We’ve walked under ladders, tossed spilt salt over our right shoulders, and let a clowder of black cats cross our path, and yet here we are, right on time with our thirteenth installment. All the same, our fingers are crossed with the hope that we won’t jinx some of the exciting new changes here at Conte. Starting this summer, we are pleased to offer each issue as a freely downloadable PDF file in addition to streaming audio of select contributors reading their work. Last but certainly not least, we are also thrilled to announce that Ashley Seitz Kramer—our friend, fellow writer, and winner of the prestigious 2010 Ruth Stone Poetry Prize—has joined us as a contributing editor.
Two long centuries ago, the inimitable Wordsworth wrote “the world is too much with us,” yet his warning is a fitting encapsulation of the poems in our summer issue, which all wrestle with our physical, political, and spiritual place on an ever-changing planet. Sheila Black’s bleak but lush pastoral “Fleeing Juarez Exodus Leaves More Than 100,000 Homes Abandoned” kicks things off, followed by two remarkable contributions by Norman Dubie, a true American master and one of our most cherished poets. Next comes Jon Cone’s ethereal “Another Machine to Praise,” followed by the remarkable vividness of Robin Carstensen and Sally Rosen Kindred. Emilia Phillips time-warps us to Frank Zappa’s post-war childhood in the 1940s, while Jessica Cuello sets the controls for the 13th century in her tautly lyrical “The Foot of Montségur.” Reginald Harris’s “Again” gives voice to the voiceless, Erica Stisser and Bruce Weigl both take a long hard look out the window, and Karen Schubert concludes our offering of verse with her visceral monologue “War of Stones.”
Our fiction section begins with an evocative and sober coming-of-age tale by John Riley, “Smoke,” whose emotional resonance lingers like the melancholy scent of its namesake. If there is such a substance as Essence of Narrative, M.V. Montgomery has managed to distill it in “Spring Box,” a collection of dreamy, ephemeral shorts that transport us briefly but entirely to other worlds with one vaporous inhalation. We take a turn for the visceral with Emil DeAndreis' “The Pigs of Hilo”, a heart-pounding careen through a jungle of nightmares, and continue in this vein by letting the soothing whispers and lyrical howls of Dana Reva De Greff's “After the Hunt” seduce us. After an interlude with the perplexing and precocious cast of Brian Allan Ellis' “The Sailboat/Hatchet Painting,” we round out our prose selections with another tale of adolescent isolation, “Scapegoat,” by Laury Egan.
So welcome to this, our baker’s dozen issue of Conte. Grab a sticky bun, an iced mocha, and what small relief you can from the July swelter—we hope you find some stories and poems here to whet your appetite.
Adam, Robert, & Ashley
The land never wanted us.You know this
in March when the wind raises the dust level
to choke or becomes the thin blue needle
that penetrates the inner ear until every last
word scrapes against you like hot car or hot gun.
And one day you spy a bird in a nearby sycamore,
stripped of its feathers as if by oiled fingers.
The developments always had ghosts just as the
sky itself is made of them. The light that leaves
the body when the body is gone. I ask you why we
moved here. You shrug, but the answer is
not as simple as despair. More like the hunger
we feel as we split the last fig from our back-
yard tree—that such honey should exist in this
landscape of arroyo and chicken wire, the thousand
plastic bags swelling with wind like cartoon
hearts in love. Perhaps we only grew addicted
to the ability (that seemed ours) to see as if from
very far away. To see as we imagine God might
if he existed, wandering his mansion of many rooms,
unable to discern from so on high if we are embracing
or strangling each other. Now the abandoned homes
have formed a city, a ghost of our own; it speaks of
betrayal and abandonment; it speaks the language
of any desert thing, which must shed a skin, a
sting in order to survive, hard thorn of ocotillo
which resembles at some distance a flower, a
spike in this dust-packed earth, this house of sky.
This gangster of an olive tree
had, at sunset, an old horse
for a girlfriend—named
Francine, spelled with 3 n's...
this, like peace itself,
was permitted during, as I said,
the period of the sun';s setting,
one bright sabbath evening
in January. Winter affections
are nothing but impossible detail.
There was just enough time
for some small intrigue and scandal—
Francine was with child
and an olive tree was rumored
to be the perturbed father.
Actually, that old fart,
Samuel Beckett knocked-up
the poor horse in a cool dark shed
in Palestine.
That's Palestine with 2 n's. Don't forget it.
The authorities will question all of us in the smart set.
The gum and lambskin
prophylactic failed. I warned you—
it‘s the details of winter that upset us.
Here, in a cloud of rising flour
she dabs at her chin— aging
leaves a blemish just like this...
the egg behind the cloud
of flour now falling
to a black mica counter.
Grandmother with a coffee tin
full of raw milk. The sun
gone beyond the mountains
long before it's gone from us.
Men cleaning fish, husking
corn on the porch.
I told a friend's little girl
about some of this,
and she immediately
slumbered, putting
a blue ghost inside my chest.
I said to her—
so you still remember things from the other side?
Then quickly I added—
of that river?
I might lie to you the way
Wood lies, growing darker
Like a coastal edge receding
Over the earth‘s curve.
At this desk boredom is a fire.
I might light a wooden dog on fire
To praise your Beauty which is illegal
In the country of my brain-pan
Where dictators follow easily each other
Soft and large and prone to sweat.
One pretended he was blind.
I might lie to you again, cleanly,
Or tongue the armor of a tank.
In either case, an incurious compass
That aligns the various fractures.
And if I lie to you, what then, what tools
Do we need to save the carousel,
The hammered lion, to feed him
With our hands. I might wish to hold
You before the trumpets
And later the skyline.
I might lie to you about a childhood
When I drank from a creek
Because I was far from home.
You could stay home and count your blessings.
But your hibiscus blooms toward Black Bear Creek
and the box turtles taking their chances
across asphalt stretching North to Red Rock's
plastic palm trees flashing yellow-green
around the Otoe-Missouria bend.
Sunday afternoons every chair in Paradise
is filled. Ashes hang from mouths like incense
drifting over sacred slots, moist palms,
players clutching their talismans—
one good spin—while Red Ruby twirls
her hair, woo woo when her ruby lips click
thrice in place, black stiletto heels, ruby shoes.
Bells to the right and bells to the left ring
their clappers off like code reds in a ward.
Save this one. Save this one. Security guard
could be Chief Little Pipe's great great grandson
dressed in his tall frame, ponytail and glasses,
watching the hopefuls at Black Jack.
Maybe his ancestors gambled their lives
on frost-bitten hunts around the Great Lakes.
He uses their skills to observe modern trails
of tears to the ATMs. Medicine women in purple,
gold-leaf, palm-print shirts rush to rescue
all the stuck cash tickets from over-worn machines.
Some folks think it's crazy, “throwing money
down the drain” while they bet on safer things:
garden tomatoes, a mortgage, kids' college,
Disneyland. You want a piece of that too.
Like the bonus pool of golden dew
from the Amazing Blazing Bees honey pot.
There's the night you and Mr. Oil went
head to head in Texas Hold 'Em after you busted
the Mayor of Yale, sheriff of Pawnee, Mr. Goober
Drilling, and a rancher who looked like Pistol Pete.
Oil got married to his pocket queens, re-raised
your raise, and put your chips all in. Your ace hit
the river and caught the straight. Everyone clapped
at the cashier's cage as they counted your thousand
bucks. Hailed you as Bright Star, Promise
who out-played the good ol' boys.
You don't dwell on the bad nights, your best
calculated risk sinking slowly down the long drive
home alone in the gloaming. What are the odds
of this cow loping along the edge of the road?
Of all the fencing, on all the acres, she found
the rare hole, like three eagles lined up on Wild
Frontier. Whether dumb to have wandered,
or greedy, or wanting a change of scene,
cooler water from an imagined stream,
she faltered one step, then shamelessly pressed
her big regal ignorant head through free rein,
planted her hoof down, hefted herself through.
I am going to have to say no
to my first son's hawthorn
and no to my second son's
ash. And that won't be
enough: it's almost December,
the boys' bodies breaking
ahead for the trees, arms high,
tearing the rag sky to cinders.
She was our cat Bea
and she came here like we did
to rest. She will need their hands
and rain pooled by a firm
pine. Into the dirty waters of our dead
the ash that was flesh becomes
precious. Hard light drags its claw
through the brine. I find
a needled sapling and drop
the box, too square for her leaps
and hungers. My first son
kicks a rock and my second
lifts strips of sodden bark, mottled
like old fur, pressing them
in mud. He grabs the box. He sings
and digs his hands in.
He lurches and sings as if there can be
no grief: ash spills and whitens
his sneakers like snow. Now
our grief‘s a mess, nothing her needled tongue
would approve. The boys leap
for torn leaves. They can't be sure
how they care. When I die I am sure
it will be November and the bodies
around me now will steam in cold
white air. My son's sneakers
are red with the plastic blood
of superheroes and gray and white
with the memory of breath.
I am going to have to carry
him out of here: his feet will mark
my legs the way sparrows stain bark
with whistle's salt, their song's sour desire.
I never saw it, only heard
as he unbuckled the case to reveal
my sister's rental,
that he played one
back in school. The break
is an ellipsis, lifting
the sound to the clarion
range when you hit
the register key, marked
by bones of silver
up the black horn's back:
my father's hands
stopped to find it, so the music,
like sparrows, could vault
from guttural chatter
to flight. He handed it over
to my sister, smiling. We didn't know
what was coming, none
of us, though I like to think
it was written somewhere
on old music tucked
in a case, coded
on a wrinkled score
across lines of black ice:
in thirty-five years
this man will go over
the break: new mustache
striking out the part
of his face that made sense;
the wrong socks; the hands
picking the lock
to my mother's room just
because; the smile
that didn't look anything
like a smile. And his Nova nosing up
off the icy express
to leap
another workday's
gray rail—the damage
minimal, I guess, except
he kept moving in and out
of focus until, seasons on,
he shaved the mustache off
and his old mouth returned. Surprise
looks like a mouth
losing then regaining
its embouchure. For me
and my sister, then, he took
the clarinet back, gave us what
we wanted: one more breath
in flight down the joints
from the barrel to the bell,
a handful of notes
we think we survived.
“Beakers, Florence flasks, little petri dishes full of mercury—blobs of mercury. I used to play with it all the time.”
—FZ, The Real Frank Zappa Book
Spider eyes, metallic roe: the mercury
beads that his father carries home in petri
dishes, smashed on the floor with hammer,
spattering hardwood, the gummy
mirror, a sludge lacquering the boy's bed-
room. In the hall closet, a feed bag full
of DDT. Innocuous, his father
says. Safe—only kills bugs. Frank shoots
BBs at firecrackers, through beakers,
the pop, the break, the glass flying
into yard, the flower bed where the sun
turns the necks of marigolds, glistening
in the liquid bloom pushing through his mother's
skin as she weeds out the clover.
In 1244, one of the last surviving groups of Cathars, a heretical Christian sect, was burned at the foot of Montségur in the Languedoc region of France.
Not scared, only more awake
since they hunted us.
The ground divides in two:
the circle where we shepherd
us—singing for the end—
and the ground out there.
I think of the spaces
where we existed.
A rumor said we crept in
and dug like animals
a hollow for the grail.
The friars weren't listening
at Albi or Verfeuil.
We buried nothing.
Landscape is a corner of my eye:
papery like dry ashen leaves.
The crusaders brought a map
with blue cut into
the outline of our Languedoc.
I touched the lightweight edge,
the places where our caves would be;
we worshipped in the walls.
I loved to steady the child's head
with a light touch on the ear,
her patient stare while I combed
the long hair back, breathed the cold
cutting air, and buried the afterbirths.
I knew there was no mistake
about the body and routine.
God did not send us out, but back.
The most physical of all, I rocked
as in a body, what I felt
a boat must be.
I see rocks, transparent,
how grainy water is,
and finally I watch the iron
density of flame.
All night, sun sets on the town.
Easily they fit us in the circle.
We are the last of us.
for ‘Sam’ as played by Dooley Wilson in Casablanca (Warner Brothers, 1941)
You must remember Mississippi—never
call him ‘Rick.’ At all times mister.
Don't complain of playing porter and
accompanist on his flight into this desert
or think of how it feels to see nonjudgmental
Paris receding from the windows of a departing
train, between-war jazz and freedom dissolving
like so many Dear John letters in the rain
into this handful of streets and cutthroat bazaars
on the left bank of the middle of nowhere.
Better
The Mr. Charlie you know, no matter how Tough
On Black Asses, than the Herr Adolph you don't.
When she walked in, back for the reprise, you knew her
old refrain, and that it would be your release. Mooning
eyes and love songs never go out of date. Still the same cold
same-o, a case of do-for-self or die. Her kiss will be
your kiss off, his sigh just a sign it's you he'll leave behind
when its time for goodbyes, left like the piano, another
fixture in the bar, a spotlight in the sand, the moat in its
unsparing eye hiding its Secrets Americain.
Play it Sam, play it:
Because your hair is curly,
Because your teeth are pearly, white as his
skin — but not yours — the final fade out and Beautiful
Friendship was never meant for you.
I have painted this highway
And the mulled boat-bottoms that pass over,
Rounded vacancies cast in the intersection of haze and highlight
Some tanager breaks the silence,
And syllables of birdsong,
Sun-tight and feather-happy
Catch between my fingers like clippings of grass,
Measured Saint Augustine spears.
The notes stay when I drop my hand, sun-rimmed angles like the points of a
Disassembled star.
June.
Peach-pits drop from our shirtsleeves
To the sandpath,
Paved with our toeprints like unpolished dimes.
i
I'd seen a hawk against a white winter
sky, circling squirrel tracks stitched back and forth
across the snow; only in the body
can you find the spirit, there's the rub.
ii
It will be all of one thing, or all of
another. The question is, do you
vary your route or not, your centrifuge
of minor ventures into the pink.
iii
(There's heart in it, after all.) I saw the
hawk again flash low through bare snow dusted
trees. It must be a god it's so cold.
It just wasn‘t about dirt. No one cares about dirt. It‘s about identity.
—Larry Towell
I am a solider
of twelve my stones
are not stones but
pieces of my uncle's
house I want to kill
all the soldiers I want
to play soccer
and go to school
I hate them my brothers
told me they don't let
us get enough food
our uncle was wet
with blood my father
had blood on his face
from my uncle my cousins
live with us now we play
soccer I can throw
stones harder than the small
kids when I grow
a little older I will
kiss lots of girls
and wear a jacket
over my ammunition
if you blow up
my image you will see
my beating heart
my fast beating heart
On his last day of high school Jackie York woke up to the smell of burning books. He didn't know it was his last day of high school. He did know the smoke coming through his rusty window screen was book smoke.
His mom had told him the night before she would be burning all of her Frank Yerby books, and when she said she was going to do something, especially if it was a little bit insane, she did it.
Jackie pulled on his clothes. Maybe he could stop her before she burned the ones she hadn't read, or had only read once. Mom wasn't the easiest person to get along with in the best of times. He hated to think of what she'd be like without her novels.
She was standing beside the brown metal drum in the corner of the backyard, poking the smoking drum with a broom handle, the worn straws bouncing by her silver and black hair. Jackie was sure her hair had started graying faster since Christmas, when his older sister Susie had come home from Florida with her pregnant belly stretched tight as a drum head. Now Susie was living in Mom's old bedroom with little Billy. Billy was three months old and cute as new money, even when he was crying.
Four or five paperbacks were left on the ground. The frayed covers lifted and fell in the still chilly April morning breeze. She had bought the novels from the Goodwill for a dime or fifteen cents, and they were her main pleasure.
After she got home from the mill and supper was finished, the dishes washed, she sat in her corner chair, ignoring the television blasting out “Life with Lucy” or “The Partridge Family,” and read until she fell asleep. She had read through all the Zane Greys with their page after page of descriptions of the single Judas Tree in the desert and then read through Taylor Caldwell, but none of them took her away like Frank Yerby.
She would finish one and sigh and gently lay it on the floor and say the same thing every time. “He sure can tell a story.” If it was an especially good one, she would open it back up and before you knew it she had read it again. She could really speed through a book. When he had been a little boy, Jackie had marveled at how fast she could read. Now he could read faster. He knew because he had raced her without letting her know.
Jackie stepped up to the barrel. “What are you doing, Mom?” He had begged her the night before not to burn her books. He had tried everything. “That's what Goebbels did!” he yelled, but it did no good. He might as well have been talking to little Billy.
“Books don't burn worth a damn,” she said.
“Yeah, you gotta reach Fahrenheit 451. That's pretty hot.”
She looked at him for the first time that morning. He knew she thought he was smart because she was always saying “You're too smart for your own good.” She wanted him to go to college and become a lawyer, fight all the rich people and get rich himself in the process.
“I learned that from Ray Bradbury. Great book. Maybe you'd like it. I know for sure Bradbury is white.”
The night before, Aunt Shelia had dropped by. Shelia was Mom's younger sister. She was even shorter than Mom and had little eyes that were dark brown but seemed black because her pupils were always dilated from the “black beauties” and “west coast turnarounds” she got from her truck driver friends. But her eyes hadn't been dilated lately. Jackie wished they were.
Shelia worked on production as a knitter and sometimes made nearly a hundred and fifty, even two hundred dollars a week. She drank 16-ounce Budweisers and smoked Benson & Hedges.
When Shelia dropped by it was usually to start trouble. This time was no exception. She walked in without knocking, right after supper, put her beer in the little brown bag on the table, lit a cigarette and blew the smoke toward the sink where Mama stood washing dishes. Jackie was sitting at the table reading a story in the afternoon newspaper about a big trial that had gone to the jury the day before.
“Hello, Shelia,” Mom said.
“Hi, back to you,” Shelia said and took another long drag off the cigarette, ground it out in the tin ashtray and said, “Frank Yerby's a nigger.”
Mama didn't say anything for a minute. She went on washing the dishes. Finally she said, “What?”
Jackie stopped reading, watched his mom closely. She was rattled. Usually, Shelia couldn't get to her but this time. . .
Shelia smelled blood. “I said Frank Yerby's a nigger. I saw his picture on the back of a book when I was buying my True Confessions. I couldn't believe it at first so I asked the cute boy who works there. He said it looks like it but it didn't matter. I said it'd sure matter to my sister.”
Mama pulled the rubber plug out of the sink and started rinsing. As the water sucked down the drain she said, “Thanks for coming by, Shelia. Run on along now. I promised Jackie I'd help him with his homework.”
She hadn't helped him with his homework since the fourth grade.
Shelia's face sagged. She had hoped for a fight, maybe even a chance to drag Mama down to the newsstand to prove it to her. Anything but to be told to run on home.
She wasn't ready to give up. “I've got to ask you one thing. Couldn't you even tell, reading the books? That he weren't no white man? I mean, didn't he give himself away even once?”
Mama went on rinsing the dishes. Shelia glanced nervously at Jackie but didn't like what she saw and jerked her eyes away. After a minute she picked up her beer. At the door she stopped and said, “I only told you 'cause I knew you'd want to know.”
“Thank you,” Mama said.
After Shelia left, Mama finished up the dishes and then walked heavily around the house gathering up the paperbacks and dropping them into a brown paper bag. She sat the bag on the table and said, “I'll burn them in the morning before I go to work.”
Jackie begged and pleaded, but it did no good. Once her mind was made up you couldn't change it with an act of Congress. “Shelia would never give me a minute of rest,” was all she offered by way of explanation.
Now Jackie watched her drop the last of her books into the smoldering can. “Bradbury,” she said. “He writes that science fiction stuff, doesn't he?”
“Not always. He writes all sort of stuff.”
“I never had much use for science fiction. It's just too out of this world.”
“It's supposed to be,” Jackie muttered. He didn't say anything more. It wouldn't do any good. The books were burned and she wasn't about to change her mind.
“Ain't you late for school?” she asked.”
“Yeah, a little. They'll have to start without me, I guess.”
“I'm sure they can manage,” she said.
Jackie went to Central High. Home Room was at 8:15. He got to school at 8:25 and went to first period. If his name didn't show up on the home room roll, the secretary would assume Mrs. Sharp had forgot to mark him down. Mrs. Sharp had been teaching algebra since Truman was president, and she had a tendency to forget things.
First period was economics with Coach Greegson, whose football team hadn't won ten games in ten years. Jackie had played football until his sophomore year, but he and the Coach hadn't got along. They had argued about offensive formations for one thing. Coach hated the I-formation and loved the single-wing, which had pretty much be rendered useless when Knute Rockne invented the forward pass.
What Coach Greegson loved most of all, much more than football or teaching, was the want-ads. He had a used car lot with his brother-in-law and because he was the brains in the outfit he was always on the lookout for smart buys.
Jackie slipped unnoticed into his seat, opened his economics textbook with the cover facing forward, and pulled his Scribner's paperback copy of A Farewell to Arms from the middle of his stack of books. He was embarrassed by the parts of the story that seemed like Hemingway was working too hard to break your heart. But he would take Catherine seeing herself dead in the rain over Coach Greegson any time.
He was at the section where Frederick was wounded when he realized the class was doing something different from the usual reading aloud from the textbook. Coach Greegson was saying: “The jury will be back today, most likely. We have to hope they stay in prison long enough to figure out that they can move to Russia if they want to live in a communist country. We want it just like it is here, where a man can go out and buy some furniture frames and start up his own upholstery business if he wants to.”
Coach Greegson was talking about the trial of the High Point Four, except he didn't call them the High Point Four—that's what his friend Gary called them.
Jackie got his first real job the summer before. He tailed a rip saw in a furniture factory, which meant he caught the lumber when it came out of the end of a big machine, separated the waste and stacked the freshly cut pieces on a buggy. It was hot, dirty work; by ten o'clock he had handfuls of sweaty sawdust beneath his t-shirt and down his pants, but the pay was a quarter above minimum wage, and he was supposed to be saving for college.
When he first started tailing the saw, Neil Greegson, Coach's son, was running it. Neil was a couple of years older than Jackie and had gone to work at the frame shop right after returning from his graduation beach trip. Neil's ambition was to be a shift supervisor.
On his first day tailing the saw Neil fed the lumber in end to end so that it poured out of Jackie's end of the machine faster than he could stack it. At first Jackie panicked and fought to get back in control of the lumber flowing from the metal conveyor belt. Splinters jammed under his fingernails, and the long sofa pieces would ram his thigh and hips and leave purple bruises.
By the second day he wised up and as soon as he lost control of the flow he jumped back and let the rest tumble to the floor until Neil stopped cramming them in. Then Neil would stand at his end of the saw and yell, “Clean up the mess!” so the supervisor would be sure to notice. The more Neil yelled, the slower Jackie worked. He hoped they would fire him, or give him another job.
On the third morning, Neil wasn't standing at the rip saw when the shift started at seven o'clock. Instead, the operator was a tall black guy Jackie had never seen before. He stood straight and calm while Jackie rolled up his sleeves. Then Jackie nodded his head and the lumber began rolling through in a steady pace. When the lunch horn blew, they had already ripped more lumber than Jackie and Neil had in two days.
Neil was standing by the time clock when Jackie punched out for lunch. “Too bad you got stuck working with the jig,” he said. “I had nothing to do with it. They put me in charge of the drill presses.”
“That's okay, I'll survive,” Jackie said.
Neil cocked his head. “You don't like working with him, do you?”
“No, no, it's horrible, and working with you was so atavistic.”
Neil nodded his head, slowly. His lips moved in a little circular movement as he tried to figure out what Jackie had said. Jackie gave him a friendly pat on the shoulder and walked on.
At lunch Jackie bought the least horrible thing left on the catering truck, usually a grilled cheese, and ate it in the shade of the loading dock.
His new work partner never ate. He sat in his yellow VW with the windows down and smoked cigarettes, blowing blue smoke toward the blue sky. The only other people around during lunch were three women who had been saved the same Wednesday night at the same holy roller meeting. The experience had bonded them so they ate lunch together everyday.
One hot day Jackie finished his sandwich and walked across the parking lot. He was tired of working with someone he'd never had a conversation with. As Jackie approached the VW, he watched Gary tip back the last of a bottled Coke and drop the empty on the seat beside him. He didn't look up until Jackie was standing beside the car.
“Hey, Gary,” Jackie said to the impassive face. Gary's eyes opened a little wider for second. “I got it off your time card, ,your name. You didn't introduce yourself so I found it out on my own. You running from the FBI or something.”
“I might be.”
“Well, if you are you might want to talk to my uncle. They looked for him three years. Never did catch him. He got tired of running and gave himself up. I'm sure he would pass along some tips.”
Gary was staring at him now, a hint of a smile at the corners of his mouth and eyes.
“I don't guess Gary in your real name, then. I'll just keep calling you that. It'll be our secret.”
“You sure talk a lot.”
“Yeah, I know. I'm working on it.” Then Jackie noticed the music coming from the car. It sounded like two, maybe three horns were playing three separate harsh and unrelenting melodies at the same time. It reminded him of how the symphony his fifth-grade class had visited on a field trip sounded when it warmed up.
“Is that an orchestra?”
“That is the greatest horn player to ever live,” Gary said evenly. “And he grew up right here.”
“In High Point?”
“John Coltrane. Right here. And you crackers don't even know it.”
“You seem to be under the impression we crackers are supposed to know everything. I think you need to open your mind some.”
Gary let out a couple of chuckles. Jackie knew he was a smart ass. He'd accumulated enough bloody noses and school suspensions to prove it. Sometimes he even ran into adults who liked smart ass kids, the people who didn't say things like, “What are you going to do with your life?”
Gary was a few years older than Jackie, probably around twenty. But it was hard to tell. He had an ageless quality, like one of those long-lived sea turtles.
“That's only one horn?”
“Yeah, a saxophone.”
There was a pause while they listened.
“Do you listen to horn music?” Gary asked.
“No, not much.”
“Poor pitiful white people,” Gary said.
They started hanging out at lunch, sitting in the car, leg sweat turning their jeans from blue to black, while Gary explained how jazz developed from field hollers and work songs, African counter-rhythms and the blue scale.
Jackie didn't understand a word of it technically but the explanation made him think of a vine winding in and out of a trellis. He felt like a little boy who was being told of another kingdom that had existed right before his eyes he had not been able to see before. And he was being told of it with a quiet, soothing voice that wouldn't ruffle the hairs on a baby's neck.
Gary began picking Jackie up for work. Mama would peer out her window and say, “Your ride's here,” and go back to what she was doing. After work, they would sometimes go back to Gary's tiny apartment with the old one-piece stereo on the floor and listen to Coltrane, Bird, Miles, Sonny Rollins, Lester Young.
Every time he put a new album on, Gary would introduce the story of who was on each cut and how the cuts were recorded. Jackie soaked up the stories of the cutting sessions in Kansas City Hi Hat Club the same way Shelia swallowed a tall Budweiser.
Soon, Jackie was hearing the music in his dreams, especially the album A Love Supreme. He was surprised when he started hearing it in his dreams because he didn't think he liked it when he was awake. It was like the sounds that would come from a church with a funeral on one side, the mourners yelling and moaning their agony, and a baptism on the other, with the family singing out their joy at the new life, full of expectation.
It had frightened him; now it filled his dreams. The dreams were nothing special. He would be walking in a strange city, or sitting in the brown, dusty yard of his house and watching the stars, and the music would come along and pick him up and hurry him away, not to exciting places, but to some other plain-old regular place.
Then one morning Gary didn't show up to take Jackie to work. He walked all the way. Gary didn't show up for work.
At the end of the day, Jackie walked a mile out of his way to go by Gary's apartment. No one was home. Jackie turned back, tired, and surprised at how empty he felt inside. A couple of blocks from the apartment the yellow VW stopped beside him. Jackie got in the car, careful to hide his pleasure. Gary was wearing a white shirt, tie and dress slacks.
At the apartment Gary said, “Put on whatever you want to hear,” and walked into the bedroom and shut the door. He came out a few minutes later wearing jeans and a T-shirt and fell into one of the metal and plastic kitchen chairs. He put his head into his hands.
Jackie listened to the music, thinking that it was easier to understand it than to understand human beings.
Gary finally said, “I guess I should tell you something.”
“Go ahead,” Jackie said,.
Gary talked, as the August afternoon slipped into a humid twilight. He told the story of how he and his brother Bernard had left college to work with the Black Panthers. Most of their time was spent setting up free breakfast programs.
“Remember when the police raided the Panther's headquarters. The cop got shot?”
“Yeah.” It was the biggest thing to happen in High Point in years.
“Well, Bernie was in the office.”
“Did he . . . ?”
“He says he hid in a closet. They could have tested his hands to see if he fired a weapon but didn't. They charged him instead. Now he's going to prison, serious time, if I can't help him. The Party has deserted him. I don't know what to do. He's my brother, I'm supposed to help.”
Their friendship changed that night. They still listened to music, Gary could always dig out something Jackie had never heard. But now, when the album was finished, Gary would launch into a lecture about the ruling class, class war, urban guerrillas, and how Jackie was lucky to be introduced to the future.
When school started that fall Jackie quit his job at the furniture plant and got one loading trucks on the weekend. He had more time for reading. He read a couple of Lenin biographies, then went on to Russian fiction. Chekhov's “The Kiss” and “About Love” told him more about Russia than both of the biographies. He read “War and Peace” for the first time. He didn't know what to think of Tolstoy's philosophy of history, but it didn't seem any stranger than Marx's. He mainly loved the chapter when Nikolay took the old hound hunting, the sections of Pierre searching for the Answer, and the wounded Andrey staring at the lofty sky.
He began reading other novels about war. He would be eighteen his next birthday and there was still a draft.
On his last day of high school Coach Greegson started off class explaining that it was a good thing the troublemakers and other communists were about to get convicted. The good people's patience was almost worn thin.
Jackie tried to ignore him. He hurried his eyes across Hemingway's loping prose. He knew Coach didn't like him, ever since he'd walked off the practice field and didn't look back.
Jackie hadn't been called on all year. He didn't at first hear Coach call his name this time. “I bet you don't agree with what I'm saying, do you Jack York?”
Jackie only looked up when he realized the room was suddenly very quiet. Coach stood next to him, smiled and repeated his question.
Jackie thought: Why am I getting all this attention? Then he thought—Neil must know who Gary was and passed on word of his and Gary's friendship.
“I hope they get a fair trial, Coach.”
“What about the police officer that was shot? Did he get a fair trial?”
“I thought trials were for people charged with crimes, sir.”
Coach sucked in air and clicked his teeth. “You're sure the smart one, aren't you?”
“Not really, sir. It just seems that way, depending on who I'm talking to.”
The sound of thirty people going “Whew!” filled the room.
Coach Greegson was smiling, a flinty sparkle of anticipation in his eye. “Trot on down to Mr. Sparkles office, York. I'll be down directly.”
The room was filled with a heavy silence as Jackie left. The hallway was dimly lighted with ocher-colored fluorescents. It was like walking in a dirty aquarium. He sipped some lukewarm water from a fountain. It tasted like green powder floor cleaner.
Jackie considered walking on out the door, skipping the formality of an official expulsion. It wasn't the first time his mouth had got him into trouble. He couldn't figure out whey he kept doing it. Maybe he didn't like school. His mom wanted him to go to college, but it didn't look like that was going to happen. This was his third expulsion, which meant an automatic month, which would end his year.
All because he couldn't keep his mouth shut.
He went into the office and sat in the lobby. When he saw Coach Greegson approach with a little spring in his step, Jackie stood. Coach took his arm and said let's go. Jackie stopped and looked at the fingers gripping his arm, then up at Coach's face. That's when he saw it. Coach was scared of him, not physically, but of that part of him he would never understand or control. Coach let go of his arm.
Mr. Sparkles sat hunched over a legal pad, his suit coat draped over the back of his chair. A thin patch of auburn and gray hair swirled like an ice cream cone over the brown spots on top of his head. One of Jackie's secrets was that he had always liked Mr. Sparkles, despite their disagreements. But he also knew that Coach, despite his almost perfect losing record, had support among a great number of fathers, many of whom had also had losing seasons with him. Coach Greegson had used consistent losing to bond together an entire generation. Mr. Sparks would fight Coach over a good cause. Jackie York was not a good cause.
“Our young friend here called me stupid, Jasper.”
Mr. Sparkles flinched at the use of his first name. He looked at Jackie. “Is that true?”
“Not directly, sir.”
“Son, son.”
Coach Greegson gave Jackie another of his metallic smiles and said, “That's not all. He smells like smoke.”
“What?” Jackie's mind raced. He didn't smoke, and it didn't matter if he did. Central High had a smoking area—the local tobacco industry saw to that. Then he remembered—the barrel, the smoldering Frank Yerby.
“Am I in trouble for smelling like smoke?”
“You may be facing arrest,” Coach said.
“For what, pray tell?”
“Oh, smart ass, you know what for.”
Jackie looked at Mr. Sparks. “Yes, sir, I called him stupid.”
Coach ignored Jackie. “Have you found out who tried to burn the shop building down, Jasper?”
“We're not even sure that what's happened,” Mr. Sparkles said. “A barrel near the shop building was set on fire and turned over. It could have been anyone, kids playing, bums.”
“Could have been attempted arson on the part of our little communist here, too.”
“Holy mackerel,” Jackie said.
Mr. Sparkles swallowed. “Did you try to burn the shop building down, Jackie?”
“You don't expect him to admit that, do you?”
“No, I did not,” Jackie said. “I would have started a fire in Coach Bullwinkle's office instead.”
“That's not very helpful, son,” Mr. Sparkles said.
“What is going to help this situation, sir?”
Jackie walked toward the door. Coach Greegson stepped into his path, blocking the door.
Jackie looked at Mr. Sparkles. “If you're not going to call the cops I'd suggest you tell J. Edgar here to get out of my way.”
“Get out of the way, Frank,” Mr. Sparkles said. “You're expelled for the year, son.”
Jackie walked on and didn't look back. He could have caught the cross-town bus but he felt like he would go crazy locked in a dusty container for an hour. He'd rather walk the three miles.
The day was warming up. The dogwoods would soon blossom and crocuses had begun to color the lawns of the little white houses. The farther from the school he got the more alive he felt. He had a book in his bag, another stack at home, and a library card.
The weekend job could turn into a full-time job. He could get his diploma next year at the community college and get into one of the state schools, if he saved his money.
By the time he got to Gary's he felt pretty good, except when he thought of having to tell his mother. She'd never get to attend one of her children's high school graduations.
Gary's door was open behind the screen. Jackie expected him to be at the courthouse. He tapped on the door and walked in. Gary was slumped on the sofa.
“How did it go?” Jackie asked.
“Seven to ten years,” he said.
“Holy shit,” Jackie said. “What a day.” He put A Love Supreme on the stereo. Coach will be happy, he thought.
It took him a minute to respond, then Gary said, “What's up with you?”
“I got kicked out of school.”
“Oh.”
That was all they said about it. They talked about other things, walked to the store for beer, flipped the arm back on the stereo and listened to the same album over and over.
At four o'clock the traffic from the mills changing shift filled the street outside and through the window they watched the cars stop and start, driver's honk horns and shake fists. Near sundown the neighborhood kids started a game of kick-the-can in the building's parking lot. A mother leaned out of a window across the courtyard and warned them to stay out of the street.
At eight, Gary leaned his head on the sofa arm and fell asleep. Jackie lifted his legs onto the sofa, covered him with a sheet from the bedroom, and locked the back door behind him.
Downtown, the pool hall was full. A few cars full of students from Central cruised past, turned around at the branch bank, and cruised back by. A couple of students from the football team threw their hands up at Jackie, but most ignored him.
When he got to his block, Jackie climbed onto the bank by the street, where he could see his house, and watched cars whoosh past. They ground was dew wet, the night breeze carried a chill that reminded him of how early in the year it was.
When the lights went off in his house, he slipped down the slope and walked home. There was a plate of chicken and potatoes and green beans covered with an old bread bag on the table. He put it into the refrigerator.
“Jackie, is that you?” his mom called from her sofa bed in the living room.
“Yeah, mom.”
“There's food there.”
“I'm not hungry.”
“What's wrong?”
He leaned against the wobbly Formica kitchen table, his fingers curled around the metal rim along the edge. “We'll talk tomorrow, Mom. Wake me when you get up.”
“What is it, Jackie?”
“Mom,” he said, “why did you burn your books?”
“I don't know. Why does anybody do the things they do?”
“Night, Mom,” he said to the dark behind the kitchen wall.
“Night, son.”
distinguished guests
I await two distinguished guests at my parents’ house. To kill time, several friends and I start tinkering with old toys. One sets up a car track, another finds a train set. At first it doesn’t look like the train will still run, but I twist the battery pack and the engine sparks back to life. Two other guests, a young man and his girlfriend, find a Scrabble set missing a few letters and proceed to spell out obscene words. The noise gets louder and louder and the scene is soon out of control.
One guest complains loudly of hunger and I realize there is nothing to eat. So I give my father some money for a nearby restaurant and tell him to bring back as much as he can carry. He is only too happy to get away. While he is gone, the two distinguished guests arrive. One wears the saffron robe of a Buddhist monk. Both are reluctant to cross the noisy threshold. Then my father appears in the doorway and the awkwardness grows even worse: the food he has brought back is full of meat.
dodge bowling
In a large rec room, others and I are taking turns rolling bowling balls back and forth. The floor angles downward, so the balls reach a dangerous speed and threaten to hit those on the other side. Fortunately, the pins remain together. When the reset button is pushed, a pinsetter descends from a ceiling fan and wraps them all in plastic, like bottled water.
fire
I have joined a volunteer fire squad. We are scheduled for a training session on the morning of Memorial Day. I start to load some gear in the pickup truck, then begin coughing. My father, a veteran member of the volunteer squad, shakes his head disapprovingly. I’m not sick, only a touch of allergies, I say. It’s not allergies, he says, then points.
In the distance are two huge fires. He races off in another car immediately. I have just loaded a dumpster in the back of the pickup but realize it is one I have borrowed from a neighbor. It will never make it back from the fire intact, so I pull it across the circle to return it.
While I cross the street, a flock of Canada geese fleeing the fire swoop low and cut me off. Then wave after wave of other animals pass, small ones first—rabbits, squirrels, raccoons—then deer, coyote, even a loping bear. By the time I make it back to my truck, the distant fires have cooled into two thick pillars of smoke.
gumballs
In a thrift store, I see a beautiful wooden frame art piece designed to look like a modernist’s idea of a gumball machine. There is a lever at the top and some items encased in plastic bubbles inside: toy cars and boats, miniature houses, wedding rings, graduation caps and gowns, pets, and children. There is also an original gallery price of $1639 on a sticker underneath. Here, I know that the work is probably being sold just for the value of the materials. But before I can get up to the register to put in my claim, another customer prances over and puts up a “Sold” sign. She says that she will give out the toys as rewards to her kids at Sunday school.
homeless
My brother has come out to meet me as I approach carrying blanket and pillow. Another night spent at the pond. I just can’t seem to sleep anymore in the house. Into the kitchen, where I rinse off my dish from last night’s meal. The jet of water from the sink splashes everywhere, dripping down the counter and off to the side. My brother approaches to help, or perhaps to stop me from making a further mess. But I am already thinking back to the pond, and to the bright patch in the trees where the sunlight bleeds through.
lines and whorls
In the foreground is a family chapel where relatives have gathered for a service. My daughter and I fill in on the right. It is unclear who the recently departed is. To the left of us, against the near wall, people watch a projection of someone’s life flit over the screen as the celebrant intones. My teenager gets easily bored, so we depart.
We pass the mausoleum. Two round stones mark the burial spot of ancient relatives and are now worn smooth. But to the left and just ahead are rows of newer vaults and graves and some recently turned earth. I tell my daughter to look for broken seals on the tombs to see if any of our relatives have escaped. Near my Aunt Magdala’s plot are neatly folded clothes, a coat, and an umbrella. Magdala has been out again, I say.
We slip through the front gates of the cemetery to an old city neighborhood fallen into decline. On the corner is the former residence of my friend E.’s grandmother; a few houses down, his mother still lives. My daughter is not interested in these personal associations. She is more intrigued by the sight of a carnival Midway set up on the other side of the street. It mixes some color in with the urban blight. There are booths and games, and a rollercoaster curling off in the distance.
We agree to part company briefly—I to pay my respects to E’s mother while my daughter waits in line for a ride. When I return, I tell her that I fear the old lady is not long for this world. Without replying to me, she takes my hand and drags me to an art booth where a sculpture she has finished is just coming out of the kiln.
After it cools, I examine the sculpture. It is a smooth black slab, hand-sized, with one cut-out corner. Inset in the corner, painted a bright earth tone, is a beautiful seal of lines and whorls.
short cut
I am a new work study student in the English Department, cultivating a new image by wearing a kind of pirate head wrap. A guest speaker is giving a talk. She is an elderly woman, quite celebrated, with waist-length white hair. Students in the class have been implored to arrive on time, or not at all. Of course, I show early to help set things up. The speaker is there, holding up two pages of notes in numbered grids. She hands them to me and asks the event organizer, a bit snobbishly, about the quality of copies made on our office machine. Soon I am dispatched, taking the “short cut” of a river trail that winds through the center of campus. I jump along the rocks, occasionally crossing over to the other side, bandanna flying. But I have difficulty finding the office building since I am new. Then I look down: the precious notes I have been entrusted with are soaked.
the suitcase
A neighbor, an old bachelor salesman, asks my wife and I to pick up some lost luggage for him at the airport. His suitcase had been missing for years. My wife and I accept, although we haven’t gotten along with each other for awhile.
We are coming back from our errand, successfully, winding our way through a group of recently-deplaned passengers. Most of them have arrived on an international flight and look like they have not breathed fresh air for days. One woman turns and doubles back against the flow of passengers, towards me, looking like she is about ready to throw up. Reflexively, I raise my sweater toward her mouth, but she shakes her head no.
I am carrying the sweater because what had started off as a cool morning en route to the airport now feels like early spring. My wife bounds on ahead, in a springish mood herself. When I get off the escalator and walk through the concourse, I find that I have completely lost sight of her. But I walk on, carrying old man’s suitcase.
Ahead, a door leads outside. It is the kind of early exit that fools you—it doesn’t lead to the terminal, but out to a surrounding field. Today the door has been propped open, and the light and fresh air streaming in are just too tempting, so I head out, as do several others ahead of me.
Outside, a wide path leads along the tarmac. Some travelers laughingly complain that they now will have a long hike to baggage claim, but this laughing seems like part of a cure. They roll up their sleeves and continue on. I don’t see any signs of my wife ahead, but keep on walking anyway. It is too nice a day to turn back.
Off to the side of the path is a small wetland area. I veer off course a bit, attracted by spring smells. A few lilac bushes bloom by the side of the trail, and I pull off a minute purple sprig and place it into my nostril like snuff. It is so pungent that I am taken aback. I see a pick-up truck rapidly pull away from a creek bank. In the truck bed is a row of shrubs that the driver has uprooted from this public area.
The creek current is powerful with spring run-off. I can’t help watching it for awhile though my wife is nowhere in sight. No doubt, she has navigated the airport successfully and is now far ahead of me.
She may feel somewhat guilty for skipping ahead, enough to wait for a reasonable amount of time by the car. Then she will grow impatient and leave me to take the shuttle. I look down at the ancient suitcase, bound with leather straps and covered with stamps from foreign countries. I wonder if I should open it.
sweetening the deal
I send off a very outré piece of fiction to an editor along with a bag of candy (gummy hearts). Both come back to me in the mail. I am more upset that the editor has not sampled the candy than that the submission has come back. I consider shipping back just the candy along with a note saying, Try it. It’s good!
three men on a bus
We stood there holding the bar, reticent. Outside, the scenery changed from urban to rural and then swamp. Still none of us moved to ask the bus driver if we were going the wrong direction. It was my friend Jimmy, my brother, and I. This was a standoff worthy of the Old West.
It turned dark outside. Finally, I could stand no more and drifted toward the front of the bus. I had seen a middle-aged woman get up from her seat near the front to chat with the bus driver and hoped their conversation would reveal our destination. She was anxious about catching her next connection to the city—openly so.
The bus driver told her that the next bus left north for the city in seven minutes. I immediately bowed out of their conversation and snuck back to the boys with this information. Perhaps we had taken the long way on our afternoon’s errand: it no longer mattered. We knew we would never speak of this again.
In Tripp’s 4 Runner I sat shotgun as he swerved in and out of Hilo’s lazy afternoon traffic. The contact lenses in my eyes were burning and the air from the open window made the little veins in them throb and pulse. Tears streaked down my face and it seemed all I could do was sit back and clamp my eyes shut. To have my eyes shut was to feel less pain.
“No fuckin’ fall asleep in dis car bra. Going miss everything,” Tripp warned as he passed the papaya root pipe. To him, hitting the pipe was as mandatory as staying awake, if not more so. He exhaled two lungs full of smoke into my face, smiled, and reached out the window to catch the humid breeze in his palm. This was Hilo, Hawaii.
“Going miss everything,” he said again.
Today the sun was a glob of marmalade rippling like a mirage over the Pacific. As simple as a pacifier, and as pacified as suicide. On days like this the town was quieter, like the beauty of it was so strong that it humbled its animals into silence. And somehow they all hated me less. Or they tried.
There was a war going on outside, I think, at least that’s what I was hearing. Either that or the downbeat of the reggae in Tripp’s 4 Runner was like grenades upon detonation. If you asked Tripp, he would have said it was both.
“Get coke in the back if need,” Tripp offered in an attempt to medicate my fast setting eyes. He told me he was just kidding, but he wasn’t. The coke was in the back to keep me from sleeping. In the center counsel was a fifth of Sauza. The pounding reggae and my setting acid eyes— and I could see with the steady approach of a storm cloud that soon we would be out of our minds.
Whether we were friends I was not sure. The longer I lived in Hawaii the less I knew where I was. Hilo was where I slept, where I daydreamt, but I struggled like the rest to swallow that this was not my home. I was neither happy nor sad, I never knew where I stood, just that the person to my left felt the burn just the same as I did. And that was all it took.
Then it was dark. At first I thought it was the storm cloud covering the sun, but once it had passed there was only the moon weeping over a tragedy it was witnessing or perhaps predicting.
In the center counsel the Sauza bottle was half empty. I reached for it and the tequila changed from clear to gold and back to clear. Tripp was staring at me, his hands completely off the wheel. I could feel the music in my heart but I couldn’t hear it. Tripp was grinning, grinning like a nightmare.
“Aloha,” he offered. “And how long will your visit with us be?”
His smile remained.
“It doesn’t really matter does it?” I asked unsettled.
“Mahalo,” he grinned.
I grabbed the bottle, swished it around, and turned it upside down into my mouth. I growled and passed it to Tripp, who poured it into his hair. The tequila oozed down his long black locks and shined like the sweat of a penny. Leaking from his eyes were white tears.
“Bra we are da pigs” he said. The liquid from his eyes became brighter like white magma. I looked for the moon.
We are da pigs. We are da pigs. We are da pigs.
I couldn’t tell if I was hearing thunder.
“This doesn’t feel right. It should be storming,” I said.
“And we don’t have no ivory. Just da heart.”
“Should I be driving?” I asked.
“Bra depends on how you like die.”
The storm was approaching— the kingdom of clouds shedding its initial feathery tears onto the 4 Runner, kissing the window and clinging to us. Tripp wiped his eyes.
“There is a war going on,” Tripp murmured. The song was Black Roses but something in Tripp’s tone told me he wasn’t talking about the music and the downbeats.
“Will it ever end? The war?” I asked.
“Depends on how you like die.”
We were doing ninety on highway 19, tearing up the Hamakua coast on the way to a party. The music was so beautiful, reminding us of a time that never once existed for either of us. A time that never could. The silhouettes of bending palm trees swiftly passed one after another and out of my sight.
Tripp turned to face me and his grin was wide and he was silent. I grabbed the tequila and he ripped it out of my hand and placed it back in the center counsel. His grin spread wider.
“Can offer you some complimentary passion juice?” he asked through his clenched teeth. “Some macadamia nuts?”
I rubbed my eyes and focused on the ignited tears brimming in his eyes. The car followed the bends of the road even though Tripp’s smile remained locked on me. We were approaching the Lapahoehoe gulch and beginning the sharp left turn.
“The road,” I said, “please.”
“Bending bra,” Tripp whispered. I watched the tequila accumulate in golden droplets at the bottom of his hair.
“Where are we going?” I asked. Tripp clenched his fists and teeth and the veins in his neck bulged. His cheeks inflated with furious breaths. He revved the engine, and down the hill of the gulch we accelerated. It was as though Tripp intended to drive straight into the cliffs at the bottom. I reached for one last drink but the Sauza was in his hand. The rain was pounding and I could feel Tripp staring at me, not the road, and there was nothing I could do about it.
“The makings of a war—” Tripp roared but was cut off by the collision.
Our journey had just been rattled by something in the road. We had crashed into something so huge our faces had smashed off of the dash and Tripp’s car was now in the opposite lane. Instead of the roaring engine and heart-thudding reggae, the air we breathed was now occupied by a dense silence.
Tripp tore off his shirt and ordered me to follow him while licking the blood off of his swollen lip. There was excitement in his tone. His sleeve tattoo glimmered in the moonlight like the ink of a seals eye, and then it floated off of his arm and began rising into the infinite painting of midnight. I watched it rise as slow as a feather's paradox and separate like smoke until it was one with the sky.
"That fucka musta been huge bra," he announced with a hurried walk.
The 4 Runner's engine was clicking as it cooled. In the distance were the high pitched croaks of lustful evening frogs. But I heard something else in front of the car. Something huge. Something breathing.
"Owning his terrain, bra."
"Who?" I asked.
"Fucka must have been in charge. This is his land."
I heard the struggled breathing of an ancient beast, snorting for air.
“Don’t you get it?”
I could only stare. Tripp pointed to the source of the breathing: a boar sprawled in a pile of its twisted robust limbs. Smoke rose from its snout which had been shredded by the front of the car. The smoke eventually spread into the sky and joined Tripp’s tattoo. I listened to the hog wheeze and gargle on its blood. One of its large bottom teeth had been chipped in half while the other dangled off its face, attached only by a few bleeding fibers. Its eyes were wide open, full of panic and we could tell it had something to say, something of pertinence but there was nothing it could do about that. The boar knew, and so did Tripp, that it was fighting a losing war.
“Was not supposed to be like this, ah?” Tripp said, not to me, but the dying pig.
Its hooves, large as human fists, clicked madly on the road. Its eyes darted to me and to Tripp and then back to me. The greasy hairs surrounding its eyelids were caked with blood. It heaved to survive.
“Gotta make it quick,” Tripp said, and the magma in his eyes had ignited again, this time streaming down his face. His voice was stern. And Tripp disappeared.
I looked at the pig as it shivered for life.
Its eyes dripped with the same glowing silver as Tripp’s.
Tripp was next to me.
He held out his hand. In it was a long black mag-lite.
“Cannot leave um like dat,” he said.
The pig knew, and so did Tripp. He shoved the mag-lite in my hand. I looked at the pig.
“Not me,” I said.
“Then who?”
“Wasn’t me.”
“Was you bra. Just don’t know yet.”
I dropped the mag-lite in horror. Tripp was grinning again.
“I can’t do it,” I said. The hooves were clicking on the ground. The pig was in pain. “It was not me.”
“Cannot leave um,” Tripp said and snatched the huge flash light from the ground. “Cannot leave um like dis. He’s fucked arready.”
Tripp knelt beside the pig, lowered his head next to its face until his nose was painted with the warm blood of what remained of its snout. He scraped his knees as he leveled himself with the pig, and then he brushed the hair out of its eyes. Tripp apologized without saying a word. He raised the butt of the mag-lite, and the pig looked at Tripp for the last time.
I saw remorse in Tripp’s eyes for the first time.
Then the boar’s mammoth skull shattered under the blows of Tripp’s mag-lite. I flinched as its head flattened. With each hit the pig’s eyes closed more and out of its ear seeped black fluid thick as tar. The pig’s eyes were hanging out of its head. That was how the struggle ended.
“We go,” Tripp whispered out of breath, and I followed him back to the 4 Runner.
We returned to the reggae and Tripp sang along and passed the pipe to me. I drank the tequila and thought about the boar in the road.
The palm trees outside had become plastic and the Ocean a bubbling green stew of sewage. Tripp went on singing, stating that was all he could do. His arms were glistening, boiling in the humidity or the fury. Something, perhaps the smell, struck me as oddly familiar.
We were on the same road as before. The same bends, the same scenery. I rubbed my burning eyes and looked at Tripp to see if he was still staring and grinning at me. I could only see his hair flying as if he was faceless. Soon we would be traveling down the Lapahoehoe gulch again. I could tell not by the placement of the moon that watched the unfolding history, but the crooked smell of blood in the air which struck me like the blood pressure of a nightmare. This repeated nightmare.
“We are back where we started,” I said. “What about the party?”
“My parents going want da pig ah?” Tripp said. “Smoke um and dey last for months, especially that huge fucka. We go back and get um.”
Tripp’s hair was whipping in the wind and his tattoo had returned to his arm. We were going ninety again up Highway 19. He hollered at the top of his lungs and poured the tequila down his throat. I wanted Tripp to slow down, but instead I choked on the pipe. My head was frying and this was not my home.
“Gotta help me get dat pig in da back of da car, ya?” he asked. “Let you eat some too, bra you be droolin.” I swallowed and thought about the blood seeping from the pigs ear.
Tripp turned to me and stared. He pressed the gas pedal all the way to the floor. His hair was whipping as if it were alive. His head faced me, and his hands left the wheel. I heard his words echoing from the trees and then louder from the sky.
We were going so fast that all the plastic palm trees were a blur. The metallic smell was getting denser, strong as iron. I grabbed the tequila.
“Things are different bra. All fucked up arready.”
“Please slow down.” My hands were shaking and my burning eyes were raging again.
“Like a disease you learn to live wit. Or depends on how you like die.”
Tripp’s face spread slowly until I was staring at his grin again. “Das why you ease da pain,” he seeped through his smile, grabbing the tequila. “Get coke in da back.”
The car gradually slowed when we reached Lapahoehoe gulch for the second time. The headlights stretched their arms and pulled whatever it was on the road into our sight. The drizzle fell diagonally and distorted any clear image. But there was the body, lifeless and curled seemingly for warmth or to escape the smell in the air that it was creating.
Tripp stopped the car and climbed out. “Come on. Need your help bra. Not going be easy.”
I got out but before I could move I watched Tripp gasp and freeze mid step, choked on his words, and looked back at the source of his shock. He fell to his knees.
“Kaliki?” Tripp stuttered.
The being on the ground moved and lifted his face. Then he rose to his feet. On the side of his head was a bullet wound surrounded by dried blood. The face was pale and the flesh around the wound wilted like soaked fingertips.
“Kaliki…?”
The boy smiled.
“My bradda,” Tripp let out and walked over to him. “Bra lemme see you.”
The boy’s smile vanished and he touched the bullet wound on his temple.
“Sorry ah?” Tripp said. “We missing you out here. Could use you back on da boats wit us. Can’t catch nothing without you. Guarantee you was good lahk.”
Tripp’s eyes had become rippling diamonds.
The two looked at each other and shared a silence. I looked around for the pig but it was gone, and so was the blood that it had spilled at the hands of Tripp.
“Been tough without you Kaliki,” Tripp said.
Then the boy opened his mouth.
Kaliki touched his scabbed bullet wound again. “Neva mean for none a dat.”
Tripp shook his head. “No need for apologize.”
“Towards da end, wanted just da boat. Da fishin, and nothing else, you know what I mean?”
“Guarantee.”
Tripp walked closer to Kaliki and examined him, and I could no longer tell whose hand was touching the bullet wound.
“Really you,” Tripp stated.
“Dat was da life,” Kaliki said and smiled. Then he took a deep breath. “But sometimes,” Kaliki said, then looked down as if shamed, “everything was too much, and the fishing was not enough arready. Felt trapped. And dis was not even our home, bra.”
Tripp nodded.
And right then, I was watching Kaliki’s funeral, something that had happened years before, before I ever moved to Hawaii or met Tripp. But I was there right then, watching from the top of the gulch, one warm noon in the Pacific. The sun shined bright on Kaliki’s favorite fishing spot where the funeral was being held. I watched his family take turns being strong: one comforted while the rest cried, then that one would sob and need the comfort from another. I watched people throw their flowers into the ebb and flow of the Hawaiian water. Tripp wiped the tears off his face and threw his hibiscus lei into the water. Back then his hair wasn’t as long; he hadn’t cut it since the loss of his friend. I watched Tripp shake the tears from his face. He took off his shirt and threw it into the Ocean. Family members grabbed handfuls of the boy’s ashes and threw them out to the sea. Tripp, burly and thick, comforted three of Kaliki’s aunties at once by smothering them with his arms. And the wails of pain could be heard for miles, as I was miles separated from it all, perched on a far off hill where I belonged.
The ceremony lasted well into the night, and somehow I was returned to Tripp and Kaliki in the middle of the street.
“Take care of yourself, bra,” Tripp said modestly.
Kaliki smiled.
“Come back from time to time, check up on us,” he said. Kaliki laid back down on the pavement in the fetal position he was in when we found him.
I followed Tripp back into the car.
“I don’t get it,” I said.
“Das why you was up on da hill,” Tripp said.
“Will I ever get it?”
“Do you want to?”
I looked out the window. We had passed the Lapahoehoe gulch and were continuing north.
“What happened to the pig?” I asked.
We are da pigs. We are da pigs. We are da pigs.
“Let’s get to that party,” Tripp said. The fifth of Sauza was nearly gone. The remains swished from silver to gold in the moonlight. The reggae returned with its cries of struggle and trust in whatever it was above that might someday take them to a land that was theirs.
“Bra, your eyes are tripping me out,” Tripp said.
“Red?” I asked.
“Missing.”
The party roared to life when Tripp arrived. The crowd parted and drew him in and closed behind him and he was gone, but it was ok. I felt safe. The emerald glow of Steinlager illuminated the faces of the party as far as I could see.
I sat at a table and helped myself to the kalua pig buffet with rice and lumpia and teriyaki beef with a beer to wash it all down. I bit into the food and my mouth salivated with so much juice that it dribbled down my chin. There was laughter and people’s smiles melted like wax under the light. I sat at a table outside of the party’s canopy and light.
Outside in the dark, I shared the night with the gnats and mosquitoes and they hummed around my plate. I shielded my eyes in search for Tripp but he was under the canopy with the rest of the party and I could not see far enough in from where I sat. They skanked and sang underneath the protection of the tarp. I smiled.
“Ho! How’s it?” someone asked me from behind.
I said hello and lifted my beer to him. He grinned, wide and quietly, and I had seen that smile before.
“Welcome. Can get you anything?” he asked. “Passion Juice?” But I looked at his hands which were balled in tight fists. In his eyes, there I saw the tears ignite, glimmering even in the dark. I looked around for any signs of Tripp.
“Tripp left bra,” the man said.
“I think I’m alright.”
“You wen kill dis pig on da way ova hea?” the man said. “Said you killed um.”
“It wasn’t me.”
“How would you know?”
“I guess I don’t.”
“Can sample some of your plate?” he asked. He grinned and before I could respond he squeezed his hand around my entire serving, leaving only grease and cabbage. He shoved the pig into his mouth, then reached across the table and wiped the grease onto my shirt, grinning wildly. With his clean hand, he grabbed my beer and channeled it down his throat until the bottle was empty.
“Can ask you one question bra?” he asked.
“I don’t have the answer.”
“Can name the birthday girl?” he asked.
I looked around and took note of Happy Birthday signs and leis. I was at a birthday party. I had no answer, so I looked at the moon.
“Thought so,” he said.
“Do they all know?” I asked quietly, and looked at the party.
“We know there is a war going on,” he answered.
Just like Tripp said.
I watched their melting smiles, their faces warm with booze under the canopy with pig-dense air. I noticed where I was sitting and understood what he meant.
“And we know that in the war, we are the pigs.”
He walked away. I didn’t touch the food again.
Tripp came and got me later, sweating from a long night of dancing and drinking. “Bra we outa here. Grab some pig for the road. Gotta get more tequila. Was the shit ah?”
“Whose pig is that?” I asked.
Tripp stopped in his tracks. “I told you arready bra. In this war, we are da pigs.”
I looked at my plate. We drove away from the party. Tripp swerved onto the wrong side of the road and screamed at the plastic palm trees. He screamed at the bubbling sewage ocean and did donuts on the lawn of a church until its grass was ruined.
Eventually Tripp and I sat in his car, out of breath from screaming.
“Tripp, are we friends?” I asked.
Tripp looked at me.
“Like a disease you learn to live wit.”
Gloria did not write him many letters. In fact, she only wrote him one short, cruel letter; she then moved to Albacete, known for its knives and aged cheese, to start anew. Eventually, the smell of her hair left the pillows, but there were things that would not leave. He had a privileged view of the woods from his home in Granada; through his bedroom window he could see trees with bark like alligator skin, clumps of wildflowers, and the usually quiet deer who roamed about.
Around October, unusually early, the bellows began. Trembling, haunting, blood curling cries of wild deer crashed simultaneously into the warm bodies of the white tailed does, and into the cerebrum of Ramón Camomila. In his bed, he stared into the darkness, thick as black currant jelly, and listened to the deep lust for the thin legged does reverberating from tree to tree, traveling under the spidery branches, causing noses and hindquarters to twitch. It was utterly impossible to sleep.
On the seventh night, Ramón got out of bed. He placed a glass on his olive wood table in the kitchen and poured himself a drink—a strong, honey flavored Orujo. With little in his stomach, he became tipsy fast. He shut his eyes against the hooves drumming against his temples, and thought of Gloria, how she had sighed when he gave her the box. He drank another glass, put on music to drown out the moans, but the louder he made the music, the more he could hear—the moaning, the heavy breathing and the tearing up of wet earth.
Fucking animals, he thought, and put on his coat. One howl and you have a mate; that’s it. Simple. No boxes, no rings. The ring had been beautiful, with a thin band and a small diamond surrounded by intricate lattice work carved in gold, like the petals of a magnolia. She refused to even try it on.
Ramón stepped out into the crisp air; he felt a cold snout on his hand and warm breath on his neck, so he ran toward the blinking lights of the bars and restaurants in the center of the city, ran far enough so that the animals and the noises faded, and crawled back to the forest blindly, where they were swallowed up by the darkness.
By the time he reached “The Upsetter,” he was sweating and halfway sober. At the bar, he ordered three consecutive vodkas, and chased them down with handfuls of sunflower seeds. He ordered two glasses of vino tinto, one for him and one for the ‘lady,’ he told the bartender. He downed the one for the ‘lady’ before descending the stairs to the performance room and sat at a table next to an older man with long grey hair.
“What’s happening tonight?” he asked.
“A show,” the man replied.
“Who?”
“Flamenco.”
“Gypsy music. Great. Duende,” he said, and sipped his wine. “My girlfriend used to hate this music.”
The man nodded. “Where is she?”
“Well, she’s not my girlfriend anymore.” Ramon drank more. “When will it start?”
The man glanced at him, shook his head. “Already started, hombre,” he said.
Surprised, Ramón looked at the stage. A large man was in fact playing a guitar, and a woman with one leg shorter than the other clapped her hands and clucked her tongue in time with the chords. Behind them hung a thick, black curtain of cheap velvet. It quivered, and a small, brown hand appeared, holding a navaja, the blade glinting under the one light in the room. Soon came the crook of an elbow, followed by the slight curve of a bicep, a strong shoulder, and finally, a face framed by a tangled net of copper hair.
“Dios,” Ramón whispered and swallowed his wine.
The dancer pointed the blade at the audience, then placed it between her teeth and walked to the front of the stage, her heels clicking like sharp hooves. She stopped, lifted up her dress with both hands and began a slow and gentle rhythm of heel toe close, heel toe close, heel toe close. The large man began to play faster; the woman with one leg shorter than the other opened her mouth to sing, then yell, and the dancer spun and trembled and flung her hair about. The rhythm mutated, became fast and violent and she let go of the dress and quickened the steps heeltoecloseheeltoecloseheeltoeclose, snapped her claw-like fingers and snarled and drew back her lips. A small white rose escaped from her locks and fell to the stage, and she crushed her heels into the petals, biting down hard on the blade in her mouth, while the blood rose to her chest and cheeks and lips; olé.
The music stopped, and she stood with one hand raised in the air, the other clutching her chest, feet spread apart and knees bent, finished, yet prepared for another brawl. The music lingered like the silence after a kill, but just for a moment. The people around Ramón yelped and whistled; he jangled his pocket change, his eyes locked on the dancer.
She bowed, stepped down off the stage. With the courage of drink, he grabbed her elbow before she could pass him.
“Thank you for the show,” he said.
“Thank you for your money,” she responded.
“What’s your name?” he asked.
“Loli.” She turned to leave, but he gripped tighter. “I’m Ramón,” he said.
With sweet, large, brown eyes she smiled at him, and he felt something jab into his side. He peered down and saw her holding the navaja, the blade just under his ribs.
“Ok Ramón,” she said. “Let me go, so I can get drunk.” He released her, and she placed her lips to his cheek, then went up the stairs, flanked by three gigantic men.
Ramón also went upstairs; he chose a table across from them. All four had a strange resemblance, but it was hard to tell with the light, and the lingering drink. The men had a greenish tint to their skin, and meanness to their eyes, even when three whores came over and arranged themselves accordingly. Loli headed to the bar, and Ramón met her there.
“Let me buy you a drink,” he said.
“Whiskey,” she said.
“Ice?”
“No. Whiskey.”
He watched her drink, watched her neck, long and brown, and ordered her another.
“Are you Italian?” he asked.
“Why?”
“The hair.”
She finished her drink. “No,” she said. She moved closer to him, touched his hand. “You like my hair?”
“I like how you dance,” he said.
“I’m good because I never sleep,” she said. Her eyes were foggy and scratched and red; Ramón had the urge to kiss her brow. He had the urge to carry her to his bed.
“I haven’t slept in two months,” he said.
“I don’t believe you.” She laughed and broke her gaze. “I think you’re lying to me, so that I can feel sorry for you.”
“I want to see you again,” he said.
Loli dipped her fingers into the bowl of sunflower seeds on the bar, and put a few in her mouth, chewing slowly. She spit the shells on the floor, at Ramón’s feet. One of the men yelled something at her, then kissed the whore on his lap.
“Why?” she asked.
“I don’t know,” he said.
Loli ordered four whiskeys, then wrote an address on a napkin.
“Come see me on Friday,” she said, and slid the paper under the bowl. “That’s when the hunting starts.”
With two whiskey shots in each hand, Loli returned to the table, and did not meet his stare again for the rest of the evening.
What happened in the days between that night and Friday was an inescapable, buzzing babel for Ramón. The creaking of unsteady trees, the strange thump of a heartbeat, and of course, the fur shrouded racket night after night after night. Ramón contemplated going to his cousin’s house, the one who had a vineyard and wife in Fuente Vaqueros. However, the thought of hearing them talk about family in between sucking on pig bones made him wait until Thursday, when he would need wine. Ramón busied himself during the days shopping for Loli, something Gloria never allowed him to do. He bought aged sheep cheese, loaves of pan de pueblo, slabs of salmon, and a chocolate tart with tiny glazed pears sprinkled on top, which he imagined in her mouth on her tongue, between her dark lips, making her say mmm. He bought a new shirt, a new pair of socks, and a new aftershave. He got a haircut. On Thursday morning he rang his cousin, brushed his freshly trimmed hair and drove to the vineyard.
“This for Gloria?” his cousin asked, as he led him to the back of his wine cellar.
“No, someone else,” Ramón said, marveling at the hundreds and hundreds of green bottles, some without labels, sitting, waiting to be opened.
“Always thought she was a nice girl. Real pretty.”
Ramón fluttered his fingers at the bottles. “What wine goes best with salmon?”
His cousin pursed his lips, let his eyes roam, and reached for one with a clean, white label that read: Familia Camomila. “This is good,” he said. “It’s a Tempranillo, a 2004.”
“Can I have more than one?” Ramón asked, stretching out his hand.
His cousin scratched his beard, tilted his head to the side. “You doing alright, hombre? The wife asked me to ask you.”
“I’m fine. Great.” Ramón puffed out his chest, straightened his spine. “I have a date tonight, don’t I?”
His cousin shrugged, and handed him two more bottles. “Yeah, but you were with Gloria for five years. That’s a long time.”
“Thanks for the wine, tío. I owe you,” said Ramón, and took out his car keys.
* * *
Ramón Camomila arrived early, and looked up at the hill he would have to climb. The Friday sun was low, casting an amber light on the caves, which were quiet and serious. With one hand gripping his bag of food and wine, the other extended for balance, he made his way up the hill, which had no path. Once at the top, he searched for a name, and realized he did not know Loli’s last name, nor were there any sort of markers on these bizarre homes, these homes of rock, where there were probably pre-historic paintings, where people did not have television or microwaves, and maybe they all went to the bathroom outside. His chest felt like it was shrinking, like it would squeeze him to death; he swiveled his head around, confused, and wondered if it was all a trick—another lying woman. Then he saw the Alhambra.
Of course, Ramón had been in the palace many times as a boy, but never had he seen it from this side of town. The Alhambra was majestic in the yellow and orange tint,
the shadows from the white towers a deep smoky blue. There were tourists the size of ants down below, and tiny buses moved as if pulled by an invisible string. Only the Alhambra retained its size; large and white and magnificent, the windows carved with fine tools, the gardens lush, the memory of sultans and kings still alive in every room, under every tile, between each step, at home. A bellow rang out; Ramón was surprised he could hear it from this side of town. He set his bag down and perched on a rock, admiring the marvel of architecture. Another deer cried out; its voice traveled over the dusty hills toward the palace, jumped through an open window into the dining hall which was empty today, but had once held a large olive wood table polished with cold pressed olive oil.
Once, in the middle of that table, on a gold serving dish lay the head of a deer, glazed with rosewater and honey, a roasted pear in its docile mouth. A knife was poised over its neck, ready to dig and carve the pink, soft meat for the sultan, then for his guests, then for his courtesans, and finally for his servants, who licked the bones and threw them to the silky haired dogs. After dinner, the sultan and his guests retreated to the smoking room, inhaled strong hookah, and passed a dish of sugar coated green almonds to one another. They reposed cross legged on silk pillows from Asia, blinked and smiled at the honeycombed ceiling which was painted blue and white and carved with pictures and the words Allah Allah Allah. Astonished by the skill and their full bellies, they lowered their heads onto the pretty womens laps, reached up and touched their smooth, white, sweet smelling skin. If they did not fall asleep, they allowed the women to caress their flushed and fat bodies.
“You’re here.”
Ramón started, looked down to see a dark hand on his shoulder, the nails chipped and uneven in length. Loli sat next to him and lit a Fortuna cigarette.
“You have a beautiful view,” he said.
Loli spoke and exhaled smoke simultaneously. “What’s in the bag?”
Ramón opened the bag and removed the items one by one, arranged the dishes carefully, offered everything to her, everything for her enormous eyes and soft lips and dangerous tongue.
“Hungry?” he asked.
With both hands she picked up the food, and ate as if she hadn’t eaten for days, ate everything with the same desire, not bothering to wipe away crumbs from her mouth, letting bits of cheese and fish and vegetables fall to her chest and lap.
“Open a bottle,” she said, and he uncorked the Familia Camomila.
They ate and drank until they were surrounded by darkness, and when the last of the chocolate tart with the tiny glazed pears had been consumed, Loli stood up and walked into a cave, her cave. Ramón assumed he was supposed to follow, so he gathered the trash in his bag and went inside.
“Do you live alone?” he asked, taking in the barren home, the ribbed walls of rock, the floor scuffed from wooden furniture, a lone guitar by the water basin.
“I live with my brothers,” she said, her teeth stained.
“Where are they?” he asked.
“Hunting,” she said, and pated the rug she was sitting on. Ramón crouched down, ran his fingers clumsily through the short hair of a wild, dead deer. As if feeling this
touch in the afterlife, a deer moaned in the distance, then descended underground. Loli widened her eyes and embraced him tightly; he touched her bare knee and pushed his fingers up higher, under her skirt, up to just below the thick curve of her hip, where his skin suddenly met cold, smooth metal.
“My navaja,” she whispered. “You never know when you might need a knife.”
“Do you think I'm going to hurt you?” he asked.
“You couldn’t hurt me,” she said. “But I could hurt you.”
He looked at her, smaller when not on stage, less ferocious. “I have never seen anyone dance like you. You must be famous here.”
“I don’t make any money from that. Just change, to buy drinks for me and my family.” She paused and unstrapped the holder from her thigh. “Do you know how I make money?”
He glanced at the guitar, then at her face, the dark chicory skin, the deep circles under her eyes. “Do I want to know?”
She leaned into him, he smelled the Familia Camomila on her breath. “What I do, what I really do for money, is I let the tourists come into my home and see how real eastern European gypsies live—for ten Euros a head.” She leaned back. “It was my brothers’ idea. They said it would work better with a woman.”
“What do they do?” he asked.
“Hunt.”
“Oh.”
“What do you do?” she asked him.
“I’m a lawyer.”
She looked like she was going to laugh, but didn’t. “Sometimes I put dirt on the horses,” she said.
He took her hands, which were calloused and rough, like splintered wood.
“Sometimes I use the kids, make them play without shoes in front of my cave, so I seem more pitiful. More gypsy.”
“You are not pitiful,” he said. “I was scared of you when you were dancing. I was jealous.”
“Jealous of a gypsy woman?” she asked.
“But you can feel. I bet you feel everything when you dance. I feel nothing.”
She put her lips to his lips, which were still sticky from the glazed peaches. He kissed her and thought, this woman would not know what to do with a black velvet box, and he felt a sickening relief. This woman would never shop for china plates and a matching sheet and pillow set.
“Do you feel that?” she asked, and he nodded and she put her hand between his legs. They struggled with their clothes and he would have ignored the rising bellows if Loli had not shoved him away so roughly.
“Don’t be scared,” he said. “They’re just doing what they’re supposed to do.”
She swallowed a few times. “Did you hear a gun shot?”
He listened, but only heard the cries.
“You need to go,” she said.
“What? Why?”
She dressed rapidly, put up her hair, ran to the basin and began to scrub at her face with a rough cloth. “I heard it. My brothers,” she said, scrubbing, scratching away his scent, “they’re coming.”
A shot rang out, hit the air and the silence in the cave.
Ramón went over to her, still naked. “You’re a grown woman”
She threw her cloth at him; it hit his chest with a cold smack. “They’ll kill you,” she hissed. “They’ll kill you if you don’t leave now!”
He stepped back, shivering. “I’ll put on my clothes. But I don’t want to leave.”
Before he could put on his pants, another shot released, stinging their ears, and a new smell filled the cave, of smoke from a barrel, of cool sweat, of family. Ramón turned around and saw the three brothers in the mouth of the cave, sharp-edged and smoking. On their shoulders hung rifles, on their legs were navajas like Loli’s, but larger. They made no moves to speak as they swayed in the dark mouth like loose fangs; all five remained still, the only sound their breathing, like a faraway stampede, a low, collective growl. Finally, the tallest one spoke.
“Looks like a Yanqui.”
Another one replied, “No, an Irlandés.”
And another, “Not pale enough. Even the ass ain’t pale enough.”
Loli stooped to pick up Ramón’s clothes, shoved them at him and shuffled over to her brothers. “It’s not what you think. It’s…”
“What, puta, what is it? It’s not you with a naked man. It’s not you alone in our cave, with a naked hijo de puta?”
She hung her head. “He’s from Granada.”
In unison, they let out a peal of laughter, opening their dirty mouths, laughing in the mouth of the cave, moving their shoulders up and down, the rifles clicking. The tallest one pointed a black finger at Ramón. “We’re not from the same Granada, cabrón.” He shoved Loli away and spit on the floor. “Come over here.”
Ramón tugged on his pants then lifted up his hands, keeping his eyes on the rifles; all of the wine previously swimming in his head suddenly and miraculously disappeared.
“Listen,” he said, standing in front of the tallest one, at an arms length, “I respect your sister. She is very talented.”
All three narrowed their eyes, and reached for their navajas.
With a rattling heart inside his chest, Ramón shook his head. “No, no, I meant with her dancing. I saw her dance. She’s talented!” he cried.
They relaxed their fingers; one pulled out a tin box, passed a cigarette to the other two, then offered one to Ramón.
“No, I don’t smoke,” he said, and waved it away.
Again the silence. The one with the tin box sucked on the filter, while the other two kept their eyes on him, waiting for a signal.
“So, were you planning to marry our little sister before or after you fucked her?” the brother with the box asked him.
Ramón wiped away the sweat pouring into his eyes, willed his legs to stay strong. “I, I hadn’t thought that far ahead,” he whispered.
The brother nodded, stomped out his cigarette and turned to the other two. “Put down your rifles,” he said. “We won’t need them.”
They lowered the weapons, and stepped closer. The teeth, ripped out of their roots, moved closer to him, threatening to bite into his thin flesh. “I like your hair, guapo,” one said, dragging his fingers through his locks, then curling the ends tightly in his fist. “Let me get a better look, eh?”
One grabbed him then by the arm, and another by a leg, and pulled him outside to face Loli’s cave and all the surrounding caves, the small white shelters glinting under the moon.
“Let’s see how talented you are, puto,” one said, and they flung him to the ground. They circled him like angry bulls, kicking up dust and licking at the spittle on their lips. One broke from the pack and flew at him with two ugly fists, and beat upon his temples like small grenades—boom, boom, boom. Then another dove in, his strong arms like black wings across his face and torso, and another came in and scratched at his eyeballs until Ramón could no longer see, only hear their brawl song like singing blades. He could smell their naked lust for blood. Boom, boom, boom. Soon, his limbs turned limp and wilted like lilies, and as he lay there, both alive and dead, he wondered how it was that these men, these brothers, had survived for so long with hearts of pure oil.
“Enough!”
Someone was shouting, running toward him.
“Enough!”
Someone was struggling, writhing, clawing at the ground and pounding their flesh against fleshier flesh, a rough flesh that would not give. Then, all at once, the pounding stopped. Everything was quiet, and Ramón turned his head to cough into the dirt.
“Stay away from here,” he heard someone say.
“No place for your soft ass,” said someone else.
“Next time we’ll skin you and hang you on our wall.”
Ramón considered this final threat, imagined his body stretched out, translucent against the cave wall, forever staring at a lonely guitar.
“All right, boys, that’s plenty. Loli, clean this thing up.”
Ramón heard her yell, and they laughed and told her to take him home, and then to never speak to him again. The voices were replaced with a small wail which rose like a furious, biting, howling wind, chewing at his earlobes and poking at his cuts. Then, the wind was over his face, and opening his eyes with its rough fingers.
“I’m so sorry, Ramón,” she said, her eyes shiny.
“That’s alright,” he said.
“No,” she choked. “I couldn’t do anything.”
She leaned over and dirtied him with kisses until her lips grew dry.
“I’m covered with blood, aren’t I?” he asked.
“One of your eyes is bleeding. I don’t know how to fix that,” she said.
“Call the police.”
“I can’t.”
“Call an ambulance.”
“They’ll call the police, Ramón.”
“I’m going to die.”
Loli wrung her hands. “I can’t call the police. They’re my brothers. What would I do without them?”
Ramón closed his good eye. “I’m very tired,” he said. “I’d like to go to sleep.”
Loli swept his hair back. “Wait. I’ll go get a horse.”
Her bare feet scraped and crunched on the gravel as she hurried away; after a few minutes, Ramón opened his good eye and searched overhead. His ears buzzed and the bones in his skull creaked with each painful blink. He wasn’t sure after a while if his good eye was really open, because there were no stars and there was no moon to be found. The sky, if it was the sky, looked cold and wet; not how a sky should look, but more like the quivering nose of a wild deer.
Yesterday I phoned up Sloan, which is a rare occurrence. And it’s not that we dislike each other—far from it, in fact—it’s just that, being two of the laziest and most self-centered people we know, we simply have other things to do. (Not necessarily better, more important things, just—you know—things.) Regardless. I called, she answered, and we made the best of it.
“Have you spoken to Mom?” I asked.
“No,” said Sloan. “You?”
“Yeah.”
“How is she?”
“Same.”
“Good.”
I asked how her fetish modeling gig was going.
“Need to lose ten pounds,” she said. “Other than that, same.”
“Good.”
“How’s the latest pot-boiler?”
“Need to lose about fifty pages,” I said. “Besides that, same.”
Then it was on to relationships.
“How’s your girlfriend?”
I hadn’t had a girlfriend in years. “She’s fine,” I said.
“Glad to hear.”
Then I asked about Gerard.
Sloan, I should mention, has been married three times. She’s also been divorced three times. And Gerard, the second husband/ex-husband—the monkey of the marriages, I call him—is the one I ask about most.
Gerard, to bring you up to snuff, is a painter; a strange and fascinating fellow who goes by a French name—Gerard Levesque—though I believe he is actually from the rural Midwest.
Out of a short-term generosity I had invited Gerard to stay with me, in a one-room apartment no bigger than a modest storage unit. (He simply had nowhere else to go. And neither did I, really; but at least I had a room with a floor.) In doing so, my living space, small as it was, had become Gerard’s studio, which of course led to hundreds of brushes and canvases and assorted bottles of paint (of every damn color) covering nearly everything I owned. (This was before Gerard had even met my sister, mind you.)
“He finally sold a painting,” said Sloan. “Heard it through a reliable source.”
“The only painting I remember,” I said, “was that one.”
“Which? They were all pretty bad.”
“You know which one.”
“Oh.”
No surprise, I sensed a hint of annoyance in her tone. A hint of regret.
The painting in question, out of the hundreds, had once taken the place of my stereo. It pictured an orange sailboat with a hatchet slicing through it. The sailboat/hatchet painting (as I took to calling it) stood out not because it had been propped against my stereo, no, but because of these luminous rust-colored stains encrusted into its surface.
I remember asking Gerard—he had just returned from his daily ventures of panhandling and park bench loafing—how he’d gotten the pigment to look the way it did. (It really did look odd, unlike any color of paint I’d ever seen.)
At first, he didn’t understand what I was talking about. So I pointed. “Those reddish gold dabs of shit right there,” I said.
“Oh, that,” he said. “That’s blood. Mine. I thought it needed something—some life.”
I guess it was true. I mean, now that I thought about it, the painting of the hatchet going through the orange sailboat really wasn’t much—sans the much-needed “life” Gerard had given it—but why criticize?
Then I noticed that in the left-hand corner of the painting were these strange splashes of off-white. “Tell me about those crusty dabs of shit”—I tapped the canvas with my foot—“right there.”
“That? That’s cum,” he said. “One night, while you were out, I got inspired and… Well, you know…”
I gave him a look.
“Nectar of the Gods,” he said.
I said, “You get off on your paintings that much, don’t you?”
Gerard just shrugged, called it “Art.”
I asked Sloan if she thought Gerard might have gotten fat.
“God, I sure hope so,” she said.
The reason I had asked Sloan whether she thought Gerard had gotten fat was because, in addition to being a painter of hatchet and sailboat, he had the ghastly build of a twirler’s baton.
I never saw him eat; he only took sips from a jug of warm water. These none-eating habits, I assume, attributed to his ability of tying himself up like a pretzel, which he did while working on whatever he was working on at the time (one of the hundreds), bobbing to and fro, always singing this ridiculous hick song:
I’ll be goin’ down to Flagstaff
I’ll be goin’ down to Flagstaff
I’ll be goin’ down to Flagstaff
Gonna finds me a ye ol’ girl!
Whenever questioned about the song Gerard would give this snooty, just-smelled-shit-for-the-first-time look, and say, “You mean you don’t know?”
I always left it at that.
Sloan, in her spiteful mind, thinks it’s my fault she married Gerard. If that’s the case, then I guess I can also take credit in jumpstarting her burgeoning career as “Fetish Vixen.”
See, I recall—quite vividly recall—the day in question:
I arrive home. Sloan is bound naked to a chair. Gerard is painting her this way—inside the orange sailboat with, yes, the hatchet going through it. “You okay?” I ask.
“Oh, I’m fine,” she says. “Gerard said I’d very pleasant features.”
I turn to Gerard. “Is that right?” I say. “Art?”
He looks up from his easel and says, very seriously, “Why yes—Art.”
“Do you have a problem with me expressing myself?” Sloan asks.
I think about it. “I suppose not,” I say. “We do what we can.”
“How much longer, Gerard?” Sloan is getting cold.
“I’m afraid there are no sweaters in Art,” is what he tells her.
I remember, then, certain things about the sailboat/hatchet painting. “Listen,” I say, “you aren’t going to cum or bleed on her, are you?”
Gerard, this time without looking up from his easel, says to me, in so many words, that, in “Art,” guarantees are as good as sweaters.
He was right. And I left rather worried, not knowing that Gerard and Sloan would soon be married and living together, which—for me, especially—was good news. It meant no more bottles of paint, no more brushes, no more canvases, and no more of those resplendent splotches of dried-up excrement.
The courtship, however, lasted only seven months. And though that was the last I saw of Gerard, Sloan kept in touch with him moderately—which, knowing her, was probably a quick cup of coffee, something here and there.
Still, that was two years and one ex-husband ago.
Gerard remarried.
At least that’s what Sloan had heard—through one of her “reliable” sources, no doubt. “Not only that,” she said, “but he now has a daughter. Alabama. I think.”
Sloan wasn’t so sure about the name.
“Looks like he saved his sperm for a different kind of art,” I said.
Sloan was appalled by such an observation.
“Isn’t it funny,” I said. “Our conversations, as sporadic as they are, tend to always revolve around Gerard? In fact, I’ve often thought of him as being the glue holding our relationship together all these years.”
“God, I know,” she said. “Except it isn’t funny. It’s sad. It’s very sad. It isn’t funny at all.”
It was nice talking to Sloan. Really. And it was nice hearing about Gerard. It was nice to know that such a strange and fascinating fellow, someone now missing from our lives, could live on in our hearts through rumor and hearsay. Though, in a way, it’s terrible having to be left with so many unanswered questions.
Like, did Gerard really remarry?
I doubt it. Only Sloan would marry a guy like him.
And his kid—Alabama, is it?—that was too much.
And what about the painting he sold? Was it the orange sailboat with the hatchet going through it? If so, what did he get for it? Couldn’t have been much. I mean, it was rather abysmal. (But why criticize?)
Also, does Gerard still ejaculate on his masterpieces, his immortality?
That, to me, is the real question.
And maybe he does. Who knows?
As for me, I don’t paint—but if I did, I’d probably masturbate on some of my stuff, too. Then again, writing mystery novels (what I’ve taken up since those early, claustrophobic days of not having a stereo) is similar, more or less, to Gerard’s painting methods: just milking one off—all sticky and strange and hardening the surfaces once more. Ending it, as Sloan and I had our phone conversation, like this.
Jonas Hoeck didn’t have to audition for the part of scapegoat; he was a natural. Every school has one. Some poor kid that his schoolmates heap with scorn so they can feel lighter about their own shortcomings.
The main problem with Jonas was that he was ugly—ugly like a rat. With his flat pelt of tawny hair combed forward into a sharp point that dripped over an equally sharp nose, with his darting eyes and hunched shoulders, he scurried like a scared rodent, unless the boys were after him. Then Jonas would tuck his books under his elbow and run, which was usually not fast enough.
Another problem was that the Hoecks weren’t like most of the community, which clung to the lower rungs of the economic ladder, nor were they churchgoers or participants in P.T.A. bazaars or other school events. They lived above the town on the crest of a rising hill, in a Second Empire house replete with sprouting dormers, brick chimneys, and a rotting black carriage parked in a porte-cochere, all hidden behind a mass of weeds, dying hemlocks, and a rusty iron fence. Since no one was ever invited inside, rumors boiled away in the brains of Jonas’ classmates and their parents. It was known that Dr. Hoeck worked in the city in a hospital, but little else, leaving some to opine that he performed abortions or did research in shady areas of medicine. Mrs. Hoeck did not shop in any of the local establishments, or at least she had never been recognized in any. Some said Mrs. Hoeck had passed away or taken residence abroad. In fact, no one knew anything about the doctor’s wife.
It was a hot May afternoon, made hotter because the students were required to huddle together in the stuffy, windowless center hall room for a drill in case Khrushchev suddenly decided to bomb America into oblivion. Even though the kids watched the Nike missiles rise from bunkers on nearby Sandy Hook like white needles preening with might to remind everyone of the imminent danger, they knew the drills were just a stupid exercise. It didn’t take much sense to realize no room with metal lockers was going to withstand a nuclear attack nor would folding arms over heads or hiding under wooden desks do any good.
Most of the teachers were using the drill as an excuse to catch a quick cigarette in the teachers’ room, ignoring the students in favor of a few puffs. This was fine with the kids, especially a group of fourth-grade boys who were surrounding Jonas, slowly tightening a circle around him like a boa constrictor until he disappeared from view. Seconds later, eight pairs of black high-top sneakers kicked inward. Then there was a howl that brought Mrs. Bromley sailing in like a galleon in a stiff wind.
“What’s going on here?” she demanded, peeling the boys away one by one.
“Nothing,” replied Donald Becker. He was a big blond kid, handsome except for a tightly coiled meanness that hardened his blue eyes.
“Come on, children,” Mrs. Bromley said, as she continued pulling at shoulders until she came to the center. She stared for a second, the lines of her face settling into a deep frown. “Oh, Jonas.” She heaved a weary sigh. “I might have known.”
Jonas was silent, his head down, fists clenched, face dry, though tears weren’t far off. When one squeezed out of his eye, he swiped at it with the cuff of his shirt and sniffed. The boys drifted away into the far corners of the hall.
Mrs. Bromley pinched Jonas’ sleeve with two reluctant fingers, hauled him into an empty classroom, closed the door, and sat him at a desk in the front row.
“Gracious, what are we going to do about you?” Mrs. Bromley asked, looming large in a dark blue, pink, and green flowered dress, whose hem swished against her seamed silk stockings. “Are you all right?”
Jonas shrugged.
“Answer me, please.”
Jonas stared at his scuffed black sneakers. A shoelace was broken, the handiwork of one of the pack of boys who picked on him like a day-old scab. “I guess so,” he muttered.
“Look at me when you’re speaking, young man.”
Jonas glanced up at his teacher, his eyes settling on the shiny gold cross below Mrs. Bromley’s thick throat. “Yes, ma’am.”
She let out a long gust of displeasure. “Why do you get into so much trouble?”
Since Jonas had no idea, he was silent.
“Do you tease the other children? Or make fun of them?”
Jonas shook his head.
“Well, you must do something!” Mrs. Bromley insisted.
Jonas slunk deeper in the desk chair.
“What does your mother say about your problems?”
He twisted a button on his olive shirt. “Nothing much.”
“Nothing much? Have you told her what goes on at school?”
“Kind of.”
“Kind of? What do you mean?”
“Kind of she has her own problems.”
This response stymied Mrs. Bromley, so she tried a different angle. “Do you think the children are jealous of you? You’re a smart boy…from a good home.” She said the latter with some uncertainty since she was Catholic and had heard the abortion rumors.
He squinted. “I don’t know, Mrs. Bromley.”
The teacher looked out the window, as if the solution might lie in busy Main Street. Then she fixed her vision on Jonas again. “You will stay after school.”
“Why?” He stared up at her in surprise.
“Because the boys will leave before you and go home. That’s why.”
Jonas thought of his new Lionel engine, the one his father had brought from F. A. O. Schwartz upon returning from the city the night before. It had been too late to play with it then. Jonas had been looking forward to hooking it up to his train this afternoon. He wished his father would be there for the first run, but his father often stayed in Manhattan, and even if home, he usually withdrew to his study with the door closed.
Jonas’ chin fell on his chest.
Mrs. Bromley stifled another sigh of frustration. “If you would be nicer to your classmates…you know, smile more or something…” She observed her student and realized smiling was not a good suggestion. Indeed, as she attempted to picture Jonas grinning, all she could imagine was a grimace. “Well, you can go out for recess or stay here.”
Jonas slowly rose from the chair and left the room. He wished he could talk to his father about what was happening to him, but his father didn’t discuss such things.
* * *
The playground was blacktopped, with painted white lines marking the two basketball courts. Several children were throwing pink rubber balls against the brick side of the school, a few boys were playing catch with a baseball, and a large group of girls was swinging a jump rope and taking turns stepping in. The afternoon sun was shining brightly.
Jonas surveyed this scene and evaluated the risks each cluster of children posed. Finally, he sat down on the steps in a dark shadow drifting off the corner of the building. He laid his head in his hands and prayed he was invisible.
He wasn’t. A baseball slammed into his shin. Instantly, he grabbed his leg in pain and glanced up. Donald Becker and Jerry Reese stood twenty feet away, laughing and snickering. Jonas snatched the baseball. He wanted to throw it in Donald’s face as hard as he could. He wanted to go punch him in the mouth and knock out every last tooth. His body began to shake.
“Hey, come on, creepo!” Jerry yelled. “Give us the ball!”
Jonas stood, gripping the baseball tightly. Once upright, his knees locked with fear, as he saw the two boys approaching him. The jump rope had ceased its rhythmic slap against the pavement, and the girls were staring.
Jerry bumped him on the shoulder with the heel of his hand. “The ball, dummy.”
Jonas glanced at Jerry’s freckled face and narrowed green eyes, the press of his thin lips, and shook his head.
“Whaddya mean, you stupid jerk!” Donald stepped closer, his yellow shirt flaring with sunlight.
Jonas smelled the tang of sweat—his or theirs, he didn’t know. “I’m not stupid,” he muttered.
Donald and Jerry hooted and punched each other, mimicking Jonas’ words. Then Donald whispered something to Jerry before turning to Jonas with a greasy smile.
“Hand us the ball, Jonas, or else we’ll get you after school.”
Whether or not he stayed late with Mrs. Bromley, Donald and Jerry would wait for him. Jonas pictured the peanutstone bridge he had to cross, the woods that ran tight to the twisty road above it. Sometimes on his way home, when no one was around, he sang “The Star Spangled Banner” or “Home on the Range” to make himself feel brave in case the kids ambushed him with pine cones or clumps of red dirt. Today, singing wouldn’t help.
He watched the muscles in Donald’s cheek compress with hostility. Jonas knew he should return the baseball, but his fingers seemed incapable of relinquishing it.
Jerry shoved him hard. Jonas’ head snapped back and he took a step to balance. This signaled a retreat to Donald, who moved in with a quick punch to Jonas’ stomach. Jonas doubled over, pressing both arms against his belly. Jerry whacked him in the ear.
“You chicken!” Donald shouted, pushing Jonas to the ground.
“Ew! I can’t stand to touch him.” Jerry scrunched up his face in disgust.
“Then leave him alone,” a voice said from behind them.
The boys turned to see Martie Trowbridge. She was the tallest kid in class except for Henry Noonan, who was a giant.
“Butt out,” Jerry said to her, without much conviction.
Martie placed her hands on her hips. “No,” she said. Big-boned and squarely built, with cropped dark hair, she was strong like her father, a commercial fisherman. Like Jonas, Martie kept to herself.
Jonas crawled to his knees, still winded but also astonished that a girl would come to his rescue, even a tough one who wore high-topped boy’s sneakers.
Martie took a firm step toward Jerry and stared at him. Jonas watched as Jerry’s shoulders drooped a fraction, as if some of the aggression had spilled out of his body.
Donald was bigger than his friend but didn’t want a confrontation with Martie, either. “Hey, we were only joshin’ a little.” He turned to Jonas. “If you’d just give us our ball back, everything’d be cool.”
Jonas sensed the situation had ratcheted down a notch but was still dangerous. He stood, hunched over to protect himself in case one of the boys socked him again.
Martie brushed past Donald and Jerry and walked over to Jonas. He looked into her large gray eyes and saw no arrows of anger shooting at him. Then she held out her hand. Jonas gave her the baseball and watched her strong fingers grip the red seams.
“Hey, thanks.” Donald extended his hand.
Martie jutted her jaw forward in response, glared at Donald and Jerry, then stepped around the boys, lowered her right shoulder, and hurled the ball over the school fence, across the street, and high above the green roof of a one-story house. Satisfied, she dusted off her palms.
Jonas closed his open mouth and noticed all the girls were gawking as were the other boys. He stood a little straighter and risked a glance at Martie, who flashed a quick grin.
“Come on, pal,” Martie said, throwing a heavy arm around his neck. “How about you and me go play hooky?”
As they were walking up the street past the schoolyard, Mrs. Bromley emerged from the side door and saw Martie and Jonas together, out of shouting range. She shook her head in amazement, raised her eyes to the heavens, crossed herself, and called for the end of recess.
* * *
They walked together in uncertain camaraderie toward Jonas’ house. He wondered why they were heading there since neither of them had discussed their destination or, for that matter, how Martie knew where he lived.
“You got stuff for us to do at your place?” Martie asked.
“Yeah, sort of,” he replied. “I have a Lionel train set with a new locomotive.”
Martie glanced at him. “Always wanted a train.”
A new anxiety was born in Jonas. He had a huge playroom of his own, crammed with books, games, and toys. Although he’d never visited any of his classmates’ homes, Jonas was unaware of how his possessions compared to those of others, but he suspected his collection was unlike any other child’s in town. Suddenly, he became afraid of how Martie would react to seeing his room. Never before had he worried how someone else felt.
“Me, too,” he replied. Martie gave him a confused look, so he added, “I mean, I always wanted a train.”
They crossed the bridge and walked up the hill. “Will your mother be mad that you’re home from school?” she asked.
Here was another gigantic iceberg lurching in his path. “I don’t know,” he began, “I never played hooky before.” He risked a quick peek at Martie. “Actually, my mother probably won’t be home.” This wasn’t true, but he hoped she wouldn’t be wandering around, which she sometimes did when the fever of her writing burned out.
“My mom’s dead,” Martie said.
Jonas caught the note of sadness in her voice. “Sorry.”
“Yeah, well, when it’s your time, it’s time. What difference does it make?”
This bleak attitude was so close to Jonas’ outlook that he was startled. He had always assumed he was the only person on Earth who felt this way. “I know what you mean,” he agreed.
Jonas opened the creaky iron-grille gate and was ashamed of the weeds overgrowing the garden, choking the purple iris and pink peonies, the only flowers his mother had ever planted. Although his house was four times the size of Martie’s—he’d seen hers one afternoon while riding his bike—the Trowbridge’s house was neat and tidy, with square box hedges hugging the porch.
“Sorry about the yard,” he apologized, and was about to add that the gardener had quit a year ago but realized it sounded snobby to talk to Martie about gardeners.
“It could use some work,” she replied. “I take care of our place.” Martie surveyed the property. “Heck, we could fix this up. I mean, if you have tools.”
Jonas had never considered such an idea. All he was required to do was throw his dirty clothes in a hamper for Cassie, their Irish housekeeper, who came in each morning when he was at school and usually left before he returned after she’d prepared dinner. If his father was in the city and his mother up in her writing room, his other task was heating a meal for himself. Usually, he made a peanut butter-and-jelly sandwich instead.
“Yeah, we have tools,” he replied, “but wouldn’t you rather play with my Lionel set?” He was eager to hitch up his new train but staying outside had appeal. No mother to contend with.
Martie glanced at the house. “Maybe another time. We got work to do.”
“Well, okay.” Jonas stole a peek at the round window of the cupola that crowned the third floor of the house and saw his mother looking down through a fog of cigarette smoke. Her hair was wild; she wore the same blue blouse as yesterday and the day before. He hadn’t talked to her since Monday. It was likely she’d been awake most of the time, if one of her agitated moods had taken hold. Jonas was relieved when she stepped out of sight and hoped Martie hadn’t seen her.
After assembling a rake, pruning shears, clippers, shovels, and two pairs of stiff leather garden gloves, they attacked the weeds along the front walk. An hour later, Jonas saw his mother again. She nodded and smiled, which made him happier than he’d been in a long time. Although the work was hard and his arms and legs were scratched, he was proud. His mother had noticed him.
About four o’clock, Cassie appeared at the front door with a silver tray laden with cookies and lemonade. She placed it on the front steps.
“The missus told me to fetch this for you,” she told Jonas.
Martie took in the silver tray and cut-glass pitcher that sparkled in the sunlight, then turned away.
* * *
That night, Jonas was physically sore but glad in his heart when his mother came downstairs for dinner. Her brown eyes glittered—a warning she was on a sleepless streak—but otherwise she sat with him, fidgeting with her fork, eating little, and speaking rapidly about the intricacies of her writing, a novel about a family of nineteen, three generations of which lived in India, Holland, Madagascar, and New York. Jonas had long ago lost track of the characters’ names, relationships, and residences. On the few occasions he was permitted to visit his mother’s writing room, he noticed she had trouble, too, since the walls were scribbled with colored arrows that pointed from each character to other people and places and sometimes snaked around two walls. Hundreds of typed pages, newspaper clippings, broken pieces of pastels, and crumbled paper littered the floor.
Tonight, his mother was focused on him, constantly touching his hand, praising his accomplishments in the garden, and laughing about the call from the school principal regarding Jonas’ truancy. “You had better things to do.” She gave him a bright, conspiratorial grin.
Jonas soaked up the attention and basked in her electric energy, which sometimes seemed like a million candles whizzing in a brisk wind. He was relieved his father was absent because his father would probably give his mother one of the injections that made her so groggy, like she was a record turning on the wrong speed. The reason his father did this was because he detested noise or disturbances in the house, but Jonas believed he would have preferred for Jonas and his mother to disappear entirely, which was probably why he’d moved their home out of the city.
* * *
For the next two days, none of the kids bothered Jonas. All in all, he felt tremendous relief, even happiness as he and Martie worked on the front grounds of his house.
On Friday, Martie scanned the improvements with satisfaction, Jonas by her side. “Much better,” she announced.
He leaned on a rake and agreed.
“Where’s your mother?”
“Huh?”
“She’s not at the window.”
Jonas hadn’t realized his mother’s fleeting appearances had been noticed. “She’s, well, I guess she’s sleeping.”
Martie considered this. “Your mom’s crazy, isn’t she?”
Jonas had always avoided that word, tried to bleach it from his thoughts, but it kept returning. “Yeah. Kind of. She can’t help it, though.”
* * *
On Saturday morning, Martie arrived. She didn’t knock on the door and in fact had never stepped inside the house all week. Jonas assumed she was shy or felt intimidated, although he couldn’t understand why since she was so confident at school.
Jonas ran out to see her while his father, who was home for three days, brought the Mercury station wagon around. Jonas explained his father was taking them to the nursery to buy flowers, tomatoes, grass seed, garden stakes, and some new gloves—whatever they wanted.
As Martie entered the back seat, Dr. Hoeck nodded his head but said nothing. Jonas climbed in beside his friend.
“You look just like your dad,” Martie whispered.
Jonas didn’t answer. Instead he stared at his father’s sparse gray hair, his narrow shoulders that nearly touched his ears, the sallow cast of his skin, and wished he took after his mother who was a beauty, or at least she had been a beauty once.
At the landscaping center, Martie and Jonas wandered through the tables of flowers, putting flats of petunias and geraniums into a red wagon, enjoying the earthy smells of peat moss and fertilizer. Whenever Martie worried a plant cost too much, Dr. Hoeck would raise its pot inches from the silver eyeglasses perched on his narrow nose, squint, and nod his head. “That’s okay,” he’d say in his mild voice. Finally, the back of the car was crammed full, and Dr. Hoeck took Martie and Jonas to the diner for cheeseburgers and Cokes, something he’d never done with Jonas before. During lunch, Martie was quiet, but Jonas talked cheerfully about their plans for the vegetable and flower gardens. Dr. Hoeck said little, though his pale brown eyes skimmed over the diner and its inhabitants, occasionally lighting on Jonas and Martie.
The two friends worked all afternoon, tossing earthworms at each other and laughing. At five, Dr. Hoeck came out of the house.
“You’ve done a fine job,” he said. “Martie, thank you.”
Martie broke out in a big smile. “See, I told you we could do it, Jonas.”
Jonas nodded and grinned at her. Dr. Hoeck reached inside his breast pocket for his billfold and removed two twenty dollar bills. He gave one to his son and one to Martie. As he did so, Martie’s eyes lit up at the sight of the money. Jonas was pleased that his father was being generous with his friend, especially since the Trowbridges were poor.
“Thank you, sir,” Martie replied, as she accepted the bill. She stared at it, the brightness in her eyes slowly fading. “But I can’t take it. I’m sorry.” She handed it back and avoided looking at either Jonas or Dr. Hoeck. “I have to go.”
Jonas was mystified by her behavior. Why had Martie refused money when she needed it so much? At dinner, he asked his father, who glanced up from a medical journal, shrugged, and replied, “That’s the way some people are.”
* * *
The last class on Monday was arithmetic. Jonas was struggling to understand long division, so Mrs. Bromley asked him to stay after to review several problems. Martie passed Jonas a note saying she would wait for him at the bridge.
The students left. Mrs. Bromley explained how to align digits under the number to be divided until Jonas understood. After he had mastered the concept, he gathered his books and headed home singing “Davy Crockett, King of the Wild Frontier.” He hurried up the hill from town, around a curve, and then froze. Ahead, he saw Jerry, Donald, Nick, and Henry—Henry had been on the fringes of Donald and Jerry’s group until the baseball episode, when his size had apparently made him an asset. The four boys were sneaking toward Martie, who was leaning against the wall, facing Jonas. When she saw Jonas, she waved.
He couldn’t move. He shivered with fear and his heart pumped so hard that he was dizzy. As the group descended, Martie noticed his expression and turned around, her books slipping to the pavement. Jonas heard angry taunts and watched in horror as the boys surrounded his friend, just as they had always done to him. His hands gripped his heavy satchel, and then he was running up the hill, screaming Martie’s name. Ten feet from the group, he slowed, his breath coming in gasps.
Donald squared to meet him. “What’s the problem, jerk? You afraid for your girlfriend?”
Jerry and Nick laughed. Henry wasn’t sure what the joke was but he joined in.
“Great girl you got here,” Nick sneered. “Real pretty.”
Jonas saw Martie’s hands clench and felt his do the same. He advanced closer. “Leave her alone,” he warned.
“Whaddya gonna do about it, coward?” Jerry asked.
“Yeah, what?” Donald demanded.
Henry stood silently by, unsure whether to risk his newfound friendship or stand clear. Then he decided to show his loyalty. He shoved Martie’s shoulder, nearly knocking her over. She regained her balance and quickly rounded on him, punching him hard in the jaw, which surprised him. Donald grabbed her from behind, throwing his arm around her neck, while the other boys began hitting her, drawing a gush of blood from her nose and face. Jonas watched in horror as red dots hit the pavement and flew in all directions. Then he heard himself howling like a hurt animal, his voice rising into a wail. Suddenly, he ran at Nick, slamming his satchel against his ear and toppling him to his knees. When he saw Martie fall to the ground, unmoving, fury burned through him like wildfire. He dropped his satchel and used his fists against the four boys, butting with his head, kicking, scratching, and screaming every obscenity he knew. Dimly, he saw Nick come to his feet, a scared expression on his face. Then Nick took off with Jerry following on his heels.
“This is all your fault, creep!” Donald took a swing at Jonas, catching him on the cheek.
The blow hardly registered. “It is not!” Hate exploded through his body. Jonas walloped Donald in the mouth.
“You son of a bitch!” Donald cried, as he spit out blood and part of a tooth.
Henry gawked at Jonas. “Jesus!” he murmured, his eyes round with fear. Henry groped for his books, turned, and ran.
The front of Donald’s white shirt was red. He glanced at it as if it belonged to someone else. Then he glared at Jonas, his blue eyes sharp with anger and a trace of fear. “This isn’t over,” he snarled, but as he picked up his book bag, he did so without turning his back on Jonas. “You’re crazy,” he muttered as he edged away.
As Donald left, Jonas felt an overpowering urge to run after him. He smelled Donald’s fear and it made him crazy with aggressive lust. Even though he was shaking, he wanted to pound Donald’s head against the pavement. But then he glanced at Martie and his fury turned to panic. Instantly, he fell beside her.
“Are you okay?” he asked, afraid to touch her with his trembling, bloody hands. Finally, he turned her gently toward him. “Martie?”
She didn’t answer.
“Martie?” he cried again.
Just then, a horn beeped, startling him. It was Cassie in her old Chevy. She was getting out of the car, running toward him.
* * *
“You’ll be all right,” Dr. Hoeck said, as he pressed the last strip of white adhesive tape against Martie’s cheek. He’d given her a shot of morphine before setting her broken nose and packing the nostrils.
Jonas sat next to her. “Are you sure, Dad?”
Dr. Hoeck nodded. “She can rest here until her father comes. Now, let’s see about you.”
They were in Dr. Hoeck’s first-floor study, a converted parlor. Three walls contained tall bookcases crammed with medical books and journals; against a fourth was a small refrigerator and a glass cabinet filled with drugs, bandages, and other supplies that he kept for emergencies. A green banker’s lamp on the huge mahogany desk usually supplied the only light, but today the overhead chandelier and side sconces were on. Martie was lying on a brown leather chaise. A table littered with bloody gauze bandages and swabs was beside her. The smell of alcohol permeated the air.
Dr. Hoeck went to turn off the metal sterilizer percolating on a sideboard. As he did so, someone knocked at the pantry door at the rear of the house. Cassie answered it quickly because Mrs. Hoeck was asleep upstairs, and Dr. Hoeck had strict orders for everyone to be quiet whenever his wife succumbed to exhaustion. A few seconds later, voices were heard in the kitchen, and then Martie’s father entered the study.
Mr. Trowbridge was a blunt block of muscle, with powerful arms and chest. Scars from fish hooks and barroom brawls etched his tanned face; wrinkles puckered the corners of his eyes.
“Martie, time to go,” Mr. Trowbridge said, without introducing himself. Despite his imposing physique, he was twisting a tattered red baseball cap in his big hands. His glance moved anxiously around the study after quickly taking in his daughter. “Doc, thanks for your help.” His tucked the cap under his arm and reached toward the back pocket of his stained khaki pants. “How much do I owe you?”
Dr. Hoeck looked at the fisherman in surprise. “Nothing at all, sir.”
“Now that won’t do. We pay our way.” Mr. Trowbridge flipped through his wallet and fingered a twenty and seven singles. “Hope this is enough.” He placed the bills on the desk.
Martie sat up unsteadily. Jonas took her elbow and helped her to stand. Mr. Trowbridge stepped across the floor, trailing fumes of diesel oil and fish, and grabbed his daughter around the waist, forcing Jonas to back away.
“Let me give you some tablets for pain—” Dr. Hoeck began.
“Not necessary. Old Martie can make do with a slug of whiskey if she needs it.”
Jonas studied his friend. She looked pale and shaky from the pain and morphine as she crossed the room.
At the parlor door, Mr. Trowbridge turned to glare at Jonas. “And I don’t want you messing around with my girl any more. Hear?”
Jonas was speechless and turned to his father, who made no response.
Mr. Trowbridge looked at Dr. Hoeck. “Martie’s never been in any trouble before she hooked up with him.” He thrust a thumb at Jonas. “And besides, she don’t have time to come here and fool with your lawn. She’s got housework and tending to do at home.”
Jonas saw the distress in Martie’s eyes. He felt angry at Mr. Trowbridge, as if he were facing Donald Becker all over again. He wanted to stand up for Martie, for himself and their friendship, but he was too confused. He also was growing angry at his father for doing nothing.
The fisherman took his daughter by the hand and angled her out of the room, muttering, “You don’t belong in a fancy place like this.”
All the choked-down emotion flooded Jonas. “Dad, do something! She’s my only friend! Don’t let them go!”
Dr. Hoeck sighed and pointed to the chaise. “Take a seat, Jonas.” He sat across from his son.
Jonas did as he was told, but agitation made it nearly impossible to hold still. “Can’t you go after them?”
Dr. Hoeck didn’t answer. Instead, he gazed at the neat rows of pink and purple flowers through the window, a frown deepening the lines on his forehead. Then he removed his eyeglasses, as if he no longer wanted to see the unpleasantness before him. “Jonas, I’ve worked very hard all my life—at university, med school, at the hospital—but I’ve learned that no matter what you do, many things can’t be changed regardless of how diligent or intelligent you are. Eventually, you realize your efforts don’t make much difference. People don’t care if you try to help them. And the more you try, the more they hate you.”
In this statement, Jonas heard an echo of Martie’s resignation but with a difference. Even though Martie was poor and had her own struggles, she possessed courage, unlike his father, who had never fought back, who allowed himself to be beaten over and over just the way Jonas had allowed Donald and Jerry to pick on him. In turn, his father had inflicted his misery on Jonas and his mother, punishing them for his own unhappiness.
This sudden awareness shook him, but Jonas was also desperate not to lose his friend. The thought of returning to the state of loneliness before Martie was intolerable. Tears of anger and frustration spilled down his cheeks. He wiped them away as he watched his father stare out the window.
“You think I’m just like you,” Jonas whispered, his voice tight.
Dr. Hoeck observed his son as if from a great distance and made no move to comfort him. Slowly, he folded his glasses, replaced them in his breast pocket, and nodded.
Jonas swallowed hard, then jumped to his feet, his fists clenched. “Well, I’m not like you!”
He stood before his father. Never before had he spoken to him like this. Jonas felt a flare of exhilaration shoot up through the disgust and fear. For a second, he savored this foreign feeling, the strange taste of confidence, then he ran past his father, through the kitchen, and out the back door.
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