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ABSTRACT:

The Turtle is a novel that incorporates elements of fiction genres including fantasy, horror,
and American gothic in an attempt to synthesize a unique postmodern sensibility that is
simultaneously rooted within and drifts outside conventional literary forms.

The novel’s story is told in the first person by an unreliable narrator who filters events
through his lens. This narrator is almost paralyzed by anxiety and, later, grief. The story
begins as a conventional family drama, but then moves into a new, fantastical setting
populated by mythical characters displaying quirky human characteristics.

There are two major settings in The Turtle, both of which relate metaphorically to the
protagonist’s inner life. The first setting is within his family, in the first part of the book.
His wife is terminally ill, and the protagonist is forced to operate almost entirely within
the context of her illness and his responsibilities to her. In the later part of the book, the
protagonist travels to an Alaskan valley in which the various characters and landscape
features serve as symbolic foils for his personality and emotional state. His interaction
with these symbols in some ways provides the protagonist with a more constructive way
of viewing life, though in other ways it illustrates the fact that, given human nature and
the nature of time, any wisdom or personal revelation we might reach will inevitably be
temporary.

The entire novel is offset as a ‘frame’ story, a convention of American gothic stories and
novels. The book contains a fictitious Editor’s Note explaining the origin of The Turtle as
being physically delivered to the world’s attention not by its author but by one of the
author’s friends long after it was written. The reputation and history of the book are
further filtered and altered by the passage of fictional time. The events in the novel take
place in 2001, but the Editor’s Note is dated 2062, and the author’s true identity remains
a mystery. This is done to offset the fantastical nature of the later parts of the book.
Obviously, not all the events in the novel could really have taken place, but the question
of who really wrote the book and what really happened to him or her creates an added
narrative dimension that comments not only on the unreliability of the narrator in this
specific work, but on the general unreliability of literature as a medium for
communicating encoded experience.



Introduction

Writing The Turtle has taught me about the unpredictability of the writing process
and has shown me that it may be inadvisable to stick too rigidly to a plan of action when
it comes to long-form fiction.

The Turtle was born out of both experience and necessity. The first part of the
book is based on my own experiences with my first wife, who died in October of 2001 of
complications from secondary cardiopulmonary hypertension, the same disease that kills
Sharon, her fictional counterpart in the novel. That experience and its aftermath
represented a major ending and beginning in my life. Before her death, | supported my
wife and her daughter working at different manual labor jobs. | was always interested in
reading and literature and wanted someday to learn writing, but there was never enough
time for it, and it was hard to convince myself that doing so would even be worth the
effort. After my wife died and my stepdaughter went to live with her biological father, |
had what I’ll call an “episode” that made it very difficult for me to go back to my old job
and live my old life. I quit working and enrolled at the University of Central Oklahoma in
January of 2002, majoring in journalism.

After graduating in May of 2005, | decided to enroll in the graduate program in
the English Department at UCO, majoring in creative writing. | wanted to write a creative
thesis for the degree, but at first I didn’t want to write about my own experience, because
I thought doing so would somehow cheapen my lived experience and upset other people

who had been involved. I eventually decided I was avoiding the subject because it was



painful. | reckoned the possible benefits of writing out the story would outweigh any
possible negative results, and | started writing The Turtle in July, 2006.

The first 200 pages of my first draft were pretty straightforward, because they
were drawn directly from events in my life as | had perceived them and from my reaction
to those events. | gave my stand-in, Gary, a different job (he originally worked in a box
factory) and included several flashbacks to events that led up to my (now his) wife’s
iliness and illustrated general points of interest from our/their relationship. Since | really
don’t know anything about making boxes, | eventually gave Gary one of the jobs | had
during that period, working in a lab testing soil samples from construction sites. Without
thinking much about it | created Harrell, Gary’s supervisor, who isn’t really based on
anyone | ever knew, but is completely fictional.

But when I got to Sharon’s death, the story felt too short — and it felt far too
autobiographical. | felt I had realized some therapeutic effect by re-living the loss, but |
didn’t feel | had created anything with which a reader would strongly identify or even
find especially interesting. The story was too scattered, and it didn’t have much direction.
I had been workshopping the first 150 or so pages over two semesters in novel-writing
classes, and many of the comments | received from the other students confirmed that the
plot moved too slowly. Gary was static and self-absorbed, and although he had his
entertaining moments, he was a bit depressing and uninspired overall. One bright point in
the earlier part of the first draft was the appearance of Father New Year, whom the
people in my novel-writing class found both confusing and interesting. | shared their
feelings, to a certain extent. It seemed outrageous to have Father New Year appear in

reality, even though only Gary could see him, which indicated that Gary’s emotional



problems went much deeper than we had first believed. Father New Year, like Harrell,
represented a movement outside my personal experience and foreshadowed subsequent
developments in the novel.

In the meantime, | had written an incomplete short story about a man who travels
out into the wilderness and meets a giant woman living in a big log cabin. It was more a
situation than a short story, and it didn’t have much narrative arc or movement. At the
same time, the general concept nagged at me, and it occurred to me that | could graft the
idea onto The Turtle.

Looking back, this was the point in the process where the project fully
transformed from an exercise in self-pitying self-therapy into a novel with its own
internal, universal logic, characters and momentum. | gave myself two paths from which
to choose: | could keep moving Gary along the choppy narrative course my own life took
after my wife’s death, or I could come up with some way to move Gary out into the
world, where he could discover the giant woman’s valley. Watching Gary meet a giant
woman seemed more interesting than watching him sit in an apartment, crying and eating
cheese and crackers for a couple of years, so | chose the giant woman.

When | started the project, | had made a commitment to produce at least ten pages
a week. | forced myself to push through Gary’s post-funeral experience for two or three
weeks, finally getting him back to work testing soil samples from construction sites. 1 still
had no real idea of why or how Gary was going to move out into the world. But as |
wrote about how miserable Gary was at work, he kept mentioning the knife | used when |
tested soil samples. It was blunt and short, with a white plastic handle. It stood out in my

mind more clearly than the other details in the testing lab, and after Gary had mentioned
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it three or four times | realized | was trying to tell myself something. Harrell, who hadn’t
had a real purpose before, provided the vehicle by which Gary breaks away from being a
shadow version of me to become his own character, a protagonist with his own inner life
and set of motivations.

I was fairly surprised when Gary stabbed Harrell in the neck and ran from the
police. It took a fair amount of feeling my way along in the dark before I got him on a
bus headed north with Dan Tacos, a new travel companion, and even after he was on the
road, | wasn’t sure exactly what was going on. I’ve never been to Seattle or Alaska, so |
relied on MapQuest to give me a general idea about distances, travel times, and landscape.
The Gates of the Arctic National Park seemed like a good place to put Karen’s valley
because, on the map at least, there’s basically nothing there but huge stretches of
mountains and snow.

Chandler was created one night when | woke up and wrote down a couple of titles
for children’s books (oddly, | have no interest in ever writing children’s books). One title
was Chandler the Minotaur. It seemed random inspiration at the time, but like Harrell,
Father New Year and Karen, it’s easy to think | drew Chandler out from my subconscious
without realizing exactly how he would be useful. One could argue that | was
appropriating unrelated ideas to incorporate into a project that had no direction, but I’'m
inclined to think otherwise, simply because Chandler, Karen and Father New Year fit so
nicely together for me, in a symbolic sense.

This brings me to a major influence on this project, A Dictionary of Symbols by
J.E. Cirlot. Unlike the Norton-published Dictionary of Symbols by Carl G. Liungman,

which deals mainly with graphic symbols and their denotative meanings, Cirlot’s book is
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rooted in mythology, art history, and the Hermetic tradition associated with the
connotative symbols alchemists used to communicate from ancient times through the
middle ages and into the eighteenth century. First published in 1962, only a year after
Carl Gustav Jung’s death, Cirlot’s book taps into the same types of “archetypal’ symbols
Jung used in his theories of psychoanalysis and dream interpretation. There is a
continuity among many of these symbols, at least within the context of the Western
cultural tradition, that | found attractive. In an effort to explain his intentions in creating
his dictionary, Cirlot quotes Romanian philosopher, writer and historian Mircea Eliade:

Symbolism adds a new value to an object or an act, without thereby violating its

immediate or “historical” validity. Once it is brought to bear, it turns the object or

action in to “open” event: symbolic thought opens the door on to immediate
reality for us, but without weakening or invalidating it; seen in this light the
universe is no longer sealed off, nothing is isolated inside its own existence:

everything is linked by a system of correspondences and assimilations (xiv).
Cirlot also paraphrases Jung: *...Jung observes that all the energy and interest devoted
today by western Man to science and technology were, by ancient Man, once dedicated to
mythology” (xii).

I find this concept fascinating. The idea that symbolic readings can be performed
on works of art including paintings, sculptures, architecture, and especially literature
became a minor obsession of mine during the period, starting during the fall semester of
2006, when | was writing the section of The Turtle that takes place in Karen’s valley. The
idea also appealed to me that before scientific determinist ways of looking at reality came

to dominate our thinking, writers and artist in earlier centuries deliberately used certain
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symbols to communicate messages to their audience. | found Cirlot’s book while taking
an Early American Gothic Fiction course. As far as | can remember, the basic idea that
water is symbolically associated with femininity and air with masculinity came up, and |
started thinking about the use of water and air in some of the American gothic stories we
were reading. As | looked into the matter, | found that not only is water associated with
the feminine and air with the masculine, but earth and passivity are also associated with
the feminine, and fire and activity are associated with the masculine. I also found that at
the same time, these symbolic gender distinctions are tied up in each other. Cirlot, in his
‘Man’ entry, writes, “Honorius of Autun, in his Elucidarium (12th century), states that the
flesh (and the bones) of man are derived from the earth, blood from water, his breath
from air, and body-heat from fire” (197). Under “‘Woman,’ Cirlot writes that one of the
basic aspects of woman is “...as the mother, or Magna mater (the motherland, the city or
mother-nature) related in turn to the formless aspect of the waters and of the
unconscious...” (375). Another important distinction occurs between “upper’ and ‘lower’
spaces and ‘upper’ and ‘lower’ waters. ‘Upper’ spaces are associated with masculinity,
while ‘lower’ spaces are associated with the feminine. ‘Upper’ waters such as rivers and
waterfalls are associated by Cirlot with a more “active’ feminine element, while ‘lower’
waters like swamps, moats, or tarns represent an inert, passive feminine aspect.

When creating Karen, Chandler, and Father New Year, | kept Cirlot’s symbolic
definitions in mind, but didn’t rigidly limit myself to those definitions. For example,
Cirlot writes of giants:

The deepest and most ancient meaning of the myth of the giant alludes to the

supposed existence of an immense, primordial being, by whose sacrifice creation



was brought forth ... the giant is, in himself, neither good nor bad, but merely a
quantitative amplification of the ordinary... This sense of the giant as ‘that which
surpasses’ human stature (here symbolic of power and strength), is also indicative
of the broad significance of the giant (118).
Cirlot doesn’t address the possible symbolic differences between male and female giants
here, but limits their interpretation to the context of masculinity, identifying them with
the father, and indirectly with the Christian God, in the sense that the world was thought
to be created by a giant’s sacrifice. In Karen, | created my own gender inversion of the
giant’s symbolism to fit my purposes. Within the context of The Turtle, Karen is
representative of Gary’s feelings for Sharon and the sway she still has over his emotional
life, even in death. In this sense, Karen is a “quantitative amplification of the ordinary,”
though not in the same way Cirlot describes. Karen also projects immense erotic power
and strength for Gary, which is another way of playing Cirlot’s song, in a different key.
At the same time, Karen does conform to the conventional female associations with water
and low spaces, in that the valley and the lake in its center are Karen’s domain. For
example, when Gary first sees Karen in chapter thirteen, she’s swimming in the lake, and
most of Gary’s later encounters with Karen take place either by or in the lake. The lake
itself represents Gary’s subconscious, of course, which is why it’s so appropriate that
Karen ultimately disappears into it. Another difference between The Turtle and Cirlot’s
account of symbolism is in the use of water. Cirlot identifies as ‘upper’ waters rivers,
waterfalls, creeks and other moving bodies of water that flow downhill. Despite its being
in a low place, the lake in the center of Karen’s valley is very much active in the sense

that Cirlot’s ‘upper’ waters are active, but since the lake is fed by a subterranean hot



spring, the movement comes from beneath, and is hidden until Gary actually enters the
lake. At the end, after Karen and Chandler have disappeared into it, the lake becomes
inactive, so much so that it’s actually frozen.

According to my loose symbolic template, Chandler represents Gary’s anger over
Sharon’s death. Cirlot writes, “The minotaur all but represents the last degree in the scale
of relations between the spiritual and the animal sides in man” (210). Cirlot goes on to
say that while the centaur, with a human upper body and a lower body of a horse or bull,
represents the “prevalence of the monstrous,” the minotaur “implies the dominance of
base forces carried to its logical extreme” (210). | did not originally picture Chandler as
being as gruff as he eventually turned out to be. I thought of him as being very well-
mannered and considerate, which seemed like a funny portrayal of a minotaur. But as the
story went on, Chandler began expressing some of Gary’s internal anger. As | went
through my first revision, | made Chandler angrier and ruder to reflect this. | still think of
Chandler as essentially comical, but I think now he’s a more sympathetic character,
because his anger is pointless and misdirected, though he seems to be the only one who
doesn’t understand this.

Father New Year doesn’t have an entry in Cirlot, of course, though 1 did give him
symbolic attributes taken from Cirlot’s book. For example, he lives on a mountain above
the valley, which could have a whole range of implications. Cirlot goes on at length about
the many appearances of the mountain in different religious traditions, but the main
portions of his interpretation that served my purposes are that the mountain represents the
“...inner ‘loftiness’ of spirit, that is, transposing the notion of ascent to the realm of the

spirit. In alchemy, on the other hand, the reference is nearly always to the hollow
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mountain, the hollow being a cavern which is the ‘philosophers’ oven’” (219). Cirlot also
notes that there is a concept of a ‘cosmic’ mountain that is roughly analogous to the Tree
of Life in that both are located at the “‘center’ of the world, “...thus underlining the idea
of the Centre and, in particular, linking it with the Pole Star — the *hole’ through which all
things temporal and spatial must pass in order to divest themselves of their worldly
characteristics” (219, 220).

Father New Year’s mountain suggests that Gary is going through some sort of
transformation in the valley. Gary passes through the hollow center of the mountain, or
‘philosophers’ oven,” and out into the ‘Centre,” where he’s confronted by Father New
Year. | meant Father New Year himself to be a God figure of sorts, but more an
existential God who reveals to Gary that there is no objective truth so Gary has to make
his own. To reinforce this message, Father New Year transforms into a lion and rapes
Gary. This act in turn had its roots in John Donne’s Holy Sonnet 14, “Batter my heart,
three-personed God.” | am mainly referring to the two final lines of the poem, “Except
you enthrall me, never shall be free/ Nor ever chaste, except you ravish me” (Norton,
1271). I had real reservations about including this scene, and as | got closer to the end of
that chapter, I changed my mind about it several times. | was concerned that maybe it
would only serve as a shocking event and not accomplish much for the story’s structure.
But in the end | realized the scene is necessary for Gary to get over his bruised feelings
and childish sense of unfairness and to realize there are no reasons for what happens
except for the reasons we create. In other words, the fact there is no “‘creator’ or anyone
else steering the ship, and the fact that Gary himself obviously isn’t in control of life or

death, gives Gary an ironic freedom to believe whatever he wants and to live accordingly.
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In a literal acting out of what Donne no doubt meant metaphorically, Gary is forced to
recognize and accept this reality.

In another sense, | think this existential framework applies to literature itself.
There’s a lot more to life than what we present in a story, because the minutiae of day-to-
day living does not make for a compelling read. When we choose what to include in a
narrative, we are choosing to use specific events within the story’s life to represent reality
as a whole. Ideally, these choices will be based on the needs of the reader, not the
author’s need for a positive self-image. The events we choose to recognize and
emphasize make our reality, whether they are on the page or not. This can be a very
difficult realization for a writer. Events that have happened to me seem important, and
sometimes it seems there must be a reason for them, especially when they’re painful. But
really, they only seem important because they happened to me, and for other people those
events seem pedestrian and boring. Facing the fact that I’m not particularly special and
that the events of my life are no more important than anyone else’s is, for me, tied into
the same issues of mortality and existential terror Gary must face in order to move past
his grief.

I would be severely remiss if | didn’t discuss the symbolism of the turtle. There
are many different associations made with the turtle, depending on which culture one
consults. Cirlot writes that in Asian folklores, the turtle’s rounded shell represents heaven,
while its flat under-shell represents the earth. To alchemists, the turtle represented the
very rawest material, which would go through a series of transformations on its way to
becoming either gold or the philosopher’s stone, depending on the alchemist’s goal. This

series of physical transformations is of course itself a metaphor for spiritual
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transcendence. According to Cirlot, “the turtle is a symbol of material existence and not
as any aspect of transcendence, for even where it is a combination of square and circle it
alludes to the forms of the manifest world and not the creative forces, nor to the Origin,
still less to the irradiating Centre” (353). This perfectly describes Gary at the beginning
of the novel. He has no real sense of a spiritual world or of anything outside what he can
see. Even his sense of the material future is pretty shaky, and he doesn’t seem to
anticipate that his situation can improve or even change at all. Until he is forced to do
otherwise, Gary simply puts one foot in front of the other.

Another important turtle-implication isn’t in Cirlot or any other source | could
find. | wanted to suggest that we’re all turtles to the extent that we carry our pasts around
with us. As we get older the past, or ‘shell,” grows and thickens, slowly becoming heavier.
Sharon’s death is something Gary knows he’ll be carrying for the rest of his life, and he
isn’t sure he can carry it, or wants to do so. This ties in with the idea that the turtle is a
strictly earth-bound creature but, oddly, it also indicates we’re bound to earth by one of
the qualities that makes us human and gives us a ‘soul,” that is, our awareness of
mortality and our ability to consider the past, present and future simultaneously. This is
also reflected in the neat symbolism of Karen and Chandler’s disappearance into Gary’s
unconscious, frozen in his mind. Their condition at the end of the book represents Gary’s
emotional state concerning Sharon and Carrie. The past has finally settled into a static set
of memories and associations, allowing Gary to shoulder its weight and finally move into
the future.

These are some of the general templates | kept in mind as | wrote. There are many

other elements in the story that could be held up to symbolic interpretation: the strange,
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asexual children from the lake, the bull Gary paralyzes with a sword, the sword itself, the
ice tunnel through which Gary leaves the valley, the glacier itself, and Karen’s house,
among many others. I have my own ideas about how all these details could be interpreted,
but I also recognize that it doesn’t really matter what I think. My hope is that readers of
The Turtle will formulate their own ideas about the novel, and if they do they’ll probably
have ideas that have never occurred to me.

Most of all, this is what The Turtle is about for me. On its surface the book is a
story about a man who goes places and does things, but under the surface, there’s another
whole story with a slippery, imprecise meaning. The letters and words on the page are
symbols, the characters and events are symbols, and the concepts behind the characters
and events are symbols. Nothing is exact, and nothing is static. Any person who reads
The Turtle — or any novel, for that matter — will have different ideas about its meaning. |
find it fascinating that the entire system of symbols at my disposal, from letters and
words to abstract, mythological context, comes from the West’s common culture and is
shared by a wide range of potential readers, but as individuals we can never fully
communicate with each other. Even now, I’m having a hard time communicating my
conception of the difficulty of communicating. We have to apply our own experience,
logic and temperament to other peoples’ ideas and work, creating each time an extension
of our own personal realities.

If I had the opportunity to rewrite The Turtle knowing what | know now, | would
change the beginning entirely. I would come up with some other personal tragedy for
Gary that has nothing to do with me. As it s, I cut the first hundred pages off the original

manuscript, pages that dealt with Gary and Sharon’s relationship. | cut another hundred
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or so pages from the manuscript as a whole, which tells me I was too preoccupied with
my own feelings and issues and too poorly focused on the needs of the narrative and the
reader. At the same time, I realize | had to have this experience to understand where |
went wrong. | can’t complain, because I’m proud of The Turtle, especially considering
it’s my first full-fledged try at writing a novel. One of my fondest hopes is that I will
have the time and energy in the near future to write another one and apply what I’ve
learned from this experience, which has been long and difficult, but ultimately more

valuable and rewarding than | had hoped.
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Editor’s Preface

The Turtle is an oddity among American literature. Like A Confederacy of Dunces
or Finnegans Wake, The Turtle is one of those rare artifacts with such an unlikely history
attached to it that the work itself often takes a backseat to the work’s reputation. As with
the aforementioned, more famous works, much of this reputation centers on the author.
But while O’Toole’s mystique lies in his post-suicide validation by the literati and
Joyce’s lies in his absolute unintelligibility and insistence on turning his own strange
inner landscape to the world (not to mention his perverse personal peccadilloes), those
who know about Gary Floyd at all are drawn by the fact that there is almost nothing to
know. In a sense, The Turtle represents a forced exercise in New Criticism; the critic
need not make an effort to divorce him- or herself from evaluating it through the lens of
the author, because the author is not only “dead,” but he may not have ever been alive to
begin with. Ironically, this very lack of information makes it impossible for some readers
to think about anything else, and their speculation about Gary Floyd and how much of
The Turtle is reality and how much is fantasy tends to dominate any discussion of his
work, if in fact it was truly created by Floyd.

Fifty years ago, the great J. Gordon Brown was Head Fiction Editor at Kinsley
Owens Publishing when a man named Alan Flick began showing up in the company’s
lobby. In Brown’s account of the incident some ten years later, he wrote that Flick came
to the Kinsley Owens offices every day for a month, begging the young man at the front
desk for audience with him, Brown. Apparently Flick, then in his mid-forties, was a bit

grubby and desperate, waving an equally grubby manuscript. One day Brown happened



to get into the elevator with Flick, who had grown bored with standing in the lobby and
was riding from floor to floor, sampling from coffee machines in different departments.
The two struck up a conversation and Flick, realizing Brown was the man he’d been
trying to reach, managed to tell Brown enough about the grubby manuscript to pique his
interest.

In his account, Brown relates Flick’s story of the manuscript, a story now so well-
worn in literary and publishing circles that retelling it is mostly a formality.

According to Brown, Flick said the manuscript was written by Flick’s childhood
friend Gary Floyd. Flick didn’t go into any detail about Floyd’s past but said the
manuscript was, at least in part, a “true bunch of stuff that happened, and | was there for a
lot of it.”* Flick gave a brief synopsis of the book to Brown, and then left. Records are
unclear but indicate Flick died six or seven years later of lung cancer.

Brown read the manuscript sometime over the next two or three months. He wrote,
“It’s a bit rough, but so odd | felt | had to find some place for it....”? The Turtle was
released in the lowest-budget paperback format possible by Shrimp Boat, a Kinsley
Owens imprint that mostly released pulp action and horror novels for men. The first
printing of only two thousand sold poorly. Since the edition was printed on stock that can
barely be classified as paper, most of the copies that weren’t thrown away disintegrated
within ten years of being printed. There are only seventeen copies still known to exist,

and those are incredibly delicate.®

1 J. Gordon Brown, “Memoir of a Constant Reader” Kinsley Owens: New York 2024.
2 -
Ibid.
® The text for this edition was prepared by Harvard’s most prominent Gary Floyd scholar, Rich Smoot,
taken directly from a first-edition copy owned by the Library of Congress.
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Fortunately, in 2019 a copy of The Turtle found its way into the hands of
fourteen-year-old EImer Dudge, who of course grew up to become best-selling author
Jim Tim Riley. The Turtle made an impression on Riley, and after the release of his first
book Riley mentioned Gary Floyd as an influence. * Critics and fans of Riley’s work
began hunting for The Turtle. Since there were so few copies in circulation - Riley didn’t
even have his copy anymore - those looking for the work began contacting Kinsley
Owens, which issued a re-released edition in 2042.

Since then, the mystery of Gary Floyd has grown proportionally to the popularity
of his supposed work. Like the works attributed to Homer, The Turtle seems impossible
to tie to a historically verifiable person. This is especially frustrating for researchers,
considering Floyd could conceivably still be alive, though somewhere in his eighties by
now.> Several attempts have been made to track down the real Gary Floyd [the issue is
complicated by the existence of a singer named Gary Floyd who was part of a Texas
punk rock band called The Dicks] using clues in the text about his job, clues about
Sharon and Carrie, and clues centering around well-known historical events that put
Floyd in a specific places at specific times. None of these attempts have yielded Gary
Floyd, and the growing consensus is that Gary Floyd never existed at all. Some believe
the manuscript was written by someone else and the name Gary Floyd was a pseudonym.
Some, like Harvard’s Rich Smoot, have posited that the manuscript was written by Alan
Flick, and there was never any Gary Floyd to begin with, only Flick. Smoot’s hypothesis,
however, doesn’t explain why Flick would go to the trouble of attributing the work to a

fictional other and not take credit for it himself. Despite the growing consensus that

* The Robot Wife. New York: Houghlin Little Brown 2040.
> Based on clues from the text and what little ancillary paper material is available, researchers put Floyd’s
birth between 1972 and 1976.
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Smoot’s ideas about Floyd are correct, the mystery of Gary Floyd and The Turtle still
remain a mystery.

This new edition attempts to restore the original of the first pulp edition. In
preparing the text, Smoot corrected only misspellings and made a few editorial shifts
within sentences here and there for clarity’s sake. We believe this represents the most
complete, definitive version of The Turtle released since Shrimp Boat sent it out into the
world half a century ago.

And Gary, if you’re out there, give us a call, won’t you?

Tom Kinsley,

Head Fiction Editor
Kinsley Owens
June 2061

XXii



The Turtle

by

Gary Floyd

23



Once upon a time | went in my back yard. | saw a great big hole. | ran in to get a
flashlight. I climbed into the hole. Underground, | heard a voice.
It was a leprechaun.

Now I live underground and I’m rich.

- Attributed to Gary Floyd; said to be his first written fiction, produced age six or seven
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One

In the summer of 2001, Sharon set up appointments with specialists at the
University of Southern California hospital in San Diego. It was one of the only hospitals
in the country that did research on secondary pulmonary hypertension. | guess that’s
because not that many people got it. A lot of old people got primary pulmonary
hypertension, and so a lot of doctors did research on that, but no one really gave a crap
about the secondary kind. 1 still don’t know what the difference is, but | do know the
difference in the money to be made treating one over the other had a lot to do with how
hard they tried to treat the disease. In Sharon’s case, it didn’t seem like they were trying
very hard. The doctors said she got the disease from having a Norplant birth control
thingy and smoking cigarettes, so there were some people who acted like she almost
deserved to get sick. It was like, “Hey, you wanted to fuck, and you wanted to enjoy
smooth blends of Turkish tobacco, so what did you expect?” She didn’t see it that way of
course, and | didn’t either. And Sharon was only twenty-four when she was diagnosed. In
those birth control commercials they always say, “Women who take the pill shouldn’t
smoke, especially if they’re over thirty-five.” Any twenty-something feels bulletproof
with that kind of assurance, because when you’re closer in time to your prom than your
thirtieth birthday, you tend to be optimistic about that stuff.

In any case, Sharon got sick, and they had to do something about it. The first time
we went to San Diego, in 1995, they cracked her open and dug the scar tissue out of her

lungs, which | guess was the best thing they could come up with. It took four weeks for
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her to recover enough to come home, and | don’t even know how much it cost.
Somehow the state covered it, though it took a few calls to one of Oklahoma’s senators to
make it happen with DHS. Sharon’s grandparents used to be big Republicans, was how
they did it. Anyway, she was on a respirator and had a big tube down her throat for
almost that whole time, and she told me later she thought she was going crazy. She
couldn’t talk, and in the middle of the night she sometimes had weird nurses that would
come in and talk to her all crazy and she couldn’t call anyone or do anything about it.
And she wanted to drink water, she said that was the worst of it, almost. She was on
morphine and would have these long, detailed dreams about underground caves full of
cool, sweet water, where big rock golems lived and told her stories. Painkillers will do
that to you. The same thing happened to me when I got my wisdom teeth out.

In early September 2001, Sharon, her mother Althea, her daughter Carrie and me
flew to San Diego, hoping to get some kind of cure for Sharon’s lungs. We rented a
station wagon, drove to the hospital and after circling the place three or four times parked
at the hospice care set behind it.

The hospice care was set on top of a hill at the back of the hospital’s property,
overlooking a freeway and a mall with more sandy, brush-dotted hills on the other side. 1
like San Diego for that. Central Oklahoma doesn’t have many hills, even ones
overlooking a freeway and a mall, so when | get out of there and see some real hills it
gives me a sense of exotic charm and sweeping landscape. | guess I’m easily amused
that way, like a home-schooled kid that never gets out of the house and thinks riding in a

car is super neat.
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From where we parked, the building itself seemed small, like a one-story sort of
bungalow-style place, but once we got out of the car | saw that it was built down the hill
past the facade, and went pretty far back. | was loading the lighter bags from the trunk
into Carrie’s arms when a thin, burr-headed woman came out to meet us. “Hello. I'm
Katharine,” she said, approaching Althea and Sharon at the front of the car. “You must
be Sharon,” she said, taking one of Sharon’s hands. She held it for a moment and looked
into Sharon’s eyes, with her head tilted down. She took a deep breath and rubbed
Sharon’s hand, closed her eyes and leaned her head back. | saw Sharon give Althea a
look, and Althea just shrugged. Sharon doesn’t usually go in for that kind of thing. It
was like Katharine was trying to channel energy or something. She took Althea’s hand
and repeated the smiling-and-breathing routine. Sharon and Althea looked a lot alike;
they were both semi-short, at least compared to me, and wide with spread-out eyes and
short noses. Althea was twenty-five years older than Sharon and her hair was a graying,
grizzling frizzy corona, while Sharon’s was soft and short-cropped, dyed dark cherry.
Still, they made the same exasperated expression when the burr-headed woman took their
hands and breathed down her nose into their faces.

“Here you go, kid,” | said, putting one more bag on Carrie’s outstretched arms,
pulling her attention away from her mom, grandma and the lady. “Are those too heavy?”

“No,” Carrie said. She looked like Sharon and Althea too, but Carrie was blonde
and blue-eyed, just a wisp of a kid at eight. | wished she was mine. She struggled a little
under the bags piled in her arms, swaying back and forth like she was channeling
Katherine’s spirits, but she held up. | smiled and gathered some more bags and shut the

trunk, then walked to the front of the car with Carrie trailing behind me. As we walked
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up, Katharine let go of Sharon’s hand and took one of Carrie’s, even though she was
using it to hold the armload of bags. Katharine held Carrie’s hand for a few moments,
the way she had done with Sharon’s and gave her the same little half smile like she was
concentrating on sending friendly beams of life energy or whatever at her. Carrie looked
up at me and | held back a smile. | nodded at her and she held still. Katharine may have
looked like a New Age hippie, but I could still tell she’d seen some stuff. She had the
thousand yard stare they used to talk about in Viet Nam movies and TV shows, and she
wore too much makeup for a hippie. The foundation was thick and flaky like she was
covering the hollows in her eyes and cheeks, or something worse.

“And you must be Carrie,” Katharine said, letting her hand go. Carrie nodded
with her mouth half-open, her blue eyes wide and turned to the corners. “Welcome.” |
wondered if she was going to take my hand too, but her eyes slid over me as she turned
toward the door. “Come in and I’ll show you to your room, tell you the rules, and get
you settled in.”

.

Katharine told us about the communal kitchen, the alarm system, and when we
should and shouldn’t come in and out at night. Then she left us in room six, at the
bottom of the stairs, next to the elevator, and just down from the kitchen. The room had
two double beds, a bathroom and a little table up against the wall with two chairs for
sitting. It was really pretty nice. There was a sliding glass door at the far end that looked
out over the freeway and the mall.

Sharon slid the door open and stood there, with the screen still closed, looking out

at the sky. “Hey, Carrie, look, look, there’s a blimp!” she said, pointing. Carrie tore
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across the room and ran out onto the porch, knocking the screen door down in front of her
as she ran. The look on her face was priceless. Me, Althea and Sharon all cracked up,
and stood there in the airy room, laughing and laughing while Carrie stood on the porch,
getting mad.

“It’s not funny!” she said, crossing her arms and turning red. She was nine at the
time, and even when you were trying to be considerate it was really hard not to laugh
when she got mad. Her shoulders hunched up and she frowned, which added comic
effect when combined with her pigtails and the SpongeBob SquarePants shirt. “You guys
don’t laugh!” She was about to cry when Sharon pulled it together enough to go out on
the porch with her and give her a hug.

“I’m sorry, Carrie, did you hurt yourself?” Carrie looked down at herself as if she
hadn’t considered this yet. She inspected her arms and legs, even tried to look at her
back over her shoulder, then shook her head. “No? Are you just embarrassed?” Carrie
nodded. Althea and I were still smiling a little, but we went about unpacking so Carrie
wouldn’t think we were staring at her. “Hey, Gary?” Sharon said, “can you put the
screen back in?” | went out on the patio, still trying not to laugh, and picked up the
screen. Luckily, it just popped out of its frame, instead of being ripped out of it when
Carrie went through. 1I’m sure that would look great to the people that ran the place,
ripping out the screen five minutes after we got there, considering they were letting us
stay there for free, and all.

| fit the screen back in the frame with no problem and looked out from the patio.
The hill dropped off sharp underneath us. There was no grass, just a steady mass of

rough-looking ground cover; dry looking, woody bushy plants that look like they were
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adapted for desert life, which they were, I guess. It’s funny how San Diego is right on
the ocean, but it’s also got the desert on the other side, so it doesn’t rain there very much.
| watched the cars pass for a few minutes until Sharon came out.

“Hey,” she said, stepping up to the rail next to me and putting an arm around my
waist.

“Hey. You doing all right?” | said.

“Yeah. Are you?” she said.

“Yeah. It’s a good view, huh?”

“Yeah.” We looked out over the ant-sized mall shoppers.

“So what’s the plan tomorrow?” | said.

“Blood tests, | think. 1 don’t have the whole schedule yet, but they’re doing tests
the whole week,” she said.

“Do you have to be admitted?”

“I don’t think so. It’s just tests.”

I put my arm around her shoulder. She turned toward me and we kissed. “I love
you,” | said.

“I love you, too.” We stood there for a while. It was getting on toward evening,
and the sun was melting red to yellow from the west, on our left. It occurred to me we
were living in a postcard moment right then, but I still got a bad feeling. If this were a
movie, | thought, a perfect moment like this would be a sure sign something bad was

going to happen.
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Two

Sharon didn’t have any tests the next day so we went to see the sights in sunny
San Diego. We decided to steal a wheelchair from the hospital since sightseeing would
require a lot of walking and Sharon wasn’t up to it. She could walk short distances okay,
but anything more than like half a block made her face pale, her lips blue, and her breath
wheezy and labored. We worked out a plan in our room, and then after breakfast Althea,
who was quiet and solid enough to be the perfect wheelman (or woman), drove me and
Sharon to the front of the hospital and stopped in the loading zone. 1 ran inside and got
one of the wheelchairs they keep by the front desk for people to bring patients in that
can’t walk, nodding to the pretty brown woman answering phones. She nodded back,
like we’d talked about this before and everything was cool. | rolled the wheelchair back
out front, and Sharon got out of the car and into it, carrying her portable oxygen tank in
her lap. Althea drove off back to the hospice to get Carrie and our snacks and stuff
loaded up. | wheeled Sharon in through the big front doors and past the desk, nodding at
the brown woman again. She smiled a little at me this time, giving Sharon a little
sympathetic nod and a small finger-wave. Sharon just smiled and held onto her tank.

I pushed the chair down the hall behind the desk, headed in a more or less straight
line for the back of the hospital. We passed doctors and nurses and scrub techs and
patients in various states of disrepair, past the blood testing office, past the cafeteria and
the MRI scanning room, until we got to the warren of hallways that housed the first floor
examining rooms. | took a few wrong turns, but eventually managed to get us to the big
back doors and out onto the sidewalk. This was the tricky part. It was okay for me to use

the chair to take a patient to a room inside the hospital, bit I didn’t know if anyone would
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stop me from taking it to the hospice hotel behind the hospital. We both just acted
natural, and Sharon put on a show of being a little sicker than she was, hunching down in
the chair and closing her eyes halfway. We passed a bunch of people as we rolled down
the sidewalk, but no one even looked at us, at least not directly. The day was beautiful,
and everyone seemed happy, even to be going to work. The hospital campus really is
very nice; the landscaping alone must cost about a million a year. As we rolled down the
sidewalk we passed continuous flowerbeds full of birds of paradise, bougainvillea, roses
and lots of other colorful, fragrant stuff that I didn’t recognize. The weather was perfect,
sunny and bright but cool enough for Sharon to wear her green cardigan.

“I hope | can get this thing folded up,” | said, looking down at the back of the
chair. The place you would normally loosen to fold it was fastened with a tight-looking
nut.

“I’m sure you can. | think mom has a little tool kit somewhere,” Sharon said,
watching a bird pick a seed out of some ground cover.

“Are you sure you’re up to this? How’s your peeing?”

“Not too bad.” Sharon had to take blood thinning medicine to keep more clots
from forming in her lungs, but it made her retain water. To counteract that side effect,
she had to take diuretics to make her pee a lot, but that depleted her potassium level so
she had to take potassium. But sometimes, the potassium got too low anyway and she got
arrhythmia, which made her heart speed up to about two hundred beats per minute. 1’d
had to take her to the emergency room a couple of times a month or two before in the
middle of the night because of it, and | was constantly worried about the delicate state of

her body chemistry. “Don’t worry. I’ve got plenty of everything. It’ll be fine.”
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“Okay,” I said. We got to the end of the sidewalk and turned down the long,
sloping drive to the hospice house. | grinned a little and tipped the wheelchair back.
Sharon grabbed the armrests.

“Gary, be careful ...” She was trying to sound worried, but | could tell she
thought it was fun. | eased the chair off the curb and onto the smooth black asphalt. 1
pushed her fast, jogging a little to keep up as the hill steepened. “Gary, slow down!” she
said, but she was laughing with her face turned up as she said it, the breeze pushing her
reddish brown hair up around the back of her head. | slalomed the chair back and forth
along the wide drive, making big S-shaped curves as we worked our way down under the
shadow of the big medical office tower to the right.

When we got to the bottom of the drive, we were both laughing and a little bit out
of breath, me from the running, Sharon from the excitement and from laughing so much.
Althea and Carrie were standing by the car, smiling as they watched us come. We came
skidding to a halt at the back of the car. “So you got away with one,” Althea said, “did
anyone say anything?’

“No,” I said. “We just went right on through, and nobody even gave us a second
look.”

“Good. Can you get that thing folded up, do you think?”

.

It took some doing, but I finally got the nut on the back of the wheelchair
loosened with some pliers and got it folded and crammed into the trunk. By the time we
pulled out it was late morning, and the sun was starting to warm the chill out of the air.

We stopped at a hardware store on the way and bought a little set of sockets, and then
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went to the zoo. It was a lot easier to get the chair folded and unfolded with the sockets,
so we were in the zoo making the rounds in no time. Some guy gave us free tickets in the
parking lot while I was putting the chair together, which I thought was nice, but a little
embarrassing since he seemed like he just did it because Sharon looked so sick. We took
them anyway. The San Diego Zoo is really nice, but it’s pretty hilly, and after a few
hours of pushing Sharon up and down the hills | was getting hungry and worn out, so we
stopped to get some lunch. Althea and | were surprised so see that you can buy
margaritas in the food area there, and even though it was only about one, we couldn’t
resist the novelty of drinking at the zoo so we each had one with our hamburgers. |
should know better than to drink while I’m out in the sun. I get that head-pounding
sensation that means I’ll really need a nap later. And there’s a certain dizzy carelessness
that comes from drinking in the afternoon. Still, the only really embarrassing moment
was when we went through the panda bear enclosure. They take the pandas real serious
there and they make everyone file through slow, being as quiet as possible. Even the tour
guide guy that narrates panda information was whispering into his microphone. He
actually hunched down a little while he spoke, as if he were ready to stop, drop and roll if
the pandas paid any notice to him. The problem was that | was slightly drunk, and I kept
pushing Sharon into the people in front of us, clipping the backs of their legs with the
foot rests. They were very well-mannered types, with sun visors and new-looking tennis
shorts and shirts, sneakers with shiny-stiff laces. | imagined they were professionals
down from La Jolla or even north of L.A. to see the sacred pandas sleep and take muffled
dumps. | was trying sincerely to stop, but I still kept hitting their ankles, and Sharon kept

turning around and glaring at me. | know it wasn’t funny, but I couldn’t stop laughing
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about it, which made it even harder to stop hitting them with the chair. After a while the
tour guy was giving me and Althea looks because we were giggling so much, and after
we got through the enclosure there were some guys with dark slacks and sunglasses on
standing there, giving us their own stern looks. | pushed the chair fast up the hill, trying
not to laugh out loud, but once we got to the top out of earshot we all cracked up, even
Sharon. That’s one of the great things about Sharon; she never totally lost her sense of
humor. Carrie laughed too, but | don’t think she really knew why we were so giggly, and
we weren’t going to tell her.

After the zoo we went to Oldtown and had a nice meal at a Mexican place that
specialized in rotisserie chickens on the money we saved from the free zoo tickets. After
we ate again my margarita buzz wore off and I felt a lot better, though a little sheepish
about the panda thing. Sharon was cool about it, though. That’s one of the great things
about her. She was always very accepting, and didn’t judge people for making asses out
of themselves, even when she was implicated by association.

After we ate, we went down by the bay to look at the ships and the water. There’s
one long sidewalk that runs from the shipyards out along the shore for a long way, maybe
all the way to Los Angeles, for all I know. We parked, and | put the wheelchair together
and we walked down to see the navy ships from all over the world. We stopped and
laughed at a Venezuelan guy who was dangling over the side of his ship on a rope,
scraping barnacles off the hull with a putty knife while an officer stood above him,
yelling at him in Spanish.

“Why’s he doing that, Gary?” Carrie said.

“l guess he got in trouble for something,” | said.
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“Why didn’t they just make him go to his room?” Carrie said.

“I don’t know, sweetie. Maybe he was extra bad.”

After we looked at the ships we walked down the sidewalk, looking at the water
and the seagulls and other people and stuff. We got down to a stretch where there was
only a toney restaurant and an old ship that someone had moored to the sidewalk, putting
out a gangplank and turning it into a gift shop. Althea and Carrie were looking at the
thick links on the gift ship’s anchor chain while Sharon and | waited. “I have to pee,”
Sharon said. She had gone probably ten times at the zoo and a couple at the restaurant,
but it had been maybe an hour.

“You can probably go in there,” | said, motioning at the ship.

“Yeah. | don’t guess the chair will fit on the gangplank, huh?”

“No, I’m sorry. Can you make it on your own? | can come in with you if you
want.”

“No, that’s okay. It’s not that far.” Sharon got out of the chair and, carrying her
portable oxygen puffer in one hand and leaning on the chain-link rail with the other,
walked slowly up the angled gangplank and into the belly of the ship. | pushed the brake
lever on the wheelchair with my foot and walked over to Althea and Carrie. “She trying
to find a bathroom?” Althea said.

“Yeah. She went at the restaurant, but those water pills are ... 1 don’t think she
even drank anything for lunch, either.”

“Yeah,” Althea said. Carrie put her hands on the chain rail and swung forward
and backward with her arms held straight and her head down. “Don’t do that, Carrie.

You’ll fall in the ocean.”
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“I hope | do,” Carrie said. “l could eat seaweed and take a nap in a clam.”

“Just be careful, okay?”

Sharon came back down the gangplank. “He said the only bathroom is upstairs,”
she said.

“Crap,” I said. “There’s not like an employee bathroom downstairs he’ll let you
use?”

“He said that was the only one.” She looked at me for an idea. 1 felt like | was
supposed to pull a port-o-john out of my back pocket and set it up for her. I thought about
going inside to try and reason with whatever heartless son of a bitch was working the
goddam counter, but | was afraid 1’d lose my temper and even more time would be
wasted.

“Well,” | said, trying to keep the tone light, “let’s roll down the way to that
restaurant and see if you can use the one there.” Sharon got back into the chair and |
rolled her fast down to the toney restaurant while Carrie and Althea trailed behind us,
throwing rocks into the water. It was the kind of place where the restaurant itself is really
small and most of the tables are actually outside, with waiters spilling in and out and
customers standing and sitting everywhere, talking on cell phones and to each other and
waving their hands all over the place. I got the sense that it was for locals, just by the way
everyone seemed to pretend we weren’t there. Maybe it was the wheelchair. Either way,
it was pissing me off.

“Here you go,” I said, stopping in front of the little building. There was no way
the chair was going to fit in there with all those people. “Can you make it?” Sharon

turned around and looked at me.
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“I don’t want to,” she said in a quiet voice.

“Why not?” | said, ignoring the stares from the people outside. A couple of
waiters gave us curious looks, but then walked off fast with their trays and order pads.

“l just ... don’t want to go in there,” Sharon said.

“Goddammit,” I said. “I don’t know what to tell you, then, unless you can hold it
until we get in the car and drive somewhere.” We stood there for what seemed like a
long time. | had become slightly disconnected from myself, the way you do when you’re
about to do something you’ll regret later. “Are you sure you don’t want to go in?” She
didn’t say anything. “Did you hear me? Hey.” | turned the chair a little and leaned
down. “Can you hold it or not?” | barked into her ear, like she was a three-year-old. My
sense of guilt was already drifting back toward the rest of me like a dirigible that had
come unmoored but was being reeled patiently in. | looked around at Sharon’s face, and
there were a couple of little tears on her cheeks, of course, pooling along the top of her
oxygen tube to either side of her nose. “Fuck!” I said, drawing a lot more looks from the
crowd. Looking back, | suppose yelling at them would have been all | really needed to do.
Instead, I turned the wheelchair toward the car and started pushing it fast that way.

“Wait, Gary, | can go in,” Sharon said. “Just stop, okay?” The way her voice
sounded just a bit scared and panicky made me angrier and reeled the guilt-dirigible a
little closer into dock.

“No, goddammit, let’s get back in the car and find a fast food place, or something.
That’ll be easier. Okay? That’ll be easier.” Sharon didn’t say anything. “Come on,” |
said as we passed Althea and Carrie. “Let’s go find a restroom someplace where

everybody’s not a bunch of assholes.” They fell in behind us without a word, and we all
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walked fast back to the car and they got in. | folded the chair in record time and threw it
in the trunk and we were off. We found a Wendy’s a couple of miles away, and though
Sharon tapped her feet the whole way there, she only peed a very little in her pants before
she made it inside.

.

After the silent drive back to the hospice, I called my aunt and uncle’s house.
They live in San Diego. When we came out in *95 | stayed with them while Sharon was
in the hospital, and Althea stayed with an aunt of hers that lives out there. | didn’t really
feel like doing a lot of visiting, but I knew if | didn’t call there would be a ruckus and we
can’t have that. Besides, it would be my mom that heard the worst of it from my aunt,
and | would feel bad causing her all that griping and whatnot.

I was surprised when my cousin Joy answered the phone. “Hi! When did you get
in?” she said.

“Oh, not too long ago,” | lied, slipping off my shoes and sitting on the chair by the
patio door. “We just got into our place, you know, getting settled in. How are you guys
doing?”

“Oh, great!” she said.

“Are you ... staying over there?”

“No, didn’t your mom tell you? My mom got us tickets to Street Scene! It’s
tonight!” she said.

“Tonight? Gee, | don’t know if I can ... wait, what’s Street Scene?”
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“It’s this thing they do downtown every year! They have a bunch of concerts on a
bunch of different stages set up all over downtown! The Black Crowes are playing! Isn’t
that cool? My friend Angela is going with us!”

“Oh. Gosh, I wish I had known.” | kind of hate the Black Crowes, to tell you the
truth. “We just got here and everything, and we’re all pretty tired ...”

“You have to go, though. My mom bought tickets. | mean, we won’t be gone
that long, and I’m sure Sharon wouldn’t mind if you came out with us for just a little
while, right? You’ll totally come, right?”

I looked over at Sharon and Carrie, sitting together on the bed, watching an
episode of Fairly Odd Parents. | could tell Sharon was listening. “Uh, sure, | can come
out for a bit,” | said, making my finger into an imaginary gun, holding it to my head, and
pulling the trigger. Going out would just add passengers to my growing guilt zeppelin,
but I have to admit some time away from the room sounded good, despite my mimed
suicide. It had only been a day, but it already felt like a very long trip.

.

Joy and her friend Angela picked me up in front of the hospice hotel in Joy’s
purple convertible Firebird. They were both dressed up for a night out, with tight jeans
and blouses and their hair sprayed and tousled just so. They both smelled like really
fruity gum. I had kissed a slightly melancholy Sharon on the way out, who had just
finished a shower and smelled like an apple orchard. | wanted to go back inside and lay
down with her. | was wearing a pair of khaki cargo shorts, a T-shirt and those sandals
with the Velcro straps. | felt weird and underdressed, like I had stepped out of the

building onto another planet.
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From the moment | got in back seat, | could tell Angela knew the score about me
and Sharon and everything else. | could tell because they were careful not to bring
Sharon into the conversation, and when | brought her up they would get all quiet and look
out into traffic. Angela was about Joy’s age, a few years older than me, sort of
nondescript and dirty blonde. Joy put the top down and we passed around a joint on the
way. It was too windy in the backseat for me to really talk to them, so I just hit the joint
when it came my way and watched the scenery pass by in the darkening city, letting the
unintelligible conversation from the front seat blow past me with the wind, really only
hearing the occasional burst of shrill, howling laughter.

.

By the time we pulled into the parking garage | was having trouble focusing. |
hadn’t smoked any weed in four or five days, mainly just from lack of opportunity, so the
joint, which was also fairly strong compared to what I usually smoked, hit me really hard.
Driving around and around the levels of the parking garage made me even dizzier, and
Joy drove too fast anyway, which made the tires make that parking-garage-squealing
sound they make. When we got out, Joy popped the trunk and pulled out a six pack of
Smirnoff Ice malt beverage. It is not tasty in my opinion, and I declined to take one. Joy
just shrugged, and she and Angela downed the whole six of them in about five minutes
while I looked off the top of the garage. There were rivulets of people trickling one way
down the street while cars weaved slowly through them going the other way like big,
patient metal salmon. To my left there was a dome of light glowing up from the
buildings like a fake sunset, and I could hear a throbbing pulse of voices rising and

falling on the breeze. 1 felt a mixture of anxiety and anticipation move up from my guts,
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making them twist a little and making my eyes cross. | shook my head to clear them, and
immediately regretted it, since it just made me dizzier and blurred my vision more.

After Joy and Angela finished their malt beverages, we got in a smelly little
elevator and rode down to the street. | felt like | had accidentally fallen in with a couple
of high school girls on their first night out alone. They giggled and talked too loud,
smacked each other and squealed like my older sister used to when she was twelve and
had sleepovers. As we rode down, the fruity gum smell closed in and pushed into my
temples, and for a minute I got scared | would throw up. Then the doors opened, and
even though the city air smelled of exhaust, food, beer and people, there was just enough
hint of humid ocean tang to leach away my nausea.

The thing about San Diego that’s different than Oklahoma City is that there’s a lot
more people living there than there are here. 1 used to go downtown in OKC for New
Year’s Eve and concerts or whatever, and it gets sort of crowded, but as we moved into
downtown San Diego the crowd became something entirely new to me. The next day |
would hear on the news that there were half a million people packed into however many
blocks, like ten or something. Half a million people.

I tried to keep up with Joy and Angela as best | could. They acted like it was no
big deal, like they walked around in crowds like that all the time. | became focused on
their backs as they darted in and out of people, making their way toward the stage where
the Black Crowes were going to play. The people around me blurred together and the
sound of the crowd became a sticky, amoeba-shaped thunder pressing and encasing my

head. Only Joy and Angela’s backs were clear. Joy would occasionally look back at me,
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annoyed, and would slow down a little bit for a couple of seconds until I thought I was
starting to catch up, and then they would forget and be off again.

They eventually stopped when we got to a narrower street lined with green plastic
Porto-johns. The reek was greater than the sum of its parts; puke, shit, piss, Porto-john
chemicals, corn dogs, popcorn, beer, cigarette smoke, and | think probably tacos all
mixed together into an entirely new, towering olfactory monument to mass-scale urban
recreation.

Joy and Angela waited in line for one of the toilets, and I tried to find a place to
stand without being in the way. It was sort of impossible. If you weren’t standing in line,
you had to move, so | was pushed along up and down the row of green, stinky toilets,
wading through the trash on the pavement in my sandals. | eventually found a flyer with
all the concerts on all the different stages printed on it. | caught my breath when I saw
that James Brown was playing on another stage down the street from the Black Crowes at
the same time. James Brown. | couldn’t believe it.

I kept circling until Joy and Angela finally got in and out of one of the green stink
boxes. “Hey,” | said, holding up the flyer. “Did you know James Brown is playing
tonight at the same time as the Black Crowes?”

“Oh, yeah,” Joy said. Angela looked off into the crowd. She had a little smear of
white powder under her nose.

“Well can we ... | mean, he might be dead this time next week for all we know,
so | thought maybe it would be cool if we went over there instead of the Black Crowes,

you know?”
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“Yeah, | don’t know,” Joy said. “We kind of had our hearts set on the Black
Crowes.”

“Yeah, | don’t like James Brown,” Angela said. “What’s he got, that ‘I Feel
Good’ song, or whatever? He’s like, old.”

“Well, maybe I can walk down that way and meet you after ...”

“No, you’ll get lost, and it’ll be four in the morning before we find you again.
Come on. It’s almost dark.” Joy grabbed my hand and pulled me along behind her and
Angela for a bit, then let go and moved ahead, picking up the same pace as before they
stopped to powder their noses. | followed along again, moving through the crowd like a
dumb fish in a strange coral reef. They finally slowed down at the edge of a big, milling
crowd. My claustrophobia was getting better since | was starting to come down, but |
still felt confused and worried | was going to get lost. | stood up on my toes and saw a
stage far away at the end of the crowd. There was no one on it yet, but I surmised it was
reserved for the Black Jerkes.

Joy and Angela started pushing their way into the crowd, slipping between people
and cutting ahead of them with singular purpose. | followed without their motivation, so
it was harder. Unlike them, | felt embarrassed when people glared at me and shared
looks with whoever they happened to be standing with. | lost sight of Joy for a moment,
and felt a quick stab of panic in my belly. Then | saw her up ahead, trying to slip under
some guy’s arm. | pushed forward to catch up, but stopped when | kicked something,
and felt a lot of warm fluid wash over my foot, under my sandal straps and down under
my foot, pooling in the sole. I looked down and saw a red beer cup lying on its side by

my foot. | tried to tell myself that it was just beer, but logic explained to me that the fluid
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was very warm, and that if it was beer it would have to have been sitting there
undisturbed by the half a million people milling around since early in the afternoon, when
it would have been warmed by the sun. Not only that, but it had cooled off a lot since
sunset, about two hours ago, so it was that much less likely that the beer would have
retained heat it was unlikely to have absorbed in the first place. Therefore, Logic Brain
concluded, some asshole had pissed in a cup and set it on the ground, | had knocked it
over onto my sandal, and now my foot was squelching around in it. “Goddammit,” | said.
I had been getting steadily more and more frustrated as | followed Joy and her stupid
friend around in the crowd, and up until I kicked the piss cup | was on the verge of real
anger, but it was just too much, and it burned out like an overloaded fuse. Looking back,
my worry over Sharon was probably most of my problem, but at the time I didn’t directly
think of her. | gave a big, weird-sounding laugh and a guy with long hair and a big hat
with a peacock feather in the hatband gave me a funny look. “Fuck it,” I said to him.
“Isn’t that right, Johnny Hatband? Fuck fuck fucking fuck it.” He raised an eyebrow at
me, and then looked away toward the stage. | grinned, turned around and walked back
the other way, squishing piss out of my sandal with each step.

.

I walked straight down the street away from the stage. | found that once I wasn’t
trying to follow someone I didn’t really mind the crowd as much, and once the piss
started drying I tried to forget about it. It was such a big crowd. It was like walking
through head-high water that was made out of really big particles that talked and yelled

and drank. 1 lit a cigarette, drawing a few looks since people in California aren’t as fond
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of smoking as the people at home, but they were immediately absorbed into the deluge
and | started feeling good and anonymous.

I kept going and wound up at the edge of another crowd pointing toward another
stage. The people in this crowd were different; there were no assholes with long hair and
big hats, no screaming dumbass girls with tight jeans and ratted hair, no jocks wearing
Dave Matthews Band T-shirts and gelled hair. There were more black people, which was
encouraging, and more hipster-looking kids and punkers, and more older people who
looked like they didn’t get out of the house much and were having a really good time just
being outside.

I slowly worked my way up in the crowd until | was about thirty feet away from
the middle of the stage. | could have gotten closer, but the bodies became more and more
compacted, and at thirty feet away it was like trying to press through something dense
and semi-solid, like bread. After a while the lights on the stage went down and the crowd
roared while shadow shapes moved out and picked up shadow instruments. One of the
musicians gave a signal, and the band started up. They played a medley of funk and soul
for about ten or fifteen minutes, warming to the sound, building an edge that they pushed
and pushed until the crowd was in a frenzy. Then the band stopped and a single spotlight
came up center stage. “Ladies and gentlemen,” a voice said over the P.A., “put your
hands together for Soul Brother Number One! Mr. Dynamite! The Godfather of Soul!
Ladies and gentlemen, the Hardest Working Man in Showbusiness! Brothers and sisters,
Mr. James Brown!” The crowd was ramping noise like pressure behind a steam whistle
as it moved closer to full-on frenzy. | howled at the top of my lungs, feeling like my

throat was going to tear itself out, but I couldn’t hear myself at all. The spotlight went
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out for a moment, and when it came back up, James Brown was standing there, wearing a
white three-piece suit trimmed with rose-colored sequins, his hair piled and lacquered
into a helmet almost as tall as his face. He looked at the crowd for a moment, sizing us
up, already developing a sheen of sweat over his forehead and temples. He flicked his
microphone cable like a whip and said, “two, three, four,” and the band moved into “Sex
Machine” like they had been playing it the whole time and we just couldn’t hear it, like
they were always playing it.

Time took on the solid, sheet-of-glass still-motion of pure catharsis. | jumped and
yelled, sang along, sweated, and even cried a little. The crowd to me became a single
body, an extended network of nerves that absorbed grief, guilt, pain and worry,
metabolizing all the uncertain future and excreting it into the starry sky as a howling
cloud of sound where it dissipated into the black glass of the atmosphere. It had been so
long since | wasn’t worried or subdued or hiding something from myself that it seemed
like a new experience to feel okay. The next thing | knew the band had done three
encores, the lights were up, and | found myself surrounded again by indifferent strangers
separating back into themselves. The weight of reality settled back down on my

shoulders like a familiar scar, and | carried it back down the street.

Three
The tests started the next day. Althea and I took turns wheeling Sharon
over to the hospital, sitting in waiting rooms with her and then by ourselves while nurses

took blood samples and did scans and stuck tubes places and scraped things. | worked
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my way through several crappy novels. It’s funny, when I first started spending a lot of
time in hospitals, | thought I would take the opportunity to read good books, classics and
stuff I never got around to. 1 still never did get around to it. It’s too hard to concentrate.
Trashy books are the best in a hospital, since you don’t really have to pay attention to
them, but they take your mind off things.

One day we were waiting in a room, | forget what for.

“Are you pregnant?” The man next to Sharon on the other side was leaning
toward her.

“No,” Sharon said.

“You are very big,” said the man. He had a tinge of an accent, somewhere in the
Middle East, I thought. He had a round head and a lazy eye. “Not fat, but large on the
inside, it seems.”

“My heart’s swollen,” Sharon said, which surprised me a little.

“Ah,” the man said, “that will explain it. You are sick, yes?”

“Yes.”

“As am I. | have come down from L.A. for this scan. There is something
happening to my liver, they say.”

“What’s wrong with it?” Sharon said.

“I don’t know. It’s always something. | have had cancer in my bowel two years
ago, and now this. | just come to my appointments. | do not ask why.” | was struck for a
moment at how polite and friendly they both sounded, like they’d just discovered that
they’d gone to the same high school at different times, or that they both owned tabby cats.

“What is wrong with your heart?”
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“I have blood clots in my lungs, and it makes my heart work too hard, so it’s
swollen.”

“Can they fix it?” the man said.

“I don’t know. How about you?”

The man shrugged. “I do not know. It is hard, because | am an actor, and | don’t
have insurance. | wish it would resolve itself so | can work more and not spend all my
earnings on my traitorous flesh.”

“You’re an actor?” | said.

“Yes, you may have seen me! | was in Three Kings, with George Clooney and
Marky Mark, you have seen it?” Sharon and I both nodded. “Yes. Do you remember
the part, when Clooney must take the jeep from the man with the eye patch? That is me!
And | must tell him he can’t have the jeep, and we make a deal. Me. That was me. | am
supposed to be Iragi warlord, but I am Afghani, for real, you know? But they said it was
close enough. Was good job, meeting Clooney.”

“That’s really cool,” I said. “I’ll have to go back and watch it again. | remember
the part, but I can’t remember it that well.”

“Yes, it’s good job, when you can get one,” the guy said. “When | am strong
again, I will do more work, and you will see it, yes?”

“I hope so,” Sharon said. A nurse came to the waiting room door and called a
name. The man stood up.

“That is me. Good luck to you. Good luck.” He took Sharon’s hand and shook
it with both of his. He gave me a nod and then followed the nurse.

¢

49



Toward the end of the week Sharon had an appointment with a specialist that was
supposed to interpret all the test results and tell us our options and what she thought was
the best course of action. | took Carrie down to the hospital cafeteria and bought her a
Chipwich, which is just a big ice cream sandwich with chocolate chips all over it, while
Althea and Sharon talked to the specialist. | always get Chipwiches at the hospital.
They’re like a comfort food overload that shorts out most worry circuits. Carrie and | sat
there and picked at them, sharing a root beer while we waited. Carrie was hunched over
her ice cream, head propped on her left hand. She looked so small in the chair, but her
posture was all jaded adult. It was somehow endearing and sad at the same time.

“What are they doing?” Carrie said.

“They’re just talking to a doctor. They did a lot of tests, and now the doctor is
telling them how the tests came out,” | said.

“l want to go back to the room. Can’t we go there and wait?” Carrie said.

“No, they’ll be down in a few minutes. Then we can go do something fun.
Okay?”

Carrie picked chocolate chips off her Chipwich and rubbed them on her lips,
creating a sort of chocolate lipstick effect. The effect amplified her young-but-old posture,
which in turn amplified my sadness and affection for her. “Gary, what are they going to
do, anyway? | mean, is my mom going to get better?” She looked up at me. Her blue
eyes were round and curious and her mouth was solemn, despite having melted chocolate
all over it. |took a deep breath and a sip of root beer.

“I don’t know exactly what they’re going to have us do. It’s kind of complicated.

That’s what all the tests are for, so they can figure out the best thing. But I think your
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mom’s going to get better. | don’t know how long it’ll take, but I think in the long run
she’ll be okay. Okay?”

Carrie looked back down at her Chipwich, hunching her shoulders up a little.
Then she nodded. “I just want her to feel better,” she said. “So she can do things again,
and we can go do stuff. Like that.”

“I know, Carrie. It’s really hard for everyone, but | know it’s probably harder for
you, in some ways. | just want you to know everything’s going to be okay. We just have
to hang in there.” | felt like an idiot. I had no idea.

.

Sharon and Althea came down to the cafeteria after about an hour and had some
soup. They acted like they hadn’t been anywhere special and there was nothing really to
report on. | didn’t want to bring it up in front of Carrie, since | didn’t know if it was
good or bad, so I just sat there eating packages of crackers.

“Mom, can we go to the ocean today?” Carrie said.

“Maybe in a little bit, Carrie,” Althea said. “I think your mom is kind of worn out.
Let’s give her a chance to rest up a little and maybe we can go this evening.”

“So,” | said, “how was the meeting?”

Sharon shrugged. “It was okay. Not a lot happened.”

“Oh.” 1 stripped the plastic off another bundle of crackers. “That seems ... odd.”

“The doctor was really nice,” Althea said. *“I guess she grew up in Ada, back in
the seventies. Came out here for medical school. Real nice girl.”

“Yeah,” Sharon said. | looked over at Carrie, who was blithely dissecting the

melting remains of her Chipwich with a coffee stirrer. | looked back and Sharon was
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looking at me. | couldn’t read what was in her eyes, which was rare. | shuddered a little,
feeling like a stranger.
.

After Sharon and Althea finished their soup we went back to the hospice to get
the car and drove out to Ocean Beach. | like Ocean Beach. I’d been there a few times
when I’ve been in San Diego to visit Joy and my aunt and uncle. My mom used to live
there back in the sixties when my dad was in the Navy and my older sister Rachel was
still a baby, and it still has that hippie vibe to it.

We got down there around seven or so, when the edge of the sun was about to
touch the ocean and the crowd was thinning. All the tourists were going off to Oldtown
or downtown or wherever they go to get big steaks or handmade guacamole or fish tacos.
The restaurants in Ocean Beach were mostly like taco shacks and burger stands, and a lot
of bars.

We parked on the main drag, which runs out of the hills between a long row of
shops. The road stops right where the beach starts a few hundred yards from the ocean.
That’s one thing that always blows me away about California, you’ll be driving along or
walking somewhere and you’ll look over and see the edge of the continent. | picture maps
from almanacs books and wonder at the fact that I’m there, right at the edge where the
brown ink stops and the blue ink starts.

We made our way down onto the beach. Carrie kicked off her shoes and ran
ahead along the edge of the water and Althea followed her. Sharon and | walked slowly
together along toward them. We held hands and didn’t say anything for a little bit.

Finally, Sharon spoke up. “So they said there’s nothing they can do here.”
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“What do you mean? What the hell were all those tests for, then?” | said.

“Just to see what the situation is, and to tell what needs to be done,” Sharon said,
toeing an old beer cap.

“Did they say what’s to be done?”

“She said | should go home, get on Flolan as soon as possible and get on a list for
a heart and lung transplant.”

“Goddammit.” | pulled Sharon’s hand up and kissed it. “How long do you think
the wait is for one of those?”

“I don’t know. I’ll make an appointment with Dr. Paradis when | get back and
see what they can do,” she said, still not looking at me.

“Flolan’s the thing with the neck tube, right?” I said.

“Right.”

“Well ... how long if you don’t ... I mean, how long can you go on without it, did
they say?”

“Not too long, | don’t think. Maybe six months,” she said, her voice so quiet.

“Goddammit.”

“Look, Gary, | want you to promise me something, okay?”

“Look, please don’t do that. Not yet. | mean, it looks bad now, but I think you’re
going to be okay. We’ll get you on a list and do what we need to do, I’ll take care of you
and everything’ll work out. Don’t start making me promise things.”

“Gary, I’m trying to be realistic. | don’t know what’s going to happen. But I’'m
not so worried about myself anymore. You know, I’m scared and everything but I’'m

more worried what’s going to happen to you and Carrie.”
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“You don’t have to worry about us, because you’re going to be all right,” I said.

“I just want to know that if something did happen, you’d be there for Carrie. |
don’t know if she’ll have to live with Kevin, or if she’ll get to stay with my mom or Lynn
or what, but | want to know you’ll at least be involved in her life, you know?” | hated to
think of Carrie living with Kevin, even if he was her real dad. He drank a lot, and was the
kind of jackass that thought spending his big inheritance on houses and random shit was
actually a worthwhile way to spend his life.

I frowned down at the sand. “I know. You don’t have to worry about that. I’ll
always be around for Carrie. I’ll always be around for you, for that matter.”

“I hope so,” Sharon said, and turned toward me. We held each other there in the
sand, standing in the end of the day’s light at the edge of the world. 1 held on to Sharon
and watched the limp waves slapping in, coming slow like they were being pushed by a
slowing heart. Down by the water, Carrie splashed and ran through the rim of the ocean.
Althea turned back to look at us. With the sun behind her I couldn’t read the expression
on her face but from the way she stood there, head cocked a little to the side, hands half
stuffed into her front pockets | could guess. | felt a sudden wave of gratitude for her,
knowing that whatever happened, Althea would be there. As Carrie ran behind her, | felt
grateful for her too. As long as the last of the warming sun lasted and the cooling salt air
breezed out of the west, washing over us, and as long as Sharon’s oxygen tube puffed

softly in my ear, | felt grateful for all of us.
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Four

Sharon had her meeting on Friday. Because we were traveling on the cheap and
we got what discount tickets we could, | was supposed to fly home Tuesday and Sharon,
Althea and Carrie were going back the day after. We had three days to kill in Southern
California, which should have been fun. But the bad news from the hospital put a damper
on everyone’s mood.

Those days were more or less uneventful as far as drama was concerned; Saturday
we drove up the Pacific Coast Highway to Los Angeles and drove around. It wasn’t what
I expected. Coming from the PCH we passed the port of Los Angeles and what seemed
like an endless stretch of industrial development, a filthy network of pipes and concrete
and metal structures as far as we could see. We passed through Torrance, Long Beach,
Compton, and a few other places I’d heard of from movies, but they didn’t look like
places from movies. They all looked just like the string of suburban shopping centers
that radiate from the middle of Oklahoma City, only with a lot more people and cars in
them. It was like a TV show outside the window, all the different sections of town that |
kept expecting to become different, but kept staying the same.

Eventually we passed through a section of blocks that did look like a movie,
except it was like a movie about homeless people, lined with liquor stores and honest-to-
God bums lying on the sidewalk asleep, covered with cardboard or newspaper, with small,
cheap bottles of booze next to their heads. And then the funny thing was, we turned a
corner and we were in Beverly Hills, which looked more or less like its movie self, only

smaller.
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Sunday we went to Ocean Beach again, watched TV and hung around the
hospice hotel. They had a room full of books and videotapes you could borrow. I gota
couple of tapes and stole a copy of The Beautiful and the Damned by F. Scott Fitzgerald
to keep as a souvenir. I’ve always liked his stuff and | thought it was fitting to steal it in
Southern California, since Fitzgerald more or less drank himself to death just up the road
in Hollywood. Though I read somewhere that when he actually died, Fitzgerald was
eating a Butterfinger. Not very poetic. | went to dinner with my aunt and uncle Monday
night, my last night in town, and dodged questions about Sharon and what had been
going on. Other than that, Sharon, Althea, Carrie and me just sort of hung around like we
would have if we’d been at home. We were just waiting, | guess. Waiting to fly home so
we could wait. We didn’t talk about the transplant list or the Flolan any more after that
night on the beach, and Carrie didn’t give us too much crap about hanging out in the hotel
all the time.

I went to bed Monday night feeling sad. | hate traveling alone, but like I said,
discount-seat beggars can’t be choosers. | set the alarm in the room for seven since | had
to be at the airport early to get checked in, and my flight was out at ten. | crawled into
the bed next to Sharon, who was reading my stolen Fitzgerald book, lying on her side. |
spooned up next to her and pressed my face into her back, smelling her smell and her
under smell and feeling the peculiar energy | always felt between us. Next to us, Althea
and Carrie were sitting on their bed watching a movie on Nickelodeon called Snow Day
about kids who get out of school because of snow and the things they do. 1’d seen it
before. | tuned out the sound of yelling and snowmobiles. Sharon put a hand on my leg

and gave me a pet. | hated traveling alone for its own lonely sake, but I especially hated
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that I wouldn’t be around to help Sharon out on her trip home. | knew it would work out,
and that Althea could handle it and it would only be a day, but still. I guess I’m kind of a
worrier. | finally drifted off to the sound of Chris Elliott screaming at kids over the roar
of his snowplow, over the low hum of Sharon’s compressor.

.

The next morning, at about six, the phone rang and | woke up. “What the fizz?” |
said, and flopped over. | raised my head and listened to it ring, even though it was right
by my head and there was nothing mysterious about what it was or where it was coming
from. Sharon, Carrie and Althea all raised their heads up, waiting to see if someone else
would pick it up before they couldn’t stand it anymore and had to do it themselves. Since
I was technically closest, | ended the standoff and picked up the phone.

“Hello?” | said.

“Gary? Is that you?”

“Uh huh. Mom?”

“Oh, Gary, are you all right? Is everyone okay there?” She sounded like she was
crying a little, which didn’t mean a lot, since she cries at the drop of a hat.

“Uh, yeah. We’re sleeping. What’s going on?” | said.

“Oh, bad things are happening, Gary. This is the end, or the beginning, | don’t
know. This is so awful.”

“What are you talking about? What happened?”

“Oh, God. | have to go. I just wanted to make sure you were all okay. Turn on
the TV.”

“Okay,” | said.
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“I love you, honey.”

“Uh, I love you too.” She hung up. I put the phone back in the cradle and sat up.
Dawn was growing outside on the patio, but it was still pretty dark in the room.

“What’s the matter?” Althea said, half rolling toward me.

“I don’t know, my mom’s wigging out about something. She said to turn on the
TV.”

“What did she say?”” Sharon said, sitting all the way up.

“l don’t know. You know how she gets sometimes. It’s probably nothing.” | got
out of bed, turned on the TV, and switched it to one of the network channels before it was
even warmed up. Carrie, Sharon and Althea all half sat up, looking over their shoulders,
still covered with blankets like curious possums. | sat on the edge of the bed and we
watched the picture brighten and swim into view just in time to see an airplane fly into
the side of a glass skyscraper. It punched right through it like my pellet gun used to
punch through paper targets in the backyard. “Holy shit!” I said, coming fully awake.

“What was that?” Sharon said, sitting the rest of the way up.

“A plane flew in that building,” | said. “What is that, the World Trade Center?”

“Yeah, it is,” Althea said, getting up and coming over to where | was sitting.

“Holy shit,” I said again. We all sat there for a while, hair rumpled and sleepy-
eyed, and watched smoke and flame billow out of the towers. Whoever was running the
camera was freaking out, running up and down the street trying to get out of the way of
the pedestrian stampede flowing away from the destruction. The network guy that was
speaking over the video sounded like he was having a tough time keeping his shit

together too, and he wasn’t even down there where the camera was.
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I won’t give the whole blow by blow, because chances are you probably saw it all
on TV too, and you know what it was like. Suffice it to say that we sat there and watched
people jumping out of the buildings, the scale making them look like fleas bailing out of
a flaming flea circus, which somehow made it worse than if we could have seen them up
close. The buildings burned some more and people ran around screaming, and eventually
the buildings collapsed and a big cloud of smoke and rubble and whatever came boiling
down the street and swallowed the camera.

By eight o’clock California time, eleven in New York, things were in total
mayhem down on the street. The news guys didn’t really have anything new to say, so
they were spending the time it was taking for new news to happen to speculate on what
all this meant. A plane was forced down in Pennsylvania on its way to Washington, D.C.,
and they had slowly put it together that it was all part of a unified plot. The government
had shut down the airports (I wouldn’t be going home alone after all), but there were still
planes in the air, and the news guys were afraid that one or some of the planes headed for
California might be harboring terrorists that hadn’t made themselves known yet for fear
they would be shot down before they could reach their targets. Not only that, but they
thought it was likely that there would be germ warfare on the coasts, possibly dirty
bombs and God knows what else. No one knew the full damage or if it was even over
being done.

After a while | turned off the TV. “Well, what do you think?” | said.

“I think we should think about getting the hell out of here,” Althea said. Sharon
nodded. Carrie just looked scared, almost shell-shocked, like she didn’t know what she’d

just seen and didn’t really want to.
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“Yeah, that’s a good idea,” | said. “What are we going to do, though?”

“Drive. We’ll just take the rental car and go. Worry about them getting pissed
off about it when we get back,” Althea said.

“Fair enough,” I said, “Let’s go.”

It didn’t take but about twenty minutes for us to load all our stuff in the car.
Katherine, the skeletal woman who’d greeted us when we got there, gave Sharon a hug in
the driveway and handed her a crystal. “Thanks,” Sharon said, hugging her back.
Katherine whispered something in Sharon’s ear. “Okay. I will.”

I was surprised there wasn’t more traffic but there wasn’t much at all, much
lighter than you would expect on an average weekday morning. | pictured everyone in
the city doing what we had been doing just a half hour before, sitting and standing around
TVs watching and wondering if what they were seeing was real or if someone had slyly
turned the channel to a network in an alternate dimension where permanent, immovable
objects fell over and fleas jumped off their burning circuses as part of the act. By eight
thirty we were headed north on I-15 toward the 1-40 junction, where we would swing east
and drive straight back to Oklahoma.

.

Althea is a driver. She loves it. She’s said on other trips that she gets nervous if
she’s not the one driving, so whenever we go somewhere, | don’t mind letting her. Not
that I don’t like driving, but if someone wants to do it that bad, I’m not against letting
them. | rode up front with Althea while Sharon and Carrie shared the backseat. That

arrangement just sort of insinuated itself, and that’s the way we kept it.

60



It was an eerie day. We made our first gas stop in Needles, which is right on the
border between California and Arizona and one of the hottest places in America. It was
113 degrees when we pulled up about eleven, and Needles was like a ghost town. There
was no traffic at all, and 1 only saw a couple of people walking around. | got the feeling
the gas station was the only thing open in town. For all | knew, the people we saw
walking around were heat mirages, the station itself could have been a figment of our
imaginations, a product of the panic-driven quest to escape what we feared was the
doomed edge of the continent. The only thing that made the place seem like a part of the
current time continuum was the fact that when we pulled up, the attendant was changing
the price of unleaded from two dollars to two seventy-five.

“Are the prices really going up that fast?”” Althea said.

“Sure are,” the attendant said, ruffling his reddish-sandy mustache around as he
spoke. “TV says ‘cause of the attack, oil’s going up like a weather balloon. Supply’s
going to dry up.”

“Good God,” Althea said. “If it gets much over three dollars, we’re going to have
trouble making it home.”

“Be a couple of days before that happens,” the guy said. “You’re hitting it at the
right time, | say.”

| filled the tank as fast as possible, since we had to turn the car off and Sharon
can’t stand too much heat. By the time we got it filled and the AC back on, she was
sweating and breathing like she’d jogged up a steep hill. 1 ran in and bought a big bag of

beef jerky and ran back out and we took off.
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We drove non-stop, across the 1-40 dogleg of California desert, into the Arizona
desert and onward toward Flagstaff. The desert weirded me out a little. | mean,
Oklahoma is also mostly flat like the desert, but Oklahoma is ugly and uninteresting, like
a buck-toothed, flat-chested, cross-eyed girl who also happens to only love talking about
her stamp collection. The western American desert is different. The girl may be buck-
toothed, flat-chested and cross-eyed, but she maybe has amazing-looking skin and hair,
the color of sun-faded burgundy plush upholstery, and she wants to tell you stories about
giants and mythical things she’s seen in the nooks and crannies out where she lives while
she braids your hair. | think the desert was the perfect landscape for our escape from an
apocalyptic coast. As the day went on | kept looking over my shoulder, almost
involuntarily, to see if there was a mushroom cloud growing back there under the
westering sun. We kept the radio on, listening for more news, and | wondered if | would
see the cloud before | heard about it on the radio, kind of like people say they feel the
bullet plowing into them just before they hear the report, but backwards.

Except for a few “yes’ and ‘no’ answers to questions, Carrie had been quiet since
watching the towers go down on TV that morning. | figured she’d ask about it when she
was ready, and | was glad Sharon and Althea weren’t trying to reassure her with a bunch
of unnecessary information. | was having trouble enough processing what had happened,
I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to be eight and have to think about it. | was
riding in the front with Althea while Carrie and Sharon sat together in the back, and when
| folded down the sun visor and looked in the mirror | could see Carrie slumped back
there the same way she had back at the hospital. She looked even older and more jaded. |

imagined the weight of Sharon’s illness trembling under the new weight of a possible
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ending to America, piled up on her frail shoulders to the car’s ceiling. | wished I could
take it off her.

Towards dark we started climbing out of the desert bowl. As the elevation rose,
the air cooled and the cactus slowly gave way to short pine trees and brush. After a while
the cactus was gone and the pines gradually grew taller and straighter, like we were
driving past a long, elaborate growth-of-a-tree display in the biggest museum of all time.
Finally at about ten o’clock, after fourteen hours of mostly silent, slightly shell-shocked
driving, we pulled into a motel parking lot in Flagstaff, Arizona.

Althea went in and rented a room and then, moving like a bunch of zombies, we
moved all our crap in from the car. After | got Sharon’s condenser plugged in and got
her settled, I took the car across the street to the Burger King and got burgers and fries
and whatnot for all of us. We all sat on the edges of the two hotel beds and watched a
censored version of Pecker, a John Waters movie about a kid that gets famous taking
pictures of losers in Baltimore. Somehow it made me feel sad. After Carrie went to
sleep I turned it over to the news for a minute, but there wasn’t anything new to hear.
They kept showing the planes punching into the sides of the buildings, and the flea
acrobats abandoning the circus, and then the buildings collapsing. | turned it right off. 1
only needed to see it once.

I crawled under the sheets next to Sharon and put my arm over her. She always
sleeps on her side, facing the edge of the bed, so I try to go to sleep every night with my
arm over her, facing into her back. I eventually have to roll onto my back, but it’s part of
the routine. | missed our bed at home. Between the smaller beds at the hospice place and

the thin pillows and then a motel bed, with its slick-feeling blankets and also too-thin
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pillows, I hadn’t had a good night’s sleep since we left. It was still better than when
Sharon was gone. | would rather sleep on a pile of sticks with Sharon than alone in the
nicest bed in the world.

.

Apparently Flagstaff was a big railroad town back in the day. Everything was
railroad this and railroad that. | hadn’t noticed the night before since it was dark and |
was tired as hell, but when we went out in the morning | saw that we’d stayed at the
Railroad Junction Motel. I don’t know what else went on in Flagstaff, but | guess
nothing that’s happened since has matched the trains. Or maybe it’s just that we were
right off the freeway, and the town played it up for any tourists that came through. In any
case, after we loaded up and checked out we wound up eating breakfast in a diner at the
bottom of the hill that was made out of three old train cars that had been connected with
little walkways. It was kind of like eating in a long hallway lined with tables. | guess it
was spacious enough, but it still felt like I was being slowly suffocated.

As we ate our spirits perked up and we started feeling more normal again. The
West Coast hadn’t exploded, and neither had anywhere else, except the World Trade
Center and part of the Pentagon. That was bad enough, but we were glad it wasn’t any
worse. Sharon had got a road map of Arizona from the motel room, and she read it while
she ate her waffle and hash browns.

“Hey, we’re going to pass the Petrified Forest national park. You wanna go
there?” Sharon said.

“Yeah!” Carrie said, slurping down a fried egg. “What’s a petrified forest?”

“It’s a place where there’s a lot of petrified wood,” | said.
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“Huh?”

“It’s like fossils. Over millions of years, if the conditions are right, wood can turn
into stone,” Althea said.

“Weird.”

“So do you guys want to go?” Sharon said to me and Althea.

“l guess,” I said. “If we’re not in any hurry, it’s cool with me.”

“Yeah,” Althea said, “we’re already in trouble with the car rental company, so we
might as well get our money’s worth.”

Sharon looked at the map again and pointed to a spot on it. “Hey, and here’s a big
meteor crater about thirty miles from here! We should go see it!”

I smiled at Althea, and she just smiled and shook her head. “I don’t have to be
back at work until next week,” she said. “We might as well have fun while we can.”

I got a bite of chicken fried steak and some egg on my fork and ate it while |
looked out the window. We were sitting in a booth on the backside of the train car, and |
was on the inside of the booth, so I could look out the window to the woods behind the
café. All I could really see was the hill’s continuous climb, some trees and some big
boulders scattered around. The boulders were mossy and old-looking, and it seemed
funny that I could sit in a train car, eating chicken fried steak and eggs just a few feet
away from boulders that had probably been sitting there as long as the petrified wood we
were going to see.

I put some butter and jelly on a piece of toast and took a bite as | tuned back to the
window. Sharon was telling Carrie about meteor craters. Their voices faded to a blur

and the grape jelly burned and stuck in the back of my throat as | looked out and saw a
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head peering at me from behind one of the boulders. It wasn’t that | was scared exactly,
but I was surprised. | started to recover, thinking it must just be a homeless guy who’d
been sleeping behind the café, but then | got a good look at the face, and my guts froze. |
felt like the world was turning around my head, and the only still objects in the universe
were me and Father New Year out there crouched behind the boulder, looking at me with

those crazy, mocking eyes.

Five

When I was a little kid, I would have this nightmare a few times a month. | was in
a long hallway with a far, high ceiling. There were windows above me letting in
malnourished moonlight, but there was only one door, at the far end from where 1 was. |
wanted to get out of the hallway, but | was afraid of the door. Eventually there would be
enormous claps of thunder and lightning flashing through the windows and the door
would bang open down at the end of the hallway. The effects were straight out of
whatever bad horror movies I had already seen at that age, including creaky door hinges
and burps of fog filling the space outside the door. Then, out of the fog came a tall,
gangly man. He wore an old-fashioned black suit with a black ribbon tie through his
starched white collar. His shirt and jacket sleeves were too short, and his white, bony
wrists were exposed above his long, clenching strangler’s hands. He had black hair and a
thin black mustache with crazy, bulging eyes between. He was always grinning. His teeth
were shiny and square, and his jaw muscles bulged like he was trying to convulsively bite
through them. As | shrank to the farthest corner of the blind hallway, the man would

search for me with his crazy eyes. When he found me hiding there would throw back his
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head and howl, then say, “Ahhhhh! It’s Father New Year!” and run at me hunched over
with his long hands clutching at the air between us. | always managed to wake up before
he got me, though there were a few close calls.

The nightmares went away as | got older, but | never forgot them. Mainly, | just
wondered what | could have ever seen or heard about that would have created him in my
subconscious.

Now, as | sat in a waffle house made out of a train car, Father New Year and |
looked into each others’ eyes for a good five or ten seconds. Time wasn’t really on my
mind, so | don’t know if it was longer or shorter. It seemed long. I tried to convince
myself that it wasn’t him. It couldn’t be him; he was a figment of my imagination, a
phantom manifestation of the hidden fears and anxieties that | carried around with me.
As | watched him | looked for clues that would tell me he wasn’t real. | looked to see if
he was transparent or blurry or if he flickered in and out of sight. He didn’t. He seemed
very solid, almost more solid than the trees and boulders, like he was hyper-real and
crisp-cut from the construction paper of reality and laid over the backdrop like a blue
screen shot in an old movie. He put his hands on the edge of the boulder he was standing
behind and rose up slow, revealing the old-fashioned ribbon tie in his starched collar. His
mustache was the blackest black imaginable, like priest-clothes black. His eyes bugged
out at me, and I could see little wet bits of spit forming in the corners of his mouth, he
was grinning so hard.

The lump of unchewed chicken fried steak in my mouth, which had been lying
there in a coating of gravy, started sliding down my tongue toward the back of my throat.

I sort of choked and coughed at the same time, grabbed for my glass of water with one
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hand and pounded on my chest with the other. After a short struggle I got the food down
the right pipe and took a gulp of water. | looked back out the window, but Father New
Year was gone.

Sharon pounded me on the back. “Geez, are you okay, Gary?” Carrie said,
looking around Sharon at me as | downed more water.

“Sure,” | rasped, trying to clear my throat. “Great. Just went down the wrong
pipe, | guess.”

“You got spitty gravy all over your plate.” This made Sharon and Althea laugh,
and | forced a grin around the rim of my glass.

“I’ll save it for you, if you want, Carrie,” I said. “I’ll see if the waitress can bring
a doggie bag, and I’ll scrape it all up for you.”

“Gross!” Carrie said, wincing and giggling at the same time. *“You want to eat the
spitty gravy, not me!”

“You are the spitty gravy,” | said, forcing another smile and a laugh.

“Nuh uh, you are, Gary!” | stuck my finger in my mouth, reached around behind
Sharon and stuck it into Carrie’s ear. While she was squealing and wiping her ear out
with her napkin I looked out the window again. Father New Year was still gone, and
there was no sign that anyone was out there, or even had been. | ordered another cup of
coffee while Sharon, Carrie and Althea finished their breakfasts. | wasn’t hungry
anymore.

.
The farther we got from Flagstaff the easier it got to convince myself that the

person behind the boulder was just a homeless guy or a maintenance guy or a mountain
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man or some dude that was looking for his girlfriend’s panties or something. | couldn’t
think of a good reason his girlfriend would have left her panties behind there, but you
never know about people, they do random stuff sometimes.

| forget what rationalization I finally settled on, but within the forty-five minutes
it took for us to get to the Barrington meteor crater east of Flagstaff | had settled on it.
Only five miles or so down the hilly pine slope from the town, the pines and the cactus
switched places again and the landscape blended smoothly back into desert.

It didn’t take long, but by the time we got to the crater Sharon said she felt
nauseous and weird, and she asked me to take Carrie in while she and Althea stayed in
the car with the AC blowing. It probably didn’t help that they were charging like fifteen
dollars a head for adults and eight for kids. If it were up to me we would have turned
around and left, but Carrie was all excited to see it and it was off the highway a little bit,
so we had wasted time getting there. Anyway, | took Carrie’s hand and walked her from
the parking lot up to the front of the little building the owners had erected in front of the
crater to justify the admission price and to shield the crater from public view. It was at
least air-conditioned inside. The entire building was made from poured concrete and was
lined with big photos taken by telescopes of comets and planets and, of course, meteors.

We made our way through the building, looking at space rocks in glass cases and
spent rocket pieces until we walked out of the air conditioning back into the oven heat on
the “crater viewing platform.” It was kind of cool in a way, but | definitely don’t think
it’s worth what we paid to see it. 1’ve come across that sort of thing before, on different
road trips. There are all kinds of natural landmarks off the nation’s highways with little

buildings built in front of them and greedy assholes sitting at the door, waiting for you to
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pay them an outrageous amount of money to see something that’s sitting on public land
in the first place. Adding to the insult is the fact the crater is basically just a big hole in
the ground, about half a mile across, roughly bowl-shaped and lined with scrubby grass
and boulders.

We walked down along the rail a little ways until we came to a row of those coin-
operated telescopes. “Can we look in the telescope, Gary?” Carrie said, still holding my
hand.

“I think so,” I said, digging in my pocket. “I think | have some quarters. How
much is it?”

“Seventy-five cents for two minutes,” Carrie said, reading carefully from the side
of the machine.

“Seventy-five cents? Goddamn.” | dug some change out of my pocket and dug
through it. “You’re in luck. | have exactly seventy-five cents right here.” | handed
Carrie the three quarters and turned the telescope closest to us around toward her. “Do
you need a boost?”

“No, I’m tall enough,” she said, and stood way up on her tiptoes, stretched her
neck out, and got her head just high enough to see through the eyepieces.

“You need to put the money in, remember?”

“Yes, Gary, | remember,” she said, sounding just like Sharon when she was
making fun of me about something. I heard Sharon in my mind, doing a spot-on
impersonation of me saying, “Oh, for fuck’s sake” and | suddenly missed her, though I
had just seen her two minutes ago. Carrie fed the quarters into the slots on the front and

turned the metal knob until it clicked and the timer started ticking off the two minutes.
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Carrie got back up on her toes and peered through, holding herself up partly on the metal
handles on either side of the viewer, turning it back and forth as she did it. “All | can see
is bushes and rocks,” she said after about half a minute.

“What’s that down in the bottom?” | said, pointing to the middle of the bowl.
There was some sort of box or something down there. Carrie pointed the telescope back
and forth.

“l can’t tell. It looks like a refrigerator. Or a dog house.”

“Can I look?”

“Hang on,” Carrie said, and kept swinging the scope back and forth. “I’m not
done.” After another half a minute she pointed it up toward the sky and looked through it
like there was something really interesting going on up there, even though it was just
solid blue nothing. “All I can see is bushes and rocks,” she said, and let the scope go.
There was still about thirty seconds left on it.

“Can | take a look now?” | said.

“Okay,” Carrie said, putting her foot on the bottom rail. She hauled herself up as
far as she could and leaned out over the two or three hundred-foot drop into the crater.

“Look out, now,” | said, putting my eyes up to the scope.

“Okay,” Carrie said, “I’m being careful.”

“Okay,” I said, and pointed the lenses toward the bottom of the crater, where I’d
seen the metal box or whatever it was. | finally found it, and it really did look like a
refrigerator or a doghouse or something. | couldn’t tell much else. The time was running
out, so | swung it around the bottom of the crater, looking at the bushes and rocks. Then

something caught my eye and | panned back to the boulder I’d just swung past. Father
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New Year was peering out from behind it. As the last seconds ticked off the telescope he
grinned and held up his hands. His ruffled shirt cuffs, poking out of his black suit jacket
cuffs, pulled back and showed his bony white wrists as he gave me the finger with one
hand and held up an oxygen tube with the other. It was hard to tell, but it looked like the
oxygen tube had a little bit of blood smeared around the part where it would go into
someone’s nose. He grinned that wild grin, his jaw muscles working like he had just
bitten into a lemon and he thought it was funny. Then the time ran out and metal shutters
clacked down over the front of the lenses, shocking my eyes with sudden darkness.

“Come on,” | said, and pulled Carrie off the rail by the back of her shirt. “Let’s
go, we’ve got to get going now.” | tried not to sound too freaked out, but I don’t think it
worked.

“God, Gary, what’s the matter? | was looking down there,” Carrie said, pulling
her shirt back into place. | think she was trying to pretend like she was mad, but I think
the tone of my voice scared her a little. “Why do we have to go all of a sudden?”

“I just ... we need to get on the road, okay? And | want to check on something,
your mom shouldn’t just be sitting in the car for so long, and it’s bad for the car if they
just idle with the air conditioner on, you know? It’s not good for the car.” | dragged
Carrie along behind me as I babbled, instead of holding her hand companionably now |
was pulling it like a leash. “I mean, we’re in the desert, for Chrissake ... you can’t just
sit in a car with the AC on in the desert, it’s like asking the car to blow up.”

“It’s going to blow up?” Carrie said, sounding scared.

“No, I don’t mean literally, just it’s bad for the compressor, it might blow. Not up,

but break, you know?”
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Carrie didn’t say anything else as | pulled her through the thin crowd, past the
meteor displays and oversized photos and back out the front door, down the concrete
walkway to the parking lot and over to the station wagon. It was still running smoothly,
but the sun was glaring off the back window and I couldn’t see what was going on inside.
About ten yards away | let go of Carrie’s hand, ran across the blacktop, jerked open the
passenger side front door and lunged inside.

Sharon and Althea were just sitting there, listening to the Allman Brothers as |
burst in, breathing heavy and looking wildly around the inside of the car. “Are you
okay?” | said to Sharon.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” she said. “What’s the matter?”

“Oh. Nothing. Uh, you know, I was just uh ... it’s just ... it’s hot, and | was
worried it was getting too ... hot.”

“No, it’s not that bad,” Althea said, turning down the stereo. “Were you
running?”

“Oh, not really.” The driver’s side back door opened and Carrie got inside, giving
me a weird look.

“What were you running for, Gary?” she said, closing the door.

“I wasn’t running,” | said. “I was just trying to stretch my legs, you know, since
we won’t stop again for a while.”

“Actually,” Althea said, “we already need some gas, and Sharon has to pee, so
we’re going to stop up the road at the first place.”

“Oh,” I said. They all kept looking at me. “Well, let’s get going, I guess.”

“How was the crater?” Sharon said. “Is it big?”
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“Yeah,” Carrie said. “Me and Gary looked through a telescope and there’s a
refrigerator or a doghouse at the bottom, or something. And bushes and rocks and dirt.
But it’s real big.”

“Cool,” Althea said. “Did you guys have fun?”

“Yeah,” | said. “It was really cool.” | was freaking out.

“l wanted to stay, but Gary said the car would blow up if it sat in the sun too
long,” Carrie said.

“No, | was just saying it’s probably not good to let it idle too long,” | said, turning
around and looking at Carrie. “We could have stayed longer if you wanted.”

She looked at me for a few level seconds. “You’re such a weirdo, Gary. Do you
know that?”

I turned back around as Althea drove out of the parking lot and watched the
horizon resume its slow, inevitable march toward us. “Yeah, | guess,” | said. “Pretty
much.”

.

I was jumpy the rest of the day. After the crater we drove east until we got to the
Petrified Forest national park, where we took a driving tour of the “forest.” We had to
leave 1-40 a ways to get to the road they had installed through the middle of the area,
which was really just more desert, but with chunks of petrified wood of different sizes
and shapes scattered around the landscape. We got out a few times to take pictures and
look at the more interesting features, and whenever we did | was always on the lookout
for Father New Year, watching for him around the edges of the low hills and the petrified

wood and cactus. | didn’t see him again, but I might as well have since | was so nervous
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it felt like he was always behind me or on the edge of my peripheral vision, watching just
out of my sight. It was kind of like when you find a spider or a roach or something
crawling on you unexpected, you can knock it of and kill it or throw it outside or
whatever, but for hours you still feel like there’s something on you, and you keep
checking yourself to make sure there’s nothing there trying to bite you or lay eggs in your
ear. It can ruin your day.

We drove up the petrified forest loop until we got back to 1-40 and then headed
east again. We’d lost a lot of time doing the tours, so after driving all the rest of the day
we only got as far as Albuquerque about nine that night, where we got another motel
room. | was still paranoid the whole time. | watched a little bit of news, but there were
no real developments.

Still, the whole thing was making me tired. | watched long enough to find out
everyone was worried about getting anthrax, and then laid down with Sharon. She had
seemed a little better that day, not as pale and weak, and she had been in a pretty good
mood. It was too bad I couldn’t enjoy it with her because of my weird hallucinations. |
guess | had decided that that’s what it had been; hallucinations. It was the stress of the
trip, the worry over what the doctors had said and the worry over what had happened in
New York, what was still going on. Airplanes weren’t allowed to fly, and there were
people stranded all over the place who weren’t lucky enough to hijack a rental car. As |
lay there listening to the familiar sounds of the oxygen compressor and light snoring, |
wished | had a joint. The first couple of days after leaving home had been sort of
unpleasant without weed, but they had been so busy that I didn’t have too much trouble

not having any. | know some people who would have brought some with them, like my
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friend Alan, but I’m too much of a wiener to do that; I would much rather go without
than run the risk of getting arrested. To me the stress of worrying about getting caught
would outweigh the benefit of getting high. The worst of it is just feeling slightly
irritated and having a little bit of trouble going to sleep. | had brought some over-the-
counter sleeping pills that helped at first and then | mostly forgot about it. The thing
about habits like that is it gets old after a while, needing to think and worry about them.
Addictions are like kids you don’t want, in a way. It’s your kid, and you made it, but it
creates way more trouble than happiness. As I lay there | thought about how when | was
a teenager it was a lot of fun, getting together with Alan and sometimes his brother and
other people and smoking a little, feeling more excited about doing something we weren’t
supposed to be doing than anything else, really. | miss that feeling sometimes, that
everything is funny and nothing bad can ever happen.

| finally fell asleep, though my brain was running like a hot engine. But then |
had the old nightmare about Father New Year, the one where there’s a thunderstorm
outside and I’m small, standing in the hallway of my parents’ old house watching the
front door, wanting to run but not being able to move because my feet are stuck and my
legs don’t work anymore. When he finally broke in through the door and scrambled
through the narrow hallway toward me, hunched over with his hands formed into
grabbing claws, grinning and dragging the rain and wind in behind him, I woke up. The
room was quiet and still except for Sharon’s oxygen compressor, chugging and wheezing

its way through the dark.
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We were all getting tired, which sucked what fun there had been in the trip out of
it the next day. We left Albuquerque the next morning early, about seven. | was tired
because | had woken up about one in the morning and laid awake for a couple of hours,
but I don’t think Sharon, Carrie and Althea slept much better than 1 did. When | woke up
about six-thirty Althea and Carrie were already up and dressed. The day was cloudy and
windy, which 1 think is fairly rare for that part of the country. | had noticed a lot of
thunderstorms off in the distance as we crossed the desert, riding high above the
magnified sky and land, making the light bend into a purple tinge as the lightning reached
down to touch the flat plain with white, crooked fingers. It was weird, though, because as
many storms as | had seen out there over the couple of days we had been driving, none of
them were ever directly over us. So when we woke up to muted light and the sound of
wind howling around the corners of the building, I think it put us all in a quiet mood.

We picked up some breakfast and headed out of town. As the morning wore on
the landscape became less and less interesting. The cacti were thinning and the scrub
bushes and rock-strewn hills that would characterize west Texas started to dominate. It
was still more desert, but not the kind that we had seen between there and California.
That desert had been huge, with a sense of magnified space and vastness that west Texas
just doesn’t have. Maybe it has something to do with the elevation, but the western
desert was just so much more entertaining. Once we got into eastern New Mexico |
started getting bored, and then when we crossed into the Texas Panhandle especially, |
started counting the miles it would take for us to get home.

We stopped in Amarillo to get something to eat, and | got out the map to see how

much farther we had to go. It was only about two hundred and fifty miles, but it seemed
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like it might as well be a million, as bad as | wanted to get there. | wanted to smoke a
little weed and take a shower and eat something that didn’t come from a fast food place
and take a nap in my own bed for once. We had been gone two weeks by then, and | was
starting to feel like it. Maybe it was just Amarillo that made me feel like that. It’s pretty
gross.

In the end, getting home was anti-climactic. Althea drove us to our house, |
carried our stuff inside, and then she went home to Edmond. Carrie, Sharon and I just
kind of stood around the house for a while, not sure what to do with ourselves. Sharon
seemed scattered and distracted, like she’d wound up for real in a life she’s thought was
just a dream. | sat down with her and watched the afternoon news, which was just more
about the Twin Towers. There were still no airplanes, and the government was still on
edge about what other plots might be in the works. They were worried about someone
sending powdered anthrax through the mail, and Sharon eyed the pile of junk mail that
had been waiting for us. | had put it on the coffee table to go through later. “Why don’t
you throw that stuff away, Gary?” she said. “It’s all just junk anyway.” | threw it away,
feeling stupid but still scooping the letters into an old Wal Mart bag with a folded out-of-
date newspaper. It was Thursday, and | didn’t have to be back to work until Monday. |
did all the stuff I had wanted to do in Amarillo, and then later | went down the street to
see Alan while Carrie and Sharon watched TV at the house. It was like there hadn’t been
a point to the trip at all. We went to California, put Sharon through all the tests and strain
and worry only to find out that there was nothing they could do for her after all, and we

might as well have stayed home, for all the good it did.
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Six

It gets hard to keep things together. Between the strain of working with the bunch
of idiot dipshits I had to work with and keeping track of Sharon’s appointments and what
I needed to do for her, | felt like | was losing it. The stuff with Father New Year didn’t
help. After we were home a few days and settled in again, | thought it would go away
but | stayed paranoid and scared, looking out for signs of him wherever | was. It kind of
reminded me of how H.P. Lovecraft stories made me feel when I was a teenager, the
characters were always going along, thinking things were one way, and then all of a
sudden the veil was ripped away and they were shown that the world was really another
way, a dangerous, scary way. That’s what | felt like, that at any moment | was going to
see something to confirm my suspicion that reality wasn’t real and that there were things
hiding just out of sight that wanted to tear me apart and rape my mind and leave me in a
gibbering pile.

It scared me how easy it was to lose my grip. As | went around doing my daily
stuff I knew in my mind that it was all just in there, in my head with the rest of the
normal thoughts, and that reality was real and there were no monsters or crazy men with
nineteenth-century-style clothes out to get me.

Still, weird things kept happening. | lost my coat one day when there was no one
around and | knew just where | had left it. 1 only left it for a couple of minutes, but it was
gone when | came back. It was upsetting because it was my favorite coat, one Sharon
had given to me when we first got together. It was leather and warm, like an animal

blanket. And then one morning my work boots were gone. | had left them in the hallway
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where | always left them the night before, but in the morning they were gone, just like my
coat. Sharon and | tore the house apart looking for them, but they weren’t there.

There were other things, little things that can be explained away without too much
trouble, but the thing that got me the most was the wheels on my truck. They kept being
loose. | mean, the lugnuts would be loose when I started driving it. The first time it
happened, I didn’t know what the sound was, it was just this sort of clanking noise that
sounded like it was coming from the underside of the truck. My dad had said something
about the U-joint getting worn out the last time he had ridden in the truck, so | thought
that’s what it was, and that there was nothing I could do about it, so I ignored it. Looking
back, I was probably not thinking straight, as high, worried, paranoid and scared as | was,
all at the same time.

I was going across town to see a couple of guys | used to hang out with but hadn’t
had time for in a long time. | was in a pretty good mood for once. | drove down the on-
ramp to 1-44, easing up the speed, trying not to put too much pressure on the U-joint that
was supposedly going out. | got up to about fifty miles and hour, when there was a loud
bang and the truck lurched. I thought, “Well, there goes the U-joint,” but when I looked
out the side mirror to check traffic, | saw a huge shower of sparks coming off the driver’s
side back wheel. Then something caught my eye on the same side. | looked over and
there was the wheel, bouncing along in the lane next to me. | had already hit the brakes
and the tire passed me, angling over towards the median where it eventually fell over and
stopped. In the meantime, | managed to pull over, shooting sparks all over the place, and
got out to look at what had happened. The clanking noise had actually been my wheel,

which | had been driving on with the lug nuts most of the way off. For all | know, it may
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not have even had any lug nuts on it to begin with, or maybe just one or two that were
really loose. Either way, it was just enough to get me out on the highway, going fast
enough that I could have been hurt. | shudder when I think of what probably would have
happened if it had been one of my front wheels.

I got the wheel back from the median, managed to get a ride home from a weird
old man that stopped to help me, and I got the thing put back together without too much
trouble. The brake housing was ground to shit, but it wasn’t so bad that | had to replace it
and there was a pretty good dent in the wheel well from when the tire came off, but the
truck was so butt ugly anyway it didn’t make any difference. And when | put the wheel
back on with new, locking lug nuts I really cranked those fuckers down on there, thinking
they would never come off even if | wanted them to. So that was okay, and | felt better
about it. But the weird thing is, a few days later | pulled out of our driveway and heard
the same clanking noise again. | stopped and looked, and sure enough, the goddam lug
nuts were loose again, and two of them were gone.

Looking back, that little stuff seems more important than it did then. | think that’s
usually how it goes.

At the time | was focused on the big things. As soon as we got home Sharon got
in touch with her doctors and got on a heart and lung transplant list in St. Louis, and set
up an appointment to install Flolan, that neck tube heart drip stuff she didn’t want to get a
couple of years before. It was going to be a few weeks before they could do it, so we just
sort of waited around. Carrie was in Girl Scouts, so | took her to her meetings and stuff,
and Sharon managed to still take her to and from school while I was working. We slid

right back into our routine. 1 kept drinking and running around with Alan and the other
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guys and Sharon stayed home, watching TV and making sure Carrie did her homework.
It makes me sad when | think back on it. | could have done a lot more.

It all started to seem more real when the nurse from the drug company came to
tell us about how to manage the Flolan connection. We were expecting her, so | had
cleaned the house that morning and we were all waiting in the living room for her when
she finally showed up.

She was short and nondescript, with short brown hair and those sort of almond-
shaped eyes that look like they maybe came off a paper doll or a drawing by a kid with
talent but not much imagination.

“Hi! I’m Sally!” she said.

“Hi, Sally,” I said, “come on in. This is Sharon, the patient, and this is Carrie.”

Sally came in hauling a big rectangular case in front of her. It made me think of a
salesman’s case, but more synthetic. “Hi! It’s so good to meet you,” she cooed at Sharon,
shifting the case to her left hand and shaking Sharon’s hand with her right. “And it’s so
good to meet you,” she cooed at Carrie, squinting her nondescript eyes and turning her
mouth up. Sally grabbed Carrie’s hand and pumped it. Carrie dead fished her and looked
up at her wide-eyed, with her mouth hanging open.

“Do you have a table or something, so | can get my things out?” Sally said,
straightening up and swinging the case at me a little. “I’ve got a lot of stuff to unpack!”
she said, looking around at us like she came to give us Christmas presents or a cookie
cake instead of a presentation on how to keep the hole in someone’s neck from getting

infected.
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“Sure, come on in here,” | said and led her into the tiny breakfast nook room
between the computer room and the kitchen. Until that morning there had been about a
million pennies piled up on the table, a pretty nice parquet wooden one, part of a dining
room set that we got from Sharon’s grandparents. | hadn’t had a chance to wipe the table
down after | took the pennies off, so it was all dusty-looking and didn’t seem very
sanitary.

“Okay,” Sally said, setting her case on the floor next to the table. “First of all,
you need to make sure you have a clean surface to work on. It’s easy for people to get
infections from a dirty area, so you need to keep it clean.” She opened the case and got
out a couple of disposable alcohol wipes, tore them open and started wiping a large swath
on the table top. “See how dirty that was?” she said, holding the black-stained pads up
for us to see. Carrie and | were standing in the door way coming from the computer
room, while Sharon was stationed in the kitchen doorway. We were all staring at Sally
and her dirty pads, transfixed. We all nodded. | was reminded of those infomercial
people selling miracle cleaning products, and how the audience oohs and ahhhs all
through their demonstrations.

“Right,” Sally said, reaching into her case. She set a plastic bag of clear fluid on
the table and then set a couple of vials next to it. “The thing about Flolan is that you have
to mix it. Now who’s going to be the primary caregiver?” | raised my hand. “Good!
Okay, so you need to have a clean surface, like | said, so always have alcohol wipes
around. Right. Now, you take this vial here, and you open it. Then set it aside ...”

Sally went through the procedure, which involved timing, cleanliness and

concentration. And | would have to do it three times a day. Then there was a lesson on
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how to keep the “lock” clean, which was the end of the tube where | would hook the bag
up so it could drip into Sharon’s neck. Then there was a little motor in a square casing
that went between the bag and the lock. “You need to make sure you always have fresh
batteries,” Sally said. “If the motor runs out of juice, Sharon’ll only have about five
minutes before the pressure in her heart returns to its previous state, which could cause a
lot of problems. And I’m going to be honest with you, you don’t want that to happen. It
could cause death, right? Good! Okay, do you have any questions?”

Sharon raised her hand halfway. “So, does that mean I’ll have to be on it for the
rest of my life?”

“That’s right,” Sally said. “You’ll have to have a steady drip of Flolan going into
your heart either for the rest of your life or until they find a heart and lung donor,
whichever comes first. Anything else?” All of us shook our heads. Carrie looked
completely shellshocked. “Good! Now Gary, this is a lot of responsibility, so you need
to realize that Sharon’s counting on you, right?”

“Right,” I said. “I know | have to be on top of it. | can do it.”

“Good! I’'m so glad!”

After Sally left, Sharon was quiet the rest of the day. | made a point to stay home
and hang out with her, but she didn’t seem engaged by anything. | went out and rented
Dumb and Dumber, which she had thought was really funny when we saw it at the movie
theater a couple of years before, but she couldn’t seem to focus. She just stared at the
screen, smiling a little, her eyes glazed. I can still only imagine what she must have felt.

¢
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From that point on it was all downhill. The fake sense we had resumed our
routine from before was gone. | kept thinking all the time about how | was going to mix
the Flolan drugs, going over each step again in my head the way Sally laid it out and the
way it was written in the pamphlet she left me. While | was working, driving, cooking,
washing clothes, drinking or anything | was going over each step in order. Occasionally
during the day, but mostly while 1 was trying to go to sleep at night, | would imagine
what would happen if | fucked it up. 1 would picture Sharon after | put a new bag on her
machine, standing there looking at me, her eyes widening as she realized something had
gone wrong. She would go pale, have to sit down, drool, grab her chest, and then her
whole chest would expand, there would be a muffled popping noise as her heart exploded
in her chest, and then she would fall over dead, blood leaking out of her mouth and eyes.
I would go to jail for mixing the stuff wrong. | would join a white supremacist gang to
keep from being raped. | would lift weights for my ten-year stretch and come out with a
swastika tattoo and huge, flabby muscles from eating bad prison food. 1 didn’t feel good
about any of it. 1 was losing more stuff as the couple of weeks leading up to Sharon’s
Flolan appointment went by, and | had started checking my lug nuts every time I left the
house. Most of the time | had to tighten them, and a few times some were missing. |
went to Wal Mart and bought a handful of them to keep in my glove box, but then pretty
soon those started going missing too so | had to keep them in my toolbox in the house.

The Flolan appointment was scheduled for a Tuesday. On Friday Sharon’s
potassium got too low and her heart started going nuts, hitting about two hundred and ten
beats per minute. Carrie was at her dad’s, which | was grateful for as | loaded Sharon in

the truck and took her to the Baptist Hospital emergency room.
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I got Sharon checked in and then sat in the waiting room while they fed her liquid
potassium through an 1.V. hookup. After about an hour, Dr. Norton, her heart specialist,
came out to the waiting room.

“Hello, Gary,” he said, sitting down next to me.

“Hi, Dr. Norton. How did it go?”

“It’s okay for now. We got the potassium level back up where it needs to be, and
her heart’s gone back to its normal rhythm.”

“Good deal. Is Sharon ready to go? Or do you need to do anything else?”

“Well, Gary, | wanted to tell you we’d like to keep Sharon here for now, since
we’ll be installing the Flolan pump on Tuesday. That way we can wean her off the
Coumadin and transfer her to Heparin for the blood thinning, and keep an eye on her
vitamin and mineral intake so this doesn’t happen again before then. That way we’ll
have a better chance of getting everything evened out and monitored correctly.”

“Yeah, it’s getting hard to keep potassium in her.”

“I know, Gary. This way we can keep her on the 1.V. so that won’t happen.
Okay?”

“Well, that’s fine with me, if you think it’ll help.”

“Good. We’re getting her set up in a room upstairs and getting her admitted. I’ll
send someone to get you and bring you up when she’s settled.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

.
They got Sharon admitted and in her room about eight that night. | went up and

stayed with her, called Althea and Lynn and my parents and a couple of other people.
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“It sucks you have to stay here all weekend,” I said. We were watching a rerun of
Seinfeld, and Sharon had a small, expectant smile gluing up the corners of her mouth. It
was the episode where the guy tells George the ocean called and they’re running out of
shrimp, and George spends the whole time trying to invent the perfect comeback line.

“Yeah,” Sharon said. There was an 1.V. bag of potassium snaking into the back of
her right hand, and she scratched absently at the dock with her left. “It’s going to be
pretty boring.” George had come up with his comeback line, and was running it by Jerry.
Sharon’s expectant smile cracked like a thin-shelled egg as George said, “Yeah, well the
Jerk Store called, and they’re running out you!” Sharon laughed with the canned audience,
which sent her into a coughing fit. | got her cup of water off the little table that straddled
the bed and handed it to her. She sipped it, trying to hear Jerry’s reaction.

I said, “It’s like I’m kind of relieved but I feel bad, too. I mean, if you stay here
they’ll be able to watch you until Tuesday, but you know. You’ll have to stay here.”

Sharon sighed and muted the TV. “I don’t want to stay here all weekend, Gary,
but it’s not like it’s your fault or something. Don’t worry about it.”

“I know,” | said. “I’m just going to miss you, that’s all.”

“You can stay up here if you want,” she said.

She was right. I could have stayed there if | wanted to, but | would have to sleep
in the armchair. It reclines, but it’s really more for worrying in through the night when
someone is really, really sick and you know you aren’t going to sleep anyway, even if
you’re in your own bed. “I hate sleeping in these chairs,” I said. “I’m just saying, | wish

you could just come home.”
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“Oh, Gary,” Sharon said. I could tell I was getting on her nerves a little. “Don’t
worry. It’s going to be okay.”

The nurse came in. He was a Kenny Rogers-looking guy who | could tell was
impressed with his own beard. He started fiddling around with the 1.V. bags, and then
unplugged the potassium from Sharon’s hand.

“I guess she’s got enough potassium now?” | said.

He smiled at a point over my right shoulder. “Yes, she has enough for now.” Then
he looked at Sharon and said, “Don’t you?” like she knew something about it. | hate
nurses. “We need to switch Sharon over to a Heperin feed now, so her blood will stay
nice and thin. Isn’t that right?” He was one of these nurses that wants to pretend all the
patients are like subnormal eight-year-olds.

“But, Sharon’s still got Coumadin in her system, right?” There are two kinds of
blood-thinners they gave Sharon. One was Coumadin, which was in a pill form. She took
it every day. The other kind was Heperin, which came in an I.V. and they only gave it to
her at the hospital. The difference was that Coumadin built up in the bloodstream and
took two or three days to metabolize out of the system, where Heperin acted instantly and
left the system almost instantly when they took it away. “l mean, she took a Coumadin
this morning, and it’s not out of her system yet, right?”

The Kenny Rogers-looking nurse smiled patiently and shook his head. “We have
to switch her over to the Heperin for the operation on Tuesday,” he said. “Don’t we?”

“Right, | get that part,” I said. “What I’m trying to say is that there’s still a bunch
of Coumadin in her system right now. And if you put in Heperin, it’ll like turn her blood

into water, right? Make it too thin?”
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Kenny Roger’s dorky twin finally started to seem irritated. “Look, the doctor
ordered blood tests, and the doctor decided that the patient needs to be put on Heperin. If
you want, you can ask the doctor about it when you see him.” He hung the bag marked
“Heperin” on the 1.V. rack and plugged it into the back of Sharon’s hand. | looked at her,
and she shrugged.

“Yeah, but the doctor won’t be in until like Monday,” | said. It was Friday night.

“Don’t worry about it, Gary,” Sharon said. “I didn’t have a Coumadin this
morning, | forgot to take it. So it was yesterday.”

They both seemed so sure about it, so I let it go. Sharon turned the TV back up
and finished watching the Seinfeld episode. | felt weird, like I was in the Jerk Store, but |
couldn’t tell who was the jerk, me or the nurse or what.

.

I went home and smoked a big bowl and finished my dinner from earlier. We had
been just sitting down to eat some food from Wendy’s when Sharon’s heart went crazy,
and | had stuck everything in the refrigerator as we were hurrying out the door. Most of
my hamburger was left, and some cold French fries. Sharon had finished her chicken
sandwich, but her cup of chili was left. | didn’t eat it, figuring it would keep until she got
home. | scarfed down the burger and fries cold, eating as fast as | could since | wasn’t
really very hungry but | needed to eat. Then | went to bed and dreamed of Father New
Year.

I woke up about six. | figured Sharon wouldn’t be up yet and I didn’t want to
wake her, so | worked on a short story about a guy who gets his neck broken while he’s

really drunk. I had been trying to write some stories over the last year or so, just when |
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had the time and the inclination. It had always seemed like hard work, but the few times
we had to write stuff in school I always got really good reactions from my teachers. The
guy in my story breaks his neck and passes out, but then when he wakes up he doesn’t
have any control over his body. It just goes around doing things and all the guy can do is
go along for the ride. | didn’t make much progress on it. It made me wonder about how
much I was really suited to be a writer. 1’ve read a lot of interviews with writers, and a
lot of them say they write because it helps them stay sane; when things get bad they have
to write to escape reality and that’s why they get so good. It’s like they have this
compulsion to do it, not because they’re all disciplined, really. 1 hate thinking about it
because it makes me start doubting myself, but I really don’t work very well when I’'m
worried or depressed or scared.

Anyway, | finally gave up and took a shower and went up to the hospital about
nine. Althea was already there and Sharon was awake, sitting up in bed while they
watched a rerun of Bonanza.

“Hey,” | said, leaning over to kiss Sharon. “I wasn’t sure you’d be up yet.” The
Heperin bag was still hanging on the 1.V. stand. Sharon seemed fine, so I didn’t bring it
up again.

“Yeah, they woke me up at like six when the shift changed to take my blood
pressure and all that stuff,” Sharon said. “I hate when they do that. One time they
actually woke me up to give me a sleeping pill.”

“Yeah, | remember that nurse. The one with the buck teeth.” Sharon laughed a
little, which made me glad. She looked a little better this morning, with more color in her

cheeks than she’d had the night before. That heart arrhythmia business always scares the
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hell out of me, and her too, I’m sure. It can’t be good for your heart to go that fast.
“What time did you get here, lady?” | said to Althea.

“Oh, about seven thirty, I guess. | just woke up early. Thought I’d go ahead and
get out of the house.” It had taken me a long time, but I finally got to where | could read
Althea pretty well. She was always quiet and seemed very placid, but I could tell by how
she was perched on the edge of the recliner seat and how she was rumpled like she’d
skipped showering that morning that she was worried as hell. | felt bad for her.

“Yeah,” I said. “l was up early too, but | thought they’d let Sharon sleep. Shows
how much I know.” | pulled up one of the other chairs from by the door over to the side
of the bed and held Sharon’s hand while we watched the end of Bonanza, and then an
episode of Little House on the Prairie came on. “Did they bring you any breakfast?” |
said.

“Yeah, they brought some eggs and stuff, but | couldn’t eat much,” Sharon said,
wrinkling up her nose. She doesn’t care for hospital food. | don’t think it’s really that
bad, at least not as bad as everyone jokes that it is, but | can see why it’s not her favorite
thing in the world.

“You want me to go get you something? | can go to Sonic or whatever. Get like
a breakfast burrito.”

“No, it’s okay. I’ll just wait until lunch,” she said

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah, don’t worry about it. 1’m not that hungry anyway.”

They brought Sharon a fried fish filet with rice, green beans and corn bread at

about eleven thirty, but she didn’t eat it, either. She picked around at it and took a couple
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of small, experimental bites, but left the rest. | ended up eating it, since I hate to see food
go to waste and I didn’t feel like going out to get anything or going downstairs to the
cafeteria. It wasn’t bad, though the rice was kind of dry and flavorless. | offered again to
go get her something, even though | didn’t feel like leaving, but Sharon said no again.
Althea went down to the cafeteria and brought Sharon back up a chicken pita wrap and
more or less forced Sharon to eat about half of it. She looked queasy as she put it down.

“Sorry, | just can’t eat anymore,” she said. “It feels like I just ate a rock, or
something.”

“Well, maybe you’ll be hungry for dinner,” Althea said.

“Yeah, maybe they’ll bring something really good. Either way, you need to keep
up your strength,” I said.

“For what?” Sharon said, nettled. “Lying in bed? It doesn’t take that much
energy, Gary.”

I didn’t say anything else about it. When chicken fried steak came that evening, |
ended up eating most of it, too.

.

Sunday was the same. The doctors and nurses came in throughout the day,
changing bags and monitoring things, giving Sharon pills and occasionally taking blood
out of her. 1 sat in the room with her until about six, watching a bunch of episodes of The
Rockford Files (Sharon’s choice), re-reading The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy and
trying to talk Sharon into eating her meals. She ate a little, and though it wasn’t great |

took it as a good enough sign.
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I had to leave in time to get home before seven, when Carrie’s dad was going to
drop her off. She still didn’t know Sharon was in the hospital again and | wasn’t looking
forward to telling her. | got home about six-thirty so | could smoke a small bow! before
she got there because | knew | wouldn’t get a chance to smoke any after she came home.
She had gotten so nosy in the last couple of years, and | think she had smelled pot
somewhere else and knew what it was. | don’t think | knew what pot smelled like when |
was nine but | knew a lot of other stuff, so there’s no telling what Carrie knew and when
she knew it. | do know that kids are almost always smarter than adults give them credit
for. I may not remember everything about being a kid, but | do remember that.

Anyway, | was mildly baked when Carrie got home at seven, but not so much that
she knew or anything.

“Hey, girlie, did you have fun?” | said when she came in the door. It was getting
cold outside, one of the oscillating swings towards winter the weather around here makes
in the fall, and Carrie’s cheeks were flushed. She was wearing a bulky blue sweater, and
her hair was pulled back into two blonde pigtails. She was breathing a little hard from
running to the door.

“I guess. |didn’t really go anywhere or anything. We just watched TV and my
dad shot his gun out in the yard.” She set her bag down on the floor next to the rocking
chair and then sat down next to me on the couch. I turned off the TV. “Where’s my
mom?”’

“Well, the thing is, we had to take her to the hospital again.” She automatically
looked sad and worried, though this had happened enough times that she didn’t start

crying, at least not right away. “It’s okay. | mean, we were going to have to take her
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tomorrow anyway, it’s just that her heart started going all fast again Friday, so | took her
up there and they just said she might as well stay, since she was just going to have to
come back anyway. This way they can watch her, and it’s even more likely that the
operation Tuesday will go the way they want it to, and she’ll come home good as new.”

“Okay,” Carrie said, and looked at the blank TV screen.

“Now, it’s up to you, but | wanted to know if you still want to go to your Girl
Scout meeting.”

“Can we go to the hospital?”

“Well, I was thinking about that. | mean, you have school in the morning, and |
have to go to work, and I didn’t know if you needed to do any homework or anything ...”

“No, 1 don’t have any homework, I did it yesterday. | don’t want to go to Girl
Scouts if my mom isn’t home. Can we go to the hospital?”

I didn’t really want to drive back up there that night, but I could see Carrie really
wanted to go. “Sure, we can go up there. | just thought you might want to wait until
after school tomorrow, since it’s getting late and all ...”

“No, I want to go see my mom,” Carrie said.

“Okay. Let me get my coat. I’ll bet it’s getting pretty cold outside, huh?”

We drove back to the hospital and spent a few hours watching more TV with
Sharon and Althea, who was still there. Carrie talked nonstop, going over the details of
her dad’s gun and what he shot, who came over and drank, what they said and wore, who
her dad was seeing at the time and what she had said to Carrie and what they ate at each
meal over the weekend. Sharon held her hand and laughed at everything she said, and |

was glad | brought Carrie up, because it really seemed to make Sharon happy. | was
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starting to get slightly worried about her not eating; | hadn’t noticed it before, but she
actually looked thinner than she had Friday, and while her color had been good for the
most part there had been periods where she had gotten really pale. And on top of that,
her cough had come back. She had coughed most of the summer before, but it had
cleared up by September, not too long before we went to San Diego. At the time |
thought it was because of allergies, and the dry summer we had. That may have been, but
now it was back and Sharon kept coughing over what Carrie was saying, trying to hold it
down so it wasn’t too loud. Althea and I took turns pouring more water for her, though it
didn’t seem to help for more than a couple of seconds when she took a drink. At first |
was annoyed that she had to be in the hospital for the weekend, but now | was starting to
be glad, since she didn’t seem to be doing too good. | was looking forward to Tuesday
when they would put in the Flolan and Sharon would start feeling better, and then we
could get back to normal, or as normal as you can be with a hole in your neck vein.

.

The next morning | called in as soon as I thought Harrell would be in the office to
tell him 1 wouldn’t be in until late because | had to take Carrie to school. That was
another reason | was looking forward to Sharon coming home; her being gone was
screwing up our whole routine. Harrell seemed pissed off that I wouldn’t be in until after
nine, even though it wasn’t like there were a hundred deadlines that had to be met that
day or we would all be spiked through the eyes with hot irons. That’s always what
bosses act like though, like it’s the end of the world if you don’t show up on time. It’s
not like 1 wasn’t going to come in, and | was actually going to stay late to make up for it.

Althea was taking the day off (her bosses weren’t dicks) and would pick up Carrie and
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take her to the hospital after school so I could work clear until six or seven, if that’s what
Harrell wanted, the bastard.

I got Carrie up and fed and washed and dressed and dropped off at school on time
and then I went to work, though I don’t think there had been very many times when | felt
less like being there. | clocked in and took my spot at the sample table and pulled a tray
of bags over and started taking moisture samples of each one. It’s a tedious process, and
the drillers bring in hundreds of samples a week. Each bag has to be opened and logged,
and then you have to weigh the container you’re going to dry the sample in, write that
down, break off a chunk of the sample, stab it with the pocket penetrometer to give the
engineer an idea of the soil’s compactness, then put the sample in the container, weigh it
again, write the new weight down, then put the container on a tray. You do that like fifty
times until the tray is full. Then you put the tray in the oven until the samples are dry,
and then you weigh them again to see how much moisture they’ve lost. It sucks pretty
bad, mainly because it’s so mindless and there’s really nothing to do but think about other
stuff. When Sharon was sick, | would just sit there worrying about her for ten hours. It
didn’t help that the radio in the lab was always set to the Christian station. It’s wasn’t
even Christian rock, which is bad enough, but it’s KLOVE, which plays the worst kind of
cheesy, pre-programmed keyboard crooning syrupy I-love-Jesus-so-fricking-much music,
interspersed with long, rambling lectures on how you should act. | hate that shit and |
itch about it all the time but Harrell seems to love it, or at least he doesn’t hate it as much
as | do so he thinks its funny to play it all the time. 1 used to change it when he left the
room, but then he started writing me up for it, calling it an “attitude problem,” and the

management wasn’t interested enough to listen to my defense.
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Harrell came around for a few minutes to make sure the radio was on the right
station and then he went back to his office to sit around and talk on the phone and eat
Chili Cheese Fritos and suck on wads of snuff. | swear to God | don’t know how his wife
can even stand to be in the same room with him, much less kiss him.

I had only been at it for about half an hour when the phone rang in Harrell’s office.
The management won’t let us have a phone in the lab because they think we’ll spend all
day on it the way they do. | could hear him, though.

“Dang it,” he said, “can you hang on, darlin’? There’s another call. No, | better
get it, 1 don’t recognize the number. It could be corporate or something. Hang on.” 1
heard him punch the hold button and then the button for the other line. “This is Harrell.
Yeah. Well, he’s pretty busy right now, he didn’t come in until late. Maybe he could call
you back on his lunch break ... uh huh ... now, when you say emergency, do you mean
like a real emergency, or like an I-need-him-to-pick-up-milk-at-the-store kind of
emergency?”

I got up and went into his office. He looked up at me with that shitty little smile
on his face, that goddam little moustache curled up at the corners, flecked with snuff and
chip crumbs. 1 grabbed the phone out of his hand. “Hey, now, Gary, you can’t ...”

“Shut the fuck up,” I said and held the receiver up to my ear. “Hello?”

“Gary?” It was Althea.

“Yeah, it’s me. What’s going on?”

“l don’t know. You better get down here. Sharon called me this morning, and

when | got here they’d taken her to I.C.U. I’m still waiting for the doctor.”
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“Oh, goddammit,” I said. “I’ll be right there.” | tossed the phone back at Harrell.
“I have to go.” He opened his mouth like he was going to say something, but when |
leaned forward to hear what it was, he changed his mind and said, “Okay.” | looked at
him for a second longer, wishing he’d said what | thought he was going to say, decided it

wasn’t worth it, and left.

Seven

The hospital is only a couple of miles from the office so by driving like hell 1 got
there in just under five minutes. | parked and ran for the doors. It still took me another
five minutes to get inside since the parking garage is like a mile away from the building.
I ran to the elevators and got up to the sixth floor 1.C.U. just fifteen minutes after Althea
had called the office.

| found her in one of the waiting rooms, looking at the wall and crying a little.

“Hey,” | said, breathing heavy from all that running, “what’s the deal? Is she
okay?”

“I don’t know,” Althea said, wiping her eyes with her sleeve. “She called this
morning about six and asked me to come up, but then when | got here she was already in
the I.C.U. The nurse | saw said she was unconscious, and the doctor was in looking at
her.”

“Oh, shit,” I said. “l hope nothing went wrong. Maybe she just had arrhythmia
again, and now they’re putting the Flolan thing in early, you know? I’ll bet that’s what

they’re doing.”
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“l don’t know,” Althea said, and leaked a few more tears. It was unusual to see
her so emotional. She could be pretty tender at times, but | don’t think I’d seen her cry
more than maybe once or twice through all the hospitals and different things that had
happened to Sharon. Now she seemed on the edge of uncontrolled weeping, and it scared
me. It made me wonder what Sharon had sounded like on the phone that morning. |
found myself wishing she’d called me, but at the same time | was kind of scared to know
what she said. | opened my mouth to ask, then shut it again. | decided it didn’t matter.
She was going to be okay, she was going to get better and | was going to take care of her,
no matter what | had to do and Carrie was going to grow up and Sharon was going to be
there to see it.

We waited around for about an hour and a half before one of the doctors came
into the 1.C.U. waiting room. Sitting in there hadn’t helped my nerves. Unlike the other
waiting rooms on the other floors, the 1.C.U. waiting room was full of people whose
friends and relatives were actually dying while they sat there, and they knew it. There
was a big fat chaplain guy that kept going around to them, trying to give them advice and
encouraging them to pray with him. Some of them did, some of them didn’t. | wished
we could move somewhere away from all the drama, but it was where we were supposed
to wait for news, so we stayed put and talked as little as possible.

I hadn’t met the doctor before but I guess he’d met Althea because he came right
over to us. “Mrs. Walker,” he said, and sat down next to her. | leaned over next to her to
hear what he was about to say. “Are you a relative?” the doctor said to me.

“Yeah,” | said, “I’m Sharon’s ... husband.” The word felt weird in my mouth.
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“Oh, yes,” he said. “l am glad you are here, then. 1 am Dr. Nazami.” He was
short, with a smooth, bald head that looked like he polished it with furniture wax.

“So what’s the deal?” I said. “Is Sharon okay?”

“Well,” Dr. Nazami said. He took off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his
nose and the corners of his eyes with his thumb and forefinger. “She is not okay, no.
The strain on her heart has become too much, and this morning she had ... an episode. |
believe she will die today.”

It took a couple of seconds for it to sink in. 1 hadn’t let myself think this would
happen and if you’d suggested it to me five minutes before | would have called you an
asshole and maybe even punched you. And it’s not that it had never occurred to me,
because it had. It had been circling the edge of my brain for six years. There had even
been several moments when | had thought to myself, “if she’s going to die, | wish she’d
hurry up and do it so I can get on with my life,” moments | immediately felt horrible
about and buried as best | could. After all the edging around it and telling myself it
wouldn’t, couldn’t happen, that God or the universe or whatever force is out there
keeping tabs on what’s fair and not fair wouldn’t, couldn’t be cruel enough to let things
turn out like this, | was shocked to find that things were indeed going to turn out like this,
and there was nothing anyone could do about it.

“What?” | finally said. “How can that be?”

“I’m sorry, but I’ve been telling Sharon for some time that she needed to get her
weight down and get on the Flolan to help her heart, but she has not done this. | am

afraid it’s too late now,” he said.
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“But she’s supposed to get the Flolan tomorrow! She has an appointment! And
she has lost weight. You can’t tell me she hasn’t lost any weight lately,” I said, looking
at Althea to back me up. Dr. Nazami put his glasses back on. His manner was
maddening to me right then; he actually seemed to think the conversation was tiresome,
that he’d had it so many times before and couldn’t suppress his contempt for people who
didn’t take his edicts at face value, that he was almighty in matters of life and death and
he couldn’t understand how people had the audacity to question his claims.

“I am truly sorry,” he said, standing up. “There is nothing to do now but wait.
They will let you in to see her soon. A nurse will come to help you.”

“Thank you,” Althea managed to croak as he was walking away. He didn’t slow
down, but gave a curt nod at her over his shoulder, with just enough of a sympathetic
smile to cover his obligations as a caregiver. | felt a sharp stab of rage so strong that |
would have jumped up and pounded his face in if | hadn’t been struck with a paralyzing
fear at the same instant. | just sat there and watched him go, my vision tunneling down to
a vanishing point of shock and full-body emotion. | was barely aware of Althea next to
me, sobbing openly now. | was locked inside myself like | was packed in a deep wad of
thick wool so the only thing I could hear clearly was my own breathing mixed with my
heartbeat. The sound of wind coming in and out of my body got more and more ragged
and started picking up heat, the way the winds do in the summer coming out of the south.
The heat floated up and burned my eyes, filling my sinuses from the inside, working up
through my face until it pushed out hot water, and then | was crying.

¢
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Eventually a nurse came out of the big double 1.C.U. doors across the hall from
the waiting room and ushered us back into a small room lined with chairs and a telephone
hanging on the wall. Althea got on her cell phone and called Lynn, and | was about to
use the wall phone to call my parents and some other people when the chaplain guy from
outside came in and sat down next to me.

“Hello, I’m Karl,” he said. He was a big guy with a craggy face, large wire-
rimmed glasses and that sort of carefully combed brown hair that’s swept over and thinly
hair-sprayed in place and looks like a helmet. He wore a charcoal suit with a blue and
green striped tie and a small gold American flag pin in his lapel. 1didn’t like him when
he was in the other room, and I didn’t like him now. | imagined he hung around the
waiting rooms all day, waiting until someone was losing someone, and then he would
swoop in and do his business. | wondered if he got paid for it. It would be just as bad
either way, | thought. If he got paid it made him a phony, since he pretended to be all
worried about people and their feelings, but then if he didn’t get paid that meant he was
the kind of guy who was arrogant enough to think he was meant to make a difference in
strangers’ lives at their worst possible moments. “Is there anything I can help you with?”

“I don’t think so, Karl,” I said, trying to keep my voice even.

“I’m one of the hospital’s chaplains,” Karl said. “I help people find ... spiritual
guidance when they’re going through hard times. The doctor told me you might be going
through a hard time. Is that right?”

“Yeah, | guess you could say that, Karl. The thing is, though, is I’m not very

religious,” I said, looking at the wall.
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“That’s okay,” Karl said. He had been using that sort of fake calming tone of
voice, like a guy that’s trying to get a hurt animal to come out from under the house, but
now he took it a step further and put his hand on my arm. 1 pulled back from him, and he
jerked back. “We’re non-denominational here, so whatever you’re comfortable with is
okay with me.” He tried on a little smile, but it just made me madder.

“No, it’s not a denominational thing, Karl. 1 don’t believe in any of it. Now if
you don’t mind, | need to make some phone calls.” 1 turned away from him and picked
the wall phone out of its cradle.

“Okay,” Karl said, not getting up. “That’s okay. You make your phone calls, and
I’ll just be here if you need me.” He settled back in his seat and rested his arms across
his broad belly. | turned back toward him.

“Goddammit, Karl, I don’t need your help. I’m sorry to be rude, but could you
please get the fuck out of here and let me call my family and tell them my wife is fucking
dying? Do you think you could do that?” My voice was unsteady, and | could feel that
blow dryer heat prickling at the corners of my eyes again. Karl recoiled and looked
shocked, and then hid it back under that unctuous demeanor again, as if it had been
against his will.

“Uh, okay, Gary. I’ll just leave you to it, then.” He got up and walked out with
his back stiff and his hands clenched. | felt bad as | watched him go, but also angry,
since he had pushed me to it. | hate that, when someone does something shitty and it
makes you mad, and then they get all damaged because you got mad and yelled at them

and then you’re supposed to feel like the bad guy.
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I started calling people. | called my mom and told her what was happening, and
then | called Alan, who said he would come right up. Then I sat there, thinking I must
have a million people to call, but I didn’t. My mom had said she would call my sisters
and my grandma and tell them and they would be up as soon as they could, and Althea
was calling everyone else. Sharon’s family is a lot bigger than mine anyway. She has
all kinds of aunts and cousins and step-cousins and other people, so | knew there would
be a big gang in there before long. Carrie was still at school, and someone would have to
go after her at three. Planning something like that seemed beyond me at that point. | just
kind of sat there for a while, wondering what the hell I was supposed to do with myself. |
wanted to sleep, scream, cry, run, punch somebody, hug somebody, throw things, rip off
my skin, jump out the window, eat something and throw up all at the same time. It was
an uncomfortable sensation.

After a while a mannish nurse with thick glasses, thin lips and short brown hair
showed up in the room. “Would you like to see her now?” she said, giving us a smile
that looked like she learned it out of a book. That’s the thing about hospitals; they try to
be kind and compassionate and human, but it’s like there’s a hospital version of those
things and the practitioners have to learn to do it the hospital way, because to do it the
normal way just wouldn’t be good enough. Or maybe it would be too painful to be
genuine all the time, and to feel real feelings for people day in and day out. | can’t say |
blame them, but it was making everything scarier and harder instead of the other way
around.

Althea and I looked at each other and nodded. It’s not like we really had a choice.

We got up and followed the nurse down the corridor, past rows of rooms with big, open
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glass doors with curtains covering their entrances until she stopped in front of a curtain
toward the end of the row. She turned around and gave us that same textbook smile again
and said, “Now don’t be shocked. We’ve made her comfortable.” Then she pulled the
curtain aside with one hand and waved us in with the other like a carnival barker inviting
rubes into a particularly interesting freak show. | was scared, but | was glad Althea was
there with me. | took her hand and we stepped inside.

Sharon looked awful. They had hooked every machine imaginable up to her.
There was a thick respirator tube running down into her mouth, an 1.V. tube running into
each hand, a tube running up under her gown, draining the piss out of her bladder. There
was the obligatory oxygen sensor and pulse keeper and blood pressure cuff. But the
worst thing and the most novel was the addition of cotton balls taped over Sharon’s eyes.
I’ll never look into your eyes ... again, Jim Morrison sang inanely from down in my brain.

“Why are her eyes taped like that?”” Althea said in a trembly voice.

“Well,” the nurse said, “to make her comfortable, we’ve had to give her
something to paralyze her, and something to help her sleep. This way is better.” She
didn’t really answer the question, but | was afraid to press her and | guess Althea was, too.
I had a moment when | considered taking the cotton balls off Sharon’s eyes, but then |
changed my mind. | pictured myself pulling them off and seeing her staring up at me,
paralyzed and unable to speak because of the tube down her throat. I just stood back next
to Althea in the narrow space between the foot of the bed and the door that wasn’t
crowded with machinery and watched Sharon’s body buck up and down with the

oscillations of the respirator. The nurse stood there behind us for a minute or so like
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maybe she was scoping us out to see if we’d touch something we weren’t supposed to,
but then stepped quietly out without saying anything.

We stood there together for about ten more minutes, not saying anything. 1 think
we were each waiting for a cue from the other to leave the room; at least | know | was. |
was horrified at what they’d done, and horrified at how there was nothing | dared do
about it.

We went back down the hall to the little waiting room to wait for people to show
up, holding hands like a couple of kids sticking to the buddy system on a school trip.

That was how we spent the day. I sat in the waiting room talking to the people
who came to see Sharon off, interspersed with bouts of crying. Sharon’s sister Lynn
came, and then my parents, and then Alan. Alan and me had been best friends in middle
school, though that sounds dorky to say now. But we had stayed friends. It wasn’t like the
old days anymore, but we had spent a lot of time drinking together, especially over the
last couple of years when Sharon’s sickness had gotten worse again. It was nice to know
if I called him, he would show up. Lynn left about two thirty to pick up Carrie from
school. We hadn’t seen the point of getting her out of class, since it looked like Sharon
would hang on into the evening, and we wanted to give Carrie as much time as possible
to enjoy the innocent, unshattered, whole part of her childhood. | was grateful that Lynn
volunteered to get her and tell her what was going on. | didn’t feel like I could move,
much less drive, much, much less explain to a little girl that her mom was dying.

Time stretched out, lost its definition and sort of swallowed itself like the
proverbial snake eating its own tail. | wished I could do that, swallow myself so |

wouldn’t have to finish. At times | thought this was the last bit of a hill I’d been climbing
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for a long time. It had been getting progressively steeper, and 1’d been able to develop

my legs so | could climb what I had to, but this last bit was almost vertical and | didn’t
know if I could do it. And then at other times | thought about how maybe it wasn’t the
last of the hill but only the end of the foothills and there was the actual mountain still
stretching out above me, the kind of icy mountain with sheer cliffs and stony crags, the
kind of mountain that was going to take specialized equipment like picks and ropes and
tents that attach to the side of the cliff and would take forever. And then what’s at the top?
Is there a climb down the other side or is it another sheer cliff that would just be easier to
fall from?

After a while all the analogies started hurting my head and I got Alan to come
outside with me and give me a cigarette. | felt bad because I’d been trying to quit, but it
seemed like it might make me feel a little better, at least for a second or two.

It hadn’t been that long since I’d had one but the cigarette felt strange between my
fingers, like foreign money. The first rush of nicotine hit my brain, and | marveled at the
traffic moving on the Expressway. Thousands of people going here and there, living their
lives, going to dinner, going home and going to work. It made me even sadder. | didn’t
feel like that would ever be me again. The steep grade of the future stretched out above
me.

“You doing okay?” Alan said after a while. He had showed up about a half an
hour after I called him and he hadn’t really said or done much. He gave me a hug when
he got there and then blended into the background. It felt good to stand there with him.
He and | went back so far, and having a connection from my former life before all this

mess made it easier, like an anchor point.
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“l don’t know,” | said.

“All this waiting.”

“Yeah. Inoneway, it’s ... I don’t know. It’s like she’s already dead. But then
she’s not. Does that make sense?”

“Yeah.”

We stood there and watched the traffic go by for while and finished our smokes. 1
sighed when | saw Lynn coming across the parking lot with Carrie. “Ah, shit,” | said.
Alan put an arm around my shoulders for a second.

“I’m going back upstairs,” he said.

“All right. Thanks, man.” He went back in and I crossed the drop-off lane to
meet Lynn and Carrie. Carrie took a few running steps and | gathered her up and held
her while she cried. Lynn stood there watching us, her eyes wet and red from the
constant daylong leaking. “Are you okay, sweetie?” | said, putting Carrie down. She
looked at the ground and shrugged, tears dripping onto the pavement.

“Come on,” | said, “let’s go upstairs and see your grandma and everyone, okay?”

Carrie shrugged again and | took her hand and led her in through the automatic
double doors. Lynn came along behind us and I reached back and got an arm around her
neck and pulled her up with us. It’s funny how people don’t seem to notice stuff in
hospitals, or they pretend not to. Anywhere else, and three crying people pulling each
other along would draw stares and questions of concern from passersby, but not us. We
passed nurses and cleaning people and other people waiting for news about their family

and friends, and no one batted an eyelash at Carrie’s sobbing, Lynn’s eye leaking or my
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strained, chokey breathing. We staggered onto the elevator and even though I knew it
wouldn’t have mattered | was glad we were alone.

“Gary, can | see my mom when we get upstairs?” Carrie said.

“I don’t know, Carrie. I’m not sure you really want to.”

“Why?”

“Well ... she doesn’t look too good right now. | mean, I’m not sure if it wouldn’t
be better for you to remember her how she was, you know? It might be ... nicer that
way.”

Carrie sniffled and wiped her nose with her hand. “I want to see her, though.”

I pulled her closer to me. “I know, sweetie, | know. We’ll see. | want to find out
what your grandma thinks, okay?”

Althea didn’t see a problem with it, so | didn’t see one either, | guess. Lynn,
Althea and | walked Carrie down to Sharon’s 1.C.U. room and took her through the
curtain and into the sound of the ventilator and the beeping heart monitors and the other
hissing, hushing machines. It was worse with Carrie in the room because | started seeing
Sharon not only through my own eyes, but through Carrie’s, too. My mom was down the
hall sitting in the waiting room, waiting around, and there had never been a time when
she was even seriously sick, much less dying, so I didn’t really know what that felt like,
but I could start to feel the edges of that sadness watching Carrie watch Sharon. She
didn’t say anything but I could tell the cotton balls bothered her, too. | didn’t want to
think too hard about it, like I said before, not knowing how aware Sharon really was, and

| could tell Carrie didn’t even want to address it.
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We all just stood there for a while. The sound of all the machines lay over us and
between us like blankets, isolating us into our own thoughts, even though we were
standing right next to each other, touching each other. Eventually | looked over at Althea
and Lynn, and we all nodded at each other and then we pulled Carrie gently away and
took her back down the hall. They got quiet when we walked back in, and | wondered
what they had been talking about. Not that it was really hard to figure out, but |
wondered what all their particular takes were. Alan and my parents were sitting together
and Sharon’s aunts and cousins were on the other side of the narrow room, grouped up
like cliques in a high school lunchroom.

.

We all sat there not talking, and then about eight-thirty that night I went back
outside with Alan and my sister Evelyn and Lynn. It had only been twelve hours or so
since Althea had called me at work and 1I’d come to the hospital. Only eleven hours since
the doctor passed Sharon’s death sentence. It felt like ten minutes and a million years. |
had spent stretches of time throughout the day standing by Sharon’s bed, watching the
machines jerk her body. When I couldn’t deal with that anymore | would go back to the
waiting room. When the silence got to me, |1 would go back down to see Sharon, and so
on. It felt good to feel fresh October air, even if it made me feel guilty to acknowledge it
felt good. We sat outside the doors again, me and Alan smoking while Lynn and Evelyn
stood off to the side a little. We kept on not talking. The only things we had to talk
about were too painful, and the minor chat we could have come up with was too trivial
and would have only highlighted the things we couldn’t say. It reminded me of

something | read by Francis Bacon one time about superstition. He made the point that
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an ape seems uglier by his resemblance to a man, and in that way superstition was that
much uglier because of its resemblance to religion. In an obscure sort of way that’s what
it was like out in front of the hospital. We all knew small talk would only make the real
issue at hand that much more painful and tragic by contrast.

About eight forty-five, Althea came just outside the double doors and said, “You
guys should all get in here now,” and we understood.

Back upstairs, we all crowded into Sharon’s room. The nurse moved around as
we came in, adjusting the machines one last time. | wondered how they could know what
was about to happen with such precision. Sharon’s pulse was slowing down and her
body bucked with growing violence as the ventilator tried to keep her going against death.
Finally, the nurse turned off the ventilator and left. 1 moved to the side of the bed with
Carrie next to me and took Sharon’s hand. | still wished I could see her eyes, though |
was still too afraid to peel the tape and cotton balls off, still afraid of what | might see in
her expression.

The noise of the ventilator was replaced with the noise of about ten people crying
as Sharon’s pulse continued to wind down and there were longer and longer gaps
between the beeps coming from the monitor. | held Sharon’s hand tight, feeling the
connection that had built between us for the last six years straining like a tired muscle, or
a tendon that had been pulled too tight and was about to reach the end of its elasticity and
snap off into a hidden recess. “It’s okay, Sharon,” I whispered, low enough that no one
could hear. “Let go, sweetie, it’s okay. Just let go. We’re here.”

Time stretched to a vanishing point so far away that those last few minutes

stopped being minutes; they stopped being measurable units of time and became simply
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organic blobs of experience that took up more memory than some years do. Sometimes it
seems like those moments are still stretching out, like 1 walked into a painting trying to
find the point on the horizon line that gives the illusion of depth, only to find the earth’s
round and instead of getting to the end 1’ve just kept going, circling back to where |
started. “The universe is shaped exactly like the earth, if you go straight long enough
you’ll end up where you were, the universe is shaped exactly like the earth ...”” My mind
was already creating a soundtrack of sorrow, automatically cataloging every sad song I’d
ever heard into a nonverbal, coded, crystalline monument to the frozen block of misery
growing inside me: “This is the end, beautiful friend ... I’m not here, this isn’t
happening ... | hope my pony knows the way back home ... the type of memories that turn
your bones to glass, that turn your bones to glass ...Deliah’s gone, one more round,
Deliah’s gone ...goddamn the sun, goddamn the light that shines on this world of
shadows ... children get older, I’m getting older, too... your heroes for ghosts, hot air for
the cool breeze ...golden slumbers fill your eyes, smiles await you when you rise, sleep
pretty darling do not cry ...”” | wanted to stop them but I couldn’t. It was like the
illumination of pain by small talk; the shallow surface of pop music only illustrated my
absolute inability to process the depth of tragic sadness I felt about what was happening
in front of me, the destruction not only of one life, but the collapse of the lives around
that life into the void left behind, and the burst of resistance that would throw us all apart
the way a star explodes after gravity in the core reaches critical mass and everything
burns up in a second, blowing the pieces across the universe and back out into the

clutches of chance.
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And then it was over. The beeping of the heart monitor gave a few hiccupping
tics and fell into the flat tone 1I’d heard on TV a million times, but never quite connected
to its real meaning. Sharon’s body relaxed and the group around her bed let out a short,
collective wail that spread out and collected in the corners, where it dissipated. We all
stood there holding our breath, one mind connected in a network of disbelief, soaking up
the sudden future like reluctant sponges.

The nurse reappeared and started turning off machines. | was still holding
Sharon’s hand, and the nurse worked around me like | wasn’t there. It amazed me how
efficient she was at her job, and | wondered how she got into her line of work and what
kind of person she was to be able to do it. The people at the outer edges of the room
started drifting out, and after a while it was just me and Carrie and Althea and Lynn there
again, crying and postponing the moment we’d have to leave and admit it was really over.
The nurse finally took the cotton balls off Sharon’s eyes, standing with her body between
me and Sharon’s face so | couldn’t see what her eyes looked like. Then the nurse passed
her hand down over Sharon’s face and left. Sharon looked like herself again with the
cotton balls gone. She looked so tired and pale, like she’d been through a long, hard
journey and she couldn’t stay awake any longer. | put my hand on her forehead and
stroked her face; she was already getting cool. | leaned down and kissed her forehead,
and smelled deeply at the juncture between her hair and her face to get one last imprint of
her into my sensory bank. She didn’t smell like herself, but already like corruption, an
unpleasant, almost chemical smell that made me pull back. | looked down, still holding
her hand, and cried for a few more moments then laid her hand carefully down next to her

and let it go.
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The next couple of hours were surreal. We made our way back to the waiting
room, and everyone hung around in there for a while like they didn’t quite know what to
do with themselves. | know I didn’t quite know what to do with myself. As people
finally started leaving, | stood around by the door, telling them goodbye. 1 felt like I was
a host at a party, somehow.

“Thanks for coming,” | said to an aunt, and got a funny look, like she was
wondering if | was cracking up. I kind of was.

Eventually, Althea, Carrie, Lynn, Alan and me were the only ones left. Alan said |
could stay at his house until I got my shit together, and Carrie was going home with
Althea for the time being. | knew she would probably end up going to live with her dad
before long, and | hugged her close. I didn’t know what to do or think. Carrie still felt
like my daughter, but without Sharon we didn’t feel like a family. It didn’t make any

sense, but at that moment, nothing did to me.

Eight

I didn’t go home for three days. Alan had rented a big house a few months before,
and there was plenty of room. | slept upstairs in an extra bedroom, which was empty
except for a queen-size mattress. It was one of those historical old houses in Heritage
Hills, so the room had high ceilings and hardwood floors. 1 lay in there, curled up on the
mattress, and the reflective surfaces of the mostly-empty room gave my crying a reverb
that made it sound extra creepy and bereft, even to myself. At the same time | took a

vain sort of satisfaction in the setting. It seemed sort of poetical that | was lying on a bare
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mattress in an empty room in a turn-of-the-century house, listening to the train pass
several times a day. Also, there was a bakery across the street from the residential block
we were on, and every morning | woke up to the smell of hundreds of loaves of fresh
bread coming out of the ovens over there. | wasn’t hungry, but the smell was soothing
and it added to the overall atmosphere.

Alan left me alone most of the time but he was always around when | made my
way downstairs. | couldn’t talk, but it was still nice to have him around. He wasn’t
working at the time. When | would come downstairs after my initial morning crying fit,
he would have a joint rolled, and we would smoke it in companionable silence. This was
one of the reasons I had turned down my parent’s offer to let me come stay with them;
my mom wouldn’t have even let me smoke cigarettes in the house, much less roll joints
for me three or four times a day. | felt like I was feeling too much and all | wanted was
to blunt the edge. 1 didn’t realize that blunting the blade was only making the inevitable
cutting process slower and more agonizing, but | wouldn’t have cared even if I did.

I took a shower the second day but | had to put on the same clothes, which got
kind of gross after a while, and | knew | would have to either sit around naked while |
washed my clothes or go to the house and get something else to wear. On the fourth day
I went to the house. | had stopped thinking of it as home, since it wasn’t home without
Sharon and Carrie. | had talked to Althea the day before, and she told me Carrie’s dad
had laid claim to her and she was going to go live with him out in Yukon where he had
just bought a big new house. 1 didn’t even get any say. Sharon and | had never been
legally married, and while 1 had put my name down as her spouse on her death certificate

it didn’t have any bearing on Carrie or what happened to her. It made me sad that she
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wouldn’t live with me anymore and that | wouldn’t take her to Girl Scout meetings
anymore and that she’d have to start at a new school where she didn’t know anyone.

| thought about it while I sat outside the house. Alan had offered to come with me,
but I knew being there was bound to be pretty hard and I didn’t want to embarrass myself
any more than | already had.

I was nervous about going in. | had developed this weird thing where | kept
imagining Sharon standing around in different places. The first time had been the
morning after she died and | was looking out the bedroom window, watching the dead
leaves skip down the street and the sidewalks like happy little husks on their way to husk
school. | looked back up toward the corner, and there she was in my imagination,
standing on the sidewalk looking up at me. | stared back at her. She looked lonely,
standing in the wind in her long sweat shorts, her tie-dyed T-shirt flapping around her,
her hair blowing over and off her face.

I had seen her standing around on street corners and up on top of light poles and
on top of the tall bell tower at Oklahoma City University on my way over to the house,
and once | got there I didn’t want to get out because | was imagining her standing on the
porch, like she’d been waiting for me. 1 finally worked up the nerve to get out of the car
and up to the front door.

I stood there for a little while, thinking about the summer before, this one day
when me and Sharon and Carrie were standing out on the porch just sort of talking and
watching the trees and stuff in the evening. It was getting on toward dark and the sounds
of the traffic on 23" were drifting over from a couple of blocks away, and the birds were

out and the air had a lot of moisture in it, so it smelled good and the temperature was just
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right. Our house was on the corner off 22" and Villa, so there was the occasional car
passing, and the stop sign was actually in our yard, so people kept stopping there on their
way to wherever they were going. It was like something out of a lemonade commercial,
with kids running around, playing and whatever. Anyway, we were standing on the
porch, at the edge under the arch leading to the front walk, and Carrie was goofing
around in the yard with a stick or something. | had my arm around Sharon, and she
seemed to be feeling pretty good. This was two or three months before the last trip to
California.

We were standing there, feeling all nice for once, when this junky car pulled up to
the stop sign. Then, without even looking over at us or giving any indication that he
knew what he was doing wasn’t cool, the guy in the passenger seat dumped a bunch of
fast food trash out into the yard. It wasn’t like he’d even put it all into one bag or
anything, it was a big loose wad of hamburger wrappers and French fry boxes and
ketchup packets and all that, and a mostly full cup of soda. The lid came off the soda and
it ran out into the grass and down the curb and back into the street.

“Hey!” | yelled. The guy that had dumped out the trash gave an incurious look
out the window at me, and then flicked a burning cigarette butt into the yard as the driver
gassed the shitty old car, blowing dark exhaust into the yard where Carrie was standing.
They blatted off toward 23

Sharon and | looked at each other for a moment, our mouths open. Carrie had
pretty much the same look on her face in the yard, staring at the pile of trash and the
smoldering cigarette end. After a few moments she walked over and stomped the

cigarette out and looked back at us. Then Sharon and I just started laughing. We stood
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there together with our arms around each other, laughing and laughing, and pretty soon
Carrie started laughing too and she came up on the porch and laughed there, and then we
went inside and | cooked something for dinner. And we felt happy.

I stood there on the porch and thought about that night. | probably was idealizing
it in my head, but I didn’t think | was too far off. Standing there in the watery late
October light, the chill biting into my nose and ears, watching the dead, crispy leaves
scutter down the street and through the yard, that night seemed like the greatest time |
had ever lived, full of a casual happiness that | suspected would never come back.

Inside, the house was warm but the air was stale. | had left the heater on the night
I took Sharon to the hospital, and the floor grate was still ticking away faithfully. It felt
weird to be in there, and the memories were crowded around me so thick it was kind of
hard to breathe. 1 tried not to think as | walked fast to the bedroom and got into the closet,
shuffling the clothes around on the hangers as | looked for my good slacks, shirt and a tie.
It was hard to ignore Sharon as | shuffled her clothes aside from mine and picked out
what | needed. | threw the pants and shirt and tie down on the bed, went to the dresser
and got a wad of clean underwear and socks, and then fell on the bed and wept for a
while with my face in Sharon’s pillow. When | was done | went to the laundry room and
got an old grocery sack, went back to the bedroom, put my clothes in it, grabbed a pair of
dress shoes from the back of the closet again while | held my breath, and then got the hell
out of the house before I lost it again. | locked the door, feeling a weird, strong mix of
guilt, anger, grief, and aching loss, like | was turning my back on Sharon’s memory, like
maybe | should have been stronger and sat in the house all the time, thinking about her,

wasting away until | could join her.
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On the way back to Alan’s she was on every light pole, every power line, every
roof top and every street corner. | stared straight ahead as much as I could, trying to hold
it together long enough to get back to my mattress so | could hide for the rest of the day,
maybe the rest of the week.

.

Sharon’s funeral was the next afternoon. Althea had reserved a pavilion in Hafer
Park in Edmond to have a memorial service, since she was tapped out from the trip to San
Diego and I didn’t have any money, either. | went with Lynn, Althea and Carrie to
Kinko’s that morning to make programs. We used a really nice picture of Sharon from
the year before that Althea had taken on Sharon’s last birthday at a Mexican restaurant
while Sharon was laughing at something. She looked really pretty. She was thirty. We
all wrote something for the inside about Sharon and got one of the guys that worked at
Kinko’s to help us put it together and get it printed so it looked nice, on some nice paper.

After that we sat around Althea’s house until it was time, picking at the food
people had been bringing over for the last few days, not talking much. Sharon’s ashes
were in a wooden box that Roger had made a couple of years before, sitting on the table
in the kitchen, waiting to be taken to the park so everyone could stare at them. The
service was supposed to be at three, so about one-thirty we went over to the park just so
we’d have something to do.

There really isn’t much to say about the service except it was the last time for a
few things. Carrie’s dad came and sat with her for the beginning of it but let her come
over and sit with me while the preacher my mom got to come from the Unitarian church

she was going to at the time gave his spiel about nature and wholeness and the
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insolubility of memory and all that crap. Carrie and | sat together and cried in front of
everyone, though we were facing away from them toward the duck pond that the preacher
was framed in front of. That was the last time Carrie and | sat together that way without
feeling the division of other people’s expectations. Really, it was the last time she was
my daughter, since after the service she went home with her dad to stay for good, and |
only talked to her on the phone once or twice to see how she was getting along. It was a
rare day for mid-October, as | may have said before: clear and blue and cool without
being chilly, at least in the mid afternoon. All my friends came, the guys from Cat War
and some other guys in different bands that we shared our practice space with. It was the
last time we were all together. It was the last time Cat War was all in the same place at
the same time. We never played again. The last time we had practiced had been a couple
of weeks before, and at the time | didn’t know it was the last time. | hate that, when it’s
the last time for something and you don’t know it, but | guess sometimes it’s better that
way.

It was also the last time | was in close proximity to Sharon’s ashes, the last time |
wore a tie and nice shoes, the last time I heard a preacher speak and the last time | was in
Hafer Park. It can be depressing when you think about how many things you might be
doing for the last time on any given day.

After the preacher had said his piece, we played some of Sharon’s mix CDs. They
had a lot of upbeat songs like “You Sexy Thing” but with some sad stuff like
“Landslide.” We all stood around for a while, talking and shaking hands and hugging
until people started drifting away, the way they did at the hospital the night Sharon died.

And again, pretty soon it was just me and Althea and Lynn and Carrie, with her dad and
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step-mom and Alan sort of hanging out in the background. We all sat around the box of
Sharon’s ashes for a little while and held hands, feeling the moment slip away without
talking, and then Carrie’s dad cleared his throat and she had to go. | rode back to
Althea’s house with her and Lynn, and hung around there for awhile, and then me and
Alan got in my car and went back to his house.

“How are you doing?” he said as we pulled out onto Broadway.

“Shitty,” I said, pulling off my tie.

“I hear you, man. I’m sorry.”

“Nah, don’t be. It’s just ... you know. 1I’m not too sure what I’m going to do

now,” | said.

Nine

Three weeks and two days after the funeral |1 went back to work. | had lain on the
mattress upstairs in Alan’s spare bedroom for those nine days, smoking cigarettes, crying
every couple of hours or so and re-reading The Catcher in the Rye three times straight. It
had been my favorite book when | was twelve or thirteen, and | thought it would cheer
me up. Itdidn’t. It passed the time, but in the back of my mind there was always some
open wound or another. It wasn’t just Sharon dying; everything had fallen apart. After
the funeral Carrie had been whisked away by her dad, taken out to his palatial new
mansion in the wilds of Yukon, of all places. Lynn and Althea were living in Edmond,
and they were a help, though they were going through the same thing | was and didn’t

feel too social, either. And then a couple of weeks after the funeral, my landlord told me
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he was evicting me. | hadn’t paid any rent the month before, and even though | begged
him not to kick me out, he said he didn’t have any choice. | never did stay there without
Sharon. My dad and Alan and me cleaned the place out and put everything in storage so
I could go through it once I got my shit together. 1 didn’t know when, if ever, that would
happen. All | knew then was I didn’t have a home any more. Sharon and Carrie were
gone, and even if | had some form of legal entitlement to see Carrie | was just too
depressed. All I had left of my “old” life was my stupid goddam job.

So | got up that Monday, put on my jeans, T-shirt and work shirt, pulled on my
Redwings and went to the lab. It felt strange to be up so early. When | wasn’t lying
around crying and reading | went downstairs and ate with Alan, and we had been
smoking a lot of pot. So that gave an added dimension to the unrealness of how I felt as |
drove. It was just before dawn, and the streets were still mostly empty. It felt like my
truck was floating.

It wasn’t too bad when | first got there, because it was just me and Harrell, and
Harrell was posted up in his office with some coffee and donuts and a magazine,
following his usual morning ritual. 1 knew in about a half hour he would go to the toilet
out in the loading area and stink it up, then come back and do nothing some more until
lunch time. The only deviation had been his failure to say anything to me when he came
in. I had been weighing moisture samples with the radio off, trying not to think and
doing a poor job of it. 1 opened each bag of samples with the little blunt-ended paring
knife we kept around, and each time I did it my mind strayed just far enough from Sharon

to consider putting it through my eye and getting the whole thing over with.
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The field testers started trickling in from their early morning pours and
inspections, some of them bringing in loads of concrete cylinders for smashing and
recording, some of them bringing in mortar and soil samples for proctors, plasticity
indexing and gradation washes. A lot of them didn’t say anything to me but walked
quietly by as they came in through the loading bay, their conversations fading off like a
stereo turned down by a nervous kid up past bedtime. I didn’t mind. I sat at the blue
table facing the wall, logging in and weighing my moisture samples. About ten the
drillers came in and dropped off another big bunch of sample bags to be logged and
weighed, which | was glad for. It would keep me busy the rest of the day and | wouldn’t
have to talk to anyone if I didn’t want to.

True to form, Harrell came out of his office about eleven-thirty, on his way to the
Chinese buffet down the street where he went at least three or four times a week. | heard
his door open across the room, and | hoped he would just go out, but after his keys rattled
in the office door there was a pause and then his boot heels clocked their way over to the
counter where | was working. | hunched my shoulders and stabbed my pocket
penetrometer into a big hunk of fat red clay, pretending it was my throat. Harrell came
up next to me and leaned one hand on the counter.

“How’s it going, bud?” he said, trying to sound like he cared without sounding
like he was trying too hard to sound like he cared.

“Living the dream,” | said, not taking my eyes off my sample.

Harrell shifted around a little. Normally he would have given me shit for saying
something so disloyal to his father-in-law’s company, but I think he was picking up that it

was the wrong day to split hairs with me. “Look, some of the guys took up a little

123



collection. You know, since you missed all that time without pay and all.” | had been
gone for almost two whole weeks, and since | had used up all of my vacation and sick
time on that last trip to San Diego, | wasn’t getting paid for any of it. | hadn’t been
thinking much about it, but truth be told, I was starting to run pretty short on cash.

Harrell dropped a white letter-sized envelope on the table and put his hands in his pockets.
“I’m going to lunch. See you in a bit.”

“Thanks, Harrell,” I said. My voice was only a little unsteady, but for some
reason | thought if | looked at him he would be able to hear it better, so I didn’t look at
him.

“Don’t thank me, thank the guys. And the company,” Harrell said, and walked
out, his boots clocking fast for the door. He slammed through it, farting a little as he
pushed it open. Harrell is such a charming guy. Even though he had basically just told
me that he hadn’t chipped anything into the envelope, the fact he wasn’t too much of a
dick about it was pretty nice, for him.

I waited a few minutes and weighed the four or five more samples there was room
for on the tray, then put it in the drying oven over the counter before | opened the
envelope. For some reason, | was really touched. And really relieved, actually. Alan
was doing okay, but he didn’t have money falling out his ass and | felt bad freeloading
for so long. As I looked at the outside of the envelope I imagined opening it and finding
a check for three or four thousand dollars. If the company had chipped in, it was
probably something pretty good. There was no way, but it’s easy to get carried away
when someone gives you an envelope and tells you there’s an undisclosed amount of

money in it.
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I held the envelope up to the bank of fluorescent bulb over the counter, but |
couldn’t see anything through it. 1 was one of those company envelopes with lead lining
to shield criminals and employees from seeing what’s in them until the people
responsible for what’s in them are far away and outside the jurisdiction of wrath. |
shrugged and tore open the end and blew into the end to pop it open. | mentally crossed
my fingers and pulled out the check and looked at it. It was for fifty-seven dollars and
thirty-two cents. | looked back into the envelope and then shook it over the counter,
hoping something else would fall out onto the scale. Nothing did. That was it. Between
my twenty-three co-workers and the 300-or-so-branch corporation | had worked for over
the preceding six years, all they could come up with was fifty-seven dollars and thirty-
two cents. | wondered where the thirty-two cents came from, whose car ashtray it had
been cleaned out of.

I sighed and put the check back in the envelope. | thought for a moment about
tearing it up and putting it in the trash, then about tearing it up and putting up Harrell’s
nose, but in the end | folded the envelope in half and put it in my shirt pocket. What the
hell. I could buy a half ounce and maybe a bottle of whiskey with it, so it wouldn’t be a
total loss. Maybe that’s all they meant for me to do with it in the first place; get good and
loaded and forget about my self-pity for a little while. They were those kinds of guys.
For them, coping skills meant working through whatever was bothering you, never
talking about it and getting as drunk as you could whenever you could. Die at fifty (if
you’re lucky) and let it go at that.

| started a new tray of samples and tried to forget about the check. Once I started

thinking about it, I realized the fifty must have been from the company, and the seven
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thirty-two from one or two of the guys. | turned on the radio to take my mind off it,
though | hate the radio. The only stations I could just about stand were KRXO, the
classic rock station, and KOMA, the oldies station, which was really just like classic rock
but with more emphasis on the sixties in their play list. The only thing about them,
though, is that they play the same thirty or so goddam songs over and over. KRXO was
playing “Landslide” by Fleetwood Mac, with Stevie Nicks singing about getting older,
too. It made me think about Sharon, and | started tearing up. | switched it over to
KOMA, but they were playing “Wish You Were Here” by Pink Floyd, which was almost
as bad. The only difference was that | pictured “Landslide” being sung from Sharon’s
point of view, where “Wish You Were Here” was from mine. “Landslide” was worse. |
slapped the plug out of the wall and the radio went dead. | felt so bad. I had been going
over things that I’d done to Sharon, things that I’d wished 1’d done different, stupid little
arguments that didn’t really mean shit at the time that made them seem even more petty
and cruel in retrospect. | could remember every time | hurt her feelings, and each
incident chewed at my brain like a little guilt rat.

I weighed out moisture samples and put them on the tray without thinking about
what | was doing. | started thinking about a couple of weeks before Sharon died when
she had to go to the hospital to get some blood tests done. They had to do that about once
a month so it wasn’t a really big deal, and | had to work so | didn’t go with her. | mean, |
could have gone, but | was worried about the time | had missed in Calfornia and I didn’t
want to miss any more. Besides, | had had about enough of hospitals by that point,
though I’m sure she had, too. The thing | remembered was she told me later that after

they took the blood, they wanted her to walk some paperwork upstairs to one of the other
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offices. It wouldn’t have been a big deal, since she just had to take the elevator up and go
across the hall and give them the papers, but somehow she got lost on the way back.
Sharon said she walked around for like twenty minutes, pulling her oxygen tank behind
her on its little cart, trying to find the elevator again and the way back to her car. The
worst thing was that she had to stop and catch her breath a lot and people kept walking by,
but no one would help her. She was too embarrassed to ask anyone, and no one offered.

When she first told me the story | felt bad and gave her a hug and kissed her and
everything, but as | sat there going through the bagged samples the incident took on a
whole new dimension of nightmare. | just kept feeling guiltier thinking about Sharon
walking up and down the half-empty corridors, stopping every few minutes to lean
against the wall and breathe from her oxygen tube. | imagined her getting paler, then
breaking a sweat, her green eyes taking on a wide-eyed combination of weariness and
panic and sorrow. All while | was sitting right where | was sitting then, sorting through
little bits of dirt for the fuckhead engineers in the back offices, probably listening to Steve
Miller or goddam Eric Clapton or whoever, maybe out back having a cigarette break
while Sharon was slowly suffocating under her own weight.

I was just about at the point when | thought I might really take the knife to myself
when the door banged open and Harrell came back in, picking his teeth with a wooden
toothpick and belching softly. He ambled over to me, rubbing his fat belly and dragging
his boot heels across the concrete floor. As he leaned against the counter again, facing
toward me, | could smell stale garlic and sesame oil coming off him in waves, mixed a

little with the Brylcreem he used to stick his dark hair back off his forehead.
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“What say, Gary?” he said, and belched again. The smell made my stomach
clench. 1didn’t say anything. “Pretty good little collection there, huh? The company
doesn’t usually do that kind of thing. Made an exception, since you’ve been here so
long.”

“Yeah, they really knocked themselves out,” | said.

“You ought to be grateful they did anything for you. This is a Christian company,
and you and Sharon weren’t actually hitched, after all.”

“Yeah, they’re a bunch of real princes. Fucking royalty. 1I’m surprised Jesus
doesn’t rise from the dead just so he can come to work for such a sterling bunch of
charitable fucking saints. 1’m going to write my Congressman and tell him to send a
goddam medal.” My face was getting hot and my hands were shaking. The blunt,
wedge-ended knife was by the scale. | pushed it to the other side, out of sight.

“Hey, | know you’re under a lot of stress, and you’re probably pretty upset. But |
can write you up for that kind of talk. You just remember that,” Harrell said, leaning in
too close.

“Yeah, I’ll remember that. Just like I’ll remember you’re a shit-ass, cunt-faced,
cock-gobbling douchebag.” It didn’t even make sense. It was like someone else,
someone fluent in profane rhetoric and maybe a little bit drunk, was speaking through me.
| kept trying to weigh out samples for my tray, but my hands were shaking so bad | was
having a hard time keeping the soil in the little tin cups. Harrell took a deep breath.

“All right, goddammit,” he said. “Gary, you need to get on out of here until you
get your attitude under control. 1 don’t get paid to stand here and listen to you talk to me

like ...”
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“No, you get paid to sit on your fat fucking ass, talking to your fat bitch of a wife
on the goddam telephone, eating microwave pork rinds and scratching your sweaty balls.
Isn’t that about right?” Completely on its own, without any help from me, my hand
reached back around the scale and picked up the wedge-tipped kitchen knife. | turned
toward Harrell and scooted my ass off the stool so | was half standing. | was holding the
knife down by my leg, and Harrell looked at it as he took a couple of steps back.

“Now Gary, don’t be crazy now,” Harrell said, and licked his lips. He armed
some sweat off his forehead while his eyes shot back and forth between the knife and my
face. “Just go on home and take you some rest. Maybe take a few days. Okay?”

I half stood there looking at him, feeling the knife handle getting a little slippery
in my hand as | started to sweat. | felt hot all over and it was hard to breathe. | knew I
had crossed a line, but not very far; if it had been a real line I could have looked over my
shoulder and still seen it, probably could have just scooted back a little and been on the
right side. Only I didn’t want to cross back. | wanted to keep moving, but | wasn’t sure
how. | did the first thing that came into my head, and drew the knife hard across my
wrist, not sure what it was exactly that | wanted to happen, but hoping it would be
something. | whipped the blade across my skin hard, looking into Harrell’s piggy little
eyes. | followed through on the sweep, ending with the knife held up about shoulder
height in my right hand. Harrell and I looked at each other for a long moment, and then
we both looked down at my wrist at the same time. It burned, so | assumed | had
managed to open it up. | hadn’t. There was just a red, scraped-looking weal running

across the outlines of the veins and tendons, with a little thin scratch at the end where the
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tip nicked off the side. A tiny drop of blood oozed out and sat there, looking up at me
like an accusing evil red rat eye.

Harrell and | looked at each other again. All the heat had drained out of me and |
felt dizzy, like my blood had gone into my feet and left my brain to fend for itself. | was
still shaking. 1 just stood there, holding the knife up where it stopped at the end of its
swipe, like a kid who had swung high on a swing set just when time froze.

Then Harrell did exactly the wrong thing. He started laughing. It came shuffling
out of his nose, then his mouth opened and flapped his blubbery lips with the growing
force of it, jiggling his little butt chin and skimming out his patchy mustache in isolated
strands. As his chuckles ramped up he started blowing that stale garlic and sesame oil
smell at me some more, making my stomach clench all over again. All of a sudden my
vision sharpened down to a fuzzy tunnel, magnifying Harrell’s face in the center. |
noticed that | could see his pores sitting in the surface of his skin like oily little potholes,
some of them packed with slimy-looking dirt. Fine hairs were blowing out of his nostrils,
not quite touching his mustache. The laughter moved from his throat down into his belly,
and started coming out in full-throated honks.

“Oh,” Harrell said, slapping his knee. “Oh, I’m sorry. | know it’s not really
funny, but you’re just such a fuckup ...” and he was off again, blowing that smell into my
face as his body jiggled and wheezed. The part of him that was in the center of my vision,
the part that was magnified, turned from color to black and white.

“You dumb fucker,” I said, and swung the knife in a neat, almost polite arc across
from where it was still hanging to an endpoint in Harrell’s neck, a little bit above his

collar. Ilet it go and it stayed there, with only about half an inch of the three-inch blade
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still showing above his paling skin. Harrell stopped laughing. He stood there for a few
moments, his skin losing color and his eyes widening until I thought they would pop out.
After what seemed like a long time he said, “Ahhhhg!”” and fell to his knees. He looked
and fell over on his right side so the knife was sticking up in the air. | watched him pant
there for a little bit until his eyes closed.

As soon as Harrell’s eyes closed | snapped back into myself. Color came back
into the room, my peripheral vision came back and | was aware of the sounds coming
from the loading bay out back; the sound of the other radio out there, a couple of people
talking and the sound of a proctor hammer tapping up and down on a molded sample.
And the faint buzzing of the fluorescent light banks hanging over the sample shelves.
There was no one else in the lab. The color and sound had come back into the world, but
my thoughts were suspended, like they were in a broken rollercoaster car, stuck at the top
of the big drop.

I nudged Harrell with my foot. He didn’t move. | thought about feeling for his
pulse, but I didn’t want to touch him. I stood there for a moment longer, vaguely
thinking that maybe I should tell someone what | had done. | was really thirsty. My
mouth felt so dry, and my tongue felt swollen, like it had been bruised. I figured I would
go out into the loading bay, get a drink of water from the water cooler out there, and then
go up front into the office and tell someone, probably the secretary, what | had done.
Then that person would call the police while I sat quietly on the floor, sipping my water.

| stepped over Harrell, trying not to look at him. He wasn’t bleeding a lot, but the

edge of his skin where it was wrapped around the blade was coated with blood and a
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medium-size trickle was running across his throat and down his shoulder onto the floor,
where it formed a small pool. It wasn’t that big, but enough that you would slip in it if
you weren’t watching what you were doing. Harrell was just lying there still, his eyes
closed, but I felt scared stepping over him anyways. | kept thinking he was going to
reach up and grab my ankle, pull the knife out of his neck and stick it up into my balls.
That’s one thing that’s ironic about me stabbing Harrell 1 guess, since I’m super scared of
being stabbed. That’s one of my things, like I lie awake at night sometimes thinking that
someone is going to sneak into my room and stab me, maybe with an ice pick or a rusty
knife. Especially in the one week, four days and sixteen hours or so that Sharon had been
dead, | had been thinking about it a lot.

I made it over Harrell without him making some sort of zombie-movie grab at me.
| tiptoed over to the door leading out to the loading bay. There was no one around, but |
had the idea that if I made too much noise somebody would jump out and grab me. | was
sweating a lot even though I felt cold except for my feet, which felt swollen and itchy. |
eased the door lever over as silently as possible and went out into the loading bay.

It’s not unusual for the technicians to all be out on jobs, testing concrete and soil
densities or picking up mortar or whatever. The only person out in the bay was Tino, a
young guy who had taken over crushing the concrete cylinders a month or so before. He
looked up and waved at me as | came out the door, and then he went back to watching the
cylinder he had in the machine. | stood there for a few seconds until the cylinder reached
its pressure level and exploded out on the side toward Tino, who didn’t even flinch

behind his safety glasses. Concrete bits littered his boots and bounced off his jeans. |
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had done the job myself for a few months, and you got used to bits of concrete flying at
you. | only got hit in the face a few times, and only cut once, on my forehead.

As Tino dumped the shattered remains of the cylinder out the other side of the
crushing machine into a wheelbarrow | turned right and went across to the connecting
bay where they kept all the field equipment. The water cooler sat against the wall at the
back. | took the top paper cup off the dispenser and threw it automatically in the trash
can next to the cooler since the top one is always dirty, and | pulled off the next one down
and filled it with water. 1 stood there sipping it, looking out through the open bay door
into the back lot. It was nice out. It was November, but it could have been March, April,
September or any other month for that matter. The air was moist but cool enough not to
be humid. Low-lying enamel-white clouds scooted steady across the cobalt sky like
construction paper cutouts on a motorized string. The clouds were tinged with dark
edges, making it look like they had shadows against the sky, enhancing the illusion of
unreality. It was my favorite sort of weather. The wind was high up, pushing the clouds
fast across while the air on the ground remained relatively still.

I sipped my water and tried not to think about what | had done. Since | had
formulated my little plan to have a drink of water and then confess, | had been just trying
to follow one step at a time, moving forward. | tried to think of it like | was walking
down a road and time was the painted dashes down the middle. | would keep my eyes on
the next little dash, and then the dash after that and so on. It seemed simple. But
somehow the dash that was the moment | stabbed Harrell in the neck kept getting in front
of me, sitting on top of the dash | was supposed to be focused on so I tripped over the

double-thick paint while I was looking forward to the next stripe and didn’t notice the old
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stripe sitting there. It doesn’t make any damn sense, but that’s how I was thinking of it
while | stood there. | was just trying not to trip over any more paint stripes, but the more
I tried not to the more | did anyway.

| finished the water and threw the cup into the trashcan. There was still no one
around and I assumed no one had gone into the lab, since no one was running around
freaking out about Harrell’s body lying in there. According to my theory, the next paint
stripe | was supposed to be moving to was going to the front office and telling the
secretary that | had stabbed Harrell in the neck. But as | was standing there, looking at
those cutout clouds sliding over their background, I didn’t feel like it. The more |
thought about time, the more | realized it wasn’t so much a straight line of painted dashes,
but just one big painted dash spreading out everywhere. That’s why | kept tripping over
that stabbing moment, not because it was getting in front of me like magic, but because |
was walking in circles. It was my own fault. Everything was my fault.

Instead of going up to the front and confessing, | figured | would just wander off
that straight line and see what happened. | walked out through the equipment bay into
the muted sunshine, then across the narrow drive past the drillers’ equipment shed and
into the gravel parking lot.

“Hey!” I heard behind me. 1 felt a little jump in my gut, but since | didn’t expect
to get very far anyway, it wasn’t too much. | turned around, expecting cops with guns
pulled on me to be standing there. Instead, it was just Tino. “You going to lunch?” he
said.

I shrugged. “I guess.”

“Where you going?” he said.
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“l don’t know.”

“Can you pick me something up?” he said, picking concrete chips out of his hair.

“Sure,” | said, and walked back toward him. Tino reached into pocket and pulled
out his wallet. He fished around in it, pulled out a five dollar bill and handed it to me.

“Just get me a burger or something, or whatever. Burrito, or whatever. Okay?”

“Yeah, no problem,” I said, tucking the bill into my shirt pocket, feeling another
doubling of unreality. “You got a lot of cylinders today?”

“Yeah, Harrell said | can’t go anywhere until we’re caught up. That’s why I’'m
not going to lunch. There’s a couple hundred more in there.”

“Shitty,” I said. “That’s Harrell for you. A real company man.” 1 giggled, then
stopped. | wasn’t sure how hysterical it sounded.

“You mean a real company dickhead,” Tino said. | laughed a little, trying not to
think too hard, and we just sort of stood there for a few moments. “So, you doing
alright?” Tino said it like he wasn’t sure he wanted to, but like he thought he should at
least say something.

“Ah, you know. Taking it as it comes,” | said, looking off toward the street.

“Yeah, | guess that’s all you can do,” he said.

“Yeah.”

“Well, 1 was real sorry to hear about it. | never met her, but, you know ...”

“l do. Thanks,” | said.

“Sure.” We stood there for a few more awkward seconds, and then | patted my

shirt pocket.
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“Well, I’m going to go so | can get back. Harrell’s got me up to my neck in it,
too,” | said, letting out another hysterical giggle.

“Okay. See you later.” Tino turned and picked up another concrete cylinder like
it was a good friend that had come to help him out of an awkward conversation. 1 didn’t
blame him. I turned back and headed for my truck again. | was having a hard time
wrapping my mind around what had just happened, so I didn’t even try. | had taken
Tino’s five bucks and | wasn’t coming back. No one came out and grabbed me. Either
no one had come out into the lab, or no one had noticed Harrell there lying in blood. The
construction paper clouds were still moving across their blue backdrop. | was getting in
my truck and starting it up. | had no idea where | was going or what | would do when |
got there. And it didn’t seem to matter. | was off the painted line and everywhere |

looked there was just more empty space.

Ten

After | left the lab I just drove around for a while. 1 wasn’t sure what | should or
shouldn’t think. I didn’t know if one particular thought would lead down a dangerous
road that | didn’t want to go down or if it was all the same and it didn’t matter. The
thought I was most actively avoiding was connected to Harrell. | kept imagining
different scenarios in which first the secretary, then one of the engineers, then a
technician or two, walked into the lab and saw Harrell lying on the floor. | imagined they
would see my clipboard and stuff on the desk and know | was responsible. | couldn’t

remember exactly what 1’d left behind. It wasn’t much, though it didn’t matter since 1’d
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probably left a couple of big fat bloody fingerprints on the knife handle and probably on

the door. Probably the water fountain too, for that matter. And the cup 1’d drank out of.

Not to mention the dusty cup I’d thrown away before | drank out of the cup 1’d drank out
of. Footprints. Saliva. Hair samples. Who knows what all.

Worse, | kept picturing what those hypothetical people would see when they
wandered into the lab. Fat, dead Harrell, lying on the dirty floor like a sack of neglected
flour, the blood pooled under his face and body, soaked into his green company golf shirt
and thickening like soup skin as it cooled. And that collar of blood around the knife
blade. | wondered if anyone at the office would pull it out. Then I decided as stupid as
most of them were, they wouldn’t be that stupid. They would wait for the paramedics. |
pictured Harrell’s face as a rubber-gloved hand reached down, grabbed the knife handle
and pulled with slow, steady force until it loosened, and then the sound it would make as
the hand pulled it the rest of the way out, a kind of slurping, vacuum-cleaner-on-your
skin sort of sound that made me feel sick to my stomach. | wondered how long Harrell
would have to be dead before blood didn’t shoot out the wound.

I headed north for a while past Quail Springs Mall and the mid-afternoon
shopping traffic, then headed west out past the vast housing tracts toward County Line,
where there were still farmhouses and empty fields spaced with the occasional mega-
church. It hadn’t changed much since | was in high school and | had driven out here
when | had nothing better to do, driving up and down the two-lane roads with Alan. As |
drove | tried to think of something memorable from back then to take my mind off
Harrell and his neck wound, but I couldn’t. And when | did manage to banish my

fantasies about what was going on back at the lab for a while, the other thoughts | was
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trying to avoid would surface, sea snake thoughts about damnation and God and what
happens to a murderer’s soul.

As | drove along the deep drainage ditches at the side of the roads | considered
bumping the truck up to seventy or eighty and just driving off into one. I thought I
should just find the nearest police station and turn myself in, but I couldn’t quite make
myself do it. It wasn’t like | was going to just get grounded, or maybe spanked. It would
mean prison, even though | was mostly out of my mind when it happened and | barely
knew what | was doing. | remember one time in junior high they got a bunch of inmates
from the prison in EIl Reno to come out and talk to us. One guy seemed really nice, and
he said he got super drunk one night and killed his wife when he found her fucking some
other guy. He didn’t even remember doing it. But there he was, shackled to the rest of
them. What was worse was that he seemed okay with it. | guess he’d been there long
enough that it had become his home. Of course, one of the loudmouths in my class asked
if they had sex with each other, and the nice-seeming guy just laughed and said we
shouldn’t knock it until we’d tried it. The memory of his face as he said it freaks me out
to this very day, a little.

It was getting on toward late afternoon and 1’d made my fourth or fifth circuit
around the square bordered by 150", County Line, 122" and Council when my head
started spinning and my stomach clenched up like a knot in a sausage. | pulled over fast
into a graveled gate entry, turned off the truck, lunged out as far away from the truck as |
could before my knees buckled and | went down on them. | hadn’t had any breakfast, so
all that came up was a little bit of drool and bile, though my stomach kept clenching and

heaving for a good couple of minutes before it settled down a little, probably more out of
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tiredness than anything. | knew there was no way | was going to be able to choke up
what | needed to get rid of.

As | knelt there, staring up at the puffy clouds going by, | realized that at | hadn’t
thought about Sharon in three hours or so. | had been trying to do that for days, years,
really. 1thought I’d never get her off my mind, and all I’d had to do was stab somebody
in the neck.

That gave me the giggles, which gave way to chuckles, which gave way to belly
laughs, which gave way to hysterical weeping. That went on for quite a while, until |
started to get worried that | couldn’t stop, but then it tapered off until finally I was just
kneeling there, breathing long and heavy. | felt a little better, not quite cleaned out, but
like someone had opened a pressure valve on me somewhere and let off just enough of
my built-up misery to get me by for a little bit. As | came back to myself | realized that
the big, chunky gravel in the turn-in was digging like hell into my knees. 1 got up slow,
wincing as | let the muscles in my legs shift and stretch enough to bear my weight again.
Just as | got to my feet and was massaging my knees back to life, staring out across the
field, I froze. On the road behind me, a vehicle with a low, smooth sounding engine had
slowed down. | wasn’t sure, but I thought I could hear a faint, crackled voice, like on a
police radio.

I wiped my eyes off as best as | could, knowing my face was going to look like
hell no matter what | did, and said a silent prayer that the vehicle belonged to some well-
meaning passerby and not a cop, much less a cop that was out looking for me. | don’t
know why | bothered, since there was no good reason for God to help me out, if he was

listening at all, the stupid son of a bitch.
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I tried to act all casual as | turned around like I’d just heard the car and thought
maybe it was an ice cream truck. It wasn’t an ice cream truck though; it was a black and
white Oklahoma City cruiser. My stomach knotted again. I tried on a friendly, non-
committal country-boy smile. 1 don’t know how it looked, but it felt swollen and
bloodshot on my face, like my facial muscles had been replaced by spongy tire tube
rubber and a stupid little kid with a tire pump was trying to inflate them to explosion. |
smiled a little harder, flexing the muscles, almost interested against my will with the
weird way they felt, and imagined them bursting, throwing blood and lymph down across
my face in watery sheets. | felt like laughing as | made my way across the chunky gravel
back over to my truck. | had this sort of crazy, out-of-control feeling, the kind of feeling
you’d be scared of if you didn’t have it, but once you did you’d realize it was the best,
most natural state of being.

I stood by my truck, behind the cab with my elbows resting on the back part of the
bed so the cop could see my hands. He was driving by super slow, looking down at
something, probably running my tag. | waited for the dispatcher to tell him | was a
wanted neck-stabber and to use all necessary force to bring me in. | pictured the cop
sneaking out his baton from under the seat with one hand while he unlatched his service
revolver with the other, using his feet to arm a gas canister missile that would fire from
the front of the cruiser at a verbal command. Adrenaline had sharpened my senses to a
scary level. | could see the different shades of blue and black alternating feathers on the
crows roosting in the trees across the field, see the wiggling forms of the little worms
they dug out of their bark homes and swallowed whole. My blood vessels felt like they’d

all opened into super highways and my lungs were pumping pure enriched oxygen into
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them; | felt like I could have run clear across the city back to Alan’s house in about five
steps and not even break a sweat. My brain was going a million miles a second, ready for
problem solving and direct action, but while the cop was just creeping slowly past and
not jumping out to arrest me the wheels up there were just spinning around and around,
inventing gas cylinder launching systems for the cruiser, wondering what my mom used
for the frosting on my last birthday cake (it was really thick instead of whipped, like
usual), wondering if it would be suicide to use an air mattress for a parachute. | was
getting anxious.

| waited. The cruiser was moving so slow it may as well have just stopped. All |
could see of the cop was he was fairly young, with a big, thick neck that tapered up to a
pair of jug ears and on into a close-blended, stiff crew cut that made it look like he was
trying to emulate the top of the Frankenstein monster’s head. All he needed was a couple
of bolts under those jug ears and some green face paint and he would be set. | didn’t like
the crew cut. Not to be stereotypical, but most police | see anymore just have regular
haircuts; it’s usually the military guys or the real assholes that have flattops. | couldn’t
tell if he had a mustache. 1 decided that’s what would tip the balance in my favor; if he
didn’t have a mustache he was just a former Marine or something, if he did have a
mustache he was an asshole that couldn’t get into the military and got into police work to
compensate and therefore got a lot of jollies out of fucking with people.

After what seemed like forever, without even looking at me directly, the cop
stepped on the gas and took off up the road.

As | watched the back of the cruiser move up the next rise expecting every second

for it to turn around and come back, the adrenaline slowly drained out of my veins. |
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stood there for a while, my legs feeling weaker and my vision blurring around the edges
as more tears sort of crept out onto my face. 1 finally snapped out of it and realized | was
fucking lucky as hell and that I’d better get out of there before the cop really did get the
call about me and come back, siren blaring.

I got in the truck and lit a cigarette. | sat there and took a couple of drags, letting
the nicotine soak into my bloodstream and steady me a little, then backed out and headed
for Alan’s.

| decided to drive up Northwest Expressway from County Line all the way up to
Classen. It would take a little while, but there’s no good way to get from that part of the
city back toward downtown. It would take forever to drive down Council to 1-40, and I’ll
be damned if I’m going to pay for the goddam turnpike. Besides, Northwest Expressway
may not be very scenic, but I’ve got a lot of memories placed along it. | passed the
Outlet Malls of America, where | got my first partial blowjob when | was seventeen, and
where | also got busted by a security guard with my pants down. It was also where, years
later, Sharon was going to massage school when we first met. That’s a weird overlap. |
sort of felt guilty for thinking about my first partial blowjob and Sharon at the same time.
| passed the Braum’s parking lot where | felt my first breast, and where Sharon and | used
to take Carrie sometimes when we were out shopping and goofing around. Everything
kept doubling like that as | drove, memories overlapped on each other, places | went as a
kid with my parents, then when | got my car in high school, then as an adult at different
times. | guess when you live in a city for a long time that happens. It can be depressing.
I found myself wishing I could go someplace away, where | wasn’t forced to carry

around the past like a giant turtle shell, where things were different and no one knew me
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and | could be a different Gary and it wouldn’t matter. But | knew even if | did get away
from Oklahoma City, it wouldn’t really be different, though. That’s just how it works.

I drove to the IHOP at Belle Isle and used their payphone to call Alan’s house.
It’s getting hard to find payphones anymore; those goddam cell phones are everywhere.
You know it’s getting bad when you even see homeless-looking people walking down the
street or waiting at the bus stop talking on cell phones. | guess that’s really what’s killing
pay phones. If poor people don’t need them, who does?

Anyway, | found some change in my armrest and called Alan from the payphone
at the IHOP.

“Hello?”

“Hey. It’s me,” | said.

“Oh, crap. Where are you?” It made me feel a little better to hear how worried
Alan sounded. | probably didn’t deserve any sympathy, but it was still nice.

“I don’t know. Why do you ask?” | said, being careful.

“l guess I really don’t want to know. There were some cops here earlier. They
may have bugged the phone, and there’s a car outside. What the hell happened, man?
Did you flip out, or what?” he said.

“Yeah,” | said, “I guess | flipped out. | don’t feel too good about it, actually.”

“I bet. What are you doing?”

“I don’t know. 1 guess | can’t come back over there. Probably can’t go to my
parents’ house. | don’t know.” | started getting sort of weepy again. | hadn’t felt like |
had a home since Sharon died, but now that I was shut out of Alan’s and my parents’

houses, my backup homes, | realized how much | appreciated having them as options.
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“Maybe you should just come turn yourself in,” Alan said. “I hate to say it, but |
don’t think you have any other real options.”

“Yeah. That goddam Harrell. He kept pushing,” I said. “I didn’t have to go so far
with it. 1 was just ... I don’t know, he was fucking with me and it was like | stepped
outside myself and just sort of watched what was happening. Does that make any
sense?”

“Sure, Gary. | don’t think anyone really blames you. | mean, it’s still really bad
and all, but 1 don’t think anyone is really surprised. | don’t know man, maybe you should
just come home and turn yourself in, I’ll bet it wouldn’t be too bad. I know I’d testify on
your behalf, and Althea and Lynn and Carrie would too, I bet, and lots of people would
be character witnesses ...”

“I doubt that’d really help,” I said. “I think no matter what, it’s prison time. |
need time to think, you know? Tell the cops | won’t hurt anyone else, but | need a little
time to think and then I’ll probably come turn myself in. Maybe.”

“Hey man, the cop car outside just took off really fast. | think maybe they were
tracing you. Do whatever you need to do, but I think you should let them catch you,”
Alan said.

“Look, whatever happens, thanks for everything. 1 don’t think I’d have even
made it this far without you. | really appreciate it. You’re a good friend.”

“Don’t start saying your goodbyes yet, Gary.”

“If you talk to my parents, tell them I’m sorry.”

“Be careful, Gary. Don’t do anything stupid.”

144



I hung up the phone. “Fuck,” I said to the curb, and walked over to my truck. |
was about to get in when it occurred to me that the cops would be looking for it, and were
headed out to get me at that moment. | opened it and grabbed my cigarettes off the seat,
and then looked in the glove compartment, in case there was anything in it that | wanted.
All that was in there was my insurance paperwork, the ancient owner’s manual that came
with the truck back in ’81 and one of Sharon’s hair ties, all used and stretched out with a
little bit of her hair still wrapped around it. | grabbed the hair tie and thought about
Sharon, about how this truck was the last vehicle she ever rode in as | drove her to the
hospital to die. | bought it the year before | met her, paying it off a hundred dollars a
month to a guy at work. It was the first vehicle | bought completely on my own, and |
felt sad that | had to leave it. | told myself I would come back for it, and tried not to think
too hard about how unlikely that was.

I locked the truck, put Sharon’s hair tie in the little coin pocket in my jeans and
walked across Classen away from the IHOP. | went under the highway and walked up
the hook past Edna’s Bar and Grill and across the highway off-ramp, headed toward
Western. | walked fast, trying to put as much distance between myself and my truck as |
could. At that point I figured it was only a matter of time and the cops were going to pick
me up and take me to jail for the rest of my life. | decided | would try and stay free as
long as possible. I didn’t have anything left to lose but my freedom, and that was
effectively lost anyway.

I cut across Western into a neighborhood and walked east until | got to Robinson,
then | turned south until I saw a driveway to a parking lot behind an old apartment

complex at around thirty-seventh street. The railroad tracks ran between the backs of the
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houses on that stretch of the east side of Robinson and 1-235, creating a sort of no-man’s
land strip that housed trash, broken glass and the occasional wino. 1 crossed the
apartment complex parking lot quick and vaulted over the fence into the railroad
easement, then turned back south again toward downtown. | walked along, avoiding the
glass and winos. It was getting dusky and | wanted to leave the easement before the sun
was all the way down. There weren’t that many winos. The ones | passed were asleep or
completely uninterested in me. It was hard to believe the evening was the continuation of
the same day | had tried to go back to work. I thought back to waking up that morning
depressed about Sharon and wished that was still all I had to worry about. | would have
given anything to be able to go back to Alan’s, smoke a joint and curl up on my mattress
upstairs. I might have even read a little, maybe eat something.

| finally got to 23" Street and had to leave the easement. | crossed 23", went past
Byron’s liquor store and walked down Broadway past the fire station and the bakery until
I could cross back onto the railroad tracks again. | didn’t see any cops. As I passed 18th
I could look down from between the warehouses and see Alan’s house, halfway up the
block toward Robinson. His car was in the driveway. A police cruiser was parked on the
opposite side of the street. Even the little curl of vapor coming up from behind the
running cruiser looked inviting and homey. It was getting cold and | felt lonesome. |
thought about just walking down there and knocking on the cruiser window. 1 lit a
cigarette and stood there for a little bit and smoked, standing in the slanting shadow cast
across the sidewalk from the streetlight on the other side. As I stood there | thought
about how I must look. | had lost weight from the grief sickness and had dark circles

under my eyes, like some lonely junkie out on the street with no family, no ties, no future
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and no past. It was the sort of thinking I would have indulged in as a teenager, and it
made me feel a little sick to my stomach to think this was the sort of thing | would have
thought was romantic at sixteen or seventeen, the way 1’d thought the gutter punks that
hung around the old Belle Isle power plant were cool and free and the way I thought
orphans and amputees were actually lucky to have such tragic and meaningful lives
outside my boring suburban world. | felt bad about myself. | wondered how much of
that stupid kid was inside me, encased in the intervening years like the third or fourth
layer in one of those Russian layered dolls. 1 wondered if the younger me met the present
me whether he would think I was cool or scary or a loser or what. | got the feeling he
would think 1 was super cool, standing in the shadows by the railroad track, taking a
cigarette break while I was running from the cops. | could only guess at what my
younger self would think, but I did know my present self thought my younger self was a
jackass.

I pitched my smoke into the street and went back along the railroad tracks until I
got to Fourth. I didn’t see anybody.

When I got to Fourth I cut back west and crossed Broadway where there was an
ATM. 1 still had the fifty-two whatever from the “collection” they took up at work, but |
needed more. | hadn’t checked my account for a while, but | was glad to find there was
two hundred and twenty-four something, and the machine let me have two-twenty of it. |
wondered how long that other four something was going to sit there. Probably not long,
knowing the bank. They’d come up with some fee or other to get their hands on it, and
probably charge me a fine for the trouble. It made me sad. 1’d had the account since |

was twenty, the year before 1’d met Sharon, before everything went to shit. | wasn’t bitter
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about meeting Sharon, that’s not it at all. It was just this long series of bad luck. It
wasn’t anyone’s fault. But it made me sad. From the moment Sharon herself was gone,
little particles of our life together had been breaking away like bits of ice burning off a
comet. Soon there’d be nothing left. It sucked to stand around and watch while Carrie,
the house and everything was either thrown out or rearranged. Losing the bank account,
a particle that had been attached to my comet, so to speak, since | was fresh out of my
parents’ house with my first real job, losing that hit me. | felt like an asshole for doing it,
but I stood around the corner from the ATM and had a good cry over my bank account.

After that | headed southwest into downtown toward the west side of the business
district. 1 like downtown Oklahoma City at night. There’s hardly anyone around in the
business district since all the restaurants and bars and clubs and stuff are over in
Bricktown. It’s fun in a spooky way to walk down the broad, empty sidewalks with the
tall office buildings rising up on either side. It feels like a corridor in the world’s tallest
haunted house.

| felt wrung out and tired. | felt a little weak, though not actually hungry. I knew |
was going to have to eat something eventually, but | thought for the time being it would
be fun to see how long my body could go on panic and grief and anger.

I made my way past the county and federal courthouses, the municipal building
and the new museum until I finally got to the bus station on Sheridan, past 5th street. It
was only a little after eight. | was surprised it had taken me almost three hours to get
there from Belle Isle. | had spent some time standing around smoking and thinking about
how cool | was. It didn’t matter, | had avoided the cops, and | didn’t see any hanging

around by the station as | walked up to it. Even if there had been a few cruisers posted up
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around the building the place was pretty big and almost always busy with people who
looked like they might be wanted for something. | still had that sort of reckless feeling,
like | wanted to get caught. 1 walked right up to the building, and went in dreading and
anticipating that fifty SWAT guys with dogs and tear gas would jump out and start
screaming at me to get on the floor. No one did. | crossed the big lobby without anyone
even looking at me. | stopped to study the board. | hadn’t even thought about where |
might go.

There were buses leaving for almost everywhere eventually, but there were only
two leaving in the next half hour. One bus was going south to Texas, clear to San
Antonio. |thought about it. If I got far enough south I could figure out how to get across
to Mexico and then maybe even keep going to South America. 1I’d always wondered
about Tierra del Fuego. The other bus was going north to Seattle. | thought about that. 1
could keep going and see if | could get into Canada, and maybe make it up to Alaska.

Going into the big spaces of the northern wilderness was more appealing than the
idea of the South American jungle. Besides, that’s where Butch and Sundance got killed
by the army, in South America. And they spoke English in Alaska, as far as | knew.

In the end | bought the ticket to Seattle, since that was pretty far north and it was
the bus leaving the soonest. | felt weird doing it; | didn’t have any luggage and | felt
conspicuous, like the guy at the ticket window knew what I’d done and knew what
everyone had done but he was so cynical he didn’t care. | went out to the parking lot to
wait for the bus, transferring my wallet from my back pocket to my front as | went
through the big double doors. Buying the ticket gave me a feeling of officially being on

the road, and on the road people were cutthroat. They’d steal your money and leave you
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in a ditch in a heartbeat, | thought. | looked around at the other people and felt another
weird doubling as I realized | was now one of the rumpled, homeless and dirty.

I got on the bus about nine and we took off about fifteen minutes later. 1 gota
seat in the back, the last one with a window view. | was glad there weren’t very many
people riding. Only a handful of shadow shapes shifted up front, distant but present like
swallows flitting through the chinks of light in the top of an old barn.

As the bus pulled out I watched the skyline of Oklahoma City, wondering if it was
the last time | would see it. | felt rotten inside. At the same time | felt like nothing much
mattered and that song lyric came into my head, written by Kris Kristofferson but sung
by Janis Joplin, who probably knew what she was talking about, “freedom’s just another
word for nothing left to lose.” It feels good and big inside but lonely, that freedom.

As my view of the bus station receded | saw a police car pull up to the curb in
front of it. A policeman, a crew-cutted guy that could have been the same one that
almost stopped at the side of the road earlier when | was puking, got out and scanned the
crowd, occasionally referring to a sheet of paper in his hand. | couldn’t make it out, but I
got the feeling it was a photo or a description of me. As we turned the corner the cop
went inside the station. | settled back in my seat, wondering if | was even going to make
it out of town. I hadn’t given a name, but the guy at the counter would probably
remember my face. | decided not to worry about it. | was acting on borrowed time and
borrowed steam, just trying to see how far I could get. All the same, | had the feeling the
guy at the ticket counter hadn’t really marked me, and even if he did | didn’t think he’d

rat me out. It was just a feeling, but it was enough to let my put my head back against the
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seat and close my eyes, and before we’d even cleared downtown on our way to I-35 | was

asleep.

Eleven

Potheads have a pothead radar. 1 don’t know what it is, but people approach me
sometimes who just know. | had another of those moments on the bus, like when |
decided to call Sharon’s personal ad, that there’s no telling how things would have turned
out if I’d gone the other direction.

I hadn’t even thought about pot since | had gone to work the day before and |
wasn’t thinking about it when | woke up the next morning on the bus, either. There’s
nothing quite like waking up on a bus at dawn when you spent the day before murdering
a guy, running from the cops and leaving everything behind. I’d like to say that | enjoyed
a moment of peace right before and after | opened my eyes while | didn’t remember
about Sharon and Carrie and Althea and Harrell and Alan and my parents and everything
and everyone else, but my mind actually transitioned smoothly from dreams about those
people into dark thoughts in the watery yellow dawn sunlight. My face was against the
edge of the window, which had pressed a long, deep crease into my face that stung when
| sat up.

I wiped the spit off my face with my arm and then jumped a little when | saw
there was a guy sitting in the seat next to me, watching me. He was squirrelly-looking,
with slight buckteeth pushing out from under a sparse, fake-looking brown mustache. He

wore thick horn-rimmed glasses and had sort of thin, curly brown hair that looked like a
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rockabilly pompadour someone had pressed down with an iron and then rubbed with a
pillow. His eyes were close together and beady, shifting from my face to the window.

“Um. Hey,” | said, rubbing the crust out of my eyes.

“How’s it goin’, man?” the guy said, trying on a little smile.

“I don’t know. What, did the bus fill up?” | sat up and looked over the top of my
seat. There were only maybe ten other people riding, with empty seats all over. | looked
back at the guy.

“No, I just got bored, thought I’d come talk to you. Introduce myself. You look
like a cool guy.” He gave that little smile again, and | scanned it for anything weird or
manipulative. I didn’t get a gay vibe from him, and he didn’t seem menacing or
dangerous. There was actually something likeable about him, though | couldn’t put my
finger on it.

“I don’t know about that,” I said, looking out the window. The landscape was flat.
“Where are we, do you know?”

“Nebraska somewhere,” the guy said.

“Wow. | guess I passed the fuck out. I didn’t think we’d be past Kansas.” |
didn’t want to encourage the guy any more than was polite, so | kept looking out the
window as | talked. | don’t know why I’m such a snob sometimes. | probably looked
worse than he did. Smelled worse, too.

“Yeah, it gets kind of boring. How far you goin’?” the guy said. His accent was
country, but unfamiliar. It reminded me of a guy 1I’d known from Maine that went to my
high school, but it wasn’t quite right.

“Seattle,” | said. “Maybe Alaska, if I can find a good way to get there.”
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“Oh yeah? That’s where I’'m goin’. Alaska,” the guy said.

“Cool.”

“Hey, we’re about due for a rest stop.” The guy reached in his shirt pocket and
pulled a joint halfway out of it, so | could see just the top. “You look like you could use
a little rest, huh?” He smiled and gave a conspiratorial laugh. | was struck again by
whatever friendly quality there was about him, and against my better judgment | nodded.

“Yeah,” | said, “I definitely could. It’s been a long haul, if you know what |
mean.”

“So what’s your name?” he said.

“Gary.”

“Good to meet you, Gary. I’m Dan. Dan Tacos.” We shook hands and he
laughed at the look on my face when he said his name.

“Tacos, huh?” | said.

“Yeah. It’s really more of a road name. 1 just like it better, and people seem to
like it, too. Kind of an ice breaker.”

“Sure thing,” I said. “My name is Gary Buns, by the way. That’s my last name.”
We both cracked up at that, and rode along in silence for a while until the driver pulled in
at the rest stop. It was one of those WPA jobs they did back during the Depression, some
concrete tables in the shape of big ears of corn, I guess in honor of the Cornhusker state,
with some sparse woods behind it separating the picnic area from the next corn field over.

“Come on, G.B.,” Dan said, and we hoofed it out behind the picnic area into a
little clump of trees. We smoked Dan’s joint fast, trading off fast hotbox puffs until it

was a smelly little nub. 1 was out of cigarettes, but Dan had some and | took one
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gratefully and smoked it as fast as | had the joint. Apparently the bus driver didn’t have
patience to stop for anyone or anything except his own bowel, bladder, or belly. We
walked back up the incline smoking like crazy, and then broke into a run when we heard
the shush of the air brakes being released and the bus grinding into gear. We got on just
in time for the driver, a blobby, greasy looking little guy with balding hair and almost no
eyebrows, to give us the fish eye and close the door behind us.

We clumped back along the aisle to our seats, out of breath and laughing a little at
nothing in particular. As we sat down | had to marvel at how I was getting along with
Dan Tacos, like we’d been friends for a long time. | felt marginally happy as | watched
the scrolling landscape pick up speed outside the window, feeling the buzz from the pot
and the afterglow of nicotine settle into my bones. | thought back to when I was a kid,
when | was a little kid, and making friends was only a matter of asking a likely-looking
kid if he or she wanted to be friends. It seemed like the last time | had made a friend like
that was when | met Alan, in the seventh grade. Not too long after that we all got too old
to fall in with each other like that without feeling funny about it, somehow. That
homoerotic vibe creeps in after a certain age and you wonder about yourself, at least until
you’ve been with a woman for a while and know for sure you’re not wired that way. By
then it’s too late for that kind of innocent friendship, since you and all the guys you know
are wrapped up in women and what they want you to do, too stuck to them to break away
and live like Lost Boys the way you always thought you would, the way you always
wanted to. Meeting Dan at that moment was like rediscovering my Lost Boy tendencies

and my ability to make friends with someone just because he was there at the same time |
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was. We were both on the same adventure to wherever, and we might as well go there
together for a while to make it more fun.

After a while Dan got out a pack of cards and we played gin rummy, using an
empty seat between us. Dan talked about this and that, jobs he’d had, women, dreams. It
was a good patter since he didn’t seem to expect much by way of return conversation, but
he wasn’t so annoying that it got hard to listen to him. It could have been my
imagination, but | think maybe Dan knew there was something wrong with me, that | was
broken a little bit and needed to just stay quiet for a while.

We rode for the next couple of days, playing cards, stopping in every town it
seemed like, to drop someone off or pick someone up. Dan chatted up a couple of girls
that said they were going to Yakima to get waitress jobs but didn’t seem to know
anything about restaurants or anything. I’m pretty sure Dan and the ugly redhead had
awkward standing sex in the bus toilet, though I didn’t ask. 1 didn’t want to know.

When we finally got to Seattle Dan and | kept palling around together. By that
time 1 wasn’t much worried about getting arrested anymore, but at the same time |
thought I should keep moving. “Hell yeah,” Dan said when | brought it up. “I got to
keep on going, too. I’'m like a shark, if I stop for too long I’ll drown, you know? No,
what we need to do is find us some place or another to hole up for a couple of days. You
still want to go to Alaska?”

“Yeah,” | said, “that would probably be my best bet. How were you planning on
getting there?”

“Well see, here’s the deal,” Dan said, rubbing his hands together. He hadn’t taken

a shower since 1I’d met him, and his hair looked even more smashed and weirder than
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ever. It bounced up and down slightly when he talked. “They have these cruise ships,
see, that go up the coast. Take people up to see the whales and shit from Seattle and
wind up in Anchorage. Go shopping and shit. You know, like that.”

“So what, how much is it? 1 don’t think I have enough for something like that, do
you?” | had spent most of the couple hundred dollars I’d left Oklahoma City with on my
bus ticket. It sounded like a pricey cruise, and between the two of us we looked like an ad
for a clothes-burning service.

“No, man,” Dan said, shaking his head, “what we do is we get jobs on one of
those ships. They need people to work down below, you know? You know how to fix an
engine, right?”

“No, not really.”

“Well, neither do I. But still, we’ll find some angle, right? That way we’ll get a
nice trip on the ocean and get to Alaska.”

“What about when we get there?” | said. “What are you going to do?”

“Oh, my cousin lives up there, outside of Fairbanks up north. Lives out in the
middle of nowhere practically, in this big cabin. If you want, you can come out there too,
hell, Carl won’t care. He’s a little edgy since he grows a lot of weed in this greenhouse
he’s got, but if you’re with me he’ll be cool.”

“Sounds good,” I said. | didn’t know how I really felt about it, but I was trying
not to think too hard in general. We spent about a week in Seattle, sleeping in shelters
and trying to look presentable enough to get jobs on one of the cruise ships going up the
coast. After I got a shave and some different clothes I looked okay, and | was surprised

at how well Dan cleaned up, too. He got this seersucker suit at a thrift store and found a
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gold and purple bowtie to go with it. He looked hilarious, but it brought out even more of
that likeable quality he had and he talked the personnel guy on a ship, the Orca (which 1
thought was real original) to hire us on as dishwashers and mess hall help.

The night before we left Seattle | found the pay phone in the shelter and got
Carrie’s dad’s number from the operator, then called out there. 1 didn’t figure Carrie
would answer the phone, but by some weird chance, she did.

“Hello?” My stomach clenched up at the sound of her voice. Everything I’d been
trying not to remember came back, filling my mind and body. Carrie sounded tired and |
tried without success to figure out what time it was in Oklahoma. 1 couldn’t remember if
it was earlier or later.

“Hi,” | said, for some reason whispering.

“Gary? Is that you?”

“Yeah, sweetie. It’s me. How are you doing?” | said, still whispering.

“I’m okay. But Gary, where’d you go? They’re all looking for you,” she said.

“I can’t tell you, Carrie.” 1 had a sudden flash of inspiration. “But I’m where it’s
warm.” | smiled to myself. It was cold and wet in Seattle. Big surprise there.

“But why did you leave? My dad wouldn’t tell me, and my grandma said | didn’t
need to know, but that you were having a hard time ...” she said.

“She’s right, you don’t need to know. You’ll know someday, okay? | wish you
didn’t have to, but I suppose there’s nothing I can do. | just wanted to know how you
were doing, that’s all. Did you start at your new school?”

The line clicked. “Hello?” It was Kevin, Carrie’s dad. | hung up right away,

feeling a few stinging beads of hot sweat break out on my scalp and upper lip. 1 stood
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there looking at the handset, trying to stop the tears from running up and out of my face.
There was a line for the phone, and | dodged through it and made it into a stall in the

restroom before | lost it.

.

The next day | set out with Dan as a dishwasher on the Orca. We had to share
this little cabin under the kitchens, stacked in bunk beds on top of each other like a couple
of Legos, but we didn’t care. Dan managed to score an ounce of good, green shit from a
guy in Seattle, and we’d open the porthole in our room and get good and baked at night,
so it didn’t feel so claustrophobic. It was a pretty decent job, though I’'m a little
claustrophobic and the kitchen in a boat like that isn’t all that big. 1 doubt they make the
kitchen in any boat very big, since they’re so focused on using as much room as possible
for cabin space and all that. But it really wasn’t that bad since it was usually just me and
Dan in there on the dinner shift, sometimes at lunch, washing half the food down the
chute and out into the ocean, then putting the plates and silverware in one of those big
industrial dish washers and letting it go. You build up a rhythm pretty fast and we got
along really well, so it was actually fun. It was hard for me to have too much fun because
I would start feeling guilty and think about Sharon and Harrell and how they were dead
and it was all my fault, but still. It occurred to me on the ship one day that I should have
made Sharon get the Flolan installed back when they first wanted her to have it, in *98
or ’99, when she was too embarrassed to go to work with it on and decided not to have it
put in. | couldn’t believe, looking back, how I had just agreed with her, and didn’t try

talking her into it. 1 would load the dish washer and reenact the conversation in my head.
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I would start by reconstructing the room; the blue paint that | had bought at Home Depot
instead of Wal Mart because they had better colors, and the two or three days Sharon and
I spent putting it on the walls. | remembered the ragged edges up along the molding over
the closet door where | had taken off the masking tape too soon, tearing the paint. |
thought about how I’d decided to paint the room in the first place because of the time
Alan, Sharon and me and a couple of other people had taken mushrooms in the house and
the mint green paint that was in my room originally mixed across our senses until we
could taste, smell and feel it on our skin, and we ended up puking our guts out.

I would stand there in the steam, listening to the clatter of dishes as Dan rinsed
them off with the high-powered hose, and reconstruct the way the light slanted into the
room as Sharon and | laid on my bed together, two careless, innocent lovers who were
experiencing one of the highest peaks of existence without even knowing it, taking it for
granted like a couple of idiots. At least | was an idiot. The more | thought about it, the
more it seemed Sharon knew what was going on the whole time, the way she thanked me
the last time she talked to me, that was just creepy and sad. | wondered how I could have
been so blind to the facts.

I spent a lot of the trip up to Alaska thinking about that one particular day,
thinking over what I could and should have said to make Sharon get a Flolan tube
installed in her neck and that the embarrassment was going to be pretty mild compared to
being dead. Maybe she knew exactly what she was giving up, and why. | don’t know.

The other good thing about the dishwashing room, besides the steaminess and
warmth and relative seclusion, was that it was too loud in there for us to talk to each other.

They put it next to an engine room | think, or at least a room with some other noisy
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equipment in it. It’s ingenious how they hide the noisy, dirty stuff from the passengers
on ships. Dan and I weren’t supposed to walk around during the day when the
passengers were out since we didn’t fit in with the clean, environmentally-friendly image
the cruise line was trying to convey, but when we did go out on the decks late at night, it
was like we were on a cruise ship ride at Disneyland or something instead of an actual
cruise ship. | was impressed in spite of my depression, since | hadn’t ever been to sea
before. Not that we were technically at sea, since we were only just out of sight of the
coast, but there were still whales sometimes, blowing water and splashing in the
moonlight, and you could see stars like you wouldn’t believe out there. And I’ve been
pretty far out in the country before at night, but it was nothing like the stars were out on
the ocean. It was like there were actually more stars than empty space up there. It scared
me a little. Sometimes I felt like I might fall up off the boat and into all that jeweled
space and never come back. What’s worse is sometimes that’s really what | wanted to do.
I would find myself leaning over the edge while Dan and | stood at some secluded stretch
of rail, passing a joint or smoking cigarettes before we turned in for the night, thinking
about falling not into the sky but its reflection below. | figured it would be the same
either way. It was cold and deep and dark and vast, the sky’s face on the deep.

.

Naturally, it got colder as we went north. | say naturally, and it was, but for me it
was an intellectual natural reality, something I didn’t take seriously until it actually
started happening. | started to really wish 1’d decided to brave South America after all,
language barrier or not. It gets fairly cold in Oklahoma, at times the wind chill can get

maybe ten below zero at the worst, but anyone that lives farther north knows that isn’t
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anything. As we got closer to Anchorage | couldn’t believe how cold it was. | mean, |
literally couldn’t believe it. | would be standing out on deck wearing my coat and all
three pairs of my pants and all my shirts and socks and everything, and | would think |
had a handle on how cold it was, but then the wind would gust in from somewhere, like
the north fucking pole I guess, and it would go through my clothes like | was wearing a
Hawaiian shirt and sandals and | would hop and yelp while I tried to finish my cigarette.
Me and Dan stopped opening the porthole window when we smoked weed in the cabin,
and we got in trouble when one of the stewards caught a whiff.

After a week, we docked in Anchorage. Dan and | got our paychecks from the
cruise line before we got off the boat, and the first thing we did when we got to
Anchorage was buy better fucking coats. | swear to God | thought | was going to die just
getting out of the cab and running into the sporting goods store. If only Sharon had
decided to die in the spring or | had waited a few more months to murder a guy, it would
have been much nicer.

I had never even seen the kind of clothes they had in that store. Cold weather
gear is a serious business in Alaska and everyone has to buy the stuff or else they’ll die,
end of story. Me and Dan each made about four hundred dollars on the trip up and we
didn’t bat an eyelash at spending most of our checks on clothes. | got a whole snow suit,
these crazy gloves that supposedly only lost a degree of heat every four hours or so, glove
liners, just in case the glove people were full of shit, some socks made out of the same
stuff as the gloves, boots, a hat and a mask, the thickest long john pants 1’d ever seen,

thermal shirts, and a big fucking coat to go over it all with a giant hood lined with this
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fake fur that was made out of some miracle fiber that keeps the astronauts warm in the
vacuum of space.

“Shit, man,” Dan said as we walked out of the store, “I’m warm as fuck, but I can
barely walk.”

“Yeah, but it’s totally worth it,” | said, turning my face into the wind. “I thought I
was going to shatter like a goddam icicle on the way here. Even in the goddam cab it felt
like zero degrees, for Chrissake.”

“Just wait until we get out in the open, headed up to Carl’s place. You’ll
appreciate those gold-plated duds even more than you do now. Shit, it’s like Miami here
in town compared to how it is out in the open.”

“How are we getting out there, anyways? How far is it?” | said.

“It’s a fair hike. We’ll have to probably snake us a car, drive up to Wasilla. We
can rent a couple of snowmobiles there and ride the rest of the way up to Carl’s place in
three or four hours, probably, if the weather holds.” Dan seemed pretty casual as he said
all that, but it scared the hell out of me.

“Oh, that’s sounds fun,” I said. “That sounds like a real good time. | hope Carl is
okay with me coming out. You think maybe we should call him?”

“Nah, he doesn’t have a phone,” Dan said. “I just hope he’s home. He usually
doesn’t go anywhere, but sometimes he gets a wild hair up his ass and takes off to this
little, tiny-ass town even farther up north from his place where they got a couple of
whores. He doesn’t lock the place, but he’s been known to put booby traps around, like

grenades with trip wires and stuff. He’s super paranoid about his crop, you know.”
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“Yeah, I’'ll bet,” | said, trying to keep the nervousness out of my voice. “You
know where he puts the grenades at all?”

“Oh, you know, here and there. We’ll figure it out. If worse comes to worse we
can sleep in the old smoke house until he gets back. There’s a wood stove in there and
all.”

“Oh, right,” I said. We were walking along a sidewalk in the business district.
“Hey, didn’t you say something about snaking a car?” | didn’t much like the idea of
stealing a car, not only because it was a shitty thing to do, but because if we got caught
I’d be sent straight back to Oklahoma.

“Yeah,” Dan said, looking around the street. There wasn’t a lot of foot traffic, but
there were some people and he looked nervous like he thought one of them was going to
grab us. “But keep it down. Let’s get something to eat and kind of come up with a plan.
This doesn’t look like the right kind of neighborhood for that sort of thing. We need to
find something a little more ... anonymous, right?”

.

We found a diner down the street a ways that had a sign in the window
advertising chicken fried steak. As soon as | saw the sign my stomach started rumbling
and | got the worse craving 1’d had in a long time. My appetite hadn’t been that great
since Sharon died, but it was slowly coming back. That in itself made me kind of sad.
Time was already coming between us. It was like Sharon and I had been in a boat
together, going down a river and then she’d fallen out. Only the river had such a strong
current that | couldn’t turn the damn boat around, and all I could do was sit and look back

at her head bobbing in the water until I got so far away that | couldn’t see her anymore. |
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had gotten to the point where he head had disappeared a long time ago, but | had been
sitting staring back at where she’d been ever since, and | had only spared maybe a few
glances to what was in front of me and where the river was carrying me next.
Metaphorically, of course. That doesn’t have a lot to do with how I got hungry, but it
kind of does. | was starting to look forward again, at least off and on even if it was scary
and sad. | guess that’s how it goes; the river carries you forward whether you want to go
or not, and if you don’t pay attention it’ll throw you off a big goddam waterfall when
you’re not looking. It’s not a very good deal all around, that’s for sure.

What was even worse though is they don’t know how to make a chicken fried
steak worth a shit in Alaska. | don’t know how someone could fuck up something so
simple so badly, but whoever was cooking in the back of that Anchorage diner really did
a job on that piece of meat. | mean, I don’t think they’d ever even seen a picture of a
chicken fried steak, much less eaten one in person. For one thing, it wasn’t breaded, it
was just pan fried and greasy. And second, it had that weird chicken gravy or something
on it instead of the creamy white kind. Third, I’m not convinced it was actually steak. It
just wasn’t quite right. Anyway, it killed my appetite right off and | sat there picking at it
while Dan looked at a gas station map of Anchorage between bites of some kind of seal
blubber porridge that smelled like a fish trying to fuck a burnt tire.

“What | need to find is a shitty neighborhood,” Dan said and shook out the map.

“Do they include that information on city maps?” | said. | took a bite of the

hashbrowns that came with the “steak.” They were the only edible thing on the plate.
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“Not exactly, smartass,” Dan said. “But most cities are the same, right? All the
poor people live around downtown, and all the rich people live in the suburbs on the edge
of the city.”

“Wait,” | said, “haven’t you been here before?”

“Sort of. | came through here one other time, but | was in a car and we drove
straight through. | didn’t have to steal a car or anything. In fact, we didn’t even stop to
piss, just went up to Carl’s place.”

“Oh.” | sipped at my coffee. It wasn’t very good, either. | wondered if
everything in Alaska sucked, or if it was just this particular restaurant.

“Okay,” Dan said, pointing to the map. | don’t know why he bothered, since |
couldn’t really see with his bowl of seal porridge sitting on it. “We’re here, and here’s
downtown. These streets here have tree names, so | think they’re probably residential.
What we’ll do is, we’ll walk a couple of miles down here, find a car, and then hit the
highway where it meets up right here headed north. Once we’re out of town, we’re home
free.” I had to give Dan credit, he was at least careful. | don’t have a lot of direct
experience with being a criminal, so a lot of my conceptions of the criminal mentality
come from TV. They’re never careful on TV, they just take the first car they see and the
next thing you know they’re being shot in a ditch or something.

“Cool. I know I never told you why | was bailing out of OKC, and you probably
don’t want to know, but I just want to say that if we get caught boosting a car ...”

“Yeah, you don’t have to tell me, pal. | never told you why I was bailing either,
but I will say it wasn’t for fun and the nice air up here. Don’t worry. 1’m a careful guy.”

| felt better, but it made me wonder what he did and what kind of trouble he was in back
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there. | figured | wasn’t one to judge, since | was a wanted neck stabber. It’s not like |
would have stabbed anyone else, or at least | don’t think |1 would have, and | wanted to

give Dan the benefit of the doubt and trust that whatever he did he wouldn’t do to me

either.

“Right,” I said. “I know you’re on the level and all, I just want to be clear and
everything.”

“Yeah yeah,” Dan said, and took a bite of his porridge. “How’s that steak,
buddy?”

“Fucking gross,” | said. “How’s that porridge? | smells like Moby’s dick.”

“The singer or the whale?”” Dan said, his face still.

“I don’t know. Whichever one has the smelliest cock,” | said, and laughed a little.

“I don’t know,” Dan said, and took another bite. “But don’t knock it “til you try it.
Seal blubber has magical qualities. Keeps you warm.”

“Yeah, it’s burning my nose, and | haven’t even tasted it.”

.

After a couple more cups of crappy coffee and a few forced bites of chicken fried
“steak” to keep away the shakes, me and Dan walked toward downtown Anchorage and
the neighborhood he’d found on the map. As we walked the shops thinned and we
entered an old industrial area that looked like it had seen its last boom of relevance back
when people still liked Ike. I didn’t know what it had been built for, but I assumed it had
something to do with fish. The day was still cold as fuck, and the fog and clouds coming
in off the shore were crowding down over our heads like a shrinking rubber room,

making me feel claustrophobic. After a couple of miles all the other pedestrians
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disappeared and we were alone with the close, wet silence and the occasional shrill cries
of isolated sea birds. Our feet crunched through the snow and the icy crusts of past
snows and the undercoat of gravel and cinders that littered the road and sidewalks.

“Are you sure we’re going the right direction?” | said, feeling nervous.

“Yeah. What are you nervous about?”” Dan said, watching a mangy dog chew on
a dirty rat carcass at the base of a crumbling brick wall.

“I’m not nervous,” | said. “I just wondered. It seems like we’re headed nowhere,
you know what | mean?”

“That means we’re headed in the right direction,” Dan said. “Just wait. We’ll be
out of here in no time, headed for Carl’s sweet hydroponic bud and hot showers galore.”

“Sweet. It seems like forever since | had a good shower.” They didn’t let us have
hot water on the ship, so we didn’t wash much.

“Yeah, | know,” Dan said.

Sure enough, after a couple more miles we moved out of the industrial area and
into an older residential district, lined with old brick apartment houses and big houses
that looked like they’d been divided into sections. As we’d been hoping, the street was
lined with cars but almost devoid of people, as far as we could see. Most of the buildings
were only two or three stories, but it seemed like there was no sky at all, the fog and
clouds were so close to the ground. The street Dan wanted to get a car from, with the
most direct access to the freeway, started at the bottom of a hill, so when we turned onto
it I had a weird sensation of unreality. The houses and buildings swept away from us
moving up, so they seemed to disappear into the clouds the farther up the hill they were,

and | couldn’t even see the far end of it.
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“Okay,” Dan said. We started along the sidewalk, slowly walking next to the cars
parked at the curb. “Look out for one with the door unlocked, right? And I know it’s a
long shot in this day and age, but make sure and check the ignition for keys, just in case.”

“Right-o, captain,” I said. “What if we don’t find one with keys. You know how
to hot wire one or something?”

Dan looked at me like | had asked him if he knew how to walk. “Well, yeah, of
course | know how to hot wire ‘em. Don’t you?”

“No,” | said.

Dan shook his head. “Well God, what’d you do for fun when you were a kid?
Play tiddlywinks?”

“I read a lot. Rode my bike, I guess.” | was on the inside of the sidewalk, away
from the curb, while Dan walked closest to the cars. It was hard to look into the cars
from where | was anyway, so | was keeping an eye on the doorways and the alleys as we
passed them in the gloom. They were creepy. Even the doorways had fog in them, and |
couldn’t see more than a few feet down the alleys.

“Geez. See, that’s what’s wrong with the world today. You got kids reading all
the time, going around eating ice cream and whatever, don’t even obtain any useful real
world skills. 1 always used to tell my sister Imogene ... ah, hang on, now.” Dan leaned
over and peered through the window of a rusty old green Dodge Dart. | thought | heard a
stealthy scratching in the alley behind me, but it was so quiet | figured it was probably a
cat or something. “Whaddaya know,” Dan said. “I ain’t seen nobody for years and years
left their keys in their car.” Dan gave a look around the street to see if anyone was

watching, as if he would be able to see them or them him, for that matter. Then he
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walked around to the driver’s side and tried the door handle. It didn’t open. “Shit,” he
said. “Hey Gary, try that side. The button’s up over here, | think it’s broken. Give it a
squeeze, willya?”

I heard that shuffling noise behind me in the alley again. | turned around and
peered into the cloudy gray murk, but I couldn’t make anything out.

“What is it?”” Dan said, tensing like he was about to run.

“Nothing. Probably just a cat or something.” 1 turned back to the Dart and
grabbed the door handle. | thumbed the latch button and grinned over at Dan when |
heard it click and the door came loose in my hand. “Now, if this old heap has any gas in
it, we’re in good shape ...” |trailed off as | got a look at Dan’s face. He was looking
behind me with his mouth open, heaving in a big breath like he was about to scream, but
wasn’t sure if he needed to yet. | didn’t want to, but | turned around with my back
against the Dart and faced the alley.

It took a second to realize exactly what it was coming out of the narrow corridor
of fog, shambling along like a windup robot with a couple of broken gears. | pressed up
against the car door, watching it come toward me. It made a weird clanking noise and
whatever it was, a person or not, it was breathing real heavy and sounded like it was
spitting and slobbering, or something. After the initial shock wore off | realized it was
coming pretty slow. I relaxed a little, turned around and looked at Dan. He just shrugged
at me and | shrugged back. | picked half an old brick up off the sidewalk and rubbed the
crumbling porous surface of it with my thumb. Randomly, | thought of my grandmother.
She’s from New England originally, and she has a whole fund of weird New England

sayings. She always used to say ‘hard as a brickbat” when something was hard, and |
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never knew what the hell she was talking about. Then I looked it up one time and found
out a brickbat is a piece of brick you throw at someone or something, to break someone
or something you want to break. 1 think the term goes back to the nineteenth century
street gangs of New York and Boston. | didn’t know if | wanted to break whatever was
coming out of the alley yet, but | wanted to be able to if it needed breaking. Brickbat.
It’s such a cool word. | felt it in my hand and pretended | was one of those tough
immigrant gangsters, about to clear the teeth from some territorial rival’s mouth.

The clanking, huffing thing cleared the alley and | almost laughed.

It was hard to tell for sure, but it looked like an old man with a metal funnel for a
hat like the Tin Man in The Wizard of Oz movie, except this guy’s funnel actually looked
like it had been used extensively and maybe not for just funneling oil but like clam
chowder and syrup and other stuff. And rust. Under the funnel were two bright points |
took to be eyes, under that a mass of white and gray hair coming from under the funnel
and the big collar, covering most of the face. The collar was from a big anorak parka, the
kind with a big bunch of matted, dirty yellow-white fur poofing up around the head and
neck. But instead of a green or brown material, the guy had wrapped metallic duct tape
around the sleeves and middle of the parka, then down to cover the legs and even the feet.
The tape had worn away from the soles, leaving crusty frayed edges of tape flapping
against the sidewalk.

The alley knight stood there looking out at me and Dan through his hair veil. The
clanking I had heard coming down the alley was from two chained-together trashcan lids
that hung over his shoulders and rested in the front and back like a chest plate and a back

plate. In his right hand he held up a makeshift sword that looked like it had once been a
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lawnmower blade, sharpened on one edge with cardboard and more duct tape wrapped
around the other for a handle.

I looked at Dan, who was still standing on the other side of the Dart, poised to run.
He shrugged and | shrugged back, and | turned back to the guy. He was baring his gums
at me thorough his filthy hair, pinkish-black gums that looked like they had never held
teeth, but had only ever produced ooze and corruption, yellowish gunk that might make
you have hallucinations if it got on you. | started feeling weird. The building behind the
crazy guy took on a construction paper feel, and loomed up behind him like it might
topple over on us. Most things were shadows at that moment, and Dan shrank away
behind me. Something about those gums. My skin felt loose and my legs felt like rubber
crutches as the knight took a step forward on the crumbled soot-spongy sidewalk, rubbing
particles off into the air that walked into my sinuses and made a taste like hitting my head
with loose iron.

I backed up against the Dart again like it was going to make everything okay and
rested my back there as the knight came forward. | wanted to run more than anything,
but I was trapped in that nightmare state of irrational terror that sticks feet to pavement. A
hole opened behind the hair veil. “Cranto! Shabble grang timblintinkle! Hacklehackle
crickrackle!”” The voice was the kind of sound | imagined would come out of a rubber
tube squashed under the weight of a billion maggots. All | had strength to do was raise
my arm against the shadow of the crumbling rectangle behind the knight as he raised the
lawnmower sword and swung it at me. | was only passing aware of the brick that flew
past my head until it hit the knight in his hair veil and knocked him back. The sword,

which would have probably cut off my hand a little above the wrist, went cockeyed and
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glanced along my left arm. It bit into the fabric of my heavy coat and through the shirt
underneath and | felt a sharp, thin pain, but | couldn’t tell if it was from being cut really
deep or really shallow. Blood from under the hair veil spattered my jacket and the Dart’s
passenger side window as the knight went down, clutching at his face. | just stood there
for a moment, shocked. The surreal quality of the street disappeared when the old guy
fell and the buildings looked normal again, the sidewalk just a dirty old sidewalk with a
dirty old man rolling back and forth on it, bleeding and huffing into his beard.

Dan came around the Dart and grabbed me. “Holy shit, did he get you?” he said,
looking me up and down.

“Yeah, a little,” | said, trying to look at where he’d cut my arm. My new coat was
covering it mostly up, but there was some blood on the surface of the cloth, and I could
feel a vague, warm flowing sensation inside all the layers, moving against my skin. “I
don’t know how bad, though. I didn’t really feel it when it happened. What the fuck’s
wrong with that guy?”

“Shit, 1 don’t know,” Dan said. “We’d better get out of here before someone calls
the cops.” Dan jerked open the Dart door and shoved me in. It had those slick vinyl
seats that I always hated when | was a kid, the kind that can burn the shit out of your legs
if you have shorts on in the summer. They hold the same sick plastic smell all year round.
I slid across and pulled the handle on the driver’s side while Dan walked around. He got
in and started the thing up like it was his. | couldn’t believe someone had just left the
keys in it, like they knew we were going to need it. | held my hand on my arm, not sure |

wanted to know how bad I was cut. | could feel wetness spreading, and a dull ache was

172



starting to build in my upper arm muscles, but it was too cold to take off my coat and
shirt and stuff to look.

“Let’s hope this heap of shit has some battery juice,” Dan said, and touched two
of the wires together. The ignition started turning sluggishly over, like it was on the ege
of exhaustion. “Come on, you fucker,” Dan said, and pumped the gas pedal a couple of
times. The engine rolled over a little slower for a second and I thought we’d have to
move on to another car, but then it was like things loosened up in the engine and it picked
up speed. Dan held the gas pedal down, and the engine coughed into life. “Fuck yeah!”
Dan said, and let the wires drop. “We hit the fucking jackpot, Gary. This thing’s
actually got enough gas in it to get us most of the way there.”

“Sweet,” | said, and leaned back. 1 felt a little weird, a touch sick in the top of my
stomach, a little dizzy around the edges of sight. “Think we might stop and get some
Band-Aids?”

“If we need to. Let’s get some distance between us and old Trashcan Lid.” |
looked out the window and was actually a little relieved to see that the old guy with the
funnel on his head was still moving around a little. It really was hellishly cold, and |
found myself worrying about him a little.

“Do you think we should help that guy, or something?” 1 said.

“Hell no, man. Fuck that. Besides, he probably lives right inside there anyways.
He’ll be fine, he just might need a couple of Band-Aids himself. I’ll bet you got the
worst of it.”

“Maybe,” | said, and put more pressure on my arm. “I hope so.” Dan got the Dart

in gear and pulled away from the curb. | watched the old guy shift around on the
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sidewalk in the side mirror until fog swallowed him. | fumbled with the heater controls,
hoping that the shaking, numb feeling in my hand was from the cold and not some sort of
nerve damage. | held onto my arm as Dan navigated the foggy streets looking for the
freeway until the engine warmed up the inside of the Dart enough for me to slowly unzip
my coat and gingerly pull my arm out. Dan’s mustache twitched nervously as his eyes
darted back and forth between the road and my emerging arm. Neither of us said
anything when I pulled it out. The sleeve was soaked with blood. | pulled apart the flaps
and peered in the gap. “Oh, motherfuck!” I said. Dan leaned over and looked.

“Shit, Gary. That’s not good.” Looking at the look on Dan’s face was somehow
worse than looking at the giant gash in my arm, so | looked back at the gash. It ran from
just under my shoulder in a clean line down and petered out toward the back of my elbow.
It wasn’t bleeding too bad anymore, so | figured 1’d gotten lucky and the stupid crazy
bastard hadn’t hit any major arteries with his goddam lawn mower blade. “Shit,” Dan
said again, “that’s not good.”

“Yeah, you’re right. You’re completely right, Dan,” | said, starting to feel
agitated, “what the fuck am I going to do about this? | can’t go to the goddam hospital.”

“Why?” Dan said.

“Because I’'m wanted. Didn’t you know that? Aren’t you wanted too?”

“No. What are you wanted for?”

“| stabbed my boss in the neck,” | said, poking at the edges of the gash. Dan kept
peeking over at it as he drove. We were on the freeway, or what passes for a freeway in
Alaska, headed north on Highway 1 towards the Highway 3 junction that jogged off to

the northwest and Dan’s cousin Carl’s place. “l didn’t mean to do it, but | was under
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stress and he was fucking with me and | didn’t think about it I just did it and now I’m on
the run.”

“Geez, Gary,” Dan said. “It must have been a lot of stress. What was eating
you?”

“My wife died three weeks, two days ago. And ten hours,” | said, leaning over to
look at Dan’s watch.

“Ah. Shit, Gary, that’s not good.”

“Yeah, you keep saying that.”

“Well, it’s not,” Dan said, looking over at me. The highway was deserted in front
of us, just a two-lane stretch of blacktop headed off into a big white empty. “It’s not
good at all. I thought you were just sort of dodging around, like me. Like dodging child
support or something.”

“Well, I thought you were running from the cops, like me,” | said, and looked out
my window, so | wouldn’t have to look at Dan’s face or the huge gash in my arm. |
pulled the sliced edges of my coat down carefully across the sticky skin around it so |
wouldn’t get it to bleeding again. “I suppose you’re going to drop me off now, or
something, right?”

“No,” Dan said, watching the road again. “lI mean, I don’t know. | don’t think
s0.”

“If it makes you feel any better, it made me sick, what I did. 1 would never do it
again. 1’d rather die than do something like that again.”

Dan was quiet for a few minutes and | watched the scenery, or lack thereof, pass

by the dirty Dart window. The immediate environment was almost entirely mounds of
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snow, scattered with loose evergreen clusters for what looked like a couple of miles on
either side of the road until the forest thickened and swept off into the distance. Farther
on, a row of big-ass mountains rose out of the landscape like snowy cruising shark fins

on the horizon. | wondered what, if anything, was out there in all that icy expanse. It
made me think of Jack London stories, especially the one about the guy who tries to start
a fire but ends up freezing to death in a river bed. At one point, the guy thinks about
gutting his dog and sticking his hands in it so he can get just a little bit of warmth and
stave off death for a little longer. | shivered as | thought about what it would feel like to
wander around out there with no compass, no food or matches, no Dart and no Dan Tacos.

“Look,” Dan said. “I’m not going to kick you out or anything, if that’s what
you’re worried about. It’s just kind of a surprise, you know? | just thought you were this
regular guy from Oklahoma, right? So that’s all I’m saying, it’s just kind of a shock to
find out you’re not exactly the kind of guy I thought you were, you know?”

“I know exactly what you mean,” I said. “Imagine how I feel. | had to find out
after like twenty-eight years I’m not the guy | thought | was that whole time, you know?
It can fuck with your head.”

“Yeah.” Dan looked back over at my arm, brows furrowed, mustache drooping
over his lips. “We’ve gotta figure out what to do about that arm. Does it hurt?”

“It’s starting to.” | had been trying to ignore the growing ache in my arm, which
instead of spreading out over my skin was spreading deeper into the flesh itself, mining
its way down into the bone where it was digging in like tree roots into a water pipe,
finding cracks and spreading them out. “It’s not too bad yet, though. And I think it

stopped bleeding awhile ago, mostly. Now it just feels sort of ... sticky.”
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“So really, if we got you some aspirin and some Band-Aids and stuff, you could
probably go for a while, right? Without stitches?” | hadn’t thought about stitches. | hate
stitches.

“Do you really think it needs stitches?” | said.

“Are you shitting me? That fucking gash? You probably need like, twenty
stitches in that fucking thing. At least. And then some penicillin, right?”

“Great,” | said. “Where are we going to get that? I’m serious, man, if I goto a
hospital, I’m going to jail.”

“Maybe not. We’re pretty far from Oklahoma.” | thought about it. Dan was
right, but it was better safe than sorry.

“I still don’t want to risk it,” 1 said. “*You may be right, but there’s no telling
what kind of databases and shit they have set up, you know?”

“It’s your call. All I’m saying is, even if they do ID you and take you back to
Oklahoma, it might be better than the alternative. We can stop at the next town and get
some aspirin and bandages and maybe some hydrogen peroxide, and then when we get
out to Carl’s we can patch you up. But for what it’s worth | think the hospital is your best
bet. And if | were you | might just turn myself in and get it over with, Gary.”

“Does Carl have all that stuff for stitches? And penicillin?”

“Yeah,” Dan said, “he lives practically as far from civilization as you can live.
He’s got to have all that stuff. It would take him like a day to get to even a clinic, much
less a hospital. We can take care of it there, no problem.” Dan gave me a couple of
sharp pats on the thigh and a reassuring grin. | was feeling pretty crappy, but | managed

a smile all the same. | looked back out the window and felt glad to be in a warm car with
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a friend instead of out in a creek bed somewhere with a domesticated wolf and a couple
of matches.

“I can’t go to jail, Dan,” I said. “I feel bad, but I just can’t.”

Twelve

I had to take off my coat and shirt and everything to clean off my arm. | put
hydrogen peroxide on it, which was a mistake since it dissolved the clots in the cut and
got it bleeding again. But it was good once | put three or four linen pads on and taped
them down real good and took a few Tylenol and it stopped hurting enough for me to go
to sleep for a while.

When | woke up we were driving down a black line that stretched to the horizon
through endless moonlit white. My arm felt swollen and hot, with a deep bone ache that
moved through the muscles like a restless ghost. | had been leaning against my good arm
against the door with the cut arm resting on my coat, so my good arm didn’t feel very
good from leaning on it, though it still felt great compared to the swollen one. | was hot
and really thirsty, and my eyes felt twice their regular size. It was dark and quiet except
for the deep hum of the Dart’s engine and heater.

“Alan?” | said, trying to sit up. “Is the oven still on?”

Dan leaned over out of the darkness on the other side of the bench seat and looked
at me. “I’m Dan, Gary. How’re you feeling, man?”

I made another feeble attempt to sit up but couldn’t seem to get my center of
gravity far enough forward to make it. | rocked back and forth a few seconds then gave

up and laid back. Itook a few heavy breaths and didn’t like the way it seemed harder
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than usual. “Man, | got the moon mouth,” | said, smacking my arid tongue against the
roof of my mouth, “you got any Dr. Pepper or whatever?” Dan reached down to the
floorboard between us and brought up a plastic jug of water.

“Here ya go, Gary,” Dan said. It was a little too heavy, but | managed to get the
jug up to my mouth with my good right hand and take a few sips. | only spilled a little bit
on my shirt, but it made me shiver.

“God, that’s cold,” I said. “It’s good.”

“Yeah, I filled it with snow. Probably been snow since before we were born, you
know? Sitting out there in the fields until I stuffed it in the bottle and set it by the heater.
Fucking clear stuff, I’ll tell you that.” Dan’s tone was light and airy, but I could tell he
was worried about something.

“What’s the matter? You seem worried,” | said.

“Huh? Oh, nothing. Nothing, I’m fine. | was just thinking though, we’re almost
to Cirlot, the last little outpost up this direction. That’s where Carl keeps his
snowmobiles.”

“Uh huh.” I was listening, but I felt more like looking out the top corner of the
windshield at the black sky. The clouds had cleared off and it was crowded with bright
star clusters. | used to have this thing when | was a kid where | thought I would be happy
dying if I was in a position to look at the sky when it happened. Like that would make a
difference, or something.

“So you know,” Dan said, “I was just thinking about whether or not you’d be able

to ride your own “bile, or if I’d have to piggy back you, that’s all.”
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“Oh,” I said, “that shouldn’t be a big deal. If I can get on the thing I should be
able to ride it. And if not, you know ...”

“Yeah,” Dan said, looking over at me again. “Maybe you should take a few more
Tylenol. Does it feel swollen?” Dan poked at the skin under the bandages, around the
edges of the cut, and | winced.

“Yeah, a little,” I said. “But it’s not too bad. I think I just got tired all of a
sudden, and now I’m having trouble getting woke up. It was a really long day, you
know?” | found a little reserve of strength and used it to pull myself upright. | grunted a
little, but suppressed the little cry |1 wanted to make when | shifted my arm over and set it
on my lap. It wasn’t that it hurt exactly, though it did, but I could feel the opposite sides
of the gash shifting around like two sides of a loose fault line. “It seems weird to think
this time last night we were still on the ship, drinking that Canadian beer and talking to
those girls from Portland.”

“Yeah, | know what you mean,” Dan said, searching restlessly with his eyes in the
field of the headlights. “The world’s a damn funny place. I’ve been wandering around
long enough to know not to expect too much from one day to the next. You think you’re
going to be living in a palace or something, taking it easy, and you wind up on a chain
gang. Or | remember one time | was dead sure | was going to jail, and | wound up on a
shipping vessel bound for Greece, where | had one of the best times ever. It’s a damn
funny world, I’ll tell you that.”

“I hear you buddy,” | said, leaning my head back against the window. The cold
glass felt good. | imagined the cold night air conducting itself through the thin pane and

through my skin, into my bloodstream, where it cooled my too-hot blood and shrank the

180



inflamed tissue in my arm. 1 don’t know if it really worked, but it made me feel better to

think about it. | sat back up and took a couple of Tylenol from the bottle on the dash and

swallowed them with a mouthful from the water jug. “There’s no telling what’s going to

happen. You gotta just enjoy the ride, right?” | thought | knew what I was talking about.
.

The thing about Alaska is it’s really pretty damn big. Dan told me we hit
Fairbanks, which is about three or four hundred miles north of Anchorage, while | was
asleep where he filled up and got food and all that. Then we struck out north again,
headed out toward the Gates of the Antarctic National Park. Dan said Carl’s place was
on the edge of the park, tucked out behind some mountain or another. There was a road,
Route 2, that went north all the way to the glacier on the northern edge of the Yukon
Territory, but we veered off it as we were passing between the Gates of Antarctic and the
Arctic Northwest Reserve. | don’t know the difference between the two. | don’t think
there is any. Both sides of the road were lined with endless stretches of snow and
mountains. Route 2 actually goes up on a glacier, Dan said, but we didn’t go that far. We
drove off onto a private road screened by a giant boulder on one side and a bunch of tall
pines on the other. | felt nervous, to tell you the truth. Route 2 was narrow and scary,
and a couple of times we eased the Dart over big patches of snow and ice that had crept
across the road. The worst part was there was absolutely nothing, and | mean nothing,
out there except for us, the Dart, and ten-below-zero temperatures. Dan said it was
relatively warm compared to other times he’d made the trip.

Dan had filled a bunch of gas cans in Fairbanks and put them in the trunk, which

didn’t make me feel any better, though I was at least glad we had gas with us and as long
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as the Dart kept running we wouldn’t freeze at least. Going up the private road reminded
me of what | had felt in the desert when | was coming home with Althea and Carrie and
Sharon that last time, the feeling of sublimity, of something so huge and awesome that
you feel both scared and reverent at the same time, like what looking at the face of God
would be like. Except the mountains and glaciers and the sheer size of the northern
territories trumps the desert, hands down. All the same it got me to thinking about
Sharon and Carrie and everything. | turned my head to the window for a while and cried
as quietly as I could. I just felt so homesick and rotten, even though | was in one of the
most beautiful places I’d ever been. | think Dan maybe knew what | was doing, but he
didn’t say anything. He tried to find a music station or something on the radio, but all we
could get was this one station. It sounded really crackly, but underneath it there was this
robot-sounding voice, only with a British accent, just saying numbers and random words
over and over. And then it would play a section of really creepy music that sounded like
it was coming from a kid’s jack-in-the-box, all loopy with variable speed like a recording
of a dead kid’s memory. | thought it was sort of funny and weird at first, but then the
music part started scaring me and | had to turn it off.

“That must be one of those spy stations,” Dan said when it was quiet again.

“Spy stations?”

“Yeah, Carl was telling me about it once. No one knows where they come from,
and the frequencies change a lot so you never know where they are. And the numbers
and words and music change. Supposedly it’s for spies, for them to get messages.”

“What spies would be way the fuck out here?”
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Dan shrugged. “I don’t know, man. There’s a lot of things goes on out here no
one knows about. Take Carl, for instance. The guy has like, a secret compound, with
green houses and an indoor swimming pool and all kinds of shit. Only no one knows
about it, except me and Carl and the guys who work for him. There’s not many. And he
turns out some of the best pot in the western hemisphere. | mean, it’s like rock star shit,
the kind of stuff only really rich people can afford. And I’ve heard stories about the
glaciers, you know, people seeing weird shit out there. It’s a weird place for people to be
in, that’s for sure.”

“What kind of weird shit?” I said. The Tylenol was making my arm feel cooler
and my eyes feel less swollen. | drank a little water. “Hey, do you have any more joints,
now that I think about it?”

“Sure,” Dan said, and opened the glove compartment. He pulled out a cigarette
pack and fished out a medium-sized joint. He lit it and passed it to me. | puffed on it
contentedly, hoping it would mix with the acetaminophen and let me sleep a little more.
“People tell all kinds of stories,” Dan continued, taking the joint back. “I’ve heard some
people say it’s because of the elevation, that people get hallucinations and go crazy from
being out in the thin air and the cold too long. But I’ve also known people who said
they’ve seen shit with their own eyes. And they weren’t crazy, you know, and | believe
them.”

“Shit like what?” | said. “What kind of stuff did they see?”

“Well, like this guy Terry that works with Carl, one night him and this other guy
were out on the snowmobiles, just cruising around *cause they felt cooped up. Anyway,

Terry said they came over this hill and could see this valley down below, like a small one,
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but really deep. All filled with mist, right? And Terry said he could make out in there
like a big head on a long neck like a dinosaur but huge, like bigger than Godzilla, even.
And Terry said it looked at him and winked.” Dan took the joint back and puffed it under
his mustache.

“Yeah, that sounds like a hallucination,” | said. “How’s a dinosaur going to be
living someplace so cold? And what would it eat?”

“I don’t know,” Dan said. “But this other time Carl said, and I believe Carl, you
have to believe Carl, just meet Carl and tell me you don’t believe whatever he says, Carl
said one time he was out riding around when it was warmer, and he said he saw like, a
Minotaur.”

“What? Like, a minotaur just sort of standing around?”

“No, Carl said it was walking, like walking away from him, and when Carl drove
by on his ’bile the minotaur just sort of looked around at him and kept going, like the
noise was annoying or something.”

I laughed. The joint was halfway gone and when Dan held it out to me | shook
my head. He grinned and put it out in the Dart’s ashtray. “You’re so full of shit, dude,” |
said. “There’s no dinosaurs and minotaurs running around out here.”

“Hey, I’m not the one who said it,” Dan said. “It was Carl and Terry. If you want,
you can tell them they’re full of shit when you meet them. Though I don’t think you’ll
want to.”

“Probably not,” I said. I didn’t know much about them, but if they were big pot

growers and sellers they probably weren’t the kind of guys you insulted right off the bat,
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if at all. “Besides, there’s all kinds of weird shit that goes on. Hell, Sharon’s aunt ...” |
stopped.

“Who’s Sharon?” Dan said, looking over at me.

“Uh. She’s ... she was my wife.”

“Ah, shit man, I’m sorry,” Dan said. “Do you want to talk about it? | mean, shoot,
I’ve lost people before. Brothers and stuff.” Dan sounded sincere, but | wasn’t in the
mood.

“No thanks,” | said. “Maybe some other time.”

Dan shrugged and smiled at me, pulled out his pack again and offered me a
cigarette. | took it, feeling like I never needed something more. “So anyway,” Dan said,
“what were you saying about Sharon’s aunt?”

“Oh,” I said. “Yeah. Well yeah, her aunt lives out in Arkansas, way out in the
boonies, kind of like Carl, | guess. | mean, you have to drive to this really small town out
in the hills, in the middle of the state and then you get on this dirt road. And the dirt road
winds into the hills and you have to drive like, forty-five minutes or something to get to
their cabin. It’s kind of funny, ’cause it looks like the sort of place you see in movies
about coal miners or whatever, it’s a log cabin, but they have a satellite dish out front and
they have electricity and plumbing and air conditioning and everything.”

“Right on,” Dan said, cracking his window. He flicked his butt out into the snow
and | handed him mine, and he flicked it out, too.

“So anyways, Sharon’s aunt, she lived out there with her husband and her two
boys, but they would always tell us stories about shit they saw out in the woods.”

“Like what?”
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“Well, like Hortense, that’s Sharon’s aunt, she said she was always seeing aliens
popping around the trees out in the woods, and she said one time she saw the mountain
across from their cabin open up like a big hinged door and a flying saucer came out of it
and flew off. And another time she said she saw a tree wearing tennis shoes.”

“What? Did they do a lot of drugs, or what?” Dan said.

“I think they probably were doing quite a bit of meth and smoking a lot of weed,
you know. There’s not much else to do out there,” I said.

“Yeah, it sounds like it,” Dan said.

“Yeah, but it isn’t really any different than Carl and Terry seeing that stuff, is it?
I mean, I’m not saying they were fucked up or they were crazy or anything, but it’s just
weird that people who live in the middle of nowhere are prone to seeing shit that anyone
else would say is impossible, you know?”

“Yeah, | guess,” Dan said, lighting another cigarette. “Is your arm doing okay, at
least for now?” Dan said.

“Yeah, | guess so,” I said. “As long as | don’t move it around too much, it seems
okay. And I think that joint helped a little.” The deep muscle ache was still there, but it
had receded.

“Good.” Dan was peering intently out into the dark. “Okay. Here’s the end of
the line. You think you can steer a snowmobile for a while?”

“Probably,” 1 said, not knowing whether | could or not, but leaning toward not. “I
never drove one before. Are they hard to steer?”

“No. Once you get your arm up on the handle it shouldn’t be hard. It’s not like

you have to do a lot of turning or anything. It’s mostly leaning,” Dan said. He pulled up
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to a large shed. It was one of those metal prefabricated jobs, painted a light gray so it
would have been hard to spot. “Stay in here until I get the door open, and I’ll turn on the
heat. There’s a kerosene furnace in there. Okay?”

“You don’t have to do all that. If you just get the door open and point me toward
the snowmobile I’ll be okay,” I said, trying to get my arm back into my coat sleeve
without ripping the gash open again.

“No, it’s not that,” Dan said, pulling on his hood. “It’s a big kerosene furnace,
and we’ll need it to get the snowmobiles warm enough to start. It’s cold as fucking hell
out there, dude. But once we get them going it’s not too far up through the pass to Carl’s
place, okay?” Dan pulled on his gloves and looked at me through the eyeholes in his
hood. He looked like a kid about to go play ninja in the yard.

“Okay. Sounds good,” I said.

Dan got out of the Dart and slammed the door behind him. He ran across the few
yards between the Dart and the shed door and started pulling at it. | couldn’t see if it was
iced up or what, since Dan was blocking the door. After a few minutes, during which |
thought about getting out to help but didn’t, Dan finally wrenched to door free from
whatever was blocking it and slid it open. He turned and gave me the thumbs up and
then went in and slid the door closed.

I sat in the idling Dart, waiting. Without moving, the car wasn’t generating as
much heat so | started to get a little chilly, even though I had the thing cranked up as hot
as it would go. Idling, the Dart sounded like it was having a hard time keeping itself
going, like it was a person being slowly crushed to death by a heavy weight. It was like

the cold was the weight, and the engine was the Dart’s lungs. Every once in a while it
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would stutter and the car would lurch, the lurches more pronounced each time it
happened. | knew it wouldn’t be long before the Dart gave one last big lurch and stalled
out. | scooted across the seat, trying to keep my arm still, and sneaked my foot across the
floorboard to goose the gas. The engine chopped up and gave a low roar, like a lion that
just got its toe stepped on, and then let back down as | took my foot back. | sat there
half-leaning across the bench seat with my left leg over on the driver’s side goosing the
gas every so often, until I noticed my arm was starting to feel warm and weird. | had put
my coat on in anticipation of driving snowmobiles and I had closed the rip in my coat
with duct tape to keep the cold out, so | couldn’t see what was going on in there. | was
thinking about taking my coat back off, though it seemed like the last thing | would want
to do if 1 didn’t want to disturb the gash in my arm, but | was interrupted by Dan shouting
at me from the shed door. | hadn’t been paying attention. | looked out through the
windshield and there he was waving his arms around his head and shouting, the sound of
which barely made it into the Dart’s interior, rushed off with the wind like the snow.

I hesitated. | wasn’t sure if | should turn the Dart off or not. On the one hand, if |
turned it off it might get too cold and we wouldn’t be able to get it going again if we
needed to. On the other hand, if I left it on there was a good chance it would stall out and
if it did, the lights and everything would stay on and the battery would die and we would
be even more fucked. | decided to turn it off. | winced a little against my will as | pulled
apart the wires Dan had twisted together under the dash. The engine died and | sat there
a moment longer, listening to the wind and the skittering of the hard, icy snow crossing
the hood. 1 could hear Dan now.

“Hurry up, goddammit!” he was shouting. “I’m letting all the heat out of here!”
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I scooted back to my side of the Dart, still trying to keep my arm still, though |
knew it wasn’t doing me any good. | opened the door with my good arm and got out.
The cold hit me hard like a punch in the face or a limb chopped off, I can’t think of any
way to describe it that isn’t clichéd. Suffice it to say that it was unbelievable,
incomprehensibly, outside-of-the-realm-of-the-mind’s-ability-to-process cold. “Fuck!” |
yelled, slammed the car door and ran to the shed, forgetting about my arm for the first
time. 1 still held it relatively still but | wasn’t being as careful as | should. I ran past Dan
into the shed, and he slammed the door behind me, closing us inside.

“Come on, the heater’s in the back, it’ll be warmer there,” Dan said, and took my
bad arm. | winced and pulled it away, though it didn’t hurt any more or less than it had
before he grabbed it, and Dan gave me an apologetic look. “Sorry,” he said, “how’s it
feel?”

“About the same,” | said, “though I think it might be bleeding a little again. It’s
hard to tell. I’m not taking my coat off again to check, so we’ll just have to wait and see.
I don’t feel faint or anything.” It was ironic | said that because as soon as | did | felt faint.
A big clear wave of distortion washed over my vision and | had to really concentrate on
my feet and how they were connected to the ground and how my body was centered over
them to keep from falling. | guess it only lasted a few seconds, but it felt like a long time
to me.

“Are you all right?” Dan was saying as the wave passed by.

“Oh, sure,” I said. “I was just thinking. | just remembered I left the stove on at
home. I should go back and check it.” Dan grinned at the joke, even though he still

looked worried and uncertain.
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“Come on,” he said, and we walked to the back end of the shed. It went further
back than it looked like it would from outside. It was long and low, made of tin or
whatever they use for those prefabricated sorts of buildings. Someone had used a bunch
of that spray foam to line the inside of the shed, to insulate it and keep out drafts. Dan
was right; as we moved to the back, passing between seven or eight large shapes under
tarps that | assumed were snowmobiles, it got warmer and cozier. Against the back wall
was a long table made of plywood with big four by fours for legs and a couple of stools
sitting next to it. | sat down on one, resting my arm on the table top. Next to me was a
largish kerosene heater that looked like a big boiler tank with a stove burner on top, only
without a place to put a pot or a pan on, just flames coming out.

“Just sit here for a few minutes,” Dan said. “I’ll get two of these things going,
and then we’ll take off. Are you sure you feel okay? It’s probably a thirty or forty
minute ride up the mountain to get to Carl’s and if you pass out, | don’t know what we’ll
do. It’s not like there’s a pay phone where we can call an ambulance.”

“Yeah, I’m okay,” | said, feeling grateful for the stool. “Once we get going, I’ll
be even better. And once we get there, I’ll be even better still.