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Targets

A man named Hugh Day and his girlfriend Chelsea Vermont sat on a checkerboard
blanket on a hill. About four hundred other people sat on this same hill. At the bottom there was
a stage and some rows of chairs filled with more people. Hugh Day and Chelsea Vermont arrived
an hour early so they could find the perfect spot for a picnic. The show would be starting in thirty
minutes. Hugh and Chelsea brought chips, ham-and-cheese sandwiches, cantaloupe, and Diet
Pepsi. “Everyone al/ways packs supper when they come /here,” Chelsea said the day before.
They’d gone to the supermarket with their coupons and bought all the necessary foods.

Chelsea Vermont is thirty years old; likes to make crafts. She has a job planting shrubs at
the zoo. She knows all about shrubs, all the different names, all their shapes and sizes. Chelsea
shares a townhouse in an average neighborhood with Hugh Day, but she makes their yard look
better than anyone else’s on the block. She curls her hair in the morning, making her bangs
perfectly round. She is five feet tall and has smirky lips smeared with pink lipstick. Today she’s
wearing tight jeans that taper at the ankles along with a white sweater with a picture of a teddy
bear sewn-on the front.

Hugh Day is fifty years old; a man who dyes his hair brown, but it always comes out
blotchy. The top of his head looks like a portal to somewhere else because there’s a shiny bald
spot in the middle. Every day he feels the top of his head to see if the portal has grown larger.
Then he gently combs his hair over to cover it up. Sometimes he forgets to comb his hair in the
morning and his co-workers pretend not to notice. Chelsea doesn’t say anything either because
she’s afraid of hurting his feelings. Hugh is colorblind and usually wears mismatched
socks. Today he is wearing a plaid shirt tucked into his high waisted jeans along with his
favorite jacket. It’s bright red with his name ‘Hugh Day’ written in black cursive above the upper
right hand pocket.

It was a cool evening; cloudless and clear.



“I picked the perfect night to come, huh?” Hugh said.

“Sure did, honey—not a cloud in the sky.”

“Just look at all these people.”

“It’s a crowd all right.”

“I was smart to order the tickets so long ago, huh?”

“Sure was, honey—even got a discount.”

Hugh smiled at the couple on the checkerboard blanket beside theirs.
“Don’t you think it’s time we started eating?”” Chelsea said.

“Well, if you’re hungry, honey, go ahead.”

Chelsea opened the cooler to find a package of cookies with a note inside. “Now, Hugh,”
she said, surprised. “What’s this?”

“I picked up some cookies at the supermarket when you weren’t looking,” he said. “I
know you like them.”

“Aw, Hugh, that’s so sweet.” She stuffed one of the cookies into her mouth. “And what’s
this?”

“A little poem I wrote. I’ll read it to you.” Hugh took it from her hands as she ate another
cookie. He read it very slowly saying:

The moment you 're born you 're dying.
The clock starts ticking

And the Grim Reaper ...

The Grim Reaper

He starts keeping your time

The day you 're born.

He’s like an hourglass

That has been turned over

And the sands of time

Start running out.

Hugh put down the poem feeling proud, and Chelsea gave a little smile. “Now, Hugh,
that wasn’t a poem,” she said.

“Sure it is, honey.” He took a cookie from the bag. “Why wouldn’t it be?”



“Well, I don’t know,” she said. Her chin tripled as she leaned over for a sip of Diet Pepsi.
“Sure it is, honey,” he repeated. “Sure it is.” Hugh ate another cookie.

“You’re going to get a stomachache, Hugh—eating all those cookies. You should have a
sandwich.” Chelsea handed him one from the cooler. Hugh paused and looked at her. He had a
vision of his mother. ““You have to eat everything off your plate,” his mother used to say. Hugh
remembered how his younger brother Alec would leave a little bit of everything on his plate.
Hugh never did that.

Hugh was left alone sitting in the family room watching cartoons the day his mother and
father brought Alec home as a newborn baby. He was often left alone. His father went on secret
trips, and his mother disappeared into her studio to paint without telling him. Every day after
school he prayed to God that there might be a parent at home to keep him company. He was
lucky if that happened twice a month and when it did, his mother would say she was tired and
would take a nap. She would wake up to make dinner or more likely, microwave leftovers. “You
have to eat everything off your plate,” said his mother.

His mother had black hair that she wore up in a bun. Men found her attractive and she
used that to her advantage. Her smile fooled them. It often fooled Hugh.

When his parents returned from the hospital with Alec, Hugh could hear the rustles and
whispers of his parents carrying all the new baby equipment. Then he heard the baby whimper.
He already hated baby Alec. Hugh curled up on the couch and pretended he was a ghost.

“Hugh, you have a new brother,” his mother said.

Hugh continued watching television without acknowledging his parents. He didn’t
understand why they had another child since they didn’t want him.

“Hugh,” his mother raised her voice. “We’re talking to you.”

His father turned off the television. Hugh got up and went to his room and cried. He
could hear his parents talking in the kitchen.

“I don’t know what came over him,” he overheard his mother say.

Hugh'’s tears stopped, and he went numb. He was six years old. He only cried twice the
rest of his life; once when his high school sweetheart broke his heart, and once when his father
died.

Alec attempted suicide five times before his parents decided it would be a good idea if he
got help. They never mentioned this to any of the other family members or friends. He saw a
psychologist four times a week—Mondays, Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays. His parents



complained about the money. Alec told the doctor that he’d asked for some paints on his
birthday, but all he got was a ten-dollar gift certificate to Staples. He told the doctor that he loved
to paint but his mother would never show him her studio. He told the doctor that his brother
ignored him unless they were out back shooting at targets near a row of shrubs. He told the
doctor that his mother often took naps, especially when he asked her to help him with his
homework. He told the doctor he was ugly. He told the doctor that he sometimes thought about
killing his parents and that’s what kept him from successfully killing himself. The doctor told his
parents that he was nuts, so his family sent him to a mental institution.

Hugh was relieved when his brother went away; Alec had been getting too much
attention. Nobody visited Alec for six months.

Alec called home, and Hugh picked up the phone. “Hugh?”

“Yes? Who’s speaking?”’

“It’s your brother, Alec.”

“Oh.” Hugh paused. “How are you doing?”” Hugh was almost nineteen now.
“Fine...what are you guys up to?”

“Not much.” Another pause. Hugh was looking in the refrigerator for something to eat.
“Do you think you guys have time to visit me?”

“I don’t know. I’d have to check with Mom.”

“The doctors tell me that I’'m almost ready to leave.”

“That’s good.” Hugh shut the refrigerator. “Well, I have to go now. I have to work on
some stuff.”

“Okay...well...bye.”
“Bye.” They hung up.

After some time passed, the doctor told Alec’s parents that he was ready to come
home. The doctor told Alec his mother and father would be there at six o’clock to pick him up.
Alec sat on top of his bags waiting across the street from an empty parking lot. His parents
arrived at eight o’clock. His mother gave him that fooling smile and took his hand. “How are
you?” she asked.

“Where’s Dad?” Alec said.

“He couldn’t make it. Business trip,” his mother said.



The car ride home was quiet.

The next day, Hugh asked Alec to go target shooting. They gathered the guns and went
into the backyard. It was a cool day; cloudless and clear. Before long they ran out of bullets, and
Hugh went back to the house while Alec waited in the grass.

“Mom, we’re out of bullets,” Hugh said. The kitchen smelled of burnt vegetables.

“No more bullets?” she said. “I’ll drive to town and get you boys more.”

Hugh watched her drive down the long gravel driveway in her white station wagon and
headed back to sit with Alec.

“Where’d Mom go?” Alec picked at the grass.

“She’s going into town to get more bullets. There weren’t any in the house.”
“Mom went into town to get bullets?”

“Yeah.”

Both of them were quiet after that. Alec continued playing with the grass. A while later,
they heard the white station wagon shuffling up the driveway.

“There’s Mom,” Hugh said, getting up. “I’ll be right back.” He ran toward the house as
Alec leaned back in the grass staring at the sun. He stared at the sun until his eyes started to
water.

“What are you doing, Alec?” Hugh said when he returned. “You’re going to blind
yourself.” Alec rubbed his eyes and looked at the shadow cutting across the back of the house.
Their mom waved from the back door window. Alec looked at the targets. They seemed to be
moving in circles like wheels, dancing; circles, dancing. Alec picked up the gun.

Hugh handed him some bullets and Alec loaded the gun. The brothers walked farther
away from the house, toward the chain link fence. The sun gleamed down. Hugh took the first

shot and Alec followed. After four shots, Alec put the gun to his right temple and pulled the
trigger. Hugh dropped his gun as Alec fell to the ground, and the grass was dyed red.

*
Hugh Day took the ham and cheese sandwich from Chelsea Vermont’s hand.
“Are you okay, honey?” she asked.

“Yes.” He took a bite of the sandwich. “This is really good, have you tried one yet?”



“Hugh,” she laughed. “I already ate one.”

The sun had set and the sky was much darker than when they arrived. Hugh Day and
Chelsea Vermont sat on the checkerboard blanket finishing their supper. They looked down the
hill at the silhouettes of overgrown shrubs around the empty stage. Even at dusk, Chelsea could
tell that the shrubs needed to be sheared.
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