
I drove west with my brother’s flag riding shotgun. The flag lay inside one of those triangle-
shaped frames designed to hold a soldier’s final colors. I kept glancing over at the brass hinges, 
the glass lid, the sharp corners. It always bothered me, how the flag had been folded to show only 
stars through the glass, as if my brother had gone into space instead of the ground.
 He came home wrapped in that flag fifteen years ago, summer of 1970. I was 14 the day 
we buried him. A pair of soldiers in dress blues and white gloves folded the flag between them, 
pulling tight on each turn. Thirty people sat in a portable outdoor chapel, rain tapping slow on the 
blue tarp; all around us, hundreds of bronze plates floated on wet, rolling grass like the remains 
of a shipwreck. Back home, I opened the glass lid on the frame, tucked the flag inside, closed 
the lid and turned the latch. That night, while mom stared at My Three Sons, I took the frame 
to my room, placed it on the bed, and slid a gallon-sized freezer bag from under the mattress. A 
real K-Bar combat knife lay sealed inside. The blade and handle were dull black, the way blood 
looked in old movies. I hid the bagged knife under the flag and closed the frame. When mom was 
asleep, I took the frame to the garage and soldered the latch shut.
 I spent the next fifteen years running up and down the coast, carrying that frame from San 
Diego to Santa Rosa, but always tumbling back to the L.A. basin like a hole I couldn’t crawl out 
of.
 Now it was summer of ’85. I was 29, six years older than my brother had ever been. One of 
his old Vietnam buddies, Mike Somebody, called last week. He must have got my number from 
mom, but it felt more mysterious than that, like someone had found me in my wilderness, the 
way the grace of God was supposed to feel. His VA group was holding a flag rally on the beach, 
protesting Reagan’s war in Central America. He asked me to bring my brother’s flag; he talked 
about peace like it was something you could wrap around you. I hung up on him.
 Then last night I stood in the sea, baptized by waves — and woke sucking air. I took the 

Catalina
by Charles Duffie



frame from its shelf, pried the latch with a butterknife, and raised the glass lid for the first time 
since closing it. I pressed my hands on the stars until I stopped shaking. For a moment I felt the 
absurd hope that maybe I had imagined it all. But when I lifted the flag, the knife was there, 
preserved in plastic. All the times I had almost buried it in the mountains, thrown it in a landfill, 
turned it over to the police, and it was still here, with me.
 By morning, the drive had taken on the weight of a pilgrimage. I’d visit the old neighbor-
hood and say a prayer at my brother’s grave. Then I’d head west to the flag rally, lay his colors 
on the sand, swim past the waves, and drop the knife into the sea.

My first stop was our old house in Hollywood. It was a duplex now, the avocado tree gone, 
bars on the windows. My brother and I loved to climb the tree up to the roof. Sometimes mom 
would get the ladder from the garage and join us. “Know why I picked this house?” she’d say. 
My brother and I, knowing our cue, would chime, “Because you can see the Hollywood sign 
from up here.”
 That summer I invited Shane over for the first time. We were going into 6th grade, though 
he was a year older. We sat on the roof and read comics. When I scrambled down for snacks, my 
brother and mom were at the kitchen table. He read a Psych book, prepping for his second year 
at Los Angeles City College. She chain smoked while flipping through the latest issue of Modern 
Screen; Liz Taylor lay in full color across the glossy spread.
 Mom smiled as I walked in. “Your pal looks like Steve McQueen in The Blob.”
 I loaded cans of ten-cent Shasta soda in a backpack. Grape, Lemon-Lime, Root Beer.
 “Your big brother?” mom said, slapping his shoulder with the back of her hand, “B-movie 
Monty Clift. Look at that smile. Me, I’m more of a Donna Reed knock off.”
 “Which one?” my brother asked, grinning.
 Mom laughed. “Eternity, smart ass.” She lit another cigarette. “No one would cast me in 
Wonderful Life anymore.” She squinted at me. “And you…? Rebel Without A Cause.”
 I liked that. “James Dean? But he had blond hair.”
 “No, baby, the other one.”
 “Sal Mineo?” I stuffed a bag of Lays into the backpack. As I walked out, she called after 
me, “How about Johnny Crawford from The Rifleman, ka-pow, ka-pow!” but I kept walking. 
Mom and her movie stars.
 Shane stood on the edge of the roof, watching as I climbed the tree.
 “Let’s jump,” he said.
 I stretched across from branch to shingles. “Why?”
 “To scare the shit out of ourselves.”
 “You’ll break your legs.”
 “It’s only like ten feet.”
 I turned to put down the backpack. When I looked again, Shane was gone—then I heard a 
chicken clucking my name. I thought of Sal Mineo and jumped. We spent all afternoon crouch-



ing on the roof, paratrooping through the air, bending our knees, rolling in the grass, crawling 
under enemy fire to the sidewalk. In those life-and-death scenarios, Shane really did look like a 
6th grade Steve McQueen, and I suppose I did look like Sal Mineo. My brother and mom came 
out and sat on the porch. The day faded, and still we fought the good fight, my brother making 
sound effects in the darkness, the red arc of mom’s cigarette moving from her knee to her lips 
like rescue flares.

I drove through the old neighborhood. Lemon Grove Park was still on the corner, a tall fence 
around it now. My brother and I used to play basketball here, but the court had been replaced by 
a jungle gym. 7-11 had taken over the Martinez Market, and the dirt lot where we built cinder 
block forts was a little apartment building.
 Ramona Elementary School looked like an abandoned factory, blinds pulled down, doors 
chained for the summer. Shane and I had been 6th grade flag monitors here. I’d untie the rope 
and he’d sing the flag down, clapping Mrs. Robinson or Fortunate Son. 
 One day Mr. Glick, a retired Air Force sergeant and our new Vice Principal, summoned us 
to his office.
 “Gentlemen,” he said, “if you can’t respect the flag, I will relieve you of duty.”
 Shane snapped to attention, hand to brow in a crisp salute. Mr. Glick stared down with the 
full weight of his authority—but what could he do? He had to return the salute.
 On the way home, Shane saluted everyone we passed. Earlier that week, mom and I had 
visited my brother in boot camp where we swore allegiance to the flag as if our lives depended 
on it. But nothing was sacred to Shane, not even the flag in wartime. He was like one of the char-
acters in my comic books—the bullets of the world just bounced off.
 Shane stopped and saluted me, holding the pose until I returned it. And just like that, we 
were both saluting strangers as we marched down the street. I felt free, unafraid for the first time 
since visiting my brother. When there was no one to salute, we saluted each other, right handed, 
left handed, karate-chopping ourselves across the foreheads, laughing.
 A black Lincoln-Continental pulled to the curb like a civilian tank. Mr. Glick climbed out, 
came around the hood, and slapped me so hard I spun in the air. Black light flashed, loud thrums 
pulsed in my head, and I found myself face-down on the hot sidewalk. Mr. Glick was gone. 
Shane stood over me, laughing. One side of his face was red, and blood dripped from his nose. 
He had been slapped even harder but he just laughed, like it didn’t hurt. Like bullets bouncing 
off. As I sat up, he saluted. I laughed and returned the salute.

I drove to Hope Lutheran, one of my brother’s sacred places. The sign outside now advertised 
vacation bible school in English and Vietnamese.
 After dad passed, mom had no use for Jesus, and refused to let me go to church. “God had 
his chance,” she said, “and he chose to let your dad fade out in a hospital bed.” But my brother 



kept going. He finished boot camp about the same time I started junior high.
 The Sunday before he shipped out, he asked if I wanted to be baptized. I didn’t know what 
I thought about God, but I had no doubts about my brother. That morning, the pastor told stories 
that made me feel better, like comic books that might turn out to be true. I knelt and bowed my 
head over a golden bowl. The water lay so still, I would have thought the bowl was empty, if not 
for my reflection. The pastor’s hand came into view, scooped the water, and
disappeared. I closed my eyes and held my breath. A moment later, the cool promises spilled 
over my head, and I felt something, I really did.
 Walking to school, I told Share about it. “The pastor had this story,” I said, trying to get him 
to feel what I had felt. “There was a storm on the ocean. The disciples were in a boat, and were 
getting knocked around by the waves. They look up and see Jesus walking on the water—”
 Shane cut in. “I heard this one! One guy, Petey, climbs out of boat.”
 “Peter, yeah, he—”
 “He thinks he can walk on water too.” Shane acts it out. “But what happens? Petey takes a 
few steps… and starts to sink! He has no mojo! No abracadabra! He yells, Help me, Jesus, help 
me! But Jesus is pissed. He taught Petey all his tricks and now the asshole can’t even walk on 
water? So Jesus lets him drown to teach the other guys a lesson.”
 Shane laughed and walked on.
 “That’s not how the story goes,” I said, running to catch up.

I parked across the street from Le Conte Junior High. The first letters arrived when I was in 7th 
grade. My brother had been selected for an officer training program and wrote home about the 
“psychology of combat.” Mom hated the promotion. In the movies, officers always got it first.
 While my brother was gone, Shane and I became unlikely best friends. “The wallflower and 
the clown,” mom called us. Shane recited the Pledge of Allegiance like a TV evangelist, smug-
gled firecrackers to school in Band-Aid tins, punctuated his recital of the Gettysburg Address 
with, “N’yuk, n’yuk, n’yuk,” and when old Mrs. Bell assigned a book report on The Grapes of 
Wrath, Shane wrote about Stranger In A Strange Land, saying, “Okies, aliens, what’s
the difference?”
 Our moms worked, so we hung out at the after-school program, playing tether ball. One 
day, Shane’s older brother, Robert, showed up. I hated that he had a college deferment.
 “Hooyah,” Shane said, punching the tether ball. “Joe Chicken Shit, I mean, Joe College.”
 Robert snatched the hard yellow ball out of the air. “Where is it?”
 Shane tried to look innocent. Robert bounced the ball off Shane’s head.
 “What?” Shane shouted, pushing Robert away.
 “Where is it?” Robert said, palming the ball, stepping back.
 “Where’s what?”
 Robert pulled him into a headlock and pounded him with the ball. “Where is it where is it 
where is it where is it?” 



 Shane stuck to his story, shouting “What? What?” until Robert shoved him to the asphalt. A 
small cut leaked blood along the edge of his eyebrow.
 “If I find out you took it,” Robert said, “I’ll make you dig your fucking grave.”
 When Robert was gone, Shane wiped the cut over his eye like it was nothing but sweat.
 “Come on,” he said, grinning.
 He led me behind the big auditorium. We squeezed between the back of the building and 
the ivy-covered chain link fence. With my left hand pressing on the hot concrete and my right 
trailing through cool leaves, I felt like I was being led into a secret place. Shane crouched, felt 
around in the ivy, and found something wrapped in a white dish towel. When he unrolled the 
bundle, I saw the knife for the first time.
 “1953 K-Bar Marine Combat Knife. The real shit.”
 “Are you crazy?” I said. “You stole that from your maniac brother?”
 “This was my dad’s. It belongs to me, not that Spam-in-a-can draft dodger.”
 Shane passed me the knife. The leather handle felt soft, like human skin. I thought of 
Shane’s dad dying in Korea. I thought of my brother fighting in Vietnam.
 The pilgrimage was becoming more about Shane than my brother. I told myself that was the 
last thing I wanted and turned the key, but the car wouldn’t start. I squeezed the steering wheel, 
pressed back into the hot vinyl, and stared through the windshield. Far off, the Griffith Park 
Observatory stood high in the foothills. My brother and I loved that place. We’d hike up five, 
ten times every summer, tired and dusty and happy, sweat cooling on our skin as we walked the 
marbled halls like kings, surrounded by celestial knowledge.

Mom always drove her red Mustang convertible with the top down. She said she looked young-
er with wind in her hair. I explained the flag protest on the beach, and my plan to stop along the 
way like my own Stations of the Cross. I didn’t mention Shane.
 We parked in Hollywood High’s empty lot and stared at the mural of famous graduates 
painted on the gym wall: Carol Burnett and Carole Lombard laughing arm in arm, Alan Hale Jr. 
glancing nervously at Lon Chaney Jr., Judy Garland walking with Mickey Rooney under a rain-
bow that curled like a wave, Ricky Nelson drawing a six gun and firing at the world. 
 Mom lit a cigarette. “So, was I on your memory lane tour, or did you just need a ride?” She 
checked herself in the mirror, pressing the wrinkles. “I was Natalie Wood when I graduated from 
this dump, you believe that? Splendor In the Grass.”
 We walked across the empty campus. Homecoming signs hung from gray buildings, but 
otherwise the place was cleaned and prepped for the next wave. Neither of us said a word.
 In 9th grade, the letters changed. I’ve never seen became my brother’s new mantra: I’ve 
never seen rain like this, I’ve never seen the night so black, I’ve never seen good guys go so cra-
zy, I’ve never seen men love each other so much.
 And I never told Shane about the letters.
 One day, Cheryl Parker noticed the flag sewn on my backpack. I told her my brother was in 



Vietnam. When her eyes welled up, it felt like the day I had been baptized, like light in my lungs. 
Cheryl had been crowned Junior Homecoming Queen the week before. She started wearing a lot 
of make-up that year; Shane said she had a college boyfriend. She was so out of my league, our 
orbits only crossed in homeroom. But every Monday she knelt by my desk and asked, “How’s 
your brother?” I had this crazy fantasy about him coming home and marrying Cheryl.
 I never told Shane that either.

It was mom’s idea to stop by the Campus Theater, which had been converted into a church a cou-
ple years ago. The marquee read THIEF IN THE NIGHT like a movie title. 
 “God, I loved this place,” she said. “Saturday matinees. You, me, and your brother. This is 
where we saw Out of the Past, remember? Robert Mitchum and Jane Greer, Jesus.”
 “Butch Cassidy, too.”
 “Newman and Redford, Christ.” She took a drag. “From hundreds of gods and goddesses to 
one God and a virgin.”
 I laughed.
 She looked at me and grinned.
 “What?” I said.
 “I don’t hear you laugh much, that’s all. Maybe if you visited more I wouldn’t be so sur-
prised.”
 “How much more do you want me to visit?”
 She exhaled. “How much is more than never?”
 I laughed again, and this time she laughed too.
 In 10th grade, Shane got a job cleaning pinball machines at the arcade. Sometimes he pried 
centerfolds from the Playboys in the manager’s office and pasted them inside my textbooks. 
One day I opened Modern Geometry to find Miss August staring back at me. The manager at the 
arcade paid in tokens, which Shane traded to an usher at the theater. They showed revivals all 
summer, like Invasion of the Body Snatchers and Kiss Me Deadly. Those were my
favorites, but Shane loved the R-rated stuff, High Plains Drifter, The Exorcist.
 One weekend they ran an Elizabeth Taylor festival. Shane and I sat in the balcony watch-
ing A Place in the Sun. Mom was right: my brother did look a little like Montgomery Clift. And 
Liz—I stared at her the way you stare at something you can’t believe is real.
 “Thinking of Cheryl?” Shane said.
 I turned, the spell broken.
 He grinned. “Go ahead.”
 “What?”
 He glanced around. “No one’s here. Pull it out and get to work.”
 I didn’t know what he was talking about. He laughed and turned back to the screen.
 But when Liz leaned close to Monty, her dress dipping open, and breathed, “I’ll be your 
pickup,” I knew exactly what Shane meant.



 The next time Cheryl knelt by my desk, I wasn’t thinking about my brother.

We sat on a hillside at Forest Lawn. I gave mom a look when she lit another cigarette.
 “If it didn’t bother them when they were alive,” she said, “it won’t bother them now.”
 She ripped tufts of grass away from my dad’s name plate. “Your dad could have been Jack 
Lemmon’s little brother. God, he knew how to laugh. That’s one of the couple of million things I 
loved about him. He died the same day as Judy Holiday. You didn’t know that, did you? I loved 
Judy Holiday. Christ, that day. Like the sun going out. Then just when things start to brighten up, 
those two boys in blue knock on the door and shoot out the lights. Ka-pow. Like Johnny Craw-
ford, remember? The Rifleman. You loved that show. Chuck Conners, always
standing up for justice. Ka-pow, ka-pow.”
 She turned to my brother’s name plate, pulling grass from the edges. “Jimmy Stewart is 
buried around here somewhere,” she said. “Your brother loved Harvey. The one with the 6-foot-
tall rabbit only Jimmy Stewart could see? Your brother used to pretend Harvey was his imaginary 
friend too. It was always, Harvey and me are hungry and Harvey and me want to go to the park. 
Swear to God, I started to see that stupid rabbit myself. Then you came along, and he never men-
tioned Harvey again. You were good for him.”
 I felt that in my chest. “I always thought it was the other way around.”
 “Yeah? That’s what the guys in the script department call dramatic irony.”
 I put my arm around her.
 “I ever tell you why I picked this spot?” she said, daubing her eyes with her pinkies.
 I smiled at my cue. “Because you can see the mountains?”
 “Who cares about mountains?” She pointed down to the huge lot across the highway, sound 
stages lined up big as airplane hangers. “You can see Warner Brothers from here.”

Maybe my pilgrimage was about Shane all along, because here we were, parked outside his 
house. “If his mom’s still around,” I said, “maybe I can get his phone number.”
 Mom lit another cigarette. “I wonder if he still looks like Steve McQueen. Remember The 
Sand Pebbles? God.”
 I walked toward the house, the frame under my arm. Nothing much had changed. Patchy 
lawn, yellow stucco walls, stacks of empty flower pots. I followed the driveway to the old garage 
and stared into the backyard. What had been a wild garden was just weeds now, with a sad square 
of concrete by the backdoor; an uncovered jacuzzi sat on the slab, blue plastic shell faded by the 
sun. I heard kids laughing somewhere, and the splash of a pool. 
 I walked back to the front of the house. Mom leaned into the passenger window, gesturing, 
Well? I waved her off and went up the stone porch, pausing to glance at our 6th grade handprints 
indented in a concrete step.
 The front porch was shaded from the street by ivy trellises. Empty pots stood in uneven 



stacks on a little table; Shane’s mom had been crazy for flowers. A “No Soliciting” sign hung 
from the mailbox. I left the frame on the table, but before I could knock, Shane himself opened 
the door.
 “Son of a bitch,” he said.
 Mom would have been disappointed. This soft, thick 30-year-old looked nothing like Steve 
McQueen. He barely resembled a used-up version of himself.
 He pulled me inside and we sat on those same wood chairs in that same dining room. Shane 
did most of the talking, just like when we were kids. He told me how he ran the arcade, how he 
spent four years in the Merchant Marines, how his mom had passed three months ago. It hurt to 
look at his puffy face. I doubted any bullets had bounced off in a long time. 
 “Oh, shit!” he said, clapping his hands. “I have something you gotta see!”
 He hustled down the hallway and came back with a metal briefcase, the kind photographers 
used. He thumbed the combination and flipped the latch. “You’ll never guess, but guess.”
 All I could think of was the silver box in Kiss Me Deadly, the one with the shining end of 
the world inside.
 Shane leaned forward like Alex Trebek. “Wonder. Woman. Naked.”
 “What?”
 “It’s a hint, man. Forget it. Just sit back and enjoy.”
 Shane opened the briefcase to reveal a stack of porn magazines. He carefully picked one off 
the top and held the cover outward like a holy book. A beautiful young woman lay on her back, 
one arm hiding her breasts, her bare legs stretching up as if propped on the edge of the magazine. 
Her other hand pressed an apple to her open lips. I felt sick before I knew why.
 “It’s Cheryl Parker!” Shane crowed.
 I turned my head like I was taking a punch.
 “Cheryl Parker,” he said, “revealed at last.” The sound of glossy pages made me nauseous. 
“You hear she killed herself? I got every spread she ever did. These are mint.”
 I stood and stepped away. Shane followed, sliding pages.
 “Her boyfriend got her into all kinds of shit. The All-American Girl.” He pulled me around 
and opened the centerfold. “This’ll turn your water into wine.”
 I shoved him hard in the chest, knocking him against the china cabinet. The plates sounded 
like chimes. We stared at each other, then Shane dove at me, shoulder in my gut. I flung him off, 
wrestled him around, and ran him back into the cabinet. His forehead cracked the tall mirror and 
plates broke like fragile bones deep in the cupboard. He fell to his knees then lunged up, grab-
bing me behind the thighs and heaving. We tumbled onto the floor. I wrapped an arm around his 
neck, pulling him against my chest. He yanked sideways, throwing elbows into my ribs. His legs 
pedaled, tennis shoes kicking and squeaking on the wood. He bucked up but I yanked him back 
like I was trying to drown him.
 We stopped and lay there, gasping like we had held our breath all these years. He raised his 
hands. I let go; the wet skin of his throat peeled from my forearm. Coughing, he crawled to the 
magazine and smoothed the glossy pages.



 I was almost to the car when mom called, “Where’s your brother’s flag?”
 Adrenaline carried me a few more steps before I turned back to the porch. The frame lay 
on the table. I pulled the baggie from under the flag. Prying it open, I caught a puff of stale air, 
like dust. All the things I had thought to do all these years… and in the end I just tipped the bag 
upside-down and shook. The knife clanged into the white mailbox.
 As we drove to the beach, mom asked what had happened. All I could manage was that 
Shane’s mom had passed and someone else was living there now.
 

In 10th grade, Shane’s backyard was an enormous garden, an overgrown half acre that became a 
jungle at night. Armed with a flashlight, I eased between thick tomato bushes, hid behind dwarf 
citrus trees, climbed over cucumber vines, hunting for Shane who hunted for me, blasting bullets 
of light which gave away my position, forcing me to move again, ducking into knee-high zuc-
chini leaves, pressing flat into cool ivy. Wild herbs grew everywhere; the air changed as I crept 
through the war zone, peppermint and sweet basil, cilantro and sage.
 I loved Flashlight War, pretending to be my brother, deep in the Communist jungle, fighting 
for freedom. Maybe that’s why I won most of the time, but even when I lost, we just laughed, 
counted silently to twenty as we took up new positions, and started again. We only played when 
Shane’s mom and Robert weren’t home. The bursts of light on the windows made her nervous, 
and Robert made us nervous.
 One night Robert showed up and forced himself into the game. Shane’s .22 caliber flash-
light drilled Robert in the chest and back, but Robert never called himself out. His 5-battery Mag 
Lite lit up the yard, shotgun blasts of white that were never quick enough to find Shane.
 Robert strutted through the garden, kicking down bean tripods, ripping guide wires from 
their eyelets, punching wood slats from trellises. Every few minutes he popped another can of 
beer and continued the hunt, heckled by Shane’s voice in the dark.
 “Here, chick-chick-chicken shit! Private Chickenshit, report to the latrines!”
 From the ivy, I saw Robert stumble up the steps, through the screen door.
 “Shane!” I hissed. “Let’s go! Shane!”
 But Robert was already coming back. He kicked the door so hard the top hinge broke loose; 
the screen hung open, tilted at an ugly angle.
 Ch-clack ch-clack ch-clack.
 His pump-action BB gun. I sank deeper in the ivy as the Mag Lite swept the yard.
 Pop! Pop! Pop!
 I heard Shane run, leaves crunching.
 Pop! Pop! Pop!
 Shane yelped, soft like an animal. I saw him scramble through the busted doorway into the 
house. Robert staggered behind him, arm ratcheting the pump action.
 Pop! Glass tinkled inside the house. Pop! Pop! Pop!
 I crept from the ivy but couldn’t make myself go through that black hole of a door. I heard 



Robert’s voice, then something like furniture falling over. I pictured Shane on the floor, Robert’s 
foot on his chest. I took a step — when Shane stumbled through the door carrying a bundle under 
his arm. I followed him out of the yard and up the driveway. He walked with a jittery stride, 
barely able to keep from running. He glanced around at the empty street, the bright porch lights. 
The towel-wrapped bundle looked grotesquely familiar.
 “Shane, what happened?”
 At the corner, he broke into a run. I chased after him.
 He wouldn’t say a word until we got to my house, two blocks over. It was past 11, the win-
dows dark. He led the way to the garage and we ducked through the side door. 
 Shane clicked the bulb over the sink. I stood behind him as he unrolled the towel. He had 
to peel away the last wet folds, then shook the knife loose. Blood that was invisible on the dark 
blade splattered red on the porcelain. He twisted the faucet. Water poured over his hands onto the 
knife, churning muddily round the drain without seeming to go down.
 He looked at me, dirty face cut with tears. “It was an accident, swear to God.” He clutched 
the edges of the sink. “Robert kept saying, gonna put out your eye, put out your eye… shit!” He 
picked up the knife. “Got a sponge or — Fuck!”
 I handed him a rag. He scrubbed the knife but blood kept tinting the water as if the blade 
was still cutting. Noticing a thick splotch on his t-shirt, he stripped it off and threw it in the sink.
 Three purple welts rose on his back, close together like holes in a target.
 “I got the knife, just to scare him off.” He was half sobbing now. “But I didn’t know where 
he was. So I tried to get outside. I snuck into the kitchen...” Shane tapped the back of his neck. 
“Then I felt… He put the barrel… I spun and swear to God the knife just went in…” He blinked 
like he was coming out of a trance. “Come on. We gotta clean up. We gotta be ready.”
 “Ready for what?” I said.
 He looked at me like I had lost my mind.
 We hid the towel and his clothes in the garage, cleaned everything, scrubbed our hands, 
then cleaned everything again. We checked his sneakers but they looked OK.
 Mom was asleep on the couch. We went down the hall to my bedroom. Shane put on jeans 
and a t-shirt. They were a little small but who would notice?
 I refused to touch the knife, and didn’t want it touching anything else, so I crept past mom 
into the kitchen and got a gallon-sized freezer bag. On the way back, mom touched my hand. I 
jumped a little, turning as she looked up from the couch.
 “Aren’t you at Shane’s tonight?”
 I thought of what I should say. “He’s sleeping over here, remember?”
 She shrugged, already half asleep. “Yeah, that’s right. Don’t stay up too late, baby.”
 Back in my room, Shane eased the blade inside the bag, zipped it closed and slid it under 
the mattress.
 “What’re you doing?” I said.
 “It has to stay here. They’ll find it at my house. They can match it to — ”
 “So let’s bury it or throw it in the trash or—”



 “My mom’s gonna be home any second. She’s gonna call. We gotta be here. Asleep.”
 He slapped the light switch and we lay down on the floor.
 “You gotta swear,” he said. “Swear you won’t tell.”
 “But it was an accident.”
 His voice shook. “You gotta swear.”
 “OK,” I said.
 “No OK.” He was crying now. “Swear on your brother’s life.”
 I was crying too. “I swear.”
 “On your brother’s life.”
 “On my brother’s life.”
 Ten minutes later, the phone rang. We pretended Shane had spent the night, like he did half 
the summer. It never occurred to anyone that we were involved. Shane called it karma. Robert, 
he said, had it coming.
 A week later, when two soldiers knocked on our door, karma rolled back the other way.
 At Robert’s funeral, I stood with my mom across from Shane’s family. As the priest made 
promises, Shane and I kept looking at each other over the casket, looking away, looking back. 
A few weeks later, when it was my brother’s turn, I told mom Shane couldn’t handle another 
funeral. But the truth was, I didn’t want him there. After the service, I opened the triangle-shaped 
frame for the first time, slid Shane’s knife under my brother’s flag, and closed the lid. I was 14. I 
didn’t know what else to do with death except keep it all in one place.
 My grandmother invited me to spend the rest of summer at her house in Rialto, a desert 
town 30 miles east of L.A. In the fall, mom allowed me to start on my GED. I never went back to 
high school, and I never saw Shane again, until today.

Twenty, thirty people had gathered on the beach. They held banners, made speeches, arranged 
flags end to end on the sand—but as a war protest, it was a bust. No crowds, no reporters, no TV 
vans, just a lanky L.A. Times photographer who had run out of things to shoot.
 “Hey,” mom said. “There’s Mike.”
 An African American man in an old army jacket walked out to meet her. As they embraced, 
I kept moving, carrying the frame until I reached that soft ledge of sand that sloped down to the 
water. My brother taught me to body surf out here, showed me how to trust a wave by the way it 
broke. I stripped to my boxers, but just sat there, staring at the ocean.
 Mom walked up and sat next to me. The sand felt warm and the breeze raised goosebumps 
on my arms.
 She opened the frame. “You’re shivering.” She unfolded the flag then wrapped it around 
me. “There. Like Captain America in Easy Rider.”
 I looked at her. “Didn’t he die at the end?”
 “Don’t be so literal.” She touched my face. “You look a lot like him, you know?”
 “Captain America?”



 “No, smart ass. Your brother.” She gazed out at the waves, then pointed. “Look.” An island 
waited 20 miles offshore like a new world. “You can see Catalina from here. God. I lived in L.A. 
all my life and I’ve never been to Catalina. Can you believe that?”
 “Let’s go,” I said, standing up.
 Mom smiled. “What, now?”
 “Right now.”
 “You going to walk on water or swim across?”
 Holding the flag around my shoulders, I stepped into the ocean. Mom laughed, and I 
glanced back like a little boy. When I was chest-deep, a swell lifted me to my toes—then the 
Pacific washed over my head. I held the flag tight and pushed to the surface; the world sounded 
loud and light burned my eyes. I swam farther out.
 Someone called my name. Treading water, I turned and saw Mike swimming after me. He 
led a dozen people, swimming past the waves, trailing flags like capes. Maybe they thought this 
was part of the protest, loss as performance art. They bobbed around me like fallen superheroes. 
The photographer danced in the surf, snapping with a zoom lens; mom stood with both hands 
cupped over her eyes.
 I slipped the flag off my shoulders, pressed the stars to my forehead, and let go. We 
watched the colors lay down in the dark, then everyone did the same, kissing flags as their lips 
dipped underwater, murmuring names like prayers, waving empty hands at the sun.
 And we just stayed out there, drifting west.




