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EASY TO SAY 

I gave the boy a cigarette on the boat. He took to it right away. He cupped it in his hands 

like an altar boy would hold a candle, afraid it might go out. I’ll say this for him, he finished that 

cigarette like a man. He told me he’d never smoked cigarettes before and I believed him. He 

asked me for another one.   

I felt bad about it later. I could tell he was going to smoke them now for the rest of his 

life, he had acquired a taste for it—just like that.  

We’d been walking along together since I finished eating breakfast. You never know 

what the story is with these local kids. Are they beggars or thieves or what? I made eye contact 

with him as I came out of the breakfast shop and he started after me.  

“I can do any work you need,” he said.  

I shook my head and kept on walking. “I’m on vacation,” I told him. “No work.” But he 

walked with me until I could think of something for him to do. Finally I said, “Okay. You can 

help me look at a boat.” I pointed to the boat rental dock. “What’s your name?” 

“Sammy.”  

I smiled. His tourist name. Easy to say. “I’m Dale,” I said.  

He nodded. “I can do any work you need, Mr. Dale.”  

His hair was long and straight and pure black, all-lights-out black. He wore it like a 

helmet. He was used to the heat, living down here. Otherwise that hair would have been a killer. 

The first thing I do before we leave town when my wife and I come down here is to cut my hair 

as short as I can. All my vacation pictures, you’ll see it. Sammy had big, wet-looking eyes that 

made him seem destitute, orphaned, helpful, starving, ill, whatever was called for. Like some 

alley dogs I see back home, begging around my grocery store in the back until I give them 

butcher trimmings. I figured Sammy was twelve or thirteen years old. He still had a foot or more 

to grow. His muscles hadn’t come in yet but his arms looked wiry and strong. There was 

something twitchy about his arms, like they might turn dangerous, like those alley dogs, they 

turn on each other sometimes for no reason. His clothes had worn through in a number of places, 

with many prior owners. He smelled strongly of body odor and his own piss if you stood too 

close to him.  

I paid for a small sailboat at the boat rental office, and the man walked me out to show it 

to me. An old Potter 19. I looked around. Sammy was gone.  

“What is it, my friend?” the boat rental man asked me. A greasy shine to his face. A 

mustache that gave him an unhelpful air. He wore a white dress shirt with long, dark slacks, 

despite the heat.  

“Nothing. I’d like to check her out. I’ll come back with my wife this afternoon.” 

“Two-day rental,” he said. “You can use the time however you want.”  

Once I was aboard, I saw Sammy slip onto the dock, moving from shadow to shadow, 

then jump onto the boat when the man wasn’t watching.  

“You’re like a spider,” I told him. “Spider-Boy.”  

We looked over the boat, and I gave him his first cigarette. That altar boy thing he did 

with his hands. I don’t smoke myself, but I carry a pack with me and a book of matches. It can 

help you out of a jam at times. I only smoke one now and then, when people are getting on my 

nerves, or when I’ve had too much whiskey, or not enough. When I’m trying to act like myself 

again. Marriage makes you play a role, and sometimes you can’t find your way back to who you 

really are. Or were. I was someone who drank house whiskey and found myself in a lot of jams.  
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“You know how to crew a boat like this?” I asked Sammy. 

“Shore ting,” he said. 

Shore thing. That was funny. Sure thing. “Can you work sails?” I asked him.  

“Shore ting.”  

I waved him off. There was no use talking. Either he could or he couldn’t, and we 

wouldn’t find out until we were out there. Sometimes I trust people for no damn reason, and it 

works out all right. I run a small grocery store in the capital. Fruit and vegetables and meat. 

Mostly local growers. Some of the people I deal with, I tell you, I trust them for no damn reason 

at all, but it works out. More often than not, anyway. My wife’s always on me about it, the 

suppliers I associate with, but then she encourages me too. She’s all over the map when it comes 

to people.  

“Okay, you stay here. I’ll go get my wife and come back,” I told Sammy. I pointed below 

deck. “Take a nap.”  

I stepped off the boat, and he came right along with me, cigarette and all. He was like 

those alley dogs, they make no sound, but they’re right on your leg.  

“You don’t believe me, Sammy?” 

“I believe you.” 

“You’re a funny kid, Sammy.”  

I hailed a taxi on the street and asked for a ride back to the hotel. Taxis cost next to 

nothing down here. The driver was an oversize man in a small car. He saw the boy try to slide in 

with me and stopped him with his big, bare arm.  

“Not you,” he said. 

“It’s okay,” I said. “He’s coming with me.” 

“I don’t want him in the cab.” 

“Why is that?” 

“Out!” He punched at the boy and caught him square in the side of the head, knocking 

him into the street. 

“Hey!” I grabbed the man’s arm with both my hands and didn’t let go. He twisted around 

in his seat and swung at me with his other arm. I ducked, and he caught the top of my head.  

“Get out!” he yelled at me. I crawled out the open door as he landed punches on my back. 

He hit everything square on.  

“Crazy fucker!” I yelled at him. He reached across, pulled the back door closed, and 

drove off. I looked around and saw two other cab drivers watching us. Neither one pulled up to 

give us a ride.  

“Come on, it’s an easy walk,” I told the boy. I looked him over. “You okay?” 

“Yes.” He was holding his ear.  

“Let me see.” I pulled his hair aside. “It’s not bleeding,” I said. It felt hot from the 

impact. 

He nodded and held his ear again. 

“You okay? Shore thing?” I asked. 

“Yes.” 

“I bet it hurts.” 

“No.” 

“Mine hurts. He hit me right here.” I pointed. “Top of my head. What kind of a punch is 

that?” 

The boy smiled. 
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“Crazy,” I said.  

“Mine hurts too,” he said. 

“I bet it does.” 

We walked toward the hotel, which we could see as we went along. It was one of the 

high-rise hotels on the bay. Sammy asked me for that second cigarette and rubbed his ear.  

“That sting’ll wear off,” I told him.  

“You’re a good fighter,” he said. I laughed. He was a funny kid, Sammy.  

. . 

Amelia’s going to be none too pleased about this. About any of it. I talked to myself as I 

walked. We come down here once a year for the beach, but I like to spend my time in town. She 

likes to drink Cokes by the pool and read, where she can go back to the room quickly when she 

gets too hot. She doesn’t like to be outside too long. We can’t really afford these trips, but we 

haven’t admitted that to ourselves yet. There’s a lot we haven’t admitted to ourselves. Mostly I 

shake it off, like a memory I don’t want to think about, but it’s not a memory, it’s the life we’re 

living right now.  

So this year, I got an idea:  I’ll rent a sailboat for the two of us. We can’t afford a sailboat 

rental either, and she hates boats. I don’t know why we do this to each other. I guess it comes to 

that for most married people. My father had owned a sailboat when I was growing up, an old 

wooden 750 built by Dado Katalinić himself. We fixed it up all the time to keep it afloat. My 

mother liked the boat, though; she went out on it all the time with him. They were real dreamers, 

those two. Maybe I have some of that.  

Amelia and I met six years ago. She came with some problems of her own. A lot of 

people get married for the wrong reasons. We got married for Jesus. We both loved Jesus. It kept 

us going at the time. For me it was a phase, though, like giving up meat. I’m back to eating meat. 

She thinks there’s a lot to it, Christianity. I worry this might be our last vacation together. I 

worry that you reach a point and you just aren’t clicking on anything anymore.  

“You know about Jesus?” I asked Sammy. 

“Yes,” he said. 

“You tell my wife you love Jesus, you’ll be all right.”  

We reached the hotel around one o’clock, during the hottest sun of the day. The hotel 

doorman stopped us at the front gate and wouldn’t let the boy in.  

“What’s wrong with the boy?” I asked him. 

“I’m sorry, sir, no entrance for the boy.” 

“Christ.” I looked at Sammy. “What’s the problem here, Sammy?” He looked surprised 

that I would ask him his opinion. 

“No problem,” he said. 

I turned to the doorman. “I don’t see a problem,” I said. “This is Sammy. He’s coming in 

to meet my wife before we go sailing.” 

“I’m sorry, sir.” The doorman made no move to step aside.  

“Are you telling me who my wife can and cannot meet?” I asked him.  

“No, sir.”  

“Then she would like to meet Sammy. Today.” 

“Yes, sir.” At last he moved one leg toward the other, a slight concession, giving us just 

enough room to slip through the gate and into the hotel.  
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“I’ve had enough of this,” I told Sammy. I walked him into a clothing shop off the hotel 

lobby and bought him a clean shirt and a pair of shorts. I left him in his sandals and his bruised-

looking feet.  

The clothes were astoundingly expensive, I thought. Amelia and I had never shopped in 

the hotel stores. Now I knew why. She is going to flip out when she sees this credit card bill, I 

thought, but we’ll be home by then and working hard again. Sammy carried his old clothes out of 

the store in a gold bag that had the name of the boutique written across it in big silver letters. He 

would need his old clothes again, wherever he spent his nights, and he would carry that bag 

around like a trophy.  

Sammy still smelled bad in the elevator. “You get a shower too,” I said.  

We found Amelia in the room when we got there, staying out of the midday heat and 

making herself a sandwich from the groceries we had bought for the week. We ate all our meals 

in the room, except when I went into town for a bite of breakfast or a whiskey at night. Breakfast 

for me was a slice of toast and jam. Amelia was wearing a nice sarong around her waist and a 

bikini top, but she grabbed a shirt when she saw us and put it on. She had legs that went all the 

way up, as they say. Her eyes opened wide, so that she looked surprised all day. It was the way 

she put on her mascara. Those baby blues, I liked to say, although her eyes were green or gray 

most days. There was no saying what color they were really.  

“Sammy, this is my wife, Amelia,” I said. “Sammy’s going to help us with the boat, after 

he takes a shower.”  

I do this. I don’t know why. I have a mean streak, I guess. I try to shock her out of her 

Christian ways. I try to get her to go back to drinking again. We were okay drunks, before Jesus. 

That’s the thing about drinking. You’re on it, you’re off it; the grass is always greener, as they 

say. I’m worried this is our last vacation, and I just want a drink and a cigarette with her 

somewhere.  

Amelia stood like a stone in the kitchen, glaring at me, an angry statue with a half-made 

sandwich on the counter. I walked Sammy into the bathroom to show him how the showerhead 

worked. “These are all a little different,” I told him. Color coded. Lift this. Turn that. I picked up 

a plastic bottle of hotel body wash from the edge of the tub and read the label. Green apple and 

cucumber. Who knew what to use anymore. “Use this like soap,” I told him. “You’ll smell 

sweet, like a tourist.” I left him in there and hoped he knew how to take a shower.  

“What in the heck are you doing, Dale?” Amelia hissed at me like a boiler that had 

sprung a leak. Heck was the strongest word she used nowadays. “Who is that? What boat?” she 

said.  

“We need to live a little,” I told her.  

“What boat?”  

“A sailboat. For the bay.” 

“What in the heck are you doing?” 

She tended to work the same couple of questions until she had all her answers out of me. 

“You’ll have more fun if Sammy helps me with the sails,” I said. I hadn’t thought of that 

before. It was a pretty good angle. “You don’t want to learn about sails for one day,” I said. 

“I want to lie by the pool,” she said.  

“My mom and dad went sailing all the time,” I said.  

She shut down after that and ate her sandwich in a stormy silence, like a badger eating its 

kill, but not the kill it wanted. I sat on the bed and read a magazine.  
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“And that boy!” she finally erupted. I looked over. Her sandwich was gone. “He’s a thief, 

from town, you know that. He’ll steal our wallets, our passports, you’ve seen what those kids are 

like.”  

The bathroom door opened. We’d lost track of time, I guess. Sammy was out of the 

shower and dressed again. His hair wasn’t wet.  

“Thank you for everything,” he told us. “I have been asking Jesus to help me for so long, 

and now he has helped me. I love Jesus so much for this day.”  

He was a pretty smart kid, Sammy. 

. . 

I made Sammy a meat and cheese sandwich and cut it neatly in half with a sharp knife. 

“Both halves. For you,” I said. We waited for the midday heat to pass. I drank a bottle of beer 

from the fridge. I don’t eat much food during the day. It keeps me thin if I stick to drinking. You 

work in a grocery, you get tired of food—the look of it, the smell of it, each thing mixing with 

the next. Amelia thinks it’s odd of me, being around so much food all day but not able to keep an 

extra ten pounds on. She would prefer it if I put on a little weight. It would mean I wasn’t 

drinking.  

“You have a nice room,” Sammy told us. He looked around at nothing in particular. He 

ate quickly, starting a new mouthful before the last one was swallowed.  

“Do you live with your parents?” Amelia asked him.  

“I have a mother,” he said.  

Amelia and I nodded. He didn’t say anything more about her. You could either ask 

Sammy a lot of questions or leave it at that. We looked around the room as if we didn’t know 

what was there, either. There wasn’t much for Sammy to steal, if that was what he wanted to do.  

I stood up. “Let’s go sail our boat,” I said. I was surprised when Amelia said she’d come 

along. To this day, I’m not sure why she made that decision. God works in strange ways, as they 

say.  

Sammy and I enjoyed passing the doorman at the front gate, with Amelia at our side and 

Sammy in his new clothes. It gave the doorman something to think about. We had no trouble 

catching a taxi. The doorman watched us drive off, seeing the world through his unchanging 

eyes. You can’t really ask too much from people.  

“Life seems so hard here,” Amelia said, watching the town go by.  

I said nothing to that, but I nodded. The world is a hard place. It’s always been a hard 

place. In the end you lose everything you have, no matter who you are.  

“You can’t do much about it,” I told her.  

“You can pray,” she said, “like Sammy does.” 

“Shore ting,” he said. 

The cab driver checked us in his rearview mirror and drove on.  

. . 

The boat rental dock was located in the less desirable part of town, at the end of a run-

down boardwalk rotting with age and sea salt. With Amelia along, I had to worry about what she 

thought of things. How she’d take it. She’s the kind of woman who stops traffic, as they say. She 

works for an hour on her hair and makeup every morning. To me, she looks fine either way, but 

there’s no denying that she looks good done up. Turns a few heads, as they say.  
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A blue-and-white-striped awning hung in tatters above the boat rental office window 

where we checked in. Half the cleats along the dock were missing a screw. Gasoline fumes 

fouled the air. We had some trouble with the boat rental man, but he eventually walked us out to 

the dock and wished us a good day on the water. He pointed menacingly at Sammy, trying to run 

him off, and then had a good, deep look down Amelia’s dress as he helped her onto the boat. I 

could tell she wasn’t happy so far.  

I took Sammy to the front of the boat. “You have to learn,” I told him quietly. “The next 

couple of years, you won’t have your small-boy looks anymore, so you have to have good 

clothes and a few cleaned-up friends. You get it?” 

He nodded. No shore thing, though.  

“All right, let’s see if we can sail this,” I told him. I gave him a cigarette and started to 

explain about the sails. Amelia stood up and took the cigarette away from him. She hung there, 

listening to me or seeing to it that Sammy got no more cigarettes.  

“These ropes here, these are called sheets,” I said. “They’re for holding the sails at the 

angle we want.” I checked the small motor on the back of the boat. It had no rope for starting it, 

and no gas in the tank. “It’s all wind power for us today,” I said. Amelia looked worried. I shook 

my head, to reassure her. “One less thing to mess with,” I said.  

I gave Sammy the end of a rope. “All these other ropes we call lines,” I said. “Can you tie 

a bowline?”  

He shook his head. I tied one and showed it to him. “Oh, I tie that.” He picked up another 

line and tied a bowline. He tied a good bowline, he just didn’t know the name of it.  

I showed him a few more things, and we were set to go. I could tell he’d been on 

sailboats. He could handle the lines. He could walk bow to stern, and jump easily to the dock and 

back. Spider-Boy.  

“Where’s the wind?” I asked him. He turned his head back and forth. You can feel it best 

against your ear. He pointed. “Good,” I said. I gave Amelia an encouraging look. “Good,” I said 

again. She was used to my bullshit. She looked like she could use a drink.  

“You’ll be on the tiller,” I told her. I pointed, and Sammy showed her where to sit. “It 

steers the opposite of what you think. That’s the only trick,” I said. She started whispering to 

herself. I knew how her praying went, “Jesus Lord God, please hold us safe in Your arms, bring 

us home alive again in Your name,” that sort of thing. I loved her, really I did, but sometimes 

Jesus showed up and sometimes He didn’t. Sometimes He showed up nowhere near in time to 

help. 

. . 

We ran the mainsail up and got under way with one good scream from Amelia. The wind 

can take a boat from a dock faster than you think. “How do we stop it?” she yelled from her seat 

at the tiller. The wind picks up pretty good down here with the afternoon heat.  

“You sail right into it,” I said. I pointed to where the wind was coming from. Amelia 

didn’t believe me.  

Once we were out in the bay and working the sheets, Sammy and I took our shirts off. I 

saw Amelia put her hand over her mouth, and she gave me an odd look. “Hold her right there,” I 

told Sammy. “Move up to the bow.” I went back and sat with Amelia. “What’s wrong, hon?” 

She nodded toward Sammy. He had deep scarring on his back, worse than any scars I had. One 

shoulder blade was red and shiny and smooth from a large burn scar. One scar along his back 

ribs looked like he’d been opened up for a cleaning. Amelia hung onto my arm and looked away, 
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tearing up over it. She was an easy crier. She wiped her eyes in the wind and whispered to me, 

over my shoulder and into the water, “This is so terrible. We have to do something for him.”  

“We are doing something,” I said.  

“Can’t he work for you at the grocery?” she asked.  

“I got too many people already working for me,” I said. She glared at me like Jesus 

would’ve glared. “He’s got his own mother,” I said. “What’s he going to do, move to the 

capital?” That’s how Amelia was. All over the map about people.  

“I don’t believe he has a mother,” she said.  

I shook my head and went back to Sammy. “Let’s run up the jib,” I said. “That’ll clear 

our heads.”  

The jib doubled our speed and gave us some heel, so we could all properly fear for our 

lives. The boat tipped a good twenty degrees to the side, and Sammy and I hung out over the 

rising edge of the boat with lines for added ballast. We had nothing but ocean beneath us. I could 

tell Amelia was impressed, under her terror. It’s good to see what your men can do when you go 

through your whole life convincing yourself there’s nothing to them.  

Amelia’s hair looked like hell from the wind and the salt water. She would have killed 

me if anyone but Sammy were seeing her this way. We dropped sail and drifted for a while and 

recovered our wits. “Tomorrow we can come out and catch fish,” I told Sammy. “You like to 

catch fish?”  

“Shore ting,” he said.  

“No fishing for me,” Amelia said. We’d been out plenty on small motorboats trying to 

fish the ocean. She was fished out.  

“We need you,” Sammy said. He pointed to the tiller. “You steer good.” We had sailed 

more or less in circles all afternoon, with Amelia gripping the tiller like a life preserver, but I 

appreciated the thought.  

“No fishing,” I said. “We need you, though.”  

Once in a great while I say the right thing, and Amelia’s eyes told me so. She felt her 

matted hair and smiled in spite of it. “I’m a drowned rat,” she said.  

“Only the hard part is left,” I said. “Getting back home.”  

. . 

The other rental boats, the better ones, were still out on the bay, so tying up at the dock 

turned out to be easy. Sammy tied off the stern line while I took the bow, and then he helped 

Amelia to the dock with her bag on her shoulder and her legs unsteady beneath her. Sammy was 

nearly as tall as Amelia and he looked gentlemanly, helping her. 

“Hold it there, boy!” the boat rental man called. He hustled down the dock in our 

direction, a heavyset man, his white shirttails working themselves free on either side as he ran. 

We could feel the dock give as he came toward us.  

“I’ve seen this a thousand times!” he said to us. “These boys rob my customers every 

day.” 

“No, he’s helping us,” Amelia said. She pointed at the boat lines, unsure of how to prove 

it.  

“Check your bag!” the man yelled. “Your bag!” He pointed at Amelia’s shoulder bag 

while his other hand struck out at the boy like a cobra and grabbed him around the neck. 

Sammy’s bare back and arms twisted out of the man’s hold. Just as quickly, Sammy had Amelia 

by the neck with a knife to her throat. He’d pulled it somehow from a pocket in his pants.  
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“Back up!” he yelled at the boat rental man. It happened fast, the way drunks turn violent 

with each other. It was the knife from our hotel room, the one I’d used to cut his sandwich in 

half.  

“Sammy!” I yelled. “No!”  

“Back up!”  

“Okay! Stop it!”  

We were all clear of him except Amelia. “Dale!” she yelled. She reached for me. Then 

she screamed. The knife had cut her. I don’t think Sammy meant to do it, but he cut her, and then 

he had to run. I ran for Amelia while the boat rental man took a few steps after the boy and then 

quit. He would never catch Spider-Boy.  

“Jesus, Lord Jesus,” Amelia said, holding her neck. Blood covered her hands already. I 

looked closer: maybe a vein was nicked, it wasn’t a deep cut, but maybe her jugular.  

“You pray,” I said. I held her face, and I looked into her surprised eyes, and I meant it. 

“You just pray,” I said. “You’re going to be fine.” I used my shirt to stem the bleeding, and we 

got her into a taxi to the hospital.  

She felt like a broken bird in my arms. There is almost no substance to people when 

they’re badly wounded. I’ve seen it before. They evaporate. That’s the feeling I get, anyway, 

trying to keep them with me. The body starts to recede, like a long tide, and out they go, they 

thin right into the spirit. Amelia’s pretty dress was taking wing.  

“You’ll be fine,” I told her. I wasn’t sure. Her face had lost its color and her eyes were 

drifting. Her lips moved along with mine. We were praying in our own words for the same thing 

at last.  

. . 

I stayed on an extra week, visiting Amelia in the hospital and then moving her back into 

the hotel. She was going to be fine, they said. Her jugular vein had needed mending, and she’d 

needed a blood transfusion. How in the world do you sew up a vein? These doctors are really 

something, when you need them. She got some of my blood and some of the hospital’s. She 

didn’t scar well—we knew that from an old knee surgery—but she was going to be fine.  

No one could find Sammy. The police quickly gave up looking for him. A hundred boys 

like Sammy, two hundred, all the same, lived in town. I went down to the boat rental dock for a 

few mornings and waited, as if he’d come by to apologize or explain or something. All I heard 

were the gulls crying out, hungry, behind a cold mist that hung thick over the waterfront until the 

sun tore through it and bled it dry for the afternoon. Sammy had a good head on his shoulders, I 

told myself. He’ll be okay. He’ll figure it out.  

“I’m going to take to wearing scarves,” Amelia told me, back in the hotel room, back in 

bed. “Fabulous scarves.” She waved her arms bravely in the air to make them fabulous. Then she 

clutched the bandage on her neck. It still hurt when she lifted her arms.  

“Let’s go outside and sit by the pool,” I told her.  

We looked at each other more softly then, and I kissed her. It felt good to kiss her again 

and mean it. It felt good to pray again. That was something I didn’t admit to myself very often. 

The hotel had moved us to a larger room when they heard what had happened, and they let us 

stay on for free. They didn’t want us to tell the story of the attack when we returned home to the 

capital. They wanted us to tell the story of our extra free week at the fancy hotel.  

There isn’t much you can do about the world. It’s gotten so crowded. People on top of 

people. How do you make a difference anymore with anyone? All you can do is hang onto the 
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ones within reach. Maybe it’s only one person. You take care of one person, and you’ve done all 

you can do. You go and have a whiskey if that helps.  

“The boat rental man came by while you were asleep,” I told Amelia. “He returned your 

bag.” I pointed to the chair in the corner. “Everything’s in it.”  

 


