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GENUFLECT, GENTLEMEN AND OTHER STORIES

Matt B. Mullins, Ph.D.
Western Michigan University, 1998

Genuflect, Gentlemen is a novella-length work of fiction in which Dan
Mooney, a recovering drug-addict and former rock star, has a religious awakening that
inspires him to write a journal as an attempt to find meaning in his past. This journal, a
soapbox for Dan’s newly realized philosophies, focuses primarily in his troublesome
experiences as a student at an all-boys Catholic boarding high schools; it is essentially
Dan’s version of the “story” of those years just before his fame when music was
replacing religion as the center of his spirituality. The ultimate conclusion Dan reaches
through the reconsideration of that past and the influence it had on the course of his life
becomes the central motivating force for his professed future plans. The accompanying
short stories, though not directly related to Genuflect, Gentlemen, utilize similar themes
of the spiritual quest, misdirected spirituality, violence, loss, and drug and alcohol
abuse to contemplate the often inexpressible emotional complexities of the human

condition.
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AMERIKA

The first time I heard my dad say fuck we were driving across America in a
rented Winnebago, him, my mom, and me. We were doing this because they thought it
was necessary that I understand America, that I experience for myself the homeland I'd
read about in grade school and seen on the Television.

So we took our time driving three weeks from Detroit all the way to San
Francisco where we would catch our plane home. Of ccurse, there were many fantastic
things I remember seeing on the way, awed at eleven up in the windowed sleeper above
the cab with my comic books and the rock and roll on my walkman, the mighty rivers
and vast plains flowing past; the muscular mountains staring back at me with faces
carved in stone; the deep, green—black forests I saw breathing with wind; the rose
colored desert rocks at dawn, and so much more, all the way to odd hills of Frisco—
where I'd even get to stand alone inside the very Bird Man's cell at Alcatraz before I
flew back to Michigan.

But the America I'm really talking about here, the one we don't drive through
but live through, begins one day in Salt Lake City with a father stopped at a stoplight.
He's trying to explain the religious subtleties of the Mormons to his bright, young son
as four guys in the souped convertible one lane over lean out toward my mother in the
passenger seat of our motor home and begin shouting, , "Hey, fuck you, lady. Bitch.
What the fuck're you lookin at?"

We drove on for a long time after that happened, trying to get between
somewhere and somewhere else. I don't remember the specifics of it, I was too caught
up in trying to figure out why someone would talk to my mother that way—she hadn't

even done anything—and I couldn't seem to get their ugly words out of my head.
1
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Hours into darkness my mother and father started to squabble. "Francis, when
are we going to stop, I need sleep,” she complained.

"Teresa, just go in the back and lie down,” he kept telling her. "It's a motor
home, for God's sake.” He'd had dangerous amounts of caffeine since leaving Salt
Lake City that afternoon. The rudeness of those punks had made him drink it ruth-
lessly.

"You know I can't sleep while we're moving," she hissed at him.

They went back and forth this way for some time, she demanding that he stop,
he telling her just a few more miles, an eternity of it for a child my age who'd never
really heard them fight before. I could feel their angry voices beneath me, rising
through my belly, heating the despair of my tears. Then she called him a stubborn ass,
and I heard her walk toward the bed in the very back of the motor home, rip the curtain
open then closed. "Okay, fine, I'll stop, just give me a few more miles," he called, "let
me find a good place to pull over.” She answered him with silence. "Fucking pain in
my ass, goddammitt,” he mumbled, though I heard him perfectly, and I tried to hold in
the noise of my crying as we drove on.

I'd never heard him talk that way before; it made me feel like something tre-
mendous and irrevocable had gone wrong with all our lives—as if the foul-mouthed
words spit into our open windows in Sait Lake City were somehow contagious, and
something more than words. Why couldn't he just pull off the road like she'd asked?
This didn't seem like my big, all-knowing father who was usually serious and often
gone on business, but almost always kind when he was around. He had no idea what
their annoyance with each other was doing to me; I'm sure he assumed I was sleeping,
and if you'd asked him then what the problem was he'd've said, "Nothing." He'd've
said, "Goddamn woman giving me grief for trying to make good time."

Finally, after his promise to stop in a few miles had come to mean three more
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towns and another state, my mother’s anguish called from her bed in the back became
too much for him.

"Jesus, Francis, won't you please just stop driving?!" she groaned.

"Alright, fine!" he shouted. "Anything to get you off my fucking back!" And
the motor home lurched as we pulled immediately off the dark, twisting, mostly
deserted two—lane highway onto the silent shoulder not too far down the road from a
small bar with a blood-red BUDWEISER sign flashing on and off in its window.

I lay still, barely breathing, my head turned toward the opened slide-window
looking out at the dark road, my nose runny, my eyes swollen. I was afraid to move
for fear that he'd know I was awake and listening. His heavy feet shook the motor
home as he stamped toward the bed in the back where my mother lay in silence. I
listened as he tore the curtain open and closed it behind himself, and I was afraid for
what would happen between them next, though I had no idea what that might be.

I was almost asleep when the first motorcycles came around the curve spilling
their angry engine noise ahead of them onto the road. And when the sound didn't fade
away after two bikes, or five, or ten roared by, I propped myself up on an elbow and
looked out through the same window that had already shown me so much of America.
There seemed to be hundreds of them, no, thousands, bearded, long haired, wearing
leathers with daggers and skullfaces and aces of spades and naked women painted on
their backs, rolling into the parking lot of that bar on those chrome—glinting motor-
cycles, howling and revving their engines together into one charged animal noise that
seemed to last forever. There were more of them than I could hope to count, yelling,
swearing, doing wheelies back and forth, and a few women I noticed as well, hard-
ened, sexy looking women in jeans and leathers, walking in and out of the bar with
armloads of beer cans. It was the most wonderfully horrific and mysterious thing I'd

ever seen: the kind of life, liberty and pursuit of happiness my parents had done so well
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to keep from me until that day.

Then I heard my mother and father talking, quietly and urgently, as if despite
the tremendous noise, they were actually worried they might wake me into some
horrible dream merely by creeping toward the pilot seats of the motor home. The

engine starting, "Well, where then," my father says under his breath. My mother: "I

don't care where, Francis, just keep driving. Anywhere is better than this awful place."

I really don't remember too much else about that trip, just those foul-mouthed
assholes in Salt Lake City and that miraculous night with the motorcycles—my last
glimpse of those dark outlaws laughing and staggering through the dust swirled
headlights of that bar's gravel parking lot has never left me. I even dreamed of them a
few nights later when we crossed the border into California: they took me with them
on some crazy ride through tunnels and above the clouds and under water, and I
awakened terrified and excited at the same time.

The one other major thing I do recall from that trip is that our motor home was
broken into somewhere in San Francisco and my father’s 35mm camera and all his
lenses and the twenty or so rolls of film he'd shot during our trip were stolen. No
pictures of me looking down into the Grand Canyon. No pictures of me standing in the
middle of the Bonneville Salt Flats with my arms out—stretched. No pictures of me
pointing up the nose of Lincoln at Mt. Rushmore. And all the photos from the days
after their fight were gone forever also; they're out there on their own somewhere,
probably decomposing in some landfill, a prediction of my own lost future, images I
imagine capturing a distant, roving look in my eyes, a dark, knowing flower of irony

beginning to bloom at the corner or my two—faced smile.
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MOON WITH PRINCESS

My old man was still a cub reporter for the Times when they sent him to
interview the midget princess. We never talked much about it, me and my old man,
because we don't talk too much. But a while back when I wasvisiting, I went digging
through his stuff like a son is supposed to, and I found the black and white photograph
of him down on one knee interviewing her, note pad on his thigh, pencil frozen
mid-stroke. So I took it.

My old man is a big man, six foot something, and the midget princess was
maybe three feet tall, tops, so it was a good photo opportunity—the jet—haired reporter
in the angled fedora and tan trench coat leaning toward that tiny woman. And did I say
she was an old, old woman, grand—motherly looking, except for the fact she was a
midget? She was a symmetrical midget too, all her parts in proportion but smaller than
normal. That makes for a stronger image, I think. Less grotesque. Better than if her
head was all outsized or if her arms were stubby or her legs bowed like some midgets
I've seen. Though I can't really know about her legs, because she has an evening dress
on under her mink stole, and a diamond tiara in her hair, which makes me believe
somehow her legs are straight even though you can't see them.

What I'm trying to get at is that there's a certain fairy tale balance to it, this
medium shot of my big father crouched and listening carefully to the little old princess
who has her head cocked and her mouth rounded O with whatever it is she's telling
him. It's so good you could name it "Moon with Princess" and hang it in a gallery or

put it in a magazine; it's that interesting to look at, and Moon is what the other reporters
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called my old man in those days.

I've always wondered what he asked just before that photo's instant to set her
talking like she is. From the look on her face I bet it was something she really had to
think to answer. Back in the late 'fifties my old man still knew how to ask a good
question. My three older sisters were only little kids then, same size as the princess,
actually, which is something he my have considered when he saw her. Anyway, I
don't think he'd yet been brought to the habitual terseness I knew by having to repeat
dead—end questions like, "Why are you coming home at four in the morning when I
said twelve?" or "How can someone so smart be so stupid?” Which were the things
he'd end up asking me once I showed up years later.

After I found the picture, I remember wanting right away to ask himabout it, or
rather, having this odd feeling that not asking him about it might cause some important
thing to pass unrecognized between us. But more than that, I remember the act of
showing it to him as he sat on the couch in the TV room watching the Indy 500 in his
old jeans and holey socks with his elbow propped on his belly and the tip of his pinky
finger tucked into the corner of his mouth. It's the way I've always seen him sitting
when he's relaxing alone, and the same way I've started to catch myself sitting lately,
except I don't have the belly yet.

I'm sure he told me a lot about the picture and his life at that time, or enough
about it anyway, but I can't really remember what he said. This was a few years back,
during that time when I didn't have my head on right and was living in such a way that
I don't recall too much of what anyone told me from those days. I can't, for example,
tell you the photographer’s name, or what country the midget princess came from, or
her name, or what month of the year it was when I found her in a box in my father's
closet—sometime in the spring unless I'm mis— remembering that Indy 500 stuff. I

can't tell you where I was living right then either, or who my girlfriend was though I
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could guess on those and probably be near right.
What I do know is that picture has my old man looking kind of stretched—out.

It's a relic of that era when reporters used to drink their breakfasts and fight for the
phone booth to call copy in to the desks like you see in the movies, an era where they
would follow a story from the second it broke until it went cold, sometimes living in
cheap hotels for weeks, washing their one pair of socks and undershorts in the sink
then drying them on hissing radiators. And you can see that kind of living beginning to
wear on my old man, with the loose skin on his neck already starting to wattle and
those dark circles under his eyes. Sometimes after I've fallen off and been too hard on
myself for too many nights in a row I'll see the same face in my bathroom mirror.

My old man was on the red—eye beat back then covering fires and murders and
other things gone wrong in the middle of the night. He spent a lot of time with the
police. My mother was at home alone with their three little girls, and it was hard for her
to take sometimes, his being gone all night, or for days, only to have him come home
and crash land after he'd banged out these sad stories of human wreckage downtown.
But some editor must have given my old man a break this time, said, "Moon, take
Flash here and head down to the airport and get the story on princess midget for the
morning edition.” And my old man took it and ran with it. He went with the
photographer to watch her old but child-like body descend the stairs they'd wheeled up
to that plane at such an odd, late hour, and to ask her questions almost as soon as her
feet found the ground, something you can see is true because all around the two of
them in the picture is nothing but runway and darkness.

I've imagined his coming home later that morning and talking with my mother
about it while she served him dinner. He's eating chicken and mashed potatoes and
peas as the sun tops the black lip of the horizon to push light through the kitchen

windows. My sisters are still asleep upstairs. My mother is leaning against the white
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sink, looking into his tired face, wiping her hands on a dishtowel. This is before I was
even an idea. "Mary, her forearm is no thicker than this," he could have said, holding
up a half-eaten drumstick.

My old man hadn't been a reporter for years by the time I came around. After
the princess story ran they gave him a bunch of awards, and he had his choice of
features off the Human Interest desk. Then the Times closed down, run out of town by
the News and Free Press, the two rival papers who sucked up all their advertising
accounts. But that didn't stop my old man. He moved on to a better job doing PR for
the auto industry, moved on to more money and a connected life where people know
who you are. As things went on, my mom wasn't bothered so much anymore that he
was gone a lot, because she had me around to take care of now that my sisters were in
college, and the money my old man was making traveling and handling business meant
a better life for all of us, even though it also meant that I'd know less about who he is.

But it's not like me and the old man never hooked up. I mean, how many kids
could brag about being driven around Daytona's race track in a NASCAR pace car at
over 120 mph by a driver who takes his hands off the wheel when you're high up in
the curve about to mess your pants? And my old man was right there with me,
grinning, saying, "See, see, centrifugal force, we're not going anywhere."” In reality,
though, I've forgotten most of the things we did and most of what he told me when I
was a little kid—the fatherly advice he gave and all. The way it's worked I've had to
figure most things out myself, basically. And I've definitely made some wrong turns.
But it's a hell of a different world than his I grew up in—he was almost my age when
they first started coming out with television for god's sake; he caught the very end of
the Second World War, saw Japs get flame-throwered out of their fortified island
caves. How could I possibly explain the value of an acid trip to him, that I'd seen his

dinner plate wither before my eyes when he and my mother came to visit me
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unexpectedly at college? Sure, I could tell him, "I've been to the Other Side, I've seen a
universe of cosmic vibration and connected energy, synchronicities revealed through
the Truth of All." He'd just say I was a fool for frying my goddamn brain. And it's
true, I have sacrificed people and places and parts of myself to learn this unnameable
thing I've leamed—this realization that there are tones of the world we keep forgetting
to listen for. But I live on with no regrets, despite worrying sometimes that he might be
right in what he'd say about wasting myself and my time.

Though some things don't change so much, I guess. I called my old man the
other day and told him I got a job writing for the Gazette here in my town. Obits and
wire re-writes, mostly, but it's a start, like he said. I'm just a cub reporter myself now,
and maybe not ready for anything big. Still, I do my best to put the interesting angle on
whatever they give me. I'm getting ready, working out my style, waiting for that one
righteous story to break my way; I'm hungry to launch myself and run with it once the
editor assigns me my own "Moon with Princess," so to speak. But I know there are no
guarantees in this or anything. And I think maybe I should just learn how to start
making my own luck. Like my old man.

Looking at the picture now, tacked up on my wall, its curling, yellowed edges
and bent corners, I do remember one of the things my old man told me when I came up
to him that day asking, "So, what's the story with this?" It's the one thing you'd think I
couldn't help but remember, especially considering what I'm doing lately with the
reporting and everything. He didn't give me an easy or obvious answer like, "She was
the story that got me off the night—shift,” or any of those things you might expect an
older man reminiscing to say, though he got around to telling me those other things
eventually. He took that picture out of my hand and stared into it for a while before
giving it back with a finality that said it was mine to keep. Then he turned his face up to

me the same way the midget princess has her face forever turned to him, the same way
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I imagine his face looking away from his note pad to stare out of that picture toward me
right now, and he told me something like this: "I may not always be so sure about you,
but I am sure the real story is around the story. Not in the fire of the burning house
itself but in the faces that fire illuminates. Not in the car wreck but in the place the
people were coming from and the place they'll never get to. Not in the dead man's life
but in the living wife and children he's left behind. A good story's never so much about
what happened as it is about the consequences.” That much I keep trying to remember.
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MISSING

After it was over between the two of them he moved across the state and took a
small apartment where the mail that came was usually not for him. She had never
written him there, and being that he no knew no one in his new town he received no
real mail there, only things addressed to previous tenants, junk mail marked Resident or
Occupant, sheets of coupons, and small white cards with bluish inked faces of missing
children stamped beneath the words "Have You Seen Me?”

The cards disturbed him the most. The pictures made him wonder what the
children were like and how they were doing, if they had been kidnapped, murdered, or
if they'd run away. He'd considered the impossible odds the parents and all who cared
were playing against: the chance that someone might actually make a connection be-
tween one of those stiff, school picture smiles and the reality of a kid looking lost or
drugged or afraid, being silenced and arm yanked in a cruel way. The odds were slim
at best. Most people were too self-absorbed to notice anything not directly connected
to themselves, and he knew he was no better; his concern for those portraits of the
missing didn't last much longer than the time it took to look thém over between the
mailbox and the trash.

But most of the time he thought of Maura. She'd been on his mind constantly
since the move months ago. They'd tried living together for three years before they
finally admitted they'd done too much damage to ever have anything that could last. He
had not spoken to her since he moved away, and lately he'd begun to feel an odd mix-
ture of longing and dread at the thought thai she might write or call. He knew he was
supposed to be "getting over it," that time should deaden what he felt for her, but the

ache of their failure and the habit of their life together would not die easily for him. He
11
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found himself distracted by her memory and left unwhole somehow by the loss of what
they were not meant to have.

The last time he saw Maura she was leaving to spend the weekend at her
mother's while he moved out of their Detroit apartment. They said their goodbyes in
the living room. hugging, blurry—eyed, his things packed in boxes all around them.
After she left he got down on his knees and started boxing his records. He thought
about the plans they'd made in that room., the sex they'd had on that living room floor.
He also thought about their howled. wounding arguments, the things they'd broken,
the uglinesss. Now he was free to be alone and also free to meet someone he wouldn't
fight with so often and so passionately. The possibility of a fresh start excited him. He
imagined scenarios of a new life with new women until he came across the Tom Waits
album she'd given him for his birthday the year before. She'd made him a special
dinner that night and they listened to the record while they ate. She put it on again
when they went to bed. He remembered the graveled whispering of Tom Wait's voice
following him into sleep after they made love and, later, awakening sometime in the
night to silence then the sound of the stylus clicking back in autoplay and setting itself
down on the first song. The permanent truth of her absence began to fill him in a
nauseous wave. He tucked the record in with the rest of hers and went to the kitchen to
get something to drink. In the end he left some of his shirts he knew she liked to wear,
a few of his books and the record. He put his key on the kitchen table, wrote out his
name, new number and address on the back of a grocery receipt and taped it to the win-
dow above the kitchen sink where he knew she would see it. That was months ago.
She still had not called or written and the mail that came came with unfamiliar names to
his new address.

By now he was getting used to handling certain people's mail. A bright

orange, card— sized envelope, its tight black script hand—printed for Johnny Lee
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13
Devers, was waiting in the box the day he moved in. Soon after came chef'’s cata-

logues for A. Molt filled with endless photographs of the sharpest knives. Three issues
each of Martial Artist and Fitness magazine for H. Akashi. Hospital bills and insurance
company bills for Rita Bauman—enough that he thought of opening the envelopes just
to see what had gone wrong with her.

After the first few pieces of mail came he took them to Steinagel, his landlord,
and found out none of the previous tenants had left forwarding addresses. Steinagel
was a big—gutted, nervously tempermental man with a thick German accent. He did the
maintenance and trusted no one. His wife was an ancient, makeup spackled, red—
wigged shrew who kept the office. "Zey don't tell me vare zey are go ink, und I don't
ask,” Steinagel had said when he took the mail to him. "Some of zese names I don't
even recooknize. You throw zem a-vay.” But he didn't believe in throwing out other
people’s mail. And as more of it came he said nothing to Steinagel who was also in-
credibly nosey and had lately been coming into the apartment unannounced on flimsy
excuse. The magazines and catalogues and bills he began to keep in a milk crate in the
hall. He tried taping a few of the "Have You Seen Me?" cards onto his hallway wall,
but after a while it got so he couldn't stand to consider the possibilities of the children's
bluish, suffocating faces any longer, and he took them down. From then on he tossed
out with the junk mail whenever they came.

The orange envelope for Johnny Lee Devers, the first piece of mail he ever
found in his mailbox, he took from the crate in the hall and began to keep by the phone.
Every few days when he felt an intense and irrational desire to hear Maura's voice he'd
sit in the chair by the phone and take up the envelope, holding the unknown but now
familiar name up to the lamplight like he could get a fix on where the sender or receiver
was by seeing the dark outline of what had been wriiten inside. He'd try to imagine the

lives of Johnny Lee Devers and the others who'd lived in his apartment, the place
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where this much went right for them, that much wrong. He'd think about arguments

and kind words traveling between people he'd never know, about the solitudes of those
who had lived there alone waiting for a letter like the one he held. Finally, he'd come
back to himself and notice his own ghost reflected in the window glass, smiling a
twisted smile and clutching a message meant for someone else. Usually this was
enough to keep him from calling her, though more than once he'd been weak and called
just to hear her say "Hello, hello, hello?" before he hung up the phone ashamed.

The new job, which he'd found right away, was free—lancing reviews for the
arts and entertainment section of the Gazette. Because he spent alot of his time alone
trying to write he thought of her more often than he wanted to, eventually forgetting
about the true conflicts which had driven them apart while he idealized their sex and
their tender moments. He remembered how she'd dragged him into a closet to make
love at a Christmas party after they'd just had an incredibly loud and stupid argument.
He remembered nights downtown when they'd wandered from bar to bar arm in arm
drunk and laughing through the light—slick streets. He remembered the humid night
one summer when they took the sheets off their bed to sleep under the shedding mag-
nolia in the backyard. He remembered and imagined and dreamed of her until he began
to disgust himself with his longing.

Soon after his moving the nights became very hot and he was forced to open his
windows and listen to the people having sex in the apartment across the narrow alley-
way from his own. He'd seen both the woman and the man entering and leaving
during the day. They were young, near his age, and she was dark haired and pretty.
But at night they became monstrous reminders, their grunts quickening in the heat. He
would freeze beneath the sheet of his mattress on the floor, tapping their time on his
chest with a finger, listening and remembering until the blank screen of his dark ceiling
dissolved into sex—meat then the face of the one he'd left behind. A dream face,
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Maura's face, a familiar thing unchanged and changed completely by a dissolving

wake of distance and time.

When they were finished next door, when he was lying in the after—silence
listening to traffic hiss down the street and to the neighborhood wino announcing again
to the night, "I am the Godfather and I run this town," he'd ridicule his own maudlin
sadness. Because suddenly being alone at that moment, being lonely, seemed exactly
right somehow, and he felt he understood something about how a person could turn a
things like absence and solitude into the absolute holy center of their life.

One morning after a night when he'd heard the neighbors screwing and had
drank heavily and cranked his stereo in order to tolerate them, he stepped dripping
naked from his shower into the bedroom for a towel and saw Steinagel in his hallway
digging through the box of mail.

"I thought I heard your smoke detector,” Steinagel said, waving an issue of
Martial Artist vaguely at the alarm on the ceiling.

Wrapped up in a towel, he walked over to Steinagel and snatched the magazine
away. "Nothing is on fire here." he said, "Call next time before you let yourself in. It's
the law."”

"You really should throw all that stuff away," Steinagel told him, "No one
knows where those people are anymore."

He stood in wet silence with his arms crossed until Steinagel got the hint to
leave. He followed him to the door and put on the chain after closing it.

Even though he was upset about Steinagel's invasion he did his best to let it go
because he had a couple film reviews to write and that meant some money coming in.
He worked hard all moming and into the afternoon on the reviews and was pleased
with how well things went and so headed out to a bar he liked where he could sit out-

side in the beer garden in the shade of the maples with a drink. He walked to the bar
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enjoying the late afternoon which was warm and sunny with high contrasts in light that

made things seem painterly but also startlingly sharp and real. In the beer garden he sat
drinking alone until a woman came up to his table and asked if he'd mind if she sat
down. It had been a long time since a woman was so forward with him and as she
pulled up a chair he felt both lucky and nervous at once. She had a fine, thin face and
long red hair and very pale skin and a silver hoop through her right eyebrow. He
thought he recognized her from somewhere.

"I see you in the library all the time," she told him as an introduction. "I work in
circulation.”

That was enough to make him remember her pushing a cart full of books along
the aisles. He remembered now the first time he saw her and how he'd followed her
briefly, checking her out, pretending he was looking for a particular title in the same
aisle where she was putting books back onto the shelves.

They introduced themselves and began to talk. Over the next few hours he
bought her a few drinks and had a few more himself. He found her easy to be around
and they were having an excellent time joking and talking about books and the good
places to go in town when he made a crack about the squealing fags at the next table
and saw the change in her face.

"I don't think it's fair to judge people,” she said.

"I have nothing against gays." he said, "Some of my friends are gay. I just
don't like queens is all. I don't like people who need to make a show of their sex-
uality.”

She leaned back in her chair and folded her arms across her chest, "Maybe he's
trying to celebrate his homosexuality by inverting and over—acting the false gender roles
society shoves down our throats.”

"You can make excuses for the guy if you want, I just don't like screaming
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flamers or screaming women or anyone who insists on acting like a fool in public.”

"I see. Sure there aren't a few things you need to admit to yourself.”

"What are you talking about?" he said.

"People irrationally hate only when they see part of themselves in the object of
their hatred."”

"What ridiculous book did you get that from?" "I'm not gay," he said, "or |
wouldn't be so glad you wanted to sit with me."

"So you're a fool, then?" she asked, giving him a smile he couldn't read.

"Well, maybe fool enough to buy you another drink and try to change the
subject.”

"No thanks," she said, "I've had too many already," and he knew then that he'd
blown it with her and that all his attempts to make things light again would fail.

The energy that had carried them along from the start was quickly fading. Soon
she said she had to go so he said he had to go also. As they were walking toward the
door he apologized for what he had said and told her not to misunderstand him, he was
actually a very open—minded person and he hoped they could get together again
sometime to talk. Out on the street, he asked for her phone number. She said she
didn't give her number to people she really didn't know, but she took down his and
said she'd give him a call sometime. He walked home certain she would never call him
and hating his pointless mouth that seemed sometimes to spew nonsense without con-
sulting his mind. He imagined showing up at the library with a flower, sneaking up to
put it on a shelf where she was stacking books, but he knew that would be too much.
Not ready to end his day in such a bad way, he decided to stop at a few other bars he
knew on the way home.

When he keyed open his door he noticed a strange sour smell in his apartment

and understood right away that something was wrong. He went into the kitchen. On
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the table was the nearly full gallon of milk he must have left out at breakfast. He re-

membered eating breakfast and was absolutely certain he'd put the milk back in the
refrigerator; he even had an image of himself doing so. Holding his nose, he dumped
the soured milk down the drain, actually considering the idea that his landlord had come
in again and put the milk out just to piss him off.

He stepped into the darkened living room where the summer moon cast its weak
bluish light through the windows. The message indicator was flashing on his answer-
ing machine. He sat down in the chair next to the phone without turning on the lamp
and hit the play button: "Hi, it's me,” she purred. "Give me a call as soon as you get
home, ok? I really need to talk to you. Bye. Oh. 545-6751 is the number in case you
don't have it anymore. Talk to you soon."”

He had not heard Maura's voice in a long time; it sounded gentler than he re-
membered it, sexier. He wondered what she wanted. Just to talk? Maybe to work
things out? She'd always come back to him when they'd broken up before, though
they'd never taken things this far. He listened to the message again to try and gauge
her mood. She sounded cheerful enough, but also a bit sad, like she missed him. He
had the feeling there was something good she wanted to tell him. But would he go
back to her if she wanted him? It seemed impossible not to go back after what he'd
been feeling, after how badly he'd missed her. Still, all he'd wanted during their last
year together was to be free, and he knew it was stupid to believe his longing for her
had really changed anything. A few months after they got back together it would be the
arguments and all the rest of it all over again.

An electric nervousness began working through his guts. He could not decide
if he should call her back right then or not, though he knew he had no real choice in the
matter. He sat there trying to think of what he should say. He needed to sound like he

missed her a lot but not too much; he wanted to make it clear that he was glad to hear
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from her, but he could not be the first to say I miss you or I love you. More than any-

thing he had to try and sound happy and calm, like things were going well enough for
him without her. He decided to tell her he needed more time if she asked him to come
back.

It was almost midnight now and too late to call but he'd drunk enough that he
called her anyway. She seemed distracted when she answered, still coming slowly into
the realization of who he was when he thought he heard a man's cough in the back-
ground.

"I'm sorry, did I interrupt something?" he asked.

"How could you even ask such a thing?" she snapped.

Why she had called was not to tell him she wanted him back but to tell him that
she was moving to the west coast. She'd been hired to write a book for a non—profit
organization that tried to grant dying children their life-long wish. As he understood it
she was supposed to follow a few of the kids through their special day—a helicopter
ride, meeting a sports hero, a shopping spree, Disney World, whatever—then write up
the event and the particular kid's history and the good the whole thing was doing the
kid and the family. She said she was moving in a few days to start work and barring
coincidence this would probably be the last time they'd ever speak. They made small
talk for a while, asking each other about their families and mutual friends. Then he
began to feel sentimental and started to apologize for all the pain he'd caused her and
for all the troubles they'd had and for how badly things had come out between them.
She forgave him, admitting that some of it had been her fauit, but she also said that
was all in the past now and they had to move on with their lives.

After they said their last soft goodbye's and he heard the receiver click down on
her end, he waited there, listening to the absence of her voice, listening to the dead air,

until the receiver clicked over to the dial tone. He hung up the phone. He knew she
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was right. they had to move on. She obviously had. but he still felt as if something
hadn't been said that should have been said, that they hadn't closed all the doors behind
them. He knew that for a long time whenever he thought about her he would feel like
he was missing something, like there was always someplace better to be than where he
was. Next to the phone was the envelope addressed to Johnny Lee Devers, and he
picked it up. He decided not to think about how things were with her—that he was
jealous she was going somewhere in life while he was seemingly going nowhere. that
he still loved her even though they couldn't get along. He held the envelope up to the
light and forced himself to wonder instead how things were with Johnny Lee.

The return address on the envelope said the letter was from Birdie M. of
LaPonte, Arkansas, and he'd always been curious about that. He imagined her at the
kitchen table in LaPonte, flies swinging around the ceiling light as she set down her
love to Johnny Lee, telling him everything's going to be all right, she didn't mind if
he’s gaining weight, drinking too much from being sad and confused over their being
apart; she didn't mind if his hair was too long and hung in his handsome face, if he
wanted to hide behind a beard because he felt less alone that way. He imagined she'd
written to say that she missed Johnny Lee up close against her, breathing on her skin:
she’'d written to say she remembered his hands down low on her spine rubbing the
beginning of the curve of her behind—written to say don't worry, we'll be together
soon.

He played Maura's message again, this time noticing something in her voice he
hadn't noticed before. He remembered one of the first true arguments they'd ever had
right after they moved in together. "You're not listening to me,"” she'd finally said to
him, "You never listen to me. You think you listen, you act like you do, but you only
hear what you want. You only see what you want.” As he started to thumb open the

envelope he realized it was something she'd said to him more than once during their
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time together.

The words "For You Son With Our Love,"” were arched in cursive gold across
the top of the card. Right below them were two boats, one with its sails up and filled
with wind, the mast stabbing through the orange sun that squatted on the hills above a
carcatured village; the other boat was moored in still water, sails furled, waiting.
Insidethe card were two wrinkled dollar bills and a Hallmark style poem that read:

Sometimes life
gets so busy
That we don't say this
as often as you deserve
to hear it-
You are a very special son
And we love you very much
And Birdie M. had signed it, "Happy Birthday, from Mother. I love you."

He wondered what had happened to Johnny Lee Devers, why his mother didn't
know his new address, wherever that was. Maybe he'd gone back home to Arkansas
and was with her right now. Or maybe he was somewhere else with another woman,
both of them looking out across the flat land toward the pasts they'd purposefully left
behind. Maybe it was as straightforward as a man gone missing or dead. He thought
about Birdie M., the kind of woman who'd send her grown son two dollars like it was
candy money. He thought about writing back, telling her for Johnny Lee, "I'm doing
fine, mom. Thanks for the card and the money, Ilove you.” But he knew a thing like
that would never work, and he had no idea if Johnny Lee was doing fine or not; he had

no idea why he's never written or called to tell her where he's gone.
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ERRAND

Early Monday morning Dan's grandmother is at the counter rolling pie crusts
when he walks into the kitchen picking sleep from his eyes. Floury hands latched to
the rolling pin, she lifts her nose toward the money on the table. "Go to the grocery and
get me a bag of Red Delicious," she says, "I'll have breakfast for you when you get
back.” She turns away and leans into the rolling pin again, her bony shoulder blades
working beneath her patterned housedress like a set of cotton covered wings.

Not even eight o'clock yet, and Dan has been listening to her clank pots and
dishes around the kitchen since she came back from mass an hour ago. He tries to palm
the basketball he's been holding, stretching his fingers across the scuffed leather. His
hand is barely big enough, but the ball sticks, and Dan flashes on himself leaping up,
floating across the paint toward the hoop for the one-handed slam—Whump! Suddenly
he feels his grip slipping, and before he can put out his other hand to keep the ball from
falling, it drops, bouncing off the rubber toe of his canvas sneaker and skipping away
across the linoleum floor until he catches up to grab it. "Well, what are you waiting for,
boy," his grandmother snaps, "the Saints' invitation?"

Dan takes the money off the kitchen table, wads it into his cut—off's and stalks
out of the kitchen: his first morning at her house in Detroit and already he wants to tell
her she's not the only one who's crabby about his having to stay there while his parents
spend the week in Las Vegas.

"And don't be bouncing that ball inside the grocery," she calls after him. But
he's already through the screen door and out of ear-shot, grumbling down the front
porch steps, wondering if it's some kind of holy day or whatever and she's mad

because he didn't get up to go with her to mass. Basketball slung under his arm, he
22
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gives the front of her tidy, blue house a final glare. He shakes his head, then hawks a
loogie on the sidewalk and jogs off, dribbling.

Mormning sun stretches Dan's shadow long and liquid on the pavement as he
runs toward Essa's Grocery. Moving fast and dribbling is making him feel a little
better about things; if nothing else, he can probably get a lot of practice in this week.
He keeps pushing the ball down into his own dark outline, and it leaps up from the
grey sidewalk into his hand with a steady ping—a—ping.

By the end of the block he's working his own shadow like a defender, thread-
ing the ball between his legs, doing the cut and spin as if the right juke could tear him
loose and leave that dark part of him behind, burned flat and motionless onto the hot
cement. Practice hard enough this summer, get his moves down right, and he might
even be able to make captain of the eighth grade team at St. Paul's next fall. He
imagines the C next to his name on the roster and tries to concentrate harder on his foot
speed and his weak dribbling hand.

Breathing hard and sweating, he eventually comes to the alley short cut,
something he'd discovered over the last winter when he'd stayed the weekend with his
grandmother while his folks were in Miami. "These hands will be the death of me,"
she'd said to him that time, "I just can't seem to get a good hold on anything anymore."
Then she sent him off into the early winter darkness, up to Essa's for Ben Gay and
cold cream. It was just starting to snow when he walked out of the grocery's back
entrance and into the empty alley, brown bag of her stuff clutched in his fist. He’d
turned his face up to stare through the flood-lights into the first thick, illuminated flakes
of snow drifting down with impossible slowness. He’d put out his tongue, felt a flake
stick then sizzle and melt to warm water before swallowing it.

The alley looks completely different now in the bright morning sunlight, but

also darker somehow: a narrow, garbage strewn path edged with tall, brick apartment
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buildings that seemed to close out the sky. And the back entrance to Essa's Grocery at
the far, far end of it. Squeezing the ball tightly between in his hands, Dan squints
through the gloom then steps into the alley's mouth. The sour smell of hot urine and
rotten garbage rolls over him. His shadow heels in the thinning light, pulling closer,
crawling up against him to wrap his legs in a shaky pool of darkness. Ears tuned in for
rats or mad dogs or crazy homeless people, he carefully picks his way between the
dumpsters until he hears something: the warped, doppelering gasp of someone falling
toward him from high above.

He turns quickly enough to see the man smack the ground chest first and
bounce once, at least a foot high, like a rubbery cartoon villain who will stagger up to
swat at the circling cartoon birds. It's a dummy, Dan is trying to convince himself, a
gag made up of somebody's father's clothes stuffed with paint balloons and old under-
wear. He looks up quickly for the kids crouched above him somewhere on a roof—top,
pointing down and giggling over how high he jumped in his fright or what a pussy he
is. But no laughing faces lean over the edges of the buildings that line the alley. There
is only the ruined body's proof, a putrid metallic smell, and the blood beginning to
spider along the dirty pavement's cracks. And the site of it all causes him to piss him-
self, the urine soaking his crotch then hot down his leg and into his shoe.

A hand clamped over his mouth to hold back the sickness, he stumbles out onto
the street. The thumping of the dropped ball echoes off the walls behind him, a sound
like hard fruit spilled across a kitchen table. Running is all he can think to do, but his
legs argue with moving, and the tarmac seems to clutch at his sneakers, holding him
there on a dream—runner's treadmill. Suddenly, his grip comes back the way teeth sink
in, and he's moving fast through the deflated hiss of the city's workday morning
traffic, not caring at all where he's going, the smacking of his sneakers pounding him
past the reaching shadows of all the people on the sidewalk.
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Sometime later his grandmother hears the sound of running water and comes

outside to find Dan in just his shorts hosing himself down in the backyard.

"Where's my grocery?” she wants to know. "Where have you been? You were
gone almost two hours."

But Dan doesn't answer her. He's splashing water all over his body, rubbing
himself with his free hand as if he's trying to wash off a stain she can't see, as if he's
afraid he has somehow dragged a part of the alley's darkness along with him, tacked to
his heels like torn black tissue paper.

"You had me worried to death,"” she says tautly. "I was about to call the police
and the hospital looking for you. I was about to call your parents in Las Vegas. Do you
know that? Are you listening to me? You just can't decide to go off on a tear
somewhere and expect me to call all over town looking for you."

He gives her a blank look that she can't read then sticks his head underneath the
cold flow again, shivers as it runs over his skin; but he still feels unclean. "It doesn't
matter." He spits the words at her through the veil of water. "It's too late to call

anybody now."
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THIS SHIMMERING, BLUE DIVORCE (A BEDTIME STORY)

After the bad king ran off with the wicked witch, the good queen and her three
children left the castle and took up residence in a little cottage in the woods near a shim-
mering, blue pond. There they began to sort through heartbreak and confusion in order
to put their lives back together again.

Though they were sad at having to sell the castle and hock much of its finery in
order to continue eating, they gradually grew to love the small cottage in the woods
near the shimmering blue pond. The weather in the kingdom was usually quite fine,
and often they would have their meager dinner in the little meadow behind the cottage
looking out across the still water. “You know," the good queen would say to her
children as they chewed, "Now that I think about it, that castle was an awful lonely,
dusty, drafty sort of place.” And her children would smile tight smiles but keep silent,
because up until that time the castle was the only place they'd known.

So the good queen tried her best to make ends meet at the small cottage in the
woods near the shimmering blue pond. But things were tough going. The bad king
was very, very greedy with his gold; and, try as she may, the good queen could not
convince him to help her as he should in supporting their children—especially now that
the bad king and the wicked witch had a few children of their own. "What do you
expect from me," the bad king kept telling her over the phone, "You think I'm a god-
damn Midas or something? I got problems of my own." And he'd hang up on her,
leaving her brow knit and her stomach turning with worry over how she'd ever manage
to make ends meet.

But the deepest sorrow for the good queen was the fact that the small cottage in

the woods near the shimmering blue pond was not their own. It belonged to an old,
26
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old woman who'd lost her mind and had been taken away to live in a special home.

This meant the good queen had only been able to rent the cottage from the old woman's
son. He was giving them the place for a steal, which was kind of him, and all the good
queen could afford anyway, but he'd made it very clear to them that the instant his
crazy old mother died he'd be bulldozing the small cottage and selling the lot for cash.
This more than anything else worked black bile into the good queen's heart, because
the old, old woman could die at any moment, and that would leave her and the children
with no place else to go.

Many an afternoon after she'd returned from her job (the good queen had to
work now, something she hadn't had to do since before her childern were born), the
good queen would be lacing up her jogging shoes on the back porch (she'd also taken
to running marathons since the bad king went off with the wicked witch), and worrying
about how she would ever find a way out of this horrible, complicated mess, only to
have young prince Andrew walk past her with his fishing pole and a can of worms.
"Don't worry mamimna,” young prince Andrew would say, for though he was young,
he was very brave, despite the fact that his own worry had caused him to tear a bald
spot into his hair, "I'll catch us something for dinner." And off he'd go down the
shady, tree-lined path to the shimmering blue pond where he never caught much more
than a few sunfish. "My son may be halved by rotten blood," the good queen would
tell herself, "But he'll grow into a fine man despite his father.” Then she'd finish with
her leg stretches and hit the pavement—so often and so hard she eventually developed a
bone spur in her heel.

One day, after a few years of living peacefully, but anxiously, a letter from the
bad king's lawyer came to the small cottage in the woods by the blue, shimmering
pond. The good queen, tired and just home from work, took the unopened letter down

the path and through the meadow to the pond's edge where she found little princess
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Leslie staring at her reflection in the mirror— surface of the still water and singing this

song to herself: "Tra la la la la, I'm a pretty little princess, tra la la la la what I do is my
own business."

"Leslie, go up to the house and help your sister with dinner,” the good queen
said; she was very tired, the good queen, especially on this particular day, a day where
she had just found out she'd been passed over for that new, better salaried position at
her job; and now she wanted only to read bad king's lawyer's letter in privacy.

But princess Leslie was the bad king's precious darling, though not so much
now that he'd had his children by the wicked witch. Still, he spoiled princess Leslie
with toys and pretty clothes whenever she came for weekend visist at his new castle.
He also told her lies about her mother, the good queen. And because of this, little
princess Leslie was at times a willful child.

"Mamma, when are we going to go to Disneyland like you promised?" little
princess Leslie asked.

"I don't know, Leslie,” the good queen said, "soon I hope. Let's talk about
this some other time, okay?"

"But you promised,” little princess Leslie said.

"Some promises are harder to keep than others,” the good queen said, trying to
stop herself from raising her voice and sounding as angry as she was. "Now please
Leslie, go up to the house and help Jessica with dinner."

"Daddy said he'd take us to Disneyland if you won't,” princess Leslie said
then, "He even promised me a ballerina outfit for my birthday. You never give me
anything."

A great sadness welled up inside the good queen at these words. "Leslie, you
know that's not true," she said.

"Yes it is. It is so true,” princess Leslie said. "I hate you." and she took off
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running up the path toward the cottage, stones spitting out from beneath her shoes as

she ran.

The good queen sat there for some time, trying to steady her breathing, the letter
from the bad king's lawyer still unopened in her lap. She knew that princess Leslie
didn't mean what she'd said; she was only a child and barely understood what was
happening to them, though that didn't make the good queen feel any better about not
being able to give her children all the things she wanted them to have.

The good queen looked out over the blue, shimmering pond and thought about
the bad king and how he hadn't always seemed so bad at all. She thought about the
way he'd looked when she first met him—his dark, dark hair, so shiny and carefully
combed; his white, white teeth. He was very handsome, and always flossing in those
days, the bad king, though he wasn't a bad king or even any kind of king then—
—flossing, flossing and combing, combing, looking at himself in mirrors and windows
while promising her if she'd just come away with him they'd start their own kingdom
and he'd take care of everything. He told her he loved her (or rather, his reflection in
the mirror told her he loved her—she was looking at the back of his head when he said
it, those shiny, shiny curls!), and that he would always love her, for ever and ever and
ever. Because her own father and mother were a very kind and wise king and queen,
though perhaps over—protective, and had taught her that most people aren't kidding
around when they make such promises, she believed everything the not—yet—king said.
So she went away to live with him in a new land in the castle he bought for them there.

Then everything seemed wonderful for such a long, long time; the bad king
bought an even bigger castle with more things inside—great carpets and curtains and
couches and chairs; it didn't worry her so much when the bad king gradually stopped
kissing her and touching her and telling her she was the most beautiful good queen in
the whole world. He was a king, after all, and very busy doing those things a king

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



must do to keep the kingdom running smoothly. Besides, she had one, then two, then
three children to attend to, and the extra love the king didn't seem to want from her she
gave to them.

Then one day, with no warning at all it seemed (though there were probably
many signs she'd missed), the bad king came to the good queen and said, "I don't care
if I once said our love was forever, I don't love you anymore,” and he walked out of
the castle with as many bags of gold as he could carry and went off to live with the
wicked witch who'd poisoned his heart with her spell, leaving the good queen in
despair and their children crying, clinging to her gown in their fear of this sudden
change. "What kingdom for these children without a king!?" the good queen might
have asked herself, "Even a bad one.”

The good queen watched a gentle breeze ripple the shimmer of the shimmering
blue pond and wondered at what strange fates life brings to people. Even as a little girl
playing in her father’s castle with her princess sisters she'd understood without being
told that one day she was expected to marry a good king with a castle of his own. Now
she was forty—three and for all real purposes alone in the labor of raising her children.
Her king had abandoned her to the winds, and worse than this, he had turned into a bad
king with a heart of stone.

Meanwhile, back in the kitchen of the small cottage in the woods near the shim-
mering, blue pond, young prince Andrew and little princess Leslie were helping the
good queen's oldest daughter, the lovely princess Jessica, prepare the family's dinner.

"Why do we always have to eat Mexican food?" little princess Leslie asked as
she absently pulled at a head of iceberg lettuce. "I'm tired of tacos and nachos and
stuff.”

The lovely princess Jessica sighed and finished cranking the can opener around
a can of La Preferda refried beans. Once the can was open she put the can opener
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down. looked at her little sister and said. "You know. Leslie. you shouldn't complain.

some people don't have anything to eat at all.”

Princess Leslie shook her head and made a face. "We never had to help make
dinner and do the dishes and clean all the time when daddy lived with us.”

"Well, daddy doesn't live with us anymore, does he?" the lovely princess
Jessica said. "And we used to have a dishwasher and Rosalee who came to clean once
a week. Mom has to work now, Leslie, she doesn't have time to cook and clean any-
more, she needs our help, OK?"

"Yeah, dad doesn't live with us anymore, and mom needs our help,” young
prince Andrew said as he stabbed his knife into a tomato they'd grown in their tiny
garden then began to cut. Of all the good queen'’s children, he was the angriest about
what had happened to them. He'd seen the way his father had abandoned them and
made his mother cry and cry, and though no one had ever said anything about it to him
directly, the idea that his father, who he'd always thought was a good king, might
actually be a bad king disturbed him very much. His father had taught him so many
things, like how to throw a baseball, and that the Dallas Cowboys were God's team.
And that Texas was the greatest country in the whole world. His father had even taken
him to the amazing stadium filled with screaming people and let him sip from his wax
paper cup of magic beer—as long as he promised not to tell his mother, the good
queen, who his father said wouldn't understand. So, like any young prince, Andrew
wanted to believe his father was a good king—because what awful thing did that make
you if your father was a bad one? But, when he went with his sisters every other week-
end to visit his father in his new, bigger castle where he lived with the wicked witch
(who was always either yelling at young prince Andrew or trying to be too nice, hug-
ging him and kissing his cheek wetly), his father, instead of staying with them to talk

and play games, went out with this new weird queen of his, leaving the lovely princess

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Jessica to babysit his new babies. And that didn't seem like something a good king
would do.

All of this was making the brave, young prince Andrew very confused. He
was the only "man” left in the house, and he felt like he didn't have anyone to talk to
about the ways a good king should act. Like his sisters, he loved his father. and hated
him, too, but now, on top of all the other problems they were having, he had the added
worry of wondering if he might also one day become a bad king, just like his father.
Because that's what he'd always believed a good prince was supposed to do. Become
something like his father, the king. Now he wasn't so sure what to become anymore.

"Andrew, you're making a mess," the lovely Princess Jessica said gently. She
always tried to be gentle with her younger brother because his hair was just now grow-
ing back in that place on the top of his head where he'd torn it all away.

The young Prince Andrew looked down and realized his sister was right, he
had indeed chopped the tomato into pulp without even noticing. He stared at the ruined
tomato and felt sadness pulling on the corners of his mouth. He felt like he was going
to cry, and that made him even angrier, because he felt he was too big to cry anymore.
But so many things that never made him want to cry before made him want to cry these
days.

"I'll go get another one," he said, and swallowing the lump in his throat, he got
up from the table and left the kitchen.

The lovely princess Jessica spooned the refried beans from the can into a pan on
the stove then looked over her shoulder at little princess Leslie sitting at the table. She
had finished tearing the head of lettuce into little shreds with her little hands and was
now kicking her little feet back and forth, back and forth, humming a little girl's song

in her little voice.

The lovely princess Jessica went to her sister and knelt next to the chair. "Here,
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Leslie," she said, taking a Hershey's chocolate kiss from the pocket of her apron (the

good queen's apron, actually) and pressing it into little princess Leslie's little palm.
She put her hands on her little sister’s knees to still her kicking legs then looked her in
the eyes. "We'll be OK," she said, "You know everything's going to be OK, don't
you?"

Little Princess Leslie nodded seriously, far too seriously for a child her age, but
she didn't say a word.

"Go down to the pond and tell mom dinner'll be ready soon," the lovely
princess Jessica said, and she shoo—shooed her sister toward the door with her apron.

The lovely Princess Jessica went to the sink and filled it with hot water then
dumped in plastic wrapped pound of frozen ground beef to thaw. Then she stood
there, steam rising about her face, absently staring out the window down the long,
tree-lined driveway of the small cottage in the woods by the shimmering, blue pond.
Suddenly, a car turned into the driveway from the street, and her heart lept up. Was
that the handsome prince Raymond from her high school coming over for a visit? No, it
wasn't handsome prince Raymond's silver convertible at all, only someone in a white
car pulling into the driveway and quickly backing out again.

The lovely princess Jessica often thought of handsome prince Raymond and his
beautiful silver convertible. They'd been out to dances and on dates, and though she'd
never told her mother, they also parked sometimes at the dark end of a certain street
with the top down. And that was why her heart lept up at the thought of handsome
prince Raymond, because he knew how to hold her gently and kiss her and tell her
things would work out fine. Then they'd lean their seats back and lie there looking up
at the stars.

Sometimes the lovely Princess Jessica dreamed of handsome prince Raymond

coming to take her away. She knew that, like her mother, she was also expected to
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find a good king and marry him. But the world was changing. What was the point in

finding a good king only to have him betray you. Life was confusing, and who was
there to blame but yourself for being fooled? People were selfish; people failed at love.
It was so easy for a good king to get lost and become a bad one; it was just as easy for
a good queen to get lost and become a wicked witch. What did it matter who was right
and who was wrong when things still ended up ruined either way. As much as she
liked handsome prince Raymond (loved him, she even dared to think), princess Jessica
wasn't sure if she wanted to be his good queen, or any prince's good queen. Maybe it
would be better if they just drove and drove in his silver car, far, far away, to some
place where she didn't have to worry about being lied to or betrayed. It was hard to
know what was best anymore. But whatever her future held, the lovely princess
Jessica understood that right now she needed to stay. Her mother, the good queen, had
never lied to her, had always been kind. Regardless of what had happened between her
mother and her father, regardless of the fact that her father was a bad king or maybe
just a really confused one, the lovely Princess Jessica knew she needed to remain by
her family to help them through their sorrows.

The young prince Andrew came back into the kitchen with his tomato. "This is
the only ripe one I could find," he said morosely, "and it's got a worm hole."

"That's fine Andrew," the lovely princess Jessica said, "I can cut around it."

Down by the shimmering, blue pond the good queen was sitting in a folding
lawn chair sobbing quietly into her hands. She'd just read the letter from the bad
king's lawyer. It said he was suing her for a reduction of child support—the bad king
who had just been given a raise, who had just bought a new Range Rover, who was
having another castle built, one even bigger than the one he was living in right now.
This meant counter—suing, having to take the time away from looking for a better job to

endure the expense of getting a lawyer and itemizing all the bad king's earnings as well
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her own. This meant going back to court and facing the bad king, seeing him there

holding hands with the wicked witch, and thinking about them in their evil happiness as
she went home to sleep in her big bed alone. Oh, why had she ever believed in love's
fairytale in the first place?

The good queen felt a warm hand on her shoulder. She raised her head to see
little princess Leslie standing next to her, sunlight playing in her long brown hair.

"Don't cry mommy," little princess Leslie said, looking as if she just might
begin to cry as well. "I love you. Here,"” and she gave the good queen the Hershey's
chocolate kiss she'd been planning on keeping for herself. This made the good queen
cry even more, though now there was a touch of the salt of tendemess mixed in with
her tears.

"Dinner’s almost ready," little princess Leslie said to the good queen, and she
stood there stroking the good queen's arm in that sincere but awkward way of a child’s
devotion.

"Well, we better go back to the house then" the good queen said as she pushed
herself up from her chair. And they walked up the gravel path toward the small cottage
holding hands.

Late that night after the children were tucked into their beds, the good queen
found she could not sleep for her worries and so walked down to the blue, shimmering
pond (which was shimmering silver-black now in the light of the full moon) and stood
at its edge, looking at her face in the water. She stood there for some time, thinking.
Then she noticed the night sounds of the woods rising up around her: the rustling of
leaves beneath the careful feet of small animals; an owl's hooting; the flap of bats
swooping down to snatch insects out of the clear, black sky above the pond; the
springy bellowing of the bullfrogs somewhere at its center.

It was a beautiful, peaceful, healing home she had found for them all, and by
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chance. But soon, before anyone realized it, the old, old woman would die and they

would have to leave. Probably move into an apartment which would cost much more
and be so much less than this place. And, as if that wasn't enough, there was the bad
king always trying to take what little they had away. She got down on her knees at the
water’s edge and looked into the reflecting silver— black of its moon-lit surface. She
leaned closer until she could see her face clearly. Worry lines that weren't there a few
years before stitched out across her forehead and away from the corners of her eyes.
She thought about how hard it would be at her age to meet someone else, another good
king; the odds weren't in her favor, and she didn't like the idea of growing old alone.
She put her fingers into the pond and splashed her reflection away, but she stayed
there, watching as the water rippled. She dipped her hands into the shimmering pond
again, put them to her face; the water was cool and soothing against her skin. She
realized then that in their few year at the small cottage in the woods by the shimmering
blue pond she'd never touched the water before. And as its surface slowly settled,
settled just as the heart’s pain slowly settles, she saw again her own face and heard the
pond speaking to her, though not in words like we use. She listened carefully, a tiny
smile beginning at the comers of her mouth as the pond began to tell her in its own
way—which was a way of the spirit, not a way of the mind—that it made no difference
if the world was filled with good kings or bad kings or good queens or wicked witches;
she was the fairest queen of all, or fair enough anyway, and she would survive,
because everything she'd been through had only made her stronger and more beautiful

somehow.
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VOODOO

They're finally through with shouting. Peg looks away from Hal, out the
passenger window as the carcass of a mangled possum blurs by on the shoulder. She
notices her ghost in the window glass, her puffy eyes, and wishes she and Hal could
just quit this picking and be happy. Once, they were the kind of lovers who would
have spent the last two hundred miles holding hands, massaging napes, and talking
about all the things they've agreed to do when they get to New Orleans. Now, they
cover the miles arguing. She watches the green—scummed drainage ditch stretching
away from them like a clogged artery and thinks about how different he is from the Hal
she used to know. The funny Hal, the considerate Hal. She wants that Hal back.

Six hours they've been in the car, fifteen to go at the very least, and already
they've fought in circles about pointless things, ridiculous things, like what they're
fighting about right now: the voodoo queen Marie Laveau and her tomb off the French
Quarter in St. Louis Cemetery Number One.

"Let's just take a guided tour," she tells him. "It says right here in the triple A
book that that place is really dangerous, and you shouldn't go there unless you're with
a tour."”

He gives a snort of disgust, "I've told you before, Peg. Guided tours are lame.
You have to experience things for yourself. I'm sure it's perfectly safe there during the
day.” He starts shaking his head at her, scolding, "I knew you'd be afraid when you
read that. I almost ripped out the page. It gets tiring, the way you're always afraid.” He
reaches out and turns up the tape deck too loud, making sure she understands he's done
talking about this. Coltrane squeals a bleeding line of high notes. She finds she has to

clench into herself to keep from snapping the music off and screaming, "I won't fight
37
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you anymore!” if only just to take his precious last words away from him. She watches
him bop his head seriously in time—as if the music is something worth more attention
than what is going on between them. Why can't he just admit there's nothing wrong
with following good advice? "St. Louis Cemetery No. 1 1s dangerous. Don't go there
unless you're with a guided tour during the day.” There it is in black and white in the
AAA tourbook, for god's sake. And he'd almost ripped out the page! It doesn't matter
if he thinks there’s nothing to worry about as long as they're careful. When does she
get to be right, after he's been mugged and she's been raped? She's still fighting back
the urge to snap the music off and confront him with everything when up ahead she
sees a rest stop sign. "I have to go to the bathroom," she says above the music, and he
nods, though it's more an exaggeration of the wagging his head is already doing than
an acknowledgement.

When they blow past the rest stop exit she isn’t sure if she is angry or justified
by his obvious callousness.

"Why didn't you get off back there?" she asks, "I told you I had to go to the
bathroom."

"What are you talking about?" he says, "You didn't say you had to go right
now. How was I supposed to know you wanted me to get off right away. Ican't read
your mind, you know."

"I said I had to go. Isn't that enough?”

“Well, Ididn't think it was so damn urgent. Sometimes you mean eventually
when you say that”

"I wouldn't have said anything if I didn't mean right now. Why else would I
point out the sign?"

"You didn't point out any sign. [ didn't see any sign. Damn, I'm just driving

along trying to enjoy this song and you start bitching at me because I couldn't read your
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mind. I just can't win with you"

Peg shakes her head, does a breath, then looks away through the window at the
seemingly endless line of pines blurring past. She isn't sure whether or not to believe
his missing the rest stop was an accident. These days it's as if everything they say is
loaded, as if turning up the radio or missing an exit has to mean something beyond
what it normally means. They can't even have sex anymore without her feeling like
he's trying to prove something. Two years ago he asked her to move in with him
under the pretense that it would prepare them for marriage. Two years later and they're
not even engaged, and with the way he's acting lately it doesn't look like he'll be ask-
ing anytime soon. She's not exactly sure when or how this plaque began to form inside
their hearts, but she knows this trip is a strange mix of escapism and a last attempt to
try and save things.

Hal lays a gentle hand on her thigh, strokes her leg through the denim of her
jeans and she thinks how his touch never used to bother her. If they were home in their
apartment in Detroit she could at least get away from him until she cooled off. She
could close herself up in another room. Go for a walk and a cup of coffee. But he
hates it when she needs time away from an argument, he'd rather they stayed toe to toe
picking at each other until she came unglued and started crying. It wouldn't surprise
her at all if he had missed that exit on purpose.

"Can't you hold it?" Hal finally asks, "There should be a gas station or
something soon."”

Peg folds her arms across her chest and closes her eyes. They'd been friends
for a few years before they finally got together. The night they first kissed by the bon-
fire at that party she'd pulled away long enough to say, "It's about time." And it was
true, she had waited, holding back her secret desire for him all the way through the

ugly crash of his last relationship. She wants to work this out, she wants to believe
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they're still in love, but she's had enough of his stubborn need to be right and all the
stupid, childish risks he likes to take: almost thirty and still sneaking liquor into movie
theaters, trespassing through fenced-off fields because he wants to show her a green-
scummed frog pond or some abandoned building he's found; breaking into his old
middle school's art room at three in the morning to steal the cow skull he remembered
sketching in the seventh grade. It's not that she's against taking risks or that she
doesn't like to drink and have a good time; she just hates the way he dismisses her
concerns as weakness or fear. Why did doing something illegal or taking crazy risks
have to be a requirement for a good time? Maybe it was exciting once, but there's no
sign of him leaving those attitudes behind. She feels a twinge in her bladder. She puts
her hand on top of his hand, "T'll just tell you to pull over if it gets too bad," she tells
him.

Ahead, around a sweeping curve, dark birds peck at a heap of mangled flesh on
the highway's shoulder. Peg sees the birds as if conjured—black dots blooming into
crows. The birds rise on the displaced air as their green Toyota breezes by. It's a doe
carcass, legs splayed wide, the head bent backwards toward the tail.

"Twenty seven,” Hal says. He's been counting road kill when he remembers
to. "Looked like that one had a broken spine.”

"Twenty eight."” she almost corrects him, then thinks better of it.

Hal keeps opening his eyes to watch Peg as she drives through the night, her
tired face cast luminescent green in the glow of the dashboard. He has his seat leaned
all the way back, his hands clasped across his stomach like a corpse. It's his turn to get
some sleep, but rain thuds a metallic rhythm on the roof of the car, and beneath his feet
he can feel the wheels' wet hissing as he rolls the word hydroplaning over and over in
his mind.

Just past Memphis, right after Peg started driving they saw the wreckage of a
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hosrible acadent and the body. They'd hit the scene before police or paramedics. At

first. Hal thought the slowing waffic merging to the right shoulder and the waving
flashlight m the near distance were not for an accident at all, but for ope of those
roadside checkpomts to search for drugs or drunk dnvers. Then be noticed in the
flickering light of the road—fiares that the flashhght waver was a paunchy. middle-aged
man in dress pants and a button down shirt. After they’'d passed him. they saw a few
cars pulled against the median wall, flashers on. their headlights making somethung
solid out of the growing fog. And the wreck emerging: a pick-up on its side in the
middle of the four lane highway, the bed and cab accordioned from the truck's rolling.
Beyond the truck. in the near distance, a few people stood helplessly around the body
which. thrown clear, lay wrong in a twisted heap beside the shoulder. Slowly, the line
of cars moving stop—start brought them up to the corpse. and Hal saw that the man lay
uncovered, his arms flung out as if giving something up. Blood. black and reflecting
the lights like spilled oil, had pooled around his obscenely dented head. Then the car
jerked to a stop, throwing Hal forward into the dashboard.

"Dammitt, Peg,” He said, blinking into the red brake lights of the car they'd
almost rear- ended, "Keep your eyes on the road. Last thing we need is a fucking
accident.”

"Sorry. God. Gimme me a break,” she said and turned away to stare back out
the window at the body.

"Don't look," Hal said. "You don't want to see this."

Peg shook her head, rolled her window down. "Is there any way we can help?"
she asked the man nearest their car.

"No," he said, "Just keep driving, please.”

"Tell them they should cover the body," Hal said, but Peg ignored him and

locked her eyes on the brake lights of the car in front. Soon the line began to move
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again, the bottleneck gradually widening, cars spreading across the lanes as they
pushed their way back to speed. Hal twisted around in his seat to have a last look at the
wreck as it shrark away behind them. He found it hard to believe they could see death
that closely then leave it behind so quickly, guiltlessly back on their way to something
so trivial as a vacation. "Jesus, they should've put a blanket over him or something,”
he said.

“You're always telling people what to do, Hal.” Peg said. “"People can make up
their own minds, you know." He felt his anger flare—she was wrong, of course—he
wasn't always telling people what to do, and he thought about asking her what,
exactly, did she mean by that. Then he realized he was sick of correcting her. She was
just uptight from seeing the body and having to drive through the dark with her bad
eyes. Besides, there didn't seem to be much point in arguing after such a grisly remin-
der that life could come apart so easily and at any time. He wanted to say something at
once true and kind to her, or at least something not untrue and unkind, something about
life and getting along, but nothing came to him. "I'm gonna try and get some sleep,” he
said, easing his seat back into the silence rising between them.

It starts raining harder, the fat drops falling so fast and thick even the wipers on
high can't show them how the road winds. Hal knows he needs rest if he's going to
drive through the long, tiring hours that will come just before dawn, but since the
wreck he's been too worried about their own accident to sleep. Peg's driving has
always made him nervous, and now that the rain has picked up, he feels an agitation,
an over sensitivity at every pass or slight swerve she makes. He listens to her swearing
under her breath into the wet thundering of a high—balling semi that slaps the car un-
steady with sheets of water as it passes. He puts his foot down on the phantom brake
and thinks about asking her to pull over so he can drive. But he's been driving since
they left this moming. She needs to carry some of the weight if they're going to road-
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trip straight through. He imagines briefly the mangled horror of their own accident,

sees the twisted wreck of their car from above as if disembodied, and Peg, bloody,
crying, standing next to an ambulance throwing its arcs of siren light against the rain. A
paramedic pulls a zipper up along his chest and face, and someone drapes a blanket
over Peg's shoulders while leading her away. Then he's inside the complete darkness
of the bodybag. "I'm not dead, I'm not dead,"” he keeps screaming,” don't leave me."
But he can't seem to move his arms to pull the zipper down. He decides an accident is
not what's meant for them, and that believing this is not what is meant for them is what
keeps their accident from happening.

Hal starts thinking about Marie Laveau and what a stupid thing she was to
fight about; it's not like he actually believes that stuff about putting your mark on her
tomb to get your wish. But ever since they'd decided to take this trip he's been reading
up on voodoo. Reading about people like Marie Laveau and the Chicken Man, and
things like datura plants and the blowfish poison they use to make Zombies in Haiti.

Its interesting enough, but he realizes he only has a callow white—-man’s understanding
of the religion. He does feel a kind of kinship, though; he's kept an altar in the bed-
room of every apartment he's lived in since college, long before he'd even read any-
thing about voodoo, it was a natural instinct with him, but it's more an eclectic souvenir
stand than a religious thing. Still, he's nostalgic enough to feel all the objects arranged
there have power as a reminder of some good person or place he's known. Every now
and then, when he's missing someone or thinking of his past, he might light a stick of
incense and the Virgin Mary of Guadalupe candle and the Sacred Heart of Jesus candle
then sit before the statuettes, animal bones, shells, and stones to think, but this is
nothing like the reality of voodoo, he knows. The only reason he wanted to even go to
Marie Laveau's tomb in the first place was because it seemed like something interesting

to see, this place where all these believers butchered chickens and made dark wishes.
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He'd heard the cemeteries in New Orleans with their mausoleums were something you
wanted to see anyway. But Peg's saying no without even checking it out first, without
even really knowing what she was talking about, just going blindly by some guide-
book's warning meant only for idiots and old people—that, as much as anything, was
the kind of thing pushing him to go there. "Are you sure it's ok?" "Maybe we
shouldn't.” "I'm not very comfortable doing this." Her habitual worrying was getting
on his nerves more and more. He didn't remember her being like that when they first
started dating.

Now Hal feels the sinking in his gut as they slip down a steep grade and then
begin to rise. He no longer hears the rain on the car roof or the wheels' wet rolling and
realizes he must have nodded off for a while, though he doesn't feel rested enough to
have slept for very long. She's got the Grateful Dead low on the radio, probably to
help her relax, but she knows he can't stand that band. That's probably what woke
him up. Between her driving and the music how does she expect him to get any sleep?
He levers his seat upright and puts on his glasses.

"Any good dreams?" Peg asks him.

"Huh? Oh. Nothing I remember. Where are we."

"About a hundred miles into Mississippi."

"How long was I asleep for?"

"Hour maybe."

"Sure doesn't feel like it.”

"You were snoring there for a while.”

"You're the one who snores," he tells her irritably. "Remember?”

"Whatever," Peg shrugs and edges up the volume. Darkstar, he thinks this
one's called. The crowd starts cheering when the song ends and he wonders if she was

at that show. Before they'd met she once spent a whole summer following the Dead in
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a van full of her friends. He's seen the pictures of her in the print skirts and tie—dyes,

close—ups of that big smile, those dilated pupils where he didn't see the fear of any-
thing. But that was before they moved in together, before she cut her ass length hair to
her shoulders for that new job at the Conflict Resolution Center, before she started get-
ting on him about marriage and quitting the music store and using his college degree to
get a real job.

Hal knows she wouldn't have given him so much grief over the tomb if she
knew about the engagement ring in his backpack. He has everything planned. Before
hitting the jazz festival they're driving to the end of Louisiana's Highway 1 to camp a
few days at the state park on Grand Isle. And that's all she thinks they'll be doing
there. But after they've set up the tent and slept off the long ride and made love a few
times, he'll take her for a walk on the beach. Splashing through the tide pools, he'll
bend as if picking up a shell he's found. "Oh, my god!" or "Hey, look at this!" he'll
say and hold the ring up to the sunlight so it shines. Then he'll take her left hand and
slide on the ring, which he's had sized to fit perfectly. "I can't believe this," he'll say,
"Looks like we have to get married,” and he'll get down on one knee right there in the
ocean and swear he means it. Eventually he'll tell her the whole thing was a lover's
scheme, but for a time he wants her to believe that their engagement was sealed by fate
or chance. He wants her to accept spontaneity as a condition of their life together.

Through his slitted eyelids he sees Peg look over at him and he resists the urge
to tell her to pay attention to her driving.

"My eyes are getting kind of blurry," she says, "I've pretty much driven this
whole tank, you think you can drive soon?"

Hal lets out a sigh. Can't she tell he's tired? He's driven two and a half tanks
to her one, and she knows how hard it is for him to sleep when she's driving. She's

slept twice as long as he has, and now she'll be out and snoring ten minutes after he's
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ke the wiresd.

“Forgest it if thar s the way vou e guing 1 be about it, * she 18 saving wiren
sudteniv the road goes ragged w© the fasnng of vellow hights and cemmni mrdtan walls
them betore by 3 wide stng of rees, i suideniy oot next o them, blowmng past i
sevenrv Gve. signtv. headlights burmng. The car shudders over pockend asphait amd
Hafl's sfrsid she's sbout ©© ose it He reaches ipsaactvely for the wheel, thee stops
tmself and mams off the radio. “Jesus Peg,” be savs, "What the hell are you dog ™
He sees her kmuckies are winee across the top of the wheel: she's leambg back, squnt-
mg agans the on—comng hghts. " Al this construction just Came & me Out Of po-
where.” she says.

"Get off ar the pextexit.” be teils ber. reaching down w0 the darkness by s
feet to feel for hs shoes.

A few mights later Peg and Hal are wandenng through crowded the French
Quarter with the rest of the tounists and conventioneers, go—cups in thear hands. They
pass the open door of a strip—joint on Bourbon Street and Peg can't belp stanng at a
beautiful, if trashy—looking. woman leaning against the jamb in a halter top and pawr of
sequined microshorts. The woman catches Peg's stare, flips up her top and lets her
breasts spill out, "Laissez les bons temps rouler,” she says, her voice deep as a man's.
Peg looks away, catches Hal oggling. "Wee wee," he says to Peg, laughing, slbowing
her idiotically like she was his beer buddy. A mounted cop clomps by. Hal halds up
his plastic cup of whiskey as if to toast him. The cop watches Hal slam the drink and
toss the cup down among the rest of the litter in the street. The cop shakes his head but
keeps on riding. Hal pulls his forearm across his wet lips, “Ahhhh," he says, "l love
this town."

Peg hates it when he gets this way, dragging her from bar to bar, up and down
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the streets, acting like he's twenty one and just let loose on the world. It's gotten old.

But this time it's different, and she's getting worried. He's been drinking whiskey
since they left Grand Isle that morning, since she said no to him on the beach. She
couldn't believe it when he pulled a diamond engagement ring out of the ocean, but
how was she supposed to know it was something he bought, not something he'd really
found. As if she'd want to wear some poor woman's lost ring for the rest of her life,
maybe even a drowned or murdered woman's ring at that. She could still see the hurt
and confusion on his face as he tried to explain. It was the first time in a long time
where he'd actually done something thoughtful for her, buying a ring, planning ahead,
and he had to go and goof it up with some stupid little scene. Though that isn't what's
bothering her at the moment. A few months ago she probably would have said yes
once she understood, but the way they've been getting along these last couple months,
and especially these last few days, she isn't sure she'd have said yes to him even if
he'd asked her in the normal way. She still loves him—at least she wants to—and she
told him so over and over while she struggled to keep up with him on his stiff walk
back to the campground. But a wedding would only be a distraction from the things
they need to work out, and she tried to make clear as gently as she could that she wants
their wedding to be something other than a bandage.

Hal points a finger past her head, "Let's go there,” he says, "I need another

Through the open doorway of Jean Laffite's Peg can see the dark tables in
candle-light, the ceiling lined with wooden beams. It could be such a romantic place,
she thinks, if only. Hal heads directly to the counter and waits for a bartender. Peg
hears what sounds like a live piano coming from somewhere. She walks around the
corner and there it is, like she's only seen in the movies, a piano bar with people on

stools around it. She smiles, walks over and takes a stool, pulls another near her for
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Hal. The piano player, a smooth looking, older black man, splashes a few delicate

chords as if in greeting then continues on with his song. She smiles at him, takes a
cigarette out of her purse and lights up. He gives her a friendly wink and a nod.

Hal walks up with a Jim Beam on the rocks and a bottle of dark beer. He sits
down heavily on the stool next to hers. "Thought you might like to try this,” he says
sliding the bottle of Blackened Voodoo toward her, "They brew it here in town."

"You know I don't like dark beer,” she says.

"Fine," he says, "I'll drink it then."”

They sit at the piano listening to the music in silence until a waitress comes by.
Peg orders a Lemon Drop and a Dixie beer. She's tried to be fair with him, tried to be
honest, but he won't listen. She didn't say she didn't want to marry him ever, just not
now. Getting married won't solve anything. He knows that, but he's too freaked out
over being rejected and the fact that she might actually be right to admit it.

The waitress brings the drinks and Peg sees Hal checking out her ass as she
walks away. It's nothing new, just one more thing about him that she dislikes but has
tried to accept. She doesn't think he's ever cheated on her, though she wonders some-
times.

"Cemetery's only a couple blocks away, you know."

"Don't start, Hal."

“We should go check it out,” Hal says. "We could make a wish together." He
finishes off his whiskey, chases it with a big swallow of beer, then belches into his
fist. He grins an ugly grin, "We could wish you loved me enough to marry me."”

"That's a mean thing to say."”

"It was a mean thing you said to me on the beach."”

"I was being honest. There's nothing mean about that."

The song ends, there is light applause, then Hal's voice too loud in the pause,
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"You've got us divorced before we've even had a chance to try.”

Peg knows everyone at the piano bar has heard him and she begins slip into that
confusing place where she can't explain herself because of the force of what she feels.
The piano player breaks the silence by saying something about welcome to the Big
Easy before starting into the next song.

Hal gives her a stare she can't read, a look somewhere between pity and dis-
gust. He makes a show of slamming his beer, setting the empty bottle down loudly on
the piano's bartop. He takes forty bucks out of his wallet and drops it next to her ciga-
rettes. "I'm going,” he says, "T'll be back in an hour.”

"Don't be surprised if I'm not here.”

He stands there, considering. "Whatever," he says, then she watches him walk
off, bumping his way through the crowded, smokey darkness of the bar.

Hal threads the crowd down Bourbon to Beinville then makes a right turn
toward St. Louis Cemetery Number One. After a few blocks the sidewalks become
dark and empty, the nightcrowd and lights left behind. He's lost her. She can say we
need more time to work things out or whatever, but her saying no means it's over.
Why else would she say it? She's the one always bringing up marriage in the first
place. He still isn't sure exactly what her problem with their relationship is. If he's
critical it's only because he loves her and wants to stop her constant second—guessing
and worrying from killing the flow of a good time. He isn't sure what his next move
with her should be. They'll probably make up tomorrow, finish out the vacation, may-
be even live together for little while longer, but he knows now that she will come to
him one day soon enough and say she's leaving, that she's sorry they can't seem to,
"work things out.”

There is a full moon directly above when Hal arrives at the open cemetery gate,

and the moonlight makes the mausoleums glow like lye. From what he's read, Marie
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Laveau's tomb is near the main path and impossible to miss, covered the way it is with
the scratched X's of tourists and believers. He starts into the maze of above ground
tombs. Soon the gate is lost behind him, and he can't decide if he's gone too far or
hasn't gone far enough. He considers turning around and finding his way back to the
bar, but going on is something he feels he has to do now, especially since she told him
not to.

When he finally turns a blind comer and finds the tomb, X'd all over, the
sadness of his situation fills him in waves. He's tired of love's falling apart, tired of
trying to find a woman like himself; he just doesn't think he has the energy to start over
again with someone else. But all that explaining Peg tried to do on the beach, her talk
about how he's changed, how critical and selfish he's become—it sounded just like
what his last girlfriend said before they'd split up for good. Maybe they were telling
the truth; maybe he was just a selfish asshole who'd brought this on himself. Who-
ever's right, it's too late now.

He walks to the tomb and touches the cold mortar, places his palms over a few
of the marks scratched onto its side. Inches from his hand a crack stitches its way
along the surface. Out of the crack grows a scraggly vine, what kind Hal isn't sure. He
snaps off a small leafed branch and sticks it in his pocket—another souvenir for his
altar. Suddenly he remembers the stuff about the wish snorts a laughs, trying to think
of what to wish for. He knows it doesn't matter because that kind of bullshit isn't real
and even if it was he didn't know the prayers or whatever else you probably had to
know make it work. Still, after all that's happened, her turning him down, their fight a
few days ago over this stupid tomb, it seems important somehow to make the right
wish. Going through his pockets, feeling for something to etch his mark with, his
fingers touch the car keys, then the small, velvet ring box. For a second he considers

using the diamond to make the mark. He imagines the sound of the diamond scratching
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against the stone, then decides against using it and pulls out his car keys. He holds the

Toyota's ignition key ready like he is about to unlock the door, but he still has no idea
he wants to wish for, and he knows he'll never be able to decide. Thinking vaguely that
he just wants all this mess resolved somehow, he scratches his X onto the tomb.

Once he's through he hears a shoe scrape against the grit of the walkway right
behind him and he and turns in time to see the blur of pipe coming down against the
side of his head. He drops to his knees, arms loose, his keys jangling against the
cement as he keels over onto the ground. He hears the keys being taken up again then
feels fingers in his pockets pulling first the ring box then his wallet with their hotel key
card out of his jeans. He tries to say something, he tries to sit up, but feels himself
being sucked back down into unconsciousness—the last sound he hears before passing
out the sharp little creak of the ring box opening.

When Hal comes to he is alone. He sits up confused, wondering at first what's
happened; where's Peg? Have they had a car accident? Then he realizes where he is.
How long has he been unconscious? What if that son of a bitch figures out where
they're staying? He might already be back at the hotel room waiting for Peg. And the
guy has Hal's wallet with his license in it. The keys to their car, their apartment back in
Michigan, even the music store. There's no telling what could happen now. Hal
stands and staggers back to lean against Marie Laveau's tomb and waits for the world
to quit spinning. The goose egg on his head accelerates its throbbing. He touches it
gingerly, feeling it squish beneath his fingers before he pulls his hand away. No
blood— at least there's that going for him. She was right, he thinks, I should have
listened. Through the mist in his brain he begins to understand what's been the matter
between them: he's guilty of judging her according to who he thinks she should be
instead of simply loving her for who she is. He's been wrong. To her. About her.

About everything. He retches, starts to slide down the wall of the tomb toward the
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ground. There is a heaviness taking him over. He wants to sleep, just sleep for a little

while.

It's the fear of what wili happen and the hope he may not be to late that gets him
up and staggering back along the path toward the entrance. When he finally reaches the
gate, his head is pounding so hard he has to stop. He's thinking about the ring and
how he still owes two thousand dollars on it when fireworks start going off in the near
distance. At first, he isn't sure if he's imagining them or not, but they keep exploding
as he stands there trying to steady himself, one hand against his head, the other clinging
to the gate.

More than an hour has passed and Hal is not back yet. Peg leans against the
piano top, chin resting on her palm, empty shot glass at her elbow. Commander Pye
Tasker, as he has introduced himself to the room, has been playing anything anyone
calls out, mostly old jazz standards she's never heard of, but she still thinks they're
wonderful.

"Play When the Saints Come Marching in" someone yells. She sees
Commander Pye grimace slightly then fall an octave in the song he's playing before
slipping into some weird, modal version of the tune. "That's not how it goes," the
voice says. "Play it the regular way.” But this time Pye cuts him off with a run of
dissonant chords before rolling on. Peg iooks up, catches Pye's glance, smiles at him,
"No, leave it just how it is," she says, "it sounds good sad like that." Commander Pye
nods. He is a handsome man, she thinks. Forty-five maybe fifty, a little silver in his
tight, curly black hair. She's never heard anyone play the piano with this way, drink-
ing and telling jokes and showing off and jumping from song to song the whole time.
It seems like he knows how to play everything. Maybe later she'll throw him a curve
and request a Dead tune like Fire on the Mountain.

She checks her watch again. Hal should've been back long ago. Why did he
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have to be such a stubborn ass? Always right. Always pushing things. Always
thinking of himself. "Everybody dreams alone," he liked to tell her. What a bunch of
crap. He wasn't that way when they first started dating. He wasn't so reckless or
judgmental or condescending. Or maybe he was—the longer this goes on the harder it
is for her to remember the days when things were good between them.

Peg pulls her last cigarette out of the pack and fires it up. She takes a deep
drag, jets the smoke out her nose. Nothing short of a big mistake will make Hal
change. In her mind she sees him beat up or robbed and left for dead in some piss
alley. She isn't sure if she'll be able to forgive herself if something horrible happens to
him. She saw a news show on TV once about the vampires in this town. People who
actually kidnap tourists and street people and keep them locked in a box in some back
room so they can tap their blood and torture them. If that's for real, who knows what
else is out there? Her eyes get watery as she thinks of what she could have done to
make him stay. If only she would have told him yes on the beach, everything would be
different. Maybe she should have played horny tonight and asked him to take her back
to their hotel room; he probably needed some kind of sign from her to show that she
still cares. And she does care, for the Hal she used to know, not this person he's
tumed into. She shakes her head against these thoughts then violently stubs out her
cigarette in the ashtray. Screw him for making her feel like this. He was probably
passed out drunk in some bar down the street. There's nothing she could have done.
Hal does what he wants when he wants to, and if she says she doesn't like it, he
shrugs and tells her he's never kept her from doing anything—she does that well
enough herself.

After Commander Pye finishes his set he takes his drink from the top of his
piano and walks over to Peg.

"How you doin' he says, "Can I get you something?"
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"Don't you have to play?”

"Naw, even The Commander gets to take a break. Lemon Drop, right?”

Peg is surprised he's noticed, "Yeah, Lemondrop. Thanks."” She starts looking
in her purse for her cigarettes then notices the empty, crumpled pack next to the ashtray
on top of the piano.  "Don't go anywhere," she tells him, "T'll be right back."

Peg is pulling the lever to get her Camel Lights and thinking she's been smok-
ing way more than usual lately when she feels a sharp little shock in her fingertips like
the machine is shorting out or something. Suddenly, a head—~rush rolls over her and
she feels a dizziness rising inside. She grabs the pack from the slot and hurries through
the double doors next to the cigarette machine. There is a huge explosion as she steps
onto the patio, and the sky erupts in green, then yellow, then blue light. She feels like
she's falling, or more like the world is being sucked up around her, and she's afraid
she's having a flashback, something she's never had before. Quickly as it came, the
feeling passes, and she realizes the explosions are only fireworks, probably for the
jazz festival which begins tomorrow. She takes a few deep breaths, then Commander
Pye is there next to her, talking.

"Alright?" he asks, "I saw you wobblin"."

"Oh, I'm fine," she says, "Just needed a little space is all.”

"I hear that," he hands her the shot, raises his glass. "Cheers."
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