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Section One

Y
ou won’t remember me unless you’re a trivia freak with a stack
of Tennis back issues, but that’s cool. Hardly anybody, even in
the industry, follows the game well enough to know anyone 
but the men’s and women’s winners at Wimbledon, plus a few
other genuine American heroes. Right now it goes like this:

Roger Federer, that Ukrainian chick, Serena and Venus, Agassi, Anna
Kournikova, Sampras sort of, and McEnroe, because who can forget
McEnroe if he won’t go away. A few more people know who Hingis is, and
Graf, maybe Becker, and some people might remember Navratilova—she
still plays some, pretty well for an old broad—or they might think she’s the
girl who nailed her dismount in the Olympics with the broken ankle. But if
they played before new wave or they had a funny accent,
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forget it. You say Laver, Ashe,
King, Evert, Connors, and Borg,
people think it’s a law firm. I
mean, ask any high school player,
“Who’s a tennis legend?” and
they’ll say that punk Andy
Roddick. And who watches the
finals of any tournament when
it’s a Dutchman versus a Dane—
aren’t they from the same
country anyway? We only
remember the names of the for-
eigners for the duration of the
match in which they play an
American. And doubles? Name
one great doubles team. See? But
I’m getting away from my point,
which is to say, you don’t
remember me, which is cool. I’m
not bitter about it.

In this part of the application
for Riverhill Country Club tennis
pro I’m supposed to explain my
qualifications and say why I’m the
best person for the position. Now,
because I went to college—Cal
Poly at San Luis Obispo (yes, it
has a tennis team)—I understand
that the best way to illustrate a
point is to make use of specific
examples. (I transferred to UC
Davis after someone noticed I was
better at the drop shot than at
irregular logarithms and they
made me take English.) So fol-
lowing are several points that . . .
whatever. I’ll bet you’ve never had
someone who was ranked in the
top 400 apply before.

I never won anything impor-
tant, but I won a lot when I was
starting out. When you’re a kid
it’s easy, if you’ve had a couple of
lessons. You know enough to
make the guy run back and forth,
or you hit every shot to his back-
hand because he only has a fore-
hand. Or you get lucky and the
other kid throws up because he
ate a banana split on the hottest

day of the year. It’s not too tough
in high school, either. There are a
few power-stroking, crew-cut
Nazis out there, but there are
also a lot of undisciplined flakes
who make truckloads of
unforced errors. After all, they’re
fucking teenagers. 

Even as an amateur, or a low-
ranked pro, you’ll win some shit,
but that’s where it starts to get
hard. That’s because once the
other guys get to a certain level,
they’re not obligated to play all
the dinky events in bumblefuck
towns and they can rest up and
train for fucking ever. Look, I’m
not mad at the system. I’m not
even going to go into it, I’m just
explaining. When you’re
ranked—that is to say, among the
top 400 players in the world,
which is no small achievement—
but not endorsed and not in the
top 20, you’re going to play a lot
of games where you barely pay
for your hotel room and plane
ticket. You can be a professional
athlete and make less than the
assistant manager of a Red
Lobster. Of course, you love the
game and all that, so I’m not
saying it’s as bad as being the
assistant manager of a Red
Lobster. But show me another
line of work where you can be
one of the 400 best in the world
and you still have to hustle for
jobs and don’t have insurance.

They used to call me “The
Warhead.” I liked it pretty well, I
guess. Sounds powerful, rhymes
with my last name. I’m six-three,
used to weigh about 200, and
I’ve got long arms. Longer than

most guys’, and when I extended
for a full swing, especially on
serves, I made the ball flatten out
like a missile. And this was
before graphite, before oversized
rackets—high tech was Connors
playing with that crappy Wilson
T2000. I always played with
wood, myself. Of course, being a
big guy I wasn’t super fast, so I
hated to serve and volley, but I
could play the net if I had to. It’s
hard to hit a passing shot against
a guy with a wingspan like a 747.
That’s what a TV announcer said
about me in my first televised
match, which went five sets. But
my game has always been about
power. People talk about power
baseline like it was invented in
the 90s, or maybe the late 80s,
but I’m here to tell you I was
playing it in the 70s. I know
some people say it’s nothing to be
proud of, that it’s changed tennis
from a “game of finesse” to a
“war of strength,” but a tennis
player doesn’t decide what kind
of player he is, he just plays the
game his natural strengths and
instincts tell him to play.

People didn’t radar serves like
they do now, but I’m guessing I’d
hit 120, 130 miles per hour. I
know the girls do that now, but
tennis, like all sports, is a lot dif-
ferent than it was 30 years ago.
Not just equipment but training,
performance-enhancing drugs,
computer modeling. A lot of us
didn’t go to a private tennis
academy, or have Vic Braden
coaching us when we were ten.
We just played on school teams,
continued on page 16
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T
his time it’s come
down to a pack of
cigarettes. 

His son is on the
bare floor, coloring

hard. A picture of a chicken. He
looks at the dirt stuck on the
boy’s chubby, rash-reddened leg
and in his white hair. He sees the
boy miss the page and make waxy
yellow loops on the linoleum. 

He hears his wife behind him
in the kitchen boiling some-
thing. He could go out for ciga-
rettes and never come back. He
could. He might. It’s out of his
hands. He’s already started
feeling sorry for her.

There’s a sour soup smell in
the air. Baby urine. The ground
wood of cheap furniture. Towels
that never get dry all the way.
Moist baby powder. 

He puts his hand between the
sofa cushions where the more
vulnerable packs sometimes get
captured. Grit but no cigarettes.
He scans the floor, picturing 
how this will turn out.

The reasons come. The fat
pinched under the sleeve of her
dress. The metallic smell of her
cycle through her clothes. She
had been a cum-on-the-face slut.
A roulette wheel that local boys
and men played. He’d gotten her
pregnant. He was just unlucky.

The reasons try to persuade him
to work up some momentum, but
he will not. He’s not a bad man.
Only a victim of lost cigarettes.

Find them? she says.
He flattens himself against the

armchair like a criminal in an
alley. He leans around to see if
the coast is clear. Naw.

Silence. He takes another step.
I’mo go git another pack. More
silence. You want me to bring
you somethin’ back? 

Weekday afternoons are the
hard time. He’s going to pick up
his son at Cheryl’s illegal day care
on the edge of town. The edge of
town goes like this: House. House.
House . . . . House . . . . . . .
House . . . . . . . .

Every day the road yawns a
little farther past the edge of
town, the sun pulling the pickup
like it’s riding on the curtain of
failing light.

There’s the sign. The next town
is 30 miles away; 119 miles away
is an actual city. He always liked
that number. The two ones are so
upright and respectful, but the
nine likes to have fun. He plays
the accelerator game. He lets his
foot get heavy on the pedal. The
city is less than two hours away. 

Occasionally people from here
go there. That’s the problem. He
doesn’t want to look up and see
parts of his old life. It would
taint his new life and make it
smell just like his old one.

There’s another city. Bigger.
Seven hours past the first city.
No one from here goes there. 
He could get lost in that city.

The speedometer gives a 
slow wave.

House . . . house . . . . He feels
excitement fear excitement fear.
He can’t go to the city without a

plan. He doesn’t have a plan. He
can’t make a plan.

Is the boy waiting in the
window? What if the truck with
daddy in it just kept on going
down the road? The boy can’t
take it personal. That’s why he
can’t make a plan. A plan would
make it personal. 

He imagines puppet strings
lifting his foot off the accelerator.

T his happens one night:
He’s at the Six Shooter
bar. Ophelia, a waitress, is

slanting her intentions his way.
With a quick look around the bar
for anyone who might break the
unspoken rules of a small town,
he leans forward to talk. Ophelia
asks the kind of questions it
makes a man feel good to answer.

His wife sure was something

in her day, yeah? Didn’t she used
to work here a long time ago
before he made an honest
woman out of her? How come
they didn’t have no more cute
little boys with that pretty blond
hair? How come a fine man like
him is at the bar by hisself?

He tells her he’ll come back
around to pick her up after 
she gets off. So they can talk
some more.

On the way home in the
morning, he loads up a lie: he
just slept one off in his truck over
by Telly’s gas station. He drinks a
beer to give the story some credi-
bility. He also had a washup in
Ophelia’s sink—clean, but not
too clean. A little motor oil on his
hands made it look good. No
woman would’ve let him touch
her with hands like that.

He feels good about taking the
extra steps. Some of the men he
knows don’t even try—one guy
got caught with pussy on his
breath. That was disrespectful.

At least he’s being respectful.
At least he’s coming home. 
Some men don’t.

I t’s Sunday. Today he watches
a football game. If his team
makes a touchdown he’ll take

it as his sign to go. He watches
and waits. He stops cheering, so
as not to influence fate. 

They don’t score. He stays.

T oday is his wife’s birthday,
and he remembered.

They are beyond pres-
ents now. At best, it’s dinner. He
takes her to Ike’s. People like to
say they’ve been to town when

Sigers Steele

The city is less
than two hours
away. Occasionally
people from here
go there. That’s
the problem. He
doesn’t want to
look up and see
parts of his old
life. It would taint
his new life and
make it smell just
like his old one.
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they eat at Ike’s, but Ike’s is so far
on the outskirts they only really
graze it. A big lit-up sign on the
highway pulls people to the restau-
rant, but there’s nothing to tug
them down into the actual town. 

He’s in his uncomfortable
dusty brown leather shoes so she
can wear one of her floaty
dresses with the big flowers. He
thinks briefly of her days in short
skirts and tight jeans and feels a
flash of affection. Not because of
those days. Because of today. Her
making the effort to try to look
like somebody’s wife.

Somebody’s mother.
Some of the local boys slink

around the edges of the parking
lot. They’re smart. They’ll choose
their moment. They’re snatchers
of shopping bags, suitcases,
things that are small and elec-
tronic, change. Things folks
won’t notice till it’s too late.

That’s how you do it, he thinks,
while he walks with his wife
across the lot. Pinch a little of
their fat. They can afford it, these
rich travelers. They’re free, but
free like lambs in a jungle. 

He opens the door for his wife,
big and comical. The bored hostess
takes them to a booth made of
plastic wood and sits them down
with menus and water. They face
each other. She grins and ducks
her head down to the menu.

Yesterday he saw Ophelia, and
she told him how she had always
admired him. How her aunts 
had always said he was a good
man because he did the right
thing when that woman came 
up pregnant. That he was a good
daddy and man, even though 
his wife let herself go.

Sometimes he thinks people
laugh at him because he did the
right thing when she got preg-
nant. But maybe some folks think
of him as noble. And good. And
that makes him feel like acting
like he is noble and good. So after
he and Ophelia did it in the back
of his truck, he decided to take
his wife out for her birthday. 

He gets up and slides next to
her in the booth because he’s
feeling generous.

T oday he’s working on his
truck. He keeps it in per-
fect condition in case he

has to leave. He picks up a
wrench and has a new thought:
he’s no prize himself. 

He decides he could have been a
better man if he’d married a better
woman. If he’d gotten the right
kind of support or had a family
reputation to live up to, then
maybe he could’ve tried harder. 

Under the truck, he makes a
quick list of girlfriends.

Real girlfriends. Olivia
Hanging. Carrie-Ann Nolan.
Lena-Anne Whiting. Sarah Sails.
Every one of them better than
his wife. He imagines their faces.
He thinks about why he didn’t
marry any of them. 

Not Olivia Hanging because he
was 19 and she was 15 and he
had just found his way into the
real live, grown-up afterlife.
Beer. Parties. Drugs. And while
her parents were willing to over-
look the difference in ages, her
curfew remained a solid 11:30.
He got tired of always having to
take her home just when the
party got interesting. 

Carrie-Ann Nolan had caught
his ear with her big laugh. She
laughed so hard people stared. At
first he’d thought she was common
and loud. Not girlfriend material.
But it had turned out that she was
uncommon—a college girl. He
even went to visit her. But there
she was ashamed of him. He
could tell. So he did it with her
roommate and came home.

Lena-Anne Whiting dated him
to get at her rich parents. The fun
eventually wore off for her, and
she moved on to other ways to
piss them off. When she met that
fancy black son of a bitch from
the city, Lena-Anne was gone.

Sarah Sails. Sarah Sails, Sarah
Sails. Now that was a true lady
there. Proper, but not too proper.
She could have a beer with you,
but she crossed her legs when
she sat and drank it. She would
whisper that she loved him and
that he didn’t have to tell her
back. But he did twice. He
always thought he could do

better, though. After all, he’d
gotten all the way up to her.

She’s a teacher over at the ele-
mentary school now. Married.
Now that he thinks about it, he’s
glad he didn’t marry her. She
turned into a bitch.

He slams the hood of his 
truck shut and decides to 
drive for a beer. 

T his morning he’s in the
shower, looking at his
son’s dirty rubber duck

rolling over and over in the murk
at his feet. He has a thought: He
could take his son with him. He
could start over as a single dad.

Single. Dad. That sounds . . .
right. The idea of it makes him
momentarily stop dragging the
holey washcloth over his body.
No. She’ll look for him if he takes
the boy. He moves back under
the dribble of water.

T oday his wife is pissy.
Slamming cupboards.
Being irritated with her

hair and twisting it into balls on
top of her head. What has she
got to be pissed about anyhow?
He should just go. He doesn’t
have to put up with this.

She won’t yell at him right off.
She’ll do this. He won’t ask her
what’s wrong. Asking will open it
up for yelling. If he never asks,
she’ll just slam about. So he
never asks. He just waits for
whatever it is that’s bothering
her to stop bothering her.

He wonders if she ever thinks
about leaving him. That makes him
turn a tight, suspicious eye her way.

But he’s still not asking.

T his is the Saturday they
thought the boy might be
dying. He’s coming back

in from a smoke. The children’s
clinic is full of greenish light and

starved-looking females. Eyes
blackened by lack of sleep, or too
much drink or husband’s fists,
swing toward him when he
comes in the door. 

He takes the only seat left.
Rubs his wife’s arm. His son is
better. Doesn’t have that dazed
look in his eye anymore. All the
throw up has soaked into their
clothes and stiffened them up.
The boy is strong enough to pull
toward a little girl with a bloody
dishrag on her arm.

His wife watches the boy like if
she takes her eyes off him he’ll
collapse. He reaches down and
lifts the boy into his lap. He
reaches around his wife. The boy
squirms, then relaxes into it.

This is a play he puts on for the
husbandless women. He feels
them thinking how lucky his wife
is. He continues, careful not to
look to see who is admiring him. 

He hopes his wife understands
that were it not for him she’d be
here with this boy in one arm
and a shit-filled diaper in the
other. By herself.

T hree in the afternoon on
a Saturday. The trailer’s
clean, and he has no idea

why. Usually there are bits of other
days in the air, on the table, on the
walls. Today is mostly just today.

His wife comes in from the back.
Smiling. Hey sweetheart, she says.

Hey.
A voice floats from around the

corner. Girl, is that your hus-
band? And here his first impres-
sion of your friend Nellie is
Nellie using the toilet? Graaay-t.

A scrawny little woman comes
around the corner. When she
sees him, she gobbles a bunch of
air, then hollers, Oh my gawd!

His wife is smiling. First at the
woman. Then at him. Then back
at the woman. She comes closer,

still buttoning her jeans, looking
up at his face like it was
fireworks night. 

She says he looks just like her
husband, who’s sleeping off the
drive in the den. She wants to know
who and where his kinfolks are.

He opens his mouth but his
wife is already answering.

She rubs his arm as she
answers, then looks at him. Like
asking if she got it right. He nods. 

Why are they so happy their
husbands look alike? People are
always trying to find something
in common. A boot thuds on the
hollow floor in the other room.
The ladies smile at each other. If
the guy looks anything like him,
he thinks, he might have to leave.

T oday it’s the earring. It
drops out of her ear and
rolls under the dresser.

He imagines it hiding under
there, disgusted by her fingers
calling it to duty.

From the bed, he watches her
on her hands and knees.

She’s ugly when her face
slumps fatly toward the floor. He
considers leaving. She’s on her
way to work. He could have the
leisure of packing. He could take
things with him. 

If the earring had dropped out
of his sight, he wouldn’t have
even looked for it. If something
good is in his hands, it’s good. If
it’s not in his hands it’s worth-
less. He’s disgusted by need. 

She’s rooting around like a
hog. He should go.

Thinking of her as an animal
helps. This is just like dropping a
dog off on the other side of town.
They would find a replacement.
Actually it’s kinder. He’s leaving
them the house and dropping
himself off on the other side of
somewhere. He feels mildly
heroic at the thought.

It’d be her fault, anyway. His
secret spreads across his face,
carried in a smile. She turns 
suddenly with a gaze that is 
so human he’s surprised. 

Got it, she says.
I’mo go git some cigarettes, 

he says.   v

This is a play he puts on for the husband-
less women. He feels them thinking how
lucky his wife is. He continues, careful not
to look to see who is admiring him.
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“O K, this time’s
for real,”
Sheldon said.
The spoonful
of freshly

stirred peanut butter quivered in
his hand, a sheen of oil running
along his thumb.

“Laer rof semit siht ko,” Max
said, his freckled cheeks glowing
with anticipation.

Sheldon touched the spoon to
his lips. He paused, waiting for
the thunderclap outside to pass. 

“Maybe use celery,” Max said.
“Yrelec esu ebyam.”

Sheldon dropped the spoon
onto the Formica counter that
stood between them. “God, I
almost had it!” he said.

“Ti dah tsomla i dog,” Max
muttered under his breath.

Rain leaked from the exposed
rafters into a bucket a few feet
behind Sheldon’s stool. The con-
stant dripping was getting to him,
and so was Max. Sheldon lifted
the spoon again, leaving behind a
crescent of peanut butter. “If you
want to help me, just keep your
mouth shut, OK?” he said.

Max lowered his head, bright
red hair combed carefully and
parted down the center. “Ko tuhs
htuom ruoy peek tsuj em pleh ot
tnaw uoy fi,” he whispered
quickly, then reached immedi-
ately for the spot of peanut
butter on the countertop. He
spread out the glob with his right
index finger, then touched it up
with his left until it 
looked like a butterfly. 

Sheldon opened his mouth
again and this time he got the
spoon past his teeth, but before he
could take a bite, he started dry
heaving. It was the smell. Peanut
butter and lentils just didn’t mix.
He wished his mom hadn’t
cooked dal again last night.

Max put his arm across the
counter and touched Sheldon’s
wrist, first with one hand, then
the other. “Wait, Shel,” he said. “I
think you might do better with
hummus. Summuh htiw retteb
od thgim uoy kniht i. Lehs tiaw.”

Sheldon lowered the spoon
and furrowed his brow, pushing
his long bangs out of his face. 
“I told you. I’m Dave now,”
he said sternly.

“Won evad mi. Uoy dlot i,”
Max mumbled. “Sorry . . . Dave,”
he said, putting his right hand to
his lips. “Evad yrros.” He let his
right hand drop, then brought
his left to the place where his
right had been.

“Anyway, it has to be peanut
butter,” Sheldon snapped.
“Nobody at school eats hummus.
They don’t even know what it is.”

“Si ti tahw wonk neve tnod yeht.
Summuh stae loohcs ta ydobon—”
Max paused, looking lost.

“It has to be peanut butter,”
Sheldon reminded him, rolling
his eyes.

Max nodded. “Rettub tunaep
eb ot sah ti yawyna,” he said,
picking up where he’d left off. He
settled back down on his stool
biting the nails on each of his
thumbs, then index fingers, all

the way down the line to his
pinkies. “Oh. Ho,” he said,
sounding defeated.

Sheldon stifled a laugh. He
knew he wasn’t supposed to
make light of his little brother’s
disorder, but there were certain
things Max said that came out so
funny. There was a game he liked
to play with Max—and Max
seemed to like it too—but their
parents had forbidden them
from playing it anymore. They
said it was undermining Max’s
treatment. But it was a rainy day,
which meant no camp, which
basically meant vacation from
treatment, Sheldon reasoned—
and besides, their parents were
at work and would never know.
Sheldon stuck the spoon in the
peanut-butter-filled tupperware
container. “Straw,” he said to Max
with a gleam in his eye.

Max grinned sheepishly.
“Warts,” he said.

“Live,” Sheldon said.
“Evil,” Max answered, giggling.
“Stressed!” Sheldon said.
“Desserts!” That was Max’s

favorite. He pressed his forehead
into the counter, laughing. When
he came up for air he looked at
the handle of Sheldon’s spoon,
emerging from the peanut
butter. “What about carob sauce,”
he said seriously. “Ecuas borac
tuoba tahw.”

“That’s not one,” Sheldon said.
“Eno ton staht,” Max said. “I

know. But you could try that.
Taht yrt dluoc uoy tub. Wonk i.”

“Wonk i. That’s a good one.”
“Eno doog a staht. I know.”

“You know, huh? Well, 
then you must know what I
already told you. It’s got to be
pea-nut butt-er.”

It had to be peanut butter
because it was peanut butter that
had ruined Sheldon’s social life
for the last seven years. All
because he’d forgotten his lunch
one day in second grade and
bought a fluffernutter. He’d
never eaten fluff or peanut
butter—or white bread, for that
matter. His mom didn’t keep
food like that in the house. Well,
she did buy peanut butter, but it
was that gross all-natural stuff
with the layer of oil floating on
top. This was different: it looked
creamy and delicious, like some-
thing from a candy shop. When
he sat down at the long cafeteria
table with the other boys in his
class, he couldn’t wait to sink his
teeth into his sandwich—this
thing everyone else he knew got
to eat on a regular basis. He took
a huge bite, not knowing what to
expect, and reveled in the
smooth sweetness of it all. But
when he tried to swallow the
trouble began. Mashed-up
peanut butter and marshmallow
clung to the roof of his mouth.
He tried to lick it off, but his
tongue just kept clicking against
the caked-on stickiness. He
gagged over and over, a dry, stat-
icky sound shooting out of his
mouth. Kids watched slack-
jawed, chocolate milk dribbling
down their chins. And then came
Mrs. Gagliardi, lumbering over
from her corner, throwing

Sheldon on his back, scooping 
out the fluffernutter, and bending
over to give him mouth-to-mouth
resuscitation, which he didn’t
even need. Her breath smelled of
school kitchen and Sheldon threw
up right in her face, puke drip-
ping down her bloated cheeks,
dangling from her hairnet.

He’d never had many friends,
but from then on Sheldon couldn’t
go to recess without someone
making choking sounds or pre-
tending they were Mrs. Gagliardi
wanting to make out with him.
Sometimes he’d find peanut butter
on his chair or in his backpack. It
would mysteriously show up on
his clothes. Nobody wanted to sit
next to him at lunch. 

By middle school kids didn’t
bother him too much; he was
mostly just ignored. But now, a
month away from the beginning
of high school, that was going to
change. Now he was Dave. Dave
with the same long-in-front,
short-in-back hairstyle all the
boys had. Red hair dyed the per-
fect average brown. He was
going to show up at freshman
orientation as a regular guy, a
guy who had friends who would
sit with him in the cafeteria. A
guy who ate peanut butter just
like everybody else.

He scooped the spoon out of
the peanut butter container and
balanced it in front of his face.
Once again he opened wide. He
pinched his nose to shut out all
odors and closed his eyes. And
just then, when he was really
sure it was going to work, he felt
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A
N

D
RE

 M
ET

ZG
ER

There was a game
he liked to play
with Max—and
Max seemed to
like it too—but
their parents had
forbidden them
from playing it
anymore. They
said it was under-
mining Max’s
treatment.
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a drop of water on his head. He
looked up only to have another
land on his cheek.

He hurled the spoon at the
ceiling. I hate this house! Sheldon
thought. Everything about it!
The leaks, the crooked doors, the
windows that always stuck in the
summer. All things that his par-
ents put up with because they
wanted an old rural home.

The spoon left a peanut butter
mark on the rafters, right where
the leak was coming from, and
crashed back down onto the
counter, bouncing beside his
mom’s floppy beach hat. Her new
name, Elata, was embroidered
across the front. How stupid,
Sheldon thought, changing her
name from Dierdre to Elata
because she’d rather have a name
that means happy than sad.

Max, shoulders hunched, kept
his eyes off of Sheldon and went
to work on evening up the
peanut butter skid marks on the
counter. “Maybe you don’t need
to do this,” he said timidly.
“Maybe you’re just never going to
be able to eat peanut butter. And
that’s OK.” He started to repeat
those sentences backwards, but
Sheldon cut him off before he
could finish. “You just don’t
understand, do you?” he said,
standing up on the rungs of his
stool, water dripping to the floor
beside him. “You’ll never under-
stand. You know why? Because
you go to your special little
school and your special little
camp where everyone’s a weirdo.
And if everyone’s a weirdo, then
no one’s a weirdo. So you will
never know what it feels like to
be a weirdo. If you could just
spend one day at regular school,
you’d get why I have to do this!”
Sheldon slowed down at the end
and pushed his face close to
Max’s for extra emphasis. 

Max sped through the last few

sentences of that speech back-
wards, but got lost on the second
“everyone’s a weirdo.” 

Look at him, Sheldon thought.
He has no idea what a freak he is.
And then something occurred to
him, something he knew he
shouldn’t do, something he knew
he’d regret when his parents
came home, but he was angry
and jealous and it was just too
tempting. A cold smile passed
over his lips. “Antidisestablish-
mentarianism,” he said calmly.

Max froze. “Smi-na . . .
smi-nair. . . .” He started to
breathe rapidly.

“Floccinaucinihilipilification,”
Sheldon said, eyes narrowing. He
didn’t even know what the words
meant, but he’d memorized them
the night before in his bed while
scouring the dictionary. He’d been
sent to his room for repeatedly
saying poop at the dinner table;
each time he said it, Max would
say it back, and the two of them
had erupted in giggles over a
game of poop ping-pong that
seemed as if it would never end.
They’d interrupted their dad
talking about his day at work, and
how he’d seen a fascinating case
of giardia duodenalis, which, of
course, were words Max got stuck
on. Their dad took a pad out of
his shirt pocket and wrote the
word out for Max, and explained
that giardia duodenalis was a
flagellated protozoan parasite that
affected the gastrointestinal tract
and often led to yellowing of the
feces and frequent defecation.
Max was so tripped up by gas-
trointestinal and flagellated he
could barely get through defeca-
tion. Poop, Sheldon figured,
would be a much easier word for
Max to say. But as usual, only
Sheldon got in trouble for their
silliness. And so, while sulking
bitterly in his room, Sheldon had
wondered: What would happen if

nobody helped Max along? What
if they just left him there with the
impossible-to-spell words
hanging in midair? He’d laughed
to himself as he gleaned the dic-
tionary, looking for the longest
words he could find, imagining
that they’d turn Max into a
misfiring machine rather than his
parents’ little idiosyncratic dar-
ling. He never really thought he’d
test it out, but here he was, doing
it for real. And it was working
just as he’d predicted.

Max was still stuck on antidises-
tablishmentarianism and was
looking to Sheldon for help. He
was hyperventilating and touching
his head, his nose, his chin—first
on one side, then the other. 

Lightning flashed outside and
thunder crackled a few seconds
later. Rain slanted against the
windows and the drips quickened.

“Now you see how it is,”
Sheldon said, the meanness
swelling in his chest. “And if you
ever get better, this is what it’s
gonna be like. At real school.”

“Loohcs laer ta. Ekil eb annog
sti tahw si siht retteb teg reve
uoy fi dna,” Max murmured,
looking relieved to hear some-
thing he could grasp. “Si ti woh
ees uoy won.”

“You know,” Sheldon said,
leaning over the counter again, “I
know what your problem is,
Max.” He picked up his mom’s
hat and put it on Max’s head. It
was way too big and the brim fell
down over his nose. “I found it in

an encyclopedia in mom’s o∞ce.”
Max repeated Sheldon’s words

backwards quietly, as if in a trance.
“I mean, aside from all the other

crazy stuff you do,” Sheldon said.
He pulled the hat up a little and
lifted Max’s chin to look him in the
eye. “You’ve got a fear of long
words, Max. You know what it’s
called?” The terrified expression
on Max’s pale face made Sheldon
want to stop, but he’d come this far
and felt like he had to keep going.

The rain was coming down so
hard now there were no indi-
vidual drops.

“Hippopotomonstrosequipped
-aliophobia,” Sheldon said with a
self-satisfied smile. This one he’d
been sure to memorize carefully,
and he enunciated each syllable
proudly as if reciting a poem.

Max closed his eyes, trying to
picture the word. He opened his
mouth, but all that came out was
a distant, scratchy sound. It got
louder and louder until it was a
yell. And then came the tears
and runny nose and red face—a
slightly darker, purplish version
of Max’s hair. He pounded the
counter with his right hand, then
with his left in the same spot.
And he looked at Sheldon as if to
say, Why did you do this to me? 

Sheldon jumped back and let go
of Max’s face. He looked up at the
antique cuckoo clock. Oh my God,
he thought. Mom and dad will be
home in half an hour. I’m going to
be so dead. The sound coming
from Max’s wide open mouth was

like a siren, interrupted by quick,
snorty breaths. What if he never
gets over this word? he thought.
It’ll be a permanent scar on his
brain and it’ll be all my fault. 

He got off his stool and went for
the first piece of paper he saw: the
shopping list pad on the fridge.
He ripped a page from it, pulled
the magnetic pen off the freezer
door, and brought them back to
the counter. He took the hat off
his screaming brother’s head and
placed it on his own. Max’s sweat
and warmth seeped through to
his forehead. Then without saying
anything, so as not to make mat-
ters worse, Sheldon wrote in clear
capital letters: 

HIPPOPOTOMONSTROSE-
QUIPPEDALIOPHOBIA

Max’s crying started to sub-
side, but he was sniffling hard.
He began in a cracked voice,
“Aibohp-oila. . . .”

Sheldon bent down and
picked up the spoon and tossed
it into the sink. He ran a sponge
under the faucet and squeezed it
out, then brought it to the
counter. He started with a slow,
even stroke on the far right, fol-
lowed by one on the far left,
working his way back and forth
to the middle. When he got to
the last stripe of unwashed
counter, he handed the sponge
to Max and watched him run it
in a perfect straight line from
top to bottom, erasing the last
peanutbutterfly, one hand
placed neatly over the other.   v

“Arachibutyrophobia” by Hillary
Frank will be included in
Hedonophobia and Other
Shades of Fear, to be published
by Houghton Mifflin Company,
spring 2007. Frank is also the
author of Better Than Running
at Night and I Can’t Tell You.

“You know,” Sheldon said, leaning over the
counter again, “I know what your problem
is, Max.” He picked up his mom’s hat and
put it on Max’s head. It was way too big and
the brim fell down over his nose. “I found it
in an encyclopedia in mom’s o∞ce.”
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On Friday, a week after the
mall cop hell, when I sat by her
stupid ass on the bus again and
asked her why she did it, she
said, with no remorse in her
black-rimmed eyes, in fact
justification, that that bustier
would’ve looked fucking awe-
some over her purple tank top.
Fucking hot, punk rock as hell.

Then I asked her what she
thought a bustier was? Then 
she stared her hot pink mouth
slack ’cause she’s a stupid bitch
and I told her the green thing
was a coochie stankey granny
girdle for fat old ladies, retard.
Then we didn’t talk until later
that day during the bus ride
home, when she told me what
happened to Nikki. 

She had called Ellie the night
before real upset. Told her how
she found out her mom was
having an affair and was plan-
ning to take off—gonna move in
that weekend with the person
and start a new life.

Ellie was all indignant. Not at
the fact that Nikki and her little
brother were gonna be aban-
doned by their mom, or even at
how her mom had had the balls
to walk in while they’re eating
McDonald’s and just tell their
father that she doesn’t love him
anymore. Ellie was disgusted
that she was doing all this to run
off with a usta-be crackhead.

People got a real bias against
crackheads.

Think about all the acquain-
tances you have—at the bar,
where you get your hair cut, that
checkout lady with all the
booster buttons—and how they
act with you. Now imagine you
smoked crack a couple times and
they all knew about it?

Maybe it’s different here. Crack
is everywhere. The east-side
Burger King is like walking into
an antidrug commercial: let me
fucking tell you, there is nothing
that makes you wanna stay away
from drugs more than drug
addicts themselves.

Staring at you from the booth
across from yours with red eyes
sunk deep into pools of plum,
their bodies like an old street
long after the first snow—cold,
hard, coated in that ash of old
salt stains. 

There are crackheads and
usta-be crackheads all over the
city, not just the east side or the
projects, but changing your muf-
fler, running for union o∞cial, or
even selling you pizza out of the
Little Caesars in the Kmart
where Nikki’s mom worked 
and met her lady love.

Nobody knew Nikki’s mom
was having an affair with
another woman. Well, other
than the other Kmart
employees. Nikki found out on
Friday, the day after she called
Ellie, who had offered her little
comfort besides “Dude, that
really sucks” and a little bit of
talk-show-inspired “Guess you
just gotta be happy for her.”

After Pat, her brother, caught
his car pool for grade school she continued on page 23

Mae Governale

Paint It Beige

left her dad, still in his bedroom
with the TV on from the night
before, and went to look for her
mom, who had disappeared
after making her announcement.

The next week I had lunch
with Julie Rhinehart, this dirty-
haired mathalete, who told me
more of what had happened
when I asked if she’d seen Nikki.
They had been neighbors since
grade school and friends in 
an on-and-off sort of way. I
figure Nikki called Ellie before
Julie that night because she 
was making her way down 
the line of cool. 

That and Julie just seemed so
sheltered, and not just sheltered
sheltered, but a little bit like
homeless sheltered. I mean
she’d be talking about the
dolphin-safe tuna on her bread
like it was just the gahdamned
thing to be talking about, and
the whole time you’re thinking
is that today’s sandwich or a
glob of yesterday’s sandwich 
still on her jacket making 
me nauseous?

And besides, that first night
Nikki probably didn’t feel like
running to the neighbors to tell
them the big news.

It was good that she found
Julie to talk to—she could act
compassionate and kind. Her
hand never left her chest and
she wrinkled her brow to half its
impressive size while she told
us, her closest cafeteria

confidants, what she couldn’t
believe had happened to her
poor friend Nikki.

I guess first Nikki went to
Georgio’s, the Greek restaurant
attached to the bowling alley, and
bought a pack of cigarettes from
the machine in the back. Ellie
and I had showed her that
machine. 

Then she drove down the street
to the Kmart and waited for her
mom to take her break at ten. 

The only time Nikki looked
like she was in charge was when
she smoked. She was good at it.
Maybe she shoulda smoked
more. Probably does now. Even
when she was stealing, the thing
she did best, that look of hers,
that embarrassed feminine
discomfort, didn’t give an inch. 
It wasn’t until we were in her car
and she bummed some of our
squares that I saw her face not so
much relax but get . . . quiet. I
remember she never coughed or
anything. I still cough. It was
just . . . When I think of her, 
it’s like that.

The Kmart parking lot’s gotta
be the most depressing one in
the city. It sits way back from a
busy corner, but it’s always
empty except for cars cutting
through to the White Castle. It
hasn’t been touched since the
70s, and it isn’t so much worn-
out as faded. Even the lighting
inside has gone yellow.

Ellie was all indig-
nant. Not at the
fact that Nikki and
her little brother
were gonna be
abandoned by
their mom, or even
at how her mom
had had the balls
to walk in while
they’re eating
McDonald’s and
just tell their
father that she
doesn’t love him
anymore. Ellie was
disgusted that she
was doing all this
to run off with a
usta-be crackhead.
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ikki Blake had the
demeanor of a nun
with a serious yeast
infection, the kind
that could put

Wonder Bread out of business.
She was a blue-eyed blondie, a
Catholic who only wore neu-
trals—but only the right neutrals,
the most recent Abercrombie
and fuck-your-mother khakis,
the au courant Con-tramp-o
whatever-the-fucks. She was a
clotheshorse with an addiction to
taupe, and she was also the best
shoplifter I ever knew.

Ellie and I met her at school
and never went to the mall
without her after we watched her
steal the white socks off a man-
nequin in the window of an
American Eagle. The bitch could
swipe the royal tampon out of the
queen’s bush, she was that good.

Nikki was as boring as the shit
she stole, but she had a car. She’d
drive us so I could stand in some
shit shop—some taupe ’n’ Sahara
hell—waiting for her to shovel
the 20 cream corduroys up her
ass or wherever she put ’em, and
then we’d go to like Whoreland
so Ellie could get some plastic
glittery thongs that couldn’t
make her 16-year-old body look a
day over 11 even if they came
with bloodstains on the crotch.

Fuck I hate the mall. I’m
gonna barf just thinkin’ about it. 

When you’re garage saleing
you’re outside, just you and the
street, with the sun in the trees
and the morning making your
ankles all wet and grassy, until
you get to someone’s house,
freshly gutted for you to dig
through. And that hope that this
one—this tarred driveway,
rolling out of someone’s garage
like a black tongue that picked
up Snoopy Sno-Cone Makers,
moldy stuffed animals, and ten-
cent Tupperware from rank cor-
ners—this garage sale could be
the flamingo brooch, the creepy
lamp, the box of records from ’76
that makes life worth living. 

But no. Instead we go to the
mall. The mutherfucked mall.
Me, the yeasty nun, and Ellie
Kern. My best friend. The whore.
The stupid stupid stupid bitch
whose stupid bitch whore ways
shit ’n’ pissed ’n’ barfed all over a
week of my life. And not just in
any butt-fucked mall store, but
in gahdamn . . .

I think I’m gonna puke, I
swear the stupid bitch.

In GAHmutherfuckinDAHM
SEARS. SEARS. Who the fuck
goes to Sears? Sears! You walk
through Sears to get to your car if
there was nowhere else to park,
or if you are some fadass mother-
fucker who wants to be close to
the Cinnabon, but nobody goes
to Sears—’cause who the fuck
wants a green granny girdle that
smells like a wrench? 

I’ll tell you who. The stupid bitch
that looked like she was gonna
crap her pants ’cause she saw the
sales associate looking at us and
shoved it into my bag anyway.
Ellie fucking Kern, that’s who.
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K
emp was having a
crisis of confidence.
After two months
waiting tables at
Angelo’s, a family

Italian restaurant inside the
largest mall in Birmingham, he’d
discovered that dinners included
salad only, not soup and salad as
at lunch. A minor mistake, his
girlfriend insisted—don’t worry
about it. But worry was Kemp’s
basic frequency. For nine weeks
he’d been sending away by the
dozens customers who would now
expect free soup with dinner.
They would wander back in like
mosquitoes and sit at other
waiters’ tables, or his own,
insisting they’d been given free
soup last time: Yeah, that guy, he’s
the one! Kemp had a recurring
nightmare of a tray piled high
with plates and long-stemmed
drink glasses, teetering at the
edge of a table. The tray, Kemp
decided as he arrived ten minutes
late for his dinner shift, was him.

“You’re set, two at 13,”
announced Darlene, the shift
manager. Kemp began to apolo-
gize but she was already gone.
The south side had been open for
over half an hour; waiters
darting in and out the double
doors of the kitchen moved with
a deliberate urgency Kemp knew
he should have mastered by now.
He tied on an apron, loaded a
tray with glasses of water and
baskets of hot bread, and headed
out to the north side without
even collecting his tickets.

At last they’d begun to give
him some good shifts: Friday
night, the smoking section, a
football game in town. He might
take home 80 bucks tonight.

His customers were hunkered
down at the table in the corner,
next to the potted plants. A
slender red-haired woman
tapped a long ash off her ciga-
rette. Her sleeveless top exposed
a pair of perfect shoulders. Her
face was cleanly drawn like a
model’s, her mouth blunt and
beautiful. Her date, at least 20
years her senior, wore a sport
jacket, and his shirt collar
splayed wide open at his collar-
bone: gold chains, chest hair.
Angelo’s piped-in Italian music
obscured their conversation, but
Kemp made out the tail end of it:

“Don’t blame me,” said the
man. “Don’t come running in a
week or two with some story
about gettin’ used.”

“The only one using me is you!
The way you—”

Kemp introduced himself, wel-
comed them to Angelo’s, and set
down their ice water and bread.
“May I get you folks something
to drink?”

“Get us some menus,” the 
man barked.

Kemp apologized and fetched
a couple. “Jim Beam, neat. The
lady’ll have the same.” The ice in
his voice said Get lost. Kemp was
glad to oblige. Barry, the man-
ager and licensed scourge of
Angelo’s, stood by the ice cooler
grinding his teeth and flipping

notated the “Purgatorio” and the
“Paradiso,” but he kept coming
back to the “Inferno,” sucked in
as Dante made his way down the
concentric circles of hell. He
liked to imagine his customers as
the Gluttonous, mired in the
third circle and mauled by
Cerberus, the three-headed dog:
“His eyeballs glare a bloodshot
crimson, and his bearded jowls
are greasy and black; potbellied,
talon-heeled, he clutches and
frays and rips and rends the
souls.” The resemblance to Barry
was uncanny.

On the floor Kemp saw the
angry couple and remembered
their drink order. The man raised
his chin at Kemp, who nodded
but grabbed a bunch of menus
and went to greet the party of
11—two couples and seven kids,
one a toddler in a high chair who
was tearing up the flowers in the
middle of the table. The kids
argued, changed their drink
orders, demanded milk shakes.
Angelo’s didn’t have milk shakes.
As Kemp swung from one side of
the table around to the other, the

angry couple’s argument filtered
through the kids’ cries.

“ . . . any more about it,” the
woman said. “You started all this
with that woman and her dog.”

“Are you nuts, Carla?. . . per-
sist in creating these things? You
only make yourself . . . ”

“ . . . don’t want to talk about it
anymore. We’ve beaten it to death.”

By the time Kemp made it over
to them, both were tending qui-
etly to their cigarettes. The guy
opened an imploring palm.
Kemp apologized and promised
a swift return with the drinks.
“Shithead,” the man muttered as
Kemp was walking away.

In the kitchen waiters
screamed for ice, but Kemp rang
up the drink order and took it to
the bar before running four more
buckets to the cooler. Then he
filled up 11 sodas and took them
out past the bar, where he
scooped up the two drinks and
set them down gingerly on his
tray. Back on the floor he set the
tray between the couple and the
party. The argument had heated

J.R. Jones

Lasagna

It was a fuckup 
so massive, so
sweeping in its
implications, that
it brought relief by
dwarfing anything
Kemp could
possibly do wrong.

through a bunch of checks. He
had the thick trunk of a boxer,
and his bearded, ravaged face
read like a bad menu. His eyes
simmered with hatred whenever
they found Kemp.

“Side work, side work, side
work!” he shouted. “You’re ice
tonight. Cooler’s dry. Move it!”

Kemp apologized, ran back to
the mammoth ice machine in the
kitchen, and scrambled for bal-
ance as he carried a pair of ten-
gallon buckets of ice out to the
cooler. Twelve buckets would fill
it; Kemp deposited four then
ducked out to place the drink
order at the bar. The bartender
wouldn’t take it without a ticket,
so Kemp grabbed a pack from
the cashier’s window.

“You’re set,” Darlene told him.
“Party of 11.”

“Eleven?”
“We pushed two tables

together. Get out there, they’ve
got kids and they’re hungry.”

Barry exploded from the
kitchen, purple in the face and
jabbing his finger back at the
cook. “Stupid motherfucker can
kiss my ass!” His breath hissed as
he charged Darlene and Kemp.
“Eighty-six all the dinners but
lasagna.”

“What?” Every waiter within
hearing distance stopped dead in
his tracks and turned to look.

“Those stupid fuckers forgot to
defrost the dinners. We won’t
have anything for another hour at
least except soup, appetizers, and
lasagna.” A collective cry went up.
Barry stomped through it and out
the south door, grinding his
teeth, with Darlene close behind.

This was bad—15 dinners on
the menu, and nothing to serve
but lasagna. It was a fuckup so
massive, so sweeping in its
implications, that it brought
relief by dwarfing anything
Kemp could possibly do wrong.
A few waiters unleashed curses
or ultimatums; others went
about their business in grim
acceptance. The ice he’d carried
to the cooler long gone, Kemp
ran two more buckets up from
the machine, then filled 11 ice
waters and loaded them with
baskets of bread onto a tray
resting on a counter. He knelt
down on his right knee, his hand
found the center of gravity
under the tray, and he lifted it
up onto his shoulder.

The physical skills of wait-
erdom came easy to Kemp, how-
ever tenuous his grip on
everything else. He couldn’t
make small talk with strangers,
couldn’t handle the stress.
“You’re gonna gain a lot of
weight hanging around all that
Italian food,” his girlfriend pre-
dicted when he took the job.
Since then he’d lost 17 pounds.

Another five weeks of this and
he’d be back at school, writing
his graduate thesis. During the
day the temperature hovered
over 100 degrees, so he lay in bed
with two electric fans trained on
him, making notes on The
Divine Comedy. He’d read and
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continued on page 24
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V
assie Watts saw his
life as a giant animal,
plowing methodi-
cally ahead. All he
could see of it were

the ridges of a spine under dull
black fur. Some days the haunches
towered over him and blocked his
view of the horizon, but mostly the
beast was hidden in fog, pulling
Vassie by a tether. He couldn’t let
go because the thing would turn
around and trample him.

The plant-watering job wasn’t
Vassie’s idea. Two years ago his
probation o∞cer and his mother
decided that a job would keep
him out of trouble. There wasn’t
enough business at the antique
store for her to need his help, so
he had to drive out to O’Hare
three times a week and water the
plants in the lobbies and atriums
of the corporate complexes
around the airport. He pulled
away dead leaves, picked gum
and wrappers out of the soil, and
hid the plants that had died
between his visits. His pal Tony
got him the job. Tony had been
watering plants for nearly three
years; he was able to do a week’s
worth in a day and a half and
screw off for the other 28 hours
of the week. Two months passed
before Vassie could find his way
around the looping drives and
corporate malls and cut some
time off his workweek.

He didn’t dislike the job, but
he wasn’t working toward any-
thing other than making his boss
rich. During the day, a plan
would pop into his head, streams
of them would come and go and
compound or morph into new
plans until the original plan was
forgotten. Some days his head
was always somewhere else and
the ideas came too fast. Other
times his perspective shrank and
left him wondering how others
were able to do things he had no
capacity to handle. When they
asked kindly what Vassie wanted
to do with his life, he’d say he
wanted to own a tavern someday,
even though all he really wanted
was to smash the nose of the
person who asked.

If Vassie sat down with a blank
piece of paper with the intention
of outlining a five-year plan, he’d
end up with nothing more than a
page of poorly drawn penises and
airplanes. How could anyone see
a year down the road? The one
time he tried to put a plan into
action he got arrested and then
hired at the plant-watering job.
Neither had been his goal.

Santana, Vassie’s upstairs
neighbor, had been a regular at
the bookstore. Santana never
bought any books, he just liked
to hang around with the old guy
who worked the counter. The old
guy had once told Santana in
confidence that if the store was
ever robbed he wouldn’t put up
any kind of fight.

Santana passed the informa-
tion to Vassie during one of their
typical afternoons, when they had
nothing to worry about other
than sharing a smoke. Santana

bought just enough for a handful
of acquaintances so he could take
a commission out of each pur-
chase. Mostly his girlfriend sup-
ported him, though he admitted
that he was often mistaken for a
homeless person. “You can dress
as shitty as you want,” he once
told Vassie. “Because you’re white,
people assume you just work a
shitty job. But if I dressed as bad
as you, people be giving me soup
and old gym shoes when I walked
out of the house. Those
Misericordia crossing guards be
giving me peanuts and Life Savers
every time I cross the street.”

Vassie thought that Santana
would look homeless if he wore a
three-piece suit, and sometimes
he didn’t smell so great. Santana
said, speaking of the bookstore,
“Someone could walk in there
anytime with that old boy and
just get the money. He keeps it in
his pockets because the register
is, like, just for show. Pull out a
knife. Whack. Open it and stick
it in his face.” Santana stood up
and began acting out the scene
for Vassie’s benefit. “Gimme the
money, old boy. Now.” Santana
waved a weightless knife in the
air and made tentative stabs at
an imaginary cashier. “Yeah,
hurry it up, motherfucker.”

Santana sat down and stared
at the pot spilled on the coffee
table like it would remind him
what he was doing.

“You were getting my half,”
Vassie offered, trying to help.

Santana’s eyes lit up. “Oh ho.
Fuck that, it was a quarter. Save

your lunch money, boy, and next
time get you an eight ball.” 

Vassie knew that Santana
never really had any good coke.
One fat line would only make
Vassie feel like he’d had a pot of
coffee, inhaled chlorine, and
caught a head cold, but it was
better than nothing.

T he bookstore was a dusty
little place divided into
dark aisles by shelves that

reached to the back wall and the
ceiling. Vassie told himself that
real thieves always cased the
joint, so he browsed each aisle,
then bought an old Playboy and
left the store.

The next night Vassie stood
hesitantly at the same front door.
Even after smoking a fat joint
and sharing two lines with
Santana his legs were jelly, and
with each breath a vibration
shuddered right behind his heart
like the first time a girl slipped
her tongue in his mouth. The first
time he touched a tit, he thought
he was going to shake apart.

Vassie used his baseball cap to
wipe the sweat from his face, then
stepped through the door. The
room swelled around him as his
balance drained away. Stacks of
books leaned precariously toward
the center of the counter, where
the old guy sat reading a book.
The junk and gewgaws reminded
him of his mother’s shop.

Vassie realized the ski mask
that was supposed to be covering
his face was in his pocket. A buzz
in his head muffled the sounds of

the room. Fumbling, he pulled
the gravity knife out of his back
pocket and snapped it open.
“Gimme your money,” he shouted
over the white noise.

The old guy stood slowly like
he was asking permission to
speak and pulled a folded bunch
of singles from his shirt pocket.
Through the picture window
behind him Vassie could see the
flophouse and a group of men
gathered on the sidewalk.

“Other pockets, too. C’mon.
Hurry up.”

The wide glass counter stood
between Vassie and the old guy.
Inside were Playboy key chains,
Spider-Man comic books, and
JFK coasters along with two
decks of nudie playing cards that
winked at him. He suddenly felt
like he couldn’t possibly pull it
off: if he made for the old guy,
the old guy could just run
around the counter the opposite
way. Then they could reverse
directions. He got embarrassed
just thinking about it. Or maybe
he’d bust through the counter,
crushing the glass shelves and
cutting a major artery in his leg.
The police would find him
bleeding to death, stuck with one
leg in the cabinet, with nudie
cards and JFK coasters all over
the place. He prayed the old guy
wouldn’t run around the counter.

Maybe, Vassie thought, he’d be
given leniency when he got
caught because he wasn’t
wearing a mask. “Don’t be
scared,” Vassie demanded as he
grabbed the last few bills that
dropped to the glass countertop.

“Just go,” the man said. 
“This is it.”

Out the door and past the wide
windows, Vassie could feel his
features being memorized.

“Y ou been the big spender
lately,” Santana said.

“Yeah,” Vassie said.
“You got the place to yourself?”
Usually, they hid in Santana’s spare
bedroom because Santana’s girl-
friend, Barb, didn’t like Vassie and
Vassie’s mother didn’t like Santana.

“Hey,” Santana snapped. “Did I
tell you that my bookstore got
robbed? The old dude said some
big motherfucker came in with a
hunting knife and took the
money off him.”

“Dude,” Vassie grinned. “That
was me.”

“You bullshitting me. They said
it was a big guy.”

“People bullshit. How much
did they lose?” Vassie asked.

“Said, like, three hundred.”
“No, it was a hundred and

twenty.”
Santana laughed. “Oh ho. I

was testing you, boy. Yeah, you
right. Now we should celebrate.
And don’t worry, I ain’t gonna
say shit,” he promised.

“Yeah, don’t say nothing,” Vassie
said, losing confidence as he felt
the need to reinforce the obvious.
He leaned over to tap some coke
on top of the weed in the bong.
Santana wouldn’t say anything.
continued on page 26

Zak Mucha

Big Black Monster

If Vassie sat down
with a blank piece
of paper with the
intention of out-
lining a five-year
plan, he’d end up
with nothing more
than a page of
poorly drawn
penises and 
airplanes.
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Christmas Eve Worship

Saturday, December 24

4:00 pm - Family Service 

11:00 pm - Candlelight Service

Christmas Day Worship

Sunday, December 25

11:00 am - One Service Only

First Night@First Pres
Saturday, Dec. 31

Featuring the Matthew Skoller Band and 

Michael Kelsey. 

First Worship

Sunday, January 1

11:00 am - One Service Only

Come as you are!

1427 Chicago Avenue

Evanston, Illinois 60201

(847) 864-1472

www.firstpresevanston.org

1427 Chicago Avenue

Evanston, Illinois 60201

(847) 864-1472

www.firstpresevanston.org
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Tony Adler

Sam and Bessie

“I don’t expect you
should cry, but ain’t
you maybe gonna
call the kids? I’m
dead, Bessie. They
might take an
interest.”
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[Chicago, 1957. A lived-in,
working class apartment in a
six-flat in Albany Park. The
decor reflects a notion of gentility
from the 30s, which is when the
current occupants moved in: cut-
glass candy bowls and Chinese
figures in painted porcelain. Sofa
downstage center, in the parlor.
Big winged leather chair beside
it. Bedroom door upstage center.
Kitchen offstage left. Bathroom
offstage right. An old man, Sam,
is lying faceup on the sofa. Small
and lean and self-contained, he
wears a pressed white shirt,
brown wool slacks with sus-
penders. No socks or shoes. An old
lady, Bessie, appears in the bed-
room doorway, wearing a night-
gown and glasses with Coke-bottle
lenses. She is as thick as Sam is
lean, formidable as the Venus of
Willendorf. From her vantage
point she can’t see Sam on the
sofa, addresses him as though he
were in the bathroom. She has a
Yiddish accent processed through
decades in Chicago.]

BESSIE   Sam. C’mon. I shut the
light already. Sam. You in the
toilet? How can you be in the
toilet so long? Finish in there. I
already shut the light. 

[Crosses to bang on the bathroom
door. Sees Sam on the sofa.]

BESSIE    Heh. C’mon. Get up. Get
in the room. Oy, nebuch—you’re
in your clothes. You could wear
that tomorrow, you didn’t wrinkle
it so much, you little shit. Get up. 

[Shakes him. No response.]

BESSIE   Sam. Sam. Heh. You
didn’t. You little shit. 

[Feels his wrist.]

BESSIE   You did. You did you did
you did.

[Stands and admires the
moment. Sits in the chair.]

BESSIE   Ain’t that a kick in the
head. [Suddenly, as if to shock
him awake:] Sam! [No response.]
Heh. And that’s the end of that. 

[She sits a long moment, just
looking, intent. Then breaks her
reverie and stands.]

BESSIE   OK.

[She crosses to a light switch on the
wall beside the doorway leading
into the kitchen. Turns out the
light. The room is black but for the
glow of street light through imag-
ined downstage windows. She
heads for the bedroom.]

SAM That’s it?

[Bessie stops.]

SAM I don’t expect you should
cry, but ain’t you maybe gonna
call the kids? [He sits up.] I’m
dead, Bessie. They might take 
an interest.

[Bessie turns the light back on,
finds Sam sitting there. Long
pause. Something comes up but
she pushes it back down.]

BESSIE   It’s the middle of the
night. They’re sleeping. You don’t

[Bessie appears at the 
bedroom door.]

BESSIE   Sha! What is with all the
boorching?! Your whole life you
don’t say two words. Now you
won’t shut up!

SAM I told you, I’m dead! [Beat,
then calmly:] It’s like I got mit-
tens on my hands. I can’t pick up
the phone. 

BESSIE   [Dryly:] Thanks God is
all I can say. That would be some
conversation, you call Harry,
middle of the night. “Bubbeleh, it’s
your old papa talking. I’m dead.”

SAM Yeah. “Don’t worry, I’ll stay
here till ya come for me.”

BESSIE   “Won’t move a muscle.”

SAM “Come pick me up.”

BESSIE   Heh. “Pick me up.”
[Pause. Then, almost affection-
ately:] Oy, Sam. You goddamn—
come in the bed. 

SAM Bessie. I can’t.

[Offended, Bessie turns back
toward the bedroom. Sam lunges
for her, to keep her from leaving.
His arms seem to go right
through her. For the first time,
Bessie is frightened—and so is
Sam. They stare at one another.]

SAM Whaddya think, I was
kiddin’? 

BESSIE   Listen, you. You ain’t
gonna haunt me. 

SAM I don’t think—

BESSIE   You ain’t gonna haunt me. 

SAM Eh. Whadda you care? You

SAM What, no?

BESSIE   Unh unh, no. You don’t
wanna wait, you do it, Mr.
Bigmouth Shit.

SAM OK. Stop it, please. That’s
enough with the insults. I took it
back, I don’t wanna hear that
talk no more. That nastiness. I’m
your husband 61 years, Bessie.
This is the last you’re gonna see
me. You could be a little bit nice.

BESSIE   There’s the phone, Sammy.

[She turns back to the bedroom,
exits. Sam grabs for the phone,
but can’t negotiate it.]

SAM Don’t you walk away, you!
Why can’t you be nice? Bessie!
The kids’ll be mad, they find out
you didn’t call. [No response.
Then, more to himself than to
her:] Wha’d I do made you so
fuckin’ mean? You’re such a mean
person, Bessie. You got a mean
soul. How’d you get such a fuckin’
mean soul? You should ask your-
self. I didn’t do nothing to you. I
helped you. I helped you. Sixty-
one years! That’s my life, too. Not
you only. My kids. My house. My
fuckin’ bed. I worked. You think I
didn’t work? Fuck you. I’m a car-
penter, I’m a butcher. What I’m
supposed to be an executive, the
way I talk? Greenhorn from the
shtetl? No. I did as good as I
could. You and me. You and me
both, goddamnit. Not you only.
That’s some nerve you got!
[Louder, for Bessie’s benefit:] I
gotta hand it to you, talking to a
ghost like that. You should be
scared-a me, Bessie. You don’t
know what I could do!

want I should disturb them. 

SAM Yeah, I do, actually. They
can be a bissel disturbed tonight. 

BESSIE   Sam.

SAM Yeah? 

BESSIE   [Turning back toward the
bedroom.] Take off the clothes.
Come in the bed. 

[Bessie exits to bedroom. Sam lies
back down on the sofa. Long beat.
Bessie reappears in the doorway.]

BESSIE   What? You didn’t hear
me, you little shit? You cut it the
hell out and get in the bed. 

SAM You felt my wrist, Bessella. 

BESSIE   You’re talking. 

SAM I’m talking should be the
tip-off. Did I talk, I was alive?
I’m dead all right, Bessie. Your
Sammy’s finally dead. I want 
you should call the kids. 

BESSIE   I’ll do it in the morning.

SAM Bessie, please. Now.

BESSIE   I told you. In the morning. 

SAM You son of a bitch. [Beat,
then he laughs.] Oooh! I’m
gettin’ feisty in mine old age!
Now you believe me, don’cha?
Sammy’s gotta be dead he talks
like that to Bessie—cuz she’d kill
’im! Right? [She glares.] Ah, I
take it back. You’re not a son of a
bitch. I’m not gonna fight with
you no more, Bessie. You’re a
very sweet person. Just please
call the kids. Call Harry and tell
him to call the kids.

BESSIE   No.
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got along pretty good all this
time, pretending like I’m a ghost. 

BESSIE   No sir, mister. I been
waiting since I’m 17 years old,
wanting you dead I should be
free already. 

SAM That ain’t even true. 

BESSIE   Now you’re done, I’m
done. If I got a year, I got a
month, two days. I’m gonna live
here by myself alone— 

SAM It ain’t true, Bessie. 

BESSIE   Ain’t nobody gonna
bother me, and not you ’specially.

SAM You didn’t want me dead. 

[Bessie misses a beat at this.
Stares at Sam.]

SAM You didn’t want me dead.
Peh, kenne-hoorey.

BESSIE   Heh. A shit more stupid
than you never lived, you shit.

SAM Call me names. It’s true.

BESSIE   See, this I don’t under-
stand at all. Sixty-one years, it’s
like you wasn’t there. Like it
rolled off a duck. I could spit in
your face a hundred times a day, if
I get tired two seconds you think,
Aha! See? She’s startin’ to like me.
Sammy the cockeyed optimist. I
never liked you, Sammy. I just ran
out of spit once in a while. 

SAM No. 

BESSIE   No?

SAM I’m sorry, no. The problem
with you, you get in a mood and
you forget. I’m the one remem-
bers. All the way back the first day.

BESSIE   The absolute worst day 
of my life. 

SAM Me, too. Only it wasn’t, also.
You decided later you hate my
guts. But the first day—

BESSIE   First day shit. Who cares,
Sam? You’re dead—be dead! 
All I gotta say is I don’t want you
hangin’ around. First day! I don’t
believe you! You don’t know
what it is in front of your face! 
To this day you don’t know.

[Each hangs fire a beat.]

SAM Did you talk to Rose?

BESSIE   When?

SAM Tonight. She wanted you
should call. I took the message.

Before.

BESSIE   Heh. She’s gotta take
Bonnie by the doctor tomorrow,
wants we should watch Frankie.
Now you’re dead, I don’t know. 

SAM Well, so she’ll cancel the
doctor. 

BESSIE   Oh, sure, like they’re
made of money. You know the
doctor charges anyway, you
cancel on the day of. 

SAM He’s not gonna—

BESSIE   Not gonna, nothing. 
I’ll tell her I’m busy, she should
ask Nettie. 

SAM Bessie, Nettie and Maury’s
gonna be here by us tomorrow. 

BESSIE   Then Shirley.

SAM Also by us, Bessie.

BESSIE   Then Lee, goddamnit!
She can take Frankie with her,
she can’t find a sitter! ’Cause I’m
not gonna give the doctor the
money like a gift!

SAM Oy, Bessie. I’d do it myself—

BESSIE   Yeah, I know, only you’re
dead. 

SAM A joke. 

BESSIE   Well, I don’t wanna hear
your jokes. You shit. Such a shit.
How you could say there was
anything good the first day? 

SAM I don’t know what I was
thinking. 

BESSIE   I’m standing in my
tatteh’s house, a handmade dress.
A gown, sewed up so beautiful.
And comes in my mammeh.
“Bessie, I got very bad news”—

SAM I know—

BESSIE   You don’t know nothin’.
She says, “Bessie, Avrom broke
the engagement.” I’m standing in
a wedding dress. “Let me talk to
him.” “You can’t. He ran away.” Ran
away! You understand that, what
I’m telling you? So awful is the
thought of marrying Bessie. Better
a ghost without a home than
marry Bessie. And I’m singing to
myself. Right up till they tell me,
I’m singing. Honest to God. Such
a simcha, such a wonderful thing,
to marry for love. Heh. But that’s
not the end, Sammy. Right? They
ain’t done with me.

[She leans over and gives Sam a
hard pinch on the arm.]

SAM Ow. 

BESSIE   Hah! I knew it! I knew
the whole time you was faking!
Faker! 

SAM I’m not faking. The ow was
faking. Tell the truth, I didn’t feel
nothing. You wanted an ow so
much, I gave you an ow. You
don’t believe me, pinch me again. 

BESSIE   You’ll be ready.

SAM Hard as you want. 

[She pinches him strenuously.
He doesn’t react.]

BESSIE   How come I can touch
you, you can’t touch me? 

SAM I don’t know. Listen, Rose’ll
cancel the doctor. This once.

BESSIE   Maybe yes, maybe no. 

SAM Really, you got nothing to
say about it. Soon as she hears
I’m dead—

BESSIE   And that’ll be when,
smart guy? When I tell her. 

[Sam falls into a dispirited silence.
Bessie struts back toward the
bedroom, turning out the parlor
light as she exits. Long moment
as Sam sits very still. Then Bessie
appears at the bedroom door. As
before, the only light is that from
the streetlight outside.]

BESSIE   [With a quiet intensity:]
They ain’t done with me by a
long shot. They’re all standing
there. Mammeh. Bubbeh Hinde.
My sisters. Crying like some-
body’s dead. “Whatta we gonna
do? What it’s gonna be with us?”
And finally Bubbeh Hinde—I
didn’t know she had it in her—
she says, “Stop it!” Like a hiss.
“We’ll do what we gotta do. I’m
not gonna have a shandeh in my
house.” And she calls in my Tante
Anna from the other room, and
she says, “Anna, Bessie’s gonna
marry your Sam.” Honest to God.
Just like that, not even looking at
me.  My sweet schlumpy skinny
stupid little cousin Sam. I said,
“No, Bubbeh! Not Sam.” She
says, “You got somebody better?”
I say, “I love Avrom, Bubbeh.”
And she gives me this look 
ike I took a shit on the floor.
“Avrom . . . don’t . . . love . . . you.”
Heh. Tough old broad. I say, No!

I say, Mammeh, Tatteh, help me!
Don’t let this happen! Gib mer a
bissel zeit! But my Tatteh won’t
come in the room, and my
Mammeh, all she says, “The guests
are here, Bessie. They’re already
sitting.” And then they went to
you. And you said yes. Yes. What
kinda shmuck—? Who lowers
himself to marry an abandoned
woman? In her dress? A man
would marry me, that situation,
he’s not good enough to marry
me! And plain talk, Sam, you
ain’t. You wasn’t. You never was. 

[Long beat.]

SAM I was thinking—

BESSIE   [Turning on the parlor
light.] He was thinking! What
was my little Sammy thinking?

SAM It sounds bad now. I was
thinking I was saving you. 

BESSIE   Saving me? You saved
me. Six babies—that’s how you
saved me. Sitting on the toilet
with the paper.

SAM That’s being married,
Bessie!

BESSIE   No money. I gotta go
open a store. Saving me? You
little shit. Thanks God you didn’t
talk all those years, this is what
you thought! Even you’re dead
you don’t get it. 

SAM Aw, Bessie! Stop it. Bessie. I
can’t go like this. I want—

BESSIE   He wants!

SAM I gotta—

BESSIE   He’s GOTTA!

SAM You know why I stopped
talking, don’t you?

[Bessie steps forward, slaps Sam’s
face hard, over and over, using all
her formidable strength.]

BESSIE   GOD IN HEAVEN!
MAKE IT HURT!

[Sam retreats across the room,
motivated by physics rather than
pain. Bessie stands still a
moment, then collapses into the
sofa. Sam waits to see if she’s
spent. Then he approaches and
sits on the arm of the sofa.]

SAM You’re done? You shit. You
stupid piece of shit. You’re gonna
beat me up? And God’s gonna
help you. I would close the

window shade, I was you, ’cause
it’s gonna look awful funny from
the outside, an old lady and God
beating up an old man and he’s
already dead. You know what?
You should get a thing from the
kitchen. A knife, maybe. Or a
rolling pin, like Katzenjammer.
Or the big frying pan. What’s the
joke? “Hit ’im? Who’s gonna hit
’im. I’m gonna fry ’im up a steak.
He can’t keep that up on cookies
and milk!” Then when I’m
buried you could come to the
grave with the pan and beat the
shit out of my stone. You know
why I stopped talking? [A beat.]
The funny thing is, when your
mammeh and my mammeh
came and said You gotta marry
Bessie and I said yes, it wasn’t I
was giving in to them. I was
taking advantage. Talk about
luck! Come as a guest, leave with
the bride. And such a bride. The
only one I wanted. Believe it or
not. I was so sad, thinking
Avrom was gonna get you and
I’ve gotta settle for I don’t know.
I don’t even remember their ugly
faces anymore, the girls they
picked for me. But then again.
One of them would maybe be
sorry I’m dead. 

BESSIE   You shouldn’t go where
you ain’t wanted, Sam.

SAM Thank you. That I figured
out. But I always was thinking,
the whole time we’re married,
maybe she’ll forget—

BESSIE   I never forgot.

SAM Or give in—

BESSIE   I never gave in. 

SAM Or fall in love. 

BESSIE   Sam—

SAM I realize.

BESSIE   You’re dead, Sam. You
gotta stop. We had a lousy mar-
riage, plain talk.

SAM I never didn’t love you,
Bessie. 

BESSIE   That was your mistake.

[Bessie gets up and heads for the
bedroom, turning out the parlor
light as she exits. Sam sits a
minute in the dark, on the arm of
the sofa. Then he stands up, moves
to the center of the sofa, and lies
down on it faceup. Black out.] v
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and some of us were lucky
enough to have what it takes.

I don’t know if writers really
count their words—it seems like a
pain—but I think I might be get-
ting close to 500, so I guess I’d
better explain Wimbledon to you.
This is probably a mistake because
you probably haven’t heard
about it, but if you have heard
about it then I want to explain so
you’re not prejudiced against me.

I was having a sweet year, no
doubt about it. The year before
I’d peaked out at 381 in the rank-
ings, 398 the year before, and the
year before that I was unranked,
straight out of college. I’m not

ashamed of those numbers.
Businesses kill themselves to be
in the Fortune 500. And how
many people get to be ranked in
anything? There’s no top list of
dentists. But I still hadn’t been
playing up to what I thought was
my best. And I was slowly going
broke. But that year, 1977, wow.
First I qualified for the
Australian Open. I was creamed
in the first round, 6-2, 6-7, 6-2, 6-
0, but still, I’d played in a Slam.
And you know who beat me?
Freakin’ Jimmy Connors and his
tin racket. And I took a set from
him. For the first time ever, the
reporters asked me a couple of
questions on my way out.

Even though I’d made it into a
Slam, it was back to business as

usual right after that. I kept
playing, week in and week out,
trying to make it to the quarters
of the small tournaments, just
trying to qualify for the big ones.
It’s exhausting, but there’s no
other way to do it. Only the rock
stars get seeded, giving them
time to fucking lie around the
beach in France with topless
models. Fiftieth best in the
whole world? You gotta qualify.
And I was a long way from
fiftieth. But, when you’re young,
you have the desire and the
energy, and I felt like any day I
was going to start blowing ’em
away. I still hadn’t won shit, but I
was finishing better and better.

Even though I got knocked out
in the first round in Australia,

my confidence was up, and I was
thinking I had a chance to
qualify at Wimbledon, too. And I
did! In the first round I drew a
skinny Italian guy, Giovanni
Testarossa or something, and
annihilated his country’s hopes
in straight sets. My serve was
locked in and I was hitting the
sweet spot on every stroke.

Things looked pretty good in
the second round, too. I lucked
into playing the weakest player, a
Russian named Nikolai
Evgenyev. He was tall like me,
but skinny like a stork. A serve-
and-volleyer all the way, he’d
rush the net waving his racket
like he was conducting a sym-
phony during one of the really
loud parts. He wasn’t bad, but he

had these skinny little wrists and
no power to speak of. There’s no
question in my mind that the guy
was a better player than I was—
he was ranked 83—but I also
thought I could probably just
overpower him. I was doing this
positive visualization thing back
then, so I kept working on this
image where he was trying to
return one of my serves and his
wrist just snapped backward and
broke. During the actual game, I
put a lot of mustard on every
serve, every forehand, every two-
handed grunt-and-swing back-
hand. It worked pretty well, and
I took the first set 6-4.

Second set, I’ve already broken
his serve and I’m up 3-2, serving
continued on page 18

Double Fault
continued from page 3



CHICAGO READER  |  DECEMBER 23, 2005  |  SECTION ONE   17



18 CHICAGO READER  |  DECEMBER 23, 2005  |  SECTION ONE

to make it 4-2. It’s 40-15, game
point. I’m so confident now, I
just feel like every serve is going
to be an ace. I’m not tired, I’m
breathing good, I’m on that kind
of autopilot that you dream
about, when your body finally
just takes over and shows your
mind it knows what it’s doing.
And the crowd is with me, too.
Tennis crowds love their big
stars, but they really love the
underdogs. Plus, I’m playing this
Russian dude, and let’s just say
that communists are underrepre-
sented in the stands of Court
Two at the moment. So, with all
confidence, I toss the ball up—

I’ve always had a really high
service toss, and some people
think there’s no way I’m going to
locate it and I’m going to miss it
like a Texas leaguer—and uncock
my arm and just fucking mash
the ball forward.

Have you ever watched an
accident happen? You’re sitting
at some sidewalk cafe and two
cars crash, and you know it’s
going to happen because you see
it developing—one car is turning
and the other one didn’t stop—
but in the time it would take for
you to stand up out of your chair
and yell it would already have
happened. There’s nothing you
can do. But there’s a reason
Hollywood uses slow motion to
show the most intense scenes,

and it’s not just to show you how
much money they spent on the
special effects. Well, it partly is,
but slow motion also really gives
you that feeling of watching it
happen and knowing you can’t
stop it. I remember every detail
like a movie. The fuzzy, yellow-
green ball against the pale blue

English sky as I tossed it. Then I
hit it and it took off in a blur. It
was traveling fast, probably my
hardest serve of the day, maybe
the hardest serve of my life,
going straight with no spin, but
too low and way too far to the
right. In the net for sure.

The ball boy, the little prick,

wasn’t paying attention—they’re
supposed to put their heads
behind the net exactly to avoid
this sort of thing. He was just
spacing out, looking who knows
where, with his head on my side
of the net. And the ball was flat-
tened out, barely rotating at all,
going right at his left cheek.

Double Fault
continued from page 16

Only the rock stars get seeded, giving them time to fucking lie
around the beach in France with topless models. Fiftieth best in
the whole world? You gotta qualify. And I was a long way from
fiftieth. But, when you’re young, you have the desire and the
energy, and I felt like any day I was going to start blowing ’em
away. I still hadn’t won shit, but I was finishing better and better.
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There was this POK! when it
hit him. His head banged into
the post and he wobbled, tried to
stand up, and then fell forward
onto the court. For a few seconds
nobody moved or said anything.
I guess nobody knew what to say
or do. I mean, I was as surprised
as everybody else, but I was also
pissed, because I already knew
that my rhythm was shot. I knew
there’d be a fuss, there’d be
delay—15 minutes minimum. I
didn’t want to stop. Ask anyone
who’s ever been in the zone—you
don’t want to get out of the zone.

Anyway, I glared at the para-
medic. He was kind of fumbling
for his bag like, oh shit, I thought
I just got to watch the game from
courtside for free. The kid was
just lying there in the grass. He’d
pulled one hand up to his head,
but that was it, he was barely
moving. I could tell you what you
want to hear, that, oh yeah, I was
so worried about this kid and
how he would look in his gradua-
tion picture. But the reality, all I
could think was, this is
Wimbledon. Don’t get psyched
out. So I turned and took a few
steps away, then stared up at the
sky, just trying to stay focused on
winning the game. I didn’t want
to think about hitting the ball
boy—when you make a bad
serve, you’ve got to forget it
immediately. But flashbulbs were
popping like it was the Tet
Offensive. I assumed they were
taking pictures of the kid, but
they were taking pictures of me,
too. I didn’t know how to react,
so I shook my head, then rolled
my eyes, then grinned. I just ran
through a few things, figuring
they could sort through and pick
out the ones they wanted.

It was still really quiet, even
for Wimbledon. I turned around
and they were putting the kid on
a stretcher. When they hustled
him off, you could barely see his
head under the ice packs. But
after a while they got a new ball
boy, everybody got settled, the
line judges assumed the position,
and the umpire nodded at me. I
grabbed a ball from my pocket
and dribbled it a couple of times
with my racket. Serve a first
serve again, is what I was
thinking. Don’t take anything off,
scare the bastard with another
monster serve. Even if you
double-fault, it’s still game point.

But then I heard it. A boo. I
looked up and actually saw the
guy, some old dude with a blazer
with a shield insignia on it. In
England they actually wear that
type of crap. He did it again and
the chair umpire told him to be
quiet. I gave the dude a good
scowl, shook it off, and dribbled
again. Across the net, Evgenyev
was looking at me this weird
way. I think he might’ve shook
his head. I was like, “What?” He
shook his head, like, “Nothing.”
So I shook my head and then I
tossed the ball.

I smashed the serve as hard as I
could, but it caught the net. It
went up and over, though, so at
continued on page 20
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least I had another serve. I
nodded to a ball boy and he
tossed me a ball, kind of hard, not
the gentle underhand toss like
they’re supposed to. I mean, it
kind of stung my hand. I was like,
what the fuck? But again, I’m
thinking, “Concentrate.” I pre-
tended to inspect the ball, just to
give me a little time, but it was a
new one, so whatever. A few more
jokers in the crowd started up,
following the old guy’s lead,
booing. They sounded like cows.
The chair umpire shushed them
again, but he didn’t put a lot
behind it. You know, Wimbledon
is like the mecca of tennis, and

they’re all big on this respect and
tradition crap, but the way he said
“Quiet please” was like “I have to
say this but I don’t mean it.” I got
the serve in, but the Russki fore-
handed it right back at my body. I
returned it, barely, but he was
already rushing the net. He
smashed one to my backhand and
I made a weak lob, but he jumped
and pounded it into the cross
corner and I could only watch.

Well, he ended up breaking my
serve, and pretty soon he had me
back on my heels, playing catch-
up, fighting for every point. He
was reading my serves really well
and getting a lot of my first serves
back. He was even hitting win-
ners off some of them. At the next
crossover, he just sits there, qui-

etly sipping water and all
Teutonic and Russian and every-
thing while I’m trying to get
myself back in the game. I change
my socks, my racket, towel myself
dry, put on a new red-white-and-
blue headband, and take a couple
of bites of a granola bar, some-
thing I never do. I hear this dude
in the stands go: “He broke that
boy’s jaw. Smashed it like a
teapot.” And this lady goes: “He
doesn’t even look sorry.”

Now, I’d like to know exactly
what people are thinking when
they say that kind of shit. Here I

am, fighting for my life in the
premier tennis event of the entire
world, maybe it’s the only time
I’ll be here, and they’re stage-
whispering about the poor, hurt
kid. Not to be a dick, but what do
they expect you to do? Wave your
tennis racket and make it all
better? It was a freak accident. I
don’t go around hurting people
on purpose, and if I did I
wouldn’t do it with TV cameras
on me. And if I go, “I’m so sorry,”
yeah, the kid’s going to feel much
better. It’s just asinine, you
know? It totally gets away from

the fact that it was the kid’s fault.
So the match was kind of get-

ting away from me. Evgenyev
took the second set, and the
third, but neither of us broke the
other in the fourth and I won it
on a tiebreak when he double-
faulted twice. So now it’s a one-
set game. Fresh start. I would still
totally have had a chance to win
if I hadn’t broken the umpire’s
nose. What can I say? I was
nervous. And it’s not like I
punched him out over a bad call,
like Connors would probably
continued on page 22

Double Fault
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It was still really quiet, even for Wimbledon. I turned
around and they were putting the kid on a stretcher.
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have done, except that he went
on to make the finals and lose to
Borg by a set. It was my first
serve of the fifth set, and by then
I was feeling tired and a little
shaky from all the crowd bullshit.
And I just shanked one. It wasn’t
even traveling that fast, but the
chair umpire was watching the
service box, thinking that’s where
the ball would land. So his nose
was out in profile, and he had
kind of a big one, I’m thinking, or
the ball would have just gone
right by him, but instead it hits
him square on the nose and
there’s just this weird sound, like
when you snap a celery stick.

He said, “Shit!” really loud,
and he was miked, so probably
the ice cream vendors outside
heard it. All the old ladies
gasped. Blood just started
pouring out of his nose and all
down his shirt and tie and blazer.

He looked at me, I swear he was
thinking, “You meant to do this.”
I gave him one of those palms-up
gestures, you know, saying sorry.
And I even said “Sorry” I think.
But he just shook his head and
climbed down from the chair,
staring at me the whole time,
even while the paramedic wiped
off the blood and examined his
nose and everything.

You’d think they’d get a new
umpire after that. Anyone could
see that he’d have it in for me, but
apparently there’s some techni-
cality that says he can’t relieve
himself of his duties, and the head
umpire was watching the match
on center court, and anyway, this
had never happened before. So
after about ten minutes he’s back
in the chair. He’s got this piece of
white tape over his nose, and he’s
holding an ice bag on it, and his
eyes are bloodshot and starting to
turn black underneath, and he’s
like, you know, resume play.

I won’t lie, I wasn’t playing that

great, but I really couldn’t get a
call from anyone after that. The
Russian would serve and it would
be out by three feet, I’m not exag-
gerating at all, and the line judge
wouldn’t say anything, the chair
judge wouldn’t say anything, and
I’d just have to walk to the other
side of my court and wait for the
next serve. You could just see it,
the whole crowd sitting there with
pinched faces, thinking, go ahead,
protest the call. Evgenyev, playing
like shit, still closed me out and
won. And of course he went on to
lose badly in the third round. 

The way the press made me
out, it was like I was invited to
have tea with the queen and I
took a shit on the tablecloth!
Their papers were like, “A Cheeky
Showing,” and “Racquet Rogue
Raps Rupert,” and so on. There
were all these quotes about what
an asshole I was, from waitresses
who said I was drunk and rude to
chambermaids who claimed I
didn’t tip. Which of course I

didn’t! Who thinks to tip a cham-
bermaid? Who even knows what
one is? They turned it into this
big Ugly American thing, me and
Connors, probably McEnroe, too.
Even back home, there was a
sidebar in Sports Illustrated,
“Warhead Self-Destructs,” or
something, that showed a picture
of me apparently shrugging next
to a picture of the kid with his
jaw being sewed shut.

People forgive guys like Connors
and McEnroe, because they throw
temper tantrums but then they
win the whole enchilada. And if
they stick around long enough, it’s
like they’re elder statesmen. Who
calls McEnroe a brat anymore?
He’s the voice of tennis, the new
Bud Collins. Me? I was the guy
who broke the kid’s face. The next
year at Wimbledon they did a
soft-focus thing on TV, following
up on the kid and his plastic sur-
gery, and of course the little
fucker wanted to be a ball boy
again because he loved tennis so

very very much, and they had the
Duke of Kent saying how brave
the kid was to still be a ball boy
after the horror he had endured.
The kid walked on the court and
he got a standing ovation even
though you’d think people would
be a little more excited to see Vitas
fucking Gerulaitis than the kid
who was going to shag his balls.

I watched it from the bed in my
studio apartment. I was teaching
classes at the Y in Passaic, New
Jersey. I had stayed on the road for
a few months after Wimbledon,
but the heckling was so bad that
even when people weren’t saying
anything I was thinking, what
will they say next? A couple of
bad losses and I wasn’t even in
the top 400 anymore.

But I learned something. It
wasn’t an easy lesson, but who ever
said life was easy? I learned that
character doesn’t count, hard work
isn’t always rewarded, and that
people might love you one minute,
but they’ll turn on you the next.

Double Fault
continued from page 20
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Nikki saw them right away,
walking out to the lot wearing
their reddish orange smocks.
And smocks or no, it was her
mom, and you just know your
mom. She probably thought she
didn’t though when she watched
her get into a pickup with that
mullet-wearing, middle-aged
pixie, who grabbed her mother
by the back of her head and
threw her mouth on hers before
the truck door had even closed.

Bet she coughed then.
She was always closer to her

dad and closest to her grandma,
who took her to church and gave
her her car after she bought a

new one. But it wasn’t until that
moment, peering through a
dirty windshield, that she
realized how far she was 
from her own mother.

She doesn’t remember the
distance between the two cars,
just the sight of her mother’s
skin, soft rolls on her back
where her shirt had been pulled
up, and her own fist pounding
on the passenger’s side window.

They looked up at her, her
mother only slightly startled, 
and her lover with dead eyes 
as she twisted the key and
lowered the window.

“What the fuck do you want?”
It must have been a horrible

dream.
It took her years to scrape the

word mom out of the back of
her throat, and a moment for
her mother to sigh and say,
“Nikki, just go home. I don’t
want to talk about this.”

Her arm reached through 
the window toward her mother
only to be seized by the pixie. 
She dug her dirty nails into her
skin, leaned over like she was
gonna take a bite out of her arm,
and said, “She doesn’t want to
deal with your shit right now.

Get over it.”
Then she let go, tossing

Nikki’s arm so she stumbled
back. The window rolled up, the
truck started, and then it was
just her and the Kmart 
parking lot.

That night Pat fell asleep
watching TGIF sitcoms, and
Nikki put him to bed. The TV
was still on in her parents’ room
but she heard her dad get up to
continued on page 24

Paint It Beige
continued from page 8

It was around three in the morning
when the phone rang. She picked up
the cordless in her room to hear the
steady, firm voice of a police o∞cer.

I stayed at the Y for a few years.
The kids didn’t judge me, they just
wanted to watch me serve, and I
managed to teach some of them
to be pretty good. We even had a
city champ one year. I’ve been
scuffling since then, teaching a
little, playing for money a little.
I’m no longer allowed to compete
professionally because I tried
playing under an assumed name
once and got recognized.

Listen, I’ll be honest. My game
isn’t what it used to be, but I can
still beat anybody who walks
through the doors of the Riverhill
Country Club, and I can teach
them how to beat just about 
anybody else, as long as they’ve
got talent and they’re not 
afraid of the ball.   v
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go to the bathroom a couple
times. Later she knocked on 
his door and opened it to find
him asleep, snoring. She turned
off the TV, covered him up, 
and went upstairs to bed.
Everything was quiet.

It was around three in the
morning when the phone rang.
She picked up the cordless in
her room to hear the steady,
firm voice of a police o∞cer. He
told her to stay calm, keep quiet.
He needed her to get her
brother and walk straight out of
the house, not stopping for
anything, just walk straight out
of the house. They were outside
waiting for her. Did she
understand? Straight out of the
house. It was very important for
her and her brother.

She saw the red strobe
painting the garage outside her
window as she answered and
hung up. In the next room she
whispered something about a
fire to Pat and covered his head
with a shirt. He didn’t really
wake up till Nikki laid him
down in the wet grass behind
one of the many police cars.

That was when the o∞cer told
her everything the newspaper
would tell everyone else the next
day. Her mother came home to
get some things and while she
was on her cell with her
girlfriend, her husband
confronted her.

They argued. He wanted her
to hang up and when she
refused he pulled out a gun and
shot her in the head. The pixie
called the police. Then they
found Nikki’s dad in the garage.
He had tried to hang himself
and done such a piss-poor job 
in his hurry that he just passed
out. He woke up on the floor,
under arrest.

Ellie and me never went to the
mall again with Nikki Blake,
though sometimes Ellie’d bring
up how much it sucked to have
to pay for stuff now that Nikki
had moved away. Last I heard
from Julie, Nikki lived with an
aunt in Minooka but spent all
her time with her new
boyfriend, listening to death
metal, smoking pot, and
wearing black.   v

up. “Jesus, Sid, if that isn’t a
double standard, what the hell is?
The things you come up with!”

Kemp set the drinks before
them. “What’s with the ice?”
demanded Sid. “I said neat.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Kemp replied.
Apologizing had become as
reflexive as an eyelid wiping
clean an eye.

“Get back there and bring us
two Jim Beams neat, you dumb-
bell.” Kemp’s face burned. The
party interrupted their banter to
watch, as if the floor show were
included with the meal. An Italian
jig played in the background.

“Why don’t you leave the kid
alone?” Carla demanded. She
took one of the drinks and
sipped it. Sid fumed and picked
up the other.

“Would you folks care for an
appetizer?” Kemp knew he ought
to tell them about the lasagna,
but the insult had him cowed.

“All right,” Sid said, softening 
a little. “Bring us the fried 
mozzarella.”

Kemp delivered the sodas to
the party and fronted them a
humorous smile. When he told
them the only dinner available
was lasagna the kids groaned
and the parents traded anxious
looks. Sid had overheard: he
shook his head and muttered the
news to Carla, whose shoulders
fell. “Well, I guess we’ll have 11
orders of lasagna,” one of the
husbands said crisply.

“I’m sorry.”
Each kid demanded a separate

salad dressing; Kemp’s pen was
going dry, and he’d forgotten a
spare. Something as small as a
pen going dry might suck him
into the void.

On his way back to the kitchen
Kemp was collared by one of the
hostesses. They were all dishy high
school girls, sucking up to Barry
and screwing over the waiters
whenever possible. They thought
nothing of seating 20 people all at
once. When the south side closed
early, they filched silver and nap-
kins from the north and gave
them to friends on the south,
who would present 25 table set-
tings to the manager and sign
out; the northerners were left to
roll their own silver as they

waited on packed sections.
“Pauline didn’t show up,” the

hostess said. “Barry said you’d
pick up 16.” Kemp caught a
glimpse of the table: the
Winstons. He’d waited on the old
couple about a month earlier.
Mr. Winston threw a fit when
Kemp brought him salad before
dinner—he’d ordered soup.
Kemp and Mrs. Winston finally
convinced the old man that soup
was coming, it came free with
dinner. Shamed, the old man
spent the rest of the evening
feverish with remorse and
stuffed ten bucks in Kemp’s
pocket as they left. And Kemp
had been wrong all along.

“Be right with you!” He ducked
back into the kitchen.

Hysteria reigned. Waiters
hollered for ice and shouted
curses at each other. A waitress
knelt in the middle of the floor,
picking up broken glass as black-
panted legs jostled her.

“Kemp!” Darlene shouted.
“Pauline didn’t show, you’ll have
to do her side work. Dessert
cooler— right now!” Kemp ran
back through the kitchen, past
scrambling cooks and prep
workers accusing each other of
gross stupidity. Inside the walk-
in refrigerator, Kemp shut the
door and stood in the frigid air,
his head in his hands.

W hen Kemp told the
Winstons about the
lasagna they looked at

each other in silent deliberation,
then the old man gave in and
ordered the salad and mine-
strone. Kemp didn’t even look
up. He’d bring the soup and
leave it off the bill; no one had
ever noticed before.

He loaded three salads on the
near side of his tray and salvaged
from the barren chiller 11 ice-cold
plates, which he scraped clean of
ice and food particles left by the
dishwasher and stacked opposite
the salads as a counterweight.
The Winstons’ coffee and iced tea
he placed in the remaining
crevices on either side.

The quartet of parents were
relieved to have something on the
table because Sid and Carla had
finished their drinks and their
argument was boiling over. Sid’s
fist on the table was a brick of
Spam with black hair. Carla beck-

oned Kemp over to the table.
“Bring me another Jim Beam.
And I want a separate check.”

“I’m taking care of this meal,”
Sid cut in.

“Would you like another drink
too, sir?”

“Yeah—Jim Beam, neat. That
means no ice.”

Back in the kitchen, 11 plates of
lasagna were lined up under the
heat lamps. “Kemp! You’re up!”

“Who’s on ice?”
“Desserts!”
“Who’s on ice?”
“Kemp!” He took the drink

order to the bar, then carted
some ice to the cooler. The dish-
washer chugged and screamed,
the rubber mats beneath Kemp’s
feet slick with scum, soap, and
grease. Desperate waiters
grabbed drink glasses straight
out of the steaming trays and
shouted as the glass burned their
fingers. A cry went up as two
waiters collided at the south
door, spilling dishes everywhere.

He took bread to all his tables,
delivered the Winstons’ soup,
and brought out two big trays of
lasagna for the party of 11. The
kids grabbed at the trays, and
one of the mothers slapped at
them. The child in the high chair
poked a bread stick in her
brother’s ear, he swung at her,
and she began screaming. They
all wanted more soda and bread.
Kemp took the salad away.

No drinks yet. Coming out of
the bar, Kemp ran into Carla,
who had slung her handbag over
her shoulder and was headed for
the lobby. “I’m leaving,” she said.
“He’s paying for my drinks.” She
pressed a folded ten into Kemp’s
hand and, before he could react,
whispered in his ear, “Here. I’m
sorry to leave you with him, but

we’re not getting along at all.”
Then she was gone.

From the back Sid stared, his
face placid with rage: he had seen
the whole thing. Only fawning
subservience could save Kemp.
He walked back to his section.
“Sir, your friend gave me some
money to pay for her drinks.”

“I’ll. Get. Her. Drinks.” Sid
eyed his thick red hands as he
shook a cigarette from a pack of
Camels. “And get me an order of
that lasagna, and salad with bleu
cheese dressing.”

The kitchen had begun to
settle into the typical chaos of a
busy Friday night. Some of the
dinners had thawed, and
Darlene was taking advantage of
the lull to get everyone caught up
on side work. Two or three sub-
stitutes arrived to fill in the
holes, and the cook announced
the manicotti and cannelloni
were back on. Kemp filled the
dessert cooler and the ice cooler
to capacity. “Kemp! You’re up!”
The Winstons’ lasagna. Kemp
fetched the plates, made up Sid’s
salad, and went to get the drinks.
He figured he’d bring Carla’s too
and let Sid do whatever he
wanted with it.

As he came back into the
kitchen, something tripped him:
he fell headfirst toward the
counter, and broke his fall with
his right hand, letting one of the
drinks fly. The glass burst, scat-
tering shards and whiskey across
the countertop. Waiters with
trays on the counter cursed
him—now they’d all have to
dump their dishes and start over.
Kemp put in a new lasagna order
and ditched the Winstons’
plates; miraculously, he had
saved Sid’s other drink—neat—
and the salad, with its high-

Paint It Beige
continued from page 23

Lasagna
continued from page 10

He liked to imagine his customers as
the Gluttonous, mired in the third circle
of hell and mauled by Cerberus, the
three-headed dog: “His eyeballs glare a
bloodshot crimson, and his bearded
jowls are greasy and black; potbellied,
talon-heeled, he clutches and frays 
and rips and rends the souls.” The
resemblance to Barry was uncanny.
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rimmed bowl, would be fine. He
would have to stall the Winstons
with a second helping of soup.
The party of 11 had disappeared
except for the two husbands,
who sat tapping their wallets on
the table. At the beginning they’d
told him it was all one check, and
now they wanted two separate
ones. “Could you refigure it and
bring us two checks?” one hus-
band said. “Tax purposes.” Kemp
smiled. No point in blowing the
tip after all this sweat.

Sid accepted his salad and
drink in silence. Kemp could
almost hear him brooding over
the argument with Carla. Despite
the browbeating he’d taken, he
felt sorry for the old guy.

The Winstons’ lasagna was up;
Kemp wouldn’t have to push the
soup after all. Kemp separated
the party of 11 into two orders
and rang them up. He’d have to
ask Barry for an override.

“Another one?” Barry
demanded, his eyes narrowing to
a pair of razors. “You’ve got the
record for the summer, Kemp.
No one can lay a finger on you.”

“I’m sorry,” Kemp said, but
both heard it as “So what.”

By the time Kemp made it
back, the two husbands were
gone. Sid jabbed a finger at
Kemp. “You! Get over here.”

“Where did they go?” he asked
Sid. “Where did they go?”

“They just walked out,” said

Mrs. Winston. Kemp ran out to
the lobby, but the hostesses had
watched the men hop into a
waiting SUV and drive away.
Kemp felt sick. One of the host-
esses ran to find Barry.

When Kemp returned to his
section, Barry was standing at
Sid’s table. Kemp walked up to
take the blow. “Barry, something
terrible happened. I had a party of
11 and they walked.” The two men
looked at Kemp, then at each
other, then at the table. Kemp fol-
lowed their eyes down to the salad
bowl: in it lay a twisted shard of
glass as long as Sid’s pinkie.

The warmth ran out of Kemp’s
face, and he fought to keep his
balance on watery legs. “I—I
picked everything else off the
tray,” he pleaded. The men
stared. He started to compose an
apology, but before he could
begin, he’d been fired.

Kemp retreated to the kitchen
in shock. He yanked the apron
from around his neck and pulled
off his bow tie. “Kemp! More ice!”
The pain and anger began to take
shape inside him somewhere, but
like snowy images on a TV they
didn’t quite register. Sacked! Just
when he’d begun to like it in a
perverse way—the narcotic of
monotony and the warm, insub-
stantial friendships. He hadn’t
meant to garnish Sid’s salad with
glass. But if Sid had eaten it . . .

Who could blame Barry for

sacking him? He was a danger to
himself and others.

Barry returned to the kitchen
but wouldn’t look him in the eye.
“Turn in your apron, book, and
badges before you go. Someone
else will get your tables. You can
come get your last check on
Friday. Frank will sign you out.”
Kemp heaved a leaden sigh and
turned in his stuff, ignoring the
cries for ice and dessert. No one
bothered with him; he had made
a few friends on the lunch staff,
but none of the dinner waiters
knew him as more than a con-
fused face.

Because no one was allowed
out the back entrance, Kemp had
to leave through the restaurant.
Nothing on earth could make
him walk past Sid and the
Winstons, so he went out
through the south side. A clot of
elderly people blocked him,
trying to inch around a new
waiter who had put his tray in
the aisle. Kemp turned around;
he would cut through the bar.

A waitress behind Kemp was
carrying four plates, and when
Kemp knocked her off balance
she flipped the tray onto a table,
landing a veal piccata in the lap
of a frail old woman with papery
skin. The waitress stared at
Kemp in disbelief.

Kemp couldn’t feel his body.
He smiled dumbly and shrugged.
“Sorry.” Then he bolted.

I n the mall’s basement food
court, Kemp called his girl-
friend and told her the bad

news. She didn’t get off work for
another hour, so he’d have to
wait for her to pick him up. With
the ten spot he’d gotten from
Carla he bought a hamburger,
fries, and shake. He sat down at
one of the canopied tables
around the great fountain, the
neighboring conversations
absorbed by the echoing rush of
water. A giant round atrium
opened above the fountain,
exposing a skylight and six floors
of human tra∞c. Flirting
teenagers ran in packs, parents
dragged their kids, old people
hobbled around. After eating
Kemp strolled over to the glass
elevators and rode one to the
first floor. As he exited, he caught
sight of a familiar sport jacket
about 30 yards away. Sid saw
him and his eyes hardened;
Kemp considered running but
pushed back into the elevator. By
the time Sid reached the elevator,
its doors had slid shut and Kemp
glided toward the second floor.

Through the glass wall he saw
Sid run for the nearest escalator
and board it, forcing his way past
the people in front of him. At the
second floor the elevator emptied
and filled again before Sid made it
to the top of the escalator: he
paused, hu∞ng and pu∞ng, then
swung up the escalator to the

third floor. How angry could he
be? Didn’t he know it was an acci-
dent? What could he be thinking?

Kemp got off on the sixth floor,
ran like hell down the corridor
away from the escalators, and
darted into a toy store. He passed
immense stuffed animals and
windup toys that walked around
with grinding gears, emitting
metallic cries. He made his way
to the back and hid behind the
rows and rows of Monogram
model cars, and waited.

Sid emerged from the games
section. “You son of a bitch!”
Kemp turned to run, but Sid
grabbed him by the collar and
delivered a stinging blow to the
back of his head. Kemp
wrenched free, feeling his collar
tear, and ran for the front,
pulling down a giant stuffed dog
in Sid’s path. He dashed across
the hall to SportsWorld.

“Help! Help me!” The cashiers,
dressed as referees, stared at
Kemp. Sid loomed, his cheeks
crimson, his teeth bared. Kemp
dodged in and out of the weight-
lifting equipment and hopped
over the railing to the store’s
sunken rear area. Sid followed but
couldn’t make it over the railing
and had to go around to the steps.

Kemp picked up the first
weapon he could find, a disk of
yellow foam rubber on a wooden
handle. “Soft Squash,” it was
continued on page 26
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Santana wasn’t like that. 
“Don’t worry.” Santana said.

“You can pay me later for tipping
you in. What we really need to
make this a party is some women.”

Vassie sucked hard on the pipe,
sending sparks to the back of his
throat. He knew no women would
materialize. Some people were
full of shit—born like that and
nothing they could do about it.

T hree days later an
unmarked police car was
waiting at the curb, right

beneath the Mother Watts
Antiques sign, advertising the
junk Vassie’s mother salvaged
and sold from the storefront
apartment. Vassie tried to walk
past as if he was the type of
person who wouldn’t notice a
squad car sitting by his front door
and wouldn’t notice two cops
stepping out and walking up
behind him. He felt his legs start
to collapse just as he was grabbed
at the elbows and penguin-
walked over to the front bumper
of the squad. The bigger cop dug
through Vassie’s jeans, jammed
his hands all the way down to the
crotch to find a little pipe and the
last baggie Santana had sold him.   

Vassie nearly convinced him-
self that he hadn’t really com-
mitted any crime: he only walked
into the store with his knife out
because he wanted to sell it. He
didn’t have any money left, so 
he figured that, technically, there
was no evidence of the robbery.

Maybe he wasn’t being arrested
for the bookstore, maybe it was
only for the pot. But they had no
right to grab him and search
him. You couldn’t grab people 
off the street and force them to
empty their pockets. They
couldn’t convict him just 
because they got lucky.

As the police car jerked its way
through the leafy side streets
west of Broadway, Vassie watched
the sidewalks for someone he
knew—an honest citizen to call
the newspapers or come to the
station, screaming that not a hair
on his head be mussed.

The cops brought him through
the back door at Clark and
Devon and into a cramped box of
an o∞ce with three desks and
three electric typewriters.
Phones kept ringing and 
ringing in another room.

Vassie answered all the ques-
tions about his name and where
he lived and denied that he ever
went into any bookstore. “I don’t
read much,” he admitted.

“No shit? Really?” one cop
said. “If I weren’t sitting down,
I’d fucking fall over with shock.”

That night the lights snapped
off somewhere down the hall but
remained lit above his head. The
stainless steel bed bolted to the
wall was oddly comfortable—
clean and cool on the backs of his
arms. A tiny vibration hummed
through the frame and he didn’t

front of his open-collared shirt.
His eyes rolled back into his
head, and he fell to the ground
like a bag of grain.

A crowd formed around the
bleeding body, but Kemp
couldn’t bear to look. He slid
along the rail, struggling to hold
himself up, and turned toward
the column of empty space.
Above him, the circular skylight
admitted a disk of black, starry
night, giving the peculiar
impression he was underground.
Below him, shoppers milled
about like insects. How easy it
would be to vault over the
railing. He wondered if he 
would hit the floor or just keep
falling till he reached the 
earth’s molten core.   v

Kemp escaped to the mall, but
as Sid ran he picked up another
weapon—a bowling ball. Sid
caught up with Kemp, spun him
around, and pinned him against
the railing of the atrium, six 
stories above the fountain. He
raised the ball over his head,
aiming for Kemp’s skull. Kemp
gripped the metal shaft and
yanked it from Sid’s neck.

The bowling ball fell from Sid’s
hand. Blood gushed down the

past him and made a break for the
front. Again the wood sliced the
air, then a ring of metal, a gasp.

Sid had flung the wood 
hard against a cement column;
the club snapped off and the
metal shaft bounced back,
lodging in his neck. His eyes
were round with shock as he
stared down at the shaft. Then
he focused on Kemp again and
charged, the shaft bobbing like
some hideous feeler.

called. He swatted at Sid’s face;
the weapon bounced off him like
a throw pillow.

Sid grabbed his wrist. “You son
of a bitch, you tried to kill me! I
wanna know what she said to you.”

“Nothing, she didn’t say any-
thing!” Cashiers hovered,
ordering each other to call secu-
rity but afraid to make a move on
Sid. Kemp broke from his grip,
gabbed a wooden stickball bat,
and drew back to swing. “Don’t
come any closer!”

Smiling, Sid picked up a wood
from a golf set on display, and
backed Kemp into the wall. Kemp
dodged the wood as it whistled
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Sid had flung the wood hard against 
a cement column; the club snapped
off and the metal shaft bounced 
back, lodging in his neck. 

Big Black
Monster
continued from page 12



know if it was him or the
building. Against the muted
rumble and hiss of the world, his
heart thumped like a tiny sandbag
in his chest, the pulse lifting and
dropping against a spot near his
spine. He counted his heartbeats.
Then he counted the concrete
blocks in the wall. He counted
one row horizontally, another ver-
tically, and multiplied them. He
counted the concrete blocks on
each wall again when the totals
didn’t match. He pressed his hand
to the wall and felt the smooth
coolness beneath his palm and he
couldn’t hear the noise any longer.

Two gangbangers were pushed
into the cell across the hall in the
middle of the night, laughing like
they wanted to get thrown in jail.

In the morning a female cop
brought each of them a Dixie cup
of coffee and a thick chunk of
bologna between two pieces of
still-frozen Wonder bread.

“Your mother’s here,” an o∞cer
told Vassie. The bangers broke
out laughing as if he were less of
a man because of this, as if Vassie
was missing the great life experi-
ence of sitting at 26th and
California for a month or two.

She posted bail, and he was on
his way. “I only didn’t want you
to go down to the big jail,” she
told Vassie. “I should have let
you, though.” Once they got out
the front doors she said, “Why
don’t you quit hanging around
with that nigger?”

“Fuck you, Ma.”
“How do you think they found

you? Huh, stupid?”
A month later Vassie met his

public defender right before he
went into the courtroom; she
could have been the twin of the
woman on the TV show about
the anorexic CIA agent who usu-
ally disguised herself as a
stripper to flush out terrorists.
The PD sighed as she told Vassie
to plead guilty to the pot—the
other charges were dropped
because the guy Vassie had
merely shown his knife to was
shot dead in another robbery a
couple weeks later.

They hustled Vassie through
the plea bargain line and he
walked out with his mother.
“Only you, you dummy,” she said.
“Only you get lucky when
someone else dies.” Vassie heard
her crying in her bedroom later
that night. He knew that she
didn’t like him much, but her
duty in life was to love him.

S ix months after Vassie
started working at the
plant-watering job, his

mother passed away in the night.
Two days after she died, Santana
appeared at the back door with a
bouquet of two dozen red,
yellow, and white roses. Santana
was embarrassed and Vassie
wanted to comfort him
somehow. “Barb, she saw the
ambulance out front and they
wheeled her out all covered up. I
know flowers are stupid,”
Santana said.

“Yeah,” Vassie agreed. “Thanks,
though. Barb make you?”

“Yeah.”
After a couple weeks Vassie

decided to get rid of his mother’s

stuff and turn the place into his
own proper bachelor apartment. 

In rare moments, the animal
dragging Vassie let some slack
into the line and Vassie was able
to race ahead, scrambling out
from under the cloud that
obscured the monster’s features
and spread out to the horizon.
Vassie could practically feel the
shape of the thing, lumbering
along with its bristly shoulders
and neck. He could even imagine
the face, broad as a man’s back,
with dark eyes that took in no
light or movement. The thing
didn’t even know Vassie existed.

Vassie attacked the job with
the stamina of 20 Polish maids,
emptying the place into the front
yard. Patches of linoleum floor
that hadn’t seen sunlight in years
were exposed. Herds of dust
bunnies roamed the vast plains
of the floor. Walls yellowed by
cigarette smoke revealed the sil-
houettes of furniture mountain
ranges. Vassie took a garden hose
from the back, ran it through the
kitchen, and flooded the place.
He scrubbed and mopped the
walls and floors; he dusted every
piece of furniture in the yard. 

After three days of cleaning, he

bought garage sale signs and
posted them on lampposts and
street signs, pointing the way to
the lawn full of junk. 

He sat in a folding chair with a
cooler of beer at his side and
waited. Being absent from work
during this mourning period
wouldn’t cost Vassie his job. Tony
had covered for him, saying he
was taking care of the funeral
and financial matters. The o∞ce
never called, they probably
expected him to stop showing 
up eventually anyway. Seven-fifty
an hour was hardly worth the
bother of calling the o∞ce.   v

Ink Well by Ben Tausig

Book Groups
ACROSS 
1. Goes deep, in a way
7. Screenwriter Ephron

11. Some radios
14. Flaps
19. Natural
20. Emulate a Blackhawk
22. Heaps
23. Book/group selection #1, in which a

sea captain is sadistically
misdirected?

26. End of an illness
27. Homeric lament
28. Desktop portal
29. %, briefly
30. Letters on boxers
31. Formerly, in society pages
32. He often looked for Rice 

in San Francisco
34. One may be right under your nose
35. Pet peeve?
36. Book/group selection #2, an exposé

of Disney’s business practices?
40. He wrote, “The President . . . then

put the cigar in his mouth.”
43. Common power sources
44. “______ of little faith . . .”
45. Kid-______ (children’s programming)
46. Clean up
48. Chung’s partner
51. X
52. Leading
55. Designer Cassini
56. Try again, on Wheel of Fortune
58. Old English letters
60. Schlep
61. Highly influential
63. Stephen King’s first novel
65. Flock
66. Book/group selection #3, in which

packs of Beanie Babies roam
Manhattan?

70. Hung tapestry
71. Arsenic, but not old lace
72. Former Chrysler head Lee
74. Beach bucket
75. Back-to-school mo., for most
76. Cure
79. Globs of gunk
80. Mia’s portrayer in Pulp Fiction
81. Part of LA
82. 2005 ALDS losers
84. Asparagus units
86. Klutz
87. Tyler of “The Lord of the Rings”
88. Passes at the cinema, for short
90. Started the pot
91. Book/group selection #4, in which

siblings inhabit a space mansion?
98. Not manual
99. Acknowledge applause

100. Midway, e.g.
101. Guillen, for one: abbr.
104. Karl Marx, when referring to himself
105. Ab’s neighbor
106. Hearing aids
108. Sugar suffix
109. Mystique
110. Book/group selection #5, a history

of Albanian nationalism?
115. Second showing
116. Stay dry when it’s pouring?
117. Rant
118. They make clay classy
119. Big time
120. 90s fad
121. Like Harold and Kumar

DOWN 
1. Nonviolent protest
2. Benjamin
3. Set free
4. Scrooge’s remarks
5. Put away
6. Once in a blue moon
7. Parting shots?
8. Scottish “Gee!”
9. Image site

10. Fire residue receptacle
11. Woodland deity
12. Etna and Eerie: abbr.
13. Enter through the cracks
14. 300-plus pound President
15. Vs.

LAST WEEK: REINTEGRATION

68. Strong acid
69. Work shift
70. Indian in Springfield
73. Made a tax valuation: abbr.
75. Convertible
77. Driving force
78. November indicators
81. Full circle
83. She raised Cain
85. Hair line
86. “Listen the Snow Is Falling”

musician
87. Bar subject
89. South African language with 

click consonants
91. ______ d’
92. Pained reactions
93. Mysterious group in Lost, with “the”
94. Find
95. Drink around
96. Meet, as expectations
97. Builds

101. 1998 Disney flick
102. Place in school
103. Blew a gasket
105. Confident crossword-solver’s tools
106. Fall scene
107. Letters on some phones
109. Style with a pick
111. Wish undone
112. Prefix with fascist or con
113. Catch
114. Whence a model, perhaps

16. Spanish devil
17. Twist in a Polanski film
18. Where the Wild Things Are author

Maurice
21. “Rock ’n’ Roll Hoochie ______”
24. Region of ancient Greece
25. Groups with 12 half-steps
32. Co.’s with a plant
33. Fabulous storyteller
34. Unit of sleep, so to speak
35. E-mail command
36. KFC request
37. Elmer Fudd’s address
38. Rescuee’s swooning cry
39. Tenth anniversary metal
40. Hit-show signs
41. Wire
42. Catholic recitation
47. Pitchers’ stats
49. Bad boys and smoking, say
50. Briefly
51. Billy’s sobriquet
52. Formal dress
53. Best in baskets, perhaps
54. Two-______
57. Splits to unite
59. S or W
60. Some headlight lamps
62. Adventurous org.
64. Cub great Sandberg and

namesakes
65. Rapper Tone-______
67. Metrosexual, essentially
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He told himself
that real thieves
always cased the
joint, so he
browsed each
aisle, then bought 
an old Playboy
and left the store.




