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“Because you can’t,

and you won’t,

and you don’t
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SURE SH T

I’d only seen him eat actual shit one 
time, about a year before. It came out of a 
red and white paper bag. I’m sure it was 
chicken shit but it may very well have 
been bovine. I’m sure it was processed shit 
though, sitting in the middle of that same 
desk by that same computer and getting 
lifted into that same set of jaws. It was the 
only time he’s ever disappointed. 

Grandmaster Flash was sitting in his 
usual spot in front of that same old desk, 
broadcasting what can only be described 
as a shit-eating grin. An inverted blue-
white delta not big enough to denote true 
elation yet not small enough to hide the 

THE MESSAGE
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fact that he was indeed enjoying this, in 
equal parts “you’re welcome,” “I-told-you-
so,” and “you-don’t-even-know.” Who he 
was smiling at I couldn’t tell, I could only 
see that it was not me. He shit-grinned 
some more and looked out the window in 
front of him, the one with the shade drawn. 

My eyes sunk to the highlighted yellow 
smudge bleeding through the back of the 
email I’d handed him, the one that was 
supposed to show my point so I wouldn’t have 
to take the pains of saying it. The message 
from someone else’s mother that had sent 
mine into a fury of indignity, puffing like a 
locomotive smokestack on her 305s.

“When did you get, er, receive this?”
“There should be a timestamp up on the 

top there.” Another cursory glance. More 
shit-smiling and stargazing. 

My original advisor, the BFG, had 
not prepared me for the furious five 
months previous. Quitting jobs, getting 
laid off, working late, selling cars, 
and staying away from bars, all part 
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of BFG’s self-actualizing plan for self-
made men of letters. All frobscottle and 
whizpoppers, right? Sitting to the right 
of the window, nodding my head “okay, 
okay, okay,” I could not defeat the feeling 
that I was being or had been seriously 
swizzfiggled, force-fed a snozzcumber. A 
rather bogswinkling sensation, a curious 
mix of betting my whole bankroll and 
losing my whole mind. BFG had taken 
his sabbatical and returned more 
delightfully sour and puckered than 
before, so I was still kind of glad Flash 
had singled me out as an advisee. Let’s 
be honest: I was flattered.

“Are you sure you’re not the government? 
I thought this was a private school,” I said. 
Another smile as he rocked back in his chair. 
The squeak made my tired bones vibrate. 
I sat up, steeling my psyche for the fall of 
inevitability and the empire I had just started 
building beneath it.

“It does sound like it, doesn’t it? Well 
I’m not, at least I don’t think I am,” he said.
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I was going to be real governed real fast 
if this didn’t go the way I needed. There 
was a den of frogglehumping army men 
down the hall and down the stairs, right 
under the nearest shitter. They hear it in 
the pipes every time someone flushes. I 
can imagine our conversation: Yes, I want 
to go hunt giants in the mountains across 
the sea. Yes, I would like a weapon, please. 
No, I don’t know what kind. A giant one?

March!
Rented a tent, rented a tent, rented a, 

rented a, rented a tent!
 I will not be a lessee of my own life. 

A left through the door, left down the 
stairs, and a left at the portal with the 
dismembered horse’s head would take me 
to the place where they took lives. Three 
lefts make a right, right? A ride full of 
rights, forsaken and otherwise. Not the 
most promising route to a full life.

Flash had told me it was a full ride. 
It wasn’t but it might as well have 
been, sitting as it did fully inside of my 
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outstanding balance owed. I wanted it bad, 
bad enough to lick my chops. They tasted 
bitter and piquant, like the cigarettes I 
cannot quit smoking.

“Just give me a few more days, trust me.” 
Eye contact. “I’m looking out for you, I am.”

“Alright,” I said. “Alright. See you 
next week.”

“Yessir.” 
I rose, but he did not. He handed me 

back the stack of damning evidence so 
that I might file it appropriately, and I 
walked through the frame of the door. I 
hung a right past the classrooms, another 
right out the front of the hall. Right again 
to the ever-emptying parking lot. I slid the 
papers over one another into the trashcan 
by the footpath. They formed a shape like 
Flash’s smile at the bottom of the bag, the 
kind that makes it damn near impossible 
for me to say no.
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“They look like birthday candles,” he 
said. The first one had been lit yesterday.

She did not look up at her American 
counterpart. He was drunk and had been so 
for a number of hours. The “Mile High Club” 
he’d only recently stopped mentioning to 
her based its reputation on the expanded 
potency of human pleasure at altitude; they 
were two hundred and thirty one miles up. 
He was going to stay loaded for the duration 
of their stay together, and she was glad she 
did not have to fly back with him.

The International Space Station floated 
in listless orbit, travelling at over thirty 
thousand miles an hour past the Tian Shen 

BURNING DOWN 
THE HOUSE
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Mountains where her family lived and past 
the Korean peninsula where she was born. 
They were the fools who blinked, whose 
talking heads had won out. She continued 
to attempt to raise RSA mission control.

“They’re not going to answer. If my 
guys ain’t answering, they’re definitely not 
gunna pick up.”

She ignored him. How had he gotten 
the alcohol on board? Was mission control 
at Kennedy really willing to turn a blind 
eye to this? She had heard in the news 
about their drunken airline pilots but 
that was different, they were bus drivers. 
The RSA had tested her and her Russian 
counterparts every day for three months to 
insure against pilot error. The cosmonauts 
had both been late scratches, receiving 
emergency redeployment orders just three 
days before liftoff. 

She put the receiver down and looked 
over at the American as he supped from a 
white coffee mug provided by his National 
Aeronautics and Space Administration. 
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A frown creased her features when a few 
drops floated over the edge of the rim. She 
watched him slurp the floating globules 
down one by one.

“Where did you get that stuff anyway? 
They let you take it?” she asked. “I think 
you smuggled it in a suppository. If it gets 
on the equipment, you’re responsible.” She 
didn’t know what kind it was.

“I made it here in the lab on the 
Columbus. We perfected the recipe during 
oh, what was it? Twenty-six I think. You met 
Vladimir, right? He showed me how. They 
say the Ruskies make it best for a reason 
you know. ” His eyes dampened with the 
recollection of the red-bearded Russian. He 
continued to lord his seniority over her.

“This is your first ride, right? In my 
country three’s a lucky number, so I guess 
we lucked out twice drawing mission thirty 
three, don’t you think? This is actually 
number six for me.” 

She didn’t answer, instead looking 
down through the viewport between them.
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“They do look like candles, the ones 
with the spiral stripes up the sides,” she 
said. She twirled her finger in the air to 
cover the discomfort she felt when forced 
to speak in English. Her eyes returned to 
the window, where the sun was due to rise 
over the horizon in six minutes. They’d 
also be over Las Vegas, and the American 
might be able to raise his superiors on the 
ground. That was the extent of his utility, 
inebriated as he was.

“Yeah! Just like on my last birthday 
cake. I wish it was my thirty third. No, they 
got me two cakes, twenty one candles a 
piece. This was supposed to be my last 
mission you know: They make us take a 
year off in between and forty three’s too 
old for this shit. I got a couple of good 
cigars last year. Have you ever heard of the 
fat lady? The one that sings?” 

She nodded no and he started explaining. 
Her focus turned to the glow growing in 
the window. It was a chromatic green and 
orange wash, not the pure yellow she had 
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been told to expect by her husband, whom 
she’d met at the University where they had 
both studied physics. She looked across 
the dots of the Mariana Islands, dwarfed by 
giant black clouds rolling off the coast of 
California and Thailand. She could not pick 
out Japan. She had spent her last birthday 
at a resort in Hokkaido with her husband 
and their two daughters immersed in a hot 
spring. The clouds beneath her made the 
ocean look like it was simmering. 

“ . . . So, Will Smith says, it’s not over till 
the fat lady sings, and they blast their way 
outta there in the alien spaceship! Really 
great movie. Shows ya what special effects 
could do, even in those days.” He was now 
drinking directly from the straw of his 
hyperbaric thermos. At least that was safer 
for the instruments. 

“Are we in range yet? I don’t see any 
impacts close to the backup station in the 
desert,” she said.

“You wouldn’t… There’s nothing out 
there to resist the explosion and show it 
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happened. That’s why we tested out there, 
and out there too.” He pointed in the 
general direction of Bikini Atoll.

“And there?” 
She nodded towards where Japan was 

supposed to be. It was obscured from above 
by a thick layer of smoke spiraling out of 
Shanghai. He said that that wasn’t a test, 
and that it was a long time ago and it saved 
a lot of people. She laughed, her breath 
forming a halo around the viewport. The 
temperature inside the station had been 
systematically dropping in order to save 
power on the dark side of the station’s orbit; 
soon the climate control would reengage.

“You sure you don’t want some? 
You only live once you know.” He was 
starting to lisp slightly, his thinned blood 
expanding in his tongue free from the 
forces of gravity. “I’m telling you, just a sip 
is all you need. This stuff’s a lot stronger 
than the local sake.” Her silence left him 
undeterred. “I’ll let you think about it,” he 
said. “I gotta get something from my rack.” 
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He set the white canister to a slow spin 
across the module, pulling himself slowly 
through the access hatch. She stopped it 
from impacting the control surface with the 
tip of her finger. She did not understand 
this American Commander Albright. He 
did not display any urgency in doing his 
work. They had to be in range now—the 
window for short-wave radio comms would 
only last about fifteen minutes at their 
current speed. She tapped her headset.

“I need you to try and raise Las Vegas 
again. Please come back down here.” 

“Down” was relative, as on the other 
side of the earth he’d have been climbing 
“up.” They had agreed to refer to whatever 
side was closest to the planet as the 
“bottom.” She waited for him to respond.

“Yeah, I’ll be there in a minute.” She 
could hear plastic wrap crinkling on the 
other end and pulled the headset down 
to her neck. His feet appeared next to her 
head after a few moments, sinking slowly 
until he was at eye level. He had a cigar in 
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his mouth, which made his lisp worse. She 
crinkled her nose.

“Those things smell,” she said. His head 
jerked up from his chest and he chuckled.

“Wait till I light it.” He looked over at her 
without blinking, then looked back to the 
window. “You know, I’m not sure the Vegas 
station even has a short wave receiver,” he 
said. She turned her head from the window 
to stare at him.

They had gone through all the other 
channels, taking extra care because they 
didn’t have a dedicated communications 
officer aboard. They were the only two 
people on the station. Two Frenchmen and 
a German were scheduled for arrival the 
next day, and the craft was essentially on 
autopilot until control turned it over to them 
for docking. The autopilot would resume 
geosynchronous orbit for seventy-two hours, 
with another seventy-two programmed in 
if there was still no response from mission 
control. The German was supposed to be the 
nominal pilot for this mission. She knew she 
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was not qualified to fly it, and the American 
would be intoxicated for weeks in this 
environment even without an inexhaustible 
supply. His shuttle program had been 
cancelled so he was stuck flying one way 
“birthday candles” up here just like she was.

“What about Port Canaveral? Utah?” she 
asked. He asked her how she knew about 
Utah, and she said everybody knew, it’s not 
like you can keep a missile silo a secret from 
a satellite. They both returned to looking out 
the window in silence. He spoke first.

“That means Utah’s out then. Same as 
Canaveral, you know, priority targeting or 
whatever. I mean if you know then I’ll bet 
they knew too.” 

“We wouldn’t tell them that, we 
wouldn’t—” she stopped, turning to look 
at the cigar in his mouth.

“Wouldn’t let them do this? That’s what 
we thought too, you know. Just goes to 
show ya, you know? I thought ya’ll were 
thick as thieves. Shit, what am I going to 
do,” he said, leaning his head back.
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“What are we going to do.”
 He waved his hand at North America as 

it edged out of the viewport’s frame. His jaw 
clenched tighter on his cigar and he rubbed 
the bridge of his nose.

“Just try to raise them,” she said. She 
unhooked the receiver from the over their 
heads, flipping the switch labeled OSLVNV. 
She held it in front of his chest until he took 
it in his free hand. He let the cigar float 
from his mouth and took a long draw from 
the thermos. Clearing his throat, he looked 
over at her. She was not unattractive; a 
compact bundle of proportionate anatomy 
with the distinguished cheekbones of her 
nomadic ancestors. Like all female aviators, 
it was apparent she took excellent care of 
herself. Her eyes were green, which he had 
never seen in an Asian person before. His 
dad would say she was “built for speed.” He 
looked down at his wedding ring as he held 
the mic to his chin.

“OS Lobo, this is Commander Albright 
onboard the ISS. Do you copy?” He clicked 
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off, holding the mic to his forehead. He 
repeated the inquiry, and they waited in 
silence. He took a zippo from his pocket 
with the United States Marine Corps E.G.A. 
embossed on the front in gold and began to 
flip the lid open and closed. She wondered 
if “contraband” meant the same thing in her 
language as it did in his, and spoke softly.

“There are other options. This isn’t part 
of your job.” He nodded sagely and held up 
the metallic lump, allowing the unfiltered 
sunlight to play over its glossy surface. 
“No one is forcing you to do this,” she said.

“Yeah, nobody but you—you think I don’t 
know you’re from Korea? That was like, 
briefing day one stuff.” He snorted and snot 
shot out of his nose onto the forearm of his 
flight suit. He made no move to wipe it off. 
“I’ve seen enough birthday candles to last a 
lifetime anyway.” He craned his neck forward 
to snatch the floating cigar with his teeth, 
lifting the lighter in front of his face. She 
lowered her head to the window and clenched 
her fists.
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It took Jared six months of skipping 
class to hassle a hospital administrator 
for the Veterans Administration to 
agree to cover all my operation costs: 
medications, primary care, hospital 
service, and the rest of the works. Service-
connected disability is one of the most 
abused social welfare programs in the 
history of the United States, and they do 
everything they can to make it difficult to 
obtain. Jared got it for me by making the 
case that the microwave targeting array 
for the Pershing ICBM’s I had been in 
charge of in the Army had fried my brain 
and fricasseed my motor cortexes. 

MACHINE HEAD
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The hero wheeling me towards the OR 
was my other son Dick, my eldest. Decked 
out in PX paraphernalia, he strode with 
an enlisted brand of purpose through the 
maze we found ourselves in. His superiors 
gave him three weeks in his hometown 
with more money than he knew what to do 
with. I hoped he would stay out of trouble, 
for his sake and my own. Jared walked in 
front of us and smiled politely at anyone 
who passed. The one nice thing about 
hospitals is that no one stares when you 
have a wheelchair or drool on yourself, 
or even shit your pants. They just smile 
politely and go about their business. They 
probably figure the ones that keep on 
drooling and shitting themselves will be 
dead soon anyways, that or remitted to 
debtor’s prison. 

Me? Well, we’d found out by this time 
that my disease couldn’t actually kill me 
on its own, that it would take some type of 
catastrophic event like a falling accident 
to snuff me out. We’d also discovered a 
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groundbreaking procedure called Deep 
Brain Stimulation. I was going to be just the 
2nd patient in the state to receive it. They 
were going to implant this thing in my head, 
this thing that looked too much like the 
aliens that attached themselves to your face 
in those Sigourney Weaver flicks. I couldn’t 
remember the name of the movie when I 
tried to express this to the neurologist. 

“Aliens, maybe?”
“Yeah, that’s the one,” I said. I felt my 

face lift slightly. “She was smokin’ in that 
movie. The way she handled that robot, 
man alive . . . they don’t make ‘em like 
that in real life.” My daughter comes quite 
close, if you ask me.

“Oh, memory loss is so common 
with these types of afflictions, cloudy 
recollections have been commonly 
associated with your type specifically, 
you know? This implant will be like a flux 
capacitor for you, it will turn back your 
clock!” the doctor said.

 I could tell he was barely able to 
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contain his excitement. He was probably 
going to be professionally famous, so I 
guess he had every right to show a little 
enthusiasm. His high-sitting eyebrows 
arched impossibly higher every time he 
mentioned the implant, and I thought they 
might jump off of his face and attack me 
as we studied the diagram in pre-op. 

“You see these? These are the 
electrodes that will impersonate 
neurological connections in your frontal 
lobe.” He pointed to another bundle of 
sinister legs dangling from the main body. 
“These will go under the parietal lobe, 
around the areas of your basal ganglia 
that have decayed. That way, you may 
recover at least a fraction of your motor 
proficiency, if not more. This is the battery 
and controller, which will be connected by 
these leads to the device inside your head.” 
I asked him why I was even doing this. The 
meds hadn’t done me right in ages, how 
was a blasted machine going to help? I 
thought I’d seen all the neurological tricks, 
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and I still didn’t know whether there was a 
gang of basalt running around in my skull, 
or if my lobes could still be considered 
occipitous, or if I even had lobes to speak 
of. Jared answered for the doctor, who had 
been stunned to silence. 

“Dad, this op is going to cut your 
dosages in half. That means less 
Alzheimer’s, less Schizophrenic 
regression, no more hallucinations, not to 
mention the physical stuff. You want that, 
right?” I guessed that I did and shut up.

The operation wasn’t painful physically. 
The last things I can recollect before 
going under start with Jared leaving me 
in the wheelchair to the nurse who was all 
business, who didn’t even attempt to make 
conversation down the long hallway to the 
operating room. We passed a large glass 
window that revealed the interior of their 
surgical hardware store: sharp steel stuff 
with menacing hooks and gaping holes 
that scared me enough to instinctively 
yearn for a bedpan. 
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“Are those what they’ll be using?” I asked.
 The businesslike nurse did not answer. 

Maybe she thought I was being facetious, 
maybe she didn’t expect me to survive. 
Either way it was welcome to have a medical 
professional who would just be quiet. She 
pricked me above the outside of my elbow 
with a syringe and injected some clear fluid 
as I twitched uncomfortably. I told her she 
might’ve missed the vein but she didn’t 
respond, turning to step back out the door 
we had come in. 

The room was flat white with a long 
curtain drawn around the soon-to-be 
scene of the crime. Some type of medical 
station was on guard duty adjacent the 
only entrance, and there were no windows. 
I wanted more than anything to be outside, 
to desterilize myself. I imagined stripping 
off my gown and zooming straight up 
through the roof, butt-ass naked.

 I’d fly out the top of the building and 
zoom around the parking lot shocking 
incoming visitors. Or maybe I’d just 
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turn the gown around and wear it like a 
cape. I’d leave a hole you could fit three 
fullbacks through—that’d be the first time 
that dungeon had seen daylight. The 
squat form of the nurse returned with a 
surgeon and his intern, both bespectacled 
and surgically masked. They helped me 
onto the operating table, where I almost 
fell off. The drug I had been injected 
with made me uncomfortably and almost 
uncontrollably loose. The nurse rubbed 
some gasoline-smelling cream on my 
bald head and I felt the doctors marking 
off incisions with a felt-tip marker. 
Once they were satisfied that I had been 
situated appropriately the head surgeon 
made his appearance. 

My vision started to darken around 
the edges and stuff started to float up 
off the floor and the surrounding tables, 
floating in the air above the doctor’s 
heads. The door sentry’s tubercular torso 
spun rapidly, throwing hoses and cords 
and sterile wipes off in every direction. 
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The wisps of hair that stuck out at odd 
angles from the surgeons’ caps were 
slowly turning white, wrapping into their 
surgical masks until they all looked like 
mummified clowns. The nurse left my field 
of vision and I could hear her speech but 
not make out her words. I tried to talk and 
immediately knew it was no use. I couldn’t 
shake the feeling of falling further and 
further backwards, being twisted into a 
regressive crack between the cushions of 
the operating table. 

The doctors insisted on fucking with 
me like they always had, asking me my 
name and if I could see or hear them. I 
guess they were checking how far gone 
I was before they really got down to the 
nitty and the gritty of slicing me open. 
“Can you hear me, Mr. Smith? Mr. Smith, 
are you there?”  Their voices started to 
warp the space around their heads, and it 
seemed as though the air of their breath 
was forming a silent cyclone above me, 
sucking up all the sounds and material 



33

SURE SH T

objects that constituted my perception. 
Eventually all my eyes had left was a cold, 
inky blackness and the only sound I was 
conscious of was the far off laughter of a 
stranger I yearned to identify.

The first face I saw when I woke up was 
my beautiful daughter, Mariel. She watched 
me open my eyes and a look of beatific 
delight crossed her features, but her freckles 
seemed sprinkled with sorrow. She couldn’t 
hug me yet she said, I was too fragile. I could 
not feel the mechanical device inside my 
skull. She laid her hand on mine and told me 
everything would be back to normal soon. 
I didn’t tell her about the clowns and the 
tests they gave that I couldn’t hope to pass, 
electing to save the more disturbing parts 
of the experience for my ex-wife’s ears so 
that we could laugh about it together. I said 
nothing to my perfect little princess, only 
thinking how abnormal I had become and 
falling back to sleep, back into a waltz with 
my machine.
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This theatre is old. It smells stale in here, 
as they still do not vacuum the wine-colored 
carpet on the walls. Years of neglect have 
left them stained darker, the color of blood. 
My stomach turns but I do not feel hungry. 
I flip the menu open and point to the 
combo platter.

“This is where it’s at,” I say. I used to 
work here. Chrome looks over at me from 
his wife, Agnon. She goes by Aggie.

“You would know. Let’s get two,” he says. 
We’re here for the biggest premier of 

our young lives. For the first time in thirty 
years the old stars are going back to war, 
reinforced with a slew of fresh young faces. 

THE PRETENDER
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Disney is leaving nothing to chance this 
time around: Mickey the Merchandiser 
and his marketing muscles have been 
spitting out product for over a year, 
eschewing the anticipatory certificates 
Mattel printed and sold in ’76 when they 
realized demand was too high. They know 
there’s no ceiling on what they can do 
with this material. They have the willing 
participation of an entire generation. 

My conscientious objection to 
becoming a data point on Mickey’s 
spreadsheet slipped for just a few seconds 
on the first preview for the “new” film, long 
enough to know that the darker of the two 
protagonists “only knows how to do one 
thing.” I assume ole’ Walt would have us 
believe the other hero is only good for one 
thing, too. Maybe that’s just me.

“So, what do you think it’s gonna be 
like?” Aggie asks.

“Uh, badass,” Chrome says.
“I have trained myself not to develop 

any expectations of it,” I add. I’m sure that 
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this is not the droid I’m looking for, but the 
training hasn’t worked completely. If Alec 
Guinness wasn’t dead he would wave his 
hand and dismiss me as weak-minded. If 
Jeb Jones wasn’t dead, I wouldn’t be here.

Jeb Jones caught a .38 shell in the 
neck sitting at Chrome’s dinner table last 
month, at range of no more than a couple 
of feet. The perpetrator was unaware that 
single-action revolvers shown off like 
long-barreled playthings are more than 
willing to go off half-cocked. Jeb stood 
up in surprise at the report of the weapon, 
lost consciousness from lack of blood 
pressure, and dropped dead for all intents 
and purposes. The gunman’s name was 
Blue. I never caught his full government, 
which he’d stopped giving out after his first 
encounter with state supervision. 

“Okay dude, so I’m counting on you to 
help me understand this after,” Chrome 
says. “If it gets all complicated and shit 
you know?”

“It won’t be complicated,” I say. 
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It’s Disney. Disney specializes in simplicity.
“I can’t believe Mindy took Wiggles 

until Sunday,” Aggie says. “I haven’t been 
without her this long since she was born.” 
Wiggles is Aggie’s third child, almost a 
year old now and making noise like she’s 
getting ready to start talking. She heard 
Jeb die. The blast was a great equalizer in 
that it made us all cry. That is not why Blue 
called the weapon his “blaster.”

“Like Han Solo, bro, that Star Wars shit,” 
Blue said. I informed him that Han Solo’s 
sidearm of choice was called a Blastech 
DL-44 and had been modified with an 
enlarged gas canister for extra punch 
at range. I also told him that recoilless 
energy weapons were already being tested 
by a number of national governments. 
His lazing eyes lit up behind a set of 
eyeglasses that were held together with 
scotch tape.

“Wait ’till I get me one of those,” he 
said. “Then niggas best be watchin’ out.” 
He slumped back in his chair on the porch 
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and I lit another cigarette. I smoked and 
wondered if Han would be packing the 
same piece thirty years later.

I returned the next morning looking for 
Chrome’s mother, Joy. I am trying with the 
help of my siblings to get my mom out of 
America, if for no other reason than that 
she has never been before. Getting out of 
America changed my life. Joy volunteered 
as a travel partner when I told her I was 
trying to change my mother’s life, saying 
she would have the disposable income to 
tag along when sale of the crime scene was 
complete. One bullet dropped its value by 
almost a third. 

I needed her phone number, and to give 
my own mom’s digits to her. Living with our 
mothers is one of the few things Chrome and 
I have in common anymore. I am looking for 
a new line of work. Chrome chose his career 
when he dropped out of high school and has 
stuck with it, as red-blooded Americans like 
us are wont to do. Blue is much the same, 
he simply does not have a mother who will 
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break the bank to keep her only son out of 
jail. Joy made her money as an abuse and 
addictions counselor. She may be un-retiring 
herself soon.

 I knocked on the door and the 
babysitter, Mindy, answered. She’s a 
non-practicing lawyer, which is to say she 
dropped out of law school.

“Joy’s still sleeping,” she said. “Wanna 
smoke?”

We alit on the back porch, stepping 
across the hole in the floorboards that had 
been peeled up by a HAZMAT team after 
the incident. The technicians inferred from 
the surroundings that carelessness was 
okay, leaving wide gouges in the terrazzo 
they exposed.

“Is Blue out yet?” I asked.
“No, he ain’t getting out for a long time. 

I looked up his record.”
“Yeah?”
“He’s been in jail at least once a year 

since he was fourteen,” she said.
“How’d you find out?”
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“His full name,” she said.
“What is it?”
“You’re better off not knowing.”
I coughed loudly, and Chrome appeared 

at the back door.
“Why you gotta be wakin’ me up, bro? 

I was up late last night,” he says. He rubs 
his head before extending an open hand. 
I slap it and wipe what he calls Guinea 
Grease on my jeans. It’s really just grease.

“Doing what?”
“Drugs,” he said.
“What you should’ve been doing was 

asking yourself how you let Blue around 
Wiggles,” Mindy said.

“What?”
“I looked up his record. That 

motherfucker was dangerous!” She listed a 
few of his more colorful transgressions.

“Man, fuck you Mindy, Blue’s family,” 
Chrome said. “He’s had my back, now I got 
his. I knew all that shit when I asked him 
to come up with me. He’s got it hard being 
addicted to heroin and shit. They got him 
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on it in jail when he was a kid.”
“You’re a dumbass.” She waved at 

Wiggles, who shucked and jived in the 
bouncy chair in the living room behind 
her father. “That’s just his Orange County 
record,” she said. “Who knows what he’s 
got elsewhere.”

“You know if you got the new house 
yet?” I asked.

“Nah, my mom hasn’t told me 
anything,” Chrome said. “I don’t think it’s 
gonna happen.”

“I don’t think there’s a lot of 
competition,” I said. “The holidays just 
slow everything down.”

“You’re tellin’ me.”
I told him I was dipping and slid past 

through the back door, back into the hole 
Jeb’s blood made. Wiggles stared up at 
me, mouth agape. Jeb always loved to 
play with her. He would toss her up and 
down, convincing her of his latest fan 
theories when no one else would listen. I 
rubbed the soft down of her head.
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“You want to go see Star Wars 
tonight, dude?”

I don’t know why I asked. I’m trying 
to get a state teaching job, so hanging 
out with those under investigation 
by the State Attorney’s Office is a big 
no-no. Maybe I thought I was helping. 
If they catch a break and come home 
happy tonight, in fifteen years Wiggles 
will have good enough grades to go to 
college, right? She’s still young enough 
to be trained in the ways of the light 
side of the force.

I’m not worried about a SWAT team 
busting down my door tomorrow, I’m 
worried about being served a subpoena 
by a well-dressed paralegal in the middle 
of my new classroom next year. The legal 
system works to keep things nice and 
light for pretenders like me. The theatre 
darkens while I am scanning it for familiar 
faces. I don’t want to be associated with 
manslaughter, drugs and low-level crime 
any more than the next guy. My first high 
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school reunion is already close enough to 
actively dread.

The lights dim, and the LucasFilm logo 
flashes silver across the screen. Jeb would 
appreciate the tasteful lack of previews. 
I’d love to see the original one, which was 
merchandised in black and white with 
weird subtitles on Super 8 after A New 
Hope’s initial release. It ran a step slower 
than the real movie, ending with the 
Millennium Falcon flying away and the 
line “they’re safe . . . for now!” 

Others in the audience below us are 
whistling and whooping, giving voice to 
an anticipation that’s been building across 
the globe for months. The theme music 
begins to play, and I feel my pupils dilate to 
take in the light of the screen. I turn to say 
something to my friends, but seem to have 
forgotten what I’ve been talking about.
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