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Three Appointments 

 They came to the prison in a school bus painted grey with the word "YALDABETH" 

hastily stenciled below sealed-up windows, twenty-eight men chained together at their wrists and 

necks in two groups of fourteen. There were supposed to be thirty, but the night before the 

transfer, one prisoner beat another into unconsciousness, sending him to the hospital and himself 

to solitary, delaying, perhaps canceling permanently, their move to the newly remodeled facility. 

The guards, aiming to paint the men as children or animals, claimed the fight had been over a 

pornographic videotape. In fact, the two men had known each other before they'd been locked 

up, the fight had been over a situation with their relatives outside the wall, but whose cousin had 

knocked up whose niece was a mystery even to what passed as friends of the two men in the 

cage. Jason Gorham watched from a convenient hilltop that sloped up from McFeyffe Street and 

down to the prison's private drive. He didn't know about the fight, but, as the men stepped off the 

bus he counted them reflexively and wondered at the two missing.  

 The convicts wore bright canary yellow jumpsuits that contained rubber soled feet like a 

child's pajamas, a special feature of the prison uniform Incarcarex claimed was for safety, not 

humiliation. One man stumbled and fell getting off the bus. The man behind him and the man in 

front of him also hit the ground, but they stood up quickly again as two guards approached. Jason 

was too far away to see their faces. They lined up at the still locked gate in two not quite straight 

rows of fourteen, and one guard, shotgun held hanging at his side, his other hand held high with 

forefinger extended, approached the gate. Jason tried to imagine that these men were getting 

what they deserved, that they were murderers, rapists, armed robbers suffering only to a small 

degree the misery they'd inflicted on other people's lives, but he couldn't do it. That was a 

defensive exercise, anyway, and he knew it, an attempt to balm the sting of his failure, the failure 

of PCOPP to stop the prison from opening. 

 The men remained lined up at the gate, surrounded by wooden-limbed guards dangling 

shotguns and truncheons, and the late morning sun cast razor-wire shadows on their arms and 

chests. A good fifteen minutes passed. The chained men looked restless; though their hands were 
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still, their legs twitched uncomfortably, toes tapped, knees bent and straightened, heads hung or 

bent back. The guards' expressions were unreadable. At last a bleating halfway between a siren 

and a foghorn shrilled out three times followed by a loud metal creaking, and the gate opened. 

One guard grabbed a large steel handle and slid the gate smoothly along its track as Jason stood 

up and looked down the hill with his hands behind his back. He thought one of the guards 

noticed him, but he wasn't sure. Five guards marched ahead of the two lines of prisoners and 

three guards herded them in from behind. The last guard slid the gate closed again, and there was 

a screech of metal on metal as the electric lock clamped down. Yaldabeth Prison, new and 

ongoing project of Incarcarex, Inc., was open for business. 

 Jason walked his bicycle slowly down the hill. The Yaldabeth bus passed him and turned 

north on Wisconsin Avenue towards the highway. Jason waited for it to go before putting his bike 

on the street. The prison was on the north end of town, just outside the city limit, and here 

Wisconsin was just another old road, curbless and unaccompanied by sidewalks. After the street 

passed the last farmhouse and barn it widened and ran into a residential neighborhood built in the 

fifties where large ranches, mock Tudors, split levels and a few flat-roofed contemporaries stood 

over small lawns. Closer into town, after running through another neighborhood of older homes, 

it grew two extra lanes and became a commercial corridor that ran straight into downtown Saint 

Croix. At the Reiss Street intersection, Jason turned right, went two blocks, then turned right 

again onto Euclid, a narrow residential street with tall thin houses placed close  together. He 

stopped, swung off his bike, and locked it to a YIELD sign. 

 The house in front of him was painted bright blue in front and forest green on the sides. 

The doors and windowframes were orange. Most of the other houses on the street were painted 

more conservatively, except for the house right next door. Its owner had painted a big picture of 

Anubis on the side of the house and had surrounded it with heiroglyphs he'd copied from a 

bilingual edition of The Egyptian Book of the Dead. Jason regarded the god of undertakers as he 

walked to the front porch. Anubis was holding a canopic jar and looked quite serene. For some 

reason, Jason remembered that the organs of the mummified were preserved in these jars, but the 

brains, which the Egyptians didn't think were particularly important, were discarded. 
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 Lucas Sprague opened the door, then stepped aside and followed Jason into his 

apartment. It was on the second floor and the living room windows looked out on Euclid, though 

over one of the windows Lucas had draped a large thin piece of cloth with a screen print of the 

Buddha sitting on a lotus flower. The light from the window shone through the translucent print, 

giving it the look of a cheap electronic billboard. As Jason sat on the couch, Lucas poured him a 

cup of espresso from a stovetop pot, then sat in the chair opposite. 

 "I was the only one there," said Jason. "One of the guards was looking at me. For a 

minute, I thought I was going to get arrested." 

 "What do you expect?  It's over. Only an act of terrorism would stop them now. And it 

wouldn't stop them, it'd just slow them down." 

 "We'd end up in there. That'd be ironic, wouldn't it?" 

 "Hey, I was only commenting, not offering my services." 

 "You remember that guy from the what was it Northern Lakes Socialist Cooperative?  

Talking about how the right was globalizing and the left was getting more and more local?" 

 "He's got a point." 

 "Northern Lakes Socialist Cooperative, though, right?  And what'd they do, they showed 

up for one demonstration with about ten people, and after that, I couldn't even get them on the 

phone.” 

 Below the Buddha print, on the windowsill, was a life size metal skull with the lower jaw 

detached. Lucas claimed that a real skull lay beneath the metal, but even after he'd looked closely 

at it, Jason wasn't sure. 

 "I got the books from the printers, by the way," said Lucas. "Three days ago. Sixty-four 

pages of the best poetry money can buy. They're in the stores." 

 "That's great. Sold any yet?" 

 "I've been too nervous to ask. Wait, I'll get one for you." 

 "No, I want to buy one." 

 "You're kidding." 

 "No, I want to go into the store and ask for it by name. What is the name, by the way?" 
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 "Octopus Stew. Don't you want a personal note?" 

 "I'll get it later." 

 On the coffee table which stood between them was a statue of a minotaur about two and a 

half feet tall, made of some kind of metal, Jason thought probably bronze. It stood elegantly, 

straightly erect and held a spear in both hands. Next to it was an eight-ball from a pool table 

sitting on a small, triangular red wooden stand. 

 "This might be my last book," said Lucas. 

 "Dried up already?" asked Jason. Lucas didn't smile. 

 “Fuck that,” he said. “I’ve still got some poems in my head, but I’m worn out. Before, I’d 

spent so much time on this, I felt like I had to keep going. You know, I figured out that over the 

last fifteen years I've spent nearly ten thousand dollars on my books." 

 "Is that up front cost or net?" 

 "That's a weird question. Up front, I guess." 

 "So you've made some of it back." 

 "A little. But it's not about the money. That's just, I guess I thought of it as a symbol of 

my great commitment. Even after I didn't want to be committed anymore.” 

 “Maybe you just need a break,” said Jason. Lucas ignored him. "So what are you going to 

do instead?" 

 "Whatever I want. I figure I've got about twenty good years left. I'm going to try to have a 

little fun, take things as they come, you know, eat, drink, screw and anything else that doesn't 

take too much of an effort." 

 "Well, I guess that’s. . . you know. . . really, I think it’ll get tedious." 

 "I'll let you know." 

 On the bookcase behind Lucas’s left shoulder, in front of an anthology of American 

poetry, was the skull of a cat, this skull definitely real. Above the bookcase on the wall was a pen 

and ink drawing of a man in a black overcoat sitting astride a giant crow. 

 "I've got to meet Cynthia and Helena for lunch," said Jason, setting down his tiny cup. "I 

don't know why I told them I would. I'm just going to sit there while the two of them complain." 
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 "If you had a copy of my book, you'd have something to distract you." 

 "That would only irritate them more, and they'd have one more thing to complain about." 

 "Well, feel free to mentally transport yourself to my apartment. I'll be sitting here 

drinking another espresso, listening to Miles Davis play ‘On Green Dolphin Street’, and thinking 

of an excuse I can use to leave work early tomorrow." 

 "It's too bad we don't have cell phones. We could carry on our own completely separate 

conversation." 

 Outside, Jason unlocked his bicycle and pedaled out towards Reiss Street. The lunch hour 

traffic had begun, and on the corner of Reiss and Wisconsin, a police car had pulled over an old, 

brown sedan. Its three occupants, Hispanic-looking young men, were standing on the sidewalk 

with their hands behind their heads while one of the cops went through the car with a flashlight. 

Jason went straight through the intersection and followed Reiss over to Victoria, turned right and 

headed south to Bleekman Street and Dottie's Dish. He locked his bike to the Bleekman Street/

Victoria Street signpost and walked over to the diner. There, Cynthia, his wife, and Helena were 

outside sitting at a lone table. An empty chair awaited his arrival. This was typical of Helena, 

presenting what she thought was imaginative ebullience but was actually a need to be catered to. 

Jason, already in a rather sour mood, was even more irritated now that he'd been brought into 

collusion with her childish demand. 

 "What's this?"  He couldn't help interrupting their conversation. 

 "Helena wanted to eat outside," said Cynthia. 

 "It's fifty degrees." 

 "No bugs," said Helena. 

 "So Kupfer's new stooge, this guy looks like an overfed hyena," said Cynthia, returning 

to their conversation, "this guy started last Wednesday, and already everybody hates him. He 

keeps saying, 'this isn't a charity, it's a business, and the people of Saint Croix are our customers.'  

Monday morning we came to work, and there was a time clock there, in the break room." 

 "What did you have before?" asked Helena. 
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 "Just a sheet you filled out. He thought people were padding their hours. The best part of 

it though is that now payroll is pissed at him, too, because they've still got to use the old forms 

for the accounting department, so now somebody's down there all day on Friday moving the 

hours from the timecard to the old chart." 

 "So, you updating your resume?" said Helena. 

 "Three more years," said Cynthia. "I should, I don't know if I can handle it, but if I go, 

it'd just make Auchter too happy." 

 "Auchter?" said Helena, flagging down a waiter who'd stepped out of the diner for a 

cigarette. 

 "That's the stooge," said Cynthia. "They all have German names. I pointed that out to 

him, he wasn't amused." 

 "Well, this is Wisconsin," said Helena. The waiter left his cigarette on the windowsill, 

where the menu was taped up for passersby, while he ducked inside to find the unlucky one 

assigned to the outside table in what then felt like forty degrees. 

 "I'm one of about four people there who can still stand up to the guy. Everybody else is 

afraid of getting fired, but they haven't done it to anyone yet, though I guess the budget review is 

coming up in a couple of months. I'm not worried." 

 "You're needed," said Helena. 

 "It's like we're on a boat, and I'm the only who's noticed there's a leak," said Cynthia. 

 "You know I still haven't met this friend of Alice's, this Seth, or whatever," said Helena, 

as if, Jason thought, the conversation had been about her all along. "He came to the store once, 

but I was getting lunch. Alice says he's nervous about meeting me." 

 "Why would he be nervous?" asked Cynthia. 

 "I'm sure he's afraid he won't measure up to my expectations," said Helena. 

 "Do you think he will?" said Cynthia. 

 "Probably not," said Helena. "Alice is a very sweet twenty-six year old girl, and I think 

she maybe knows me as well as a twenty-six year old girl who's never really had any real 

responsibility could know me, but, well, let me put it this way, how many of your friends would 



Built on the Ruins                         !       Brad Gottschalk 11

you really trust enough to let them set you up with somebody?  Plus they're talking about re-

zoning our street, so I don't really know if I have the energy anymore at all," said Helena. 

 "Yeah, I heard about that," said Cynthia. "I don't think they're serious." 

 "I thought maybe you had something to do with it," said Helena. 

 "We don't have a hand in every cheap apartment in town," said Cynthia. 

 Jason stood. He'd ordered nothing. Helena and Cynthia continued conversing.  

 "This guy, this friend of Alice, he's not in a band, is he?" asked Cynthia. 

 "No," said Helena, "he works at Zachary Street Comics and does some book reviews for 

Free Words." 

 "Well," said Cynthia, "at least you won't be competing with his job." 

 "I've got to go." 

 "I thought you took the day off," said Cynthia. 

 "Just the morning." 

 "What time will you be home?" asked Cynthia. 

 "Around nine. I've got to make up the time." 

 "I think you should stop worrying so much," said Cynthia, turning back to Helena. 
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Up on the Roof 

 Rena's apartment was on the edge of the downtown, halfway up a ten story building 

flanked by townhouses and four units and a brick Cape Cod here and there. From its roof you 

could see, to the south and west, the tops of houses that got bigger and newer as they receded 

from the city's center, and to the north and east, the five skyscrapers and smaller commercial 

buildings that made up Saint Croix's unappealing but distinctive skyline. The Bast River flowed 

past the building's front entrance, and there was a small private pier that was still decorated with 

colorful, meaningless flags, though it was late September. 

 Jason stood at the edge of the roof leaning on the railing. Across the river, a few cars 

drifted slowly through the meandering residential streets of Belmont, the old riverside 

neighborhood, Saint Croix's first prestige real estate. Rena was sitting far away at a wrought iron 

table with Eric Mifflin, friend and architect, in that order (they'd know each other a long time), 

looking over the designs for Rena's house, a house she intended eventually to build on a big lot 

she'd bought out in the country. Eric was designing the house free of charge.  

 Eric's entrance into Rena's apartment had surprised and irritated Jason. They were in bed 

together, naked, when he knocked at the door, and Rena didn't tell Jason who it was until she was 

already dressed and headed up for the roof. Right before she left, she leaned over him and 

whispered in his ear, "You're the one keeping secrets, Donkey."  He knew he deserved it, but it 

still annoyed him. He waited for them to leave, went into the living room for his clothes, got 

dressed slowly and walked up. When he sat down with them, they were already deep in 

conversation about the house, so he listened for a few minutes just to be polite then stood up and 

drifted over to the railing. 

 The sky was filled with thick clouds in myriad shades of gray. The air was cold and still. 

Rena and Eric both looked comfortable sitting there, though, and Jason found himself wondering 

what was wrong with these people and their outdoor tables--what sort of affectation could this 

be?  Of course with Helena it was different. Rena hadn't asked anyone to put this table up here 
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just for her. Helena had annoyed Cynthia with that business, too, but Cynthia hadn't said 

anything to her about it, she'd only complained later to Jason. 

 Rena called Jason back to the table where yet another photograph of her land, an open, 

slightly hilly field surrounded by pine, maple, oak and ash trees glowed on Eric’s laptop screen. 

Eric hurriedly called out the roll while floorplans, elevations and suggestive landscape sketches 

flashed by, as if he knew Jason wasn't really all that interested. The house had a very modern 

look; the main part was octagonal with a slightly pointed roof, fused to a one-story rectangular 

box with a flat roof and six foot windows, and behind that, a glass solarium also rectangular but 

off-set from the first box. It wasn't a large house, big enough really only for two people, but the 

design was bold. 

 "It's small and ostentatious at the same time," said Jason. 

 "I don't think it's ostentatious," said Eric 

 "Well, that's because. . ." Jason started to say. 

 "He's just upset because you interrupted us," said Rena. 

 "I'm sorry," said Eric. "Should I come back?" 

 "It's fine," said Rena.  

 Eric wore a gray tweed jacket, black turtleneck, gray wool pants and pointed, wine-

colored shoes. Jason knew almost nothing about clothes, but enough to know that Eric's 

ensemble would have cost him two weeks' pay. Jason didn't doubt the man really believed this 

house was modest, in fact it was just that sort of blase' obliviousness that needled him. They 

were talking about the solarium, an insane addition Rena no doubt thought whimsical. She was 

telling Mifflin she was going to hire someone to take care of it, a desperate defense, no doubt, 

though Jason thought that might actually be an interesting job, or maybe it seemed so only 

because he knew nothing about it. Better than sitting all day long at the reception desk, hearing 

every patient's complaint not only about what was wrong with their deteriorating, betraying 

bodies but also what was wrong with the staff and how they're missing work and losing pay to be 

there or that they took three buses and now they're waiting for an hour, and going through those 

magazines looking for cigarette ads pasting those stickers to them, "This ad is aimed at young 
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people. Saint Croix Health Network strongly discourages ANYONE from smoking any form of 

tobacco product."  But there's probably the equivalent task for landscapers. Everything turns to 

routine in time. 

 Eric closed the computer. Rena asked him a couple of questions, but Jason was thinking 

about his friend Orry's latest television show, which aired weekly on public access--actually the 

fact that he'd missed it and forgotten to tape it and when he asked Cynthia about it had gotten a 

blank stare, even though she said she liked watching them as much as he did, though she never 

remembered when it was on, but watching the commentaries had gotten to be a ritual with him, 

and even though his friend wouldn't mind much that he'd missed it, it still bothered him. Last 

time they'd gotten together he'd been in an almost manically good mood, talking about his big 

discovery. They were at the Red Queen, Jason's favorite bar. Orry said he'd figured out that the 

conservatives were Calvinist because they believed that you were born bad or born good, and 

whatever course of action you performed in your life only demonstrated what your heritage was, 

and the job of the government was to protect the good minority from the unruly mob, while the 

liberals were Catholic, because they believed that everybody was basically good, and if you did a 

bad thing it was because you were tempted or because of your situation, and with a little help, 

everybody would be good. Jason was skeptical. Orry persisted. "Don't you see what this means?  

Our political positions are just the present, contemporary manifestations of basic opinions of 

humanity that have always existed. This changes our whole mission. Instead of persuasion, now 

we have to figure out what political ideas reveal about people's basic assumptions." 

 Eric and Rena stood up from the table and hugged each other. As they headed for the 

stairs to the elevator, Eric shook Jason’s hand. They rode down together. Jason's arm found its 

way around Rena's shoulder, but none of them spoke until they got to the street, where Eric said 

good-bye again, got another hug from Rena and another handshake from Jason, then walked 

down the street. Rena waited for Jason to unlock his bicycle, then they hugged and kissed as 

well. Jason had already decided to stop at the Red Queen for a drink before going home. He 

jumped onto his bike, bounced from the sidewalk onto Riverside Drive, and pedaled fast against 

the cold towards Victoria Street.  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Sex Shop Comedy 

 "Are these poems erotic?" asked a surprised Jason as he lifted a copy of Octopus Stew 

from its home made cardboard display case. 

 "No, not really, at least not all of them," said Sandy, entering from the back room in a 

blue vinyl dress and matching boots. "They're actually there on consignment. Most of the shops 

down the street have them." 

 "Have you read them?" asked Jason. 

 "Just a couple," said Sandy. "Haven't bought one yet. I suppose I should after all the work 

he did, even though he's never bought anything here. Did you know every one of the books is 

signed?  Must have taken him hours." 

 "Oh, I don't know," said Jason. "If he signed one every five seconds, that'd be twelve a 

minute or seven hundred and twenty an hour. After the first hour, he'd only have two hundred and 

eighty left, and that means the whole project would only take one hour, twenty-three minutes and 

twenty seconds." 

 "Assuming there are a thousand books," said Sandy. 

 "There are," said Jason. "Lucas told me that a few days ago." 

 "What about you?" said Sandy.  

 "What about me what?" said Jason. 

 "Have you read it?" asked Sandy. 

 "Oh, no, not yet. I haven't had a chance to pick one up," said Jason. 

 "Well, then," said Sandy, "that'll be nine dollars." 

 "Why not?" said Jason as he paid Sandy. 

 "So what were you looking for?" she asked as she shoved the money into a slot in the 

display stand. 

 "I don't know," said Jason, awkwardly, "do you have any good wine?" 

 "Most people are uncomfortable at first," said Sandy. "It's okay. Most of the men come in 

here looking for lingerie." 
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 "Oh, right," said Jason, "I mean, that'd make sense. But I'm looking for something for her, 

you know?  What do you think?" 

 "If you're serious about that, we've got something over here that I'm kind of excited 

about," said Sandy, leading Jason past the lingerie racks, shoe stands and a table with a handcuff 

display to another small table covered with velvet. "What do you think?" 

 "What are they?" asked Jason, looking at several small, slender cylinders of clear lucite 

each with three swollen curves around it horizontally. 

 "They're dildos," said Sandy, perhaps with just a slight trace of impatience. 

 "Can I touch one?" he asked. 

 "Sure," said Sandy. 

 "I don't know," he said, lifting one of them up in his right hand, surprised by its weight, 

"it looks more like some weird decorative piece." 

 "There's something about the feel of the lucite," said Sandy. 

 "Well, it is unusual, I admit, I guess it beats panties," said Jason. "How much?" 

 "Eighty-five dollars," said Sandy. 

 "Good God," said Jason. 

 "It's worth it," said Sandy with confidence that perhaps or perhaps not went beyond good 

salesmanship. 

 "Let me think about it for a few minutes," said Jason. 

 "Buying something for Cynthia?"  Helena's voice, right behind him, was filled with 

skepticism. 

 "Just looking, you know I. . ." said Jason as he turned around. He hadn't seen her come in. 

"They have Lucas’s book," he added, probably a bit too late to sound completely truthful. 

 "It's in my store, too," said Helena, then to Sandy, "Are they in?" 

 "Yep, came in yesterday," said Sandy. She went behind the counter and brought out a 

large black cardboard box with the remnants of thick twine dangling from three of its corners. 

Helena went to the counter as Sandy lifted up the lid and said, "I have to admit, I opened the box. 

I wanted to see them." 
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 "Fantastic," said Helena, pulling out a black leather boot with a tall upper crossed by 

laces. 

 "Good leather, too," said Sandy. "Not just a novelty. If you wanted, you could wear these 

all around town, and it'd take them at least five years to wear out." 

 "Special occasion?" asked Jason with a hint of sarcasm. 

 "You know," said Helena, turning to Jason, "if Cynthia wants a paddle, or perhaps a crop, 

I'd be glad to put it on my account for her. Any one will do, as long as she swings it hard 

enough." 

 "Tell me," said Jason, "how many painted wooden eggs and badly made candlesticks do 

you have to sell to pay for a pair of those?" 

 "I haven't kept track," said Helena as she replaced the lid to her box and tucked it under 

her arm, "but if you're looking for a gift for your wife, you'll have more luck in my store than 

here." 

 "Sorry," said Jason, "she already has a soap dish shaped like a flower." 

   "Say hi to her for me," said Helena as she left the store on long, rapid strides. 

 "I guess I'll take this," said Jason, after another silent moment, carrying the lucite dildo up 

to the register. 

 "She won't be disappointed," said Sandy. 

 Sandy wrapped up the dildo in a large piece of paper. Jason paid with a credit card. 

 "It's not like we can afford a damn lobbyist," said Clay to Orry as they entered the shop. 

"We're going to be fucking run over. It's such bullshit." 

 "Hey, Jason," said Orry. "What's up?" 

 "I got Lucas's book," said Jason. 

 "You just missed Helena," said Sandy. 

 "Oh, yeah, I need to talk to her, too," said Orry. 

 "What's going on?" asked Jason. 

 "I'm getting together material for my next show," said Orry. 

 "On middle aged control freaks?" said Jason. 
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 "And what really has me pissed is that it's so fucking transparent," said Clay, "I mean, 

everybody knows that it's just bullshit, but they all fucking wink-wink and nod seriously and act 

like they're putting out this big fucking public service while they bend us over a chair and fuck 

us with a firecracker. Uh, no offense to anybody who likes ass-play, of course. We need a better 

metaphor." 

 "How about, they piss on us, then make us buy umbrellas?" said Orry. 

 "Well, that's okay, but it doesn't have the same, you know. . ." said Clay. 

 "I think the phrase, 'with a firecracker' removes any idea of fun," said Orry. "Of course I 

can't say it on the air." 

 "Can you say piss on us?" said Clay. 

 "I think so," said Orry. 

 "What's the matter?" asked Jason. 

 "You remember that guy who got killed when he was walking home from the bars this 

summer?" said Clay. 

 "Vaguely," said Jason. 

 "Kupfer's using that, and some other little scrape some kid got into a couple of weeks ago 

as an excuse to change the fucking zoning for this whole street, from Cussick to Morley. He 

wants to make it strictly commercial. Instant fucking eviction for every man, woman, cat, dog 

and iguana that lives above every goddammed store on the fucking street. Kupfer knows they 

can't fuckin' afford to renovate these buildings. Every landlord on this street would have to sell or 

tear down the fuckin' building, which amounts to the same bad news for us," said Clay. 

 "Yeah, and Helena lives above her store," said Orry. "She'd have to move twice. This is 

the kind of thing that slips in under the radar, cause most people won't really care that much." 

 "I don't know," said Jason, "at least you can afford rent. Some stores may have to move, 

but it's not the worst thing Kupfer's done. You know he wants to take the Deckard Street housing 

project off the taxes, right?  They have to beg for donations, now." 

 "Yeah," said Orry, "I know. It won't go through. I'm going to do a piece on that, too, 

though. You have to wonder what. . ." 
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 "What the fuck is the matter with you?" said Clay to Jason, "I see you hanging around 

here, drinking your coffee, going to Dottie's, getting drunk at the Caged Tiger and the Red 

Queen, and now you act like you don't care?  Why don't you just get out." 

 "Hey, take it easy, he's just giving his opinion," said Sandy. "Besides, he just spent nearly 

a hundred bucks here." 

 "Fine," said Clay. "Fine, he spent money so he can stay." 

 "He just heard about it, he'll calm down soon," said Orry as Clay stomped into the office. 

 "Yeah, sorry about that," said Sandy. 

 "You spent a hundred bucks in here?" asked Orry. 

 "Yeah. Do me a favor, don't say anything to anybody. Especially Helena. I've got to 

uphold my Puritan facade," said Jason. "You want to go get drunk?" 

 "Sorry, I've got to talk to a few more people," said Orry. "Bye, Sandy." 

 "Bye, Sandy," said Jason as he and Orry exited onto Bleekman Street. 

 "You want to meet later?" Orry asked as they headed towards Essential Frivolities, 

Helena’s store. 

 "Can't," said Jason. "I'm supposed to meet Cynthia for dinner. I want to read a few poems 

first, anyway, it'll give me something to talk about." 
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On Bleekman Street 

 Saint Croix's city hall was moved in 1954. Prior to that it had been in a turn of the 

century granite and limestone building next to the public park where the Bast River flowed into 

the lake. But in 1953, the city government yielded the lakefront property to a zealous developer 

who tore down the old building and put up Saint Croix's first skyscraper, making everybody 

proud except for the city employees who'd lost their views of the lake. A new building was 

provided for the city at a considerably reduced price a few blocks away. It showcased the latest 

styles of architecture: steel frame, a bright metal and glass facade, and decorative blue horizontal 

lines between the first and second, and second and third floors. But by the time Cynthia started 

working there, the building already looked out of date, and most of the people in Saint Croix 

referred to it as "The Toaster". 

 Jason entered The Toaster's revolving front door at 5:04 pm on a Thursday in early 

October. He was met by four security guards, a sign-in sheet, an x-ray machine for bags, and a 

metal detector for clothing. It was colder that afternoon than it had been in the morning, he had 

no gloves, and his hands were cold and stiff from the bike ride from SCHN. After showing his 

driver's license to the guard, collecting his pack and signing in, he went up the stairs to the Low 

Income Housing and Rental Assistance office. Cynthia was not waiting for him, so he had to 

show his license again to another guard and wait for her to be paged. She came out without her 

coat and led him back to her desk where she sat down at her computer and looked at the screen, 

chin in palm, tapping her cheek with her fingers. Jason rubbed his hands together. They felt like 

they were full of splinters, tiny glass splinters just below the skin. 

 "I don't know what to do about this," she said, typing something Jason couldn't see. 

"We're supposed to choose between two projects, one's a whole building on the northwest side of 

town, and the other is this mixed unit six blocks from the lake, and Auchter's pushing for the 

northwest project, and of course, Kupfer's behind it, cause Auchter has no mind of his own. You 

know that Deckard Street project?  He wants to cut that so he can add another manager to the 
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office. Auchter wants two people below him, one guy for housing and another guy for 

classifications." 

 Cynthia stood up and grabbed her coat. She headed for the door quickly with Jason 

following a foot behind her and slightly to her right. They paused while Jason signed out again, 

then they headed out to the street.  

 "I have to stop by Helena's," said Cynthia. 

 They walked over to Victoria, Jason's bicycle on his right side and Cynthia on his left, 

then they turned north and headed up to Bleekman. As they passed the Velvet Hand, Jason 

involuntarily glanced at the small pack above his bike's back wheel. The lucite dildo was still 

there, he hadn't seen Rena since he'd bought it, and even though he had no reason to think 

Cynthia would dig around in his pack, the thing's presence still made him nervous. He was, in 

fact, quite bad at sneaking around, and only Cynthia's lack of imagination had kept him from 

being caught. 

 Cynthia stopped walking in front of the steps to Helena's shop. "They should just close 

the street to cars, instead of re-zoning," she said. 

 "But then the city would have to pay for the changes, instead of some private company," 

said Jason. 

 "You always think we're trying to get out of something," said Cynthia. 

 "Since when is it 'we'?" he asked. She didn't respond. Jason half-sat, half-leaned on the 

crossbar of his bike, his arms folded over his chest, his hands tucked tightly under his arms. 

 "You're not coming in?" she asked. He shook his head and rolled his eyes. 

 Alice appeared at the door of Essential Frivolities as Cynthia turned away from Jason, 

and the two women passed each other on the stairs. "She's just locked it," Alice said. Cynthia 

stepped up to the door and knocked three times loudly. The door opened up and swallowed her. 

 "Hi, Alice," said Jason. She was dressed in black, black tights, black skirt, black boots, 

black turtleneck, and her short hair, dyed black, looked more like a skullcap than hair. 

 "Hey," she said. 

 "You look a little down," said Jason. 
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 "I was about to say the same," she said. 

 "I'm fine." 

 They stood awkwardly for a few moments, then Alice waved, a small gesture mainly with 

just the tips of her fingers, and walked towards the lake. 

 Jason looked down the street at the small buildings. Some were townhouses, others just 

looked like shoeboxes with windows, nothing particularly special. He tried to imagine the street 

with taller office buildings, or maybe a strip mall. Of course, a lot of these places could put stores 

on the second and third floors. There was a Goth shop already above Topkapi Coffee. And didn't 

they have more important things to worry about, even here, than what zoning class a block or 

two near the downtown was assigned?  None of the shops here were hurting for business and 

could find other spaces without much trouble--there were empty storefronts all over town. The 

Velvet Hand was making more money than a dogtrack, and it was only some squeamish public 

prejudice that kept them from setting up right downtown.  

 He looked at his watch. Cynthia had been in Helena's for a good fifteen minutes. Two 

blocks away, he saw Alice standing at the bus stop. He leaned his bike against a parking meter 

and started walking in her direction, but before he got more than twenty feet, Cynthia popped out 

of the shop and came bounding down the front stairs. 

 "Where were you going?" she asked. "I was coming right out." 

 "Just to chat with Alice," he said. He nodded in Alice's direction. She was sitting on the 

curb not looking at them. 

 "Oh," said Cynthia. "Well, go ahead, I mean, it's. . . I'm just getting really hungry." 

 "That's all right," said Jason. "Nothing important.” 

 Jason retrieved his bicycle, and they started out again. At the corner of Bleekman and 

Victoria, they turned north. Just then, an old station wagon that had been turning right screeched 

to a stop, rocking back and forth only a couple of feet from a young man who'd been crossing the 

street away from Jason and Cynthia. The young man jumped back from the car and stood a 

moment, then he moved towards the driver’s side. The car's window went down and an older 

man stuck his head out.  



Built on the Ruins                         !       Brad Gottschalk 23

 "What the fuck are you doing?  Why don't you watch the fucking road?  What the fuck--

you talkin' on your fuckin' cell phone, asking Mrs. Dumbfuck what she needs from the store you 

shit-ass old fart?" the young man yelled as he strode towards the car. 

 "Do I look like I have a goddammed cell phone you little shit?" the older man shot back. 

"You were just standing there, you dumb shit, you were just standing on that corner like you 

were waiting for your mommy!  You didn't even start to cross the goddammed road until I was 

halfway through my fucking turn!  Why don't you come here you dumb shit?" 

 The young man was about three feet from the driver's door by then. Suddenly the station 

wagon lurched forward and took off down Bleekman. The older man's hand shot out of his 

window, middle finger pointing to the sky. The young man started running, then he picked up an 

empty beer bottle from the street and threw it after the car. Jason, trying to keep from laughing 

out loud, cocked his head and listened for the sound of breaking glass, but he couldn't hear 

anything over the young man, who was still shouting. 

 "Do you believe this?" asked Cynthia. "What an asshole."  Jason wasn't sure whom she 

was talking about, but then he noticed she was writing something down on a piece of paper. 

 "What are you doing?" asked Jason.  

 "The guy's license plate," said Cynthia, holding up the paper. 

 "Oh, come on," said Jason. "You can't be serious."  

 "Another accident is the last thing this street needs," said Cynthia. 

 "That won't do any good," said Jason. "Look, the kid gets to feel his righteous anger, 

blows off steam by throwing a bottle, and then the driver gets to feel like the victim, too. 

Everybody wins." 

 Cynthia, who was usually neither snide nor dismissive, gave Jason a snide and dismissive 

look that would have made any teenage girl envious. She approached the young man who'd 

turned around and was walking towards them. 

 "Look, here's that guy's license number. The cops can't really do anything, but if you 

make a complaint, they'll probably at least talk to him. It's up to you." 

 "Thanks, I guess. I don't know. I guess I was standing there a long time." 
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 He took the license number and put it in his pocket. 

 "That was a nice thing to do," said Jason with distaste as he came up alongside Cynthia. 

 "He won't call," she said. 

 "Of course not," said Jason. "He wanted to be angry, and you made him feel guilty." 

 Cynthia didn't respond. 
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The Haunted House 

 Jason didn't usually consider his experiences to be stories when he was in the middle of 

them, but in retrospect certain memories took on the shape of fables holding the promise of 

hidden meanings. One such memory overtook him while he sat in Topkapi reading Octopus Stew 

and suddenly found his attention wandering. He looked out the window watching the cyclists and 

pedestrians drift through his field of vision, kicking the memory around, trying to decide what it 

meant and why it had popped into his head at that particular time. 

 When he was eleven years old, his family lived in the northeast corner of town, three 

blocks from a country road. His best friend at the time was Phil Schumacher, a rail thin nearly 

frail boy with a sharp wit and sarcastic tongue. They'd been friends for several years, had traded 

comic books, played with little action figures and ridden their bikes all over the neighborhood. 

That summer, they'd been hanging out with a kid named Kirk Dell, though neither of them really 

knew why. Kirk was big and not too bright, and he'd picked on both of them during the previous 

school year, but after the classrooms closed up for the summer, Kirk decided for some reason 

that Phil and Jason were okay after all, and he began to treat them as equals. Jason and Phil made 

fun of Kirk behind his back then and justified it to each other by claiming that he was doing the 

same thing to them with other friends they didn't know. 

 Phil lived an easy walk and an even easier bike ride from Jason's house. A few doors 

down from him was an old bungalow that had been abandoned for as long as the boys could 

remember, and rumors circulated among all of the neighborhood children, macabre stories that 

went in and out of style so fast no one could keep track of them all. Jason's and Phil's favorite 

was that the husband and wife who lived there drank a bottle of vodka a day and had screaming, 

knock-down bloody fisticuffs at least twice a week until the man finally killed his wife by caving 

in her forehead with a heavy glass ashtray, then, to avoid getting caught, chopped up her body 

into little pieces and buried them in coffee cans beneath the basement's dirt floor. 

 One late afternoon in August, with school fast approaching, the three of them decided to 

explore the house. Jason couldn't remember whose idea it was originally, but he was sure that 
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their enthusiasm had more to do with elaborate displays of courage than with any real curiosity, 

morbid or otherwise. Kirk would never back down from a challenge, and Jason and Phil both 

knew that they'd lose whatever respect the tougher kid had for them if they did. They made plans 

to sneak out and meet in Phil's garage the next night after their parents had all gone to sleep.  

 It was a warm, moonless night. The streetlights were spread thin across the neighborhood 

then, and most of the street from Phil's to the deserted house was in near blackness. In the 

garage, they pilfered some supplies from Phil's dad and hid them in their backpacks: hammers, 

clothesline, jackknives, flashlights and a couple of small shovels for digging up the basement 

floor. With flashlights off, they went through Phil's backyard, through his neighbor's backyard, 

then emerged onto the sidewalk. There was no one else around. A streetlight threw a triangle of 

yellow light across the house's lawn, and the three of them were careful to avoid it by creeping 

through four large bushes near the sidewalk. Kirk tried the front door. It was locked, but they'd 

been expecting that. They crept around and tried the back door, and it, too was locked. But right 

next to the small back porch was a set of storm doors, and with a little effort the boys got them 

open even though they were fairly heavy. They turned on their flashlights and shone them down 

on a set of concrete stairs, littered with cobwebs but free from other debris. The door at the 

bottom was open and had broken away from its lower hinge. Slowly they went down, Phil going 

first, waving his shovel in front of him to clear out the cobwebs. 

 The first room was empty except for a disconnected toilet and a set of shelves that looked 

like they'd collapse if anything was put on them. Beneath their feet, to their deep disappointment, 

they found a concrete floor. Another door led to a room with empty shelves and nothing else, 

also with a concrete floor. The next room had a washer and dryer that were completely filthy, and 

there was a faintly sickening odor coming from the floor drain. The last room had only the outer 

shell of an old furnace that looked like some kind of bathysphere, with a large round window in 

the side, and a small door at the bottom. It was rusted through and even more filthy than the 

washer and dryer. There was no break in the concrete floor, but this room had a set of stairs 

going up to the main level. 
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 Jason was sad and irritated by that point. The other two probably were as well, but they'd 

kept up an enthusiastic facade and both claimed that they wanted to keep exploring upstairs. 

With Jason in the rear, they crept up into the kitchen where their flashlights illuminated a room in 

its last stages of use. Teenagers had obviously been drinking, smoking pot, groping and eating 

fast food here for a long time--there were empty bottles scattered around the kitchen, and 

cigarette butts and ends of joints on the floor, in bottles, in the sink and on the windowsills. Some 

illegible scrawls of graffiti were splashed across the one cabinet that still had doors, and there 

was a half burned down candle in the shape of a human skull on top of the refrigerator. This 

motif was repeated in the other rooms. There was no furniture, no decoration, no window 

coverings, just the debris of transient occupation, including a pair of jeans on the floor in one 

room, and a crutch leaning against the wall. Only a large window facing the street identified the 

living room. Jason's sadness and irritation spread to the other boys. They stood there with their 

flashlights pointed at the floor, looking out the window then at one another. Without a word they 

left, returned their tools to Phil and went to their separate homes. 

 The next day, Jason and Phil were sitting in a small park near Jason's house reading 

comic books. Neither of them had mentioned the previous night at all. Jason remembered seeing 

Kirk come down the street from a block and a half away. He jumped off his bike, let it fall onto 

the grass and came running up to them holding a coffee can in both hands. 

 "Look what I found!" he yelled over and over as he approached them. He set the can 

down on the ground, peeled off the plastic lid, and leaned back so Jason and Phil could look 

inside. At the bottom of the can was a pulpy mass of pinkish-gray flesh and a small puddle of 

pale red blood. 

 "Where'd you find this?" asked Phil. 

 "In the house," said Kirk. "Buried in the basement." 

 "The basement had a cement floor," said Jason. 

 “Not all of it," said Kirk. "I went back last night, after you left. There was a door there we 

didn't see before, and I went in, and there was this room with shelves and jars of jelly, must have 
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been a hundred of them, you know, I bet parts of her are in those jars, too. And that room had a 

dirt floor." 

 Kirk looked at them with pride. Jason couldn't tell what Phil was thinking, but he was 

mad, insulted by Kirk's lame attempt to fool him.  

 "It's a chicken," Jason said. 

 "Fuck you, asswipe!" yelled Kirk. "It's not!" 

 "It's not even moldy," said Jason. "And the can is new."  He reached in and pulled out a 

little mass of flesh that did, in fact, look exactly like a boned chicken wing. 

 "Chicken," Jason said and threw the piece of meat at Kirk. "Chicken, chicken, chicken, 

chicken, chicken." 

 The chicken wing hit Kirk in the chest and clung to his shirt. He grabbed it, tossed it back 

into the can (that was odd, Jason thought, even then he thought so) and was on top of Jason 

before Jason could do anything. Kirk's arm swung back and slammed his fist right into Jason's 

mouth. He tasted blood. It was the first time he'd ever been punched, and it didn't hurt as much as 

he was expecting it to. Kirk wound up for another swing, but Jason grabbed his arm and they 

started rolling around, locked together, unable to get away but also unable really to fight. After a 

few long seconds of tussling, Jason managed to get free. He pushed Kirk away, stood up, 

hesitated for just a moment, then ran away. He didn't see Kirk again until the start of school, and 

then Kirk pretended not to know him at all. 

 Jason was never sure why he'd confronted Kirk, why he couldn't just let Kirk have some 

fun, Kirk's dishonesty, after all, was pretty minor. Even though he'd lost the physical fight, he'd 

won the more important battle, and he was pretty sure he knew that even when he was eleven. 

But he didn't gain anything from it, either. Maybe he just wanted to be right, that had always 

been important to him, and he assumed it was important to everyone. Maybe Kirk's ploy 

reminded Jason that he'd never really liked the kid, anyway. Maybe he was simply overtaken by 

a cruel impulse, and being right was just an excuse.  
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After the Reading  

 The Caged Tiger was heavily populated that night, not packed, no one was standing, but 

every table had a few occupants, hunched or sprawled around rapt masks of attention. The air 

inside the bar was humid and close. A group of poets was reading, a big group, Jason had lost 

count and there was no program, only strained announcements between the readers to the soft 

drumming of fingers on tables. Each poet was supposed to be limited to ten minutes, but most by 

at least half again stretched out their time reading from works in progress, excerpts from epics, 

old poems from grad school days or poems they'd begun, set aside, then started again after 

personal tragedies, one of pilgrims going to Jerusalem in the time of the Crusades, one of Cortez 

in Mexico. To keep his groggy head clear while on his third beer, Jason found himself counting--

they'd been there for nearly two and a half hours, and if each poet read for fifteen minutes, that 

would be ten poets, and if they counted on two hours of reading at ten minutes each, that would 

make a total of twelve poets scheduled, which left two to go, which means, they could easily be 

there until after midnight. Then Lucas took the stage, and Jason relaxed. Lucas was the last 

scheduled, and he kept it short, reading only three poems from his new book. He finished with 

the title poem. 

  “When cooking octopus in red wine sauce 

  One uses its entire flesh 

  The head and tentacles left almost complete 

  Except for one small piece-- 

  The ring of skin containing the eyes. 

  Perhaps because in all of terra cognita 

  The eyes of the octopus are closest 

  In structure and function to our own. 
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  ‘Invertebrates,’ basically boneless, 

  Of course that category’s arrogant 

  Describing them by what they lack 

  In octopus taxonomy 

  Perhaps we’d be 

  Beakless, stiffbody, drowner, un-sea.” 

 There was a thick sputtering of applause like rubber boots on wet cement, and Lucas sat 

down next to Jason.  Clumps of people clung to the poets who'd read, leaving the bar free, so 

Jason stood up on stiff legs, crossed the room quickly and ordered two glasses of scotch. He 

rolled the cold glass between his palms; he could feel his fingers thick and puffy with blood. 

When he returned to the table, he found Lucas engaged in conversation with a young woman 

wearing heavy black boots, black lipstick and rings through her left nostril and the left side of her 

upper lip. 

 "I did," she was saying, "about a hundred years ago, but I gave it up. It helped me 

appreciate what I read, though." 

 "Jason," said Lucas, "this is Octave. Believe it or not, she's a fan." 

 "Serena's my roommate," said Octave, pointing at the woman who'd written about Cortez, 

"don't tell her, but I liked your poems the best." 

 "He's got a book," said Jason. "You can buy it in any shop on Bleekman Street." 

 "Don't waste your money, I'll give you a copy," said Lucas. 

 "Did you tell her it's your last book?" asked Jason. 

 "Your last?  Why?  Are you dying?" asked Octave. 

 "It's a long story," said Lucas. 

 "I'd love to hear it," said Octave. She rested her chin on her left hand, lips parted, the tip 

of her pinky in her mouth held lightly between her teeth, just the tips of teeth visible behind 

shiny black lips. Then she smiled slowly, pinky still suggestively trapped by teeth, clean teeth but 

slightly yellow. 
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 "Maybe some other time," said Lucas. "Jason and I have some things we have to do at the 

moment." 

 "Are you gay?" asked Octave, with the same tone she might have used to ask a child if 

he'd dropped a coin into an air vent. 

 "No," said Lucas, "just very low on energy." 

 "Well, I'll leave you alone," said Octave. "I work at The Carillon. Drop by sometime and 

give me a copy of your book, if you really want to." 

 "With pleasure," said Lucas. 

 "What's The Carillon?" asked Jason after she'd hip-slingingly stridden back to her table. 

 "I don't know," said Lucas. "I imagine they sell bells." 

 "I never thought poets would have groupies," said Jason. 

 "It's part of our collective neurosis," said Lucas. "We're all as insignificant as ants in an 

anthill, but if you do something in front of an audience, that casts a peculiar spell. No matter how 

unassuming your performance or how small your audience, there's the potential for superficial 

infatuations and idealized projections. Hazards of the profession." 

 "She seemed nice," said Jason. 

 "They all do at first," said Lucas. "Let's abandon this damp cave for the shelter of night's 

firmament."  He laughed. 

 Outside, the cold air cleared away the bar's smells and humidity. Jason ballooned his 

chest with a deep breath, held it a few seconds, then blew it out through puffed up cheeks and the 

tight O of his mouth. In all four directions, the intersection of Bleekman and Victoria blossomed 

with the cold night's carousing tumbleweeds. Beside them, in the street, a car drifted slowly as a 

man inside shouted over the stereo at someone he knew walking down the street. The bass and 

drums buried every other word, but the guy walking was laughing and nodding. Jason and Lucas 

went west on Bleekman. 

 "Where are we going?" asked Jason. 

 "Just wandering," said Lucas. 
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 They didn't talk again until they turned north on Morley. There points of red and yellow 

light drifted like twigs down a fast current of engine noise. Ahead of them three young men 

walked without coats for half a block, lurching a bit, hunching over, laughing, then they broke 

into a run. 

 "I think Cynthia and I are breaking up," said Jason. 

 "Why?" asked Lucas. 

 "I can't think of a good reason to stay with her," said Jason. 

 "If everyone followed your logic," said Lucas, "no one would stay married. That's not a 

criticism, mind you, marriage is overrated. We all get comfortable with habit, that's why most 

people stay married, it's just too much trouble to change your habits, no matter how much they 

irritate you. Of course, that's the kind of thing that will kill an artist's creativity, that's one of the 

reasons my wife and I split up. Maybe that's the difference between an artist and other species of 

human, the artist knocks against routine, tries to break it. It gets him in the end, though. It always 

does. You can't function without falling into it. In fact, the more structure you have in your life, 

the more a break from that structure means. If you had a free day, every day, let's say you were 

independently wealthy, a horrible bit of fantasy, really, just a desire to return to childhood when 

all of your needs were taken care of by someone else, that's what they really mean by 

independently wealthy, you'd be at a loss. You'd need to have a routine to fill those days, you 

wouldn't be able to function without it." 

 Jason nodded and smiled. The man meant well, there was no doubt about that, but he 

always strayed into autobiography. When he examined any problem, he always ended up 

squinting until he saw the vague outlines of his own world. Lucas's monologue reaffirmed 

Jason's belief that most artists lived mainly in their heads, and that any observations they made 

about the world were, in fact, simply their own illusions. When he was in college, he'd dated a 

girl who had wanted to be a painter. She'd stare for what seemed like hours at things around 

campus, rocks, trees, buildings, cars, even people when she thought they wouldn't notice, yet her 

apparently deep concentration didn't help her draftsmanship much at all. Her paintings were 

sloppy, lacked composition, a consequence of her goal to make every inch of the canvas equal to 
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every other, a reflection of her professed anarchist, egalitarian ideology. She claimed to him, 

perhaps only because she wanted to impress him, that she wanted to use her painting to battle 

oppression, but her images of oppression were cliched and melodramatic:  women with their 

hands tied, barbed wire and men in uniform. She knew very little about history or current 

politics. Eventually, Jason realized that the "oppression" she was battling was created by her own 

mind, a web of neuroses that left her believing every aspect of the outside world was a 

threatening one.  

 "You want to come over for a drink?" asked Lucas. "We're headed that way anyway." 

 "Sure." 

 They crossed Wisconsin on Reiss, and a curtain was drawn across headlights, engine 

noises and storefronts, leaving them isolated backstage after the play. The streetlights' yellow 

blotches brushed against the black of sky, their light splintering around the edges.  

 "You know what I could use right now?" said Lucas. 

 "What?" asked Jason. 

 "A swim." 

 "It's forty-eight degrees out here." 

 "The Wilmington has an indoor pool." 

 "You're going to get a room just to go swimming?" 

 "Why not?  Come on, it'll be fun. You need some cheering up, anyway." 

 "I can't afford it." 

 "My treat. I'll get my suit. Wait here." 

 Lucas took the steps to his apartment two at a time, feet cracking loudly against the old 

wood. An outdoor light on the house next door lit up the picture of Anubis, and the light gave his 

face a strangely greedy expression. The air, damp with approaching fog, crept down the collar of 

Jason's coat. Lucas came down the stairs a minute later, more slowly this time, carrying a 

suitcase, empty except for his swimming trunks, and a bottle of wine. 

 "They get suspicious if you show up with no luggage," he said. "I'll drive you to your 

place so you can get your suit." 
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 Lucas drove an old Mercedes, the one bubble of luxury left over from his marriage and 

respectable previous life. It was a conspicuous shape on a street otherwise festooned with old 

compacts and even older pick-up trucks. As he pulled away from the curb, he rolled down his 

window, and the cold air blew through the car across Jason's unprotected ears. He popped a tape 

into the dashboard bristling with nobs, lights and buttons, and some dissonant, percussion-laden 

chorale dribbled out of the speakers competing with the wind for Jason's attention. Lucas stopped 

by a Ford Colt that was parked outside Jason's building and put on the hazards while Jason 

climbed out and went upstairs, more like a goat than a cat. Cynthia was asleep. He crept as 

quietly as he could through the dark apartment and the humming silence, rifled quickly through a 

dresser drawer, grabbed his swimsuit and went down the stairs again. 

 Saint Croix's five skyscrapers stood unlit and desolate, disappearing into the sky. Outside 

the hotel, an empty city bus stood driverless, doors open, spilling blue light out onto the street. 

Even over the wind and the music, Jason could hear its engine idling. Lucas entered the hotel's 

underground garage which was empty of people but thick with cars, and he had to trudge slowly 

down to the third level before he found an empty spot. Even before Jason had gotten out of the 

car, Lucas was headed for the elevator, as if this were part of his daily routine. 

 The lobby was as quiet as the garage. The elevator bell chimed faintly once while they 

signed in, but other than that there was no noise. Only two clerks stood behind the desk, no 

porters, no information desk attendant, no managers were visible. Jason stood several feet behind 

Lucas listening to the inarticulate whispers he exchanged with the desk clerk. 

 "They think you're a prostitute," he said, giving Jason a quick kiss on the cheek. 

 They went up to the room and put on their suits. The room itself was compact, a long, 

narrow closet with two beds and a television table that looked almost like an afterthought, but the 

window looked out over Lakeshore, and beyond the road, the wide, wind-chopped surface of the 

lake. 

 The pool, too, was deserted, though brightly lit. It was hot and humid as a greenhouse, 

but smelled better than the bar, and the water glittered invitingly, pale blue from the tiled floor 

with rippled highlights of cool, metallic non-color. Every sound, their footsteps, their breathing, 
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the lapping water echoed through the room. Lucas jumped in immediately, splashing water up 

from his body, rolled over like a seal and backstroked across the full length of the pool. Jason 

went to the stairs and lowered himself slowly into the water, which was cold and seemed to 

amputate his feet as he stepped into it. 

 "Christ," he said as Lucas floated near him, "are we the only ones here tonight?" 

 "Conventioneers," said Lucas, "I saw the sign in the lobby. Most of them will be down in 

the bar trying to pick each other up, or renting cars and trying to find local hookers." 

 Jason said nothing. The water rubbed against his knees as he stood on the third step, arms 

folded across his chest. Lucas skimmed his arms across the water's surface and sent a fragmented 

wave of cold water over Jason's right side, and it seemed as though he could feel the individual 

drops of water hitting his skin, sliding slowly across him and falling back into the pool. 

 "Just get in!" Lucas yelled. 

 Jason sat on the third step. The water slipped up to his chest, and after a shudder or two 

he got used to it. He put his hands under him, lifted his weightless body off the steps and slipped 

completely under water. The chill vanished as his head submerged, and the echoing noise fell 

into silence. He rolled lazily, did a few underwater breast strokes, then rose up for air. Lucas was 

sitting on the step Jason had vacated, looking glum. 

 "Are you okay?" Jason asked. 

 "Yeah," said Lucas. 

 Jason stood and walked over to him, pushing water with his legs, water that suddenly 

seemed gelatinous. 

 "Let's get out of here," said Lucas. "This isn't as much fun as I thought it'd be." 

 "Seems like a waste," said Jason. "You got the room." 

 "Let's go to the bar," said Lucas. 

 They went back to the room and exchanged swimsuits for street clothes. Lucas was quiet. 

Jason suddenly felt he'd let his friend down, though to what expectations he'd failed to rise, he 

didn't have a clue.  
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 The bar's entrance presented a shifting pattern of men in various stages of disarray, the 

remnants of business suits clinging to them as they clumped around a handful of women who 

were tensely enjoying their attentions. The stereo thumped out songs that were popular twenty 

years ago, and the bar's guests were nodding their heads to the music, some were even mouthing 

the words when not engaged in conversation, which had to be shouted into the ears of even their 

closest neighbors. Lucas took one look and turned around. 

 "Let's go back to the room and drink that wine," he said.  

 Jason was relieved that Lucas didn't want to stay, but he was still confused. In the room 

again, Lucas turned on the television and opened up the wine while Jason unwrapped the cheaply 

thin plastic cups from their sterile plastic envelopes. The cable channel was showing a movie 

about a man whose brain had been transplanted into the body of a woman. They couldn't tell 

whether it was supposed to be funny or scary, and after a couple of minutes, Lucas turned off the 

sound. Jason sat on the bed. Lucas sat at the table in a small but overstuffed chair. He drank a 

little of his wine, then held the plastic cup up to his eye level and squinted. 

 "I think I'm going to take off," he said. "Do you want a ride?" 

 "Are you sure?" asked Jason. 

 "Yeah," said Lucas. 

 "Are you okay?" asked Jason. 

 "I think I'm just feeling restless," said Lucas. 

 "Have I done something to piss you off?" asked Jason. 

 "No, of course not," said Lucas. "You coming?" 

 "Actually, do you mind if I stay here?" asked Jason. 

 "Nope," said Lucas. "Might as well." 

 Lucas picked up his empty suitcase and ambled out of the room. After the door's heavy 

clink sealed him in, Jason picked up the remote and turned on the sound. He was glad he didn't 

have to go home that night. He thought about calling up Rena, but by then it was nearly one, 

she'd be asleep or at least settled in for the night. 
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 "Of course I like women," the man-in-woman's-body was saying to a good looking man. 

They were sitting at a restaurant table with a white cloth tablecloth. The man was drinking a 

glass of white wine, and the man-in-woman's-body was drinking a beer. "But I'm not a lesbian." 

 Jason turned off the television. The room's heater buzzed softly under the window. He 

pulled the cork out of the wine bottle and refilled his plastic cup. 
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Cloudy Noon 

 The living room of Rena's apartment, a little after noon on a Saturday in mid-October. A 

nice, but small and sparsely furnished apartment. Upstage right is the front door, and the door to 

the bedroom is stage left. The room is a bit cluttered, a couple of magazines on the floor, a 

newspaper here and there, and a couple of autumn jackets on the floor and on the couch. Jason's 

bike pack is on the floor by the coffee table. A teapot and one matching cup sit on the coffee 

table. A large coffee mug sits next to them. As the lights come up, the room is empty. We hear the 

first few lines of dialogue spoken offstage. 

 JASON:  (Offstage.)  It'll turn into a long discussion. You know what I hate about arguing with 

him?  When you disagree with him, he just keeps repeating his opinion like he's got some 

kind of reset button, like the only reason you could possibly disagree with him is that you 

haven't heard his whole argument. Most people only do that when they're drunk. 

RENA:   (Off.)  That only bothers you because you want him to agree with you. If you didn't 

care, you'd just think it was funny. 

JASON:  (Off.)  I think it's funny when I don't have to listen to it. 

RENA:  (Entering, tying the belt of a thick, flannel, calf-length robe. She wears thick socks as 

well.)  That makes no sense at all. 

JASON:  (Off.)  What do you mean? 

RENA:  If you didn't have to listen to it, you'd never know what it was like, and you wouldn't be 

able to say whether it was funny or irritating or anything else. 
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 Jason enters. He is wearing blue jeans, socks and a t-shirt. He carries a thick button-

down shirt which he puts on as they talk. Rena looks at him and sighs. 

JASON:  What? 

 Rena makes an exaggeratedly puzzled face and throws up her hands, as if to say 'what do 

you mean?' 

JASON:  That big sigh, like you're a balloon that hasn't been tied off. 

 Rena goes over to the coffee table. She pours a cup of tea as she says the line. 

RENA:  You're getting dressed already. It's like you've got a secret identity, and you're 

embarrassed you revealed it to me. 

 Rena takes a big sip of tea and makes a sour face. 

JASON:  That's pretty much the way it is. Besides, it's cold. 

RENA:  So's this tea. 

JASON:  Put it over ice. 

RENA:  It's darjeeling. 

JASON:  You must have left it in the pot too long. 
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RENA:  No, Donkey, the variety of tea. It's darjeeling, and it makes lousy iced tea. Only certain 

kinds of tea work cold, and darjeeling, despite what some people may claim, is not one of 

them. You have the culinary sophistication of a medieval Russian serf. 

 Jason lifts up the lid on the teapot. 

JASON:  Yuck!  That's disgusting! 

RENA:  Well, you don't have to drink it. I'm making another pot. It's the weekend. 

JASON:  Ah, yes, the weekend. Unbridled tea time. 

RENA:  I can't handle much caffeine. The patients get nervous if they see my hands shaking. 

JASON:  Are you sure that's the reason they're nervous? 

RENA:  That and the gloomy young man at the front desk. 

 Rena goes into the kitchen. We hear water running. 

JASON:  Can I ask you something?  Why do you call me 'Donkey'?  Don't get me wrong, I think 

it's charming that you stuck me with an insulting nickname, but I think sometimes 

Donkey's kind of arbitrary. 

 Rena comes in from the kitchen. 

RENA:  Not at all. Are you sure you want to know? 
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JASON:  It must be hard to give up a joke no one understands but you. 

RENA:  All right, but you have to promise me you won't get angry. 

JASON:  I'm not sure that's in my control. 

RENA:  All right, give me your word you won't stay angry. 

JASON:  I'll do my best. 

RENA:  Okay. Well. It's. . . the first time we went to bed together, it's that you acted like it was a 

job, like plowing a field, and you just wanted to get it done as quickly and efficiently as 

possible. Don't get me wrong, you weren't bad, you just didn't seem to be enjoying it all 

that much. I mean, marital guilt aside and all that. 

JASON:  Oh. 

RENA:  You can't stay mad, you promised. 

JASON:  I'm not mad, I'm just a little surprised. I thought it had something to do with my job. 

RENA:  Your job?  What does being a receptionist have to do with donkeys? 

JASON:  You know, beast of burden and all that. 

RENA:  Nope, it was your style of fucking, that's all. 

JASON:  Have I gotten better? 
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RENA:  Of course you have. 

JASON:  But you still call me donkey. 

RENA:  Well, now I just like it. It's fun to say, Donkey. Donkey. 

JASON:  Fine. I'm giving you one. Something mean. 

RENA:  Feel free. 

JASON:  I will. 

 Long pause. Jason sits on the couch and looks thoughtful. Rena sits next to him. 

JASON:  I can't think of one. 

RENA:  Take all the time you need. Days, weeks, months. Ten years from now, when I'm living 

in the country, you can send it to me in the mail. 

JASON:  By that time, the lot you own will be in a new subdivision. 

RENA:  Oh, god. That's just uncalled for. 

JASON:  Anyway, your endearing epithet reminds me, I got you a present. 

RENA:  Really? 
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JASON:  Just a minute. 

 Jason goes to his bike pack, rummages around and takes out a brown paper bag mashed 

tight against the shape of the dildo. 

RENA:  Lovely wrapping. 

JASON:  Sorry. It's been in my pack for over a week, making me very nervous, by the way. 

 Jason hands Rena the package. She unwraps it and takes out the Lucite dildo. She holds 

it up and examines it from several angles. 

RENA:  Well, it's. . . I don't know what to say.  

JASON:  You don't like it? 

RENA:  Is this a test of some kind? 

JASON:  No!  Why would you say that? 

RENA:  Okay, to be perfectly honest, I have no idea what it is. 

JASON:  Oh. It's a sex toy. 

RENA:  No kidding? 

JASON:  Sandy, at the store, told me it's great. 
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RENA:  She recommended it? 

JASON:  Right. 

RENA:  Is it for you or for me? 

 Rena suddenly stands, strikes a fencing-style pose and holds the dildo like a sword. 

RENA:  Dodge!  Parry!  THRUST!  (She lunges forward and thrusts the dildo between Jason's 

legs. He jumps back.) 

JASON:  It's for you, okay?  Man! 

RENA:  (Sitting back down and hugging him.)  I love it, I'm only kidding. It's lovely. (She kisses 

him and puts the dildo down on the coffee table so that it stands up straight.)  I can't wait 

to try it. 

 From the kitchen, the teakettle whistles. Rena jumps up and runs in. Jason sits for a 

moment staring at the dildo. He picks it up, hefts it in his hand, then puts it down again, shaking 

his head. Rena enters from the kitchen. 

RENA:  You want another cup of coffee? 

JASON:  I really should go. 

RENA:  I kind of thought you'd say that. 

JASON:  Sorry. 
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RENA:  It's all right. 

 They stand and head upstage to the door. 

JASON:  I wish I could stay. Really. 

RENA:  I know. And listen, next time you buy me a sex toy, give it to me before we fuck. 

JASON:  (Smiling.)  All right, I will. I'll see you on Monday. 

RENA:  Monday. 

 They kiss. Jason exits through the front door. Pause. Rena exits to the kitchen. 

 Blackout. 
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Bohemian Social 

 Jason and Cynthia were late, and he was irritable. The walk from their apartment was a 

good twenty-five minutes, and he walked quickly, attacking the sidewalk, hunched over, head 

bent down, legs scissoring. Cynthia walked beside him, falling behind at intervals, then running a 

bit to catch up. Finally, she grabbed his arm and forced him to slow down. 

 Inside the Caged Tiger, a churningly vocal group of friends and acquaintances had taken 

over nearly half of the floor space, pushing tables together and congealing at one end of the bar, 

circulating slowly amongst themselves, self-assured as people within the walls of a medieval 

town.  

 Jason and Cynthia split almost as soon as they entered--Cynthia wandered over to Jerry, 

one of her co-workers, though Jason noticed that Helena was there with her new beau. He'd met 

the guy with Lucas a couple of times at the Red Queen, but they hadn't said much to each other. 

Orry was in a corner booth, talking to a young kid named Kyle, or rather, Kyle was talking while 

Orry held up a small video camera. As he talked, he drew something on a grocery sack, then put 

the sack over his head. Jason took a couple of steps to his right and saw that Kyle had drawn a 

big smiling face showing a lot of teeth on the sack with a black magic marker. Lucas was at 

another booth talking to Andrew. In the couple of parties that Jason and Lucas had both attended, 

he'd retreated to the outskirts, and Jason, who did the same, ended up with him, talking 

intermittently then silently watching the other people in the room. As he passed a group of 

shoved together tables where some of the former PCOPP members were gathered, Evard, whom 

Jason hadn't noticed at first, turned around in his chair, stuck out his thin, bony hand and yelled 

out, "Jason!  I didn't think you'd be here tonight!" 

 "I didn't have anything better to do." 

 Jason noticed then that Evard was sitting at what he probably thought was the head of the 

largest pack of tables. Ellen and McKayla were just at his left, and a couple other cronies from 

PCOPP were on the other side. Jason felt an acid stab in his stomach. Evard let go of his hand 

and Jason held the other up to his mouth and coughed. 
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 "You want to sit down?" Evard said. "Move down, clowns!" 

 "I'm going over to say hi to Lucas," Jason said. Evard reached up and slapped Jason on 

the shoulder. 

 "Good to see you, man. I was worried, I didn't hear anything from you at all this year. 

You're okay, aren't you?" 

 "Sure," said Jason. "Thanks."  He and Evard both turned away at the same time. 

 "I don't even know what you mean," Andrew was saying. "You're talking a foreign 

language, I understand each word, but I can't put them together. Start over, replace each word 

with a better one."  Andrew already seemed a little in the bag. 

 "Jason, I didn't expect to see you here," Lucas said, looking up. 

 "Isn't that your army of righteousness over there?" asked Andrew. 

 "That's right," said Jason. "I'm AWOL." 

 "Jason and I have a similar distaste for large groups of people getting drunk together," 

said Lucas.  

 "Another reason I don't understand," said Andrew. 

 "You don't understand what?" said Lucas. 

 "I don't understand what you mean by pleasure," said Andrew. 

 Jason looked around the bar. Cynthia had wandered away from Jerry and was just sitting 

down with Helena and her squeeze. Orry had moved over to Alice, but he'd put his camera away, 

and there were three women who looked familiar at another booth across the floor. Jason wasn't 

sure if they were even part of the crowd. Orry and Alice went to the bar together, and Alice 

waved at the women. Jason realized then that they'd all been at the poetry reading. 

 "Hey, Lucas," he said, interrupting Andrew, "isn't that the girl who talked to you here at 

the reading last week?" 

 "It certainly is," said Lucas. "Her name is Octave, I believe her mother was a piano tuner. 

Her roommate and Alice used to date the same man, though not at the same time, I understand, 

and now they are all friends. I believe Alice invited her here because she wanted to talk to me 
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again, though why, I can't really imagine. Alice might have been teasing me, though, since 

Octave hasn't said a single syllable to me." 

 "How long have you been here?" asked Jason. 

 "About twenty minutes," said Lucas. 

 Jason was quiet just long enough for Andrew to resume. 

 "All right, I'm asking Jason," he said. "Can you define pleasure?  And I'm not really 

talking about sex, that's too complicated, just for the sake of argument right now, let's leave sex 

out of it. Can you define pleasure, or tell me what it is that gives you pleasure, and how 

important it is to you?" 

 "I don't know," said Jason. "I'm not sure about anything right now." 

 "Look,” said Andrew, “you know John Stewart Mill, the British philosopher, he was an 

Epicurean, and he said that it was the anti-Epicureans who were wrong, cause they thought 

pleasure was the same for people and swine." 

 "So what does Mill's anti-swinism have to do with anything?" asked Lucas. 

 "I don't understand what you mean by pleasure. Isn't working your biggest pleasure?  A 

friend of mine once said that reading is drinking orange juice, but writing is drinking single malt 

scotch." 

 "You can't change my mind with elegant quotations," said Lucas. "If they mattered at all, 

we wouldn't even be having this conversation. Don't you have anything to say, Jason?" 

 "Real pleasure happens by accident," said Jason. "Once you start to look for it, it 

disappears." 

 "That could be a poem," said Lucas. 

 "You see?" yelled Andrew. "You can't stop!" 

 “On the contrary,” said Lucas. “A friend of mine once opined to me that true pleasure is 

impossible in America, because we are visited by the twin afflictions of moralism and 

pragmatism, and these conflicting maladies effectively cancel out all forms of enjoyment. He 

believed that is what makes Americans so belligerent. I’m going to prove him wrong.” 
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 Alice sat down with Helena, her guy, and Cynthia. Orry was sitting across from Ellen and 

McKayla, laughing at something Evard was relating with violent chopping motions of both 

hands at once. Jason, having seen no sign of waiter or waitress since he sat down, began to slide 

out of the booth when he felt a hand come down with some force on his shoulder. 

 "Excuse me!" said Octave, hand still on his shoulder, the other hand tipping dangerously 

with a nearly full drink. Jason felt a cold spot on his leg and looked down to see two ice cubes on 

his jeans, caught in a small fabric valley, clicking together, melting a wet spot, water and--he 

guessed from the pure alcohol odor--vodka. He brushed them off. "It's okay," he said. 

 "I don't know if you remember me," she said to Lucas. 

 "You have greatly underestimated yourself," said Lucas. "Please sit down." 

 Jason stood at the same time, and Octave slipped past him and sat next to Lucas. Jason 

turned and headed for the bar. 

 "I got your book from Alice," he heard Octave say as he walked away from the table. 

 Ellen had vanished, but not permanently--her purse and coat were sitting on her chair. 

Cynthia was still sitting with Alice, Helena, and her boy toy, and he was talking, fast it seemed, 

while the three women looked at him with concentrated attention sometimes nodding their heads 

or rolling their eyes. Orry had brought out his camera again, slipped the tape out of it and handed 

the camera to Evard while dropping the tape a couple of feet into a nylon bookbag at his feet. 

Evard looked through the viewfinder. The music on the jukebox played quietly, some 

interminable jam piece from the seventies, and the only good thing about it was that Jason could 

easily tune it out. He slid into an open spot at the bar between two empty stools, stood there with 

his wallet on the counter until the bartender noticed him, then ordered a Scotch and soda. As he 

sat down on the right stool to wait, Kyle sat down on his left. He was a skinny but good-looking 

kid, smart, a little vain, an actor in Andrew's theatre company. He'd come to a couple of PCOPP 

meetings, but they hadn't held his interest, which was focused on meeting girls, and the women 

in the group just didn't have the patience for that. 

 "Hey, you're Jason, right?" he said. "Sorry about the prison." 

 "It was a year ago," said Jason. "I'm over it." 
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 "I was there, you know, last week." 

 "What'd you get arrested for?" 

 "Funny. That's pretty funny. No, I was doing research. We're doing this play, it's called 

'The Penitents' at the Ubikon. It's Andrew's new thing. I went there to look it over." 

 "Right," said Jason, "the tour. How was it?" 

 "It's short," said Kyle. "They don't have that many people in there yet. You go through 

these hardcore plexiglass tubes, and like, you never get out of them. There's no entrance to this 

tube anywhere in the prison, you have to go in from the outside office. And it's airtight. If a 

prisoner got in one, they could seal it off, and he'd suffocate." 

 "Now that's encouraging," said Jason. 

 "I heard the prisoners call the visitors' 'gerbils', cause of it." 

 "When's the show?"  Jason could think of nothing else to say. He was annoyed that this 

kid, this actor knew more about the prison's functions than he did, at least this aspect of it, and 

even though he knew how petty that was, he couldn't squash the irritation. 

 "Don't know yet," said Kyle. "Andrew's doing some re-writes. He wants it to be this ur-

prison drama, you know, with all these different ideas, and stuff from different sources, kind of 

like a collage. It ends with a riot like at Attica." 

 "He didn't say anything to me about it," said Jason. 

 "We're still planning it out in workshops. We'll be rehearsing for at least six months 

before we do it. Maybe he was afraid you'd be offended we didn't ask for your help. Or maybe 

it's cause it's not a protest piece, I mean, he's not trying to say anything with it, it's supposed to be 

on this Artaudian primal, visceral level. Like Marat Sade, man." 

 "Merit Sod?  I don't know that." 

 "Like Brecht on acid, man." 

 Jason got his drink. "Nice talkin' to you, Kyle," he said and walked away. He started back 

towards Lucas's table, but by that time Andrew had gone, and Lucas and Octave were sitting 

close together, talking flirtatiously. Cynthia was still sitting with Helena and Alice. Ellen was 

back, but McKayla and Dave and a few others had wandered over to the dart board which 
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bleeped and flashed as it swallowed their quarters. Caught between Kyle, still at the bar, and the 

Orry-Evard Jekyll/Hyde, he chose the discomfort with which he was most familiar. 

 "I figured this was the perfect place," said Evard, "I mean, we're close enough to Chicago 

that I could see the kid pretty much whenever I wanted to, but not so close that she'd be calling 

me up or dropping by every other day with some stupid shit. I spent more time with her the two 

years after we broke up than I did when we were dating. I didn't even know she was pregnant 

until after we broke up, you have to keep that in mind, I didn't even know. But I still wanted to 

help out, you know, and get to know my kid, and I took her word, that's another thing you got to 

keep in mind, I took her word that it was my kid, cause I figured that was only decent, and even 

if she tried to pull something on somebody else like this, and he backed out, I figured the kid'd be 

better off with someone who actually wanted to participate, too, you know, but then I'd just had 

enough. I quit my job. She actually tried to start a fight with me over that, can you believe it?  

Then I moved up here. I been here what, five years?  The kid is nine years old, now, and she's 

moving here. She called to tell me that three days ago. She's moving to Saint Croix at the end of 

November. She says she doesn't feel safe in Chicago anymore, and wants someplace quiet. I told 

her to move to Canada. She didn't think that was funny." 

 "You going to move again?" asked Jason. 

 "Fuck no. I've got a life here, I'm not going to fuck it up. And I could never leave Sharon, 

man, she's my rod and my staff. I left Sharon, you might as well throw my stuff on the sidewalk 

and get me some free needles." 

 "Maybe she's really doing it for the kid," said Jason. 

 "What?  There are no gangs here?  No little kids smokin' pot in the drainage pipe at the 

neighborhood park?  No skateboard punks panhandling in the courtyard of the Wagner Building?  

Come on, it's bullshit. I don't know why she's doing it. She's fuckin' crazy." 

 McKayla wandered over from the dart board. The game was abandoned and the rest of 

them were clumped around the board, shoving each other and insulting their skills. Fell, a big 

guy in a leather jacket who always seemed to be at these things but never was seen anywhere 

else, unplugged the juke box. Somebody from another table looked like he was about to 
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complain, but after looking Fell over thought better of it. Jason felt a stab of nervousness, but it 

ran like a wave back into the dull pain caused by Evard's story. McKayla pulled up a chair and 

sat next to Evard, though there wasn't much space there at that end of the table. Evard slid over 

about a foot to give her room. 

 "This crowd can't keep a dart game moving, even if there's money on it," McKayla 

announced. "If the darts were metal, I'd be throwing them at Dave's ass." 

 "Evard was just telling us his troubles," said Orry. 

 "Oh god, you too?  Jesus, Evard, cap it off, okay?  The reason it bothers him so much is 

that he's a weak motherfucker. He can't say no, and he can't throw her out when she comes over. 

He likes feeling put out. He's weak!   Weak!  WEAK MOTHERFUCKER!" 

 McKayla's mannerisms were in direct conflict with her convictions, Jason noticed, not for 

the first time. This was bad for him, socializing with the people who'd let him down, well, maybe 

not him personally, but the people who talked long and worked short. At the very first meeting of 

PCOPP, they talked for nearly two hours about what to name the organization. They finally 

settled all the arguments, after 10 pm, but that was the only order of business they managed to 

tackle that night. Dave proposed the "People's Battle Against Punishment for Profit". Jason 

remembered, or at least imagined he remembered Ellen's response word for word. "Battle as a 

term, even a metaphor, positions us as a phallocentric organization and the use of violence even 

as a metaphor puts us within the accepted history we're trying to resist. We need to re-

conceptualize ourselves within a gynocentric model of persuasion that mirrors our attempts to 

give aid to the prisoners, rather than fight their jailers, and exists as otherness from and resistance 

to the masculine aggressive."  Jason suspected her of paraphrasing a stock argument she kept 

ready for such occasions, but he didn't say anything. McKayla rolled her eyes, but she, too kept 

silent. Lucas, surprisingly enough, made the biggest objection, and he made fun of Ellen's 

response by using an inversion of her argument to shoot down every proposal she or her friend, 

Julie, made. Finally, though, he relented, and Orry proposed the more benign, "People's Coalition 

Opposed to Prisons for Profit". It was a less than auspicious beginning. Group differences were 

shelved rather than ironed out, and on the shelves they rotted before being broken into again. 
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 "It must be nice to be so clear-headed," Evard said. "Haven't you ever had someone you 

were done with but still didn't really want to be out of your life for good?  Something 

complicated?" 

 "I'm not a romantic," said McKayla. "I'll stick with someone until she gets bored, or until 

I do." 

 "So your secret is low expectations," said Evard. 

 At the second meeting of PCOPP, Evard announced his plan to chain himself and anyone 

else who was game to the fence surrounding the prison, even though they hadn't started 

renovations yet, there was no one around, there wasn't even a deal yet between St. Croix and 

Incarcarex, and the building was just sitting there unused. He thought it would be good publicity, 

and that what the group did after that would have instant recognition with the public. That's the 

way he thought. At that second meeting their numbers had dwindled from nearly thirty to about 

twelve. The number stayed pretty steady after that, but it was never the same twelve people at 

any one meeting. Evard missed the third meeting at which he was supposed to outline all of the 

logistics involved with chaining himself to a fence, including food and bathrooming needs. Then 

a week later, he did it on his own with a couple of friends, without even talking to anyone else in 

PCOPP. The story was covered in Free Words, but the rest of the city's press ignored Evard with 

great aplomb. Throughout the short existence of PCOPP, McKayla was one of the most reliable 

members, but she never seemed irritated or inconvenienced by Evard's oscillation between 

energetic posturing and absenteeism. And this was even worse, because even though McKayla 

got on Jason's nerves, he still recognized that she was one of the group's essential personnel. He 

did want to get rid of Evard, but McKayla's tolerance of the man kept him from suggesting it to 

anyone but Lucas. 

 "How can you tell when two gay men have a second date?" McKayla said. 

 "I don't know," said Evard. "How can you tell?" 

 "Second date?" said McKayla. "How can you tell when two lesbians have a second date?" 

 "I don't know," said Evard. "How can you tell?" 

 "They each pay half for the moving truck," said McKayla. 
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 Jason was running out of options. Alice was near the door talking to Octave. Cynthia was 

still sitting with Helena. Lucas was nowhere in sight. Whenever McKayla got drunk, she started 

telling lesbian jokes, and not only did that make Jason uncomfortable, but most of them weren't 

even funny. If he were still smoking, he could step out for a cigarette, or least escape to the bar 

for one. Of course, most people know that when you're in a group and you're bored with the 

conversation, you should start up your own with the person sitting closest to you. That didn't 

occur to Jason. Besides, Orry was laughing along with Ellen and Evard. Jason drained his glass 

and headed for the bar. This time he was unaccosted, uninterrupted, and he waited silently for his 

second drink. Kyle was nowhere in sight, neither was Andrew. Alice was back at the table with 

Helena, the guy, and Cynthia. Jason scanned the room carefully while he waited. He'd almost 

decided just to sit at the stool in front of him when he saw Cynthia motioning him over to their 

table. 'I love to socialize, but I hate parties,' Rena said, telepathically, in his brain. He walked 

over to his wife. 

 "How's Lucas?" the boy said to him almost immediately, as if they knew each other. "I've 

been meaning to buy his book, but I haven't really had the chance. He should have brought it 

over to the comic book store. We'd have been glad to stock it." 

 "I didn't really talk to him much," said Jason. 

 "Octave really likes him. He's so modest," said Alice. 

 "That's an act," said Jason. 

 "Your wife's been complaining about the office all night," said Helena. "She's probably 

glad to have someone else to talk about it to." 

 "I know," said Cynthia. "Jason's heard the whole story at least three times." 

 "Any word on that zoning thing?" asked Jason. 

 "It's bullshit. That's the word. I'm going to find out what's going on, though. I'm working 

on a petition, and I'm sure every landlord and business owner on the street is going to sign it," 

said Helena. 

 "Helena's been complaining about that all night," said Alice. "Seth and I have been 

talking about how he's going to repay me for hooking him up with Helena. He doesn't have 
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anything, not even a car, so I think he should do my dishes for a week. What do you think, 

Jason?" 

 "I think you could come up with something better," said Jason. "Doesn't he have any 

friends he could hook you up with?" 

 "Blech!  I don't want to date any of his friends. I can barely tolerate him!  The boys at the 

shop don't do anything but read comic books, and his other friends aren't even from this solar 

system. This one guy, Dale, wants to start a dating service for pets. He thinks it's a gold mine." 

 "I wouldn't be surprised," said Jason. 

 "Have you read Lucas's book?" said Helena, looking Jason steadily in the eye. 

 "A few of the poems," said Jason. 

 Helena turned to Cynthia. "He bought a copy at the Velvet Hand. I ran into him there." 

 "Really?" said Cynthia. "The Velvet Hand?" 

 "What's the Velvet Hand?" asked Seth. No one responded. 

 "I just went in to say hi," said Jason. 

 "Did you get me anything?" asked Cynthia. 

 "No, well, I. . . why do you even ask me that?  You always said--" 

 "They're a little creepy." said Cynthia. "Have you seen their web site?  They're  modeling 

the lingerie themselves, I mean, it's like they're trying to be shocking on one hand, and on the 

other they're trying to pretend that none of it is any big deal. It's like they're nineteen and they've 

just discovered sex." 

 "When were you looking at their web site?" asked Alice. 

 "I was curious," said Cynthia. 

 "They are two of the nicest people I've ever known," said Helena. "You should let me 

take you there. I could help you pick out something nice. Don't wait for this one to do it for you, 

he goes to a sex shop and buys poetry." 

 "Is that all you bought?" asked Cynthia. 

 "What else would I get?" asked Jason. 

 "I don't know," said Cynthia, "something--" 
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 "I think a strap-on would be just the thing," said Helena. "Most men need to have the 

tables turned once in awhile." 

 "You would say that," said Cynthia, laughing. 

 Jason's mouth tightened into a little V, and he nodded his head, a small, tense motion that 

began repeating itself with a life of its own. 

 "Does anybody want another drink?" asked Alice. "I'm going to the bar."  Helena and 

Seth both asked for wine. Alice stood, and Jason followed her, calling out, "I'll help you with 

those." 

 Orry, Dave and McKayla were gone. Evard was talking to Ellen. Apart from Evard and 

Ellen and one other table with Kyle, Andrew and a couple of other actors Jason didn't know, the 

gathering had dissolved. Jason looked at his watch. It was nearly one. Alice ordered for herself, 

Helena, and Seth, and Jason, who was feeling a little affected by the Scotch, ordered a stout. 

 "Buying drinks for your boss?" he asked Alice. "I don't know how to tell you this, but I 

doubt you're going to get a promotion." 

 "She bought me the first two," said Alice. "She's a great person, I don't know why you 

hate her so much." 

 "I don't hate her," said Jason. "But she gets on my nerves sometimes. Did you listen to 

her talk about that petition?  The only time she's ever done anything political is this time. She 

probably voted for Kupfer. And then she tells everybody else how to live. Like the sex shop 

thing, you heard her talking to Cynthia. Cynthia's not into that stuff, and Helena knows it, but she 

can't just accept it, she's so pushy. I'm surprised Cynthia puts up with  it." 

 "Seems like it bothers you more than her," said Alice.  

 "That's a big help," said Jason. 

 Alice shrugged. They carried the drinks back to the table, then Jason turned and went 

over to Andrew. His group was talking about their show, but as Jason approached, the 

conversation broke into a quiet babble, then stopped. Jason pulled a chair up to Andrew and sat 

down. 

 "Kyle told me about your show," he said. 
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 "Right," said Andrew. 

 "How come you didn't tell me you were doing a prison piece?" 

 "I didn't think you'd approve," said Andrew. 

 "What do you mean, approve?" asked Jason. 

 "Well, it's not exactly a play about prisons, per se," said Andrew. "It's more about the 

prison as mythology, and how it relates to our idea of manhood."  As he spoke, his words seemed 

to energize him--they came faster and a bit louder, and soon Andrew was chopping his right hand 

into his left palm and then making circles with both hands in front of him. "You see, in the play, 

prison is sort of Purgatory. But in the original Catholic Purgatory, you're there for awhile, then 

you move on to heaven. In our play, Purgatory is there, but it's still up in the air whether you're 

going to heaven or hell. And, you see, it's about being a man in America, and the prison is sort of 

a metaphor, or maybe it's better to say it's a place where our ideas of manhood are exaggerated 

and distorted, so the people in the prison are all living out different ideas of what being a man 

means to them, and whether or not they can understand that sort of determines what happens to 

them." 

 "I see," said Jason. "But you're going to Yaldabeth for research." 

 "Just for atmosphere," said Andrew. "See, this is why I didn't tell you, because I knew 

you'd take it personally, you'd be like offended that we weren't doing your kind of prison play." 

 "Not necessarily," said Jason. "I'm not doing politics anymore. I might have a fresh 

outlook." 

 "You're not offended?" asked Andrew. 

 "No," said Jason. 

 "But you're not terribly interested, either, are you?" 

 "I don't know," said Jason. "But I'll see it." 

 Jason stood to go back to Helena's table, but Cynthia was standing in front of him as he 

did, holding his coat in her right hand, her coat draped over her left arm. She had a look on her 

face that could have been weariness or apology, or even boredom. Jason looked over at the table. 

Alice was gone, and Helena and Seth were locked in a kiss. 
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 "Alice went home," said Cynthia. "I'm exhausted. Can we please go home?" 

 "I'm tired, too," said Jason. He put his beer glass down on an empty table and took his 

coat from Cynthia. They walked out, waving to the six people they knew still propping up the 

tables with their knees and elbows. 

 "You okay?" asked Jason as the cold air wiped some of their Scotch and wine heaviness 

away. 

 "I wish you wouldn't take what Helena says so seriously," said Cynthia. "She knows it 

bugs you, that's one of the reasons she talks to you that way." 

 "Do you know who she voted for in the mayor's election?" asked Jason. 

 "You think she voted for Kupfer?" asked Cynthia. 

 "Well, he is the friend of the business community," said Jason. 

 "You're wrong," said Cynthia. "You dumb jerk. She voted for Kastenmeier." 

 Jason laughed. Cynthia slugged his upper arm with a tightly closed fist, and he laughed 

again. Then Cynthia laughed. He put his arm around her, and she put her left hand into the 

pocket of his coat. 
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Tombstone 

 Jason’s and Cynthia’s first apartment was a big two bedroom in a four unit on the far 

north side. They were on the second floor, and right below them lived a couple of long-haired 

muscular guys who were the only deer hunting drug dealers Jason had ever met. They had a lot 

of parties and a lot of visitors, and even when they were there alone they played their stereo at an 

ear-splitting volume. Right before Thanksgiving during Jason's and Cynthia's first year in the 

building, they shot a deer and hung its carcass from the balcony over their back door. It hung 

there for a week then disappeared. Luckily for everyone, the weather had been very cold. 

 The Halloween after that, Jason came home from work a bit late, walked into the 

building's hallway and saw a tombstone sitting on the first stair near the deer hunting drug 

dealers' door. He bent over and touched it--it was real, a granite tombstone with pieces of grass 

and some dirt on the bottom and an inscription so worn that it was illegible. He went up the stairs 

and described what he'd seen to Cynthia who was less than fascinated, then he stopped thinking 

about it. After dinner, he and Cynthia were drinking beer and trying to decide whether they 

wanted to rent a horror movie. Someone knocked on the door, and Jason opened it to two 

policemen. His confusion must have read clearly, because one of the cops suddenly looked 

impatient. 

 "Didn't you phone in a complaint?" he said abruptly. 

 "Uh, no," said Jason. 

 "Is this 741 Laws Road, number two?" asked the other cop. 

 "No," said Jason, "this is number four. Number two is downstairs." 

 The cops left without a thanks, an excuse or anything else. A few minutes later there was 

another knock on the door. This time it was Todd, who also lived downstairs, right across from 

deer & drugs. Todd was tall, very good-looking, and he lived with a woman who may or may not 

have been his wife and her three-year-old daughter by someone else. He'd always seemed like a 

good-natured guy to Jason, but he and the woman often had screaming fights that erupted 

without warning and seemed to be about inconsequential things like a broken glass, a toy left 
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outside by the child, empty ice cube trays and the like. It had always seemed to Jason that the 

woman was the instigator, and Todd was simply trying to cope with her. 

 "Did you see that tombstone down there?" asked Todd. 

 "Well, yeah," said Jason. 

 "That's not cool," said Todd. "I'm the one who called the cops. You know, some people 

think they can just get away with anything." 

 "Right," said Jason. 

 "A lot of people are afraid to get involved," said Todd. "But I'm not. I'm not afraid to get 

involved, especially in my own building, or my neighborhood. You know, Sophie could see that, 

what would I tell her?  Those guys are nice guys, but you know they're just not safe." 

 "Sure," said Jason. 

 "Happy Halloween," he said and went back downstairs. 

 Jason assumed Todd's comment, ‘a lot of people are afraid to get involved’, was directed 

at him, and he was insulted. Later, though, when he was thinking about the whole thing, he 

decided that Todd's enthusiasm for getting involved was evidence that he thrived on conflict. It 

wasn't just that he wanted to be involved. He was always looking for the emotional charge he 

could get out of waging a righteous verbal or psychological war on whomever he picked to be 

his enemy. Jason was glad Todd had picked the guys downstairs instead of him (the possibility 

that Todd's choice of enemy would be completely arbitrary struck him ominously). Jason 

thought, too, about the fights Todd had with the woman he lived with, whose name Jason never 

could remember. Until that Halloween, he'd always felt a little sorry for Todd, had assumed that 

Todd was either patient enough or loved her enough to put up with it, but after Todd's 

declaration, he guessed that maybe a relationship full of conflict was the only kind that would 

keep Todd interested for any length of time. 

 At first, these reflections were enough to remove the sting from Todd's comment, ‘a lot of 

people are afraid to get involved’. But then Jason began to analyze himself. He had to ask 

himself, was he any different?  He'd just started his vocation as an activist, and he had to admit 

he liked going to protests much more than writing pamphlets or taking phone surveys. The only 
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difference he could see then between himself and Todd was that his conflicts were mass events, 

anonymous, and safer for that. Of course, he could tell himself that with his activism, the conflict 

was not at the center of the work, it was only a necessary step on the way to accomplishing 

something noble, but then he realized that Todd probably believed the same thing about his little 

battles. Fortunately for Jason, by the time he'd gotten this far with his analysis, he and Cynthia 

had moved from Laws Road to a place closer to downtown, and he didn't have to face a daily 

reminder of his ignoble motives. 
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Lunch with the Doctors 

 "We are not children. That, though, seems to be the assumption the mayor has made 

before charting this course."  Orry's face was very calm as he spoke. He was double framed in a 

medium close-up, first by Rena's television, then by a cardboard cut-out television, painted black 

with old fashioned plastic knobs stuck onto it. On the bottom of the cardboard was printed 

"Orry's Stories" in bright blue letters. "I'm not saying that's the worst of it, not by a long shot, but 

it seems to me that Mayor Kupfer has revealed a very basic belief in his handling of the Deckard 

Street Subsidized Housing Project. His condescension towards the Fair Housing Commission 

and towards the press goes hand in hand with that belief. That belief is simply that deceiving the 

people of Saint Croix is not only necessary, it is easy as well. During his speech last week to the 

commission, he said with friendly, open hands that moving a subsidized housing project from the 

tax rolls to private donations was necessary in order to give tax breaks to local businesses so that 

they will continue to operate in Saint Croix, that our families are already stretched and unable to 

get by on one income, sometimes both parents have more than one job each to feed and clothe 

their children, and that high taxes are threatening the well-being of everyone. Let's examine this 

statement. In fact, the tax breaks are going to large local businesses that would have a great deal 

of difficulty setting up shop somewhere else, including Klein Development. In fact, the housing 

project costs the city less than one week of garbage pick-ups. In fact, our property taxes are high 

because our city continues to raise them to make up for tax breaks they've given to businesses. 

Kupfer believes we're so stupid, we'll believe anything he says, and that we'll welcome the 

chance to focus our anger on the most vulnerable people in our community. Here's his phone 

number, it's on your screen right now. Call his office and tell him you don't agree with this policy 

change.”  

 "I thought he was going to talk about that zoning thing," said Rena. 

 "That's next week," said Jason. "He's still putting together material for it." 

 "Now, keep this in mind. Removing the subsidized housing project from the city's control 

will entail a private company's taking over administration of the funds. This will be a non-profit 
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company, of course, but that doesn't mean those in charge themselves won't profit. We should 

begin to look under these companies' rocks for Kupfer's friends and relatives. This may seem 

pretty boring, in fact it kind of is. It's bureaucratic, not Romantic, but that's how Kupfer and his 

people hold sway. They batter your ears with technical jargon, then when you're asleep, they 

steal your car keys. Especially if you happen to be poor. Let's turn now to the phones, I see three 

little white lights." 

 "Do you want to hear the callers?  We don't have much time." 

 "God no. They're unbelievably irritating. Usually, they just restate what Orry's already 

said, or they swear at him and call him names." 

 Jason watched Rena climb out of bed and step over to the television. Her hips and 

stomach bulged slightly, her breasts were small, her nose large. To most men, no doubt, Cynthia 

would be the more attractive of the two women, she had a classic face, and she turned heads even 

in her glasses, wearing no make-up. But, Jason mused, once you've had your first or second 

conversation with someone, none of that really matters.  

 Jason had spent the night at Rena's apartment. They'd gone out to dinner after work, then 

to her place, and he hadn't said a word to Cynthia, hadn't called, hadn't told her that morning, he 

just hadn't gone home. At first, it seemed to him the honest thing to do, to skip the lies and 

excuses, but in the morning he regretted not trying to come up with some story, if only to let her 

be angry with him for lying, in order to let her know that he wasn't disregarding her completely. 

On the other hand, after the first night he'd spent away from home, swimming with Lucas, she'd 

asked only casually where he'd been with no trace of anger or jealousy, and when he told her, she 

reacted more like a friend than a wife. 

 "Are you getting dressed?" Rena asked. She was already tying her shoes. He was still 

naked, sitting on the bed. 

 "Sure," he said. "I was just watching you." 

 She smiled. "We're supposed to be there in twenty minutes." 

 Jason rolled his eyes. She'd scheduled the lunch before he'd decided to spend the night; 

he'd agreed to go along with her then changed his mind after it was too late to change plans. 
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Lunch with Doctor Helgesen wasn't the way he wanted to spend the meager time he and Rena 

had together. Jason was certain Rena’s friends had a low opinion of him and were exhorting her 

to cut him off completely. 

 The restaurant was on the western edge of the city in a small strip mall near a new 

subdivision. Helgesen had a house in the neighborhood, a sprawling, sterile, desolate place with 

a name like Prairie Hills, Meadow Lake, Fox Run, something vague and pleasant sounding. It 

seemed filled not so much with a sense of community as with a sense of self imposed exile. Rena 

had told him that the house was close to Basileus College, where Helgesen got a teaching job 

after his and Rena’s private practice went under, but even so, Jason couldn't imagine anyone with 

any intelligence choosing to live there. 

 Helgesen was sitting in a booth, a glass of wine that looked untouched in front of him 

next to an open notebook with a silver colored fountain pen on it, uncapped and laid precisely at 

the diagonal from the upper left hand corner to the lower right. Jason slid into the booth across 

from him, and Rena slid in next to Jason. 

 "And how are you, Mr. Gorham?" asked Helgesen. 

 "I'm okay," said Jason. 

 "Have you been here a long time?" asked Rena. "I always forget how far it is from 

downtown." 

 "Just a few minutes," said Helgesen. "The special today is a cod sandwich, but I forgot 

how they're preparing it. The waitress made it sound like you need a PhD to understand the 

recipe." 

 Jason studied the menu while Rena and Helgesen made small talk. There were only seven 

items on the lunch board, and they were all described Romantically, as if the chef or the 

restaurant's owner had sailed the North Sea catching the salmon and ridden camels over the 

Anatolian mountains hauling the spices themselves. The simplest thing on the menu was the 

reuben, which came with roasted potatoes instead of fries, but he wouldn't complain about that.  
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 "Last year one of my students worked here," Helgesen said to Jason. "She used to bring 

me wine and then pretend to forget to put it on my check. Then she got a D, and the free wine 

stopped flowing. It was the spring, and I was just ready to switch from red to white." 

 Jason couldn't think of anything to say in response. Fortunately, the awkward pause was 

interrupted by the waitress' approach. She then stood expectantly as Helgesen picked up his 

menu and pretended to examine it one last time before ordering the special. Jason thought he 

should have asked whether the wine was any good, but it was too late; after Rena, too, ordered 

the special, she started talking to Helgesen about someone they used to work with. 

 There were no big new neighborhoods on the north side of town. At first that was only a 

matter of image, the north side was too cheap, too old, too dirty, and it had plumbing supply and 

vacuum cleaner stores instead of coffee and import shops. After the Incarcarex deal was 

approved, developers decided that no one would want to live near a prison, at least not people 

who could afford the homes they wanted to build. On the far west side, it was easy to pretend 

that Yaldabeth was on another planet. Even then the city's population was almost all white, 

probably just above ninety percent, and many of the inmates weren’t from Saint Croix but were 

spillover from other cities, Milwaukee, Chicago, Detroit, which wouldn't have happened with a 

city-run prison. 

 Helgesen was telling Rena something about his wife's garden. Theirs was the only house 

on the street with a garden, everyone else had lawns. Jason looked at a clock hung on a pillar 

behind Helgesen's head. They'd already been there for nearly twenty minutes, and Jason realized 

that lunch would take at least another half an hour, probably closer to forty-five minutes, which 

meant that of the four waking hours that day he'd spend with Rena, or two-hundred and forty 

minutes, fifty-five of those minutes would be also in the company of Helgesen, or nearly twenty-

three percent of the time. Of course, they'd been together the night before, but they'd gone out to 

eat and had gone to bed early, so they'd only had about three hours alone.  

 Outside, the October sun slanted warmly across some playground equipment on the other 

side of the broad, busy street. Elam Lynds dragged inmates from the prison in Auburn, New 

York, down the Hudson River and, encouraging them with guns and bullwhips, ordered them to 
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build the Sing-Sing prison. That was 1825. A poetic, symbolic deed--they've made their own fate, 

they've made their own prison. 

 "So I ordered this skeleton," Helgesen said. "I saw the ad in a magazine, and I have to 

admit, it was pretty life-like. Oh, I guess that's a bad choice of words. So when Pearson came in 

and saw it, he just shook his head. The next day when I came into work, he'd turned his desk 

around so that he didn't have to look at it. The key to this sort of thing is patience, keep that in 

mind. I took it home for a couple of weeks, then I started hiding pieces of it. I put a hand in his 

drawer, I put the skull in the closet. Then he realized it was made of plastic, and it didn't bother 

him anymore." 

 PCOPP's work all fell apart right after Kupfer took office. He handed over the building 

and grounds to Incarcarex without discussion, without debate, and nobody on the City Planning 

Council even blinked. It seemed at the time that the only people who cared at all about Yaldabeth 

were the dozen rotating members of PCOPP, and that just wasn't enough. Of course, they could 

have done things better. That asshole, Evard, always wanted it to be fun, he always wanted 

theater, and that's it. He thought if he held a protest, people would magically appear, and when 

they didn't, he just went home then he'd come to the meetings and bitch about the city's apathy, 

when you knew goddammed well he was only pissed because they were ignoring him. He'd only 

seen Evard once in a year, that night in the Caged Tiger, and that was still too often. And then he 

had to ask himself why he couldn't just let all of this go. 

 "I don't think your friend is paying attention to our conversation," said Helgesen. 

 "Sorry," said Jason. "I can't believe someone teaching psychology would be so 

immature." 

 "So you were listening," said Rena. 

 "Psychologists are the nuttiest people on the planet," said Helgesen. 

 "Does that include you?" asked Jason. 

 "Of course." 

 "Your joke is only funny because we're so comfortable," said Jason. "In any other 

country, except maybe western Europe, that guy, Pierce, was it?" 
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 "Pearson," said Helgesen. 

 "Pearson," said Jason. "His phobia would just baffle everybody. People all over the world 

deal with death every day, but we've just put it in a box and we put the box in the basement and 

forget about it. I mean, a plastic skeleton, that's part of it. Go to India, they wouldn't even 

comprehend the existence of a plastic skeleton, at least not one that was supposed to look real." 

 "My wife wants to put it in the garden," said Helgesen. Rena laughed; Jason just rolled 

his eyes. 

 "Yet you seem rather introspective," said Helgesen. "Especially for someone so interested 

in the hard facts of living." 

 "I'm not usually like that," said Jason.  

 "I think perhaps you are a reluctant solipsist. A solipsist in denial, perhaps, you want to 

believe it's all real out there, but you can't quite convince yourself beyond doubt."  Helgesen 

smiled an irritatingly condescending smile. Jason wasn't sure whether he was needling him or 

speaking sincerely. "You know," he went on, "the philosopher, Wittgentstein, wrote that the 

suffering of the entire world cannot be greater than the suffering of one person. Isn't that an 

intriguing statement?" 

 "It's ridiculous," said Jason. "It's idiotic, it's the thinking of a bourgeois intellectual." 

 "I'm not so sure," said Helgesen. "You're simply dismissing it, you're not trying to really 

understand it. From a psychological perspective, it's intriguing. Let's say we're sitting here 

having lunch, and you get a phone call that a loved one has died. You're suddenly very depressed. 

Now I get a similar phone call. Does my suffering increase yours?  Does yours mine?  I think it's 

possible that they are both completely private." 

 "But it's two separate events," said Jason. "What if someone came in here with a gun and 

killed one person. Now suppose that he killed fifteen. Would that be the same amount of 

suffering?" 

 "I'm not sure," said Helgesen. "You know, Hannah Arendt called Wittgenstein a solipsist, 

but he wasn't, really. He was actually an empiricist, a Kantian, and being a strict empiricist, he 

simply couldn't rule out solipsism as a possibility, because there's no evidence against it." 
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 "Except common sense," said Jason. 

 "He had an argument about that very thing with a man named G.E. Moore. . . but I can 

see you're not terribly interested." 

 "All that stuff just seems like an exercise to me," said Jason. 

 "Perhaps it is," said Helgesen. He capped his pen and closed his notebook at that point, 

and that action gave Jason a peculiar feeling of sadness. 

 After lunch, they strolled out into the parking lot, Rena and Helgesen together, talking 

about a friend of theirs who was sending letters or stories or something from the Greek islands, 

Jason walking just behind them. He was beginning to think about Cynthia again. At her car, Rena 

kissed him and offered him a ride which he refused. He looked across the street at a convenience 

store surrounded by gas pumps. A bus stop stood at the corner. He was irritated with her and 

himself and wanted to be alone, and he knew if he spent more time with her, they would end up 

arguing. Rena climbed into her car and drove away sticking her hand out of the driver's side 

window and waving. Helgesen shook his hand; there was an odd tension in his grip, then Jason 

was drifting slowly to the intersection, across the street and to the bus stop. 

 As he stood waiting, Helgesen went past and waved to him again, driving a car that was 

at least fifteen years old. Jason stood on the grass by the sidewalk, eyes on the hill a short 

distance away over which the bus would be coming. He had to wonder how Rena felt about 

Helgesen’s condescending jabberings. Was she oblivious to her friend’s shabby treatment of him, 

or did she enjoy it on some level? Perhaps it was a sort of revenge for being the other woman. 

Whatever was going on in her mind, the lunch had soured Jason even more than thoughts of 

confronting Cynthia later that day. 

 He'd been standing at the stop for a good half an hour when a very large man with a thick 

black beard and olive skin emerged from the convenience store. He held up his hand in greeting 

to Jason, and Jason turned from the road to face him fully. 

 "Excuse me," he said with a faint, musical accent, "but this bus does not run on 

weekends." 

 "Are you sure?" asked Jason. 
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 "Yes, very sure," said the man. 

 "You know where the nearest stop is for a bus that's running?" asked Jason. 

 "I'm afraid not," said the man. "I hate to see you out here waiting for nothing." 

 "Thanks," said Jason. 

 The man turned and walked back to the store. Jason went around the corner, pointed 

himself towards downtown and started walking. 
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Dinner at the Window 

 Like Lucas, Jason and Cynthia had an apartment in a converted house. It was on the near 

north side, a long ride from SCHN, and Jason usually arrived home tired. That day was no 

exception, even though he'd stopped at Dottie’s Dish for take-out and had gotten a short break 

while he waited for the food. He was moving slowly as he locked his bike to the front porch 

railing, picked up the bag with burgers and fries and climbed the stairs to the second floor. 

 Their apartment had only a small walk-in kitchen, which was fine since neither of them 

cooked much. Just outside the kitchen a square table stood next to a small window. Cynthia was 

sitting there, drinking a beer and leafing through the latest issue of Flash Cinema. Jason went 

into the kitchen, took out paper plates, laid out the two dinners, got himself a beer, and sat down 

across from her. Cynthia hadn't said much other than hello, and after Jason sat down, she 

continued to look at the magazine. When he’d told her he’d gotten drunk with Lucas the previous 

Friday, she seemed to believe him. But as he stared at the shape of her thin nose, pointing 

towards the magazine, he suspected she was still angry. He turned to the window. The house next 

door was nearly identical to theirs, as was the flat, featureless yard that stretched behind it. Their 

neighbor was sitting on her back stairs with her dog. 

 Cynthia said something about an actor she liked who was making a new movie. Jason 

smiled but didn't say anything. He could never remember the titles of movies, actors' names, or 

even what the movies were about a week after he'd seen them. Most movies were set in a world 

where the trivial was deified and what was really important didn't even exist. You'd never, for 

instance, see a movie set inside Yaldabeth, well, maybe some overwrought melodrama, but 

nothing realistic. As he looked at the outline of Cynthia's brow and nose over the magazine, it 

struck him as ridiculous that he'd probably never know anyone personally who'd been jailed at 

Yaldabeth. He couldn't accept the idea that an institution that had played so large a role in his 

recent life would remain simply an imposing facade and nothing more. Of course, he could 

always take a tour, but that thought disgusted him, apart from the fact that from a prison-

controlled tour, he'd learn nothing about life among the inmates. A couple of people in PCOPP 
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had tried to learn something about the lives of prisoners in other Incarcarex prisons, but even 

then it wasn't out of compassion or even out of genuine curiosity, it was only to gather up 

anecdotes to use in their pamphlets and letters to newspapers.  

 Cynthia said something else about another movie, a bio-pic about a French poet. He 

remembered then that he was going to talk to her about Lucas's book, but he didn't feel like 

trying to take over the conversation. He shrugged and looked at Cynthia again, then tried to 

recover his thoughts about Yaldabeth, but they'd skipped off, thanks to her interruption, almost as 

if they'd been offended. Of course, he wasn't doing anything, just sitting and musing, and 

because he didn't have some book or magazine open in front of him, Cynthia probably just 

assumed she could talk whenever she wanted to. Just sitting and thinking meant you weren't 

doing anything important. People did the same thing to him at work when he was reading, 

because to them, reading meant you couldn't find anything else to do, after all, who'd read when 

they could talk to a real living person?  In the cafeteria or on the lawn outside, they'd come up to 

him, some would ask what he was reading as a prelude to talking about themselves, some even 

skipped that opening formality. That Cynthia was doing basically the same thing to him suddenly 

irritated him a great deal. Of course, they were eating, which most people considered a social 

occasion, but she hadn't put her magazine aside. It was almost as if she'd laid a trap for him. 

She'd left her magazine open as a signal that he was under no obligation to her, but when he sank 

into his own thoughts, she'd interrupt them to talk at him about stuff she knew he wasn't 

interested in. And then came the inevitable reverse--he must be the biggest jerk in the world to let 

such small things bother him. He considered again talking about Lucas's book, even reading a 

poem or two to Cynthia, but then he remembered he'd left the book in his bike pack. 

 Cynthia stood up to get another beer. He watched her open the refrigerator, take out the 

bottle, pry off the cap and set it on the counter. Then for a few seconds she stopped moving, one 

hand on the counter, one hand on her hip. She wore black pants, a dark brown turtleneck and a 

knitted vest of rust orange. It seemed to Jason that the image of Cynthia in the kitchen was flat, 

painted on thin paper, and he could step up to it and tear it open to find nothing but starless space 

behind.  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DOLLHOUSE IDEOLOGY 
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1. 

 She had his picture in her purse, but she hadn't shown it to Cynthia. She'd told herself it 

was because he looked young--according to Alice, he was thirty-four, but he looked at least five 

years younger than that. A six year spread was acceptable to her, an eleven year spread would 

have been embarrassing, and anyway, Cynthia never did like hearing about her erotic games, and 

though Helena didn't want to think of her as a prude, she knew Cynthia would never believe 

anyone would want to be her slave unless he was psychologically damaged. What little 

imagination her friend had. 

 On her way back, Helena got both herself and Alice a cup of cappucino from Topkapi. 

The day was slow, and Alice was reading a magazine in the empty store when Helena returned. 

She hung around the counter for a few minutes and made some small talk, then went into the 

back office. 

 She'd started writing up a petition against the zoning proposal. It probably wouldn't do 

much good, certainly it wouldn't stop the mayor if he was determined, but at least someone 

would know that people weren't happy about it. All of the people on the block she'd talked to so 

far were behind her, and Sandy and Clay offered to help her circulate it. She sat down at the 

computer, called up the file and read through it carefully, then decided to let it sit for a day or 

two, just to make sure it was worded exactly as she wanted. 

2. 

 One of the best tricks modern humorists use is putting together elements from extreme 

points of view in a single piece, usually extremes of optimism and pessimism, Charles Manson 

and Charlie Brown, gangsters and candy makers, arsenic and old lace. Since most humorists who 

use this trick are themselves rather dark-minded, they see themselves as leavening the cheerful 



Built on the Ruins                         !       Brad Gottschalk 74

fantasy with a dose of hard reality, but, of course, their visions of the dark side are usually no less 

silly or cartoonish. Helena knew that, but she still liked the trick. She was thinking about this as 

she looked at the dollhouse. It rested on a small cabinet, the sides of which were flush with the 

house's walls. The house itself had two stories, each with four rooms. On the first floor were a 

living room, dining room, formal parlor with a fireplace and a small piano, and a kitchen. On the 

second were three bedrooms and a sewing room with a small spinning wheel. The walls were 

papered with floral patterns, throughout the house pastel colors reigned, and the furniture was all 

Victorian, beautifully made and impeccably arranged with tiny objects d'art, all conveying a 

peaceful, if restrained setting. But behind the cabinet doors lurked another aspect. When they 

were opened, they revealed a two-story basement, each floor with its own dark purpose. The first 

was a bondage dungeon decorated mostly in black with manacles chained to the walls, whips and 

paddles hanging from hooks, a tiny bench with straps and cuffs, a tall frame also with manacles 

and chains, and a cage in one corner. The floor below the dungeon was a family crypt. Spaces for 

caskets were carved into the stone walls, and each had a small inscription below it. The best 

detail of this room was a casket tipped onto the floor so that it looked as if it had fallen and 

broken open. The top half of a tiny skeleton was flopping out of the casket's broken lid and lying 

on the floor.  

 This was the second such dollhouse that Helena had put in her shop. The first was much 

simpler, though similarly themed, with only one story above and one below ground. The upper 

half was a rustically furnished country house with a wood burning stove, tiny metal coffee pot, 

tiny iron skillet, and an old fashioned telephone. The cages of an amateur zoo lined the walls and 

dotted the floors of the basement, holding snakes, scorpions, odd big beetles, lizards, spiders and 

toads. It had gathered dust for six months before being bought by a young man spending his 

father's money. During that six months, the woman who'd made it, Mercedes Easton, asked for it 

back three times, but Helena, who assumed Mercedes was only embarrassed by its not selling 

quickly, politely, encouragingly refused. When it finally sold, Helena called Mercedes on the 

phone and gave her the news. Three days later, the present dollhouse appeared on the truck of a 
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local messenger service. A number of people had commented on it, but it was expensive and 

seemed in even less of a hurry to leave than the first. 

 Mercedes Easton wasn't the only local artist to have work in Helena's store, but she was 

the first Helena had to track down. She lived in Illyria, a small town about sixty miles north of 

Saint Croix. A friend of Helena's, a photographer named Jim Blair had car trouble in Illyria a 

year before and while killing time tramping around the town he'd come across the first dollhouse 

which Mercedes was selling out of her garage. After he’d given her a couple of pictures of it, 

Helena called Mercedes repeatedly and left her an embarrassing number of messages before 

Mercedes agreed to put the house in her shop. They'd never met. All of their business had been 

by phone, mail and email. When she received the second dollhouse, Helena decided to make 

Mercedes another first in her career. After checking all of the shops in Saint Croix that might 

possibly carry something like this and satisfying herself that no one else did, she had her lawyer 

write up a contract giving her the exclusive retail rights to Mercedes' work. In less than a week 

they'd be meeting for the first time. Helena was more nervous about that than she was about her 

first date with Seth. 

3. 

 When Alice brought Seth to the store, Helena was waiting with a pot of coffee and a few 

pastries. Seth had a cup of coffee but didn't eat anything. He had a long face, and thick hair, 

black and shiny, probably dyed, hung over his forehead and down to his shoulders. He wore a t-

shirt with a cartoon mouse throwing a brick at a cartoon cat. Alice introduced them formally, 

then took off her coat and hovered near the register. 

 "This place is interesting," said Seth, apparently quite at ease. "Alice told me it was 

eclectic, but everybody says that, you know. How long have you had it?" 

 "Six years," said Helena. 

 "Hmm. So you were my age when you started it, right?" 
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 "I guess so." 

 "I can't believe I've never been in here. I guess I'm really not much of a shopper." 

 "Neither am I. Except for the store." 

 "I can tell you work hard on your inventory. It's like I'm in your house and there are 

things that happen to be for sale. I like that." 

 "You practically are in my house. I live upstairs." 

 "Really?" 

 "How are things at Zachary Street Comics?" 

 "Well, to be honest, that's just a job. I mean, it's kind of interesting, but I'm not a comic 

book junky or anything. In fact, most of the regular customers know more about the stuff than I 

do, and they're not shy about letting me know that." 

 "I get some of those, too," said Helena. "People come in, some of them even pretend they 

know the artist who did this painting or that wood carving, and they tell me they're going to get a 

better price. Then they leave, and they don't come back." 

 "So what's this?" 

 "That's new. Just came in a couple of weeks ago. A woman who lives up in Illyria makes 

them by hand." 

 "It's beautiful. The detail's amazing. Good God!  I'm not sure it's worth eight-hundred and 

seventy-five dollars, though." 

 "Open up the cabinet doors." 

 "Wow. That's amazing. You know, I'd love to have this in my place. I don't suppose you'd 

come down on the price a little?" 

 "Sorry." 

 "Listen, I know the artist, maybe I should call her up and tell her how you're treating me." 

 "Very funny." 

 "So now that you've had a chance to look me over, are you disappointed?" 

 "That's blunt." 
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 "I think people should say what they think, especially to people they want to get to 

know." 

 "You want to get to know me?" 

 "Yes. Look, I have to go back to work now, but I'm done at eight. We could have a drink 

then, or go out for coffee tomorrow, whenever you've got some time." 

 "A drink sounds perfect." 

 Seth shook her hand and headed out. At the door, he turned and looked back, smiled, then 

closed the door gently behind him. 

 "So," said Alice as she slipped on her coat, "do I get a raise?" 

4. 

 Seth was already at the Red Queen when Helena arrived, though she was, by her watch, 

five minutes early herself. He was sitting at a table with Lucas Sprague and Jason Gorham. She 

stood just inside the door for a few moments, trying to figure out how she could get his attention 

without having to talk to Jason, then, to her relief, she saw Lucas point in her direction. Seth 

stood up and walked towards her. 

 "Where do you want to sit?" he said. Helena pointed to the vacant table farthest from 

Jason's. "Let me get the drinks. Is there anything you'd recommend?" 

 "Get some wine," said Helena. "Their selection's great. They've got a valpolicella that's 

really good, and I like the sangre de toro from Spain, but it's a little dry for some people." 

 "What are you having?" 

 "Sangre de toro." 

 Helena sat down and watched Seth shoulder his way into the small crowd gathered 

around the bar. He was wearing a pair of dark blue twill pants and a grey shirt with subtle red 

checks in it. She was glad he'd made an effort to look nice. That afternoon in the store he wore 
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old blue jeans with holes in the knees, and she was afraid he’d assumed he wouldn’t have to 

make any effort to court her at all. 

 "Are you friends with Jason?" she couldn't help asking, with a tick of the head in his 

direction. 

 "Who's Jason?" asked Seth. 

 "The guy you were sitting with when I came in," she said. 

 "Oh. No, I don't even know him. I mean, I've talked to him once or twice, you know, will 

it ever stop raining, that kind of thing. I really sat down to talk to Lucas. As sort of an  outsider 

artist, I was hoping to talk to him about some ideas I've been working on." 

 "What kind of ideas?" 

 "Are you sure you want to ask me that?" 

 "Why wouldn't I?" 

 "Because I could hold forth for quite some time. Or maybe you would be interested. I’ve 

been kind of studying American individualism. It’s sort of a cultural project, not so much as it is, 

but how it’s become a part of our mythology. Your eyes are glazing over already." 

 "Sorry." 

 "We can talk about it later." 

 Seth didn’t say anymore about it, and Helena, in truth not wanting to hear more at that 

point, reflected on the fact that, apart from their sexual proclivities, so far they only had one 

thing in common. 

 "How long have you known Alice?" she then asked. 

 "A couple of years." 

 "You and she never. . .?" 

 "No. She's too passive. And I've never really been attracted to younger women. She's a 

good friend, but there's no spark. This is some kind of test, right?  I mean, you asked her the 

same thing, didn't you?" 

 "I did. Sorry." 

 "It's all right. What did she say?" 
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 "She said she wanted to go out with you. Actually, I think the way she put it was, she 

wanted to jump your bones till they rattled like a xylophone, but you weren't interested." 

 "Really?  She never told me that." 

 “Oops. Maybe we shouldn’t talk about Alice, then.” 

 Seth laughed. They both finished their wine. During their conversation Seth was leaning 

in and giving her his full attention, and she hadn’t felt so attractive in a long time. When she 

picked up their glasses and headed for the bar, She let her hips slide into a little strut as she went, 

certain he was watching her.  

 “Do you like this wine, or were you just trying to get cozy with me?” she asked, putting 

his glass on the table in front of him. 

 “Galileo once wrote that wine is water held together by sunlight.” 

 “That’s pretty.” 

 “It’s on the wall of the liquor store I go to.” 

 They both laughed.  

 “So, how did you come up with the name for your store?” 

 “It just popped into my head one day. Why?” 

 “It’s one of those things you have to think about before you realize you know what it 

means. ‘Essential Frivolities’ sounds like a euphemism.” 

 “That’s funny. You know when I applied for a business loan, the officer at the bank told 

me with that name my store wouldn’t last more than six months.” 

 “No kidding?  Well, when people like that say ‘bottom line’ you know they’re not just 

talking about money.” 

 “That’s the god’s truth.” 

 “I think you’re gorgeous. I’d love to take you to a movie.” 

 “It’s a little late.” 

 “Tomorrow?  You can pick out the movie. You can pick the time and place, too.” 

 “I’d like that.” 
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 He walked her to her car. Before she got in, he held her hand for a moment, then bowed 

awkwardly. She smiled and kissed his cheek. 

5. 

 The next day Helena pulled the movie section out of Free Words and ran through a list of 

brief descriptions that seemed designed to deter everyone from seeing anything. It had been 

months since she’d been to a movie; she knew nothing about any of the current releases and felt 

as though she were trying to read a menu in a foreign language. At eleven a.m., she called up 

Zachary Street Comics. It was slow there, apparently--she could hear a guitar being played in the 

background, the same arpeggios repeated with a different set of mistakes each time. She 

commented to Seth. 

Seth:  It’s all part of our store’s charming counter-culture atmosphere. 

Helena:  Listen, I’m having a little trouble with the movie. Want to make a suggestion? 

Seth:  We could do something else. 

Helena:  No, a movie’s fine. But you pick it, okay? 

Seth:  Sure. What do you like?  Comedies, mysteries? 

Helena:  How about science fiction? 

Seth:  I can check if there’s a good one playing. 

Helena:  If not, a mystery. 

 They met at the budget theatre on the northwest side of town. He was waiting just inside 

the door with the tickets in hand when Helena arrived.  

 “If you had picked a mystery, I would have paid full price,” he said, “but I guess this is it 

for science fiction.” 
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 The film appeared at first to have a plot, but about halfway through it devolved into 

audio-visual chaos. At the beginning, a group of humans were colonizing an alien planet with a 

harsh environment using small, insect-like robots. At one point, several of these robots seemed to 

stop functioning at once, but when the colonizers brought them back to the bio-dome (sic), they 

sparked into life, rampaged through the place, destroyed equipment (of course, the radios first) 

then killed one of the people. They believed the robots had somehow gained some intelligence, 

but it turned out they’d been reprogrammed by creatures already living on the planet before their 

arrival. One of the humans, the medical doctor, made an attempt to understand these aliens, or 

more properly, natives, (he argued with everyone over whether to call them “aliens” or “natives” 

and became the wheedling voice for sensitivity), even began to learn their language by tapping 

into the small robots’ reprogrammed memories, but he had a bad heart and died before he could 

learn anything. Opinions among the colonists were split as to whether they should attack the 

aliens or attempt to leave, but then a woman from a search party was captured and tortured by 

the aliens (how the other humans learned of her manner of death was never explained, one of the 

other people from the search party just told them, but the audience never found out how he 

knew) and the war began. And conveniently, at the war’s beginning, the humans found out that 

the “natives” were not actually native to the planet, but were the vanguard of the alien race’s 

attempt to colonize the planet themselves. Most of the second half of the movie was taken up 

with long battle scenes that were tedious, confusing, and dotted with awful lines like, “This is 

our home now. If you have rats in your house, you don’t leave, you put out poison!”  Eventually 

everyone was dead but the two humans who hated each other at the beginning but were in love 

by the end. They escaped in a small ship and were picked up a few years later in suspended 

animation. 

 Helena rather liked the bleak atmosphere of the movie’s beginning, but by the end, after 

the explosions, hand to hand combat, strange vehicles firing purple lasers, and cheering over 

alien death and destruction, she was more thoroughly bored than she would have been had she 

watched two straight hours of laundry detergent commercials. 

 “Well?” asked Seth as they hurried through the lobby. 
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 “Uh, well, I liked the first twenty minutes,” said Helena. 

 “Me, too,” said Seth. “The rest was awful. It would’ve made a good TV show, like an 

episode of The Twilight Zone or something.” 

 “I’m sorry,” said Helena. 

 “Me, too,” said Seth. “Why did you say science fiction?” 

 “I don’t know,” said Helena. “I guess when I go to movies, I don’t really want to see the 

real world.” 

 “When do you ever see the real world in any kind of movie?” said Seth.  

 They were standing by her car. Seth stood looking past her across the small parking  lot, 

hands in his pockets. He looked at the ground, then up at her, his forehead broken into wrinkles, 

a smile of embarrassment on his face. 

 “I have a confession to make,” he said. 

 “What’s that?” 

 “I don’t have a car. That’s why I said we should meet here. If I had a car, I’d’ve picked 

you up, since I was supposed to be taking you out. It seemed tacky to ask you to drive me.” 

 “I wouldn’t have minded. You want a ride home?” 

 “I’d love one.” 

 “Where are we going?” she asked as they rolled out to the street. 

 “Delmac. It’s off Taverner Street, about a mile north of Gossim. There’s a bar right there 

on Taverner if you want to get a drink.” 

 “I’d love to, but I’m driving up to Illyria tomorrow. Remember that dollhouse?  I’ve got a 

meeting with the woman who made it.” 

 “Okay. Hey, tell her I really like her work. You know, I think the studio must have 

changed that movie.” 

 “Why would you think that?” 

 “I’m not sure. I just had this weird feeling, you know there were a couple of scenes, 

especially at the beginning, that didn’t fit in. And then, the doctor, you know, in one scene he was 
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making sense when he was talking about tolerance, then he turns into this snivelling whiner. I 

don’t know.” 

 “Maybe they were just being sloppy.” 

 “I suppose.” 

 Helena pulled up in front of Seth’s building, a small three story complex of dirty brick. 

On the lawn was a sofa punctuated with holes.  

 “I’ll be back around three tomorrow,” she said. “I’ll give you a call.” 

 “Great. I’m working till six, call me at the store.” 

 Helena put her hand on Seth’s cheek and kissed him lightly on the mouth, then let her 

tongue tickle the outside of his lips. He smiled and leaned over to put his hand on her leg as she 

ran her hand through his hair. She grabbed a handful tightly, pulled his head towards her and 

kissed him hard on the mouth. His hand held her leg tightly. After she released him, he slumped 

back against his seat, fumbled momentarily for the door handle, then laughed quietly. 

 “If you don’t call me tomorrow,” he said, “you may find me camped out in front of your 

apartment.” 

 “I’ll call,” she said, also laughing. 

 That night, Helena dreamed that she and Seth were watching the original version of the 

movie. They were the only ones in the theatre, because no one else was interested. It was very 

different from the movie they had seen before, but she couldn’t remember how. Suddenly, Seth 

got off his seat, knelt down on the floor and started sucking on her toes. The credits rolled. She 

looked down at the floor--he was gone. She hurried out to the lobby, but it was crowded with 

people and she couldn’t find him. 

6. 

 Illyria was basically just a cluster of houses that dotted three hills and a small dale. There 

were two commercial streets that crossed in the center of town, a large discount store on the 
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south end off the highway and a bowling alley. Mercedes lived in a one story house at the end of 

a street lined with old bungalows, faded frame houses and even older trees. The house was 

painted powder blue with white trim and had a four foot high chain link fence around it. Behind 

the house, barely visible from the street, was a garage painted the same powder blue. Helena 

parked her car on the street then went through the fence’s unlocked gate up to the porch. She 

stood looking at the small spaces between the floorboards as she rang the doorbell. After ringing 

again to no answer, she followed the driveway to the garage. It was almost as big as the house 

itself, and though it looked new, it had an old-fashioned design with round windows and a side 

door with heavy glass panes. The side door stood open. Helena peered into the garage and saw a 

small person standing hunched over an unpainted wooden table. 

 “Mercedes?” she said quietly. The person straightened and turned. She was a very short 

woman, not much more than five one, with greying, once-black hair. She wore a pair of blue 

jeans, a sweat shirt with a college name Helena didn’t recognize, and a heavy plaid shirt. She 

smiled, ran a hand through her hair, then walked over to Helena. 

 “Is it ten o’clock already?” Mercedes said. 

 “I’m afraid I’m a few minutes early,” said Helena. 

 “Oh, that’s all right,” said Mercedes. 

 Helena looked over at Mercedes’ work table. On it was another dollhouse, this one even 

more elaborate than the one in her shop. Though only the basic structure was there, interior and 

exterior walls made of thin boards fit closely together, Helena could see a Gothic revival 

emerging with a square tower at the side and a wraparound porch. 

 “Wow,” she said. “That’s amazing.” 

 “I’m hoping it will be,” said Mercedes. “It’s taken me a long time to get the confidence 

where I can even try to make something like this. Come on, it’s cold out here, let’s go to the 

kitchen. Would you like some tea?” 

 “That’d be great.” 
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 Four cement steps with no railing led up to the house’s back door. Behind it was a clean, 

bright kitchen. Mercedes put the tea kettle on the stove, then placed a quiche cut into eight pieces 

in the center of the table. 

 “Let me just ask you why,” she said. 

 “Well, it’s mostly that I just like your work. The selfish reason is that I need things in my 

store you can’t get anywhere else. You go into most stores, and you see they stock pretty much 

what everyone else stocks. Maybe the brands are different, but the things themselves aren’t, 

really. A lot of the stuff in my store is unique. But also, having something so unusual it creates 

buzz, even if it takes a long time to sell.” 

 “What’s in it for me?” asked Mercedes, though it seemed to Helena without seriousness. 

 “You can price the dollhouses any way you want. I’ll only mark them up ten percent, and 

I’ll keep each one in the store until it sells.” 

 “You think they’ll all sit there for six months before they sell?” asked Mercedes. “Should 

I take that personally?” 

 “Not at all. Most of the people coming into the shop are looking for a novelty, but 

something less expensive. A hat, a tie, a candlestick.” 

 “Do you think they’d move faster in a different store?”  Helena noticed then that 

Mercedes wasn’t eating anything. She sat on the chair, one leg folded under her, holding her 

teacup with both hands. Helena had been nervous herself, and hadn’t realized until then that 

Mercedes might be, too, perhaps even more so.  

 “It’s possible, in a gallery, maybe, or a high-end furniture store, but those places are hard 

to get into. You have to take slides of your work and present them, maybe even go to trade 

shows. If you’re prepared to do that, go ahead and try, but my way is effortless. Plus, any other 

place will take your stuff off the shelf if it doesn’t sell in two or three months.” 

 “I haven’t even seen your store.” 

 “I’ll send you pictures. Listen, I’m not trying to put anything over on you, if you’re not 

comfortable signing the contract, don’t sign, I won’t resent you for it,” said Helena.  

 “How’s the quiche?” asked Mercedes abruptly. 
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 “Delicious. What’s in it?” 

 “Squirrel. Just kidding. A sausage recipe I got from my mom. You know, I never thought 

about selling them, really. I threw away the first two I made, I only put that last one up because I 

got tired of looking at it.” 

 “You’re more talented than you thought,” said Helena. “That happens a lot, to women 

especially.” 

 “I’m not sure I want it to be all so formal.” 

 “Well, you can think about it. Take all the time you need. If you decide you want to, give 

me a call, and I’ll come back up. Here’s my card, you can find me in the yellow pages or 

information, too, just look up Essential Frivolities. I’ve got a web page, too, essentialfrivolities 

dot com, but it’s not very up to date.” 

 “Would you like some more quiche?  I really was only kidding about the squirrel.” 

 “No, thanks, I should probably get back. The store gets busy in the afternoons on 

weekends.” 

 Mercedes walked Helena to her car. She carried her teacup with her. 

 “So what do you do when you’re not making dollhouses?” asked Helena. 

 “I’m a teller at the Illyria Bank. Jobs here are kind of hard to come by. I got lucky, my 

brother’s friends with one of the loan officers.” 

 “How long have you been working there?” 

 “About three years. No, I guess it’s closer to four by now.” 

 “What did you do before?” 

 “Different things.” 

 “I get it,” said Helena. 

 “Get what?” asked Mercedes. 

 “I’m prying.” 

 Mercedes started to protest, but Helena smiled and held up her hand to stop her. It was 

only after she was in her car and back on the highway that she realized she should have brought 
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some kind of gift, a little something for encouragement. She wasn’t used to this kind of 

wrangling and had acted like a guest though she’d invited herself. 

7. 

 Back at the store, she turned over her conversation with Mercedes several times, 

examining it for any promptings to optimism or pessimism. The place was busy, and she and 

Alice hardly talked to each other at all, which didn’t help. When things slowed down, Alice took 

a break, and Helena found herself in the shop alone. It was only then that she remembered she’d 

promised to call Seth. She sat down behind the register and dialed the comic book store. 

Helena:  Hello?  I’m calling for Seth Willard. 

Seth:  Helena?  Hi. How did it go? 

Helena:  She wants to think about it. Generally, I feel good about it. 

Seth:  Congratulations. 

Helena:  You were in a dream I had last night. 

Seth:  Really?  What were we doing? 

Helena:  I was watching a movie. You were sucking my toes. 

Seth:  Really?  Well, Freud says all dreams are wish-fulfilment. 

Helena:  Let’s say that’s true. What would you do with the information I’ve just given you? 

Seth:  I would fulfill your wish. 

Helena:  You would? 

Seth:  Well, that is, are your feet clean? 

Helena:  They will be. 

Seth:  I had a really good time last night. Despite the crappy movie. 

Helena:  Me, too. 

Seth:  My head is still buzzing from that kiss you gave me. 
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Helena:  That was the desired effect. 

Seth:  Do you want to have dinner tonight? 

Helena:  I don’t know. Will my toes be the appetizer or the dessert? 

Seth:  Dessert, I’d say. 

Helena:  I’ll pick you up at six. 

Seth:  You don’t have to pick me up. 

Helena:  I don’t have to do anything. Be ready at six. 

Seth:  Okay, but can we make it six thirty at my place?  I’d like to change, I look like a bum. 

Helena:  All right. Six thirty. Don’t be late. 

Seth:  Yes, ma’am. 

8. 

 They had dinner at the Golden Horn, a Turkish restaurant right downtown, one of 

Helena’s favorites. Seth tried to start a conversation, but Helena had spent the last of the 

afternoon working on her petition and was ready to vent. Even before the wine came, she was 

interrupting him, angrily and elaborately deriding Kupfer’s proposal. 

 “I guess I don’t really get it,” he said in the middle of her speech. 

 “Don’t get what?” she asked. 

 “The whole zoning thing.” 

 “You should know about this, you work in retail. It’s going to affect you too, if not 

tomorrow, then down the road.” 

 “Well, I hope down the road, I’m not working at Zachary Street Comics.” 

 “Okay, let me know if I’m confusing you, here. There are a lot of different kinds of 

zoning, from strictly residential, to farmland, to strictly commercial, and everything in between. 

Bleekman Street is zoned mixed use, which means both residential and commercial, and Kupfer 

wants to change it to strictly commercial.” 
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 “But you’d keep your store. That’s commercial.” 

 “All those buildings have apartments on the second and third floors. The landlords would 

have to convert them to offices or stores. Or sell them. That whole district is a unit, the shops 

depend on each other for business.” 

 “Right. Divide and conquer. I guess it’s the age of the superstores. In fact, I’m not 

surprised that’s what people want, because we have this illusion that we’re all individuals, but we 

really live in hives.” 

 “Maybe some people do. Not everyone wants to buy everything in a giant warehouse 

with thirty cash registers staffed by kids who don’t know china from stoneware.” 

 “It’s all about cheap crap. Give Americans the choice between convenience and quality, 

they’ll choose convenience every time.” 

 “They just don’t know any better.” 

 “Hey, speaking of the lowest common denominator, I looked up that movie we saw. 

There’s a web site called “Science Faction”, and they like attack these books and movies that 

mess around with what was once good science fiction. This was based on a pulp story from the 

fifties called, “Colony of the Twin Suns”. They had a copy of the story, and I downloaded it.” 

 “You must have a lot of free time at work.” 

 “People too busy buying video games at a warehouse to come to our store, I guess. 

Anyway, in the story, there’s no torture scene, and you didn’t find out the aliens weren’t native to 

the planet until the very end. This is the killer. In the battle between the aliens and the humans, 

everybody dies, then there’s this description of the emptiness, the aftermath, and the author 

describes the spaceship sitting on the sand like a giant pagan idol. Then, at the end of the story, 

there’s this space admiral on earth, and he’s sending a fleet of warships to the planet to find out 

what happened, then at the very end, the aliens are also sending their fleet to the planet, implying 

an all out war. I mean, it was the fifties, science fiction was full of allegories about Russia and 

the U.S., but still, it would’ve been better than this bland video game we got.” 

 “I guess that’s true.” 

 “Of course, it was a pretty short story, they had to add stuff.” 
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 “Do you always research your entertainment so thoroughly?” 

 “Hey, I’m a student of the culture, man.” 

 After they finished eating, Helena took Seth’s hand and led him wordlessly out onto the 

street. Above them in the windows of several office buildings a few lights winked dimly. The 

restaurant was a bright glow of activity attracting people from dark entranceways and empty 

storefronts. 

 “What should we do now?” Seth asked. 

 “Go back to my place. If that’s okay with you.” 

 “Sure. You must be tired. Are you working tomorrow?” 

 “No, I mean with you.” 

 “Well, I. . . that’s more than okay.” 

 A few minutes later, Helena was leading Seth by the hand again, around the front door of 

her building to the back stairs. He stood with his hands in his pockets as she unlocked the door, 

then followed her in and stood in the center of her living room, hands still in his pockets. They’d 

both been silent during the car ride. Helena cocked her head towards the couch. Seth removed his 

coat, draped it over the arm of a chair and sat as Helena went into the kitchen. She returned a 

minute later with two glasses of wine. Standing directly in front of him, she handed him a glass, 

then put her knee up on the sofa next to his leg. He reached out with his free hand, but she 

backed away. 

 “No touching until I say so,” she said. “Are you nervous?” 

 “A little.” 

 “Good.”  She sat next to him on the couch. They sat silently for long minutes, looking at 

each other and sipping wine, then Helena put her glass on the coffee table and pointed with her 

finger, wordlessly ordering him to do the same.  

 “Open your mouth,” she said. She leaned over, ran her tongue lightly around his open 

lips, then put her hand on the back of his head and kissed him hard. He inhaled sharply, his hands 

staying flat on the cushion. 

 “Did that make you hard?” she whispered in his ear. 
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 “I’m getting there,” said Seth. 

 “Show me.” 

 Seth opened his pants and pulled them down to his knees, then did the same to his boxers 

showing a semi-hard penis lying against his right thigh. It became completely hard almost 

immediately as Helena put her thumb and forefinger around it. She leaned over, slipped just the 

tip into her mouth and tongued it lightly--Seth’s head fell against the back of the couch. 

 “Take off your clothes,” she ordered. He stood and stripped quickly. His body was very 

thin and strangely unmarked by acne, birthmarks, piercings, tattoos or even moles. He stood 

before her, hands at his sides, cock emitting a single drop of clear fluid. Helena extended her 

foot, smiled and raised her eyebrows. Seth knelt in front of her, removed her shoes and socks, 

then ran his fingers over her toes. Taking each foot in turn, he lifted them to his lips and kissed, 

licked and sucked each toe, taking his time, running his tongue between the toes and across her 

soles.  His cock was still hard, and she reached down with her right foot and pressed it into his 

belly. 

 “As good as the dream?” he asked, eyes closed. 

 “Better,” she said. “I think you’d better go higher. Right now.”  She pulled up her skirt 

and lay down. He pulled off her underpants and went down. 

 After she came, she rolled over onto her side and propped her head up on her palm. Seth 

still knelt on the floor, his penis drooping. She nudged it with her toe, and it stirred a little. 

 “I’d like to see you naked,” he said. 

 Helena smiled. She sat up, opened her blouse and pulled it off, then stood and dropped 

her skirt and bra on the floor. Seth started to get up, but she put her hand on his shoulder to stop 

him. Unlike Seth’s undadorned body, Helena’s was decorated with a large phoenix tattoo that 

covered the lower half of her left side. One wing spread across her back, another across her belly, 

just brushing the underside of her left breast. Each of her nipples was pierced with a silver ring 

that had a gold wire wrapped delicately around it. 

 “Wow,” said Seth. 
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 “I’m surprised you don’t have one,” she said. “I bet you’re the only one at the comic 

book store who doesn’t.” 

 “You’d be right.” 

 “Bring the wine.” 

 Seth picked up the wine glasses and followed Helena to the bedroom. She pulled the 

covers off the bed and lay down. He handed her a glass and slid in next to her. She took her wine 

without drinking and set it on a small table on her side of the bed, then held out her hand for his 

glass as well. As he lay down, she rose up on her knees, put a hand on his chest and squeezed his 

nipple. With her other hand, she grabbed a thick clump of his hair, pulled his head back against 

the bed, leaned over and bit his lips while running her fingernails over his ribs, down his belly to 

his cock, hard again. Without letting go of head or cock, she swung her leg over him, straddled 

him, pulled her mouth away from his, then he was inside her. Her eyes were on his as she 

grabbed his wrists and pinned them down. 

 “I don’t want you to come yet,” she said. “Tell me when you get close.” 

 “Yes, ma’am.” 

9. 

 He had orders to be at the shop at four. Though they’d seen each other several times 

during the week, this was the first time she’d planned out anything like this, and she was a little 

nervous. Alice was still on break, there was no sign of him, and the store’s two customers 

wandered about unattended. Her small stereo system was playing some classical guitar, but even 

at a low volume the usually unobtrusive music was getting on her nerves. The minute hand of her 

watch was on twelve’s threshold when Alice and Seth walked into the shop together, laughing. 

Alice went behind the counter while Seth pretended to look around. 

 “Can I help you with anything?” she asked him.  
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 “I’m just looking,” he said, then he crouched down and pretended to examine a knick-

knack box on a low shelf. She took a step towards him; his palm spread over her calf, then 

moved up her leg slowly. Helena glanced at Alice who was pretending not to notice. As the two 

customers left the store, Seth stood. She took a step towards him until her left hip was touching 

his right. Her hand slipped into the front pocket of his jeans. 

 “This is a key to upstairs,” she whispered in his ear. “Go to the living room and take your 

clothes off.” 

 Without a word Seth left the store. Helena waited five minutes then went to the back 

stairs.  

 He was standing naked in the middle of the living room, his arms at his side, his head 

bowed slightly. Circling him slowly, she let her index finger trace the line of his spine then lead 

her palm to cup each buttock. The crack of skin on skin as she slapped him there and the slight 

sting on her palms excited her. After five or six more slaps, she stood behind him, hands on his 

shoulders, pushing him gently down to his knees.  

 “Tell me you want me,” she said. 

 “I want you.” 

 Still on his shoulders, her hands guided him forward until he was down on all fours. His 

eyes were on her legs as she stepped around from behind him and walked over to the couch, lay 

down and lifted her skirt. 

 “Crawl over here and eat me.” 

 After she came, she got off the couch and put Seth on his back on the floor. Starting with 

his mouth, she kissed her way down his chest, bit his nipples, the skin right over the last ribs, his 

belly, took his cock into her mouth and sucked him. But before he came, she lifted her head, 

squeezed his hard-on tightly in her hand and smiled. 

 “I have to get back to the store,” she said. “We can take care of this in a couple of hours.” 

 She gathered up his clothes and left the apartment with them. 

 Later that evening, after they’d had dinner and she’d shown him some mercy, they sat 

against the headboard under several blankets drinking wine. 
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 “Had a little activity in the shop after you left,” said Helena. 

 “What happened?” 

 “This woman came in with a radio she’d bought. It was an old radio, an antique I sold on 

consignment for a friend of mine. Anyway, she comes in with the thing, and she’s complaining 

that it doesn’t get the same kind of reception a new radio does. ‘I could buy a radio for twenty 

dollars that would sound better than this’, she says. I told her there have been just a few 

discoveries since nineteen forty-eight. She grabs a handful of her skirt, she’s wearing this dark 

grey wool suit, and she says, ‘this skirt was made in nineteen forty-three, and it’s better than 

anything you’d buy off the rack today.’  I mean what do you say to that?  She probably doesn’t 

even know what a vacuum tube is.” 

 “Actually, they didn’t use vacuum tubes in radios, only in old televisions.” 

 “Well whatever they used, copper coils or whatever, she wouldn’t know. Maybe stitching, 

that’s it.” 

 “So what did you do?” 

 “I took it back, what else could I do?” 

 “Was Alice there?” 

 “Why would you ask that?” 

 “Just trying to get a flavor of the full scenario. If Alice was onstage, the scene changes, 

even if she didn’t say anything.” 

 “It’s not a play.” 

 “The problem is you think of your shop as someplace where people get things that 

express themselves.” 

 “Yeah, so?” 

 “And this woman had a different attitude. To her, it was just an object.” 

 “But she had the forties skirt on.” 

 “She was probably lying about that.” 
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 “I had it on consignment. And Alice is useless anyway in a situation like that. She can’t 

decide for herself, I have to tell her. If I told her, treat this customer like a queen, treat that 

customer like we don’t want her back, she can do it, but she can’t improvise on her own.” 

 “I think you’re just taking it all too personally.” 

 “It’s my business, how else am I supposed to take it?” 

 “Maybe Alice is afraid you’ll disapprove no matter what she does.” 

 “I hope I never see that woman again. Too personally?  Why do anything if you don’t 

take it personally?” 

 “Yesterday, this guy was in Z Street, and he started talking to me about this comic, and 

how they hired this colorist, and it was just too slick after it came out in color, and they were 

talking about making a movie, and he couldn’t believe I didn’t know all that, and I listened to it 

all for a good ten minutes, then I just looked at him and said, ‘The books I read don’t have 

pictures.’  Okay, he didn’t buy anything, but he probably wasn’t going to anyway.” 

 “It’s easy to insult someone if you know what’s important to them.” 

 “Are you mad at me?” 

 “Let’s talk about something else.” 

 The conversation drifted into trivialities after that, though Seth did bring up the movie 

they’d seen on their second date. Helena, still grumpy after his comments, thought unkindly that 

perhaps he’d picked that movie on purpose, that he’d known the story behind it beforehand and 

was trying to impress her, but she didn’t question him about it. He tried to needle her again a 

couple of times about taking things too personally, but she ignored him. 

 They didn’t talk until the following Saturday, and then it was at a big gathering at the 

Caged Tiger. They met there, and even though they’d gone early, there was already a crowd of 

people she knew at least peripherally. Though Seth claimed to know the writers and theatre 

artists that were there, he stayed next to her and didn’t talk to any of them. Helena planned to 

leave early, but she started talking to Cynthia, who seemed depressed, ended up arguing with 

Jason, and stayed until after one. By the time they got back to her place, they were both too tired 

for anything but twenty minutes of television, then sleep. 
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 The next day, she woke up before he did. To her surprise, she wasn’t feeling hungover at 

all. She didn’t expect Seth to be hungover either since he hadn’t had more than three glasses of 

wine--he was still afraid to get drunk in front of her, apparently. He was lying on his side with his 

back to her, a morning hard on standing out under the sheets. She spooned against him and 

pinched his nipples until he woke up, half turned towards her and tried to kiss her. She held his 

wrist with one hand and squeezed his cock with the other, then rolled him onto his belly, 

climbing on top of him at the same time. 

 “If I had a cock, I could fuck you like this,” she said, spreading his legs apart with her 

knees. “Would you like that?” 

 “Yes, ma’am.” 

 “Let’s take a shower.” 

 It started playfully. They kissed and soaped each other, she tickled him, he kissed her 

breasts and ran his hands over her belly, she pushed him against the wall and kissed his mouth. 

Then she turned him around and put his hands on the wall over his head. Holding the bar of soap 

tightly, she ran it slowly down the line of his backbone, then between his buttocks, rubbing, 

leaving a thick paste of soap, then one hand on his chest holding him, the other between his legs, 

she slipped her finger up his ass. 

 “That’s one finger,” she whispered as he gasped, forehead pressed against the wall. “And 

that’s two. Do you want me to stop?” 

 “No, ma’am.” 

 She finger fucked him slowly, her other hand helping to keep his cock hard (though he 

didn’t need much help). Then she stepped away. 

 “Rinse off, dry off, and go to the living room,” she said. 

 She took her time getting things together. He’d probably guessed what was coming, so 

making him wait for it added to her excitement. The latex cock, but for its obsidian black color, 

looked real and was, in fact, from a mold made from a real, living penis, with small bumps and 

the outlines of veins on the surface. She sliped it through a metal ring in a leather belt and 

buckled it around her waist and between her buttocks like a g-string. When she walked into the 
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living room, he was standing in the center of the room as usual, arms at his sides, head bent 

slightly down. She approached him, touched his face and put a finger in his mouth. 

 “Do you want to stop?” she asked. He shook his head. Her legs fell apart as she sat on the 

arm of the sofa, hands on her knees, lower jaw forward. “Get on your knees and suck my cock.” 

 Even though it was a latex penis, she enjoyed at least watching him give her a blow job--

he went slowly, licking it like a popsicle, then taking as much into his mouth as he could. After a 

few minutes, she pulled his head away by the hair and handed him a tube of lubricant. Moving 

forward, she pushed him down on the floor; he lay on his back, hands wet with the viscous gel, 

rubbing her cock until it was shiny and dripping. Then he was on his elbows and knees, head 

almost touching the floor, and she was going in slowly, then more quickly, and with one hand 

she’d taken some of the gel from his and wrapped a slippery fist around his cock which was still 

hard, and she didn’t move her hand at first just locked it there while slapping his ass with her 

other hand. He moved against her, and she slapped him harder and told him to hold still then she 

gripped his cock harder, moved her hand and he cried out and came onto the floor and himself. 

 “What about you?” he asked, seeing her gathering her clothes. 

 “It’ll have to wait” she said. “I’ve got to get downstairs.” 

 Seth didn’t have to work that day, and he was waiting for her outside the store when she 

closed up. He seemed to her to be in a good mood. During the drive to the Golden Horn, he 

started talking enthusiastically about a comic book he’d read at the store the day before, but she 

was concentrating on driving through the heavier than usual traffic and missed a lot of what he 

was saying.  

 “Once a work of art hits the public, it stops having anything to do with the artist. We all 

talk about expression, it’s not about expression, it’s about having a thing. Didn’t that woman who 

makes the dollhouses tell you she only decided to sell it after she got tired of it?  Once she was 

done with it, it didn’t have any meaning for her anymore.” 

 By that time, they were seated. He was tearing a long dinner roll into very small pieces 

and eating it piece by piece as he talked.  
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 “So the guy who built this house, he thought he was preserving himself in stone and 

wood, but in fact he was losing himself, which was sort of the central metaphor, and it fits right 

in with a lot of observations I’ve been making about our culture.” 

 Apparently this was part of the comic book’s story, but she’d missed most of his 

description of it. His words were like random notes struck on a piano. 

 “I read an interview with this theatre director, and he said that no artwork is entirely an 

expression of an individual. I don’t remember what his reasoning was, but I’ve been thinking a 

lot about this, and you know in most movies and books, at least American movies and books the 

individual is a destructive force. Or a victim, but usually destructive. Look at Dirty Harry, or 

even Jesus, it’s all about destroying a system, like the cowboys, but they aren’t really cowboys 

they’re the gunfighters in the movies, the individual isn’t the one who builds, he’s the one who 

tears down what’s been built because it’s built badly. When you build something, it gets 

absorbed, there may be some shock moment at first when people acknowledge the individual 

artist or architect, but then it’s gone. Do you know who built the Toaster?  I don’t either.” 

 “But those are just movies. The lone gunman against the system makes a good story, but 

it’s not life.” 

 “Not life?  Not life?  You don’t think every guy out there has fantasies like that?  Even 

the fantasy belongs to the group mentality. We see a real individualist, we can’t wait to stomp the 

shit out of him.” 

 “Like Jesus?” 

 “I’m not kidding. This isn’t a joke. I’ve been working on these ideas for like three years 

now. Don’t just dismiss--anyway, in that respect, I decided that woman who came into your shop, 

with the radio, she was right. You see, for most people, it’s a case of either function or style. 

They want the forties look, but they don’t care how it sounds, or they just want a good radio, 

never mind how ugly it is. But she wanted both. I think that’s admirable.” 

 “You do? Are you just trying to piss me off, or does she fit into this crackpot idea of the 

individual that you’re spinning?” 
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 “Crackpot? Crackpot? Let me tell you something, I know enough--”  He’d started raising 

his voice, but suddenly he stood, grabbed his coat and walked out into the street. Helena, 

surprised, sat still and watched him cross the restaurant swinging his coat around himself, shove 

the door aside widely with the heel of his hand and head off in the direction of Lakeshore. Before 

the door had closed behind him, she was up, out,  and chasing him down the street. 

 “Why are you so angry?” she yelled. 

 “You’re calling me a crackpot,” he said. “It seems pretty fucking obvious to me. What do 

you know about it?  Have you read Nietzsche?  Have you read Sartre?  I know enough to know 

you’re chasing a pipedream. You can’t buy individuality in a store, but that’s what you’re trying 

to sell. All of your one-of-a-kind shit, that’s strictly for desperate people, people who can’t make 

up their own minds anyway.” 

 “Fuck you, then. Keep walking, I’m going back in and eat. If you need help forgetting my 

phone number, I’d be glad to hit you over the head with a hammer!”  The last sentence she 

shouted at his back as he disappeared around the nearest corner. She went back into the 

restaurant, flagged down the waiter and ordered a bottle of red wine and a bowl of lentil soup. 

10. 

 Alice’s apartment was on the first floor. Her window looked out onto the porch where an 

old couch sat, stuffing falling out of one of the cushions. An unused bicycle rested against the 

wall, flat tire folding under it, and what was left of a spider plant drooped from a hanging pot, a 

dried brown skeleton grown brittle in the November air. The inside, though, was much more 

inviting. A Magritte poster hung over a much newer and more comfortable couch, and in front of 

the couch stood a coffee table with black iron legs and, draped over it,  a colorfully embroidered 

cloth. Tall spindly candlesticks stood near the couch, and an imitation Persian rug, inexpensive 

but soft and thick, covered a large rectangle in the center of the floor.  
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 Every three or four seconds, Seth caught a glimpse of Alice moving around in her 

kitchen. She wore stretch pants, a black turtleneck sweater and knee-high black boots with 

pointed toes and flat soles. Seth had always liked women in boots, and he thought that there 

might be some hope for Alice after all, standing there in the doorway black and straight as an 

exclamation mark. All she really needed was a shot of confidence. His mind flashed back to 

Helena, showing him a pair of boots she’d just bought, calf-high, with many hooks and holes for 

laces, four inch stiletto heels decorated with thin metal plates, a fetishistic take on old Victorian 

boots, but, typically, she’d never gotten around to actually wearing them for him. When Alice 

came back into the room again with two cups of tea, he looked at her closely. She had rings in 

her nose, eyebrows, and ears, and very short hair. She’d cut it herself to a uniform half inch. She 

also had at least two rings on each of the fingers of each hand, including her thumbs; they 

clinked against her cup as she drank and set it down on the low table. Her face was long and thin, 

her body short and thin. She was usually quiet, but he’d always believed there was something in 

her waiting to come out. She took off her boots, then sat on the floor crossing her legs in front of 

her in the posture he jokingly referred to as the wilted lotus. 

 “I’m sorry,” she said. She scratched the underside of her forearm twice. “I guess I thought 

you’d be perfect for one another.” 

 “Well, maybe Helena’s not the person you thought she was,” said Seth. “She certainly 

wasn’t the person I thought she was.” 

 “Who did you think she was?” asked Alice. 

 “A free woman,” said Seth. “Someone not tied to convention, who understands all the 

rules we live by are all pretty arbitrary. Someone who doesn’t care what other people think. She 

wants to be that, but she can’t. She’s not strong enough.” 

 “I don’t know, Seth,” said Alice. “I mean, I kind of get what you mean. Maybe you’re 

looking for some kind of consistency. Isn’t consistency the demon of the mind?” 

 “Hobgoblin,” said Seth. “Mark Twain. Consistency is the hobgoblin of small minds. You 

know what she said about you?” 

 “What?” asked Alice, pretending not to be very interested. 
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 “That you were like a puppet. You could do your job well if she told you exactly what to 

do in every situation, but that you couldn’t think for yourself,” said Seth, pretending that 

revealing this to Alice made him uncomfortable. 

 “Well, she is kind of a control freak,” said Alice. “But she’s always been nice to me.” 

 “Because she’s the boss,” said Seth. “The voice of authority. You know, people in 

authority always have to be backed up by physical power. In this case the police.” 

 “That’s a little extreme, isn’t it?” asked Alice. 

 “Let me ask you something. Let’s say you got fired for some reason, and you went to the 

store and asked for your last paycheck, and Helena told you to leave, but you said you wouldn’t 

until you got paid. Now she calls the police. When they arrive, who are they going to arrest, her 

for not paying you, or you for trespassing?” 

 “What does that have to do with anything?” asked Alice. 

 “Well, our relationship was different. There was no physical power, and it made her 

uncomfortable. Her authority was only based on an agreement, not on anything tangible, and she 

couldn’t handle it,” said Seth. 

 “So what do you want me to do?” asked Alice. 

 “I don’t know,” said Seth. “Heighten your awareness, I guess.” 

11. 

 A week went by, and Helena didn’t mention Seth to Alice at all. Alice apologized to her 

the day after the fight, but she showed no real curiosity about Helena’s state of mind nor her 

position in the argument. At first, Helena was angry and didn’t want to think about Seth at all, 

but during the week the anger drained away leaving her wondering idly what had set him off. 

She couldn’t believe he was really angry with her for disagreeing with him on what seemed a 

pretty trivial point. 
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 On Sunday morning when she opened up the shop she saw a small envelope taped to the 

front door. Her name was hand-printed on it in small, neat block letters. Inside was a polaroid 

photo of Seth sitting on a chair. He was wearing only a pair of blue jeans and had a black ball 

gag in his mouth. His hands were on top of his head, his eyes wide with surprise. Accompanying 

the photo was a note, not quite as neatly printed as the envelope. 

Helena:  I CAN’T BELIEVE I SAID THAT!  This is how I’ll be from now on. I don’t 

blame you if you don’t want to give me another chance, but I promise, I won’t 

act crazy if you do. I’m so sorry for the things I said, I just, well I guess I just 

got afraid you wouldn’t take me seriously if you didn’t agree with what I said. 

Call me at the shop if you want to. If you don’t, well, I guess I can’t say that I 

blame you. 

  Seth 

 She read the note three times, then put it and the picture in her desk drawer in the office. 

She wasn’t sure at first whether she was going to call, and during the day the store was busy, so it 

was easy to shove the situation into a slot near the bottom of her priorities. By the end of the day, 

she was so tired that the prospect of negotiating with an insecure boyfriend was very 

unappealing. But the next day was very slow. The morning dragged by like a turtle carrying a 

cannonball, and she had plenty of time to consider Seth’s request. He’d seemed pretty sure of 

himself whenever they were together, but she wondered if perhaps on a deeper level he was 

embarrassed by his sexual submissiveness. Maybe she’d taken things too far--maybe he didn’t 

really like being fucked in the ass, but was just afraid to tell her. Maybe she was just making up 

excuses for him. She had to admit that she really liked him, that she found him smart, funny, 

charming, that his goofy-ass theories in fact only added to his charm and made him romantically, 
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even whimsically flawed. And she’d have to be one uptight, vindictive bitch not to give him a 

second chance. That, in fact, was the main point--she didn’t want to be the kind of person who 

would cut someone off for one bad night. She’d made the decision to call him a little before 

eleven, but she waited to do it until after lunch. No reason to let him think she was eager. 

Seth:  Zachary Street Comics. 

Helena:  Seth?  Is that you? 

Seth:  Helena?  Hi. I’m glad to hear your voice. 

Helena:  Thanks. 

Seth:  So, are you calling me to tell me to fuck off, or are you going to make my month? 

Helena:  I’m not calling to tell you to fuck off. 

Seth:  I’m really sorry. 

Helena:  Did I do something to make you angry? 

Seth:  Well, I don’t know, I mean, it’s like this. I want an intellectual partner, not just a sexual 

one. I want you to disagree with me, but when you did, it was like, I don’t know, like I 

said in the note, I was afraid you weren’t taking me seriously, that you thought I was just 

some kind of nut. 

Helena:  I do take you seriously.  

Seth:  Anyway, I’m sorry. 

Helena:  You don’t have to keep saying that. You want to have a drink or something? 

Seth:  I’m here till eight. 

Helena:  I’ll pick you up at eight, okay? 

Seth:  Great. Helena. . . I just want to say thanks. 

 They each had three drinks that night and got a little tipsy. They were both full of 

forgiveness, and Helena did not bring up the thoughts she’d had earlier that day. Mostly they 

chatted about stuff they’d already talked about on other occasions. Yet even though the 

conversation was light, they felt a common bond, a sense of ease with one another reestablished, 
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and Helena, not wanting to screw that up, asked if they could put sex off for a day or two until 

their rapport seemed normal rather than novel. Seth cheerfully agreed. 

12. 

 “She called earlier today,” said Helena. “She’s ready to sign.” 

 “Congratulations,” said Seth. 

 They were sitting on the living room floor against the couch. Helena poured a glass of 

wine for each of them in celebration. She’d never liked champagne. 

 “And I think I may sell the dollhouse tomorrow. Someone was in the shop today, a 

professor at Basileus, he said he’d be back tomorrow with his checkbook.” 

 “More good news?  We’ll just have to drink the whole bottle, then.” 

 “Okay, but slowly. I can’t drink the way I used to.” 

 “Maybe we should head to the bedroom first. I don’t really like to do it when I’m drunk.” 

 “Me either.” 

 “I brought the gag, just to be on the safe side.” 

 “Can we talk about that?” 

 “What do you mean?” 

 “Well, I wanted to ask you. . . Did I go too far last week?  I mean, the day we had our 

fight?” 

 “Too far?  I’m not sure what you mean by too far.” 

 “Well, you know, being penetrated, a lot of men think it’s humiliating even to think about 

it. I mean, I don’t want you to do something you don’t like just because you think you have to do 

it to make me happy. You wouldn’t be the first man I’ve been with who was a little embarrassed 

about being submissive. For that matter, I don’t have to be in control all the time. I mean, I don’t 

really want to be tied up or ordered around, but we could just have a straight fuck now and again, 

too, if that’s what you want.” 
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 “Don’t you think that’s a little condescending?” 

 “Condescending, how?” 

 “Well, you assume the problem is sex, even though I already told you what it was.” 

 “You’re right. I’m sorry.” 

 “Really?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “You know, I’d love to meet this dollhouse woman.” 

 “Are you serious?” 

 “Of course.” 

 “Don’t you have to work?” 

 “I can get Steve to cover for me for me. What do you say?” 

 “Did you really bring the gag? 

 “It’s in my backpack.” 

 “Get it for me.” 

 Seth went to the door, picked up his backpack and took out the gag, a black rubber ball 

attached to a thin belt. He handed it to her. She stood up slowly, dangling it from her pinky. 

  “Take off your clothes, then go to the bedroom, put on the blindfold and lie face down on 

the bed with your hands behind your back,” she whispered. She licked his ear, and he trembled 

slightly. 

 “Yes, ma’am.” 

13. 

 The next morning when Helena woke up Seth was already in the kitchen making coffee. 

Though it was early, she was very alert, even a little jumpy. She drank her first cup quickly, took 

a shower, had a second cup, then went down to open up the store. Alice was already there. They 

exchanged a few words, but Helena didn’t have the patience to linger. When she got back 
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upstairs, Seth was cleaned up and dressed. She poured more coffee into a travel cup, then they 

put on their coats and headed for the car. 

 “Aren’t you hungry?” Seth asked her. 

 “Too nervous,” she said, unlocking the car door for him. 

 “Do you mind if I run over to Topkapi and get a scone or something?” 

 “Hurry.” 

 He was back in less than five minutes. He’d gotten her a cinnamon roll, just in case, but 

she didn’t eat it. When they got out of town, Seth put his hand on Helena’s thigh and rubbed the 

rough fabric of her tights with his fingertips. She took his hand and moved it up under her skirt. 

He left it there, and she moved against it several times during the drive, but as they rolled into 

Illyria, Helena was distracted and only dimly aware that he was in the car at all. When they got to 

Mercedes’ house, she parked, got out and headed for the front porch without a word. As she rang 

the doorbell, she heard Seth coming up behind her, running to catch up. By the time he was at 

her side, Mercedes was opening the door. 

 “Hi,” said Helena. “Mercedes, this is my friend, Seth Willard. Seth, this is Mercedes 

Easton, dollhouse artist extraordinaire. He wanted to meet you, I hope it’s okay.” 

 “Sure,” said Mercedes. “Come on in.” 

 Helena glanced around as they went without stopping through the living room. There was 

a small fireplace in the wall opposite the front door, but it was completely clean despite the 

recent cold weather. There was a television on a metal table with a stack of video tapes on top of 

it. Helena didn’t see any photos, in fact, there was nothing hanging on the walls.  

 “I made a little lunch,” said Mercedes. “I think there’s enough for three.” 

 She took out three plates and filled them up with pieces of chicken, brown and yellow 

rice and asparagus tips. She accompanied the plates with tall, thin glasses of iced tea and lemon 

wedges. 

 “You didn’t have to go to so much trouble,” said Helena. “I’m the one who’s supposed to 

be courting you.” 

 “It wasn’t any trouble,” said Mercedes. “The chicken’s from the grocery store deli.” 
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 “It’s delicious,” said Seth, drumstick in one hand, forkful of rice in the other. 

 “Do you mind if I ask you one question?” said Mercedes. 

 “Not at all,” said Helena. 

 “Let’s say I didn’t want to sign. Would you still want to carry my work?” 

 “Yeah, I probably would,” said Helena. “But it wouldn’t be as much fun for me.” 

 Mercedes laughed. Helena took the contract out of her purse, gave Mercedes a heavy 

silver pen, and watched her sign. Mercedes asked Helena to sign her copy, just for her records, 

which surprised Helena a little. Seth sat watching them both, silent as a sphynx. 

 “How’s the new house coming along?” asked Helena once the contracts had been signed 

and put away. 

 “God,” said Mercedes, “it’s been really slow. I haven’t had much time to work on it. In 

fact, I don’t think it looks much different from the last time you were here. You want to see it 

again?” 

 “Sure,” said Helena. 

 “That’s really what I came for,” said Seth. 

 Mercedes led them out to the garage. She opened up the overhead door to let in the 

sunlight and went over to the workbench where the finished frame stood. Next to it on the bench 

were a small fainting couch, a full sofa, a day bed and two stuffed chairs. 

 “The upper story is going to be period,” said Mercedes, “late Victorian, or in American 

parlance, post Civil War. The basement will be contemporary.”  She directed their attention to a 

large black box with three shelves in it sitting on a small table. “This will be the basement. The 

first floor will be a cockfighting pit. I’m going to make some tiny posters and some money, and 

I’ll probably have a dead rooster there in the middle of the ring. The next floor down will be a 

peep show, with three booths with glass, well, it’ll really be plastic, and I’ll probably put at least 

one naked girl there in the booth, and the guy watching her in a chair. I’m probably going to put 

a couple of people upstairs in the house, too. I’ve never done that before, but I think this one 

needs it. The last floor will be a drug den, with some hypodermic needles lying around, little 
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candles and spoons, and a little chemistry set with flasks and tubes and stuff. What do you 

think?” 

 “It sounds pretty elaborate,” said Helena. “How long will it take you?” 

 “At least another six months,” said Mercedes. 

 “So, is this like, because we’ve gotten so bleak, we’re nostalgic for Victorian simplicity, 

or Victorian morality?  The stiff regulations and stiff corsets?  Freedom is too much for us?” 

asked Seth.  

 “Oh, please,” said Mercedes. “There’s no message, it’s just about making a kind of a 

joke. I mean, most dollhouse people take the whole thing so seriously. Authentic this, authentic 

that. I can’t do that, I have to put in some humor.” 

 “It’s just a joke?  Is that really what you’re saying?” asked Seth. 

 “Well, yeah,” said Mercedes. “It’s about dollhouses, not life.” 

 “You’ve never been to a peep show, never taken drugs?  I bet you don’t even know 

anyone who’s done those things,” said Seth with a slight edge in his voice. 

 “No, at least I don’t think I do,” said Mercedes. “It’s not really about me.” 

 “What about the cockfight?” asked Seth. 

 “I read an article in a magazine,” said Mercedes. 

 “Maybe we should go back and have some more iced tea,” said Helena. “Or maybe you’d 

like to wait in the car while we finish up.”  She grabbed Seth’s upper arm and squeezed hard. 

 “And the other stuff, that comes from TV and movies and magazines, too, right?” he said. 

 “Sure,” said Mercedes. “What, you think it’s bad that I’ve never taken drugs or bet on an 

animal fight?” 

 “Do you mind if I ask what you do for a job?” said Seth. 

 “You don’t have to say anything else,” said Helena. 

 “I’m a bank teller,” said Mercedes.  

 “Jesus!” said Seth. “A bank teller!  I should’ve known. This is part of the problem, right 

here, the information’s out there, it’s everywhere, it doesn’t matter that you can’t experience 
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anything on your own, you’ve got the fucking Internet to tell you what it’s like. You’ve got the 

TV and magazines.” 

 Helena’s grip on Seth’s arm tightened, and she started to drag him out of the garage. He 

went without resisting, but he didn’t stop talking. 

 “Why bother finding anything out on your own, when you can sit there and sop it all up 

like a dishrag?  You think you’re doing something unique?  I’ve got news for you, you’re not. 

This dollhouse isn’t yours at all, it’s just a trashcan for our collective pop consciousness. It’s 

plastic, fake, predictable. It’s not funny at all, it’s just boring.” 

 By the time he finished, they were standing by the car. 

 “What’s your fucking problem?” she yelled. “You know this is important to me. I don’t 

care if you don’t like her, I expect you to keep fucking quiet about it. Goddamn it!  You’re acting 

like a three year old.” 

 “You know, I thought we were equals at first,” said Seth, grown suddenly very calm, “but 

now I realize we’re not. Your scope of the world is just too narrow. You condescended to me, not 

because you’re smarter or more experienced, but because you don’t know any better.” 

 Helena regarded him, impotent fury churning in her belly. His calmness made her even 

angrier; he stood there smugly, almost, but not quite smiling. 

 “You planned to do this, didn’t you?” she said. “You were just waiting for a chance to 

sink me. Why would you do that?” 

 “I’m not sure what you mean,” he said. “I think you’re sounding a little paranoid, 

Helena.” 

 “Well, I guess I am a lot dumber than you,” said Helena. “And since I can’t have you 

around to remind me of that, keep this in mind, I don’t want to see you again, not in any 

situation. I don’t want you in my line of vision, I don’t want to hear your voice, I don’t even 

want to hear someone else say your fucking name. Do you understand?  You’re dead to me, you 

self-important, uptight, shit-eating pig fucker!” 

 She turned and headed back towards Mercedes’ garage. 
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 “Does this mean I don’t get a ride home?” his mocking voice trailed after her. She didn’t 

turn around. 

 She was shaking a little when she went back in. Mercedes’ back was to her, bent over the 

workbench. 

 “I think maybe I’ve changed my mind,” she said without turning around. “I know I 

already signed, but you seem like an honorable person. You wouldn’t hold me to the letter of the 

law would you?” 

 “Of course not,” said Helena. 

 She hesitated, breathing shallowly, then turned and went down Mercedes’ driveway to the 

street. She half expected Seth to be hanging around her car, but he’d disappeared. 

14. 

 The next day, Helena fired Alice. Although she didn’t blame her for Seth’s behavior, she 

couldn’t help associating the two. Also, she expected hers and Seth’s friendship to continue--Seth 

would no doubt have his own spin on the events of that day, and Alice would have no reason to 

prefer Helena’s version to his. 

 Helena kept her word to Mercedes. She tore up the contract but kept the dollhouse in her 

store. Of course, the guy who said he wanted it never had shown up again. That was fine--Helena 

didn’t expect to see another one of the dollhouses in her store anyway. 

 That afternoon, depressed but quite clear-headed, Helena closed the shop early and began 

visiting the other stores on Bleekman Street, collecting signatures for her petition against 

Kupfer’s zoning proposal. 
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Day One:  The Maze 

 Sodor is a small island in the eastern Mediterranean, 

grasping for tourists, yet offering a poor assortment of sights 

and activities when compared to the Greek islands or Italy. The 

main attraction, besides the weather, is a medieval town that 

takes up about a third of the island’s only city, Hagias Cyrus. 

The city is named after a saint who lived in ancient Rome and 

was executed for convincing an entire Christian family to endure 

death by torture rather than convert. It’s not a place I would 

have gone to on my own, but I got an invitation from a friend of 

mine who was staying there on business. His name is James, and 

he’s got a job most people would kill for--he’s a travel writer, 

which means he gets paid to go on vacation non-stop.  

 James wasn’t at the airport when the plane got in--I wasn’t 

surprised. I was almost in a trance-like state from lack of 

sleep, so I got a cup of Greek coffee from a cart and sat down 

on one of the molded plastic chairs to wait. The airport was 

just a big square room with a wall of glass running down the 

middle to separate the waiting area for the three gates from the 

general lobby. The “gates” were just doors, level with the 

ground, and to get to and from the planes, the travelers crossed 

a large field of cement and climbed a staircase on wheels. It 

was the end of June, very hot, and the building itself was not 

air-conditioned, a quality, I was to learn soon, shared by 

nearly every building on the island. 

 For about twenty minutes I watched the young, voluble 

Italians with ubiquitous backpacks loiter, a plane take off for 

the mainland, people hauling bags and boxes off the conveyor 

belt and cab drivers hustling, then I dug James’ phone number 
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out of my pocket. As I stood up, I noticed a woman looking me in 

the eye. I stopped short, suddenly aware of the grainy pieces of 

coffee grounds stuck under my tongue near my back teeth. She was 

very lovely, tall and big-boned, perhaps a bit plump for 

contemporary standards, but not for me. Her forehead was high, 

she had wide cheekbones, a broad nose and wide mouth that were a 

long way from the delicate girlish features most men prize in 

their lack of imagination. Her strong face was softened a bit by 

black, shoulder length wavy hair. Her dress was a simple white 

sleeveless sheath hemmed just above her knees with a shallow v-

neck. (I don’t mean to give the impression that I was staring at 

her--I took this all in quickly, and though it may seem I’ve 

delivered a preponderance of detail, it only points out just how 

struck I was, even upon first seeing her.)  She walked up to me 

slowly and said, with a thoroughly charming though non-Greek 

accent, “Excuse me, are you Bruce B--?” and a number of things 

went through my mind, the most plausible, that James had sent 

her to meet me in his absence, occurred to me last. 

 I should mention here that I look exactly like a librarian, 

which is my profession. I am rather short, slender with a few 

wisps of hair on the top of my head that I shave each morning 

rather than allow to puff around like tumbleweeds on a desert 

road. I wear glasses, which though rather fashionable don’t 

exactly help to create an imposing physiognomy. I have been told 

by more than one person, however, that I have a pleasant face, 

and I am rather stronger than I look--I swim regularly and walk 

more... At any rate, I straightened my back, smiled warmly and 

held out my hand. 

 “James asked me to meet you,” said the woman. “He got held 

up. My name is Katya. We can take my car into town.” 
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 “I’m pleased to meet you,” I said. Her sandals had two-inch 

heels, and I came up to about her nose, so I stepped back a 

little to de-emphasize our height difference. She opened her 

purse, took out a set of keys, then cocked her head towards the 

doors.  

 “The parking lot is this way,” she said and smiled. 

 “Do you mind if I get some money first?” I said. I’d only 

converted twenty dollars on the mainland, and had spent most of 

it on lemonade and Greek coffee at the two airports. 

 “Not here,” said Katya, “they’ll take more than they give. 

Come to my shop this afternoon, I’ll give you the best rate on 

the island.” 

 “What’s your shop?” I asked as we started for the doors. 

 “I own a travel agency,” she said. 

 That would explain how James knew her and why she would 

agree to meet a stranger at the airport. Still, I’d be foolish 

to let this opportunity drain away. 

 “I’m afraid I’m a little grungy from the plane ride,” I 

said. “I probably don’t make a very good first impression.” 

 “I’ll give you a second chance,” she said and smiled again. 

 Katya had a four-door VW hatchback which almost seemed like 

a luxury car compared to the other tiny compacts lined up in the 

parking lot like beetles in a case. The high-pitched whine of 

motor scooters blended with the drone of cicadas, sounding like 

a regiment of chain saws. I put my suitcase in the back seat and 

climbed in next to her. She drove as if she had to get to a 

hospital, and she didn’t wear a seat belt.  

 The airport was on the northwest side of the island, about 

thirty miles south of Hagias Cyrus which occupied the island’s 

northern tip. On our right, foothills rose up steeply towards 
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the mountains, patched with carefully tended lime and olive 

trees; to our left the hills dropped down to a rocky shore where 

the Aegean, the wine-dark sea, the fecund womb of Europe, lazily 

slapped the shore with briny hands. (Travellers are expected to 

evoke such images, James tells me.)  I observed Katya’s profile, 

then beyond her, out in the water, I saw a barren piece of land. 

I couldn’t remember any islands near Sodor from the maps I’d 

looked at. 

 “What island is that?” I asked Katya, pointing at the land. 

 “That island is Turkey,” she said and giggled. I was 

embarrassed and kept quiet for awhile. Then Katya began to make 

idle conversation. 

 “How long will you be staying on Sodor?” she asked. 

 “Not long. A few days, a week at the most,” I said. 

 “There is a lot to do,” she said. “You should rent a car. 

There are some beautiful temples on the western shore, and a 

monastery in the island’s center. Of course, you could take a 

train if you don’t want to drive. When you come to my office, 

I’ll help you with either.” 

 “Thanks,” I said. “I may need a guide, though, to make sure 

I’m getting everything out of it that I could be.” 

 “James wants to have lunch with you,” said Katya. “I’m 

supposed to drop you off at the restaurant. We can go to your 

hotel first, but if we do, we’ll be late.” 

 “The restaurant, I guess,” I said. I wanted to go to the 

hotel, but if I had to meet James anyway, I wouldn’t be able to 

nap and there wouldn’t be much point. This sort of arrangement 

was typical of James--he was too busy to pick me up at the 

airport, but he demanded my presence immediately upon my 

arrival.  
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 “James probably has plans, things he wants me to do,” I 

said. 

 “Not for the whole week, I hope,” said Katya. 

 The outskirts of the city were flanked by tall hotels 

flying colorful towels and umbrellas from their balconies like 

flags from a newly created country, perhaps Frivolia. The narrow 

strips of artificial beaches rippled with the movements of 

swimmers and sunners, a pulsing tableau of hedonism lacking all 

serenity. Then we drove into New Town, and the atmosphere 

changed completely. Hagias Cyrus, apart from the medieval 

quarter at the north central end, was basically just a small, 

sleepy city; there wasn’t much to see there, so the tourists 

stayed in the hotels or in Old Town and took the train to the 

island’s points of interest or remained on the beaches. Most of 

the buildings were flat-roofed, whitewashed, no more than two or 

three stories tall and decorated with a few glazed tiles or 

straight lines of blue painted along the walls. A few of the 

buildings dated back to the late nineteenth century, but most of 

them had been built after World War Two. Broad leafed plants, 

olive and cypress trees dotted their small yards, and the 

medians in the few broad streets were planted with flowers I 

didn’t recognize. The main roads were clogged with cars, but the 

side streets were all deserted. 

 A few minutes after entering the town, we were driving 

along a high wall of pale yellow limestone. Here and there the 

wall was crowned with towers exactly like those on the drawings 

of castles from the middle ages, each bearing tall, narrow, 

arched windows. Katya pulled into a parking lot near one of the 

towers; a short distance away a large archway opened into Old 
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Town, and I could see the bottom teeth of the iron gate that 

hung suspended over it. 

 “The restaurant is in Old Town,” said Katya. “It’s very 

hard to drive in there, do you mind walking?” 

 “Not at all,” I said. I almost began boasting about my 

pedestrian ways, but when I saw the crowds of people on the 

street inside the gate, all of them on foot, I thought better of 

it. 

 After getting my suitcase out of the car, I followed Katya 

through the gate. It opened onto a broad street that ran over a 

short bridge, then through another gate. The city wall was 

actually two walls with a space between them that had once held 

a moat but was now just a broad swath of dried out grass, dotted 

here and there with cannonballs. The street we were on curved 

slightly to the right and ran up a small hill. There were shops 

and restaurants on either side and almost enough people to fill 

them all. Katya turned left down a smaller street that seemed to 

meander without purpose through the town--in fact, most of the 

streets in Old Town seemed to be laid out more to avoid 

buildings than actually to get anywhere. All of the buildings 

were the same sandy yellow color as the walls, and the street 

was so narrow that I could only see about fifty feet in front of 

me. I tried looking down some of the side streets we passed, but 

they were even smaller; I saw a few shop signs hung out over 

their doors, but little else. To my surprise, some people did 

attempt to drive there, and several times we had to flatten 

ourselves against a wall to allow a car to pass us. Nor did the 

lack of visibility deter the young Germans and Italians from 

spurring their scooters full throttle down every street--
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fortunately the damn things were so loud that we could hear them 

coming from far away. 

 Eventually, we took a right turn onto another broad street. 

On both sides were shops and restaurants with open fronts shaded 

by awnings, displaying merchandise, signs for German beer, and 

foreign currency exchange rates. The restaurants all had tables 

set up outside and looked as though they’d been shaken until 

parts of them came loose. At the top of the street, which curved 

slightly to the left as it climbed the hill, was an old mosque. 

I only noticed it because it was faded red and stood out from 

the sandy expanse. Directly across from it was a small taverna 

with a broad canvas awning colored blue and white that shaded 

the outdoor bar and several tables. James was sitting at one, 

reading a guide for tourists on Sodor and scribbling in a 

notebook. He kept working as I sat across from him. 

 “How was the flight?” he asked finally. “Are you hungry?” 

 “I suppose,” I said. “I’m tired. I can’t sleep on planes.”  

 “Have some lunch,” said James, “and I’ll walk you back to 

your hotel.” 

 “I don’t have any cash,” I said. “Katya told me I should 

get it at her shop, but we didn’t have time to go there.” 

 “It’s on me,” said James. 

 I turned toward Katya to comment on my excuse, but she was 

gone, had vanished as quietly as a waitress in a fine 

restaurant. I craned my neck looking down the broad streets. 

 “Something wrong?” James asked. 

 “I thought maybe Katya would be eating with us,” I said. 

 “I know just the kind of woman you like,” said James. 

“Maybe I just sent her to torment you.” 

 “There’s no reason to be smug,” I said. 
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 “In fact, she doesn’t eat lunch until two or three, right 

before siesta time,” said James, and it seemed quite strange to 

me that he’d know such a specific detail about Katya’s personal 

routine. 

 “We could have just met at the hotel,” I said. 

 “Oh,” said James, “I’m not staying there anymore.”  (Though 

I was thinking more of myself than of him.)  “I got a place in 

New Town. It’s cheaper, and it makes me feel a little like a 

native. It’s more an apartment than a hotel room. Don’t worry, 

though, I signed my room over to you.” 

 “How’s the article going?” I asked him, more because I was 

tired and didn’t want to converse than because I was 

particularly interested. I thought if I could get him talking 

about it, I could just sit and eat without thinking of responses 

to his quips. I was right. 

 “Well, to tell you the absolute truth, I haven’t exactly 

started it. I’ve been distracted with some of the island’s other 

points of interest, including that mosque over there, which 

dates back to the sixteenth century and was built in honor of 

Suleiman the Lawgiver. . . never mind, that’s another story. A 

friend of mine, Nikos, has been showing me some of the beaches 

and ruins, too, he knows a lot about old Greek culture. Now I’m 

ready to start, but I’ve run into an unexpected problem. The 

location of Zapolya’s Vineyard is something of a sticky wicket--

no one seems to know exactly where it is. I was under the 

impression that it was close to the city; all of the bottles I 

had from the place said “Hagias Cyrus, Sodor” on them. It must 

really be small. I hope there’ll be enough to write about. I 

mean, if they do a couple of hundred bottles a year and sell 

them to restaurants, there won’t be much point, I mean, no one 
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wants to read about a wine they can’t ever buy in a store or on 

the internet or whatever, it has to be available. Anyway, I want 

you to look at this--this is a book Katya got for me on the 

mainland. Some used bookstore, it’s about thirty years old, the 

book, I mean, not the shop, and here, you can see on this map of 

the island, I think that’s where the winery is. It had a 

different name that I can’t quite make out, but that might be 

part of the problem, and look at this, it’s halfway down to the 

southern point. I’m taking the train down there tomorrow, so you 

can come with me if you want to. Nikos promised to drive me, but 

he’s not the most reliable person always, and then there’s his 

car, that’s even less reliable, so it’ll probably be kind of 

interesting. You can take the rest of the day to relax, take it 

easy, nap, eat, drink, whatever you want. After a day or two at 

the vineyard, we can check out some of the other places here--

I’ve been trying to wrangle a deal for two articles with the 

magazine, a general piece about the island to go with the 

vineyard story, and I think they’re going to buy it, this isn’t 

exactly Malta or Crete, and there are a lot of people who’d come 

here if they knew about it. Anyway, we can talk about those 

details tomorrow on the train. Fact is, this is one of the best 

places I’ve been to, and if I can talk the magazine into keeping 

me here for another week or two, I’d be in hog heaven.” 

 “That’s fine,” I said.  

 I have to admit I have reconstructed James speech from a 

somewhat incomplete memory--I lost the thread of the whole thing 

about halfway through, it was only later that it made more 

sense. I’m sure I got some details wrong, but I think I’ve got a 

map of the route his train of thought took. 
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 Our lunch came while he was talking, and I started to eat 

while he picked at his food and stirred his iced coffee with his 

finger. I had an omelette, which was really more of a flat disk 

of fried egg with some cheese and onions mixed in. It looked 

like something left over after a brunch buffet, something that 

had sat a few hours under a heat lamp, but it tasted very good. 

 “Do you know where Katya’s shop is?” I asked. 

 “Sure,” he said. “Why, did you leave something in her car?” 

 “Money,” I said. “Remember?  She said she’d get me a good 

exchange--” 

 “Right,” said James. “You should know, everybody around 

here says that. Even if she expects you to actually show up, 

don’t expect a deal because you admired her legs.” 

 “I think I was very subtle in my admiration,” I said. 

 “That’s another mistake,” said James. “Katya hates subtle. 

Her shop is on the other side of Old Town, a good twenty minute 

walk from here. Your hotel is just up the street. You can change 

your money there, you’ll get the same deal, it’s all regulated 

by the common market.” 

 “Even U.S. dollars?” I asked. 

 “Especially U.S. dollars,” said James. 

 “Give me the directions anyway,” I said, “just in case.” 

 “Sure, your choice,” said James. “You just go straight down 

this street, past the mosque, you can see that from your hotel, 

then down this wide street. You’ll come to a more narrow street 

with no shops, that’s Philantha Street, turn right there, go a 

few blocks till you get to another small street, this one has 

one shop, I think it’s a bakery, but I’m not sure, turn left. 

That’s Soterios, then left again on Zotikos, that’s the street 

with Katya’s shop. Got it?” 
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 “I got it,” I said, repeating Philantha, Soterios, Zotikos 

in my mind. 

 “This taverna is a good place to meet,” said James. “It’s a 

straight shot from your hotel. Why don’t you meet me here 

tomorrow around four. We’ll head out to the vineyard then, 

okay?” 

 “Okay,” I said. 

 “See you then,” said James. 

 Forgetting his promise to walk me to my hotel, James stood, 

took a roll of money out of his pocket for the check, lifted up 

a typewriter case that was sitting at his feet and wandered off 

waving cheerfully to me as he did. I flagged down the waiter and 

asked him for directions, which were embarrassingly simple. All 

I had to do was follow the street that crossed the taverna’s 

street, to my left, and keep going until I saw the hotel. I 

picked up my suitcase, put my back to the red mosque and started 

walking. On my right, the town’s exterior wall rose up about 

forty feet. On my left were shops selling jewelry, clothing, 

local art and religious icons, all with open fronts, awnings, 

and merchandise strewn across small tables, carts and even the 

street. Eventually on my right the street opened up onto a large 

courtyard, on the far side of which was the entrance to the 

hotel. Or hotels, more specifically, since the place looked like 

three or four hotels that had been dropped into a pile then 

glued together where they’d landed. There was one building 

inside the wall, or at least inside where the wall had once 

been. Right behind it was a large gap, and through it ran a long 

walkway to a second building. From there, several walkways 

spread out to three more buildings including a nightclub, 

another set of rooms, and a restaurant, all connected by 
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colonnades and arcades. Beyond them was a stretch of beach owned 

by the hotel complex, open only to hotel guests and fenced in on 

both sides. Beyond one fence, at the very northernmost tip of 

the island was the ruin of a small Venetian lookout whose walls 

dropped straight into the sea. The smallest and oldest building 

was the one inside the wall. It was built around a courtyard 

with a small garden, and I found it very pleasant, though I 

found out later that it was the least desirable part of the 

complex because it had no ocean view and was far from the beach. 

 Checking in was painless, and all of the people in the 

hotel were very courteous. My room was simple, with a bed, three 

chairs, a table, and a small refrigerator with a complimentary 

bottle of wine. I put away nearly half of it before falling 

asleep. 

 More than two hours later, I awoke. Outside the sun was 

still blazing, and I had the strange impression that I’d 

misplaced a day somewhere. I was feeling much better, though, 

and I showered and changed into some clean clothes. Then I 

counted out three hundred dollars in traveler’s checks and 

started for Katya’s shop. I was certain that I followed James’s 

directions very carefully, I’d gone over them in my head until 

they fell together like the words from a bad song, but somewhere 

I must have either misheard or took a wrong turn, because I 

found myself walking down an empty street with no shops but only 

one worn wooden door after another. All of the streets were the 

same color, all of the walls were the same color, and the street 

signs were placed seemingly at random, so I had no way to know 

exactly where I was until I came to a small plaza. Inside was a 

shop selling imitation Greek pots and small statues of classical 

gods. There was also, near several benches, a map of Old Town 



Built on the Ruins                         !       Brad Gottschalk 124

under plexiglass set on a wooden stand. On the map was a large 

note announcing “YOU ARE HERE” in English on an orange arrow 

pointing to an intersection of two small streets. The situation 

was even worse than I had thought; I was at least ten blocks 

from Katya’s shop. In fact, it took me a long time to find 

Zotikos Street on the map, since I was assuming I was somewhere 

in its neighborhood, but it seemed that I’d moved nearly to the 

northeast end of Old Town, while Zotikos was on the southwest 

end. The renewed energy I’d felt after my nap and shower drained 

away like spit from a trumpet. I didn’t have anything to write 

with, so I stared at the map trying to memorize it, but in the 

end I couldn’t even remember the name of the street I was on. I 

decided to pick one direction and attempt to walk straight until 

I hit the Old Town wall or a major street. 

 The shadows were just starting to lengthen, the light just 

beginning to take on an orange amber tint when I found myself on 

a small commercial street. There were no street signs, of 

course, but there was a small grocery store and, outside it near 

an intersection with another small commercial street, another 

map. I went into the store and bought two bottles of water. 

Then, anticipating some quiet time alone in my room, should I 

ever find my way back, I bought a bottle of retsina, red wine 

from Crete, a jar of olives, some bread and some cheese. Upon my 

safe return, I was determined to escape sobriety. Outside again, 

I drank a bottle of water, stood at the map and examined it 

carefully. The “YOU ARE HERE” sign pointed to a small 

intersection, which seemed to be where I was, but when I found 

Zotikos again, I almost smashed my wine bottles out of 

frustration. I wasn’t any closer than I had been twenty minutes 

ago, in fact, it seemed I was moving in circles. I went back 
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into the grocery store and asked the man behind the counter just 

where in hell I was. 

 “Oh, those maps,” he said. “They’re all wrong. All of them. 

Don’t look at the maps.” 

 “Wrong?” I said. 

 “Where are you going?” he asked. 

 These people were all polite. He smiled. He must have been 

used to dealing with frustrated idiots; his smile seemed to come 

from such a depth of serenity that I was immediately embarrassed 

for feeling frustrated over anything. 

 “Zotikos Street,” I said. 

 He gave me directions. They were short and simple. I felt 

like I was in a science fiction movie set in a place where the 

streets lengthened or changed names for non-natives, where the 

clerk’s directions were the secret code. I went outside and 

looked at the map again. Suddenly, I understood the joke that 

had been played on me. The arrow containing the words “YOU ARE 

HERE” pointed to exactly the same intersection as that on the 

first map I’d seen. A simple but effective trick. At least the 

grocery clerk was above such petty cruelty--less than five 

minutes after leaving his store, I was standing in front of 

Poseidon Voyages, Katya’s agency. The interior was just an open 

room with three desks and a large glass wall facing the street. 

Posters and advertisements for excursions on Sodor, car rentals, 

airlines, and stacks of brochures lined the interior walls. Two 

of the desks were empty; the third was occupied by a very young, 

thin man with long black curly hair and grey, almost white eyes. 

He smiled broadly as I came in. 

 “Hello, is Katya here?” I asked. 

 “She had errands to run,” he said. “Can I help you?” 
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 “I just flew in today,” I said. “I met her at the airport. 

My name is Bruce. She told me to come here to change my money, 

that I’d get the best exchange rate at her shop.” 

 “Oh yes,” he said, “we have the best rates on the island. 

How much will you need today?” 

 “Well,” I said, “I’ve got three hundred U.S. dollars.” 

 “All right, that’s not a problem at all,” he said. 

 I signed my traveler’s checks and handed them to him. The 

notes were a blur as he recounted the money. From a small cash 

register at his desk, he brought out a handful of paper money 

and some coins and handed them to me. 

 “That’s four thousand eight hundred and seventy five 

echmeta,” he said. “That’s a hundred and twenty five for the 

exchange, and the rest in cash. Right?” 

 I tried to figure out in my head how much a hundred and 

twenty five echmeta was in U.S. money, but I couldn’t--head too 

bleary from the plane, the walking tour of sandy yellow walls 

and roads, lack of sleep. I thanked him. 

 “Do you know when Katya will be back?” I asked. 

 “I’m not sure,” he said. “Will there be a message?” 

 “Tell her thanks from Bruce, for the ride and the currency 

exchange.” 

 I stood uncertainly, trying to think simultaneously of a 

way to hang around the shop for a few minutes in case she’d 

return soon and of an excuse to come back later, maybe to rent a 

scooter so that I could tear screaming through the streets like 

an Italian student away from the tomato farm for the first time 

but then the next day was pretty much booked up so I decided 

just to stop thinking and go back to the hotel for supper and a 

swim, but just to be sure I asked this kid for directions. 
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 “Oh, that’s very simple,” he said, “go out of the shop and 

turn right, then go left onto Soterios, the street sign is on 

the side of the bakery, then left on Philantha. Stay on 

Philantha until you come to a wide street with a lot of shops, 

you’ll be able to see the Red Mosque from there. Go up to the 

corner with the mosque and turn left, then go a couple of blocks 

and you’ll see it.” 

 I thanked him again and left. Outside, the setting sun 

deepened the color of the bricks to a dusky gold, and an evening 

breeze was just beginning to stir. As I headed up the street 

towards the mosque, the anxieties I’d felt earlier began to 

leave, and I was able to relax. I passed by the taverna where 

I’d met up with James, and though I knew it was ridiculous to 

begin falling into habits immediately upon landing here, I 

stopped again and had another omelette for supper. When I got 

back to the hotel, there was a message from Katya. The desk 

clerk handed it to me along with the key to my room. It said, 

simply, “From Katya--Sorry I missed you.”  Only a frustrated 

idiot would read anything into that, I thought. 

 I’d been looking forward to swimming for the better part of 

the afternoon, the image of my body buoyed up by salt water, 

floating in the tranquil shallows of the Aegean had been one of 

the crutches on which I’d hobbled through the afternoon. After 

changing into my trunks, I went through the complex’s second 

building then under an imitation Roman arch and down a long 

walkway of polished stones to the beach. To the northeast I 

could see the piece of Turkey’s coastline I’d spotted from 

Katya’s car, a barren finger of gray-brown land, a bit hazy in 

the distance. As I faced the water, the sun was to my left, 

large and red above the horizon. There were people everywhere, 
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and I had to claim a tiny five foot square of ground right near 

the border between sand and thick, scrubby grass. I put down my 

towel, my t-shirt and my sandals and strode straight to the 

water; it was warm, soothing, and as I drifted away from shore, 

I had to keep a careful eye on the beach and the lights in the 

hotel, just coming on, to make sure I didn’t drift too far to 

swim back. After floating around for a short time, I began to 

swim, an Australian crawl, a breast stroke, then a backstroke, 

running a short course parallel to the shore. I didn’t last 

long. 

 As I crossed the sand back to my towel, I watched the other 

people packing up. The sun was just beginning to slip into the 

water, and in the reddish amber light nearly everyone there 

looked quite beautiful, young and vigorous. Most of the women 

had discarded their swimsuit tops, the men, equally beautiful, 

lounged and walked non-chalantly among them, untouchable and 

immune to the vast, overwhelming quantity of female beauty, or 

perhaps only pretending indifference, as I was. Indeed, the 

sight of so much beauty left me feeling rather depressed, so I 

retired to my room and my wine, my olives, my bread and my 

cheese. 
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Day Two:  The Olive Grove 

 The next morning I got up rather late, after ten, but 

fortunately (I didn’t want to walk around again) the hotel 

restaurant was still serving breakfast. I spent some time in my 

room reading and watching television shows that were completely 

incomprehensible, then I strolled around the beach, took another 

swim, had lunch, and simply frittered and frivoled the time 

away. In the afternoon I discovered that the hotel had a coffee 

shop on its roof, so I spent some time drinking lemonade and 

looking out over Old Town which was much more attractive from 

that perspective than from ground level--I could see the minaret 

of the red mosque, some palm trees here and there, and the tiled 

roofs which were much more colorful and varied than the brick 

beneath. Then idle time was over, and I strolled slowly over to 

the taverna. 

 James wasn’t there. I got seated and ordered an iced 

coffee, but when it came it wasn’t just coffee with ice, it was 

coffee with ice cream--it didn’t look very appetizing, but I 

tried it anyway. My first impression was right. I glanced 

through the menu, not really hungry but wanting an excuse to 

order a different drink. After twenty minutes or so James still 

hadn’t shown up. I looked around the place and noticed a 

youngish looking man, tall, blond and muscular glancing in my 

direction. I caught his eye; he seemed a little embarrassed, but 

a minute later he stood, crossed over to my table and began 

talking to me quickly, giving me no beats of silence into which 

I could interject. 

 “Are you an American?”  (I nodded.)  “I don’t want to be 

one of those tourists people make fun of, but I heard you 
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talking. You ordered an iced coffee. Around here that means 

coffee with ice cream, I saw you weren’t really drinking it, I 

guessed you wanted coffee with ice, that’s called a frappe.”  (I 

held out my hands, palms up, in a denial of knowledge. He took 

it as an invitation.)  “If you want, I can order a frappe for 

you. I actually like coffee and ice cream.”  (I shrugged. He’d 

already sat down.)  “I was supposed to come here with my 

girlfriend, but she dumped me two days before we were going to 

leave. This was supposed to be a romantic getaway.”  (I pressed 

my lips together, rolled them back towards my teeth and lifted 

my eyebrows in an expression of sympathy.)  “You know why?  I 

told her I was giving up photography. Can you believe it?  I 

took an ad out to sell my Nikon, thought maybe I’d buy a 

motorcycle.”  (I drummed my fingers on the table absent-

mindedly.)  “It was my hobby for a long time. I’m not sure why 

it was so important to her. Well, I did take some what you might 

call boudoir photos of her, that was her idea, by the way, but 

you know last year I told her I might want to pursue it 

professionally, photography in general, I mean, not pinups and 

centerfolds, and she got really angry and said I’d never be able 

to make a living at it and she didn’t want to support me while I 

played the starving artist.”  (The waiter set a “frappe” in 

front of him. He smiled and simultaneously switched our glasses. 

I surveilled the taverna--no James.)  “Doesn’t that sound a 

little insane?”  (I shrugged.)  “And it’s not like my current 

job is so fucking great. I’m an underwriter for a mortgage 

company. Residential loan department. You own a house?”  (I 

started to speak, he went on, I shook my head in response to his 

question though it didn’t really matter anymore.)  “When you go 

to the bank or mortgage company or whatever, you fill out an 
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application, and it’s got all this information about your 

financial condition, then I go through it and I’m the one who 

decides whether you get the loan or not, and how much you can 

have if you do get a loan. It’s kind of a joke, though, I 

mean--”  ( I smiled a little, not sure why, perhaps a reflexive 

reaction to the word ‘joke’.)  “--your debt ratio isn’t supposed 

to be more than forty-two percent, but that’s your gross income, 

and I mean, who can live on fifty-eight percent of their gross 

income, unless your making like seventy five or more, and 

sometimes people even in that bracket.”  (I nodded and gave the 

forementioned look of sympathy.)  “And now they’ve got an 

underwriting computer program. You just put all of the 

applicant’s information into this database, and the computer 

says yes or no. It’s a real mind fuck, I mean, you’re doing this 

job, and you think of yourself as a professional, and you 

believe you really have to think about what you’re doing, then 

they come up with this computer program which is the same thing 

as saying you’re really not much more than a trained monkey 

counting beads. Name’s Lawrence.”  (I shook his hand.)  “Anyway, 

I wonder if you’d be interested in having this?”  (He had a 

backpack which he’d slung across the back of his chair. He 

grabbed it, pulled something out of it and handed it to me.)  

“What do you think?”  (It was a photo of a stunning woman. She 

wore only a pair of black stockings and high-heeled pumps and 

sat on a hard-back chair, legs spread open, one hand resting 

invitingly on her inner thigh above the lace top of the 

stocking, the other hand holding a vibrator which she was about 

to put into her invitingly wide open mouth, in fact the tip of 

her tongue was just touching the tip of the vibrator. The photo 

was large, about five by seven inches and had a professional 
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look.)  “That’s her. I’ve been handing them out to people I meet 

here. It’s my little revenge. I think it’s probably harmless, I 

doubt they’ll ever get back to her. I haven’t decided yet 

whether I’m going to tell her what I’m doing. Well, I’d better 

get going. Thanks for the coffee.” 

 He left. James still hadn’t arrived--by that time he was 

more than an hour late. I looked across the street at the 

mosque. A large wooden board covered the door, fastened to the 

frame by padlocked metal hinges. I let my eyes wander around the 

street following small clumps of tourists as they drifted by the 

storefronts, then I saw a woman who looked very much like Katya 

go into a furniture store that was right next to the mosque. I 

left my half drunk frappe, threw some echmeta coins onto the 

table and quickly crossed the street. 

 Inside the shop a German couple, both around fifty, argued 

quietly next to the door. I shouldered past them and walked by a 

combination chessboard/coffee table in fake Byzantine mosaic to 

the center of the room. The furniture was being pushed towards 

the perimeter by a slow invasion of decorative pieces that were 

supposed to reflect the island’s history--Greek gods, some 

orthodox icons, models of mosques and Byzantine churches and 

well-endowed fertility gods I suspected were invented for the 

tourists. There were a few very nice antique and new chairs, 

tables and benches, but they were arranged in cluttered rows 

near the back and along one side wall. I walked around for a few 

moments, but Katya wasn’t there, then the Germans were gone, and 

I was alone. I was about to leave when an older woman emerged 

through a door behind the sales counter. She wore a sort of 

gypsy get-up, a peasant blouse with metallic stitching and a 
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scarf tied over her head. She smiled and said something I didn’t 

understand. I smiled and apologized. 

 “Are you wanting a chair or table?” she said with a heavy 

accent. 

 “I’m looking for someone,” I said. 

 Her smile vanished. “It’s only you here now,” she said. 

 “Yes, it looks that way.” I said. 

 “You’re American?” she said. I nodded. “We can ship, 

guaranteed, insured, I have customers all over.” 

 “Sorry,” I said. I turned towards the door. 

 “Of course,” she said. “You know, ten years ago, this shop 

was all furniture. The island was exclusive then, very 

exclusive, everyone who came here to vacation had summer homes 

here, they were attached, not just tourists. Today every German 

factory worker and Italian salesman comes. And they stay for 

weeks. My son told me I should learn to speak German.”  She 

shook her head and disappeared through the door. 

 On my way out, I noticed a bulletin board with several 

notices hanging from push pins. One was an advertisement in 

Greek, English, Italian and German for a puppet show. It was 

that night at a place called the Anka Temple. Since it was 

apparent that my friend had abandoned me, I decided to salvage 

the evening with a piece of local entertainment. I called out 

politely to the store’s proprietor, but she didn’t respond. I 

took down the notice and put it in my shirt pocket, then I 

glanced around to make sure I was still alone, checked for a 

security camera, and pinned up the picture Lawrence had given 

me. Of course, I was more annoyed with James than with the 

shopkeeper, and it was a childish prank, but a bit of capricious 

mischief can usually cheer me up a little. 
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 I went back across the street. James still wasn’t around. I 

got the waiter’s attention, showed him the flyer and asked him 

about the Anka Temple. 

 “That’s peasant stuff,” he said. “For people who can’t 

afford to buy a TV.” 

 “Maybe so,” I said. “I’d still like to go.” 

 “There’s a train every hour,” he said. “If you’re really 

interested. The station is in New Town. Take this street 

straight south, then, when you leave the gate, turn left and 

just keep walking.” 

 By the time I got to the station, the sun was low and the 

shadows long. The building was, like the airport, a large glass 

box that looked like an aquarium. Inside, florescent lights 

coldly illuminated small clumps of tourists sitting on plastic 

seats waiting for the trains. Despite the station’s rather 

dismal appearance, though, the trains were efficient, and I only 

had to wait ten minutes. The train itself was electric, almost 

silent and very fast. With two stops between Hagias Cyrus and 

the temple, it made the trip in just over twenty minutes. There 

was no station at the temple, only a small wooden platform and a 

ticket office that looked like a phone booth. As I left the 

train, the song of the cicadas bombarded my ears, an incredibly 

loud, piercing drone, a noise that I’m sure would terrify anyone 

who had never heard it before. 

 The temple stood by itself on one side of a wide gravel 

road; on the other side were three one-story buildings like shoe 

boxes turned on their sides: a coffee shop, a souvenir shop, and 

a combination currency exchange and scooter rental outfit. As 

the sunlight faded, the kiln-like heat abated, too, and there 
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was the hint of a breeze. I got a frappe at the coffee shop then 

crossed the street. 

 The temple consisted mostly of a few worn blocks of stone 

that had once been the walls and, sheltered by a canvas 

pavilion, a large, rather ugly statue of a creature with the 

head of some long-beaked bird, wings, and the torso and legs of 

a man. It once had a phallus, I’m guessing, but a large patch of 

rough stone testified to the zeal of newly Christianized Romans. 

I had no idea what culture would have made it. It wasn’t Greek, 

and though the Egyptians had gods with human and animal parts, 

the style of this one didn’t resemble any of the Egyptian 

artwork I’d seen. The other tourists around me, few in number, 

also seemed a little disappointed. Most of them had cameras, but 

no one was taking pictures. 

 As I walked around the temple, I saw a man with a large 

suitcase from which he was extracting two marionettes. Behind 

him stood a table holding up a set of sorts, a few buildings 

made of cardboard depicting a sort of generic medieval town. So 

that was it, I thought, disappointment number two. I was about 

to turn around, but he noticed me looking at him--I was too 

slow. 

 “A show?” he said quickly. “Theaterstueck?  Teatro?” 

 “I, uh, I think. . .” I blabbed some random syllables. 

 “Only a hundred and twenty five echmeta,” he said. 

 I shrugged and paid him. He threw the money into the 

suitcase. As music began to play quietly from a tape player 

under the table, he picked up the control bars, and the 

marionettes sprang to life. The story was not very complicated, 

and it unfolded without words. On the stage two men entered with 

a large chest. They set it down, gestured at one another for a 
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moment or two, then one of them left the stage while the other 

sat down, opened up the chest, and began to sort and handle his 

money. In one hand, he had a large gold coin that must have been 

glued there--the hand continually went into the chest and came 

up out of it again, holding the coin which he examined carefully 

before repeating the gesture. A woman entered and gestured at 

the man, then leaned her legs against him, reached down and 

caressed him, and as she did, his hand came to rest inside the 

chest, and a very large erection rose up beneath his robe. The 

woman seemed to laugh, but then suddenly his hand lifted the 

coin out of the chest again, he leaned over to stare at it, and 

his erection deflated immediately. This bit was repeated three 

times, then the woman went off in an apparent huff. The man 

stopped moving--the puppeteer had hung his controls carefully 

over the edge of the set, leaving his hand, still holding the 

coin, suspended above his head. On the other side of the set, 

the woman reappeared, followed by a man with a long beard and a 

pointed hat. She handed him something, I guessed I was supposed 

to assume it was money, then she left. The second man crept up 

behind the first, did an elaborate dance that was very funny and 

surprisingly well timed, then waved his arms around. The first 

man fell down below the set. A moment later, a monster appeared 

in the spot where the man had been sitting. This thing was 

supposed to be, I think, a combination of man and wild boar, and 

it wore the same hat the man had worn. The second man exited 

laughing while the woman reentered with a basketful of truffles 

which she threw offstage. The man-pig snorted around, tried to 

get under the woman’s dress, got clubbed on the head with the 

basket, then ran off after the truffles. The woman then waved 

her arms, and the man who had appeared at the very beginning, 
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carrying the chest with the unfortunate money-counter, 

reappeared. They embraced and carried off the chest. 

 The story was quite simple, as I mentioned, but the real 

pleasure was simply watching the puppets move. Several of the 

tourists had stopped to watch, and all of us applauded. At 

first, I was glad I’d stayed. The puppeteer hung the marionettes 

from a piece of the scenery and approached me smiling. 

 “You like?” he said very cheerfully. 

 “Yes, I did,” I said. 

 “A hundred and twenty five echmeta, yes?” he said, a bit 

less cheerfully. 

 “I already paid,” I said, trying my best to sound polite. 

 “No,” he said as if he were haggling, “we agreed on a 

hundred and twenty five.” 

 “Is that all?” I heard James’ voice over my shoulder. I 

turned around to face him. He was standing next to a man about 

his age, smiling. 

 “What the hell are you doing here?” I asked. 

 “Take it easy,” said James. “I met Nikos. He offered to 

drive us. It’s a good thing you asked the waiter at the taverna 

for directions, I never would have looked for you here. Patience 

never was your strong suit.” 

 “You were more than an hour late,” I said, trying not to 

sound petulant. 

 “A hundred and twenty five echmeta,” the puppeteer said, 

shouldering in between James and me. He’d folded his smile into 

a tight little anus-like circle. “That was my best show this 

week.”  Some of the Germans and Italians had thrown coins into 

his suitcase. 
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 “Is that all?” James said again. He reached into his pants 

pocket. 

 “I already paid him,” I said emphatically. 

 “Let me ask you this,” said James, “was it worth two 

hundred and fifty echmeta?  That’s fifteen bucks, by the way.” 

 “I don’t know,” I said. 

 James rolled his eyes and gave the man another hundred and 

twenty five. The puppeteer shook his hand and walked away 

without so much as a tic of the head towards me.  

 “Sorry about the mix up,” said James. “This is Nikos, 

Nikos, Bruce.” 

 After shaking hands, we moved away from the temple and the 

shops. Nikos’ car was parked down the road a short distance. It 

looked like one of those black London cabs, in fact, I think it 

had been at one time, but all of the taxi accoutrements, sign, 

radio and meter had been removed. I got into the back seat. 

Nikos drove. 

 “Are you enjoying yourself?” asked James as the car rolled 

onto the road. 

 “Honestly, it’s been a little frustrating,” I said. 

 Nikos said something in the island dialect, and James 

laughed, though I’m sure he didn’t understand a damn word. 

 We drove for a few minutes; Nikos was going very fast, 

honking furiously at the few scooters and bicycles we passed. 

James was the first to notice a cloud of steam rolling out from 

under the hood of the car, and as Nikos pulled over to the side 

of the road, the engine light lit up red. We got out and stood 

around pretending to debate our course of action, though our 

discussion really only served to put off our one option--someone 

had to walk back to the temple and get some water from the 
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coffee shop. I volunteered to stay with the car. Nikos didn’t 

seem to mind, but James stammered in indecision for a couple of 

minutes before accompanying his friend and leaving me alone. 

 The sun had just dipped below the horizon then, and the sky 

was turning a blazing shade of orange fading eastward to violet, 

deep blue, then indigo at the eastern horizon. The air turned 

pleasantly cool, and the drone of the cicadas subsided to 

intermittent chirping. The land by the temple was flat, but our 

car had reached a clump of small hills, and just a little 

further south from there began the foothills that rose into the 

central mountains.  

 After half an hour or so, the darkness had deepened and the 

moon was just peeking over the mountains. To the east, a short 

distance away, moving slowly over the nearest hill, I saw 

something that looked vaguely like a big black worm. It was 

moving towards the road, and as it got closer, I saw that the 

worm had a huge human face and what looked like thin spicules 

jutting straight up from its back. It moved smoothly as if it 

were swimming. It crossed the road about fifty feet from where I 

was standing, and I moved a little closer to it. I saw that it 

was actually a small procession of twenty-five or thirty people, 

dressed in black, walking close together, two or three abreast. 

The person in front was holding up the mask of a human face, six 

feet tall, mouth wide open, aquiline nose, beard and hair in 

swirled locks, brows creased, eyes also wide open and looking a 

bit fierce. All of the people except the one in front were 

holding tall, thin poles with vines wrapped around them straight 

up in the air. Several of them turned their heads and looked at 

me, but no one broke formation. After they’d moved away from me 

a couple of dozen feet, I left Nikos’ car and started to follow 
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them. I’m sure they knew I was there, but no one made any 

defensive or hostile motions. 

 We walked for nearly an hour before we came to a large iron 

gate, sculpted in the form of grape vines, leaves, and bunches 

of ripe swollen fruit. On one side of the gate stood a small 

piece of what once had been a stone wall, about eight feet tall 

and extending about six feet from the gate before falling off in 

a jagged tear. On the other side was nothing but brown grass. 

The gate was open, and the worm of humanity passed through. It 

went down a short hill to a flat stretch of land where a grove 

of olive trees was planted in neat rows very close together. 

Once it reached the trees, the tight formation dissolved, and 

the men all drifted into the grove at different places.  

 After the trees soaked up the last of them, I followed down 

the hill. Though the moon was high by that time, the trees were 

close together, and their branches, sodden with flat, wet 

leaves, shut out most of its light. I stumbled around for what 

seemed like a long time, sometimes down the narrow rows between 

the trees, sometimes squeezing past the trunks from row to row 

until, afraid I might be getting lost, I picked a row and walked 

straight down it until I saw the hill and gate under the moon, 

all without seeing or hearing any sign of the disassembled worm. 

I’m not sure why I was so curious, and, afraid of missing my 

ride, I was ready to head back to Nikos’ car, but an idiotic 

frenzy took hold of me, and I plunged back into the trees. 

 This time, I found them. Down one of the rows was a 

clearing, and there, at a large table set with more than two 

dozen bottles of wine, the people I’d been following were 

seated. The poles they’d been carrying were stuck in the ground 

around them like something trying and failing miserably to be a 
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fence. One of the men saw me, for as I emerged from the trees, 

he turned in my direction and started gesturing and yelling in a 

language I didn’t understand. I took a step towards him with a 

placating smile on my face, but before I could take another one, 

an empty wine bottle sailed past my head and shattered against 

the nearest tree trunk. Another of the men reached behind him 

and plucked his pole from the ground, then the four or five men 

nearest him did the same. I turned and ran just as another 

bottle flew into pieces against another trunk. Behind me a 

rippling of laughter burst rottenly overripe from many mouths 

blended again into one organism. 

 I reached the hill and the gate in just a couple of 

minutes; no one followed, but I heard voices at the hilltop, one 

of which was speaking English. The voice was, indeed, James’ as 

was the childishly incredulous tone. 

 “Are you sure this is the right place?” 

 “You only had one map, and it’s nearly thirty years old,” 

Nikos said. 

 “How the hell did you get here?” James said when he saw me 

coming up over the hill. “You were supposed to wait by the car.” 

 “I walked,” I said. I planned to describe what I’d seen to 

James, but at that moment I was tired and irritable and decided 

he’d have to wait. 

 “This gate seems to imply that the place has changed 

hands,” said Nikos. 

 “And functions,” I said.  

 James stuck his lower jaw out at me and folded his lips 

into a tight crease. Nikos put his arm around James’ shoulder, 

and we trudged back to the car which was parked on a dirt road a 

short distance from the gate. Though the car now had more water 
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in it than a whale’s belly, when Nikos tried to start it, it 

merely coughed a couple of times, then whirred angrily. He 

waited patiently, then tried again, again the bellicose noises 

and recalcitrant immobility. 

 “I’m sorry, my friend,” he said to James. 

 “Let’s just sleep here tonight,” I said. 

 “I can call Katya,” said James. “She’ll come and pick us 

up.” 

 “Are you sure?” I said, suddenly cheered. “It must be after 

midnight.” 

 “Eleven forty five,” said James. “It’s fine, she’s a night 

owl.” 

 We passed the time waiting for Katya looking at the star-

filled sky and trying to sail small paper airplanes we made out 

of the pages of James’ notebook through the open windows of 

Nikos’ car. Less than half an hour after James had called her, 

she pulled up in her familiar VW hatchback. James and Nikos 

climbed into the back seat, and I sat in front. She smiled. 

James closed his eyes and put his chin on his palm. 

 “What is the problem?” she said as she pulled onto the road 

and sped up. 

 “The vineyard’s gone,” said James. “There’s an olive grove 

there now.” 

 “How curious,” said Katya. She was smiling. I was the only 

one who could see that. 

 The trip back took a half an hour, and though Katya tried 

to converse with James and Nikos, James was so sullen that she 

gave up. I was almost embarrassed for him. I didn’t have much 

conversation, myself, though. After apologizing for 

inconveniencing Katya, I could think of nothing else to say. She 



Built on the Ruins                         !       Brad Gottschalk 143

dropped Nikos and James off at some small building in New Town, 

then drove on to my hotel.  

 “I’m sorry I missed you yesterday,” she said. “I was 

expecting you after lunch.” 

 “I was too tired to come then,” I said. “I went back to the 

hotel for a nap.” 

 “I certainly understand,” she said. “Listen, I have an idea 

for James, which he might want to pursue, but he’s obviously not 

in the mood to hear it tonight. If he’s interested, then I’ll 

come along for awhile, and we might spend some time together. 

Would you like that?” 

 “I’d like that very much,” I said. Again she smiled. 

 Back in my room, I finished up a bottle of wine while 

looking down at the dark streets of Old Town. The place was 

quiet at last.  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Day Three:  Pan’s Retreat 

 I got up late again the next day. When I went down to the 

front desk, which I made the mistake of doing before breakfast, 

I had an urgent message from James, asking me to meet him at his 

apartment as soon as possible. The desk clerk called me a cab, 

and I went to the hotel entrance that faced New Town and the 

beach. The day was heating up fast, and the sun seemed to throw 

a sluggish glaze over the street, the city wall, the scooters 

and the sea. 

 The cab ride was slow, and I paid the driver too much, I’m 

sure. He let me off at the same building where Katya had dropped 

off Nikos and James the night before, a two story, white, flat 

roofed building that looked just like most of the other 

buildings in New Town. The building’s interior, too, was rather 

generic--it could have been any apartment complex built between 

1950 and 1980, in fact, once the front door closed, I lost all 

sense of place, and could have been in California, England, or 

back in Wisconsin. 

 As the door swung open I saw Katya sitting on a very old 

sofa holding a cup of coffee. A cheap radio sat on the 

windowsill and emitted a furiously paced, plunky rush of 

bouzouki music. James ushered me in, sat me down and handed me a 

cup as well. 

 “Katya’s been telling me about a man who’s building some 

sort of resort about fifty miles south of here,” said James. 

“She thinks it might be a good replacement for the vineyard. I’m 

headed down there today, you want to come?” 

 “Why not?” I said. “Are you coming?” to Katya, who touched 

my arm responding. 
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 “I’ll be down later. James is spending the night, when I 

told my friend about him, he offered James a free night. The 

offer extends to you as well.” 

 “The train leaves in an hour,” said James. “We don’t really 

have time to putter around. Christ, Bruce, I left that message 

for you nearly two hours ago.” 

 “I left my clothes at the hotel,” I said. “And I haven’t 

had breakfast.” 

 “We’ll grab something on the way,” said James. “And what do 

you need clothes for?  It’s just one night.” 

 A horn outside the apartment beeped, and James and Katya 

stood. James motioned me to stay where I was while he walked 

Katya down and out to the street. I stood at the window and 

watched her get into her cab, then watched the cab slither into 

traffic. James stood at the curb watching it for what seemed a 

strangely long time. 

 “You’ve got to help me out,” he said, blustering through 

the door. 

 “I don’t know how much help I can be,” I said. “I don’t 

know much about the details of traveling.” 

 “That’s not what I mean,” he said. “It’s Katya. She’s 

trying to screw me. Well, not screw, exactly, more like 

extortion.” 

 “She’s done nothing but help you,” I said. 

 “Right,” said James. “You don’t think she knew about the 

vineyard?  After last night’s stumblefuck, I looked it up, 

finally I fucking knew where to look, and that whole business 

was bought by an olive wholesaler more than ten years ago. It’s 

the biggest olive producer on the island, one of the biggest 

businesses in general, and you’re telling me she didn’t know?  
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She led me on, let me tread water until I’m desperate for a 

story, then she hands me this thing.” 

 “Then why go along with it?” I said.  

 “Are you listening to me?  I need a story. I don’t have 

one, the magazine’s going to yank my expense account, and it’s 

back to Chicago.” 

 “So what do you need me for?” I said. 

 “I need to know for sure, I need proof or an admission or 

something. I want you to cozy up to her, let her confide, and 

then get her to tell you what she’s been up to,” he said. 

 “I doubt she’d ever, even if she, I mean, what makes you 

think she’ll trust me that far?” I said. 

 “She already likes you. I can tell. Plus I showed her this, 

and told her she was your old lover. I’m sure that’s gotten her 

curiosity up, women aren’t like men, you know, they respond to 

weird things, nothing’s ever straightforward,” James said. He 

was holding a photograph of a stunning blond woman, sitting on a 

hard-back chair, legs spread, her tongue touching a vibrator. 

 “Where’d you get this?” I asked. 

 “Some crazy tourist was handing them out,” said James. “So, 

what do you say?” 

 I must be weak, because I agreed, and I think there are two 

basic reasons, because I agreed without ever intending to carry 

it out, but why not just say no, which was the same question I 

asked of James, but the fact is I was there in his patronage as 

it were, and if I didn’t agree he could have easily found a way 

to prevent my going to this new place at all and thus I wouldn’t 

see Katya for two days, perhaps at all, so I agreed, thinking 

perhaps that I acted as my best self--by humoring James I could 

find a way to help cure this strange fear of Katya. 
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 We walked to the station, the same from which I’d left for 

the Anka Temple. James had a notebook, two cameras and a 

portable typewriter; I had the proverbial shirt on my back, a 

nice shirt, colorful, comfortable, one of my favorites, but 

hardly much of a bulwark against the vicissitudes of travelling 

a strange country by someone else’s map.  

 James treated me to an omelette and a frappe in a small 

cafe near the station, then we boarded the train. There were 

only a few other people in the car, and James complained that 

was a bad sign. He asked me at least three times to reassure him 

that I was taking part in his plan, and I did, though lying to 

my friend gave me not only guilt but a touch of anxiety as well 

which I relieved, while James was relieving himself in the 

train’s bathroom, by surreptitiously taking pictures of the 

train’s seats, windows and floor with one of James’ cameras, 

imagining with sinister glee his irritation when he received the 

roll from his processing lab. 

 A driver from the estate met us at the station in a small 

town about an hour’s ride from Hagias Cyrus. We drove near the 

coast, skirting the foothills of the central mountains, then up 

several large hills past three small villages and then onto a 

dirt road that led to the house itself. James was quiet 

throughout the ride, even when the car rolled through an iron 

gate that folded over the opening in a high wall, freshly 

whitewashed and gleaming. The driver parked the car by a walkway 

of blue ceramic tile that led to the hotel. James and I got out, 

and after a few polite words from the driver, the car pulled 

away and we stood waiting for Thaddeus, the entrepreneur 

responsible for the present project. 
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 The house was large for a residence but small for a hotel. 

It had two stories, and was built (we saw later) around a 

central courtyard. It was the same gleaming white as the wall 

around it. From what was the original structure, an addition 

ran, a one story, L-shaped strip of rooms with an arcade; the 

rooms were situated so that each had a view of the Aegean which 

lay just beyond the house at the bottom of a high, rocky hill. 

The house and location both struck me as quite beautiful, but 

James stubbornly wore an expression devoid of interest. 

 As we looked around, a small balding man emerged from the 

house’s front doors and strode quickly down the tile path. As he 

got close to us, I noticed first his moustache, a thin strip 

that ran from either side of his nose to the edges of his 

jawline. Only its narrowness prevented it from being a 

handlebar, it was perhaps instead a purse-string. He introduced 

himself to us, he was Thaddeus, of course, smiled broadly, shook 

our hands then led us to the house. Near the front door, the 

tile path fanned out into an egg-shaped patio while to the 

right, it continued, running parallel to the front of the house, 

then (we saw later) around and to a set of stairs that went down 

the hill to the small private beach. As we entered, Thaddeus 

began to talk, delivering a memorized speech. 

 “This estate has been around since the late nineteenth 

century. I’ve named it Pan’s Retreat for the contemporary 

tourists, but I’m not really sure how much that pleases me. In 

any case, the land was awarded to an officer, Captain Mikhail 

Sphrantzes, who fought for independence in the war, but he only 

had enough money to build a small house. He grew olive trees, 

which was for him only a hobby since most of his time was taken 

up with his military career. His son made the family fortune, 
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some say by smuggling wine into the Ottoman Empire. The family’s 

name and fortune grew steadily until the outbreak of the Second 

World War, when the Sphrantzes land was seized by the Italians, 

and even after the war, the government didn’t return it to the 

family until the early seventies. The Sphrantzes by then had 

lost all practical skills. Instead of developing the land, they 

hosted lavish parties. Here, they attracted the wealthy of 

Europe, who came for the beauty of the Sodorian coast, but they 

weren’t able to regain their fortune. Eventually what was left 

of their legacy was squandered, and they sold the land. The 

portion of the estate we purchased includes only the main house 

and the airstrip. The family actually owned all of the land you 

drove over since the last village, but it’s all in different 

hands now.” 

 Thaddeus encouraged James to leave his typewriter and 

cameras on the patio, then we followed the path around the 

house. The stairs leading down to the beach below were narrow 

and steep, made of whitewashed cement inlaid with blue tile. 

Near the rocks at the beach’s edge, a pier was under 

construction, and just beyond that, a slender finger of rocks 

curved out into the shallows. About halfway out, a man stood, 

holding something in his hand I couldn’t quite make out. 

 “We’ll have plane rides over the island and, of course, two 

or three cabin boats that will take people out to sea for 

fishing, snorkeling, or simply to admire the beauty of the 

coastline.” 

 We started down the stairs, going single file. Before we 

got halfway down, I noticed a small group of cats gathered 

around what looked like a dead fish. When Thaddeus noticed it as 

well, he stopped us with his outstretched arm, an exasperated 
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expression on his face, then he signalled to the man standing by 

the water. The man clambered quickly over the rocks, and when he 

got to the beach I saw that the object in his hand was a bow. He 

took an arrow from the quiver at his belt, took careful aim and 

let the missile fly. It skewered one of the cats through the 

shoulderblade; the creature gave a horrifying shriek, and the 

rest of the cats scattered leaving the dead, half-eaten fish on 

the stairs. 

 “I am truly sorry for the brutality,” said Thaddeus, “but 

only army personnel are allowed to have firearms on Sodor.”  He 

folded his arms and shook his head as the archer approached the 

stairs with a large cloth sack. “Perhaps I should show you your 

rooms.” 

 Thaddeus then led us back around the house to the front 

door. Through it was what would be the lobby, then just a big 

empty room with pillars stretching up to the ceiling. The floor 

was laid with the same color tiles as the outside walkway, 

though here and there darker blue tiles made the outlines of 

dolphins, fish and abstract patterns. From the lobby we took a 

left turn and went out to the L-shaped strip of rooms. Thaddeus 

opened the first door, handed James the key, and ushered him 

inside, then opened the second door and handed its key to me. 

The rooms were rather small and furnished simply with bed, table 

and chairs, but the view of the sea was beautiful, and the 

simplicity added a sense of serenity. From the arcade, Thaddeus 

apologized to both of us, then vanished. 

 I went over to James’ room. He was sitting on the edge of 

the bed looking through the open door at the water. 

 “It’s not as bad as I expected, but it’s still not worth an 

article,” he said. 
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 “We’ve hardly seen anything,” I said. 

 “And the car’s gone. Typical island chicanery. I’d leave 

now if I could.” 

 I was standing in the arcade looking in to James’ room; 

through a window in the opposite wall I saw a car pull up to the 

walkway. Nikos emerged first, from the back seat, then Katya, 

laughing. 

 “You probably can,” I said. “Nikos is here.”  I shut the 

door to my room and went to the front lawn. 

 Katya wore a light blue summer dress with wide straps, a 

loose sheath that stopped just above her knees, and over it a 

jacket with no collar, the same material and color. She had on a 

pair of sunglasses which she pulled down to the tip of her nose 

when she spoke to me. 

 “Have you seen the courtyard?” she asked. “It’s quite 

wonderful.” 

 She didn’t have a suitcase or even a purse. She started 

walking towards the front door, and I stepped beside her. 

 “We just got here,” I said. “One of Thaddeus’ men killed a 

cat on the stairs. I think it embarrassed him--he kind of 

stopped the tour there.” 

 “Fucking cats,” she said. “They’re everywhere.” 

 We passed through the lobby and went out through a pair of 

double glass doors into the courtyard. To our right was a small 

garden, a lime tree its centerpiece, other smaller bushes and 

flowering plants around it, to our left, a large chessboard with 

pieces between two and four feet tall. The rest of the yard was 

paved with smooth, flat stones. An arcade ran around the 

interior, and in one corner steps led up to a balcony that ran 

around the second floor. Directly across from us was a small 
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wooden stage resting on four thick poles carved into garish 

faces. On three sides of the stage were sheets of white canvas 

supported by thin wooden frames. Iron benches, chairs and tables 

were scattered throughout the yard, and Katya sat down on the 

bench nearest the stage. As I sat next to her, she crossed her 

legs in a breathtaking motion allowing her rounded, copper 

thighs to emerge from below her skirt. 

 “I wish I had my swimsuit,” I said. “A private beach, it’s 

perfect. I love to swim.” 

 “If you waited until night,” said Katya, “you wouldn’t need 

it.” 

 Of course that remark called up an image of me and Katya 

frolicking naked in the surf beneath the Mediterranean moon, and 

then her on her hands and knees while I slapped. . . with an 

effort of will, I managed to drive these images out of my head. 

 “Do you like the hotel?” Katya said. 

 “I do, very much,” I said. “And I especially like the 

guests.”  (She smiled)  “But I’m afraid James isn’t much 

impressed.” 

 “He’s afraid of getting fired,” she said. “But that’s his 

own fault. He always takes advantage, then he feels guilty.” 

 “Who is he taking advantage of now?” I asked. 

 Katya was about to answer, when a man walked across the 

courtyard carrying a large suitcase. He passed by us, walked 

directly up to the stage and stood with his arms folded staring 

at it. 

 “Enrikos, you’re being rude,” Katya said. The man turned 

around, smiled broadly and said something to her in the island 

dialect. We both stood up and approached him. A sharp twist of 

nausea accompanied my realization that I was being introduced to 
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the puppeteer I’d confronted outside the Anka Temple the night 

before. As Katya recited our names, he smiled and shook my hand; 

I didn’t notice any hint of hostility, even of recognition--I 

wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or insulted, but the pressure 

of Katya’s hand on my arm ameliorated my trepidation. 

 “Enrikos is performing after dinner tomorrow,” said Katya. 

“A taste of traditional island entertainment.” 

 “I’ll be looking forward to it,” I said. “How much will you 

be charging us for that show?  Probably five hundred echmeta per 

person, right?”  (I didn’t say that.) 

 Enrikos excused himself and commenced pacing back and forth 

in front of the stage, muttering in islander. Katya took my hand 

and led me back towards the lobby. 

 “Thaddeus has arranged for lunch to be served in your 

room,” she said. “He was planning to host himself, but he’s been 

very busy.” 

 “Would you join me?” I asked, surprised when she agreed. 

 Outside of James’ room, I paused, hopefully conducting 

myself with enough subtlety to prevent Katya from knowing I was 

checking up on my friend (though she was unaware of their 

recently adversarial relationship. I didn’t want her to think my 

attention was on anything but her). His room was completely 

silent, the door closed, blinds drawn.  

 My room, on the other hand, was wide open, the door and all 

windows. On the bed were three metal dishes, several small 

plates, and a bottle of retsina. The dishes contained--1) a cold 

stew of marinated mushrooms; 2) olives, cheese, sliced cucumbers 

and flat bread; 3) several sauces made from peppers, yogurt, 

garlic and chick peas. Katya opened the bottle of wine while I 
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filled up two plates with as much food as they could hold, then 

we sat at the table. 

 “You work in a library?” asked Katya. 

 “That’s right,” I said. “A college library.” 

 “You must have read a lot of books,” she said. 

 “Not as many as I haven’t read.”  She laughed, though I 

hadn’t meant that comment as a joke. Unlike my next. “But now I 

wish I were a travel agent.” 

 “Why?  Have you been inspired now to travel?” she asked. 

 “I’ve always loved to travel,” I said. “But if I were an 

agent, I could send all of my business to you.” 

 She smiled, stood, leaned over and kissed my cheek. 

Outside, the cicadas had started again. The kiss, the contact, 

and the droning insect song left me slightly bewildered, and I 

was silent and still for a long moment that was only interrupted 

by her voice above me, she was still standing, right leg 

touching the table’s edge, inches from my hand. 

 “What are you thinking?” she asked.  

 “I’m thinking I’d like to touch your legs,” I said. This 

slipped out, it was an impulse. Though I was conscious of saying 

it out loud, I was speaking in almost a whisper, and I thought 

the insect song outside would split up the words into incoherent 

syllables.  

 But Katya comprehended. The room wasn’t large, from where 

she stood she only had turn around ninety degrees and take two 

steps back to sit on the edge of the bed (this she did, I’m not 

simply theorizing, here). She crossed her right leg over her 

left while I sat like a clay frog unsure whether her maneuver 

resulted in a pose of invitation or a retreat and also if 

invitation I had to choose between two possible postures for 



Built on the Ruins                         !       Brad Gottschalk 155

myself (and only two from which I’d have access to. . . she 

sitting as she was) sitting next to her or kneeling supplicant 

on the floor which I wouldn’t have been shy about, but some 

women find that attitude in a man unappealing. 

 Her smile was gone, face inscrutable. 

 If I mention that I touched her foot first, my choice 

should be obvious. I ran my fingertips over the proud lines of 

her metatarsals and phalanges, cupped her ankles in my palms 

then caressed slowly the muscular curve of her calf, her razor 

stubble roughing pleasantly against my hand. When I reached her 

knee, she uncrossed her legs, extended her left to me, her toes 

resting on my thigh, and I repeated my caresses up to the inside 

of her thigh, my hand flat against the round smooth skin to the 

hem of her dress where it met her hand, fingers between mine 

moving them away. 

 “You only said my legs,” she said. 

 “If I’d said I wanted to see you naked, would you have let 

me?” I asked. 

 “Only to look,” she said. I smiled. “I have to meet with 

Thaddeus.” 

 At the door, she kissed my cheek again. The cicadas were 

still making noise, but this time I remained clear headed. 

 After she’d gone, I strolled around the outside of the 

hotel, down to the beach, out on the rocks, then back up to the 

front lawn. I didn’t see James or Nikos. I continued to putter 

until mid-afternoon, then I went back to my room for a siesta, 

an island habit that seemed more pleasurable each time I engaged 

in it. 

 James’ knocking on my door woke me up, and he continued 

knocking even after I called out a response, continued, in fact, 
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until I had climbed out of bed, put on my trousers and opened 

the door. He was impatient and irritable. He told me that 

Thaddeus had planned a big dinner for the four of us, that we 

should get down to the beach as soon as possible, then he 

waited, standing in the doorway with his arms crossed while I 

showered. We left the L-shaped row, went through the lobby and 

around the front of the hotel to the stairs. Below us on the 

beach, Thaddeus had arranged a seaside dinner--a large table 

with formal table cloth and silver service had been set right on 

the sand. About a hundred feet from the table, several cooks 

were standing behind large grills and aluminum ice carts filled 

with vegetables, fruits, and bread. Mixed with the salt air was 

the savory aroma of broiling beef, chicken and fish. Nikos and 

Katya were standing near the water’s edge, each with a glass of 

wine in hand. James and I descended the stairs quickly, James 

rolling his eyes and making impatient sort of pig-noises all the 

way down. 

 The dinner itself was uneventful. Nikos and James conversed 

with Thaddeus, politely but superficially, and I listened. Katya 

was seated on the other side of them, too far from me to allow a 

conversation, let alone any surreptitious caresses. As the sun 

dipped towards the central mountains, I thought regretfully that 

our hosts had gotten their piece of land on the wrong side of 

the island. If we’d been on the western shore, the ocean sunset 

alone would have made a dining experience like this memorable. 

After dessert, we drank iced raki and more wine, and, as the 

twilight deepened and our faces began to disappear in the gloom, 

we ascended the stairs again, one by one, a subdued but cheerful 

procession. 
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 Just outside the front entrance, I hung back and waited for 

Katya. She was walking with Thaddeus, her arm through his, but 

she detached herself when she saw me standing alone.  

 “I’m sorry we didn’t get to talk at dinner,” I said. 

 “Perhaps I need some time to recall more conversation 

topics,” she said, smiling. 

 “Would you like to take a walk with me?” I asked. 

 “I am very tired, and a little drunk,” she said. “I think 

it would be best to wait until tomorrow. We’ll have coffee in 

the courtyard. I’m upstairs in number twenty one in the main 

building. Knock any time after ten.” 

 We brushed lips against cheeks and she drifted through the 

doors.  

 When I got back to my room, James was on the bed with a 

bottle of raki he’d lifted from the portable bar. He’d poured a 

glass for each of us and had already drunk most of his. He was 

much drunker than I at that point. 

 “So, how is it going with our lovely travel agent?” he 

asked. 

 “To be honest, I really don’t know,” I said. “I can’t tell 

whether she’s really attracted or just flirting.” 

 “I mean, the vineyard. This whole mess, did she know?” he 

said. 

 “I have no idea,” I said. (I should have waited until 

morning to add this next part, no doubt, perhaps I overestimated 

my own sobriety, perhaps I was simply being selfish and wanted 

the argument over, perhaps I wanted to have the edge that James’ 

drunkenness gave me--whatever the reason, I added) “I never 

really tried to find out.” 
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 “Why the fuck not?” asked James. “You agreed to 

help.”  (Child-like, mewling tone.) 

 “I had second thoughts,” I said. “It’s between you and her. 

If you really think she’s deceived you, cut her off and move 

on.” 

 “It’s more complicated than that,” he said. 

 “I like her, I think she’s beautiful, and she seems quite 

kind,” I said. 

 “She’s a sneaky control freak bitch,” he said, “and if you 

keep it up, she’s going to make you miserable. Nikos has a 

friend, who, she made him, wait no, that’s someone else, and 

then... shit, I can’t remember.” 

 “Where is Nikos?” I said. 

 “Had to go back to town,” said James. “Maybe you should 

just go home. Forget Katya, and get away from me, too. I’m going 

to be in trouble soon, and the less involved you are, the 

better.” 

 “What kind of trouble?” I asked. 

 “The kind that permanently changes your life,” said James. 

“You think I didn’t want this to work out?  This fucking place 

was my last chance, but I can’t do it. It’s like something out 

of some Euro-trash softcore porn flick.” 

 He stood up, refilled my glass, then took the bottle and 

his glass and ambled to the door. He didn’t say anymore, but he 

did toast me silently before leaving. 

 The issue, of course, is how I could have, given the choice 

between an old friend, someone I’ve known since graduate school, 

and a woman I’d known for three days, about whom I knew little, 

of whose intentions I wasn’t sure, choose the woman over the 

friend, something we’d expect from a twenty five year old punk, 
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but not from a man in his forties, well educated, experienced 

with the world, though on this point I have to say that James 

seemed to be mentalmorphing in front of me from friend to 

stranger, and any charges of manipulation he could level at 

Katya he’d also have to assume himself and this was a new 

aspect, at least to my perception, and while it’s true that I 

never would have met Katya if not for his. . . but let me 

be. . . there was nothing about her at that point I didn’t like, 

and of course I could be accused of simple ruttishness, but when 

beauty enters a man’s life, even if it’s inconvenient, he has 

to, or at least he should, follow it, and on the other hand, I 

have to say, though this may sound ungenerous, I suspected James 

of, if not at least half-subconsciously manufacturing his 

troubles, for he’d done that in the past, at least exaggerating 

them, perhaps because living in crisis gave him a sense of 

importance and helped ease the irritation he felt at not 

considering himself a real journalist, one who faces danger to 

write the truth. 

 I went out to the arcade and drank the raki, looking down 

at the water that was then motley with moonlight, as was I. 
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Numbers 

During the 30 days just after Jason split from Cynthia and rented a small, one-bedroom 

apartment: 

1. Jason and Rena spent 13 nights together 

2. Jason called in sick for 1 day to buy 1 new bed, 2 used chairs, and 1 used sofa for his new 

apartment 

3. Incarcarex, Inc. added 123 prisoners to the Yaldabeth population 

4. Eric Mifflin’s firm acquired 1 new client with 1 immediate new project attached to it 

5. Helena managed to collect 38 signatures for her petition against the zoning proposal 

6. Cynthia bought a 6 line classified ad, for 7 days, at $1.00 per line per day, looking for a 

roommate 

7. Lucas participated in 1 further reading which Jason did not attend, but which a fairly young 

woman named Octave did 

8. Rena added $2,000.00 to her house-building fund 

9. Alice got her last paycheck totalling $113.78 

10. Orry devoted 1/2 of a broadcast to the zoning issue mentioned in #5. 
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Decor 1 

 Rena was late. By the time she knocked on the door, Orry was twisting the threads of his 

argument together into a final knot. Jason opened the door, took her coat and draped it over a 

chair by the table that stood just outside the kitchen door, then went wordlessly back to the 

couch. Rena, still holding a gift-wrapped box, perched on the arm of the couch, not quite sitting, 

not quite standing, and put her hand on his shoulder. 

 “I left the wine in the car,” she said. “I thought we’d be going back to my place.” 

 “He’s almost done,” said Jason. “Then we can go.” 

 Rena leaned forward and put the box on the floor. On the television Orry paused for a 

moment, his bearded, fat-cheeked face taking on an expression of expectancy. After holding it 

for exactly three seconds, he inhaled then exhaled audibly through his nose. 

 “. . .Gentrification is, of course, a class term, but I would put forth the need for a different 

term, a cultural term, perhaps. I’d say WASP, but most of the people in our new developments are 

of German descent. You’ll find a much more eclectic crowd on Bleekman Street at the moment. I 

won’t try to claim that Bleekman Street has been singled out because it is home to some of Saint 

Croix’s stranger elements. I don’t think the mayor is making an attempt to attack directly 

businesses like the Velvet Hand, Free Words Weekly, Essential Frivolities or the Ten Percent 

Society, but the effect of governmental policy in this area is to alienate these groups of people 

who might otherwise feel they have a stake in the general welfare of the city and a claim to equal 

citizenship. . .” 

 Jason noticed that Rena’s eyes were wandering, and he was suddenly embarrassed by the 

apartment’s spare decor and it’s general shape. The place looked like nothing but two big boxes 

glued together, and the only thing hanging up on any wall was a photograph of the city’s 

waterfront before city hall was moved. 

 “I brought you a housewarming present,” she said as Jason turned off the television. 

 Rena bent over again and lifted the box from the floor. The wrapping paper was silver, 

tied with a red bow. 
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 “You didn’t have to do that,” said Jason. 

 “Looks to me like I did,” said Rena. “This place looks like a monk’s cell.” 

 “Thanks.” 

 Jason took the box. It was heavier than he expected, and he almost dropped it. Shrugging 

nervously, he tore into the paper slowly, then opened the box’s cardboard flaps. Inside was a 

small, copper thing that looked like a pitcher, squatly shaped with spirals and wheels cut into the 

metal and a long wooden handle jutting up from the top at a steep angle. 

 “It’s a coffee pot,” said Rena. “From Turkey.” 

 “How do you make coffee with it?” asked Jason. 

 “Well, to make Turkish coffee, you boil the water with the grounds together, then cook it 

a bit. But I was thinking this would be more decorative than functional.” 

 “It’s lovely,” said Jason. 

 He laid the box and wrapping paper on the floor then stood up holding the coffee pot. 

One leg stuck to the ground, he rotated in both directions considering where to put it. The most 

logical place would be on the table by the kitchen, but the table was small, and if he put it there, 

he’d have to move it every time he ate. But the only other possible place at least so far was on 

top of the television, and that’d look ridiculous. Finally he walked over to the table and set it 

down. 

 “When I get some bookshelves,” he said almost to himself, “I’ll leave a space for it 

there.” 

 “Where did you get that picture?” she asked, pointing to the other decoration. 

 “Oh, I cut it out of St. Croix Magazine. They were doing a sort of then and now piece. I 

just liked it. You know, some of Cynthia’s co-workers still complain that they moved city hall, 

even though no one who works there now was around when they did.” 

 “Right.” 

 “It’s not up there because of Cynthia, I mean, it doesn’t have anything to do with her. I 

just liked the picture.” 

 “Did I say anything?” 
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 “No.” 

 “Maybe I should’ve gotten you a poster instead.” 

 “A poster of what?” 

 “How about a giant photo of yourself?” 

 “Please.” 

 “A big poster of Che Guevera?” 

 “That’s very eighties.” 

 “Don’t you know any artists?  Maybe you can get an original.” 

 “I wouldn’t even know how to ask. Besides, I’m not sure I’d want something from 

anyone I know. I’d get sick of it after six months or so, and I’d want to take it down. Then what?  

I’d either have to put up with it and end up hating it, or figure out some way to destroy it that’d 

look like an accident.” 

 “Do you always plan ahead like that?” 

 “It’s not really planning. One thought pops into my head, then all the others just sort of 

tumble after.” 

 “That doesn’t mean you have to pay attention to them.” 

 “How can you ignore them?” 

 “I don’t know. I’ve never been good at psychology.” 
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The Altruistic Impulse 

 Octave answered Lucas’s door wearing only a man’s Oxford shirt, light blue with dark 

grey vertical stripes. The bright tattoo of a dragon, mostly in reds, yellows and greens circled her 

right thigh twice. She smiled then turned her back on him and headed towards the bedroom. A 

moment later, Lucas emerged wearing a robe and running his fingers through his hair. 

 “You’re early,” he said. 

 “I don’t think I am,” said Jason. “I timed the ride. Rena’s place is about a mile further 

away than our old apartment, that’s an extra five minutes, six if there’s a wind. I left at quarter 

till, and in the best conditions it’d take me twenty minutes to get here.” 

 “You should see someone about that,” said Lucas. 

 “What?” 

 “That numbers thing.” 

 “I see you’ve been keeping busy.” 

 “It seems we’re both floating on the waters of new romance. I know I’m a little old for 

her, and it probably won’t last past Christmas, but I intend to paddle these waters until she gets 

disappointed and swims away. Help yourself to some coffee.” 

 Lucas patted his slight pot belly with both hands, smiled and shook his head resignedly. 

As Jason turned towards the kitchen, he went back to the bedroom. From there Octave’s voice 

squealed accompanied by several thumps on the floor and a loud crack. In the silence that 

followed, Jason sipped his coffee and, sitting on the couch, looked at the minotaur. He tried to 

picture it in his apartment, perhaps on the floor (though it wasn’t really tall enough for that), or 

maybe on the shelf of a yet to be acquired bookcase. He tried to remember the story of the 

minotaur, but all he could call up was that it lived in a maze with a woman who had to be 

rescued. Typical, he thought, the fantasy of stealing a woman. If a woman you want is with 

someone else, he must be a monster, she must be held against her will in his half-human, brutish 

grip. Lucas came out of the bedroom wearing a pair of canvas pants and a dark brown sweater. 

Octave followed in jeans, black tank top and a flannel shirt, unbuttoned, tails tied around her 
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waist. She had rings on all of her fingers and six of her ten, still bare toes. The toe rings had 

abstract patterns etched into the metal. Like my new coffee pot, thought Jason. 

 “Octopus Stew’s sold a hundred copies already,” said Lucas. “I don’t have that many 

friends, so at least a few people I’ve never heard of are reading it.” 

 “Have you read it?” asked Octave. “I’ve gone through it twice.” 

 “Part of it,” said Jason. “I don’t really know that much about poetry.” 

 “You don’t have to sound so contrite,” said Lucas. “Poetry is not the basis of our 

friendship,” he said to Octave, “but rather, a certain confluence of temperament that, despite 

Jason’s commitment to pragmatism, gives us similar, deeper reactions to other people and to 

situations.” 

 Jason wasn’t sure whether Lucas was kidding. Not since college had anyone attempted to 

define his friendship with Jason, and though he’d lost the thread of Lucas’s utterance before it 

was finished, he did wonder about Lucas’s claim of similar temperament. It was true that they 

both had a humorously sarcastic demeanor, but underneath Lucas’s sarcasm was a self-mockery 

that at first seemed modest but was really a subtle form of boasting. Jason’s sarcasm, he himself 

imagined, wasn’t directed at himself in any way but was the disinterested judgment of a 

spectator. 

 “Hey, you know Alice Godwin, don’t you?” asked Octave.  

 “Yeah,” said Jason. “I mean, I don’t know her really well, but I’ve talked to her a few 

times.” 

 “You know she got fired, right?” said Octave. 

 “Yeah, I heard,” said Jason. “Had something to do with that guy Helena was seeing, but 

that’s all I know.” 

 “She’s kind of out in the cold,” said Octave. “She doesn’t have another job yet, and she’s 

losing her apartment. I’d offer her my place, but Julianna, my roommate, doesn’t want anyone 

else staying there, cause she has this thing about, I guess she’s probably right, that no matter how 

much you might trust somebody, if it’s not official, like their name on the lease or some other 

agreement, they don’t have any responsibility, and you’re just asking for trouble. Maybe that’s 
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the wrong thing to tell you when I’m asking you this, oh, well, too late now, anyway, do you 

know anybody who’d be willing to put her up just for a couple of weeks or a month at the 

outside until she can get a new place or a job?” 

 “She tried to talk me into letting Alice sleep on my sofa,” said Lucas, “I think she’s 

working harder on this than Alice is herself, I think Alice now has the appearance of a confused 

sheep in a barren pasture. Unfortunately, old men lose their flexibility, especially in domestic 

arrangements.” 

 Alice had been on the periphery of Jason’s circle of friends for the last three years or so, 

and in that time he’d probably not said more than a couple of hundred words to her. His first 

impulse was to give Octave Cynthia’s name, but he didn’t really know whether she was looking 

for a roommate. Then he tried to imagine what it would be like to have Alice in his small 

apartment, eating breakfast, watching TV in the evening, bringing in friends, and he found that 

he could not. He hadn’t had a roommate since his first year out of college. Right after that, he’d 

moved in with Cynthia. The failure of his imagination intrigued him. Of course, there was also 

the chance to help out Alice, but it was really out of curiosity that he decided to offer her his 

apartment. 

 “Where is she staying now?” he asked Octave. 

 “She’s still at her old place. She’s got a week or so till the lease runs out, I think. I told 

her that’d be plenty of time to find a new place, but she’s convinced no one will rent to her if she 

doesn’t have a job, and she’s kind of paralyzed with gloom. But I’m sure she’ll snap out of it 

once she has somewhere to stay.” 

 “She can stay with me for awhile,” said Jason. “My place is small, and it’s not too 

attractive, but it’s in a good location, and I’m gone a lot.” 

 “We’re meeting her for lunch today,” said Octave. “You want to come?” 

 “Can’t,” said Jason. “I’m meeting Rena.” 

 Octave shrugged, then stood up. She went into the kitchen, and Jason could hear the 

clinking of coffee cups. Lucas leaned over and spoke very quietly. 

 “When are you going to learn, my friend?” 



Built on the Ruins                         !       Brad Gottschalk 168

 “Learn what?” said Jason. 

 “No good deed goes unpunished.” 

 Jason rolled his eyes. Lucas smiled maliciously. Jason was surprised his friend could only 

see altruism as his motive. He thought of telling Lucas that he was planning to seduce Alice, but 

then he guessed the still grinning poet would be enthused rather than indignant over that 

endeavor. 
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In Fox Run 

 Helgesen’s house was in a new subdivision named Fox Run and was just three years old, 

a two story jumble of styles from mock Tudor to faux Cape Cod, but even with its size and its 

expansive, fully furnished basement, it was modest compared to most of the others on its street. 

Helgesen greeted them at the door, led them through the two story foyer with vaulted ceilings, 

through the two story living room with vaulted ceilings and down the basement stairs to the fully 

equipped bar. Some classical music was playing. Helgesen mixed them drinks, and they retired 

to the basement living room furnished with black leather chairs and a matching sofa. Rena sat on 

the sofa with Helgesen, and Jason took the chair to Rena’s left. It had a matching footstool. After 

hesitating for about half of the conversation, Jason finally took off his shoes and put up his feet. 

 “Thanks for coming,” said Helgesen. “It was this or the college orchestra playing The 

Four Seasons. I have a pile of papers, of course, but Elsie’s out of town.” 

 “What does that mean?” asked Rena. 

 “I get restless when I’m alone. I start to think about all of the things I have to do, none of 

them terribly important, but added all together it’s one big tangled mess that I feel I’m 

neglecting. The only way I can get over that is to have some company.” 

 “You never felt that way before,” said Rena. 

 “It’s the teaching job,” said Helgesen. “So many details, so many papers to look at, 

articles to read, committees, meetings, conferences. And let’s not forget the students. One of 

them called me last night at ten thirty, if you can imagine. It’s the size of the campus, I’m afraid. 

All of the students assume an intimacy with the professors that isn’t necessarily reciprocated.” 

 It had been three days since Jason left his first message with Alice, and two since his 

second. By Octave’s calendar, she had only four days left in her apartment. He wanted to assume 

that she’d found another place to stay with someone she knew better, but a suspicion kept 

circling in his mind that she simply couldn’t take on the attitude of urgency her situation 

required. That was probably due to Lucas’s calling her a sheep in a barren pasture. 
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 “So what do you think?” asked Helgesen, opening his arms to indicate the sitting room. 

“Disgustingly ostentatious?  My colleagues are always surprised the first time they see it. I tell 

them the house was bought with money from my private practice, but that’s only half true. In 

fact, Elsie is doing very well. The lucrative field of human resources. Tell me, don’t you imagine 

a giant warehouse with people all in big glass cylinders in suspended animation?” 

 “It’s not so bad,” said Jason. 

 “What?  Being suspended in a glass tube?” said Helgesen. 

 “The house,” said Jason. “I was taken aback by the size of the whole subdivision, though. 

It’s practically a separate town.” 

 “True,” said Helgesen. “And most of the people who live here, I believe, would be 

perfectly happy never to set foot in the city if they didn’t have to work there. Ironic. It’s, if you’ll 

forgive a political statement, a little bit of domestic colonialism, isn’t it?” 

 Until that day, the restaurant where he and Rena had lunch with Helgesen was the closest 

Jason had ever been to Fox Run. He knew that neighborhoods just like it were spreading out 

from the south and west corners of Saint Croix, but he’d never really paid much attention to 

them. He’d been unprepared for the size of Fox Run, and out there he saw the face of the new 

city. He really didn’t like it much. And Helgesen was the new citizen: kind, self-deprecating, 

aware of the fact that only a few people could manage to live in such comfort, but completely 

willing to accept the advantage without question. 

 The music ended. Rena and Helgesen were talking about the office where Jason and Rena 

worked, some doctor they both knew, as Helgesen stood up and walked over to the stereo 

cabinet. Across the room, sliding glass doors opened onto his scrubby back yard, the flat, treeless 

street, and an expanse of dirt crowned with the barn-sized wooden skeleton of a new house. As 

Helgesen returned to his seat, joking about the mutual doctor friend’s ego, Jason caught Rena 

looking at him with eyebrows arched. Clearly she disapproved of his general silence, though he 

doubted that Helgesen would even notice, let alone take offense. 

 “Do you like teaching?” he asked Helgesen, just to be polite, at a break in the doctor’s 

conversation. 
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 “It’s a little strange,” said Helgesen. “For years, I had to keep up with the latest studies in 

psychology, genome studies, cognitive therapy, and I watched as the field moved towards 

microbiology. Rena actually helped me quite a bit in that area. Now, I’m back to Freud, Jung, 

Reich and the other early pioneers. You see, Basileus has no graduate students, so the new stuff 

is left to one or two high level courses. Most of the course load is the history of psychology. For 

instance, when you take a literature class, you’re more likely to read Melville than, oh, I don’t 

know, Saul Bellow.” 

 “I think Saul Bellow is old guard, now, too,” said Rena. 

 “Well, that shows you how far behind I am in everything. I was gong to say Gore Vidal, 

but I knew that’d be even worse. Anyway, I still see a few patients. I miss having a full practice. 

To be completely honest, I’d rather see patients than students, at least with the patients, there’s a 

chance of improvement.” 

 “You didn’t want to work for the HMO?” asked Jason. “If you don’t mind my asking.” 

 “The truth is, they were well stocked with psychologists,” said Helgesen. “In the world of 

employer paid health plans, psychotherapy is something of a luxury. You can have five OBs to 

one psychologist in such an establishment. The postmodern world is nothing if not materialistic, 

and this is the age of the body, not of the mind.” 

 “Aren’t the mind and body one?” said Jason. 

 “Only because the body makes the mind irrelevant,” said Helgesen. 

 “Can we please change the topic?” said Rena. She laughed quietly. “Jason has the 

annoying ability to bring out your serious side.” 

 “Well, then, he’ll balance well your cheerful frivolousness,” said Helgesen. 

 Jason accepted another drink from his host. He didn’t say anything until much later, but 

Rena’s remark had irritated him. Partly because he wasn’t sure exactly what she meant, partly 

because she’d launched the comment as a criticism, and he didn’t think that encouraging people 

to speak seriously was a bad thing at all. If it was true that he brought out people’s ‘serious 

sides’, he’d failed to do that with Rena, and he didn’t like what that implied. Though he also 

thought that perhaps Rena was simply bored with the conversation and wanted to be entertained. 
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He took a sip of his scotch. He’d specifically asked for the cheap stuff, but Helgesen had ignored 

him--he couldn’t taste the difference, but he’d seen the bottle as Helgesen poured his drink. He 

realized that Rena’s friend couldn’t simply be dismissed. 



Built on the Ruins                         !       Brad Gottschalk 173

Bleekman Street Documentary: Proposal 

 The next morning, Rena went jogging. This was less than a ritual but more than a novelty, 

a spontaneous activity she engaged in when she felt a swelling of extra energy, usually two or 

three times a week. She was usually gone for an hour or so, but Jason suspected that only ten or 

fifteen minutes of that time were actually spent running, while the rest was whiled away sitting 

by the lake drinking tea, watching people walking around Riverside and Lakeshore. While she 

was gone, Jason thought about Fox Run and Bleekman Street and the vast amount of free time 

he’d had since giving up on both activism and his marriage. At Helgesen’s the idea of making a 

little handmade film about Bleekman Street had popped into his head, a project that would take 

up some of his time and let him use his activist skills in a less confrontational, more enjoyable 

way. He’d need help from Orry, who had a lot of video experience, and that was good. He’d been 

feeling cut off from his friends, and working with him would only make the project more 

enjoyable. He thought it over after Rena left and couldn’t think of a good reason not to do it. The 

project was launched immediately from Rena’s phone. 

Jason:  Hey, Orry, it’s Jason. 

Orry:  Hi. What’s up? 

Jason:  Not much. 

Orry:  So, get this, I was down at the Washburn Jail last night, you know, to listen to Bullfrog 

Ribot-- 

Jason:  They were playing? 

Orry:  All night. 

Jason:  Shit. I forgot all about it. 

Orry:  I’ll call you next time. Anyway, I ran into Ellen, and let me tell you, we had the weirdest 

conversation I’ve had with anyone in a long, long time. She’s hooked up with this group, 

and they’re, are you ready for this?  They’re crusading against embalming. Claims it 

destroys the natural cycle of birth and death, that it releases poisons into the soil, that it 
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ruins the fertility of the ground. They’ve got this service for burial in bio-degradable 

coffins, even, and they’re going after the whole mortician’s profession. Can you believe 

it?  And people thought the prison was trivial. 

Jason:  Who thought it was trivial? 

Orry:  Everybody who didn’t have a relative already in lockdown. Especially now, when you can 

get arrested for spitting on the sidewalk. Your phone’s safe, by the way, isn’t it?  I don’t 

want to be arrested for conspiracy to commit spit. It’s typical, man, don’t take it 

personally. As far as I’m concerned, I’m going to have to be a lot less conscious than I am 

right now before I care about embalming. 

Jason:  Ellen always was a little nutty. Didn’t she have some weird reason for hooking up with us 

in the first place? 

Orry:  Yeah, she thought she’d been a prisoner in a past life, because she saw this documentary 

on Alcatraz on TV, and the photos of the prison all seemed very familiar to her. 

Jason:  Probably from another movie. 

Orry;  Oh, by the way, Alice was there. She was asking about you. Said she’d tried to get ahold 

of you, left you a couple of messages. 

Jason:  I haven’t been home. You have her number handy?  I’ll call her this morning. 

Orry:  You offering her a place to stay? 

Jason:  For awhile. I’m not home very much. 

Orry:  That’s fantastic. I’d let her stay with me, but I’ve got Caligula, and she’s allergic to cats. 

You know, I have to say, I’m surprised, given the supposedly high ideals of so many of 

our friends, by how hard it’s been for her to find someone to put her up. I must have 

asked seven different people, and I got seven painfully elaborate excuses. I should have 

written them down. I guess it’s easier to feel compassion for someone if you don’t have to 

see them face to face.  

Jason:  Maybe they all know something about her that we don’t know. 

Orry:  I find that extremely unlikely. 

Jason:  Maybe they all have cats. 
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Orry:  They’re training them to be vegetarians. 

Jason:  So, listen, let me just throw this out and see how you like it. I thought with the re-zoning 

thing and all, it might be kind of fun to make a little documentary about Bleekman Street, 

you know, interview the store owners and the people who live there, ask what they all 

think, give the flavor of the place, throw in a little history. What do you think? 

Orry:  And I’ll air it on WCOM? 

Jason:  Right. 

Orry:  I didn’t know this particular problem was so important to you. 

Jason:  Well, to be honest, it isn’t altogether. The bottom line is that I need something to do. I’ve 

got this routine going--work, home, read, see Rena, work, home, and so on. It’s driving 

me insane. You know, yesterday I was having drinks with one of Rena’s friends, this 

psychologist she used to work with, one of these old school, uppercrust professionals 

come academics, and I actually found myself enjoying his company. I guess what I’m 

trying to say is that I want this to be, well, fun. Okay, fun’s not the right word, but I can’t 

think of it. The right word. 

Orry:  I think it’s a great idea. It’ll be like anthropology. As long as you promise me it’s not going 

to be a ‘win hearts and minds’ picture. 

Jason:  I promise.  

Orry:  Okay, sounds good. 

Jason:  Great. When do you want to start? 

Orry:  I can’t really do anything till Tuesday. I’ve got a bunch of research to do, and I’m visiting 

my sister tomorrow. 

Jason:  Tuesday’s fine. I’ll pencil you in. Topkapi at six thirty? 

Orry:  Looking forward to it. 

Jason:  You got Alice’s number handy? 

Orry:  Right. Here it is. 754-8932. 

Jason:  Thanks. See you Tuesday. 
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The Fist Is Cast 

 One day in an English class during his senior year of high school, Jason witnessed a 

small act of rebellion perpetrated by another student, Darrell Millard, whom Jason didn’t 

especially like but didn’t especially despise, either. Jason was sitting in the center of the left end 

row of desks; Darrell was sitting in the last desk in the center row. The teacher, Mr. Farvel, was 

writing something on the board, and Jason, not especially interested in Robert Frost, was looking 

around the room distractedly. A movement in the back of the room caught his eye, and he turned 

around in time to see Darrell hurl an egg at the chalkboard. It hit with a sound between a splat 

and a crunch. Little pieces of shell and white stuck to the board while the yolk dropped quickly 

to the narrow chalk tray below it, spread out, drooped over the edge and dripped, more slowly 

then, to the linoleum tile floor. Mr. Farvel, in typical ineffectual fashion, turned around, faced the 

class and stood with his arms folded. He demanded once to know who’d thrown the egg then 

continued to stand still for several minutes staring down the class through eyeglass frames that 

seven years or so later would be hip but then seemed like something he’d bought at a junk shop 

because he couldn’t afford a real pair. Everyone in the room knew that if they just kept their 

mouths shut, there would be nothing Farvel could do. Most of them, as well, were afraid of 

Darrell Millard. His arm was in a cast, and the rumor was he’d been in a fight and had hit the 

other kid so hard he’d broken his radius. Jason wasn’t especially afraid of Darrell, but he didn’t 

really like Farvel who, Jason always claimed, gave nerds a bad name by being both socially inept 

and, what was worse, badly informed about everything except Emily Dickenson. At length, the 

staring contest ended. Farvel sent one of the girls to the office to get a janitor (no phones in the 

classrooms then), the bell rang, and everybody clustered at the door, pushing out like air from a 

leaky balloon. 

 In the hallway outside the door, Darrell, already joined by a pretty girl Jason didn’t know 

and a couple of his friends, was strutting, cowboy boots clicking on the floor. Jason was on his 

right side, the side with the broken arm. He turned his head to Darrell and said, quietly, “That 

took nerve.”  He meant it as a compliment, a joint sneer at Farvel and at authority in general. 
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Darrell didn’t take it quite that way. His left arm swung around, hand balled up tightly and 

slammed it into Jason’s chest. Jason assumed this was all in jest. The punch hadn’t really hurt at 

all, but he doubled over and pretended to suffer. Then Darrell said, “Nerve, huh?  How’s that for 

nerve?”  And one of his friends said, “That’s right, he could fucking kill you.”  Jason 

straightened up and watched them all walk down the hall. 

 He was too surprised to correct the situation, to tell the little group that Darrell’s punch 

hadn’t hurt, to explain on the one hand that he’d been kidding, on the other that he was probably 

a more even match for Darrell than he or his friends thought. At the time he felt only irritation 

with the whole event, irritation that his remark had been misinterpreted. Later on, he wondered if 

perhaps the incident would have gone differently if he’d used a different phrase, after all, ‘that 

took nerve’, probably didn’t convey admiration, at least on the surface. But what irritated him the 

most was that the other kids thought he was weak. What’s more, he played along with it, he’d 

pretended to be hurt, and though he thought the whole thing was in jest, that didn’t matter--in 

fact the role of physical weakling was one he played through all of high school, though he biked 

regularly even then and was in good shape. But the idea that he was playing a role he didn’t quite 

fit into came only in retrospect. At the time, he believed it, despite some evidence to the contrary, 

which might be one of the reasons that this particular incident stuck with him. The real question 

was: why did he believe it?  For a long time, he’d thought he was only playing a part that people 

expected him to play. But that wasn’t it--he wasn’t playing, he believed it as much as, if not more 

than the people he knew in high school. 

 When you’re young, Jason thought, your place in the social order seems immutable. At 

the very time in which your identity is the most fluid, it seems static and inescapable. When you 

get older, you realize that immutability is just an illusion, but by that time your experience has 

fired the clay of your self into a smooth but hard bowl. 
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Alice Moves In 

 Alice’s futon stuck out of her car trunk like an insulting tongue. That, a suitcase full of 

clothes and a bag of groceries were the only things she brought with her from her old place--

she’d scattered the balance among a few friends who seemed to have no problem housing Alice’s 

belongings, as long as they were separated from their owner. To Jason’s dismay, her most 

accommodating friend turned out to be Seth. He’d come with her, dragged her suitcase and 

groceries into Jason’s apartment then helped him and Alice carry first the flexible, surprisingly 

heavy mattress then the frame from her car to Jason’s living room floor. It looked strange there, 

taking up a large rectangle of living area. Jason had to move several tall piles of books to make 

room for it. He still didn’t have any shelves, and his books were stacked like the ramparts of a 

child’s fort all along three of his four living room walls. One stack tipped and fell in the process, 

spreading several books across the floor to the kitchen door. Jason left the mess for later. 

 Seth proved himself to be remarkably stubborn. He hung around the apartment long after 

they’d moved Alice in, sitting on the arms of the chairs and sofa, drinking the beer that he’d dug 

out of the bottom of Alice’s grocery bag and not saying much except that Jason was an 

“exceptional individual” for offering Alice a place to stay. He was cadaverously thin with almost 

no body hair, a long thin face and sunken eyes. His long hair was tied into a pony tail, and he 

kept playing with it as he sat looking at Jason and Alice. His arms and legs were straight lines, 

almost like a puppet’s, and looking at him, Jason wondered how he had the strength to hold 

himself up. Was this sexy? he asked himself. Maybe to someone like Helena. Jason had little to 

say to Seth, but Seth didn’t seem to notice. At one point, he insisted that Alice show him a piece 

of paper on which were written his phone numbers at work and at home; he wanted to make sure 

she still had it, he made fun of her for always losing things though Jason was thinking who 

doesn’t when they move?  Then they started talking vaguely about a girl they both knew who had 

slept with someone they both hated. Jason got the distinct impression that Seth knew the 

conversation was annoying him and stretched it out just for that reason. In what seemed like the 
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middle of that conversation, Seth abruptly exited leaving his one quarter full beer bottle on the 

floor by the couch. 

 “Just so you know I’m planning to be out of here as soon as possible,” said Alice. She 

was sitting cross legged on the couch, fishing through a big black purse with a drawstring on the 

top. Out came a legal sized sheet of yellow notebook paper on which were written, in small, 

rather sloppy letters, two columns of addresses with phone numbers and rent prices underneath 

each one. “I’m starting to check these places out tomorrow,” she said. In the paper’s margins and 

between the columns were several elaborate abstract doodles, most of them in the basic form of 

circles surrounded by thin, sharp triangles of varying shades and lengths. In the center of the 

sheet was a stick man hanging from a gallows. 

 “I was going to bring a bottle of wine, just to say thanks, but Seth showed up early, and 

then, well, I guess I forgot to stop on the way over. Seth was talking about some comic strip, and 

when he starts going on I can’t concentrate on anything. Then we got here and I said we forgot 

the wine, and he goes well we got the beer, then he drank two of them, and anyway you can’t 

give beer as a thank you. I’ll get one tomorrow.” 

 Alice pushed the sleeves of her sweater up to her elbows. That, Jason thought, usually 

means ‘let’s get down to work’, but the way she did it made it look like a gesture of surrender. 

She had a small tattoo on the inside of her left forearm--at first glance, Jason thought it was an 

abstract design like her doodles, but when he looked more closely he saw that it was a snake 

colored red and black with some white spots. He knew he’d seen that kind of snake before 

somewhere, but he couldn’t remember where or what it was. She had on a thick black sweater 

with big silver buttons on the front and a t-shirt with a famous painting printed on it. Her face 

was broad at the forehead then pointed down in a triangle that closed up her cheeks, nose and 

mouth, and in fact, it had the same basic shape as Seth’s. Her jeans were faded with holes just 

beginning to open at the knees. She’d taken off her boots and put them on the floor, their uppers 

unzipped and drooping like broad wet leaves. 

 “What time do you get up?” she asked. She took off her right sock and laced the fingers 

of her left hand with her toes. The nails of her fingers were cut very short, filed neatly and 
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unpainted. Underneath the second and ring finger were traces of something black, maybe paint, 

maybe dirt from packing up her stuff. 

 “Usually around seven,” said Jason. “I have to be at work at eight.” 

 Alice’s left hand was still hooked to her foot. Her right hand lifted a slight ripple from the 

hair cut close to her scalp. “If you need to do anything, don’t let me stop you,” she said. 

 He didn’t. He’d left the afternoon open to help her get settled. “I don’t have to be 

anywhere till six,” he said. “Did you want to do something?  We could rent a movie, or go out for 

coffee or something.” 

 Alice shrugged. Her hand slipped from her toes’ grip and played with the edge of her 

sweater. The corners of her small mouth turned down and seemed to pull her whole face with 

them. She wore silver rings on each of her ten fingers, some simple bands, some in the shape of, 

again, snakes, and a large shield-shaped plate covered almost entirely the third finger of her right 

hand. Her forearm was lined with fine, brown hair. 

 “I guess we could get a movie.” 

 “There’s a little store right down the street.” 

 “Something funny, okay?” 

 “I don’t go very often. We’ll have to see what’s there.” 

 “Oh, I guess.” 

 “What?” 

 “I thought you were going.” 

 “Oh, sure, I can go.” 

 “It’s just. . . I’m really exhausted.” 

 “Do you like old movies?” 

 “Not really.” 

 “Me either.” 

 “Mind if I make some tea?” 

 “Of course not. But I don’t have a kettle.” 

 “I can use a saucepan.” 
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 “On the shelf under the sink.” 

 At the video store, a woman with three small children all out of control was talking to her 

husband on a cell phone. The kids were chasing each other around the store, screaming and 

growling like the little monsters they were, and the woman was using a very loud voice, as if the 

phone were fading out. Jason walked along the wall where the new releases were shelved, 

picking up boxes and trying to read the descriptions, but with all the noise he was having a lot of 

trouble concentrating. He realized he had no idea what kind of movie Alice would like. At last he 

settled on one titled, I Married a Hit Man. The back of the box read: 

 In this outrageous comedy from director Mark Blankengeist (Beverly Hills Bordello, 

Winners & Losers), housewife Michelle Passman is convinced that her husband, Vince (Gerald 

Dent of  Voices from the Past) is having an affair with his sexy new secretary. She follows him 

one day and instead of catching him cheating, she catches him committing murder. A murder for 

hire, in fact. When Vince’s boss (Ira Krank, Lost on the Mississippi, Giles Goat-Boy) discovers 

that Michelle knows what Vince is doing, he insists Vince get rid of her, until he meets her and 

falls in love himself. With a plot full of exciting twists that combine slapstick, rapid-fire dialogue, 

and pulse-pounding action, I Married a Hit Man recalls the classic comedies of Mel Brooks 

spiced up with Hitchcockian suspense. 

 When Jason got back to the apartment about twenty minutes later, Alice was still sitting 

on the couch. The fingers of her right hand were back between her toes, and she didn’t have any 

tea. 
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Food and Shelter 

 It tasted like chicken, Jason had to admit with annoyance, like the punchline of countless 

jokes. He didn’t even know where in St. Croix one would go to buy rabbit meat, and he had an 

image of Mifflin running around a city park with a baseball bat, chasing down the critters, or 

aiming stones from a slingshot at their ceaselessly chewing, twitching heads. Okay, he thought to 

himself, it tastes like chicken, but is it good?  He took another bite. It was. 

 “Well?” said Eric looking at him steadily. There were two small onions and a slice of 

garlic on his fork, lined up like a miniature shish kabob. 

 “You’ve made this before,” said Rena. “You know it’s good.” 

 “But I changed the recipe a little,” said Eric. 

 “It’s good,” said Rena. “I can’t really tell what’s different.” 

 “I like it,” said Jason. “You should give Rena the recipe.” 

 “It’s not hard,” said Eric. “Though I have to say the changes I made improved it quite a 

bit.” 

 Jason speared a hunk of flesh and pried it away from the bone. It was moist and tender, 

maybe from the marinade, but probably also because it wasn’t from a rabbit that had been 

running around the backyards of Saint Croix. That made him feel a little better. Rena, of course, 

would never ask Eric where the rabbits came from, and Jason suspected that even if she watched 

Eric kill them in his own yard (if he had a yard) it wouldn’t have bothered her much as long as 

the final preparation tasted good. 

 “What did you change?” asked Rena. 

 “Well,” said Eric, “the recipe called for four cloves of garlic, sliced, and I put that in, but 

I added four more cloves and minced them, and I didn’t add them to the meat until I put the 

marinade in the pan. The sliced garlic is sauteed with the meat, and that’s good, but it really loses 

a lot of its bite that way. Also, I used retsina instead of chablis, which is what I usually cook with 

when the recipe calls for white wine.” 

 “Retsina?” said Rena. “Did you get that from Bruce’s story?” 
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 “It made me curious,” said Eric. “I’d never had it before.” 

 “What is it?” said Jason. 

 “Haven’t read the story?” said Eric. Jason shook his head impatiently. “Retsina is a Greek 

white wine, it has pine resin in it. It doesn’t sound very appetizing, but it’s really good. In 

Greece, it’s sort of a table drink, like beer, an every day kind of thing, but here it’s hard to find. I 

had to go to three wine shops before I found a bottle. If you like, I’ll give you glass after dinner. 

It’s really a hot weather drink, but what the hell.” 

 “Thanks,” said Jason. 

 They were seated at a large square table that Eric had designed himself and built with the 

help of a guy he’d met at one of his firm’s construction sites. It was made of two different kinds 

of wood, one very dark like walnut perhaps, Jason didn’t know for sure, and one very blonde. 

The tabletop’s outer edge was blonde, and within that was a chessboard of blonde and dark 

squares. The legs were dark wood, square shaped with slightly rounded corners. The four chairs 

around the table matched it--each was tall and narrow with a blonde seat, dark legs and a tall, 

thin back framed in dark wood with alternating blonde and dark vertical slats. The effect was 

striking. Jason found himself running his fingers over the chessboard feeling the grooves where 

the small squares met. This was what Eric really wanted to do--design furniture. It seemed 

strange that someone would want to go from entire buildings to tables and chairs, but after seeing 

this dining room set, Jason, who wouldn’t know a Zeisel from a Munari, believed that Eric had 

more than a little talent. 

 “I wish I could eat like this every day,” said Rena. 

 “At your new house,” said Jason, “you can eat as much rabbit as you want for free.”  

Both Rena and Eric laughed. It was the first joke Jason had made that day, and he grinned 

broadly at its success. The tension from the afternoon, when Jason found out that Eric’s firm was 

designing a building for Incarcarex, had vanished almost completely. 

 They were out at Rena’s lot. The dinner that evening had been planned a week before, but 

the trip to the country was a spontaneous addition. Eric showed up at Rena’s place a little after 

three, and after a few minutes of polite palaver suggested they all go out and look around. Jason 
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suspected that Eric hated to be alone and was just looking for an activity to fill up an 

unencumbered afternoon. 

 In the elevator down to the street and packed into the back seat of Eric’s Saab, Jason 

examined Rena’s friend closely for the first time. He had a nearly ageless face, could have been 

anywhere between thirty and forty-five, only three or four gray hairs on the sides of his head 

showed that he was, like everyone, a prisoner of time. He was wearing simple but obviously 

expensive clothes, a black turtleneck, dark grey tweed pants that fit perfectly, and a black leather 

top coat. He was of average height, but his erect bearing made him look taller. His almost black 

hair was combed away from his unlined forehead, and his eyes, the same color as his hair, peered 

unblinking from behind tortoise shell glasses. But there was a studied manner about Eric, a self-

consciousness that Jason found a bit unsettling. 

 Through the window of the car, Jason watched Saint Croix trail off in a line of motels, car 

dealerships and fast food restaurants, then, when Eric turned off the interstate and onto a state 

highway, disappear behind a thick patch of evergreens and a long hill where a herd of dairy cows 

stood forlornly in brown and yellow grass. They followed the highway for eight miles then 

turned onto a county trunk that rolled past driveways capped with black mailboxes as it 

burrowed deeper into the countryside. Half an hour later, they turned onto a dirt track and drove 

past a small pond, through a clump of maple trees wading in a deep layer of yellow leaves and up 

to the crest of a small hill. Eric cut the engine, and the three of them stepped out of the car onto 

Rena’s parcel. 

 It was big--four full acres. She and her neighbor hadn’t decided yet who owned the pond, 

but apart from that, she owned everything from the edge of the road, over the hill and down its 

other slope including a small forested area just past it. Between the hill’s slope and the trees was 

a flat stretch of tall grass where the house would stand. 

 They formed a triangle, with Rena at the point heading first down the hill and Eric and 

Jason, side by side, separated by fifteen feet or so, following behind her. 

 “I’m going to put a big windmill at the end of the driveway,” said Rena. “No one coming 

in will guess that I’ve got such a modern looking house here.” 
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 “You know, I’m not sure the solarium is practical,” said Jason. “Look at those trees. 

They’re on the east. With this hill, you’ll only get good sunlight about half the afternoon.” 

 “Thank you, Gropius,” said Rena. 

 “He’s right,” said Eric. “A solarium is for city houses. You wouldn’t put a flower pot in 

the middle of a back yard, would you?” 

 “I could cut down those trees and build a guest house,” said Rena. 

 “Or a modern barn, for sophisticated cows,” said Eric. 

 They strolled back towards the trees. The grass there, woven loosely with fallen leaves, 

was still green in a few places. As Jason stood there on the edge of the trees the little forest 

seemed larger than it had from Eric’s car. It was narrow but very deep. 

 “I want something exotic,” said Rena. “Okay, maybe not a solarium, but something like 

that, a grape arbor, I don’t know.” 

 “I hear the Colossus of Rhodes is being auctioned off next month in Albania. Maybe we 

can get ahold of that,” said Eric. 

 They’d be breaking ground in a year and a half, and in less than two years Rena would be 

in her new house. Jason wondered if he’d still be with her then, and if so, whether they’d be 

living together, or more accurately, whether Rena would insist upon their living together. Jason 

wasn’t sure he could. The surroundings there were certainly lovely, but he didn’t feel relaxed or 

at ease in the country, he felt as though he were locked in a box. A big box, certainly, but still a 

box. 

 Eric’s place was, to Jason’s surprise, much nicer than Rena’s. Of course, it was a condo, 

he owned it and wasn’t putting away money for a house, but until Jason saw it, he would have 

put architect lower down on the food chain than doctor. Eric’s building was just a few blocks 

from Rena’s, but it was on the edge of Ild Bay, an inlet to the lake formed by a small horn just 

south of downtown and east of Belmont. His condo looked out over the water and the expensive 

waterfront homes that dotted the horn. Eric’s living room, like his dining room, was furnished 

with pieces Eric had built himself, most impressive was a sofa with straight lines, upholstered 

smoothly with a soft, beige cloth (the upholstery had been done in Chicago by a professional). 
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Over the sofa hung a large, original abstract painting. Eric had mentioned the artist’s name in a 

manner that didn’t seem boastful at all, but it didn’t matter since the name meant nothing to 

Jason. As he sat down on the sofa, he noticed with a small amount of satisfaction that there were 

three faint but visible red wine stains on the sofa’s fabric, though he wondered over the fate of 

whomever had spilled. He was safe in that regard at least, since the retsina Eric poured for him 

was not red but pale amber. 

 “Do you like it?” asked Eric. 

 The wine had a pungent, almost oily flavor, but it wasn’t unpleasant. 

 “I do,” said Jason. “I don’t know how much of it I could drink at one time.” 

 “As much as you want,” said Eric. “It’s six bucks a bottle.” 

 Jason knew what Rena’s house was going to look like, but he could never put it together 

with the landscape. The lot itself was huge, but the portion of it slated for the house didn’t seem 

that big. He also knew the house that appeared in his imagination was much larger than the 

actual house, maybe because it looked more like an office building than a residence to him, and 

standing by the clump of trees that afternoon, looking first at one of Eric’s sketches then at the 

flat field, all he could picture was a dish of glass and metal obscuring the hill and the road 

beyond. Eric had refused to do a color rendering until the solarium issue was resolved. Jason 

didn’t mention the failure of his imagination to Eric, mostly because he wanted to avoid an 

elaborate description of the finished house and its intimate relationship with its landscape, a 

description he knew wouldn’t help him much anyway. While Rena and Eric talked first about the 

house then about topics even more obscure to him, he sat on a fallen tree and mused over his 

project with Orry, until he heard the all too familiar name “Incarcarex” roiling Eric’s breath. 

 “You’re working on the prison?” he said, standing, heart beating fast in a thick gel of 

helpless indignation. 

 “The prison?” asked Eric calmly. “What prison?” 

 “The one that just opened on the north end of town,” said Jason. “Incarcarex owns it.” 
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 “If it’s open, then the work’s been done, hasn’t it?” said Eric. Jason rolled his eyes. “In 

fact, they’re building a museum. For bicycles. They’ve got a collection started already, and 

they’re building reproductions for kids to try out. It’s a big project.” 

 “Don’t you check your clients out?” said Jason. 

 “They came to us,” said Eric. “It’s a small building, not more than half a million.” 

 “Who do they think they’re going to fool, anyway?” spat Jason. 

 “I’m not sure what you mean,” said Eric. 

 “It’s a PR stunt to clean up their image. You know, they own two prisons in Michigan, 

both have been under investigation by at least three different civil rights groups. The wardens of 

both have ignored beatings, and even a murder by the guards. This is just some mask they’re 

making so people think they’re a bunch of nice people.” 

 “It’s just my firm,” said Eric. “I don’t have any say in what contracts we take on.” 

 “You don’t have to apologize for it,” said Rena. 

 “We spent more than a year trying to stop them from taking over that prison,” said Jason. 

Eric didn’t reply. “What if it was Reverend Dovehall and that gay bashing, what is it, Coalition 

to Rescue the American Family?” 

 “But it wasn’t,” said Eric. 

 At that point Rena stopped them both and demanded that Jason apologize to Eric. He 

hesitated but finally did so, and to Rena as well, and everyone’s mood began to lift as Rena and 

Eric resumed their discussion of the house’s details, and Jason tried, with a little success, to find 

the whole thing more funny than frustrating. He also had to wonder about both Helgesen and 

Mifflin, men with ideals, smart men whose politics were closer to his than to Kupfer’s, yet they 

did nothing about that--he didn’t understand them. Helgesen’s ideals congealed into a form of 

self mockery while Mifflin, in fact he had to admit he didn’t know, Mifflin bought clothes or 

something like that. And he liked them both--he didn’t understand that, either. 

 After the apologies, no one mentioned the matter again that day. When they went to 

Eric’s apartment for supper, Jason was reminded by table and chairs that he was losing his 

interest in architecture. He felt a rush of sympathy for Eric and of disgust with his own 
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childishness. He had an urge to explain everything he was thinking to Eric (though strangely not 

to Rena), but he refrained because he was afraid of looking either foolish or disingenuous. 

 Eric was sitting next to him on the couch. Rena sat in an armchair just to Jason’s right. 

Jason was on his second glass of retsina, and he found the taste was improving. 

 “I’ve been trying to get Jason interested in cooking,” said Rena, “but I think it’s going to 

take awhile. It’s only been a couple of months since I got him interested in eating.” 

 “You didn’t eat before you met Rena?” said Eric with a cocked eyebrow. 

 “I think maybe I didn’t think it was that important,” said Jason. 

 “I’m not sure he does now,” said Rena. 

 “Rena likes to believe she’s civilizing me,” said Jason. “It’s kind of a cliche, but she’s 

paying the bill, so I can’t complain.” 

 His second joke was not as well received as his first. 
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Bleekman Street Documentary: On Location 

 The corner in front of the Velvet Hand displayed a temporary, improvised landscape in 

ice and snow. Tiny mountains and valleys covered the sidewalk, cut here and there by frozen 

rivulets and gravel boulders. Standing there with a tripod and camera, head completely hidden 

beneath the hood of an unfashionable parka, large backpack protruding from his shoulders, was 

Orry, looking like an abandoned arctic explorer. The sex shop was housed in a two-storey 

structure built in 1959, with clean straight edges and a nearly featureless front, but for a 

decorative canopy that split the first and second storey. But a large window divided into several 

panes faced the street, and behind the glass, brightly colored lingerie, lit with bright track 

lighting, brushed away the general dolor of the architecture. Jason, on foot on Bleekman, waved 

to Orry who, hands crossed tightly over his chest against the cold, simply nodded once in return. 

 The temperature had fallen unexpectedly, and the wind was escaping Canada wearing its 

full arctic habit and dropping a foot and a half of snow like a smuggler losing cargo. Jason had 

been walking for nearly half an hour, so the cold was barely brushing his face and hands, but 

Orry was far more miserable. 

 “Inside. Now,” he said as Jason approached. 

 Topkapi Coffee was warm and quiet, populated only by a middle aged couple reading 

separate books and four students cramming for finals. After they’d claimed a table and shuffled 

off their coats, hats, gloves and scarves, Orry fished through his pack and pulled out a folder, 

stuffed thick with papers. 

 “I made a list of all the merchants on the street,” he said, handing several sheets to Jason. 

“I’ve circled the addresses that don’t have apartments above them. There’s only three. I also went 

to the city assessor’s web site and got the owners’ names, here’s that list, but I think we should 

start with Helena first, since she’s started this petition, and she might know who else we could 

talk to. Also, I took the liberty of drawing up some simple questions, but we don’t have to be tied 

down to those.” 

 “I can think of two excellent reasons why I shouldn’t talk to Helena at all,” said Jason. 
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 “Hey, this was your idea,” said Orry. “Maybe you can look at this as part of your whole 

new enterprise. You can examine exactly why it is that you and Helena don’t get along when you 

both have good friends in common.” 

 “Fine,” said Jason, “I’ll meditate on that while you interview her and I stand far away.” 

 “She probably won’t want to talk to you anyway,” said Orry. 

 “No doubt,” said Jason. 

 “I’ll get us some coffee.” 

 Orry stood up and went to the counter, dripping water and little clumps of snow from his 

canvas shoes. Jason looked at the lists which were handwritten in small, neat letters. He had no 

doubt the pressure to make friends with Helena would continue, but it would be gentle pressure 

at most, and besides, Orry was easily distracted.  

 “All right,” he said as Orry sat down, “I’m willing to talk to Helena, but let’s go to Clay 

and Sandy’s first.” 

 “Well,” said Orry, “your new ladyfriend has certainly made you partial to that place, 

hasn’t she?” 

 “I’m not even going to dignify that with a response,” said Jason. 

 “There’s no need to be embarrassed,” said Orry. “After all, we’re fortunate enough to be 

living in the aftermath of the sexual revolution. The doors are wide open, and it’s only some 

weird squeamishness that stops people from walking through it. Am I right?” 

 “Is that some sort of subtle criticism?” asked Jason. 

 “I’m not sure what you mean.” 

 “You think I’m one of the squeamish ones.” 

 “You can take comfort in the idea that you still have new avenues to explore,” said Orry. 

“Once you get over that, I mean.” 

 Jason furrowed his brow and stuck his tongue out at his friend. 

 “That’s the spirit,” Orry said. 

 Outside, the yellow streetlights and illuminated storefronts glittered against the small 

mounds of snow. Near the Victoria Street intersection, a gentle hill began that rolled down 
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towards the lake, and Jason followed the line of buildings that stepped down slowly, their 

straight lines lifting against the hill’s curve. Two buildings were quite old, from the turn of the 

century, when Bleekman had stood at the edge of town. They had originally been a general store 

and a barber shop, and though the interiors had been gutted and replaced at least half a dozen 

times, the exterior brickwork with fieldstone trim had survived with minimal maintenance. 

Between them were two art deco buildings, three stories each, with elaborate tilework, stone 

carvings, rounded corners and decorative ellipses.There were a handful of buildings from the 

thirties, vague echoes of the art deco style, but without the exuberance of detail and decoration. 

Near the end of the street were buildings put up during the postwar boom, and they displayed a 

jumble of styles from simple concrete boxes to futuristic buildings with neon trim and glass 

walls that leaned toward the street at acute angles. Cussick cut Bleekman off from Lakeshore 

Parkway and the lake. The two blocks before it had been part of a residential neighborhood, and 

the stores there were two storey rowhouses that had been converted in the sixties. Jason was 

suddenly struck by the idea that nothing leading up to the current condition of this street had 

been planned--rather, it had all simply happened as a result of general trends in the growth of St. 

Croix. Whether that was good or bad, he couldn’t say, but it was clear that Kupfer’s proposal was 

just as unplanned. The only difference was that this change would be sudden, not incremental. 

Again, he wasn’t sure what exactly that would mean, but it seemed ominous to him, and he 

doubted whether any good would result. 

 They entered the Velvet Hand, and Orry’s head emerged from the parka’s hood. Sandy 

was behind the counter, sitting on a tall stool wearing a black lace top, a very short black leather 

skirt and thigh high boots. Her dishwater blonde hair was pulled back from her face and wound 

into a tight bun that emphasized the graceful curves of her long and slender neck. 

 “Hey,” said Orry, “I’m looking for the first issue of Bitch in Heat.” 

 “Sorry,” said Sandy, “we don’t sell comic books. All of our items are for people who 

actually want to have sex, not just read about it.” 
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 Orry laughed loudly, out of proportion, it seemed to Jason, to the cleverness of Sandy’s 

remark. Then he and Jason began to explain their reasons for visiting, taking turns, interrupting 

one another, perhaps a bit nonplussed by Sandy’s calm poise. 

 “So anyway, we’re like aiming for a sort of narrative,” said Orry. “You’ll be in frame, and 

we’ll ask you questions, but we’ll probably edit them, not the questions, I mean, but...” 

 “The responses,” said Jason. “Like you’re telling a story, about the store, about any 

experiences you’ve had that relate to the street, you know...” 

 “If we need to, we’ll add in stuff later with me or Jason asking a question. But the idea is 

that we’re sort of invisible.” 

 “So it’s all about me,” said Sandy, smiling. 

 “That’s right,” said Orry. “Where’s the best spot to set up, do you think?” 

 “Let’s go over here,” said Sandy. 

 She carried the stool she’d been sitting on over to a small table on which rested a number 

of small glass bottles, each elaborately shaped and holding amber and purple massage oils. She 

sat down again, crossed her legs, and, with back slightly arched, held an ambiguously seductive 

pose, barely moving throughout the interview. Orry set up the camera and tripod about ten feet 

away from her and framed the shot. 

 “Why don’t you tell us a little bit about how you came to run this place, and how you 

ended up on Bleekman,” he said. 

 “Well,” said Sandy, “Clay and I were loan officers at the same bank about ten years ago, 

but we hated it. We wanted to do something creative, and something meaningful, but you know, 

nobody gets rich being creative, well almost nobody, and since the time we were together, we’d 

always been, how shall I put this? Adventurous. We noticed that a few of our friends were asking 

us for our advice in the bedroom, and then it hit us. Anyway, from being in banking, we had the 

financial experience. We did a little market research, saved our money for a few years, and 

started the store. The first year was a bit rough, but we’ve been in the black since then. And now 

with the internet, people can order online, and they don’t even have to come into the store. That’s 

helped, cause, you know, a lot of people are embarrassed to walk in.” 
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 “How did you end up on Bleekman?” asked Jason. 

 “Well, it was really Nick, our landlord. He’s pretty amazing, a couple of other places we 

talked to turned us down flat because of what we were selling, but Nick totally understood, and 

like nobody else got it when we tried to tell them we were selling toys and not porn, but Nick 

gets it. Also, this is considered kind of a run down part of town, you know, I mean I don’t think 

anybody thinks it’s unsafe, but it’s definitely not prime real estate, so the rents weren’t too 

expensive.” 

 “And do you think the culture of Bleekman Street has contributed to the success of your 

business?” asked Orry. 

 “Well, to be honest,” said Sandy, “that’s really Clay’s thing. I mean he’s all hung up on 

the support we’ve gotten from other businesses here, and that the whole street is the place to go 

for certain kinds of people who live here, but I’m not so sure. I mean, I kind of get what he’s 

saying, but I honestly think our shop has wider appeal than say, Zelig’s Books or that goth shop. 

Anyway, I guess we’ll find out.” 

 “What do you mean?” asked Jason. 

 “Well, Nick has already made plans to put the building on the market. If this zoning thing 

goes through, he’s going to sell. He’s going to help us relocate, too, because, according to him, 

we’ve been the building’ most reliable tenants in terms of like longevity and consistency. I mean, 

it’ll be sad to see this street change, personally, I really like it, but I don’t think there’s anything 

we can do about it in the long run.” 

 Still a banker after all, Jason was thinking, despite the leather boots and the oils and 

dildos and edible underwear, but after all why not, the whole sex thing isn’t counter culture 

anymore it’s big business so it’s no wonder they’d be satisfied as long as they can.... 

 “So let me ask you this.” Orry’s words interrupted his thoughts. “Do you think the mayor 

might have some ulterior motive, some agenda, in attacking the Bleekman Street community? I 

mean, do you think there might be some reason he picked out this neighborhood specifically?” 

 “I’m not sure what you mean,” said Sandy. “I mean, I can’t imagine why he’d want to do 

that. What would be in it for him?” 
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 “I don’t know either,” said Orry. “Thanks.” 

 Whatever irritation Jason had felt with Sandy was now replaced by irritation with Orry. 

The question had taken him completely by surprise--though on every project he’d worked on 

some people had spun tales of labyrinthine conspiracies, secret manipulations behind the scenes 

that controlled every political action, Orry had never believed them, and at times had openly 

made fun of the people who brought them up. Once they’d packed up their equipment, put on 

coats, hats, gloves and scarves, and stepped outside, Jason put the screws to his friend. 

 “What’s with the conspiracy questions?”  

 “You know the idea is in people’s minds. If I don’t ask about it, they’ll just assume we 

avoided it on purpose, and that the conspiracy is real.” 

 “Who cares what they think? Nothing’s going to change their minds. You know that.” 

 “It’s good theater.” 

 “Oh, Christ.” 

 “Listen, there’s more to it than that,” said Orry. “This street has a lot of texture to it, and 

we have to ask some odd questions to get into it. One day we’ll find someone who believes in the 

conspiracy, and then we’ll hear some interesting things. Trust me, I’ve been doing this kind of 

thing for a long time.” 

 “That sounds a little manipulative.” 

 “Hey, they agree to answer questions, and they know they’re being filmed.”  

 Their path back to Helena’s took them past Topkapi again. The coffee shop was housed in 

one of the street’s older buildings, a venerable brick two storey with a first floor that jutted out to 

the sidewalk, and a second floor that was set back, away from the street. The front of the first 

floor displayed a wall partially made of glass brick, and a mural depicting a regatta was painted 

above the glass. The second storey lights were on, and a neon sign reading “Ex Nihilo” in purple 

shown in one window. 

 Orry nudged Jason with his elbow. “You ever been up there?” 

 “Naah,” said Jason. “That place is really for teenagers.” 

 “Never been curious?” 
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 “I always thought of that goth thing as punk light,” said Jason. “It’s an attitude without 

any political conviction.” 

 “The best lack all conviction,” said Orry. 

 Ex Nihilo was accessed by a set of stairs on the side of the building, in a narrow alley 

between it and the shop next door. The stairs were enclosed like an old fashioned covered bridge, 

and the interior was decorated by plastic skulls and black robes that were hung to look as if they 

contained invisible people.  

 The interior was dimly lit, and the racks of clothing, black cloth, leather, vinyl, boots, and 

leather bracelets all looked at first like black lumps. Nick Cave’s Henry’s Dream was playing 

very loudly on a stereo behind the empty counter. It appeared at first that Jason and Orry were 

the only ones in the store. 

 They poked around for a minute or two. Jason got a start when he realized that the leather 

corsets he was looking at were for men. Then a tall, thin man with black shoulder length hair and 

a thick black goatee emerged from between two curtains behind the counter. His eyebrow and 

lower lip were both pierced with silver rings. He looked familiar to Jason, but he couldn’t figure 

out how he knew the man.  

 “Sorry about that,” he said. Jason thought he heard a female voice giggling softly from 

behind the curtain. He turned the music down. “Can I help you?” 

 Jason began the sales pitch.  

 “Yeah, I know,” the man interrupted him. “It sucks. But--” 

 He stopped short, looking straight at Jason, eyes narrowed, head tilted slightly. 

 “Gorham?” he said. “Is that you?” 

 “Yeah,” said Jason. “You look really familiar. But I’m sorry, I can’t...” 

 “It’s Switch, man. Except I go by Luther now. I know it’s kind of stupid, but it fits in 

here.” 

 In high school, Jason had been part of a small group of punk rockers in a place where Led 

Zeppelin and Aerosmith still ruled the ears of the young. Switch/Luther had been one of the more 

dedicated punks; he played bass in a garage band and made frequent, mysterious trips to Chicago 
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from which he returned with CDs and concert t-shirts by bands both famous and obscure. He was 

over six feet tall and had been rail thin as a teenager, and all of the girls in the punk circle had 

crushes on him, but he’d stayed faithful to Karen, his girlfriend through his junior and senior 

years. When she dumped him, he suddenly turned his back on the punk scene, and Jason had lost 

contact with him. 

 “How’ve you been?” he asked casually. 

 “Well, you know, up and down,” said Jason. “What are you doing here?” 

 “Hey, man, I’m co-owner,” said Switch/Luther. “A friend of mine and I opened this place 

a few years ago. It’s been really good. And he got me back into music. I mean, we’re still in the 

development stage, you know, but we’re almost ready to start looking for gigs.” 

 “Yeah?” said Jason, still not sure that this figure was not a hallucination, an errant piece 

of nostalgia. The Switch he’d known had short, blonde, spiky hair, a clean face, a uniform of 

white t-shirt marked with Sharpies and old jeans. The man in front of him was an impersonation, 

a practical joke without any motivation. 

 “It’s kind of a fusion,” Switch/Luther was saying, “you know, it’s got some Goth in it, 

sure, but it’s also got some punk and some new wave, too, and even a little techno-pop, but basic 

level stuff, like Pete Townshend was doing in the late seventies.” 

 “That’s excellent,” Jason managed to get out. 

 “So what’ve you been up to? And who the fuck is this guy?” said Switch/Luther. 

 “Oh, hey, I’m sorry, man, you’re really freaking me out,” said Jason. “I’m in total shock.” 

 “You mean, you didn’t come up here just to see me?” said Switch/Luther. 

 “Sorry,” said Jason. “This is a friend of mine, Orry Spaight. We’re actually making a 

movie, believe it or not.” 

 “Cool,” said Switch/Luther. “Is that like your job?” 

 “It’s for public access,” said Jason. 

 Orry and Switch/Luther shook hands, and Jason told him the reason for their visiting the 

shop. At one point in the conversation, Jason mentioned that, as the building they were housed in 

had no residential space, Topkapi and Ex Nihilo were one of only three buildings that had little to 
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fear from the new zoning regulations. At that point, a surprised look on Switch/Luther’s face 

stopped the conversation; Jason and Orry looked at one another, and Orry shrugged. 

 “Well?” Jason asked. 

 “I don’t want to offend you, man,” said Switch/Luther. 

 “As if,” said Jason. 

 “Well, I mean, I haven’t known you for a long time, but man, I’m kind of surprised 

you’re still like that.” 

 “Like what?” asked Jason. 

 “You know, I mean, back in the day you always had these political convictions, but I 

think you were so dead certain everybody was driven only self-interest, that none of it would do 

any good. You know, underneath all the lefty stuff, and I still believe that stuff, too, man, you 

were always kind of fatalistic. Don’t get me wrong, man, it was one of the things I liked about 

you, you know, you were great to hang around with when I was pissed at the world, which was 

most of the time, you know, but... I don’t know. Man, I’m sorry. You’re pissed now.” 

 “I’m not pissed,” said Jason. He affected a growling voice and chewed out the words, 

“But if you’re not selfish, you’re one in a hundred.” 

 Switch/Luther laughed. But when Jason asked to interview him for the film, he looked 

uncertain. 

 “I don’t know who’d be interested in what I have to say,” he said. “Opinions are like 

assholes, you know.” 

 “But, like you said, you don’t have any stake. What you have to say might be taken as 

more objective.” 

 “Well, there might be a problem,” said Orry. 

 “What do you mean?” asked Jason. 

 “The lighting in here’s for shit,” said Orry. “Man, unless you have some brighter lights, 

we’re not going to get anything. You’ll be a dark grey blob in front of some lighter grey blobs.” 
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 “Oh, man, sorry,” said Switch/Luther. “This is it. You know, during the day we get some 

daylight through the windows. If you guys wanted to come back maybe we could work 

something out then. Might give me time to think, too.” 

 “I’m really glad we came up here,” said Jason. “It was great to see you again.” 

 “I’m here almost every day,” said Switch/Luther. “Stop in anytime, I can give you a 

discount on a leather corset.” 

 “Then I’d have to shave my chest,” said Jason. 

 “Really?” said Switch/Luther. “You always struck more as a plucking kind of guy.” 

 “See you. Luther,” said Jason. 

 Again on the street in their winter bundlings, the winter’s early dark deepening, the traffic 

slight and nearly silent.  

 “Well, that was weird,” said Jason. 

 “Totally unexpected,” said Orry. “Kind of exciting, actually. It’d make a good coda to the 

movie. Reunion of old friends, the magic of Bleekman Street. That kind of thing.” 

 “It’s a little too precious, don’t you think?” said Jason. 

 Orry shrugged. He rolled his eyes, but his exasperated expression was hidden by the giant 

hood of his arctic explorer parka. They trudged down Bleekman’s glacis, as Jason thought of it, 

glacis, a gentle slope, from glacier, appropriate to the subzero temperatures that crippled the air 

around them. They didn’t talk, but their breath floated above them in thick, steamy clouds, like 

empty think bubbles.  

 Helena’s shop was near the end of the street in one of the converted rowhouses. It was a 

distinguished brick three-storey with a pointed roof, a set of stairs up from the street to the main 

level, and a large bay window on the second floor. To make up for the fact that she had no picture 

window looking out onto the street, Helena had hung a large, old-fashioned steel sign from a 

pole in front of the building with the store’s name and ballerinas dancing among the letters. 

Stalactites of ice, glittering in the streetlight, hung from the sign, and it looked like contraband 

from a warmer climate. 
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 Helena was alone in the shop, counting out bills into a large green bag with a padlock on 

the top. Jason noticed that her hair had changed color--the last time he had seen her it had been a 

deep henna, but that night it was a much more natural looking medium brown. He hung back and 

let Orry approach her, avoiding eye contact, pretending to look at a set of carved, wooden boxes. 

Orry had obviously talked to her before, because it was less than a minute before he was 

signaling to Jason to help him set up. If Helena herself was uncomfortable with Jason’s being 

there, she showed no sign of it. Her manner was relaxed and casual. 

 “Okay,” said Orry. “If you could just tell us a little bit about yourself, the shop, and 

maybe what you think of how the culture of this neighborhood affects your business, that’d be a 

great place to start.” 

 “I got married right out of college,” Helena said. “Thought he was the perfect guy for me, 

but our relationship got pretty strange. But that’s not particularly important. Anyway, I’d always 

worked odd jobs when we were married. He sold advertising for the paper, made a good living, 

and we never really had to worry about money. So we got divorced. I was suddenly in my mid 

thirties and had to support myself. I didn’t want alimony. I think alimony’s degrading, but I had 

some money from the divorce settlement. I used it, plus a couple of loans, to start the business. 

Jesus, is this too much of my story? I mean, who really cares about this shit, right?” 

 “It’s fine,” said Orry. 

 “Okay, so apart from the fact that I really love this neighborhood, its sense of inclusion 

and open-mindedness, you know a lot of other neighborhoods would bitch about the Velvet Hand 

or the Ten Percent Society, but we actually take pride in it. It goes way beyond tolerance, it’s, 

okay, I said pride. That’s important to me personally. But from a business point of view, it’s 

important, too. All of the shops on this street support each other. The same people who shop here 

go to Topkapi for coffee, buy books at Zelig’s, get bicycles at Bleekman Cycles, guitars at 

Fretworks. If this zoning proposal goes through, these shops will all be scattered around St. 

Croix, some of them won’t survive at all, and without the convenience of having them all 

together, people will be less likely to visit them. Also, people come here for the neighborhood 

feeling. That’ll be lost.” 
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 “You’ve started a petition to attempt to block this move, right?” 

 “That’s right, and feedback has been really positive. All of the business owners but two 

on the street have signed it, and a lot of the residents who live above the stores have signed it, 

too. We haven’t even gotten to that part. There are over two hundred apartments on this street, 

some have up to four people living in them. They’ll all have to relocate. Plus this is some of the 

most affordable housing in town.” 

 Jason was a little taken aback by the conviction in Helena’s voice. He tried to imagine 

that he’d been wrong about her, and that they were friends, drinking a beer in the Caged Tiger, 

but he couldn’t go that far yet. Something in him still prickled in her presence, an intuitive 

feeling, perhaps the feeling an antelope has when a leopard is nearby, he wasn’t sure. As he 

watched Helena narrate her story, trying to puzzle these things out, her hand reach up and 

touched her necklace. It was a sequence of large, square silver plates on which were engraved 

stylized pictures of people in various poses, rendered in bold, simple strokes. It was exactly the 

kind of decoration that Rena would love, and that thought made him very uncomfortable. 

 “Can you think of any reason the mayor would have to target this particular street?” 

asked Orry. Jason sighed and shook his head. 

 “Kupfer’s not smart enough to run a conspiracy,” said Helena. 

 A few moments later, Orry and Jason began breaking down the equipment. 

 “Thanks,” said Orry. “Sorry we were so late. We had an unexpected stop.” 

 “And how goes it with your little venture?” asked Helena. 

 “Well, we really just started,” said Orry. “We’ve got some good background, that’s it.” 

 “How’s Alice?” said Helena. After a long moment of silence and an impatient look from 

Orry, Jason realized the question was directed at him. 

 “I don’t know,” he said. “Listless. I’m not sure that has anything to do with her being 

fired, though.” 

 “Well,” said Helena, “it was nice of you to take her in. Cynthia is fine, by the way.” 

 “Glad to hear it,” said Jason. 
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 It was only after they had exited Helena’s shop that Jason realized her comment was 

intended as an insult. Even then, it didn’t bother him, and he was actually glad that he’d missed 

her meaning. Otherwise, he might have been tempted to spar with her, and that would have 

marred what had been, all in all, a strangely exciting evening. 

 Above the street, the sky was a blank obsidian slab, starless, moonless and solid. Not far 

from Jason and Orry, the lake, fringed with ice, merged with it, and it was as if they were on an 

asteroid with only a thin bubble of artificial light and atmosphere separating them from empty 

space. Yet even that sensation was exhilarating for Jason, as if the familiar boundaries of his 

world had dissolved.  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Introspection 

  On another very cold December night, Jason climbed aboard the city bus and rode to 

Basileus College with a notebook and a pocketful of change for the copy machine. The college 

wouldn’t have been Jason’s first choice of places to do research, but of the three major libraries 

in town, theirs had the best collection of books and magazines about the city’s history. Basileus 

was built by the patriarch of one of Saint Croix’s first really wealthy families, and from the first 

years, its faculty and archivists had made an effort to record the history of that family’s home 

town. Jason was looking for old photographs of Bleekman Street, background information, and 

anecdotes that would flesh out his film. During the ride, he remembered a story that was batted 

around the state university, a story that put on different clothing for different audiences but 

always contained the naked fact that the first five Saint Croix mayors of the twentieth century 

had attended Basileus, and the half-nude possibility that each of these mayors was hand-picked 

by the founding family and placed in the job to cultivate the family’s influence. Once 

established, the rumor extended farther both into the past and into the future, but Jason never 

paid much attention to it. His conception of politics veered much closer to a kind of chaos theory, 

a belief in the basic irrationality and unpredictability of human behavior, especially in groups 

larger than five. To him, that idea was much more frightening, and he considered all conspiracy 

theories to be wishful thinking at heart, because no matter how evil the conspirators were, all 

such theories were rooted in the idea that the machines of politics could be rationally controlled. 

And at least those five mayors had been proud of their educations. The current mayor didn’t even 

seem to have any. 

 As he entered the library, he noticed an older woman looking at him with what could 

have been suspicion, but other than that no one seemed to notice him. He thought of his last 

entrance into city hall to pick up Cynthia, the metal detectors, the armed guards, the searches and 

surveillance cameras, and he was struck by just how comfortable the people at this college must 

be. There was a large iron fence with spear tip posts that ran along the street, but it had no gate 
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and was purely decorative. Crossing the campus, Jason felt completely safe and thoroughly 

irritated. 

 Deep in the stacks on the library’s third floor, he thumbed through an out of print book 

filled with photos of the city from nineteen-thirty to nineteen-fifty. There were only two pictures 

of Bleekman Street. He was writing down the call number of the book when he heard his name 

spoken softly in a thin baritone. He turned around and saw Helgesen standing in the corridor 

between the shelves. 

 “I thought that was you,” he said. “What on earth are you doing here?” 

 “Looking up some old photos,” said Jason. “Something a friend of mine and I are 

working on.”  He held up the book for Helgesen. 

 “My wife is looking up old newspaper articles,” said Helgesen. “Some of our neighbors 

claim our developer promised to set aside land for a park, and they are upset that it hasn’t 

materialized. They’ve formed a committee. These are, mind you, the same people who complain 

that their work schedules don’t leave them enough time to spend with their families.” 

 Jason chuckled softly. He wanted to suggest that Helgesen move--a year before he 

probably would have--instead he only shrugged. 

 “Would you like to have a drink?” asked Helgesen. “There’s a bar about two blocks from 

the front gate. There might be some students there, but probably not very many, and it’s usually 

quiet.” 

 Jason scanned the length of Helgesen’s frame before meeting his eyes. He wore brown 

brogues with black laces, dark brown cotton twill pants, a cream colored shirt, a tweed jacket 

with very small dark brown and slightly lighter brown checks, and a deep red bow tie decorated 

with orange spirals. The clothes fit him very well, as though they were tailored for his exact 

measurements (though Jason doubted this was so), but they were at the same time almost 

stubbornly drab. Jason wondered, to no real purpose, if Helgesen had dressed any differently 

when he had his private practice. 

 “Let me ask you a question,” said Jason. “If I wanted to use this photograph in a TV 

show, would I have to get permission even though the book is out of print?” 
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 “I have no idea,” said Helgesen. 

 “What about your wife?” asked Jason. 

 “I’ll tell her to meet us there,” said Helgesen, “when she’s finished.” 

 Helgesen went around a corner, and Jason went to the elevators to wait. He’d stood there 

for around five minutes without seeing anyone when a young man, a boy, really, walked past him 

wearing an oversized black t-shirt that read “VanGard” and under the word had a cartoon of a 

man in a suit shoving a hypodermic needle into the arm of a man dressed in rags. VanGard had 

been a punk rock group with serious politics that put out three brilliant records in the late eighties 

and early nineties, then one lousy record, then vanished. They had been one of Jason’s favorites. 

 “A coward never runs when his finger’s on the gun,” said Jason to the young man, 

quoting lyrics. The young man squinted his eyes at Jason, then shook his head as he walked past, 

not even slowing down. 

 “Sorry that took so long,” said Helgesen. He was wearing a long black overcoat and a 

matching trilby. He walked over to the elevator and hit the button; the up and down arrows had 

worn off the buttons leaving behind only a few irregular spots. Jason was a little disappointed 

that he hadn’t gotten to meet Mrs. Helgesen. 

 The walk took just under ten minutes, most of that time spent crossing campus. Jason put 

his hands into his coat pockets as Helgesen pulled out a pair of shiny black leather gloves. He 

held his hands behind his back as he walked, and his pace was unhurried, even in the sharply 

cold night air. 

 “The place we’re going to is called The Pequod, which they could only get away with 

near a college. The students still think it’s quite funny, but the joke has gotten a bit old for me.” 

 “I guess I don’t understand,” said Jason. “Sounds familiar, I think, but I’m not sure from 

where.” 

 “That’s right,” said Helgesen, “you weren’t a literature student. Pequod was the name of 

Ahab’s ship in Moby Dick. The place stirs fond memories in me. One of my female students tried 

to seduce me there over vodka tonics and pickled herring, an appetizer I don’t recommend, by 

the way. When I explained to her that I was happily married, she told me that her boyfriend 
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would be happy to entertain my wife. I never mentioned the offer to Elsie, though, because I was 

afraid she might be interested.” 

 Again, Jason’s only response was to chuckle and smile. He assumed that Helgesen 

invented the story, but he was flattered rather than insulted that the doctor would expend energy 

trying to entertain him. 

 “By the way, they will tell you when we get there that the ‘White Whale’ is the house 

specialty, and that its ingredients are secret. It’s actually rather disgusting. I believe the two main 

ingredients are milk and white rum.” 

 Helgesen was adding something to this advice, but they were entering the bar as he 

spoke, and his words were lost in the low clutter of voices, glasses clinking and chairs and tables 

knocking. Jason followed close behind him to a small table near the back. Pop songs from the 

twenties and thirties played through two small speakers mounted to the wall, and the music was 

so quiet the sound of talk almost drowned it out. Helgesen draped his coat over the chair next to 

him and laid his hat on the seat. 

 “What would you like to drink?” he asked Jason as Jason was taking off his coat. 

 “A beer, I guess,” said Jason. “Porter if they have it.” 

 “They certainly do,” said Helgesen. 

 Jason watched Helgesen approach the bar. The bartender apparently knew him; she was 

all smiles and friendly gestures, and he was served very quickly.  

 “You know, I thought of you the other day, so it’s quite a coincidence that I ran into you,” 

Helgesen began to talk as he set the glasses down on the table. “I got a letter from a patient I 

used to have. At the time, he was convinced that he was going to end up in prison, that was what 

made me think of you, that it was his fate, and he couldn’t avoid it no matter how carefully he 

obeyed the laws of the land, as it were. And the thought terrified him, I guess as it would anyone 

who truly believed it would happen. By the time he started seeing me, he couldn’t even hold a 

job, because one of his biggest fears was that an employer would inadvertently put him in the 

position of or trick him into doing something illegal.” 

 “What happened to him?” asked Jason. 
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 “Well, according to the letter, he’s doing fine now, or at least better than before. But it 

was no thanks to me, I’m afraid. I never could figure out what the root of the whole problem 

was.” 

 “Faulty wiring, probably,” said Jason. 

 “Well, that’s one possibility. It’s hard to tell a lot of the time, we just don’t know enough 

about mental illness.” 

 Helgesen leaned forward in his chair. The long, slender fingers of his right hand trembled 

just slightly as they encircled his glass, strangely long, shiny nails with clean white edges 

clinking against it. 

 “You see, everything, we know, everything we learn, we learn through a series of 

connections. Some are obvious, like if you throw a ball it travels through the air for awhile. An 

insightful person might find a connection that isn’t obvious. Jung, for instance, found common 

symbolism in several different religions. People with mental illnesses do the same thing, but their 

connections make no sense to anyone but themselves. One might decide that if he wears a certain 

shirt on a Sunday, his neighbor’s cat will fall ill. You see, in one way at least their minds are 

operating the same way ours do, but the results, that’s where the differences lie.” 

 Jason found himself wondering what Mrs. Helgesen was like. She worked in human 

resources, that he remembered, and he thought of the HR director at SCHN, a petite, prim 

woman in her late forties or early fifties, these positions always seemed to be held by women 

who wore gray and dark blue business suits with white blouses and were pinned or hung with 

tastefully discreet but obviously gold jewelry. Helgesen seemed easygoing for the most part, his 

wife, on the other hand, was probably a little controlling. She was probably tall, perhaps with a 

slightly old fashioned haircut, feathered back and lacquered into place with half a can of 

hairspray. 

 “Of course sanity doesn’t always stop people from making weird connections. In fact, a 

lot of old mythology is based on strange things like that, I think that’s what attracted Jung to it in 

the first place. Sorry, but you’re letting me ramble on, that’s almost an invitation for me to slip 

into lecture mode.” 
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 Helgesen’s eyebrows were thin, and the right arched gracefully over his eye, while the 

left pointed up in a wide arrowhead. Despite his age, his face was smooth, his cheekbones and 

jaw outlined sharply. He wore a goatee that was trimmed to a small point beneath his chin. The 

goatee was a trend then among young men, but Jason suspected that Helgesen had begun 

wearing his long before it was fashionable. 

 “Sorry,” said Jason. “It’s a bad habit. People start talking and my mind wanders.” 

 “If I’m boring you, you can hardly consider that your fault,” said Helgesen. 

 “But you’re not boring me,” said Jason. “It’s just that I can’t respond. I can’t think of 

anything to add.” 

 “And that happens to you frequently?” 

 Jason nodded. To him it seemed that Helgesen had stopped blinking. “More lately. I can 

follow a conversation, but I can’t think of anything to say. Rena is the only person I don’t have 

that problem with. I mean, it doesn’t happen all the time, but it never happens with her.” 

 “I think a lot of people feel the way you do at times, like many problems with the mind, 

how serious it is is simply a matter of degree.”  With his left index finger, Helgesen pushed one 

of the ice cubes in his glass below the surface, then watched it rise, tapped it down again, 

watched it rise, tapped it down again, watched it rise. “Perhaps the problem is more internal, not 

one of, say, confusion, but something else. Perhaps you’re second guessing yourself. Now, I’m 

speaking to you more as a friend than as a therapist.” 

 “What’s the difference?” asked Jason. 

 “Two hundred dollars an hour,” said Helgesen. Jason rolled his eyes. “Sorry, that’s a very 

old joke. The fact is that as a therapist, I don’t usually give advice, I try to lead the patient to 

some self-awareness. You know, Freud sincerely believed that once a person undergoing 

psychoanalysis understood the nature of his problem, that problem would vanish. It’s not gospel, 

but there’s some truth to it.” 

 “What about as a friend?” said Jason. “Though you don’t know me that well.” 

 “True,” said Helgesen. “But advice is always about the person giving it, that’s why it’s 

usually so awful. I’d say you might be asking yourself the wrong questions. Perhaps instead of 



Built on the Ruins                         !       Brad Gottschalk 208

asking, ‘why can’t I think of anything to say?’, ask yourself, ‘what is it about this conversation 

that is bidding me to keep silent, and why?’  Try to ask yourself what is it exactly that’s 

important to you. You can learn quite a bit from a little quiet introspection, though that word is a 

little misleading. People think of it as looking inward, but you can’t really do that, all you can 

really do is compare yourself either to other people or to some ideal of behavior you have stored 

in your mind somewhere. But it doesn’t hurt to ask yourself questions, and that’s what makes 

introspection really valuable. Don’t assume there’s something wrong with you, ask yourself why 

you feel the way you do, then only worry if you can’t come up with a good answer.” 

 Another possibility, Jason thought, is that she’s slightly overweight and wears the same 

quiet tweed that he wears. Helgesen is a Scandinavian name, perhaps she’s fishwifely, with big 

cold hands that can stir ice water bare and clean a fish in five minutes, rowing arms, constantly 

red nose. Of course, there wasn’t much about Helgesen that made him think of fishermen, but. . . 

 “Of course, meditation is a tricky thing. You must have something on which to meditate. 

You can’t simply sit there and think, that makes no sense in any real context. One exercise that’s 

helped me is to replay a conversation I’ve had with someone in my own mind and try to think of 

how many different ways it could have gone, and how I could have affected it.” 

 “Thanks,” said Jason. “I’ll try that.” 

 “Self-knowledge is a slippery thing, because there’s no good way to test what it is you’re 

calling knowledge. As I said before, what at first seems an insight could just as easily be some 

crack-brained notion.” 

 Jason looked at his watch. There was a bus leaving from the college, headed for 

downtown, in ten minutes. If he stayed at the bar, he’d have to wait another forty-five minutes 

for the next one. Of course, there was the possibility of a ride from Helgesen and his wife, but at 

that moment, he wasn’t sure he wanted to incur any debts with the psychologist. He drained his 

glass, made apologies and mentioned the bus. To his surprise, Helgesen did not offer him a ride. 

To his relief, too, since he hated defending his decisions. 

 As he walked back to the stop, he watched the several pedestrians walking down the 

street. Most were quite young, and none of them had the bearing of a professional. He did see 
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one tall woman wearing a long coat, but she was on the other side of the street, and he couldn’t 

make out any of her features. 
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Red Light, Green Light 

 The living room of Rena’s apartment, Friday evening around six p.m. The room is clean 

and orderly. A bottle of wine and two glasses stand on the coffee table in front of the couch. 

Jason enters S.L. in jeans and a sweater, barefoot. He crosses the stage and goes into the kitchen. 

He returns with a glass of ice water, then picks up a book from a table near the door. He sits on 

the couch and begins to read. A  few moments later, Rena enters in a coat and a business suit. 

She takes off her coat and throws it over a chair, then sits on the couch next to Jason and takes 

off her shoes.  

RENA:  How long have you been here? 

JASON:  I don’t know. What time is it? 

RENA:  Six. A little after, actually. 

JASON:  About forty-five minutes, then. 

RENA:  Sorry. 

JASON:  It’s fine. 

RENA:  Is that for me? 

JASON:  (Pouring wine into the glasses.)  I picked it up on the way home. 

RENA:  Wonderful. 
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JASON:  What do you want to do for dinner? 

RENA:  I’m wiped out. Can we just get something delivered? 

JASON:  Fine with me. 

RENA:  Fitch broke up with Bridget today. She went home, and the whole department was 

backed up for an hour. He could have waited until five. 

JASON:  I bet he didn’t even know when her shift was ending. (He starts to drink his wine.) 

RENA:  Red light. 

JASON:  I though you were tired. 

RENA:  I can still say two words. 

JASON:  But you’re just going to start calling it?  Come on, at least flip a coin or something. 

RENA:  Fine. (She goes to her purse and takes out a quarter. She flips it into the air.)  Call it! 

JASON:  Heads. 

 The quarter falls to the floor. 

RENA:  Go look. 

 Jason walks over to the quarter and looks down at it. 
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JASON:  Tails. (He turns around and leans over the coffee table to pick up his wine.) 

RENA:  Red light. (Jason is caught bent over, his hand stretched out towards his wine glass. He 

sticks his tongue out at Rena. Rena calmly sits on the couch, picks up her own glass and 

drinks.)  Green light. (Jason quickly sits down.)  Chinese okay? 

JASON:  If you order. (He sits with his hands in his lap. Rena looks at him for a long time, but 

he doesn’t move.) 

RENA:  Fine. Red light. (Jason continues sitting. Rena goes to the table near the door, then 

returns with a large book, a dictionary perhaps, and puts it on Jason’s head. She sits on 

the couch again and sips her wine.)  Green light. 

JASON:  You expect me to reach, but I won’t. (He tilts his head forward, and the book falls into 

his lap.)  Ouch!  God, that’s heavy. 

RENA:  It’s what you get for being smug. 

JASON:  Sorry. 

RENA:  Go get the menu, okay?  (Long pause. Rena folds her arms and looks at Jason. He rolls 

his eyes and stands. As he takes his second step towards the kitchen, Rena stops him. He 

is in mid-stride, bent slightly forwards, front knee bent.)  Red light. (Rena gets off the 

couch and stands behind Jason. After a short pause, she shouts very loud, and he jumps.)  

GREEN LIGHT!  (Jason turns around.)  Menu. 
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JASON:  All right. (Jason exits into the kitchen. A moment later, he returns with a take-out menu 

from a Chinese restaurant.)  I want sweet and sour chicken. (He starts to hand the menu 

to Rena.) 

RENA:  Red light. (Jason’s hand is outstretched. Rena takes the menu and pretends to take a 

long time studying it.)  Green light. (Jason sits on the floor immediately, crosses his legs 

and puts his hands on his knees. Rena goes to the telephone and dials.)  Hi, yeah, I’d like 

to order two dinners. Okay, Rena Gilson. Right. 619 Riverside Drive, number 505. 

847-5938. I’d like one sweet and sour chicken and one fragrant three treasure seafood. 

Okay, thanks. (She hangs up, walks over to Jason and holds out her hand to him.)  Come 

on. (She takes his hand, and he stands up, then they both move towards the couch. Right 

by the coffee table, she turns, lifts his hand to her face and kisses his fingertip.)  Red 

light. (Jason stands still, with his hand held up as if he were touching an invisible 

window. Rena opens her mouth and closes it around his index finger. She takes a step 

back.)  Green light. (Jason takes a step towards her, tries to put his arms around her, she 

steps back again.)  Red light. (Jason freezes again. Slowly Rena undresses until she is 

standing in front of Jason in her underpants. She walks around behind him, puts her arms 

around his waist and slowly unzips his pants.)  We have thirty-five minutes until the food 

comes. (She puts her hands inside his sweater, caresses him, then walks past him slowly, 

touching his face, then heads through the door to the bedroom. Long pause. Then her 

voice comes from offstage.)  Green light! 

 Jason runs through the bedroom door. Blackout. 
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Help 

 During the following two weeks, Jason spent all but three nights at Rena’s apartment. The 

three nights at home each went from around six in the evening, when he got home from work, to 

seven the next morning when he had to leave again. That added up to a total of 39 hours, though 

he had to subtract at least three hours from that for various errands. On the other hand, Alice had 

spent most of her time in Jason’s apartment, and even considering the possibility that she spent 

three hours a day away, looking for a job or her own place, an estimate Jason considered 

generous, she still would have spent around 294 hours there, or just over seven and a half times 

the hours he’d spent. 

 When he got home on the first night, Alice wasn’t there. After he’d made dinner and 

eaten, she still hadn’t shown up, so he went out for a few groceries and a new toothbrush. He got 

back around eight-thirty, and by that time she’d not only arrived but had drunk almost an entire 

bottle of wine. She sat on the floor with her back against the couch watching the television, an 

empty glass near her left hand, the nearly empty bottle near her right, and red drops speckling the 

floor. She and Jason discarded a few words that had no value for either of them, watched the rest 

of the show she’d put on, then she went to bed. Since she was sleeping in the living room, Jason 

had to retreat to his bedroom where he tried to keep himself busy until he fell asleep. 

 The second night was the Wednesday after he and Orry began working on their film. 

They made some small talk; Jason carefully avoided both the topics of jobs and apartments 

because he didn’t want her to think he was trying to rush her out. He noticed that the living room 

had gotten rather messy--there were magazines that weren’t his and some clothing lying around, 

but it didn’t bother him. That night was the first time Alice mentioned Rena since she’d moved 

in. She asked if a doctor minded dating someone who was so poor. Jason said one of the best 

things about Rena was that it never entered her mind--she was a middle class white American 

professional, but she didn’t think like any of those things. Alice didn’t respond. 

 The third night, Seth was there. Jason had been preparing for that--he knew it was going 

to happen sooner or later, so he wasn’t surprised to hear the man’s voice as he opened the door. 
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Seth and Alice were both sitting on the couch. Alice was wearing tights and a sweater, her feet 

were resting on Seth’s legs, and he was massaging her left foot with both hands while he 

described a tree outside his apartment building that had suddenly split in half down the length of 

its trunk, and no one really knew why. Alice was drinking wine again, apparently a gift from Seth 

because he offered some to Jason. As he poured himself a glass, Jason reflected on the fact that 

the three of them had only Helena in common--a dislike of Helena actually, but he felt little 

solidarity with Alice and even less with Seth. He wondered if he might be on the wrong side of 

the wall. Especially with Seth, though he was also irritated with Alice’s behavior whenever he 

was around--taking backrubs, holding hands on the couch, taking gifts and wine, yet insisting 

that they were just friends. What made it worse was that Seth seemed to think Jason was some 

sort of kindred spirit and would regale him with endless crackpot ideas and theories. 

 “I’ve been telling Alice about the Gnostics,” he said as Jason sat down. “They were really 

onto something, I think, they were like the original rebels, man, and get this, even before 

Christianity became the official religion of Rome, they were banned from the church mostly 

because of a couple of uptight theologians, I think, Valentinus and Iraeneus. It’s all in this 

unbelievably brilliant book by Philip K. Dick, called VALIS, he lays it all out. They believed the 

world was created by a blind, insane god named Samael, which means, in Hebrew, either god of 

the blind, or the blind god, and the world is basically a big mistake. Christ was sent by the true 

high God to clue people in on this whole thing and get people back in touch with the divine 

inside them. The world is basically just a big misshapen bowl from a blind potter’s wheel. I like 

that image. It’d explain a lot, wouldn’t it?” 

 Jason had little to say in response, though the fact that Alice rolled her eyes during Seth’s 

monologue made him think she wasn’t completely lost yet. 

 The following Saturday afternoon Jason headed back to his apartment, feeling that he had 

to check up on Alice to make sure she was all right. The door was unlocked. He heard her in the 

kitchen, or rather heard a spoon ringing dully against a teacup. The sound on the TV was off, but 

the picture was on--a blocky cartoon in which a boy with a hockey stick chased two girls down a 

flat street of slightly distorted geometric shapes. Alice came out of the kitchen in a green plaid 
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flannel robe and a pair of grey wool socks. She sat on the couch and rubbed her very short hair 

with her left hand. Her right hand held a cup Jason hadn’t seen before, white ceramic with 

Chinese characters painted on it in small, precise, delicate blocks of calligraphy. 

 “I didn’t expect you to be here today,” she said, but her tone was warm. 

 “Rena had some things to do, so I thought I’d come home and relax for awhile,” said 

Jason, lying. 

 Alice leaned back and pulled her robe around her legs. She looked at the television and 

sipped her tea. Jason watched her. The remote control was right next to her left hand, but she 

made no move to turn the sound on. Even more than usual, at that moment she exuded a torpor 

that surrounded Jason like a cloud of toxic gas. He put his chin in his hand and looked at the TV 

screen, which showed a young girl eating breakfast cereal then wiping a drop of milk from her 

nose with her hand. His eyes rolled to their corners and focused on Alice. She was probably 

naked under that robe, he thought. On Rena, it would have been sexy, even with the gray socks, 

but of course on Rena the front would have been open a little, and the rounded shape of her bent 

knee would be peeking out. He tried to imagine having sex with Alice and couldn’t. He tried to 

imagine her having sex with anyone, Orry, or perhaps even Seth. He could imagine a man 

undressing her, kissing her, but that’s as far as he could take it. As she lay down, the image 

dissolved like a paper napkin in hot water. On Rena the robe would be sexy, but on Alice it 

probably only meant she hadn’t showered yet that day. 

 “Any plans for tonight?” asked Jason. 

 Alice shrugged. “Seth is going out with some guys from the store, but I don’t think I 

really want to go. He’s been pretty irritating lately.” 

 “I thought you two were like best friends,” said Jason. 

 “We were for awhile,” said Alice. “But he’s been acting weird ever since he broke up 

with Helena. He drops by without calling, then he just hangs out, even if I don’t have anything to 

say, or he watches TV, and I feel like he’s expecting me to do something, but I don’t know what 

it is.” 

 “I thought you liked it when he came over,” said Jason. 
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 “Maybe like the first two times,” said Alice.  

 Jason couldn’t believe Alice really didn’t know what Seth was expecting. His behavior 

seemed obvious, and Alice herself seemed to be getting something out of it, though he guessed 

now that impression might be wrong. He could be wrong about Seth, too, but he doubted that--

Seth never struck him as a terribly complicated person. A year ago, he wouldn’t have said 

anything to Alice, but he had to wonder why--respect for her feelings perhaps, or the possibility 

that he was wrong, or perhaps some weird paternalistic condescension. But that day he told 

himself that if he really wanted to be her friend, he’d have to deliver his opinion, out of simple 

respect. 

 “I think he wants to go to bed with you,” he said. 

 “That’s ridiculous,” said Alice. “I mean, I may have thought about it once, but that was a 

long time ago, and he’s into that kinky domination stuff and he knows I’m not at all.” 

 “Maybe he’s an incurable optimist,” said Jason. “I’ve only ever seen men behave the way 

he does when they want to get laid.” 

 Alice folded her arms and sat silently for a long time. Jason couldn’t tell if she was 

simply shutting down or if she was giving his opinion serious consideration. He felt a little sorry 

for her. Seth, on the other hand was delusional, obviously. The thought of Alice in leather with a 

whip was born of such yearningly wishful thinking that it seemed beyond pathetic. Of course, 

Alice probably wouldn’t mind being tied up herself, she might even like being spanked a little, 

might shake off that lethargy--he checked himself. That thought had plopped into his brain like a 

drop of blood in a glass of milk. Where had it come from, he wondered. After all, what did it 

matter what kind of sex Alice liked, or whether she liked sex at all?  Then he thought that this 

attitude, the attitude that someone’s sexuality in some way was an indication of their worth was 

more in line with Rena’s thinking than his own. Had he been seeing Alice, even a little, through 

Rena’s eyes?  He remembered the evening he ran into Helgesen at Basileus. He’d sat and 

speculated about the man’s wife, what she was like, and all of the images he’d pulled up had 

been negative. He’d been making fun of Helgesen, even though he was enjoying the man’s 

company. He realized, too, that Rena never mentioned his wife, not even to criticize her. He 
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couldn’t move. He wasn’t ready to sort through all of these thoughts, but they kept swirling 

around in his head. He stared at the TV screen, only dimly aware that Alice was flipping through 

the channels but still hadn’t turned on the sound. She went round the dial three times before he 

shook off his stiffness and stood up. 

 “I’ve got to go out,” he said. “I need to clear my head.” 

 “Okay,” said Alice. 

 “You going out with the comic book store crowd tonight?” he asked. 

 “No,” said Alice. “I think you talked me out of it.” 

 Jason nodded. “Let’s go out. There are usually a few people I know hanging around the 

Caged Tiger. We can get a bite and then have a drink or two.” 

 “Aren’t you going back to Rena’s?” asked Alice, still facing the TV. 

 “No,” he said. “Not tonight. I’ll be back in about twenty minutes.” 

 He grabbed his coat and headed out the door. As he left, the television sound came on, a 

muffled noise behind the closing door. He realized that she’d kept the sound off the entire time 

he’d been there. That meant she wanted his help--she wasn’t simply passive, she was making an 

effort, too. 
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Bleekman Street Documentary: On Location 

 It was a Saturday afternoon. The sun lit up the cloudles winter sky, and the piles of snow 

that covered the street were blindingly white. The temperature had risen and hovered around a 

comfortable twenty five, and Bleekman was crowded once again with hatless, gloveless 

pedestrians, some even wearing shorts. Jason met Orry in front of the goth shop, and both of 

them were in exceedingly good humor. Ex Nihilo looked different in the daylight. Several of the 

skirts and corsets Jason had thought to be leather turned out to be vinyl, and some of the jewelry 

looked like disposable Halloween decorations, but there were several racks of beautifully 

designed pieces, decoratively stitched and punctuated by spikes and complicated designs in 

nickel plated brass. Handcrafted, silver jewelry filled one small case. The range in quality 

surprised Jason, as did the notion of a pack of affluent goths roaming the streets, perhaps 

discussing fine wine and the futility of earthly existence. 

 Luther was standing behind the counter in animated conversation with an attractive but 

very young girl wearing, despite the cold, a corset for a shirt that displayed a colorful shoulder 

tattoo of a pied piper leading an extravagant processional of fairies, witches, animals and little 

people into the hollow trunk of a giant tree. When he saw Jason and Orry he leaned over and 

whispered something to the girl who disappeared through the curtain behind the counter.  

 “How’s the lighting in here, now?” he asked. “I took down the velvet curtains just for you 

guys.” 

 “Well, I don’t know what to say,” said Jason. “That’s quite a sacrifice.” 

 Orry began to set up the camera and tripod.  

 “You’ve got some pretty nice stuff in here,” said Jason. “You must be really cleaning up.” 

 “Yeah, well, it’s not as great as it looks,” said Luther. “The expensive stuff moves pretty 

slowly, you know, not a lot of disposable income floating around nowadays. The cheap stuff 

moves, but just as often you get people coming up here to hang out. They’ll stand around for a 

couple of hours shooting the shit without buying anything. But I can’t kick them out, I mean, 
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when you’re dealing with a market this small, you can’t really alienate people. Know what I 

mean?” 

 “So you into all this vampire black magic voodoo?” asked Jason. 

 “I don’t know,” said Luther. “I kind of like the look. At least I don’t have to wear a suit. 

And I get discounts on the tats, man, cause D.D. is one of my best customers. Look at this.” 

 He shoved the sleeve of his t-shirt up around his shoulder. Circling his upper arm four 

times was a tattoo of a snake in bright greens and reds, startlingly lifelike in shading and 

proportion. It wasn’t as overwhelming as the corset girl’s, but it was excuted with more 

precision. 

 “Not bad,” said Jason. 

 “What about you, man, what have you been up to?” 

 Jason looked back at Orry. Orry shrugged, his face a porcelain sculpture of patience. 

 “Oh, you know, nothing special. College, series of crap jobs, marriage, divorce, a couple 

of political action groups, protests, abject failure, now I’m a receptionist at the St. Croix Health 

Network by day and the new Ken Burns by night. And weekends, too, I guess.” 

 “Whoah, slow down, too many details,” said Luther. 

 “Well, it’s not that interesting,” said Jason. 

 “You might be underestimating yourself,” said Luther, “but hey, it’s your business.” 

 “How did you end up a small business owner, anyway?” asked Jason. 

 “Well, you know, I started working at the Cat’s Claw right after high school,” said Luther. 

Orry cleared his throat with comic exaggeration. 

 “It could just be me, gentlemen,” he said, “but perhaps this is the sort of thing we might 

be capturing on videotape.” 

 “Oh, right,” said Jason. “You know, we’re doing this little documentary. I mean, I think 

the people who love this area of town should have a chance to say something about it before it 

changes. You know, we don’t believe we can stop it, but at least there’ll be a record of what was 

here.” 

 “Man,” said Luther. 
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 “What?” said Jason. 

 “Nothing.” 

 “Well,” said Jason, after a long beat of silence, “this is how it works. Basically, we just 

want your story. We may ask questions, but we’ll edit them out later. Just tell us how you ended 

up here, and what you think of the Bleekman neighborhood and anything else you think is 

relevant.” 

 “I started working at the Cat’s Claw right after high school,” said Luther. “Will people 

know that? Should I explain? The Cat’s Claw was a punk shop up on Taverner on the north side 

of town. Well the punk scene here in St. Croix was pretty short lived, and so the shop folded a 

couple of years after I started working there, but by that time, I’d gotten to know the owner, Kurt 

Ellenback, pretty well, and I had some experience by then with the whole retail thing, so I made 

him a deal. I’d sell off the inventory and use the money to start a new business, and pay him 

back. He was working as a restaurant manager then, and he could afford to take the hit, so he 

agreed. We started small, man, you can see how small this place is, the rent was cheap for a retail 

space, probably being on the second floor had something to do with that, anyway, we started this 

place about four years ago, and it took awhile, but the business grew pretty steadily, and now 

we’re doing well. Haven’t paid Kurt back everything yet, but we’re working on it. And it’s 

funny, you know, I originally was looking for space on Taverner again, and Jane, my business 

partner, she was against it and she said I just wanted to be there cause it was familiar, and I 

needed to expand my view of where would be a good place to set up, and we spent a couple of 

weeks just driving around and walking around, too, and we got a really good vibe from 

Bleekman, like it already felt like we had a place here, and then we had to wait for six months or 

so before a space we could afford opened up, and we almost went for a place on the bottom of 

Morley, but thank god this place opened up. Have you been to Morley after like five? It’s a tomb, 

man. That would’ve been a disaster. I think we would have been next to a shoe store or 

something. But then this place opened up. You want to know what was up here before us? An 

import store. Like there aren’t ten of them downtown already, I mean, what kind of business 

model were they using, anyway? But I shouldn’t complain, after all, this was a big risk, too. 
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Thank god we got in here before Kupfer was elected, too. Jesus Christ, he’s supposed to be so 

fuckin’ pro business and entrepreneurs are the future of the country and all of that bullshit, you 

know since he took office city guarantees of small business loans has been cut by more than 

half? We would have gotten shit under Kupfer, even though we had, oops, sorry about that, you 

can’t say that on TV, can you?” 

 “We can cut it,” said Orry. 

 “Speaking of Kupfer, did you know he got a sixteen year old girl pregnant last year? The 

kid of one of his staff people, at some party out in Belmont. Nobody’s talking about it, but I 

swear I’ve heard it from like ten different people. And that brings up another issue, I mean, how 

could that not be rape? Look at the guy, he looks like a cross between a warthog and a mutant 

porcupine, so even a woman his own age...” 

 “Well, it’s interesting you bring that up,” said Orry. His eyes twinkled with 

uncharacteristic malevolance. “Do you think Kupfer might have an ulterior motive in trying to 

dismantle this community?” 

 “What, you mean like somebody on this street is on some kind of enemies list? I don’t 

know. Anything’s possible, I guess, but I doubt it. I think it’s just general arrogance. I mean, the 

Free Words isn’t talking about the sixteen year old anymore than any of the mainstream press is. 

I can’t think of anybody else he’d want to target. My guess is, he’s getting paid by a developer, 

man, just like any common gangster.” 

 After a few perfunctory questions, Orry started packing up the camera and tripod. Jason 

stood near the counter, feeling awkward, trying unsuccessfully to come up with a topic of 

conversation that was unrelated to Bleekman Street or nostalgia. 

 “Where did you hear that stuff about Kupfer?” he finally asked, giving up. 

 “I honestly don’t remember where I heard it first,” said Luther. “But it’s one of those 

things that keeps getting repeated. I think maybe one of the customers here knows the girl who’s 

knocked up, but I’m not really sure.” 

 “So, it’s a high school rumor.” said Orry, flatly. Luther shrugged. 
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 “Well,” said Jason, “it’s entertaining, at least. It’s one of those things you can hope is true 

without feeling too guilty.” 

 “Right on,” said Luther. “Something wrong?” This to Jason, who still stood awkwardly at 

the counter. 

 “I don’t know, I feel like I should have something more to say,” said Jason. 

 “Don’t worry about it, man. We’re all in little boats floating on the sea. Hey, let me know 

when this flick will air. And if my band ever gets its act together, I’ll get you in free to the gig.” 

 “I’ll be there,” said Jason. 

 “He didn’t take the bait.” This to Orry as he and Jason descended Bleekman’s glacis. 

 “What do you mean?” asked Orry, hand on his heart. 

 “You thought after that tirade about Kupfer he’d be talking freemasons and illuminati, 

admit it,” said Jason. 

 “I just asked the man a question,” said Orry. “By the way, that story was interesting, but 

we can’t put some possibly libelous high school story in our film, you know that, right?” 

 “Yeah, you know, Switch I guess it’s Luther now, his things was always that a tiny group 

of people had all the power, and the rest of us don’t have any. But he was never good with the 

details.” 

 “Hey, you know, it’s not too cold,” said Orry, “maybe we should nail down some 

exteriors, you know, shops, people walking around. Tomorrow could be zero and the street’ll 

look like the moon.” 

 Two blocks from the Caged Tiger was a bicycle shop, Centri-Pedal Force, where Jason 

had gotten his bike and its various accessories. Its facade was fairly non-descript, with large 

windows facing the street, white tilework below them, and a second floor of white limestone 

blocks. Across the street was a liquor store with wooden trim painted bright red, and a sign from 

the 1950s with each letter of the store’s name--The Spirit World--framed in orange and turquoise 

boxes. It wasn’t the most picturesque part of Bleekman, but as it was a bit less than halfway 

down the street’s gentle curve, it offered an excellent view of the lake and the stores and 

apartments tripping down the hill. 
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 Avoiding several small piles of snow, Orry set up the camera and tripod, framed a few 

shots of Centri-Pedal, the Spirit World, and the shops and street beyond. The camera was high, 

nearly at Jason’s eye level, and as Orry worked, a few passersby gave them looks both quizzical 

and irritated. Though the property owners on Bleekman had shoveled conscientiously, the snow 

was still beginning to encroach onto the sidewalks, narrowing them enough to make the tripod an 

impediment to traffic. 

 “You here about the fight?” asked one man, dressed in a suit and long wool coat. 

 “What fight?” asked Orry. 

 “Last night,” said the man. “There was a fight. Ambulance came and everything. See that 

plywood over the window?” He pointed across the street. One of the windows in the Free Words 

office, next to The Spirit World, was paneless and covered in plywood. 

 “No,” said Orry. 

 “I thought you might be the news,” said the man. 

 “Nope,” said Orry. The man stood in front of them for a moment, an expectant look on 

his face, then he turned abruptly and walked away. 

 “Who calls the news over a fight?” asked Jason. 

 “More great PR for Bleekman,” said Orry. 

 Four college students emerged from the Caged Tiger, laughing and shouting. With bare 

hands, they scooped up snow and threw it at one another before moving towards Victoria. Across 

the street, near the Sprit World, a young man in leather with a bright red mohawk was leading a 

girl in boots, leather skirt and fishnets by a leash. Three doors down, outside the music shop, a 

middle aged woman in a fur coat (Jason was unable to tell whether it was real or fake) stood 

outside smoking a cigarette. These figures stood out to him for some reason, among the crowd of 

coats the shuffle of boots the people walking by as anonymous as parked cars. 

 “Hey, what’re you guys doing?” asked a short man with a thick beard, black tinged with 

gray.  

 Orry explained the project to him as briefly as he could. The man stood and listened 

without interjecting, but nodding frequently. 
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 “Yeah, it’s too bad about that,” the man said. “I come here all the time. Bought my first 

mandolin right over there at Fretworks, man, that guy has an encyclopedic knowledge of musical 

instruments, it’s just flabbergasting. I wish I knew what to say about it all. You know, it always 

seemed to me that what makes a city a city is this kind of neighborhood, but now everybody just 

wants everything to be big and generic. Anyway, what channel is this going to be on?” 

 “Well, it’ll air on public access at the beginning of next month,” said Jason. 

 “That’s the holiday season,” said the man, “you’re probably not going to get much of an 

audience.” 

 “We have to put it on where there’s a slot,” said Orry. “Not much we can do about that.” 

 “Jesus Christ, you mean people are competing for public access air time?” the man said. 

 “Everybody wants a voice,” said Orry. 

 “Well, listen, good luck.” 

 The afternoon sun was descending, and long, winter shadows snaked over the snowhills. 

A young man with dreadlocks and a guitar over his back stopped near them and looked them 

over. 

 “Where are the actors, man?” he said suddenly. 

 “What?” said Jason. 

 “You guys look like you’re making a movie, but I don’t see any actors. Or is this just 

stock footage?” 

 “Stock footage is already shot. It’s in a film library, that’s why they call it ‘stock,’” said 

Orry. 

 “Well what do you call it then?” 

 “We’re making a documentary,” said Orry, ignoring the question. “This whole street is 

going to be rezoned, and most of the businesses will have to close. It’s kind of about that.” 

 “Yeah, I heard,” the young man said. “That kind of sucks, cause I just got a semi-

permanent gig playing at the coffee shop. Hate to lose it right away.” 

 “Topkapi’s got nothing to worry about,” said Jason.  

 “It doesn’t? Why not?” 
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 “It’s all commercial,” said Orry. 

 “Man, it doesn’t seem that commercial. They’ve got some local artists on display, and 

they have that open mike night every Wednesday. They can’t be making a huge pile of dough on 

that, right?” 

 “Oh, that’s not what I mean,” said Orry. His voice was calm, patient, even kind, and 

Jason knew that he himself wouldn’t have been able to manage such a tone. That thought 

embarrassed him a little, but not too much. “I mean the space, the building it’s in, doesn’t have 

any apartments. That’s the rezoning they’re talking about. No more apartments.” 

 “Oh, right. That’s a relief, man.” 

 “When are you playing?” asked Jason. 

 “Thursdays, three thirty till five.” 

 “Cool,” said Jason. “Now we know when to avoid the place.” But he waited to spit out 

the last until the young man had disappeared around the corner. 

 “So why aren’t you asking these people if Kupfer is, how did you put it, targeting the 

Bleekman Street community?” Jason asked Orry a minute later. 

 “Well, it’s like this,” said Orry, “you can tell right away by the questions people ask 

whether they’re just a little sad for personal reasons, whether they don’t really care at all, or 

whether they’ve really given any of this stuff any thought at all.” 

 “That’s kind of cynical,” said Jason. 

 Orry looked at Jason for a long, unblinking minute. His face wore a shocked expression 

as if he’d just seen a child kill a rabbit with its teeth. 

 “You guys are pretty brave to come out here in the middle of winter.” Jason turned 

towards the voice. It came from a young, attractive woman wearing a stocking cap, a long, tight-

fitting coat with two rows of buttons, and knee high boots. “How long have you been out here?” 

 “Not long,” said Jason. She held eye contact with him for a long moment. Her nose was 

long and thin, tapering to a point, and she had a thin upper lip and full lower which gave her face 

an oddly incongruous sensuality. 
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 “So what’s your movie about?” she asked. Yet again, he went over the details of their 

project, and throughout the explanation, the young woman never lost her inquisitive, enthusiastic 

expression. 

 “That’s cool,” she said, “you know there’s so much apathy around now, it’s nice to meet 

somebody who really cares about this city, and not just about how many tourists we can get. I 

hang out around here a lot. I’m surprised I’ve never seen you before. I spend a lot of afternoons 

at Topkapi.” 

 “Yeah, well,” said Jason, “I’m usually at work then, I guess.” 

 “So you do this in your spare time?” she said.  

 “What there is of it,” said Jason. 

 “Oh my god,” Orry muttered under his breath, just loud enough for Jason to hear. 

 “I’m Angela,” she said. “If you ever drink coffee on a Saturday, maybe I’ll see you in 

there.” 

 “Jason,” said Jason. There was an awkward silence. Angela smiled a big smile, turned, 

and walked away slowly. 

 “You blew it,” said Orry. 

 “What do you mean?” said Jason. 

 “She was flirting with you, idiot.” 

 “Whatever. She’s probably an amateur actress wants a part.” 

 “That’s kind of cynical,” said Orry. 

 “Oh, Jesus. Look, it’s starting to get cold. Are we going to Zelig’s?” said Jason. 

 “Fine with me.” 

 Zelig’s Used Books was at the bottom of the gentle slope, a block from Lakeshore and 

the long, thin public park that ran just north of Ild Bay. Jason had only shopped there a few 

times. When he was in high school, two of his classmates told him that anyone could walk in and 

buy dirty novels for fifty cents apiece, but Jason, who looked even younger than he was then, 

never had the nerve to try it.  
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 The man behind the counter greeted Orry by name as they entered. Jason recognized him, 

he’d been there each time Jason had visited the store, but Jason didn’t know him personally. He 

was in his mid fifties, of average height but quite thin, with a long white beard that fanned out 

across his chest, and his hair, pulled into a pony tail, was also rather long, but not as long has his 

beard. He wore blue jeans and a turtleneck that had once been black but that had faded to dark 

gray. Sewn onto the shirt’s chest was an embroidered patch showing a pyramid with a single eye 

inside it and a bright yellow halo around it. Jason noticed, near the man’s elbow, Lucas’s home 

made stand holding a few copies of Octopus Stew. 

 “Jason,” Orry said, “this is Bernard Olin. Bernard Olin, Jason Gorham.” 

 “You look familiar,” said Bernard. “If I remember correctly, you’ve been here a few 

times, and it seems to me you usually pay with cash. That’s rather old fashioned for someone 

your age.” 

 “Yeah, well,” said Jason, unaccountably pleased that Bernard had recognized him, “I 

guess it’s just what I’m used to.” 

 They shook hands. Bernard had a peculiarly infectious smile, a warmth and openness that 

Jason had seen in other aging lefties, an attitude often mistaken for complacence, but that was, in 

fact, its opposite. 

 “How’re those selling?” he asked, indicating Lucas’s book. 

 “Surprisingly well,” said Bernard. “There was a review a couple of weeks ago in The 

Voice of Freedom, and, believe it or not, right after that, one in the Journal. I guess they didn’t 

want people to think they’d been scooped. Both were pretty glowing.” 

 Even the news of Lucas’s success was not enough to spoil Jason’s good mood. As Orry 

set up the camera, he strolled around the small shop, glancing at book titles. The infamous shelf 

of adult books had been turned over to drama and poetry, but the social justice section had some 

venerable title such as The Wretched of the Earth and The Mismeasure of Man. Bernard 

continued conversing as Jason perused. 

 “So, I hope you’ve been getting some good material.” 
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 “It’s been great,” said Orry, “responses have been really positive. We haven’t met one 

person who thinks this rezoning thing is a good idea.” 

 “So much for democracy,” said Bernard. 

 “Of course we’ve just talked to the business owners and a few people on the street. We 

haven’t talked to any of the people who live here. We probably won’t get to that until next 

week.” 

 “Well, I doubt you’ll hear much about the virtues of urban renewal from any of them,” 

said Bernard. “People who live on Bleekman know how special it is, plus, moving is a pain in 

the ass.” 

 “What will you do, if this goes through?” asked Jason. “I mean, this is your house, too, 

isn’t it?” 

 “Yeah,” said Bernard. “This was the first rowhouse to convert to a storefront, and we still 

live on the second and third floors. I’m not sure. I considered suing the city, but I doubt that will 

do any good. I’ll probably have to close up shop. The money I’d get for this building wouldn’t be 

enough to snag me a house and a space to set up another shop.” 

 “Hey!” snorted Orry. “Again, this is stuff that should be on camera, my friend. Give me a 

minute, please”. 

 “Sorry,” said Jason in mock contrition. 

 “So, you know the deal, right?” Orry finally said. 

 “My life story embellished with local color.” said Bernard. Orry nodded. 

 “Well,” said Bernard, “by the way, can I get up and move around, or do you need me to 

keep still?” 

 “It’s better if you stay there,” said Orry. “I’d have to refocus manually every time you 

move.” 

 “Right,” said Bernard. “Well, this business has been here since nineteen fifty five. It was 

my wife’s father who started it, his name was Zelig, Alexander Zelig. He had a big pile of books 

his father, and then he, had collected, they were piling up all over the house. At that time, these 

last two blocks of Bleekman were residential. This was just a townhouse. Alexander had bought 
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the building and rented out the top floor. His first idea was to start a lending library. He asked for 

donations of books to supplement what he had and cleared out two rooms on the first floor. 

Unfortunately, a lot of the books people borrowed never made it back to him, so he started 

selling them instead. He told Lola, his wife, he’d just do it until the books were gone, but then 

people wanted to trade instead of buy, and a couple of neighbors had rare books that were 

actually valuable, and they were willing to sell to Alexander just to avoid the hassle of the book 

market and auction houses. Anyway, it took five years, but finally, Alexander decided to take a 

shot at running the business full time.” 

 “Things went along pretty smoothly, without much of a break in the routine. The business 

was steady, but it didn’t grow much, and I doubt if Alexander even thought of expanding. I think 

he was surprised to see it surviving at all. Then, in nineteen sixty eight, everything changed. 

They renovated those blocks right downtown from Hamilton to Dowland, and then the next year 

or two east to Morley. All of the stores that were doing any business at all moved to that area or 

as close to it as they could get, and suddenly, the rents on Bleekman got really cheap. That’s 

when the more counter-culture stuff started moving in. I think poor Alexander was torn, because, 

on the one hand, these hippies and college kids bought a lot of used books, and his business did 

better than it ever had, but on the other, he was not pleased with the openness, the lack of 

propriety they represented. I mean, he wasn’t exactly conservative, but he didn’t like to see 

people flaunt their beliefs or feelings, even. One of the first businesses that moved in here was a 

small press that printed little books of social theory and history, and Alexander refused to carry 

them because the books always had these rough drawings of naked people in them.” 

 “Anyway, all throught the seventies this neighborhood was sort of an island in St. Croix. I 

mean, you know how this town is. The people are down to earth, not mean spirited, but not 

exactly excited by new ideas. There was a certain amount of economic fatalism then, nobody 

really expected to make a lot of money, so we saw a lot of really odd businesses open up. Some 

of them, like Fretworks, hung around, but most didn’t last more than a year. Of course, the head 

shop, that’s where Ex Nihilo is now, lasted until eighty-one when they passed that paraphernalia 

law, and there were jewelry shops, a used record store, an art supply store, a bakery with 
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homemade doughnuts, an experimental theater, even, and a few diners. That’s what I miss the 

most, I mean, an old fashioned diner with a countertop and swivel stools. Can’t beat that.” 

 “Then came the eighties, and the Reagan promise of free bags of money. The cost of 

living shot way up, and the weird little enterprises vanished for good, one by one. I mean, we’re 

still a pretty interesting neighborhood, but even here, we’re seeing the results of an economy 

that’s designed to homogenize everything. Anyway, I got most of this from Alexander. By the 

eighties, he was a confirmed lefty, man he hated Reagan more than I did. Eileen and I have been 

here for about ten years. I was a high school teacher in Ohio, just outside Dayton, but when 

Alexander retired, he wasn’t in the best of shape, so we moved back here to be closer. So 

anyway, after the election in eighty-four...” Bernard had barely begun. He went on for another 

forty minutes, listing from memory dozens of shops that had opened and closed on the street 

over the years. Orry was standing near the camera with his arms crossed, and Jason could tell 

that he had stopped listening altogether. 

 Finally the narrative wound down, and Jason paused, expecting the conspiracy question 

that had provided the coda to each interview so far, but it didn’t come. Plainly, Orry was out of 

patience. 

 “So what do you think will happen if this measure passes?” Jason asked Bernard. 

 “I don’t honestly know,” said Bernard. “I’d like to think the local color will just migrate 

to another location. I suppose Taverner Street would be the logical option, but it’s pretty remote, 

and it’s got a bad reputation now as far as safety goes. I don’t necessarily believe that, but it’d be 

enough to keep people away.” 

 Outside, the setting sun painted the street orange and pink. Orry puffed up his cheeks like 

a cartoon of the north wind and let out a long exhalation. 

 “What?” said Jason. Orry motioned him to follow, and they began walking back up 

Bleekman towards the Caged Tiger.  

 “I need a beer,” said Orry. “You coming?” 

 “Yeah, you bet,” said Jason. 

 “You seemed to be enjoying yourself there,” said Orry. 
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 “I was thinking, it’d be great to get some pictures of the places he was describing, I mean, 

I wonder where we could go to find some shots of the businesses that were around in the 

seventies, you know Basileus was kind of a bust, and I was thinking maybe St. Croix Magazine 

might have something in their archives.” 

 “Whoah, slow down. Before you dive in, I have to say, we’re going to have to do some 

serious editing. You should probably wait to dig up photos, until we decide what we’re going to 

keep.” 

 “Oh,” said Jason. “Yeah, I guess he did talk for a long time.” 

 “You know, that family stuff, that’s fine,” said Orry, “but then the unending list, my god, I 

thought I was going to pass out. ‘Then Jim moved to Washington where he ran a fishing boat for 

tourists on the sound, and a guy named Haskel rented the shop and sold paper airplaines until the 

big mass market airplane books drove out the private airplane makers,” Orry stroked his beard 

the same way Bernard had as he talked, but he couldn’t imitate Bernard’s voice. 

 “I thought it was kind of interesting,” said Jason. 

 “Yeah, well, underemployed history majors aren’t the demographic we’re aiming for, 

man,” said Orry. 
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User 

 On Lucas’s stereo, some guitarist was picking furiously at a vaguely familiar melody, and 

Lucas, hips swinging succinctly but not precisely, spun Octave below his extended hand. It 

looked to Jason as though she were on a string. She spun once, then again, then, slowing down 

still strung, a third time. Then, face to face they walked across the room, she moving backward, 

he moving forward, four hips moving almost in time to the music, two succinctly and two widely 

and smoothly. Laughing, turning at the wall, they bumped into a bookcase which tottered but not 

threateningly, turned twice then moved back across the room to collapse on the couch. Octave 

continued to fall slowly until her head rested on Lucas’s lap. 

 “I’ve decided to travel the world,” said Lucas. “I’m going to try to get to Istanbul, but 

first I’ll be stopping in Spain, most likely Granada to see the Alhambra, and then on to Paris, of 

course, Budapest, Prague, and finally Athens. I’m going by bicycle, but the bike will be small, so 

I can go on foot when I get too tired to ride. On the way, I plan to meet women who will feed and 

house me.” 

 “When are you leaving?” asked Jason. 

 “Tomorrow, when the moon rises,” said Lucas. 

 “Is Octave going with you?” he asked. 

 “I’m afraid not, though she’d probably have a much easier time finding men to feed and 

house her. She has the legs of a race-horse. Of course, I always have the lines. ‘Your skin in 

moonlight is an ocean without boundaries. And when you close your eyes, I disappear like a 

spent match.’  What woman could resist that?” 

 “Any sober woman,” said Octave. “Any sober woman who can read.” 

 “Here of course!” yelled Lucas. “Here, they’re brought up on sports cars and lifeguards 

with no body hair, and the top hundred rock bands that all look and sound the same. 

Mediterranean women are different. They’re walking through castles and temples that are 

centuries old, hearing the songs of Lorca, of Homer and Mallarme.” 
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 “They’ve got cable TV in Spain,” said Octave. “And pop music that’s even worse than it 

is here.” 

 “That just makes them more hungry for real poetry,” said Lucas. “Here, we’re too used to 

mediocrity.” 

 “I’ll change that. After you’re gone, I’ll open up a cafe. We’ll have readings and slams, 

and I’ll invite the best poets back to my place. They’ll have to improvise poetry about me, and 

I’ll pick the winners. I’ll be the prize. And by the time you come back from Istanbul, there’ll be 

more poetry written about me than all the other women in the city combined. And I’ll say, ‘See 

what you started?’” 

 “Being praised by a bad poet is a pretty poor compliment,” said Lucas. 

 “What makes you think they’ll be bad?” asked Octave. 

 “Law of averages. Besides, if they’re writing, or improvising about you, how can you 

expect to judge them fairly?  All they’d have to figure out is what would carry your canoe out to 

sea, as it were. Would it be the romantic or the ribald?  The humorous, the self-aggrandizing, the 

self-deprecating. Anyone could figure that out. Take Jason here, who has as much feeling for 

poetry as Genghis Khan’s flag bearer. He could figure out what you like, couldn’t you?” 

 “Lucas, god, why do you have to. . .” 

 “Those were his words, not mine, regarding poetry,” said Lucas. 

 “Actually, I stole the line from Rena. She was talking about my taste in wine, though,” 

said Jason. 

 Octave sat up, leaned over, and crossed her arms. Her elbows rested on her knees, her 

right hand on her left knee, her chin in her left palm. Her hair was blonde, almost white, and 

Jason couldn’t tell whether or not it was dyed. It was cut very short, almost as short as Alice’s, 

yet somehow on Octave the effect was not at all ascetic. She had a long, broad face with a 

prominent chin and nose. Lucas had made several references to her tattoos, but he’d only caught 

a glimpse of one. 

 “Tell me then,” she said to Jason, “what kind of poetry would win the contest?” 
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 “Let me see,” said Jason. “The poet would begin by giving you a sort of stock 

compliment, then he’d talk himself up. He’d make some ribald jokes, but that would segue into 

some sincerely romantic blather, then he’d give you an elaborate compliment.” 

 “Wrong!” said Octave. “He’d have to be self-deprecating and ribald to the end.” 

 “It’s too bad we can’t really do it,” said Lucas. “I think Jason is right, and you’re just 

telling us what you want us to believe, or what you want to believe yourself.” 

 “How long are you going to put up with this guy, anyway?” said Jason.  

 “Unfortunately, he needs me,” said Octave. “The font of his mind is run dry, and he needs 

me to spit in it.” 

 “What?” said Jason. 

 “She’s helping me over my writer’s block,” said Lucas. 

 “I thought you were giving it up altogether,” said Jason. 

 “What?  Oh, that’s right, I did tell you that,” said Lucas. “I was depressed then. I go 

through that every once in awhile, I think it’s a defensive mechanism. When I get blocked, I say 

I’m going to quit, that makes it seem like it’s all under my control.” 

 “Have you been writing?” asked Jason. 

 “Not yet,” said Lucas with a note of impatience. “But I’m gathering things together in my 

head. Look, let’s not talk about it. Nothing more boring than a writer talking about his fucking 

process.” 

 The music ended with a round of furious and annoying strumming. Lucas ambled slowly 

over to the stereo, lifted the CD from the drawer and popped it into its box. Octave looked at her 

watch, sighed and stood up from the couch. 

 “You want to catch a movie or something?” Lucas said from the stereo. 

 “I don’t think there’s anything out there I want to see,” said Jason. 

 Octave left the living room. Lucas changed the disc, and a softer, slower piece began, 

piano, trumpet and bass, something unfamiliar to Jason. Octave returned wearing her coat. She 

and Lucas kissed quickly like an old married couple, then she was out the door, headed for her 

job at the Carillon. 
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 “Just as well,” said Lucas. “She doesn’t really like jazz. How can she not like this?” 

 “She must have many other fantastic qualities. And maybe under your tutelage, she can 

become a connoisseur of fine music as well as poetry.” 

 “Confidentially,” said Lucas, “and I do mean confidentially, as in, if you tell her I said 

this, I’ll deny it with my teeth locked together, her taste in poetry, too, leaves a lot to be desired.” 

 “So does mine,” said Jason, “and we’re still friends.” 

 “Don’t get me wrong, she’s wonderful,” said Lucas. “By the way, I’d consider it a 

personal favor if you wouldn’t mention my not writing anymore.” 

 “But she knows you’re not writing,” said Jason. 

 “I mean, that I don’t intend to write,” said Lucas. 

 “I don’t understand.” 

 “Look, she thinks she’s going to inspire me, and that’s just fine as far as it goes. We’re 

having a lot of fun together, and I’m not in a hurry to rush out of it.” 

 “You’re using her?” 

 “And she’s using me, to make herself feel important, though god knows why helping a 

self-publishing clerk who pretends to be a poet on weekends will do that.” 

 Jason regarded his friend for several moments. He was having trouble making sense of 

Lucas’s confession, especially because when Lucas told him he was giving up poetry, Jason 

began to think of them as suffering similar fates. Lucas’s beard had a black crumb of something 

just to the right of his lips. He was smiling, but when he noticed Jason’s expression, his own 

collapsed like a faulty circus tent. 

 “You should just tell her. You never know, she might still want to--” 

 “Women like that are freaks,” Lucas snapped. “She wants a poet, that’s what I gave her. 

She doesn’t give a rat’s ass about me. Look at you, you’re fifteen years younger than me, good-

looking, nice, smart, did you notice a flicker of interest from her?  No, but if Quasimodo came in 

here and showed her the stanzas from his epic poem about Annie Oakley’s horse, she’d be 

sucking his cock in the back seat in a parking lot. I mean, look at me, I’m nearly fifty. Why the 

fuck else would she be with me?” 
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 “Maybe so, but I don’t know that gives you the right to take advantage of it.” 

 “I’m not taking advantage. I’m giving her something. In fact, I’m giving her what she 

wants, to inspire a poet.” 

 “But it’s a lie.” 

 “Her happiness is quite real.” 

 “How can you say that?” 

 “Oh, Christ, this coming from the big political activist. Let me ask you something. When 

we were out there protesting, or you were writing your letters and pamphlets, didn’t that give you 

a charge, I mean, you enjoyed it, it wasn’t just altruism?” 

 “It’s different.” 

 “No, actually, it’s not. Let me explain it to you. You see, you were happy because you 

thought there was a chance you were going to shut down that prison, but that was never going to 

happen. Your happiness was just as much an illusion as Octave’s. In the end the city gave the 

prison everything they wanted, and nothing you could have done would have made a difference. 

You were just a mosquito trying to kill a pig.” 

 “But nobody was trying to trick us for their own sick amusement.” 

 “That’s completely beside the point. The point is, when you’re happy, you’re happy, and 

it doesn’t matter why. Simple cause and effect, beyond the true and false.” 

 “If you don’t tell her, I will,” said Jason. 

  “Fuck you,” said Lucas. 

 “I’m serious,” said Jason. 

 “It doesn’t matter,” said Lucas, “because she won’t believe you. She’ll think you’re just 

trying to get into her pants.” 

 Jason stood up. The music was still playing, the solos, sax, trumpet, piano, went on and 

on. Lucas still sat with a look of impatient tolerance, arms across his chest. Jason felt an 

overwhelming urge to break something. The brass minotaur was still on the coffee table next to 

the eight-ball, but it was just out of Jason’s reach. He had to content himself with imagining that 

he’d picked it up and hurled it through the window, letting in a cold blast of December air. He 
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turned without another word and walked out of the apartment. As he went, he noticed to his great 

irritation that his feet were stepping in time to the music. He couldn’t help it. 
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Meeting for the First Time 

 Alice and Orry sat across from Rena and Jason. They didn’t look like a couple, really, 

though both of them had put on nice clothes and jewelry, and Orry had even trimmed his beard. 

Of course, Orry and Alice didn’t really know each other that well, but when Jason ran through 

the list of friends he might introduce to Rena first, he found the list surprisingly short, especially 

after his altercation with Lucas. When he thought about it, it seemed as though it had taken him a 

long time to introduce her to his friends, but he decided that was due not to any desire to keep 

her separate from them but rather to a habit of privacy they’d acquired while he was still married 

to Cynthia.  

 “So, do the other doctors make fun of you for dating a receptionist?” Orry asked, his eyes 

glinting with energetic malevolence. 

 “I’m not the first to have nailed the help,” said Rena. “The truth is, only one doctor is 

scandalized, but I think that’s more because Jason’s not obsequious.” 

 “None of the receptionists I’ve ever talked to are obsequious,” said Orry. 

 “He doesn’t mind that from the females,” said Rena. “He’s a very strange man. It’s 

almost as though he thinks that with the women, it doesn’t really count, but that Jason should 

know better.” 

 “Maybe Jason should challenge him to a game of racquetball,” said Orry. 

 “And the fact is, that since I started seeing Jason, the nurses are much nicer to me,” said 

Rena. 

 “Why’s that?” asked Alice. 

 Perhaps Rena hadn’t heard her, perhaps she ignored her. Maybe she shrugged without 

Jason seeing her. But she kept talking to Orry. 

 “I’ve seen your show a few times,” said Rena. “What’s the deal with the cardboard TV?” 

 “You don’t like it?” said Orry. 

 “I think it makes you look like you’re begging people not to take you seriously,” said 

Rena.   
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 “That’s exactly what it’s there for. Anybody can get on TV and give an opinion, and most 

people believe what they hear. They assume just because someone’s on TV they’re smarter or 

better informed than everybody else. Of course, people who form opinions about the real world 

from what they see on TV deserve what they get.” 

 “Sounds a little self-defeating,” said Rena. 

 “It’s his way of rising above his addiction,” said Alice. 

 “Addiction to what?” said Orry. 

 “The public eye,” said Alice. 

 “The public eye,” said Orry, “needs a stick shoved in it.” 

 Jason noticed that even when Alice spoke, Rena did not look her in the eye. Rena sat with 

her back straight. Her elbows and forearms were on the table, and her right hand was hidden 

behind the forearm of her left. Both arms were immobile as well as both hands, except for her 

left index finger which occasionally rose into the air and waved back and forth with the top two 

knuckles straight. Orry held his beer glass in both hands and ran the fingers of his left hand along 

the side of the glass which was slick with condensation. Alice sat with one leg drawn up under 

her, and her hands folded together on the tabletop. She had a short glass nearly three-quarters full 

of vodka and ice in front of her; she’d only taken one or two sips from it. 

 “Maybe you should try to figure out what drives people like you to do what you do,” said 

Jason. “Physician, diagnose thyself.” 

 “It’s probably a combination of narcissism and self-hatred,” said Orry. “In truth, the only 

difference between me and the fruitbox preacher is that I can speak more quietly.” 

 “Well, I like your show,” said Rena. “You can be pretty persuasive.” 

 “Did you watch it before you knew Jason?” asked Alice. 

 “No,” said Rena. 

 Jason was surprised by Rena’s treatment of Alice--he’d never seen her less than open and 

friendly with people, and her behavior that night bordered on betrayal. Of course, this feeling 

was colored by his reflections on Alice herself, on his meeting with Helgesen, and on how they 

both might have been affected by Rena’s attitudes. Trying to set these thoughts aside, he leaned 
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back in his chair and examined the two women. Just based on body language, if he saw them at a 

distance and didn’t know them, he would assume they didn’t like each other. 

 The night after he’d walked out of Lucas’s apartment, Jason told Rena what had 

happened. She felt some sympathy for Octave, of course, but not any outrage, and the springs of 

her goodwill flowed out to Lucas as well. Her opinions were battered by the eye rolling and head 

shaking of a mulishly unsympathetic Jason, until, out of completely transparent (to him) 

desperation, she asked how he could be certain that Octave wouldn’t inspire Lucas to write 

again, even if he had decided he wouldn’t. Jason could think of nothing to say. He sat, one leg 

over the arm of the stuffed chair, trying to decide whether to attack her for asking a question she 

knew was ridiculous, or whether to take it at face value and argue that Lucas’s mind was 

permanently made up. He waited too long, and any response then would have been a rock thrown 

at a flying crow. Rena’s question ended the discussion. On the other hand, Rena had also 

expressed sympathy with Alice when Jason told her about the girl’s problems. Maybe if she met 

Lucas in person, she wouldn’t like him, either. 

 “I don’t know if I’d say I’m friends with Helena,” said Orry. “I’d say I kind of like her, 

we chat every once in awhile. I like you, too. I don’t know why she fired you. If you want, I’ll 

ask her, but I’ve got to tell her it’s for you.” 

 “Total honesty,” said Alice. “That’s so boring.” 

 “The trouble with friendship is, you never really know what you’re getting into,” said 

Orry. “And making friends at work is a big mistake. I’m always best friends with the people who 

do the worst at their jobs.” 

 “It’s the nature of the work,” said Jason. “The best people are the worst workers.” 

 “Thanks a lot,” said Orry. 

 “Some people are exceptional and can handle greatness in both categories, but they are 

few,” said Jason. 

 “Are we talking about the TV station?” asked Rena. 
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 “No, my day job,” said Orry. “Basically, I create maps on a computer. It’s mind-

numbingly dull, I’m just making copies from printed maps. Which is why the worst people excel 

at it.” 

 “At least you have a job,” said Alice. 

 “So what do you do to keep it lively?” asked Rena. 

 “What do you mean?” said Orry. 

 “Well, we all have little tricks we play when we get bored. A nurse I worked with once 

was dating one of the doctors, and she used to see how fast she could give him a blow job.” 

 “At work?” said Orry. 

 “Well, there wouldn’t be much point anywhere else,” said Rena. “Okay, maybe not 

anywhere else, but most other places.” 

 “Well, I take a lot of breaks,” said Orry. “Sometimes I draw cartoons of my co-workers.” 

 “See?  You could start a web site,” said Alice. 

 “How’s the job hunt going, Alice?” Orry asked. 

 “It’s humiliating,” said Alice. “This store, this travel shop, they called me in for an 

interview after I filled out this application, and I went in, I took the bus, and it took over an hour, 

then I had to walk another eight blocks to the store. I went in, and this woman started to tell me 

why I wasn’t going to get the job, I mean, right away, no questions, nothing, she just looked at 

the application and started in. I’m like, ‘you called me in here just to tell me why I’m not getting 

the job?  Why didn’t you just tell me over the phone?” 

 “Did you say that?” asked Jason. 

 “No,” said Alice. “I wanted to. I’m still mad about it. I guess you can tell.” 

 “I’m sorry,” said Jason. 

 “I’ve got another interview at Hand Me Down, and I’ll probably get it,” said Alice. 

 “Right across the street from Helena’s?” asked Jason. 

 Alice shrugged. She put a finger in her drink, then sucked on it. She was quiet for the rest 

of the evening. 
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Magda and Sally 

 Jason never looked like a punk rocker--his hair remained undyed all through his teenage 

years, he never had earrings, safety pins, a mohawk or even a leather jacket with band names 

painted on it, but he listened to the music obsessively, and he hung out with a small group of 

friends, incuding Switch, who did look the part. At the time, Bleekman Street was even more 

counterculture, but it was dominated by aging hippies and younger nostalgia junkies, all 

anathema to the punks, who considered the Bleekman Street crowd too soft and optimistic. Jason 

and his friends hung out on the north side near the neighborhood where Jason lived with his 

parents, mostly on and around Taverner Street, a short commercial strip with a comic book store; 

Jumpy’s, a cafeteria style restaurant with burgers and hot dogs; a bar that booked bands from 

Chicago and Minneapolis; and the punk cultural center, the Cat’s Claw, which sold leather 

jackets, pre-ripped t-shirts, books about Johnny Rotten and Lee Ving, fanzines and bondage 

equipment, which the punks wore on the street rather than in whatever privacy they could find 

with their girl and boyfriends. Jason’s most serious romantic entanglement from high school was 

also part of the scene. Her name was Gail, but she loathed it and told everyone to call her Magda; 

she shaved her head, wore black lipstick and had a foul mouth but a calm manner. She wouldn’t 

have sex with him, but gave him frequent hand jobs without asking for reciprocation. 

 The summer before Jason’s and Magda’s senior year, Magda’s sister, Sally returned from 

Minneapolis where she was going to college. Jason liked her right away--she was pretty, tough 

and had a quick and sarcastic mouth that kept him entertained. She wore nice clothes, a small but 

very refined wardrobe that made her look like a stylish teacher or an intellectual actress, and had 

a confident bearing most people don’t develop until their thirties, but she had the attitude of a 

punk rocker, and at least one of Jason’s friends was afraid of her. She didn’t spend a lot of time 

with Jason and Magda, but they did have a few dinners and lunches, saw a couple of movies, and 

she shared her beer with them once or twice. She was a communications major and wanted to be 

a TV news anchor, but she didn’t talk much about college except to tell a long story about her 



Built on the Ruins                         !       Brad Gottschalk 244

roommate who’d screwed her boyfriend, then, somehow, ended up by making enemies of both of 

them.  

 Then, at the beginning of the third week of Sally’s vacation, their new friendship fell into 

a quickly moving downward spiral. For some reason Jason never discovered, Sally’s humorous 

sarcasm turned from wine into vinegar. She began to complain bitterly about her parents and her 

friends in Minneapolis, and she finally turned on Magda directly. First, she stopped calling her 

Magda and insisted on using Gail. Then she attacked her clothes, her friends, her music all as a 

waste of time then paradoxically insinuated that Magda wouldn’t ever be able to do anything 

worthwhile anyway. “You really ought to grow your hair back. Some girls are pretty enough to 

pull off that wild look, but I’m afraid that’s just not you. You look like a street urchin from a 

comic book.”  And she even blasted Jason. “At least Gail’s committed herself, you’re nothing but 

a poser, a fence-sitter, that’s probably the way you’ll be your whole life. I’ve met a lot of people 

like you, you’re the kind of guy who’ll be in college for six years because you keep changing 

your major, then you’ll finally settle on something easy when the money starts to run out.”  “Like 

communications?” Jason responded. It was the wrong thing to say, because the attack united 

Magda and Sally against him. They were hanging out on the porch of the girls’ parents’ house. 

Magda and Sally went inside and locked the front door, and Jason left for the more congenial 

haunts of Taverner Street. 

 The problem of shifting affections continued. At times, Magda was attached to her sister 

like a Siamese twin. It wasn’t that she admired Sally, or even that she agreed with everything 

Sally said, it was more that Sally had some strange hold over her, perhaps a combination of guilt 

and responsibility, as if Sally were the younger, helpless one.  

 The blow up over Jason’s comment only seemed to pass. The following day, Magda came 

to his house and they apologized to each other. But during the next month, Jason found himself 

spending less time with Magda. Part of it was his fault--he wasn’t in a hurry to call her or make 

plans to see her simply because he didn’t want to deal with Sally, and since she was almost 

always at the house, he had to see her nearly every time he saw Magda. Even if he and Magda 

went out, Sally would be there at the beginning and usually at the end of their date, too, to ask 
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sarcastically where they’d hidden and whether Jason or “Gail” gave good head. But his absence 

was not only his fault. Sally was demanding of Magda’s time, and she often dragged her sister 

off to go shopping (which Magda loathed) or to movies or to lunch. Magda never told Jason what 

they talked about, but he guessed that Sally just wanted an ear at which she could hurl her 

endless complaints.  

 By the end of the month, Jason noticed a change in Magda. It was probably inevitable, he 

reasoned later, certainly predictable--she grew gloomy, irritable, and lackadaisical about the 

things that used to excite her. She smoked pot whenever she could get ahold of it. She didn’t 

complain much about Sally, but it was plain that she resented the attention her sister demanded 

but didn’t know what to do about it. Refusing to spend time with her wasn’t an option, she 

claimed. And since she didn’t know what, at bottom, Sally wanted, she couldn’t give her any real 

help, either. Magda also seemed to make a point of not leaning on Jason. She never let him 

believe the two of them would team up against her sister, a stand that left Jason isolated and 

turned his sympathy slowly into resentment. He was smart enough to avoid ultimatums, but he 

did complain that Magda chose Sally over him a little too often. In response Magda swore 

directly at him for the first time, called him a selfish asshole and left the table. (They were at 

Jumpy’s in the middle of a date. Jason had to call Switch to borrow money for the burgers.)  

After a lot of deliberation, Jason decided to clench his teeth and wait for Sally to go back to 

college. He felt better after making a decision, and even though he missed Magda, the waiting 

was easier than he expected. 

 Jason made his decision at the beginning of August, when Sally had just under four 

weeks of vacation time left. All through that month, Magda stopped shaving her head and 

dressed a little more conservatively. Jason avoided Sally as much as he could, but they still spent 

some time together during which Jason silently put up with her complaints and insults. And then, 

at the end of August, right after Jason and Magda started their senior year, she was gone. But 

Jason’s and Magda’s first post-Sally date didn’t go very well. Magda was still ill-tempered, 

impatient, and more interested in getting stoned than in making out or even talking to him. They 

had a couple more dates that were similar. Jason lost his patience, and about two and a half 
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weeks after Sally’s departure, he broke up with Magda who seemed upset but not terribly 

surprised. 

 In retrospect, Jason realized that somehow Sally had eaten away at Magda’s self-

confidence, though he still didn’t know how. He kicked himself for not being more patient, for 

not realizing it’d take time for Magda’s confidence and cheerfulness to return. And they did 

return, but too late to be of any benefit to him. He thought about the relationship between the two 

sisters frequently, but he could never figure out what glued them together, how two girls who 

seemed so different could let their identities blur into one another’s.  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Bleekman Street Documentary: Edit 

 “I’m not saying I think it’s a good thing. I’m saying you can’t avoid it. The socialists 

always make two mistakes. The first is that they think we can control our own lives, and the 

second is that they think everybody wants life to be comfortable. That proves the roots of 

socialism come from a bourgeois outlook. All those socialist theorists were middle-class men and 

women. The ones who came up from the poor classes, they talk about dignity, not comfort, and 

how do you give somebody dignity?  You let them struggle, but the struggle’s only worthwhile if 

there’s a chance we might lose. Otherwise it’s just a game.” 

 “So,” said Orry in a confidential tone, “now that we’re winding up the really hard part, do 

you think you’d be interested in doing something like this again?” 

 “Did you have something in mind?” asked Jason. 

 “Not really, I’m just wondering,” said Orry. “ 

 “I saw this documentary on the Bushmen of Africa, and they were talking about how 

these people lived in an egalitarian society, and I was thinking two things. One:  there’s only 

twenty people in their fucking tribe, and they’ve got nothing. Of course, there’s no rich or poor, 

there’s only twenty of them and they’ve got nothing. Two:  there’s got to be a guy who’s a better 

hunter than this guy. Mumbutoo, did you bag that giraffe?  No, I couldn’t have done it without 

Zagoo, he put four poisoned arrows into that mother’s neck. You know?” 

 “I have to say, I am kind of surprised at how long this took us to do,” said Jason. 

 “Well, this where you do the real work,” said Orry. “I mean, the shoot is fun, but this is 

where you put the time in. I thought I’d be burned out by now, but I’m not.” 

 “Well, if we’re going to do it again,” said Jason, “I’m going to have to take a long break 

first. Rena’s already a little pissed at me for spending so many evenings on it.” 

 “That doesn’t sound like her,” said Orry. 

 “Let me ask you something about Rena,” said Jason. “Do you think she was being a little 

weird with Alice the other night?” 
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 “I didn’t really notice anything,” said Orry. “I mean, Alice herself can be pretty weird 

sometimes. She’ll be better once she gets a job.” 

 “So the point is, it’s in our genes, man. You see a guy on the street, especially if you’re 

alone and it’s night, and you size him up, it’s a gut reaction, it’s INSTINCT, which is the same 

thing as saying that you don’t have any control over it. It’s just there. Most of us just do what 

we’re told, and we’re happy to be told what to do, otherwise we wouldn’t know what to do. The 

others, there are two types. One, the type that doesn’t do what he’s told because he thinks he 

should be the one doing the telling, and Two, the guy that’s just contrary by nature and won’t be 

happy with anything. Let me tell you about the socialists, if they were living in Sweden or China 

or Cuba, they’d be yelling for competitive markets and class distinctions and restaurants where a 

supper is fifty bucks a plate.” 

 “Who is this guy?” asked Orry. 

 “Lives above Clay and Sandy,” said Jason. “I don’t remember his name. I’m guessing the 

landlord is paying his moving expenses, too, since he seems so down with being told what to do. 

His speech needs some major editing.” 

 “Definitely,” said Orry. “Man, he looks like a chihuahua.” 

 “If you can show me one example in history, I might believe you, but I say you can’t, 

because there isn’t one single society out there with more than twenty people that doesn’t have a 

boss--” 

 “Get the next tape, man,” said Jason. “I can’t take this anymore.” 

 “I’d say he’s made his point,” said Orry. “Here we go, Shannon, 927 Bleekman, that’s 

above Fretworks.” 

 “You really want to know?  Okay, I guess I. . . well, it’s like this. Buildings are getting 

taller and taller, I think it all started in New York because they don’t have much space, but here, 

that doesn’t hold, but it’s still like a trend. Now, there are two kinds of spaces in architecture, 

horizontal space and vertical space, and it makes sense that this happened in New York, because 

New York is all about money and power. You see, vertical space is all about power, it’s like a 
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pyramid with the strongest at the top. Horizontal space is like that too, but it has the added 

dimension of aesthetics. Why is that?  Because horizontal space is all about the landscape.” 

 “So, what did you think of Rena?” asked Jason. 

 “I liked her, she was funny. Not what I expected at all,” said Orry. 

 “What did you expect?” asked Jason. 

 “I don’t know,” said Orry. “When you said she was a doctor, I thought she’d be self-

important and kind of closed off. But she wasn’t like that.” 

 “I don’t know, though,” said Jason, “there’s been something about her that’s been 

bothering me, and I’m not sure what it is. I can’t put my finger on it.” 

 “You’re a reverse snob,” said Orry. “Somebody has a job they like, and for you, it’s like 

they’re putting razor blades in Halloween candy.” 

 “The horizontal space is chosen for its natural environment, the beauty of the landscape. 

That’s why they built this city here, not just on the lake, but by Ild Bay, and the river. It may be 

practical, but it’s also beautiful. That’s why some of the most expensive homes are right on the 

bay. Of course, the elite still get the most beautiful spots, but at least there’s that, there’s the 

beauty, and anyone can drive or walk through Ild Bay and take it in. But the tall buildings, 

they’re just there to stand people over the rest of the city. Now look at Bleekman Street. It’s got 

horizontal space now, it’s pretty, the buildings are all two or three stories tall, and it’s got that 

gentle slope towards the lake. It’s serene. If they tear those buildings down, you can bet we’ll see 

taller, more modern office buildings going up there. And more people perched at the top, with 

security guards on the ground floor and metal detectors and guns and dogs keeping out 

everybody who doesn’t have a stake in the whole deal.” 

 “Is any of this relevant?” asked Jason. 

 “No,” said Orry, “but cutting her out goes against my egalitarian instincts.” 

 “What do you want to do?” asked Jason. 

 “Let’s decide later,” said Orry. “Label it ‘Maybe’ and get the next tape.” 

 “The vote’s in three weeks. Are we going to be ready?” asked Jason. 

 “I think so,” said Orry. “In fact, we could fill up six hours with all of this crap.” 
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 “Look, it’s not a question of the people having no say. It’s a matter of forethought. In fact, 

all those referendums and elections and polls would really just get in the way. What you have to 

do is elect a leader you think is wise and then trust them to do their best, which most of us don’t 

do, because we’re trained to criticize. Give them time. What can you do in four years?  Reverse 

some of the mistakes of the last person, and that’s usually about all. Because you really need 

long-range planning, and you can’t have that without some continuity in leadership.” 

 “Look at those airplanes,” said Jason. “You couldn’t cut those out of the shot?” 

 “They were everywhere,” said Orry. “Hanging from the ceiling. Maybe we can use the 

sound without showing him. Put in a picture of Queen Victoria or something.” 

 “No kidding. We’d be doing him a favor,” said Jason. “No one’s going to take him 

seriously with all those little Fokker tri-planes, Messerschmidts, Sopwith Camels, Corvairs, 

Flying Tigers. . .” 

 “All right,” said Orry, “you proved you know your old fighter planes.” 

 “All of the so-called renewals here in Saint Croix have been spontaneous and badly 

planned, and they’ve generally caused more problems than they’ve solved. In the sixties, part of 

the downtown was renovated, but it gutted some of the outlying neighborhoods. At the end of the 

seventies, they build Orchard Creek Mall, and that drained out half the downtown.” 

 “Everybody’s an expert on urban development, have you noticed that?” said Jason. 

 “That’s the way people are,” said Orry. “You ask someone an opinion about something, 

and the very asking transforms them magically into an expert. For example, what do you think of 

the sushi at Yamamoto’s?” 

 “That’s just the way people are?  That’s kind of condescending, isn’t it?” said Jason. 

 “Hey, I don’t make any pretentions at being any different.” said Orry. 

 “Let me ask you this?  What’s the most beautiful city in America?  I’ll tell you, it’s 

Washington, DC. And I’m not talking about the suburbs, Silver Spring, Arlington, Alexandria, 

Bethesda, Chevy Chase, but the city itself. The reason for this is that Washington was planned 

out very carefully, every block, every street, every park, and at least at first, most of the 

buildings. The buildings can’t be higher than the capitol, and for that reason it’s all on a human 
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scale, you don’t get dizzy just looking up. And it’s incredibly easy to get around, something like 

the Quarter in New Orleans. New York and Chicago are just jumbles, nothing but chaos, and 

that’s the direction all of our cities are headed in. Our so-called post-modern architecture is just 

a way of throwing in the towel. Now a single building itself can be chaos, as well as a block of 

buildings.” 

 “By the way,” said Orry, “me and McKayla are going to go take the prison tour. It’s kind 

of expensive, twenty bucks, but we can’t really contain our curiosity anymore.” 

 “McKayla?” said Jason. “I can’t believe she’d really be all that interested.” 

 “Why?” asked Orry. 

 “She ducked out early, didn’t she?” said Jason. 

 “You’re thinking of Ellen, right?” said Orry. 

 “I guess,” said Jason. 

 “Anyway, no one else really wanted to go,” said Orry. “So, are you in?” 

 “I don’t know,” said Jason. “I’m still trying to put that whole thing behind me. I’m not 

sure if I’m up for it. I mean, they’re charging you to look at someone else’s misery, doesn’t that 

just seem, well, I don’t know. . .” 

 “Heinous,” said Orry.  

 “I think I’m going to pass,” said Jason. “Tell me what it’s like.” 

 “So I guess what I’m really trying to say, is that this Bleekman Street project is just 

another short-sighted leap into chaos. It may make the street look nicer, and it may make Saint 

Croix look more prosperous, but it will screw up other parts of the city in ways we can’t 

anticipate. A city is like a forest. You may tell yourself that a forest has a lot of trees, and it 

doesn’t matter that you cut down a few here and a few there. But we all know now that isn’t 

true.” 

 “Okay, we’re going to have to shut this off right now,” said Jason. 

 “Why’s that?” said Orry. 

 “This guy is starting to make sense to me,” said Jason. “Come on, let’s go to the Red 

Queen.” 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Excuses 

 Orry was out the door. It was a Wednesday night, and the Red Queen was quiet, with not 

more than ten or twelve people spread out around the tables. It was just after nine, and Jason was 

debating whether to get another drink or go back to Rena’s. He spun his glass around by the rim, 

looked at the clock, then stood up and laid a dollar on the bar. He was zipping up his coat, gloves 

in hand, when the front door opened, letting in a withering slice of the winter night and Lucas, 

who trailed behind the cold air like a paper sack. He stopped a few strides from the door, looked 

Jason in the eye and approached quickly. That Jason couldn’t give the former poet a cheerful 

greeting made him sad. 

 “School night, isn’t it?” Lucas said, uninspiredly. 

 “Just having a drink with Orry,” said Jason. “I was about to leave.” 

 “Why don’t you stay?” said Lucas. “I’ll buy you another.” 

 Jason hesitated for a moment or two, then slipped off his coat and regained his seat at the 

bar. Lucas looked rather abject, and Jason belived he was preparing to apologize. He climbed up 

next to Jason, ordered a vodka on the rocks, a beer for Jason, and paid for them with bills from a 

thick roll of singles he pulled from his shirt pocket. 

 “Did you tell Octave?” Jason asked. 

 “No,” said Lucas. “Why, did you?” 

 “No.” 

 “Well, I haven’t seen her in a long time, so I guess it doesn’t really matter,” said Lucas. 

 “She left you?” asked Jason. 

 “No,” said Lucas. “I broke it off.” 

 “Guilt?” asked Jason. 

 “No, not really. It’s hard to explain. You know, you think you’re going to enjoy 

something, that it’s really going to make you glad to be alive, then it turns out to be just a pain in 

the ass. Guess that’s just one of the hazards of getting old.” 
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 Lucas stirred his drink with his index finger. Jason had drunk less than a quarter of his 

beer, and he was regretting his decision to stay. 

 “Anyway,” said Lucas, “I’m sorry about what I said regarding the prison and PCOPP. 

You know, what I said, I didn’t really believe it, I was just pissed off.” 

 “Yeah, okay,” said Jason. “It’s all right.”  He knew he wouldn’t be able to convince Lucas 

that his treatment of Octave made Jason angrier than his opinions of PCOPP and their chances of 

success. Regarding that, Lucas had been right whether he’d meant to be or not. 

 “You’re not saying much,” said Lucas. 

 “I’m still trying to figure the whole thing out,” said Jason. 

 “Are we going to be okay?” 

 “I don’t know.” 

 Lucas’s mouth opened and closed like a ventriloquist’s dummy, but he was silent. 

Suddenly, he tilted his glass, drained the last drops of vodka through the chopped ice, and 

slammed the glass down on the bar. Unmoving, Jason watched him pick up his coat and exit 

quickly through the front door. After the door closed behind him, Jason counted to fifty to make 

sure Lucas had enough time to get at least a block away, then he, too, went through the door 

leaving most of his beer behind. 

 Lucas was obviously disappointed in Jason, yet Jason felt no guilt over that. He never 

believed he had everything worked out himself, nor did he believe that he judged people except 

in instances of blatant wrong-doing. But as he walked back to his apartment, he realized 

something. There was a difference between a personal judgment and a moral judgment. His 

decision to part company with Lucas didn’t amount to a blanket condemnation of the man, only a 

personal choice, a choice he had every right to make, a choice that was based not on a feeling of 

superiority but simply on those circumstances with which he himself could be comfortable. And 

equally importantly--he had the right to make that decision regarding everyone he knew, not just 

Lucas. 
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Split 

 For what he thought would be the last time, Jason bicycled from Rena’s apartment to his 

own. The day was warm for the season, just over thirty degrees, and the ride was comfortable, 

but the warm air had brought an opaque fog that flushed through the city curtaining off 

everything farther than a half block away. The buildings, cars, pedestrians and trees emerged 

slowly and silently, and the streetlights stained the fog a sickly yellow. Alice wasn’t there when 

he got home. He sat on the couch soaking in the silence and looking at the blank walls.  

 Rena was upset, of course, but less upset than he’d expected. Perhaps she was growing 

tired of him, too. He didn’t feel guilty about breaking it off with her so much as about not being 

completely honest with her, but he didn’t want to insult her, and he knew she wasn’t about to 

change herself just to make him more comfortable. He made a mental list of the things he 

couldn’t tell her, things that weren’t really her fault as such, but had still effectively unmoored 

his boat from her shore. 

1)  Rena was self-contained in her own way, didn’t need him at all, and even at the 

beginning of their relationship he didn’t really feel as though they were a couple. 

When he was with her, he felt that he was there to accompany her, but never the other 

way around.  

2)  Her life was, in a very large part, her work. Jason knew nothing about medicine, and 

she didn’t talk much about her job, except to gossip about the other doctors. When she 

wasn’t working, it was play time, and she expected him to be on the same schedule. 

She’d been angry at least twice about the time he’d spent with Orry making the film, 

and she didn’t seem to understand how someone could be completely committed to a 

project if he weren’t getting paid for it.  

3)  Her treatment of Alice implied that she may not be as egalitarian or open-minded as 

he had believed, and as she believed herself. He remembered her saying that the 

nurses respected her more when she started dating him, but why wouldn’t they have 

respected her before?   
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4)   He was getting tired of her erotic games. He actually found himself missing Cynthia’s 

straightforward approach. 

 He opened a beer and sat at the window. Darkness was quickly mixing with the fog. He 

could just make out, in the neighbor’s yard, an unlidded garbage can and a stack of newspapers. 

He turned on the floor lamp near the couch and looked around the room. Still, the only 

decoration was the 1951 photograph he’d cut out of Saint Croix Magazine. The place suddenly 

struck him as very bleak--the only reason he hadn’t noticed earlier was that he wasn’t spending 

much time there. Perhaps, he thought to himself, the photographers he was planning to talk to 

would have some things he could put up. It could be a motif--the march of history through the 

streets of Saint Croix. Anything to break up this smooth, off-white box. 
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In Yaldabeth 

 At the entrance gate, Jason, Orry and McKayla each paid their twenty dollar entry fees 

then stepped through a pair of thick glass sliding doors that led to the famous tube. It was clear 

plexiglass, about fifteen feet in diameter and interrupted forty feet from the entrance by another 

set of sliding doors. On both sides of the tube flat benches with leather cushions were bolted to 

the wall and supported by thin legs, also made of plexiglass. Six other people were already 

sitting on the benches waiting for the tour to start:  a pair of young men in their late teens or early 

twenties shoving each other and whispering obscenities, a middle aged couple with white hair 

who looked almost exactly alike, a tall black man with a closely trimmed beard and tortoise shell 

glasses, and a muscular man with a crewcut wearing a sweatshirt with the state university seal. 

Before the three of them could sit down, the second set of doors opened and a tall man in a C.O. 

uniform walked in. The whole group stood up and formed something between a line and a 

clump.  “I’m Frank, and I’ll be your guide,” he said. “Follow me, it’s pretty straightforward. You 

must keep your hands down at your sides or in your pockets throughout the tour. You can look at 

the prisoners, but it’s best if you keep moving. Don’t stop. Don’t make eye contact. The inmates 

see a lot of people going through this tour, and they won’t remember you if you don’t give them 

a reason to. Any attempt to contact, sign, signal or communicate in any way with any of the 

inmates on your part will cause you to be ejected from the tour. Any attempt on your part to 

provoke, insult or anger any of the inmates will result in your being taken to the central office 

where will you be fined and barred permanently from all future Y.P. tours. You, Miss, in the back. 

I’m going to have to ask you to button two more buttons on your blouse. The reason should be 

obvious. One more thing. Sometimes an inmate will throw something at this tube. Sometimes it’s 

a dinner tray, sometimes it’s a free weight from the rec room, sometimes it’s a radio or some 

other personal device. Don’t be alarmed, this tube is bulletproof, fireproof, impact-resistant and 

can hold an elephant standing on one leg.”   

 Frank took out his truncheon and struck the side of the tube. The muscles in his forearm 

bulged as he whacked it hard three more times, then he turned and looked at the group with a 
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smile. No one but the two young boys looked very reassured. Frank turned towards the doors, 

they opened, and the nine of them followed close behind him. McKayla rolled her eyes as she 

buttoned up her blouse. 

 After his conversation with Kyle, Jason had imagined a series of tubes running 

throughout the prison, horizontally and vertically, with ladders inside, but the tube they were in 

simply went straight as a cannon shot from one prison wall to the other. It passed through an 

empty room, a stretch of yard, one cell block, a mess hall, another cell block, then out through 

the opposite wall. Throughout the tour, Frank talked about what they were looking at, but he only 

offered basic information: what each area was for, how many cells, how long they were allowed 

out, mealtimes, showers, all things that Jason and company already knew. As they passed from 

the empty room out into the yard, daylight, filtered through a cloudy December sky, lit up dust, 

grit and mud on the sides of the tube. There were three groups of inmates out in the yard, two 

black and one, smaller, white. One group of black men was lifting weights, another was standing 

around or sitting on a picnic bench, smoking cigarettes, laughing and talking, all with their hands 

buried deep in their pockets. Everyone wore stocking caps and dark green coats over the canary 

yellow uniforms, and a few of them had plastic sacks covering their feet. The group of white men 

were all standing around two who were playing some kind of game at one of the tables farther 

away. The two boys on the tour stopped and stared openly at the inmates, and Frank had to give 

them both a little shove to keep them moving. 

 “Could be any prison anywhere, so far,” said Orry. 

 They passed out of the yard and into a cell block. The floors were spotless, gleaming 

gray-white tile, and two men were still in the process of mopping it, working in silence near the 

end of the walkway between the cells. The doors to the cells were all closed, and here or there an 

arm hung out, tapping the bars. Once in awhile they could hear the faint echo of a voice, but 

conversation seemed to be at a minimum. At the end of the cell block, a guard appeared. He 

seemed to be examining the floor carefully; his eyes travelled over it for several long moments, 

and when he saw the tour group, he smiled and waved, but the two men mopping never looked 

up. 
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 The two boys in the tour had put their hands in their pockets and were suddenly quiet. 

The tall black man was walking slowly with his hands behind his back. Jason didn’t seem him 

blink as he gazed out at the hallway, the cell doors and the two men mopping with hawk’s eyes. 

Jason guessed the man was a reporter, and he thought to himself, where were you when we were 

trying to shut this operation down?  Yet once he was there, seeing the place in operation, 

everything moving along in its carefully structured routine, he felt an overwhelming sense of 

futility. For the first time he was acutely aware of the hard fact--PCOPP never had a chance. 

More than a year of his life wasted. Now, with thirty fast approaching, he didn’t want to let that 

happen again. 

 “I’m not seeing anything very damning,” said Orry. “I mean, it’s creepy, but we knew it 

would be.” 

 “What did you expect?” said Jason. “Demonstrations?  This is what we do when they 

won’t eat?  And if you handcuff them this way, after an hour they’re begging for mercy.” 

 “I think we better talk about this later,” said McKayla. 

 They passed through another wall and into the mess hall. The last breakfast shift was just 

finishing up, and there was a short line of men with metal trays leading up to a sink, where each 

man rinsed his tray, scraped off the last bits of food, set it down on a rolling cart then took his 

place in a straight, silent row at the door to the cell block. About twenty men were still seated at 

various tables, eating scrambled eggs, toast and orange juice. They were all looking at the clock 

and eating quickly. There were eight C.O.s ringed around the room standing with arms folded 

watching the men eat. One was tapping his foot slowly on the floor, but the other seven didn’t 

move. 

 The last cell block was a mirror of the first. Cell doors shut, arms dangling, a few words 

bouncing around here and there. By then, Jason was thoroughly depressed, a feeling only partly 

explained by his surroundings. As he ambled slowly across the cell block, he looked up and 

behind him. One of the inmates on the second floor was holding a mirror out of his cell door and 

looking down at the tourists. He was a black man, at least fifty years old, with deep lines running 

across his forehead. Jason could only see part of his face in the small rectangle of mirror. He was 
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frowning, his nose pointed down. Around his eyes folds of skin spiraled like the chambers of a 

nautilus shell. Through the mirror, Jason thought he caught the man’s eye. He put on an 

expression he hoped would read as sympathetic. 

 Outside, they followed Frank around the wall’s perimeter back to the parking lot. He 

asked the group if they had any questions. The middle aged couple asked how many people were 

in the prison at the time, but Jason wasn’t paying any attention. The whole tour had taken less 

than half an hour, and one of the boys was complaining to the other that they hadn’t gotten their 

money’s worth. 

 They drove down to Topkapi in Orry’s car where they sat at a small table, sipping their 

coffees. No one said anything for a long time. Jason could tell that both Orry and McKayla were 

as depressed as he, and he knew that should have made him feel a sense of camaraderie with 

them, but it simply did not. 

 “How long have they been giving these tours?” McKayla asked at length. 

 “I’m not sure,” said Jason. “Kyle took one in October, so at least since then.” 

 “I’m glad I don’t know anyone personally in that place,” said Orry. 

 “You know, they’ve started a dating service,” said McKayla. 

 “Who has?” asked Jason. 

 “The prison,” said McKayla, “or the company that owns it. You can go to their web site, 

Y-P penpals dot com, and they’ve got pictures and little bios and likes and dislikes. You pay a fee 

and then you can pick three to write letters to.” 

 “That’s great,” said Jason. “Do they sell advertising space in the cell blocks, too?” 

 “Not yet,” said Orry, “but their doing some demographic research.” 

 Everyone laughed briefly and sharply then fell silent. The coffee shop bubbled with low 

voices, the tinkling of silverware on ceramic, chairs scraping and various apparati coughing out 

espressos, lattes and cappucinos. 

 “By the way,” said Orry, “did Helena talk to you?” 

 “Why would she?” said Jason. 

 “The zoning proposal’s been yanked,” said Orry. “Happened yesterday.” 
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 “Just like that?” said Jason. 

 “Turns out,” said Orry, “the mayor’s wife’s cousin is an in-law to one of the owners in 

Beldorf Developers, who offered to buy the building that Hand Me Down’s in. The owner didn’t 

want to sell, and he turned down like three offers, then the mayor proposed the change. He 

claims there’s no connection, of course, but he said he was withdrawing the proposal just to 

avoid any appearance of impropriety, as he put it. So that’s it.” 

 “You’ve got to be kidding me,” said Jason. “Jesus, what bullshit.” 

 “Yeah, I know,” said Orry. “I’ve got some mixed feelings myself.” 

 “Why mixed?” asked McKayla. 

 “It’s stupid,” said Jason. “Short sighted and selfish.” 

 “We’ve been making a little film about Bleekman,” said Orry. “It’s almost finished, and 

now, completely redundant.” 

 “Plus, you know, this little reprieve, it’s completely temporary,” said Jason. 

 “Well, at least you have your evenings back,” said Orry. 

 Half an hour later, Jason’s little group had broken up, and he was walking home, his 

mood even more foul than it had been when he’d first heard the news. Images from the last 

month kept playing across his mind, and as he regarded bitterly each happy moment, he realized 

that his anger and frustration were not caused only by the sudden irrelevance of his documentary 

and the prospect of future development on Bleekman Street. The true poison was the arbitrary 

nature of the mayor’s decision--a nod of his head either way with no necessity behind it, not even 

a line of reasoning. He started to wonder, too, whether it would always be like that, leaving him, 

Rena, Cynthia, Orry and Lucas to make choices every day that would have no effect on anything 

at all. He imagined that Saint Croix was a just a big game park in which the animals believed 

they were in their natural habitat but were in fact just behaving as nature had programmed them, 

offering mere demonstrations of what, in a different place, would be their lives. 



Built on the Ruins                         !       Brad Gottschalk 261

HOUSE of REDEMPTION 
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1. 

 Even before his guests left, Eric had decided to leave the dishes until morning. In the 

melancholy peace that always fills a home after friends leave, he stood at the window, pinot noir 

replacing retsina, watching, across the water, the twin points of light, the reds and the whites, 

slide down Elgar Street by the flashing yellow lights at the Gill Avenue intersection. Sean had 

called; he’d heard the answering machine click on during dinner, and he knew who it was. 

Whenever he had guests, he always turned off his phone and the sound on his machine, a strange 

bit of courtesy they probably didn’t even notice. Now, he turned up the volume, tapped “play”, 

and Sean’s silky Chet Baker tenor came on. “I just wanted to say that I’m thinking of you and I 

hope the dinner goes great. I’m going to see a movie tomorrow, call me if you want to have 

lunch first.”  Beep. He didn’t mention which movie, thought Eric, he’s waiting for me to choose, 

but he wants me to know we’re going. 

 Jason remained a mystery. Eric had tried hard to get him drunk that evening, just to see 

what would happen, but Jason stopped less than halfway into his third glass of wine. Rena said 

that she’d never seen him drunk. They had gotten high together once, but he’d gotten very quiet 

then, and they’d ended up watching a bad science fiction movie on cable until the pot wore off. 

Rena claimed that he was just learning to enjoy life, but he still seemed to Eric like a monk who 

had wandered away from the monastery and couldn’t find his way back.  

 He punched the button of his answering machine again, just to blow away the silence. 

There was something about Sean’s message that irritated him, but he couldn’t figure out what. 

He erased it after listening to it a second time, then put on Brubek’s “Blue Rondo a la Turk”, but 

the light, tripping piano and saxophone in their abrupt 9/8 time didn’t lift his mood. He skipped 

over the tracks to “Take Five” and poured a glass of brandy. 
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2. 

 They left before the movie was over. It was just that bad. They agreed not to talk about it 

as they walked to Eric’s car, the afternoon and evening suddenly open and empty around them. 

In the car, Eric put his hand on Sean’s leg and suggested they go back to his place, but Sean 

declined. Eric tried hard not to take it personally, he knew they’d end up there by the end of the 

day anyway, but first they had to play the game of naming all the activities they could but didn’t 

really want to engage in. 

 “Another movie?  No. Art gallery?  Seen it. Coffee shop?  Already wired. Drop in on 

_____?  Out of town. Shop?  Don’t need anything. Drive?  That November landscape is just too 

bleak,” etc. 

 “Cal’s singing again,” said Sean as they left the parking lot. 

 “I like Cal’s voice.” 

 “It’s good for some things. ‘St. James’ Infirmary’, for instance,” said Sean. “It’s just as 

well. The rehearsals are getting to be a drag.” 

 “So what do you want to do?” said Eric, hoping to avoid the game. 

 “I don’t care,” said Sean. 

 Eric almost asked him if he’d like to be dropped off at his own place. He stopped himself, 

though, afraid the answer might be yes. Sean was flipping through the CDs. He pulled out a John 

Pizarelli and popped it in, then turned up the volume. “I’m an Errand Boy for Rhythm”.  

 At a stoplight, Eric turned and looked at Sean’s profile. Nothing was more beautiful--

rounded nose, full lips, pointed, Kirk Douglas chin. Yet a peculiar lethargy had descended over 

them. He had the urge to drive the car out into the cross traffic just to wake them both up. 

 At the next light, without looking at Eric, Sean said, “All right, let’s rent a movie and go 

back to your place. But you’re making dinner, and it better be spectacular.” 
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3. 

 The building that housed Bowdoin and Associates, the firm that had employed Eric for 

the last ten years, was quite attractive from the outside. Its limestone and yellow brick facade 

was enhanced by art deco cornices, and the windows had elaborate ironwork frames that divided 

the panes into delicate rectangles and circles within ovals. But the interior didn’t look at all like a 

place where creative people worked. With the exception of a few paintings, the office suite was 

dreary. It contained three enclosed offices and a series of gray cubicles, the walls of which 

matched the featureless carpet. The building itself was a converted townhouse, but the interior, 

which had been renovated in the early eighties, seemed determined to shake off any sense of 

singularity. It was a constant source of irritation to Shep that they couldn’t afford to buy their 

own building or to rent from a developer for whom they’d designed, but they were still a small 

firm.  

 For Eric, Monday began with a fairly easy set of tasks. He sent part of the plans for a 

strip mall renovation to the builder’s engineer then answered questions and smoothed out the 

predictable complaints. The job left him with an hour to kill before his lunch, and he’d just 

started into the latest issue of Architecture Now when Shepard called him into his office. Eric 

went in and shut the door. 

 “Augie wants the new contract,” Shep said. “I don’t know if you were. . .” 

 “It’s all right,” said Eric. So far, he’d only been in charge of one new building, a bar, and 

that project had been pulled by the client even before the plans had been completed. All of his 

other projects had been rehabilitations and renovations. Given the firm’s light load at present, he 

hadn’t been expecting to get the museum. 
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 “That fact makes this request even more difficult,” said Shep. “But I’ve got to make it 

anyway. I’d like you to meet with the client’s rep today, if you’re not too busy. He’s kind of 

eager, and he wants us to look at the site right away.” 

 “Is that the woman who was in here last Thursday?” asked Eric. 

 “I wish,” said Shep. “But no. This is a guy, I met him last Friday, he dropped in, can you 

believe it?  Just showed up with this big stupid grin on his face, like this is fucking K-Mart. He’s 

the owner’s cousin or nephew or something, but I thought it was by marriage. He told me, but I 

don’t remember. That whole company’s like some small town in Georgia where everybody’s 

related. He was here for more than an hour.” 

 “Did he give you any idea of what he wants?” asked Eric. 

 Shep laughed a barking laugh, empty of mirth. “He said it was up to us.” 

 “Oh, God. Thanks a lot,” said Eric. 

 “You have my permission to make it as easy as you can on yourself,” said Shep. “I have a 

funny feeling they’re going to yank the project. They need paperwork for a grant. Somebody 

probably told them that we work fast.” 

 “You think they’re just dropping buckets in the public well?” said Eric. 

 “Here’s what I think. I think that guy, the rep, is the family idiot, and they’ve given him a 

job where he’ll do the least harm. I mean, Jesus, he has the personality of a used car salesman. 

You know what he did?  He showed me a picture he drew with his kid, this big smudge that was 

supposed to be a building, and he said his kid wanted to be an architect when he grows up.” 

 “Was it any good?” asked Eric. 

 “Are you seriously asking me that?” said Shep. “Look, I’m really sorry to do this to you, 

but you know how Augie is, and Nat is swamped with this strip mall and the college. Help us 

out?” 

 “Of course,” said Eric. “What’s the guy’s name?” 

 “Jim Rolfsmeyer,” said Shep. “He said he wants to buy you lunch.” 
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4. 

 With Shep’s mocking description in his mind, Eric planned several getaways from his 

meeting, hoping to keep it as short as possible. But once he was face to face with Rolfsmeyer, he 

was rather pleasantly surprised. It was true that Rolfsmeyer’s haircut was only slightly longer 

than military regulation, that he wore a cheap suit of wool and polyester blend on which some of 

the clear synthetic fibers had begun to stick out like little pieces of fishing line, and he had a 

large gold ring with a single ruby on his middle finger, but despite all that, as soon as he started 

talking, Eric found himself enjoying the man’s company. They met, at Rolfsmeyer’s request, at a 

small barbecue place on the north side, about halfway between the prison and the firm’s office, 

and even though Rolfsmeyer was the client, he picked up the check. 

 “We’ll eat and head up to the site, okay?” he said after the hostess brought Eric to the 

booth. “I hope this is okay. I know it’s not too impressive, but the food’s damn good. Truth is, 

I’m a lucky guy, cause I always get to be the client, but on the other hand, I get a little tired of all 

the ‘let’s impress this guy’ lunches with the martinis and the salmon steaks, and the worst part of 

it is that you have to make them think they’re making you happy, even if you’re losing your 

patience. Anyway, when I heard I’d be talking to an architect not a salesman, I thought maybe we 

could be less formal. Truth is, I was hoping we’d be more like co-workers. I mean, you get paid 

whether I walk or not, right?” 

 “Well, not exactly,” said Eric. “I get a salary, but the firm splits up the commissions.” 

 “But not evenly, right?” said Rolfsmeyer. “Forget it, I’m just kidding. Pretend I didn’t say 

anything.” 

 “Did Nat find you?” asked Eric. “She’s the one who usually brings in the business.” 

 “No,” said Rolfsmeyer, “not really. She’s a nice lady, though, no. In fact, it’s kind of a 

story. There’s this kid who works in my company’s main office, he’s an artist. I mean, he just 

works for us until he makes it big, right?  So, when we decided to do this, I went out driving 

around town with the kid, and I asked him to point out his three favorite buildings. Two of them 

were by out of town people, and we wanted somebody local. The third building was yours.” 
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 “Which one was it?” asked Eric. 

 “I honestly don’t remember,” said Rolfsmeyer. “I think it was a condo in Belmont.” 

 “Right,” said Eric. “That was a conversion.” 

 “What does that mean?” asked Rolfsmeyer. 

 “We didn’t actually put up the building. It was already there, I think it was a school, and 

we just converted the interior to condos,” said Eric. 

 “Oh,” said Rolfsmeyer. His voice was flat and leaden. His eyes dropped to the table for a 

moment, then he shrugged and stood. “Well, it was nice meeting you.” 

 He held his hand out to Eric. Eric hesitated for a long moment, then held his hand out as 

well. Rolfsmeyer burst out laughing. 

 “I’m just kidding,” he said. “It doesn’t matter.” 

 The food came:  barbecued sandwiches, french fries and beer. Rolfsmeyer ate quickly, 

dipping his french fries alternately in mustard and ketchup. He got a lot of sauce on his hands but 

not one drop on his clothes. Eric ate more slowly. The barbecue sauce was thick and spicy, the 

fries, big potato wedges. Eric would have preferred a salmon steak, but he didn’t say that. When 

they were finished, Rolfsmeyer paid the check in cash and ushered Eric out to his BMW. He 

unlocked the passenger door first then got in behind the wheel. 

 “You can’t win people’s hearts and minds with a prison,” he said, turning his head 

constantly towards Eric to make eye contact, “no matter how well it’s run, or how necessary it is. 

It just won’t work, people don’t want to have to think about it. They want to pretend it’s not 

there, and I can’t blame them for that, but we want Incarcarex itself to have a higher profile, so 

we’re trying to get involved in the community in other ways. That’s why we wanted the thing to 

be built locally. I mean, I live here, too, and I don’t want to be an untouchable. You know, in 

India, the untouchables did work that people didn’t think was acceptable, like working in 

leather?  That seems a little hypocritical to me, doesn’t it to you?  I mean, you benefit from 

something, you shouldn’t shun the people who do it.” 

 “You don’t think people like these prisons?” said Eric. 
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 “They do, they like knowing they’re here, but that doesn’t mean they want to look at 

them or know people who live or work there,” said Rolfsmeyer. 

 They pulled off McFeyffe Street onto the private drive. At the entrance, a large, gray steel 

sign in three dimensional block letters announced the name of the prison. The ground was 

covered with a light dusting of snow through which little clumps of green-yellow grass 

protruded. They were far from the nearest building, and the wind was slicing across the ground, 

tossing the snow around in gritty swirls of white. After parking and getting out of the car, 

Rolfsmeyer leaned against the hood with his hands clasped together in front of him. 

 “What do you think?” he asked. 

 Eric himself had folded his arms against the cold. His long coat wasn’t enough to keep 

him from shivering. To their right was a flat, barren tundra that stretched from the private drive 

to the intersection of a state highway and a road leading to a complex of storage buildings. To 

their left, the drive they’d parked on continued for two hundred yards until it spread out into one 

of the prison’s parking lots. Two guard towers and the prison’s first wall, crowned with razor 

wire, were visible, and beyond them, the top of a cell block. Eric closed his eyes for a moment 

and opened them again. The site didn’t look any better. 

 “Does it have to be here?” he said to Rolfsmeyer before he could stop himself. He’d been 

lulled into a sense of friendliness by his client’s informal manner and had forgotten the rules of 

courtesy the situation demanded. 

 “Well,” said Rolfsmeyer, “we already own the land. And we wanted people to look at 

them together, sugar, as it were, with the medicine.” 

 “But people might avoid the museum because they don’t want to look at that,” said Eric, 

waving his arm in the direction of Yaldabeth. “I mean, apart even from a design point of view, 

it’s kind of depressing.” 

 “Let me think about it,” said Rolfsmeyer. 

 “It’s not my place to tell you what to do,” said Eric. 

 “Hey, don’t try to dodge your responsibility,” said Rolfsmeyer smiling. 

 Eric looked towards the sign at the driveway entrance. 
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 “Yaldabeth,” he said. “That’s a strange name. What does it mean?” 

 “It’s Hebrew,” said Rolfsmeyer. “It means ‘House of Redemption’.” 

 With his host following close behind, Eric walked around the land, looking at the other 

objects, the storage units, the two farmhouses along the state highway, and, of course, the prison, 

which loomed heavily no matter where he stood. The easiest solution to the problem would be a 

giant fence separating the museum’s land from the prison’s and blocking the entire view. They 

could hire an artist to paint a mural of people bicycling through the countryside. But that idea 

struck Eric too awkward, or even desperate. 

 Back at Eric’s car, they shook hands, and Rolfsmeyer promised to messenger over a 

survey by the end of the week. At that moment, Eric’s opinion of their new client was more  

generous than Shepard’s, but, perhaps owing to Rolfsmeyer’s cavalier attitude, he, too, believed 

the project would be canceled before any serious work was done. 

5. 

 The following Friday, Eric saw Sean for the first time since the previous weekend. He’d 

promised to cook supper, but he’d gotten held up at work. With apologies that seemed to go 

unheard, he took his man out to Tesoros Del Mar, a small seafood restaurant on the west side. 

They drank their first bottle of white bordeaux with the salads and appetizers and set into their 

second before the entrees arrived. 

 “I heard the chef at Ghislain’s is going to Chicago,” said Sean. “The owner’s trying to 

keep it a secret, he made the man swear on his father’s name that he wouldn’t tell anyone. But 

Scott heard from one of the waiters that he’s leaving in three weeks.” 

 “We should get in there before he goes,” said Eric. “I’ll call tonight.” 

 “The owner’s afraid the place’ll be deserted if people find out,” said Sean. 

 “He’s right,” said Eric. 
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 “So, we hit the halfway mark at Basileus this week. It’s unbelievable how much stuff 

they have, especially for such a small college. I always forget. Luckily, Beth was helping me out, 

the newspapers alone, plus they’re looking for a new archivist, so there wasn’t anyone there who 

could confirm anything, we had to go through it all ourselves. And that friend of yours, Bruce, he 

usually helps, but he’s off in Malta, or some place like that. It’ll take at least another two weeks.” 

 Sean was talking about his job at the Saint Croix Historical Society, and Eric had 

intended to pay close attention, but, like a weak broadcast, Sean’s voice soon broke apart into 

nonsense syllables. Often when Sean was talking, what he said was so self-contained that Eric 

had no room to comment, and that tended to kill his interest. He began to concentrate on the 

food. He’d been in control during the appetizers, eating slowly, not letting himself get too full, 

and he’d ignored the large basket of bread. But something happened when the entree was placed 

in front of him--a sea bass fillet in a white wine and cream sauce with baby onions and small, 

red-skinned potatoes. Suddenly, he felt ravenous; when he started eating, he couldn’t stop until 

the entire fish was gone. Sean didn’t notice at first, but when he started a story about the practical 

joke he’d played on Beth, his co-worker, and Eric still didn’t comment, he stopped talking and 

watched Eric as he chewed a large gob of fish. He had a fork full of onions in one hand, a wine 

glass in the other, and both hands were moving back and forth like lobster claws. Sean put his 

fork down on his plate and rested his chin on his palm. Eric’s hands met; the wine went in first. 

 “Did you eat today?”  No response. “Yesterday?” 

 “It’s not even that good,” said Eric through the side of his mouth, empty fork raised over 

the scattered remains. 

 “Looks to me like you wanted to kill that fish in front of his family,” said Sean. 

 Back at Eric’s condo, they settled in with a little cognac and Julian Bream’s renditions of 

Dowland’s lute songs. Eric sat back on the couch and closed his eyes. 

 “I should have made you blow me before we went out,” said Sean. 

 “Hindsight is twenty-twenty,” quipped Eric, but Sean’s comment depressed him. He felt 

completely drained, and though he tried to apologize, he couldn’t think of the right way to put it. 

He began to drift off to sleep, struggled against it for a few moments, then gave in. 
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 Sean turned on the television. One of the cable channels was showing a movie about a 

man whose brain had been transplanted into the body of a woman. 

 The next morning as he made coffee, Eric watched Sean walk from the bedroom in his 

boxer shorts, his pale skin smooth, a dark shadow on his cheek contrasting with his mostly 

hairless body. He hadn’t been exercising and was beginning to develop a slight bulge below his 

navel. Eric checked himself--Sean was ten years younger, beautiful, yet Eric fixated on that one 

small flaw. He turned back to the coffee grinder. He was feeling slightly hungover and couldn’t 

decide whether he wanted Sean to stay or leave. 

 “I’m sorry about last night,” he said. “I guess I didn’t realize how exhausted I was.” 

 “Are you all right?” asked Sean. “I had to watch some awful movie on TV. I couldn’t 

sleep. Is it work?” 

 “No, I don’t think so,” said Eric. “Look, I’ll make it up to you, let’s spend the day 

together. We can have lunch, go record shopping, okay?” 

 “I can’t,” said Sean. “I’m helping Cal move.” 

 “That’s today?” said Eric. 

 “I’m buying you a calendar,” said Sean. 

 They had breakfast, Eric took some aspirin, and he gave Sean the best blowjob he could 

manage. Sean wanted to reciprocate, but Eric refused, not completely sure for whose benefit he 

was doing so. After Sean left, Eric felt like he was standing on the edge of a diving board above 

an empty pool with his wrists and ankles tied together. 

6. 

 A week went by, and Eric didn’t hear much about Rolfsmeyer or the museum. He was 

busy, but it wasn’t really challenging work; most of it was simple troubleshooting. The strip mall 

took up most of his time, and the project was starting to drag him down--the builder’s engineer 

kept asking for clarifications and extra plans, expecting, Eric thought, Bowdoin to do the work 
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their draftsmen should have been doing. When Shep called him into his office and told him 

Rolfsmeyer wanted another meeting, Eric was almost pleased. 

 “You must have charmed him or something,” said Shep. “He asked for you, said he’d 

work around your schedule.” 

 “So what’s the excuse?” said Eric jokingly. 

 “He thinks it’ll make a difference if you see the collection,” said Shep. 

 Eric shrugged. “It’s bicycles, right?” 

 “Well, actually, the term ‘bicycle’ was only first used to describe those really tall things 

with the giant front wheels. There were at least two kinds of vehicles before that that weren’t 

technically bicycles, but. . .” said Shep. 

 “You were on the phone with him, weren’t you?” asked Eric. 

 “Christ that guy can talk. I haven’t been on a bike since I was seventeen,” said Shep. 

 “One of those tall things with the giant front wheel?” said Eric. 

 “Watch it,” said Shep. “You’re no spring chicken yourself.” 

 This time Rolfsmeyer picked up Eric in front of the building. It was a late afternoon full 

of cold air and slanting shadows. The interior of the car was warm and smelled just slightly of 

cigar smoke. 

 “The stuff’s in a warehouse in that storage place across from the site,” said Rolfsmeyer as 

he pulled away from the curb. “Hope you don’t mind me taking up more of your time.” 

 “Not at all,” said Eric, “though I have to say, I’m not sure how much this is all going to 

help.  I mean, I was assuming you’d want as flexible a space as possible. I expect you’ll be 

getting new displays, trading with other museums, putting up special shows, that kind of thing.” 

 “You’re probably right,” said Rolfsmeyer. “But I’m not going to be doing any of that 

stuff. I’m just the set-up man. We’ll hire someone to curate after the museum’s built.” 

 The storage units all looked like big garages, long one-story buildings with pointed roofs 

and overhead doors placed about every thirty feet. The bicycle collection lay in three adjoining 

units in the middle of the complex. Rolfsmeyer parked the car, got out with a large ring of keys 

in hand, unlocked a door, and, with a spring-like motion, rolled it up then stood back smiling 
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with his arms spread wide. Eric went in. There were a lot of bicycles, he had to admit. Some of 

the older bikes were rusted, but most of them seemed to be in pretty good shape. But there didn’t 

seem to be any kind of climate control in the unit, and that made him question again the 

seriousness of the venture. 

 “Take a look at this,” said Rolfsmeyer, bubbling with enthusiasm. 

 He stopped in front of an old-fashioned looking bike. It’s frame was made of wood, as 

were the wheels. There was something odd about it, but Eric had to look at it for along time 

before realizing what it was--the thing had no pedals. 

 “It’s a walking machine,” said Rolfsmeyer. “Officially the first bicycle, invented in 

eighteen seventeen by a guy named Baron von Drais. You push it with your feet like a kid’s toy 

car. He used it to get around his gardens. If you ask me, someone with too much time on his 

hands. Bicycles were a rich man’s hobby for a long time. That’s a replica, by the way, we had it 

built, we don’t have an original one, there’s only one or two left. And over here, this is what 

people think of when they think of old-fashioned bikes.”  He stopped in front of a bicycle with a 

seven foot front wheel and a tiny back wheel. “One of these cost what an average working man 

made in six months.” 

 “Like sweetmeats,” said Eric. 

 “What?” said Rolfsmeyer. 

 “Sweetmeats,” said Eric, “organs. Kidneys, livers, intestines. They used to be considered 

the best part of the animal, and the muscle was poor man’s food. Now it’s switched around.” 

 “I’ll take your word for that,” Rolfsmeyer said. He moved on to an odd-looking tricycle 

with big, thin wheels. “These were for the ladies. You couldn’t ride one of the high-wheeled 

bicycles if you wore a skirt.” 

 “Sounds like you could run the museum yourself,” said Eric. 

 “Well, I had to run through the inventory when we started this whole thing,” said 

Rolfsmeyer. “It helps to know a little about what you’re doing. And of course it’s part of our 

heritage as they say.” 

 “Heritage?” said Eric. 
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 “Don’t you research your clients?” asked Rolfsmeyer. 

 “That’s more Nat’s end,” said Eric. 

 “Incarcarex used to be UniVel, that’s Universal Velocipedes. That’s why we have this 

collection, a lot of the bikes were made by us,” said Rolfsmeyer. 

 “Sorry,” said Eric. “I don’t know much about bikes. So what happened?” 

 “It’s kind of a long story,” said Rolfsmeyer, “you really interested?” 

 “Sure,” said Eric. They left the first unit, and Rolfsmeyer opened up the second. 

 “From the twenties to the seventies, we were Provincial Cookware, but that ran into 

trouble during the depression, so our owner started up UniVel as a subsidiary, and it did really 

well. We made the bikes very cheap and between that and the pots we squeaked through. Then 

we got a government contract during the war to make bikes for the army. But in the seventies, 

during the energy crisis, Gian Alteri, who’d taken over from the son of the original owner, sank 

the whole enchilada into bike production, because he thought the end of fossil fuel was coming 

fast, and bikes would take off. Well, of course, that didn’t happen. Then, we were too slow to 

make those ten speed racers, and even slower to make mountain bikes, and the company 

collapsed. Calvin Alteri, the present owner, got a loan in the early nineties from a bank and some 

other investors, and he bought our first prison. Frankly, I think they’re all a little nostalgic for 

this--bikes are so much more wholesome.” 

 The bikes in the second unit were a little more familiar to Eric, and he recognized several 

versions of the motocross style he’d ridden himself as a child. Many were made by UniVel, but 

there were other companies represented as well, Phantoms and Sting Rays made by Schwinn, 

Raleighs and others. The army bikes Rolfsmeyer mentioned were there, too--they had very small 

wheels, were made of lightweight steel alloy and could be folded in half and carried over rough 

terrain. 

 “So what do you think?” asked Rolfsmeyer. “Enough of a collection to get us started?” 

 “I would say so,” said Eric, “but then, I’m no expert.” 

 “By the way,” said Rolfsmeyer, “your boss told me you were interested in furniture 

design. That right?” 
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 “Yeah,” said Eric. “It’s mostly a hobby right now.” 

 “Maybe we can get some of your stuff for the museum, if it’s okay with your boss, you 

know. Benches, tables, I don’t know, whatever they need.” 

 “I’d like that,” said Eric. 

 “So how are the plans coming along?” said Rolfsmeyer. 

 “Pretty well, but you know, Augie’s got a lot of other projects he’s working on, too,” said 

Eric. “But I know he’s got at least a few things down.” 

 “The only reason I ask is this,” said Rolfsmeyer, “I don’t know if Shep told you, but 

we’re applying for a grant from the Saint Croix Commercial and Tourism Development Project. 

We’ve already got one from the state tourism board, but it’s small. The city grant will help us out 

a lot, it’ll even help us get ahold of a couple of bikes from this collector in Illinois.” 

 “I think Shep mentioned something about that,” said Eric. 

  “Anyway, to finish up the application, we have to have a plan, just to show them we’re 

serious,” said Rolfsmeyer. “Doesn’t have to be complete, just a floorplan or something.” 

 “When’s the deadline?” said Eric. 

 “Well, it’s January nineteenth,” said Rolfsmeyer, “but me and Jimmy, my boss, we both 

want to look it over before it goes to the Project, just to make sure we’re all on the same page.” 

 “I’ll give Augie a little reminder,” said Eric. 

 “Listen, it’s almost five,” said Rolfsmeyer. “You have any plans for dinner?” 

 “No,” said Eric. 

 “My wife is making lasagna. It just kills. She puts in hard boiled eggs and Italian sausage 

and four different kinds of cheese, I mean, it’s just incredible. You want to come over and have 

some?” 

 “I don’t know,” said Eric. “I don’t want to intrude.” 

 “Don’t worry about that,” said Rolfsmeyer. “We love having company.” 

 Eric agreed, keeping his reservations to himself. As they walked back to the car, he stared 

at Rolfsmeyer’s back, rigidly straight under the cheap top coat. He’d held out the promise of 

furniture design and the dinner invitation almost in the same breath, and Eric felt manipulated--
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even worse, badly manipulated--either with ineptitude or with the smug certainty that he didn’t 

have to put forth a serious effort. On the other hand, it was possible that Rolfsmeyer was simply 

used to getting his way and wasn’t so much manipulating as assuming that Eric would follow his 

lead. If so, he was right. 

 “Can I ask you something?” Rolfsmeyer said as the car rolled slowly away from the 

warehouses towards the street. 

 “As long as I don’t have to answer,” said Eric. 

 “Do you like what you do?” asked Rolfsmeyer. There was an odd tone to his voice, an 

emotion that Eric couldn’t pinpoint. 

 “Let’s just say,” said Eric, “I used to enjoy it more than I do now.” 

 “I don’t know if you know this, but most of the people in the business world think of 

architect as being kind of a fruity profession,” said Rolfsmeyer. 

 “Fruity?” said Eric, unable to keep the edge out of his voice. 

 “Oh, I don’t mean fruity as in gay,” said Rolfsmeyer quickly. “I mean fruity as in not 

serious. You know, you don’t actually build anything, right?  You just make it up in your head, 

and there it is, your work’s done. Most of the jobs out there have heavy guidelines, the job 

defines the man, not the other way around. I guess they’re just suspicious of jobs where you just 

make stuff up.” 

 “There’s more to it than that,” said Eric. 

 “Oh, I know,” said Rolfsmeyer. “I’m not saying I feel that way, just that’s the way most 

of the people I hear talk about the subject all feel.” 

 “Doesn’t your son want to be an architect?” asked Eric. 

 “My son?  Where’d you get that idea?  My son is two. He doesn’t want to be anything but 

played with,” said Rolfsmeyer. 

 “Oh, sorry,” said Eric. “Shep said. . .” 

 “Right,” said Rolfsmeyer, “the drawing. I did that for Derek, it fell out of my briefcase. I 

think I was trying to make a joke.” 

 “Right,” said Eric. 
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 “I don’t think your boss likes me very much,” said Rolfsmeyer. 

 “Why would you think that?” asked Eric. 

 “Well, he sent you, like he and Nat are too busy,” said Rolfsmeyer. “You know, he told 

me you were gay, he made a point of it, like asking if it was okay with me, if I’d be bothered by 

it. If you want to know the truth, I think he was hoping it would bother me.” 

 “That doesn’t sound like Shep,” said Eric. 

 “Well, I have been known to bring out the best in people,” said Rolfsmeyer. 

 Rolfsmeyer lived in a large, ostentatious house in a new subdivision west of Fox Run. 

They parked in a circular driveway then crossed an immense lawn dotted with granite stepping 

stones. At the door, they were greeted by Allison, an attractive, slightly plump woman in her 

early thirties, and Derek, a two year old boy with a lot of energy who hid behind his mother, 

peeked around her legs, looked at Eric with a broad smile, then ran off through the house yelling, 

“Dut!  Dut!  Dut!  Dut!” with every step. 

 Rolfsmeyer poured scotches for Eric and himself, and they settled down in the spacious 

living room. Colorful wooden building blocks were scattered around the floor, squares, triangles, 

rectangles and a few arches. Eric was just starting to relax when Derek came running into the 

room saying “hi daddy” over and over. Rolfsmeyer hugged the boy tightly, then said to him 

quietly and slowly, “This is Eric.” 

 “Ewit, Ewit.” 

 “He builds houses and other buildings,” said Rolfsmeyer. “You want to show him how 

you build?” 

 “Biwd towah!” yelled Derek. “Biwd towah!” 

 The boy got down on his knees and started to arrange the building blocks. He stacked a 

few up very carefully, then suddenly knocked them down. 

 “Hey, can I play, too?” Eric asked. 

 Derek looked at him and smiled shyly. Eric sat down cross legged on the floor and picked 

up several cylindrical blocks. He arranged them end up on the floor, then started to put 

rectangular blocks over them to form a ceiling. Suddenly Derek rushed over and swiped at Eric’s 
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structure with his open hand, and the whole thing crashed to the floor. Eric and Rolfsmeyer both 

laughed. Eric started again. By that time, Derek was distracted with his own building project, 

which was not much more than a stack of blocks, and Eric got a little more done before Derek 

rushed over and knocked his building down again. Again Eric laughed, but he was feeling a little 

irritated. He looked at the boy, smiled, shook his head and started his third building. He didn’t 

get far at all before Derek hurled one of his blocks at it and knocked it down. By then, Derek’s 

stack of blocks was about half as tall as he was. Eric, still feeling irritated, abandoned his project 

and watched Derek carefully stacking a triangle onto a square. Rolfsmeyer called his son’s name 

quietly. As Derek looked at him, Rolfsmeyer tossed a wooden block at the tower Derek had been 

building. It struck the base and the whole thing collapsed with a dull clatter. Derek’s eyes got 

wide for half a second, and Eric thought he was about to cry, but suddenly the boy burst out 

laughing, doubled over, rolled on the floor and, still laughing, clapped his hands together. 

 “Kee-ash!” yelled Derek. “Kee-ash!” followed by a string of gibberish Eric didn’t 

understand. He looked at Rolfsmeyer who shrugged. 

 Eric suddenly felt a little ridiculous. He, a man of forty-two, had gotten irritated with a 

child for knocking something down he’d built with the child’s own building blocks. He’d 

thought Rolfsmeyer was taunting his son by knocking down the boy’s tower, but it was 

obviously just a game. He’d never thought of himself as one who was quick to take offense, but 

evidently there were some undiscovered pins in his shirt. He downed his scotch and watched 

Rolfsmeyer tickle Derek as Derek laughed and squealed. When Rolfsmeyer released the boy, 

Eric looked at him and said, “Derek, what happened to your tower?” 

 “Kee-ash!” yelled Derek. “Kee-ash!” 

 Eric’s mood lifted. Allison put dinner on the table, and they went in to eat. The lasagna, 

though not excellent, was good enough. They made small talk and watched Derek try to eat a 

small portion with a fork. Afterwards, Rolfsmeyer drove Eric back to his car. The business had 

been taken care of, and they didn’t talk much, but they were both cheerful. 
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7. 

 As Eric’s affection for Rolfsmeyer grew, so did his interest in the museum design. Once 

Augie got around to working on it, Eric watched the building develop in almost daily 

installments. Several times he and Augie discussed the site problem, and Augie gave Eric leave 

to try to solve it on his own. He banged his head against the problem a number of times without 

success, then one day while leafing through Architecture Now, he came across a design upon 

which he could base a solution. In a state forest in Oregon, an architect had built a long wooden 

walkway over a winding mountain path. The walk consisted of floorboards, railings and a canvas 

ceiling, but what made it noteworthy was a series of wooden boxes suspended between the 

ceiling and railings, each of a different height and depth, so that when one looked through them, 

particular aspects of the variegated landscape were emphasized. Eric grabbed a sheet of paper 

and, around a quick sketch of the museum, drew a wall of square metal frames of various sizes 

holding tinted glass that would improve the view without hiding it completely. When he finished, 

he took the drawing and the magazine that had inspired him into Augie’s office. 

 Augie was facing the wall, his back to the door. On his computer screen was a grid with 

one line running horizontally across it one quarter of the way from the bottom. Eric set his 

drawing on Augie’s desk alongside the magazine, open to the northwoods path. Augie turned 

around and looked at him. 

 “You’re starting over?” Eric said, nodding towards the computer screen. 

 “Doesn’t it bother you that they’re using us to legitimize what’s basically an inhuman 

enterprise?” he said. 

 “If that’s the way you feel, why did you want the project?” said Eric. 

 Augie shrugged. “For the challenge. And I didn’t take them on, Shep did.” 

 “I like Rolfsmeyer,” said Eric. “Who knows, maybe they don’t like it, either. Maybe 

they’re nostalgic for a time when they made a profit with bicycles and cookware.” 

 “Maybe,” said Augie. 

 “So what do you think about this?” 
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 Eric explained the basic idea. Augie looked carefully at Eric’s drawing and at the 

magazine article. After a minute or two of wordless contemplation, he grabbed a sheet of paper 

himself and sketched out three minor changes. He made the metal frames thicker and wider, 

equalized their size, and instead of their forming a solid, continuous wall, each would stand alone 

with a short, thick bar of metal between them. 

 “This’ll go a little better with the new design I’ve started,” said Augie. “What do you 

think?” 

 “Works for me,” said Eric. “But I still think you should come out to the site yourself.” 

 “I trust your judgment,” said Augie. 

8. 

 Eric held Sean’s coat in both hands, and as he drew it up over Sean’s shoulders, he 

grabbed his man and held him tightly, kissing and biting him on the neck. Sean reached behind 

him and held on, and for a few moments, they stood, rocking slightly. Sean had been in a good 

mood all day, as had Eric, and that night, for a change, Eric didn’t mind that he told stories about 

his job during the drive to the club. 

 “Beth added four porn sites to my list today,” he said. “What if I hadn’t noticed?  They 

weren’t even gay porn.” 

 “She must spend a lot of time looking for that stuff,” said Eric. 

 “She thinks it’s funny,” said Sean. “A lot of it is. I mean, what’s the fixation with 

teenagers?  It’s everywhere. Every other porn site on the web is ‘Barely legal!’, or ‘Cheerleaders 

Bound and Gagged!’  Frankly, it’s a little scary, too.” 

 “And you know this because. . .” 

 “Just from the jokes Beth has pulled,” said Sean. “At forty-six, it probably pisses her off. 

And then Paul had me meet with this guy who was pissed because his web site isn’t going to be 

in the guide. He hates confronting those people, he’s such a librarian.” 



Built on the Ruins                         !       Brad Gottschalk 281

 “Why won’t he be in the guide?” 

 “His site is lousy. It’s just a bunch of photographs he’s scanned in from books and 

magazines and he’s violating about a dozen copyright laws. We’re probably doing him a favor by 

not calling attention to it.” 

 Though it was early when they got there, the band was in full swing, ripping through 

“Straight No Chaser”. There were a few empty tables, and Sean and Eric sat down as near to the 

stage as they could where Eric waited for the number to end before going up to the bar. As he 

returned with a bourbon and a red wine, Cal was starting the opening riff of “St. James 

Infirmary”. He sang the vocal as well as playing guitar--they’d put some sort of atonal spin on it, 

tossed out Armstrong’s lush instrumentals and stripped it down to a strange cross between blues 

and some kind of academic cabaret. Eric didn’t much like it. Sean didn’t let on one way or the 

other. A couple of short originals followed, Eric got two more drinks, and the set wound up with 

“On Green Dolphin Street”. When that number was over, the band took a break. Eric, who’d 

been watching the band closely, turned towards Sean and found himself facing an empty chair. 

Cal was still on stage, playing a line that melted into a minor seventh chord then a thirteenth, and 

suddenly Sean was at the microphone singing. 

 “The women cross the avenue 

 In their sleek fur coats and new shined shoes 

 But all eyes turn to me today 

 ‘Cause everyone else is wearing chains 

 But I’m floating free above the crowded city streets.” 

 Eric tried hard to listen, but he missed a lot of the words. He didn’t know the song, but he 

liked it, and Sean’s silky Chet Bakerish voice was perfect for it. After, Cal sat down with the rest 

of the band, and the bar bubbled over with laughter and conversation. Waiting for Sean, Eric 

found himself scanning the place slowly--he saw a couple in the corner kissing and groping one 

another, a man with a tall glass of beer and three empty shot glasses lined up next to it, a guy he 

dated a few times holding hands with a woman--then he spotted Rena with a woman he didn’t 

recognize. When Sean came over, he pointed her out, and they made their way to her table. 
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 “I didn’t know you were coming here,” he said. He grabbed an empty chair from the next 

table, and Sean stood behind him. 

 “Hi,” said Rena. “This is Jan. She’s a nurse at the clinic.” 

 “Jazz fan?” he asked Jan. 

 “Not especially,” said Jan. “I like the songs.” 

 “Why don’t you join us?” asked Eric. 

 “I don’t think we’re going to stay,” said Rena. “I thought I needed a night out, but I’m not 

really having a good time.” 

 “Hope it wasn’t my singing,” said Sean. 

 “Where’s the gloomy anarchist?” said Eric. 

 “I don’t know,” said Rena. “He dumped me. Can you believe it?” 

 “I can’t,” said Eric. “I always thought you. . . Why?” 

 “He said we were just too different,” said Rena. “Once the novelty wore off, he realized 

we couldn’t make anything that would last.” 

 “She has to see him every day at work,” said Jan. “And he’s nice to her. That makes it 

even worse.” 

 “Honey, you’re better off,” said Sean. “From what Eric told me, the guy was a pill, no joi 

de vivre, no manna, if you know what I mean.” 

 “Come on, Sean, you never even met him,” said Eric. 

 “It’s all right,” said Rena. “Thanks. There is some good news, though. Bruce is back in 

town. He’s been a big help. I had drinks with him yesterday.” 

 “Tell him hi,” said Eric. “Tell him to give me a call.”  

 “I will,” said Rena. “You know, I’m almost glad he’s been gone. It’s nice to have one 

friend who’s completely separate from Donkey. I think we’re going to head out.” 

 “Stop by tomorrow, or something,” said Eric. “We’ll watch Beat the Devil together.” 

 Eric watched Rena and Jan put their coats on and exit the bar. As he and Sean shouldered 

through the crowd back to the table, Sean took his hand and kissed it. 

 “Breeders are so fickle,” he said. 
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 The band played “Sanctimonious Sam”. Eric was silent. Rena’s news depressed him. As 

he talked to her, the old fear that Sean was about to split came rushing back. Then Sean leaned 

his mouth towards Eric’s ear. 

 “I almost didn’t sing that song for you,” he said. “But you’ve been so nice to me tonight, 

I decided, what the hell.” 

 “You sang that for me?” said Eric, also leaning in close to avoid shouting. 

 “I wrote it for you,” said Sean. 

 Eric slid his chair next to Sean’s and put his arm over his lover’s shoulder. They sat 

silently and listened. Despite Sean’s declaration, it bothered Eric that he didn’t know from where 

his fears had come, especially since they suddenly seemed so groundless. Sean went up and got 

more drinks, and Cal knocked out a reasonable imitation of Django Reinhardt’s guitar work on 

“Beyond the Sea.” 

9. 

 Augie’s final design for the museum was simple and clean if a little uninspired. The 

exterior was a flat-roofed, rectangular box two stories tall. The interior had a large, open, central 

area that filled both stories, around which ran, on each floor, a series of smaller rooms. On the 

second floor, a wide balcony stood on pillars outside the rooms, and a set of stairs connected the 

two stories at each of the building’s corners. The idea, Augie said, was that the center of the 

building would be used for major exhibits, while the smaller rooms could be used as extensions 

of the main exhibit, or for smaller more focused events. The whole thing looked like a small 

shopping mall to Eric, and as he looked over the rendering and the floor plans, he wondered to 

himself if Augie might be losing some of his much lauded creative energy. He hoped Rolfsmeyer 

wouldn’t ask him why such a dull design was costing his company so much money. 

 But he was worried about the wrong thing. Rolfsmeyer grasped the essence of Augie’s 

design immediately. They were sitting in his office, meeting there for the first time, a generic 
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little room with beige carpeting and, on the wall, a picture of an old man standing on the deck of 

a sailboat holding up a large fish. Rolfsmeyer glanced at the plans, looked Eric in the eye, then 

looked more closely at the drawings, tapping the computer’s page down key with increasing 

force. 

 “Is this some kind of joke?” he asked. “Or do you really think I’m stupid?” 

 “I’m not sure what you mean,” said Eric. “I admit, it’s kind of boring, but we’ll make any 

changes you want.” 

 “Right,” said Rolfsmeyer, turning the laptop around. “I want you to take a close look at 

this and tell me what you see.” 

 “A series of rooms that open onto a balcony, with four staircases that lead down to--” 

 “Cell Block B,” said Rolfsmeyer. “You people don’t think I know a cell block when I see 

one?  And this so-called environment fence is just a big chain. I’m considering two possibilities, 

here. One, you’re giving us the finger, or two, you think we’re so stupid we’d actually build this 

and let everybody who visits the place look at bikes in prison. Either way it’s so fucking arrogant 

I can’t even put it into words. This is why nobody likes you people, you always assume we’re a 

bunch of shit-for-brains and we’d be pumping gas except our dads or wives are connected 

somehow. You can tell Augie Vogel to kiss my ass.”  Rolfsmeyer slammed the laptop shut and 

shoved it across his desk. Eric caught it just before it hit the floor. 

 “Please, Jim,” said Eric, “I didn’t even notice. Really, I’m sorry. I didn’t see it. Didn’t see 

it at all. Guess I don’t know much about prisons.” 

 “I think maybe you’re being honest,” said Rolfsmeyer.  

 “But I’m not as smart as I think I am,” said Eric. 

 “You said that, I didn’t,” said Rolfsmeyer. 

 Eric sped back to the office. By the time he got there, Augie had gone to lunch, so Eric 

went into his office, sat in Augie’s chair (the architect had no chairs for visitors) and waited. 

During the thirty-five minutes he sat there, he did not calm down, in fact, he got even angrier. 

When Augie finally entered the room, Eric remained seated in his chair. 
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 “I’m guessing the meeting didn’t go well,” said Augie, leaning against a bookshelf with 

half a smile on his face. 

 “He called you an arrogant bastard,” said Eric. “I didn’t contradict.” 

 “Last week in Yaldabeth, a guard beat a prisoner so badly he has permanent brain 

damage,” said Augie. 

 “You could have just said no,” said Eric. 

 “They would have found somebody else,” said Augie. “This way, at least they won’t get 

that grant. They’re trying to make themselves look so innocent. I don’t know what they taught 

you at Milwaukee, but at Penn, I leared that architecture isn’t advertisement, it’s a celebration of 

humanity, of our place in the world. It should lift up the spirit, not crush it.” 

 “When we can afford it to,” said Eric. “They’re just trying to survive, and five years ago, 

we’d have taken their business and been glad for it.” 

 “Survival may be fine for you, all you care about is your nice clothes and your restaurants 

and your stereo. You’re the sensitive artist, but you don’t want any responsibility,” said Augie. 

“And just because we couldn’t afford to make choices like this in the past, doesn’t mean we 

shouldn’t make them now.” 

 “So you’re ethical when it’s comfortable?” said Eric. 

 “At least I don’t kiss the ring of everybody who seems like a nice guy,” said Augie. 

10. 

 The next day Eric called in sick. He finished up plans for a coffee table he’d been toying 

with for over a month, then in the afternoon went out to buy the materials. The day after that he 

felt better and went back to work. He wasn’t too surprised when Shep called him into his office, 

he had been expecting a reprimand as Augie usually got what he asked for. But the situation was 

much worse than Eric anticipated. 

 “I’ll give you a month or so to get set up somewhere else,” said Shep. 
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 “This is ridiculous,” said Eric. “I’ve done nothing but good work for the last ten years. 

Hasn’t it occurred to you that Augie might have little fissures running through his brain, and that 

it’s not a good idea to let him dictate company policy?” 

 “At this point, I don’t really have much of a choice,” said Shep. “I can’t afford to lose 

him, unstable or not. I’m sorry, I always liked you. You know, you really got under his skin, and 

I’m not sure how. If you know, I wish you’d tell me so I know how not to do it myself.” 

 “I told him his ethics were comfortable,” said Eric. 

 “Thanks for the warning,” said Shep. 

 “He’s going to get over it,” said Eric. 

 “Well, maybe so. I tell you what, I’ll make you a deal,” said Shep. “If he does get over it 

in the month I’ve given you, I’ll reconsider, but he’s pretty adamant now. He actually used the 

words, ‘It’s him or me’. He also used the word ‘carapace’. He told me he saw through your 

carapace, I don’t even know what that means.” 

 “It’s the hard shell of an insect,” said Eric, flatly. 

 “I know you’re good,” said Shep. “Some day, you might be as good as him, maybe, but 

he’s got the reputation, and that’s what I need to land new business.” 

 There was nothing else to say. Eric nodded. Shep kept talking, apologizing again, 

explaining Augie’s behavior, reminiscing about the early days of the firm when it was just Augie, 

Shep and Nat, but they called the company Bowdoin because Shep’s father put up some of the 

start-up money. Eric tuned it out. If he thought that Augie would get stuck with the strip mall, he 

would have quit right then and there, but he knew they’d pass it off to one of the young people. 

So he sat up as straight as he could, pretending to listen as he stole glances through the window. 

11. 

 After Shep gave Eric the news, he cut his weekly working hours from fifty to fewer than 

thirty. He started spending more time at home, at movies and in bars. And with Sean, who knew 
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he’d be out of a job in less than a month but who didn’t seem worried at all. He updated his 

resume and sent it along with a short note by email to the few people outside St. Croix with 

whom he’d kept in touch. He had a friend from school who worked for a firm in Chicago, a 

former Bowdoin intern now working in Seattle, and an old boyfriend in Atlanta. They were all 

long shots, but at least he could tell people he was “exploring his options.” 

 Most afternoons he spent working on the coffee table, and it was done in less than two 

weeks. Furniture seemed to him the perfect joining of beauty and practicality--a quality he 

believed architecture in general once had, before the profession was overrun by businesses, 

developers, governments and other deep pockets. Most people’s lives weren’t improved by it 

anymore, unless they were lucky enough to work in a well-designed building, and those were 

few. Rolfsmeyer had been right, as a profession it had become bloated and insulated by a 

combination of money and snobbery. 

 Ten days into his last month, he got good news from his friend in Chicago:  a job would 

be his if he could start within the next two weeks. Chicago wouldn’t have been his first choice, 

but he was delighted at the prospect of jumping ship well before his month was over. 

 “Come with me,” he said to Sean that night over a bottle of expensive Bordeaux. “I want 

you to move in with me.” 

 “Chicago?” asked Sean. “I picture a lot of warehouses and streets with old newspapers 

flying around.” 

 “You’ve never been there?” said Eric. 

 “Of course I have,” said Sean. “That’s why I picture warehouses and newspapers flying 

around.” 

 “There’s also the lake, and State Street, Boystown and Ravenswood and--” 

 “Okay, I know, I’m tempted. But I can’t run out on Paul and Beth. The new catalog 

comes out in less than three months, and if I left now, they’d be screwed. They’d have to hire a 

temp, and that’d do more harm than good, even if they could get the budget upped to pay for it.” 

 “Okay,” said Eric, “what about after?  I’ll get a place, get settled, and in March when the 

directory comes out. . .” 
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 Eric suddenly remembered that Rena’s boy toy had been a history major. Rena had told 

him that, but he’d forgotten why--no doubt she’d been defending him against some minor insult. 

He remembered, too, that Jan, Rena’s friend, had complained that Jason was there at the clinic 

every day. He realized he could solve two problems at once. If Jason took Sean’s job, he’d have 

his man with him in Chicago, and he’d get Jason out of Rena’s office and make her life a little 

more comfortable, too. 

 “What if I knew someone who could take over for you?” he asked Sean. 

 “Yeah, right,” said Sean. 

 “I’m serious,” said Eric. “Rena’s ex-boyfriend, he’s got a history degree, and he’s 

working as a receptionist now, so he’d probably jump at the chance to use his degree for 

something.” 

 “You think it’s that easy to replace me?” said Sean. 

 “It’s impossible,” said Eric. “That’s why I want to do this.” 

12. 

 Surrounded by cardboard boxes in his quickly emptying apartment, Eric sat on the floor 

with a glass of sherry as Vivaldi’s mandolin concerto in C played on a small boom box. The last 

week had drowned in a wave of practical considerations: two trips to Chicago to look for an 

apartment, visits to his realtor, calls to the condo association, truck rental places, and friends and 

family, but all of that was done. The only thing he had left to do was to pack a few clothes.  

 He’d created a plan for himself and typed it up on his last day at the office. He kept the 

paper with him, transferring it from pocket to pocket, not packing it with his portfolio or other 

papers. There certainly would be more opportunities for a furniture designer in Chicago than in 

Saint Croix, and he intended to take full advantage. Though he wasn’t sure that he’d be able to 

pull away from architecture completely, at least he could start moving in that direction. And the 
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whole deal was made sweet when Sean finally agreed to come with him, right away, instead of 

waiting for March. In fact, Sean’s uncertainty had turned to enthusiasm, and he’d even made a 

date to sing with Cal’s band during an upcoming gig at the Elbow Room.  

 He refilled his glass, went over to the balcony doors and looked out at the warmly lighted 

windows dotting Ild Bay. He felt surprisingly unattached to Saint Croix, and the prospect of 

leaving didn’t fill him with as much regret as he’d expected. He’d also been expecting his recent 

depression to return, but that hadn’t happened, either. He went over in his mind again his fight 

with Augie. He remembered believing the same things that Augie had shouted at him when he 

was young and charting the course of his future career in his head. He, too, had high ideals 

regarding his profession, but the emotions that accompanied that belief, the passions, the striving 

against his own flaws were gone. He only remembered the belief itself, not the reasons behind it, 

and not when he stopped believing it. He was pretty sure he was better off without that idealism, 

but without remembering the reasons behind it, he couldn’t be sure. That was the only thing that 

caused him a twinge of dismay. 
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Day 4:  Decadent Puppets 

 I awoke early. Too early to call on Katya, so I wandered 

out of my room, out of the arcade and stood at the top of the 

hill looking down at the beach. The remains of the supper had 

all been cleared away, and there was no one around, only a small 

sailboat tied to the pier. I was about to head for the lobby in 

search of coffee when James called. He was sitting on the floor 

of the arcade, his legs stretched out to the grass. I walked 

over and sat next to him. 

 “Listen, I talked to Thaddeus,” he said. “I mentioned you 

liked to swim and that you didn’t have a suit, and he told me 

that as long as you did it early, no one would care.” 

 “What’s early?” I asked. 

 “I don’t know,” said James. “Before lunch, I guess.” 

 “Thanks,” I said. 

 “I’m going to get some coffee,” he said, “you want some?” 

 “Let me get that swim in first,” I said. 

 The back of the hotel was right on the edge of the hill, so 

I had to go around the front to get to the stairs. I saw no one 

and heard nothing stirring. At the edge of the water, I stripped 

off my clothes and swam in. After just a few minutes, I realized 

that the buoyancy of the water had deceived me; I was much 

farther from shore than I’d intended to go, and I was forced to 

give up all recreation and head straight back. I paddled slowly, 

not wanting to wear myself out, and as I got close to shore, I 

heard voices, a man’s, and a woman’s that sounded like Katya’s, 

though I couldn’t be sure. I stopped swimming and tread water. 

From where I was I could make out two figures walking on the 

beach, but without my glasses I couldn’t tell who they were, 
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they were only blobby shapes whose movement alone marked them as 

people. I changed direction and headed for the nearest rocks. 

When I reached them, I found a flat rock onto which I could 

climb without being seen. (My intention was certainly not to 

spy, but only to see when they’d leave the beach so I could 

retrieve my clothing without revealing my nakedness, yet what I 

saw--) 

  Katya and the puppeteer were standing at the base of the 

steep hill that ran up to the hotel. The puppeteer had a small 

object in his hand, but I couldn’t tell what, and he gestured to 

Katya and to a large rock that sat a few feet from them. Katya 

was wearing sandals, white slacks, and a black tank top--she sat 

on the rock and removed her sandals, then stood and stripped to 

her white cotton panties. She lifted one leg and placed her foot 

on the rock, then stood smiling with her hands on her hips. 

Enrikos lifted the object to his eye, which I realized must be a 

camera, and began to take pictures of the nearly naked Katya. I 

ducked back down behind the rocks, breathing hard, exhausted 

from the swim back and unprepared, of course, for this. . . 

their voices chattered for a few minutes then began to fade. I 

sat there for another few minutes, swallowed by silence. Finally 

I stood up and began to climb over the rocks to the beach. As I 

did, I was assaulted--there below me on the sand were the 

puppeteer and Katya, he holding the camera, a Polaroid, which 

now spit out pictures of me standing naked on the rocks, 

ridiculous like some hobbled mountain goat running from a 

vulture, she holding my clothes in a loose pile under her left 

arm and laughing. She put her hand on the puppeteer’s arm, still 

laughing, and he, after shooting four or five pictures of me at 

first surprised then trying to conceal myself, walked back to 
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the stairs and climbed towards the hotel, pictures delicately 

held between his first finger and thumb. 

 Katya was dressed, by the way. Her clavicle, revealed by 

her tanktop, rose delicately from her round shoulder, the hollow 

of her neck. . . holding my hands in front of my penis, I hopped 

down to the sand and took a step towards her. With a strange 

smile on her face, she took a step backward towards the water. 

There were maybe fifteen feet between us; I took three more 

steps, she responded by stepping backwards each time. 

 “Why were you spying on us?” she asked. 

 “I didn’t mean to spy,” I said. “I was swimming, my clothes 

were on the beach, I just wanted to wait until you were gone so 

I could get them.” 

 “But you watched, you didn’t just wait,” said Katya. 

 “That’s true,” I said. “But just for a moment.” 

 Suddenly her smile turned mischievous, almost cruel. 

 “If I give you back your clothes,” she said, “what will you 

do for me?” 

 I hesitated; she was playing a game, that was obvious--

would she hold it against me if I didn’t figure out the rules?  

I remembered the day before when I knelt before her, she left 

the room shortly thereafter, if I’d been more, but then again it 

was impossible to say. I floated my words on a fictional pond of 

levity. 

 “Anything you’d like,” I said. 

 “Are you sure?” she said. I nodded. “Take your hands away, 

don’t be embarrassed.”  (I did so.)  “Kneel.”  (She had to 

repeat the request, as I was too surprised at first to respond, 

but when I did the sand was warm and surprisingly soft.) 
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 She walked up to and around me, stood behind me, dropped my 

clothes on the sand and put her hands on my shoulders. My penis 

reacted immediately, not getting completely hard, but growing, 

rolling against my left thigh, twitching. I fought the urge to 

cover it with my hands. Katya leaned over and took my earlobe 

gently between her teeth. 

 “There will be more, later,” she said. 

 That’s all it took--my penis turned into a cock and rose to 

greet the morning. Katya touched it lightly with the index 

finger of her right hand, her breath still tickling my ear, and 

my cock jumped beneath her touch. My hands spread wide pressed 

into the sand as she ran her finger slowly down the underside 

twice, a clear drop of fluid emerged from the tip then she rose 

and walked towards the stairs, hurrying, waving and laughing as 

if I’d told her an amusing anecdote. I dressed as quickly as I 

could and followed her, but by the time I got to the top of the 

stairs she was gone. 

 I wandered the grounds for awhile in a rather confused 

state. As I did the day before, I wondered what the outcome 

would have been had I acted differently--I couldn’t shake the 

feeling that I’d been undergoing some test; but finally I have 

to say I was pleased. Katya was no doubt playing some kind of 

game, but the simple fact that she wanted to keep playing was. . 

. if not cause for complete optimism. . . the simple fact is 

that I gave up trying to understand and promised myself I would 

simply follow her. . . not her, but her her lead, and stop 

worrying about my own behavior. 

 I went back to my room then, in a cheerful mood, and took a 

shower. There was nothing I could do about my clothes, they were 

sandy and wrinkled, but at least I could be clean. I shook them 
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out as best I could and put them on again. As I was doing so, 

James knocked on the door and came in before I answered. 

 “They want to take us out in a boat,” he said, sitting in a 

chair with his feet up on the table. 

 “What boat?” I said. 

 “A fishing boat,” said James. “I told them I don’t fish, 

but Thaddeus is insisting. He’s got sandwiches for lunch and 

some bottles of retsina.” 

 “It might be nice,” I said. 

 Thaddeus was waiting for us in the lobby with two men, both 

in their middle thirties with thick black beards, in fact, the 

two men were almost identical, the only thing that distinguished 

them was that one had a smoothly bald crown while the other had 

a thick head of hair that was combed smoothly back and coated 

with something shiny. Thadddeus shook our hands then led us down 

to the beach.  

 The half-finished pier had been extended with a long set of 

boards floating on buoys, and at the end of this makeshift walk 

a large fishing boat was tied. A comfortable enclosed cabin 

stood at the boat’s prow, and in the rear were several armchairs 

on complicated swivels. Near each chair was an attachment for a 

large fishing pole. Thaddeus confessed to us that they hadn’t 

acquired licenses or equipment for sea fishing yet, but we could 

consider this a casual sight-seeing trip. This seemed quite 

reasonable to me, but with nearly every word James, though he 

nodded solemnly in Thaddeus’ direction, surreptitiously poked 

his elbow into my ribs. As the engine fired and the ropes were 

cast off, James and I each took a fishing chair. Thaddeus barked 

a few orders to the bearded twins then took a chair near ours. 
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 “So,” he said, “this must be rather unfamiliar to 

Americans.” 

 “I’m not sure what you mean,” said James. 

 “To live like royalty,” said Thaddeus. “Don’t you feel as 

though you’ve gotten a small taste of how the European 

aristocracy once lived?”  (He seemed completely sincere.) 

 “Well, to be honest,” said James, “it doesn’t seem that 

different from the island’s other resorts. In fact, I feel as 

though I’m living like a tourist, not a baron.” 

 “We aren’t fully staffed yet, of course,” said Thaddeus. 

“Part of the charm, you see, is the intimate setting. There 

would be no more than twenty or thirty guests at any time, and 

you would have the opportunity to get to know them, and then 

there’s the quality, everything top quality, wine, food, music, 

you see?  Not like America, where the whole idea is to serve as 

many people as efficiently as possible. No, we are not an 

anthill, we are for humanity.” 

 “Well, the raki is first rate,” said James. 

 “I’m having a wonderful time,” I said. 

 Below us the dark, grey-blue ocean rolled solicitously, 

sweeping rippled wave-caps against the boat’s hull. Above us, 

the sky was a solid dome unmarked by clouds or smoke; it was 

easy to understand then the old belief that the sun was but a 

hole in the firmament through which heaven’s light shone. On 

shore, we could see the small, flat-roofed houses and domed 

churches, presided over by a crumbling Venetian fortress that 

looked like a strict stepfather enfeebled with age. After we’d 

gone out a distance from shore and were but a matchstick in the 

stream, the sailors turned off the engines and we drifted into 

complete calmness.  
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 Then it was time for lunch. They brought out sandwiches, 

grilled chicken, Greek salads and retsina. I only had one 

glass--my morning swim had helped me recover from the previous 

night’s drinking, but not completely. During the lunch, James 

asked me if I wanted to go swimming again--his tone had a slight 

edge of sarcasm, or perhaps lewdness or some other dubious 

element. I answered sincerely that I was tired, which I was, too 

tired to swing verbal staffs with him. 

 By the time we returned, preparations for the evening meal 

were already well underway. (We were eating early so that James 

and I could board the train for Hagias Cyrus that evening.)  The 

lobby was decorated with curtains, a few statues dragged in from 

the grounds somewhere (the grounds were, I gathered, quite 

large, and we had only seen a small fraction of them), and a 

fountain (with visible hose running into the kitchen). A long 

narrow table ran half the length of the room, undoubtedly chosen 

to exude an air of majesty, but as the only people seated there 

were James, Katya, Thaddeus and I, it seemed rather empty and 

sad, like a pavilion in the rain. But I couldn’t complain about 

that, since at this dinner I was seated next to Katya. As we sat 

down, she kissed me on the cheek and placed her hand over mine. 

Then she slipped something into my shirt pocket. When I had a 

moment, I held the pocket open with my index finger to look--it 

was one of the photos of her the puppeteer had taken, standing 

proudly with hands on hips, almost naked. Below the table, my 

fingers found her leg and caressed it lightly. She shifted in 

her seat slightly and her calf nestled against my shin. 

 Not surprisingly, I guess, given where we were, the 

evening’s meal consisted mostly of seafood dishes, fish fillets, 

shrimp, mussels, oysters, calamari and octopus. There were 
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steamed vegetables, too, French onion soup, and melon served 

throughout. The meal consisted less of traditional courses, such 

as soup, salad, fish, etc., than a series of dishes that blended 

together beautifully but could not be broken down into 

categories. Even more impressive than the food was the service--

the waiters floated in and out, completely unobtrusively and 

with complete efficiency. James tried to make small talk with an 

older waitress, but she replied with short courteous words that 

canceled the flirtation instantly. At that time, I began to get 

a better grasp of what Thaddeus intended for the estate and of 

the possibilities here if he could pull it off. While we ate, 

two musicians, a guitarist and a violinist played quietly near 

the door to the arcade. The choice of instruments was careful 

and perfect--they gave us a surface of music over which our 

conversation floated effortlessly, always present but never 

overbearing. Even James, despite being shot down by the 

waitress, seemed to relax and enjoy himself for the first time 

since we arrived at Pan’s Retreat. 

 After dinner, we all procured cocktails and made our way 

slowly out into the courtyard. At the stage, a metal tree of 

lights was set up illuminating a small puppet theater which 

Katya’s friend had prepared for our entertainment. The playing 

area was enclosed on three sides with canvas walls painted to 

look like a park, and the only set pieces separate from the 

background were a bench, a lamp post and a large tree. A metal 

bowl sat on the stage just below the playing area. After we were 

seated, the puppeteer and a younger woman approached--the woman 

went immediately behind the set while the puppeteer walked 

straight to the edge of the stage and bowed.  
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 “Under the Roman empire,” he began in heavily accented 

English, “theatre on Sodor deteriorated. Though our traditional 

theatre, a gift from the Greeks, continued in many forms, it 

lost the vitality it had prior to the invasion. The performance 

you are about to see is rooted in a traditional form of theatre 

that was exercised with living actors rather than puppets at 

first, then with a mix of live actors and puppets. It was an 

attempt to revive Sodorian theatre and give it a flavor that 

would distinguish it from Greek comedies and tragedies. The 

Byzantine Christians found this form of theatre offensive, and 

it was exterminated forever in the eleven hundreds, until we 

revive it with puppets.” 

 “I should point out,” Katya whispered to me, “that he’s 

made all that up. This isn’t related to Sodorian theatre, it’s 

all Enrikos’ invention.” 

 The action of the play was fairly simple, and like the 

performance I’d seen at the Ankar Temple, free of dialogue. 

After a short musical prelude, during which an elaborate 

marionette snake slithered across the stage (this apparently had 

nothing to do with the play itself), a young woman entered. She 

made an elaborate show of looking around the four corners of the 

set, then she ducked behind the large tree. When she re-emerged, 

she was wearing only a bikini. She came down to the edge of the 

set, and I realized that I was looking at a puppet version of 

Katya. The face was a caricature, of course, but the resemblance 

was unmistakable. I turned to her--she was staring right at the 

stage and smiling broadly as her puppet version lay down and 

flexed her legs seductively. At the edge of the set, a short, 

bald man appeared, noticed her, then hid behind a tree and 

stared at her--as he did, a very large erection rose up in his 
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pants, then, (I’m not quite sure how they did this, but it 

seemed to require at least three hands) his pants ripped open 

and fell off, leaving him in just a shirt with his penis 

sticking straight out in front of him. (And yes, it was me. Was 

I being scolded for my behavior that morning?  It turned out I 

wasn’t, but at the time, I got a bit peevish, crossed my arms 

over my chest, and looked at the ceiling.)  “Don’t pout,” Katya 

whispered into my ear, “it’s all in good fun.”  Then she 

squeezed my leg with her hand, and I relaxed a little. The woman 

noticed the man, but he didn’t realize that, being too busy 

trying to hide his now naked cock. She got up on her hands and 

knees and snuck over to where he was standing, then leapt up. 

The man jumped, high into the air, then tried to run, but the 

woman grabbed him by his cock, swung him around into the air, 

back and forth, then finally hurled him to the ground where he 

lay, still erect, rolling a little from side to side, presumably 

from pain. The woman leapt behind the tree, and when she re-

emerged, she was completely naked, and a bit altered--there were 

horns on her head, and a long pointed tail swinging from her 

surprisingly erotic (for a puppet) buttocks. She leapt upon the 

man and started to screw him with vigorous motions. I turned and 

glanced at Katya. Her expression had changed. Now she was the 

one with arms crossed, and her lower jaw was thrust forward. On 

the stage, a red-faced devil with horns and a pitchfork suddenly 

entered from the rear and jumped onto the bench just behind the 

fornicating couple. The woman saw him first, screamed, and leapt 

up, then the man did pretty much the same thing. The devil 

chased them both around the stage for awhile with his pitchfork, 

and a series of elaborate slapstick moments occurred. At last he 

forced them both to jump into the metal bowl at the edge of the 
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stage. Suddenly there was music, loud and percussive. The devil 

began to dance, and as his odd gavotte reached a manic pace, 

little balls of flame descended from above the set into the 

bowl. I looked up and saw Enrikos’ assistant tossing burning 

wads of paper at the two bowled puppets. Enrikos and his 

assistant then shrieked at once, a blood-freezing shriek, and 

the two puppets burst into flame. They jumped up and began 

dancing as they burned, imitating, though not as well, the 

devil’s steps, then they fell back into the bowl, and the devil 

danced offstage laughing. Katya stood up and walked back towards 

the lobby. I tried to follow, but James stopped me. He, 

Thaddeus, and the rest of the hotel staff were all clapping 

enthusiastically.  

 “What did you think?” James asked, hand on my arm, eyes 

alive with something. . . I just wasn’t interested then, mumbled 

something moving past him, shaking my arm like I’d been stung by 

a hornet. 

 Outside, there was very little electric light, and the moon 

was down. I looked around the front of the hotel but saw no sign 

of Katya. I did hear voices shouting near the arcade, but by the 

time I got around to the room entrances, whoever had been 

shouting was gone. I was horrified. I realized that I was the 

target of Enrikos’ cruel satire, a result of our confrontation 

at the Anka Temple, but Katya obviously misunderstood and 

believed she was the joke’s butt. I searched for half an hour 

without success. 

 I don’t think I went back inside. The rest of it is all a 

blur, I think Thaddeus might have apologized, or he might have 

chastised, I’m not sure, anyway he spoke mostly to James, who 
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just nodded no matter what he was saying and smiled with 

predatory but weary teeth.  

 During the ride to the train James delivered a monologue 

that caricatured Thaddeus’ entire enterprise as the attempt to 

make a soufle with crow’s eggs. Then he whined about how much he 

hated Chicago, then we were both very quiet till we got on the 

train.  Once we’d taken our seats, James took out his 

typewriter case and opened it up. Inside, in place of the 

machine, were five bottles, three rakis, one vodka and one Irish 

whisky. 

 “It’s an even trade,” said James. “That typewriter wasn’t 

cheap.” 

 James began to celebrate the “end of his career” as the 

train rolled slowly over the contours of the island’s surface. 

Near Hagias Cyrus, we could see campfires burning here and there 

and some old RVs, some without wheels, on small roads that 

crossed the tracks. The ride was shorter than I remembered. At 

the station, I took a bottle of raki from James and walked, 

alone, to my hotel. I was ready to go back to the U.S., then, 

where my troubles were familiar. 

 When I reached the hotel, it was after nine o’clock, but to 

my surprise, Katya was waiting in the lobby, seated near the 

desk in one of a row of chairs. There was a small box on the 

seat next to her. When she saw me, she stood, picked up the box 

and approached. I got my key, and we walked to my room. 

 “You vanished,” I said. “I thought you were angry with me.” 

 “I was looking for Enrikos,” said Katya. “He ran to his car 

and left his assistant behind.” 
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 “It’s my fault,” I said. I related the incident at the Anka 

Temple. Katya paused and seemed to be mulling it over, then she 

laughed out loud. 

 We sat on the bed and chatted a bit more, and she gave me 

the box, which was a present. An odd present--she asked me 

several times whether I liked it, a small statue of a satyr, 

made of soapstone, I think, with very detailed hair, horns, and 

eyes. It was playing a lyre while standing on one leg, and in 

front of him, his erection stood out rigidly perpendicular to 

his body, too large in proportion to the rest of him. . .”The 

satyr wasn’t a very positive figure in old mythology,” she said, 

“it was the animal side of us, drunkenness and lust, but I’ve 

always liked them.”  If I’d known what was coming, I may not 

have. . . no that’s a damn lie, I would have with glee. 

 I placed the satyr on the table next to the bed. As I did, 

I felt the stiff paper in my pocket, the photo Katya had given 

me, and I remembered the lie James had told her. Was the photo 

Enrikos took her way of offering herself as a replacement for my 

imaginary ex-lover?  I wanted to tell her the truth, in fact, I 

tried to think back, wondering whether her flirtation had begun 

before or after she had seen the image of the beautiful woman 

supposedly enamored of me--I couldn’t. In the end, I said 

nothing, I let the whole matter slip away, because as I 

considered it she (and I next to her) sitting on the edge of the 

bed, kissed me.  

 Her tongue in my mouth was the snake scitalis, from Latin 

lore, so beautiful a man stops dead upon seeing it, feeling it 

in my case--this was the first time our mouths met and with that 

dart of her tongue, she killed all of my doubts--they lay 

scattered on the floor like old newspaper sheets crumpled for 
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the fireplace. I slept fitfully after, waking up satyr-like at 

least five times, imagining her slipping from my sheets, just 

beyond my reach. Each time, I drank a glass of raki, but. . . 
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Day 5:  Satyrs 

 By morning I was sober. I expected a message from James, 

but there was none, nor was there one after breakfast, and in 

fact not until I checked again near eleven did the desk clerk 

hand me two notes, dictated to him over the phone-- 

 James:  “Please come over as soon a you get the chance. I’m 

trying one last thing.” 

 Katya:  “Lunch today at 12:30?  Call me if problem, 

010-212.” 

 I knew that if I went over to James’ place, he’d have me 

running around the island for the rest of the day. Perhaps he 

shouldn’t have included certain information (trying one last 

thing), for though he fancied himself an adventurer the fact 

was, as I was remembering, perhaps I’d forgotten on purpose, was 

that he liked to be taken care of and needed help from everyone 

he knew when he became embroiled in his, let’s face the hard 

facts, self-created crises. Perhaps I felt a twinge of guilt, 

but I’d ask Katya to drop me off at his place after lunch, could 

always claim I’d gotten his note on the way out to meet her, or 

even after returning. 

 At twelve fifteen, after showering a second time, I went 

down to the lobby to meet her; she was nearly half an hour late, 

and I have to say I was getting worried, but then she arrived, 

smiling, stunning, wearing a white linen skirt and a black tank 

top, sandals, no jewelry. There were two lines of sweat running 

down her neck, and her hair was a tangled mess from driving with 

the windows open. I felt my bald crown which the sun had tanned 

a grocery sack brown in four short days. She kissed me lightly 

on the lips, then we got into her car. 
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 The drive took us down the shoreline, away from the 

medieval town, then inland to the southern tip of New Town. The 

restaurant was a flat roofed two story building painted light 

blue, flanked by two similar buildings painted white. The host 

took us through the restaurant which was dark and stuffy out to 

the rear terrace, which was little more than a cement porch 

enclosed by a plain black iron fence. The terrace overlooked a 

long field with tall grass and a few lime trees cut through by a 

dirt road and two sets of railroad tracks. It was peaceful, but 

not exactly picturesque. The only other diners were two pairs of 

middle aged men drinking red wine and picking over salads and 

omelettes. One of the pairs left as the waiter approached and 

took our drink orders, white wine for Katya, gin and tonic for 

me. 

 “It’s basic,” said Katya, “but the food is very good.” 

 “Have you talked to James today?” I asked her. 

 “Why would I?” she said. 

 “I got a message from him,” I said. “He wanted me to come 

to his apartment this morning.” 

 “Of course he did,” she said. 

 She was sitting across a small square table from me. The 

waiter brought our drinks and took our orders, Greek salad for 

Katya, fish sandwich and olive plate for me. Katya leaned back 

in her chair, slipped off her sandals and put her feet up on the 

chair to my right. I promised myself I would stop talking about 

James.  

 As the waiter brought our food and gave the last pair of 

men their bill, our conversation turned to frivolous topics, a 

light breeze of words that floated past barely noticeable, and I 

found myself feeling so comfortable with her that I at last did 
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what I should have done much sooner--I complimented her on her 

beauty. She smiled without shyness and offered me with her 

fingers a piece of cucumber from her salad, her finger following 

cucumber into my mouth where it lingered for a moment before 

withdrawing to pick up the spoon next to her plate. She shifted 

in her chair, feet leaving empty seat, and with an odd smile let 

the spoon drop to the floor then looked at me again, eyebrows 

arched with expectancy. I shrugged and climbed off of my seat, 

knelt on the floor and reached for the spoon. As I did, she 

extended her leg and rubbed her foot against my thigh, then 

withdrew a little, and I followed her leg under the table bent 

over to keep my head clear of it until I was kneeling between 

her legs, and I turned my attentions first to one, then the 

other, as on the previous day, touching her ankles and her 

calves which were shaved smooth. I started kissing them, licking 

them, first the hard bone of ankle, then up the side of her 

calves, turning left right left right her hand pulled her skirt 

up slowly uncovering skin and leading the way past her knees to 

her soft thighs left right left right I licked and nibbled her 

hand then on my head softly encouraging until she whispered, 

“Waiter.”  I quickly scrambled out from under the table with her 

spoon in my hand. The waiter politely offered to replace it. 

 Katya ordered a second glass of wine, though I was ready to 

leave, but she. . . the pace was different, Americans don’t 

embrace the slow build-up. . . I got a glass of ice water which 

I downed quickly, but Katya finished her lunch slowly with her 

foot resting in my lap, I couldn’t eat anymore, except for 

playing with a few olives. 

 It was close to siesta time when we left, and the street 

was deserted except for an old woman dressed all in black 
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dragging behind her a wooden wagon with a single grocery sack in 

it. Before we got in, she leaned against the car, and I kissed 

her, in her flat heeled sandals she was only a bit taller, she 

leaning over, opening me with her scitalis again but removing my 

hand from her breast but not immediately. The car was hot, 

though the windows had been rolled down, and I started to sweat 

as she pulled slowly away from the curb, then a breeze stirred 

as she accelerated. 

 “I should probably go see James,” I said. “Are you going 

back to work?” 

 “Not yet,” she said. 

 She took my hand, put it between her legs and held it 

there. Her skirt rode up to her waist. She slowed down, and at 

the end of the street, she turned south, away from the town; in 

a couple of minutes, we were bouncing slowly down the dirt road 

I’d spied from the restaurant, then, near a lime tree she 

stopped and got out. I got out with her and we kissed again she 

leaning against the car. The buildings at the southern end of 

Hagias Cyrus were plainly visible, and anyone in any one of them 

could have seen us without too much trouble, though the lime 

tree did give us a little shelter. Katya, apparently oblivious 

to their observation of us, (theoretical, granted, it was) 

opened the door to the back seat and sat down, then pulled me 

towards her by the hand, and I knelt again between her legs, 

kissing those wonderful thighs with her hands on the back of my 

head, gentle pressure pulling me in. I took off her underpants, 

kissed thighs, the rough hair around her cunt, the joint where 

leg meets loin, my finger entered slowly first then my tongue 

plunged in, slowly and lightly at first then vigorously she lay 

back on the seat moving, her hands fast on my head. I could feel 
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something on the ground pricking my knee, but it was easy to 

ignore. Katya made a noise and shuddered from hip to head from 

foot to belly, I stabbed at her twice with my (perhaps 

presumptuous to call it that now) scitalis just to feel her 

shudder again then I moved away. She sat up and hugged me tight, 

her hand slipped down to my cock which was partly hard perhaps 

jealous of my tongue. 

 “Can you wait?” she said sympathetically, though she 

continued to gently manipulate through cloth, “I’ve already been 

away from work too long, and now I have to go home and get a new 

skirt. But it was worth it.” 

 “I can wait,” I said, she squeezed, I, becoming a fan of 

the slow build-up, smiled. 

 “Will you spend the night with me tonight?” she asked. “My 

apartment isn’t a palace, but it’s nice.” 

 “I’d love to.” 

 The drive to James’ place didn’t take long at all. Before I 

got out of the car, she kissed me again on the mouth, pricked me 

with her tongue and touched my prick with her hand. 

 On the sidewalk just in front of the steps leading up to 

the front door, lay James’ radio, in hundreds of little pieces. 

It looked as though it had been smashed with a hammer before 

being thrown from the apartment. I looked at my watch as I 

climbed the stairs, almost three o’clock, five hours to go until 

I was to meet Katya again, and James would be pissed that I was 

this late--certainly whatever he had in mind wouldn’t take five 

hours, though. I knocked at the door. There was no response, but 

I could hear some noise in the apartment, undefinable noise, 

some kind of scratching and shuffling. I tried to remind myself 

that I never would have come to Sodor had it not been for James’ 
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invitation. I knocked again. I heard the sharp smack of 

something hitting the door, a short interval, then another sharp 

smack. The door opened then, and James stood there glowering. 

 “Where the hell have you been?” he said. Before I could 

answer, he turned and headed for the kitchen. 

 “I had lunch with Katya,” I said, coming in and standing in 

the living room. 

 James started mixing up a gin and tonic. He held the bottle 

up to me, but I shook my head. 

 “That bitch is going to put your feet in cement and throw 

you overboard,” he said. “I know you’re not going to fucking 

listen, but when it happens, I want you to remember I tried to 

stop you.” 

 “She’s been better company than you, lately,” I said, 

quietly. 

 “A coyote is cheerful as long as it’s eating,” said James. 

 “I don’t even know what that’s supposed to mean,” I said. 

 “Forget it, I won’t talk about her anymore,” he said. “I 

needed to talk to you, listen, forget her for a little while and 

just listen, I’m fucked. Not only do I not have enough for two 

articles, but the editor called me today, and the ten thousand 

words for the main article has been chopped to five, which means 

I’m already in the red for this trip, and the five thousand 

words are due tomorrow. You know what that means?” 

 “Is it finished?” I asked, looking straight at the gin and 

tonic in his hand. 

 “No, it isn’t fucking finished,” said James. “That’s not 

the point. The point is that tomorrow, I’m either on a jet plane 

back to Chicago, or I’m washing dishes in somebody’s kitchen.” 

 “What about Nikos?” I said. 
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 “There’s nothing he can do, really. I mean, he could let me 

stay with him for awhile, but he couldn’t really help me with 

money.” 

 “You said you had one last chance,” I said. 

 “Right,” said James, “It was Nikos’ idea. He’s coming here 

with a new typewriter, he should be here any minute. Then we’ll 

go.” 

 “What is it?” I asked. 

 “I don’t know,” said James, “some kind of giant fish thing, 

it’s part of some amusement park, I guess it’s mostly for kids, 

but what the hell, it’s better than olive trees.” 

 For the next twenty minutes or so, we waited. I looked at 

my hands; the skin on the side of my thumbs had dried, and tiny 

cracks criss-crossed them like dry streams. Feeling a bit 

anxious, I resolved at last to make myself a drink, but when I 

went into James’ kitchen, I saw, on the small card table 

cluttered with bottles, papers and books, a small figurine in 

the shape of a satyr. It was the exact image of the statuette 

Katya had given to me, though a bit smaller. But before I could 

ask James about it, Nikos arrived. We went down to his car, and 

once again I sat in back. 

 We rode down the western coast of the island, passing 

through several small towns, a large hotel complex and a small 

marina. James asked Nikos a couple of questions about the place 

we were visiting, but the windows were rolled down, and I 

couldn’t hear. After an hour of driving, we turned away from the 

shore and entered a small park. There were a few tables here and 

there, an old swing set and, about a hundred yards from the 

parking area, what I assumed to be the object of our visit. It 

was a gigantic fish, not a real fish, of course, it was made of 
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probably plastic, painted blue and green, scales shining beneath 

the sun. There were only three other cars parked there, and I 

saw one small family playing around the swing set. The fish was 

even more impressive as we got closer; it was at least three 

stories tall, and its scales were green and blue plexiglass 

windows that gave it an odd iridescence. James was obviously 

excited--he had his camera out and was snapping away. 

 The disappointment didn’t hit until we were inside the 

thing. The whole fish was hollow, supported inside by a 

spiderweb of iron bars. Stairs and ladders climbed up to the top 

where you could look out at the sea through the tinted scales, 

and though the light coming through them, colored blue and 

green, gave an eerie underwater feeling, the place was basically 

just dismal and dirty despite that. The floor was littered with 

paper, retsina bottles, and even a used condom, and rust was 

starting to show on two of the ladders and some of the support 

rods. 

 “I don’t know,” I said. “Looks like another dead end.” 

 “Are you kidding?” said James. “This is perfect. This is 

just what Americans love, novelty, it’s like something you’d see 

in Weird New Jersey. Okay, I mean, we won’t be taking any 

pictures inside, but here. . . we’ll go back out, come on. I 

won’t get another article out of it, but maybe an extra thousand 

words, it’ll be good for another few days at least. It’s 

refreshing to see something that just is. Christ, every thing 

you see on this island is justified by history. This lump of 

rock was part of a field where the Greek invaders first fought a 

campaign under general Agaflembottom. It gets so tiresome.” 

 We went back out and circled around it. On the seaward side 

resting on a short stand and protected by plexiglass was a large 
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rendering, a faded picture of the park with the fish and several 

other large sea creatures around it--an octopus, a nautilus, a 

crab, a dolphin, all connected by tubes and bridges. Apparently 

whoever had built this intended it to be a giant aquatic 

playground, but the rendering was plainly old, and it was 

doubtful that the great fish’s friends would ever be joining the 

party. James was still popping his camera as if snapping the 

shutter were a nervous tick.  

 “I can get a graphic artist at the mag to enhance this,” he 

said, snapping five or six shots of the rendering, “so it 

doesn’t look so pathetic.” 

 “You think they’re ever going to build the rest of this?” I 

said. 

 “Well, neither of us knows for sure, now, do we?” said 

James. “Do you see anyone who looks like they work here?” 

 He started wandering away from the fish. Nikos followed. I 

looked around, but I didn’t move, the pale rendering held my 

interest for a long time. James and Nikos were dots on a low 

hill, there were gulls tacking in the sky, gulls, too, on the 

ground near the other small family by the swings, then James and 

Nikos were gone. Thinking I might get a better vantage point, I 

went back into the fish and climbed up to the top. A few of the 

plexiglass scales had been punched out, and here and there were 

things written in Greek, in the island dialect, something in 

Turkish, even an odd script that I thought might be Armenian. No 

English. From the top, I saw a few sailboats out on the water, 

then I went across a narrow walkway and looked out the other 

side at the park. No sign of James or Nikos. 
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 I climbed back down and went to the car--deserted. By my 

watch, three hours to go, but at least one of that for travel 

back to Hagias Cyrus--a two hour margin. 

 It had dropped to one by the time I saw them again. James 

was skipping down the hill with Nikos, smiling. Nikos, though, 

looked doubtful. 

 “We found a conservatoire,” said James. “That’s what he 

called himself. The plans are still on, this fish is only a year 

old, they’re building the next one this fall.” 

 “Where have you been?” I asked. “Looking for conservatoires 

this whole time?” 

 “Had to find a phone,” said James. “Had to call Scott back 

in Chi-town, just to get the go ahead. I’m going to email the 

photos to him tomorrow, if I can get to a place with electricity 

on this island.” 

 We went back to the car. A bit nervous, I was urging them 

to head back. I wanted to shower again before--I didn’t say her 

name. James, though still in a good mood, can be overly 

sensitive regarding people he imagines have disappointed him, 

part of his method for creating crises, I guess. 

 We’d just passed through one of the small towns, Nikos 

driving more lazily than any Sodorian I’d seen on any road, but 

given the condition of his car (James’ excuse--he apprehended 

immediately my awareness that the ride back then threatened to 

consume ninety minutes) it was maybe understandable. When he 

pulled over to the side of the road, cut the engine and parked, 

my irritation must have shown immediately, because James turned 

around in his seat and put a reassuring hand on my shoulder. His 

gesture had the opposite effect--in that moment, my image of him 

changed completely, and I was nearly certain that this whole 
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trip had been a ruse to keep me away from town and from Katya; 

the only unclear matter was whether his maliciousness was aimed 

at Katya or at me. Nikos made a big show of playing with the 

ignition, flopping his hand around as he gripped the keys before 

complaining that the car wouldn’t start, but the puppet strings 

were visible, the show empty artifice. I looked through the back 

window--I could see the flat roofed, one story houses on the 

edge of a small town--it’d take me maybe twenty minutes to walk 

there. About fifty feet from the right side of the road was a 

train track. Yet I would be taking a big risk, since I’d only 

ridden the train three times and had no idea about its general 

running. . . James was pretending to call out on his cell phone, 

then, with a show of resignation complaining that he couldn’t 

reach whoever the hell. . . I got out of the car, and James got 

out and came over to the side of the road where I stood facing 

the twenty minutes of road and the little buildings that looked 

like dice dropped by accident at the side of the road. 

 “What are you doing?” he said. “Nikos can call his brother. 

It won’t take long.” 

 “I’m going to take a chance there’s a train at this town,” 

I said. “If I lose, I’m going to take another chance that 

there’s a telephone.” 

 “I think you should wait with us,” said James. “Outside 

Hagias Cyrus, they don’t really like tourists here, you’ll just 

get the runaround, then they’ll tell you to walk, and that’s the 

best case scenario.” 

 “I suspect you’re trying to keep me from seeing Katya 

tonight,” I said. “I’m sorry, that may be unfair, but you 

haven’t exactly been. . . well, I don’t know, maybe helpful, if 

that’s the right. . .” 
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 “That bitch is going to eat you for breakfast,” said James. 

“I’m trying to save your ass, you don’t know her. You’re my 

friend. Why would I do anything to make you unhappy?” 

 “I really have no idea,” I said, “but I think it’s your own 

happiness you need to worry about now.” 

 Actually, truth be told, I don’t remember if I said that 

last sentence to his face or if it came to me as I was walking 

towards the town. If the latter is true, it must have occurred 

to me only after I got out of range of James’ voice, because he 

started to yell at my back as it receded from his view, calling 

Katya a number of names, me a number of names, requesting that I 

no longer talk to, write, email, phone him then some incoherent 

stuff about travelling and freedom, then his words, in the 

distance, dribbled down to babbling noise then silence. 

 It was almost as if escaping James improved my situation by 

some strange associative spell. The town, to my surprise, did 

have a train station, and I arrived at it just twenty minutes 

before the train to Hagias Cyrus. I looked at my watch. It was 

just after seven, the sun was low on the horizon, and though I 

had less than an hour, my arrival was assured. When the train 

passed by the spot where Nikos’ car supposedly had broken down, 

it wasn’t there. 

 Katya was waiting in the lobby when I walked in, and the 

sight of her had startling recuperative powers. I asked her if 

she’d been waiting long, and she shook her head. I was sweaty 

and dusty from the walk, so we put off dinner long enough for me 

to have a quick shower. The image of her sitting on a chair in 

my room, those beautiful legs crossed, drinking a glass of wine 

was the only thing in my mind while I got ready.  
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 Holding hands, we walked out into the cooling night air and 

the narrow, high walled street and made our liesurely way to a 

square with a pottery shop, an artist’s studio, and the 

restaurant that Katya had chosen. The streets that had once 

confounded me now seemed charming. The open area outside the 

place was crowded, but inside there were only a few occupied 

tables. Katya knew both the host and the waiter, but she didn’t 

say much to either of them apart from simple greetings. Two 

glasses of very cold white wine already stood on our table. 

 “So how was James?” she asked. 

 “I think he tried to stop me from coming here,” I said. 

“I’m not sure why, unless he’s finally lost his mind.” 

 “Is he in serious trouble?” she asked. 

 “I don’t know,” I said. “We went to this giant fish today, 

he seems to think it’s worth writing about.”  

 “A giant fish?” said Katya. “I don’t understand what 

Americans want when they travel.” 

 I opened the menu. There were some Italian and German 

dishes on it and a lot of seafood. I had the calamari garnished 

with shrimp, Katya had the chicken marsala. I felt myself 

calming down, perhaps due to my second glass of wine. 

 “You look very beautiful tonight,” I said. 

 “I came right from work,” said Katya. “If I’d gone home 

first, I could have looked more glamorous, but I was impatient.” 

 “Me, too. I walked away from James and Nikos. I took a 

train from some little town,” I said. 

 “So now that you’ve seen a little more of the island, how 

do you like it?” she asked. 
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 “It’s beautiful,” I said. “There’s something about being 

close to the ocean. I was a little surprised, though, that there 

weren’t more ruins from ancient Greece.” 

 “Oh, that,” said Katya, “that’s one of the things that’s 

holding up our tourist industry, if you want to know the truth. 

And you wouldn’t believe how confused the people here are about 

that. They don’t have much regard for the ancients, it’s the 

Byzantines they’re all enamored of, even though the empire used 

this island as a toilet. They dumped their heretics here, then 

sold the island to Venice for less than a what house in 

Constantinople would have cost. When the Turks invaded, not one 

soldier defending the island was a Byzantine.” 

 “You’re a history buff,” I said. “You haven’t mentioned it 

until now.” 

 “What’s buff?” asked Katya. 

 “A student, follower, enthusiast, something like that,” I 

said. 

 “It comes with the job. And it’s rather entertaining to 

mark the two histories, the one for the tourists, then the real 

one. For instance, there was a Turkish library across from the 

mosque, you know, the red mosque, but it was burned to the 

ground by the Greeks in the nineteenth century. If you buy a 

guidebook printed here, you’d never read about it.” 

 “Do you know the story of Hypatia of Alexandria?” I asked 

her. This was one of only a handful of historical anecdotes I 

knew.  

 “I don’t think so,” she said. 

 “Hypatia was a noblewoman who lived in Alexandria, Egypt in 

the fourth and fifth centuries. The Christians then were just 

starting to outnumber the pagans in the Roman empire. Hypatia 
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was a pagan, she was a philosopher and mathematician, world 

famous, people came from all over just to study with her. She’s 

considered by a lot of people to be the first important female 

mathematician, even though that’s just anecdotal, since most of 

her writings were lost. She’d walk through the streets and start 

teaching neo-Platonist philosophy to anyone who was interested, 

for free. The governor of Alexandria was named Orestes, he was 

appointed by the emperor, and he was her friend. He gave her the 

freedom to speak her mind to anyone, especially people in power, 

this was a right reserved for important philosophers and 

educators, and the Christians were livid with anger. Eventually, 

a guy named Cyril was appointed to head the church in 

Alexandria, and he started to build up his own power base so 

that he could make the church, not the government, the final 

authority. He started to undermine Orestes’ authority, he 

organized demonstrations, closed temples and churches, 

persecuted pagans, and he even seized all the property, the 

houses, the synagogues, everything, of every Jew in the city and 

forced them to leave. Anyway, when he felt that he was strong 

enough, he got a mob together, led by one of his goons, and they 

went to Hypatia’s house. She had a lot of visitors, the 

carriages lined the street outside her house, but that didn’t 

stop them. When she came to the door, they grabbed her, dragged 

her to a church, killed her and chopped up her body with the 

shards of ceramic roofing tiles. Then they burned the pieces of 

her body in various parts of the city.” 

 “That’s quite a story,” said Katya. 

 “Did you like it?” I said. 

 “Of course I did,” she said. 
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 “She’s something of a patron saint among the librarians I 

work with,” I said, “because we all think of ourselves as the 

real guardians of knowledge, while the professors are all too 

busy crusading for their own agendas.” 

 We finished eating and declined dessert. I left money on 

the table, and we walked out of the restaurant holding hands. We 

were the only people in the street leading out of the square, 

but when we turned into a wider street flanked with shops, we 

joined a small crowd that was stirring about slowly like mud in 

a stream. The lights were dim, and the town’s wall seemed to 

tower even higher, its yellow stone merging with the black sky. 

Outside the gate, the road hummed with traffic. Katya drove us 

to her apartment, three spacious rooms (kitchen excluded) in a 

four story white apartment building with balconies on all sides 

and a modern-looking set of glass doors at the entryway. Her 

balcony was festooned with a colorful silk awning and an iron 

bench that looked identical to those at Thaddeus’ hotel. The 

walls inside were white, only one painting of a man in a boat 

hung on a wall, and other than that, the only decorations were a 

bust of Apollo, a couple of copies of ancient Greek urns with 

battle scenes and pastoral scenes, and a satyr statue, similar 

to mine but larger. Katya motioned towards the couch, and I sat 

down while she poured two glasses of ouzo. She slipped off her 

shoes and sat next to me, half turned towards me with her legs 

folded. I reached out and put just one finger on the hem of her 

skirt. She caught my hand, lifted it to her face, and licked my 

index finger slowly. 

 “I have a favor to ask you,” she said, almost whispering. 

“If you say no, it’s all right, just promise you won’t be angry 

with me for asking, or that you won’t make fun of me.” 
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 “I promise,” I said. She hesitated. “What is it?”  Her hand 

guided mine to her breast, smooth and soft beneath her tank top. 

 “There is a little game I like to play,” she said. “You 

know about satyrs, right?  You pretend to be a satyr, and I’m a 

huntress who has captured you. To regain your freedom, you must 

obey me.” 

 I considered her request in silence. But not for long. I 

tried to picture myself as a satyr, but I wasn’t successful. It 

was an odd game, but not by a long shot the oddest thing I’d 

ever heard, even if it was the oddest sexual request I’d 

personally had, though that was probably more my own failing 

than Katya’s.  

 She left the room and returned a few moments later with a 

large wooden box held closed by a padlock. She opened it up and 

took out what looked like an animal skin and a cloth sack. She 

held up the skin, which turned out to be a pair of legs (goats, 

satyrs and devils) held together by a wide belt. 

 “You wear these,” she said, “like pants. Or really, more 

like the cowboys, what do you call them?  Chaps, yes, chaps.” 

 I took them from her, stood and held them up as if to check 

the size. They weren’t, thank god, real animal skins. They ended 

with plastic, elongated hooves that were, apart from the 

proportion, quite realistic looking. 

 “You have to take your clothes off,” she said, giggling as 

I held them up to my waist. 

 I stripped quickly and slipped on the goat legs. Once in 

them, I had to walk on the balls of my feet (they rested on the 

tops of the plastic hooves)--at Katya’s request, I crossed the 

room twice, and by that time I was moving fairly easily. 

Everything above my thighs was completely exposed, my buttocks, 
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my genitals, and I have to admit, I felt a bit awkward, but 

Katya’s smile helped me put that aside. She led me to the sofa 

where I sat down, then she took a pair of short, white horns 

attached to a strip of curved plastic from the cloth sack. She 

put them on my head--the plastic strip was surprisingly secure, 

and as I shook my head back and forth, it didn’t move at all. A 

thick leather collar and leash were the next items to appear in 

her hands--she held them out to me as if for approval, but after 

wearing a pair of fake goat legs and horns this addition seemed 

less than shocking. I shrugged, she put the collar on me, then 

stepped back. 

 “Remember,” she said, “I’ve captured you.”  The leash’s 

handle drooped to the floor. The last costume piece was a large 

ring with a small knob attached to the edge. Katya pinched the 

knob then held it out to me. 

 “Satyrs were sculpted always in an aroused state,” she 

said. “Maybe this isn’t for you, it doesn’t work with everybody. 

You’d like to try, though, no?” 

 I touched the ring; it vibrated gently and quietly. Katya 

knelt in front of me and slipped the ring over my penis. I was 

already growing aroused, and as she touched me, as I felt the 

ring vibrating against me, my penis started to become erect. 

After she had the ring down around its base, she leaned forward 

and rubbed just the tip against her lips, her tongue on the edge 

of the mushroom cap, and I was hard as stone. The ring humming 

gently against me was, I have to admit, extremely pleasant and 

(though I don’t want to diminish Katya’s effect on me) kept me 

satyr-like upon the leash by which I was led again around the 

room. Like an actor whose costume affects his performance, I 

started to move, though probably looking more ape-like than 
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faunish as I followed her into the bedroom. Kneeling on the 

floor in front of her was actually a pleasant relief after being 

on toe-point. . .she ordered me to undress her, that I did 

slowly then she kissed me pulling me close to her with the 

leash. She lay back on the bed and I covered her body with 

kisses, her breasts, her belly, thighs, even her toes, still 

slightly dusty from the dry summer roads. Rolling me onto my 

back, fingers in my mouth, leash padlocked to the headboard, she 

was on me, I in her fucking slowly--my head was held down by the 

leash but my hands touched her breasts, her clit--then she 

stopped moving. I tried to encourage her with my hands and hips, 

but she pinned my arms under her knees. She paused, tickling my 

nipples then stood up slowly, stood over me took one step her 

feet by my shoulders and knelt down again meeting my eager 

tongue with her bearded lips. 

 After she came, she took the ring off my cock and sucked 

me--though she went slowly and tried to make it last, and 

certainly it was, but after all the game. . . I’ll skip ahead to 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Day 6:  Remains 

 The next morning, we repeated the game after a shower and 

coffee, though this time we were sitting on the sofa and I came 

inside her. Is that. . .? Perhaps the variations are not so 

important. 

 During the drive back to my hotel, she offered to help me 

arrange to extend my vacation. Hotel reservations would be easy; 

the only difficulty would be changing my flight. I didn’t agree 

right away, but told her I would consider it, only to seem as 

though my lungs and stomach were not doing cartwheels inside my 

abdomen. 

 I’d invited her to have breakfast with me at the hotel, but 

the clerk handed me, along with my room key, an urgent (becoming 

less urgent with repetition) message from James. I was holding 

it over a small wastebasket (his behavior the previous day had 

obliterated my sympathy), but Katya caught my wrist and took the 

message from me. 

 “Are you just going to ignore this?” she asked. 

 “Am I his servant?  He can just snap his fingers at me and 

then behave any way he wants to?” 

 “He’s a child,” she said, “but he’s also your friend. I’ll 

go with you.” 

 “What about breakfast?” I said. 

 “It can wait,” said Katya, then, most persuasively, she 

added, “my company will be your revenge.” 

 The pieces of broken radio had been cleaned up. I expected 

to see Nikos’ car parked in front of the building, but it was 

nowhere. Katya and I climbed the steps and knocked on the door--

four times with no response. Then I heard his voice shouting, 
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but I wasn’t sure it was at us. Finally he came to the door--

when he saw Katya his eyes squinted and his lips curled up like 

a dead leaf. 

 “I’m not sure I should let you in,” he said, probably to 

both of us. 

 “I didn’t want to come,” I said. “She talked me into it.” 

  He stood in the doorway in short pants and a white tank 

top, one hand on the door, one hand on the doorframe, and the 

rolled up skin around his eyes relaxed a little, but his lips 

stayed curled. Finally he stepped aside and gestured us in. The 

apartment was clean. A suitcase stood by the sofa, next to it 

was the typewriter case with a camera sitting on top of it. 

 “The magazine won’t pay my bill,” said James. “I owe rent, 

and I’ve got to get out of here. I cashed in my plane ticket, 

that ought to let me spend a few more days here. Maybe I’ll go 

to France and get myself deported.” 

 “Is it really that bad?” I said. 

 “I don’t want to leave,” said James. 

 “Did you pay your rent?” asked Katya. 

 “Right,” said James, “the landlady is a fucking friend of 

yours, first fucking priority, why don’t I just write you a 

check right now for your trouble.” 

 “I can talk to her,” said Katya, “don’t be so rude. She can 

probably be persuaded to wait. But if you leave without paying 

her, she’ll call the police. She’s as small minded as you are.” 

 James said nothing. 

 “Where’s Nikos?” I asked. 

 “I don’t know,” said James. “He’s supposed to get me to the 

mainland today. He was supposed to call, I don’t know, his 

fucking car probably exploded.” 
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 For proper effect, Katya’s phone should have rung just 

then, but it didn’t--first James took a bottle out of the 

typewriter case and had a drink, then I mentioned that if he’d 

had a radio we could have listened to music while we waited. 

Only after James dropped his glass on the floor while pouring a 

second drink, swept up the pieces, and poured a third into a 

fresh glass did her phone ring. 

 “Hello?” she said. “He’s not exactly my friend, I know his 

broth. . . I don’t have any idea why he’d even be there, let 

alone, I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do about it. I’m no 

longer speaking to Enrikos. Broken?  Again, why me?  I’m not a 

doctor. Yes he’s here. All right, we’re coming.” 

 “What’s going on?” I asked her. 

 “That was Thaddeus,” said Katya. “Nikos is at Pan’s 

Retreat. There was some kind of fight with Enrikos, I don’t know 

what it was all about. Nikos is waiting for us.” 

 “Nikos?  Why is he there?” said James. 

 “Something about a boat,” said Katya. “Can I ask why you 

need to sneak away from the island?” 

 “Are you deaf?” said James. “I haven’t paid my bills.” 

 “Is that all?” she said. 

 “Of course,” said James. 

 “All right,” said Katya, “are you going to come down to my 

car, or would you rather take the train?” 

 “I’ll go in your car, if it doesn’t cost me my soul,” said 

James. 

 There was a long silence after James’ comment, Katya and 

James were just standing there looking one another in the eye 

like old west gunfighters, then Katya shook her head. 
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 “You fucking asshole,” she said, then she left the 

apartment. 

 James and I followed quickly behind her. The car was 

running by the time we reached it. 

 We were all tense during the drive, and James, sitting in 

the back seat, was breathing impatiently and noisily; I could 

hear him even above the wind in the windows and the engine. The 

silence frustrated me; at one point, though, I turned to Katya 

and held my hands up to my head with my index fingers extended 

like little horns. She laughed, it started as a giggle then 

built up into an explosion of noise. I turned around to see if 

James was curious, but he was looking out the window. 

 We stopped in the driveway and stepped onto the blue tiled 

path. James left his suitcase in the car and came behind us 

slowly, hands in his pockets like a twelve-year-old who has been 

denied dessert. We were about halfway to the door when Enrikos 

came out, hands waving, shouting in the island dialect. He had a 

black eye and a bandage over his nose. A moment later, Nikos 

also emerged, yelling, too, though the two of them kept their 

distance. Both seemed to be yelling at James, but suddenly Katya 

emitted a string of syllables that silenced them and sent them 

back to the hotel. We followed. As soon as we were inside, 

Thaddeus appeared, waving his hands, accompanied by two large 

employees. One stood very close to Nikos, the other stood very 

close to Enrikos. 

 “I’m so glad to see you,” Thaddeus said to Katya. “It’s 

been like an asylum today. Nikos arrived with a fever on his 

brain. He ran around yelling at everyone, then went into the 

courtyard, ran up to Enrikos and began to hit him.” 
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 “Yes, well,” said Katya, “that’s a personal matter. They 

are both in the skillet, and they are blaming each other.” 

 “If we had guests, I’d have to have him arrested, but as it 

is. . .” said Thaddeus. 

 “He’ll be gone soon,” said Katya. “As for Enrikos, I think 

perhaps his form of entertainment isn’t so much suited for the 

quality of customer you’re trying to attract.” 

 “You are probably right,” said Thaddeus. 

 The two of them walked ahead of us and began to speak 

islander quietly. James tapped my shoulder. 

 “Come with me to get my suitcase,” he said. “I want to 

apologize.” 

 We turned and went out to the car. Beneath our feet, the 

blue tiles gleamed in the noon sun.  

 “Listen,” said James, “I know maybe I haven’t behaved as 

well as I could have, and I honestly am sorry, but I want you to 

know, I was always thinking about you, I mean, about what would. 

. . this doesn’t have anything to do with me or or my work, but 

I want you to know, Katya is, I promised I wouldn’t say 

anything, but don’t ever let yourself get to the point where you 

depend on her for anything. She’s like a cobra, you have to know 

how to handle her, she may be beautiful to look at, but she’s 

best admired from a distance.” 

 “You’re not going to stop, are you?” I said. “I was going 

to throw your message away this morning. . .” 

 “Come with us,” said James. “Or at least get on the plane 

today.” 

 “Sorry,” I said. “Nothing personal.” 

 James smiled wearily. He collected his things, and we went 

back to the lobby. Katya and Nikos were both there, but on 
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opposite ends, not talking to or looking at one another. Nikos 

and James went out together, Katya took my hand, and we followed 

down the steps to the beach. Tied up to the private pier was a 

small boat that didn’t look up to travelling a small lake. From 

its single mast a limp sail dangled, sprouting holes like 

dandelions in a smooth lawn. The outside hull had been red at 

one time, but most of the paint had peeled off to reveal a 

sickly gray-brown huddled cluster of bare boards. When we got 

close to it, I leaned over and looked down at the floor--I 

expected to see a puddle of water, but it was clean and dry. 

Nikos took James’ suitcase and tossed it into the rear near the 

motor. 

 “Last chance,” said James. “It’s going to be fun.” 

 “In that thing?” I said. “I’d be better off swimming.”  

James laughed out loud for the first time since my first day on 

the island.  

 Nikos climbed into the boat and started the motor. James 

climbed into the prow, and they both waved, smiling as the boat 

pulled away from the pier and pointed west towards the mainland. 

Katya and I stood quietly watching it until it was just a dot on 

the horizon, a dark crease in the waves reflecting the brilliant 

sun. 

 “They’re both so sad,” said Katya. 

 “What do you mean?” I asked. 

 “Do you know what Nikos was doing here?” she said. “He came 

to get his money back from Enrikos. He and James paid Enrikos 

for that horrible play. Then Nikos complained because the play 

didn’t stop us from seeing each other. Because James needs every 

echmeta he can get his hands on now.” 
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 “James?”  I said. “The puppet show was his idea?”  Katya 

nodded.  

 “Why do you think he tried so hard to keep us apart?” I 

asked. 

 “I don’t know,” said Katya. “Maybe he thinks I’ll make you 

suffer.” 

 “Will you?” I asked. 

 “Only in a good way,” she said. “Will you come to my 

apartment tonight?” 

 “It’s my last night in the hotel,” I said. “Why don’t we 

spend it there, we can get room service and a bottle of wine.” 

 I looked out at the water. I was glad I had learned the 

truth after James was gone. The son of a bitch. My size wouldn’t 

have stopped me from putting some dents in his cuirass. Katya 

kissed me softly. We turned and went across the sand to the 

narrow stairs, up the steep hill. She went first. I watched her, 

her legs bending and straightening, her calf muscles rippling, 

then I followed as if on an invisible chain. 
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UMBRAGE 
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Letters 

After his visit to Yaldabeth, Jason kept to himself for quite some time; he saw his isolation less 

as penance than as therapy. 

But even though he wanted to be alone, and even though seeing Rena at work didn't make him 

feel especially guilty, he still didn't enjoy his solitude. 

Call from E. Mifflin: 

EM:  Is this Jason? 

JG:  Yes. Who's this? 

EM:  This is Eric, Rena's friend. The architect. 

JG:  I know. Listen, if you're calling to find out what happened-- 

EM:  No. Actually, I was calling to ask you a question. 

JG:  Why am I an asshole? 

EM:  Stop putting words in my mouth. I don't really care why. 

JG:  Fair. So, what's your question. 

EM:  I might have a possible job for you. Some people I know, they work for the Saint 

Croix Historical Society. They catalog history sources. You were a history major, 

right? 

JG:  Right. 

EM:  It's basically grunt work. If you're interested, you can go in for an interview. 

JG:  When? 

EM:  Next Thursday at ten-thirty am. 

JG:  When do you need to know? 
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EM:  I never need to know. Call them when you decide. The number is 222-3280. 

JG:  Okay. 

EM:  Listen, I want you to be clear on this. I'm doing this for Rena, so she won't have to 

look at your ass-face anymore. I was hoping to figure out a way to get you fired, 

but I'm too busy. 

JG:  Thanks anyway. 

EM:  Don't thank me. Just take the job. 

Dear Jason: 

 Sorry to just leave this in your box like this. But I can't talk to you right now. I know Eric 

is trying to get you a job, and that's fine, and I know I'm supposed to be big and say whatever 

you want to do, it's up to you, and I can handle it. But the truth is, I want you to take it. I don't 

want to have to see you every day at work. I know it's selfish, but that's the way it is. 

R. 

E-mail from rgilson@hotspot.org to redgorham@ingsoc.org: 

So I left you that note today, and if you got it, I'm sorry, and if you haven't read it yet, do me a 

faor and throw it away. I'm sorry, i shouldn't have asked you quit, you know I can handle it in 

time and you can just forget I asked you antying. I can avodi you, I dont' mndi. 

Freedom, or, more accurately, its curtailment, was the issue foremost in Jason's mind. He 

actually felt a great deal of freedom at his job at the HMO, mostly because he didn't really care 

about it that much. On the other hand, if he took this new job, he'd be performing an action asked 

of him by other people, like a poodle jumping through a hoop. But freedom, like potential, is 

worthless unless one makes use of it, and he wasn't doing that at the HMO. He decided to go to 
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the interview, more because he was looking for a new experience, as he was when he took Alice 

in, than because he wanted a job that would allow him to use his education. 

Getting the job was surprisingly easy. After a very short interview, which consisted mainly of 

Paul showing him around the small office, and during which he had the uneasy feeling that 

Mifflin's word carried much more clout than it should have, he was given several forms to fill 

out. Two days later he got a call from Paul who gave him an offer. In the whole process there was 

an odd mixture of urgency and levity, as though Paul couldn't decide how important any of the 

workplace business was. Jason couldn't decide what exactly would be expected of him in a 

workplace that was trying to balance seriousness & 

Humor 
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Decor 2 

 During Jason’s last two weeks at SCHN, he felt disconnected from the place; as if in a 

dream, he showed up for work but had no idea what to do with himself. Several doctors and 

nurses told him that they were sorry to see him go, but behind their solicitations, he detected the 

dry click of routine custom. He felt no nostalgia for the place, but that didn’t surprise him. What 

did surprise him was that he was excited to move on. At first he thought he was simply glad to be 

getting away from Rena, but even after he stopped thinking about her the excitement remained. 

 One day after he’d come home from work, he sat on his sofa looking at the empty walls 

of his apartment. It was January, and outside it was already dark as midnight. The apartment was 

lit weakly by one floorlamp and one table lamp, and it suddenly seemed ridiculous to him that 

he’d managed to live in such gloom for more than three months without noticing. The next day, 

he called in sick and went down to Bleekman Street to shop. 

 He wandered in and out of the stores without finding anything interesting until he got to 

Four Walls, the poster shop. After flipping through pictures of celebrities and pin-ups, most of 

whom were unknown and unappealing to him, he moved on, with a certain amount of reluctance, 

to the art prints. Most of these were fuzzy landscape paintings with a lot of flowers and pastel 

colors that did nothing for him. Near the back of the bin, though, he came across an abstract print 

that caught his attention. It was full of sharp lines, corners, primary colors and bold geometric 

shapes. As a rule, Jason didn’t think much of abstract art, but this was an exception. It was 

surprisingly expensive, but he got it anyway, promising himself not to make a habit of this kind 

of extravagance. 

 He hadn’t planned to go into Essential Frivolities, but it was the only store he hadn’t 

visited, and he wanted at least one more piece; he’d convinced himself that the painting alone 

would be even more depressing than the blank walls. Hesitating on the stoop, he peered through 

the door’s windowpane. He didn’t see Helena, and there was a girl he didn’t recognize standing 

behind the counter. He counted slowly backwards from fifteen, tapping the numbers’ syllables 

against this thigh with his fingertips; still no Helena. He went in. The dollhouse that had 
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dominated the floor of the shop was gone, but there were still a number of paintings by local 

artists hanging up over the shelves. They were all well beyond his price range besides being 

patently hideous. There were as well a few pieces of decorative furniture, but they all were also 

expensive and inappropriate for his place. But hanging up over the register was a mask that was 

perfect, not only because it was painted the same colors as the print he’d just bought, but also 

because there was something about its shape that conveyed both strength and mockery, perfect 

for Jason’s mood at the time. Its nose was long, curved and beaklike, and two wings swept back 

from the eyeholes. It was even more expensive than the print, and Jason used his credit card for 

the first time since the Velvet Hand. 

 He had some trouble getting the poster to stay up. Adhesive gum wouldn’t stick to his 

walls, and tape peeled off taking paint with it. Finally he had to use thumb tacks, though his lease 

forbade putting holes in the walls and though the tacks interrupted the painting’s lines at each 

corner. The mask, too, presented a problem. When he looked at it from the front, the nose looked 

thin, sharp and beaklike, but from the side, it was unmistakably phallic. At first Jason was 

annoyed, but after a few minutes he decided this was funny. He hung it on the door to his 

bedroom; when the door was closed he saw the mask from the front, when it was open, he saw it 

from the side. 
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First Day 

  

 Paul Lathrop shook Jason’s hand at the door then took him inside. The office was just a 

room, windowless and nearly square, that looked as if it had been used for storage at some point 

(there were remnants of cardboard boxes and packing tape near the baseboards on the uncarpeted 

floor). There were three desks, one Paul’s, one Jason’s, the last used by Paul’s wife, Beth, who 

wasn’t officially an employee but who worked there fairly often just ‘to keep her hands in the 

mix’ as Paul said. There were no cubicles, no dividers of any kind, and the place was so small 

that the only way Jason could avoid bumping into his co-worker(s) was to remain behind his 

desk and resist the temptation to put his feet up. 

 Paul ran a catalog half of which was owned by the Saint Croix Historical Society and half 

by a non-profit company supported by donations and grants. The catalog listed as many of the 

resources for studying Saint Croix’s history as they could get ahold of and was published once a 

year, and Jason’s job was to go through the previous year’s catalog to make sure that all of the 

resources listed there were still available. Paul and Beth chased down the new resources, 

reviewed a few books, and kept track of whatever magazine articles were published each year. 

Some of those tasks would be passed on to Jason if he didn’t screw up. After giving Jason the 

most recent catalog to look through, Paul burrowed into his own desk, stacked with books and 

papers Jason couldn’t believe were all work-related. 

 Jason wasn’t far into the catalog before he was distracted by a long, thin Siamese cat 

rubbing its back against his leg. Not that it would have taken much to distract him as the catalog 

was really just an endless list. He reached down and petted the cat, and as he did, a small Scottish 

terrier darted out from behind the then empty desk and ran up to him. It yapped a couple of times 

wagging its tail, and Jason petted it as well while the cat mewled and tried to follow his hand. 

Paul stood up and dragged the two animals away, but they reappeared shortly thereafter, and 

intermittently throughout the day. After lunch, Jason saw a second cat, a black Manx, prowling 

about the office’s edges, but it didn’t approach him. Jason didn’t really know anything about cats, 

and the Manx’s tailless rump disturbed him. Of the three animals, the Siamese was the most 
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friendly, indeed, sluttishly solicitous of Jason’s affections. The terrier had a lot of mood swings--

often it would bark at Jason until Jason petted it or picked it up, but just as often it would run 

behind Paul’s desk and lie on the floor sulking. The Manx was the least friendly, which was 

unfortunate for Jason because the part of the cat he saw most often was the retreating, disturbing 

rump. 

 He didn’t have much to do that day but read the catalog and look at a few web sites. Paul 

was friendly, he didn’t hover nor did he ignore Jason, and Jason was left with an odd feeling, a 

feeling that despite the cramped quarters and the animals, he might feel at home there. At least 

more at home than he’d ever felt at a job before. 
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An Unexpected Change 

  

 Alice’s new roommate, Jen, was a few years older, a tall woman with wide hips and a 

way of sitting that reminded Jason of an ostrich. She had a friendly but abrupt manner, and after 

opening the door to Jason, she stepped aside to let him into the apartment without stopping her 

conversation with Alice. 

 “And if I hadn’t drunk the coffee, I would have been fine,” she was saying, “so I was 

wide awake, but I couldn’t drink anymore, and I didn’t want to talk to anyone, so I just left and 

walked around for an hour.” 

 Jason had a glass of white wine in his hand before he sat down. His chair was overstuffed 

and smelled faintly of cigarette smoke. He hadn’t expected such hospitality, he’d only anticipated 

a brief drop in and some superficial pleasantries. 

 Alice herself seemed content. She spoke quickly but easily, and her voice hummed with 

an enthusiasm Jason had never heard before. That had surprised him. He’d believed her sadness 

and lethargy were permanent conditions. He’d accepted that. He’d given her a place to stay, then, 

believing she was beyond help, he’d ignored her as he would have a neighborhood cat eating 

scraps off his porch.  

 After Jen, the roommate, wound up her party story, Jason asked Alice about her new job. 

 “It’s terrific,” she said, holding her wine glass in one hand and lowering herself smoothly 

onto a large pillow on the floor. “It’s just me, the owner, Margaret, and this guy, Rafe, who’s 

pretty nice, but I only work with him on Saturdays. The clothes are really beautiful, some of 

them are incredibly well made, and sometimes the students complain because they’re expensive 

for second hand things, but you know, Margaret’s really careful about what she buys, and I even 

get a commission on the jewelry, but I’ve only sold one ring and a bracelet. You should come in, 

I mean, we don’t have anything for men, but that woman, I can’t remember her name. . . anyway, 

I got this dress there, Margaret gave me a big discount, and it’s really beautiful. She’s great. And 

she doesn’t treat me like I’m stupid the way Helena did. You know, sometimes I wish I could 
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have a real job, you know, do something important. I guess this is okay for now. You think I 

should go back to school?” 

 “Nobody’s job is important nowadays,” said Jen.  

 “Seen Seth lately?” asked Jason. 

 “He sniffed around here a few times when I first moved in,” said Alice, “but, you know, I 

finally told him I didn’t want to hang around with him anymore, I mean, he just made me too 

uncomfortable. And, you know what?  Get this, hey, Jen, tell him what you told me.” 

 “Oh yeah,” said Jen, “did you know that the god of evil in ancient Egypt was named 

Seth?” 

 “I didn’t,” said Jason. 

 “He had the head of an animal, all Egyptian gods had animal heads, but nobody knows 

what Seth’s is supposed to be. It kind of looks like an aardvark, or maybe some kind of dog with 

a really long snout.” 

 “You should see a picture,” said Alice, “it really does look like the Seth we know.” 

 There was a short pause in the conversation. Jason chuckled, shook his head and drained 

his wine glass. After offering everyone a refill, he headed for the kitchen. Alice followed. 

 “Listen,” said Jason as he poured wine into her glass, “I want to tell you I’m sorry. I’ve 

been thinking about how I didn’t really do anything to help you when you were staying with me. 

I guess I was too wrapped up in other stuff.” 

 “Are you kidding me?” said Alice. “My god, you helped me more than anyone. You gave 

me a place to stay, got me out of the house, you opened up my eyes to Seth. I owe you big.” 

 “Really?” said Jason. “It seems to me I kind of ignored you. I wasn’t even there most of 

the time.” 

 “You did plenty,” said Alice. 

 Back in the living room Jen had rolled a joint, and she held it up to them, smiling. 

 “Anybody want to break the law?” she said. 

 If Alice’s gratitude hadn’t put Jason in such a good mood, he would have left then, but 

Jen’s smile and the slender paper between her fingers were, in his new good cheer, simply too 
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inviting to resist. They all sat on the floor and passed it around, and in just a few minutes,  Jason 

could feel a tight hand closing around him, the creeping stiffness that signalled the pot’s effects. 

Alice and Jen were talking, but he was only vaguely aware of their voices. Their apartment was 

very clean with wall to wall carpeting and white walls. He imagined he was living in the future 

in a world where people lived cleanly and neatly but without real purpose, and he was one of the 

last people who remembered conflict of any kind. 

 “Cows are content because they eat grass,” said Jen. “But that also makes them stupid. I 

mean, they don’t have any ambition because they don’t need it. Can you imagine how you’d feel 

if you could just go outside and everything you needed was just growing there on the ground?” 

 Jason shook his head. The pot was stronger than he’d expected, or maybe it was just 

hitting him hard because he’d gone so long without smoking. He felt a strong urge to escape the 

apartment. After mumbling some apologies to Jen and Alice, he stumbled out into the January 

cold where a few stars were breaking through the curtain of light that covered the city. The night 

seemed brittle then, as if any object around him could suddenly crumble, and he had the strange 

feeling that he was walking on a big stage set, that his surroundings were fragile and temporary. 

He thought about Kyle and Andrew and the theatre thing they were doing, about prisons, but not 

really about prisons, and the trip to Yaldabeth which had been depressing but not in the way he’d 

thought it would be. He had to admit that there was some theatre in his activism, both plays and 

protests were performances of some kind, trying to affect people, the way they look at things, but 

different, because a protest was an argument, an argument with two conclusions, yes or no, while 

theatre was art, so people were supposed to like it, but they weren’t supposed to like a protest, at 

least not in the same way. It seemed to him that he was right on edge of answering an important 

question, then the question itself vanished. He guessed that the pot had started to wear off, 

because the objects around him seemed solid again. 
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Garden Fish 

  

 After a couple of days of settling in, Jason began to work. He started with the state 

university library. Their card catalog was available on their web site, which made the task a little 

easier, and Jason spent hours going through it, cross checking its entries with the historical 

society’s most recent catalog. He worked hard and steadily. Years of office grunt work had turned 

him into an efficient clerk, and Paul and Beth remarked several times on his precision and speed. 

The work itself was a little dull, but it wasn’t difficult, and at least the office was quiet. The 

SCHN waiting room was always full of people, always noisy, and each day was peppered with 

verbose and pointed complaints, rude phone calls, and irritated doctors and patients. And the 

work was just as dull. 

 His relationships with the animals developed a little, and he learned their names though 

he still felt uncomfortable saying them himself. The terrier was LaFollette, the Manx, Horace, 

and the Siamese, Lunita, though this last was usually shortened to Lune. He had some affection 

for Lune and would pet her whenever she came near his desk. He and LaFollette had a wary 

tolerance of one another. He actively disliked Horace, and the Manx seemed to return the feeling, 

avoiding Jason, lounging as far as possible from his desk, preferably on a shelf or cabinet above 

eye level. For the most part, Jason thought of the animals as simply a distraction, sometimes 

welcome, sometimes irritating, but not of much consequence. 

 On a Tuesday morning, he was clicking through the listings. He and Paul were alone in 

the office, alone with the animals, and Paul was trying to look busy opening mail and throwing 

the letters away without reading them. 

 “If I go blind reading this computer screen,” said Jason, “what kind of compensation 

package can I expect?” 

 “We’ll spring for some dark glasses,” said Paul. “Are you trying to tell me that you need 

a break?” 

 “I wouldn’t complain,” said Jason. 

 “Do you think you’re ready for some field work?” said Paul. 



Built on the Ruins                         !       Brad Gottschalk 343

 “What kind of field work?” said Jason. 

 “The public library,” said Paul. “They’re not on line. After that, I may let you look at this 

new book.” 

 “That’d be great,” said Jason. 

 “Do you mind if I put on a little music?” asked Paul. 

 Jason waved in a grand gesture of courtesy. Paul took a cassette tape out of his drawer 

and went over to a short shelf that held a small portable stereo. A few seconds later a very 

melodic little string quartet began playing. Outside, footsteps clicked in the corridor and the cats 

ran to the door then scattered as it swung open sharply. Beth’s voice, laced with indignation, 

entered the room before she did. 

 “Well, that’s the third time this month!” 

 “Third time for what?” asked Paul, after what seemed to Jason a long beat of silence. 

 “The pat down. Half the time I come in I get it, and it’s starting to get humiliating. And 

I’m an old woman, so I can’t even pretend there’s anything lascivious about it. Doesn’t it get to 

you?” 

 That last was directed at Jason. Beth apparently didn’t want to hear about Paul’s pat down 

experiences. 

 “I actually haven’t been,” said Jason, feeling uncomfortable. “They haven’t asked me 

to...” 

 “It’s supposed to be random,” said Paul. 

 “It’s just so they can feel important for twenty pathetic seconds,” said Beth. “Do you feel 

safer? I know I don’t.” 

 “It’s not their fault,” said Paul. “They’re only--” 

 “Following orders,” said Beth. 

 “Beth thinks because she knows the guards’ first names, they’re supposed to be her 

friends,” said Paul. 
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 Beth was obviously about to respond, but before she could, Paul’s phone rang. He picked 

it up, and with his greeting, “Hi, Gary”, Beth fell completely silent. Paul listened for a few 

moments, then covered the receiver with his hand and spoke quietly. 

 “It’s Gary,” he said. “He wants to take us out to dinner.” 

 Beth shook her head vehemently several times. Paul mumbled a few excuses into the 

phone then hung up. 

 “Who’s Gary?” Jason asked. 

 “A friend of ours,” said Beth. “He’s kind of a jerk.” 

 “He’s not a jerk,” said Paul. 

 “Let me give you an example,” said Beth. 

 “Not the koi pond story again,” said Paul. 

 “You don’t have to listen,” said Beth. “So last summer, right, we had Gary over to our 

house for supper, and afterwards we were all out in the backyard having a couple of gin and 

tonics. The back yard of our house is pretty small, and most of it is taken up by my garden which 

isn’t huge but I think it’s pretty nice. There’s a flower bed and some bushes, a little path made of 

sandstone blocks and two beautiful pagoda dogwoods. We’re sitting there and out of the blue, 

Gary says, ‘you know, what you really need back here is a koi pond,’ and I sort of chuckled and 

said I didn’t want to be responsible for the well-being of a bunch of fish.” 

 “I think Gary was kind of kidding,” said Paul. “That’s the way he is, he thinks it’s funny 

to run an idea into the ground.” 

 “Funny, my ass,” said Beth. “And then he just starts talking about how it’s not that much 

work, and how to fill the damn thing and what the fish will eat and what kind of plants to put in 

it and koi live for two hundred years, did you know that? or that when they scale the falls on the 

Yellow River, they turn into dragons. I mean, it was like he’d read a book about it, who does 

research for a dinner with friends?  Get this, I’m supposed to keep the fish in the basement 

during the winter in a plastic wading pool. And he wouldn’t let it go. And it’s not the only time. I 

mean, he comes in and starts telling you what you have to do with your time, your house, your 

car, whatever.” 
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 “Beth’s problem is that she takes him too seriously,” said Paul. “You just have to dismiss 

what he says. She takes it all too personally.” 

 “Yeah, well, whatever,” said Beth. She sat down at her desk and booted up her computer. 

 This minor spat both puzzled and fascinated Jason. He knew Beth was somehow 

complaining as much about Paul as about Gary, but he couldn’t figure out the connection. He 

tried to put his mind back into his work, but he couldn’t concentrate, so he stood up and 

announced that he was going to lunch. 

 “Okay,” said Paul. “When you’re done, you can head over to the public library. ” 

 Beth looked up from her screen. “A field assignment, huh?  Guess we’ll see you 

tomorrow.” 

 Paul smiled and shrugged. Jason had no idea how to take Beth’s remark. 

 The public library’s main branch was just eight blocks from the historical society. Jason 

wasn’t particularly hungry, so he started wandering in the library’s general direction. He got a 

cup of coffee then headed down Barbour past a short stretch of stores. One of them was an 

import store that sold cheap decoratives from all over the world, and Jason stood outside looking 

through the window at an Indian tapestry and a chessboard before going in to poke around. 

Among the inevitable tea sets, South American sweaters, sarongs, candlesticks and statuettes of 

animals he saw a small wooden table from Morocco. It was broad and octagonal with bright 

primary colors painted in elaborate shapes across the top and an elegant lattice-work base. He 

looked it over carefully--it was in good shape, and it was only fifty dollars. He took it up to the 

counter and explained that he was on foot and didn’t want to lug it around for the rest of the day, 

then asked the young clerk if she could hold it for him until five-thirty or so. She said she would, 

but she gave him a blank look that filled him with mistrust. He hesitated for a few moments then 

paid. At the door he looked back. The table was still sitting on the floor where he’d left it; the 

clerk hadn’t moved. 
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At the Ubikon 

 In inky darkness a single match flared lighting up a blank face in orange yellow. The face 

remained impassive as the light flickered across it, disappeared into hollow cheeks, then went 

out. From the back of the house, two narrow flashlight beams played across the stage, dimly 

lighting up men dressed in gray jumpsuits lumbering about, bouncing against one another with 

hands at their sides or closed up under folded arms. Two men appeared at the back of the stage 

dressed in stylized police uniforms. They picked up a large frame that held tall vertical bars and 

carried it down to the edge of the stage. Another two men appeared, picked up a similar frame 

and carried it downstage, too, until it was a short distance behind the first, all the while flashlight 

beams bounced here and there and the men in jumpsuits lumbered and collided. For a long time 

the four men in uniform stood still, holding up the frames, long enough for the men in jumpsuits 

to stop moving, too. Andrew, who’d been sitting next to Jason was already on his feet. He yelled 

across the theatre, and overhead lights came on while the actors in jumpsuits dropped to the floor 

and sat cross legged or half lying, leaning on their elbows. 

 “Where are the last two guards?” yelled Andrew. 

 “Scott’s not here yet,” said a voice from the back of the stage. “I’m supposed to wait for 

him.” 

 “Okay, okay, get the other pieces in place, then we’ll start from there,” said Andrew. 

 Jason watched as several actors stood, went to the back of the stage and got two more 

barred frames. These slid perpendicularly through the first two to make six cages, three of which 

were open at the end of the stage closest to the audience. 

 “The idea, here,” said Andrew, sitting down again, “is that the cages come across the 

stage, and the men who are moving around here are gradually isolated as the cages enclose them. 

The cage on the upstage right side will have two men, the others will just have one. These three 

open cages downstage are the main playing areas. The cages on the sides each have one man, the 

cage in the center has two.” 
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 Actors began to take their places in the cages as Andrew was talking. In the center cage 

open to the audience, two men in jumpsuits stood at separate corners facing one another. The 

lights shut off and the two flashlight beams again passed over the stage circling one another 

while   the two men stood still for a long time. Suddenly they began to fight. One man got the 

other on the ground and kicked him until he stopped moving. The other men in jumpsuits, one by 

one, had turned their backs on the combatants. 

 “A friend of mine is recording some organ music for this,” said Andrew. “It’ll be even 

more effective when we add that in.” 

 “I kind of like the silence,” said Jason 

 “Okay,” said Andrew. “Other than that, what do you think?” 

 “Honestly,” said Jason, “I don’t really know. I mean, I’m not sure what the point is, 

except that you get violence when men are locked up, but we knew that.” 

 “But did you have a visceral reaction?” said Andrew. 

 “Sure,” said Jason. “How could you not, watching people fight?” 

 “Well, that’s enough, I think,” said Andrew. “Theatre should be like getting the wind 

knocked out of you.” 

 On stage, the actors were getting ready for another scene. Two men stood in the center 

cage, and on each side of the whole structure three uniformed men stood holding thick dowling 

rods. 

 “Those are supposed to be truncheons,” said Andrew. “They’re going to have a phallic 

look, but we haven’t made them yet.” 

 “Shhh!  Shut up!” one of the actors said. “They hear every word.” 

 “They don’t need microphones, you idiot,” said the other actor, “they’ve got us watching 

each other.” 

 “Shut up!” said the first actor. 

 There was a pause. The second actor yelled for his line, then there was another pause 

before the dialogue resumed. Jason couldn’t hear a single word, though, as the uniformed men 

had begun to pound on the bars with their dowling rods. 
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 “Not so loud!” Andrew screamed. “If you can’t fucking hear, then WE can’t fucking 

hear!” 

 “The lines are stupid anyway,” Jason heard one of the actors mutter, but he couldn’t tell 

which one. Andrew stood and ordered a break. 

 “Look, man,” he said. “I have to say thanks. I mean, when you came in, I thought you 

were gonna be all like, that’s not accurate, and they don’t wear that, and prisons don’t have bars 

anymore, they look like office cubes.” 

 “I have to be honest,” said Jason, “I don’t know that much about life in prison. I was 

looking at the economics, mainly about how these places can turn a profit.” 

 “How does that work?” 

 “Mostly state or county contracts,” said Jason. “Some put the inmates to work packaging 

up software, doing telemarketing. Paying them pennies, literally, like fifty cents an hour.” 

 “Shit,” said Andrew. 

 “What?” 

 “A telemarketing scene would’ve been great. Imagine, you’re in prison and this is like the 

only contact you have with the outside world, so you call someone, but they just got home from 

work and they don’t want to hear you pitch some magazine or phone service, so they’re rude, 

they just hang up, or even worse, they string you along as a game. That would’ve been sweet. Ah 

well, too late now. If I added any more script these guys would probably mutiny. They fuckin’ 

hate me as it is.” 

 Jason was about to thank Andrew for letting him sit in, but Andrew was already up, 

walking onto the stage. 

 “Break’s over! Back to work. Somebody fuckin’ call Scott now!” 

 Jason slipped out of the theater unnoticed. 
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Introspection 

 One day, while walking home from work, Jason found himself thinking again about Kirk 

Dell, Magda and Sally, his former neighbor, Todd, and Darrell Millard. Four memories that 

wouldn’t go away, four memories that, he believed, must be related. Helgesen had mentioned the 

idea of connections when they were having a drink at the Pequod, and Jason remembered his 

saying something about crazy people making connections that wouldn’t make sense to others. 

There was definitely a danger of that here, but still he believed these memories were carrying 

some kind of message for him. He’d assumed at first that the message was bad news, and he’d 

tried to push the memories out of his head, but he’d been largely content for the last month, and 

they were still there. He began to wonder if the message might be salutary. He remembered, too, 

Helgesen saying something about introspection--that it was actually comparing oneself to others. 

He decided to try it. 

 When he got home, he poured himself a beer and sat down on the chair in his living 

room. He placed his glass on his new Moroccan table and looked at the abstract print hanging on 

the wall. He tried to do something--he didn’t know whether to call it meditating or reflecting or 

something else, but he had no insights or revelations; the four memories simply played across the 

screen of his mind. He tried to examine them as they did, but either the memory evaporated or 

his thoughts broke apart. He realized he’d have to be more methodical, so he got a sheet of paper 

and a pen and tried to pin his thoughts down for closer examination. He wrote: 

 Kirk Dell - chicken bones 

 Magda and Sally - bitterness, impatience 

 Darrell Millard - ignorance?  love of conflict? 

 Todd - condescension?  love of conflict? 
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 In order to understand how the memories might be related, he thought of categories he 

could put them into. Eventually, he wrote: 

 Others disappoint me   I disappoint others   

 Kirk Dell    Darrell Millard 

 Todd     Magda and Sally 

 Magda and Sally 

 I win and am right   I win and am wrong  I lose 

 Kirk Dell    Magda and Sally  Darrell M. 

  

 (Where does Todd fit?) 

 He tried to think of another category, but each one he thought of seemed either too 

arbitrary, too broad or both. He saw that Magda and Sally seemed to fit into more categories than 

the others, perhaps, he thought, that memory was key. But then he realized that he was trying to 

categorize the memories before he really understood them. Eventually, he wrote: 

 What is the center of each memory? 

 1. Kirk lied to me, and I called him on it. 

 2. Todd bugged me, though we had things in common? 

 3. Darrell Millard didn’t get my joke? 

 4. I dumped Magda because I didn’t like her sister. 
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 It had taken Jason some time to make the list, and even when he was finished, he wasn’t 

sure of numbers two and three. He sat and thought, pen stuck between the first and second 

fingers of his hand like a small cigar. Then he thought of comparing himself to the people in his 

memories, and he wrote: 

1. Kirk lied to me, and I called him on it. 

2. Todd bugged me, though we had things in common?      

3. Darrell Millard didn’t get my joke?    

4. I dumped Magda because I didn’t like her sister. 

-I saw something of myself in Todd, and 

didn’t like it 

-Darrell’s image of me wasn’t the same as 

mine of myself 

 But he still wasn’t any closer to figuring out what they all had in common. He stared at 

the list for awhile, then opened a second beer and drank it slowly while drawing doodles in the 

bottom right hand corner of the paper. Then, halfway through his beer, as he sat holding his pen 

between the first and middle fingers of his hand like a small cigar, he felt suddenly startled, as if 

a silent visitor had tapped him sternly on the shoulder. He wrote: 

 I was judged (defined) badly, i.e. with incompetence 

 Darrell Millard 
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 I myself judged (defined) badly, without understanding 

 Kirk Dell 

 Sally and Magda 

 Todd (myself?) 

 So the message was not salutary after all. It was, in fact, an accusation. Jason judged 

people harshly and had always done so. He had not only done it to the people in these memories, 

but to Alice, Cynthia, Rena, the people from PCOPP, Helena, Mifflin, Helgesen, and probably 

scores of others as well, even Lucas, perhaps, though he was not yet prepared to forgive the lying 

poet. Jason then realized that he fit the classic definition of a fool: one who believes the best of 

himself and the worst of all others.  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Try Again 

Rena:  Hello? 

Jason:  Hi. It’s me. Jason. 

(Long Pause) 

Rena:  Well? 

Jason:  Look, I know you probably don’t even want to. . . and you wouldn’t be wrong, but I was 

hoping you’d, that is we, we could get together, have a cup of coffee or something and 

talk. It’s fine if you say ‘no’, but I. . . 

Rena:  You what? 

Jason:  I’d like to talk to you face to face. 

(Long Pause) 

Rena:  Let me think about it. 

Jason:  Should I call you back? 

Rena:  Call me tomorrow. 

* * * * *  

 “Thanks. I’m really glad you came.” 

 “You sound surprised.” 

 “Well, I am a little. I mean, you don’t really have any reason to be here, do you?” 

 “I don’t know, I could list a few. Curiosity, masochism, pity, self-pity, scorn, and, of 

course, the least likely, that I’m still carrying a torch.” 

 “Carrying a torch?  Where does that come from?” 

 “I don’t know.” 

 “What about revenge?” 

 “Revenge?” 
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 “Sure. I couldn’t help think it a few times, at least, I mean, I imagined you’d show up, act 

nice for a little while to lull me into complacency, then you’d hit me over the head with your 

coffee mug. Or put a fork through my hand.” 

 “You assume my feelings for you are that strong.” 

 “Ouch.” 

 “So what do you want?” 

 “I wanted to say that I’m sorry.” 

 “You said that when you dumped me.” 

 “But I didn’t mean it then. Now I do.” 

 “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” 

 “It means, I’m sorry I dumped you.” 

 “You are?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “You’re an idiot.” 

 “That’s becoming more and more clear to me every day.” 

 “Yet it doesn’t seem to upset you.” 

 “No. I guess I think putting my finger on the problem is a sign that I’m becoming less of 

an idiot.” 

 “I’m not convinced.” 

 “Well, no, you wouldn’t be. Let’s just say. . . Okay--I really mean this. Dumping you was 

stupid, and I’m really sorry. I can’t always trust my own judgment, that’s something I’m just 

figuring out now.” 

 “Well, I guess. . . I don’t even know what to say.” 

 “You can tell me that you accept the apology, or you can tell me to go to hell. There 

might be a third choice, but I haven’t thought of it. Unless it’s just not to tell me anything, but 

that’d be meaner than telling me to go to hell.” 

 “So let’s say I accept your apology. What then?” 

 “What do you mean?” 
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 “Well, are we supposed to go on like nothing happened?” 

 “I hadn’t really thought about it that far.” 

 “So, you’re saying you’re sorry you dumped me, but you still don’t want to see me 

anymore?” 

 “See you anymore?  I’m not. . . Actually, to be completely straight, I never thought you’d 

even consider that. I thought you’d tell me to go to hell, and that would be it.” 

 “You wanted to meet just so you could say you’re sorry?” 

 “Right.” 

 “Okay. . .” 

 “Wait, where are you--?” 

 “I think I need to get--” 

 “Wait!  Do you want to get back together?” 

 “I hadn’t decided. I thought you were going in that direction, though. Pretty stupid.” 

 “No. I’m the idiot, remember?” 

 “Right.” 

 “Wait, please. Come on, sit down. Honestly, I didn’t think. . . Of course I want to see you 

again. I didn’t think you ever would.” 

 “I thought you figured out your judgment couldn’t be trusted.” 

 “Still learning, see?” 

 “Okay, look. Let me think about it, okay?  Give me a few days. Give me a call. But it has 

to be a real date, okay?  I mean, we’re not just going to go back to my place and screw.” 

 “Understood.” 

 “And I’m not even sure I’m going to say yes.” 

 “Understood.” 

 “Listen, whatever I decide, I accept your apology.” 

 “Thanks.” 

* * * * * 
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Jason:  Hi, it’s Jason. 

Rena:  Hi. 

Jason:  How’re you doing? 

Rena:  Okay. 

Jason:  Listen, Andrew’s play is opening a week from Friday, and I was wondering if you’d be 

interested in seeing it with me. 

Rena:  I’m not sure. Let me check my calendar. 

(Pause) 

Rena:  I think I can make it. Where is it? 

Jason:  At the Ubikon Theater. 

Rena:  Where is that? 

Jason:  Right off Taverner Street. 

Rena:  What time is the curtain? 

Jason:  I should warn you, it might be awful. 

Rena:  I’ll live. What time? 

Jason:  Show’s at eight. 

Rena:  I’ll meet you in the lobby at seven forty-five. 
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A Big Hand 

 Orry suggested making a little platform for it with some broken boards so that it would 

look as if it were crashing up through the floor; Octave suggested buying a large toy bird and 

placing it in the palm. Both suggestions struck Jason as very funny though they were mutually 

exclusive--a giant hand crashing through the floor holding a bird would just look silly. Octave’s 

suggestion was the easier. Orry had made fun of him before he’d bought it, reminding Jason that 

chairs shaped like giant hands were so popular with the college crowd that you couldn’t walk 

through the student ghetto on Gossim without seeing at least two on every block. But once 

they’d hauled it up and put it near the couch facing the television, Orry had to admit that it suited 

Jason’s place. The chair was white with dark grey and gold lines streaked through it, but Jason 

planned to paint it primary colors to match the mask and print. He’d ask Rena to ask Eric what 

kind of paint he should use; the thought of subtly letting the architect know he’d taken the job 

Eric had arranged for him and started seeing Rena again gave him a twinge of vindictive 

pleasure. 

 With beers in hand, they took turns sitting in it and judging its comfort. Of the three, 

Octave liked it the most, and she struck a pose that gave the uncanny, slightly disturbing 

impression that the chair was caressing her. Jason claimed he’d be comfortable as long as he 

didn’t have to think. Orry suggested offering it to visitors whom Jason wanted to get rid of. Jason 

refrained from the obvious comeback, but Octave suggested that the chair might be able to reveal 

something in the posterior of its user that Jason could put to his advantage--complacency perhaps 

or lack of imagination, though Orry in truth had neither, and in fact those traits, as he pointed 

out, were usually readily apparent without the aid of a magical plastic palm touching one’s ass. 

 The silver ring in Octave’s lip shone against her black lipstick as she slouched in the 

chair, its thumb between her legs. She’d been in Orry’s car when he’d picked up Jason, and Jason 

had tried during the ride to remember how the two of them knew each other. Lucas had never 

been one of Orry’s favorite people, so, guessed Jason, the connection must be Alice, unless 

Octave was simply blown around by the wind like a tumbleweed. Not for the first time Jason 
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wondered what she’d gotten out of Lucas. The town, after all, was full of poets, many of them 

younger, more attractive, perhaps even more talented than the old liar, but he didn’t know her 

well enough to ask her. Anyway, she was better off with Orry. He assumed she was with him, 

though he’d barely touched her. But he looked at her, again and again, especially when she sat in 

the chair. 

 “So what happened to your show?” Jason asked Orry. “I turned it on last week, and there 

was this woman giving belly dancing lessons.” 

 “I’m taking a break,” said Orry, “maybe a permanent one. Christ, if I didn’t need a 

psychic to get in touch with you, you’d know that. You’re one of the main reasons.” 

 “How so?” said Jason.  

 “Let’s just say working on the Bleekman Street thing made me realize the limitations of 

my chosen medium.”  Orry, already halfway through his second beer, had achieved a level of 

verbosity expansive even for him. “Well, my whole purpose has shifted to detecting the essence, 

if you will, not implying the metaphysical there, but perhaps enduring would be a better term, 

enduring aspects of human political behavior. Now  that’s going to require a new approach, an 

approach that’s more investigative and not so declarative. I mean, it seems a little ridiculous to 

me to keep making these arguments in front of the camera now, when I’m not even sure I buy 

them myself.” 

 “Are you doing another one?” asked Jason. 

 “I’m filming poets at work,” said Orry. “At the Caged Tiger, Octave is organizing a few 

readings, and I’m filming them, plus some backstage dirt. You wouldn’t believe these people, I 

mean, imagine a dressing room full of the most spoiled actors in Hollywood, then take away the 

money and glamour, and you’ve got a poetry reading. Anyway, we were hoping you’d come 

along for the ride, if you want to. I mean, it’s not going to be like the Bleekman Street thing, but 

it’s going to be fun.” 

 “I don’t know,” said Jason. “I mean, I probably won’t be much help, I don’t know 

anything about that world, I wouldn’t even know where to start.” 
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 “That’s what I’m here for,” said Octave. “You know, Orry showed me the tape you guys 

made, and it was really good. I mean, you could show it on WCOM anyway, it’d just take a little 

editing or not, I mean, I think it’s fine the way it is.” 

 “I get two hours every six months,” said Orry, “that’s the deal I made giving up my slot, 

and then, when I get a few in the bag, they’ll show them regularly.” 

 “Let me think about it,” said Jason. “I have been kind of in neutral.” 

 “Yeah, man, the revolution’s over,” said Orry. “This town is sealed up tight, the only 

thing we can do now is complain, there’s no way it’s going to change soon.” 

 “I got a new job,” said Jason. 

 “You did?” said Orry. “I, you know, you actually sound happy, I never thought I’d ever 

hear the words, ‘I got a new job’ coming out of your mouth with anything more than relief.” 

 “It’s a good gig,” said Jason. “I’m working for the historical society. Look at this catalog, 

this is what I’m doing, pretty strange, huh?” 

 Orry leafed through the catalog. Octave moved from the hand, stood behind the couch 

and looked over his shoulder. 

 “What is all this?” asked Orry. 

 “Just stuff about Saint Croix’s history, books, records, magazines, and anything else you 

can find here in town. And get this, I’m reviewing a new book for it. It’s been. . . okay, it’s been 

pretty fucking great, but don’t tell anyone I ever said that.” 

 “What’s the book about?” asked Octave. Orry was studying the catalog as if it were 

pornography. 

 “Public transportation from the end of the First World War to the nineteen-fifties,” said 

Jason. “I’m not very far, just about twenty pages into it. I’m not sure how it is; I’ve got to check 

some of the guy’s source material to know for sure.” 

 “Sounds like you’re taking it pretty seriously,” said Octave. 

 Jason shrugged, but he knew she was right. If Orry had said to him, ‘you’re taking it 

pretty seriously,’ he would have searched the tone of Orry’s voice for sarcasm, but in Octave’s 

throaty, alto inflections there was nothing but respect.  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The Penitents 

 She looked older than he remembered, but no less attractive for that, and when he walked 

into the small lobby of the Ubikon and saw her standing with a cup of weak coffee in her hand, 

its rim smudged slightly with dark red lipstick, her thick stocking cap stuffed halfway into the 

left hand pocket of her coat, he was proud of himself for coming to his senses and making the 

date. Two silver rings, each with a different subtle pattern, decorated the first and ring fingers of 

her left hand, the hand holding the coffee cup (her right hand was in her coat pocket), and her 

hair was tied behind her head loosely with a dark blue silk scarf. She smiled and kissed his 

cheek. Jason unbuttoned his coat, blurted something inane and looked around at the other 

cultural adventurers: a young couple, she wearing a knit dress that went nearly to the floor, he in 

an ill-fitting jacket from a second hand store; a man around fifty with a thick beard; and an older 

couple in jeans and matching flannel plaid shirts. Jason’s head was buzzing slightly, the details 

around him demanded his attention as if he were being stalked by a predator. Rena touched his 

arm. Through his coat he could feel the tips of her fingernails. With his fingers fishing clumsily 

for his wallet, he headed for the box office, just a long table, really, with a dark brown cloth 

thrown over it, behind which sat two young men, one with a stack of programs, the other with a 

metal box holding tickets and money in separate compartments. The guy with the programs was 

also selling soda, coffee and candy. The Ubikon was a big open room, only a thick black curtain 

separated the lobby from the stage. A heavy rope was tied around one of the curtain’s wings, 

holding it open, and Jason peered in scanning the small crowd, and after he saw that not even 

half of the seats were occupied, he decided there was no hurry and got himself a cup of coffee as 

well. 

 Rena’s coffee was gone when he returned to her side. The older couple in denim and 

flannel had been joined by two young women who looked very much alike except that one was 

dressed in grey wool pants and a thick sweater while the other wore a short dress and shoes with 

stiletto heels and thick platform soles. Jason looked from her feet to Rena’s--wearing a pair of 

very stylish black boots, low-heeled, much classier if not as sexy. The girls and the older couple 
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went in, followed by the young couple. The older bearded man was still lurking, standing very 

still with his arms folded over his chest, looking at the door. He wore a grey tweed coat and a 

striped shirt that was stained with black and red ink, and he had a small paperback sticking out of 

the right hand pocket of his jacket, but Jason couldn’t tell what it was. 

 “Thanks for coming,” said Jason. He tasted the coffee which caused him to make a face 

as though he’d just seen a car hit a squirrel. Rena laughed softly, something in her throat rasped 

invitingly. 

 “I know,” she said. “It’s like they melted a black crayon in some dishwater.” 

 Rena put her hand on his arm again, and his whole body vibrated softly like a tuning fork. 

The older man suddenly broke his pose and strode out of the lobby into the street where he paced 

back and forth in front of the theater door chewing on an unlit cigar. Rena shrugged, and her coat 

fell from her shoulders, swept around as if obeying a command and landed over her arm. She 

wore a dark grey knit skirt that clung to her hips and legs, a black sweater with buttons down the 

front and raised stitches in a braided pattern, and a thick necklace of square silver panels, each 

with a separate design, abstract, somewhat distorted triangles, circles and squares of inlaid onyx. 

The scarf in her hair, its ends draped over her left shoulder, was the only splash of color apart 

from her lipstick. Jason looked at her for a long moment, then, when she noticed, glanced, 

embarrassed, at his watch. He poured his coffee out into the basin of the water fountain and 

gestured towards the part in the curtain. She headed in, he following close behind. The man 

outside was pulling tobacco out of his cigar and letting the wind carry it away. 

 The seats were arranged on three sides of the playing area; each side had three rows. The 

first row was on the floor, the second sat on a platform raised about eight inches up from the 

floor, and the third about a foot higher than the second on another platform. There weren’t many 

seats. The side rows had five each, the middle rows seven for a total of fifty one. Even so, the 

house was only about half full. Jason and Rena took seats in the second row of the center section. 

A few more people came in from the lobby, rubbing their hands and pulling off scarves and caps. 

On Jason’s right was a tall young man with angular features and an aquiline nose. He wore a 

beret which he hadn’t removed and glasses with frames so small Jason doubted whether they 
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could serve any practical function at all. He was reading the program and scribbling on a pad of 

legal paper, and the expression on his face seemed to say he’d rather be watching cows 

slaughtered than be at the Ubikon that night. 

 “Helgesen asked about you,” said Rena. “He wanted to know how you were doing.” 

 “He’s one of the reasons I called you,” said Jason. 

 “Really?” said Rena. “Did you talk to him?” 

 “No,” said Jason, “actually it’s kind of complicated. I’ll tell you about it later.” 

 Jason gazed at her profile, the long nose, the pointed chin, the slight concave curve of her 

cheeks, and, sweeping into her sweater, three lines on her neck. She noticed him staring again, 

but this time he didn’t turn away--he leaned over and kissed her lightly on the lips, more 

confident, he knew, than he had a right to be. 

 “Can I put my arm around you?” he whispered into her ear. She nodded. 

 The lights dimmed a moment later, and the performance began. To his surprise, Jason 

found himself watching the same scene he’d watched while visiting rehearsal. He’d assumed at 

the time that it was placed in the middle of the show, that a story would lead up to the scene 

giving it a context, but there it was on stage, zipping past, the barred frames sliding into place, 

the actors colliding, apparently unconcerned with the idea of meaning. Then the guards entered 

carrying their truncheons, and they did indeed look like big penises. 

 Once the cages were in place and the silent violence had ended, the play settled into a 

series of vignettes that were unconnected, apart from the setting and a few recurring characters. 

The acting didn’t make much of an impression on Jason, and after he began to recognize the 

various situations, he lost interest quickly. The scenes, which for the most part seemed lifted 

from television shows and movies, were all familiar to him, and included:  the drug deal, the 

shanking, the newbie tutored by the old prisoner, the conjugal visit ending in violence (featuring 

the only female character in the entire play), the letters from home, the prisoner playing guitar 

and singing beautifully, prisoners arguing intellectually about books they’ve read because they 

have nothing else to do, the African American in the same cell with the white supremacist, and, 

in a single white spotlight after he tells the audience how he killed an innocent girl in a 
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convenience store robbery, the suicide. Andrew had told Jason that the play was supposed to 

visceral, and that it was, at first, but the shock wore off quickly leaving just noise behind. During 

the intermission, they stayed in their seats. Rena asked him what he thought of it, but he didn’t 

want to complain, so he begged off answering until they’d seen the whole play. It concluded with 

a long riot scene followed by the entire cast singing “Down in the Valley”. The song was the only 

part Jason found truly moving.  

 While he was watching, Jason remembered the night in the Caged Tiger when he’d first 

heard of the project. They’d just started work on the script then, if he remembered correctly, and 

Andrew had explained that the show was going to be a metaphor, not for prison, but for what it 

means to be a man in America, what life in America forces men to become. Jason looked at the 

program. Its front cover showed the top half of a man, arms chained above his head to a set of 

bars behind him. Beneath the drawing were the words, “The Penitents:  A Pastiche of Possible 

Prisons” in red letters that looked as though they’d been written with a spray can. Supposedly 

the prison was a sort of crucible where the ideas of being a man became more refined and more 

extreme, but Jason didn’t really come away with that. On a conceptual level, the play made no 

sense to him at all. 

 The audience members stood up after the curtain call and began to clump together in 

small groups like old oatmeal spattered on the stage. Jason carried both coats to the lobby, his 

hand took Rena’s, their fingers interlaced, and there in the stream, trickle more properly, they 

floated out, the poorly entertained, and their shoulders brushed, their hips, and he found the 

whole thing suddenly funny. And she was still there, despite the show and everything else, 

holding his hand not hurrying to the egg-like privacy of her car. 

 A light sifting of snow was coming down, large flakes falling so slowly they seemed like 

buttons laced to the air. Jason could hear the sounds of traffic from Taverner Street, but muted, 

not the usual Saturday night roar. He looked up at the yellow streetlights in which the crystals of 

snow were lit into bright individual definition, fading into a black sky beyond the hazy conical 

penumbra. He looked at his watch; it was a little past ten, which meant the play had been just 

two hours, but it had seemed longer.  
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 “Were you planning to drive me home?” he asked as they approached Rena’s car. 

 “Why?” asked Rena. “Look, it’s a date, you don’t have to ask for a ride.” 

 “It’s just that there’s a quiet place about three blocks from my apartment. It’ll save you 

some driving, if that’s okay,” said Jason. 

 Rena rolled her eyes and shook her head, dislodging a small clump of snow that fell from 

her hair onto the sleeve of her coat. Her gesture puzzled Jason, but he didn’t comment on it.  

 A snow plow passed them as they pulled into the street, its plow raised high, cheerful and 

energetic, yellow dome light flashing. In Rena’s car there was no music playing, which was 

unusual, the only sound the blast of heater blowing still rather chilly air onto Jason’s face and 

feet. The traffic was moving quite slowly though the road, while filmed over with a fine white 

dust, still gave plenty of traction, and Jason saw a bicyclist, wrapped up like a mummy, 

outpacing the cars. He looked again at Rena’s profile, sharply defined by the snow and streetlight 

glow outside her window. She looked relaxed. 

 “Does this place have food?” she said. They were driving down Taverner Street behind a 

slow moving Fuso. 

 “They do, but I think the grill closes at ten,” said Jason. “We could. . .” 

 “What?” said Rena. 

 “Well, to be honest, I thought. . .” Jason hesitated. 

 “Out with it,” said Rena. 

 “Promise you won’t be annoyed?” said Jason. 

 “I’ll try to bite it back,” said Rena. 

 “I thought you wanted to meet me at the theater so that we’d keep the date short, you 

know,” said Jason. 

 Rena laughed. 

 They parked half a block from the bar, and when Jason stepped from the car which had 

grown warm during the drive, the cold slipped into his coat immediately, soaking his shirt like 

rain. Rena was already running before her door slammed shut, and he followed quickly. A wind 
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had picked up, and the snow was coming down more forcefully, already drifting into piles along 

the curbs and doorways of shops and apartments. 

 In the bar, an unadorned neighborhood joint, a large group of people had pushed together 

some tables near the window next to the door. They were talking loudly and laughing, and some 

stood and paced refilling glasses from several pitchers of beer that sat in watery rings of shed 

condensation. Rena went to a table on the other side of the room, discarding cap, scarf, gloves 

and coat on the way while Jason went up to the bar for a glass of red wine and a stout. The 

bartender was a woman about Rena’s age with a portrait of Shakespeare tattooed on her right 

shoulder. Or was it Sir Walter Raleigh?  The clump of tables erupted in laughter, and Jason 

looked over to see a slightly overweight woman with very long fingernails stand up and throw 

what looked like an onion ring over the whole breadth of tables into the mouth of a man on the 

other end. This elicited a round of applause and reminded Jason that Rena was hungry. 

 “Is the grill still open?” he asked the bartender. 

 “Sandwiches only,” she said. “The fryer’s off.” 

 Jason went back to the table. Rena’s finger touched the ragged edge of a sticker someone 

had pasted onto the table then tried to peel off. She was looking at the remaining piece which 

read, “U.S. OUT OF NO--”. 

 “North America,” said Jason. Rena looked at him with her eyebrows raised. Jason pointed 

to the sticker. “Kind of an old joke with the lefty crowd.” 

 “Right,” said Rena. 

 “The grill’s open,” said Jason. “You can get a sandwich, but that’s about it.” 

 Rena took a sip of her drink. “What did you think of the play, now that you’ve had the 

total experience?” 

 “It was all right,” said Jason. 

 “That’s it?” said Rena. 

 “Well, if you want to know the truth, it made me a little sad,” said Jason. 

 “I thought you’d be inured to the whole horrors of prison thing,” said Rena. 
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 “Well, that’s not quite what I mean,” said Jason. “It’s this. Andrew told me that they 

rehearsed an average of five nights a week for about three hours. That went on for six months. 

They’re doing the show for three weekends, three shows each, that’s eighteen hours of 

performance. So they spent three hundred and seventy five hours rehearsing, that’s three hours a 

day, five days a week for twenty-five weeks, and that comes out to forty one and a half hours of 

rehearsal for every two hour show. That seems like a lot of work for such a small reward.” 

 “Maybe they enjoy the rehearsals as much as performing,” said Rena. 

 “Maybe,” said Jason, “but that makes it even worse. I mean, let’s say you spend two 

hours making a good dinner, and you spend twenty minutes eating it, that’s a ratio of one minute 

of eating to six minutes of preparation, and even that seems high to me, and I usually don’t spend 

two hours making supper.” 

 “You don’t usually spend twenty minutes eating it, either,” said Rena. “Are the 

sandwiches here any good?” 

 “Don’t get the reuben,” said Jason. 

 “I liked it,” said Rena. “They guy playing the first guard was really good. And one of the 

prisoners, I couldn’t keep them all straight, he was really good, too. A couple of the actors were 

pretty bad, but they didn’t ruin it.” 

 The big group began to dissolve. Jason noticed that three of them were pushing the tables 

back to their original places. The bartender lit a cigarette and sat on a stool with a glass of ice and 

what could have been water or vodka. Rena glanced at the menu then put it down. 

 “What bothered me most about the whole thing was that they didn’t try to do anything 

new, I’ve seen all the scenes there before in movies, on TV or in books. It seemed as though they 

were doing it mostly for themselves, like the audience was just an afterthought. Self indulgent, I 

guess, is what I’m trying to say. The whole enterprise seemed a little self indulgent.” 

 “Really?” said Rena. “I didn’t get that impression.”  She drained her glass. “Maybe you 

thought so cause you didn’t like it. You can’t imagine anyone else enjoying it, so you think it was 

self indulgent.” 
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 Jason was about to argue, but he thought better of it. Instead, he offered to treat Rena to 

another drink or a sandwich, but she declined.  Her coat rustled as she lifted it from the back of 

her chair. Her expression was warm. 

 The bartender got off her stool as Jason approached. Jason gave her the empty glasses, 

tipped her a dollar, and he and Rena walked out into the street. The snow had become 

formidable, and it was still falling. Parts of the road were already disappearing under small 

dunes, and Rena’s car was covered. After helping her brush it off, Jason stood with his hands 

together, trying to look calm while battling shivers. 

 “Are we going to do this again?” he asked. 

 “Sure,” said Rena. “of course we are. Listen, I’m having dinner with a friend of mine, 

Bruce. You don’t know him, he was out of town when we started seeing each other. He got back 

about a month ago. Anyway, I’m meeting him and his girlfriend on Tuesday. Want to come?” 

 “Sure,” said Jason. 

 They kissed lightly, rapidly, and Rena got behind the wheel. As she pulled out to the less 

than safe street, Jason watched her car, which suddenly looked quite fragile, until it floated into 

the sluggish traffic. As he walked back to his apartment, he felt the snow proudly crowning him. 
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Hypatia of Alexandria 

 At the end of the day, Tuesday, Jason was at the university library archives and special 

collections where he’d been checking a few of the author’s sources for his review of  The Last 

Trolley:  Public Transportation in Saint Croix, 1918-1955. It was nearly five-thirty when he left. 

A spiral notebook and a copy of the book under his arm, he skipped lightly down the eleven 

marble steps and ambulated nimbly into the stream of pedestrians headed for bus stops, parking 

ramps, bicycle racks (even in the February freeze), downtown condos, and bars with free food at 

happy hour. Another stream, this one students, headed in the opposite direction, threading 

uneasily through the grown-ups towards the campus interior. The university was on the east end 

of town, just north of Bleekman. Jason took Cussick past Bleekman, jogged over to Lakeshore, 

then went south again. To his right rose four of the town’s five skyscrapers like the majestic 

fingers of a numinous hand. In between them hunched a few smaller buildings, a couple of lunch 

places, a clothing store and a liquor store, human-scaled relief balancing the skyscrapers’ heights. 

To his left was a tall, steel chain fence, then several hundred feet of snow-covered grass and 

sand, then the north end of Ild Bay open to the lake. The sun was down, and sheets of ice drifted 

out into the darkness, turning a deep indigo on the horizon and giving Jason the feeling that 

dozens of dream worlds were a short voyage away. Heading west on Kaminski, he passed more 

modest, more beautiful buildings, three art-deco offices and several built before world war one. 

Past the statuary that sold stone gargoyles and slender Buddhas was the Golden Horn, a Turkish 

restaurant where Bruce had suggested they meet. 

 The others were already seated when Jason walked in. Rena was next to an empty chair, 

and across from her was a short, dark-haired man Jason assumed was Bruce. To Jason’s surprise, 

Helena Brearly sat next to him. As with Octave and Orry, he was forced to adjust to the strange 

rearrangement of people he knew. He wondered who the common thread was this time--it 

couldn’t be Alice since she and Helena still weren’t talking to one another, so it must be Orry, the 

only other person he’d introduced to Rena. The number of intersections that had to be crossed in 

order to bring Bruce and Helena together bewildered him, and he suddenly felt as if he were an 
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astronaut in a science fiction story who has returned after a few months of space travel to find 

that on earth many years have passed. 

 Bruce was talking as he approached them. “. . .well, it may seem like an affectation, but 

the truth is, it’s the noise. I can’t stand it.” 

 “There he is,” said Rena. She was very cheerful and talking fast. “Sit down, we haven’t 

ordered yet, I got you a beer.”  She pointed to a pint glass of black ale in front of the empty chair. 

 “This is Bruce,” said Rena. “Bruce, Jason. Bruce is a librarian at Basileus College. And 

this is Helena, I’m sorry, I don’t remember your last name, or do you know her?  I couldn’t 

remember, you said something about it, right?” 

 “I was really friends with Cynthia,” said Helena in an unreadable tone. 

 “Right,” said Jason. “I guess your store is safe.” 

 “For now,” said Helena. “They’re building a condo on Victoria, though, four blocks 

away. Rumor is, land values for the whole area are going to triple.” 

 “I’m sorry,” said Jason. 

 He drank his beer. No one spoke for several moments, then Bruce, with a short, quick 

wave of his hands, resumed talking. 

 “I’ve tried. I’m a fast typist, so when something’s coming out, it’s actually pretty 

convenient, but when I’m sitting there just thinking, that little electronic whirring noise that 

comes out of the fucking thing really gets on my nerves. I mean, it completely destroys my train 

of thought. I’ve tried putting on music to cover it up, but it doesn’t make any difference, in fact 

it’s worse, because I can still hear it, that little whirring noise I mean, and the music is another 

distraction altogether. A typewriter is quiet. It just sits there, and only makes noise when I touch 

it. Besides, I can carry it around with me, and I don’t have to find a place to plug it in. I wrote 

part of Six Days in this beautiful Italian garden on Rhodes, sitting on a stone bench next to a 

stream. Couldn’t do that with a computer.” 

 “What about a laptop?” said Rena, giggling just a little. 
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 “When you travel,” said Bruce, “it’s not so easy. The current is different in Europe, so 

you need chargers and adapters and all that mess. AND my portable typewriter is lighter than a 

laptop.” 

 “Lighter than a laptop, lighter than a laptop,” said Rena, emphasizing the rhythm of the 

words.” 

 “Bruce’s affectation obviously gives him a lot of pleasure,” said Helena. “Don’t try to 

ruin it, it’ll just make him grumpy for the rest of the night.” 

 Jason was a bit bewildered by the conversation. Rena had only ever mentioned Bruce to 

him in offhand comments, and none of these that he could remember helped him understand 

what Bruce had been talking about or the jokes Rena and Helena were making. Bruce ignored 

Helena’s comment and started talking again. He was obviously a man used to being listened to, 

with more the personality of a professor than a librarian, and he spoke casually and confidently, 

making frequent eye contact with Rena and Helena, but rarely with Jason. Affectation was 

certainly the appropriate word, for one thing Jason grasped immediately was that Bruce was then 

playing the role of the world traveller, erecting a pretense of casualness while showing off. When 

in college he’d seen fellow students who’d spent a summer or semester abroad doing the same 

thing, telling you that you can’t really get to know a place in three or four months, but in fact 

believing they had done just that. 

 “Well, that part is true,” Bruce was saying. “In the old town at Rhodes, they had all these 

maps set up under plexiglass, and every single map, no matter where it was, had a ‘You Are 

Here’ sticker pointing to exactly the same place. I got lost three times because of that, and 

believe me, the streets there are incredibly confusing, I wasn’t exaggerating at all. Finally I asked 

the hotel manager about it, and he said that the printers had made a mistake, and the maps had 

come that way. I never really understood, though, why they put them up like that.They could’ve 

at least scribbled some corrections with a magic marker, right?” 

 The waitress came over while Bruce was talking and stood, waiting patiently. Jason made 

eye contact with her and shrugged, but Bruce apparently did not realize she was there, for his 

story kept going like an untethered cart rolling down a hill. Jason couldn’t tell whether he was 
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being intentionally rude or was simply oblivious. After he stopped there was an awkward silence 

which Rena broke by ordering her entree. Helena follwed, then Bruce, then Jason, who had 

considerable trouble deciphering the menu and finally settled on shish kebabs because he had no 

idea what the other dishes might be. 

 “Ispanakli, see that?” said Bruce after the waitress had left. “That’s Turkish for spinach. 

In my next story, I’m going to name somebody ‘Ispanakli. Mr. Ispanakli.”  Helena laughed, Rena 

rolled her eyes. 

 “Kohl is German for cabbage,” said Jason, “and that’s a very common name.” 

 “We had a new doctor start in pedes last week,” said Rena. “She’d just moved here from 

somewhere like Denver or Cheyenne or someplace, and she didn’t have a nametag or anything 

yet, so her first day she’s just wearing scrubs and walking around with Sheila, that’s an RN 

who’s been there since before television. Anyway, Dr. Delaplaine saw her in the hallway and 

asked her on a date right there. Didn’t even give her his name first. And she accepted.” 

 “Is he attractive?” asked Helena. 

 “He’s okay,” said Rena. “He’s very enthusiastic, and it can be a little infectious.” 

 “I don’t know him,” said Jason. 

 “He started right after you left,” said Rena. 

 “Is she attractive?” asked Bruce. 

 “She’s petite,” said Rena, “and even though she’s thirty-five or so, she looks eighteen. 

She wears a lot of makeup. So anyway, this is her version, by the way. They’re at the restaurant, 

and he finds out she’s a doctor. I guess he thought she was a nurse, and in the middle of the meal, 

he left the table and never came back. She hasn’t even seen him at the clinic since.” 

 The food arrived amid some further chit-chat, then a small pause enclosed the 

conversation in subtle parentheses.  

 “So, you’re working for Paul?” said Bruce. 

 “Right,” said Jason. “You know him?” 

 “He’s in the library a lot. He’s very meticulous,” said Bruce, plunging into his second 

glass of Kavikledere Yakut. “I’ve helped him out with the catalog. The Basileus archives has a 



Built on the Ruins                         !       Brad Gottschalk 372

lot of historical papers connected to the city, more even than the university. I guess you’ll find 

out next year, if you haven’t shot yourself by then.” 

 “What do you mean?” asked Jason. 

 “It’s pretty dull work, isn’t it? Repetitive,” said Bruce. 

 “No more so than any other job I’ve had,” said Jason. 

 “Well, Paul’s a nice guy, there’s no doubt about that,” said Bruce. “He’d be a good guy to 

work for. Beth’s nice, too, at least she has her good days.” 

 “They do argue a lot,” said Jason. “I don’t think she likes me much.” 

 “She can be a little shrill,” said Bruce. “I don’t really know her that well, though, not as 

well as I know Paul. I have to say, though, I wish I had his connections, I mean, here’s this guy 

who teaches at the university for a few years, then decides he’s burned out, and he’s basically 

created not just a job but a little industry for himself and then he’s gotten it funded by the state. 

I’m actually kind of in awe of him, especially considering that what he’s doing is a little 

superfluous. I mean, the information you find in that catalog is available in a lot of other places.” 

 “Well, you could say that about a lot of information,” said Jason. “You’re a librarian, 

right? What if I said, you don’t need a library catalog, you can just go to the shelves and see what 

books are there?” 

 Bruce shrugged. Helena was looking at Jason with an expression that was possibly smug 

or possibly of simple pleasure at seeing Jason so subtly insulted. He glanced at Rena, but she was 

looking down at her plate. Into the conversation’s caesura bubbled the restaurant’s ambient noise, 

inchoate voices and ceramic clatterings, and Jason suddenly felt like a child dining with distant 

relatives. 

 “You know, Jason,” said Bruce, after ordering a third glass of wine, “I read one of your 

pamphlets.” 

 “No kidding,” said Jason. “Which one?” 

 “I think it was called, ‘Another Botany Bay’ or something like that,” said Bruce. “You 

compared Yaldabeth to the transport ships.” 
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 Jason remembered the pamphlet well; it had been one of his best arguments. The ships 

taking prisoners to Botany Bay in Australia were paid a flat fee by the British government, and 

the money they didn’t use for expenses was their profit margin. As one would expect, the ship 

captains cut corners on food, medicine, and clothing for the prisoners in order to increase profits. 

Jason claimed that Yaldabeth would operate on the same principle. 

 “I thought it was interesting,” said Bruce, “but you know, I don’t think it was very 

effective.” 

 “Well, the prison’s there, isn’t it?” said Jason. “We didn’t stop it.” 

 “That’s hardly the fault of one pamphlet,” said Bruce. “The real problem is the sad fact 

that people simply don’t learn things from history. We make a big deal about it, about being 

doomed to repeat the past and all that. But the truth is, people only learn from their own 

experience. History is no substitute. That’s why, the farther we get away from the Viet Nam War, 

the fewer the people left from that generation, the easier it is for us to get into other wars. You 

can’t pass on experience, you can only pass on stories.” 

 “If that were true, we’d still be living in caves,” said Jason. 

 “No,” said Bruce, “that’s not right. Technical knowledge is easy to pass on. But moral 

knowledge isn’t. That’s why, even though we have big machines, we’re not better people than the 

Romans, or Incas. Do you know the story of Hypatia of Alexandria?” 

 “No,” said Jason. 

 “He hasn’t read your story,” said Rena. “At least not yet.” 

 “Hypatia lived in Alexandria in the fourth and fifth centuries. She was a pagan, and 

though the empire was officially Christian at that point, she had a lot of prestige, she was 

wealthy, and more importantly, she was a philosopher whose reputation stretched from one end 

of the empire to the other. In Alexandria at the time, there was a power struggle between Orestes, 

the prefect, basically the mayor, and Cyril, the bishop of the church. Cyril wanted the church to 

have top political power, and he started grabbing as much power as he could. He instigated a 

wave of violence against the Jewish population of the city which was pretty big at the time, I 

think around twenty-five thousand, but I could be remembering wrong. Orestes was a Christian, 
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but he had a lot of sympathy for the Jews, as did Hypatia. At one point, Cyril put together a mob 

of people to vandalize the Jewish quarter, desecrate the synagogues and physically attack the 

people, and as a result the entire Jewish population fled the city. Hypatia supported the Jews and 

complained to Orestes, and because of that, Cyril stirred up another mob. This one went to 

Hypatia’s house, dragged her out in front of her guests, took her to a church that was under repair 

and chopped up her body with broken pieces of roofing tile. Then they burned the pieces in 

various parts of the city. Orestes was powerless to hold Cyril accountable.” 

 “And now we have separation of church and state,” said Jason and was immediately 

irritated with himself. Even as his words left his mouth, they sounded idiotic to him. 

 “Please,” said Bruce. “In theory maybe. Of course, now everybody thinks that what 

happened to Hypatia was horrible, today we’d call it a hate crime. But then, Christians believed 

Cyril was completely justified. They had a fixation on persecutions. It was part of Roman 

Christian culture, even though most of them were late converts and had never been persecuted 

themselves, they still believed that history, their history gave them the right to attack both Jews 

and pagans alike. And the very people now who say that it was horrible think nothing of 

supporting religious wars, the death penalty, laws against gay marriage and the like. It’s easy to 

be moral about someone’s history when you don’t have anything invested in it.” 

 “I’ll have to think about that,” said Jason. 

 “I thought you were an activist,” said Bruce. “You’d be the first activist I’ve met who 

doesn’t like to argue.” 

 “I’m not really an activist anymore,” said Jason. “And at any rate, I’ve always been a 

terrible debater. That’s why I wrote pamphlets. I need time to think of an answer, I’ll probably be 

calling you with one in a week or two.” 

 “That’s fair,” said Bruce. “We can talk about it again at the party. You’re coming, right?” 

 “I don’t know,” said Jason, “I mean, I guess I didn’t know you were having one.” 

 “I wasn’t sure about inviting you,” said Rena. “Bruce is having a costume party in a 

couple of weeks.” 

 “Oh,” said Jason, “okay. Do I have to decide now?” 
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 “No,” said Rena and Bruce almost together. 

 As they began to concentrate on the meal, the conversation meandered away from history 

and its discontents. The kabobs were good, but Jason only managed to eat a few pieces; he’d lost 

his appetite for all but the heavy Scottish porter. The others talked about restaurants in town, 

most of which Jason hadn’t been to, and though he tried to remember those everyone agreed 

were good, by the time the waitress had cleared their plates, their names had fallen away. Bruce 

paid the bill, though the others protested, and they left. Jason kissed Rena again at her car, 

declined a ride home, and walked up to Dowland to catch the bus. 

  He was thinking about what Bruce had said. If it were true, then history was just an 

empty pursuit, an avocation people followed only for pleasure, like model airplanes or stamp 

collecting. If history had no intrinsic value, no ethical power, there was no difference between his 

job at the historical society and his receptionist job. There was no difference between spending 

his time reading The Last Trolley or a comic book. After twenty minutes the bus came. He was 

unable, in that entire time, to move beyond this thought. He could formulate no argument against 

it that did not sound foolish.  

 The bus was empty and bathed in watery blue light. Jason got on. On the wall above one 

of the windows, someone had taped a sheet of paper with a few lines from one of Lucas’s poems. 

Jason had heard Lucas read it several times, and it was one of his favorites, but as he read it that 

night, he could hear the sound of Lucas’s voice in his head, and that just made him feel worse. 

 The morning star suspended in the crescent moon. 

 Silver-blue light on unbroken fields of snow, 

 Wind-rippled on the ground, piled on fences. 

 An owl searches fruitlessly above the frozen desert. 

 On the horizon, an orange halo, then electric constellations. 

 The fullness of the city 

 The emptiness of heaven. 
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Public Funds 

 Lunita occupied the fourth shelf from the ground where she sat licking her paws and 

guarding a book of old plats from the first half of the century and volumes A through K of an 

encyclopedia. Jason watched her for a few minutes, resting his blurred eyes after proofreading 

parts of the catalog. Paul was looking through his review of The Last Trolley. 

 “This is pretty thorough,” Paul said, putting down the page, startling Jason, who’d been a 

little mesmerized by the rhythmic stroking of tongue on fur, into spilling his coffee. 

 “There are a lot of things he ignored,” said Jason. “Mainly public records, like a deal in 

nineteen forty-nine when the city sold land one of the stations was on to a car dealership for three 

times what it was worth.” 

 “But that’d just be speculation,” said Paul. “It’s probably best to let that kind of thing go, 

I mean, you don’t have any arguments with what’s in the book, right?  Just what’s not in the 

book.” 

 “I guess,” said Jason. 

 “Well, you did an impressive job. The review stands, just change the conclusion. By the 

way, how much of your own time did you spend on this?” 

 “Oh, I don’t know,” said Jason, “I didn’t really keep track. I stayed late at the assessor’s 

office a couple of times. When you know what you’re looking for, it doesn’t really take that 

long.” 

 “I can’t believe you checked his sources. Sean never did any research, he usually didn’t 

even read the whole book. He did have good instincts, though.” 

 Beth’s silhouette appeared on the door’s frosted glass. It floated there changing shape 

slightly for a few moments, then the pane rattled in its frame as the door opened and she strolled 

in, nodding silently to the cell phone at her ear. Paul looked at her until she closed it up and put it 

in her purse. 

 “I think, if it’s possible, we’ve traded up,” he said. 

 “What do you mean?” asked Beth. 
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 “Jason’s book review reads like it was written by a history professor,” said Paul. 

 “And that’s a good thing?” said Beth. 

 “Well, I meant it in a good way,” said Paul. 

 “Maybe he has a probing mind,” said Beth, “but I’m not sure if he’s as entertaining as 

Sean. He hasn’t played any practical jokes on me yet, and that has me a little concerned.” 

 “That’s probably because he hasn’t had the right kind of encouragement,” said Paul. 

“Employees usually follow examples more than verbal instructions.” 

 “If I remember correctly,” said Beth, “Sean had been here only a week when he had a 

policeman come to the office and ask us to stop having lunch at The Curve because of our 

strange behavior.” 

 “That’s because the day before that he got an email from a stranger with explicit 

reference to the size of his penis,” said Paul. “By the way, the sexual nature of your jokes can 

border on the questionable. Maybe Jason’s being straight makes you a little uncomfortable.” 

 “The only reason you didn’t like Sean as much as you like Jason is that Sean gave us both 

the same respect!” Beth yelled. 

 “Maybe if you were here more, Jason would do the same,” said Paul. 

 Until Beth’s last declaration, the dialogue had been carried out with a joking tone, a mock 

indigntion skating across the upper registers of both voices. Jason was too uncomfortable hearing 

himself discussed, even in complimentary terms, to say anything. But Beth’s last comment, and 

Paul’s reply, were delivered with sudden seriousness after which Beth snatched up her purse and 

headed for the door. 

 “I’m going out for coffee,” she said. “Jason, would you like something?” 

 “No thanks,” said Jason to the closing door. 

 “Sorry about that,” said Paul, then he returned Jason’s review to him, poured a cup of 

coffee, and turned on the cassette tape player. The lively piano music emitting from the speakers 

did not lighten the office’s mood. 

 This wasn’t the first time Jason had seen a joking argument between them turn serious. 

He didn’t believe that he, or Sean for that matter, was the real cause of it, but that didn’t keep 
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him from feeling vaguely guilty. When he’d started working at the historical society, Jason had 

enjoyed the banter between Beth and Paul and once had even taken part as they quipped and 

gibed at one another, but lately he’d winced every time they launched into a verbal spar, 

anticipating it turning sour. At first he tried to tune them out, but then he began to wonder what 

was driving them. He suspected that the banter had grown stale with repetition, their skins had 

grown thin with age, and they lacked the imagination or self-awareness to change what was 

probably years, decades even, of habit. He found it especially chilling since he could see at least 

a partial reflection of himself and Rena there--the way she called him Donkey or the way he 

feigned scorn for everything. Would he and Rena devolve as well into carping, sniping churls?   

 He realized then that he’d been staring blankly at the computer screen for several 

minutes, and his eyes were blurring again. To take his mind off the whole thing, he picked up the 

review. There were a few red pencil marks here and there, a sentence crossed out, a couple of 

grammatical corrections, but apart from the conclusion, Paul had left it pretty much alone. Jason 

read through it twice then put it on the typing clip that hung from his monitor. Rubbing his eyes, 

he went back to the catalog. 

 He almost missed it. He was on automatic pilot by the time he got to it, checking only for 

spelling, oblivious to the content of each entry. After making sure it was what he thought it was, 

he printed out the page and took it over to Paul. 

 Saint Croix Bicycle Museum, sponsored by UniVel Philanthropies, a 

subsidiary of Incarcarex, Inc. This museum will showcase a wide variety of 

historical bicycles from the mid nineteenth to late twentieth centuries, with an 

emphasis on the 1920s, 30s & 40s. With a permanent collection and a series of 

rotating exhibits in conjunction with other Midwestern transportation 

museums, the SCBM is slated to open within the next three years. Recently 

UniVel was awarded a grant by the Saint Croix Commercial and Tourism 

Development Project, which will facilitate the museum’s construction. The 

museum will be located at 34213 McFeyffe Street. Cost and hours to be 

determined. 
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 “I admit this is a personal thing,” said Jason, “but do you know this museum is being 

funded by the company that runs Yaldabeth?” 

 “I didn’t know that,” said Paul. “It’s good to know, though, that they’re interested in more 

than locking people up.” 

 “It’s a publicity stunt,” said Jason. “Look, they used to make bicycles, but they nearly 

went bankrupt in the eighties, then they stirred up some investors and bought a prison. In less 

than five years, they were turning a profit, despite the fact that they get sued like every six 

months. Now they’re just trying to clean up their image.” 

 “We’re listing everything,” said Paul, flatly. “I know you’re not in favor of censorship, 

right?” 

 “They aren’t even open. They don’t even know for sure when they’re going to open,” 

said Jason. 

 “But they’ve got all their ducks in a row,” said Paul.  

 “And how did they get public funds?”  Jason was almost shouting. “They make more 

money than the electric company.” 

 “That’s what’s really bothering you, huh?” said Paul.  

 “Yeah, yeah, maybe so,” said Jason. 

 “I’ll tell you a secret,” said Paul. “The people who get grants are the ones who don’t need 

them. If you want to talk publicity stunt, that’s what half of grant-giving is all about. You have to 

think of it as the city buying advertising.” 

 Jason went back to his desk. He considered deleting the entry anyway--Paul probably 

wouldn’t notice, but if that was what he was going to do, he should have done it right away 

without talking to Paul first. He hit the page down key and started reading the next set of entries, 

but he couldn’t concentrate, so he took an early lunch at the coffee shop down the street. He ate a 

piece of pecan pie and walked around, then, back at the office, he chatted with Rena for a few 

minutes on the telephone. But none of that helped. His day was ruined. 
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Friends & Lovers 

 “So, tell me,” said Jason, spinning his coaster on its corner, “how long have you and 

Octave been dating?” 

 “Three weeks now,” said Orry, wiping foam from his beard with a paper napkin.  

 “I thought she had a thing for poets,” said Jason, stirring his scotch and biting the little 

plastic straw. 

 “I think discussing old lovers is kind of pointless,” said Orry, draining his glass and 

looking around for the waitress. “You end up feeling resentful or guilty either way, start 

inventing these little patterns and pretty soon you think you’re, I don’t know, condemned to live 

out the same kind of story every time. Don’t you ever see Cynthia in Rena?” 

 “No,” said Jason.  

 “Anyway, though, I will say this,” said Orry, waving his hand in the air and holding up 

his glass, “I think she got hurt. Her self esteem isn’t so great anyway, and I don’t know, I mean, 

she seems cheerful on the outside most of the time, but there’s sort of a fragility about it that 

makes it a little sad, too, you know what I mean?” 

 “I’m not sure,” said Jason, holding up his glass as well to the waitress who’d brought 

another beer for Orry. 

 “Anyway, I’m trying to help her out, I mean this movie, I probably wouldn’t have gotten 

involved in it,” said Orry, “except that it got her really excited and I suppose people would call it 

a distraction, and maybe that isn’t the best thing, but I think it’s more than that, that you have to 

find something in life that really gets you going. I think. . .” 

 “What do you think?” said Jason; Orry had stopped talking and was holding his beer 

glass in both hands, tapping the side with his index fingers. 

 “You have to promise not to repeat this to anybody,” said Orry, “because I’m not really 

interested in discussing sex for any prurient zippity doo da, all right?” 

 “Okay,” said Jason. 
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 “She’s asked me to tie her up a couple of times,” said Orry, leaning in and speaking very 

quietly. “I haven’t done it, but I think it’s part of this insecurity. It’s compensation for something, 

I’m just not sure what. I think now that she’s jazzed up about the movie, she’s feeling better 

about herself, and. . . well, she hasn’t asked me to do it for a week or so.” 

 “Well,” said Jason, “I guess I don’t really have any advice.” 

 “That’s okay,” said Orry, “I just wanted to get that off my chest.” 

 “Wait a minute,” said Jason, “what about all that post-sexual revolution talk you were 

spouting earlier?” 

 “Yeah, I guess I did say that,” said Orry. “Look, I’m all in favor of sexual freedom, it’s 

just, this kind of calculated control thing... I don’t really think it’s about sex, at least not at its 

core.”  

 “Does all this have anything to do with Lucas?” asked Jason. 

 “Lucas?  No, I don’t think so, I mean, they seem to be getting along pretty well,” said 

Orry. 

 “They’re hanging out together?” said Jason. 

 “Not much, but a little,” said Orry. “He was over at her place last Thursday. At least I 

think he was. I got kind of confused about what she was telling me. I guess he stole a bag of pot 

from her, but I wasn’t sure if that was this Thursday or when they were still dating, and then he 

apologized, again, I’m not sure when, because he decided drugs were a cheap thrill.” 

 “Has she finally realized he’s not going to write any more poetry?” asked Jason. 

 “Why would she care?” asked Orry, laughing. 

 “She didn’t tell you about that?” said Jason. Orry shrugged. “She thought she was going 

to inspire him, be his muse, as it were, but he’d already decided to give it up. He just wanted sex, 

it was actually kind of surprising, you know, he suddenly showed this really ugly, cynical side. 

That’s why I stopped hanging out with him.” 

 “I didn’t know about that,” said Orry. He turned away from Jason, hunched over in his 

seat and began deliberately to fold his napkin into a very small square. “I guess she’s not holding 

a grudge,” he continued after a few moments of silence during which Jason contemplated 
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Lucas’s arrogance, “though she’d have every right to. She’s got a big sheet of paper with one of 

his poems hanging on the wall. I’m not sure when she did it, though, it might have been before 

they split up.” 

 “Do you like Lucas’s poetry?” asked Jason. 

 “Never read much of it,” said Orry, standing up and taking out his wallet. 

 “I liked it,” said Jason, “but mainly because I could understand it. Most poetry people try 

to get me to read just doesn’t make any sense. But I don’t know, now I think maybe he’s just a 

hack. The more I learn about him the more it seems everything he does is a sort of pose.” 

 “Maybe,” said Orry laying money on the table. “Whenever Octave talks about him, she 

always sounds kind of sorry for him.” 

 “I’ll never understand that,” said Jason, standing, too, and putting down money for his 

drinks. “I’d expect her to be pissed.” 

 “I don’t get it either,” Orry muttered, his voice almost covered by the noise his hands 

made as they slapped his coat repeatedly, just under the pocket flaps. 
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Paper Airplane 

 The living room of Rena's apartment. An empty wine bottle and two glasses sit on the 

coffee table. An 11"X17" poster picturing a guitar player sits on the floor downstage right. The 

rest of the room is clean. The sound of water running comes from the bathroom. Jason, wearing 

only boxer shorts, peeks into the living room from the bedroom door, then disappears again. 

Offstage, Rena laughs. Jason enters a minute later, this time wearing jeans. He goes into the 

kitchen, then returns to the living room with two cups of coffee. He picks up the wine bottle and 

glasses and carries them to the kitchen. He returns, sits on the couch and drinks coffee. A minute 

later, Rena enters, her hair up, wearing a bathrobe. She sits on the couch, legs curled under her, 

and takes the coffee cup that Jason holds out to her. 

RENA:  You really haven't been with anyone else since we split up? 

JASON:  Is this a health thing, or an ego thing? 

RENA:  Would the answer be different? 

JASON:  Well, I wouldn't lie about a health risk, but maybe for an ego thing I would, just so you 

wouldn't think I'm completely dependent on you. 

RENA:  But you didn't ask me. Did you assume, or did you just not want to know? 

JASON:  To be completely honest, I don't want to know. 

RENA:  That doesn't seem very healthy. 

JASON:  You can tell me later. A year from today, if we're still together. 
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RENA:  I'd better write that down. 

 Pause. Jason notices the poster. He stands, walks over and picks it up. 

JASON:  What's this? 

 He holds up the poster. It is a rather cheesy copy of Picasso's "Blue Guitar", except that 

it is in black and white, and the guitarist has long hair. 

RENA:  Bruce brought that over last time he was here. Some folk singer or something that 

played at Basileus. I don't know. Bruce didn't think much of him. 

JASON:  Why did he bring it over? 

RENA:  I don't know. Something about the poster. It pissed him off. I wasn't really listening. 

JASON:  That’s not like you. 

RENA:  Speaking of Bruce, did you read his story? 

JASON:  Some of it. 

RENA:  I only ask, because he’s going to talk to you about it tonight. 

JASON:  Whatever. (Starting to fold up the poster on the coffee table.)  I used to do this in high 

school. 
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RENA:  Fold paper?  Was it for art or shop? 

JASON:  Very funny. 

 He folds up the paper into a very elaborate paper airplane with stabilizers in the back of 

the wings. He holds it up. 

JASON:  What do you think? 

RENA:  I think maybe you need to spend more time reading. 

JASON:  I bet I can get this across the room, out the balcony door and across the river. 

RENA:  Bet what? 

JASON:  I don't know. Oral sex. Open the door. 

RENA:  It's like five degrees out there. 

JASON:  Just for a minute. 

 Pause. Rena shakes her head, then stands and walks to the edge of the stage. Facing the 

audience, she mimes opening up a sliding glass door. She goes back and sits on the coffee table. 

Jason has stood up with the airplane. Rena hugs herself and shivers. 

RENA:  Hurry up, okay? 

JASON:  Right. 
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 He strikes a dramatic pose, then throws the airplane. As it leaves his hand, it nose dives 

directly into the carpet. 

RENA:  Ha!  Close the door and get on your knees! 

JASON:  Wait, wait. Just one thing. (He picks up the airplane and adjusts the stabilizers.)  Okay, 

here we go.  

 Jason throws the airplane again. This time it soars up and out over the audience to the 

very back of the house. Rena and Jason run downstage and look out. 

RENA:  I admit, I'm impressed. 

JASON:  I don't see it. 

RENA:  There it is. It's floating down there by the next building. 

JASON:  Should we call it even? 

RENA:  It's not over the river yet, boy. 

 Pause. They watch the airplane descend. 

JASON:  Ooooh!  Damn! 

RENA:  Into the water!  That's two you owe me. (She mimes shutting the door. They rub their 

hands together.) 
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JASON:  Can we do it later?  

RENA:  Well, I suppose. I’m writing this down, too, though.  

JASON:  Of course you are. 

 Pause. Jason shivers. 

JASON:  I'm cold. Aren't you cold?  

RENA:  No. I'm all right. 

JASON:  I'll be right back. (He exits to the bedroom.) 

RENA:  (Calling after him.)  I can turn the heat up. 

JASON:  (Coming back in with a t-shirt, sweater and socks)  That's all right. 

RENA:  You're the one who wanted the door open. 

JASON:  I know. (He quickly puts on his clothes.) 

RENA:  Are you sure you're okay? 

JASON:  Yeah. I'm kind of shaky, I think I drank too much wine last night. 
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 Jason sits on the couch and drinks coffee. Rena goes to the table by the door, opens a 

drawer and pulls out a deck of cards. The cards should be very large, at least five by seven 

inches. She slides the coffee table out of the way, sits on the floor in front of the couch and starts 

to shuffle the cards. 

JASON:  Those are the biggest cards I’ve ever seen. 

RENA:  They’re not playing cards.  

 She holds one of the cards up to Jason. It has the picture of Death on it, black robe, 

scythe, etc. 

JASON:  Tarot cards?  (He puts his coffee on the floor.) 

RENA:  Hey, don’t knock it. They helped me pay for med school. I did readings in this basement 

shop on Cussick Street. Want me to do you? 

JASON:  No, thanks. I can’t. . . 

RENA:  Can’t what? 

JASON:  You don’t believe this shit, do you? 

RENA:  I believe there are confluences of energy in the universe that can be detected by the 

powerful symbols that may either be part of our subconscious or a reflection of the spirit 

of the universe. 

JASON:  (Picking up the box the cards were in.)  Is that blurb on the box somewhere? 
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RENA:  Or maybe I just took advantage of my exotic Mediterranean looks to play the part of the 

gypsy and earn a little cash. 

JASON:  That’s almost worse. 

RENA:  Oh, lighten up. It’s for fun. Sure you don’t want a reading?  (She starts laying the cards 

out in the ten card, cross and line pattern.) 

JASON:  I have to go soon.  

RENA:  Right, your friends. You want to have dinner before the party? 

JASON:  I suppose. 

RENA:  Bring your costume along. We can change here afterwards. Unless you want to go out to 

eat dressed like Johnny Rotten. 

JASON:  You actually got paid to do this? 

RENA:  I was good, too. You’ll have a chance to see me in action tonight. 

JASON:  So people believed what you told them? 

RENA:  Now how would I know that?  Maybe I believe it, too. 

JASON:  You’re a scientist. 
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RENA:  With a healthy respect for the unknown. 

JASON:  (Picking up the cards left over and flipping through them.)  That’s a cheap answer. 

RENA:  I’ll make you a deal. Tonight you can ask Helgesen about it, and he can give you a 

Jungian explanation. He gave me one once, but I don’t remember it. 

JASON:  Fine. What’s this?  The Hanged Man?  He’s hanging by his foot. That’s not hanged. 

RENA:  It represents balance, not execution. Why do you always have to be so dark minded? 

JASON:  Whatever. Look, I’m going to be late, I’d better take off.  

 Jason stands, takes his coffee cup into the kitchen and comes back. Rena stares at the 

cards until he re-enters, then she stands, too, and they both go to the door. 

RENA:  I’ll make the reservations for six-thirty, that way I’ll have time to collect. 

JASON:  Collect? 

RENA:  The paper airplane bet?  You forget already? 

JASON:  Right. 

RENA:  I’ll see you about six, then. 

JASON:  Okay, bye. 
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RENA:  Bye. 

 They kiss quickly and Jason exits. Rena goes back to the floor, picks up the cards and 

starts to shuffle them again. The lights fade as she begins laying out another cross and line 

pattern. 
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Twice Around the Room 

 Light spilled from Bruce’s house onto the smooth mounds of snow outside, a center slash 

of ghostly blue from the porchlight overtaken on either side by long, thin rectangles of yellow 

from two narrow windows. Though Jason could see people drifting past those windows, there 

was no sound coming from the house, none from the street, either, which flattened out the image 

of merriment into a stylized picture. Jason, with spiked hair, leather jacket and torn jeans, still 

uncomfortable from a too large dinner, strolled up the walk with Rena who was clutching the 

deck as though it were the book of life, up three stairs then another stretch of walk then two stairs 

to the porch. He extended his finger to ring the bell, but Rena pulled his hand away and opened 

the door, walking in like a roommate or a relative, through the foyer into the short hall between 

the living room on their left and the dining room on their right where the low gurgle of 

conversation echoed just above their heads. In front of them was a long flight of stairs unbroken 

by landing to the house’s second floor. Rena threw her coat over the banister, revealing a peasant 

blouse and patchwork skirt matching the scarf tied over her head. Jason followed her as she 

headed into the living room where a fire blazed over six logs heating the room like a dry sauna, 

noticing that there weren’t really that many people there, not more than fifteen, besides Rena 

only three of whom, Helena, Bruce and Helgesen, he knew. A minute in the room and his coat, 

though an integral part of his costume, was off showing a Sex Pistols t-shirt with a picture of 

Queen Elizabeth II, eyes covered with the words, “God Save the Queen” in cut and paste letters 

like a ransom note. Helgesen, in an elaborate medieval costume with tunic, tights, elfin shoes, 

and a lute on the floor beside him, sat in a large stuffed chair right next to the fireplace, talking 

quietly to a very young looking woman in a nurse’s uniform sitting on the chair’s footstool 

holding a giant goblet three quarters full of red wine. The psychologist smiled at him and raised 

his own glass, a brandy snifter, in greeting, then returned his attention to the young woman who 

seemed very interested in what he was saying while Jason scanned the room slowly looking for 

someone who might be Helgesen’s wife, though he was to find out in a few minutes that she 

wasn’t at the party at all. Rena had disappeared into the kitchen at the back of the house then 
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reappeared and, as she passed him almost without stopping, holding another large goblet of red 

wine, she handed him a bottle of Scotch ale, which he took a sip from instead of thanking her--

though she didn’t wait for that, either, and was in the dining room, he could hear her laughing, 

before he lowered the bottle from his lips. 

 “Not used to these people yet,” said Helena behind him. Jason turned around. She was 

wearing a charcoal grey pinstripe, three-piece suit, had slicked back her hair and drawn a pencil 

line moustache just above her lip. She also held a giant goblet leaving Jason wondering how 

much wine Bruce had bought, since each glass seemed to hold nearly a whole bottle. “That one 

there’s a professor, she’s another librarian, and that guy sitting over there is a psychologist,” she 

pointed to people in the room. 

 “Yeah,” said Jason, “that’s Carl Helgesen, he’s a friend of Rena’s.” 

 “That woman dressed as a nurse is actually a doctor, believe it or not,” said Helena, “she 

looks like a college student. Never seen so many advanced degrees in one room before.” 

 “That’s what we get for dating above our station,” said Jason. 

 “Speak for yourself,” said Helena. 

 “Do you mind if I ask you something?” said Jason. 

 “I guess not,” said Helena. 

 “Are you and Bruce serious?” said Jason. 

 “I don’t know,” said Helena. “He hasn’t done anything to piss me off yet, so we might be. 

Heard from Cynthia lately?” 

 “You trying to make me feel guilty?” asked Jason. 

 “The troubadour is trying to get your attention,” said Helena. 

 Helgesen was signalling to him; his companion had wandered off to the coffee table for a 

handful of nuts, then, glass empty, drifted towards the kitchen, towards other conversations away 

from the fire. Jason turned to Helena to excuse himself, but her back was already to him receding 

towards a tall, thin woman who stood near the window looking out, or, perhaps, gazing at the 

party reflected in the window nearly opaque with interior light. With some reluctance, Jason took 

the rather subservient position on the footstool, a position mitigated somewhat, however, by the 
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fact that he was almost as tall there as the doctor sitting on the chair. Helgesen smiled warmly 

and seemed genuinely glad to see Jason, though he dismissed an inquiry regarding his wife with 

an impatient wave of the hand as if Jason were inquiring about a cut from a kitchen knife 

suffered weeks ago. 

 “I haven’t talked to you in quite some time,” he said. “When I heard that you and Rena 

had split, I almost gave you a call, but I couldn’t really think of anything to say to you. When 

Rena told me you had reconciled, I was quite relieved.” 

 “Actually, you had something to do with that,” said Jason. “In an odd way.” 

 “How odd?” asked Helgesen. 

 “How as in what degree, or how as in what way?” said Jason. 

 “How as in what way,” said Helgesen. 

 “It’s kind of hard to explain,” said Jason. “I mean, you remember when we had a drink at 

the Pequod, and you said something about introspection, and I thought, really, that was 

something that obsessed people who were basically self-involved did, but then some things 

happened, and I decided to try it, and, well, I didn’t follow any real method, but let’s just say I 

decided maybe I’d been unfair to her, based on some things that happened to me, mostly a long 

time ago.” 

 “Do you think you’re the same person you were a long time ago?” said Helgesen. 

 “I don’t know,” said Jason. “I hope not.”  Helgesen laughed. 

 “Change is always inevitable and always unexpected,” said Helgesen. 

 “Can I ask you something?” said Jason. “About Rena, this whole tarot card thing, does 

she believe it?” 

 “I doubt it,” said Helgesen. 

 “She told me to ask you about it’s psychological significance,” said Jason. 

 “Well,” said Helgesen, “I’m sure she was joking, but since you brought it up, it’s mildly 

interesting. Take the ‘Death’ card for instance. I’ve had a number of patients who, when faced 

with very large life changes such as a move to a new city, the birth of a child, or a career change 

became convinced that they would die before the changes took place, and the Death card in the 
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tarot deck actually means great change and not the final end. It’s been a long time since I’ve 

looked at a tarot deck, to be honest. You’d think, given their nature, they would be a gold mine of 

Jungian symbolism, but actually they represent a very culture and class specific set of concerns, 

namely endemic to the nobility of the late middle ages, and, I think, the main reason they are still 

so popular is a kind of nostalgia for the middle ages, the romance, the knights and castles and all 

that, a nostalgia, you can see, that I am not completely free from myself.” 

 Helgesen had picked up his lute, and he plucked out a few notes while he continued his 

discourse on tarot cards and their relation to the various religious movements of the middle ages, 

but Jason’s attention began to wander, and he stole glances about the room looking for Rena or 

even Helena, or some other way out of the conversation. Relief came finally from Helgesen 

himself, or rather from his thirst, for he drained his glass, stood and announced his intention to 

pour another, and since Jason hadn’t even made it halfway through his beer, he was set adrift 

from Helgesen’s pier into the slow current and debris-littered shoals. 

 “She looks like she’s twelve years old. No wonder he didn’t realize.” 

 “I can’t believe he invited them both.” 

 “Probably his idea of a joke.” 

 “If so, she was in on it, I mean, a nurse’s uniform?  I’ve never seen anyone insulted by a 

costume before.” 

 “And then they had to take out all of the Xerox machines but one, and that one’s in the 

basement, now the books disappear for the whole semester, and the parents pay the fines.” 

 “Of course, compared to say, the Ottoman Empire, the monarchies of Europe were much 

closer to oligarchies than to autocracies, but the sense of definition blurs even as--” 

 “And she was going to sue, but then I asked her, if she knew her sex drive was going to 

crash, would she have passed up on the hysterectomy and taken her chances, and then, without a 

doubt, she said no, and that ended the whole thing. I gave her Helgesen’s number, but she hasn’t 

called him. I’m convinced it’s psychosomatic, and that’s not my area.” 

 Rena sat at the head of the dining room table surrounded by four other people watching 

her lay out the cards, and she spoke quietly, too quietly for Jason to hear, as each card took its 
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place in the formation, and one of the guests, dressed as a cat, leaned in looking from cards to 

Rena while her date rolled his eyes. 

 “It’s not me. He’s kind of an alter ego. A more adventurous version of me. Sodor is 

Rhodes, in Greek, they call it Rodos, so I just spelled it backwards.”  Bruce, dressed in the robes 

of a Greek philosopher, said to the young looking woman in the nurse’s uniform, each seated at a 

Chinese style armchair at the kitchen table behind a row of bottles, he mixing her a drink from 

several bottles of which Jason quickly lost track. “I’m not sure if the Byzantines actually exiled 

any heretics anywhere, but it made sense in the context of the story. I combined some stuff. It 

was actually the Venetians, not the Byzantines who built the medieval city on Rhodes, and it was 

run by the Knights Hospitallars, an international group of knights who took it upon themselves to 

protect and care for people who were making pilgrimages to Jerusalem and Bethlehem. Rhodes 

fell to the Ottomans in the late sixteenth century during the reign of Suleimann the Magnificent, 

but I made the island in my story much less strategically and culturally important than Rhodes 

actually was. Oh, Jason, you read the story, right?  What did you think of the whole thing?” 

 “I’m not the best person to ask,” said Jason. 

 “The historical inaccuracy offends you?” said Bruce looking sideways at his original 

companion who, after accepting the drink he’d made her, stood and stepped off, away from 

hysterectomy man who’d looked at her with tightened jaw. 

 “It’s not that,” said Jason. “I guess I didn’t really like the characters.” 

 “Fair enough,” said Bruce. “Would you like a martini?” 

 “No thanks,” said Jason. 

 “Have things improved at the little annex of history?” Bruce asked. 

 “What do you mean?” asked Jason. 

 “Well, you mentioned that you and Beth weren’t getting along so well. I was wondering 

if things have gotten better. She’s pretty moody, but there are times when she can actually be 

wonderful company, though that’s usually when Paul’s not around, for some reason that I, for 

one, have never been able to understand. Though, like I said, I don’t really know her all that 

well.” 
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 “It’s hard to describe,” said Jason, uncomfortable with the whole situation, and certainly 

not wanting to hash out the details of his worktime frustrations with a diminutive Socrates 

sipping scotch whose philosophical meanderings were certainly not in Jason’s best interests. 

 “Well, I wouldn’t worry too much about it,” said Bruce, “I mean, you followed a really 

tough act in Sean, cause the two of them were like two little bitchy peas in a pod, they fit so well 

together. Same sense of humor, same sense of fashion, same taste in matinee idols, even. Paul 

used to comment to me every once in awhile that if he didn’t know Sean was gay he would’ve 

been jealous and I’m not really sure that he didn’t have a reason to feel that way anyway. Not 

that anything, you know, under the sheets, would ever have happened, but I guess the bottom line 

is just that, as they say, Beth is a dyed in the wool fag hag, and given that, you didn’t really stand 

a chance with her. I mean, at least as far as getting close goes.” 

 “I’ll keep that in mind,” said Jason, turning abruptly, perhaps rudely from the table. 

 He took another Scotch ale from the refrigerator noting that it was the only kind of beer 

while the table was littered with several varieties of red and white wine as well as the basic and 

auxiliary ingredients for any number of cocktails. He looked through the large archway that 

opened to the dining room and saw Helena again, behind Rena, leaning over her shoulder 

watching her lay down another set of cards, and when she noticed him looking at her she raised 

her goblet in a silent toast with what may have been a smile or a smirk; an image of Seth flashed 

into his head, hair falling over his eyes, hands out in an emphatic gesture as he knotted colored 

threads from individualism, science fiction, American culture, and the Gnostics into elaborate 

theoretical macrame, shaking, trembling just slightly as he produced his arguments. Bruce was 

certainly more self-assured than Seth, more educated, at least formally, and more professionally 

successful, an anti-individual Seth would call him. But they had things in common, that flaky 

intellectualizing, the contempt for any endeavor that didn’t meet with their own sense of the 

world, the belief that everyone had a certain place and that some places were higher than others, 

and most of all, a certain arrogance that was hidden behind on the one hand, Bruce’s bourgeois 

good manners, and on the other hand, Seth’s enthusiasm and socially low station. He wondered 



Built on the Ruins                         !       Brad Gottschalk 398

whether Helena ever thought about this. She had nothing good to say about Seth anymore, so he 

doubted she’d want to think that he and Bruce had anything in common at all.  

 Rena stacked her cards on the table, got up, and drifted towards him, past him, to the 

kitchen table where she filled her goblet. Hysterectomy man hurried in front of her, through the 

kitchen to the living room, eyes on the floor. Jason moved to her side. 

 “How long have we been here?” he asked. 

 “About forty-five minutes,” she said. “Where have you been?  You didn’t see me in 

action.” 

 “I was talking to Helgesen, then to Bruce,” said Jason. “Or, I should say, I was listening 

to Bruce. I was listening to Helgesen, too, for that matter.” 

 “I had an image of you standing by the back door smoking a joint,” said Rena. 

 “I didn’t even think of that,” said Jason, jokingly. “If I had one, I would have. Does 

anyone here indulge?” 

 “Not having a good time?” asked Rena. 

 “I’m all right,” said Jason. 

 “Remember that story I told you, about the doctor that ran out on his date?” said Rena. 

She pointed through the door to the living room at hysterectomy man. “That’s him. Delaplaine. 

The woman’s here, too, dressed as a nurse, if you can believe it.” 

 “Right,” said Jason. 

 “I invited her,” said Rena. “I don’t know who invited Delaplaine. If I thought Bruce knew 

him, I’d say it was a big joke, but I don’t think he does.” 

 “Can you tell me something?” said Jason. “Is Bruce a jerk?” 

 “What do you mean?” asked Rena. 

 “I can’t tell if he’s trying to get on my nerves, or if he’s trying to be nice and just isn’t 

very good at it,” said Jason. 

 “He’s probably the smartest person I know,” said Rena. Jason rolled his eyes, and Rena 

blew her lips out like a puffer fish, then exhaled slowly, obviously wanting to avoid giving him 
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any ammunition, but at last saying, “But sometimes I think he understands people a little too 

well.” 

 “Are you ready to go?” asked Jason. 

 “We have to stay for a few more minutes at least,” said Rena. “It’s been more than a week 

since I’ve talked to Carl.” 

 Rena drifted into the living room where an elaborate arrangement of “Greensleeves” 

emanated from Helgesen’s lute. The dining room was nearly empty by then, and he walked 

through it slowly, not paying attention to the two people talking softly by the tall, narrow 

window. A joint at the back door, in fact, would have been out of the question since he hated 

being around people he didn’t know when he was stoned, didn’t much like it when he was sober, 

either, but at least then he could keep from entering into conversations in which he knew he’d be 

lost, adrift, a keelless boat. He drifted slowly through the hallway into the living room where 

Helgesen, amid faint applause was putting his lute back on the floor, still sitting in the stuffed 

armchair, the people around it breaking into little groups to talk.  

 “. . .arrested last week and they kept him for thirty six hours while they went through all 

of his bank records for the last year, then his lawyer was told he’d have to return the money. . .” 

 “She’s not a bitch, maybe if you weren’t so condescending, you’d see that.” 

 “I’d like to put every last one of them on an island and let them just kill each other and 

leave the rest of us alone.” 

 “The whole door is electrified, if you touch any part of it, you get enough to put you out 

for a good twenty minutes. It was developed in a prison in, I think somewhere in South America, 

but I forget.” 

 The guests in clumps, he drifted by, none of the conversations appealed to him at all, their 

heads, bobbing and weaving together suddenly seemed hydra-like, mouths opening and closing, 

teeth shiny with spit. In the kitchen again, he set his empty bottle on the counter next to the sink 

then eyed the bottles on the table. There was a bottle of single malt with still enough for at least 

one, probably two more good drinks, and Jason stood there for a minute or two considering--

though a joint on the back porch was out, a glass of good scotch in private was still in the cards, 



Built on the Ruins                         !       Brad Gottschalk 400

one card at least, the Hanged Man. Then he heard Bruce’s voice again, nearby, speaking his 

name, rolling it across his tongue and hard palate like an insect he was attempting to spit out, and 

Jason reached for the bottle. 

 “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable,” Bruce said. And maybe not, Jason thought, 

probably not, did not intend to, but are secretly proud of yourself for doing so. “Or is it not the 

situation with Beth that’s really bothering you?” 

 “What do you mean?” asked Jason. 

 “Well, I don’t know what Paul has told you, but I’m guessing it’s not much since he likes 

to live in this bubble in which everything is going to work out to his advantage, but in my 

opinion, and this has to have crossed your mind, too, the days of the catalog are numbered. The 

state’s budget has been shrinking almost every year, and a, well, let’s face it, the catalog is 

something of a vanity project for Paul, and it’ll be one of the first things to go when the 

legislature starts tightening the belts in a serious way. Plus, when the public library and Basileus 

get their catalogs online, there won’t be much point to the whole endeavor, will there?” 

 Looking at Bruce, at the hardness that had closed over his eyes, Jason had a sudden 

insight. He took a step towards the man, who was shorter than he by at least six inches, and 

spoke quietly. “Before you start forecasting our doom, maybe you’d like to tell me why you 

never got your PhD. Did you run out of money, fail a class, or did you just never bother to write 

your paper?  Maybe you can convince other people that this is your classroom, but I’m not 

impressed.” 

 Bruce tried to smile, but his eyes were squinting, the hardness wavering. “You’re going to 

be doing data entry for the rest of your life,” he growled. “You’ll be burned out at fifty, living in 

a one-room apartment with a hot pot and a toaster, and when your teeth fall out, you’ll blame 

society.” 

 Jason had touched a nerve, and he was so elated by that realization that Bruce’s speech 

floated past him like a paper airplane without pricking his emotions at all. But he was slow with 

a rejoinder. Bruce turned his back on Jason and was halfway to the living room before Jason 

hurled another javelin. 
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 “Wait, I know,” he said. “You left school to write that novel. How’s it going?” 

 Bruce stopped walking and stood very still for such a long moment that Jason began to 

count it out, silently, marking out the time between the numbers by repeating the word 

“punishment” to himself, until, finally, at “eleven-punishment”, Bruce took a step forward, 

paused, then another step then went around the corner out of Jason’s view. 

 Less than a minute later, Rena and Jason were headed down the stairs of the front porch, 

walking towards the rectangle of faint blue light on the sidewalk. Rena hadn’t asked for an 

explanation, but he knew she’d demand one soon, probably before the drive to her apartment was 

finished. Before then, though, Jason floated in the calm, unfamiliar and isolating water of 

victory. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been in that kind of verbal confrontation--

certainly the last time he’d lost, and he didn’t know why Bruce had attacked him. In fact, looking 

back on the incident a day later, he couldn’t be sure he’d been attacked at all, he could only be 

certain he’d felt attacked. And he’d responded and tossed Bruce like a rotten jack o’ lantern.  



Built on the Ruins                         !       Brad Gottschalk 402

Tropical Fish 

 The review was in. The whole project had taken just over two weeks, though most of that 

time was taken up simply reading the book. Then it was back to the catalog, which was nearing 

its final form. New sources in front. Reviews in back. Endless lists of the same stuff in the 

middle. Even so, the catalog was thin, and Jason began to be grateful that Saint Croix was a 

small city. In less than a week the process would begin again, and this time it would be even 

worse; he’d be burrowing through the Basileus library for months. 

 All of this was made worse one day by Beth, who was in the office alone with Jason, Paul 

having taken a long weekend to go to some museum in Chicago. She was on the phone most of 

the morning, talking rapidly. Jason couldn’t hear her words, just the droning of her voice 

interrupted once in awhile by sharp ax chops of laughter. Then, right before lunch she came over 

to his desk while he was proofreading and stood there, waiting, tapping her well manicured nails 

on its metal top. 

 “You know,” she said after Jason looked up, “Paul was kind of hurt by what you said on 

Tuesday.” 

 “What did I say?” asked Jason, confused. 

 “That an aquarium is a waste of time,” said Beth. 

 Jason searched his memory for the offending remark. That Tuesday he and Paul had gone 

out for drinks after work, and Paul was talking about his friend Gary, who’d been trying to get 

him interested in keeping tropical fish. Jason, though, hadn’t really been paying much attention. 

He’d been thinking about the similarities between Seth and Bruce, and about how he might call 

Helena’s attention to them. He didn’t remember exactly what he’d said, but he was pretty sure he 

hadn’t made any absolute claims about the merits of an aquarium. 

 “Isn’t this the same guy who told you you needed a koi pond?” said Jason. 

 “Well, I suppose it is,” said Beth. “An aquarium is a lot different from a pond, though.” 

 “I’m sorry if I hurt his feelings,” said Jason. “I’ll tell him when he comes in.” 
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 “Oh, don’t do that,” said Beth. “He’s pretending that everything’s fine. In fact, he told me 

he agrees with you, but that’s just the way he is. If he’s talking to you, he agrees with you, if he’s 

talking to Gary, he agrees with Gary.” 

 “The same Gary you said was a jerk,” said Jason. 

 “That’s beside the point,” said Beth. 

 “So what you’re saying,” said Jason, “is that this isn’t about Paul at all, it’s between you 

and me, it means you have a problem of some kind with me and you’re just using Paul as sort of 

the example to point it out, but I’m still not exactly sure just what the problem is.” 

 “I don’t have a problem with you, it’s just that Paul--” said Beth uncertainly. 

 “Maybe you should make out a list of things I can say, acceptable topics of conversation, 

though I have to say, I would have thought that tropical fish was a safe one,” said Jason 

interrupting. 

 “That’s because you have the sensitivity of a brain-damaged warthog,” said Beth. 

 “All I’m saying is, if you have a problem with me, come to me about it,” said Jason. His 

anger had overtaken his good sense at that point, and he spoke without measuring his words. 

“Don’t use Paul as an excuse, don’t try to get at me through Paul, and don’t try to make me feel 

guilty.” 

 Beth had no reply. Jason was disappointed; he truly wanted to know what he’d done to 

bother her. But she didn’t continue to insist that she was simply looking out for Paul, either. She 

took an early lunch instead, and when she returned, Jason took his lunch. When he got back to 

the office (late), she was gone for the day.  

 Jason had seen this kind of behavior before, and he had no patience for it. In virtually 

every grunt job he’d ever worked, he’d run up against someone who had tried to fight the 

monotony of the work with doses of self-manufactured high drama. He didn’t understand, 

though, why Beth would have to resort to that, since she never really had to be there at all. That 

made her behavior even more annoying. 
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Bad Faith 

 “. . .not the same at all.” 

 “You’re the one drawing the parallels. You think you’re the only one with insight?” 

 “No. Of course not, but I did think about this, it’s not some impulse. For a week or so 

I’ve been thinking, and it probably has to do with Helena, you know, I was wondering about 

what kind of guy she’d be attracted to.” 

 “But you don’t know her that well, do you?” 

 “No, but I know other people who know her well. I’m not saying it’s always a bad thing, 

I mean, it’s not a criticism, just an observation, but it seems to me that she seems to hook up 

with, well, let’s face it, windbags.” 

 “But your pal Orry, and even Helgesen for that matter, they’re the same way. Give them 

an opening and they can talk for an hour without stopping to take a breath.” 

 “But there’s a difference, and it’s a big one. Helgesen and Orry really believe what 

they’re saying, even if it sounds odd or flaky. Seth and Bruce, they’ll say anything for effect, it’s 

such bullshit, any thought that crosses their minds gets launched out of their mouths, and they 

have nothing to do with anything, they only think they’re going to get some kind of reaction out 

of you, and they think they’re being Socrates, but it’s more like a tabloid newspaper.” 

 “Look, I know Bruce can be a little abrasive--” 

 “Rena, he’s an asshole. Just try some time disagree--” 

 “Let me finish. I know he can be abrasive, but under it all, he’s really a really nice guy, I 

mean, he’s just trying to be entertaining, that’s all there is to it. He doesn’t expect you to take him 

seriously, in fact you kind of surprised him.” 

 “That sounds a little condescending.” 

 “You don’t believe me?” 

 “No, I don’t mean condescending to me, I mean condescending to Bruce. And I’m not 

convinced, I’m not convinced he’s just trying to be entertaining, you’re supposed to think there’s 

some big wisdom behind the sarcasm, I’m sure.” 
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 “So what do you want me to do about it?” 

 “I don’t know.” 

 “If you’re asking me to drop him, I’m not going to do it.” 

 “I’d never do that.” 

 “We’ve been friends since college, and if you ask me to choose--” 

 “I’m not asking you to choose.” 

 “You’re the one who’ll lose. I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be--” 

 “I’m not asking you for that!” 

 “What, then?” 

 “I want you to at least acknowledge that there might be something to what I’m saying, 

maybe Bruce treats you like the Queen of Luxembourg, but he’s a prick to me, and at least you 

could try to acknowledge that there’s something to what I’m saying or at least try to understand 

why I might feel that way, and maybe, just maybe you could ask why he’d be this way to me 

when to you he’s obviously some kind of fucking prince!” 

 “What makes you think I don’t understand?” 

 “Honestly, I just don’t think it’s in your nature. I think you’re perfectly happy to go along 

without thinking about anyone else’s point of view. And you surround yourself with people who 

let you do that, Helgesen, Bruce, Mifflin even, they’re all self-contained. I want to know why 

you don’t like Helgesen’s wife. And me, I probably seemed that way to you, too, didn’t I?” 

 “You seemed self-sufficient.” 

 “It’s this aristocratic, metal skinned, false serenity that--” 

 “It’s called being an adult.” 

 “What you want is somebody who won’t intrude on your own little bubble, somebody 

who has everything figured out and doesn’t give a shit what anyone else thinks, which’ll give 

you permission to skate through life with the same attitude. I mean, when I ask you for help I get 

this bullshit like, ‘I’m not very good at psychology’, or ‘lighten up, you’re taking it all too 

seriously’.” 
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 “I think most people’s problems come from an inflated sense of their own importance. 

Look, I have to be compassionate at work all day for people who are really sick, people who 

really need it, and even worse for people who imagine they’re getting sick every time they hear 

about animals being slaughtered for mad cow or some new bird virus in Asia, so on my off hours 

I like to be around people who are stable. Sue me. And what do you have to complain about 

anyway?  Okay, you don’t have much money, but I don’t hear you complain about that, you’ve 

just got this vague malaise. You’re healthy, you’re working, you’ve got friends, you’ve got a 

girlfriend who makes good conversation and is a great fuck. So what’s the problem?” 

 “I’m not really sure.” 

 “See?” 

 “But you just ask me what it is. It’s like a challenge, ‘produce your problem or shut up’, 

you’re not interested in helping me figure it out, you just want it gone.” 

 “Well, I don’t know what to tell you, Jason. I’ve been straightforward with you. I know 

my limitations, and it seems you’re expecting something from me that maybe you shouldn’t.” 

 “Maybe you’re right. I should probably go.” 

 “You dumping me again?” 

 “You can’t ask me that every time we have an argument. I mean, what the fuck?  Are you 

saying I should just shut up?  I’m not allowed to be pissed off, or what, I should maybe just keep 

it to myself, is that it?” 

 “No, of course not--” 

 “Because I’m telling you, it’s kind of oppressive, being with you but feeling like I can’t 

be honest, like I can’t share my opinions without having this big fucking mess, and then you’re 

telling me my problems are basically bullshit because I have enough to eat and get some pussy.” 

 “Fuck off, Jason. Just go. Here’s the thing, you don’t even know what your problem is. 

When you figure it out, then maybe I can--” 
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Set Up 

 Bruce was late. Jason was getting nervous and irritated as he would be expected to be 

when in the company of such a jackass. He wondered whether he’d made a mistake in asking for 

Helgesen’s help--the doctor had agreed to ask Bruce to meet him for a drink at the Pequod then 

skip the engagement. It was obvious that Jason was up to something, and there were a lot of 

ways an amiable oaf like Helgesen could screw it up even if he didn’t let slip that the invitation 

originally came from Jason. Bruce wasn’t an idiot, despite his many other flaws. 

 “Where is she?” asked Seth petulantly. “And why would she want to meet here?  It’s like 

twenty miles from where she lives. This place is bullshit. I haven’t seen so many polo shirts since 

I never went to Boston.” 

 Seth had been easy. All he’d had to do was mention Alice. 

 “She did this on purpose, I’ll bet. I’d think you were in on it, too, if you weren’t sitting 

right across from me. Look, five more minutes, then I’m out of here.” 

 They’d been there for twenty minutes already, and Jason had listened to Seth with at least 

a good facsimile of attention as he railed against two of his co-workers who were, in his words, 

“complete posers who think they’re fucking experts because they’ve read issues one through 

fifty of Spider-Man, but they wouldn’t know an Eisner from a Herriman.”  Seth had apparently 

turned into a comics scholar, and this, to Jason’s bemused disappointment, had taken time away 

from his more serious sociological research. 

 Bruce arrived with what would have been cinematic timing except that Jason had 

persuaded Seth to have another Irish whisky. He stood a few feet from the front door, looking 

around uncertainly; Jason let him scan the tables for a minute or two before feigning surprise and 

waving him over. 

 “Seth, this is Bruce Baltzell,” he said. “He’s a librarian at Basileus. Bruce, Seth Willard. 

Bruce is dating Helena now.” 

 “Oh,” said Bruce, “you’re that Seth. Helena mentioned you a couple of times.” 
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 “I bet she did,” said Seth. “Take my advice. Enjoy the sex, but don’t leave anything at her 

place.” 

 “I’m not sure what that means,” said Bruce. 

 “You will,” said Seth. 

 “Well,” said Bruce, “at any rate, we’re usually at my house.”  He put a hard emphasis on 

the word ‘house,’ as if to imply that his domicile was not the sort of place where one would see 

an old sofa sitting on the porch. 

 Jason saw his plan going south almost immediately thanks to Seth’s monkey brained 

belligerence. To keep Bruce there, he stood up and took him away from the table. 

 “Listen,” he said, “I think Seth is going in a minute. Why don’t you stay and have a 

drink?  I wanted to apologize for the party, I’m the last guy who should be running down 

somebody’s job choice.” 

 Bruce hesitated. He gave Seth a long look, smiled, shrugged and sat down. Jason went to 

the bar, got two scotches, then sat down and quietly listened. He guessed that Bruce had 

mentioned Seth’s job while he was at the bar, because Seth, already a bit drunk, was unspooling 

that thread around Bruce’s feet. 

 “When I took the job, I was interested in exploring certain ideas I’d come across in some 

of my reading, mostly centered around the idea that an organized society usually develops in one 

of two ways, in the first way it’s sort of homogenous, the way we think of fascist societies as 

being, with one idea of how people should live, and then sort of extra boxes to put those that 

don’t fit, like say the military or the priesthood, and then the other way in which society develops 

a lot of different groups, like America is supposed to be, at least the idea of America, though 

there still is this idea of the mainstream, and actually how the second form of society is much 

more antagonistic towards the individual than the first, because they’re saying, like, hey, our 

society is so diverse, how can you not find a place to fit in, you dipshit?  And in America, the 

idea of the individual in our culture is an idea of the destructive person who brings down the 

system, but when the system gets so complex, you can’t do that anymore, so our culture has 

basically screwed itself, it’s sort of the anti-Nietzschean view of things. Then I got to be friends 
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with this guy named Jimmy at the shop, and he’s a real aficionado, and so I started to read some 

of the stuff, and then I thought I’d focus on comic books, like the idea of the individual artist and 

mass production, which, you know the whole printing thing was the reason comic books were 

possible in the first place. So tell me, how is Helena these days?” 

 “She’s great,” said Bruce. “In fact, I’m seeing her tonight. Should I tell her you said 

hello?” 

 “I doubt she’ll want to hear from me,” said Seth. “Especially now that she’s climbing up 

the ladder of respectability.” 

 “I think you might underestimate her,” said Bruce. Seth rolled his eyes. “You know, one 

of my favorite comics was The Adventures of Willie and Phil. How does that fit in with your 

theory?” 

 “I’m not familiar with that one,” said Seth. He looked around the room, eyes careening in 

his hollow skull. 

 “Well,” said Bruce, “I’m not all that surprised. It was published in the nineteen-forties, 

and I wouldn’t have seen it at all myself except that a friend of mine at the library had the whole 

run. But he’s moved away now. It was put out in some men’s magazine, I can’t remember the 

name. Supposedly it was one of Harvey Kurtzman’s favorite strips. It followed the adventures of 

a couple of tramps as they made their way across the states, drinking, fighting, working lousy 

jobs. The artwork swung between two styles, one an etching-like pen and ink that had amazing 

detail, shading, precision of line, and the other was a brush technique that was supposed to look 

like woodcut. The artist and writer was named Tomas Broch. He was a bum himself for awhile 

during the depression, and then when the war started he got a job at this magazine doing 

decorative drawings and lay-out and then his boss saw him working on the strip on his lunch 

hour, and they started running it. But by that time, the war was on, the depression was ending, 

and nobody really wanted to relive those times. The strip only lasted a couple of years, and after 

it stopped running, Broch spent the rest of his life painting mediocre landscapes. I don’t think 

they’ve been reissued, but a friend of mine works in archives, and he might be able to get ahold 

of at least a copy or something.” 
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 “Wow,” said Seth. “Thanks. You got a pen?” 

 Bruce handed Seth a pen, and Seth wrote, “The Adventures of Willie and Phil, Thomas 

Brock” on a napkin, then shoved it into his pocket. Bruce nodded, satisfied. 

 “I’ll call you at the shop when I talk to my friend,” said Bruce. 

 “Great,” said Seth, then to Jason, “I don’t think she’s coming.” 

 “Probably not,” said Jason. 

 Seth shook Bruce’s hand and left the bar. Bruce watched him go with a blank expression. 

 “Friend of yours?” he said to Jason. 

 “Hardly,” said Jason. “ He’s a. . . never mind. I never could figure out what Helena saw in 

him. Unless she’s just impressed with anyone who seems to be an intellectual.” 

 “But you’re having drinks with him?” said Bruce. 

 “He’s obsessed with a girl who used to work for Helena,” said Jason. “He’s, well, you 

have to understand, he likes me for some reason, and he’s asking for my help. To win her hand.” 

 “I see,” said Bruce. 

 “I didn’t know you were a comic book reader,” said Jason. 

 “Please,” said Bruce, “I pulled that out of my ass. Call it a little payback. That little pencil 

dick, I’m surprised he can read at all, he can barely talk. I want to thank you, though, for this 

opportunity, even if it was an accident. I may even be able to get some money out of him.” 
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Self-Promotion 

 At dinner Orry seemed less happy than he’d been the last time they’d gotten together. 

Octave had been there then, too, but she didn’t seem to be affecting his moods unless it was 

indirectly. They chatted amiably enough, but Orry didn’t talk as much as he usually did, and he 

even whispered rudely to Octave two or three times. They put away a bottle of wine though they 

were planning to go to the Caged Tiger after eating. 

 Outside, two policemen were talking to a man in handcuffs. He jumped up and down and 

spit on the sidewalk before they took him to the car; the restaurant’s large window sealed off the 

sound from the street, though, turning the whole thing into a pantomime. When Jason pointed it 

out to Orry, he seemed disinterested. Jason tried to think of something to say about his job, but 

he knew he wouldn’t be able to make them understand any of his little stories without a long, 

detailed and ultimately boring description of the office’s inner workings, so he held off. Octave 

said a few things to him about Alice, who was doing well, but Jason had nothing to add. 

 Later on in the bar, Orry regained some of his volubility. The place was quiet, and only 

one other table was occupied, with three young women who looked like students. Behind the bar, 

the bartender read a local music magazine. On his forearm, etched in blue-black ink, was a pile 

of skulls, but the tattoo was faded so badly that several of the skulls looked like tiny 

tumbleweeds. 

 “Look, we go see movies all the time, and we don’t think anything of it. Poetry can be 

just the same. We all have this image of it as this high art that you can’t comprehend, but those 

people are just jerking off, anyway, so why waste your time?  The only thing that makes it 

different is lack of exposure. I mean, how many poets have you read, right?  Probably just the 

Lucas book and Robert Frost, right?  So that’s it. I mean, I’ve already talked to a lot of the poets 

who’re going to be at these readings, and they’re no smarter than you are, most of them, in fact, 

aren’t even that smart. They just know different things. I mean, check it out, if I read four books 

on the late Roman Empire and came in here and started talking about Diocletian and the split of 

the empire, you’d think I was pretty smart, too. That’s all it is. And there’s no purity, either. I 
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mean, you may have this idea that poetry is so pure, like poetry is cognac or something, and 

movies are beer. But it’s not pure. This one guy is writing a poem about his favorite TV show. 

And look at Lucas. I mean, I’m not even sure that’s poetry. I think it’s advertising. I mean, he 

paid to have all those books printed. I think if somebody prints your stuff, it’s art. If you’re 

paying money to put your words out there, that’s advertising. Self promotion.” 

 As Orry talked his arms were folded over his chest, and his face was a blank mask which 

emphasized the arrogance of his words. Jason, who’d been tuning in and out and watching 

Octave’s eyes roll, heard only the last part of the speech. Two days before, he’d defended his 

friend to Rena, but that night he thought he might have been wrong. There was no strong 

commitment behind Orry’s words, just blather, just a vague assertion motivated by a desire to put 

down Lucas--understandable, perhaps, but not honest. Perhaps he’d only invented the difference 

between Orry and Bruce because he liked Orry. 

 Jason responded, perhaps without circumspection. He didn’t want to be in the position of 

defending Lucas, but he did mention the fact that Orry’s broadcasts were in the same category, 

perhaps even more so, because Orry was trying to persuade people to adopt his own point of 

view, while Lucas was simply putting out his poems without hope for conversion or agreement 

from anyone who might read them. He was uncomfortable as he talked, but once he started he 

couldn’t stop himself. He even went on to say that individual readers had paid money for Lucas’s 

book, while Orry’s broadcasts were free, just like television commercials. He told himself that he 

was simply being honest with Orry, as he had been with Beth and with Paul in the only dimly 

remembered tropical fish conversation. Orry was more offended than Jason had expected him to 

be, though, and he left the bar without a word. Only after Jason and Octave had sat there 

chewing on their straws for fifteen minutes did they realize that he wasn’t coming back. 

 To Jason’s surprise, Octave stayed and even ordered another round. The bartender, who 

seemed unhappy with having to move at all, set their drinks on the bar without a word, exhaling 

sharply from his nose every ten seconds or so, hissing like a broken down bus. In Orry’s absence, 

Octave lost her reserve and began delineating her thoughts on why poetry, once considered the 

greatest, the most important form of art, had fallen into such miserable circumstances wherein 
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the most talented poets had to pay to be read. In the documentary, he thought to himself, we’re 

going to have to can all that tragic Romantic bullshit. He observed her closely. She was 

confident, that was obvious, but underneath that was something Jason couldn’t quite put his 

finger on, a limitation perhaps, only the shadow of which he’d seen so far. Still, everything about 

her belied Orry’s assessment. Octave’s confidence was not the same as Rena’s, and he couldn’t 

articulate the difference, but it was there and real nonetheless. She hadn’t said anything about 

Orry when he left. After it became clear that he would not come back, she began her 

conversation as though it had been Jason and she alone for the whole evening, yet there was 

nothing flirtatious or conspiratorial in her behavior. Even so, as he walked home from the bar, 

almost against his inclination, Jason found himself picturing her naked but for a pair of red high-

heeled shoes, sitting with legs apart on his big plastic hand. 
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Hitting Back 

 Jason went to work Monday expecting a reprimand. Even before he arrived at the 

historical society, he’d decided to accept it graciously without complaining, to apologize then let 

the matter drop, assuming that was acceptable to Paul. But Paul, apparently enveloped in work, 

barely acknowledged his entrance and spent the next two hours ignoring him. At first, Jason was 

relieved; he wouldn’t be fired, he was certain then, and Paul didn’t seem particularly upset. But 

as the two hours dragged on, Jason grew irritated at the possibility that Paul was playing some 

kind of game with him, delaying the confrontation so that Jason would stew and evenutally be 

grateful for any resolution. Unable to concentrate on work, Jason found himself scribbling on a 

sheet of paper by his keyboard. He wrote: 

 Uses of History 

 1. entertainment 

 2. distraction 

 3. comfort  (millions of lives worse than yours) 

 4. titillation 

 5. allegory 

 As Paul finally approached his desk, he covered the list with a another sheet of paper. 

 “So, I guess you and Beth threw the gloves down on Friday,” he said. 

 “I suppose,” said Jason. “It wasn’t very professional.” 

 “What happened?” asked Paul. 

 “What did she say?” said Jason, perhaps a bit too sullenly. 

 “Not much, just that you blew up at her over nothing,” said Paul. “She wanted to know if 

maybe you were on some medication or something.” 

 “Well, that’s original,” said Jason. Paul didn’t respond, but he stood still in front of 

Jason’s desk. Jason waited for a few moments, then, still irritated, continued. “I’m not sure it was 
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over nothing. It started because she was upset that I told you tropical fish were a waste of time. I 

barely remember the conversation, but I don’t think I would have put it so absolutely.” 

 “Actually, you did,” said Paul. “Maybe you said, ‘I think tropical fish are a waste of 

time,’ but the words ‘waste’ and ‘time’ were definitely connected.” 

 “I didn’t intend to be so negative,” said Jason. 

 “I wouldn’t have expected anything less,” said Paul. 

 “What do you mean?” said Jason. 

 “Let’s just say, I wouldn’t call you a sunny optimist,” said Paul. 

 “Well, at any rate, I’m sorry,” said Jason. “To be completely honest I was actually 

preoccupied that night with a problem one of my friends is having.” 

 “You seem to be that a lot as well,” said Paul. 

 “I suppose,” said Jason, “I’m just lost in the harbor. So, Beth used to work here more than 

she does now, right?” 

 “Sure,” said Paul, “especially at the beginning. She really liked getting the whole thing 

set up, especially talking to private collectors and scraping together the subscribers. I guess the 

people she was working with meant more to her than the catalog itself.” 

 “She doesn’t seem to like me much,” said Jason. 

 “She was kind of close with the guy who was here before you, Sean, they used to go out 

for drinks, and she was good friends with Eric, Sean’s partner.” 

 “You know,” said Jason, “Beth asked me not to say anything about the fish thing. She 

said you’d just act like it was no big deal, even if I apologized.” 

 “It is no big deal,” said Paul. 

 “But it doesn’t bother you at all that she’s taking on this role, this protective confidante 

when you don’t really need it?  I mean, don’t you want me to be honest with you?” said Jason. 

“I’m sorry, it just seemed a little petty, not to mention manipulative, and she said it all in this nice 

tone of voice, like she was letting me in on something, when she was really doing the opposite.” 

 “Maybe you should ask yourself why it bothers you so much,” Paul said quietly. 
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 “Well, it’s like this,” said Jason, “when I first started working here, I thought of you both 

as my bosses, and now I’m not so sure I’m comfortable with that. I mean, Beth isn’t really an 

employee, she’s basically a volunteer, so if she’s going to treat me like a child, I guess I want it 

acknowledged that there’s no weight behind that, that I’m not obligated to go along with it, 

because, to be honest, it’s kind of offensive. If she were my boss, I could tell her flat out that it 

bothers me, but the way she drifts in and out around here kind of puts her outside the rules. And I 

think she likes that. She acts like it’s freedom, but it’s really just privilege, and I don’t want to be 

in the path of it. Unless I can say any insulting thing to her I want to say. I mean, come on, Paul, 

does she treat you that way, too?” 

 “Wait a second, Jason.” said Paul. “How Beth and I get along outside the office just isn’t 

any of your business. You hardly know us. In a year or two maybe you can act concerned about 

it, and it’ll mean something, but for now you have to assume we’re fine. You can be a little 

manipulative, yourself, now, can’t you?  This isn’t a situation in which you’re supposed to take 

sides. As for Beth’s treatment of you, you should confront her, she’s not outside the rules. I don’t 

know, she’s. . . I don’t want you to think you can’t be honest with me, all right?  Beth thinks I’m 

fragile, I’ll grant you that, or, well, not exactly fragile, but she thinks I hold things in. Maybe I 

do. I don’t know. Being liked is important to her, so don’t be so quick to assume how she feels. 

Play a joke on her, everything’ll be fine.” 

 “A joke?” said Jason. 

 “Sure,” said Paul. “But I’d wait a week or two. We’d better get back to work.” 

 At lunch, though the March day was cloudy and cold, Jason left the office and spent most 

of the hour wandering through the downtown. He passed by the only inland skyscraper where 

three smokers huddled around an ashtray by the side door, then he went down to the lakeshore. 

The wind was chopping up the waves and throwing them against the concrete breakwater below 

the street. To the south, a few small, cracked sheets of ice were shoved against the point where 

the breakwater ended and grass and mud began. He thought about asking for the rest of the day 

off, but he couldn’t think of anything he wanted to do, so he got a burrito at a food cart and 

ambled back to the office.  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Jealousy, Deception, Betrayal 

 The knocking was loud and insistent, a steady rhythm of five quick beats then two long. 

Jason was in the kitchen making coffee, only in boxer shorts and a t-shirt, and the knocking 

continued as he went into the bedroom to pull on yesterday’s clothes. When he answered the 

door, Orry stood in front of him, brows lowered over his eyes like a helmet visor, lips tight and 

disappeared behind his beard. He stood there for a long minute or two, breathing rapidly and 

deeply, then, without warning, his fist leapt out and struck Jason in the mouth. As Jason lifted his 

head and felt his bleeding lip with his hand, he had flashbacks to Darryl Millard and Kirk Dell, 

and the whole situation seemed so completely absurd, that he could not respond. He stood there 

staring at Orry who was obviously waiting for something; fighting back was out of the question, 

any action on Jason’s part would have meant that he accepted this situation, that he understood it, 

so he did nothing.  

 Finally, after a long stand-off, Orry visibly relaxed, dropped his arms and looked at the 

floor. He mumbled something softly, and Jason had to ask him to repeat it twice before he 

understood what his friend was saying. 

 “Is she here?” 

 “Who?” 

 Orry looked squarely at Jason, and Jason noticed, oddly for the first time, that Orry’s 

glasses sat slightly crookedly on his face, tilting up on the left side. 

 “All right,” said Orry, “maybe I shouldn’t have hit you, maybe that response was 

childish, and I thought about it all the way over here, and maybe I didn’t really think I was going 

to, maybe I did, I honestly don’t know, but granted that was fucked up, even so, the least you can 

do is not stand there and insult my intelligence. The least, the fucking least. Okay?” 

 At that moment, Jason could see only two possibilities: 1. Invite his friend in and try to 

work things out or 2. shut the door in his face. He was seriously leaning towad option two, when 

a third popped into his mind. 
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 “Why don’t you come in and look around?” he said to Orry. “I’m alone, but you can look 

in both rooms and make sure.” 

 A puzzled expression washed over Orry’s face and drained away. He stepped slowly past 

Jason and entered the apartment, looked around the living room then headed for the bedroom. 

Jason went back to the kitchen and coffee. As the pot started gurgling, Orry filled the doorframe. 

 “You want some coffee?” Jason asked. 

 “You know,” said Orry, “you strike me as embodying one of the worst problems endemic 

to the American left, which is, you wave the moral flag under everyone else’s nose, strike up this 

attitude of righteous indignation, but when it comes to your personal life, it’s pure self-

indulgence. Your politics are your own brand of snobbery, just like food, or wine or luxury cars. 

No doubt you have some way of justifying yourself, in fact, you may be bohemian on the 

surface, but inside, you’re pure bourgeois.” 

 “Orry, you’ve got to believe me. I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.” 

 “You’re going to make me say it, huh? Fine. Octave. I know you’re fucking Octave, what 

I don’t know is why you’ve got to sneak around. Nobody’s married here, you both could have 

just been straight with me, with Rena, I mean, really, Jason.” 

 “Man, Orry, I don’t know where you heard this shit, but it’s not true. I’ve never touched 

Octave, never so much as kissed her on the cheek. There’s nothing going on.” 

 “Really? Then why tell me that shit about Lucas? Why spend so much time with us if you 

weren’t trying to get into her pants?” 

 “What does Lucas have to do with anything? And I was spending time with you, Octave 

was just along for the ride. I mean, Jesus, why would you think that about Octave and me? Have 

you talked to her about it? What does she say?” 

 “You know, it strikes me that those are exactly the things you’d say if it’s true and you’re 

trying to cover yourself.” 

 “I can’t give you any physical evidence. Look, have a cup of coffee. I’m telling you, it’s 

not true. Maybe what you should do is call her up and have her come over, and we can talk about 
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all of this together. I mean, really, I still don’t know why it’d even get into your head that there’s 

anything going on between us.” 

 Jason produced two small mugs from a cabinet with peeling orange paint. He raised his 

eyebrows at Orry who thew his palms up then went into the living room and sat in the chair 

opposite the couch. Jason eyed the chair in the shape of a hand where Octave’s shadow seemed 

to hover, and he had to ask himself whether he’d given his friend a reason to be jealous. But that 

was a crazy Calvinist thought, he decided. Thinking and doing are not the same thing. 

 “Someone told me,” said Orry. “Someone who, as far as I know, doesn’t have any stake 

in the matter and doesn’t have any reason to lie, at least about this particular thing.” 

 “Are you going to tell me who it is? Cause the fact that you won’t just means you don’t 

have complete confidence in your intelligence. Intelligence meaning information, of course, not 

the workings of that crazy abacus you call a brain.” 

 “Not ready for jokes yet.” 

 “Sorry.” 

 “Well, the guy says he got it from Alice. That she dropped by and Octave was here. It’s 

that friend of hers, that guy, what’s his name? You know, I never knew him that well, Sam?” 

 “Seth? Seth Willard?” 

 “I don’t know his last name.” 

 “Shit. Look, man, I’m really sorry. This is my fault.” 

 “You’re admitting it now?” 

 “Jesus Christ, no. Look, this is about Seth and me, it doesn’t have anything to do with 

you and Octave, he’s just trying to poison your well, and he’s doing it to get at me.” 

 “That sounds a little narcissistic, man.” 

 “Well, maybe it does, but trust me, I’m telling you the straight copy, I mean... Look, it’s a 

long story, but let’s just say I played a bit of a practical joke on Seth, and he must have figured 

out what I was doing, man, now that I look back on it, I should have planned it better... but that’s 

not important. Anyway, you can’t believe anything he says, especially about Alice, cause as far 

as Seth is concerned, Alice has a wall and a moat around her, not that you can believe anything 
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that guy says about anything, I mean he’s a complete flake. I’m surprised he can get himself to 

work every day.” 

 “I didn’t think he’d have any reason to lie to me.” 

 “Of course not, that’s why it worked.” 

 “I guess I’m sorry. How’s your lip?” 

 “Still works.” 

 “Obviously.” 

 “So we’re joking now?” 

 “Yeah, maybe tomorrow.” 

 “Did you talk to Octave about all this?” 

 “Yeah. Shit. I did. I really did. I gave her a speech, and I rode way past this little thicket. 

I’d better go apologize. You know, I’m not like this. I’m not a jealous guy, I gotta figure out why 

I reacted like this.” 

 Orry left. Jason thought about going over to Seth’s place and sharing the pain, but that 

would just be hitting back, and while Seth may have deserved a punch in the face, Jason had 

deserved it too, and that stripped him of the right to mete out any punishment at all. Besides that, 

he was angry with himself as well. He never should have mentioned Alice to Seth, that lie was 

too easy to ferret out, and once Seth had, he would have realized that his meeting with Bruce 

wasn’t an accident. His payback, though, was out of proportion to Jason’s trick. What a 

vindictive son of a bitch, thought Jason, a sewer rat with yellow jagged teeth. And the worst part 

was, his revenge had been entirely effective. 
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Peregrine 

 Late in March the city was enjoying a warming spell that loosened coats, relaxed faces 

and shoulders and filled the downtown sidewalks with aimless foot traffic. As Jason and Rena 

exited the Golden Horn and walked down Kaminski to Morley, people moved around them in 

every direction, aimless and boisterous with the new warmth, drifiting like tumbleweeds across 

the road and sidewalk, stopping traffic and answering horns with raised middle fingers and 

grabbed crotches. In the gutters, receding ice and snow revealed broken shards of glass, like 

early spring flowers, glittering wetly under the streetlights. It was too late for a movie, but too 

early for bed, and Rena had suggested going for a walk, so when they reached Morley, they 

turned north, away from Riverside. 

 Morley had no bars or restaurants, strictly a daytime street, and though the faint sounds of 

car horns and shouting drifted across the gated storefronts and blackened offices, nothing was 

moving. Strange, thought Jason, the sound of their footsteps, different as voices, Rena’s, her 

boots, clicked precisely on the pavement, his, his old brogues scraped out a sandpaper-like 

rhythm dragged by his left foot and quickened by his right. Rena was unusually quiet. There in 

the empy street, he found her silence unsettling, and the click of her boots irritated him as though 

someone were tapping a tack with a hammer just inches from his ear. But after two blocks, they 

turned onto Tibor where the nightlife overwhelmed their footsteps again.  

 Inside the Mad Hatter, T.J.’s, Club Dred, the Wild Palms and the other bars floated small 

groups of grey and blue suits, like fish caught in underwater traps--the happy hour crowd, freed 

from one aquarium swimming happily into another lured by free food, the universal feature of 

every trap. But the trap was also a haven, and though Jason had no desire to enter any of those 

bars, he still felt a sense of exile outside on the street, a certainty that even if he wanted to enter 

one of those places, he would not be welcome. 

 At the corner of Victoria and Tibor, they paused--they were five blocks from Bleekman, 

and though Jason wanted nothing else at that moment but to walk down that street, going there 
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would take them further from Rena’s apartment. Nevertheless, he gestured towards it with his 

head and raised his eyebrows; Rena shrugged, and they headed north. 

 But on Bleekman, Jason had the same vague sense of exile he’d had on Tibor. Walking 

past the Red Queen, Topkapi, the Caged Tiger, and the Velvet Hand, he felt no desire to enter, 

only to keep walking. Like a wind-up robot, he’d simply keep walking until the key in his back 

wound down, but before that happened, he knew he could cover the entire city, sidewalk after 

sidewalk unspooling beneath his feet. He had a faint memory of walking through the streets at 

dawn and believing that all of the buildings he passed were painted scenery, fragile and 

temporary. That feeling had returned, and he wondered if perhaps it was because he had Rena 

with him, Rena who didn’t really belong on this street, who robbed the street of its reality like a 

metaphysical witch. 

 Something had plainly changed for Jason, but he could not figure out what. He traced the 

events of the past few months in his mind, but could find no key moment. Viewed from the 

outside, everything was the same--his job, Rena, the film he was working on with Octave, and 

occasional visits to the Caged Tiger with Orry. Yet at the same time, these undertakings had been 

drained of all pleasure and had become nothing but obligations divorced completely from his 

own will. 

 Then they were at the end of the street. On the corner of Park and Lakeshore, two police 

cars were angled towards the sidewalk, lights silently flashing. One officer stood looking around 

nervously, and lines of cars were splayed out in three directions, but the flow of pedestrians 

continued uninterrupted. The four skyscrapers that faced the lake were dotted here and there with 

lighted windows, and from their underground garages, cars were continually emerging like balls 

from a pachinko game. They were then a good twenty blocks from Rena’s apartment. The 

sidewalk continued to unspool, and Jason’s key continued to turn. 
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Interrupted Solitude 

Bruce: I met your ex boyfriend the other day, you know, the comic book guy. 

Helena: Please, don’t remind me. What a jerk. 

Bruce: You don’t have to tell me. That was apparent right away. Made me kind of wonder what 

you saw in him in the first place. 

Helena: Well, it wasn’t apparent right away to me. He wasn’t a jerk when we started dating, he 

was very sweet in fact. 

Bruce: Sweet in what way? 

Helena: Like a kid with a crush. 

Bruce: I think maybe your judgment was clouded by, well, I’ll be frank, you simply want to 

believe the best about anyone who’ll let you be in control. 

Helena: That’s ridiculous. 

Bruce: So what was it about him that was charming? Was it his narrow-mindedness, his 

pretentiousness, his arrogance, his complete lack of self-sufficiency, or perhaps his 

inability to put two thoughts together? 

Helena: That’s not fair. He’s very smart, and he couldn’t afford to finish college. He’s 

selfeducated, 

and considering that, his store of knowledge is, I think, pretty impressive. 

Bruce: Again, I have to wonder about your judgment. I’m sorry, if that’s your idea of an 

intellectual, I have to wonder about your opinion of me, I mean, the value of your 

opinion. I can’t believe you could appreciate someone like me if you find Seth Willard 

impressive in any way. 

Helena: You’re becoming less impressive yourself. I think maybe you should stop and apologize 

before it’s too late. 

Bruce: I never expected us to be equals, but I at least expected us to be in the same league. 

Helena: It seems to me, then, that you’re the one who lowers his standards because of sex. 

Bruce: It certainly seems I’ve done it this time around. 
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Helena: Well, let me help you correct your mistake. 

After throwing a glass of red wine in his face that would stain the white linen of his 

expensive shirt, she’d leave. Of course, they both would have ordered already, and Bruce would 

be left to pay for two expensive dinners, neither of which he would have the stomach anymore to 
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eat. 

Jason still believed that things could have turned out that way if he’d been more careful. If 

he hadn’t been in a hurry. And he’d been trying to think of some revenge he could visit on Seth 

for screwing up Orry and Octave, but his failure the first time around left him with little 

confidence to try. 

He went to the window and looked down at his apartment house’s small yard. Piles of 

snow, grey flecked with brown and black, lay in the house’s shadow. Away from the house the 

snow had melted in the bright March sunlight leaving grass in various shades of green, yellow 

and 

brown, and little muddy puddles. Though the temperature seemed determined to hover in the 

forties, the people in the downstairs apartment had already set up a barbecue grill next to their 

back door. Jason went into the kitchen, poured himself a cup of coffee, sat down on the couch 

and meditated on ways he could avoid Bruce’s company in the future. He could feign illness, 

behave so rudely that Bruce would refuse to see him (already partially accomplished), simply be 

honest with Rena (but that would require long explanations, and he couldn’t box up his feelings 

in 

neat definitions, something she had no patience with, he’d seen.) 

He moved to the window that faced the street. There was no traffic, motor or pedestrian, 

in front of his building on Specktowsky Street, only a crow making a horrible racket in a tree 

across the street. He watched the bird for a long time, finishing up his coffee and fighting off a 

wave of hazy, undirected anger. Then, alone as if in a horror movie, he saw her walking towards 

his building in a long black coat, black scarf flapping behind her, a pair of Victorian laced up 

boots, and black leather gloves open at the fingertips. She was early, and Jason hurried to his 
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bedroom to put on a pair of clean pants and a shirt. 

Octave had dumped Orry shortly after his and Jason’ little confrontation, and though 

Jason felt responsible, Octave had assured him that they’d been headed that way anyway, and it 

wasn’t just because of Orry’s bizarre jealousy which he’d shown no evidence of until Seth’s lie 

but somehow couldn’t shake afterwards. Octave had also referred to Orry’s ‘condescending 

delusional chivalry,’ a phrase that made no sense to Jason. Yet Jason was still nagged by guilt, 

which was why he agreed to help Octave with her documentary, though he knew nothing about 

poetry, had but minimal technical skill with cameras and editing machines, and even less 

enthusiasm for the project itself. 

They sat on the floor between the couch and the coffee table on which Octave had spread 
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out the bios, photographs and poems of those who would be performing at the first reading. She 

began organizing the paperwork while Jason thumbed through some of the poems reading only a 

line or two of each. 

“Do you want to fuck me?” Octave said suddenly. 

Jason hesitated. He’d almost said no immediately, but then he couldn’t decide whether 

that was his honest answer or the obligation he owed to Rena. 

“I don’t know,” he said finally. 

“You could tie me up,” said Octave, smiling encouragingly. 

“I’m not into that,” said Jason. 

“Have you ever done it?” said Octave. 

“No,” said Jason. 

“Then how do you know you’re not into it?” said Octave. 

“I guess I don’t know,” said Jason. 

“Let me know what you decide,” said Octave. 

“How long do I have?” said Jason. 

“How long do you want?” said Octave. 

“I don’t know,” said Jason. 



Built on the Ruins                         !       Brad Gottschalk 426

“It seems like a pretty basic thing to me,” said Octave. 

“I’m sorry,” said Jason. 

“Don’t be sorry, just make a decision,” said Octave. 

“Honestly, Octave, I don’t know,” said Jason. 

His voice’s tone was a mixture of surprise and resignation. Octave looked at him 

expectantly, but he had turned away and looked at the floor before their eyes could meet. A 

moment later, he stood and left the room. 


