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The interior of the third floor was wood paneling instead of plaster and the 
doors were made of heavy, unfinished wood. What Tom took to be Vietnamese 
women cooked at their stoves or folded laundry on the floor. Their children 
chased each other down the hallways, from apartment to apartment. One 
child sat, waiting at a table in a carpeted kitchen. He looked out and stiffed his 
dark brow at Tom, who kept on down the hall.

The ceiling above him dipped gradually in spots, and when he came to a 
corner, the hallway cut the opposite way he would have thought. The stairwell 
to the fourth floor was situated according to a different structural logic than 
the stairwells to the other stories. The building constricted as he climbed, each 
stair a few inches narrower than the last. He came to the commons door. It 
was fire-proofed with knuckle-sized dents in the metal and large note posted 
at eye level.

“Smoke cigarettes in moderation,” it read. “No smoking pot. I CAN smell the 
difference. Management.”

Inside, the air was heavy. Two couches had been pushed to face each other. 
Two girls sat on the one couch and three girls on the other—the girls were 
wearing tights, legwarmers and skirts with headbands through their hair. 
Their T-shirts were merchandise for sports institutions that had since changed 
their colors or been sold to a different city.

“Tom?” one of them said.

“Yeah,” Tom said.

“He can’t, you know,”

The girls laughed.

“Can’t what?” Tom asked.

“Smell the difference.”

“Nick Celik?”

One of the girls, a blonde in tights and a white T-shirt with a loose collar and 
her straps showing held out a carton of ice cream.

“Do you like chocolate?” she asked. She moved over so he could sit next to her. 
A sleeve of cones was resting between the gap in the cushions and her thigh. 
They went on talking while Tom took the spoon and filled his cone. Each of the 
girls was dipping ice cream from a different carton and handing it to the next 
girl when she was finished.
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Not long after the funeral, my heart told me that it was taking a vacation. 
“Not forever,” it told me. “Just a few weeks of R and R.”

I was driving through downtown Northampton at the time, on my way 
to meet a Suicide in Florence, and I forced a laugh – I thought the heart 
was kidding. “Right,” I said.

“And I’ll get a substitute while I’m gone, of course,” said the heart.

“Wait a second – you’re serious?” I said.

“Wally, I need a break,” said the heart. “And it’ll give us a chance to get 
perspective on our, shall we say, communication problems.”

I was confused. “But you obviously can’t take a vacation,” I said. “I need 
you to breathe, and think, and live. Don’t I?”

“Not necessarily. But I just told you, I’ll get you a sub. I know just who 
to hire.”

“A substitute heart?”

“Real freelance hearts charge a lot of money,” said the heart. “But I know 
a trout who subs for hearts all the time.”

My jalopy ambled down Route 9. “A literal trout? An actual fish?”

“Yes a fish,” said the heart. “An experienced trout heart substitute. You’ll 
get along great – he’s a good fish.”

“If you do take a vacation – ”

“When I take the vacation.”

“– where would you go?”

“I was thinking about going to the Cape,” said the heart. “Renting a place 
in Truro. Eat some lobster, walk the beach.” 

“That sounds really nice,” I said. “Why can’t we both go?”

“Do you have the money for a trip like that?” said the heart.
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[from Draft One]

The Bed Salesman

The Bed Salesman had no business in the science fiction story.  When you think of 
a bed salesman, you probably think of a guy with something in his teeth.  But this 
guy, this Bed Salesman, was named Marty.  He had very clean teeth, and in fact, was 
a former military somebody.  Now he was selling beds.  

[from Draft Two]

The Bed Salesman or Come Back, Salmon

The Bed Salesman had no business in the science fiction story. When you think of a 
bed salesman, the salesman in your mind probably has something in his teeth. But 
this Bed Salesman had very clean teeth. In fact, he was a former military somebody. 
He had once done something heroic which involved another person’s heart taking 
a permanent vacation in their chest. Now he was selling beds.

The Bed Salesman wanted to see me because he heard I was writing a story about 
him. I’d gone to the salmon farm to find a salmon named Brautigan. I was asked to 
write a story for this anthology, called Mine is Clouds. It was supposed to be about 
the later work of Richard Brautigan.

He had this story called The Bed Salesman. Another called Come Back, Salmon.

I had this idea that Brautigan was still alive, living somewhere in Montana.

[Draft Three]
Dear San Francisco Sunday Examiner and Chronicle,
Here is the Brautigan that you asked for. It is a trout.

The Trout Machine & The Bed Salesman
Or,

The Bed Salesman And The Twilight Machine
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Interview
chris boucher

Where were you in the world when you began writing the first draft of this 
story? Did you write this on a computer, by hand, through dictation? Did 
you listen to music, lock yourself in a windowless room? Did you write in the 
morning or middle of night? Give us the setting and scene of beginning work 
on this story.

This story comes from a prompt – this was for inclusion in a Richard Brautigan 
anthology. How was the experience of working with the goal of emulation or 
homage in mind?

draft editors:
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I always write in the mornings, the earlier the better, either in my home 
office or my office at Boston College. My father was a high school teacher, 
and usually up at 5 am, and he raised me to appreciate early mornings – 
they’re the time when I’m sharpest.

This story was written in the summer, so I wrote most of it at home – my 
family and I live in Watertown, Massachusetts – at the corner desk in my 
office. Try as I might to keep that desk orderly, it’s usually covered with 
books and papers. I write facing the window, fueled by black coffee. I’m 
pretty sensitive to noise when I write, so I usually have a noise machine 
running. Sometimes I wear headphones or ear plugs.

I write longhand occasionally, but most of the time I work on a laptop – I 
wrote all of “Trout Heart” that way, for example. I’m always looking for 
surprises when I write, and thus, I’m often writing as “automatically” as 
I can – working fast, trying not to think and just go – and a laptop makes 
that easier for me.

Above all, it was a great privilege. Richard Brautigan is among my 
favorite writers, but my interest in his work goes further than that: 
Brautigan’s writing has probably given me more than that of any other 
writer, with the possible exception of George Saunders or Denis Johnson. 
There is something about his voice or sensibility that sparks my work.

Given this, I thought writing this story would be easier than most. Here 
was a once-in-a-lifetime chance, I figured, to “wear” Brautigan’s aesthetic 
– to lean unabashedly on his idiosyncratic instincts and rhythms. As well 
as I know his work, though, I just couldn’t mimic it. The best I could do, I 
found, was craft a story which exemplified the effect of his work on mine: 
his talent for what I’ll call “semiotic mystery” (what exactly is “Trout 
Fishing” or “Watermelon Sugar,” for example?), his work’s accessible 
and inviting weirdness, his great ear and sense of timing. Once I resolved 
to fail – to take off the “Trout Mask Replica” (hah!) – I was able to move 
forward.

My process involves a lot of retyping. As my drafts reveal, I start with 
lines and phrases, build on them if I can, and then go back when I’m 

Writing & Revising “TROUT HEART”

Chris Boucher
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