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WIN ER 

DERRI OF THE ORTH 

J e ol by 

I'm thinking about my lung , how they open and close and 
op n and do e and the do est thing I can imagine are two 
little paper bag tuck deep in my che c. While I know it's not 
a p rfect imag , I think about the bag and how they have my 
name printed on them, right on che front in black ink; they both 
r ad property of 1homas Kelvin. My lungs are twenty-nine years 

ld, ah alchy pale pink with the possibility of a gentle smudge 
from a poorly moked cigar or the pneumonia I hacked through 
in middle ch I. I expect my lung co work for me for che rest 

f my life and except for tonight, I haven't given chem much 
th ughc; but, like m c things that make us remember we're a 
c lleccion of well placed matter, there' a good reason for my 
intro pe ti n. And yes pondering the inevitability of death is a 
part of it, but that' not all; there are al o five cartons of eggs. 

errin une would do anything for me because I had sworn 
c keep hi ecr c afe. The ecrec wasn't much of one because 
veryone kn w he was ick. All you had to do was glance at his 

frame how I cowered over him, how his blonde head bobbed 
wide and heavy on cho e frail shoulder ; he looked two grades 
behind by the time we entered high chool. I still remember the 
ye f my m ther when he first said his age at our dining table. 

H w many cim had he een those eyes? Derrin was brilliant 
and hy, but ocially obliviou , and, as fourteen year olds, he cold 
me h had a ecret for me, one I could never share. 

le wa Hall ween, ac du k, and we were in my backyard with 
five carton of gg . I'd hid chem underneath a hollowed out 
part four w d tack. We had co space out the purchase of 
each carton becau e the tores got uspicious if you showed up 
at the regi cer with them within two weeks of Halloween. The 
lase range w fli king at the clouds, and we at there dressed in 
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lack waiting fi r the ky to fi llow. We'd d.i cussed our plan for 
th ning: meecingwith the crew, a couple teachers' houses and 

wn e cape route , what co do if we ran into other 
group op . Derrin wa into it big time, his hands wringing 
t g th.er. Th re wa ilence as we p yched ourselves up and then, 
uddenly, he prepared me for hi secret, because, as he said, he 

want d me c und r cand it. He didn't know why he had co 
c II me ju c th n n che gras by the stacked pine chunks, but 
according c him th re was no other way. It was "imperative," he 

ith hi ell devel ped vocabulary, that this stay between 
uld cause "irreparable damage." With his transition, I 

w exp ting m thing heavy: he was into drugs, his parents hit 
each ther hew running away, omething, actually anything, 
but what am from hi mouth. 

' I II make this horc " he aid. Tm sick." 
I w uld'v laughed but I could still see him, even if it was 

getting mor difficult. He couldn't actually believe that people 
didn't kn w, and yet there he was, in earnest. I didn't know what 
c ay; f cour e he was ick. 

'Th d c r ay I 11 live until thirty if I'm lucky, so I'm 
marking the dac . I'm celling you this because you are my best 
friend and I want you to know what it means." 

And then h cold me the name of his disease, and I wondered 
h w many rim he'd aid it before that time because, as it rolled 

uc into the gray air i c emed new and uncertain, as if diagnosed 
fi r the v ry fir c time. 

Bue how c uld I ever begin to appreciate the secret? Derrin 
a n't ne of my b t friend even if I was his. Ours was a 

fri nd hip ba ed on proximity: he lived four houses down, and 
my city un ilman father in tigaced our relationship, no doubt 
hearing the ret from Derrin's parents as he gave them a hand 
m ving in. My father had been crying to be proud of me since 
I was born and Derrin was his deepest investment in creating 
an hon rable on. I mu c have sensed this somehow and wanted 
c do omething about it because, although he embarrassed me, 
I allowed Derrin co tag along with my group of friends as long 
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J sE Gom.sav 

a h k pc qui c. I all d him 'kid ' and cum d co him only in 
tim a i nm nc du dac . i nall my fa ther would et 

m thin er up ith rrin and hi fath r and v n mor rarely, 
rrin and I uld d m thing jut th e rwo of u , and when 
did I mad ure m fath r knew ab ut ic. But I did u e his 

a an ad an rag : h n I r al I wan r d co look go cl or 
rfu l r p ul r thr ugh m c en year I cl ho\ up wich 

him and icd d th cri k cra.ighr a ay. 
r h c Id m hi r c char ni ghc we g r back co che 

er . I al l cl hi nfi i n co ray with m only 
a m m nc b r it life d and m ed a ay. Ir had nothing co 
d i th m n m n c I chan the hape of the eggs and how 
I uld h Id ch m in m hand t gee maximum di tan e. But 

r gu d an b u I r a minute before I a.i d 
n thing an d car d right ba k at him h felc I'd under rood 
hac h ant d m r and on id red the promi e forged. He 

\ uld fr m thac n m nt n, b und r my c nu I. 
m r up ith th r r of my buddie and 

1 n. cl fo rgotten abo uc the ueer light 
r. u k' a enu nd ha c ca ba kb au e no ne had 

alk right up r the front. couple bu he 
r id d ur r and when I m uched 

hu k cl ch gg hard as we could 
and park cl ar. ur b di flooded 

· · · pp ar d fro m our urging arm . 
th y landed in the dark, and we 

quint d an ' th fir r co hie the house, 
th ry i nd r the ere dighc, c n 

re f ch lay plate red . I knew who 
ic a and I did . i n that ni ght as we jogged 
av a in th d rk· I w nt cl all f ch m co hear ic. 

n c tak th dam1 · ou an r hack it kid." 
n th n I ng the gr up c make Oerrin 

r cum and fr nt alk c chr on at the door. I'd 
b n imbu p r and it mix d income quickly. 
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H ARP R PAI.J\T 

I t rt d Ff mall g rting a fi I fi r c mmand. Initially, there was 
r I tan . n I mad him take off hi hirt- che fir t time 

hi pur hit rib - fi r the kin ide in baske tball , he 
r d I a in until I hi per dour ecret in hi ar. Wh n 

I mad him t u h J nny mich as, the fir t girl to develop 
br t h mad m rep at m chrea.r three rim es before walking 
up t h r. ith hi h ad I wer d. In hi tory clas I had co ay 

bur I 

nd rap m r mpl b fi r he asked if John Hancock' 
n K di k. I was laz and indifferent in chool, 

d di at d t errin' t ks- they were omeching I 
d I pu h d him harder and harder: dumping 

· I ked ar t al ing a ixer of oor from 

nino in a b m ch rear the morning of the 
n I. Th r were m an m re dare , each o ne m o re 

an ch and a e pr gre ed through them over 
i · cane rum d into ac epranc and , 

n . Hee n ruall fo und a niche in our 

gr L uld d anyth ing and it gave him a ubde 
r put · · nt f u . · alway a par t of it, and 

p pl ch kid om in aced academi co uld 
b th man rum r . Th wi e cracks in class, the 

r talk to an one including Jenny mich, 

g r r a p int 

hich he dig red into happiness. Ir 
k me what he hould do next. 

b ut ch rim m impatien e with hi o ial as enc peaked, m y 
f: ch r plann a d r hunting trip with D errin and hi father. 

dad rri d chi fathe r- on link with D rrin' family about 
ar and i it hadn't been the fall of our enior year, I'd 

pr re r d m r veh mencly b ur ch end was near. M y dad 

kn my fi eling fi r errin but pacified me, trying hi harde t 
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JESSE 001..SBY 

co mak me think of th day after high chool, how the labels 
and r up w uld di ipat and form afre h with trangers, 
and w uldn'c it fee l grea t if I ould look back at my yo uth and 

mil with m m ri of kindn ? I am an only child, and my 
dad c me li k we were in a movi e, and beside , talking 

co a high h I r ab ut an thin g p t the next Friday night 
1 p in . Bue I re pe red my father and even in my mo t 

d p l an c I e r cl y wanted co please him, which I tried 
ch o a I kn w how: ang ring him. Thu I po uted about 

ur huncin trip, bur o nly lo ng enough for him co notice my 
v r th ompany we would keep, until he added , 
n c under rand how much it means co D errin." 

Id , and durin g tho e three day it was freezing 
and mi rabl . Th co nd morning, Derrin and I truck out on 

ur ow n in ki m ks. We kn ew th e area well , and the rifle lung 
o r our ho ulder po inting at the weak un. It was coo cold co 

talk and c o Id co loo k up but a pack of deer trurced right 
in fr nc f u and eccl d in the un fifry yard out. I didn't care 
mu h for huntin and th ought of working in th e cold, gutting 

ch d r the blood freezin g co my glove having co take off the 
ol andm fin g r m king, frozen.lglancedbackacDerrin, 
h h had th am though · w o uld imply ay we didn't 

d id ho ur of work. All ic would take was a 

a h ch r. Bue hi gun wa up witho ut aski ng m e, and 
e m d hu e n him· I reminded my If ic wa o nly a .243 
in h c r, a bab ' gu n. He glared into the cope and, when 

h h c icp pp d h rclik at bucicwasmas iveagain chi 
h uld r. H 'db m fi r land cinely, and I was scrambling 

c pla ch f: c n ch in i ible lin k bw een u . He pulled 

ch gu n d v n and ga 111 a thumb -up as hi breach punched 
hi t puff:. I h ok away and ran d wn the pine 

and bar a p n- fi lled mbankrn enc to the borcom of the gulley 
h r th d r fi Id d up, it hing the nerve away. I didn't 

\ it fi r errin and h n h came heezing up fr m behind 

m I aJr ad kn w what h uld do next. le had just come co 
m I cill don't know. I kicked 
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HARP R r T 

th d r c if I had ic in me, and the resulting jolc made 
m hudd r. rrin ai d m thing abouc the horn buc I was 
cud in th thin fa e b I w them. The eyeball was un overed 

and murky br wn. I av him an ouc when I ugge ced we radio 
ch dad buc he already n hi kne with hi blade near 
ch b II . Th I n g h r I d a plum of cench thac clouded 
up ar und u . I h Ip d h Id ic op n while he worked feveri h.ly 
c di mb I ch nimal, making off-commen when he ran 

m chin h th u he w incer cing. ' lthinktheycall thi 
h aid h wing m hi glo e mear din greeni h brown 

p and h ldin up ch bladder full of pi befo re co sing ic 
c che id . H had cog .' I fe lc the cold every econd of thac 
m min nd the mer f my ki m k hol were caked with 
pie nd mu u . Ic'd cak n a hal f hour fo r my plan co reach my 

lip and h n ic did ic co k ch fo rm of a que cion. 
ill u ac th ball ~' I k d. The fo rm urpri ed me 

b n c in th habic f asking D rrin for anything, and 
in m c ne ac th nd of the que cion. There in the 

k d him like he had a choice. Trying co 
r r I c Id him th rec afe buc he e med co ignore 
chi a h pull d ch bu k' horn around co hi kneeling position. 
H dipp d hi h uld r hard he dug, and I had co look above 
ic. H h Id ic al ft in h fr m hi mouth , the cencacles of wee 
Ii m n piral ing d n. H e waited uncil my eyes mec hi . "To 
u h aid. 

I dac d aman cha ill r 
nd h th ughc D rrin 

c m cer ac hico High cha I, 
uce co ha e around o he'd ask 

him c w r go ing uc ith her i cer, who was 
a upl r ung r. I ould c II ic made h r feel even more 

hri ci an- h r c rm fi r m ral- co befri end him, though she 
n r ai d a mu h· h wa alwa m th rly co him asking if 
h ka did he n d m thing, whac were hi plan . And 
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JESSE Gom,say 

while he did chi , he'd queeze my hand in the front sear like 
we were married, talking to a child, bur she had a body chat 
re-routed my entire vascular sy rem, so I lee it fly as long as she 
let me in when I wanted. And she did. Often, I'd simply lie 
there as he exploded up and down over me, becoming another 
p r on a woman on fire , and she'd fix on a space over her head, 
and he would preach to it, and she would bound on me and 
rejoice and u e me. I had no idea what I was doing, so I'd look 
through the dim lamplight up at her breasts and bare throat 
half terrified char my firewoman would break me; sometimes it 
was like I wasn't even there, and chat's when I liked it best, just 
watching and feeling helpless. When she'd fini h, she'd tell me 
how wonderful I was, how good I was, how I satisfied her more 
than anyone could ever, and then slowly she'd shrink back into 
amancha with each layer of clothing. Once, while my parents 

were away, he came over, and we showered together. The water 
was hoc on u , and I wanted it cooler, bur she said no; she let 
me keep the main light on, and we washed each other with 
oap. he washed me from behind with her hands. he moved 

the ud aero my tomach, and her breast pressed against my 
back, and the mell was clean. 

I never aw Derrin make a move for amancha's sister and early 
on in our relation hip char may have even been a dare, but by chat 
point I'd topped provoking him altogether. I'd cried ignoring 
him after our hunting trip didn't bear the "best friend" stuff our 
of him, but between my dad' urging and amantha's Christian 
good-deed rally, I found my elf resigned to wait for graduation. 
There were rim when amancha was over, and we'd be watching 
relevi ion or preparing to fool around upstairs, and I'd see Derrin 
walking up and down the rreer-a dead end-and could tell 
h wa trying to hide the fact chat he was looking inside, char 
he was hoping we'd ee and invite him in. he did notice him 
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HARPUR PALATE 

one time that pring and used the word meek-who uses that 
word?-as in, the meek wifl inherit the earth. Yes, I told her, we 
will all it in judgment, kneeled at the feet of Derrin Dune, and 
may he be forgiving. 

"J u appeared as a humble carpenter," she said. ''And he 
was thin." 

My parent were honest and fair and prepared me for the 
re eprion that awaited my poor grades post-graduation. I 
thought about joining the service after I realized I had no desire 
to become anything, o I let the Air Force pick my career for 
me. Three m nths out of high school, I left my neighborhood 
and trained as a fuel-cell maintainer on air tankers. I learned 
how to bend my body into holes no bigger than a basketball 
and deal with jet fuel on my skin and hair, and how it never 
really leave . I was eighteen, stationed in outhwest England, in 
the farmlands above ambridge, suppo edly the driest place in 
the UK, and yet it rained mo t days. I stayed on base, avoiding 
fight and awaiting paychecks to blow on local Briti h girls who 
didn't know the difference among the ranks. 

My father had not given up on Derrin and thank.fully had at 
least refu ed to give him my number, bur he'd give me updates: 
Derrin ay hi, aw Derrin the other day. My father told me that 
hi h alth wa readily declining, that he had stayed around and 
rook a year of community college before relenting to his body 
and g ing to work for his dad at the pharmacy. His parents let 
him live alone, but he was on a special machine three times a 
week, o hi parent topped by his apartment every other day. 
He enc me letter chat I didn't read and e-mail that I didn't open. 
What my father didn't cell me at the time was Derrin was calling 
my par nc ' hou e three times a week for updates on me, and 
that my father refu ed to let my mother do anything about it. 

I emb lli hed my role in the ervice to my father. How could I 
not? And he was excited at how I was aving the world filling up 
aircraft at twenty-thousand feet. Unfortunately, his visions were 
wrong, and the longer we poke the truth came out; I never left the 
ground. In read, I worked at patching up the massive fuel bladders 
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JESSE GOOLSBY 

in ide the narrow wings or on the floor of the shop. He gradually 
topp d asking about my job and focused our discussions on what 

I was eing in Europe. He pleaded with me to gee out, co find 
omeching chat interested me. What about the cathedrals? The 

battle grounds? 'There' o much hi cory," he aid. After seeing a 
pamphlet on base about cathedrals I went down co London-the 
fanh c out I went-and aw c. Peter' , but felt no connection; the 
cathedrals I cal to the base-in Cambridge, Ely, Bury c. Edmunds, 
and orwich-merged into one another, each cold rock building 
highlighting i elf more than any belief I couldn't help but hear 
amancha' words, a 'humble carpenter,' when confronted with 

another piral mon rro icy. le' not chat I believed her or thought 
about J us ac all, bur I till imagined He'd gee a kick ouc of some 
of ch dizzying rained glass. I feigned imeresc when I spoke co my 
fach r about it, and I could cell by his voice chat he wanted co be 
proud, but what the hell was I going co do with cathedrals? 

I didn't realize it chen, but I was earching for something 
I wanted to be good at: anything co define myself besides my 
memorie of my hometown, my childhood bedroom and now, 
black fuel container . I was beginning co comprehend the face 
that the past i all there i : you are what you were, noc what you 
wane co be, and I was a repairman of rubber fuel cells for aircraft 
that cook off and flew circles in the sky. There wasn't a war on, 
and when my rime was up I decided co return co California. I 
arrived from England on a Thur day, and Derrin was there at 
my front door as I put my large bag down. He looked the same, 
maybe a little caller, and, even though I knew I shouldn't, I lee 
him hug me; I'd remained hi b c friend, although the sentiment 
was never reciprocated. 

le cook me rwo months co gee ouc of the house. My parents, so 
excited upon my arrival back home, turned on me a month into 
my cay and my empty tacemenc: "Who ever knows what they 
wane?" wa met with di rain and sarcasm: "People with jobs." 
I overheard my facher on the phone say chat the service didn't 
turn chem out like it u ed co. I'd learned discipline all right, but 
not motivation, becau e chat can't be taught. 
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During my time in my parents' house, Derrin began a series 
of bizarre events that began with him keeping his apartment but 
leeping ac hi parent ' place. At fir t, we thought it was due to 

hi h alch, but then he carted coming around every day, calling 
n the day we didn't meet up and barraging me with messages. 
ven my father admitted enough was enough. He called up 

rrin' father, and they had a calk about it. It sounds funny to 
me n w becau e Derrin and I were in our twenties and still our 
fach r were !earing thing up. But things didn't clear up. Derrin 
ontinu d hi a ault on me and the phone rang, and he'd show 

up ac r cauran where we went to eat and movies that we saw, 
nough o chat finally my mother yelled at my father and gave 

it t him g d, and he took it right there in our living room as 
ur caller ID fia hed "Derrin Dune." 

My father went over ro their house the next day and stayed 
an h ur. Wh n he returned he looked defeated, a look chat can 

nly b d te red by the whole ranee, and, in a way, he really 
wa and d erv d ro be. The project of healing Derrin with 
friend hip had backfired, and I learned later chat my father and 
Mr. Dune got into it heavy, and word were said chat took back 
y ar floyalcy. But my father didn't talk about any of chat when 
he arri ed . With a lighc nod to my mother, he sat down on the 

fa . He t Id u chat Derr in wouldn't be calling us anymore, and 
chat h h ped we were happy with ourselves. He told us Derrin 
ne d d a lung tran plane and that he was against the ropes and 
fighting a I ing battle. Derrin was cwency-firsc in line, and it 

uJd be year b fore a donor was found; they gave him until he 
was thirty. I ch ught, At least the doctors are consistent. 

I enroll din ad mal assi cant program down in an Jo e and passed 
the cw year away j use getting by. Ir wasn't anything I'd ever dreamt 
ab uc, but my father had a connection in the school and the starting 
pay wasn't bad. After chool, I ettled in Vacaville, assisting in a little 
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JESSE GooL.SBY 

offi . I mad new friends who couldn't decide what they wanted 
co b and we p nt ome time in apa, and I dated and bought a 
ondo. I had a little Honda chat got good gas mileage, and, before I 

kn wit, I had a life; it may have b en rypical and boring, but it was 
min . The j b was fine even if people came in with their di gusting 
mouths· I uld uction well enough, handed the correct cools when 
r quir d and howed up on time. 

rrin till wrote me, and he'd call and leave messages. Every 
day, I'd gee home and have at lease cwo, three on the weekends, 
and omecim ifl was curiou , I'd kip the delete button once his 
oi aro , and I'd Ii ten co him drone on about what had become 

di jointed blather: hi favorite element on the periodic cable, the 
n c lip e, hi favorite pair of ho . This went on for about three 
year and when I vi iced home, he'd walk the street in front of our 
hou e, ba k and forth and back and forth , and he'd still not look 
at it. Hi arm chinned out, and hi hair gradually turned white. 
Hi limb hung from him, and it eemed as though the stretched 
ligam n were the only thing holding chem on. His upper back 
ar h d noticeably right underneath the base ofhi neck, and he'd 

ugh n hi waJks. le broke my father's heart, but what could I 
do? I ould not ave him and live my own life. 

Then one day, having returned co the condo from an especially 
crying day-four root canaJs-I found the message machine 
mpty. I co d b ide it with an out crecched finger over the 

d I ce button, butcher was nothing more co delete. I waited and 
thought of calling home; I tried co remain calm, tried to convince 
my elf chat chi wa the race of living I'd aJways wanted, peace 
finaJly and yet ch line of reasoning failed me, and I diaJed my 
par nt . They knew nothing. That night I waited. I waited for 
the ph n call that I knew was coming. He had just wanted to 

talk to me directly and yet, as I re ced on my bed, the phone 
rayed ilenc. The next day the ame thing happened. After the 

third day, I had ro know. I diaJed hi number, and a I did I 
kn w char rhe our of ab rinence I'd worked so hard for had 
vani hed and could never be recovered. I left a message: Just call 
me and lee me know you're okay. 
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HARP UR PA.LAT . 

He got the me age and called me back that evening. The first 
th ing he aid was, "le feel good to be wanted, doesn't it?" 

We talked for a week traight; he was number ten on the list 
for n w lung , writing a science fiction screenplay, and down 
t a hundred p und . Bue he didn't sound like he was dying, 
and chat wa n't exciting to me because I couldn't feel sorry 
for him unle he wa n the edge; his diatribes on prepositions 
and met or had me convinced that he was lo ing his mind, and 
the last night I told him not to call again, ever, that I'd made a 
huge mi take. He c Id me I'd call him again; he knew I would. 
Hi confidence cared me. I changed my number and started 
the pr c all over again. It lasted a year. 

Th ringing napped my dream in half I stole a glance at the 
clock b fore picking up. Midnight. I grabbed the receiver and 
do ed my ey . 

" omeb dy b crer be dying," I aid. 
"Tim?" 

rrin? I that you? How did you get this number?" 
"Yeal1 Ti m . Well, you got it right." 
' What? hat' that? Hold on." 
"You're right. I'm dying." 
I at up and flicked on the reading lamp on the side table. 

The light truck my eyes hard and bright. There was no one to 
wake up. 

' Wair. Derrin , where are you? What's going on?" 
''I'm at h me," he said. 
" kay what el e? Are you having an emergency?" 
"Oh no, I feel ... I feel okay, buddy." 
"To hell with you." 
"No, no, no. How dare you. What I mean is that I am dying, 

but we're all dying aren t we? We are." 
( ' fi ?" o you re ne. 
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' ure. I even got moved up to number two on the list." 
Thi was the chance to end it. I'd always been cordial, and 

my mind raced to say something definite. 
" er wyou, Derrin . I mean that. This is a bullshit prank, and 

I don't know how you found me, but you have to stop for good." 
And in cead f hanging up, I caught myself stalling. "Have I 
not been clear enough?" 

'Hey. Hol on, buddy. Buddy, lee's talk. T-man, I called you, 
okay. Th r ' a reason. I wouldn't call without a reason." 

"You're not funny. I have to get up in the morning. I have 
a lifi ! " 

"Bue li cen . ince I'm dying and going to be dying before 
y u, I th ught we could talk. I'm on the clock, man. I know 
we can talk during daylight hours, but there's something special 
ab ut t night. lectricity in the air. Wouldn't you agree? Makes 
us feel human." 

ure, errin. ow it's crazy time." 
" ell, I wa lying here hooked up to the machine thinking 

ab ut Little hico reek. The two have nothing to do with one 
an ther except the machine kind of makes the sound of a creek, 
mayb a perfectly rimed, never-ending creek, but anyway. The 
time we ro k the TUler sisters out there. You remember that? 
Damn mmy, I would've never thought to crouch down in 
the middle lik it was deep. There was no way they'd have come 
in if th y kn w, and the bodies on 'em. Damn, Tommy." 

There was adn in hi voice, and it sounded as if he might 
ry. I wondered if it was a ploy to keep me on, but, with all the 
rap we'd been th ugh, he'd never cried in front of me. I wiped 

at my ey , knowing it wouldn't help. And I remembered that 
night with the Tiller i ter , looking at Derrin's chin arms as 
w mered the water fir t, at how they helped me. The girls 
m rg d from the trees, and we watched their toned bodies 

tighten as they walked out to the middle of the cool river. The 
faint m onlighc covered the water, and we squinted and saw 
th m ru bing in, trying to ubmerge themselves as quick as 
p s ible. When they reached us and realized we were sitting on 
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our butt , faking ueading water they ran our, and we howled 
and plashed and caUed co them co return. The girls changed 
inco their underwear and came co the bank and threw rocks near 
us before walking away. Derrin and I stayed in for a little while, 
and after a minute we calmed down and listened co the sound of 
ch water. Down tream, che girls' voices reached us as a whisper. 
"Ti mmy" Derrin had said with wee hair, "I need to cell you 

mething." He looked somber, and I knew he would ruin the 
moment, bur he shoe up co this feet with arms outstretched to 

the ky er aming, "I am Derrin of the North, Lord of Shallow 
River and aked Women! Thank you, Jesus!" 

'Yi . Thar wa a nice night, Derrin. One of my best as well, 
bur what' going on here? There's something you're not celling 
me, and if y u don't tell me I'm hanging up on your ass." 

' I ant c cell you omeching embarrassing." He waited a 
mom nt. I r member the colors of their bras and panties. You 
know wht You know, it's because it was the only time I've seen 

me. H w' that? Did you know that?" His pace picked up, 
and I could ceU he was going somewhere else. 

"Yi ?' I qu tioned. "What el e? So you've only seen a couple 
chicks bef; re. You're not the only one, but if you want me to 

ay rry, then orry. Enough?" 
I wa tw hour away from Derr in, in a one-bedroom condo, 

n xt co the outlet mall of Vacaville, and I had no intention of 
d ing a thing about it. 

" e're in our late twenties, Tommy. What does that tell 
you?" 

'It tell men thing, Derrin. It cells me nothing. It tells me that 
y u re lonely and that you have no friends because you keep on 
calling me and not omeone else, and we're not even that close 
anym re. It' been years since high chool. As I've cold you since 
then, it' time co move on. ow, please, leave me alone. Ir should 
be impli d in my cone that I don't wane to calk to you. And, if 
y u're thr wing your elf a pity parry, then you deserve it. You 
got crewed. I'm orry. My family is orry. Everyone is sorry. And 
I'm rry co ay it, but they know. They've always known. Your 
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secret, all that bullshit, it' nothing, it's no secret. Everyone knows 
you're ick, that you were sick in school, and will be sick rill you 
die. They feel orry for you and pity you and want co make you 
happy but the fact is no one knows how co make a person whose 
lung are folding up happy. And, to be perfectly honest, we don't 
care if you're happy because it cakes coo much out of us. It cakes 
coo much out of me. I should've been this direct with you, and 
I d erve your psycho attention because I created you badly in 
chool, but hear me now. It doesn't matter. It's over." 

"But you alway pick up and talk to me. You cell me not co call, 
and yet here we are once again, talking like old friends. I don't call 
that often anymore. You cold me to cut it down, and what did I 
do?" 

''Are you Ii cening co me? I'm done here. Good night." 
ilence filled the line, and, while I couldn't hear his breathing, 

the rhythmic cum and puff of his machine played into my ear. 
I was wearing, and my chest felt cold. le stayed this way for a 
minute, and I knew I was losing a chance co make a point, co 
lam the receiver down and cue the connection. 

" errin? Do you under rand?" 
"Ju t know one thing," Derrin said. "I went and bought a 

gun, and it' in my dre ser." 
I didn't believe him. He was desperate. I choughc about 

aying "U e it." I thought of saying "Good." Those were my first 
thoughts, and I wondered what would happen if I said them 
aloud. But I aid, 'Derrin." 

"It' black. The smell of it reminds me of hunting and 
gunpowder. It' as if all the decisions in my life have been made 
for me when I hold it. Do you know what I mean? Maybe you 
don't but I do. I thank God for the simple things, blood and 
hit and water. ow there's omething to celebrate. Something 

you kn w will be there, no matter what." 
"You're talking nonsen e. Please. What are you trying co do 

here? What can I po ibly do?" 
"Yi u? Yi u can do nothing. You've done nothing. I'm going co 

die anyway, Tommy, probably tomorrow. It's my birthday today. 
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Yeah, I've reached my maximum age. I'd like to see you." 
The hift caught me by surprise, and I was still digesting the 

birthday comment. Was it really today? I went over the route 
to him in my head. 

"You j use cold me there's nothing I can do." 
'Tm rill in Chico, at the same apartment." 
"I have co come tonight or you're shooting yourself? Is chis 

what you are saying? Jesus, Derrin. I'm calling the cops. This 
is the easy answer. I'm tired, and I don't know if I even believe 
you." 

"Do you wane me to read you the serial number?" 
"Ye ," I said. 
He gave me some letters and numbers, and I used the time to 

con ider my option and finally to ask myself, If he were telling 
the truth, could I live with it? 

Ir was foggy and dark, and the orange glow from the dash 
bothered me. I-5 at 4:30 A.M. was straight as ever, and I drove 
home past the city limit signs that hadn't been altered in years. 
I pa ed through William , turned off at Orland on Highway 
32 with it flanking orchards, and passed over the Sacramento 
River. 

n the drive, I thought of saving Derrin and calling my father 
and celling him what I'd done, how I'd entered his apartment and 
oothed hi nerve and removed the gun because I'd dared him 

to. How I'd stroked him calm, reliving the Tiller sisters, and the 
father- on camp-out . I'd give my dad some credit for keeping 
after me and he'd ay, "Thi is what I was talking about all those 
year , n. Thi i when you how your true colors as a man." He'd 
cell me he loved me, and as I sac there in the car, lighted from 
the peedomerer, I wondered ifI lived for my father's accepting 
voice, and how it would be okay if it were true. 

The creer lights paced out evenly along his busy street, and 
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all the parking on che road was taken. I considered blocking 
omeone in but I thought I could be in there for a while. I circled 

around like normal, but it was the middle of the night, and no 
one wa moving any time oon. I parked two blocks away and 
got out. I'd forgotten a coat and thought of jogging but walked 
instead, feeling the cold. The night exuded a surreal energy, and 
the cloud were till a blanket around the sky, reflecting the shine 
of che cicy. The idewalk was crumbling in pares, and for the first 
time, the night felt real. 

A black evemeen hung from the red door. I decided to knock 
in read of pu hing the doorbell. The door opened an inch and 
copped. I spoke hi name, and he called co me co come in. 

Derrin sco don a silver rug in the middle of the Boor. There 
was no furniture, ave an overstuffed chair and his machine. As 
I cook my fir t cep in, I looked for the gun. In his hand? On 
the chair? And I asked him where it was. I had a plan, rehearsed 
for the la t half hour of the drive, and it required a commanding 
presence. 

'Where' the gun, Oerrin?" 
He was dres ed in all white, and hi skin and hair were white, 

a bright a the clothe that enveloped him. I closed the door 
behind me, but I didn't cake my eyes off him. 

"You're here," he said hakily. "I knew it would happen when 
you decided co come." I was scanning for the gun bur saw 
nothing, and there were no hiding places. I could cell he was 
scared of me becau e he trembled. When I cook a step coward 
him, he cook one rep back, staggering on his legs. 

"Wh ' h ~,, eres t e gun. 
He shook hi head as if it were the dumbest question I could 

ask. 
"Are you listening to me? I knew it would happen when you 

decided co come." 
"You haven't cold me a thing. But listen, I'm here to help. And 

while I meant what I said on the phone, I never said I wanted 
you to die." 

"Are you listening to me? I got the call." 
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"Yi u got the call? What does that even mean?" 
"It means you saved me. It means that someone has died 

tonight that I might live. I got the call while you were on your 
way. I wane you co take me co the hospital." 

I c uldn'c move my mind, and, when I finally came co, Derrin 
wa randing there on his rug in white, and he cried and he 
hook and he ung a whispering version of 'Happy Birthday' co 

him elf. le was eerie, and I asked about his parents; shouldn't 
ch y be the ones co cake him? o, he'd phoned them already. 
1hey w uld meet us there. Hi bags were packed. 

n the way I asked him about his new lungs and what 
they would do: "They'll take the disease away from me." And 
what would he do now that he didn't have the disease: "I'll 
gain w ighc and run and tan in the sun." But he cut me off five 
minuc inco it. He burst forth with energy, and he reached out 
and couched my glove compartment, the fabric on the roof, the 
door armre c, and the hifter. He was going to live, and the joy 
wa co much. 

"Tell me about England," he said. "I want co know all about 
your cime there. What did you see? What did you do?" 

'Derrin, my God, you're getting new lungs in an hour, and 
you wane co know about my time in England? What about you? 
Holy hie I can't even think straight." 

Plea e Tommy. What did you do? Well, I know you repaired 
fuel c ll ; your dad cold me that. He said it was the toughest job 
out there and chat it must have been hard on you." 

"le was okay. I did have co squeeze into some tight places." 
Hi face remained lit as I talked about England and the base 

and the few cathedrals I'd een. He wanted co know everything: 
what wa my place like? Was base housing nice? Did we have a 
BX? Did people watch rhe planes land from beyond the fences? 
Did it rain? And on and on he went, the most banal questions, 
one after another, and he hung on my every response. His 
enthu iasm drove me hard into memory, and, when that failed, 
I made thing up: my co-workers locked me in che wing for 
twenty-four hour . Yeah, it was rough, but I knew I could get 
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through it. I lept with che major in charge of the squadron; she 
wanted me from day one, o it was no surprise when she showed 
up at my dorm room with a bottle of scotch. I saved two people 
from choking co death in the cafeteria because of my training. 
Thank od I was there. As I poke the made-up stories, they 
ounded convincing, and I realized chat I'd thought of chem 

long before chi . Derrin would never know the difference, and 
the truth would never matter. To him, I lived chat life, and so 
I did. 

My tories lifted us right up co the hospital entrance in Davis, 
and a I put the car in Park, I wondered if chis was all he ever 
wanted. We were men now, and he would be made anew, just 
in ide che door , with someone else's lungs tied co his body. 

I accompanied him co the front desk, and his parents stood 
up and greeted me coldly, so I waited by che entrance. I didn't 
know ifl hould cay or go, but Derrin looked over and gave me 
a signal to wait as he and his parents listened to the receptionist, 
who was pointing to a red piece of paper. After they broke away, 
Derrin came over and apologized for his parents. He thanked 
me for the trip and wrapped his arms around me, and I held 
hi head to my che t with one hand and pulled at his back with 
the ocher. I felt the bony vertebrae, and I thought I might crush 
him, but he held on, and the guile rushed at me there in the 
white lobby and overcook me. 

As he lee go, he aid, "Yes." 
He di appeared behind the double doors with his parents, 

and I bent over co my knees in exhaustion. I stayed for an hour 
and fell a leep on che padded chairs. He hadn't asked me to 
cay, and, when I woke up, I felt chat it would be inappropriate 

for me co be there when he woke up. Family would be flying in 
from everywhere co greet him. 

I drove back to my parents' place, and, when I walked through 
the door, I felt like a child again . My father and mother were 
fini hing up their breakfast and rushed co me at the entrance. 
I cold them the story the best I could, and I muse have hit the 
right note becau e they were both in tears by the end. They 
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asked me co cay for a day or two, so I called my work and lied. 
When I woke up, my father cold me he'd called Mr. Dune and 
that Derrin was having ome complications, that they wouldn't 
know for another twelve hour . 

I sic on my childho cl bed thinking abouc my lungs. I chink 
of my name imprinted on them, and I chink of Derrin and 
wonder what name i on his lungs. I recall five cartons of eggs 
and amantha Tiller ac eighteen. I remember her saying 'meek' 
as Derrin paced up and down our screec, waiting patiently. 
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