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When | was a young teacher at Cornell, I once had a debate about education with a
professor of psychology. He said that it was his function to get rid of prejudices in
his students. He knocked them down like tenpins. | began to wonder what he
replaced those prejudices with. He did not seem to have much of an idea of what
the opposite of a prejudice might be. He reminded me of the little boy who gravely
informed me when | was four that there is no Santa Claus, who wanted me to bathe
in the brilliant light of truth. Did this professor know what those prejudices meant
for the students and what effect being deprived of them would have? Did he
believe that there are truths that could guide their lives as did their prejudices? Had
he considered how to give students the love of the truth necessary to seek
unprejudiced beliefs, or would he render them passive, disconsolate, indifferent,
and subject to authorities like himself, or the best of contemporary thought? My
informant about Santa Claus was just showing off, proving his superiority to me.
He had not created the Santa Claus that had to be there in order to be refuted.

Think of all we learn about the world from men’s belief in Santa Clauses, and all
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that we learn about the soul from those who believe in them. By contrast, merely
methodological excision from the soul of the imagination that projects Gods and
heroes onto the wall of the cave does not promote knowledge of the soul; it only
lobotomizes it, cripples its powers.

| found myself responding to the professor of psychology that | personally tried to
teach my students prejudices, since nowadays — with the general success of his
method — they had learned to doubt beliefs even before they believed in anything.
Without people like me, he would be out of business... So I proposed a division of
labor in which I would help to grow the flowers in the field and he could mow them

down.

- Allan Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind

You gotta give ‘em hope.

- Harvey Milk
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SLINGSHOT

The line to enter the Duomo wrapped around the front of the cathedral and
hugged the bell tower, and Shane stood behind Jason, between Sonia and the sun.
Probably it was all the walking they were doing, but Shane’s leg hurt more than
usual. The light was already hot on the crowds of pinkish tourists, while men who
looked like matinee idols zipped around on motorbikes with POLIZIA lettered
across the sides. Shane felt no kinship with them — he was as pink and heavy as the
other Americans, and his uniform was home in his closet in Louisiana. He watched
Sonia fidget, lean against the wall of the cathedral, straighten up again, then open
the Europe guidebook she’d insisted on carrying since they got off the plane and
fan herself with it. He marveled at her twelve-year-old’s inability to get
comfortable with her own body.

Shane thought about what would happen after he and Jason dropped Sonia
off in Orlando at the end of their trip. He would have to separate his things from
Jason’s. Move out. He could go to his cousin’s in Mississippi. It would be a
longer drive into New Orleans from there than from his sister’s but his cousin
didn’t believe that he was going to Hell.

In Paris Sonia’s exuberance had distracted him: she claimed she was going
to move to France as soon as it could possibly be arranged; she was taking the
language in school and translated random words off street signs and menus. But
she was quieter now. She knew, too, that something was over.

They waited outside the Duomo for thirty minutes and moved halfway up
the line. Sonia pointed to the dark-skinned men and women holding out shawls to
the tourists. “Why are so many people buying them?”” Shane didn’t know. “They
look cheap. I bet they’re not real Indian scarves.”

“I don’t think those are Indians,” Shane said.



“They’re Gypsies,” Jason said, trying to fit the Duomo into the two and a
half inch screen of his digital camera.

“Really?” Sonia glanced sideways at Shane. “They look like that?”

“Oh, perfect,” Jason snapped, putting down the camera. “You’re wearing
the wrong clothes. They’re selling the shawls because women in tank tops have to
cover their arms.”

The front doors were flanked by guards turning away visitors wearing
inappropriate attire — anything that showed bare shoulders or leg above the knee.
Sonia’s shorts and her top were both against the dress code. “What an effective use
of our limited time in this country,” said Jason as they got out of line.

“I didn’t know, Dad, okay!” Sonia yelled. “Why are you being such a
tool?”

“Do we need to treat Italy like it’s a long car ride?”

“Do you need to be a jerkoft?”

Sonia stomped off in no particular direction. Shane, his bad leg sore from
standing for so long, lowered himself to the curb. Around them, gangs of Italian
boys in tight jeans looked disdainfully at pasty American girls. Sonia was standing
in the street, squinting up at the dome of the cathedral, her fists still clenched. At
twelve, she was just a little too young for the Italian boys to eye; two of them
pulled sunglasses down from their longish black hair as they stepped into the
heightened light of the piazza.

“I don’t know why she’s acting like this,” Jason said to Shane.

“You think she doesn’t know there’s something wrong? She’s been afraid
to speak to you the whole time.”

The something wrong had appeared in the flesh two days before the
European vacation was to begin. It —he —had a crown of curly hair, a delicate

spiderweb tattoo of a slingshot on his back, and no name that Shane knew. Shane



had found him in bed with Jason when he came home early from the station.

It made sense. He and Jason hadn’t kissed in four months. Five? Six?
They were over, even though they were sharing a room at the Villa Camerata, after
a week of sleeping in the same bed but not touching in a hotel on the Rue
Condorcet in Paris, after what had become an assumed routine of sleeping apart in
the bed at home on Magazine Street in Louisiana.

But Shane didn’t think Sonia was fooled. He beckoned to her: “Look at
the Italians.” After a few minutes she forgot about her anger as they both watched
the effortless locals thread through tourists wilting in the heat.

Shane apologized for losing his temper, and suggested they buy some new,
more cathedral-appropriate clothes for her to wear. “They’re so fashionable here. 1
don’t know,” she mumbled, but she agreed to step into one of the boutiques lining
the side streets and see what happened. As they walked, Shane watched Jason
watch the Italian men. What made them so different? Better tailoring? Better
fabrics? Confidence? He wondered if he would be able to fit into any of the high-
end Italian clothes.

They went into a shop on the corner of two side streets, each just wide
enough for a single car. A clerk said hello in Italian and English and looked
inquiringly from Jason to Shane, as if uncertain about their relationship to one
another.

Sonia wanted something with ITALIA on it, or FIRENZE, but this wasn’t
that kind of store. The jeans and pullovers and dresses in the women’s section cost
hundreds of euros. They were warm, deep colors, like the colors of the city itself,
and made so that every inch of fabric flattered. Jason strode over to the men’s
section and pulled a corduroy jacket down from a hook. Shane could imagine how
it would hug Jason’s waist and straddle his shoulders. Jason already had a closet

full of jackets, jackets he needed only a couple of months out of the year in New



Orleans. Shane picked up a pair of pink striped shorts. They were absurdly
beautiful. One hundred and forty-eight euro.

“Those are nice,” Jason said to him. He had the jacket on already, as if via
jump-cut cinematography he had magically changed costumes.

“I don’t think they have a pair that would fit me,” Shane replied.

Jason looked down at the floor. He didn’t say anything.

“Dad, are you going to buy that?”” Sonia asked him. “You should, it’s
really nice. I don’t think I want to get anything here.”

“Come on, kiddo,” said Jason. “Pick something out — take advantage.” He was
draping items over his left arm. He was paying for himself and for Sonia and for
everyone’s food and train tickets for the trip. Shane was paying only for his plane
ticket, which alone had cost half a month’s pay, for his share of the hotel rooms,
and for his museum passes, though he’d chosen, the last few days in Paris, to let
Jason return to the Louvre and Pompidou while he and Sonia sat on the Pont des
Artes and watched boats pass beneath them.

Sonia found a navy t-shirt that was a little big on her but as soft as tissue,
and Jason pulled out a credit card. Shane didn’t attempt to try anything on,
although he probably could have fit into the extra-large-size jacket or cashmere
hoodie that Jason was buying in mediums. Then Jason remembered about the
Duomo, and he selected a pair of jeans for Sonia. She seemed afraid of them, and
when Shane saw them on her, he knew why. They were too grown-up.

“She’s still in middle school,” he said to Jason.

Jason ignored him. “They look great on you, honey. You’re dazzling.”
He bought the jeans, and they re-entered the line, the sun brighter and higher in the
sky and the other tourists that much sweatier.

Shane got dressed up for Jason when he first met him, fresh out of police

academy and seventy pounds lighter. Jason asked him to wear his uniform to a



party, and Shane obliged, even doing a few sets of pushups before he drove into the
Garden District so that he’d look his best. He was a big hit with Jason’s yuppie
friends, and especially with Jason himself, who squeezed his shoulders and yanked
out the tail of his shirt with a saucy grin. Shane remembered that it was at the party
he first heard Jason had an ex-wife and a daughter in Orlando. That night was also
the first time they had sex, until they were interrupted by Shane being called in to
work (a cop shot/standoff in New Orleans East.) Jason was stunned that Shane had
to leave in the middle of the night, to be a real police officer. He was stunned again
when Shane himself was shot four years later.

On the way back to the villa at the end of the day, they bought a loaf of
bread, olive oil, cheese, and prosciutto, planning to take a walk through the forest
and the vineyards, and then make sandwiches outside in the courtyard as night fell.
But after hiking for about an hour, Jason said he wanted to go to bed. Shane knew
that Jason couldn’t be more tired than he was, with his limp and the extra weight he
carried around, but he didn’t say anything. He lugged the bread, oil, meat, cheese,
and water down to the lower courtyard, and sat on one of the stone benches beside
the fountain. Sonia sat down next to him, her lime-colored shorts restored, her hair
down but kinked in the back from the elastic band that had been securing it all day.

“It says here that sixty-seven percent of Italian men live with their mothers
until they get married,” she read out of the guidebook.

“It’s different over here. It’s normal for Italians to have three generations
all together in the same house. La famiglia. I’m not pronouncing that right.”

“Are you Italian?”

“Naw. Scotch-Irish, mostly, I think.” Shane shrugged. “And you’re
Spanish on your dad’s side and English on your mom’s side.”

“My mom used to not like you very much,” Sonia said, looking down, as if

talking to the guidebook.



“You can understand why she used to feel that way.”

“Yeah. She still doesn’t.” She shrugged an apology and her elbow
knocked over the bottle of olive oil. “Shoot.”

Shane got up and grabbed the food. The oil oozed into a puddle the size of
a dinner plate. “Let’s move down to the other end of the bench.”

“I’'m so clumsy all the time.”

“You’re twelve. If you weren’t clumsy at this age, you’d be a freak.”

She picked up a piece of bread that had fallen on the ground when she
jumped away from the oil spill, and threw it into the water. The fountain was just a
trickle out of a metal spout above a large pool, which was dotted with lily pads and
small islands of grass growing inside stone basins. The morsel of bread floated for
a second next to a white aquatic flower, then was snapped up by a mouth.

“Something’s alive in there!” Sonia slid to the edge of the water and
peered down.

Shane joined her. A few foot-long, dark grey fish slid underneath the lily
pads. A fatter fish was visible in outline below them, though it disappeared in the
dark water. Sonia dropped a few more breadcrumbs. They were eaten. She threw
some across the fountain, underhand, as if feeding skittish pigeons.

Then a different creature swam into view between an entanglement of
lilies. It had a grinning mouth that stretched the width of its narrow body. It ate the
bread with a smile, and twisted toward Sonia and Shane, eager for more. It was an
eel, at least four feet long, with eyes like press-on buttons and a side-to-side sashay
of its tail that made only the slightest ripples on the surface of the water.

Sonia shrieked at Shane to take a picture of it. He had some difficulty
because of the reflection of the setting sun on the nearly black water of the
fountain, and the eel’s tendency to swim out of the shot. “We need to name it,” said

Sonia. She consulted her Europe guidebook, which had fallen open onto the



ground. “I saw something that would be perfect. It’s what Austrians say.” She
waved a hand at the upturned, curious, turtlelike head of the eel. “Hi, Gruss Gott.”
She pronounced the final tt with the appropriate gutturality.

They plied Gruss Gott with breadcrumbs until he grew full and swam out
of sight behind one of the stone basin islands. “I wonder if he crawls out of his
watery home at night and eats Americans,” Shane suggested. Sonia kicked off her
flip-flops, dipped a toe into the fountain and screamed, imagining that Gruss Gott
was going to nibble it off. Shane scooped a hand down into the water and splashed
her. She dodged away, and vaulted onto the low-hanging branch of a tree that grew
a few yards from the stone benches. “I’m in a tree in Italy,” she said. “Freeze,”
said Shane, holding up the camera again, then “Stop climbing!” as she shimmied up
to the next limb. He put down the camera, pulled off his shoes and socks, and
started after her. He could feel the weight of his own bulk as he hefted himself up,
and the place in his leg where the bullet had sunken into skin and muscle and bone,
and by the time he joined her on a stout branch that stretched above the fountain, he
was out of breath. “Don’t recommend you try diving in,” he said, “even if it is
bottomless.”

“I have a piece of crust,” said Sonia. “Maybe Gruss Gott can jump from
the water and pluck it from my hand like a dolphin.” She held out the bread but
there was no movement from the water. “You have to take a picture of me here,”
she said. “I want to remember this.”

“I left the camera on the ground.” Shane hesitated. He didn’t want to
climb back down. He wanted to stay there forever. He was afraid to say anything,
and instead pictured Sonia flinching and falling into the water. They sat on the
limb, Shane breathing hard and Sonia looking around the courtyard and at the villa
and the walls.

“Je manque toi,” she said.



“What?” Shane said. “What’s that mean?”

She thought for a minute. She looked at him perched there, and he looked
at her bare feet swinging back and forth. “Je pense que...” she said. “Je pense
que... eel.”

The next day the three of them visited the Palazzo Pitti and stopped by
four different gelaterias before they found the one that Jason’s co-worker had
recommended. They carried their dessert down a shady side street until Sonia
dropped onto the curb in front of a shuttered one-room shop. Shane lowered
himself next to her, and Jason stood nearby, taking a few licks of his amaretto
dessert.

An old man with a tobacco-stained beard ambled up to the three
Americans and smiled at Sonia, revealing a single tooth in his mouth. He said
something in Italian, but Sonia hadn’t finished apologizing for not speaking the
language before he shifted into halting but confident English. “Sorry. My wife, it
is her shop. But she is not here.” He peered at the door, and pointed to a small note
taped above the handle. “Ah. She returns in an hour. She gets talking, and you
know, when the women talk to one another...?”” He winked at Sonia. Shane
wondered if the man were homeless, or a thief. He moved his backpack to the
other side of his legs.

“You are American?” said the man. He nodded at Shane. “You have the
very beautiful daughter.”

“I’m her father,” said Jason from across the way, crumpling the gelato cup
in his hand.

Music began to drift down into the street from an apartment window. A
strong vibrato twisted through the air like a strand of steel thread. Opera. “Vissi
d’arte,” sang the voice. “Vissi d’amore.”

“You know this?”” the man asked Sonia. “Maria Callas? You know this



woman? She is American.”

“No,” Sonia admitted. She had put her gelato down between her feet and
was staring at the man as if he were an elf.

“She doesn’t look anything like him,” Jason continued. Gelato was
running down his fingers. “They’re nothing alike.”

The Italian man shook his head at Shane. “I do not understand what this
man says.”

He talked to Sonia and Shane for thirty minutes until his wife returned. He
warned them against Albanians, and told Sonia that she would probably come back
when she was at university, like all the other American teenagers who study in
Firenze and drink too much and talk “out loud.” Jason left to find an internet café
to write what he claimed was an important email. Shane and Sonia decided to walk
through more of the labyrinthine streets and did not rejoin him for two hours.

After dinner, the three of them crossed over the Ponte Vecchio, headed for
the Piazza Michelangelo, where they were going to watch the sun set over the city.
As they crossed the bridge, the gold and jewelry stalls shuttered for the evening,
Shane peered out at the Arno, and recalling the words from Sonia’s guidebook,
wondered how it could have been used for the shipping and trade of a once
powerful state. It was an unimpressive rope of water, green with algae and dull
with the heat of the air, dazed-seeming. Jason led the way, but directed them up the
wrong road, a steep ascent flanked by buildings and windowless walls, no
pedestrians in sight. They turned around and headed back down, following the
river, though Shane couldn’t tell if upstream or downstream. Sonia pointed toward
an old brick tower where a tourist family — visibly American from fifty paces —
were standing and screaming at each other. They had Minnesota accents, and the
mother continued her red-faced yelling at her two small sons while the father

pointed through the base of the brick tower and up the hill on the other side.



They climbed the stairs and hiked the path through groves of trees and
across roads until they reached a final staircase that swung around a steep drop.
Shane tripped on a step and felt the familiar ache in his leg flare up like a cavity. At
the top was the piazza, full of the more athletic tourists and young Italians standing
in romantic twos or small groups, pointing and taking pictures and drinking water
out of bottles. Shane turned around and looked at the city beneath him, a carpet of
history thick as an Oriental rug along the Arno but stretching threadbare up into the
mountains across the way. The Duomo loomed like the thorax of a great big red
and white and black and grey spider.

“The light on the water,” said Sonia without explaining. The river was
much more beautiful from up there, flashing bits of sun as if it were full of fish. It
looked like white wine.

“It’s so pretty, but it feels different from Paris,” Sonia said. “It’s weird that
people live here.”

“I lived here for four months in college,” said Jason.

“That’s not what [ meant.”

“Maybe next time you come and visit me, we’ll do some more traveling.”

“Who will I be visiting,” Sonia asked, her diction elevated almost, as if she
were afraid of saying wrong what she was trying to say, “the next time I visit?”

No one said anything. The sun began to go down, falling like a drop of
milk toward the bowl of the horizon.

“Shane and I have been having our own difficulties,” said Jason as tourists
took pictures with their cell phones of the sunset. “I guess you’ve noticed that.”

“Why?”

“Sometimes after a while your feelings change, and both of you realize —”
Jason was looking at the camera in his hands as he spoke — “that you don’t feel the

way you did before about each other. Not everything lasts. Many couples when
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they’re in their seventh year together... ”

Sonia looked from one man to the other. “You’re getting a divorce. I
mean breaking up.”

“We have to figure some things out,” Jason said unconvincingly. “Shane
and I are not where we were when we met.”

“I hate this vacation.” Sonia folded into a sitting position on the stones of
the piazza. Her face fell into her knees and she started to cry.

Shane could not think of anything to say. He half-kneeled beside her to
put a hand on her shoulder, then straightened up as he felt his bad leg about to give
way. He was filled with an inarticulateness that seemed to want to shoot out the
tips of his fingers, or break something.

“Why’d we even go on this? To have a terrible time? What is wrong with
you!” Sonia was yelling now, the words stumbling over the lumps in her throat.
They were in the middle of a crowd of sweating, excited people, but no one was
paying any attention to them. Their petty drama was no match for Florence
catching the last pinks and oranges of the sunset, petals from a rain-drowned tree
splashed against the stones of a city. A breeze moved through the people, and
Shane felt it on his neck and his ankles. Jason was saying something about how
much the trip had cost, and how they were here to try and enjoy it. Sonia was
sitting blankly now, a single strand of her hair glued to her cheek by a tear.

“Sonia,” said Shane, “I promise, we really, really want to be here with
you.”

Sonia continued to stare at the space between her legs. “Let’s go home.”

That night Jason and Shane lay in the bed, as usual not touching, not
looking at each other, and it was so ridiculous that Shane laughed. Their first year
together: the love notes taped to the medicine cabinet and rear view mirror, the

flowers, the photo-booth shoots in suburban malls, all of it was dead, yet they still
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lay next to each other. But after Shane laughed, he rolled over in bed and stared at
Jason. He stared until Jason got up out of the bed and staggered toward the door as
if about to fall.

The next morning Shane found Sonia already at breakfast when he went
downstairs. Her lips were pressed together and squared off at the corners like a
disapproving mother. Her hair was pulled back from her face so tightly it made the
top of her head look flat. “Jason said that you and | might want to spend the
morning together, just the two of us.”

“I don’t care,” Sonia replied.

He took her back into the old city, half-afraid of her and half-afraid of
himself. She barely spoke to him and stared out the bus window at the buildings
without seeing them. He tried once to get her to refocus. “I want you to try to have
a good time.”

She continued to look in the opposite direction. Then she said, “Does he
want to date a woman now?”

“Of course not. No.” He didn’t know what to say. He hated Jason. Jason
didn’t deserve what he had. Jason had done everything wrong, and he had
everything.

They got off the bus at the Piazza del Duomo and walked wordlessly
toward the Via Ricasoli. A line already stretched down the sidewalk and around the
corner, and they stepped to the end. Shane had suggested visiting the Accademia
dell’ Arte while they rode the bus, but Sonia hadn’t responded. They waited as
American girls from Florida State University surrounding them in line talked about
how rude Italians were.

“Why does everything have to get ruined?” Sonia asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Like when I was a little kid, and I visited that time before Christmas, and
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Dad said that there was no Santa Claus, that | was too old to believe in Santa
Claus.”

“I don’t remember that,” said Shane.

“You didn’t know.” She kicked a stone up onto the top of her shoe, then
shrugged her foot and watched it roll off. “I remember you made such a big deal
about getting cookies and milk ready. You took me to the store to get cookies, and
then you poured out the milk, and we put them on the coffee table in the living
room with a little napkin folded underneath the glass, and you kept up this long
story about how Santa eats enough cookies every Christmas to last him the whole
year. And the whole time I knew that there was no Santa, but I didn’t say anything,
because I wanted you to be right.”

Inside the museum, Shane looked at the paintings, but they were all alike
to him. He watched Sonia’s face. She stared up at the massive portraits of saints
and crucifixions, and the tight-lippedness fell away from her mouth. They walked
into the next room, where torsos of unfinished slaves twisted painfully inside their
imprisoning blocks of marble. Abdominal muscles seemed to pulse, to beat like
ventricles from the stone. Sonia was a different girl now. She took in the statues
and her arm reached itself up and undid the elastic band holding her hair back, so
that it bounced free in all directions, horizontal, vertical, diagonal across the back
of her head.

He was so busy watching her that he didn’t see it until long after she did.
She kept looking in the same place, and finally he noticed and he followed her
eyes. The David stood at the far end of the room, beneath a domed white roof,
space before it and behind it and around each side, space filled with people
standing and staring and not moving. Shane and Sonia both walked towards the
statue, both now oblivious to the other. They stopped, together, at the feet of the

David, guided invisibly by the room, by the air, or by the statue itself.
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There might have been noise in the room, murmurs of appreciation,
expressions of astonishment, even chatter about the anatomical accuracy of the
work of art. But Shane was insensible to it. The David in front of him was alive.
The David cut through the space around him like a knife cutting light, cutting a
piece of the universe away and revealing what was behind it. The David stood in
the hall, weight on one foot, head turned, curls glowing, and Shane, not breathing,
knew something terrible.

After an immeasurable time he turned and looked at Sonia and saw that
she was looking at him. Her eyes were wide and when he saw them he knew that
his were wet. She thought she understood. “It’s so beautiful,” she whispered,
nodding. “It’s so beautiful.”

They walked around it, behind it. Then they drifted over to the next room,
pausing, catching their breaths. Now they did not look at each other.

“Hey,” said Shane, the words like clouds of condensation on a cold day, “I
want you to know, no matter what happens, that you’re beautiful too.”

“I’11 still see you when we get back to the US, right?”

“We can call and write. But —” He knew she was about to be a teenager,
about to start dressing differently and dating and pulling away from everyone who
wasn’t her age. She would not have time for him. He did not have a role in her
life. He was not her father or her mother or — he was not anything.

He thought about going back to work when he returned to Louisiana,
going back into the station. He wasn’t sure he’d be going back. He had not told
Jason he was taking Sonia into the city that morning; he hadn’t said anything to
anyone, and now he was wondering if he could get on a train with Sonia to Pisa, get
on a train, just take her and go. He saw the faces of the cops he worked with. Like
him, they’d softened up, gained weight since they were rookies, but they’d done so

because they’d settled into a routine, a family, a wife or a husband, sons and
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daughters, their own bodies. All Shane had was a certainty: that there was
something important, something he wanted, and it was not his.

“I think I need to sit down for a minute,” he said to Sonia.

She looked at his leg. “Did they ever catch the man who shot you?”

“No.” The man who shot him had flashed across the street and over a
wall, so weightless that it seemed like he must have unloaded something much
heavier than a bullet into Shane. Shane had hesitated that day, had simply stood
and stared when he should have drawn and shot, and his life changed. To not treat
one another as flesh only — he held on to Sonia with his eyes, and he knew that a

bullet was just one way to break a part of another person.
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INTERIOR

When | was seven years old, my mother took me and my sister to Six
Flags in Louisville. We were all miserable. Six months before, my father had left
and gone to Los Angeles, and the one time he’d called, he spoke in pauses, like
someone else was there, distracting him. All day at the park, my sister and | fought
with each other, until our mother threatened to grab our hands, lead us to the car,
and drive back to Lexington. | yelled something at her and ran away.

I wandered through the cotton candy and ice cream lines, looking at the
stuffed animals and feeling sorry for myself until | realized | was lost. 1 didn’t
know how to get back to my family, and everything looked unfamiliar. | tripped
over some cobblestones and cut the side of my hand. My bladder was also swollen
with two amusement park-sized Cokes, and | ventured into a bathroom that was
part of a Wild West theme, with swinging saloon doors. Giant booted feet were
visible in the stalls, as well as denim-clad legs spread wide, and chunks of phlegm
as someone spit repeatedly on the floor. Two heavy, bearded men with shirts
soaked either by a water ride or by sweat stood at urinals next to one another and
grunted as they relieved themselves. | went into a stall and tried to block out the
noises, but as | peed | saw some urine from the adjoining stall run across the floor
toward my foot. | got out of there without washing my hands. My mother
suddenly reached out and grabbed my shoulder, and I dissolved against her,
sobbing. But as she hugged me, my relief changed to resentment.

Something in my amusement park-addled brain seized on the repeated dire
warnings about strangers 1’d received, and I whispered to my mother, “Mommy...
a man touched me in the bathroom.” She went stiff, and pushed me back from her,
and | saw the color in her face drain away from the center of her cheek towards the

edges. I’d seen the same thing happen to the skin around a wart on