Prologue
September 12th, 2009
It was the middle of the triathlon as race volunteers
prepared to eject me from the course. Eleven weeks,
three days and seven hours since the moment time
divided into before and after. As I pedalled uphill, I
didn’t consider the way my lycra outfit accentuated my
colostomy pouch rather than concealing it, the hems of
my shirt and shorts meeting at the place where surgical
scars formed a lopsided tic-tac-toe board near my navel. I
didn’t think about my friend Beth. My mind wasn’t even
on my husband and children back home in Seattle. My
brain focused on the clock: the hours that had gone by
since the starting gun went off, the minutes remaining
before the course would close, the seconds that would
pass between the belief that I could make it, and the
moment that I knew it was too late.
At dawn the world had been shrouded in fog. By
mid-morning it had begun its slow retreat, the curtain
inching upwards to reveal the craggy-rock Northern

California coastline. In Seattle, we noticed the shortening of daylight, and foggy September mornings were
common there, too. But this felt different, this cycling
inside a cloud, the rain tiny needles pecking at my cheeks.
The atmosphere pressed on me from all sides, like I was
pedalling through honey someone had poured over my
head and onto the road in front of me. In other words,
I felt as I had for the previous six months as I cared for a
newborn and a toddler, watched Beth die—first slowly,
then suddenly—and tried to navigate the days since.
They were endless, those days, or they evaporated. What
did I have to show for them? I’d kept my children alive.
I’d made it to the starting line of a triathlon.
I’d trained for the race with a group. But triathlons
aren’t a team sport; on race day in California I was on
my own, moving alongside people, but not with them.
It was just me and the clock. No one told me that the
clock always wins.
I crested the hill and looped around the turn, shifting
and pedalling faster. This was my third lap of four and
the repetition felt like being lost in a foreign city, trying
to find a different road, but continuing to pass the same
landmarks: the cluster of cheering teenagers ringing
cowbells and blowing party horns, the Beachcomber
Inn whose billboard announced “Best Summer Rates”
through the veil of fog.
In a triathlon, racers get divided into groups according
to age and gender. Typically, the professional athletes go

first followed by the age groups—men, then women,
young to old. The California race varied this order with
the pros starting their race last instead of first, entering
the water two hours after the last women’s age group.
Each section of the triathlon—the swim, then the bike,
then the run—closed at a certain time so that the elite
athletes could compete on a relatively empty course. The
bike course was scheduled to close at 12:00. My heart
dropped when I learnt this information the day before
the race.
“I won’t be finished biking by noon,” I’d told the
volunteer at the registration table.
“As long as you’re on the course by then, you’ll be fine,”
she said.
***
I took a bite of protein bar stored in a case on the top
tube of my bike and chased it down with a few sips of
energy drink from my water pack. The night before the
race, I pinned a laminated photograph to the pack. In
it, Beth sat in her kayak on the Washington coast. As I
held the pack’s straw in my mouth, a woman pedalled
up behind me.
“Keep thinking about that person on your back that
you’re racing for,” she said as she pulled alongside me,
then ahead. “You’re almost there.”
I watched her pull away into the fog. She was right; I
was racing in Beth’s honour. Had she been there, Beth

would have been the person to say something encouraging to an energy-flagging stranger. She would have
helped me out at the registration table the day before,
getting me placed in an earlier start group so I’d have
more time. On that day, as with so many in the past,
shyness tied my tongue. Apparently I still operated as
though Beth were by my side, bolstering my confidence
to assert myself. When would it sink in that she was
really and truly gone?
I looked down at the Ironman-brand watch my
husband Matt had given me one Christmas, the kids not
yet born, triathlons a new hobby. 11:50. Two minutes
later I approached the turnaround for my last lap, past a
throng of people yelling loudly at their family members
and friends. It wasn’t until I was nearly to the turn that I
noticed race volunteers waving their arms at me, pointing
toward the exit chute. Behind them lay the electronic
mat that synched with the timing chip around my ankle
to record my laps. Each time I rode across it I felt like a
baseball player tagging home plate. There was something
between me and the mat, though: a black mesh fence
stretched across the road. A barricade. One more lap.
But not for me.
The race volunteer pointed toward the exit.
“You have to get off the course.” The professionals
were starting their race, and I’d been too slow to make it
around the bend in time. If I stayed on the road, I’d be
in their way.

Every other cyclist headed in the direction of the volunteer’s finger, most having completed all four laps. I was
in the middle of the road. If I stopped to argue I would
cause a crash behind me. I pedalled to the dismount area,
stopped, climbed off my bike. My legs shook, my heart
knocked loudly against my chest. A lump rose in my
throat, as though the adrenaline coursing through my
body had gotten stuck in my oesophagus.
I hung my bike back up in its designated spot on the
rack. I slid my pack off and lay it underneath my bike,
Beth’s photo facing skyward. It took me extra time to do
this, but what did it matter at that point? I grabbed my
running hat from underneath my bike. I used the Porta
Potty, no toilet paper left, and made my way through the
crowds of younger, faster people who started before me
and were already done. Finisher’s medals hung around
their necks. Was I even going to get one, with my bike
ride cut short? If I couldn’t make it through the race,
I wasn’t sure how I would get through the weeks and
months to follow. Was I not able to do anything for
Beth, even now, even this?
Maybe a siren would go off as I crossed the finish line.
“Too slow on the bike!” the triathlon police would yell
to spectators as they took me away.
I could already picture the dreaded designation next to
my name on the race results sheet: DNF. Did Not Finish.
I started running.
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Tender Cuts
Julie-Sue’s hair cascades in golden ringlets past her tiny
shoulders, falling near her tightly-corseted waist. The
corset pinches her skin, but Mama says to keep smiling
so she does. The “Little Miss Soybean Pageant” pays
$150 to the winner and Mama says they need the money.
Next to the stage, the stench of livestock rises from a
pen where the 4-H animals await their turn at auction.
Flies swarm in the summer heat, and Julie-Sue bats them
away from her face.
“Stop your fussing,” Mama scolds.
She will dance the can-can just like she’s been taught.
She wanted to twirl a baton like Becky or sing a song
like Bonnie-Jean. She doesn’t like raising her skirt up and
showing her panties, but Mama says she has nice legs
and she should use what the good Lord gave her.
The auctioneer’s voice rises and cheers explode from the
nearby tent. Someone’s prize heifer sells for a thousand
dollars.
Her music starts and Mama pushes her onto the stage.
She will kick as high as she can.
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Scrooge in Psychotherapy
Ebenezer Scrooge found his euphoria waning the third
day after his Christmas epiphany. It was late Friday afternoon, and he was at his desk settling the week’s accounts.
The haze of happiness and good tidings that had engulfed
him after his visits from the spirits of Christmas Past,
Present, and Future began to peel away as he tallied his
firm’s meager earnings.
“Mr. Cratchett,” Scrooge barked. “Do you have a
moment?”
Bob Cratchett was glazy and groggy and his back
ached. He had arrived late to work, nearly past lunchtime, after sleeping off a terrific hangover.
“Cratchett, did you hear me?”
“Yes, sir. Sorry, sir,” Scrooge’s long-suffering assistant
croaked. He dropped his quill atop the thick ledger he
had been writing on and reached with shaky hand for a
tin cup perched on his chest-high wooden podium. He
wrestled the cup to his mouth and drained the contents
dry in two gulps.

“Mr. Cratchett,” Scrooge thundered, “I want to discuss
these dreadful figures.”
“Of course, sir. Right away.”
Cratchett wobbled across the room and stopped in
front of Scrooge’s ink-stained oak desk. He coughed
into cupped hands and cleared his throat. “Excuse me,
Mr. Scrooge,” he said, wiping both palms on his worn,
brown waistcoat. “Is there a problem?”
Scrooge squinted through his spectacles, examining
Cratchett’s bloated, pale face, and hooded, red-rimmed
eyes. “Is that rum I smell on you?” he inquired, wrinkling his long, pointy nose. “Dear God, you’ve the odor
of a tavern cloth.”
Cratchett squeezed out a barely audible burp through
his cracked lips. “Yes, Mr. Scrooge, I apologize. I was out
late celebrating the raise you gave me and your promise
to help Tiny Tim. It wasn’t my intention to revel, but
Higgins, the Inn Keeper, heard of my good fortune and
came by the house to personally invite me for a drink.
Even though I barely had a quid on me, he gave me tick
at the pub, considering my new financial windfall.”
Cratchett swallowed and wiped at his red-rimmed eyes
with the balls of his hands. “I guess I got a bit carried
away,” he continued, “but it was such fun. I even ordered
a round for the lads. Oh, Mr. Scrooge, how I always
wanted to buy the boys a pint. It was a grand moment.
Of course, Mrs. Cratchett gave me what too when I
came home; lashed me across the back with Tiny Tim’s
crutch. A good blow for a lady, I might add.”

Scrooge’s throat filled with bile. His feeble hands dug
at the corners of his desk. “Mr. Cratchett,” he boomed,
“how dare you spend money not yet earned on such
foolery. Dear God, man, you have a family and a sick
son. Where’s your discipline?”
Cratchett shook his head. “Well, it was only a few
pounds, I’m sure, although I haven’t tallied up yet
with Higgins. Anyway, sir, you said my raise would be
substantial. I don’t see how one night out will hurt the
family’s finances.”
“Uh, yes, yes,” Scrooge stammered. “I did promise a
raise, didn’t I?”
“In public, Mr. Scrooge. The whole town was talking
of your generosity. Must say it made me feel quite the
grand man.”
Scrooge’s head felt a knot. The desire to leap from his
desk and strangle Cratchett nearly overpowered him.
A blue vein spanning his forehead pulsed against the
brittle, pasty skin. He rose from his chair and clenched
both hands behind his back.
“Mr. Cratchett,” he said.
“Yes, Mr. Scrooge.”
“I want you to pack your things and ....”
A sharp gust of cool wind howled through the room.
The papers on Scrooge’s desk flapped at the corners.
Cratchett wrapped his arms around his shoulders and
shivered.
“In Heaven’s name Mr. Scrooge, what brings this vile
breeze? There’s not a window open.”

“Eb-en-eeeee-zer, Eb-en-eeeeeee-zer.”
Scrooge cowered as the sound of his name and the
rattling of metal chains reverberated through the shop.
“Over here, Ebenezer, over here.”
Scrooge whirled around. “Who speaks? Tell me.” His
eyes scanned the room. It was nearing dusk and growing
dark in the sparse-lit room. “Come out where I can see
you now. I demand it.”
A stronger blast of wind pressed strands of Scrooge’s
thin white hair flat against his scalp.
Cratchett gripped the sides of his black bowler so it
wouldn’t be blown from his head.
The papers on Scrooge’s desk lifted into the air and
descended to the coal-dusted stone floor like large, flat
snowflakes.
“Now do you see me, Ebenezer?”
Floating near the shop’s ceiling in front of Scrooge was
the ghoulish specter of his former business partner, Jacob
Marley. Fist-thick, gray-metal chains linked his body,
intertwining with a shroud of shredded rags of varying
colors. Marley’s eyes were hollow and his face gaunt. His
hair was matted and wormy.
“Dear God, Marley. You still look a wreck,” Scrooge
said.
“Yes, Ebenezer, I remain in purgatorial pain. I was close
to shedding these chains, thanks to your metamorphism
into a loving, charitable man just three days past. But your
relapse into miserdom has rebound my coils. What have you
to say for yourself?”

“Your situation is not my concern,” Scrooge spat. “I
won’t benefit from any reward you get in the afterlife for
helping me. So don’t come groveling to me, Marley. You
chose your life. Now live with the consequences.”
“Mr. Scrooge, who do you address?” Cratchett asked,
looking up at the ceiling. “I don’t see anyone.”
Scrooge’s face burned red. “Hush,” he hissed. “I’ll deal
with you next.”
“Oh Ebenezer,” Marley wailed. “What happened? Why
are you filled with such venom? Just a few more hours of
goodness, and I would have been welcomed into Heaven.
But now, my task remains unfinished, and I will never enjoy
the promise of eternal peace until you return to a righteous
path.”
“Humbug.” Scrooge waved his fist at his former
partner. “This is the way I am, and this is the way I’m
staying. Loving my fellow man has nearly driven me to
the poor house. You should see the week’s ledgers.”
“Mr. Scrooge,” Cratchett said, his voice breaking. “I
can’t take any more of this strange talk. My nerves are
frayed. If you do not tell me of this business, I will leave
and take the rest of the day off.”
“Are you blind, Cratchett? Can’t you see it’s the spirit
of Jacob Marley?”
“I don’t see him.”
“Well, he’s here, and I know he’ll join me in saying ‘you’re
fired.’ Your position here is no longer wanted. Be gone and
be gone soon. And don’t expect any severance, either.”

“But what about my family?” Cratchett whined. “Your
promise to help Tiny Tim?”
“Promises mean nothing if not in writing, Mr.
Cratchett. Do you have a legal contract? I think not.
Now get out. Maybe if you stopped soaking up rum
like a maid servant’s sponge, you could care for your boy
yourself.”
Marley rattled his chains. “Eb-en-eeee-zer,” he moaned,
“did not the three spirits show you the folly of your past
life? Did they not show you the way to redemption? To save
yourself from the torment that has fallen upon my wretched
soul.”
“Humbug,” Scrooge said. “Redemption is for fools like
Cratchett who have barely a shilling to their name. Your
ghostly apparitions won’t trick me again. What good
were the last three days? I’m more miserable than ever,
and I’m well on the way to the poor house. Now leave
me be.”
“I won’t give up on you, Ebenezer,” Marley wailed. “Don’t
you want salvation from these terrible coils?”
Scrooge sniffed. “If chains are my eternal curse for
being a thrifty and prudent man, so be it.”
“Ebenezer, you don’t know what you speak,” Marley
answered. “I know you can be saved. Tonight, three new
spirits will visit you. They are your last hope.”
“Who are these spirits?” Scrooge asked.
“They’re experts in the human condition, Ebenezer.
Healers of the afflicted mind.”

“Humbug,” Scrooge snapped, “there is nothing wrong
with me that a day of strong earnings wouldn’t cure.”
“The first visitor,” Marley continued, “will be Sigmund
Freud. The second will be Karl Marx. And the third and
last, will be Charles Darwin.
“Listen, Marley. Please, no more midnight calls. I have
to get up at dawn tomorrow and get the office back in
shape. Maybe they can meet with me after dinner. Can
you do me that one favor?”
“Sir,” Cratchett interrupted, “please, let’s talk about
my dismissal?”
“You’re still here? Hit the bricks, man. Out. Shoo.
Scat.”
“But Mr. Scrooge.”
“Do I have to call a constable, Mr. Cratchett?”
Cratchett’s face blanched. “You’ll get yours, Mr.
Scrooge. Be it either by my hand or someone else you
have crossed. That, I swear.”
“Yeah, yeah, preach that rot to your fellow sots at the
pub.”
Cratchett slammed the door as he left. Scrooge turned
to Marley. “You too. Please leave me be to my books.”
Marley drifted toward the shop’s front window.
Before he disappeared into the glass, he moaned,
“Tonight, Ebenezer, tonight you will finally be released from
your agony.”
“Good,” Scrooge said, when Marley had disappeared,
“finally alone.”

***
Scrooge was bathing when Freud appeared.
“Sorry I’m late,” Freud said. “My last session went
long. A curious case of obsessive thoughts: a peculiar
little Frenchman named Descartes who’s fixated on the
concept of reality—‘I think ... I am ... I’m here ...’ God,
he drones on. Anyway, it’s always difficult getting out of
the Seventeenth Century. Let’s say we open up your lid.
Marley tells me you have issues with money. May I start
by asking if you were breast fed as a child?”
Scrooge clasped his hands together and held them over
his genitals. He sunk lower into the water, his pointy
chin piercing a cloud of soapsuds. “I dare say, Spirit,”
he snapped, “have you no decency barging in on a man
while he’s bathing?”
Sigmund Freud, clad in a gray flannel suit, hovered
over Scrooge as he soaked in a freestanding, whiteenamel tub. Freud’s right hand gripped a gold watch
attached to his vest pocket by a fob. “We’re on the clock,
Mr. Scrooge,” he said. “Let’s not dawdle. I trust Marley
informed you of my rate: one hundred and fifty Austrian
Shillings for forty-five minutes. Converted, that’s five
pounds sterling.
“Five pounds.” Scrooge slapped at the bath water with an
open palm. “Are you mad, Spirit? What does your king’s
ransom provide?”
“Ah, Mr. Scrooge, I will give you the gift of insight into

your subconscious’ motivations.” Freud paused. “I could
lower my fee if you agree to multiple sessions per week.”
“I’ll give you nothing, Spirit, and I’ll ask you to leave
at once.”
“Your resistance intrigues me, Mr. Scrooge. I would
think we’re much too early in our work for any real transference to occur.” Freud tugged at the frayed bottom
of his white van Dyke. “But I have seen you naked, so
maybe we’ve expedited the process. Let’s explore your
suckling phase. Did you ever insert your thumb into
your rectum as a child?”
“Listen, Spirit. I don’t know where Marley found you
or why he cavorts with such an unsavory character in the
after-life. But I dare say you have a vile and perverted
mind.”
Freud frowned. “Some Spirits carry chains to frighten
their charges into compliance. Me, I don’t believe in
shackles—either the metal or the mental kind. Mr.
Scrooge, you seem quite agitated by my presence in your
bathroom. Care to share why?”
“Damn, Spirit, I’m tired of you and Marley’s other
ghouls probing into my life. Really, what’s the use? Three
days ago, I was a wild man: throwing good money away
and spewing phrases of love at the top of my lungs. Then,
I wake up today, my mood darker than a dungeon, and
realize my hard-earned savings have been nearly squandered.”
“Aha,” Freud answered, “Classic manic-depression. Up
and down, like a Weiner Schnitzel at Oktoberfest.”

“A what?” Scrooge asked.
“Never mind,” Freud said, “I’m just hungry. These
night sessions are murder on my stomach.” Freud glanced
at his watch. “Let’s wrap this up with some dream work.”
“Well hurry. I’ll catch my death soon if I stay in this
water much longer.”
Freud reached down with his right hand and dipped
his index finger into Scrooge’s bath water. “Please, Mr.
Scrooge, I want you to look into the water. Tell me if you
remember this dream.”
Scrooge stared for a few moments into the water and
then blushed. He turned his head away from Freud.
“My God, Spirit,” he shouted. “It’s my childhood
governess, Ms. Baston. Why are you showing me this?”
“It’s your first nocturnal emission,” Mr. Scrooge.
“What some people call a ‘wet dream.’ You were seventeen, a bit late, but we can talk about that later. Right
now, tell me how you feel seeing this.”
Scrooge watched as his seventeen-year old self placed
an apple in Ms. Baston’s mouth, and then smeared whitepowdered chalk across her crinolines.
“Stop,” Scrooge yelled, “I can’t stand anymore, Spirit.
Have you no shame?”
“Why do you find this so embarrassing, Mr. Scrooge?
It’s natural for a boy your age to have had such thoughts.
Of course you fancied her: she seems rather comely, and
I’m sure the authority she wielded aroused your subconscious’ Oedipal desires.”

Scrooge began to weep. “Oh Spirit,” he cried, “I did
lust after her. My God, she was shaped like a dory boat
with extra oars. Forgive me, but I had many unclean
thoughts of her.”
“Let it out, Mr. Scrooge,” Freud soothed. “This is good.
Go deeper. Did you ever try to act on these thoughts?”
Scrooge buried his head in his hands. His sobs shook
his body and made ripples in the bath water. “Yes, Spirit,
yes. Once, I snuck into Ms. Baston’s room while she was
out doing some shopping. My intentions were innocent:
just to procure a tiny shred of cloth, even a piece of bare
thread that had touched her skin. I must have lost all
sense of time because Ms. Baton returned and caught
me fondling her bloomers. Oh Spirit, the humiliation.”
Scrooge swallowed and set his jaw. “But my weakness
cost me dearly. Ms. Baston required of me a blackmail
of three shillings per week to not speak to my mum and
father of the incident. I dare not recall the pounds I
invested to hold this silence. But it was worth not having
my disgrace exposed.”
Freud nodded his head. “So at an early age, your sexual
desires became enmeshed with shame and money. We’re
getting somewhere.”
“Yes, Spirit, yes? I must say I feel lighter, unburdening
myself this way. Let me tell you about the time I was
spanked by my first cousin, Fiona.”
“I’m afraid, Mr. Scrooge, that will have to wait. Our
time is up for today.” Freud slipped the watch into his

pocket and drifted toward the bathroom door. “I’ll let
Marley know about the session, and we’ll see about
setting a formal meeting schedule. I think Thursday
evenings might work. I’ll get back to you.” He waved a
hand, “Auf wiedersehen.”
***
“Ebenezer Scrooge?”
Scrooge flinched and dropped a spoon into the bowl of
soup set in front of him at his small kitchen table. “Dear
God,” he said, “you startled me.”
“Sorry to disturb you. I let myself in through the
back vent. I’m Karl Marx.” He extended a hand that
Scrooge ignored. “Anyway,” he continued, “Jacob
Marley suggested I pay you a visit. I see I came during
your dinner. What a pity. All you have to eat is a meager
dollop of broth and not a slice of bread to go with it.
You see how the mechanization of capitalism depletes
nourishment from the worker. I mourn your poverty but
abhor your ignorance.”
“Mind you, Spirit,” Scrooge snapped, “I’m neither
poor nor uneducated. Why should I waste money on
expensive meats, sweets, and wine when I can subside
just fine on a bit of soup and glass of water? That’s the
trouble with people: they squander their money on
useless extravagances, then go crying to the world for
help when they are bankrupt. Humbug, I say to those
with their hands out. Humbug.”

Marx motioned toward the table. “You only have one
chair?” he asked. “No place for anyone else to sit?”
“Of course not,” Scrooge snapped. He extracted his
spoon from the soup and licked the metal handle. “I do
not waste money entertaining those who just want a free
meal at my largess. If they need to speak to me, they can
call on me at my place of business.”
“Well, I’d like to sit down,” Marx said, “I spent all day
hovering over a labor rally in Detroit. I’m exhausted.”
Scrooge tossed his spoon atop the table and rose from
his chair. “You can take my seat, Spirit,” he snapped. “I’ll
stand. I hope your visit will be brief. I’m nearly ready for
bed. Unlike you and your celestial brethren, I must get
up early and work for a living.”
“Marley said you were a hard case.” Marx settled into
the chair, raised his feet, and rested them on the table.
He was dressed in a burlap tunic. His baggy pants were
made of the same coarse material. Mud-flaked leather
boots adorned his big feet. A wild mane of graying hair
covered his head and face. He had the countenance of a
deranged St. Bernard.
Scrooge’s stocking cap jiggled as he tapped a slippered
foot. “Marley,” he said, “is doing a lot of free talking for
someone in chains.”
“We are all in this capitalistic world chained.” Marx
swung his boots off the table and smacked them hard on
the kitchen floor. “Don’t you know this supremely true
fact? Anyone who spends one moment in a society predicated on the buying and selling of materials is enslaved.”

“Humbug,” Scrooge snapped. “I’m as free a man as
there ever is. I do what I want. Say what I want. And I
don’t rely on anyone but myself.”
Marx grinned. “Is that so, Ebenezer? You mean you
chose the nightgown you are wearing by your own free
will? No advertising, no marketing coercion, no retail
suggestion was given that might have made this decision for you? This house you live, the coal that heats it,
the business you run, all of this is born from your own
desire? You were born to have this life? To work, sweat,
and put your energies into a day so you can sit alone in
front of a bowl of cold soup and sip the night away?”
Scrooge blinked and chewed at his lower lip. “That
does sound unfair,” he mumbled.
“You bet it’s unfair, Ebenezer. You were born to serve
capitalism. It’s not your fault, just as it’s not the fault
of a beaver to damn a creek or a shark to kill prey. It’s
programmed in us. Marley tells me you are very tight
with money. Well, of course you are. Capitalistic society
needs you this way. You are part of the machine. The
savers balance the spenders.”
Scrooge smiled. “You mean, I’m not a mean-spirited
miser?”
Marx stomped his feet again. “No. You are, at your
core, a decent and loving man who has had no choice
but to become, as you say, a ‘mean-spirited miser’ in this
system. Change the system, and you change people. Mass
revolution is the answer to our problems. Strip away the

fat of consumerism. Cut it. Burn it. Peel it. Only then
can we attain lasting goodness in people.”
Scrooge felt a burst of energy. He wiggled his toes.
“Yes,” he whispered as Marx continued to rant. “It’s not
my fault.”
“Let me show you one thing that will hammer home
my point and free you from your commercial-induced
angst.” Marx slipped off his right boot. He stood and
walked toward Scrooge, the boot dangling from his right
hand. He extended his arm, holding the boot, it sole
facing outward, inches from Scrooge’s face. “Look into
the mud, Mr. Scrooge,” he said. “Stare into dirt that has
been trampled on for centuries by peasants doing rich
people’s bidding. Tell me what you see.”
Scrooge narrowed his eyes. “It’s black,” he said. His
nose twitched. “Some manure?” I think.
“Look deeper,” Marx ordered.
Scrooge bent closer to inspect the boot. “I see it,” he
exclaimed. “Within the soil. An image. My God, it’s
Cratchett. What’s he doing? Dear Heavens, Spirit, he’s
banging on my shop’s door. He looks drunk. What’s that
in his hand? A crutch? I shall have to fetch a constable
before he does damage.”
Marx lowered the boot from Scrooge’s gaze and
placed it back on his right foot. “You see, Ebenezer. This
Cratchett is the perfect tool for capitalism. He’s part of
the angry working mass that directs their frustration and
fury on the bosses—their capitalist masters—but they

do not attack the structure that holds it all in place. By
bringing down your shop, what will Cratchett accomplish but the creation of a need to build anew? Spend
more money. He and his kind are needed by capitalism
like wood is to fire.”
“Either way, Spirit, I don’t want anything to happen to
my shop. So thanks for the interesting discussion, but I
have to get dressed.”
Marx reached over and rested a burly hand on Scrooge’s
shoulder. “Remember, Ebenezer,” he said. “All things
end with a start.”
***
Scrooge was rifling through his bedroom cabinet,
looking for some pants, when the last spirit scheduled to
visit him that evening appeared.
“Excuse me, kind chap,” Charles Darwin said, his
words clipped, his British accent plumy, “May you be
Mr. Ebenezer Scrooge?”
Scrooge extracted a pair of trousers from the drawer
and began slipping them on. “I’d shake your hand, Spirit,
but I’m in a rush. There is a mad man amok at my place
of business, and I have to fetch a constable at once.”
Darwin pursed his lips. “Sounds like dreadful business.
But I shan’t take more than an eyelash of your time, Mr.
Scrooge. Of course, some tea would be nice, if you had
some stewing.”
Scrooge smiled. “I must say, you have wonderful
manners for a Spirit. That accent. British, correct?

“Oh yes, I’m one of the Queen’s loyal subjects.”
“That explains your civility. I hate to be rude, but I
really have to dash off.”
“Mr. Scrooge,” Darwin stepped closer. “Just a moment,
please.” He was taller than Ebenezer and like Freud and
Marx, sported extensive facial hair. His eyes were blue
and wet. “It really won’t take long.”
Scrooge frowned. “OK, but only a second. I must say,
Marley might be onto something. I do feel better. Not
that I want to open my heart or give money to anyone,
but at least I’m clearer about my actions in this life. I’m
not that bad. And if I am, considering my life circumstances and the society I live, it’s not my fault. It’s very
freeing.”
“Bully for you, Mr. Scrooge. But I think I can put
the final piece together for you. You see, I am mainly
interested in the evolution of life. How things of this
earth have changed over millions and millions of years
to adapt to their circumstances. Survival, Mr. Scrooge, is
the trump card in living organisms. Take a new virus, for
instance. At first, it kills the host it infects. But by killing
the host, it kills itself. And thus, it slows down its spread.
So it develops and mutates until it becomes less lethal to
the organism, giving the host more time to spread the
virus. Thus, increasing its survival. You understand, Mr.
Scrooge. Fascinating stuff, am I correct?”
“I guess, Spirit, but I don’t see how this helps me.
Unless, of course, I come down with a chill.”
Darwin cleared his throat. In his hands was a thin pane

of glass. Pressed inside the glass were several butterflies.
He held it up so it caught the lone lantern burning in
Scrooge’s room. “Please take a second, Mr. Scrooge, to
examine these specimens. I captured them in the Galapagos Islands. They truly are remarkable in their markings. Look at the yellow one with the black circles on its
wings. Did you know this is to confuse birds that wish to
pluck them out of the air and eat them? The spots distort
their vision and renders the butterfly invisible to prey.”
“I never liked butterflies,” Scrooge said. “But let me see
what you’re getting at.” He peered into the glass. After
a few moments, he rose and put his hands on his hips.
“Spirit, I see nothing. Nothing at all.”
Darwin smiled. He had two rows of even teeth that
were stained a dull yellow. “Precisely, Mr. Scrooge. Like
the birds, your vision is obscured, and you see, as you
say, ‘nothing.’”
“Okay, Spirit, I see nothing. I’m like a bird. What’s the
point? And please hurry. I do have to leave.”
“That’s the point, Ebenezer. You are like a bird. You do
see nothing. Survival is based on these deceptions. What
you see, others might not, and what they see, you might
not. There is no rhyme or reason to life’s randomness,
but there is no randomness in the rhyme or reason. Do
you understand?”
Scrooge bunched his eyebrows. “Not at all, Spirit,” he
said. “Now excuse me, and good evening.” He brushed
by Darwin and headed for the door.

“Mr. Scrooge,” Darwin called out. “We control everything, but we control nothing. That’s the key to life. See
everything you can, and don’t try to see what you can’t.”
Scrooge stopped. He turned to Darwin. “That’s the
key to life?” he asked.
“Yes,” Darwin said. “That’s it. Understand that concept,
and your cares and concerns will be as light as a butterfly
in the wind.”
Scrooge raised his chin to Darwin. “I say, Spirit, I think
I’ve got it. I really do. I’m feeling reborn. ‘Light,’ as you
say. You know, I’d like to share this with Cratchett. The
poor wretch is only doing what he’s supposed to. Perhaps
I can help him with his burden. Yes, I will do it. I’m off,
Spirit. And If I don’t see you again, have a Happy New
Year. A Happy New Year.”
Scrooge bounded down the stairs of his home. He
snatched an overcoat from a rack hanging next to the
door and tossed a jaunty cap he had purchased at the
height of his post-Christmas hysteria on his head. He
began humming a song from his youth, a hymn Ms.
Baston had taught him. He opened the door and took a
large breath of air from the cool night. “What a world,”
he shouted. “What a marvelous, flawed, upside down,
topside up, magnificent world we live in.” He took his
first neurosis-free step on the earth’s soil and then fell
headfirst onto the cobblestone street. Cratchett, reeking
of whiskey, raised Tiny Tim’s crutch and readied for
another blow. Scrooge never saw it coming.
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Chapter 1.
A Day in the Life of a Junkie
We’re in back of the van when Zooey’s hair catches fire.
She’s on the Nod and dips her faded pink bangs into
the flame of the candle—the same flame we use to cook
our dope. I smack her forehead until the pink-orange
fireball is out. My eyes water from the stench of burnt,
unwashed hair, as the Rush of the Speedball tickles my
face, and then crawls down the back of my neck and
into my shoulders, arms, torso, my hips, thighs, knees,
down to the green laces of my black Chuck Taylors.
With one eye on Zooey, I grab a plastic grocery bag
and puke in it, tie the handles in a knot and throw it in
the corner with the rest of the vomit bags, then cook
up another Shot. Mikey’s eyes roll inward like white,
slimy marbles—he hasn’t put enough Coke in his shot,
so the Heroin dominates his high. I cover him with a
brown, crusty blanket, and thirty seconds later Mikey’s
in a sleep so deep, I wonder if he’ll ever wake up.
Zooey tries to mix herself another shot but struggles
to stay awake. I worry she’ll miss the vein and get an

infection. Or worse, spill the last of the dope. Using
the sleeve of my black leather jacket, I wipe the pink
chunks of puke from my dry, ashen lips.
“You want me to help you with your shot, baby?”
Her eyelids flutter, and a slight slur trickles from her
paling lips. “No ... I got it.”
“Please, just let me help you, baby.”
Brownish blood slithers through the tattoos on her
noodly arm—through the black static hair of Lux Interior, to the mangled flesh of a crucified Jesus Christ.
“No, I got it.”
But I watch to make sure she lands her shot, then
return to my own.
I draw the plunger back, and watch the scarlet tornado
slither through the murk of my filthy night cap. I push
the dope into one of my last healthy veins and watch
the prickled hair on my arms fall on my grey, oily skin.
I rest my head against the wall of the van and slide the
needle from my arm. Zooey’s head falls hard on my
lap, and her hand slides down my bony chest.
“I love you, baby.”
“I love you, Jonny.”
I gently rub her back. Ten seconds later, we are sound
asleep.
***
I wake twelve hours later, sodden in sweat.
The sun shoots through the windshield of the van, the

rays like sandpaper on my shrunken face. Mikey is still—I
hope, at least—sleeping under his old, dirty blanket.
Zooey is outside, smoking one of our last Camels. I open
the side door and climb out of the van, give her a kiss
on the cheek, then take a drag from the long, Camel 99.
After a few puffs, I climb back into the van to wake up
Mikey. I pull the blanket from his face. He is white like
death. I stare at him for a few seconds, not knowing what
to do. I am pissed he would even think to die on me. I
slap him hard on the face, and to my pleasure, he jumps
and thrashes and kicks his arms and legs, like something
hideous has crawled up his ass. I turn to run, but he pulls
on the tail of my black T.S.O.L. shirt and stops me.
“What the fuck, man? What the hell was that for?”
“Sorry, brother,” I say and laugh. “Swear to God, I
thought you were dead.”
“You thought I was dead, so you hit me?”
“Hey man, not everyone is good under pressure.”
He smiles and shakes his head. “Give me a cigarette,
you weird fucker.” I reach into Zooey’s bag and hand
him the last smoke.
“Is Mikey dead?” Zooey calls from outside.
Mikey peeks his head out to answer. “Nope, unfortunately not.”
“Come on you guys, we gotta get going!” Zooey says.
“Dude, don’t say that shit Mikey, you fuck,” I say with
a small lump in my throat.
“Jonny, Mikey, it’s already way past noon. Please, let’s go.”

***
It’s been a year since my wife and I split.
Living with her and our two girls, in our one-storey
house on Guss Drive in the suburbs of Huntington
Beach, is no longer an option. Rehabs, sober livings, and
various couches were home for the first nine months of
this year, until six weeks ago, when I parked my black
Chevy van roadside when the engine died—an obvious
suicide. Now, in the mid-summer of 2010, I, quite literally, live on Atlanta Avenue, on the brink of downtown
Huntington Beach in a 1984 hunk of steel I spraypainted black and lined with black sheets hung on the
inside of the windows to hide the candle flames that
flicker till dawn.
For the first month of this new, sad existence, I sat
in the back of the van, alone, poking myself with dirty
needles every night until I passed out. It’s the only way
I know how to live without the presence of my two
towheaded daughters, whom I am forbidden to see of
course, by decree of their disapproving mother.
Fortunately, a month into this isolation, I meet Zooey.
Soon after that, my good friend Mikey is kicked out
of his place, so he joins us as well. Mikey and Zooey
are both HB locals and punk rockers—Junkies covered
head-to-toe with tattoos, Mikey with about ten on his
face alone, including the word Creature over the brow
of his right eye and the Pabst Blue Ribbon logo on the

left side of his face where sideburns would be. One is my
lover and the other my friend, both Hypes and a blast to
get stoned with—our little Junkie family is all we have
now.
Every day at about noon when we wake up, Zooey calls
Jefe, our Connect about an hour away in Los Angeles. We
drive Zooey’s red Jetta—in the scorching heat with no
AC—to the city of those crass and fallen Angels to Cop
enough Heroin to use and sell for the day. We take the
405 North to the 110 North and exit Ninth Street, and
wait for the Runner in the clamour of downtown L.A.,
always on a different corner of the busiest street. After
our pick up, we Fix in the twenty-four-hour parking lot,
just off the 101 on Slauson Avenue, and across the street
from the L.A. Coliseum—one of our many clandestine
stops under the sun.
Our other Connect is a Peruvian dude in Long Beach,
Putz. Putz walks with a cane—a cane I stole and traded
him for H—and sells much stronger Heroin than Jefe
does in L.A. Putz’s Heroin gets us much higher than
Jefe’s, but it’s Heroin we can’t sell because it’s too potent
for the average user, so we keep Putz’s for ourselves and
sell Jefe’s to the assholes in HB. After we pick up the
Black, we grab two grams of excellent Coke—the other
half of our beloved Speedball—from a twenty-one-yearold Hype named Crissy, and then drive around the rest
of the day, mostly in Huntington Beach to sell enough
dope to do it all over again. We only make enough for
more drugs, a little gas, and maybe a pack of smokes.

Nothing extra.
We live and die for the Fix.
***
The three of us stand outside the van on Atlanta Avenue
and wait for Zooey’s Jetta to warm up. It smells like a
urinal. Of course we don’t have a toilet, so in the middle
of the night Mikey and I piss into Big Gulp cups we
pick from 7-Eleven’s trash, then dump our urine into the
gutter so we are not seen exiting the van in the middle
of the night.
Zooey has her own method.
She waits until morning, then goes outside and squats in
a catcher’s position, pulls her skirt up—or one leg of her
jeans—then pulls on the top of her vagina, and we watch in
utter amazement as the long, yellow arc soars through the
summer air, making a perfect puddle ten feet away in the
middle of the sidewalk. Zooey’s ability to projectile-pee is by
far the most glorious talent I’ve witnessed this summer—an
aptitude that always makes the three of us laugh.
Tonight, after our habitual mission to score and sell
dope, we end up at a friend’s girlfriend’s house for a
small summer party. I always forget her name, but she is
a tall brunette with a nice giant ass, and she’s throwing a
party at her parents’ single-storey, model home of HB’s
Suburbia, the same kind of house the lot of us grew up in:
green grass, beige siding and stucco, red brick chimney,
white trim around the double-paned windows, new

gable roof—the typical dwelling of the Orange County
native. Mikey wears black Dickie pants and a white,
long-sleeve Aggression t-shirt—currently his favourite
band of all time. Zooey and I wear black leather jackets
and black jeans, with ripped white t-shirts underneath.
Her hair is red, but has slightly faded to pink and mine
is a customary black. All three of us wear black Chuck
Taylors, but mine have bright green laces. I stole the
shoes from my recently deceased friend, Craig. Now I
wear his Chucks and white Cramps t-shirt almost every
day and night. Wearing Craig’s dirty rags is the only way
I know how to cope with his untimely death. That and
shooting as much H as possible.
The first thing we do at the party is shoot-up in the
hallway bathroom, while everyone mingles in the backyard and sips their drinks and tries to get laid. After we
Fix we go out back and pour ourselves beers from the
keg. People gather around the pool, and the concrete
deck is littered with cigarette butts and empty beer cans.
Red Solo cups scattered like disease are kicked into the
pool. A black cat and American husky saunter around the
party. Both animals rub on people’s legs and lick the beer
that is spilt on the pool deck. I ask the whatshername
hostess if I can use the computer to check my email. She
says yes and leads me through the hallway where dozens
of framed family pictures cover the walls from ceiling to
floor. The black cat follows close behind and purrs as the
hostess brings me to the room with the computer. As she

heads back down the hall, I imagine her ass un-hanging
all those phony framed portraits and family pictures, and
laugh out loud.
I have a message from the wife of a couple I haven’t
seen in quite a few months telling me to call her as soon
as I get the message. I pick up the house phone, and after
three rings, she answers.
“Hey, is Michelle there?”
“Yeah, who’s this?”
“It’s Jonny. How are you guys?”
“Oh, hi, Jonny. I’m good, I guess.” Her voice slow, sad.
“You guess, eh? Why, who died?”
“Ugh, I figured you hadn’t heard because you’ve been
MIA.”
“I don’t get it, heard what?”
“Jonny, uh, Jimmy died a couple weeks ago.”
“What! Oh my god, what the fuck?”
“He took a whole bottle of methadone and killed
himself.”
“Fuck.”
“The funeral is tomorrow.”
“Jesus Christ. I’m so fucking sorry.” I didn’t know what
else to say.
“So, if you can make it, great, but if not, I understand.”
“Oh my god ... I can’t believe this ... where’s the funeral?”
“It’s all the way in the valley, where his family lives.”
Jimmy is the second friend who has died on me this
month. I hold back the tears and tell her I’ll try to make

the funeral. But in my head, I can’t imagine squeezing
a friend’s funeral into our busy day of Copping, selling,
and shooting Heroin. We talk for a few more minutes,
then say goodbye.
I return to the backyard. Zooey is talking and laughing
with three young strangers as they drink beers from their
red plastic cups. They ignore Yours Truly, but I don’t care.
The only one who notices something is wrong is Mikey.
He walks up to me and puts his arm on my shoulder.
“You alright, buddy?”
“I don’t know, dude.” I fight the tears when I tell him
what’s happened. “I don’t get it, Mikey. God just keeps
taking our friends and leaving the rest of us here to
suffer.”
I don’t expect an answer on the topic of God. I have
never heard Mikey mention Him the entire time we’ve
known each other. I am embarrassed to admit I believe
in God. Without another word, we head for the bathroom, and cook up the biggest Shots of the day.
***
It is 2:00 a.m. and everyone at the party is drunk.
I say goodbye to the husky and give the cat a kiss on
its head, and the three of us get in the car and head back
to the van for our nightly routine. Zooey drives, and on
Beach Boulevard a cop follows us for a block or two, but,
surprisingly, lets us be. We get to the van and crawl in
one by one. I light the candles, and Zooey pulls the dope

from her panties. Ten minutes later we are fresh out for
the morning, just as I suspected. I lie down and blindly
use a bag of vomit for a pillow, then fall asleep with my
head underneath the driver’s seat, while the neighbourhood dogs howl their loud and terrible tunes.
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SPELL to Enter Through the
Gates of Night.
At a calm time, Saturday morning or Wednesday afternoon, you may be in Walmart, but you have not passed
through the GATES OF NIGHT. At a calm time, it’s just
a store, a woman in a hijab laughing with her husband,
Woolite in their cart, America unflavoured. This BOOK
is for the dark hours, the seam that ties the end of the
evening to sunrise, when the bad, wrong things people do
in and around Walmart are a hospital infection, red Rit
dye in a load of whites, a gun in a classroom: by the time
the problem is identified, it’s already ruined everything.
ILLUSTRATION: She registered at Walmart. Her
boyfriend served a tour in Iraq and bleeds out of his ear
from time to time. He changed his name to Timothy
when he returned stateside, but she didn’t ask him why.
She guesses it was his business. She didn’t really want
to hear about it, to be honest, and isn’t it rude to ask a
question you don’t want to know the answer to? He got

a new Social Security card saying his name is Timothy,
then a new driver’s license. She didn’t go to the DMV
with him, because she hates official stuff like that. She
never even got a driver’s license herself, as much as Mom
relies on her to drive, so why should she help someone
else get theirs? He has to learn that it’s an every-manfor-himself world. She loves him and all but he can’t be
depending on her too much, and Mom agrees. A man
needs to be a man, each one for himself. He came to
pick her from their apartment after he was done at the
DMV. He said he wanted to take her to Ruby Tuesday
to celebrate his new driver’s license. She smoked some
weed after he texted to say he was on his way, forgetting
that she had already taken a pill she found in the couch.
There might have been some mould or something on the
weed, or maybe it reacted strange with the pill. On the
way to Ruby’s, she begged him to turn off the sky. But
when he did (by drawing down the sunroof ), before her
came a sense, nearly visual, of every major good feeling
she’d ever had, the excitement of Christmas when she
was little, visiting her dad in prison, picking quarters
from a jar at Gramma’s house, her Disney wedding board
on Pinterest: They were as thin and indistinguishable as
moth wings, stacked together until her life was done. She
huddled inside her misery. She didn’t say anything about
it to him or anyone. Now she hates the Ruby Tuesday
croutons. Before he made the change, his name was
Greg. She’s due in August.

And Another SPELL Like It.
They’ve let go the greeters, too expensive. Now armed
guards man the doors, more expensive still.
ILLUSTRATION: The part of the wall that holds the
guns in Walmart throbs, as if lit differently than anything
else on earth, constructed from different particles. People
on the other side don’t understand. Either that, or they
turn away, fearing that, in their heart of hearts, they do.
He was once like them, until God lifted the veil from his
eyes. He wishes for their sake they are given the grace to
hold one, shoot one: let them walk right up to face the
power God gave man. It’s serious business, a matter of
extreme responsibility. He feels about guns the way the
hippies who once lived in the trailer next to his felt about
LSD. Up until the day they were evicted, they invited
him to share their spaghetti dinners and play with their
rat. It was actually kind of cute. You wouldn’t think a rat
could be cute, but it had a really gentle disposition. “I
didn’t know who I was until I got high,” one of them told
him. Though he, himself, wasn’t comfortable speaking so
openly, he believed he knew exactly what she meant. A
weightlifter since high school, he hadn’t known anything
could be so heavy until he held a gun for the first time. It
was a Sig Sauer—just a simple, double action handgun,
it hadn’t even been loaded. He felt the desire to die when
he held it, and, buzzing right alongside that desire, the

means by which to do so. And when he pulled himself
back from choosing to use it like that, the choice he had
made felt as physical a thing as pulling a hood from his
head. Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate, he read
in a meme, but that we are powerful beyond measure. He
stands with his hands in his pockets, beholding Walmart’s
wall of guns. At the range this morning, he squeezed the
trigger of his PAP M92 and his body absorbed the recoil,
pushing out his tendency for thought. Afterward, he took
it apart and ran it, piece by piece, under scalding water, to
guard against rust. Spread across his dinner table, its great
power holds. Miles away from it, he feels its hum.
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Lucky Streak

After their weekend honeymoon in Las Vegas, my mother
and Jack came to pick us up from Long Scraggy Mountain
Ranch Camp for Girls in Buffalo Creek, Colorado. My
sister, Kimberly, and I had spent a month there swimming in Buffalo Creek. We weaved strips of colored
plastic together to make key chains and bracelets, drew
pictures of horses, and rode Duke and Pepper through
forests of shimmering silver dollar Eucalyptus trees.
We said goodbye to our counselors, walked out of our
log cabin, and saw my mother leaning against a new
white Lincoln Continental, her arms folded loosely over
her flat stomach, thin legs crossed at her ankles. She
was the founder of the Arizona Model’s Guild, and I
knew she’d spent at least two hours putting together the
perfect look for today’s event. She wore cherry-colored
shorts with a matching sleeveless blouse. The jewels on
her leather thongs matched the bright red polish on her
toenails. Her short, dark brown hair didn’t move in the
wind. She waved to us like a politician.

“Mommy, Mommy,” we cried as we ran through
swirling dust toward her tanned legs.
She took off her large tortoise shell sunglasses and bent
down to greet us, careful not to muss her clothes. “Girls,
did you have a good time? I missed you so much. How
do you like the car?”
Her blue eyes got bigger and rounder. She smiled,
hugged us in a thin way, her long angular fingers curled
partially around my shoulder. Kimberly grabbed my
mother’s legs from behind. I moved closer too, put my
arms around her hips, smelled her perfume in the fabric
of her linen shorts, felt her familiar hipbones against my
chest.
“Oh, you’re so dusty,” she said. She pushed my bangs
to the side with her fingernails. “You both need haircuts.”
I looked behind my mother and saw the window of the
Lincoln slide halfway down. Sunlight bounced off the
silver door handle. I stepped back. I saw part of a man’s
head. Dark green sunglasses hid his eyes. “Who’s that?”
My mother stood up straight and smoothed the wrinkles from her shorts.
“Oh, girls,” she said as if she’d just remembered something. “I have a surprise for you.” Her voice went up an
octave. “This is Jack. Jack Lange. We just got married. Do
you know what that means? It means you can call him
Daddy because that’s what he is now. He’s your daddy.”
My body went stiff. I wanted to scream, Not this again.
Had he been in our house? In our swimming pool?

He better not have been in my room, sat on my new
bedspread or touched my ballerina music box. And my
mother better keep her promise that when we came
home from camp I could take a watercolor class. I was
good at the piano and ballet too. But I liked making art
the best.
The car window slid all the way down. “Hiya, girls.
Have a good time at camp?” He winked at me and took
a drag on his cigarette. His teeth had a big space in front.
His hair was short, black, and stuck straight up. This
guy didn’t look anything like my real father or my mother’s second husband, Ed, or any of the men she’d been
dating, who were all handsome. “Dreamy,” as she said. I
couldn’t imagine Jack being part of anyone’s dream.
“I’m not calling him Daddy.”
“Now, Linda.” She smiled at him. “It takes her a while
to get used to things. You say hello, Kimberly.”
“Hi,” she said with her finger in her mouth.
“Come on, girls.” My mother put her arm around my
sister.
“I’m not going anywhere with him,” I said.
He got out of the car and opened the back door,
bowing from the waist like a chauffeur. Powdery earth
streaked across the tops of his shiny black shoes, like rock
strata. His body was square-shaped, like a box, but his
movements were smooth like a ballroom dancer. Maybe
that was the attraction. My mother loved to dance.
“Get in that car, young lady.” My mother planted her
body behind me and pressed me toward the Lincoln.

I sat behind him, gripping the armrest on the door. He
took off fast. Dust clouds enveloped us. I couldn’t see out
the window. If I hadn’t been at camp, I was sure I could
have stopped this.
My mother turned to us with wide eyes and all her
teeth showing. In her cheeriest voice, she asked, “So,
how were the counselors?”
This was our cue to imitate her—the eyes, and the
smile—for his benefit, continuing to pretend we were
thrilled with her surprise. It didn’t matter that I wouldn’t
play along.
I put my arm around Kimberly and pulled her across
the backseat close to me. “Don’t worry,” I whispered. “I’ll
think of something.”
“Okay,” she said, looking puzzled. She was only eight,
two years younger than me.
I looked through the back window. The dust had
cleared. There was nothing but empty highway in both
directions. Jack smoked cigarettes and drove ninety
miles an hour. When he passed a slower car, we almost
rammed into an oncoming truck. “That was close,” he
said laughing. My mother and sister didn’t seem scared.
I gripped the armrest harder.
“My cabin counselor was named Judy,” said Kimberly.
“She was neat.”
“Did you have enough underwear?” my mother asked.
She pulled down the mirrored visor and checked her
make-up, putting one red fingernail in the corner of her

eye and flicking out the eyeliner that had collected there.
“I hope you didn’t lose any after all those nametags my
dressmaker sewed in.”
“We got to sleep outside by a fire,” Kimberly said with
a big grin.
“That sounds like fun,” said Jack. “Did you tell scary
stories?”
I rolled my eyes and looked away. I’d been through this
“winning over the children” bit before.
“Real scary,” said Kimberly. “One about cowboy ghosts
who might sneak up on you in the night and brand you
on the bottom like a cow.”
Oh, boy, I thought. What a fool to tell this guy anything.
I pulled my legs up onto the car seat.
“Well girls,” Jack said. “Your mother and I have
planned a little trip to the fishing lodge in Oak Creek
Canyon. What do you think of that?”
“Goody,” said Kimberly. “Do we get to go to Slide
Rock?”
“We’ll do it all,” said my mother. “We’re a real family
now.” She dangled her charm bracelet in front of us
pointing to the new gold, heart-shaped charm inscribed
with I married 3 angels. Bigger than all the other charms.
His hung between my baby ring and my mother’s
sorority pin.
What a phony. This guy was worse than I thought. He
kept looking at me in the rear view mirror. I pictured
poison arrows stuck in the back of his neck. I’d won three

archery medals at camp. I moved closer to the armrest so
he couldn’t see me, wishing the door would open and
I would fall out, splatter on the highway. Maybe then
she’d stop smiling. I didn’t care how new the car was. He
was a big mistake.
My mother divorced my real father when I was three.
She and her second husband, Ed, were only together for
two years. Later, she said she only married him because
she thought he would make a good father. She neglected
to find out whether or not we liked him, which we didn’t.
I overheard her tell her friends she divorced him because
he didn’t want to have sex. “I think he wanted to be a
priest,” she said.
Now she was ruining everything again.
“I’ll bet you girls are hungry,” said Jack as he pulled
into the Howard Johnson’s parking lot. “Your mother’s
told me how much you like pancakes.”
Inside the diner, my shoes touched his knees as I slid
into a sticky orange booth across from him. I snatched
my legs up under me, glad that I’d probably left dirt on
his black pants.
They ordered coffee from the waitress.
“So,” he said to me, “Ever been fishing?”
He lit a cigarette. I noticed his watch was too tight. I
didn’t answer.
“How about you, Kimberly?”
“I like it.”
“You’ve never been fishing,” I said.

“I still like it.” She slapped her tiny hand on the table.
I could tell Jack was touching my mother under the
table. Her head tilted up at him. His shoulder moved as
he rubbed his hand up and down, probably making red
marks on her thigh.
“When we get home, I thought I’d buy you girls a
horse,” said Jack.
“It’s not your home,” I said under my breath.
“Oh, boy,” said Kimberly. “I know how to ride English
and Western. Linda only knows Western.”
“Yeah. But I won ribbons for barrel racing.”
The waitress, whose nametag said Faye, came back to
the table. She said, “Hey, cutie. It can’t be all that bad.”
She smacked her gum and said, “Maybe breakfast will
cheer you up. Whatdaya say, honey?”
Faye had red, curly hair and dark blue eye shadow with
gold flecks on her eyelids. She wore fruit earrings, tiny
cherries and bananas. My mother hated pierced ears. She
said it was cheap looking and so was chewing gum. I
liked Faye. I wanted her to tell me what to do about our
mother.
I ordered blueberry pancakes.
Faye said, “That should make you feel better, honey.”
She took my menu.
Jack and my mother ordered sausage and eggs, sunny
side up. He winked at Faye and smiled as he handed over
their menus.
When Faye left the table, my mother turned to him.

“That waitress looks so much older than I do.” She
pushed her hair back with red fingernails. “And I’ll bet
we’re the same age.”
“You’re beautiful, Gail,” Jack said and squeezed her
hand.
After breakfast, at the cash register, Jack offered to buy
us a box of salt-water taffy.
“Yeah,” said Kimberly, with her buckteeth showing. “I
want the biggest box.”
“Forget it,” I said.
When he turned his back to pay the check, my mother
grabbed my arm and looked at me with a tight mouth.
“I’ve had about enough of this,” she said, her eyes
flashing. “You’re acting very spoiled. He’s the best thing
that’s happened to us. He’s very bright and he’ll make a
wonderful father.”
Three of my mother’s favorite expressions were “spoiled
rotten,” “self-centered” and “very bright.” Very bright
usually didn’t go with self-centered or spoiled rotten.
Everyone she talked about fell into one or more of these
categories unless they were too boring to mention.
“I don’t like him,” I said.
“Of course you do.”
Jack turned towards us. She smiled at him and let go
of my arm.
Back in the car, he turned on the radio. Johnny Mathis
was singing “Chances Are.” Jack sang along and looked
at my mother. They were touching each other again in
the front seat. I wanted to throw up my pancakes.

As we drove through cow pastures, we saw a bull up
on one of the cow’s backs. Under his breath, I heard Jack
say, “Cow fucking” to my mother.
“What’s that?” Kimberly asked me in a whisper.
“I’ll tell you later.” I’d learned the word at camp. I
couldn’t imagine my mother doing that with him. They
laughed, turned up the radio, and talked in low voices.
Jack drove all day through the dry, quiet desert. We
passed tabletop mesas and red buttes full of uneven
holes. Stone columns stood alone, their layers stacked
like blocks. We stopped at the Four Corners monument.
Jack said it was the only place in the country where four
states came together in one place. He got out and put
each of his hands and feet in the states of Arizona, New
Mexico, Utah and Colorado at the same time. Kimberly
tried it too but she wasn’t tall enough. How stupid, I
thought. Didn’t he know there weren’t any real borders
in the desert?
We drove two more hours on Route 66 to Gallup,
New Mexico and spent the night at the Tewa Lodge.
The six rooms were built like teepees, wrapped in thick
canvas, and painted white with Zuni Indian designs on
the sides. The front doors faced a circular courtyard with
a small swimming pool. My mother and Jack were in one
teepee. Kimberly and I had our own. The inside walls
were painted turquoise. The windows were diamondshaped cutouts. Small rocks had been glued around the
outside edges to hide someone’s uneven cutting job. I

could see my mother in her teepee across the pool, but
I wanted her to spend the night with us, not over there.
Kimberly propped up her pillows and stretched out on
one of the beds. “What does that fuck word mean?”
“Never mind. What are we going to do?” I sat on the
other bed.
“He bought taffy,” said Kimberly.
“So what?”
“And we get a horse.”
“You’re so easily fooled. Like you were with Ed.”
“Well, I like this guy.”
She was too young to remember that Ed had tried to
act like a father too. When he got a new advertising job
in Texas, we had to move to Fort Worth where the trees
in our front yard were so skinny they had to be held up
with sticks. Ed bought us a playhouse for the backyard
and joined the Ridgley Hills Country Club so Kimberly
and I could take swimming lessons and meet the right
people. I had a hard time making friends, but my mother
said the girls there were too fat to be friends with anyway.
I had flying dreams. Ed and other people I didn’t know
chased me down the street. Just before they caught me,
when I had no more breath, I would lift up with great
relief and fly away over the Ridgley Hills rooftops toward
the stars. I began to practice flying after school. Wearing
special red tennis shoes, I tried to recreate how my body
felt in the dreams. Kimberly would fan me, bring Cokes
and measure the distance each time I jumped out into

the backyard from the three-foot-high patio. My first
goal was to fly to the corner of the fence.
Kimberly would call out instructions. “Not enough
lift. Run faster before you jump.”
Now in the teepee, Kimberly turned onto her side.
“Remember when it snowed in Fort Worth? And the
summer that giant tarantula climbed up our street?
It was as big as the moon and nobody knew where it
came from. I wanted to keep it for a pet, but Mommy
wouldn’t let me. I know Ed was in the house, but I don’t
remember ever talking to him. He had that dog food last
name. Did we ever call him Daddy? What happened to
him anyway?”
“I don’t know. Maybe he didn’t like us enough.”
“This guy is better.”
“I wonder how long he’ll stay.”
Kimberly turned away and went to sleep in her clothes.
My mother’s dim laugh floated across the water. I wished
Kimberly could see that Jack wasn’t any different from
Ed. I’d have to come up with a plan.
I considered running away. At midnight, I got a
Coke and some peanut butter crackers at the vending
machine. I walked to the highway but there was
nothing, not even a truck, only the black desert under
a sky of ancient blinking stars. Back in the room, I
stayed awake, lying like a board under the dark brown
bedspread, a puffy yellow arrow pattern in its center,
longing for a flying dream.

***
When the sun rose the next morning, the teepees across
the courtyard turned stark white while others, including
ours, became pale gray shadows. I got up and went to
the sunny side of the pool. The smell of chlorine wafted
through the dry air. I sat on a lounge chair, closed my
eyes and said a prayer asking God to get rid of this guy.
It was the only thing I could think of.
Pretty soon, I heard a flapping sound. It got closer and
closer. I opened my eyes and there was Jack in a bathing
suit that stretched around his square-shaped body. A
blue-striped hotel towel blocked me from picturing
more poison arrows stuck in his neck.
“Going swimming? Your mother tells me you’re quite
a swimmer.”
“I guess.”
He slid off his flip-flops and dove into the deep end. It
was my chance to run, but I didn’t. I kept watching him.
I wanted to learn to dive.
His head popped up, and he swam to the edge of the
pool, near where I was sitting. His mouth was full of
water. He squirted it in a long thick stream through the
space in his front teeth. It almost touched my feet.
“How’d you do that?” I said, pulling my legs up.
He took another gulp, squirted again, and that time
the water did touch my feet.
“Come on in and I’ll show you.”

“I don’t think so.” I got up and walked away.
“See ya at breakfast then.”
***
At the fishing lodge in Oak Creek Canyon, I sat alone at
the edge of the stream in front of our cabin while Jack and
Kimberly stood in the water in black boots and floppy
hats. A curved wicker basket hung over his shoulder to
hold the fish they caught. He put bait on their fishing
pole hooks and showed her how to throw out her line.
My mother set up a lounge chair, angling it between
the trees for sunbathing. “The sun is the only thing that
relaxes me,” she said. She rubbed baby oil on her legs
and stretched out in her sleek black bikini, flipping the
pages of Vogue magazine probably looking for the latest
Oleg Cassini designs for her dressmaker to copy. Vogue
gave my mother all kinds of advice—to stay slim, eat
standing up to burn more calories, and have only one
slice of bread on a sandwich. Open-faced they called it.
But sometimes I saw her eat a whole bag of ginger snaps
for lunch.
The creek made a soft clapping sound as it rolled in
front of me. I moved closer to the edge, leaned over and
saw my face in the water shimmering in pieces, like a
jigsaw puzzle. Every now and then, Jack glanced over
and waved at me.
Kimberly’s pole jerked up and down. Her voice cracked
across the canyon, “I got a fish.” It slithered and gagged

on the hook, helpless. It squirmed and slapped around
in Jack’s hands as he tried to unhook it and slide it into
the wicker basket. I couldn’t watch. I ran into the woods,
imagined myself getting lost and never found.
My mother called out, “Don’t you want to get some
sun, Linda?”
***
In the lodge dining room, red and gray Navajo rugs hung
on either side of a river-rock fireplace. On each table,
baskets woven with black triangular designs held thick
pieces of dark crusted bread wrapped in cloth napkins.
“Where’s the menu?” I said.
“There is no menu,” my mother said. “They only serve
fish.” She was slightly freckled from her day in the sun.
“I want steak.”
My mother frowned. “You have no choice. Now, put
your napkin in your lap. You too, Kimberly.”
“I can’t eat fish,” I said to Jack. “One time I almost
choked to death on the bones.”
“No, you didn’t,” my mother said.
“I did. You weren’t there. It was at Corrine’s house.”
“Don’t worry about bones,” Jack said. “I’ll take care of
that.”
The dead trout came to the table on a big white platter.
Their eyes looked alive, and their rainbow colors had
been cooked out of their bodies.
Jack picked up a long shiny knife. “Watch this.”

I held my hand over my eyes and peeked out through
cracked fingers. He slit each fish open, one by one, and
magically pulled out the whole skeleton with every bone
attached.
I dropped my hand and said, “How’d you do that?”
“Wow!” said Kimberly.
“He knows how to do lots of neat things, don’t you,
Jack?” my mother said. “He’s like Superman.”
He winked at me.
I pushed pieces of trout toward the edge of my plate in
a lopsided star pattern so it looked like I’d eaten some.
I couldn’t stop staring at the skeleton fish. Their eyes
stared at me from the platter.
***
Back at our house on Third Avenue, a row of dark pants
hung upside down from wooden hangers in my mother’s
closet. A stuffed quail sat displayed on an unfamiliar table
in the den. His opera records filled our record cabinet.
A silver electric razor, a push-up container of Old Spice
deodorant, and a bottle of men’s cologne lined one side
of the green-tiled bathroom counter. He’d already moved
in.
Jack didn’t have a regular job. He stayed at home in
blue boxer shorts, sipping Scotch and water from a cut
crystal glass. His chest was smooth and hairless. He made
produce deals on the telephone with growers in Yuma,
Buckeye, El Centro, and Salinas, then worried if insects

or the weather would ruin the crops. Once, I heard him
bet $10,000 on a fighter named Zora Foley.
“I’d like to own a piece of him,” he said.
I asked how he could buy part of someone.
He laughed. “With plenty of money.” He told me that
one night Zora Foley had taught him to play the bongo
drums at a victory party in Las Vegas.
Jack was a big spender. He took us to the rodeo, a football game, and Disneyland. We ate out at Durant’s, the
Knotty Pines, and the Stockyards Restaurant, expensive
steak houses where Jack knew the owners. We sat in dark
red booths, ate shrimp cocktails, filet mignon, baked
potatoes, and salad with Roquefort dressing.
Jack loved to cook. He wore a plaid apron and made
things like a basted ham covered with a thick crust of
cooked dough. His specialty was Chicken Marengo. He
went hunting and brought home quail and other small
birds to cook, covering them in sweet fruity sauces.
He bought us the horse he’d promised. We named
her Honeybee, but she turned out to be a wild horse
and couldn’t be tamed. We never rode her. Jack bought
Kimberly a trampoline. He taught me to dive by showing
me how to double over and fall in. He took me to the
record store to buy the top-ten hits, made jokes, asking
the salesman if he had “Pretty Blue Eyes.” My mother
didn’t like dogs, but Jack talked her into letting Kimberly
and me have two Beagle puppies.
Late at night, I hid in the hallway and watched as they

slow danced in the living room, his hand resting on the
side of my mother’s hip. When she did leg kicks in the
swimming pool for slimmer thighs, Jack would sit on the
edge near the ladder where she held on to steady herself,
and said things that made her laugh. She hadn’t laughed
much with Ed. I didn’t remember how she was with my
real father.
I tried to resist him and all his gifts, but inside I felt an
opening like a crack in the desert floor making a channel
for rainwater.
After he made a produce deal, he and my mother would
drive out to the fields in Buckeye or Yuma to check on
the crops. In her short, brown leather boots, the bottoms
of her tight-fitting blue jeans tucked in the tops, and
a shirt with little silver snaps on the pockets, she’d say,
“We’re off to work.” Out they’d go, ice clinking in their
drinks, waving to us as they backed out of the driveway
in the Lincoln. Hours later, they’d come home carrying
heads of lettuce, cucumbers, or strawberries covered in
mud.
One day, Jack took Kimberly and me along too. He
checked in, speaking Spanish with the head field worker
who stayed in a small trailer near one of the irrigation
ditches. Then, while my mother stayed in the car, listening
to Tony Bennett and drinking Bloody Mary’s from a
thermos, my sister and I followed Jack out into acreage
of quiet, sweet smelling dirt. We walked behind him in
our tooled leather cowboy boots, through labyrinths of

butterball and romaine, as he looked for signs of whether
or not his investment was going to pay off.
He wouldn’t let us talk until after his inspection.
Bending down, close to the earth, he sniffed handfuls
of irrigated soil. He searched for insects and stroked the
underside of leaves, feeling with his fingers for the bugs
that weren’t visible.
I could feel the whole crop speaking to him through
his hands. He seemed to know what it needed. It was the
same way he patted meat when he barbequed hamburgers,
as if he’d had a relationship with the animal, the way he
lovingly cooked quail in golden-brown sauces, how he
touched my mother’s skin and sometimes put his hand
on my shoulder when he made a joke, or lifted Kimberly
up to ride on his shoulders.
As we walked through the butterball crop, Jack slipped
a knife from the pocket of his loose-fitting pants, cut a
piece of the vegetable from its roots, and chewed it. We
walked some more. Then he stopped, lifted his head up,
and peered at the sky from behind his black horn rim
sunglasses.
“You can’t control nature,” he said. “If lettuce gets too
cold, the heads will be too small. If it’s too hot, they’ll
wilt. And if the wind comes up, the heads could get
windburn. It’s a risky business.”
When his assessment was complete, he let out a scream.
We were scared at first.
“It releases tension,” he said. “Where else can you
scream and no one will hear you?”

I tried to imitate Jack, making the loudest noise I could,
but I started to cough. The more I screamed though, the
throat screeching stopped and I felt the sound coming
from my whole body.
Jack taught us to make animal sounds. Kimberly liked
to imitate birds. I preferred wild cats. Jack could become
any animal we thought of. Our favorite was his imitation
of an anteater. He stuck his tongue out, slithered it from
side to side and made licking sounds.
As we walked back to the car, Jack taught us his rendition of “I’m An Old Cowhand From The Rio Grande”
and we sang together, laughing.
I’m an old cowpie
In the pasture I lie
Oh, my feet don’t match
And my head needs a scratch.
Though my feet don’t match
And my head needs a scratch
I’m still a cowpie
That’ll get your ass
Yippie yi yo kayah
“How does everything look?” my mother asked. She stood
at the edge where the crops ended and the desert began.
Jack lit a cigarette and put his arm around her.
“So far, so good,” he said.

***
One day, two hulking men came to the door demanding
to know Jack’s whereabouts. He was in Salinas, but my
mother told me not to tell them. She made me answer
the door and say, “My parents aren’t home.” The men
stood on the doorjamb, leaned forward into the house,
close to me. I thought they would push me out of the
way or put me in handcuffs. They looked like they had
guns. My whole body trembled. I wanted to run, but
I stood there trying to appear taller than I was. I kept
saying, “They aren’t here. They aren’t here,” until finally,
they left.
“Who are those men?” I asked my mother.
“Friends of Jack’s.”
“They don’t look like friends.”
She went to her bedroom and closed the door. I heard
sobbing that penetrated the walls of the house.
Later, she told Kimberly and me that Jack wasn’t
coming back. She was divorcing him, and we had to
move out of state. She found out he’d been writing bad
checks for a long time. He’d forged her signature, taken
her inheritance money, and Kimberly’s and my trust
funds. He’d invested all of it on what turned out to be a
bad crop of cucumbers.
I didn’t know what a trust fund was, but if Jack had
taken all our money he must have had a good reason. He
had plans to legally adopt us, so he had to come home.

Kimberly wouldn’t go in the pool without him. She
started stealing. She’d race down Glendale Avenue to the
Rexall Drug store, making the playing cards in the spokes
of her bike spin until you couldn’t see them. Her thin
brown hair, separated into pigtails, looked like sprouting
palm trees waving in the wind. She brought home bags
of records, hair spray, make-up, candy, and comic books.
I told her Jack would be back any day, he just needed
time to get some money together.
“Will he be the same as before?”
“He’ll be better,” I said.
The big men kept coming to the door, now asking for
my mother. I tried to control the shaking in my body
when I told them my parents weren’t home. I felt like a
criminal and wondered if they’d put me in handcuffs if
they found out I was lying.
I thought my mother wanted Jack to come back, too,
until the locksmith came. And then I heard her on the
phone inviting a man over for dinner. She put lemon
chicken in the oven. I tiptoed down the hall and peeked
around the corner to see who it was. Bob Arden, owner
of the Knotty Pines restaurant. We’d eaten there. We’d
met him. He was a friend of Jack’s. He and my mother
were listening to Andy Williams and drinking martinis
on the couch in the living room. The lights were low. I’d
seen her replace the regular bulbs with pink ones before
he arrived.
She leaned into him and put her bold red lips on his mouth.

I rushed to get Kimberly. She was watching the ballerina in her music box spin around to the “Blue Danube
Waltz.”
“Let’s go out there and do a dance for them,” I said.
“That way, they can’t kiss or anything.”
“Does she still love Daddy?”
“Yes. But we have to keep an eye on her.”
We got Cokes in the kitchen and went to the living
room in our petticoat dance outfits with our plan.
Kimberly carried a little drum. I took a box of checkers
as a back-up of something to do after our performance.
“What are you girls doing?” my mother said.
“We’re here to dance for Mr. Arden.”
“Aren’t you cute,” he said, sucking a martini-soaked
olive into his mouth.
Kimberly tapped her drum, and the doorbell rang.
“Don’t answer that,” my mother said.
It rang again. We all stared at the front door.
Then we heard Jack’s voice, thick and hoarse. “Gail, I
know you’re in there, and I know who you’re with.”
“It’s Daddy,” Kimberly said. She started for the door. I
grabbed her arm and held her back.
“Bob, get the hell out of my house and away from my
wife.”
My mother froze like an ice sculpture, her arm raised
with the martini glass in her hand, ready to drink.
“Daddy,” Kimberly yelled.
The doorbell rang again and again. The checkers

spilled at my feet and scattered across the carpet. I felt
my stomach churn. The bones in my legs got soft. It was
hard to keep standing.
“Bob! Gail! Answer the door or I’m breaking it down!”
I put my arm around Kimberly’s small chest. I could
feel her heart pounding.
She looked up at me. “He sounds real mad.”
Jack kept yelling, “I’ll break the door down!” Then we
heard a gunshot. A bullet went through the front door
and hit the wall that faced the entryway, blackening the
woven linen wallpaper.
My mother dropped her glass and screamed.
Bob ran through the kitchen. I heard the back door
slam.
What a coward, I thought.
“I’m going to call the police,” I yelled out.
“No,” said Kimberly. “They’ll take him away.”
“He’s going to kill someone.”
I dragged Kimberly with me to the kitchen and dialed
the phone. “Come to 708 North Third Avenue. My
father shot a gun.”
Jack yelled, “Dreams. You’ve taken them all away,
Gail.”
Then we heard pounding, wood splitting, cracking, as
part of the door collapsed.
Jack stepped into the living room in a wrinkled shirt
and pants, his shoes caked with dried mud.
“Daddy,” Kimberly cried.

“I brought this lettuce for you and the girls,” he said.
“This is a good crop. The cucumbers weren’t my fault. It
was the beetles. They ate the seedlings.”
Weaving back and forth, holding a head of dirty lettuce
in one hand and the gun in the other, he kicked a heavy
cardboard box of butterball into the room and walked
toward my mother, throwing the head of lettuce at her.
I didn’t think he would shoot Kimberly, or me, but my
mother could be dead before the police came. I couldn’t
think of what to do. My body took over. I pushed
Kimberly behind me and walked forward until I stood
between Jack and my mother. My bravery surprised me.
“Aren’t you a big deal,” I said. My heart cracked in
crooked pieces. “I was right about you in the beginning.”
He dropped the gun to his side, made a low howling
sound, turned and walked away into the night toward an
old beat-up car parked across the street.
The police finally came and asked my mother all kinds
of questions.
“Was he drunk? Are you still married? Did he hit the
girls? Did he hit you?”
“I want a restraining order,” my mother said.
After they left, it was quiet except for Andy Williams,
who’d been singing the “Hawaiian Wedding Song” for
hours. The arm of the record player kept lifting up and
gliding over the record until the needle dropped down to
that last song on the album.
My mother’s lemon chicken burned up in the oven,

first flesh, then bones. It smoked its way through the
house. We breathed it all in: dead chicken, shattered
plaster, Tangueray gin, and gunmetal.
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Friday 6th January, 2012
Dear Jude,
Please excuse the crappy yellow legal pad. Had I waited
to find fancy stationery, I might never have sat down to
write. Your parents are still listed at Blecker Street, so I’m
sending the letter there and hopefully, they’ll pass it on
to you.
Why don’t I just ring your dad, see if you’re alive and
well, and get your phone number or an email address? I
can’t. I need to write and do it old school with pen and
paper. Think about each word before I put it down (and
swear because my hand is already aching from writing
more than I have in a decade). To send an email would
be like warping the fabric of space and time. But then
again, writing a letter to you after so long feels a little
like that anyway.
When we sat at The Point watching the first sunrise of
1992, I believed in an eternity of New Year’s Eves with
you, my best friend, by my side. I had no idea it would
be our last.

Just so you know, it hasn’t taken me twenty years to
forgive you for not showing up at my farewell party. Or
at the bus the next day. You did me a favour. Had you
come to say good-bye, I don’t think I would have had the
courage to go and leave you behind.
I quit my job at the end of last year. Decided it was
time for a sea change, to reassess what’s important in
life. Important to me. I’ve bought an old weatherboard
cottage just up the coast from Coffs Harbour. It’s not
Piper’s Reach (I couldn’t go back there), but I’m near the
ocean again. I can lie awake at night and hear the crash
of the waves, smell the salt and seaweed.
Finding the shoebox with your letters and other
teenage stuff (I still have the chewie wrapper you gave
me the first day we met), it felt like no time had passed.
But at the same time, I feel like I’ve lived several lives
since then. Guess I have in a way.
Reading your old letters, there were events I remembered and others I’d forgotten—like the first thing I ever
said to you was I didn’t kiss boys, so you thought I was
a lesbian until I pashed Bart Lehmann at the Year 10
social. Shit! Some things and some people are best left
forgotten. But you are not one of those people, Jude.
Despite the years of silence, I never forgot you.
You always said The Waterboys wrote “The Whole of
the Moon” about us, and while you said it was me seeing
the whole of the moon, it was you who was the optimist.
No one has ever filled those shoes since I left Piper’s.

I’m done with the wandering in the wilderness. I want
to reconnect with what I left behind. I hope you have the
time and inclination to write back. I could use a friend
like you in my life (and no, that’s not code for “I’m going
through a messy divorce”).
Always your,
Ella-Louise
xxx
PS: I realized I still press hard enough for your patented
brand of reverse Braille. Some things never change!
PPS: Placebo’s “Pure Morning” is playing. The mention of
stormy weather, friends in need, and thoughts compressing
all seem rather fitting as I fold this up and go in search of
an envelope.
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