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3. 

 In three weeks, Andy hadn't made progress on his "cases."  What progress could 

you make on a two-year-old accident investigation?  Yet he returned to the scene every 

work night, unless he was on a call, went through the motions.  He compared it to 

sanding furniture.  You kept at it day after day, and each day brought a new rough 

spot, a place where the furniture wasn't exactly right.  Then one day, you finished. 

 "Sanding," he said as he tramped through the underbrush back to his cruiser. 

 As for the other cases, he didn't much care about nailing someone for petty 

vandalism, even on his family's property, and the city police had said they'd look into it.  

Samantha's case required things of him he hadn't found the strength to do, like walk 

into Slim's and probe the cops there for information.  He hadn't even asked his 

colleagues.  He knew how they felt about him – solid worker but a little odd.  Odd 

because he didn't talk much or go to the barbeques on the weekend or enter the football 

pools or go in on a house at the shore every summer.  Odd because he didn't fit their 

idea of a cop, hadn't served in the military, didn't care one way or the other about 

politics, didn't collect guns, wasn't married.  He assumed they thought these things, and 

that assumption kept him to himself. 

 As Andy drove toward town, he tried to work up the courage to go to Slim's.  

He'd have to admit he didn't have any leads yet, but he had to go there to get the leads 

in the first place. 
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 "Shit," he said. 

 The empty road played out before him on the movie screen of his windshield, 

the unlit asphalt, lines, and trees sweeping into view in the headlights.  Automatically, 

he watched for animals.  Automatically, he listened to the radio for calls to accidents or 

for backup, but none came through.  Automatically, he drove towards Wawa.  All 

automatic. 

 "Goddamn," he said, as he pulled into Wawa. 

 He sat in the car and looked at the store, quiet inside, the same items on the 

shelves, the same employees at their stations, the same few customers wandering 

around – two stoned kids snapping up candy and chips, a stock clerk from a grocery 

store buying his dinner.  He could almost hear the videogame sound effects of the cash 

registers, little explosions as items rang up, the sound of an old cash register as the 

drawer opened. 

 He backed out, screeching to a stop when he saw a face pass by in his mirror.   

 He slammed the gear shift into park and got out.  The person just kept moving 

toward the florescent lights.  A kid, spindly, shaggy-haired, cigarette hanging from his 

mouth, his skin almost translucent in the glow of the store.  He wore a gray hooded 

sweatshirt, his hands tucked deep in the pockets of his black jeans.  The long laces of his 

Converse All-Stars flopped as he walked.  Andy thought he'd seen this kid around 

town, but he didn't recognize him. 
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 "Hey," he called. 

 The kid bunched into himself more, revealing that he'd heard Andy even as he 

tried to pretend he hadn't. 

 "You OK?"  Andy said. 

 The kid reached for the door. 

 "Wait," Andy said in his cop voice. 

 The kid stopped, turned around.  He looked at Andy's chest and pursed his lips 

around his cigarette like an old man. 

 "You OK, son?" 

 The kid nodded. 

 "I mean, I almost ran you over." 

 The kid shrugged. 

 "Not – not intentionally," Andy said. 

 The kid's eyes darted around. 

 "What's your name?" 

 "I don't have to tell you," the kid muttered. 

 "You're not in trouble," Andy said.  "I just like to know who I'm talking to." 

 The kid swallowed and scratched his neck. 

 "Nothing to be scared of," Andy said. 

 "Not scared," the kid said. 
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 "So what's your name then?" 

 The kid dropped his cigarette to the ground and stomped it out.  Unconvincing. 

 "Rory," he said. 

 "OK, Rory," Andy said.  "I'm sorry about almost running you over." 

 "OK," Rory said. 

 "You on foot?"  Andy said. 

 Rory nodded. 

 "Kind of late for that, isn't it?" 

 Rory shrugged. 

 "I could give – " 

 "I got to go, man," Rory said. 

 He turned and put his hand on the door again. 

 "One more question," Andy said. 

 Rory kept his hand on the door, but he didn't open it. 

 "You – you know anything about kids wearing all black," Andy said, "causing 

trouble at night?" 

 Rory's hand tightened around on the door handle. 

 "No," he said and opened the door. 

 "Hey," Andy said, "if you do, if they hurt you or something, you can tell me." 

 Rory turned around and looked Andy straight in the eye.   
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 "I don't, they didn't," Rory said.  "It's a urban legend." 

 Andy looked past him into the store.  The stoners still hadn't decided what to 

buy, and the cashier kept an eye on them.  When Andy looked back, Rory had averted 

his gaze again. 

 "Take it easy, Rory," Andy said. 

 Rory took the cue and went inside, making a bee-line for the bathrooms. 

 Andy checked his watch, didn't notice the time, and went back to his car.  No 

choice but Slim's. 

 

Andy took a deep breath and then pulled the door open in a perfect imitation of 

himself.  He carried on the impersonation as he entered the diner, all the time feeling 

like he had in high school when he'd tried to dress cool, an obvious imposter in ill-

fitting clothes.  No one looked at him, though, even when the bells jingled behind him.  

He headed down the row of booths by the windows toward two city detectives.   

Chet Lancaster reclined back in the booth as if it were his couch at home.  He was 

an easy-going smart aleck with a neat goatee that spread across his long face every time 

he laughed.  Last time Andy was there, Chet had had his eyes on Samantha, too. In 

Andy's absence, Chet had succeeded.  Chet's bearish partner Mickey Kehoe was an old-

timer, had spent years as a homicide cop in Philly before moving back home to "the 

country."  Andy suspected there were days he regretted it.  Mickey had a pockmarked 
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face, his red hair cut short and combed forward.  Sure he had a gut from too much 

greasy food and beer, but he could glance at you and kick your ass. 

"As I live and breathe," Chet said, "the prodigal copper." 

He slid his legs off the seat, and Andy sat next to him.  Mickey nodded and 

stabbed his eggs with his fork. 

"How you been?"  Chet said. 

"OK," Andy said.  "You know, pretty routine out there." 

"Heard that," Chet said.  "Let's get Sam over here." 

"I – I'm not stay – " 

"Hey, Sammy," Chet called.  "Look who's here." 

Andy looked up and watched Samantha fill a glass of Coke for him just like two 

years hadn't passed, just like he hadn't told her her parents died.  Some hair had slipped 

loose of her ponytail, and she tucked it behind her ear. 

Chet smacked his shoulder. 

"Don't stare too long, buddy," he said.  "Your face will get stuck that way." 

Andy looked back at him, and Chet flashed a grin.  Just kidding. 

Andy looked at Mickey. 

Mickey leaned over his food, shoveling it in as if he hadn't eaten in months.   

"Here you go," Samantha said, setting the Coke in front of him on top of a 

napkin.  "Something to eat?" 
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Andy looked at his watch. 

"Club sandwich to go," he said, glancing at her.  

"No mayo," she said, scribbling it on her pad. 

"Thanks," he said. 

"Stick around, baby," Chet said, pointing in Mickey's direction.  "We got an 

empty seat." 

"Nah," she said with a smile Andy couldn't read.  "You boys talk." 

She left them, and Andy and Chet both watched her. 

"So," Mickey said, "you come for the view, or you got something to say?" 

Andy looked back at him.  He wiped his mouth with a napkin. 

"Got a question," Andy said. 

"Shoot." 

Andy sipped his Coke.  If there was nothing to this, he'd sound like an idiot in 

front of the two cops he actually liked. 

"I heard something," he said.  "It might be bullshit – " 

"It is," Chet said. 

Mickey ignored the crack and nodded for Andy to continue.  He lit a cigarette. 

"I'm not saying it's true," Andy said, "or even that I believe it's true, but I heard 

stories about some kids." 
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"See, Andy," Chet said, really keyed up for ball-busting now, "when a man puts 

his part in a woman, they make a baby." 

Mickey's expression didn't change, but he glanced in Chet's direction, and Chet 

looked out the window. 

"Some kids that dress in all black," Andy said, "and cause trouble.  You know, 

vandalism, maybe some other petty shit, but they got people scared.  You know, kids in 

black don't sit well with people." 

"And once a year," Chet said, "they convene in the woods and raise the Jersey 

Devil." 

"Zip it," Mickey said. 

"Christ," Chet said.  "Let me out." 

Andy slid out of the booth and glanced toward the counter.  Samantha was 

wiping it down, and he caught her eye for a split second before she looked away.  Chet 

pushed past him. 

"I'll be over there," he said, jutting his thumb at the counter, "when you're done 

listening to ghost stories, Mick." 

Andy sat down again and sipped his Coke.  It didn't sit well in his uneasy 

stomach.  Mickey stubbed out his cigarette on his plate and lit another. 

"Don't mind him," Mickey said.  "We caught a double last night.  Two little kids, 

no fucking leads." 
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"Heard about that," Andy said.   

Mickey nodded. 

"Somebody run into these guys of yours?" Mickey said. 

"Maybe." 

"State looking into it," Mickey said, "or this private?" 

"Does it matter?"  Andy said. 

Mickey shook his head. 

"Unless I got to do paperwork." 

"Private." 

"Figured." 

"So?" 

Mickey blew smoke through is nose. 

"I heard things," he said.  "Little things.  Same as you.  Might be the same kids, 

might be different." 

Andy nodded. 

"To be honest, we got so much shit around here," Mickey said, "bratty teenagers 

don't catch a lot of interest." 

"So it's nothing?" 

"What's your source say?" 
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Andy looked at the window and caught a reflection of Samantha and Chet.  Chet 

was talking up a storm.  Samantha leaned against the wall, her arms folded across her 

chest, her gaze looking past him at Andy and Mickey.  She nodded as if she heard what 

Chet said.  Andy looked back at Mickey, who squinted at Andy.  He knew the score. 

"It's becoming something," Andy said. 

Mickey stubbed out his cigarette and sighed. 

"You find something," he said, "let me know.  This interests me." 

He dropped a five on the table and slid out of the booth, pulling on his long 

leather motorcycle jacket in the aisle. 

"Let's roll, dickless," he said. 

Chet turned around and flipped him off, then turned back to Samantha. 

"Adieu, fair maiden," he said.  "Don't stay up too late." 

She smiled, but Andy still couldn't read the meaning.  Some cop. 

"Andy, don't go chasing ghosts," Chet said over his shoulder as they left.  

Andy waved and looked back at his soda.  He sipped at it, stared at the metal 

flecks in the white tabletop, and waited for the inevitable, waited for Samantha. 

 

 Samantha watched the tail lights of Chet and Mickey's car fade into the night.  

Then she watched Andy.  She liked seeing him in uniform, liked seeing him period, 

something he didn't understand.  She liked seeing him.  She didn't dread it.  It didn't 
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dredge up bad memories or whatever he thought.  Sanctimonious jerk, always looking 

out for her.  She looked away from him so he wouldn't see her frustration if he 

happened to change his gaze.  She hated his protectiveness, but she had gone to him, not 

another cop, not Chet – her boyfriend.  She'd gone to Andy because she trusted him.  

Three weeks later, maybe he'd begun to prove her trust. 

 She glanced at the other customers, saw they didn't need anything yet, and 

headed over to Andy's booth.  As she slid in across from him, she accidentally brushed 

his leg with her foot.  He looked up, and she felt his leg draw back, saw his shoulders 

tense.  She slid her leg back, and he relaxed some. 

 "Good to see you," she said. 

 "Yeah," Andy said, "you, too." 

 He held his still-full Coke between his hands.  Condensation ran out from behind 

his fingertips.  She reached over and pulled the Coke away. 

 "If you're not drinking it," she said, "I will." 

 He gestured at it as if to say, "It's all yours." 

 "We could share," she said, pulling two straws from her apron. 

 He looked around at the other customers. 

 "Kidding," she said.  "You want one, I'll get you one." 

 "OK," he said.  "Listen – " 

 "Took you long enough," she said. 



Palace of Expression  

Cowgill 70  

 

 "That's what – " 

 "Make a girl think you were avoiding her," she said, doing her best to make it 

sound flirty. 

 He looked down at the table.  

 She looked at her hands, regretting the crack.  She'd spent too much time with 

Chet. 

 "I had some leads to check," he said. 

 "Any luck?" 

 "Not really," he said.  "Lot of rumor." 

 Samantha nodded, sipped her Coke, remembered that a journalism teacher had 

once told her that silence would often make a subject talk more. 

 "'Urban legend' is what I hear a lot," Andy said.  "Hell, even Mickey's not sure." 

 "Well, I can tell you, they're real," Samantha said.  "You think I imagined it?" 

 "No, I didn't say that." 

 "Then what do you think?"  she said.  "I'm lying?" 

 "I didn't say that either," he said. 

 His eyes wavered back and forth, and she saw the worry in them.  She sat back 

and folded her arms across her chest, trying to dial down her anger. 
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 "I think it happened," Andy said.  "Of course I do, but I think maybe the guys 

that did this – that threatened you, they're just guys who threatened you.  They're not 

connected." 

 "So what does that mean?" 

 He scratched his neck. 

 "It means," he said, "following these mystery kids could be a blind alley, could 

get us nowhere." 

 "Then what do we do?" she said. 

 "Look at the crime scene." 

 

 Outside, Samantha leaned against the diner and smoked a cigarette while Andy 

searched the parking lot and alley with his flashlight.  He wouldn't find anything.  

They'd had three straight days of rain a week ago, enough to wash away footprints and 

whatever other miniscule evidence the kids might have left.  Still, she humored him in 

part because he'd made the effort to come to Slim's and in part because she liked 

watching him work.  She believed that people's best qualities emerged when they did 

serious work.  She'd seen it in her parents, both teachers, and she'd seen it in Arthur 

when he worked on his art.  Of course, she hadn't ever seen it in Andy because the only 

time she'd actually seen him work, he'd delivered the news of her parents' death.  Then 
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he'd been understandably tense, professional to a fault, shutting down their personal 

connection.  Now he seemed focused but loose. 

 "Do you know what you're looking for?" she asked. 

 "Always," he said. 

 He stopped but didn't turn around. 

 "Except now." 

 She laughed. 

 "But I shall prevail," he said, pointing into the air dramatically.  "If I can't find the 

clue, the clue will find me." 

 "How very Zen," Samantha said.  Every now and then she liked to remind herself 

she had most of a college education. 

 "Zis, zat, and Zen is all I need," he said as he inched into the alley. 

 She stubbed out her cigarette against the wall and followed him to the edge of 

the alley, peering around the corner at him.  Halfway down the alley, he squatted and 

examined something.  Further down, a rat scurried out into the street. 

 "I think the suspect just got away," Samantha said. 

 "Already ruled him out," Andy said.  "Too short." 

 He stood up, looked down the alley for a moment and then came back, hooking 

his flashlight to his belt. 

 "I got nothing," he said. 
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 "Figured," she said. 

 "Yeah." 

 "Didn't want to say anything," she said. 

 He shrugged. 

 "An actual blind alley," he said.  

 She looked at his polished boots and noticed caked dirt on the edges. 

 "You don't get to do this kind of thing much, do you?" 

 "Detect?"  he said.  "Nope.  Lot of driving and, well, driving." 

 "You like it, though," she said, looking up now. 

 "Sure I do," he said.  "Get to think." 

 "Because normally," she said, "you're not doing that." 

 Andy rubbed his eyes, and his shoulders tensed.  Just like that, he'd crawled back 

into his shell. 

 "I didn't – "  Samantha began.  "I mean, you must think a lot being out there 

alone.  I know when I'm alone too much, I just think and think and dwell on things and 

think about what I might say and… " 

 He nodded and looked down the alley. 

 His eyes focused on something and he started down the alley again. 

 "Such an idiot," he said. 

 "Andy, I'm sorry." 
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 He stopped at the end of the alley, looked at the building just across another 

alley.  A cold wind blew through the alley.  Samantha folded her arms and waited for 

him.  He stood looking up for at least a minute, waved at the building, and then turned 

around and marched up the alley, his nervousness gone again. 

 "If I can't find the clue," he said, "the clue will find me." 

 "Huh?" 

 He touched her shoulder and pointed down the alley. 

 "See that red light up there?"  he said. 

 "No." 

 "Me neither at first," he said, "but it's there.  A camera." 

 "A camera," she repeated. 

 "Yep," he said.  "I'm such an idiot.  Max has a security camera up there." 

 "So," she said. 

 "So," he said, "I know he saved the tape from that night.  Somebody broke one of 

the windows.  Same night." 

 "Same people?" 

 "Maybe." 

 Samantha looked for the red light but still didn't see it.  Andy's radio crackled on, 

and his hand slipped off her shoulder as he answered it.  She didn't pay attention to 
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what he said, just focused on the elusive light and the warmth where his hand had 

been. 

 "Got to go," he said, his voice still full of excitement. 

 "OK," she said, looking up at him.  "Thanks." 

 She squeezed his hand. 

 "You're freezing," he said. 

 She let go. 

 "I'll be OK," she said, lighting a cigarette. 

 He nodded. 

 "See you tomorrow," he said as he opened his car door. 

 He left before she realized he'd forgotten his club sandwich. 

 

 Later that morning as she lay next to a snoring Chet, unable to sleep, sunlight cut 

past the edge of the curtains and warmed her face, and she thought of Andy's hand on 

her shoulder. 

 

 On the way to school, Honda imagined running into Rory, who she hadn't seen 

in days, and Arthur.  In the scene, her enthusiasm around Arthur allowed her to feel 

relaxed around Rory.  She went through variations.  In one, Arthur left them at the 

stairs and she began to flirt with Rory.  It didn't go to the ridiculous places these scenes 
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sometimes did, not sex or eternal bliss, just the beginning of something.  Most of the 

scenes ended that way, and really only Arthur's role changed.  He went from 

inspiration to instigator to inconvenience.   

 At school, Honda jammed her car into a parking space and began the trek 

toward the building.  Ahead of her, she saw Arthur, and ahead of him near the edge of 

the parking lot, she saw Rory, head ducked, cigarette lit.  She picked up speed to catch 

up with one or both of them, and then Arthur stopped and called out Rory's name.  

Rory turned around, then made his way toward Arthur.  Honda's chest tightened, and 

she felt warm. 

 Immediately she walked up a different row of the parking lot toward cement 

stairs that led to the pond beside the building.  Her heart beat faster as she passed them, 

even at this distance.  She hurried down the steps and walked the length of the pond to 

the only empty bench she could find.  Canada geese landed on the pond.  I'm becoming 

an idiot, she thought. 

 After a minute, she looked at her cell phone.  She still had ten minutes before 

class, fifteen maybe considering Arthur's tendency for tardiness.  She called her sister 

Meg. 

 "I'm becoming an idiot," she said as soon as Meg answered. 

 "Huh?"  Meg said.  Her son jabbered in the background. 
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 "I just now realized it," Honda said.  "I'm becoming an idiot.  I recognize the 

symptoms, I've had them before, and now it's happening.  It's like Flowers for Algernon." 

 "No, it's not," Meg said.  "He started out an idiot." 

 "The other part," Honda said, "when he gets stupid again." 

 "What are you an idiot about?" 

 Honda hesitated, picked at some dried paint on her overalls. 

 "I can't say," she said. 

 Meg sighed. 

 "Then how can I help you?" 

 "You got me there," Honda said. 

 "It's Aunt Rhonda," Meg said to Ricky.  He babbled something. 

 Near a tool shed, a tall boy smoked a cigarette and leered at Honda.  He didn't 

wear glasses, but he reminded her of the boy who'd banged on the coffee shop window.  

She got up and walked back toward the other end of the pond. 

 "A boy," she said. 

 "Yeesh." 

 "I don't know what's wrong with me," Honda said.  "I – I know when I'm 

interested, but I don't know how to turn X into Y, you know.  I don't know that – that 

alchemy." 

 "It just happens," Meg said.   
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 "To you," Honda mumbled. 

 "Well," Meg said, "that hasn't always been a good thing." 

 They'd had versions of this conversation too many times.  Meg had gotten 

pregnant by a boyfriend, who immediately left her, and she'd been bitter, but since 

then, she'd met a good man, a stable man, and Honda couldn't help but envy her.  After 

all, Meg was her older sister, and that primal desire to follow in her footsteps had never 

fully vanished.  Still, Meg tended to try to convince Honda that romance wasn't that 

important, not when you had potential in other areas. 

 "It's – it's like I shut down," Honda said. 

 "That's not like you," Meg said. 

 "No," Honda said.  "But it's what happens.  Like, my brain turns into this neurotic 

black hole that sucks in all my personality." 

 "Enough with the metaphors," Meg said. 

 "Or a vacuum or a power switch," Honda said, "or a really gross disease." 

 Meg laughed. 

 Honda walked inside and headed toward the classroom. 

 "I'm almost to class," she said, "but stay on until I get there.  You're helping me 

get all spazzy." 

 "I'm not doing a thing," Meg said. 
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 Honda peeked in the door.  Most of the students were there, and Rory bent over 

his desk, doodling.   

 Honda let out a small burp. 

 "What was that?"  Meg said. 

 "Just saw him," Honda said. 

 "He makes you burp?" 

 Honda laughed. 

 "I guess so." 

 "Is he your age?"  Meg said. 

 "Yeah." 

 "Start with the burp," Meg said.  "They love that shit." 

 "They love that shit," Ricky said in the background. 

 Honda bent over laughing. 

 "It's not funny," Meg said. 

 "Yes, it is," Honda managed to say. 

 "It's not funny," Ricky said. 

 Honda sat on the floor and pressed her face against her knees.  Her side hurt.  

Ricky said something loud into the phone and hung it up.  Honda continued to laugh, 

but she heard footsteps approaching.  They stopped near her. 

 "Ready for class, Miss Honda?"  Arthur said. 
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 She looked up. 

 He smiled back at her. 

 "Could I – " she started.  "I just need to – bathroom." 

 "I'll stall," he said. 

 In the bathroom, she splashed water on her face and tried to compose herself, but 

each time she glanced in the mirror, she began to laugh again.  Finally after two 

minutes, she felt confident she'd finished laughing. 

 "Don't be an idiot," she repeated to herself all the way to class. 

 When she walked in, she glanced at Rory, then focused on Arthur.  "Idiot," she 

thought.  "You want him to see you looking at him."  But of course, she also didn't want 

him to catch her.  Jee-sus. 

 "Ah, Rhonda," Arthur said, "can you enlighten us about Giotto?" 

 "Perspective," she said as she sat down. 

 

 After running into the cop, Rory stayed away from town for two days, which 

was difficult because he also wanted to avoid school, so he had nowhere to go except 

the one place he didn't want to go, Scott's.  Instead, he hung out in the woods behind 

the college, smoking cigarettes and reading a science fiction novel.  Besides animals and 

stoners, no one came back there.  Scott and the others hung out in a different area.  On 

the third day, Arthur called his name as he made his way across the parking lot toward 
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the woods.  Rory considered ignoring him, but he knew how that felt, and he liked 

Arthur.  He'd been helping him out at his shop the last few weeks. 

 "You missed an interesting discussion," Arthur said. 

 "Um, sorry," Rory said.   

 "Maybe there will be another one today," Arthur said. 

 "Maybe." 

 "See you inside." 

 Rory nodded.  Shit. 

 Arthur seemed pleased with himself as he headed toward the entrance.  Rory 

plucked a half-smoked cigarette from behind his ear and lit it.   

 

 In class, he glanced at the girl Honda a few times.  She and Arthur were the 

discussion.  Everyone else sank in their chairs, fought the sleep they desperately 

needed.  Rory half listened and doodled a sketch of Honda on his notebook, taking in a 

little more with each glance, adding it both to the sketch and his memory.  He liked her 

new outfit.   

Halfway through class, he realized the outfit wasn't new.  She'd done something 

to change her sweatshirt and overalls, added patches of different fabrics, dyed the 

overalls in places, left them the same color in others.  In high school, they would have 

made fun of her – not in her presence of course – for trying to be "arty," but was that 
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any worse than dying all your clothes black?  It's just the way she is, he told himself.  

He looked at her again, watched her gesticulate about perspective.  She'd cut the sleeves 

short on the sweatshirt and cut it off near the bottom so that some bare skin showed as 

her abdomen curved into her hip and disappeared into the overalls.  He thought about 

how easy it would be to touch that skin, reach into her overalls and grab her.  Her voice 

stopped, her hands dropped, her head turned, his face burned. 

 

After class, Rory waited for Arthur in the hall, watching Honda talk to him as he 

packed his bag.  She walked out with him, still talking, and the three of them headed 

down the hall.  Rory didn't hear the words, but he took in the sound of her voice.  At 

the exit, Arthur stopped. 

"Lady and gentleman," he said, "I have to go upstairs for a, um, meeting of some 

sort.  Are you coming to the shop today, Rory?" 

"I'll wait," Rory said. 

"It might be a while." 

Rory shrugged. 

"I'll give you a ride," Honda said.  "You can hang at the coffee shop till he gets 

there." 

His mouth hung open.  Was he drooling? 

"It's warmer than the woods," she whispered. 
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"S-sure." 

"Then it's settled," Arthur said.  "Thank you, dear." 

"No problemo." 

 

Honda drove a Honda.  He wanted to sneer, but then he glanced at her hand on 

the stick shift, caught a flash of her bare skin again, and his better angels returned.  Or 

at least his horny angels. 

"What were you drawing in class?"  she said. 

"Nothing." 

"Pretty hard to draw nothing," she said.  "Later, I'll chloroform you and find out." 

"Just, you know, a character," he said.  "Like a cheesy comic book kind of thing." 

"Cheesy works," she said.  "So you, like, help out Mr. Rheingold?" 

"Supposed to," he said.  "Mostly just watch him work on stuff." 

"Like projects?"  she said. 

"Nothing exciting," he said, "broken windows and junk." 

She nodded as she ran a red light. 

"Too bad," she said.  "He makes some cool stuff." 

They whipped around a turn, and Rory's stomach lurched. 

"He's working on some secret thing," he said.  "He's got plans and things, but I 

haven't seen them." 
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"Let me know if you do," she said. 

She slammed on the brakes two car lengths before a yellow light, then gunned it 

as the light turned red, almost getting sideswiped by another car.  Rory grabbed the 

armrest as tight as he could.  She laughed. 

"Not funny," he said. 

"Kind of funny?" she said. 

"Shit," he said. 

"A little funny?" 

Terrifying, not funny.  At least she'd scared his away erection. 

 

They had to park a few blocks from downtown and walk.  Even though Honda 

was shorter than he, Rory had to work to keep up with her pace.  She treated crossing 

signals the way she did traffic lights – she ignored them.  Rory had grown accustomed 

to walking as if he were in a movie and had been filmed in slow motion.  That's how 

they all walked, him and Scott and the others – Black Riders, Four Horsemen, whatever 

icon Scott thought they should personify. 

Outside an art supply store, Honda stopped. 

"I need to go in here," she said. 

"OK," Rory said. 
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He felt tethered to her somehow as he followed her through the store to the paint 

section.  She crouched in front of a shelf of paints in jars, and he tried unsuccessfully not 

to look at her, at the way her overalls gaped more, revealing more skin and the red 

waistband of her panties.  She studied paints, plucking jars off, putting them back, 

oblivious to the revelation or his gaze.  After a minute, he wandered away and browsed 

through instruction books. He flipped through one on drawing superheroes.  He'd 

always liked to draw but had never been able to learn from the books with their focus 

on shapes and frames for figures. 

"Ready," Honda said as she passed him. 

Rory dropped the book back on the rack and followed Honda to the cash 

register.  She chatted with the cashier, who gave Rory the evil eye once or twice.  He 

couldn't remember, but he was pretty sure he'd shoplifted there before when he was 

stoned.  Then again, he got the evil eye from most people.  Fucking clothes. 

"I need new clothes," he said outside. 

Honda looked him over. 

"You are kind of a one-trick pony, huh?" 

"Can't afford them," he said. 

"I know the feeling," she said. 

They reached the coffee shop, and she grabbed his coat and opened it, inspecting 

it and the clothes underneath, biting her lower lip as she concentrated. 
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"I can work with this," she said, letting the coat go. 

"Cool," he said.  "I dig what you did with yours." 

"Thanks, daddy-o," she said, snapping her fingers. 

"Uh…" 

She pointed her head toward the coffee shop. 

"Come in," she said, "until Arthur shows?" 

Rory looked down the street, imagining the walk down there, back home 

through the neighborhoods lousy with poverty and people who might give him more 

than an evil eye. 

"Buy you a cup of coffee," she said. 

A police car turned off Main Street and headed in their direction. 

He shrugged. 

Arthur's niece walked out of the shop. 

"I thought I missed you," she said. 

"Here I be," Honda said. 

They hugged.  Arthur's niece tugged at Honda's overall straps. 

"I love this!" 

"Thanks, Samantha," Honda said.  "You know Rory?" 

Samantha looked at him.  Her expression changed slightly.  Honda probably 

didn't notice, but he did, saw the real happiness on her face turn into a mask. 
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"I don't know," she said.  "Have – have we met, Rory?" 

He shook his head. 

"He works for Arthur," Honda said. 

"Maybe he mentioned you," Samantha said.  "I Must be getting old." 

"I don't do much," Rory said.  "Sweep up, you know." 

She nodded and looked him over, never letting the mask drop. 

"I feel like I've met you," she said.  "Weird.  What's your last name?" 

"McDonough," he said.  "I'm not – I'm not local." 

She nodded again and stuck out her hand. 

"Nice to meet you Rory McDonough from somewhere else." 

He shook her hand. 

"Got to run," she said.  "I left that stuff for you, Honda." 

"Great," Honda said.  "See you." 

Samantha headed down the street, and Rory suddenly had the feeling that he 

had met her before. 

"Nice lady," Honda said as they went inside.  "Her parents got killed in that 

horrible crash a couple years ago.  You remember that?" 

The door slammed shut behind Rory, and he jerked his head around at it. 

"M-must have been before I moved here," he said. 

A pang of gas surged through his body. 
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"Hungry?" Honda said. 

"No," he said.  

 

 Two separate feelings tugged at Arthur as they had since he'd taken on Rory as 

his unofficial assistant.  On one side, he welcomed the company and felt that connecting 

with Rory held great significance for both of them.  It allowed Arthur to not feel the 

hypocrite as he privately worried about the isolation that weighed down man.  If he 

practiced breaking down that isolation, he would become less of the problem and 

prove, at least to himself, that he could surmount it.  Yet, he loved his privacy, 

especially when working on The Project, so when Rory was around, he had to focus on 

less appealing work.  Rory's absence over the past few days had afforded him much 

time to work, and work he had. 

 He hadn't felt guilty until this morning when he saw Rory heading into the 

woods.  After all, he'd spent all of his time except teaching and his one cup of coffee a 

day in the workshop, immersed in work, often forgetting the existence of other human 

beings.  When he taught, he felt that he was doing the other important work of 

connecting, and yet he felt removed, watching himself in a dream.  No guilt there.  No, 

only Rory's lonely form seeking out isolation reminded him that Rory was a mission. 

 Turning over these conflicting thoughts, he entered the shop through the back 

door, thinking if Rory saw him from across the street he'd immediately come over.  He 
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lingered over his drawing board for minutes, examining what he hoped was his final 

design for the basic elements for The Project – spherical, interlocking glass building 

blocks, function and theme in one elegant form.  Soon, he'd have to make prototypes, 

difficult and time-consuming work, and he'd have to decide whether to let Rory see that 

work or let him go.  He wasn't sure he could do either. 

 He sighed and covered the drawings with a blank sheet of paper.  He walked 

through the store and out to the street, crossing to the coffee shop.  Rory wasn't there.  

Arthur went to the counter and waited for Honda to finish making some sort of 

confection for the mayor.  Nice to see her visiting the downtown she'd pushed for, 

Arthur thought. 

 "Thelma," Arthur said. 

 She smiled at him, a politician's smile, the worst kind. 

 "Arthur," she said.  "How's business?" 

 "Fine, fine," he said.  "And you?" 

 "Need a pick-me-up," she said, "to fight the rest of the city commission." 

 "They are a feisty bunch," Arthur said.  "Good luck." 

 She rolled her eyes and turned back to Honda.  She picked up her beverage with 

both hands and glanced back at Arthur. 

 "You should think about running next time," she said. 

 "No, thank you," he said.  "I have other projects that need my attention." 
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 "Don't we all," she said, a touch of exasperation in her voice. 

 She went to a table in the corner, where her young assistants had spread out 

papers.  They all focused their attention on her when she sat, admiring her beverage. 

 "The usual?" Honda said. 

 Arthur turned and smiled.  Was his smile a politician's smile? 

 "Yes," he said.  "Where's Rory?" 

 "Bathroom," she said.  "Said he felt sick." 

 Arthur nodded. 

 "He's been in there a long time," she said. 

 "Perhaps I should check on him." 

 Even before he opened the bathroom door, he heard someone vomiting.  It didn't 

sound as if anything came out.  Rory had probably eaten little if anything.  Arthur 

opened the door and crouched so he could see under the stall.  The worn soles of Rory's 

shoes stared back at him.  Rory retched again, then moved his body so he sat, his toes 

now pointing toward Arthur. 

 "Are you all right?" Arthur said. 

 Rory panted. 

 "Carsick," he said. 

 "I see," Arthur said.  "You know, if you plan to vomit, it helps to eat something.  

Otherwise, it's just a waste of time and energy." 



Palace of Expression  

Cowgill 91  

 

 Rory sniffled. 

 "Will you open the door?" Arthur said. 

 "Unlocked." 

 Arthur pulled open the stall door.  Inside, Rory rested his head against the wall, 

his face nearly as white as the toilet. 

 "Well, this is no good," Arthur said.  "How are you supposed to help me in this 

condition?" 

 "I'll be OK." 

 "Not if you don't eat," Arthur said.  "From now on, we eat lunch before we 

work." 

 "Seriously." 

 "Those are the rules," Arthur said.  "I can't have a starving assistant on my 

hands." 

 He paused.  The next sentence tumbled out of his mouth before he could stop it. 

 "I have important work to do," he said, "and I'll need you at your best." 

 He stepped forward. 

 "We're going to change the world, Rory McDonough." 

 Arthur clasped Rory's hand and pulled him up. 

 


