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SOUND	OF	A	TRAIN
SUSAN	is	asleep.	She	is	lying	in	bed	with	only	a	sheet	over	her.	It	is	early	morning.	The
window	 is	open	with	a	soft	curtain	moving	gently	 in	 the	breeze.	Somewhere	close	by	a
bird	chirps.	The	bird	chirps	again	and	there	is	a	quick	flutter	of	wings.	Then	there	is	the
sound	of	footsteps	on	dry	leaves.	Each	step	is	slow	and	carefully	taken,	soft	at	first,	then
louder	as	the	person	gets	close.	A	man,	early	forties,	stands	now	at	the	window.	His	name
is	Dan	Walker.	His	 face	 is	 thin	with	 sharp,	 angular	 features.	His	pale	blue	eyes	give	an
otherwise	hard,	weathered	face	a	look	of	kindness.	Putting	one	hand	on	the	window	sill	he
looks	at	Susan,	careful	not	 to	make	a	sound.	He	 looks	for	a	 long	 time.	Susan	stirs,	 then
scratches	her	nose.	Dan	smiles	at	 this.	 In	 this	 light	he	sees	 the	 freckles	on	her	nose	and
cheeks.	Her	hair,	light	brown,	falls	in	soft	curls	across	the	pillow.	Dan	sees	a	drool	spot	on
the	pillow.	In	a	moment	he	leaves	the	window	and	again	there	is	the	slow	crunching	of	dry
leaves.	Susan	opens	her	eyes.	She	stares	straight	up	at	the	ceiling,	then	looks	at	the	wall
behind	her.	 It	 is	 covered	with	wallpaper	 that	has	a	pattern	of	 small	yellow	 flowers	with
green	stems.	Susan	reaches	up	and	touches	 the	wall,	 running	her	hand	along	its	surface.
She	stops,	sits	up	in	bed,	tries	to	remember	something	from	her	dream.

MOOSE,	a	black,	half	lab/half	setter,	lies	on	the	grass	in	the	shade.	It	is	the	front	lawn	of
a	modest	two-story	house,	a	bougainvillea	growing	under	the	window	that	looks	into	the
kitchen.	At	a	table	near	the	window	sits	Susan,	a	toaster	on	the	table	in	front	of	her.	She
stares	 a	 moment	 at	 the	 toaster’s	 inside,	 the	 heating	 element	 lit	 up	 like	 neon,	 red	 and
glowing.	Next	to	the	house,	along	the	side,	Dan	rakes	leaves.	His	movements	are	slow	and
methodical,	pulling	the	rake	towards	him	with	a	kind	of	relaxed	purpose.	The	toast	pops
up.	 Susan	 takes	 it	 out	 of	 the	 toaster	 and	 starts	 buttering	 it.	 The	 sound	 of	 raking	 leaves
merges	with	the	similar	sound	of	knife	scraping	on	toast.	Susan	stops,	closes	her	eyes.	She
could	be	praying	or	sleeping	or	enjoying	the	sun	on	her	face.	She	opens	her	eyes	and	starts
to	butter	the	toast	again.	She	finishes,	takes	a	bite,	then	leans	on	the	window	sill.

“Moose?”

Moose,	on	the	lawn	hearing	his	name,	raises	his	eyebrows.

“Moose.	Come	here,	Moose.”	Susan	waits	while	Moose	gets	up	and	trots	on	over	 to
the	window.	He	raises	himself	up,	puts	his	paws	on	the	window	sill.	Susan	pets	 the	dog
and	 talks	 to	 him	 in	 low	 tones,	 her	 words	 a	 playful	 mixture	 of	 sound	 and	 sense.	 Dan
continues	to	rake	the	leaves.

DAN	 is	driving	and	Susan	is	riding	in	the	passenger	seat.	They	are	on	a	highway	in	the
middle	of	 lettuce	 fields,	pouring	 rain.	Dan	drives	 slowly,	 intent	on	 the	 road.	 It	 is	barely
visible.	 Susan	 rolls	 her	 window	 down	 half-way	 and	 breathes	 in	 the	 air.	 She	 rolls	 the
window	back	up.	Dan	hunches	forward	and	squints,	doing	his	best	to	stay	on	the	road.

“I	can’t	see	a	thing.”

“Not	much	out	there,”	Susan	says.	“Lotta	lettuce.”

“I	can’t	see	the	road.”

“Really?	I	can	see	it	fine.”



“Am	I	on	it?”	he	says,	keeping	his	eyes	on	what	appears	to	be	a	road.

“The	road?	Close	enough.”	Susan	smiles,	looks	out	at	the	rain	and	the	lettuce	fields.

“You	know	what	I	notice	about	cars	…	?”

Dan,	having	spoken,	concentrates	on	his	driving.	Susan	waits	for	him	to	continue.	Dan
looks	at	her,	then	back	to	the	road.

“You’re	not	sleeping,	are	you?”	he	says.

Susan	chooses	to	ignore	this	remark.	“What	do	you	notice,	hon?”

“That	the	windshield	wipers	on	the	driver’s	side	never	work	as	well	as	the	windshield
wipers	on	the	passenger’s	side.”

They	drive	for	a	while	in	silence.

“Why	is	that?”	he	says.	“There’s	a	reason	for	that.	I	have	no	idea	what	that	reason	is,
but	…	but	there’s	a	reason	for	that.”

“I’m	sure	there	is.”

Susan	stares	into	the	rain.	They	drive	for	a	while,	Susan	relaxed	and	lost	 in	 thought,
Dan	hunched	over	the	wheel.	Just	as	the	road	starts	to	rise,	Dan	sees	a	sign	that	says	Ojai,
12	miles.	 Just	 over	 the	mountain,	Dan	 relaxes	 some.	Still,	 he	wonders	 if	 they	 shouldn’t
have	taken	the	coast	route	this	time,	then	gone	inland	just	before	Santa	Barbara.	Dan	sees
that	Susan	is	facing	the	wet,	green	valley.	The	only	thing	he	sees	is	the	back	of	her	head.
He	starts	to	ask	her	something,	looks	again	at	the	road.	After	a	long	while	Susan	speaks,	to
herself	as	much	as	to	Dan.	“I	had	a	dream	about	my	mother	this	morning,”	she	says.	“She
was	walking	through	a	field	of	blue	flowers.”

“Oh	yeah?”

Susan	pictures	the	blue	field.	“Yeah.”

SUSAN	and	Dan’s	light	blue	Volvo	station	wagon	pulls	up	in	front	of	a	ranch-style	house
surrounded	by	 land	 and	 trees.	Susan	 then	Dan	gets	 out	 of	 the	 car.	They	both	 stand	 and
stretch.	Dan	 looks	up	at	 the	 sky.	The	 rain	has	 let	up	but	a	 few	dark	clouds	 remain.	The
front	door	of	the	house	opens	and	Ann,	Dan’s	mother,	comes	out	onto	the	porch.

“Well,”	she	says,	hugging	herself	against	the	cold.	She	is	thin	and	wears	thick	glasses.
Over	her	faded	cotton	dress	she	wears	a	thin	blue	sweater	with	white	buttons.

“Hi,	Mom,”	Dan	says,	still	stretching.

“Hi,	Ann,”	says	Susan.

Ann	stands	at	the	edge	of	the	porch,	smiling.	“You	made	it.”

“Yep.”	Dan	goes	up	onto	the	porch	and	kisses	his	mother.	“We	made	it.”

Ann	watches	Susan	as	she	goes	to	the	back	of	the	Volvo,	opens	the	hatchback	door	and
pulls	out	two	large	bottles	of	Indian	Head	water.	She	hoists	one	up	on	her	right	shoulder
and	carries	the	other	at	her	side.	Ann	marvels	at	the	ease	with	which	she	does	this,	even	as
she	speaks	to	her	son.



“I	lost	my	glasses	yesterday	it	took	your	father	two	hours	to	find	them	for	me.”

“Where	were	they?”	Dan	asks.

“I	don’t	want	to	tell	you	where	they	were.”

“OK.”

Dan	 steps	off	 the	porch,	 goes	 to	 the	Volvo	 and	pulls	 out	 two	more	bottles	of	water.
Susan	passes	him	as	she	carries	the	first	two	onto	the	porch.	Still	holding	the	bottles	she
kisses	Ann.

“Hi,	Ann.”

“Hi,	 Sweetheart.”	 Ann	 opens	 the	 screen	 door	 for	 Susan.	 “I’ll	 tell	 you	 where	 they
were.”

“Where	were	they?”

“They	 were	 in	 his	 shirt	 pocket.”	 She	 puts	 a	 finger	 in	 Susan’s	 pocket	 by	 way	 of
illustration.

“What	were	they	doing	there,	Mom?”	Dan	asks.

Ann	starts,	not	realizing	her	son	has	come	up	next	to	them.	“Never	you	mind.”

“OK,”	he	says.	“Where’s	Dad?

Ann	watches	Susan	as	she	goes	through	the	door	with	the	two	bottles.	She	shifts	her
attention	 to	Dan	 now.	She	 stares	 at	 him,	 just	 long	 enough	 for	 his	 question	 to	 reach	 her
brain.

“He’s	outside	with	the	horses.”

Dan	looks	at	his	mother.	“Horses?”

“He	bought	another	one,”	she	says.	“What’s	he	want	with	two	horses?”

“I	don’t	know.	Maybe	he	thinks	you	two	are	gonna	ride	off	into	the	sunset	together.”

Dan	goes	inside	the	house.

“Smart-ass,”	 she	 says,	 letting	 the	 screen	 door	 slam	 shut	 behind	 him.	 She	 stands	 a
moment,	doing	nothing.	She	then	steps	to	the	edge	of	the	porch,	holds	out	her	hand	and
checks	for	rain.	She	takes	off	her	glasses,	rubs	her	eyes,	puts	her	glasses	back	on	and	looks
up	at	the	sky.	“I	think	we’re	gonna	get	more	rain,”	she	says.	Then,	“I	don’t	know.	Maybe
not.”	Taking	a	slow,	deep	breath,	she	sees	what	looks	like	a	bird	flying	right	out	of	a	cloud.
“What	a	beautiful	bird,”	she	says.	Losing	sight	of	the	bird	she	focuses	on	some	clouds,	flat
and	wide,	the	sun’s	deep	red	burning	through	the	black	and	gray.	What	a	beautiful	sky,	she
thinks,	then	says	the	words	out	loud.

IN	Ann’s	kitchen,	Susan	is	at	a	water	cooler	pouring	water	into	a	glass.	Dan	is	there	too,	in
the	washroom	just	off	the	kitchen,	rearranging	the	large	water	bottles,	both	full	and	empty.
He	takes	the	empties	and	sets	them	off	to	the	side	to	be	taken	home	later.	When	he	finishes
he	walks	over	 to	Susan	who	 is	 leaning	up	against	 the	 sink,	drinking	water	 from	 the	 tall
glass.	She	offers	him	some.	He	takes	the	glass	and	drinks.	Susan	watches	Dan	as	he	drinks
—slow,	steady	gulps.	A	television	game	show	is	on	in	the	next	room.	Susan	imagines	the



audience’s	cheers	are	for	Dan	as	he	attempts	to	drink	all	 the	water.	When	he	finishes	he
hands	Susan	the	empty	glass.

“What’s	you	lookin’	at?”	he	says.

“That	bobber	in	your	throat.”

“My	Adam’s	apple?”

“It	was	really	goin’	to	town	there	for	a	while.”

“Thanks	for	pointin’	that	out	to	me,”	he	says.	He	kisses	her	then	pats	her	gently	on	the
thigh.	“Let’s	go	look	at	my	dad’s	new	horse.”

Dan	leaves.	Susan	stands	a	moment	then	pours	herself	another	glass	from	the	cooler.
She	 leans	 against	 the	 sink,	drinks,	 then	 looks	 through	 the	doorway	 into	 the	other	 room.
Ann	is	standing	in	front	of	the	TV	set,	staring	down	at	the	game	show.	Susan	can	see	the
flickering	images	from	the	TV	reflected	in	Ann’s	thick	glasses.

Susan	calls	into	the	other	room.	“Ann?”	Ann	continues	to	stare	at	the	TV.	“Ann?”

Ann	 looks	 up.	 “Huh?	What?”	 She	 looks	 in	 different	 directions	 until	 she	 locates	 the
sound.

“You	need	any	help	with	dinner?”

Ann	considers	a	moment.	“I	don’t	think	so.”

“You	sure?”

“Oh	yeah,”	she	says.	“You	just	leave	me	to	my	program	and	go	on	out	with	the	boys.”

“What’s	you	watchin’?”	Susan	sets	her	glass	down	on	 the	counter	and	goes	 into	 the
living	room.	She	goes	up	to	Ann	and	hugs	her	from	behind.	They	both	stand	and	watch	the
game	show.

“I’m	winning,”	says	Ann.

“I’ll	bet	you	are,”	Susan	says.	She	kisses	Ann	on	 the	cheek	 then	walks	 into	 the	hall
that	leads	to	the	back	door	of	the	house.	Her	walk	slows	as	she	passes	family	pictures	on
the	wall,	one	photograph	in	particular.	It	is	Ann	and	her	husband	Art	on	the	day	of	their
wedding.	Next	to	that	is	a	wedding	photo	of	Susan	and	Dan,	similar	in	age	to	Art	and	Ann.
Just	 next	 to	 that	 is	 a	 family	 tree,	 elaborate	 and	 hand	 drawn,	 the	 names	 and	 branches
extending	out	and	out	until	they	reach	the	framed	edge.	Susan	gets	up	close	to	the	frame
and	looks	at	all	the	names	in	Dan’s	family’s	past.	Rogers.	Lee.	Bybee.	Stephenson.	Smith.
She	looks	until	she	finds	her	own	name,	Susan	Wills,	next	 to	 the	name	Dan	Walker.	No
children.	Susan	reaches	up	and	touches	the	glass,	running	her	finger	lightly	over	her	own
name,	and	then	Dan’s.	A	moment	later	she	puts	her	hand	on	the	wall,	her	fingers	brushing
one	of	the	wallpaper’s	pale	red	flowers.

ART	WALKER	stands	in	the	middle	of	a	corral	brushing	a	horse.	Art	is	a	man	in	his	early
sixties,	a	tad	overweight.	He	wears	a	western	style	shirt,	cowboy	boots	and	a	belt	with	a
burnished	 steel	 buckle.	 His	 son	Dan	 stands	 just	 outside	 the	 corral,	 one	 rung	 up	 on	 the
fence.	Dan	watches	his	father	brush,	 in	slow	downward	strokes,	 the	new	gray	horse.	He
hears	a	snort	and	looks	at	Quickem,	a	second	horse	that	stands	near	the	barn,	by	himself.



Dan	studies	Quickem,	tries	to	remember	his	color	the	day	his	father	bought	him.	Chestnut,
he	 thinks.	Age	and	weather	have	darkened	his	color	 some.	He’s	brown	now.	Still,	 it’s	a
beautiful	brown	and	a	beautiful	horse.	Quickem	kicks	the	dirt,	lowers	his	head,	walks	two
steps	forward	and	stops.	His	tail	flicks	to	get	rid	of	a	fly.	Dan	looks	at	his	father	again.	He
notices	 the	careful	way	his	 father	places	his	hand	on	 the	 speckled	gray	horse,	palm	 flat
against	 the	 side.	He	 listens	 to	 the	 soft,	 guttural	way	his	 father	 talks	 to	 the	 animal	 as	he
brushes.	Then	he	 hears	 a	 thwack,	 from	behind;	 a	 screen	door	 hitting	 against	 the	 house.
Dan	listens	for	approaching	footsteps.	A	moment	later	Susan	joins	him,	one	rung	up	on	the
fence.

“Hey,	Art,”	she	says.

Art	stops	brushing,	looks	up	at	Susan.	“What	do	you	think?”

Susan	studies	the	horse.	“What’s	his	name?”

“Billy.”

“He’s	beautiful,”	she	says.

Art	looks	back	at	the	horse.	“Yeah.”

Susan	steps	down,	walks	to	another	part	of	the	fence,	closer	to	Quickem.	She	makes	a
clicking	sound.	Quickem	comes	over,	puts	his	head	over	the	fence	to	be	petted.

“How	old	is	Quickem	now?”	she	says.

Art	stops	brushing,	steps	away	and	looks	at	Quickem.	“Quickem’s	gettin’	old.”

Art	starts	brushing	Billy	again,	while	Susan	continues	to	pet	the	older	horse.	“Yeah,”
she	 says,	 nuzzling	 up	 to	 him.	 “Yeah.”	 She	 leans	 into	 him	 until	 their	 foreheads	 are
touching.	When	the	horse	blinks	she	can	feel	it	on	her	own	face,	her	own	skin.	There	is	a
brief	moment	where	they	look	at	each	other,	close,	eye	to	eye.	Neither	one	of	them	move,
Susan	wondering	what	is	being	communicated	in	that	moment.	Finally,	Susan	reaches	out
and	pats	the	horse’s	neck	twice.	“Yeah,”	she	says,	just	before	he	breaks	away.

ART,	Ann,	Susan	and	Dan	are	sitting	at	the	dining	room	table,	each	of	them	eating	their
dinner	in	comfortable	silence.	The	TV	is	on	in	the	other	room,	barely	audible.	There	is	an
occasional	 clinking	 of	 a	 fork	 or	 knife	 on	 a	 plate	 as	 they	 cut	 into	 their	 roast	 chicken,
potatoes,	 green	beans.	Dan	 takes	 a	 deep,	 satisfied	breath	 through	his	 nose	 as	 he	 chews,
then	swallows	a	mouthful	of	food.	He	looks	at	Susan,	who	is	pulling	a	tiny	bone	out	of	her
mouth.	She	smiles	at	Dan	when	she	sees	him	looking.	Ann	starts	to	take	a	sip	of	wine	but
stops	when	she	notices	Art,	knife	and	fork	in	hand,	poised,	listening.

“What?”	Ann	says.

Art	furrows	his	brow.	“Is	the	TV	on?”

Ann	looks	at	him	a	moment.	“You	can’t	hear	the	TV?”

“I	can	hear	the	TV,”	he	says.	“That’s	why	I’m	asking,	is	it	on?”

“The	TV	is	on,	yes.”

Art	points	to	his	ears,	looks	at	Susan.	“Hearing.”



“They	know	about	your	hearing,”	Ann	says.

“I’m	reminding	them,”	he	says.	“How	come	the	TV	is	on?”

Ann	gives	him	a	hard	look.	“It	keeps	me	company.”

“I	don’t	understand	that,”	he	says,	ignoring	her	look.

“I	don’t	understand	two	horses.”

Art	studies	her	the	briefest	moment.	“Do	we	know	each	other?”

“I	don’t	think	we	do,	no.”

“I	didn’t	think	so.”

Anne	lifts	a	long	green	bean	from	her	plate,	bites	into	it	with	loud	crunch	as	she	stares
back	at	her	husband.

Art,	conceding	some	unnameable	defeat,	decides	to	try	another	tack.	“It’s	a	delicious
meal,”	he	says.	“Whoever	you	are.”

SUSAN	sits	in	a	hard	chair.	Dan	is	sitting	on	the	couch,	on	the	end,	his	left	side	against	the
arm.	Ann	 is	 lying	on	 the	same	couch,	one	 foot	 resting	on	Dan’s	 lap.	Art	 sits	 in	an	easy
chair.	 The	 four	 of	 them	 are	watching	 TV.	An	 old	movie	 is	 on,	The	 Lusty	Men.	 Robert
Mitchum	is	crawling	underneath	a	 small	white	house,	 looking	 for	a	 lost	object	 from	his
past.	Susan	watches	TV	but	then	looks	one	by	one	at	the	others.	Each	of	them	stares	deep
into	the	television,	lost	in	the	story	and	the	stark	black-and-white	image	on	the	screen.	The
white	house	very	much	resembles	the	house	they	are	in.	California	ranch	house.	Looking
back	at	the	screen,	Susan	doesn’t	so	much	notice	the	resemblance	as	feel	it.	She	thinks	she
hears	 a	 horse’s	 neigh,	 a	 quick,	 high-pitched	whinny.	She	quietly	 gets	 up	 and	 leaves	 the
room.

IN	the	kitchen	Susan	opens	a	cupboard	and	pulls	down	a	box	of	sugarcubes.	She	pours	a
bunch	 in	her	hand	 then	puts	one	 in	her	mouth.	Sucking	on	 the	cube	she	 reaches	up	and
puts	the	box	back	up	on	the	shelf.	Next	to	the	cupboard	is	the	clock	on	the	wall,	ticking.
Movie	music	filters	in	from	the	other	room.

SUGARCUBES	in	hand,	Susan	opens	the	back	door	of	the	house,	steps	outside	into	the
night.	As	she	walks	towards	the	corral	she	looks	up;	thick	black	clouds	with	white	streaks
of	light	from	the	moon	fill	the	sky.	Susan	opens	the	corral	gate	and	goes	inside.	Standing
in	the	middle	of	the	corral	she	makes	kissing	sounds.	Billy	comes	out	of	the	barn	and	stops
just	outside	the	door.

“Come	on,”	Susan	says,	her	palm	held	out	in	front	of	her.	“Come	here,	Billy.”

Billy	walks	slowly	towards	her.

“That’s	 right.	Yeah.	Yeah,”	 she	 says,	 tilting	 her	 palm	downward	 to	 reveal	 the	white
cubes.	When	Billy	reaches	her	he	lowers	his	head	to	her	hand	and	sucks	up	the	sugar	with
his	lips.	Susan	reaches	out	with	her	other	hand	and	strokes	his	head.	“So	you’re	the	young
one,	huh?”

Billy	stamps	his	foot	then	lowers	his	head	to	her	palm	again.	Susan	opens	her	empty
hand.



“Empty.	See?”	She	looks	down	where	her	hand	should	be	but	sees	only	black	shadow.
She	pulls	her	hand	back	until	it	is	visible	in	the	moon’s	light.	“See?”

Billy	 stretches	 his	 head	 towards	 her	 palm.	 “Billy	 the	 kid,”	 she	 says.	 “Yeah.	You’re
beautiful.”

Billy	nuzzles	his	head	in	her	coat.	Susan	laughs.	“You	know	I	got	more	in	my	pocket,
don’t	you?”	Billy	pushes	harder	into	her	coat.	Susan	looks	up	at	the	sky.	“Is	it	gonna	rain,
Billy?	You	tell	me.”

DAN	and	Art	still	sit	in	the	living	room,	watching	TV.	Ann	is	on	the	couch,	sleeping.	Dan
looks	down	at	his	mother	and	notices	she	is	still	wearing	her	glasses.	He	smiles,	checks	to
see	 if	 his	 father	 notices.	His	 father	 is	 staring	 at	 the	TV.	Dan	watches	 the	TV	again.	He
notices	 that	his	mother’s	 sleeping	 image	 is	 reflected	 in	 the	TV	screen,	 and	 that	he	 is	 in
there	 also.	He	 looks	 for	 his	 father	 in	 the	 screen	 and	 just	 as	 he	 finds	him	he	notices	 his
father’s	 head	 turning	 towards	 him.	 Dan	 blinks	 twice,	 disoriented.	 Then	 he	 hears	 his
father’s	voice.

“Where’s	Susan?”

Dan	shifts	to	face	his	father,	slightly	confused.	“Susan?”

“Your	wife.	Pretty	woman.	Yay	high?	Where	is	she?”

Dan	stares	at	his	father,	taking	this	all	in.	“I	don’t	know.”

“Is	she	…	is	she	lying	down?”

“Lying	down?”

“Is	she	sleeping?	Taking	a	nap,	I	mean.”

Dan	glances	towards	the	hall.	“I	don’t	know	where	she	is.”

“OK,”	Art	says.	“That’s	fine,	too.”

Both	men	look	at	the	TV.	Robert	Mitchum	is	rolling	on	the	ground,	having	a	fight	with
another	man.

“How’s	she	doin’?”	Art	says,	to	the	TV.

“Susan?	She’s	fine.”

Dan	looks	over	at	his	father,	sees	him	almost	say	something,	then	stop.	Dan	looks	back
at	the	TV.

“You	two	doin’	ok?”	Art	asks.

“Yeah,”	Dan	says.	“We’re	fine.”

Robert	Mitchum	gets	punched	in	the	face.

“They	fightin’	over	a	woman	or	a	horse?”

“Woman,”	Dan	says.	He	leans	to	take	a	peek	at	the	hall,	wondering	what	happened	to
his	wife.

BILLY	eats	sugar	out	of	the	palm	of	Susan’s	hand.	One,	then	two	drops	of	rain	fall,	hitting
her	hand.	Billy’s	ears	twitch.	A	couple	more	drops	fall.	Then	it	starts	to	rain.	Billy	steps



back,	hesitates,	walks	away	and	into	the	barn.	Susan	remains	standing	with	her	hand	out.
In	Susan’s	hand	are	the	sugar	cubes,	white	in	the	light,	slowly	getting	wet	from	the	rain.
The	 rain	 increases,	 comes	 down	 loud	 and	 hard,	 a	 sudden	wall	 of	 sound.	 Susan	 doesn’t
move.	She	just	stands	there	with	her	arm	extended,	the	sugar	dissolving	in	her	hand.	Her
eyes	are	closed.	The	 rain	drenches	her	hair,	her	 face,	her	body.	Eyes	shut	 tight,	her	 lips
glisten	in	the	light.

SUSAN	sits	at	her	kitchen	table	eating	yogurt	out	of	the	container.	She	is	wearing	a	light
green	 uniform	 with	 a	 name	 tag	 that	 says	 “Susan.”	 Printed	 on	 the	 back	 of	 the	 shirt	 is
written	Indian	Head	 in	bold	letters.	 It	 is	very	early	morning.	Dawn.	Susan	yawns	as	she
spoons	black	cherry	yogurt	into	her	mouth.	A	few	feet	away	Moose	is	eating	dogfood	out
of	 a	 bowl.	 Susan	watches	 him	 as	 he	 eats.	Moose,	 sensing	 something,	 stops	 eating	 and
looks	up	at	Susan.	Susan	stops	eating.

“What’s	on	your	mind,	Moose?”

Moose	 looks	 at	 her	 a	moment	 longer	 then	goes	back	 to	 eating	his	 food.	Susan	goes
back	 to	 eating	 her	 yogurt.	 She	 looks	 at	 her	 wrist	 as	 if	 to	 look	 at	 a	 watch	 but	 she	 has
forgotten	to	put	it	on.	She	continues	to	eat	then	stops	when	she	feels	Moose	looking	at	her.

“What?	What	is	it?”

They	continue	to	look	at	each	other.

“You	worried	I’m	gonna	be	late	for	work?”

Susan	looks	at	the	wall	clock.	It	says	6:45.

“I’ll	be	alright.”

She	goes	back	 to	eating	her	yogurt.	After	 a	 few	moments	 she	notices	Moose	 is	 still
looking	at	her.

“What?”

Moose	continues	to	stare.

“You’re	startin’	to	piss	me	off,	Moose,”	she	says.	“Knock	it	off.	People	don’t	like	to	be
stared	at.	Not	while	they’re	eating.”

She	gives	him	a	hard	look,	goes	back	to	her	yogurt.	Then,	more	to	herself,	she	says,
“Course	I	was	watching	you,	wasn’t	I?”

They	eat	awhile	 in	silence.	She	hears	 the	dog	yawn.	A	moment	 later	she	happens	 to
make	eye	contact	with	you	know	who.

“What?”	she	says.	“What?”

She	stares	at	Moose,	even	harder	now,	until	he	finally	goes	back	to	his	food.	Having
won,	she	goes	back	to	her	yogurt.	“Jesus,”	she	says.	“Talk	about	a	weird	dog.”

Susan	picks	up	a	blue	mug	then	blows	into	the	hot	black	coffee.	Steam	rises	up	into
her	 nose	 and	 face.	 She	 sets	 the	 coffee	 down.	 She	 and	 the	 dog	 look	 at	 each	 other,	 then
quickly	away.

SUSAN	slips	a	time	card	into	a	time	slot.	The	sound	of	the	machine’s	punch	startles	her,



even	though	she	knows	it’s	coming.	She	peeks	her	head	into	an	office	just	to	the	left	of	the
clock.	Loretta,	a	secretary,	sits	typing.	Headphones	over	her	long	reddish-brown	hair,	she
is	 transcribing	 a	 memo.	 When	 Loretta	 sees	 Susan	 she	 smiles,	 revealing	 her	 slightly
crooked	two	front	teeth.	Susan	smiles	back.

“Hi,	Loretta.”

Loretta	continues	to	type.	“Hey,	Susan.	How	was	the	weekend?”

“Good.	How	’bout	you?”

Still	typing,	Loretta	says,	“I	got	things	to	tell	you,	girl.”

“Oh	 yeah?”	 Susan	 smiles	 again,	 but	 then	 stops	 suddenly.	 “You’re	 not	 typing	 what
we’re	saying,	are	you?”

“No.”

“I	don’t	know	how	you	do	that.”

“Do	what?”	Loretta	says.

“Well,”	 Susan	 says,	 “basically	 you’re	 carrying	 on	 two	 completely	 different
conversations	at	 the	same	time.	You’re	listening	to	two	people	and	you’re	responding	 to
two	people.	One	with	your	fingers	and	one	with	your	mouth.”

“Hm,”	says	Loretta.	“I	never	thought	of	it	like	that.”

“How	do	you	do	it?”

“I	wouldn’t	know	how	to	describe	it,”	she	says.	“When	I	was	little	I	fell	out	of	a	tree.”

“Did	you	hit	your	head?”

“No,”	Loretta	says.	“I	never	landed.”

Susan	smiles,	starts	to	leave.

“You	wanna	go	to	the	beach?”	Loretta	says.

Susan	stops.	“Today?”

“Whenever.	I	need	to	put	my	feet	in	the	sand.”

“This	week	sometime.”

Loretta	nods.	“How’s	Dan?”

“We	went	out	to	see	his	parents	yesterday.”

“How’s	Dan’s	parents?”

“They’re	fine.”

“How’s	Dan?”

“He’s	alright,”	Susan	says.	“Gotta	go.”

“You	two	have	a	fight?”

“A	fight?”	Susan	thinks	back.	“No.	Why?”



“Something	happened.”

“Nothing	happened,”	Susan	insists.	“I	gotta	go.”

Susan	walks	out	of	the	office.

“You	did	have	a	fight,”	Loretta	yells.

“No	we	didn’t,”	Susan	calls	back.

CLIPBOARD	in	hand,	Susan	checks	her	delivery	sheet	to	see	if	it	matches	the	number	of
bottles	 on	 her	 truck.	 Several	 trucks	 with	 drivers	 fill	 the	 loading	 area,	 just	 outside	 the
Indian	Head	building.	Headquarters,	they	call	it.	Ben,	who	describes	himself	as	“mellow
to	the	marrow	but	bad	to	the	bone”	thinks	of	it	as	Deadhead	quarters.

“Gonna	see	the	Dead,”	he	calls	over	to	Susan,	two	trucks	away.	“Tuesday.”

Susan	looks	down	at	her	clipboard.

“Walker?”	Ben	says.

Susan	faces	Ben,	looks	down	into	his	eyes.	She	is	a	good	three	inches	taller	than	he	is.
His	hair,	tied	into	a	ponytail,	is	a	good	six	inches	longer	than	hers.

“I’m	sorry,	were	you	talking	to	me?”

“Goin’	to	see	the	Dead,”	he	says.	“Tuesday.”

“They	still	together?”

“Still	together.”

“I’ve	never	been,”	she	says.

“Oh.	Gotta	go.	Gotta	go	in	this	lifetime.”

Susan	 studies	Ben,	 zeroing	 in	 on	 a	 tiny	 speck	 of	 food	 caught	 in	 his	mustache.	 She
grins.

“What?”	he	says,	suddenly	self-conscious.	He	can’t	tell	if	there’s	food	in	his	mustache,
or	if	the	tiny	lip	scar	is	showing	through.	Using	his	index	finger	he	flicks	each	side	of	his
mustache.	“What?”

“Nothin’,”	she	says.	“You	got	it.”

Ben	flicks	his	mustache	again.	“Tuesday.	Day	of	the	Dead.”

She	opens	the	door	to	her	truck.	“How	many	times	you	been?”

“Forty-eight.	Forty-nine	on	Tuesday.”

Susan	gets	in	the	cab,	shuts	the	door.	“You’re	a	dedicated	fan.”

“That’s	good,”	he	says.	“Did	you	say	that	on	purpose?”

“Say	what	on	purpose?”

“Deadicated?”

“No,	I	didn’t,”	she	says.	“But	I’ll	take	credit	for	it.”



Susan	waves	as	she	starts	the	engine.	“Bye,	Ben.”

“Keep	on	truckin’,”	Ben	says	with	a	sly	smile.

Susan,	missing	something,	puts	the	truck	in	gear	and	drives	away.

THE	Indian	Head	truck	pulls	up	to	a	yellow	house	with	white	trim.	The	door	to	the	truck
squeaks	 as	 Susan	 pushes	 it	 open,	 then	 slams	 it	 shut.	 Susan	 steps	 on	 the	 grass,	 barely
missing	a	small	slug	inching	its	way	towards	the	hot	sidewalk.	Pulling	a	bottle	from	the
truck,	Susan	sees	a	woman	standing	on	the	lawn	next	door,	looking	down	at	a	young	boy.
The	boy	kneels	in	the	grass,	 just	at	 the	edge	where	the	sidewalk	starts.	As	Susan	carries
the	bottle	up	the	walk	to	the	yellow	house,	she	notices	the	boy’s	head	is	bent	low,	looking
at	 something.	 He	 has	 a	 stick	 in	 his	 hand.	 Susan	 wonders	 what	 the	 boy	 is	 looking	 at.
Reaching	the	front	door,	she	rings	the	bell,	looks	again	at	the	boy.	She	sees,	or	thinks	she
does,	 a	 quick	 flash	 of	 light	 coming	out	 of	 the	 boy’s	 ear.	There	 and	 gone,	 in	 an	 instant.
What	 the	hell	was	 that,	she	wonders.	The	door	opens.	Vera,	a	woman	in	her	mid-fifties,
stands	in	the	doorway.	She	looks	at	Susan,	smiles.	“Oh,	hi.”

“Morning.”	Susan	shifts	her	attention	to	the	woman.

“Morning.”	The	woman	steps	aside,	letting	Susan	inside	the	house.	Susan	is	conscious
of	 the	 sudden	 shift	 to	 dark	 as	 she	 enters.	 She	 stands	 a	moment,	 gives	 her	 eyes	 time	 to
adjust.

“Or	afternoon,”	Susan	says,	correcting	herself.

“Well,	 afternoon,	 yes.”	 Vera	 follows	 Susan	 into	 the	 kitchen,	 keeping	 a	 respectable
distance	 behind	 her.	 Susan	 pushes	 the	 swinging	 door	 and	 goes	 inside	 the	 kitchen.	 She
immediately	goes	to	the	water	cooler	in	the	corner.	As	she	sets	the	new	bottle	down	on	the
linoleum	floor,	Susan	is	aware	of	the	fact	that	her	eyes	are	adjusting	again,	this	time	to	the
light	that	streams	in	through	the	window.	Even	as	she	squints	she	is	able	to	focus	on	the
smell	of	something	baking	in	the	oven.

“Mmm.	Something	smells	good.”	Susan	takes	the	near	empty	bottle	out	of	the	cooler
and	starts	to	remove	the	plastic	seal	off	the	new	one.

“I’m	 trying	out	 this	new	 recipe	 for	banana	bread,”	 says	Vera.	She	picks	up	a	 recipe
already	cut	from	a	magazine	and	studies	it.

“Oh	yeah?”

Vera	continues	to	stare	at	the	recipe.	“I	don’t	know,”	she	says,	feeling	a	little	lost	and
defeated	in	her	own	kitchen.

Susan	lifts	the	new	bottle	and	places	it	carefully	in	the	cooler.	“Smells	good	anyway.”

Vera	looks	up	from	the	recipe.	“You	think?”

Susan	 stands	 motionless,	 holds	 the	 bottle	 in	 place.	 Her	 back	 is	 to	 Vera,	 who	 is
suddenly	conscious	of	the	glup-glup-glup	sound	of	water	dropping	down	into	the	cooler.
Vera	looks	at	Susan,	wondering	if	she	heard	her	last	comment.	“You	say	it	smells	good	to
you?”

Susan	does	not	respond;	remains	silent.	Vera	moves	a	few	steps	to	her	right,	hoping	to
at	 least	see	 the	side	of	Susan’s	 face.	Even	 from	 the	side	she	 is	able	 to	see	 that	Susan	 is



asleep.	She	steps	in	closer	and	sees	that	Susan	is	completely	out.	Vera	smiles	in	disbelief.
She	makes	a	 face	 to	whoever	might	be	 in	 the	 room,	but	of	 course	 they’re	 alone.	She	 is
alone,	because	 in	 a	 sense	 even	Susan	has	 left	 the	 room.	Vera	 just	 stands	 there	now,	not
sure	what	to	do.	She	doesn’t	really	want	to	disturb	Susan	but	feels	it	might	be	best	to	wake
her	 up.	 “Uhm	…	Miss?	 I	 forgot	 your	 name,	 but	 …	 hello?”	 Susan	 is	 not	 responding.
“Hello?	Miss	Indian	Head?”

Vera	starts	to	feel	awkward.	Stupid,	in	fact.	As	far	as	days	in	the	kitchen	go,	this	is	not
a	good	one.	She	looks	again	at	her	recipe,	not	knowing	what	else	to	do	with	her	time.	She
reads	 the	words	 soft	 brown	 bananas	 over	 and	 over,	 the	words	 never	 fully	 entering	 her
brain.	She	 looks	up	 from	 the	 recipe	and	notices	 that	Susan	 is	 still	 asleep.	Vera	 takes	an
involuntary	step	back	when	Susan’s	eyes	suddenly	open.

“OK,	there	you	go,	Mrs.	Pierson.”	Susan	picks	up	two	empty	water	bottles,	puts	one
over	her	shoulder	and	starts	out	of	the	kitchen.	Vera	watches	her,	not	knowing	whether	to
say	something	or	not.

In	 the	 living	 room,	 Susan	 goes	 to	 the	 front	 door	 and	waits.	 Vera	 comes	 out	 of	 the
kitchen	but	stands	with	her	hand	on	the	half-open	door,	studying	Susan.	Finally	Vera	goes
to	the	front	door	and	opens	it.

“We’ll	see	you	next	time,”	Susan	says.

“Yes.	Thank	you.	Next	time.”	Vera	looks	at	Susan’s	name	tag.	“Susan.”

Susan	 looks	 down	 at	 her	 own	 tag.	 “Oh	 yeah.	 ‘Susan.’”	 She	 looks	 up.	 “Bye,	 Mrs.
Pierson.”

“Bye,	Susan.”

OUTSIDE	now,	Susan	looks	again	at	the	boy	on	the	grass.	Hearing	Aid,	she	thinks,	as	she
moves	towards	the	truck.	He’s	wearing	a	hearing	aid.	The	boy	is	deaf	and	the	sun	reflected
off	 something	metal	 in	 his	 ear.	Looking	 at	 him	now	 she	 sees	 he	 is	 totally	 engrossed	 in
something	 on	 the	 ground.	 Ants,	 probably.	 He’s	 holding	 a	 stick	 three	 inches	 above	 the
ground.	The	stick	drops	a	shadow	over	the	ants.	He	moves	the	shadow	up	and	down	the
line,	looking	for	a	change	in	their	movements.	Then	a	girl’s	voice	says,	“Mommy	watch!”

Susan	sees	a	girl	of	about	eight	standing	back	on	the	grass,	facing	her	mother.

“Watch	this,	Mommy.	Mommy	watch!”

Susan	 watches	 as	 the	 girl	 attempts	 to	 do	 cartwheels	 on	 the	 grass.	 But	 the	 mother
continues	to	look	down	at	her	deaf	son.	Susan	continues	walking	towards	the	truck.

“Mommy	look,”	Susan	hears.	She	notices	an	upside	down	girl.	Feet	splayed	in	the	air,
standing	 on	 her	 hands,	 the	 girl’s	 skirt	 completely	 covers	 her	 head	 and	 upper	 body.	The
mother	looks	up	just	as	the	girl	falls	over	and	lands	upright.	“Did	you	see?”

“Do	it	again,”	the	mother	says,	watching	now	as	the	girl	does	another	cartwheel.

Susan	stands	at	her	truck	now,	hand	on	the	handle	of	the	open	door.	She	starts	to	get	in
the	cab	but	stops.	Instead,	she	lingers,	stands	just	behind	the	open	door.	She	feels	hidden
there,	like	a	spy	almost.	Susan’s	breathing	slows	and	her	mouth,	she	realizes,	is	open,	her
jaw	slack.	Watching	the	mother	and	her	two	children,	she	is	entranced	and	catches	herself.



Time	to	go.	Closing	the	door	some,	she	sees	her	own	image	in	the	truck’s	side	mirror.	The
thought	crosses	her	mind	that	she	is	spying	on	herself.	Smiling	at	the	thought	she	gets	in
the	cab	and	shuts	the	door.	As	she	pulls	the	truck	away	from	the	curb,	she	looks	down	to
see	the	boy	and	the	long	line	of	ants.

DAN	 twirls	 spinach	 linguine	 around	 his	 fork	while	 Susan	 sucks	 a	 long	 strand	 into	 her
mouth.	Susan	reaches	over	to	the	half	empty	bottle	of	Fetzer’s	red	table	wine.	She	pours
some	into	her	glass,	looks	across	the	table	to	Dan.

“You	want	some	more	wine?”

Dan	hesitates,	looks	at	the	bottle.	“I	gotta	grade	papers.”

She	pours	him	more	wine.

“I’m	gonna	fall	asleep.”

“You	won’t	fall	asleep,”	she	says.	“I	won’t	let	you	fall	asleep.”

He	looks	at	his	wife.	“Alright.”

Susan	continues	eating.	Dan	watches	her.

“I	worry	about	you	sometimes.”

Susan	looks	up.	“You	do?”

Dan	takes	a	sip,	carefully	sets	the	glass	down.	“I	worry	about	you	driving.	I’m	worried
somethin’s	gonna	happen	sometime.”

Susan	chews	her	food,	swallows.	“You	don’t	need	to	worry	about	that.”

“I	do,	though.”

“I’ve	never	fallen	asleep	at	the	wheel.”

“I	worry	that	you	will.”

“Don’t,”	 says	Susan.	 “I	won’t.”	She	 isn’t	 looking	 at	 her	husband	now.	 “I	 know	 that
about	myself.”

Susan	reaches	for	her	glass.	Looking	steadily	at	her	husband,	she	takes	a	sip	of	wine.

DAN	sits	at	his	desk	in	the	den.	The	Hypnotist—a	short	story	is	typed	on	a	piece	of	paper.
Also	on	the	page	is	Mr.	Walker—Creative	Writing—Period	5.	Dan	holds	this	title	page	in
his	left	hand.	In	his	right	hand,	he	holds	a	red	pencil,	suspended,	just	above	the	first	page
of	the	story.	The	words	Excellent,	Very	Effective,	Nice	touch	are	written	in	the	margins,	in
thick	red.	But	Dan	is	looking	blankly	at	the	wall.	Paper	cowboys	ride	wild	paper	stallions
on	the	wall.	Staring,	he	sees	the	wallpaper	pattern	start	to	blur	in	his	vision	so	that	horse
and	rider	merge	and	become	one.	The	combination	of	horse	and	man	is	now	a	new	thing
entirely.	Some	blurry	animal,	both	moving	and	still.	From	a	far	room	Dan	hears	the	dog
bark	once,	 then	bark	again.	Dan	 is	pulled	from	some	place	 in	himself,	and	suddenly	his
vision	goes	funny.	A	stallion	on	the	wall	sharpens	and	bucks,	nearly	throwing	the	rider,	but
not	quite.	The	cowboy	holds	on,	the	horse	stays	arched	in	the	air,	and	then	the	two	of	them
are	absolutely	still,	flat	to	the	wall.	The	wild	instant	is	over.	Dan	blinks	a	few	times.	Susan
has	been	standing	in	the	doorway,	watching	him.	He	sits	a	moment,	thinking.	Did	he	hear



a	bark,	or	was	it	something	in	his	head?

Susan	walks	in,	quietly.	Putting	her	arms	around	him	from	behind,	she	kisses	him	once
on	the	cheek.

“Mmmm,”	he	says.

“Where	did	you	go?”

“I’ve	been	right	here.”

“No.	Where	did	you	go?”	She	taps	his	head.

“Oh,”	Dan	says,	getting	it.	“Just	thinking.”

“You	wanna	come	to	bed?”	She	is	kissing	his	neck	now.

Dan	looks	down	at	the	story.

“It’s	not	a	long	story,”	he	says.	“I	just	can’t	seem	to	get	past	the	first	page.	It’s	good
but	I	keep	drifting	off.”

Susan,	 still	 standing	 behind	 Dan,	 is	 resting	 her	 head	 on	 his	 shoulder.	 Her	 eyes	 are
closed.

“Can	you	wait?	For	bed?”

Susan	does	not	respond.

“Susan?”	He	tries	to	look	at	her.	“Susan?”	He	sits	for	a	moment,	thinking.	“Shit.”

Holding	her	arms,	he	stands	slowly,	pulling	her	up	with	him.	Still	holding	onto	her,	he
turns	himself	around	until	he	faces	her.	She	goes	completely	limp.

“Susan!”	He	holds	her,	not	really	knowing	what	to	do.	“Shit.	Is	this	a	joke,	Susan?	If	it
is	a	joke	…	if	it	is	a	joke	…	.”	He	is	getting	no	response.	“Susan?”

He	pulls	her	up	so	she	is	standing.	He	places	her	arms	around	his	shoulders.	“Susan?”

“Mmmm.	This	is	nice,”	she	says,	sleepily.

“Suze?”

She	half-opens	her	eyes.	“How	did	I	get	here?”

Dan	gives	her	a	look.	“You	were	faking	it,	weren’t	you?”

She	kisses	him	on	the	mouth.	“Faking	what?”

“Uh-huh,”	he	says,	slapping	her	on	the	butt.	“Let	me	grade	this	one	paper.”

“You	 should.	 You	 should	 grade	 that	 one	 paper.”	 She	 slips	 her	 hands	 into	 his	 back
pockets	and	pulls	him	towards	her.	“Then	you	should	come	to	bed.”

“OK.”

“I	should	warn	you,	though.	I’m	not	gonna	let	you	go	to	sleep.”

“You	know	what	I	think?”	Dan	kisses	her.

“What?”
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