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I had found a small café with cracked yellow walls on a back street in Marfa TX. I could 

tell a laundromat had been ripped from there and a coffee machine and tables were 

thrown in. The windows had been painted over and then scraped clean with a razor 

blade. One had a crack in it. It was a café in the literal sense. Only hot coffee was 

served, despite the heat and lack of air conditioning. All the morning muffins were gone, 

and a fly landed occasionally on the remaining crumbs. This served as a gauge that 

measured the early afternoon doldrums. Somewhere all the locals who gobbled up the 

pastries were now eating lunch from a bag. I wasn’t sure where they were stooped. 

They must have crawled into the many cracks of the stucco walls all around town. They 
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were like lizards hiding; nowhere else they could possibly be, but they weren’t here. I 

had the place all to myself. The only sign of mammal life was a barista crouching behind 

the counter and texting. She occasionally popped her head up as if a bank robbery was 

in progress.  

A flash of light punched me, and a bell jingled above the screen door. It was a 

two second rapture, biblical, but then the devil stumbled in. Not quite the anti-Christ, but 

definitely the anti-quiet. He wore sandals that had detached straps on the left foot, 

causing him to walk with a snapping gait, and his feet were covered in ancient roadside 

dust. I could hear his dry heels grinding like sandpaper. He fell down into a chair and 

huffed out a breath. The barista rose from behind the counter like a nervous hostage, as 

if her natural instinct had spotted a predator. He wiped his forehead with a napkin and 

told her to relax, that he was just here to cool off. She brought him a glass of water, then 

sank behind the counter again as if a basement elevator were there. I pretended to be a 

poster on a wall, or some other item of décor that was un-conversational, camouflaged 

among an assortment of business cards, books, magazines, and Cards Against 

Humanity cards that were scattered and nobody bothered to pick up. I was in a prime 

spot to watch this creature. It was as if a water buffalo had just walked in, snorting, with 

a cowbell that had lost its clapper, and I was peeking from behind a thicket of hip 

Marfan culture. 

“Women,” he said out loud to himself. His voice groaned like gravel, so he took a 

sip of water and gasped for air after. The cup was small, but he continued to pour what 

seemed like liters of water down his throat. 



Last Name / Title / 3 

The water buffalo had lumbered from its path. He was round but not overweight, 

with jeans and an embroidered shirt, unbuttoned over a white tank top that held in a gut 

that pushed out from under bony ribs. It all looked new except for the sweat and dust. 

He had no hat, but his oily hair was pressed against his head as if a hat had been there 

within the last few hours. He kicked off his flip-flops and rubbed his feet together to 

brush off the grit. 

“She took my damn boots. My favorite boots.” 

His eyes rolled open, as if some speedy hydrolysis had taken effect, and rushed the 

water to his eyes. He blinked several times and noticed my eyes shifting sideways at 

him.  

“There. You see that! What kind of woman takes a man’s boots?” 

“Were they expensive?” I said, unsure as to why I was calling out to the beast 

from my safe vantage. 

“Expensive? No, but they were priceless. Handmade in Juarez by a Mexican wife 

whose gringo husband claimed he made them and spent the money on cervesas and 

loose women. But they were nicer than any Ariat boots, that’s for sure. The gringo had 

broken them in for me. He had been wearing them for a year before he sold them to me 

for fifteen American dollars. They fit like an old glove.” 

“Where are they now?” 

“She took them. I told you. Now, thanks to these beach bum flip-flops I have 

blisters between my big toe and whatever you call that toe next to it.” 

“The long toe,” I said. 

“What?” 
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“The long toe. The toe next to the big toe. It’s called the long toe.” 

“Well, ain’t that fancy?” He poured more water down his throat from the endless 

cup. 

“Why did she take your boots?” 

“It’s a long story, and you ain’t got the time for it.” 

“I understand. It’s none of my business.” 

I grabbed a magazine and opened it to any page. It was soon interesting: an 

article about how the Norwegians over-fished the North Sea in the fifth century and how 

it will affect climate change over the next one hundred years, or something like that. The 

place was quiet, except for the sound of the heat, the huffing of the water buffalo, and a 

single bird song coming from atop an agave plant outside with a twenty foot tall quiote 

sprouting up from the middle of it, like a giant radioactive asparagus from a 1950s sci-fi 

monster movie. I had noticed a small yellow-breasted bird with a gray head at the tip 

when I walked in. It was singing as if it had to warn the other side of Texas that the Red 

Coats are coming all the way from Boston. I had seen the same type of bird yesterday 

in the Chihuahuan desert during a hike. It was singing in a lone Cottonwood tree. Its 

gray head was hard to see against the desert horizon, but its yellow breast heaved like 

a small bellows. On my way back from my hike, I saw the same type of bird, dead and 

tagged for research, in a plastic pan in the back of an all-terrain four-wheel vehicle. After 

a quick search on my phone, I found out it was a Western Kingbird. They mate 

monogamously and the duo defends its territory.  

“Somebody tell that fucking bird to shut up,” the man said, with his brow in his 

palm, “It’s giving me a headache.” 
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I settled into my magazine article. The smell of coffee was dissipating because 

no coffee was presently brewing. With the screen doors open, the perfume of desert 

flowers had found their way inside. They smelled like saltwater taffy that had been 

stored in a peppermint candy jar. As the breeze shifted, I could tell the color of the 

flowers just from the subtle change of scent. The colors seemed to glow within the 

place, from purple to yellow to orange and red. 

“Anyway, my wife kicked me out. Said I was cheating on her.” 

I remained silent. His head bobbled as he contemplated the situation. 

“It ain’t cheating,” he explained, “It’s just normal human behavior that doesn’t 

match with the unreasonable expectations of society. It’s against our nature.” 

“What would a water buffalo do?” I said. 

“A water buffalo? Exactly! See, nature doesn’t play by our rules.” 

It was a rhetorical question. I searched my phone to learn about the mating 

behaviors of water buffalo. Aside from rolling around in mud to cool off, I also learned 

that the males can be aggressive in their pursuit of females, and once they mate, they 

immediately search for another female, and another, and so on. 

“So you cheated on her and…” 

“It wasn’t cheating. It was nature. I already told you that.” 

“Okay, you performed a miracle of nature with another woman and your wife 

kicked you out and took your boots, correct?” 

“No, no. You’ve got it all wrong. My wife didn’t take my boots. If my wife took my 

boots she would have thrown them back at me, like she did with the dishes and my golf 

trophies.” 
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“Then who took them?” 

“A girl, last night, from my motel room.” 

“A girl?” 

“Yeah. A girl.” 

“A prostitute?” 

“No. I wouldn’t call her that. Just a girl who needed some money and a place to 

stay, that’s all.” 

“What size?” 

“She was petite.” 

“No, I mean the boots. What size were the boots?” 

“Why do you ask? You seen ‘em around?” 

“No. I saw some nice size twelves in the shop on the corner.” 

“They were size eleven. She was about five feet tall. Brown eyes. Brown hair. 

Smelled like dust, but in a good way. Said she was from Idaho. Everything my wife 

isn’t.” 

“But a thief.” 

“Yeah, and a prostitute.” 

“I thought you said she wasn’t a prostitute. You said she was just a girl who 

needed some money.” 

“Same thing.” 

He drank more water. I perused more lines of my magazine. I found no answers 

to my questions in it. 

“Why did you cheat on her?” I said, hoping to dig an entertaining story out of him. 
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“I told you. Nature.” 

The man stood up and leaned his way out the screen door, leaving his flip flops 

there in a dusty ray of afternoon sunlight. The Western Kingbird stopped singing. 

 

An hour later the screen door eased open, so gently that the bell barely jingled. A 

girl walked in, about five feet tall with beautiful brown hair. She was wearing a long 

beige tank top shirt over cutoff jeans and leather strapped sandals. Turquoise bracelets 

jingled around her thin wrists. She ordered a coffee and looked back at me and smiled. 

She looked at my shoes and told the barista she would be right back. A minute later she 

returned clutching a pair of brown reptile-skinned boots, with the scales curling at the 

leathery folds. 

“Excuse me, sir,” she said, “Would you like a pair of boots? They look like they 

are about your size.” 

“No, thanks.” 

She set them down next to the flip-flops in the ray of sunlight and sat down. She 

sipped her coffee, cupped with both hands, and smelled it between each sip while 

studying the walls. 

“What size are the boots?” I asked. 

“I don’t know. Wanna try them on?” 

“Looks like about size eleven.” 

“They are too big for me, so I thought you might want them.” 

“No. I don’t have any cash on me.” 
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“I don’t want any money for them. I was going to give them to my brother in 

Montana, but I figured I would offer them to you, since I’m not heading to Montana until 

Christmas.” 

“Tell me, where did you get them?” 

“I found them on the side of the road.” 

“Do you know whose they were?” 

“No. Somebody just left them there. I looked around, but I didn’t see anybody. My 

name is Jill, by the way.” 

“Hello Jill.” 

The Western Kingbird had returned to its perch and announced his presence with 

all its glory. 

 

The next morning I was having breakfast at a patio table outside an old house 

that served Huevos Rancheros out the back door. The sky was pure blue with no 

clouds, but the air was still chilly from the night. Violet petals from a flowery tree over 

me rained down into my meal, and I ate a few. They tasted like wild blueberries. The 

man from yesterday, the slow water buffalo, entered. He seemed refreshed, as if he 

bounced back from life’s drama quickly. He was freshly showered with a gold watch and 

golf attire: an orange pullover with a white collar and white shorts. I tried to admire his 

resilience, but then I thought it must be an attribute of selfishness to be able to adjust to 

whichever way the wind blows so quickly. 

“Hey man,” he said to me, “You’re the fellow from yesterday. The one reading the 

magazines. I’m the infidel. Remember me?” 
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He referred to himself as an infidel, as if it was the equivalent of being a world 

famous golf champion. 

“Yes, I remember. Nature,” I said, with a mouthful of pinto beans and rice, “Did 

you sort things out with your wife?” 

“I tried, but she confessed that she had been cheating on me.” 

“But you said that it’s just nature, that the rues of society don’t fit our natural 

tendencies.” 

“Oh, no way. I ain’t going back to some cheating woman. I have more respect for 

myself than that.” 

“But…  never mind. None of my business.” 

I saw his eyes glance under my table. I curled my feet in under my chair. 

“Nice to see you again,” he said, then walked up to order his breakfast. I nodded 

and finished the last bite from my plate. 

As I stood up and headed towards the exit, to escape before the water buffalo 

invited itself to my table and block my only way out, I felt eyes on me. It is hard to go 

unnoticed in the desert. It felt like I had heavy cowbells tied around my ankles, each 

step louder than the next. I could feel his eyes lock onto my cowbells, like a rattler 

watching a spiny lizard move across an open field. My stealth had failed. 

“Nice boots,” he yelled out, “I used to have a pair just like them.” 

An old man with a shaking neck and sad eyes looked at me from the far corner of 

the patio, then turned his glazed eyes to the infidel, then to my boots, as if he 

recognized them. The old man had gray hair and wore a yellow-breasted shirt with 
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brown sleeves, just like the Western Kingbird. As I turned to leave, I could hear him 

singing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


