Tony Bonds

The Cake Man
I pull the wrinkled paper from my back pocket and unfold it.  Alvis writes like a chicken.  Two weeks ago, when I received the letter, I had to decode each word.  Now, I re-read it for the hundredth time and hope that somewhere in it I’ll find a clue, something telling.  He wrote, How’s the acting business?  Don’t give up on finding work.  Dry today, maybe, but when it rains it pours. Alvis is reliable as the mail when it comes to delivering motivational platitudes.  Still planning to be in the neighborhood for Christmas?  Hope we can get together and talk, I could use your expert advice.  And here his handwriting got smaller, more concentrated: Hate to ask, but would you mind stopping by the place to make sure everything is ok?  Jim-Jim and Girl Spider Man are still in the back somewhere.  Find them a good home.  Signed, Fondly, Alvis Borgchild.  And underneath that, in careful print: Alvis Borgchild.

A trickle of sweat rolls down my crack as I lean on the flank of my truck in the empty parking lot.  Have I come to the wrong place?  Is this a joke?  No cameras are visible—if this is a reality show it’s not a very good one.  Taken in panorama, the familiar landscape is more lonesome than I remember: grassy land rolls out flat in every direction to a grey, tree-topped horizon.  The bakery I stand before is condemned.  The broad windows have all been shattered, shards jut up from the frames like broken teeth.  Bold white words have been spray-painted on the blackened, red-brick walls.  I inspect the graffiti closely, particularly the first “a,” and feel as if I am misreading the words: 
“CäK Man BurnN HeLL!!!”  
He's the closest thing we’ve got to a celebrity in Vatican, (no relation to the holy city).  When you’re famous in a small town, people either love you or they hate you, and the two sentiments are easily confused.  
And now, for whatever reason, the townspeople have made a stand.
As I approach the front of the bakery, I hear something.  A humming.  The door swings open almost too easily.  Inside it looks like a hurricane crash site: the glass counter has been thoroughly smashed.  The cash register is missing.  Here and there are scraps of splintered wood, (the remains of the tables, chairs and shelves) lying on the soaked tile floor.  My eyes burn from the smell of old, sour urine.  There are sledge hammer holes punched through the white wallpaper.  In the middle of the room, as a centerpiece, sits a hill of rancid icing mixed with shattered glass.  The humming is loud now, like a bee hive.  I now discover its origin.  Hovering over the surface of the rotten heap is a black cloud of horseflies.

Although I know this place, nothing about it is familiar.  The heat makes my head swim.  The window units are gone.  Not busted, but stolen.  In Vatican, evidently, air conditioning is a higher priority than compassion.  


Out of some ocular habit, or maybe as a comfort to myself, I see the bakery as I remember it.  Walking in the door was like walking into an ice-box, the cold would snap the thoughts out of your head.  After you recovered from the hypothermia, first thing you saw were the jars.  Mason jars of translucent colored icing were packed tightly on shelves that wrapped around the walls, across the broad windows, and spanned from floor to ceiling, covering every available inch of space.  No two jars were exactly the same color, and they were arranged in a rainbow spectrum.  When sunlight came through the windows just right, the effect was dizzying: it gave you the impression of being inside a massive, luminous rainbow.  

The real appeal of the bakery was not only the menagerie of colored icing, but the fact that it was refrigerated by half a dozen window units—ostensibly to keep the gourmet icing fresh and to make cake decoration easier.  He could have put the icing in refrigerated cases like an ordinary cake shop, but the Cake Man was born with a frigid contempt for the ordinary.  People in sub-tropical climates have the uncanny gift of being able to sniff out air conditioning.  It made for good business.  
Nobody calls Alvis him by his real name except me and himself.  To everyone else he is the Cake Man.  Why did he sign the letter as if it were a business document?  And how can one go from the benign subject of my lousy career to making enigmatic requests without some kind of explanation?  Some key piece of information is missing.  There is tension in his words, more tension than I’m used to in a letter.  Although, I’ve never received a letter from him before—perhaps this is how all his letters sound.  Who writes letters anymore anyway?  And why isn’t he here to take care of the iguanas himself?
The iguanas are very important to Alvis.  One is male the other is female, but with reptiles, you can’t really tell the difference.  Their names originated from a contest that was held when the bakery opened—the contest that crystallized the Cake Man’s status in Vatican.  
It’s a pretty good story, actually.  Alvis told many versions, and people told other versions still, so I can’t know how it really happened.  I doubt even he remembers how it really happened.  The version I know is a composite of the most likely elements, and perhaps the closest to the truth: 

It was May, twenty-something years ago.  It was shortly after the Cake Man opened for business.  He had small, black eyes and the severe profile of a viking.  But compared to his face the rest of him was comic:  he sported a sprawling blond afro that was exempt from the laws of gravity, he had a darker blonde beard, he stood awkwardly tall and skinny like a pro basket ball player, and he was never to be seen without white linen pants that cut off at the shin.  
The contest started modestly: he set a bucket on the counter with a sign that said, “Name the Mascots Contest!  Two winners to receive a special cake of designed to specifications.”  The few people who trickled in over the course of the next few days scribbles names and dropped them in the bucket, no doubt thinking they were naming the fictional, cartoon iguanas on the painted sign that stood in front of the bakery, (which Alvis had painted it himself: above the words, Cake Man’s Bakery were two caricature lizards on top of a flaming birthday cake, standing on their hind legs with arms crossed and heads turned stoically in opposite directions, as if the cake was their homeland—what lizards have to do with cakes, I don’t know).  When the heat of summer time finally came, so did the children.  Once the bucket was nearly full, Alvis decided it was time to act.  He gathered a small crowd and poured the scraps of paper into a bingo wheel.  Two spins and he plucked one scrap of paper out of the ball, Girl Spider Man, but the boy who had come up with this paradoxical name was absent.  He plucked another scrap from the heap, Jim-Jim, but the winning girl wasn’t there either.  The ceremony ceased with no conclusion but the crowd did not disperse.  Someone asked, “What makes your cakes so special?”  In response, Alvis addressed the crowd with the utmost seriousness, “Do you want to find out?”  He announced the precise day and time when he would present the winners with their cakes, inviting everyone to come and decide for themselves whether his cakes were special or not.

 Alvis contacted the winning boy and girl and they picked cakes out of the catalogue, which was really just a notebook filled with drawings of what he called “theoretical cakes.”  Alvis never made the same cake twice, so he couldn’t use pictures as examples.  He was a natural artist but some of the cakes in the catalogue were so amazing they seemed to defy physics.  One of the drawings was a scale model of the Earth—a spherical cake meant to hang from the ceiling.  It is said that his secret method of cake-forming came to him in a dream, and to see one in real life is like witnessing a miracle.  
People were crammed into the bakery the day the children came to claim their prizes.  Alvis had generated enough buzz to pique the interest of the whole town.  When it seemed as if the crowd was growing restless from anticipation, Alvis emerged from the back with an enormous metal tray and set it on the counter, just at the little curly-haired girl’s eye level.  On the pan: a castle.  More specifically, it was an exact replica of the medieval Norham Castle in Northumberland, England.  Someone said, “That’s not a cake, it’s a doll house!”  Alvis did not respond, but simply pinched off a bit of the rear castle wall and offered it to the little girl.  She took the morsel in her tiny hand, touched her tongue to it cautiously, then wolfed down.  The curly-haired girl’s face turned red and she began to laugh uncontrollably.  The dark stones of the castle had been made with crushed Oreos and the ivy that grew up the base of the walls had been made of green salt water taffy stretched to the consistency of thread.  At the four corners were rounded keep towers, no less than two feet high.  Jagged parapets lined the tops of the walls and tiny archer slots trailed down the sides.   Around the castle was a moat of glazed sugar and to top it off: a functional draw bridge.  The crowd mumbled in approval.  Then it was time for the boy’s prize.  People crowded tightly around the glass counter where Alvis placed a simple square cake.  Over the smooth surface of the cake, in colored icing, was the likeness of the boy.  It was a portrait of oil-paint quality, almost more real than life, down to the freckles on boy’s round nose.  The mother of the boy put a hankerchef to her mouth.  “That’s him,” she said, as the mascara blurred around her wide eyes.  The boy stared at it, as if hypnotized by his own face.

The crowd was silent.  The girl danced around her father as he carried her castle away; the boy steadied his portrait in his arms as if it were a newborn and his mother followed him in a sober procession out the door.  The next moment everyone was clamoring over each other and waving cash in the air to buy their own special cakes.  I wonder if they would have been so eager if they’d known there were iguanas in the bakery.
Of course, nobody ever found out they were there.  In the back room they lived a torpid existence that centered around a heat rock inside of a glass terrarium.  It was set up far from the counter where Alvis did his mixing and kneading, but they were free to roam.  How he got the iguanas past health code inspectors, I’ll never know.  All of the dozen ovens were lined in a row, and the iguanas were often found sprawled over the tops.  When the ovens weren’t running they crawled back to their heat rock.  Sometimes they crept into the cupboards for darkness—where they would later be found coiled inside mixing bowls.
I feel the vertigo coming on.  My legs buckle, that’s where it always starts.  I take a deep breath and assume a practiced stance: hands behind the head, feet at shoulder-width, knees slightly bent.  My senses depart and hover around me like vapor.  I see the drooping power lines.  I see the blue sky and the purple and gold cotton tufts, but these images aren’t allowed past my eyes.  The top of my head stings from the heat, and the smell of rain invades my nose, but these senses aren’t mine.  I am somewhere inside, behind a thick wall of glass, acknowledging these elements around me, seeing them, smelling them, but unable to feel them.  I stretch my arms up, a single black thundercloud hovers directly above me.  I breathe out.

It passes.

I call it vertigo but it’s not that.  

My train of thought returns with all of its previous momentum.  


They got the phonetics wrong, on the graffiti.  It should be a line over the “a,” not dots.  
He must not have known his bakery was trashed since wanted me to check on it.  There is no return address on the envelope.  The postage mark says it was mailed from Hunter County Post Office, not too far from here, so he couldn’t have been too far away from home.  Then again, it’s possible that all the mail in Hunter County goes through that post office.  Maybe Alvis didn’t go anywhere at all, maybe this letter was written and mailed before the destructors came.  

I wonder if he is alive.

Sweat trickles into my eye, the stinging unravels my wandering thoughts.  I exhale, my lips are cooled by breath.  The heat and the stench are so thick it feels like being buried alive.  Rather than plod into the back of the store through the septic sludge of rotten icing and glass, I walk outside and around.  Along the side of the building, tiny jewels of shattered glass crunch under my feet like ice.  
I come to the back door of the building.  It’s really just a door-sized hole in the wall, the actual door is nowhere in sight.  Once I’m a few steps in a gasoline smell attacks the senses.  The choking sound my throat makes echoes around the room for a moment, but I soon regain my composure.  This room is about three times larger than the front room, but the darkness makes it seem even larger.  There are several industrial steel ovens overturned and dented as if beaten with a baseball bat.  I almost slip in the puddles on the checkered tile floor.  Odd that there is gasoline everywhere yet nothing is burned.  There is a yellow-stained mattress that has been dissected, its springs and cushioning scattered like the innards of a piñata.  

Eyebrows raised, I locate the spot where the terrarium used to be, but in its place there is nothing except the useless heat rock, unplugged from the wall.  No shattered glass remains, and no iguanas.  But no iguana parts either.


My lungs can’t take much more of this smell.  Trying not to slip I make for the door in small, geisha-girl steps.  I grapple the frame and let vomit fall on the doorstep.

Once I stop blinking at the daylight I see a figure sitting underneath a leafless pine tree past the far side of the parking lot.  It’s a girl.  She looks distressed, like a shock victim.  I make my way toward her but she doesn’t look in my direction.  My face is scrunched in a wince, I realize, and I try to relax it.  No matter how far away I get from the bakery, the horrible toxic odors persist and my throat still burns.  A dry, wheezing cough escapes unexpectedly.

With Hollywood-like timing it begins to sprinkle.  The rain is a warm summer rain, even though it’s winter.  
Suddenly, everything grows a shade darker.
“Crap,” says the girl, staring beyond me.  I look over my shoulder and see that a cloud has passed in front of the sun.  A staff of light strikes the building like a judgment.  

“Damn clouds,” she says.  Then she looks at me.  Her gaze is steady.
“Are you lost?” I ask her.

“I know you,” she says.  Her tight white tee-shirt is filthy and her faded denim skirt stops at her knobby knees.  On her feet are a pair of two-toned, pink cowgirl boots that come to a point at the toe.  She shifts her stance.  We speak simultaneously:
“You’re the Cake Man’s friend,” she says.


“You look hungry,” I say.
She brushes a dark bang from her forehead.  Her mouth is a lipless line.  “You’re charming.”  She raises her chin.  I ask her what she’s looking at.

“The sun,” she says.  “Least, I would be if those god-dang clouds would disappear.”
"You'll go blind,” I say.

"That's just a myth,” she assures me.  

I am not quite sure what to say to this.

“Do you live off sunlight then?” I say.  “Like a plant?”  I try, unsuccessfully, to restrain a smirk.  She doesn’t respond to my attempt at subtle humor.  
With the returning sunlight her face is illuminated.  The pupils of her wide eyes are pinholes in a field of gray flecked with blue.  She moves deliberately, sadly, like a thirties-era film starlet.  Her hands float behind her back as she falls lightly against the tree behind her.  

“Alvis and I,” she announces to the sky, “Are engaged to be married.”  


I feel the nausea climbing its way back up.  It’s not just what she says that disturbs me, but the way she says it—that innocent, lilted ‘may-uh-reed.’

“Is that right?” I say dubiously.  “How old are you?” 

“I’m twenty two,” she says, blinking rapidly.  I know that’s a lie.  Judging by her flat chest and the way she bites her upper lip I’d say she’s not old enough to drive, yet her eyes have that intensity of old age.  She crosses her arms and raises an eyebrow at me, as if considering whether I’m worthy to have been friends with her lover.  
“Are you done with your solar lunch?” I say.


Her eyes roll away from me.  “Whatever.”  

Remembering my task at hand, I say, “I’m a little on edge, It’s been a long couple of days.  Sorry.  My name is Buster.”

Her knotted arms loosen a bit.  “Holiday.”  We don’t shake hands.  

I say, “You spend a lot of time in the bakery?” 
She doesn’t say anything.  She isn’t looking at me.

“I’m looking for a couple of iguanas,” I say.  “Did you know there were actual iguanas in there?”

She makes an overly dramatic sigh, like I am too much to bear.  She points firmly to a bush behind the tree, and in the shade sits the terrarium.  The two iguanas are sprawled lethargically over a few sheets of turd-speckled newspaper.  They both glare at me with their unblinking, reptile eyes.

“I got em out before they came and wrecked the place,” she says.


Before I can think to act rationally, my hands are clutching her shoulders.  They are unfamiliar hands: pale, prehistoric beasts.  Green veins twitch, knuckles bulge.  In the fleshy part of my fingers, needle scar dots burn white.  

“You saw them?” I croak.  “Who was it?  And why?  Why did you do this?”  


My madness is reflected back at me in her frightened eyes.  “I didn’t…!”  She twists out of my grasp, her fists flying.  I think one of them hits my face.  “I didn’t do anything.  There were men, old ladies, kids, all kinds of people.  I didn’t know em!  I was hiding in the bushes!  I would never!”  She swallowed a gasp.

I display my palms, as if in surrender.  “Where is he?  Can you tell me that?”


She nods once.  Her hands cover her face.  She sniffs.  “Police took him and locked him up.”


The world begins to spin.  Vertigo again.  “Please,” I say, breathing deeply, “Can you tell me, was it something serious?” 


She watches me with shaken mistrust as I put my hands behind my head.  “Nobody knows,” she says.

The rain has stopped.  My hair is still wet.
“What do you mean nobody knows?”  I exhale.  “They don’t lock a person up for nothing.”
She shrugs loosely.  “Nobody knows.”

“Is he in County?” I say.  

She nods and looks past me.  

Small time offenders go to the municipal jail.  Big timers have to await trial at Hunter County jail, two cities away.  That explains why his letter was sent from the county post office.  Whatever he’s in for, the local vandals think it’s unforgivable.

Holiday’s white face blurs out of focus.  “What’s wrong with you?” she says, sounding far away.  What’s wrong with me?  I have to think about that one.  For starters, after eleven months in a brisk New York climate, this kind of heat is tyrannical on the senses.  There is definitely something wrong with my brain.  I have a love and hate relationship with illegal substances.  Mostly love, really.  That’s why I got disbarred.  I used to be a criminal defense lawyer in Vatican.  

For as far back as I care to remember, I always found myself tangled in long midnight conversations with Alvis about the nature of art and beauty, and his art.  To me, what he did was nothing short of artistic virtuosity.  For my money, his best works were the oil-paint masterpieces replicated on top of the cakes using only commercial grade colored icing.  He made flawless reproductions of old standards like the Mona Lisa, American Gothic, Starry Night.  After browsing the cake shelves beneath the glass counters, I often felt cultured, more educated.  One Christmas, just after I got fired and stripped of my credentials, he made a Jackson Pollock.  At a glance it appeared to be random splatters of icing, but when Alvis slapped a copy of the original in front of me, saying “You don’t believe me?” the cake design proved to be an exact duplicate of the masterpiece.  But the next day, instead of selling that cake, he cut it into small pieces and sampled it away to customers, mostly kids.  When I pointed out that he could have sold a cake like that for a killing to someone who knew art, he shrugged.  Not satisfied with his silence, I asked him why he went to the trouble of doing a Pollock in the first place if it was only meant to be eaten; he looked at me and said, “Isn’t that the point?”
“But who can appreciate it once it’s gone?” I retorted.
“Art,” Alvis said, “Is a permanent thing.  You know that, you’re an artist too.”
I frowned at him.  “You’re the artist, friend.  I’m the fuckup.”

He shook his head.  “You’re an actor.  That’s art.  That’s permanent.”

Acting, of course, had only been a hobby for me, I had never done it professionally.  But Alvis guaranteed me that I could make it in the movies if I went for it.  And if I didn’t go for it I would regret it because at my deepest core, I’m was an artist.  I understood what it was all about, he said.  I didn’t agree at first, but after you hear something so many times, especially from someone as convincing as Alvis, you start to believe it.
And now, four years later, I never work.  Money somehow makes it into my pockets.  Panhandling is not a bad source of income if you’re not above faking pneumonia or standing on crutches for hours at a time.  At least I’m not homeless, at least I’ve got a flat.  But I can’t remember a day that wasn’t consumed by trying to find a meal, or some change, or a cheap bottle of scotch, or a fix.  Everything was about finding a fix.  But I won’t go into that.  If I start thinking about drugs again, I will explode.  During the ten hour drive back to Vatican I had to pull my car over and do heavy breathing exercises every thirty minutes because I get the vertigo when I need a fix.  I’m an addict, not just because I’m a hack (though that probably doesn’t help) but because of the way my brain is wired.  Four days ago was the last time I shot up.  In order to help Alvis I need to be clean.  Then again, drugs or no drugs, I’m nobody, not even fit to pretend I’m somebody.  I’m throw-away, rotten, toxic.  I’m shriveled-up and I’ve shrunken so far inside the walls of myself that I do not know if there is anything of me left.  I know I need help, I know that.  Isn’t that what I came here for?  He can’t help me though, because he’s not here.
The world has returned into focus.  For the first time, Holiday smiles.  Her lips are cracked and dry.  “That sounds like him,” she says.  She stares at me, her eyes seem to focus on me relatively easily, she does not seem blind.  


“What sounds like what?” I say.  My mind stops spinning.  I am breathless.  


Her forehead crinkles, “What you just said, that art is a permanent thing.”

I didn’t realize I was talking out loud.  I haven’t been aware of any blackouts until now, but then again I guess that’s the nature of a blackout: loss of memory.  What else have I been unaware of?

The only thought I have now is of getting to Alvis.  If he is in trouble perhaps I can help.  After all, it’s what I did for years.  I still know the law.
“Where are you going?” Holiday says nervously.
“County jail,” I say over my shoulder.  Before I can take another step she has planted herself in front of me, looking like a deer in headlights.  

“How long have you known the Cake Man?” she asks. 


“We went to high school together,” I say.  “Twenty something years or so.”


“What was he like?”


“A string bean.  Like you,” I say.
To this she has no response except an unconvincing smile.  She struggles to think of something else to say, I can see her wheels turning.  Her lips part as if to speak, then close.  Is she afraid that I will leave? I am suddenly aware of my adult responsibility to make sure this girl gets home safe.

“Have you ever heard the story,” she starts, “Of how he saved his bakery with a circle?”

I do know the story, several versions of it actually.  I also know that it is probably completely fabricated.  Perhaps there is some truth to it, perhaps not.  In the circle of stories that surrounded Alvis, truths were always embellished.  Embellishment was a key ingredient of the Cake Man’s charm.

“No,” I say.  Holiday’s face beams for the first time and I see in her features a certain classical beauty.  She sits on a curb and plops her palms on her knees.  I sit next to her.  “Well,” she says, “This was years ago, but I’ve heard the story so many times I remember it like I was there.”  She tells me that the bakery needed dozens of repairs that the profits couldn’t possibly cover.  The Cake Man was down to only two or three working ovens, the walls needed to be stripped and replaced, the floors were warped, “All kinds of stuff,” she says.  

He struggled to make ends meet, she tells me, depleting his own savings to buy flour and sugar, wondering how much longer he could go on with too many needs and no money.  But then one day, by mere chance, an opportunity presented itself.  Outside the door of the bakery one morning, he found a pamphlet for a National Sugar Arts Competition to be held in Wyoming.  For a fee, anyone could enter, and the reward was ten thousand dollars: more than enough to pay for the renovations. 

So the Cake Man scraped together every last penny and booked a flight to Wyoming.  Since he couldn't take a cake with him on the plane, he had to bake it in the community kitchen at the site of the competition.  There were dozens of ovens, but they were all being used by other contestants.  Hours passed before the he got his turn, and by the time the cake was baked through the competition had already begun.  He smoothed a thin layer of white icing over the warm surface and carried it to the judging floor.


The other cakes made his jaw fall: a triple layer chocolate cake with flaming orange flowers, made of icing of course; a plump Cheshire Cat with purple and pink stripes on its back, yellow eyes, and a lunatic grin; Noah’s arc, complete with pairs of little icing animals and a holy-looking man with a candy cane staff; a life-sized icing bust of a scowling Cleopatra in golden regalia and copious makeup.  “Every cake there was an absolute masterpiece,” says Holiday, displaying a palm, as if to testify.  “And one hundred percent edible.”
When the Cake Man set his humble cake on its designated table there were muffled laughs.  Three judges, clipboards in their arms, stood over him and said nothing.  The melted icing oozed down the sides of his cake.  Holding a wax-paper bag of icing with a metal tip over the cake, he squeezed it and let fall a thin line of red icing around the top of the cake.  The result was a circle.  After an uncertain pause, pencils clacked as the judges wrote on their clipboards.  He pointed out that he had made a perfect circle, and he produced a compass and a ruler to prove it.  The judges wrote nothing more on their clipboards and two of them moved on.  The last judge smiled at the Cake Man and admitted that this approach was risky but rather brilliant.  (This next part of Holiday’s story, as Alvis admitted to me once, is complete fantasy.)  The judge went on solicitously, complaining that he was exhausted by all the cakes he sees that are made by engineers, not artist, and that anyone can build a Cleopatra if they know the right proportions and have the right cake pans, but when he watched the Cake Man make a perfect circle it was like watching God create the world.  The judge was emotionally affected by what he had seen, and since he was (conveniently) the senior judge, his powers of persuasion were sufficient to convince the other two of the Cake Man’s virtuosity.  He won the money, as well as the first place ribbon for his exceptional abilities in the field of sugar arts.  


Holiday smiles lightly.  “It’s true,” she attests.  
“Is that why you look at the sun?” I say jokingly, “Because you want to see circles all the time?”

Her face is suddenly grave.  She doesn’t look at me, she doesn’t move.  “Sorry,” I say.  I feel like a jerk, and I want to help her.  She’s just a kid, after all.  “Do you want some lunch or something?” 

“No, I’m not hungry.” she says.


“Look, you need to eat something.  You’re not solar-powered.”  

“I never said I was,” she huffs.  “That’s what you said!”

“Why don’t you go home then?” I say.


She shakes her head forcefully, “No, I’m not from around here.”


“Where are your parents?” I say with an authority that I don’t recognize.


“Not here,” she says to the ground.


“Well, then where do you sleep?”


Holiday hugs her knees.  She looks to one side, at her shoes, at my shoes, then my face.  She points to the bakery.  “There.”

“The bakery?” I say.
“I slept in the back where he did.”  She bites her lip.  “For the past few months.”

“Is that why you thought he would marry you?  Because you lived with him?”


The girl begins to breathe more rapidly, like she’s been found out.
“Did you run away from home?” I ask.


She looks at me with calculated caution and stands up from the curb to face me.  She carefully moves a strand of hair out of her face.  “You can’t make me go back there,” she says darkly.


There is something sinister in her tone, and I don’t need to prod the subject to understand that her home life was probably not very pleasant.


“Why are you waiting here?” I say.

“I’m not waiting,” she says.


“What are you doing here, then?” 


Her eyes go up, to the sun.  Unshed liquid pools in her eyes, now deep blue.  
“Do you need help?” I say.

She stops me with a shake of her head.  Her eyes shut and droplets fall on her pink boots.  They make clean little circles on the dusty leather.


“Why don’t you come with me?” I say.  “We can figure something out.”

“No.  I can’t.  Sorry I can’t.” 


She leans toward me to give me a hug, so I put my arms out to catch her.  But at the last second she doesn’t hug me.  She tells me, with steady, vulnerable eyes: “It’s my fault.”  
“What?” I say.  “What is?”

She puts a palm toward the bakery and breathes in deeply, “This.  Jail.  Everything, you know?”  Her voice swims up and down in pitch, a flood of words slowed only by sniffles.  “His life is ruined and I couldn’t help him and I love him I do I wanted to tell him that but they came and,” (sniff) “I don’t want to see him because now he hates me because I ruined his life and everything I” (sniff) “It’s not fair what they say about him those bastards! who do they think they are anyway there’s nothing I can do about it nothing so tell him I’m sorry tell him I said sorry okay?”  She nods to me as if we’ve agreed on something.  Her frame is trembling.  
“I’m going to see him,” I say.  “Why don’t you come along and tell him yourself?” 

She looks through me as if she’s working out some long division.  Once my words seem to finally register, her reaction is not at all what I expect.  A boot slides back.  With open, frozen eyes, she whispers, “Tell him I wanted to, too.”  
She looks behind her, then gallops away.  I watch her run for a while but it doesn’t occur to me that she is leaving until she reaches the road, where she starts walking backwards and holds out a thumbs-up.  She continues on down the shoulder until she is out of earshot.  How could a man’s imprisonment be her fault?  Had she really lived in the bakery with Alvis?  I lope clumsily for the road.  She must hear me when I shout her name because she turns and runs too.  After a few minutes of running my legs are stinging to the core, and just when they are about to give out a yellow convertible speeds by and I stop.  Because the top is down, I get a glimpse of the driver—one of those glimpses that seems to last a century.  The driver is a man, about my age, but better looking, more put-together.  He wears sunglasses and his salt-and-pepper shell of hair is unmoved by the wind.  The convertible flies by me and slows to a halts next to the string-bean girl down the road.  

One can only take so many odd happening in a day until the impossible becomes predictable.  But this isn’t a movie.  The thought of this slick mother prowling county roads for defenseless girls makes me want to growl and show him my wisdom teeth and bite his nose off.  I run for the car.


As I approach the driver’s window I hear Holiday repeating, “Gogogo!”  The man turns his body to face me, as if his neck doesn’t turn.  He takes off his sunglasses and slides on regular glasses with lenses so thick his eyes are cartoon-ish.  


“Excuse me?” he says.


I bend down to his half-open window with my hands on my knees.  My breath moistens the glass.  “She’s staying with me,” I say.


He turns to Holiday, “Do you know this man?”  She’s looking at the dashboard.  “No,” she says.  “He just, like, started following me.”


The man turns to me and says, “Should I call the police?”


“Should I?” I say. 
Holiday glances at me.  The man scoffs at me and mutters, “Freak.”  The engine buzzes into a higher octave and the cars disappears into the road.  

She didn’t ask for my help, why was I trying to defend her?  Who am I to know what’s best for her?  


In the parking lot, I sit on the curb next to the terrarium and announce, “You’re safe now, creatures.”  Neither lizard responds.  They continue to stare at me, sprawled on their turd-speckled newspaper lining.  There is water in one ceramic bowl and some granulated, dry food in other; they need nothing that I can offer.  Warmth and food are the only criteria for existence.


I slap a mosquito buzzing on my neck.  There is blood.  One of the iguanas stirs and slithers slowly across the cage.  Then its eyes close in meditation.  In the place where the iguana had been is the upside-down, but unmistakable word: “Sweet-Toothed.”

I reach in and slide the newspaper out from under the lizards, one of which opens its gummy mouth to hiss at my hand.  It is the second page of the Vatican Bee, dated a week ago.  A picture of Alvis is displayed.  He is not smiling, his afro has fallen to his shoulders, and he is holding up a long card with numbers on it.  His mugshot.


“Ah no,” I hear myself mumble as I see the headline: Cake Man: Sweet-Toothed Child Molester?


The article begins: 


Elvis Burgchild, aka the Cake Man, was arrested today and detained for questioning after it was discovered that he had been housing a youngish girl in the sordid back room of his famous bakery.


An anonymous witness, police say, called the station a week before the arrest saying that she had seen Borgchild and the hapless victim, “in an embrace,” on several occasions, but that most recently “the nooning” had become “egregious.”
Police obtained a warrant to search Borgchild’s residence, also his place of business, and found a pink sleeping bag on the floor, three My-Little-Pony dolls, a ratty stuffed panda bear, a can of hairspray, and a flower-patterned suitcase filled with little-girl’s clothes and undergarments.  In addition, they found the young captive sleeping in Borgchild’s bed while he was busy working the cash register.
“To my mind,” says Chief of Police, “the Cake Man should be held to the fullest extent.  If he thinks he can run a (expletive) harem under our noses, a rude awakening’s in store indeed.”

Borgchild is charged with kidnapping and sexual assault.  “Once he’s proved guilty,” adds the Chief, “he’ll be compelled to register as a sex offender for the protection of the honest, free people of Vatican.”
The girl, to remain anonymous, was briefly questioned and then released.  She is now reported to be safe from any and all harm.  

Once again I am distanced from my body, but this time it is different.  The feeling reminds me of a familiar nightmare: I’m on a spot-lighted stage of a nameless play, but I’ve forgotten all of my lines and forgotten who I’m supposed to pretend to be.


If I am right, if all this is an overblown misunderstanding, then I must do something.  I must act.  But if I am wrong….

My rational side needs to know the truth.  But the longer I wait the more difficult it seems to be to get to my feet.  The sun is going down somewhere.  My arms are covered with red whelps where the mosquitoes have pierced me with their pitiful needles.  I decide to get up and leave this place.  Alvis needs my help.  I say to myself that I am making the executive decision to get to my feet.  “I am going now,” I think, but not a muscle moves.  If I talk to Alvis I will know.  No matter what he tells me, I will know more than I want to know. 
Darkness comes swiftly.  Has it been ten minutes?  Twenty?  I know I should eat something since I haven’t had a thing all day, but I have no appetite.  
Holiday’s words come back to my ears like remembered dream.  She wanted to, too, she had said.  Perhaps she was staring at the sun because she prefers to be blind.  
A yellow, finger-nail moon hangs over the horizon.  There are no stars.  The silhouette of the bakery has faded into the black night sky.  
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