
The Sacred Cave 
(excerpt from a story) 

 
 Under bright blue skies and a canopy of thick soft maples Jamie Barrett felt his 
seventeen year old’s blood pressure rise. His heart raced and his skull throbbed, his jaw 
dropped out of line and jutted sideways, and his brain was innocent of words and imagery 
as he trained all his concentration on his fingers and the key they were locked onto. 
 All he wanted to do was to get this truck going and get to the funeral home as fast 
as he could. He had to get to the funeral home and pay his respects to a body called 
Lorettia something, strange spelling he thought, and then get back here and return the 
keys to Jodine and then catch a bus to the gym downtown so that he could get his 
physical exam so that he’d be eligible for the first football practice later that afternoon. 
That’s all. Get to the gym and let some doctor press his balls up into his stomach and tell 
him to cough and then look up his asshole and finally pronounce him fit to go out and 
break some other guy’s bones on the practice field, if not today then sooner or later, if not 
in practice then in a game. And he’d do it too, God damn it, padding or no padding, iron 
bars across the face or no iron bars, he’s aim for the shins or the arms or knock the helmet 
off some poor skinny defender and ram his shoulder into the sucker’s jaw, he would. But 
first he had to get this truck goin so he could get to the funeral home. 
 The problem was, this truck had a mind of its own. And this mind that it had was 
pretty twisted, pretty sick. It seemed to be playing a game with him, and he’d never 
encountered this kind of game before,  this game of make a complete jackass out of the 
driver, not even as an eyewitness to his friends’ fumbling control of their cars wagons 
trucks or whatever. Every time he turned the key in the ignition the truck would lurch 
forward with an abrupt squeal and stall dead. He’d turn the key again and it would lurch-
squeal and stall. He was going crazy and he was cursing and he had a sudden and fleeting 
impulse to cry. The last time he’d tried to start the thing, it jumped into the little red 
Corvair parked in front of him – not hard, he didn’t think it did any damage, but he was 
concerned that the next flounce would dent or break some steel on the rear panel or 
bumper of the fragile subcompact only inches away now. About the heavy front bumper 
on Jodine’s ten year old truck he was confidently unconcerned.  
 .  .  .  .  . 
 He felt whipped and he thought for a lingering moment of running back around 
the block to Baby Pie’s, the fastfood restaurant he and Jodine worked at, and beseeching 
her to come out and show him what he had to do to get this old thing going, this old heap 
of metal shit, this goddamn pile of rust and tin. A strong urge nearly forced him to open 
the door and leap out and start tearing down the street as though toward an endzone, but 
instead of doing that he sat back and pictured Jodine, all perky eyes and toothy smile and 
faded old freckles, and he pictured the other workers gathering around the two of them 
during this slow time of the day following the lunchtime rush to listen to his pleas for 
automotive help, and he collected himself. Without even saying No to himself, no, he 
would not embarrass himself, no, he would take care of this thing himself. He decided to 
pray. 
 Please dear Jesus, please let this work. Please help me get this thing started. Oh 
please, dear Lord. 



  .  .  .  .  .   
 He thought [again] of Jodine and how she’d laugh at him. I thought you said you 
knew how to handle a car, she’d smirk goodnaturedly. Jesus, you should have offered 
condolences all the way around and prayed three rosaries or whatever it is and been back 
by now. He liked Jodine, her thick red hair and blotchy freckles and her cool gray eyes, 
cool and a bit dull. She was a recovering heroin addict he’d heard from Cal, the shift 
manager. She was a smack whore. You know what that is, don’t you, Cal said to him. Of 
course I do, he answered. Damn right. Musta been rough, he said in his streetwise 
monotone. Of course he didn’t know what a smack whore was, thought only that the 
epithet applied to a female who sold herself to her drug, what did they call it in English 
class? A metaphor, yes, he was getting good at that, using school terms in real life, that’s 
why he was getting A’s in English, he knew how to use terms like metaphor and 
synecdoche and the rest. But she was goodlooking, heroin addiction and all, even with 
those gray eyes too cool and dull for him to read. And she had even gone so far as to 
offer the use of her truck to him when he said he had to make a stop at a funeral home 
across town and didn’t know how he’d get there. 
 Someone you know? drawled Cal, a large man with a nose that seemed to have 
stopped growing at the age of five, slapping bills down on the counter next to the till as 
he counted the lunchtime receipts.  
 Hell no, Jamie-boy goes to funeral homes all the time to see corpses he don’t 
know, Jodine replied before Jamie could formulate his own comeback. I bet you keep 
track of every one you’ve ever sniffed, don’t you Jamie. 
 Sniffed? he said. He glared at her as she turned to scrape the dried black grease 
from the grill. She got him again. She always got him, seemed to always utter some little 
innocuous word or phrase ripe with a wonderfully sordid innuendo whose mere prickle 
never failed to knock him off balance. Sniffed? he repeated, this time with a tone of 
feigned incredulity, as if Jodine were the naïf and he the earthy man of the world. You’ve 
got the sense wrong, he said. I don’t sniff, I lick ‘em. 
 He was learning, he thought. Just got to be a little faster, a little quicker. And just 
got to get over that dumbass little boy look whenever she or Cal throws something like 
sniffed at him. Sniff, that was good, he thought. But hey, so was lick. 
 .  .  .  .  . 
 Jamie Barrett lived close enough to Lake Michigan to spend weekend nights there 
with his friends drinking a couple of beers supplied by his father and sleeping on the 
beach amid marrum and sand reed and waking earlier than his friends and watching the 
black water in silence and sometimes at the first breezeless grays of the sky he’d see mist 
rising from the smoothly lapping water, rays of mist rising like innumerable streaming 
arms and gathering in a dense and serried multitude and he’d watch that multitude’s soft 
advance on him, its softness hushing him into a gentle and mindless complaisance until it 
finally enveloped him entirely in a dimness tight and unyielding as a body bag, and he’d 
feel the way he felt now in this sudden letdown at the wheel of an old moldy stickshifted 
pickup truck, and his spirit would reel off images and sounds like those emerging from 
his oblivion now. . .  
 You know, I can run as fast as you can. It’s Braid talking to him, looking cocky. 
Looking at her, cockier, smiling, No you can’t. I don’t think so. 



 Braid cocks her head, wavy auburn hair, naked ear on the upside, tiny red stone 
glistening on its lobe. Smooth jawline. You don’t have any idea how fast I am. I’m the 
fastest girl in my school, I get first place in nearly all my league races, and I can beat 
almost all the boys in ninth grade. 
 You can’t beat me though. 
 Ha! She wore a blush of lipstick. Her teeth looked wet. He knew he wouldn’t be 
able to beat her in a footrace now, at this instant. He was too weak. He couldn’t even 
reply, he merely smiled at her stupidly. 
 See? You know, don’t you. She picked a handful of grass and tossed it at him. He 
retrieved some of the bright blades and put them in his mouth, widened his eyes and 
raised his brows as if tasting a sweet new fruit. She laughed, picked more grass and flung 
it this time, he ducked, received it in his hair. Ah Braid, you want a race, don’t you. 
 She sprang up, left him gazing at the grass matted by her rump and legs. He raised 
his eyes, let them linger on her sneakered foot, her smooth bare leg, he wished his gullet 
were a knee length sock surrounding that leg. He tilted his head and her face against the 
backdrop of the park conservatory’s opaque glass glistened impishly, her green eyes 
playfully tense, inviting, she extended her arms to him, her fingers long and thin. Come 
on, I’ll help you up. I’ll race you to the fountain. He grasped her hands, worried that 
they’d break, but she pulled and he felt her strength. 
 You know, I win all my league races, and I can beat ALL the boys in my class. 
Girls too. 
 But I’m not in your class. I’m not even in your league. She clenched her hands 
and thrust them against the sides of her waist, she grinned, the tip of her tongue appeared 
between her teeth and covered her lower lip. In fact, if you really want to know, I’m in a 
league of my own. 
 He faced her against the conservatory backdrop, pictured the two of them in there 
last year among the ferns whose names he did not know then, at thirteen felt their first 
kiss in the greenhouse’s wet heat. We haven’t seen each other in a year and you want to 
have a race? he said. You want a race and then when I leave you in my dust you’ll sulk 
and feel bad the rest of the day? Prettily cocked head, half closed eyes, lips hidden 
between her teeth. Then: You’re really afraid I’ll beat you, aren’t you. 
 He let her get the better start and then had to run hard to catch her saying nothing 
as he passed her, “willowy,” that’s the word he had come up with after rummaging 
through his thesaurus and dictionary back home and at school during the agonizing 
months since he had seen her last, “willowy,” that’s her, willowy, but how can a willowy 
girl run that fast? Between the colorful flowerbeds across the great lawn they ran and he 
heard her exertion, she was hanging on his speed, right there. right on his heels, he 
skewed his head stretched his eyes sneaking a look, her face grim and drawn on her neck 
taut, eyes two sharp trajectiles aiming past him toward that fountain ahead, should I let 
her beat me, he thought. No. He pushed harder but she stayed with him, he touched the 
fountain first, the dark bronze figures of naked laughing boys holding fast long squirming 
pike spitting clear streams of water into the basin, Braid pulled up only a few steps 
behind sweat glistening on her forehead and dipped her hands into the swashing water 
and threw it on her face gasping and he stood hands on his knees watching her and loving 
her.  
 .  .  .  .  . 
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