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It’s a toothy windless cold tonight. She is moving her 

lips in extravagant ways—as if the harder it become s to 

finish a word the more meaningful her sentences cou ld 

become. She also keeps switching the cross of her l egs 

in an effort to kick momentum into our conversation . 

Neither trick is working. The smallness of this is 

suffocating. She concludes something, “So yea, that was 

pretty much how I felt about that,” before reaching 

birdlike into her purse and shaking another cigaret te 

out of the box. She forces a laugh in my direction 

giving me the distinct feeling I have missed a cue.  

I can’t be bothered with it. 

My mind has drifted to my enemies, or maybe just 

the one enemy. The one who follows me into grocery 

stores. The one who waits in line with me at ATM 

machines. The one who screams me out of bed and 

whispers while I try to sleep. He is a thief, but h e 

hasn’t taken anything that I wouldn’t give him if h e 

only asked. He never asks for anything, just takes,  and 

this woman is pretending she doesn’t feel it. This is 

fun for him, I know. Watching her stare into a glas s of 

wine, mumbling heartfelt opinions about network 



 

 

television actors—watching me watch her. He enjoys this 

kind of thing. 

On some level, like a cat senses earthquakes, she 

can sense him; it is in her speech patterns; a rush  or 

stutter of unmistakable premonition. He is hiding i n 

the shadows below the lemon trees, he is under our 

plastic lawn chairs. He is at the bottom of my Keys tone 

Light and swinging from her bracelet. A leaf detach es 

and glides to the wet concrete, charging a shiver u p my 

spine. She pulls out her telephone. 

 

    Something unusual happened to me while I was 

driving this afternoon. I was behind an ambulance 

without its sirens singing. There was no emergency;  it 

plugged along patiently with the rest of the traffi c. 

The back of the ambulance was well lit and I could see 

an elderly woman sitting upright with plastic tubes  

running into her nostrils. Short white hair, beady bat-

like eyes. We stared at one another while she vacuu med 

all the humor from my insides. We waited at a stop sign 

and I tried to smile at her but it was impossible. As 

she pulled away from the intersection I saw him 

reflected against the sun in the wet upon her cheek . He 

glimmered in the windshield and he combed her hair with 

colorless age. He blended himself into the off-whit e 

cotton blankets and began to choke her down her lik e a 

snake chokes down a rat. 

The birds and my car and I all kept quiet and 

pretended not to notice. We all felt something we c ould 



 

 

not afford to acknowledge. Most of all, the trees 

suffered—knowing how the ugly hour compared them to  

prison bars. The ambulance veered took a left and 

disappeared. As they turned I offered her a ridicul ous 

thumbs up. The corners of my lips have never strain ed 

so hard; my thumb has never been so heavy. 

 

 
 

    “…and it’s not that he isn’t talented, y’know? He 

is soooo  talented—that’s not it. The problem is his 

attitude. He’s self absorbed.” 

“Right.”  

Her wine glass is unsteady and she looks worried. I  

shut my eyes for a moment and when I open them agai n 

she is searching me, expecting something. I believe  she 

is making faces at me. I shove my hands into my poc kets 

and look for some coins or receipts to fiddle with.  She 

yells something to a potato bug milling crossing th e 

porch and lights her cigarette. Puffing it loudly—

letting the filter puck and plucker off her lips li ke a 



 

 

cork pop. 

I can see him drifting into the atmosphere off the 

haze she exhales. He takes her courage and slides i t 

under a flower pot. I think she felt it happened. 

Our little facade of interest in each other has 

almost totally collapsed. It’s my house though and if 

she doesn’t like my company then she can leave; I’m  the 

one who’s stuck. Eventually everybody will hug and kiss 

and drive home laughing—except for me and him. We’l l be 

here all night staring at one another until sleep 

forcefully intervenes. 

    I guess he treats everyone this way. With total  

contempt. If I return his gaze then he is pacified by 

my efforts… but eventually I must look away. When I  try 

to ignore him he starts his thieving. He steals dre ams. 

He steals integrity. He steals style and love and 

thoughts, conviction, faith and everything good. He  is 

a master thief and I can only imagine one way to st op 

him but it would give him too much satisfaction.  

    She smashes her cigarette and untangles her leg s. 

Climbing back on top of her high heels she says "It was 

so  nice talking to you”  without looking at me. She 

segues towards the living room with a nervous grin.  “I 

gotta tell Stephanie that story before I – whoops !” She 

trips on a step, “forget.”  

As the glass door squeals open I can hear the 

crescendo of laughter in the living room but I don’ t 

turn to see it. There is a windless cold tonight. I t is 



 

 

only the two of us now. Wait… that’s not right… the  

woman in the ambulance has joined us. I pick my 

Keystone Light can off the ground with my left hand  and 

bring it to my mouth; as it comes closer I sneak a 

glance at the face of my watch. A breeze finally pi cks 

up and I can almost hear him laughing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


