.”  My father grunted.  “S’funny.  Somethin’ damned funny ‘bout that.”  He turned 
his attention to the rest of the groceries, reached into the bag.  “Walnuts,” he grumbled, pulling 
out the bag.  “Who the hell eats walnuts, I wanna know.  Walnuts’ll kill ya, lemme tell you, 
walnuts’re nothin’ but trouble.” 
 “Um—yes, sir.” 
 “And Twinkies, for Chrissake.”  He pulled one out, held it in front of him derisively, like 
it was a dead rat.  “Well,” he shrugged, “they’ll last us a while, at least.  All that plastic shit, lemme 
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tell you, keeps it fresh.  Even those Commies can’t do anything ‘bout that, it’s—er, 
hermaphrodically sealed, or somethin’, right.” 
 “Hermetically, sir.” 
 “Scuse me?”  My father raised an eyebrow at me. 
 “’Hermetically sealed’, sir,” I corrected.  “Airtight.” 
 “S’what I said, wasn’t it?” my father said.  “Now listen here, Jeremy,” he told me, wagging 
the Twinkie donnishly, “don’tcha go makin’ no damned corrections on ever’ one o’ these words, 
ya understand?  ‘Cause there’re some folks, Commies, mostly, though o’ course there’s lawyers 
and teachers and crap, that they do the same, but they just love to take what you goddam say and 
turn it against ya, lemme tell you.  Specially the goddamned lawyers.” 
 “Sir?” 
 “Damned if they don’t,” my father continued, “you say one thing and then, BAMMO! 
they got ya by the balls, ya understand, ‘cause they were listenin’ to ya, Jeremy.”  He leaned in 
close, brought his voice to a whisper.  “They’re always listening to ya.” 
 “Listening, sir?” 
 “Hell, yes, they’re listening,” my father bellowed.  “Ever’ single word ya say, they’ll hear 
it, lemme tell you.  Got spies and shit all over the goddam country, and if you’re not careful then 
they’ll just turn ya into a goddam bigot, or somethin’ like that.”  He turned round for a moment, 
picked up a bottle of beer (there were about three others—empty—behind it), and took a long 
draught.  Then he wiped his mouth, said: “Yes, sir, Sarge always warned us ‘bout what we gotta 
say, else those Commies’ll turn this whole damned country ‘gainst ya, s’what they do, lemme tell 
you.  S’part of their subversion, ya understand?” 
 “Yes, sir.”  There was a fly buzzing angrily against the window and I stared at it.  I 
considered opening the window and letting it out, but stood still: the tone of my father’s voice 
prohibited, at the moment, anything but dumb attention. 
 “S’all a plan, ya see,” my father said.  He set the bottle on the counter, started pacing 
about the room.  “They’ll jus’ put a spy, or something, into a town, and that spy’ll just ‘bout listen 
to ever’body in that whole town, get their words and steal ‘em, lemme tell you.  With whadaya 
call ‘em, those electrical bugs or what have you, they’ll listen, and record what ya say, and stuff, 
and they’ll put yer words up for something like ransom, ya understand?”  He was working 
himself into a frenzy.  “Ya gotta do as they tell ya, and if ya don’t listen to ‘em they’ll twist ya till 
ya croak, or give jus’ give in to ‘em, and then they’ve won, ya see.  They won’t stop, those 
Commies, they’re—ah—“ 
 “Relentless, sir?” 
 “That’s it, relentless,” my father said, with a vicious nod.  “Relentless subversion, s’what 
make Commies into Commies, lemme tell you; they’re goddamned evil, don’t you forget it.  
Won’t stop at nothing, shameless, evil bastards, s’what they are.” 
 “Understood, sir.” 
 My father’s eyes grew dark, dangerous.  “I’ll betcha they’re listening right now,” he hissed, 
his jaw clenched in fury.  He slammed a fist into the table.  “By God,” he shouted, “they 
probably are, goddammit.  It’s their bugs, lemme tell you; that’s how they found out ‘bout our 
first plan, that’s how they knew, lousy scumbag Reds.  They got their frigging bugs in this house, 
I’ll betcha, jus’ about everywhere in here—hell,” he seethed, “we’re probably standin’ on ‘em 
right now.”  He lifted his foot, inspected the undersole of the shoe carefully.  “Under our feet, I’ll 
betcha,” he muttered.  His eyes scanned the shoe venomously; after a long moment he set his 
foot down again, turned his attention to the other.  Almost instantly his face lit up in triumph.  
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“HA!” he exclaimed, plucking some invisible object from the heel.  “Toldja they had those 
frigging bugs, or what not, got one right here, lemme tell you.”  He palmed the object (whatever 
it was) carefully, proffered it to me.  “Take a look at that,” he suggested, holding his hand out as 
if he were handling a bomb.  “That’s evidence, right there, that’s goddamned concrete evidence.” 
 I peered at his hand hesitantly, not really sure what to expect—for an instant I frantically 
wondered if he had actually been right after all, that there were such things as Communists and 
that they were listening in on our house, our conversations—but as I stared at what my father 
held in his hand the feeling drained away as quickly as it had come. 
 “They’re pretty clever, those Commies,” my father said, “hiding those bugs in buttons.  
Pretty damned clever, lemme tell you.” 
 “Sir,” I began, carefully, “it looks like just a button.” 
 “Of course it looks like a button,” my father snapped, “Commies can’t be usin’ bugs that 
look like bugs, any fool c’n tell you that.”  He held the button to the light, turned it between his 
fingers.  “Damned clever engineering, or something, to get it that small.  Never woulda guessed it 
was a bug.” 
 “Sir,” I said again, “it’s just a button.” 
 “It’s a bug,” my father insisted.  “No way in hell it could be just a button, damned thing 
doesn’t even look like a button to me.” 
 “Sir?” 
 “Look,” my father told me, “here’s a button.”  He ripped a button off of his shirt, 
showed me.  “That’s a button, see?  Here’s the bug.”  And he held it out.  “See the difference?  
They look different, that’s how you tell.” 
 I looked—the buttons were different colors, certainly, I agreed, and maybe even different 
sizes, but— 
 “Sarge was always tellin’ us,” my father declared earnestly, “about bugs, and such, always 
tellin’ us to watch out ‘cause one day those damned Commies gonna try to spy on you, and what 
not, with their devious tactics and all.  Good thing,” he said with a satisfied grin, “I remembered 
what he said.  Gotta remember, Jeremy.  Always helps ya out when ya can remember what people 
toldja, else stuff like this—“ he shook the criminal button between two pinched fingers—“is 
gonna sneak up on ya, and before ya know it, those Reds’re gonna take over.” 
 I gave up.  “Yes, sir,” I said. 
 “Yes, sir,” my father muttered to himself, “those Reds’re tryin’ to take over, even as we 
talk, lemme tell you.  They’re invadin’ this town, Jeremy, they’re subvertin’ people left and right 
and we didn’t even notice.”  He grimaced.  “It’s gonna be tough getting rid of ‘em, those Reds.  
How many did you say ya saw down there?” 
 I blinked.  “Sir?” 
 “You know, down at the store,” my father said, impatiently, “the grocery store.  They 
probably hypnotized ya, or something, tried to subvert ya.” 
 “Well—“ 
 “That,” my father continued, “is probably why ya went out and bought such crazy stuff.  
Only Commies’ll eat this stuff, lemme tell you.  There ain’t one single, real American soldier eats 
pickles, and don’t you forget it.” 
 “Um—understood, sir.” 
 “S’on account,” my father explained, “there ain’t no need for pickles, and such, ya 
understand?  No whadayacallit, value, nutritional value, that’s it.  American soldiers like us, we eat 
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steak, good stuff.  Not stuff like pickles.”  He held up the jar of pickles in disgust, then threw it 
into the trash.  “Ya getting’ this Jeremy?” he asked. 
 “Yes, sir.” 
 “What I figure,” my father muttered, stroking his beard thoughtfully, “is those Commies 
probably already infiltrated that there grocery store, subverted it, or something.  S’only 
explanation, lemme tell you.” 
 “Sir—“ 
 “Hypnotizin’ ya, and what not,” my father concluded grimly.  He fell into a ascetic silence 
for a moment, resumed his pace around the room.  “It’s their bugs, lemme tell you,” he grumbled 
to himself, “got bugs all over this damned town, and what not.”  He turned his glare onto me.  
“They knew you were coming, ya see,” he told me.  “So they tried to subvert ya, tryin’ to catch ya 
with their damned Commie lies, but they couldn’t do it regular, see, so they basically hypnotized 
ya.  They saw you’re too strong for that basic stuff, you know, that propaganda bullshit.  Ya got 
trained to well, so they couldn't do a damned thing about it.  So they had to hypnotize ya, make 
ya think they were never there.  It all makes sense if ya think ‘bout it for a bit.” 
 “But sir—“ I began to protest, but my father waved his hand and cut me off.   
 “Don’tcha give me no buts,” he said testily.  “Your mind probably got weak, or 
something, from that hypnotizing business and what have you.  Damned Commies probably 
subverted ya already, or something, maybe jus’ a little.  S’enough, though.  Can’t be takin’ any 
stupid chances now, lemme tell you.  Sarge never let us take stupid chances, not if we knew ‘bout 
them at least, don’t you forget it.” 
 I sighed.  “Yes, sir.” 
 “Hypnotizing, that’s it,” my father said to himself.  He strode forcefully over to the 
kitchen, picked up the pad and a pencil.  He scribbled something unintelligible onto a blank page, 
muttering: “Damned Red bastards, always pullin’ crap like that on good ol’ American soldiers.  
T’ain’t right, lemme tell you; cryin’ shame, s’what it is.”  He looked up at me after a minute’s 
scratching.  “What store was that again?” 
 “Um—Miss White’s store, sir.  The Emporium.” 
 “The Emporium?” my father sneered.  “That place just ‘bout crawling with Communists, 
lemme tell you.  Probably Communists sliding along the aisles, jus’ waitin’ for you to turn your 
back, then work their hypnotizing bullshit on you.  S’no wonder ya got hypnotized, or what have 
you, buying all this Communist crap.  Pickles, stuff like that… can’t be eatin’ that kinda shit, 
lemme tell you.” 
 “Yes, sir.” 
 “Why didn’t ya go ‘cross the street?” my father asked abruptly.  “What’s wrong with that 
other place, that Traxton and whatever, that store?  No Commies in there, lemme tell you, that 
place jus’ too clean for ‘em.  Commies like it dirty, son, don’t you forget it.  S’why they go ‘cross 
the street, not otherwise, ya understand?” 
 “Yes, sir.”  I considered telling him about the cookies, but decided that it would be 
impolitic.  “The other store was closed sir.  It looked closed, at least.” 
 “Closed?”  My father sniffed, wiped his nose on his sleeve.  “That place s’never closed.  
It’s a good, American-type shop, always open.”  His face darkened.  "'Cept for those damned 
shoppers, you know, those Pollsworths.  Never cared for them overmuch.  I'd say they was 
Commies 'cept for the store.  Ain't no Commie store if it stays open, that's for damned sure." 
 “Yes, sir,” I replied (still unsure of my father's logic), “but it was closed today.” 
 “No shit,” my father grumbled.  His eyebrows rose curiously.  “Anybody inside?” 
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 “Um—“ I tried to remember.  “Yes, sir.  I think so.  There was a limousine outside.” 
 “A limousine?”  My father eyebrows arched in curiosity. 
 “Yes, sir.  Black, really black.  And long, too.” 
 “Hunh,” my father grunted.  He mulled silently over this piece of news for a moment.  
“Who drives a limousine ‘round here, I wanna know.” 
 “I don’t know, sir, that’s why I thought—“ 
 My father’s face suddenly lit up triumphantly.  “That ain’t no ordinary limousine,” he 
exclaimed (shouted was probably closer to it).  “S’damned Commie limousine, yes sir, some kinda, 
whatsit, infiltration device.  Ain’t nobody drivin’ limousines round here, lemme tell you, ‘cept for 
Communists.  Those damned Pollsworths're in cahoots!"  He slammed his fist onto the table.   
 “Sir?”  My father’s logic had escaped me entirely this time. 
 “Doesn’t matter,” my father said to me.  He stood upright, straightened his shirt.  “We 
got those damned Commies downtown, lemme tell you.  They’re settin’ up shop there, that’s how 
they’re doin’ it.  Inside that limousine.” 
 “I don’t understand, sir.” 
 My father shook his head, smiled at me indulgently.  “S’all right,” he said soothingly, 
“your mind’s probably not too strong right now.  You’ll get it in a bit.” 
 “But—“ 
 “C’mon, son,” my father ordered, clapping me on the back, “we’re gonna go downtown.  
Catch us a few Commies in the act, lemme tell you.  Gonna show you a real mission, this time.”  
He packed up the pad and the pencil, and lit out through the door in a flash.   
 I sighed, and followed behind him. 
 
 Jackson Pollsworth and his wife, June, ran the Traxton & Sons Grocery Store, and had 
been its principal owners for as long as I could remember.  They were the kind of people that, in 
the spirit of friendliness, would try to become acquainted with everyone they met, but then only 
by name and economic pertinence, and usually only for their own rather limited purposes 
(whatever those might turn out to be).  I rarely met them outside of their store; they appeared to 
reject almost all social functions as inconsequential and even avoided attending church, to the 
chagrin of the local clergy (who understood that the Pollsworths, with their hefty savings 
accounts and stock portfolios, were easily the richest in the town).  Mister Pollsworth, himself, 
was particularly reclusive: the Pollsworths owned a chain of grocery stores under the Traxton 
name, and Mister Pollsworth was so often called away to visit them that it was not unusual for 
him to remain unseen for weeks at a time.  Almost ironically and despite their obvious inimical 
sensitivities, the Pollsworths became the most sought-after people in town: a party graced by 
their presence was indeed well-attended and even worthy of mention in the Bugle, the town 
newspaper.  Slowly, though, the history of the Pollsworths was disseminated, most of it through 
the usual channels: middle-aged ladies tittering over Jackson, who, though balding, was a 
strikingly handsome man; breathless whispers in the gossip column discussing the origin of June 
Pollsworth’s new blue dress (was it from Saks, and how much did it cost?); young boys (and older 
ones, as well) gaping in amazement at their new car, a muscle-bound Thunderbird convertible: 
through these sources the lives and livelihoods of the Pollsworths were gradually exposed. 
 It was revealed, for example, that neither Pollsworth—not the dashing Jackson nor the 
elegant June—had any relation at all to the venerable Traxtons of yore.  It was the Traxtons 
who’d opened their first grocery store in Guaxinotipah upon their arrival in the early 1850’s; and 
it was agreed that they would have been horrified to discover that their cherished establishment 
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had fallen into the slippery hands of a pair of unfledged, heretical outlanders.  They might have, 
some thought, changed their minds had they actually met the new owners in person (no one 
denied that the Pollsworths were tractable enough once you got them out in public) but the cruel 
fact remained: the Pollsworths had essentially abandoned the sacred practices the Traxtons had 
accumulated over the years.  They’d dislodged the inestimable, removed the arcane, and 
constructed in their venerable stead—or at the very least, attempted to do so—a monument to 
barbaric modernity.  They’d brought in an electric register (the mechanical one, a hulking relic, 
lingered sadly on display in the back of the store collecting dust), set up automatic doors, laid 
down fresh linoleum.  They’d replaced the lights, torn out the office for freezer space rearranged 
and restocked the shelves with industrial strength potato chips, vacuum seals, and plastic-tasting 
eternities.  Jackson Pollsworth seemed to hold a sharp distaste for the rituals of gregarity that 
typically make up the tenuous bindings of cul-de-sac culture and the rest of provincial existence; 
June’s contempt for such things was only slightly less defined.  They avoided talking to customers 
and little heeded the futile letters of protest that were scratched out by the septuagenarian 
custodians of antiquity—the few that were remaining, of course.  For the most part, the 
Pollsworths’ efforts garnered little but hints of praise and the same old grumbles of yes, it looks 
nicer, but where the hell is the goddamned catsup, and similar complaints: for the most part, the 
improvements went unnoticed. 
 They’d both expected more, of course; when Jackson Pollsworth  purchased the rights to 
the Traxton’s store in 19__ he’d expected almost instant growth: surely, he thought, with his 
college-bred business acumen, he’d be able to guide his empire—three stores, total, at the time—
to fame, and fortune, and their inherent niceties.  He’d told June his goal was to expand, take in, 
and expand again, to ride towards success on a delicious cycle of consumerism: he wanted to 
conquer township and county and state in three quick strokes; he would carve up the Midwest 
with his chain into a gigantic Appalachian fillet.  June herself had planned even more—to go 
public, to sell their shares and retire into the Poconos with forty years of nothing but snow and 
pines and stockbrokers pushing their money around in vague but wonderfully nummular circles.  
And they’d done that, to some extent: Jackson had purchased a number of other stores, since 
then; by June’s most reasonable estimate they were worth at least ten million dollars.  And the 
niceties they’d expected had arrived posthaste; they traded in the wagon and wined their way 
through car dealerships with aplomb; they sold tuna and ate salmon; they killed time in a yacht 
and sailed it wherever they wanted.  And through it all they never expected to give anything in 
return: why should they?  The money they’d made was theirs; they’d put in their time, and dimes 
as well; if they were rich it was their own fault.  So they cultivated nothing but cash in their 
stores: they were, they thought, on the forefront of a revolutionary thing, a new breed of business 
that offered everything and gave nothing, and was never obliged to.   
 But the stock offering had fallen through; they had started low and by the week’s close 
they had ended lower.  The brokers offered their reasons—they hadn’t made their presence felt, 
they hadn’t put out enough; they hadn’t deserved it.  So the Pollsworths bought it all back, at a 
loss—and, almost concurrently, the stores began to fail. 
 There was no reason given this time, just inevitable diminution.  Jackson refused to 
close—they’d keep trying, he said, eventually they’d offer up again and this time they’d bite.  June 
was less sure.  She told him she wanted them to pull out—slowly, if he wanted, but out 
nonetheless; Jackson had replied “Sure honey,” and kissed her quickly on the cheek before 
driving away to their Dayton branch.  And they hadn’t closed in the end—but the losses 
mounted and every month the Pollsworths found themselves deeper in debt: no one, it seemed, 
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was buying anything, anymore.  With each month June grew more despondent, Jackson more 
determined, and with each month that passed the Pollsworths watched their dreams of fortune 
bleed away into insolvency. 
 
 “There it is,” my father whispered to me, pointing.  “That’s what the trouble is, right 
there in front o’ us, lemme tell you.  That limousine.”  He gave me a nudge with his elbow.  
“Didja hear that, Jeremy?” 
 “Yes, sir.” 
 “Good.”  He returned his attentions to the fantastic car across the street, which looked 
not so inconsonant now as simply preposterous.  “That’s trouble, all right,” my father said, with a 
firm nod to himself.  “Trouble, if I ever saw it.” 
 I groaned silently.  My legs were aching badly and I massaged them gingerly.  We were 
hiding—someone had set a pair of unmarked barrels in front of the Emporium; my father had 
immediately chosen to use them as cover for the duration of our mission.  “Sarge,” he’d 
reminded me, “woulda never gone into a mission without cover.  Can’t do anything without 
cover, ‘less you wanna get yourself killed, or somethin'.  Jus’ too dangerous, lemme tell you.”  
There we had sat for almost an hour, crouching low, attempting to observe the venal conspiracy 
that was (my father continually asserted) being fomented from within the placid darkness of the 
store across from us.  I needed to move around, to get the circulation in my legs back, and I told 
my father so. 
 He gave me a sour look of contempt.  “Gotta get used to it,” he said, simply.  “Soldiers 
gotta be strong, lemme tell you.  Sarge’d be able to sit like this for days, jus’ waiting for those 
Commies to show their damned faces or something.  Jus’ like we’re doing, ‘cept that he did it 
longer.” 
 “Understood, sir, but—“ 
 “Quiet,” my father ordered.  “Those Commies could hear ya.”  He stared intently into the 
Pollsworth’s store, squinting into the sunlight.  The store was, as far as I could tell, absolutely 
featureless, except, of course, for the incredible object parked outside: that long, obsidian 
limousine, the source, my father had repeatedly alleged, of the Communist virus.  The car looked 
impossibly beautiful, a little too bright even for the whitewashed edges of Main Street, and far 
too elegant for the harsh woodwork adorning the sidewalks and storm windows around it.  The 
limousine was almost alien in its appearance: sunbeams glittered and danced along the sides; the 
windows shined so much that they were opaque.  The fenders gleamed indulgently; the hubcaps 
glittered like mirrors.  Not a detail, it seemed, had been left to chance; not a crease or blemish 
had been left untended to.  Even in Guaxinotipah, years were devoted by most citizens at least, 
to the urgent upkeep of bumpers and crankshafts and headlights, a car such as this was almost 
exotic, devilishly foreign, and its very bearing might be considered by some to be heresy.  As for 
my father, who regarded every car to be a menace, it only confirmed his worst fears: the 
Communists had landed and were running amok. 
 “Gotta keep it shiny, ya see, Jeremy,” my father told me, “’cause that way soldiers like us 
can’t see in, ya understand?  They c’n see out, but we can’t see in, lemme tell you, that’s the way 
with every damned Red, don’t you forget it.  Always watch out for those people, Jeremy, those 
people always shinin’ their cars or what not, ‘cause ever’ one of ‘em s’probably a Communist.” 
 “Sir,” I ventured, “if they didn’t want us to see them, wouldn’t they just—um, drive 
something else?” 
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 “What?”  My father scowled at me in disgust.  “S’gotta be a limousine,” he reminded me.  
“For their whadaya call it, their radio transmissions, and what not.  Use the sunlight for their 
power, s’what the black is for, lemme tell you.” 
 “But—“ 
 “Sarge always said,” my father mused, with a slight sigh, “Commies’re gonna spread 
around, one day, and we’d hafta catch ‘em.”  He stroked his beard ruefully.  “Wish he coulda 
been here to see this, these Commies.  ‘Cause we’re gonna catch ‘em, Jeremy.  Jus’ you wait.” 
 “Yes, sir.” 
 “Soon’s they come out, we jump on ‘em, ya understand?”  My father gave me a slight 
push.  “Jus’ be ready, s’all.  Jus’ wait for my signal, and what have you.” 
 “Yes, sir.”  My legs were screaming fire by this time but I decided not to mention them 
again.  Instead, I asked: “What do you think they’re doing, sir?” 
 “Doing?” my father tittered.  “Whatever Commies do, lemme tell you.  Subvertin’ those 
people, and what have you, jus’ goin’ around and makin’ trouble.”  He picked at something 
around his nose, flicked it away.  “Wreakin’ havoc, and what not.  Communist things.” 
 I nodded, shifted my weight.  “Understood, sir.” 
 “Right,” my father said, approvingly.  “Always gotta know your enemy, s’what Sarge’d 
always say.” 
 “Yes, sir.” 
 “Now—“ my father began, but he stopped almost immediately.  He lowered his body, 
brought it closer to the barrel, watching the Pollsworths’ storefront through the cracks in the 
wood.  “Gotta be quiet,” he hissed.  “Commies’re comin’ out, right now.”  He made a vague 
gesture to the sidewalk across the street.  “Jus’ lay low, lemme tell you.”   
 I nodded my assent, bowed my head out of sight.  From my position I could barely see 
anything, but I still managed to make out June and Jackson Pollsworth opening the doors to the 
store, looking rather haggard and confused by the sudden sunlight.  Following just behind them 
was a respectable-looking crone and a burly-looking man (his chauffeur, apparently) who bore a 
close resemblance to nothing more than a shaved gorilla.  The Pollsworths each held a door 
open; the old man, clutching a leather attaché tightly to his chest, shuffled out slowly onto the 
sidewalk.  He stopped for a moment, appeared to exchange a few words with Jackson, who 
nodded tersely but visibly relaxed a little.  The old man laughed—at least, I think it was a laugh—
and set the suitcase on the ground.  They shook hands briefly, Jackson listening attentively as the 
old man continued to gab.   
 None of them—nor did myself—managed to notice my father before he swooped in 
from the side and grabbed the suitcase in a dead sprint.  I heard him give a loud whoop of victory 
as he sped off with the parcel, running at full speed down the street, waving the bag wildly in the 
air.  He glanced behind himself quickly to see if he was being followed—he wasn’t, at this 
point—and laughed lustily, eyes sparkling.  He set the suitcase on the ground and promptly began 
to jump on it with vigor and obvious enjoyment. 
 None of the four figures—neither one of the Pollsworths, nor the old man and his 
bodyguard—moved an inch.  Jackson Pollsworth’s face was frozen in an astonished rictus; the 
old man’s mouth was silently agape.  Only June had the sense of mind to scream after a moment: 
“OH HELL WHAT THE HELL IS HE DOING?” 
 That spurred the men into action.  Jackson snapped his jaw shut, ran for my father; the 
bodyguard did the same.  My father, ever on the alert, quickly snatched up the now-battered 
suitcase, gleefully scampering away before his two pursuers had a chance to catch him.  The old 
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man fell to the ground; June Pollsworth continued to scream: “CATCH THAT BASTARD!  
CATCH THAT BASTARD!  CATCH THAT BASTARD!” 
 I stood up as fast as I could, determined to stop my father before he got himself hurt.  I 
paid for that immediately: my legs, perhaps having resigned themselves to cramping, buckled 
underneath me before I got as far as a step, and I sat down again.  My father continued to run 
away, throwing papers from the suitcase into the road and scattering them into the wind.  
Jackson Pollsworth stopped to pick some of them up, darting from one forlorn piece to the 
other, gathering sheafs into his hands like grain; but after a few futile moments, he threw them 
onto the ground in disgust and rejoined the bodyguard, who was rapidly being outpaced by my 
father.  I watched as my father and his assailants slid away into the horizon, white squares of 
paper swirling down the road like a trail of leaves behind them.  They disappeared entirely after a 
few moments, swallowed into the sun and the triangulations of Main Street’s tributaries.  I heard 
June Pollsworth moan loudly from across the street, then begin to cry; the old man sat dejectedly 
on the sidewalk, a few feet away from the limousine that had started the business.  After a few 
minutes they both went inside. 
 I got up, with a groan, stood as best as I could.  I turned around, and saw somebody 
standing behind me.  It was the kid from the Emporium, swarthy and cocksure: he accosted me 
with a slight grin on his face. 
 “Old man’s crazy, little dude,” he told me, smirking.  “Crazy as a fox.” 
 “Him?” I asked, pointing at the old man across the street.  “He’s crazy?” 
 “Nah,” the kid replied.  “Your old man, little dude,” he said, pointing at me.  “Your dad, 
little dude.  He’s crazy, loony, you know?”  The kid laughed.  “Saw the whole thing, little dude.  
Man, your dad’s got some issues.” 
 “No, he doesn’t,” I said, angrily.  “He doesn’t have—issues, or whatever you call them.  
Those people, those people over there, are Communists.  And we’re fighting them.” 
 The kid laughed again, slapped his leg this time.  “Communists, little dude?  They’re 
Communists?” 
 “Yeah,” I said.  “They’re Communists.  And they’re going to—um—they’re going to try 
to—um—“ 
 “Gonna what, little dude?  What?”  The kid cupped his ear playfully. 
 “They’re gonna subvert the world,” I finished, as resolutely as I could, but even as I said it, I 
felt my confidence fading.  “They are, they are, ‘cause he said so.”  I was finding it hard to 
breathe.  “I don’t care what you think,” I told the kid calmly.  “You’re probably a Communist.” 
 “Me?” the kid asked innocently. “I’m a Communist?” 
 “Yes,” I said.  “You’re a Communist.” 
 “Well,” the kid snorted, “that’s funny.  I’ll bet that you don’t even know what a 
Communist looks like.”  He snickered, picked his nose.  “I’ll bet even your old man don’t know 
what a Communist looks like.  Hell, Communists could look like—that dog over there, or—hell, 
that can of paint right there.”  He pointed to show me.  “Communists can look like anything 
these days.  Did your old man tell you that, little dude?” 
 “Communists—“ I began, but I hesitated.  My words were coming more slowly now, 
held back by a tower of misgivings.  “I don’t have to listen to you,” I told him.  “I don’t care 
what you think.  You’re probably a Communist.” 
 “Really, little dude,” the kid said.  “How ‘bout if I toldja I’m not a Communist, I’m just 
tryin’ to help you out?”  
 “You’re not.  I know you’re a Communist.” 
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 The kid sighed.  “Little dude, you’re just as loony as your old man.  Those people weren’t 
Communists, or whatever your crazy dad says they are, I dunno, they sure aren’t Communists, 
though.”  He picked his nose absently, looked across the street.  June Pollsworth was helping the 
old man into the limousine.  Down the road I spotted Jackson Pollsworth and the bodyguard 
walking slowly—Jackson was limping, a little—back down Main Street.  “No way those people 
are Communists, little dude,” the kid said.  “Jus’ take it from me.  You wanna know what was in 
that suitcase, little dude?” 
 I gave the kid the coldest glare I could muster.  “I don’t care,” I said.  “I know my dad’s 
right about things.  I don’t care about what you think.  I don’t care.” 
 The kid laughed.  “All right, little dude.  Jus’ give it time, you’ll see.”  He turned around, 
sauntered back into the store.  “Crazy as a fox, little dude,” he called over his shoulder, before he 
was swallowed into the inky darkness.  I stared after him for a moment before turning round to 
go home.  As I started walking, I heard the sound of the limousine’s engine firing, and then the 
crunch of gravel as the limousine drove away—but I didn’t look back. 
  
 After we put the trays away we're usually free to do our own stuff—some go into the 
parlor to watch a movie the nurses sometimes rent for us; the others kinda hang about in the 
hallways until somebody tells them to quit wasting their time and get started on their homework, 
or something.  And so most nights there's almost always something to do; you really don't have 
all that much time to think about how bored you might be otherwise, or how stupid whatever 
you're doing really is.  Usually there's so much noise after dinner—kids shooting pool, cranking 
up the volume on the television, or just talking their heads off—that I usually go upstairs, maybe 
go to sleep or something, anything to get away from them. 
 At any rate, there's no one here tonight; and so as soon as I finish with dinner I go into 
the parlor and sit down, pick up a copy of Calvin and Hobbes that I see lying around on the floor.  
Steph is trying to play pool with Anthony—every now and then I hear her whine about a scratch 
or how there's not enough chalk on the stick.  Jimmy is off somewhere with Doc Danes, getting 
his knee bandaged (as soon as he finished dinner he ran outside to get his baseball glove and fell 
flat on his face); other than the occasional whimper from the rec room there's only the sound of 
the rain, the radio in the next room, and—occasionally—the thunder.  A flash of lightning lights 
up the room with a crack, and fades; the lamps flicker briefly and the radiator gulps uncertainly.  I 
try to concentrate on the book, but even though it's so quiet, I can't; I give up and throw it across 
the room and as I do the lights go out for good. 
 I sigh and close my eyes.  I hear Steph shriek from the parlor—she's terribly afraid of the 
dark—and hear the buzz of the emergency lights as they come to life.  I prop myself up, my eyes 
still closed: the music has died, and now there is only the sound of irrational darkness, a few 
footsteps in the distant hallway.  I open my eyes and stumble stupidly to the door. 
 "Jeremy?"  Steph's voice, small and scared.  "Are you there?" 
 "I'm here, Steph."  I look around for her.  The lights don't really reach here and it's pretty 
impossible to see anything but your hands in front of you.  "You all right?" 
 "I guess," she says, "no, I'm not.  Jeremy, I hate the dark.  I feel so— so—" Her voice 
breaks off and I can almost feel her shuddering.  "What if—" 
 "Steph, it's okay.  Anthony's with you, right?" 
 "Y-yeah."  A sniff.  "I think so.  Yeah.  He's right here." 
 "Right.  Hold onto him."  I take a tentative step into the hallway.  "I'll be there in a sec." 
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 "Jeremy?"  Doc Danes' voice, tinny and hollow, comes to me from down the hall.  
"Steph, are you there?  Anthony?" 
 "We're here, Deedee!" Steph screams down to her.  "We're over here!" 
 "Jeez, Steph," I hear Anthony say.  "Calm down.  It's just a blackout." 
 Doc Danes calls down to us again: "You guys okay?"  It's funny, but I don't know why 
she asks that.  Anthony is at least seventeen, and me and Steph are both old enough to take care 
of ourselves by now.  Still, she sounds concerned: "You guys didn't break any bones, or 
anything?" 
 "We're okay," I yell back to her.  "We just can't see anything." 
 "Okay," she says, after a moment.  "We've got flashlights, I think."  A minute later, a thin 
yellow beam cuts through the hallway.  Then, another one.  "Guys?" 
 "We're coming, Doc," Anthony tells her.  "C'mon, Steph," he says, "let's go.  Don't be 
such a chicken." 
 "I'm not a chicken," she says petulantly.  "I'm just worried." 
 A sigh.  "What the hell are you worried for?" 
 "What if—" A pause; I can almost hear her swallow.  "What if there's some wacko 
murderer waiting in there for us?"  A pause.  "I'm serious, Anthony." 
 Anthony groans.  "God, Steph—" 
 "What if he's right here?"  Steph's voice is getting frantic.  "What if he's right behind us?"  
She shrieks, and I wince.  I think Anthony does the same. 
 "Steph—" Anthony begins. 
 "Ohmigodohmigod—" 
 "—no one's gonna get in here, Steph," he tells her.  "They always lock up the doors, 
Steph.  Look, it's okay, Steph, just relax, calm—" 
 "Don't talk!" Steph screams.  "Don't talk!"  There's silence for a moment.  A tremulous 
swell of thunder shakes the windows.  "I'm sorry," she finally whispers.  "I'm sorry.  I'm just 
scared." 
 "That's all right."  Anthony sighs.  "Let's just go, okay?" 
 Steph doesn't say anything.   
 "Steph." 
 "Let's—" Steph's voice is tiny, terrified.  "Let's just go." 
 "Okay."  Anthony begins to lead her into the hallway.  I see them as they pass by— 
Steph's face is dead-white, completely pale.  "Jeremy?"  Anthony turns to me.  "You coming?" 
 I nod.  I'm scared, too— I know Steph's crazy, there's no murderer waiting out there— 
but I'm scared anyway.  "I'm coming," I manage.  "Go ahead." 
 "All right."  Anthony and Steph start walking. 
 I take a look behind me, then hurry up to catch them.  Together, we slowly make our way 
toward the pair of pallid spotlights at the end of the hall.   
  
 I finally returned home, I think, about an hour later—I’m not sure of exactly how much 
time I spent walking back, but by the time I’d reached the end of B___e Street, the sunset had 
passed and the sky had faded into twilight; the first stars, eager and adamant, were poking their 
way through the velvet darkness like diamonds and the few streetlamps that lined the road were 
punching fitfully at the encroaching black.  I expected my father would be home by this time, and 
he was; from a distance I was able to discern a singular light flailing sporadically through the 
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kitchen windows, a few golden strands at a time.  He would be jubilant, no doubt, at this day’s 
victory—I resigned myself to an evening of interminable speeches and lectures. 
 He was jubilant, my father; as soon as I stepped into the kitchen he flashed me a broad 
smile and spun me aloft in a celebratory dance.  We’d shown those Commies this time, he said, 
exultantly; they’ll think twice before messing around again with us Americans; we were just too 
damned crafty for ‘em this time.  But, as he added warningly, we could not afford to take any 
chances; we could not break for celebration until the entire Communist scourge was eradicated, 
destroyed utterly and smashed into helpless oblivion.  We would need ever the more cunning to 
stymie their insidious efforts; we must be careful, and choose our targets wisely.  He showed me a 
piece of the afternoon’s plunder, a single sheet of names (with their corresponding phone 
numbers and addresses) under the vague title of “Possible Interests”—proof, he said, of the 
Communists’ infiltration into our fair community and the numbers of hapless individuals that 
had been infected—subverted, rather—by the Red Plague. 
 “They go for the big ones, ya see, Jeremy,” my father explained, running a finger down 
the list.  I looked—indeed, many of the names on the list (whatever it was, Communistic 
document or not) were of the most influential, or important, people in town.  I read the name of 
Jayson Staten Eubanks, the only lawyer in all of Guaxinotipah City, with a hastily scribbled note 
alongside it that referred to “Main Contacts”—a page that was, quite logically, missing.  I 
wondered briefly what purpose Mister Eubanks might have—what connections, what ties—in 
Mister Gates (the old man, whose name I gathered from the letterhead) and, by association, the 
Pollsworths—certainly, it could not be entirely trustworthy.  Mister Eubanks, after all, was 
rumored to have his precipitate fingers in everything from casinos in New Jersey to a prostitution 
ring in Las Vegas, and most probably even outdid his own sordid reputation.  His latest venture 
was supposedly overseeing the theme park construction; apparently, he’d handled the contract 
negotiations for the town freeholders.  Like the Pollsworths themselves, Mister Eubanks was 
rarely seen in Guaxinotipah City, often out of town with a court date or a similar item of legal 
business, and, in fact, did not even live in Guaxinotipah City at all; he resided, instead, some 
twenty miles away, in Hampstead, far removed, it would appear, from our picayune dalliances, 
and drove those twenty miles into town every once in a long while in a startlingly red Mercedes.  
Other names on the list—of figures equally important, though of considerably less ill repute—
also caught my eye, intermittently, and made me wonder; as suspicious as the list appeared, 
however, I could afford little credence for my father’s own conspiratorial conjectures.  I 
remembered, suddenly, what the kid had said to me: Crazy as a fox, little dude.  Crazy as a fox. 
 “Whadaya think, Jeremy?” my father asked.  “How ‘bout that for evidence?  S’best you’re 
gonna get, s’right there, lemme tell you.  Gonna hafta clean up this town of Commies, looks like, 
didn’t think their subversion’d be this bad.”  He snapped up the sheet from my fingers, scanned 
it.  “Yessir, we got a whole shitload of o’ Commies, right here.  Sarge’d be pretty pissed, lemme 
tell you, pretty goddamned pissed, all right.” 
 I nodded.  Crazy as a fox, little dude.  “Yes, sir.” 
 “Take care of ‘em, eventually, see,” my father continued, tucking the paper into one of 
the legal pads.  “Ever’ one of those Commie bastards, gonna hafta track ‘em and unsubvert ‘em, 
poor bastards.”  He shook his head sadly.  “Probably never had a chance, those bastards.  
Commies’re downright ruthless, Jeremy, don’tcha forget it.” 
 “Yes, sir.”  I stared at my feet. 
 My father paused, patted my shoulder sympathetically.  “Ya look pretty beat, Jeremy,” he 
observed kindly.  “Ya oughta take a nap, go to bed, or something.  Sleep, gotta sleep; s’always 
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important after a mission, ‘specially a big mission, like this, lemme tell you.”  He bent back, 
stretched himself out luxuriously.  “Think that’d be the best,” he muttered, when he was done.  
“Gotta rest up good and all that; else we’re never gonna get anywhere.”  He picked up his copy 
of Sarge’s manual gently, almost reverently, held it up to the light.  “Ya know what, Jeremy?” he 
asked, momentarily. 
 “What, sir?” 
 My father gathered up the legal pads, weighed them in his hands.  “’Fore I found out 
Sarge was still watchin’ out, fightin’ those Commies, ya understand—” 
 I sneezed, and my father glared at me severely. 
 "Got something to say, Jeremy?" he asked warningly. 
 "Excuse me, sir," I said.  "I was clearing my throat, sir."  This earned me a snort. 
 “As I was sayin’,” my father resumed, “’fore I found out ‘bout Sarge, ‘bout this here book 
he wrote—“ he held up the manual prophetically—“I’d ‘bout given up on ever’thing else, lemme 
tell you.”  He shook his head with regret.  “Commies musta had me beat, or somethin’ bad; 
couldn’t fight no more.  Didn’t have, whadaya call it, will-power.  Couldn’t stick it to the 
Commies, ya understand, if ya don’t got will-power.” 
 “Understood, sir.” 
 “But I got it back, ya see?” my father said, pounding his fist emphatically onto the 
counter.  “Got it back, my will-power, s’what I’m sayin’ here.  Gotta have will-power, gives ya 
energy and stuff to do whatcha need, ya understand?  And I got it back, I’m fightin’ now, ya see?  
Gonna fight and pound those Commies damned good.  But not for me, ya understand, Jeremy?  
S’not for me, s’for Sarge.”  He wiped his nose, held the manual proudly in the air.  “Sarge’d have 
wanted it, lemme tell you.  Sarge’d be out pounding those Commies into the dust, ever’ moment 
o’ his life, and he wouldn’ta wanted a soldier like me just to sit ‘bout all day, like mos’ folks, no 
sir, he’d just ‘bout go nuts if he saw that.  No tellin’ what he’d do, Sarge—don’tcha ever piss off 
those geniuses, like Sarge, Jeremy, ya remember that; they’ll getcha damned good if you’re not 
careful.” 
 I nodded, blinked: the air was a blue haze of candle smoke and my eyes were terribly 
watery. 
 My father yawned.  “Hell, it’s late,” he muttered, licking his lips.  “Haven’t even had 
dinner yet. S’all right, c’n wait till tomorrow, I guess.  Don’t need food s’much as ya need sleep, 
sometimes.”  He stretched again, and started towards the couch, legal pads tightly in hand.  
“Gonna make Sarge proud, yes sir,” he murmured as he stalked into the living room.  “Gonna 
make him damned proud.”  He laid the legal pads carefully on the coffee table and threw himself 
onto the seat, still rumbling over the mantra like a supine locomotive.  “Damned proud, damned 
proud…”  He closed his eyes and promptly went to sleep. 
 He slept on the couch for almost two full days, snoring petulantly at the interrupting 
bluebottles and clutching Sarge’s manual to his chest protectively.  Every now and then he’d get 
up, stagger into the kitchen for some desultory item—a leg of chicken, perhaps, or a bottle of 
beer—before staggering back into the living room and falling comatose onto the couch again.  I 
left him alone: any attempt to communicate with him would be akin, I believed, to rousing a 
grizzly bear from hibernation.  For the most part, I spent my hours outside, in my tree—reading, 
dreaming—and thinking of Helen.  I thought about her, and about other things—with my books 
in my lap, and my eyes peering out above the sublime limits of evensong, of nightfall.  It was 
quiet again, and I had little to do but ramble; so I sat, in my perch, and watched, and wondered. 
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 In the distance I made out the big trucks, crashing through the quiet pines with their 
ponderous loads of lumber; they headed straight for the theme park’s construction site, belching 
black clouds and thundering their way past the workers, who scattered around them like ants.  
The workers were laying the foundation, I could see; they’d brought in the concrete and were 
pouring it steadily into the ground.  It had all become noise and confusion, over there, and after a 
while I looked away—something about it all frightened me, chilled me somehow, and I didn’t 
want to know anymore. 
 In the schoolyard they were still playing baseball fervently; all day long you could hear the 
metallic clank of the bats and, occasionally, sporadic bouts of wild cheering as someone smacked 
a home run into the woods.  They would play through lunchtime and into the evening, and when 
night came they would turn the lights on and play again, never heedful of the time or the 
halogens surrounding them, never aware of the inning, just play, man, and throw the ball here.  
And into the dusty night they played, cutting their gloves to the quick and keeping everything 
alive with rolls of duct tape and pairs of rusty scissors; that was how the game was played, man; 
you didn’t, you couldn’t, just walk away and say good night—you breathed the game, ate the field 
with your fingers and your cleats and swallowed it with your eyes.  No one would stop them, no 
one could, and they would sing this song forever, as long as they lived, as long as the Game 
survived. 
 It was the kid, I believe, who gave me the idea of actually going to one of those games; 
though I was fond of baseball (I had the rule book memorized and could recite any part of it by 
heart) I had never summoned the courage to make the long trek to the high school diamond and 
watch—I'd always found the presence of all those teenagers, exotic though they were, a little 
unsettling: their voices were always a little too loud, their words a little too quick, like they were 
all on the edge of violence.  You usually didn't go unless you were accompanied by your friends, 
and as I knew no one quite old enough to command the modicum of respect needed (to avoid 
the inevitable jeers and taunts that would ensue, otherwise) I had never gone.  And yet, 
somehow, I did go, that summer; somehow I managed to do it, if only at the kid's suggestion, if 
only for my ill-timed fantasies. 
 In one of his rare lapses into lucidity, my father had ordered me to go pick up some 
"essentials, ya know, the real stuff soldiers eat" before crashing into savage unconsciousness 
again.  And so I went again to the Emporium—I didn't dare show my face around the 
Pollsworths' store lest they recognize me and (I thought it not at all unreasonable) call the 
police—and, once again, the kid was there. 
 He grinned at me almost impishly when he saw me approach the counter.  "You just 
missed her, little dude," he laughed.  "She just walked out."  He pointed at the door with one 
chocolate-stained finger.   
 I blinked.  "Hunh?"  I looked around the store— empty.  "Who do you mean?" 
 The kid laughed again.  "Your girlfriend, little dude.  Gertrude, or whatever her name is, 
she was just in here.  Damn, she buys a whole lot of shit." 
 I stared at the kid confusedly, for a moment, before it finally clicked.  "Her name's 
Helen," I corrected him, a little primly.  "And you've got it all wrong.  She's not my girlfriend.  I 
just know her, from school, and stuff." 
 "Too bad, little dude," the kid said, picking his nose casually.  His nonchalance was 
beginning to irritate me.  "Pretty good-looking chick, ain't she, though?" he asked with a grin.  
"You like her, little dude?"  He brushed away his hair, gave me a sly look.  "Think she's hot, you 
know?" 
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 I glared at him.  "Why would you care?" I shot back.  "It's not like it's your business to 
know, or anything."   
 The kid smirked.  He shook open a plastic bag, started stuffing groceries into it.  "How's 
your old man, little dude?" he asked.  "Rob any banks lately?  Crazy guy, your old man, little 
dude.  Crazy as a fox." 
 "He's not crazy," I seethed angrily.  "You don't know anything." 
 "Right," the kid nodded.  "Right, whatever." 
 "He's not crazy," I insisted.  "He's just—oh, I dunno—" I tailed off, searching for the 
words.  They wouldn't come.  "What do you know, anyway," I said, trying to effect a snarl but 
attaining, I'm afraid, only a simper, instead.  "My father's a genius, and anybody who's worth 
anything ought to know it." 
 "Hm," the kid grunted, with a slight grin.  "Sure he is, now." 
 "He is," I said.  "He's a genius.  And you're not.  You're not anything."  I bit my lip, trying 
my best not to cry.  "Nothing at all," I added, firmly.  "You're the opposite of a genius, you're—
you're just—" I struggled again for the word— "mean.  You're just mean, that's all you are." 
 "I'm mean?" the kid asked, in mock amazement.  "Mean?" 
 I felt a tear cut a slow trail down the side of my cheek; I wiped it away furiously.  "You're 
mean," I said, "and you're just dumb, and stupid, and— " my voice broke off.  "If my father were 
here he'd— he'd—"  I felt the words slide from beneath me, gave up in a paroxysm of sobs.  
"He'd do something," I whispered between my hiccups.  "I don't know, he'd do something."  I 
tried furiously to convince myself—but the only thing that greeted me was the hollow certainty 
that the kid was right.  The tears welling up below my eyes burned like battery acid. 
 "Hey," said the kid suddenly, "I'm sorry."  There was a surprising note of concern in his 
voice.  "Hey, don't cry.  I didn't mean to make ya cry, little dude.  Hey.  Don't cry."  He reached 
behind him, grabbed a box of tissues and offered it to me.  I grabbed a handful with relief and 
blew my nose.  "Hey, I'm really sorry, little dude."  He leaned forward over the counter, patted 
me on the shoulder.  I shrugged him off.  "Hey, don't be mad, little dude," he said, with a sad 
kindness that ate determinedly at my anger.  "I'm really sorry.  I was just having some fun, is all." 
 "No, you weren't," I sniffed.  I swallowed a sob, forced it back down my throat.  "You're 
not sorry one bit." 
 "Sure I am," the kid said, reassuringly.  "Sure I'm sorry.  And I'll prove it to ya."  He gave 
me a surprisingly friendly smile, brought his face closer.  "Promise, I will.  Whadaya say, little 
dude?" 
 I stared resolutely at my feet, determined not to answer.  My stomach was jumping 
miserably with hiccups. 
 “See, little dude,” the kid said, “the problem’s that you got nothing to believe in. Your 
dad’s got you running round all the place, and all of a sudden you just gotta wake up to the fact 
that he’s not really doin’ anything at all, that none o’ that shit he tells ya ain’t worth a rat’s fart in a 
barn.”  I laughed despite myself, picturing the flatulent rodent, then caught myself.  The kid 
watched me for a moment, then continued: “You just gotta have something to work for, you 
know?  Not just random bullshit like what your dad’s got you on.  C’mon, what’s one thing you 
want, I’ll give it to ya.  I’ll bet I know.  That girl you like, what’s her face.”  
 "Helen." 
 "Yeah, that's the one," the kid said with a nod.  "See, ‘stead of hanging with your crazy 
old man you should be out trying to score with her, dude, and fuck everything else.  Seriously.  I 
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mean, what the hell you gotta worry about Communists and all that if you’re getting laid, little 
dude, ‘cause that’s all that matters in this world.  No shit.” 
 “Getting laid?”  I wasn’t quite sure what that meant. 
 The kid grinned.  “You’ll get what I mean.  See, I can help you out with that.  Hook you 
up, that kinda deal.  Teach you the ropes.  But you gotta do something for me, you gotta give up 
on your old man, ‘cause if you don’t you ain’t gonna get shit from that Helen chick.  I mean, if 
you want to get anything from anyone you can’t be bothered by the kinda shit your dad’s talking 
about, you understand?” 
 “But—“  I hesitated.  “I couldn’t just—“ 
 “Yeah, you can, little dude,” the kid said.  He patted me reassuringly on the shoulder.  
“But you just gotta think with yourself a sec.  What do you want more?  Runnin’ around all the 
place lookin’ for Commies or hanging with that Helen chick?  You think your dad’s gonna get her 
for ya?  Sure won’t.  But I can.  Just talk to me.”  
 I mulled it over.  “But—there’s no way even you can do that, I mean—“ 
 The kid frowned.  "How come?  You're a good-looking guy, pretty damned handsome, if 
you ask me." 
 I blushed.  "It's not that," I explained, "it's just that— um, she's already got a boyfriend, 
and stuff..." 
 The kid snorted.  "So?" he demanded.  "Whatsa matter with that?" 
 "He's a really tough boyfriend," I said, "and he doesn't like me."  I thought of the first 
time Christopher had encountered me, and felt my stomach turn sickeningly: my first brush with 
him had ended in disaster.  Christopher had been in a particularly combative mood that day; he'd 
gone around the playground searching for victims—and, after a few moments, decided upon us 
third-graders playing kickball on the baseball field.  There were few of us immune to his 
vociferous jibes, but, as caustic his comments were, he was unable provoke any of us to fight, 
which had been his foremost intention.  I managed to evade him and his threats with some 
degree of success for some time, but as soon as the bell rang and the game ended, he spotted me: 
 —Hey, Jer-uh-mee, he'd called out, they drag your dad away yet?  Huh?  Didja change his 
diapers today or what?  Huh, Jerry’s kid?  How 'bout it? 
 I hadn't looked at him, only tried to walk by him looking as disinterested as possible, even 
though I was shaking like a leaf. 
 —Hey, Jerry’s kid, he tried again, didja dad hafta pop a few this morning?  Did he?  Huh?  
I'd only kept on walking, until he reached over and grabbed my shoulder.  Talkin' to you, Jerry-
kid, he'd said with a vicious scowl.  How 'bout it, Jerry-kid?  Your dad's so loony they had to— 
 That was when I hit him. 
 I was only about half his height and barely a third his weight, but my father had, in one of 
his less sober moods, had taught me the essentials of punching correctly and I managed to catch 
Christopher off his guard with one well-aimed sock to his stomach.  He bent over with a quick 
oof! and I turned and ran away as hard as I could— by the time he'd gotten his wind back, I'd 
made it halfway back to the school.  I looked back: a throng of Christopher's allies had 
surrounded him, and were, I saw (with no small relief) restraining him, even as Christopher was 
struggling madly to break free.  He'd screamed after me: I'll get you back, you pussy!  Pussy!  Just you 
wait!   
 I hadn't seen Christopher at all, since then— he was two grades ahead of me sand I had 
laid relatively low for the remainder of the school year— but I had no intention of letting him 
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make good on his promise.  The very thought of meeting an irate Christopher—bunched fists 
and all—scared the bejeezus out of me. 
 "You afraid o' him, or something?" the kid challenged.  "You chicken?" 
 "Um.  Yes." 
 "Jesus," the kid exclaimed, slapping his forehead.  "Look what I gotta deal with, here."  
He rubbed his eyes as if he were tired.  "Nothin' to be scared about," he groaned.  "He's just a 
kid, just like you." 
 I shook my head.  "He's twice my size.  And I told you, he's tough." 
 "So?" 
 I grit my teeth.  "So he'll beat—me—up," I explained.  "He already hates me. If he sees 
me again, he'll— he'll kill me, or something." 
 The kid took a breath, let it slip out with a grimace..  "Look," he said.  "Do you like that 
girl or don't you?" 
 "I told you, already—" 
 "Do you or don't you, little dude?"  His eyes scanned me earnestly.  "Do you, or don't 
you?" 
 I sighed.  "Yeah.  I guess." 
 "Right," the kid said.  "That's all that matters, then, right?  That's all that matters." 
 "I don't—" 
 "Here's what you're gonna do, little dude," the kid said, pushing the remainder of the 
groceries to the side.  "You listening?"  He looked at me questioningly. 
 I shrugged, nodded: what harm could it do?  The kid beckoned me closer; I shuffled, 
hesitantly, closer to the counter. 
 "Okay," the kid said.  "First off, you gotta follow her around.  Let her know you're there, 
that sort of thing.  If she don't now you're alive nothin' else you do's gonna make much 
difference, you dig?" 
 "Um.  Yeah.  I dig." 
 "Right-ee-oh.  So, you follow her around for a little while, right, little dude?  Then, you 
know, she begins to notice you, and all that, you can just kinda slide up to her, dig, and smile real 
easy-like.  Like this."  He gave me a smooth smile, nodding with satisfaction.  "Yeah.  Real easy, 
you dig?  Chicks dig that stuff, little dude.  Eat it right up, I'll tell you that.  'Kay?" 
 "Yeah."  I was beginning to understand.  "Yeah, okay." 
 "Then, you know, you gotta go for the kill.  Real smooth, little dude.  Real smooth.  
Gotta be like, 'hey, Helen, baby,' or something like that."  His voice took on an air of pompous 
suavity.  "'You wanna go out for an ice cream?  Let me take you to the cazbah.'"  I laughed, and 
the kid grinned at me.  "Something like that, little dude.  You dig?" 
 "Yeah."  I smiled.  "I dig." 
 "She'll go right with you, little dude.  She'll be all yours."  The kid leaned back from the 
counter, beamed proudly.  "No problem at all, little dude.  Just do it, you dig?  Don't be scared of 
anything,  'Specially what's his face." 
 "Christopher." 
 "Yeah, Christopher."  The kid rolled his eyes.  "What a dorky name, huh?" 
 "Um, yeah.  I guess." 
 "So you now whatcha gotta do, right, little dude?"  The kid picked his nose absently, 
turned his attention to something outside.   
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 "I think so."  I thought of the baseball games; I remembered that Helen had always 
watched them whenever Christopher was playing.  Christopher, however, had been absent the 
past two weeks, stranded at some summer camp— and lately, Helen had been going to the games 
alone.  I volunteered this to the kid, who nodded sagely, though now he was looking pointedly 
away from me. 
 "Right-ee-oh, little dude," the kid said.  He ducked underneath the counter. When he 
resurfaced, he shook out another plastic bag, began stuffing it full with another set of groceries.  
"Right-ee-oh."  He tied up the bag, gave me an annoyed look: "What are you still doing here?" he 
growled.  "Get going, already." 
 "But the groceries—" 
 The kid waved me on.  "Don't you worry 'bout it," he said, "jus' come back and get 'em 
later.  Girl's not gonna wait for you, little dude."  He paused.  “And remember.  You gotta stop 
with your old man.  Quit it with that dumb shit.”  He disappeared into the back. 
 I decided he had a point.  Taking a quick breath, I turned on my heels and bolted out the 
door, ran the rest of the way home. 
 
 And so I did go to the game, that night—with my heart in a flurry of anticipation and my 
palms drowning in clammy sweat.  They'd turned on the lights again; now the field was awash in 
a flood of dizzy, feverish white, and, as early as it was, the bleachers were already teeming with 
concerned mothers and their grandiloquent husbands, with bunches of whining toddlers running 
about in hasty knots and throngs of apathetic teenagers standing distantly in the corners, spitting 
their chew discontentedly and quietly making fun of everybody else.  A group of them spotted 
me on my way in: 
 "Hey," one of them said, "that's that crazy kid.  Over there, in line."  Out of the corner of 
my eye I saw him point to me, but I didn't look back. 
 "That's not the one's crazy," another one replied, "his dad is." 
 "I heard," said the first, after a moment, "that his dad got committed, or something.  Like 
they have to feed him acid, or some junk, just to keep his head on straight." 
 "They feed him acid?"  A loud snort.  "Lucky bastard." 
 "Shows how much you know, dummy," a girl's voice retorted.  "I feel sorry for him, poor 
guy." 
 "Who, that guy?" 
 "No," the girl said, "that kid.  Having to live with his crazy dad, that loony.  I'd run away, 
probably." 
 "I dunno.  You think he's crazy?" 
 "Who, the kid?" 
 "Yeah.  Genetics and all that, you know, probably got it, too." 
 "Who knows.  Poor little bastard.  Probably is crazy." 
 "Yeah.  Poor bastard."  There was a murmur of general agreement: poor bastard.  I 
shivered, and covered my ears.  Then, the line started moving again and in another moment I was 
swept into the stands. 
 By the time I sat down, the teams had already taken the field; the infielders were talking it 
up, sending the ball around, and the pitcher, all coil and grace, was obstinately going through the 
motions.  A lone batter from the opposite team stood outside his dugout, stretching his arms and 
diligently practicing his swing, paying no mind to the sudden, raucous wave of laughter that 
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suddenly spilled from behind him: a small dog had run onto the field and its owner— a first-
grade girl, named, I think, Mary Williams— was running desperately after it. 
 "POOPSIE!" she screamed after the rapidly fleeing pooch.  The dog had apparently 
befriended Joe Schmidt, one of the outfielders, and was eagerly jumping around him in frenetic 
circles in a vain attempt to steal the baseball from his hand.  Joe laughed, tossed the ball to Scott 
Brooks, the third baseman.  Scott knelt down, held the ball between his knees.   
 "Here, Poopsie," he called cheerily.  "C'mere, Poopsie."  Poopsie took a few cautious 
steps forward, then ran for him, tail wagging ecstatically.  Scott gave a wild shout, then relayed 
the ball back to Joe, who wound up and threw the ball away as hard as he could.  Poopsie chased 
after it, yapping frantically.  Mary Williams ran, too, bawling at the top of her tiny lungs: 
 "POOPSIE!  COME BACK, POOPSIE!  POOOOOOPSIE!"  The dog glanced at her 
for a moment, then dashed into the woods after the ball and disappeared.  Mary Williams gave up 
a bleak, high-pitched cry of despair and, after a second's harried  consideration, dashed off in 
search of her renegade pet. 
 "Stupid kid," someone next to me muttered.  "Who gives kids pets, stupid kid." 
 "We gave Moose to Kenny when he was five," his wife reminded him. 
 "Still," the man complained, before sinking into a glum silence. He noticed me watching, 
gave me a dirty look and took a larger-than-necessary bite out of his hot dog. 
 The game started a few minutes later.  The umpire led the two teams in the Pledge of 
Allegiance and ordered the team captains— two fifth-graders, Nate Bruegel and Rich 
Wickerton— to shake hands before he handed the ball to Nate and bellowed out: "Play ball!"  
The crowd roared its approval, and the game was on. 
 The teams were rather good, better than I had expected, at least, and the entire first 
inning ended in about ten minutes with one run scored on either side.  The crowd was tense, 
excited; mothers tittered about their respective boys; fathers jabbered tirelessly to each other, 
punctuating their words with almost nonsensical statistics, averages, or the newest diet shake 
formula that all the major leaguers was trying.  Almost as important as the game itself, it seemed, 
was the necessary ambience— the right attitude was everything; enthusiasm, thumping and 
belligerent, was imperative.  They screamed on every strike and they booed on every blown throw 
and they endlessly persecuted the umpire; they fanned themselves with every call and died every 
time you hit a pop fly, if only to pretend it was real, if only to propel, to prolong, their jaundiced 
recollections. 
 Still, I found it difficult to understand how they did it, or why they bothered to do 
anything at all; if I'd only stayed a while longer, and had simply observed a little more, it might 
have come to me eventually, but after only a few innings I was simply too confused, too 
impossibly perplexed to continue watching and I knew I had to leave.  And so I got up, 
apologized my way past Kenny's father (who gave me an evil stare, as if I were trying to step on 
his toes) and trod lightly down the rest of the way.  When I reached the bottom, I looked back: 
only an impenetrable sea of blurred discontinuity met my eyes, a thousand faces, a vague block of 
tan and white before the night sharply began.  I turned away, and started to walk out. 
 I suppose I would have left, then, started the long trudge home into the intolerable 
darkness, but as I made my way past the concessions stand (though the lights were on, it was 
deserted) and into the road, I heard a sweet, slightly familiar voice say from somewhere behind 
me: 
 "I think you dropped your glove." 
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 I turned around, my breath tight in my chest.  Helen McMurry was smirking at me, held 
out a battered outfielder's mitt, black with oil stains and the cotton padding falling out around the 
seams.  I blinked, completely speechless— up until that moment I had almost entirely forgotten 
about her.  I realized I probably looked ridiculous with my mouth dangling open and I snapped 
my jaw shut.  "How—um—where—" 
 Helen frowned.  "Do I know you from somewhere?" 
 "Um, I think so.  No, yes, I mean.  Yes.  From somewhere."  I shook my head.  "Why?" 
 "You look familiar."  A slight shrug.  "Like I've seen you before. 
 "Oh," I said.  I suddenly remembered the grocery store, dropping the walnuts.  "Oh, no," 
I assured her.  "I just moved here, yesterday.  Yeah, just yesterday.  I thought you were asking if 
I'd seen you before.  Which of course is no, except for now, which is okay, I think.  Right."  I 
sighed.  The kid's voice came to me: Chill out, little dude.  Make it smooth.  Smooth, right.  I 
could handle that.  I smiled confidently: "Yeah, but you kind of look familiar, too.  Come to think 
of it." 
 Helen raised her eyebrows a little.  "You just moved here?" 
 "Um.  Yeah.  Sure, babe."  Smooth.  I was rolling.  "Just yesterday, sure." 
 "All right," Helen said.  "I guess this isn't your glove, then." 
 "Well, I dunno," I said.  "Lemme see it."  She handed it to me and I pretended to inspect 
it.  "Nope," I told her, after a reasonably metered pause, "it's not mine.  Looks like it, though.  
Really old."  I turned it over in my hands; a faint scent, of hickory and barbecue and sunshine and 
distilled athleticism, rose from the edges.  "Yeah, pretty old, all right.  Where'd you find it?" 
 "Over there."  Helen pointed to someplace below the bleachers.   
 "Oh." 
 She crooked an eyebrow at me.  "I thought maybe somebody sitting up there might have 
dropped it, or something." 
 I shrugged, grinned a little loopily.  "Makes sense." 
 "I guess."  Helen turned her eyes away, peered into the distance.  When she looked at me 
again, her brows were furrowed and a knot of confusion was wedged awkwardly between her 
eyes.  "Are you sure this isn't your glove?" 
 "Positive," I assured her.  "I don't really play baseball all that much." 
 "Baseball's— interesting," Helen said, looking plainly at me for a reaction.   
 "Um, yeah," I said, "it's all right.  If you like that sort of thing." 
 "Hm."  Helen seemed to think for a moment before an almost imperceptible smile 
touched her lips.  "And you said you just moved here."   
 "Um.  Yeah, that's right."  I stared at my feet.  "I could help you look for it, though.  The 
owner, I mean."  Helen looked at me as if to say Are you serious? and I added, quickly: "If you 
want help, I mean.  I could help you out, if you wanted it."  You're losing her, little dude, the 
kid's voice said.  Say something else, something smooth.  My panicked mind, though, was 
sputtering uselessly; in desperation, I opened the glove again, handed it back to her.  "We 
could—we could cover more ground, I guess, that sort of thing," I said, hopefully.  "S'gotta be 
around here, somewhere.  The owner, I mean.  If you wanted to look."  I stole a quick glimpse of 
her tightened lips, looked away.  "Or you could forget it," I concluded with a sigh.  "It's up to 
you." 
 Helen gave me another critical glance—as if she were trying to decide whether I was too 
weird to stand—but then her face softened.  "I guess so," she said, with a slight smile.  She 
started to walk away, then looked back at me, asked: "Are you coming?" 



Life In Wartime 

 60

 I looked at her stupidly.  "What?" 
 Helen only shook her head, a muted lilt dancing about her eyes.  She grabbed my hand 
(either not noticing my shock or not caring) and quickly led me off. 
 We walked like that, hand in hand, for a little while, ducking in and out from underneath 
the bleachers and not really doing anything at all.  The game was still going, of course; every now 
and then a cheer would erupt from above us and the stands, all plastic straws and two-by-fours, 
would shake timorously over our heads as if the whole thing were about to crash to the ground. I 
would cringe at the sound, and Helen would laugh at me, pull me away. 
 "Why do they have to come?" I cried out once, protesting above the din.  "Don't they 
have better things to do?" 
 "I think," Helen answered, "that they forgot." 
 "Forgot?"  We had drifted away somewhat from the bleachers, now, and surrounding us 
were the misspent cornfields and patches of dying sunflowers, all obscured by the nascent 
darkness.  It was quieter, here, and though the edges of light that the halogens pushed forth still 
licked upon the ground, the soles of our feet—above was only the sky, and you could see the 
beginnings of the stars and the remainder of the twilight as it sighed in resignation.  "How do 
they forget?" I asked her.  "How do you forget those things?" 
 "I don't know," Helen said, simply, "but they do.  And they come here, anyway."  She 
handed me the glove to hold.  "We didn't find the owner, yet," she said. 
 I nodded.  "Think we should go back?" 
 "I dunno."  Helen shrugged.  "It doesn't matter, I guess." 
 "Yeah."  I looked at the field, all ablaze with white, and back again, at the fireflies.  "I 
guess it doesn't." 
 Helen let go of my hand, abruptly, flopped onto the ground.  She craned her head up, 
gazed longingly into the night.  "Do you think they hear us?" she murmured gently, almost to 
herself.  "Do you think they're listening?" 
 "What?" 
 Helen didn't answer.  She folded her legs closer, held her knees tightly against herself.  
After a moment, I sat down next to her, barely breathing. 
 "They used to talk to me," Helen said, softly.  "Every one of them.  They used to listen 
and I would talk to them.  It was so nice, sometimes."  She sighed, closed her eyes.  "They have 
the prettiest voices, you can barely hear them, sometimes.  They speak so soft." 
 "I guess so."  Helen looked at me vaguely, inched a little closer.   
 "Did you ever listen," she asked suddenly, "to what they were saying?  I used to.  I used 
to be able to.  I could hear them, every night."  She looked up to the sky again, sadly.  "Now, they 
don't talk anymore.  They stopped, I think.  They stopped talking— I don't know why.  Just a 
few days ago. 
 "I don't think they stopped talking—it's more like I can't hear them; I'm too far away.  
Something took me away." 
 "Can Chris hear them?" I asked.  "Does he know?" 
 She shook her head. 
 I tried again.  “What about your parents,” I offered, “they’ve got to hear them.” 
 Helen eyed me strangely.  "No," she said, slowly breathing the word out, "I don't think 
they do."  She was silent for a moment.  "They laugh a lot," she said, shaking her head.  “People 
do, they laugh.  They don’t hear them at all.  Maybe they don’t want to."  She plucked a blade of 
grass, caressed it between her fingers.  "Sometimes I don't think anybody wants to." 
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 I looked at her, wide-eyed, and tried to speak, but the words caught in my throat, stuck 
there, and all that came out was: "Wha—what do you think it means?" 
 Helen was silent. 
 I tried again.  "Maybe they'll start again," I suggested, "start talking, I mean.  Maybe 
they're just—I dunno, taking a break, or something.  Like they're sleeping." 
 She turned on me, suddenly, almost angrily.  "They don't sleep," she said, "they don't just 
sleep."  She grabbed my shirt with her hands, pulled me closer.  Her eyes flared furiously.  
"Nothing like that just sleeps, don't you get it?  They don't sleep.  They're there, or they aren't.  
Nothing in between, don't you get it?"  She let go of me, thrust herself away.  "They're gone," she 
said, her voice muffled in her hands.  "All of them, all gone.  Even yesterday—“ her voice broke 
off, sobbing.  "There's nothing, now, nothing—" She buried her head between her knees, rocked 
slowly back and forth, crying. 
 I lay on the ground for a minute, stunned, not sure of what to say, or do.  Finally, though, 
I sat up beside her, put my arm around her.  It seemed pitifully small, now, but there was nothing 
else to do.  Helen bent her head, leaned on my bony, third-grade shoulders— cried into my shirt. 
 Slowly, we sank into the dark, into the quiet, and disappeared. 
 
 "Well," Doc Danes says rather pointlessly, "here we are."  She flashes the flashlight 
around toward us.  "You guys okay?" 
 "Yeah."  Anthony has a flashlight now; he twirls it around between his fingers.  A spot of 
yellow dances lazily across the wall.  "So we've got no power." 
 Doc Danes shakes her head.  "No." 
 "Do we have any more flashlights?" Steph asks timidly.  "I mean, big ones.  It's too dark."  
When nobody answers, she shudders, and feels her way over to the couch, sits down.  "I hate the 
dark," she says miserably.  "I just hate it.  You don't know what's in it." 
 "We have candles, Doc?" Anthony asks.  "Matches, you know, that sort of stuff?" 
 "No."  Doc Danes runs a nervous hand through her hair.  "We don't." 
 "So we're stuck." 
 "Stuck.  Yes." 
 "Jeez."  A sigh.  "What do we do?" 
 "Nothing."  Doc Danes looks around.  "We wait." 
 Anthony shrugs, sits down next to Steph on the couch.   
 Jimmy walks over to me, a little stiffly (it must be the bandage, I remember), tugs at my 
sleeve.  "Juh-juh-jeremy?" he asks. 
 "Yeah, Jimmy." 
 "Are you scared?" 
 "No."  I turn to look at him, notice that he's staring at me.  "Why?" 
 "Nothin'," Jimmy says simply, still staring at me.  "Nothin'." 
 I sigh.  "Jimmy, what is it?" 
 "I'm not scared." 
 "That's guh-guh-good." 
 "But you're scared." 
 "I'm not.  I told you, I'm not scared."  I give him a big grin to prove this.  "See.  Not 
scared one bit.  The dark doesn't scare me." 
 "Steph's afraid of the duh-duh-dark." 
 "Yeah, well, I'm not, so lay off it, okay?" 
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 "Okay."   Jimmy sniffs, wipes his nose on his hand.  "Why is Steph scared?" 
 "I don't know," I say.  "She's crazy.  She's a baby."  I glance at Steph, hoping she hasn't 
heard me, but she's saying something to Anthony (something important, by the way she sounds) 
and isn't paying attention.  Doc Danes is next to the window, staring into the rain. 
 "I know why she's scared," Jimmy says, solemnly.  "She's scared of the dark."  He looks 
away, toward the window.  Outside, a jagged streak of lightning cuts across the sky.  He asks, 
"Why are puh-puh-people scared of the dark, Jeremy?" 
 "I don't know," I say. 
 "What's in the dark, Jeremy?" 
 "I don't know," I tell him.  "I just don't know."   
  
 "Get up, Jeremy," my father ordered, "S'pretty late, by now, lemme tell you.  Can't be 
sleeping around when there's all these Commies about, and what not."  He gave my shoulder a 
rough shove.  "C'mon, son," he said, eagerly, "time we got going, 'bout now, s'what I'm saying.  
Gotta get moving along, and such." 
 I groaned and rolled over onto my side.   
 My father grunted, knelt down beside the bed.  "C'mon, Jeremy," he said, "s'time to get 
up, long gone, now. Real soldiers're movin' before sun-up, lemme tell you."  When I didn't 
respond, he quickly whisked the covers away from me and threw them hastily to the floor. 
 "Hey," I protested, propping myself up, "I was sleeping." 
 My father glared at me severely.  "Not now, you're not," he said, "not with all these 
Commies and what not runnin' amuck in this town, not now, no sir.  Gotta be up and at 'em 
early, less you want 'em to sneak up on ya, or something, lemme tell you.  Hell," he recalled 
suddenly, "Sarge'd have us up 'bout four in the morning, or something like that, pretty damned 
early.  'Cause he knew ain't nothin' those Commies'll like better 'an to smack ya 'round when 
you're sleeping, what dirty rotten bastards, they are."   
 "Yes, sir, but—" 
 "So the only thing," my father continued, ignoring me, "ya gotta do is jus' beat 'em to the 
punch, ya see?  Gotta get yerself up early, gotta get out, do whatcha gotta do.  That's what Sarge'd 
say, yes, sir."  He rubbed his beard thoughtfully.  "Damned if Sarge didn't know what he was 
talking about," he muttered to himself.  "Always gotta be up and fightin' 'em, e'ery day, s'what I'm 
talking about.  Don't matter 'bout anything else 'less yer fightin' for it, or what not."  He cast an 
angry look at me.  "Why ain'tcha up yet?" he demanded.  "Long past time, we gotta get going, 
lemme tell you."  He spun on his heel and stalked out of the room, muttering.  After a moment, I 
heard the crackle of frying bacon (accompanied by my father's voice, singing some anonymous 
hymnal with lustful vigor) as he started making breakfast. 
 I groaned, and rolled out of bed, onto the floor.  My head ached; as I opened my eyes my 
temples started to pulse and snap like rubber bands.  I lay on the carpet for a few minutes, my 
eyes closed, listening to my father as he drummed about the kitchen, or cursed the toaster for 
burning the English muffins.   
 I groaned again, and lay on my stomach.  The headache seemed to be slowly spreading to 
my other limbs; my arms were limp and my legs felt as if they'd gone numb.  I squinted dumbly 
into the lamp, yawned: but for the remarkable commotion stomping around the downstairs, the 
house was silent, almost dead.  I shivered, and wrapped the blanket around me. 
 The game had finished at about ten o' clock; the lights had just gone out and the crowds, 
shapeless and murmuring, had slowly left, receding into the darkness like a petulant tide.  It was 
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difficult to tell from their faces how the game had ended, or if either team had won at all, and 
eventually they disappeared entirely, skulked silently back to their forgotten retreats, their 
momentary frustrations. 
 Helen and I were walking along the bleachers, now, guided along hesitantly by the stars 
and by the faded coronae of some distant streetlamps.  Helen had fallen quiet; she'd almost 
refused to talk since the game had ended and would only shake her head if I tried to speak to her.  
—Should we go back? I asked her, once the stands had emptied and the field had gone to pitch:  
—Do you want to go home? 
 Helen only shook her head a firm no, and kept walking.  I shrugged, and hurried up 
alongside her. 
 Now we walked silently, carefully; now we chose our footfalls wisely and pursed out our 
breaths with decided caution.  Helen would slide down one row, and start the next, heedless of 
me, or indeed, of almost anything around her.  She held out her arms, closed her eyes, as if she 
were trying to regain her balance, as if some slight movement might tip her off to the side and 
into black oblivion.  It almost happened— a breeze brushed past her suddenly and she gave out a 
frightened start; but it passed after a moment and she held out her arms again, kept walking, 
treading softly towards the top. 
 She stopped there, at the very top of the bleachers, and opened her eyes.  She brought 
her gaze around to the baseball field, bit her lip, and stared out into the darkness—thinking, or 
deciding on something, with an indecipherable expression written across her eyes.  Finally, after a 
long minute, I asked her, a little more urgently: —Helen?  Do you want to—you wanna go 
home? 
 Helen—still silent—only nodded, and we'd started our way back.  I'd walked her to her 
house, and got home about ten minutes later. 
 I sighed, rolled over onto my back.  My father was still downstairs, happily bawling 
something profane and off-key at the top of his lungs.  There was a sudden crash of pots and 
pans on the floor, which was quickly accompanied by a protracted series of curses and threats.  I 
heard stomping along the staircase, and suddenly my father thrust his head into my room, 
fuming. 
 "YOU UP YET?" he demanded.   
 "Yes, sir."  To prove this, I sat up on the blanket, rubbed my eyes.  My father nodded 
approvingly.   
 "Well, that's good," he muttered.  He threw me a scowl.  "Breakfast s'bout ready, now," 
he announced, "so ya'd better come get it, lemme tell you.  Soldier's food ain't gonna jus' wait for 
you, or something."  He slammed the door and thudded his way back downstairs. 
 I stretched, and dressed myself.  When I got downstairs, my father was already crunching 
contentedly through his bacon and eggs. 
 "Eat up, son," he grunted.  He shook his fork at me.  "Big day ahead today, yes, sir.  
Today's the day we get started, you understand?"  He chewed, swallowed.  "Yes, sir, gonna get 
started on those Commies today, no doubt 'bout that."  He stared at me.  "Well, siddown already, 
Jeremy," he said, waving a hand extravagantly at a chair.  "Get your nutrients, and what not.  
Gonna be a big day today, yes sir." 
 I sat down.  My father pushed a plate, piled high with steaming eggs and gleaming sausage 
and bacon (and other meats of unnamable dignity), toward me with an obvious sense of pride.  I 
dabbed at the edges of the mess with my napkin. 
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 "Good food, Jeremy," my father was saying through his mouthful of grease.  "S'what real 
American soldiers eat, right there.  Energy food.  Sarge—" he swallowed— "usually had 'bout 
twice this much, mebbe more, depending.  Gotta have energy if ya wanna fight, or what not.  
This stuff'll keep you going, yes, sir."  He spooned a generous portion of the eggs onto an 
iridescent piece of toast, shoved the monstrosity into his mouth with gusto.  "Stuff is pure 
nutrition, right here, ain't nothing artificial or— " he eyed me for a suggestion. 
 "Synthetic," I prompted. 
 "Synthetic, that's it," my father finished, squeezing the words through his food.  
"Commies live on synthetic stuff, lemme tell you; ain't nothin' they like 'cept for what they make 
up, understand?"  He buttered another piece of toast, carefully arranged a smattering of bacon 
and sausage on top of it.  "See," he said, pointing to the confection, "that's natural, right there.  
Nothing synthetic, see?  And there ain't no damned Red gonna touch that, understand?  Gotta be 
pure, Jeremy, else these Commie bastards'll get ya, eventually." 
 I poked at the eggs with my fork.  They jiggled for a moment and settled unpleasantly 
over what I took to be a slice of ham, which was so apparently old it had become crusty.  "Um— 
understood, sir."  I looked up from my plate at him.  "Sir—" I began. 
 "Mm?" my father asked.  He had stuffed the remainder of the toast into his mouth, and 
was chewing on a bacon rind.  "Wastist?  Murf?"  I stared at him in slight amazement, and he 
glowered at me. 
 "Um—" I hesitated.  "Never mind."  I shook my head. 
 "Hunh."  My father lifted his eyebrows quizzically, then washed down the remainder of 
the bacon with a long draught of coffee.  He smacked his lips, wiped his mouth on his sleeve.  
"Mighty tasty," he said, with a satisfied sigh.  He looked at my untouched plate.  "Whatsa matter, 
Jeremy?" he asked.  "Not hungry?" 
 I shook my head.  "I—I think I'll just have some toast," I said, weakly.  I smiled helpfully, 
picked up a slice of bread and started buttering it.  My father shrugged, and took my plate. 
 "S'all right," he said, digging into it.  "Sometimes, soldiers gotta conserve 'emselves, 
lemme tell you."  He stuffed a thick slice of the ham into his mouth and chewed on it 
thoughtfully.  "Damned good stuff, yes, sir, s'energy food, right here."  He licked his fingers 
greedily.  "Gonna be a good day, I c'n tell ya that, right now, from the looks o' things."  He took 
a willful swig of the coffee, then tucked into the rest of the food with an air of puerile 
enthusiasm.  "There," he said, when he was finished, "that's some good food, yes, sir.  Gonna get 
you up and running, s'what Sarge might say, 'cept that Sarge'd be 'bout runnin' our butts into the 
ground by now, lemme tell you." He drained off the rest of the coffee, then glanced at his watch.  
"On second thought," he corrected himself suddenly, "ya better wait till later, to eat that food, I 
mean.”  He snatched the toast out of my hands, tossed it to the side.  “S'bout time we got goin' 
now, lemme tell you."  He sprang to his feet, bundled up the notebooks. 
 I looked up at him doubtfully.  "Sir?"   
 "LET'S GET GOING, SOLDIER!" my father yawped, and I jumped in my seat.  "TIME 
TO GO GET THOSE COMMIES, YES, SIR, TIME TO GET OFF YOUR BUTT, GOT IT?" 
He yanked me out of the chair and I snapped to attention.  "AIN'T NO TIME TO BE 
SITTING DOWN, NO SIR, TIME TO KICK SOME COMMUNIST ASS,  UNDERSTAND?  
YOU GETTING THIS, SOLDIER?" 
 "Sir, yes sir!" I yelped. 
 "Well, that's better," my father muttered, satisfied.  He continued, a little more loudly: 
"Yes, sir, mission starts today, gonna get this war on the road, kick some Commie butt, 
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understand?  Only way to do it's go get those bastards, those're subvertin' people and what not,  
Time to get down to business, lemme tell you, time to show these Commies who's boss round 
here, lemme tell you." 
 "Understood, sir." 
 My father rubbed his beard, looked at me as if he were puzzled.  "You sure you're up to 
this, Jeremy?" he asked, placing a hand on my shoulder concernedly.  "You look right tired, 
lemme tell you." 
 I nodded hesitantly.  "I think I'll be all right, sir—" I said, but my father cut me off. 
 "Right, then," he said, gathering the notebooks into his arms, "let's get going, already.  
Commies 'bout ready to take over the town, by now, yes sir."  He bundled the papers and pads 
into his arms and bolted out the front door.  I coughed, cleared my throat, then thought better of 
it and followed him out blindly into the funereal dawn. 
 The Communist infiltration was worse than we'd thought, my father explained; the Reds 
had subverted almost the entire populace and essentially brought the town to its knees.  "Got 
some sorta plan, Jeremy, some devious sorta plan," he said, as we dodged through the velvet 
shadows, "subvertin' and what not, 'cept it's worse, lemme tell you."  As we paused for breath, he 
went on: "They're invadin', Jeremy," he said, "takin' over.  By golly, there ain't nothin' those 
Commies won't do, no sir, they're downright shameless, lemme tell you."  He shook his head in 
angry disbelief.  "Doin' it right under our noses, this whole time, buildin' and subvertin' and 
whatnot; jus' takin' their sweet time 'bout it.  But I'm onto 'em, Jeremy," he added craftily, "I got 
'em figured out, yes, sir."   
 "What—" I paused, panting for breath— "what exactly are they doing, sir?" 
 My father gave me a strange look—a tortured cross between indecision and mute 
frustration—then tugged at his beard, and started to explain everything, in earnest detail.  The 
Commies had landed in America long ago, he said, eager to spread their Red disease in every 
insidious way possible.  But, he added, thanks to Sarge's vigilance, they'd been held back, beaten 
staunchly out from our borders.  Had they succeeded, claimed my father, the world at large 
would have succumbed to the radical contagion, and "we'd all be livin' under some Red Candle, 
spittin' out nothin' but pork and beans and hammers and what not, lemme tell you.  Pretty bad, 
yes sir, pretty goddamned bad."  And so it was that America, and the rest of the sane, democratic 
world, had survived relatively intact; though the Communists had waged their wars— with 
varying degrees of success— in other more vulnerable, ignoble spots around the globe, they 
would never succeed in their evil purposes as long as American soldiers ("good, strong, American 
soldiers, s'what I'm talking about here") were watching. 
 But the failure of the Communists' First Invasion—as my father so deemed it—had only 
strengthened the Reds' resolve, whetted their appetites, and they were now only so much more 
determined to annihilate utterly the peaceful, American processes and civilities that they loathed 
so much.  And so they had devised yet another plan: to establish on these American shores a 
bunker, a fortress, to serve as a beachhead for their imminent invasion—a base so powerful that 
pernicious propaganda would weep from its walls like blood, a heretical headquarters so 
impregnable that even the collected forces of the enlightened world would be unable to eradicate 
it from the face of the earth.  If the Communists succeeded, my father warned, all humanity 
would be reduced to crumbling prehistory, to a desperate and completely anarchic despotism 
driven onward to destruction by the abominable hand of Bolshevism—a trap from which 
rational civilization would never escape.   
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 "It'd be Doomsday, Jeremy," my father added, grimly.  "Doomsday, lemme tell you.  End 
of the world, can't be havin' that, now, no sir."  The prospect of facing a Communist horizon, I 
was beginning to realize, had literally shocked my father into action—we were, he said 
emphatically, humanity's last and greatest hopes; with our success we would inspire future 
American generations; with our failure we would watch the human race—all that was truly gallant 
and gracious throughout the cosmos—crumble between our fingers.   
 "But why us particularly, sir?" I couldn't help asking (as a nauseous wave of anxiety 
washed over me).  My father answered this with a contemptuous glare. 
 "They're buildin' it here," he informed me, quietly, "right here smack in the middle o' 
town, lemme tell you.  Those big machines and what not they got down there, diggin' and 
smokin' and stuff, s'all for those Commies, yes, sir, s'all for those Commies."  He pointed in a 
relatively southern direction and I nodded my understanding.  "Gotta act now, Jeremy, 'fore it's 
too late.  Can't be lettin' those Commies take over, no sir, be too bad, lemme tell you, jus' too 
bad.  Americans gonna hafta save the world again, Jeremy, s'up to us, this time, jus' us.  S'why," 
he concluded with a smile, "I got a plan." 
 "What kind of—" I started, but then my father jumped to his feet and started running 
again, his various papers and pens flying off behind him like a confused flock of sparrows.  I 
groaned, and sprinted to catch up to him. 
 My father's plan—if it truly could be called that—was slowly revealed to me over the 
course of those next few days: from the purloined papers he had concocted a list of the principle 
Communist perpetrators living in town, or at least conducting their iniquitous business in it.  
From that list he had further determined other details: their addresses, their occupations, their 
purported crimes and treacheries; and from that hierarchy he had decided upon a course of 
action— to ferret out the Red spies, one by one, and "un-subvert 'em," in order to return them to 
their democratic sensibilities.  My father was relentless; that morning, we encountered one 
suspect—Cathy Weston, a guidance counselor from the high school—on her way home from 
church and immediately waylaid her for interrogation.  We could give no quarter, my father told 
me; every suspect had to be completely un-subverted, unremittingly cleansed of the Communist 
cancer—the entire town had to be returned to its natural, American state. 
 There was, for example, Dale Anderson, a tall, gangly man who operated the town's only 
auto-body shop: we cornered him in his garage one afternoon and— after some prodding—
extracted a beleaguered confession.  There was the women's sewing club: we laid siege to them in 
the school cafeteria and bombarded them with specially formulated water balloons ("special 
Americanizing water, Jeremy," he said) until they surrendered their bingo pieces and pincushions 
and other items of Communist contraband.  We investigated Ralph Steadman's hardware store 
and interrogated three of the clerks after my father chanced upon a set of plastic flamingoes that 
were (he thought) of a decidedly Communist origin.  We ambushed Jay Forrester, a siding 
specialist, and pumped him for information; we grilled Lewis Nately and his wife, Florence, for 
about two hours and scoured their movie theater for more clues.  And though there were dozens 
of other suspects, my father was indefatigable: we would scout the streets for hours at a time and 
hunt them down like vultures.  We had to trap our prey in their own lies, my father told me 
repeatedly, for only this would drive them surely to revelation; in time, my father promised, we 
would purge this entire town of the pinkish plague and disperse the Communist filth into the 
indifferent winds of futility. 
 And so I suppose that I must have been swept along; though I did have my doubts, at 
least initially, after a short while my father's words started to make some sort of gaggling sense 
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and I found myself less resistant to his infectious enthusiasm.  One sortie (a raid on an antiques 
shop, for example) would almost immediately lead to another (a four-hour stakeout of a discount 
clothing store across the street) and, as a result, I was left with little time to consider any 
absurdities or hesitations that otherwise might have presented themselves.  I was, for those few 
days, entirely absorbed by my father's exploits, an unwitting disciple of his distractions; and in 
time I forgot everything—my books, my tree, everything that had occupied me before—
everything except Helen.  I would steal glimpses of her from time to time, perhaps to catch a 
brief flash of recognition in her eyes, and then—almost instantly—she would disappear.   
 There were other missions, of course: we besieged the fire station and intercepted a 
shipment of goods that was bound for the electronics shop ("Commie stuff, Jeremy, all this 
stuff's Commie stuff, lemme tell you").  A wandering circus wandered into town; we drove it out 
and laid chase to a gaggle of terrified clowns and pursued a herd of brown burros as the animals 
fled down the Interstate.  We chanced upon a pair of kids from Livingston (a community college 
up north in Gainesville) loitering on the overpass; we promptly detained them for questioning 
but released them after they surrendered their flares and twenty-three cans of spray-paint.  Yet as 
busy as we were I found my thoughts turning more certainly to Helen—I started to wonder, to 
worry, as if there were some faint thing that was constantly slipping between my fingers and 
falling away behind me, and as our various quests continued it became more difficult for me to 
muster the necessary zeal my father firmly required.  I think my father must have noticed, 
because one day he sat down next to me, and clapped me amiably on the shoulder: 
 "Gotta understand, Jeremy," he said, "ya can't be doin' this for yourself, no sir.  
Americans ain't selfish, lemme tell you, s'only those Commies'at care for nothin' but themselves, 
yes sir.  Gotta be fightin' for America, Jeremy, for Sarge and country and what not..." He tugged 
at his beard in exasperation.  "Jus' don't be forgettin' 'bout that, Jeremy, who you're fightin' for 
and what not, most important sorta thing, right there, lemme tell you..." He tailed off confusedly, 
shot me a severe glare, and stomped off into the grass.  I watched him go, then trudged wearily 
after him. 
 I suppose I must have believed him—though I usually held my father's words in careful 
disregard, I think that I must have heeded, somehow, his bewildered advice that afternoon.  I 
must have taken his meaning to heart, held close his portent—I decided, then and there, to fight 
for Helen as much as my father was fighting for Sarge.  I'm not sure what might have motivated 
me otherwise, or what else might have inspired me to action for her—perhaps I thought that I 
could have somehow saved her, that I could sail in on an American crest and carry her off into an 
autumn sun.  And so, for the short while that remained, I thrust myself into my father's 
endeavors with vigor, with renewed hope and vitality—praying for the attenuate connections that 
held that dream afloat, kept intact the purpose that continued to beguile my senses.  But I must 
have been wrong—as things turned out, I must have misunderstood, and now, I suppose, 
nothing could have been that way at all—nothing so fragile as fantasy could have survived. 
 
 After about five days of such constant battle, though, my father decided to order a 
temporary cease-fire.  "Runnin' low on supplies, and such," he told me that morning, "gonna 
need more, lemme tell you, can't be goin' hungry right smack in the middle of a goddamned war, 
no sir."  With that, he dismissed me to the grocery store, and resumed his spot at the kitchen 
table with his pens and pads to draw up a set of plans for the following night.  I took the money 
off of the counter and left, more than a little grateful for the momentary quiet. 
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 I suppose I could have gone to the Pollsworths' store that day— it was open, after all, 
and I had already come to the tentative conclusion that the Pollsworths had failed to notice me 
during my father's bizarre assault— but I found myself drawn instead into the Emporium, once 
again.  The kid was there again, of course, standing loosely behind the counter like a string bean 
and grinning like a dazed polecat. 
 "Heard a lot 'boutcha, little dude," he said with a laugh, "you and your dad, know 
whattamean?  Up to some kinda shit, your old man, little dude.  He's crazy as a fox, little dude, 
crazy as a fox." 
 I shrugged, set the groceries on the counter.  The kid crooked an eyebrow at me, puzzled. 
 "Whatsa matter, little dude?  Feelin' all right?"  He grinned devilishly.  "What about your 
old man, had to stay home, take his pill today?  Eh?" 
 "He's just busy," I said tersely, and the kid's face fell visibly, comically. 
 "Oh, jeez, little dude," he said, "I'm sorry to hear that.  Real sorry, little dude.  That's real 
too bad."  He grinned again.  "Police're comin' after him, little dude, that’s what I hear.  They're 
closin' in.  People round here don't like whatcher old man's up to, they're callin' the cops on him.  
Pretty soon, it's gonna all be over, kid.  Too bad for you, huh?"  His smile was insufferable. 
 I shrugged my shoulders again.  "Sure it is.  I guess." 
 The kid stared at me for a moment, then started packing the groceries away.  "How's your 
girl, little dude?" he asked.  "You get with her yet?  You know?  Get it on?"  He winked slyly.  
"You're probably a ladies' man, right, little dude?  She can't keep her hands off ya, know 
whattamean?" 
 "I guess so."  I looked away. 
 "Didja talk to her, little dude?"  The kid leaned over the counter.  "Didja at least start?" 
 I turned to face him, then, wanting badly to be furious, to scream at him, to tell him off 
and yell and tear and jump, but all that came out was: "Sure.  I did." 
 "Well, all right, little dude," the kid said, with an air of cynical satisfaction.  "That's more 
like it.  You're gettin' started, at least.  You ask her out yet?"  His smile widened.  "You stick it to 
her yet?  Eh?  You guys jump on the good foot, do the bad thing?  Yeah?" 
 "She's not like that," I told him.  "She's nice." 
 The kid looked around, leaned in close.  "No girl's nice, little dude," he said, his eyes 
twitching.  I stared at him, shivered despite myself.  "Every girl wants that.  They only say they 
don't.  Deep down, they all want it.  Only reason why you haven’t got shit from her yet s’cause 
you’re still running ‘round with that crazy fuck o’ a father you got all over the damned fucking 
place.” 
 "No."  I shook my head.  I said: "I told you, she's already got—" 
 The kid cut me off.  "Lemme tell you something, little dude," he said abruptly, and 
something in his voice—something hoarse and deep, somehow scary—made me start, and I 
stared at him in surprise.  Outside, a car door slammed shut; I heard a man shout something 
unintelligible and a woman shout something back.  The kid leveled his eyes at mine.  "Listen to 
me, little dude.  I know what's bugging you, right?  I know what you want, what you need.  Listen 
up, 'cause I'm gonna tell you this just once, all right, just once."  He crooked a finger at me: come 
closer.   
 I nodded, and took a hesitant step forward. 
 "I know what you need, little dude.  I've been there, all right, I know what you're looking 
for, dig?"  He glanced around furtively, a suspicious arch curling his eyebrows.  "It ain't around 
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here, little dude," he whispered grittily.  "It ain't anywhere around this piece o' shit town, do ya 
dig?  It's what you're scared of, little dude, and you're fucking terrified of it, okay?" 
 "Wha— what are you talking about?" 
 "Look, little dude."  The kid's eyes turned a deep and savage blue, darkened.  I stared at 
him in dumb silence.  "I don't got time to bullshit with you.  You don't got time, dig?  You hang 
around here too long and he's gonna get to ya, okay?  I know how it is, little dude, I see it all the 
time.  Shit, I've been there, okay, so don't play the dumb-fuck bunny and just listen." 
 "I'm listening," I mumbled. 
 "You know who it is, little dude," the kid said, thrusting his razor glare into my eyes.  
"The only one makes you stay, little dude, the only one stops you.  You know what you gotta 
have, little dude, what you goddamned need, all right, and for some reason you don't ever get it, 
do ya see?  There's only one person stopping you, just one." 
 I remembered.  "My father." 
 The kid nodded.  "Damned right, yer father.  He’s a loony.  C'mon," he snapped, when 
he saw me wince, "you know he's fucking crazy, little dude.  Anybody c'n see that, dig?  Hell, 
everybody in this whole dipshit town goddamned knows it, all right?  That your dad's a fucking 
psycho, or something." 
 I held myself, silent—I wasn’t sure what I'd say—and the kid went on. 
 "But there's more, little dude," he said softly.  "You know it.  Not just that he's stopping 
you, no, there's more.  You're scared of him, little dude.  You're fucking terrified of him." 
 "He—" I managed to say, but the kid cut me off. 
 "You're not worried he'll hurt you or anything, 'cause he's your dad and he'd never do 
that.  You probably even think he loves you, or something.  All that namby-pamby bullshit."  He 
gazed at me evenly.  I blinked, and looked stupidly at my feet.  "Yeah," the kid went on,  "ya even 
think he loves you, even though everyone can tell he don't give a rat's ass, why else would he do 
all this shit?  You're not scared of him 'cause of that, little dude.  You're scared of—of becoming 
him, goddammit, you're scared you'll turn into him." 
 A sudden well of anger burst within me and I leaped for the kid's shirt collar, grabbed it 
in my little fists.  "That's not true!" I shouted, shaking him furiously.  "That's not—" Then I 
stopped for a moment.  I felt the energy drain from me as quickly as it had come.  "That can't be 
true," I mumbled.  "That can't be true."  I let go of his collar, turned away. 
 "Think about it, little dude," the kid said. "Think about it.  You don't wanna be like your 
old man, right?  Why the hell wouldja wanna be like him?  Just think about it for a sec, I’m tryin’ 
to help ya out.  You really think he's happy?"  The kid smacked his lips.  "He ain't happy, little 
dude.  There's no way, okay.  You wanna turn out like him?  A loony?  A wacko?  Think about it, 
little dude.  You stick with him, there ain't no way you're gonna keep up much longer, dig?  Hell," 
he exclaimed, "he's not gonna last much longer.  He's breakin' down, little dude, crackin' up.  
Completely.  You don't wanna turn out like that.  Fighting 'Commies' and shit?  C'mon." 
 I said: "He's my father." 
 "So?"  The kid leaned in closer; I felt his breath, hot and urgent, on my cheeks.  "It 
doesn't make no fucking difference." 
 "But I can't just— just leave him," I said, quietly.  "I can't.  He would—" 
 "He would what, little dude?"  The kid looked at me earnestly, and I fell silent.  "He 
would what.  Nothing, that's what.  You run away, he can't touch ya.  You're free, little dude.  
Free."   
 "But—" 
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 "What do you want, little dude?  More than anything else.  What do you want." 
 I said nothing. 
 "What you want, little dude, you gotta get away if you wanna get it.  Dig?"  He ground his 
teeth impatiently.  "Whatever you want, little dude.  It's either you or him.  You or him, little 
dude.  That's all there is." 
 I stared at the kid.  He sniffed, rubbed his nose irritably. 
 I asked: "Why do you care?" 
 The kid shrugged.  "I'm just tryin' to help ya out, little dude.  It's for your own good, dig?  
Remember I said I’d help ya out?  This is how.  You can get whatever ya goddamned please, just 
gotta get away, first."  He packed away the rest of the groceries, opened the register.  "That's 
twelve sixty-three, little dude," he said.  He stuck out his palm for the money and I gave it to him.  
"Trust me, little dude," he said, stuffing the money away, "it's for your own good.  His own, too.  
It's better this way, trust me."  He closed the register, turned around and disappeared into the 
back room. 
 I watched the kid leave, then packed the bags together, made my way clumsily towards 
the door.  When I stepped outside, I froze— blinked my eyes in disbelief.  Helen McMurry was 
standing across the street.  She mouthed two words silently, and I nodded slowly in response, my 
mouth agape.  Then, with a flurry of brown hair and calico, she was gone.  I stared after her, and, 
after a moment, started the long trudge home.  After a few yards, I started running. 
 
 "'Bout time you got home," my father harrumphed as I crashed through the front door, 
"gettin' late, yes sir, pretty goddamned late, lemme tell you."  I bent over, panting, dropped the 
groceries with a loud thud, and he frowned at me severely.  "Gettin' outta shape, there, Jeremy," 
he observed with a contemptuous grunt.  "Gonna hafta fix that, with more exercise, and what 
not." 
 "Sir—" I began to say, but my father interrupted me: 
 "S'just one more thing we gotta do, son," he told me, "jus' one more thing, understand, 
and we c'n get rid o' all these Commies for good, lemme tell you."  He licked his lips, rubbed his 
hands hungrily.  "We been huntin' them down, Jeremy, huntin' them down like rabbits, got 'em 
on the run, yes sir.  Jus' one thing left, gotta get rid o' this base o' theirs, this thing they're buildin' 
and stuff, what with their shovels and what have you."  He picked up a pencil and pad, tapped 
them solemnly against his chest.   
 "Sir—" I said again, but my father ignored me. 
 "See, Jeremy," he said, his eyes closed in thought, "ya gotta understand Commies ain't 
gonna stop till they're done, see, 'less we stop 'em, lemme tell you."  He opened his eyes, gave me 
a harsh look.  I nodded wearily.  "We're the only ones left, yes sir, last ones gonna stop those 
goddamned Commies, and by God we're gonna do it today, Jeremy, gonna stop 'em dead today."  
He rubbed his beard and grinned eagerly.  "Gonna blow 'em sky high, Jeremy, gonna find that 
damned base o' theirs and blow it all the way to the goddamned moon." 
 "Sir," I said again, and this time my father stopped, stared at me.  "There are no 
Communists," I said emphatically.  "There is no base." 
 My father laughed.  "O' course there's Commies," he chuckled indulgently, "where there's 
bad stuff goin' on, s'always Commies.  They're everywhere, lemme tell you." 
 "Sir," I stammered, "there is no— no Commie base." 
 My father gave me a puzzled look.  "Sure there is, son," he assured me, patting me on the 
shoulder, "they've been workin' on it whole summer, understand, over there out west." 



Life In Wartime 

 71

 "Sir—" 
 "Got those big machines, Jeremy, can't miss 'em, understand," my father explained, 
"'cause on account they're belchin' smoke and shit all over the place, diggin' around and 
everything so's they c'n put that stuff in like concrete and steel and other Commie stuff, lemme 
tell you."  He scratched his head.  "Don't figure ya coulda missed it," he muttered, "'less, o' 
course, they got their hypnotizin' stuff on ya, understand, that voodoo shit hidin' it from ya, or 
what not."  He stroked his beard concernedly.  "Not much we c'n do 'bout that now," he 
concluded after a moment, "'cept fight those Commies for now, mebbe wait it out, lemme tell 
you." 
 "Dad—"   
 "So's we gotta get goin' now, lemme tell you," my father said, turning around.  "Got those 
supplies now, got the necessary ammo, ya understand, can't be standin' round too long, no sir, 
else those Red bastards get a bead on, or what not." 
 "Dad.  There are no Communists." 
 "You wanna grab that stuff over there, Jeremy," my father said distractedly, "pack it up, 
and what not, get it ready.  By God, gotta get goin', lemme tell you, 'fore it gets too late.  By 
God,” he muttered, looking outside, “getting’ dark already.  Gonna blow our cover.  Now you 
comin’ or what?” 
 I sighed.  "Dad, listen to me—" I started, but in a flash he had sped out of the door, his 
papers fluttering behind him.  I shook my head with gritted teeth and ran dutifully after, to catch 
him. 
 It could have been that I was chasing him, over road and field, past the square and 
straight out of town.  For a moment I thought maybe he was making it up as he went along, that 
he’d really no idea where to go at all, and when I finally lost sight of him some minutes later I 
figured I’d lost him for good.  But it hit me then—what he’d been talking about the whole time, 
what he’d been gunning for all the while: the theme park.  It suddenly clicked in: and I had to 
stop him. 
 If you’d asked me to explain, I couldn’t have—nothing my father did made sense 
anymore; it was like I reached the conclusion only through the process of elimination—that of all 
the town it was the one thing, the only thing that we’d missed so far.  I began to see it as I ran: 
the bedrock of dreams, the concrete foundations of industrial mercy, the machines hung heavy in 
the sky.  And for whatever reason that had entered his warped intuition, my father was there to 
destroy it. 
 When I got close, I saw him crouched some distance away, tapping some notes into his 
journal for future reference.  He grinned when he saw me, teeth glittering happily in the dying 
twilight. 
 “Almost figgered I lost ya,” he said, cheerily.  “But my son ain’t no chickenshit, that’s for 
damned sure.  Had to lose those Commies, though, lemme tell you; they’re all over the damned 
place.  But we got ‘em, Jeremy.   We got ‘em by the balls, this time.”  I stared at him, panting for 
breath, not knowing what he was talking about—and then he pointed to the fuses. 
 “Got the whole place wired up with dynamite,” he explained.  “S’been months o’ hard ass 
work, lemme tell you, put charges all over the damned place.   And we’re gonna make it blow, 
Jeremy, gonna blow it sky high, this Commie base o’ theirs.  Gonna knock it to kingdom come, 
yes sir, make Sarge damned proud.” 
 “Dad, listen to me—“ 
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 “See, the thing ‘bout Commies,” my father said, oblivious, “is you gots to always watch 
out for ‘em, else they’ll come right in and take over your goddamned soul, lemme tell you, 
leastways build a friggin’ base on top o’ your friggin’ land, yes sir.  S’only ‘count Sarge and me—
and my son, that’s you, yes, sir—s’how they get stopped, and we’re gonna stop ‘em, these 
Commies, hell yes—“ 
 "DAD!" I shouted, and my father stopped.  "There—are—no—Communists," I hissed, 
"there's no base, there's nothing, okay?  Everything, Commies, this base or— or whatever the 
hell it is— you've made it all up, okay, it's not real."  I exhaled, ignored my father's silent, 
dumbfounded expression.  "You're not fighting Communists, you're not doing anything, you're 
just fooling around, okay?  Nothing makes any sense.  Look around.  There’s no base here.  It’s a 
fucking theme park.  You’re not fighting anyone." 
 "Jeremy."  My father took a timid step towards me.  "Jeremy, son, you all right?  Ya 
okay?"  He grinned uncertainly, extended his hand, trembling.  "Don't worry 'bout it, son, those 
Commies got some kinda curse on ya, or somethin', but we'll fix that, lemme tell—" 
 "Goddammit, shut up!" I screamed.  "There are no fucking COMMUNISTS!  There are 
no fucking COMMUNISTS, OKAY?"  I picked up one of the pads, shook it angrily.  My father 
winced visibly, recoiled.  "What do you think this is?  Proof?"  I tore out a page, crumpled it up 
and threw it at him.  "It's nothing, okay, nothing!  You're nothing!  You're nothing!"  I picked up 
another pad, threw it into the woods; its pages fluttered and flailed like a wounded bird.  "This is 
nothing!  Nothing!"  I picked up another pad, threw it to the floor.  My hands found Sarge's 
manual; I picked it up and stared at it.  My father raised his hands in a weak gesture of protest, 
but he didn't move, didn't say anything.  "This," I said softly.  "This isn't real.  Sarge isn't real.  
This is just—just—" 
 "Jeremy," my father said pleadingly, "calm down, son, jus' don't worry 'bout that—" 
 "IT'S NOT REAL!" I shouted at him.  "Get it out of your fucking HEAD!  It's not real!"  
I held the manual between my hands, with one supreme effort tore it in half.  I threw the pieces 
down, kicked them away.  "Everything here, it's a game, it's not real!  You've made it all up!  
You're crazy!  You're a crazy old fart!  I hate you!  I hate you!"  I picked up the rest of his pads 
and tore them to shreds, stomped on them furiously.  All I could hear was the high-pitched 
squeal of shredding paper; all I could feel was the sudden burn of my father’s stare—and 
somehow that managed to stop me.  Crying, I spun around and dashed for the woods, ran away 
as fast as my legs could carry me. 
 I heard my father cry out after me: "Jeremy!  Come back!  Come back!  Commies, Jeremy, 
Commies!"  I didn't turn around, just stuck my head down and kept running. 
 I can't remember what went through my mind as I ran—everything was a blue haze of 
confusion, burning up around the corners of my eyes and evaporating into nonsensical mist—but 
for the sun beating down, the final rays of dying summer light, and, for some inexplicable reason, 
smoke.  My feet pounded against the gravel, slipping this way and that, bunches of vague gray 
pebbles kicking up into the air and falling stupidly behind me like hail.  Some man's voice called 
me to c'mon, son, slow down, but not by name; I thrust the intrusion out of my mind, swung my 
arms and ran faster.  My legs strained at the earth; my lungs and heart tore at my chest in a 
distressed knot—but I only kept running.   
 I didn't know why, only that I had to, had to run faster, and I flew down the road and 
dusty paths like an fiery oath.  I shut my eyes and ran, ran without thinking, about my father, 
about the Communists, the kid, or anything else, just pulled myself mindlessly forward until it 
seemed to me that I could go no faster, that not even time itself could catch me.  Finally, I 
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reached Helen's house, raced up her porch.  I knocked on the door twice, then collapsed onto the 
floor, exhausted. 
 Helen's mother (at least I thought it was her mother) opened the door.  "Hello?"  She ran 
a hand through her hair; I saw it was still wet.  "Hello?"  She looked around nervously, then saw 
me.  "What do you want?" she demanded.  There was a frightened, almost hunted light in her 
eyes and, tired as I felt, I was startled by it.   
 "Heh-helen," I wheezed, "is she home?  Can I—" I swallowed, tried to catch my breath—
"can I see her?" 
 Mrs. McMurry stared at me for a moment, then turned around and stomped back into the 
house.  I heard her call Henry get down here right now, her voice strident and desperate, and soon her 
husband, a large, bear-shouldered man, stormed his way to the door, glowering at me. 
 "You can't see Helen," he said curtly.  "There's been—there's been a problem." 
 I blinked incredulously.  "Is she okay?" I asked.  "She's not hurt, or anything, is she?" 
 Mr. McMurry looked at me strangely.  "You can't see her," was all he said. "She's—she's 
run away."  He shook his head and shut the door. 
 
 I sat in my tree that night— perched myself high in its branches and waited.  The skies 
were changing, growing darker and colder, but I didn’t move, didn’t come down: even when it 
started to rain, I only held myself closer, tucked my legs into my chest and buried my head, 
hoping it would all be over soon. 
 At about ten o’ clock or so I was rocked awake again by a series of loud cracks; for a 
brief, terrifying moment I thought the tree was being cut down and that I would die there, 
strapped helplessly to the branches like a paralyzed squirrel.  It wasn’t the tree, however—with an 
overwhelming sense of relief I saw that the tree was safe, completely whole, and that I was in no 
danger of falling.   
 I suppose that, if I’d looked west at that moment, I might have realized what it was; I 
might have seen (as some have told me) the September night, lit up in a blaze of reds and yellows 
and oranges, and understood everything.  But I didn’t—I was only too relieved to find myself still 
alive (though completely drenched; the leaves provided little protection against the rain) and the 
tree still standing, and after a moment’s laughter—what the hell was I doing in a tree?—I started 
to clamber down.  I landed with a thump on the ground and slipped deliriously into a puddle of 
mud.  I laughed again, tried to stand, and simply fell over onto my side, hopelessly caught in a 
paroxysm of giggles.  I sat in the mud for a minute, trying hard to stifle strange waves of laughter; 
finally, I hauled myself up, still laughing, and started to walk home for dinner. 
 No one was home, of course, so I let myself in through the back door.  The lights were 
out, but I didn’t care particularly—there were candles about and I lit one, my hands trembling 
with cold and wet and mysterious elation.  I slopped my way over to the refrigerator and made 
myself a sandwich, swallowed it without tasting it at all.  Finally, after stripping off my soggy 
clothes into a steaming brown pile, I plodded upstairs to go to sleep. 
 It was the faintest of sleeps that held me that night; no dreams, no nightmares came, but 
for some reason I woke up only a few hours later, screaming.  I shook myself, tried to remember 
where I was (the candle had gone out and the room was dark as pitch), shivering mindlessly.  I 
forced myself to get up, lit the candle, and staggered slowly to the bathroom.  I stared at my face 
in the mirror wonderingly for a moment, then, badly shaken, blew out the candle and slid back 
into my room, back into hideous darkness, guarding myself against the false vagaries of sleep. 
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 It seems I must have drifted off; I vaguely remember voices and hands and the sounds of 
squawking radios, but nothing distinctly enough to say that I was certainly awake.  I know it 
wasn’t a dream—it couldn’t have been a dream—but though I felt hands moving me, carrying 
me, I didn’t move, didn’t want to open my eyes ever again. 
 When I woke, a man with almond skin was standing over me. 
 “Ah,” he said, “awake at last.” 
 I rubbed my eyes, squinted—fluorescent light streamed from some obscene place in the 
ceiling and it was horribly bright.  “Wha—where—who—“ 
 The man smiled kindly.  “You’re in the Gainesville police department, Jeremy.  We took 
you away last night.” 
 “What’s happening?  Am I arrested or something?” 
 The man chuckled.  “No,” he told me, “you’re not arrested or anything.  We’re going to 
have to hold you for a few days, that’s all.  Until we finish with your father.” 
 My father.  “Finish with him?”  I blinked my eyes open, looked at the man skeptically.  
He was dressed in a natty-looking suit, with a gold watch-chain hanging out of his coat pocket.  
He looked as if he’d be perfectly content wearing a fedora, the one you see in black and white 
movies, and wingtips. I looked at his feet; sure enough—wingtips.  “What do you mean?  Who 
are you?” 
 The man bit his lip.  “My name,” he said, “is Jayson Eubanks.  I’m a lawyer.  I’m going to 
make sure everything that happens to you is in your—best interest.”   
 “What’s going on?”  I looked around the room; it was bare but for the cot I was sitting 
on and a tiled sink in the corner.  “Where’s my father?” 
 “Your father is in deep trouble,” Mister Eubanks said seriously.  “The police caught him 
doing some—some very bad things.  They found him down where we're building your theme 
park, with a load of dynamite.  They had to arrest him.  There are a lot of people who are very 
angry with him, Jeremy.” 
 “Where is he?” I asked.  “Where’s my dad?” 
 “Your father is in jail,” Mister Eubanks told me.  He counted on his fingers: “He’s been 
charged with arson, repeated attempts at assault and battery, invasion of property and trespassing, 
robbery, attempted murder—“ he stopped for a second to take a breath—“personal misconduct, 
conspiracy to use weapons of mass destruction with intent to kill, destruction of property, and, 
most importantly—" he paused dramatically— "the endangerment of the welfare of a child.”  He 
stared resolutely at me.  “These are very serious charges, Jeremy.” 
 “What’s happening to him?  What’s going on?”  I felt tears well up in my eyes; I 
swallowed, forced them back.  “Where am I?  I want to see my dad.  Let me see my dad,” I 
pleaded.  “Please, let me see my dad.” 
 Mister Eubanks frowned.  “Your father has been very mean to you, Jeremy,” he said.  “If 
we hadn’t found you in time, you might have been seriously hurt.”  He shook his head.  “Your 
father is a very dangerous man.” 
 “I don’t care.  I want to see my dad.” 
 “We can’t do that, Jeremy,” Mister Eubanks said.  “Your father can’t see you anymore.  
At least not until he goes to court, maybe not even then.”  He put a hand on my shoulder.  “You 
have to understand we’re going to do everything in your best interest, Jeremy.  Right now your 
dad is very dangerous.  He might try to hurt you.” 
 “My dad would never—“ 
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 “Your dad tried to hurt a lot of people, Jeremy.  The state says we can’t allow that to 
happen, and, most of all, we can’t let that happen to kids like you.”  He squatted down in front of 
me.  “You just have to understand this.  We’re going to take care of you, Jeremy.  From now on, 
your dad can’t hurt you, anymore.”  He got up to leave. 
 “Let me—“ I started, but Mister Eubanks was already gone.  The tears came again, and 
this time I didn’t bite them back.  I lay down on the cot and cried. 
 They took him away, of course—I didn’t get to go to the trial, or even see it on television 
(someone told me they played it on the news for about a week), though they all assured me 
everything was going to be fine.  I later found out they’d made him plead not guilty, by reason of 
insanity, and that they’d shipped him off somewhere to some institution.  They let me see him 
once, after that—I had to beg like crazy to get them to do it—so a few days after the trial they 
took me to his cell, told him I was there to visit.   He was sitting on the cot, like he’d used to do, 
his back turned to the outside and his head bowed like he was asleep.  The officer knocked on 
the glass: 
 —Got a visitor, Mister Darrison, he said. 
 My father didn’t turn around.  The officer tried again. 
 —Mister Darrison, he said.  Your son is here, to visit you.  You can see him for an hour. 
 My father shook his head.  I heard him say: —Never mind.   
 The officer glanced at me, shrugged.  –You wanna try? he asked. 
 I shook my head no.  The officer nodded with a grimace, and led me out.  The door 
slammed shut behind us and we were gone.  
 They told me my father would be fine, wherever he was going, that they would take care 
of him and me and that everything was going to turn out all right in the end.  By that time, 
though, I had simply—forgotten; I simply didn’t care anymore.  They sent me away and, 
eventually, I came here, to the Mansion. 
 I asked them about the kid, Lucy White’s nephew, but they never told me—I assume he 
must have gone back, or left, to wherever he was going.  He must have disappeared somewhere, 
maybe back to California, working in some other small-town haunt; at any rate, I never heard of 
him again. 
 They never did find Helen (though I suppose that even if they did they wouldn't tell me); 
the police guessed she must have taken the Interstate and been picked up by a stranger—at any 
rate, by the time they’d started looking for her she might have been anywhere.  The McMurrys, I 
heard, moved away from Guaxinotipah City.  I really don’t blame them—I’d have done the same, 
I guess.  I used to wonder what had happened to Helen—nowadays, though, it seems to me as if 
she’d simply drifted away, as if she'd been carried away by a saving breath of wind, high above 
the highways and sidewalks and everything else mortal, far away from the rest of us.  I used to 
hear her voice, calling to me in my sleep, but lately even that has fallen silent.   
  
 The lights come on again at about twelve o' clock, midnight.  The wind is still howling 
like a banshee outside, but at least the thunder has stopped and it isn't raining anymore.  Jim has 
gone to sleep on Doc Danes' lap; even Doc Danes is snoring like a buzz saw.  Steph and 
Anthony are talking in the next room—their voices low and subdued, coming through like ghosts 
against the walls, sliding underneath the wind. 
 I get up from the couch, creep down the hallway to my room.  It’s cold, for some reason, 
this part of the building, and damp, too—mold and grime in the air, like no one’s been here 
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forever.  I shiver, can’t help it.  Sound from my room, funny: the radio must have turned itself on 
when it reset— 
 "—stopped, but it's still wet out there, folks, so drive careful, okay?  Expect more of the 
same over the next few days, clouds and intermittent showers with the occasional thunderstorm; 
we should see some real sunshine by the weekend.  In local news, police officers have discovered 
the body of a man who was apparently caught in a mudslide and they think drowned in the 
Verdadera River.  Apparently he was walking down Hussequana Road when he was probably 
swept—"  
 I hit the switch and turn it off.  I flick off the lights, lie down on the bed—listen to the 
remnants of the rain as they weep themselves away into the night, and sink into the morning. 
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On Happiness 
 Much discussion has been made over the relevance of rational life-plans to the pursuit of 
happiness.  That such plans are somewhat applicable is not the central issue; we take for granted 
that humans, as rational creatures, cultivate some sort of rational goals and logically pursue the 
means to those goals.  What are often debated are the temporal aspects of rational life-plans and 
the centrality of such plans in the overall scheme of a person’s life.  John Rawls would have us 
believe that we need little else but such plans to be happy; if we can carry them out successfully, 
then we are sure to be contented once the final desires of that plan are satisfied.  Michael Slote, 
another philosopher, opposes such a vital hegemony—he argues that there are many means to a 
good life that cannot be ends unto themselves, that we cannot actively pursue them but must, 
rather, allow ourselves to be passively taken by them (i.e. love, friendship, &c).  Besides, he 
claims, there are times in our lives during which it would be unwise to form such plans: if our 
desires are shaped by anxiety or stress, for example.  The implication of Slote’s argument is that 
even if all aims of a person’s life-plan were accomplished, then one might still be unhappy, if the 
uncontrollable goods of life were still missing: there is more to life, he says, than the things we 
can get, than the things we have to be. 

It is this last point that I wish to discuss—the end of rational life-plans—for I believe that 
some reinterpretation of this point might bring to light aspects of the “good life” that have 
hitherto escaped explanation (at least within this discussion).  What happens, for example, if a 
person actually fulfills his rational life-plan?  As it is insufficient for a person to claim that his life-
plan is simply to be happy, we must assume that such a rational life-plan has as its ends some sort 
of goal that can provide happiness in its realization: a job or specialty to provide intellectual 
satisfaction, the comfort of love and friendship to provide emotional satisfaction (and in certain 
cases, even sexual satisfaction as well), and the means to security (financial or otherwise).  What 
happens when all these desires are satisfied? 

The answer seems self-evident: the person should want no more.  But this idea surely flies 
in the face of reason: even the elderly do not simply stop caring as soon as they reach the age of 
retirement.  And if some analysis is brought to bear on the issue, we find that it must be this way, 
that we must allow the possibility—in fact, the certainty—of continual (though not necessarily 
continuous) desire to exist (this will be explained in further detail below).  Most important, 
however, is the implication that if rational life-plans can be accomplished and still not satisfy us, 
then their role must not be central, but, rather, peripheral.  What, then, can the central concern of 
any life-plan be? 
 The answer, I think, is not any aim that can be satisfied by a rational life-plan.  It is no 
material object, nor is it any state that can be desired in a rational sense: humans must not pursue 
as their primary purpose ends in and of themselves, but rather other desires—pursuits that 
cannot be rationally satisfied within that person's lifetime: “central” desires.  Humans must make 
a life-plan based on a desire, but that desire must not have any temporal end; else, to be happy, 
they must transcend all desires completely.  They must pursue as their ends something that will 
satisfy them in the mere pursuit; they must follow a path whose value lies in the journey, as well, 
and not merely the destination alone.  
 This is not so far-fetched as it sounds.  To begin with, let us ask why humans may never 
be satisfied by the realization of rational goals with temporal ends as their goals.  Slote’s argument 
aside, I argue that rational life-plans are, at best, a temporary solution; by their very nature they 
can only provide happiness and satisfaction at the moment.  I cannot provide a complete proof 
(that is beyond the scope and length of this paper) but I will, I hope, provide evidence that such a 
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perspective is more reasonable.  This should be construed as a refinement, rather than a rejection, 
of Rawls’ ideas, as I consider the idea of rational life plans to be essential to happiness, though by 
no means central.  
 

Let us assume, first of all, that if a person is in pursuit of any goal, and is presently 
meeting with success, then that person should have some feelings of satisfaction.  The 
satisfaction, if the end is a rational one, should lie in the opinion that one's actions are driving one 
closer to realizing that end.  Note that it is not necessarily the pursuit itself that is providing 
pleasure: though I may be happy that I am attending medical school because it will eventually 
lead to a doctoral degree, I do not necessarily enjoy going to class.  This is a classic example of 
means-end reasoning; a person following the means for the inevitable ends.  But to follow this 
reasoning, it is obviously possible that the only pleasure of the means lies in the anticipation of 
the ends.  The act does not necessarily become pleasurable because it is required.    
 Of course, some may wonder why this is an unfavorable situation: surely, if a person is 
assured of achieving his goals in this sense and satisfying these desires, then he should be happy.  
I do not dispute this: I only mean to draw a distinction between chasing after an end and chasing 
after a means.  Here, one would be hard-pressed to argue that what the student actually derives 
pleasure from is the sheer intellectual enjoyment of his studies; in this case, his goal is to become a 
doctor, whatever the means, and if that is his life-plan (to become a doctor) then he is certainly 
going about it in the right way—but he is not likely to enjoy it for very long.  What we are chiefly 
interested in, here, is not the process but the denouement of the whole plan: from this example, we 
see that those ends depend on one’s intent.  If the action is directed to some temporal desire, then 
the satisfaction will likely be as passing. 
 So let us proceed with the following distinctions: a rational goal, one that would fit Rawls’ 
example, is an end unto itself: that is to say, there is a clearly a point at which the person may 
stop and say his goal has been fully accomplished.  A central goal—that which I am primarily 
concerned here—is a goal without such boundaries—implying, of course, a person may never be 
able to rationally say that the job is completed. 
 

I have intentionally withheld from the preceding example the other possibility—that 
perhaps the student wants more than the ends of becoming a doctor, that he actually intends to 
use the position to do more, to ply his trade for some greater good.  I argue, over the next few 
sections, that for the student to be happy, this must be the case, that he has, in fact, most likely 
made (consciously or unconsciously) his central desire one of continual pursuit (in this case, service 
to society), one that cannot ever be reasonably fulfilled completely but the pursuit of which is 
pleasurable nonetheless. 
  Let me first attempt to show that it is reasonable for us to expect all rational life-plans to 
have this sort of ulterior motive.  There are at least three bases for this argument; though they 
appear to be founded on ideals, there is, I believe, at least a kernel of each to be found in all 
human beings—such desires are, in my opinion, an inherent side-effect of consciousness. 
 I confess that the first argument my mind has suggested in favor of this hypothesis is 
rather humanist in nature.  Still, I believe that, as simple and as idealistic as the idea may sound, 
there can be little questioning of its relevance to the discussion.  I speak of the human tendencies 
for aspiration and regret: the all-too-common qualities of human beings that cause them to wish 
they were doing something else.  I am afraid that I have found little in the way of philosophical 
argument that will support this in a theoretical sense.  However, all that needs to be shown is that 
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human beings do, in fact, aspire, that they may, in fact, regret the course of life they have chosen, 
and that these emotions can have a direct bearing on an individual’s satisfaction with his life.   
 It is inevitable, in the course of an individual’s life, that he will fail in some regard to fulfill 
all of his desires.  Moreover, as a great deal of these desires are borne in the formative years of 
childhood, they are often romanticized and played out subconsciously.  And though it seems as if 
a person eventually discards those desires by finding new ones, it is only an illusion: for as long as 
the individual can remember having a desire, he will still have it, even if it is at a subconscious level, 
though not, of course, if he has developed a conscious aversion to it.  To say that we wanted 
something once and never got it implies that it is possible we may still desire it—moreover, it is 
probable.  I do not simply stop desiring to become an astronaut because I am a doctor, but I 
downplay this desire with a conscious remonstrance that the notion is irrational—I could never 
be an astronaut, for reasons x, y, and z.  But that does not entail my complete disavowal of this 
desire; it means, rather, that I subjugate this desire to my more rational needs. 
 Note that I do not mean to equate all desires such as this with central, penultimate 
desires.  Certainly, central desires are of this type, but there is a greater likelihood of their 
fulfillment and their location in the subconscious is deeper than these peripheral desires.  All I am 
positing here is that if desires such as dreams can exist, and central desires are of this type, then 
central desires can also exist.  As for the effect they have on the emotions, any conscious or 
subconscious desire that goes unfulfilled (according to Freud, at least) bears down on a person’s 
psyche.  A further explanation of the emotional effects is beyond the scope of this paper.   
 Still, the skeptic may argue that if it is perfectly reasonable for a human being to live a life 
without having to pursue these aspirations, then it is equally reasonable for these aspirations not 
to exist at all.  It is obvious, however, that this argument would fail to account for the millions of 
human beings that have aspired in this sense, and have shaped their lives accordingly.  The 
skeptic’s argument fails because without this aspiring quality, there is no reason for human beings 
to do anything but that which provides for their immediate interests.  My own experience has 
shown me that there have been at least a few individuals who have made decisions and lived to 
regret them as a direct result of the failure to realize these aspirations. 
 The second point in favor of the existence of an ulterior or ultimate motivation is one of 
logical induction.  It may seem simplistic to the point of absurdity, but the nature of the 
argument is unequivocally related to the nature of rational life-plans in general.  The inductive 
argument goes like this: if a hypothesis is true in the first instance, and if it can be proven that any 
arbitrary instance implies the next one, then the hypothesis is true for all instances.  Let us return 
to our friend the medical student, and apply this logic to his means-end reasoning. 
 The first instance, here, is the student’s initial conception of a rational life-plan: his 
decision to become a doctor.  From here, he decides to follow the sciences, attend a university 
with this sort of specialization, &c., all on the path to become a doctor. 
 But if we examine each instance individually, we find that each one is not simply a 
prerequisite for the ultimate goal, isolated from each other—rather, each is directly necessary for 
the initiation of the next.  That is to say: the student attends a university to get a degree, he gets a 
degree to get into medical school, and so on and so forth.  And if we examine each instance in 
even greater detail, we find that within each one there are levels of sub desires related to each 
other in this means-end manner.  We can extrapolate, therefore, that the completion of one 
instance implies the initiation of another, from the very first (the decision to go to college) to 
what might appear, at first, to be the very end—the reception of a medical degree.   But from 
induction we can infer that this last instance is itself the initiation of another, greater instance: it is 
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logical to assume from this that the student must have had some greater reason for becoming a 
doctor, whether he acknowledges it consciously or not. 
 Put in practical terms, this induction hypothesis says that if we have our reasons for doing 
something, then we have a reason for our reasons.  I do not propose any mechanism that could 
possibly motivate this system, but the induction hypothesis suggests that there exists a final, 
fundamental reason for everything that we do: that at the heart of every life-plan, the individual is 
motivated by single, fundamental desire. 
 The skeptic will argue that this desire must be the desire for happiness.  But this 
suggestion is so self-evident that it is irrelevant: of course we desire happiness, but it is not a 
pursuit unto itself (the paradox of hedonism and the Jones mind experiment suggested by Joel 
Feinberg in Moral Philosophy point in this direction).  Perhaps it would be clearer, then, to call this 
irreducible desire a penultimate desire—one that will itself directly lead to happiness in its pursuit.  
Viewed in this context, then, the induction hypothesis appears to hold: the achievement of the 
penultimate desire (which need not include utter completion) leads to happiness, beyond which 
the individual should desire nothing else. 
 Thirdly, we may infer the existence of this ulterior motive from the implied nature of 
rational life-plans.  If we take Rawls at his word, then a rational life-plan is merely a schedule for 
any given human being to reach a certain state in life: by taking a particular course of action, that 
person can hope to eventually redefine himself in relation to the world around him (e.g. through 
a job).  But this perspective, unfortunately, reduces human beings to mere automatons: it is as if 
human beings were capable only of taking action in the external world, without having to worry 
about any other concern that could influence who they were (though it might fail to redefine them 
externally), and that the only defining features of a person’s life were the actions he managed to 
take in his lifetime.   
 This is patently untrue.  We do not eulogize our dead by merely noting their 
accomplishments in life: we do not tally up the patients of a dead surgeon as, say, successful 
bombing runs.  We care, rather, more about his intent, for as his accomplishments have defined 
his success, his intent defines the importance—the relevance—of that success to him.  Obviously, 
if the tasks the individual performed were necessary but peripheral to his most fundamental 
(central) interests, then they could not have brought him any fundamental happiness.  Though 
some small accomplishment may mean nothing to society, it may mean everything to the 
individual, and that person may feel as if his life is nothing if not defined, somehow, in terms of 
that achievement.  Success in a given task should mean nothing to an individual if it is not 
somehow related to his understanding, somehow connected to some greater good the individual 
was trying to accomplish; unrelated success should seem almost as removed from one’s 
perspective as hearsay.  Therefore it is not necessarily the relevance of the task to the world that 
matters but rather the importance of that task to the individual, the relevance to his subconscious 
satisfaction.   
 For example, the surgeon in the casket may have harbored dreams of becoming a great 
writer—it may, in fact, have been his central goal all along, but he considered the pursuit of such 
a frivolous career irrational and decided instead to go to medical school.  If this central goal never 
changed, and if he never even attempted to write anything at all, then it is reasonable to infer that 
his career as a surgeon may have only been of immediate interest to him—that is to say, it may 
have only satisfied his immediate needs.  It may have provided him with a living, provided him 
with the means to pursue other interests, but because he never did, it never fully satisfied him, and 
the operations he performed (while certainly important to the patients) may have become as 
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emotionally futile as changing a tire.  He would get no great satisfaction out of his job because it 
is neither what he wants to be doing nor is it leading to something that he could be doing. 
 But if the surgeon did, in fact, manage to write some simple short stories on the side, 
pursuing, in a sense, his desire to become a writer, then he may have desired his life to be defined 
in terms of the things he wrote.  He may have been satisfied with being a surgeon because it 
provided him with the financial means to support this passion.  It may even have become rational 
for him to pursue this desire full-time (the title may have escaped him, regardless) at some point, 
though circumstances may have prevented him from taking full advantage of his available 
resources.  The issue of central importance, here, however, is not how the world would define 
the surgeon, but how he would likely define himself.  He would see his life, then, as a pursuit of 
this ultimate goal, and, having at least pursued it, would likely be satisfied to some extent (though 
likely not completely, depending on the amount of writing he was actually able to do).  
 All this, of course, is based on the assumption that our happiness ultimately depends on 
the perspective of our lives in the eyes of the world, but the perspective of our  lives in our own 
eyes.  There is reason to believe that this is true.  We do not, if we are rational, worry about our 
name and the things we did: we worry about how we wish to be remembered, and the things we 
meant to do.   
 The skeptic may still claim that there are plenty of people in the world who live satisfying 
lives without chasing after some frivolous desire that would yield few practical benefits and mean 
still less to society.  I would argue that these people are not satisfied, but rather complacent: if 
they truly felt that they needed to take no more action in their lives to be satisfied, then they 
might as well be dead (the reasoning for this should be self-evident).  It is more likely, I think, 
that they are not satisfied, that if they are so vicarious as to put the stock of their lives in the 
opinions of those around them, they are likely as emotionally empty as an actor on the stage, and 
satisfaction in any normative sense would be impossible.  It is better to live for oneself and 
achieve a personal goal than to live for others and achieve nothing; it is better, to paraphrase 
Shakespeare, to have lived and lost than to never have lived at all. 
 A short but important sub argument also follows from the nature of rational life-plans.  
Rawls seems to be saying that by simply achieving our final goal—much like reaching a certain 
destination—is reason enough for an individual to be completely happy.  But this is like saying 
that having bought the expensive car, I will be happy just looking at it—why should driving it 
around give me any pleasure?  No doubt there are a few people in the world who derive some 
connoisseur’s satisfaction in this sense, but I think most would agree those types are somewhat 
rare.  Humans are not static—they are adaptive and dynamic, and meeting with a goal with 
definite ends will likely keep the individual happy so long as the person remains the same.  It is 
illogical to think that as soon as we have reached a certain point in our lives we are guaranteed 
life-long happiness (which is what we are in search of); this idea fails to account for the nature of 
the world and the nature of man—both in ever-constant motion.  To pursue a desire without 
ends, however, allows for this required adaptability.   Put another way, a rational life-plan (one 
that Rawls proposes) is rational because its ends are achievable: this implies that they must not 
somehow escape consummation.  Once the object of a rational life-plan is achieved, however, 
there is no logical guarantee that the sheer satisfaction of having reached that point is sufficient 
reason for lasting happiness in every unforeseeable situation that may arise: a goal with a greater 
adaptability is necessary.  The ends of rational life-plans are not ends unto themselves, then, but 
the beginnings of something even greater. 
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 If we accept the existence of central, penultimate desires in the terms which I have been 
describing, then all that remains to be shown is their centrality to the happiness of the individual.  
Certainly the very definition of the terms and the arguments listed above already give hints as to 
the location of these desires within any arbitrary life-plan, but a more specific argument is 
required.  I wish to show that it is possible for an individual to be happy by pursuing a central 
desire directly, with little or no regard for their more rational, immediate desires.  This provides a 
basis for the idea that if rational desires are included in the life-plan, a more comprehensive 
satisfaction is possible; but if it is possible for the central desire to provide happiness even 
without the satisfaction of the rational desires, then the central desire logically must be more 
important. 
 The reader may find it easier to understand this concept if an example can be provided.  
Let us consider an extreme case, so that we may develop some clearer idea of the mechanisms 
involved—here, our unwitting victim shall be a nun. 
 It should be obvious from the very start what her central, penultimate desire is—religious 
salvation.  It should also be obvious that by having entered the clergy in such a radical fashion, 
she is pursuing this desire directly.  Her earthly wants—for food, for sex, for all the other goods 
typically considered essential to the good life—are either downplayed or removed entirely from 
her mind; she consciously chooses to pursue this goal of salvation.  It should finally be obvious 
that this is no goal that will ever be fulfilled within her lifetime—at no point can this nun stop 
and proclaim that she has finally achieved salvation; she understands, consciously or not, that she 
will never attain this goal while alive.  But it provides her with happiness, nevertheless—she could 
care for far less so long as she is full pursuit of this goal.  Thus, in her case, do we have at least 
one example of the individual directly pursuing a penultimate, central desire, and deriving 
satisfaction from it. 
 In this example, the nun will be happy regardless of whether or not her rational desires are 
satisfied, simply because she feels that she is pursuing what she ultimately wants.  She could die 
tomorrow and feel as if she had accomplished all that was important to her life; she could be 
deprived of every other good and still be content, because she is pursuing what is central to all her 
desires. 
 There are likely many other equally extreme examples; there are even a few that exceed 
our friendly nun in philosophical vehemence (religious or patriotic martyrs, for instance).  But let 
us attempt to put down in theoretical terms what is going on here, and see how it applies to more 
general situations. 
 As we’ve discussed before, I do not propose that rational life-plans are irrelevant to a 
person’s happiness.  Even in the example mentioned above, we assume that the nun will have the 
basic needs attended to (food, shelter, &c).  Rational life-plans to cover these needs are essential 
to happiness because they are essential to one’s survival.  But if penultimate desires exist (and we 
have reason to believe they do), then a person’s actions should be directed appropriately.  
 I also do not propose that every individual will pursue these central desires.  There are 
obviously many people who do not.  But I cannot find any indication that people who actively 
deny themselves these pursuits are any happier than those who don’t; and experience has shown 
me that those who do pursue these desires are in many ways happier than they had been before the 
change.  It is reasonable to infer, then, that if the pursuit of these central desires can give greater 
pleasure than rational desires alone, or without the satisfaction of rational desires at all, their role 
must be more vital to one’s overall plans for happiness than any rational goal—that is to say, they 
are the most vital. 
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Stempleton Bridge 
 
Prologue 
 Deep within the cornfield confines of Virginia and just north of a small town rustic in 
size and rusty in nature, there stood a covered bridge, worn through by years and also by general 
negligence.  Though visitors to the town were uncommon, they did stop by, every now and then, 
usually on their way home to Richmond, or, less likely, up further north towards Fairfax, for 
those that had their business to do.  And as the tourists rested a little, weary from their highway 
treks and rest-stop rendezvous, as they ate cold-cut sandwiches and sipped their ice-watery sodas, 
they searched the town and the area around it for a lonesome spot, away from the grayer 
desperation that lives in and surrounds all such failing towns. 
 And as they searched for that lonesome spot, a spot uninfected by the town’s 
desperation, by its failed hopes and ill-fated dreams, most came upon that old bridge—an old, 
apparently rotting, moth-eaten old bridge, so in tatters from years that most simply passed it by.  
Tourists, for the most part, are those people who need life, who need to see the lives and works 
wrought by others more fortunate than they, and thus, the bridge—dead and dank, virtually 
empty, and devoid of life—offended their vicarious sensibilities.  And while the rest of the town 
was desperate, and gasping for its last few breaths, it at least had life in it, at least it was still alive.  
And so the visitors, their futile search ending, brought their sandwiches and sodas back to the 
town and its desperation, its sickly sadness.  And they were always careful to quietly leave the 
town the very next day before the sickness could infect them, too. 
 In this way, therefore, was it rare for new life ever to be breathed into the town, and it 
was all too often that whatever life was unlucky enough to be trapped or forced into the town fell 
victim to the desperation and joined the ranks of gray, failing souls that inhabited it.  Then again, 
there were those few—those very few—who, in stopping by, paid attention to all of the details 
and fell in love with the covered bridge and appreciated its steadfastness.  These few, these 
lovers—they were the good ones.  But good though they were, they were flukes, and flukes of 
any kind are rarely remembered for anything but for their own isolation. 
 As for the bridge, it never wavered.  It stood, uncaring, and listened to the comments of 
the few who happened to see it, perhaps eat near it.  Though the swells of rust water came closer 
each year the bridge never quavered in the least.  Had it a mind, had it possessed the analytical 
faculties so taken for granted by those who possess them, it might have thought that the end was 
near, that its wooden life was not to last much longer.  But the bridge had none of these.  The 
bridge had no mind; it could not predict; it could not see what was to happen, nor when. 
 The bridge had only memories, only remembrances: it had only the marks of lovers, 
letters carved in moonlight but worn away by the sun.  There were the cracks in the wood from 
stray bullets; there were dozens of old coins—some lost in anger, and perhaps, in anger, found 
again.  There were the tattered pieces of wedding gowns and there were tiny wooden crafts 
carved in spare time.  Within the cracks of the bridge there lay the dredges of humanity—the 
supereternal residue of the human existence.   And had it been human—had it known what wealth 
it carried—the bridge might have laughed, and it might have cried—but the bridge was mindless, 
and in this reticence it was steadfast. 
 
Chapter One 
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 Late September heat and sun bore down upon the town, gelatinous warmth spreading 
itself out in harsh broiling waves, collecting layer upon layer.  Most of the populace sought 
shelter indoors, or in ice cream stores, and others found solace in bathtubs, filled to the brim 
with cold water.  The daring plunged into the old river, risking leeches and old beer cans, and the 
less daring simply sat and contemplated the heat, gently waving their fans across their faces and 
sipping Kool-Aid.  Still others jumped into the rusted shallows from the bridge, risking not only 
bloodsuckers and liquor litter but also rocks and broken wood.  Every year, at least one of these 
daredevils would find himself (invariably these were boys) in Leroy Spencer’s office, with a 
broken leg or a laceration.  Every few years these injuries might be serious enough to warrant a 
flight to Charlottesville, some fifty miles away.  And every once in a long while, someone might 
die, from jumping off the bridge.  But usually, these were, in proportion, rare—and so, the 
daredevils and waterseekers continued their jumping, and usually these few injuries—no matter 
how serious—were ignored.  
 On such days as this, anything to be done was done slowly—if at all.  Dogs refused to 
move, and all the town’s children seemed oddly quiet.  After finding that the air conditioning 
system of the town’s one church did not work, the one unmarried couple in the town decided to 
postpone their wedding.  
 A tiny cloud hung in the sky like a bullet.  There was no breeze at all in the town; the 
radio weatherman spoke of a low-pressure front that might bring rain coming down from the 
north, but he didn’t expect it for about a week or so.  In any case, such predictions—especially 
those for far off rain—always become untrue the moment they are spoken.  The townspeople 
were subtly aware of this fact, and so no one really believed that relief was coming any time soon.   
  Everywhere the town was still.  The office of the board of freeholders refused what few 
phone calls came through.  Manny’s Barbershop was closed, as was almost every other shop in 
the town. The drugstore, run by Jake Gibbs and the rest of his family, remained open for a while 
in the sweltering heat—one of the only buildings in town that had a fully functional air 
conditioning system—as well as several oscillating fans plugged in throughout.  However, it too 
closed at about noon, or thereabouts—Mr. Gibbs must have decided that no customer would 
risk death by sunstroke for a few ounces of Tylenol, or Pepto-Bismol.  As it turned out that day, 
he was right. 
 There were, however, a few places in the town where activity hadn’t stopped altogether.  
The air conditioning of the ice cream store—the only commercial chain in town—was, by 
necessity, operational, and business was booming.  The hardware store was also open, selling air 
conditioners and ceiling fans and the like.  One man bought a rowboat—he remarked, in passing, 
that he intended to float along in the pond in it, find a shady spot along the bank, and fall asleep 
under it.  This was odd because it was commonly known that the pond tended to dry up in hot 
weather, and that day word had come that the pond had almost dried up entirely.  The one 
employee shook his head and wished the man good luck. 
 On the few farms nestled along the fringes of the town, work hadn’t ceased at all.  Heat 
made no difference to the tractors, and the few farm hands helping out usually found comfort in 
the shade underneath the trees, or the porch, or even in the tall grass.  It was always cooler out of 
town, for some reason—or warmer, depending on the season—but it was a secret no one really 
knew.  And so the farm hands worked alone, with their tall hands reaching for shovels and 
hacking away at the cool earth.  And every so often, they’d stop for a second, and just breathe a 
little—to just take in the scent of the wheat, of the manure, of the trees nearby.  The heat didn’t 
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affect those things—and so, out of almost all the people in town, they worked, and they were 
quietly proud of this fact. 
 But for the most part, the townspeople were quiet, and tired.  Tired of the heat, yes—but 
tired of just about everything else, as well.  It could have been said that they were tired of each 
other—they were tired of the very closeness forced upon them by virtue of where they lived.  
Stempleton—for that was the town’s name—was a town tired of itself.   
 There was not a soul in the town that knew this, not even Bill Machrome, the newspaper 
editor, or Julia Willshurst, the owner of the biggest restaurant and bar in town (and thus privy to 
most of the town’s gossip).  The entire town knew was that it was dying, but of a disease whose 
name no one knew. 
 
 A little car blew along the highway, a tiny blue bug on a black ribbon.  All along the edges 
rose the cornfields, high and untended, green weeds poking out of the gold.  The highway was 
meant to be lonely this time of year, but the driver of the little blue car didn’t notice at all.  He 
kept his eyes to the road in front of him instead, checking the horizon for oncoming traffic and 
dead cows blocking the roadway.  So far he’d seen exactly one of each—a semi carrying God-
only-knew-what in its nameless steel tank, and a black and white Holstein, all four legs in the air 
like an overturned coffee table.   

He’d almost missed seeing the damned thing; he’d only saved his car from a rather grisly fate 
by plowing into the corn at the last minute.  Luckily, the shoulder was a gradual slope and the 
corn shucks were thin; he was able to get the car out with no real trouble.  But Jesus, the stink 
that cow had made—he’d almost puked his guts out then and there.  The sun and heat apparently 
didn’t affect the smell—maybe even made it worse—and the skin of the Holstein had risen and 
bloated like a leathery balloon.  Flies swarmed around the carcass, chewing on the cow’s open 
eyeballs, crawling into the open mouth.  He’d gotten out of there in a hurry; it was too bad the 
smell hadn’t stayed behind.  The air conditioning was off; he’d opened the windows to try to get 
it out—and so far, it wasn’t working.   

Still, he tapped his hands absently on the steering wheel, unrhythmically, sometimes 
embellishing the sound by humming a bit, catching brief glimpses of the road signs as they 
breezed by.  There didn’t seem to be a town for miles—and there certainly wasn’t any place to 
stop around here.  Not that he would’ve stopped to check—the farmland prairies the highway 
cut between were dead and abandoned.  Untended corn had changed to a yellowed slab of 
weeds—somehow dark in the afternoon sun. He wasn’t sure there weren’t zombies—or maybe a 
serial killer—hiding along the edges of the road and just waiting for him to stop and take a piss.  
He wasn’t sure if they had those, this deep in Ohio, but he’d play it safe.  His foot tightened on 
the gas pedal, and the little blue car sped on. 
 He drove in silence for a few minutes, watching the occasional convenience store flash 
by, interrupting the constant flow of the weeds.  Most were all the same, square brick buildings 
with plate glass windows in front, some with gas pumps, most without.  They offered everything 
from umbrellas to reheated chicken burritos, comic books for the kids and collectible figurines of 
the local minor league team for the occasional intrepid collector.  He smiled gently, mind 
laughing, and his eyes trailed along the dashboard.  He looked at his own Stadium, an old plastic 
model, with the paint chipping off and the Genuwine Authentic seal on the back slowly peeling 
away.  He tried to remember the Stadium, the real one, only for a moment—and for that 
moment, the smell of the car was temporarily forgotten, replaced ever so quickly by ones of 
popcorn and grass clippings. 
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 He shook his head.  He’d think about it later. 
 The sun had swung low in the west, its orange fire now straddling the sky.  There were 
more clouds now; the few in the sky before had strung themselves together, forming a few thin 
lines in the sky in a meteorological loose-leaf.  Light glittered along the top of each.   Perhaps, he 
wondered, it would rain after all.  Not for a while, he thought.  But it would be soon.  It would 
rain, soon enough. 
 He saw the motel a few minutes later—its lonely fluorescent sign barely working, 
alternately giving a spurt of life before fading into nothingness again.  As he pulled closer, he saw 
that the vacancy sign was lit, and, as he turned into the driveway, he saw that the parking lot was 
almost empty.  Dusty windows, with closed drapes behind them, sagged in their joints, and for a 
moment he considered driving on.  But he was tired—he’d been driving almost nonstop for 
about twelve hours now, and he convinced himself that he could somehow sleep, no matter what 
the conditions might be. 
 The little blue car made its way along the gravel path, and stopped in front of a lonely 
building marked Main Office.  The driver threw his things in his pack, and slung the bag over his 
shoulder.  He shut the car off with a sigh, opened the door.  Then he stepped, with a crunch, 
onto the gravel, and slowly made his way into the building in front of him. 
  
 The door opened with a tinkle.  A clerk—perhaps the only clerk, he thought—looked up 
with a start, shoved whatever magazine he’d been reading beneath the desk.  Crotch Shots, he 
thought, perhaps, or some other similarly acclaimed piece of literature. He saw that the clerk was 
young, the last vestiges of acne still clinging on, with a wisp of coarse brown hair drooping 
slightly behind aviator glasses.   
 He walked over to the desk and dropped his bag.  “I’d like a room for the night, please.” 
 The clerk nodded, and scribbled something on a piece of paper.  A little plastic nametag 
proclaimed the clerk’s name as Ryan, but someone—presumably the clerk himself—had added a 
“B” to it with Whiteout.  Bryan ducked underneath the desk and vanished.  He reappeared a 
moment later holding a grimy key in his hand.  “Room number three,” Bryan said, handing the 
key to him without really looking at him.  “I’ll need your name, please.” 
 He took a deep breath, smelled the deadened air and the mint flavored insecticide.  A 
picture of a serene landscape floundered on the wall behind the desk, the gold paint on the frame 
flaking off.  Testimony to better days, perhaps—he sighed, a vague feeling of weariness coming 
over him.  “Michael Barnes,” he said softly. 
 The clerk nodded, scribbled again, hovering over the paper protectively.  Finally, he 
looked up. “That’s thirty dollars,” he announced.  “Oh—and we only accept cash.”  The last was 
delivered with a decidedly apologetic expression. 
 Michael nodded, understanding.  Most of the motels he’d stayed at so far were the same.  
A bluebottle fly lighted upon the clerk’s shoulder quizzically, and then took off again as the clerk 
raised his hand for the money.  Michael fished out some bills from his pocket, found a twenty 
and a ten, and placed them in the waiting palm.  The hand closed quickly around the money and 
disappeared without a sound. 
 He turned around, picked up the tattered bag slowly, and started for the door. 
 “Oh,” called the clerk.  “Your room is right to your left.  Can’t miss it.” 
 Michael turned, nodded to the clerk.  Bryan, his name was.  “Thanks.”  He smiled tiredly. 



Life In Wartime 

 87

 Bryan scratched his head, closed the magazine, which had magically reappeared.  Michael 
saw from the cover that it was nothing more than a faded Popular Science, and a few years old at 
that.  “Where you headed for, anyway?”   
 Michael shrugged his shoulders.  “I dunno.  Where’s the closest place to eat?” 
 Bryan thought for a moment and scratched his head again.  “Nearest place is the 
Spinning Wheel, down in Stempleton, I’d guess.”  He pointed outside, his fingers tracing an 
imaginary car down the highway.  “Just follow the Interstate a few more miles.  I forget which 
exit it is, but it’s hard to miss, you know?” 
 “Yeah,” Michael nodded.  “I know.” 
 The clerk looked at him curiously.  “Where did you say you were heading again?”  He 
looked at Michael, and then added quickly, “If you don’t mind me askin’, that is.” 
 Michael did mind, but he shook his head politely, anyway.  “It’s all right.  I’m a doctor.  
Used to have a hospital job, but I got laid off.  Moving out to the country.”  It wasn’t the truth; in 
fact it was an outright lie, but he figured that good old Bryan didn’t need to know exactly why.  
“Getting away from the sprawl.  You know how it is nowadays.” 
 Bryan the Clerk nodded fiercely, showing that he knew damned well how it was 
nowadays.  “Yeah, sure do.  Say, you gonna replace Doctor Spencer?”  His glasses were sliding 
slowly off his nose—they were quickly propped up with one chocolate smeared finger.   
 Michael considered lying again, but he finally decided he was hell bound enough by lying 
in the first place.  Maybe later he’d say a prayer of forgiveness for leading Bryan the Clerk 
astray—but he doubted it.  “Maybe,” he said.  When he saw Bryan’s doubtful expression, he 
added: “Probably not.”  He turned around and wrapped the other strap of the bag around his 
shoulder.  He reached for the door and opened it, and stepped into the retaining night. 
 The door squeaked shut behind him. 
 
 Despite the grime apparent along the edges, the key slid into the lock easily.  The hallway 
was dark, unlit; there was no ice machine, only an old soda machine that gave out a wide variety 
of warm Pepsis.  The motel was utterly silent—not a car drove on the highway, no music played 
anywhere, and even the half-broken refrigerator of the soda machine remained quiet for the 
moment.  A single room, about one hundred feet away, was lit.  He could just make out the 
silhouette of the guest inside it; the man—or woman—was drinking something.   
 He looked up.  The stars first come out a while ago; now they no longer seemed weak 
and fleeting—they were out in force.  He marveled at them for a moment—you could never see 
the stars anywhere within ten—on some nights it was twenty—miles of Richmond.  They 
glittered like steel pins through black paper.  Anywhere else the stars would’ve dazzled him, 
would’ve held him wondering for hours on end—here they only seemed cold, and distant—and 
lonely.   
 Michael shook his head, turned to the door.  He tried to open it with one hand, then with 
two; he finally had to kick the damned thing to get to budge an inch.  He kicked it again and it 
gave way another few inches, just enough to squeeze through.  He sighed, and in one motion 
stepped inside and shoved the door shut.  He hit the light switch and the walls flooded with hard 
fluorescence. 
 The room was spare, but it didn’t look terribly uncomfortable.  There was a bed against 
the wall on the far side; he staggered over, tossed his pack on it and sat down.  A faint cloud of 
forgotten dust mushroomed up, a few inches above the sheets, and he sneezed just as his pack 
spilled his papers onto the floor. 
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 Michael groaned, leaned over the edge to pick them up.  His hand brushed against 
something round, and hard, and he stopped.  He wrapped his fingers around it—whatever it 
was—and he picked it up. 
 It was a baseball—brown and shiny, and tearing at the seams—and he stared at it for a 
moment, rotating the leathery pearl in the palm of his hand.  It was undoubtedly old—the 
rawhide cover said that much—but the rest of it—what it was, from where it had come—seemed 
a mystery. 
 There was an old wicker chair in the corner; Michael got up from the bed and sat in it.  
The chair sagged a little, under his weight, though it was more comfortable—and at least it 
smelled cleaner than the bed did.  Michael kept turning the ball over, touching it, trying to 
remember.  There was something written on it, he saw, perhaps a signature, maybe a 
testimonial—he couldn’t make it out.   
 It was an autograph, he decided—there were a few vague, black lines scribbled above it, 
still barely visible—but even noticing this didn’t help him understand.  The name, he saw, was 
Archie Griffin—he’d heard the name before.  Michael turned the ball around again, looked for 
more.  He felt his eyelids trembling under their own weight, but he didn’t suppose he could sleep 
until he figured out the mystery, until he understood. 
 He was still sitting in the wicker, ball in hand, when he fell asleep. 
 
 The baseball player is tall, but not as tall as the rest.  Mikey waves to him, holds out his ball, and the 
player walks over to him.  The player takes Mikey’s ball, and pen, and says: 
 “What’s your name, kid?” 
 Mikey grins.  “Michael Barnes,” he manages to say without choking.  The player is much bigger in 
person. 
 The player scribbles something on the ball.  “You play baseball, Mike?” he asks. 
 “Yes, sir.” 
 “Practice your fundamentals.”  There is a slight hint of rote to his voice, but Mikey barely hears it—all 
he can do is feel the bright sunshine and the cool crosscut wind.  The player hands his ball and pen back to him.  
Mikey puts the pen away, but holds the ball almost reverently in his palm.  He stares at it, rotates it in his 
palm—white with red stripes—perfectly symmetrical. He touches it gently with one finger, then sets the ball down.   
 The player is walking away back onto the field, and Mikey calls to him.  “Hey, Mister Griffin,” he says. 
 The player turns around.  “Yeah, kid.” 
 “Are you going to play for the Yankees?” 
 The player seems to smile for a moment.  “Maybe,” he replies.  “You going to play baseball when you 
grow up?” 
 Mikey smiles, too, nods his head eagerly.  “Yeah.” 
 “Practice your fundamentals, kid.”  The player walks back onto the field, into the sunshine, and Mikey 
sits back down, holding the baseball in his lap. 
 
 Michael shuddered awake.  So that was what it was—he remembered now, remembered 
that day and that Archibald Griffin—a minor leaguer who never did make it to the Yankees.  He 
remembered taking the ball with him, packing it away into his bag just as his family left the 
Stadium.  He remembered placing it reverently on the mantle, on its very own stand, because that 
was where he thought it deserved to be—and he remembered putting it in his pack just before 
striking out, and then back home, again.  He remembered everything. 
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 He turned the ball over again, read the inscription: To my friend, Michael Barnes, #1.  Best of 
luck, Archie Griffin, #25.  On the other side: Practice your fundamentals. 
 Michael tossed the ball away and leaned back in the chair. 
 
 He finally got up from the chair and fell asleep on the mildew-laden bed until seven-
thirty. When he woke at last, the sun was streaming into the window like a pile of golden two-by-
fours.  He switched on the television; the weatherman promised that the heat would let up 
eventually—but not that day; apparently the low-pressure front was going to be delayed a tad.  
The weatherman expected highs to be in the low to mid 90’s—maybe cooler, he added, thought 
it was little comfort.  Then the anchorman switched attention over to sports, and the weather 
forecast was over. 
 Michael got up; feeling only somewhat refreshed, and packed up the papers into his 
knapsack and put the pen in his pocket.  Then he switched the television off and left, stopping 
only to buy a Pepsi on his way out.   
 The little blue car drove away into a deep red morning glory. 
 
 It was going to be a scorcher, no matter what that damned weatherman was saying.  
Hordes of insects, infesting the abandoned and downright dingy-looking cornfields surrounding 
him, buzzed incessantly, wings and chirps clicking together in wasting harmony.  It annoyed him 
only slightly; he could just barely hear the drone of the insects above the insistent hum of the 
tires.  He increased the pressure on the gas, and the insects went away—momentarily.  The 
instant he eased they returned, speaking to him in the same monotonous drone.  Their 
persistence annoyed him as well. 
 He couldn’t put the windows up to tune them out because he’d bake like a ham if he 
did—the air conditioning in the little blue car refused to work.  In fact, most of the things that 
he’d once thought were necessary for a motorist’s survival refused to work, as well—the radio 
was shot, the dashboard light was broken, and the windshield wipers didn’t wipe.  Not that he’d 
need the wipers anytime soon—weathermen in general, he’d decided, were idiots. 
 The engine, at least, was in good condition.  At least, he thought it was; it was the only 
piece of the car’s machinery that seemed to run without a glitch.  Since he’d started it had not 
given so much as a tentative hiccup.  It did rattle slightly at any speed over sixty-five, but that was 
all right—it worked well enough for him, and he was in no hurry to get to wherever the hell he 
was going. 
 But he couldn’t deny it; he knew where he was going, he knew damned well where he was 
headed.  He’d abandoned his dreams far back, a long way down the road, because he’d simply 
had no use for them anymore.  And so now he pointed the little blue car back home, with a 
suitcase full of clothes and very little else, and he stared into the sun.  Home was there; he could 
see it, feel it.  It was licking against the horizon: a place where, he knew, those phantasmal dreams 
could trail him no more, a place where his ambition could finally expire and he could be left 
alone. 
 A lonely green road sign cratered with the holes from decades old BBs, mentioned a town 
called Stempleton in passing.  He stole a sideward glance at the sign, noted the number almost 
absently, allowing for the slightest moment a trickle of memory fall before his eyes—and with 
another glance threw them back to the side of the road.  It had been the only real road sign he’d 
seen all day—the rest, really only a few, had been nothing more than ragged billboards, 
advertising for such curiosities as Anderson’s Crocodile Farm (with free refreshments and a gift 



Life In Wartime 

 90

shop) and McDonald’s.  These were all lonely signs, signaling their wares to nobody but the ill-
equipped cornfields, all of them being slowly weeded out and on their own respective paths to 
becoming something else entirely.  And above it all the sun blazed on.   
 He drove in silence for a few more minutes, exactly the way he’d been driving since he’d 
started.  He was feeling good, somehow—he felt himself slipping away from his own self, he felt 
himself disconnecting.  Perhaps it’d been happening the whole time, perhaps the dream he’d had 
simply had started the process, but what mattered was that it was happening, and that was the 
point.  He was starting to forget everything—and by forgetting everything he knew that nothing 
could ever have hurt him, could ever have happened to him.  He was fine—at least, he certainly 
felt that way.  He tightened the foot on the gas, sped up. 
 Another road sign poked its head out from the rushes of corn and sunflowers a few 
minutes later.  From a distance it seemed no different from the rest, but he slowed down again.  
Something arrested his attention—and as he drew nearer to it he saw what it was.  It wasn’t a 
billboard—it was too small—and it wasn’t a directional sign.  It was an old wooden sign, paint 
fading and slowly but surely splintering away into oblivion.  It certainly looked forgotten—the 
weeds here were the tallest he’d seen so far—but it was somehow beautiful.  It was a dead 
memory, it was something meant never to be but was anyway—and as he brought the car to a 
squeaking stop he saw what the words—worn and nearly illegible—engraved on the wood read.
  
 He was almost there. 
 Michael smiled, and started the little blue car back up again.  It was broiling outside—it 
certainly was going to be a scorcher—and he heard the engine protest slightly with the effort.  
It’d make it—or at least he fervently hoped it would, and he’d been running on luck for the 
longest time.  But it was a reliable, sturdy little engine—perhaps the only thing in the little blue 
car that still worked—and Michael blew into Stempleton a few minutes later, carried in, he felt, 
on the remains of his tattered memory. 
 
Chapter Two 
  

 Like those of most small towns, Stempleton’s Main Street loomed empty and quiet, much 
as it always had.  Stempleton had always been a small town—since the Depression it hadn’t 
grown at all—and though there were always things that could be done or had, usually these 
things went untouched or forgotten.  Nathan McAllister’s antique bookstore was empty (with the 
exception of McAllister himself, of course) and the town’s one arcade was dustily silent.  
Altogether the people were generally sleeping—Nathan McAllister in a chair, most others in 
hammocks or other more accommodating spaces.  And if the people weren’t found sleeping then 
they could be found reading, and if they did not do these things there were other things to please 
them on such scorchers as this.  Many complained about the damned weathermen and others 
simply watched television in a state of catatonic boredom. 
 They were all escaping, of course, though they would never admit it.  People can never 
admit what they do not know; they had no idea of what force (other than the heat, that was 
obvious—by noontime it was already ninety-five degrees) kept them alone and altogether 
untogether. And though a sporadic few followed their urges to find themselves and give up 
isolation, most swatted down these bluebottle thoughts with a click of the remote, or a turn of 
the page.  It was better, most people thought, to give in to the heat, and continue with what had 
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worked so far—meaning nothing.  So they stayed in their cardboard houses in self-sympathy, and 
the town lay quiet. 
 The bridge, too, was quiet that day—the day before Alex Gruenwolf had suffered a 
compound fracture after jumping off the bridge and had needed to be airlifted to Charlottesville 
for surgery. Word quickly spread about Alex’s injuries, and the customary rumors germinated and 
grew. Even as Doc Spencer was filling out the necessary forms, Alex was already confirmed dead 
and had, in that state, become a quadruple paraplegic.  The cause of death was uncertain; though 
the consensus was gangrene (the local smart-asses claimed that simply wading in the river could 
bring on infection), there were a few who claimed it was blood loss or a broken neck.  At any 
rate, Doc Spencer was happy with a job well done—no one jumped off the bridge that day. 
 The hardware store was empty—the air-conditioners had all been sold the day before, 
and there was no market for electric drills or lumber in ninety-five degree weather.  The man 
who’d purchased the rowboat had returned it the very same day; it now sat in a distant corner of 
the store glistening under a coat of new white paint.  The one attendant sat outside underneath 
the awning, and fanned himself with a brochure.  All the electric fans had been sold the day 
before, as well.  A new shipment was expected sometime before the week was over, but 
somehow the attendant doubted that it would come.  In Stempleton, the generally held belief was 
that anything worth having did not just come hard—it never came at all. 
 
 Julia sank her hands into the water again, feeling for the shot glass that had just 
submerged itself beneath a mountain of suds.  She’d decided to wash the dishes herself, that 
day—Louisa was probably still sick (but dammit, she still should’ve called, anyway) and the 
dishwasher wasted too much water and electricity.  Not that she could’ve used it if she’d wanted 
to; the scrubber—or whatever the hell the rotating thingamabob on the bottom was called (Julia 
was never especially good with technical names) was on the fritz—it wouldn’t rotate.  She 
wouldn’t be able to use the dishwasher until the repairman from Dayton came and fixed it.   
 She’d called him—actually, she’d meant to call the company that had made the damned 
thing—the night before, and she’d practically screamed about the three-year warranty and free 
parts and labor before he’d had a chance to get a word in.  She was sorry she’d done that—he 
sounded quite nice, actually—very friendly, and maybe even—dare she say it? —a little sexy.  
He’d had a deep, smooth voice—not the kind of voice one usually expected to hear from 
dishwasher repairmen.  It was really quite nice.  More importantly, he said he knew what the 
problem was and that it’d be quite easy to fix—that particular model happened to have this 
problem quite frequently.  His name, by sheerest coincidence, was Fritz Kingman.  German?  She 
didn’t know, really, but she supposed it didn’t matter.  He was supposed to come within the 
week; until then—or until Louisa showed up—she’d have to do the dishes herself. 
 She actually didn’t mind that part too much, really—for one thing, there hadn’t been a 
terrible lot of customers lately, and, for another, she really didn’t mind washing dishes.  She’d 
heard of couples that took turns “doing” the dishes (Julia hated “doing” anything) or even had 
fights about the whole business, like what day, what week, who’d done this and that—Julia 
thought that was absurd.  It was such a simple process—smooth and relaxing—and besides that, 
it was an excuse not to talk.  She could slip into herself, her own thoughts, and nobody would 
mind.   
 She found the shot glass at last, and started scrubbing it.   
 There really hadn’t been a whole lot of business lately.  Not that there ever was a whole 
lot; she never woke up and saw a mob outside screaming for her apple pie.  Stempleton was a 
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small town; most of the business the restaurant did get was from repeat customers, and most of 
them were friends.  The bar didn’t get much business either—most of those who did drink 
usually went to Larry Corgan’s place across the street.  She’d no idea why, really, even after asking 
them.  When they’d said Larry’s had better beer, she’d bought cases of the same brand, and when 
they’d said Larry’s had better TV reception she’d bought a satellite dish.  And still it would be 
hard to find more than five souls stopping by for a drink on a Saturday night.  It had been getting 
better, lately—either she was doing something better or there were simply more drinkers to go 
around.  It didn’t matter, of course—the main business was the restaurant, and that was what 
required the most of her attention. 
 She’d thought about selling the place for a while now, but she doubted that there’d be any 
takers.  She didn’t know if the Spinning Wheel would ever sell—and besides, she wasn’t sure if 
she wanted to sell it, not quite yet.  It was always one thing, or another—a wall that wanted 
painting, a lamp that needed to be replaced, anything.  She always seemed to find something that 
needed fixing, tuning up, or just cleaning—and for some reason she never considered letting 
someone else do it for her (except for Louisa, of course, but then she was paid—that was 
different).  She’d always taken care of herself, and she’d be damned if she’d let someone take care 
of her.  It wasn’t some bullshit feminist reason (though some town wags said otherwise) and it 
wasn’t some grudge or something stupid like that.  It was just that Julia Willshurst always had 
taken care of herself—always had, always would. 
 Her mother’s voice came to her then: Learn to do it yourself, Julia.  We’re not going to be here 
forever, you know. 
 Julia nodded her agreement unconsciously, stopped scrubbing the glass, and checked it 
for spots.  Still dirty, she thought—and continued scrubbing again.  She had learned.  She knew 
how to take care of things—it was just that she wasn’t always sure that she could. There had been 
a lot of trouble in the beginning, a whole shitload of it—but she was getting better at it now; 
she’d worked the restaurant her whole life and she was beginning to understand how things went.  
She’d needed help in the beginning—hell, she still needed Louisa once in a while—but she was 
getting better, now.  Most of the time, she didn’t need help from anybody. 
 Except for sexy-sounding dishwasher repairmen, she muttered silently—then thrust the thought 
out of her mind.  Julia hated doubts, hated second thoughts and contradictions.  Fritz 
Kingman—if that was his real name—was no more than a fantasy, a game, no matter how sexy 
he sounded over the phone.  And games weren’t real—they weren’t help, they wasted time.  They 
weren’t good. 
 Her father’s voice confirmed this: Don’t play games, Julia.  Games are for Lazy People.  You’re 
not a Lazy Person, are you? 
 Listen to your father, Julia, her mother added. 
 Julia shook the voices out of her head, and rinsed the shot glass quickly.  She set it on the 
counter to dry with the rest of the dishes, and opened the sink to let it drain.  She glanced at her 
watch.  It was just past one o’clock—there wouldn’t be anybody coming for a while.  She turned 
off the kitchen lights and went upstairs to take a bath just as the air conditioning came back to 
life. 
 
 The building was blissfully cool, and dark.  The blinds—old-fashioned wooden slats—
shut out the sun, for the most part; what did filter through set the dust in the air glittering in a 
dancing yellow prism.  A fortress of tables sat quietly to his left, their chairs turned upside down 
and stacked on top of them like medieval siege towers—patiently waiting.  A neon blue sign 
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flickered unenthusiastically in the corner, buzzing and humming its way into oblivion; oil 
paintings—done by the local famous artist, presumably—hung limply on the walls.   
 The building was also completely empty.  The bar glistened, bottles stood up neatly 
behind it, carefully grouped according to their labels—there’d been no one here yet to disturb 
them.  He thought that he could hear a sink absently dripping water, but beyond that, and the 
dying neon sign, he heard nothing at all. 
 Michael stepped deeper into the building, his feet making soft treads on the floor.  The 
floor was hardwood, he noticed—as was the bar, and most of the paneling on the walls.  A 
ceiling fan above him swung lazily—that was hardwood, too.  He walked over to one of the 
barstools, spun it absently.  He didn’t suppose that the green stuff on top of it was real leather, 
but it didn’t exactly feel like vinyl, either. 
  It was, all in all, a rather classy establishment—but that didn’t change the fact that there 
was no one there but himself.  Michael looked around again, around the semi-chocolate darkness 
guarding the corners, hoping—but not really expecting—to see someone quietly mopping, 
cleaning up, getting ready for the day’s patrons.  But there was no one moving, there was no one 
cleaning: there was only the sound of nothing, leaving the air to hang in an eerie silence. 
 Michael walked over to the bar, craned his head around, but saw only more glasses and 
more bottles; looking the other way only revealed a dusty old cash register with the NO SALE 
sign standing up dejectedly.  
 He felt idiotic standing there—surely there had to be someone in the damned building; 
maybe all he had to do was ask.  And surely it would be more embarrassing to be discovered just 
standing at the bar, waiting for nothing, than it would be waiting for something.  He craned his 
neck over the bar again, and called:  “Hello?  Anybody here?” 
 
 Julia opened her eyes slowly, listened again.  She thought she’d heard a man calling for 
her downstairs, but it was faint—it just as easily could have come from the outside, or from next 
door.  And when she stopped to think about it, the call—if there had been one at all—wasn’t for 
her in particular; it had just been a call.  Besides, the lunch crowd (she giggled a little, at that 
thought—the “crowd” consisted of about ten people, max) didn’t usually come until three o’ 
clock, and she could have sworn it was still early.  She lifted her head slightly and read the clock 
hanging over the door.  It was about one-thirty. 
 It was time to get moving, anyway.  Julia sat up in the tub with a sigh, splashing the tiniest 
inch of lather onto the floor.  She raised herself with her arms and stood listening to the soft 
pwop of the water before she hit the drain.  Then she heard another sound—a man’s voice, 
calling from downstairs. 
 “Hello?” 
 Someone was down there, after all.  Oh well, she thought—she reserved the right open 
her own restaurant any damned time of day she wanted, and she supposed the guy could wait.  
Julia wasn’t in any particular hurry to go downstairs; she wasn’t exactly dressed to the nines, at 
the moment.  Besides, the only person that might come at this time—Julia was sure of this—was 
Fritz, the repairman—and hadn’t he said that he’d within a week?  
 No, he hadn’t—but it didn’t matter, anyway, whether it was Fritz or not.  It might be a 
burglar, for all she knew.  It might be a Customer.  What did matter was that somebody was 
down there, and she wasn’t. 
 Julia dried herself off in a whir, and rushed out of the bathroom, clasping the towel 
around her.  She sprinted into her bedroom and got dressed. 
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 Michael felt his muscles tense at the sound of the draining water.  So the restaurant 
wasn’t completely empty—there was someone here, someone who’d probably heard him.  He sat 
down at the bar and waited, drumming his fingers randomly on his leg.  
 A rapid fire of footsteps rolled down behind stairs, and he craned his head to see.  
“Hello?” 
 “Fritz?”  A woman’s voice, calling from the top of the stairwell.  “Is that you?”  The 
footsteps continued and the voice grew closer.  “Hold on a sec.” 
 Michael considered telling the woman—whoever she was—that he wasn’t Fritz and that 
she shouldn’t hurry, certainly not for him, but he kept his mouth shut.  He probably looked 
stupid enough sitting alone in an empty restaurant—and she was coming downstairs, anyway. 
 The woman popped out of the stairwell as if she were fired from a gun.  “Fritz?  Is that 
you?”  She seemed to glance around the restaurant, eyes hunting for Fritz (whoever the hell that 
was), her brown hair whipping around her head.  She turned in his direction at last, and saw him 
sitting at the bar.  “Fritz, right?” 
 “No,” He shook his head.  “Sorry, but I’m not Fritz.” 
 “Oh.”  She seemed vaguely disappointed.  She seemed to think about this, but after a 
moment, she said: “Well, then, welcome to the Spinning Wheel.  Is there—anything that I can 
help you with?”  She shrugged her shoulders and looked at him uninterestedly, her eyes touching 
his own just the slightest bit but not really making contact.  You’re wasting my time, they seemed 
to say—you interrupted me and now you’re wasting my time.  They were pretty eyes; in fact, he 
thought they were gorgeous—but he noticed something cold about them.  Michael turned his 
gaze away to the bottles behind her and found himself fascinated by the beer. 
 “Um—“ he started.  His mind circled inconclusively.  Think of something to ask her, 
idiot.  “Yeah, er— are you open now?”  He raised his eyes again, expecting her to shake her head, 
say something like Does it look like we’re open? or something, but she didn’t. 
 The woman shot a quick glance at the door, and said, almost through clenched teeth, 
“Yes, we are technically open right now, but I’m having some trouble with the help today so 
things are running a little slow right now.”  She almost looked angry—but an instant later, her 
face softened—a little.  “Guess you can understand that.” 
 Michael nodded and tried to relax.  “Was that supposed to be—um, Fritz?” 
 “What?”  He thought he saw that expression again, the impatience in those singular 
eyes—but when he looked at her again he saw she was genuinely puzzled. 
 “The help,” he said.  “Was the help supposed to be Fritz?” 
 “Oh.  No, Fritz is—“ the woman started, then caught herself, and hesitated.  “Fritz is 
coming later on, this week.” 
 “Oh.  Sorry.” 
 The woman sighed, brushed a loose strand of hair that had strayed across her eyes.  
“Look,” she said.  “Do you need anything right now?  ‘Cause if you don’t, I was just about to 
open the place up, and I kinda need to get started on it.” 
 Michael sighed, too, and stood—he really hadn’t had a plan for anything—ask a few 
questions, perhaps, but no real plan in particular—and now it seemed like this woman—the 
owner, probably—wanted to get rid of him.  He drew a slow breath, caught the scent of 
 (blueberries wild blueberries) 
 shampoo and soap faintly surrounding her.  It was a familiar, vaguely watery scent—he 
couldn’t place it, couldn’t remember—but he was sure that he’d known it before.  No, he 
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decided; he had to stay—something was here, drawing him in—a nothing, perhaps, it might turn 
out to be in the end, but for right now it was as real as himself. 
 His stomach growled.  That was another thing, too—he hadn’t eaten anything since the 
night before—and the Pepsi that morning. 
 “Yes,” he said.  “If you don’t mind, could you bring me a menu?” 
 The woman stared at him for a moment—whether in anger or disbelief he couldn’t tell, 
but then there was that something again, that familiar pull that reminded him and tugged vaguely 
on the strings of other forgotten memories—and somehow he found himself staring back.  
Somewhere in his mind he desperately hoped their eyes would meet, and perhaps they did—but 
she turned around on her heel an instant later, grabbed what appeared to be a leather bound 
folder—a menu—from a stack behind her.  She slid it across the bar to him. 
 Michael glanced through it quickly—it was one of the thicker menus he’d seen—and 
made his order. The Spinning Wheel was officially open for the day—albeit two hours early. 
 
 He’d ordered a Boroughs Special—sliced chicken breast on whole wheat with melted 
Muenster Cheese.  Luckily it was one of the speedier ones to make; she could be done with it in a 
few minutes and then get back to opening up the restaurant, and hopefully by that time he’d be 
gone.  She didn’t know why she wanted to get rid of him, only that she did—he seemed 
dangerous somehow, somehow able to— 
 Her mother’s voice came suddenly: Stop it, Julia!  Just stop it!  Act your age! 
 She sighed, gazed into the mirror sidewardly and saw him reading the menu again.  It 
didn’t make sense, the way she felt.  He certainly didn’t seem dangerous—at least not the type of 
dangerous that would try to kill her with his bare hands, or that sort of thing.  In fact, she quite 
doubted he was dangerous at all. He looked haggard, worn—and his eyes wore the sheen of a 
man who perhaps knows, or has seen, too much. 
 There was something about his eyes, too—they were sad, and though sad eyes could be 
had by the dozen anywhere around the world, these were different, somehow.  There was an 
intimate sadness to them, a melancholy that stretched like a mist and wrapped around him, an 
infinite finality about him that she couldn’t see but could certainly feel.  They were strange eyes—
when she’d stared into them she’d seen 
 (just like mirrors, a thousand mirrors) 
 herself, as she’d expected, but something else—something else behind them, a thousand 
different days, and a thousand different memories, all tied together by that same familiarity. He 
had a quiet presence about him; in that one instant she’d seen in his eyes how real he was.  His 
reality was there, it drew her, and attracted her—and somehow it terrified her, too. 
 Julia shivered, and hastily folded the sandwich together.  She shook her head and tried to 
collect herself.  He was simply a man—a man with interesting, fascinating eyes, perhaps, and a 
customer—but she’d never seen him before and she doubted she’d see him again after he’d 
eaten.  It didn’t make sense to be frightened of a man who (in all likelihood) would be gone 
forever in about ten minutes.  Besides, she couldn’t afford to be frightened—there wasn’t any 
time.  It was getting late, and the chairs still hadn’t been set up—in fact, nothing (besides the 
dishes, at least) was ready.  She breathed—remembering the bathrooms to be cleaned, the tables 
to be wiped—and she calmed herself, with an effort. 
 She sat the sandwich on a plate and walked out of the kitchen.  He was still sitting there, 
still reading the menu.  Julia noticed he didn’t scare her at all. 
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 She dropped the plate in front of him, walked to the register.  “That’ll be three-fifty,” she 
announced. 
 Michael nodded and pulled out his wallet.  He stretched, and handed the money to her; 
she slid his change back across the counter.  He took a bite of the sandwich.  “How long—“ he 
started, but he stopped himself before he could spray chicken and bread crumbs across the 
counter.  A bead of mustard squirted onto the corner of his mouth, and he wiped it off with his 
sleeve before he could stop himself.  Real suave, champ, his mind grumbled.  She hadn’t given 
him a napkin, but he decided that it didn’t matter.  He chewed thoughtlessly for a moment, 
swallowed.  He took another bite without thinking—it was pretty damned good. 
 “How long what?”  She’d been walking back to the kitchen, but now she’d stopped, 
turned around.  She glanced at him, frankly—but her eyes were still guarded.   
 Michael held up a hand—wait—and chewed the bite of sandwich furiously.  When he 
swallowed at last, he asked: “How long have you owned this place?” 
 “How’d you know?” 
 “Lucky guess.”  Michael looked at her, sensed that his answer was more than just 
inadequate; it made her downright suspicious, he explained: “I heard the water run.  Figured that 
whoever was taking a bath up there probably lived here, too, so—“ he shrugged.  “It wasn’t that 
hard to make a connection.”  He took a bite of the sandwich and chewed—tried his best to look 
casual. 
 “I see.”  It wasn’t working.  Her eyes were still cold, still a little wary.  She brushed a loose 
strand away from them; he noticed her hair was damp, and slightly shiny. 
 “Yeah.”  He took another bite of the sandwich.  So much for conversation, he thought.  
He tried again, pointed to the sandwich.  “This is really good.” 
 That seemed to work, at least a little—her face softened the slightest bit; when she spoke, 
the suspicion had drained from her voice.  “Thank you.”  She seemed to debate saying something 
else, then added: “It’s my own recipe.  I came up with it only a few weeks ago.  You’re probably 
the first to try it.” 
 “Really good.”  He tried to appear totally engrossed by the sandwich.  “I mean, it’s better 
than McDonald’s.” 
 She laughed a little—it was a soft laugh, a controlled chuckle at the most, but he thought 
he could feel something else breaking through the polite shell, the exterior.  “Thank you,” she 
said, and she smiled—a little.  “But I don’t think there’s a McDonald’s for about one hundred 
miles of here.” 
 “Really?” he asked.  “I saw some billboards on the way in said that there was supposed to 
be one.” 
 She shook her head.  “Those billboards are real old, been up for a few years now.  The 
last restaurant chain that was in Stempleton was a Pizza Hut down by Crawfords Corner—“ she 
pointed out the window and he did his best to follow—“and it closed in February.” 
 “I see.”  He bit into the sandwich again—he was surprised to see that half of it was gone 
already.  “Guess you drove them away, huh?” 
 “I guess so.”  Michael brought his eyes up to hers, saw that she was still smiling, but it 
had faded, just a tad—and he thought he sensed the wariness creeping back into her voice. 
 He set the sandwich down, brushed his hands clean on his pants.  He really wished she’d 
given him a napkin, but luckily the sandwich wasn’t greasy, just slightly crumbly—that was 
another good thing.  He held out his hand.  “My name’s Michael Barnes, by the way.  I’m a 
writer.  Sorta a novelist.” 
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 She shook his hand with three hard pumps.  “Julia Willshurst.  Owner of the Spinning 
Wheel, but you knew that.” 
 He smiled.  “Sort of.”  He picked up the sandwich again.  “You know, you still haven’t—
“ 
 “What do you write?”  The question came abruptly, unexpectedly, and suddenly he felt as 
if he were being parried off, as if she were dodging him.  She must have seen this registered on 
his face, because she added: “I think I might have read one of your books.” 
 “Oh.”  Michael shrugged.  “I dunno—I write—well—“ He paused.  What had he 
written?  So far he’d only been published three times; the first two books collections of short 
stories and miscellaneous poetry, the last one a science fiction novel.  Nothing of real social 
significance, and no bestsellers, either, but at least they’d reviewed pretty well, and he’d even won 
a prize for the first one.  He remembered the trophy he’d received that night, remembered 
stalking up to the podium half drunk—partly with alcohol and partly with disbelief—and not 
much after that. He did remember getting up the next morning, screaming Get the fucking bees out of 
my head!  That had been the first—and the last—time he’d gotten drunk.  There’d been no need 
to get drunk after that—there’d been no more awards after that first one. 
 The truth was, though, it didn’t matter about the reviews, didn’t matter about the money.  
He’d had a job, outside of writing, and he’d never paid much attention to critics anyway.  What 
did matter—to him, at least—was recognition.  People looking at him differently—not the oh-my-
gawd there’s a genius in our midst kind of bullshit, but just respect, and a kind of awe.  It was as if 
people couldn’t believe that he could actually be talented.  And while it lasted, he’d enjoyed it—
but his fame had never been far-reaching, and his persona had never gone the distance.  He was a 
writer, but he was a small one.   
 “—Pretty much what comes to mind, you might say,” he finished.  “I wrote one novel—
two, actually.  The rest was just short stories, stuff like that.  A little poetry.”  He winced a little 
after admitting the poetry, but Julia didn’t seem to mind, or notice. 
 “A Life in Wartime, right?” 
 His mind went blank.  “What?” 
 “Your book.  A Life in Wartime.  I’ve got it upstairs—I picked it up a few weeks ago.”  
She looked at him, and he saw that the wariness had disappeared.  “It was—it was great.  Except 
for a few bits, like the one story in the middle.  I didn’t like that one as much, I didn’t know 
where you were going with that.”  She added, hastily: “I think you write beautifully.  That last 
story, too.  It was different.”  She bit her lip.  “But it was beautiful, really, the rest of it.” 
 He had never been good at accepting praise, even qualified praise, and he shook his head.  
He hated it when people said they liked it, it was good—he almost wished she’d told him he was 
awful.  “I’m glad you liked it,” he said.  Irritation with her unemotional assessment tugged at his 
mind persistently, and, as much to just say something as to get rid of it, he asked: “Could you bring 
it down?” 
 “Pardon?”  Those questioning eyes again—as he peered into them, the light seemed to 
shift, bend—forceful eyes.  He turned away. 
 “I mean—“ he set the sandwich down.  “Could you bring it down?  The book, I mean—
if you don’t mind, of course.  It’s just that—I’ve never really seen that one in print before.”  It 
was a bald-faced lie, and she caught it immediately. 
 “Your publisher didn’t send you a copy?” 
 He shook his head.  “It must have gotten lost in the mail, or something.  He shifted in 
the seat, looked at the sandwich sitting forlornly on the plate.  “Forget it.  I mean—“ 
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 “No, it’s all right.”  Her expression telegraphed something else, though he couldn’t tell if 
it was impatience, or wariness—but it was as suddenly gone as it appeared.  “Just give me a 
second to bring it down.” 
 “Sure.” 
 She hesitated again—mouth open, about to add something—but she suddenly thought 
better of it and raced upstairs, damp hair flouncing behind her.  He watched her bound up the 
stairs, and, when she’d disappeared, picked up the sandwich again.  It was a damned good 
sandwich. 
 
 She’d entirely forgotten about the mess in her room: blankets and pillows lay on the 
floor, making room for a mountainous stack of books on the bed.  Julia rummaged through the 
pile, hurriedly, tossing books aside—some landing on the floor with leathery thwops! and others 
somehow finding their way back onto the bed again.  When she’d finished searching the pile, the 
books were everywhere: scattered all along the edges of the room, hiding in forgotten corners—
but she still hadn’t found the one she’d been searching for. 
 She ransacked the rest of the room and finally found it, at last, buried underneath a knee-
deep swamp of damp and dirty laundry and smelling of liniment and mildew.  The jacket of the 
book was ruined—water had seeped through it, melting the colors of the jacket into a single 
beige blob.  The title—now barely legible—had faded into the off-whiteness of the background; 
water had bled off any strength the letters might have had.  Julia had never really liked the jacket 
illustration, anyway—she’d thought it too colorful, too bright—not fitting the stories inside.  The 
corners of the jacket were torn, and bent soft, the edges ragged and worn, small rips threatening 
to extend their reach at the slightest tug. 
 She turned the book over gently.  There was a large photograph on the back, black and 
white, of a man and a large tabby—presumably his own.  The cat was climbing over the man’s 
shoulder; its tail wrapped around the man’s head and the cat was staring off into space with large, 
curious eyes.  The man was smiling, or even laughing, at the cat, with one hand raised to catch 
the cat if it should fall.  She couldn’t make out the man’s eyes with his head turned away, not 
exactly, but she knew almost instantly that it was the same man as the one sitting downstairs at 
the bar and eating a chicken sandwich.  They were the same men—only one was more real than 
the other was. 
 But Julia knew that these men were not the same; they were different, not like night and 
day, really—more like a day and year.  The man in the picture was caught within the bounds of 
his own photogenic world; he’d always be smiling—the photograph caught an instant’s laughter 
and compressed it—and would stretch it out, forever.  But Julia knew that the only relation the 
photo had with the man downstairs was a corporeal one—because there was something different 
about the man downstairs, something altogether sadder than a photograph could ever reveal. 
 Because his eyes were different—they seemed flat at first glance, but she knew there was 
something behind the flatness, she knew there was a palpable sadness underneath.  Those eyes 
had seen things wonderful and things terrible —and though they could see all those things Julia 
thought that they might not know how to tell the difference now.   
 She wondered, now, just how much those eyes could see—and if they could see her, as 
well.  She wasn’t sure if she wanted to know—but for some inexorable reason, she was finding 
out. 
 Julia tore the jacket away from the book and threw it away.  The book itself seemed to be 
all right—that was fine.  She tucked the book under her arm and went back downstairs. 
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 They talked about the book for nearly an hour.  When they’d finished, the light shining 
through the slats had relented a little and Julia noticed that it was late.  She told him that she 
needed to clean up, and he offered to help—he had time, he said, he wasn’t in any rush.  She 
hesitated, at first—but then relented, let him help her.  Together they finished the job in a little 
over twenty minutes, Julia noted to herself.  It was just in time—they’d scarcely laid the last chair 
on the floor when Lyle Haggarty and a few others walked in for lunch.  The usual round of 
introductions followed, and then Julia gave them their menus and the restaurant was quiet, except 
for the sound of back cover gossip.  Julia was relieved—things were turning out all right.  She 
remembered the book, and she gave it to him to sign.  He did, with a smile, and handed it back to 
her just as the customers made their orders.  He stepped out of the restaurant with a promise to 
return for dinner—Julia was already too busy to notice. 
 
Chapter Three 
  

 Stempleton had always been a small town—from the air it appeared to be only slightly 
more than a few crossroads and stoplights—but it always had seemed smallest when there were 
people about.  Because it was then that the people were reminded of their location in isolation, 
and it was the everyday redundant encounter that served to emphasize the dullness to the town.  
And so the townspeople regarded each other with, at best, a wary and weary eye; they knew too 
full well that they would see each other again, soon enough.  Any person that went unrecognized 
was regarded immediately as a tourist, or a lost soul—in either case, a person incapable of 
understanding the severity of the town’s loneliness, only capable of sensing it and ultimately 
misinterpreting it.  They, too, were appraised coolly and even sternly, but they were only regarded 
this way when confronted.  They were, in most cases, ignored or avoided, for the people of the 
town held unspoken beliefs about tourists—they were good for business, but not much else, and 
a meeting with one was to be a Quaker one at the most.  Tourists asked questions, too—and the 
townspeople generally believed that anything worth talking about was worth keeping a secret 
from those who could not understand, those who simply could not know. 
 So it was not surprising that visits to the town were infrequent, and whatever few visitors 
to the town were easily spotted, for they never walked along the side roads, only along Main 
Street.  Like most small towns, Stempleton had once held aspirations of greatness, but those 
aspirations had been lost, somehow—drowned in lost dreams, perhaps, hopes suffocating, 
perhaps, in their isolation.  Along these side roads were the ramshackle storefronts with their 
plate-glass windows fogged over with soap—and guarding these empty buildings were the dusty 
doorways laden with rhinestone dreams.  The tourists avoided them all. 
 But it made little difference to the town where the tourists traveled: in the end, the town 
knew, they always found their respective ways back to Main Street again. And so along the 
ramrod straight lines of Main Street lay the town’s importance for all to see, and the tourists 
found themselves walking along those lines, hoping, perhaps, that better things always lay ahead, 
that just a few feet further they might find greatness yet undiscovered. 
 It was a futile, search, though, as most of them found; following the awnings along Main 
Street yielded only more emptiness and sheltered eyes, and little else.  Certainly there were a few 
things interesting, a few things brightly lit and open and welcoming—but most of these were 
fickle and inconstant, and with a quick glance most tourists sensed the caprice and passed them 
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by.  And so whatever spark of hope, whatever dreams unfettered by reality, that chanced to fly up 
from these less constant sources of interest was quickly brought down again and forgotten. 
 And if the tourists still did not recognize this fact, if they were so oblivious to everything 
as to continue following the road without truly noticing, they would ultimately come to a break in 
the road, a gap.  The old river ran through, here, and though a path led on from the bridge 
spanning it to the unconquered hills beyond, no one—even the tourists—ventured further.  
Some claimed the condition of the bridge was forbidding, and refused to cross, and others 
claimed it was haunted, and walked away, but neither group ever knew how close they were to 
the truth. 
 Because the truth was this: the bridge was haunted, haunted by the spirits of memories 
and the ghosts of dead dreams, and in this hauntedness the people of the town had preferred to 
simply forget, they had opted to disremember.  And the town did hold one hope, in perpetuity—
that perhaps the bridge would fall, having lain fallow for so long, and that perhaps the bridge 
would carry the spirits and ghosts that filtered through it down with into oblivion as well.  But 
though the timbers that held it had been hollowed out, by termites and disease, by the endless 
days of oppressive certainty, the bridge did not fall.  The bridge had been built strong; the bridge 
had been built rugged, and so it did not fall, it did not change.  It was feared, perhaps, that it 
never would. 
 
 Even after the air-conditioning the heat wasn’t quite as bad as he’d expected.  A slight 
breeze rustled its way through the air, and there were even a few clouds in the sky—but they 
were no more than brief obsequious dots, and the breeze fell as quickly as it had come.  Michael 
sighed, mopped his brow—beads of sweat were already forming on it—and looked around.  The 
street was completely empty, it seemed—and every building along it seemed empty, as well.  In 
the windows he could see nothing but darkness or closed draperies; they all appeared to be 
utterly shut out from the heat—and the world, as well—around them. 
 He started walking, not bothering about the car—Julia had told him that walking would 
be the fastest way to get about Stempleton and he believed her.  He doubted that the car would 
work, anyway.  He tried to convince himself that the heat wasn’t terribly bad—but he found 
himself searching for the shade, anyway, zigzagging from awning to awning and sipping up the 
cool darkness poured underneath.  The stores were empty, he noticed—and those that weren’t 
were nominally open, at best.  He made his jagged way through the town, passing the Board of 
Freeholders’ office (which was more garish than the rest—it had not only an awning but a large 
wooden slate which declared the Freeholders’ names in large Gothic letters) and Manny’s 
Barbershop.  In Manny’s, a lone man lay in a chair, sleeping, and the barber was nowhere to be 
seen.  He considered, for a moment, that it was the barber in the chair (maybe even Manny 
himself) and not simply a customer as he suspected, but he supposed it didn’t matter, really.  The 
fact was, there were no customers to be had, and he thought that the man in the chair would 
continue to snore, uninterrupted, until the day was over. 
 There were other places, too—he saw the town newspaper’s office (the name had 
changed to the Advocate, he noticed) and he saw Doctor Spencer’s office, which, unlike the rest 
of the buildings, was brightly lit—but even that was empty.  Working his way further, though, 
these places grew less and less frequent, fewer and farther between, until eventually they stopped 
completely, and the only thing that lay before him was the road ahead. 
 Michael followed that, too—with more trees about it was slightly cooler; there was no 
need to zigzag anymore.  He was sweating rivers, now—but as he stepped into the woodier 
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region of the road he felt the heat lift momentarily, and then lift again for good—it was cooler 
here, and quieter, too.  In the town there had always been the sound of an occasional barking dog 
or the groaning of air-conditioners; here, it was totally silent.  No birds flew or sang, no insects 
chirped: there was only the sound of loneliness and also of queer futility.  It was still warm, but 
he shivered, anyway: the woods didn’t seem forbidding, they only seemed—dead.  The trees were 
there, but there were gaping holes where leaves should have been.  No moss covered the ground, 
only weeds—and even the brush seemed brown and loosely held.  It felt strange, he thought.  He 
shook his head and sniffed the sweat off his nose.  After a moment, he walked on. 
 The road started to wind a bit as he went on.  Kinks in the sides became more frequent; 
the edges grew less defined and eventually downright fuzzy with grass.  The trees grew thicker, 
too, but only a little--most of the soil had been claimed long ago by juniper and poison ivy.  The 
brush did grow greener as he went on, though, and soon, he found the path he was walking on 
had almost given in to the woods around it.  It was still quiet—but here, the road—if it was still 
the road—felt different, smelled different than the road in the town had.  Here was the scattered 
smell of dirt and stones—and also the smell of peculiar cleanliness.  It felt untouched without 
feeling pristine, and the thicker the brush and trees grew, the more insistent the feeling became. 
 But after a while more, the brush stopped and the trees disappeared, and he looked up.  
Here the path widened into a large funnel; it flattened itself out and dropped over the edge to the 
river below.  There was the sound of slowly moving water, and there was the occasional plop of a 
stone falling into it.  But except for these sounds, the place was silent and dark—the air refused 
to move and even the sun was held away by the bare branches of the overhanging trees.  It was 
strange place, and as he glanced around his eyes were suddenly caught upon something before 
him—the bridge spanning the river patiently and waiting for him to notice. 
 Michael stopped about ten feet away from it.  He caught his breath in a soft whistle, 
stared at the bridge.  It seemed old, now, almost to the point of forlornness—its wood was 
rotting in places now, and a spar had been knocked out from underneath it.  The paint had long 
ago been eaten away; grime and mold covered the wind-rounded edges.  A faint rectangular 
impression had been left in the wood by an absent dedicatory plaque—it had probably been 
stolen and melted down long ago.  It was when he reached out and touched the spot that he 
realized he hadn’t stopped at all, but instead had drawn closer to it, had continued walking 
toward it.  An absurd thought came to him—he wondered if the bridge were actually alive, 
drawing him in with some kind of ray, or hypnotizing him.  He felt it pulling at him, he could 
have sworn that it was latching into him with something he could never understand-- and it 
frustrated him. 
 But it was stupid to think that way; it was always stupid to be irrational—the bridge was 
old, likely to fall down any second, it had about as much life as a squashed beetle.  It was lifeless, 
it had gone to rot—it had become quietly pathetic, helpless, forlorn.  If it had any power in its 
lifetime—which, his rational mind desperately noted, was totally impossible—it certainly 
wouldn’t have any now. 
 But still he was angry at the bridge, helpless as it was—for some reason he was furious at 
it, and in one quick lash he thrust his fist deep through a gap in the wood.  He pulled it out in 
sudden disgust, half-expecting his hands to be covered with insects and grubs, but they were 
clean—there was sawdust on them, but they were clean.  For some reason, that angered him even 
more-- and he thrust his fist into the wood again, almost by reflex. 
 Because Michael suddenly remembered—seeing the bridge, he’d remembered it, 
everything that had happened here, everything that the bridge had done to him came back in 
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sudden clarity and fell upon him like a black avalanche.  Everything came, a barrage of 
weaknesses and hurt, self-doubts casting themselves upon him and hurtling through his mind, 
fears casting spells and memories biting through his brain with their whipcracks of reality.  And 
he tried to remember, tried desperately to remind himself, that the bridge had not caused 
everything, that the bridge probably had nothing to do with anything at all—but he pounded on 
the walls again, harder, until his fists bled, and then he leaned against the wall and cried. 
 He’d thought he’d forgot—he’d thought he’d lost everything that had happened here, and 
that with everything gone and different and the bridge rotting away that it would be okay.  But it 
wasn’t okay, it was far from okay—and in fact it had only gotten worse.  Because he hadn’t 
forgotten a thing, because nothing had changed at all—the bridge was still standing and 
everything was still here to remind him of that.  And he wondered, if he couldn’t escape now, 
even after so many years away from it, if he ever would. 
 He stayed there for about an hour, sobbing into his shirt, leaning against the entrance to 
the bridge.  No one else came to the bridge that day, and he was glad of that.  He hated to cry—
when he stood he made sure his face was dry, and blew out the snot onto the less bloody of the 
two hands, threw it onto the bridge in disgust.  He winced after he did; the cuts on his hands had 
gone deep and he was sure there was something stuck inside one of them.  He’d have to get them 
checked out, by someone—maybe by Doctor Spencer—but it was a long way back.   
 He started walking back to the town. 
  
 Doctor Spencer’s office was open, thank goodness—his hands seemed to be losing a lot 
of blood and his right one was starting to sting badly.  He leaned against the door, pushed it open 
with his back, careful not to touch anything with his hands.  He expected to feel the coolness of 
air-conditioning, but was disappointed—it was only slightly cooler inside, though it was much 
darker.  The walls had been painted a sterile shade of hospital green. 
 Michael peered around the counter, saw a man behind it, apparently going over some 
paperwork.  He started to ask, then stopped himself, unsure if he should interrupt.  He cleared 
his throat instead: “Ahem.” 
 The man behind the counter made no reply, indeed, made no indication that he’d even 
seen Michael.   
 He tried again.  “Excuse me.” 
 The man finally looked up, around—“Yes?”  His eyes came to rest on Michael—
bespectacled eyes, but he could see them glitter.  Diamond eyes.  He assumed that this was 
Doctor Spencer.   
 “Sorry to interrupt you,” he said, “but I kinda need—well—“ he held up his hands. 
 Spencer—if that was who it was—only stood up, waved him in.  Judging from his 
casualness, Michael thought that the doctor was probably used to walk-in patient calls.  “C’mon.”  
Spencer opened a gate, let Michael through, and then led him to a room.  He sat Michael on a 
leathery chair-like bed-thing (Michael had never been quite sure what to call them), turned 
around and grabbed a clipboard that had been hanging on the wall. 
 His voice was polite, but detached: “I’ll need your name.” 
 “Michael Barnes.” 
 “Are you or have you been a resident of Stempleton?”  When Michael hesitated before he 
answered, Spencer glared at him.  “Answer the question, Mister Bjorn.” 
 “Yes, then.” 
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 “Good.  Then you’re okay.”  He glanced down the clipboard. “Do you use any illicit 
drugs?” 
 “No.” 
 “HIV positive?” 
 “No.” 
 “Criminal record?”  Spencer’s eyes glanced up almost amusedly. 
 Michael shook his head emphatically.  “No.” 
 Spencer threw the clipboard to the side.  “All right.  Let’s see what we’ve got.”  He picked 
up Michael’s hand, rotated it, examining.  “You’re bleeding pretty heavy, son.” 
 Michael laughed a little, but Spencer’s eyes made him stop.  They were cold eyes, hard 
diamond eyes—dissecting, almost cruel.  He shivered.  “I kinda guessed.” 
 “You cold?” 
 Michael shook his head.  “No.” 
 “Good.”  Spencer pressed Michael’s palm.  “That hurt?” 
 “No.” 
 “Good.”  Spencer dropped the hand; Michael gingerly laid it on the bench, or bed, or 
whatever the hell it was called.  They were in Spencer’s office—Spencer had not even asked his 
name before telling him to come in; Michael wasn’t quite sure if he knew his name even now—or 
even cared.  Spencer was a brisk, ratty sort of man, with only a semi-detached manner about him.  
Spencer picked up the other hand, started testing it again.  “How about this?” 
 “No.”  Michael shook his head.  “I mean, it stings a little, but not much else—“ 
 “Good,” Spencer said again, cutting Michael off.  “We can rule out a broken hand.  Are 
you a righty or a lefty?” 
 “Right-handed.” 
 “All right.”  Spencer nodded, without moving his eyes away from the wound.  Michael 
listened for more, but Spencer had evidently forgotten about it.  Suddenly his face lit up in 
surprise.  “You’ve got something in there,” he clucked.  “It’s gonna have to come out.” 
 Michael started to laugh a little, but Spencer’s sudden cold glare made him stop.  “I see.” 
 Spencer’s eyes returned to the bloodied hand.  “Lucky you got here in time, or else the 
infection might have been too bad.  Did you know something was in there?" 
 “Yes.” 
 “Once,” Spencer went on, not really listening to him, “I had a patient with a huge piece 
of porcelain jammed right into his fingernail.  He hammered it in remodeling his bathroom, the 
idiot.  Never knew it was in there.”  Spencer shook his head, remembering.  “Got infected—
gangrene.  Had to cut the damned thing off.  Stupid.” 
 “I see.”   
 “I’m sure you do.”  Spencer turned around, opened a cabinet.  Pulled out a plastic box.  
“It’s not that bad,” he was saying, “so I doubt you’re going to need stitches.  All I have to do is 
pull out that splinter—that’s what it looks like, at least—and you’ll be fine.”  He set the box 
down, opened it and took out a pair of tweezers.  “Are you squeamish?” 
 Michael squirmed a little.  “Not really,” he muttered. 
 “Good.  Give me your hand.” 
 He did, and Spencer silently reached into it with the tweezers and gently coaxed out a 
gigantic sliver of wood, red and almost furry with bits of litter.  Spencer held it up, almost 
examining it—then threw it away into the trash.  He set a bottle of disinfectant on the bench and 



Life In Wartime 

 104

set to cleaning the wound.  Michael winced, but held his breath, tried not to let Spencer notice—
but Spencer was fast; the whole process was over in about two minutes. 
 When he was done, and all the supplies had been put away, Spencer asked: “How does it 
feel?” 
 Michael turned his bandaged hands, examined them.  Tried bending the fingers.  “Feels 
pretty good, Doctor Spencer.”  A sudden thought came to him, and he added: “Thank you.” 
 Spencer acknowledged this with a slight smirk.  “You’re welcome, I guess.  It’s my job.  I 
get paid the same, anyway.” 
 He flushed.  “How much do I owe you, then?” 
 Spencer marked something on the clipboard, chuckled paternally in a way that was both 
annoyingly condescending and pathetic.  “You don’t pay me, Mister Bjorn.  I’m on the town 
payroll.  I get a salary.” 
 “Oh.” 
 Spencer removed the gloves he’d been wearing, threw them in the trash.  “Would you 
mind telling me how you did that, Mister Bjorn?” 
 Michael winced.  So he wouldn’t escape unscathed after all.  “I was at the bridge—“ 
 “The bridge?”  Spencer’s eyes glinted.  “What for?” 
 He seems mighty interested, eh, champ? Michael thought to himself.  “I was just—there, 
you know.  I kinda punched a hole in the wall.” 
 “You what?”  Spencer’s voice indicated disbelief. 
 “Punched a hole in a wall.”  Michael threw up his bandaged hands.  “Just wound up and 
pow.  I dunno.  I figured it would be rotten, or something, but I wasn’t expecting—you know, 
this.” 
 “I’m sure.”  Spencer rubbed his eyes.  “Was anybody there with you?” 
 “No.”  Michael thought again, tried to remember.  “No.  Definitely not.” 
 “No kids?” 
 “None.”  He thought, Where’s he going with this?   

But Spencer carried it no further.  “And why, may I ask, did you find it necessary to damage a 
town relic?” 
 Michael blushed again, deeper this time.  “I was just—testing out my strength, I guess.” 

“That was certainly stupid.” 
So much for tact, he thought.  “Yes.  It certainly was.” 

 Spencer removed his stethoscope, hung it on a hook on the wall.  “I don’t believe I’ve 
seen you before, Mister Bjorn—“ 
 “Barnes.” 
 “Excuse me?”  Spencer eyed him skeptically. 
 “It’s Barnes, sir.  Not Bjorn.” 
 “Oh.  Sorry.”  Looking into Spencer’s spectacles Michael found it impossible to tell if 
Spencer were really sorry or not, but he supposed it didn’t matter.  Spencer didn’t seem to be the 
type that cared much about anybody’s name, even his own. 
 “As I was saying,” Spencer went on, “I don’t believe I’ve seen you in town before, Mister 
Barnes.  How long have you lived here?”   
 “I just came into town yesterday.” 
 “Really?”  Spencer’s eyebrows peaked.  “You don’t look like a tourist.  At least,” he 
added, “you don’t look like the ones I’ve seen before.” 
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 Michael sighed.  “Well, I’m not exactly a tourist.”  When he saw Spencer’s eyes pushing 
him on, he added, “I’ve lived here before.” 
 “And your first thought on your return visit was to put a hole in a wall of the Town 
Bridge, is that it?” 
 He knew Spencer was prodding him, for some reason of his own; that for his own 
reasons the doctor seemed unable to get away from the subject, wasn’t able to put it down.  He 
countered: “My first thought was to get some food, Doctor Spencer.”  Great one, champ, his 
mind chided, but he pushed on anyway.  “Then I went to the bridge, and then I—well, you see 
this.  Bad memories, I guess.”  He shrugged.  “I don’t know why I did it, but I just did—I guess I 
kinda snapped.” 
 “Better people than you have ‘snapped’ before, Mister Barnes.”  Spencer glanced at him 
cryptically over the spectacles.  “But few have found it necessary to punch a hole in a wall.” 
 Michael felt himself growing angry.  “Tell me, doctor,” he said, through slightly gritted 
teeth, “Is the bridge important to you or something?  ‘Cause if it is, well—I’m sorry I hurt the 
damned thing.  I just came here to get my hands taped up, not a—“ he searched for the word—
“a goddamned lecture.”  That probably wasn’t how you’d talk to a doctor, all things considered, 
but what the hell, he thought. 
 Spencer laughed—but it had a flat, hollow sound to it, and Michael wondered if 
underneath Spencer’s hard exterior if there were really a soul underneath—or whether it were all 
simply cranks and scalpels.  “There’s no need to be defensive, Mister Barnes.” 
 “Well, I’m sorry, anyway,” Michael spat, not bothering with pretense any longer.  “What 
do you care, anyway?  It’s a damned bridge.  I can’t understand why you—why you love it so 
much.” 
 The last words seemed to strike home, somewhere—Spencer grew silent, and a heavy, 
awkward quiet settled for a moment.  Spencer removed his spectacles, rubbed his eyes.  He 
looked away, at the wall.  “It ought to be destroyed.  I hate it—more than you will ever know.” 
 “Really?” Michael jeered.  “I can guess.  Maybe if you had an idea of just what—“ he 
stopped himself, turned away, felt his face flush with embarrassment.  The old man—he was old, 
now that Michael looked at him—had turned gray, and bleak.  “Never mind,” he managed, after 
a moment.  “Never mind.  I ought to be going.”  As an afterthought, he added, bitterly—“I’ll try 
to fix the bridge.  You can tell me who to talk to, to get the fix it.  If it makes you feel better.”   
 “It wouldn’t.” 
 Michael stared.  “All right,” he said.  “Never mind.  I should be going.  Thanks a lot for 
the hand and everything.”  He got up again, but Spencer held up his hand, and he sat back down.  
He thought he could detect softness in Spencer’s eyes, but he couldn’t be sure.  “I’m sorry, 
Doctor Spencer,” he said, feeling awkward.  “I didn’t know the bridge was so important to you.  
Whether you liked it or not.” 
 “It’s all right.”  He rubbed his eyes again, sniffed.  “It’s all right, really.  I’m sorry to have 
bothered you so much about the bridge, Mister Barnes, but then, well—“ he paused, shook his 
head sadly.  “It’s always been—been a bad place for me, you see.” 
 Michael asked gently: “How come?” 
 Spencer sighed, easing the sound through his teeth.  He thought, for a moment, 
remembering—then started telling his story. 
 
 Scorcher days like this, the town knew, would come again, much like those that had come 
before.  Septembers like these were not unknown to the town—in the days before the fancy air-
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conditioning systems had been installed, the school had closed early from the heat, and in general 
the populace found their respective ways to the front porches of the town at night.  Hammocks 
were hung early and lights were generally left darkened.  Such things were always done, in the 
dying days of summertime. 
  In the days before the fall, the shops opened early and closed early, too—longer lunch 
hours were customary in the heat, and soda fountains usually ran empty by the end of the day.  
For the working people, the days before the fall were a time of sweat and thirst and not much 
else.  Apathy was, in general, the attitude held by these people, and the degree of their disinterest 
rose with the temperature.  Work was done slowly; chores went ignored.  For these people, there 
was no hurry, no rush at all—their goal was not so much to enjoy the heat and sun as to just 
survive it.  And for them, the labored days of September went slowest of all the seasons. 
 But for the few—the lucky few—the dying days of summertime did not demand 
complete inaction; they were a call to arms to tradition, a safeguard against the coming days of 
school and winter.  An unspoken tradition, a September tradition: a time for being free and 
breathing in dusty air of coming fall, days to think only lusty thoughts and leave every other one 
in the dust.  For these few there was a rush, there was urgent business to take care of; for them, 
the light was running out and the sand was stretching thin.  Though the days were longer now, 
they could never be long enough—there were ribbons to be tied and devils to be caught.  There 
were pleasures too great to be ignored, sweet September pleasures, but there was never enough 
time to enjoy them—and though these things were never rushed, the interim always was, because 
those lucky enough to know also knew their time would soon be lost. 
 Because they knew that one day they would lose their freedom, they knew that one day 
they would open the shops early and snore away the flies.  Their time was short—and so they 
hurried on to their customs—they knew just where the pleasures were, how they lay and what to 
do.  There was the fancy new ice cream parlor, just recently opened, which could give out any 
flavor including chocolate, and you could have as much as your money could buy or your 
stomach could take.  Baseballs went farther in the autumn air, it seemed, and so did dreams and 
twilight fantasies, perched deep within the cornfields and sometimes along the river.  There were 
other things, too—the stars came clearer at night and against their silent music bats sometimes 
flew.  There were always pretty girls in town, and they wore less, for the heat—and if you timed it 
just right, you could see just how much.   
 But in the end, there was the water, and for the water there was always the river and the 
covered bridge.  The river was clearer, then, the bridge cleaner, too—but it was always a trek to 
get there.  Still it was the solemn duty of the boys (it was always the boys, never the girls) to go 
there once a week and join in the most important September tradition.  The days they chose were 
always yellow-bright and metal-hot, but they made the trek, anyway—in the woods it was always 
cooler, and in the end it would be worth the effort. 
 Because every boy, every waterseeker, who joined in on the tradition had learned of it 
from his brother, or his friend, and they knew what to do and how to do it.  They knew the 
consequences if they didn’t jump, if they never did—or at least thought they knew, and went 
blindly ahead.  The oldest always went first, the youngest always went last—that was the way they 
had always done it, and that was the way they always would. 
 It was always a tricky thing, crossing the bridge along the edge—sometimes it was 
slippery, and sometimes a few of them might lose their grip and fall, most of them in the water, 
but a few into the brush—cut and a little bruised, but otherwise okay.  Still, no one wanted to fall 
off—and they always watched carefully as the oldest boy chose his footing, noting where he 
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placed his hands and marking his every twitch.  It was a tricky business—no one had ever been 
seriously hurt, jumping off the bridge, not yet—but no one wanted to be the first. 
 They approached the bridge in an almost solemn silence.  The trail widened here, and as 
they drew nearer the younger ones—especially those that hadn’t jumped before—looked around 
curiously.  The edge where the bridge’s timbers connected, they could see, was almost sheer; it 
was long drop to the river below.  Still, not one turned tail; not even the youngest waterseeker 
turned around to go home.  The bridge had always been standing there, and the boys assumed it 
always would.  There would be no second chances.   
 The oldest boy that day was a tall one, blond hair drooping lazily across his eyes.  He was 
fourteen, a veteran, and he towered over the rest.  There were about ten of them, in total, and 
though a few of them had jumped before no one had quite as much experience.  They gathered 
along the bank and watched with wide eyes as he slowly wrapped his fingers around the wood 
and started making his way to the center.  They kept silent, for the most part, and noticed—he 
went hand over hand, shuffled his feet carefully, his fingers probing for minute spaces in which 
to get a hold.  With him it was a graceful process, one done with care but also with expertise, and 
he could afford to be balletic.  For the rest of them, they all knew, it would appear much 
clumsier. 
 He finally reached the center of the bridge, at last, and turned around.  “You guys watch,” 
he yelled, cranking his head back toward the bank.  The waterseekers nodded—a few of those 
that had been starting for the bridge looked up to see. The tall boy was waiting, watching them, 
and biding his time.  Finally, he turned his head around again, and jumped. 
 It was a long fall off the bridge.  The tall boy hung, unmoving, like an ungainly bird for a 
second but then plummeted expertly through the air and cut straight into the water.  The 
waterseekers cheered—and they cheered louder when they saw the tall boy’s head rise through 
the water.  He smiled when he heard, made his way back to the bank.  He clambered out of the 
water, body glistening, face grinning. 
 “How is it today, Pete?” one of them called. 
 Pete glanced up for a moment, then returned his attention to the roots along the muddy 
slope.  “Fantastic,” he called.  He waved off some of the boys trying to help him up, saying, “You 
guys go on ahead.  I’ll get up myself.”  They did, happy to follow orders—and the bridge came to 
life suddenly, filled with the sound of jeering and hooting as the waterseekers took their turns 
crossing it.  Some slipped a little, but grabbed on or were grabbed onto, and no one fell.  The 
next boy reached the center, and jumped; as soon as he was clear the another crossed, and 
jumped, and then another, and so it continued until the last boy had jumped and it was Pete’s 
turn again.  And some continued to jump, and others simply stayed in the water, fighting the lazy 
current with great kicks and oversized splashes.  And they were laughing, too—the water was 
fantastic, cold but instantly gratifying, and they felt that they would never get out. 
 But they knew this was naïve, they knew that it was impossible—they would have to go 
home, eventually, and face their parents and their dinnertimes.  But until then they continued to 
jump, and laugh, and that was the point—that they could, and that they would laugh, without the 
constraints of grownup restraint.  And so they continued jumping until dusk, and purple twilight, 
finally came, when the last boy took his leap and fell into the water with a lonesome splash.  They 
saw it getting late—the stars were beginning to show; it was time to go home—soon they would 
stop being waterseekers and simply just be boys again.  A few of them started gathering up their 
things, others put their clothes back on, and one or two looked and gawked at the stars before 
doing anything else.  They talked—a few jabbered about the girls they’d seen, others about the 
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movie theater that the board was planning to build (a few claimed it would be built over the 
school) and some told dirty jokes that they’d heard from their older brothers.  Only a few actually 
understood, of course, but they all laughed, anyway—pretending to understand and hoping that 
no one else would see the truth. 
 Only Pete remained silent, not talking at all—he stood with his arms akimbo, staring at 
the bridge, off towards the river.  One of the boys called to him: “Pete, you gonna come?” 
 Pete turned around.  “Just a sec.”  He started for the bridge.  “I’m gonna jump one more 
time.” 
 “Pete, you’re gonna be late!” another boy called, but no one joined him and one of them 
told him to shut up, Leroy—tardiness was the least of their concerns.  They watched as Pete 
expertly grabbed the rail and started making his way across again. 
 “Hell,” said one boy, a gruff stockily built one, “if he’s gonna make another jump, then 
so’m I.”  He pulled off his clothes and raced for the bridge. 
 “Me, too,” said another—he was older, already undressed, and he reached the bridge 
before the gruff one did.  They both grabbed on, clambered aboard the edge, started moving.  
Pete was slowly making his way there—the edges were slick now from the accumulated water, 
and he had to be careful.  “Careful, guys,” he called out.  “Slick here.” 
 The rest of the boys watched in silence.  The one that had warned of the tardiness—
Leroy—thought he heard the bridge creaking, the wood edge straining—a new sound.  They had 
never gone more than one at a time before on the edge, and for a moment he wondered if they 
would be too heavy—but he assured himself the sound had always been there, only he’d never 
heard it.  He wondered if the others heard it, too—but he didn’t say anything.  He kept his 
mouth shut. 
 “Watch the nail right here, guys,” they heard Pete say.  They were almost at the center 
now, faces barely visible in the quickly approaching darkness.  “Watch right here—“ 
 Then they all heard it, the sound of wood snapping and nails bending—the edge of the 
bridge came loose, disjointed, and it tilted, bent downward.  The boys on the bank watched 
dumbly, unbelieving, as the end of the wood fell sharply, and then held like a lever.  The 
waterseekers that had been climbing across bounced along the wood—the gruff boy, who had 
not held on as tight, lost his balance almost immediately.  His fingers slipped and he tumbled 
headfirst off the edge, backwards, towards the bank, fell on the ground with a wrenching thump.   
 The second one had only held slightly tighter, but he lost his balance, too—the boys 
watched as his feet shot up through the air and he flipped, his head striking the edge and 
knocking him out instantly.  He came to rest on the edge, legs straddling it, did not fall further—
but soon as the wood tilted further he started to slide slowly off.  Pete shot his hand out, caught 
his leg, and stopped him.  He himself had held the tightest, like he always had—but now he held 
on with one hand, the other one in a vise-grip with the other boy’s leg. 
 “Get help, dammit!” he screamed to the boys on the bank.  “Go get somebody!”  When 
none of them moved, he screamed again.  “Go!  Go get help!”  When a few boys started moving 
towards the bridge, Pete almost shrieked: “No, not you, you assholes! Go back to town!  Get 
somebody!”  The boys backed off immediately, numbed—they heard Pete’s words but they 
couldn’t understand, didn’t comprehend.  When Pete saw that they hadn’t gone, he started crying.  
He sobbed that he couldn’t hold it on much longer, his grip was slipping so why the bloody fuck 
didn’t someone get some help— 
 The wood creaked again, tilted again, and the boys on the bank watched in silence as the 
two remaining boys on the bridge bounced along the edge like a pair of sewn-together rag dolls.  
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They watched as they started sliding inevitably to the end of the wood—Pete’s hand had come 
off the bridge, and he almost fell, but he somehow shot his free hand back through a crevice and 
stopped sliding.  “Please,” he called, bleak terror showing through his voice.  “Get help.  Go.” 
 “Let go of him!” a boy on the bank screamed.  It was Leroy.  “Let go of his leg!” 
 Pete’s voice, terrified and whipcord thin, cut through the twilight.  “What?” 
 “Let go of his leg, I said!” Leroy screamed.  “Let go of his leg!”  He saw Pete’s confusion 
in the darkness, but even as he tried he to explain he found he couldn’t, couldn’t tell Pete that if 
he let go they’d both be safe, they’d fall into the water and— 
 “Shut up, Leroy!” one of the boys on the bank yelled, and soon they were all yelling at 
him, terrified, angry.  “Shut up!  Just shut up!  Just shut—“ 
 Pete’s voice came out, stopped them: “Oh SHIT OH SHIT—“ They stopped yelling, 
turned back to the bridge.  Pete had lost whatever grip on the bridge he’d had before, he was 
holding on with just one hand to the edge, the other one still grabbing hold of the other boy’s 
leg.  He was sliding further toward the end of the wood, closer to the bank, and Leroy saw that if 
he didn’t fall now he’d fall onto the bank and then— 
 The wood gave a final creak, and tilted further, spilling the two boys off the edge and 
sending them off towards the bank.  They hung in the air, still held together, and then fell with a 
single blue thud to the ground below.  Then there was silence—and the sound of the river gently 
coursing below. 
 
 There wasn’t much more to it, Spencer told him.  They’d simply stood there listening, for 
a few minutes, and when they didn’t hear anything, one of them looked over the edge.  “As soon 
as he did he just—turned around,” he said, rubbing his face.  “Turned to the side and puked.  
The rest of us went to look, I don’t know why, really.  But we looked.”  Spencer shuddered, told 
him how Pete’s head had been twisted almost the whole way around, how the other two bodies 
were contorted in ways that just couldn’t be.  “Most of us lost our lunches after we saw them, 
too,” he murmured.  “After that, we ran back to town, went to bed early.  We didn’t tell 
anybody.” 
 Michael stared.  “You didn’t tell anybody?” 
 Spencer shook his head: no. 
 “What happened to Pete?” 
 Spencer shook his head again.  “Dead.  Other two were dead, too.” 
 “And you still—“ 
 “Oh, we told their parents, eventually,” Spencer cut him off.  “We’d heard that they were 
calling the police, trying to find their missing kids, figured we’d let them know. Anonymous 
phone calls. I did one of them.” 
 “That was good of you.” Sarcasm dripped into his voice and he saw Spencer’s face 
twinge, as if pained, almost as soon as it was out. Michael was sorry he’d said it, and he said so. 
 “It’s all right.”  Spencer sighed.  “We didn’t tell anybody else, though.  Didn’t talk about it 
much, either.” 
“Why not?” 
 Spencer shrugged.  “I don’t know.  It made it easier, I guess.  It was just better to just 
ignore it, than—” He stood up straight for a moment, stretched his shoulders slightly, and leaned 
back.  “I don’t know,” he said again.  “They all had closed casket funerals, small ones.  The 
gravestones are up in the town plot up north.  Pete’s family moved away after it happened, the 
other two stayed.” 
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 “What happened to the other kids?” 
 Spencer shrugged again, wiped his eyes.  “They’re still here in Stempleton.  One of them, 
Ned Varnum, works down at the hardware store weekends.  Most of the others work out of 
town.  A few have engineering jobs—phone company, or something—and Jack Halsley’s an 
obstetrician in Charlottesville.”  He paused, thought.  “Most of them still live here, I think.” 
 “And you became a doctor.” 
 “Yes. 
 “Because of this?” 
 Spencer nodded—then shook his head.  “Yes and no.  I don’t know why, really—I’d 
always wanted to be one, I guess this just—“ he stopped, turned his eyes down and away.  His 
voice was softer when he spoke again: “I just figured I’d always wanted to be one, so I may as 
well—just work for it.”  He laughed a little—but it was a harsh, sad sound.  “I worked my ass off 
when school came, graduated a year early.  Went to college, which was a big deal then—though 
most parents seem to think it’s only natural today.  Graduated two years early there, too.  I 
enjoyed the work.  Still do.” 
 “Did you ever jump off the bridge again?” 
 Spencer glared sharply at him.  “No.  Never.” 
 “Have there been any others like what happened to you?” 
  “Only a few.  I sent a boy up to Charlottesville with a compound fracture yesterday.” 
 “Is he—“ Michael’s voice trailed off. 
 “He’ll be fine.”  Spencer’s voice had gone icy again.  “I’m really not supposed to talk 
about them.”  He muttered beneath his breath:  “They should blow the damned thing up.” 
 Michael heard it, asked before he could stop himself:  “Why don’t they?” 
 Spencer stared up at him.  “Why don’t they what?”  His voice had grown defensive again, 
sharp once more. 
 “Blow up the bridge.” 
 Spencer glared at him angrily for a moment; the wetness behind his diamond eyes had 
disappeared.  “How the hell should I know?” he asked.  “I’m a doctor, not one of the damned 
Freeholders.  Talk to them.”  He glanced at his watch, grabbed the stethoscope and placed it 
emphatically on his neck.  “I’ve got an appointment coming soon.  I think you’re about done.” 
 Michael decided he was. 
 
 He left Spencer’s office a few minutes later, saying many hasty thank-you’s for the 
bandaged hand, apologizing more than once for the trouble and the time.  Spencer assured him it 
was no problem, but his eyes said differently—he doubted the doctor rarely meant anything he 
said behind those diamond eyes.  He told Michael to come back soon, if he ever needed anything, 
but Michael doubted he meant that, too—he believed that Spencer couldn’t possibly care less if 
he did, would be happier if he didn’t.   
 Very cheerful fellow, champ, he muttered silently.  That went well.   
 He glanced at the sky—gold now, rose filaments streaking from the bloated sun.  It was 
late, he noticed—his watch said six-thirty, and the air had cooled a bit—and he was hungry.  
Dinner sounded just fine to him, and he supposed he knew where he could get it.  He turned 
around, started back down Main Street to the other end of town, where the Spinning Wheel lay.  
Along the way, he saw the Board of Freeholders’ office; it was closed, but he noticed a sheet 
tacked onto the wall that listed the dates and times of the meetings.  He ran down them with his 
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bandaged hand, but there didn’t seem to be any scheduled for any time soon.  He turned around 
and continued walking. 
 
Chapter Four 
  

 In Stempleton, it was never completely quiet at night, especially in the summertime.  The 
heat made it nearly impossible to sleep—though the air did cool a little at night, the ground held 
the heat close by, never quite letting it go, and most of those going to bed just a little earlier 
found themselves still infuriatingly awake, three hours later.  Those that could sleep, did—but 
some of the town simply couldn’t, simply failed at this task, and they fell victim to their runabout 
thoughts.  This was what they feared most, perhaps—not so much the lost hours and the bleary 
eyes, but the knockabout predictions and the zombie recollections.  These night monsters came 
in packs, held together by spiderwebs, and the people lying in bed found themselves unable to 
resist them, helpless to drive them away.  And so they got out of bed—they left their covers and 
turned on the lights; they reentered the retaining heat and escaped once again. 
 Even in this respect, their escaping, they failed—though they searched out for allies 
against their thoughts, they forgot to search for companions.  But there was nothing to talk about 
at night, anyway, they thought—they were simply too tired to talk, awake but simply unaware, 
and all they wanted to do was sleep.  The only thing to do, then, or so they believed, was to move 
about, and to simply walk around until they dropped unconscious from exhaustion. This they 
did, and gladly, but it was a slow process, and an unreliable one, and all too often they continued 
moving until the daylight hours.  And so, though it was never bustling at night in Stempleton, 
neither was it completely silent, either. 
 There were usually a few places open at night—Larry’s tavern was almost always open (it 
was said that Larry himself needed no sleep at all) and Julia often kept the Spinning Wheel 
running past midnight, except on Saturdays.  And it was to these places that the sleepless people 
congregated—they gathered here, and at any other places that might accept them, sensing not the 
company but rather consolatory weariness.  Here they might sit or drink their night away, resting 
on barstools and silently wishing that they hadn’t ever wished at all. Their monsters sometimes 
followed them here, too, though it was rare—but for these poor souls there was never a place of 
refuge, never an escape at all: their only hope lay in the bottom of the glass, their temporary 
heaven touched by the glow of a neon sign.   
 All these people, the nightwalkers, were never proud of their business—but they all 
thought that they knew their duties, and the so the night was never quite still, not completely.  
They kept up their walking, their dark movement, and returned to their homes by the morning 
light—never quite ready for the new day but ready to begin again. 
 
 The restaurant was empty when he got there, but it was, at least, obviously alive.  The 
lights—though dim—had been turned on; the chairs had been set at their tables and generally 
everything in the room gleamed and shined comfortably.  Julia was behind the counter when he 
opened the door; she smiled when she saw him. 
 “Hi,” she called, her head craned.  She was wiping her hands on a towel. “You’re back 
early, you know,” she noted. She threw the towel expertly onto a waiting hook, turned to him. 
“Most people don’t eat their dinner for—“ she glanced at her watch—“at least another hour, or 
so.” 
 Michael smiled, and shrugged.  “I reckon I’m hungrier than most, then.” 
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 She laughed.  “I guess so.”  Her eyes glittered; she seemed somehow more vibrant, more 
awake than before—he saw that her hair was dry, and her face was certainly more colorful than it 
had been in the afternoon.  She looked, to him, unmistakably pretty.  Julia brushed away a loose 
strand of hair with a slight flourish.  “So how was your day?  What’d you do?” 
 “It went pretty well.  I got to talk to Doctor Spencer.” 
 “Doc Spencer?” Julia’s eyebrows arched in disbelief.  “Why’d you go all the way down 
there?” 
 He held up his bandaged hands, laughed a little when he saw her stare at them.  “I kinda 
hurt myself.  Stupid.” 
 “Let me see.”  She reached over the bar for his hands, examined them gently.  “There 
must have been a lot of blood.” 
 “Not that much.”  Her eyes glanced up questioningly at his for a moment, and he 
blushed.  “A little.” 
 “A lot.” 
 He gave up.  “All right.  A lot.” 
 She wiped her hand on her leg.  “Does it hurt much?” He shook his head no, and she 
groaned.  “You don’t have to be so macho.  You have to write with this hand, it’s your tool, for 
Chrissake.  How about the other one?” 
 He showed it to her, and she shook her head.  He tried to reassure her, said: “It’s not as 
bad as it seems.” 
 “Whatever.”  She seemed to have given up trying to convince him.  “They’re your hands.  
I suppose you’d know how they’d feel.” 
 “I know.”  He tried to smile confidently, but gave up after a moment.  “Trust me, I’ll be 
okay.  I can still write.”  He flexed his fingers, managed not to wince. 
 She didn’t notice; she’d turned around, counting the menus.  She peered over her 
shoulder.  “How’d you do it?” 
 He blushed again.  “I kinda—“ He stopped. 
 “Kinda?”  She’d turned back to him, waiting. 
 “—Tripped over my own two feet,” he finished.  When he saw that she believed this 
even less, he tried to clarify, said: “I dunno, I’m kinda clumsy, maybe it was a root, or 
something.”  He sighed, threw his arms up.  “There was glass and rocks on the trail, I guess.  I 
just fell, you know—just fell, no reason.  I just tripped—or something.” 
 “Uh-huh.”  Her eyes glanced over his hands again.  “You don’t know why.” 
 “Nope.” 
 She shook her head.  “Jesus.” 
 “Yes.” 
 Her eyes shot a glance at his—and he saw something in them, then, something so 
wonderfully concerned that he suddenly started to laugh, unable to stop himself.  He felt 
exquisitely stupid, and she looked at him strangely for a moment, as if he were crazy, as if she 
knew—but then she laughed along with him herself.  “They’re your hands,” she managed, after a 
moment, but her eyes were smiling, kindly.  “I suppose that you can do whatever you want with 
them.”  She cleared her throat.  “How was Leroy?” 
 “Excuse me?”  
 “Doctor Spencer,” she said.  “How was he?” 
 He felt the laughter drain from him as quickly as it had come.  “He was—professional.  
At first I thought he was sort of cold, detached, you know, but then—he’s probably like that 
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because of his job.  Very interesting man.  Makes a good doctor.  I’ve always had this knack 
for—making friends.” 
 “Uh-huh.”  Julia glanced at the clock, saw Michael’s eyes again for the briefest moment.  
“We’ve got a while before the real crowd comes,” she told him, smiling at her joke.  “Don’t 
worry.  Did you hear the new weather forecast?” 
 “No.  Afraid not.” 
 “We’re supposed to get rain.”  Julia laughed.  “Not that I believe it, of course, but this 
time they said it’s confirmed.” 
 “Whatever that means.” 
 She seemed to agree.  “I don’t believe ‘em.  Never do.” 
 “I don’t think anybody does,” he said, but he thought something different—there had 
certainly been more clouds in the sky, and he thought he could hear distant thunder.  It might be 
heat thunder, perhaps—but it was still there.  It didn’t matter anyway, he supposed—if it came, it 
came.  In all likelihood it wouldn’t, but there was nothing he could do about it. 
 Julia was saying something: “—in this town at least.” 
 “What?” 
 “I said, not in this town at least.” 
 “Oh.  No, not in this town.” 
 She looked at him.  “Are you hungry?” 
 “No—yeah. A little.” 
 “Do you want something to eat right now?” she asked.  “I’ve got at least half an hour 
before I gotta get ready, so...” Her voice trailed off, waiting for him to answer. 
 “Nah.  It’s okay, I’ll wait.” 
 “Sure?” 
 Not really, he thought (his stomach felt as if it were on the verge of implosion), but what 
he said was: “Yeah.  I’ll be fine.  In fact,” he declared, “I’ll help you clean up, again—if you want.  
I take it your help isn’t here yet.” 
 Julia smiled.  “No, it isn’t, in fact.  I’m running it myself tonight.”  She paused, seemed to 
think.  Finally said: “You’re welcome to help any way you can.” 
 “It’ll pay for the dinner.” 
 She laughed.  “Yes. It might.” 
 “Will,” he corrected. 
 “All right.”  She acted as though it were a bother, but her eyes spoke differently—they 
were still happy, still glittering—and when she smiled again, he did, too.  
 She told him to wait in the kitchen—there’d be an apron there, she said, with Louisa’s 
name sewn on it.  “Try it on,” she said.  “It’ll probably fit you.” 
 “You sure?” 
 “Yes.  Trust me, it’ll fit.”  She glanced at the clock again.  “I just have to—clean some 
things up, upstairs.  I made a mess this morning, haven’t had the chance to clean it up.” 
 “I see.”  He nodded.  “All right—which way’s the kitchen?” 
 She pointed.  “I’ll be back down in a second.”  She turned around, bounded up the stairs.  
His eyes followed her until she was out of sight, and then he made his way into the kitchen.  He 
found Louisa’s apron, tried it on. It fit almost perfectly. 
 
 There was a large pile of musty-smelling clothes in the doorway; she roughly kicked it 
aside.  That’s done, she thought.  Her room was still in a state of virtual chaos—the pile of books 
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on the bed had been magically restored, and her lamp had somehow found its way onto the floor.  
She picked it up, set it back on the shelf.  The last strands of lifeless yellow light dripped through 
the shades; she pulled them shut and the room snapped dark.  She sighed, rubbed her eyes—she 
felt all right, but she didn’t feel normal.  It wasn’t a bad feeling, it was more like—she was 
breaking some kind of rule, or something.  
 Her mother’s voice came, confirmed this: You shouldn’t talk to strangers, Julia.  Was that 
it? she wondered.  She supposed it wasn’t—the man downstairs wasn’t exactly a stranger, after 
all, she’d met him already. 
 But only this morning, Julia, her mother’s voice scolded.  This morning you met him, and 
you’re talking to him like he’s an old friend.  Something about that’s not right. 
 Shut up!  She shook her head vigorously, tried to drive the voice out of her mind.  Just 
shut up!   
 But even as she thought this, even as she tried to expulse those thoughts she couldn’t 
help but wonder if she really did know what she was doing, really did have a grip on her impulses.  
It was true, she’d met him before—but then she’d only known him for a day; that was true, too.  
She couldn’t explain it; she rarely ever looked at her customers at all, and certainly never came 
close to holding their hand. 
 But I wasn’t holding his hand, not exactly, she thought.  I was just checking it out.  
Besides, he’s not a customer, he’s—what?  What was he?  She found that she couldn’t decide, 
didn’t know exactly.  He might qualify as what her father used to call a Very Important Person, but 
she doubted that even he considered himself one.  This Michael Barnes—he was a small author, 
maybe a Semi-Important Person at best—but that still meant he was still important.  And if a Very 
Important Person, or even a Semi-Important Person, was a customer, you treated them with respect 
and sometimes admiration; you wanted them to come back again, and soon.  And even if they 
weren’t customers, if they were just stopping by for directions, you gave them directions 
promptly but politely, and told them to stop by for the best spaghetti for two hundred miles.  But 
you didn’t stop to examine their bandages or scold them for their clumsiness, for Chrissake—it 
just wasn’t done, not done at all.  And you certainly never looked at their eyes and wondered 
what you’d see inside them.   
So he’s not a customer, then.  And he’s not, either—he’s helping me out in the kitchen.  But 
knowing that didn’t help her decide at all. 
 He was just a man—maybe a famous man, but just a man.  And she’d known men before.  
Most men, she’d decided, weren’t dangerous (she’d decided long ago that this man wasn’t) and 
though some could be obnoxious (this man wasn’t) most of them were okay, as far as manners 
went.  By those standards this man wasn’t any different at all, not even from the ones she’d dated 
before.  He was a pleasant, bland sort of fellow, the kind of person that you might pass by on the 
street, wave to, perhaps, but forget in the following minute.  Not really important at all—he was 
just a customer, there was no need for excitement. 
 But she remembered his eyes—those sad eyes, eternally melancholy eyes that she could 
feel looking into her.  They were still there; there was a sheen of happiness around them, perhaps, 
but the sadness was still there, just underneath. And he did peer into her, she was sure—but she 
couldn’t explain why, couldn’t understand why.  It didn’t scare her anymore—but it puzzled her, 
and puzzles such as these had never been her forte; she’d never really cared for them.  All she 
knew was that she felt different around him, that she saw his eyes differently than she’d seen 
those of others before.  And in this respect he was different; to her, he suddenly became 
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important.  She couldn’t explain why, just yet—it was a puzzle—but she supposed that she’d 
have to figure it out on her own. 
 She grabbed a headband from the bedpost, tied it around her hair hastily.  She cleared her 
thoughts, and walked as calmly as she could downstairs. 
 
 She opened the door to the kitchen a few moments later, determined to keep her mind 
clear, but she laughed when she saw him, anyway.  “You’ve got it on wrong,” she told him, 
smiling.  “It’s backwards.” 
 “What?”  His eyes opened wide in innocent surprise.  “What’s on backwards?” 
 She rolled her eyes in mock exasperation.  “The apron.” 
 He looked down at himself, fingered the straps.  “I dunno.  I thought it fit fine on me.” 
 “Here,” she said.  “I’ll do it.”  She reached behind his back, undid the knot.  “Can you get 
out?” 
 He obliged, ducked his head through as she held the apron. 
 “Good.”  She flipped it over to show him, pointed at the red letters.  “See, the name’s on 
the front.”  She handed it to him, and he slipped it over his head.   
 “Um—“ he said, flipping the strings behind his back, vainly trying to make a knot.  
“Could you help me out?  I was never really good with these.”  He smiled weakly.   
 She tied the knot for him, pulled it tight.  “There.  How’s it fit?” 
 He nodded.  “Pretty well.”  He bent his head down, tried to read the letters on the front 
of the smock.  “So his name is—Louie—no, wait a sec—Louis.  His name is Louis?” 
 She laughed again.  “Louisa.  The ‘a’ at the end fell off about a week ago.  She said she 
was going to fix it, but—“ she shrugged.  “She says she’s been sick.” 
 He made a face.  “Maybe I shouldn’t be wearing it, then.” 
 “So take it off.” 
 “I was just joking.” 
 “I know.” 
 They looked at each other for a moment, and Julia felt it again, more distinctly this 
time—that his eyes could see into her mind, somehow, maybe see, understand all of her 
thoughts—but he turned away sharply, and the feeling left as quickly as it’d come.  “All righty, 
then,” he said, rubbing his hands together.  “Let’s get to work.  What’s the first thing we have to 
do?” 
 Julia thought for a moment, then ran down a list on her fingers.  He nodded at each one. 
 “No problem,” he said, as soon as she was done.  “Let’s get cracking, shall we?”  He 
made a wolf-like face, and Julia laughed again, in spite of herself.  He glanced at her, as if he were 
puzzled.  Julia supposed he was, a little.  “What?” 
 “Nothing.”  Julia smiled, shook her head.  She brought her voice into a deep Southerly 
drawl: “Let’s get cracking.” 
 This time Michael really laughed. 
 
 It took them over an hour, this time, to clean everything and get the place ready again.  It 
was an easy job—they’d already cleaned most of it before, in the afternoon—but they went 
slowly, carefully—and when they finished what needed cleaning they started over again, with 
what they’d missed.  They took their time with those chores, too; thoughtfully wiping away the 
minutest smudges on the windows (he did this; Julia laughed) and even taking care to polish the 
silverware.  
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 They finally did finish everything, though—there were only so many tasks that could be 
fulfilled—and they sat back down at the bar again, at last, with an easy sense of accomplishment.  
The sun had completely faded away; outside the blinds there was only the pale, intermittent glow 
of the moon as it drifted overhead between the clouds.  They closed the blinds, turned the lights 
onto full power.  The restaurant looked more than nice, now, he noticed—it looked healthy.  It 
even smelled clean. 
 “I think that’s it,” he said, with a whistle.  “Oh—except for one more thing.” 
 “What?” she asked.  She turned around to look.   
 A painting of a farm hung on the far wall, tilting lazily to one side; he straightened it.  
“That’s one,” he said.  He made his way to the next painting, one of a covered bridge.  “And 
that’s—“ 
 “Don’t touch that!” 
 He stopped and drew his hand away from it quickly.  “What?” 
 Her face had paled somewhat in the soft glow of the lamps.  She hesitated for a moment, 
then said: “It’s always been like that.  Since my parents died.  I haven’t touched it, ever.”  She 
gave a weak smile.  “Sorta a custom.  Sorry.” 
 “S’okay.”  He shrugged.  “Well, then—I guess that’s it.” 
 “Uh-huh.”  She smiled, more strongly this time, he noticed.  They sat down at the bar.   
 He sniffed at his hands, grimaced at the biting odor wafting from them.  “Bleach,” he 
muttered, wiping his fingers on the apron in disgust.  “I hate that smell.” 
 “Told you not to use it,” she said. 
 He glared at her for a moment, a little annoyed, but he saw that she was joking—or at the 
very least, laughing at him—and he felt it pass.  He tried to spin around on the barstool, nearly 
fell off.  Guess you can’t go back, eh, champ? he muttered to himself.  He blushed sheepishly 
when he saw Julia, who seemed to be trying hard to stifle a laugh.  “Haven’t done that in a 
while.” 
 Julia chortled.  “Looks like it.” 
 “Yeah.”  He sat back forcefully on the stool—spun again, this time with much greater 
success.  “See, there you go.”  He grinned.  “Feel just like a kid again.” 
 “You look like one.”  She smiled—but this time she averted her view, hiding her eyes.  
He sensed a vague sadness creeping in upon the edges of her voice.   
 He decided to change the subject.  “So when do they usually get here?” 
 She glanced at her watch.  “Few minutes, yet.  They might be a little late.” 
 “Who usually comes?” 
 She shrugged.  “Different group of people.  Lyle Haggarty, you met him today.  Him and 
his buddies usually come.”  She seemed to think.  “There’re a few others, I think.  Bill’s a 
regular.” 
 “Bill?” 
 “Bill Machrome.  He’s the newspaper editor. Comes in for a drink ‘bout every night.  
You’ll see him eat every now and then.”  She sighed.  “That guy has got to be the weirdest 
looking fella I’ve ever seen.”  
 “What’s he like?” he asked. 
 “Him?” She hesitated, thinking.  “Bill’s about yeah high—“ she raised her hand as high as 
she could; it stopped at about seven feet.  “—And he’s as thin as a whip.  The guy looks like a 
string bean.”  She stretched an imaginary rubber band to show him.  “Big head.  He’s got some 
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brain; he’s smart as hell.  People say he’s the smartest guy in town.  Keeps to himself, though, so 
it’s basically unconfirmed.”  She smiled wanly. 
 “He’s quiet?” 
 She nodded.  “Doesn’t talk to anybody.  I remember, one time, most he ever said to me 
was ‘Two beers.’  Then he sits down by himself in that corner over there—“ she pointed to a 
distant edge of the room— “and doesn’t say a word the rest of the night.”   
 “Jeez.” 
 “Uh-huh.  He’s a quiet one.  But then, he’s had some trouble lately—“ she suddenly 
stopped herself. 
His mind had started to drift tiredly, but he looked up at her now.  “Trouble?” 
 She seemed unsure of what to say.  “Just—trouble.  Problems with the newspaper, stuff 
like that.” 
 “I see.” 
 “He’s getting the job done, though,” Julia added, quickly.  “Newspaper’s gotten a lot 
better since he became the editor.  People say he’s got a burning rod up his ass, but to tell you the 
truth, I haven’t really seen it.  He doesn’t really show anything at all.”  She stared down at her 
hands. 
 They were both silent for a moment.  Finally, he asked: “Do you want me to help you out 
when they come?” 
 She startled a little at that—like he’d interrupted her thoughts, as he supposed he had—
but she gathered herself quickly, shook her head.  “It’s all right.  I can handle the orders by 
myself.”  She left a slight emphasis on the last few words: by myself.  Her eyes had turned 
serious—and perhaps guarded again, as well. 
 He nodded—he supposed she was right.  “Okay.”   
 He must have seemed a little hurt, because she added, more gently: “It’s not that you 
haven’t been helping me; you have.  It’s just that—“ she paused, apparently thinking.  “It’s just 
that I’ve always handled the orders—by myself, you know.  It’s kinda like it’s a custom.” She 
looked at him uncertainly.  “Sorry?” 
 “No, it’s all right.” 
 “Are you sure?” 
 “Yeah.”  He cast a longing eye at the stack of menus in front of him.  “But maybe in the 
meantime you could get me something to eat.”  He smiled.  “Seeing as how I’m the only one 
here, at least.” 
 She laughed, and grabbed a menu.  “All right,” she said, handing it to him.  “Take your 
time.”  
 He opened the menu, read through it again.  He saw her watching him, waiting—and 
made his order just as the first pieces of the dinner crowd started filing in. 
  
 They came in at odd hours, the dinner crowd—the door opened irregularly and they 
straggled into the restaurant in ones and twos.  Julia introduced him to many of them, but 
eventually she was too busy in the kitchen to notice him at all.  That was all right, he supposed—
most of the reactions he got were blank expressions and mild hellos, and he doubted that their 
friendliness would extend much beyond that.  He slipped into a corner of the room with his 
sandwich—a “Lucky’s Cut,” it was called, if his memory served him correctly (ham and Swiss 
with a special sauce; Julia refused to tell him what it was).  He ate it silently there, watching the 
others eat, and listening to them talk. 
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 They were exquisitely slow eaters, most of them.  Though a few of them left within half 
an hour of dessert, there were still about ten of them, still talking (mostly gossip, from what he 
could discern) over their coffees at nine-thirty.  Across from him sat one group—a trio of tired-
eyed store clerks who’d arrived at about eight.  “Board’s gonna meet again, next week,” said one 
of them, a burly man in a plaid shirt. 
 “There ain’t no meeting scheduled for next week,” said another. 
 “There is now,” said the first.  There was a moment’s silence as the rest of them 
contemplated this. 
 “Well,” asked the third at last, “what’s the meeting for?” 
 “Dunno,” said the plaid man.  “Figure it’s about the new highway.”  He sipped his coffee.  
“Board wants another exit, I suppose, goin’ out of Main Street.  You gonna eat that pie, Jay?” He 
pointed at something with his fork. 
 “Nah.  You c’n have it.”  The man named Jay pushed his plate over to him, and the 
conversation turned to more obscure topics. 
 Michael looked up.  Julia was still behind the bar talking to another group, with a slightly 
bored expression on her face.  She glanced in his direction, saw him watching, and smiled.  He 
smiled back, wanly—he supposed he should be going; it was late and he was tired.  Besides, come 
to think of it, he really didn’t have— 
 The door opened as he was considering this; into the restaurant stepped a tall man, with a 
gaunt face.  The room fell silent for a moment, then the few groups resumed their 
conversation—albeit a little more quietly.  Julia reached behind her without taking her eyes off of 
the group in front of her, and grabbed hold of two bottles of beer.  Set them on the bar.  The 
gaunt man placed a few dollars on the counter, and took the beer away.  He started toward the 
back of the room, where Michael was sitting—but when he saw Michael already there, he turned 
around, made his way to the other side.  He moved slowly, with a gingerly concealed limp.  No 
one looked up at all—even Julia looked away as he passed. 
 Something about that struck Michael as strange, somehow wrong.  He stood up, called to 
the gaunt man: “Excuse me, but—Bill?  It is, Bill, right?” 
 The gaunt man turned around, slowly.  Cut into Michael with cold steel-penny eyes. He 
said nothing at all, only stood there, staring silently.  Michael shivered a little under his gaze. 
 “I was just getting up, if you wanted to sit here,” he said. The room had gone utterly 
silent—the store clerks had stopped talking, the plaid man worked busily at his piece of pie.  He 
thought to himself that something about the silence wasn’t right at all, that in fact it seemed 
downright wrong, but he looked back at the gaunt man, who was still staring at him.  “I mean,” 
he continued, “you’re welcome to sit here, if you want.” 
 Bill Machrome—he’d decided it was Machrome—seemed to consider the door, outside, 
for a moment, apparently thinking.  Michael noticed that his face was heavily laced with 
pockmarks—it was a chiseled face, a hard face—but even from the side he thought could sense a 
faint touch of sadness.  No, he thought—it was more than just a simple sadness: it was more like 
a bleak sense of failure.  Michael found himself growing angry, angry with the others—they were 
only sitting there, they were ignoring him.  He kept silent, though, waited for Machrome to do 
something, to say something.   
 Machrome turned to him, at last, cast his steel-penny eyes onto the table.  Set his beers 
down silently, sat down as Michael stood away.  He opened up a bottle, took a long draught, and 
set it back down between his hands. 
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 Michael watched him, for a moment—then strode toward the door, stuffing his wallet 
into his pocket as best as he could.  He cursed under his breath when one of the bandages came 
off, stuffed that into his pocket, too.  He glared angrily at Julia, but she was looking away, as were 
the remaining remnants of the dinner crowd.  He shook his head—opened the door, and walked 
out into the night.  He rounded the corner of the building, found the little blue car.  He unlocked 
it, stepped inside.  
 He remembered that he’d forgotten to book a room for the night.  That was okay, he 
decided—he was too tired to do it now.  He lowered the seat and lay down.  He sat up after a 
moment to open the window a crack—and then lay down again, fell asleep. 
  
 He woke up to a tapping on the window.  “Mister Barnes?”   
 “What?”  He moaned groggily, rubbed his eyes.  Tried vainly to see.  “Who is it?” 
 “It’s Bill Machrome, Mister Barnes.” 
 Michael sat up.  “Mister Machrome?” 
 “Yes.”   
 “Hold on a sec.”  He checked his watch—it had been only thirty minutes.  He groaned, 
opened the door.  Leaned against the steering wheel.  “Yeah.  What is it?” 
 Machrome was looking down on him, his steel-penny eyes gone blue in the moonlight.  
“Miss Willshurst was worried about you.  She asked me to ask you where you were staying 
tonight.” 
 Michael sighed, smacked his lips—his mouth tasted of old socks.  “How did you know I 
was here?” 
 Machrome’s lips curled slightly.  “I saw your car when I came here, Mister Barnes. It was 
still here when you left.” 
 “Oh.”  Machrome’s explanation hadn’t helped, much, but then Michael didn’t think 
anything was making much sense at the moment.  “I see.  Well, I was hoping to check into a 
hotel, but I guess I forgot.” 
 “There are no hotels in Stempleton, Mister Barnes.  Most visitors sleep in their trailers.” 
 “Oh.”  Michael opened his eyes wide, blinked.  “You can call me Michael, Mister 
Machrome.” 
 Machrome didn’t say anything to this, only went on: “She told me to tell you that she has 
an extra room, if you’d like to sleep there tonight.  She told me to tell you that it’s comfortable.”  
Machrome lips bent into a thin smile.  “Though I believe that anything would be more 
comfortable than this.” 
 “Uh-huh.”  Michael got out of the car, stood up, stretched—Machrome still loomed a 
head above him.  “Well, thank you very much Mister Machrome, but—“ 
 Machrome cut him off.  “You’re very welcome, Mister Barnes.  Good night.”  He turned 
on his heel, started to walk away slowly—but he turned around again, after a moment, faced 
Michael.  His steel-penny eyes glittered.  “I wanted to thank you myself, Mister Barnes.  You 
seem—a very decent man.” 
 Michael, who’d turned back to the car, turned around again in surprise.  “Thank me?  For 
what?”  Then he remembered.  “Oh, that.  It was nothing, Mister Machrome, really.” 
 “That’s not exactly what I meant, Mister Barnes.  I think you understand what I mean.” 
 Michael opened his mouth to reply that he had no idea, but as Machrome started 
speaking, explaining—he realized that he understood very well. 
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 September rains did come to the town, although they were rare—mostly they came at 
night, softly insinuating themselves against windows and wooden porches, departing as the sun 
rose and leaving only the greener leaves of the grass as a reminder of their passage.  And the 
people knew of these rains, knew that they came and when they did—after one, the air smelled 
fresher, as a whole, and the ground felt newer.  The world, in general, became softer, more 
vulnerable—and it was after such a rain that the people found their optimism again. 
 Because it was then that they felt that the heat was not permanent, it was then that the 
people were reminded that the sun was not forever.  And so, for the most part, they attacked the 
day more vigorously, they forgot their apathy and their sadness and started anew.  They felt the 
coolness of the air that the rains brought, and went barefoot on the dampened pavement for the 
simple reason that they could.  It was on these days that the youth of the town held no advantage 
at all; the nightly rains washed away the layers of years that the town had accumulated, and the 
town, however temporarily, was restored to hopefulness. 
 But in their newfound hopefulness the town forgot: that whatever is wonderful is also 
fleeting in proportion, and by the early afternoon, in most cases, the sun had subverted the cool 
and freshness and the heat was back again.  And in every one of these cases it slowly dawned on 
the people that perhaps their hope once again had been premature; they realized that perhaps 
things had not so much reverted to the way they were as never changed at all.  The nightly rains 
were all the same, in this respect—they were small, they ultimately meant nothing, and they were 
always soon forgotten. 
 There did come rains, however, that were not so easily forgotten, that were remembered 
with great clarity.  These rains, rarer still, usually came suddenly, in the daylight hours, and though 
they were always unexpected they were certainly always welcome.  When they did come—
sometimes at noon, sometimes after it—they came hard, they fell down furiously.  They poured 
down like unrelenting avalanches of water; during rains such as these, it was said, the sky would 
fall and the people would duck for cover.  Thunder almost always accompanied these rains, and 
lightning, too, and often there would be reports of wind damage and the river flooding.  But 
these dangers were largely overlooked, and the arrival of rains such as these was always cheered. 
 During these rains driving along Main Street became difficult; traveling along the side 
roads became nearly impossible.  Forgotten alleyways became tributaries, and whatever roads 
were not paved were very quickly swept away.  The path to the bridge, from Main Street, became 
impossible to navigate—mudslides along the trail were common in these storms, and the ground 
on the trail often didn’t dry up for weeks.  Tourists were often caught unawares by these 
storms—oftentimes, they’d come into town completely soaked and exasperated, having forgotten 
their umbrellas, or the location of their shelter.  And though the townspeople laughed at them, 
secretly (it would be bad for business if they did it in the open), every now and then, a person 
from the town would get caught in one, or get lost in one.  Though it was rare—it happened only 
once every ten years, or so—it did happen, and the people were always careful when the daylight 
rains came. 
 But it was usually impossible to tell when a storm would come—the days on which they 
did come were often sunny, and cloudless, and most people of the town had given up looking at 
the sky.  That day it was no different; the sun beat its normal path along the town and heat was 
blanketed thickly over the ground.  At the end of Main Street, a single car was parked beside the 
entrance to the woods.  Its owner had prudently left it underneath a tree, but the sun was slowly 
creeping up beside it, and the car would surely be drenched in sunlight within an hour.   
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 That day there were only two people at the bridge—a man and a woman perched over 
the side rail, gazing thoughtfully at the river below.  She sat on the rail, one long leg draped over 
the side, and he leaned against it, his tall frame nearly stretching across the width of the bridge. 
They sat there quietly, and watched the water, not speaking at all.  Some sunlight did filter 
through the branches above, touching the river with small glints of yellow and white, but under 
the roof of the covered bridge, it was quietly dark and they knew that only they could see each 
other. 
 He had always been a quiet man, especially around her—he always had been afraid to ask 
what she was thinking and because of his dumbness he never quite knew at all.  And so despite 
the apparent importance of this moment he found it was all he could do to just to be with her, it 
took all his strength just not to run away.  And so he wore his impassive face, a face that meant 
absolutely nothing at all, and he stared at the river, unsure of what to do, searching for what to 
say.  He supposed there was too much—and thus he kept himself quiet, hands folded. 
 She was beautiful, though—he wondered at her again, from the corner of his eye—her 
dark hair curled round the nape of her neck at the moment and in the dimness of the bridge her 
skin had become softer, smoother.  His eyes trailed over her again, like they had many times 
before—her almond eyes were turned to the river, at the moment, but in his mind he recalled 
them clearly, lovingly, and he sighed. 
 She heard him sigh, turned to him.  “What is it?” 
 He kept his gaze on the river, in the woods—there were clouds gathering above, he could 
see, and the branches were beginning to sway in a slight breeze.  “Nothing,” he said, after a 
moment. 
 She looked at him doubtfully, and then turned again to the river.  “You seem quieter 
today,” she noted.  “You all right?” 
 “Uh-huh.”  His hand stole to his pocket, felt the small package inside it.  He was sure she 
hadn’t seen it, was quite sure couldn’t now.  “I’m okay.” 
 She touched a strand of her hair, twirled it.  “We come here ‘bout every day, don’t we, 
Bill?” 
 “Yep.”  He stared up at the sky, or what he could see of it.  “Clouds’re gathering,” he 
murmured gently. 
 “Yes, they are,” she said.  She turned to him again, her gorgeous eyes worried, but once 
again he could not look back at them.  “Bill, are you really okay?  Do you want to start heading 
back?”  Concern edged into her voice and he tried to reassure her. 
 “No, I’m fine,” he said.  “Let’s stay here a few more minutes.” 
 She sighed, turned to the river again.  She was silent for a moment, then she said, gently: 
“I’ve got something to tell you, Bill.” 
 He wondered what she could possibly need to tell him; he’d thought that only he needed 
to tell her.  He didn’t say anything, though, just nodded.  
 She hesitated, then said: “The factory in Freeport just opened up.  I’m gonna get a job up 
there.”   
 He nodded again.  His mind was racing inside his head—Freeport?  Where the hell is Freeport? 
He found that he had no idea, but he said nothing, only stared at the river.   
 “Bill?  Did you hear me?” 
 He fingered the package in his pocket, his heart thumping, nodded.  “Clouds are really 
gathering,” he noted quietly.  “Think it’s gonna rain.” 
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 “Bill, listen to me,” she said.  Her almond eyes had become adamant.  “The company up 
in Freeport just said yes.  I’m hired, Bill.  I’m gonna move up there.” 
 He kept his eyes on the river.  Jesus, his mind whispered.  Jesus.  She’s moving away, oh 
holy crow.  Say something, idiot.  With some last reserve of strength, he mouthed something; he 
opened his mouth to say something, but all that came out was: “I…” 
 She saw his attempt, asked: “Bill?  What is it?” 
 He stopped, cleared his throat.  A stronger breeze blew through the branches—there was 
a storm coming, and the more rational portion of his mind warned that they should get back to 
the car, but he wanted to say what he had to, first.  He tried to speak again, but—the words 
wouldn’t come. 
 She leaned toward him, slowly, took his hand into hers.  Any last resolve that he’d had 
before melted away at her touch; he closed his mouth tight.  “Listen, Bill,” she said.  “You can 
tell me.  I care for you, Bill, you can tell me anything.  Okay?” 
 He nodded. 
 “All right,” she said, dropping his hand.  “What is it?” 
 He cleared his throat again.  He said, softly, without thinking: “We should head back.  It’s 
gonna rain.” 
 He saw her glance at him again, could feel without turning to her the doubt on her face, 
but he said nothing at all.  After a moment, she got off of the railing, stood up.  “All right then,” 
she said.  “I’m heading back.”  She turned, started walking. 
 He saw her leaving, and suddenly, he stood and called to her, more out of panic than out 
of resolve: “Wait.” 
 She heard him, stopped.  Turned around to face him, again, arms akimbo.  “What is it, 
Bill?”  Exasperation had set into her voice. 
 He’d finally brought his eyes to bear with hers, but now as she gazed back at him 
balefully he stared at his hands.  “I could go with you,” he murmured. 
 The wind whipped around the edges of the bridge (it was getting stronger now, he 
thought) and overcame his soft words before she could hear them.  “What?”  She took a step 
closer.  “You’ll have to speak up, Bill.  I can’t hear you.” 
 “I said,” he stammered, “I—could—go—with—you.” 
 She heard him, this time, and shook her head.  “You couldn’t, Bill,” she told him, firmly.  
“You just couldn’t.” 
 He looked back up at her.  “Why not?” 
 She sighed, rolled her eyes, as if what she’d said was so exquisitely simple, without need 
of explanation.  “Just because, Bill.” 
 “Why not?” 
 She glared at him, angrily, her almond eyes darkened.  “Because we’d have to be married, 
Bill.  They don’t like—single women and their—boyfriends.”  She pushed her hair back; the wind 
had crept into the bridge and scattered it a little.  “It’s a conservative company, Bill.  They 
wouldn’t hire me unless I was married or single.  No attachments.”  She paused to let this sink in.  
“Do you understand?” 
 With his last bit of will, he said: “I could marry you.” 
 “What?”  She took a step closer to him. 
 “I said I could marry you.” 
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 She laughed.  Somehow her laugh ripped into him, hurting him—but he’d no idea why.  
He’d heard her laugh before; it had always been a wonderful sound and he’d always loved it 
before.  But now—it was different; it sounded foreign.  He turned his head away. 
 “I don’t think so, Bill,” she told him, smiling gently—her tone had turned condescending, 
calm.  “I don’t think so.” 
 His eyes returned to the river.  “Why not?” 
 She groaned.  “It just wouldn’t work, Bill.  It hasn’t been working now and it’s not gonna 
work later.  Do you get it?”  She came closer, drove her eyes into the side of his head.  “Do you 
get it?” 
 He tried desperately to turn her words away, succeeded with an effort.  “I’ve got 
something for you, here,” he said, pulling the package out from his pocket.  He showed it to her. 
 She backed away.  “No, Bill.  Don’t.  Please.  Not now.” 
 He didn’t say anything, only held the package for her to see.  After a moment, he said: “I 
bought it yesterday.” 
 “You can keep it.” 
 Her words cut into him again, but he thrust them aside, pushed blindly ahead.  “I was 
gonna ask you if you would—“ his voice choked.  “—If you would—“ 
 “No, Bill.” 
 “—If you would marry me,” he finished at last.  He opened the package, showed her the 
ring. 
 “No, Bill.” 
 He forced his eyes back to hers—her face had gone hard now, and her eyes were angrily 
adamant.  He pushed back the acid tears that were climbing his throat.  “Please.  Please think 
about it.” 
 “No, Bill.  Absolutely not.”  He took a step toward her, his eyes burning, but she took a 
step back immediately.  “Don’t come near me, Bill.  I’m sorry, but—“ she shrugged.  “It’s over.”
  
 He didn’t hear her, only took another step, holding the ring out for her.  “Please—“ 
 “Just stop it, Bill!” she screamed at him.  “Stop it!”  She was crying now—the wind had 
increased in strength and her hair washed over her face.  “Please, Bill…” she cried.  “Don’t—say 
anything.”  She turned around, away from him, started to run back to the trail, into the raindrops. 
 He stared for a moment, with his heart racing and mind numbed.  Then he blindly started 
to run after her—but he tripped, on something, lost his balance, and threw up his arms to stop 
his fall.  The package flew out of his hands; the ring danced in midair, glittering, then fell to the 
floor of the bridge.  He forced himself up, searched desperately for the ring—but he didn’t see it.  
His thoughts turned to her; he could still see her, running up the trail.  He ran after her.  “Nell—
“ he called, voice cracking.  “Nell, wait!” 
 She didn’t hear him, only ran harder, back up the trail.  The raindrops had grown fat, and 
heavy, now, and he heard the thunder.   
 “Nell!  Please!”  He ran after her, his long legs tearing up the now muddy trail.  Loose 
streams of mud and water flowed down the hill; his feet slipped on the rocks, but he ignored 
them.  He only kept running, kept climbing up the hill, running after her.  He felt his tears 
coming at last, but they were drowned out by the wet torrents that were flying down from above.  
“Nell!  Please wait for—“ he called again—but as he did, his foot slipped—it flew up from 
underneath him, and he tumbled forward.  He heard a vicious snap! and felt a sudden pain shoot 
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up from his leg as he fell.  Even then, he called after her: ”Nell!  Please!”  But she was too far 
away to hear him, and he watched her run away from him, away into the rain. 
 
 “It was only a broken ankle,” Machrome said.  “Had to go in crutches for about three 
months.”  He sighed.  “Put me on drugs for a while.  Painkillers.  Didn’t take too well.” 
 “Jesus.” 
 “I get along all right, now, though,” Machrome told him.  “I have trouble walking—as 
I’m sure you c’n see—but I do all right.  I haven’t heard from Nell since then.” 
 “She still moved away?” 
 Machrome nodded.  “Of course.  She thought she had to.”  His lips tightened.  “I 
suppose that she needed to get away from here.  I don’t really blame her at all.”  He looked down 
at Michael, his steel-penny eyes suddenly softened, sad.  Then he straightened himself, stood tall.  
“I suppose I’ve wasted enough of your time,” he said.  “I’d better get going.  Good night.”  He 
turned on his heel and started to walk slowly away. 
 Michael stared after him.  “Good night, Mister Machrome,” he called after him, after a 
moment.  “Thank you.” 
 Machrome didn’t reply, only kept walking until he disappeared into the night.  Michael 
stood there, watching him leave—then made his way back into the restaurant again.  There were 
certainly more clouds now, he noticed.  A slight breeze made its way around the corner of the 
building and through his hair as he opened the door and stepped inside. 
 
 She was behind the bar when he came in.  She smiled, told him that the spare room 
upstairs was open, and he was welcome to sleep there tonight.  He protested, at first—he wanted 
very much to tell her everything, and he said so—but she told him to save it for the morning; 
from the looks of him, he was going to fall apart any moment.  He found he didn’t have the will 
to argue with that—and he supposed it didn’t make much of a difference, anyway.   
 She led him upstairs, showed him the room.  It was small, but comfortable—a metal post 
bed sat in the corner, next to the window.  He staggered over and flopped down on it; he was 
asleep in less than a minute.  She watched him until she was sure he was asleep—then she shut 
the door silently.  She went back downstairs.  A pile of dishes and glasses lay ready to be put 
away.  She supposed she’d do it tomorrow, she was tired and it was late.  She left them there, 
went back upstairs to go to bed after turning off the lights. 
 
Chapter Five 
  

 Though landmarks in and around the town were rare, there were a few steadfast things 
about it—the river, for instance, had always been there, and in the years that the town had known 
it, the river had never changed its course.  It had always held steady between the town, and the 
hills, and it never coursed in a different direction.  And there were others, as well: the farmhouses 
outside of town had remained untouched over the years, they still stood in abandoned cornfields 
and weed-ridden gardens.  There was Main Street itself, a line impervious to change, and the 
stores that lay beside it never changed, either.  And of course, there was the bridge—steadfast to 
the end, in its loneliness. 
 But the town did not realize this—the town neglected to acknowledge the persistence of 
these artifacts, refused to recognize them for what they really were.  And so the tourists, the 
visitors to the town, were never told the true significance of these places, and eventually, the 
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town forgot as well.  And it was then that they were forced to supply their own histories, and it 
was then that they filled the artifacts with their own memories, good and bad.  But the truth was 
that the people of the town preferred to forget—they did not wish to remember anything at all. 
 The tourists did not know this, of course—and so they blindly bumbled along until they 
came upon what they thought to be an artifact, and made up their own significance for it.  They 
invented their own importances; they imagined their own histories for places that never existed at 
all.  And generally, they missed the real ones—but occasionally they came upon a place that held 
an actual meaning, or several meanings at once—and the impression they got was so 
unmistakable that they left those places almost immediately, stopping only to snap a quick 
photograph or two. 
 Because they knew, in the back of their minds—that no memories could leak out from 
the crystalline pictures; they knew that when the picture had been pasted and set down, they 
could once more imagine their own significance.  And so the places in these pictures, these 
landmarks, lost their meanings once again in the scrapbooks of the tourists, and they regained 
imagined ones in the back of the tourists’ minds.  And the town, slowly realizing what power the 
photographs had, took advantage of them immediately: artists set out to paint the town, not 
intending to capture the meaning of the object but just the object itself.  And the paintings they 
created were stark—there was the proportionality of the lines, perhaps, there was maybe the 
balance of color—but there was nothing else.  No histories could be found in the paintings at 
all—and these were the paintings that sold the best. 
 Even the town itself wanted these paintings—the people who knew the history of those 
spots could, in their minds, purchase the spot and remake their own history—thus forgetting 
everything the artifact had been.  Married couples who were wed at the bridge ordered paintings 
to be done of it—in this way, they could shape the memory of the event the way they wished to, 
without the unnecessary tidings the bridge always brought.  But these paintings always succeeded 
at their purpose—they never allowed the memories to escape, only new ones could be filled in.  
And so these paintings held significance only to those whose eyes had rested upon them day after 
day—those who had created memories of the paintings themselves. 
 
 Julia couldn’t sleep.  She’d been trying to desperately, for over an hour, now, tossing 
herself over and eventually kicking the sheets off the bed and onto the floor.  She’d given up 
reading her clock too; it was certainly past midnight.  She was perplexed—she hadn’t drunk any 
coffee, hadn’t really eaten anything.  Her room was pitch dark, without the slightest touch of 
light—but now she reached clumsily over for the lamp, switched it on.  She closed her eyes, 
expecting them to cringe at the sudden brightness—but when she opened them, they didn’t—she 
felt as if she’d never turned out the lights at all. 
 She groaned, rubbed her eyes anyway.  Julia couldn’t understand it—she’d never had 
insomnia before, couldn’t believe that she was having it now.  She stood up, got out of bed.  She 
even walked around her room for a moment, half-hoping that she’d keel over, suddenly, and fall 
asleep on the floor. She doubted it, though—when she’d considered herself in the mirror, she 
didn’t look tired at all—her eyes were wide and red but most definitely awake.   
 Hell, she thought, I don’t even feel tired.  It still worried her, though, because it perplexed 
her, because she didn’t know why.  Her mind refused to shut off, refused to shut up—it jabbered 
on furiously as soon as she lay her head down on the pillow.   
 She raised the blinds.  It was dark as pitch outside—the moon was barely visible behind 
the clouds, and only shreds of the light it was shining made their way to the ground.  Julia sighed, 
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closed them again.  She shivered, reached for the sheets on the floor—peering outside had made 
her feel small, somehow, isolated and alone.  No, she thought, I’m not alone.  Michael’s sleeping 
in the next room.  But that was different, wasn’t it?  She shook thought out of her head.  She 
couldn’t exactly go into his room right now, tell him that she was lonely, for Chrissake, could 
she?  What would he think of that? 
 Well, why the hell not? another part of her mind asked.  Just why the hell not?   
 Because, silly, her mother’s voice replied, Mommy says no.  And Mommy’s the boss. 
 Listen to your mother, Julia, her father warned.  She’s right, you know. 
 Julia knew she was. 
 She shook her head again, closed her eyes.  Her mind was beginning to race again, even 
while she was standing up.  She strode over to the bed, sat down and wrapped herself in the 
sheets.  She wished she could go into Michael’s room—she felt exquisitely lonely, cold; she 
wanted something to hold onto. 
 As a child, she’d had stuffed animals by the dozen, comforters on lonely nights and sick 
days—teddy bears and toy lions, huge friendly snakes and other plush toys that her parents had 
forced her to give up.  You’re very old for those toys, Miss, her mom’s voice scolded her.  Remember 
that you are thirteen.  You’re going to be a woman soon. 
 Shut up! she thought furiously.  Shut up! 
 She opened her eyes wide, casting fearful glances around the room—in the soft glow of 
the lamp, her room usually had seemed small, and cozy, but now she felt closed in, almost 
claustrophobic, inside of it.  It felt like a box, now—a gigantic cardboard box with bookshelves 
and a bed.  She felt her mind begin to race again, before she could think; it refocused on a turtle 
she’d found near the river—she’d carried it home in a cardboard box she’d found there, as well.  
She’d punched holes in the side so it could breathe, showed it to her mother enthusiastically as 
soon as she’d gotten home. 
 That turtle’s going to have to go, Miss, her mother had warned.  We don’t allow pets in this house, 
especially not near the FOOD.  Take that thing away, now. 
“No—“ she murmured to herself, eyes closed.  “No, please—“ 
 The thoughts came stronger, now, unbidden—her mother’s voice came clear, her father’s 
voice behind it: 
 If you ever want to be somebody someday you’ll do what we say right now. 
 Good girls sit like this.  If you don’t sit like this, then you’re a bad girl, and boys are going to touch you. 
 This restaurant is your responsibility, too, you know. 
 She clenched her fists, remembering, tried to think of something else, but her parents’ 
voices kept coming; they wouldn't stop at all.  “Stop it—“ 
 Be glad for what we do for you. 
 Be thankful we don’t kick you out.  What we do is for your own damned good. 
 If you ever want to run this place by yourself you should listen up. 
 Knock it off. 
Don’t you dare touch that painting, young lady, unless you want a whipping. 
 “Shut up!” she screamed.  “JUST SHUT THE FUCK UP!” 
 The voices ceased.  She touched her face, realized she was crying.  She breathed heavily, 
tried to regain her breath—it came irregularly, in hiccups.  She wondered if Michael had heard, 
but she doubted it: the walls in the building were thick, and she didn’t think she’d screamed it 
that loud.  She’d feel ridiculous if he had heard her—and she listened for his footsteps down the 
hallway, but none came.  There was only silence, and the sound of her breathing.   
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 She needed a drink, she thought.  She needed to calm down.  She waited a few more 
minutes, regaining her composure—then she opened the door.  The hall was empty, and quiet.  
Good, she thought.  She crept silently down the stairs and slowly made her way to the bar. 
 
 Michael bolted upright in bed, his pulse pounding in his ears.  He listened, but no more 
sound came—everything was utterly silent, except for the sound of his breathing.  He looked 
down—his shirt was soaked with sweat.  He tore it off, flung it to a far post of the bed.  He 
listened for a few more minutes, but he didn’t hear anything else. 
 
 She found that she’d forgotten the keys to the liquor cabinet in her room, and she swore 
under her breath. She didn’t want to go look for them—it would take too long for her to find 
them, and she wanted a drink now.  Besides, she thought—she didn’t feel like going back 
upstairs, the voices might come again.  She shivered.  Her parents’ voices had stopped—but as 
they’d stopped she felt the silence more acutely—and now she believed the silence was somehow 
worse.  She rarely ever came down into the restaurant, at night—she’d never realized before how 
dark it really was.  One set of shades had been lifted—through that window she could see only 
blackness; the moon had been entirely blocked by the clouds by this time.  The only light was 
from the small nightlight in the corner—it traced shadows around with a soft, shallow 
yellowness.  She could see she’d left the chairs unset, the tables dirty.  There were plates left on 
the tables and dirty silverware littered the floor in more than a few places.  It was going to be a 
big job, cleaning everything up in the morning. 
 She walked out from behind the bar, into the restaurant area, piling up the dirty dishes.  
There was a coffee cup, half-empty, some pie crumbs swimming in it.  She moved on to the next 
table.  A partially eaten sandwich with the tip still sitting next to it.  She picked up the money, 
stuffed it into a pocket.  She found the bulge somehow reassuring, as if the watery-smooth 
hardness of the coins was a comfort.  Everything so far had seemed simply a dream—a dream 
where she was awake and walking, but a dream nonetheless.   
 There was a bottle of beer at the next table.  She picked it up by the neck, examined it.  It 
was mostly full—in fact, barely a sip had been taken out of it—and she wondered who’d left it.  
It certainly wasn’t Bill Machrome; he always brought his bottles home (though Lord only knew 
what he did with them, she thought, a faint smile touching her lips).  She tried to remember—no 
one else besides Bill Machrome had drank beer that night.  She set the bottle back down, wiped 
the water off of her hands.  Michael hadn’t had a beer, and she certainly hadn’t had one. 
 She supposed it didn’t matter. 
 She looked at the beer again.  A funny thought came to her: It’s God’s Beer, Julia, and He 
wants you should drink it, huh-huh.  The sudden thought of God taking a swig from a bottle 
struck her somehow as immensely funny and she sat down in the chair in a fit of giggles.  “God’s 
Beer,” she intoned gravely. “God drinks Miller Light.”  She started to giggle again. 
 She stopped giggling after a few moments, and sat, contemplating the beer.  She still 
didn’t know whose beer it had been—but it had still felt cold when she’d picked it up.  She 
picked it up again, flicked away the water.  She sniffed it—it certainly smelled okay.  She put the 
bottle to her lips and drained most of it in one long draught. 
 She set the bottle on the table when she was done, stared up dumbly.  The painting of the 
covered bridge hung directly in front of her.  She considered it blankly for a moment, not quite 
recognizing it. 
 Don’t ever touch that painting, young lady.  Not unless you want a whipping. 
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 “Shut up,” she moaned, groggily.  “Just shut up.” 
 Don’t touch it, Julia.  Act your age.   
 She pounded her fist on the table.  “Shut up.” 
 Never, ever, ever let me catch you touching that painting again— 
 “Shut up!” she screamed as loud as she could.  “Bitch!  Oh shut the fuck up you lying 
BITCH!”  With one quick motion she picked up the beer bottle, hurled it at the painting.  The 
bottle exploded like a bomb, glass and beer flying in a brown cascade.  “BITCH!”  There was a 
ceramic cup next to her; she picked that up and threw it.  “You bitch!”  She was crying now—she 
threw the saucer at it, and when the plates on the table had been exhausted, she found the plates 
on the next table.  She picked those up, threw them—nothing was good enough, she thought, 
nothing was ever enough, and there could never be enough— 
 “Julia!”  Her father’s voice came from behind her.  “Julia, stop it!” 
 She turned, hurled a shot glass at the voice.  “You BASTARD!  Go to hell you lying 
BASTARD!”  Her father ducked the glass, and she threw another one.  “Why don’t you stay in 
hell, you bastard why do you always have take care of me?!  Why can’t you just stay DEAD?”  
She threw a knife at him; he deftly dodged it, then knocked her down with a flying football 
tackle, and pinned her to the floor.  “Let go of me you BASTARD!”  She pounded him with her 
fists furiously.  “Let me GO!” 
 Her father shook her.  “Julia!  Stop it, it’s me!”  When she didn’t stop, he shook her again.  
“It’s Michael, Julia!  Michael.”  He held her still a moment, and she looked.  It was Michael; her 
father had gone, fled. 
 “Oh, Jesus, Michael,” she said, after a moment.  Her mind was gibbering.  “My mother 
was here and she told me not to touch anything and then my father was here and he was going to 
whip me again and then he tackled me and now you’re here and—“ she broke down into tears.  
Michael gently lifted her; she started to bawl, thrust her head into his neck, chest convulsing with 
sobs.  “And I was throwing things and everything broke and nothing worked and then—“ 
 “It’s okay,” he said.  “It’s all right.  Your father’s not here.  It’s all right.”  He stroked her 
head, gently.  “Everything’s going to be okay.” 
 “Everything’s not going to be okay,” she shouted angrily into his neck, her tears suddenly 
forgotten.  “They’re going to see the painting and they’re gonna be mad as hell and I’m gonna be 
in trouble again!  Don’t you get it?  I’m always gonna be in trouble, don’t you get it?” 
 He didn’t say anything, only held her tighter.  She started to cry again. 
 
 They sat there for a long time.  After a while, her crying subsided; all that remained was 
the hiccupy breathing that always follows.  He gave her a squeeze, held her closer. “You okay?” 
 She nodded slightly, sniffed.  “I’ll be all right.” 
 “Okay.”  They were silent for a few moments.  He finally said, “You know, you never 
answered my question.” 
 “What question?”  Her voice had calmed a little. 
 “How long you’ve owned this place.” 
 “Oh.”  She set her head back on his shoulder again.  She hiccupped again.  “Excuse me,” 
she said. 
 He laughed a little.  “It’s okay.  You don’t have to tell me.” 
 “Mm.”  She seemed to think about this, debated it in her head.  “I don’t know.” 
 “You don’t have to.” 
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 “But I want to.”  Her voice grew adamant, forceful—then subsided.  “I just don’t know if 
I should.” 
 He waited as she thought it over.  “What do you think?” 
 “What?” 
 “Think you should tell me?” 
 She nodded.  “But why don’t you ask the questions—I—I don’t think I know where to 
start.” 
 “Okay.”  He pretended to think.  “How long have you owned this place?” 
 She smiled a little.  “You don’t give up, do you?” 
 He smirked.  “Not when it’s important.” 
 “I see,” she said.  “Three years.  Since my parents died.” 
 “Why’d they give it to you?” 
 She shrugged her shoulders.  “I was basically groomed for the job.  Only kid, run the 
family business, the old American Dream type of deal.” 
 “Oh.” 
 “I never wanted it, though.  I hated everything about it, at first—the routine, the chores, 
everything.”  She sighed.  “But they drilled it into me.  Every single day.” 
 “That picture part of the deal?”  He pointed to the painting. 
 She looked.  “That?”   
 “Uh-huh.” 
 She seemed to shudder.  “Sorta.  They’d always had it—some painter painted it for them 
at their wedding.  I used to touch it, when I was little.  Like I could walk right into it and—“ she 
paused, remembering.  “—Fly away from everything.  Everything in it seemed so real, but also 
just—new.  Untouched.  Like—“ 
 “Like you could escape.” 
 “Yeah.”  She shivered, he held her tighter.  “They always hated me coming near it.  
Always yelled at me if I came within three feet of it.  ‘Don’t touch it,’ they always screamed.  I 
don’t know why they were so fucking attached to it—“ 
 “Easy, easy.” 
 She wiped her eyes.  “I’m sorry.”  She took a deep breath, was silent.  Then she said: 
“One day they took me to see the bridge.  The real one.  It was kinda a shock.”  She shook her 
head, remembering.  “Wasn’t anything like the picture.  I mean, in the painting, I could just fly 
away, but from the real bridge—it was like nothing could escape, nothing at all.” 
 “What was it like?” 
 “Huh?” 
 “What did it feel like when you saw it?” 
 “Oh,” she said, uncertainly.  She thought for a moment, and told him. 
 
 The bridge had always been isolated, but always became more so after the rains.  Hardly 
anyone ever came here, after the rains—the trail was muddy and slippery, as it would be for 
weeks, and even the hardiest tourists avoided the trail in its muddier conditions.  The 
waterseekers did not come; after a rain, the river below was always too cold for swimming. 
 But there were occasional visitors to the bridge—picnickers, perhaps, taking advantage of 
the cooler weather that the rains always brought.  They came, with their baskets and bed sheets, 
and made the best of the damp ground.  Most came in the afternoon—before the sun came up 
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the trail became a swamp and even in the afternoon, the woods was always cooler, anyway—but 
there were always a few that came in the morning hours. 
 And these few, the early ones—they were the unfortunate.  Because the beginning of the 
day always holds the most hope, always leads the wills of every person to believe, and after rain, 
the morning is the best time to cast wishes.  But the bridge always denied this—any wishes cast 
here would be voided, and nullified, and the picnickers who ate here at the wishing time often 
found that their wills could wish no more.  And by the time the picnickers realized this, it would 
always be too late. 
 That morning, though, as she sat in the back seat of the old car, she knew none of this.  
Her hands were clamped solemnly over the basket, jealously guarding the food.  The aromas 
wafting from the basket occupied her mind; and the sounds of the old car as it bumped along the 
road, on its way to the woods, jarred their way into her memory.  This was her first picnic, ever—
at least, it was the first that she could remember—and her thoughts, her body, felt happily 
nervous.  She could hear her parents talking in the front seats, but she paid them no attention—
they sounded happy enough (they weren’t arguing, at least) and her mind was focused on the 
place where they were going, the place in the picture, the bridge. 
 She’d loved the picture of the bridge since she’d first seen it—though it had always been 
in the Restaurant since she’d been born, she’d noticed it only recently, and it was barely a few 
weeks ago that she’d really seen the beauty of it with her five-year-old eyes.  It was such a clear 
picture, she thought—it was so perfectly real, so incredibly perfect, that she often wondered if 
she could step right into it, into a different place, away from everything, free from the Restaurant 
and Responsibility. 
 But she only wondered these dangerous thoughts when her parents were away, or busy—
whenever she’d asked them about the painting, they’d never told her, whenever she’d tried to 
look at it, touch it, they’d warned her to keep away from it.  When she had finally worked up the 
courage to try to touch the picture, and did, she’d been disappointed—it had felt rough, flat—she 
could no more walk through it, and be free, than she could fly.  Her parents had caught her then; 
she’d gotten the whipping of her life. 
 But now, they were going there, of all places, and for a picnic—it was just too wonderful, 
she thought—just too beautiful.  And she felt certain that once she got there the bridge would be 
standing, waiting for her, ready for her, ready to lead her through its edges and out to the hills 
beyond where she could be free and run and— 
 “We’re there, Julia.”  Her father turned around, smiling, and interrupted her thoughts.   
 “We are?” 
 “Well,” her mother said, “We’re at the woods at least.  We’re going to have to walk for a 
little bit.” 
 “Oh.”  Julia was disappointed.  “Well, that won’t take that long, will it?” 
 “No,” her father reassured her.  “It won’t.  C’mon, let’s go.  Bring the basket, won’t 
you?” 
 Julia obliged, and her father helped her out of the car.  They started down the trail. 
 It had just rained, of course—Julia had prepared herself for the mud with her galoshes 
and rain slicker, though her parents had brought nothing resembling her equipment.  She was 
glad she’d brought them though—the ground was slick, and the mud deep, and along the trail she 
found herself stuck in mud all the way up to her knees.  Her parents helped her out of those, 
though, laughing as they did—they seemed happy, too, Julia noticed.  She wondered, as she 
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walked, basket in hand, if they wanted to do the same as her, to cross the bridge and fly away.  
She wondered if Adults could fly—Adults certainly could do a lot of things. 
 “We’re getting close, now, Julia,” her father warned.  He took the basket from her, and 
gave it to her mother.  “Close your eyes, and I’ll carry you.” 
 “But why?” Julia asked.  “I’m not tired.  I can walk.” 
 Her father smiled.  “Because I want it to be a surprise.  I love you, Jewels.” 
 She gave in and let her father carry her.  “Close your eyes,” he said, and she did—though 
she squinted a little. 
 They reached the bridge a few minutes later—her father’s breath a little heavier, his grip 
loosening a little.  “All right,” he said, “you can open your eyes now.  Feast your eyes on that!” 
 “What?” she asked eagerly, opening her eyes.  “What?”  She looked around; looked 
around for the bridge she’d seen in the picture, where the sky was blue and the hills beyond a 
perfect green— 
 “That,” her father said, pointing.  “That.” 
 She followed his finger, expectantly, and saw only— 
 —A decrepit old bridge, rotten and breaking down.  She saw only an old, tattered, 
thing—it was a bridge, she knew, but it wasn’t her bridge.  This bridge was tired, this was far 
from perfect—it was gray and damp, and sagging at the joints.  There were cracks in the walls, 
the last bits of paint hung on to it with broken fingers and everything about this bridge was surely 
dead.  She knew it wasn’t her bridge—and she told her father so, petulantly.   
 “But it is, Julia,” he told her, smiling, as he set her down.  “It is.  Want to see?”  They all 
walked closer to the bridge, examining it, searching for every minute detail that the picture might 
have revealed.  “See,” he said, “it’s the same one.”   
 “No, it’s not.”  Julia shook her head. 
 “It is, Julia,” her mother said.  “Don’t you believe us?” 
 But Julia could not admit that they were right, that her bridge did not exist, that her 
bridge was in fact this rotting, this dead, ugly thing—“It is not!” she shouted, stamping her foot 
in the mud.  “This one is different!  The one in the picture is better!”  
 Her father laughed, and so did her mother.  “But Jewels,” her mother said.  “Your father 
just told you.  This is the bridge.  This is the one in the picture.” 
 “You’re lying!” she screamed, suddenly.  “You’re lying!  Take me to my bridge!  Take me 
to the one in the picture!”  She ran to her father now, wanting to thrust her sobbing face deep 
into his trouser leg—but as she reached for him, he backed away. 
 Her mother turned on her sternly.  “We’re not liars, Julia,” she warned her.  Her voice 
normally would have quieted her, but she felt too angry now to be stopped by words.  “Don’t 
you dare call us that.” 
 “You’re lying!” she shrieked at them both.  “You’re lying you’re lying, lying, lying!  I wish 
you were dead!  I wish you were—“ 
 Then her mother slapped her, and she fell to the ground, screaming, crying.  Her face 
flushed crimson; she shouted at Julia: “You BEHAVE yourself right this instant, young lady!  Be 
quiet!” 
 She couldn’t hear her, couldn’t even feel the pain on her face—her mind could only say 
one thing, one thing only: “Take me to my bridge!” 
 Her mother bent over her, over on one knee, slapped her again, hard.  “Be quiet!  Shut 
up!” 
 “Mommy!” 
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 She slapped her again, and again—each time with a flat hard whop, each time sending 
huge flares of light streaming through her head.  “SHUT UP, JULIA!  SHUT UP RIGHT 
NOW!” After one final vicious backhand, she walked away in a huff. 
 Julia couldn’t stop crying.  “I’m sorry Mommy, sorry,” she managed—but then her anger 
burst inside of her and she screamed again: “I hate you!  I hate your guts!  I WISH YOU WERE 
DEAD!”  She stopped abruptly when she saw her father stride over to her furiously.  He stood 
above her, straddling her with his legs. 
 “JUST SHUT UP, YOU LITTLE BITCH!” he screamed.  “Do you think you’re always 
gonna get your way?  You’re not, young lady, so shut up and just BEHAVE!”  He hit her this 
time, clenching a hard fist and sending it slamming down onto her cheek.  She saw stars fly in her 
brain, felt something crack along her mouth.  She screamed again, no words this time—all her 
words, thoughts, had left her mind in that one single explosion—and she tasted copper along the 
sides of her mouth. 
 “That’s enough, Harold,” she heard her mother mutter.  “That’s quite enough.” 
 Her father turned to her mother, stood.  “You stay out of this, Jess.  She’s got to learn 
respect.” 
 “She’s not going to go near it anymore,” her mother said. 
 “Just shut up, Jess.” 
 Her mother was silent, then—and her father turned around, walked towards the bridge, 
and hurled the basket into the river.  It floated downstream, mindlessly dodging rocks and leaving 
the bridge behind. 
 Julia continued to lie on the ground, screaming, for what seemed to her to be forever. 
 
 “They took me to a doctor,” Julia told him.  Her eyes had gone wide; she seemed to be 
staring at something on the wall behind him.  Michael touched her shoulder and she gave a 
sudden start, and then relaxed.  “We had a different doctor, then—Doctor Spencer was still in 
college.  They told him I’d fallen down a hill, which was happened to a lot of people after walking 
the trail.  Especially after rainy days.” 
 Michael opened his mouth to say something—but nothing came out.   
 She saw his effort, touched his face and smiled.  “It’s all right.  I know what it’s like.” 
 He nodded.  His mind felt numbed. 
 “They put me in a brace for a while,” she went on.  “Broken jaw.  People didn’t really say 
anything about it, then.”  She stopped, sniffed a little. “Not now, either.  Feels different, now, 
though.  I’m all cried out about it.” 
 “Uh-huh.” 
 She sighed, leaned closer to him.  “I never did touch that painting again until tonight.  
They were always afraid I was going to break it.  Now—“ she looked at it—it had torn in several 
places, and the paint was covered in coffee and beer.  “Oh well.” 
 “They can’t do anything now, Julia.” 
 She shivered.  “Sometimes it seems like they can.  I don’t know, Michael—there would be 
nights when I was little I would be sleeping and—“ 
 He put a finger to her lips, stopped her—and she bent down her head again, a few tears 
flowing slowly down her face.  “I know.  You’ve told me enough.” 
 She nodded her head against his shoulder. 
 They were both silent for a few minutes. 
 “You’re going to be okay,” he said, when her tears had stopped.   
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 She nodded.  “I hope so.” 
 “You will.”   He hesitated.  “I got a confession to make.” 
 Julia smiled weakly.  “What?” 
 “It’s about my hand.” 
 “Your hand.  Your writing hand?”  
 He nodded, raised it.  The bandages were coming off now.  “Same one.” 
 Julia pulled it to her, examined it.  “What about it?” 
 “I didn’t hurt it falling down.” 
 “Really.” 
 “Yeah, I—“ Michael stopped.  “What do you mean, `really’?” 
 Julia smiled again, a little stronger this time.  “I could tell the minute you walked in,” she 
said.  “Trust me.  That’s not the kind of hurt you get falling down.” 
 “No,” he agreed.  “It’s not.” 
 She raised her head to look at him, wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.  “So how’d 
you do it, champ?” 
 “I punched a hole in the bridge.”   
 Julia’s eyes widened.  “You did?” 
 Michael nodded, his eyes downcast.  “Yeah.” 
 “Why?” 
 He shook his head.  “It doesn’t matter.  Long time ago.” 
 “Tell me.”  She prodded his shoulder.  “Tell me about it.” 
 Michael sighed.  He looked at her, wonderingly, stared for a moment—but when he 
finally understood the full import of her words he knew he had to tell her.   
 It was a long time before he was finished. 
 “So,” Julia said when he was done.  “Now you’re back.” 
 Michael nodded wearily.  “Yes.  Now I’m back.  Home again.” 
 “What’re you going to do?” 
 “I don’t know.”  He looked up at the ceiling and Julia nestled her head on his shoulder.  
“I wasn’t getting any ideas anymore.” 
 “Maybe they’ll come back, now.” 
 “Maybe.” 
 They both fell silent, listened to the rain.  It was pouring outside; a high gale rushed past 
the windows and they heard the thunder in the distance.  “Do you feel any better?” he asked. 
“Hmm?”  She raised her head. 
 “Are you better?” 
 “Maybe.  Yeah.”  She set it back down again.  “Thank you,” she whispered. 
 “For what?” he asked. 
 “For stopping me.” 
 “Hey, that’s—“ he stopped himself before he could finish. 
 “That’s?” 
 “What I’m here for,” he finished, uncertainly. 
 She looked up at him, her beautiful eyes just barely grazing past his chin up into his own.  
“Really?” 
 He shrugged.  “I guess so.  That is,” he added, “if you need stopping, of course.” 
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 “Of course.”  She seemed to think about this, for a moment, then said: “I think I 
probably do.”  She hugged him back this time, sighed—brought her beautiful eyes up one more 
time. 
 He smiled.  “I think—maybe.” 
 She laughed, then—and he stopped her mouth with a kiss. 
 The seconds ticked away, then the minutes disappeared into the night once again. 
 
 The idea came to him suddenly.  “C’mon,” he said.  He stood, carefully pulled her up. 
 “What?” 
 “I know what we should do.  What you should do.”  He grinned in the darkness—a bolt 
of lightning lit the air outside and she saw him clearly for a moment.  It would’ve made him look 
downright sinister, she thought, but for his eyes—they were still ever so sad, but they had taken 
on a fresh gleam, one she hadn’t seen before.  She fancied it looked like hope.  “C’mon, let’s go.”  
He pulled her over to the bar.   
 “What do you want to do?” 
 He pointed to the liquor cabinet.  “Can you open that up?” he asked. 
 She shook her head.  “Not without the key.” 
 “Go get it.”   
 She opened her mouth to reply, but thought better of it—he had some plan, she knew—
and somehow she knew she was on the verge of something wonderful.  She raced upstairs to her 
room.  She found the key in an instant, and raced back down.  “Got it,” she announced. 
 “Okay,” he said, from the far end of the room.  “Hold on.”  He came back to the bar, 
holding the painting of the bridge under one arm.  “All right,” he said, setting the torn painting 
on the counter.  “Lessee what we got.”  He peered into the cabinet.  “Have you opened it yet?” 
 “Oops—wait.”  She jiggled the key into the lock, opened it.  “What do you want?” 
 He smiled at her devilishly.  “Everything.” 
 She gaped at him.  “Everything?” 
 “That’s right,” he said, standing up.  “Grab every bottle you can.  Do you have anything 
like a big bag?” 
 She pointed to the kitchen.  “There’s garbage bags in there.” 
 He shook his head.  “Won’t do.  They gotta burn.” 
 She considered for a moment.  “I think there’re some burlap bags in the closet.” 
 He grinned.  “All right.  Start pulling those bottles out, sister.” 
 She laughed.  “Okay, but what are we doing?” 
 “You’ll see.”  He disappeared into the kitchen, and she started pulling out the bottles.  
There were so many of them: Scotch, whiskey, vodka, and others.  She set them down, one by 
one; they resembled a glass miniature of a city skyline she’d seen once.  He returned holding a 
huge burlap bag.  “This’ll do, I think.  How many bottles we got?” 
 “Fifteen, somewhere around there.” 
 “Great.  Help me stuff ‘em in here.”  She did; when they were finished the sack bulged 
with the shapes of the bottles.  “Perfect fit.  All right, let’s go.”  He swung the bag carefully over 
his shoulder, grabbed her hand.  “Take that picture, won’t you?” 
 She did, and they ran for the door. 
 Outside the wind had picked up, almost to a howl.  The clouds loomed dangerously 
overhead, now; they could hear the roll of thunder, now close by.  Michael led her to the little 
blue car, set the bag down, and opened the door.  He thrust the sack into the back seats, threw 
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the painting in after it.  “Other side,” he told her over the wind.  “It’s open.”  She rounded the 
car, found that he was right, hopped in.  He was inside a moment later; they slammed the doors 
shut.  She looked at him. 
 “Where are we going?” 
 “To the bridge.” 
 “The bridge?  But it’s going to pour!” 
  “That won’t matter.  Fasten your seatbelt.” He flashed a smile at her, and suddenly she 
knew that he was right.  She felt that she’d no idea at all what he’d planned but she felt that she 
didn’t care. She buckled up.  He thrust the key into the ignition and turned hard—and the little 
blue car sprung to life.  “The engine, she’s a-working fine,” he muttered, and she laughed. 
 They backed out of the parking lot and sped down Main Street, the little blue car’s 
headlights cutting through the night like a knife.  Fat droplets of rain started to fall, slowly, then 
sped up.  Huge puddles had collected in the middle of the road; they splashed up along the sides 
of the car, and hurled mud onto the windshield. The wipers only removed part of the grime, but 
it didn’t matter, the both of them knew—Main Street was straight, and wide, and they would be 
at the woods in any moment. 
 When they got there the rain was driving down in sheets.  “Ready to off-road it?” he 
asked her. 
 She laughed.  “Ready as I’ll ever be.” 
 He laughed, too—and gunned the engine.  The little blue car raced into the woods. 
 It was a narrow path, to be sure—but the little blue car was small, and it crushed through 
the weeds and brush roughly, ignoring the muddy river the path had become.  It shuddered along 
every root, danced on every stone, but it didn’t stop at all.  On the largest bump the car shook 
violently and the miniature Cooper Stadium slid off its base and broke against the floor.  Julia 
eyed Michael, but he didn’t seem to notice at all.  She left the pieces as they were on the floor. 
 The car tumbled through the woods.  Julia remembered the trail; even in the darkness she 
thought she could see everything.  She was almost wrong; they narrowly missed a pair of deer 
that had been sleeping in the brush.  They leaped from the trail just as the car swerved away, but 
Julia closed her eyes just in case, and braced her feet against the floor.  The car struggled, slightly, 
going uphill—it always had—but she heard him gun the engine again, and they somehow made it 
up past every one, and safely to the bridge. 
 He stopped the car there, and shut off the ignition.  Torrents of rain thrashed against the 
sides of the car heavily; they saw a jagged ladder of lightning flash in the distance, heard the 
thunder a few seconds later.  “You know what we’re going to do?” he asked her. 
 “I think so.”  She tried explaining it to him.  When she was finished, he smiled, kissed her 
warmly. 
 “Right on,” he said.  He turned his eyes away from her, turned towards the bridge.  She 
looked at it, too— 
 Another flash of lightning lit the sky; in that instant they saw the bridge for everything 
that it was and everything that they had made it into.  It held the strength of a million daydreams 
and a million nightmares; it had no life at all; it loomed heavier than the sky above; it seemed 
pathetic and forlorn.  They saw a rotting span that could easily kill; they saw a persistent wonder 
that refused to die.  It was terrible and ordinary, wonderful and horrific—but above all, it was 
there, and they knew what they had to do.  “C’mon,” he murmured, more to himself than to her.  
“Let’s go.”  He turned the ignition again, the car rolled down slowly onto the slope.  “Get ready 
to go,” he told her.   
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 She nodded, unbuckled her safety belt.  She touched his hand, and gave him a smile.  
“I—“ 
 “Not yet,” he told her, unbuckling his.  He looked into her eyes for a moment, then 
kissed her solemnly.  “I know.  But not yet.  Not until we’re done.”  He turned his eyes back to 
the bridge, and they both fell silent. 
 The car rolled down past the slope now, onto the pathway to the bridge.  He slowed the 
car even more, coaxed the nose into the bridge, gently—and then the rest of the car followed. 
 They heard the bridge creak wearily as the car rolled onto it.  As each wheel set its own 
weight upon the bridge they heard the sound of spars snapping and wood breaking.  As soon as 
the car was set in the middle of the bridge, he shouted: “Now!”  They both opened the doors at 
once, ran back to land.  They found each other there, held each other, and watched— 
 The bridge was breaking apart, slowly—through the driving rain they could see the 
middle collapsing under the weight of the car, pieces of wood dropping off and down into the 
raging river.  They heard the bridge groan—and finally they saw the middle give with a 
tremendous SNAP! and both sides of the bridge caved in as the middle fell.  In their minds it fell 
slowly, hanging in the air.  The car, they knew, was still encapsulated within the wooden confines 
of the bridge; when it struck against the river rocks it landed with a huge creak and then an 
explosion.  He’d left the engine running; the gas tank exploded first with a boom and then they 
heard, just barely, the individual bangs of the liquor bottles breaking apart, like fireworks.  The 
painting, they knew, was in the fire too—everything was in there, everything had been taken care 
of, for everybody.  They watched as the last remnants of the bridge fell into the river below. 
 They staggered back into the restaurant an hour later, caked with mud and soaked to their 
weary bones.  It was over at last, she said, and he nodded his agreement, delirious with joy and 
vague fatigue.  The rain was slowing down—soon, they knew, the clouds would part and the 
summer morning sun would take their place.  The restaurant was a bigger mess than ever—there 
were shattered bits of ceramic everywhere, bits of food littered the floor—it would be a huge job 
to pick everything up, he said.  She told him that was all right—they really didn’t open until three, 
anyway.  He laughed, and held her tightly against him.  They went upstairs, and washed the mud 
off.  The mess didn’t really matter, they supposed—another day was beginning, and now they 
were sure they could take care of things. 
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On Morals and Alienation 
 
Introduction 

“Before we begin, let us assume that acting morally is necessary for living the good life.  
This thesis has been widely supported by many philosophers; by accepting this we agree that 
acting with regard to other individuals’ needs—that is to say, with an objective reason in mind—
is not only natural, but actually required by our nature.” 
 This hypothesis, while not perfect, is acceptable.  

“I resolve, then, that objective morality is limited in its applicability because of the 
inherent limitations of human beings’ ability to understand each other.  I believe this to be true 
because of the degrees to which human beings are forced to alienate themselves from each other.  
This results, as I shall explain, from the very nature of being human.  Remember, however, that I 
am only offering an explanation of human nature so that we may better live in accord with it, and 
not offering a justification for acting immorally.  What we are concerned with here is the extent 
to which an individual may feel compelled to act morally—the applicable limits of altruism.” 
 Why do you say this? 
 “I say this because there are times when I know the moral thing to do, and yet I am 
blamed by others for not doing it, to which I contend that it is not because I did not want to do it, 
but rather that I didn’t even know I should.  In many cases, I may not even feel at that moment 
any sort of epiphany—any emotional correction, if you will.  I may become aware that an 
objective reason for acting exists, and still not see how it applies to another individual, and so not 
feel the need to act.” 
 And so you would act amorally?  Or rather, fail to act morally at all? 
 “Only in a universal sense.  You see, from God’s eyes, I may have failed to act, and so I 
may be considered guilty from some other, external perspective.  But from my own perspective, I 
didn’t need to act at all, and so I may feel absolved of the blame.  Remorse may not affect me.” 
 It seems to be a rationalization—that you only offer this so that those who commit 
immoral acts can justify their lack of humanity. 
 “No, because, as I shall show, it is up to society to teach us that others are human as 
well—after all, if I am not taught, or shown through my own experience that this is so, I have no 
logical basis to merely assume it to be true.  We are generally brought up to regard other 
individuals as human, and, in general, we treat them as such, but if not for this, then we might be 
as alien to each other as different species of ape.  Then there are sublevels in our treatment of 
others that must be considered—the family, the friend, the stranger; all these affect our 
judgment.” 
 
A Basis for Judgment 
 “Firstly, let us find a basis for this theory.  Let us begin by asking what the one thing we 
may be sure about really is, even if we are to ignore everything else.  It is obvious what this must 
be.” 
 Ourselves, of course. 
 “Clearly.  We know for certain that we exist, even if we don’t know that anything else 
exists.  Furthermore, we know that our desires, our needs, all exist—we don’t need to question 
their existence because they come from within; they are a part of our being.  In this sense, we 
become our own fundamental understanding of humanity—we know what being human is only 
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because we are human.  The term ‘human’ is but a label; it matters little if we call ourselves by 
anything else.  We do not decide that we are human—we decide that we are ourselves, and from 
that definition, we decide whether or not others are human.” 
 You haven’t shown, though, how comparing others to ourselves results in the decision 
that those others must be either human, or not.  It seems to me that following from this 
hypothesis the only person I could fully regard as human would be my identical twin. 
 “And you would be right, in a sense.  Isn’t it true that identical twins often feel some 
unspoken connection between themselves?  They intuitively know the other’s needs, habits: they 
are attuned to each other in a way that we outsiders may not understand.  And does not the pain 
of one hurt the other?  Isn’t there the example of a twin suffering a stomachache in New Jersey, 
and the other simultaneously in California?” 
 Granted, the example may exist, but it seems irrelevant. 
 “The example is trivial, but it does serve a purpose.  What we are driving at here is 
derived from the fact that human beings need to recognize the needs and pains of other 
individuals before they can act morally, and for them to recognize those needs and pains, they 
must be assured that there is a reason for the pain to exist.  Obviously, if I recognize pain in 
another individual, I am identifying with that individual, and by doing so, I’m deciding that the 
individual has some human qualities—that is, my own, or others that I’ve heard exist.  Let me ask 
you a question: can you act in a moral sense with regard to another individual if you don’t even 
know that he is alive?” 
 Of course not; the idea is ridiculous—a dead person has no more wants or needs; he is 
inanimate— 
 “And a total stranger may well be the same.  For let us remember: the only thing we can 
be sure of knowing is ourselves, and our own wants and needs.  Everything else is secondary.  
For all that we know, the stranger we see outside may be an android, or a mannequin.” 
 That is patently untrue, and simplistic, besides.  A person may recognize the needs of his 
friends, family, even those of strangers, at times. 
 “You are correct, but it is important to draw a distinction: that recognition you claim is 
not inherent.  We have been taught, brought up, to recognize the needs of other individuals, to 
recognize them as human beings.  We empathize, to a certain degree, with the plight of a stranger 
because we have been taught almost from the beginning to look for certain traits, features, 
aspects of behavior, that allow you to identify that person as being human.  The first ones you 
look for are the ones that are intrinsic in your own personality.  The next traits are those you have 
been taught to look for—that is, those aspects of human nature not intrinsic to yourself but that 
you have been taught are intrinsic in other human beings.” 
 Where does this fit in? 
 “Let us consider the facts.  You can only know, at least initially, that you exist, and as a 
consequence you accept your needs and desires.  From this understanding of yourself, you come 
upon your own fundamental understanding of humanity, because you call yourself human.” 
 This is acceptable. 
 “Secondly, you live in society, a thing outside yourself.  This condition is required, or else 
there is no one else to whom you may direct a moral action.  Even one person besides yourself 
may be considered society, true?” 
 This is also acceptable. 
 “From the first we can infer that society’s needs and wants are not internal, that is to say, 
they do not spring up from within you, and from this you must conclude their existence from 
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reason or from experience—you are taught them, or your experience within society forces a 
realization upon you.  From this, it is easy to see that another individual’s needs and desires are 
not immediately yours.” 
 Again, this is true. 
 “What I say is that because of this, because you must be taught that what they are, they are 
not immediately integrated into your fundamental description of humanity.  This is self-evident, 
is it not?” 
 Yes, but it does not follow that because these characteristics are not in our fundamental 
description of humanity that we will see individuals with these characteristics as being inhuman 
entirely. 
 “I didn’t say that.  But it is obvious from this that there are characteristics that must be 
learned, and that if they are not learned, then an individual possessing those very attributes may 
be misdefined.  It is obvious from this that if a person can fail to fit our definition of humanity 
then there will be instances where we fail to see another arbitrarily chosen individual as human.  
For we can only know immediately what we are, and we can use this knowledge to compare 
others; yet we are not everything.  We may be taught what is human, but it is farfetched to claim 
that we can be taught everything.  Therefore, if our understanding of humanity is incomplete in 
any sense, there will be instances in which we will fail to recognize another human being simply 
because he is neither what we are nor what we have hitherto encountered.” 
 That is straightforward enough.  And yet— 
 “Yet you are thinking that none of this has anything to do with morality.  But consider: if 
they are not human to you, how can you treat them as human?  Rather, they are something 
foreign to you, and you treat them based on the degree to which they are foreign to you.  You 
may not act morally to them in some regard because you may not feel that you need to; or, and 
this is equally likely, you may cause them harm with your moral action because you fail to 
understand their needs.” 
 So from this, we cannot know entirely every individual—though there may be some 
isolated instances in which we understand another individual in his entirety, and through this 
understanding, accept that person as human, this ability is limited, usually, by our empathic 
capacity.  This basis seems sound enough. 
 
The Nature of Alienation, and its Degrees 
 “So, we accept that we are limited in understanding of other human beings.  Now it must 
be shown that one’s limitations on understanding place limitations on the degree to which he can 
act morally.  From the basis for this argument, we know that, at the very bottom, there is one 
ultimate definition of humanity with which we can judge others.” 
 Ourselves, of course, to follow your logic. 
 “Correct.  And we accept the view that other conditions of humanity must be come upon 
externally—either through reason, or through our experience.  This leads me to claim that there 
are gradations of humanity that we must subconsciously place on other individuals, and that it is 
from these gradations that we make our moral judgments.  Firstly, there is our own self, which 
we recognize immediately as human.  Let’s call this the first tier: our own self.  Secondly, there 
are family and friends: persons whose needs and wants we have accepted as our own: human by 
identification.  Thirdly, there are acquaintances and strangers, whose needs and wants we have 
been told must exist—that is, we are assured of their humanity, but otherwise have no basis for 
that judgment: these are human by education.  Fourthly, we have individuals of whom we know 
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nothing: they bear human characteristics in some normative sense, but otherwise are alien to us 
completely: human by extrapolation.  Fifthly, there are those individuals of whom we have no 
reason at all to believe human, or, in fact, reason to believe otherwise: these are monsters, or, 
alternatively, animals or vegetables.  It is clear that there is a hierarchy to this system.” 
 It proceeds from the first to the last, the first being the most and the last, the least.  That 
much is clear.  Yet from what do you infer that this is the system by which human beings 
operate? 
 “It follows from the basis we started with.  Empirically, it can be shown with a thought 
experiment.  You hear of your friend committing a crime against a stranger.  At the trial, both of 
them ask you to give character witness—not to testify on the facts of the case, of which you may 
know nothing, or are required to be objective upon, anyway, but to tell which you feel is more 
believable—a better person.  Who will you side with?” 
 My friend, obviously.  But it is still unclear— 
 “It is unclear because it is self-evident.  You side with your friend because you find it 
easier to identify with his wants and needs than you do the stranger’s—you simply know him 
better.  Now, the universally moral thing to do—from God’s point of view, say—may be to testify 
in favor of the stranger, but since you do not consider the matter from that viewpoint, you feel 
no moral obligation to the stranger, but rather to your friend—and thus no remorse.”   
 But how do those degrees of separation—alienation, to use your term—come into play in 
the decision-making process? 
 “You will see in a moment.  Let us first summarize this argument by showing that there 
are recognizable divisions in our understanding of other individuals.  We recognize the first 
demarcation by the basis for this argument, which we have already discussed.  We recognize the 
last empirically, from experience, that there are things in this world we do not recognize as 
human, and logically, from the knowledge that a definition not only defines what is, but what isn’t, 
as well.  If there are things human, but humanity is a special condition, then there are obviously 
things inhuman.  If we are able to recognize humans, we must, by necessity be able to distinguish 
them from other things that are not human.” 
 What about choosing between friends?  What if two individuals are equally human? 
 “In that case, we have may have reason for acting for either one, and our decision may be 
swayed by consequentialist sentiments or our own emotional disposition: in either case, some 
discomfort is sure to result, but then, the argument here is not how we should treat our friends, 
but how we should treat strangers—those that we may not consider human at all.” 
 This is obviously true; yet what are the bases for comparison?  How do we judge a person 
to be more human or less? 
 “In order to compare, we must first have what we consider human characteristics.  As I 
have said, we first look for what we know of ourselves, then what we have learned of other 
human beings.  If our observations of an individual or our experience with them leads to no 
conclusion of resemblance, or a limited resemblance, we categorize that individual according to 
the hierarchy I have previously mentioned.  The less the individual adheres to what we consider 
human, the less we are inclined to regard him as such. 
 “Moreover, simply hearing about a stranger’s plight through another body does not 
immediately make that individual human to us.  We hear all the time, for example, of starving 
children in faraway lands, and yet some people do not feel compelled to act to alleviate their pain; 
they do not feel amoral or immoral because they do not regard those people as human, not per se, 
but rather as figures, as figments of their imagination.  The more compassionate of us, those who 
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have been taught to do so, feel morally compelled to act because of our learned tendency to 
immediately accept the others’ word, to accept the idea that these children are humans and do 
exist.” 
 So a human being may not appear to us to be a human being at all times, even if we are 
assured of the fact by external forces—it is dependent on our own understanding. 
 “If the assurance conflicts with our convictions of what humanity should be, then that 
conclusion is true.  But then, in our society, so many of us have been brought up with the idea 
that others are human that it is difficult for us to accept this hypothesis.  Yet it is true that a 
housewife traveling in aboriginal Australia may be assured that the natives are human, but her 
observations of their behavior suggests to her otherwise—they appear to her to be savages.  If 
our own convictions lead us to believe something, then we must make a judgment on our own 
beliefs and not the word of others: it is safe to say that we ultimately must do this, for if we use 
others’ judgments, it is because we have incorporated their beliefs into our own belief structure.  
For our perceptions to change, our convictions must change, and, as our learned expectations are 
external, it is partially up to society to do this for us.” 
 And the other part? 
 “That depends on the person.  A compassionate person is already inclined to believe; a 
selfish or misanthropic person is inclined not to believe.  Their own beliefs are swayed by their 
emotional construct.” 
 And so we inevitably judge others.  You have said that we do not judge merely one way 
or the other, but in many ways.  Why must these exist?  
 “The gradations in between are more conjectural, I will admit, but less important for our 
current stage of analysis; let us return to them later on.  We are chiefly interested here in the 
characteristics that distinguish the human from the non-human, the enlightened human being 
from the monster, or the dead body, or the animal—the gradations in between are secondary 
considerations, and may be satisfactorily shown empirically.  We focus only on this major 
difference because it is from this difference that we lack completely any compulsion to act 
morally with regard to another person.  As for the gradations in between, their nature still implies 
that the individual in question is human, and therefore worthy of our moral action. 
 “Now we have established two things: one, that there is a basis for our discrimination.  
Two, that when we discriminate we divide the objects of that scrutiny into two major camps: 
human, or non-human (the gradations in between being human). The methods by which we do 
this vary, but at the very heart is the foreknowledge that no one can appear more human to 
oneself than oneself.” 
 
The Limiting Effects of Alienation on Altruism 
 “Now it remains to be shown that because of this division, that because we cannot regard 
every person we meet as being immediately human, that we may even regard some individuals as 
being positively inhuman, we are not under any obligation to act morally with respect to those 
certain individuals.  And it is here where I will answer your previous question.  The gradations by 
which we judge other individuals are not motivating forces unto themselves, but once we have 
judged a person to be of a certain category, it prevents us from treating him otherwise.  He is that 
thing and not something else; if we do not judge him human we cannot very well treat him as 
such, unless we have made a conscious decision to do so—in which case, it is our prerogative.” 
 What is the mechanism that motivates this discrimination? 
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 “I am coming to that.  It is obvious that we feel compelled to act morally with regard to 
those we consider to be human beings.  We have an innate understanding of their pains: the 
closer they are to us, the more we are able to identify their needs and desires, and we are also 
attuned to what may cause them injury.  But if we do not consider someone human, the obvious 
implication is that we do not recognize in them any human need, and not act in an appropriate 
manner.” 
 Could there ever be such a case in which our conviction of another individual’s inhumanity 
was sufficient cause to treat him in an amoral sense? 
 “Remember, first of all, that if we do not recognize an individual as human, it is 
impossible for us to feel either way about our treatment of him: our action is neither moral or 
amoral, it is simply an action.  We may not even recognize that we are taking an action with 
regard to that individual at all.  But to answer your question directly—yes, that instance could 
exist.  For example, we agree that killing is a morally reprehensible act.  Yet there are instances in 
which we may kill someone and not feel any moral backlash: euthanasia, for example.  In that 
case, we no longer view the individual as being human; he is dead to us.  Whether or not he is 
conscious does not matter if the fact of his consciousness does not enter into our own; our 
decision is based on our perception of him.  He may have progressed past the point of human 
recognition; he is no longer human to us, but an animal, or a vegetable.  This is not a justification 
for what is otherwise an immoral act; we do not, in this case, even recognize what we are doing 
may be judged morally—except, of course, for those that still consider the individual to be 
human; they view the killing as reprehensible.” 
 The example is acceptable, but it still seems to be limited. 
 “It is here where the gradations of humanity come into play.  For we do not merely 
separate other individuals into human beings and non-human beings; we divide them according to 
the hierarchy I mentioned previously.  There may be, of course, subdivisions within those 
categories, but those are the major ones.  If we recognize another person’s needs as our own 
(recognition that they are human by identification), then our moral obligation is almost as 
immediate as our need to act accordingly to our own nature.  If we recognize an individual’s 
needs only because we have been assured of their humanity through experience, then our moral 
obligation is not immediate, but rather subject to logical dialogue.  If we see an individual but 
only recognize a very few human characteristics, it behooves us to discover more about that 
individual to decide whether or not he is human; else, he is but a figure, a simulacrum, and we 
can no more mistreat him than we do a model.  Lastly, if we see that an individual is not human, 
we do not act; moreover, if he is not human and can do harm, we may actively seek to act in what 
might be considered an immoral fashion otherwise. 
 “We may demonstrate the last case with the following example.  Society at large may feel 
it necessary to execute a serial murderer.  Now, none would say that the killing of this murderer 
was a strictly moral act.  Yet, we justify it to ourselves that the execution of this murderer is no 
more than the killing of a monster, someone who is not just inhuman, but detrimental to the 
public welfare.  He is a danger, and something to be eliminated. 
 “And yet it may be that he is human: it may be that he acted in a universally immoral 
sense, but that he feels his own objective reasons for acting may have been completely justified.  
Moreover, there may be those that regard him as human, whom we regard as human: an act 
against him becomes an act against them.  His proponents would argue that these factors should 
play a part of the decision-making process.” 
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 So alienation limits altruism because it limits our ability to see where it needs to be 
applied—it does not affect our objectivity.  This is an important point.  But this last example 
seems to me that you are rationalizing an immoral choice. 
 “But really, I am not.  Quite in fact, I would argue the opposite—that alienation 
behooves us, indirectly, to act morally.  When we consider the murderer in those terms, we are 
shifting our convictions merely out of convenience; it is not that we have reason to believe that he 
is inhuman—it is, rather, a hasty retreat from our humane beliefs.  That, I believe, is not only 
immoral but intellectually irresponsible.” 
 So how does alienation give us cause to act morally? 
 “It is an innate characteristic of man to wonder at the nature of things.  Nothing appears 
to us as a fact until we analyze it, and apply logic to it (ourselves excepted, of course).  But as it is 
intellectually irresponsible to act without reason, it behooves us to find reason to act, or not to 
act.  Moreover, as we are not sure about the nature of things, this second condition behooves us 
to find out things about the world—to discover reasons for action, or inaction.  The more we 
find out about the nature of a certain thing, the more we can be sure of its humanity or 
inhumanity, and the better we can decide on a proper behavioral response.  Therefore, we should 
in all respects attempt to find out the humanity of our fellow members of society, and in order to 
do this, we must operate under the assumption that their humanity can exist.  If their humanity 
can exist, then until we are provided with a reason that shows it does not, we should act as if it 
does—otherwise, we will have committed, unwittingly, perhaps, an immoral act, but our 
culpability is by no means diminished for this.” 
 
Conclusion: Preemptive Altruism and Alienation 
 “What I have tried to show here is that there is a basis for alienation, rooted in the nature 
of our perception, that our understanding of others’ humanity is inherently limited thereby, but 
subject to expansion through experience or reason.  But this expansion is limited, and we have 
seen how the borders of our understanding force us to categorize other individuals according to 
their respective human-ness.  Finally, I have tried to show that by categorizing along these lines, 
altruistic behavior is inherently limited, not by any conscious decision not to be altruistic, but 
rather, an unconscious persuasion not to recognize their human needs, for if we cannot act 
accordingly if we are not aware there is a reason to act—something which follows from the 
definition of altruistic behavior.  But remember that I am not offering an excuse, only an 
explanation: and in fact, I believe, from other innate aspects of human nature, that we have an 
intrinsic interest in trying to discover humanity—in attempting to understand.  Moreover, if we are 
to function properly within society, we must allow for the possibility of humanity in other 
individuals, and our actions properly align.” 
 So we are not claiming here that we need to be completely altruistic in all of our acts.  
Rather, our analysis of alienation’s limiting powers over altruism seems to show that it is impossible 
to be completely altruistic in every situation.  But, given the argument just presented, it seems 
that surely our first step in trying to live morally is to find out how and when to act: without this 
requirement, we may never know we should act in the first place.  It may seem self-evident, but it 
is important to operate with this caveat, as it allows us to more fully explore life’s options without 
inhibiting us unnecessarily.  Moreover, the degrees of alienation discussed give us reason to act 
with favor to those who appear to us to be more human: we have more reason to act for them.  
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On Beckett and Pirandello 
 

The question of the nature of art—what defines it, what is necessary for it to exist—has been 
attempted in many ways, with varying results.  Surrealism asks us to accept the impossible in 
art—or, at least, the highly improbable.  And yet it can be claimed that it is only the situations 
presented that are impossible; the characters, generally speaking, are real enough that we can 
recognize their humanity or their implied significance.  Still, it is not as if the characters are 
inherently human: they are, after all, only representations, words on a page; it is their respective 
stories that make them appear real, no matter how unrealistic the situations or their storylines.  
The theater of the absurd, however, gives us nothing at all: here, the characters need not even be 
defined—or, at least, not to the extent that they may be defined even in a surrealist drama. 
 In this sense, then, Pirandello’s play, Six Characters in Search of an Author and Becket’s play 
Endgame can be considered archetypal examples of diametrically opposing aesthetes.  Whereas 
Pirandello’s characters find it necessary to seek out their actualization through an enactment of 
their stories, Beckett’s characters exist on their own, living on the stage and in our minds as if 
nothing else existed, without any need to explain themselves or their stories to us.  Whereas 
Pirandello’s characters attempt a two-fold actualization (within the context of the play and also 
within the framework of our minds), Hamm and Co. seek nothing of the sort: if anything, they 
seek the exact opposite, a reduction of themselves.  If we follow this line of reasoning, it is 
possible to see each play as aesthetic arguments, each trying to discover what is necessary for art 
and coming up with different answers.  
 Let’s show, for starters, that Pirandello’s characters are not alive just by themselves, but 
rather require the recognition of their stories or some type of external actualization to become 
alive.  This is easily seen in Pirandello: “I want to try to show,” the father says, trying to convince 
the Producer to put their lives on stage, “that one can be thrust into life in many ways, in many 
forms: as a tree or a stone, as water or a butterfly—or as a woman. It might even be as a 
character in a play.”  Of course, to the reader, both the Actors and the Characters are equally 
unreal: at this point, no story has been acted out, and we cannot even accept the reality, at this 
point, of the Actors, let alone these six new faces on the stage.  The Actors are immediately 
incredulous themselves—when we all first see them, the Characters are just that: characters, 
representations.  Their unmoving masks hint at a single, categorical meaning, singularly lacking in 
depth—they are not, but for the fact that they speak and move, alive in any sense of the word.  
The father says as much: 
 

 PRODUCER  This is all very well!  But what do you want here? 
 FATHER  We want to live, sir. 
 PRODUCER  [Ironically] For ever! 
 FATHER  No, no: only for a few moments—in you. 

 
 The father’s comments here speak for his entire misbegotten family: as characters they 
have only one wish, to be expressed, to live out the story through an audience their author had 
created for them.  Without the story, without the play, it seems that they are nothing: not alive at 
all.  Says the father again: “The play is us: we are the play and we are impatient to show it to you: 
the passion inside us is driving us on.” 
 It is a remarkable trick of Pirandello’s that, through the structure and dramatic device of 
the play, the Characters’ actualization must be played out in two parts: the Characters come alive 
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before the Actors, and the Actors and the Characters all come alive before us.  Before we 
examine this, let us first examine the players in Beckett’s piece. 
 It is clear from the outset that Beckett wishes to give away very little, and he takes away 
more as the play progresses.  This is  reductionism: people die, supplies run out, the play ends—
things just stop dead in their tracks.  Beckett does little different with his characters.  These are 
not necessarily people, but representations—distillations of character.  Their disjointed speech 
has been stripped to the bare minimum of verbs, nouns, references.   
 In fact, it might said that Beckett’s characters are remarkable in that they have almost no 
character at all.  We are given the master and the slave, the mother and the father, and there are 
notions of relationships between each one, but it seems Beckett gives these away only grudgingly: 
and as the play wears on, he begins to strip even these down to their bare minimum, killing off 
men and objects until only “Old Stancher” remains.  There is no story here, no room for 
speculation: we do not know why they are here, why they live this way; we are asked to accept it 
at face value.  In short, we are watching characters on the stage, but we can only gain a superficial 
understanding of what makes them tick.  They seem to be more important for what they 
represent than the actual beings they portray. 
 What we need to show is that Beckett’s characters exist as they are; that they have no need 
for actualization before us (though the title implies that whatever story they might have had to tell 
has already been told) in order to be alive.  In fact, we might even wonder if Beckett thought it 
was necessary for his characters to be alive at all.  Throughout the play, we are given only the 
faintest idea that these characters have had any life whatsoever: even if they did, they might be 
making it up—we are forced, if we are watch the play, to accept their existence without 
questioning what they are.  But even as they exist, the world around them—they play itself—is 
shifting, not by any active movement of the characters, but as some inevitable paradigm shift: 
 

HAMM  What’s happening? 
CLOV  Something is taking its course.  [Pause.] 
HAMM  Clov! 
CLOV [Impatiently.]  What is it? 
HAMM  We’re not beginning to… to… mean something? 
CLOV  Mean something!  You and I, mean something!  [Brief laugh.]  Ah that’s a good one! 

 
Further evidence of the nature of this external change can be seen in the following dialogue—if 
the characters are changing, it is only because they are losing parts of themselves, becoming more 
and more abstract rather than otherwise. 
 

 HAMM  Nature has forgotten us.  
 CLOV  There’s no more nature. 
 HAMM  No more nature!  You exaggerate. 
 CLOV  In the vicinity. 
 HAMM  But we breathe, we change!  We lose our hair, our teeth!  Our bloom!  Our ideals! 
 CLOV  Then she hasn’t forgotten us. 

 
It is not farfetched to claim that very little—if anything at all—changes in Endgame.  It ends with 
a tableau set not much differently than the one presented at the beginning; we almost get the 
impression that it has been set up for the next performance.  Indeed, this doesn’t appear to be 
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too far from the truth: as Nell asks, “Why this farce, day after day?”, we must ask ourselves if 
anything ever changes in this barren, depraved world.  
 The mere fact that very little changes is not enough to claim that there is no story in 
Endgame.  But one would be hard-pressed to find one; and certainly the very lack of any reversion 
to an original state implies the absence of any motivating structure.  The question now becomes: 
if there is no plot, are the characters any less real because of it?  That is to say, are Beckett’s 
characters able to actualize themselves without the use of a plotline and story?  And if this is the 
case, why have plots at all?  Before we tackle those questions—though to the latter I believe there 
is no satisfactory answer at this time—let us return to Pirandello.  We have shown how 
Pirandello’s characters require a plot—that is to say, the reenactment of their lives—in order to 
actualize themselves before the Actors and the audience.  Let us see now if they actually are able 
to do it. 
 After some consultation with the Father, the Producer allows the Characters to reenact 
their lives upon the stage, without the artful adornments the Company continues to demand.  It 
is Life without being alive; and as it is acted out on the stage we, as the Audience, and the Actors, 
as a separate audience, start to become aware of the very human qualities of the Characters—so 
human, in fact, that the acting done onstage becomes no mere acting, but takes on a life of its 
own.  “Make believe?” cry some actors when the boy is shot.  “It’s real!” 
 Still, do the Characters achieve actualization of a sort?  Does the acting out of their drama 
make them more human, and was it necessary for their existence?  Though this point is 
subjective, it certainly seems that way.  When the other Actors crow their disbelief, the Father cries 
out in an ecstasy of pathos: “What do you mean, make-believe?  It’s real!  It’s real ladies and 
gentlemen!  It’s reality!”  Furthermore, things have certainly turned out as the Father predicted 
before: “Can’t you see,” he asks the Actors, “that this is a miracle of reality, that is born, brought 
to life, lured here, reproduced, just for the sake of this scene, with more right to be alive than you 
have?”  It certainly seems that Pirandello intended the story of the Characters to be more real 
than any story the Actors could have portrayed—at least, within the context of the play.  
Whether or not the Characters are more human to us is a point best left up to the reader; still, it is 
difficult to deny that the display of their story could bring the play to a climactic head without 
conjuring up sympathetic feelings in the audience.  Such a climax, of course, is absent in Endgame. 
 One might wonder why the characters would be so desperate to live out such a horrible 
sequence of events—after all, most human beings would only be too happy to leave such 
memories behind them.  But let us remember that these are not people per se, but rather 
abstractions: they have no purpose but to live out the lives their Author has given them.  “We’ve 
been neglected,” the Father claims, “In the sense that the author who created us, living in his 
mind, wouldn’t or couldn’t make us live in a written play for the world of art.”  One can almost 
imagine them, wandering around in imaginative limbo, waiting for their Author to finally send to 
them their walking papers, lines to read and lives to live: purpose.  Their motivations aside, 
though, one thing is certain: that the characters need actualization, and that their reenactment of 
their “lives” is the means by which they can best achieve it.  And yet, is it life or art that is being 
shown on the stage?  And who is more real by the end? 
 Before we consider those questions, however, let us consider Beckett’s characters again 
and the consequences of their existence.  Beckett seems to argue against Pirandello’s motif, which 
would require of any character a purpose, a role to play in some greater story.  Beckett’s 
characters are singularly devoid of this interest; rather, they seem to be a collection of human 
traits without any cohesive binding whatsoever.  They have, in a sense, no redeeming qualities: 
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whereas Pirandello’s characters exist to give life to their story, Hamm and Co. exist merely for the 
sake of their own existence—the sake of art.  Clov seems to lament the pointlessness of the 
medium when he exclaims, “I ask the words that remain—sleeping, waking, morning, evening.  
They have nothing to say.”  Endgame appears to say that for art you only need the qualities of 
man: no storyline is required.  What is important to remember, though, is that by the end of 
Endgame we feel as if nothing has happened.  The characters in Endgame cannot actualize 
themselves through a plot because there is no plot at all.  And yet they exist—but are they still 
characters?  
 And here we come to the final point.  Because at the end of the day, not matter which 
play we are watching, we know that all the actors will pack up their bags and go home.  No 
matter how we look at it, we know that what we have just seen is a play, and not life—though it be 
a fairly accurate representation of life (as in Pirandello), we know it is not life, but rather a human 
invention.  With Beckett, however, the effect is different: we know first that it is a human 
invention, but we are set to wondering as to whether or not it was meant to be real at all.  In this 
sense, therefore, with their opposite effects, we can consider the two plays to be diametrically 
opposed views of art and its conception. 



Life In Wartime 

 148

The Providence Project 
 

They’d warned me to keep away from him, but I'd only been at the Home for a few weeks 
before Brother John McCorvin offered me a bit of sage advice that I am unlikely to soon forget: 

 “God is always there,” he'd assured me, resting his hand upon my shoulder, “we just forget 
to check every now and then.”  He’d grinned, a lopsided half-moon of dentures suddenly lighting 
across his face.  “Every now and then, you just have to look out.  You’ll think he up and ditched 
ya.” 

 I’d stared rather confusedly at him, and he’d laughed.  Brother McCorvin (they usually call 
him Corky here) has this shrill, tinny bell of a laugh, and most of the time you can tell where he is 
just by waiting for a bit and listening.  Here in the infirmary, though, muffled behind the 
insulation and bottles and curtains, it fell a little short, and he glared at me as if it was my fault.  
They'd warned me about him before; Corky, they told me, goes about with this aura of 
inevitability—if you're around him you just have to take his eccentricities for granted and hope 
they don't go too far.  They say it was worse before he'd had the stroke; now that he's strapped 
into his wheelchair the most trouble he's really able to make is spill his food in interesting places 
and harass the orderlies.  It might've ended a lot sooner, I suppose, but Corky's been around for 
so long he's almost become an institution here, and while they don't exactly encourage him, they 
don't do all that much to stop him, either. 

 “It’s simple, really,” he’d continued, removing his hand and wheeling the chair determinedly 
toward the window.  He stared outside.  “Look at that,” he ordered.  I followed his eyes: saw 
nothing but the alleyway, the wall opposite, darkened over by the pale cast of afternoon.  A 
plastic board—"Post No Bills”—sagged dejectedly near the corner.  “D’ya see?”  He turned his 
eyes toward mine curiously.  “See it?” 

 I shook my head.  “What,” I asked him, “am I supposed to be looking for?” 
 Corky snorted.  ”What everyone’s lookin’ for,” he snapped, “God.  D’ya see it?” 
 “It, sir?”  Below us, a tomcat was pawing at something beneath the dumpster.  “God?”  I 

looked at him blankly.  "Is that what you mean?"  
 Corky threw up his hands in mock despair.  “Yes,” he hissed.  “Well, can ya?” 
 I hesitated.  I had never spoken to Brother McCorvin before except for the occasional 

salutations (which were cordial enough) and knew little of what he expected of his victims.  “I—I 
suppose so.  Yes.  I suppose He’s there.”  I looked outside.  The tomcat had lost interest in 
whatever was below the dumpster and was pawing its way to some darker recess of the alley.  
“Yes, He’s there.  Of course, He’s there.  Why shouldn’t He be?” 

 The answering look on Brother McCorvin's face was so purely bitter that I nearly jumped.  
“Why," he shot back, "should he be there at all?” 

 “Well, because,” I stammered.  “He created it.  He made it.  I suppose He’d be in it—“ 
 Corky snorted again.  “You suppose, you say.”  He turned toward the window again.  “God 

isn’t a supposition, He's not something you think.  He’s not a superstition, either; no matter what 
the hell Father Tartabull has been feeding you at Mass.  The way he talks, you just keep saying it 
and He comes.  Complete and utter bullshit.”  He arched his eyebrows quizzically, threw me a 
stare so cold it was almost arrogant.  “God doesn’t come about just because.  God comes about 
because you believe.  And that changes.”  He sighed, a gray and grim whistle suddenly thick with 
fatigue.  “It changes, believe you me.  Everything changes.  Make sense?” 

 I shook my head.  “I’m afraid not, Father.  I don’t think I understand.” 
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 A brief glare flashed through Corky’s eyes for a second, but it disappeared just as quickly and 
there was a note of boredom in his voice when he spoke again.  “Never mind,” he said.  “You 
will, eventually.”  He turned his gaze toward the window again.  The cat had jumped on top of 
the dumpster and was cleaning itself vigorously.  “Maybe,” he muttered, “you already do.”  He 
wheeled himself closer to the sill and stared intently outside at the wall without a sound.  
Watching him carefully, I slipped outside as quietly as I could, sliding the door shut with a 
whisper.  

 Outside the traffic was gathering.  I listened for a moment—but for the sounds of street 
outside, the house was entirely silent.  Soon the millions would be on the road again, winding 
their way slowly home, each one a world unto himself and ensnared by his own desires—unable, 
perhaps, to see any farther his arms could outstretch, and unable to feel any more than they could 
encircle. 

 
 It’s funny what you remember, sometimes—not just when but how, like the little things 

you’d swear you’d miss the first time—they all come back to you in a rush, beating at your 
temples and flooding your mind with inconsistencies.  Most of the time it’s hard to place: it’ll be 
one scent, or one sound, at the very first, and a minute later it seems everyone and everything in 
your whole damned life is fighting for purchase inside your head.  If you’re not ready or waiting 
for it, it can really lay you out. 

 I guess it makes more sense now than it did before; last night it happened again under the 
bridge and I almost completely lost it.  Something about the way the whole place smelled I just 
suddenly remembered: not exactly bad, really, it didn't stink or anything— it just smelled old and 
worn, like the stuff in there wasn't gonna last much longer.  I couldn't place it again in a million 
years but I remember what it was—it had to be the damned curtains. 

 It's a funny thing to be thinking about at three o' clock in the morning anyway; right now the 
snow's up to my ankles and I'm freezing my ass right off and still the only thing I can think about 
is the way those damned curtains smelled.  Like mildew, only different somehow: like there was 
more to death than simple rot, and that there had to be more to the rest of it somehow—that, 
sometime in the end, the whole deal just had to even itself out.  It wouldn’t be right, otherwise—
it wouldn’t make sense. 

 Still, it’s hard to make much sense of anything this time of night; the sky’s clouded over and 
it’s snowing again, and now the wind’s catching every place on my goddamned body that isn’t 
covered up with at least fifteen layers of clothing.  The radio was talking about a blizzard up 
north, said we’d get the aftershocks, or whatever they call them now.  You start to pay attention 
to that sort of stuff after you’ve been out here for a while—sneaking away a newspaper or sitting 
next to some bodega and listening, waiting for the next weather report to come on.  It’s always 
the big stuff that you wait for—you couldn’t care less if it was twenty above or twenty below; if 
it’s below freezing, you start for shelter.  I knock on the door again: fingers all gone numb. 

 They always put up the curtains before they set up a quarantine—I can’t even remember 
how many times I saw it.  Maybe that was it—I remember a lot of the brothers puking up their 
lunches and stuff; it’d get all over the place and then I'd have to clean it up.  It wasn’t ever very 
much; all they ate by that time would probably be little bowls of gelatin and pieces of fruit and 
stuff, and it would come out all watery—no substance to it.  They feed them well at the Home, 
most of the time, but after a while the Brothers really can't stomach too much anymore and they 
end up eating their lunches out of a straw.  So you never mind cleaning it up, really; it’s so watery 
sometimes that you can just break out the mop and soak it up and forget about it.  Besides, 
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there’s something else—something about their eyes.  Sometimes it’s more sad than anything else, 
a desperate loneliness lurking just beyond the edge of the white—sometimes it’s not quite as 
tangible, but you can feel it anyway, collapsed and bitter somehow.  And you figure it’s the least 
you can do. 

 There’s a sound of footsteps from behind the door and I look up.  A clattering of locks 
turning, then it opens a little.  A sliver of light flees into the snow and dark behind me.   

 I look inside.  “Father Jennings,” I say, a little relieved.  Father Jennings is friendly, probably 
the nicest out of all the Brothers.  He doesn’t smile that much, but you can tell he doesn’t let a lot 
of stuff get to him.  “Chip me a dollar?”  I grin a little for effect.  

 “Jeremy?” he says.  He opens the door all the way, lets me in.  I stamp my feet, try to thaw 
out my toes.  “What are you doing here?” he asks me, shutting the door in a hurry.  I don’t blame 
him; it’s like an oven in here.  I tear off my gloves, blow on my fingers, hoping they don’t break 
off.   

 “I dunno.”  Jeez, but they keep this place toasty.  The tips of my fingers are frigging blue.  I 
wipe the snot off my nose, and look up at him: “I’s walking around, figured I’d—stop by.”   

 “Is that so.”  Father Jennings looks at me strangely, almost like he’s examining me.  I’d 
probably do the same, myself.  Now that I’m in here, though, I can’t even remember why I came.  
“Awful night to do it,” he says seriously. 

 “Yeah, no shit.”  You can curse around Father Jennings; he doesn’t really care.  Not like the 
other Brothers; Father Tartabull, who wouldn’t read off a four-letter word if it was in the Good 
Book itself, gets so pissed he turns just about purple.  “Matthew fifteen-eleven,” he mutters, then 
looks away like he’s got indigestion or something.  He’s not even the worst; there are a few others 
that’ll even take the time to read you the Riot Act before you stop them and say you’re not 
Catholic.  That really gets them, but they’ll shut up about the whole thing, anyway.  I guess they 
figure they shouldn’t even waste the time.  “Snowing like a bastard out there, yeah.  Freezing.” 

 “Really.”  Father Jennings has always got this real sardonic feel to him.  He’s nice, most of 
the time, but some of the stuff he says, you wonder if he’s really deep down trying to piss you 
off. 

 “You’re funny, Father,” I say with a smirk, even though I’m starting to tingle and my lips 
feel set to explode.  “A real laugh riot.  You should do stand-up.” 

 “Mass will suffice for now,” he says to me, real calm.  “I don’t suppose you know what time 
it is?” he asks. 

 “Uh, about three or so, Father,” I say to him, not really sure why.  I have to think a bit 
before I get it.  “Yeah,” I say, “I know it’s real late, Father, but—ah—there was something—“ 

 “Maybe you were cold.” 
 “Yeah, that had something to do with it, now that you mention it—“  
 “Jeremy,” Father Jennings interrupts me, “you’re always welcome here.  You know that.”  

He lays a hand on my shoulder seriously.  “Now, then.  Tell me what’s bothering you.  Most self-
intelligent beings are asleep this time of night.” 

 “Ah, nothing, Father.”  I shrug my shoulders.  “Really, it’s nothing.”  That’s a damn lie.  
There’s something and Father Jennings knows it. 

 “Jeremy,” he says.  His face looks like it softens, a little, though with his face it’s always hard 
to tell.  “I can see it in your eyes.  What is it?” 

 “I dunno, father.”  That’s the truth.  I don’t know what the hell it is—just something came 
to me, like I’m walking around and following a voice.  I don’t know how else you’d explain it, 
especially not to Father Jennings.  He likes his stuff rooted in reality, which I guess is funny for a 
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priest.  And the stuff I was hearing— that wouldn’t help.  I'd sound like a loony.  “I just got up 
and—started walking around.  Couldn’t sleep, I guess.”  I shake my head: don’t ask why. 

 “Couldn’t sleep.”  Father Jennings nods.  “Where were you sleeping tonight?” 
 “Same places.  The usual.”  I shrug. 
 Father Jennings is about to say something when all of a sudden, real quiet: “Brother 

Richard?”  A voice from above, high up in the stairwell.  I look to see, but it's all dark.  “Who is 
it?" 

 Father Jennings looks up for a second.  "It's nobody," he says quickly.   
 There's nothing for a second, then: "Is that Jeremy?" 
 I recognize the voice suddenly: sounds like Father Tartabull, though of course I've never 

heard Father Tartabull whisper before.  "Yeah," I say, "it's Jeremy."  I glance at Father Jennings, 
who looks almost pained. 

 "Really, Jeremy—" he mutters, but says nothing else.  We hear Father Tartabull patter down 
the stairs. 

 "We weren't expecting you, Jeremy," he says to me.  He's dressed in the same dressing gown 
as Father Jennings.  All the brothers wear them; the Academy must have had them for years now, 
they look so yellow.  "Where have you been?" 

 "Nowhere," Father Jennings says quickly.  "He just stopped by for a minute—" 
 I cut him off.  "Around," I say.  "I've been around." 
 "Really."  Father Tartabull gives Father Jennings a sharp glare.  "Up to trouble, no doubt."   
 "Yeah.  The usual."  I shrug.  Father Tartabull isn't particularly fond of me.  It's fun, 

sometimes, just to get him pissed off, though, because he always makes such a big deal out of 
everything.  "Hitting banks, grand theft auto, you name it."  Father Tartabull's never one to take a 
joke.  His sense of humor probably died in the womb.  "The typical stuff," I say to him.  I grin: 
"Gonna start a cult soon.  Gonna turn Jersey into a death camp." 

 "I see."  Father Tartabull's still staring at Father Jennings, who's doing his damnedest to keep 
his eyes on the ground.  "And you decided you wanted to start here, is that it?" 

 I fake a laugh.  I'm not very good at it; I usually ham it up way too much and it comes out 
more sarcastic than anything else.  "Say, you're all right, Father, you know that?  Damned straight 
you are." 

 Father Tartabull seems to cringe.  "That's good," he mutters.  "Brother Richard—" Father 
Jennings looks up, startled— "could I speak to you for a moment?"  He turns around, starts 
down the hallway. 

 Father Jennings brushes past me and follows him without a word, his eyes still locked onto 
the ground.  Father Tartabull stops to wait for him, then they both turn the corner and disappear.  
I listen as their footsteps fade into the hallway and the darkness. 

 
 I guess now that I’m thinking about it I could probably take a minute and explain what the 

Home actually is—or, at least, what it was supposed to be, anyway.  I'm guessing you probably have 
no idea what I'm talking about, when I mention it: though on the other hand, if you did know 
something about it already it wouldn't surprise me.  My guess is you’d probably think something 
like the Home would almost hafta exist, no matter where you went.  Just the same, most people 
don't: it's like they don't even stop to think about it anymore.  But if you do think about it for a 
bit, you'll know what I mean, and I think you'd probably already know what I'm about to tell you. 

 They built the Home about 1930, just a little after the Depression hit and everybody and 
their mother was pretty much out looking for something to do.  The Academy—they're the ones 
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I mean—they figured they needed to get it built one way or another and the cheapest way back 
then was to make it almost a public-service project: they paid about five cents an hour or so and 
men from around the neighborhood would come and just work on it, bread money if they were 
bumming it (like almost all of them were at the time) or just some extra dough.  Nobody gave a 
shit about back then about what the work was—that didn't matter half as much as what the 
money was—and so nobody even bothered to ask what the hell the Academy was even building 
it for.  The most anybody ever knew back then was that they were building some damned building, 
it was easy work and the money, though it was peanuts, was still money and you can always do 
more with a buck and a smile than just a smile alone. 

 You might even be wondering right now just what the hell the Academy was: not that it's all 
that important or anything, but it'll help you to understand things a little better.  Where most 
town's have got community colleges and the like—hell, some even have whole freaking 
universities—we've got the Brothers' Christian Academy.  It's basically a Catholic school for losers.  
Sounds terrible but it's true, I swear.  You don't go there unless you're too dumb to get into a real 
school (or else get work on your own) and too damned scared to go military.  Your parents send 
you there usually 'cause they don't got enough money but they'd be too embarrassed to see you 
jockeying some red-light counter till you're pulling teeth.  So you get the picture.   

 Don't get me wrong, it's a nice enough place—the Academy, I mean—it's clean and all and as 
far as I know you can actually come outta the place with a decent amount of brains, some that’ll 
get you at least an office job somewhere.  And, as far as academics are concerned, it's getting 
better—at least, that’s what Father Jennings always told me, though of course even he admitted 
there wasn't all that much to start with in the first place.  They started hiring better teachers, and 
not just from the priesthood anymore, either; they’re taking nuns and stuff, even non-religious 
folks, just regular teachers—all Catholic, of course.  They’ve gotta make exceptions, but they 
haven’t stopped caring that much.  Fact is, they'd almost rather not take Brothers anymore; it 
seems like these days they just don't cut it as far as parents are concerned.  They'd rather have real 
teachers, I guess. 

 At any rate, the Depression hits and all of a sudden the Academy sees the enrollment rate 
drop down to practically zero: I guess people must’ve figured that no education at all would 
probably pay off the same in the long run (as opposed to some half-assed church job) and cost 
less, to boot—that last part probably decided it for almost everybody, and still would today, 
except for the richest of folks, and then they always send their kids someplace else.  With no kids, 
there wasn’t enough money to keep the school up and running, and the Academy figured the best 
thing to do was to shut everything down for a while and ride it out till the numbers got better.  
So they handed out the pink slips, sent the few remaining kids home (or just graduated them 
early, if they were old enough) and shut the doors—thinking, probably, well—that’s it. 

 Except it wasn’t, of course: you figure at any Catholic school almost half the teachers there 
are gonna be tied into the church somehow, and at the Academy it wasn’t any different—there 
must’ve been at least a hundred Brothers teaching back then that the Academy was just screwing 
over royally.  I mean, there were a lot of them that were new enough—that is, they were young 
and all—to go out looking for another job someplace (preferably teaching, but then you took 
what you could get), but even so there were still a lot left over, just too old or tired or both to do 
much of anything but let the cold slip up around them.  And it wasn’t as if there was just some 
damned place waiting for them to go—a train down to Florida, or something: no, they were 
pretty much stuck.  A lot of them were about ready to retire anyway, from the teaching, and 
they’d seen pretty much all they’d ever worked for go up in smoke, just like that.  The 
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profession’s hard on anybody, watching people disintegrate, their ideals bleeding from every 
pore, and you can keep telling yourself whatever illusion you’d like to keep up—but swallowing 
your pride does make a difference in the long run: it changes your thoughts, the way you’re able to 
move, and slows everything down.  So they couldn’t leave, ‘cause there was no place for them to 
go, or else they couldn’t go at all—and still they couldn’t stay.  The city council had co-opted the 
church shelter into a soup kitchen; there was barely enough money in the church coffers to buy 
the candles for Mass—and for a long while, whenever they did get candles, someone’d steal them.  
When stuff like candles gets scarce, you know the times are shit outta luck.   

 So, almost to make it up to them I guess, the Academy built them the Home.  They must’ve 
been planning to do it before, ‘cause otherwise that money must have come out of nowhere—
but no one really bothered to ask at that point, not the workers, not the Council or anybody, and 
especially not the Brothers: when someone offers to build you a house, most just say hell yes, and 
don't worry themselves overmuch about fixtures.  I think that must’ve been it, though—that 
Academy’d been planning to do it for a while, and it just seemed like the right time to do it, what 
with all of a sudden practically the entire faculty forced into early retirement.  And it did get built, 
but slowly—still, by the following August, the thing was up and ready.  The Brothers moved in a 
little after, and I guess they’ve been using it ever since.  You go around the building sometimes 
and you can tell how much it’s been used: there’s even a bomb shelter in the basement they put 
in the basement all the way back in the fifties, when everyone was scared of the Russians.  The 
whole building smells of age and dust: the reek of the dry rot, the sharp cheese of age-farts and 
cough medicine—it’s all there, sitting square in the middle of everything, smack in the center of 
the city, like a brick-laden roach motel, and lots of times people just pass it by. 

 So you might be wondering why I even bothered to come back.  To be quite honest, I don’t 
know—or rather, I do know, but I can’t explain exactly.  But it’s more like something I’ve got to 
do—something that should’ve been done a long time ago. 

  
 The people at the Mansion sent me away the beginning of summer, around the middle of 

June or so.  The Valley’s at its peak that time of year—verdant hills and the call of the river on 
either side of you, and above—there’s only sky, a hundred open miles of it, taut with dry heat and 
sunshine.  The schools let out early in the Valley; by the time June had rolled around the fields 
were long yellow with bobbing blonde heads and baseball caps, and the woods had come alive 
with the inane but important chatter of explorers, of soldiers, the sweetest of romantics.   

 Just the same, I wasn't too broke up about it when they shipped me out; the situation around 
the Mansion had changed somehow, the entire atmosphere of the place had suddenly grown 
thicker than it had ever been before.  For one thing, Doc Danes had left—quit over some stupid 
business; the Board had called her up over some clerical error and there'd been a week where 
nobody knew if she'd make it.  From what I heard, she'd have been fired, eventually— not that 
they ever told us why, of course, but it was still hard, knowing she was gone.   

 I suppose that after she’d left there’d been little reason for me to stay; I was eighteen by now 
and legally the Board had no obligation to keep me there.  But I didn’t see that I had much 
choice the matter—you could’ve tied up my life into a paper bag at that point, and there really 
wasn’t anyplace I could go, as far as I knew.  But there was something else, something worried 
me more—I didn’t think I could go.  After you’ve been someplace a while, you get—used to it, I 
guess.  You live there, and it’s all that you learn to expect, in a way; it becomes everything you 
know. 
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 I’d seen it happen to a few of the other kids before—orphans, runaways, the whole lot—
they’d all spent their entire existence (at least, the only part of it they could easily remember) 
going up the same old stairs, learning the same old routine.  You learn to play the doctors, to 
shift their faces when someone new comes in, and you always avoid the meatloaf every Tuesday 
evening, especially if it’s got the brown sauce on it.  Those are the things you remember; there are 
rules you learn, and live by.  The color of your bedroom ceiling—you can pretty much read every 
line and crack on the whole damned thing, you’ve seen it so much.  There are sounds you listen 
for so that you know when to sneak out; whole smells and feels that you search for so you can 
get down the hallway without bashing your head in or falling down the laundry chute.  And you 
get used to it; it becomes your life—saturates and swallows every second of your waking 
moments.  And you can’t leave, not really—you don’t know anything else. 

 The kids I’d seen before, the ones that had left—almost all had come back eventually: some 
after a year, maybe more, some after a week or less.  They all said something different, of course, 
there was always a different reason, and man, couldn’t they wait just to get the hell away from this 
dump again.  But no matter what they said, their eyes said something different.  Their eyes spoke 
of relief—that they were glad to be back, insulated from that world outside, where they don’t 
wait for you, and where the dark at night is so thick they cut it with knives.  It’s different out 
there, and most kids forget that.  And so they come back, not necessarily because they want to—
but because they have to. 

 They call it getting institutionalized—at least, that’s the real word for it.  Richard Adams—
who wrote this fantastic book called Watership Down—had a better word for it; he called it going 
tharn.  It’s when you freeze up, and stare at whatever’s coming at you—whatever it is, it’s too 
much for you to comprehend, really, and you’ve got no idea what the hell it is, let alone how to 
cope with it.  All you can do when that happens is just lock your legs and wait for it to pass, or 
maybe for it to hit you dead on.  He was talking about rabbits, of course, but it happens to 
humans all the time.  I’ve seen it. 

 I remember telling myself I’d never turn out that way, that no matter how long I stayed or 
how bad things got I’d never want to look back.  I’d tell myself the stories of those kids who did 
come back, and I’d remember their faces, go to bed wondering if that was really the way I 
looked—only that I hadn’t had the time yet to check.  I’d stare outside, past the trees and over 
the river, and I’d tell myself that there really was something beyond the rise—but by the time I 
was old enough to realize, to understand the difference, I found that I couldn’t believe it 
anymore.  All I could do was hold on to the vain notion that, despite everything, I would 
somehow slip through forever. 

 
 They gave me a new counselor a few weeks after Doc Danes left—a real young one, too, 

fresh out of school, all set to take on the world.  “I’m Doctor Spalding,” he told me when we 
met.  He held out his hand for me to shake—he had a tight, friendly grip.  "You can call me 
Gary,” he said with a smile.  “You must be Jeremy.” 

 “Yeah,” I said.  I didn’t smile, though.  “That’s what they call me.” 
 “I see.”  He shook out a pair of glasses and sat down behind the desk.  “Make yourself 

comfortable,” he suggested.  “I’ve just gotta—straighten a few things out.”  He wasn’t kidding—
there were boxes everywhere, and where there weren’t boxes there were all kinds of papers and 
stuff spilling onto the floor.  Doc Danes would’ve had a fit.  “Go ahead,” he said again, when I 
didn’t sit down.  He waved to a chair.  “I’ve just gotta find your stuff.” 

 “Will this take long?” I asked.  Please say no. 
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 “What?”  He looked up for a second.  “Ah, no, not really.  But make yourself at home, 
anyway.” 

 I shrugged, and sat.  After a minute or two of searching he looked up again, a tattered-
looking manila folder in his hand.   

 “Found them,” he exclaimed, with an irrepressible note of triumph.  “Moving’s always a 
bitch, ain’t it?” he muttered conspiratorially.  “I can’t find a damned thing round here.” 

 I shrugged again—I didn’t really want to get involved.  Doctor Spalding seemed nice 
enough, really, but something just didn't fit--didn't feel quite right.  He was so damned friendly it 
scared me.  I waited again as he started to leaf through my papers. 

 "Here we go," he said.  He pulled out an especially dog-eared sheet, consulted it for a 
moment.  "Case history.  Came here, what? four? five years ago?" 

 "Yeah.  Round there, anyway." 
 "Aha."  He scribbled a note.  "Been here ever since, correct?" 
 "Yeah." 
 "Therapy?"  He removed his glasses, cleaned them with the sleeve of his coat. 
 "Sometimes.  Yeah." 
 "Your counselor?" 
 I hesitated.  "Shouldn't all this stuff be in there?" I asked, as politely as I could.  "I mean, it's 

my file, shouldn't all of this—" 
 "Just—" Doctor Spalding held up a hand, cut me off.  "Just answer the questions as best as 

you can, okay?  It'll go a lot faster."  Something about the way he said that really annoyed the piss 
out of me, but of course I didn't say anything.  "Now then," he said, resuming his previous tone, 
"your counselor." 

 "Erin Danica Danes." 
 He checked something off on the sheet.  I waited as his eyes scanned the rest.  "Says here," 

he said after a moment, "your dad 's up in Dayton.  Can you tell me why you aren't with him?" 
 I paused.  "He's—he's dead." 
 "Yes, I know," Doctor Spalding said curtly, "but where was he before he was dead?  What 

was he doing in Dayton if you're down here?" 
 "Shouldn't—" I started, but the answering look on Doctor Spalding's face made me stop.  I'll 

ask the questions, it seemed to say.  "He was— committed.  To a hospital.  A mental hospital."  
Not much different from here, I thought.  Doctor Spalding leaned back in his chair, eyes cast on 
the ceiling. 

 He asked me: “Why?” 
 "Why, what?" 
 "Was he committed." 
 "They caught him," I said slowly, "trying to blow up an amusement park.  That and 

something about aggravated assault.  They made him plead insanity at the trial." 
 Doctor Spalding nodded.  "I see."  He seemed to consider something.  "They sent you 

straight here, then, correct?  Right after?" 
 "Yeah." 
 "Do you remember much of your father?" he asked. 
 "Yes.  No.  I don't know." 
 He clicked his tongue in irritation.  "One or the other.  Yes or no." 
 "Yes, then," I said.  "Except— I'm not really sure I want to." 
 "I see.  Embarrassed, no doubt?" 
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 "Not—no, not really.  It's different." 
 "Different how?" 
 "I dunno.  Like—" I shook my head.  I didn't want to think about this.  I hadn't actually 

thought about it in a while, not since he died.  "Like I ignored him.  I remember him telling me a 
lot of stuff, stuff I should remember.  I dunno.  It's like I failed him somehow."  I looked at 
Doctor Spalding warily, wondering if that would be enough.  He scribbled a few more notes on 
the pad, then asked: 

 "How far along did you get with Doctor Danes?" 
 I grinned what I hoped was an impish grin.  "Third base.  Came this close to scoring, too."  I 

held up my fingers to demonstrate.  Doctor Spalding didn't seem to appreciate it. 
 "If we could," he sniffed, "be serious.  I've just got a few more questions and then you're 

done."   
 I nodded.  "Fine.  Shoot.  Whatever."  I sat back in the chair and braced myself for the 

assault. 
 A few questions turned out to take about half an hour, at least by the office clock.  Doctor 

Spalding must have had some checklist, or something, though I don't remember them ever giving 
a checklist to any other counselor I had.  I'd been worried that the whole thing was just a prep, a 
proof of all my papers before they shipped me out, but it didn't seem that way.  Maybe they'd 
forgotten—it sure seemed that way.  I let myself relax.  At any rate, it was all boring stuff, the 
stuff they can find on your birth certificate or your transfer papers or something.  None of it 
seemed very important.  What was worse, the way Doctor Spalding read off the questions was 
seriously putting me to sleep.  I was about to doze off completely when I heard him stop, 
midsentence. 

 I sat up in my chair.  "What is it?" I asked, half-interested, despite myself.  Doctor Spalding 
was silent. 

 "Well," he announced after a moment, pointing to some vague portion of the sheet, "says 
here you're overdue."  He sounded annoyed. 

 I shook my head.  "Pardon?"  He made it sound like I was pregnant or something.  "I 
don't—think I understand." 

 Doctor Spalding arched an eyebrow quizzically.  "Says here you're too old now, Jeremy," he 
said.  "According to this—" his eyes scanned the page again— "you've been here too long."  He 
frowned, eyed me skeptically.  "Looks like the Board's gonna have to let you go." 

 I stared.  So they hadn't forgotten me after all.  "I—there's gotta be some kinda mistake," I 
stammered.  "Somebody— somebody's messed up here." 

 Doctor Spalding shook his head.  "No mistake, Jeremy," he said.  "You turned eighteen, had 
to be at least—" he paused for a moment, considering—"six months ago.  December, it says.  
You should have been gone come New Year's.  Not to put it hard or anything, but you've been 
pretty lucky as it is." 

 I blinked, feeling numb.  All I managed to say was: "No shit."  My stomach felt like someone 
had taken a sledgehammer to it.  I gulped, tried to calm down.  "What're they gonna do?" I asked 
him.  "With me, I mean.  What happens?" 

 "With you?"  Doctor Spalding lay the papers on the desk, leaned back in his chair.  "The 
Board’s deciding right now, probably.  Technically, they don't have to do anything; it all depends.  
You did take your G.E.D.'s, didn't you?" 
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 I shook my head.  My tutor had retired a few weeks before Doc Danes had left; I hadn't 
bothered to keep up with the books in the meantime.  The actual test date had passed about two, 
three weeks before.  Doctor Spalding grimaced. 

 "That's too bad," he said, testily.  "One of the things they usually do with kids your age is 
send them to a technical school, but—" he smirked— "we obviously can't send you to one 
without a diploma of some sort." 

 "I could take them right now," I offered.  I was starting to feel a little desperate.  "Just 
gimme a week to brush up on a few things and I'll—" 

 Doctor Spalding cut me off.  "It’s just not possible, Jeremy," he said.  "The Board's coming 
down on Tuesday for your case.  Besides," he added apologetically, "the test results take about 
month to get back.  Your tutor must have told you that." 

 I nodded weakly.  I remembered him saying something like that.  "What else is there?" I 
asked.  "Besides the technical school, I mean.  Anything." 

 "Anything?"  Doctor Spalding flipped through my papers again.  "I'm not really sure.  You'd 
have to talk to the Board, yourself."  He shuffled the papers neatly back into the folder.  
"Anyway, it's out of my hands.  There isn't all that much we can do about it, at this point.  State 
law makes it pretty clear."  He wheeled the chair around and tossed the folder aside.  "Talk to 
Mrs. Grindley," he advised me.  "She'll know better what's going on.  In the meantime," he said, 
getting up, "I've got to clean this place up.  I told myself I’d be settled in by today, 'cept there's 
too much to do.  You understand, of course.  Christ, what a mess."  He wheeled himself over to 
a few of the larger boxes and started to rummage through them.  I sat for a moment longer, not 
quite sure what to do, then stood up and stalked into the hallway.  Then I sprinted for the 
bathroom as fast as I could.   

 
 I don't remember much else besides that— I guess I must have puked my brains right out in 

the sink.  The rest of it is mostly a blur; none of it makes that much sense anymore.  People came 
and went like fireflies in those days.  For one thing, the Mansion was getting all sorts of new 
kids—a lot of them in for rehab or psychiatric treatment.  I didn’t pay that much attention to 
them, except for a few of the Goths—you learned to avoid them.  They weren’t actually mean, or 
anything—they were nice enough if you talked to them at dinner and stuff—it’s just that they 
attracted fights.  A lot of the bigger kids would pick fights with them and chances were if you 
were too close when it happened, you’d probably have to find yourself a brand new face.  There 
was one Sunday, not long before the Board came down, when I found myself sticking up for one 
of them, a skinny guy named Scott.  We both wound up in the infirmary, me with a bloody nose, 
Scott with a black eye and broken thumb. 

 “They like doing this?” I asked him, after most of the bleeding had stopped. 
 “Doing what?”  Scott was lying on the bed.  They’d given him about twenty ice packs for his 

eye, which had swollen to the size of a tennis ball.  I winced.  “Yeah,” he said, noticing my 
reaction, “I look like shit, right?” 

 “It’s not so bad,” I lied. 
 He grunted, closed his good eye.  “I dunno,” he said, after a moment, “they just do.  There 

doesn’t have to be a reason for everything.  Sometimes—“ he started, then stopped short. 
 “Sometimes—“ I said, prompting him. 
 “Never mind,” he said, rolling over.  He didn’t say anything else.  A male nurse came in a 

few minutes later and told me I could go.  I didn't do much talking to anyone after that.   
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 A lot of the old doctors and counselors were leaving—it seemed like practically all of them.  
Even the Grinder was retiring; her replacement—a short, bald doctor named Horace—marched 
right up the steps like he was taking over Panama.  There were a lot of new doctors, too, some 
right up from the University, none from very far, and all of them young.  I don't remember much 
else about them, either, except for their coats.  They all wore white lab coats, the kind that 
practically comes down to your knees.  I guess since I always saw the other doctors—the old 
ones, like Doc Danes—always going around in shorts and stuff I noticed that more than anything 
else.  But there was a feeling in the way they would talk to the kids, a subtle effect—like they 
were handling specimens or something, like they'd feel more comfortable wearing gloves.  I guess 
you might call it detachment, but it wasn't just that.  It was something a little scarier.  They didn’t 
actually talk to you as much as examine you; even just walking down the hallway with one of 
them you could just imagine him making some sort of diagnosis.   

 The Board came down on Tuesday, just like Doctor Spalding had said.  They didn’t say that 
much—the most they did was ask me questions, like how was I doing and did I understand what 
was going on and stuff like that—but what they sort of implied was that I wasn’t going to be 
around for too much longer.   

 “The state doesn’t let us keep kids your age,” I remember one of Board members saying.  
“It’s just not possible.” 

 “We’ve tried fighting it before,” said another one, “with other kids.  It doesn’t help.  Maybe 
one of these days they’ll change it, but—“ he stopped, shrugged.  “There’s just nothing we can 
do.”  They asked me a few more questions about Doctor Spalding, and told me I’d have another 
three days to pack up my stuff before they’d have to send me away. 

 I guess it must have gotten around pretty quick that I was leaving; by that Thursday it 
seemed as if everyone had heard the news, in one way or another.  Even so, I didn't get too many 
visitors; most of my mates were gone already—shipped off or shipped out—and I hadn't 
bothered to make too many new ones in the meantime.  Steph came and visited me late that 
night.  She slipped into my room, leaned nonchalantly against the door.  Chewed her bubble 
gum. 

 "Hey," I said, trying my best to grin, "you're not supposed to be here."   
 "Like I care."  The bubble came out—pop.  "They told me to come get you." 
 "For what?" 
 “Taxi’s coming at seven,” she said.  She flopped herself down on the bed, knocking over a 

largish pile of my underwear.  She stared incredulously at my half-packed suitcase.  “You mean 
you’re not ready yet?”  

 “I just started a few minutes ago,” I told her. 
 Steph snorted.  “Duh.”  She stared out the window for a moment, silent but for the 

occasional smack of the gum.  After a moment, she took it out and tossed it into the trash.  She 
stared down at her feet.  “You’re really leaving,” she said quietly.  “Really.” 

 “Yep.”  Bottom of the bag—socks.  I turned around, looked vainly around the room for 
them.  “Steph, have you seen—“ 

 “Not gonna miss this place, are you?” she asked suddenly, her voice urgent.  “Not one bit.” 
 “Sure I am,” I said, to reassure her somewhat but mostly just distractetd.  “Steph, are you 

sitting—“ 
 She jumped up with a start, and I nearly fell backwards.  “You complete—shit,” she sneered, 

gripping my shirt tight in her hands.  It took me a moment to realize she was crying.  “You 
complete and utter—shit.”   
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 “Steph,” I said, swallowing, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 “Just shut up,” she said.  “Shut up.  You think you’re so big now, you’re leaving.  Fine.  

Mister Bigshot.   You’re nothing.  Nothing at all.”  A tear dripped off her chin.  A little hesitantly, 
I put my arms around her and hugged her close.  I felt her bury her hands into my back.  “You 
asshole,” she said, a sob wavering in her throat.  “You absolute asshole.” 

 “Steph,” I stammered, “I have to leave.  They’re making me.”  I waited a moment to see if 
she would accept this, then said: “To be honest, Steph, I don’t really want to leave.  I’m scared 
shitless.” 

 “Just how the fuck am I?” she said, not quite screaming—but close.  She pushed away from 
me violently.  “I’m fucking scared shitless, Jeremy, me.  You leave and then there’s nobody left.  
Nobody.”  She sniffed, wiped her nose with one of my shirt sleeves.  I was too stunned to say 
anything.  She counted off on her fingers: “Anthony's gone.  Doctor Erin's gone.  Fucking 
everybody’s gone that I ever talked to.  You’re leaving.  You can't leave, and you're leaving.”  She 
turned away, towards the window.  The air blowing in smelled of leaves, heavy and tense: it was 
going to rain.  “Well, I’ll tell you something, you asshole,” she said at last, a sternness coming into 
her voice that I’d never heard before.  “I don’t need you.  I don’t need any of you.  Fuck all of 
you.” 

 “Steph—“ I started to say. 
 She rounded on me again, screamed for real this time: “I HATE YOU, YOU ASSHOLE!”  

She clapped her hands to her mouth, as if she were astonished at what she had just said.  Then 
she spun and ran out of the room, slammed the door shut.  I groaned, and dropped myself onto 
the bed.   

 
 So I’m standing in the hallway now, waiting for Father Tartabull and Father Jennings to 

finish whatever the hell they’re talking about and come back and tell me to leave.  I’m almost 
completely thawed out, now—there’s a big old puddle collecting underneath my feet—but I’m 
not so stupid that I don’t know they’re gonna kick me out, so I’ve got everything back on again, 
even my gloves.  Father Tartabull really can’t stand me, for some reason.  He wouldn’t let me in 
even if it were raining fire and brimstone outside and Satan himself was coming to collect.  “Rot 
in hell,” he’d probably say, except that he’s a priest and all so he might not.  Still, you can always 
tell by the way someone treats you; it’s not so much what he does but what he doesn’t do that 
gets me.   He’ll never say hello to me, for instance.  It’s always some sarcastic comment, some 
little biting snippet he’ll just throw at me.  You get used to that sort of crap, eventually, but it 
doesn’t make you like the people any more.  I’ve learned the best way to deal with it is to throw it 
right back at them.  That’s probably one of the reasons he can’t stand me. 

 The wind’s blowing a blue streak outside—you can see it kick up the snow and whip down 
the road almost faster than your eyes can follow.  It's stopped snowing, at least; even the sky's 
starting to clear up a little by now and you can see the moon poking through the few places 
where the clouds aren't quite so thick.  The light comes down every few feet or so, on where the 
sidewalk would be if you could see it.  Generally, it's calmed down a bit— except for the wind, of 
course.  That's usually what you have to worry about.   

 There's the sound of a door closing, from somewhere down the hall, then footsteps.  
Fading—one of them taking the back stairs.  There's silence for a minute or two, then more 
footsteps: coming my direction, down the hallway.  A few moments later, Father Tartabull pokes 
his head around the corner.   
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 "Still here, I see," he mutters.  He steps into the hallway, arms folded.  "You're going to have 
to leave, Jeremy," he tells me.  "There's no place for you here."  He's full of shit, of course: both 
he and I know there're a ton of empty rooms that the Brothers never use.  Still, there's nothing I 
can say, not at this point.  "If you like," he says, "I can call a taxi for you.  There's a phone down 
the hallway." 

 You'd probably pay the fare, too, jerk-off, I think to myself, though of course I don't say it.  Lord, 
what a thing to say about a priest.  I can’t help it, though.  What I do say is: "That's all right, I'll 
walk.  I don't got any money, anyway." 

 "I could—" you can practically see him swallowing his pride to say this— "pay your fare." 
 I count to ten, then give him the happiest dopey grin I know how.  "Really, it's all right, 

Father," I tell him.  "It's not so bad right now.  Walking's fine." 
 "You sure?"  There's this look of relief on his face that’s practically disgusting.  "Are you 

sure you can walk?" 
 "Yeah," I say.  Then some crazy idea comes over me: "Say, Father, yeah, there is one thing 

come to think of it, you could do for me." 
 "Yes?"  Father Tartabull's voice is guarded, wary, like I'm about to attack him or something.  

"What is it?" 
 "Ya got matches?" I ask him.  "A book'd be fine.  Or a lighter.  One o' the two."  I shrug.  

"Whatever you've got'll be fine." 
 Father Tartabull glares angrily at me.  I just grin right back: seriously, father.  "Wait right 

here," he says.  "I'll be just a moment."  You can hear his next thought: don't do anything stupid.  
He turns and walks back down the hallway.  He returns a few moments later with a big heaping 
box of wood matches. 

 "Take them," he says.  "These were for the old furnace.  We switched to electric power last 
week." 

 "Say, thanks a lot, Father," I say.  I stuff the matches deep into my coat pocket.  "Thanks a 
bunch.  I'll be needing 'em later tonight."  What for, I haven't quite figured out yet, but I'm not 
about to let him know that. 

 He frowns disdainfully at me.  "I trust," he says, "that you have not added smoking to your 
already considerable list of vices." 

 "Hell, no," I laugh.  "They're for—a friend.  Good friend o' mine.  Takes care o' me.  
Thought I'd give him a light.  Thanks again, Father."  I look him right in the eye: "You've been 
swell." 

 Father Tartabull looks at me as if he's about to say something, then reconsiders, shakes his 
head.  He follows me to the door, opens it.  A flurry of snow blows through the opening, into the 
corridor.  "Good night, Jeremy," he says, flinging the door wide open.  After a moment: "Keep 
warm."  Just the fact that he even bothers saying that annoys me for some reason, but I suppose 
it's the most sincere thing he can say at the moment so I let him go. 

 "Don't worry, Father," I say to him.  "I'll take care o' everything.  Don't you worry 'bout a 
thing."  On a crazy impulse I grab his hand, lay a big sloppy kiss on it.  Before he can say 
anything else, I grab my coat around me and run out into the dark again. 

 
 The cabbie came at seven, like Steph said.  I'd been waiting in the parlor for it almost since 

dawn, staring out the window onto the road.  It was strange, watching it pull up into the 
driveway—headlights on, to cut through the mist, and the sound of gravel crunching underneath 
the tires.  It was like some monster—not frightening by itself in any way, but just—foreign, 
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somehow.  It was alien, almost— all chrome and gaseous, poking out against the woods and 
fields behind it.  Still, as it stopped, I stood up, made my way to the front door.  I'd left my 
suitcase there—it was too heavy to move anyplace else.  I picked it up with a heave, staggered 
slowly to the cab.  The cabbie helped me dump it into the trunk, and a few minutes later we were 
off. 

 They were sending me way up north, to the city.  They told me that there were lots of 
agencies up there I could go to if I ever needed help and they'd even gone to the trouble of 
actually calling up a few, to tell them I was on my way already.  Doctor Spalding had given me a 
list of their numbers and addresses—each one in a different part of town, he told me. 

 "That way," he said, "if you get in trouble you'll know where to go first.  It'll probably save 
you some time."  I'd folded the list into my wallet: conspicuously empty.  I'd taken all my cash 
and wired it to the First National.  There hadn't been a whole lot—at most, a thousand or so 
dollars, most of it in loose change—but it'd be there if I needed it.  I wondered if I would. 

 It seemed a little unfair to me, then: I was alone again, couldn't even go back to the Mansion 
if I wanted to.  They'd been nice enough about it—couched their actions in legalese and medical 
jargon and tried to make it seem as if they all wanted nothing to do with it, would have stopped it 
if they could—but in the end, it was still, sorry son, don't you know it's half past time to go? and 
so they sent me off, all of eighteen with a bullet.  It was like the last five, even ten years had been 
nothing but smoke and mirrors; it seemed as if everything I'd heretofore learned was built on 
nothing more than utter bullshit.  All that my life had been had suddenly been wiped away as if it 
were no more than a smear on a slate, ultimately a mistake—all erroneous, every bit of it as 
worthless and futile as a daydream. 

 I supposed I could have cried—several times along the way to the city I'd wake up from 
sleep with tears in my eyes, though of course I could never remember exactly what I'd been 
thinking.  So it wasn't anything physical—but still I couldn't.  With something as big as that, 
having your entire life pulled out from underneath you, finding yourself on the road again, it has 
to make a dent somewhere; you're bound to feel it eventually.  But I felt too sick of myself to hold it 
close, to bear it in mind, and I was finding it harder by the day to simply summon the energy to 
feel anything at all.  I remember hearing on the news about all kinds of stuff—people dying, the 
whole world going to hell and every other word a verbal confirmation of man's almost infinite 
capacity for neglect—and feeling nothing at all.  I couldn't even laugh.  I just didn't care anymore. 

 It occurred to me that my father must have felt the same way, his last years in Dayton, or 
wherever the hell it really was that they took him: his thoughts turned thin and pallid, his memory 
wasting away to nothing but a embittered core of disappointment, and anger.  Yet even he must 
have held out some hope—of release, perhaps, or of some form of escape—something to keep 
himself intact.  A faith in something more tangible than belief, maybe.  I wasn't sure I had 
anything close to that. 

 The Board had set me up at a hostel—and in their limitless generosity, they'd even paid for 
the first few nights.  After they were up, though, I didn't bother staying.  Something about the 
place, the kids that were already there, just put me off for some stupid reason, and I didn't think 
that I could take it for any longer than I already had.  It just seemed too temporary, somehow, 
like everyone there couldn't care less about anything around him simply because he would never 
see it again.  I didn't even bother to take my suitcase with me: I just took the biggest overcoat I 
could find and tied up as many clothes as I could stuff into it, then slung the whole thing over my 
shoulder like a garbage bag, hoped for the best.  What with it being the middle of summer—the 
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Fourth of July had come and gone by now—I wasn't particularly worried about staying warm.  I 
took off down the road, not knowing my way at all and not really caring. 

 It's easy to get lost in the city—even easier to lose yourself if you're really trying.  The first 
week or so wasn't terribly bad; I'd wander about town in the daytime, loiter around in 
convenience stores and stuff, trying to keep myself occupied.  Because as soon as I stopped 
doing anything, I'd start thinking again: about Steph and Doc Danes and other people from the 
Mansion, even the ones I'd never really liked.  I'd start thinking about my dad, the people back at 
the Mansion, like Steph and Doc Danes—even Helen.  I dunno why I did—but it felt like if I 
didn't try to remember, didn't make at least an attempt to keep them where they were, they'd 
come back again—as hungry ghosts.  Still, after about a minute or two of this I'd get so damned 
depressed that it would be all I could to just to stand up again, and I'd stop, make myself get up 
ad do something else, if there was anything. 

 Because that's really the worst part of it: being a bum, I mean.  It's not about the food, or 
being hungry, cause if you're quick you can always snatch something, like a beef jerky or 
something (and if you're really good, a whole sandwich), and besides I could always pay for food 
if I got really desperate.  I guess it came as a shock to me when I found out I'd spent practically 
half my money by the end of August.  By then, though, I'd gotten to the point where I didn't care 
what I ate so long as it didn't kill me, and I wasn't spending as much money on it anymore.  No, 
the worst part about being a bum is the boredom.  Most of the day you don't have anything to 
do, all you can do is maybe think about what other people must be doing.  Walking into a store 
or a restaurant and you think to yourself what it must be like to have a job, and you get so down 
on yourself that most of the time you just have to walk away before anybody sees the look on 
your face.  Once I did work up the nerve to actually apply for a job, and the guy—the manager, I 
guess—just looked at me funny, then laughed. 

 —Try the city dump, he chuckled, I hear they're hiring.  He looked me up and down.  By 
this time I'd gone through all my clothes and was looking pretty ratty.  —Yeah, he laughed, they'll 
have something for you to do. 

 —I wouldn't know how to do it, I told him.  Which was true, sort of.  I knew where the 
dump was.  It was just that I couldn't really see me there—like going there would be like 
admitting I'd really sunk or something.  The guy shrugged, and said: 

 —Well, that's not my problem, is it?  He laughed again.  —Try taking a bath next time.  He 
gave me this really smug grin that I could have just knocked right off.  Typically, something like 
that would have made me lose it, but I just shrugged my shoulders and left.  I just didn't really 
care.  Besides, I knew he was right.  I really did smell something fierce.  After a few more tries 
like that, I didn't really give the idea of a job any more thought: I figured it just wasn't gonna 
happen.  I thought about going to one of those agencies that Doctor Spalding had told me about, 
but when I went to look for the slip of paper he'd written their addresses on I found that I'd lost 
it completely.  I decided I might as well get used to it. 

 The nights weren't so bad, at first, if you really want to know: there were plenty of parks 
where the police didn't check around too often and after a while my back sorta got used to 
sleeping on the ground or a bench—really, any place that was flat enough.  It didn't really matter 
where so long as it was dry, and all that month I don't think it rained at all.  I heard the radios 
talking about a drought, about water shortages and all that, but since it meant I didn't have to 
worry about getting soaked or anything I didn't pay them too much attention.  Most nights the 
skies were clear, which was nice—but you could only see the very brightest stars; the rest were 



Life In Wartime 

 163

drowned out by the lights coming from some luckier part of town.  It's just as well—I wouldn't 
have liked looking at them, anyway, not then. 

 I guess since I couldn't see the stars I must have missed the clouds coming; at any rate, a few 
weeks after I left the hostel it started pouring like crazy.  It had been hot as anything leading up 
to it; now it just rained and rained, flooding the sewers and the sidewalks and cutting a swath 
down the side roads—you couldn't walk around outside if you didn't feel like breaking out a 
rubber raft.  I'd been sleeping outside when it happened; after a few minutes I just gave up trying 
to stay where I was (a relatively comfortable spot on the bench) and started running for cover.  
What with the rain washing out most of the roads I just cut across the field as fast as I could and 
ducked under the first dry spot that I found.  That's how I came to the shelter. 

 
 I guess I should've thought a little more before jumping back outside; even with what I've 

got on and even though the wind's pretty much gone it's still colder than a witch's tit out here.  I 
feel like I must be the only thing alive—maybe it'll be like this when the world ends, all pitch 
darkness and ice.  Everything's quiet, too—the only sound you can hear is my stupid feet 
tramping through the snow, even cracking through ice every now and then where the snow's 
starting to thin out a little. 

 There's a whistle behind me: the trains, still running through, even though it must be at least 
four in the morning by now, or maybe later.  Maybe earlier is the word for it—I don't suppose at 
this point there’s any difference.  At any rate, there's nobody around to notice but me.  It's almost 
funny when you think about it—how slow things get when you're actually watching them.  I was 
thinking before that they'd always be rushing past, that if you were standing too close to the 
tracks you were liable to get blown away, thrown backwards into the air, but now they seem to 
groan past me, not so much rolling as just sliding along the tracks and disappearing.  It must take 
at least ten, even fifteen minutes for the whole thing to go by—churning up the snow as it does, 
lights blinking half-wittedly. 

 It's strange, but then the feeling comes again: that I'm really not here at all, that I'm only 
watching everything from a distance and making the whole thing up as I go along.  I wouldn't 
believe it, myself—looking outside like it is tonight (or this morning: doesn't really matter) you'd 
guess the entire world was probably nothing but a dream, anyway.  But somehow it is real, 
something tells me it's not just something in my head: more than the cold and the fact my feet are 
just about frozen solid is this crazy twitching my heart's starting to do, all nervous and timid like 
there's something just over those tracks that's waiting to get me, maybe to eat me alive, anything 
at all.  And I know it's crazy but I can't help it—I can practically feel it jumping into my throat.  
So I'm awake—that much I know.  It doesn't help. 

 There was always this one Brother at the Home, Father Stefan, who was always in the 
infirmary for something—I think the doctors must have found something new wrong with him 
about every other week or so.  I always felt a little sorry for him.  He had this so-called 
progressive disease that made him tend to forget things; every other day you'd have to tell him 
where he was or else he'd start wandering off.  They told me that he’d taught American history at 
the Academy when he’d actually been up to it, but now that he was getting on they’d pretty much 
forced him into early retirement.  He was still pretty healthy, though the doctors always said 
differently; he'd always be getting up out of bed, toddle off to someplace obscure.  They'd raise 
all hell to find him, at first, but then they got used to it after a while and figured he'd wander back 
to bed, eventually.  It sounds terrible, but you should have seen the posse they'd gather up to 
look for him—practically every single doctor in the ward, every member of the staff you could 
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think of, just to drag him back.  It would be kind of funny, actually, if the reason for it weren't so 
perfectly awful. 

 The only reason why I even bring that up is because I'm starting to sorta understand now—
the way he must have seen things, I mean.  That's not to say that I didn't understand before; it's 
just that now for some reason it just fits somehow.  The way Father Stefan worked was like he 
never believed exactly what he saw—that maybe nothing around him jived, like he was just riding 
the day out, once piece at a time, until they came and turned out the lights.  You'd get that 
whenever you talked to him, the way he'd look at you and answer whatever you decided to ask 
him: 

 "Good morning, Father," I'd say to him, if I happened to be in the infirmary that day.  Not 
that I was ever very talky with the Brothers or anything with the staff around, but most of the 
time I found it helped to be a little nice to them.   

 Brother Stefan would usually set me up with this really blank face and say, why yes, it was a 
nice day now that I mentioned it.  If you weren't really expecting something like that you might 
end up staring at him for a bit before realizing that he actually meant it.  He wasn't trying to be 
mean, or snotty like some Brothers were (I can't say that I'd blame them, being laid up as they all 
were, but it didn't make me like them any), he was just agreeing with you.  "The sun's out," he'd 
say, almost as if he were surprised by it.  "It’s bright outside.  Very bright." 

 "Um, yeah, Father."  You might just suddenly forget whatever you were doing and stare out 
the window with him.  I did, anyway.  He had that kind of effect on you—making you follow 
along with whatever he was doing.  "Beautiful, ain't it?  Just beautiful."  Of course, all you could 
see were buildings and smog and pecking tourists, but it beat saying out loud how damned ugly it 
all was.  Brother Stefan would just blink, that same placid expression on his face, say: 

 "Is it?  I didn't notice."  Like he didn’t put the two together or something.  After a minute 
more: "I suppose it is.  Yes.  Beautiful.  It is beautiful, now that you mention it."  Then he'd close 
his mouth tight and wouldn't say anything more for the whole time that I'd be there.  If he were 
really talkative he'd thank me for getting him his lunch. 

 "Thank you, Jerry," he'd say, with an appreciative nod of his head.  I never bothered to 
correct him.  He'd smile at me like I was an angel.  "You're very kind." 

 All this would make sense except for the fact that I never got the Brothers their meals—
Father Tartabull told me it wasn't "in the job description"—always the staff did, even the cooks 
every now and then.  That's what they were for.  All I ever did was pick up the trays next to their 
beds—most of the time, not even that.  I'd tried explaining it to him before, but since he'd never 
seemed to get it, I'd just given up.  "You're very welcome, Father."  Once, as an added touch: "I 
hope you enjoy it." 

 He looked at me really strange, then: like he wasn't completely sure what I'd just said, or if I 
were really speaking in tongues or something.  "Enjoy what?" 

 "Um—" I floundered for words.  "Your lunch, Father.  Enjoy your lunch." 
 He just stared at me, completely blank, like he were staring right through me.  His eyes kept 

right boring into mine, even when I tried looking past him.  It felt like he was studying my brain 
or something.  Finally, he just said: "I suppose I will.  Yes.  I will."  The same smile again.  
"Thank you very much, Jerry.  I will enjoy my lunch."  And he'd pick up the fork and dig right 
into the meatloaf like it was a sirloin.   

 The thing was if you told anybody on the staff any of this they'd look at you like you were 
crazy—or at the very least making it all up.  "Brother Stefan doesn't talk," I remember one of 
them saying to me—Will, his name was.  He was supposed to be my boss or some shit but I 
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never paid him that much attention; all he ever did was hang around and try to screw the nurses, 
I swear to God.  Brother Tartabull seemed to love him; at least, he never seemed to mind 
anything Will ever did.  "He had surgery a ways back.  An car accident.  He was laid up for 
months.  That's why he walks off half the time.  He don't know shit from shinola, if you know 
what I mean.  Sad, really."  He licked his lips. 

 I looked over towards the bed where Brother Stefan was sleeping.  "That's terrible,” I 
whispered. 

 "Yeah, sure is.  Not as bad, though.  The other person died." 
 "What?" 
 "Yeah.  Kid, 'bout ten years old, or so.  Young, anyway.  Hit him head on and boom—pretty 

bad shit, really.  They had to pick up pieces of him off the sidewalk." 
 I shook my head.  "That's really—"  I couldn't finish.  "Did he turn out all right?"  I gestured 

to Brother Stefan.   "I mean, with the surgery." 
 "Him?"  He snorted.  "Oh, yeah, sure.  Fine, eventually.  They got him back into the school 

and stuff, but after a few years everybody agreed it’d be easier to put him down.  He wasn’t doing 
anything for anybody over there, couldn’t even say half the stuff anymore by the time they got 
him in here." 

 "He says stuff  to me just fine," I told him. 
 "Yeah, well—" a shrug of his shoulders.  You could tell he really didn't give a shit.  "Lay off 

him for a while, will you?  Old fart needs some rest, for Chrissake.  And chill out about it, okay?" 
 "Sure." 
 "You're supposed to be a janitor."   
 "I know." 
 "Don't get too many crazy ideas, all right?"  He arched an eyebrow.  "Like talking too much 

in the infirmary.  They're all supposed to be resting." 
 "I won't." 
 "Good, then."  He turned around and left for his cigarette.  Maybe it was cigars, or grass; 

anyway he always smelled funny whenever he came back.  It would be funny if it turned out to be 
grass, though: you'd think he'd mellow out a little bit. 

 So it's kinda funny, I guess, that I remember Brother Stefan at all, seeing as how I barely had 
the chance to talk to him after that.  Too afraid of what the staff would say, maybe—I had 
enough trouble without having to have them on my back all the time.  So I tried to avoid talking 
to him, except for a hello every now and then, try to keep to the other Brothers who weren't 
quite so batty.  I’d feel so sorry for him when he’d start on how the sun was shining and wasn’t 
that almighty strange or some other kind of blather and I’d hafta just walk away and ignore him.  A 
strange sort of mercy, I suppose, but I didn’t know what else to do about it. 

 It all had to do with his funny habit with this book of his, this journal—I suppose that’s the 
best word for it.  They're not really supposed to have their personal items in the infirmary—they 
interfere with the "healing process," the staff always said, which I always thought was a load of 
bull but then I don't make the rules—and any time they catch anyone with anything they try to 
take it away.  Still, even with everybody watching him, even with the whole staff doing its 
damnedest to make sure he didn't (Will was a stickler for stuff like that), Brother Stefan always 
managed somehow to sneak the thing in with him.  It wasn't even a journal like you'd think of 
one being; it was more like a scheduler, almost, a planner, the kind you pick up at the pharmacy 
for about a buck or two, so old the leather binding was beginning to get moldy.  He must have 
had a different hiding spot for it every time he came down—at least, I could never find it, and I 
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looked everywhere.  I even checked in his bedpan once, but it wasn't there, of course.  I was 
actually kinda surprised.   

 At any rate, the staff does its check through the infirmary every other day or so, just to see 
that the Brothers aren't hiding anything completely terrible—like drugs or something like that—
which when you get right down to it is really ridiculous, but they do it, anyway.  Actually, I think 
they do it more to check on themselves, like to make sure everything’s all in order, or that there 
aren't any rats and that there don't need to be more traps set out.  I've never really figured out 
why—but then they're in there in the mornings anyway, right before they set out to wake the 
Brothers up, going through everything like private eyes, not saying a word like the whole place is 
bugged or something.  Maybe they're afraid the Brothers will wake up; then what'd they say: it'd 
be kind of embarrassing.  I guess it's natural—but then it's still strange to watch them, all these 
white coats, just gliding across the floor with their eyes peeled and their noses practically sniffing 
around like bloodhounds.   

 I wonder that they'd never found it—Brother Stefan's journal, I mean.  He was always 
carrying it around with him wherever he went—pretty much belted the thing to his Bible (which 
no one was gonna take from him, obviously).  Whenever he was healthy—rather, when he wasn't 
stuck in the infirmary—he'd coddle it and cradle it like it was a baby, and if you asked him about 
it, he’d probably just say that they were notes he was keeping for posterity, if he said anything at 
all—and if there was anybody else but me around, he wouldn't.  I guess he must have trusted me 
not to tell; I never saw him speak to anybody else on the staff at all.  That didn't matter much to 
them, of course; they made him leave it whenever he came down (or up, really, seeing as how the 
infirmary was on the fifth floor).  Sorry, they’d say, they were just following the rules, too bad but 
that’s the way it is.  Father Stefan would nod his head yes of course, like it was all perfectly logical, 
but he never listened to them, always managed to sneak it in with him anyway.  I never figured 
out how, and I guess the staff must have missed it.  If they had actually found it they would've 
taken it away; that was how they were—always just following the rules, and always to the letter.  
So they must have missed it completely, I guess, else it would have been gone in a heartbeat.  
Brother Stefan could act real dumb, sometimes, but he must have been sharp as a tack, otherwise 
they’d have caught him at it way before I ever came along. 

 Still, weird as it was, I never really paid Father Stefan all that much attention, at least in that 
respect.  First of all, I figured he was tied up in this bed almost all the time, so just to keep things 
fair he oughta be entitled to his own stuff—the least I could do was just leave him alone.  
Secondly, to tell you the truth, I didn’t care all that much—most of the staff didn’t really like me 
so it was always a pain in the ass to talk to them about anything, even the weather.  In fact, we 
eventually got on each other’s nerves so much I started to come in early just to avoid them (they 
always got in about seven or so).  I’d open things up, get my key to the broom closet, start 
mopping things up and make sure the place wasn’t on fire or anything.  I was always a little 
worried that someone was going to come in and catch me doing it, because really I wasn't 
supposed to be there and I supposed they could've gotten me into some real trouble.   

 At any rate, one morning I got to work especially early—don't really remember why, just that 
I couldn't sleep.  I finally got upstairs to the fifth floor, opened the door to the infirmary—real 
quiet so as not to wake up anybody—and by the window I saw Brother Stefan crouched over 
something, his back to me, almost like he was praying.  Which wasn't entirely out of the question, 
obviously, seeing who it was, but it was still a little out of the ordinary.  I got a pretty good jump 
out of that: there was just something so damned freakish about it.  For one thing, Father Stefan 
was big: even huge.  Whenever they put the Brothers in their beds you can never tell what size 
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they really are; they could be giants and you might never know it, simply because they all look 
alike, all the same sad size—underneath those blankets and some next to the drips and all in their 
hospital blues it's impossible to guess any different.  But Brother Stefan was bigger than most: I 
mean, he was big generally, six-foot something, built like a lumberjack, but the thing you always 
noticed first was that he had this massive head.  With Brother Stefan you could probably guess 
how big he was just by the size of it: even in bed you could see he wasn't going to be any sort of 
shrimp.  Large, dark face, this kind of sloping forehead you could tell he must have been a pretty 
smart cookie once, but what most people noticed first (I did, anyway) was the size.  It was like 
the size of a watermelon: not to be mean or anything but that's the truth.  The man had a big 
head, what can I say.   

 So it did take me a moment to get a grip on myself, just standing there in the doorway like I 
was and having to realize it wasn't a vampire or something in the window, just Brother Stefan, for 
whatever reason.  I mean, he did look strange—with the window open, this cold breeze blowing 
into the room (fall was starting to set in and the nights were starting to chill) and his robe 
whipping back like a cheap cape, the whole place freezing practically: at that point if you'd told 
me he was Batman, I might've believed you.  So anyway I had to stare at him a bit before I 
realized who it was, not that it made that much more sense when I did. 

 Part of me wanted just to leave him alone, which I guess I should've done, but then 
something about it either didn't seem all that right or else was simply too weird to just let be.  I 
started to creep up behind him, nice and slow—I guess just to find out what the hell he was 
doing.  I don't remember exactly what I expected—from the looks of things I don't think I 
would've been surprised to see him going through a Penthouse or something similar.  Still, I was a 
little relieved to see that he was only writing, and not doing something else—if you get my drift.  
That, at least, was my first impression.  The second one came when I realized that he was doing it 
with his eyes closed—shut tight.  Just like he was sleeping, really—that’s what it looked like, 
anyway.  

 He had the journal crosswise over his lap, his pencil wandering up and down through the 
lines, his hand clutched so tight round the point I thought it'd break any second now and he'd 
wake up for sure.  It didn't, though, and he kept writing; I tried to read a little but most of it was 
illegible—just scrawls and chicken-scratch crawling all over the page.  Maybe it was just the light; 
at any rate I couldn’t make hide or hair of it.  I took a step closer to him and craned my head 
over his shoulder to see a little more. 

 He had written, in stark letters straying across the top of the page:  
 

“—I can see the light before me; now is He come—“ 
 
 That was about as far as I got.  There was a sudden noise from behind me in the hallway—

like something falling.  I took one last look at Brother Stefan—he didn’t look as if he’d heard a 
thing—then crept back out to look around.  Peered down the hall: nothing.  When I looked back, 
Brother Stefan was already in bed with the covers pulled up around him, like nothing had 
happened at all.  The journal was gone.  I walked over to the bed, waved my hand over his eyes 
to make sure he wasn’t faking or anything, but he was out like a light.  I shivered a little, closed 
the window, and tiptoed out. 

 
 Later on I tried asking one of the people on the staff about it and she basically laughed me 

off.  Her name was Yvonne or something equally stupid and she was the type of person that seems 
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to know a helluva lot about how things work but is still dumb as a thumb regardless.  "That's 
ridiculous," she told me, "They're not allowed to have stuff in there, anyway.  They're not 
supposed to." 

 "He did, though.  I saw it." 
 She shrugged, tucking away some bottle into the cabinet.  It was pretty obvious she wasn't 

listening to me at all.  "Well, I'm sure it seemed that way—" 
 "I saw him writing in it, for Chrissake—" 
 Her head snapped up in sudden attention.  "Jeremy," she said severely, "we do not take the 

Lord's name in vain." 
 I looked at my feet.  "Sorry," I muttered. 
 She sniffed disdainfully.  "Yes, well, I'm not the one to tell it to, am I.  You'd best get back to 

work."  She returned her attention to restocking the shelf and I thought to myself: well, that’s 
that. 

 So I should've forgotten about it, really—it wasn't as if there weren't more important things 
to worry about and you could tell the rest of the staff was starting to get real pissed off about me 
hanging around the infirmary all the time.  And I suppose I really would've forgotten, in the 
end—let it slip from my mind completely—but for some reason I didn't.  It seemed too 
important, somehow. 

 Then maybe two days later I got word that Father Tartabull wanted to see me about 
something.  I think it was Will who must have told me: I remember him kind of snickering about 
it, too. 

 "He says to drop whatever you're doing and get down there," he said smugly.  I could've 
decked him one if it weren't for the goddamned mop in my hand.  I thought about just whacking 
him with that but decided it was more trouble than it was worth.  "It sounds pretty important." 

 I shrugged, tried to pretend like it didn't matter.  "Sure."  I leaned over, wrung out the mop.  
"What's he want?" 

 Will scowled.  "As if I would know," he said.  "You should go down and find out for 
yourself.  He doesn't like to be kept waiting." 

 "I've gotta finish with the floor here." 
 "You can do it later," Will said, grabbing hold of the mop.  I yanked it away from him 

roughly and he let go, sort of laughed.  "Kinda attached, are we?"  He turned for the door. 
 I smiled after him, though I muttered under my breath: "Fuck you, you goddamned Jesus 

freak."  He must have caught a bit of it because he stopped short, looked at me kind of funny.  
"Excuse me?" 

 "Be down in a minute," I said—just as sweet as you please.  Damn, but did I want to hit him.  
Just belt him across the face.  Even stuff the damned mop handle all the way down his throat.  I 
didn't, though—that'd screw me over for sure.  "Tell him I'm on my way." 

 Will still looked at me funny, but he said: "Sure.  Hurry up, too."  He stalked downstairs. 
 I bounded into Brother Tartabull's office a few minutes later.  Brother Tartabull always kept 

his office pretty dark—always the curtains down, stuff like that.  A candle burning, maybe: 
Brother Tartabull's office even had gas lamps.  I wasn't even sure if they'd had wires laid down; at 
any rate, it always was like night in there, I swear.   

 He must have heard me come in, because even without turning around he said: "Take a seat, 
please, Jeremy."  He pulled something orange and bright from his lips—a cigarette.  I always 
forgot that he smoked; it just wasn't something you'd think he'd do and whenever you looked at 
him you’d almost say something about it didn’t seem quite right.  You never did, of course; 
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Brother Tartabull wasn’t the type you could do that to and hope to get away with it.  I’d heard he 
was a tight-ass about stuff like that—about stuff in general, actually, not to be mean or anything 
but that’s how he was.  I looked around for a place to sit.  There was a hard wooden chair in the 
corner and I flopped down in it—winced, it was so damned hard.  Brother Tartabull looked up at 
me sharply.  The gaslight made him look almost like he was glaring or something—hell, he 
probably was, the bastard.  "It's a bit more comfortable over here," he told me, pointing to this 
one overstuffed armchair.  I didn't really like the look of it, but you could tell he was getting 
annoyed for some reason.  I shrugged, lowered myself carefully into it.  The thing felt like a trap. 

 Brother Tartabull didn’t seem to notice, anyway.  He peered through the blinds out at the 
street for a second, and then turned back toward me, stubbed out his cigarette—sat down behind 
the desk in a huff.  He pulled off his glasses, folded them back into his pocket carefully.  “Jeremy 
Dodgeson,” he said, leaning back a little.  I was surprised to hear him call me by that name, but 
then I remembered, kept my mouth shut.  “I usually call the staff in every now and then to—
ah—get their word on things.  Just to see how things are going, you understand.  This is your 
first time in here, isn’t it?” 

 “Um,” I said, “Yeah.  First time, yeah.” 
 “How are you getting along?” he asked.  Not like he was interested, or anything, just asking.  

I relaxed a little.  So it was just gonna be one of those stupid official things—just a few questions, 
was all.  I wondered why it’d taken this long for it, though—it just seemed kinda weird.   

 “Fine, I guess.”  I shrugged.  “People are nice.”  That was a bald-faced lie.  Brother Tartabull 
didn’t seem to notice, though, just nodded, asked: 

 “And the work?  Not too difficult, I trust—just as you asked.”  He’d been staring at the 
ceiling; now he swung his body forward, peered at me intently. 

 “Yes, sir.  It’s—um—just right, I guess.” 
 “I see.”  Brother Tartabull sniffed, rubbed his nose.  He exhaled slowly.  “Jeremy, you’ve 

been made aware of all our—ah—policies here, haven’t you.”  It wasn’t a question—he was just 
saying it.  I shrugged again. 

 “Um.  Yeah, I guess.” 
 “I assume,” he continued, “that as familiar as you are with our, ah, regulations—“ there was 

just the slightest bit of emphasis in his voice—“that you know about the policies concerning the 
infirmary—ah, environment.” 

 “Sure, sir.  I think so.”  I had no idea what he was driving at. 
 “Because we’ve had some complaints,” Brother Tartabull explained, “about your conduct 

these past few days.  They haven’t been much, you understand,” he said, peering at me with 
unmistakable menace, “but they are—ah, well, troublesome is the word for it, I suppose.  They 
certainly constitute—cause for worry.”  He paused, considered for a moment, then asked: “I trust 
your relations with the staff are—congenial?” 

 “Sure.”  Another lie.  “I get along with everyone pretty well.” 
 “No complaints, nothing at all—“ he let his voice trail off. 
 I shook my head.  "No, sir.  I just kinda put my head down and do my work like I'm told.  

I'm nobody to make talk."  Lying through my teeth—cool as a fish. 
 He nodded.  "Right."  He didn't seem to think that was a problem, anyway.  I looked down, 

noticed my foot tapping a little nervously—stopped it.  I straightened up a bit, set my feet flat on 
the floor.  “Now then—“ Brother Tartabull bent down, pulled out a sheet of yellow paper.  He 
shook out his glasses, perched them on his nose.  “This was filed with me a few days ago.  A 
report from your supervisor." 
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 I scratched my head.  "A report?" 
 Brother Tartabull crooked an eyebrow, peered at me over his glasses.  "Excuse me?" he 

asked. 
 I shrugged.  "Never mind," I said. 
 Brother Tartabull grunted.  "I ask the staff to file weekly status reports on—ah—well, their 

respective duties." 
 "I haven't filled any out." 
 "You're not allowed to.  Only senior employees are supposed to receive the forms; anything 

that you'd like to add at the end of the week you should report to your supervisor—Mister 
Malfoy, I think." 

 I thought for a moment.  "Yeah.  Will." 
 "Is that what you call him?”   
 I shrugged.  “Well, sure.  I guess.”  He was staring at me kinda funny, so I added: “I guess he 

doesn’t really care one way or the other.” 
 Brother Tartabull grunted again.  “At any rate,” he said, “Will submitted this report to me a 

few days ago.  I thought you might be interested in what he had to say.” 
 “Something about me?” I asked, before I could stop myself.  Brother Tartabull glared at me 

over his spectacles.  “I mean,” I stammered, “well—whatever.  I mean, whatever, let’s hear it.  
Please, I mean.”  Brother Tartabull was still glaring at me something hard so I just kinda gave him 
a weak grin.  After a moment he just looked at the paper again. 

 “As a matter of fact,” he said gravely, “Mister Malfoy does mention your name in reference 
to some—ah—“ he peeled off his glasses, examined the paper closely—“altogether abnormal 
behavior of yours in the infirmary.  Though of course, I’m sure you will offer me a suitable 
explanation for everything, in time.” 

 “Um.  Sure.” 
 Brother Tartabull sighed.  "To get to the point, what concerns Mister Malfoy—and me, of 

course—is this policy of ours against personal effects which appears to have—escaped your 
memory.  You have been made aware of this policy, am I correct?” 

 I shook my head.  “No.  I don’t think I heard it from anybody.  Least that or I forgot.” 
 Brother Tartabull threw me a hard glare.  “Then you will have to be reacquainted with it.  

We have a long-standing rule here against the Brothers taking—ah, extraneous items into the 
infirmary.  It is meant to be a place of rest, and recuperation—in both the physical and the 
spiritual sense.  Personal effects—anything more than the requisite spiritual materials, of 
course—can only be distractive.  Surely this is not too difficult to understand.” 

 “But—“ I stopped myself.  Brother Tartabull cocked his eyebrows again. 
 “But?” he asked. 
 “Nothing.” 
 Brother Tartabull went on: “All this should have been made quite clear to you in your 

training.  Though you, yourself, are not permitted to file the status reports, it has always been our 
policy to require all junior employees to record discrepancies with their respective—supervisor.  
Just in case, you understand.”  He fixed his eyes on me intently.  “You do understand, do you 
not?” 

 I nodded slowly.  “Yeah.”  After a moment: “So what’s this gotta do with me?” 
 Brother Tartabull sighed, rubbed his eyes under his glasses.  He seemed to think for a 

moment, then leaned in close, hissed: "The administration here would advise you to keep your 
priorities in their proper order.  You are not—and I say this with the most complete emphasis—
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intended to be a companion, or a friend, or—a buddy is the best word, I suppose—to the 
Brothers themselves, or any other person under the care of this facility."  He paused to let this 
sink in.  "Is this—understood?" 

 "Yes, sir." 
"You are an employee," he said, his teeth gritted tight.  He sure was ticked about something, you 

could tell, just by the way he chose the words, or maybe just the way he sort of spat them out at 
me.  "Your duty is foremost to the Home, and our policies should become your policies.  I would 
personally advise you to be most forthcoming in your interaction with the administration here.  
Unnecessary relations—with whomever—play havoc with the healing process.  It's all been, ah, 
well, all scientifically proven."  He smiled, his bloodless lips curling icily. 

 "All right."  I nodded for emphasis: yeah, I gotcha already. 
 Brother Tartabull grunted, leaned back in his chair.  "With this in mind," he said, "is there 

anything you would like to add to your evaluation?"  He slid it forward across the desk. 
 "My evaluation?"  I blinked at it in confusion. 
 "Of course," Brother Tartabull replied.  He leaned back in his chair with an almost feral 

smile on his face.  "What did you suppose this was for?" 
 "I dunno," I admitted with a shrug.  "I guess, nothing.  Just a sorta question-answer thing.  

Nothing too important." 
 Brother Tartabull looked at me kinda funny when I said that, but said only: "Really."  He 

peered at me for a second, then glanced back at the paper.  "Are you sure," he said at last, "there 
is absolutely nothing of importance that you wish to tell me at this time?" 

 I thought for a moment: so this is what he wanted.  Something about Brother Stefan.  The 
bastard.  I shook my head.  "Nah." 

 Brother Tartabull nodded, then sighed.  "I was afraid not," he said.  He furrowed his brow, 
thinking probably, then said: "Right.  That's all—for now, anyway.  We'll call on you if we need 
anything else." 

 "Yes, sir."  Thought to myself: like hell, you sonuvabitch.  I didn't say anything though.  It'd 
probably get me in trouble.  I think he noticed me thinking it, though, because he asked: 

 "Is something wrong, Jeremy?" 
 "Huh?  Oh, nah.  Nothing."  I grinned this big old stupid grin: see?  "Just thinking about 

mopping that floor.  Work, you get it."  
 Brother Tartabull's eyes turned venomous.  "I'm sure."  He stood up from his chair, led me 

to the door.  "We're going keep an eye on you, Jeremy," he said.  He was giving me this awful 
look but you could tell he didn't mind telling me so.  "Just do your job and I'm sure we'll get 
along fine.  Otherwise, things will get very—ah—difficult." 

 "Understood, sir." 
 "Have a pleasant afternoon," he muttered, and shut the door hard behind me.  I waited a 

moment with my fists clenched, and then ran upstairs. 
 
 Brother Stefan was waiting for me—except for him, the infirmary was empty.  It had been 

pretty much just him the last few days; and with only one person in the room most of the staff 
usually just left him alone.  Not that Brother Stefan ever minded, of course.  It probably gave him 
time to write—whatever he wrote about. 

 "Jerry," he said warmly, as I tumbled into the infirmary, "it's good to see you."  He really 
meant it, you could tell, just by the way he said it.  In fact, just that he'd bothered to say it was 
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enough: he’d been kinda quiet lately and I knew the rest of the staff had been saying it wouldn’t 
have been too much longer.  I didn't have time to think about it, though. 

 "Father," I said, trying to catch my breath, "they know about it."  I swallowed, watched him 
to see if he understood.  Apparently, he didn't. 

 "Ah."  He nodded sagely, then asked, completely sincere: "Who knows about what?" 
 "The staff, you know, those guys," I told him.  I leaned my palms against the bedrail—

freezing cold, like always.  I was almost panting, I’d run up so fast.  "They know about your little 
book, your journal, the thing, whatever the hell you want to call it, they know about it, cause 
somebody found out and told them, I dunno who but wasn't me, I swear, and they're gonna take 
it away if you're not careful with it." 

 "Ah," he said again.  His expression didn't change.  "So they know.  Well, it was bound to 
happen, I suppose." 

 I blinked.  "You suppose?"  Something wasn’t making a whole lot of sense.  "You  just 
suppose they were gonna find out?  What, did you want them too?"  I stared at him; he stared 
right back.  "Cause I didn't tell them, if that's what you mean.  They asked and I didn't tell them 
shit, okay?  No shit, man, I'm not kidding."  I suppose it was a terrible way to talk to him, but 
then I wasn’t thinking and Brother Stefan didn’t seem to care either way. 

 "It doesn't matter."  Brother Stefan shook his head, smiled serenely.  "Nothing matters 
about that, you know." 

 I shook my head.  "Which I don't.  Look, Father, you don't seem to get it—" and I explained 
to him about Brother Tartabull, and what he'd said to me, and everything, how you couldn't trust 
these bastards one bit and that he had to already know by now, didn't he understand? 

 "Yes," he murmured thoughtfully, "I understand."  He nodded, his eyes closed.  He sighed.  
When he opened his eyes again, he looked sad—resigned, almost.  "I knew it already.  God told 
me so." 

 I stared.  "God told you so."  I bit my lip for a minute, then said, "Look, Father, maybe you 
just don't get it, but God don't tell people shit, if you haven't noticed.  ‘Specially about things like 
this."  This had no apparent effect on him.  I tried a different tack.  "Whatever that book of yours 
is—I don't really care, but they don't either, see?  They're gonna take it away, and you're not 
gonna get it back next time, Brother Tartabull said so, 'cause, I dunno, they're bastards that way 
and it's just something they got to do.  And you'll be in deep shit and believe me, I will be in a 
world of shit so could you just please for my sake just kinda keep it on the down low for bit, I'd 
appreciate it."  I stopped for breath, added: "It's not that complicated, Father.  Just be more 
careful, all right?  You can't be pulling this stunt anymore and hope to get away with it, all right?" 

 "Jerry," Brother Stefan said, his voice very quiet, "come here."  I might've said that I was 
already there, for Chrissake, but there was a strange quality in his voice that just meant something—a 
quiet air, different than what I'd heard before.  It was like he was suddenly awake: the kind of 
awake you feel when you know for sure you're no longer dreaming, that could be pain or pleasure 
but it's wonderful and scary just the same because all of a sudden you realize that, along with 
everything else, there's going to be an end to it.  I dunno how else to put it without getting 
philosophical: but you know what I mean.  I leaned in closer: he closed his eyes.  "Jerry," I heard 
him breathe, "You know that book doesn't matter.  It's not the book that matters.  It's not the 
words on the page.  It's the writing." 

 I wasn't sure what he was driving at.  "That's all well and good, Father, but really do ya hafta 
write in that thing?  Specially when you're in here.  You can always grab a napkin or something, 
you know.  Now I'm supposed to report shit like that to Will, who tells Brother Tartabull, and if 
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you get caught with it here and I'm around, on duty or something, it's my ass, so please, Father, 
please do us all a favor and just lay off a bit, will ya?  That’s the only reason why I care, you know, 
it’s ‘cause I’ll get canned, otherwise I wouldn’t give one way or the other." 

 "Well, then," Father Stefan murmured.  "I wasn't aware of that."  He nodded, lost in thought 
again.  "Still," he said abruptly, “I don’t suppose it really matters anyway.”  He got up from the 
bed, picked up a bag from underneath that I hadn’t seen at all.  He threw it over his shoulder 
with a sigh, turned back to the bed and started feeling around underneath the mattress—for more 
of his stuff, I guess.  I saw him pull out the journal, throw it in. 

 “What doesn’t matter?”   
 Father Stefan just shook his head, like he was sad about something but couldn’t say—there 

was this wistful look in his eyes I didn’t quite get.  He looked kinda funny there, in his hospital 
whites, packed up all ready to book—almost pathetic, except that it almost looked like he really 
meant to go.  He turned to me, held me by the shoulders, brought his head down to mine.  He 
had to stoop—like I said, he was pretty damned tall.  His hands weighed about a hundred 
pounds. 

 "Jerry," he said, looking me right in the eyes, "listen."  His voice wasn’t like it’d been 
before—not like sick, almost, he hadn’t been quite there when I’d been talking to him, like he 
was half-asleep or something—now it was more like he was awake; his eyes were so damned clear 
it made me jump inside.  “Jerry,” he said again, slowly this time—“I’m gonna offer you this one 
chance.  Don’t let them get to you.  You’re a smart boy, Jerry—you and I both know that.  But 
you need to get out of this place.  Before it's too late, before they come to kill you, too. 

 "You can follow me, if you like.  We'll get away, you and I." 
 I backed away slowly.  “Father—“ 
 “But you don’t understand, I can see,” Brother Stefan said, with a sort of resigned sigh.  His 

eyes drifted up, his feet shuffled forward.  With an awkward twist he placed the bag back on the 
floor.  “It’s hard, I expect.  I suppose I could explain—“ He looked at me hard, stopped.  “But 
it’s not yet time, I see.”  He picked up his bag again.  “You’re not quite ready.  So—no.”  He 
started for the door. 

 With a quick hop, I stepped in front of him.  I didn’t know what I was going to do if he was 
going to make a scene of it, he was so big and all, but I was damned if I was gonna get chewed 
out again if I could help it.  I grabbed the doorknob, held the door shut.  “I’m sorry, Father,” I 
told him, “but you can’t leave.”  I wedged myself in front of the knob and leaned against it.  
“You can’t go, Father,” I said again.  Brother Stefan stopped and stared at me blankly, the kind of 
look you might have if you just realized you were just walking round naked or something, and the 
whole world’s pointing, laughing at you.  It’s like what you look like when something wakes you 
up—that was it, I think.  It looked he’d been sleeping the whole time and he’d just woke up. 

 He withdrew his hand, blinked.  “You don’t understand, Jeremy,” he said.  “I’ve got to go.  
It isn’t something you can stop.”  Still, for all that, he looked scared, for some reason—afraid.  
I’d been worried he’d be getting angry, he was so big and all, but he looked more like a toddler, I 
swear to God, he looked so afraid all of a sudden.  Like he couldn’t believe I’d actually stop him, 
like it didn’t fit somewhere—I felt sorta sorry for him.  Hell, I’d wanted to let him out.  But I 
remembered Brother Tartabull, what he’d said about all that I’d been caught hiding—I suppose it 
really didn’t matter at all but I just didn’t want anything more to do with that shit.  

 "No, Father," I said, shoving him back, "you don't seem to get it.  This is my job we're talking 
about.  You're not allowed to leave."  He didn't say anything, and something in me just seemed to 
grow all kinds of hot and stuff, I just let it go: "I dunno why you haven't gotten it by now, Father, 
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'less you're stupid or something, you gotta follow the rules here."  I saw him turning red, getting 
all kinds of angry but I didn't care anymore.  He was acting so goddamned stupid it was 
infuriating.  "I've got to and you've got to, that's just the way it is.  If you weren't so goddamned 
dense, not all worried 'bout God and all that shit—" 

 That was as far as I got.  All of a sudden something in Brother Stefan must have snapped or 
something, 'cause he just stuck his head down, charged me like a bull.  I almost managed to jump 
out of the way, but he caught me with one of his arms, knocked me onto the floor.  He pinioned 
me with his knees—I could barely breathe, he was so freaking heavy.  I wasn't even scared, 
though I guess I shoulda been—I guess he was about to kill me, he looked so goddamned angry 
like his eyes were about to catch on fire.  I guess I didn't even have time to be scared, the way he 
caught me like that.  All I could think about was how slow everything was going—like the world 
slowed down to a breath and nothing was moving but his eyes and hands and— 

 "SHUT UP!" he was screaming.  He had his hands around my throat, was just throwing my 
head up and down.  I swear to God I didn't even feel it, only felt my brain starting to go sorta 
warm and numb and stuff.  "SHUT UP SHUT UP SHUT UP—" and he kept tossing me with 
those big old hands of his.  I was starting to see spots, tried to push him off, couldn't.  
Everything was going red, gray, deep colors; I heard voices shouting around me, felt footsteps on 
my spine, and all of sudden there were hands above me, pulling on Brother Stefan, yanking him 
off me though of course it was so gray and shit that in a moment he was off of me and I when I 
tried to gasp I couldn't even breathe— 

 "Gaaaah!"  I held my throat—it felt like he'd damned near twisted my head off.  I hiccupped 
a little, tried to breathe—it seemed to take forever.  I tried to sit up, saw about five, six men all in 
white—like the kind of suits the staff normally wears but they all seemed a lot brighter for some 
reason—all huddled around Brother Stefan, wrestling him to the floor.  They must have heard 
him yelling, I guess.  I was actually sorta happy to see them, for once, though I wouldn't say so 
again for a million dollars.  I heard Brother Stefan shouting, screaming even: 

 "YOU CAN'T HURT ME!  YOU CAN'T TAKE IT AWAY YOU SONS OF BITCHES!  
GOD DAMN YOU!  GOD DAMN ALL OF YOU—" then one of the staff guys pulled out a 
syringe, stuck it in Brother Stefan's arm with a sudden thrust and Brother Stefan just howled, fell 
silent.  There was a moment of complete quiet, so quiet you could hear the cars outside driving 
past and the wind pushing tin down the alley.  I staggered to my feet.  Will was in the doorway, 
watching. 

 "He tried to leave," I said, coughing.  Will nodded.  He didn't say anything, though, just 
stood there as the orderlies picked Brother Stefan off the floor, carried him to the bed.  "Where 
the hell were you?" 

 "That's none of your business," Will retorted.  "Go get yourself cleaned up."  I stared at him 
incredulously for a moment, trying to figure out if he was serious.  He didn't say anything, 
though.  Fuck everything, I thought.  I turned around and tripped my way downstairs.   

 Brother Tartabull called me down about it, of course—partly to apologize and partly to tell 
me I did the right thing.  It turned out the rest of the staff was on lunch break downstairs, they'd 
run upstairs when they heard the shouting.  I didn't really care, of course, not at that point.  I was 
too damned tired to really pay attention but I remember him telling me they'd take care of 
Brother Stefan and everything.  I didn't know what that meant, didn't care in the least.  He told 
me they'd send Brother Stefan to Westwind, which is this nuthouse down past the river, to find 
out what was wrong with him and get him fixed up.  They were gonna keep him there for a few 
days and then let him back, if it was okay with me, since they didn't really didn't like the idea of 
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having him there at all but they didn't know what else to do, what with him going bonkers and 
all.  I said that was fine, may I please go now?  Brother Tartabull just kinda smiled at me, like he 
was being nice and all, and let me out, all the time telling me I did the right thing and everything 
was gonna be just fine.  He had this smug grin on his face that was just pissing me off but at that 
point all I wanted to do was knock off, get out of there.  So I said goodnight and left. 

 So now the snow's starting back up again and the wind's starting to bite—just like it was last 
night, except tonight I'm walking around in it.  I guess it's kind of stupid, wandering about when 
it's like this—but like I said before there's something there, in my head—like a dream, almost, 
something saying that it'll be worse if I don't.  It doesn't really make sense but that's how it is. 

 I look up ahead.  I can spot the last few streetlamps arching up just down a little further—I’ll 
be on the skirts pretty soon if I keep going.  It seems like the best place to start, I suppose, 
though I've got no idea what the hell I'm doing yet.  It's felt this way for so long—something tells 
me it won't last forever. 

 
 “Hey, son,” a gruff voice said from behind me.  “C’mon in and dry y’self off a bit.”  I spun 

around, saw a thin, wiry man grinning at me over his cigarette, his arms crossed.  He took a quick 
drag, puffed out a ring or two.  “You look right wet,” he observed matter-of-factly, looking me 
up and down.  “Got caught out there, did you?” 

 “Yeah.”  My clothes were sticking to me now, flat and cold against my skin, and I shivered.  
“Stuck, I guess.  Didn’t mean to; it just came down so fast.” 

 “Ayuh.”  The man chuckled.  “That’s the way it happens, I guess.  When the shit comes 
down, it comes down hard, don’t it.”  It had the tone of flat declaration: everybody knows this, son.  
“That's 'bout the only way, ain't it,” he concluded with a huff.  “Doesn't figger out right, though, 
huh?.” 

 “I guess not.”  I shuffled my clothes around to get a better grip: running like that had 
loosened the knots a bit and now anything that I hadn’t tied tight was falling out all over.  The 
man didn’t appear to notice; when I turned to look at him, his eyes were fixed on the sky. 

 “Ayuh.”  A faint smile touched his lips.  “Don’t take no respect to who or what, just lets go, 
I guess.  No propers, o’ nothin’, that’s for damned sure—just up and falls.”  He fell silent for a 
moment, a faint grin touching his lips, then snapped abruptly out of his reverie.  “Lawd,” he 
exclaimed, with mock chagrin, “what manners I got; I ain’t even ‘troduced m’self yet.  Name’s 
Rich—Rich Feingold, but you're welcome to call me whatever.  Known as Fagin, sometimes, 
though I can’t say why.  That's what I get called sometimes, at any rate.”  He stuck out his hand.   

 “How do you do.”  I shifted the clothes around, trying to free an arm, finally succeeded only 
in dropping the whole thing onto the ground.  I shook his hand, feeling pathetic.  Rich laughed. 

 “Looks like you’ve had your share,” he observed with a wink.  He bent down, helped me 
retrieve my clothes from the concrete.  He eyed my rather tattered shirts curiously:  “These look 
more at home on the ground, now, you think?”  He grinned indulgently.  “You might as well go 
naked, kid, but for wearin’ these.  Leastways your skin don’t got nothing growin’ on it.” 

 “I guess."  A shiver rushed up my back.  My shirt was starting to smell rank; Rich was polite 
enough not to notice that.  "I don't—I don't get home much." 

 "Ayuh," Rich said with a slight smirk, "sure don't look it, now.  You've had your share, that's 
for damned sure."  He took a drag on the cigarette, puffed out a ring luxuriously.  He grinned, as 
if embarrassed.  "M' wife don't like it much," he explained sheepishly, "but a man’s got his vices.  
This one’s mine, anyway—hope you don’t mind.”  He chuckled, stabbed the life out of the 
cigarette against the wall.  “Smell something fierce, though, that I’ll grant.  My Mary, she likes to 
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say they smell worse than anything, but I’ll lay she ain’t ever caught wind o’ one o' those damned 
cigars, you know, that smokes up a room s’out so much as a minute.  Can’t stand ‘em, myself.  
They's the goddamned pits, s’far as I’m concerned.”  He eyed me warily.  “You don’t mind, do 
ya?” 

 It took me a minute to figure out what he was talking about.  I shook my head no.  “Can’t 
say that I do, really.”  It was true, I suppose—after a few weeks on the road I guess I'd just gotten 
used to the way things always smelled, whether you liked it or not.  It was still a funny question, 
though. 

 Rich grinned.  "I like your style, kid," he said, with a bit of a chuckle.  "Careful, I like that.  
Gots that diplomatic style, you know—that's handy."  There was a casual tone to his voice—like 
he wouldn't let things get to him, like he was above all that.  It was an empathic nonchalance, if 
you wanted to be perfectly specific about it—something calm, friendly: he seemed to know more 
than he let on, I guess you'd say, but maybe you could trust that.  I relaxed a little.  "You been 
around, I guess?" he asked, suddenly.  "Got out?  Seen the world?" 

 "Yeah."  I shrugged.  "Here and there.  Got tossed around most of the time.  Looks like I’m 
here, for now." 

 “Hah,” Rich grunted, “sure does.”  He pulled his lighter out of his pocket, rolled it between 
his fingers, put it away again.  “Where you headin’ next?  You got that figgered out yet?” 

 I shrugged.  “I dunno.  Home, I guess.”  Then: “It’s the only place I actually kinda miss, now 
that I think about it.” 

 “Yeah, I hear that,” Rich agreed.  “Been gone a while?” 
 “Long enough.”  Though to tell the truth, I didn’t even know about that.  I wasn’t sure 

where home was, let alone when I’d even left it.  If home was what everyone was talking about 
like some sort of paradise, then maybe I’d never been home at all.  No, I thought: I knew where 
home was; that wasn’t the problem.  I just didn’t know how to get back there yet—so it wasn’t 
worth thinking about, not at this point.  I figured I’d end up there, somehow.  “I could use a 
break, though.”   

 Rich grinned at that, and gave me a friendly slap on the back that nearly sent my clothes 
flying out of my arms.  “Hell,” he said, “we’s all been long enough.”  He watched me with some 
concern—I was losing my grip on pretty much everything at the moment; things kept on falling 
out.  “You got all that?” he asked. 

 “Yeah.” I struggled to pick everything up.  “I got it.”  Rich watched me slowly gather the 
rest of it, and, apparently convinced that I could handle everything, leaned against the wall. 

 "Maybe you'll tell us about it."  Rich pulled out another cigarette, toyed with it absently.  
"After dinner, I mean.  We c'n always use a story, round here." 

 "Dinner?"  I wasn't sure if he was kidding or not.  Rich blinked in surprise, nodded. 
 "Why, o' course, dinner," he exclaimed.  He fumbled with the cigarette, stuck it in his mouth 

and lit it.  He puffed sternly for a moment, like he was pondering something.  “Bod’s got to have 
food, right?” he asked through pursed lips.  “So we’s got dinner, o’ course.  You’re welcome to 
stay, if y’ like.”  He added dryly: “Looks like y’could use a bit of it, y’self.” 

 “No, it’s all right,” I said.  “That’d be great: dinner, I mean.  It’s just that—“ 
 “You ain’t used to it,” Rich laughed.  “Course not.  You done had your share, o' course you 

ain’t used to it.  After a while you kinda forget ‘bout things like that—bound to happen.  But 
you’re welcome to stay,” he assured me airily, “s'plenty to go round.  And they’s friendly enough.  
Looks like y’could use a bit of that yourself.” 
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 “I guess I could.”  I shrugged.  “All right—where should I put these?”  I held up the 
remainder of my clothes.  Rich chuckled, shrugged his shoulders. 

 “Bring ‘em in, I guess.”  He took another drag of the cigarette, then flicked it away.  
“Though by the looks of ‘em you might as well leave ‘em outside.”  It took me a second to realize 
he was joking; then he reached over and took hold of a few—I must have looked really pathetic.  
“C’mon,” he told me, turning around, “you c’n help me set up.  Most of ‘em won’t be here for 
‘bout ‘nother hour or so.”  He pushed the door open, sauntered inside, whistling.  I stared after 
him for a moment, gathered up the remainder of my clothes, and then followed after him into 
the shelter. 

 
 I'd guessed wrong about Rich on more than a few things.  He didn't own the shelter, he told 

me: he was just in charge of it—most of the time, anyway.  "Been ‘bout thirty years, last I 
checked," he said.  He was wiping down a table; now he flicked the cloth into a bucket standing 
nearby—clunk.  "Long time, I guess.  Didn’t like it then, o’ course; got stuck with community 
service—this seemed easiest."  He chuckled.  "Stupid thing.  Breaking and entering.  I was a kid, 
what the hell.  So they let me off easy, I guess.  It was either this or the Army." 

 "It's not so bad." 
 "Sure ain't," Rich agreed, with a nod.  "Never cared for the Army, anyway.”  Then: “Don't 

like getting shot at, I reckon.  Throw me that there disinfectant, will ya?" 
 I reached over for the can and handed it to him.  Rich shook it absently, went on: 
 "So Miss Pritchard—she's the one runnin' the place, by the by, though not anymore, 

o’course—my mother knew her, so she calls her up and tells her what I done and asks her to take 
me on.  Else the judge'd hafta find something else, y'see, like a month on the blocks or 
something.  Not that I'd have got that, really, but she figured it'd be easier than anything else, 
working here for a bit."  He popped the lid off the disinfectant, and sprayed the table with 
studied inattention.  “Don’t even know the blocks they got here s'bad as they are down s'where, 
not anymore, but it never hurts t’be safe, understand.  And o’course Miss Pritchard she says yes, 
they’ll take me on, and she fills out all the papers and stuff and down I come.” 

 "So you came." 
 "Actually," Rich corrected, replacing the cap and setting the disinfectant back on the 

counter, "I didn't.  Got about a block away and then I just ran.  I’s scared, I reckon—just ran off, 
didn’t want to come back.  Peace officer had to bring me in, as I recall.  Reckon I wasn't too keen 
on the idea either way, so I figured I'd just not worry 'bout it."  He smirked, picked up another 
towel, started on another table.  "Judge wasn't too happy 'bout it, though.  S'bout your age, if I 
remember aright.  Not much matters when you're that age, I recall."  He eyed me warily, as if for 
verification.  "Know what I’m saying?" 

 "I don’t think so.  I guess I'm not that age anymore." 
 “Ha,” Rich snorted, but his eye was friendly.  “Yeah, that ‘bout figures in your case.  Course 

I don’t know what your case might be but it looks ‘bout right, anyway.”  He squeezed out the 
cloth, wiped his hands clean on his overalls.  It suddenly occurred to me that I hadn't seen 
someone wearing overalls for the longest time—like forever, I guess.  I'd almost figured they 
were something you didn't wear when you grew up—I’d almost figured you were supposed to 
throw them out once you got past puberty or something.  Rich must have noticed me looking a 
little funny because he stopped for a second, asked: 

 "You all right there, son?" 
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 I shook my head, snapped out of it.  "Yeah.  I'm fine."  Rich gave me a worried glance, 
started on another table.  There was just quiet for a moment.  Then, maybe just to say something, I 
asked: "So why'd you stay?"   

 Rich’s smile disappeared.  He shrugged airily: “I dunno: dumb luck, maybe.”  Something in 
the way he said it, though, all said he did know—like he was just buying time or something.  I 
waited for a moment, watching—Rich scraped something off the edge of the table, apparently 
gathering his thoughts. “It was a long time ago, you understand,” he reminded me.  “Damned 
long time ago.  Reason fo' things changes you get older, can't help it.  Like erosion—or rain, o’ 
something." 

 "I see."  Secretly, I was a little disappointed: I didn’t see what there was to hide.  I turned 
away, waited until Rich finally finished with the last table.  He leaned back, grunted loudly with 
satisfaction.   

 "That's done," he said.  He scraped his hands clean.  "Somethin' else to do—dinner, right."  
There was an air of affected distraction when he spoke: like he was trying to play me along, or 
else hold something back.  The way he was suddenly acting like there was something to hide, 
something about it grated on my nerves—not like I was all that eager to know or anything but I 
didn't see that there was anything that important, really.  I didn't think it was that big a deal.  
Maybe that was why.  Rich sauntered past me into the kitchen, an amiable gait—a little too 
casual.  I told myself to shut up: at least I was drying out a little. 

 "Ain't much to do out there, son," he called over his shoulder.  "Leastways, not till they all 
come.  Ain't much good to be standing out there when it’s empty.  C'mon in the kitchen and you 
c'n help me out with dinner.  Always gotta have somethin' to do; bod's just gots to keep busy is 
the natural order o' things.  That’s the way my mother always taught me.  You got a mother, 
son?"  He pottered about the kitchen, like a top dying slowly of inertia.  He finally decided on the 
refrigerator, opened it blithely, almost out of curiosity. 

 "I dunno.  I ought to have." 
 Rich had ducked his head into the fridge; his voice was muffled when he spoke.  "Yeah, that 

sounds bout right in any case."  He as rooting through the meat drawer, pulled out some random 
bits of sausage, pepperoni.  "How 'bout a father?" 

 "Did."  I glared, shifted my gaze.  Rich looked at me curiously, then said: 
 "See, that's what wrong."  He picked up an apron hanging on the hook, put it on.  He looked 

a little ridiculous, such a big man in a little apron, but it fit somehow—not like I could wear one 
myself.  I think it was just that he didn't seem to mind.  "That's what wrong," he said again.  "It's 
all different for the boys.  The girls, they don't hafta worry bout stuff like this, but for the guys it's 
damned different.  They gotta worry." 

 "Worry about what?" 
 "Eh, you'll see," Rich said.  He reached into a cabinet, pulled out a box of noodles.  "Throw 

that into the pot, would ya?  Becky s'posed to be here by now cookin' and all that but she ain't 
here, you can see.  So you're on.  Johnny-on-the-spot, you'd say."  He grinned.  "S'way it 
happened to me, funny.  That’s the way I got started, at any rate." 

 I shook the noodles out, set the pot to the side.  "Rich," I asked, "guys gotta worry about 
what?" 

 "Their fathers, o'course.”  There was a note of surprise in his voice—c’mon, son, don’t kid 
around.  “Boys always gots they fathers, e'en when they's not there, doesn't matter.  Always been 
that way.  Your dad, he a good man?" 

 "I dunno," I said.  "I haven't thought about him lately." 
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 Rich grunted, shook his head like it was tragic.  He reached over, cranked on the heat.  
"Helps if y' turn it on, son.  That's key."  He grinned, turned back to the refrigerator.  "Italian, 
tonight.  Gonna hafta break out those canned meatballs 'n stuff.  Always been partial to that sorta 
stuff, Italian, Greek, all that.  Was where my folks was from, is my guess.  People oughta come 
from there, anyways."  He looked over at me seriously.  "You'll have time 'nough tonight to 
think.  Right now just help me set up.  Damned lot to do, specially without help.  Always too 
damned much and nothing gets done.  So if ya wanna help—“ He let the question dangle.   

 I nodded, sighed silently. It looked like I was stuck, for the moment.  "Sure." 
 "Appreciate it," said Rich, grinning.  "Stairs right behind you.  Go downstairs and get some 

sauce, would ya?  Big ol' cans, can't miss, they’re on the left.  Oughta be setting up dinner half an 
hour, hopefully.  Then we eat, o'course.  After that, well—guess we'll take things as they’ll come.  
Anything be left to tell, well—“ he shrugged— "be told, I reckon." 

 "All right."  I nodded.  Rich returned his attention to the refrigerator, started pulling out 
vegetables.  I found the steps and slipped downstairs with relief. 

  
 The wind's really starting to howl now, really picking up—it rushes past and curls around, 

almost like it knows something.  Times like these you can really start to believe: that maybe if you 
listen close, it'll tell you a secret, that if you stand the right way all that you ever needed to know 
would be right there, breezing right past you.  It never happens that way, though: nothing you 
ever need that bad ever comes that easy. 

 The trains are still running someplace far off; there comes a low whistle every once in a long 
while, and, always a few seconds after, the resigned rumble of the tracks.  Sometimes they're close 
enough that I can feel them through my legs, monstrous and lethal; after hearing them enough 
you want away from them so bad you'll cut through just about anything.  It's even worse in the 
snow, though; if you're not that careful you can end almost right on top of the rails without even 
seeing them at all.  Then all of a sudden you start to fell the ground shake and you listen and 
there it is, that train, and believe me, man, when that happens you just goddamned well book.  
After that happened once or twice I just wanted to steer clear, keep to the roads as much as I 
could.  It's easier this time of night, of course, when nobody's watching; still the drifts come up to 
your waist in some parts and I hafta weave through the middle of the street.  It's a good thing no 
one's gonna drive on a night like this else I'd probably be squashed flat in two seconds.  It's just 
hard to find any place that'll work just right, I guess.  I turn the corner and angle towards the 
bridge. 

 I've been staying at the bridge for the past few nights, ever since Brother Tartabull kicked 
me out—well, not at the bridge exactly, but just underneath it.  It's not warm or anything down 
there, but it does cut down the wind most of the time, and I got myself a nice little nest of 
clothes and soft stuff I just hunker down on top of and make like a bear.  You can barely feel the 
air at all after a while, just you and a pile of dirty shirts.  I don't even mind the smell anymore.  I 
guess there's hobos and such that stay there during the summer months, now that it's cold they 
must have cleared out someplace else—the shelter, maybe.  Hell, I dunno. 

 I'll bet you're wondering why I don't just go back—to the shelter, I mean.  I guess that'd be 
the smart thing to do; looking at what I've got right now I guess I have every reason to go back 
and stay a while, at least ride the storm out.  I’m out here, though, tramping around knee-deep 
through this white shit—you can’t even call it snow anymore, it’s all packed and slushy and 
disgusting—and I don’t even know why.  There's not any one good reason for it that I can think 



Life In Wartime 

 180

of; it's more like a whole combination of feeling—a collective impression, you might say.  But it 
didn't feel right when I was in there, and it still doesn't feel right to go back. 

 I guess from what I've told you so far you might wonder why that is, exactly—I mean, you 
might think Rich was nice enough and there's food and heat there so why the hell can't I just 
swallow my pride for a bit and go back.  But there's something I haven't told you yet: something 
I'm not even sure I can say, nothing that I could name.  But I didn't fit, somehow, when I was 
there.  The first thing I felt when I was in the shelter was this insane urge to keep on moving.  
The whole place stunk of paralysis.  All I could think of was getting out of there, while I still 
could. 

 Because it's not a place that you want to call home; it's not any place that you'd want to stay 
at if you're at the lower end of the stick.  Living down there—getting by—all comes down to 
owing something, and if you sit down long enough you can end up giving your whole self over, 
for warmed-over soup and pre-baked lasagna.  I guess there were some—hell, there were lots, 
come to think of it—that were just happy not giving half a shit, but then I can understand that, 
too.  When you're happy just to be around you're pretty happy you don't have to think about 
anything else—and they’re more than willing to cater to that.  And those that stay, and get stuck, 
it’s because they don’t know any different anymore.  By the time you need to be there, there's 
nothing left to think about but the next time dinner rolls around; they don't even have to think 
about afterward.  When you measure your time like that, you can spend a lot of time not worrying 
about anything but the time, and how it's just cutting by before your eyes, like movie stars in 
magazines. 

 But there were others, I saw—not many, but they were there—drowning their dreams in 
their bowls with every bite they took of noodles and broth, dousing their lives out with regret, 
and they knew it.  They felt the vapors catching them cold, just like I did, creeping up around 
them and searing their lungs shut: and they were always the first ones to leave.  They didn't even 
bother finishing their meals, sometimes—they'd just up and leave. 

 And so there is a reason: you can't simply stop there and take in the atmosphere, you have to 
understand, too—the way charity creeps up around you, and how it kills.  What matters most is if 
you're moving: if you at least know you're getting closer to whatever it is you're looking for, then 
you might survive—but most of them, they’d simply given up the chase, and for all the world 
they might have been dead and gone.  And these, I could tell, they didn’t care at all—I don't 
know what to make of that.  But if you want my opinion, it's not something you can just forget to 
do, so they must have either really tried to forget, or had it ripped away from them.   

 I guess there are some that don't even catch the feeling once their whole damned life, the 
feeling of something greater beneath their feet which keeps them standing, so they don't even 
know what it feels like to lose it at all.  I guess I was one of them, to a point.  But the feeling's 
starting to hit me now, starting to creep up on my mind like death, or sunlight.  Not here, not yet, 
not completely—but it's coming. 

 
 I was telling all of this to Brother Mattheu, a few days before he left; I'm not sure if he'd 

remember any of it.  I doubt it, really—there wasn't ever that much that really stuck to him, 
except for needles, and I don't think anything I ever said was ever so important to him that he'd 
make a point of remembering it.  He was always the type, though, that knows more than they let 
on—you could tell just by the way he'd watch you, like he was watching the way your lips move, 
as if he could learn something different there.  I could never really figure people like that, but 
then Brother Mathieu made sense to me, for some reason.  A few of the orderlies thought that 
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Brother Mathieu was stupid or something, 'cause he hardly ever said anything, but it wasn't that: 
whatever Brother Mathieu thought about, I'd guess it was just too damned important to say it out 
loud.  So talking to him was never particularly exciting, really: just me going off on a tangent and 
him nodding, usually, though even that got pretty rare by the end.  Maybe I didn't hafta tell him 
anything at all; it wasn't like he was gonna learn from me just sitting there blabbing.  That’s not 
just listening, either: you want to learn them, not just hear what they're saying, but why they bother 
saying anything at all.  At least that’s what I think—maybe I just figured it out.  I always missed it 
anyways, but Brother Mathieu seemed to get it. 

 Way back in the day—that is, before the Academy kicked him out of there—Brother 
Mathieu taught Introductory Chemistry and, a little later, freshman-level Biology.  If you ever saw 
Brother Mattheu, you can imagine how that went: this small, doddering sort of man, thin frame 
and horn-rimmed, up against a bunch of body-pierced brats and the encroaching afternoon—he 
was probably bound to lose.  He hung with it, though, for a little while, but they got him in the 
end.  There are a lot of stories about why he got canned, but the one that makes the most sense 
(at least, that's why it gets told the most) is that he had a problem with the curriculum—the way 
things were being taught.  Not just what they were telling kids, but how they were telling.  From 
what I've heard, the Academy told him to stick to the Book in some places, wherever it was 
convenient, and goddamn all the evidence; Brother Mattheu, who'd had a decent college 
education, didn't cotton to that too much.  So he tried fighting them for a while, but of course he 
lost—nothing that big ever breaks down that easy.  By the end of it, Brother Mathieu would just 
sit there with his frogs and formaldehyde and let the kids just wash over him: just too damned 
tired to move.  And finally, one day they just took him out and put him in the Home. 

 They stuck him here—the infirmary, I mean—just after they sent Brother Stefan away.  
None of the doctors knew exactly what was wrong, but all you had to do was look to see 
something was seriously screwed up.  He was milk-pale, gaunt and jutting—those were his 
bones—and his hair was almost completely gone.  The doctors looked him over for a few days 
and finally decided that they'd hafta look at him some more to figure what was ailing him.  They 
never did, of course; the very next week there was this massive flu epidemic and the two or three 
guys they had on staff (not meaning me, of course, since I wasn't medical as they kept reminding 
me, just janitorial) they kept them jumping what with all the hacking and wheezing that was going 
on.  So Brother Mathieu just got set up in a bed and they pretty much just forgot about him for a 
while; and later on, just completely—it would have been tough for even me to notice, if I didn't 
hafta clean up in there all the damned time. 

 Anyway, after the flu passed (I got a dose of it myself, but not too bad) the place was pretty 
quiet.  The months were grinding on towards winter; you could feel the wind biting through your 
jacket and though the snow wasn't quite falling yet, everything was pointing that way: the clouds 
hung a little closer, the air seemed to seep into your skin with still and ice.  People walk a little 
faster this time of year—watching from the infirmary, they didn't move so much as scurry: it was 
even more than that, though, they seemed to blow about with the wind, and at the slightest 
breeze they'd dip and dive like leaves into whatever cracks they could find.  Time changes, too; 
what seems like a second before takes hours in the dying light—everything shifts toward the 
horizon, stretches out in a great yawn of despair, flails helplessly at the darkness creeping in. 

 If you looked outside, down the alleys and the pavement, you could see it; the storefronts 
still as islands, the awnings twisting at the edges, the way the steam lifted off the sidewalk and 
curled into your eyes—the city seemed to move at its own pace, depending on where you were, 
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depending on how you looked.  If you were running, it ran with you; if you held still—which was 
only if you could stand the cold—it barely moved at all. 

 Eventually, of course, I'd just give up looking outside and get back to work, sweeping or 
mopping up or doing whatever stuff they wanted me to do that day, maybe swap a bottle here 
and there or wipe down the counters—mostly just random bullshit to keep me busy.  And there 
would always be a few brothers around that I could talk to every now and then, but mostly I just 
watched: it was like they crawled up here not to talk, but to sink into their beds and give up their 
eyes to the ceiling: here, too, you could feel whatever it was that you didn't want to see outside—
the sense of slow, the feeling that things were bound to stop eventually, that they couldn't just go 
on forever.  I’d try them anyway, say a few words on this and that—at first just to keep myself 
occupied, maybe, but after a bit it just became natural.  Not that they’d ever say anything back, of 
course; and there were a few that were so far gone that you had to wonder what they were even 
doing up here at all.  But that wasn’t the point—trying to get an answer, I mean.  There’s nothing 
that says you always got to get something back. 

 So when I started talking to Brother Mathieu I wasn’t exactly expecting anything earth-
shattering; like the rest of the brothers in there, he never had all that much to say.  But he’d listen, 
I knew: I’d pretty make it all up on the fly, about pretty much anything—the people outside, the 
way they were dressed, stupid stuff like that.  And Brother Mathieu would grunt every now and 
then—maybe just from falling over, but I figured he was actually agreeing with me and I just 
couldn’t understand it.  He’d never just lie there, his fish-eyes half-closed, cast longingly on the 
ceiling plaster, the way all the other Brothers were.  No, his eyes were different: there was a light 
there, a little faint, but you could tell he was awake.  His fingers would move, twitch in time to 
what I was saying.  And we’d go on like this for, I dunno, maybe an hour, or however long it 
took me to finish.  Sometimes I’d hear the staff coming and knew it was time to book—but if 
they didn’t come, I could go on for days, and I don’t think Brother Mathieu would have cared.  

 Before I’d leave, though, he’d always ask me to do him a favor.   
 "Can you turn that switch a little, son," he'd ask me, pointing over to a little plastic knob 

next to his bed.  "Just a little turn." 
 "This?" I'd ask, fingering it a little.  Completely stupid, of course, since I knew damned well 

what he was pointing at.  Just to be sure, maybe.  Brother Mathieu would nod. 
 "That's right," he’d answer serenely.  "Just a little twist." 
 And most of the time, I'd oblige.  I didn't know what the hell it was supposed to do, but I’d 

turn the damned thing anyway.  It didn't matter much to me; and anyway it made my life a lot 
easier when the Brothers they had up there weren't bitching at me for this or for that.  Brother 
Mathieu was never very bitchy or anything, but I figured it was just a preventative measure.  
"There you go," I'd say, most of the time.  Sometimes I’d give it another half a crank just for 
good measure.  "Right as rain." 

 And most of the time, he'd just thank me real quick and go right back to sleep, with this little 
grin on his face, like he'd just pulled a fast one.  He'd turn around to the wall, pull up the covers 
around him; in about a minute or so you could hear him snoring.  He had a funny snore, high-
pitched and wheezy: you could hear it clear across the room. 

 I guess it might have been something to worry about—the way things turned out eventually 
I suppose I should have been worried—but then I always had other stuff to take care of, and none 
of that stuff was really any of my business in the first place.  I guess I learned that: I'd gotten 
pretty used to the staff not telling me doodley-squat, it was just the way things were supposed to 
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go.  It became almost a game, how much I could squeeze out of them before they'd crack.  Will 
was always my favorite for this.  He'd get so damned worked up it was hilarious. 

 "It's nothing," he snapped, when I asked him about the bottles, "just medicine.  If it was 
important for you to know we'd have told you.  Now get back to work."  He turned his back to 
me, started counting out pills.  They'd hand those out later to the brothers, after lunchtime, take 
them into the infirmary and distribute them—almost at random, it seemed.  He'd count them 
out, put them in a cup, and they'd swallow them, no questions asked.  There was a method here, 
too—three pills per cup.  Maybe it didn't matter who got what pill, so long as they swallowed 
something.  Passing the pills around was one of those things only Will was allowed to do, 
apparently; if they ever caught me touching them there'd be hell to pay—at least, that's what Will 
liked to tell me.   

 I considered telling him about Brother Mathieu and asking him what was up with that, but it 
seemed better not to—what he didn't know wouldn't hurt me.  That's how things went, anyway: 
pretty much anything that went wrong in the infirmary they blamed on me, sorta by default.  
Brother Tartabull was always getting on my case.  So I asked: "What kind of medicine?" 

 "Sleep medicine," Will grunted, without turning around.  He kept counting: one-two-three-
scrape.  "It helps them sleep when there are obnoxious buggers like you round here talking all the 
time." 

 "I don't talk all the time." 
 "The hell you don't," Will sneered, turning around briefly to glare at me.  "I thought I told 

you to get back to work." 
 "You might’ve,” I said, “but man, you mean you forgot already?"  I clucked.  “Time to lay 

off on the smack, Willy-boy.” 
 Will scowled.  "Shut up, Jeremy," he warned.  "You've really got a problem.  Some kind of 

psychological disorder; you can't shut up.  You really don't know what's good for you, 
sometimes."  He turned around and faced me square, his hands knotted.  I guess I should have 
been able to tell that he was getting really pissed off but I didn't care. 

 "I'll bet you forget lots of shit," I said.  "Too busy thinking about saving your own ass, that's 
what it is.  I'll bet it's poison you're feeding them, that way they die and it’s one less old geezer to 
sponge off at night.  I'll bet you're just pumping all kinds of bad shit into here, just waiting for us 
all to drop dead.  Just wait till I expose you guys, I swear I’ll get all the papers on your ass.  God, 
when I get out of here I'm gonna sue all of you for all you're worth, you and the rest of you Jesus 
fre—" 

 That's when Will hit me.  I didn't even feel it at first, just heard this slight, flat sound and then 
my head was spinning.  I don't even think he even hit me that hard, really—it was more of a slap, 
really, just really well-aimed—I think it was just the shock.  Like I couldn't believe the bastard 
actually had the balls to do anything like that.  I stared at him, my mind blank. 

 "That's right," Will said icily, but his face was scared, like he wasn’t sure what he’d just done.  
"I told you to shut up.  I swear you've got some kind of problem, Jeremy, about just listening.  It’s 
just talk and talk with you.  I'll hit you again if I have to, do you understand.  I'm sick and tired of 
your bullshit." 

 I rubbed my jaw where it hurt the most.  Sorta throbbing.  It'd be sore, that was for sure.  
"You kiss your mother with those lips?"  

 "Shut up, Jeremy.  You should just shut up.”  He was letting his anger take over; the fear had 
frozen over.  Or do I have to spell it out for you?"  He stepped closer.  "Don't talk.  Do your job.  
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Be quiet.  Keep your head down and everything will be just fine.  We only have problems when 
you open your stupid mouth." 

 I thought about socking him back, a good sucker punch, right then, but I figured it was more 
trouble than it was worth.  I just said: "I hear your mom calling, Will.  She needs her medicine." 

 Will hit me again, a solid cuff right on the nose.  Not straight in, but from the side—it just 
about took my whole damned head off.  I reeled back for a second, stuck my fingers to it to see if 
I was bleeding—yep.  Will pulled me in by my collar. 

 "Listen up," he hissed.  "I've had enough of your bullshit.  I'm sick of it.  So fucking sick of 
it, in fact, I'm this close to getting your stupid ass canned for good." 

 "The hell," I said, a little nasal what with the blood and all.  "You can't fire me.  Only 
Brother Tartabull does that.  And when he finds out about this—" 

 "Brother Tartabull can't stand your bullshit either," Will reminded me, and I shut up.  
"You've been pissing people off left and right since you got here.  You just got a big fucking 
mouth."  His stare turned venomous.  "I know about you, Jeremy.  I've got my eye on you.  
You've been stealing drugs." 

 That got me.  "What?" I asked stupidly.   
 "Don't play around, Jeremy.  You can usually pull off a lot of shit, but acting isn't your bag.  

Drugs, dipshit.  Pills."  He pointed to the counter, where the pills were still sitting.  "I know it's 
you taking them.  There's a few missing every time you come in." 

 "That's crap," I retorted, rather smartly, I might add.  "Give me a drug test and I'll prove it." 
 That seemed to work a little—the evil light in Will’s eyes faded; all that was left was a an 

angry smoldering.  He grinned, though, and I still shivered.  He was hiding something behind 
that smile, and I have to say it freaked me out.  "Just be careful, Jeremy," he said.  "We're 
watching you."  He turned his back to me, returned to the pills.  "As for your nose," he offered, 
"go blow it out in the sink.  I wouldn't go telling anybody about it.  I can get Tartabull on your 
ass so fast he'll kick you out with your head on backwards.  So just shut up and do your job." 

 I felt myself wanting to just clobber him there, to just blind-side him, knock him down and 
start beating the living daylights out of him right there on the floor—and calmed down just like 
that.  I hardly even believe it myself.  There he was, the colossal prick, counting out pills like 
nothing had happened, and my nose going Old Faithful all over my jacket, and suddenly I just 
didn't give a fuck one way or another about it.  Though now that I think about it, I can’t even 
figure why he hit me.  It wasn’t like anything I’d said was so bad; I’d said worse and he hadn’t 
done anything like that—certainly, nobody else had.  It was like he’d been possessed by some 
alternate emotion, like he’d popped out of his own head for a moment and somebody else had 
taken over and started pressing buttons.  I dismissed it out of hand; random shit happens all the 
time and people don’t give a crap one way or the other—it’s just part of the noise you live with. 

Will was right—if I got caught doing anything stupid I was going up the creek.  I went to the 
bathroom and washed myself up.  It took a while—he'd socked me a good one and there was a 
load of snot and blood and stuff that I had to blow out.  By the time I returned to the infirmary, 
it was lunchtime and most of the staff—Will included—were on their break. 

 It was quiet when I walked in: the few brothers still in ward were all pretty out of it—getting 
over the flu, probably.  Every now and then you'd hear them cough a little, sniff dejectedly, but 
usually they didn't quite get over the hum of the radiators, the roll of traffic outside.  Mostly it 
was just a low buzz—the kind of quiet with just enough atmosphere to kill off the ringing in your 
ears, but not much else.   
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 I shut the door behind me quietly.  Not that I was really worried or anything about waking 
the Brothers up—they never woke up, anyway, except to take their meals or their pills or a crap 
or something—I just didn't want any of the staff coming up to check on me while I was up there.   
Now that I think about it, I suppose I could've got in real trouble, if they'd caught me there; they 
only authorized me to be there when they were "supervising," like when they were dispensing 
meds or setting out trays.  I could never figure out why they were so damned paranoid about it, 
but then they'd given me so much flak I'd learned to just let it slide, and not ask too many 
questions. 

 At any rate, I walked into the infirmary a minute later, rubbing the spot where Will had 
clubbed me.  I didn’t even know what I was doing there, really; I’d already cleaned up everything 
so I didn’t really have a good excuse if anybody asked me.  But then no one ever came up, 
anyway—a lot of times, after work, I’d come up and just talk to any of the Brothers that were 
around.  You didn’t talk with them, necessarily, though when you did it was nice enough; usually 
they didn’t even seem to listen, but that didn’t matter all too much.  Mostly it was more 
important to just sit there and keep the conversation going.  You had to figure spending all day in 
a stretcher didn’t do much for their imagination, with nothing but the clouds outside to help 
them drift: so I’d go up there and just ramble.  Maybe it didn’t do anything for them, but I always 
figured they heard me somehow.  I mean, screw whatever Brother Tartabull was thinking—that 
spiritual thing was a crock of shit.  There was nothing spiritual about that place, not if you 
couldn’t talk, if all you could do was lie there and wonder.  Because that was what they were doing.  
You’ve got to wonder, at that point: if you don’t, then you probably never gave a damn in the 
first place.  And with a lot of the Brothers that were up there—lying in their cots, just thinking 
about getting out of that place one way or the other—I guess that was the case, and I didn’t really 
bother with them.  Brother Mathieu, though—I knew he was listening.  At least, I always thought 
he was.   

 I remembered something he'd told me once—we were both actually talking, this time, not 
just me—about what he thought about when he was up here, sometimes all by himself.  He 
might as well have been, I thought: nobody else sure seemed to talk to him.  There could be 
twenty other people in the room and it wouldn't make any difference: they'd let him simmer in 
his little corner all by himself.  They'd done that with Brother Stefan, too, now that I thought 
about it—I guess I'd never really noticed that before.  But the Brothers they sent up here, they 
didn't talk to them at all—the staff, I mean.  It was like they were keeping some kind of zoo.   

 "I don't," he'd replied.  He'd cast his eyes toward the window.  Gray, nondescript sort of day: 
he'd sighed.  Or maybe he was just thinking out loud.  "I don't think much of anything anymore." 

 "But you've got all this time, Father," I said.  "What do you do with it?" 
 "Time?" Brother Mathieu snorted.  "You go crazy, you get enough time.  Think too much."  

He sighed again, turned to look at me.  "Mostly remember," he said.  "I try to remember.  It 
makes me feel better." 

 "Remember what?" I asked.  Brother Mathieu shook his head. 
 "Remember to remember," he said quietly.  "Sometimes I remember and I hold on to it for a 

while.  And then I think.  To do things differently.  Not because I want to.  All the time—" he 
shut his eyes— "bad things." 

 "Bad things?" I asked, but he was already gone.  He was getting spacier back then—every 
time we talked, it was getting shorter.  I was beginning to wonder how much longer he was going 
to hold on—or how long the Home was going to hold on to him.  Maybe forever. 
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 That was the last time I really talked to him, I guess: most of the rest of the time he'd be in 
some sort of daze, but I'd just gotten so used to it I'd always talk to him anyway.  So I'd pull up a 
chair and ask him questions, just as if he could actually hear me.  I think he could—though I 
don't know why he'd actually bother.  It was hard enough for him to stay awake. 

 This time, though, I didn't sit down—something was wrong.  Just looking at him you could 
see something not quite right; you could tell something in the way his hands shook just a little 
more, the translucent film of his skin.  None of it was supposed to be there.  But even that wasn’t 
it—I stared at him a whole minute before I realized what it was: he was sitting stark straight up, 
his back as tall and rigid, and his eyes boring right into mine. I reached down slowly, touched his 
skin, paper-smooth—shivered myself, it felt so cold.  That was particularly screwed up, I thought, 
since they always kept the infirmary so damned cold all the time, but that's just what it was—his 
arms felt like cold jelly, maybe the best way to say it, or fried eggs, days old and congealed.  There 
wasn’t any resistance; you could just push his skin and it’d give, almost like his bones had melted 
into it. 

 “Father,” I said, though I’m not really sure I actually said anything at all.  “Father Mathieu.”  
He didn’t answer, didn’t even look at me.  I guess he wasn’t even looking at me at first, anyway—
something past me.  Then, with a sudden jerk, he stood up out of bed, his eyes still locked onto 
whatever it was he’d been watching before. 

 I tried reaching for his other arm, but couldn’t reach it—I’d hafta lean over, which I couldn’t 
do, what with the tubes and rails and all.  I’d have fallen all over him; now that would’ve been a 
mess.  But I don’t think I’d have done anything to stop him, anyway: my legs felt like they’d 
locked in place; watching him move—like it was unnatural, like each limb had a sort of mind of 
its own, and his back straight as a rod—it kinda creeped me out.  His face was even paler than 
usual; his lips had gone the kind of gray you see in moonlight, the deceptive shade that crosses 
your eyes when you go to sleep.  It wasn’t the color that grabbed me though—it was what they 
were doing. 

 There were words forming there, strange ones bubbling up between those two blighted 
strips of flesh his mouth had become.  They came rapid-fire—disjointed and dismembered; every 
now and then I’d catch a glimpse of something understandable, but it’d disappear, covered up 
again by a silent movement I couldn’t recognize.  It was still strange watching him lay there: his 
hands pleated across his chest, like he’d given himself up to prayer and had just fallen asleep.  But 
he wasn’t asleep—it seemed deeper than that, something altogether much more unlikely. 

 He stalked towards the edge of the bed, rounded the corner.  I think I must have regained 
my senses a bit, because I remember walking up in front of him, sticking my hand on his chest.  
There wasn’t any heat there at all, not even the movement of old blood; he could have been a 
mannequin for all I knew except for the constant push—he hadn’t stopped walking at all, just 
kept going, one foot in front of the other, then it’d slide back along the linoleum. 

 “Father,” I tried again.  “Father, you can’t get up.  You gotta be in bed.  Father.” 
 He didn’t seem to hear me, though, just kept pushing on.  I was about to try again, maybe 

trip him up and catch him, or push him over, when there was the sound of something falling—
heavy and metallic—somewhere behind me.  I panicked, spun around to see, leaning my arms 
back to catch Brother Matthieu if I had to.  I listened: there was nobody there.  I'd thought it 
might have been one of the staff, kicking a bucket over by mistake (I left them out sometimes, 
just because it was easier) but all there was for sound was the rumbling of the el, about a block 
away.  I figured that must have been it. 
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 I looked back.  Brother Mathieu was still asleep, his lips still as ice.  The rest of the Brothers 
hadn't moved at all.  The chair was back against the wall closest to the door, where I'd picked it 
up.  I stared at it a little dumbly for a moment, then started downstairs.  The staff would be done 
with their lunch break in a few minutes and I had to move if I didn't want to get caught. 

 
 They started filing in at about seven-thirty or so. They came in dribs and drabs every few 

minutes, stepping heavy in their raincoats and heaving with the steam of waiting and expectant 
hesitation.  There were hooks on the walls for their coats, lockers and cubbyholes for the boots 
(at least for those that had them).  They pottered around in the lobby for a bit, then, after a few 
minutes, all them wandered to some predestined spot at the tables.  Rich grinned at me as they 
were walking in. 

 "Here they come," he said, "right as the rain.  They's a few s'coming late, seems like, but you 
gotta expect that, what with a day like this, I reckon."  He brushed  his hands clean on his apron.  
"Why don't you help set up the table—there's sumpin’ oughta get done." 

 I nodded.  Rich kept the silverware in trays toward the back of the room; my job—as he'd 
explained—was to wrap everything up in napkins.  It wasn't even really silverware, to tell you the 
truth: just the plastic stuff people swipe out of restaurants.  The napkins were pretty much the 
same way.  All except for the spoons, though—those were actually metal. 

 "It's cheaper," Rich explained when I asked.  "Most folks don't even pay no mind no how 
anyway.  Myself, I just don't like the metal stuff." 

 "Why not?"  
 Rich smirked, considering, then said: "I dunno.  I figure I don't like the taste o' metal in my 

mouth.  Bad taste, can't figure it.  Plus, they hurt my fillings.  Got too many o' those to hearten to 
'em too much, I reckon."  He glanced over at me, watched me fold.  "No no, son," he clucked, 
"you're doin' it all wrong.  Watch me."  I took my hands away, and Rich took over.  "You've got to 
fold it like this, see?  Otherwise they don't stay in.  Roll them up—like so." He held up the 
finished product for me to inspect, then continued folding. 

 "I can finish the rest," I told him.  "It's really no problem." 
 "Naw, don't worry about it none," Rich said.  "Why don't you go sit down, make sure 

people're comfortable.  Tell 'em dinner will be on in 'bout—five minutes, okay?" 
 I shrugged.  "Sure." 
 "There ya are," Rich said with a grin.  He slapped me on the back jovially.  "Get some good 

dinner in ya'll make it all better, you'll see."  He returned his attention to the napkins.  I nodded 
noncommittally, and sat. 

 There were more of them than I’d expected—what with the rain and all you’d think that 
nobody’d show up, even for dinner.  A few volunteers were here, too: mostly kids from the high 
school, looking bored and futile, but every now and then an old lady, one of those Daughters of 
the Revolution types that would soon as lecture you as put a pie down your throat.  None of 
them paid that much attention to me—maybe with my clothes being so ratty and everything they 
figured that I was there for the food, too.  I was sorta glad about that.  I watched them at first as 
they pottered about, the kids wheeling around aimlessly till Rich spotted them; then they’d grin 
like everything was okay and get to mopping or whatever it was he had them do.  Like they really 
got a kick outta doing that kinda stuff—I dunno, maybe they really did.  A few of the boys 
started on this one girl there; she couldn’t have been more than fifteen but she was dressed in 
this tight white T-shirt and she had a set of boobs that beat anything, no kidding.  I kinda looked 
at them, myself, but it didn’t really get me going, to tell you the truth. Not that she wasn’t pretty 
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or anything—but she just had this real dumb way of talking, always throwing in the you knows and 
pretending she actually gave a shit, which you could tell she didn’t.  The old ladies took places 
behind the counter, chirping giddily over this year’s flowers and my how those gas prices are going up, 
ain’t it a shame?  A few clucked with disapproval, with pointed glances at the girl with the boobs; 
one declared loudly that things in this country were going to hell in a hand basket and God help 
us all if the kids she knew didn’t get things turned around. 

 “Nobody has respect anymore,” she observed dryly, and everybody nodded.  Just the old 
ladies, of course—I don’t think anybody else was listening to them, besides me.  "All they do is 
worry about themselves.  No respect for elders anymore.  It's like we don't exist anymore."  
There was a general murmur of agreement.  One lady said that the problem with young people 
these days was that they just didn't have places to go at night, that their homes weren't good and 
clean so of course things were going to hell in a hand basket if the parents weren't going to take 
responsibility, but here we are in no position to help— 

 Then the conversation broke off into a dozen directions and I must have lost the thread of 
things. 

 So I didn’t pay the volunteers too much attention; mostly I watched as the patrons, the 
hungry ones, as they filed in—and read the neglect scrawled across their eyes, the wear of wind 
and rain and paper-sack dreams.  I watched as they took their seats and the kids edged slowly 
away to the corners of the room; as they took their trays and the old ladies suddenly grew silent, 
eyeing them kindly, their faces gleaming with charity.  And I shivered: I wondered if they would 
look at me the same way. 

 “Dinner’s on!” Rich called.  He carried a huge stack of metal pans in his arms, steam lifting 
from them in great gray sheets.  With a hoot he dumped them noisily on the counter; the old 
women tied on their aprons and set to putting the trays in order.  In a few moments they’d 
shaken the foil off and set it to the side; they shook out silver ladles and salad tongs and thrust 
them deep into the pans with unexplained gusto.  Then, everything apparently ready, they stood 
silently behind their posts, eyes at attention, watching Rich for instructions.  Even the high 
school kids were quiet.  Authority was about to speak. 

 "Bow your heads for grace, y'all," Rich said solemnly, and they did, for the most part, a few 
of them crossing themselves cautiously and others just closing their eyes.  The room was 
completely silent, except for the sound of raindrops smacking the sidewalk outside.  I stood in 
the corner and watched: 

 "Lord," Rich intoned gravely, "we all thank ya for this food we's about to eat.  Use it to keep 
us healthy and happy, and let us be grateful for what we've got.  In Jesus name, amen." 

 "Amen," rang the chorus, and suddenly the room was abuzz again, with people jabbering, 
banging silverware and plates together.  A few started a line for the food, their lips set hard and 
silent; others busied themselves with the donated goods: cans of beans, secondhand jackets and 
the like.  The girl with the boobs was stuffing apples into plastic bags; they were for anybody that 
wanted to take them home—though I dunno who'd really care to eat them, they were so damned 
bruised and old and all.  A few of the other kids tried to join in, but then Rich pulled them away, 
saying he needed them in the kitchen: "There's dishes and stuff needs doing," he told them, and 
they stomped sulkily with him through the door.  The old women stirred the trays, chattering as 
busily as before, pausing only to spoon out a plateful of spaghetti or hand out a piece of garlic 
bread or two.  Everything seemed to work with factory efficiency—everyone seemed to know 
their place. 
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 I sat down at a table.  A man in overalls was already busily digging into his lasagna.  He  
looked over at me curiously:  "You gonna eat, kid?" he asked. 

 "I dunno," I told him.  "Not hungry." 
 The man snorted, took a swig of grape juice. "What'd you come 'ere for, then?" he 

wondered.  "Not much of a point if you don't eat, if ya ask me." 
 "I guess not."  I picked up a bundle of silverware, toyed with it absently.  "Just dropping by, 

I guess.  To get out of the rain, mostly."  The man stared at me for a second, as if to see if I was 
being serious, then turned away, chewing thoughtfully.  I was sorta glad. 

 
 Will was noticeably nicer to me for about a week after that; I suppose maybe he figured after 

the treatment he’d been giving me maybe I should get a break—or else he'd got in trouble over 
something else and didn't want me to add to it.  Not that I would have; by that point I didn't 
really give two shits one way or the other.  But it made my life easier, so I guess there were 
benefits.  He must've told the rest of the staff to lay off a bit, because I don't remember talking to 
them at all, not about anything—except for the typical how-do-ya-do bullshit like that.  I guess you 
could say I did my part. 

 I didn't tell anybody about Brother Mathieu, of course: I hadn't exactly forgotten what'd 
happened the last time I’d gotten involved, and this time it almost seemed too crazy to tell 
anybody at all—I didn't think anybody would believe me.  So I just sorta kept my lips shut about 
it: I didn't even tell Brother Mathieu that I’d seen him, not at first.  It seemed best not to take too 
many chances.   

 At night, after work, before I went home, I'd have to lock the place up tighter than a 
cockroach.  That was part of my job—part janitor, part security guard.  Not that any burglar in 
his right mind would really bother to break into a place like the Home; you just had to take one 
look at how it was built to see there wasn't going to be all that much to it, as far as stealing was 
concerned.  It just didn't look glamorous, for one thing: I mean, it might have been absolutely 
spectacular when they built it but nobody had bothered in the meantime to do any fixing-up to 
the place so practically everything was either broken or working hard as hell to get there.  The 
bricks in the walls were cracked and dingy; the plumbing creaked at night and the boiler shook 
the floor every time they turned it on—which was often, especially during cold weather, and what 
with it breaking down all the time there were fissure lines from where the pressure had broken 
through.  And upstairs: the furniture was all second-hand—either donated, or salvaged from 
some dump, and there certainly wasn't anything like a television, or something similarly electric in 
nature, that anybody would want to take.  About the only thing that they did keep new was the 
food, and what precious little they had usually came canned or frozen.  Being cheap, Brother 
Tartabull had told me, was the key to running any business on budget, which is why they couldn't 
afford to pay me much.  Not that I cared, of course: at the time when they took me I just wanted 
some amount of money, so I didn't go hungry. 

 "Well," Brother Tartabull had said, "we can work something out about that.  I'm sure we can 
arrange for you to take your meals here.  They'll deduct  the difference from your paycheck, of 
course."  I'd nodded: sure.  It sounded fine to me. 

 “It won’t be expensive?” I’d asked. 
 Brother Tartabull had coughed, as if the idea were ridiculous.  “No, of course not,” he’d told 

me congenially, “generally an hour’s worth of work will probably suffice, at least before taxes.  
Two, perhaps,” he’d amended, after a moment.  “You are a growing boy.”  And just like that he 
must have thought the matter settled. 
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 So you can see they never really worried too much about money at the Home; I mean there 
was never any real concern that all of a sudden someone'd need to get themselves a Rembrandt 
and there just wouldn't be the cash, so sorry.  Getting by cheap is better than not getting by at all, 
I guess:  and yet you'd figure they could splurge on a few things—like air-conditioning, for 
example.  Still the Brothers never complained—must have built up some sort of tolerance to it 
from living there for so long.  Me, I'd kinda gotten used to smell of fresh air from living 
outside—at least, air that didn't smell cooped up or processed.  It was all a matter of degree. 

 Anyway, after I locked things up and killed the lights—starting upstairs, of course, and 
knocking them down on my way along—I'd head off to sleep.  They'd set a bed up for me 
downstairs (actually the basement) near the storage room, the far side away from the boiler.  It's a 
good thing, too, or else I'd never have got any sleep come October or so, when the cold started 
kicking in: at any rate, it was comfortable enough.  The bed was more of a cot, to tell you the 
truth, and the blankets stunk like day-old barf, but then I'd gotten used to sleeping on benches 
and even the old barfy smell didn't bother me too much by that point.  So it wasn't the Ritz, but 
at least it was warm, and I didn't have to worry about thunderstorms anymore. 

 That night after locking up I stopped by like I always did at Brother Tartabull's office to give 
him a report: did we need traps put out and where, stuff like that.  It never took more than a few 
minutes, which was good because by that time in the night I was always pretty much half-asleep.  
Usually there wasn't all that much to tell him, either; mostly all he'd ask me about was remind me 
to lock the front doors, which I always did, and maybe could I stuff a few more cans of garbage 
into the dumpster outside.  Nothing too high-key, you understand, but it was a pain in the ass 
anyway because you know he could always just as easily ask me to do it in the morning.  I didn't 
complain, though—no energy, else I'd probably have given him a piece of my mind—so I'd nod 
and go off to finish it off, though in a few minutes I'd always be dead on my feet.  A lot of the 
time I'd fall asleep halfway through the job; I'd start myself awake with a can of rat poison in my 
hands and it'd take me a minute or two to remember what the hell was going on. 

 So I guess you could say I was never too enthusiastic about going down there after work—I 
had to go, though; the one night I skipped out on it Brother Tartabull gave me a real chew-out 
the next day, right in front of the whole staff.  He explained to me later that he had to do it that 
way, it was just to enforce discipline and order and all the other kinds of similar bullshit, but I 
told him it was okay.  I suppose I'd have been embarrassed about it if I'd actually given a ratfart 
about what they thought, the staff I mean, but it was kinda aggravating just the same, especially 
since Brother Tartabull had basically threatened to fire me if it happened again.   

 
 He was reading something when I stuck my head through the door, which wasn't too 

unusual—he almost always had his nose buried in some book at this time of the night, like The 
Living Christ or something similar.  You almost never saw him reading the actual Bible outside of 
Mass—he said you had to get outside opinions sometimes to get the whole picture.  "True 
understanding," I heard him tell Will once, "necessarily comes from experience.  Texts like these, 
then, are important—this one—" he'd patted the book in his hand—"is even sanctioned by 
Mother Church."  Will had agreed; he said everybody should read those kind of books, that those 
who just stuck to the Bible, well, their hearts were in the right place but they weren't ever going 
to get anywhere.  "Theological cross-training, that's what it really is," he'd added, and Brother 
Tartabull had laughed, said that was exactly it; that was what he'd been trying to say.  Will was 
always saying stuff like that to him; he made a point of being especially clever whenever Brother 
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Tartabull was around.  He even practiced in front of the staff sometimes, I think just to show off.  
No one ever seemed to notice but me, though. 

 I knocked on the door.  Brother Tartabull looked up with a start, slammed the book shut.  
"Who's there?" he demanded. 

 "It's Jeremy," I said.  I leaned in a little more so he could see me.  "I'm done locking up.  
Gonna hit the sack now, if that's all right." 

 Brother Tartabull pushed the book to the side, seemed to consider it for a moment: like 
there was actually a decision to be made here.  "You've taken care of everything?" he asked.  "The 
lights upstairs, for example?" 

 "Got those." 
 "I see."  He pushed his glasses up onto his nose.  "And I presume—ah—that the doors are 

properly—secured?"  He peered at me, his eyes large and accusing through the spectacles.  "Last 
night I found a window open.  That's—ah, unacceptable, I'm afraid.  We've had insect 
infestations start that way in the past."   

 Then close them yourself, asshole, I thought.  What I said, though, was: "I'll be more careful next 
time."  Then, to sweeten it a little: "I'm sorry." 

 Brother Tartabull grimaced.  "Yes, I'm sure you're reformed," he said, his teeth gritted, "but 
my primary concern at the moment is—well, the present situation, isn't it?  Is everything secure?" 

 "Yes," I answered, "everything's secured.  I can go back and check if you'd like." 
 "No," Brother Tartabull replied," that's not—ah, necessary."  For a moment I was thinking 

he'd actually believed me, until he said: "I can go check them myself later on tonight."  He started 
shuffling some papers that were scattered around his desk.  I stood there for a minute, just 
watching, then finally asked him: 

 "So it's okay if I go, right?"  Brother Tartabull startled—I guess he must've forgotten that I 
was there.  He stared at me as if I'd asked him to marry me or something.  "I mean, I am kinda 
tired and I was kinda hoping—" 

 "Well—" Brother Tartabull cut me off— "there was actually something I wanted your help 
with.  Your opinion, really."  He was talking really low all of a sudden, almost a murmur; I could 
barely hear him.  "Would you mind?" 

 I kinda just stood there, feeling really dumb.  I really didn't know what to say.  "Um—well, 
sure, what is it, Father?"  I was half-expecting him to as me to do something crazy, or really 
illegal—maybe steal a car or something—he was being so damned secretive and all.  

 "Just step inside for a moment," he said, and I did.  "Close the door behind you, if you don’t 
mind."  I turned around and shut it quietly.  Brother Tartabull finished with the papers, arranged 
them neatly in a small pile.  He folded his hands on the desk. 

 "Do you want me to sit down?" I asked.  Brother Tartabull shook his head.   
 "No, that's all right," he said, looking at something over my shoulder.  "This—ah—well, this 

shouldn't take very long."  He paused, glanced at his watch.  "Then again, you might care to sit 
down for a bit.  You do seem a little—weary." 

 "Okay."  I pulled up the wooden chair, and sat.  Brother Tartabull glanced curiously at me. 
 "You do insist upon that chair, I observe," he said.  "May I ask why?" 
 I shrugged.  "More comfortable, I guess."  Brother Tartabull furrowed his brow, as if the 

idea perplexed him, then shook his head: never mind. 
 "I must first caution you that what I am about to tell you—" he leaned forward across the 

desk— "should be kept in the—ah—strictest confidence."  He brought his voice to a 
conspiratorial murmur.  "There's nothing exactly wrong, you understand," he assured me, "but the 
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situation is still rather—delicate.  The Academy Board might take a severe view of our current 
circumstances." 

 I nodded: still I didn't think anything could be that important.  Why was he telling me this, I 
wondered to myself.  "Um.  I understand.  I guess." 

 "There has been a considerable rise in expenditures over the past few months and—" he 
paused, considering a phrase—"ah, the Home is well over its budgeted funds.  In the red, if you 
will.  We—by this I mean myself and a few other of the Brothers here—ah, are considering 
several methods of raising cash." 

 "Okay."  I still didn't see what this had to do with me. 
 "It's been necessary to cut a few corners, you understand.  I assume you must have heard of 

some of the staff talking about this." 
 I considered telling him the truth, that no one on the staff talked to me very much anyway, 

and the stuff they did generally talk about would probably give him the heebs.  I'd heard one of 
them complaining out loud that she wasn't getting the raise she'd been due since last year, but 
since she’d also gone on to say some nasty shit about Brother Tartabull, I didn’t think Brother 
Tartabull needed to know that.  Besides, she’d already quit a week before, just took off one day 
and didn’t come back.  "Yeah, sure." 

 "Let me assure you," Brother Tartabull said, "that the cuts have not been unilaterally made.  
There were some—very difficult decisions."  He pulled out a sheet of paper, seemed to consult it 
briefly before handing it over to me.  "These are a few of the cuts.  You can see we've tried to 
keep it fair." 

 I scanned the paper, a confused mass of numbers, tumbling over the margins: it was 
impossible to make anything out.  I nodded like it was perfectly clear.  "Yeah, I get that." 

 "You can see that we've had to cut spending on several items—even some otherwise critical 
ones.  Food stores, for example.  And medications." 

 I pretended to look.  "Oh, yeah," I said.  "I see that." 
 "There are several ideas we've been considering—to raise cash, of course— among which is 

to auction off some valuable Academy heirlooms.  Some of them we've been keeping in the 
basement for years.  Some of the older instruments—they’re almost like relics now, quite 
valuable." 

 "You've got stuff in the basement?" I asked.  That was news to me. 
 Brother Tartabull chuckled congenially.  "Why, of course we do," he told me, "why else do 

you think we have you sleep down there?  It's written in your job description—you function as a 
burglar alarm, of sorts."  He leaned back in his chair, pulled out a pipe.  He started to fill it as he 
spoke: "They're kept in a storage closet behind the boiler.  We keep a padlock on the door, of 
course, to keep anybody from getting in there.  The key we’ve got over at the Academy.  And in 
my office, of course.”  He smiled congenially.  "I've got it in a drawer someplace—haven't had to 
use it in a while, you see.  By the way, I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that this—ah, proposal—
“he paused to straighten his collar—“was intended to be completely confidential."   

 "Okay."  I still felt a little confused.  
 "The point is," Brother Tartabull continued, "we've been trying to make as many cuts as 

possible without sacrificing our quality of care—which is our top priority, of course.  You can see 
that pretty easily from this sheet.  What you don't see is how hard those decisions were to make."  
Brother Tartabull sighed.  "It was really hard, having to decide whether or not to let some people 
go." 

 So that was what this was about.  "Yeah.  I can imagine." 
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 Brother Tartabull smiled at me charitably, like he knew exactly what I was thinking.  "Oh, we 
haven't actually made the cuts yet, of course," he said, "rather, we're still knee-deep in the process.  
We won't be able to figure this out for a few weeks, till the new budget comes in—maybe even a 
couple of months." 

 That was good, I thought: at least I could go look for a job in the meantime.  Not that it 
made it any easier.  "So—you're telling me this because—" 

 "We need your help, Jeremy," Brother Tartabull said.  "We need you to help identify areas 
that might be—ah, overly expensive.  Along with everybody else, of course.  I'm doing my part." 

 "Overly expensive?" 
 "Wasting money, in other words.  Anything you see that could be costing us excessively."  

Brother Tartabull checked things off on his fingers.  "Open windows, for example—we lose a lot 
of heat that way.  Then there's water leakage.  Rodents in the storage cabinet."  He eyed me 
critically.  "You're going to have to start laying out traps for them, Jeremy.  They're chewing into 
the food stores.  They also leave their droppings all over the floor—I'm surprised you haven't 
noticed." 

 "I usually don't go into the storage room.  Will says I'm not allowed."  That and I hadn’t 
seen either hide or hair of any damned old rat.  Bud I didn’t say so. 

 "Hm."  Brother Tartabull grunted.  "Well, you are now, at least.  I want those traps laid out by 
tomorrow evening." 

 "Okay."  I kinda made a mental note.  Brother Tartabull nodded.   
 "Clean up those droppings, too, while you're down there," he said.  "Make that your top 

priority.  If there's any of God's creatures I can't stand, it's rats."  He made a face, almost seemed 
to shudder, then regained himself.  He continued: "In addition to these—projects, ah, there is one 
area that I'd thought of in particular.  A rather worrisome subject." 

 I waited.  I didn’t know what to say. 
 "We've noticed the outlay of certain medications has increased beyond—ah, what should 

normally be expected.  Specifically, painkillers." 
 "Painkillers?" 
 “They’re allocated according to special prescription,” Brother Tartabull said, “like almost all 

the drugs we stock here.  We typically have no use for them—they are simply a last resort for 
those Brothers whose pain has exceeded the, ah, well—the capabilities of their faith.” 

 “Okay.”  I still didn’t see what he wanted me to do about it.  “So—you think someone’s been 
double-dipping.” 

 Brother Tartabull gave me a quizzical stare.  “Double-dipping?” 
 “Taking a little extra, I mean.” 
 Brother Tartabull nodded, his eyes leveling on mine.  “Outright stealing is a better way of 

putting it.  These medications, I’ll have you know, are prohibitively expensive—especially on the 
shoestring budget we have to operate on here.  We can’t afford to—ah, support somebody’s drug 
habit.”  His stare grew icy.  “Whoever the culprit is, he’s doing nobody any favors—certainly not 
himself, anyway.” 

 It was pretty obvious what he thought.  “You think it was me.” 
 Brother Tartabull chuckled, but kept his eyes on me.  Maybe he was expecting me to jump 

out of the chair and start running, or something.  He was silent for a moment, then said: “No, of 
course not.  We don’t know who to suspect, at this point.” 

“But you were thinking I did it.” 
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 He glared at me.  “The thought had crossed our minds,” he conceded with a sneer, “but we 
decided—to discount the possibility.  It seemed a little unlikely that you'd risk your job for such a 
fleeting pleasure.  If it can rightly be called that."  He sighed, as if he regretted it.  "Brother 
Jennings seems to rate your character rather highly."  He drummed his fingers on the desk. 

 "Oh."  I shrugged.  "So I guess I'm off the hook." 
 "It's not quite that easy," Brother Tartabull replied.  "This situation must be remedied, one 

way or another.  The cost of the extra medications is currently running us close to a two hundred 
dollars a week.  Furthermore, it is taxing on the minds of our residents and staff—to know that 
one of us has betrayed the collective trust.  This must not be allowed to continue."  He drummed 
his fingers on the desk, straightened his shoulders, and stood up.  He paced: "I've already 
instructed the staff to watch for any—ah, suspicious activities.  I’d advise you to do the same.  
It’s in everyone’s best interest that we put an end to this.” 

 "Um.  Sure."  I guess that sounded easy enough.  "Anything suspicious, sure." 
 Brother Tartabull rubbed his eyes, almost like he was tired.  He leaned against the desk, 

gazed at me intently.  He didn't say anything for a moment—just stared at me so hard it was all I 
could do just to look away.  It was like he was gonna make a pass at me, I swear.  Finally, he 
stood up again, turned away.  He said: "And you don't know anything." 

 I shook my head, smirked.  "No sir.  Not one."  Which was pretty much true.  Brother 
Tartabull sighed, said: 

 "That's all for now, then."  He turned around to face me again.   "You may leave." 
 I nodded, and started for the door.  Before I could leave, though I felt Brother Tartabull put 

his hand on my shoulder.  I shivered without even thinking about it.  What he said really 
surprised me: 

 “I know we’ve been really hard on you, Jeremy, and I’m sorry.”  He patted me on the back.  
"Times have been tough lately, and I know you've had to shoulder a lot of the responsibility.  Just 
keep your head down and things will turn out all right."  He patted me again.  "Don't worry 
about those traps," he said, "I'll take care of them for you." 

 I turned around, my eyes caged.  "You sure." 
 Brother Tartabull nodded.  "Of course.  Don't worry about it." 
 "All right."  He was trying awfully hard to be nice all of a sudden.  "Thanks, I guess." 
 "Goodnight, Jeremy," Brother Tartabull said.  He shut the door quietly; there was a click as 

the lock caught, slid home.  I shivered again, then started downstairs to go to bed.   
  
 Things rarely ever get so bad that it happens, of course: but I’ve always figured the worst 

that can happen to you is getting so sure of yourself that you stop wondering entirely about the 
way your life is going, and about the way things ought to be.  Like you don't even have to look up 
anymore to know what's ahead, but you can feel your way along, moment by moment, without 
even noticing the time go by.  No, not the time, not exactly—but rather the moments themselves 
creep by like a syndrome; they sparkle and fade, faces in the crowd, bustling by as if you always 
meant to write them in.  And it's not that you've lost the thread—it's something worse than that.  
After too long the thread becomes your life, and you've forgotten about the world beyond its meager 
edges.  And then you fall into line with it, grasping so hard that you forget it’s even there, and you 
end up selling your soul just to get it back.  And one morning it begins: a numbness to effect, 
your mind blind outside the context you’ve dug for yourself—but maybe the worst is that you 
dread, deep inside your mind, that you'll end up playing your own self for the fool.   
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 Because it’s not just the thread, the storyline, that matters; the path you follow isn’t as 
important as you think.  I'd gotten so wrapped up in keeping close to what I knew, so afraid of 
straying from the line to which I'd become resigned, that even when I started up with this the 
only definitions I knew were the ones I'd drawn from without: those constants that give 
themselves away by their names, and persist despite your best efforts.   

 The constants that matter aren't those, necessarily—though you've got to use them to start, 
to give yourself a basis, and a framework to work from—the object isn't to stick with them, but 
strike out on your own, to draw your own conclusions from within, and build a truth out from 
the pack of lies that eventually becomes your life.  Don't let anybody tell you different: in the end, 
nothing matters but what you've found out for yourself.  That, and your reasons for starting.  But 
sometimes you forget one or the other. 

 Don't let me fool you—there's the getting by to worry about, too, and all the other things 
that help you carry yourself along.  But in the end, they're not worth it, not unless you close your 
eyes, and tell yourself what's true: not unless you close your eyes and see what things really mean.   

 
 I forget how long dinner actually lasted—maybe an hour or more.  Time tolls slowly when 

you don’t eat—around dinner, I mean—and for all I know it could have been my mind playing 
tricks on me.  That was probably it: you get into the kind of mood where little things start 
ganging up on your senses, and it’s feels like hours while you’re just sitting there and waiting.  
The small habits people develop, the way they chew or jaw their food when they talk, all start to 
play on your nerves, and piss you off.  It’s not manners: more of a general irritation at the way the 
situation fails to improve. 

 Not that I was being held against my will or anything; and I suppose it was my own dumb 
fault for not eating something when Rich told me to.  And it wasn’t like I wasn’t hungry or 
anything—because I was, believe me—but it didn’t feel right taking food from them.  I wasn’t 
being a snob or anything, like I was proud, don’t read it that way—but it wasn’t my decision to 
make.  It wasn’t even Rich’s, though of course he was offering the whole damned time.   

 “Take at least a sandwich, son,” he told me.  It must have been the fourth or fifth time that 
he’d said it.  “Food ain’t gonna get any younger just sittin’ there.”  When I just shook my head (as 
polite as I could, seeing as how he was just getting kinda annoying by now) he pulled out a 
sandwich from the counter and set it before me anyway.  “It’s good stuff, son,” he clucked.  
“Take at least a bite or two.” 

 I stared at the sandwich.  They'd all been left out for a while now, so the edges were kinda 
droopy and the lettuce in the middle was turning a little brown from waiting.  The meat—roast 
beef, evidently—was that pasteurized cold-cut kind, the one with about a billion different 
chemicals in it so it never goes bad.  I suppose I would have taken a bite of it if the girl with the 
boobs hadn't come over at that moment.  She must have noticed me watching her because she 
barely even looked at me and crossed her arms.  When Rich didn't notice her, she reached up and 
tapped him on the shoulder. 

 "There's a problem," she said, "in the kitchen." 
 Rich eyed her with surprise.  "Kitchen?" he asked her.  The girl with the boobs just 

shrugged, pointed over to the counter.  An elderly man—one of the volunteers from the 
retirement village—was teetering dangerously underneath a massive tower of pots and pans.  He 
finally collapsed, a giant plume of tomato sauce following him to earth, almost with triumph.  A 
line of bottles that had been resting on the counter now rolled lazily on their sides; a few tottered 
along the edge for a moment or two before gravity took them and they toppled over.  There was 
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a moment of utter silence as everybody looked up from their meals and conversations to see.  
Then the room was abuzz again, clamoring voices and cutlery, as everybody got back to what 
they were doing.   

 Rich watched everything in apparent dismay and sighed.  The girl with the boobs clicked her 
tongue: I told you so.  Rich shook his head, said to her: "I'll take care o' it.  Why don't you go get 
y'self some dinner." 

 The girl shrugged.  "Ate already." 
 Rich nodded, bit his lip as if frustrated, and stalked grumbling away into the kitchen.  A 

moment later you could hear him calling away again, whistling cheerily and stacking the pots in 
the sink with gusto like nothing at all had happened.  The old man had picked himself off the 
ground—only a little worse for the wear, though bloodied now, with meat sauce and canola oil.  
The girl with the boobs was sitting in the corner, poring through a magazine with an air of 
complete disinterest.  She glanced up at me once, just long enough to wrinkle her nose for me to 
see.  Then she lit a cigarette and returned her attention to the magazine.  I was about to find 
myself a nice little corner or something to just sit down in and disappear for a while when I felt a 
tug on my jacket sleeve.  I looked down and saw a boy—he couldn't have been any older than six 
or seven—peering up at me curiously.   

 "Hey there," I said, trying to smile a little.  He didn't smile back, though: just kinda stared.  I 
guess I must have looked a little surprised.  I tried again.  "You here all by yourself?" 

 He shook his head, pointed across the table.  A heavyset woman was laughing at 
something—a joke, maybe, except that she was pointing at something down a ways on the table.  
I looked, didn't really see anything.  Then suddenly, a man jumped up from his seat with a yell, 
holding his nose in a napkin.  The woman guffawed.  The man bolted from his chair, blood 
trickling down one side of his face, and ran out the door.  The other diners watched after him for 
a second, then starting helping themselves to his leftover spaghetti.  The woman kept laughing 
and slapped her knees, saying don't that beat all and (with some obvious difficulty) choking back 
tears.  Her breasts shook with helpless convulsions of ain't that rich and shit I’m gonna laugh my ass 
off, oh my gentle Jesus.  I felt a tug on my sleeve again: the kid, still waiting.  I smiled back at him, all 
friendly.  I thought it'd be better this time, but I guess I was wrong.  He didn't seem to care one 
way or the other. 

 "Is she your mom?" I asked.  The kid nodded.  "She sure thinks something's funny."  Not 
that I knew what it was, of course. 

 The kid suddenly put his eyes to the floor, shook his head.  "It ain't funny," was all he said.  I 
watched him closely, not really sure what to say.   

 "Hey," I said, after a moment, "why don't you tell me your name.  Mine's Jeremy."  I stuck 
out my hand.  The kid stared at it blankly, then looked back at me with frank, unblinking eyes.   

 "You gonna eat that?" he asked, pointing at the sandwich.   
 I was a little taken aback.  "Um—no," I said.  I picked up the plate with the sandwich on it 

and offered it to him.  "Here, you can have it.  I wasn't gonna eat it." 
 The kid shook his head, took a step back.  "It ain't funny o' nothin'," he asked cautiously.  "I 

ain't eatin' no funny shit like that."   
 "Um—no, it isn't funny."  I decided to show him.  "Here," I said, "watch."  I took a chunk 

of the roast beef, stuck it in my mouth and chewed.   "Good stuff."  I swallowed, offered the 
sandwich again.  "Go on, take it." 
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 The kid eyed me warily for a second, and then grabbed the plate out off my hands.  "You c'n 
have this," he said, throwing the rest of the beef on the table.  "I don't like it none."  And like a 
flash, he ran off and was gone, through the doors and back out into the rain. 

 
 I actually didn’t see Brother Mathieu for the next few days—I didn’t even step a foot 

upstairs till the end of the week, what with Will running me around on errands the whole time.  
He was being a lot nicer, now—well, maybe not nice, exactly, just less of a general prick—but I 
couldn’t help thinking it was intentional, it was just their way of keeping me out of there.  They 
might’ve thought it really was me, sneaking the medicine out; but then Will told me that they’d 
finished putting the new locks on the cabinets and people were allowed back in the infirmary 
again.  The general cases, he meant.   

 “We kicked everybody out but the emergency cases,” he told me, “the absolute worst ones.  
Brother Lukas, for example, he’s got pneumonia.  Couldn’t move him.  And Brother Jakub, his 
emphysema’s acting up again.  He was spitting up all week.” 

 “Why’d you hafta kick them out?” 
 “Cause they were in the way,” Will replied, as if it were perfectly obvious.  “Besides, Brother 

Tartabull thought that with all noise they’d be better off moved than if they’d just sat around and 
watched—better for their health, you know.” 

 Even the way he said it made him sound full of shit, of course, but I just nodded.  “That’s 
cool,” I said.  “The cabinets look nice,” I lied. 

 Will turned around to look.  “Yes, they do,” he agreed.  “New locks and everything.  Even 
the hinges are different.”  He looked at me again, eyeing me carefully.  “Brother Tartabull did—
um, he talked to you?” 

 “Um.  Yeah.” 
 “I suppose he spoke to you about the problem.” 
 “Yeah.” 
 An expression of concern flashed briefly across Will’s face.  “It wasn’t me, Jeremy,” he said.  

“I didn’t tell him; he must have found out by himself.  If you’re in trouble—“ 
 I shook my head.  “I’m not.  Forget about it.” 
 Will stopped in mid-sentence.  “You’re—not in trouble?”  It sounded like he was trying very 

hard not to be disgusted.  “Oh—well, that’s—that’s good.” 
 “Yeah.”  I shrugged.  “He just said to make sure the cabinets were closed.  And watch the 

medicine.  But I don’t think that’ll be a problem.” 
 “Of course not,” Will said, regaining his composure.  He clapped me on the shoulder.  “I 

think you’re getting the hang of it, Jeremy.  Just follow along, keep everything in order.  Then 
we’ll be fine.” 

 I nodded, smiled over my gritting teeth.  “Sure thing.” 
 “Great.  Oh, and one more thing—“ Will pointed to the mop in the corner—“there’s a lot 

of dust and crap on the floor we didn’t have time to get rid of before.  Would you—“ he gave me 
a questioning look. 

 “Yeah,” I said, “sure.”  Will gave me a friendly grin, then walked off to talk to one of the 
nurses, one of them about my age named Teresa, with real long brown hair and these huge dark 
eyes.  She was about the only pretty one in there, and one of the only people on staff that didn’t 
piss me off, though she never talked to me, of course.  Will was always hitting on her; he’d 
swagger over and Teresa would smile like he was being an ass—which he was, of course.  It made 



Life In Wartime 

 198

me wanna punch him.  Not just because he was being such an ass—mostly it was because it just 
offended the hell out of me.   

 Anyway, I turned around, headed back into the infirmary to clean up, like Will had said.  The 
mop was in the corner, along with a bucket of suds, cold and gray and dank.  I slid the mop into 
the bucket, wrung it out with a wince, and started mopping. 

 I’d been mopping for about a minute or two when I looked up, took a glance towards the 
window.  I didn’t notice anything at first, just that something felt a little strange.  Then I saw it, 
out of the corner of my eye, and I froze. 

 Father Mathieu was sitting stark straight up in bed again, his eyes boring straight into the 
wall—maybe not the wall, exactly, but I couldn’t tell just where he was looking just by watching 
him.  There was a glare from the window so bad that I had to squint at first, but when my eyes 
adjusted I saw his gaze had shifted—not just through me, but past me.  That didn’t matter, not 
really; once you saw that shock of hair and the way his back didn’t even arch, just shot straight up 
like a ruler, you half expected his head to start spinning around like a propeller, or something 
appropriate.   

  He got out of bed again, swinging his legs off the side and landing with a soft thump as his 
feet touched the linoleum.  Then he started walking—that same, stiff pace, plodding patiently 
forward with inhuman rigidity.  He didn’t seem to have even noticed me watching him—either 
that, or he didn’t care.  I stepped gingerly out of the way as he paced slowly past me, towards the 
medicine cabinet.  His hands worried about the lock for a moment, and then he stopped.   

 “Pap,” I heard him say.  It was soft, almost a murmur.  “I want me pap.”  He leaned his 
hands against the glass of the cabinet.  “Pap,” he said again. 

 I started to reach for him but then he turned around, suddenly, almost bounding on me.  He 
fixed his eyes on mine.  “I want me pap,” he said again. 

 “Father,” I said, “hey.  What is it you want?”  I waved my hands in front of his eyes.  He just 
kept walking towards me.  I started to back away.  “Father,” I tried again.  “Father, can you hear 
me?  It’s Jeremy, Father.  You there?” 

 Father Mathieu didn’t even look like he’d heard me, only kept walking towards me, if you 
could call it walking.  I kept backpacing, tripped over a stool and fell down backwards on my ass.  
He kept walking. 

 “Gimme my pap,” he said again.  He bent over, reached down, grabbed my shirt, and 
bunched it up in his bony fists.  “I want me pap.” 

 I started to get a little nervous.  “Will?” I called.  “Will, you there?”  No answer.  I looked 
back at Brother Mathieu; he was almost on top of me now.  “Father, I—“ 

 Then with a heave, he pulled me to my feet, stood me up.  He didn’t let go, though, just kept 
staring at me.  “Open the cabinet,” he said.  “Open it.” 

 “Father—“ I croaked, but then I felt his grip get tighter, felt him yank me forward and in a 
second I was dangling in the air, a good foot off the ground.  I didn’t even know Brother 
Mathieu could even lift his silverware.  Now I was getting just a little scared.  “Will!” I yelled.  
“Will you wanna gimme a hand here—“ 

 Will’s voice, obviously annoyed, drawled in through the door: “In a minute, Jeremy, in a 
minute.” 

 “Will I don’t think I have a fucking minute—“ I yelled but then I felt Brother Mathieu’s grip 
tighten even more, he was starting to shake me— 

 “I WANT ME PAP!” he shouted.  “I WANT IT NOW ME PAP I WANT IT NOW—” He 
was shaking me even harder now.  “GIVE ME MY PAP—“ 
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 “I don’t have your fucking PAP!” I spat.  “Will!” I screamed.  “Any time now—“ 
 Will burst in through the door; even as Brother Mathieu was shaking me I saw that his hair 

was disheveled, his face red as a beet.  “Jesus,” I heard him say, “what in the hell is going on in 
here—“  

 And then he stopped dead in his tracks. 
 “Oh Jesus,” he said again, “what the hell—“   
 “ME PAP!” Brother Mathieu roared.  He let go, suddenly, and I fell to the floor, cracking 

myself a good one on the knees.  Brother Mathieu rushed at Will, practically would have jumped 
on him, if it weren’t for the strange way his legs seemed to have locked in place.  Will’s face was 
froze in terrified, confused glaze, which might have been funny if it Brother Mathieu hadn’t been 
trying to kill him.  I dunno if that was what he was trying to do, but then I really didn’t know—I 
figured he’d been trying to kill me, anyway.  But there was something else in the look which 
Brother Mathieu had that fixed Will in his place, like the gleaming light from the window had 
suddenly taken on all the force of a freight train, and he just stood there as Brother Mathieu 
rushed out with his hands outstretched, to strangle him, or worse. 

 I figured the instant Brother Mathieu landed on Will he’d pick him up and start shaking him 
like a rag doll the way he’d done me, but what he did do, instead, caught me completely off: he let 
go of Will and ran back to the cabinet, something shiny glittering in his hand.   

 I looked at Will, who lay panting on the floor, and back at Brother Mathieu, who’d finally 
succeeded in jimmying the cabinet open and was busily cracking the lids off of every bottle of 
pills on the shelves.  He dashed the pills down, a handful at a time, swallowing them with 
tremendous urgency.    

 “Stop—“ I heard Will mutter, lifting himself slowly back up to his feet.  “Stop it—“ 
 About then I figured I would just get the hell out of there when the rest of the staff came 

barreling in through the door, a lot of them tripping over Will as they came in.  They must have 
heard the racket we were making from downstairs—there were even a few hold-overs from the 
early shift that I’d never seen before.  The ones that didn’t fall all over Will quickly grabbed 
Brother Mathieu by the wrists and wrestled him to the bed.  I saw one grab a syringe out of the 
cabinet and fill it with tranquilizer. 

 “No!” I shouted.  I jumped to grab the nurse’s arm, pull it away.  He eyed me with contempt, 
and pushed me aside.  I pulled him back, trying to explain.  “He’s already doped up, don’t you 
see; he already took everything in the whole damned cabinet you’re gonna hafta pump out his 
stomach or something—“ I dunno how much longer I babbled but it finally seemed to sink in 
after a moment; he lowered the needle slowly, trying hard to avoid poking anyone in the 
formidable tussle at the foot of the bed.  He had just turned to return the syringe to cabinet when 
there was a loud howl and he stopped, froze in place. 

 I’m not really sure how he managed it, but the very next instant Brother Mathieu had broken 
free of his captors and leapt to his feet.  He dashed for the syringe and wrenched it from the 
nurse’s grip with a shout of triumph.  “Me pap!” he exclaimed, apparently elated.  He tried 
furiously to work off the cap from the needle, and then—failing that—broke the tip off with a 
snarl and savagely jammed the syringe deep into his thigh, a look of relief spreading over his 
ashen face.  Then the staff swarmed over him again, and he disappeared under a sea of white 
coats. 

 Will had already gotten up and was busily dusting himself off.  He straightened his coat 
importantly when he saw me watching him, tucked his shirt back in as neatly as he could (Brother 
Mathieu had pulled most of it out of place when he’d grabbed him).  There was a slight cough 
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from the hallway and we both looked up.  Teresa was watching from the hallway, her eyes wide 
and brown, her jaw slack.  Will and I both stared at her in silence. 

 “What’s going on?” she asked momentarily, her voice bewildered.  She was speaking so 
quietly that I had trouble hearing her over the racket in the infirmary (Brother Mathieu was still 
fighting furiously to break loose, though his resistance was fading gradually) and I had to think 
for a second before what she had said finally clicked in.  Will, pulling back his shoulders self-
consciously, answered for both of us before I could reply. 

 “Incredible thing,” he said, strutting out into the hallway to head her off, “you really 
wouldn’t believe it.”  He paused, for dramatic effect, I think—probably he was making 
something up on the spot, which was just as likely.  “Jeremy was almost killed just now.  Brother 
Mathieu had a fit.  I had to jump in and save him.”  He thumbed at me almost carelessly—yeah, 
he’s alive, let’s move on. 

 Teresa looked at me in surprise—though it could have been pity, I’m not totally sure which.  
“Really?” she asked, in a hushed, awed tone.  “How—“ she started to ask, but Will cut her off. 

 “See, it’ll take a minute to explain everything, it’s really complicated—“ He was guiding her 
down the stairs as he spoke.  Teresa glanced back up at me with curious eyes; I was too 
dumbstruck to say anything.  Then there was a sudden howl from the infirmary and we all looked 
back up: they were trying to strap Brother Mathieu into bed.  Will must have noticed Teresa 
wandering back up the stairs, because he quickly added: “Tell you what, I’m just gonna supervise 
up here for a bit, make sure everything is going well—“ Teresa looked doubtful for a moment, 
but Will’s hands were still urging her gently down the stairs—“why don’t you wait for me down 
there; I’ll be done in just a minute.”  He glared at me pointedly.  “I just need to attend to a few 
things.”  Teresa nodded, still watching me, then glided silently down the stairs.  Will’s smile 
disappeared, and he wheeled on me, eyeing me harshly. 

 “Don’t let this keep you off your job, Jeremy,” he warned.  “Get back to work.” 
 “What about you?” I snapped.  Behind me, they’d finally succeeded in putting Brother 

Mathieu back to bed—despite the incredible number of pills he’d swallowed, he seemed to be all 
right.  From what they were saying, most of them had turned out to be antihistamines—Benadryl 
and the like—or something similarly innocuous, so between that and the tranquilizer all that had 
happened to Brother Mathieu was that he’d gone right off to sleep.  One of the guys on staff was 
on the phone yelling something to somebody downstairs; the others were milling around trying 
to clean up the floor—pills and bottles were rolling around the floor all over, and every now and 
then you’d hear somebody curse when he stepped on one.  Will surveyed the scene sardonically, 
shrugged. 

 “Like I said,” he grinned,” I’ve got something to attend to.”  He sauntered like a cat back 
down the stairs, that damned smile of his trailing behind him in his wake like a curse.   

  
 So I’m at the bridge now and I’ve gotta think—decide whether to press on into the night, 

and keep on what I was doing, or give up for now and just pick it up tomorrow morning.  Except 
that I’m almost certain already what the problem is—I know already that if I gave it up now, 
saved it for later I’d never get it done, I won’t get my chances back, and by the night is over this 
sudden possession will melt from me like the snow.  But then it seems only rational to stop and 
consider it for a bit: as if it would be unseemly to do it otherwise and burst in action.  Too many 
times before I’ve got myself into trouble for miscalculating the sum of my actions; it’s when I’ve 
moved too quickly and jumped beyond the breadth of my own conclusions that I’ve had to pay 
double.  You can’t take the reality that surrounds you for granted. 
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 It’s almost become a reflex, now—as soon as I feel the impulse grab me, I let myself go until 
I’m able to right my own cracked view of the world and get my bearing back; even now, with the 
wind whistling past the bridge and the spars groaning overhead, even with all this distraction it 
seems to me to be the smartest thing to do.  I’m not even sure what the impulse is, let alone that 
anything’s even there at all. 

 You might think it’d be the other way around, that really ou’d have to get one before you 
could get the other.  But impulses like these don’t go hand in hand—it’s like you’ve got to make 
up the reasons before anything can serve them, and imagine the causes you’re fighting for before 
you can pick up your legs and just go. 

 At any rate, it’s freezing now—damned if it doesn’t feel like my frigging balls aren’t going to 
fall right off.  There were all these burlap bags and old clothes lying around that I was sleeping 
in—they were itchy as hell, but they kept the wind off you.  I’d stashed them in the driest spot 
under the bridge I could find; there must have been some hobos camping out here before, using 
the same spot, because when I found everything there was a spot for a fire and empty cans and 
these little pits in the dirt where they must have slept at night.  I suppose they must have left the 
bags behind them when they left: no more than potato sacks, really, still they were warm enough, 
especially when you stuffed them with the clothes and stuff that were laying about.  Maybe the 
police cleared the hobos out or something, or maybe they just didn’t want to deal with the 
weather down here.  It doesn’t really matter; they left, either way.  Towards the middle of the 
bridge the wind isn’t quite as hard, and somehow it even feels a little warmer, but there isn’t a 
world of difference between freezing your balls off and just plain old freezing.  I thought that I’d 
left the bags right in the middle of everything, somewhere in the open where I could find them 
easily, but the snow started creeping in a while ago and must have covered them up.  I get down 
on my knees to look. 

 Brother Tartabull found out in the end, of course—about Brother Mathieu, I mean.  They 
figured eventually Brother Mathieu must have been jimmying open the old locks to get at the 
pills and stuff, which didn’t really surprise anyone when they’d heard what’d happened in the 
infirmary, but then they found the needle marks in his arm, which nobody could figure out.  They 
didn’t put syringes in with the pill bottles, for one thing, and of another they didn’t even stock 
the tranquilizer solution in the infirmary—the real high dosage stuff, they keep in the hallway, 
locked up tighter than Fort Knox.  So he couldn’t have been getting it from there—they guessed 
somebody must have been letting him into it.  For a while it looked like they were gonna pin me 
with it again but they dropped it, after a while—they must have decided that I was too stupid or 
something to figure it out for myself, I guess.  Not that I particularly cared what they thought, 
just as long as they didn’t can me.  It was a little dicey, for a while, though; Brother Tartabull even 
called me down into his office, ordered me in no uncertain terms to tell him what had happened.  
I told him about as much as I could without talking about Brother Mathieu's sleepwalking, which 
meant I hardly told him anything.  He wanted to know more, of course, you could tell, but he 
didn't pursue it.  Something about his manner told me he knew more than he was letting on.   

 They got Brother Mathieu into Los Angeles, this rehab clinic that’s run by the Westwind 
people.  The social workers there said (or so I heard, at least) that this kind of thing actually 
happens a lot, that old folks get hooked on their cold medicines practically overnight because 
their bodies can’t handle the chemicals or something.  You figure it’s gotta be a raw deal for old 
folks, especially the Brothers in the infirmary, what with nothing to do all day but stare and then 
those heaving pounds of prescriptions they gotta take, besides; Brother Mathieu must have been 
screwed from the very start.  Brother Tartabull didn’t give half a shit, of course, just said fine 
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whatever and off Brother Mathieu went in the truck they’d drove in on just for that very purpose.  
I think he was really more worried about keeping everything settled all nice and neat so everyone 
could get on with things.  Will, too—he was so afraid of me telling other people how Brother 
Mathieu had manhandled him, I think; he would just sorta stare the other direction when people 
started talking about it.  Pretty soon a different Brother got sick and had to take Brother 
Mathieu’s old bed, and everyone seemed to just forget it’d ever happened. 

 Don’t think for a second that I’d come to any sort of conclusions about the place—all I 
knew for certain was that I had to stay, if I was gonna get by, or else take my chances on the 
street.  So I just kept my mouth shut about everything and said nothing, even though my entire 
body wanted to scream at the goddamned sheer injustice.  I just couldn’t take the risk—I was 
already on my last chance, and I suppose saying anything at that point would get me nothing but 
shit out of luck. 

 And as it is, I’m here now—rooting through the snow for a place to sleep, before moving on 
again and throwing myself back into the fray.  Hell, maybe tomorrow morning I’ll head back into 
town, look for another job—even take a spot at the shelter.  So I guess it would all add up the 
same no matter what I’d done.  But I didn’t do anything, and even though I doubt that just 
speaking would’ve done very much to change things, it’s one thing to screw yourself over and 
another thing entirely to be screwed outright.  You can’t help but wonder, and kick yourself in 
the ass for coming to the same end when you could have at least enjoyed yourself on the way 
down. 

 My hands brush against something hard and metal—hollow—and I stop.  I brush the snow 
away from it and pick it up.  An old red gas-can, half-full, I think—can’t tell if it’s frozen over 
right off, but there’s something sloshing around in there by the sound and feel of it, so I guess 
not.  I suppose the hobos could have left it here—like lighter fluid for the fire,  maybe—hell, 
maybe they sniffed it for kicks, I dunno. 

 Then it hits me like a sack of bricks, the feeling of arrival, even as my fingers are turning blue 
just from standing there holding this damned thing I realize I wasn’t looking for a place to sleep 
at all—I must have been looking for this.  What was driving me before gets clearer, stronger—
and I grip the handle of the can with a vengeance, start running back, out from under the bridge 
and into the snow again. 

 I’m still not sure it’s going to work—I’m not even sure it’s anything I want to do.  But I’ve 
got to get back, on the off chance that I was right, that I had the answer in my hands the whole 
damned time. 

 
 After dinner, Rich rapped on his glass for attention.  The noise died down in short spurts, 

clumps of conversation lying low all at once, a few voices at a time.  Almost everybody looked up 
to listen, though a lot more kept right on chewing on their dinner—mostly dessert by now, apple 
pie and black forest cake.  When it got quiet enough to speak over the din without yelling, Rich 
said:  

 “A few y’all might’ve noticed we got some new faces ‘round here tonight, servin’ and 
cleanin’ and all.”  He beamed.  “A few of ‘em gonna be stayin’ a while to help out, s’part of their 
community service.  Ruth, here—“ he pointed to the girl with the boobs—“and her friend Harry, 
‘re here.  ‘Cept I don’t see Harry.  I reckon he didn’t show up, you know where he is, Ruth?” 

 Ruth shrugged.  “Couldn’t make it, I guess.”  She shook her hair back behind her shoulders 
nonchalantly, affixed Rich with a baleful look.  Rich shook his head and continued. 
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 “Also we got some more volunteers from Ridgewood High School; there’s Norbert, over 
there—“ 

 “Nelson,” said a ruddy-faced, fat-cheeked boy in glasses.  He glared at Rich, and resumed a 
hungry stare at the girl with the boobs—my mind still hadn’t properly assigned her a name quite 
yet.   

 “Nelson, right,” Rich corrected.  “—and Christina, she’s from the school, too.”  Rich 
grinned sheepishly.  “They’re workin’ on a school project, isn’t that right, Christina?”  He smiled 
a little more broadly, glanced towards a sullen, yellow-skinned girl sulking silently in the corner.  
She nodded, and scribbled something in a green notepad lying in her lap—taking notes, 
apparently.  Then Rich turned his grin towards me, paused.  I shifted a little uncomfortably under 
his gaze. 

 “Well,” he said, finally, “we got just one more visitor here today—sorta a quest, among y’all, 
really—don’t think any of y’all have seen him ‘round here before.  Hell,” he chuckled, “even I 
don’t know his name yet.  He’s sittin’ back there—“he pointed to the table where I was sitting; all 
the heads around me turned to look—“so if y’all wanna say hello o’ somethin’ to ‘im a little later 
ya can, least y’know who to talk to, anyways.” 

 “Where’s he from?” called a voice from behind me.  I stared resolutely at my food.  Rich 
answered for me. 

 “Well,” he said, “I expect he’ll tell us himself, soon ‘nough, long with his name, all that.  But 
we c’n give him some time if he likes, seein’ he’s a guest an’ all, so we treats ‘im something 
special.  Ain’t that right, Ruth?” 

 The girl with the boobs shrugged irritably and lit a cigarette. 
 “Right.”  Rich looked a little flustered.  “So, ah—“ 
 “Rich.”  I held up a hand to shut him up.  “I’ll—just lemme talk and get it over with.” 
 “What?” Rich’s face contorted in confusion for a moment, then cleared as he grasped what I 

was saying.  “Oh, well, no problem, then.  Go right ahead.” 
 So I did. 
 
 What most people never get about Doctor Danes is that as far as being a doctor was 

concerned, she actually was kinda lousy.  She wasn’t always the head counselor at the Mansion, 
for one thing (though you could’ve fooled some people); when I finally got sent there she didn’t 
even work full time, just spent half the day finishing up her doctorate.  Not very many people at 
the time even noticed that she was even there—she’d scurry back and forth between rooms 
clutching all her binders and folders against her chest, papers falling out all over and sort of 
talking to herself.  If she dropped any of it and you stopped to help her out she couldn’t even 
look at you, just mutter thanks real quick before she’d scurry off again.  The only reason I ever 
looked at her at all was because she actually ran into me one day and there was this huge 
collision.  I was turning the corner to go to the bathroom to take a squirt and she must have been 
on the way back from the Grinder’s office; at any rate, we slammed into each other at full speed. 

 “Oof!” I heard her say, as we both fell to the floor.  I saw her binders and papers go flying.  
Almost instantly she was scrambling to pick them up.  “Oh shit,” she was saying.  “Oh shit, shit, 
shi—“ then she noticed I was watching her, and groaned.  “Oh God—“ 

 “It’s okay, Miss Danes,” I said, trying to reassure her.  “I didn’t hear you say anything, 
honest, I won’t tell anybody.”  I picked up a sheaf of papers, offered it to her.  She gave me a 
worried glance, snatched the papers from my hands.  “You don’t hafta worry about anything.” 
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 For a minute I could have sworn she was about to cry, but then she shuddered a little and 
then it was gone.  When she’d finally regained her composure.  Without a word she gathered her 
papers together in an unkempt pile and stalked off round the corner.  I shrugged my shoulders, 
and hurried off to the bathroom, and took the longest whiz of my life. 

 I guess I must have forgotten about her completely for the next few weeks—I was beginning 
to get the feel of things around the place, which isn’t really a hard thing to do if you’ve had the 
practice, and then there were the therapy sessions, which were run back then by this Doctor 
Harmon, a real uptight sonuvabitch who ran the place like a frigging prison.  The counselors 
would take us all on a few stupid field trips and stuff; we were supposed to get to know each 
other better—the kids, I mean—but of course we never did.  You’ve got enough trouble trying 
to not make a mess out of yourself without trying to have to do the same with a complete 
stranger.  Most of the time I’d end up splintered off by myself and wouldn’t come back until it 
was time to go home. 

 A lot of things at the Mansion were different back then—Mrs. Grindley wasn’t even the 
Grinder yet; she was just a grumpy old secretary working for Doctor Harmon, who’d yell at you 
for stealing paper clips if you happened to walk by.  We hadn’t even gotten a pool table yet—that 
happened a few months after I came, when some rich dude felt sorry for us and just sorta 
dropped it on the front porch.  I’m not kidding: we all woke up one morning and saw this big 
moving van just backing into the driveway.   Mrs. Grindley (who oversaw the Mansion on the 
weekends back then) was so righteously pissed off that she stormed right out to the driver and 
started to tell him in no uncertain terms that if he didn’t get off the property she’d sue, let the 
dogs loose, slash his tires, and call the police—not necessarily in that order.  The poor guy 
couldn’t say anything—if you’d seen the expression on Mrs. Grindley’s face, I think you’d have 
kept your mouth shut too; it was all contorted into weird angles around her cheeks and there was 
this huge vein pulsating around her temples that was so big a lot of us thought it was going to 
pop right out like a hose.  None of us had any idea what was going on until the movers actually 
started unloading the van and taking the table out; then pretty much everyone shut up and 
watched—even the Grinder, who just stared at it as dumbfounded as everybody else.  I think she 
must have turned on her heel and gone back inside—I don’t think she could deal with something 
good actually happening. 

 I think she got her name a few weeks after that; some stupid kid tried to run from the 
Mansion on a dare and got caught a few days later by the police somewhere near Sturgenburg, 
this village some thirty miles north of here.  Nobody really knew how he got that far, but it didn’t 
matter; Mrs. Grindley pretty much blew her stack.  She dragged the kid into her office and had at 
him for what had to be over two hours.  A few who went by the door said you could hear it 
shaking on its hinges, she was screaming so loud; a few others said they could even hear 
everything she said from outside.  They talked about it all through lunch that day. 

 “She’s gonna kill him,” said one girl breathlessly.  She was short, kinda chubby.  Cute, 
though really irritating, if you want my opinion.  Not that I’d do her or anything, just that you 
really couldn’t get too pissed off at her, just annoyed, in a frustrated sort of way.  “She’s gonna 
kill him so he won’t talk to the police, or the newspapers, or something.” 

 “You’re full of shit, Kate,” said another girl.  “She’s just a secretary, for goodness sake.  
What can she possibly do that the doctors wouldn’t do?” 

 Kate looked at the other girl skeptically.  “Kill him,” she said simply.  “You think she wants 
what he did to get around?  Hell,” she added, “I think she’s gonna get more people tomorrow.  I 
wouldn’t want to be on her bad side.” 
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 “Oh Jesus, Kate, shut the fuck up.”  A tallish boy with red hair spoke.  “Lay off of it, 
already.  Nobody gives a shit.” 

 “Well, I do,” said Kate.  She sounded annoyed.  “I’m not gonna let that Grinder lady get me.  
I’ll call the police, first.”   

“The hell you will,” laughed another girl, a pretty one with darkish brown hair.  There were 
pink streaks in it.  “Say, you oughta call the FBI or something.  They could do something, about 
this, you know, like put her on America’s Most Wanted or something.” 

Kate shot the girl a look of disgust.  “What do you know, Stephanie,” she said.  “You know, some 
of us have been here a while, we oughta know what we’re talking about.”  She spun on her heel 
and went to put her tray away.  “Some of us have families that’ll care if we die or not,” she called 
over her shoulder as she walked out of the dining room.  There was silence in for a moment. 

“Don’t listen to her, Steph,” said the boy quickly.  “Katie’s always like that, she doesn’t mean 
anything.”  There was a murmur of general agreement.   “She can be a real bitch sometimes.” 

Stephanie shrugged.  “Whatever.  It’s okay.” 
“You sure you’re okay, Steph?” asked another girl sitting down towards the end of the table.  

“Those were some mean things she said, real mean.” 
“I said, whatever.”  Steph got up out of her seat, picked up her tray.  “I really don’t care one way 

or the other.”  She turned and walked out. 
“Jeez,” said the boy with the red hair.  I think his name was Joseph—Irish name, Joseph 

McVetty.  His parents had died in a car crash a year before; they hadn’t found him a foster home 
yet.  “What’s her problem, I wanna know.” 

“Probably her period,” said one girl.  “I think it’s her period, if you ask me.” 
 There ensued after that a heated discussion concerning the origin of Stephanie’s apparent 

hostility.  I didn’t care enough to pay too much attention, and after a few minutes of playing with 
my string beans I picked up the remains of my lunch and left. 

So I didn’t really talk to anyone, you see, the first few weeks I was there—I’d spend most of 
my time in my room by myself, trying hard to be ignored.  I’d found it was easier simply to not 
make friends; up until then it’d be only a month or two at a foster home before I’d get a note and 
then they’d send me away again, to another place, with same names and same doctors, just 
different faces to them.  I’d tried, when they’d first started the process, but it was too much 
trouble, having to put things back together every time I had to lay them down, for the millionth 
time.  After a while all the faces started to look the same, anyway: the doctors all said the same 
thing, the kids never wanted to talk about anything else but sex and television and how the 
doctors were assholes.  Making the most of my time just took way too much effort to be worth 
very much.   

 It went like that for a while, till one day I found a note under my door saying I was supposed 
to go downstairs and see Doctor Harmon right away.  That was usually how it started.  They’d 
call me in, say, sorry son, they hadn’t found anybody yet in this area but they’d keep trying, in the 
meantime why don’t we send you here and see how you like it, they could have some better luck.  
I’d keep nodding, saying my yessirs and that was I a good boy and stuff like that, and then they’d 
hand me my papers and I’d go upstairs to pack.  I’d practically got the whole routine memorized. 

 I opened the door to Doctor Harmon’s office.  I didn’t bother knocking anymore; usually 
when I came down he wasn’t there and wouldn’t show up until five minutes or so later to let me 
in.   

 “Let yourself in, next time,” he’d scolded me when he’d seen me waiting.  “There’s no need 
to be sitting outside my door blocking traffic.  Just open the door and find a seat.” 
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 “The door was locked,” I protested.  It was true.  The door had been locked when I tried it, 
so I really didn’t have any choice but to sit outside and wait. 

 “Well—“ Doctor Harmon flushed.  “I’ll leave it unlocked next time.  Bring your work with 
you.  I can’t always make time for you, you know, I’m very busy.” 

 I shrugged.  “Okay.”  And that was that.  I’d bring some homework down, maybe a book to 
read, and wait.  Doctor Harmon would come in about twenty minutes late and check up on how 
I was doing, and in about ten minutes he’d hafta run off again and send me off.  I kinda enjoyed 
it, actually—it was sorta like a study hall, except you never knew when he was going to show up. 

 At any rate, I opened the door and there was this lady inside, her back to the door.  It looked 
like she was unpacking.  I stood and watched her for a minute or two.  Nice body, real smooth 
skin.  Long legs, too.  It didn’t look like she could’ve been a day over twenty-five.  A new 
secretary, maybe.  Maybe Doctor Harmon got rid of the Grinder, decided to get a real chick to 
do the job. 

 I was considering all the possibilities when the woman turned around and noticed I was 
there.  She gave a frightened scream and then regained herself.  Now that I was looking straight 
at her, she almost looked familiar. 

 “Is that—are you Miss Danes?” I asked.  The woman swallowed, shook her head.  I 
shrugged—new secretary, then. 

 “It’s Doctor Danes,” she corrected, a little primly, I thought.  “Erin Danica Danes.  How long 
have you been standing there?” 

 “Dunno.  A minute, two.  Not long.” 
 “I didn’t hear you knock,” she said, brushing her hair back.  Really pretty eyes, too bad she 

was wearing glasses.  She seemed to read the thought from my face, because she took them off.  
“I’m sorry, I was unpacking—“ 

 “I didn’t knock,” I told her, before I could stop myself.  I bit my tongue quickly.  I thought 
she’d be angry, but she wasn’t. 

 “I see,” she said.  “Doctor Harmon told me something like that.  Have a seat.”  She pointed 
towards a stool, started clearing books and papers off of her desk.  “Sorry about the mess.  New 
chairs haven’t come in yet, either.” 

 I sat down.  “Are you substituting for Doctor Harmon?” 
 Doctor Danes sat down herself, shook her head.  She pulled out a stick of makeup, applied it 

gingerly before snapping it back into her purse.  “No,” she answered, “I’m replacing him.  
Doctor Harmon’s retiring.” 

 “But I got a note—“ 
 “That note came from me.  They’re still sending out the notices with the old letterheads.” 
 “Oh.”  I guess that would explain it.  “So—nice to meet ya, Doc.”  I grinned.  She even had 

boobs, too.  I guess you couldn’t have seen them when she was carrying those books and stuff 
around.    

 Doctor Danes eyed me curiously, like she was trying to figure out what I was up to.  She 
leaned back in her chair, her hands folded.  Suddenly, she looked very tired.  “It’s good to meet 
you too, Jeremy,” she sighed.  “Things have been—well, things have been just plain bad lately.”  
She sighed again, heavily. 

 I was a little confused.  Usually the counselors never told us anything, good or bad, unless it 
had to deal with us directly, and most of the time not even then.  I’d gotten used to being kept in 
the dark until the last possible minute.  It’s not like I cared, really: there wasn’t much I could do, 
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anyway, so it was usually better to go with whatever they said and live with the consequences 
obligingly.  “Um,” I said.  “Okay.”  A real wit, I was.  Doctor Danes didn’t seem to care. 

 “There have been a number of changes, recently,” she told me, “largely to do with the way 
things are run around here.”  She reached over the side of her chair, flipped through some manila 
folders that were lying there.  “Some may affect you, some won’t have anything to do with you at 
all, and some you may not care about in the least.  The point is, they’re there.”  She set a folder 
on her desk—not mine.  I was getting a little nervous.  What kind of place were they going to 
send me to?  Doctor Danes pulled out her glasses and unfolded them, perched them on her nose.  
She opened the folder and pulled out a sheet of paper, scanned it morosely.  “I’ll be honest, 
Jeremy,” she said.  “I’m not sure how much of this you’re going to like.  But I figure if I’m going 
to be your new counselor I might as well be up-front about things.” 

 My jaw dropped.  “My counselor?” I asked, before I could stop myself.  I hadn’t meant to 
say it out loud. 

 Doctor Danes eyed me curiously again.  She looked a little amused, though.  “That’s right,” 
she said, “your counselor.  Doctor Harmon was supposed to have told you.” 

 “He didn’t.” 
 “Well—“ Doctor Danes shrugged, smirked.  “Here we are.”  The way she tilted her head 

when she said that—Helen Hunt, that’s it.  That’s what she looked like.  Maybe a little shorter, of 
course.  Yeah, I guess you could say my mind was pretty much blown by the concept.  “Doctor 
Harmon, actually—so far he hasn’t told anyone, so far as I can tell.  I’ve talked to at least ten of 
his kids so far and maybe one of them has said anything—“ she sounded like she was getting 
annoyed, just talking about it—“about Doctor Harmon leaving so right now I’ve got twenty days’ 
worth of paperwork and a defense for my post-doc coming up and everything is all due tomorrow, 
of course—“ She stopped, gritting her teeth, then noticed me staring.  She smiled, a real tired, 
embarrassed sort of smile.  “I’m sorry,” she said.  “You didn’t need to hear that.” 

 “No,” I said quickly.  “It’s okay.  Um—“ I searched for something else to say.  “Go ahead, 
be honest.”  I nodded, grinning (and feeling) like an idiot. 

 “Right.”  Doctor Danes sat up straight again, her voice crisp and businesslike.  “Anyways—I 
expect you’ve heard that we’re getting a new director.  Mrs. Grindley will be assuming Doctor 
Harmon’s former position.” 

 “She what?” I stammered.  That wasn’t supposed to happen.  Doctor Danes smiled. 
 “I said you might not like everything.  Can I finish the rest of them?” 
 “Oh, um.  Yeah.  Sure.” 
 Doc Danes went through the rest, her voice bored: Mrs. Grindley would assume 

responsibility for all the administrative tasks—hiring the cleaning crew, buying art supplies, stuff 
like that—all the things Doctor Harmon was supposed to handle before.  Doc Danes (“Just stick 
with Doc, it’s easier,” she said) had already been named head counselor so most of the time she’d 
be in chrge of the rest of the business, except on weekends, when the Grinder would take over. 

 “I handle all of your cases now,” she told me.  “Not just yours—other kids, too.  Extra ones, 
I’ll send over to other doctors.  But for now it’s just me.”  She sighed.  “Hence the paperwork.  
We have to call them that, cases.  Stupid rule, if you ask me.” 

 “I guess.” 
 “Anyway—“ Doc Danes sighed, closed the folder—“there’s just one more thing.  Doctor 

Harmon did a lot of things with your treatment that—well, that just don’t fit with modern 
therapy techniques.  Plus, your counselors in the past, their methods—well, their methods have 
been—“ it looked like she was struggling for the right way to put it.  She was flipping through my 
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folder again as she spoke; a brief look of disgust flashed across her face.  “—less than 
professional, let’s say.” 

 ‘Sure.”  I wasn’t sure what she was getting at. 
 “All these meds—you really never need them, in my opinion—and all this shipping you 

around from place to place—it’s almost inhuman.  Stupid, anyway,” she amended, “but it’s going 
to stop.  A lot of what you’ve been used to is going to change.  If you say it’s okay.” 

 “What?”  Doc Danes was looking at me funny, like she was waiting for me to say something.  
“I hafta say okay?” 

 Doc Danes sighed, put my folder way.  When she looked at me, though, her eyes were 
friendly.  “That’s the last thing, Jeremy,” she said, “the last change, the most important one.  
From now on, we can’t do anything without your say-so.  And that includes sending you away to 
another place.” 

 I gaped: “Even if nobody—even if you can’t find me a foster home?” 
 Doc Danes nodded.  “Even that.  You’ll just stay on here for a while.  Our benefactor’s 

leni—well, he’s generous, anyway.” 
 “So you’ll keep me here?” I asked.  “As long as I want?” 
 Doc Danes nodded.  “Yes, that’s right,” she said.  For as long as you need.” 
   
 I stayed on, of course, for a long time: no foster parents came for me, no foster home was 

willing to take me on.  I didn’t mind; I really couldn’t blame them—a teenager with a truckload of 
emotional baggage (but what teenager isn’t, I’d like to know), and no redeeming qualities isn’t 
going to sell himself to anybody.  They’d have our profiles posted for the potentials to read, neat 
little chunks of ourselves, what we wanted to do with our lives and where we wanted to go, your 
whole life consumed, squared off uncomfortably at the edges, a pet shop for your losers, 
dropouts, druggies, sociopaths, burns, scabs.  Mine was never more than a couple of sentences 
long.  They never met us, of course, the potentials; Admin would hand them our folder, full of 
our profiles, a psych breakdown, our med records, test scores, quantitative and qualitative, 
education, and if they decided you looked clean enough maybe you were good enough to take 
home.  There’d be tacked on this list of terms, diagnoses; a few inches of that and you were pretty 
much shit out of luck, that was me.  I’d never refused anything they’d ever told me, sleepwalked 
through the phone calls and contingencies and prescriptions, nodded to the Muzak sound of 
therapy; and by that time I wasn’t even human anymore, just the buzzing sensation of Latin, 
porcine, sterile, dissected, animal.  You got the feeling most everyone there was the same way; 
you can’t help but feel evacuated, distilled, and what still remains are forgotten. 

 I met Stephanie a few weeks after that, by which time I’d adjusted to things, living almost by 
rote, therapy and food and sleep.  She stopped by my room one afternoon when I was reading, 
stood in my door and looked petulant, or waiting for me to notice her and tell her to bug off.  I 
noticed her watching me over the edge of the book; someone had left some Borges lying on the 
floor of the library and I’d just picked it up.  We watched each other for a few seconds in silence.  
I almost got the feeling like she was measuring me up or something. 

 “Hey,” I said eventually, “what are you doing here.” 
 She shrugged.  “I dunno.  Same as you.” 
 “Nope,” I said, “I’m reading.  I meant what are you doing here, this is the guys’ hall.”  I set 

the book down; it was about some guy talking about numbers as words and stuff like that, 
putting me to sleep.  I sat up in the bed.  “Don’t they kick you out for stuff like that?” 

 “I dunno.  Not that I care.  It’s not like I’m in love with the place or anything.” 
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 I was a little troubled by her attitude.  “So.  Where would you go if they kicked you out.  You 
got a job or something?” 

 “No.” 
 “So?” 
 “I just wouldn’t care if they did.  This place can suck my dick.”  She twirled her hair absently. 
 I was nonplussed by her frank assessment.  I stared at her almost angrily for a moment, then 

said: “You still haven’t told me what it is that  you’re doing, you know.” 
 “Does it matter?” 
 “I guess it does.  I’ll have to tell them something when they catch you and throw you out.” 
 “They won’t catch me,” she said confidently.  “They’re not here.  They all went out.” 
 “Out?”  I was puzzled.  “Out where?” 
 She shrugged again.  “Out someplace.  Maybe a field trip with people’s foster parents.  Picnic 

or something.  Do you really care?” 
 “I guess not,” I said, leaning back on the bed.  “I just kinda figured—I dunno.” 
 “Yeah.”  The reply was worn with agreement.  “So what’re you up to?” 
 “Readin’,” I said again.  “Till you came in, anyway.  Why, what are you doing?” 
 “Looking for trouble.  I’m so fucking bored.”  She stepped into the room, plopped down on 

my chair.  She looked at me with an evil grin.  “You wanna make out?” 
 I cringed.  “No way.  I don’t even know you.” 
 She laughed.  “Doesn’t matter.  Names just get in the way.”  She moved towards my bed; I 

backed away.  She laughed again, like she couldn’t believe it.  “Jeez,” she said, “and they say boys 
are horndogs.” 

 “We are,” I said.  “Except when it’s a trap or something.”  I pointed to the door.  “God 
knows you prolly got some person out there watching us and then we’ll both get kicked out.” 

 “What the fuck,” she said, “fine.  I’m Stephanie, if that means anything to you.  Who the hell 
are you.” 

 “I’m Jeremy.” 
 “Jeremy.  Fine.  Yeah, I kinda figured that already.”  She looked around my room—a few 

pictures on the wall, mostly a general mess.  “You really like this place that much?” 
 “I don’t really care one way or the other.  I’m just kinda stuck till they tell me otherwise.” 
 “Yeah, that’s what they all say.  What are you here for?”  I glared at her, and she laughed.  

“C’mon, I wanna know.  Everybody’s gotta have a route.  Don’t you have a route?” 
 I stared at her, weirded out completely.  “Parents died.  Or at least my dad did, anyway.  

They put him in a mental home.” 
 “See, that’s not so bad.”  Stephanie shifted onto my bed, sat down next to my feet.  “That’s 

almost normal.  God, it’s almost tragic.” 
 “Yeah?”  Annoyance turning to anger now.  “Why, what’s your route?  I’m sure it’s 

something really spectacular.” 
 “Nothing so hot.  They got me in here for multiple A.S.” 
 “A.S.?” 
 “Attempted Suicide, stupid.”  She didn’t say it mean, though, and she was kinda smiling.  

“Tried to O.D. on Percosecs, tried that whole wrist thing, which sucks, tried hanging, even, at 
one point, tried starving myself but they caught that.  That’s when they brought me in here, was 
when I was starving myself.  Figured I was a lost cause.”  She shrugged.  “They were right, huh?” 

 “Why—“ I coughed, uncertain.  “Why did—why were you trying to kill yourself?” 



Life In Wartime 

 210

 “Why was I?” Stephanie laughed.  “Still trying, hey.”  She held out her wrists; a pair of 
bandages, the kind with little dinosaurs romping all over them, were strapped across.  
“Yesterday,” she nodded.  “But next time I’ll try different.  Up the arms, maybe.  It’s supposed to 
work better.”  She giggled, like the idea tickled her.  “It’s my once-a-week thing, my suicide night.  
They got the Furies watching me now, so it’s getting tricky.” 

 “Jeez.”  I shook my head.  “Don’t they give you meds for that kind of stuff?” 
 Stephanie shrugged.  “Yeah.  Big deal.  Just palm them.”  There were some Tootsie Rolls on 

my desk; she picked one up and pretended to swallow it.  “There.  You see?”  She held up her 
hand; the Tootsie roll clamped firmly in it.  “Fools ‘em every time.”   

 “I mean—“ I stopped, thinking of the words to say.  “Why don’t you just take them.  
They’re not going to do you any good that way, without taking them.” 

 She snorted, offended by the idea.  “Are you kidding?” She groaned.  “Don’t tell me you 
actually fell for that.” 

 “Fell for what?” 
 “That whole meds thing.  Jeez, this place is full of losers.” 
 “Hey,” I said, a little confused, “I’m no loser.  Not just cause I take meds, anyway.” 
 “Not that kind of loser.”  Steph unwrapped the Tootsie Roll, put it in her mouth and 

chewed.  “Sure, there’re plenty dorks to go around.  The losers, they’re the ones taking meds and 
stuff, doing everything Admin tells ‘em, hey.  You got one pill this day, two pills, the next.  The 
whole system, they bought it.” 

 “So.  Big deal.”  I didn’t see what she was driving at.  “Everybody does it, ‘cause they have to.  
They find you’ve been sneaking your meds, they’ll kick you out.  It’s procedure..” 

 Steph shrugged.  “Like I said.  Don’t care.”  She swallowed the Tootsie Roll, smiled.  
“Losers don’t have to be dorks.  Like I can tell, you’re not a dork, but you’re definitely a loser.  
You’ve lost it.” 

 “Lost what?”  I was getting angry now.  “Just ‘cause I take my meds like they tell me, just 
cause I don’t gotta try killing myself for attention doesn’t mean I gotta lose anything.” 

 “Sure it does,” Steph said, matter-of-factly.  “You just don’t know what it means yet.” 
 “Suppose you’ll tell me.” 
 “Suppose I will.”  Steph ripped off the bandages from her wrists.  “See that?” she said, and I 

looked.  They were bare—no cuts or anything.  “You don’t even gotta do anything.  Just tell 
them, and they panic, hey.”  She raised her hands in a mocking imitation of one of the nurses.  
“Oh my god she’s gonna KILL herself what ARE we gonna do, you get it.  They panic.” 

 I still didn’t get it, and I told her so.  Steph sighed.   
 “You don’t see,” she said.  “It’s a system.  The whole thing is a system.  They’re feeding you 

meds so you’ll forget that it’s all one big joke, something to fool you.  You’ve lost it.  That’s why 
I say you’re losers.  It’s not necessarily a bad thing.”  She grinned.  “I just like saying it.” 

 “So.  Taking meds fools you.” 
 “Sure does.  Say, you wanna join me?”  Before I could say anything, she pulled my hands 

towards her, eagerly.  “You could be the newest member.  Suicide Club.  Every week.” 
 “Oh no,” I said, pushing her hands away.  “I’m not doing that.  I really don’t care how bad 

my life gets, I’m not gonna do that.” 
 “Not that, silly,” Steph groaned again.  “You don’t actually hafta do anything, that’s the whole 

point.  You want them to think that you’re doing it.  The worse, the better.”  She explained what 
she'd done already, Admin's collective reaction to her cries for help—a combination of silent 
horror and confusion, disgust and forced compassion.  "But you'll see it, hey," she nodded, "they 
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get all confused.  Like they can't figure out where to put you.  Then you can laugh, cause they're 
running all over the place trying to call this and that doctor to figure it out, and none of what 
you've done fits.  It's hilarious."  She looked at me for a response.  I told her I'd think about it 
and see. 

 So that was how I met Stephanie—through the Suicide Club, though I can't remember if 
ever it grew beyond just me and her.  There might have been a few we tried to make disciples out 
of, but then they'd leave, or get shipped out, and for the most part, from the rest of them, all we 
got were just weird looks: most people were doing their damnedest just to get out of the place, 
and seeing how they were in there for whatever emotional therapy was offered, they certainly 
weren't going to invite more treatment, outright.  But as for Steph and me, it was never anything 
more than a laugh, a muted conspiracy; we'd meet every now and then with the intention of 
doing ourselves in, or, at least, the appearance of grievous injury, come out of our rooms giggling 
like maniacs because suddenly the entire idea had just struck us as completely absurd.  It took a 
few times for that to happen—we actually got caught at it once or twice, but eventually things 
progressed to the point where a simple look would suffice to inspire suspicion, therapy, more 
meds, which were always palmed (and sold, if necessary), time in supervised care (which was 
always an excuse for more mischief).  And then I finally understood what Steph had been talking 
about: with the underpinnings of the whole system exposed, with finally the understanding of the 
process, when you could see for yourself just how absurd everything was, you could laugh, even as 
they bound your wrists and choked the pills down your throat.   

 And so we stayed, the both of us, not because they forced us to but because we chose it, and 
it was because we chose our place that we managed to survive, even as the others left, even when 
the new Administration took over and fired Doc Danes and got rid of a ton of the other kids, 
even our friends, even the ones that had borne some slight inkling of what we were doing, even 
when they were all shipped away and it was left me and Steph against the powers of science, of 
hormones and cognition theory, even then we stayed, holding on to the illusion that it was a 
game, that we were the players and they the played, that even then we could last forever.  But we 
didn't: they shipped me away in the end, too old, they thought, to keep at the game any longer, 
too far gone to break into their flow, and too dangerous for our laughter to keep us together—it 
was better, they thought, they told us, that we be separated, to grow on our own into the plans 
they'd developed.  And then it wasn't a choice anymore, then it became clear at last: that the 
underpinnings are there for a reason, they've cause and their construction is sanctified by the 
word of rarefied doctrine, and they were laughing.  To have the agent of our bondage turned 
against us was perhaps too much to take.  And when they showed this to me, when Spalding and 
Horace and Co. forced this realization—that it was time for me to go—I had no other option but 
to leave, and I went.   

 They told me, through the hostel people, that Stephanie was gone a few days after I'd left.  
They didn't tell me right away because they figured I'd need some time to adjust.  I asked how far 
gone and they told me she wasn't coming back.  So packed my things and left, along the same 
road that I'd traveled in on, boarded the first bus I'd seen and taken it as far north as possible, 
not sure if I was the same as before but then not caring much if I was, knowing any attempt in 
the future would play for much more than our own amusement. 

 A few days after I left the shelter, I finally gave in and went into the unemployment agency.  
They sat me down for a few hours and, given my less than stellar résumé, told me I was basically 
shit-outta-luck.  But I gave them my information, anyways—some of it made up, so they couldn’t 
call the people from the Mansion and turn me in or something—and I hoped for the best, kicked 
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it on the streets for a few days.  I’d almost spent all my money when I went in again, and they 
told me they had something: a janitorial job at a retirement home.  I getting a little desperate by 
that point, so I said fine, whatever, and they’d taken me over to see what they could do. 

 Brother Tartabull was on some sort of leave the day I came in, so Brother Jennings 
conducted the interview.  I heard later that Brother Tartabull didn’t really cotton too much to 
that; that apparently he didn’t like people going behind his back about things.  Thought it was 
dishonest or something.  At any rate, they let me stay on for a while, and when I told them I 
didn’t have anyplace to sleep, they told me I could sleep in the basement, which I was more than 
happy to do.  The boiler shook so much at night, even in the summer, that you could almost feel 
the foundation shaking, and there were times I was worried the whole thing was just gonna fall 
down, but I got used to it eventually and things went on. 

 
 "So that's how I came," I finished, looking long around the room.  Their faces, alternately 

politely interested and competely bored, perked up regardless at the finish.  I sat down in my 
chair—I hadn't asked to speak.  When Rich stood up, even his eyes looked tired; he had the 
rejuvenated air of a man long fighting sleep.   

 "Well," he said at last, "ain't nothing like a story, I reckon.  S'pose you're tired, way you've 
travelin', prolly done ya some good comin' in tonight and takin' a load off.  But that's what 
hospitality is, ain't it?"  He directed his question at the room in general.  "People, they come in 
when they're tired, and we take care of 'em, 'cause it's the right thing to do.  Ain't no better thing, 
praise Jesus." 

 "Praise Jesus," a few voices echoed, flat-toned.   
 "We're not here on earth for any other reason but to help each other," Rich went on.  "Some 

o' us feel it, others o' us—need to be shown to feel, but they do, no doubt 'bout that."  He grinned 
at me.  "So I's gotta thank ya, Jeremy, for givin' all o' us here a reason tonight for helpin' each 
other out.  I think that's the most you c'n ever ask o' anybody, is to help 'em out." 

 "Great," I said, as noncommitally as possible, "glad to be of service."  Except I really wasn't; 
I was getting pretty nervous now with the way they were staring at me, a specimen on display, as 
if I'd pulled down my pants or something right before their faces.  I don't think Rich picked up 
on it, though, cause he just kept going: 

 "We got to help each others help 'emselves," he said, with finality, "it's sumpin' that goes 
withou' our sayin', just the way things are.  People don't hafta understand it," he said urgently, "it 
just is, and we do it." 

 There was silence for a moment as people let this sink in—I heard a cough or two, a few 
hushed amens.  Then there was some shuffling around the edges of the room, and soon the place 
was bustling again, as people got up from their seats and started for their coats, to the doors, 
getting ready to go home.  Rich's smile, frozen on his face, seemed jarring in the florescent light.  
I stood up, wiped my hands on my jeans, turned to him: 

 "I guess I oughta get going, too," I said.  That sorta snapped Rich back into reality. 
 "Oh, gosh no," he exclaimed, startled, "you don't have to go.  There're plenty that sleep here, 

all the time."  He waved his arms expansively towards a group of elderly men wearing union hats 
as an example, and a few others.  A woman dressed in sweats and a plaid shirt looked towards us 
and waved, staring blandly.  "Plenty o' bunks, too.  You're welcome to stay." 

 "Um, no thanks," I managed.  I shuffled towards my coats, which were drying out over the 
radiator.  They smelled of dry rot.  "Thanks for the offer, though.  It's been—swell, everything's 
been swell." 



Life In Wartime 

 213

 A look of blank disappointment flickered across Rich's face, but it was gone as quickly as it 
came.  "Well, all right," he said, clapping me on the shoulder, "we'll get you on home then, soon 
'nough.  Figure you know where you're gone, and all that, I reckon." 

 "Yeah."  I shrugged, slipped into the first coat.  "I guess I'll figure that out."  I squeezed into 
the second jacket—a winter one, a real prize I'd swiped from a flea market back in September—
and zipped it up.  "But—well, thanks for dinner, and all.  Getting outta the rain.” 

 Rich looked outside.  “It’s still rainin’, y’know,” he told me, his eyes concerned. “Y’sure you 
don’t wanna stay on just a bit longer?” 

 I shook my head.  “Nah.  People to see, things to do, you know—busy guy.” 
 Rich nodded, smiling jovially.  “Course you are.  Busy guy.”  He helped me into my last coat; 

I shuffled on my boots and looked outside.  It was pouring.  Rich grabbed me by the shoulder 
before I left.  “Tell you what,” he said, “Bud here—“ he patted a horse-faced, sullen-looking man 
in an overcoat like mine—“he’s goin’ on home, too.  Y’two wanna walk together, might be to 
keep each other’s company, I reckon.”   

 I looked at Bud.  He had a lazy eye that seemed to roll about its socket idly.  The other one 
was fixed on me, with utter unconcern.  I might have been spooked but for those stupid lights—
they made it hard to be afraid of anything; they pinned everything down below them.  He didn’t 
look like he was really going anywhere—at least, no where in particular.  “Hiya,” I said to Bud.  
“Howya doing.” 

 Bud grunted.  He turnecd to Rich, muttered something inaudible.  Rich frowned. 
 “Jus’ take him there, then,” he scolded, a touch of irritation in his voice.  Bud shrugged, 

resumed his sullen stare out the door.  Rich looked at me and grinned.  “He says fine, he’ll walk 
ya s’far as the bridge.” 

 “Is something wrong?” I asked. 
 “’Course not,” Rich said, hurriedly, “Bud here jus’ wanted to know—ah—well, jus’ where 

you were plannin’ on goin’.  So he doesn’t hafta walk far.  Says he prefers to stay warm n’ dry in 
this weather, you can understand.”  He breathed heavily.  “So he’ll walk ya s’far as the bridge, 
point ya on from there.”  Bud shot an impatient look back at me: are ya coming? 

 I nodded.  Bud grunted gutturally, and stomped out into the rain.  I took a last look back at 
Rich, whose smile now seemed a little forced, and waved good-bye.  Rich called something from 
behind me after a moment, but Bud and I were moving so fast by then that I didn’t catch a word.  
The rain was pouring then, anyway, so that probably had something to do with drowning him 
out; at any rate, I didn’t see him again.  A few minutes later, following wordlessly behind the 
taciturn Bud, we came to the bridge.  Bud grunted again: this is where you get off. 

 “Thanks,” I muttered, shaking what water I could from off my coat.  “Appreciate the guide.”  
I looked around—the train tracks, an apartment complex beyond.  “Where should I go from 
here?” 

 Bud shrugged, as if to say: that’s up to you. 
 “You live here?” 
 Bud shook his head no.  He pointed back to where we’d come from, the shelter.   
 “The shelter?  You live at the shelter?”  This got no response.  “Bud?  Where’s a good place 

to sleep?” 
 Bud pointed: the ground.  I nodded.  Under the bridge, at least, it was dry enough.  I decided 

to try a different tack. 
 “Bud,” I asked, “what’s your real name?  I mean, it isn’t Bud, is it?” 
 Bud shook his head: no. 
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 “Well, what is it?” I pressed.  “What’s your name?” 
 Bud was silent for a moment more, then muttered, his eyes fixed squarely into the rain: 

“Vergil.”  He pressed his lips together. 
“Vergil?” I asked.  Bud threw me an irritated look: it’s no big deal.  Then he turned on his heel, 

and walked back to the shelter, the waves of rain closing in like a curtain behind him. 
 

As I'm telling you all of this, you're probably wondering when I'm gonna get to talking about 
the way I left the Home, eventually; especially how I got Brother Tartabull so fundamentally 
pissed off at me that he won't even let me spend the night at the place so I'm out here freezing 
my balls off in the cold and rattling on.  You might even figure you're entitled; that after all this 
you're privileged to the information—and you'd be right, for the most part, and rest assured I'm 
getting to it.  It's not right to leave you out, just not proper, yet something tells me as soon as I do 
you'll forget about everything else. 

 I could tell you about the months afterward, the other Brothers that came through; about 
Brother Patrique, who they found hiding under his bed with a scalpel, or about Brother Demus, 
who tore up the cabinetry (as well as most of the infirmary) doing the tarentella, or Brother Maas, 
who flew through everything they tried to keep him down so fast that they eventually had to 
close the infirmary for good trying to get it back in order—these Brothers, and the others who 
came through and threw everything to bits, I could tell you about them but by the time I'd 
finished you'd feel like you were going blind, and you'll wonder how I even managed to get out 
with my eyes intact. 

 I could tell you about the stink of the place, the sweltering stench that saturated the walls of 
the basement and crept up along the stairs, the blood-red walls along the elevator shaft from 
bricks that had were crumbling away at their corners, the termite-infested drywall, the degraded 
mortar, and my wonder that the place held together at all, about the conclusions that I reached—
that it didn't hold together but by the energy of its infernal will, a subhuman desire to remain—
but how bored would you get of architecture; after going so far in it's impossible to impress with 
simple setting, but it wasn't just the place that drove me away, it was a deep-seated repulsion, an 
engorged taste of disgust, angry and red, so thick that no light could penetrate. 

 I could tell you about the staff, the mindless, headless staff, their staring eyes and their 
manual of routines; the bottles of meds and the syringes, the way they eyed each other with 
careful lust (or so I thought), so I watched them, their endless, convoluted incest, the way the 
rules begat rules and regulations sprang from the floor like vermin—the words like bricks, 
thrown about, with no care but for the arbitrary signification of tenets, of laws.   

 And yet I couldn’t leave—no matter what, I couldn’t leave, despite all those things, I had to 
stay, if only because I had nowhere else to go, if only because I felt the rise of something 
monstrous swelling up from beneath that place, if only because if I left without witnessing it I’d 
be out here, in the cold, left to wonder what might have been.  But they found me out, 
eventually—and here I am, tramping around to keep myself warm, the city lights starting to come 
on now, the corners slinking out of the darkness and signposts inching into view.   

 No, I won't tell you about those things; they're not mine to tell but yours—to feel, to grasp.  
I don't want you thinking I hated the place outright, that I'm only telling you this because they 
wouldn't give me a place to sleep—Brother Tartabull was right when he said  there wasn't any 
place for me; we'd agreed on that before.  I don't want you to think anything, really; it's not like 
I'm here to show you—but there is a place where I want to start, where things start running 
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together, where everything starts to tell itself by its own sound, and these words—my words—
don't have to mean anything anymore.   

  
 It was a few days into December when Brother Tartaball called me into his office for the last 

time.   
"Jeremy," he said, his back to me, "sit down.  At my desk," he added, without looking back.  I 

thumped myself down on the armchair; it seemed to want to swallow me alive.  "It’s best we 
start—ah, as soon as possible.  I have a lot to do after this.”  

 “Start on what?” I asked. 
 “Your evaluation, of course.  It’s that time again.”  Brother Tartabull came around, sank into 

his chair.  He had a folder in his hands—a different folder, not my own, at least not the usual 
one.  “Jeremy Darrison,” he said, levelly, reading from the folder.  “Not Dodgeson, as we all 
previously thought.  Have I got that right?”  It startled me, to hear him use my real name; quickly 
I calmed myself, got a grip on my expression.  Hoped he hadn’t read anything.  Brother 
Tartabull’s eyes bore into mine; he was waiting.  I tried to think of some way to play him off. 

 “I—I dunno,” I shrugged.  “I guess.  No," I amended.  "Must have been a typo.”  Lame. 
 Brother Tartabull thought so too, by the look on his face.  “A typo.”  He clicked his teeth.  

“A typo, I’m sure.  Very convenient.” 
 “I guess so.”  I shrugged, tried to look as nonchalant as possible.  “No big deal, right?” 
 Brother Tartabull breathed heavily, letting the air escape through his teeth in a low whistle.  

It was a subtle sound, insidious, almost, but there was definite force behind it.  He said: “As I 
recall, Brother Jennings was the one who approved your—employment here.” 

 “Yeah, that’s right.” 
 “Without my permission, I might add,” he continued, like he hadn’t heard me, “a—mistake, 

for which he has already apologized.  I let you stay on, however, out of the goodness of my—
well, goodness of my heart, I think is the common expression.  And now it appears you are not 
who you claimed to be.” 

 “It's not like it changes anything,” I said, slowly.  “I mean, so my name’s different.  It doesn’t 
change anything.” 

 “Doesn’t it?”  Brother Tartabull’s eyes peered over his glasses.  He examined me, almost 
curiously.  “Let me remind you of a few—well, statistics.  We've a long list, you see."  He checked 
them off.  "Since you have been here," he said, his tongue clicking, "prescription drug outlay has 
doubled, the heating bill is astronomical, on-the-job injuries have increased in number—" 

 "Wait, hold on, what injuries—" I was about to ask but Brother Tartabull cut me off quickly. 
 "As incurred by several members of staff," he said flatly, "a whole range of—unfortunate 

accidents.  One of which, the most recent, was due to an overly wet floor.  The sign you were 
supposed to lay out marking it as such we found lying carelessly thrown in the corner.  That’s the 
least of our worries.”  He straightened in his chair.  “The traps you laid in the basement were 
defective.  That should have been reported to us immediately.  We've lost several pounds of food 
because of that, to rats, mostly.  You also seem to have a problem keeping the windows closed.  
All in all, it points to a singular—carelessness, on your part."  His eyes scanned down the list.  
"There's more, of course," he said with a snigger.  "Hardly necessary to read them all.  Unless you 
don't believe me?" 

 I shrugged.  I didn't seem to have much of a say, anyway. 
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 "Fine," Brother Tartabull said.  He coughed, cleared his throat.  "Let me be even more lucid.  
It is my opinion that you have—neglected your responsibilities, especially those outlined in your 
contract.  You do remember signing a contract?" 

 I couldn't remember a thing.  "No." 
 Brother Tartabull sighed, pulled out a sheet of yellowed and crumpled paper.  He handed it 

to me.  "There," he said.  "Signed at the bottom.  Jeremy Dodgeson.  Agreeing to the conditions as 
outlined above.  Clear as crystal."  He reached over, pointed at the dotted line.  "Now you 
remember." 

 "I guess, yeah, sure," I said.  "Sure I signed it." 
 He snatched the paper from my hands.  "Jeremy Dodgeson," he read slowly.  "Or am I 

misreading it?  Darrison, as it were?  Daggerman?" 
 I shrugged, not wanting to commit myself either way.  Brother Tartabull sighed again, 

reached behind his desk and pulled out another folder. 
 "Since we insist on being—reticent," he announced, "I'll simply—ah, lay it on the line for 

you.  Our office received this the other day."  He slapped the folder on his desk.  "It simply 
materialized on our doorstep, no return address—out of thin air, so to speak."  He let my eyes 
trail over it.  I already had a good idea of what it was, though I had no idea how the hell it had 
gotten here, of all places.  I didn't want Brother Tartabull to know that, of course, so I asked him 
what it was, looking as dumb as I could.  "Why," he exclaimed, like he was surprised, "It appears 
to be—you."  He grinned at me widely, like he was gnashing something between his teeth.  "I read 
through it.  I asked Brother Jennings to read through it, and submit his opinion to me.  By now, 
I'm rather sure most of the staff has seen it.  They all have come to the same conclusion—
independently, I might add, in case you were thinking I had anything to do with this.  I don't 
suppose you already know what it is?" he asked.  "Or would you like to read it yourself?  Just to 
make sure?" 

 "I don't even know what it is," I lied.  He didn't seem to buy it, though.  "I mean, what does 
it have to do with me?  My job, I mean," I added.  “Just because it’s there doesn’t mean anything 
about stuff I do.” 

 "Fine," snarled Brother Tartabull, snapping the folder away, "I will say it for you, since you 
seem to be reluctant to, ah—cooperate.  You've not been honest with us.  Admit it.  Your 
behavior has been erratic, your work inconsistent, and your attitude—your attitude has been 
contemptuous, at best."  He clasped his hands, leaned forward on them against the desk.  "I must 
say that it is exceptionally difficult to work with someone whose only purpose seems to have 
been to—defy every order that he is given.”  His voice turned icy.  “But that’s exactly what you’re 
up to, isn’t it?” he hissed.  “Admit it.  We should have known from the very beginning.” 

 “Known what?” I demanded.  “As far as I know, I haven’t done anything.” 
 “Yet,” Brother Tartabull said, simply, as if it ended all argument.  “This history speaks as 

much.  You have—a record.  A predisposition to, ah, abnormal actions.  Your father—well, if you 
have any of your father’s traits—“ He shrugged, watched me silently for a moment.  “I will ask 
you once again, Jeremy.  What have you been up to?  What is your plan, so to speak?  Honesty 
might earn you some clemency here.” 

 I shook my head.  “I still don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 Brother Tartabull’s eyes narrowed.  He leaned in close.  He was breathing so heavy I could 

taste his breath—the pungent, spicy taste of rot—on my face.  “I want to know, Jeremy,” he 
hissed.  “I want to know what happened up there.  In the infirmary.  What happened with the 
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Brothers.  You have nothing to gain by not telling me.  You have everything to lose.  I want you 
to tell me what you were doing up there, and you are going to tell me now.” 

 I shook my head again.  “I dunno, Father,” I said.  “I mean it, nothing happened.  You’re 
talking to the wrong guy.” 

 Brother Tartabull’s face fell visibly.  He sank back into his chair, set his hands clenched 
around the armrests.  “Fine, then,” he said, his voice almost resigned.  “I can see where your 
interests lie.  You’re dismissed.”  When I didn’t move, his face turned lupine, vicious: “Leave, 
Jeremy.  You’ve made your point perfectly clear.  I want to see the basement cleared of your 
belongings by tonight.”  He wheeled his chair around and disappeared behind his desk.   

 I decided it’d be best to get going as fast as I could, seeing the look on Brother Tartabull’s 
face, and I didn’t even bother going upstairs to clean up the stuff I’d been mopping up before.  
There wasn’t even a point to it, when you thought about it; the Broters had been getting so crazy 
lately that the only ones they’d keep in there were practically catatonic—the rest of them they’d 
keep downstairs, where the staff could keep an eye on them generally.  The ones that were up 
there didn’t make too much of a mess anyway.  So I just turned the corner past the stiars and 
opened the door to the basement. 

 There, right in the middle of the stairs, was a gigantic rat. 
 I froze, watched it, my eyes bulging.  They were bigger than I’d imagined; it held a piece of 

the poisoned bait in its paws like you would an apple and took a bite of it with solemnity, chewed 
mindlessly, whiskers quivering.  I dunno if he even noticed me watching him there, or cared; it 
was almost like he wasn’t afraid at all, like he’d gotten used to humans being around, like we 
weren’t going to do anything to kill him or drive him away, like he knew the bait was poisoned 
but that it somehow couldn’t hurt him at all.  I remembered reading somewhere that for every rat 
you saw there were about seven or eight or so that were hiding, just out of sight, and I shuddered 
a little.  I’ve never been scared of those kinds of things, stuff like rats and bugs, the kind of things 
people are generally scared of, but I swear to you that rat knew.  It knew I was there, and it wasn’t 
afraid.  I wasn’t gonna move it, move them, no matter what I did.  It just watched me with blood-
shot eyes, sat there and chewed.   

 I ran past it down the stairs, nearly tripping over my own damned feet as I went. 
 When I got to the bottom of the stairs, I stopped. There was a strange sound, above the 

rattle of the old boiler as it went; it came and faded every few seconds or so, a heaving, heavy 
sound.  A first, I thought the walls were breathing or something, they were so old, or maybe the 
boiler itself was cracking around the edges, the bolts were coming off, the whole place was gonna 
blow, I had better run; I turned around. 

 Will and Teresa were in my bed.  I caught my breath with a start, watched for what seemed 
like ages; Will’s breath coming in harsh, sharp barks, Teresa arched above him, her neck craning 
impossibly, hair melting into the darkness around them, where the light from the door failed 
utterly to reach.  I remembered the rats and felt their eyes watching with me.  At first I thought 
they were fucking, and then I felt my gorge rise as I realized—had to choke myself back, didn’t 
do it at all well, because they heard me, stopped.  Teresa covered herself in my blankets, and Will 
called out, his voice cagey, nervous: 

 “Who’s there?”  Then his eyes must have adjusted, because he saw me, though I don’t know 
how, it was so dark in there.  “Jeremy,” he said pleasantly, like it was a sunny day and we were all 
at a picnic, “how nice to see you.  No use in hiding things, right?  Suppose you’ll want a turn?”  
He gestured to Teresa; she smiled knowingly at me, lowered the blankets slowly.  “You can finish 
her off,” Will said snidely.  “Go for it.” 
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 All I could manage was to shake my head.  Will laughed. 
 “No, huh?” he chuckled.  He pulled Teresa down beside him, mounted himself between her 

legs.  “Well, you can go ahead and watch, if you like, if that’s your thing.  I don’t give a rat’s ass 
one way or the other.”  He shifted his hips; Teresa moaned appreciatively underneath him.  “I’ve 
got—business to attend to.”  He flashed me a smile. 

 I ran.  I didn’t bother to even grab my extra changes of clothes; they were under the bed 
anyway.  I raced up the stairs, snatched my jacket on the way out.  Thank God I had my boots on 
by that point or I would have just run out from under that place without them, right through the 
door into the dark and the snow.  

 
 So that’s how I ended up leaving, anyway, and if you look at it that way, that’s how I ended 

up here.  I almost wish I’d grabbed my things before rushing out; the clothes I do got are soaked 
through by this point and sticking to me so that the whenever the wind blows it’s like ice crusting 
over on my skin.  But I’m in the grips of it now, despite all that’s urging my back I can’t turn 
around; this ending’s got me cornered, caught in its own inevitability. 

 The wind is really kicking, now; the snow’s even started to pick up and everywhere is like a 
whirlwind.  You can’t see two inches past your own face, and the only way I managed to get back 
here without dying out there was because I stuck mainly to the alleys, where it wasn’t so bad.  Still 
white as death, of course, but I keep my head down and plow ahead, running sometimes and 
stopping only because I hafta rub my nose to get the blood flowing in it again.  There’s a scarf I 
see in a trash can and I grab that, wrap it around my face.  It doesn’t keep the cold out but at 
least I’ll know where to find it if it falls off.  It does work a little, though, and pretty soon I’m at 
the Home again. 

 The front door’s gonna be locked, of course, but then it’s not like I’d want to use it anyway.  
I’ve no idea what time it is now, only the vaguest idea where I am, only that it’s somewhere close 
to the Home, somewhere around its crumbly brick, and it’s late in the evening or early in the 
morning or maybe that twining hour in between.  They had a storm cellar, at one point, but it’s 
probably buried by the snow at this point and besides the entrance in was deadbolted, I 
remember.  The only thing left is a window, and I scan my eyes for one that isn’t covered in a 
drift.  Spot one eventually, race towards it.    

 I kick at the glass.  It’s one of those small windows, purely token; the basement never got 
light from it anyway.  The cold must make the glass harder to break; at any rate it takes two or 
three tries before it gives with a crash.  I hide, my back against the wall, in case anybody’s heard 
it.  When I figure everything’s safe, I bend down, look inside—dark.  I kick away the last few 
shards of glass that are still hanging around the edges, but I must have missed some because I cut 
myself a good one sliding in.  The hardest part is getting the gas can to come with me; it takes a 
bit of jiggling and effort and I force it through after a while.  It’s so incredibly different from the 
outside that I have to wait a second to let my eyes, ears adjust.  There’s a low, whirring hum as I 
wait—the electric heater, stupid and mindless, pumping away.  It irritates me that it can be so 
clueless.  I creep ahead into the dark. 

 That breathing sound again, it comes and goes and for a minute I get scared that maybe Will 
and Teresa are in my bed again, but no—the bed’s still there, funny enough, but it looks like no 
one’s been in it for ages.  There’s ratshit and dust and the smell of earth all over it; a year’s worth 
of time’s benevolent residue.  I kick at the edge of the bed; rats scatter from underneath it.  They 
aren’t as big as I thought they’d be by this time.   
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 I pull out a match from my pocket, light the pilot.  Drop the match on the floor; it 
disappears into the dust.   

 No, the breathing—it comes again; I turn and see the boiler, heaving at its joints, not just 
rattling on like it always does, but suddenly coming alive.  Its groundings are coming loose if you 
look and the whole thing shakes; steam whistles out from between the rivets and the arms to the 
ceiling tremble with supernatural effort, to rip out of the ceiling, to eat, consume, and the 
windows inside are fiery eyes.  I shiver, and tip the gas can over on the floor.  The heavy spice 
smell of gasoline shoots my nostrils and I waver, the lines of the boiler fading for an instant, 
melting, and I lose my resolve momentarily.   

 I plunge ahead anyway, turn the crank on the boiler, shaking as it is, all the way up. 
 Steam flies from the sides; fire bursts from its mouth.  The creases in the arms split; flames 

spill from them, licking up the sides, as if it had been bleeding fire into the place all the while.  
You can see the faultlines forming in the old metal; paint chips shiver off from the sudden heat, 
like sweat.  I give the crank another turn, then run, not through the window, but up the stairs, 
through the corridors and the kitchen and past Brother Tartabull’s office and the foyer where 
that stupid chandelier was and struggle with the door for a moment before I remember that it’s 
locked and then I’m out, shot out into the cold, the snow, and I fall into a drift. 

 I was going to warn them but it’s too late now. 
 You can hear the boiler rumbling, even from out here; from beneath the drifts the windows 

start to glow with orange, yellow.  Then it comes, a roar as the thing flies apart, I can imagine it 
flying apart, sheets of metal shooting off around the basement, through the ceiling, embedding 
themselves into the drywall, tearing at the insulation.  And the fire—rushing out like fiends.  
Then another roar, and another, as it explodes.  The foundation is beginning to shake.  The 
bricks are too old; the cracks in the walls shoot up along the sides; windows crack, and everything 
is bursting with flames.   

 I brace myself in a snowbank, watch, as the whole place crumbles away underneath itself, 
one floor toppling onto the other as the boiler shakes them down; explosion after explosion as 
pipes burst and fire breaks loose, up the stairs and into the foyer so that looking through the 
front windows burns your eyes just to see.  I feel the heat even out here; it licks my nose and I 
shuffle away, further into the snow, watch as the building finally collapses, crushing itself under 
its own weight.  No screams above it, nothing—why didn’t they save themselves?   

 Maybe they weren’t in it. 
 I tell myself this.  It doesn’t take. 
 I stand up, brush myself off.  The pile is still burning, crackling and snapping, though I 

expect the cold and snow will put it out soon enough.  The snow is flying wilder than ever 
around me, but here it’s calm, the eye of a Pentecostal storm.  I remember now what that feeling 
was, of inevitability, of being in the grips of a device far beyond my ken, and I fall back onto my 
knees with the weight of it.  I feel the wind inching closer towards me, but I’m suddenly too tired 
to move.  The snow piles high around me.  I don’t feel the wind anymore when it bites my face, 
my arms, my ankles.   

 And I realize, with a start, that all this is as a dream; I seem to find myself-- as my father 
must have found himself-- in the grips of a colossal lie, as hilarious as it is deadly, and, giving 
myself up to its incredible self-delusions, I put my head in my hands and laugh.  Laugh with all 
my heart, a high, distant sound.  Laugh at all these imaginings, laugh at all the possibilities I've left 
unexplored, laugh at everything. 

 I hope they find me.  I really do. 
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On Meta-Shifts 
 

The Optical Illusion as Related Simulacra  
 

The drawing is a deceptively simple one: a beautiful young woman, 
fashionably attired, craning her head over her shoulder in search of some 
unseen object.  There are the graceful curves of her neck, the elegant 
necklace circling her throat, the pendant bell of her ear.  So sure are we of 
her presence that our attention is not so much what she is (for we believe 
we already know) but what she is doing.   
 But no sooner do we pull our focus away from the woman’s 
identifying characteristics does the woman disappear.   The chin melts 
away and develops nostrils; the ear peels and folds back into her skin, now 
a weary eye cast on the world; the necklace cuts into the neck and where it 
once was now are a set of lips, thin and hard set.  She is an old woman, 
now, haggard and worn, her grotesque chin tucked into the folds of her 

winter coat.  One can almost imagine her on a park bench somewhere, watching the pigeons 
circle her feet.  The picture has changed, we say.  It has become one from another. 
 Yet this is an inaccurate assessment.  The picture very clearly hasn’t changed, at least not 
in any physical manner.  The change has occurred in our perspective; our perception of the picture 
has shifted.  And still the picture is not the same; it is no longer a picture of a young woman, but an 
old one, or both.  The inherent properties of the picture have changed; it no longer embodies a 
single woman, but two. 
 And yet some may object: can’t the picture simply be collective?  That is to say, can’t the 
picture be both a picture of a young woman and an old one?  And we’d have to agree, for the 
picture truly does show both women.  But our debate here centers not on the picture itself, but 
rather on what the picture represents as simulacra, and as such, we must see that the picture can only 
represent one woman at a time.  The characteristics that make the young woman young cannot, 
simultaneously, make the old one old.  The jawbone is a jawbone, and not simultaneously a nose.  
And so we see that the two simulacra are distinct, and yet we are able to move from one to the 
other. 
  So we don’t argue so much about the existence of these separate states, these distinct 
simulacra—but as soon as we accept their existence, we must accept the existence of a relation 
between them.  There would seem to be one, on the face of it: we can easily move from one 
species of simulacra to the other, and back again.  So our attention should be not on the separate 
species of simulacra—for these are arbitrarily chosen, and we may substitute other forms for 
these at will—but on the transition between them, which allows us to translate elements of 
character from one species to the next.  This impetus for this transitional state, or change in 
perspective—which I term the meta-shift, for lack of a better term—will be the focus of the rest of 
this paper. 
 

The Process of the Meta-shift: an Outline  
 

Figure 1: Which woman does
this drawing actually show? 
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To understand this concept, we need to examine a few terms and outline a few basic 
assumptions.  We are examining the transitional state between related simulacra, which are 
simulacra that shift modes without changing their extant properties.  For us to understand this, 
we need to first briefly discuss the properties of simulacra and the concept of relatedness.   
 We call simulacra those copies that have no original, those self-referential objects whose 
existence is drawn not from some ideal, but from themselves—their names, their imagined 
purpose.  They are templates for themselves; they are actual inasmuch as they exist before us, but 
they have no original existence otherwise.  “Such,” Baudrillard writes, “is simulation, insofar as it 
is opposed to representation.  Representation stems from the principle of the equivalence of the 
sign and of the real… Simulation, on the contrary, stems… from the sign as the reversion and 
death sentence of every reference.”  The simulated image, he notes, has “no relation to any reality 
whatsoever: it is its own pure simulacrum.”1 
 Though brief, this definition of the simulacrum is functional enough for our purposes.  
Applying Baudrillard’s concept of the simulacrum to the example above, we see the young 
woman because we expect to see her there in the picture.  Our preconceived notion of the young 
woman (one formed without having ever encountered either the ideal young woman, or the image 
presented here) shapes our perception of the drawing and leads us to see what is virtually 
expected: thus we see it is not a drawing of a young woman at all, but rather a drawing of an image 
of a young woman.  Not an ideal, then: a simulacrum. 
 A similar process shapes our perception of the image of the old woman.  If we see the 
old woman first, it is because we recognize elements of the drawing as corresponding to our 
preconceived notions; if we see her second, it is for the same reasons, but the origin of those 
elements are different: the first set we see as elements of a drawing; the second we see as 
elements of an image taking a new form.   

We begin to see, then, how these two simulacra are related.  There is the obvious, of course, 
that stark, monochrome assessment, that contains both but reveals only separately.  But there is 
more subtle force at work than this: the drawing does not relate; it only contains, and as it 
remains constant (in a physical sense, at the very least) it cannot motivate the shift.  What causes 
this change?  And what, exactly, is changing? 
 To answer this, let us examine the process again, a little more closely.  The picture doesn’t 
change.  That is to say, the lines don’t change their orientation in space; the picture doesn’t 
suddenly go from black-and-white to living color, &c.  But looking at each state separately, we 
see that the elements themselves have changed their definitions.  That is: the line that formerly 
represented a chin now represents a nose (or vice versa), and so on and so forth.  What is 
changing, then, are the concepts the individual elements are meant to embody.  The elements 
themselves are constant; their representations are subject to mutation. 
 And if we remember that these definitions are imposed—that they must come from 
without the drawing itself—it becomes clear that the motivation for their change must come 
from without as well.   Note that though this process is asymmetrical, it is possible to go back 
and forth between the simulacra, and establish a sort of equilibrium—at a certain moment, one 
sees the young woman; at the next, one sees the older woman.  It is a process akin to a chemical 
reaction, inasmuch as the transitional state induced by the meta-shift is transitory and contains 
characteristics of both end states.  Thus we see the relationship between the two simulacra: they 
are related by a process of character recognition, transition between the elements, and finally a new 

                                                           
1 Baudrillard, Jean.  Simulacra and Simulation.  Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1994, p 6.   
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character recognition.  Related simulacra, then, are those that can be related through this process; 
unrelated simulacra are those whose transitional state is inconceivable, no matter how strong a 
meta-shift is applied.   
 Having already discussed the simulacrum (though briefly), we now need to discuss the 
step of character determination.  Why should this step be necessary?  Shouldn’t it be possible to 
move directly from the image to the simulacrum, and then from one simulacrum to the other?  If 
this were possible, then we might call the very existence of the meta-shift into question; no 
transitional state would be necessary.  All that we’d have to do in order to get from one 
simulacrum to the other is simply move; a meta-shift—which relies upon the change of elements that 
make up the form—would be a profoundly useless invention.  Our quest would be, at best, quixotic.  
And yet this is not the case: Deleuze gives a rejoinder to this problem in the same passage. 
 “Species are differenciated only in so far as each has parts which are themselves 
differenciated,” he writes.  This corresponds to third step of the process, after the existence of 
simulacra and the recognition of elements in the form.  Deleuze continues: “Differenciation is 
always simultaneously Differenciation of species and parts, of qualities and extensities: 
determination of qualities or determination of species, but also partition or organization.”2    
 By Deleuze’s definition, objects are recognized by the accumulated recognition of certain 
traits, which are themselves recognized for being different from something else.  
“[D]ifferenciation… has two aspects, one concerning the qualities or diverse species which 
actualize the varieties, the other concerning number or the distinct parts actualizing the singular 
points.”3  By extension of this argument, simulacra are recognized by the things that make them 
different from other simulacra.  It seems like a small and obvious point, but without it, the process 
relating different simulacra falls apart. 
 

“[C]omplete determination,” Deleuze writes, “carries out the differentiation of singularities, but it 
bears only upon their existence and their distribution… [T]he essential aspects of sufficient 
reason—determinability, reciprocal determination, complete determination—find their systematic 
unity in progressive determination… The completeness of the determination also implies the 
progressivity of adjunct fields.  In going from A to B and then B to A, we do not arrive back at the 
point of departure as in a bare repetition; rather, the repetition between and B and B and A is the 
progressive trajectory or description of the whole of a problematic field.” 4 

 
Deleuze, at least, seems to think that systematic determination of characters is a necessary 

step: moreover, in this passage, he seems to imply that, as the determination of traits differs from 
one simulacrum to the next, the progression forward in the relating process will be fundamentally 
different from the progression backward.  Thus, we can at least feel justified up to this point in our 
quest for the meta-shift.  Deleuze clearly believes that the process of moving back and forth 
between simulacra is not merely a simple step, a “bare repetition,” as it were, but rather a series 
of rearrangements, following a specific path, one that might look different on the way back.  
Something more than a simple step from one simulacrum to the other is necessary.  Character 
determination provides us with the necessary tools to grasp the simulacrum and a basis upon 
which the meta-shift is able to act. 

                                                           
2 Badiou, Alain.  Deleuze: the Clamor of Being.  Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2000, p 140. 
3 Ibid, p 139. 
4 Ibid, p 140. 
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Having examined all steps leading up to the meta-shift, we are now equipped to examine the 
meta-shift itself.  How does it induce the so-called transitional state described above?  Moreover, 
if the progressivity of the process really is a “description of a problematic field,” as Deleuze 
claims, is the meta-shift inherently context-sensitive?  And if so, how can we possibly speak of it 
abstractly (in a universal sense), without opening up our argument to attack on the grounds of 
reification?  That is, if the meta-shift is context-sensitive (and it is), how can we even define a 
meta-shift in an abstract manner without objectifying it as an oversimplified mechanism, simply 
for its use value in another context, and still expect the concept to retain its original 
configuration? 
 I shall, in the following section, attempt to give an outline of the meta-shift’s properties, 
and, in turn, answer some of these questions (others are far beyond the scope of this paper, but 
will be hinted at).  Throughout, the reader may find it helpful to remember what we are ultimately 
examining is essentially the impetus for a change in our perspective. 

It may also aid our discussion to first examine the meta-shift in action, but in a different 
context.  We find, strangely enough, an analogous account of the meta-shift in linear algebra.  
The last section will attempt to demonstrate a mathematical interpolation of the meta-shift as an 
application involving vector spaces and change-of-bases matrices.  Though the following account 
is largely mathematical, the arithmetic is not so important as the underlying concepts.   
 
A Brief Treatment of the Meta-shift: Theory and Application 
 
 We will take a roundabout way of examining the more theoretical aspects of the meta-
shift and its potential applications.  Let us first see if, by determining the abstract qualities of the 
meta-shift, our efforts are susceptible to the effects of reification. 
 Reification, as Frederic Jameson writes, is the compression and distillation of the spiritual 
nature of objects into their use value within the capitalistic regime.  It is most clearly seen in 
popular culture: for example, we glean a melody from a popular song; we learn a moral at the end 
of a popular movie.  Jameson puts it a little more starkly: 
 

The objects of the commodity world of capitalism also shed their independent “being” and intrinsic 
qualities and come to be so many instruments of commodity satisfaction: the familiar example is 
that of tourism—the American tourist no longer lets the landscape “be in its being” as Heidegger 
would have said, but takes a snapshot of it, thereby graphically transforming space into its own 
material image.  The concrete activity of looking at a landscape—including, no doubt, the 
disquieting bewilderment with the activity itself, the anxiety that must arise when human beings, 
confronting the non-human, wonder what they are doing there and what the point or purpose of 
such a confrontation might be in the first place—is thus comfortably replaced by the act of taking 
possession of it and converting it into a form of personal property.5 

 
 So our question, for now, is: does discovering the properties of the meta-shift imply 
reification on our part?  And the answer would be yes and no. 
 
��Yes, insofar as we are able to find applications for the abstract notion of the meta-shift: 

so long as no particular meta-shift is involved. 

                                                           
5 Jameson, Fredric.  Signatures of the Visible.  New York: Routledge, 1990, p 13. 
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��No, because as we shall see, individual meta-shifts themselves are useless outside their 
points of reference: that without its capstone simulacra, the isolated meta-shift is as 
useless as a hose in the desert: nothing to go through it, and nothing for that nothing to 
go through to.  So when we speak of the meta-shift, we must keep in mind that as an 
abstraction, the meta-shift has extant properties, but as a reality, it can never be taken 
out of context.   

 
 We can start by saying that meta-shifts are motivations that force us to shift our 
perspective on certain related simulacra, changing them from one form to the other.  As we’ve 
already stated, the meta-shift plays on our preconceived notions, but acts as an external force to 
bring opposing notions of a simulacrum to bear on each other.  We can probably gain some 
insight on this phenomenon and its practical applications by examining its appearance in the “real 
world.”  Let us see, for example, how it plays out in the field of cultural studies, in which one 
examines parts of culture usually taken for granted and places them in a new light. 
 The Cosby Show, for instance, a popular television sitcom in the 1980’s, depicted what 
might be taken at first to be the “ideal” black family.  The father (played by Bill Cosby) was a 
doctor, the mother was a lawyer, and all the kids were well behaved, well educated, and well 
dressed.  Furthermore, the family exhibited all the familiar homilies of parental care and 
discipline: not a single episode was aired that didn’t conclude with some easily digested moral 
(truly conforming to the Jamesonian notion of popular culture).  Ella Taylor, a critic of the show, 
writes: 
 

Some critics have concluded that the Cosby Show and its imitators signify a return to 1950s-style 
consensual domestic comedy. Week after week, the show supplies the same rewards as those 
offered by family comedy in the 1950s and 1960s  the continuity of orderly lives lived without major 
trauma or disturbance, stretching back into an identical past and reaching forward into an identical 
future. But whereas the television families of the 1950s casually took harmony and order for 
granted, the Huxtables work strenuously and self-consciously at persuading viewers how well they 
get along.6 

 
 The primary problem with The Cosby Show, as most critics saw it, was that it didn’t portray 
a black family at all.  The show, in its efforts to defy racial stereotypes, actually played into the 
trap it wished to avoid.  It presented, instead (or so its critics claimed, at least), the ideal black 
family as being white underneath.  The American Dream for blacks, apparently, is not to achieve 
happiness as blacks, but happiness as assimilated members of white society—which is what the 
Huxtable family ultimately was.  The show gave hints of racial differentiation—an anti-apartheid 
poster on Theo’s door, for instance, and in the vocal accents it allowed its central characters to 
develop—but beyond these background noises, it presented a remarkably insulated view of the 
family in general, let alone the black family.  Gerard Jones, another critic of the show and author 
of Honey, I’m Home, writes:  
 

Cosby was too easy an exercise in wish fulfillment. It showed the nuclear family flowering in the 
heart of present-day New York. It showed a father exerting traditional controls over his world 
without ever resorting to forces or even anger. It showed blacks living the American Dream, with 

                                                           
6 http://www.columbia.edu/~asr41/cosby.html 
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no residual racial rage. Like Ronald Reagan, Cliff Huxtable projected an image of things as they 
should be, without much concern for how they were.7 

 
 Regardless of the show’s actual intent—and there is evidence that Cosby intended the 
show to defy stereotypes, not play into them8—it is clear that treating the show in this regard (i.e. 
critiquing it as an example of inverted racial stereotypes), critics’ opinions of the show underwent 
a meta-shift as we’ve described.  As the show itself remained mostly constant in its presentation, 
and as critics’ opinions on this point reveal a dichotomy, we should be able to categorize the 
show as engendering a set of related simulacra. 

 The reasoning goes something like this: The Cosby Show, 
as presented on television, is capable of conveying only itself—
that is, depicting only a story, subject to easy reification, without 
attempting a deeper meaning in any direction.  The way we 
regard the show’s message on race, however, depends on the 
way our preconceived notions shape our perception.  In this 
way, the show’s message becomes a simulacrum, with those 

characteristic elements being those written into the show.  Our 
initial assessment of the show must be that it portrays the ideal 
black family—obviously, the opposite assessment of inverted 

stereotypes requires this to be the first instance†—which we derive from the characters’ collective 
behavior and social situation.  The shift applied here is the idea that perhaps this situation is ideal, 
but for the wrong reason: we begin to suspect that the ideal family presented in the show is 
“ideal” because it is actually “white.”  We reexamine the elements we’d thought previously were 
the elements of the ideal black family, and indeed find that they conform to the 1950’s era 
stereotype of the ideal white family, though the situation has been juxtaposed in 1980’s urban New 
York.  Thus, our assessment of the show changes: we now view it as an inverted stereotype, 
implying that the black family can only be idealized in white society insofar as its behavior gets 
closer to white behavior. 
 The use of the meta-shift here, then, would be in the examination of the reasons why we 
started to think that the situation was far from ideal.  The study of the meta-shift would really be 
the study of the motivation for the motivation, the actual structure of the critics’ mindset that 
thrust that suspicion into their minds in the first place. 
 So a theoretical basis for the study of the meta-shift develops: it is the study of the 
structure of the motivation that prompts the change in perspective.  It is always external: in our 
study of the drawing, there is nothing to indicate the existence of both women but for the 
protests of our minds; in the case of The Cosby Show, only something in the minds of the critics—
some bias, perhaps, or fear—prompted them to question the appearance of the show’s racial 
intent.  Furthermore, the meta-shift must be context-sensitive: with The Cosby Show, the 
motivation prompted changes in the perception of behavioral and social elements as depicted by 
the program.  The same motivation would not promote a change in perspective in, say, discussing 
a Van Gogh, or even affirmative action, for it acts upon the artistic elements found only in the 
television program.    

                                                           
7 Ibid. 
8 http://www.engl.virginia.edu/~enwr1016/amc2d/cosby.html 
† Obviously, because without it, the inverted stereotype never develops.   It’s impossible to describe the family depicted in The Cosby Show as being 
the ideal black family only because they act white without claiming that they appear to be the ideal black family in the first place. 

Figure 3: Cliff Huxtable (Bill Cosby) and
his niece, Olivia, on the set of The Cosby
Show.
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 A clearer definition of the meta-shift can now be developed: it is the external motivation 
that promotes a change in perception of the characteristic elements of related simulacra, forcing a 
transitional state in which elements of one simulacrum are exchanged for elements of the other.  
It is actual, when relating simulacra, but disappears outside of its contextual basis because it fails 
to have anything to relate—and as the meta-shift is defined by its very purpose, it cannot exist 
without it.   
 With this theoretical definition, we find that there is very little else to discuss besides 
application.  The theoretical justification for our definition, beyond that which we’ve given, falls 
outside the scope of this paper, though in the next section I will try to justify—indirectly, through 
an example—the basis of this theory. 

 
Meta-shifts in Math: Vector Spaces and Change-of-Bases Matrices 
 
In this section, I’ll attempt to equate the concepts involved in the construction of the meta-

shift with concepts involved in linear algebra.  Linear algebra provides an excellent parallel to the 
concepts outlined above and a more explicit picture of the mechanisms involved.  Let’s begin 
with a brief outline of the central concepts, and their parallels in meta-shift theory:  

A vector space is any set V with operations of addition and scalar 
multiplication acting on elements called vectors.9  A matrix is an 
element of the set M(m,n) of all rectangular arrays of real numbers 
with m horizontal rows and n vertical columns.10  Finally, a function 
space defined on the set X may be thought of as a rule that assigns to 
each element x of X a unique and unambiguous real number denoted 
f(x) that is an element of the vector space F(X).  If bases for vector 
spaces can be expressed as n x n matrices11, that is, matrices with n 
rows and n columns, then there exists in M(m,n) a unique n x n 
matrix P such that [v]B = P[v]B’ for all v ∈ V, and P is a 

representative matrix for a function acting on a vector space V to V.12    
With this example, the vector space takes the place of the object, and the bases form the 

simulacra that are imposed upon it.  Furthermore, as we’ve stated, there is a transitional state 
imposed upon the simulacra, herein represented by the bases.  The transformational matrix—in 
the diagram, µA or µA’—represents a function on the vector space V and V’, respectively.  Our 
question now is: what are the characteristics of this matrix and the functional transform, and 
what relation have they to meta-shift construction? 

First of all, let us note that construction of bases from a vector space is highly similar to the 
perception of simulacra in an object, like the drawing we started with at the very beginning.  A 
basis for a vector space is essentially all the vectors in that vector space that can create all the 
other vectors in that space.  Furthermore, it has the added characteristic of being linearly 
independent; no vector in the basis can be formed by any of the others.  Thus, each vector is a 
characteristic of the basis, but though it is included within the space, it is not a characteristic of 
the entire vector space: the vector space has no characteristics except for being a vector space.   

                                                           
9 Messer, Robert.  Linear Algebra: Gateway to Mathematics.  New York: HarperCollins College Publishers, 1994, p 9. 
10 Ibid, p 29. 
11 Ibid, p 239. 
12 Ibid, p 229. 

Figure 4: Matrix / Function 
relationships for a change of bases 
i
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Secondly, we should note that though these bases exist independently of each other, they are 
both contained within the same vector space V.  This implies a possible, though not immediate, 
relation of some sort.  This relation we find in the linear transformation P, which essentially maps 
arbitrarily chosen vectors in V originally written in terms of the basis B into vectors in V written 
in terms of the basis B’.  This transformative function, or linear map, is represented by the matrix 
µA, and exists outside of both B and B’.  Its properties, however, are inherently linked to the 
properties of B and B’.  Like the meta-shift, the linear map is context-sensitive; it is meaningless 
without reference to its respective ends.  We can take any linear map, translate it as an m x n 
matrix, and still have no idea what it means without an idea of what its ends—the bases we are 
switching between—look like, their dimension and physical characteristics (elements).  Thus, in 
terms of the meta-shift, reification is prevented by a complete loss of information when the 
transformative function is removed from its context.   

So does the linear map also exhibit the other characteristic of the meta-shift (the abstract 
notion of universal applicability)?  That is to say, if we were to look at linear maps in an abstract 
manner, and treat their contexts arbitrarily, would they all exhibit the same gross characteristics in 
terms of their effects?  And the answer, of course, is yes. We can say that the extant effects of 
linear maps extend to all of them by noting the characteristics of the original definition.   
 

Suppose B = {u1,…,un}, a set of n vectors, is a basis for vector space V (that is, B spans the space 
V and is still linearly independent) and that B’, a set of m vectors, is also a basis for V.  Suppose, 
furthermore, that the linear transformation T: V �V describes a linear map of the elements of V 
described in B translated into B’.  There is, as we have noted, a unique m x n matrix such that 
[T(v)]B’ = P[v]B for all v ∈ V.  The columns of this matrix are the m-tuples [T(u1)]B’,…, [T(un)]B’, in that 
order13. 

 
So as we can see, though the actual matrix or transformation is context sensitive in terms of its 

exact effects (i.e., the final outcome of the matrix depends not only on the transformation being 
done but also the bases B and B’), the actual mechanism by which it motivates this change 
remains constant.  But this property is not subject to reification because of its field: the matrix 
only has active properties when it relates these two vector spaces; it doesn’t relate other vector 
spaces in the same way.  By the same token, meta-shifts cannot be spoken of having commodity 
value simply because they have no value outside of their intended context: they are essentially 
useless. 

Note, furthermore, that this transformative matrix does not go from one to the other and back 
again: it only moves forward.  We can verify this property by simply trying to apply the matrix to 
the basis B and move to B’ (the opposite direction); we find that it gives us an answer that looks 
markedly different.  Or, we can simply refer to the following theorem: 

Having already established P as the change-of-basis matrix from B’ to B, let us now suppose 
that the matrix A is the linear map of a function T: V� V relative to the basis B (i.e., moving 
from B to B’).  Then P-1AP is the matrix of T relative to B’. The proof is in the cards: for any 
vector in the vector space V, we know that [T(v)]B = A[v]B and [v]B = P[v]B’.  Reversing the 
second equation, we can derive [v]B’ = P-1[v]B, and by substituting T(v) for v, we have [T(v)]B’ = P-

1[T(v)]B.  With a little more manipulation (applying A for T and then distributing the matrices P-1, 
&c.), we arrive at the desired result.   

                                                           
13  Ibid, p 229.  
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What does this mean?  It means, as we’ve implied earlier with our theoretical properties of the 
meta-shift, that the matrix going forward has an inverse (a unique one, at that), which acts upon its 
elements in a quantitatively different manner than the matrix going forward.  We have indirectly 
vindicated Deleuze’s statement that the process of moving back and forth between simulacra is 
not a matter of simple movement, but a process of translating elements between fields, a process 
that is subject to quantitative change depending on the direction. 

Now, if we were to take this transformation matrix and try applying it to a completely random 
(and different) pair of bases, we would have a hard time finding a pair that fit.  In fact, the 
chances of simply choosing one at random would be infinitesimally small: not only do the sizes 
of the bases’ matrices have to be the same size, but their numbers must be scalar multiples of the 
ones shown in the example.  We can verify this by referring back to the theorem above: the 
change-of-basis matrix—and thus, the properties of the transformative function—grows out of 
the unique relationship between each separate basis.  And as we’ve seen, the meta-shift is much 
the same, here as in almost everything else.  Considering their striking similarities, it is not too far 
to suppose that there exists a transformative relationship between the meta-shift and the change-
of-basis matrix: in short, a meta-shift occurs between the two.   
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An Incident in April 
 

Something in the weather demands Chopin.  It hangs in the air: a quiet patience, pebbled 
haze, begging melancholy and gray and preludes.  Not introspection—in this teeming mass 
there’s no room for solitude; you’ll get elbowed.  But still—a hollow affliction, cut from 
observation and dire straits—these things, from chambered thoughts and coarser feelings, no 
mere sadness but frostbite and pall—forgetfulness, perhaps.  All these things gathered in the ripe 
vessel, sinking now into autumnal blindness, burnt with sun and exposure and derivation.  You 
get this because you get what comes naturally to you: now, the alarm for the third time, static 
whine and gall.  A groan, and he’s up.  Tongue like a felled cactus—water, rinse out, taste of 
onions.  Shirt and sleeves and cuffs and pants—so.  Weatherman calls for rain, lousy fuck, what 
the hell.  With side glance checks sleeve for drops, sees none, buttons up nice, tucks in like he 
always does.  A thought flashes briefly  

(april comes she will)  
and he dismisses it.  To the bathroom to do his teeth; insistent pang of mildew and 

ammonia, should plan cleaning but he hasn't had time lately.  You have to do these things in the 
morning: dress, eat, washupandgo.  Breakfast an orange; peels it with his teeth.  Also ham in the 
fridge; grabs a slice and chews it absently.  Wife left eggs and such on sideboard, no time for it.  
The hell she’s up early, how she does it ever mysterious, like questions of mythology, thinking 
loch ness monster.  Has momentary vision of wife rising from cracks in kitchen floor like 
apparition, frying eggs before sinking back into darkness.  No time, forgot watch, pounds back 
for it in rush, bumps into wife in meantime coming down stairs. 

—Raining, he reminds her, going up.  And the bathroom wants cleaning. 
—Did you have breakfast yet? she asks.  Sounds tired, God knows he would be.  I laid 

some stuff out for you.   
 —Yeah, he says, from the bedroom.  Where do they hide, these things, damn it all to hell.  
Have you seen my watch? 
 —It's on the dresser, she calls up.  In the kitchen, probably, dunno why.  Next to your 
gloves, she adds.  I found it in my sock drawer this morning.  He looks, spots it.  Fiddles it on 
almost nervously, notices her collapsible on the floor. 
 —Don't forget your umbrella, he says.  Rain later today, even thunderstorms, maybe.  
Weatherman says so.  Tucks it under his arm, adjusts cuffs—so.  Downstairs, watch confidently 
attached, feels complete.  His umbrella leaning in corner.  Stand left unused behind it, flea market 
for ten dollars.  Only one umbrella, his: hers she buys a new one every month or so; cheap ones 
break too often but they're a dollar each or so, she says, it's okay, we're helping some poor kid in 
Malaysia and he says frig the goddamn maleywhoozits, it's money just the same and they fight 
about it.  Sometimes yell.  He has to do everything around here; preparation is key.  He's tried 
telling her this, no help; she does it anyway.  This month a little sturdier but it dies in a week, just 
see. 
 —No room, he hears her say.  Where the hell is she now?  Not kitchen, certainly: the 
den, then.  She's running late.  She says: I've got papers and books and all kinds of stuff today 
and I can't carry another ounce.  I'd drop everything.  Into the kitchen; yes, all kinds of stuff, 
certainly. 
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 —You'll want it later, he warns her.  All that shit’s gonna get wet.  She glares at him over 
the books. 
 —I’ll be fine, she declares with finality.  I never got wet before, I sure won’t now.  She 
looks to the sideboard, groans: —Fuck, Martin, didn't you even look, for Chrissake I make you 
food you just waste it all and you wonder why we never eat out, Jesus. 
 But Martin won't be deterred.  —Today’s certain, he says.  Weatherman said so, don’t you 
get it? 
 —What’s to get? she asks, pressing past him to the door.  It’s dumping snow again in 
Alaska, or something like that.  Right, Martin.  Forget about it already.  She huffs out, dumps her 
stuff in the car, slams door shut.  I’ll see you this evening.  Don’t go out and buy anything; I’ve 
got a recipe. 
 —Fine, he says, but she doesn’t hear it, just backs down driveway, pulls off down the 
road, to the exit.  With absent look at his watch: late, shit.  Goddamned quarter past.  What you 
get for trying to take care of things.  She doesn’t listen anyway, what the hell.  Five minutes later 
he’s packed and gone. 
 
 The street surely the jungle of legend; a rattle of voices in every direction, howl of horns.  
His nose bites of cigarettes and the bloated exhaust all around to finish the effect.  Above, still no 
sign of rain, not even gathering clouds to darkness, just persistent gray and chill—drafts from the 
creeping alleys, sewer steam punctuated by electric chatter.  Maybe wife was right: no rain, forget 
about it, and he does with hesistant success.  Along the walk you hear the crunch of dispirited 
solidarity, thoughts forfeited to fours, notice collection man downstairs and drops change from 
the parkway lady into the basket. 
 —Thanks, collection man says, and God bless. 
 —God bless what? he asks.  Surely not the change. 
 —Everything, collection man says, the rain now, sure enough.  He socks his bell and 
basket away to move to another awning, away from the growing sun: so another soul unchecked 
by science, and the demands of living.  Damn the weathermen, palm-readers of a shit-ridden 
atmosphere, impossible to tell anything these days. 
 Barely awake but pulsating vaguely, stumbles into elevator regardless, upstairs to run 
through the day, mangrip the spear of productivity, now focus—ignores the stares of others as 
surely as they ignore his; then commence with the electronic pleasantries, the jukebox celeste, 
baptism by another round of coffee and pill-forms.  This endgame eludes him, the promise of 
payoff seems far indeed, and shelter distant: surely nothing comes to those who wait with bated 
breath on meteorology.  No, strap on the gloves, pull yourself out by the bootstraps, pretend—no 
exact science, anyway, as he adjusts his chair, captain of ill-considered circuitry, his fingers 
distributing fiefdoms re orders and spreadsheets for figures of clipart sterility but those only for 
the final touch. 
 —Martin, and he turns; Ron from the cubicle next.  They partake in talk, then So 
whadaya think about the weather today? 
 —Not much, he lies, what about it? 
 —Rain, says Ron, shaking his head, ridiculous ain’t it, look outside, could go either way at 
this point but frankly Hastings 
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 (news four weather right he’s dead on right) 
 is full of shit if you ask me, yeah guys like him can’t predict so much as hay fever.  Says 
we’re due sometime today but if you wanna know what I think the whole idea’s crock to begin 
with— 
 —You think different, eh? 
 —Nah.  Pause for coffee.  April always looks like this.  You bring your umbrella?  Smug 
bastard. 
 —Course, he says, patting his side but feeling embarrassed.  Helps to be prepared, you 
know.  Emergencies—you get the idea.  That sorta thing.   
 Ron laughs.  —Sure now, he says.  You keep telling yourself that.  Turns to walk away, 
still chuckling: ya gotta use a little common sense now and then, no rain today, gimme a break. 
 —You’re gonna be sorry when you’re all wet, Martin says, smiles but feeling numb to the 
touch.   
 Ron looks back, waves, is gone.  Stupid, should never listen to that crap, always wrong.  
And the day you forget it is the day it comes.  His mind tries to clear, fails, falters, falls.  Outside 
the deepening gray, the entropic mass, the cloudburst threatening, pounding expectation and fury 
and nobody expects because they don't believe, not anymore; distracted by the vendors sifting 
through the stereophonic whispers to some greater good, they think, their efforts unchecked by 
law, by atomism—still less the weather. 
 Yet the springtime has always reduced him to a creeping sadness; as if the rekindled joys 
of the world so surpassed his own that he was in lien surrendered to abject poverty, and the 
shouts of needled happiness will buffet him everlong with subtle sound.  How quickly strikes this 
final season, with what force to kill, and would he have the sense to dodge? 
 
 The bar is quiet, still.  Gray creeps in from the window; not even the neon sign fights off 
the darkness so well anymore.  Not even the pinup, with tangerine thighs, quite manages to 
fascinate anymore; thumbtack holes in various obscene places yielding to corkboard.  Bartender 
absent in the dying light; now it is late, and he's tired and wants a drink.   
 He takes a seat at the bar and waits. 
 What about the times of old, he recalls his wife, young and beautiful, no pinup surely but 
what did he care back then, they were young and not even all the oysters in the world mattered.  
And then they'd taken the world in their unknowing hands, taken their time, but crooked time 
had crept up with a crimson venom, and they’d been found out wrong in the end, mesmerized by 
possibility, but finding it always falling away from their fingers, into the cracks and waiting graves, 
where leaves blew round and the light fled like a ghost and all above circled above a traveler, yet 
unseen, unnoticed, staring listlessly through the dying chill, the curséd grey, the film of night. 
 This once brought him disturbance; this wanderer, an agent in his imagination, once filled 
his thoughts with haunting, but he has let his mind stray to what remains, in his belief, real—and 
his imagination fades into forgetfulness again.  He is listening to the growing traffic with quiet 
contentment when the stranger walks in. 
 The stranger opens the glass door, smelling faintly of sunstorms and moonshine, steps 
quietly to the bar.  Martin watches him closely, decides he doesn’t like him, turns away, raps his 
fingers on the bar waiting for the barman to come.  
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 The stranger takes a seat on the stool next to him, sits quietly there, hands clasped on the 
counter.  Martin glances at his hands; one worn and the other rough, no ring on either.  Vagrants, 
their vicious habits, he’s repulsed.  Stranger is not interested in the barman, apparently, only sits 
their, silent and oblivious.  Martin suddenly hates him; all old shoes and unclassifiable stinks, 
supernatural stench, and a coat with holes.  A hobo, he thinks, or worse.  The beard is enough. 
 Martin hates hobos, the antithesis of everything modern, insisting on dirt, chaos, sound, 
disorder, forcing themselves on streets to chant their name in his eyes.  He thinks about leaving, 
gets up, is stepping into the everlasting gray when the stranger speaks. 
 —Come here often? he asks, his voice smooth, not raspy, gentle, not harsh, he has 
imagined it would sound like sandpaper in his ears. 
 Martin stops short.  He turns to the stranger, mutters, Yeah, every now and then.  Then, 
as an afterthought, How ‘bout you? 
 —When I have to, the stranger says.  I don’t drink often.  There are no tea leaves at the 
bottom of a wine bottle. 
 Martin considers this homily for a moment and dismisses it.  —Not here to drink, 
necessarily, he says, just to think.  Things go wrong, and you think.  You can stop here, not be 
bothered, just keep your tab up. 
 The stranger nods knowingly, like it makes perfect sense to him but not that he would do 
it in a million years because, somehow, he seems above it, even as hobo, but it’s because he has 
no money Martin thinks, he can’t afford the tab.  With this weapon he turns to the hobo and 
grins, his teeth a shield to smite.  —So what’s your name? he asks. 
 —Oh, the stranger says, no names, don’t worry about that.  Names get in the way. But if 
you insist, you can tell me your name, if it would help us to get along. 
 —Ah, Martin says, I see.  Though he doesn’t.  He shifts uncomfortably on his feet, casts 
about for the answer.  Your job, he says, what do you do? 
 The stranger laughs.  —Look for people like you, he says, I find you by your sound and I 
listen and then I tell you how to find things.  You can say that, then.  I help people find things. 
 Martin stares at the hobo, his thoughts colliding, head muddled.  —How do you do that? 
he asks.  
 —Oh, says the stranger, just work at putting things in improper order, everything out of 
place for me.  He nods like this settles everything.  Some things just come, he says, and others 
don’t.  I bring them both about, if you ask. 
 —Ha, Martin laughs.  That’s a good one.  So you’re a magician. 
 —No, the stranger says, I’m an artist. 
 —Hunh, Martin says, nonplussed by this self-assessment.  I guess that means—you 
draw?  Is that what you do? 
 —I draw questions from conclusions, says the stranger, all chipper like it’s work that’s 
play and jack’s a dull boy.  Like a hat from a rabbit.  I find the ends of things.  What is it that you 
do? 
 —Nothing much, Martin says morosely, and tells him.  It pays enough. 
 —I’m sure, says the stranger.  He watches Martin with unwavering eyes.  The sheer lack 
of tact. 
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 —Right, says Martin.  He finds the need to extend the conversation without knowing 
why, only knowing that it’s not right to leave like this, it’s his to be won and he hasn’t got it yet.  
The nerve.  So what do you think of the weather? he asks. 
 —The weather? the stranger laughs.  The rain, you mean?  I see you brought your 
umbrella. 
 —Of course I did, Martin says, shortly.  I’m always prepared.  Though I don’t know why 
I bother. 
 —Oh, but you were right, laughs the stranger.  It’s raining, sure enough. 
 —That’s not what people say, says Martin.  Everybody knows those weathermen are 
wrong. 
 The stranger shakes his head.  —Not the weathermen, he says, you feel it yourself, you 
feel it in your bones.  That’s why you bring the umbrella.  You know it’s coming. 
 Martin shakes his head, makes his way to leave, having conceded all hope of victory in 
this contest.  —Far as I’m concerned, he says, it’s just paranoia.  Hasn’t rained yet and for all I 
care it never will.  He makes for the door. 
 The stranger puts a hand on his shoulder, stops him.  —Martin, he says, and listen: the 
rain's starting.  Martin shudders, not even sure why; almost as if the hand weren’t even there; his 
body lifted by the touch, his hopes redeemed for just a second.  Then with a jerk he throws his 
shoulder and it falls off and it’s gone.  —What? he asks, harder than he meant but he’s startled, 
after all. 
 —I was just gonna suggest breaking out your umbrella first, the hobo  
 (he is a hobo god smelly) 
 says, it’s gonna pour like a bitch.  Is he right, Martin can’t tell.  Can’t you feel it coming, 
that tingling in your bones, the small circle that tells you the story of its own end? 
 —Right, says Martin, shuddering uncontrollably, I’ll remember that.  Thanks for 
everything.  And he leaves and steps into the deepening gray, the stranger falling from his eyes 
into the pitted recess of his mind’s obscurity.  
  

 He forgets everything for a time, only his mind racing, thoughts of things falling apart 
and everything collapsing around him, the semi-conscious, the traffic, the wafer streets and 
opposing houses in between.  What if he’d been wrong?  What if he’d been wrong this whole 
time?  He dismisses it out of hand, drives it from his mind, but it returns, still stronger: what if 
he’d only remembered, to listen to that thing inside, to give credit to your funny feelings, all the 
childish things they tell you to forget, focus on the big picture, son, look towards your future, and 
he’d done just that, college and then a job and marriage and now this, the fantastic whore of the 
American Dream, now dreaming only to run from her but her claws are in too deep by now, and 
he’s lost it and as he is consumed by the shadow of lost possibility he sees the tree ahead swerves 
to miss, dives into oncoming traffic, returns with a skid and drives ahead.  And he sees with a 
start that it’s raining. 

 The skies deepen, blacken, so fast that by the time he gets halfway home on the interstate 
it is no longer drizzling but pouring, not pouring but driving down in mad sheets, so hard that his 
umbrella nearly collapses under the weight, he can see the tines straining against wave after wave 
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of water, driving him off the walk, almost, and with a supreme effort sees himself on his porch, 
wet and joyous. 
 He bounds upstairs, his heart’s joy refreshed, he finds his wife in the bedroom, changing 
for the shower.  She looks up and rushes over to him, embraces him. 
 —God, Martin, she says, it’s pouring out.  I got home and all of a sudden it was just 
dumping and I thought God what if Martin saw this is he going to be all right what would 
happen to you if you crashed and I know you told me so but God, Martin, God, look at that, it’s 
pouring, it’s come, yes, you were right. 
 Martin says nothing, just pulls his wife by the hand, overrides her protests, down the 
stairs they go neglecting shoes and socks and whatnot, and they run out, into the rain, taking the 
rain into their open arms, their hands enclose and suddenly he is sure, he felt this, he knew all 
along he’d come somehow to this conclusion.  He didn’t have to listen to anybody.
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Sunset 
 
headlights 
—pull away 
and then— 
there’s rain falling 
 can you see it 
feel it 
and hey 
there’s a drop on your cheek 

 I’ll catch it for you 
(but wasn’t it always 
   always 
    falling 
for years and years) 
a few days or more 
a whole wet week in May 
and now 
 well 
it’s just you 
 and me 
I guess 
and while it’s raining 
 silken slipping 
down  
 down 
would you— 
(yes) 
 or could you ever 
(maybe) 
 
b r e a t h e 
 
the same 
a- 
 -gain 
 
(never) 
 
but it’s only drizzling 
and the night—but adolescent 
so find yourself 
and find my 
(there it is) hand 
in yours and 
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yours alone 
 ami 
 
and yes 
I do believe in fairies 
in pixie blooms and starwishes 
beyond ataraxia and dis-funct 
ional everything that is staid 
 
I believe  
 in 
everything that is new 
 
and your eyes are clear again 
shining 
 in to 
someplace else 
 
close them once 
  forever 
 
comet throwaway 
 press your dreams together 
 
your hand again 
your hand again 
 
your eyes 
they see 
our hands together 
 
see everything 
our lips together 
 
silent soul 
and silken slipping 
everything is new again 
 
time washes away  
like the rain  
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