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The passenger avoids technically lying by smiling a sorry-about-your-luck-smile
which could be interpreted as a I-have-no-clue-where-your-kids-are-smile even though he
knows full well that they’re in one of the limousines surrounded by their aunts and
uncles.

“Okay, well, okay. We’ll see you later, okay? Hey,” he puts his hand on the
window, “Sorry but do you think I could get a ride out to the cemetery with you?”

“No. Not from me. Get your hands off my window.”

Refusing to look the driver in the eye, scanning the sky he asks quietly, “Please.”

“No,” the driver says and rolls the window up the last inch. The almost
middle-aged man stares into the window and then walks away. The passenger looks at the
driver, takes the flask from him, shakes his head and knocks back a shot. “Don’t look at
me like that. He’s not even supposed to be here. Sweet zombie Jesus, I'm tired. I haven’t
been sleeping all too well these past couple months. You ever get like that? It’s like
there’s this feeling in my chest. I’'m scared everything is just one moment away from
going to shit and I don’t know why. I feel like I could pass out for days and not wake up. I
need a vacation. Bahamas, Australia, Euro railing, Amsterdam... just something... what
about Vegas? You wanna come with me? We can get some weed, some coke, a shit load
of booze. Hit the tables, go to a couple titty-clubs, maybe a rub-and-tug and finish off
with Cirque du Soleil. Come on. It’ll be great. You don’t even have to pay. My treat.”

“Listen, I can’t just pack up and go on lost weekends with you anymore man. I'm

married now.”
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“Yeah... yadda-yadda-yadda...” The driver is about to start into a bachelor’s
tirade against domestication and emasculation when the almost middle-aged man, sloppy
and fat with age, whom they could take any time, re-appears at the window and taps on it
with the tip of his key. The driver rolls down his window, “Taking a fucking hint. You
shouldn’t have come here. You’re not welcome and you’re not getting a ride so fuck off.”

The almost middle aged man puts his hands together. “Please. No one will give
me a ride.” The driver pops open the door and steps out. “Please,” the almost middle-aged
man pleads sinking away like a dog who has just been cracked on the ass for eating its
own vomit. The driver sits back down in his seat, slams the door shut and looks over at
his cousin who shrugs.

“Come on, what’s the harm in giving him a ride? I heard that he’s better now
anyway,” the passenger says.

“I hear that he thinks he’s better and that’s what he tells everyone. But I also heard
that he tried to commit suicide a couple months ago.”

“Why did he want to kill himself for?”

“How should I know? Messages from space, secret government plots,
Nluminati... yadda-yadda-yadda...”

“How did he do it?”

“Tried slitting his wrists.”

“Who found him?”
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“Social worker. The dumb shit tried using a woman’s disposable razor. Barely
broke the skin. I tell you what though. I wish he would’ve succeeded.”

“That’s an awful thing to say.”

“It’s true.”

“Does he pay child support now?”

“Not that I know of.”

“He looks awful.”

“I just wish he would go home. His ex-wife doesn’t want him here. She told me
that much. And I know that Aunt Iris wouldn’t have wanted him at her funeral. She hated
him from the beginning. Dumped tea on him that one Thanksgiving. Remember that?”

“Of course I remember. It was at my house. My mom was ready to spit bees she
was so pissed. Ruined an antique sofa, stained the carpet, yadda-yadda-yadda... anyway,
that’s in the past. Maybe he’s just trying to be more supportive. You know, be there for
his kids. That’s not a bad thing. I think this is the first person they know that has died.”

“Well they’ve got people. They’ve got us. They don’t need him.”

“He’s their dad. Anyway, I hear he’s in a home now.”

“T'heard that too. I’ve even seen it. It’s a half-way house on Hespeler for people
too crazy for jail but not enough off their rocker for St. Thomas.”

“So he is sick?”

“Was there ever any doubt? Of course he’s sick. I just don’t care.”
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The procession line begins to move and the driver starts his truck. The radio
comes on. The passenger turns it off. The monotone snootiness of NPR’s weekly word
puzzles seems inappropriate at this time. Something about a hurricane or a tsunami or
Iraq would have felt better. The almost middle-aged man stands at the curb and watches
the hearse lead the way out of the parking lot followed by the limousines. He runs back
over to the window of the truck and knocks wildly, almost pounding.

“He’s gone break my window.” The driver throws the truck into park, opens the
door and steps out. The car behind doesn’t honk. It just stops and idles quietly.

“Please, I need to find my kids. Here. I'll pay you.” The almost middle-aged man
begs taking out a fistful of coins. The driver looks at him.

“Do I'look like I need your crack change asshole? By the time I’ve walked into
work and taken a piss, I’ve made more money then you will in an entire month. Your kids
are fine. Fuck off. Go home.”

The almost middle-aged man suddenly becomes calm, “No.”

“You’re not getting a ride. Go home.”

“Drive me,” the almost middle aged man demands.

“No.” The driver points beyond the trees towards Hespeler and shakes his head,
“Home. Now. Or I call the cops.”

The almost middle-aged man steps back and stares at the driver. He puts his
change in his pocket. He nods and stands back. The driver gets in his truck, puts it into

drive and eases forward. The almost middle-aged watches the procession line pass. His
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eyes tear until large drops plop out of his eyes and run down his cheeks. The passenger
turns around and watches the almost middle-aged man until they slole turn the corner.
He turns around and looks at his cousin, “Did you cry today?”

“Why do you ask?” the driver lights another smoke off his previous, “Should I
have cried?”

“I don’t know.”

“Don’t get me wrong. I'm sad.”

“I know that. I’'m not saying that you aren’t.”

“Then what are you saying?”

“I’m just asking.”

“And you? Don’t answer. I saw you. You cried. You tried to stop it though.”

“Are you saying that I shouldn’t have?”

“Stopped or cried?”

“Either.”

“Neither. I was just noticing. I’m just making conversation.”

“Yes,” the passenger says looking out the window and shifting in his seat, “I did
cry.”

“Well it makes sense,” the driver says, “you have a family now. These things are
more important to you.”

“You have family too.”
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“Not the same thing. I mean you have your own family-- a wife and a baby. You
have everything.”

“And what about you? What do you have? Nothing?”

“I have everything but everything.”

“Come on. You're talking nonsense. Drink up.”

“Listen, I have brother and sister, nieces and nephews, cousins, aunts, uncles.”
The driver sips at the flask and swallows, “and all of those people are wonderful but I
have no one to come home to. I live in an apartment above a Vietnamese hair salon. The
closest person in my life right now is my neighbour. He’s a computer technician at Great
Deals Superstore. He’s got all of Pacino’s movies, a 360, a flat screen but even he’s gotta
girl...”

“Yeah, yadda-yadda-yadda... roll down the window. The brandy just hit me.”

“We’re different, you and 1,” the driver says as he rolls slowly through a red light.
He looks out the window at the cars that can’t go though the light even though it’s green.
He can’t see through their Windshields to see whether or not they’re pissed. The sun is too
bright. “It’s not a question of family. It’s about not having anyone that you’re close to.
I’'m surrounded by people but I have no one. I work the graveyard shift because it’s more
money but for what? When I’'m done, I don’t even want to go back to my apartment. I
drive around listening to NPR. NPR. Me. I know everything there is to know about
Turkish elections, bilateral Pacific Rim trade relations, the Euro bottoming but the yen

still going strong... yadda-yadda-yadda...”
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“You know there are always places you can go.”

“There’s no-where I can go that I haven’t been already. I've done everything that
I’ve wanted to do. There’s no-where for me so I just go to work. I pay my bills. I clean my
apartment. NPR for fuck’s sake. I'm just bored. I'm sure that you don’t get it. When you
go home, the lights are on. It’s warm. Your wife is there. Your baby.”

“You’re always welcome to come over for a visit but listen, I need a quick nap or
I’m liable to drop her. You mind?”

“No. It’s fine. Go ahead. I don’t care.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah.”

“Night,” says the passenger.

“Good night,” the driver says. Taking his foot off the accelerator, he creeps
through stop signs and red lights, too slow even for a funeral procession. He watches the
cars traveling in the opposite direction. Some carry on without thinking twice but most
pull off to the shoulder, at least until the hearse passes. While his cousin breathes deeply
and drunken beside him, the driver talks to himself. Lately, he’s been doing that more and
more but, he reasons, people do this all the time. At least he doesn’t answer himself like
some people he knows. At least he’s never tried to kill himself. At least he’s not almost
middle-aged. Still though, he thinks about these things. Funerals. His funeral and what it
would be like. Who would come? Who would be in the limos? Would there even be

limos? Or would there just be pallbearers using the purple flag to give the finger all the
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snooty MADD bitches of the world? A never-ending processional of drunk drivers
against mothers?

His eyes roll inside his skull as the brandy washes over him and he suddenly feels
slightly drunk which means in the next few minutes he’ll be really drunk. He throws on
the turning signal and breaks formation at the next stop sign, performing a sharp and
squealing u-ey. The sudden movement wakes the passenger, “Where are you going?”

“Back.”

“Why?”

“I forgot something.”

The passenger shrugs, too drunk now to do anything but resign himself to the
strangeness of a sad day. He feels in his pocket for the flask, “You want another drink?”

“No thanks,” says the driver and speeds up. He dislikes the taste of brandy and is
only drinking it because it’s strong. A beer is all he wants but later. Now, without
thinking further, he drives fast, abusing the privileges of the purple flag. His family would
wait and accept. After all, he reasons to himself, my family is always my family and they
have to forgive and forget and yadda-yadda-yadda all the stupid things that I do.

He turns down Hespeler.
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OATES
FOR NIKKI GIOVANNI

“Who the fuck is Bob Dylan?”

Her name is Karen. She is fourteen and she has recently developed a swearing
habit that no one in her family particularly cares for. Her father scolds Karen for her
Janguage. “Stop swearing. Who are you? You think you’re a grown up? You talk like a
man and not a good one,” he says. Karen purses her lips but says nothing, opting instead
to stare through her father at the poster of a shadowy wind-swept old man tacked up to
the wall of the garage. At one time Karen’s father had been a grease-monkey pot head, if
one could believe the classic rock posters, incense burners and dancing-bear fridge
magnets decorating the garage. But what little was left of this man disappeared when his
only son left for Iraq.

“Why can’t you be more respectful?” Like Finn, Karen almost mouths while her
father continues, “How do you even survive in school with a mouth like that? What the
hell are your marks like anyway? F’s? You should show some respect. Act like a lady for
a change. You don’t think your brother could talk trash like that now, do you?”

Karen doesn’t really care about Finn. She doesn’t care that he’s turning twenty-one in a
couple months. She doesn’t care that he’ll probably spend his birthday in a
bombed-to-shit bunker on the outskirts of Baghdad. Finn deserves what he gets; he is
such an idiot and no one but Karen seems to notice. Everyone loves Finn. Finn is a hero.

Finn is a patriot. Finn is fighting for freedom. Finn is helping to liberate blah-blah-blah
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nation for the sake of blah-blah-blah. Whatever-the fuck-ever. He thinks he’s an army of
one, army-strong or thinks he’s any one of the other army tags used to fill the heads of
twenty-something-year-old boys with trashy save-the-world dreams of blowing shit up.
“Mom wanted me to let you know that dinner is on the table.”

“I’ll be right in.”

Karen leaves her father in the garage and knows that he’s lying. He won’t be in.
Ever since Finn left this has been her father’s routine-- he comes home from work, stays
in the garage watching CNN until suppertime, eats silently and then goes back out to the
garage where he drinks and drinks and only when everyone else is finally asleep, will he
too climb into bed. He doesn’t much bother talking except to criticize his wife. This
normally doesn’t faze Karen but ever since her grandmother died three days ago, he’s
started in on Karen in addition to stepping up his abuse of his wife and Karen is getting
tired of it.

Karen walks in the house and sits down at the table across from her mother. Her
mother eats self-consciously, afraid that at any moment Karen’s father will walk into the
house and start making under-handed fat jokes at her expense. Looking at her mother,
Karen finds herself wishing that her father had died instead of Grandma McKanen.
Karen’s heard that anti-freeze in the coffee is a good way to go. Painless. Makes you
drunk and then your kidneys give out and then you go to sleep. You just don’t wake up,

Karen shares with her on-line friends after dinner. Her mother is in the kitchen scrubbing
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out the dishes and Karen is back up in her bedroom annihilating a bunch of Bangoli
college students studying in Canada in a game of capture-the-flag.

There is only one good thing in Karen’s life: video games. She plays many games
with people from all over the world and she is one of the best. She doesn’t think this. She
knows this. She has a reputation online, with one noob describing her as the baddest ass
mother fucker on the entire server. She’s an elite and a girl-- a true rarity.

When Karen hears about girls on the wrestling team arching and flipping some
three-hundred-pound fat ass, she smiles knowingly. Karen feels for the lone girl on the
hockey team when she steps onto the ice. She knows what it is like to have every guy on
that girl’s team, afraid that she’s weak, go out of their way to protect her even though she
doesn’t need it. She’s wearing the same pads as they are. She can take a hit. She also
knows what it is like to have every guy on the other team play dirty, intent on punishing
that stupid whore who dares to be something more then a cock-sucking puck bunny
cheering from the stands. It’s tough being a girl and being good at something. Natural
talent isn’t enough. Expectations are higher. Guys get by with simply being good at
something. Karen knows that girls can’t just be good. They have to be spectacular. She
knows that greatness, true greatness takes hard work so no matter what game or what
platform Karen makes sure that she is known, that she is feared and, most importantly,
that she is respected.

Tonight, Karen moves seamlessly through a post-apocalyptic New York. With the

help of her guildmates, Karen annihilates alien scum with her twin ION cannons and
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routes the Bangolis into an alley behind some scuzzy porno theater. Perched in a perfect
little crow’s nest, she snipes them out one by one by one by one. She gives her last
surviving opponent a flesh wound and walks over. Looking down, she taunts her
opponent with an observation: you couldn’t hit water if you fell out of a boat... bitch.
Then she takes out her side arm, puts two in the back of his skull, pwning his ass to
kingdom come. While they’re busy re-spawning, Karen grabs the Bangoli’s flag and
returns it to her base at the feet of the headless Statue of Liberty. Her guildmates
congratulate her.

“Thanks boys. I'll see everyone in chat.”

Karen logs off the server and goes into a chat room with her guild to plan the next
time they’re getting together. Almost everyone in her guild is older than her and male,
even if they say they aren’t. The chat room is sometimes very busy with people but is
always busy with bots offering everything from a bigger penis to cheap off-shore
pharmaceuticals to sure-fire stocks to singles sites brimming with bored Russian women
who somehow happened upon Karen’s email address stuffed in their panty drawer. Please
click here. Tonight, it’s just plain busy and Karen only talks with people she knows.

It’s safer that way and they’re generally nice people. They care what she thinks
about stuff. They ask her how her brother is even thou gh she always answers the same
way-- not dead yet but I am hopeful. Karen tells her friends that her grandma just died and
that her father is making her go to the funeral. Her friends tell her that they are sorry

about her grandma. Karen laughs out loud, I couldn’t care less.
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Then a random user named “?”” messages Karen asking when did she die?
Random messages are nothing new. Karen gets them all the time. She ignores most but
sometimes she chats, more out of curiosity than anything else. Tonight, she’s curious and
checks out 7’s profile. ? is an Asian boy with a Caesar haircut in need of a slight trim. In
his photo he’s straddling a chair and smiling at something out of frame, out of time. She
types a reply and there’s a long wait. Long enough that Karen thinks ? is no longer there
but then he messages her saying sorry but he went to get something to eat. It’s okay. ?
says that he knows what she’s going through because he lost a grandma this year. Karen
breaks her own rules and chats back. There is no reason. She does this because she feels
like it. They’re not really rules anyway-- more like guidelines.

She spends an hour and a half chatting with ?. She finds out that he is 18, lives a
few states over and will be starting a Computer Science degree this fall but is seriously
considering switching to Creative Writing when he gets to school because he wants to be
a famous science fiction writer like Philip K. Dick or Issac Asimov. He says his parents
will disapprove because getting a good paying job is so important to them. But he doesn’t
care. He’s going to do it anyway. Karen asks what games he plays.

I really like classic games. Castle Wolfenstein is my all time favourite.

[ have that.

You are lying.

No I'm not. Wanna play?

Yes. 1 would like that very much. Do you want to be Axis or Allieds?
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Karen rolls her eyes and types a reply, Obviously Axis... the Allieds don’t have the
Luger or the flamethrower and they’re grenades suck ass...

They log onto the server and are dropped down in the middle of some mountains
on the outskirts of a small Austrian village. Karen checks her headpiece’s microphone,
“Can you hear me?”

“That is a roger.”

Karen presses TAB and looks through the names of the players on the server. “It
looks like we’re the only Nazis on the block. Apparently, everyone else wanted to be the
good guys.”

“So it is you and me against everyone else? We do not have to do this.”

“Come on,” Karen smiles at the strange stiffness in his voice. She always finds it
slightly weird hearing someone’s voice for the first time without seeing their face, “You
and me against the world? A small chance of success? You bet your sweet ass I'm doing
this. Try to keep up, sugar tits.”

They start in the basement of an occupied warehouse carved into the side a
mountain. They have to make their way up through the warehouse to a gondolier which
will take them down to the village. They climb stairs and see the main warehouse door. ?
enters first. Karen follows and trains her luger on a stack of gasoline drums at the back of
the warehouse just in case the enemy charges in while ? is exploring. She can take out
half of her enemies with one shot. “Clear?”

“Clear. How did your grandma die?”
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“Stroke, fuck.” Karen ducks behind a stack of crates, “Upper left corner. See
him?”

? crouches behind a truck and strafes around the corner to see a player pacing
back and forth, “Yes. I think it is one of their medics. The gondolier should be through
that door.”

“First blood. Called it.” Karen takes out her sniper rifle and zooms in, “Look at
him. He has no clue we’re here. My guess, there’s gonna be some infantry out front so get
ready. They’re gonna come rushing in all at once when I smoke this mother fucker.”
Karen presses down once on her left mouse button. The medic’s head explodes.

“That was a very nice shot.”

“Thank you,” Karen smiles. Alerted by the death of their teammate, Karen’s
prediction comes true. The Allied forces swarm into the warechouse but there’s only one
door so it forces them into a bottleneck.

? lobs a pipe bomb towards the stack of gasoline drums. Explosions. Flying body
parts, sprays of blood, chunks of bone and marrow all whizz pass Karen. “Was it in a
nursing home or a hospital?”

“The fuck are you talking about? Get your head in the game!”

“Your grandma. Did she die in a nursing home or a hospital?” ? switches to the
flamethrower and creates a wall of flame at the bottleneck which they have to pass
through in order to enter the room. Some back off but most charge through the flame.

They catch on fire and start flailing around trying to put themselves out. If they were
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playing Postal: Share the Pain, they could pee on themselves to put the flames out but
they’re not playing PSTP. They’re playing Castle Wolfenstein and once on fire, there’s no
way to not end up a crispy critter. Karen almost feels sorry for them. Almost.

“Look at these guys. Amateurs.” Karen snipes out the remaining Allied
Forces, “Jesus Christ. Make an effort. Nursing home,” Karen loots her kills, “You know
one of those places where each ward is a street named after a tree? Poplar Boulevard?
Spruce Avenue? Oakwood Drive? There’s a tuck shop that sells bags of ribbon candy,
black licorice and stuffed quilt gooses that wear bonnets and sun dresses? Bocci bowling
on Tuesday, Geriatric Yoga on Wednesday, monthly Sex into your Eighties seminars and
weekly doses of pet therapy...”

“What is pet therapy?”

“You’ve never heard of pet therapy?” After dressing her wounds, Karen injects
herself with morphine and adrenaline, “Do you need some?”

“No. I did not get shot.”

“You didn’t take one hit?”

“No.” ? repetitively jumps up and down waiting for Karen to heal, “So what is pet
therapy?”

“They bring dogs and cats to visit old people.”

‘SWhy?,’
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“Makes them feel better, I guess. Except at my Grammie’s nursing home, most of
the people there were farmers and farmers actually have a closer connection with hoofed
animals like horses.”

“They brought horses into your grandma’s nursing home?”

“Of course not. A horse would shit everywhere. By the way, do you need any
ammo?”’

“No. I am good. What do they bring instead of horses?”

“Llamas, believe it or not. Hoofed like horses but they only shit in one area so you
can take them into these homes and they’ll hold it until they get back to their pen.
Interesting, huh?”

“Yes that is very interesting. Are there many programs like this?”

“Three in the entire country and two of them are in California. You ready?”

They take the gondolier down to the village. While they scour the village for their
opponent’s flag, ? keeps asking Karen questions, mostly about her family. Karen answers.
Her father is an abusive drunk, her mother is obliviously battered beyond repair. Her
brother has been in Iraq for two years and is either too stupid to know or doesn’t care that
he’s been stop-lossed at least twice. ? stops talking and crouches, “Get down.”

“What is it?”

“I can see their flag. Do you see their flag?”

“NO ”
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“Look across the square and through the window of the beer hall with your
sniper scope. Right behind the barmaid. Switch your scope to night vision.”

Karen peers through her scope. Behind the buxom and non-playable barmaid
holding a plate of kielbasa sausages and presumably stinky cheese is the glowing flag of
the Allied forces, “Ah, yes. I got it. Do you have a plan?”

“You should lay down some suppressing fire and I will go in, bomb around
corners. As long as you are covering me, I think that we should win this. This is very
surprising to me.”

“No to me. I knew we would win. But listen to me.”

“Yes?”

“If you do this, there’s only one rule.”

“What is that rule?”

“Don’t die.” Karen wryly references a recent war movie as ? runs across the
quaint frozen Austrian village. “I think I’m falling in love.”

“I promise you that I will not die, my darling.” ? says in a completely deadpan
tone which Karen notes either means he gets the reference or it’s been lost entirely. Either
way, she drops it.

Karen is impressed with ?. He has a good steady hand and keeps his cool in the
midst of the fire fight. With the help of Karen’s excellent sniper work, he grabs the flag

and the two of them haul ass back to the gondolier and head back up to the mountains.
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Out of boredom repeatedly pressing space, they both jump up and down. Karen is the first
to break the silence, “You're good. Where’d you learn to shoot like that?”

“My father and grandfather taught me. My grandfather fought against the United
States and my dad was in the military. They taught me how to fire gun, guerilla combat
techniques, close-combat fighting.”

“Really?”

“Yes. The first time I held a gun, I was only three years old.”

“Like areal gun?”

“Yes.”

“I’ve never fired a real gun.”

“Held one?”

“No.”

“Would you like to?”

“Sure. You could teach me.”

“What did you say your name was?”

Karen smiles at her computer and looks over at the clock on her desk. It’s almost
five o’clock in the morning. “I didn’t.-Anyway, good game but 1 should really be getting
to bed. It was nice meeting you.”

“May I add you?”

“Sure.”

“Good night.”
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“Night.”
“Ilove you.”
“Okay.” Karen rolls her eyes and logs off. Freak. She deletes ? from her friends

list, puts him on ignore, shuts down her computer and climbs into bed.

As morning gives way to afternoon, Karen wakes up and pads downstairs. Her
mother stares disapprovingly at her. Her mother probably thinks that any lady that wakes
up past noon is either a prostitute or a witch-- either way, definitely up to no good. She
asks her daughter what time she finally got to bed. Karen cracks open a can of coke, shuts
her eyes as she chugs more than half, burps and lies, “Twoish.”

“Well, go get dressed. Your father says we have to leave.”

“Jesus Christ, who cares what he says?”

“He doesn’t want us here when the lawyer’s here. Only family.”

“We are family, mom.”

“Only his family. His brothers and sister. Anyway, he’s made us an appointment.”

“An appointment for what?”

“To get our hair done. He says he wants us pretty for the wake.”

“We’re not fucking Catholic. We don’t have wakes.”

“Wake or viewing. Whatever. The point is your dad went out of his way to make

sure that we Jook our best for tonight and we should be appreciative of his efforts.”
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“His efforts, mom? He probably made the appointment at a barber shop. We’re
going to walk in, they’re going to wrap hot towels around our faces and there’s gonna be
copies of Hustler on the magazine rack. I swear to God. You think I'm shitting you? I'm
not.”

“Go and get dressed. And stop swearing.”
Karen stomps upstairs, gets dressed and comes back downstairs, “Well, let’s go
then.”

They follow the directions Karen’s father left stuck to the fridge. Karen’s
somewhat impressed that it’s not at a barber shop but it’s almost as bad. He made the
appointment at the college’s beauty school. Karen wouldn’t trust most of these girls with
a pair of plastic scissors and one of those toy heads that sprouts play dough hair, let alone
real hair. Karen slowly and deliberately tells the girl that is doing her hair to style it only
and that if she picks up any type of cutting instrument-- be it scissors, razors, clippers or
whatever-- that Karen will shove them up her ass and walk out. Her mom is more trusting
and lets an eighteen-year-old girl cut her hair and chat on like-like-like-like-like-like-like.
Karen’s mother is spun around to face the mirror when the girl is finished and her face
falls. A banged and curled mass dyed an unnaturally dark brown that looks like it would
be perfectly suited for a Parisian fashion model sits on top of the upside down heart
shaped face of Karen’s mother who smiles and says, “Oh. How nice. Karen?”

“What?”

“What do you think?”
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Karen stares in the mirror at her own reflection. She has the same type of hair as
one of those Mormon polygamist child brides-- a high and poofy pony tail which is then
separated and twisted back in on itself to make a pony tail. Also for some reason, the
chick stuck in Baby’s Breath at random and odd places. Karen is not impressed, “I think
I’m hungry.”

Her mother smiles brightly, “How about Shetfields?”

Karen doesn’t care.

Shetfields Tea Room is a frilly haven where the Q-tip crowd goes to meet every
day, except Sundays, for high tea and bridge. No men go there. It’s not that they are not
explicitly told not to come. It’s more just a custom. Every time Karen’s mother takes her
to Shetfields, she either uses it as an opportunity to safely complain about her husband or
else she wants to have serious and lady-like conversations with her daughter. The day
Karen got her first period, her mother took her there for afternoon tea so that she could
explain the finer points of a woman’s monthly visitor. Over cucumber sandwiches, Karen
learned from her mother that during her flow a lady never goes swimming, she should
always stay away from dogs and that if she wanted to remain a technical virgin until she
was married, a young lady uses sanitary napkins instead of tampons. Today, from the
moment they sit down for lunch, Karen’s mother purposely seems to steer the
conversation away from her husband and makes the afternoon all about boys. Boys, boys,

boys, boys, boys.
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Karen’s mother dreams up numerous possible options for her daughter but all the
boys she mentions bleed together in Karen’s mind-- a mish-mash of well-mannered
wieners destined, after serving their way through college in the National Guard, to
become lawyers or CBA’s. Despite Karen’s blatant disinterest, her mother keeps flipping
through an invisible portfolio of potential suitors, “What about the Pettinger boy? He’s a
nice...”

And Karen laughs and almost spits Earl Grey into her carrot soup, “Andy
Pettinger, Mom? That ass? You’re not serious, are you? I heard from Chris Cardulla that
after gym class Andy showers with his underwear on.”

The only people within earshot of Karen and her mother are an ancient
raisin-faced granny and a botoxed late-fifties woman wearing the hyper-professional attire
of someone who’s bought into the
executive-assistant-is-not-the-same-thing-as-a-secretary bullshit. They do their best to
ignore the unlady-like language by clearing their throats and simultaneously asking one
another to go fish. Karen’s mother’s ears turn red and she stares into the gurgling
potpourri at the centre of the table, “Karen, ladies do not talk about young men in such a
way.”

“Well, I can only talk about what I’ve heard.”

“He is a nice boy and you would be very lucky to find someone like him.” She

frowns and dips her fork into her salad dressing before stabbing through some lettuce,
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ensuring that only a minimal amount of Ranch enters her body because she knows it will
all go straight to her thighs and that her husband will be the first one to notice.

Karen and her mother do not speak through the rest of their late lunch and Karen
discreetly focuses on the way her mother eats. Karen’s mother knows all the forks and all
the spoons. She tips her soup bowl away from her to properly gather the last drip of carrot
soup. Her butter knife rests on her plate at three o’clock. There is not one crumb out of
place. Karen wistfully imagines her mom as something other than a house wife,
something like a sexy assassin in a leather cat suit that shows off her washboard abs and
tits of steel while she takes out foreign dignitaries before going to a cocktail party where
she’ll tango with a rival Saudi spy who has great eyes, nice hair and a sexy ass.
Something like that. But her mom doesn’t even have a career let alone a cool one. Over
coffee and hot-buttered scones, Brahm’s Lullaby electronically tinkles from somewhere
inside Karen’s mother’s big wicker purse. She answers and after a brief conversation,
snaps it shut. “Well, the good news is that we can go home now. The lawyer has finished.
But we need to stop on our way back and pick up some more rye.”

“Mom, Dad’s been drinking a shit load lately. You don’t have to put up with that
just because his mom died. I mean seriously, what the fuck?”

“Well, we’ll just buy cheap stuff then,” appreciating the message but ignoring the
language, Karen’s mother smiles, folds her napkin into a little swan and places it on her

plate.
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The drive home is quiet and Karen’s mother keeps looking in the rearview mirror
as if trying to figure out what to do with her hair. They pull in the driveway just after five
which gives Karen enough time to have a shower before her family piles into the van and
heads into the city for the six-thirty viewing. Karen is the last one in and as she’s buckling
up, her father asks her if she’s interested in singing at the grave site. Karen says that she’ll
think about it if the price is right. “I am not paying you to sing at my mother’s funeral,”
her fathers snaps, “Your grandmother I might add.” Karen shrugs, puts her wet hair up
into a bun and tilts her chair back to watch wave after wave of farmland roll past.

Her father drives self-consciously, drunk, chewing minty gum and chugging can
after can of Coke but Karen also knows that he’s got an ass pocket full of rye too. She
notices her mother’s stare, half sorrow-filled daughter-in-law, half confused. There’s an
empty seat beside Karen that at one time would have sat the hyper-active Finn who
perfectly straddled the line between respectful firstborn and tormenting older brother.
Karen leans her chair back, shuts her eyes and feels the light of the setting sun flicker
through the trees against her lids. Rural farm scape gives way to the sparse green spaces
of urban sprawl’s outskirts. They’re running late. They drive through the city and pull
into the funeral home only to find that the lot is full so they have to loop back out and
search for an open parking space. Karen’s mother clears her throat, “Honey?”

He doesn’t answer.

“Honey?”

Still nothing.
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“Honey”

“What!”

“There’s a meter right there.”

“Fuck them running if they think I'm paying for parking at my own mother’s
funeral.”

*“You swear like a man, Dad and not a good one.”

“Shut your God damned mouth, Karen.” Her father then looks over at his wife,
“Well?”

“Well what?”

“Change, deary-dear, do you have some change? Nickels? Dimes? Quarters?”

“Oh. Well. I'm not sure. I don’t think so but...” she opens her purse and breathes
out heavily, “Well, let me check.”

It’s too hot in the car so Karen leaves her parents fishing around in the wicker
purse for quarters and goes inside the funeral home. An older woman standing in the
entrance welcomes Karen with a smile which after years of tasting formaldehyde in the
recirculated air must be perpetually stuck, “Good evening.” She says, “And who are you
here with?”

“McKanen.”

“Parlor D. I am sorry for your loss.”

The funeral home is busy yet quiet tonight. The parlors go all the way up to the

letter J and each one is in use. Karen sees signs of her family everywhere mixed in with
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grieving strangers. Uncle William shakes towards the bathroom with Parkinsons. Two of
her littlest cousins sit in front of a faux fireplace, french-braiding each other’s hair and
chattering on as if everything were normal and good. A dark and distant kinky-haired
cousin in a leather jacket and nursing scrubs looks tired all over as he helps his huge and
pale mother squirm out of her jacket; a tattoo of Minnie Mouse giving Mickey Mouse
head is barely visible over her left breast. Karen walks away from her family and into an
empty quiet room where pitchers of water sweat and two coffee makers murmur gently to
themselves. Karen is glad to be alone. She pours herself a coffee and stares down at her
sandals. And then, a spilled ink feeling slowly creeps into her stomach and down over her
shoulders and up between her toes. She cannot explain why she feels this but she
instinctively knows that she is not alone. She turns around to see a young Asian man with
a skinned scalp, full of pimples. “Please say cheese.” He snaps a picture of her with his
cell phone.

“What the fuck?”

“I am not late, am 1?7 Do you like my new phone? I just got it.”

“Who are you?”

“You know who I am.”

“No, I don’t. Seriously, who are you?”

“T am Question Mark,” he smiles and steps in to give her a tin man hug, “It is so

good to finally meet you. I am so, so sorry about Grandma McKanen.”
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“Question Ma-- from last night?” She places her coffee cup on the edge of the
counter.

“Yes,” he says, sliding the coffee cup over to safety,” that is me. You did not tell
me what your real name was but I found out. Karen. Karen Grace...” and for the briefest
of moments, an edge of sloppiness creeps into his deep robotic voice and he smiles
gently. This sends Karen into an ever slower panic, her throat fights against swallowing a
nothing which chokes her as she forces it down. Karen looks over Question Mark’s
shoulder for someone, anyone, doesn’t care who. He gestures with his skinned head.
“They are all in the funeral parlor with Grandma McKanen. Have you seen her yet?”

Karen shakes her head.

“She does look very nicely dressed but I did not expect her hands to be so cold. I
wonder if this is normal?”

“Look, I want you to go.”

“What?” Question Mark’s flatness breaks again but he lifts his arms up to the
ceiling performing what looks like a cheap imitation of human frustration. “I only came
here because you said you loved me. I want to be there for you.”

“Listen, I'm sorry if you thought that but that was a joke. A movie reference. 1
really don’t love you. In fact, I don’t want you here so please, get out.”

“You are sorry? I drove all night to be with you because I love you back and now
you are just going to say sorry and ask me to leave? Oh I am very sorry but I was only

joking when I said love you. I even got you a present. Can you guess what it is?” Karen
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shakes hér head as he reaches behind him, pulls out a Luger and lays it on the counter
beside the coffee machine. Karen tries to duck past him and get a scream out but he is too
fast and grabs her forearm, slaps his hand over her mouth before a single sound can be
heard. He leans in to her. Karen can feel his lips against her ear lobe as he whispers, “Do
not scream. That is a real luger and it is loaded with real hollow point bullets. Do you
know what those are? You have no clue, do you? I can teach you so many things, Karen
Grace, about so many things. For example, did you know that upon entry hollow point
bullets spread out causing internal damage nearly quadrupling the diameter of the entry
wound? Do you think anyone here knows that interesting little nugget? Maybe they need
a demonstration. Maybe before I leave, I will oblige them by providing that
demonstration. But if you think they would better off without demonstration, you had
better act like a perfect lady. That means no screaming, no acting crazy and having some
manners. Do you understand, Karen Grace?”

Karen nods.

“I hope that you are telling the truth, Karen because if you’re not, I can kill every
last person in here to teach you, to make you see the difference between right and wrong.
That would be the right thing to do. But I know that you do not want that so when I take
my hand away from your mouth, you will be so nice and so perfect that I won’t even need
to worry. We’re just going to have a conversation. Now,” he removes his hand from her
mouth, “Have you seen Grandma McKanen yet?”

“No,” Karen draws in her breath slowly through her nose.
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“Well you should go see her before we leave.”

“I’m not going anywhere with you.”

“Yes you are.”

“No, I'm not.”

“Remember your manners, Karen Grace.”

“What do you want?” Karen whispers.

“I want us.”

“What?”

“Last night when you told me that it was you and me against the world, I knew
that I had found the woman I would be spending the rest of my life with. I was so excited
that I could barely sleep last night and when I finally fell asleep, I had a dream.”

“What did you dream about?”

Question Mark’s voice drops to an almost childlike whisper as he reaches down,
lifts up the leg of his jean, reaches down into his combat boot and under his sock to
scratch. “I saw us traveling across America at midnight putting things right. All of this
decadent bullshit crumbled around us and we were driving down I-61 from Chicago to
New Orleans robbing banks and listening to AM radio shift as we made our way through
county after county. We were armed to the teeth. We would drive for days without sleep.
Living in each other’s arms. When your body would give out from exhaustion, you would

fall asleep in my arms and I would look down on you. You looked so tired and beautiful



