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Preface

 

The Acorn Gathering is the long-awaited spin-off from
The Acorn Stories, a story cycle set in the fictional West
Texas town of Acorn, published in 1998.

Some of the tales in The Acorn Gathering continue plots
from The Acorn Stories. The others use a variety of new
settings and characters. This collection stands on its own, giving
readers any background details they might need about the
characters, so readers need not start with The Acorn
Stories.

Five writers joined me in contributing to this project. Not
wanting to stifle individual artists’ voices, I accepted their
works without insisting on everyone following the exact same
punctuation traditions, in cases where those traditions differ
according to which style book one checks. However, I corrected
typographical errors and consulted with individual authors when I
saw a definite need for larger changes in their work.

I invited the authors to share their talents and their vision.
The resulting anthology provides a variety of voices more diverse
than I ever created with my fictional narrators, yet more cohesive
than I ever imagined. My original idea of setting all the stories
in my fictional West Texas town of Acorn proved too limiting.
Still, the writers paralleled each other’s stories with similar
themes, issues, conflicts, and chance encounters. That cohesive
echoing seemed especially surprising to me, since most of the
authors wrote their stories before reading the other stories.

Finally, and most importantly, I arranged an agreement with
iUniverse (the publisher) that ensures they will donate all author
and editor royalties from the sale of this book’s print edition to
the American Cancer Society. Our reward comes in knowing that our
efforts will help with the search for a cure to cancer.

If you find yourself enjoying this free eBook, please consider
ordering the print edition for yourself or someone else, through a
local or online bookstore. Otherwise, please consider simply making
a donation to the American Cancer Society, or to another
organization that helps fight cancer. You can also find other ways
to battle cancer—through volunteering, prevention, or
education.

Webmasters and bloggers, if you sell books via your site, please
list the print edition of The Acorn Gathering, and feel
free to use its cover image to boost sales. (ISBN: 978-0595227884.)
If you’re not a bookstore affiliate, please consider adding a link
to http://tagnews.blogspot.com/ or http://tagreviews.blogspot.com/,
to help with our work.

Readers, please help promote this book. If possible, please
write a review and submit it to one or more of the following: (1)
online bookstores; (2) your local newspaper(s) or college
newspaper; (3) a newsletter, magazine, or website; (4) your
neighborhood association or local civic organization newsletter. Or
just post the review on your site or blog.

Some online bookstores also offer you the chance to create
lists, guides, etc. that mention some books you would like to
suggest; please consider promoting the book’s print edition in
those ways as well. In fact, the following sites (and others you
might find) allow you to list books you’ve read or plan to read,
helping other readers find those books.

 

http://www.bookcrossing.com/

http://www.goodreads.com/

http://www.librarything.com/

http://www.shelfari.com/

 

Book groups and book clubs, you can start many lively
discussions with the stories in TAG, and
we encourage you and your members to do so. The book includes a
racially diverse mix of characters in a variety of situations.

Simply telling your friends and family about TAG will
help sell the book’s print edition, which means it will raise more
money for cancer research. Please do whatever you can to further
our cause.

I want to thank the following people who helped me make The
Acorn Gathering a reality:




AuthorsDen (http://www.authorsden.com/). This
website focuses on helping writers reach an audience and each
other. That made it easy for me to get feedback on the overall
book, and some of the stories I wrote for it. I will continue to
use AuthorsDen as a way of promoting TAG.

 

Native American Storytellers Club at Yahoo
(http://groups.yahoo.com/group/native_american_storytellers/).
Of the countless authors I’ve encountered over the years, kanee_ok
and moon_grace are among the most dedicated to the craft and to
their fellow writers. They deserve endless kudos for their
continuing work, which brings together many other unique and
precious voices.

 

John Mudd. John found us when reading various
authors’ websites at AuthorsDen and volunteered to help
TAG receive media coverage. John’s early interest in the
blogosphere drew attention to our project. He not only coached me
on effective interviews but also encouraged other booklovers to
help spread the word. After winning a great deal of respect and
honor for bringing his blogging expertise to the Florida real
estate market, John sadly passed away at just 32 years of age. I
dedicate this eBook edition to him.

 

Ronald L. Donaghe
(http://web.nmsu.edu/~rodonagh/). Ronald helped me a great
deal with my simultaneous book projects: The Acorn
Gathering and Degranon: A Science Fiction Adventure.
He has been a great friend and literary inspiration! Working on
more than one book project at a time is quite a challenge, and I do
not recommend it. Without Ronald, I probably would not have been as
successful with both projects.

 

Finally, I want to express the eternal pride and gratitude I
feel toward the writers whose works appear in this book, the
writers I refer to as “the TAG Team.” It never would have
happened without them, and there were times throughout this project
that I wondered if I would find enough writers. They came through,
with both creativity and enthusiasm, making me happier than I ever
could have imagined that this book is now complete.

And now, please enjoy an exciting collection of stories. Thank
you for helping us in our cause to bring the world one step closer
in finding a cure for cancer.

 

 

Duane Simolke, Editor and Contributing Author, Lubbock,
Texas

 

 

Part One:

 

Acorn, Texas

 

 

 

Finding Acorns In Winter

 

By Duane Simolke

 

The acorn gathering begins.

I carry the basket, woven by my grandmother, many winters ago.
She had worked the basket carefully and methodically, pouring into
it all the love she felt for my mother and father. She had imagined
it would bring them a memory of her as they sat sharing a bowl of
acorn soup.

She never imagined a winter like this one, when acorns would
become our main source of food and medicine. Only the youngest and
elders remain behind as our men hunt and our women gather.

My people are from the Comanche. We live in a vast, flat area
the Europeans call “Texas.” The winters normally stay gentle and
pass quickly. Not so with this winter.

The acorn gathering begins.

I crack the ice at the base of a great oak tree, hoping to find
more acorns for my grandmother, and the others.

Wrapped in a blanket her grandmother wove before her, my
grandmother lies, overtaken by the sickness that starvation
brings.

 

* * *  

 

“Y2K again,” Gretchen Cutter told her mother, gripping her
frail, bony hands and looking at the eyes now circled with a bluish
black hue that looked like a bad makeup job. She could barely stand
to see that once strong, German woman, lying in a Lubbock hospital
bed, recovering from having one of her breasts removed. Still, she
knew that she must be strong. Gretchen thought of what her mother
would tell her: that God never gives us more of a burden than we
can carry. Though also deeply religious, Gretchen had considered
her mother’s platitudes annoying at times; now, she suddenly found
comfort in how her mother could cling to faith, and to life.

Slowly becoming aware of Gretchen’s presence, her mother finally
asked, “What about Y2K?”

Hearing her mother’s voice made her want to call the rest of her
family. She had barely spoken since the operation began, the night
before, and they all wanted to hear her voice. Gretchen replied,
“When the clock strikes midnight and we move into 2000, the power
might go off, but the hospital has a backup generator.”

“I wouldn’t worry about that, dear.”

The door to the hospital room opened slightly, and a long-faced
but beautiful young Native American woman pushed her head in,
timidly and respectfully. “Gretchen, I’m sorry for interrupting. I
just wanted to see if you needed a break.”

“No,” Gretchen replied, before noticing that her mother was
trying to see the woman at the door. She added, “But come on
in.”

The woman entered, hands in the pockets of her vest, and stood
beside Gretchen’s chair, looking over Gretchen’s shoulder. “How are
we doing, Helga?”

“Better,” said Gretchen’s mother. Then she told Gretchen, “Sonya
is a volunteer. She’s a nursing student at Texas Tech. She came to
see me this morning, after I finally convinced you to go to
work.”

Sonya asked Gretchen, “You took time for work, but did you also
take time for eating and sleeping? You still need to take care of
yourself.”

Shrugging, Gretchen insisted, “Don’t worry. My husband and
daughter won’t let me skip eating or sleeping. They’ve been up
here, in my place. And my brother and sister will be here late
tomorrow night, with their families. They had trouble getting
flights, because of the holiday, so they’re driving in. You’d think
no one would be flying, with all the Y2K scares.”

“I guess not. You know, your mother is very proud of you.
Teacher of the year in Acorn! I’ve always heard good things about
the schools there, so it must be quite an accomplishment to get
that sort of recognition.”

Gretchen tried not to blush, but knew that her light German
skin, surrounded by dull gray hair, could never conceal even the
slightest hint of blushing. “Thank you.”

“I also understand that your parents planted some of the largest
oak trees in Acorn. I love oak trees! My mother is always giving me
stories and recipes that involve acorns. She says that her dogs
even like to eat acorns!”

“Acorn recipes?” asked Gretchen’s mother.

“Yes, flour, soups, medicines…. My people had many uses for
acorns. They gathered them to supplement their food supplies.”

“I’ve been in this hospital so long, away from my home. Could
you—?” She rolled her head away on the pillow. “No that’s
silly.”

Gretchen touched her mother’s face, and she looked back at them.
Gretchen asked, “What is it, Mama?”

Looking at Sonya, Helga asked, “If Gretchen told you where to
find the oak trees that my husband and I planted, could you bring
me an acorn from each one? I know that sounds crazy, but it would
make me feel connected to home again, to my past.”

Sonya looked pleased by the idea. “Yes, of course.”

“It isn’t too far? I know you have your school work, and all the
work you do here.”

“No,” Sonya insisted. “It would be good for me, too. I’ve also
felt detached from my past at times, and this sounds like something
my ancestors would do. It will be an honor.”

“Thank you,” Gretchen and her mother both said. Since the death
of Gretchen’s father, ten months earlier, Gretchen’s mother had
rarely asked for anything. Even when she look dissatisfied with the
new priest who replaced him at Acorn’s Providence Episcopalian
Church, even when that church struggled but succeeded in helping
the family pay for his hospital costs and burial costs, even when
she found the lump on her breast, and even when it came to having
that breast removed, she never complained or demanded anything. So
when she made this strange request, Gretchen wanted it
fulfilled.

Despite the complete success of the surgery, Gretchen couldn’t
stop thinking that her mother must be in pain—regardless of what
she kept insisting. Gretchen wanted something beautiful for her
mother: something to make her smile the way she had once smiled. If
that meant acorns from all over Acorn, then that sounded great!

 

* * *

 

Gretchen hated that her mother could only see one visitor at a
time. She wanted the whole family there, watching the TV together
when the clock struck midnight. Still, her husband and daughter
begrudgingly relented to the hospital’s visitation policies, after
hearing about and only vaguely agreeing with them.

“You’ve always been a soothing presence,” her husband had
assured her, when they decided that she should be the visitor
during the countdown to Y2K. The compliment sounded odd to
Gretchen, like saying that she was sufficiently dull, but then she
realized that he only wanted to help her stand strong for her
mother.

Sitting beside her mother in the now-familiar chair, Gretchen
actually found the presence of the television soothing. Though she
usually preferred books over TV, she enjoyed watching the coverage
of Y2K celebrations all over the world, and she even managed to
stop correcting the announcers who kept referring to the year 2000
as “the beginning of the new millennium.”

At times, her mother would open her eyes slightly and even seem
to smile a bit at the images of festivals, parades, dancing,
singing, and fireworks. Though stranded in a hospital room in West
Texas, she could see the world. Despite all the fear that had
surrounded that winter day, it turned into a celebration. And even
Gretchen’s fear began to fade, not only her fear that the power
might go off or some global catastrophe might happen, but also her
fear that she might lose her mother so soon after losing her
father.

 

* * *    

 

Sonya regretted not visiting Acorn sooner, before the majestic
oaks dropped their fall leaves. Still, she found acorns at all the
addresses that Gretchen and Helga gave her. Only one address
remained. When Sonya pulled into the long gravel driveway, across
several potholes that violently shook her old Plymouth, she found a
rather rickety but tall wooden fence surrounding the property. The
fence, covered with flaking gray paint, looked forbidding and
ugly.

A metal gate disrupted the driveway, with a recently repainted
sign: “Keep out! Vandals, salespeople, and other intruders will be
shot!” The faded words on the mailbox destroyed Sonya’s growing
hope that maybe she found the wrong house.

“Buddy Basil, 240 Sherwood Street,” she read aloud, after
cautiously stepping out of her car and zipping up her black leather
jacket. But then she asked herself, “Is this guy really anyone’s
buddy?” She wondered if she should just honk her horn, rather than
daring to climb the locked gate and risk getting shot. She could
just see the headlines: “Indians invade Basil farm during alleged
acorn gathering.”

Part of Sonya wanted to just find one more acorn somewhere else,
and claim she found it at the Basil farm. Still, she felt her
ancestors guiding her to keep her word, even if no one else would
ever know for sure how she found the acorns.

Just as Sonya reached for the five-foot gate, a large Doberman
pounced against the other side of it, barking and growling at her.
She jumped back, hoping it couldn’t clear the gate, but realizing
it probably could.

“Earl, simmer down!” came an old man’s voice. He appeared beside
the dog, wearing a red and black flannel shirt, faded overalls, and
a Briggs Co Tractors cap. The dog quickly snapped into an alert
sitting position, his pointy ears twitching and his jaws in a
slight snarl. His glistening black eyes glared at Sonya with the
knowledge that he had already frightened her, already blocked her
from entering without his master’s approval.

“That’s Earl,” the old man explained to Sonya.

“And you must be Buddy Basil.”

He nodded. “And just who are you? I’m not giving any land back
to your people. You’ll have to talk to the US government about
that.”

Sonya laughed at his strange reaction to her skin color. “Not
that they would keep their word anyway, but I don’t want your
land—just one little thing from it.”

“Really?” His wrinkled face showed more annoyance than interest.
“And what would that be?”

“Do you still have the oak tree that Helga and Walter Fischer
planted here during the 1950s?”

“Well, yeah, I served in the war with Walter. But that oak tree
isn’t something little. It shades nearabouts my entire front yard!”
He motioned to his left, and Sonya noticed the naked branches of
the mighty oak, towering above the fence. All she could see behind
and around Buddy was a series of young pine trees and a plow.

“I don’t need the tree itself, just one of its acorns.”

Buddy scowled, looking suddenly older and angrier. “Now why
would you want something like that? Get on out of here with your
pagan rituals! I’m a Christian!”

Sonya tried desperately to remain composed, reminding herself
that she would encounter countless other Buddy Basils throughout
her nursing career. “So am I. This isn’t about religion, though.
It’s about comforting someone. Helga Fischer is lying in a Lubbock
hospital bed, because she’s just won a fight against cancer. She
lost Walter not long ago, and it looked for a while like she might
lose her own life. She’s recovering physically; now she just wants
something of her life in Acorn, some connection, and this is what
she asked for.”

The old man listened intently, and even Earl seemed calm, less
vigilant against any supposed danger.

“But why are you doing this for her?” Buddy asked, placing his
hands on the fence. Between the calluses, the age spots, the
wrinkles, and the unusually thick knuckles, his fingers looked
strangely like knotted ropes. Still, his face looked suddenly more
human and more concerned than any face that Sonya had ever seen—and
certainly nothing like the severe countenance that first greeted
her.

“Because she asked me to, and because I somehow needed to. I’ve
been dreaming of my ancestors, finding acorns in winter, so they
could help those who need help.”

A hint of a smile graced Buddy’s chapped lips. “I’m not sure I
understand what you’re talking about, but I’ll get the acorn for
you.”

She nodded respectfully. “Thank you.”

When he returned a few minutes later, he handed her a desecrated
acorn, its blackened shell torn open by a bird or a squirrel. “I’m
sorry,” he said. “This is all I could find. My wife is inside.
Maybe she could help us find a better one. I don’t see so good, and
probably ought to wear my glasses all the time.”

Sonya held the acorn in her palm as if it were a diamond. “No,
this is perfect! Thank you again!”

Buddy smiled more fully than before, but said “goodbye” when he
heard his wife calling his name. Earl leaned against the fence and
whined as Sonya also said “goodbye.”

She had been right about the acorn gathering making her feel
closer to her ancestors, and she felt grateful to Helga for sending
her on such an unusual but fulfilling mission.

 

* * *

 

I cradle my grandmother’s head as I hold the bowl of acorn soup
to her mouth and she breathes in its warmth and its spices. In her
gray eyes, I see hope and gratitude. I have done well by her, and
it makes me feel proud to finally help this woman who has guided my
feet for so long.

 

* * * 

 

The news of her mother’s rapid recovery caused Gretchen to run
down the hallway and cry. But her husband and daughter led her back
to the hospital room, saying that Sonya was there, and that they
could all go in. The three of them watched as Sonya dropped the
acorns into the patient’s open hands. Patient, Gretchen
thought, not for much longer! You’re strong again. I’m glad I
could be strong for you when you weren’t.

She could see the hope and the gratitude in her mother’s gray
eyes.

“Happy New Year’s, Mama,” Gretchen whispered, not bothering to
hold back the tears of relief at seeing her mother looking healthy
and happy.

 

* * * 

 

I walk outside, past the teepees and the fires of my village,
their scents lingering in the cold. The falling snow gives way to
falling ice, and I pull a blanket tightly over my skin. My
grandmother rests now, and her breathing seems much smoother. I
feel certain that she will survive another winter. My husband
returns from the hunt, unsuccessful but without a broken spirit; he
has only returned briefly to see us. He is pleased that my
grandmother is well, and he says that we will soon watch winter
submit to spring. Even though that is months away, I take comfort
in that image, and in his love.

But for now, my basket is empty.

The acorn gathering begins.

 

 

 

 

The Seedling

 

By Janice Chandler

 

Becky twisted a blonde lock around her finger as she studied the
two orders she’d printed up. Both were for the latest painting
she’d put on her website, BeckysFairylandPrints.com. She carefully
removed the first print from the shelf, rolled it up and inserted
it into a sturdy cylindrical mailer.

The second print she stopped to admire, brushing her fingertips
across the rough matting that gave texture to the copy. Blues and
greens whirled in a vortex of iridescent light and a nebulous being
stretched out his arms as he was sucked into the maelstrom. The
lighting techniques she’d picked up at that seminar in Austin were
starting to show up in her work. She traced the elongated arms,
wondering which techniques might better bring out the subtleties in
the reproductions.

It had taken months to find the right reproduction company to
handle her work, weeks to study the various sample prints and many
sleepless nights agonizing over how she and Kyle were going to
cover the start-up costs. She initially chose her ten best
paintings for digitization, but quickly reduced that number to five
when confronted with the cost estimate. As digital reproductions
could be ordered in batches of five to 500 and reordered with no
problem, she was able to lower the start-up costs by keeping her
initial inventory low. Now, she had committed herself to adding one
new print a month to the collection. It turned out to be a good
decision as the additions kept her website fresh.

Still, at only one or two orders a week, it was going to take
months to cover the initial investment. If she didn’t find a way to
increase sales, she was going to have to find a second part-time
job. The art gallery paid pretty good, but Keith didn’t need her
full-time. She thought about going back to Chuck’s and grimaced.
Between the gallery, her art, housework and maintaining the
website, she didn’t have the time or energy to stand on her feet
for four hours a day.

The ink smell from the print made her stomach flip and brought
her back to her present task. She finished packing the mailers and
slapped on mailing labels. After stuffing the cylinders in her
tote, she settled back to check the website. A graphic of the oak
tree she’d painted for the bank came up first. The branches pointed
the way toward various interest areas—a painting index, a biography
page, a links page, even a comments page. She clicked on the
comments twig. The sole message popped up.

“Nice pics, but you’re tree taks to long to lode.”

Sighing, she shut down the computer and drug herself into the
kitchen. Another wave of nausea swept over her and she had to
steady herself on the counter. A moment later, her head was over
the trash can and she was relieving herself of breakfast.

“Working too hard, again.” She whispered to herself, as she
washed her face.

She’d just settled down with a fresh cup of coffee and the
latest copy of The Artist when Regina bounced in.

“Good morning, Rebecca.”

“What are you looking so bright and cheery for this morning?”
Why was it that her sister insisted on calling her Rebecca? Why
couldn’t she call her Becky like everyone else?

“Why are you looking so glum?” Regina gave her a kiss on the
cheek and helped herself to a cup of coffee. “It’s a beautiful
spring morning. The air is crisp, the sky is blue and the husbands
are off to work.”

“Does this mean you’re pregnant?” Becky put her magazine in her
tote. She’d get a chance to read it at the gallery in the
afternoon.

“Maybe. The drugstore test said no, but I’m two weeks late.
Would you like to go to the doctor with me this morning?”

Becky made a mental list of the household chores that needed
doing before she went to work—the laundry, mopping, the breakfast
dishes. Just thinking about it exhausted her. “Sure. I’ll be glad
to keep you company if you drop me off at the gallery
afterwards.”

“No problem. Say, Rebecca, you don’t look too good.”

“It’s the ink from the new prints.” Becky set her cup aside.
“Looks good, smells awful.”

“You should have Bolt give you a checkup. You must’ve dropped
ten pounds in the last month.”

“You’re just jealous.” Becky tried to deflect Regina’s concern.
It didn’t work.

“No, I’m serious about this. You’ve always been healthy.”

“I’m still healthy, just worn out.” Becky thought about her
bouts of nausea and bit on her bottom lip. She hadn’t been so
nauseous since she was pregnant with Kayla. Also, Regina’s periods
were only a week ahead of her own and her sister was two weeks
late. Did that mean…

“You’re spacing again.” Regina interrupted.

“I’m sorry, what?” Becky looked up at her sister, suddenly
feeling light-headed. “If it makes you feel any better, I’ll
schedule a checkup while I’m waiting for you.”

 

* * *

 

Two days later, Becky walked out of the doctor’s office mildly
stunned. Regina leaned across the seat and pushed open the door of
her car. Becky slid in and adjusted the seatbelt.

“So, what did Bolt have to say?” Regina started the engine and
checked the rearview mirror. “I hope it’s nothing serious.”

Becky rearranged her tote, unsure how to break the news to her
sister. Regina and her husband wanted so much to have a child of
their own. She cleared her throat. “Depends on what you call
serious. It appears that diaphragms do not fit properly when you
lose weight.”

“Diaphragm?” Regina’s mouth dropped open. “You mean, you’re
pregnant?”

“Pregnant, anemic,” Becky held up a vitamin sample, “and soon to
be constipated. I hate taking iron.”

“Pregnant.” Regina’s mouth drew into a thin line and she shifted
the car into reverse.

Becky turned to stare out the window. The town crawled by as the
car headed toward the gallery. Any other day, she might have
enjoyed the bright green leaves on the oak trees that lined the
street. Today, the spring colors were depressing. It wasn’t as
though she and Kyle didn’t want more children. As with Kayla, the
timing was bad. Then, she was a mere teenager and barely out of
high school. Now, she was older and wiser, but little better off
financially.

If only the dot com was doing better, if only her paintings sold
for more money, if only she’d been able to interest a publisher in
her artwork instead of doing it all herself. If only Regina were
pregnant instead.

“You’ll have to slow down, you know that,” Regina finally
blurted.

“I don’t have time to slow down. I’ve got bills to pay and
things to do.”

“Let Kyle worry about the finances for a while.”

“Kyle already does all the overtime he can get. He was hoping to
pick up some classes in small business management at Acorn College
once the dot com paid for itself.”

“Maybe he should’ve done that before starting the dot com. I got
a 4.0 from there and just having the diploma got me into
management. It’s not like he’s stupid. With just a little planning,
he could get somewhere.”

Becky didn’t respond. She and Regina had already had the
argument several times. Regina harped on how Becky and Kyle never
planned, they just did. Becky usually came back with comments about
not being able to think of everything. Right now, she didn’t want
to argue. She didn’t really want to talk. She wanted to go back in
time a few months and stop herself from starting the business in
the first place. She wanted to try one more time to find a
publisher, or at least, attend some more seminars on technique.

Once Regina let her off at the gallery, Becky tried to put her
concerns aside. Keith was with a client, so she settled behind her
desk by the front door and began opening the mail. She arranged the
items just the way Keith liked it, checks on top, correspondence
next, then bills, and advertisements on the bottom. One of the
advertisements was for a publisher Keith had mentioned when she and
Kyle were looking. At the time, the contracts they used seemed
awfully restrictive and very commercial.

She held the brochure in her hand and looked up at the framed
painting across from her. The price on the pastel watercolor was
$1,500. Keith said that, once she was better known, he could ask
two or three times that amount. She bit her lip. One or two good
sales were all it would take to put them back in the black. She
slipped a sketch pad from her tote and flipped through the
pages—designs, the beginning of ideas, outlines she intended to
flesh out on canvas. She paused on a pencil of Kyle, exhausted in
the overstuffed chair in the living room. Her heart pinged. Kyle
worked so hard to provide her and Kayla with just the basics,
borrowed money to pay for the good computer and get the web
business going. If she quit work to stay home with a baby, how
could he support them all?

Turning to the computer on her desk, she opened up her folder,
selected her three best pictures, and hit the print button. While
the pictures printed, she turned on the word processor and started
a new letter.

 

* * *

 

“They’re giving you how much?” Regina turned her eyes from the
road and narrowly avoided hitting another car.

“A ten thousand dollars advance!” Becky put her hand over her
chest. “They want to make prints, real prints, not just
reproductions. They’re talking major merchandising, post cards,
greeting cards, a tour.”

“A tour?”

“I’ll be visiting art galleries across the country. I’ll have to
stop adding pictures to the website. Of course, I can sell the
prints I have in stock. After that, everything will have to go
through the publisher. Then, I need new paint and more canvasses.
Oh, and I’ve got to get started on some sketches.”

“Sketches? What for?”

“A whole new series based on oak trees.”

“Oak trees? You’ve done one oak tree.”

“That’s just it. In my letter, I mentioned my website and the
number of sales I’ve made. The publisher decided to pay it a
visit.”

“And?”

“That’s the first graphic to come up, the acorn tree I did for
the bank. The bank gave me $250 for that painting. Keith was
furious about it, said I should have got four times that amount.
I’ve got so many ideas in my head, I can’t wait to get home and get
started. If this series works out, maybe I can do another one.”

“What does Kyle think of all this? Have you talked to the
doctor? This sounds like too much work in your condition. You
haven’t gained a pound all month and you’re looking a bit
peaked.”

“I haven’t had time to tell Kyle. He’s been so worried about
having a second child. Maybe the good news will put him in a better
humor. Ten thousand! I’ll have to cut back my hours at the gallery
to get everything done. I can’t wait to email Mom and Dad. They’ve
been so proud of my work.”

“Rebecca, now you’re starting to get flushed. Just lie back and
relax until I get you home. You can put your feet up and I’ll make
some broth.”

“I’ve been a bit feverish all day. It’s probably just an
allergy.” Becky scowled and leaned her head against the seat. Why
couldn’t Regina ever be happy for her? She turned toward the
oak-lined street. Only last month, the leafy trees had depressed
her. Now, they were her salvation.

The sunlight flickered through the leaves of the wide oaks and
made her dizzy. Shielding her eyes didn’t help so she turned back
toward her sister. Regina’s voice shrilled against her eardrums.
The noise from the traffic, the smell of exhaust, flickering light
everywhere. It was too hot in the car, no, too cold. What was that
Regina was saying? A searing bolt of pain shot through her right
eye and she slumped against the car door.

“Rebecca, what’s wrong?” Regina slammed on the brakes and put
her hand on her shoulder. “You’re sweating.”

With pain blazing through her head, Becky could barely
understand Regina. Instead of answering her sister, she popped the
door open and leaned out. Crackers and bile churned in her stomach
and rushed to the curb. Shaking, she tried to right herself. A huge
cramp hit her lower back and she felt a sticky, wet sensation gush
between her legs.

“Rebecca! Oh my God. I’m taking you straight to the doctor.”

 

     * * *

 

In a quiet room of Acorn’s new clinic, Becky lay on stiff white
sheets. Her whole body ached and she tried to stretch. Cramps
crawled across her abdomen from the effort. The door opened and she
turned to see who was coming in. Regina, her face pale and
tear-stained, slipped inside.

“Did you get hold of Kyle?” Becky whispered.

“He’s on his way.”

“Did you tell him about the baby?”

“I blurted it out. Oh Jesus, Becky, I’m sorry about the
miscarriage. I was so jealous. Getting married before me, having a
baby first, having such wonderful talent. But I never wanted
anything like this to happen. Blood was everywhere. I thought you
were going to die. I don’t know what I’d do if I lost you. Can you
ever forgive me?”

Becky lay quietly for a moment. The miscarriage, according to
Bolt, would have happened anyway. She was glad that her sister had
been there to take care of her, to rush her to the clinic, to call
Kyle for her. The beautiful, self-assured Regina, the straight-A
student, jealous of her stupid little sister? For the first time
ever, she felt sorry for her older sister. Sorry that it had taken
her so long to settle down, sorry that Regina wasn’t the first with
a child, sorry that she might never have one of her own. She
reached over the rail and took her sister’s hand.

“You called me Becky.”

 

 

 

Fat Diary

 

By Duane Simolke

 

“And she thought maybe that acorn would be all right.” From
“Mae,” one of The Acorn Stories

 

January 20, 2001

Dear Fat Diary,

 

My nutritionist told me to write in you every day, until I can
come to terms about why I’m not happy with my weight, and why I
want to change. I’m supposed to call you my “love diary,” but I’m
not trying to get rid of love; I’m trying to get rid of fat. We’ll
talk about love later.

No, on second thought, we’ll talk about love now. I don’t have
love because I have fat. If I didn’t weigh 260 pounds, I might be
writing a love diary, and teenage girls would read it and swoon,
while listening to the latest boybands and dreaming of that guy who
sits in the second row of their American history class. Wait,
that’s what I did at the University of Texas in Austin.

My name is Pamela Mae Willard, named after my Aunt Mae and my
father, Samuel Carsons (yes, as in “Carsons Furniture, Acorn’s
best-kept secret”). He wanted a Samuel Carsons, Jr. He had to
settle with a Pamuel, which became Pamela, due to the mercy of the
Father, the Son, the Holy Ghost, and my passive-aggressive mom. She
kept “accidentally” referring to my father as “Samueluel,” and when
that bothered him, she said she “didn’t give a damnuel,” and when
he wanted supper, she said he could fry some “Spamuel,” and if he
wanted someone to keep him warm, he could “buy a cocker spaniel.”
Even though she never actually said how much she hated the name
“Pamuel,” the message came through clearly enough, and he
eventually asked if Pamela Mae would be all right.

Pamela Mae sounded sufficiently dignified and Southern for a
member of Acorn’s beloved Carsons family, so she consented, and
soon began cooking meals that weren’t primarily composed of meat
byproducts. Harmony soon returned to our home, and my parents
adopted an unwanted newborn baby just over a year later, naming him
Samuel, of course, but calling him “Sam.” If they were going to go
through all of that just to call someone “Sam,” they probably could
have named me Samantha! Unfortunately, I wasn’t quite in a position
to impart my keen sense of logic at the time.

 My parents were very happy with Sam, who would eventually
join the Air Force. I taught Sunday school for a time and, after
returning from college in Austin, managed the library.

Our childhood went by with very little trauma or disaster.
Meteorites, tornadoes, and general flying debris never hit our
house, unless you count acorns, pecans, and the occasional dust
storm. Daddy wasn’t a drunk, though he always liked touring the
wineries that keep popping up around West Texas. Mom didn’t have a
secret past, unless it’s still Acorn’s best-kept secret, to use
that tired catch phrase I mentioned before, the one Daddy’s store
shares with most of Acorn’s local advertisers. And my adopted
brother didn’t turn out to be a space alien, despite my early
suspicions; in fact, he and I remain the best of friends.
Regardless of how some people around here make it sound, the sky
isn’t always falling in Acorn, at least not for our family. I had
loving parents and a happy, well-rounded childhood.

“Well-rounded.” Bad word choice.

I grew taller fast during my early teens, so much so that my mom
worried I might have some sort of thyroid disorder, and it seemed
like I needed to eat a lot for my body to keep up with its own
growth. But then I stopped growing. Upward, that is. Then I got
fat, and I stayed fat. So here I am, writing in my fat diary. Worst
of all, I’ll probably wind up writing about my joke of a
short-lived marriage.

I’m supposed to examine key moments from any of my amazing
thirty-something years, and find reasons to love myself, all the
while congratulating myself for the conclusions I reach.

Do I get a lollipop for that?

 

January 21, 2001

Dear Fat Diary,

 

I attended Seventh Street Baptist Church for most of my life,
like the rest of my family. In fact, I even taught Sunday school
there sometimes. But I walked right out when they started promoting
censorship and book burning, and I mean the term “book burning”
literally! As a librarian, I just couldn’t calmly support that,
dropping my tithe into the plate, to see my money used not for
helping the sick or the poor but to pay for full-page newspaper
advertisements that attacked any literary work with the slightest
spark of imagination.

So I started going to the local Episcopalian church. It’s
smaller, more intelligent, my friends Chandler Davis and Keith
Colson go there, and the new minister is kind of cute. Hey, if you
have to stare at someone that long every Sunday morning, he should
look better than the sag-faced pastor of 7-Bap. Chandler and Keith
are also pleasing to the eye, but I’m one of the few people in
Acorn to notice that they’re also pleasing to each other’s eyes, if
you know what I mean, so there was never hope for me with either of
those two.

I probably would have just moved my letter to the Zionosphere
Baptist Church, since I still consider myself a Baptist, but that
congregation fell apart after all of those paternity tests came
back positive. Sure, Pastor Jimmy Jacobs left his wild days behind
when he got saved and went into the ministry, but everyone had
trouble forgiving him when so many young members of the
congregation—not to mention Acorn’s general population—started
looking like him. He made the best move by accepting a calling to
another state.

His uncle, Coach Jacobs, still attends 7-Bap, and he’s usually
the one who encourages its backward “crusades.” I really think that
church would be much better off without him, especially considering
some of the good work they still do, when he allows it. By the way,
I want to state for the record that Coach Jacobs has no first name.
I checked.

Mayor Nick Williams (who is stylishly handsome, if you’re into
pretentious fifty-somethings) couldn’t understand why I would leave
7-Bap for a church that didn’t endorse his reelection campaign,
which obviously meant that they were the enemy of all that’s good.
Most of my relatives said I was losing my faith; one of the few kin
to spare me that grief was my cousin Aragon Carsons-Friedman, who
is one of the ten people who attend Acorn’s Holy Chastity Catholic
Church (the others being her husband, her daughter, an altar boy,
the priest, and the choir). But I didn’t care what anyone thought.
I needed a church where I felt real, and where I didn’t feel like I
was supporting something I shouldn’t support.

 

 

January 22, 2001

Dear Fat Diary:

 

I’m not sure when I realized that I didn’t need a husband or
even a lover to make me happy. It was probably as soon as I
divorced my husband, but I think it really just sank in a few
months ago, while I was training a new employee at the Megan
Carsons Library, where I’m head librarian. Considering that Megan
Carsons was my grandmother, and that there aren’t many librarians
in the Acorn area, it wasn’t a hard job for me to get, but it’s
certainly one I love.

I mentioned some of the censorship that goes on in Acorn.
Sometimes, it affects the library, and we’ll get people trying to
ban books like Tom Sawyer, Common Sons, or even
Lord of the Rings, but most Acornians are supportive of
us, even if they never come in. The censors eventually got too busy
protesting Keith’s art gallery, which is what made me become
friends with him. Still, they backed off on that after the
gallery’s re-opening led to grants and awards that helped Acorn get
featured in a certain monthly magazine with “Texas” in its title
that used to act like we don’t even exist. Go figure.

With our location across the street from campus, we double as
Acorn’s public library and as Acorn College’s library. The building
itself, a moderately ornate, two-story mansion, served as the home
of my grandparents for many years, before they donated it for its
current purpose and moved into a smaller home. Many of the books on
our shelves came from their collection, and Grandma Megan (known to
most other people as “Old Lady Carsons”) even wrote one of the
books: An Acorn History. Aragon talks about writing a more
up-to-date chronicle and calling it The Acorn Stories, but
I doubt anyone outside Acorn would buy it, if anyone bought it at
all.

So it was the fall of the year 2000, which I still can’t say
without thinking of space ships, world peace, painless exercise,
and all the other stuff we expected by the year 2000. Thanks to
Acorn College’s student worker program, I received a sparkly new
freshman every year whose paycheck came from somewhere else—I never
really understood where, but why ask?

Tiffani Basil, a bleach factory with high heels and overly snug
clothing, bounced my way fresh out of Acorn High. A little too
fresh.

“So, what do you like to do?” I asked her, during our first day
working together. We were standing behind the checkout counter,
and, like most fall semesters, I knew not to expect many students
until the day before midterms started. The only people in were
housewives feeding their romance novel cravings, Ian Aristotle
making a beeline to the science fiction shelves for the latest
Babylon 5 novel, and Lynn Williams (the mayor’s
gray-haired and red-eyed wife) perusing our stock of self-help
books before abandoning herself to the latest posthumously
published Schafly Shlockel novel.

“I like mostly like movies.” The extra “like” wasn’t like a typo
on my part, but like how Tiffani like talks.

“Really? What have you seen recently?”

“I like saw that Brad Pitt movie, Meet Joe Black. It
was like three hours long! I think it was so long because everyone
talked real slow.” She punctuated her conclusion by jolting her
long head backwards and staring into space.

Forcing myself not to scream, I quickly changed the subject. “I
noticed on your application that you’re married. How long?”

“How long what?”

“How long have you been married?”

“We were married five months. We just got divorced, but we were
still married when I filled out my application for you.”

“I’m sorry,” I offered, trying not to think about the fact that
my marriage only lasted five weeks, and that I wasn’t sorry at all
when it ended.

“It’s okay. I’m like so over him! He thought he was all
that because he was manager of the last Piggly Wiggly around here,
but it closed down and he wasn’t manager of nothing. He’s a bag boy
at the super center now, but I don’t go in there. It’s like a
magnet for stupid people. My new man is more sensitive than my
husband was. He’s a theater major, anndduh…he has a part-time job
at the flower shop!”

I stifled the stereotypes that flooded my mind, and I mentally
kicked myself for thinking those stereotypes. “He sounds nice!”

She indicated exclamation with some sort of cheerleader motion
of her right hand. “Oh, you wouldn’t believe how nice! But
we’re not real serious. If he wants to buy me stuff, that’s great,
but I need to be my own woman now, and I don’t need any help
raising my kids.”

“Kids?” I said the word too loud for decorum, especially in a
library. One of the housewives, spending way too long reading the
back cover of a love story she would soon check out for the fifth
time, looked up and cocked her roller-covered head.

“I have two kids, but I live with my parents now, so I don’t
need any help. I’m a independent woman! My little sisters are both
pregnant, though, so we need more income while I’m in college,
planning for a career with some big company, maybe Enron or
K-Mart.”

While helping Ian check out his TV/paperback tie-in and noticing
for the billionth time how he and Lynn Williams always appeared at
the same places at the same time, I bit my tongue over a myriad of
“don’t go there” thoughts. Still, after Ian left, I couldn’t help
but voice one of those thoughts. “I take it the Acorn School
District still uses the abstinence-only, no-discussion sex
education program that’s so popular in West Texas.”

“Yeah,” said Tiffani, chewing her bubble gum and tugging at the
lacy bra strap that peaked out of her red sweater’s V-neck collar.
“Why fix what ain’t broke?”

“And speaking of the Dewey Decimal System,” I swiftly and
breathlessly replied, before I could get myself into trouble.

“The what?” Tiffani scrunched her makeup-caked face. “I’m not
good at math.”

“Math? Oh. Decimals. Never mind. I was just joking anyway. The
library catalog is completely computerized.”

“Now I’m good at computers! I can sit at one all day, and not
even know there’s a world going on around me.”

“Hm!” I replied, ambiguously. But even as I contemplated the
possible ramifications of letting such a vacuous individual become
second-in-command of Acorn’s intellectual epicenter, I came to the
important conclusion I mentioned earlier. If Tiffani could survive
without a man, I certainly could. Only I wouldn’t be such a glutton
for melodrama as to move back in with my parents. I mean, I love
them, and they’ve always been there for me, but I don’t think we
could deal with each other as adults on a 24/7 basis. It sounds too
much like a TV sitcom that would be turned down by everyone but CBS
and then wind up on UPN.

I haven’t always been so independent or so outspoken as the
person writing this diary. In fact, I only recently graduated from
uniformity and timidity, via certain strange and/or wonderful
experiences. I’ll describe some of those in the entries that
follow.

 

January 23, 2001

Dear Fat Diary:

 

Here is the tale of the last time I ever saw Mr. or Mrs. Mayor
Williams. It’s a sordid tale, but you’ll recover quickly.

Every Tuesday afternoon at 3, about twenty women between the
ages of 50 and 80 congregate in the library’s meeting room, which
is actually a big table in the middle of the magazine and
microfiche room. Of course, they all talk rather loudly, since some
of them can barely hear, and since most of them are used to living
with people who either can’t hear or don’t listen. So at least the
noisy old hens are cut off a little bit from the rest of the
library.

Still, I often find myself walking past the group, known as PAW.
That stands for Polite Acorn Women, though it sounds like something
about pets; in fact, animal lovers sometimes show up, and I have to
remind them that cats, dogs, and assorted reptiles aren’t allowed
in the library, unless they’re in a book. Then there was that
horrible incident with a ground squirrel and the collected works of
Edgar Allen Poe, but we won’t get into that.

One day, as I walked past the PAW meeting, I tried not to think
about the fact that the congregation of big white hair and big blue
hair made it look like a cotton candy machine exploded in the
middle of the table. I also tried not to think about the fact that
PAW supported Mayor Williams’s election all three times, or that
they pushed him into supporting censorship in Acorn. I support
everyone’s freedom of speech (even when they espouse bigoted
views), but I was a little suspicious about the fact that Keith
Colson’s original art gallery burned down right about that
time.

Of course, I found it difficult not to think about those things
when I saw the mayor in attendance, and saw one of the women stand
up and introduce him, after a lengthy struggle with her stroller.
“It is my delight to introduce to all of you a very special person
and a pillar of our community.”

I wondered which of the women didn’t remember meeting him
countless other times, considering that no one new ever joined PAW
and that its numbers were slowly declining from attrition. Acorn’s
newer old people are so much more hip, or they’re just swinging
their hips in aerobic dance sessions. But Sadie Aristotle
introduced him anyway, and I thought about the fact that I had just
seen her grandson, dropping off his quickly devoured Babylon
5 book with Tiffani, who said she hadn’t read Babylon
1-4, but that “Mr. Davis, my like English teacher in high
school, made us read The Great Gatsby, and I thought it
was like about a magician or something, but there were like all
these people like—” I quickly escaped that conversation, and found
myself walking among blue and white clouds.

“As you all know,” said the mayor, being someone who frequently
informed people what they think, what they know, how they feel, and
so forth, “the element of immorality continues to seep into our
fine community, and we must stomp it out. Stomp it out! Stomp it
out of our libraries!” 

His eyes darted about before meeting mine; my eyes looked for a
large book that I could throw at him, without damaging the book.
No, that would be wrong, I told myself, hurting an
innocent book.

His exercise in parallel structure continued. “Stomp it out of
our schools! Stomp it out of our bookstores!”

“Bookstores?” The loud voice tripped by me. Well, actually, the
person with the loud voice did the tripping, nearly falling onto
the microfiche viewer before tripping her way to the foot of the
PAW meeting. She straightened her expensive-looking blouse as she
regained her footing.

“Lynn!” exclaimed the mayor, as if surprised that he might run
into his wife sometimes. I rarely saw them together, so I guess
that surprise made sense.

“Ladies,” she said, gesturing about at the blue-hairs, “my
husband knows all about bookstores, especially every adult
bookstore in Texas. That’s just one of the many places where he
picks up gay men, just before coming back and lecturing everyone
about immortality…ality…whatever!”

“Lynn!” exclaimed the mayor again, obviously not progressing in
the amusing conversation. It certainly caught my attention. It also
caught Ian’s, who walked in behind the obviously intoxicated Lynn
Williams. But she didn’t seem to notice him, or her own loud
raving. As head librarian, it was my job to stop her, but my love
of drama won out, and I stood gawking, right beside Ian.

“What are you saying?” one of the women demanded of Lynn.

“I’m saying that my self-righteous joke of a husband is one of
those whatdoyacallit ex-gays, and like the rest of the ex-gays, he
keeps forgetting the ex part. Well, he’s gonna remember the ex
part, because I’m filing for divorce, and he’ll be my ex-husband.
I’m tired of seeing his car parked at the most
em…embar…embarrassing places in West Texas!”

Nick gave a well-rehearsed answer: “I had to use the
bathroom!”

“And the back seat, and a dirt trail, and all kinds a other
places. You think no one knows! Wives know-uh! We aren’t as
stoopdidid as you think.” The passion in her voice did little to
clear up the slur from her drinking, a slur that aggrandized the
more comfortable syllable stretching of a West Texas accent.

“That’s terrible!” one of the women exclaimed, scowling
disapprovingly at Nick.

Ian covered his mouth, but obviously to keep from laughing,
rather than out of shock. “This is the best thing since the SciFi
Channel,” he whispered to me.

Lynn continued. There was no stopping her! “Do any of you know
what it’s like being married to a closeted
ho-mo-sectional…sexual…homosexual?”

Another old lady spoke up. “Well, I’m not sure if he’s you know,
that way, but my Vinnie never misses The Laurence Welk
Show…and he’s always shopping for antiques.”

“Worry!” Lynn told her.

Nick threw up his hands and approached his drunken, angry,
shouting, extremely amusing wife. “This is insane! Lynn, you’re
drunk again, and you’re probably hallucinating.”

“No, I was hallucinating when I saw a man who loved me and would
be faithful to me, because that damn sure isn’t you!” With that,
she stormed out, and Nick went tumbling after. Then the library
grew quiet as…well…as a library should be. Even PAW paused, before
noticing the time and wandering out.

Though most of them remained silent, I heard one of the women
ask another, “What’s an adult bookstore? Is that like adult
daycare?” The other waved her hand and shook her head, deciding not
to respond.

Ian told me, “Well, that was bound to happen eventually.”

“You knew?”

Obviously feeling awkward about seeing his grandmother walking
by at the end of a sex-based conflict, Ian looked the other way for
a few seconds. She seemed too shocked to notice him anyway, and
almost ran into the exit door on her way out. Ian continued: “Yeah,
we saw him a few times, while we were parked on the outside of
town.” Realizing too late what he had just revealed about himself,
he lifted his fingers away from his hips and shrugged.

“Well, I’m sure y’all were just talking about your favorite
scifi books.”

“Okay. That works. But I don’t think Lynn and I will be…talking
scifi…anymore. I’ve been wanting to end our…book club…for a long
time. It’s just too weird a situation. Convenient. Fun. Hot!”

“Don’t get graphic,” I implored him.

“But weird.”

“I’m sorry you got caught in the middle of a situation like
that. You’ve always been so sweet.”

He smiled at the compliment, then said, “Look, I’m totally cool
about the gay thing. I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but my
Aunt Talia is a lesbian.”

“I know.”

“How did you know? The haircut? The pickup truck?”

“The Sapphic tastes in literature.”

Ian grinned. “We know way too much about our Acornian
neighbors.” I nodded, and he continued his earlier thought.
“Anyway, Aunt Talia’s been with the ladies’ basketball coach from
Acorn College for longer than I’ve been alive, though everyone
pretends not to notice, or forces themselves not to notice. And it
isn’t like they’re the only gay couple around. I’ve seen how your
buddies Keith and Chandler get all googley-eyed at each other when
they’re sharing a sundae at my ice cream shop.”

“You’re right. We do know way too much about our
Acornian neighbors. We both have the perfect cover for gathering
Acorn intel. Though I don’t know what we’d do with it.”

“A sequel to your grandmother’s book?”

I rolled my eyes. “Talk to Aragon.” I quickly amended my
response: “But don’t tell her anything you don’t want printed.”

“Anyway,” he said again, almost assertively. Ian, though quite
handsome and still boyishly charming in his early thirties,
suffered from a small frame and a lack of ambition. He only became
manager of the Ice Cream Dream because the owner/manager retired,
and Ian was the only person who had lasted more than two months as
assistant manager, after being the only person to last more than
three weeks as a cook/cashier. “An-y-way, I’m cool about the whole
gay thing, but not when they play house with some straight person
while going out at night, finding random same-sex sexiness, and
doing all kinds of risky…risking.” He shook his hands about toward
the end of his sentence as his articulation began to fail him, but
I fully agreed with his point.

“You’re right. Who wants a marriage like that?”

Emboldened, Ian added, “That would be even worse than your
marriage!” Then he lowered his head, letting his adorable black
bangs drape over his face. (I’ve read a lot of books, and I’ve
noticed that bangs have a tendency to drape constantly, which makes
you want to put bangs up in your window. But, okay, it isn’t like
anyone is going to read this.) “Sorry,” he sheepishly added.

I laughed at his apology and his comment. “Don’t be. My marriage
was from the depths of Hell! Tyler Willard is the most egotistical,
misinformed, cruel, idiotic weed of a man I’ve ever met!”

“He wasn’t very nice on the school bus either. So what happened
to Tyler?”

“The last I heard, he’s still somewhere in West Texas, writing
editorials for a local newspaper.”

“God help us!”

 

January 24, 2001

Dear Fat Diary:

 

So, as you can guess from my last entry, Ian and I later started
dating, while the mayor and his wife suddenly but separately
skipped town. As it turned out, even Tiffani couldn’t stick around
much longer. A few weeks after the mayor’s geriatric outing, I was
approaching the check-out counter one day when she was trying to
figure out how much change to give our young town doctor, Bolt
Briggs, who had returned an overdue copy of Leaves of
Grass. Her head kept bobbing up and down, like an oil
derrick.

“Let’s see,” she said, “first we need to minus this by 46 cents,
no, 47 cents.”

Bolt laughed that annoying machine-gun laugh of his. “It’s all
right there, Jennifer, y’all can keep the change.”

“Jennifer?!” she practically screamed, dropping pennies,
nickels, and dimes off the counter. “Jennifer is, like, my sister’s
name! Do I look like a Jennifer to you?!”

He tilted his head to one side then the other. “Well, yeah. I’m
sorry, I really thought you were Jennifer. I treat you both, and
the other one.”

“Jerafani! Her name isn’t ‘The Other One.’ It’s ‘Jerafani.’ My
parents liked our names, but couldn’t come up with anything for a
third daughter, so they just put together our names. I am like
so sick of people bringing that up! Who names their
daughter something like that?” Tiffani cringed, her mascara
practically flaking off her eyes, and the bows practically popping
off her super-bleached hair. “I don’t need this,” she stated, to no
one in particular.

“Don’t need what?” I asked, in case maybe she was talking to me.
I never found out. She left even more abruptly than the mayor.

I soon learned that she had a history of breakdowns, and had
spent some time in a hospital, after one of her sorority sisters
introduced her to vodka enemas. Don’t ask. I later learned that
Tiffani was also upset because her boyfriend had left town with the
mayor. Don’t tell. Tiffani decided to be a stay-at-home mom, while
staying at her mom’s home. Worse yet, a week after Tif’s tiff, I
learned that government cutbacks were about to phase out the
student worker position anyway.

I wound up hiring Ian’s older sister to help out, and I found
myself spending more and more time with the Aristotle clan. As her
unlikely but suitably literary family name suggests, she’s much
smarter than Tiffani, or even Ian for that matter, and has had
several papers about the beatnik poets published. She wrote one
paper about a famous beatnik poem with 320 lines of mad ravings,
all beginning with the word “because.” She titled her paper “No One
Asked Why.”

I liked her already!

 

January 25, 2001

Dear Fat Diary:

 

Okay, I’ve put it off long enough. It’s time to talk about my
ex-husband, how we met, and how everything went quickly downhill
from there.

I was at 7-Bap one morning, several years ago, when this little
beanpole of a man with frizzy, bad-part-about-West-Texas hair sat
down beside me. I had seen him before, at church and around town.
You really couldn’t miss him. In fact, I had recently seen him
dating someone who was shaped amazingly like me, and who had
frequently checked out library books before she moved off to
California, but I couldn’t remember her name.

As it turns out, this young man went from lonely woman to lonely
woman, letting them pay his rent and buy his supper. Well, I wasn’t
falling for that. I wasn’t going to let someone like that string me
along.

I just married him.

He asked me out right away, while glaring at the passing
offering plate full of wadded-up cash, and he seemed really nice.
Then, obviously having no life or job, he kept asking me out, and
hanging around the library, looking for books on government
conspiracies, the New Age movement, the end of the world, and
whatnot. My dear cousin Aragon warned me that he was bad news, but
I thought he was hilarious. Bear in mind that he rarely meant to be
funny, but he was so inarticulate, while desperately trying to
convince everyone of his profound intellect, that comedy just
poured forth from his lips. He would say things like “That guy
always wears that suit sometimes,” or “I’m not going to sit here
and stand for this!” It was like dating Archie Bunker! (In
hindsight, I wonder why anyone would want to date Archie
Bunker.)

And he had an odd sort of charm to him, not to mention the fact
that he could be as clever when he wasn’t trying to be clever as he
was funny when he wasn’t trying to be funny. Sometimes, he would
make a little remark that struck me as somewhat racist, sexist, or
homophobic, but you hear stuff like that a lot in a small town, and
you try to forgive people their stupidity.

I forgave too much of it.

Aragon saw where it was going. I was a lonely, desperate,
twenty-something virgin. A loser magnet!

“If you get married, get a prenuptial agreement,” she insisted,
as we sipped green tea together in the dining room of her first
home. With the overkill of oak furniture and Southwest décor, it
looked much like the dining room in the mansion where she now
lives. Billy Friedman, her beautiful boyfriend (and now husband)
with the perfect body (and now still-perfect body) wandered through
and smiled at me. I hated her for finding someone so…so…so would
not be with me. But that isn’t really true. I’ve always loved
Aragon for her boldness and bluntness, and I wanted to be just like
her, even if I couldn’t find a boyfriend who looked like he should
rip off his shirt and start saving screaming little girls from
sharks, tidal waves, and misguided crushes.

“Air, I’m not getting one of those. It’s like a promise to
divorce.”

She blew on her tea, its steam curling around her pretty,
lightly made-up face. “No one calls me ‘Air’ anymore. I don’t do
nicknames.”

“And I don’t do prenuts! I mean, I don’t do prenups!”

We both laughed at my blunder, before Aragon warned, “You’re
already starting to talk like him! It’s the dumbing down of Acorn’s
intellectual leader! Do we really need that? Goodbye, Ernest
Hemingway, hello, tractor pulls! Goodbye, Alice Walker, hello, mud
wrestling!”

“Goodbye, Aragon, hello, time to go back to work.” I walked
around the table and hugged her neck, careful not to mess up the
intricate workings of her latest pull-up hairstyle.

“I love you,” she reminded me.

“Someone needs to.” I picked up an odd, misshapen piece of
crystal from an antique sewing table, near the open doorway to the
living room. Tiny, multi-colored buttons surrounded the object’s
jagged, multi-angled surface. “What’s this doohicky?”

Aragon pushed herself around, her face vibrant with the
opportunity of sarcasm, something she loved as much as I did but
rarely kept to herself. “Did you just use the word ‘doohicky’? You
are getting dumb, Ms. Librarian.”

“Okay!” I set the doohicky down.

“You know, if you killed someone with a doohicky, that would be
doohickular homicide.”

“Let’s find out if you’re right,” I said, reaching for it again,
then shaking it about in a threatening motion.

“It’s a universal remote control, for the ceiling fans, the
stereo, the TV, the lights. It was designed to not stand out, not
be noticed.”

“It didn’t work.”

“And it doesn’t work.” As I set it down again, Aragon grew
serious. “Sweetie, Billy thinks Tyler could be abusive. Billy does
a lot of research on domestic violence, you know, because of his
father.”

“Yeah, I’ve noticed the books he reads on the subject. Tell
Billy not to be a hero. Your boyfriend worries about people too
much, just like you.”

Aragon nodded in agreement, but then she said, “I’ll have my
lawyer write a draft for you.”

“We have the same lawyer.”

As I started to walk through the doorway, she added, “Well, I
was really going to write it myself, just to be safe.”

“I know you were. You’re my cousin, not my big sister. Love
you!” I slipped on out.

Of course, she wrote it, and I told Tyler that I wouldn’t marry
him unless he signed it. Not because Aragon pushed me into it, but
because I knew deep down that she was right. My insistence made
Tyler mad, and he shouted something about “feminaligations,” which
I know isn’t a word, but that never stopped Tyler. I guess it
wasn’t too much worse than “doohicky.” He relented, after reading
me a passage from one of his conspiracy tracts, and telling me “You
remember that!” I don’t remember a word of it, or what it was
about. I just wanted him to sign the prenup.

Just five weeks after our wedding (and the New Mexico honeymoon
that my parents paid for), I started insisting that he get a job
and keep it. He’d been through five since we’d met, including three
that I’d helped him get, and one that Billy helped him get. I told
him to be more responsible, and not to drink so much, or use such
spiteful language about people who were different from him. Then he
up and slugged me. I don’t mean a slap; I mean hockey player style.
And that bony little fist hurt a lot more than what I would have
expected.

Billy happened to be the deputy back then (now the sheriff, with
the still-perfect body), and he virtually assaulted Tyler when he
found out what happened. I had to agree to drop any charges against
Tyler to keep Tyler from filing charges against Billy. I had my
prenup. I really didn’t care.

Like so many other people, Tyler soon faded out of Acorn, which
makes you wonder why our population is always exactly 21,001. Maybe
no one wants to repaint the city limits sign. But, then, new people
fade in just as quickly. I was just glad Ian never left, and that
he eventually gave up on the mayor’s wife. Unlike Tyler, Ian was
intentionally and successfully witty and insightful, even if his
life thus far had suggested he shared Tyler’s lack of ambition. At
least he’d kept the same job for several years! That was something:
a little star by his name.

And he is cute, unlike Tyler. Not the perfect body, but you can
only find one of those per small town, and Aragon had already found
Billy, and don’t start thinking that I’m fixated on him. He’s just
nice to look at, like his Army/fireman hunk of a brother (another
person who faded away from Acorn, though he visits now and then),
and like my boyband posters. I’m just glad Ian never expected me to
take those posters down.

 

January 26, 2001

Dear Fat Diary

 

For our first date, Ian took me to the Cow Palace, my all-time
favorite restaurant. Sad, isn’t it? But it wasn’t like Acorn has
any of those fancy restaurants like in New York City. Don’t get me
wrong. We have restaurants on every corner, but they’re all owned
by people with names like “Bubba” or “Chuck.”

I hadn’t been to the Cow Palace in a couple of weeks. As always,
they had hired a new waitress during my brief absence. This one was
a rather young-looking and slightly pregnant-looking little girl
with puffy lips, and with “Jennifer” written on her slanted
nametag.

“Aren’t you the librarian?” Jennifer asked me, when she finally
wandered vacantly over to our table.

“Could I puh-lease get some coffee?” the rotund man at the next
table demanded, his tone overstating his impatience.

I suddenly realized, as if for the first time, that I was hardly
one of the few overweight Acornians. Out of the forty or so people
at the Palace (it was a Friday night, so they were crowded), at
least half of them looked like they could barely fit their bulk
between the nailed-down benches and the nailed-down tables.
(Everything is nailed down in the Cow Palace, because of some sort
of teen ritual that apparently involves taking items from places
that have “cow” in their title.) Some of the kids looked like they
weighed even more than the adults.

Jennifer also looked a bit “big-boned,” as my parents
euphemistically called me, even if you don’t include the teen
pregnancy. She also looked vaguely familiar. After she returned
from nervously pouring Mr. Grumpy some more coffee, she came back
to our table. But then the cell phone in her apron pocket started
ringing, rather shrilly.

“Hey,” she said into the phone, obviously forgetting us. “No,
you did NOT. No, you did NOT! No! That is just too funny! I would
have been like so out of there!”

“Excuse me,” Ian said, with forced politeness. As sweet as he
is, even he couldn’t believe our waitress would stand over us,
talking on her cell phone.

She pulled the phone slightly away from her multi-pierced left
ear. Though her only earring had somehow found its way through her
right eyebrow, the many holes in both of her elongated ears made
her look like she had walked through a dart-board championship at
the wrong moment. “Uh, hello, this is like a private conversation.
I’m like talking on the phone. See,” she waved it at him,
“tel-e-phone.” Returning to her conversation, she said, “I have to
call you back. The manager’s looking at me. He’s kinda hot, too.
Maybe he’ll ask me out, if I get good comments on my customer
cards.” Seeming to forget about her own rudeness and Ian’s
objection, she asked me again, “Aren’t you the librarian?”

“Yes,” I replied, trying to match her face and nametag to a
library card. “You don’t have an overdue library book, do you?” I
don’t know why I asked her that—maybe because people avoid me when
they have overdue books, and I always know it’s the reason for
their fear. Well, that and the sheer terror that I might suggest
they read something, anything, please! Still, I’d already been
replaced once by her cell phone, and I certainly didn’t want a
waitress who avoided me completely, as she had obviously avoided
the super-chunky coffee freak. I mean, he was super-chunky, not the
coffee; that would be gross.

She somehow managed to pull her face into her skull, while
rolling her florescent green eyes back and forth. I suspect the
former act involved some sort of circus background, while the
latter involved colored contact lenses that a teen salesclerk said
“look like totally real on you, Jennifer.” After pouring coffee
into our already supplied cups, without seeing if we wanted coffee,
Jennifer asked, “Do I look like I have an overdue library
book?”

“Not really,” I replied, as pleasantly as possible.

“My sister, Tiffani, worked for you, and it was like total
mental turmoil for her!”

I glanced at Ian, whose adorable face couldn’t hide his
amusement at our bizarre exchange, then I looked back to our
florescent-eyed waitress with the multi-selection earring racks for
ears. “I think tying her shoes was like total mental turmoil for
your sister,” I blurted, my words somehow bypassing the “don’t say
that out loud” filter that had kept me safe all my life.

Ian burst into animated laughter (not Woody Woodpecker animated,
but wild gesturing animated—then again, Woody Woodpecker wasn’t far
off on how he started laughing). He knocked over his coffee in the
process, but Jennifer started sobbing and ran out the door. The
nicely groomed teenage manager, always close by for such
emergencies, strolled over to our table and asked us to leave.

“Fine,” I told him, as we got up. “And there’s still another
Basil girl, if you need a replacement.”

That was my first date with Ian. It was kind of fun.

 

January 27, 2001

Dear Fat Diary:

 

Most of what you’ve been reading dealt with a few months ago, or
even further back. It’s time to catch up, because I’m not going to
keep writing this diary forever. I won’t keep saying “because” when
no one asked “why.”

Nick Williams became a popular evangelist who claims to “cure”
homosexuals of their sexual orientation; Tiffani’s ex-boyfriend is
always at his side, for some reason, and I’m sure “always” isn’t an
overstatement.

I read in the paper last month that my ex-husband, Tyler
Willard, had been arrested for trying to bomb a feminist bookstore;
unfortunately for him, the web site where he found the bomb
ingredients was a prank site created by bored former users of
Napster. He called in the bomb threat from his house, oblivious to
Caller I.D., and later confessed everything to the police, before
they told him that it just shot a bunch of pretty sparkles around
the building, causing numerous passersby to come in, see what’s
going on, and shop there for the first time.

The library continues to thrive, and I’ve actually seen a boost
in checkouts, thanks to Harry Potter mania and Becky Blake mania.
Lynn Williams wrote a book (which is already out, thanks to the
wonders of Print-On-Demand publishing), exposing her now ex-husband
as a not-so-ex-gay. Nick Williams quickly managed to prove her
affair with Ian, and to convince his followers that Satan sent Lynn
to lead him astray. She was emasculating and overbearing,
apparently, which supposedly caused him to have anonymous sex with
men he met at truck stops, gay bars, and adult bookstores, though
he always just went to those places to use the bathroom. Amen, or
not.

Ian has turned Ice Cream Dream into a big success, and now there
are plans for a franchise, with locations in several Texas towns:
Aqua Dulce, Ben Franklin, Bigfoot, Cut and Shoot, Gun Barrel City,
Happy, Plfugerville, Tarzan, and maybe even Uncertain. The
potential investors in Utopia, Texas, said it just wasn’t right for
them—like they’re so perfect!

 

January 28, 2001

Dear Fat Diary:

 

It’s my birthday! I don’t have time for you! Ian’s taking me
out, and he’s made plans for a big dinner. I hope that means
“nice,” rather than literally big. I’ve actually lost thirty pounds
since starting with my nutrionist, and I’d like to not gain it all
back in one night, even if it is a special night.

 

January 29, 2001

Dear Fat Diary:

 

Ian asked me to marry him last night, and I’m going to say “yes”
soon. Just as well keep him guessing for a while. I’ve quit
worrying that all men might turn into Tyler Willard (that’s even
less likely than Tyler Willard turning into a man). Ian can live
without Lynn Williams and a life of extramarital sneaking about.
Ian and I could even live without each other, or anyone else. But
why should we?

Now, if it turns out that he’s unfaithful, a jerk, a loser, or
abusive, he’ll probably be my last husband, and I’ll become Emily
Dickinson, living with my books and my relatives. I left “gay” out
of the list of things he shouldn’t turn out to be, because I don’t
see that as something bad, but I think it would be somewhat
problematic if my husband turned out to be gay. It certainly didn’t
lead to the ideal marriage that Mr. and Mrs. Mayor Williams tried
to project.

Honestly, though, I really think Ian has turned out pretty good,
and I’m glad I caught him before anyone else realized that, or any
other lonely, desperate housewives in sham marriages wandered into
the Ice Cream Dream looking for love—which apparently isn’t a
totally unlikely scenario. Ian is sweet and good-looking. I also
enjoy the fact that he knows books and the library almost as well
as I do, even if his literary tastes generally lean more to Piers
Anthony than to Shakespeare.

I’ve decided to wear white to the wedding. The only man I’ve
ever been with is Tyler, and he was so pathetic in bed that it’s
easy not to count him. I’m still waiting to find out what making
love with a real man actually feels like. Besides, our marriage
started and ended so quickly that most people never noticed it.

Will I keep trying to lose weight? Probably, but not for Ian. He
accepts me as I am, and he’s also just glad I don’t have any
skeletons (or husbands) in my closet. So it isn’t for Ian, or
anyone else but me.

I want to take better care of Pam.

Will I keep going with this fat diary? No. As I said, my real
problem was that I didn’t have love, and writing about the past few
months has helped me realize that I am very much in love with Ian.
Even more shocking, he’s also in love with me! He doesn’t hang
around me because my parents are rich, or because I can let him
keep The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy an extra week
(well, maybe a little bit of the latter). He hangs around me
because we have fun together and like being a part of each other’s
lives.

I’m getting the love and companionship I needed from Ian.
Anything else I needed, I’m learning to get from myself, which is
what I should have started doing a long time ago. Maybe that’s what
this writing project has been all about: bringing me to a place
where I love myself. Some people still won’t accept me, but that’s
really not my problem.

My name is Pamela Mae Willard, and I’m fat. Get over it already.
I have.

 

 

 

Again

 

By Duane Simolke

 

Beginning again. Why bother, really?

The idea of living with someone scares me, especially after my
“lifetime” partner refused to come back to Acorn with me. And
especially after what happened here, to someone living under my
roof. I can’t think about that now.

I heard the news today that Coach Jacobs had suddenly died from
a stroke, brought on by his high blood pressure. After all those
times that Sheriff Briggs and then Sheriff Friedman tried to find
evidence that Jacobs was involved in threats and hate crimes, only
to find a spotless record, the old jerk just suddenly falls dead in
the middle of a school board meeting. Apparently, he was railing
against the dangers of adding a women’s literature class at Acorn
High, claiming it would turn young ladies into witches and
lesbians, while turning young men into “sissies.” His face kept
getting redder as he vented more and more loudly, then he jumped
around a little before falling dead. If he had survived, he
probably would have blamed my women’s literature class for his
attack.

It could have been worse. It should have been worse. I
know that’s a terrible thought, a terrible attitude, but after all
he’s done….

I remember when we first met, the threats he made against me.
And I remember reading a student paper while talking to him. The
paper involved a feral hog, attacking a cow while it gave birth,
devouring the calf as it was born. Feral hogs, as I’ve learned,
somehow wound up in Texas and can get quite big.

After that, I kept equating Jacobs with that hog, and sometimes
even dreamed about him that way. It got worse before he finally
started leaving me alone. But I never forgave him, never saw him as
anything more than a beast that destroys life.

A doctor, of all people, was one of his most obvious victims.
What had Marc ever done to hurt anybody? I can’t think about that
now. That’s a story for some other time, a story for someone else
to tell. It was several years ago, and way too painful.

Honestly, I want to clear my mind of those images, to focus on
Keith. Yes, it’s a dangerous notion. The English teacher and the
art gallery owner, living together in the tiny West Texas town of
Acorn. Just the fact that he’s black and I’m white would be enough
to set a lot of Acornians off, let alone the facts that we’re both
men, both never been married, and both in our thirties. But people
here are so forcefully, so intentionally, naïve that most of them
won’t dare think the obvious: that we’ve become lovers, that I love
Keith and want to spend the rest of my life with him…to really have
a “lifetime” partner this time.

Maybe some of our neighbors wish we would do something terrible,
so they could quit sublimating their suspicions and openly hate us.
But we’ve both brought award money and scholarship money to Acorn’s
students. Besides, Keith’s art gallery has put Acorn on the map,
thanks to his “discovery” of famed artist Becky Blake, and I
received Acorn’s “teacher of the year” award my first year
here.

My first year here….

Maybe one day we’ll get out of Acorn, move to Austin, where my
parents are close by.

I never would have left Austin if there had been English teacher
jobs available. There are now. There’s a shortage of English
teachers there. Mom and Dad keep telling me, “Come back to Austin!
You and Keith can have our spare bedroom!”

They’re so protective. I’m still their gay, deaf kid, hiding
from the bullies. And they’re at every PFLAG meeting, saying how
proud they are of their gay, deaf son.

My parents! I love them, and I know they love Keith. I also know
they’ll eventually understand that we’ve somehow set down roots in
this strange town, named for a seed, that we somehow belong here
among cotton, prairie dogs, dust storms, and windmills, sharing a
sundae at the Ice Cream Dream.

Beginning again. Why bother, really? I guess it’s what people
do.

 

 

 

Lynching




By Huda Orfali

 

Coach Jacobs and the football team led Chandler to the ring. A
burly feral hog, its eyes burning red, stared at Chandler, thumped
its hooves, menacing its huge tusks. Chandler was draped with giant
pink triangles that rustled with the wind. The hog responded to the
movement and charged. The players guffawed as the tusks tore
through the pink garment into the flesh. Chandler woke up drenched
in sweat and rushed to the bathroom. The noise awakened his guest
who rushed to see what was this commotion.

Chandler was shaking as he dried his face with a towel. He was
too upset and couldn’t read Marc’s lips. Marc held him and tried to
calm him down. Chandler looked at the window that faced the street;
“Death to sodomites” was spray-painted on the glass. Marc
stood petrified as Chandler rushed out and washed away the
graffiti.

“What is going on?” asked Marc, when Chandler went back
inside.

“I’m sorry, I should have warned you about the bunch of bigots
who live in this town before you came to live with me. Some people
think it’s sinful for two young men to live together.”

“Is it sinful to live with a friend?”

“To live with a gay friend.”

Marc gasped and his face turned pale. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine. Keep away from Coach Jacobs and his friends.”

“I couldn’t stand away and watch him play doctor. The boy had a
broken bone, not a dislocated shoulder.”

“You embarrassed him in front of his team, Marc. Not to mention
his vendetta against me.”

“Vendetta!”

“He accused me of slandering his name because I refused to
inflate the grades of one of his football players. He wants to
drive me out of school.”

“Maybe I should go to a hotel or something.”

“I won’t turn my back on a friend because certain people do not
approve of our friendship.” Chandler held his hand. “Don’t let them
scare you, Marc.”

“They don’t. I’ll have a word with him.”

“Don’t. I don’t want you confronting those people. It’s better
to keep away.”

“I came to this town to start a new life, not to mess up
yours.”

“It will be all right, Marc. I’m sure the town people will fall
in love with you once they get to know you. You’re an incredible
person.”

“You always knew how to cheer me up.”

“So, how do you like working for Dr. Bailey?”

“He is a very nice person. We get along just fine. Thanks for
telling me about the vacancy.”

“I’m glad. Listen, go back to sleep. You have to start work
tomorrow.”

“What about you?”

“I’ll finish grading some papers and go to sleep.”

Marc looked at the window and said, “They spoiled the paint on
the sill.”

“I know you worked hard to paint the house.”

“Never mind. I didn’t have enough money to pay the rent
somewhere else.”

“Don’t worry about it, Marc. You’re always welcome here.”

“Thanks, Chandler.”

“Goodnight, Marc.”

“Goodnight.”

He watched Marc go to the bedroom and close the door. He knew
that he would not be able to sleep that night and many nights to
come.

Chandler graded some papers and returned to one of his novels.
He tried to add a scene or two before he went to sleep but his mind
kept drifting back to Austin and the happy days that he spent with
Marc. Their parents were business partners and they spent a lot of
time together. Marc even coached him in tennis when they were
teenagers.

He looked at a photo of Marc on his desk; Marc had won a tennis
trophy and he had a beaming smile. Chandler wondered why the smile
had faded away. Marc looked pale and emaciated and his blue eyes
had lost their shine.

 

* * *

 

Marc drove to the clinic early in the morning. Dr. Bailey was
arranging his files when Marc came in.

“Good morning, doctor.”

“Good morning, Marc. You’re early.”

“I thought I could use the time to get acquainted. Do you need
help with those files?”

“Thanks, I’m almost finished.”

Marc sat down tugging at his shirt.

“How do you like it here?”

“It’s OK.”

“You look quite pale. You didn’t sleep last night?”

“Not really.”

“I’m sorry about what happened with Coach Jacobs.”

“We were lucky I got there in time to treat the boy.”

“Coach Jacobs has seen all kinds of football injuries before. He
thought he could help.”

“I appreciate if he sticks to coaching football and leaves me to
do my work.”

Dr. Bailey patted him on the shoulder. “This town is not like
Austin, son. It’s one big family. By the way, you never told me why
you quit your job and came to live in Acorn.”

He touched his heart and said, “I came for this….”

“What?”

He laughed and said, “Chandler told me it’s less stressful to
live in a small town; I guess he was wrong.”

 

* * *

 

Marc received a phone call at night that there was an emergency
at 16 Lyndon Drive. He drove there as quickly as he could but was
surprised to see an old abandoned building. His instincts told him
that it might be a prank but he went in anyway, fearing that there
might be someone sick inside.




* * *




He climbed the flights of stairs to the third floor as the man
had told him on the phone; the door was slightly open. His heart
was throbbing so he slipped a tablet under his tongue and went in.
A man clad in white sheets was waiting for him inside.

He remained collected in spite of the looming danger and
addressed the man, “I was told that there was an emergency at 16
Lyndon Drive. What seems to be the problem, sir?”

“You are the problem, doctor.” The man had a familiar
husky voice.

“I don’t understand, sir.”

“It’s you and your boyfriend, the deaf teacher, who are
desecrating this town with your sinful relationship.”

“My boyfriend!”

“Don’t play innocent, doctor. We know about you and
Chandler.”

“You know absolutely nothing about my friendship with
Chandler.”

“Friendship! You guys are lovers.”

“We are not at Halloween, sir. This prank is not funny.”

“It’s not supposed to be funny, doctor.”

“Am I supposed to be scared?”

“Leave this town, doctor. We don’t want a vile person
treating the sick.”

“Vile?” he said, his eyes glowing with a blue fire. Marc
confronted the man. He clutched the sheet and pulled it away.

“Coach Jacobs!” Marc gasped and clutched his heart.

Coach Jacobs’ face reddened with anger and embarrassment. “This
is just a warning, doctor. Leave this town,” said Jacobs and walked
away. Marc fell to his knees and slipped another tablet under his
tongue.




* * *   

 

When he arrived home his face was extremely pale and he was
shaking. Chandler rushed to him, “What’s wrong, Marc? What
happened?”

“Water, please,” he gasped.

Chandler rushed to the kitchen and brought a glass of water.
Marc swallowed some pills and thanked Chandler.

“Marc, tell me what’s wrong? Should I call Dr. Bailey?”

“No, I feel much better now.”

“For God’s sake, what’s wrong with you? You’re really scaring
me.”

“It’s my heart, Chandler. I had a heart attack three months ago
while operating on a patient.”

“I’m so sorry, Marc. I’m so sorry.”

“My God! I’m a doctor. I should have known better than to ignore
all the warning signs. The fatigue, chest pain and shortness of
breath, I had a thousand explanations for that but I didn’t bother
to see a physician. God, I could have killed that patient,
Chandler.”

“Did he survive?”

“Yeah, no thanks to me. That’s why I left, Chandler. Sorry, I
should have told you earlier. You’re my best friend.”

“It’s OK, love. As long as you’re OK now.”

Marc looked him straight in the eyes; “I’m not.”




* * *

 

The next day at school Chandler met Coach Jacobs by chance.
Chandler said hello and walked to his class; Jacobs stopped him.
“How is your guest?”

“Marc?”

“Yeah, the doctor.”

“He’s fine.”

“Listen, I’m sorry about the misunderstanding that happened
earlier.”

“Never mind that, Coach. The boy is OK now and that’s all that
matters.”

“The boy!”

“Lorenzo, the football player.”

“Oh, Lorenzo.”

“Well, Coach, I really have to go to class.”

“Say hello to your friend, will you?”

“I will.”

Jacobs realized that Marc hadn’t told anyone about their last
encounter.




* * *

 

Dr. Bailey left town for a couple of days, leaving the clinic in
the care of his new assistant. Coach Jacobs paid him a visit at the
clinic.

Coach Jacobs walked in from a back door. Marc was just putting
on his white coat to receive his first patient. He tried to remain
composed and not show Jacobs that he was startled by his unexpected
appearance.

“What can I do for you, Coach?”

“I see that you didn’t take my warning seriously.”

“No, Coach. I assumed it was just a prank.”

“Leave town, doctor.”

“Coach Jacobs, if you have a complaint with my work here then
talk to Dr. Bailey. Now please excuse me, I have patients to take
care of.”

“What?”

“Leave the clinic, Coach, or I will call the sheriff.”

Jacobs grabbed him by the collar and said, “Don’t you ever
threaten me.”

Marc pulled away and clutched his heart. His face turned deathly
pale. “Leave the clinic,” he said, gasping.

The nurse rushed in and said, “I’m sorry, Dr. Connor, but there
is an emergency at the local hospital, and they’re short-handed. A
boy was just hit by a drunk driver on his way to school. They said
it’s critical.”

“I’m on my way,” said Marc and drove quickly to the
hospital.

When the nurse saw Coach Jacobs she gasped, “Coach Jacobs! How
did you get in?”

“What’s the matter, Wendy?”

“It’s William, sir.”

“William! My son?”

“Yes, Coach. You’d better be there. I will call your
wife.”




* * *

 

Chandler had brought the boy to the hospital. The boy had a
serious brain injury. There was no time to transfer him to a
hospital in Lubbock.

“How is he, Marc?” asked Chandler.

“He needs surgery, stat. Dr. Bailey is out of town.”

“You’re a surgeon, Marc. You can do it.”

“No,” he gasped. “I can’t operate.”

Chandler held him in his arms and shook him gently. “You can do
it, Marc. The boy needs your help.”

Coach Jacobs rushed in screaming, “How is my son?”

“Your son!” gasped Marc.

“How is he, doctor?”

“I’m afraid he needs immediate surgery. He’s very critical. We
can’t transfer him to another hospital.”

“Then what are you waiting for? Why aren’t you helping my
son?”

“I can’t operate.”

“The hell you can’t. You’re going to save him.”

“I can’t,” he said, his hand over his heart.

“Please, doctor, save my son.”

Marc looked at Chandler and shook his head.

“He’s right, Marc,” Chandler said. “You can do it.”

“All right,” he gasped. He slipped a tablet under his tongue and
went to the operating room.

 

* * *




“What’s taking him so long?” Jacobs was pacing in the waiting
room, looking at his watch every five minutes.

“It’s a difficult surgery,” said Chandler. “Don’t worry. Your
son is in good hands. Marc is a brilliant surgeon.”

“Then what’s taking him so long?”

Nurse Harris came out and told them that William was out of
surgery.

“How is he, nurse?” asked the father, anxiously.

“He lost vision in his right eye but he will be all right. Dr.
Connor did everything he could,” she said in a trembling voice.
Chandler could not hear the anguish in her voice but he read that
in her white face.

“Where is Dr. Connor?” asked Chandler.

“I’m so sorry,” she said, sobbing.

“What happened, nurse?” screamed Chandler. “What happened to my
friend Marc?”

“I defibrillated him but…” tears rushed to her eyes.

“What’s going on?” screamed Chandler. “I don’t understand. What
happened to Marc?”

“Ventricular fibrillation. I’m so sorry. I’m so
sorry.”

Chandler looked at Coach Jacobs; he saw the feral hog tearing
through the flesh of his best friend.

 

 

 



Part Two:

 

Beyond Acorn

 

 

 

Nachos Are Green And Ducks Appear To Be Blue At Town Pump In Cut
Bank, Montana



By Bill Wetzel



Dedicated to Mom, Dad, Rex, Justin, Tim, all my friends and
relatives (you know who you are), my Divas and all of those who
believe in me.

 

Land with little hope

Small children scattered

Among unliving, Or as

I call them Walking Dead

Symbols brought about

By manifest destiny, Kept

In shells of land, Once hunted

And roamed upon, A world

Forced unto them, Now one

They never leave, I am a child

Of many, The father, brother, son

Who calls himself Walking Dead

 

I was soaking wet as I walked into the West End Town Pump on
Main Street. I pondered the notion of walking in the casino to have
a few beers, but I lost my wallet and didn’t recognize anyone I
could bum a dollar from to play nickel machines and get free
drinks. It was freezing, but more from the inner chill that comes
with being a lost soul on a lonely night than actual evening
temperatures. The lights glared at me the way a grandmother glares
at the bad little kids down the street, who keep throwing
baseballs, footballs and other children’s junk into her garden.
Walking into the store I was already getting a headache from the
glare of overhead lights, the incandescent glowing ones that move
at a different speed than every other light on earth. Adequate
illumination, I thought. These people need to learn about
adequate illumination.

The kid behind the counter kept staring at me as I walked past
the aisles of overpriced Nibs, corn nuts, and Juicy Fruit gum; back
to a table near the frozen pizza section and sat down to wait for
awhile. I’d wait all night if need be. He had sandy hair, freckles
and a tight fitting blue shirt with the generic “Town Pump” logo on
the front. I couldn’t decide if he was staring because he knew me
or if it was the trail of mud I slopped all over the floor. A
couple other customers stared at me indiscreetly, but a few hard
looks in their directions let them know I didn’t exactly appreciate
that shit. I can play the part of savage Indian if the need arises.
I was in a foul mood as I evaluated the situations I always seem to
get myself into.

 

* * *




“You fucked her didn’t you?” It was early September in that
little stage where the weather in Montana goes from miserably hot
to bone chillingly cold. Up near the hi-line we don’t really
experience much of a fall. No shades of gray, just summer heat to
winter chill; another dose of harsh reality from that bitch we call
Mother Nature. I was sitting at a bonfire down on Cut Bank Creek,
one of the more insignificant tributaries of the Marias River, if
you ask me, nursing my fifth Bud Light of the night and trying to
ignore the mindless, hopeless, worthless conversations of the
people all around me. I had just come from the last rodeo of the
year, the United Indian Rodeo Association finals held in the
vicinity at an arena near another meaningless trickle of flowing
piss called Birch Creek.

I was hanging with a pretty rough crew of cowboys (who were
Indians, if that makes any sense) and we were looking to party all
night as usual. Spinky, Filbert, Ripter and Blue Duck; all
basically good guys at heart, but not much more than a band of
lovable losers. They were my friends and all, so I guess I fell
into that same category as well, but still, lovable or not, we were
a rough group of rowdy Indians looking for a wild night and
probably a bit of trouble along with it.

“You fucked her didn’t you?” This time I felt a nudge in my ribs
that brought my thoughts back to the party at hand. Spinky was
asking me if I screwed some girl. I had no clue who he was talking
about though. “Who?” I asked as I looked into the greasy face of my
totally inebriated friend. “That Amber bitch. You know, fry bread
ass, big tits. You fucked her right?” I told him that I didn’t but
he insisted that I did. “No Spink, I didn’t,” I repeated for the
second time and, finally, this answer seemed to satisfy him and he
didn’t ask again. Of course, I did do her, but I didn’t think it
appropriate to talk about my sex life in front of the other twenty
people sitting around us at the time.

 

* * *




It had started to rain as I had walked the five miles back to
town from the party. That’s the reason why I was wet and trailing
mud when I walked across the convenience store floor. I was sitting
at the table watching the sandy haired clerk mop up the mess I had
created as I ate a tray of nachos and sipped on a super tanker of
Diet Mountain Dew. As I said before, I had no money, but I decided
to make myself at home anyway and grab some food while my partner
cleaned the place up. At first, he gave me a dirty look and I
thought he might call the cops, but I think he thought twice about
the situation. At minimum wage it wasn’t worth his time to call in
the theft of nachos and a pop when it meant he would get his ass
beat by a muddy, pissed off Indian long before the cops even had
time to answer the call. The kid was right, too. If he even touched
the phone I would have been on his ass like this store was Custer’s
Last Stand. Hundreds of years of oppression, small pox and
reservation life would have been taken out on his punk ass.
Sometimes I wish I were a young Sitting Bull counting coup on every
white guy who dared to mess with me. Sitting on my horse, proud,
strong and defiant. But I’m no Sitting Bull, I’m just a drunk
Indian stealing nachos and waiting for a ride home. Not exactly the
most noble cause in Native American lore, but a necessary evil for
me at this time. At any rate, I figured Spinky would show up for me
sometime tonight.

Spinky and I kind of had a late night, drunken ritual we always
went through. Before we went home, we always came into this store
to get nachos and play the racing car game they have. Well, Spinky
plays it anyway. Whenever I get drunk, I can’t drive it for shit,
so I get pissed off and yell around in front of everybody in the
store. One time I got so loud we ended up being kicked out, so I
came back in, took a piss in an aisle and stole a bunch of stuff
out of the coolers. I would’ve never remembered, but I was caught
on security cameras and had woken up hung over the next day with a
pack of hot dogs on my pillow next to me and beef jerky wrappers
strewn all across my bed covers. My parents knew the storeowners,
so I guess that’s why formal charges were never filed and, in the
end, I only got kicked out of the store for six months.

I remember being drunk at Spinky’s parents’ house eating nachos
the very first night I was allowed back into the store. Bar time
had passed and everybody was asleep except us two and we were
making a helluva drunken racket. Spink goes about 6’2 and two
hundred pounds, plus he walks on his heels, sort of clopping around
like a horse, so he can be quite loud sober let alone drunk. Me?
Well, I’m just straight out miserably loud and just about the most
ignorant fuckhead you ever want to have around when you’re trying
to sleep, but for once I was quiet. Sort of, anyway. I guess a
nacho-less six months had given me a one-track mind and I was
shoveling food in drunken, cheesy glory when I noticed one of the
chips was green. So at three in the morning I decided to yell in a
house of sleeping people, “Hey, this fuckin’ nacho chip is green!”
Spinky’s older sister was not amused and she yelled back from the
nearby couch she was trying to fall asleep on, “When you start
seeing green nachos, you know it’s time to take your drunk ass in a
bedroom and go pass out.” I thought that to be a pretty logical
remark, so I took one last look at the green chip before I ate it
and went to find a place to lay out.

 

* * *




Blue Duck. I couldn’t believe I came to this party with Blue
Duck. Blue Duck was several years older than us and he is one of
those guys you always heard about, but never believed the
outlandish stories until you were there to witness one yourself. He
was a bonafide legend—sort of a reservation Keyser Soze’—the type
of guy mothers tell their daughters to stay away from and sons not
to grow up to be like. Nobody ever called him by his real name and,
in fact, I, like most others, didn’t even know what it was.

The first time I ever got drunk with Blue Duck, he grabbed a
twenty-two caliber rifle and started shooting at a car parked out
on the edge of the highway. We all laughed because nobody was in it
at the time; some young girl just drove it down the rural road, so
she could catch the bus and go to school that morning, but it
wasn’t so funny a few seconds later when he started shooting holes
in the roof of his house. I remember thinking how crazy this guy
was as he waved the gun around and scattered half a tribe of
Indians running for cover. It was mid-afternoon and already I was
too drunk to stand up and run, so I just held my beer up to the gun
barrel, which was pointed at my head, and hoped the tin can would
take the bullet for me. About this time, I had my first and last
out of body experience. I was looking down from the ceiling at a
wild-eyed Skin holding a gun up to the head of another insanely
intoxicated one, who was pathetically trying to save himself by
using a can of cheap beer as a shield. As my out of body experience
ended, I remember sitting on the floor thinking I was going to die
while drinking a can of Schmidt beer. Schmidt is terrible. The
stuff tastes like ass, if one can imagine what ass tastes like. I
looked up at the barrel and at my can of Schmidt then thought,
“Maybe I do deserve to die for drinking shit like this.” But I
didn’t die and the situation managed to diffuse on its own. I’d
like to say I wittily talked my way out of a tight spot, but I was
too drunk to remember how it ended, let alone to have the presence
of mind to do anything rational. Truth is Blue Duck must’ve just
been messing with us all a little, kind of an old school warrior
putting us young bucks to the test. Right now as I watched Blue
Duck sip his beer, staring through everybody with steely eyes and
mingling around the party I could only wonder what crazy adventure
he was going to try to pull off tonight.

 

* * *

 

I really had to admire how the kid shined the floor up. The tile
even sparkled a bit in a cheap, fake jewelry kind of way. You never
would have guessed that, not even an hour ago, the place had been
sludged with mud. I almost felt bad when I walked up to get another
shot of Diet Mountain Dew, muddying up the place nearly as bad as
the first time, but I figured it wouldn’t hurt to make the kid earn
his scant wages tonight. Again, he said nothing, but I could tell
he hated me a little by the scorn in his eyes. Not overly bad
scorn, more like the kind one feels for a dog who isn’t house
trained and shits all over the rug, but his eyes held scorn,
nonetheless.

By this time a lot of people were coming and going; mostly
young, pimple-faced white kids, with backwards baseball caps
wearing Tommy Hilfiger clothes, driving cars and trucks my parents
couldn’t have afforded themselves, let alone bought for a teenage
son or daughter. I knew some of these kids, a few nodded or said
“hello,” but I saw nobody I would’ve asked for a ride. Then Walking
Eagle showed up, with his shiny, new, white, Dodge pickup truck
filling up with premium petro at one of the pumps. Within seconds
after walking in he noticed me at the table and came over.

“How ya doin’?” he asked. Walking Eagle was a white kid who
always tried to hang out with us Indians. His real name was Brian
and he claimed to be one-sixteenth Cherokee, but every white guy
who says he’s an Indian claims to be Cherokee. It’s like that’s the
only tribe they ever heard of or something. Nobody ever took him
serious, so one day a whole bunch of us decided to take him out and
give him an Indian name. We went down to the river, lit this big
ol’ fire and started talking about the “Great Spirit” and a bunch
of bullshit like that. Then instead of a peace pipe, we just got
him drunk and gave him a couple hits off of Filbert’s big water
bong. We just made shit up on the fly after that and, at one point,
he was running around naked in a grass field whooping and
hollering, “I am Walking Eagle.” I laughed so hard all night, I
nearly pissed my pants and was sore for three days afterward. The
funny thing is he never realized we named him Walking Eagle because
an eagle will only walk when he’s too full of shit to fly.

“Do you need a ride?”

I don’t know what it is, but sometimes when I’m pissed at the
whites, the world or just anything I always think subliminal
thoughts before I answer out loud. “Do you need a ride?” Walking
Eagle asked again. I need the land back that you stole from my
people, dickhead. “No, I’m cool. Just waiting for Spinky to
show up.” “Are you sure?” Yeah I’m sure, fucker! In fact, throw
in some buffalo, too! Oh wait, you killed them all, asshole!
“Yeah, he should be pulling in here any minute.” With that Walking
Eagle said goodbye and started making his way to the front of the
store to pay for his gas at the register. Just before he went out
the door he hit me with the kicker. “Get ahold of me before you go
back out to Seattle.” Ladies and gentlemen Elvis has just left
the reservation.




* * *




I had been biding my time all night, waiting until the beer
kicked in and I was feeling good. There was this white girl at the
bonfire, blonde hair, blue eyes, kinda short and kinda cute. I had
seen her around from time to time and always wanted to drop the
hammer on her, but the opportunity had never been presented.
Anyway, I made eye contact a few times, then when I felt the time
was right, I made my way over and sat down next to the fire with
her. Things were going well, I felt my inner pimpness shining
through, when I decided to go for broke and bust out the big guns
on her. I was going to say the three little words a guy needs to
say to guarantee he will get laid every time. I paused to stare
into her eyes as I prepared to utter these three magic words. She
was a little, terrified, fluffy, bunny rabbit and I was the big,
bad bear about to go in for the kill.

“Want some whiskey?” I asked. “Of course,” she smiled. “Let’s go
down by the river and get away from these guys,” I suggested with a
nod and she quickly agreed.

I am the Zen master of love gods.

Then a fight broke out and ruined it all.




* * *

 

When was I going back to Seattle? Probably never, but I
sometimes say that I am, this all depends on who asks me. If
relatives or white people ask, well, then I’m getting ready to
leave as soon as possible. I say I’m working and saving money to go
and they presume this is the case. Well, I don’t work and I
certainly don’t save money. All I do is drink and I’m quite good at
it, too.

All I ever wanted to be was a bull rider, although, injuries and
lack of physical condition prevent me from even doing that anymore.
I love the adrenaline, the thrill of being on a ton of savage beast
who wants nothing more than to throw and maim you. My mother,
however, had other ideas. She told me any fool could jump on a
bull, wake up forty years old, beaten, broken up, without a pot to
piss in or even somebody who cares enough to get you one. I was to
go to college—be a scholar and quit this cowboy nonsense or go join
the circus because that’s where bull riding belongs according to
her. I was smart. I was special. I was different. Yadda, Yadda,
Yadda. Finally, more to shut her up than anything else, I moved to
Seattle to attend college the fall after I had graduated high
school.

Seattle is considered a small, laid back city, but to a Montana
hick straight off the Blackfeet Indian reservation, Seattle might
as well have been Mars. I had gotten along well and school wasn’t
too bad, but I never totally adjusted. I lived in downtown Seattle,
my neighborhood was the kind that allowed me to look out my window
into the urine scented alley at night to see crack whores giving
out blowjobs for cash and/or drugs. I had thought these homeless
drug-addled people to be harmless for the most part, until one
night my friend and I were robbed on the street by a friendly crack
head who just wanted to look at the video camera we had and not
steal it, which of course he did by simply grabbing it and running
away. He turned a street corner and disappeared down an alley
before either one of us had any time to recover from the shock and
react. If you can’t trust a crack head nowadays who can you trust?
What’s the world coming to? After we failed to run him down, we
filed a police report that was just a formality. The camera was
gone and, not long afterward, so was I. Running back home to the
rez just like everybody always expected me to do.

What most people don’t understand is life on an Indian
reservation is about as bad as some Third World Countries. They are
hells riddled with alcoholism, drug addiction, unemployment, inept
governments and prevalent hopelessness. Indian reservations are
socio-economic nightmares, an unfortunate happenstance that is not
likely to change in the foreseeable future.

When a way of life is so difficult, often times, the only thing
you can count on are your friends and family. They are a type of
comfort zone, a way of perseverance in a culture with little means
to rise up and change. Indians have extended families in which we
can walk into dozens of houses to eat, sleep or hang out for no
particular reason at all. Everybody calls each other “cousin,”
whether or not they are by blood or bond. Either way we all treat
each other like immediate family. That’s just the unwritten code of
Native American philosophy and, likely, is the biggest part of a
reservation’s allure. For many, this is why they find it so hard to
leave home and stay away for good. All the while I was in Seattle,
I had been missing these very elements of my previous home. My
friends, my family-fry bread cooked by an Indian woman, smothered
in large slabs of commodity butter; real fry bread, not the kind
made “white man style” with sugar, cinnamon or some other nonsense.
In short, I was lonesome for all the things I felt made me an
Indian. I didn’t want to be called an apple (red on the outside,
white on the inside) or a “white boy” behind my back because I left
the reservation and lived in Seattle (which happens to be a city
named after the famous Indian environmental negotiator Chief Sealth
from the Suquamish tribe, of all ironies). I wanted to be back
home, be “one of the boys” again, getting robbed was just an excuse
to take the easy way out. I never perceived I’d go back, never
leave and begin to drink myself into oblivion, like several
generations of Indians who came before my lifetime. I was quickly
evolving into the stereotypical American Indian male who I thought
I’d never be.

 

* * *




Blue Duck. It always had to be Blue Duck. One minute I was
sitting on the river bank, getting my mack on with a cute, white
chick and then the next minute she was running to her car and I was
catching a random punch in the jaw, because my crazy friend started
beating some poor bastard’s head in for God only knows why. All I
know is, Blue Duck felt like the night needed some excitement so he
picked a fight with some Hutterite kid. The Hoot was half retarded
or something and could barely even talk coherently so one of his
buddies took offense to the situation, stepped in to fight and from
there the battle was on. Everybody squared off, Indians versus
Hutterites. No holds barred.

Now Hoots are pretty much like Amish people. They came over from
Germany and have no televisions, phones or electricity. All they
know is hard work, church and dandelion wine. They all have the
last names Hofer, Wipf and Kleinsasser, so they are all brothers,
sisters, cousins, mothers, fathers or even a combination or two.
Some of the young, cantankerous ones sneak off the colony on
weekends to party with us locals. One thing I understand is over
one hundred years of hard work and inbreeding can churn out some
pretty damn salty Hoots and half the colony was looking to fight
once Blue Duck instigated them a little.

The whole ensuing brawl only lasted a few minutes and I spent my
time wrestling around with the smallest Hutterite I could find, in
the aftermath of initially getting my bell rung at the start of the
melee’. I was holding him down, trying to catch my breath when my
peripheral vision caught flashing blue and red lights coming over a
nearby hill. Damn cops. The police breaking up a party was nothing
new, because they all had prior knowledge of the few decent party
spots in the area. I guess the pigs just waited until they observed
the first few cars filled with intoxicated partiers leaving the
area and decided to move in to break the bash up, but I wasn’t
planning on sticking around. I released my hold on the minuscule
Hoot, ran towards the river, forded the murky waters, crawled up
the bank on the other side and headed cross-country towards
town.

The night was fairly mild, but once a person gets down in those
cutbanks and valleys, not to mention the rain that came down a
little later on, the temperature tends to get ball sack freezing
cold, even in mid-summer. I once had a couple of friends go
cross-country themselves after a party had been busted, a bit
further up the river than the one I had just left, and both of them
ended up getting hypothermia. One guy almost drowned in the river
and the other kept stopping to piss on his hands just to keep warm.
I can’t say that a good, warm shower of piss didn’t cross my mind a
few times while I was hiking along, but by the time I reached Cut
Bank I was feeling more sorry for myself than cold or anything
else. The trip had taken about four hours to walk nearly five
miles, but I finally made my destination with the hope that Spinky
or one of the other boys would be along soon to give me a
ride.




* * *




The nachos weren’t actually green that I had eaten that night. I
had been correct in a way, though. The next morning when I woke up,
hung over and dehydrated, I looked up on the nightstand where I had
left the leftover nachos and a glass of water on and amid the gooey
mess of sticky cheese I spotted a couple of blue corn chips mixed
in with the regular ones. Spinky, his sister and I all had a good
laugh when I showed them my discovery later on that morning. The
sad thing is, I wouldn’t have been surprised if I was drunk enough
to have imagined my chips were green, purple, orange or any other
conceivable color in the spectrum. At this point in my life, I seem
to be consumed by friends, alcohol and the magnetic call of
reservation life. Maybe I should go back to Seattle, to college and
another, more promising, life. A life where I can be somebody, but
also where I am unfamiliar and, somewhat out of place. Then again,
I can stay here for the rest of my life being those very same
things as well. The bull rider. The college boy. The smart one. I
am all of these, but none of them at the same time.

For all I know, Spinky is in jail with another DUI looming over
his head, or maybe he’s dead—another casualty of the many drunk
driving accidents which occur all too often on reservation
roads—maybe, just maybe he’ll pull up to the Town Pump store and
pick me up at any minute now. Whatever the case, none of the
scenarios I’ve speculated on would particularly surprise me any.
I’m just going to sit here waiting, eating and hoping I don’t look
too much like a green nacho, an apple, a smart Indian, a drunken
Indian, or some other classification others might try to put me
into. I have this fear of how I appear in the eyes of others. This
fear of who I was, who I am, who I will be and what I could be.
Change of any kind, especially positive, is a rare and often
unwelcome occurrence in the culture that I’m mired in now. For the
time being, I’ll presume the color of my nachos will always stay
the same, but I pray to wake up one day and find myself to be
wrong.

 

 

 

As I Lay Dying

 

By Huda Orfali




The teacher looked at his watch, coughed and said, “Time’s up.
Pencils down.”

He started collecting the exam papers; he stopped when he
noticed one of the students was still using his pencil.

“I said pencils down.”

The student didn’t seem to hear him; he was still busy penciling
his swarming ideas. His right hand rested on the desk while his
left hand moved in a circular motion. The teacher approached him
and said, “Marc, put your pencil down please.”

Sullen and spiritless, Marc kept drawing circles on his exam
paper. He shrugged his shoulders and looked at the alarmed teacher,
a glum hopeless look in his blue eyes. Mr. Sullivan, the teacher,
stared at the black and white paper; there wasn’t a single word
written on the answer sheet. Mr. Sullivan was stunned; Marc was the
top student in his school.

Mr. Sullivan reported this incident to Dr. Steve Jeffers, the
school’s psychiatrist. This was the second exam in a row that Marc
actually did not write a single word on his exam paper.

Next morning, Dr. Jeffers called him to his office. Marc was
moving around restlessly, biting his swollen lip.

“Have a seat please.”

He glared at the doctor and said, “Then what?”

“Mr. Sullivan told me that you failed your exams.”

“I didn’t feel like writing.”

“Why?”

“Just so,” Marc replied.

“You’re a brilliant student, Marc. There must be a reason that
you failed.”

“I told you, I didn’t feel like writing.”

“What do you feel like doing?”

“Painting.”

Dr. Jeffers gave him a pencil and a paper and asked him to draw
the first thing that came to his mind; he drew a big circle.

“Why do you draw circles, Marc?” asked Dr. Jeffers.

“Why not?”

“Why don’t you draw something more productive?”

“Like what?”

“Probably a tree or dog.”

“Would the tree bear leaves in spring and fruits in summer?
Would it fill the room with fresh air? If I drew a dog, would it
bark and cuddle beside me, licking my face and hands?”

“I guess not.”

“Then what’s the difference if I draw circles or death?”

“Death?” Dr. Jeffers was taken by surprise.

“Death is the full circle. There’s nothing more complete than
the circle of death.”

“You mean the cycle of life.”

“No, the cycle of death.”

He covered his ears with his hands, “Stop, stop,” he
screamed.

“What?”

“Those noises. Please, make them stop.”

“What noises?”

“Bang, bang, bang. It’s all here, inside my head.” Marc lay back
on the couch and closed his eyes. “Listen,” he said.

“I don’t hear anything, Marc.”

“I told you they were inside my head,” he gritted his teeth.

“What do they say to you?”

“It’s time to end this meeting,” he fidgeted. He stood up
suddenly, staggered and sat down again, whimpering and grabbing his
stomach.

“Marc, are you all right?”

“I’m all right,” he rasped. “The noises are gone now. Now I can
sleep.”

He walked over to the window; the rain was tapping the sill
gently. He opened the window and stretched his arms under the rain.
“As I lay dying, you were basking in the sunlight,” he
muttered.

“What did you say?”

“I love the rain,” he said.

He leaned against the sill; Jeffers was alarmed, “Keep away from
the window, Marc.”

“Don’t worry. I’m not going to jump. Not yet any way.”

“What’s bothering you, Marc?”

He turned and faced the doctor, took out a napkin and dried his
trembling hands. “Nothing, I’m perfectly all right,” he said and
leaned against the window.

“What about those noises?”

“What noises?”

“You said you were hearing noises, bang, bang, inside your
head.”

“Did you ever look up that word in a dictionary?”

“No,” Jeffers replied.

“Then you will never understand.”

“There is a dictionary on the right shelf. I’ll look it up.”

“Everybody knows what bang means, doctor,” he tittered.
His face turned white and the tremor in his hands was getting
stronger. He put his hands behind his back. The window was still
wide open.

“What does it mean, Marc?”

Dr. Jeffers approached him cautiously. He tried to lead him away
from the window; Marc twitched and regurgitated. “Doctor, don’t
wear the cologne again. It makes me sick.”

 

* * *




Dr. Jeffers contacted Marc’s uncle, Scott Fairchild. Marc’s
parents had passed away three years ago in a car accident. His
uncle placed him in a boarding school for boys shortly after the
accident.

“I can’t help him, Mr. Fairchild, if he doesn’t tell me what’s
bothering him. I tried but what he says doesn’t make any
sense.”

“Is that why you contacted me? Because you can’t do your
job!”

“I thought you could fill me in. When he first came here after
the death of his parents, he was resentful of the school and of you
because you kept him away from his home and friends. At least, he
talked to me then. He worked through his feelings of anger and
hurt. This time, he’s not like the boy I know. He’s introverted and
possibly suicidal.”

“Suicidal!” Scott was stunned.

“Yes, Mr. Fairchild, he talks a lot about death and dying.”

Scott sighed deeply. Even after the tragic death of his parents,
Marc never talked about death.

“What happened, Mr. Fairchild? Something must have triggered
this depression. I talked to his teachers. He was doing remarkably
well until last week. Mr. Sullivan says that he sits in the
classroom staring in space or drawing circles, circles that he
calls the circles of death.”

“Last week, while he was spending the holiday at my mansion he
was kidnapped for ransom,” he sighed. “I paid the money and he was
released unharmed. We never informed the police.”

“Are you sure he was unharmed?”

“He was exhausted. His wrists and ankles were swollen and bloody
from tugging at the ropes and there were bruises on his face as
well.”

“Was he examined by a physician?”

“He said he was fine.”

“Did you notice anything strange about him?”

Scott paused for a while, trying to remember. “His dragging
gait.”

“What?”

“He shuffled his feet wearily. He was enervated. It was as if he
couldn’t walk.”

“You should have taken him to a hospital.”

“You’re right, doctor. He had a fever and he was moaning all
night but he wouldn’t let me call a doctor. He didn’t want anyone
to know.”

 

* * *




Dr. Jeffers called him to his office again. Marc was still
walking languidly.

“Why did you call me? I told you last meeting that I’m perfectly
all right.”

“Sit down, Marc.”

“You’re still wearing that disgusting cologne,” he said,
irritated.

“My wife gave it to me for my birthday. I think it smells
nice.”

“It makes me sick.”

“Why, Marc?”

“Just so.”

Jeffers took out the bottle, opened the cap and sprayed the
cologne in the air. “Why don’t you try it on?” he said.

Marc’s face turned ghastly pale and he had a frightened
desperate look in his eyes. He grabbed his stomach, wincing in
pain. “Take it away, doctor. I told you this smell makes me
sick.”

“Marc, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing, just a cramp.”

“Let me examine you.”

“No,” he screamed. “Keep away from me.”

He couldn’t stand up any longer; he sat on the couch trying to
catch his breath. “Bang, bang, bang. Those noises again,” he said
and covered his ears.

“I looked up the word in a dictionary, Marc. Now I know what it
means.”

Marc stood aghast. His hands trembled and he put them behind his
back in embarrassment. He walked to the other corner of the room
and gazed at a replica of Munch’s anguished painting, The
Scream.

“You talked to Uncle Scott, didn’t you?” he stammered.

“Yes, Marc. He told me what happened.”

“God,” he covered his face with his hands. “I told him not to
tell anyone.”

“Marc, you’re hurting. You need to talk to somebody.”

“No,” Marc insisted.

“Why don’t we start with the cologne?”

“He wore that stinking smell all the time. He sprayed it on my
clothes before….”

“Before what?”

“Whatever.” He walked closer to the painting. “Beautiful
colors,” he sighed. “Why is the subject of this painting screaming?
Do you know why, doctor?”

“Marc, please talk to me.”

He banged his fist against the wall and screamed, “What’s the
point? Scott paid the money and it’s over.”

“It’s not over yet. You must work through those feelings
first.”

“What feelings? I feel nothing, I’m completely numb.”

“It’s not true, Marc.”

“Munch has a strong way of expressing anguish. He reminds me of
my paintings when my parents died. Every brushstroke was a
scream.”

“Why do you think the subject of the painting is screaming?”

“I need some fresh air.” He walked to the window. He took a deep
breath. “That’s better.”

“Sexual intercourse,” said Jeffers, stressing every
syllable.

“What?” he recoiled in horror at hearing those words.

“That is the meaning you were talking about, isn’t it?”

“What are you trying to say, doctor?”

“I need you to tell me what happened, Marc. You won’t get over
the pain unless you talk about what happened.”

“Stop patronizing me, doctor. It won’t help to talk about it, to
relive the memories every moment, day and night. This baggage is
mine alone.”

“Let’s talk about something else then.”

“Like what?”

“Are you getting along with your uncle?”

“Scott is OK.”

“How do you feel about him?”

“An important corporation director like him doesn’t want the
responsibility of raising a teenager, that’s why he shipped me
here.”

“You still resent that, don’t you?”

“Yes, doctor. I resent the way he treated me. I’m not some
commodity he could easily dispose of.”

“What about last summer? You told me that you two had a good
time together.”

“A cruise on his fancy yacht, who wouldn’t have a good
time?”

“Are you guys talking to each other at all?”

“Scott alienated his sister because she married someone beneath
her class. He still doesn’t talk about her, as if she never
existed. He didn’t want me because I remind him of her.”

“Do you hate your uncle, Marc?”

“I don’t hate Scott, doctor. I learned to understand his
motives. I just wish that….”

“What?”

“I had died with Mom and Dad.”

 

* * *

 

Next Sunday was the school’s annual swimming contest. Marc, last
year’s winner, withdrew before the race, due to severe stomach
cramps.

His uncle drove him home. He rushed to his bedroom and locked
the door.

“Marc, please open the door. I want to talk to you.” Scott
banged the door. “I’m worried about you, kid.”

“Leave me alone,” he screamed.

He stood in front of the mirror in his bathing suit. The bruises
on his stomach were still visible. He fell to his knees crying.

 

* * *

 

Marc walked into Jeffers’ office. Sweat rolled down his pale
face and he was holding his stomach.

“Doctor, I need to talk to you,” he said.

“Come in, Marc. What is it? Is it the swimming contest?”

“I need help, doctor. It hurts too bad. I don’t think I can take
it any more.”

“The kidnapping?”

“What they did to me was far worse, doctor. They tied my hands
and legs with ropes and they….”

“They did what, Marc?”

“I can’t,” he gasped. “God, I can’t breathe.”

“You can talk to me, Marc. Please, tell me what happened.”

“They took turns, doctor. Two of them held me down while the
third…they hit me, kicked me in the stomach and burned my arms and
legs with cigarettes. They said if I ever told anyone they would
come after me again. They used ski masks to hide their ugly faces,
but the smell…the smell of the cheap cologne, doctor. I will never
forget that smell.” 

 

 

 

The Flamenco Painter

 

By Shawna R. Van Arum

 

“What are you doing with all these cans?” Miguel ran his fingers
through his graying hair. “You live like a pig. No, worse than a
pig.” He shook his head and looked around the camper where his son
lived. “Where do you go to the bathroom?” Miguel mumbled, probably
not sure he wanted to know the answer. “What a mess.”

The airplane-lavatory-sized bathroom next to the front door had
been converted into an aluminum storage closet. Silver beer cans
were compacted so tightly Emilio couldn’t fit one more and still
shut the door.

The sunlight pushing its way through a muddy window in the front
door created a dirt haze. A countertop suffocated in greasy fast
food packaging and cans. Across from the countertop stood a booth
style table. The seats were also covered in cans and garbage,
except for a small space for Emilio to sit. The table was a collage
of ashes, cigarette butts and cans. At the peak of a slippery
aluminum mountain laid a twin-size bed. The aroma of sour beer-rot
singed Miguel’s sinuses.

“Who’s gonna see it?” Emilio stood, pulled his torn black
T-shirt over his bulging gut and swiped his hand across the seat to
clear another spot at the table. Cans clinked to the floor and
drops of beer oozed out.

“It has nothing to do with people seeing it.” Miguel didn’t
budge from the door. “How can you live this way?”

“I’m not home much.” Emilio shrugged. “It doesn’t bother
me.”

“You’re not home much? How did you drink so much beer in here
then?” Miguel kicked a can across the floor. “Your mother would cry
if she saw this.”

Emilio lit a cigarette. “You’ve been threatening me with her
ghost for years.”

“Christmas is in two days. Are you coming over?”

Emilio flicked ashes on the floor. “Are you inviting me?”

“Yes, son.”

“I might have to work.”

“OK.” Miguel turned and walked down the wobbly rotted steps. His
knee locked from arthritis and he tripped. He caught himself but
three cats gnawing a rotting chicken leg hissed and ran under
another camper.

“Are you all right?” Emilio hurried outside, kicking a few cans
out with him.

Miguel stood up straight, shook his head, and tugged on his
jacket.

 

* * *

 

Miguel took the bus back to his two-bedroom home. He opened the
squeaky chain link fence around his dormant yard, strolled up the
sidewalk, and opened the door into the warmth of home. He went to
the kitchen where he washed his hands and gazed out the window to
see the fence and rusted swing set in the neighbors’ yard.

The kitchen was cluttered with cornhusks, pots, pans and foil
paper. Theresa had made tamales every Christmas for the Catholic
Church on the corner to serve at the community soup kitchen. Miguel
tried to keep up the tradition but he always said his tamales were
not as good as hers.

Theresa died fifteen years ago but sometimes he said he could
still smell her perfume clinging to the lace curtains and her voice
still rode the backdoor breeze. He told the story of how they met
often.

Miguel was a twenty-two-year-old artist in Mexico. He was hired
to paint a group of Spanish style Flamenco dancers. When he walked
into the dance school he found himself surrounded by waves of
bright colors and ravishing dancers. Theresa danced near a window,
her long brown curls wrapped around the sunlight. He set his easel
up near her, asked Theresa to continue dancing and began the
portrait.

The sheer ruffles of her dress swept across her brown ankles
while she stomped her feet in resounding claps against the
cobblestone floor. Miguel’s heartbeat struggled to match the
staccato rhythm. Her shawl swirled around her with the passion of a
matador’s cape. He explained that she only had to dance near him
for a few minutes so he could capture her image in his heart, where
it lingered until he spread it across the canvas.

Miguel came to the school every morning to work. He painted the
dancers at the zenith of their dance. Swirls of red, orange, brown,
and black surrounded long flowing hair and alluring brown eyes.
Beautiful women, light as butterfly wings, coated his canvases. He
took each stroke with a cautious respect knowing it would be a
compilation of each stroke before it. He worked even slower than
usual so he had more time to collect the courage to talk to
Theresa.

They were alone in the washroom of the dance school. The
concrete floor disappeared under a screen door, which opened to an
overgrown rose garden. He was soaking his brushes and she was
hemming another dancer’s dress. The smell of rose blossoms swept
through the room clinging to warm hues of the setting sun.

“Your dancing is exquisite, senorita.” He freed the words that
had frolicked on his tongue for weeks.

“And your paintings are more beautiful than God’s creations.”
She pushed a lock of hair behind her ear and looked into his eyes.
“God might strike me for saying that but I’ve never seen anything
so beautiful and inspiring.”

Three months later, Miguel completed four paintings. They were
displayed in the home of the dance school’s owner. Theresa and
Miguel spent hours walking through the rose garden at the school or
sitting outside of Theresa’s hacienda. Miguel used the money from
the paintings to buy Theresa a ring. Her father agreed to the
marriage. He said Theresa glowed brighter than embers in the
fireplace when she was with Miguel.

After the wedding, they moved to El Paso, Texas, where Theresa
instructed dance at a small academy and Miguel made money painting
portraits and murals. Theresa gave birth to Emilio two years after
the move. They paid their bills and ate well for many years until
Theresa got sick.

She was struggling with cervical cancer. It stole her and
Miguel’s arts from them like a slow motion bandit. Theresa grew
thin and too weak to dance. She lost her hair from the chemotherapy
and spent most days in bed. Emilio and a woman from the church took
care of her. Sometimes, Emilio even missed school to help his
mother. He could make his own meals and give his mother medication
before he was six. Miguel took a job at a local farm to help pay
for medical bills. Time and money became scarce and soon Miguel’s
brushes dried.

One October, Miguel returned home from working in the field to
find Theresa lying at the bottom of the stairs. Her orange flamenco
dress was stained with blood and Emilio sobbed next to her. Emilio
later explained that Theresa was feeling stronger and wanted to
dance one last time. He helped zip her dress and walked behind her
down the stairs. She fainted halfway down and tumbled to the
bottom, never waking again. Theresa died from a broken neck.

Miguel did the best he could to raise Emilio alone but he was
not a typical child. When Emilio was in seventh grade his teacher
found him sitting in a puddle of blood on the bathroom floor. He
was slicing his wrists with a pair of scissors.

Emilio was diagnosed with manic depression and bipolar disorder.
Miguel worked two jobs to pay for his son’s prescriptions but soon
Emilio joined a gang and started selling his pills to other kids.
He dropped out of school and became a drunk by the time he was 18.
Which led up to his semi-homeless life in the camper. At least, he
was working, people would say. Of course, his job at Sunland Park
Race Track shoveling manure did little more than support his
alcoholism.

When Miguel finished the last batch of tamales, he put them in a
paper bag and walked to The Lady of Guadalupe Catholic Church. The
December wind was brutal, making his skin tingle. The wood siding
on every house in the neighborhood was water stained and pealing.
He reached the stone church, looked up to where the steeple stabbed
the gray El Paso sky, and stepped through the double doors.

 

* * *




After his father left, Emilio let one cigarette burn away and
lit another. In front of him was a black spiral notebook with a
torn corner. He flipped slowly through the pages of black and blue
handwriting.

Emilio read his description of his father. He laughed about
Miguel’s one crooked index finger caused from years of drawing and
painting. He wrote about the rainbow of colors under his father’s
fingernails and teeny spots of paint on his clothes. He also wrote
about how dirt replaced the rainbow under those fingernails when
Theresa got sick and Miguel started hoeing fields.

Emilio penned stories of playing in his mother’s closet—full of
red, yellow, and orange dresses with wispy ruffles. He loved to
feel the soft fabric against his cheeks. He often danced in his
room mimicking her steps while listening to Flamenco music. Emilio
skimmed through the pages about how angry he was when his father
gathered up those dresses he loved so much to donate them to the
church months after she died. He had cried and frantically begged
his father to keep the dresses in the closet.

He searched through some garbage on the table and produced a
ball-point pen with a cigarette wrapper stuck to it. He peeled off
the wrapper and turned to a blank page in the journal.

I hadn’t written in forever. My old man came by today. He
invited me for Xmas. Thought I’d never see him again. Last time I
saw Pops he was baling me out. I tried to walk out of Sears with a
chain saw. There was no gas in the chain saw or they wouldn’t have
caught my ass. I garuntee that! A few days before he busted me
steeling some old paintings he did that were out in the garage. I
didn’t think he’d miss them. Juan said I could sell them at his
sister’s flee market booth. I thought for sure I’d ended what ever
was left of me and Pops. I drank so much that night I asked the old
lady next door to shoot me. Life sucks. Life sucks. Life sucks!!!
Now here he comes all asking me over for Xmas and shit. I don’t
know. If he knew how much shit was my fault I bet he wouldn’t want
me over again.

Emilio flipped through a few more pages. He stood up, looked
around his camper and opened the bathroom door. An avalanche of
beer cans rumbled out. He kicked a few cans and the aluminum
mountain by the bed toppled.

“Screw it! I’ll go.” He slapped his forehead.

Emilio crunched his way outside. He walked to the old lady’s
camper next door.

“Do you have any trash bags?”

“Trash bags?” she smiled, “What do you want with trash
bags? I figured you were here to take a dump again.” She laughed
hoarsely.

“No, I’m going to clean all those cans out of my place.”

“Yeah? You should get ‘em recycled.” She reached under her
T-shirt and pulled her sweat pants up. “Marten Metals will pay
you.”

“That’s a good idea. I’ll look into it. Got some bags?”

“Yeah.”

Emilio picked up can after can and put them in the bags. Each
can he sacked exposed another part of the carpet, wall or table. He
was tearing away strips of canvas from a garbage painting to reveal
a new image behind it. 

 

* * *

 

On Christmas Eve, Miguel sat in a recliner in his dark living
room staring at the tabletop tree he pulled out of the storage
room. There were no lights or decorations on it but he hadn’t put a
tree up in years and the tree was enough.

In his living room was a television that quit working three
years ago, white walls, one window, and a brown sagging-cushion
couch with a colorful afghan draped over its back. Above the
afghan, on the wall, was a portrait of Theresa. Miguel painted it
the first year of their marriage. She was wearing a solid black
dress with a high collar and her hair pulled up neatly. Miguel
dusted and vacuumed every Saturday so not a speck of dust clung to
anything.

Miguel’s eyes were creeping shut and his chin drooping lower and
lower when the front door opened.

“Pops?”

Miguel’s eyelids shot open. He tugged on his flannel shirt tail.
“Emilio?”

Emilio flipped a switch and a warm yellow light reflected off
Miguel’s slicked-back hair.

“Merry Christmas Pops!” Emilio set a paper bag on the couch and
hugged his father. Emilio was dressed in a buttoned and tucked
shirt with some jeans. His hair was clean and he smelled like Old
Spice.

“You didn’t have to work?” Miguel asked with a grin.

Emilio shook his head. “Juan covered for me.”

Miguel pointed in the direction of the racetrack. “They’re not
racing today are they?”

“No, not until after Christmas but they’re boarding horses.”

“I see.”

“Are you hungry, Mijo?”

“No, not really.” Emilio stuffed his hands in his pockets.

“I made tamales.” Miguel rubbed his hands together. “Just like
Momma used to.”

“I’ll eat some, later.” Miguel bit his bottom lip and stared at
the picture of Theresa. “Pop, I cleared all those cans out of my
place.”

“Have a seat, son.” Miguel sat on the edge of the recliner.
Emilio sat on the couch. “You did?”

“Yeah. I had them recycled.”

“Did they pay you good for them?”

“No, not really.”

“I would think all those cans would be worth a fortune!” Miguel
reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out an envelope. He handed
it to Emilio. His name was drawn in fat letters with a pencil and
shaded to look 3-dimmensional. “Just in case you didn’t drink
enough beer to pay your rent.”

Emilio set the envelope on the floor next to his foot. He looked
down and felt his freshly shaven face with his hand. Then he took a
deep breath, reached into his bag and handed his father a book.

“It’s my journal. Dr. Montoya made me keep it. I want to give it
to you.” He cleared his throat. “To give you the truth.”

“The truth?”

“About Momma’s death.”

“What?”

“Look.” Miguel leaned over and grabbed the journal again. He
turned to a page and handed it back. Miguel read.

How do I tell I killed my own Mom? I hate it. I wish I died
too. I was only six and I remember every thing. I thought if I
could get moma out of bed and make her walk she’d get stronger. I
heard the doctor tell Pop that if she didn’t get out of bed numonia
would get her before the cancer. I beged her until she cried. Dance
for me in the kichen. I threw her dress on the bed. I told her I’d
poke her eyes out if she didn’t get up. She laughed and I got mad.
She pulled herself off the bed. I helped her put her dress on and
forced her down the hall. She was breething hard and she fell all
over the place and her elbows were all bloody before we even got to
the stares. She kept trying and crying. She kept calling me Miguel.
Then she fell down the stairs and died. I lied to everyone. I was
only six and I lied. It was all me. And I’ve known this
4-ever.

“Oh no Mijo!” Miguel moved to sit on the couch next to his son.
“All this time you’ve been blaming yourself?”

“It was me. I was a stupid kid!” Emilio’s face turned red and he
took short quick breaths.

“No. No.” Tears slid down his face. “What have I done?”

“You did nothing but try to help me and all I did was steal from
you.”

Miguel whispered. “All these years you thought you killed
Momma?”

“Yes, I did kill her. Don’t you see?”

“No, Emilio.” He almost shouted. “You were too young to remember
what really happened. There is much you still don’t know.”

“What do I not know?”

“That I let your mother die.”

“What?”

“She was so sick that morning, Emilio. She was vomiting blood
and in so much pain she could hardly move. She asked me to let her
die. She begged me!” Emilio listened in silence, his forehead
wrinkled into V’s. “We cried for hours, her and I. We talked about
when we first met and how much things had changed. She said she
knew she was dying and wanted to go now before things got worse.
She begged me, Mijo. I loved her so much. I’d do anything even if
it meant losing her. It’s what she wanted. What she needed!” Miguel
put his face in his hands. “I gave her shot after shot of morphine,
I held her until she fell asleep. I was so upset I didn’t go to
work. I went to the church. When I came home you and your momma
were at the bottom of the stairs.”

“She was full of morphine when I made her walk?” Emilio clasped
his hand across his open mouth.

“Yes.”

“That’s why she kept calling me Miguel.” His eyes were huge.

“I didn’t know how much to give her. I guess, I only gave enough
to put her to sleep but you were able to wake her.”

“Oh my God! Papa, you tried to kill her?”

“I tried to let her die.” Miguel put his arm around his
trembling son. “I’m so sorry. I wish you had told me about your
guilt. I would have told you this sooner but I didn’t think you’d
understand. I’m so sorry, Mijo. I just didn’t know what to do!”

Emilio could barely speak. “I saw Momma so sick and sad all the
time. I wanted her to either get up and dance again or sleep
forever.”

“I will always live with the guilt that I helped her give up. I
was letting her go but I know it would be selfish of me to let her
live in such agony. Not a day goes by that I don’t wish things had
happened differently. I wish I could have been a better husband and
a better father. I’m so sorry.”

Emilio leaned into his father’s embrace, unaware he kicked the
bag he brought with him. From the bag slid several tubes of
professional oil paint and some brushes.

 

* * *




On New Year’s Day Emilio was folding clothes into his old
dresser. He was moving back home with Miguel, who was working on
something in the garage.

Miguel stood in front of an easel. Sounds of the Flamenco guitar
cut through the cold air. Tiny dust particles danced in the
sunlight from the six square windows in the garage door. On the
easel, sat his first creation in seventeen years. In swirls of red,
orange, brown, and black, Emilio played the Flamenco guitar in a
rose garden. His almost translucent mother danced in a white
ruffled dress with a red shawl—light as butterfly wings.

 

 

 

 

The 23rd Of August

 

By Timothy Morris Taylor

 

To My Mom, Clarice Taylor, Who Always Wanted the Best for
Her Children

 

Ana Maria Flores was standing in the doorway of her home on the
twenty-third of August, looking through her purse for her keys,
when the phone rang. She was known as Ana to everyone she knew and
she liked her name. When she answered the phone, Jonathan Morris
was there on the other end, and the sound of his voice made her
smile. Ever since they met, two weeks previously, Jonathan had made
her smile almost every time they spoke or even when she just
thought of him.

Today was Ana’s birthday, the twenty-third of August, and
Jonathan wanted to come see her. One week ago to this very day, the
two of them had a conversation that had brought them closer than
either had expected and now they were falling into new territory.
At least, Jonathan hoped so on this particular day.

“Come on over, Jonathan,” said Ana, calmly and sweetly.

“All right, I’ll be right there,” said Jonathan, trying to hide
his joy as much as humanly possible. He didn’t want to seem too
anxious. He had his reasons.

When they met, it had been a very unexpected encounter of two
very different but very alike people. They both had recognized a
certain uniqueness in each other on that very first day when,
because of a simple little encounter, they began to talk to each
other more than strangers usually do at first glance.

Jonathan, a young man of 33, and Ana, a young woman of 27, met
at a run-of-the-mill, average grocery store. It was really nothing
special or out of the ordinary, just a grocery store where you buy
light bulbs, dog food, and groceries.

Ana was at the store with her young son, Brian, and her little
daughter, Regina. They were there to simply pick up a few things
for what would become Ana’s brother Andy’s own birthday party, when
the three of them walked over to the store’s run-of-the-mill canned
vegetables aisle.

As she and her kids walked around the corner of that particular
aisle, there was Jonathan. It was as simple as that on that day. He
was just standing there, right in front of them, holding a can of
beans. They were green beans, to be exact. The funny thing about it
was that Jonathan didn’t even really like green beans. He had
picked up that can on accident a few minutes earlier, mistaking it
for a can of corn.

The only reason he was even in that exact spot in that aisle
when he met Ana and her kids was that he had to take back those
beans for the corn. At least, that seemed like the only reason at
the time. Moments earlier, Jonathan had discovered his error and
had simply set out to correct it when fate stepped in in the form
of Ana.

Jonathan believed that he had never seen anyone more beautiful
than Ana in his entire life, and he knew that he couldn’t just let
the moment pass away without saying something first.

“Hi,” he said softly.

In that brief moment from the time he saw Ana and her kids
coming around that corner until he said what he said, he actually
imagined being with her as her husband. Unlike what so often
happens in life, Ana said something nice back to him and they went
their separate ways, but only for about five minutes. In reality,
they both really wanted to see each other again.

It turned out that they left that grocery store at the exact
same time, meeting again out in the parking lot. It also turned out
that their two cars were parked right next to one another. They
then exchanged some brief but pleasant words and Jonathan ended up
walking away with Ana’s phone number and a polite “Good Night” on
his lips. She said basically the same thing back to him and they
went their separate ways for a little while longer this time.

When they met for coffee about one week later, they had that
great conversation in which they connected in a very strong and
important way. It was then that they discovered during the course
of the evening that they each had similar past experiences related
to cancer and the loss of loved ones. This sort of illumination was
very significant to each of them. Cancer, oddly enough, would now
become their common bond. Still, this clearly developing bond
seemed positive to them both simply because they had found each
other in the midst of it all. They each had learned to live with
their losses, rather than accepting them wholeheartedly.

Neither Ana nor Jonathan had ever personally had cancer, but
each of them had a loved one who had, and these loved ones had both
died of it in recent years. On this twenty-third of August (after
his brief phone call to Ana), Jonathan drove hurriedly to her
house. He couldn’t stop thinking about the night they had spent
together the previous week. She waited for him with such
anticipation that she could hardly contain herself. On that
previous evening, they had mainly discussed the loss of their loved
ones at length, but the one thing that both of them remembered most
was simply being with each other.

When Jonathan had been over at Ana’s house for about an hour, he
suddenly decided to stand up and stretch for a moment. When he came
out of that stretch, he said, “Ana, tell me more about Julie. You
might have told me everything you wanted to say the other night,
but I just want to know if there’s more. I know that she was very,
very important to you.” 

Ana looked at Jonathan in an endearing way and simply said,
“Sure.”

That previous evening, Ana had told Jonathan all about her
closest childhood friend, Julie, who had died of cancer in August,
seven years previously. Ironically, Jonathan’s mother had died of
breast cancer in that same month of the same year. They had even
been patients at the same hospital at the same time, and Jonathan
and Ana had crossed paths while visiting their respective loved
ones. Of course, they did not know this at the time because they
simply had not yet formally met. This was one of the things that
had begun to bring Jonathan and Ana closer when they had that first
important conversation.

On this present twenty-third of August, Ana began to pick up
where she left off in her talk about Julie. She talked about how
funny Julie was, always trying to imitate the latest pop female
vocalist on the scene when they were teenagers. She explained that
this was funny simply because Julie made it so at the time. She
recounted how Julie would exaggerate the hair style and dress of
that particular star and then laugh about it in the process saying,
“I do believe I look better than her—Ms. Thing, you know?” She
added how Julie would always use a hyped-up British accent for her
impersonations, even if the star happened to be Italian American,
or something of the sort.

After talking about such things for a while, Ana began to cry a
little, and Jonathan asked if it would be all right if he held her.
She let him and he did. Ana then told him how Julie had been
diagnosed with cancer around that same time, and then was simply
gone by the time the two girls were twenty.

She talked and talked about Julie that night until she suddenly
smiled up at Jonathan and said, “What about your mom? Is there
anything you remember about her that you haven’t told me yet?
Anything that you want to tell me now? I really would like to know
because I understand how close you were to her.” 

Jonathan looked at Ana in an endearing way and simply said,
“Sure.”

He told Ana a little more about his mother that night than he
had on that previous evening. He told her about how his mother
always made people smile and accepted them for who they were,
disregarding shallow judgment for a more enlightened acceptance of
others. He told Ana many things about his mother, but when he told
her about his mother’s friendship with a kind, Hispanic nurse when
she was near the end of her life in that hospital, Ana’s heart
melted in a beautifully warm way and she smiled up at Jonathan and
wept a little at the same time.

Jonathan told Ana how his mother would always compliment this
nurse on her earrings. He told her how the nurse would always wear
different, unique and very colorful earrings on the job at the
hospital. He couldn’t remember the nurse’s name, but he recalled
that his mother always remembered and called her by her name. He
told her how his mother, without fail, would always smile and
compliment her on her earrings of the day. She would do this every
time that nurse came by her room. This woman came to appreciate
Jonathan’s mother so much that she would find herself going to see
her every time she had a break, and not just as part of her duty as
a nurse. Even when she did see her on her rounds, she looked
forward to it greatly. In fact, it soon became obvious to Jonathan
that she liked visiting his mother more than any of the other
patients who were on that hospital wing at the time.

He recalled how that nurse was one of two nurses who attended
his mother’s funeral when she passed away that August. This touched
Ana so deeply that she hugged Jonathan even more tightly and told
him that she never wanted to leave his side. After a brief period
of time she said, “Jonathan, I think you are a lot like your
mother. She accepted people for who they are and didn’t ever judge
them, always finding something good about them, and I can see that
you are a lot like that too.” Ana then said something beautiful and
kind in Spanish to him, and he held her tight.  

She said, “I know I have really found someone special now.
Finally, I have found my soul mate, someone I can truly trust with
my whole heart. You have true love ways, Jonathan. I know this just
from hearing you and from being with you now.” Ana said some of
this in Spanish, and Jonathan understood her in his heart.

He listened intently, thinking about Ana’s kind words and
finding it hard to believe that he had actually found someone as
wonderful and special as her. When she paused from speaking for a
moment and continued to embrace him, he thought about how
beautiful, intelligent, and kind she was in his eyes. He thought
about the fact that she was a divorced mother of two, but he didn’t
care. He had never cared about such things and now he was proving
that to himself. He thought about how no one on this earth is
perfect and how everyone has faults, but it didn’t matter to him.
He thought about his own faults and was aware that she had faults,
but he didn’t care about any of those things at all.

He thought about how he was a single teacher who had never been
married and had never had kids and what a great responsibility it
would be to marry someone like Ana, but deep down inside, he didn’t
care about that either. He didn’t care about the fact that he was
white and she was Hispanic. This sort of thing had never mattered
to him in his life. He couldn’t remember ever seeing a difference
between Hispanics and whites other than a few cultural traditions,
but to him, it didn’t matter. He thought about his spiritual
beliefs and how he was raised as a Baptist and she, a Catholic, but
he didn’t see a difference. These things weren’t important to him
because he knew that they both believed in Jesus, and that’s what
mattered the most to him. He knew in his heart that she felt the
same way because they had talked about these things that previous
evening, so he was content.

He knew at that moment that he wanted to be with this wonderful,
beautiful woman named Ana for the rest of his life. He knew that
the connection between them had been, in a way, about cancer and
the loss of loved ones, but he also knew that this connection was
now much more than that for both of them. It was the twenty-third
of August, and he was finally happy.

As they embraced, Ana thought about all of these things at
length as well. She thought about cultural differences and it
didn’t matter to her. She thought about how her grandmother had
always told her that life should be full of spice and flavor and
color and humor and to look for these things in a mate. As she
thought about all of this, she knew that Jonathan had these
qualities in a very special way, but she also knew in that moment
that if he had none of these qualities at all, she would still want
to be with him.

Ana thought about the kind of husband and father Jonathan would
be and in her heart, she now knew that he would be the best and
most wonderful of all. She thought about Jonathan for a while, and
then she decided in that very next moment that she wanted to be
with him for the rest of her life.

Her brother’s birthday party was coming up in a few days and her
two kids had been in bed now for a few hours, but something was
different this time. Ana knew for the first time in a long, long
time that her connection with a man was something special and that
she was now with a man who she cared for with all her heart, and
that was enough for her. It was the night of her birthday after her
family’s festivities from earlier in the day had quieted down. It
was the twenty-third of August and she was finally happy.

 

 

 

A Morning by the River

 

By Bill Wetzel

 

Caramel apples. The smell of her hair always reminds me of
caramel apples. I could sit here and look at her and taste caramel
apples in my mouth. She just does that to me. Has that cause and
effect part of infatuation that I always loved about being in
love.

I remember as a young child going to the Marias Fair in Shelby.
My dad would take me to watch the horse races; my cousins would
take me on the rides, but I recall most fondly my mother buying me
caramel apples at one of the concession stands. I always marveled
at the way a blanket of caramel stayed on the apple, and how my
teeth left little tracks in it, until I dug in hard enough for a
bite of fruit. Then it slowly melted. Sweet. Lovely. Just melted in
my mouth. My world lost in sweet decadence, one bite at a time.

We’ve been sitting out here all morning, doing nothing special,
but being together. Which, in all honesty, is more special than
anything else I could have thought of doing. “Let’s go down to the
river,” she said. “Have a picnic or something.” I loved how she
smiled when she said that as I rolled around groggily in bed. I’m
amazed at how my angel can be such a wicked little devil at times.
It didn’t take long for me to jump out of bed to get ready. That
smile and the thought of what “or something” might be is worth more
than a million extra hours of sleep.

Her hair. That’s what lingers in my mind. When I first met her I
had bumped into her in the grocery store. Or she had bumped into
me. Maybe, probably a bit of both. I was looking at the various
types of coffee, trying to decide, French Roast, Kenyan, Breakfast
Blend, Columbian Supreme, Starbuck’s, Folgers, Seattle’s Best,
Whole Bean, Ground. Sometimes I just want to say, “Do you have the
kind my dad always made?” “The kind that helped me get up for
school every day for years and years?” “The kind that makes people
laugh and tell stories until stomachs hurt and voices start to fade
away?” I’m not even sure if they make that kind of coffee anymore,
but I still look for the brand anyway. Always will.

After a prolonged search, I, finally, made my choice. Folgers’
Arabian something or other, like it really mattered compared to
what was about to happen. Time slowed for a second, then she hit
me. Not hard but just a slight jolt as I turned around to my cart.
Her hair. That was all I noticed. I think I said “Excuse me” and I
bent down to pick up whatever she had dropped. She was doing the
same thing. We clunked heads. She said “Sorry,” then flicked her
blonde hair back out of her eyes and smiled. That was it. I was
done for. I remember she had a box of Fruity Pebbles in her hand
and I couldn’t think of another cereal that suited her better than
that. I still can’t think of one. I stood there for a few moments
savoring the taste of caramel apples as it washed over my
mouth.

She was splashing around in the river, in the rising sun. In my
eyes. Laughing like a little kid as I watched happier than anyone
could ever know. I laughed as she slipped on a smooth rock and fell
in the shallow water. She laughed even harder at me laughing at
her, which made me love her even more, if that was at all possible.
“What a klutz, you are,” I yelled. She mocked anger at me and
splashed water onto the bank. I ducked as sparkling rivulets
seemingly hit me from all sides. It wasn’t even noon yet, and the
water still held a bit of the moon’s chill. “Brrrr,” I said.
“You’re in trouble now, girl.” She just looked at me with that
wicked smile as I walked towards the river’s edge and said, “No,
you’re the one who’s in trouble.” Then she did it. She flicked her
hair back out of her eyes. Water dripped down the side of her face,
glinting in the late morning sun; she was right. I was in
trouble.

Mary. That’s who she reminded me of when I first met her.
Cameron Diaz in the movie with all the guys who couldn’t help, but
fall in love with her. That’s how she struck me in the store that
day. Her short blonde hair, bottomless sapphire eyes, sparkling
cobalt and dancing with cheer. Constantly smiling with this goofy
laugh—you know the kind of laugh that puts you in a good mood no
matter what; she has that laugh—and she always seemed on the verge
of disaster. Bumping into somebody, something, maybe everybody and
everything, I was too enthralled to really notice anything else but
her. Still am, I guess.

I bought her a rose and gave it to her as we walked out of the
store and somewhere along the line I must’ve done something right
‘cause we’ve been together ever since. I do wonder what would have
happened if I had given her a bag of green apples and some caramel
dip instead, which was what I felt like doing. Somehow, that was
more indicative, if not as traditional, of the way I felt at that
moment.

Drying off on the bank of the river, the breeze blew slightly
against her hair and she caught me staring at her. I fell as I
stepped backwards and looked away, pretending I hadn’t been so
blatantly gawking. I heard her laughter and I was only too happy to
fall. I almost got up and did it again. Her laugh is that good.
That beautiful. That gorgeous. Us being together has the
equivalence to two of the Three Stooges having a daughter and son
married to each other. It’s both dangerous and sexy to be in love
with someone else as klutzy as myself. She often jokes about us
having a son and naming him Larry, Moe or Curly. But she doesn’t
get it when I say our daughter’s name should be Mary. She doesn’t
get a lot of things about me. She doesn’t understand my little
secrets, my minute moments I cherish of her. Those reasons why I
watch her sleeping. Why I act so foolish just to make and hear her
laugh. Why I like it when she flicks her hair out of her eyes. Why
that smile turns me upside down a thousand times a day. Most of
all, she doesn’t get why I love caramel apples more than anything
else on earth. Except for her, anyway.

 

 

 

Dancing With The Angels

 

By Huda Orfali

 

“Is this my cause? Should I have a cause in life or can I just
paint because I want to paint?” he thought, staring at the
unfinished portrait. An old woman with noticeable wrinkles on her
face was bending down to pick up a piece of bread.

He decided to change the bread into something smaller but less
valuable, a coin maybe.

“This stirred the French Revolution,” he thought. “I need
something to stir the heart. Perhaps a drop of rain! A pill maybe,”
he tittered as the alarm went off, reminding him that it was time
to take one of his anti-cancer pills.

“I’m ordained dead, perhaps I should act dead. This is
the cause, or is it the result?”

He poured a glass of wine, sipped it slowly and lit a
cigarette.

He watched the smoke spiral in white circles, took a deep breath
and puffed the smoke. The first puff caused a bout of coughing.

He stood in front of the mirror and watched his sallow face;
wrinkles were beginning to form. He was too young to have wrinkles;
he was too young to die.

He picked up the brush and changed the painting again; he drew a
match. The old woman lit the match. He watched the smoke spiral in
circles and engulf the room. The smoke caused a bout of coughing
until he couldn’t breathe. Bread, rain, smoke and
fire!

The flames danced around the room in circles. The colors looked
enchanting and he dropped the brush; they were the colors of
revolution, the colors of life.

The flames looked like angels dancing to a divine
tune.

“This is a beautiful painting,” he thought.

Nevertheless, was it really a painting?

The smoke overwhelmed him and he fell to his knees gasping.

There he saw his pills lying on the floor. Pills and fire!

The angels were still dancing closer, beckoning him to join this
celestial waltz. He reached out to touch the dancing flames; the
flames licked his hands. The brush felt hot, the old woman faded
away and the painting started glowing with colors, so beautiful and
radiant like the French Revolution, like the colors of life and the
colors of death.

“I’m too young to die,” he screamed.

“I’m too tired to live,” answered the old woman and reached out
to dance with the angels.

 

 

 

The Gun

 

By Jan Chandler

 

I never wanted a gun in my house. Guns are dangerous. They can
go off accidentally. People might break into your house and steal
it and then go shoot somebody. The kids could get a hold of it and
kill themselves or their friends. Besides, I have a terrible temper
and was always scared I’d use it on somebody if I got really mad at
them.

It took a few years, but the kids grew up and left home and my
temper improved. My husband got a promotion and started traveling
on business, leaving me home by myself. He worried about my safety,
me being a little older and no one at home to watch out for me. He
said he wanted me to have a gun. I told him I’d rather have
bars.

Bars always seemed safe to me. Iron bars may not be attractive,
but, unlike guns, they keep the bad guys out.

My husband said bars scared him. Specifically, he was scared the
house might catch on fire and we would be trapped inside. I told
him about levers and catches that let people get out, just in case
of an emergency, even showed him a brochure with color pictures and
everything. He said a gun was a lot cheaper. I pointed out that he
just got a promotion and we could afford it. He didn’t have a
comeback for that. Still, he went and bought a gun anyway.

I’m not sure what kind it was, some sort of handgun. I think he
picked it up at a pawn shop, because it wasn’t new. It didn’t even
have a case.

He pulled that thing out of the pocket of his big brown overcoat
and tried to hand it to me. My eyes squinched up and I refused to
touch it. He got kind of mad, but I crossed my arms and said no.
After twenty-five years of marriage, he knew better than to argue
with me when I squinch my eyes and cross my arms. He laid it on my
night stand, right beside the telephone. I told him picking up the
phone and dialing 9-1-1 was just as easy as picking up a gun and
firing it. He said somebody might hear me trying to make a call,
but they wouldn’t hear me picking up a gun. I said I didn’t know
how to use a gun. He told me he’d give me lessons when he got back
off his trip. I didn’t even know he knew how to use one.

That first night in the house with him away and that gun beside
my bed just sort of seemed to go on forever. Every time a car
backfired or a siren sounded, I’d come wide awake. In the
moonlight, I could see it laying there like a big lump of coal. I
was glad when the sun finally came up. I grabbed a shower and took
the bus to work just like I always do.

The day went by slow, because I was tired from not getting
enough sleep. Part of me was hoping that somebody would break in
while I was at work and take the stupid thing. Then I thought about
them shooting somebody with it and worried about that.

When I got home, the gun was still on the night stand where he’d
left it. My husband had left a note, too, so I picked it up and
read it. The note talked about a safety switch and that he’d loaded
the gun, but to be sure and stick it in a drawer if anybody with
kids came to visit. I thought about the grandkids I wanted to have
someday and shuddered. There wasn’t any way I was ever going to
touch that nasty thing.

It was only me for supper that evening, so I just made a
sandwich and settled down in front of the TV. When the local news
came on, they talked about a gun safety course just for women. I
jotted down the number. ‘Better safe than sorry,’ my momma always
used to say. My husband said he was going to be home in the
morning, but probably not in time to give me a ride to work. I
thought I’d talk to him about the safety course before I signed up
for it. It wasn’t like I didn’t know anything about money or our
finances, but he always took care of those kinds of things.

That night I dreamed about guns. Guns chased me up and down the
street. I jumped on my bus and everybody was packing a gun. I
wanted to get off, but I had to wait until my stop. Then a boy put
a gun in his mouth and I woke up in a panic.

I grabbed that gun off the night stand, the first time I’d even
touched it. I was going to take it into the kitchen and throw it in
the trash can.

That’s when I heard the door slam.

I almost wet myself. There I was, sitting in bed, shaking like a
leaf, holding a loaded gun and somebody’s in my house. I heard a
creaking noise, like somebody was looking in the kitchen cabinets.
I knew they wouldn’t find anything there but cheap glasses and
china. It can all be replaced, I told myself. Then I heard more
rustling, like they’re looking in the fridge. I’m thinking they’re
going to grab something to eat. Maybe it’s just some hungry
homeless person. Maybe they’ll take what they want and leave. I’m
thinking, they can have anything they want if they just stay out of
my bedroom. If they don’t come looking for me, I ain’t going to go
looking for them.

I started praying, oh Jesus, just let them leave.

Then there was some more rustling and I realized those footsteps
are coming down the hall.

I flipped off the safety latch and pointed the thing toward the
bedroom door. The gun was so heavy, it took both my hands to hold
it straight. Don’t open the door, I’m praying, but I know the sound
of determined footsteps. They stopped just outside my bedroom
door.

Then it opened. This huge shadow hovered in the door for just a
moment. I fired that gun. I squeezed the trigger, then I squeezed
it again. The shadow in the doorway did a sort of macabre dance and
it made me think of all those scary movies where the dead guy just
doesn’t want to die. No, he’s got to pretend he’s dead and grab at
your ankle when you try to get by him.

So, I squeezed the trigger again. I kept squeezing the trigger
until the shadow fell to the floor. I kept squeezing it until he
stopped jerking around. I squeezed it until it started clicking. I
squeezed it two or three more times, just to make sure that there
wasn’t any bullets left.

Now I’m mad and scared and wondering if anybody else is in the
house. I won’t get out of bed, even though it is soaking wet.

I let the gun drop to my lap. My back and shoulders felt like
somebody had been beating me. I listened for more footsteps. If
anybody else had been in the house, they were gone.

I reached over and grabbed the phone and dialed 9-1-1. I tried
to tell the operator what happened, but she didn’t seem to
understand. I told her again. Somebody broke into my house and I
shot him. Wouldn’t they please send the police?

I was still on the phone with the operator when the police rang
the doorbell. I couldn’t move, even though the wet spot had gone
cold. The 9-1-1 operator told me I had to get up and go let the
police in, that both doors were locked. Letting them in meant I had
to get up and step over that body on my floor. I didn’t want to do
it. I was crying and saying that it was all my husband’s fault. I
wanted bars and he gave me a gun.

Finally, I threw the phone down and stood up on the bed. I
walked over to the edge and judged the distance between me and that
door. I stepped down, closed my eyes and made one flying leap over
the body.

I ran down the hall, my nylon nightgown sticking to me because
it’s wet, and jerked open that front door. There were cops and cars
and flashing lights everywhere. Somebody grabbed me and ran me down
to the curb. He started asking me questions and I tried my best to
answer them. I was still telling them how it was all my husband’s
fault, that he gave me a gun and I wanted bars. I didn’t want to
kill anybody and I wished he’d never got that promotion and started
traveling.

The ambulance got there and they checked me out and gave me a
shot and put me in the back of one of the cruisers. It was starting
to get dawn by then. I thought about how I needed to get my shower
and get dressed so I could go to work. I was going to miss my
bus.

I explained that to the police officer that was standing beside
the car and he took me back inside the house so I could get some
clothes.

Back inside my house, it seemed changed. It wasn’t comfy
anymore. I’m thinking, we’re going to have to move. I can’t live in
a house where I’ve shot somebody, even a burglar.

I walked back down the hall. The body was still there. The
lights were on and I saw blood all over the carpet, all over the
walls, all over the body.

It seemed strange, how he just lay there like he was asleep.
Then I took a good look at him, cause I wanted to know who it was
that broke into my house while I was sleeping. I wanted to know
what a burglar looked like. I wanted to know if it was somebody I
knew. Something about his brown jacket looked familiar.

I started screaming.

I know now that my husband didn’t even go out of town. He was
home early ‘cause he had a fight with his girlfriend and she kicked
him out of their hotel room. I didn’t know he even had a
girlfriend. And about that promotion of his, it didn’t involve one
minute of traveling. He just said that so he’d have an excuse to be
with that woman.

Of course, the 9-1-1 operator recorded everything and the police
had taken my statement, and they all testified that I kept saying
it was my husband’s fault because he’d bought the gun. And the
prosecutor pointed his finger at me and said I was enraged by
jealousy and planned the whole thing. My lawyer didn’t seem real
persuasive about it being a horrible accident when he presented his
final argument.

I just wonder what the jury thinks.

One way or the other, I guess I’ll have iron bars.

 

 

 

Part Three:

 

Still Beginning

 

 

 

The Last Few And the First Few

 

By Duane Simolke

 

Dedicated to all people who risk their lives to protect
others.

 

We entered the twenty-first century as we left the twentieth
century: with uncertainty. But everything seemed safe for a while,
safe and prosperous. Then the economy started to falter. And then
September 11 happened.

I arrived in New York City two days after the attacks on the
World Trade Center. When I’m not in active duty with the Army, I
often work as a volunteer firefighter in El Paso, where my mother
lives, or in Acorn. In case you haven’t heard of it, Acorn is a
little town in West Texas, population 21,001. After my family left
an even smaller town called “Ropesville,” I grew up in Acorn; my
brother recently became the sheriff there, and I visited him for a
while before coming on up here. It’s my first time up this far
north in the states, though I’ve done quite a bit of traveling in
my life.

I expected a call soon, one that would again cause me to travel.
And, like the one I got just after I signed up with the Army, those
travels would take me to a hostile, foreign land. In the meantime,
I wanted to do what I could here. Everyone knows where I am and how
to get hold of me, though I actually need to go back to the hotel
and check my messages.

I haven’t slept since arriving at Ground Zero. Ground
Zero—that’s what they’re calling the area of destruction. My
mother, always biased, has been telling everyone that it was heroic
of me to come here. The New York City firefighters, police
officers, and rescue workers are the real heroes. I’m just helping
out where I can. I’ve seen them help countless people already while
sifting through the wreckage for survivors.

I’ve seen volunteers of every kind, and I’ve seen every good
trait of humanity. New York hardly seems like the cruel, unfriendly
place I’ve always heard about. We’re all doing what we can.

The team I was with finally convinced me to take a break.
Instead of going back to the hotel, I walked a block away and
collapsed in an alley, leaning against a building.

As I sit here, catching my breath, still wearing my helmet and
my protective jacket, I reach into the pocket of my jeans to find
an envelope, now all folded up and crinkled.

Instead of opening it, I push it back into my pocket, thinking
of how Billy told me not to look at it until I needed
encouragement. That’s probably now, but my thoughts drift back to
when I was eight and Billy was ten. We had recently gone to the
barber, and Dad had our hair cut real short; I remember, because
Mom loved Billy’s glossy black hair and had let him grow it long,
but Dad decided that he didn’t like that at all. It was one of
countless things that suddenly bothered my father, after he got his
new job at Briggs Co Factory and started working a lot of
overtime.

We had just moved to Acorn from Ropesville when Billy and I
started noticing that our parents were arguing on a regular basis.
They would send us into our bedroom then launch into a shouting
match, usually about money, or my father’s drinking, or how much
they disliked each other’s relatives. The fighting scared me, and I
would sometimes cry when I heard it. Billy would escape into his
comic books, or by drawing his favorite comic book characters.
Playing with my toy cars usually kept me happy, but not when I
heard Mom and Dad screaming every curse word in the book at each
other.

One night, I think it was a Wednesday, the fighting got really
bad, and I asked Billy to do something about it.

“I can’t,” he told me, as he reminded me during many other
arguments, before and after that one. But that time, he did
something. He drew five of his favorite super-heroes, together in
one picture, and gave it to me. He didn’t write anything on it or
explain what it meant. He just said, “That’s for you.” After
handing it to me, he quietly slipped out to the kitchen to get a
glass of water.

I felt strangely comforted by my brother’s simple act. He drew
all the time but had never drawn anything for me. I needed a hero
at that moment; he gave me five heroes.

Billy returned a few seconds after leaving, and he turned out
the light before falling into his bed. I said goodnight, and his
replied goodnight sounded shaken, weak. At the time, I figured he
was just upset because of something he heard our parents say, or
because they had probably sent him back to our room without water.
I had been distracted by the drawing and hadn’t even noticed their
voices anymore.

No voices remained to ignore or forget. Total quiet overtook the
house, interrupted only by an occasional clicking from the central
heating or the occasional sound of a car driving by.

I later learned that my parents had not seen Billy, but he
turned around after seeing them. Our father ended the argument with
our mother by slapping her to the floor. Billy finally confronted
him about it a few days later, after he couldn’t hold it inside any
longer.

Instead of trying to explain, apologize, or repent, our father
quickly packed his bags and left. We wouldn’t see him again during
our childhood, but we always heard of people seeing him or thinking
they saw him. Billy even thought he saw our father on a few
occasions, including the day of Billy’s graduation from the police
academy.

Our mother raised us alone, working at the Turner Street Café
while taking an occasional college class. Before she knew it, we
were both grown and she was heading off to graduate school in El
Paso. Neither of us went to college, though, despite high grades.
Billy went from would-be comic book artist to the Carsons Lumber
Mill, then to law enforcement.

Just before graduating from Acorn High, I enlisted in the Army,
where I quickly became interested in rescue work, soon receiving
several medals, then advancing to captain during the Gulf War. I
met my wife three years after that war. I was stationed in Central
Texas, at the Fort Hood Army Base, and my mother’s former coworker
had a niece in Austin.

We talked over the phone a few times and found that we enjoyed
talking about her relatives back in Acorn. Diedra, like her Aunt
Yolanda, seemed immediately comfortable talking to anyone. Despite
the racism and the more subtle racial separatism I’d seen so much
of in my short life, she also seemed equally oblivious to our
difference in skin color. During one of our phone conversations,
she started talking about meeting, and I finally asked if it
mattered that, despite my mother’s partial Choctaw heritage, I was
extremely white.

“Are you cute?” she asked, in a sassy tone that seemed
exaggerated from her usual friendly demeanor.

“I’m not bad.” Realizing how half-hearted that sounded, I forced
more enthusiasm into my voice. “Well, actually, yes, I think I can
safely say that I’m cute.”

“Well, that’s the only thing I’m looking at, as far as looking
goes. And I already know that you’re a good person. Auntie Yolanda
can’t shut up about you. She practically married us off the second
she found out you were moving to Fort Hood.”

I laughed into the phone, then pulled it back, realizing I had
laughed a little too loudly into Diedra’s ear. “That sounds like
her! She’s always looking out for me, and my big brother.”

“Yeah, she’s good people, and I can tell you are too.”

I felt glad that she couldn’t see me, because I was blushing
like crazy. “Thanks,” I managed.

“So, I have two words for our first date: jazz and
barbecue.”

“I’ll actually need more words than that. Maybe a name and
address?”

 

* * *  

 

We met about midway between our locations, at a restaurant that
served up barbecued brisket, always smoked for twelve hours. The
smoke that filled the air, however, was of the tobacco kind,
including some rather pungent cigars and maybe a pipe or two. It
didn’t bother me, since so many people in the service practically
chain smoke, and my mother smoked off and on as well, plus the fact
that I’ve inhaled all kinds of smoke while fighting fires. Other
things lingered in the air, too, in that dimly lit place: perfume,
conversation, familiarity, drums, bass, pianos, and trumpets.

The smiling, elderly black gentleman by the door looked like he
knew me from way back when, but it turned out that he actually knew
Diedra from way back when. After I said her name, he nodded happily
and offered to show me to her table.

“This your first time here?” he asked, leaning closely so I
could hear him over the band. The clientele, mostly African
American, all looked as interested in the music as in the food and
in each other, but the experience of all three seemed to give them
a contentment that let them forget about anything else.

“Yeah!” I tried to speak loudly without shouting, a skill I had
never really mastered. “Diedra suggested it.”

“You’ll be suggesting it too!” he assured me. Though I generally
preferred country music, and at a much lower volume, I immediately
noticed that the band sounded great!

Aside from the music, the place also featured a nice atmosphere
in general and somehow reminded me of a bar out of an old black and
white movie, with its candles, tablecloths, and curtains. I halfway
expected to see Cary Grant smoking a cigar with the big round table
full of old, casually dressed black men that I passed as my guide
led me to Diedra.

Her simple beauty struck me immediately. No makeup, no fancy
clothes or fancy hairstyle. With her short hair, her dark brown
skin, her perfect little oval of a face, and her “Born Texan”
T-shirt, the woman just looked good! We were both in our twenties,
though I would have guessed that she was more like eighteen.

She looked up and smiled, having seen pictures of me in
Yolanda’s photo albums. I lacked that advantage; we knew Yolanda
well, but rarely visited her house. I reckon she saw more than
enough of us at work, though.

Besides, that squeaky little dog of hers, Sir Lancelot, drove
Mom crazy. Yolanda actually preferred cats, but her second husband
was allergic to them, and those two people would sacrifice anything
to be together. I wish Diedra and I had approached our marriage the
same way. For that moment, though, we were happy, finally seeing
each other, finally talking in person.

The kind gentleman motioned at the table and winked at Diedra
then turned and walked away.

“Hi!” I practically screamed, but everyone else was practically
screaming as well, because of a rather rambunctious drum solo.
“Friend of yours?”

“A dear old friend,” she replied, leaning over the table as I
sat down. She was drinking a beer in a frosted glass mug, and a
waiter came to offer me something.

I pointed at her beer, and he nodded, obviously accustomed to
signals in place of words. It reminded me of the deaf English
teacher back in Acorn, one of the guys who always hung out with
Yolanda’s daughter. But it also reminded me of the Gulf War. With
gunfire, explosions, and shouting, you can’t exactly carry on a
conversation, or even rely on someone hearing your words. So you
learn to speak without words whenever needed. I hate to think of
what those words would be anyway, or what we would say about that
terrible time. I’d rather not even think about the Gulf War at all,
with yet another war looming on a smoke-filled horizon. Instead,
I’d rather think of how lovely Diedra looked and how she seemed
like “a dear old friend” as well.

We clicked immediately, and we thought we would always be
together. Our relatives wanted it, our friends wanted it, we wanted
it. The Army sent me everywhere over the next few years, overseeing
clean-ups at base closures, helping with disaster relief after
tornadoes struck. And then Somalia, where I helped the U.N. deliver
food supplies in often hostile conditions, for people who were so
hungry they were barely alive. It all kept going like that, and I
never noticed my marriage going.

We always planned children “after this” and “after that.” But
then something else, and something else. And then Diedra telling
me, “I’m sorry, baby, I can’t go on like this.”

We were in a Dallas hotel room, planning yet another move, after
boarding up our house in Houston. “It won’t be much longer. I
just—”

Sitting beside me on the bed, she touched my face. “You just
have to save the world. But one person can’t save the world. He has
to do what he can, but live his own life too. You don’t have a life
of your own.”

“What about my life with you?” I asked, angrily. I couldn’t
believe she would leave me in the middle of such a time, but it was
always such a time.

“Troy, you’re never with me. And we’re never going to raise a
family, or live in our house for more than a year at a time. I
wanna go to our home and live some kind of normal life. Will you go
with me?”

“I can’t.”

She bore into me with those dark, beautiful eyes of hers. “You
mean you won’t.”

“I have a responsibility. I volunteered for the Army. It isn’t
like I was drafted.”

“You could resign,” she insisted. “You’ve paid your debt. Are
you going to keep going until you die, or until you get
killed?”

“If that’s what it takes.” I wasn’t sure what I meant by that
statement, but it ended the conversation, and her struggle to save
our marriage. She called a cab and took a flight back to Houston.
Two months later, the divorce was final.

Looking back, I slowly admitted to myself that the Army didn’t
always just randomly ship me off to every emergency. I was always
the first to volunteer, the first to request the transfer to where
the action was, the first to make my interest known. I found a way
to get there, then decided that I was just following orders. But it
finally got to the point where I would lie awake in bed at night,
wondering if maybe it was time to let someone else step up, time to
claim a life of my own, with the family I had so long denied
myself.

Still, I kept living through my brother’s family, my mother’s
family, and eventually, my father’s family. They were all family,
too. But not the one I wanted to start, with my wife, my kids, my
house.

And I would fall asleep, thinking of Diedra in our house in
Houston, wondering if she still loved me, still wanted me back.

 

* * *

 

Before last week, the last time I’d gone back to Acorn was in
May. Though I had planned to spend most of the day with Billy and
his wife, Aragon, I decided to first go by the café where my mom
had worked. I missed the apple pie, and I wanted to say hi to
Yolanda; she’d already been working there for years before I was
even born, and she was always a good friend to Mom after Dad
left.

We had a nice visit, and I was glad to hear that her second
marriage was going well, just like my mother’s second marriage,
though Yolanda was a widow, rather than a divorced person. The
sweet old black woman who had always provided a smile when any of
us needed it also knew that I needed coffee and a slice of her
apple pie. When an entourage of Briggs children and grandchildren
swarmed in, she had to attend to them, and she nodded toward my
favorite booth.

I went on over there and sat down, starting in on my apple pie.
The crust, flaky and covered with cinnamon and sugar, brought back
memories of sitting at that very booth, doing homework with Billy
and my mother, or just dropping in while Mom was working. Then I
noticed something besides memories and screaming grandkids.

A man in his late fifties, bearded and with gray hair, walked
uncertainly toward my booth, adjusting his plastic-framed glasses.
His blue flannel shirt looked familiar, and I remembered how my
father often wore blue flannel shirts, especially ones with quilted
black padding sewn into their underside. My mother would often wear
them too, but she stopped after he left, as if she wanted no
reminders of him—other than us, of course.

“Can I sit down?” he asked, his voice unsteady but unmistakable.
It was him!

“It’s a free country,” I replied, trying but failing to seem
indifferent. I felt anything but indifferent. I felt happy, angry,
confused, and everything else I’d ever felt toward my father, all
in one single and absurdly casual instance.

As he thanked me and sat down, facing me, I noticed his wedding
band. I also noticed that Yolanda had seen him before he sat down,
with his back to her. But she was still busy taking the lunch order
of the Briggs clan.

My father breathed in, his slight chest heaving, while he looked
around at the antique tins, pans, and soda signs on the walls of
the old but well-kept café. Then his attention returned to me, and
he even managed to look me in the eyes. “I can’t believe you’re all
grown up now, and so…accomplished.”

“Yeah,” I calmly replied, between sips of coffee, “it’s amazing
what can happen in a lifetime.”

His wrinkled face twitched slightly at my reply but then he
studied my callused hand as I set down the porcelain coffee cup.
“No ring? I heard that you and Billy were both married.”

“Well if you’re getting the Acorn gossip on a regular basis, you
can’t help but know that Billy and Aragon are still Acorn’s happy
power couple. I’m not so lucky.” After making those statements, I
wondered if it sounded like I resented my brother or his happiness.
I didn’t, of course. I was just amazed that either of us could be
good husbands or good fathers, considering our role model. Mom
didn’t remarry until after we were grown, so it was just her and
us. “Diedra couldn’t handle being an Army wife, and getting moved
around or left home. I don’t blame her for giving up on us. The
worst part is, though, we still love each other.”

“Oh,” he replied, looking like he wanted to say more, to impart
some fatherly advice.

“I don’t know why I’m telling you this. It isn’t like you
care.”

I could see from the look on my father’s strained face that my
comment hurt and surprised him, but that he felt like he deserved
it. He did deserve it, but I found myself hoping he wouldn’t leave,
and I worried that I’d scare him away.

Yolanda approached him from behind and asked what he would like.
I think she guessed who he was right away, either because she
recognized him or because of how we were looking at each other.

“Just coffee,” he told her.

“The apple pie is great,” I offered. “People come from all over
West Texas for Yolanda’s apple pies.”

She swatted at the air with one hand while placing the other on
her slender hip. Unlike her sister Kashanta, Yolanda had kept up
her figure all her life, and you’d barely guess she was nearly in
her seventies. “Listen at you, Mr.
Know-How-ta-Make-an-Old-Lady-Feel-Good!”

I grinned at Yolanda’s long-standing habit of re-naming people
according to something they said or did, and at her modesty. Then I
saw my father smiling—something I barely remembered about him from
our life so many years ago. I realized that he was taking part in
our exchange, like he was a part of our lives. But then I
remembered that he wasn’t a part of our lives, that people like
Yolanda and our teachers and our pastor had become an extended
family where he left such a void in our home.

He complicated the moment even more by saying, “My son is right.
I can’t leave without a slice of apple pie.”

‘My son’? Who the Hell do you think you are, acting like I’m
little Troy at your side? That’s what I thought, but I didn’t
want to make a scene, especially not in front of Yolanda. She said
she’d have his order right out, which she did, before we could
break through a momentary silence.

As she walked off the second time, my father tasted the pie and
said, with enthusiasm, “Delicious!”

“Yeah. Diedra is Yolanda’s niece, by the way. We met when I was
stationed at Fort Hood, and Yolanda told her about me.”

“Yolanda’s…?”

I tapped at the varnished tabletop. “Oh, I forgot what you think
about black people. So you’re probably glad it didn’t work.”

He set down his fork, after finishing another bite. “I’ve
changed.”

“Yeah, right. Let me guess, you found Jesus.”

“Well, that too, but please listen to me, son.”

“Please don’t call me that. I can’t—” My voice faded, and he
realized I wasn’t angry, but that I just didn’t know how to talk to
him or what to say. Somehow, I knew he could sense that. It was a
connection between us, a connection I thought didn’t exist.

“I paid the child support,” he said, leaning back a bit. “I even
offered to pay for your college tuition, but your mother said
neither of you wanted to go to college.”

“Not our scene,” I quipped. “But I do take some courses now and
then, when I need them. Look, I know you helped support us, but you
never answered our letters, never called us. It was all through
Mom’s lawyer.”

Breaking eye contact with me, he toyed with his fork. “I felt it
was best that way.”

I sighed. “What made you think that?”

“I felt like I didn’t deserve you, or Billy.”

“Well, Dad, maybe you didn’t, but you have us anyway. It isn’t
about deserving or not deserving.”

He shook a bit at that. “My second marriage ended before it
could get as bad as the first. That’s when I started really looking
at myself, and not liking what I saw. Then I met Karen. We have a
daughter, and a good life together.”

“That’s great,” I said, and not sarcastically but really not
with all that much excitement either, considering that he forgot
his first two children, then punished them for something he did
wrong. “Billy and Aragon have a daughter too. She’s adorable!”

“I’ve heard,” he said, approvingly and with obvious pride. “I’d
like to meet with your brother and his family, but….” He looked
around again, the sounds of a crying baby and a comforting mother
catching his attention.

“They would like that,” I assured my father. “I’m going there
now. You could go with me.”

“Not yet.” He retreated into finishing his pie. “It took me this
long to get up enough nerve for one son. I was just going to speak
with you, then leave y’all alone for good, but I couldn’t do
that.”

“No,” I agreed, shaking my head slightly at the possibility.
During much of my life, I never wanted to see him again, and Billy
felt the same. But we often wondered whatever became of him, and if
he thought of us, the children he left behind when he tried to
escape from a mistake he’d made. He was drunk that night he hit
her—Mom later told us more about it, when we got old enough. Of
course, that never made it all right, or made his leaving all
right.

“I…live in Sweetwater, less than a mile off I-20.”

“I’ve been through there a few times,” I mused, thinking of the
fact that I had driven so close to his house, without ever knowing
it. I even pulled off at a gas station there, and could easily have
walked right by him.

“Maybe next time you could stop in,” he suggested, lifting his
chin up slightly.

“I’d like that.”

“Me too.” His voice grew unstable, as if he feared he might
become sentimental. But then he straightened his back and adjusted
his glasses. “Actually, I need to get there now. But I’d like to
talk to your brother some time.”

When Yolanda came back to pick up our plates and offer more
coffee, we asked to borrow her pen instead. I paid for our ticket,
over my father’s objections. He wrote his number on a napkin and
said goodbye, complimenting Yolanda on her cooking as he walked
past her.

After he left, I realized that I should have hugged him, or at
least shook his hand. But I really didn’t know the protocol for
reuniting with your father after he abandons you. The Army handbook
never covered that one. Mom had talked about the possibility now
and then, and insisted that I be polite and respectful, but I’m not
sure she ever really expected it to happen.

Even more surprising, it continued to happen. He met with Billy
a week later, and we’ve gone to see him separately a few times.
Eventually, we hope to plan a large family gathering together, even
if it proves awkward for Mom. She says she would go, for us, and
that she still cares about our father. My mother’s capacity for
love never stops impressing me, or teaching me.

Like Mom, I find myself mostly focusing on the good times, or at
least the times that turned out good, but there was nothing good
about the images I saw on Billy and Aragon’s TV screen, on
September 11. I won’t go into detail. Everyone knows the images I
mean: the ones needlessly repeated countless times, as if our minds
would ever allow us to forget them. But then I saw the images of
people helping each other through that terrible time. I knew I had
to be one of those people. Considering all the coming apart and
putting back together in my life, it seemed natural for me,
required of me.

After Billy and Aragon both called home from their offices to
talk to me about the terrible news, I called Diedra from the spare
bedroom where I’d been staying. I used the last few minutes on a
calling card, not that Billy would care if I put a long-distance
call on his phone bill, while staying at his custom-built mansion.
After growing up dirt-poor, Billy fell in love with a woman who had
started out well off then slowly bought up most of Acorn. I like
apple pie, but she keeps buying up more slices of what she calls
“Acorn pie”!

You would think that such an ambitious and slightly conniving
woman wouldn’t be exactly what you’d call “nice,” but Aragon
Carsons-Friedman is one of the most pleasant, down-to-earth people
I’ve ever met, and I’m glad she and Billy found each other. I just
wish my marriage would’ve gone as well. I had been thinking about
that a lot lately, and it weighed heavily on my mind as I dialed
Diedra’s number.

It was busy the first time I tried. Setting the cordless phone
back on its receiver, I sat on the king-sized bed for a few
minutes, looking at paintings of windmills, road runners, horses,
oak trees, and Native Americans. Aragon loved collecting
photographs and paintings, especially ones with scenes of the Texas
or New Mexico landscape. She’d even bought two of Becky Blake’s
fantasy paintings for the baby room, though she always swore her
decorating tastes were “Southwest or nothing.” The stereotype is
true: us Texans are way too eccentric!

After a few minutes, I tried Diedra again, getting through this
time. It turned out that a friend of hers from work had been
visiting New York City when everything happened, but he got out
safely and was waiting to catch a flight back to the safe
familiarity of Texas. Like most people that day, we had trouble
talking about anything but New York City for a while. Still, we
eventually turned to the subject of her real estate job, which was
going well. And then the conversation took an unexpected turn.

“So, are you dating?” I asked, though I can’t imagine why, since
I couldn’t bear the thought of her with someone else.

She laughed in reply, then told me, “Like I have time! I’ve got
several houses up in the air.” I managed not to laugh at the absurd
image that popped into my mind: Diedra waving a magic wand and
causing houses to float off their foundations then circle around
her. Nervousness seems to heighten my imagination, for some reason.
“Plus, Auntie Kashanta is visiting, and she won’t stop cooking, so
I’ve been inviting just about half of Houston over for dinner every
night. My folks are coming this weekend, too. Mama was all worried
about me, like terrorists wanna attack Houston! Terrorists would be
like ‘Damn! I thought it was hot in Afghanistan, but this sheet I’m
all wrapped up in is getting all kind of sweaty!’” Just as I began
cracking up at her equally offbeat imagination, she suddenly
breathed in and got serious. “It is Afghanistan, isn’t it?”

I grew serious as well. “That’s what I’m hearing. I’ve had a few
phone conversations today, with some of the guys I served with in
the Gulf.”

“You’re gonna be sent there.” I couldn’t really tell for sure if
she meant that as a question, a complaint, or just a simple
observation.

“I don’t know, but I kind of think so. Meanwhile, I’m going to
New York for a few days, to help out.”

She paused for a moment, as if waiting for me to say something
else. “You’ve gotta be right smack dab in the middle of everything,
don’t you?” She managed to ask that without the anger or worry her
voice sometimes revealed when discussing such matters. In fact, she
almost sounded proud of me, which I knew was always the case deep
down, despite how lonely my calling left her. “My calling.” That’s
how she sometimes referred to my military service and my work with
the volunteer fire departments. “My calling.” Like I was a preacher
or something.

“I have to go where I’m needed. That’s just me.” It sounded like
the best response, but I honestly never understood what drove me
and Billy to take such dangerous jobs in the name of helping
people. I guess it’s because so many people have looked out for us
all our lives—even my father, in his own way. But I’m not a
psychologist or some other kind of deep thinker, so all I could say
was it’s just me.

“I know it’s just you, but you’re needed here, too.”

That caught me off guard! “Diedra, what are you saying? Is
something wrong? Do you need some money to help out?”

“No,” she insisted, sounding embarrassed. “Troy, I know this has
got to be the worst possible time to bring this up, but I keep
thinking that I’d like to see you again, that maybe we can give
it—us—another chance.”

“But it’s been so long since the divorce, and I don’t even know
yet if I’m gonna be shipped out, or where, or how long, or
anything. Talk about things up in the air!”

“I know all that, baby, but I’ve tried dating other men, and
I’ve tried being alone. I can’t say that I care much for life
either way, or that I think I could ever get over you. Even if you
can’t be around all the time, well I guess that’s better than
not….” She stopped herself for a few seconds, before switching to
faster, louder speaking. “You’ve met someone else. You just called
to check on me, because of all this craziness going on, and I’m
making a fool of myself!”

I chuckled at her nervous rambling. “I did meet someone
else.”

“I—”

“She seemed perfect at first, but then she turned out to be a
total flake. Aside from that, I’ve met some real nice girls, but
they all had one problem in common with each other.”

“What’s that?” she asked, the enthusiasm returning to her
voice.

“They weren’t you. Listen, I’ve gotta go, but I’ll stay in
touch. When this is all over, I hope you feel the same way you do
now, because I wanna try again, and I’m also willing to sacrifice
to make it work. It’s no secret that I never stopped loving
you.”

She caught her breath then hollered, “Auntie Kashanta, you put
that frying pan down! Ain’t nobody hungry!” Laughing, she got back
to me, “That woman, I swear! Listen, Troy, I love you too, and I’ll
be praying for you every day, wherever you are.”

With that, we said a tearful goodbye, and I wandered into the
dining room, where I saw my brother folding up a piece of paper and
stuffing it into an envelope. Billy had gotten even stockier than
ever before, and I almost felt out of shape in comparison to the
muscular upper body that his tank top revealed from behind the
table. Oddly, though, a premature spattering of gray hair had
invaded his side burns and mustache, and he had suddenly started
needing glasses, which seemed alien to his wide face. Still, he
planned to get that laser surgery done to his eyes, so he could
lose the glasses as quickly as possible.

“I didn’t hear you come in,” I said. “I was just talking to
Diedra.”

“How’s Diedra?” he asked, sealing and setting aside the envelope
as I sat down across from him at the oak table, in front of a fresh
arrangement of lilies and sunflowers. Aragon always liked fresh
flowers in the dining room of their house—not to mention the
lobbies of her bank and her office—and practically kept the local
florist in business. It was nice to see something pretty,
especially with all the ugliness going on in the world that
day.

“She’s fine. We’re…talking about getting back together, after
all of this is over.” I didn’t need to explain what “all of this”
meant. He knew I might be gone for a long time again, making very
little contact with my loved ones, like during Desert Storm.

“That’s great! I always thought you guys would iron out your
problems! You’re just meant for each other, like me and
Aragon.”

“I hope you’re right. I’d like to have what you have: a good
marriage, a house, a family.” I gently tapped the dark tabletop.
“Maybe even a job that stays in one place.”

“Well, actually, my job goes all over Acorn.”

I cut my eyes at him. “That really isn’t the same thing, unless
you’ve found a way to get across the country or around the world in
ten minutes.”

“Super powers,” he joked, referring to a game we had made up as
kids, where we would act out fights or problems, then create our
own super powers to end things. It was all very tidy.

“Super powers,” I mused, as he pushed the envelope over to me.
“What’s this?” I asked, picking it up.

“Something for when you need encouragement. Don’t open it until
then.”

“It isn’t money, is it?” I realized that I’d just made a similar
assumption with Diedra, but money was such a problem during the
early part of our lives that it often came to mind when discussing
needs.

“Does it look thick enough to be money? I know you’d ask if you
needed that.”

“Drugs?”

“I’m the sheriff,” he reminded me, in a bemused tone.

“Easy access to contraband.” I turned the envelope sideways,
looking at it.

“Be serious! You saw me put a piece of paper in it. Remember how
I used to draw you pictures of my heroes when you were upset about
Mom and Dad fighting?”

“Yeah.” Talk about getting serious! He changed the tone of our
conversation abruptly by mentioning the problems between our
parents.

“That’s all it is.”

I wasn’t sure how to respond, but I liked the safety of his
gesture, the comfortable familiarity and simplicity. It was
something for when he didn’t know what to do or say, like claiming
super powers. “Thanks! So, you’ve taken up drawing again?”

“Well, I’m no Becky Blake.” He sliced the air with his hand
while referring to our local celebrity artist. “Still, I scribble a
little now and then. Ruth likes it.”

With that, Aragon appeared in the kitchen doorway, wearing a
business-minded dress, holding the four-year-old daughter they had
named in memory of Aragon’s mother. The little brown-haired,
freckle-faced girl also wore a dress, though much more colorful and
frilly than Aragon’s. “Uncle Troy!” Ruth exclaimed, before Aragon
could say hi.

I jumped up to hug them both, and now I hold to those thoughts
and images of family. Even as I see families scattered, destroyed.
Even as I see the stretchers and hear the barking of search
dogs.

Families scattered and destroyed. I know a thing or two about
that, between my parents’ divorce and mine. But I always had Billy,
and we always had our mother.

I guess I don’t think about her as much as my other loved ones.
No, that’s not true. I just don’t worry about her, get mad at her,
or wonder if she’s going to be there when I need her.

Maybe I take her for granted. Maybe I should have said something
all those times I saw her hiding her tears as she looked through
bills, or as she flipped through photo albums that included
pictures of my father.

It took her a long time to get over him. That single swing that
he took at her couldn’t do it. Abandoning her couldn’t do it. She
needed time, and lots of it.

And we kept her busy, distracted. Right after Dad left, I acted
up some at school, but she showed no patience for that. Between a
few spankings and some time spent in a corner, I quickly outgrew
that phase.

Billy couldn’t get by so easily. He stopped drawing, stopped
reading his comic books, and barely seemed aware of anything on TV,
not even his favorite shows. His grades never suffered, though. He
retreated into school, as always. Over his remaining years of
school, he worked on the yearbook, joined Future Farmers of America
(though we’ve never lived on a farm), played football (badly,
because he was stockier than most boys his age and tried too
desperately not to hurt anyone), and I forget what all else, all
before his junior year.

He spent much of his junior year and senior year in Acorn High’s
counselor office, not because of trouble he’d gotten into, but
because he ran himself ragged. On top of all those school
activities, he had also taken a paper route—well, in Acorn, it’s
basically the paper route.

And he started his junior year doing all the same stuff, while
also trying out for a newly formed soccer team. I teased him that
he wouldn’t be any better at that than football, and he gave me his
“I’m still the big brother” look with his narrowed eyes. I knew he
wouldn’t hit me, though. You hear about some brothers alternating
their roles between best buddies and violent enemies, but we always
knew Mom couldn’t deal with the extra tension of all that family
drama, so we just avoided each other on the rare occasions that we
weren’t getting along.

And that brings me back to Mom. Honestly, I don’t know how she
did it. She almost never dated or had a social life. She spent all
her time with us, or at work, or at school. We used to wonder if
she even slept, since she would be studying when we went to bed but
was making breakfast when we got up—the smell of bacon or cinnamon
rolls permeating the house. I’m sure we also had cold or hot cereal
sometimes, and maybe Pop Tarts, eggs, or donuts, but I always
remember the bacon or cinnamon rolls, their scent wafting into our
bedroom and pulling our sleepy bodies out of our beds. Our bare
feet would hit the linoleum floor, and its morning coldness would
wake us up the rest of the way.

I remember one moment when I finally saw my mother truly happy
for herself and proud of herself. She normally found all her
happiness and pride in our accomplishments, failing to see her
own.

I was halfway through my senior year, and Billy had graduated,
before taking a job at the lumber mill, which was owned by Aragon’s
father. He never really told us what he and his counselor talked
about during his last two years of school, but we pretty much knew.
He had made it through his senior year without ever going back to
all the extra-curricular activities, but he kept making straight
A’s in everything. He never took interest in college, though, and
Mom eventually relented in convincing him otherwise, especially
after he started taking an interest in working with Sheriff
Briggs.

Mom wasn’t skipping college, though. She had eventually received
a diploma from Acorn College. Then, one late December afternoon,
she received a letter saying she had been accepted into graduate
school. But it meant leaving Acorn; that part bothered her.

“Leave,” I insisted, sitting beside her on the tattered old
couch that took up half of our living room. We had never left the
house that we had moved into before my father’s departure. For that
matter, we never replaced any of the furniture. Appliances, on the
other hand, stayed around until they broke down—which usually
happened in threes.

“Should I?” she asked, her black hair pulled up into
rollers.

“Get out of here! I’m pretty sure I’m going into the Army. And
we both know that Billy’s gonna move out any day now, and that
he’ll ask Aragon to marry him before much longer.”

I was wrong on the latter part; Aragon eventually proposed to
Billy. Still, Mom smiled when I made that comment, even wider than
her previous smiling. But then she returned to her own joy, reading
the letter again—as if afraid she’d read it incorrectly, imposing
her wishes onto what it actually said. “Do you really think I
should go?” Mom asked.

“Yes! And Billy will say the same thing. He always thought you’d
go to grad school eventually.”

She absently adjusted the rollers in her hair. “He’ll be so
excited!”

I nodded. “You know it! It’s good to see you so happy, Mom!”

She finally set the letter aside, on the little table beside the
couch. “Well, I’ve always been happy, Sweetie. I’ve got you and
Billy.”

“Yeah.” I shrugged, looking away at the sound of the radio in
the background. It was a commercial for the café where Mom and
Yolanda worked, with the announcer saying “We’re Acorn’s best kept
secret!” Every other commercial on Bubba Lee’s low-range radio
station, not to mention every other advertisement in Acorn’s weekly
newspaper, touted one business or another as “Acorn’s best kept
secret.” Billy sometimes joked about it, saying Acorn was nothing
but one big secret after another.

“Your brother hates that commercial,” Mom informed me, as if I
wouldn’t know all of Billy’s loves and hates.

Raising my eyebrows, I told her, “It is pretty lame. And they
don’t even mention you or Yolanda.” The commercials ended, and
Bubba Lee went back to playing music, starting with one of Buddy
Holly’s songs. Mom loved Buddy Holly, and said he grew up in West
Texas, but I never really shared her taste for rock music, not even
the early stuff like Bubba Lee played. I continued, “But, Mom, I
was just thinking you’ve had it hard all your life and—”

She cut me off with the wave of a bony hand. “Oh, not really. It
isn’t like I grew up on an Indian reservation, like my grandfather,
or in an orphanage, like my dad. I wish you and Billy were old
enough to remember my dad. He sure loved me and your
grandmother!”

Her brown eyes showed a reflective sorrow. Until that moment, I
had never considered how guilty she felt about our missing father,
grandfather, and great-grandfather. As if any of that were her
fault, and as if anyone could have raised us better than she did! I
assured her, “He would be proud of you, Mom. I know I am!”

She looked down, hiding her tears as always, but they were tears
of joy this time.

As expected, Billy and Aragon were totally supportive of her
going away to grad school. Before long, mother and sons were spread
out across Texas.

 

* * * 

 

When I left Mom for Acorn last week, she still seemed as happy
as that day she received the letter. I keep thinking of the joy she
found inside an envelope and I wonder about the envelope my brother
handed me.

Just as I reach again to finally look at the picture he drew, I
look up at the sound of yet another siren, blasting into the smoky
air. A little black girl, only a couple of years older than my
niece, walks up to me, obviously feeling safe with me because of my
helmet and my firefighter jacket.

“Hi,” I say, still sitting, still too tired to get up. But it’s
better that we’re at eye level. I can see from the red in her eyes
that she’s been crying. “What’s your name?”

“Mary.”

“My name’s Troy.”

She nods then sits down beside me, gripping her tiny purse as
she might grip a teddy bear. “You haven’t seen my mommy either,
have you?”

Her words, and the desperation in her young voice, stab at my
already burdened heart.

Even with all my years in the military and as a volunteer
firefighter, I’ve never seen anything as disturbing and unsettling
as Ground Zero, or even considered the possibility that something
like the September 11 attacks could happen in my beloved
country.

It is an attack not only on everything I love, but also on
everything I hope for. Life has been going so great for Billy and
for Mom, then me working out my differences with Dad…and maybe even
with Diedra. It all keeps flooding back to me, helping me to deny
for a moment this horrible present tense, this attempt of some
cowardly enemy to destroy the dreams of countless other people like
myself, people who are just trying to live their lives and find
some happiness.

I tell Mary, “I’ve seen a lot of folks since I got here. But
I’ll take you to some people who can help you find her. She’s
probably looking all over for you too.”

“Thank you,” Mary whispers, with a hopeful smile.

I reach into my pocket then give her the envelope. “This was
something my big brother gave me, but I want you to have it.”

“What is it?” she asks, as she tears it open with her dusty
little hands.

“Something he drew for me. One of his heroes.”

“This is you,” she says, holding up the sketch of me in my Army
captain’s uniform, drawn from a picture Aragon had taken of me a
few years earlier.

Not bothering to hold back the tears, I tell her, “Yeah, I guess
it is.”

“I like it! Thank you!”

“You’re welcome. Now let’s see about finding your mommy.”
Despite the sharp pains in my calves, we stand up and walk
hand-in-hand through the smoking wreckage.

With the help of some Red Cross workers, and a picture from
Mary’s little purse, we eventually find that her mother is in a
nearby hospital, recovering from minor surgery and asking for
her.

At Mary’s insistence, and out of my own need for more hope, I go
with her and witness the reunion in the hospital room. Her young
mother reminds me of Diedra with her simple beauty and her warm
smile. It makes me wonder if Diedra and I will one day have a child
as sweet and beautiful as Mary.

They say nothing. They only embrace, glad that they’re back
together, because they need each other.

I only stay and visit for a few minutes before leaving them to
their moment and returning to my work.

 

* * *

 

We enter each day as the day before: with uncertainty, yes, but
also with the courage we give each other.
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