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Half a block from Jose Graces the father thought to stop for a 
chicken taco. Friday. Long week at work. Drove past the taqueria. 

Kept on. Daughters and wife waiting. Knew how lucky he was. Smell 
of peach cobbler in the house when he arrived.

Later they put pieces together and learned she had been unaccounted 
for from the time she parted paths with her sisters who went to the 
high school until dessert. Dessert was always two hours after the first 
plate hit the table. Due to the father working second shift. That night 
was pork chops and mashed potatoes. The mother had grated cheddar 
cheese into the potatoes. Added sour cream and melted butter too. 
A bit of heavy cream because the girls only drank skim. Would not 
tolerate whole in the house. The chops breaded with her own crumbs 
and seasonings. Herbs from potted plants at the kitchen window. For 
vegetables lima beans. Cucumber and tomato salad. The mother was 
making a plate for her husband. Was wrapping leftovers. The older 
girls were cutting the cobbler when two policewomen approached the 
father. Just as his key fit the lock.

A DVD-delivery boy found the body and called the police. Then 
his father. Who told him to make the rest of his deliveries and when he 
came home he could go to bed and forget about it. When the boy came 
home he could not go to bed. Could not forget. He wanted his mother. 
She knew anger. Would have told him what to do. Could have advised 
him to be smarter than to sneak out of the house after midnight and 
bicycle back roads through small towns until dawn. But she was not. 
She had left them to ride to Reno on the back of a motorcycle. That 
was ten years ago. Over six since they’d heard word. 

No one realized she was missing. Not her best friend at school. Not 
her mother or older sisters during dinner. Not her teacher. The teacher 
and best friend thought the girl was home sick and the mother and 
sisters thought she was at the best friend’s for dinner. After the funeral 
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came for the boy every evening at closing. Said What did you do today. 
What did you learn. Said What should we have for dinner tonight. 
And invited the shop owner to join them. 

The sisters saw their twenties come and go. They announced they 
would retire but fulfill a final request. It involved belly dancers. This 
was the last video they broadcasted. They twirled in and out of a long 
line of men smoking black pipes. They continued to live together in 
their parents’ house. When the basement flooded one spring they went 
down in their socks and splashed and played like they were girls. They 
went upstairs and left trails of wet footprints through the kitchen. Ate 
leftovers from Happy Buffet Sushi Hibachi & Grill. Let those thin 
pink slices of ginger sit on their tongues until they cried. Used their 
teeth to scrape traces of sticky rice from the pads of their thumbs. From 
their fingernails. 

The shop owner’s mother in Reno held a pair of dice in her hand. She 
was on her deathbed the doctor said. She thought of her first husband. 
His belly and gold teeth. How she had run her hands through the hair 
on his chest. She thought of her son. She never wanted a son. Wanted 
daughters instead. She would have stayed for daughters. She would 
have loved daughters. Would have spoiled them rotten. 

The sisters fulfilled their own bloody duel fantasy. The tattooed 
sister studied up on Brazilian jiu-jitsu. Fought her unsuspecting sister 
for real and left her for their mother to find. Left town and never 
looked back. 

Someone from Hollywood bought the rights to their story. Made a 
suspense drama. On TV it was hailed the perfect summer movie. The 
sisters were played by Miley Cyrus. Their mother Helen Hunt. Their 
father Liam Neeson. The teacher Teri Hatcher. Her son some boy 
with a lisp. The DVD-delivery boy and shop owner were played by 
Zac Efron and Ethan Hawke respectively. The pretty war wife Natalie 
Portman. She beefed up for the role. Won awards. Their daughter 
in boarding school was left out entirely. None of the actors looked 

man looked at the television and laughed. It was not a real laugh. It was 
a complicated laugh and for the father’s benefit. The big-bellied man 
had a row of gold teeth. The light turned green. The car behind beeped. 

The teacher lived near restaurants but chose to cook for herself. 
Her single financial indulgence was season’s tickets to the Center for 
Contemporary Arts. It was only a ten-minute walk from the fountain 
to the theater district. At the CCA that evening a comedy. She wanted 
modern dance instead. Always wanted dance instead. If she could 
do it over. Her childhood and all those years since. All that time and 
thought spent in practice devoted to the getting better at something. 
That something would be dancing. With her body she would say Look 
at me and weep. How it moves you. 

The girl’s father was drunk and getting drunker. The bar was called 
After 5 but he didn’t care. It was the kind of bar where a glass in hand 
was a trait shared by everyone. They were genetic anomalies. Glassed 
liquid where fingers should have been. Almost funny what freaks they 
all were. 

She wore galoshes over her silk flats and worried where to put them 
once she got to the theater. She thought she could probably check them 
with her coat. The coat was fur and belonged to her mother. It might 
have been raccoon. She wasn’t sure. One of her mother’s lovers gifted the 
coat and killed the furred things himself. Her mother liked manly men. 
Most hunted. All wore a uniform of some kind. Official men her mother 
liked. Men who wore flannel on weekends. The teacher was the opposite. 
She liked a man with a sensitive side. Whose job required no uniform. 
She would never let a man who took the lives of animals with his hands 
touch her with his hands. She was a vegetarian. Wore the coat because it 
was her mother’s and because it was warm and made her uncomfortable. 
All of it. The raccoon skins. The thought of men’s hands on her mother. 
The thought of men’s hands on her. Her mother’s many lovers. Her own 
lack of lovers of late. The warmth of the coat. Yet she delighted in the 
discomfort. At the comedy event she would laugh it off. 

they would all say how guilty they felt about not knowing. How 
helpless. How that was the worst combination of emotions. But they 
were not to blame everyone said. But were they. It was the question 
they kept asking themselves. Each other. 

The teacher lived in a four-bedroom on a cobblestoned street. That 
night she opened her door to the delivery boy. Gave him a DVD 
in exchange for a different DVD. She told him to wait and fetched 
a cinnamon bun from the oven. He looked as if it might bite him. 
Looked at her the same way. She felt afraid for him. She wanted to zip 
his sweatshirt and button his coat. Tie his shoe. Warm his fingertips 
in her mouth. She did none of these things. Thanks he said. Baked 
it myself she said. He nodded and hopped back on his bike. Left her 
standing in the open door. It was February.

A fountain on the teacher’s street kept through-traffic under control. 
It had three tiers. The top had a dipper for humans. The middle for 
horses. Bottom for dogs. But no one had used the fountain for years. 
It was an ancient relic from a different time. Even with the cinnamon 
bun resting on the lip of the middle tier.

In her newly renovated kitchen the teacher bit into a bun. It steamed 
when she broke through its layers. Looking out onto the landscaped 
patio she started. In the snow a white flower had bloomed from a crack 
in the brick. 

Two fireplaces warmed the house. One was in the master bedroom 
and the other in the living room. Two sinks in the master bath. She 
used the left in the morning and the right at night. Her bathtub 
was oversized. Two and a half teachers could fit but there was only 
her. She used the separate shower with the waterfall head. She had 
a washer/dryer. One machine. Two functions. But she preferred the 
nearby laundromat. It was faster and people were there. Same reason 
she became a teacher. 

At a red the father stared into the neighborhood gym. Inside was a 
big-bellied man on a treadmill. They exchanged nods. The big-bellied 

anything like their real-people counterparts. For the actors it was just 
another project. Another paycheck. For the others it was hell. 

The mother had the floors redone. She paid for it with the money 
she made selling Avon. The women who bought her cosmetics pitied 
her. The mother knew this. She sold that face paint anyway. Kindly 
as she could. She considered moving into a home that held monthly 
resident events and had a 24-hour doorman but changed her mind the 
night before she was to move. She lost her deposit but reclaimed her 
husband. Who had come home. Unexpectedly. Begging forgiveness. 

According to the authorities the fire began in the garbage disposal. 
The house went down in flames. Or up in smoke. Reports differed. 
But one thing was certain. The whole neighborhood came outside 
to watch and no one called for help. In Sunday’s paper there was an 
announcement for the movie South of Sacramento. In the classifieds 
a Nanny Wanted. In the classifieds the family’s land for sale. The ad 
boasted the potential for fantastic southern exposure. The obituaries 
suggested donations be sent to the church. 

The teacher bought the land from Fox & Roach. Restored the house. 
Rebuilt that ranch. Every day she went to the cemetery. Sometimes she 
brought her son. Sometimes the shop owner came. This she thought. 
And placed her hand on the oldest grave. The stone read Isabelle Meyer. 
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Then a distant uncle. Recently her childless godparents. She was 
loaded. With the money she bought a house. Remodeled it entirely 
to suit her needs. How little she had known herself. Her needs. How 
they would change. 

The mother lost weight and went on a mission to plant orchids. 
Wanted to beautify the town. Set it right. She enlisted the daughters’ 
help and said they had all made mistakes but orchids would redeem 
them. Impossible to fail. Double the number of orchid species than bird 
species. More than four times the number of mammal species and over 
100,000 hybrids. The sisters did their own research and said In Greek 
the word orchid is testicle. The mother sent them away. They bought two 
bottles of Mountain Berry Boone’s and went to the junior high’s LGBT 
Square Dance. Some people from the town held signs and chanted. The 
sisters laughed. They stood outside and chanted back. Miss Mary Mack. 

The teacher went to Amsterdam and tried hallucinating on absinthe 
but it didn’t work. She went to the Red Light District and touched her 
fingers to the glass of one window where a young woman in a red teddy 
stared at her with sad painted eyes. She went to the Van Gogh Museum 
and thought of a poem she had read and taught: & what if she would’ve 
just taken the ear. And what if the great Mughal emperor really did cut 
off the hands of the men who built the Taj Mahal. By then she was in 
Agra where she let a tour guide tell her about Mumtaz Mahal and how 
she died giving birth to her fourteenth child. The teacher thought for 
the first time about how she didn’t have even one. She took the tour 
guide as her lover and stayed for seven years. 

Despite their many talents the sisters declined bachelor parties and 
continued to fulfill fantasies online. One of their videos took place in 
the produce section of a supermarket. Two weeks before filming they 
put an ad in the paper that read Couples Welcome. Fifteen couples 
tried out for the part. The couple that won played shoppers. Thumped 
melons. Bruised apples. Ate from jars of preserved peaches. Spread the 
sweet sauce on their skin. Let the sisters lick them clean. 

comfort her she pulled away. When he did not try again she stood and 
pulled the comforter from the bed. She settled on the floor between 
her daughters’ beds. They had heard her feet and were pretending to 
sleep when she came in. We’re going to the museum tomorrow. Your 
father won’t be coming. Good night.          Good night they said. After 
a long pause. In unison.

When they left for the museum he took a bus to the teacher’s. 
She brought him inside and bathed him in her gigantic tub. He had 
never seen a tub so big. He held her thighs with his thighs. They ate 
nothing and drank too much coffee. Black. They made love. No. 
Fucked. No. Some sort of savage love. Yes. No. He held her breasts 
in his soapy hands. A pair of castanets makes two sounds he said. The 
female hembra is held in the right hand. He held her right breast in his 
right hand. Lifted. Gently. It is smaller and higher pitched than the 
macho. He lifted her left. Which is held in the left. She laughed and 
he continued. One translation of macho y hembra is hook and eye. Her 
smile fell. You she said. Fit into me. Sounds like an order he said. Cast 
a net does too she said. But safer. 

The sisters went to the ice cream festival and let a boy drip mint 
chocolate chip on their breasts. They were a four-breasted beast and 
beat him after with their fists and platform espadrilles. There was no 
satisfaction in it because he seemed to enjoy it. He did not fight back. 
Because they did not understand why he did not fight back they were 
afraid. They ran from him. All the way home. Breathless they took 
turns hosing each other in the back yard. They left their wet clothes on 
the floor and climbed through their dead sister’s bedroom window and 
lay naked on the roof. The sky turned pink. Then navy blue. 

The DVD-delivery boy was out of work because of on-demand. He 
didn’t mind because it hurt him to ride his bike anyway. His legs were 
sore. Bruises. What he minded was his boss didn’t tell him the rental 
store was closing. He showed up for work and there was a sign on the 
boarded door that read We regret the omission. It was addressed to him. 

A woman in fur stamped her feet. Rubber galoshes crusted with 
snow. Wet flakes glistened in her golden hair and on her coat. The man 
thought of his wife and daughters at his in-laws’ for the night. He was 
to join them. He was already late. But as he was the one went to the 
morgue to identify her body he would punish himself further with 
another Laphroaig. The smokiness of it. The peat and dirt and grit of 
it. What he imagined the woman at the bar tasted like. He watched her 
lips as she ordered a cocktail. Watched her pat her hair as she waited. 
It was pink and arrived as she removed her galoshes to admire her 
shoes. The shoes were the same faint pink as the drink. She frowned 
at her coat draped over her stool. She reached for her glass with very 
long fingers. 

They walked to the pier and passed a flickering sign:  High-Quality 
Tans! He said Those things are terrible for your skin. She said I never 
do it. Actually. Now that I think of it. I did once. For a Sadie Hawkins 
dance I chaperoned at the junior high. The father winced. The teacher 
took his hand. I’m sorry. She looked at the water. It’s frozen. Look 
at that he said. It is. He removed his hand from hers. Slipped it into 
his pocket. Felt the plastic bag. His daughter’s jewelry. Closed his fist. 
Clutched. I’m sorry she repeated. She had perfect attendance. I should 
have. I mean. I wonder if. Had I. He kissed her to shut her up. Tasted 
cinnamon and whisky on her lips. 

It was like a will. When her sisters found it they kept it secret. Until 
one night their father said he picked up a few third-shifts to help with 
funeral costs. They showed it to their mother who spent the night with 
it until her husband came to bed. She read: I let my father carry me 
when I was six years old. We were bare foot. We had left our shoes on the 
boat. He picked me up. He put me on his shoulders and began walking 
the long gravel road. I will never let anything hurt anyone I love. The 
mother accused him with the diary’s spiral wire. Tomorrow I’m taking 
the girls to the museum. It’s what she wanted. You’re not in it. You 
can’t come. When she finished saying this she wept. When he tried to 

Friendly fire killed the pretty woman. The husband quit his job with 
Starbucks. He was tired of wearing suits. Tired of traveling. The teacher 
came to the funeral. She was older but still beautiful and famous and 
everyone recognized her even though she was holding the hand of a 
small boy who looked like her but darker. At the coffin he crossed 
himself the Orthodox way. Strange thing to learn in India the husband 
thought. Over carrot sticks the teacher said Consider her education. 
Gave him a brochure for an all-girls’ boarding school. The daughter 
thought anything had to be better than this. She wanted out. Knew 
of the teacher. Thought her life so glamorous. Thought if the teacher 
thought it a good idea then it must be. And the school was in New 
York. She could graduate and stay there and become a famous actress 
or a model if she grew another four inches. The daughter said she 
would like to go. The teacher seemed pleased and made it happen. She 
thought of DVDs and cinnamon buns and jars of black shells and said 
Is there anything else I can do. He thought Why not and a few weeks 
later became the proud owner of Harry’s Occult Shop, Inc. on Main. 

The sisters made a video called Easy Parking. The only requirement 
for the fantasy was that it be 100% Female. They had a good laugh over 
what this might mean and hired drag kings to play parking attendants 
and police officers at the scene of the crime. They played the victims 
of the crime. The crime was double abduction. Double asphyxiation. 

The teacher’s little boy spent a lot of time at the shop. The school 
bus let him off there and because it was just the two of them they 
invented a game called Dragon Attack. The boy was the dragon and 
the shop owner let him attack. The boy was a good boy and his attacks 
stopped short of the shop owner’s actual person. The boy would hold 
his hands high and stretch out his fingers like claws and make sounds 
like Rawr and jump up and down and Rawr flap his elbows like wings 
Rawr and slash his claws through the Rawr air and stop a foot or so in 
front of the happy shop owner who otherwise feigned great fear and 
felt uncontrollably sad at night when alone in his house. The teacher 
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was scared. Listen the mother said. I live here too. And I have children. 
No one listened. Sometimes she thought to crash her car through the 
guard rail of a bridge. She never did. She was too afraid. And not that 
selfish she liked to think. 

The sisters started an online business fulfilling fantasies. They 
eventually made enough money that their sets got bigger. More 
elaborate. They transformed the basement of the house. Brought in 
fake moveable walls. Ordered props and special lighting. The first time 
they made more than a thousand dollars in one hour it was for a jungle 
fantasy. They had palm trees. They had mist and ropes from which they 
swung. Cameras everywhere. 

The delivery boy took a job with Starbucks and after many months 
was promoted. He went to one Starbucks after another all over the east 
coast. He was a regional manager and received many benefits despite 
Dunkin’ Donuts shaming his numbers in Maine and Massachusetts. 
After his fourth promotion he married a pretty woman who 
sympathized with his silences. Who was silent herself when she was 
home and he was home. They traveled a lot. But not now. Because she 
was expecting. Any day. 

They were the loudest family in town. One sister wore her hair in 
spikes and fishnets. The other Chuck Taylors and pink eye shadow and 
lipstick. The father tore his hair outside the teacher’s house. The teacher 
could be heard fucking anyone anytime. Everyone. All the time. Please 
let me in. Why won’t you let me please come in. Please will you just 
open the door. 

With a baby in her life the pretty woman was rethinking the 
military. Everywhere I go people are dying. It is not a good time to be 
in the military she said. Maybe it never is he said. Maybe I have been 
an idiot my whole life. He said You took an oath to protect the people 
who are dying from dying.  You do understand. Don’t you. 
When a loved one returns from deployment she is not always alive. She 
can come home in a bag. In pieces. 

and put the dresses where they found them. Took the dog back to the 
pound and said adjustment problems. 

The father worked for the newspaper and one morning was given a 
column. He was assigned to write about solar electricity. What did he 
know about solar electricity? He wrote the column. Was told he his old 
job was still available and did he want it. Yes.

The sisters went to college. Hated their roommates. The roommate 
of one sister searched out the roommate of the other and one night just 
like that the roommates were roommates and the sisters were sharing 
a room like when they lived at home. This lasted another semester 
and then they were living at home again. Of all the shitty ways to die 
one sister had tattooed down the inseam of her thigh. The other sister 
remained tattoo-free. 

The teacher took to eating one meal a day. Usually lunch. An 
appetizer. Something fried. Or cheesy. Or both. Like jalapeno poppers. 
If they were spicy she cried openly without shame. She would have 
a cocktail. Orange vodka with soda water. She would go home and 
have a bottle of wine and dessert that she brought with her from the 
restaurant. Sometimes she went to a bar in time for last call and waited 
while a stranger finished a draft beer. Sometimes she asked the stranger 
to walk her home. If the stranger did she invited the stranger in. The 
stranger always accepted the invitation. It was why the stranger walked 
her home in the first place. She knew this. It was why she asked the 
stranger to walk her home in the first place. One night the stranger was 
a woman named Iris. In the morning Iris stroked her hair. Hyacinth 
the teacher said was Apollo’s lover. He died from a discus to the head. 
Nobody ever said it was his due for being a homosexual. Instead he 
was immortalized in the form of a flower. Though it was probably an 
iris. Not a hyacinth. 

After the girl’s body was found in the park the neighborhood 
declined. First one family with small children left. Then another. At 
first only families with young girls. Then families with sons. Everyone 

The sisters took up tobacco. Dip. Chew. One of them had some at 
a party. They were seniors. The boy who put the pinch in her mouth 
told her not to swallow. His friends laughed like this was funny. She 
swallowed and landed in bushes. Head spinning. She spun to her sister. 
The sister spun her home. A few nights later they bought a pack to 
share. They went to the roof and repeated This product is not a safe 
alternative to cigarettes and laughed like they were drunk. Neither 
liked the smell of smoke. Neither liked booze. But both liked the minty 
flavor and the weight of that chaw in their cheeks. 

The boy still did his route. Just because. On the anniversary of the 
girl’s death he went to the teacher’s house. She came the door and 
shook her head. Said something he did not understand. Said it again. 
Again he did not understand. Do you have any cinnamon rolls he said. 
What is the price of a human being she said. I don’t know he said. 
What? She held the door and cocked her head. Led him in. Through 
dark rooms. Toward sliding glass doors. On the beach they collected 
dark shells. Inside they put them in glass jars. When the jars were 
full they took them back to the beach. Emptied them into the water. 
Listened to the shards slip into the waves. Later she would refer to that 
winter as her dry spell. Also as a relatively happy time in her life. 

The mother went on something that was advertised in the papers 
as a legendary river cruise. There was nothing legendary about it. It 
was a boat. On a river. She played slots. Blackjack. Played anything. 
Occasionally won. Went back to the machines and fed more twenty 
dollar bills into their hungry electric mouths. She went to the all you 
can eat buffet. She ate all she could eat. Again and again. And again. 

The sisters went to the pound and rescued a white dog. They named 
him Raffles and dressed him in their sister’s baby clothes. They put him 
in her stroller and walked all over the neighborhood. One morning 
they went to the park. Found the cross their mother nailed to the base 
of a tree. They took the dog home. Removed him from the stroller and 
put it where they found it. Took their sister’s clothes off his hot body 

When the youngest daughter was born the father bought her a pair 
of tiny earrings. He bought everyone in the bar nearest to the jewelry 
store a shot of tequila made from blue agave to celebrate the birth of 
his third daughter. He felt like a king with three girls and thought she 
would one day save his life with her innocence. The bar was called Dirty 
Frank’s. Anyone with the name Frank, Francine, Francis, or Frances 
received a free frankfurter. He did not because his name was not and he 
was an honest man then. After the affair he returned to Dirty Frank’s 
and let people think his name was Franklin like Roosevelt. He ate free 
frankfurters every night for two weeks until one night on his way out 
he sidestepped a flock of pigeons around the body of a rat. The pigeons 
reminded him of his wife and daughters. Rat he said. Rat.

An aspiring architect purchased twenty-four hours with the sisters. 
They were not twins but who could tell. They made more money as 
twins. The aspiring architect handcuffed the sisters. He used a bottle 
opener. The corkscrew part of a wine bottle opener. The sisters held 
hands. They did not scream. They endured. Deserved this as their sister 
had not. And could recover. Whenever I walk anywhere one sister said. 
I look behind me. Afraid someone is following.  Me too. I 
mean. So do I. No one ever is. I know. Like. Lately. When I pass under 
a tree. I stand beneath it and stare into its branches. Furious it will 
outlast me. I know. Yeah.  Yeah. 

The teacher made a reputation for herself as an installation artist. 
She told the magazines she was interested in creating space. In 
discovering spaces. She said she felt her way through it. When asked 
what inspired her she said the name Laurel peaked in the 1950s and 
that there were fewer Laurels than ever and who knew why. Sometimes 
she felt sad she said but her greatest inspiration was the Grand Opera 
House. It made no sense. 

Of course after all her irresponsible behaviors she was no longer 
allowed to teach. Not that it mattered. Several years before she had 
inherited large sums of money from her grandmother. Then her father. 
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