
Indeed, no pirates attacked the Southern California coast that day.
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The night had been slow, and that worried him, because he didn’t 
like to be left alone with thoughts and memories. If there had 

been a better place to go, he would have closed down the shop and 
left, but there wasn’t. He had to wait for the boy anyway. So Calust 
was relieved when Dr. Higgenbotham, a tanned, older practitioner 
who kept late hours, came in for a trim, which kept him busy until 
his nephew rolled his bike into the shop. The boy, as usual, had an 
entire video-game system tucked into his backpack. He wore a shirt 
that said Douchebag For Hire.

“Ahsigha douchebag inche?” Calust asked him in Armenian.
The boy shook his head. “english, Uncle Cal. english.” He methodi-

cally unpacked his video game. “It’s the language of the future.”
“What means this Douchebag for Hire?”
The boy pulled at the lower corners of his shirt. “You don’t know 

what this is? Then you don’t need to know. It’s on a need-to-know 
basis.” As always, the boy was full of himself, but Calust noticed a thin 
hint of blush on Hal’s face.

His nephew’s given name wasn’t Hal, it was Hovig, but he hadn’t 
let anyone call him that since he was eight years old, and that pretty 
much spelled things out for Calust. Hal was an only child, a late-in-life 
child, spoiled by Arpi and Ken when they were together, and made 
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further rotten by their ongoing divorce, or maybe it was the boy’s age—
Calust and Taline had been unable to have children, so they remained 
something of a mystery to him—Hal was fourteen. Americanized as 
could be, he hadn’t discovered girls, but had discovered anarchy sym-
bols, the underground, irony, bathroom humor. His big, brown eyes 
reminded Calust of his own father, and Hal used those eyes to throw 
pained glances. He was big-footed, tall and thin with a taste for baggy 
clothes, which made him look even more gawky, and had recently 
taken to wearing disturbing T-shirts—one of Calust’s least favorites 
had a photograph of a male chimpanzee with its genitals splayed, front 
and center—didn’t want to learn a lick of Armenian, and now he’d 
become Calust’s part-time problem.

“Can I play my game?” Hal asked flatly.
“Yes, but you should keep the noise-volume low.”
“You don’t have to say noise-volume, Uncle Cal. You can just say 

volume, it means the same thing.”
“And there is sesame candy under the counter if you like.”
“Do you have any chocolate?” Hal coiled loops of cable around the 

back of the TV.
“Is that your boy?” Higgenbotham finally asked.
“No sir. He is my sister’s.”
“I would never let any son of mine wear that shirt. Not while he 

was under my roof.”
Calust stared at his nephew who seemed lost in his game. “His family 

is having troubles. He is a smart boy, but with little to do.” He sprinkled 
talc onto a towel and ran it over Higgenbotham’s balding head.

“Still,” Higgenbotham insisted.
“Yes. I know it is only a matter of time before he gets the nostril 

ring.”
“The nostril ring!” Hal cackled.
“Yerp hyren lav kitnaas, anadena ghu ghoseenk.”
“What? Why don’t you learn english? You’ve been here for, like, 

fifty years. That’s almost four times as long as I’ve been alive,” and 
before Calust could think of a clever reply in Armenian, or less clever 
in english, the boy was reabsorbed into his game.
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Higgenbotham leaned forward in the chair so Calust could wipe the 
back of his neck. “Take care of that boy well,” he said.

“Yes. Thank you, Doctor.” He finished with Higgenbotham, made a 
count of the cash drawer, and then stared at Hal who sat, Indian style, 
on the reception bench, furiously mashing his fingers against the game 
controller. “Hal, when is your mother coming?”

“Oh, now you speak english?”
“Did your mother say she was coming at eight?”
“eight-thirty.”
Calust climbed into one of his vinyl-backed customer chairs and 

closed his eyes. There was nothing to do but wait, he knew. Waiting 
was something he disliked these days because it made him realize how 
much time he had on his hands, and how time was being filled with 
old memories, sunken ships that unearthed themselves from the ocean 
floor, floated back up and resurfaced in unnervingly vivid swells of 
light, sound and color. These old memories—the tastes of candies of 
his youth, pictures of rooms on other continents, the smell of long-
defunct hair tonics, conversations with relatives who’d died decades 
ago—who needed them? Only a few nights before, he’d woken with 
a gasp as he heard the distinct mouse-like squeak of the old mattress 
that he had slept on fifty years before in Bucharest. Don’t think too 
hard—shot parahg mi manher, he reminded himself. It was something 
that his father used to say.

Uncle Krikor. It had been pitch black until he had lit a candle on 
the table between them. Krikor, already a good-looking man with 
curly black hair and bee-stung lips, had looked like a movie star in 
the golden light. “Quiet,” he had whispered, “and you will come to 
know the ancient secrets of our family.”

Despite understanding that his uncle was a showman, a penny-ante 
magician, Calust got the chills that any ten year old might, under the 
circumstances. Krikor offered shadows and drama. 

“Are you ready, Calust?”
He nodded.
“Taqorian is your last name. Do you knows what that means?”
“Taqorian,” Calust repeated, lost as to what his role in all this was.
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“Think about it. What is taqavor?”
“King!”
His uncle flashed one of many trademark smiles.
“But, if we are the sons of kings, then why don’t we have money? 

Why do you and Papa cut hair?”
“Our family’s fortune was lost in old wars, so we learned the trade 

of cutting hair. Not that there is any shame in learning a trade. Because 
when you cut a man’s hair, you are giving him a crown to wear, mak-
ing him king for a day.

“Let me tell you a story of our ancestors, emperors from long ago. 
They amassed great wealth, which they kept in a fort on Mount Ararat. 
The treasure was guarded by scarred men with iron spears. Not just 
men, but trained lions and eagles as well.”

“Liar!”
Krikor laughed, but then he shushed Calust. “Will you offend the 

spirits of our dead ancestors? Do you know that their ghosts watch 
you every second of your life?”

“Not true.”
“Do not offend them or they will become corporeal and snatch 

your heart and breath. The dead are jealous of the living, and if you 
give them good reason, they will pull you down. Do you know 
what it is like down there? It’s made of hot, acid fog. There are no 
landmarks, nothing to guide yourself by. You will simply wander, 
forever, among gray ghosts, and the fog will burn and sting. Over 
time, it will melt your eyes and your skin. You won’t have any food, 
so you will grow skinny until your ribs stick out from beneath your 
rotten flesh.”

Calust went silent, aware of the dark all around.
“I know they are real because I see them in dreams. I see them, and 

it’s as though someone has turned my eyes inside out.” Krikor seemed 
to be speaking more to himself than to Calust. Krikor’s eyes closed 
as though he might fall asleep at that moment and have those very 
dreams, and behind him the door burst open, flooding the room with 
light. The silhouette of a man confronted them, and it took Calust a 
breathless moment to realize it was his own father.
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His father half-stumbled past a box looking for the light switch. 
“What are you doing in the dark? Calust? Krikor—we have five 
customers waiting.”

“I was just entertaining your son, Ardash.” Krikor gave a cross-eyed 
grin that always made him look drunk. He gently punched Calust on 
the shoulder as he ambled back out onto the shop floor.

Calust studied his father, who was quite a bit older than Krikor, and 
the thinning hair, bristly mustache and constant look of tired reserve 
made Calust wonder how these two men could have come from the 
same mother. He hoped, as he aged, he would look less like his father 
and more like his uncle.

“And if you are done with your studies, then I need you to sweep 
the floor.”

“I’m not done with my studies,” Calust mumbled.
“You will sit down in that chair and finish then,” his father said in 

his low voice to indicate he was serious.
“Yes, Papa.” Calust reopened his math book and sharpened his pencil. 

He felt his father’s stare against his back.
“What did he tell you?” Ardash asked.
“Nothing.”
“Nothing?”
“About ghosts. He was telling scary stories.”
Ardash stood at the threshold for one more second and then went 

back into the shop. Through the half-open door, Calust could see his 
father speaking to Krikor in a low voice so that customers couldn’t 
hear. They were arguing, Calust guessed, something they often did. 
Despite recurring tensions, however, the two brothers complemented 
each other in business. Ardash was the responsible one. He kept the 
books, worked with grim-faced determination, and constantly cleaned. 
And Krikor was the salesman. He joked with the customers and flirted 
with any ladies who came by. And if Krikor had bad traits, like his 
habit of disappearing when there was work to be done, Ardash had 
flaws as well: his stubborn unwillingness to chat with customers, his 
knee-jerk prejudice against Russians and Jews, the grunting noise he 
sometimes made instead of saying hello.
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Calust had watched them a moment more. Then he had cheated his 
chair over to get under the light and gone back to basic algebra. “Six 
times x is twenty-four,” he had whispered all those decades ago. “Such 
that x is four. Such that x marks the spot of the land of the dead.”

Arpi was low on cash because of the divorce, so she drove herself 
hard on nights and weekends. Having come directly from a showing, 
she was still in a navy pantsuit, her hair with blond highlights, a fresh 
coat of lipstick, and a bite-the-bullet smile. She often carried that smile, 
and it made Calust unsure of whether the divorce was a relief, or if she 
was hiding her true feelings. either way, it made him nervous. “Thank 
you for watching him, Cal,” she said in Armenian.

He kissed his sister formally on the cheek. He wanted to inquire 
about the state of the divorce, but was unsure of how to ask. “So, you 
must have sold the house,” he said instead.

“Oh, it’s not that simple. You can’t sell a house in one night. Has he 
been good?”

“He hasn’t moved except to use the toilet and go around the corner 
for soda.”

“Hi Mom,” Hal glanced at her. “I’m almost going to kill the leader 
of the aliens.” The TV screen swirled in a mix of cartoon gunfire, body 
parts, and alien monsters.

“Can you take him on Sunday?” Arpi asked. “I have three open 
houses I can’t miss, and Ken is still at his parents’.”

Calust didn’t know what to make of the fact that she still kept track 
of her soon-to-be ex-husband’s movements. “I don’t know,” he said.

“Take him to a movie. He loves movies. It will be a nice time for 
the both of you.”

He tried to think of some way to refuse Arpi’s request, some excuse 
he might give, but he had no plans and Arpi knew it, so he was honest. 
“There’s nothing for us to talk about. I don’t think he cares to spend 
time with me.”

“Calust,” she said with mild exasperation, “you’ll be watching the 
show, so you don’t even have to talk.”

“But people like to talk about the movie afterwards. No?” It had been 
years since he’d been to a film, but he remembered that, when they 
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had been younger, Taline and he would follow movies with Turkish 
coffee and spend the evening discussing the things they’d liked, and 
what they hadn’t, and whether they wanted to see it again.

“That’s not how it is with children these days. They don’t want to 
talk to adults. They only want to talk to other kids. Will you do this 
for me, Cal?”

Calust owed his sister. After Taline had succumbed to cancer, he’d 
had a breakdown. A quiet one, but a breakdown nevertheless. He’d 
been overcome with headaches and frequent insomnia. Far worse was 
the feeling that he’d suddenly lost perspective on people, places, and 
events, so that he had trouble remembering the faces of customers 
who’d regularly come to his Manhattan shop, so that he had trouble 
recalling conversations he’d had with Taline. Time became a sloppy 
element. He couldn’t sleep at night. The days were endless.

“Come to Simi,” Arpi had urged him over the phone almost three 
years before.

“Come to see you?”
“Not see me—Simi! Simi Valley.”
“What is Simi Valley?”
“It’s where we live. We moved last year, remember? You’ll like it. It’s 

near the desert and warm. Near L.A., but not so congested.”
“See me,” Calust had said under his breath.
He’d felt hollow and had let Arpi talk him into relocating. She and 

Ken had housed, fed, and kept him in clean clothes for almost a year. 
She’d helped him find the Singers’ house, and a shop to lease. And Hal 
had been there, too, but the boy was smaller and quieter back then, 
and the truth was that Calust had been far too weak to really engage 
the boy. In a moment of sympathy, Calust had realized that he must 
have seemed like a strange, foreign lodger to Hal back then.

Of course, the move had brought about an unforeseen batch of issues. 
Calust found himself uprooted from his few remaining friends and 
acquaintances, and in a home he never quite felt comfortable in. He’d 
given up the lease on a much more profitable shop, their father’s, in 
Manhattan. And, as time went by, he realized that Simi Valley wasn’t a 
California paradise like in the movies, but smoggy, hot, and overpaved 
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on the outside, and vacuum-sealed from within. Simi lacked things 
he’d taken for granted: big buildings, watercourses, taxicabs, hole-in-
the-wall cafes, people talking on corners, and policemen on horses. 
He felt as though this was the place to be if you wanted to slowly fade 
away and not inconvenience anyone as you did so.

Nevertheless, he clearly owed Arpi. “I’ll take him to a movie then, 
but I will not see some ridiculous Hollywood film,” he jabbed a fin-
ger at her for emphasis. “I want to see a film with good acting and a 
nice story.”

“You would be better off letting the boy see what he wants. He’ll 
be less of a headache,” she suggested.

“And I don’t want him wearing any of those embarrassing shirts.”
Arpi switched to english, which, unlike Calust’s, had only a trace 

of an accent. “Hal, Uncle Cal is going to watch you on Sunday. He’s 
going to take you to the movies.”

“Okay,” Hal said, “but no boring foreign films, okay?”

Calust fished mail from the Singers’ vinyl mailbox. Legally, of course, 
the house belonged to him, but in many ways it was still the Singers’. 
Arpi had convinced him to buy the place furnished—it would save 
him time and energy, she said—but the unintended consequence was 
that Calust always felt like a guest. The couch, the pavers along the 
driveway, the color schemes, the rugs, even the toaster were the Sing-
ers’, and now that their forwarding period had ended, the junk mail 
came in their name too. He threw most of it out, keeping only a bill 
from the Department of Water and Power. “Water is power,” he said 
to himself, an expression he’d picked up from one of his customers.

He’d spent the drive home trying to figure from where the sudden 
memory of Uncle Krikor had come. Why had it come on so strong? 
At first he had guessed that it had to do with the presence of his own 
nephew, Hal. But the truth was that Hal was often at the shop, which 
had become his surrogate after-school care center. Then he had realized 
it was the old scissors that he’d used on Higgenbotham. A simple pair 
made of forged iron with a loop for the thumb, they looked very much 
like the pair that Krikor had used. In fact, he recalled how Krikor had 
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showed him a magic trick that involved using wax and fishing line to 
make it appear as though the scissors—he would spin them quickly 
in low light—were levitating of their own accord. He’d tried to teach 
himself the trick as a young man, but he’d never quite been able to 
master it. And with Krikor gone, there had been no one to ask.

He threw the water bill on the coffee table as he walked in. The living 
room smelled faintly of overhot upholstery. “The magic scissors,” he 
mumbled to himself. He turned on the central air and watched some 
talk-show people on the Singers’ TV. Putting his feet up on the couch, 
he decided he would probably sleep there rather than going to bed. He 
took off his shoes and socks and stared at old-man feet: the skin stretched 
tight, age spots. One of his smaller toes, broken many years before while 
scrambling down a stairwell to dodge a mugger, sat at a strange angle. 
He lay his head back, the TV show now mostly blurry wallpaper, and 
he was well aware that some small part of his mind continued to spin, 
fighting sleep. He thought of Uncle Krikor’s scissors, spinning, danc-
ing, the cold metal reflecting light. He’d never been able to replicate it. 
Don’t think so hard, he reminded himself. It was something his father 
would say when they used to argue. But memory came.

They had come for Uncle Krikor. Just after dark, plainclothes policemen 
had come to their home in the Armenian ghetto of Bucharest. Calust 
had been in his room; he’d spent the evening sketching magicians.

“Calust!” his father called from down the hall. “Come out.”
Two men dressed in gray suits with black overcoats. One was fat and 

doughy. His forehead was peppered with odd birthmarks. The other 
man was younger, with blond hair and a mustache. Calust stared at 
them in the naked way that children can. He saw bulges in their coats. 
“They have guns,” he whispered.

The fat one smiled at him in a not-unkind way, then said to Calust’s 
father in Romanian, “This is your entire family? everyone?”

“My wife. My children. My mother-in-law.”
The fat man pulled a slip of paper from his coat pocket. “And your 

brother is Krikor Taqorian?”
Ardash nodded.
“He lives here.”
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“No,” Ardash lied. “He recently moved in with my cousin. They are 
in Constanta.”

“This is his registered address.” The fat man checked his slip of paper 
again. “Right here.”

Ardash said nothing. He sat down in his overstuffed chair and stared 
at the floor.

“He does live here, I believe. And I believe that we will wait here 
until he comes.”

Ardash shook his head.
It wasn’t unusual for Krikor, who was out on a date, to stay out late, 

so they waited hours. The two policemen kept vigil near the door. 
Ardash hardly moved. Calust’s mother made tea but didn’t offer any to 
the policemen. And his grandmother held baby Arpi. Calust chewed 
on his lip and stared, first at the policemen, and then at his parents. 
Nothing happened, and his initial confusion faded to antsy frustration. 
He drank three cups of hot tea and then announced, “I have to pee!” 
The bathroom was outside, down the hall.

“I will take him,” his mother said.
“No,” the blond policeman said. “You stay. I’ll do it.”
They walked down the long, beige hall. Some families made a prac-

tice of keeping their doors open, and they stared openly at the blond 
man escorting the small, curly-headed boy. Lala Jafarian, who was a 
crazy old woman and could get away with such things, came out of 
her apartment and made the sign of the cross in the blond man’s face. 
It was at that moment, watching Lala’s skinny, ivory fingers, that Calust 
understood the weight of the situation. He suddenly felt like someone 
had filled his stomach with hot air. He kept his eyes on the floor.

“Well, pee now,” the policeman said when they arrived at the 
toilet.

He couldn’t. He looked up at the blond man, memorizing his face. 
He was a handsome man. His mustache nicely groomed and—Calust 
noticed this because of his own father’s bristly mustache—just a little 
waxed. The man’s eyes were brown and evenly spaced. His teeth seemed 
to fit tightly in his mouth. The butt of his gun was just visible under 
his coat. “If you’re not going to pee, then we’re going back.”
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“Wait!” Then Calust spit out that one curse word he knew in Roma-
nian, and immediately froze as he realized what he’d said.

The policeman looked at him, thinned his lips. “I could kill you,” 
he said, flashing his revolver, but he let Calust stand over the toilet, 
and they remained for almost two full minutes before Calust finally 
released.

“It’s about time.”
“You know, my uncle is a magician. You can never arrest him.”
“I thought you were Armenians,” the blond man said, “not Gypsies. 

Let’s take you back.”
And when Krikor had finally came home in his black tuxedo with 

a lipstick smear on the collar, he had looked like some kind of magi-
cian. He saw the police officers and smiled in a crazy way, as though 
he’d stumbled into a surprise party. “Hello!” he said. He made a small 
gesture toward the ceiling and then hung his jacket over the crook 
of his arm.

“Krikor Taqorian,” said the fat one.
“No,” Krikor said.
Simultaneously, the two men rushed him, and Krikor resisted for a 

few seconds, he spun and tried to make his way back to the door, but 
they cuffed his wrists. Calust’s mother yelled at the policemen, and 
his grandmother, who’d remained quiet throughout the night, began 
to pray out loud. Ardash stood up in front of the cops. “Krikor,” he 
said.

“That’s not my name,” Krikor grinned in a pained way.
“I’m coming with you,” Ardash said. He rushed to grab his coat.
“Suit yourself,” said the fat one.
“We’ll sort this out,” Krikor said, generally to everyone, which was 

the last thing Calust ever heard him say.
They spent most of the night waiting for his father to return, and 

when he did, Ardash’s face was dark with stubble, and shadows under 
his eyes. Calust was told to watch Arpi as the adults cloistered them-
selves, whispering, in the kitchen.

“What did they want?” Calust asked when they finally came out.
“Not now,” Ardash said.
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“What happened to Uncle Krikor? Is he in prison?” He sat up, went 
to his father.

“We’ve had too many troubles tonight. I’ll tell you, but not now,” 
But his father would never explain what had happened. Ardash put 
his hand on his son’s shoulder, offering reassurance, but also keeping 
Calust from getting any closer. Ardash was quiet for some time, and 
then he said, “We need to leave this place.”

When he came to pick up Hal, Calust found the boy wearing the 
infamous naked chimpanzee shirt, and demanded to speak to Arpi 
or even Ken. Hal reminded him that neither parent was there, which 
was why Calust had been asked to babysit in the first place. “You are 
hardly a baby. Now change your shirt, please,” said Calust. Which, as 
it turned out, was a problem, since every one of Hal’s shirts sported a 
disturbing image: elephants mating, the album cover for a death-metal 
band, a fat man baring his ass. He couldn’t believe that Arpi tolerated 
this, and chalked it up to some permutation of divorce. Finally, from 
the bottom of his pajama drawer, Hal produced a plain blue T-shirt. 
“Is this okay?” He rolled his big eyes.

“There. That is nice. You look like a handsome boy now.”
“I look like a boring boy.”
As a way of rewarding Hal for changing shirts, Calust agreed to 

buy tickets to a gangster film that Hal wanted to see. He remem-
bered seeing The Godfather with Taline when it was first released, and 
they both had been taken with the storyline and acting. This movie, 
however, was nothing like The Godfather. This movie involved shirt-
less, tattooed Asian and black men fighting against some sort of drug 
cartel controlled by an evil general. Much of it was taken up with 
expensive automobiles, drug use, men being smashed in the face, and 
young women’s breasts, most of which, Calust was quite sure, were 
not meant to be seen by Hal.

“I liked it when that guy snapped the cybernetic guy’s neck and 
his eyeballs popped out,” Hal said as they walked back to the car. “I 
liked it when that girl, the blond one, showed her boobs with all those 
tattoos on them.”
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even with his rough english and poor social skills, Calust could tell 
that the boy was trying to get a rise out of him, test his authority, so 
he continued toward the car without responding.

“You don’t want to talk about it, Uncle Cal?”
“You are going home. I am driving you home.” He started the car.
“My mom won’t be home ’til five.”
“We will go to the shop, then. You may play your games there.”
“Why don’t we just go to your house?”
“There is nothing to do there.” He couldn’t imagine having a guest 

in the house he barely felt comfortable in. They rode in silence for a 
while, passing knots of traffic, endless retail parking, and pink-stucco 
subdivisions. The desert sun glared.

“You don’t want to talk about the naked girl? Because they say that 
adults should talk about sex and violence with kids after they see those 
types of movies. You know, to help develop values. Right?” Hal spoke 
in a tone that suggested that he was simultaneously concerned with 
and mocking all things adult.

“You may wish to speak about such things with your mother.”
And then Hal turned on the radio. He reached right over and turned 

it on full blast, switching stations until he found one that filled Calust’s 
car with angry rock music.

Calust slapped Hal’s hand aside and turned it off. “You are a rude 
child,” he said. Part of him flinched as he realized that Hal had suc-
ceeded in getting that rise out of him, but the embarrassment quickly 
solidified to anger.

Hal threw his hands up. “What? You don’t like my music? everybody 
judges me!”

Calust spun the wheel and came to a grinding stop at the curb. 
“everybody judges you? Who are you? Tell me, have you ever seen 
the lady’s breasts?”

“The lady’s breasts?” Hal laughed.
“Have you ever seen the breasts of a woman? Not in the magazine. 

Not in the video, but in life?”
Hal looked at him.
“Answer me,” Calust let acid come up in his voice, something that 
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he hadn’t done since he, himself, had been a teenager fighting with 
his father. “The car stays here until you answer.”

Hal crossed his arms. The air conditioning hummed softly.
“You are a child, Hovig. Because you have played video games and 

seen movies, you think you know about the world, but you don’t know. 
I lived in Manhattan. I have been mugged more than once, and my shop 
broken into many times. I have made love to my wife more times than 
you can think. Before that, I lived in Bucharest. I am a man of the world. 
And even my story is not as strange as my father’s and my uncle’s. And 
what do you know, Hovig? You know how to watch the TV.”

Neither spoke as they drove back to the shop. Calust kept the Closed 
sign up, and used the time to inventory wares. Hal sat down on the 
bench in the reception area, stared down at his oversized feet, and 
moved his lips occasionally, possibly making some mute argument or 
cursing under his breath.

After nearly half an hour, the boy said, “Can I tell you about one part 
of the movie that I liked? I liked it when that Chinese guy went to the 
Himalayas to learn the secret kung-fu style, and they were all on top of 
that mountain with all the ancient temples and clouds and waterfalls.”

Calust, who was in the middle of oiling clippers, said, “Yes. That was 
nice because it is nice to believe that there are such places that you 
may go and find isolation and peace. Places where you don’t have to 
deal with others.”

“And you don’t have to deal with all the chaos,” Hal said. “I’d like 
to go to a mountain like that.”

“That would be nice. Maybe I would go with you.”
“Maybe.”
“I am sorry I yelled at you, Hovig.”
“Hal.”
“I am sorry, Hal.”
“It’s okay. I’m over it,” Hal mumbled. “I’m over.”

Saturday morning, he woke in a sweat. His body felt hot and his 
muscles limp. Within a moment, he was no longer afraid. In his dream, 
he’d been eight again. He had been talking with Uncle Krikor, who 
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was speaking although his lips never moved. Something was closing 
in. An apparition. A fog. They were smothered in gray light.

He drank some juice from the Singers’ fridge and took a cool shower. 
Then he carried a blanket to the sofa, and turned on the late news, 
and waited for the sun.

He went in early to the shop, which was quickly filled with young 
men from a construction crew. Some of them wanted buzz cuts and 
the rest—they’d apparently all come from coffee together—were 
hanging around before their day started. One of them, standing near 
the front door, kept repeating the F-word, and Calust was trying to 
find a polite way to ask him to stop when the phone rang. “He ran 
away,” Arpi said, her voice pressed between urgency and irritation. “He 
didn’t come home last night.”

“Hovig?”
“Hal, yes. He took his bicycle and didn’t come back. I spent half the 

night driving around, looking. Is he with you?”
“No. Did you call Ken?”
“He didn’t go to Ken. Ken was out looking too. When I find that 

boy, he’ll be in big trouble.”
Calust tried to imagine where a young man might go: video-game 

parlors, sporting events, or movies, maybe. He realized that, with the 
exception of the cinema he’d taken Hal to, he had no idea where 
any of those places might be. Suddenly, he said, “I had a dream about 
people disappearing.”

“What?”
“Uncle Krikor. Do you remember him? You were very little.”
“Was he the one who died in the war?”
“No, Krikor lived with us in Bucharest. He was taken by the police. 

Do you know the story?”
“Cal, why are you telling me this now? Are you trying to tell me 

that I’ll never see Hal again?”
“No. No.” But he realized, in a shameful way, that that was exactly 

why he’d thought to mention the dream. “I’m sorry, Arpi. I did not 
mean to suggest such a thing. Give me about half an hour,” he said, 
“and I will help you look. Did you call the police?”
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“The police,” she said, her voice losing the edge it had carried a few 
moments before.

Moving fast, he finished off the buzz cuts and closed down the shop. 
He spent the day driving across Simi with the yellow pages and a map 
book in his car. He went from one shopping center to another, feeling 
lost. For the life of him, he could not recall the color of Hal’s bike, 
and he’d never owned a mobile phone, so he had no way of checking 
in with Arpi. At each destination, he cruised the parking lot once and 
then went inside. He walked slowly through arcades, hobby shops, and 
theater lobbies, weaving as best he could to get a better view of people 
as they passed. These places were dimly lit and noisy. Calust had no 
idea that so many children would be out without supervision.

It was only after he visited the cinema where they had seen the 
gangster movie that he remembered how Hal had talked about escaping 
to mountains. He knew there were hills and hiking trails to the north, 
and he decided to follow his instincts and drive out that way.

It was the early afternoon by the time he reached them, and the worst 
of the heat was sloughing off the land. He cracked open a window 
and drove up an old, winding road. Most of the landscape was chap-
arral with the occasional stray pine, eucalyptus, or fig tree fortunate 
enough to have grown in a shady nook. He drove slowly, glancing out 
of both side windows. He caught occasional flashes of color: a lizard 
darting across the road, a yellow songbird, a sweaty power-jogger in 
an orange safety vest.

It went on for miles. At a higher elevation, the landscape became 
stony, the road reduced to a dirt path, and then it ended entirely. He 
finally stopped the car at a place that had evidence—cracked mud 
banks, patches of wild flowers—of being a dried-up pond. Water is 
power, he thought. Could Hal have come up here? He got out of the 
car. The sun was still high, but the air was cooler than in the valley. 
His shoes filling with sand and gravel, he crossed the dried pond to a 
hiking path. Far above, he could see a buzzard circling.

After about twenty minutes of walking, not sure of what to look 
for, he decided to scramble up to a nearby precipice that afforded him 
a panoramic view of the back side of the hills. The landscape there 
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was brown and the sky a pale blue lid that pushed down hard. Space 
felt compressed. Looking down into the next valley, he was surprised 
to see tall barrel-shaped cacti of the type he’d only seen in cowboy 
movies. Not only cacti, but—as he tracked a flicker of motion—a 
coyote as well. It was a scraggly, whip-like creature that darted across 
the landscape with its head bowed. Calust watched until it jogged over 
a small rise and was gone.

Having spent forty years in Manhattan, with its massive range of 
high-rises and throngs of people, he always imagined that he understood 
the workings of space and how people spread through it, but here he 
found severe contrast. A huge landscape, simultaneously folded and 
flat. How easy it would be to get lost. Was the boy gone? It occurred 
to him that if Hal really wanted to vanish, if he was determined, he 
might disappear for good. He might. Sometimes, people went.

On his way back to the car, he spotted something on the ground. 
It looked like a dead animal until he got closer and saw that it was a 
backpack. He lifted it by a strap and held it up. Coated with fine dust, 
it might have been there a day or two. He brushed the bag off and 
saw that it was gray, and at that moment he realized, despite having 
seen it dozens of times, he couldn’t recall the color of Hal’s backpack. 
Blue, he thought. It was blue. But maybe it was black, or gray. How 
many other things about Hal did he not know, and, vice-versa, how 
little did Hal know about him? Did people learn and remember only 
enough to get by? The idea bothered him.

He went through the pockets of the backpack searching for clues: 
a plastic zip-bag with the remnants of a sandwich, a pair of white 
athletic socks, a beat-up CD player. It was unlikely that this was Hal’s 
bag, Calust guessed, because the boy wouldn’t just toss it aside. Not 
unless there had been extreme circumstances. He circled the ground 
looking for tracks or footprints but only found his own. There was 
nothing more to be done.

The revelation had come without warning, without fanfare or omens, 
which, in light of his penchant for dramatic flare, would probably have 
been unsatisfactory for Uncle Krikor. Calust hadn’t broached the topic 
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in decades, not since he’d been a hotheaded teenager rebelling against 
his father, and so he was surprised that it somehow came back to the 
surface, this long-sunken ship, on a warm Sunday at a nursing home 
in Queens. On Taline’s recommendation, he brought flowers, bright 
yellow daffodils.

“Oh, they are pretty,” his mother said in Armenian.
He put the flowers on her bedside table and kissed her cheeks. “And 

how are you, Mama?”
“My back still hurts, and my legs feel weak.”
“I’ll call the nurse.”
“No, Calust, there’s no need. My back always hurts, and my legs 

always feel weak.”
He regarded her unhappily, and she must have sensed this because 

she changed topics. “How are things at the hair parlor? Is it busy?”
“It’s a little slower. Some of the regular customers moved to Flori-

da. I need to advertise more. I had a few men come in this morning, 
and then I had lunch. After that, no one came, so you know what 
I did? I spent half an hour trying to make my scissors dance in the 
air.”

“Why would you do that?”
He sat in the guest chair. “You remember how Uncle Krikor used 

to do that? Like a magic trick?”
She crumpled her face in concentration and then laughed. She 

seemed suddenly full of joy. “Krikor. What a wonderful boy.”
“Then why didn’t you do anything?” The question; it wasn’t so much 

a question as a deep yearning. Where had it come from? It had come 
from out of nowhere with massive force, a riptide.

“Calust, what are you talking about?”
“Krikor! He was arrested.”
“You’re angry.”
“Do you remember what happened to him? He was arrested.”
“I know he was arrested. I remember. You don’t have to yell at your 

sick mother.”
Her roommate, another elderly woman, stared at them, but he knew 

that it was unlikely that she understood any Armenian. “He was taken 
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by the secret police, and you and Papa, you both pretended that it 
never happened. As though he never existed.”

She regarded him for a moment. “Get me a glass of water,” she 
said.

He was as surprised as her by his outburst. As he filled her glass, he 
watched his mother closely. Her face had grown pale and long over 
time. Her eyes were, as always, the same merciful shade of hazel. He 
felt simultaneously righteous and sheepish.

After she took a sip of water, she said, “Your uncle was selling mor-
phine on the black market. Not only that, but he had started taking 
the morphine himself. That’s why the police came.”

And there it was. A revelation that had come from nowhere, and 
yet he had to acknowledge that it had been out there, somewhere, 
building up for decades. How many times had he, as a red-faced boy, 
confronted his father about this? How many times had he pushed, 
pried, and bothered? Shot parahg mi manher. And now, hearing the truth, 
decades after he’d given up, it was like the first time, age twenty-four, 
that he’d seen Taline naked, and he’d felt as though his insides were 
made of delicate crystal, like he shouldn’t move or breathe too hard. 
He needed distance. He needed to sit still. He watched his mother.

“He knew someone in the army, and that man stole medical morphine. 
Krikor bought it from the thief and sold it around Bucharest, mostly 
to ex-soldiers who were addicted from the time of the War. It was a 
burden on your father. Twice a burden because we all loved Krikor. 
And because he lived with us, he put us all in jeopardy. Can you guess 
why your father would never tell you about this? It was obvious that 
you were devoted to your uncle. So don’t just sit with that cold look 
on your face, Calust. You must have suspected something.”

Calust shook his head. “He wouldn’t tell me, not even years later.”
“You know that Ardash was a stubborn man. He kept his feelings 

locked away. You know that, Calust.”
“Nobody keeps their feelings locked in like that. Not unless they 

have something to hide.”
“Your father blamed himself for losing his own brother. He warned 

him, but Krikor always acted like it was a joke, as though nothing bad 
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could ever happen. He was too smart for his own good.” Staring at 
her hands, she seemed to lose herself. Finally, she said, “He began to 
take the morphine. He acted strangely. He talked about doing violent 
things, and started hiding drugs in the hair parlor. He said he was 
having visions. Sometimes, he would stand out on the street and talk 
to himself. We suspect it was this behavior that made it necessary for 
someone to call the police.”

“Morphine,” Calust said, letting the word set on his tongue.
“We never found out what happened to him. Ardash thought he 

might have been executed. He wasn’t a common criminal. He was 
turned over to the military because the morphine had been stolen 
from the army. Your father tried to find information, but you know 
back then, with Ceausescu in office, they were very hard on people 
who asked too many questions. In the end, we had to let go.”

Calust waited, unsure if there was anything that he might say.
“People let go, Calust,” she finally said.
“We did not let go, Mama. Krikor was taken.”
“Sometimes,” she said emphatically, “people let go. Calust, when you 

were young you used to complain that your father was mean and bitter, 
but now you look just like him, except without the mustache. I see angry 
creases around your face. I can only hope you are nice to Taline.”

“Of course I am.”
“You are my son.”
“Well, I know that.”
“Good. Then you know something,” she said. “And I hope you will 

stop worrying over your dead father and uncle.”
He stood up. He did not ask who’d actually called the police. It was 

Romania, a communist regime run by a madman. The secret police 
had worked hard to make sure that family members informed on 
family. Sometimes it was the only way to survive. He straightened the 
creases in his pants. It might not have been his parents who’d told. It 
could easily have been neighbors, or even a stranger on the street. He 
kissed his mother goodbye. He did not ask.

He had walked out of the nursing home and into spring air. There were 
traffic noises, people coming and going. Birds zipped over the avenue; 
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above them, the tops of tall buildings, and above them, airplanes buzzing. 
Life went on. A well-dressed panhandler who wore a clean white shirt 
and leather sandals asked him for a dollar. Calust stared at him, memo-
rizing the man’s worn face, the gray beard, the braid hanging out from 
beneath his red canvas cap. “You’ve never seen someone who needs a 
buck, pal?” the panhandler asked. “You don’t speak english?” Without 
pause, Calust continued down the sidewalk, and, at that moment, he 
decided to let Uncle Krikor’s story become part of the inside world. 
He made the decision, like his father had, to not tell the story. He never 
told Arpi. Never told Taline. He didn’t even want to tell himself. Instead, 
he had let it go to the dim places of his mind, to wherever the stream 
of subconscious might go. To wherever riptides came from.

The phone rang at six the next morning. Calust found himself dis-
oriented. He couldn’t recall having fallen asleep the night before. His 
calves burned from the previous day’s hike.

“They found him.”
“Arpi?”
“We found him, Cal. He was hiding at a friend’s house.”
“Friend?”
She explained that one of the police detectives assigned to their 

case had contacted Hal’s school. From there, he’d been put in touch 
with teachers and students. It turned out that Hal had told some of his 
classmates that he’d planned to hide out at a close friend’s house. The 
parents of the friend were out of town for the weekend. The police 
had arrived at dawn, woken Hal, and took him home. “So he didn’t 
run away,” Calust suggested.

“Yes he did. He said that he did it to punish Ken and me.”
“Arpi, boys of that age, they sometimes go wild.”
“It’s the divorce,” she said. “I think he’s troubled by it.”
Calust said nothing.
“But the divorce had to happen, Cal. You know that.”
“Of course,” he said. “There was no choice but to leave Ken.” He 

felt like Arpi was waiting for him to say something more, so he said, 
“I’m happy you found the boy.”
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As he walked to the shower, he considered his afternoon in the 
scrubby hills. He thought about his sister’s family and their troubles. 
Ken had often ignored Arpi and now both parents, cash-strapped by 
legal fees, were ignoring the boy. He regarded his naked body, age 
spots, wrinkles, gray hair, and even in the face of all this evidence, he 
still sometimes felt like a boy himself, as though he only carried the 
authority, the wisdom, and maturity of a sleepy child. So he turned 
on cold water, let it wash over him, and shivered and gasped in a way 
that felt good.

He went to a Denny’s for breakfast and then unlocked the shop. He 
swept the corners and took a moment to note the lack of character—
no leather chairs, no wood detail, no brass trim—and considered that 
maybe it was time to invest in some decoration. He dusted all three 
stations, although he rarely needed more than one, counted his bank, 
made sure he had a backstore of mousses, gels, shampoos, disinfectants, 
then turned on the neon sign.

Kevin Lany, a local plumber, was his first customer. “Give me a trim,” 
he said. “How’s life, Cal?”

Calust nodded. “Life,” he answered. A steady trickle of customers 
came through until lunch, and when the store emptied out completely, 
he closed the door, turned up the AC, took out fishing wire and wax, 
and tried once more to pull off Krikor’s parlor trick. Yet again, he 
failed. You have left quite a legacy, Uncle, he thought.

At first the boy was grounded, some American form of punishment 
as alien to Calust as divorce, but after a few weeks, he was allowed 
out again. When Calust came to pick him up, he wore hiking boots, 
blue jeans, and a black T-shirt with a picture of a guitar. Underneath, 
the word Electric. “I like your shirt,” said Calust. “It is interesting, but 
not rude.”

Hal shifted in his seat.
“Are you ready? If we are lucky, we might see the coyote.”
“The Coyote. Will he be chasing the Roadrunner?”
“I don’t understand.”
Instead of answering, Hal stared out the window.
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“Hovig?”
“Hal.”
“Are you ready, Hal?”
Hal nodded.
Calust considered for a moment, then started the car. “You know, 

you are not the only one in our family to be in trouble.”
“Mom already gave me a speech,” Hal said.
“Your Uncle Krikor was a morphine peddler in the underground 

market.” And he spoke in english, as best he could, which wasn’t very 
good, and he could see that Hal was doing his best to pretend not 
to care, staring out the window as they left Simi for the hills. Calust 
continued anyway, describing events, giving bits of details, stumbling 
over his vocabulary. His concern was less to impress the boy than to 
tell the story. He wanted to paint a picture of Krikor’s movie-star smile. 
His father’s bitter silence. The story of the kings of Armenia in their 
fortress of treasures. Krikor’s morphine-fueled vision of the dead. A 
betrayal within a family. The curve and indent of guns beneath black 
coats. Lala Jafarian’s white fingers making the sign of the cross. A small 
boy trying to pee, frozen under the gaze of a government hitman. Hal 
regarded him from the corners of jaded eyes with a well-practiced 
look of distrust, but that, Calust decided, was all right; there was some 
good to be had from all this. And Calust went on: testing his memory, 
pausing for breath, telling the story.


