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1
The newspaper’s lead story is a murder in the small college town
where I live. Something rare, the first, according to the story, in twenty-four
years. An elderly woman has been beaten to death, her husband found unresponsive in a nearby chair. He is a retired teacher, a recent stroke victim. Nothing is missing from the house. No motive is apparent. “Inexplicable,” the police
say, but add that they have a person of interest.
2
At my recent fiftieth class reunion, my best high school friend and I remembered “the punch” in detail. During a junior high basketball drill, my friend
completed his turn and, while jogging to his place in line, paused to slam his
fist into my stomach. Not a word was exchanged. I doubled up. I missed one
rotation and then got back in line. My friend had already moved on to take
another pass to begin a three-man weave. No one else seemed to notice. More
than fifty years later, although we remembered the practice shirts we wore, the
nature of the drill, the dimensions of the gym, and even how the walls underneath the baskets were padded because they were so close to the baseline, neither of us could remember the reason for the punch. “Inexplicable,” my friend
said, and with fifty years of catching up to do, we moved to other topics.
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3
Several months ago, the escalator of a crowded airport steepened by my luggage and fatigue and a nudge in the back from a teenager’s duffel bag, I remembered a colleague telling me that a student has sued her college because it failed
to account for her allergies to escalators, tall people and cactus. He wanted me
to laugh, perhaps be thankful that student didn’t attend the university where we
teach.
“The fuck, right?” he added, and I heartily agreed until, two weeks later, a
student of mine named Bradley (all of the following names have been changed),
in an email addressed, he said, solely to me, claimed I towered over him when
we sat in my office because the chair I offered was set lower than mine. A paragraph later he mentioned that when followed down the stairs by his classmates
in the refurbished house where our workshop classes are taught, he was terrified
he’d be shoved from behind because they, just like I did, “have it in for me.”
After reading the note I turned and looked at the small cactus I keep on a
bookshelf near the ordinary, school-issued chair he had referenced. Even if that
student thrust an arm out to the side, it seemed a safe distance away from being
touched.
4
The day after the murder is publicized, the names of the victim and her husband are released in the newspaper. I recognize the retired teacher’s name. One,
maybe two, of my three children took driver’s education from him twenty-five
years ago. A former mayor praises the victim for her decades of work in the
borough office. Kind, he says. Greeted every visitor with a smile. So devoted to
her job as secretary she never once complained about having to attend all those
public meetings that dragged on forever.
Altogether, there are two columns embellished with human interest anecdotes, pictures of two interviewed neighbors off to the side. Both of them say
the same thing. Such a shock. A devoted couple. “The sweetest little man” is
how one of them describes the husband. She says she was once his driver’s ed.
student. “So gentle.” She’s forty, my daughter’s age, but I don’t remember her
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being in our house. She’s shown standing with her children in her yard, which
has the same well-kept look as the yard surrounding the house where the killing took place.
That house immediately looks familiar because it is two blocks from where
my family once lived for five years.
When I call my wife, who is in California for a few weeks visiting our
daughter, the first thing she says is when I give her the news about the murder
is “I always thought he was a nice guy. Gentle.”
5
Later that night at the fifty-year class reunion I ran into a classmate I’ll call
Rob C. I shook his hand, smiled, and let him tell me a few things about his job
and where he lived. I didn’t ask him why, over fifty years ago, he had punched
a girl in the ground floor hallway of our high school, becoming the only guy I
had ever seen slug a girl. I moved on to another handshake, but I kept my eye
on Rob C for a few more minutes, remembering.
We’d been standing in the hall after lunch, a couple of minutes to kill before
Mr. Ford’s plane geometry class. Probably talking about girls or basketball or a
difficult, assigned proof, things we did with two spare minutes in tenth grade,
and what I could still see clearly at that reunion was how perfect Sue H, a junior, looked as she walked towards us. “Hi,” I managed to say.
She smiled. “Hi, there,” she answered, maybe not even remembering just
who I was.
Rob C called her by her last name. It sounded so odd, she stopped. “Rob?”
she said, as if she were trying to place him.
By then Rob was all clenched teeth and reddening face. He stepped forward
and rammed his fist into her stomach, a solar plexus shot. “Oh,” she breathed,
all exhale followed by the silence you hear when somebody lands flat on his
back. Rob ran, leaving me to explain to Sue why I was the kind of person who’d
hang out in the halls with a psychopath.
Nobody else had seen it happen. I didn’t, five minutes later, think I’d seen it
happen either. But at the reunion, when I settled in to talk with my best friend,
he said, “You and Rob C have a good talk about his girl-punch?”
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6
“College counselors have their hands full,” my colleague said when word had
gotten around about my chairs and stairs case because my student had voiced
his complaint about my “bullying” a few times in the dorm where he lived.
When I suggested to the counseling center that Bradley bore speaking to, they
indicated, without providing details, that he already kept weekly appointment.
I answered my colleague by nodding toward the coffee mug sitting on one
of the bookcases in my office. “You can’t make this stuff up,” was spelled out on
its surface, an advertisement for the joys of writing creative nonfiction.
“I should write more nonfiction,” he said.
“Maybe Bradley will sign up for independent writing,” I said. “Maybe you
can entertain him every week until he decides what scares him about you.”
I was giving it my best bravado, but a few days later, arms loaded with books,
I reevaluated those stairs, this time recalling Andy G., who shoved a thirdgrade boy down the thirteen wooden steps of our elementary school, the ones
that ended in concrete painted the silver and blue of our school colors, the
surface slick across our mascot’s sled-dog face. Cradling seven volumes, I felt
dressed like a victim, recollecting how spelling, geography, and arithmetic flew
from the hands of Paul K before he followed those textbooks down the steps
to the miracle of cuts and bruises but nothing broken while my second grade
teacher shouted, “You crazy boy, you!” as she rushed past Andy G and down
those stairs.
7
The person of interest turns out to be the retired, stroke-stricken teacher.
The police say they have no other suspects. This was not a home invasion, the
police chief says. The wife died, he goes on, from multiple trauma inflicted by a
weapon found at the scene. The police are waiting to speak with the husband,
but after several days, he remains unresponsive and in critical condition. No
comment is made about how curious it is that a stroke victim could beat his
wife to death.
There’s no sign of a neighbor or old student talking nice in this article. And
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there’s no sign of the driver’s ed. teacher’s old friend and his response to accidentally discovering the slaughter when he’d stopped by to check up, something
he did so frequently that the victim had given him a key to the house. Nobody,
not yet, had interviewed him about his own introduction to the inexplicable,
happening upon his unresponsive friend and his dead wife.
The report reprints paragraphs from previous articles, including the lines
about the last murder in the borough, in order to emphasize how the town has
always been a neighborhood where violence is as rare as a tornado or a Democrat elected to political office.
My wife, from California, reminds me that the murder from twenty-four
years ago was a two year-old child thrown against an apartment wall by his
father. “He never gave a reason except ‘he lost it,’” she says.
As she speaks, I remember that the child-killer had lived three blocks from
where we had recently moved into a new house.
8
A high school incident I talked to no one about at the reunion began when
another basketball friend Rich H asked me to follow him into the boy’s room
as soon as we finished eating lunch. Rich didn’t explain why, but we were
friends and it seemed important. Waiting for him was Fred K, who was the
only 10th grader I knew who lifted weights. He looked older than us, for sure,
all chest and shoulders and the hint of a forbidden mustache. He had a boy
with him I didn’t recognize, and Fred handed his shirt to him while Rich took
his off and handed it to me. They were in T-shirts now, and Fred snap-locked
the bathroom door. Nobody said a word until they laid into each other, swinging hard, thumping each other. It was unlike any fight I’d seen or would see in
high school. No pushing and shoving, just punches to the face and body until
Rich lost his balance and fell, his head thunking against one of the sinks.
Rich sat still for a few seconds while I heard pounding on the door. “Open
up,” I heard, and recognized the voice of our geometry teacher Mr. Ford, a former wrestling coach who had a reputation for a short temper. Fred helped Rich
stand. They washed their faces without a word and put their shirts on. Just then
the door opened, a janitor standing beside Mr. Ford, a crowd of students behind
them.
We walked out without speaking, Mr. Ford eyeing us. He knew Rich and me
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as “good kids.” We kept walking and never heard a word about it from anyone
else. Fred wasn’t at the reunion, but in the program he’d let everyone know he
had been a private detective. Rich, who moved to California a few months later,
never said a word about motive. I didn’t ask, and I never said a word about the
fight to anyone, a sequence so inexplicable it feels like I’m making it up as I
write.
9
Paul K, who returned to school two days after being shoved down the stairs,
was my new neighbor. My family had moved in December, and there, in January, attending second grade in a new school, I was happy to have someone I’d
played board games with over Christmas vacation to sit beside on the school
bus. Even better, because Paul was in third grade, he added a bit of protection
for “the new boy” on a bus that carried grades one through six.
For nearly two weeks after school took up again, Paul, sitting two or three
rows behind Andy G, a skinny blond third grade boy, chanted “Andy Gump
from the City Dump” every time the bus approached Andy’s stop. By the second week I’d chimed in. Where Andy lived was a mess. The yard was littered
with a couple of junked cars and an assortment of old appliances. The house
itself was shabby and set below the level of the road so Andy had to descend a
short flight of wooden stairs after he got off the bus two stops before ours. Paul
never sat directly behind Andy. The two or three rows meant Paul raised his
voice, that half the bus could hear, and even though I was younger and smaller,
Paul had been singing his song of ridicule long before I rode that bus and sat
beside him, so Andy had reason to single him out.
Not inexplicable at all, Andy’s vengeance. But for the rest of the school
year, though he stopped shouting his rhyme, Paul still chanted at Andy when
he passed his seat getting on the bus after school. I wondered whether Andy’s
father owned guns. I moved away from Paul in the bus.
10
The counseling center kept me informed about my student accuser. Each
report said Bradley was making “promising progress.” However, Bradley took
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to wearing a hoodie to class. My colleague, from time to time, asked how Ted
Kaczynski was doing.
Before the semester ended, Bradley broke down in class, bolting off to the
bathroom just across the hall where everyone in the class could hear him berate
himself and slam the walls with his fists. “You fucking pussy,” he said over and
over, and I tried to tell myself he was admonishing himself for not standing up
for his ideas in class rather than for not shooting me and whichever students
he held a grudge against.
My colleague, who had a workshop of his own in the adjoining room, hurried to the bathroom door, which was unlocked. He led the boy into a small
mailroom where we tried to talk him down at least far enough to walk him to
the counseling center next door. “We continue to believe he is not a danger to
others” is the report I received the following day. The semester was nearly over.
He continued to complain in his workshop critique letters. He sent me another
email rant.
I told the counseling center that the first time Bradley complained by email
I answered him by email and suggested we talk, but he didn’t show up. The
second time, I asked him to stay after class, but he walked right out. The third
time I took advantage of the word getting around to see you in person because
I found myself watching his hands when he entered the room. I paid attention
when he reached into the backpack he always carries until he extricated a book
or a notebook. Even worse, I told them, he’s always the first person in the room
every Tuesday and Thursday, and he always chooses the chair beside me directly
to my left so I have trouble keeping him in sight. I’d be dead in a heartbeat if
he wanted it that way.
And no, I said, I’d never seen anyone picking on Bradley, but for weeks now,
he’d also written messages on all of his workshop critique letters, claiming persecution and humiliation, saying how much he hated everyone, including me,
for allowing such workshop bullying.
11
One week after the murder, the police release additional details. The woman’s
body was found on the living room floor covered by a blanket, the teacher sitting in nearby chair spattered with blood, the weapon a bloody hammer lying
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on a counter. Several empty vials of prescription drugs were also found at the
scene. The police chief reiterates that the frail, retired stroke victim is the only
suspect. There is no change in his condition.
12
I was once a high school teacher. To replace me when I resigned, the school
hired a woman who had substituted for years. Within a few weeks, a tenthgrade boy used his fist on that woman. “I hope you have a baby in there,” he
screamed, smacking the pillow of her stomach.
She wasn’t pregnant, but when I heard that story from a former colleague,
I fantasized other teachers exacting revenge, beating that boy, but what happened was she resigned on the spot, the boy was suspended for ten days, the
maximum, and a man was hired to take that woman’s place.
No one ever explained the boy’s motive. The boy refused to talk.
13
The year before Bradley accused me of insensitivity and bullying, I’d had a
brief back-and-forth with the counseling center. That time the center contacted
me first, and the young man in question, it turned out, always sat directly to my
right on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. However, he was always friendly. He
stayed after class to “just talk.” He took pictures of me with his phone, surprising me as I gathered books and manuscripts. He posted a few on Facebook,
and they seemed harmless, and when some other students “liked” those pictures, it felt fan-club-like, something I felt good about until my wife said, “You
shouldn’t encourage that.”
The counseling center asked for privacy; they brought up confidentiality and
then let me know that young man, I’ll call him Chad, had serious anger issues.
“I don’t see them,” I said, and there was a pause before they explained that
Chad was likely to be expelled for being a threat to others.
Chad had drawn stabbing pictures on his blue-lined notebook paper, crude
drawings of bodies lying in pools of blood. Whether by design or through
carelessness, the center didn’t know for certain, Chad had left those pictures
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in a public space in his dorm room. Before I could say “fantasy,” a representative from the student life office told me Chad had labeled the victims with
the names of students who lived in his hall, that both victims were resident
assistants, that Chad had more than minor issues with authority. I decided to
do what I could to defend him. I wrote a letter expressing my sense that Chad
wasn’t a threat. Regardless, he was expelled.
14
My father disapproved of many things I said or did, but he hit me only once.
I was in sixth grade, eleven years old. Amy Burchfield, the heaviest girl in my
class, had declared in a voice everybody on the school bus could hear, that the
only reason I’d won a prize for being “the outstanding sixth grade boy” was
because I was always brownnosing. “You should see her,” I said at the dinner
table that night. “She’s such a fat pig.”
My father slapped me across the face. He didn’t speak, and neither did my
sister or my mother. I finished dinner and, as always, cleared my dishes.
My mother, later that evening, sat down beside me on the couch as I
watched television. “Watch your mouth around your father,” she said, and then
stood up and walked away, leaving me with an episode of Dobie Gillis.
15
As the murder story lingers on without any sort of resolution, the newspaper limits its coverage, most of it boilerplate that references “stroke victim” and
“unresponsive.” I find myself wondering how someone might feel about being
comforted and reassured every day by his good-intentioned wife. Whether it’s
not inexplicable at all to react with anger at what somebody might feel is a
“hospice voice.” That kindness confirms dependency. Or worse.
16
A few months after he was expelled, Chad asked to be my Facebook friend.
Several years later, graduated from another college, he continues to post. One
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of the photos he took of me is still available, a stuffed duck his then-current
girlfriend brought to class every day somehow moved close to the books I’d
brought to class.
One day he sends me a note about a half century-old Life magazine article
on play therapy. The article reports on a psychiatrist treating a boy, aged ten,
who heaves clay against the life-sized scrawled drawing of his brother, the body
chalked on the wall like the dead. The patient declares he is happy now, and
though not exactly in love with that hated brother, he’s stopped screaming, “I
want to kill you!” like Andy G. did, standing so still at the top of the emptied
staircase, he could have been scribbled on the air.
Or, though Chad doesn’t say it, like he had suggested with his drawings
years before.
17
Recently, when I visited a hospital as preparation for minor surgery, I listed
my allergies for the attending nurse and explained how, thirty years before, I’d
grown into asthma. At the time, I’d been tested for allergies, coming up positive
for dust, pine trees, cats, hamsters, sulfites, heavy cream, and several more, one
environmental hazard after another finally overcoming my immune system.
She entered the items into the computer without expression, my allergies or
the extent of them becoming nothing extraordinary. What medicines do you
take? She asked next, and she recorded the medical name for the contents of
my inhaler and the generic name for the Singulair I swallow each morning.
For a moment I thought of that woman who sued her college about escalators and tall people and cactus, how she’d included an allergy to the color
mauve as well. Instead, I mentioned my anxiety with allergies and their medicines ever since a foot doctor who lived nearby had died from a bee sting despite using his prescribed antidote.
And once I got started, making myself anxious enough to spike my blood
pressure reading, I told her how my daughter, for her twenty-first birthday,
swallowed a liqueur speckled with gold dust that a friend bought for her,
and her throat shut tight as if it wanted nothing more. After she gasped and
wheezed, after her friends begged the bar for doctors, she saw strangers stand
and ask what and how like children watching a magician. “I could have died a
metaphor,” she’d told me, ‘the woman with an allergy to gold.”
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18
I look up play therapy online and discover that it is still used. There are paragraphs explaining that the child is informed that he or she can say or play or do
anything desired while in the office as long as no one gets hurt, and that what
is said and done in the office will be kept private unless the child is in danger of
harming himself. As the child plays, the therapist begins to recognize themes
and patterns or ways of using the materials that are important to the child, the
play reflecting issues that are important to the child and typically relevant to
their difficulties.
Near the end of the article I read, it says, “When the child’s symptoms have
subsided for a stable period of time and when functioning is adequate with
peers and adults at home, in school, and in extracurricular activities, the focus
of treatment will shift away from problems and onto the process of saying
goodbye.”
19
After nearly two months, the murder case has disappeared from the newspaper for fifteen days, the phrase “unresponsive” become unnecessary to repeat.
However, there is a rumor that the Driver’s Ed. teacher shows signs of coming
out of his coma. “Then we’ll know everything,” a neighbor said yesterday with
the confidence of a small child.
This morning I walk from my house to the one my family lived in thirty
years ago. Its number is 401; the house where the murder occurred is 616. I can
see it from the yard I used to mow. It takes me fewer than 500 steps to arrive at
the site. Someone has tended the yard, the grass mown in late May.
I loop up past the high school and the intermediate school and enter what,
twenty-four years ago, was the most well-kept low-income housing complex
I’ve ever seen. Both of my sons delivered newspapers here, but now it belongs
to the university for which I work, the apartments upscale housing for juniors
and seniors. I remember which building, but not the apartment in which the
toddler was killed. Without difficulty, I can see my current house from here.
The walk home takes fewer than 900 steps.

310  c i m a r r o n r e v i e w

20
At the 50th reunion, Amy Burchfield said, “Hello, Gary,” and hugged me.
For a few minutes, we told each other quick summaries of our lives. “You’ve
done well,” she said. She was still heavy, but there were at least a dozen heavier
women at the reunion.
21
None of the newspaper reports ever include an interview with the man who
was the first to happen upon the murder scene. Whether he touched the victim
or the killer first. Whether he touched either of them. Whether he touched
anything at all, calling 911 from just inside the door.
And regardless of his actions, what he was thinking, right then, when he
walked in on something inexplicable.
22
When I read further about play therapy I come across the following statement: “Aftercare children sometimes return to therapy for additional sessions
when they experience a setback that cannot be easily resolved.”
Though I never had him in class again, before Bradley graduated I moved
my small cactus to a windowsill, telling myself more light would make it thrive.
Within weeks it shriveled. A secretary who examined it proclaimed I’d overwatered, killing that cactus because I equated full sunlight with insatiable thirst.
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