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That carrying a concealed firearm across state borders 
is a federal offense only occurred to Pop after we 

were home. His epiphany came at the dinner table in Ma’s 
halfway house where we were eating on the day Pop and 
me got back from Arizona because my parents are still 
peaceable enough to make it through cheeseburgers for 
their youngest daughter’s sake. Ma was in baggy black 
sweatpants and a loose beige sweatshirt and her hands 
were shaking. She saw me looking and smiled a little as 
she took a bite of her cheeseburger and then asked about 
her firstborn.

Just inside the border of New Mexico and Arizona, on the 
New Mexico side, Pop pulled the red truck off onto the 
shoulder, cut the engine and said, “Nina, you’re going to 
learn to shoot today.” His ocher eyes were focused when 
he said it, but still smiling a little like they always were 
when focused on his children. He hadn’t shaved since 
Des Moines and was clad in the same jeans and boots 
and work-stained Carhartt he wore when we left Illinois 
a week earlier.

Outside the winter was receding now, hardly the 
bitter omnipresence it had been back in the Midwest—
back on the I-80 as web-lined across Nebraska and then 
down toward Denver.

“Now?” I asked my father. “Here?”
Pop was already unzipping the nylon carrying case 

and removing his silver 9mm pistol. He slid out the 
clip and examined it. I gathered from the bronze round 
peeking out the top end that the gun was loaded. He 
seemed to make the same conclusion and loaded the clip 
back into the handle of the pistol, locking it into place 
with a click.

“Here.”
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“What though?”
He didn’t answer but looked at me and shrugged. I 

reached down to the cluttered floorboard and fished out 
two beer cans, one full, one empty, and held them up. Pop 
nodded and motioned for me to get out.

Ten feet was all that separated the passenger door 
from a low fence strung with barbwire to keep the grazing 
cattle in. Pop stepped down and pulled up to make space 
for me to pass through before following me out into the 
field. It was someone’s acreage and I felt a pang of worry 
about proprietorship and trespassing because, despite it 
all, Ma and Pop did insist on certain things from my sister 
and me. There was a huddle of cows a few hundred yards 
off and then mountains like the Sierras in California but 
much smaller and without snow.

“They won’t hear it,” said Pop, handing me the pistol 
handle first. I traded him the beer cans and he jogged into 
the field, away from the road and the red truck and his 
second daughter, and placed them on a lonesome rock 
some twenty feet away. I held the gun at my side and 
fingered the trigger as he walked back toward me, a chill 
breeze not far behind.

In Tempe we helped Sonja move into her dormitory at 
State. She was a Sun Devil now. Afterward, we went to 
breakfast and she looked eager to see us off and get back 
to the excitement of living alone without parents to say 
boo, though for her it wasn’t quite the first time. Pop was 
subdued. He sipped his coffee and talked about how it all 
happens so fast. “I mean damn, Sonja, Nina won’t be far 
behind you. What a trip.”

“How’s Ma now?” asked Sonja. She looked at me and 
then back at Pop.

“Ma’s fine. We go see her every week. Out in eight 
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or so. We’ll pass along your regards when we get back 
to Illinois, tell her you’ve chosen beer bongs and surfer 
dudes as your course of study.”

“Yeah okay,” said Sonja.
My sister hugged me in the parking lot and told me 

to take care of myself and to listen to dad. Pop told his 
daughter he was proud of her. He looked Sonja in the eye 
and held her by the shoulders and told her to do well and 
to try to do the right things. “I know you will.”

And my sister said, “Okay Pop.” 
And Pop said, “Hey,” and shook his daughter a bit. 

“Hey. Somewhere deep down your Ma is proud too. I 
think the fog’s finally lifting, and when it does, I’ll drag 
her out here to see you.”

Sonja looked at me and then back at Pop and smiled 
and said she knew.

“Our daughter is fine, Sam.”
“What will she study? I guess I haven’t talked to her in 

almost two months.”
“It’s okay, Sam. We’ll get there. I told her not to decide 

yet. That she has time.”
“Good. That’s good advice. And you, Nina? Are you 

well my sweet?”
“Yes, Ma.”
“School okay?” 
“It’s okay, yeah.”
Her tear-filled eyes locked with mine and her hand 

shook as she reached for her cheeseburger.
“How long was the drive?”
“Two days because we stopped at the motels like I like 

to do,” said Pop. “Remember?”
Ma was quiet now and looking away.
“Iowa, Nebraska, Colorado, and New Mexico there. 
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New Mexico, Texas panhandle, Oklahoma, and Missouri 
on the way back.”

“Texas?” Ma looked up from her meal. “I saw 
on television how those inmates escaped from the 
penitentiary there.”

Pop nodded and said, “I was prepared, Sam. In fact 
we stopped outside Gallup and I taught Nina to shoot. 
She’s a fine shot. Picked it up right away.”

“Did you wear earplugs, honey?”
“No.” 
“She didn’t much need them. Nothing seemed to faze 

her. Direct hit on the first try. Right in the gut.”
Ma looked out the window and her eyes were wet 

again. She looked back at me and smiled that smile only 
mothers know and said, “That’s good. That’s very good, 
Nina. I’m glad you learned to shoot.”

Pop gave me his glasses to wear and then instructed me 
to keep the pistol aimed away from anything with a pulse.

“Okay, honeybee. Aim the gun down at the ground 
and pull that slide back to load a round.” I struggled with 
it and then I pulled it tougher and it clicked and Pop said 
it was good.

“Now. Legs apart like this, a little wider than your 
shoulders. Left foot forward and face your target. There. 
Flip the safety off. See it? Okay. Gun up. Left hand cradles 
the right in the palm. Like this, see? Perfect. You have it. 
Ready then?” 

I closed one eye and sighted the beer cans downrange.
“Pick your target now, the empty or the full one. Align 

it with the rear and front sights. See how you can center 
the front pillar between the rear ones?”

“Yes. I think I have it.”
I moved my aim to the full can, full and bulging there 
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like a fat ugly silver blue monolith, hard on the outside 
but fragile and easily disemboweled. I wanted to make it 
explode. I wanted to pierce its steely belly right at the base 
and watch it lift off into the blue New Mexico sky, up past 
the clouds and out into lunar orbit. I wanted to make it 
disappear.

“Now. Finger on the trigger. Deep breath and hold it 
for a count. Then, slowly release as you fire.”

I drew a deep breath. I exhaled the cool air and 
focused on the can. I fingered the trigger and held my 
position and kept exhaling and finally, when there was no 
field and no cattle and no New Mexico and no Pop and no 
Ma and no Sonja and no red truck and no thirty-six hours 
home, no winter and no spring on the way, I squeezed it 
down and let one slip like a whaler’s harpoon, watched 
the bullet penetrate deep into the heart of the towering 
aluminum torment standing twenty feet away, standing 
there and facing me and baring its jagge
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