
  
 
 
 
 

SANDY BY BILL 

by Jacob Beaver 

 

Bill Braddock’s wife died in May, ravaged by cancer, and in late August he went into the 

garden looking for a way to end his life. He had thoughts of hanging himself from the 

neighbors’ elm tree, which drooped over his fence. There was a clothes line in the shed. 

He’d noticed it recently—coiled on a shelf, last touched by his wife. 

But it was raining. A soft English rain. The weather shouldn’t have mattered, with 

his intentions, but it made for a gloomy finish. Drizzle at dusk. Why did he care? Perhaps 

it was the esthetics of the moment. Bill had taught art at a provincial secondary school for 

over thirty years, and he’d seen this picture a thousand times: sad scenes blurred by 

charcoal rain. 

A pigeon coo-cooed in the elm tree, just above his head. He looked up, blinking 

against the rain, and then he heard the trill of a telephone. It was his telephone. 

“Billy, how you doing? You had your tea?” 

“Hello Elaine.” 
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“What d’you have?” 

“I don’t know. A sandwich.” 

“Sandwich? Billy, you need to eat—” 

“I like sandwiches. Stop worrying.” 

“I’m allowed to worry about you. I’m your sister. Now let me talk. I’ve been 

thinking, Billy. You’re in the house too much, and you need to get out. You should go 

somewhere. Take a trip.” 

“A trip? To where?” 

“Well, you used to go on about America. Remember? How you fancied seeing all 

those places. The places in the films.” 

“You want me to go to America?” 

“I’m serious, Billy. Do it before you get any older. Or do something. At least get out 

of the house. Promise me that. Will you promise to leave the house tomorrow?” 

“Hand on my heart.” 

“I’m serious.” 

“Enough, Elaine. I promise. Really, I promise.” 

Bill replaced the phone and looked out at the darkening garden, the elm tree, the 

shed. Death in America—why not? It would make no difference to anyone but his sister, 

and then only a difference of geography. His daughter wouldn’t care either way. A cold, 

inscrutable girl, she’d moved off years ago, married money, and had returned only once, 

for her mother’s funeral. She and her husband arrived in a vintage Jaguar, with the top 

down, trying to look solemn on a lovely spring day. No, she didn’t care. Neither did his 

“friends,” because he never saw them. When Bill’s wife was first diagnosed, three years 
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before, he’d taken early retirement in order to help her, and soon helping her became 

what he did. First there were hospital visits, then hospital stays, and finally the long hours 

at home by her bed, just the two of them. And now she was gone. It was over. Everything 

was over. The whole of his existence seemed to have run through his fingers. Even 

painting, once his great passion, held no interest. Life reaches an end—it’s simply a fact. 

The only question that remained was: where? 

That night, before bed, he packed his old leather briefcase: passport, socks, 

underpants, toothbrush and razor, and a small shell that his mother picked up on a beach 

in 1967, because he happened to see it on the mantelpiece. The shell was a beautiful pale 

blue, and he’d kept it all his life, for no big reason. So he packed it, for no big reason. 

Then he set his alarm clock for five. At five, he got up and packed the alarm clock. Ten 

minutes later, washed and dressed, he went downstairs and rang for a taxi. Bill rarely 

took taxis because of the cost, and besides, he had a car. But he didn’t feel like driving, 

and what did cost matter? 

The taxi driver had a long beard and a lacy white cap. He was from Golden Bridge in 

India, near Pakistan. Not a good place to grow up if you were poor. 

“Nowhere’s good, I suppose,” Bill said. “If you’re poor, I mean.” 

“True,” the man said. “There’s poor here too. Plenty poor. I see them every day. But 

England is different, I think. May I ask, how old are you? In your sixties? I say you have 

never given a bribe or taken a bribe. Am I right? Me, I’m forty-four. Until age twenty-

three, bribing was what I knew. That’s the system in India. It’s all bribing. But see here, I 

couldn’t bribe. I had no connections, no influence, no money. Nothing. My father also 

had nothing. He got sick and died, and my mother went back to her village. Then I was 
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alone. My uncle saved me. He brought me to the UK.” 

“And you like it here?” 

“Oh yes, I like it now. To begin with, confusing. Very confusing. Who do I bribe? 

How do I bribe? My uncle had to explain. In England, the law is the law. You want a 

driving license, you fill in a form. If they send it back, you made a mistake. They don’t 

want cash or something. You just correct the mistake. You just send it again!” 

They were on the motorway now, shooting down the middle lane. Bill noticed that 

the man kept his speed exactly at seventy, even when overtaking. The law is the law, he 

supposed. 

“May I ask, are you meeting someone off a plane?” 

“I’m getting on a plane,” Bill said. “I’m going to America.” 

“Oh, America! I’ve been to America. Chicago. My uncle took me on a business trip. 

Friendly people. Some bribing, I think, but friendly, friendly. My uncle wants to move 

there. He has the American dream. Good luck, I say. I have the English dream. One day I 

want to live in a nice house with a garden and . . . Like yours. I want a house just like 

yours.” 

“You have kids?” 

“Four. I am blessed with four. A girl, and then three boys. The youngest boy is nine. 

The girl, she’s studying to be a pharmacist. She applies to university, she fills in a form, 

and she gets in. A girl! And no bribing! This, this gives me joy. Well, here you go, mate. 

The airport.” 

After Bill paid the man, he reached for the door handle and paused. “I’d like to send 

you a postcard from America.” 
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“A postcard? Why?” 

“Nobody sends postcards anymore. Your young boy might enjoy it. He could take it 

to school or whatever.” 

The man looked at Bill. Then he spread his hands and smiled. “My name is Samir 

Hafeji,” he said, and he gave Bill an address somewhere in Manchester. “Have a safe 

flight, my friend. And good luck!” 

The airport was bright and noisy, full of people dressed for the sun. Some of them 

seemed dressed for the beach, the girls in tops like tie-dyed handkerchiefs, the boys in T-

shirts made of string. And all of them, young and old, were pushing carts piled with 

suitcases. So much stuff. What was in these suitcases? What was it they couldn’t live 

without? Dozens of T-shirts made of string? 

Eventually he spotted a young man sitting alone at an empty counter. His head was 

tipped back, as if he might be asleep, but his eyes watched Bill approach. 

“Where do I go to book a flight?” Bill asked. 

“You can use your phone.” 

“I don’t have a phone.” 

“Really?” The man sat up. “Did you lose it?” 

“I left it at home. I didn’t think I’d need it.” 

The young man appeared to freeze for a moment. Then he jumped into motion again. 

“In that case, I can do it. Probably. Where you going?” 

“America,” Bill said. “I’ll take the next flight to America. Any city in America.” 

“Really? Any city?” The man looked down and began tapping vigorously. “Three 

flights are showing. First is Minneapolis.” 
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“Where’s that?” 

“Well, I don’t know. The second flight is Pittsburgh. Don’t know either, do you? Ah! 

The third is New Orleans. That’d be fun.” 

“New Orleans it is,” Bill said. 

Next he had to take an escalator up to the security area, remove his belt and shoes, 

and explain twice that his briefcase did not contain a laptop, and then he walked through 

a scanner into the perfumed labyrinth of the departure lounge. Aftershave? Cognac? He 

dodged the saleswomen and made for a newsagent beside a coffee shop. Here he bought a 

pen, envelopes and paper, and a single stamp. He sat at a table outside the coffee shop 

and uncapped the pen. He looked at the nib. Then he drew a spiral on a sheet of paper. It 

was a good pen, a responsive felt tip. He drew more spirals, slowly, thoughtfully. When 

he’d filled the sheet with spirals, he crumpled it and got to work. 

 

Dear Duncan, 

I have decided that, as I am now a widower, I need to change my will. In the 

event of my death, please follow these instructions: 

1) I wish to be cremated quickly, without fuss. Any crematorium will do. 

2) I leave my house and all its contents to Samir Hafeji (address overleaf). 

3) Monies remaining after tax are to go to a reputable charity—you choose. 

I declare that I am of sound mind and write this of my own free will. To 

demonstrate the fact, and to prove my identity, I shall close with a small anecdote. 

In the early seventies, during my first year at university, I went out with a girl 

called Samantha Miller. You also liked her, and you asked me to back off. As you 



Beaver / Sandy by Bill / 7 

were very insistent, and as I found Samantha to be rather odd, even a little unhinged, 

I dumped her. I did this in a cafe over lunch, and she made an ugly scene. She ranted 

and raved, and threw bacon at me, and nearly stabbed me with a fork. Then she left, 

and in walked Beth. That was the first time I ever saw her. She walked right up to me 

and leaned over and picked a piece of bacon out of my hair. So you did me a favor, 

Duncan, a far bigger favor than I did you. 

No one knows this anecdote but the two of us, and you can testify to that, if 

necessary. 

Thank you for coming to Beth’s funeral. 

My love to Judy. 

All the best, 

William Braddock 

# 

Seventeen hours later, tipsy from travel, with swollen feet and glancing vision, Bill 

stepped out of Louis Armstrong Airport. The heat took his breath. It was moist, almost 

wet, like the air from a tumble-dryer. Immediately he began to sweat, and he regretted 

wearing his gray suit. Removing the jacket was a slight improvement, but he wished he 

could remove everything, just walk off naked. Perhaps, after all, there was wisdom in T-

shirts made of string. 

He found a cab easily enough, although the man driving it was in worse shape than 

Bill. Every few seconds, often in mid-sentence, he would flip about like a dying fish. 

These strange spasms made conversation difficult, let alone driving, and Bill sat back. He 

gazed at a jumble of wooden shacks, and then at lines of flyblown little houses beneath 
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gleaming billboards, all seemingly deserted, while the cabbie grunted and spasmed and 

zigzagged—doing the best he could, Bill supposed, like all of us. 

The hotel, a tall building on a busy street, was where you wanted to be, the cabbie 

said. Cheaper than the French Quarter. And quieter. 

“Quieter?” 

“You’ll see,” the cabbie said. 

Bill paid the man and checked in and fell asleep. He woke in near darkness, fully 

dressed, staring at the blades of a ceiling fan. Below, the street was empty but for a cat. 

He watched the cat circle a plastic bag. Then he undressed and showered, and surveyed 

his surroundings: flowery orange wallpaper, stained red carpet. Was this it? Was this the 

end of the road? 

The TV was huge, as big as the window. He turned it on and flipped channels, 

mostly hitting ads. But the ads were a surprise. Unlike British ads, which caught your 

attention by mystifying you, American ads were plain as day: buy this and you’ll get this, 

guaranteed. However, the guarantees came with exceptions, especially in the ads for 

medicine. These contained so many warnings that the words had to be spoken at 

phenomenal speed. One medicine, Oploxi, which he learned about again and again, 

required more warning than advertising. In fact, Bill began to think that Oploxi might be 

just what he needed. 

 

The medication is not for everyone. It can cause your immune system to attack 

organs and tissues, and this may happen at any time during or after treatment, and 

may be serious, and may lead to disability, coma or death. Call your doctor if you 
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have facial swelling, high fever, severe dizziness or confusion, or if you have 

uncontrollable muscle movements, as such movements may be permanent. Oploxi! 

Put the yes back in your life. 

 

As he dozed off in front of the TV, Bill wondered about his only American 

acquaintance, the cabbie. Had he put the yes back in his life? 

When he woke again, it was bright outside. He felt hungry. Wearing fresh socks and 

underpants, he went down to the street. Next to the hotel was a cashpoint, called an ATM. 

He took out $600, the maximum, and then drifted along with the crowd, past department 

stores and fancy shops with French names. He saw foreign tourists loaded with bags and 

cameras, their faces pale and glistening, and many more young men watching the tourists, 

eyes shaded by baseball caps, their faces dark and glistening. As an experiment, he 

smiled at one of the young men. The guy grinned and raised a finger, as if they knew 

each other, or were both in on some ancient joke. 

At the corner of the block, he paused outside an antiques store. It was an old habit, a 

useless habit. Once upon a time he’d been a promising painter, with a few pictures sold 

for thrilling sums, and the subject of these pictures was a porcelain doll he bought in an 

antiques market. The doll was deathly white and deformed by dark cracks, but its blue 

eyes were shiny and alert. He painted it in oils, in sumptuous detail, somewhat in the 

style of classic Dutch still lives. This seemed rather clever—a new twist on pop art. 

Gradually, though, as he continued to paint the same thing in the same way, his pictures 

came to seem pointless. He started browsing among antiques for a new subject, which he 

never found. But by then he’d begun teaching, and his wife was pregnant . . . 
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Bill turned the corner into a cobbled street and saw a sign saying GUMBO! A man 

stood beckoning to him amid empty tables. He held out a menu. 

“What’s gumbo?” Bill asked. 

“What’s gumbo?” The man backed off and stared. He had bloodshot eyes and long 

greasy hair. “Oh man, you never eat gumbo?” 

So Bill ate gumbo, a kind of spicy stew, while the man stood on lookout for more 

customers. He was a Neverleft, he said. Came here from the oil rigs, liked the life, never 

left. Bill now saw that the man was trembling. His whole body was in gentle motion, like 

leaves in a breeze. Had he, too, put the yes back in life? 

Other people were certainly putting in lots of yes. As Bill walked on into the French 

Quarter, strange sights met him at every turn. He saw a boy kneel in his own puke while 

two other boys yeehawed from a balcony. He saw a fat man collapse on the cobbles, very 

softly, like a parachute crumpling. He saw a pretty girl dance out of a bar, twirl across the 

street and slam into a wall. And he saw cops, cops everywhere, with shiny badges and 

guns. The cops smiled at him. They howdied revelers. One even pretended to handcuff a 

woman while her friends took photos. What to make of these mirthful policemen? They 

seemed so benign, so harmless, and yet the guns were surely real. 

It was more peaceful by the river. Couples were eating ice cream and listening to an 

old man play saxophone. Bill gave the man some money. 

“Hey, where you from?” 

“England, as of yesterday.” 

“I was there, in 1958. Back when jazz was cool. You know a club in London called 

the Blue Shoe? I’d say it’s long gone. But those English folks that ran that club, they 
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were real nice. I told them about segregation, how it was here, and they went quiet. They 

just went quiet. Real nice folks. So you here to party?” 

“No, I suppose not.” 

“Well then, take my advice. Go somewheres else. Hang around in this town and 

you’ll get rolled. You’ll wake up on the sidewalk with nothing but your drawers. Or you 

won’t wake up at all. I seen it. No lie, I seen it. Mister, you don’t wanna get rolled. Now, 

what can I play you? You gave me twenty dollars. That means you pick the next tune.” 

“Play something you played at the Blue Shoe in 1958.” 

 The man thought for a moment and then lifted his sax. What came out of it was sad 

and eerie, and entirely fitting, like an off-beat funeral march. The sound stayed in Bill’s 

head long after he’d walked away, until evening fell and he realized he was lost. Narrow, 

residential streets faded into darkness. How did he get here? How long had he been 

walking? 

Two young men approached on bicycles. They stopped and looked at him, exactly as 

the young men had looked at the tourists earlier. Then they looked at each other and 

laughed. 

“You going to roll me?” 

“Roll you? It’s an idea. I guess we could.” 

“You’ll have to catch me. I’m faster than I look. Tougher, too.” 

“Maybe I got a knife.” 

“Maybe you do, and maybe I don’t care. Maybe we’ll end up in a fight, and your 

partner, he won’t be able to hold me back, and you’ll have to stab me. You going to stab 

me?” 
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They looked at each other again. 

“Because I’m ready to be stabbed. Are you ready?” 

And they cycled off into the darkness. 

# 

“How can I help you, sir?” 

“I’d like to hire a car.” 

“Hire? You mean rent? Rent a vehicle?” 

“I suppose so. Yes, I’d like to rent a car. A vehicle.” 

“What kinda vehicle?” 

“Whatever you suggest.” 

“You planning to go off-road?” 

“I don’t know. Do you go off-road?” 

“Do I? Buddy, I live off-road. Tell you what. If you’re a truck man, I got a sweet 

Chevy. Four-wheel drive, six-cylinder, GPS, all the bells and whistles. This baby’ll get’er 

done!” 

“Get her done.” 

“It’s a helluva deal, too. I can do you the Chevy for—” 

“What’s the color?” 

“Do what?” 

“I know nothing about trucks, but I’m sort of particular about the color of things. 

Choosy, you know? We all have our foibles, don’t we?” 

“I apologize, sir, but . . . Do what?” 

“What color is the truck?” 
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“Color? Well, I can check. It’s blue, midnight blue.” 

“Midnight blue. Isn’t that great? It used to be called Prussian blue, but midnight is so 

much . . . I’m sorry. I’m feeling a bit light-headed.” 

“Sir, you wanna sit down?” 

“Oh, I’m just hungry. Funny how it hits you, isn’t it? You see, I didn’t eat breakfast. 

Didn’t eat supper either, or did I? Anyway I’ll take the truck. Midnight blue, with bells 

and whistles. Sounds perfect.” 

# 

Vines like netting, green and glossy, draped over cars, houses, even tall trees. Bullet 

holes in faded signs for Royal Crown Cola. Big birds silhouetted against the flashing 

silver of the Mississippi. Plantation houses with soaring Greek columns, white as 

wedding cakes beneath an immensity of blue . . . At each junction Bill chose the smaller 

road, until the sun went down and he stopped in Annabella, which had more bushes than 

buildings, but there was a motel. The kid behind the desk had fishbowl glasses and a 

patchy red beard. He looked about sixteen. 

“It ain’t a motel,” he said. “It’s only for railroad workers.” 

“Is there a motel in town?” 

He shook his head. “It ain’t a town, really. It’s what I call a community.” 

“How peculiar,” Bill said. “Annabella ain’t a town, and the Annabella Motel ain’t a 

motel. Well, could we pretend it’s a motel, just for one night?” 

“We could pretend you work for the railroad if, like, you give me . . . fifty bucks?” 

“Is there somewhere to eat?” 

“Mile up the road. There’s a restaurant in an old general store.” 
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“And it’s real, right?” 

“Do what?” 

“It’s not a pretend restaurant?” 

The kid’s eyes swam around in his glasses, and then he grinned. “No, it’s real. Best 

food in Pointe Coopee Parish.” 

Bill walked to the restaurant by the light of the moon. It was a lonely walk, mostly 

bushes. Only three cars passed him. Surprisingly, the restaurant was almost full. Where 

did these people come from, in their crisp shirts and clacking high heels? It was an older 

crowd, couples with nice cars outside, sipping wine, eating quietly, donning glasses to 

consult the menu. At first, Bill felt awkward at his corner table. Alone, rumpled, 

unshaven. Then a magical thing happened. As he reached for the salt, he felt Beth’s hand 

on his. Suddenly here she was, or here they were, an older couple having a night out, 

eating quietly, her reminding him with a hand about blood pressure, him sighing and 

letting go. They weren’t especially happy to be here. They were just happy in the 

ordinary way of happiness, the way they’d been, by and large, for most of their married 

life. Bill ate all his prime rib, and his greens and mashed potato, and then ordered crème 

brûlée, because he never wanted to leave this table, never wanted to get up and go out 

and say goodbye again. 

He walked back from the restaurant by the light of the same moon, along the same 

lonely road. One car passed this time, as he neared the motel. The car flashed its lights 

and he stepped off the road, and then something growled. Something kept growling. It 

was in the bushes, only feet away. Bill leaned forward and growled back. Now the growl 

became a snarl. Bill snarled too. He stuck his head into the bushes and bared his teeth 
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and . . . Nothing. The bushes were silent. 

Lying in bed that night, in a shaft of moonlight, he read messages on the wall. The 

biggest message said, “I FUK HOSE.” Below that, with an arrow pointing upwards, was 

this: “He jerks off into women’s stockings.” Next to these messages, with two arrows, 

was this: “Lord God I pray for these sinners.” 

Bill found the pen he’d bought and wrote his own message: “Annabella is not a 

town, and the motel is not a motel. Therefore I did not stay here and write this. Therefore 

I do not exist!” 

# 

Next morning he realized that all his socks and underpants were dirty. It was too late to 

wash them, so he threw them away. He would do without. This was a new experience, 

and he rather liked it. Why had he spent so much of his life worrying about socks and 

underpants? How many hours, all told, had gone into the putting on and off of these 

flimsy little garments? 

Sometime later, beneath a burning blue sky, he crossed the Mississippi and saw the 

mother of all plantation houses. It stood alone on a tawny plain, dazzling in its whiteness, 

like the gates of heaven. The road ran right by it, on a steep embankment, and all at once 

Bill made his decision: this was the place. Goodbye, burning blue sky! Farewell, Lady 

Luck! I bid adieu with a flick of the wrist, just as I bid adieu to socks and underpants! 

He unbuckled his seatbelt and gunned the truck. When the needle touched eighty, he 

veered off the road. 

And he saw a man in front of him. 

The man was standing with his thumb out, but now he dived off the embankment. 
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Bill skidded past, shimmying though gravel. 

The truck stopped in a cloud of tawny dust. For a moment Bill was blind. Then a 

face appeared in the cloud, a bearded face, deeply lined, beneath a dirty cap that said 

VETERAN. 

“Sorry about that,” Bill said. “I really am sorry. Where you going?” 

“Where you going? You nearly killed me.” 

“Let me make it up to you. I’ll drive you anywhere in America. Anywhere! Just 

name a place.” 

“Sibley.” 

“Sibley it is. Hop in. You can direct me.” 

His name was Alvin Wanamaker. He had a bullet in his head, and he didn’t hide it 

from people. He tried to be honest, lay out the facts. It happened in Vietnam, in the 

Highlands. The bullet was lodged behind his left ear, and sometimes he felt it. It kind of 

tickled. When the bullet went to tickling, he got bad thoughts. He wasn’t safe around 

people. But he tried to warn them, always tried to be honest. 

“Are you getting bad thoughts now?” 

“Oh no, I’m good. Brother, I am good. This is the life, riding in a fine truck and 

enjoying a conversation. Makes up for the hard times. And times is hard, brother.” 

Bill opened the glove box, removed his wallet. “Here. Take whatever you need.” 

“I could sure use twenty bucks.” 

“Take more. How much is there? Count it.” 

“Four hundred and change.” 

“Four. Nice and even. We’ll split it. Two hundred each. I’m happy with that, more 
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than happy.” 

“You said it, brother.” 

Alvin went quiet, and they both watched the signs as they left Louisiana and were 

welcomed to Mississippi, BIRTHPLACE OF AMERICAN MUSIC. 

Then Alvin spoke. “Can I ask you something? Do you believe in angels?” 

“I’ve never thought about it. I’m not a religious person. My wife was. She was 

brought up Catholic. She knew all that stuff, the seraphim and cherubim.” 

“I think you might be an angel.” 

“Me? I doubt it. I doubt it very much. But what do I know? I suppose it’s possible.” 

“Anything’s possible. Anything, man. You know what I saw yesterday? I saw an old 

lady levitate. I saw it. She come out of a grocery store in Lafayette, and she was carrying 

all these bags. That’s how I noticed her. Why would an old lady carry her own bags? 

Well, next thing I hear a scream. Hellacious scream. I see a woman running after a little 

kid and the kid goes under a car, right under the front wheel. That’s when the old lady 

levitates. About two feet up in the air, and with all her bags. And guess what? The car 

levitates too.” 

“What happened?” 

“Kid was okay. Jumped up and ran to his momma, right as rain. I reckon the old lady 

saved him. This is Sibley. Friend of mine lives here, or used to. You can drop me any 

place.” 

Bill watched Alvin recede in the mirror, a shabby figure with a rucksack, at the 

mercy of bad thoughts and hard times, but trying to be honest, and seeing miracles daily, 

and then he was already out of Sibley, cruising along an empty highway—and the truck 
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died. Bill pulled over and glided to a stop. The petrol gauge was blinking. Of course. He 

hadn’t thought about petrol. 

He got out and looked at the truck. Midnight blue with bells and whistles. This 

baby’ll get’er done. Well, almost. And he set off down the highway, briefcase in hand, 

stepping into his shadow. 

# 

He stood on a bluff overlooking a wide bend in the Mississippi. The far shore blended 

with the sunset, and the river looked like a sea, a smooth pink sea dotted with the shapes 

of distant barges. A road descended the bluff, and he followed it down to a row of brick 

houses by the water. The houses were old, with balconies and ornate ironwork. They 

seemed empty, except for one with motorbikes outside. He walked up to it and read the 

sign: SALOON. Indeed it reminded Bill of saloons in the movies, the jolly places that 

cowboys swagger into. He was beyond swaggering, though. He couldn’t even walk 

straight. He meandered through the open doors like wind, a puff of sweaty gray English 

wind, and sank down at the bar. 

A strange person appeared before him. He was about five feet tall, with a white 

goatee and a beautiful straw hat. The man climbed onto something behind the bar, 

planted his elbows down and looked right in Bill’s eyes. 

“What would you like?” 

“I’d like to know where I am.” 

“Natchez. To be precise, you’re in Natchez-Under-the-Hill. It’s the most, er, colorful 

part of town. Always has been, since the days of Davy Crockett. The best people come 

here. The characters. Stick around, you’ll enjoy yourself. What else would you like? 
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Maybe a drink?” 

“Glass of water.” 

“And?” 

Bill hadn’t drunk for months. He used to, pretty heavily—too heavily according to 

his wife. But he stopped when she got ill. 

“Whiskey,” he said. “Double whiskey, no ice.” 

When Bill took out his wallet, the man waved his hand and walked away. And so it 

went each time Bill emptied his glass. The man would introduce him to someone waiting 

at the bar, take their order and add a whiskey for Bill. “Our friend here, he’s had a hard 

road,” he’d say. “You’ll buy him a drink, won’t you? Why, thank you. There you go, old 

buddy!” 

Meanwhile the saloon filled up, and then a band started playing. From his perch on 

the bar stool, Bill had a view of the entire room. It was like looking at a great painting, a 

panoramic tableau, and he eyed the scene in a painterly way, noting lights and darks, 

relationship and mystery. On the left were the guys with low-slung guitars, the girls 

watching them and flicking their hair. In the corner, more young guys, talking and 

watching the girls. Then the old fellow alone with his drink, watching no one. The man in 

a disheveled suit, laughing with the woman in pearls. Two girls dancing, black and white, 

their eyes locked. Others dancing, shouting, falling down. A phone glowing on a littered 

table. Twists of smoke drifting towards the doorway, far right, where a bulldog sat at 

attention. And above it all, directly opposite and almost lost in shadow, a gray presence 

floating in an antique mirror, like a ghost, a ghost with a briefcase, looking down. 

Oh, what a subject! If only he’d found this place thirty years ago! But was there, 
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perhaps, a young artist in the crowd, someone dreaming of a grand canvas to be? Bill 

hoped to see this happy person, drawing with their eyes, and he glanced along the bar. 

What he saw was a monster. 

The monster had a bald blue head and a spiderweb covering its face. It grinned at 

Bill and ordered a beer. As it walked off, Bill exchanged a look with the woman standing 

next to him. 

“What you drinking, sailor?” she said. 

“Sailor?” 

“It’s dumb. I dunno why I say that. You’re not a sailor. You’re white as cotton.” 

“I might be a sailor.” 

“Oh yeah? So where d’you sail?” 

Bill gazed up at his ghostly reflection. “The fair breeze blew, the white foam flew, 

the furrow followed free. We were the first that ever burst into that silent sea.” 

“Do what?” 

“I’m a little drunk.” 

“You’re a little crazy.” 

“You have lovely eyes, you know that? You should wear something that sets them 

off. In fact, I have an idea!” Bill rummaged in his briefcase, and then held up the pale 

blue shell. “Perfect. I mean, perfect. Matches your eyes to a T. You could make a 

necklace. It’d be wonderful.” 

“Where’s it from?” 

“Ah, well . . . It’s from that silent sea.” 

She smiled and took the shell. “I’m Sandy. So what you drinking, sailor?” 
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The band stopped playing then, and it was easier to talk. Having answered plenty of 

questions from Sandy—England, widower, just traveling, and so on—Bill asked about 

her. Sandy said she’d just turned fifty, worked as a dry-cleaner, and was most definitely 

divorced. Her ex-husband, Dwayne, was a crackhead. Dwayne broke her arm, and that’s 

when she said bye-bye. Took his ass to court, in absentia. Fucker didn’t show up, which 

was kind of funny since he kept showing up at the house. But it wasn’t funny the way he 

acted, threatening her and wanting money, and he was the one who got her in debt. She’d 

probably lose the house. Not that Dwayne cared. He didn’t even care about restraining 

orders. His uncle was a big dog in this town, a retired judge. Orin Burgdorf. One call to 

Burgdorf and Dwayne was out of jail, showing up again. She’d like to call Burgdorf. 

Hell, she’d like to call the Natchez Sun. 

“You know what I’d say?” Sandy leaned close and breathed in his ear. “I’d say 

Dwayne has a small dick. Wouldn’t that be a riot? Because it’s true. He has a tiny little 

dick. He was always worrying about it, secretly. I could tell. And I always told him it 

didn’t matter, and it didn’t really . . . But it does, kinda.” 

The band had started again. They were singing a song about Alabama, sweet home 

Alabama, and now everyone was dancing. 

“Am I in Alabama?” Bill asked. 

“No, you’re still in Mississippi. Just about. You don’t look good. Where you 

staying?” 

Bill shrugged. 

“Well, you need to sleep it off someplace. You got a car?” 

“A car, yes.” Bill shrugged again. “But it’s in England.” 



Beaver / Sandy by Bill / 22 

“England? Oh, my.” Sandy touched her hair, which was blonde and sort of spiky. 

She studied Bill with her lovely eyes. Then she took him by the arm. “Come on, sailor. 

Easy does it.” 

As they left, Bill said goodbye to the barman, who was just lighting a huge cigar. He 

put the cigar down and shook Bill’s hand. “And so long to you, old buddy. It’s been a 

pleasure.” 

“I got money, you know,” Bill said. “I can pay.” 

“You go on now,” the barman said. “Go with Sandy. She’ll look after you, and 

maybe you’ll look after her. Maybe it’ll all be glory!” 

# 

It was hard to tie a hook. His father showed him, but he didn’t understand. He didn’t want 

to understand. He hated fishing. Why couldn’t they go to the pictures and see Stage to 

Thunder Rock? 

And then he was awake, staring at photos on a wall. The photos showed a young girl 

laughing, swimming, sitting on Santa’s lap. 

Where was he? Why was he naked? 

Bill got out of bed and opened the curtains. Gravel driveway, dented white car, tree 

trunks and greenery. A squirrel ran across the driveway and zipped up a tree. The squirrel 

stopped and looked around, and there was knock on the door. In walked Sandy, carrying 

a pile of clothes. Oh yes, Sandy! She looked older in the daylight—sharper edges, more 

lines—but she was smiling the same smile. 

“No need to cover yourself,” she said. “I saw it last night.” 

“I don’t remember, but thank you. Who’s this girl?” 



Beaver / Sandy by Bill / 23 

“Jamie. My daughter. She died in a car wreck. Her boyfriend drove into a light pole. 

He walked away without a scratch. I talk to him sometimes, in town, if I can’t avoid it. 

He’s married, with two kids. He seems happy. Like the song says, ‘If you wanna hear 

God laugh, tell Him your plans.’” 

Bill could have cried. He hardly knew this woman, hardly knew where he was, 

hardly knew who he was, and yet, all at once, he was brimful of sorrow. Should he hug 

Sandy? It meant exposing himself, embracing her naked. Would she think this 

undignified, or worse, ridiculous? Probably she would, he decided, judging from the way 

she dropped the clothes on the bed and said, “Try these on. If they don’t fit, I got others.” 

“Where’s my suit?” 

“In the trash. That thing is history. I’m speaking as a professional dry-cleaner. Your 

shirt’s had it too, but I’ll try and wash it. First, though, you need to wash yourself. Soak 

the road offa you. Shower’s down the hall. Get in there. Now!” 

An hour later, in T-shirt and shorts, with an aching head but a heavenly aroma, Bill 

strolled outside while Sandy made breakfast. Her house was the size and shape of the 

containers he’d seen on the highways, booming along behind big trucks. Instead of 

wheels it had blocks, and windows of course, and a flowering vine across the front, 

wisteria maybe, all blues and purples. Behind the house was a vegetable garden: green 

corn stalks, scarlet peppers, yellow blobs of melon. And beyond the garden, trees. In 

every direction, trees. 

“The woods go for miles,” she said, sliding fried eggs onto his plate. “There’s no 

telling what’s out there. When I was a kid, my brother took me to see a homemade 

tombstone. He’d been off hunting, deep in the woods, and there it was. Chipped out of 
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concrete, with words in black paint. We couldn’t read them. They were too old. But get 

this. The grave was decorated. There were violets laying there, a little bunch. Fresh 

violets.” 

As Sandy talked, she kept serving food and Bill kept eating. The taste of fried potato 

mingled with the scent of her soap and the soft syllables of her voice, and he barely made 

meaning of the sound. Words floated through him, sweet and salty: Indian mounds, 

powwows on the mounds, the Natchez and Biloxi and Tunica, and now the Klan, the 

creepy Klan, oh yeah, still around, but far off, way away, Ku Klux, Ku Klux, and that 

was for real, she heard it, and she never wanted to hear it again, and let’s change the 

subject. More potatoes? 

He pushed his plate back. “I am so full.” 

“I’ll say.” Sandy touched her hair. She had that studying look. “Tell me, Bill, how 

did your wife die?” 

“She had breast cancer. And then esophageal cancer. Then pancreatic cancer and . . . 

liver cancer. That’s what killed her. But she was worn out. Anything could have killed 

her, including hospitals, and they almost did, twice. Infections, mistakes. There was one 

particular nurse, Marvelous. That was her name. Marvelous! I gave her a long talking-to. 

But then, well, Beth made me apologize. BB, she said—she called me BB—Marvelous is 

overworked and underpaid, and she’s trying to save my life, and if you don’t say sorry to 

her, I’m going to pull out all these tubes. Then who’s going to save me? Beth would have 

done it, too. She meant what she said, and said what she meant. It’s an old joke.” 

Bill gazed at his empty plate. 

“You know, Beth is the only woman I’ve made love to. Ever. My whole life. I 
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thought about other women, of course, but . . . It’s like a man walking along on a nice 

day, whistling to himself. He’s whistling, but it doesn’t mean anything. When he gets to 

where he’s going, he stops whistling. That was Beth. She was always where I was 

going.” 

He looked up and met Sandy’s eyes. Suddenly it seemed very quiet in the kitchen. 

She said, “So you loved your wife.” 

“No, I love my wife. I love her still, and always. Love doesn’t go away.” 

“And now what?” 

Bill shrugged. “Now what?” 

“You could stay here with me. I’d like the company. I mean, I like you.” And she 

smiled the Sandy smile, which was full of warmth and a touch of something else, a kind 

of watchful melancholy, and without thinking about it, and quite simply, because it was 

quite simple, Bill said, “Okay.” 

“That’s settled then,” she said. “So, today’s Sunday. I’m free as a bird. What you 

wanna do?” 

“What do you want to do?” 

“Whatever you say. You decide. Surprise me.” 

Bill had an answer immediately. In fact, he surprised himself. “I want to do a 

drawing.” 

“You say drawing? A drawing? Of what?” 

“Of you. Sitting there, as you are now. I have a good pen. I just need some paper. A 

big sheet of paper, if possible.” 

Sandy offered him various notepads, too small and too pink, and then she produced a 
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roll of wallpaper. The back of the wallpaper was slightly absorbent, lightly textured, thick 

and white. Perfect! Bill cut out a large rectangle and taped it to the kitchen table. As he 

stepped back, Sandy said, “What do you think?” 

She was wearing the blue shell. It hung just below her neck on a thin silver chain. “I 

taped it for now,” she said. “I’ll get someone to fix it up right. You like it?” 

“I do,” he said. “And it makes me notice something. You have rather wide-set eyes. I 

find wide-set eyes to be beautiful. Have you ever looked at a dog, at this aspect of a dog? 

Most dogs have very wide-set eyes, in proportion to their heads, and it gives them a 

certain mystery. The breadth of focus. It’s beautiful.” 

She smiled her smile. “BB, you are a crazy person.” 

“Am I? Maybe so. Yes, maybe so. I think perhaps . . . It’s hard to explain. I feel as 

if . . . something is slipping. Anyway, let’s get to work.” 

Bill hadn’t drawn in years, not seriously. At the back of his mind was a sketch he’d 

once seen by Modigliani, done on a napkin, evoking a woman in a few fluid strokes. As 

soon as pen touched paper, though, that thought dissolved. He wasn’t Modigliani, and 

Sandy wasn’t a French woman in a cafe. She was who she was, if he could discover her 

with his pen, and that meant discovering who held the pen. And it meant acting quickly, 

with purpose—and yet without purpose. In drawing, as in all art, you don’t say what you 

mean, because you don’t know what you mean until you say it. But you do mean what 

you say. If you don’t, what’s the point? 

It took less than twenty minutes. Bill stood up, nodded to himself, added a dash here 

and a dot there, and then said, “I’m done.” 

“I look sad,” Sandy said. 
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“Because you were sitting still. People often look sad in drawings.” 

“You don’t think I look sad?” 

“Well, I didn’t say—” 

“Shh!” Sandy raised a hand, listened, went to the window. “Oh no, it’s Dwayne. 

That’s his truck. Dwayne! What does he want? You better hide. If he sees you . . .” 

Bill shook his head. “I’m not hiding.” 

“You don’t know Dwayne. He’s dangerous.” 

“And Dwayne doesn’t know me. I am also dangerous.” 

“Please!” 

“You’re the one that’s hiding,” Bill said. “I want you to go out in the woods. Stay 

there till he’s gone. Whatever happens, you stay there. Promise me. Promise on the 

memory of your daughter. Sandy, do you promise? All right. Now go!” 

Bill looked at his drawing. He took a deep breath. Then he walked to the front door 

and pulled it wide. 

Dwayne was about twenty feet away, moving fast. He stopped dead and his mouth 

dropped. Bill took him in slowly, in the manner of a happy homeowner digesting his 

breakfast. Dwayne was short but lean, and very tanned, with blotchy dark tattoos, like 

melanomas. His hair was long and gray, his eyes strangely bright, and a gold tooth 

twinkled in his open mouth. Also he was wearing sandals, lime green sandals, which 

struck Bill as amusing—oddly effeminate. He gave Dwayne an amused smile. 

“What the hell? Who are you?” 

“Good morning,” Bill said. 

“Where’d you come from?” 
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“From up there.” Bill pointed. “From the great midnight blue. I came down to be 

with your wife. Sorry, your ex-wife.” 

“Be with her? What the hell?” 

“Not hell, old buddy. Quite the opposite. You might call me an angel, an angel come 

down to make love to Sandy, because she’s lonely. You understand lonely, don’t you? I 

bet you do. I bet you are wide open to loneliness, with your dirty feet and your ugly 

tattoos.” 

“I don’t give a goddam what you think. Fella, you’re going back to wherever . . . 

Hey! That’s my T-shirt! You’re wearing my T-shirt!” 

Bill sighed. “I keep telling you, my friend, I am on a mission of love. It’s only 

appropriate that I should wear clothing with which Sandy is familiar, of which she was 

once fond. It adds to the atmosphere, the sexual tension. You getting the picture?” 

Dwayne stared, unblinking, like the porcelain doll that Bill painted all those years 

ago. 

“You don’t look very well,” Bill said. “Your eyes are kind of bugged out. Have you, 

by any chance, been taking Oploxi? If so, you should call your doctor. The medication is 

not for everyone.” 

Dwayne’s voice came slow and deep. “You talk real funny.” 

“You said it, brother. I talk funny and I think funny. I got all the bells and whistles.” 

Dwayne stared a moment longer and then turned. He walked to his truck, which was 

parked next to Sandy’s car. The truck was as badly dented as the car, and peppered with 

rust spots. Dwayne leaned through a window on tip-toe. He came back holding 

something. 
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“You know what this is, you fucking retard?” 

“I can’t see it clearly. I suppose it’s a gun, but I’d assumed a gun would be bigger. Is 

it a gun?” 

“Damn right it’s a gun! And look where it’s pointed. At your fucking heart.” 

There was silence then, a long silence, although it wasn’t really silent as the air was 

filled with the she-she of crickets. 

“Your knob must be miniscule.” 

“Huh?” 

“Well, you don’t have a bulge down there. In fact, there is no there there, to quote a 

phrase. But what of it? I imagine you please the ladies in other ways. You have big 

fingers.” 

“Are you saying I got a small dick?” 

“Exceptionally small.” 

“I’ll kill you, I swear. You shut up now, or I’ll kill you.” 

“With that little gun?” 

“It shoots.” 

“I’m sure it does.” Bill smiled. “Like your little dick.” 

Dwayne’s expression changed, as if he were about to say something serious and 

perhaps a bit sad, just between the two of them. Bill felt the blow for an instant, and then 

he was gone. 

# 

The police let Sandy go after a few hours. An officer drove her home, where people from 

WNTZ were waiting to interview her. They filmed Sandy in the kitchen, still wearing her 
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necklace, and they also filmed the drawing. 

Two days later, Sandy got a call from Dwayne’s uncle. He’d seen the news, he said, 

and he wanted to look at this drawing. He came that afternoon. Here he was, Orin 

Burgdorf, sitting in her kitchen. He was old and terribly thin, but full of talk, except about 

Dwayne. Piece of trash, he said, and good riddance—prison was the right place. His 

interest was the drawing, because he collected local art. How much would she take for it? 

Sandy said she’d never sell it, not for any price, which only seemed to encourage 

Burgdorf. Everything had a selling price, he said, and asked how much she owed on the 

house. Then and there, he wrote her a check. When he left, he forgot the drawing and 

Sandy had to run after him. 

Burgdorf died the following year, and much of his art went to the Natchez Museum. 

A volunteer at the museum, who was helping catalog its collection, chanced on the 

drawing. She liked it so much that she had it framed, at her own expense, which forced 

the museum director to make space for it. Soon afterwards, the museum was modernized. 

The Moose Lodge raised enough money to refurbish the interior and create a gift shop. 

Brass plaques were affixed beneath each exhibit. The plaque beneath the drawing gives 

its title, which is written on the drawing itself: SANDY BY BILL. Below that it says, 

“The only known work by William Braddock.” 

Visitors to the museum often stoop to read the plaque. Some then buy a postcard in 

the gift shop. Some mail the postcard. Where do all these postcards go? They must be 

scattered across the South, and across America. They may be scattered across the world. 


