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Beast Muscle





Jonathan would have been happy if Fatima had never known about his grandmother, but she had invited the two of them to one of her shows, and as he accidentally dropped his keys in the gallery parking garage, he reminded himself that the entire point of the gallery showing was to build bridges. To build a rapport between his grandmother and Fatima- have them meet each other and stamp that potential fire out before the wedding. The invitation had arrived in the mail two weeks prior- garish, loud, with hideous eroticized clay animals portrayed on a front that proclaimed BEAST MUSCLE in huge, red, spiky letters. It was just like his grandmother, who was a fiery gonzo artist of the old Andy Warhol or Dali type. She was also a bigot, Jonathan knew, and Fatima was almost certainly too ‘ethnic’ for her. Or she was too bigoted for Fatima. He had a nagging feeling that some demographic misunderstanding was the inevitable powder keg in this situation. 
	He needed to pick up his keys- slowly, to take up as much time as he possibly could. His fingernails scrabbled on the pavement, catching the bumps and grooves and details with the languidness that only paralyzing anxiety can provide. The keys caught on his fingers and he stood up, meeting Fatima’s green eyes. She smiled at him.
	“I know you’re nervous,” she said. 
	The simple innocence in that statement spoke volumes. She wasn’t his co-conspirator or his partner in crime on this adventure. She was the guinea pig: doe-eyed, excited, totally unaware of the turmoil that he was feeling might await them on this adventure. I know you’re nervous. Yes, she was right. He was nervous. One childhood with his grandmother had been enough. But Fatima was aware of her. Everyone was: she was the elderly toast of the art world and a respected sculptor and potter. A meeting was inevitable.
	There wasn’t anything he could do except smile back and put the keys back in his pocket. He had tried to warn her.
Between Jonathan’s grandmother and the rest of his family was a history of late-night visits, impromptu drop-ins on holidays and birthdays, where his grandmother would show up at unreasonable times and stay for indeterminate lengths. She would pick fights in the hallway and the living room, insisting that she had the right to arrive as she chose, often with a trunkful of inconveniently sized art projects or easels or paints. It was an exhausting childhood for him and his mother, who had to come to terms with the fact that her children would never have a healthy relationship with their grandmother. It wasn’t much of a loss- she was old and wild and totally uninterested in family most of the time- hardly worth building a relationship with someone so erratic.
They found the elevators at the end of the garage. Fatima was tweaking his elbow and smiling at him. He tried to smile back, ferally peeling his lips back from his teeth in what may well have looked like a cheerful smile, but if he held it for too long his lips started to twitch. He didn’t think she noticed- all she was thinking of the show. She loved art, and had been completely excited about the trip on the car ride over. 
The elevator, the white hallways, the pieces mounted on the walls and placed through the corridors. It was a sight that Jonathan remembered from weekend trips in his childhood. Strange twists of steel and chrome contortions lurked in corners. Portraits of grimacing men and women lined the halls. The two of them walked through, Fatima pointing at pieces that she liked and snapping flashless pictures at ones she wanted to keep. They passed a room with a statue of a pharaoh and she made Jonathan take a picture of her next to it to send to her parents. She considered herself a bit of a photographer and wanted to bring a flash camera to the gallery, but Jonathan had told her no, Grandma would get upset.
When they finally arrived after a quick tour through the museum they found his grandmother’s gallery. It was amazingly bright. Huge glass panels filled the ceiling, bringing the cold winter sun into the cavernous room and lightening it beyond the point of tolerance. The room was quiet, sedate, full of luminaries and artistic notables. Jonathan’s grandmother’s ugly pieces stood on pillars throughout the space, and a huge banner of her glowering face hung on the far side of the room. CONSTANCE BASSET presents, the stenciling roared, BEAST MUSCLE.
“This is what success looks like, Johnny,” Fatima said, and Jonathan cringed.
~
When Jonathan was eight, he had told his parents that he wanted to be an artist. He had watched his grandmother work at her easel, splattering paints and glues everywhere, cursing at her muse, and was deeply inspired. In art class at elementary school, he took glitter and watercolors and tried to mimic her work, and showed it to his parents at home. His mother had loved it and hung it on the fridge, and insisted he show it to his grandmother when she arrived for Christmas. So, when she finally arrived in the afternoon and sat in a chair working on lighting a cigarette, he excitedly brought the piece to her and held it up. It featured abstract swirls of color and scribbles of marker that he had tried his best to emulate from one of the works he had seen her doing. She took it in one hand and held it close, drawing on her cigarette, then blew smoke and laughed. 
“It’s okay, I guess. You did this at school, huh? I suppose you have to start somewhere.”
He had been expecting his mother’s endless praise, and the drawing drooped in his hands. “But gramma- isn’t it good? Art class is my favorite part of the day. It’s so much fun.”
It was the first time he ever saw an adult roll their eyes. “Art is all about hard work- it isn’t always fun. It’s almost never fun, actually. Maybe put a little more time into the next one.”
[bookmark: _GoBack]She then told him that she didn’t have the space in her briefcase to take it, and that it’d get lost in her house so there was really no point anyway, and then silently gave it back. It ended up first in a forgotten desk drawer, and then in a pile of papers that eventually were swept into the trash.
In the gallery, Fatima was taking more pictures. She circled the ceramics and snapped photos of the clay beasts. They were positioned in outrageous manners, legs and faces swapped on polished clay bodies, lost in the throes of earthenware ecstasy. Jonathan could see his grandmother in the distance of the room. She was speaking to snobs and notables- the mayor, a congressman, some business leaders, and waving her stubby arms around her head as she spoke. She was eighty-five and a real menace even in her older age.
Then: she suddenly made eye contact with him from across the room and smiled (snarled), her elderly teeth peeking out from her sagged caterpillar lips. She nodded once and then turned back to her conversation with the mayor. Jonathan knew then that they were trapped.
He went over to Fatima, who said “smile!” and forced him to smile tightly next to one of the pieces for a photo. The shutter clicked and Jonathan folded back into a frown.
“She saw me,” he said. “We’re stuck here now. No going back.” He grabbed her arm a little too tightly. “Just don’t worry about anything she says, okay?” he said. 
“Okay,” said Fatima, suspiciously. “You shouldn’t be so afraid of her. She’s just an old lady. Why would she say anything bad, anyway? You’ve been acting so oddly.”
“Look, this is true. When I was ten, she slapped me across the face for spilling her paints on the living room carpet,” said Jonathan. “She said that it was for my own good, that it was discipline that I wouldn’t forget. But when she slapped me, it felt real. Like she had wanted to hit me for a long time and the paint was an excuse.”
“Well, that’s terrible, but now she’s just an old lady and you’re an adult,” said Fatima. “She can’t slap you anymore. I won’t let her, sweetie.” 
Jonathan’s doubt and fear physically erupted as a hot sweat building on his chest and his armpits as his grandmother inched her way closer to them. She was wearing a white woolen sweater, a collection of gaudy chains and necklaces, and rings on all her fingers. She had white slippers on her feet. She waddled, not walked. The heat under his sport jacket was unbearable. She was closer, closer, closer.
Then- she stood before them and stared at Jonathan. “I didn’t think you’d accept my invitation,” she said. “It’s been years, hasn’t it, Jonny?” She had actually not sent the invitation- Jonathan’s mother had forwarded one to him, then bullied him on the phone to go.
He nodded. The gulf of years of distance glimmered between them on the white wintry floor. “This is my fiancée, Fatima.” 
Fatima extended her hand down to Constance, who grasped the tips of her fingers and shook them. “Constance Bassett. Aren’t you an Arab? I’ve heard something about you from Jonathan’s mother.”
Fatima made quick eye contact with Jonathan, then smiled a bit. People always tried to guess what ethnicity Fatima was- they were usually wrong. When they learned she was Arab, they would ask why she wasn’t wearing a burqa or hijab. She was not particularly religious, and as she told Jonathan on the night they’d met in college, hijabs made her scalp itch in the summer. Jonathan thought she had wonderful hair, but he was confident that if she had a religious awakening he would love her even if she covered it. 
She nodded. “Yes, I’m Arab. Egyptian. I was born in Michigan, though. I’ve only been back to Egypt a few times.” This was a fact she’d use to prove to skeptics that she was as American as they were. Some people needed reminding.
“Egyptian!” Constance said, her eyes widening and staring at Jonathan. “No shit! I have a piece I want to show you.” She pulled on Fatima’s hand and dragged her to a statue in the middle of the room. Jonathan hesitantly followed. 
It was sure enough Egyptian: a Sphinx, a huge yellow sphinx the size of a couch that crouched on its white pedestal under the gleam of the gallery lights and the bright sun overhead. It shone. It was rippled in muscle and flowered with a huge linen headdress. Jonathan found it tacky and imposing, but people nearby were snapping photos and ooh-ing and aah-ing.
There was a bit of a caveat, and a confusing one, as Jonathan suspected there might be. As he got closer to the huge thing, he saw that instead of the crumbling pharaohnic face that Jonathan knew stood on the original, there was a carving of Barack Obama on the front. He was snarling. It wasn’t actually a bad likeness, though the political commentary escaped Jonathan. Constance pet the side of the stone animal and grinned greedily.
“Isn’t he wonderful? I haven’t carved anything in years. Really shook off the cobwebs. I normally try to avoid political themes, but this one was just too good to resist. There were some comments from the peanut gallery that this wasn’t appropriate, but I wouldn’t be silenced, no matter how hard people told me otherwise.”
Jonathan could not remember his grandmother being particularly political at all. He reflected and supposed that she was a liberal, as she regularly inhaled horse-doses of marijuana and had fluid ideas about sexuality, despite her conscious awareness and vocal opinions on race.  It was an automatic assumption, based solely on her lifestyle, that had framed her his whole life. But he realized that he didn’t quite know what she meant by this particular piece. He really didn’t know much about her life, honestly, if he thought about it.
 “What do you mean by that, Grandma? What’s this one about?”
She waved her hands in his face. “The president, Jonny. It’s about the president. He’s our pharaoh. An African king.” Obama’s face stared straight ahead, cartoonish veins bulging in his eyes as his mouth was locked in a regnant frown. “The most muscular beast of them all. The Arab-American Pharaoh.”
Jonathan made eye contact with Fatima again. This time, she was horrified, and as Jonathan tried to apologize with his eyebrows Fatima raised her voice at Constance.
“I’m sorry, but you know that he isn’t Egyptian, right? I don’t understand the point you’re trying to make with this at all. Can you explain it?”
But Constance was walking on. She was walking towards other notables and turned back again to them. “I have to go work the flesh. Don’t touch anything.”
They stood alone for a long time looking at the cartoonish, confusing Sphinx. Fatima folded her arms in front of her chest, which Jonathan knew meant confrontation.
“This is racist. And- hell, it’s just incorrect.”
She tapped her front teeth with a finger, an angry habit that Jonathan usually found cute and would normally tease her about, but was wary of now. 
“I wasn’t surprised when she asked me if I was Arab, but…I can’t imagine something like this at our wedding. Or if she met my parents? God, Jon, my father would hate this.” Fatima’s father was at least as frightening as Constance. Jonathan had met him twice and privately had no desire to ever meet him again. 
Jonathan didn’t want to start a fight or cause a scene in the gallery. He wasn’t sure how to convey this to Fatima without seeming overly dismissive of her frustration, but he was fearful of conflict with his grandmother and felt that moving Fatima through as fast as possible was the best course of action to take. It was one afternoon to endure, and then their entire lives. 
“She’s old, and she doesn’t understand anything outside of her bubble. I know it’s stupid, but what else can you do? She’s been doing what she wants for decades. This is just the latest in a history of stupid art. I have pictures to prove it.”
He thought that this might suffice to put the sphinx in perspective, but Fatima was horrified. “How can you defend her? She’s shitting on my culture, Jon. She showed it to me like she wanted me to see she had me figured out. She liked it. I bet she’d hate this, though.”
She suddenly flashed out and raked the stone with her nails. Bits of it crumbled away from the swipe. “And it’s fucking cheap, too.” 
She felt the dust in her fingers. “I guess that I just won’t see your grandmother much. Doesn’t seem to be much reason to. Who cares, anyway?”
Fatima’s righteous rage suddenly felt awfully familiar to Jonathan, standing there under the piercingly bright gallery lights. When he was sixteen, Jonathan had brought a girlfriend back to his house and snuck her in through the basement. He had been hoping to get her up to his bedroom without his parents hearing from the living room, but when they emerged from the basement steps Constance had been sitting in the kitchen eating a slice of cake. She had grunted and nodded at Jonathan. “Ballsy.” But then she looked at his girlfriend- a girl that, while not so immediately attractive, had a wonderfully charismatic laugh and could beat Jonathan or any of his friends in soccer. She frowned. “So this is your taste in women? My God. You don’t need to be here, honey. I’d get out of here if I were you.”
And the girl had stomped out, her eyes watering as she went out the front door to the surprise of Jonathan’s parents, who were unaware of her presence in their house. Jonathan had then yelled at his grandmother, the only time before or since. “What the hell was that? What’s wrong with you?”
	She had calmly put another bite of cake in her mouth. “You’re too good for her. I don’t want you running around with someone like that. She looks bad. No Bassett dates down.” And that was the end of the matter. She had finished her cake, and Jonathan had gone to his room and stewed. He and the girl had rarely talked afterwards.
	This was how Jonathan felt, watching Fatima staring at the Sphinx with hate in her eyes, as notables walked back and forth and the sun blazed overhead, casting the whole room in sterile, unhealthy light. Ceramic beasts and predatory monsters surrounded them, a forest of his grandmother’s creation- the products of her angry mind. Years and years of imposed distance that shrank as soon as he returned to the gallery. He felt choked by her creations. They had been choking him his whole life.
	So, as Fatima watched, he reached out to the Sphinx and broke the nose. It was surprisingly easy, he later reflected. Fatima was right: it was cheap. The material wasn’t actual stone- it was some kind of crumbling soap or putty. All he had to do was lean over and put one foot on the pedestal, then stretch out his hand and force it against the nose. It bent and gave only slightly before popping and flying across the room. He lurched forward, not expecting the ease of the damage, and Fatima grabbed him to stop him from falling. When she helped him up, Fatima’s eyes were so open that he could offhandedly notice their almond curvature back inside her head. He shrugged. “Now it’s Egyptian.”
	And she laughed, a dangerous, frightened laugh that finally put some color back into her cheeks. There was a small crowd around them- artists and society people that were incredulous at his destruction of the art. Good Gods and Disgracefuls floated out from the onlookers. The pop had gotten his grandmother’s attention as well. She pushed her way through to see Fatima laughing at Jonathan trying to peel the sticky nose material from his hand.
	“What did you do, Jonathan?” she said, staring at the broken face. Obama’s nose had sailed into the center of the floor, where a child had picked it up and was further deforming it with his sticky hands. “What. The. Fuck. Did. You. Do?”
	“I fixed it for you, Grandma,” he said. “You wanted a Sphinx, so I gave you a Sphinx. Fatima approves- she is Egyptian, after all.”
	Fatima nodded and pressed her hands into the side of the sculpture, defacing the art yet again as the crowd gasped and cameras clicked. “And now an Arab is fixing it. Finally, it’s authentic!” She pecked Jonathan on the cheek.
	They strolled past the crowd and out the doors. Constance followed them. “You know the rules, Jonny, you NEVER touch my art. NEVER. What the HELL have I ALWAYS SAID?” 
Jonathan almost turned, almost yelled back, but then he decided to ignore her, and he and Fatima kept walking back to the elevators, back to their future. He heard Constance behind him, louder, louder, and then she fell behind. She wouldn’t want to leave her pieces alone with the notables. 
He wasn’t sure if her rage was real or fabricated. He wasn’t sure if she’d remember this a year from now or still be angry. He didn’t know if he’d ever even see her again. In that moment, honestly, he didn’t care. His grandmother felt like a part of his life that would forever be restricted to childhood rules and fears. Their relationship had no growth and no future. But now he was thinking of after his and Fatima’s wedding. They were going to travel to Cairo, to see the mosques and souks and the real damn Sphinx and take a cruise down the Nile. It would be very Arab and, as Fatima had said, very authentic. It would be fine and normal and not tainted with his grandmother’s brutal aesthetic. As he fished the car keys out of his wallet and squeezed Fatima’s hand in the elevator, he felt the power of his grandmother and her art wasting away. He had the most beast muscle of all.
























Leaving Marcus







It began with a storm. Clouds had been gathering for hours, sweeping across the horizon like smoke from fire far beyond the mountains. In the east, the sky had darkened and wind was whipping the truck back and forth, making it fishtail every so often over the cracked highway asphalt. I was in the front riding shotgun. Marcus was sitting next to me, his mouth full of peanuts. The cabin was pleasantly warm and there was decent country music playing on the radio. Marcus kept reaching his hand down to a bag of trail mix by his feet, his fingers getting saltier and saltier with each handful. I hadn’t eaten any. I didn’t like peanuts, and I was nervous. Storms made me uncomfortable. The same couldn’t be said for Marcus’ wife, Mona, who was seated in the back, head lolled back on a tent, zoning out at the upholstery on the ceiling of the truck. She seemed totally at ease, if quiet. Mona was the type that would tell everyone what she was thinking all the time, and her uncharacteristic silence was adding to my uneasiness. It had been years since I’d seen her or Marcus, but I didn’t have many memories of her when she wasn’t talking or yelling.
	I was forty, Marcus was forty-one, Mona was thirty-nine. We were going on a reunion camping trip in the Rockies in Colorado, close to where we had all gone to college. The reunion’s fun had yet to start. It had been about a half-hour since we’d seen another car. The weather had made for slow driving and it was getting worse. Our truck rumbled and sputtered as it climbed the mountain, cresting hills and then sliding back down to the valleys beyond. After three lukewarm country songs in a row, Marcus broke the silence.
	“Helluva storm,” he said, swallowing his mouthful. “Hey, if we don’t make it to the site before it breaks, do you want to just pull over and sleep somewhere along the road? It’s getting darker and darker out there.”
	And it was. The sky had been violent streaks of red and orange and magenta at twilight, peeking through an opaque curtain of raincloud, but now that the sun had gone down beyond the mountains all we were left with were the disappearing stars and the hidden moon. Lightning rumbled and crackled beyond the horizon as it arced through the clouds. It really looked like a bad storm. 
	“Maybe,” I said. “It won’t be too much longer until we’re there, right?” I had no interest in spending time in a shitty tent by the side of the road. It sounded to me like Marcus’ idea of unnecessarily prolonging the trip. Though my cynicism wasn’t quite fair; I had been close to Marcus once. We met in college and shared an interest in the outdoors. Backpacking, camping, and outdoorsmanship had been the centerpiece of our friendship. It was on a camping trip that I had met his girlfriend Mona, now his wife, and we became quick friends. Marcus had been my friend first, but I always appreciated it when Mona was around. She was a great conversationalist and had been wild in college, just wild, but home life had forced her to calm down. I didn’t see them nearly as much as I used to.
	“I mean, no, it shouldn’t be,” Marcus said, lightly inflecting shouldn’t with that high-pitched whine he knew I hated. He grinned and looked at me. “Remember when I used that voice to talk all during Murphy’s violin recital? I swear, I thought he was going to kick my ass. College hijinks, huh?”
	“Yeah,” I said, then he did kick your ass in the alleyway afterwards, Marcus, you idiot.
Mona spoke up. “I thought I remembered Murphy taking a swing at you after that recital.” She looked at me in the rearview mirror and grinned. She had such white teeth.
Marcus responded with uncharacteristic sharpness. “Okay, thanks, thank you, thanks for not letting me forget that, honey. Don’t throw stones. I seem to remember that you had your share of catfights back in the day.” 
Marcus’ tone made me uncomfortable, his willingness to be petty, but Mona responded quickly and just as sharp. “It wasn’t ever my fault. I never started those fights. You were just a bully.”
Marcus ran his fingers through his thinning orange hair, “Oh, okay. I mean, I don’t know, maybe I’m wrong, call me crazy.”
“Uhh,” I said.
“Not crazy,” Mona said, quietly, from the back. “But you know about your temper. That’s no secret, Greg.”
“Jesus,” Marcus groaned. “Christ.” 
Mona was staring at the back of his head and looked ready to rage, but Marcus had gone back to eating trail mix and watching the road in silence. Just as I was considering pretending to fall asleep, the clouds broke.
	It was like Thor had dropped his hammer on the mountain right above us. The rain came in a torrent, thick and heavy, and the darkness wrapped us in a thick down blanket. The headlights were next to useless. All I could see was the lighting above our heads running its thick fingers through the clouds, flashing away. 
	“Goddamn,” Marcus said, his salty fingers tightening on the wheel. The bag of trail mix fell over. “Goddamn, Greg, you ever seen any rain like this?” The truck was violently swerving from the wind. The radio began cutting out. I tightened my hand on the seatbelt. “Mona, honey, pass me a cloth, the windows are fogging up,” Marcus said. 
Mona looked through the bags, pawing her way through piles of freeze-dried food and clothes. “I can’t find any cloths. Here, use a shirt,” she said.
“No, no, there’s cloths. I know there’s cloths in there, sweetie, can you find me the damn cloth, please?” Marcus said, forcefully, and swerved the car again as he twisted around in his seat. The flash of anger in Mona’s eyes was replaced with fear as the car jerked from one end of the road to the other. She dug in another bag at her feet, passed a cloth forward and looked at me in the rearview mirror. She suddenly looked several years older than from when the trip had begun. Her electric blue eyes were tired and I thought that they might have been a little teary- whether from sadness or anger, I couldn’t tell. 
	Marcus crumpled the cloth in his fist and started wiping the windshield down, trying to remove the condensation from inside the elderly truck’s windshield. I was trying to gauge how hurt Mona was- this tension didn’t bode well for a weekend of fun and relaxation. It wasn’t helping much that the rain was so thick and the night so black. Removing the condensation made little difference, and there we were, just rocketing along the highway. Marcus wasn’t slowing down at all, and was driving with only half a hand on the wheel. I became awfully apprehensive about his speed and the road’s condition.
	“Maybe you should take it a little easier, buddy,” I said. “You can’t really see anything. Just until the rain stops.”
	Marcus nodded and opened his mouth to say something, maybe agree, but then Mona chirped up from the back.
	“If you don’t slow down you’re going to kill all of us. I mean, Jesus, look at this storm.” Thunder rumbled in the distance and the radio squawked in response, a sad electric protest of static.
At this, Marcus’ eyes narrowed and he kept his hands on the wheel. “I can drive, thank you very much. I think it’ll be okay. I think everything will be just fucking okay if you just let me concentrate.”
 And then they were both silent. I didn’t bother asking again- Marcus’ knuckles were white on the wheel.
It wasn’t long after that when we crashed. I was changing the subject and trying to make a little mundane conversation, when I felt the front of the truck collide with something. “SHIT” yelped Marcus, and then the world exploded into metal and glass and damp. Everything- our tent, sleeping bags, food, trail mix, and my feet- hurtled like shrapnel as we slammed forward. The seatbelt tore into my chest and I hollered. I saw trees and rocks, then water and glass as the truck filled with rain and windshield dust. Headlights flickered and smashed. I didn’t hear Marcus or Mona at all. 
	The truck, we later found out, had hit a tree that Marcus had failed to see, spun off the road, and come to rest in a creek, but in the moment I couldn’t see anything past the darkness and the sound of the rain. I opened the door, unbuckled my seat belt, and fell with a splash. The rain drove into my back as I staggered around to Marcus’ side and opened his door. His face was torn up and he was covered in camping supplies, all of which fell off his lap and into the road when the door opened.
 I unbuckled his seat and eased him out. He looked bad. His head was cut open, his leg was awfully limp and dangling oddly, and he was unconscious even as the rain started hitting his face. In the darkness and the storm, I couldn’t do anything. I pushed him against a tree and sat down. Mona crawled out from the backseat. She looked like she was doing all right. 
	“Oh, Jesus,” she said, her hair spun wildly around her face. Her clothes were torn. At the sound of her voice my adrenaline began to wear off, and as I looked at her broken, unconscious husband next to me under the wet, dripping pines, I couldn’t help but feel some disgust mixed in with my horror. We were in a creek in the Rockies because I had finally caved and answered his damn phone calls, agreeing to this trip in the hopes that he’d be sated for a while. I liked Marcus, really I did, or had once, but I was always busy at the law firm and with clients and paying bills and running my life. Marcus, however, was always afraid that people were drifting away from him and would be persistent with phone calls and unexpected visits to rein them back in. He had been so insistent over the phone that this trip would just be like old times that I had agreed. But it wasn’t just like old times. Now he and Mona argued. Now he might die. Dammit, Marcus. 
	He was unconscious, but his breathing seemed strong. I slapped his face, soft at first, then harder and harder, calling his name. The rain started to stop. The wind was dying down. After a while, I could hear crickets. It was just the dripping and the crickets and once, an overhead plane, until Marcus started coughing. He thrashed his shattered leg and cried in pain. I leaned him up against the tree and rubbed his back.
	“Hey fella, hey, hey, you’re awake. It’s okay.” Marcus sat bolt upright, his eyes rolling wildly, until he grabbed my wrist and leaned back down, moaning deep in his throat. His left leg was broken completely to Hell. 
	“Jeeeeesus,” he moaned. He rubbed his leg and yelped from the pain. In the light from the brightening, moonlit sky, I could see that his leg was at three angles. After that I couldn’t look at it. He looked like he had a few extra knees on either side of the usual one.
	“What happened, Greg? I remember a thunderstorm. And eating peanuts, I remember that too. Nothing much else though.” 
	“Well, we’re not dead,” I said, smiling a little bit. “We’re still in the Rockies. You busted up your leg pretty well when the truck hit.” I pointed at the shredded mass of metal behind me. Now that the light from the moon had come out, I could see that we had come very close to rolling into a valley. Had that happened we almost certainly would be dead. As it were, however, we were all alive. In the back of my mind I appreciated that the ground felt springy and the air was humid and delicious. Marcus lay on the ground like a broken mannequin.
	“Bears,” he whispered. “Wolves, snakes, spiders. Oh Jesus, my leg. Is there any way to get help?” I could tell, even in the dark, that he was looking at me expectantly. I didn’t really have any answers for him. Mona was rubbing his back and making soothing noises. I remembered a time in college when Marcus had fallen into a ravine during a mountain hike. His ankle had rolled under him and he tumbled about twenty feet and came to rest against a boulder. Without a second thought, Mona had leapt into the ravine after him. A couple other hikers and I had to get some ropes together to pull the both of them up, but Mona hadn’t left his side for a second. She had sung to him and stroked his hair, talking him through the pain of his wrung ankle, until we were able to winch him up and carry him back to the car. He wasn’t going anywhere in this, though. The truck had flattened like a can in a crusher. He had been going close to eighty when we hit. And Mona wasn’t ripping her sweater apart to make a pillow for him now like she had in the ravine. 
“Greg, we need to get out,” Mona said. “Marcus probably needs to get to a hospital.” She looked like Medusa with her hair flying everywhere.
“Well, we can’t carry him. Not for miles- we’ll just hurt him more. And he won’t be walking.” His leg was a twisted piece of fleshy abstraction; I wasn’t a doctor, but he’d need more than a cast to set those broken bones. My phone had been in the truck and been tossed to parts unknown in the crash.
“We’ll have to leave him,” Mona said. She bent down and gently touched Marcus’ face. “Marcus, sweetie, we’re going to leave you here for a little bit. Try not to move.” She gave him a flashlight. “In case any cars pass.”
“Mona, he won’t last outside by himself for that long. There isn’t a town for miles. Look at him.”
“I’ll be okay, Greg,” Marcus said, trying to put a brave face on it, though his lip was trembling. “But I don’t really want to just sit here out in the dark. There could be wildlife. Bears.”
Mona stood there, staring up at the stars, water dripping down onto her face. The trees were soaked through but slowly shedding water. “You might be right.” She pulled the tent out of the truck bed and set it up with the quick hand of a camping professional. Then she placed it under Marcus’ tree and dragged him inside it. She poked her head back out. “He’ll be fine in here for a while. I tied his leg up so it can’t move. Let’s go.”
Marcus yelled goodbye from inside the brightly lit tent, and Mona and I started walking along the dark mountain road. I guessed it was about midnight from the position of the moon. Time passed and we didn’t say much. Just walking along. Every so often, we’d step over a branch or a tree log that had fallen from the storm. The winding mountain road was littered with them. We drank bottled water that I fished out from under the truck. 
	Marcus’ tent was just a tiny pinprick of light, hidden by thousands of trees and two valleys we’d rounded on the road, when Mona finally spoke.
	“I hate camping.”
	I laughed a little. “It’s not camping’s fault that this happened. Technically, it’s Marcus’.”
	She made an impatient noise. “No, it is camping’s fault. It always leads to shit like this. Doing things always leads to shit like this. Doing things with Marcus leads to shit like this. Twenty years of this.” She kicked a branch that was in her way. 
	I didn’t want to agree with her, so I kept quiet. Marcus and Mona had been a heavyweight couple in college- always together, always throwing parties and drinking too much and waking up on top of each other on someone else’s couch and just laughing about it. We had a lot of good memories, Marcus and Mona and I. Just none recently.
	“You used to love camping,” I said. “Remember when we all went out to the Black Mountains and spent a week in that big pine grove with the little waterfall? That was where Marcus got into that honest-to-God fight with Tony because Tony complemented you on your figure.”
	“Yeah,” Mona said. “The idiot. His stupid temper and he’s too weak to do anything about it. Can’t control it. I guess it’s rubbed off on me some. You could see that in the truck, I suppose.”
	“I wouldn’t talk too badly about him, Mona,” I said. “We did leave him in a tent by the side of the road.”
	“He talks about you,” she said. “He talks about everybody. It’s all he ever does. He knows that you didn’t want to come on this trip. You’ve been avoiding his calls. He may have a temper, he may be tedious and immature, but he isn’t stupid.” 
	I didn’t want to badmouth Marcus, though I was angry at the entire situation. “I just haven’t had much to say to him. He knows we’re still friends. We can be distant for years and then just pick right back up where we left off.”
	“You’re not friends,” Mona said. “You have things in common, and some history, and you talk sometimes, but you’re not friends.”
	“No, we are. That’s not how it works.”
	“Oh, piss. Friends talk,” she said. “He’s been talking for years and you haven’t said a word back or given a damn. I’d say shame on you, except I don’t blame you. I’m envious, actually. You can hang up on him.” 
	“That’s horrible.”
	“That’s life. I don’t love him any more, Greg. He irritates me. He drinks. He talks and talks and talks all the time- what he’s going to do that day, why he didn’t eat eggs for breakfast or read the paper, how he thinks we should buy a new dryer, on the other hand, why we shouldn’t buy a new dryer, why I’m not talking more, on and on and on until he leaves and I can scream alone. But that’s okay. The real problem is when he comes home late and tipsy and smelling like someone else’s perfume. Sometimes when he drinks, he talks more. It wasn’t until a month ago, when he talked about the woman he works with and how good she is to him when they have to work late, that I decided I didn’t love him like I used to.” 
	I was quiet at that, and Mona laughed bitterly. “Oh yeah, he didn’t tell you about her in any of your phone chats, huh? Just because you come back twenty years later doesn’t mean that everyone else didn’t change without you there. He lost his job. He lost his hair. And I lost my figure, I guess? We never had kids. The list goes on and on. It doesn’t work anymore. We don’t work anymore.”
 We heard rustling off in the darkened bushes, and I spun my flashlight over to the source. I saw eyes glinting, and then they sank back into the darkness. 
“Deer.” 
And then a few more eyes, smaller, inquisitive, picking out my light and then running after their mother into the brush. Then, mountain silence.
	We were quiet for another half hour. The soft sucking of our shoes on the wet pavement was the only sound we heard. I noticed that my hiking boots had gotten ruined in the crash- the heel was peeling off one of them. My jeans were ripped, too. When we had pulled Marcus from the truck, his clothes had been shredded from the glass. There was a time, I’d like to think, when Mona would have given him the shirt off her back to keep him warm. Now he was lying in that tent with the cold wind slipping through the tears in his shirt, making him shiver. 
	We crested a final hill and then saw lights below us. A small Rocky Mountain town, deep in the valley below. Another twenty minute’s walking and we’d be on the outskirts. 
	“We could leave him,” Mona said. 
	The noise in the dark void startled me, then I was incredulous. “Leave him? Like out in the tent alone?”
	“Sure,” she said. “He can stay out there. Some car will come by eventually and pick him up. He’ll be all right. I want to leave. You can come with me, if you like.”
	I almost flat-out said no, you’re crazy. Because that was crazy. Leaving an injured human being in the dark Rocky Mountain wilderness was crazy.
 And then I thought of Mona, the elegant twenty-year-old Mona of my memories, wearing plunging dresses and dancing to Otis Redding at her and Marcus’ house parties. Mona, who used to shotgun a beer faster than anyone else, and who named her cats Sunday and Monday because those were her favorite days of the week. Mona, who wanted to leave her husband on the side of a mountain broken in a tent. I thought of him- balding, angry at life, indulging in his vices. Spending dinners in silence. Short evenings of taped television programs and long nights sleeping curled up on opposite sides of the bed.
	“Living with Marcus makes you old, Greg,” she said. We were walking down the hill and she was awfully close to me. “You don’t understand. You’ve been away from him since college. But I’d like it if you came with me. I’ve missed you.” 
	And she brushed my arm in the dark. I didn’t pull it away, but I thought of Marcus again, propped up in the tent, tucked into a sleeping bag, clutching his little flashlight as deer and other animals prowled around outside, or even as they came inside and tried to see if this broken man was good to eat. 
	We got to the edge of town, wandered through the silent streets, and found the brightly-lit police station in a pretty little town square, with a shut-off fountain and some statues of notable townspeople. The dark mountains soared dramatically in the distance. I made to open the door, but Mona stayed behind on the pavement. 
	“I told you, I’m not going in. Last chance, Greg. Come with?”
	It may sound inhumane, rude, unfaithful, but even though it would mean leaving someone who I supposed was one of my oldest friends behind, I wanted to. I wanted to take her hand and go rent a car and just drive away, drive into the Rocky Mountain night and leave everything behind. Marcus would get picked up in the morning by a long-haul trucker who’d gently ease him into the car and give him strong coffee, take him into town and get his leg fixed up. And then Marcus would go back to his life and Mona and I would reinvent ourselves- a midlife salvation. He’d call and complain and bitch and wonder, for sure, but the night was open to anything and we were just two formerly young people whose idea of youth had meant you could have run off into the woods with whoever you wanted to, without any repercussions. 
Later on, when I would go back to the tent with the police and the wrecker and the ambulance, Marcus would rage and cry and ask me for answers, and I’d empathize with him and say all the right things to make him feel better. But secretly, deep down, I easily could have made the other choice. For a second, the future was exhilarating. 
	But, with my hand on the police station door, I couldn’t. “Sorry Mona. I can’t leave him out there. You shouldn’t, either.”
	She shrugged and smiled sadly. “I know. I want this, though. He’ll be okay. Let him know that I give him my affection, but I’m leaving.”
	And she turned down the street, walked into the night, and did.
 






































The Therapy Dog






Charlie’s last day at work had gone like this: somebody, either out of carelessness or just plain ole not giving a shit, had left one of the gates to the outer run unlocked during the late afternoon. It was a hot day, one of the last of August, and the dogs had been scalding in the shade, their paws burning as they ran across the hot asphalt from each walk from the building to the woodchipped runs. It was the kind of heat where nobody had the energy to do anything, the kind of baking heat that made just the thought of wearing sleeves break you into a sweat, where all you could do was sit in front of a fan and close your eyes for minutes at a time. The dogs had all been sleeping- hardly any barking or rambunctiousness had happened all day. But someone had left the latch open during one of the escorts outside between the post-lunch nap and dinnertime, and the gate had been broken through. 
	The person who did this was not Charlie. He had not been the one who left the gate open- that much was objectively certain, because he had been mopping all the floors in the kennel all afternoon and wasn’t on outside duty. The person who did it had been Sharon or Ray - whoever was available at a given moment to take a dog outside often did, and so there were a few potential culprits, but it hadn’t been Charlie. He was supposed to bring the dogs in, not let them out. So it was Charlie that stepped outside early that evening, leash slung over his left shoulder, a mint from the front counter in his mouth. In the distance, beyond the river, the sun was setting beyond the mountains, casting a purple glow over the tops of the factories clustered beside the river. A train whistled in the distance and the evening breeze carried the brief scent of the riverbank through the yard. For a minute Charlie simply stood, enjoying the brief late-summer coolness on his skin, glad to be away from the Clorox and the cheap mop that you had to squeeze out with your hands. He fastened the door behind him to make sure the dogs wouldn’t gallop back inside unleashed. He thought that maybe he’d get to see fireflies that night, and that maybe he’d give Sofia a call after work if he could summon up the energy. But when he turned, he swallowed the mint and felt it plummet into his stomach like bad news. Every run, six dogs’ worth, was empty. The gates were wide open, swaying in the warm breeze. The sun was going down. 
~
	Charlie and Ray informed Sharon that she was in charge of the kennel and then tore off in Ray’s purple Charger. They cruised around, from street to street, leaning out of the window and yelling the dogs’ names. Ray turned the music down at each bellow, his fingers moving to and from the knob, but he’d always bring it back up to his earsplitting level before talking. 
	“Sounds like y’all fucked up,” he said. He was in the middle of quitting smoking cold turkey and chewed toothpicks compulsively. 
	“I was cleaning the kennel,” Charlie said. “One of you guys left that gate open.”
	“I was at the desk,” said Ray, “so it wasn’t me. That’s a fireable offense, anyway, and I know better. I guess Sharon is going out on her ass, then.” He put a fresh toothpick in his mouth, spitting out fibrous shreds from the old one, and offered one to Charlie, who turned it down.
	They drove through the tough neighborhood up on the hill. Ray knew a lot of the guys up there- big, beefy fellas that worked on their cars in the street and sometimes poured their oil down into the sewer. One of them was sitting in a lawn chair on his porch and had seen a pack of dogs heading up the hill towards the woods.
	“Movin’ fast,” he said. “Think there was a rabbit or squirrel or something. Looked like a chase.”
	So they kept cruising around and it got darker. It was disheartening. Neither of them saw the point in going into the woods- they had left without any supplies, and it would be hopeless to think that they could corral the dogs in the dark without leashes or carriers. When Ray finally had to put his headlights on, Charlie got frustrated and said they should just head back to the kennel. There was nothing that could be done.
	“Half our dogs are gone, Ray. We’re in serious shit.”
	Ray had worked through a small pile of toothpicks and was opening another pack that he’d had in his front pocket. “I was at the desk. Ain’t my fault.”
	Sharon swore that it hadn’t been her fault, either. She had moved all the dogs through the runs and made sure to triple-check the gates when she came through. “One of the dogs could have nudged it open, I guess,” she said, when Ray and Charlie had come back after the streetlights had started clicking on. The three of them all stared at the phone in the center of the front desk.
	“Charlie was the one that found the dogs gone,” Ray said. “He ought to call Barbara.”
	Charlie knew that he would be fired over the phone. “I don’t want to. Sharon, you do it. She likes you best.”
	Sharon considered it. “No. Ray, you can get away with anything. You do it.”
	Ray worked on another toothpick. “Nah, I got my last few car payments left. I can’t lose the money. We ought to just pin it on a dog. They probably did it anyway.”
Charlie could appreciate a good dogfight. Maybe fight was a loaded word- wrestle was more palatable. A little nipping, then some harder bites here and there, until he could watch them rolling around in the woodchips, teeth gently on each others’ throats. There was a feisty, footballish pleasure to seeing which dog would come out on top, which dog would pin the other and look back at Charlie, smiling a toothy smile. More often than not, the dogs were just playing. It was like watching brothers wrestle or kids shove each other in the playground. If things got serious and either dog yelped, Charlie would stick his foot in between the two of them, and if one kept trying to fight, Charlie could noose it with his leash and pull them apart. Most times, though, the dogs would roll for a few minutes and then collapse on top of one another, completely exhausted and ready for a nap. He could then pick up the sleepy dogs and they’d sag in his arms like warm butter, all the fight gone out of them. 
	If they called their boss, however, there would be no dogfight, no veneer of dominance over a core of play. Barbara was quick and brutal. They all knew, staring at each other around the desk, that they’d all lose their jobs over the phone. Losing dogs was big-time shit.
	There was silence while each tried to figure a way out. Then Charlie spoke up.
“I’ll go back out with some lights and look for them,” he said. “Does anyone want to go with me?”
The initial silence suggested a no. 
“I don’t think that we all need to go,” Ray said eventually. “There’s still some stuff that needs to be done here, anyway.”
“Gotta mop the floors,” said Sharon. “And balance the books. We made fuck-all today, but still.”
“Well, you two should at least stay here and wait for the dogs to come back, then,” Charlie said. “Maybe overnight. We can’t go home without knowing where the dogs are.” 
Ray and Sharon hesitantly agreed. It was better than facing Barbara.
Charlie went back outside and tried to figure out how much light was left. The sun was just peeking out from behind one of the mountains in the distance. Dusk was nearly through, and the fireflies were lighting up the parking lot. On a normal night he’d be going home about now, or maybe over to Sofia’s. They’d watch a movie and eat a frozen pizza or something. He might get to see Sofia a lot more after this week if he didn’t find the dogs. He’d be around so much that she’d get sick of him and start sleeping back at her house on weekends again. She had just put a toothbrush right next to his on his bathroom counter but he felt that it had a tenuous hold there.
	There wasn’t much opportunity to meet women when you worked at a dog kennel. Charlie had known Sofia in high school, but when he’d ended up back in town with a useless degree and no cash and started working at the kennel, they’d begun running into one another at the discount supermarket or renting movies at the library or wherever else the budget-conscious congregated. He had figured that they made a pretty decent pair. She had an unusual talent at carpentry. Her house was full of projects that she’d built- birdhouses, chairs, wherever she could get cheap lumber. It was sort of interesting. She was just as poor and clueless about everything as he was, so naturally a relationship began, mainly to save money on gas by sharing rides.
	He gave her a call. She picked up on the eighth ring. 
	“I’m going to be working late tonight. Some dogs got out, and we might have to sleep here in case they come back. Now that it’s dark, they might come back soon, but I’ll probably be out looking for them for a while.”
	She exhaled, painfully slowly, and then said, “Okay. I guess I’ll just see you this weekend, then. I’m going to be busy tomorrow and Friday.”
	“Why’s that?” he said, wondering if she was lying, but only halfheartedly willing to find out.
	“Work,” she said. “I’ll be tired all night.”
	“Oh, okay,” he said. “But can’t I come over after I’m done here?” 
	“I mean, you can, but I really don’t feel like doing much tonight,” she said. “It’s already late, and you’ll smell like dogs if you don’t go home and shower first anyway. That’s like an extra hour of time, and…I mean, y’know.” She said a brief goodbye and hung up.
	He went back inside, where Sharon and Ray were arguing about who’d take the first shift and the second shift. Ray was rolling out an inflatable bed that they kept in the closet and gave Charlie his keys. “Good luck, man. Let us know if you find them. Just pile em into the backseat. Try not to ruin the car.” He stretched out on the mattress and waved Charlie out.
	So after putting a bunch of dog carriers in the backseat, Charlie drove through the neighborhoods, much more slowly than he had with Ray earlier. It was getting awfully close to night. Porch lights were glimmering from each house, shining light on the cracked asphalt and straggling weeds growing through. It was an awful part of town, but there was admittedly some dirty magic to the factory district once the sun went down. The burnt-out warehouses’ roofs had all collapsed, and when you drove by them you could see stars through their windows. Past the river, the sun had sunken behind the final mountain, and the world dimmed to a velvety black, fading the ugly graffitied buildings to giant soft silhouettes. You could hear the river drawling in the distance. Through the rolled-down window he heard the whistle of the train crossing in the distance and a dinging bell where the tracks crossed the road. In high school, he had parked a car by the train crossing with a girl that he knew in an attempt to impress her. It had been 2AM, and they’d had a long talk that almost ended with him kissing her. Just at the wrong moment, however, the train had come past, and a huge engineer had leaned out of the engine and waved. He was a morbidly obese man with a giant smile. They’d waved back, laughing, and the moment had been ruined. 
	He hadn’t been expecting much when he started out, but he turned the corner and, to his surprise saw one of the dogs. It was Muffin, a muscly pitbull whose owner was a severe older hippie that Charlie was immediately glad they wouldn’t have to break any bad news to. She was sniffing through a pile of garbage outside of a little pizzeria popular with the few remaining blue-collar workers around. He put his hazards on, pulled over, and took a Milk Bone in each hand. Getting out, he immediately dropped down onto one knee and turned away from Muffin. 
	She’s a free spirit and doesn’t like to be defined or enclosed her owner had said, his crystals tinkling against his neck as he had explained his dog’s delicate psyche to a totally uninterested Sharon earlier that week. Give her some space. Let her breathe. Let yourself breathe, too. Don’t corner her or overwhelm her. Make sure you’re centered. 
	He clicked his fingers and snapped the Milk Bone in half. “Hey Muffin, hey girl, c’mere Muffin,” he said. 
	Muffin thumped her thick pitty tail on the sidewalk and then left the trash and galloped over, slurping her mouth over the milkbone and giving her head up for all kinds of scratching. She didn’t seem too spiritually overwhelmed, so he turned towards her and started massaging her ears. Charlie had a thing for pits. Some friends in college had a pitbull that he had liked to wrestle in the backyard. His favorite part was their heads- big, blocky, stubborn heads that were built like cinderblocks. And Muffin had a big ole cinderblock head for sure. He got a leash on her and put her in the passenger’s seat. She was the largest dog that had escaped and wouldn’t really fit in one of the carriers; plus, he wanted to keep scratching that head.
	They drove around more blocks, Muffin with her head on his right leg. He didn’t stop for red lights since the neighborhoods were totally deserted. They passed warehouse after dilapidated warehouse. Makes the rent cheap, Barbara liked to say.
 He had given Muffin a few more Milk Bones and was hoping that he’d get her to fall asleep. She was blinking longer and longer, her huge amber eyes staring at the box of treats, until finally she passed out and started to snooze. She was a snorer. Her big ribs shook with each snore and her lips flapped when she exhaled. She seemed like a damn perfect dog to Charlie. 
	It really was the dogs that had gotten him working at the kennel. He had always liked dogs, and enjoyed spending hours in the kennel yard throwing balls, or sitting in the office with a dog on his lap, massaging its stuffed little belly after breakfast. Sofia didn’t like dogs all that much. She hated it when he’d come to his house with dog hair all in his sweater or in his socks. “Jesus, Charlie, this doesn’t make me want to stay over more,” she’d said more than once. “I’ve seen your carpets.” To be fair, she was allergic, but her insistence on it had always grated on Charlie.
	His frustration wasn’t really her fault. He had possessed an expectation of bigger and better things than working in a dog kennel back home and an ambiguous lukewarm relationship after college. When he had first starting working at the kennel, the week after coming back to town with next to nothing to his name, the boss had followed him around the first day and made sure that he was doing everything right. Barbara liked everything done a certain way, and she’d spent twenty minutes watching him fold towels. He knew the steps by heart: stretched at arms’ length, then brought together in the center, folded over in half lengthwise, and then folded over again. He used to throw all his towels on the floor at home, or hang them over a bannister, but now he folded them just like he’d been taught, his work habits bleeding into his home life until he was scrubbing his floors with bleach because nothing else seemed quite clean enough. He was an empty cup that’d been filled up by a dead-end job. He figured that this probably grated on Sofia, too. She often talked about how maybe he could try Pine-Sol like everyone else.
	He pulled off to the side of the road in a bank parking lot and called Sofia again. The phone rang several times, until she finally picked up. “Hello?” She sounded irritated.
	“Do you want to get a dog?” he said. 
He could imagine her blinking on the other end. “What?”
“I’m here with a pretty great pitbull and I think it’d be cool to get one. We could keep it in between our houses and swap off every week or something. Or it doesn’t have to be a pitbull- it could be a poodle or something hypoallergenic.” 
	“Charlie,” she said, “I really don’t like dogs.” An ambulance passed by his car and the siren blocked out what else she might have said.
	“I mean, I know,” he said. “I guess it was just a thought. Hey, how are you? I’m out here driving around, looking for some lost dogs. No idea where they are. If the boss finds out, we’ll probably all get fired.” 
	He could hear Sofia yawn on the other end. “Well jeez, don’t let her find out, then. I’m okay, I guess. But it’s kind of late, Charlie, and I have work in the morning. If you get done before midnight, just give me a call and maybe if I’m not too sleepy you can come over. Otherwise, I’m probably going to take a shower and go climb into bed.” 
	He said okay and his goodbyes and then he hung up. If he went over there after work, maybe he’d be able to eat some leftovers of whatever she’d had for dinner. The best he could hope for was a little Indian food or a slice of pizza in the fridge. He restarted the car.
	They drove past the middle school perched on the hill. No dogs there. A few blocks over, they passed a few churches. No dogs there, either. A slow cruise past the woods, with Charlie sticking his head out of the car and yelling, did nothing but wake up Muffin, who thumped her tail against the seat and decided she’d need another biscuit. He scratched her head as she snuffled through his legs to the Milk Bone box stuck in his side door.  
	“Where’d your pack get off to?” he said. He didn’t want to get out into the woods with a flashlight and start yelling, but it might come to that. 
	As he contemplated his chances of getting murdered in the dark forest, his phone lit up in the cup holder. A text from Ray: Barbara’s here. She fired you. Sorry man. Please bring my car back. 
He didn’t really know how to respond to that, so he just replied ok. He was surprised that there wasn’t any of the sadness he might have thought about losing his job. The little apartment he kept with the leaky appliances and lampfuls of dead insects certainly wouldn’t pay for itself, though. Maybe he could grovel. He was young and needed money and his pride had been hit hard ever since he started scooping up after dogs to pay off his college loans and to buy his maybe-girlfriend dinner at Applebee’s every other Friday night. Groveling was certainly a viable option. He pulled the car around and headed back to the kennel. When he picked up speed and went back through the darkened neighborhoods, he rolled down the window so that Muffin could stick her head out. Her cheeks flapped in the night wind. Damn, she was a really good dog.
~
	 He decided not to grovel. 
“You let the dogs loose, didn’t call me, and decided to calling the shots around here? The fuck do you think you are?” Barbara was a tornado of a woman. He knew from the way that she was holding his last paycheck- gripped so tight in her hands that the envelope had torn through- that he had no hope for his job, but the accusation still made him angry.
“I didn’t let the dogs loose,” Charlie said, his face flush, trying to will his voice not to crack. “I don’t know who did, but it wasn’t me. Jesus, I was just trying to help.”
She waved a hand in front of his face. “I don’t believe you. This is inexcusable. I bet you didn’t even see a single dog while you were out driving around, huh?”
He thought of Muffin in the Charger outside. “No ma’am, I didn’t.”
Barbara swept everything off the counter in a rage, cursing her bad luck in having such horrible employees, and told him to get out.  Ray was waiting outside to give him a ride home. He waited a few minutes before clearing his throat and speaking to Charlie. 
“Barbara came in and threatened to fire all of us if we didn’t tell her what happened. So Sharon said that you found the gate open and kind of let Barbara assume you did it. I’m sorry, man. I’d have spoken up, but these damn payments would put me in debt otherwise, and we didn’t know what else to tell her.” 
He didn’t mention the pitbull in his back seat. They floored it up the hill in silence. Muffin liked this part especially- her head was out the window, ears whipping in the wind, her big eyes looking up at the stars. When he dropped them off, Ray scratched Muffin under the chin. “Muffin, huh? She’s a good one. Take it easy, man.”
	It was about midnight by the time he got back to his apartment. He sat on his couch, looking at the peeling paint and hearing the throbbing refrigerator in the kitchen. He checked his phone- no messages from Sofia. He thought about calling her, but instead he scratched Muffin’s ears as she sat next to him on the stained couch. He figured that he’d probably have a few days until Muffin’s owners got back, but honestly, as far as they knew Muffin was lost. Gone forever, and maybe it was for the best. He didn’t think that her owners deserved her. Barbara sure didn’t.
	Muffin stretched out on the couch and he rubbed her belly again until she fell asleep. She started to snore. Midnight passed and he didn’t call Sofia. It had been a lot for one night, and besides, if he went over to her house, or if they eventually moved in together, where would Muffin go? Ray was right: she was an awfully good dog, and the thought of keeping her undeniably made him happy. He scratched her behind the ears, her pitty paws twitching in her sleep, and thought about it for a long time. He hadn’t made many meaningful decisions in his life lately, but he was open to the idea of making some, and maybe keeping Muffin would be a step in the right direction.

	
		































That Magical Third Saturday Night in Cairo







	I watched Hassan slowly trace the awkward shapes of the English letters onto the paper. They were backwards, he had reminded me, and now he had to move his coffee cup several times during the exercise so that his hand wouldn’t bump. He had a face of intense concentration, his forehead wrinkled and his eyes screwed up to better focus on the shapes of the letters. Once he finished, he gave me the paper he had been working on with a flourish. 
	“For my first essay: these are my thoughts on America,” he said proudly. 
	I looked down at the page, the spiky letters covering it like twigs:

1. It is very good if Obama is a Muslim, but if he is lying and is not a Muslim, then that is very bad.
2. The gays are not good ever. I am sorry if you do not like it.
3. There should be Islamic government (here the spelling was crossed out and erased several times), but ISIS is very bad.
4. America is bad sometimes but it is getting better. Egypt is getting worse.

I made a big show of putting a gold sticker on the top of the page. “A+, Hassan. That looks pretty literate to me.” 
We were sitting at a little café on a side street in Korba, a brightly-lit nighttime carnival district of Cairo. The café was sprawled into the thick old street, chairs and tables scattered underneath century-old French and British palaces festooned with lamps and Christmas lights. It was Hassan’s favorite place to study after his work ended in the evenings, and since he was paying me for my time, I always agreed to meet here. I found it a little too noisy to try and get much work done, but it was Hassan’s preference- he found the silence of libraries distracting and could only think and work around people. Here, in Korba, he got people in abundance: vendors and salesmen walked back and forth on either side of the street, advertising their storefronts and trying to sell melons. Children wandered around and asked for money, often feigning illness or disability to squeeze a few more pounds from guilt-stricken tourists. Groups of veiled women with expensive handbags jostled their way into luxury stores. The four thousand conversations on either side of you was impossible to block out- even for me with my limited Arabic. 
	Hassan laughed when he saw my sticker. “Thank you, Baker. I am now as good as a kindergartner.” He had serious, dark eyes, sunk deep into his lean face, but he had an incredibly easy smile and a tendency to giggle. His spoken English, incidentally, was very good. He was just trying to learn to not write like a third-grader and thus get a better paying job.
“It’s a lot better than I would have expected after only a few weeks. I personally don’t agree with all of what you’ve written here- some of it is actually incredibly offensive- but hell, that’s a different issue.” I took another sip of the strong coffee that the waiter had brought us and gritted my teeth- I hated coffee at night. Hassan waved his hands and frowned. 
“Sorry, I am sorry. America does a lot of good things- Celine Dion, The Fast and Furious. It really would be even better if Obama was actually Muslim. Though I think he’s not, which is too bad. I would like him more if he was.”
When I had answered Hassan’s online advertisement for an English teacher in Egypt, I had been thrilled at the prospect of living in Cairo. I had studied there in college and liked the thought of returning and getting paid for something that I was naturally good at, so I took the job. I told my family immediately, and they took the news well, but I waited to tell my grandfather that I would be moving to the Middle East until after Thanksgiving dinner, when I knew he’d be sleepy and social. 
“You’re doing what, boy?” he said, a toothpick dangling from his mouth. He was not as sleepy as I had hoped. “What about that job at the library? You’re good with books.”
I was ashamed for telling him- I was baring more of my soul to the steely man than I had ever done before. “I want to help out. Maybe work on how they see us. If they can meet an American and see that we’re not all racists or bigots, then they’ll want to meet another. And then we can actually get along and the world might get better.” I realized as I said it that I sounded foolish and that my grandfather would laugh.
And my grandfather had laughed, spewing turkey breath all over my face. A football game blared on the TV set behind his head, shining his wild grey strands of hair into glimmering oblivion. “There ain’t nothing over there worth getting involved in. They’re violent people. Just want to kill one another. Stay here, work in the library or bookstore or wherever, and send ‘em all to Hell. The other side of the world isn’t worth your time.” But I knew that I was right and had bought a plane ticket the day after graduation and flown away. My parents had driven me to the airport, and my mother had wept, but my grandfather was conspicuously absent. His last words to me had been “if you’re still stupid enough to go, then stay out of trouble, and don’t knock anyone up.”
A group of boys ran down the street, shouting, each with an earbud in one ear that was blasting Arab hip-hop. Buses and cars crawled through the streets and blared at people passing between them. A cool breeze moved through the street, all the way from the Mediterranean, and I shivered a bit. The night was on the edge of cool. Hassan finished his coffee, ordered a hookah from a passing waiter, and asked if I wanted to talk about politics. From our past few meetings, I knew it was inevitable. He was a political machine. He started with some simple chitchat, but then leaned forward conspiratorially.
	“Goons- that’s the word, right- goons have been tailing me for the past week. My uncle works in the police department, and he said that he found a file on me on Tuesday,” he said, the hookah sticking from the corner of his mouth like a slide whistle. He blew on it, wafting cool-scented peppermint smoke over the table. “They may capture me, they may torture me, they may kill me. No matter! It is the price I would happily pay for my freedom. There has been no freedom since the Revolution in Tahrir.” Here he scowled and slapped the table, his thin palm clapping the surface with a thwack. “I’d tell you to be careful around me, but because you are an American, you will be fine no matter what. The police love Americans. I might be safer with you around, in fact.”
~
	It was true that Hassan lived on the edge of society, often getting himself into minor trouble. It wasn’t unusual for him to be frisked down or questioned on the street by a white-uniformed policeman, nervously maintaining eye contact and looking at the man’s handgun in his holster. He had been to religious university, I found out, intending to become an imam but becoming bored of the elderly stoic professors in his classes. He learned English from watching American television and movies, but had never actually learned to read or write. “It is my greatest shame,” he had admitted, bashfully, while flooring through traffic at an uncomfortable speed after picking me up from the airport. “I want a job in Europe or the US, but they won’t hire me if I am illiterate.” He worked in a mosque downtown, handing out coverings to women visitors that came without a hijab or burka and washing them every week in the laundromat down the street. He thought that Justin Beiber had a beautiful voice and he had cried when Paul Walker died. 
I also found out later that he had a big online following from his old classmates who read his long discussions about Arab democracy and the religious rights of man. He hated the secular military government in Egypt, and would spit on the ground whenever an army convoy drove past. It was only his excellent college education and his usefulness as an English interpreter that had kept him from serious trouble. When I had moved into my apartment and found it full of rats chewing on the food left behind by the previous tenant, I had called Hassan, who had pounded on the landlord’s door and screamed at him for ten minutes before the man had relented and purchased some black market poison. When he left after placing the traps, Hassan had turned to me and smiled. “Welcome to Cairo!”
~
Under the lights in Korba, Hassan was buzzed and talking big. “Give me a chance,” he boasted, “and I’ll ignite revolution in this city. I’ll do it! Someone has to. It’s only a matter of time before the regime falls, and I’ll be on the barricades waving the flag of the people.”
I rolled my empty coffee cup around on the table. “I can’t believe that it’s that much of a problem. I mean, don’t you think you’re talking a little crazy? At least things here are stable. Look at Syria, look at Libya, look at Iraq. Egypt isn’t so bad.” I was proud to show off my limited knowledge, but Hassan shook his head. “You don’t know what it’s like here. Too many arrests, too many beatings, too much violence. It needs to change.”
	Talking politics had always been a beer-drinkin’ activity back home, and I wanted a tall cold one in my hand if we were going to talk about dictatorship and the noble struggle for the people’s power. “Hey Hassan, want a drink?” I said, smiling, knowing that he’d say no.
	And he did hesitate. For a second, the immense loudness of Cairo poured down on us. There were car horns honking and people shouting. A child went from table to table, trying to sell individually wrapped packets of Kleenex for money. She came by and I gave her a few pounds, but waved the Kleenex away. Hassan was still sitting there, silent, so I laughed. 
But then he said, “I think yeah, I think I’ll try one. It’s the American thing to do!” And he waved the waiter back over to our table, the poor man weaving through a maze of plastic seats and loud youths slouched back over their chairs. Hassan ordered two beers in clipped Arabic and the man nodded and left. 
I looked at Hassan, the devout Muslim, and figured that he was just calling my bluff. I could tell by the way that he smiled a little when I looked at him. He didn’t want to take any shit from a foreigner.
“It’s not immoral,” he said, “so long as you don’t go to mosque drunk.” 
	The waiter brought back some Stellas- the national beer of Egypt- and Hassan took a large swig from it. It was easy to tell that he’d never had a beer before. His eyes watered like he’d been gassed, and I saw him retch a little from the prickle of the carbonation. But he chugged half of it down, his brow furrowed with intense focus. As he drank, the street grew louder while the wail of a police van approached, slowly, and then passed, weaving through the little alley. The back of the van was filled with smoking teenagers holding American rifles and wearing ill-fitting olive uniforms. Many of them looked scared.
	Hassan finished his beer with belching gusto. “Fascists.” He watched the screaming van turn a corner and veer off onto another avenue. “If I wasn’t my mother’s only son I’d be in one of those vans myself, driving off to capture someone and torture them in prison. They have camps where nobody comes out.” 
I finished my beer and waved at the waiter to bring us more. A street cat jumped into my lap, a nasty, ratty old thing, but I didn’t particularly mind its greasy, flea-riddled body on my legs. Public cats were still a novelty to me. I gave it a few strokes as Hassan looked on in revulsion. “That’s disgusting.” The cat meowed and rubbed against his hands, and he jumped backward. “Covered in fleas. Look at his balls, they’re all swollen.” 
The passing of the truck had made him moodier. He spun his empty beer bottle around. “I’m going to leave here whenever I can. My writing will be so good that anyone in the US will hire me. I’ll get a job with the president or at the UN and then all the soldiers here can kiss it.” He looked up at me for clarification. “My ass, I mean.”
We sat and drank for a while longer, the empty beer bottles piling up. Hassan kept in his funk, and his answers got shorter and spaced with more silence. Seeing the soldiers embarrassed him, I think. He didn’t want to show the condition of his country to his guest. Our bottle pile eventually became quite significant.
 I finally got tired of Hassan’s mood and decided to perk him up. I wanted to get up and move. “Hey Hassan- forget this cafe. Let’s go somewhere. We can take a cab and go see a movie or something. Or just walk around.” I had a delicious buzz, both from my beers and the smoke wafting from Hassan’s hookah. The street was loud, pleasant, and smoky from the flavored tobacco being puffed into the sky. I loved nights like this- you could never see the stars in Cairo, but the lights from the buildings were enough. And the people- the streets were crammed with them. Children, teenagers, students, adults- everyone walking back and forth, yelling to each other and trying to wedge themselves inside cafes, bars, theaters, mosques. Cars backed up traffic for miles and bikes sped between the lanes, sometimes with three people on one seat. To the innocent eye, it was chaos with a thin veneer of society painted over it. If Paris was the city of love, then Cairo was the city of people.
	 Hassan put his things away back in his bag. “I might just head home. I’m tired.” 
	I found that unacceptable. “Aw, no, c’mon, let’s do something! We’ll go hassle some tourists at the river.” Hassan smiled at that- he thought that I was an ass for calling them tourists after only a few weeks in Cairo myself. 
“Okay, but let’s go towards the Heliopolis Club- I need to get my mother some milk and there’s shops past that way. Then we’ll take a taxi out,” Hassan said, and he looked happier. We left a hundred pounds on the table and weaved in and out of the crowd, turning off the bright thoroughfare and heading down a darker side street. You could hear wavering music being played from upstairs apartments over tinny radios. An old woman called out from a doorway asking us for money, her face cast in shadow. Cats scattered from building to building, clawing through trash piles. We crossed a huge avenue: a bright intestine of traffic snaking for miles. The trick was to just run across- the drivers were always watching but would stop as short as they could. The first time I tried to cross the street, I screamed when a car squealed its tires and nearly hit me. Old men smoking on the street corner had pointed and laughed. By now, I was more confident and was no longer afraid of getting hit. Then, it was back into the maze of alleys that fill all the side streets in Cairo. 
 We kept walking along until the alley opened up and we were standing in front of a huge ornamental square. It was at the confluence of three major roads. Beyond us to our right was the Heliopolis Club, Hassan’s landmark, a high society social club filled with doctors and lawyers enjoying nighttime coffees and chess. We could hear laughter and music coming from far beyond its sandstone walls. Across the darkened square from us was Kasr al-Goumhiriyya, the presidential palace. It was a massive, elaborately guarded castle that was set back from the road and surrounded by guard towers. It was rumored that the president didn’t live there and spent most of his free time in an army bunker for his own protection, but it was an imposing building nonetheless. Battlements and minarets rose and fell in a sprawling complex behind two rows of barbed-wire fences. The whole building was black; it seemed that nobody was home. Even so, the quiet, mighty power of the state leviathan weighed heavy on both of us.
	I was seized by a substance-fuelled stupid idea. The haze from the hookah had reacted with the beer in my belly- it was a magical high I had never felt before. “Hey, Hassan! Want to have a little fun?”
	He stopped. “What?”
	I pointed to the palace across the square. “You hate the government, right? Let’s go break a window. Stick it to the man.”
	Hassan’s eyes lit up with fear. “Break a window? That’s haram,” meaning forbidden, “and they’d get our asses. We’d go to prison if we were lucky.” He was afraid, just like I thought he might be. He didn’t seem like such a radical revolutionary anymore, and although it was a little vile of me, I found his fear a bit funny.
	“Well, that’s fine, I guess,” I said slowly, leaning back and forth. “But nobody’s home. We’d be okay. You know, in America, when we don’t like the government, we protest. We do something about it. We don’t just sit around and bitch on Facebook. You have to make a difference.” I meant it as a joke, but the words came out a little harder than I meant them to. Jesus, Baker. The silence afterwards was unpleasant and Hassan didn’t laugh. I felt pretty awful and decided to drop it- maybe I’d pay for the milk his mother needed as an apology.
We kept walking. We passed the palace, all marble domes and iron gates. It receded past us, and then it was just small shops until we got to the end of street. Hassan suddenly pointed, excited.
“How about this?”
He was pointing to a police station, a small squat brick-and-mortar bunker. There was one lone light burning in a room on the second floor, otherwise it was as quiet as the palace. The night had gotten a lot later, and we were in a very dark part of town. 
“Throwing something at the palace is worse than suicide. How about the police, Baker?” In the dark, I heard him giggle. “It’s time Egypt fights back. Unless you’re afraid?” I could imagine his wide smile and could almost see his teeth in the dark. It seemed that he wasn’t as offended as I thought he’d might be, and I couldn’t let that slide. “No, man, let’s tell them to shove it! Freedom for Cairo!”
	“I’m gonna tell them to take their jail and stick it up their ass!” he hollered. “How’s this for revolution?” He bent and plucked a cobblestone from the curb and sprinted towards the little police station.
I limply fell to my knees and cracked them harder than I meant to, trying to find something to throw. I was feeling along the cracks in the ground, trying to pry another brick loose, when I heard Hassan yell something- in Arabic, I couldn’t tell what- and when I looked up, I saw him throw the brick. 
At that moment, I could have sworn that the music in the far-off Heliopolis Club broke for a second, and all you could hear in the hanging quiet was Hassan’s grunt of exertion and the silence of us waiting for the brick to land. It hung in the air for half a second, spinning, and then smashed straight into the first floor window. Glass exploded all over the street and we heard the brick land inside.
To my fright, I then heard yelling inside it. I think Hassan heard it too, because he tried to turn and run. This had not been part of our edgy, revolutionary plan. 
	The police station lit up and I saw silhouettes inside. Gigantic, beefy silhouettes that kicked open the door with their army boots. You could see them standing at the top of the stairs- two of them. They found their culprits in only a moment. One of them pointed at Hassan standing quivering at the curb and the pile of glass at his feet. They lifted their rifles to their shoulders and I started screaming, HASSAN, HASSAN, FUCKING RUN HASSAN, and he was running- running faster than I’d ever seen a man run. I could see, even in the dark and the distance, the utter abject terror on his face. We both started to sprint down the street. The whole square was lit by spotlight and we were exposed like fleas on an alley cat. It was then that I heard the horrible knuckle-cracking of rifles.
 When I was eight, my father had taken me to a protest in New York so that I could see, in his words, ‘our democracy in action’. However, it had turned ugly and violent. The protestors had argued with the police, someone had thrown a rock, and then the police pressed in with shields and batons. There had been some gas canisters shot back and forth, and my father had picked me up and run when people started getting knocked to the ground. As we ran through the street, I remember seeing a man on the ground, his glasses twisted from where a baton had hit him screaming police brutality, police brutality, fuck the pigs. We had made eye contact for half a second, and then I had sailed past in my father’s arms. 
I was thinking of that man, lying on the ground holding his broken glasses, when we heard those smacking gunshots. Several gunshots. The men were standing on the sandstone steps of the police station and were aiming at us down the dark street. They were pumping away as Hassan sprinted towards me, but they weren’t hitting him. He almost got away. Then he buckled. 
The soldiers- not teenager conscripts, but huge muscled soldiers, the eagle-spangled Egyptian flag standing out on their white uniforms even in the darkness - began running towards Hassan lying immobile on the cobblestoned street. I was screaming, adrenaline shooting through my legs like hot steam, and because he was only a few meters behind me I got to him first. His leg was slicked with blood and his slacks were pulsing red. Slinging his arm over my shoulder, we fled. There were sounds of shots and yelling behind me, but I didn’t feel any bullets connect. We made it to the end of the street, then turned, then turned again. I kept running and running, even through the sounds of sirens through the night and the sound of men’s voices only a street away. It felt like I ran for a long time.
~
	When we had lost ourselves in the warren of streets. I sat down on a curb and laid Hassan next to me. We were in an old souk, or covered market, that had been shuttered for the night. I laid Hassan down leaned up against a bag of spices sitting on the cobblestone. I took my shirt off and tied his leg up to stop the bleeding. For a second, we were quiet and all I could hear was our breathing. Then, he coughed and said,
	“My mother’s going to kill me, I forgot the fucking milk.”
	It felt good to laugh. I was afraid he might be dead. 
We went to a main street and I flagged down a taxicab. Hassan told the driver that he had hurt himself on a machine in his shop, and for a little extra money the man couldn’t care less what was wrong with him. As the cab pulled away, towards the hospital as directed by Hassan, I saw a group of armed police standing on the corner. We could still hear the sirens in the distance. They watched our cab drive past, and for a moment an officer stuck his hand out and tried to flag the cab down. Hassan whimpered and sank lower in his seat. Then, the officer saw my blonde hair, my blue eyes and my white skin, and registered surprise. An American? He can’t be bothered to stop and talk- won’t even understand. He waved the car on.
In broken English, the cabbie said “I think you are in trouble. Good thing you are a very white man,” and laughed. He had very few teeth. 
We turned the corner, past the police, and sped off. I held Hassan next to me as he started to groan and I pressed down on his wound, watching the blood, watching ahead, watching the traffic. Good thing. 
	








	






The Refugee




When Amina was twelve, long before the civil war began, an older cousin took her to see a fortune-teller in Damascus. It was secretive and felt naughty- Amina knew that her grandmother would be furious if she had known what they were up to. They went after school, to a little shop well into the maze of alleyways in the Old City, where her cousin swore that the man could tell them all kinds of interesting things about their futures. Neither of them believed it, really- it was just stupid fun to for the thrill of it.
When the bus dropped them off, they went inside the sandy building into a dark inner room. They put their backpacks down by the door and encountered the fortune-teller himself, an old, old man that sat shirtless on a pillow inside. They had heard about him at school- older students swore that he was supernatural, that he would read your palms and divine your future, that he had magic powers and was hundreds of years old. When she looked at him, Amina only saw an ugly elderly man that wanted more money than she thought appropriate for an after-school adventure. But her cousin was insistent, and they paid.
He had them sit down on cushions and asked them their names. Then he pulled some bones from a bag, shook them for a second, and threw them. Amina and her cousin smiled, feeling a sense of wise superiority- Amina knew how ridiculous her father would find this whole production. It felt like a magic show. She was from a secular, scientific family and didn’t believe in magic.
The bones fell in a certain way, and the man studied them for a long time, singing and turning them over. He sang for minutes at a time, pausing only to take a breath. The mocking fun of the trip began to ebb and dissipate for Amina as the man rocked back and forth and sang and sang. His eyes were screwed shut and sweat pricked on his forehead. The room slowly grew hot. Her grandmother had always told her that fortune-telling was evil and haram, or forbidden. “They talk to jinn, Amina,” she had said. “Jinn that travel up to heaven and listen to what the angels say about the future. If they are caught, the angels chase them back to Earth with shooting stars. The ones that escape will report back to the fortune-teller, but any truth they tell will be mixed in with a hundred lies.”
Amina could imagine fiery jinn flying through space as the man sang and turned over the bones. She felt a prickling, nauseating fear. The warnings her grandmother had given her didn’t seem so ridiculous anymore. There was some horrible power in the man’s song and it seemed to be going on for far too long.
Then, the fortune-teller stopped singing and frowned. “They won’t talk to me. I don’t know why. They’ve returned, though. Behind you, now, in this room.” And he pointed to the corner.
Amina and her cousin were so silent that they could hear traffic outside. The curtains hanging throughout the room swayed back and forth- whether it was from the air conditioning or something else, they didn’t know. Neither wanted to turn around and look. Her cousin choked out a thank you, they took their bags, and ran back to the bus stop in the blazing Syrian sun. Outside, they didn’t look in each other’s faces, but through shaky laughter reassured each other that he was just a crazy old man. What seemed so frightening in the dark seemed silly in the sunlight, and they soon forgot about it. Many years passed, both the fortune-teller’s neighborhood and her cousin were lost in the volcanic eruption of the war, and eventually Amina left Syria to find refuge abroad. 
~
In the first few months of her short employment as a housekeeper and nanny, there was a very small window of opportunity every morning between when the Smiths would leave for work and the children would go to school in which Amina would be able to write messages back home. She would sit, with a cup of coffee and a feather duster next to her on the kitchen table, and laboriously type out the notes she would want to email to her grandmother. They were rarely more than small messages- a quick hello or a description of the previous day’s events. She knew that they would never be read. Her grandmother was nearly illiterate and her siblings and cousins were all dead or missing. The writing was mainly intended to be a cathartic exercise for her, a diary of sorts, but she could never quite make it work. She’d only peck out a few lines on the laptop, and right before she could scrape together a description of how horrible she found daily living in the Smith house, the children would rush back into the kitchen dressed and washed up and she’d need to load them into the minivan and take them to school.
	She’d drop them off in the carpool lane with firm reminders to be good and to not take any trouble from bullies, before she’d pull out and, instead of going straight back home, would drive to the Lovin’ Spoonful down the street for a doughnut. The Smiths didn’t know that she spent her time on the clock sitting in a sunny booth, picking at a treat, taking deep breaths and steadying herself before getting back in the car and slowly driving back home. The patrons at the diner would watch her. They were endlessly fascinated and somewhat concerned by this chest-heavingly distraught Muslim woman, wearing a hijab, sitting in a booth by herself. Her face would be in her hands and she would sometimes want to cry. But her episode would eventually end. She’d climb back into the new minivan and drive through the streets of suburban Chicago, arriving back at the fancy, secluded Georgian forest home sometimes an hour later. Then she’d begin the day’s cleaning.  
	It was a really beautiful house- a mansion, really. Amina had seen houses this size in Old Damascus, in the palaces of the old caliphs and emirs along their wide avenues. Her parents and grandmother would walk her up to the gates so that she could peek in and look at the sandy, ornate fortresses hidden from the road within their estates. But she had never been inside one, least of all a brick mansion covered in ivy or shaded by such lush forest. There were even two lions that guarded the gate as one drove up. And the Smiths seemed like nice people- in the first month since Amina arrived after having the job arranged by a cousin, Mrs. Smith took her shopping and bought her a full wardrobe with an American Express card that she kept clutched in her manicured, nailed hands. Mr. Smith smoked too much and was always busy with his job downtown, but he had taken a liking to Amina and was working with the government to try to get her citizenship in the United States. No amount of friendliness, however, could soothe Amina as she crept throughout the house, dusting and feathering away. She’d run the vacuum and play music to break the watchful silence. But she could never become comfortable by herself. 
	She brought it up to Mr. Smith in her first week on the job. She was mopping the floor where Rebecca, the youngest, had spilled a bowl of oatmeal. He was sitting nearby, eating. She broke the silence and said that she was having some problems in the house. Strange, discomforting problems.
	“I can imagine it’s a tough transition to make, Amina,” Mr. Smith said, sipping a cup of coffee, some drops nesting in his greying beard. “But there’s nothing to worry about. It’s an old house and they can feel creepy. You’re welcome to play music or watch TV while you’re working.”
	She hesitated, and wanted to vividly explain to him about the small things that she had noticed happening. Dishes that she would hear hit the kitchen floor when she was upstairs straightening up the bedrooms. Doors would lock themselves. The dog would never walk through the living room, even when Amina was cleaning up a spill of food or purposely scattered treats to see his reaction. Footsteps. Footsteps following her up the stairs, footsteps in the rooms above her head, footsteps outside her bedroom at night. Scratching on the walls and ceilings. But her hesitation was too long, Mr. Smith had begun reading a column in the paper, and the matter seemed closed.
	So, though she was nauseous with fear, she said, “Thank you, sir. I’m sure I’ll get used to it.” And thus her first two months at the Smith house passed in increasing unease.
	Amina was not a religious person by nature. Her father had been a strictly scientific man, and even in the days leading up to the war believed that the situation of the Syrian could only be elevated by rational discourse and a shedding of traditional belief. He was strict enough to be an atheist or a Darwinist, and his outspoken nature often alienated him from the family. Amina was frightened of him. She didn’t understand him or his rebelliousness until she was much older, and often spent her days as a young child with her deeply religious grandmother. It was a conflicting adolescence, but her father’s word was ultimately law, and so she rarely went to mosque. She was still proudly Syrian and considered herself a Muslim, but she had gnawing doubts about the power of the spiritual and supernatural world over physical, rational science.
	It was this doubt that made her outwardly resistant to the noises and feelings that she got in the house. She couldn’t explain them, but they were so subtle and inconsistent that she told herself that she chalked it up to nerves at being in America. However, she still couldn’t justify to herself why she chose to spend so much time avoiding returning to the house. The donuts at the Lovin’ Spoonful were excused as a snack, but her dismay at the last bite and the walk back to the van sprung from something deeper. She spent these first two months in a constant state of inner conflict. During the day-to-day, she was her father: a rational skeptic that was grateful for the chance to escape the horrors of war. She cooked, cleaned, washed the dog, and helped get stains out of the children’s clothes. 
Whenever a door upstairs slammed or a chair stacked itself, however, she was her grandmother: a line from the Qur’an on her lips before she could catch herself. Then she would sometimes wish she were home. However, the nature of the thing- the emotion, the presence, the entity- seemed at first vague and abstract, somewhere out of the corner of her eye, and it made it more easy to be like her father through most of the daily chores. 
It was a relatively normal morning when the house became vicious. Amina was doing laundry upstairs. She had taken the children to school and steeled herself with her donut. She felt good. There had been no disturbances that morning, though the weather forecaster had been calling for rain and she wanted to get the clothes dried before the air turned humid. After pulling them from the Smith’s giant luxury drier, she piled the children’s clothes neatly into the basket and turned to take them across the landing to their rooms. At the top of the stairs, she heard a noise. It made her stop in place, and she had a quick inexplicable sense of déjà vu: herself as a child, packed in cavernous mosque during Ramadan, hearing the reciter pause between two lines of the Qur’an and feeling the crowd’s pregnant anticipation of the religious ecstasy to come. The house gave what seemed like a sigh. For a second, her eyes lost focus, and she heard a slight, tinny ringing in her ears. 
Then, as she turned to shake the fugue off, she felt a hand press into her back. It was hot- and hateful, she would say later. So hateful, like scalding water thrown onto a sleeping person for no reason other than to watch them scream and squirm under your power. It was abusive and powerful- viciousness for its own sake, a screaming drunken husband that hit and beat to see how strong he was. Shaytan, her grandmother would have said, followed by an invocation of Allah’s name for protection. But her grandmother was in Damascus, not Chicago, and Amina had never believed in Satan before. Her father would not have either, but he was dead, shot through with bullets and left in a trash pile.
 She fell. She tumbled down the stairs in a flurry of small shirts and little socks, the basket clattering next to her, her hijab tearing off and scattering with the laundry. She banged along the landing, rolled, went down a few steps more, and then hit the bottom, frozen with fear. She didn’t know what to expect next- her mind was racing with religious scripture and invocation- but there was only the ticking of the clocks throughout the house. The grandfather clock in the corner of the living room chimed out the time as she stood up, trembling, put her hijab back on and tried to put the laundry back together. 
Later, when she heard the school bus deposit Rebecca and Samuel outside, she wiped the sweat from her face and tried to smile as they ran in and sat themselves at the kitchen table. She was secretly mad with panic and wanted to run, but she had nowhere else to go.
	She gave each of them a Pop-Tart. “I hope those hands are all washed,” she said, shakily smiling at each of them and stroking Rebecca’s hair. Rebecca opened her mouth to say something when a door upstairs slammed shut. Both of the children jumped. “Jesus!” said Samuel, although he was ten and would normally earn himself a rap on the knuckles from Amina for such a slur. Now, however, her eyes were fixed upwards, terror watering in them, but she managed to tell the children that it was “probably the wind. Now eat your snacks, and go do your homework.” When they went to work in their rooms, she had a good, long cry alone in the kitchen.
~
	Amina was able to Skype her grandmother very infrequently. There was hardly any Internet access in Damascus, and the city had rolling blackouts that were caused by airstrikes and bombings from the country’s civil war. Her grandmother was one of the few relatives that were left in her family’s old manor house, on a quiet avenue that had been full of giant Turkish oaks until a barrage of barrel bombs had scorched them to the ground. Her father, uncles and brothers had learned to shoot, joined militias, and been lost or killed in the time since- she hadn’t spoken to them in years, and probably never would again. However, that night, she needed familial comfort, and so she Skyped her grandmother in tears, though in Damascus it was early morning.
	Her grandmother’s face peered through the computer screen, her bushy eyebrows peeking out underneath the rim of her hijab. She smiled, though she had very few teeth. The family dentist had stopped coming by two years prior.
	“Amina, sweetheart, what is the problem?” she said. Amina had wanted to put on a brave face for her grandmother, but at the sound of her shaky voice Amina began crying again and told her the story of the fiery hand that had pushed her down the stairs.
	“I don’t like being in America, jidda,” she said. “I don’t feel safe when I’m cleaning or when I’m by myself. I’m afraid to go to sleep at night. I don’t know what to do.”  
	Her grandmother was a sweet woman, but could be very serious, and was superstitious as many older Damascenes were. Even in the webcam she was making the sign of the evil eye. “Oh, Amina. You must be careful. I know what you’re talking about. When I was a girl, my father told me that his father’s house had a jinni in it. His wife had gone to a diviner and the man’s jinni followed her home to watch her all day. It didn’t like her at all. They had to put bowls of holy water throughout the house to protect her, but even so, she was never comfortable at home. He told me that she could see things- tall men- watching her through the mirrors and from the closet in the bedroom.” Amina’s grandmother pointed to the closet behind her, which was full of nothing but hijabs and dresses. “Eventually, an imam came and chased it out. It was an evil thing.”
	Amina was silent for a minute, the darkened long-ago memory of a fortune-teller playing in her mind like a grainy film. Jinn. She didn’t want to see things. Her move into the United States had been stressful and she hoped that the move, not a spirit, was the source of her unease in the house, nothing more. The children were wonderful, the couple she worked for was nice, but it wasn’t home. She hadn’t been home in so long- surely that was the source of her nervousness. 
	“I want to come back to you, jidda,” she said, her voice cracking. “I don’t want to be in America any more. I don’t understand this. I’m so frightened here. I just need to escape.”
	Her grandmother murmured a prayer. “This evil inside the house is no worse than the world outside my house here, Amina,” she said. “People are dying in the street every day. I’d come join you if I could, jinni or no jinni. You have to make it work. Be brave.”
	Amina could tell that the connection was breaking up, so she thanked her grandmother, said her goodbyes, and went to get ready for bed. She had not expected to be told that she was the lucky one, and the knowledge scared her. As she was brushing her teeth, she looked into the giant mirror that was on her bathroom wall, halfway expecting to see a tall, shadowy man standing her behind her, perhaps with his hands extended, clouds of hot Syrian sand spilling from his sleeves as he reached for her neck.
~
	Amina spoke to the Smiths the next evening. Be brave, she had thought when she woke up the morning after speaking to her grandmother, jinn don’t exist. But she couldn’t even make it through the afternoon. The house had changed for the worse. Violent thumps and bangs came from the ceilings and walls all day. She was hardly to do her chores from nervousness, and she crept throughout the house while avoiding looking into empty rooms. The feeling of being watched was so strong. 
	She spoke to them in the living room after the children had gone to bed. There was a fire in the fireplace and Mr. Smith was having his customary after-dinner Cuban, like the rich socialite he thought himself to be. 
“There is something in this house,” she said, aware that she sounded like a fairytale Arab or a superstitious third-world seer. “I know that it sounds crazy, just crazy, but I’ve heard things in this house for weeks. Yesterday, something pushed me down the stairs,” and she showed them some bruises that were beginning to glow on her arms and legs from the fall. Mrs. Smith gasped and came over to touch them. “Oh, Amina,” she said, “I wish you’d told us you’d fallen down the stairs! Jesus, honey, I’m so sorry. You ought to see a doctor.” 
“Not fallen, ma’am,” said Amina indignantly. “Pushed.” Mrs. Smith, her look of concern fading, nervously glanced at her husband. He had finished his cigar and was loosening his tie.
“Amina,” he began, his glasses low on his nose. “We’ve lived here for fifteen years, and we’re pretty sure that all that lives here with us is the rats in the attic. I know it’s been a tough transition from here to Syria, but we just aren’t inclined to believe in things like ghosts or what have you.”
“The children heard it yesterday,” said Amina, her voice breaking. “I’m not some crazy superstitious Arab. I don’t believe in ghosts. But I’m afraid to be here.”
Mr. Smith sighed. “Please don’t bring the children into this, Amina. Don’t scare them. They’re young. I can’t have a housekeeper that talks about ghosts or genies or acts like the house is haunted, y’know? We’re trying to help you out, but you have to meet us halfway.”
	She would have spoken back, harshly, like her grandmother might have, but then Amina thought of the midnight run across the Syrian border under the scream of Russian jets overhead, the baking heat of the refugee camp in Turkey, the agonizing wait for the phone call to come through from her cousin in Chicago, the final release of hearing about the housekeeping job in Illinois that could get her the employment she might need to escape the war. There was no way that she could lose this opportunity. 
So she nodded and said quietly: “I understand, sir. I wouldn’t ever want to scare the children.” And Mrs. Smith had given her a quick hug and thanked her for her resolve. They said their goodnights and went off to bed, leaving Amina alone to turn off all the lights. She crept through the silent house, closing her eyes every time she turned a corner, praying that each room she entered would be empty, flicking the switches off one by one.
	She slept in a little room that adjoined to the garage, heated by a space heater until Mr. Smith could have the insulation installed. That night, after she had gone to bed, she laid awake in the dark for what felt like hours. The nonchalance- racism - with which the Smiths had ignored her worries angered her. They only thought of her as a spooked Arab, full of stories from the Thousand and One Nights. Father was a doctor, she thought, and he’d give you a whole lot of shit for accusing his daughter of believing in stories. But still, the unearthly fear was there. The sense of unbelonging was older than reason, more primal than science or her father’s disdain for the ghost stories told at mosque after the blazing hot sun had gone down. She tossed and turned in bed and tried to think of other things. Then, after an hour, just as she was drifting off to sleep, she heard the closet door pop open. 
She leaned up in bed, an inch off her pillow, staring down her blanket-swaddled body at the closet before her. The door swung- further, further, an inch, then another, until it was sitting wide open. She could only see the outline of the closet doorway in the hot darkness of the room. Her breaths were quick and panicked, almost pants, filling the heavy silence. She thought of her grandmother, alone in her house in Damascus, and envied her.
Then, she heard the clothes inside rustle. They swung, back and forth, the sleeves and hijabs inside whispering to her, speaking in darkness that nothing in reason or religious comfort could explain. The darkness firmed- it became less shadowy, more present. Amina could no longer even see the clothes. All she could see was an inky blackness that filled the closet. She thought of the tall men from her grandmother’s story, of the relative that saw jinni in her clothes, the fortune-teller’s bones, of the long fiery arms of desert spirits that the old men in her neighborhood swore lived out in the wilderness. For a second, she saw a form in the darkness.
And then, it vanished. The room lightened from the streetlight outside. The air became fresher, less stagnant, cooler. She was back in charge of her senses, her mind no longer gripped with fear.
Am I asleep? Was that a dream? It might have been- the room was so still. 
 But when she thought again about the doorway yawning before her, the open door which she always kept locked at night, she sobbed furiously, quietly, her legs and arms drawn up together clasped close to her body. She could not leave her bed from the fear of it. She cried and cried, until she drifted off to sleep, still hunched in a ball under her sheets in her cold room. She dreamed that night of demons in the hot sand, ghosts that wandered throughout the dusty cemeteries outside of Damascus, where she had visited her family’s ancestral grave many times with her grandmother. The ghosts in her dreams were all tall jinn, shadowy grinning men that watched her from behind the mausoleums and scrubby trees and grabbed her face in the dark. 
~
	She made up her mind that next morning to leave, but was ashamed to say anything more to the Smiths during breakfast for fear of being laughed at. She made breakfast and took the kids to school and spent the whole day at the Lovin’ Spoonful- the chores be damned. But when she came back home that evening, the house seemed quiet and cool, and that night was normal. Lying stiff in bed, she felt a bit like her father again and less like her grandmother. The day after that, she was able to go about her routine. Still, though she might tell herself she was being a tough skeptic like her father, every creak in the house set her off, and she thought of the rustling clothes whenever she was alone. She didn’t sleep well until she emptied her closet and pushed a small dresser against the closed door after that first night, sealing it off and preventing whatever had watched her from among her dresses from watching her again. And it didn’t. The days passed on, the fear of the night gave way to the comfortable tedium of the day, and she slowly, cautiously, gave up her old fears. The Smiths had, in confidence, asked her if she was feeling any better in the house now that she’d had more time to adjust. 
“Oh, yes, it’s like you said: just an old house,” she said to the Smiths as she stocked the pantry with cereal as they ate in the sunny breakfast nook one morning. “Full of creaks and groans and all of your American history. I’m sure that I was just getting excited.” 
The fear of the thing in the closet was still there. Buried deep under her laughter and the Smiths’ reassured smiles. The choking inkiness had not totally vanished from her mind. But they liked her explanation and told her that now there was a little Arab history here as well. Strangely, Amina was comforted by that- she had never had history anywhere outside of Damascus. And, in fact, it was to be some time before Amina had another encounter with the thing in the house. Two weeks after her encounter in the bedroom, when she glanced in the mirror in the living room and saw the thick hot darkness again on the landing.
It was in the mirror’s reflection. Once she saw it, she couldn’t bear to turn and look at the landing to see for herself. She could only compare it to a dust storm she had once seen on the highway outside of Damascus- a moving, undulating mass of cloud and dust, but this had a presence, and she felt its heat: the house had become hot, hotter than the night when she snuck under fence and razor wire to escape the war and reach safety. She would later refuse to describe what she saw to her grandmother, but she knew what it was. She saw the face that sat in the middle of the dark, throbbing cloud. She could see the lined hands gripping the banister, the white, slender arms, the long Augustine nose, the fiery eyes watching her. The vacuum in her hands clicked and died and sprayed dust all around her frozen feet. Shaytan. A vision of Syrian hell. Her grandmother, even in a storm of bullets and killing, could never know fear like this. 
The children found her later that afternoon sitting in the front lawn, turned away from the windows, afraid of what she might see. She told the Smiths that she was through working for them later that evening. They would later laugh her off as a foolish, superstitious immigrant that couldn’t handle fast-paced living in the United States, though their children knew that Amina’s behavior was abnormal and feared the nighttime for months afterward.
When she was a teenager, a year or two after the visit to the fortune-teller, Amina had gone with her parents and grandmother to see a sick uncle before his death. Amina’s father was a doctor, and he saw the gathering as a waste of time that would have been better spent at the hospital. The uncle lay in his bed, surrounded by sobbing relatives, and claimed that he could see the ghosts of the dead in the room around them. Amina’s father had needed to cough in order to avoid groaning in embarrassment at the man on his deathbed, but Amina had been horrified. The uncle had pointed right behind her, the candles flicking shadows around his gaunt face.
“There is a man behind you, Amina. A tall, thin man. I don’t know him.” The uncle had died an hour later, but Amina cried well into that night. The incident only fanned the flames of her father’s insistence in the realities of the corporal world and his lessons in skepticism and reason. He had not wanted her to live in fear of the unknown. They were only stories, he said, and they couldn’t hurt you.
So Amina sat, on the front lawn, in the fading light, with the house behind her full of malice. She needed her grandmother. She needed to go back to Damascus. She thought of returning to Syria- the bombs, the explosions, the militias marching from door to door and executing neighbors and shooting helicopters down from the sky. It was a hellish, rough, merciless world. But when she thought of returning to the house and dutifully sweeping up the pile of dust that sat in front of the grand full-length mirror, she knew that she couldn’t. Her life in America was no refuge – a bit of Syria had followed her there.

	





Turn Your Face to the Earth and Away From God





Robert Dukes was in a hole. He had been working on it for several hours, since early that morning, when the sun still had an hour to go until rising and his boss Colonel Stames had handed him a shovel and said ‘dig’. The hole was at a woman’s house far outside of Clayton, Georgia, where Dukes went to high school and where the Colonel had a small trailer parked next to the McDonald’s that said ‘Colonel’ Jeffrey Stames, General Contracting. Dukes had done work for the Colonel plenty of times before. He was known in the small town as a hard worker and a decent person, someone who wouldn’t argue over wages or try to sleep on the job like some of the Mexicans that lived out near Rabun Gap. The Colonel tried to employ them for one of his many jobs that often involved moving heavy loads of dirt, but when he’d found one of them taking a small nap in his truck on his lunch break, he’d said Adios, Jose. 
	There was a certain rhythm to the Colonel’s phone calls. Dukes always knew when he’d be getting a job because he’d see the Colonel’s truck parked outside of his trailer on his bus ride back from school. The fat older man would be loading shovels and buckets into the back bed, hopping around on his stiff leg. He’d had the truck for decades and only ever used it when there was a hole that needed digging. Dukes would then get the inevitable phone call on his parents’ ancient rotary, the Colonel’s sandpapery voice getting lost in the static of the aged copper phone lines, and he’d be out that next Saturday morning, waist-deep in whatever mud the Colonel needed to excavate to pay his rent this time.
	And this particular Saturday, Dukes was in a ten-foot hole that an older woman outside of town had needed excavated. The Colonel had told him on the ride over that there was an underground oil tank, put there in the Forties out of fears that the Japanese might cut off America’s oil supply at any moment, and it had been leaking in the seventy-odd years since. The leakage had been killing the grass and woman needed all the oily soil removed and carted away.
	“That’s where you come in, Dukes,” the Colonel said. He was eating an Egg McMuffin that he’d walked across the street that morning to buy. “You’ll dig all that shitty dirt out and throw it in the truck. I’ll haul it across town and get rid of it. Then we’ll fill the hole with gravel. Easy-peasy.”
	“How do you get rid of it?” Dukes asked, with easy false innocence. He had known the Colonel for years.
	“Probably drop it in Black Rock. Rangers won’t be there tomorrow before noon, so I’ll sneak on over and pour it down off the highway. And that,” he said, pointing a finger at Dukes, “is our little secret, so don’t act so cute about it.”
	There was a charming dubiousness around men like the Colonel. Some citizens of Clayton despised him, others loved him, but everyone held for him a certain familiar affection that transcended like and dislike. He had been born in North Georgia and lived there all his life, stamping around town with his bum leg and scratching dogs behind their ears whenever they passed him on a park bench or in the parking lot at the Sav-Mor. He wasn’t quite homeless- Dukes knew that he slept somewhere every night, but it could have easily been his trailer. He was certainly always there in the mornings when Dukes showed up to begin the weekend’s work, hammering loose aluminum siding back into place and cursing at the water dripping down from the roof after a rain. The Dukes family had known him for years, as Mr. Dukes was Clayton’s only barber and the Colonel was famous for his long mane of hair that he had clipped yearly. It was sometime around Robert’s fourteenth birthday that the Colonel had mentioned his business and Mr. Dukes had suggested his rambunctious son take up ditch-digging with the older veteran.
	They soon left the town behind and ascended into the mountains. Clayton was God’s Country, as far as Dukes was concerned. It was a collection of a few city blocks and surrounding farms and homesteads, all clean and filled with decent families that were all armed to the teeth. The whole town turned out to one of the two churches, First Baptist or Clayton Presbyterian, every Sunday and the lunches that followed were the crux of the week’s social calendar. Dukes himself was a fairly regular churchgoer though not particularly religious. However, he possessed a strong moral compass, or rather a belief in the righteousness of possessing one, instilled by generations of familial tradition and a fear of his father’s belt. At a cousin’s wedding, he had drunk the only beer of his life thus far- a Coors Banquet, which had given him a brief sense of elation and then a slap from his mother.
	They drove for ten minutes until the Colonel slowed down and parked in front to a little trailer nestled into the brambles at the crest of a mountain. “Wait here, boy. We need a little more help today.” He honked the horn twice and got out, his giant body sliding from the seat with a heaviness that betrayed his love of McDonalds’. He walked up to the little trailer and pounded on the door, his bulk casting a huge shadow from the headlights in the dark. Dukes sat inside the darkened truck, the scent of Egg McMuffin heavy on the air. The radio waved in and out as tree limbs swayed overhead. Strands of outlaw country floated from the speakers as Dukes pawed through the Colonel’s bag, hoping for a stray hashbrown. When he looked up, he saw the Colonel walking back with a girl. His arm was around her, but his head was turned back to the house so that he could yell at the stout woman standing in the doorway. Her face was red and she was screaming at the Colonel, waving a fist in the air, strands of hair catching in her mouth as she yelled.
	The girl opened the door and climbed in next to Dukes, not saying a word. The Colonel came around and eased his belly back into the driver’s seat, gasping with the exertion of it. He started up the truck again and they pulled out, rumbling along the mountain road.
	The silence lasted for a minute before the Colonel coughed.
	“My daughter, Cassidy. Cassidy, this is Robert Dukes. He goes by Dukes. Y’all will be digging a helluva hole together today.”
	Dukes shook the girl’s hand and they made quick eye contact, exchanging brief nods. She had a square sort of face, dirty blonde hair, and prosperous colonies of freckles on her forehead and cheeks. Dukes thought she was one of the plainest girls he’d ever seen. She wasn’t really a talker, either. She stared out of the window and watched the lights of Clayton down below as they sped along the mountain. Dukes made small talk with the Colonel, though even he wasn’t much up for talking. It was a quiet ride.
	The fuel tank client who met them at the barren scraggy field high up in the Appalachians turned out to be Mrs. Press, a quiet widow that hadn’t spent much time down in town since her husband died a few months prior. The Dukes had sent her a fruit basket but she had not made it back to First Baptist since. Dukes was surprised to see her of all people waiting for them in the dark, a shawl wrapped around her thin arms, but she didn’t make any recognition of him or the Colonel except for a brief nod.
 She pointed to a few limp stakes stuck into the ground and tied off with twine. “The tank’s under there. It’s around ten feet deep, so if you get fifteen feet down or so, you should be able to get all the dirty soil out. Let me know when you get down that far. I wanna see it.” 
Dukes looked around at the small patch of grass she’d staked out. It was a rectangle, a few feet square. The grass was green and lush. “We can test the soil a little, if you’d like. Find out if the oil’s soaked up at all. It looks all right at the surface.” 
Mrs. Press shook her head. “It’s under there. I know that for a fact. Just dig it out and call me when you do.” She had the steely command of attention that some tough older people enjoy. Dukes liked tough old people. It seemed rebellious against the normal laws of nature, a last raging against the world before they inevitably aged into cuteness and then frightening senility and oblivion when they would be quietly and pitifully ignored. Her decisions were not negotiable. They were fact. Even the Colonel stood down and nodded.
Then she drove away in her Chevy, back off to her little mountain house perched high up above the dark field. A single light blazed from the top floor and Dukes could hear the sound of a dog barking on some porch high above. The Colonel then turned on the brights in his truck, handed Dukes the shovel, and told him to watch his mouth and get started. Cassidy stayed at the top, silently clearing the loose soil away and into the truck. She mainly ignored her father.
	It wasn’t bad work. The grass moved easily and the ground had a charming spring to it that you didn’t often find in the worn-down Georgia Appalachians. The dirt was dark and rich, full of worms and little pieces of gravel that had washed down from the mountaintop eons earlier. Dukes was reminded of chocolate cake as he worked his way down a few feet, his boots becoming caked in the bloody red clay that sat a few inches below the surface. Cassidy helped shift the loose soil from his workspace with a rake. He had offered her gloves but she had refused them and allowed her fingers to stain red. The Colonel sat in his car and flipped through a newspaper that he had picked up the day prior. His leg was ill-suited for the kind of heavy excavation that this job required. He was mainly there for support and critique of Dukes’ work and to collect the paycheck, of course.
	While it started off easy, the work became progressively harder. It was easy to lose one’s self in the sweaty monotony of manual labor: shovel goes in, lift the dirt, and sling it out in front of you in one motion to conserve energy. Repeat, and repeat, and repeat. However, this soil didn’t stay easy for long. It was thicker and rougher a foot down, filled with veins of stone and tightly-packed clay, and Dukes found himself breaking it apart with a pick. He sunk lower and lower into the chilly moist soil. The sun had risen and was climbing the sky, but down in the bottom of the hole it was awfully shady. A pile of dirt grew next to the lip as Dukes shoveled away, content to lose himself in the backbreaking honest sweat of hard work. Time passed and the Colonel fell asleep in his truck.
 It was the afternoon, when Dukes was in the hole several feet deep, Cassidy jumped down next to him, pick in hand. “Pa just woke up and told me to come help you out down here. He said he’d carry the dirt away.” She twirled in the pick in her hands, and Dukes figured that she was pretty good with it.
“You can pick away the sides,” Dukes said. “I’ll keep shoveling the loose stuff out.” She nodded and they worked for a few minutes in silence. After they went down a few more inches, Dukes spoke up. “Have you always helped the Colonel out on jobs? I’ve never seen you before.” 
She shook her head, her dirty blonde hair gone even dirtier from the soil sprinkled throughout it. “Not usually. He just figured that I needed something to do with my afternoon on account that my momma went up to Harrah’s in Cherokee this morning.” She glared at this. “She’ll be gone all day and probably up until tomorrow morning. I’d rather stay at home- there’s TV. But Pa wants some free work out of me.” 
	Dukes hadn’t quite realized how deep the hole was until there was another person in it to give some scale. Unless you were very close to the edge at the top you couldn’t see the bottom. It was wet and dark and smelled awful- not like gasoline or the oil that they were expecting, but like decay. It felt like a tomb. The walls were smoothed with mud and flecked with the veins of white marble that he had needed to break apart with a pickaxe and shovel out. He had carved small rough steps into the side of the hole so that it could be climbed out of, since their heads were far below the surface. It was earthy- hidden, dirty, filthy. At the bottom, pressed close to Cassidy, he shivered. The bits of heat that clung to her from being up in the sun made him realize that the floor of the hole was actually icy cold. Cassidy noticed him shivering and shook her head, though he noticed goosebumps on her skin.
	Cassidy picked up the pick and began slinging it at the bottom of the hole. Dukes watched her work for a second before bending down to collect the loose dirt in the bucket. Her pickaxe technique was mechanical and elegant: starting from behind her back, arms behind her head and hands spread to opposite ends of the handle, she whipped the axe up and forward, bringing her hands together at the handle’s end somewhere above her head so that as the pick fell gravity would do the bulk of the work. She was so quick that she had clawed down another foot after only ten swings- nine feet, and still no tank. There were small stains of sweat under her armpits and her hair was coming loose from the ponytail.
	“So the Colonel’s your daddy, huh?” Dukes said, as he shoveled her loose dirt into a bucket and lifted it to the edge. They had gotten far down and the silence was starting to bother him. The Colonel would be along the rim to pick it up in a minute. It had gotten too deep to toss the loose soil up with a shovel. 
	“Well, yeah, technically,” she said, stopping a second with the picking. “I only see him on the weekends. I live with my mother back out in Rabun Gap. I don’t know much about what he does, except he spends a lot of time digging holes and that he dug the drainage ditches out by Rabun County High.”
	“Actually, I dug those,” Dukes said proudly. “Me and him spent four Saturdays out with a Cat, carving those big holes out, then we put the French drains in and covered ‘em up with gravel and sand and some topsoil. I’ve done a lot of work with your father.”
	She had resumed picking. “That’s nice. He’s talked about you before.”
	Dukes had never seen much of women except the few in his class. They were loud, squealing girls that he didn’t have much interest in. Cassidy was neither loud nor a squealer, and the fact that she was so adept with a pick was very attractive to his rougher sensibilities. An appreciation of hard work, he knew, was better than any glamor or sophistication. “I guess you don’t go to my high school, because I think I’d remember you.”
	“I don’t,” she said. 
	“Well, it’s too bad,” he said. “You seem nice.”
	She looked at him and Dukes thought she might laugh, but instead she said “thank you,” and then kept picking away. 
	The hole got deeper and darker from the sun arcing down below the edge of the trees at the surface. It must have been near five o’clock. They had filled several buckets with the soil and Dukes kept lifting them to the edge, where after a while the Colonel would come to cart them away and bring back fresh buckets. They took turns with the pick and the shoveling into the buckets, as the pick was a rough old army surplus with a cheap splintery handle. 
	“There’s no tank down here,” Cassidy eventually said. They had picked and shoveled their way down through the skin of the mountain. Now they were beginning to claw at its muscle. The soil had become rocky and uncooperative. Dukes could feel the earth tensing up, resisting their labored advances. They hadn’t gone much further in a while.
	“I mean, we just haven’t gone far enough,” Dukes said. “The Colonel said it might be deeper than we think. I did a job with him once where we ended up hitting the sewage line because we didn’t know how far we needed to go. That was real nasty.”
	“It’s just like him to do this kind of shit,” Cassidy said. “You really believe him? He’s got us down here chasing after a damn tank that doesn’t exist. Though I guess you don’t care because you’re getting paid.”
	“But Mrs. Press hired us to get the tank-“ Dukes began.
	“I don’t know her at all,” Cassidy said, interrupting. “Who knows why we’re digging this hole? Maybe it’s all made up and Pa just wants to get back at me for living with my mother.”
	Dukes didn’t know anything about that, so he just shrugged and said “It’s just part of the job. You’ve got to have a good attitude, otherwise I suppose that digging all these holes can feel kind of stupid.”
	“It’s not the job, it’s him,” Cassidy said. She swung the pick at the wall and sparks flew. It stuck there, hanging, wedged into a vein of quartz. “It’s different for me. I’m in a hole with a stranger, no offense, wasting my day, while my mother does God knows what at that damn casino. It’s a job to you, but dealing with his shit has been my whole life. Don’t tell me to have a good attitude.” 
	To give Cassidy credit, Dukes had honestly never imagined the Colonel as a father. He wasn’t a paternal man. Far above, he could hear strands of the outlaw country from the truck, and Dukes could imagine the Colonel asleep, slumped back in his bucket seat, covered in crumbs, snoring as the sun went down. He decided to keep quiet. After a while, Cassidy took the pick back and started chipping away at the hard soil again. He was sorry that he’d made her angry, but he didn’t know how to apologize. There was attractiveness to her flushed emotional face that she had lacked that morning. He hadn’t noticed before, but when she was passionate there was a lot about her that was nice.
	Something about the hole had changed the further down they got. It was no longer just a deep shovel-dug pit. There was a weight to it, a choking heaviness unlike any hole that Dukes had found himself in. He had once seen a picture of the catacombs underneath Paris, with the hallways lined up with folks’ skulls and femurs. It was easy to imagine finding a handful of bone in the next shovelful of dirt. The bottom of the hole was black and icy. The sides were grimy and slick to the touch. Dukes found himself groping along the sides and scrabbling on his hands and knees to sweep dirt up. The Colonel had tossed down a rope, from which they winched buckets of soil back up into the fading light. There was no light down there for them. Dukes could see the moon and even a few stars down at the bottom. What little light there was glinted off the rocks that stuck from the edges like teeth and bones- they were unfamiliar to him. They had slept underground for millions of years and were only exposed to the light by his or Cassidy’s frenzied picking. He cut himself on them once or twice- he hardly noticed the pain- and even heard Cassidy cry out, though she refused his offer of a bandage. 
	It became more apparent, after several more bucketfuls of dirt, that there was no oil tank here. Cassidy kept shoveling down as low as she could and sticking her hand into the tiny slit caused by the shovelhead, searching for the lip of the buried oil tank. Finally, she threw her blond head back and yelled, her voice cracking, “hey, Pa!” She turned to Dukes and rolled her eyes. 
	There was a light dusting of Cheeto powder as Dukes saw the head of the Colonel become their sole field of skyward vision. “What?”
	“You said ten feet, right? We’re down about fourteen and there’s no tank here.”
	The Colonel grunted and looked at Dukes. “What do you think, boy? Second opinion?”
	“Well, I don’t see no tank down here,” Dukes said. “That’s for damn sure.” 
	The Colonel stumped away from the edge of the hole. “Well, ain’t that the damndest thing. I’ll call Mrs. Press. See what she says.” 
	And then they were down there in the hole, in the fading light, as the Colonel went back to his truck. He was gone for a long time and they both sat down. It was quiet down in the bottom of the hole- the grave, as Dukes had begun to think of it. Cassidy stretched out, and even though every bit of Southern chivalry that he possessed warned him not to think so, he noticed that it was just the two of them, stuck muddied and alone, in the bottom of the dark hole, with no stars or moon above them to break the stifling blackness. 
“See, I told you,” Cassidy said. She looked at him, her head cocked. “Now we’ve just got to sit down here. It’ll be a while before he gets back.” 
She had hardly finished talking when, struck by a sudden urge, Dukes leaned forward and kissed her. It would have taken months of courting to work up the nerve to do that with a girl on the surface, maybe on a picnic lunch or a trip down to Marietta for the state fair, but he felt safe down in the hole. It was a different world with different rules.
While he expected her to slap him or to at the very least act alarmed, instead she playfully pushed him back.
	“Sorry, I’m…..sorry,” he said, not sure if he was turning red and not sure if he cared. 
	“You know, I’d have hit you if you’d done that earlier today, but…it’s just you and me down here. Feels different in the dark.” She laughed and was breathing heavily. “More exciting. A little dangerous.”
	Dukes laughed too, and then they leaned back into one another, surrounded by the slimy mud of the hole and the strange dark rocks that jutted out. They were away from Clayton, away from the surface, away from the preacher’s moralizing and their parents’ rules, and anyway, what happened in the hole was their little secret. It was hidden and shadowy and wouldn’t matter back on the surface, Dukes figured. He thought about a quick prayer to apologize but then changed his mind. This wasn’t the time. He had always thought his first time would be pure and holy, but there was nothing holy about this. This was pagan and animalistic. This was dirty.
~
 They lost track of time afterwards, but after what seemed like an hour, they heard another truck engine approach the edge of the hole. Then there was Mrs. Press’s reedy voice again and the Colonel’s raised voice, then their names being called. “Get your asses out of that damn hole.”
	Cassidy and Dukes jumped and Cassidy’s eyes were wide with fear. After a minute’s deliberation, fearful that they had been discovered for their subterranean sinning, they climbed out of the hole. It was their first time out in hours, and they found themselves in the field cloaked in the grey light. The sky was dark again, but the surface was at least a dozen degrees warmer than the bottom of that pit. The taller mountains off to the east were just barely illuminated by the western setting sun’s fading glow, but the lower western mountains were faced in darkness. It would soon be as black as when they had arrived. Before them were Mrs. Press and the Colonel. Behind Mrs. Press her truck, and bound into the truck bed was a thick lump wrapped in a tarp. It was six feet long and a maybe foot wide and bulged in horribly recognizable ways.
The Colonel’s hand was on his Beretta on his hip. The older woman was standing at the edge of the hole looking in. She seemed tired, but not afraid of the Colonel or his gun.
	“I was told to dig a hole,” the Colonel said. “Tank or no tank, I didn’t want to know anything else about it, and I still don’t. That ain’t part of the job.” Dukes had never seen the old man frightened. He was nervously tapping the pistol’s handle. There was silence on the mountaintop except for the gentle breeze flap of the shroud in Mrs. Press’ truck.
	The tough old woman turned to face them. The fading light illuminated her wispy strands of white hair to the point where her head was surrounded by a gently floating halo of light. Her smile was a frown, still sad, still resigned. 
	“I needed to bury what’s in my truck and I needed a hole. Holes are your job. I’ll give you twice your fee if you let me bury it and then fill the hole back up with all that dirt.” She pointed at the Colonel’s groaning truck, its bed overflowing with Georgia clay and bits of marble. 
Dukes looked back at Mrs. Press’ beaten up old pickup and swore that could see the outline of feet underneath the end of the bundle. It was already a foregone conclusion that Cassidy was right. No tank- they had been lied to. He looked at her, but her boxy face was fixed on the bundle in Mrs. Press’ truck bed. The sensual glow had gone out of her face. She looked like she had in the truck that morning- disinterested, tired. Not like she had been in the hole. He thought that maybe he liked her a little less now. 
The Colonel was hesitating.
	“Ma’am, this just ain’t fitting. I’m not a crook. I just want to get paid with no problems.”
	She kept staring at the Colonel. She had such dark eyes that Dukes could believe the town rumors that she was the last of a line of Cherokee medicine women. “Mr. Stames- get your kids to put this in the ground for me. I have a lot of cash. Just get them to do it. It’ll be in the hole, out of sight, out of mind. Ain’t a problem of yours.”
	The sun had finally set, casting the mountaintop in darkness. Dukes could see the lights in Clayton down below flicker on one by one. Down below were parents driving home, teenagers driving out to spend their Saturday night with a few beers down by the river or awkwardly clasping hands at the skating rink. Dukes had always liked skating, and he might have asked Cassidy if she wanted to go that night, but there was something in the dullness of her eyes that made him think twice about it. Her face was unimpressively plain again. What had happened in the hole could never come back into the valley. 
He studied Clayton more closely, spotting the two churches with their brightly lit steeples. It was a proper, God-fearing town, God’s country, far removed from the top of this mountain and the hellish gash that Dukes and Cassidy had carved into it. He looked back at the yawning mouth that stretched down into the earth, down away from Georgia peaches and the sky and the decentness of after-church luncheons. Down where Mrs. Press’ huge sickening bundle would go headfirst, thumping at the bottom. Dukes would have been scared that morning, but now he felt strangely calm. The hole was the perfect place for such a thing- since the Colonel hadn’t been down there he couldn’t have known that, but what he did know for sure was the value of money. 
And indeed, once money was mentioned it didn’t take long for the Colonel to decide. “Fine, Goddammit. Into the hole.” And it did go into the hole. Out of sight, out of mind. The dirt from the truck went after it, and then that gaping mouth, that frightening, cloying tear in the Georgia earth, was closed up for good. Dukes later heard from the Colonel that Mrs. Press had grown some gorgeous flowers atop it, though he never went back to see for himself.
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