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Editor’s Note
Just in time for Labor Day, Rumble Fish Quarterly is back with a slate of fiction and poetry to get you through those last, why-is-it-supposed-to-be-95-degrees-tomorrow, days
of summer.
On the fiction side, we’ve got heroes and we’ve got anti-heroes. In “Cradle Hymn”, Robert McKean takes us to the life of a substitute teacher in Chicago, who struggles against
his internalized attitudes to try and keep his home life together. Next up is “Telus Interruptus”, where John Richmond drives deep into a mess of paranoia, where a man,
caught up in a haze of suspicion that his wife is cheating, rampages through a series of
unruly choices and hasty conclusions. Lastly, in “Riding the Stretch,” Michael Madden
takes his seat at a bar in a hunting town, where masculine insecurity accumulates along
with snowflakes.
Over on the poetry court, naturalism is front-and-center. In “Moonfall,” Charles Cantrell
gets close to the earth in a literal sense, as what starts as a gardening quirk blooms into
a treasure. “August Everywhere” by David B. Prather ruminates on death in lyrical lines
dense with southern imagery. “Keepsake” by Richard Holleman makes gift-giving intimate with romantic poet flair. Lastly, M.A. Istvan Jr. offers up “Ruptures,” in which an
epiphany emerges from watching an animal give birth.
All told, it’s a ride. We hope you like it.
Katie Sions
Editor-in-Chief
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Moonfall
Charles Cantrell
She said that she didn’t know why
she liked to dig holes,
spoon or spade,
especially under moonlight, in her garden.
I didn’t believe her.
She had promised me last winter
that she’d fly a kite on the new ice
of the lake, but when I told her on a windy day
that I was ready, she laughed.
So I didn’t ask to watch her dig holes in
and around her radishes, lettuce, and dillweed.
“Do you get close to the ground
with a spoon?” I asked. “Eye-level to snails,” she said.
“I can almost hear the dirt breathe.”
“And do you tip the sod back over and pat it flat
when you use a shovel?” “Every time,” she said.
“And sometimes I’ll lie face down
on the fresh earth, and if I feel a worm,
beetle, or whatever, I don’t flinch.
The dirt tightens the pores.”
I almost wanted to challenge her,
but something held me back.
Something in her eyes. Would I be embarrassed?
Yet what harm if someone loves the earth
that much? But something about shovels in the dark
and neighbors peeking out windows.
Something about lips close to worms
in moonlight. But hey, I have a garden and tools.
I’m not afraid of rabbit turds, or whatever
I weed by daylight. Let the moon fall
and roll around, gathering dirt and leaves,
as in fairy tales. Maybe face down on the ground
is a way to learn something I’m afraid of.
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as that a shot? Charley, absorbed in his thoughts, leaped up and moved toward
the windows. The air in the old classroom was stagnant, leaden. Through zigzag rents in the blinds sunlight burned. Flies buzzed somebody’s uneaten lunch in the
wastebasket. His students, the few who had stayed for a substitute teacher, were paging
through the school-themed magazines he had swiped from the English Department.
Some teachers left lesson plans for subs, most didn’t. Most subs gave study halls anyway, so it hardly mattered. But in his three years of subbing in Chicago, passing among
twenty or so Southside schools, Charley Rankin had come to understand that, all in all,
it was easier to teach. As he blundered through the disorderly desks, two boys raced
ahead. It was only then he realized their folly.
“Get back!” he shouted. “Somebody might have a gun out there!”
He stopped, but of course no one listened to a substitute. One of the boys swept
aside a blind that swooned crookedly from its ropes and peered down. “Ain’t no gun,” he
scoffed. “Jist some fool chuckin’ rocks.”
“Well, thanks.” What were you supposed to say? “Good to know.”
“You want that I chew his ass out?”
One of the boy’s hands was deformed. The ivory palm curved inward. The hand
hung beside him silent as a hook. Birth defect? Injury? Charley had been asked if he
wanted a full-time position here, at this school. Across the street from the back of the
building—where he would soon have to go to wait all by himself for the bus—stood high-

rise tenements, grim monoliths towering shoulder to shoulder against the pancake-flat
Midwestern horizon. The balconies of the buildings appeared to be wired over, caged in.
The grounds were littered with scorched tires, broken glass, trash. You saw no children
playing. He had not made up his mind whether to accept the teaching position, but was
leaning against it: How could you come to work here everyday, in this desolate setting?
“No, no,” he said. “That’s not necessary, but thanks for looking.”
Should he try to invent an assignment from the magazines? Encourage them to
write something? Last week he subbed for a music teacher the day after she had passed
out plastic flutes: Blow, he instructed his pupils, blow, blow, blow! But this was Friday, the last class of the day, the next-to-last week of the school year. As early as this
morning, as he crammed himself into one of the city’s lumbering, emphysemic buses,
dispatched by a call from Sub-Center that had waked the baby and Haydee, humidity
had begun seeping through the streets. By now, the air was poisonous with civilization’s fumes, slick, soaking. Behind him, the linen maps rolled up in their wooden frame
exhaled a smell of mildew. You had to marvel: What long-vanquished world did those
maps depict? Somewhere a siren wailed. No one wanted to discuss the stories in the
magazines that featured white suburban high school kids. No one had a pen or pencil
with which to compose an essay, nobody had a scrap of paper, even if by some remote
chance they aspired to write a story. Excitement over, his half-dozen somnolent students, ninth graders, returned to their pilfered magazines, the flies to their garbage.
Charley pointed at his hoard of magazines. “I’ve got more, just let me know?”
The wire from the wall clock dangled without a plug. Speculating on that—who
would steal a plug?—Charley studied the clock’s stopped hands. He had been subbing
ever since he had returned from Europe. The subs, like gypsies, all knew each other. At
lunch he had chatted with Ulrich Rayes. Plump and perspiring, Ulrich wore the same
glen plaid suit and maroon tie he wore yesterday and the day before, the same suit and
tie he had worn for a decade. Ulrich schlepped around a briefcase swollen with correspondence school essays he graded while he subbed, thus enabling him by working two
jobs at once to cobble together a bachelor’s income. But for Charley it was different.
This morning, before racing out, he had in their basement apartment shimmied up a
screen to retrieve a wine bottle that had rolled into the window well. Libby, the baby,
at nineteen months, might love the vision of people’s disembodied feet paddling by,
the occasional dog that put its snout down and sniffed, or the even rarer—and so more
wonderful—child who, boggled by seeing people where people ought not to be, would
stare brazenly in. But it was a dubious place to raise a family. Suds bubbled out of the
baseboard. They found silverfish in their blankets. What was he thinking? Of course he’d
take the position here. With his wife Haydee unwilling, or unable, to return to work, he
had to take the full-time job.
“Wanna buy some shit?”
The boy, the one with the maimed hand, had not lifted his head from his magazine, nor raised his voice above a whisper. Charley wasn’t even sure he was talking to
him. But he was, and he knew what the boy meant. “I’m fine,” he said, guardedly.
“Good stuff?” The pocket of the boy’s jersey was torn on a side. “Weed, whatever
you crave, man?”
“You want another magazine, you done with that one?”
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Cradle Hymn
Robert McKean
Southside Chicago

W

The boy, disappointed with him, perhaps disappointed his special word, crave,
had not elicited more of a response, shook his head. For a long minute the boy gazed at
the girl reading her magazine beside him, until she snapped, “Whachu lookin’ at, jerkface?”
The door creaked open. Irritated that, whoever it was, they hadn’t knocked, Charley hurried over. A young black man stood there, older than his freshmen, as tall as he
himself, one leg and foot already inside the room. “What is it?” Charley asked. “Are you
coming in? Do you belong here?” The young man’s eyes were dilated. They appeared unfocused, it was as if he were looking through or past Charley. Something felt queasy, out
of kilter. Charley shifted to brace the door with his body to keep it from opening farther.
“I said, do you belong in this room?”
That the young man was matching and increasing the pressure on his side meant
that he was—in some form—cognizant of his surroundings. Yet he would not respond.
“What is it?” Charley demanded. “What d’you want?” The pressure increased another
notch, and Charley noticed, out in the hall, several other boys. They were following the
young man, trailing him in a loose semi-circle, pointing at him and smirking. Feeling a
very real menace suddenly, Charley tensed his body to withstand the pressure building
against it. “I asked you, do you belong in here or not?” He tried to make his voice firm,
but he could hear a wheedling tone he disliked. In his subbing career he had learned a
handful of incontestable rules: Never turn your back to a class, never mumble, never
plead. Teachers who plead, lose.
Behind him, he heard a low voice he recognized. “Don’t let him in here, mister.
You hear me, don’t let him in here . . . ”
Panicking, Charley threw his whole body against the door. “You’re not in this
class!” he shouted as though deranged. “You’re not! You’re not!”
The pressure on the door met his pressure, matched his pressure. The vacant eyes
gazed through him. Then the pressure gradually subsided. Charley, blood throbbing at
his temples, felt the pressure ebbing, and the young black man turned like a sleepwalker
and drifted away, his smirking entourage following, slinking behind him at a respectful
distance.
No way could you work here.

It was the odor—odors—that assailed you. With no cross ventilation, little fresh
air reached their belowground rooms, even with the windows open, which they weren’t:
Haydee disliked open windows. Open windows, open curtains, ringing telephones, loud
noises, barking dogs, prying questions: Haydee disliked anything that impinged on her.
And since the birth of the child, her phobias had gotten worse. Nose wrinkling against
the pungency of his own family, Charley threw off his jacket and shoved up the two
small living room windows. A paper plate had blown against a screen. He removed the
plate and lifted into place the fan they had discovered in the trash. One night a drunk
urinated into one of the shallow wells. Hearing something, he glanced into the kitchen
and saw, not Haydee, but the baby. Libby had learned to drag a chair over to the counter
and stand on the seat while they made dinner. She was at the sink now, leaning into it, a

knife in her hand.
“Libby!” He extracted the paring knife from her tiny clutch and scooped her up
into his arms. “No knives! Bad girl! No knives!”
He carried her into the bedroom. Haydee, amid a tangle of sheets, lay asleep in
the shadowy furnace of the room. Wan light from the television flickered across her.
One breast escaping from her long sky-blue nightgown, she looked as pale as the plaster figurines in the window of the religious store across the street. The baby, fluent in
her own language, reached out, chubby arms and tiny grabbing fingers, all love toward
her beautiful mother—and Haydee was beautiful. Classic Scandinavian face, expressive cheekbones, balanced eyes, a girl inhabited by a silky and, when not in thrall to her
demons, sultry voluptuousness, a drowsy languor that Charley loved to distraction. This
morning she had complained of her ears. On his way home, he had stopped and bought
the Burow’s Solution she used. He slipped the bottle from its paper sack and set it on
the bed table. All her life Haydee had been prone to ear infections—swimmer’s ear, she
called it—and so, no doubt, she had not heard the baby, who liked to tunnel in under the
covers, tunneling out. It wasn’t her fault. Things were never Haydee’s fault.
Still, he was provoked. “Let’s change you first,” he said to his daughter. “Before
the public sanitation crew shows up.”
And when Haydee came into the kitchen as he was settling the baby in at her
diminutive dining table, bright plastic bowls before her, their own dinner cooking on
the stove, he pointedly ignored his wife. “Charley”—Haydee squatted down to mop the
baby’s chin—“you should’ve gotten me up. I didn’t know you were home. How was your
day?”
He pretended to focus on their dinner. “Everything’s fine, fine.”
“Charley, I’m sorry, I didn’t . . . “ Haydee shrugged helplessly. “I’m didn’t . . . Did
you have a hard day? What god-awful place did they send you to?”
He had wanted, despite himself, to wound her, punish her, and from her pleading voice he knew he had already succeeded. It was easy to hurt Haydee. She seemed to
invite it. Friends had warned him before they married. But he hadn’t listened to the stories of Haydee Larsen, didn’t want to hear about the strange interludes, the gossip that
circulated, times she was so paralyzed by her anxieties that she could not get up out of
bed and would wet herself. He had been daft over her. Foolishly thought his steadiness
would steady her. But even though the truth was that it had been she, no doubt, who had
had the hard day, her distraction only goaded him. “She had a knife, Haydee.”
“What? I can’t hear you.”
“She had a knife! She was standing here with a knife!”
Haydee, her face collapsing in bewilderment and guilt, shook her finger before
the child’s nose like a windshield wiper. “Oh, Libby! LibbyLibbyLibby—no knives, lovey-dovey, nonono! No knives! Nononononononononon—”
“Stop it!” Charley flung the spatula into the backboard. “Talk to her like a person!”
“Charley”—Haydee cringed—“what’s the matter? I don’t, I—”
“She’s a person! A human being! She can understand English!”
Haydee, standing, reeled on her bare feet. Her nightgown was stained: coffee,
cereal, traces of the baby’s spit-up. Her hair was sticky, dirty. She smelled, they all
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smelled. Rattled by his sudden, inexplicable anger, overcome by confusion, by her vast
lifelong bewilderment, she pleaded with him. “Charley, I didn’t, I don’t . . . I can’t . . . ”
“The hell with it!”
The baby, understanding tone if not words, began to whimper, and Charley,
frustrated, stalked out of the kitchen to get away—except, in an apartment consisting of
three rooms, there was nowhere to go to get away. The living room, tiny as it was, was
dominated by the mammoth Maxwell Street sofa they had bought on a whim, too infatuated with the forty-five-dollar bargain to grasp that it would never go through their
door. It had, though, taking with it the molding, as they pushed, prodded, and kicked
the thing into the apartment. Beside the sofa, huddled beneath a window, was his study:
a card table and ex-funeral parlor folding chair. In a thrift shop Haydee had discovered
a placard she placed beside the ancient black upright typewriter he persisted in using:
Don’t disturb the grouch—he bites!
Which was where he sat now, pouting.
He was—in a month—about to be thirty. Ordinarily, he paid little heed to birthdays, but this birthday, the closing out of his twenties with nothing to show for it except
a child he could not support, gnawed at him. This past winter, his father—with whom
he’d always had a difficult relationship but who still sent him small checks—had been
diagnosed with renal cancer. Had had a kidney removed. Forced to retire from the
steelworks, Don Rankin jammed his golfing fedora down on his hairless skull and drove
himself through snowstorms to his own radiation treatments. A patch of skin on his
lower back—he rolled up the tail of his shirt to proudly show people—had been tanned
like leather by the radiation. Your twenties you might be forgiven your financial improvidence, but, by thirty, you need to be independent.
“Charley, your dinner’s burning.”
Haydee, baby roped by an arm, motored past him.
He ate in silence, only recalling later, as he was washing the dishes, that it was
Friday night: He didn’t have to lie half-awake all night dreading the telephone’s ringing,
dreading the telephone’s not ringing. The rules were, if one called Sub-Center the day
before and made oneself available, then one was to be dressed and ready to fly when the
phone rang. What a hoot. But relying on the telephone as your alarm clock meant that,
as a result, your mornings were frenetic, chaotic. It was an absurd way to live. Fourteenyear-olds offering to sell you dope, young men with haunted eyes drifting through filthy
halls, plastic flutes. He’d seen a rat in that building once. The scrawny creature, bedraggled and blasted, wriggled through a shattered window and delicately picked its way
across the open fretwork of the school’s fire escape—indeed, escaping. Charley carried
into the bedroom a bowl of the macaroni and ground beef.
“I don’t want it.” Haydee shook herself. “It’s gross.”
“You want a sandwich?” She strained to hear him. “I said, do you—”
“Just leave me alone.”
He pondered the congealing macaroni. “I’m sorry.”
Haydee cupped a blackened sole in her hand and massaged her foot. She never turned the sound of the television up. She just watched the flashing images. “If you
want,” she said, “you can give her her bath? But I don’t care.”
He held out the macaroni again. “Sure?”

“Take it away!”
He threw the macaroni out and returned and collected Libby. At the top of her
percentile indicators, the baby, the pediatrician assured them, would be a tall, strong,
healthy girl. And for sure, Libby, a sturdy tugboat, loved chugging back and forth on her
tummy in the sudsy bathwater. Charley watched his daughter’s milky skin puckering,
warming to the hue of rosé wine. Haydee in high school and college had been an athlete.
Not a swimmer, but a well regarded tennis, lacrosse, and racquetball player—any sport,
Charley teased her, with a stick you could hit things with. All that athletic yearning in
Haydee seemed long gone, but Charley liked the idea of having an athletic daughter,
someone who could go toe-to-toe with the boys. He stood the baby on her wobbly legs to
pat her dry, blotting the pockets of water that would pool beneath her curious, doubting
eyes. He rubbed the child with lotion, simonized her until her little potbelly shone, then
carried her off bundled in a towel like a foundling left on the steps of an orphanage.
On his way through the living room, the phone rang.
His father, he worried: the cancer. But no. It was Ulrich Rayes, which took him by
surprise. In their sketchy friendship he and Ulrich had now and then, upon discovering
themselves dispatched to the same school, shared a drink after work. But they had never
called each other. Charley, cradling the squirming baby, wedged the phone in the crook
of his neck.
“You hear about Baldwin?” Ulrich said excitedly. “It’s all over the news—stabbing.
Fatal.” He laughed gruesomely. “We’ll all be there Monday. Best cafeteria in the system—tremendous tacos!”
Baldwin was a good school, one of the few good schools on the Southside. Baldwin drew from an upper-middleclass university neighborhood. It was racially diverse,
even international in flavor, with a vibrant, stimulating school culture. The subs, consequently, the city’s vagabonds in wrinkled shirts, were seldom required at Baldwin,
and so he understood what Ulrich meant. But surely Ulrich hadn’t called to just tell him
about Baldwin High?
“You lived in Europe, right?” Ulrich went on. “I’m going this summer, Charley,
I’m gonna do it—I just bought my goddamned ticket!” Ulrich did sound like he was
worked up, in a stir, as if he had only that moment come to this momentous decision. 		
“D’you have any names—places I can stay, people I can hit up for a night?”
So that was why he called. “Ulrich, it’s been a long time?”
“Charley, you know me: Is Ulrich Rayes picky? You busy Monday, after school? I
know a joint just down the street from Baldwin. I’ll stand you a beer?”
The baby drove her heel into his kidney, and he decided he would not take the
teaching position: You may or may not be forgiven your financial dereliction, but you
would never be forgiven the abdication of your dreams. Charley tightened his grip on his
child. “I’ll root around in my papers, Ulrich, how’s that? But you know, we might not be
at Baldwin?”
“Hey, what’re you smoking? Gonna be Sub-City there Monday, baby doll!”
Libby slept at the foot of their bed in a little nest. Despite the oven-like suffocation of the room, she was a good sleeper. Charley tucked her in, then lingered. Someone’s voice carried in from the sidewalk, another siren bayed, puling like a wounded
animal. He pictured the emergency vehicle, its pulsing lights streaking through the
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grid of the immense city. His anger had dissipated, his self-righteous snit. He was selfish—selfish, self-centered, immature. That was something that also had to change, if he
was to be thirty. When Haydee consented to recognize his presence, he said, softening
his voice, “I got scared today and lost my head. I’m madder at myself more than anything else. They’re just kids, I keep telling myself that. There was a boy this morning I
was teasing. He said something about a car he loved, a Chevrolet, and I told him there
wasn’t any difference between Fords and Chevrolets. He got so exercised over such an
outrageous slander that we both started laughing. But there was someone else—in the
afternoon—who scared me. I should’ve reacted better, I should’ve handled it better, I’m
sorry.” Charley pointed at the bottle on the table. “Want me to?”
Her eyes were red-rimmed. Hair clung to her cheek. She nodded, and he carried
the bottle from the pharmacy into the bathroom. He bled some of the solution down the
rim of a cup, diluted it, returned to the bedroom with the cup and eyedropper. Haydee
lay on her side, turned away. He knelt on the bed beside her.
“It’s always spooky when it happens,” she said, her voice faraway. “It’s like the
world isn’t there, like it went away, or”—she laughed forlornly—“like I’m not there.”
Before Libby’s birth, Haydee, because she was attractive, had been able to talk
her way into a job for which she had no training. She sat in a room full of other attractive young people who had also never learned how to do anything with themselves. All
day long they called people asking if they would like to buy garbage bags or pine-scented
floor soap. In college, during one of her breakdowns, she had taken to hiding in the rafters of the gymnasium. On the day she decided would be the last day of her sales job, she
shattered the mirror in the women’s room with the heel of her shoe. Charley pinched the
rubber bulb, dipped the stem of the dropper into the liquid in the cup, released his fingers. The solution climbed the plastic tube. Then he drew Haydee’s tangled hair back to
expose the whorls of her ear, slid the rounded tip of the dropper into the canal, pinched
the bulb in discrete pulses. At the invasion of the cool fluid, Haydee shuddered, convulsing gently. Her legs, slithering free of the blue nightgown, curled up, flexed straight,
curled up.
“Enough?” he asked. “More?”
She curled into a tighter ball, and he understood she was answering his second
question. He refilled the dropper, returned it to her ear. She convulsed gently again, her
gown sliding up past her waist and her legs flexing, curling, scissoring. “Charley?” Her
voice sounded even more distant. “Can we go to the park Sunday?”
The park was less than a block away, near the lake. “To see the sailboats?”
“Can we? She loves the little boats, Charley. They’re just her size.”
Once, when they were bathing together, Haydee dabbed his temples and eyebrows with soap and gazed at him in rapt concentration. What’re you going to look like,
she mused, when you’re old and gray? Who’s going to fix your porridge for you, Charley? When he collected a handful of suds and attempted to paint her hair, she pulled
back, put off by the game. It would frighten him, how far away the person he lived with
would drift, how powerless he was to hold her back, to keep her here. He would, during
those times, worry in a vague, aimless way about the beleaguered girl he had rescued
from an abusive lover, would worry what would become of her if he wasn’t here. His
mother had had chronic emotional problems, and so, in an odd way, he had come to

understand his father better. Haydee slithered over on her other side. She curled herself
around his legs. As Charley refilled his dropper, he glanced at the images replacing each
other in a gray progression on the television, a 1940s sedan tumbling to the bottom of a
cliff in a soundless explosion, an announcer’s lips moving sinuously, a tiny man guiding
a motorboat inside a toilet bowl. Charley drew his wife’s hair back and carefully sent the
solution rolling drop by drop down into the spiraling darkness of her head. Luxuriating
in the sensation of it sliding down the channel of her ear, Haydee, her legs switching
rhythmically back and forth, shuddered again and again. Feeling her rising passion,
Charley refilled his dropper and dipped it into her ear, dipped it in again and again and
again. Haydee pressed her open mouth against his leg, bit him sharply breaking the skin
and rolled over on her back, pulling her nightgown over her head. She brought her arms
up, looped them around his neck, drew him down.
“Charley,” she said, her voice now far, far away, “climb down in me. It makes the
hurt go away. Charley, Charley, Charley, climb down in me . . . ”
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With the sandpapery steps of the closing-time crowd shuffling past on the sidewalk above, Charley worked in his study. Outside sounded more unanswered cries, more
sirens. In his journal he collected the day’s images, then pieced through the disintegrating address book he kept in his wallet. He visualized ponderous, bespectacled Ulrich
Rayes, briefcase in hand, squirming down into a houseboat engulfed in hash smoke
in Amsterdam, puffing up a vertiginous staircase in his plaid suit and maroon tie to a
flea-bitten pensione off Las Ramblas. But as incongruous as these visions of stout Ulrich
Rayes were, he envied his subbing friend, as the memories of his lost twenties poured
back, washing over him.
Later, in the kitchen, he relocated the knives to a high shelf. But though he could
remove their knives from his daughter’s reach, he could not keep the world from its
reach of her. One had to presume that, like her child, Haydee Larsen had scored at the
top of her percentile indicators. But for Haydee Larsen something had gone fundamentally wrong, as something with him had gone wrong, too. He didn’t know what that was
in her, only dimly knew what it was in himself. But he had understood what he was
getting into. They were both emotionally damaged, and the fact was he loved her. Loved
Haydee Larsen sane, loved her possessed, loved her awake, asleep, stoned or sober. He
recalled the sunlight in his last class, the zigzag dazzle of it burning through the slashed
blinds, the scrolled, useless maps of countries long perished, of civilizations lost to history. His daughter, poor mite, didn’t even have a cradle you could rock her to sleep in.
He had to save the child he fathered, had to try to save the woman he married. Monday
he’d call, he’d accept the teaching position. He knew in Baldwin High exactly where the
public phones were.

August Everywhere
David B. Prather
I remember my grandfather saying,
It is August everywhere, and me
thinking he meant everything in the world
was this confrontation of land and sea,
everything was North Carolina in summer,
sunlight piecing together in the east
to make a hot ball of flame
above the earth.
But now, I think he meant the crows,
how they were the only constant, sitting in trees
and fields wherever there was death.
He loved the salt water more than anything,
waited for it to boil up to his feet and pull
the ground out from under him, for the ocean
to reach up with broken waves,
pulling itself up past the rocks and catching
the roots of grasses, dragging up like some giant
miscreant to stand and walk and breathe again.
He was sure that change meant life,
that some things were meant to be pulled
far out to sea to fight for air.
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“Telus Interruptus”
John Richmond

T

he signs were subtle- so subtle as to be almost imperceptible, practically non-existent- that, in retrospect, it took him an inordinately long time to figure out what was
going on. However, the betraying hangnail was not what she did, no, rather, ultimately,
it was what she didn’t do; not what she took along when she went to her quarterly meeting in Chicago, but, more so, what she didn’t leave behind.
Granted, when he first started to think about it- someplace within awareness,
but short of suspicious “wondering,” he knew that his “evidence” was flimsy, in fact, it
wasn’t evidence at all- at least not then, back at the beginning.
What he came to know- as a result of his “wondering”- was that he had to gather
some information, some data- put, bluntly, he had to have some proof- to support his
“feelings” that she was having an affair.
Yes, an affair, and it seemed like a simple enough of a concept to get his mind
around, but it baffled him as to- if she is doing it- how is she able to do it seeing as she
was taking care of two children- ages four and three- for the entire day, every day?
This fact hamstrung the logical flow of his thoughts because he couldn’t understand- let alone imagine- how anyone with two little children could invest the timemuch less find an opportunity- to do what was, what would have been necessary to
meet, the standard definition of an affair.
It wasn’t until he continually hit the proverbial “brick walls” of the “dead-end
lines of thought,” that he tried to give it a rest and trust that sooner or later the insight
would come to him.
Still, as much as he told himself to put it “away” for a time, deep within his mind
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processes were occurring as he subconsciously tried to explain the contradictions that
were readily and very extremely apparent.
“If she’s doing it, how is she doing it?” he would ask himself, repeatedly.
He was clear as to what having an affair was all about, well, not exactly and
personally, but more so from the anecdotes and the stories that he had been privy to
amongst his friends and co-workers.
“What does she do with the kids?” he continued to ask himself. “She can’t be
meeting someone with the two of them in tow. What kind of an affair would that be?”
A significant amount of time passed, weeks and months with him- the husbandnot being able to make any headway- get any real sort of conceptual traction- on how it
was happening.
It wasn’t until he was at the stadium for a Browns home football game, sitting
there with his buddies, and bemoaning the state of the team and their losing ways. They
were drinking- and drinking heavily- and were listening to the other pissed off fans
around them. Then, in the flash of an instant one of the fans- just a couple of rows immediately down from him- began to utter- no, complain, about the team from the owner
on down.
The flow did have football related specifics, but all that he heard were those five
“w” and one “h” questions- “…who, what, when, where, why and how…” being applied
not to the Browns organization, but to the enveloping circumstance he found himself in.
Over and over again, he heard it being repeated in his head, the questioning- “…
who, what, where, when, how...” (he tactfully omitted the “why” question mostly because
he was more interested in blaming her than admitting to any shadow of culpability), but,
repeatedly, the message was the same“IF SHE’S DOING IT, WHO IS SHE DOING IT WITH, WHAT ARE THEY DOING, WHEN ARE THEY DOING IT, WHERE ARE THEY DOING IT AND HOW IS SHE
DOING IT?”
“It has something to do with the kids- somehow- in some way,” he tentatively
concluded in as certain a way as possible. “But, where does she put them and for how
long can they be away from her at their age?”
Occasionally, he checked the scoreboard as he thought- maybe more so plannedhow he would go about finding out.
“Ask the kids,” he told himself almost as if he was being both interrogated and
counseled by himself. Again, he asked himself an abbreviated version of the questions“HOW IS SHE DOING IT AND WHO COULD THE OTHER PERSON BE?”
He continued to sit there, and although the game was progressing, he was not,
due in large part because he was at a mental stalemate- or maybe he was trapped in a
mental box of his own conceptualizations.
He wondered- not so much about who the other person was- no, that was secondary- what he wondered about- and couldn’t understand- was why “the other man” would
have anything to do with a woman with two young children. And, so, weeks slipped
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by, but the nagging lack of answers did not. He was alert to the possibility of tell-tale
signs, both of the obvious and not so obvious kind, but, there were none. No slips of
the tongue, no distance between them, nothing in her car, her pockets or in her purseeven the garbage in her home office. Most importantly, the children said nothing that
he would consider revealing unless he wanted to start thinking the names of their playmates to be so.
Months passed, as did the conversational record that he heard every evening at
dinnertime with the children doing most of the talking.
“We went to the playground.”
“We had fun with Tommy.”
“Jesse fell down in the leaves,
but Tommy helped her up.”
“He’s a good friend.”
These were the “conversations” and their near-to-similar content that he- the
husband- kept filed in his head, and was- for some unknown reason- unable or unwilling
to discard- delete, if you will- them.
It wasn’t until the next home football game when, again, he was in the concourse
of the stadium, that he saw a father with a young son encounter another father- a friendand his son.
In an insightful flash, it all came back to him, and what was retrieved and played
over and over, again, in his head was the one word- TOMMY- and immediately he knew,
he was sure that he had an answer to his question.
He stood there for long moments, a hot dog in one hand and a beer in the other,
completely immobilized by the realization that had just been thrust upon him. Finally, he moved to a food stand where he took a bite of his hot dog and then a long gulp of
beer.
It was after he had taken the last bite and washed it down with a long swig, that
he voiced what was being repeated over and over, again, in his head.
“It’s Tommy’s father,” he said softly and definitively. “She’s having an affair with
Tommy’s father.”
With that, he made his way back to his seat for the second half, and- at least,
physically, mechanically- watched the rest of the game. But, that’s all that it was- mechanically sitting there, while he continually repeated to himself- “I’ll bet they probably
go- or at least meet up in Chicago- together.”
There wasn’t any point in trying to ascertain how long the affair had been going
on- though he figured two to three years- because all he was fairly certain of was that it
was probably still going on.
He immediately felt the overwhelming need to confront her, tell her that he knew
and get her to admit to it- but he didn’t. Something was causing him to think twice- hesitate, you might say- and with good reason, he had no proof, nothing but his hypothesis
based on a casual observation in the concourse of a football stadium.
His ride back to Shaker Heights on the Green Line, after the game, was spent
consumed with the “how-to” of proof. Over the course of the ride, he decided that there
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were two “kinds” of proof that he needed. The first was obvious and without question- he had to see them, together, in Chicago. He knew that there were “logistics” of a
serious level and magnitude that had to be addressed, but they were not ones that were
insurmountable.
Second- although he had been searching for physical proof everywhere- he had
the nagging feeling that there was something that he was overlooking.
It was as he walked to his car, in the “Park and Ride” lot, that he realized he had
to turn his conceptualizations inside out. It was not a matter of finding something.
Rather, it was a matter of discovering what was not there- when she was off in Chicagowhen it should have been.
It was this “eureka” moment that led him to the most obvious- and damning- of
a concluding realization- her diaphragm. There was absolutely no reason to take it- it
should have stayed in her dresser drawer for the time she was gone- unless, unless.
He returned home with the outline of a plan, albeit one that would take two trips,
on her part, to Chicago, to bring his suspicions to closure. In fact, he needed her to take
the two trips so that not only would he be generally certain, but he would be incontrovertibly certain. Incontrovertibly because not only did he have to reify what he believed
was the truth- that she took her diaphragm with her- but more so, to give him some time
to decide what to do with the truth.
So, he waited and watched her come and go about her business- like clockworknever missing a proverbial “beat,” never betraying what he was near-to-certain was the
shadow life she was living. He also kept an eye on the calendar, counting down the days
before the first of her two trips.
Days passed, weeks passed- then months- until, finally, she was packed and waiting for the cab to the airport.
He stood with her in the foyer, acting like all was normal, pretending as if nothing
was amiss.
“Got everything?” he asked casually.
She thought for a moment before she replied, “I think so.”
He nodded. “That’s good.”
A moment passed slowly between them before he continued.
“Staying at the same place?”
She laughed a slight sort of laugh. “Always. Always the Palmer House.”
“What? You don’t like it?” he asked.
“No, no- it’s not that,” she said with a shake of her head, “it’s just-”
“Just what?” he interrupted.
“It’s just that it’s not home- here, with you.”
He smiled.
“Wow,” he exclaimed to himself, “talk about bullshit.”
“That’s nice,” he said and then stepped up to her and gave her a kiss.
“Have a safe trip- and a nice time,” he managed just after the cab blew its horn.
She looked first toward the closed front door and then back at him.
“You know,” she began as she picked up her bag, “this is a business trip- there’s
not a lot of downtime.”
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“The business of fucking and going down,” he corrected her in his mind before
saying, “Sure, sure- I understand.”
“I knew you would,” she said through a smile and then opened the door.
“I’ll be back by noon on Sunday, okay?”
He smiled back, “I’ll be waiting.”
With that she stepped through the doorway and closed the door behind her.
“Oh,” he said softly, with a nodding of his head, “I’ll sure as hell be waiting.”
He waited and listened for the cab door to close and for it to pull away before he
double-locked the door and headed up to the bedroom.
On his way up the stairs, he played the percentage possibilities in his mind.
“What are the chances that I’ll find it in her drawer? Zero? One-hundred percent?”
Within moments, he was there in front of her dresser, ready to pull open the top,
center drawer.
“If it’s here, it’s going to be there, on the right side, at the front, right corner.”
He pulled open the drawer, looked where he expected to see it- and saw nothing.
“Hmm,” was all that he managed to utter- not say- but acknowledge that he now
had the basis for a substantive foundation for his suspicions.
He closed the drawer slowly and thoughtfully, tapped the top of the dresser with
his open palm and then walked away.
The rest of the week was spent in a relatively quiet- “a-near-to-suspended-state”as he waited for her return on Sunday afternoon.
Throughout this time, he thought and he planned not only what he was going to
do after the next step, which, to him, was obvious and without question.
If she were true to form, she would come home, unpack her bags, take a shower
to freshen-up and then join him for a drink. And, as predicted, when Sunday came, the
exact thing happened.
He waited until she was in the shower- with the water running- before he went to
the bedroom, opened the drawer and saw it- back in its usual place- back in the front,
right corner.
However, this time, when he saw it there, he said nothing- made no sound- to
himself, closed the drawer ever so quietly and returned downstairs where he waited for
her.
And from that day on- he sure did wait! He waited- and waited- until it was time
for her next meeting, her next- second- trip- one more rendezvous. Now, one more
time, they were standing at the front door, her waiting for the cab, him waiting to put his
plan into motion.
“The kids are all excited,” she began as she alternated looking down the street
for the cab, and back at him. “It’s been quite a while since they spent not only a school
night, but the entire weekend with your parents.”
“Yeah,” he nodded, looking her straight in the eyes, “it’s been long overdue.
They’re even going to pick them up from school. I think they’ll have a good time.”
She smiled an half-smile. “And you, too?” she asked.
He laughed at what she said. “If you consider a spring clean-up of the grounds a
good time- yeah, I’m going to have a blast!”
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Road.

At that moment, she noticed the cab come around the bend from Richmond

“Well, just be careful to pace yourself. After all it’s the first time this year.”
“I will, I’ll be sure,” he told her and then gave her the usual hug and a kiss.
But this time after he told her goodbye at the door, he did something different,
this time he waited at the now open door and watched her get into the cab and waved as
the cab pulled away.
This time, he was ready and he had prepared himself, over the months with information like flight times and the particulars of where she would be staying as well as her
schedule.
Once he closed and locked the door, he went back to the kitchen, poured himself
a cold cup of coffee- and waited.
“Seven-fifteen,” he said after checking the microwave clock. “I’ll give her a good
fifteen to twenty minutes, that’ll be long enough so as to make sure that she doesn’t double-back because she forgot something. And it was this thought that reminded him to go
up to the bedroom and check her drawer.
As he mounted the stairs, he realized that the moment of truth with regard to his
suspicions was not going to occur in Chicago, it was going to begin in a drawer, in a bed-
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room, in just another house, on just another street, in just another suburb.
Yet, as momentous as the drawer-opening moment was, he did it quickly in one
complete motion- with his eyes telling his brain and his heart that she had taken it with
her- and she did.
With that settled, he closed the drawer and made his way back downstairs,
grabbed his coat and went to his car. He backed into the street, then paused for a moment to look back at the house. He knew that by the time he got back, the lawn service,
from over in Woodmere- that he had contacted a couple of weeks ago and paid them in
cash- will have done what he was supposedly going to do. Satisfied, he turned his attention to the street, and left- for Chicago.
You see, he had packed a bag in advance and was now setting out to get- actually to see and, thus, gather- the last bit of what he had been calling evidence that would
make totally certain his belief that she was going to spend the weekend with someone
else.
From the outset, he was intent on making the ride a leisurely one; there was no
rush to get there- he just had to be sure to plan his time well enough to give him time to
get back before she did.
Still, at the same time, the ride had to be a “careful” one. To that end, he was determined not to leave a paper or a photographic or an electronic trail- no toll roads, no
credit card purchases and the cell phone would have to be left at home.
He knew that he was taking a calculated risk by being unreachable- especially if
something happened to one of the kids- but the matter at hand was so pressing and so
critical that the risk seemed manageable.

bies.

Undoubtedly, they thought that the fare was odd, though without anything being
said- or intimated- they figure that they had a pretty solid “idea” of what was going on.
It was an “idea” that instantly turned into a reality of fact when he saw- in his
rear-view mirror- his passenger sit bolt upright and forward with his eyes fixed on the
couple exiting the hotel at about six-fifteen.
The cabbie also watched his fare slide back down, deep in his seat, not in a “hiding sort of way,” but rather in a way of resigned closure.
Looking away from the mirror, the cabbie waited, not because the meter was running- which it was- but because he wanted to give the fare some time to recoup.
He glanced from the fare to the couple- but, more so at the unknown woman,
walking arm-in-arm with an equally unknown man- and he could figure out the rest.
By now, the fare had sat up straight, squared himself in his seat and asked, “Can
you take me back to the corner of South Ashland and 59th?”
The cabbie nodded, uttered a simple, “Sure can,” then put the cab into “DRIVE.”
With both of them sitting there in total silence, he made his way back into traffic,
then executed a U-turn, knowing better than to drive past the couple.

Leaving the house, he turned left onto Richmond and then another left at Chagrin
which brought him to I-271 South. After a few miles, he exited at I- 480 West, which
brought him to state route 10 and then to U.S. 20. He stayed on Route 20 across Ohio
and Indiana to where it came to be known as Indianapolis Boulevard.
Throughout, the ride was both uneventful and monotonous for all of the approximately three hundred and forty-three miles to Chicago.
Oh, there were “highlights;” various towns; two state lines; a time zone change
and all sorts of different fields of corn- and so the ride progressed.
When he finally neared Chicago, he took 95th Street to Ashland and continued
north to 59th Street. A few minutes of searching yielded an on-street parking spot that
placed him near enough to the Ashland Station of the Green Line to hail a cab, but far
enough away from the surveillance cameras so as not to be seen and recorded.
His plan was to get a cab to take him downtown where they would park across
the street and just far enough away to be able to see the front door of the Palmer House,
clearly. That way- from the backseat- he had an unobstructed view of anyone entering
or exiting the hotel.
He realized that this “back seat of the cab plan” might cost him quite a bit, but,
he figured if he judged his time right- being there between five and nine PM- he stood a
good chance of seeing them, coming or going.
He spent the remainder of Friday evening and a good part of Saturday, drinking
coffee, snacking on Subway roast beef sandwiches and really getting to know the cab-

From Chicago, it was a quiet a ride back home, to Beachwood; there was no one
to talk to except himself and not a lot to talk about except what he saw. Though, as he
got closer and closer to Cleveland, his mind began to entertain not only the options and
choices that were available to him, but the outcomes inherent in each.
There was the option of “ignoring what was going on” with the hope that everything would return to the way that it was; there was the “confrontation” choice which
could spin off in any number of directions; next was “divorce” which could add financial
“penalties” to the emotional ones; and then there were the jealous and angry and irrational options all of which could only lead to a world of irreversible outcomes.
These last options were heavily laden with thick layers of revenge, payback, retribution and an overwhelming need to “get even.”
His first thoughts along these lines were to get physical with her- make her “pay”
for her betrayal. It was a thought that left as quickly as it had come, because the more
he thought of doing so, the more he realized that he just wasn’t that sort of person. 		
That, “getting physical” was not going to work, though, it was an “attractive” possibility
because it would really send her “a message.”
Getting even closer to Cleveland, now, he began to ask himself one basic question- “after all that he had come to know about what she was up to- was there a future
for them?”
He thought about it for what ended up being the briefest of time, and surprised
himself with both the answer and how quickly it came to him, and that answer was“no.”
“No, no- no,” he repeated to himself in a controlled and rational manner. But
what he didn’t know- what had not yet come to him- was what he was going to do about
it.
It wasn’t until he had “cut back across” I-480- East to I-271-North, and exited at

24

25

Chagrin Boulevard, going west, that he checked his gas gauge and decided to fill up at
the BP station on the corner of Chagrin and Richmond.
He stood there pumping gas, not consciously thinking about anything; no, he
was just looking around at the other customers, some of whom were getting off their cell
phones before pumping, and then across Chagrin to the Bet Olam Cemetery, and, in that
instant, the outline of a plan- a course of action- a final resolution came to him for what
she was doing behind his back.
It was almost as if it had been scripted- there it all was, playing out right in front
of him- by more than one person- and what he finally saw was both an exercise of caution and, beyond that, the end result of making a mistake.
Almost immediately, he understood why everyone was getting off of their cell
phones. It was a collective expression of an awareness that using a cell phone while
pumping gas could set off an explosion that could get you killed.
“How about that?” he allowed himself as he took his receipt from the pump.
“That’s it. That’s what I’ll do,” he said as he got back into his car.
As he left the gas station and drove north on Richmond, toward his home on
Hurlingham Road- just a few minutes away- the three foundational elements of his plan
kept running through his mind- pumping gas, the cell phone and the cemetery.
Back at home, he first unpacked the little that he had taken along with him.
Then, he made a quick call to his parents to see how the kids were doing, after which he
went to his study to do a little research on the Internet.
What he found out was that the “standard issue” gasoline nozzle pumped 4.25
gallons of gas per minute.
He then retrieved her receipts from the last year, sat down with pen and paper
and began to look for a pattern. After an hour or so of scrutiny, he put the pen down,
picked up the pad and looked over what he had discerned.
What he saw was that every Monday morning, she would leave the house fifteen
minutes earlier so that she could stop at the BP station and fill up her tank. In fact, he
was amazed how consistent she was with her timing. Further, each time she arrived at
the station, she was down to a quarter of a tank. Doing the math told him that it would
take between 2:45 and 3:00 minutes to fill up.
Repeatedly, the times on the receipts were 7:46, 7:44, 7:46- over and over, againwhich resulted in a multi-month average of 7:45.
That meant that he would have to call her at 7:43 AM- give or take fifteen seconds.
So as to be sure to have his timing exact, he would use the time on his cell phone,
based on the assumption that the phone and the pumps were as close to synchrony as
could be expected.
In due time, as he continued on, he realized that the neat package of “elements”
still lacked one thing- a reason to call.
It was then that he sat back and, again, took time to think through what he was
planning to do. He asked himself- one more time- if it was possible to find another way
to resolve his problem with her- with their relationship- and each time he asked the
question- in however a different way- the answer was always the same- “NO!”
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He also thought about his children and the fact that they would be motherless.
He paused so as to visualize her absence- and the children’s reaction to their loss- but,
those emphatic moments were surmounted and overwhelmed by the reality of not only
what she was, but what she would- in his mind- ultimately become.
The historic pattern of her accumulating behaviors- the callously sociopathic way
she went about them and the way she acted as if all was right and nothing was wrongled him to believe- categorically- that in the long run of their lives, the children would be
better off without her.
Eventually, after he had heard “no” enough times- and after he told himself
equally enough times that the children would be better off- so as to be totally convinced,
his next thought- his next line of thinking which became tinged with a lot more than a
little deviousness- was how to make sure that he would not be considered complicit with
her demise.
He felt that he had to have a solid enough excuse for calling her on her way to
work and just happened to reach her when she was at the station, pumping gas.
“It has to be that I left something in her car,” he told himself as he got up from
his desk and headed to the living room.
There, he pulled back the curtain and looked out the window past their cars toward the street.
“And, in order to be able to say that, I also have to have had a reason to drive
her car,” he continued to himself, “a really good reason, and as a result of doing so,” he
paused for a moment to think before continuing in a slow- almost revelatory- fashion“that’s why I think I left something important- something that I really needed- in her
car.”
He stood at the window for quite some time, trying to think of something, but
came up with nothing.
“What the hell,” he finally said, stepping away from the window, “it’ll come to me,
sooner or later.”
For the remainder of the morning he went about the house- from the kitchen to
the bedroom to the bathroom- making it “appear” as if he had been there all weekend.
It wasn’t until he was walking past her car on the way to the street, so as to review
what the landscapers had done did the “reason” come to him.
“That’s it! he exclaimed. “Every couple of months, I take her car in for an oil
change. That will give me the chance to leave something important in her car.”
Now all he had to figure out is what it was he was going to be.
He returned to the house and settled in to wait for her return.
A couple of hours later- at two in the afternoon- she was all smiles when she
walked in the door- “…happy to be home…” and “…back with him…” or so she said.
There was no tension or dissatisfaction or distance between them. Actually, it
was almost as if she had never left- everything was the same.
The same old familiarity led to months that passed with him waiting for what
he termed “the oil change window” when he could finally say to her- “you know, how
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about you take my car to work, today. It’s time for me to take yours in and get the oil
changed.”
She was, naturally- as she always was- agreeable to the idea, a switch that they
had done many times before.
Over those same months, he finally decided upon that one thing that he could
leave in her car that would seem to be logical- and necessary- for him to have with him
at the time, but not anything so important that it would raise eyebrows and, thus, stoke
suspicions of his involvement, and that one thing was his appointment book, which,
incidentally, he would have recorded the appointment for the oil change.
He decided that he would leave it in the pouch behind the front passenger seat. It
was a spot that would meet the criteria of being accessible yet discreet, necessary but of
no value, important but not indispensable.
Finally, the day came- a Friday- for him to take the car in and set his plan in motion.
Everything proceeded- and concluded just like it had every other time he got the
oil changed at the NTB location on Park East, just minutes from the house.
Then, over the course of the ensuing weekend, he would periodically ask her if
she had seen his appointment book.
Of course, he knew that the answer would be “no,” but asking would be the reason he would call her Monday morning- he would remember or at least think that he
remembered where he might have left it- and he would ask her to check the pouch.

He stood up, took his cup of coffee and went to the front door. There, he opened
it and stepped outside.
From where he stood, he could not see Richmond Road, but he knew that if everything went according to plan, he would- within minutes- hear the fire trucks from the
firehouse on the corner of Richmond and Fairmount, go roaring by.
With that thought- and anticipation- he took another sip of coffee and waited.

The morning that he designated as “the one” arrived, and it was no different than
any other of their workday mornings. They had coffee, a bit of breakfast- saw the kids
off to school, showered, dressed and prepared to leave for work. As usual, she headed
for the door first, not only because she started work an hour before he did, but also because today was Monday, time to fill up the tank.
He walked her to the door, gave her an hug and a kiss, opened the door and saidwhat he has said for years- “I’ll see you for dinner.”
She walked out to the driveway, got into her car, backed out- waved, one last
time- and headed down the street to Richmond Road.
He immediately took his cell phone out of his pocket and checked the time- 7:35
AM.
“Just a couple more minutes,” he told himself and then headed back to the kitchen for another cup of coffee.
He poured it and sat down- with his cell phone in his hand- at the kitchen table.
Then, he waited for the minutes to pass.
When the time got to be 7:43, he wanted to press the auto-dial and get it all over
with, but he checked himself.
“No, no,” he said softly, “just one more minute.”
He sat there and stared at the time and waited; second after second. Then, when
it became 7:44, he accessed her name in the auto-dial, pressed the send/call button and
put the phone to his ear.
It rang once- then twice- and then the connection went dead- and he was informed that the call had “failed.”
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Keepsake
Richard Holleman
We must store these things
in a strongbox separate
from chest, skin, pulse.
Funny, the size of things.
The world will not fit in a box
but my tattooed world is small
enough to fit inside you;
when you move my world
moves in your femurs
like marrow in your bones.
Was it a mistake leaving
something as large as
my world in your body?
Maybe,
but even so, I say
keep this world in you.
It stores the best of me
and maybe it will bring
out the best in you.
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t’s a barroom story, one my father has told so many times that when he starts in on it,
the others at the bar shuffle or squirm in their seats and set their eyes on a television.
“Yep,” someone might say before my father finishes his first sentence. Once the patrons
realize that he cannot not, will not, stop himself, they settle back into passive listening—
with deep breaths and slow dead-eyed head-nodding, tongues pushed against gums, lips
protruding. The story’s about my father and a deer, and any time a hunter or a man who
resembles one comes into the bar—because my father was never a hunter himself—he
can only relate the story of when he once killed a deer. Though not a hunting kill—that
distinction is important to him.
In his head it works in his favor in two ways. On one side of the coin, the story absolves his non-hunting habits in this hunter’s world he’s never quite felt comfortable in.
On the other side, he wants his listeners to believe it was a mercy kill—to show the women at the bar that he is different from the other men in town. But everyone there already
knows he’s just another drunk dictated by a murky deep-down resentment. In his mind,
he is some great professor on the human condition; his great thrill in life: proving to the
patrons of McGee’s that their lives partake in trifles. That he’s one of the few actual men
living in a man’s world. Not someone who, back in his trailer, wears out the old VHS
tapes of his high school basketball glory, strong-arming dreams. Until dawn comes, and
with it, the reminder that sleep will be necessary before his shift at the mill.
It is a Friday night, the eve of Christmas Eve, and I’m meeting him down at McGee’s. Two guys about my age—probably buddies whose wives are buddies too—stand
hunched over the bar. They’re decked out in camo and orange, come up for hunting

season. I take the stool next to my dad and he puts out a five for me to order a drink, but
I push it away and pull out my own money. I order a Lite from Gene, this great tree of
a man, with thick dark hair and a walrus mustache. He’s the most opinion-less man I
know, and therefore probably the smartest.
I respect him and do my best to stay in control of my drink when I’m in his bar.
“It was a cold winter night,” my old man says, looking at the out-of-towners. The
skin on his forearm has the texture of a deflated balloon, pale against the glossy brown
wood of the bar. “I remember this because it seemed like the air was a block of ice or
something. I’m driving home from work like normal.” Between the mill where he works
and our house at the time lay Crow Lake and a two-mile stretch of road bordered by
thick copses. It is a stretch of road I know well and think of fondly. For acres on either
side of the street you could set out and find nothing but trees and the lake.
As a kid, I remember seeing deer nibbling at the ground just yards away from the
street. More often, though, I’d see them as vanilla flashes in the distance as my mom and
I drove out to the bowling alley on Saturday mornings. As we approached, the frozen
pools of red that had oozed out of their lean bodies would come clear. And their eyes,
black and wide open, forever seeing the moment God led them up to. Once in the summer, I saw two on the median lying face to face in perfect symmetry like stillborn twins
bracing themselves for a birth they’d never know. I often wondered if the dead deer were
the same ones I’d seen frolicking and at play. I asked my mom once and she said, “I
don’t see why not.”
“A flurry started to come down,” my father goes on. “Enough to make vision
tough.” He was in the final stretch of the forested road. Up ahead he could see the open
broad area where there were gas stations on both sides of the road, and a strip of shops
with the Chinese takeout place that often provided us dinner. “I needed gas and I was
looking up at the yellow sign they got there. This damn thing comes barreling out of
the woods like it’s after a doe or something. Then I heard the thump and slammed the
breaks and the lights went out. When I look up I see there isn’t anyone else on the road.
I felt around to see what was what. I was bleeding a little from the nose. No big deal.”
The first time I heard my father tell this story his face had been smashed up real bad,
but then a woman at the bar said she couldn’t tell none, and after that, little by little, his
injuries were reduced to a bloody nose.
The two young men at the bar are half-listening, half-focused on a college football
game on the television. My father continues the story, thumbing his glass as he speaks.
He got out of the car after impact, and he looked everywhere. On the side of the
road, in the brush, down the little hill that led to the lake.
“Nothing,” he says. “Then I pull out a flashlight from my glove and take a look
around. Still nothing. It was like this deer was an appa-, an appa-…”
“An apparition, Hal,” Linda says. Linda’s an old divorcée with a bleach-blonde
pixie cut and enough jewelry to sink a canoe. I once heard her call my dad “misogynist
scum.” And she was right. I sense he trips up on this part on purpose, so as to attach
himself in the eyes of these strangers to a woman at the bar, knowing Linda can’t stand
not to correct him.
“Anyways, I get back into the car and drive over to the mini-mart. That’s when
I realize it. I’m dragging the poor bastard under my car. I stop and I hear it whimper-
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ing, but I don’t have nothing. I don’t hunt so I don’t got no gun like you guys. I gotta ice
scraper. That’s what I got.”
The hunters get a kick out of this part, taking swigs from longnecks.
Linda shakes her head.
“So I get to the mini-mart and I tell Ern who works there to call the police station.
They send over a cop, a young guy—Alex was his name. I’d never seen him before.”
“There’s only two cops in town, Hal,” Linda says, slamming her glass down, “and
I’ve never seen any Alex. That’s why you never saw any Alex. No Alex to speak of.” She
looks at me then and says, “Whatever happened to that girl you went with? Alison was
it?”
“You calling me a liar?” my old man says, his face red, pointer finger pressed into
his chest. He looks at me then, waiting for me to answer about Alison, which is about the
only thing about me he’s ever been curious.
“You know how that goes, Linda,” I say.
She raises her highball glass. “You’ll find the right one,” she says.
My father twists his neck away from Linda and rolls his eyes.
I shrug my shoulders. If I told the truth of it—that she cleaned herself up and
wanted me to do the same—the old man might actually sympathize with me. I just
couldn’t have that.
Finally, he relaxes his face, taps his bony fingers, and picks his story up where he
left off.
“And so this Alex comes. I show him and sure as shit, there’s the deer hanging on
below, his back legs snapped back and broken. But still breathing.”
“Graphic!” Linda yells out. She puts out her hand like a stop-sign to my dad, her
long fingernails painted red and glittery. There’s only one other woman in the bar, but
she is so far sucked into the bottle that every molecule inside of her is fighting for prime
location on the dermis, where it might catch a sliver of fresh air. She lives in a dilapidated ranch home just around the corner. On Halloween, the kids go around yelling
out, “Bloody Mary, Bloody Mary.” Most likely she doesn’t even notice. I sure hope not.
She’s moving the little black straw with her forefinger to the other side of her rocks glass
to make room for her mouth on the rim. She swallows, finishes the drink, taps the bar
and looks up but not exactly at Gene—just straight on so that she might see him in her
periphery—and Gene knows what she needs. Her eyes: silver with mauve fading, the
whites a maze of crushed red spider-legs. Fingernails bitten down so far there’s nothing
left of them to get at.
My dad waits for Linda to return to her drink, then he goes on.
“Now mind you, I’m not like you guys. I don’t hunt things and I never shot nothing but a squirrel with a slingshot.”
One’s watching the ballgame and the other’s looking at a handheld device.
They’re both standard height, but the one putting an effort in at pretending to listen has
maintained his athletic high school build. The other has given himself up to work and
good times, has filled out in the middle, and isn’t sparing a breath of his good air for
my dad. The athletic one says “coordinates” and puts his hand out, bisecting the screen,
nodding at my father.
“So the cop says to me, this Alex, ‘Here, take this.’ He holds out the gun to me and

says, ‘Finish him.’”
Linda starts to laugh, slapping at the bar, like my dad’s a real joker. “No cop’s
gonna hand you a gun, Hal. You’re crazier than a damned loon.”
My father’s no longer angry with Linda—it’s only her first incredulous interruption that gets him sore. Now he looks up at her like she’s part of the peanut gallery and
focuses on the one man who is still half-listening. Gene pours my father another rum
and coke and he tests a few sips before continuing.
“So like I was saying, he hands me his gun and I tell him like I told you, that I
never shot nothing.” He shrugs his shoulders and takes a healthy drink. “But then I see
the poor thing suffering down there, gasping and groaning.” He taps his fingers against
his forehead and flashes a pained look on his face. “And before I know it, I’m holding the
gun out behind the mini-mart and I duck down and shoot the thing right between the
eyes.”
He closes his eyes for a moment, relaxes his arms at his sides. It’s the closest to
prayer I’ve ever seen my father. I try to imagine what it might feel like to shoot something from so close, but I can only hear the blast of the gunshot. The only image I see:
legs kicking out from beneath some great white pillow.
“The thing dies—I know this because it stops making those awful noises—but get
this: it’s still hanging on to the bottom of my car. It’s still stuck.”
He puts his hands over his eyes and shakes his head like he can’t believe there’s
so much madness in the world. Then he looks sidelong at me for a moment, and I casually shake my head. He turns back to his small audience.
“This Alex gets a shovel and whacks at it. The deer drops like a ton of bricks:
thunk.”
Linda sighs for all the crowd to hear, and Gene starts making a round.
“So that’s all I know about hunting,” my dad says. “That’s the only time I ever
shot anything.”
He cradles the area in front of him with his scrawny arms, then smooths his mustache with his fingers, shrugging his shoulders.
The athletic hunter says, “You should get out there and try the real thing. There’s
nothing like it.” He’s drinking a golden beer and has a golden smile, a mouth full of
straight white teeth. He’s wearing Patagonia gear and Oakley sunglasses sit on top of his
Cubs cap. Surely these guys are up from one of the ritzy neighborhoods around Chicago.
“Yeck,” my dad says, “one big game is all it is with you guys.” He swats the air
with the back of his hand in their direction. And the young man decides to let the topic
lie.
His story, so poignant to himself, only an invitation for the other men to solicit
him a hunting trip.
As an apology, I offer a quiet top-lipped smile.
My father looks over to me again and says, “You remember that, don’t you?” He
touches his head. His hair is completely white, disheveled and thinning.
“Yeah, I remember, Pops,” I say. A few years back I had started calling him this.
The first time he looked back at me with alarm, tilting his head and shoulders back.
“What did you call me?” he said. He wanted to hear it again, so I said, “Pops, I said
Pops.” It was like watching a child trying to discern if I was his bully. Maybe he saw in
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me then some playfulness that I’d always hid from him. He takes it in stride now, shaking his head, affirming my affirmation that I’d remembered his story. Then he looks
across the bar at Linda with a cruel tightness on his face and says, “What do you know
anyhow?”
“I know you’re an old man and I’m a lady. Ladies don’t age, they just get older.
But you, you men, you age a year every god-damned day. Your boy, though—Steve—he’s
a nice man.
And nice men, like ladies, don’t age neither.”
I know what she means and though I don’t like being compared with a woman in
front of these strangers, I smile at her. My father turns his twisted gaze on me.
“Pansy is what we called it in my day,” he says, braced for any response from
Linda. This reaction is purely for her—an attack on her—and I know he means nothing by it. Linda shakes her head and I see the hunters from out of town look at me with
some type of concern, but I cannot be sure if it is out of solidarity—maybe they had cruel
fathers too—or of disdain that I don’t stick up for myself. I tell Gene to pour the group
a round of whiskeys. My father pushes his back, saying, “Add some Coke.” The hunters
gulp them down, leave crisp twenties on the counter, and walk out into the snowy night.
We sit there drinking with nothing to say to one another. The football game has
ended and Gene mutes the sportscasters who are analyzing it. The quiet tries to take on
its own shape, an empty piece of sheet music being filled up by nails clicking and bottles clinking and heavy breathing—some unintelligible Morse code. I notice a strand of
Christmas lights hanging over the necks of the fancy bottles of booze that Gene never
touches. The strand is plugged into the wall but not giving off any green or red or silver
light. I wonder if it is just one bulb that needs replacement or the whole damn string of
them.
I look at the shriveling old man next to me, and it’s almost unimaginable to me
that he’s my father. This creature of skin and bones who once—I’d heard once from an
uncle—had beaten a man to near death in Chicago after he touched my mother. He was
driving a truck then and hid out west for a while before he and Mom settled finally in
Crow Lake. I never did ask the old man about that, and I never would; I’d let him wear
that mystery like a coat of armor until he went into the next world.
It gets me to feeling sentimental, and before I can think to know better the little
boy inside me cracks open the door inside my stomach. Limps out into the moment.
Speaks words that come filtered out of my mouth like alien language.
“Dad,” I say, “Do you remember meeting mom?” It surprises me to realize I can’t
put the story together. Maybe he’s told me in the hours beyond remembering, and I’ve
failed to keep all the pieces in order. Maybe he’s never said a word of it.
He’s quiet for a minute, and I can’t be certain he has heard me. I wait, not looking
at him, trying to give him space after this invasion of privacy. A Sinatra song starts playing, and I see Linda over at the jukebox slow dancing by herself.
“Who?” he says finally. Then laughs, takes a drink, sets his glass back down and
motions for Gene. And I know I am not going to get anything from him. Through a small
window I see the snow coming down hard.
Once during those drives with my mother, I named a lone deer Doug. She shook
her head, stubbing out her cigarette in the metal car ashtray, and said, “I hate that

name. Duhhh-g. You know your father wanted to name you that?” She blew smoke out
the window and I tried to imagine myself as a Doug, but I could only call myself me
then. “Stephen, now isn’t that better? Isn’t it?” she said. “But don’t ever go around calling yourself Stevie. Makes you sound like a ratty man.” And I looked out at the deer I’d
named Doug and was glad that my mother had named me, not my father.
I am not drunk enough yet that I’ll be good and floaty in an hour, so I decide it’s
best to get back on the road toward home. I tell my dad that I have to work in the morning. Though he probably knows I don’t have to—but it’s also possible he doesn’t give it
any thought at all. His own shop is shut down for an entire week, and he is mad as hell
because he doesn’t know what to do with himself.
He refuses a ride and I tell Gene to make sure he takes a cab. The bartender nods,
though we both know he’ll be driving drunk as a skunk the few blocks home an hour or
so later. I approach Linda and she hugs me and calls me Sweetheart. I smile the best a
grown man can after being called that. I’m still just a kid to all of them.
“I’ll be in this seat,” my dad says when I ask about Christmas. I pat him on the
back and tell him I’ll try to make it in and see him. He nods. And for the first time in the
night, looks at me without any concern or vitriol—just the look of an old man looking at
something.
And I wave. “Adios, Pops.”
On my way home, wet snow comes down, packing on the streets. I stop at the
Mobil for a can of snuff and dip and get to feeling high just as I enter the dark forested
stretch along Crow Lake. The moon comes in only fragments through the trees. I can
see the blue-black lines out on the lake, cracks in the ice. I am all alone on this stretch.
I notice the same white wooden crosses that have been there on the side of the road for
years. A song I know the words to comes on the radio and I turn it up. And as I come
upon the open expanse of a small field, I see a family of deer lined up and on their way,
the little ones making imprints in the white snow.
I smile, not watching where I’m going. Out of the corner of my eye, a blur comes
racing out in front of my headlights. I jam on the brakes and jerk the wheel. The car
starts spinning and then I am out in the middle of the field swirling slow to a stop. The
headlights are still beaming, brightening the trees, and I see the family flee into the
maze of the woods, their black hooves pushing down off the ground as they spring into
blue darkness. I never get a good look at what came at me.
I stagger out of the car to check the damage, but I don’t have a flashlight, so I
smooth my hand along the edges of the machine, feeling only the minor nicks of normal
wear and tear.
Though shaken, I’m not damaged, either. Then I check beneath the car. There is
nothing there but the usual machinery, exposed in the cold.
I get back into the car and turn on the fog lights. Deep inside the pines I can see
that the family has stopped running. Although spread out they are near one another,
each one searching for calm after this scare, steadying themselves. One peeks out from
behind a tree, her lean neck craning, and I cannot tell if the animal is looking at me or
judging the distance between us. Down against the blue backdrop of the lake, the family
looks like a constellation in the sky. I stand there for a few minutes in awe of this image,
watching them move away, inch by inch— little by little—until finally they dissipate into
the night.
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Ruptures
M.A. Istvan Jr.
He learned that youth
was no immunity
watching the litter of runts
slide out, pieces of them
already bristling with rot.
But the very bristling itself
revealed that absolute ruptures
were nonsense, nonsense unless
every moment be counted
as an absolute rupture.
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hurried step, fierce expression, and wild
hand gestures while speaking (speaking in
what is best described as auditory cursive)
set off the insanity-detectors ingrained in
us by deep history.
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