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Dave Louapre 

There's a l ittle  black mouse that l ives beyond these wal ls, 
and every so often he appears th rough a crack near the f loor, 
scurries over near the bunk, then stops and waits for me to 
notice h im. The walls are cold and the air th ick, a lmost foggy. 
They keep i t  that way, I suspect, so I ' l l  stay calm, as if calm had 
anyth ing to do with it. The mouse is  back right now, staring 
through me. Each t ime he does the same th i ng; scurries, 
stops, stares, and when I meet h is gaze, rises on h is 
hau nches and laughs. H e  laughs horrib ly. H e' s  enormous 
when he laughs-bigger than me, but I ' m  not scared. H e's 
just  checking u p  on me for them, doesn't know I 'm on to h i m. I 
move forward and, as always, he darts back through h is 
crack. I ' m  alone. 

They look at me with apprehens ion and try to f igure me 
out so that everyth ing wi l l  make sense to them and they can 
go home and eat the i r  ground beef in peace, havi ng p icked 
the lock. They smirk as they wal k  by because they can't f igure 
me out, why I don't tal k or eat their food. Sometimes they' l l  
cal l me names, or j ing le their keys, but i t  doesn't bother me. I 
don't th ink  anyth ing bothers me. 

N o, that's not r ight. The keys j i ng l i ng bother me. I hate it. 
The keys that open their doors. The keys, dam mit, I hate them. 
B ut I won't l et them know they bother me, thoug h they a l ready 
know. 

The mouse is gone, and I 'm go ing to sit here and wait for 
him to come back. I have no clock or watch, so I can't keep 
track of t ime. They too k  my watch away from me, my go ld 
watch with the perfect crystal and sp l it-second accuracy; the 
one she gave me for Ch ristmas. What was her name? What 
d ifference does it make? They took i t  away with my money 
and wal let and keys. They took my keys, and you know what 
they d id? They dang led them in front of me, the bastards. 
They shook my keys in my face and they laughed at me. I just 
tried to ig nore them and melt i nto the wal l .  As far as I can tel l, 
I've been incarcerated for crimes against human ity, H abeus 

Corpus, E. Pluribus Unum, with l iberty and justice for a l l .  
Yeah, they got me,  but I 'm not sure why. I remember vaguely, 
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but I can't feel it. I 'm not certa in I want to. M aybe I do, 
otherwise I wou ldn't  be tel l i ng  you. 

My grey wal ls  serve me as g lass ones would another 
person. They're smoky and smooth, and when the fog is th ick 
I can look rig ht through them and see i nto th ings, l i ke looking 
through a jar fi l led with l iqu id plastic, so th ick, so safe. I l i ke 
the wal ls, and they seem to u nderstand me. I know I cou ld  
d ive into them and h ide if I rea l ly  wanted, but  why bother? I 'd  
know where I was and that' s a l l  that counts. That's how I got 
here in the fi rst place-just dove through the wal l .  I'm not sure 
why I d id, but knowing isn' t  important. Doing it is what 
mattered, and I d id and they d idn' t  and now I ' m  here and I 
probably shou ld be. 

There's the mouse again .  H e' s  not by the bunk  th is  ti me, 
but j ust in front of h i s  crack; doesn't want to be caug ht. But I 
don't want to catch h i m  r ight now. Too much trou ble. H e  rears 
up (he' s enormous) and instead of laugh ing, he's im itat ing 
someone dr iv ing a car. The bastard. I throw my shoe at h i m  
and he laughs a n d  he's gone. G o d  I hate h im .  H e  m im icked a 
driver-me. I t  was me. I t  was me drivi ng my car. Driving and 
driv ing. Dr iving and steering and brak ing and accelerat ing 
and accelerat ing . . .  Rhode I s land to Texas. H a. The map is  so 
small  and the red l i nes of h ighway are so s im ple and you r  
esti mat ions are s o  prag matic and you' re a fool t o  bel ieve it. 
Virg i nia, Kentucky, Arkansas and a l l  the rest, stick ing out the 
welcome mat and patting you on the back with a warm smi le 
and stra ight h ighway, then turn ing and c los ing the gate t ight  
and teari ng u p  that h ighway and laugh ing at your back. And 
the s igns and the d iners and the gas stations. And the g reen
eyed g i rls  beh i nd countless cou nters whose images stay 
with you and force you to become u n reasonable . . .  

Oh, d id  I mention the priest? Yes, a priest came by to see 
me th is  morn i ng, put his hand on my shoulder and went i nto 
h is p itch. He wanted to se l l  me a confession or someth i ng. Or, 
he wanted me to confess someth ing. I d idn' t  speak, of 
course. I stared and waited for the mouse. He d idn' t  come. 
What were h i s  words? Let' s see, someth ing l i ke, " My son, if 
you are sorry for what you have done, if you are truly sorry, tel l  
God a n d  h e  w i l l  forg ive you." 

Sorry. Sorry for what? Who was he talk i ng about? I j ust 
sat. I don't know if I laug hed or s m i led outwardly, but I was 
laugh ing ins ide. I was laug h i ng as he spoke, and I lost myself 
in  the depths of the p lastic wa l l s  unti l  he left. He patted me on 
the back, g iv ing me a concerned look of burden. When he 
left, I noticed his white col lar had a grey smudge on it. 

The keys. There's those wretched keys again, driving 
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through my head. I cover my ears and I sti l l  hear  them. A 
deputy is stand i ng through the bars sayi ng someth ing about 
a lawyer, but I don't  respond. I don't even look at him. H e' l l  be 
gone soon I know, and s u re enough he is .  Gone. I hate h i m  
and h i s  keys. I sometimes w i s h  I had m y  keys back, but they'd 
be no good to me now. N ot even if I was outs ide; no good at 
a l l .  

A tray of food is  lying on the floor by the gate, and its 
aroma seems to l i nger in my eyes. I never pay much attention 
to what's on  the tray, but there's someth ing here, someth ing 
that's tryi ng to make me remember. I 've felt th is before, but 
never actual ly tried to remember. Whatever it i s  w i l l  come to 
me i n  t ime. The walls are deep and grey, and that's alii need. I 
read about someth ing cal led osmosis once, absorbing 
through the t issue, and I th ink  I understand it now. I can, 
absorb the wal l, and it can absorb me. Be ing able to d i lute 
myself and fade into the grey is l uxury. I feel l i ke I can . . .  

That's it. That smel l .  I t' s  the bread. The bread on that tray 
smel ls  just l i ke the bread she used to make. She made it for 
me for breakfast when I started the tri p. I t' s  the bread. My wife 
cooked the same th ings everyday, but the bread was special, 
good. I say my "wife", but I wasn't married real ly, she was. 
Marriage means two people lovi ng and understanding one 
another, trying to he lp each other. That's how it was at f i rst, 
unti l she replaced me with a cred it card. The understand ing 
was gone. I asked her once to  l i sten to  me, to  try and fee l what 
I felt. I just wanted to slow down. She said she was sick of 
hearing my bleed i ng heart compla in i ng, that I cried too much 
for a man, and if I needed someone to l isten, I cou ld see the 
company shr ink at the office, the one my boss wanted me to 
see. What does my boss know? H i s  cure-a l l  was send ing me 
on busi ness trips. Yeah, business trips are luxury he said, and 
I'll get to see the country and bring home the bacon and end 
up in Texas. In Texas for ch ristsake. Texas Texas Texas. 
Goddamn that smel l ,  that bread, and the d i rt and that road 
worker ... 

H e' s  back. I knew he'd be back-the mouse. I must've 
missed h is  move across to the bunk. I hate h i m. He won't 
leave me alone; and sometimes I feel l i ke I'll never get rid of 
h im.  I stand u p, and he stands with me, s m i l i ng,  ready. He 
starts to  raise h is  arms to  the d river's pos ition but  I leap at h i m  
and sprawl on t h e  f loor, watch ing h i m  laugh a s  he g lances 
back at me before d isappearing i nto h i s  crack. The f loor is  
co ld and grey, and I want to stay here forever. 

The g uard at the gate is laugh ing, but I i ngnore h i m. H e  
doesn't mean a th ing to me. N either d i d  that cop at the Texas 
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border. God, anywhere but Texas, with the dust and the wh ite 
center l i nes and the shot up s igns. N ot Texas. N ot a h ig hway 
patro l man. H is boots g lossy b lack, and h i s  badg e  sh in ing  so 
brig ht, even from fifty yards out. The sun g lari ng through the 
splattered windshie ld and the d u st and the static, and that 
g i rl beh i nd the counter w ith those deep green eyes. The car 
swerved without warn ing. B ut I tried to warn h im,  I rea l ly d id. I 
tried to make h im understand but he couldn't, and my g rip  
was sweaty when I left h im broken in  the road. I t  was Texas, 
and I left h i m  in the hot Texas dust. The static went away, but 
my sweaty gri p  d idn't. 

B ut I never fin i shed tel l i ng you about the road worker. H e  
was the fi rst. I t  was Arkansas, I th i n k, the th i rd day o f  the trip 
and no cars in  s ight. The rad io h issed loud and mean, and it 
spat at me; spat with sm i l i ng voices and mock fam i l ies and 
static-every other m i nute, static. There's j ust no getting rid of 
it. I tu rned off the rad io  and the static o n ly got louder. I 
cou ldn' t  hear. 

He was col lecting garbage from the s ide of the road, 
alone. H is d ay-g lo vest stared me down, and I felt someth ing 
I 'd never felt before, someth ing strong and u navoidab le. 
That' s when my g rip  t ightened for the first t ime. My g ri p  
tightened a s  m y  foot pushed the pedal to the f loor, a n d  I th ink  
I screamed. My eyes shut t ight, I know that, and I heard h i m  
tumble over the hood a n d  scrape along t h e  ground. I thought 
of my w ife, that t ime I acc idental ly backed into her in the 
driveway, send ing her sprawl ing  into the hedge. She wasn't 
hurt, but she s ure got mean when she saw me laughing to 
myself. She just looked so r id icu lous in the hedge with that 
ugly orange dress on. She never forgave me for it. This was no 
d ifferent, I couldn' t  have done it on purpose. My heart was 
either beating fast or not at all, and I drove for miles before I 
real ized h is  hat was caught on my wipers. 

The g uard has a l ready taken the tray away, but the bread 
sti l l  smel ls  sweet. The bread. Can't get it l i ke that in roadside 
d iners. Can't get anyth ing from the road except t i red and 
angry. Angry at people you've never seen before. A b lue 
station wagon from Florida with a happy, s ing ing  fam i ly 
ins ide can set you off if the static is loud. The static makes you 

t ingle and go numb at the same time. I wanted to warn them 
too, but I couldn't. I couldn't make them understand they 
shou ldn' t  be there, to stop s inging .  They were j ust l i ke a rad io 
fam i ly, and the ir  voices pu lsated i n  the excruc iating static. I 
pul led along s ide and stared through my d i rty wi ndow at the 
driver, the father. He stared back, and stopped s i nging.  
Check ing the road ahead, h e  looked back at me,  then at the 
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ye l low hat on my wipers. H is expression went b lank; h is  eyes 
were frightened. I wondered if he had a happy marriage. I 
wondered if h is  wife listened to h i m. I wondered if he too 
heard the static and the wheel drove me towards them. My 
gr ip was tight, and I noticed the sweat on my face in  the 
m i rror. I noticed how i t  made me look l i ke wax. H a, wax. Wax 
models belong in m useums where it' s cool and safe and 
sooth i ng, not in the heat. N ot on the road. I t  was very funny to 
me then, and a nervous grin twitched on and off my face. The 
sound of the cras h d rowned out the static and gradual ly 
subsided as I drove away from the bro ken guard rai l , u nt i l  alii 
could hear was the drone of my engi ne. The static had 
stopped, along with the s ing ing, and my gr ip was steady as 
someth ing l i ke electr icity surged th rough my body, charg i ng 
me. 

Oh yeah. After the priest left today, a man from the F. B . l .  
came. H e  asked a lot of questions and sm i rked a lot, as  ifto let 
me know he could get around my s i lence: He put one foot on 
the chair, lean i ng on his knee and stroking his moustache, 
then asked me someth ing "off the record," someth ing "just 
between us." I don't even remember what he asked, just that 
he kept repeating the words i n nocent and k i l led. I knew what 
he was tal king  about, but not what he meant, or what he 
wanted. The F.B. I .  man kept staring at me, try ing to f igure me 
out l i ke the rest. H is shoes were sh iny, but he d idn' t  have a 
badge. J ust a red tie, wh ite sh i rt, and navy b lue blazer. I dove 
into the wal l s  unt i l  he left. 

I f igure it's probably late i n  the day now, if what they 
brought me before was lu nch. The mouse hasn't been out for 
awh i le, but it doesn't matter. The wa l l s  are c loudy and soft. I 
can't be seen because they absorb me, and I ' m  very sti l l .  I 
needed wal l s  l ike these al l my l ife, but I got wood pane l i ng 
instead. I needed grey cement f loors, but I got l i no leum. I 
needed someone to absorb and understand me, but I got a 
wife. Alii wanted was wal ls, but I d id n't know i t then. l do now. I 
have my wal ls-the ones I needed a l l  a long. 

Yes,  wal ls are safe, u n l i ke the road. You know what you 
have with a wall ,  but a road keeps going and throws n ew 
twists at you. L ike that electric fee l i ng. I 'd never felt that 
before, but the road made me feel it. I t' s  someth ing you have 
no choice in. The f lesh on your  sca lp  t ing les and the ha i r  on 
your neck freezes as you r  g ri p  tightens and teeth clench and 
pores fi l l  with sweat. Your entire nervous system seems to act 
on its own. Your breath g ets short and your b lood runs fast 
and your bra in wants to reason but your  soul  wants to act, and 
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you lose a l l  sense of t ime and su rrender. That's how it  
happens, damm it, and that's what happened. Arkansas. 
Arkansas in the b lazing afternoon. H adn't  had a rest s i nce 
Kentucky and f inal ly  took one, to remove the yellow hat. 
Arkansas. 

The mouse has been gone longer than ever, and I don't 
understand why. Is he done with me? Do they have enough to 
put me up for good? I was getti ng kind of used to h im; gave 
me someth ing to do, to th ink  about. H e' d  just pop out of that 
crack and there wou ld  be the electric ity and the dust and the 
bod ies. I 'm glad he hasn't come back, but I have this strange 
fee l ing he's st i l l  there, staring at me. I t' s  hard to tel l  because 
the fog is th ick, but  I th ink  I can see his two g reen eyes staring 
at me from the wal l .  I t' s  got to  be h im, only he doesn't have 
green eyes. H is eyes aren't green, damm it, they' re red. H e  
doesn't have green eyes at all, but there he is  with green eyes 
and smooth hands and a soft Kentucky voice. 

Kentucky. That's where I stopped fi rst, i n  Kentucky. I was 
hot and t i red and my rad iator was h iss ing, so I pu l led off into a 
dirt lot with an al um inum trai ler and a broken neon s ign that 
said "Eats." As I l eft the car and walked toward the tra i ler  I 
cou ld  feel the d rops pee l ing  down my chest, streaking 
through the fi ne layer of d i rt. I was hot; the d i ner was warm. 

I don't know why th is matters now, but I th i n k  i t  mattered a 
lot then. That g i rl beh ind the counter. I wal ked in and sat at 
that cou nter with my hands folded, never once taking my 
eyes off her. She brought ice water and smi led; one of those 
smiles that draws you in  and melts you r heart, l i ke a magazine 
cover. Her dark ha i r  swirled around her face and framed her 
perfect eyes. They were green eyes that never c losed; eyes 
that held secrets. 

Two men sat at the end of the counter, one in a wh ite tee
sh i rt, and the other in a red, sleeveless Pendalton. I g uess 
they knew the g i rl, because they mentioned something about 
her "daddy." I tried not to pay any attention, but I l i stened as 
hard as I cou ld. They said someth ing about som eone named 
J oe, and how she' d  be better off without h im ,  but she just 
laughed and tu rned away. She came back to me and leaned 
on the cou nter l i ke she wanted to tal k, s lowly pol i sh ing the 
stainless steel top. I could h ave watched her for hours, and 
she seemed to forget I was there. She just stared through the 
wi ndow with those b ig eyes, never b l ink ing, seeing throug h 
everyth ing,  hypnotic. These were eyes that knew and under
stood. I d idn' t  say a word, but they l i stened. Theywere eyes I 'd 
never seen before and knew I 'd  never see again;  wise and 
compassionate. They made me hate my wife without even 
th i n king of her. 
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She stayed l i ke that for awh i le, u nt i l  she acc idently 
knocked the salt shaker on the floor. The noise brought her 
back and she looked at me, start led, then relaxed, and she 
smi led. 

We tal ked for about an hour. She asked where 1 was from, 
and why I 'd  stopped there and a l l  the other questions 
someone who works in a tra i ler/restaurant w i l l  ask to k i l l  t i me, 
and I asked the same of her, and we d id, i ndeed, k i l l  ti me. She 
was someone I felt strangely about; not that I loved, or even 
l iked her, but just i n  that she made me feel different, l i ke she 
was always part of  me but never real .  I 'd as k her  someth ing, or  
tel l  her about myself, and she'd answer me in  the most 
interested way, l i ke I was someone. I remember how her eyes 
flashed when I told her I was going a l l  the way to Texas. 

"Texas," she sneered surpr is ing ly, "there' s noth ing in  
Texas. N othing but roads and d i rt. A friend of m ine went there 
a few years back, and I haven't heard from h i m  s i nce. Don't go 
to Texas." 

She bit  off th is  last sentence with a g lowing i ntens ity, and 
her eyes became enormous as she stared at me, as if she 
expected a change of m ind. I smi led and l ooked at my water. 
She relaxed too and we tal ked some more. We talked about 
her home, and my home, and various other th i ngs. She asked 
me about my wife. My wife. Why did she do that? I wasn't 
th ink ing about anyth ing but getting off the road. I came i nto 
that d i ner and found what I wanted: tables and chairs and 
water spotted kn ives rol led neatly in safe wh ite napkins set 
on stai n less steel counters. That's a l l  I wanted, and that' s 
what I found there. Then she had to mention my wife- my wife 
and my b i l ls  and my job and it was l i ke choking on a piece of 
apple pie. I didn't answer her, and she turned away to tal k  to 
the two men as they were l eavi ng. They said someth ing about 
some place in town, then someth ing about her "daddy" 
again, then someth ing about her legs. H er legs, for chr ist
sake. They laughed hard about it and she sm i rked as the 
bel ls  j i ng led when they went out. I t was qu iet, but the sound of 
those bells stayed in my head and got louder. They got louder 
and stronger, and I watched the two men get i nto their wh ite 
pickup truck, sti l l  laug h i ng. I fe lt  as hot as the pavement 
outside, th ink ing of them talk ing  l i ke that to her. I paid my b i l l  
and stood by the reg ister a moment. She stared through me. 
She stared for some t ime, then stated flatly " Don't go to 
Texas." I don't know why I said it, and I was su rprised when I 
heard myself reply " Come with me." I t  was one of those 
moments when you act without th inking,  and everyth ing is 
natural .  I d idn't th i n k  twice about what I said, and she smi led 
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and looked at me with her g reen eyes, then turned and went 
into the kitchen. I threw a quarter on the cou nter and wal ked 
out into the heat with her gaze planted f irmly in my m i nd. I 
drove to Arkansas. 

That's it. I met her right before I drove through Arkansas, 
right before the road worker. The g i rl with the emerald eyes; 
sounds k ind of l i ke a song, or a movie. It makes things c learer 
though. I thi n k  I can remember everything now. I can't see the 
mouse anymore, but I don't thi n k  he was ever real ly  there in  
the f irst  p lace, just  part of  the fog. The walls are  cool and thick 
and comfortable now. The green eyes aren't staring anymore. 
I think  i t's  even ing .  There's a warm, orange g low to the plastic, 
l ike a sunset. I know what the su nset is. I know what 
happened d uring my last sunset. Very poetic: carried off into 
the sunset by g reen eyes and electr ic ity. The hero, rid ing off 
into the sunset. A hero. H a. But why not a hero? Why not? 
Dammit, because sunsets last less than five m i nutes and 
after that there's only dark. 

I drove through the late afternoon Texas heat and could 
feel the dust on my face soak in. The rad io was off, but the 
stat ic was loud. I was n umb, with the image of that highway 
patrol man fresh i n  my m ind. Log i c  and reason meant nothing 
anymore. Alii could feel was the road, with i ts heat and dust 
and static. I kept waiti ng for the road to open up and swal low 
me, unaware that i t  al ready had. Alii knew was that my gri p  on 
the wheel  was erratic and my foot wanted to accelerate. I t's  a 
fee l ing you can't even beg i n  to comprehend unti l after you've 
stepped over that l ine of "rat ional i ty" and experienced it. 
Even if you want to, you can never go back. 

Cars passed by now and then going in the oppos ite 
d i rection, and each t ime I watched my red hands to see if this 
was the t ime we'd s l ide over and end it, head on. But we d id n' t  
end i t ,  my hands and I ,  and a sense of  euphoric confidence 
replaced the sweaty gri p  as I headed for Austin. 

I had a fee l ing I 'd never make it to Austin ,  and I don't know 
what I 'd have done if I did make it. I d rove into the g l aring 
orange horizon and pu l led off al most i nsti nctive ly into a 
vacant gas stat ion. I t  was l i ke stepping i nto a t ime warp, with 
the large, rounded pumps and white trimmed office. The 
place was desolate in the ocean of brush, and I waited in my 
car with the engine ru nn ing, think ing about the sky i n  Rhode 
Is land and the s i lverware in the safe white napkins and her 
green eyes and the cop. No one appeared for the longest 
spell , then an elderly woman in  a p i n k  and blue flowered 
dress came out of the office hold i ng a Coca Cola. My gr ip was 
t ight, but my m ind waited . She g lanced at me, then wal ked 
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right in front of the car, apparently looking for someone. J ust 
to my r ight were the bath rooms, and she cal led toward them. 

"V i rg i l , you in  the john?" 
G lancing back at me she waited , then started to walk 

towards the men's room, when the door opened and an 
elderly man with t iny rou nd spectacles stepped out, wip ing 
his hands on a white paper towel. For the f i rst t ime my eyes 
fi l l ed with tears and everyth ing became foggy. The su nset 
was just coming i nto bri l l iance when my foot h it the floor, she 
screamed, and Virg i l  was trapped between the bathroom wa l l  
and my bumper. Steam s hot u p  from the h ood as the woman 
tried to free the old man, who was slu mping,  b leed ing from 
the mouth. I passed out with h is  i mage in my m ind, aware of 
the hot tears a l l  over my face, and aware of the bump on my 
forehead from when I h it the windshie ld .  I hoped that bump 
was enough to k i l l  me. 

Well , the wal l s  fee l good now, and I feel safe. The mouse 
hasn't appeared for some ti me, and I don't th ink he will again. 
The g uards are sti l l  here though. They walk by and j ing le  their 
keys and think they can see me, but, of cou rse, they can't. One 
guard is there r ight now with my d i nner tray. I t  has the same 
bread on it ,  but it's just ordinary bread now. H e's saying 
someth ing about my wife coming in the morn ing, but I ' m  lost 
in the wal l ,  alone. I 'm laugh ing at h i m. If he only knew how 
rid icu lous he looks standing there talking to no one . . .  

H e' s  gone. My wife w i l l  be here i n  the morn ing and she' l l  
try to talk to m e  and I '  I I  stare at her from beh i nd as she 
attem pts to melt  me with her g lare. I ' l l  laugh.  H er world wil l  
never be the same. N either wi l l  m i ne, but I real ize it .  I t' s  go ing 
to the movies and d iscovering the world on the screen is  real, 
and we're all characters watch ing l ife from a dark room with 
sticky f loors. Perception is  changed for good. 

I opted for grey wal ls  back in Kentucky. I ' m  at home in 
them now. I always w i l l  be. 
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