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1. The Blind Man’s Mirror 

I can almost see the ocean from the top of Castle Rock. Almost, but not quite. I look 

toward Santa Cruz but I can’t make out much in the late day haze. It gets darker as the 

sun sinks, and the shadows run up the mountain like water flowing the wrong way. 

Then all I can see is the horizon line. I don’t know what’s on the other side, and I don’t 

really know why I keep sitting here as the light fades. But I do. Sitting on top of Castle 

Rock, a big boulder stuck in the side of a bigger mountain, I just keep looking even 

though there’s not a lot to see.   

I lose the horizon completely as Maas’s boots crunch across the pea gravel that 

lines the shoulder of the road.  

Maas. 

The dark brings the cold. Worse, because the day has been warm. You don’t 

ignore it, the cold up here. I want to keep sitting and staring, being lost. But really, 

there’s nothing left to see. 

“Okay, okay. It’s a wrap. Time to roll.” Maas. 

The chill hits the ridge all of a sudden. It sneaks in on a razorblade wind that 

traces the curves of Skyline Drive. It’s a weird wind, harder and meaner than the breezes 

down in the valley. Down there the hanging stoplights barely move. But on Skyline, I 

mean, Jesus. Up here it’s like a fast-moving ghost with sharp teeth. You can’t see it. But 

it gets you, right down to your bones.  

Maas blows into his cupped hands and stomps his feet.  

“Hop to Buddy. We don’t get moving, we’re going to freeze our asses off.” 

“We’ll freeze no matter what.” 
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“Oh, for Christ’s sake, what’s the big draw? It’s the fucking sun. They put it up 

every day and take it down every night.” 

Maas.  

He’s wearing a short-sleeve practice jersey. Never thinks ahead. I button up the 

old wool Pendleton my grandfather gave me three years ago, for my sixteenth birthday. 

If I’m being honest, I thought it was a real shit gift when I got it. But it’s come through 

for night runs and beating the wind chill. You see bikers all over the valley wrapped in 

bulletproof leather jackets. I never seem to have the extra scratch for anything like that. 

This shirt, though, it does the job in aces. 

 “If I’d known you were going to make a career of it...” 

“Nobody’s stopping you asshole.” 

He picks up a rock and skips it across the blacktop. 

“Fucking boulder Buddha.” 

Maas is someone to ride with, but I don’t how much farther it goes. I like him, to 

a point. I mean he’s a fixture. But it’s different from when we were in high school, when 

I first came across him. Back then he was electric. Exciting. Unpredictable. We’d be 

practicing, the entire rag-tag junior varsity team. Then here he comes, this wiry maniac 

scarecrow charging down on us from the upper varsity field, chaos for the sheer fun of 

it. Like punishment for the crime of immaturity. Maas would tear through our backfield, 

leveling everyone in sight, laughing like a fucking lunatic. We’d freeze, of course. What 

could you do? Sure as hell, you wouldn’t try to give it back or you’d pay in the locker 

room. And complain? It would sink you with the coaches. It was high school football for 

God’s sake. It was supposed to be crazy mean. And Maas was a favorite son. If you had 

out any hope of being a favorite yourself someday, you had better shake it off. Pull the 
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grass clumps out of your facemask and just shake it off. Coaches played favorites. It was 

no secret. “Live meat,” they would say. “We’re going live meat.” It meant pain, hurt. 

You gave or you got. Only guys who understood that would get into the game. 

Maas was the most colorful member of a whole gang of Maas-type individuals. 

Cocky guys, all good looking or close to it. All of them tough wise asses. The way I saw 

it, they were gravity itself, with girls and wannabes rotating in orbit around them. They 

were a pack of wild alpha dogs that had the run of the place and damn well knew it. No 

use kidding about it. I could taste it, how bad I wanted to be one of them. 

But that’s a lifetime ago. Maas, well, he’s forty pounds heavier and a different 

person really. He slid out of his senior year without a glance from the college scouts, and 

off he went into the army. He did three and out, but he hams it up good. He was posted 

somewhere in Germany, doing a whole bunch of nothing, truth be told. He says, “You 

got to be ready to go anytime. Drop of a dime man. Don’t you doubt it, Buddy. You 

could be dead by the end of the day.” He was in the middle of Germany. Guard duty, 

maybe. Just like here, drinking beer and getting fatter by the day. That’s the most I can 

make of it. The rest is all so much bullshit. 

And now his clock is running a couple clicks fast. He looks like he’s got a lot 

more than two years on me. He’s grown boobs and a beer gut. His hair is already 

thinning out, barely covering his bowling-ball head. His eyes and mouth and nose are 

lost, way too small for his oversized melon. Who knows from football or the army? 

That’s yesterday. It’s now you have to worry about. The big scary right now, that’s 

what’s going to get you. You spend too much time looking back, you walk right into it. 

I straddle my bike while Maas looks under his seat for gloves. We both know 

there aren’t any, but he looks anyway. I open the choke and give it a kick. The engine 
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fires up on the first try and I sit with my hands curved over the cylinders, waiting for 

them to start throwing off heat. Maas turns his baseball cap backwards, primes the 

throttle and starts throwing himself up and down on the lever. Nothing.  

Just when I think he’s going to be walking it home, it finally fires up, coughing 

and missing. Over my shoulder the moon is just a sliver. I can’t really see a damn thing. 

The stars haven’t come on yet. It’s just the ink sky and night unforgiving.  

Our headlights do nothing, throwing tiny white circles that just make everything 

else seem that much blacker. The noise from the bikes echoes around us, ruining the 

silence of the mountain. It’s a good sound, though, that Harley growl. To me, it’s always 

meant that you can get away from wherever you are.  

Finally, Maas pops the clutch and leads the way out along Skyline. 

Once we start moving the wind chill is vicious. My eyes tear up right away, 

running streams back around my cheeks. Maas is yelling at the top of his lungs because 

that always helps take the sting out of the cold until you get numb. The trees are a 

blurred wall where the headlights graze them. The stars come on in a crowd but they’re 

still just pinpoints, no help in the tar-pit corners of this snaky road. 

We go slow trying to finesse the cold. Maas starts weaving in and out of the 

dotted line to amuse himself. It’s a fool’s move. Skyline is a gamble at night, that glow-

in-the-dark broken line is all you have to lead you. Douchebags in souped-up numbers 

own the road until sunrise. You’re on a bike, you got no prayer when some half-drunk 

tool in a Camaro blows a turn. Maas settles down when we start shifting through the 

switchbacks on the backside of the mountain. The bike follows its own rhythm, one up, 

one down, as I trace a path behind the rear wheel of Maas’ Sportster through turn after 

turn. I’m in a road trance when we make the floor of the valley a half-hour later. 
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The yellow lights lining the expressway give everything a bad movie glow, and 

the strip malls and gas stations look a lot dirtier than they do during the day. The air 

down here is warmer and bugs are hitting us heavy. I’m riding careful, on the lookout 

for the cops that camp on the side streets or park on the used car lots with their lights 

off. Maas calls it chickenshit riding. I just know I play it cool on the local roads because I 

can’t afford any more tickets. 

Maas, on the other hand, is making it hard to keep up because he always has to 

go like a bat out of hell, cutting people off and riding between cars to the front of the line 

at lights. He finally holds up so we make the turn onto Mary Avenue together. A minute 

later, we pull into the driveway in front of Jack’s house. 

 

Jack’s place is like one of those big rest stops they put off to the side of the 

interstate, a place to stop on the way to another place. The house has pretty much been 

his alone since we were seniors in high school. His parents split up when he was twelve 

and they decided he’d stay put in the house with his old man while his mom took off to 

find herself in Oregon. 

Jack’s dad drank hard. But not real drinking. Red-wine spritzers. He’d buy a 

couple gallon jugs of table wine and a case of 7-Up at a time. Honest to god, like killing 

yourself with candy bars. 

On the weekends, he’d try his luck at the local watering holes. Sometimes he’d 

come back with some over-the-hill nightmare, three layers of eye shadow and boobs like 

socks filled with sand. They’d walk right past me and Jack watching a game, right down 

the hall, into the bedroom. Sometimes a dark room can be your best friend. 
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The old man’s number came up one night driving trashed on a long, blind 

section of highway seventeen out at the edge of San Jose. Right about midnight he 

crossed the double line going ninety and rising. He must have aimed for the brightest 

thing he could see, cause he hit it bullseye. A whole van full of people coming from God 

knows where at that time of night. When the firemen pulled whatever they could out of 

the wreckage there wasn’t much left but questions. The old man usually stayed local and 

he never drove anything but the side streets when he was lit. He had more sense. He 

didn’t want trouble from cops any more than the rest of us.  

Look, I’m not criticizing; I’ve gone from the valley to Santa Cruz and not 

remembered a mile. Thing was, when Jack’s old man got drunk he usually drove slower 

and more careful than normal. He had an old Ford three-quarter ton with big steel 

bumpers, but he drove it like it was made of glass. It made me think Howard had 

decided to push the button himself that night. Doesn’t really matter. I suppose he had 

been living on borrowed time anyway, being a boozer and all. 

Jack called his mom and she wrote a check on the old man’s account and sent it 

off to Sacred Lawns. The cemetery sent somebody over to the morgue to pick up the 

body and that was that. I don’t talk about it with Jack. His old man was a hitter and I bet 

that can put you off caring about somebody no matter who they are. Jack was smacked 

plenty and smacked hard. I don’t think he ever went to say goodbye. 

Tell the truth, I don’t have a single pleasant memory of Jack’s dad. He was scary 

when I was young, and just as scary later on. He stood six-six and always seemed angry. 

He was a big grizzled piece of work, with caterpillars for eyebrows and a permanent 

frown and a sort of lopsided, lanky way of walking. He had great big hands just made 
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for hitting, and Jack and I steered clear of him as much as possible growing up. He could 

scare a rock in two. I mean, nightmares had him. 

 

Maas keeps revving his throttle, something the neighbors hate. Finally he stops. I 

sit and let the sound of the wind empty out of my ears, the buzzing from the bike still 

making my thighs and palms tingle. Maas gets off his bike and I look around. I live 

across the street with my mom, but I spend most of my time at Jack’s. It’s just easier 

because I don’t want her seeing the shape I’m in most nights. 

With the bikes shut down, I can hear the football game out of Jack’s front door. 

Maas listens for a second and grins wide. 

“KC is up.” 

“So?” 

“I got a dime on them. You know Jack and Oakland. Like candy from a baby.” 

Jack’s been a diehard football fan since I can remember. He was a hot prospect 

himself as a senior, a hard-hitting defensive tackle. But like Maas, he didn’t get any 

college offers, and he didn’t have the drive to go it on his own. He still talks about it all 

the time. He can run you through every play in the conference championship like he 

was watching a game film. Every spring, he makes some noise about the open tryouts at 

the Raiders’ mini-camp in Menlo Park, but he never actually goes. I think it’s for the 

best. When you get down to it, dreams are fragile things. A little reality can smash them 

all to hell. 

Inside, Jack is sprawled out on an old fake-leather recliner his dad bought when 

they first got the TV. The house is just like mine, only everything is opposite. That’s the 

way the builders worked in our part of California. Cut down an orchard and build a 
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crop of cookie-cutter houses. Jack’s place is a little different, in that it’s more trashed 

than most. The living room is nothing to look at. A green sofa with the cushions fraying 

on the edges, a tiny wood coffee table, a couple of folding chairs, the TV and a red 

plastic cooler by the fireplace. Jack’s watching the game with the recliner all the way 

back. He barely looks up. 

“Where’d you go?” 

“Those Chiefs are spanking you boy.” Maas pulls out a pack of smokes and turns 

to me, jabbing at the set with his finger. “That’s KC, the happy team with all the points 

on the board.” 

Jack ignores Maas and crumples his beer can, tossing the empty past me onto a 

pile on the fireplace grates. I pull two fresh ones out of the cooler. The TV sits on an end 

table turned backwards, stuck in the only corner the cable guy would run the line to. 

Jack mutes the sound as Maas grabs one of the folding chairs. 

“Where’d you go?” 

I pop his beer and hand it to him. 

“Skyline.” 

“You’re going to die up there, all those bastards racing around.” 

Maas turns the volume up. The Kansas City fans are going wild. Jack stares hate 

arrows through the back of Maas’ head. 

“You just have to be careful is all.” 

“Perl told me he saw gravel all over the road. Those fuckers that live up there, 

they’re spreading gravel on the road to spill the bikers.” 

“He’s full of shit. I didn’t see any gravel.” 
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“I think that’s the point. They don’t want you to see it.” He takes a swig and puts 

the can on the floor.  

I take a long draw on my beer. “There wasn’t any gravel. You just have to be 

careful is all.” 

“Four wheels under your ass Buddy. That’s my idea of careful.” 

Maas jumps up as the Chiefs make a drive three yards short of the goal line. 

“Let’s see the green Jackie boy, that’s the fat lady you’re hearing there.” 

“Will you sit the hell down? And kill that volume.” 

Jack rolls his eyes at me. You could always come in, but you weren’t always 

welcome. I wait for the roar of the crowd to settle. 

“You find a job?” 

“No, you hear of anything?” 

“Maybe. What happened to that paving gig with Roberts?” 

“Wait and see. They’re bidding on a bunch of projects. What do you hear?” 

“Morse needs a warehouse guard.” 

Maas blows out a smoke ring. A perfect wispy halo of white floating over his 

head. 

“The Army, Jack. That’ll get your head straight.” He makes his fingers into a set 

of quote marks. “They’re looking for a few good men.” 

“That’s the Marines, you moron.” 

“Whatever. All I can tell you, and I’m being serious, Army gave me discipline, 

taught me a lot about life. You could use some of that. It’d give you a chance to save 

some money, get in shape….” 

“Like you, you mean? Mr. maintenance man with those washboard abs.” 
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Maas takes a long drag and turns back to the game with a shrug. 

“Whatever. I got a job.” 

Jack’s jaw muscles start working. He’s drifted from one crap job to the next ever 

since high school. It’s a puzzle, but it’s his puzzle so I leave it alone. Everybody finds 

their place or they don’t. You can’t find it for them. 

Trouble is, it’s a thing with Maas to yank Jack’s chain. Jack is laid back, but he 

stands better than six-four and tips the scale at about two-thirty. He got two things from 

his father—scars and upper body strength like nobody’s business. I’ve seen him carry a 

full keg under each gun without breaking a sweat. I worry about Maas sometimes. He 

doesn’t understand that a volcano’s just a plain old mountain till the damn blows. 

Jack takes a hit off his beer and gets up. He nods for me to follow him through 

the sliding glass doors out into the backyard. Outside, he straddles a pile of bricks that 

have been there since we were kids. Something rustles through the fronds of the palm 

trees that stand guard along the back fence. The grass has gone to seed and grown knee 

high. I sit on an old wooden sawhorse covered with splashes of white and green paint. 

The TV fades into white noise. We’re facing the Archer’s house, directly behind Jack’s. 

It’s a two-story affair that’s ten times nicer than either of our places. The silent 

shimmering reflections of pool lights dance across the back of the house. 

“So, really, you hear of anything decent?” 

“Just this Morse thing, but I can ask around. You know you can just go down 

and get something from them.” 

“I don’t want to make minimum. I need serious money.” 

He picks up a handful of pebbles and starts tossing them, one at a time, into the 

grass. 
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“What’s the problem?” 

“My mom’s riding me about the house. She wants me to rent out rooms because 

I hardly ever pay her.” 

The Archer’s pool filter cycles on. 

 “So rent them out.” 

He shakes his head. “The hell with that. Got enough company as it is.” 

We both stare at the statue Jack’s dad put in the middle of the backyard, some 

Roman or Greek women pouring water from a vase. We laid the concrete pond she’s 

filling but it leaked the first time around. That pissed his dad off, so we laid it again. 

Then it leaked again. Then her vase cracked, so she’s just watering the ground now, 

except nothing’s ever coming out of her vase. Eventually, the old man just quit coming 

out into the backyard. 

Jack puts his hands on his knees. “Jesus, I’m sick of this shit.” 

I don’t know what shit he’s talking about so I just sit there. 

He stands up. “Just keep your ear to the ground. You hear of anything that pays 

decent, let me know.” 

I nod. “No problem.” 

Inside, Maas is all grins. The Chiefs have recovered a fumble with two minutes to 

go and it really is over.  

“Make with the silver Cochise.” He’s got his palm out to Jack. 

“I haven’t got it.” 

“C’mon welcher. Cough it up.” Maas is standing his ground and I take a seat on 

the couch. Jack pulls the pockets of his jeans inside out. Nothing but two white triangles. 
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“Okay asshole? I haven’t got it.” He tucks his pockets back in. “I’ll catch you 

later. Or maybe we can put that toward your part of the beer fund.” 

“Ouch, that hurts.” Maas drops his hand. “But if I’m paying, I’m drinking a good 

ten bucks worth.” 

Jack disappears into the kitchen and I can hear him rummaging through a 

cupboard. 

He comes back with a giant bottle of Cuervo and two Flintstone fruit juice 

glasses, one with Pebbles on it and one with Fred. 

He sets the bottle and glasses down on the coffee table and collapses on the sofa. 

“Stab yourself and pass the dagger, Mr. Kansas City.” 

I stick with the beer, but Jack gets Maas going one for one with shots. We all 

loosen up a little bit and talk about the girls we dated in high school. Of the three of us, 

Maas did the best. But he doesn’t brag about girls. They were just something on the 

margins that went along with football and being part of a crew. They’re what I think 

about the most, so his take on it always amazes me.  

Pretty soon, Maas starts slurring a little, stumbling when he gets up to take a 

leak. I count the dead soldiers in the fireplace. We’ve polished off the better part of a 

case, on top of the tequila. In the background, the post-game wrap-up turns into the 

news. 

Two hours later, we’re watching an I Love Lucy rerun when Maas starts up 

snoring having slid down into a dead-man’s sprawl across the couch. I notice that the 

bottle of tequila is just about empty, and so is the cooler. Jack frowns at me and I shrug. 

Jack’s really got a hollow leg and I learned long ago never to match him drink for drink. 

We watch the end of the show. 
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Jack gets up and bends over, an inch away from Maas’ face. “Last call ladies.” 

Maas’ eyes pop open in a look of terror.  

“What’s a matter?” He’s slurring like a stroke victim. 

“Out you go sports fan. Time to get on your iron pony and skedaddle.” 

“Jack....” I’m leery of jumping in, but it’s obvious Maas is way too lit to even 

think about riding a motorcycle. Walking would be beyond him. “Maybe he could sleep 

it off.” 

Jack turns to me and runs his fingers through his hair. “Hell no. I want to go to 

bed in my own house without some drunken idiot crashing on my couch.” He rubs his 

face hard.  

I look at my beer and feel my face get red. His couch is practically my second 

home. 

“Not you Buddy, that’s not what I meant. You know.” 

“I know. It’s just he’s in no shape.” 

“He can walk. Do him some good, getting some fresh air.” 

Maas’ head is lolling. I don’t really see him making it home no matter how he 

tries to get there. But at that end of the day, I’m nobody’s babysitter. And his house isn’t 

really that far.  

“Open the door, will you?” 

Jack grabs Maas’ wrist and ducks his neck under an arm, hoisting Maas up in 

fireman’s carry and lifting him off the couch like he was a bag of dog food. Maas has a 

puzzled look on his face. 

“We going game?” 

Jack heads to the door. “That’s right honey, we’re going to the game.” 
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I head out the door first and pull the spark plug wires on Maas’ bike. Jack leans 

him up against the wall of the house. He looks in Maas’ face and pats his cheek. 

“There you go high roller. You get home safe now, you hear?” He nods at me 

and goes back inside. Maas slides down so that he’s sitting with his back against the 

wall. His head drops onto his chest. I’m not sure what to do, but I know he can’t start 

the bike and I know I’m tired. I watch him for a half a minute. He’s breathing heavy, out 

like a light.  

I walk my bike across the street to the house I grew up in and haven’t managed 

to leave yet. It’s a dumpy little tract house, with a cement front patio that my father and 

my uncles laid when I was a kid. My dad brought a seedling home one year as a silly 

little gift for my mom. She planted it out front and it grew better than thirty feet over 

time, and now it watches like a soldier over the house. My father’s house first, now my 

mother’s. 

My dad put in a solid forty years, driving every day to San Jose, to sit behind a 

steel gray desk in a cubicle maze at General Electric. I’d see him at the kitchen table in 

the morning, staring out the window before I left for school. He’d say something like, 

“First day of the rest of your life, Buddy,” as I ate my cereal. At night, every night, he’d 

sit in his recliner, the footrest all the way out. He’d read the paper and eventually eat 

dinner off a TV tray. That’s how I remember him most, with the glow from the TV 

turning him grey, great big black circles in place of his eyes. 

He was a different guy from the pictures my mom has taped to the mirror over 

their dresser. In those snapshots, he’s a fireplug in suspenders, with a pressed shirt, a 

wave of black hair and the sharp, rugged, handsome face of a real man’s man. He has 

his arms around his buddies, all of them about to go into the army. Or he’s a proud Dad 
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holding my older brother Dave, with his hairy muscular forearms looking weird next to 

the baby’s pink skin. Or he’s the man she just married in his brand new brown suit, grey 

eyes staring the camera down, ready to take on the world. I can’t imagine what he saw 

every morning when he looked in that mirror, but it couldn’t have been anything like 

the man in those pictures.  

He did his time at G.E. and took early retirement. He hooked up with some part-

time work to keep busy, and his heart blew out six months later as he sat behind the 

counter at a liquor store. He was a silent kind of guy and you can’t complain about that. 

I think he was as much of a father as I could ask for or deserved. The pension plan 

makes half payments to my mom the widow, and there she is, set for life. Or what’s left 

of it. 

Maas is a younger, stupider version of my old man. He works in building 

services for a company that makes circuit boards. The third Friday of every month, the 

company throws a big party and lets all the employees off in the middle of the afternoon 

to drink from a keg and listen to some local band. Everyone wears jeans, and the coffee 

cart comes around twice a day. It isn’t such a bad place, Maas’s world, but I’d rather 

wear a dress and sing in bars. 

The next morning I come out at seven and Maas is gone, but his bike is on its side 

in the driveway. I feel bad a bit, but then again, I wasn’t the one drinking all the tequila. 

I get on my bike, kick her to life and head to the important work of running the counter 

at Mancini’s Auto Parts. 

 

Two months later the California spring comes on in full swing with perfect day 

after perfect day. I’m on a different shift, five to one, bringing in the early stock, filling 
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the morning orders and keeping inventory straight. I have every afternoon and 

weekends to ride. Most Saturdays I take the long slow trip up nine, and then follow old 

Route 1 to Rizzoli’s. Rizzoli’s is an ancient institution among bikers, tucked inside a slow 

curve at the backside of the road as it curls toward San Francisco. The building is 

nothing but the shell of a barn with a butcher-block counter and a smoking black grill 

two car lengths long. Two old bearded black guys serve up giant half-pound burgers 

dripping in blood and grease, smothered in cooked onions. They throw the whole mess 

on a sourdough roll. Out back of the building is a sloped yard that stays cool under the 

shade of a bunch of oak trees. A couple rows of redwood picnic tables line the middle of 

the yard and you can hear a stream nearby. 

You can get soda by the can, but if you know the score, you always buy a beer 

the only way they sell it, ice cold in quart bottles. It’s a helluva combo to chase the dust 

out of your mouth.  

The backyard is usually filled with just about anyone who rides, from college 

kids on little rice-burners, to the over-the-hill leather-chaps set, to serious trouble flying 

colors. It’s a regular melting pot. And right there in the middle, I see a familiar pear 

shape slumped over one of the tables away from anybody else. Maas is having a slow 

smoke lost in a daydream. It’s a large yard and I think that maybe I’ll just eat my burger 

in peace and then ride on out. 

But something about the way he’s sitting there makes me curious. He looks up as 

I sit down across from him. He’s really lost because it takes him a few seconds to put me 

in the frame. 

“Jeez, Buddy.” He stubs out his smoke on the top of the table.  

“Where are you man?” 
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He doesn’t answer, just stares across the yard at a stand of trees. I tear my burger 

in half and set it front of him. He looks down. 

“Hey thanks.” 

“No problem. What’s the deal?” 

“Aw, nothing.” 

I pass him the bottle and he takes a swig of beer. Like most of us, Maas is 

different people at different times. For all his shitty stunts on the practice field, Maas 

once spent a good half hour playing big brother to a friend of mine, the junior varsity 

halfback. This guy had fumbled away our best chance at getting into the playoffs. Most 

everyone was gone, but Maas hung around, telling him that it was just a football game 

and that there were more important things in life. I couldn’t help but listen, sitting there 

in the next row over, in front of my locker. I never figured out what possessed Maas. But 

people are like that. They surprise you all the time. 

“I didn’t see your bike out front.” 

“Leaking gasket. Borrowed my brother’s Triumph.” 

We both sit there quiet for a little while. I bite deep through the rare burger into 

the sourdough. The bread is thick with melted butter dripping off the onions. I wash it 

down with an icy swig of beer. 

The sun’s shifting off the table and a warm breeze flips my napkin. 

Suddenly Maas snaps out of it. “Why don’t you and me go hit the city and 

celebrate?” 

It’s hardly worth discussing. I haven’t got anything to celebrate and I can only 

imagine the trouble Maas could cause in a North Beach strip club. 

“What’s to celebrate?” 
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“I’m engaged.” 

The beer stops at my lips. I bring the bottle down and look at Maas, who’s 

wearing a shy grin. I hand him the bottle. 

“When did this happen?” 

“Last week.” He takes a deep swig, and hands the beer back to me.  

“Who is she?” 

“A receptionist from work. Hot. Really hot.” 

 “How long have you been going out?” I’m thinking back to the last time I saw 

Maas and I come up with the tipped-over bike and try to put a date to it. 

“A few months now.” 

“Months? What’s the rush?” 

Maas takes another long swig from the beer and looks off into the trees. He’s 

gone quiet again. Without realizing it, he starts peeling the label off the bottle. 

“She’s pregnant.” 

It takes a minute. “Jesus, Maas… what about a...?” 

“She’s going to have it.” He won’t look at me. He’s really working the label on 

that beer bottle. “She’s older then I am. She says she wants to keep it no matter what.” 

He looks up. “Don’t get me wrong, I love her besides this. We would have wound up 

getting married anyway. Eventually.” 

I’m at a loss. I never figured Maas to be honorable. The sun makes its way to the 

far side of the yard and now we’re in full shade. Half the tables are empty. 

“It’s not a big deal,” he rubs the back of his neck and looks behind us, trying to 

hide his eyes from me. He turns around and still won’t look at me. “Sooner or later you 

have kids. That’s the way it is. No big deal.” 
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“Okay.” 

“You sure you don’t want to go to the city?” 

“I’m pretty broke. You have to have a bachelor party right? We’ll hit the clubs 

then.” 

“Yeah. We will.” He slides the empty bottle to the middle of the table and finally 

looks me in the eye. “Want to ride back together?” 

“Sure.” 

Maybe I feel sorry for him. Or maybe, it’s that once in while you come across 

something that really makes your own life look small. Whatever it is, I get it. It’s a pretty 

mess. And I don’t mind riding with back with him. Just riding. No thinking. Just to hit 

the fast lane and race the late afternoon shadows back to the valley. Sometimes it’s 

enough. 

 

I don’t see Maas again for a good long time. I meet a girl in Fremont. Alice. I’ve 

never known anybody named Alice. It’s an old name, but she’s a now girl. Funny, full of 

life and energy. Kind of fearless. All the things I’m not. Still, it takes me by surprise 

when she breaks it off. And just like that, summer comes to an end and I’m in a black 

place. I ride up and sit on Castle Rock many times, but I don’t want any company. I’m in 

no rush to get down off that damn rock, even when it gets really dark and cold. 

In October, Jack puts together a nostalgia party. In high school, he had thrown a 

big bash every other weekend. We’d buy a couple kegs from a local guy who looked the 

other way because he was really into high school ball. We’d set up a table out in front of 

Jack’s front door and charge two bucks to get in. It was a great way to make some cash 
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and spend a night drinking for free. But after we graduated, people moved on and there 

was no easy way to get the word out.  

We fill the cracked pond with ice cubes and set three kegs side by side. Jack even 

borrows my mom’s lawnmower and cuts the grass, front and back. Most of the guys 

from the football team show up around seven, and everyone else follows a little after. 

It’s a good party, with lots of people who haven’t seen each other in what seems like a 

long time. Everyone catches up, compares notes. We stand around with red plastic cups 

full of beer, laughing and grabbing ahold one another like shipwreck survivors reunited 

after being rescued. The September sun seems to hang in the sky longer than usual.  

Maas shows up around nine. He’s been transferred to a plant in San Rafael and it 

takes him longer to get back to the South Bay. A bunch of guys make a big deal about it 

when he walks in, and everyone goofs on him. I realize it’s going to get a little weird and 

crazy. I take a seat way out back, under one of the palm trees and drink and watch. 

A little after two in the morning, things thin out. Somebody hits McDonalds, and 

I find Jack in the kitchen eating burgers with a couple of friends. I sit down and listen to 

him relive plays, waving his arms in grand drunken gestures. He acts out elbow shots 

off the line, and grabbing some guy’s facemask on the sly. Maas comes in and sits down 

next to me. He’s good and buzzed and wearing someone else’s letter jacket, with a beer 

in each hand. He gives me one and nods toward Jack. 

“Back in the game?” 

“Time of his life.” 

He slaps my back. “What about you, Buddy? What the hell’s up?” 

“Not much. How’s the little woman and all that?” 
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“Mary? Shit, she’s big as a house.” Maas seems happy. Or maybe it’s the buzz. 

“But she still looks great.” 

“So are you going to tie the knot or what?” 

Jack hasn’t mentioned anything beyond knowing about the pregnancy.  

“We’re going to wait until after she has the baby.” I sneer, and he puts his beer 

down and makes his best serious face, or as good as he can do drunk. In a quieter voice, 

leaning into me, “I mean it Buddy. It seemed stupid with her showing and all. That just 

seems stupid to me to walk up the aisle with a big pregnant woman. Stupid.” He takes a 

swig of beer and looks at Jack who is busy breaking a spin move, crosshairs on the 

quarterback. 

“I’m serious. I really love her. We’ll get married the right way. As soon as she has 

the baby.” 

“I guess we’ll see.” 

“Besides…” he snaps back to his drunken freakish grin, “…need a wedding to 

have a bachelor party.” He lets out a howl that stops Jack in mid-sentence. 

“Maas, shut the hell up. Can’t you see I’m explaining something?” 

We all just fall out on that one. 

 

December starts tough. My bike quits on me twice in a week. It’s a Thursday and 

I’m just getting home at eight because all of the sudden things are going crazy in the 

auto parts business. I’m dog tired and there’s a real chill setting in, and the whole way 

home, with my face going numb from the cold, I’m wishing I had a car. But I also know 

my mom has a big dish of crockpot Swiss steak and potatoes, because it’s Thursday and 

that’s what she makes on Thursdays. There’ll be as much coffee as I can drink, all 
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waiting and served up nice as you please, soon as I walk in the door. But I know 

something’s wrong the minute I come in. She gives me puppy dog eyes and tries hard to 

say something without saying it. She keeps wiping her hands on her apron, picking up a 

pepper shaker just to put it down again and pick up a fork she isn’t going to use. 

“What’s up?” 

“It’s just... Honey...” 

“Mom…” 

She smoothes her apron but won’t look me in the eyes. 

“I think you better go see Jack.” 

“I’m hungry mom, I’ll go over after I eat.” 

“No honey, I think you should see him now.” 

My mom isn’t definite about anything. Ever.  

I look at her and she’s got worry written all over her face. 

“Okay. Keep it warm, I’ll be right back.” 

Jack comes to the door but doesn’t offer to let me in. I smell chicken and garlic. 

He likes to eat alone and has a real thing about anyone watching him eat or mooching 

his dinner. It’s weird, but I’m used to it. 

“What’s up?” 

“Maas is dead.” 

There it is. It’s raw, news like that. I don’t know how you candycoat it and it’s 

okay that Jack doesn’t even try. Maybe you can’t really. I get the idea he feels like he’s 

just passing on what was supposed to be passed on. Like to the next of kin or something. 

“What?” 

“He’s dead.” 
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He leans against the doorframe with both hands in his pockets. He’s in his socks 

and jeans and a T-shirt, and it dawns on me he doesn’t want to spend a lot of time 

chatting about it. 

“What happened?” 

I’m thinking motorcycle accident. Doing stupid things on the road. Drinking and 

then trying to make it home. The only people I knew my age who had died, had died in 

drunken car crashes. 

“He was in the Potbelly Saloon...” 

“That shithole on Alameda?” 

“Yeah. I guess he got in a beef with some Hell’s Angels in there. You know 

Maas.” 

I can imagine. Words. Wrong words, wrong time. “You think you’re tough, you 

ain’t shit. You should try the army,” then “Aw, c’mon, I’m just busting your chops. Let 

me buy you a drink.” The wrong words to the wrong guys. Not seeing what’s right in 

front of him. How could he not? 

“How’d it happen?” 

“Yeah, well, they took it outside. From what I heard, these assholes beat the shit 

out of him until he was on the ground, then they kicked him in the head till he died.” 

“Jesus.” 

“Hell of way to go, right?” 

“They catch the guys?” 

“They’re Hells Angels, who’s gonna ID them? They got on their bikes and left.” 

Jack rubs his arms and looks up at the sky, blows a fog stream. “Nobody saw a thing, it 

turns out.” 
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“So that’s it?” 

“It was one of his brothers told me. He said they’re going to talk to the bartender 

and track down the guys.” 

“Yeah, that’s a winner.” 

“They won’t get anywhere. It’s done, and that’s that.” 

There’s a big long pause, as we both just stand there. 

“Well I got to get back to my dinner.” 

“Yeah. Thanks for letting me know.” 

“Sure. You guys were always out riding, I thought you’d want to hear right 

away.” 

I walk back across the street and it strikes me how he should have seen it for 

Christ sake. Hells Angels. What did they give a shit about the army or high school 

football? You die sliding on oil in a turn or because you misjudge a red light, or because 

you get cancer. Not because you’re fucking blind to what’s right in front of you. It makes 

me a little angry, to tell the truth. It’s an odd thing, but you don’t have any say over 

what comes into your head sometimes. 

When I walk inside, I’m hungrier than ever. I eat almost all of the meat and 

vegetables my mom had cooked, then I top it off with two fingers out of a bottle of Jack 

Daniels that my mom keeps under the kitchen sink for when my Uncle Tommy comes to 

visit. She can’t stop hovering. 

“Are you okay honey?” 

“I’m fine.” 

“That’s so awful about Rick. Do you want to talk about it?” 

I hadn’t heard anyone use Maas’s first name in years. 
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“No, it’s okay.” 

And I suppose it is. There sure as hell isn’t anything I’m going to do to change 

things. Maybe it was all just a matter of time, anyway. It is awful, that much is true. But 

how was it different from moving too quick around a turn and sliding under a semi, or 

dumping into a wall? Gone is gone. How was it different from anything that could 

happen to me? Just the wrong place, wrong time, not watching out. That’s all it is. He 

could have done different, but blind is blind. You can’t watch out for something you 

can’t see. Especially if you’re always looking back. 

After I finish a big piece of store-bought coconut cream pie, I stuff the bottle of 

bourbon into my jacket and go out to start the bike. My mom follows me out, still 

wiping her hands up and down on her apron.  

“Watch your step there Mom.” 

She’s blind as a bat at night, and always stumbles coming off the patio onto the 

lawn. I kick the bike to life. 

“Honey, are you sure you’re okay?” 

“I’m fine mom, really. I just want to go for a ride. Don’t worry.” 

The engine fires up and I let it warm. She stands there, knowing she can’t be 

heard over the rumble, but wanting to say something just the same. She looks up at the 

stars as I put it in gear. At the last minute, she reaches over to hug me, but the bike is 

already moving and I’d stall it if I tried to stop. 

I roll down across the lawn and idle to the stop sign two houses down. I look in 

the rearview mirror and there she is, this plump little woman standing in the golden 

circle cast from the safety light on the side of the garage. She’s waving, her short arm 
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swinging like a train signal, like a warning. I twist the throttle and watch her get smaller, 

turning into a dot until finally, the darkness just overcomes her. 

 


