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For Will Atkins
&
For Mary -

Whose yeses changed my life
In very different ways.



Should the wide world roll away
Leaving black terror

Limitless night,

Nor God, nor man, nor place to stand
Would be to me essential

If thou and thy white arms were there
And the fall to doom a long way.

Stephen Crane
Don'’t threaten me with love, baby.
Let’s just go walking in the rain.

Billie Holiday



NO TAKE-BACKS



ONE

Look at this boy, thirteen years old, sitting on the edge of a
bed. His feet do not touch the floor. He wears only white
socks and underpants, his narrow frame otherwise bare.
The socks droop loose from his feet like empty sacks. His
bangs, kitchen-scissor trimmed by his mother, hang un-
evenly over his eyebrows. There’s a scab on his lower lip,
the result of an altercation with a bully at school, and his
upper lip is chapped from constant nervous licking. His
narrow shoulders are slumped, spine zippered up the mid-
dle of his pale, freckled back. He looks down at his lap.
His hands rest there. In them, held in his cupped palms like
some holy object, a small makeshift pistol.

His stepfather keeps his gun locked away somewhere,
but the bullets he stores in his sock drawer. The boy, Sandy,
found them by accident. He was poking around his mom
and stepfather’s bedroom looking for a few dimes. He
wanted to see a movie and eat a bag of popcorn. Instead of




loose change he found the bullets. They were in a small
cardboard box. He took three. He thought he could get
away with three, and so far he has.

It’'s been two weeks.

During the first several days Sandy carried the bullets
with him everywhere, in the pocket of his wool school
pants, and whenever he had a moment alone he took them
out and examined them. He went to the bathroom at
school several times and locked himself in one of the
green-painted toilet stalls just so he could hold them and
look at them. They felt heavier in his hand than they did
in his pocket. They felt more substantial.

He imagined being able to shoot his stepfather. That
would put an end to things. Then he wouldn’t have to
be afraid anymore, not in his own house. Then this man
who pretended he could replace his dad would be gone.
Then this man he hated, who clearly hated him, would be
gone.

He had no intention of acting out his fantasy. Not at
first. He’d had dozens of others and nothing had come of
any of them. Not until last summer, anyway, when he’d
imagined stabbing his stepfather to death, while taking his
rage out on a cat. Later he felt bad about killing the little
thing, but at the time he was simply thinking of this man
he despised. He wasn’t thinking at all. But even then he
never came close to actually stabbing his stepfather. Even
with a knife he felt weak and small. He still does. He feels
like little more than a walking cringe.




Every time he comes home from school, every time he
steps through the front door, his stomach is a terrible knot
of dread. He walks straight to his bedroom, hoping his step-
tather won’t see him or hear him, hoping he can pass like
a ghost. He hides there till dinnertime, doing homework
and reading comics. At dinner he sits stiff, eats without
speaking but for please and thank you, eats despite a sick
stomach, and tries not to make noise when he chews. He
certainly doesn’t put his elbows on the table. Last time he
did that his stepfather stuck a fork into the back of his
hand. He heard Neil later tell his mother that he hadn't
meant for it to break the skin. I was just trying to make a
point, he said, and laughed at his accidental pun. But what-
ever his stepfather’s intentions, Sandy was unable to use his
hand for several days. The holes turned black and the skin
surrounding them turned red, and his hand swelled up,
and it ached so bad he couldn’t even hold a pencil.

Soon he found himself wondering how he might get
his hands on a gun. He looked for his stepfather’s, but
found nothing, not even a safe inside which it might be
locked. He broke into two different houses down the street
while he was supposed to be at school, but came up empty-
handed yet again. He didn’t know what to do. The fantasy,
which had only begun to take form in reality, was about to
blow apart again, like smoke on the wind.

Then it occurred to him that he could make a gun.

Last year his friend Nathan had found a shotgun shell,
and they went into Nathan’s garage and put it into his




father’s vise and hit it with the rounded end of a ball-peen
hammer. It exploded, punched a dozen holes in the garage
door, tore out chunks of wood. Great splinters hung off the
front of the door, the circle of damage bigger than a dinner
plate. It was great and terrifying. Nathan was grounded for
a month and told he could no longer play with Sandy. His
parents said Sandy was a bad influence. They said Sandy
got him into trouble. It had been Nathan'’s idea, but that’s
the way it’s always been with him.

He gets picked on by other kids at school. Teachers slap
the back of his head when it was the boy next to him who
was whispering. If he walks into a store he almost always
gets yelled at by the proprietor. Sometimes for flipping
through the comic books without buying, sometimes for
no reason at all. Simply because he’s there and looks like a
good receptacle for rage. People don't like the look of him.
Random people on the street will find excuses to yell at
him - if he accidentally steps on their shoe, for instance, or
bumps into them while running to school.

His stepfather is, of course, the worst of all.

Sandy’s mother told him once that he was a lightning
rod. Some people, she said, simply have faces other people
want to kick the teeth out of. You're one of those people,
Sandy, for whatever reason, so you’ve got to be tough.
You've got to be careful and you've got to be tough.

But he’s tired of being tough. And he isn’t a lightning
rod. He’s a cup. Violence doesn’t flow through him and
safely into the ground; he’s been filled up and is now over-




flowing with it. He feels it pouring out of him like a boiling
liquid.

He knows he’ll go to Hell. When he was eleven a
preacher named Billy Graham came to town and did
revival meetings in a big tent on Washington Boulevard.
His mom took him to one of those meetings after dinner
and he heard a lot of talk about Hell, talk that stuck with
him, so he knows that’s where he’ll go, but he doesn't care.
He can’t live with his stepfather even one more day.

To make the gun, Sandy folded a roadmap until it could
be used comfortably as a handle. It was already folded, it
came that way, and it took only two more folds to get it to
the right size. First he folded it lengthwise to get it the cor-
rect width. Then the other way. It was surprisingly sturdy
as a handle. He put the antenna into the crease of the
last fold and taped it into place. When he was done he
couldn’t pull the antenna away from the handle even if
he wanted to.

After that he let it sit for a couple days. It was shaped
something like a gun, and the bullets he took from his step-
tather fit snugly into the barrel, but he couldn’t think of a
way to make it fire.

His problem was that his imagination was more dex-
terous than his fingers. Everything he thought of was far
too complicated.

Then, while he was on the back side of Bunker Hill,
shooting rocks at tin cans with a slingshot, he thought of
the solution. He cut a rubber band and put it through a




metal washer and taped each end of the rubber band to the
gun’s handle so that he could simply pull back on the
metal washer and let go and it would snap against the back
of the shell and the bullet would fire.

Bang.

He hit his knuckle the first two times he tried it,
snapped the washer against bone, drawing blood on the
second attempt, but on the third try it worked. The sound
it made was not nearly as loud as he’d expected, not a bang
but a small pop. The bullet put a hole in his bedroom floor
and the spent shell shot out the back of the gun and
thwacked against his right arm. His mother came in and
asked him what was that noise I just heard, and he said I
don’t know, mom, and she said strange, could have sworn
I heard something, and paused a moment in the doorway
looking suspicious. He thought she must know, maybe she
even smelled it on the air, but she said nothing. And after
a moment she simply told him he needed to wash up for
dinner, it would be ready in fifteen minutes. He said okay,
and she turned and left.

His arm is still bruised, like someone poked him with a
finger, but Sandy doesn’t care. He managed to make a work-
ing gun, it didn’t explode in his hand, and he has two
bullets left. He plans to use one of them tonight — as soon
as his stepfather comes home from the bar. He looks at the
clock on his night table.

It looks back at him.

It says tick . . . tick . . . tick.




It’s just past twelve o’clock in the morning. His mom
works nights and won’t be home for hours, so he has time.
As long as Neil comes home from the bar early, as he often
does, and drunk, as he always does, and as long as Sandy
doesn’t lose his nerve, he can do this. He knows he can.

He just waits till his stepfather is sleeping, walks up to
him, points, and . . .

Yes.





