
Break 
 

Bill sits in repose; fake turtle-framed glasses perched at the tip of his nose, moleskin 

notebook out and open to a new page. He holds a thick, expensive looking gold pen in his 

hand though by the cheap plastic clock on the wall he hasn’t written anything in at least 

fifteen minutes. There’s a nasty looking gun on his hip that he overnighted by UPS. 

Subway sandwich bags litter the floor. I sit perpendicular to him with the polygraph 

between us. It’s like some sinister insect bloated with prey, its chains, cuff, and clamps 

still connected to my chest, bicep and right index finger. I’ve been connected to it for 

over eighteen hours and that along with the drugs I’ve taken – half doses of Vasotec, 

Betapace, Valium and Ambien – make me giddy enough to mess with him despite the 

gun. 

“Will you take those things off,” he grumbles. 

“No. I'm getting used to them and think they add a certain edge to my look that 

was previously lacking.”  

I put my chin on the top of my fist and look off toward the distant horizon, the 

way Sears catalog Memorial Day models do.  

He shakes his head. Goes back to his blank pages. Our neighbors, the Strawns, 

drive by in their little beat up Volvo hatchback kicking up dust on our shared driveway. 

Pat, with a bushy mustache that looks like a caterpillar nesting under his nose, is driving. 

Tracy, who works in the produce section at King Soopers is bouncing along in the 

passenger seat. Tallie, their pigtailed fourteen-year-old daughter, is ensconced in the back. 

Next to her, their golden retriever’s head sticks out the window, its tongue lolling in the 

breeze. They all, except the retriever, wave. I raise my right hand to wave back but the 



cuff stops me. I raise my left hand and waive with the black galvanometer clamp sticking 

out from my finger like a witch’s nail. 

Bill reaches up and pulls the cord to slowly drop the horizontal blinds. It’s as if 

we are in a vaudeville act and he’s removing the talent from the stage before the 

vegetables fly. The Strawn’s friendly gestures are incrementally erased; first Pat’s 

colicked sandy blond hair, uneven features and bristled upper lip. Then Tracy’s expansive 

smiling oval face and manicured hands waving to and fro. Followed by Tallie’s clear 

baby face and fingertips speckled with sparkly blue nail polish. Finally only the 

retriever’s pink tongue shows in the space beneath the blinds as I can just barely make 

out a little drop of spittle hanging from the end before it too vanishes.  

A lot of things in my life are disappearing by degrees these days. 

“Are you crazy?” he asks.  

“That depends on how you define crazy. You’re going to have to speak to my 

defense attorneys to get a definitive answer. I might be bi-polar, narcissistic, manic, 

entitled, sex-addicted, obsessive, compulsive, depressive, impulsive, borderline, choleric 

or sanguine. Hand me the DMSV-4 and I’ll give you a diagnosis. Whatever it takes to 

make this go away.” 

I reach over to pick up an apple from a wicker fruit basket. It’s not a hard choice 

as there are only two and one is dimpled and spotted brown. The apple is orange and 

green, a Gaia I think, and has a little oval orange sticker, Organic. It’s a friendly looking 

piece of fruit that says Eat Me in some language inscribed on our senses long ago. I start 

to bring it to my mouth, but entangle the air pressure cuff with the chest chains. The 

apple hangs in the air midway. I tug on the chains, but that just snares them more. I try to 



back up and bring the apple under the chains, but that snags the black finger clamp. Bill 

looks at me as if I’m the dumbest person in the world. He might be right, based on my 

recent exploits.  

 “Be careful,” he mutters “or you’ll be buying that machine -- for five thousand 

dollars.” 

“Fine,” I say. “Put it on my tab.” 

 I bend over to bring my mouth to the apple. It tastes sweet and then sour and then 

sweet again. Juice drips down the side of my chin. I turn the fruit to the side and suck the 

foam to prevent it from dripping on the machine. Bill looks at me warily. He reminds me 

of Wiley Coyote looking at Bugs Bunny after he runs off a cliff, hanging midair with 

only his feet pedaling to keep from falling.  

“Stop thinking about that girl – Rachel,” he says. “And start thinking about 

passing your poly.” 

I can feel something rising up from deep within; frustration, fear, heartbreak, grief, 

rage and other emotions that swirl around and morph into each other so quickly I can’t 

even give them names let alone voice them. Everything just feels wrong and not just in 

the obvious ways – high as a kite/next to a man with a loaded gun/connected to a 

polygraph machine-- but on a primal level, something rotten and fearful, groveling even, 

at my very core.  

I started the relationship with Rachel to love another person and be loved for the 

most intimate and exposed parts of ourselves. It worked too, the six months we were 

together were filled with a mad joy, even the flaunting of what everyone wants and so 



few find, an amalgam of friendship, love and lust with its own language, culture and rites, 

created on the spot and beholden to no one, its only purpose our happiness.  

Unfortunately, Rachel is sixteen so all that bliss disappeared the instant I received 

a phone call from the cops saying I was being investigated for a sexual assault on a minor. 

That coupled with me spurning her mother’s advances led to her insisting I was Rachel’s 

baby-sitter and thus in a Position of Trust. The penalty for P.O.T. is life in prison and the 

reality of that still hasn’t totally sunk in even though it’s spelled out in my arrest warrant. 

 Now our relationship is a matter of public record and I'm training to convincingly 

deny everything that occurred between us while she fights to prove she’s not making the 

whole thing up – some adolescent crush gone horribly awry. She gave the cops 

everything – times, dates, positions, and statements, “He told me he loved me” – they 

need to nail me. Everyone believes I had sex with her. No one believes I loved her. I’m 

not sure what to believe anymore and it doesn’t really matter unless I pass my poly. 

That’s why I hired Bill. He plies both side of the trade, teaching polygraph 

techniques to law enforcement agencies nationwide and moonlighting teaching men 

facing prison time for sleeping with teenagers how to defeat those techniques. He’s the 

best and worth every thin dime of the ten thousand in cash I’m paying him.  

None of that makes me feel any better about the whole fucked-up situation. The 

craziness of it actually makes me feel sick to my soul. I can’t keep it inside anymore.  

“What kind of pen is that Bill? Looks expensive. What’s that part called? A nib? 

What kind of word is that? Nib? Just say it to yourself a couple of times. Nib! Nib! Nib! 

It’s making me a little crazy. What kind of world do we live in where a pen has a part 

called a nib? Backwards it spells bin! Officer, I'm sorry but I had to sleep with that 



teenager. Why did I do it? Nibs! That’s why. I couldn’t get through the day with a word 

like that out there. Give me a pass. It’ll never happen again!” 

He looks truly concerned. I lean over, put the apple on my head and sit up straight. 

“William, have an arrow on you? Give it your best shot.” 

He grabs for the apple. I lean back only to have the chains stop me as the apple 

falls to the floor. I feel a leadenness exuding from me that I have been fighting every 

minute, night and day, since I first got that call from the police. Sometimes I feel like just 

lying down and not getting back up, watching my breath slow to a stop and then 

wondering if it could just end like that. All hope and joy snuffed out except for glimpses 

off in the distance, like summer lightening.  

I close my eyes and everything goes black. I pass out. I open my eyes with the 

keys of the machine’s dials pressing into my cheek. They sting. I get the image of my 

face filled with letters, numbers and glyphs: mundane and arcane. People come up and 

put their fingers to my features to read the secrets of my heart. In the Himalayas the old 

people would say that our fates are written on our skulls before we are born – foretold. If 

you asked them a question about their destiny they would simply tap their forehead and 

say here.  

I had always hated that idea, but am starting to believe its true. 

The room is all wrong; the fridge is lying on its side and the window is taller than 

it is wide. A bird flies straight up like a rocket. The bitten apple is floating in suspension 

against the wall. Coarse hands gently cradle my neck. Broad fingers feel for my pulse. 

There's a dull roar in my ears. I close my eyes and am at the ocean in Cape Cod with kites 

in the endless blue sky. 



“You’re okay partner. Just hysteria brought on by exhaustion. I look forward to it 

with my clients because after the meltdown is when we get the real work done. Clear all 

the garbage aside, stop skating on the surface and dive deep." 

He deftly pushes me up. I close my eyes to stop the vertigo. Squeeze them shut.   

"I thought you would pop yesterday, but you held out longer than anyone I’ve 

seen. You were wishing there was some other way through this. There’s not. Still, it 

show’s you have still have some sense of yourself.” 

I'm pulled up and placed in a chair. The world rights itself in a blur. I move my 

jaw back and forth. Turn my head side to side. My heart beats in my chest like a piston. I 

feel like the Tin Man after the flying monkeys had a go at him. I have never been so 

thirsty in my life.  

“I’m starving,” I say. “For real food. No more Subway.”  

I surprise myself by how solid the words sound. 

“Fine,” he says. “Let’s go into town and eat.”   

He holds his hand on my back to steady me. 

“Also no more questions. No more vaginas, penises, breasts, penetration or 

intercourse. This is an orifice free zone now.”  

I pat myself. How did I get so twisted out of shape? My ribs stick out. I’ve 

developed a paunch. My skin looks sallow in a way it never did even when I had malarial 

chills. I look like a corpse. 

“All right,” he says. “Let’s break. You deserve it.” 

He inserts his gold pen into the notebook and closes the cover.  

“Help me out,” I say.  



He unwraps the air pressure cuff from my bicep and tucks it on top of the machine. 

He gently unchains the chest chains and slips them off with a tinkling sound. The finger 

clamp must have been wrenched off when I fell. The side of the machine is slate metal 

and beige plastic with little metric screws. Stamped into the metal are the words Made in 

China in some font I’ve never seen before. Arial Mao, perhaps.  

 “Easy now, slowly,” he says.  

I stand and sway back and forth before steadying myself against the table. 

He eyes me uncertainly. “Maybe we should wait to eat.”  

 “No, let’s go. There’s a new restaurant in town I have been dying to try. Let’s get 

a real meal. Hand me that phone.” 

When I call a woman with a voice like jade answers: “Frasca, how can I help 

you?” 

“This is Joseph Chinnock. I need a table for two for tonight. An important 

business partner is in town unexpectedly.” 

“Two without a reservation? That’s difficult. It’s Saturday night. We’re very 

busy.” 

 “I understand its late notice, but it’s very important. I'm a big fan of your chef’s. 

I told my colleague about his technique. Please see what you can do.” 

“Please hold,” she says.  

I can hear the voices in the background. A chorus of men and women enjoying 

good food, wine, and laughter. I miss that. Bill looks over at me as he puts the polygraph 

away. He is so gentle with the machine it reminds me of a father with a small child. Back 



on the line she says, “Sir, we can accommodate you at one of our tables. I cannot 

guarantee a view.” 

“That’s fine. We’ll be there at 8:00.” 

“See you then,” she says, her voice quiet and intimate at the end.  

He snaps the locks onto the machine and puts it under the kitchen table. I'm happy 

to see it hidden. 

“Is this place formal?” he asks, looking at me sideways.  

For someone who is so rough he can be almost childlike at the most unexpected 

times. On the way into Subway he held the door for a woman with a baby in arm and 

another small pig-tailed girl in hand and when the little girl waived at him, with one tiny 

finger sticking up in the air, he waived back with two thick fingers sticking up from his 

hammy fist. The girl smiled and skipped into the store.  

“You’re fine,” I say. “Just lose the hat.” 

He stares at the floor, looking deflated. 

“Uhmn, actually wear whatever you want.”  

We drive slowly down the mountain listening to a West African couple on NPR 

singing in French. Bill says nothing, staring straight ahead, almost as if he’s the one 

facing charges. I turn up the radio and tap my fingers to the beat. Once Rachel had 

translated the lyrics of the song for me with the early morning light falling on us. The 

man sings that his love allows him to see the world clearly for the first time and the 

woman responds in higher pitch. I can’t imagine feeling that way about any woman ever 

again. I switch it off and we drive the rest of the way in silence except for the sound of 

the brakes grinding as we head down the mountain. 



Frasca has wide windows through which you can see and be seen. It also has a 

small seating area arranged around a bar that is so polished it gleams like a lighthouse 

lamp. A beautiful woman in a blue dress showing ample cleavage greets us at the door, 

smiling, with an eel black reservation book in hand. 

“Do you have a reservation?”  

She tilts her head so her brown hair falls behind her ear showing a neck so pretty I 

want to bite it. 

“Yes, Chinnock. Party for two.”  

She scans the thin book. 

“Welcome,” she says, straightens and looks right through me with pale blue eyes. 

I feel a shimmering and push it down, way down. I'm not going to pass out, not now, not 

here in front of her.  

“Right this way.”  

She glides off, waiving us on. She smells like a lime that’s been steeped in 

nutmeg. She looks back with a flip of her brown bangs. 

“We cleared a table for you.”  

I try not to look at her butt oscillating side to side as we’re led to a table next to 

the restroom. I fail miserably. I'm learning that the harder you try not to think about sex 

the more it begins to dominate you’re every waking moment. 

The room is full of well-dressed men in their forties and fifties in outfits 

somewhere between slate and blue, subtle pinstripes, and buttoned shirts, bought at all 

those stores that are interchangeable and sell some vision of a weekend utopia that no one 

has actually experienced. Their clothes say, take me seriously, but not that seriously.  



The women, on the other hand, are dressed to inspire. Muses. Beautiful and aglow, 

in their late twenties and early thirties dressed in black, maroon, and dragonfly green 

dresses showing arms, legs, necks, backs, and thighs. Dresses that change color as they 

move, cut to the side showing rosy amber limbs, hair like wands casting spells. But not 

for me. Not now. Maybe never again.  

Bill takes the seat against the wall, the commanding position, and I sit facing him. 

There are three menus in different sizes all printed on paper that is more like linen than 

any substance you would write on. 

I order rack of lamb with curried potatoes and scallions covered in a cream 

reduction sauce. Also a bottle of New Zealand Syrah, nineteen ninety-two and an 

appetizer of mussels with garlic. Bill orders the prime rib with carrots and parsnips.  

“Have any hobbies?” I ask, after a full five minutes of silence between us. 

“No. Well, I go to the shooting range, but I consider that more part of my job 

training than a hobby.” 

“Something that’s work related, especially anything involving bullets, can’t really 

be considered a hobby.” 

“Whatever you say.” 

“Who do you like working with more? Cops or criminals?” 

“I don’t consider a guy who slept with a teenager who threw herself at him a 

criminal. I consider him a man with a healthy endocrine system.” 

“Okay. Who do you like working with more? Cops or men with healthy endocrine 

systems?” 

“Men with healthy endocrine systems pay better.” 



“I’m asking you which one you like better.” 

“What’s it to you?” 

 “Jesus. I’m just trying to make conversation here.” 

“I’m on the job. I’m not here to be your friend.” 

“Suit yourself Mr. Personality.” 

We sit and stare at the other diners until the food arrives.  

The mussels are cooked in butter and parsley. They’re delicious. I sop up the 

sauce with a ragged piece of sourdough bread. The lamb arrives pushed into a little off 

center pyramid with the potatoes looking forlorn on the plate. Between them is a crème 

sauce with a green swirl in the center that must be mint.  

I eat with my hands breaking the bone open with a tremor and sucking the 

marrow. Bill eats quietly. He holds his knife in his right hand and the fork in his left, 

cutting his prime rib in little precise strokes and then bringing his fork to his mouth and 

chewing slowly.  

“How is it?” I ask, between bites. 

“It’s okay. I said rare and it’s actually medium-rare, the plating is lackluster and 

the sauce is overly salted. Overall, it’s pedestrian. I would have simply sprinkled it with 

some sea salt and pepper and served it with mustard and horseradish” 

“Whoa! Okay mister. Where’s Bill? What have you done with him?”  

I lean forward and lock eyes with him. He looks worried that I'm going to lose it 

again. Or maybe down the road I could turn on him under pressure. He is helping me 

evade the law. 

“You won’t get away with this!” I say.  



He flinches. Looks toward the door. 

I lose steam and sit back. He puts his fork down. 

“Get away with what?” he asks, shifting his weight. 

“It’s a joke. One day you’re asking me to go to Subway and the next you’re 

dropping the culinary science on me. I thought you were an epicurean philistine. Why 

didn’t you tell me you’re a foodie?” 

“You never asked.”  

“Wow, you’re full of surprises; A true cornucopia of mysteries.”    

He shrugs and goes back to his prime rib though he smiles for the first time in the 

three days we’ve been together. Not a bad smile either, a grandfatherly kind of grin. 

I suck on the last bone ignoring the mint next to it. I hate mint. I even hate the 

way it feels in my mouth, like cheap toothpaste.  

“Are you married?” I ask. 

 “Yup.” 

“How many years?”  

“Thirty-five.”   

“Wow, congratulations. That’s huge. Any kids?”  

I sop sourdough into the remaining sauce and bite it off in chunks. He keeps 

eating. I think he hasn’t heard me among the din of other dinners.  

“Had one,” he says slowly, still looking down. “A son.” 

The word ‘had’ settles in the air between us. Before facing life in prison I never 

knew what to say when things like this came up. I used to mouth the standard platitudes 



about being sorry and what a loss. Sophomoric bullshit, but now that I have nothing to 

lose I’m not willing to be so lame.  

“What happened?” I ask.  

“Never mind,” he says. “Forget I mentioned it.” 

 “Are you finished?” the waitress asks, smiling ear to ear. 

“Yes,” I say. “A decaf latte please.”  

Decaf because caffeine screws up a polygraph test, and not in the way we want to 

screw it up. I refold my thick white napkin. Replace it on my knee. 

“Make that two,” Bill says.  

He holds up his fingers, like a little victory sign. She looks at him, then at me and 

smiles wanly. She turns and walks away without a word. 

“Tell me what happened to your son,” I say.  

He’s been questioning me for days. It only feels right that I question him too.  

He gives me a look. His eyes are a really deep brown. Like molasses.  

“He was murdered.”  

He finishes the last bite of his prime rib, wipes his mouth with his napkin and puts 

it on the table. I sit chilled to the bone. Everywhere the world gets darker. It’s like I’m 

going blind, but everyone else is losing their sight too. The waitress brings our lattes. I 

add a cube of sugar. He adds two. We sit and stir with little oblong spoons.  

Suddenly, I'm tired again. Exhausted.  

“Five years ago. He was about your age.” 

He sips his coffee. His voice dropped so low I have to lean forward to hear him. 

Even then I miss every other word. 



“He got mixed up with drugs and the wrong people in some motel in Los Angeles, 

off of 405.”  

 “Did they catch the people who did it?”  

“They did not,” he says, quietly.  

“That’s too bad.” 

 “But I did.”   

He grimaces. Shakes his head.  

Jesus. Still, I'm beyond being shocked. Even by murder for murder. Maybe numb 

is closer to the truth.  

He shrugs. The way he raises his thick shoulders and drops them just a smidgen 

looks like a bear signaling a prospective rival. He taps the side of his cup with his 

fingernail.  

“My wife stopped sleeping with me. We still have separate beds. I started getting 

these headaches – migraines -- and didn’t want to go out or see anybody for a long time -- 

years. I feel better now but my wife, I don’t think she’ll ever be the same.”  

 He shakes his head. I want to say so something to make him feel better, but 

anything I say will only make it worse. I know through experience. 

Accept loss forever, Kerouac admonished.  

He ended up a drunk, living with his mother at forty, bewildering the young 

acolytes who came to see him after reading On the Road in frenzied all-night sessions. A 

sad, middle-aged man answering the door in a bathrobe as his mother looked over his 

shoulder. 



It’s just so very hard to do. I can accept a little loss for a little while, but only as a 

ransom to gaining something greater down the road. Perhaps I wouldn’t see Rachel for a 

couple of years, but we would get together when she was in her twenties and free of her 

mother. We wouldn’t be friends. Not exactly, but we would talk until we were sure we 

were heard in all our sadness, disappointment, anger, and also secret mad joy, revelation, 

and hope.  

But that’s not going to happen. I’ve seen her at coffee shops, at the farmer’s 

market looking at a table full of squash, eating at a Mexican restaurant sitting so far 

forward in her seat it was like the taco might get away if she didn’t pounce on it. Once, 

she was right next to me on a bike wearing a helmet that looked orthopedic. Shoulders 

hunched over, hair behind her prominent ears, jeans even in hot weather, red tank top, 

black bra straps hanging over her shoulders, leaning toward me like she might say, Hey – 

you.   

All the glamour gone. If it was ever there to begin with. Even if we could talk 

there would be nothing to say. I had turned and scuttled away, like a coward, into the 

parked cars. Bill’s son will never come back. His wife either. He could track down the 

killers and extract revenge, but it wouldn’t offer any solace – not for a single moment. Or 

allow his wife to get out of bed, turn off the ever-present TV, cook, make love or laugh 

again.  

Rachel is dead to me. Not like their son, but like they were to each other after he 

had died. She could be standing next to me and I couldn’t even reach out to take her hand 

or say the simplest words of comfort. Instead, I’m high on some else’s prescription drugs, 

training to beat a poly, desperate to escape my fate. 



“We all do things we regret,” I say. “I know I have.” 

He doesn’t look up as he says, “My only regret is that I didn’t get to them before 

they got to him. That I was too late to save him.” 

We finish our coffee and the pretty waitress hands me the bill. She might as well 

be a mannequin. It’s one twenty four. One fifty with the tip. I hand Bill his hat and follow 

him as he walks through the crowd of beautiful people, out the door and into the night. I 

pull my collar up for cover against the cold.  

“Are you sure you’re up for this?” he asks, and adjusts the brim down over his 

eyes. 

“What choice do I have? The die has been cast.”  

The stars shine down on the broken and whole with neither judgment nor pity. 

	  


