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Preface

THE LAST LEMONADE STAND ON THE BLOCK WAS A TITLE BEFORE
it was a manuscript, of any kind, born at the moment when I
realized what all the adults had been keeping from me—namely,
how things really are, and everyone’s complicity. The title represents
that epiphany. A couple of failed novel attempts followed, and then
virtually every word I wrote afterward circled the theme.

Rereading this early work brought a level of suspense in that
I often had no idea where the stories were headed, as if they'd
been written by someone else, which, of course, they were. They’re
presented here in the order in which they were written (as best I
can remember) between 1994 and 2005, first as a student in the
creative writing program at the University of Arizona, then in the
MFA program at Bennington College, and after that in the offices
of Harold Ober Associates, the literary agency in New York where
I worked, both during lunch, when I covered the phones for the
receptionist, and also after work, when the office was quiet.

There’s a curious break in the timeline in 1999, right after I learned
that my first novel, We're So Famous, based on the short story, had
been accepted for publication. I didn’t attempt another story for years,
until after my second novel, Scavengers, failed to sell, at which point
I returned to the laboratory I knew best, drafting new stories, but
also sifting through the stories presented here, finding the spark for
my Charlie Martens trilogy—/Vernon Downs, World Gone Water, and



XII THE LAST LEMONADE STAND ON THE BLOCK

Garden Lakes—in my first published story, “A Complete Gentleman.”
I spent the next decade or so with Charlie, whom I mistook at first to
be an alter ego but soon came to recognize was a talisman, a reminder
to be better. All of these stories are reminders too, it could be said.

A final story, “Carl, Inc.” published in 2011, imagines a
character bearing a strong similarity to Charlie because, well, it
was conceived as the fourth novel but found its form otherwise, and
with a character outside of Charlie’s proximity.

I recall the thrill of starting and finishing a story, then another,
wondering if I was doing it correctly. I know now from the long
journey that there is no real progression in a writer’s work. Every
time you begin a new manuscript, you are starting over. With
each story, the Writer is trying on language, seeing what works,
sometimes stretching phrases too far, overusing words like a favorite
shirt worn until it’s too fragile to wear again.

You can see in these stories the struggle the Young Writer is
having trying to tell the story he wants to tell. He’s sure he has
something to say, but he’s also having trouble expressing it in the
most artful and effective way. In keeping with the promise of the
title, the Young Writer seeks to illuminate truths as he discovers
them, so that while many of these stories are unpolished, they
are a true record of his transition from the curated world into the
wilderness of living deliberately.

'The physical act of retyping these stories was an exercise in
restraint. So often I wanted to show the Young Writer the way,
like a parent desperate to impart all his learned wisdom to a child,
but that would have been a terrible shortcut and one that did a
disservice to the struggles of the Young Writer. Choices were made,
some more curious than others, and I respected them. That said, it
was difficult to square the strange sensation of reading along and
thinking, 7his is okay, with the horror of running into a grammatical
cul-de-sac, or a recycled phrase, or an obvious missed opportunity
to expand and deepen the narrative. The stories herewith have

been lightly copyedited for clarity but are otherwise presented as
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originally written. All throughout, the reader can sense the tension
the Young Writer feels in saying something plainly but artfully,
without transgressing into literary ornamentation, as well as
learning when to tell and when to insinuate, to trust the reader to
put it all together.

One surprise in reading these stories again was that they are,
from the very beginning, the work of a moralist. Nick Carraway’s
line from 7he Great Gatsby, about wanting the world to stand at a
moral attention forever, had obviously massaged its way into my
brain and then was tattooed on my heart. Or at the very least it was
a rallying cry, the flag I wanted to plant on every battlefield.

Another surprise was how early I checked out of the world of
men, wanting to expose my own gender for all its malfeasance and
bad intentions. Consciously or not, that decision was clearly made
from the start, and may even be the wellspring for most, if not all,
of my fiction. As the stories progress, I'm trying both to work it out
for myself, the world of male toxicity, but also to expose it, like a
journalist, and relay my own horror as I stumble through the terrain.

In the end, what this collection of stories represents is the
endless questions and the self-implication inherent in the answers:
Why is life so hard? Why are people so terrible at it? And worse,
why are the same people who are capable of kindness sometimes so
horrible? Why is selfishness our default behavior?

But mostly what you’ll find in these stories is a young man
discovering the world, and completely objecting all along the way.

—Jaime Clarke






A Complete Gentleman

Jane

IF YOU ASK ME ABOUT JANE, I'LL TELL YOU THAT SHE IS A FINE
woman. It is true that, well, in the catalog of women in my life she
would come under P for “plain,” but she is tender and we go together
pretty good. Besides, I do not make aesthetic judgments.

The thing I like most about Jane is that she looks best without
makeup. Once, on one of our first dates, she had put on this bright
red lipstick, and the whole night I tried not to stare at it; it looked
like she was smiling even when she wasn’t, and by the end of the
night I was self-conscious about it. I think she sensed I didn’t like
it, or maybe she was uncomfortable with it too. She has never worn
lipstick again.

We keep each other at arm’s length most of the time, and that
is really for the best. She knows it too. I guess one could say our
relationship is not complicated with love. We are into each other
totally, though. I never think about anyone but her, and she always
tells me I'm the one for her. It wouldn’t be fair if it weren’t that way,
and it is the only real promise we've made.

It wasn’t always like that, though. At first we were both friends
of each other’s love interest. When those relationships deteriorated,
Jane and I picked up what worked from each and merged, creating
our present utopian relationship, which provides for her whatever
she wants when and how she wants it, the sort of relationship a
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woman like Jane deserves and the kind I like to initiate.

If T could change one thing about her, though, I wouldn’t make
her such a big Christian. I don’t have a problem with religion per
se, but sometimes she can really confuse the issue. Besides, like I've
told her over and over again, there is no religion in Utopia.

But she thinks I am the Antichrist. “Youre the devil,” she is
always saying. If she says it too often, I start to get a pinched feeling
in my head and I have to yell at her to stop. I won’t yell at her in
front of our friends, though, and I never take it out on her in bed.

Jane is moving to California but I want her to stay. I'm convinced
I can get her to stay. I make a point to say “California is not Utopia”
at least once a day, just slipping it into a conversation casually. She
raises her eyebrows and shrugs in a way that lets me know she is on
the fence. I'm convinced I can get her to stay.

“What’s in California?” I ask her.

“You could come with me,” she answers.

“But I don’t want to move to California.”

“Caleb, you could easily come.”

“But I don’t want to,” I repeat myself, and this signals Jane that
I don’t want to discuss it.

So I'm in the mood for a good time, and Jane and I are getting
ready to go out for the usual—dinner and whatever. She sees that
I'am on the verge of what could almost pass as euphoria, and I see
that look on her face that lets me know it won’t be smooth sailing.

And sure enough, on the way to dinner she gets me uptight
by demanding to know the name of the restaurant. When I don’t
tell her, when I say that I want it to be a surprise, she pursues the
question about what kind of food this restaurant serves with an
irrationality that becomes so frightening I finally do tell her, and
though I'm disappointed about the deletion of the only mystery the
evening holds, I'm glad this has happened, that the glitch is out of
the system, and I can now breathe easy through dinner.

Sometimes I think I'd like to marry Jane, but I know that our

relationship couldn’t survive the rules and constraints of a formal
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institution like marriage. Still, she carries herself in such a way that
someone across the room looking at her would think she’d make
a good wife. Someday someone should marry Jane, and I'm pretty
sure someday someone will.

Depending on Jane’s mood after dinner, we will either go for ice
cream or go straight back to my apartment. In a way, I hope we do
go for the ice cream, because I like to watch Jane coo like a little girl
between licks of her mint chocolate chip. Not only is it an amazing
transformation, but it always signals the start of at least an hour of
foreplay that lasts all the way from the ice cream parlor to my bed.

Dinner clearly makes Jane pensive, and I can sense that she
won’t want mint chocolate chip and that indeed the whole rest of
the night may be in jeopardy.

“I'm going to California,” she says, as if trying to cheer herself
up.

“T'll go with you,” I say, and wait for her reaction. The skin
under her eyes tightens, confirming my suspicion that she doesn’t
really want me to.

“I thought you wanted to stay here.” She tries to act like she
hasn’t been caught oft guard.

“I could stay or I could go,” I tell her.

“Well, I'm going,” she says, realizing I am toying with her. My
coyness cheers her up, and again I am sure I can convince her to
stay.

Aztecka

My work schedule (Wednesday—Saturday) allows me a lot of
free time, which I usually spend with Jane. I think working in a
bar is the best job anyone could have. Of course I had to lie about
my past to get the job, but I'm a good employee, and Geoff, the bar
manager, trusts me to watch out for the place.

Aztecka used to be called the Ivory Bar, and every once in a

while I'll see an ultra-yuppie couple appear in the doorway, turn
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their noses up at the industrialites who crowd Aztecka every
night, and walk away dejected, wondering what happened to their
mahogany and green plush carpet.

'The best part of working in a bar, of course, is meeting women.
'The worst part is seeing what people do to one another. I swear,
sometimes even I'm surprised at how vicious men and woman can
be. Take last Friday night, for instance: The bar is hopping, and
Miles, the relief bartender, is thirty minutes late. So I'm making
two or three drinks at once while having two or three more orders
shouted at me, and suddenly I hear this whack, and then it seems like
everyone freezes, and I see these two, this guy and his girlfriend (I
guess), and the girl is holding the side of her face and she’s begging
him not to leave her there, and that’s when I notice another girl
waiting off to the side, impatiently, and the first girl is in tears,
blubbering, and then I hear the guy say, “If you won't do it, she
will.” I look over at the girl to see if she really will, and our gazes
lock and I can’t make myself look away. The girlfriend’s pleading
becomes pathetic and she starts convulsing; her voice crescendoes
and everyone is listening, but the guy doesn’t realize it and smacks
her across the face again. I flinch and reach for the wooden bat we
keep under the bar, but it’s not there, and I remember breaking it
the week before playing bottle baseball with Miles after-hours. I
start in the direction of the guy, and he sees me out of the corner of
his eye and faces me, scowling. The showdown. I reach under the
bar, go for the invisible bat, and he sees this and grabs the girl-in-
waiting and cuts through the crowd to the door.

There’s a hum and then the bar is at 140 decibels, the noise
swallowing the girlfriend, who is left standing in the corner holding
her face. People are screaming for their drinks, but I ignore them
and call out to the girl. I wave a guy oft his stool and motion for her
to come sit at the bar.

“Are you okay?” I ask. Clearly embarrassed, she just nods.
“What was that all about?”

“Can I have a drink?” she asks.
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“Sure. What do you want?>”

“Just water.”

I hand her a glass of water, and she takes a sip and sets it back
down on the bar. “Want to talk about it?” I ask, feeling like I can
really help her, but she just shakes her head and asks me to call her
a cab.

When the cab arrives, I search the bar for her, and just as I'm
about to shrug my shoulders to the cabdriver, she emerges from the
bathroom. I wave, trying to get her attention, but she isn’t looking;
instead she turns her back and makes her way to the back room,
where the pool tables are. I signal the cabby to stay where he is and
I go after her.

I find her leaning against one of the pool tables, and when I
walk up to her, she gets a strange look on her face like she wonders
who I'am. Instantly I notice that her boyfriend is back, and he comes
up to me: “What do you want?”

“Your cab is here,” I say to the girl.

“I don’t need it,” she says.

“The driver’s waiting out front,” I tell her, trying to persuade
her to leave her asshole boyfriend and go home, where she’ll be safe.

“Look, I already said I didn’t want it. Are you deaf?” She
scowls at me, and now her boyfriend moves in closer and I consider
throwing him out, but I begin to feel a shift in loyalties on the girl’s
part and I turn and start to walk away. A hand grabs my arm and I
whirl around, ready to deck the asshole, but it’s the girl and she asks
me: “Do you know where we can score some smack?”

It becomes apparent then and there that she is merely self-
destructing and that, cab or no cab, I can’t do anything to stop it.

Essay #1: Affection
'The highest emotion one human being can have for another.
There is no greater feeling than showing affection and having that

affection reciprocated.
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Affection is a paradise in and of itself.

It is possible to feel different degrees of aftection, depending
on the nature of one’s relationship to the other person. Without
a doubt, the most gratifying form of affection exists in a realm of
physical and sexual freedom. A realm without judgments.

Most people live in a world of constraint, where affection is
merely reciprocated, like a game. I do something nice for you, you
do something nice for me. While this existence is placating, there is
no real emotion, only prescribed emotion.

Free from constraints, however, a person is allowed to indulge
in the kind of affection a relationship can create. A person is allowed
to give as much affection as he wants; and more importantly, he
is allowed to take as much affection as he needs. Each is totally
satisfied.

Take Karine, for instance. A good example. She’d existed for
so long on the crumbs of affection the various men in her life had
thrown her that when she happened into La Onda that night, she
was starving. Even though I didn’t even know her, I put myself at
her mercy. I pretended that I had the utmost affection for her (I'm
sure I would’ve developed a sense of affection for her, given time)
and gave her all the affection I possibly could, replenishing her. It
was just that she was so shocked that she didn’t know how to react;
she wasn’t used to the wonderful feeling of unbridled affection. She
just couldn’t . . . maybe that’s a bad example.

Sunday

As the result of a bet I lost concerning how long I could pleasure
Jane in bed (although I was just seven minutes shy of the promised
thirty minutes, which, Jane assured me, was only average), I have to
go to church with her every Sunday this month.

“If you can prove youre omnipotent, you don’t have to go,” she
teased. But of course I am not.

I think part of the slander against going to church is the fact
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that it starts too damn early. As I sit next to Jane, I consider this
and conclude that this is probably by design, as most people are
more susceptible, or should I say more easily influenced, in a half-
catatonic state.

Jane being the Catholic she is, we sit in one of the back pews.
The priests march in in an impressive parade, dressed in black-
and-red garb, some holding long stafts with banners that could’ve
been made during the Crusades; and the head priest, the pontifex
maximus, the one leading the way, bows prayerfully from side to
side.

'The entourage comes to a halt in front of the congregation, and
the priests assemble in an indeterminate order behind a long counter
on a stage at the front. I look over at Jane, but she knows I am going
to say something snide and ignores me.

'The magic act begins with a white powder erupting in a bowl
on the table, and I crane my neck to get a better glimpse. One of
the elderly priests on the left of the pontifex maximus, dangling a
charm on the end of a gold chain, begins swinging the chain back
and forth, the audience mesmerized. Some sort of liquid (water?) is
poured into the bowl, and now suddenly all of the priests are busy
with their hands, and in my mind I superimpose the title Cooking
with Catholics over the whole scene. I lean over to share this with
Jane, but she leans away from me.

After an inordinate amount of standing and sitting, singing and
muttering, standing and sitting, I feel the end is near. An anxiety
comes over me as [ anticipate the benediction, much like the anxiety
a smoker in a business meeting feels when he senses he will finally
get to step outside for a cigarette, when there is an unquiet silence
and the very front pew stands and files out. I groan to myself and
fold my hands on the pew in front of me and rest my head in the
empty triangle they form. The shuffle of feet and the murmuring
of the Eucharist become a drone in my ears, and I close my eyes,
wondering what I would pray about if I prayed.

Images of people I know sift through my head, and I imagine
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each of them praying and wonder what they pray about. I imagine
Jane on her knees, at the foot of her bed, and I wonder if she prays
for me in some way. What could she pray for me? Does she pray that
we'll get married? Or does she only pray for things for herself, like
her family’s wellness, or the right decision about California?

Without warning, an image of Jane and her next boyfriend
praying together, in a circle, heads down, hands together, appears
in my mind. The suddenness of seeing them quickens my pulse and
I feel a bitter irritability creep through me. The image is static, like
a giant poster plastered on the wall of my brain, and the thought
occurs to me that Jane probably will pray for me, given her good,
religious nature. I'll bet she asks (privately) the Lord to watch over
me and protect me from evil. This thought stays with me until we
are out in the parking lot, and as we climb into Jane’s car, I say,
“Fuck church.”

“You're the devil,” Jane says, and smiles.

My First Time

I like hair. All kinds: brown, black, red, blond, long, short,
curly, wavy, straight—whatever. And skin. I can’t get the feel of it
out of my dreams.

Even ifI close my eyes, it is hard for me to imagine a life without
girls. I think it is all I have ever known. When other guys were
showing their prowess at basketball on the playground at recess, me
and Steven Howfield were starting clubs and trying to get girls to join:
Saturday Afternoon Club (weekly picnics designed to be romantic,
like on TV); Very Secret Society (initiation included kissing both
Steven and me on the lips for ten seconds—we promised not to tell
anyone, hence the name); Daisy Chain Gang (the main function
of this club was to play out a bizarre game Steven and I concocted,
the rules of which I have forgotten); and the Millionaire’s Club (we
tried to convince cute girls that we were going to be lawyers and
that we’d make a lot of money). Once Dawn Campbell and I stayed
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out on the playground after the bell, hiding in the corner where the
gymnasium joined the administration building, and we kissed until
Ms. Fischer, our third-grade teacher, realized we were missing and
came looking for us. We had to stay after school with our heads
down on our desks until our parents came for us. I peeked over my
hairless arm several times, but Dawn would not look.

And at her birthday party I was the only boy and my parents
hesitated before leaving me. I was glad when they left. If you can
imagine what it was like to be the only boy at Dawn Campbell’s
tenth birthday party—they locked me in a closet full of dirty
laundry, and Dawn opened the door and yelled “Here!” and threw
her older sister’s bra at me. She slammed the door and all the girls
giggled. I had never smelled anything more wonderful than that
bra. I pressed the cool fabric against my forehead and inhaled.

I enjoyed this sort of attention from girls, and in a bid for some
from the first woman 1 really liked, I babysat for my piano teacher,
Ms. Thomas (divorced), as a favor. She gave piano lessons out of
her house, and I was her favorite student. She would sit next to the
bench and point along to the music with her slender fingers as I
tried to keep up. She smoked a lot, but once you were in her house
for a while, you didn’t hardly notice it.

Anyway, one night I babysat her two kids, Harry, eight, and
Sidney, six. I put them to bed at nine, like she told me, and I knew
she wouldn’t be home before one, so I had plenty of time to myself.
I normally don’t like to snoop around because I am impatient and
don’t know what to look for, but something was clearly drawing me
to Ms. Thomas’s bedroom, and after I put Harry and Sidney to bed,
I turned to the left instead of to the right and closed her bedroom
door behind me.

'The dark was cool, and after my eyes adjusted, I could make out
her dresser and her bed. I remember the room was a mess, clothes
thrown everywhere. I stood motionless, breathing in the peculiar
scents the room held. Then I moved over to the dresser. I opened the

top drawer and pulled out one of Ms. Thomas’s lace bras. It was cool
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to my touch, like Dawn’s older sister’s bra, but somehow this bra was
different. The silk and lace sent an electric charge through me, and
without even thinking about it, I unzipped my pants and put the left
cup over my erection, letting it hang like a lace flag in a stifled wind.

I'm not sure what made me commit the act. I'm not sure even
where the idea came from except that suddenly I was on my knees
at the foot of her bed, the bra with my cock wrapped inside wedged
between the mattress and the box spring, and I began moving back
and forth, like I'd seen on cable movies. It felt awkward at first, a
little rough even, but then it smoothed out and felt all right. I was
really moving; a couple of times it slipped out and I had to readjust
the setup. Right when it started to feel the best, I began to sweat.
I moved a little faster and then something went wrong. 1 wanted
to scream. I stopped moving but something was happening and it
telt like someone was taking a knife to me. Finally it stopped, and
I pulled everything out and felt the hot goo puddled in the left cup.
Frightened, I buried the bra in the dirty clothes and got out of the

room as quietly as I could

Dr. Hatch

Dr. Hatch wanted me to call all the people I'd hurt and ask them
for forgiveness. It’s part of the program, he said, like the essays. The
child molesters called their sons and daughters, and the husbands
called their wives and said they were sorry. Didn’t I want to call

Karine? I couldn’t make him understand: I didn’t hurt anyone.

Monday

I know Jane can’t leave me. She can'’t replace me, and I'm glad
because, frankly, I don’t want to replace her. We've got a good thing,
and not everyone can keep a perfect balance like we do.

“Are you coming with me or not?” she demands.

“Why does it matter where you live?” I ask. “I don’t want to live
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in California.”

“Well, I do,” she says.

“Why can’t we just keep on here?”

“I'm tired of being here.”

Then I say: “Look, I want you to stay.”

She starts to melt, and I feel a little guilty for employing such
tactics, but the truth is I do want her to stay; but I know it’s only
because I want to sustain what we have and that someday our
relationship will ebb and float away.

“I can’t imagine staying here,” she says, her voice softening.

“What you imagine somewhere else is exactly what will happen
here,” I say.

“What does that mean?”

“It means that if youre going to run, make sure youre running
to and not away.”

“I'm not running away from anything,” she shoots back.

“What are you running to, then?” I ask.

“I'm not running . . . period.” Her voice grows louder. “I'm
simply just zired of here.” The emphasis on “tired” also insinuates
that she is tired of me, too, but I pretend like I'm oblivious and I just
sit there and smirk.

“Why do you have to be so confrontational all the time?” I ask,
knowing what this will do to her.

“Me? You're the one that’s confrontational.”

“And defensive, too. You're always defensive about something.”
I am pouring gas over the fire.

“You are probably the most impossibly”’—she angrily spits the
words out at me—“most fucking impossibly . . . stupid fuck—"

“Stupid? Is that the best you can do?”

Jane lunges for me, at first in anger, but soon we are both on the
floor of my living room, laughing so hard we have to hold ourselves.

“You really are stupid,” Jane says, still laughing. “You know
that, right?”

“Yeah, I know. So are you.” I kiss her on the forehead. We lie
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there silent for a minute and then I tell her, “I hope you stay.” It
comes out sounding like an apology, and in a lot of ways, it is.

Go West

Once when I was young (which feels like an eon ago), shortly
after my mother left him, my father and I took a trip by car to a
cabin he owned up on the northern rim of the Grand Canyon. As
we ascended out of the valley, I remember thinking how beautiful
the desert was. The red rock formations and the cacti and the vast
sky that opened up in front of me. But I also remember feeling
afraid. I stared at a cactus a ways in the distance and thought, I could
get hurt out there; or at an endless brown field, every acre a carbon
copy of the rest: Everything here is dead.

Halfway to the cabin, in Sedona, I went into the gift store of
the restaurant where we’'d stopped and looked around while my
father finished eating.

“Don’t dawdle,” he warned, and even though I was careful not to
linger looking at any one thing for too long, I wasn’t surprised when
I returned to our table and my father was gone. Without panicking,
I walked out to the parking lot, and after confirming that my father
had left me, I headed back toward Phoenix on foot, looking over my
shoulder now and then to see if the approaching car was my father.

Not less than a mile out of town a white pickup truck pulled
over. “Where you goin’?” the guy, a rancher, asked.

“Phoenix.”

“This is your lucky day,” he told me.

“Great.” I hopped in the truck, which smelled of dust and sweat,
and we raced down the highway. He asked me the typical hitchhiker
questions, and I made up a story about how I'd just graduated from
college and was seeing America via my thumb. He liked this story
and launched into one of his own about how the youth of America

isn’t as patriotic as in his day and how more people should get a feel
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for the land, to cultivate an appreciation for what nourishes and
sustains them, and I nodded my head all the way back to Phoenix.

Essay #2: An Ideal Day Sometime in the Near Future

'This is an ideal day sometime in the near future:

I meet a girl who can appreciate me for what I can ofter and
we spend a lot of time together. But we don’t get trapped into love.
We just like being together and we realize that it isn’t forever, that
eventually we’ll move on, but that we’ll always remember what we
had with each other.

And after that girl and I are over, I meet another girl who can

appreciate me for what I can offer, etc.

Tuesday

Tuesdays, Jane volunteers at a nursery for abandoned children,
and Tuesdays put Jane in a good mood. We both always look
torward to Tuesday nights, and this Tuesday night seems especially
good because afterward, our backs against the crumpled sheets, we
solidify the Utopian Love Code:

“If a man makes promises to a woman and does not keep his
promises, another man shall fulfill the obligation,” I start. “If a man
has stolen another man’s woman, and if that woman is unhappy,
that woman shall remain with the man; however, if the woman is
said to be happy, she shall be returned to the man from whom she
was stolen.”

'This makes Jane giggle, and she adds: “If a man has put a spell
upon a woman, and has not justified himself, the man shall plunge
into the holy river, and if the holy river overcomes him, his intentions
are bad; but if the holy river bears him out and shows him innocent,
his intentions are good and he may proceed with his sorcery.”

“If a fire breaks out in a woman’s heart and a man extinguishes
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the fire, he shall be set fire himself.”

“If a man has married a wife and has not made her feelings and
her property part of a whole, she is no wife.”

“If a woman’s reputation is besmirched by another male without
just cause, he shall throw himself into the holy river for the sake of
the purity of Utopia.”

Jane props herself up on her elbow and adds: “A woman’s
feelings cannot be hurt, taken for granted, abused, or ridiculed.”

I frown at this and tell her that the rule about besmirched
reputations covers this, and she just stares at me and then rolls away,
and I guess we've pretty much covered the basic tenets, but I review

them silently for oversights.

Karine

Here’s what happened: I met Karine at La Onda, the bar where
I'worked in Boca Raton. She hung around the bar most of the night,
talking to me while I worked. At first I thought she was merely
friendly, or lonely; either way, as the night got on, I could tell that
she was hanging around for me.

And I felt sorry for her. There’s so much misery on the day-to-
day level, she certainly didn’t deserve to be frustrated in a place like
La Onda, a place vibrating with sexual excitement. I felt like she
deserved to be happy.

“My shift’s about over,” I said to her. “You want to get out of
here?”

“What do you have in mind?” she asked.

I took her empty glass and wiped the bar in front of her.
“Nothing in particular,” I answered, and I didn’t. I told her she
could come upstairs and wait while I changed, and she said sure,
she could do that.

After showering, I came out into my front room and there she
was, sitting on my couch, looking around. “I hate to wait,” was all
she said, but it was the way she said it that let me know she didn’t
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actually want to go anywhere, that what she really wanted was for
me to give her one good time in the vacuum of the dreariness of her
life.

The surge of power came over me, and I sat next to her on the
couch. She seemed even more pathetic when I got up close to her,
but instead of feeling sorry for her, I reached out and stroked her
arm. She flinched but didn’t make a move to resist, so I leaned over
and kissed her hard on the lips. I could taste the alcohol on her
breath, but it didn’t gag me, and she put her hand on the back of my
neck and forced her tongue all the way into my mouth.

We sat like that for a while, until I moved to untuck her shirt.
She helped me by wriggling a little, and I lifted it off over her head.
Soon we were both naked and on the floor. I crawled on top and
started kissing her madly, really getting into it, until she pushed me
away. “Do you want to stop?” I asked, and she just looked at me.
“We’ll stop if you want to,” I told her, but she didn’t say a word, and
I put my hand back down between her legs and she started moaning
again.

Just when we started to get back to where we were, I could feel
her hesitate once more, and as much as I wanted to give her what
she needed, I couldn’t spend a lifetime doing it, so I moved inside
her. Her whole body tensed up and I was gentle. She tried to fight
it, but by then it was apparent to me what she needed and I felt she
wanted me to take control, to convince her of what she wanted.
When we were through, she was in a hurry to leave, and I didn’t
get a chance to hold and cuddle her. I thought maybe she didn’t like
that part of it.

I Die Alone

The end of Utopia comes in a poorly lit room, a wooden chair
at the foot of the hospital-style bed. Outside the window the city
carries on, ceaselessly, one day the same as the next. Jane is long

gone, along with all the other women who have come, gone, gotten
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married, had semihappy lives, and lived in relative harmony. There
is no one left.

I am sitting up in the chair, smoking a cigarette for the first
time in my life, desperate for pleasure. I look down at my worn
body, my skin a chemise that has been left out in the sun. I want to
get up and look out the window and see the life on the street below,
but I don’t have the strength. I look over at the telephone on the
nightstand next to the bed and my mind is blank.

I wonder what I had for dinner the night before.

As I start to reminisce about the old days, a light tickle comes
across the bridge of my nose, but my eyes are too old and dry to tear.
I draw on the cigarette and gag, and it occurs to me that if I die, it
could be days before anyone notices. Who would find me? Probably
the landlady, after the third of the month.

But even with this portrait in my head, even though I see it
at least once a day, I am helplessly propelling toward it at a speed
unstoppable by me alone.

Wednesday

Wednesday I come home and Jane is on my couch, naked,
watching TV. I notice her immediately, but she does not look up at
me. I sense she is being coy, but then I notice she has been crying. I
sit down next to her and she pulls her feet up, so that her heels are
in her crotch.

“What’s the matter?” I ask.

“Nothing.” She looks over my shoulder at the T'V.

“Tell me what’s wrong.” I rub her knees tenderly. “What is it?”

“Nothing.” She sniffs quietly, dramatically.

“Something must be wrong.”

“I can’t decide what to do,” she blurts out.

“About what?” I'm massaging her full leg now.

“About anything” She starts to cry again.

“Like what?” Now I'm beginning to be agitated.
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“I just can’t decide about . . . California or here . . . oryouor...”
Her voice trails off.

“What do you think you should do?” I ask, genuinely trying to
help but feeling a bit vulnerable by my own question.

“It’s just that I know”—sniff—"“that I'll"—sniff—‘meet someone
like you in California and—"

“What does that mean?” I pull away from her.

“That my life”—sniff—“will be the same . . . wherever I go.”

“That’s probably true,” I say coldly, hurt by her supposition that
she can replace me.

“Im fucked up.” She really starts to sob, and I think it’s just a
ploy because she knows she has upset me, and I go for it, putting my
arms around her.

“It’s okay.” I try to calm her. “Youre not fucked up. You're going
to be fine.”

“You really think so?” she asks, pressing her wet cheek against
my neck.

“Sure.” I pat the back of her head, and right then I hate her more
than I've hated anyone in a long time. The way she smells makes me
crazed and I jump up off the couch.

“What’s wrong?” She looks up.

“Nothing.”

“No really.” She stands up, fully naked in front of me.

“I just wish you’d make up your mind about us.” I try not to
look at her.

“I know. I'm sorry,” she says. “I just don’t know what I want.”

“Well, you better decide.” I make myself cry and this moves her
to put her arms around me. I struggle out of her grip and stand there
with my head down. When I look up at her, a tear sliding down my
face, she is looking away, at the TV, crying too.

I Take Jane on a Hot-Air Balloon Ride
Here’s the key to any relationship: surprise. Surprise breaks the
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repetition that is the death knell of all contemporary unions. That’s
why for Jane’s birthday I surprised her with a sunrise hot-air balloon
ride/champagne brunch.

There is nothing more magnificent than watching the sun
rise over the desert (except maybe the sun setting over the desert).
Jane loved it. We stood hand in hand and looked out at the eastern
horizon, spellbound. Looking down, we watched the shadow over
the desert floor slowly pull back, revealing the harsh landscape,
wakening the wildlife.

Our pilot poured the champagne and we ate fresh fruit with our
fingers, ignoring the handsome pastry display. “Happy birthday.” I
kissed Jane on her cheek.

“Thank you.” She smiled.

We didn’t hardly speak the rest of the ride. I could tell she was
totally enraptured, and this made me feel good. It’s a good feeling
to treat people the way they deserve to be treated.

Essay #3: Prison
Sundays: Baked chicken, vegetable greens, peaches.
Mondays: Baked chicken, vegetable greens, peaches.
Tuesdays: Baked chicken, vegetable greens, peaches.
Wednesdays: Baked chicken, vegetable greens, peaches.
Thursdays: Baked chicken, vegetable greens, hey peaches.
Fridays: Fucked chicken, green, hey peaches.
Saturdays: Fucked chicken, green, hey hey peaches.

Thursday

Jane and I have a game that we sometimes play where I leave
and come back. I go to the corner store while Jane tucks herself into
bed, and when I come back, I pull a ski mask over my face and crawl
through the front apartment window. The place is pitch-dark and I
feel my way around the living room to the bedroom. The door badly
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needs oil, but Jane pretends like she doesn’t hear it squeak.

I leave the door open and pounce on the bed, startling her
awake. I press my hand over her mouth and her eyes get wide, a
terrified expression comes across her face, and I say: “I've seen you .
.. I've been watching you.” Sometimes Jane works up tears, and the
wetness on my fingers really makes me violent.

“I'll bet you've got a pretty pussy,” I say, and pull the sheets
back. Instinctively she clamps her knees together and folds them
up to her chest, but I slip one hand between them, breaking them
apart, and then wedge myself in while unzipping my pants. “Show
me your pretty pussy,” I say. “Here pretty, pretty, pretty.”

I pin her arms on her chest and put all my weight on top of
her so she can'’t flail her arms (sometimes she gets loose and starts
hitting me) while I kick out of my pants and boxers. “Shush now,” I
say to quiet her sobbing, and I pretend that if she’s quiet, I'll pull my
hand back. At this point she begins to whimper, and this is usually
when I stick it in her. “Oh, yeeeeees,” I moan. “You have a pret-ty
pus-sy, pret-ty pus-sy,” I sing as I hump on her to the rhythm.

After I come, I pull out and roll off her. She gasps for air when
the vacuum of my hand is gone, and we both grab for each other’s
hand. We lie still for a moment, not saying anything, and then Jane
mounts me until she comes too.

Essay #4: Free Topic—Impropriety

It has only recently occurred to me that I open more doors
than are opened for me. I am keeping count. Previously, I would
hold doors instinctively, a natural reflex. And I believed that this
was a form of common courtesy, that it was all about fellowship
and kindness. But of course it has to be about much more; and I'm
sensing a tension between men and women.

I learned this as I listened to a woman, a peer, someone I
don’t really know, but someone I have probably held the door for,
vehemently arguing that holding doors is an “undue exertion of
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influence by men over women.” And there were others who chimed
in, talking in cool, clinical terms about things like equality and
empowerment, agreeing. I could not fathom the implications of this
conversation. Was common courtesy really an exertion of influence,
a favor to be repaid, a debt? Does this then mean that a smile or a
look can suggest possibilities, make promises, imply?

There is a clear inequality between the sexes. [ am not a caveman.
I have been privy to the secret conversations of men, the in-between
comments, the raised eyebrows that telepathically communicate
low whistles. There is nothing in these conversations and behaviors
that makes me think these things will ever change.

But I understand why things need to change. I am on the side of
progress. To prove this to myself, I laughed out loud at a pair of city
workers who slowed down as they drove past a young woman on
the street, yelling “Hey, baby” to her, and bravely sped up before she
could respond. I laughed out loud at this, laughed at their pathetic
existence. And as they passed me, the one in the passenger seat
nodded to me as if we had an understanding. He thought I was
smiling, approving of his behavior.

But I'm not sure I wasn’t. I mean, I saw her first, before the
truck came rolling down the street, before the catcall. I looked up
and there she was in front of me. I did not say, “Hey, baby,” either
out loud or to myself, but I did make note of her appearance. That’s
all: T simply registered whether or not I liked how she was dressed.

But I know not to tell a woman that she looks nice, even
though I am thinking that she does. I've learned my lesson on this
one. I shouldn’t even be thinking it, I know. Because I know that by
evaluating her appearance, I am objectifying her, making her an art
piece in a museum of other women; and everyone knows that the
objectification of women is the cornerstone of pornography, and all
this leads to the fact that I am considering her, rating her, telling her
that I am willing to have sex with her. And I know that if a woman
tells me that I look nice, that she likes my new haircut, that she likes
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the color of my eyes, she is really, subtly, telling me that she would
like to sleep with me.

And I'm learning not to look directly at women I don’t know,
either. I understand that this is an invasion of their right to walk
down the street unmolested. By looking at them, by trying to
catch their attention with a smile or a look, I am frightening them,
making them feel uncomfortable, demanding something in return.
Like a smile. Or a hello. I understand this completely.

I mean I really understand this. I understand that living among
an enormously anonymous population can bring out the worst in
people. It is very easy to hurt someone. People, women, have cause
to be afraid. But most people are kind and treat people with the
kindness and respect they deserve. There are aberrations, of course,
but it seems these anomalies loom large over our lives, casting a
shadow of fear and doubt over and among us. But I'm sure that these
people are sorry for what they've done and that they never really
intended to hurt anyone.

Friday

Cunt, cunt, cunt, cunt, cunt, cunt, cunt. Bitch cunt. It’s fuckin’
hilarious how women always say “I want you to tell me what you're
thinking about,” and then they fuckin’ up and pull out of your life
without so much as a “HAD A GOOD TIME!” or “THANKS
FOR THE COCKY” Jesus, why?

Essay #5: A Nightmarish Day

Here is the worst possible scenario in my life:

I fall in love, get married, live in bliss until I have children, get
a job with regular hours, watch my children grow up, lose interest
in my wife, cheat on her with prostitutes who don’t satisfy me, lose
interest in life altogether, kill myself.
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Friday Night

I call in sick at Aztecka and then call back ten minutes later
and quit. Later I'm dressed up, leaning against the bar, and Geoft
is so pissed off at me he pretends not to hear my drink order. I wave
down Miles, and he brings me a vodka but doesn’t take my money,
and this gesture of kindness almost reduces me to tears.

It isn’t long before I spot another one, lonely and alone, the table
in the corner, but there is a revulsion within me, remnants of my
loyalties to Jane, a revulsion I've felt many times before, the final
pull of the last one’s personality and the arrival of the next. The
vodka clears the slate and I saunter through the crowd to her table
and I can tell that she wants me to give her one good time in the
vacuum of her life, and when I smile, she invites me to sit down,

and I do.



Urbana

YOU ARE INTHE FRONT SEAT OF THE CAR,ON THE WAY BACK FROM
the airport, listening to your uncle’s joke: “What do you call three
Mexicans, an Oriental, and a bunch of blacks on your lawn?” He
looks at you and you shrug and he says: “A sprinkler: spic-spic-spic-
chink!-nigger-nigger-nigger-nigger.” Your uncle laughs and fear
takes over your body, the same fear you felt last summer when you
made it as far as the airport without having to call home, begging
to come home, your parents telling you it won’t be so bad, and
then your uncle found you at the airport, your real fear of him, you
pretended not to be home when he knocked to take you back to the
airport two weeks later, the day you were supposed to go with the
pool guy, Brent—where was it you agreed to go?—and you think so
this is how summer in Phoenix begins.

Your uncle is still laughing, making sprinkler noises, and he
tells you his lady friend, the latest, teaches at the community college
and she is going to let you in her class without paying, Psychology
101, that it’'ll look like you paid—if anyone asks, you paid—and
though you didn’t realize you were going to be in school, your
parents probably set it up, you don’t say anything and he makes
the sprinkler noise again as he pulls into the parking lot of the
apartment complex he manages, four stout gray buildings, two on
each side, the newly filled pool shimmering between them.

Your uncle helps you and your bags to the unit you'll stay in,
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opposite and below last summer’s, again away from your uncle’s
apartment, and again: bed, television, table, phone. He hands you
the keys, mail and lock, asks you not to repeat the sprinkler joke
to your dad, his brother, the preacher’s son, and long after he’s
gone, you're still holding the keys, badges of your new awareness
for safety, the result of those fourteen days last summer, the ritual
of twice getting up to see if the door was locked, the windows too,
the door again, and everyone in Montana calling you paranoid and
laughing and once more on the windows and there was a shotgun
under your bed as well as your father’s; and your mother’s brother,
the other uncle, lives down the road anyway but not here, not in the
city, hundreds of miles from cool, quiet nights, but you brought the
shotgun this time, and you check to make sure it’s loaded before you
slide it under the bed, lie down to check your reach, move it a little
closer to the edge, put the keys in your pocket.

Paula’s words, call when you get there, come to you suddenly
and you pick up the phone, dial the number, and when you hear
her voice, you are transported back to the summer you'd rather be
having, a summer filled with late nights and lazy days on the lake, a
summer you have heard about but never lived, always recounted for
your benefit in the fall.

“Oh, Daniel, I miss you already,” Paula says. “Phoenix is so far
away.”

“I miss you too,” you tell her. “God, I hate it here.”

“I know, but it’s just this summer and then we’ll be together
forever in Missoula,” she reminds you.

“My parents still want me to start college here,” you say.

“Daniel, you still haven’t told them?”

“After the summer, I promise.” You've been waiting for the
exact right moment.

“I' love you,” Paula says and you say it back and she says it again
and then you tell her you love her more and she tells you she loves
you more and you love her more and she loves you most and you love
her mostest and finally you are both so sad you have to say good-bye
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and hang up.

Two steps toward the TV and the phone rings, your parents,
making sure you're safe, sure that you are, glad about the psychology
class, asking about “your city friend Brent,” whom they have an
unfounded admiration for, whom they have endowed with all the
virtuous biblical qualities, whom they seem to know better than
you, and you're sorry you made up your friendship with him.

The phone call from your parents leaves you edgy and you
turn on the TV, the news, a reminder that you are no longer at
home: fourteen-year-old executes eleven-year-old, fatal car wreck
just outside a high school, two girls dead in a murder-suicide pact,
nine-year-old rapes seven-year-old at recess, body in a trunk at the
airport, warm front moving in, basketball team victory, see you at
ten.

And at ten: two more murders, another fatal collision, and
the accidental release of a stalker, “when you have thousands and
thousands moving through the system, something like this is bound
to occur.” You are riveted by this account and especially when the
newscaster warns: “He may be seeking revenge on the woman who
testified against him in a domestic dispute.” You shake your head
and you just can’t believe it but there’s more, someone killing the
homeless downtown, randomly, a kind of serial killer striking at
night only, and even though you are miles away from downtown,

you check the locks one more time.

'The morning bus ride ends across the street from the community
college and you join the stream of people in the crosswalk. In the
hall, before you can reach your class, it’s Brent, coming the other
way, and you hope he doesn’t recognize you and then you hear:
“Hey, hey, hey. Psych 101?”

“Yeah.” You nod and offer your hand and he looks at it, looks at
you, and shakes it as the bell rings.

“Your uncle is a dick,” he says as the door closes behind you and
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instinctively you want to disagree, but you can’t and you both take
seats in the back and it’s the first day of class, syllabus, rules, grading
scale, attendance policy, hi my name is Daniel, I'm from Montana
and I hope to enroll at the University of Montana next year. You look
up at Ms. Somerhalter and she nods to you in a knowing way and
you wish you hadn't said the part about the University of Montana,
sure that it will get back to your parents.

“Big party tonight,” Brent tells you in the hall, a Summer School
Sucks blowout, lots of chicks, free, over in Glen Park. “I'll call you
around eight.” Brent would give you a ride home, but he has to go
straight to work, the army surplus store down on Central Avenue,
and he waves and crosses the street in front of a procession of cars
led by some guy riding his bike out in the flow of traffic. The guy
could easily move over, you think, several honks try to get him to do
so, it’s like the guy is deaf, and even though you are on the sidewalk,
not involved directly, a bystander, you become irate, this guy’s not
a team player, and when he passes you, you lean into the street and
shout, “Move the fuck over,” but it’s like the guy is deaf and he keeps
on moving, in the middle of the road, rude and inconsiderate.

You walk quickly to your bus stop, slowly beginning to calm,
surprised by the sudden rush of rage, your breathing finally back
to normal so that on the bus the whole incident is just a translucent
image on the edge of your mind until the bus hisses into the next
stop. YouTre rereading the advertisements above, something’s
going on, everyone is on the bus, what are we waiting for? You
stand to give your seat to someone older, out of courtesy, the bus
driver tapping his fingers on the steering wheel, everyone looking
forward, out the front window, and not to your surprise it’s the deaf
grand marshal from earlier, trying to lock his bike on the bus’s bike
rack, a constant clicking, a constant murmur, a couple “shits” and
“goddamns.” “Someone help him,” someone says, talking to the bus
driver, who pretends not to hear, a newspaper fans a sweaty face,
feet tap, loud headphones in someone’s ear, the bus driver honks the

horn, someone says “fuck” and there’s a loud click, the guy jumps
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up the stairs, pays his fare, and everyone stares as he moseys to the
back of the bus, grabs the rail across from you, stands on the steps
of the rear exit, the bus jerks forward and he looks at you and you
look at him and he smiles like he knows you, like you're one of his
friends, and at your stop you make a move to exit, a full step in his
direction, but he isn’t paying attention and you say, “Move the fuck

over,” and he does and you exit.

You try and call Paula when you get home but her mom tells
you she’s out and this makes you burn with jealousy and you fume
about it while cleaning the pool with the chemicals and brushes left
on your patio by your uncle. The clear pool water reminds you of
the lake back home, where Paula probably is, all bathing suit and
brown skin, along with your other friends, every day a continuation
of the day before, camping trips and the fresh smell of morning,
Sunday softball league and the late nights at Paula’s, good night to
her parents, you and Paula in the light of the television, working
each other up but stopping short, wanting to save it for when it
counts, a thousand kisses under her yellow porch light, you home
by one or two, up again early and down to the lake, where Paula
probably is now, maybe making a toast to you in your absence as the
sun starts to pull away, fading purple, blue, black.

The door next to yours opens and your neighbor, apparently
some sort of deliveryman, ROGER in big black letters over the left
pocket, about fifty, appears, nods, and you nod back and he turns
the corner and you empty the pool filter.

Brent fails to call but instead shows up after eight with his
coworker from the army surplus store, Andy, hey what’s up dude, and
you're off to the party, wind suffocating you, cramped in the back
of the open Jeep, stereo up all the way, Brent and Andy shouting a
conversation, your leg falling asleep, two hard right turns and you
jump out, the blood suddenly, painfully, back in your leg and the
front of the house is completely dark but when the door opens, you
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teel the party thump you on the chest and people you've never met,
complete strangers, high-five you and pat you on the back.

'The first thing you really notice is the expensive furniture and
how sparsely it litters the house, how it leaves gaping empty spaces
intermittently filled and abandoned by groups of people holding
plastic cups of liquor. Brent points out the tower of cups on the
kitchen counter and slips three oft the top, tossing one to you and
you follow him outside and Andy follows you and seconds later the
three of you are a group, moving from empty space to empty space.

For the first few minutes you're not having a good time, the beer
is cheap, then you decide you will have fun, that it’s a party and Paula
wasn’t home so why should you be and casually you break away from
Brent and Andy, you silently drift away, swept up in a passing crowd
who adopt you as one of their own, and before you can look back,
you are discussing psychology with a girl who recognizes you from
class, who even after one day of class remembers you, and you think
this is pretty remarkable and you say so to the girl and she smiles
and says: “You walked in late.”

'This girl, Natalie, Talie for short, talks about religion—what she
plans to major in—telling you the major tenets of the most popular
ones and you drink this in, nod, sip your beer, and she keeps going
and going until you think you might want to convert, and you make
this joke to her and she gives a little laugh but wants you to ask her
something more, wants to know what your religion is, and you tell
her Presbyterian and somehow this is odd to her. She’s Mormon,
isn’t really though, only her parents practice it, oh and her little
brother, too young to think for himself, and you nod, sip your beer,
agree that that is a tragedy, and you ask her what she is exactly and
she says, “I'm a deist,” which she tells you is a general belief in God,
and you think that’s a pretty safe bet but don’t say so.

Brent and Andy are suddenly on you, introducing themselves
to Talie, and they want to know what you're talking about and she
rewinds, starts in with them, and this disappoints you a little, but

it’s an honest answer to what isn’t really an honest question and
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you fade out, refill your cup outside, feeling a little light now, and
somehow you are talking with Brent and you ask where’s Andy and
he says: “Talking to that fucking whacked-out chick,” and adds,
“She’s in our class.” You say oh really and survey the backyard, the
sky.

Four consecutive trips outside and you are finally able to loosen
up, finally able to quit wondering about Paula, and you're talking
with someone (Jerry? Gary?) who is cross-legged on the lawn,
strumming a guitar, when Brent finds you again and says, “You gotta
see this,” and everyone else hears this too and the backyard empties
and you can’t believe it when you look in the bedroom, a circle
around the bed, some standing, most kneeling, reaching over and
touching Talie, who is lying naked on the bed, and someone behind
you hoots and when you whip around, he looks at you, pushes you
aside, spilling your beer, and Brent looks over and smiles, raising his
eyebrows. The women clear out, are disgusted, don’t try to help, and
Talie is so drunk she is drooling on the bedspread and someone says
be careful and you think: people can really disappoint you.

The next day, dehydrated and sweaty, you look around but
Talie is not in class and neither is Brent and though you don'’t care,
couldn’t care less, something rubs you raw inside. It’s Thursday
before Talie finally shows up, Brent too, and everything is normal.
Talie acts like nothing has happened, and you think maybe nothing
really has but the image of her naked, touched, laughing, makes
you uncomfortable and the days roll by slowly, dragging, pulling
you along, you are more than homesick, you are repulsed by where
you are, how you got there, and why, and now the mornings are
despair and the afternoons are depression and you take on physical
symptoms—chills, headaches, fevers, nervous shakes—and everyone
in your class adds to the severity of your condition with their idiotic
theories on human behavior, creating an increasing sense of burden

that even desperate midnight phone calls to Paula can't ease.
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Adding to your uneasiness, more homeless are being murdered,
at least one every two days, so many that it has become a regular
teature on the evening news, plus a seeming increase in rapes and
robberies, a shooting in a parking lot last night, person or persons
being sought for questioning in connection with a hit-and-run,
victim’s identity being withheld, the family being contacted, and you
don’t go out after dark at all, not even with Brent; and if the doorbell
rings, you don’t answer it, you pretend you aren’t home, and after a
month of going straight to class and coming straight home, finally
unable to sit through discussions with people who seem completely
alien to you, who seem so annoying and frivolous that you begin
to wonder why they are, what is their merit, and you stare at them
while they spew their personal experience in excruciatingly inane
detail about things you never wanted to know, making things up,
you think, at times even lying—after a month you withdraw from
Psychology 101, quietly, not saying anything to Brent or Talie or
Ms. Somerhalter. The suddenness of being released from this hell,
the realization that you are now free from all inconveniences, cheers
you some and you decide to walk rather than risk the irritation of
the bus, you want to extend this good feeling, but as you walk in
the direction of your apartment complex, everything moves in fast
forward, people can’t see you, cars move at deadly speeds, smears
of color and blasts of sound come at you, missing but coming close,
and you turn and run back to campus and anxiously wait for the
next bus.

A full week passes before Brent calls, what happened to you dude;
and your uncle doesn’t come by even though you're pretty sure he
knows and you call your parents to test the water but they ask how
class is going and you play it up and they go for it and only ask that
you cut down the number of calls to Paula, your uncle is sending
them the bill for long distance. You make this promise but when you
hang up, the urge to call Paula is so great you dial her up immediately.

“Im picking you up,” she says, telling you that her family

vacation has been changed from Florida to California and that she
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asked her parents and they said they would stop on the way back
and pick you up. You tell her this is great, you can’t wait to see her,
but the feeling of disaster quivers inside you, the thought of having
her here, in this environment, and when you hang up, you are full

of dread.

You didn’t hear a thing, nothing, and this is what interests you
most as your neighbor, ROGER, is carried out by the paramedics,
your uncle in the doorway, answering questions for the police,
looking over at you, he makes a gun with his fingers, points it to his
head and shoots, and all you can do is nod. An officer carries out a
shotgun, like the one under your bed, looks at you as he passes, and
you avert your gaze, wonder if you should try to peek inside, curious
about where and in what position, not wondering why, really, it
seems obvious enough, and the officer who has been talking to your
uncle asks you for a statement and you say you didn’t hear a thing,
nothing.

The days following ROGER’s suicide bring a calming effect, a
safety valve for the cloud of violence accumulating directly around
you, youre feeling like you've dodged the bullet; but the image of
roger in the moment before he pulled the trigger is haunting and
during the day you take bus trips downtown, walk around, window-
shop, browse the bookstores, read magazines at the stand, take in
matinees, killing time, sometimes riding to the university to just sit
and watch everyone walk by, fantasize about you and Paula at U of
M, a fantasy that seems more and more fantastic as it develops in
your mind and soon this becomes your routine, you on your bench by
the fountain, searching for the lost image of you and Paula together

forever, and by late July even this is mind-numbingly boring.

Brent knocks on your door, wants to shake you out and see if

you're alive, and you pretend like you aren’t home, but he’s not going
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for it and you have to let him in. “Been partying with that chick
Talie,” he says and nods in a satisfied way. You cringe at the mention
of her name.

At first you refuse to go with Brent, but the more you protest,
make excuses, the more Brent insists and you finally give in when
you realize, when he basically tells you, that he doesn’t have any other
friends, well except for Andy, but he’ll be there too and sometimes
he isn’t that great and besides it’s been a while since we've hung out
and you say okay okay.

The night begins at the army surplus store, picking Andy up
trom work, you think this isn’t so bad, try to enjoy yourself, relax a
little, tell the sprinkler joke, and then Brent tells one and Andy does
too and Brent pulls into an apartment complex and when you ask
who lives here, he says nobody and looks at Andy and smiles and
Andy smiles back and you figure out it’s probably where Talie lives;
there’s some sort of party and your mood rapidly dissolves.

You jump out, landing in a defensive stance, angry, making a
move toward Brent, Andy moves past you, to the rear, pulls out
two black duffel bags, and you say to Brent what the fuck is going
on and he tries to sidestep you with a smile, a smirk and a nod,
but you block him, asking again what the fuck is going on, and he
tells you to chill out, relax, this is a piece of cake but we need your
help, and when he lays it all out, how he and Andy put flyers on
the doorknobs a week ago, that whichever doors still have flyers on
them are unoccupied, the tenants gone on vacation, or wherever,
their apartment prime for the picking, you tell Brent no way, you
tell him he is a fucking lowlife scumbag and that no way are you
part of this shit. He tries to calm you down, it’s guaranteed he says,
yeah Andy agrees, but you make it clear you will not participate and
when you spin around to leave, Brent grabs your shoulder, almost
knocking you down and instinctively, automatically, without even
thinking, you punch him square in the face, a stunned look coming
over him, and to your amazement there is no great smacking sound,
Brent doesn’t spin around and hit the floor but merely backs up,
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touches his nose, his face, and the first time you've hit somebody
fills you with so much power that you lunge at Brent and beat him
until he is rolling on the ground, hiding his face up against the tires
of his Jeep, Andy trying to pull you away, and you shrug him off,
running away, frenzied.

You are somewhere downtown when your pulse slows to
normal, somewhere you haven’t been before and a little frightened
by the darkened streets. Your first thought is to call your uncle, but
the reality of this idea overshadows its possibility, even in the wake
of the realization that where you are lost is the south side. You focus
on a balloon of white light ahead, a blinking neon sign, ALL-NITE,
and when you step into its glow, your fear subsides.

All the waitresses, over forty and tired-looking, passively smoke
at a booth up front. You tell them you just need to use the restroom
and they all look up at you and someone nods the way and you
push the door open with your whole body. The mirror reflects your
sweaty face, your flushed skin, and you wet your fingers and slide
them through your hair. You see your bloodied knuckles, the dried
rivulets on the backs of your hands, and as you wash them off, you
remember Brent on the ground, wailing, not so tough, hands to his
face, and laugh out loud.

Back at the counter you are told what street this is, discuss the
possibility of a bus, the scarcity of cabs, the reality of having to
jog home, some five miles, and set out to find the quickest, most
brightly lit way, but when you are a block from the restaurant, the
darkness is so black you immediately turn around and make for the
safety of the white light.

You ask a waitress to call you a cab, give it a try, tip her a dollar,
but she can’t get anyone to come, no one in their right mind would
pick someone up at this time of night in this neighborhood, she
says. Call the police you tell her, tipping her five bucks, tell them
you have someone who is lost, and she makes the call, tells you to
wait out front, but you ask if you can sit at a booth and she says you

have to order something and you do, a mug of hot chocolate.
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You play with the salt and pepper shakers, sliding them into
each other, wondering if the police are really coming, when you see
someone homeless stagger by. You remember the news, how they
are prey, look to see if he is being followed, move to go after him,
calling hey hey wait up.

'The guy seems apprehensive so you put up your hands to show
you are harmless. “You shouldn’t be wandering around,” you tell
him, “there’s someone trying to kill you.” This alarms him and he
looks around wildly, searching for his attacker.

“No, someone is killing . . . ,” you don’t know if you should say
bums nor not, “. . . people like you.”

He sighs, seems to grunt, and asks, “Can you spare any change?”

“Don’t you get it? You could be killed,” you say.

“Why don’t you just give me some money,” he says and this
angers you, the man clearly doesn’t care about his own safety, he
should be in a shelter or with a friend or . . . wherever it is he goes.

“Go! Get!” you scream, waving your arms, a look of fear in his
eyes, and he disappears into the dark as a patrol car glides up.

“What’s going on here?” the policeman wants to know.

“Nothing.” You shrug your shoulders.

“You call for the police?” he asks and you nod and after asking
about your bloody knuckles, he asks your address and drives you
home.

July becomes August and Paula’s calls are daily countdowns
to her arrival. Your parents call too, anxious to have you home
again, the sum total of these calls is that you are missed and yet
your anxiety grows. Your uncle comes around, knows about the
psychology class, and you shout through the door, ask him to come
back later. Your final days are a routine, a rhythm of showers, meals,
television, sleep. You don’t leave your apartment, the trash piling
up by the door, your laundry too, the air stale from your breath, the

television schedule so familiar to you that you don’t bother to turn
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the TV on, lie in bed, watch the patterns of sunlight on your wall.
The realization that you will be going home soon, that you
aren’t going to be here forever, confuses you, makes you unsure,
and you hunt for the scrap of paper with the number of the hotel
where Paula is staying. You dial, room 486 please, hold, wait for
reassurance, for something to hold on to until Paula can get here
and take you back to where you belong, but youre too late, I'm
sorry they've checked out, you slam the phone down and punch
some buttons on your radio, an old song reminds you of Paula,
stare at the radio for a moment, frozen, remember Paula, how
fantastically you love her. What will she say when she sees you
now? You try to turn the radio up, you want to feel the song go
through you, but the volume knob makes static and you let go of it,
too late, the song fades in and out, frantically you raise the antenna,
the song crawls further inside the radio. You toss the radio against
the wall, pick it up, put it in the sink, fuck fuck fuck fuck, douse
it with pool chemicals from the patio, strike a match and wait for
it to melt, frustrated by its refusal to do so, embed it in newspaper,
more chemicals, strike a match. A black smoke rises from the sink,
choking you, and you turn on the faucet, the smoldering plastic
hisses. You dial Paula’s number again, no answer, hang up. You
pour yourself a full glass of water and gulp it down, your throat
burning, your body shaking. You feel your legs start to give and grab
the kitchen counter for support, holding yourself up. There’s some
buzzing noise somewhere above your head, swat the air, trying to
kill it, realize that your smoke detector is going off. You grab your
rifle from under the bed, aim, hold it up, breathe, lower the rifle,
hold it like a bat, and start swinging, punching three holes in the
wall before hitting it even once, which pisses you off more, and
you batter the plastic alarm case until it falls to the floor. You pick
it up, toss it in the air, and take a swing at it, missing completely.
You throw it up again, miss, take a swing at it where it lies on the
floor, send it flying down the hall and right into the window, which
doesn’t break. You are sweating through your clothes and begin
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peeling them off. You start the shower, your head dazed, and sit
down on the toilet, try to catch your breath.

You dare yourself to go outside, during the day, just out for a
stroll, but what’s the point you think, it doesn’t matter if you do
or don't, but you can’t. Your apartment has become so familiar to
you it’s comfortable and the thought of leaving, even for a short
time, for a stroll, is unbearable. You know what’s out there, past the
barrier, on the other side. You know that it’s ugly, that it’s hateful
and repugnant. And you know you fit right in. You wonder what
Paula is expecting, whatever it is, it isn’t waiting for her here and you
hate your uncle, your family, you.

'The call comes twenty miles out, you don’t sound that close you
say, and she asks how do you get to where you are, honey? You give
her the directions and she asks if you are packed and you tell her yes
and see you soon and hang up and stuff your dirty clothes in your
suitcase, drawing the zipper tight. You reach under the bed for your
shotgun and set it next to your suitcase, by the door.

Twenty miles takes an hour and a half but feels like ten minutes
and dreamlike, you watch out the window as Paula leads her parents
through the complex, checking off the numbers of each apartment,
counting their way down to yours, and when they knock, you peer
through the peephole at them.

“Daniel,” Paula calls out.

You hold your breath.

“Daniel.” Paula pounds again and you grip the knob, debating.
I can’t let her see me like this you think. It will be over forever if
she sees me now, and Paula’s mom says something on the other side
of the door and you haven'’t even considered them; you knew they
would be there but you forgot to consider them and their conception
of you and what if they see you now?

'The stench reaches you and you take your hand off the knob.

“Come in,” you yell and Paula tries the knob.
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“It’s locked, Daniel.”

“Try it again,” you say.

“Daniel.” Paula pounds again and you grip the knob, debating,
pulling the door open suddenly, they jump back and Paula smiles as
her mother and father turn away from the stench that reaches them
instantly.

“Come in,” you say and Paula hugs you as her parents cautiously
wade to the couch, looking around, surveying your apartment, their
faces screwed up, but Paula only sees you and out of her embrace you
guide her to the couch, next to her parents, and you step back, put
your chin in your hand, and they all three seem confused, what are
you doing Paula asks and you stand there, silent. The image of you
riding all the way back to Montana with these people, all the way
back to a place that seems foreign to you now, a place you cannot
even imagine exists, overpowers you and you step back, offended by
their grotesque bodies, even Paula, and you look at the mother and
she looks worried, always looks worried, and these three people are
more depressing and disappointing than a hundred summers away
from home. Why did you have to come you say to Paula and she
is confused, her father stands up, demands to know what this is all
about and you show him, reaching for your shotgun, yelling at him to
sit back down. All eyes are wide as you raise the gun. Why did you
have to come you repeat to Paula, a fever rushing through your body,
youre sweating everywhere, and Paula starts to cry, what’s the matter
what are you doing Daniel youre scaring me, and you tell her to be
quiet and she stands and reaches out to you, wants another hug, wants
to touch you. You feel like you can’t, you feel unclean, not really worth
what you were worth before, lower the shotgun, momentarily wonder
who you are, what you are, who you were, and it all comes back when
Paula puts her arms around you. You drop the shotgun, clamp your
arms around her and squeeze. Her parents relax and her father picks
up your suitcase. Her mother gets up and passes you, seems to roll her
eyes at you, which makes the violence well up inside, but Paula senses
it and hugs you tighter and you think take me home take me home.






Pleasure Island

THE WAD OF TOILET PAPER WAS A BAD IDEA. IT'S FUNNY HOW A
mere few hours earlier it seemed like the right thing, the remedy
to the problem. It’s not that it’s too much or too obvious—it looks
like a full-size cock—it’s just that it looks . . . unnatural. Worse still
is that I didn’t notice until now how bad it looks. (The girl behind
the ticket counter seemed impressed by me generally when I told
her I was in fact the winner of Sty/ish magazine’s Pleasure Island
Contest; more so when I felt her staring at the clump of toilet paper
I'd positioned between my legs in the crawl-space bathroom on the
flight from Phoenix to Tampa, forging myself a realistic penis.)

It has always been a great mystery (as well as a source of
embarrassment and shame) to me that my penis, when soft, seems
to retract to the point of nonexistence. It’s okay when it’s hard; it
does quite nicely, I'm told. The problem is in its lack of self-esteem,
its inability to show some self-respect. When we were boys at Saint
Paul’s, I asked Warner to take a look at it for me. I'd seen some
porn movies, ones with guys whose penises were the same length
soft as when hard, a sort of superpenis, which made me feel very
inadequate. But I saw one where the girl said to the guy it isn’t the
length, but the width. She called it a “fatty,” and that’s what I call
it too.

So Warner took a look at it for me, and after a quick inspection
he assured me it was normal. Like the ones on the statues in the



40 THE LAST LEMONADE STAND ON THE BLOCK

history books, he said. Still, I have never been satisfied with that
answer. Moreover, I was not very forthcoming with the people from
Stylish magazine about it. I am worried that I will not be able to
pleasure the supermodels and that their disappointment will shadow
me the rest of my life.

I try shaking the toilet paper loose, hoping it will slither down
my leg so that I can casually reach down and pull it out, but it is
caught, or wedged, at a bad angle, and if it weren’t for the two other
people (are they with the magazine?) on the prop plane, I could
just unzip and pull it out. I stare again in disbelief at the absence of
a bathroom on this flight and wonder when I'll get the chance to
undo what I have done.

'The exact destination of Pleasure Island is still unknown to me
as I deplane, but the magnificence of the open sky and the distant
rushing sound of the waves erase the question from my mind. The
people from Stylish magazine welcome me, and before I can ask
about the supermodels, I am whisked away in an off-road vehicle.
The magazine people ask me how my flight was and if I mind
posing for a few pictures for readers. I tell them surely not, that they
are welcome to photograph yours truly, and I suggest the caption
“Luckiest ducky in the world,” and they say they’ll consider it.

I'm taken to a giant red-and-white tent in a clearing, where I am
introduced to the top three supermodels of the world, and although
they are not the top three supermodels I was thinking of, nor the
top three supermodels in the ad for the contest, they look like three
of the top supermodels in the world. Regardless, I am excited to
meet them and they seem genuinely thrilled to meet me.

I am asked to strip down to my bathing suit, and we snap some
photos of me with the supermodels in various having-a-good-time-
don’t-you-wish-you-were-me poses. Then it is on to the ancient ruin
the magazine people have constructed out of mud and straw. We
snap a few more photos; this time I am made up with colored war
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paints, and the photographer tells me to look “savage.”

Someone says, “De plane, boss, de plane,” and we all laugh.

I ask the supermodels which of them is which again.

'The magazine people want a little bio on me, and I say some
things thataren’t true, mainly in an effort to impress my supermodels.
Finally most of the people clear out, and except for their personal
assistants, I am left alone with my supermodels.

Naturally, I begin to think about what it is were all doing
here, what we've come to experience, and I get nervous and self-
conscious. My supermodels are talking easily among themselves,
probably discussing the logistics, the where and how. Then the
personal assistants get in on it, which embarrasses me a little because
I realize they are probably going to get a report, but I tell myself I'll
just have to be especially impressive.

After an uncomfortable period of me standing around listening
to my supermodels talk into cellular phones, one of the personal
assistants suggests we utilize the mud baths that have been built
for our use. I nod that this is a good idea, and the personal assistant
shepherds us toward the mud.

The four of us have a mud bath.

I'break the ice with a couple of dumb jokes, and my supermodels
laugh wildly.

Later, after a luau-style meal prepared by a battery of chefs in
the main tent, talk revolves around last year’s winner and what a bore
he turned out to be, and this makes me very happy. At some point I
excuse myself, and my supermodels all look at me with glazed eyes.

I pretend to go outside for something.

I fondle myself to give my penis a head start.

I reenter the tent, half hard, an obvious bulge below.

I take position in front of my supermodels, who are laid out on
chaise lounges, and drop my swimsuit.

'There are shrieks and there is indignation and my supermodels
react in a way contrary to their obligation, contrary to what was
advertised, and they flee from the tent. Their screaming fades with
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distance and then there’s silence and soon there is the rumble of

helicopters.

My arrival at Sky Harbor Airport in Phoenix brings the news
that Bethany will commit suicide if she doesn’t get to the Clinique
de Hollywood, so Warner calls Fallon from my house, and the three
of us pick up Warner’s grandparents’ RV and then pick up Fallon
and head for Los Angeles.

No one has yet asked me about my visit to Pleasure Island and I
am a little peeved about it.

“Bethany is in a lot of pain,” Warner tells me at the back table,
which jiggles in its metal stand. We are playing gin.

“How bad is it?” I ask.

“The pins in her hip ache all the time.” He lowers his voice as he
looks up front at Bethany. “She can hardly move some days.”

“That’s terrible.” I wince, showing that I understand the pain.

Warner understands the pain more than anyone, having been in
the car with Bethany that night, shuttling her to her appointment,
when a pickup came across the median and demolished their car,
almost demolishing them. Bethany was lying down in the backseat,
preparing for her appointment, not wearing a seat belt. While
the airbag and seat belt combo saved Warner from serious injury,
Bethany ricocheted off the roof into the windshield and out onto
the pavement.

She was in the hospital for seven months.

“How far is this Clinique de Hollywood?” I ask as we leave the
Phoenix city limits.

“It’s this side of Los Angeles,” Warner says. “Gin.”

I want to play another hand, but Warner is tired, but not too
tired to ask me about my being the winner of Sty/ish magazine’s
Pleasure Island Contest, and I am happy to inform him that I am
the luckiest ducky on the face of the earth.

“You really got to do anything you wanted with them?” he asks.
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“Yes indeedy,” I assure him.

“Anything?”

“You saw the ad.” I offer the proof, taking the ad out of my back
pocket.

“A week on a deserted island with the top supermodels in the
world at your beck and call,” he reads aloud.

“It was everything the ad said it would be,” I say.

“So, how’d it go?” Warner asks.

I feel he is referring to the Insignificant One, which isn’t very
sporting, but I answer with confidence. “It was great.” Warner
nods, and I wonder if I should ask him about his sister, if she is still
a factory for illegitimate children, knowing it is a sore spot with
him; but I realize I only want to embarrass him, to make him feel
as small as his inquiry makes me feel. I decide that Warner is too
much of a good guy and that I am too high class to be so insulting,
so I don’t bring it up.

'The sun burns through the window.

Fallon honks at an econo car to move out of the way.

Bethany goes into the bathroom and closes the door.

Warner wants to know if there is any squeeze cheese left.

I watch the ashtray vibrate on the particleboard tabletop.

Warner begins to emit low rumbling sounds, and I stare out
the window at the lush desert floor. I can hear Fallon and Bethany
singing to the radio, and I am glad Bethany is not crying. As I
begin to feel sorry for her, we hit a rough patch of road and one
of Bethany’s suitcases falls from the pile just inside the door. I
make a move to stand it upright again and pull on the corner of
an envelope sticking out of the side pocket. I open it, finding the
Buckley Cosmetics ads, which feature Bethany and other models,
the last job before the accident, ads no one has ever seen, since the
company filed bankruptcy before anyone could, ads Bethany must
have brought to show the doctors at the Clinique de Hollywood.
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I admire the old Bethany, how perfectly beautiful she was sans
the mountain range of scars and the dropping left eye. The picture
of Bethany’s perfection reminds me of how I am not perfect, and
again I wonder why I am cursed.

Bethany comes back and sits next to me, taking the pictures
from my hand. As she stares at the top image, I stare at her arm,
tracing the swirls of purple scars in a line that disappears under her
wrist. “This one is my favorite,” she says, handing me the ad with
her and Alisha Davis, the one where they are at the beach.

“It’s beautiful,” I say.

“Do you really think so?” she asks.

“I do,” I reassure her. “You look very sexy.”

“The photographer told me to look that way,” she explains. “He
said the sexier I could look, the more people would buy the lipstick.”

“I bet it would’ve sold truckloads,” I tell her.

“Do you think I'll ever look this good again?” she asks point-
blank.

“I think you still look great,” I lie. At this, she starts to cry and
I put my arm around her. “We’ll be there soon,” I say softly.

Warner coughs himself awake.

Fallon changes the radio station.

Bethany sniffs and puts the pictures back in the envelope.

I reach down and roll the head of my penis between my thumb
and forefinger, feeling the diminutive hangnail of flesh.

“Wow, where’d it go?” Bethany asks as she roots around in my
crotch (at my invitation).

“See, that’s just it,” I tell her. “I don’t know why it does that.”

“I could see where that could be . .. um .. . . a surprise,” she says
carefully. “Have you thought about implants?”

“What are they made of?” I inquire.

“Im not sure,” she answers. “But I'll bet the doctors at Clinique
de Hollywood know. I'll bet they can help.” Her eyes light up and she
gives me the sales pitch she must’ve gotten from her model friend,

describing the Clinique de Hollywood and its many wonders. What
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they can do to the human body reminds me of the Wonkan Golden
Goose.

“I don’t know.”

“Promise you’ll think about it.” She makes me swear and I do.

Warner continues to pretend not to overhear our talk, and at the
first silence he pretends to notice us for the first time.

“Man, I was beat,” is what he says.

“I haven't slept in days.” Bethany lights a cigarette, an act she
no longer carries off with grace, instead looking like a freak-show
employee on break.

“Wow, I recognize that McDonald’s,” Warner says.

“Don’t they all look alike?” Bethany wants to know.

“If the next thing we pass is a sign that says ‘Five Miles to the
Amazing Thing, I'm having déja vu,” Warner says.

We pass the sign right as he closes his eyes.

“You've been this way before,” Bethany accuses.

Warner opens his eyes. “Never driven this way,” he says. “We
always come up through San Diego so we can visit my aunt.”

“Is it déja vu or a past-life experience?” I ask. “I mean, if it’s déja
vu, that means we were all here, right?”

“You have an aunt in San Diego?” Bethany asks, stuck on this
point.

“Yeah, she lives alone. . . .” Warner’s voice trails off as he finds
something out the window. “Hey, Fallon,” he calls out.

“Yeah?” The voice shoots back from the front.

“Pull down the dirt road youre coming up on,” Warner says,
moving out from behind the particleboard table. Bethany and I
watch him walk on sea legs to the front cab.

Bethany smokes quietly and I don’t say anything either as the
RV swings wide, the sudden loss of pavement under us creating a
monotonous rumble. Neither of us expects anything is happening
until the RV just stops.

“I think this is where my uncle lives,” Warner says generally,

passively, adding: “I think.”



46 THE LAST LEMONADE STAND ON THE BLOCK

A line of cars, all sizes and colors, runs along the dirt driveway
to the front of the house, which appears smallish and white up
ahead, dwarfed by the vastness of empty space on all sides.

“Are you sure?” Fallon asks.

Warner concentrates on the smallish white house, trying to find
something to help him recall.

“Wasn't there a mailbox on the way in?” I ask.

Nobody answers.

A hot wind picks up and dies down.

‘I have an early-morning appointment at Clinique de
Hollywood,” Bethany says absently.

“Im sure this is it,” Warner concludes, and automatically starts
for the front door. Fallon, Bethany, and I walk behind him, single
file.

On our final approach to the front door, it’s me who stops
everyone, pressing my finger to my lips.

“Oh, honey ... youre gonna be the winner,” a man’s voice pants
out in broken syllables.

There is a collective groan, a chorus of two voices, a man and
a woman, whom Warner spots in the front seat of a car parked
haphazardly to the left. We all look just as the woman disappears
from sight. The man could easily look up and see the four of us
standing and staring, but he continues to stare into his lap, and out
of embarrassment we are moved to shuffle the final distance to the
front door.

Warner begins to have second thoughts.

Fallon asks, “Are you sure?”

Bethany mentions she forgot her cigarettes.

I'look back at the man in the car with the woman’s head in his lap.

Neither the owner of the house, one Jack Hamper, a rancher of
some sort (his hands were soft when we shook), nor his wife, Violeta,
an exotic-looking woman who would have been considered elderly if
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not for the shine of the skin around her eyes and mouth, recognizes
Fallon as their long-lost nephew. A balloon of awkwardness hangs
and floats between us, Warner and Bethany and myself watching
Fallon’s embarrassment with sympathy and pleasure.

“Why don’t you kids stay a bit?” Jack invites us in. “Things are
going to get started up soon.”

I feel Bethany poke me hard in the back, indicating that she
does not want to stay, but she is too late, and I still feel the pang on
my skin as we are introduced around.

Someone introduced to me as Angie Boulevard reminds me of
a supermodel whose name escapes me.

“Hi,” I seem to be saying over and over.

A great commotion can be heard in the backyard, and we
emerge from the house through sliding glass doors, people looking
up to see who has come to join them in whatever event is going to
take place on the huge, oval-shaped stage that is at the center of all
the folding tables set out, draped in white linen.

I find myself suddenly stranded with a Mr. and Mrs. Daniel
Todd, pharmaceutical employees from a neighboring municipality,
and I look around for the others, worried that they have left me in
some elaborate joke.

'The whiteness of the tablecloths and the stage seems to be
drawing the heat from the sun, rather than reflecting it. I excuse
myself under the pretense of getting something to drink.

I haven’t noticed until now how many beautiful women seem
to be in the mix, some standing off by themselves, but most in the
company of other ranchers with soft hands, flirting in a cold and
detached way. I wonder if this is some sort of stag event with hired
girls.

“There you are,” I say to Bethany, who is talking seriously with
Violeta. They both look at me like I am intruding and then turn
back to their conversation. “Have you seen Warner or Fallon?”

Bethany pretends not to hear me, but I just stand there until

she points down a hallway without looking over at me. I follow her
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direction and find the two of them with Jack Hamper, in his study,
listening to him list names and dates as he points at a wall of framed
photographs. I join the group.

“Erin Lynn, 1978. Kristine Montgomery, 1979. Merris Paige,
1980.” Jack Hamper seems impressed with each name and date,
pausing to revel in a private memory before going on to the next.

“She looks familiar,” Warner says, pointing to a particular
photograph.

“That’s Violeta, 1969,” our host says proudly.

“Yeah, it is,” Warner says as he leans his faces up to the photo.

When the four of us shoot out of the hallway, Bethany and
Violeta are still talking seriously, and the immediate need to get
to the Clinique de Hollywood seems lost. Violeta reaches out and
touches the veiny scar on Bethany’s neck. Bethany closes her eyes
and something is said between them and Violeta leads her off.

Jack Hamper notices none of this.

“We’ll be getting started in about thirty minutes,” he tells us.

“What'’s starting?” Warner asks.

“The beauty pageant,” he says, and waves at someone behind us,
who shouts out his name. “Excuse me.”

“Beauty pageant?” Fallon looks at Warner and me.

“What did you think those women on the walls were? His
relatives?” Warner asks.

We find Bethany and Violeta in the bathroom, Bethany seated
at a large table of cosmetics lit by a column of yellow bulbs on either
side of the mirror.

“Im going to be in the pageant,” Bethany says excitedly.

This doesn’t seem like a good idea to me. “We should really get
going,” I tell her.

“I called and canceled my appointment,” she informs us.

We don’t know what to say. We stand and watch Violeta apply
powder to Bethany’s scarred skin, moving in almost on top of her as
she works on the face. The talcum smell from the powder is sweet, and
I inhale long and steady, trying to capture some of the powder dust.
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Soon there is an interruption and we are joined by Mrs. Thomas
Chilton and Mrs. Robert Gray, apparently friends of Violeta’s. They
talk without acknowledging Fallon or Warner or me.

“Oh, good, good,” Mrs. Chilton says.

“Youre doing a marvelous job, dear,” Mrs. Gray tells Violeta. “I
think we have a shot at her.”

At this comment I look over at Warner, who just shrugs.

“A shot at what?” Bethany asks, clearly pleased with the amount
of attention she is being paid.

“Clarice Jones-Delaney,” Mrs. Gray says indignantly. “She’s
won three years in a row.”

Mrs. Chilton asks, “What happened to the Merricks’” daughter,
Paulette? I thought she was our ace in the hole this year.”

“Didn’t you hear?” Mrs. Gray asks, a horrified look on her face.

Mrs. Chilton hasn’t heard, and we all listen to the story of young
Paulette and her desire to beat Clarice Jones-Delaney, a desire that
caused her to circumvent the rules of her local tanning salons, which
would allow her to tan only half an hour per day. Taking her future
as the dethroner of Delaney into her own hands, she rotated from
one tanning salon to another, tanning for half an hour at each every
day. Two days before the pageant she told her mother to let her date
in when he arrived, that she was going for a shower. The date arrived
and the water continued to run and the mother finally pounded on
the bathroom door, to no answer. The father kicked the door in, and
together they saw Paulette’s nude brown body facedown in a tub
tull of water. The paramedics drained the tub, and a horrific stench
launched up from the body. “Fried her insides,” is what the coroner
told them later.

“Oh, that’s terrible,” Mrs. Chilton says, covering her mouth.

Fallon looks over at me and smirks.

Wiarner looks over too, wanting to know if that story could
possibly be true.

I look at Bethany, who is unfazed by this tale, and who is

checking her profile in the mirror.
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Warner and Fallon go out to the RV for Bethany’s cigarettes,
and I stand in the kitchen, looking out the small window above the
metal sink, making myself angry over the fact that we are no longer
going to Clinique de Hollywood, angry about the chances for a
solution to my problem disappearing just like that. I can sense the
pageant is about to start; the men are wandering nervously around
the backyard, circling and eyeing the best table, the best seat, while
pretending to shake one another’s hands and slap one another on the
back. Simultaneously I notice the women drifting toward the back,
over to the side of the house. I can see by the way they whisper to
one another and nod with their eyes that they truly hate this yearly
ordeal.

I'm thinking about whether or not to get a table before things
get started when Angie Boulevard approaches me.

“Hi,” I say back.

“You weren't here last time, were you?” she asks. Her long brown
hair is blond at the ends, curled naturally around her head. Her eyes
are large like horse chestnuts, smooth and glassy when she blinks.
Her good looks at her age have no doubt caused other women to call
her cheap behind her back.

“No.” I shake my head.

“I didn’t think so,” she says. Is this a flirtation? Does she pick out
new men and try to seduce him? She looks like that one supermodel,
what is her name?

“Are you in the pageant?” I ask.

“Huh-uh,” she says, looking out at the empty stage with the
same look as the other women. “I mean, I was . . . until five minutes
ago.”

I don’t know what she means.

“I'was supposed to be the challenger this year,” she says bitterly.
“I mean, I was the alternate after Paulette.”

“Oh,” I say, hoping she hasn’t figured out that I am Bethany’s
friend.

“There’s some other bitch now,” she says, a severe look coming
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over her.

“I'm sure your husband is just as glad youre not in it,” I offer.

“I'm not married,” she says accusingly. She starts to shake, she’s
soupset, and I think, Come on, you're beautiful, like that one supermodel,
what’s her name, you don’t need this. But I don’t say anything, and she
walks outside and takes her place among the congregation on the
side of the house.

Fallon, Warner, and I end up standing on the patio.

Uncle Jack makes some introductory remarks about seeing
everyone again, making a tribute to those who couldn’t make it, and
those who fell over the course of the year. Then there is a curious
remark about last year’s vintage, and it doesn’t take long to figure out
that the previous year’s winner, in this case Clarice Jones-Delaney,
stomps the grapes for a wine that is drunk at the beginning of the
next year’s pageant.

“Refill,” Fallon says to Mrs. Thomas Chilton, having slammed
the first shot and holding the empty Styrofoam cup out. She shakes
her head and pours him more.

I'say I'll pass and she seems to appreciate this.

The five-gallon glass jugs of the purplish-red fluid are endless,
and finally the remainder of the stash is brought out and every table
has its own. Uncle Jack makes a grand sweeping gesture and there
is a barrage of clapping and then a stereo comes on loud behind us,
the speakers pulsing a steady beat.

The sliding glass doors part next to us, and Clarice Jones-
Delaney steps out, left foot first, in a white bikini. I recognize
her immediately as the woman from the front seat of the car. She
wriggles and dances up to the steps at the foot of the stage and then
does a little maneuver where her top half becomes frenzied while
her lower half doesn’t hardly move at all. This sends the crowd into
applause.

Someone starts clapping to the music, and soon we are all
clapping, and I surprise myself by really getting into it. I dance
in place, mimicking the moves Clarice Jones-Delaney makes up
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onstage, gyrating when she gyrates, spinning around when she
does, shaking my hips side to side to the rhythm.

'The men are in a trance, enthralled by what shines before them,
and it seems they have all overlooked Clarice Jones-Delaney’s flaws,
her imperfections. I noticed the inconsistency of her skin when she
first appeared, how it bunches up at her neck and around her upper
thighs, but then how it is pulled tight around her midsection and
around her arms, making them look muscular. It feels liberating to
be in such a judgment-free atmosphere.

I think Bethany must be watching all of this from behind us,
maybe peeking out the small window above the sink. I think she
feels the same liberation I feel, the feeling of being relieved of the
heavy stones that you drag around every day, the feeling that people
won’t quit staring at you and pointing.

“She looks great,” Fallon says as Bethany dances in. Clarice
Jones-Delaney exits off to the side.

“Wow,” Warner says, agreeing.

I'am stunned too at the transformation. Bethany’s skin is smooth
and white, the purple swirls of her scars hidden, so that you could
never believe they ever even existed. She dances confidently, moving
in an exaggerated sexual way, playing to every face that’s upturned.
'The crowd achieves a loud pitch and maintains it as Bethany grooves
along the edge of the stage. The men raise their glasses to her and to
one another, and I look over and see the dejection on Clarice Jones-
Delaney’s face. I also notice the looks of satisfaction radiating from
Mrs. Thomas Chilton, Mrs. Robert Gray, and Violeta.

Fallon, Warner, and I beam when Bethany looks at us. I become
a cheese machine and give her a thumbs-up.

A fully satisfying moment is realized but suddenly crosses over
into an ugly grayness when the men turn to passing the jugs of wine
around, spilling more than they drink, chanting for more, more,
more. Bethany hits overdrive and seems to go mad, eating up the
attention so much that she starts to play to the cry that starts at the

outer limits of the circle of tables and works its way to a full chant:
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“Take it off, take it off.”

Bethany teases the crowd by touching herself provocatively, and
even I am aroused, but I see Bethany’s worried look, her indecision
about how far to go, and the chanting men sense her hesitation too,
and fear comes over Bethany’s face as the noise level drops.

She picks at the strings of her top behind her back, and the
cries of elation are heard again, and the sight of her blotchy skin,
highlighted by the white powder that ends where the bathing suit
fabric began, shocks the crowd into silence, and I am forced to look

away from the horrific image.






LoveStory

“HOW’D YOU GET MY NUMBER?”

“You gave it to me.”

“I did> When?”

“Right before you left.”

“I don’t remember.”

“Actually, you didn’t give it to me.”

“Then, how’d you get it?”

“I bribed the bartender to let me see your credit card receipt,
and I called information.”

“Why didn’t you just ask me for it?”

“I was afraid you wouldn’t give it to me.”

“A reasonable fear, I guess.”

“So youre not mad?”

“I guess not. Seems odd you wouldn't just ask.”

“I don’t handle rejection well.”

“I' see. So why did you want to call me?”

“I don’t know. I mean, I just knew that I wanted to call you.”

“Did you have the feeling that once I left the bar, you wouldn’t
see me again?”

“Yeah, you'd you know?”

“Some guy said that to me once.”

“He was trying to hit on you.”

« »
So are you.
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“No I'm not.”

“Why’d you call, then?”

“To do the opposite of hit on you. If I wanted to hit on you, I
would’ve at the bar.”

“But I thought you were afraid to hit on me.”

“Not afraid to hit on you, just afraid that you would think I was
hitting on you.”

“What am I supposed to think now?”

“I don’t know. I mean, this is different than hitting on you
because, you know, this is genuine interest instead of an alcohol-
induced come-on.”

“What makes you so genuinely interested in me?”

“Aren’t you interesting?”

“Will you hang up if I'm not?”

“Probably not.”

“If you can’t say what made you call me, then I'm going to hang

»

up.

“I don’t know your meaning.”

“I want you to admit that you found me physically attractive
and that’s why you called me up.”

“That’s not the only reason.”

“What other reasons could there be? You don’t know anything
about me.”

“I'm hoping there’s more to you than your looks.”

“That’s not the point.”

“What’s the point?”

“I'm hanging up now.”

“Okay, okay. I admit it.”

“Say it.”

“I only called you because I thought you were physically
attractive—"

“There.”

“—but I think there’s more to you than looks.”

“Do you always have to have things your way?”
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“Does that turn you off?”
“Let’s not start this conversation with sexual innuendos.”

“When would be the proper time?”

“Let’s save those for later.”

“Okay.”

“So you know my name, but I don’t know yours.”

“My name is your name too.”

“John Jacob Jingleheimer Schmidt?”

“Oh, you're witty, too.”

“Everyone always tells me Jesse’s a boy’s name, but I never
thought of it as anything but feminine.”

“I've never thought about it. There are a lot of unisex names
now: Kyle, Jamie, Chris. I think it’s a trick of the children of the
sixties. To prove a point or something.”

“Interesting theory. Are you a social scientist?”

“No, I'm in marketing at Smith Elam Black.”

“Never heard of them. What do you market?”

“Everything. Hospitality services, consumer goods. My job is
really to follow trends. What do you do?”

“I just graduated with a degree in criminal psychology. I want
to work in forensics.”

“Wow, sounds interesting. Do you want to help catch the
notorious?”

“Something like that.”

“Did you just move here?”

“Yeah, how’d you guess?”

“You have New York license plates.”

“How far did you follow me?”

“Just out to the parking lot.”

“How do I know you didn’t follow me all the way home?”

“I didn’t”

“Were you going to say something to me at my car?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Why did you follow me outside, then? That’s dangerous
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behavior.”

“I wasn’t stalking you, if that’s what you’re implying.”

“So you didn’t follow me home?”

“No.”

“You don’t know where I live?”

“No. Where do you live?”

“I think you already know.”

“I really don’t, and I'm going to hang up if you keep insinuating
that I am . .. shady”

“All right, I believe you. I'm sorry if I sounded rude, but living
alone in a new city has made me very uneasy. Plus, I have a suspicious
mind.”

“That’s okay.”

“So, describe yourself a little bit.”

“Which features?”

“Youre in marketing, dont you have a slogan or a slick
catchphrase to describe yourself?”

“A single successful male, mid to late twenties, nonsmoker,
intellectual, without pets—”

“Seeking single female to share intimate liaisons—"

“Single is not a requirement.”

“You date married women? You really are shady.”

“I was just kidding. You're not married, are you?”

“The frame of the question suggests the answer. Is that a
marketing device?”

“I believe it’s an ETS device, used not only in standardized
testing, but in current advertising schemes.”

“I'm not married.”

“Have you ever been engaged?”

“Of course. It’s de rigueur in college.”

“What broke it oft?”

“I graduated.”

“How did you break it off? What were your words?”

“I said, T'm moving to Arizona.”
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“That’s harsh.”

“We talked about it before. It wasn’t like I just said, ‘Hey, I'm
taking oft.””

“Oh.))

“Have you been engaged?”

y gag

“NO.U

“Why not?”

“It never occurred to me.”

“Oh »

“You have a nice voice. Did I say that?”

“Thank you. You do too.”

“So tell me something random from your life.”

“Is there a difference between random and trivial?”

“It wouldn'’t be trivial to me.”

“I think it’s curious the way people collect information about
other people, don’t you?”

“It’s the only way to assimilate the vast number of people into
our lives.”

“That’s true, isn’t it? It’s funny when you stop and think about
how many people are involved in some way with your life; yet it is
possible and common to feel lonely often.”

“Are you lonely often?”

“Yes. More so since I moved here.”

“I've lived here all my life and I'm lonely a lot.”

« ) . »

'That’s not very encouraging.
“You were going to tell me something random or trivial from
going )
your life.”

“Oh, yes. Let’s see. . . . Ask me a question. It’s too hard to think
of something out of the blue.”

“What do you do when you're alone?”

y y

“I watch TV, read magazines, and draw with a Spirograph.”

“You have a Spirograph?”

“From when I was a kid. I found it when I packed my stuft to
move out here.”
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“I'loved that thing when I was a kid. I drew a pretty elaborate
centerpiece on my mother’s light oak dining table. My father tried
to polish it out, but you can still feel the indentations.”

“I have an Etch A Sketch, too.”

“Unbelievable. What else?”

“I never played with Barbie or Ken.”

“When did you first kiss a boy?”

“Tongue?”

“No, light peck.”

“Cheek or mouth?”

“Either.”

“First grade.”

“Oh, you little tart.”

“Peter Jenkins. I talked him into staying out after the recess
bell. Our teacher saw that we were missing and came for us. We had
to stay after school until our parents picked us up.”

“Seems a little harsh. Was it worth it?”

“Sure.”

“Tell me something else.”

“You tell me something.”

“Ask me a question.”

“What did you want to be when you were a kid?”

“A scientist.”

“Really? Why not a baseball player or an outlaw?”

“Actually, I wanted to be a sort of outlaw scientist who played
center field for the A’s.”

“Are you what you thought you would be?”

“A scientist?”

“No, generally speaking.”

“I think after a while I quit thinking about what I wanted to
be.”

“Why is that?”

“I think mostly about what I want to do.”

“What's that?”
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“I'm not comfortable saying.”

“Why not?”

“It’'ll sound corny.”

“No it won’t.”

“Are you a cynic?”

“By nature, yes.”

“Then, it'll sound corny.”

“Okay, I'm taking off my cynicism.”

“Oh, baby.”

“Go ahead, tell me.”

“Okay, if you laugh, I don’t care. . . . I like to be in love.”

“With whom?”

“No one or thing in particular. I'm addicted to the feeling of
falling in love and being in love.”

“I' kind of know what you mean.”

“You do?”

“It’s mainly discovery of something new and interesting.”

“That’s why I called you.”

“I'm glad you did.”

“It’s funny, I feel like I know a lot about your core by just talking
to you on the phone.”

“How would you describe me?”

“Single intelligent female, attractive, ambitious, adventurous . .
. and the most important and rare of qualities: a nice person.”

“Oh, that sounds so bland.”

“Why do people hate being labeled as nice?”

“It’s like nice equals boring.”

“I don’t think it does.”

“I don’t either. I think I am nice. Thanks.”

“I can’t detect any sinister qualities about you.”

“I told you about my suspicious mind.”

“Has that ever got you into trouble?”

“A couple of times. I find myself speculating about people based

on their habits. I guess that’s not so nice.”
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“What happened?”

“Well, like once, I was temping back in New York for a
publishing house, and I'd been reading these mystery books they
gave me for free—a person with a suspicious mind shouldn’t read
mysteries anyway—and I was temping for this VP who had this
odd habit of leaving for lunch in one suit and coming back in a
completely different one.”

“That’s weird.”

“That’s what I thought. I mean, I assumed, obviously, that either
he was going home for a nooner or he was having an affair with a
woman who had a closet full of Armani.”

“What did you do?”

“Well, first I thought about it. If he was having an affair,
wouldn’t his wife wonder why he wasn’t wearing the same suit he’d
left the house in?”

“I suppose.”

“Unless he was one of those guys who lived in Connecticut and
kept an apartment in Soho.”

“That could be. Did you follow him?”

“Of course. I eventually quit temping there, but I came back
at lunch to follow him. I brought my little thirty-five millimeter
camera and everything. I felt like one of the Bloodhound Gang. Do
you remember them?”

“Yeah, oh my God, 3-2-1 Contact, right?”

“Right. Anyway, I followed him through Manhattan in a cab to
a building in Soho.”

“Ha! I was right.”

“Good guess. But he wasn’t having an affair.”

“How did you know?”

“He was in and out in ten minutes, dressed in a different suit.”

“Was the guy just weird, or what?”

“I guess so.”

“Did you take his picture?”

“No.”
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»

“You never can tell about someone. . . .

“That’s what I learned.”

“Do you do anything weird like that, that I should know about?”

“I'm sure I do.”

“Do I have to follow you around to find out?”

“Maybe. What about you?”

“I have some odd behaviors.”

“Like what?”

“I can’t sleep with the door open.”

“Me neither.”

“I don’t answer the door if I'm not expecting someone.”

“Good tip.”

“T'usually don’t answer the phone when it rings.”

“You screen your calls?”

“I don’t own an answering machine.”

“What if it’s an emergency?”

“That’s what I'm afraid of.”

“This is good. What else?”

“I don’t want to sound like a weirdo.”

“You don’t. Sounds logical to me.”

“That