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If I Could Live Next Door for a Day is a collection of

short stories with the recurrent theme of taking life for

granted. "Climbing the Fence" is a story about a sexually

unfulfilled woman who has an unfulfilling affair.- In

"Chained Melody" a condescending young man learns about life

in and out of jail. "An Educated Man" shows the inferiority

of one man in the presence of others he considers more

important. A deluded school counselor brings a jealous boy

and his younger brother together in "Piggie and Pete," while

another young man in "The Good Boy" tries to break away from

his mother. Finally, a woman learns about herself and the

world around her when she wins a large sum of money in "What

About Ten-Fold?"



PREFACE

Inasmuch as it would be incorrect to say that there was

never a writer who influenced my own writing, my own style,

it would also be incorrect to say that all influences came

from the same school of thought. I found some inspirations

in essays, some in novels, and some in short fiction, but

some also came from an altogether non-literary background.

At an early age, most of us like to read: we are forced

into it from pre-kindergarten. We are read to and shown how

to find books that are of especial interest to our parents

at the library. I think the problem with reading, and to a

large extent, writing, is that we are influenced largely by

what we are "allowed" to read or write. In some families,

books and stories that contain material on Christmas or

Halloween are taboo for reading or writing. Children may

find their religious beliefs different from the beliefs of

others, but they need to know what other people believe in

order to respect and understand their own beliefs and

themselves.

From early in life I was allowed to read almost

anything that could not be construed as pornography. Books

were the one place where I had no restrictions placed on me.

This posed a problem that I was unaware of before I started

writing. I was allowed to read about and observe in what I
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thought was an objective manner everyone in books and

everyone in the world around me. I discovered that not

everyone is quite as they are portrayed in children's books,

or as they were in my own Christian upbringing. My problem

was that as I began to portray people different from me, I

also began to realize that my supposedly objective

upbringing was no longer so very objective. There was a

major clash between what I thought I knew and what I knew I

knew. This censorship of myself left me unable to fully

express myself on the page in the way that I wanted.

In not being able to open up I turned to copying the

styles of writers I admired in an attempt to find my own

style. I tried to write in a style similar to that of Edgar

Allan Poe and found immediately that the worst thing a

writer could do would be to start off with readers saying,

"My, this sounds like Poe," or Hawthorne, and so on.

Readers who want to read Poe or Hawthorne will probably do

so, and my imitation will be virtually worthless. Not only

will the worth diminish, but I will never have said what I

need or want to in the way I want. That is not to say that

it is wrong to study the celebrated authors, but that it is

severely limiting to mimic them or fashion a style after

them.

But style doesn't come off the paper automatically, and

into the words on its own, and neither does experience.

Style is "The arrangement of various elements in a work of
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literature . . . to give a single effect" (Brooks and Warren

684) and relies to a large extent on experience. Without

personal experience to fill the story with necessary

information, and style to move the story along, what is the

story? Henry James said, "Literature should be either

instructive or amusing, and there is in many minds an

impression that these artistic preoccupations, the search

for form, contribute to neither end, interfere indeed with

both" (James 168). These "artistic preoccupations" are what

we search for in writing, and are what makes writers feel as

if their writing will be accepted. In the end, I think that

most literature can be categorized as instructive or amusing

or both. That isn't to say that if someone can read it and

learn something, or be amused, that it suddenly becomes

literature, but that most literature is either instructive

or entertaining and in many cases both.

It happens often in my writing, as it must in other

professions as well, that I contemplate my reasons and

question my right to be a writer. I ask myself if I'm

really qualified, if I'm really dedicated, and if I really

love what I do. After I ask, I usually find that I return

to my original goals with renewed vigor. But I also have to

reaffirm my reasons for writing in the first place, asking

what is my duty as a writer to my reader? This is never a

simple question, and I find that as I write more, I

understand and answer this question differently. The answer
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evolves as I evolve, and that is how I keep my writing fresh

and new. But the question remains, what is my duty, and

what does my reader expect?

When I first began writing, my reader, then high school

aged, expected very little other than something that could

be read entirely without being so bored as to get

distracted: teenagers don't want to invest much time in

anything they're unsure of. I began writing poetry in high

school and sharing it with anyone who would read it. The

students' responses were so encouraging that I naturally

thought I must be a good poet.

It only took one undergraduate creative writing class

in college to realize that I could not write poetry, very

well, at least. However, I did find that I enjoyed the

writing, studying, and reading of short stories because of

the compactness of them. To make an analogy, the short

story isn't the sub-compact of the poem, nor the luxury

liner of the novel, but somewhere between the two. Choosing

a point in a character's life when something has happened

that changes the character is the ultimate challenge. "But

since a whole lifetime must be crowded into a few minutes,

those minutes must be carefully chosen . . ." (O'Connor 22).

O'Connor is referring to the first two lines of "My last

Duchess," but expresses my belief in finding the right

window in time to set the story.
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I thought at one time that my writing had to meet up to

the standards of the time-tested writers I was reading: Poe,

Emerson, Hawthorne, other romantics, and the realists in

American Literature. I thought it was my job to imitate

those writers, but that never worked. I found out what

Emerson meant in his discussion of paintings in the essay

"Art," " . . .'Thou foolish child, hast thou come out

hither, over four thousand miles of salt water, to find that

which was perfect to thee there at home?'" (Emerson 122).

The closer Emerson got to art, the more he realized he

already knew about it. I was trying to achieve something by

coming closer to the art of the writers I admired when I

realized that I already knew what they had done, and knew

that what they had done in their time, I had to do in my

own.

Perhaps I took James too literally when he said, "The

only reason for the existence of a novel is that it does

attempt to represent life" (James 166). Fiction attempts to

represent life, but somewhere the distinction must be made

between creative and reportorial writing. I found a period,

and still fight bits of it, when my writing was nothing more

than a flat report of events around me. It was not only not

fiction, but it was boring. In my first creative writing

class I learned that a personal account, usually a tragedy,

was not fiction. Students wanted to tell the story of their

last car wreck or death in the family instead of writing
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fiction. I learned more in reading other stories that

semester than in writing my own.

As a reader I expected more and now my reader expects

more: a short story that is evolved, that is cohesive and

coherent, and one that contains the proper mixture of

character, plot, and dialogue. My job is not only to make

my reader consider thoughtfully what has just been read, but

also to enjoy doing so. My writing must be education and it

must be art. As W. H. Auden said, " . . . [the writer] must

never, never be unfaithful to [the readers]" (Auden 469).

The first duty of the writer is to be true to the reader,

without hiding facts or information or traits, without

withholding anything from the reader. Since I write for the

reader, I must honor the reader in every sentence.

Second, if I am ever going to consider my work art, it

must be art from beginning to end. "A work that aspires,

however humbly, to the condition of art should carry its

justification in every line" (Conrad 471). This statement

from Conrad's "Preface to the Nigger of the 'Narcissus'" is

exactly what a writer tries to achieve, and it accompanies

faithfulness to the reader. There must be nothing so

extraneous that it is included for its own sake, but every

detail must contribute to the whole of the story.

Regarding the story as a whole unit, I often struggle

with the proper combination of elements in my stories. The

major concern I have is with that of the mixture of pleasure
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and education in my work. Some of my fellow writers have

argued the point that the human race is becoming too

educated for its own good, that soon the human race will

destroy itself in its quest for discoveries and advancement.

The majority of people that I see aren't the over-educated.

I see people in great need of learning about themselves and

others and how to deal with the world in order to survive.

Too often, those who don't know how to -- and can't --

interact with others to solve problems, solve them in their

own way, a way which is becoming increasingly violent.

I am afraid of much in our world today, but mostly I'm

afraid of not being heard or of being misinterpreted. That

is, I'm afraid of didacticism in my writing, because I don't

want to drive the pleasure-seekers away and I'm afraid of

pleasure for its own sake in my writing, because I don't

want to limit my audience. I'm looking for a combination

that will meet the needs of potential readers.

When it comes to the question of education or pleasure,

I opt primarily for pleasure, and try to keep in mind the

following, "Pleasure is by no means an infallible critical

guide, but it is the least fallible" (Auden 470). After I

think I have a story that a reader will enjoy, I consider

the goal of the piece, or the theme, and try to make a

character or group of characters change, based on their

experiences in the story. In this manner, I hope to reach

my reader completely, so the reader enjoys the story and
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gains experience through the pleasure or pain or education

of my character. Readers go to the bookstore first and

foremost to find something enjoyable to read, and I think

that if they find pleasure in my writing, I have succeeded.

If they find anything else in it, I am happy.

I have heard the story that there are only six plots

and that the Greeks found them all. I have heard others

come right out and say, "Why do you bother? There is

nothing new that you can write. Nothing you can say hasn't

already been said before." This is both a challenge and a

drawback. It doesn't challenge me to find something new to

say, but it challenges me to say something that's been said

before in a way that is pleasurable or informative and

different from the way it was said before. But this

statement also hurts me, in that it makes me question the

worth of my work, or my desire to create my work.

From my questioning, though, I find energy to move on.

I have to stop and reaffirm my goals. I've seen skeptics in

every field imaginable from UFO's to fortune telling to

space travel. Emerson said, "Because the soul is

progressive, it never quite repeats itself, but in every act

attempts the production of a new and fairer whole" (Emerson

118). Emerson tempers my emotion and re-seats me firmly in

the present. Emerson's essays offer me the strength, even

more than that which I find in the short stories of Poe, to

keep on with what I believe, and not to question my motives
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except when it is necessary to keep me on track. I can't

look at my work as repeating what's already been said, but

rather, as creating a new image, a new life, a new world. No

matter how my writing compares to my contemporaries, I'm

proud to have the ability to try to reach them and my goals.

Often the excitement of trying to reach my goals pushes

me to try to find the most exotic way to look at something

rather than the most effective way. When I'm trying to find

that one thing that hasn't been said, and say it in the

newest and most unusual way possible, I think of another

Emersonian statement: "Pictures must not be too

picturesque. Nothing astonishes men so much as common sense

and plain dealing" (Emerson 122).

As a reader, I want to feel as if I'm in a different

world than the real world, but I also want to believe that

world can exist. Cars that glide through the air don't

exist for me, and can't exist, but for a good friend of mine

who writes science-fiction well, they exist. It is up to me

to create a world, that my reader, in suspending disbelief

temporarily, can join, live in, and believe in. Gass stated

that, " . . . to the degree he makes his world real to his

readers, to that degree they will acknowledge his authorship

(Gass 19), and authorship is only conferred by the

reader. Even further, Gardner says that, " . . . the

writer's first job is to convince the reader that the events
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he recounts really happened" (Gardner 22). If the reader

will believe in the writer's world, the world is real.

I write about two themes in general: the individual's

internal struggle between right and wrong, and the external

struggle with society. Struggle and conflict are central,

money a prime mover in both, and human attitude toward money

and one another in public and private. Everything is

motivated by money first, society second, and morals third.

The resulting conflict between what people want to be and

what they are is the central conflict in my stories.

As I began to write more, I learned more about myself

-- the things I liked and those I didn't. Learning about

myself became my motivation and that of my characters in

many instances. Gardner said, " . . . [great fiction] helps

us to know what we believe, reinforces those qualities that

are noblest in us, leads us to feel uneasy about our faults

and limitations" (Gardner 31). Learning about and from

ourselves is my favorite, not my only, theme, but I think

the self-destruction of the human race is something that

needs to be looked at.

But what actually happens in my stories? What is it

that will draw and keep a reader? My influences are

certainly a large a part of me, but not necessarily of my

writing. The influences that first interested me in the

writing world, the ones that really did or said something

meaningful to me, are not an obvious part of my writing. I
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don't sit down to write and think of all the quotes I can to

give me inspiration or insight into my next story. My

influences get me into a world that helps me see a story,

but that story is never a true reflection of that influence.

When I stand in line at the grocery store and read a

magazine cover, or hear a conversation that is interesting,

I do several things. First, I try to figure out what is

happening, who the players are, and why they are saying what

they are. Then, I try to find someone I know or imagine who

is in this type of situation so I can better relate with the

reasons why the people are doing what they are doing. After

I determine the situation, I write it down, as does Joan

Didion to, " . . . find out what I'm thinking, what I'm

looking at, what I see and what it means" (Didion 294). I

never fully understand what the story is about until it's

written, until I've been in the situation and reacted.

Many times that is how my stories start, with that idea

or spark, or as Henry James called it, that "kernel." This

spark is the basis for my stories and could be any number of

topics including sexual frustrations, psychological

imperfections, and especially disillusionment. That is not

to limit my stories to certain topics, but I think that

every story comes down to its basic element of theme and

most stories fit somewhere above because of the breadth of

the topics.
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I've often asked where my stories fit in the continuum

of genres, and though I hate to categorize a writer or a

piece of writing according to someone's belief system, I

think there is a point when, in order to be published, a

piece of writing must be, however superficially,

categorized. Romanticism began a revolution in literature

followed by realism, naturalism, impressionism,

expressionism, and stream-of-consciousness. Each was almost

the antithesis of the preceding, and supposed that the

former was completely or mostly incorrect in its portrayal.

My interest in literature and writing began with the

romantics, but is not limited to any movement. I don't view

the world as objectively as I did when I began writing or

even completely subjectively. I write what comes to my mind

and to my heart and affects my soul and will write what I am

most interested in saying. Others will categorize it after

enough time has passed to show a trend in the writers and

writing of today.

Looking at the world around me and translating it into

the world I see is my task and my goal. I couldn't put it

any better than Joseph Conrad when he said, '. . . My task

which I am trying to achieve is, by the power of the written

word, to make you hear, to make you feel --- it is, before

all, to make you see" (Conrad 473). My task is above all

else, to help open the eyes of those who want to see, indeed

to open my own eyes so that I can see.
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My responsibilities are to my readers who will read my

stories or not according to how I serve them. I also have

an obligation to myself to do the best job of portraying the

world in the best manner I can, and to Poe, who said, "I

would define, in brief, the Poetry of words as The

Rhythmical Creation of Beauty" (Poe, 78). This is one quote

that I think of from time to time when I write, because it

applies not only to poetry, but to all art, whether painting

or film or sculpture or the storytelling.

Critiques from other readers and writers and self-

critiques have been the healthiest part of my start and

growth as a writer, and they will remain a large part of

what I do. How can a writer improve without criticism? In

the last two years of workshops I have met only a few people

who were not only unable to accept or give criticism but

unwilling. After all, it isn't just the acceptance of

criticism that makes a writer grow, but also the ability to

give worthwhile critiques to fellow writers. Thus, the

workshop becomes the place to critique and be critiqued.

There are, however, critiques about my writing that I

shouldn't have to rely on others to supply. After the

workshop, the only readers who will be on my side will be

those in my writer's group, and they can't dedicate their

time to my writing. So, this leaves me with only one critic

who is one hundred percent, one hundred percent of the time:

myself.
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A writer doesn't necessarily think of balance when

writing, but balance is the key to whether or not a story

falls to one side or the other, like a balance beam gymnast.

If there is too much dialogue, the story moves quickly, and

if there is too much description or narration, the story

moves much more slowly. I think that the proper balance

between dialogue and action is necessary, and I learned the

true necessity of it in screenwriting. From screenwriting,

I use the method of visualizing my story. In this respect

the story flows in my mind, and if it flows in my mind, it

will flow on the page and in the reader's mind.

Besides action and dialogue, I think there is a limit

on detail. I look back to "Pictures must not be too

picturesque" (Emerson 122), and see the necessity of

essential details only, those that are required to make

every line art, no more and no less, and no details that

aren't really necessary.

It is, of course, essential for a writer to read, and

to know how to read. Cleanth Brooks and Robert Penn Warren

are critics whose advice I follow. In the appendix to

Understanding Fiction, they select and discuss topics that

are crucial to understanding how to read, and how to write.

They say, "Just as a writer cannot give the total past in

his exposition, so he cannot give the total present in his

scene" (Brooks and Warren 650), and further, "His problem is
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to select the relevant details . . ." (Brooks and Warren

650).

Not only is knowing what to include in the story

important, but also knowing when to begin the story and when

to end. With practice, it is easy to feel when the story

should begin. I sometimes have to cut a large portion of

what I thought was the beginning of the story, in order to

find the beginning that is right. The beginning must bring

the readers into the story from the first sentence and

involve them enough to make them want to read on.

If beginnings are easier now than before because I've

taken the time to work with them endings are more difficult.

I rarely complete a story with the feeling that I've found

the proper end, the proper way to tie up the story. The

decision between an ambiguous ending and a clear one is the

issue I'm most often concerned with. Too many times I write

a story with both endings because I can't decide. In this

respect, I liken my difficulty to that of John Fowles,

especially in The French Lieutenant's Woman, with the last

two chapters both as endings. Endings come with practice as

do all the storytelling elements, but endings are

frustrating. Sometimes I have to leave a story alone for a

few weeks, and give the story a rest. After a short respite

from any story, the writer can often see the solution

clearly.
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Problems are what makes writing. If life moved forward

daily with no struggle, with no concern for ourselves or

others, or anything in particular, the human race would have

been eliminated a long time ago. The day to day conflict

between what I feel and what I think I should feel, what I

do and what I think I should do, is the primary source for

fiction. My own conflicts in life lead to the subject

matter of my stories, and Brooks and Warren have said that,

. . .story means conflict" (Brooks and Warren 652).

Without a tension, either internal, societal, religious, or

otherwise, life and fiction are not only boring, but also

meaningless.

The major elements of the short story are not always

elements that a writer needs to think about in the terms

that they are given. Plot, focus (person and distance),

climax, rising and falling action are natural elements of

the story and I don't think of them when creating a story.

They fall into place naturally, and I don't have to take the

step of saying, "This is my plot," or "I want this much

dialogue before the climax." I think if a writer is

involved in a story, and understands how the story works, it

won't be necessary to go through the preliminary steps.

There are times when a decision must be made regarding a

major element of the story, such as from whose point of view

to tell the story, or how much distance to allow the

narrator, but more often, those are decided by the
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characters or events involved in the story. Once an idea is

turned into a story, it evolves almost on its own for me,

and my major job is to make sure it says what I want it to.

In summary, the tasks of the writer are numerous, from

the care needed to create a story that is worth telling, to

the discipline needed to learn from others to make a story

worth telling. The attention necessary to make the

beginning, middle, and end of the story flow together as one

cohesive unit becomes imperative. A writer's beliefs,

doubts, reasons, style, and experience lead to each writer's

own type of story-telling or style. The writer must write

for the reader, first and foremost; everything else must be

secondary. The writer must write, and read, every day, in

order to learn to write and read better. But most of all,

the writer must enjoy his work, and that passion for

storytelling, for writing, must come through in every line.

When the story is such that readers can, after reading,

see the world or themselves in a different way or appreciate

a bit of life they weren't able to before, then the writer

has accomplished the task of writing effectively. If I

don't learn from every story I write I'm not writing the way

I should be, and if my readers don't gain something from

every story I write, then I shouldn't be writing. If ever

the passion, the discipline, and the quality leave my work,

then it is my responsibility to my reader to take the time
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necessary to regain these. Writing must never become a

chore or reading will become so, too.
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CLIMBING THE FENCE

Beth had started to let her hair grow long. She was

unsure why she decided to do this, and she didn't tell Mark

that she was doing it, but instead just stopped getting it

cut.

"You look shaggy. Let's go out for a drink," Mark said

after a few months of new hair growth. And then after a few

drinks, "I'll pay for you to get it cut if you want."

"No thank you, it's fine."

"Well, I know, but with your hair like that you . . .

"Mark."

Beth had dated, but never seriously until she met Mark.

She was a bar waitress at a club near the university and

Mark was a regular. After dating for a few years, they

decided to move in together, and when Beth got a job offer

in another city, Mark quit college and moved with her.

Mark was six years younger than Beth, and wouldn't

commit to marriage. Beth had never had sex with anyone

other than Mark; she wanted to wait until she found the

right man. Her father abused her and her mother, and she

didn't want to wind up in the same situation. Lately, she

hadn't even had sex with Mark. He had been looking for a

job since they moved, but hadn't found anything. He'd been

hanging out at a small bar outside of town, staying out all
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night on Friday and Saturday nights, and coming home about

nine or ten in the morning.

After the first few times that Mark didn't come home,

Beth thought about breaking up. One time, she told him that

they should see other people for awhile.

"If I catch you with anybody," he said, "I'll kill you

both."

Beth didn't want to upset Mark, and she couldn't prove

that he was having an affair, so she didn't say anything

more about it.

She remembered a few Friday nights, when Mark did come

home, but he was either too tired to have sex, or too drunk

to get hard enough to do it. Sometimes he forced her to

have sex, and hit her if she wouldn't. The few times he did

want to have sex, it was only long enough for him to satisfy

himself, and Beth rarely felt anything but dissatisfaction.

Beth felt that she wasn't beautiful or attractive, and

constantly had to look at herself in the mirror. Her brown

hair and green eyes, large breasts and small waist confirmed

in her mind that she was physically attractive. She had

lips big enough to pout, but a mouth that wasn't huge, and

besides her looks, she could carry on an intelligent

conversation without sounding pretentious or fake. But,

from time to time, especially when Mark was out, only a call

to her mother could give her encouragement.
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One late winter afternoon Beth and Mark lay on the bed

watching soap operas. Seth, a gay man on the soap opera,

was in the midst of asking his lover for a leave of absence

as it were from the homosexual world. "What do you think

about Seth's having an affair, Mark?"

Mark stared into Beth's eyes with a disdain that Beth

had never seen before.

"Fags should be killed, Beth."

"What about the affair, Mark?"

"What're you trying to say?" Mark grabbed her chin.

"Let me go!"

Beth slapped his hand away and sat up.

"It was a simple question. Why are you so jumpy?" she

asked.

"I'm not jumpy."

Mark set his mug on the T. V. table on the way into the

bathroom.

"You tired of me now? Is that it?" she yelled at him.

Mark didn't answer. He flushed the toilet and came

back into the room, but wouldn't look at Beth.

"You have a lot of growing up to do, you know?" she

said as he sat on the edge of the bed.

"I'm too young for you, is that it?" Mark asked.

"Or am I too old for you?" Beth asked.

Neither said anything more. They watched T. V., drank

from their mugs, and tried to look interested in the
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commercials. One commercial offered free knives with the

purchase of an appliance that shredded lettuce and shot it

into a bowl from twenty paces. Another was a local ad for

an attorney that featured a man in a neck brace whose head

turned almost unobstructed by the brace. He was saying

something about suffering, and one call. The last ad was a

large orange condom with square knobs all over it. Liberty

and a condom for all tastes, it said. I wonder what that's

really like, Beth thought.

She had never really looked that closely at other men

before, but since Mark didn't seem to be that interested in

her, she started looking.

She had seen an advertisement on the T. V. for Jerry

Crampton, a new lawyer in town who was fair skinned and had

reddish-brown hair and broad shoulders. He wasn't covered

with freckles, but had a few. She found herself fantasizing

about him, but she dared not say anything to Mark.

After a few weeks, Beth and Mark returned to normal.

Normal. But Beth was tired of normal; she wanted something

different.

She was on her way to the mall one day when she saw a

bird flying in front of her. It reminded her of life

growing up on the Atlantic coast. She loved the ocean and

the smell of the air and the sand that wiggled on its own

under her feet. Her mother had to sneak her out of school
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to take her to the beach, because her father wouldn't let

her go anywhere except school. The ocean was the only place

where she could go and feel like no one would hurt her.

Beth remembered a day when her father beat her mother for

taking her to the beach, but Beth knew better than to say

anything. She ran upstairs to her room and locked the door.

Beth wondered what it would be like now to have a man

hold her, and care for her, and love her. She missed the

sexual exploration of youth, and she~missed the tenderness

she desired from love. She thought of what it might be like

to lie naked and have sex with a man on the beach. She and

Mark had been to the beach plenty of times but they had

never had sex there.

Beth walked through the empty halls of the mall,

sometimes looking down, sometimes looking at a passerby, and

when she had finished her business at the department store,

stopped into a lingerie shop. No one had ever bought her

any lingerie, but she dreamed of wearing something slinky

while making love. She was really attracted to a lacy,

purple merrywidow, which she held up in front of her. She

thought of the first time she had been with Mark.

She had been working, and he had been at the bar since

early in the evening. When she finished work, she awoke him

from a light slumber in a booth where he lay since about

midnight. They went to her apartment where he stripped her
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at the front door, held her down on the couch, and fucked

her. When he was finished, he rolled over, said "I love

you," and went to sleep. The next day, he moved into her

apartment, and they'd been together since.

"It's a bit small," the woman said.

She jumped back a little when Beth wheeled on her.

"Didn't mean to startle you, miss, but it's a bit

small. I could get another."

"No, no, don't bother. Just remembering, you know?"

Beth said with a wink.

"Oh, he must be special."

"Yes. Something like that." Beth hung up the

lingerie.

Then through a window on the other side of the store

she saw Jerry Crampton standing at a lemonade stand. He

appeared to be alone.

Beth's heart pumped harder as she sauntered across the

hall. She looked to see if anyone was looking, and then

unbuttoned the second button on her shirt. She wasn't sure

what she was going to do, but she knew she was going to

approach him.

"I'd like a lemonade," Beth said, moving her lips into

a furtive pout.

The lemonade man watched her, as she dropped a bag and

bent straight over to pick it up.
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"Here," the attorney bent over and reached for the bag

at the same time Beth did, and then released it as she

tugged on it. "Thank you, but I've got it. The lemonade?"

she said to the man behind the counter.

"Uh, yes, ma'am," the clerk said staring at her chest.

"I'm Beth," she introduced herself to the lawyer.

"Hi. I'm Jerry Crampton."

"Two dollars," the clerk said.

Beth's hands shook as she dug through her purse for a

few bills, which she handed to the man behind the counter.

"Thank you, ma'am," the clerk said and turned to

someone else.

"Well, Mr. Crampton, you're a fine looking man."

Jerry Crampton turned his head as though looking to see

if anyone was in earshot, as Beth walked away.

Beth wasn't a stalker and didn't want to be, but she

did keep an eye out for Jerry whenever she was out, and for

the time being it looked as if she might not see him again.

She continued to stop when she saw his commercials on T. V.

and she began to wonder if something was wrong with her

emotionally.

Beth couldn't wait around forever for something to

happen by chance, and she realized she had known that for

some time. She wanted a man, preferably Jerry Crampton, to

love her, and she knew if she was ever going to graze the
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grass on the other side, she was going to have to climb the

fence herself. She planned a Friday evening when Mark would

be at the bar, and hoped it was one of the nights when he

wouldn't come home. She decided to approach Jerry around

dinner time.

Crampton's sign flashed by on her right as she had to

drive past and make a u-turn. She pulled into the

attorney's parking lot, parked the car and sat listening to

a song on the radio, trying to decide if she was making the

right move. When the song ended, she rolled up the car

window, locked the door and went into the office.

"I'd like to see Mr. Crampton," Beth said to the

receptionist.

"Do you have an appointment?" The woman peered through

the small glass window. Beth wondered if they had robberies

or if that was for privacy.

"The sign says I don't need one," Beth said.

"Well no, you don't need one," the lady said, "I was

asking if you had one."

"No ma'am, I'm sorry, I don't." Beth said.

"What's your name?"

"Beth Hightower."

"One moment," she said and slammed the glass door.

Maybe I should leave, Beth thought. Maybe this is no

good. She thought of a time when she was going to pack and
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leave her house, when she was sure her father would kill her

mother and herself. As she went to pull down her suitcase,

she heard her father coming up the stairs, and she hid under

the bed. She never tried another time to leave.

As Beth put her hand on the doorknob, a door behind her

on the other side of the room opened.

"Mrs. Hightower, I'm Jerry Crampton."

"Ms." Beth said and turned around.

"Oh, yes, I remember you from the mall. I'm sorry,

Ms."

He led her into his office, and she followed, watching

him closely. She looked around a moment to familiarize

herself with the room, and sat, as he instructed.

"It's late, and I wasn't expecting anyone else today.

I was just getting ready to leave."

Beth watched him and noticed him wringing his hands and

crossing his legs one over the other from left to right and

back. Her heart beat a little.

"If you'd like me to come back," she stopped.

"Oh, no. What's the trouble, Ms. Hightower?"

"I'd like a will."

"Okay. Just for yourself?"

"Yes. Just for myself."

"Are you single or married?" he asked.

"Does it matter?"
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"It could be the difference in whether or not we

discuss this over dinner at Barron's."

"Single. And hungry," she replied and looked away.

Barron's Italian Eatery and Club was filled with

people.

"They always like this?" She looked back outside at

the line for the club that stretched around the side of the

building.

"Usually. That's a pretty popular club for the younger

set."

"You don't look so old."

"You look pretty good yourself," he said.

The maitre'd knew Jerry by name and they were seated

immediately. Jerry picked a wine from the list as a fight

broke out in the line outside the building. People ran

yelling into the parking lot, and after a moment it was

impossible to tell who were employees and who were patrons.

Jerry and Beth watched for a moment and then returned to

their wine.

"So why did you come to me?"

"I was referred to you by your television commercials,"

she cocked her head and said.

"That wasn't meant to be a survey," Jerry laughed

sipping his wine.
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Beth looked at the other patrons and wondered what

their situations were. A dark-haired man with a beard, and

a much younger-looking woman were eating lasagne and

laughing in a booth across the room. Beth wondered if they

were having an affair. An older couple were staring at one

another but saying nothing: she could tell they were

unhappy. She assumed they had spent many years together in

marriage, and wondered why, after so many years like that,

they didn't just get divorced. Suddenly, Beth felt

uncomfortable, felt guilty for being there.

"What's wrong? You don't like the wine? I can get

another." Jerry asked.

"No, the wine's fine."

"Are you uncomfortable about this date? We can go back

to the office and keep it strictly business."

"Jerry, I'm fine. I'd just like to eat, and then go

some place quieter." She didn't look him in the eyes.

"Oh, by all means. Maitre'd?" Jerry called the man

across the room. The maitre'd hurried to the table. "We'd

like to get a rush on dinner, as we're late for an

engagement."

"Right away, Mr. Crampton."

"Ha. Right away, Mr. Crampton," Jerry mimicked the

head waiter. "These people are something else, when you

wave a few bucks in their faces. Just once it'd be

interesting to see one of them show some balls and say,
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"Fuck you, Mr. Crampton. Get it yourself. But I earned the

right, I guess, right?"

Jerry, laughing, looked up at Beth, her eyes staring

hard into his face, her lips parted but not sensuously any

more.

"I guess." She put her empty wine glass on the table

and looked away from him.

Jerry's apartment was spacious and obviously not

decorated by himself. The white leather couch probably

looked more comfortable than it really was.

"It's not much, but help yourself to anything you like.

Would you like a drink?"

Her body said no, get on with it, but her mind said

yes, I'd rather be numb.

They sat on the leather sofa and sipped their drinks.

Jerry jumped up, lost balance a little, wavering in front of

the sofa, regained his composure and put some soft music on

the stereo.

"When do you want to come by to make out your will?"

he asked from across the room.

"My what?" she asked.

"Will, when do you want to come by again?"

"Oh, I don't know, I was just concentrating on

tonight," she said.
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"I didn't mean to divert you from your goal of getting

a will, it's just that, you're a beautiful woman and that

distracted me." He walked back and sat next to her, his arm

around her shoulders.

"That's okay, I was distracted, too," she forced a

smile at him, as he began to push himself over on top of

her.

He kissed her on the neck, and she reclined and put

down her glass. She rubbed the back of his head, and felt

the effect of the alcohol mixing in her stomach. His hands

pulled at her shirt, which she had to open because his

fingers couldn't find the buttons. His hands were rough and

scraped her skin, and he pinched her nipples. She turned

her head from him as he tried to kiss her, and she thought

of Mark.

He began to moan and rub his crotch on her leg. He

drooled as he kissed her breasts, and wiped his mouth with

his arm as he stood in front of her. She pulled her shirt

to cover her chest, as he took off his pants and underwear

in front of her. He knelt on the edge of the sofa and

pulled her head toward his crotch.

Beth turned her head and rolled over on the sofa. She

knew better than to say no to a man, especially after he'd

been drinking, and feared he might even be like Mark. She

didn't want to succumb tonight, she wanted Jerry to love

her, not just fuck her.
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With Mark, there was no tenderness, there was no fun,

there was simply a goal. It seemed like an act of animal

instinct with him instead of an act of love. She had hoped

that Jerry, cultured, intelligent, classy, would have been

different. Beth knew now she wanted too much. The love she

saw on the television didn't exist, not for her, and never

would. She grabbed the pillow as he rolled her over and

claimed victory in his conquest.

After he had finished, Beth went into the bathroom and

sat in front of the toilet. She wanted to vomit, but not

much came up. She cleaned herself with warm water and

thought of Mark, and what Mark might do if she told him

about Jerry. But whether it had been good or not, and

whether she had been wrong or not, and whether she had

learned something or not, she had at least done it. Now she

knew. And she went to bed to sleep next to him.

When the sun came up, shortly after seven, Beth crawled

from bed. She put on her clothes and looked at Jerry. She

could still smell him in her nose, she could still taste him

in her mouth, she could still feel him inside her; she felt

sick. She left the apartment without waking him.

Mark returned about nine-thirty from his usual Friday

night out. Beth sat in the recliner, drinking coffee and

watching cartoons on the T. V. just like she always did on

Saturday morning.
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"Miss me?" Mark said closing the door behind him.

Beth always sat in the recliner, and Mark always asked

if she missed him when he came in. She thought he did it to

test the water, to find out what her mood was.

"Of course I did," Beth sipped her coffee, her eyes on

the television set.

"You already shower?" Mark asked.

"Yeah, I rinsed off a bit."

Mark walked over, took her cup from her, and drank the

coffee. He turned around and watched the T. V.

"I've got more coffee, you know."

Beth went into the kitchen and pulled down another mug,

while Mark finished the coffee, put the mug on the table,

and went into the bedroom.

Beth poured another mug of coffee for herself, and was

returning to her recliner when the phone rang.

"Hello?" she said.

"Beth?" Jerry asked.

"I'm sorry you have the wrong number," Beth said and

hung up the phone.

She thought about what she had done: she didn't think

that this would have been as difficult as it turned out to

be. She realized that it is funny how people use other

people, but it is in no way humorous. She would have to

blow the whistle on herself to Jerry, and that was turning

out to be very difficult. She decided to get a substitute
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for Monday, and go to his office then. But there was no way

she would ever be able to tell Mark. She wished that things

had been different with Jerry, that she could have had a

relationship with a man who wanted to love her. She

wondered whether or not there was such a thing.

Monday morning Beth left for work at the usual time, so

Mark wouldn't question her. She went to a coffee shop, then

to the mall, and then at lunchtime, Beth drove to Jerry's

office determined to tell him what had happened. The

secretary said that Jerry had been waiting for Beth, and

Beth laughed a little. Jerry burst through the door.

"Beth? Where have you been?"

He hugged her, but she stood stiff.

"Home."

"I called, but the number was wrong. I was worried

something had happened to you."

You pathetic pig, she thought. If something had been

wrong with me, who would you fuck?

"I've been ill."

"Nothing serious, I hope." He held her arms, and

looked into her eyes.

The way he held her and talked to her, she was almost

convinced that he genuinely cared about her, and she was

afraid to say anything. She looked down at the floor and
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tried to find an easier way out. She wanted him to hold her

and stay with her and love her.

Then, as if she had known it from the start, she

realized that it wasn't Jerry she wanted, and it wasn't

Mark, and it wasn't any man in particular.

"Jerry, there's nothing between us."

"What do you mean? What about the other night?" He

withdrew his hands, and his eyes darted around the room.

"That was an experiment."

"What, you weren't sure if I could do it or not?"

Jerry hushed his voice a little and looked around. No one

was in the office but the secretary, but Jerry ushered Beth

into his office.

"No, not you, me. I thought there was something wrong

with me. You see, I just broke up with my fiancee,

and .

"If he's giving you problems . . ."

"No, you are. I don't want to see you, Jerry. When

I'm ready maybe, but not now. And I don't want you to call

me either, okay?"

Jerry stood straight and stared at Beth for a moment.

She felt the stare go right through her and knew this was

the worst she had ever felt, and at the same time, the best.

She would never have to do this again.

"You do this for a living?" he chided.

"What?"
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Jerry took a step from her.

"You step on people for a living? Huh?" He turned and

swung his hand at her.

Beth covered her face, unsure what to do.

"You think you can just turn people on and off when you

want? You think you own people?"

He walked to his desk and slammed his fist onto the top

of it.

"This isn't at all what I expected from a man like

you," Beth looked back at him.

She cried a little and wondered if she was crying for

him or herself.

"Well, this is me," he reached into his pocket, "What

do I owe you for Friday night, huh?" He looked up at her

and began to pull off bills.

Beth turned and walked from the room. She wanted to

cry, but couldn't. She wanted someone to hold her, but

didn't know who.

She climbed into her car, put her head on the steering

wheel, and cried. She wanted to drive away, into a new

life. When she was through crying and wishing, she drove

home. She would have to tell Mark why she was early.
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CHAINED MELODY

Sometimes I could tell when something bad was going to

happen and sometimes I couldn't, and this was one of those

times I couldn't. Besides, bad is only a state of mind. It

is one of those words that varies depending on who's

explaining it.

I was driving a black Jetta, and the guy whose mother

owned the damned thing was passed out in the passenger seat.

I wanted to tell him immediately after I'd straightened out

the car on the wet pavement that his mother needed to buy

new tires. Who was I to say that to a grown-up? But the

police car on the other side of the road captured my whole

attention, and for a moment I didn't even know I was

driving.

I'm a bad kid only because bad things happen to me; if

they didn't, I'd probably be like all of my former friends.

It was my third DUI and, as I stood in the rain having my

hands severed at the wrist by a burly "I'm sure no fag" cop,

I realized that this time I'd probably be going on vacation

for awhile.

"Okay, punk . .

"Fuck you, pig." I mean, how much worse could it get?

Though the lump on my head would go away -- I

accidentally knocked it while being stuffed in the back seat
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of the squad car -- for awhile I could say I got it in

jail.

"So this must be a real drag for you guys." I looked

at my friend, cuffed but still unconscious beside me. "I

mean to pull us two primes over and get nothing out of it.

No dope, not even a small swig of booze for your cold, late

night. Oh, I do have a cigarette if you want."

"Shut up, kid, you're only making it . ."

"Worse on yourself, yeah I know. Are you tryin' to

tell me you two are the good cops? I been to your parties;

sometimes I supply them."

The more I talked, the worse the fumes in the car got

and I noticed no one would light a cigarette, not even me.

The cops must have decided it was easier to stay quiet, and

I began to realize that pretty soon, there wouldn't be a

metal cage between us.

"Great car though, guys. I mean really well kept up,

sounds like it runs well, no squeaks or nothin'. Bet you

like takin' in folks like me and Bill, don't you? No

fighting or anything like that."

Still they said nothing. The car pulled into the

garage and I watched the cops check their weapons and wait

for the green light. I woke up Bill and asked him to make

sure he came and got me out so I could go to work the next

day. Then I felt that something bad had happened again, and

20



I knew then that when I went back to work it would be at a

new job.

I went through the fingerprints and photos in a trance,

almost as though I wasn't sure if it was happening or not.

Afterwards, I was ushered into a clean, white room with a

large red "X" on the floor by the back wall. Then I knew it

really was happening and that it wouldn't be over for hours.

All I wanted to do as I began to sober up was take some

aspirin and go to sleep.

"Stand on the X, sir," came a voice from the corner of

the room where a VCR and camera were perched.

Sir, I thought. How could anyone call me sir? "This

big red one?" I asked.

He turned to face me and stared, saying nothing, and

for the first time, I realized that the metal cage was no

longer between me and them. But my senses returned shortly

and I thought, Fuck 'em, they can't hurt me; it isn't legal.

Then the big burly fellow came in the room and I knew I was

doomed.

"A real smart ass here," the old guy at the VCR said.

"Yeah, Tony, I got to ride in the car with him."

I don't remember anyone's name except for Tony. Tony

was old, and grey-haired, and kind of reminded me of someone

I knew. I think the reason I remember him is because, once,

he turned around and looked at me, and his eyes, full of

sympathy and a lack of understanding ate at me. He couldn't
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figure out why a good-looking, young, West side, middle-

class kid could be in for the third time for the same crime.

I know this is what he was thinking, because it was the same

question I was asking myself.

"Oh, I see, you fucks are gonna wait until you've had

your say and then turn on the VCR."

And in one moment, the sympathy was gone, and Tony

became my adversary once more.

"It's been on, son. It's for the judge to review you,

not us," Tony said.

It's been a problem for me for quite some time and I

have yet to figure out what to do about it: my mouth moves

with no prior direction from my brain. So, although my

brain knows when to say "when," my mouth doesn't. I've

always assumed that my oral cavity and parts surrounding

must be under the direction of some other part of my body:

perhaps my ass. With alcohol, it just gets worse.

I couldn't stand on the "X." Instead, I kept drifting

over to the counter to lean. Every time I did, they asked

me to return. Then, finally, came the part we all awaited:

the breathalizer. It's what really puts you away, and

though I didn't have to blow, I figured I could outwit man

or machine.

It said I should have been passed out and well on my

way to dead, but I told the guys there that I just wasn't

ready for the afterworld. They never laughed, and I know
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why. It was a serious offense to go through for the third

time. But I told them to look at it my way. I was

nineteen, was going to be out of a job, had already sold

everything I owned, and had just borrowed four thousand

dollars from a banker -- a relative -- who, though I didn't

know it at the time, would never again speak to me. Life

really was over for me, and I couldn't get it back. Hey, I

still had my $140.00 1965 Plymouth.

They finally took me to my cell and at about four-

thirty A. M. I turned to the wall, smoked a cigarette, and

cried, just a little.

I didn't cry again; it wouldn't have done any good. I

was arraigned before I usually would have been awake, but

sleeping wouldn't have done me any good either. I liked the

idea of facing someone about the DUI, but balked at the

first mention of addiction. I wasn't sure about the word,

knew it had bad connotations, ones I didn't want associated

with me.

The judge was a woman, and she looked at the evidence

before her. I am sure she gave me less than I deserved when

she announced my bail. She looked like a kind woman, no

harsh stare behind her wire glasses, black hair, gentle, and

yet she spoke with the wisdom and harshness of a

grandfather-railroadman. She meant well, and I don't think

she meant to hurt me.
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"Your third time?" she asked.

"Yes, ma'am." I looked down at my feet.

"I'm requesting probation revocation and 120 days in

County. I'm also going to ask that you seek help, son, and

never show any part of your anatomy in my courtroom again."

"Yes, ma'am," I said. My feet didn't move.

"Bail is set at five thousand dollars."

I looked up at her. She didn't have to set any bail.

"Please give your driver's license to the clerk before

you leave."

I was confused. I didn't know about this, and I looked

up at some minimum wage, polyester-wearing do-gooder, waving

me over so he could take my driver's license.

"My license?"

"That's right, son. Eighteen months. You can ask your

court judge for a work permit."

Driving was my life. I loved it. Any car, anywhere,

any time. I loved to drive.

The van ride transfer to the county jail where I would

either stay or post bail was quiet for twenty miles. The

driver was protected from the inmates by a fence, and the

inmates from one another by cuffs. Everyone was safe, and I

began to see no way out, no way to avoid becoming one of the

terminal bad boys with whom I rode. I was a loser like

them, and yet I wanted to be on the outside: I could
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tolerate being a loser, but not in jail. I couldn't

bullshit my way out of this one.

Once at county, I called my attorney, and while I

waited on hold, I thought about one day being able to call

him up to meet for lunch or something other than to say,

"I'm in trouble again."

"Can't do anything?" I asked him again.

"No, too expensive. Call a friend to post bail, then

come see me."

He doesn't want to help me, I thought, no one does, and

for a moment I was afraid. Call a friend, I thought and

laughed, turning back to the guard.

Bill, who was arrested for public intoxication and

released for a measley hundred dollars, took up a collection

at work and came to the jail with a bailbondsman and set me

free for five hundred dollars. I didn't have to return any

of the money except fifty bucks to my boss. So I was

released. But I was nervous. And I continued to drink.

And drive. What the hell, I thought, they have to catch me.

Several months passed before I was scheduled to go to

court, and several more passed as my attorney pushed back

the date. Finally, the inevitable came, and I put on my

suit and rode to the courthouse with my attorney.

"You haven't been driving, have you?" he asked me.

"Of course I've been driving," I said.
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We didn't say much after that. We talked a little bit

about the weather and some about what to expect in court,

but not much else.

"Have you decided?" my attorney asked me, watching the

road.

"Yeah. Jail. Don't let 'em give me probation."

"Could be six months or more."

"Jail," I said.

I knew better anyway. Six months translated to six

days with the overcrowding.

The judge didn't say much, and I didn't really want any

conversation with him, so I just tried to look sorry and

pathetic and to stand at attention.

"I'm revoking probation. You'll serve the remainder,

which is 180 days. Sentence is 120 days, bringing that to a

total of 300 days in county jail. License suspended for

twenty-four months, with an additional twenty-four months

probation. You may serve your time on weekends as

requested."

That was basically it. No conversation, no laughing,

no fun, just the facts.

"Oh, and don't come back into my courtroom, boy."

"Yes sir." I walked out with my attorney, relieved it

was finally over.
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I checked into the jail on Friday night as instructed,

exchanging my clothes for a jumpsuit, my shoes for rubber

shower sandals, and my money for coupons.

I was ushered to my cell, and though I expected a

number of large-forearmed behemoths to greet me at the door,

only one did.

"Gimme a smoke !" the huge man commanded.

I reeled from the force of his overpowering breath,

which floated somewhere between stale smoke and a few years

toothbrushless, and answered, "Sure, Slim, sure." I peeled

a smoke from the pack and stuck it in his thick fingers.

I'd brought a carton of cigarettes in with me because I knew

I'd be bored.

"Light?" His eyes popped in anticipation.

"How long since you had one?" I asked as I lit it.

"Thanks." He turned, pulling in the smoke, while

several men stepped from his path and then fell in behind

him.

"Long enough, I guess."

He sat on a chair on top of a card table in the corner

of the room. It appeared to be his throne, and several men

stood around him on the floor.

"You the king, or something, Slim?"

"That's right," he said with a smile.

I realized that he took what he could from the new guys

in the cell until they found out his game. I had been taken
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for the first time, and would have to be very aware. He was

softer spoken than I imagined, but still an antagonist in

this my new found struggle in life.

The odor in the room was a combination of mold and piss

and the cold from the floor came through my rubber shoes and

my socks. Good thing I kept the socks, I thought.

I took my belongings to an empty top bunk, and threw

them on it.

"Anyone using this?" I turned to face the others.

No one answered, so I claimed my home. I settled

myself in to my bunk with a good smoke and a Bible -- they

were free -- and watched T. V. while pretending to read. As

I finished my smoke, I felt someone staring at me, and

looked up to see a thin-faced, short, bald man staring into

my chest from across the room. He wore wire-rimmed glasses

that reflected the unnatural light in the cell, and I

couldn't see his eyes.

The strangest thing about the short, pale man was his

smile. It was toothy, cocked to the left side of his face,

and the corner of it almost disappeared behind the rim of

his glasses. I'd never seen a smile like it before. He

continued to stare and I looked up and down between him and

the Bible unsure what to do.

"What are you lookin' at?" I tried to sound

authoritative. After all, I needed to sound tough to earn

the respect of the other men.
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"You talkin' to me, punk?" The man next to the one

staring at me thought I was talking to him. His arms were

huge and looked powerful, but he probably wasn't agile

enough to catch me if it came down to it.

"No, man, relax. Your bald buddy there with the

smile."

The man looked over at the bald man, back at me, and

then back to the T. V.

"What are you staring at, Smile?"

The bald man didn't say a word as he walked over and

stood in front of me, blocking my view of the T. V. He

just stood in front of me smiling before he spoke.

"I want out," he said.

"Me too. So?"

"So get me out.,"

"Right," I said.

"You have an attorney?" the man asked.

"Yeah, sure."

"Call him for me. Get me out."

"When I get out, I'll come back and get you out,," I

assured him.

"I mean, I got a wife . . . and some kids . . . and I

gotta get home and support 'em. You know?"

His eyes held the kindness that his stance and mouth

did not and I almost felt sorry for him. Not because he

wasn't smart enough to get out of jail -- anyone could do
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that -- but because he wasn't smart enough to stay out. I

was. Smart enough, I mean. I just had too much fun living

life, until now, at any rate.

"Yeah man, I know."

"So, you'll help me out?"

"Yeah."

"Thanks."

The man turned around and slapped a few men on the back

and told them how he'd be out soon. The men continued to

play their hands, uninterrupted by the man's new freedom.

"Hey, what are you in for?" I asked the man.

"Murder."

Shit, I thought. A murderer? And I said I'd get him

out?

"Yeah, okay," I said as he turned around.

"Just kidding," he said with his huge smile.

"Well what are you in for then?"

"Hot checks."

"No shit?" I said.

"No shit." He returned to his bunk.

Dinner came, and the large man from the corner of the

room paced uneasily around the room, his weight shifting

with every step. If you paused during your meal, he would

scoop up your tray and slide the food into the open pit of

his mouth. I soon learned to eat with a voraciousness I had

never known before: what was mine was mine, and he wouldn't
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have any more of it. I held my head low and worked both

hands until all but the bread was gone.

"Gimme the bread,5 " he said.

I looked at his hand, palm up in front of me, and

wondered if this was really how it worked. It was almost

like the movies, except that this wasn't a penitentiary, and

I knew it.

"If you don't remove your fingers from in front of my

face, I will remove them from your hand like I did the last

small child's foot that I ate."

We looked at each other for a moment, and I wasn't sure

what was going to happen, but I had a feeling it would be

bad.

"Maybe I wasn't clear. Gimme the fucking bread, punk."

"No way, man. Maybe I wasn't clear, get away from me

or you're going to hurt."

He poked a finger into my chest, pushed me back a

little, and walked away.

"Gimme a dollar coupon, now," he shouted at one of the

men beside his chair in the corner.

Nothing else happened that evening, but I could see

that it would be them against whoever I could get on my

side.

Smile and I had great conversations with each other.

He instructed me about the finer points of having children
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regardless of my efforts to make him stop. Children were

the last thing on my mind, but in the end, I did entertain

his anecdotes. I, on the other hand, attempted to instruct

him on the finer points of staying out of jail; he never

caught on. Luckily he never asked why I was in.

We tried to keep things light in the cell by laughing

at the T. V., sharing cigarettes with each other, and by

wrestling on the floor.

So Smile and I got a reputation for being the good

guys, the nice guys, and the man we called "Slim" didn't

like it. We didn't care for his crew either, which were

most of the rest of the men in the cell, and that made me

nervous. They began to take our food and money cards while

we were sleeping or away from our bunks, and we had to take

turns guarding each other's stuff. Soon, they were roughing

up Smile a bit, while he was on guard. We were defenseless

against them save for the fact that there were video cameras

in the cell which were, we hoped, monitored. They wouldn't

keep us from being beaten, but they might keep us alive.

Not being interested in being either locked up or

beaten, I could see it was up to me to keep some kind of

peace or suffer my entire stay. I couldn't think like Slim

and his men, but maybe I could outwit them.

"Look at all of us," I suddenly stood and shouted.

Smile looked at me with a confused half-smile, and then

everyone turned and stared at me, standing on my bunk. ,
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"Who gives a piss about you, Slim?" I asked.

"Don't call me Slim," the fat man said and heaved

himself up.

"What's your name, then?" I asked.

"Bonzo."

"What?"

"Bonzo. It's a nickname," he explained.

"I hope so," I said. "So. Who gives a piss about

you?"

Bonzo mumbled something incoherent and looked down.

I unbuttoned the front of my jumpsuit, turned toward

the wall and bared my ass for the video camera. As I

squeezed my cheeks and shook them toward the camera, a small

fart escaped and some of the men began to chuckle. I pulled

my jumpsuit back up and turned toward them again.

"It ain't me you're after, Bonzo, it's them," I

pointed to the camera on the wall. "You're simply stuck

with me and Smile." I looked over at him. "Smile, what's

your name?"

"Moe," Smile said, looking up at me.

"Moe?"

"Yeah." He lowered his head.

"You're stuck with us, me and Moe." I turned to Moe,

"I think I'll keep calling you Smile if you don't mind."

"That's okay," he said.
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"So, Bonzo, don't fuck with us, because we're in the

same boat. What we're trying to do is figure out how to get

out of here, not stay longer."

"You are?" Bonzo looked at me unsure.

"Are what?" I asked.

"Trying to figure a way out."

"Of course we are. You want to be here for the rest of

your life?"

"Well . . . no, I guess not."

The men turned toward Bonzo, who scratched his crotch,

and looked at the ground, and I looked at Smile. Smile

looked up at me, his hands clasped and said simply, "He's

right, you know."

It wasn't something I wanted applause for, only

something to take the other men's minds off me and aimed

elsewhere; it was a way to keep me alive for a few more

days. As it turned out, that was all that was needed: the

other men lightened up and after two days we were all

laughing again. I'm not even sure I know why.

On Sunday, a guard called me from the cell, because my

weekend was up. I bid the others goodbye, and swore that I

would come back for Smile, though somehow, I knew I

wouldn't. I told them that it had been very enjoyable, and

that I would see them all again very soon on the outside.

I turned to leave and walked with only the sound of the

guard's boots slapping on the cement floor. But as I

34



reached the end of the corridor I could hear a strange

silence that I hadn't heard in that cell block while I was

there.

"Hey!"

I heard the shout as I turned the corner, and stopped

to look back. Bonzo was standing on the table in the middle

of the room, his back to me.

"I think you forgot this, you punk," he yelled, dropped

his pants, and farted.

I don't think I'll ever forget that huge white ass, and

I can still hear him farting today.

I was released at three for one, and then instructed

not to return as I was being credited for the rest of my

sentence. I think it was then that I realized that that was

life for the guys in that cell, but it wasn't for me. I

never would return to do any more time anywhere.

For the first time in my life I had made the right

decision by opting to serve my time. Instead of my money

going into some probation agent's pocket, I shared a little

hope with the hopeless. Though I imagine that Smile is

still waking up every morning thinking I'll come to get him

out, I hope that in my short stay, I showed someone how to

make the best of every minute. Like I said, bad is only a

state of mind, depending on who's explaining it. Come to

think of it, maybe even I learned something.
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AN EDUCATED MAN

The hard rubber tires pounded in synch with the

throbbing in Harv's head while he tried to figure which was

going to be worse: the drive to the Sumter's or just being

there. The commute to Richard and Leslie's home was wholly

the result of the relationship between Leslie and Elda,

Harv's wife, and Harv likened this visit to those from his

youth when his father took the family to grandma Syd's

house.

Although Grandma Syd put all the kids in another room

for dinner, Harv felt that he alone was being punished by

her. Once, Harv picked up his fork with his left hand and

his knife with the right, and Syd corrected him from the

other room.

And the same with the Sumter's: Harv already knew what

to expect. Though he didn't foresee an evening as dreary as

that with Grandma Syd, he knew how wealthy people thought,

and how they felt about poorer people. He was just a

farmer, asked to dinner by the town's bank president, and he

knew something disastrous would happen, because it always

did, just like at Grandma Syd's.

Richard Sumter had passed Harv on the street in town a

number of times without saying a word. Whenever Harv went

to market, or to town on business, he saw Richard walking to
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the coffee shop with the town's District Attorney, but

Richard never spoke. Harv knew that Richard didn't want

people to know he associated with people like Harv.

The few times Harv did remember Richard speaking to him

were when they were at church. Elda and Leslie always

stopped to talk in the hallway after the service, and

Richard and Harv always carried on what Harv felt was a

superficial conversation. They talked about the weather or

Sunday dinner, but that was all Harv thought they had in

common.

"Weren't wearing your hat, were you?" Elda smoothed

Harv's hair.

"Hnm?" Harv swatted her hand away from his head and

looked at her. "Huh? Course I wore it. What about you?"

"What do you mean?" she asked.

"You know what I mean. Where's your ring?"

"Well it was hurting my finger, so I . . . put it in

the jewelry box."

"The jewelry box?" Harv asked.

"Well, you know, somewhere."

Elda rubbed her eye with one finger and watched Harv

out of the corner of the other eye.

"Yeah, I know where all right."

Harv leaned a little in the seat, one hand on the

steering wheel, and one shoved into his pocket. He withdrew

Elda's ring from his pocket and handed it to her.
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"Oh, thank you, Harv. You didn't have to bring it for

me," she snatched it from him, forcing it onto her finger.

"It was on the hallway floor," Harv said, pushing his

pocket back in. "If you don't want it, I can sell it back.

We can use the money."

"I'll keep track of it: I'll keep it on," she said.

Harv rubbed his hand on his forehead.

"Your head's achin'," she guessed. "You shoulda worn

your hat."

"Ain't the first time," he replied, "but I know it

ain't the sun neither."

Harv returned his gaze to the road ahead, and flipped

open the wing window with his left hand. He stuck his

fingers through the window and moved them in the wind.

As he watched the wavering lines of the road ahead,

soaked up by the heat, he wondered how much longer they

could afford to keep the farm. It hadn't turned a profit in

eight years and the bank was offering to buy. In a few

years, they wouldn't be offering. He wondered how a sixty

year old man could find a new start, or retire without a

savings. He couldn't afford to buy the things his family

needed, much less the occasional gifts they wanted.

As he thought about what he could give to his family,

he thought about his son Gene who'd been caught stealing a

number of times in the last several months. Maybe that's

why Gene's turned to stealing things, he thought. If I
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could have just given him something other than chores. But,

then again, maybe the judge was right, and Gene's problem

was psychological. Gene might just need some help. No

matter how many times Harv went over it, for every reason he

could find not to blame himself for Gene's behavior, he

found several good reasons why he should.

"What honey?" Elda asked.

"Huh?," Harv pulled his hand back in and put both hands

on the wheel. He stretched his fingers out and then curled

them back up.

"You were mumbling something."

"Elda," he looked over at her, "I don't mumble."

"Harvey . . ." she started.

"I know, I know: try to be nice for a few hours," Harv

put up a hand as if he were stopping traffic.

Elda turned to him in the seat and put her hand on his

thigh.

"It's not that, dear, just try to be with us. I mean,

you've been out in daydream land since this morning."

"How can I let the boy stay out of school to work on

the farm if he's going to keep stealing. My own son

despises me."

"Harv! That's just not true. He loves you."

Elda squeezed his arm, and he pulled it away.

"Funny way . .
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"It's not a way at all. He has a problem, like the

judge says, and he needs help."

"He needs a whippin'," Harv slammed his fist on the

dash.

"That won't work, and you know it," she looked out the

side window.

"Yeah, I suppose."

His family was a reflection of him, Harv thought, and

right now, he was very interested in losing the mirror and

breaking the string of failures.

Harv watched Elda turn and look out the window; he knew

she was thinking that he was being unreasonable, but he

didn't know any other way to be. He hated being hard on his

family, especially Elda. He wished the best for all his

family.

He was at least a little relieved knowing what good

friends Elda and Leslie Sumter had become over the years.

Their work in the church choir had brought recognition to

the tiny church, which continued to grow in popularity.

Their production of "The Messiah," though perhaps not fresh

and new, showed the emotion they felt in their work.

But Harv wasn't interested in that: Harv's problem was

Richard Sumter. He owned the United Bank One in town and

Harv knew that Richard would just as soon work a whole

summer day without air conditioning as have to talk to Harv
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in public. Harv knew people, and he was sure he had Richard

figured out.

"This is it, Harv," Elda mumbled.

Harv's mouth moved a little as he envisioned himself

for a moment in Richard Sumter's position. He would enjoy

the power and prestige that the position offered, but most

of all it would give him a salary that would allow him to

shower on his family all the things he wanted to now but

couldn't. He would be able to take them on a trip to

Montana, and maybe even the cruise that Elda wanted, and the

car that Gene wanted.

More than anything else, he would be unaccused of his

son's wrongdoings, and he would be accepted as a good man, a

good father, a good husband. He wouldn't receive any silent

stares from people in town who knew about Gene. And

educated, too, like Richard, Harv thought. Yes, he too

would be an educated man.

The front door opened and Richard Sumter held the door

to let Elda enter. Richard was a lean man, taller than

Harv, but not gaunt. His black and grey hair was sculpted

short and his beard was tailored to his chiseled chin. His

pants were casual, but probably expensive, and his shirt

obviously had been laundered by professionals.

41



Harv had never been this close to the man and now he

wished he wasn't. He looked down at himself, in his "dress"

coveralls, dark denim, and unstarched plaid shirt. Harv

felt like leaving. He could begin to cough, or complain of

chest pain. But he realized, someday, he would have to

confront the man.

"You must be Harv. I've heard a lot about you lately."

Harv looked at the man. "Evenin'," he said.

As Harv started in, he noticed that Richard was staring

outside in the direction of his truck. Harv turned and

looked at the beaten-up, green, '74 Chevy pickup and then

looked back at Richard.

"Boy, they don't make them like that anymore do they?"

Richard chuckled for a moment as Harv started inside.

"No, sir," Harv said and walked into the house. "We

can't afford to buy a new one every time we need," he said,

while he took in his surroundings.

"Hi, Harv, how are you?" Leslie called to him from the

dining room.

"Fine thanks, and you?"

"Gett:in' by like all the rest, I guess. Supper's not

quite ready."

"Harv, would you like a glass of tea, or maybe wine?"

Richard walked over behind Harv, who was surveying the front

room.

"Hmm? Oh, tea'll be fine, please.,"
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Richard disappeared through the dining room and into

the kitchen. Harv stood in the middle of the living room

turning slowly and looking around at the furnishings. The

furniture was Queen Anne, rosewood, and unscratched. The

sofa was covered in a hideous floral print that looked thin

and uncomfortable. Harv glanced into the dining room at the

china cabinet made of the same wood as the furniture. In it

were various unmatched plates and platters and several

lights that reflected from mirrors inside.

Harv noticed that the coffee table in the middle of the

room was glass on top with red, green, and blue lenses

beneath, like a stop light. He stooped to look closer.

Richard returned with two glasses and saw Harv on his

knees in front of the projection T. V. He hit the button

that opened the screen on the wall, and Harv immediately

jumped and. wheeled around.

"Wait'll you see the picture," Richard said.

He put the glasses on the table and pushed a button on

the remote, turning on the T. V. with stereo sound.

"Sounds good, too, huh?" Richard asked.

"Yeah."

"It's my little toy. Just installed it a few weeks

ago. You ought to see the Wolverines play on this baby."

Richard came closer and put his arms together to play a

block into Harv. "Boom! They're life-size up there," he

pointed to the wall.
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"It's sure nice all right," Harv said.

"Nice!? It's state of the art," Richard beamed.

The two men stood in awe, one of the full-size figures

on the wall, the other of this different world and all the

enjoyment it offered.

"Let's eat," Elda shouted from the kitchen and emerged

with a tray of meat.

"Yeah, Harv, let's eat."

"My, this is just too much food, girls; you shouldn't

have," Richard said as they approached the table. "You ever

seen corn that looks like that, Harv?"

"Never seen nothing like it," Harv mumbled.

"Oh it's not much," Leslie replied and sat down in the

chair Richard pulled out for her.

Richard hurried around the table and pulled out a chair

for Elda, who smiled as she sat down.

"Let us pray," Richard said. "Lord, you have gathered

us here and we are unworthy. Let us be thankful for what we

have, and let us not forget those less fortunate than

ourselves. Amen"

"Amen." Harv grabbed for the platter of meat.

When Harv's plate was full he began to eat. He held

his fork in his left hand, and his knife in his right hand

for the entire meal and in this manner he worked both hands

simultaneously like a small scoop, gathering food and
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depositing it in his mouth. He paused, chewing a mouthful

of bread arid potatoes, and looked up to see everyone looking

at him. He lowered his utensils, and remembered meals at

Grandma Syd's. The memories were so real at that moment

that he almost expected to hear her shouting from the other

room.

"Harv!" Elda shook him by the shoulder. "Answer

Richard."

"Oh." Harv looked up, "I'm sorry?"

"I was asking if there was a problem with the food.

You don't seem to like it," Richard laughed.

"It's fine. There isn't any problem at all," Harv

misunderstood.

"As long as you like it, Harv," Leslie said.

After dinner, Richard disappeared into the hall

bathroom. He flipped on the light, and looked at the ring

on the basin. He pushed it aside and went about his

business. When Richard reappeared, he walked to the front

door, and then turned back toward the dining room.

"Come on, Harv, let's go out on the front porch and

have a smoke." Richard pushed open the door, his silhouette

appearing through the window. He sat on the porch swing and

waited for Harv to come through the door.
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Harv stood and pushed his chair back, wondering how on

top of everything else, he was going to tell Richard that he

didn't smoke.

"What, dear?" Elda asked as he lumbered toward the

front door.

"Hmm? Oh, nothing," he said and went outside.

"Come on out and have a seat . . . smoke?" Richard

offered him a cigar.

"No, thanks just the same," Harv said and sat down on

the wide, stone, porch railing.

"I understand business isn't so good," Richard leaned

over, his elbows on his knees, and lit his cigar.

"Been better," Harv picked at his teeth.

"I know we're not here to talk business, but if you're

interested in a loan, I can help," Richard said.

"Thank you for your offer," Harv replied politely.

"By the way, how's Gene? Bet he's giving you some good

help, isn't he?"

"'Spose. Why?" Harv asked. But he knew why. Richard

had been talking to the D. A. Probably when they went to

the coffee shop.

"Well, if he doesn't go to school, I just assumed he

was working for you."

"For the most part." So there it was, Harv thought,

Richard and the D. A. thought that he was keeping Gene home
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to train him to steal. This whole dinner may even have been

a way for Richard to find out information 
for the D. A.

"Hasn't been in any more trouble lately has he?"

Richard asked with a puff of smoke.

"None as I'm aware of," Harv looked toward the sky

across the horizon, and rubbed his hands on his thighs.

"If there is something I can do let me know," Richard

leaned forward.

Harv watched a car pass until it was out of sight and

then turned and looked at Richard.

"Almanac says we're in for a hard winter," Richard

stood and flicked his ashes off the patio into the wind.

"That so?"

"Yeah. Worst in a century, it says."

Harv looked at Richard and saw a man who had never

worked a day in his life, not real work. But Harv

understood that people's callings are different, and he

tried to accept that. He didn't understand why Richard had

to keep badgering him. He couldn't help the weather, or

what his son had done.

"If you'll excuse me, I need to use the restroom,"

Harv walked into the house leaving Richard smiling,

releasing his smoke a little at time.

Harv took his time walking through the living room:

the women stopped talking. He eyed the projection

television as he passed and bumped into the wall on the
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other side of the room. The women laughed a little and Harv

hurried around the corner, his cheeks flushed.

Even the bathroom was elegant, Harv thought, as he

looked at himself in the gilt-edged mirror. The floor was

black and white checked and the toilet and sink were black.

Toilets are white, he thought, and peered down into the

toilet as if he were looking for something particular.

While he relieved himself, he looked at the towels and

wallpaper, and even at the ceiling. He took everything in,

all the way down to the small embroidered "S" on the hand

towels.

"You ever gamble?" Richard took a drink from his

glass.

"Don't reckon as I have." Harv lowered his cards.

"You're pretty good at five card draw," Richard said,

his cards fanned in front of his face.

"Just lucky I suppose." Harv rearranged a card.

"You call nine out of ten, luck? I think you know

pretty well what you're doing. You're a shark, aren't you?"

Richard shifted his eyes back and forth between the cards

and Harv.

Harv looked at his cards, a flush, and lay them in

front of him on the table. It was bad enough that he was

thought of as a thief, but a card shark, and a cheater?
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"Sorry," Harv apologized for winning again.

He shuffled the cards and dealt a new hand.

"Leslie, how about some more to drink?" His wife who

appeared, silent in the doorway, holding a pitcher of tea.

"You need some more, Harv?" she asked.

"No, thank you," Harv said.

Harv shuffled the hand.

"You pick up extra cards somewhere?" Richard said with

a thin smile. "You deal so fast."

"Just rearrangin' 'em," Harv said without looking up.

"Well, play the cards before you rub off the print,"

Richard laughed.

Harv lay down the cards on the table and said proudly,

"Three aces."

"What? That can't be," Richard said. "Boy, am I glad

we aren't playing for money. If you'll excuse me, I have to

take a leak."

"Certainly," Harv collected the cards as the bathroom

door shut.

After a minute the toilet flushed and Richard stood in

the doorway looking at Harv.

"Have you seen the ring that was on the basin?"

Richard asked from across the room.

"Pardon me?" Harv asked.

"The ring, have you seen it?" Richard asked again.

"No, I'm sorry, I haven't."
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"Honey, have you seen your ring? You know, the one

that was on the basin before dinner," Richard looked into

the living room at the women from where he stood.

"I didn't leave a ring in there, Richard."

Richard shrugged his shoulders and returned to the

table. He sat down and picked up his cards, surveying them

for a moment and then looked over them at Harv.

"Funny how your mind convinces you that something that

isn't, is. I could swear I saw a ring in there." Richard

pulled two cards from his hand and lay them on the table.

"Two, please."

Harv watched him eyeing him, and now he noticed

something he didn't see before: there was accusation in his

eyes. The emptiness in Richard's voice had given way to

accusation, and the emptiness in his eyes had become

accusatory, too. Where had he gone wrong, he asked himself,

that made people think he was a thief?

He remembered a time when the people of the town had

joined together and helped to raise his father's barn.

There was a day. They all sat down together in one open

spot in the meadow, and they all ate together, and they all

talked to one another, and they all had a bond stronger than

any Harv had seen in a long time. In those days, if there

was an accusation that needed to be made, one stood up and

made it. There was no beating about, trying to scare out a

confession.
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"Hey, poker face. Everything okay?" Richard asked.

"Yeah, how many?" Harv replied stretching his lips over

his teeth.

"Two, please," he said with a laugh.

The laughs, and the nonchalance were the real grabber,

Harv wanted to say. Just come out and say it.

"Winning?" Elda said to Harv as she walked toward the

bathroom.

"I think you should send him to Vegas, Elda. He'd rob

them blind out there," Richard waved his cards.

"I might just have to," Elda said and closed the

bathroom door behind her.

Harv folded his cards together, stared hard at Richard,

and slammed the cards down on the table rattling the

glasses.

Richard, jumped a little at the noise, and looked at

Harv.

"I lost," Harv said, "Okay?"

"No way. Let me see," Richard grabbed Harv's cards,

sliding them to himself. He turned them over in front of

him on the table and exclaimed, "No you didn't. You have

two pair, and I . . .," he turned over his other two cards,

"only have one pair of twos."

Harv's face grew red and he began to bare his teeth

like a threatened wolf.

"You won, again!" Richard shouted.
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Harv's mind jumped back to the one time in the town's

history when a man was hanged for murder. He was there, a

small child, but there just the same. He saw the injustice

done to the man, who had no trial, by the people, who had no

proof. He remembered the trial by jury of the four people

accused of the hanging, one of them his uncle, which sent

them all to prison for life.

"I do not cheat at cards!" Harv stood and yelled. "And

furthermore, I do not steal, nor did I instruct my son in

the ways of thievery."

"Harv," Richard stood and held out a hand palm down,

"Calm down, Harv, it's a game, that's all."

By this time, Elda emerged from the bathroom and stood

staring at her husband. She rubbed the finger with the ring

back in its place.

"If you have an accusation to make about me or one of

my family members, then make the accusation."

"Harv!" Elda shouted. "I swear I don't know where he

gets this," she assured Richard and Leslie.

"The ring was mine. I left it in the bathroom, and it

got knocked on the floor behind the toilet. That's why it

was gone."

Harv looked down at his feet and then up at the others.

A short gurgle came from his throat, but otherwise, all were

silent.

"I think we better go," Elda told Leslie.

52



"It's okay," Leslie said as Harv walked to the front

door.

"Yeah," Richard said as Harv closed the front door

behind him, "It's okay. Things are just very tough right

now for Harv. "

"Yeah," Elda replied, "Things are tough right now."
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PIGGIE AND PETE

I was called in because I was the expert and could nail

down with little margin for error a psychological defect in

any human being. At least, I'd always been able to until

now. It happened early in the semester, second week --

first two weeks I don't usually do anything anyway -- and it

altogether caught me off guard.

After the incident, the principal gave most of the jobs

to the other counselor, and left me with the schedule

planning. He said I would be lucky if I didn't get sued.

The incident was three years old, now, but everybody

remembered it like it was yesterday. The boy, Lucas, was

possessed by Satan himself until one day right after lunch.

Lucas went out into the hallway and started throwing

up. To this day, everyone blames it on the cafeteria food,

but I know better. I ran out to the boy, saw that his eyes

were opened wider than they're supposed to be, and noticed

he was clutching his stomach. I realized that any minute he

would begin growling, and maybe his head would begin

spinning, so I held his head tight. He began to scream, as

I expected, and make choking, gurgling sounds, but I held

him until the paramedics pried me away.
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I had drawn a crowd and everyone in the hallway cheered

as the paramedics took him away; I knew that I had done

right by that boy.

Now, there was another kid named Pete Broody -- a

short, dumpy kid who didn't play sports, and wore tattoos in

places. They were Satan-based markings, and I'm sure that

most in the school thought that Broody was at least a

messenger of Satan, if not in higher ranks. He wasn't all

marked up like some rock stars, just enough to show his

allegiance to the dark side. I'm a psychologist by trade,

but I study the occult because it's a major factor in the

downfall of today's civilization.

So one day I opened my door and the principal stepped

in looking around for something, and asked me to do a

special job for him. He really liked me, and we'd both been

there the same amount of time; we knew the school and the

town and the people. At least I did.

"Anything," I said and offered him a seat and a smoke;

it's impolite not to offer.

"Counselor, we have a problem," he sat down, declining

the smoke. "And Mr. James is busy."

Mr. James is the other counselor I mentioned earlier,

and I was happy to take on a little more work. It seemed

Pete Broody, had a habit of stealing things, and was

suspected of taking pills from the nurses station.
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"Pills!" I said, doubting. "How can a kid in the

eighth grade be stealing pills, and worse, why?"

"That's why you have a job," he said. "Now, the nurse

thinks that Pete is only doing it for the attention. He's

got a baby brother, he's going through puberty, and well,

he's just plain a ugly kid."

"No, that's not it."

"What do you mean?" he asked, as if I didn't know what

I was doing.

"The nurse isn't a psychologist, sir."

"Look, I don't like giving you this job any more than

you like taking it, but that is a plausible explanation."

He was referring to the Lucas incident, and I would

have to be very careful what I said so I wouldn't lose this

assignment.

"He's taking the pills, counselor," the principal said.

"Okay, let's say he's taking the pills. Jealousy just

doesn't fit."

I knew the answer. The boy was a satan worshipper, and

taking the drugs, possibly to give them to his family.

"Well, counselor, you're the psychologist. I want you

to find out soon, and report back to me, what you think the

problem is." The principal stood and left the room.

Jealous of his baby brother, I thought? Come on. So I

set out to see why a pill-taking, abnormal, Satan-

worshipping thirteen year old was stealing pills.
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His family was average: a rancher father, homemaker

mother, and a toddler boy who appeared to have a severe

aversion to the word "no." I know, because I saw Mrs.

Broody, a kind, soft woman of about forty or so in the

grocery part of Ruth's one afternoon. Young Bobby Broody

was standing on the bottom shelf reaching up for a jar of

peanut butter when Mrs. Broody saw him. She yelled, "No!"

rather loud and that boy took off like a barefoot sandpiper;

no one could find him. After fifteen minutes of searching,

he turned up between the Shoqun's Revenge and the Green Bird

of Prey video games. He was just standing there between

them, and though I didn't pick him up, I swear he wet his

pants, and from the smell of that back room, maybe worse.

I'm going to have to check into that kid when I get done

with his brother, I thought.

Anyway, I have a degree in psychology from the

university and I started as counselor at the school just a

few years back, but what's important is that I finally had

my first case of real loonies. Not like school-book

loonies, but real people with problems. So I had to find

out about Pete first, and the best way to do that is to find

out what his home life is like.

One night, I invited myself over to the Broody's ranch,

just outside of town. Mrs. Broody answered the door, and I

could hear the others behind her. There was a strange odor
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from inside, probably roasted goat, and I knew it must be

dinner time.

"Evenin' Mrs. Broody," I said.

"Well hello, Mister Counselor," she said with a smile.

I was pleased and impressed by this title, but knew how

these people worked and that it was just a ploy. Then I saw

it: she had a gleam in her eye that didn't come from any

light around; I was sure of it, and I knew right then that

Satan had hold of that house. It needed to be exorcised,

and I knew that I wouldn't be able to do it. It really

required a priest.

"Won't you come in our house?" she offered politely

and stepped back.

"Well of course," I said and stepped over the

threshold. I figured if I didn't act like I knew Satan was

there, then he wouldn't harm me. However, I was afraid to

stay too long, lest he should get his hooks into me. I was

depressed, really, that Mrs. Broody's friendliness was

insincere, but I also knew that once the family was rescued,

it would be genuine again.

"We've just eaten and are having dessert. Won't you

join us?"

She was nicer than most would have been, especially

with my never having been there before. Of course, I didn't

decline, because I didn't want to falter in front of Satan.

If I did, I would be his. So I walked into the dining room
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and saw my fate in front of me. The Broody's were sitting

around the table, but I was to be in the chair at the head

the fifth person, and if I sat down that they would

sacrifice me for dessert. In fact, I noticed from the

position of the high chair that had someone not come in, the

baby Bobby would be it.

Knowing I held my own fate, I stepped up and

immediately said, "Hello, Pete," thinking that I might be

able to throw them off guard and thereby save precious

moments of my life.

"Sir," he replied.

"Sir," I said to Mr. Broody.

"Mr. Counselor," he said, and nodded.

No one made a move, and for that moment, I felt like

all eyes, even those of the thousands of dead living in the

walls in that house, were on me, awaiting my first error.

"I wanted to talk about . . . or to, Pete," I

stammered.

Everyone looked at me some more, and Mr. Broody took

some plates into the kitchen. I heard the faucet running

as Mr. Broody washed the dishes. I would have to remember

he was in there, and that he might be up to something.

"Won't you be seated," Mrs. Broody offered.

"I'd rather stand," I said.

"Why don't you say hi to little piggy," Pete said with

a snarl and pointed at his brother.

59



"Pete, you be nice," his mom said.

But I saw the look in Pete Broody's eye when he glared

at his brother. I'd read enough books about his type when I

was in school, and I know that those people only do one

thing to pigs. If Pete called his little brother "piggy"

then I knew what was in store for poor Bobby unless I

stepped in.

"Why do you call him piggy?" I asked. "Is it because

you hate him?"

"Well heavens no," Mrs. Broody replied -- I didn't

think they could say things like that, so at that point I

thought she wasn't one of them. "It's because we used to

play with his little piggies and Pete heard us and calls him

piggy?"

Who's kidding whom? I asked myself. Is she covering

for Pete or lying? Just then Pete looked at his mother and

his eyes rolled back into his head, and he let out a

horrible loud gnashing sort of laughing sound from deep

inside, and I knew it would soon be over.

"Peter!"

"Excuse me," Pete said and covered his mouth with a

napkin.

I knew she was making reference to the disciple Peter,

but was unaware that Satan's troops could make reference to

anything heavenly. Pete would deny that anything was wrong.
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"Pete, are you possessed?" I asked and walked over

toward the high chair.

"Huh?" Pete asked.

"Never mind," I said. It was the same as a denial.

I walked over to Bobby and snatched him from the baby

chair and held him up in front of me, his arms out to his

side like a cross and I carried him over to Pete's side of

the table. You see, I figured that Mr. and Mrs. Broody were

old and weak, and they were using the power of Pete to

overwhelm all goodness in Bobby. They almost had him

(evidenced earlier by the scene at Ruth's) but I would end

that.

I was about to set the child down on Pete's lap when

all of a sudden he let out another yowl, screaming out,

"No !" Bobby knew what Pete was about and he overwhelmed me,

turned around, kicked me in the head, and sprang off like a

headless acorn from a lawnmower blade. I thought they

already had Bobby.

There I stood, face to face with Pete Broody, tattoos

and Satan eyes staring at me like an angry god, and I knew

it was going to get nasty. I shouldn't have gone inside the

house. I knew of a priest close by, but I'd never make it to

the phone now. I was on my own.

"Why do you hate him?" I asked.

"Mr. Counselor," Mrs. Broody said, "I beg your pardon,

but . . ."
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I turned slowly, not wanting to anger more than one of

them, and said with a smile, "We need to get to the bottom

of this."

"Yes, but I hardly believe that Pete hates his

brother," she said and looked at Pete.

"Oh, he hates Bobby all right. He hates him and wants

to overpower him and then sacrifice him, because Bobby is

going to be stronger than Pete soon. Bobby's going to rule

over him and Pete's trying to stop that from happening."

"Pete loves his brother, sir," she said, her hands on

her hips.

I stopped there, not wanting to anger her any more.

I'd forgotten to keep an eye on Pete, though, and he had

walked half-way around the table before I realized it. He

was going for Bobby.

"I tell you what," I said to both of them, "I'll go and

find Bobby." Then, though I was afraid to turn my back on

them, I walked away.

He was cowering behind a toilet and I grabbed him up

from there and stood him on top of the commode looking him

in the eye, telling him how it was going to be.

"You and me are going to go in there and help those

people, and no matter who yells the "n" word first, we stay

and help them." You see the secret was to not say the word

"no" to the boy; then he was yours.
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And back into the dining room we marched, me and Bobby,

smiling as we went. We marched right back up to Pete and

stood in front of him like stones before the fire.

"This here's your brother," I started and smiled at

Bobby. "You do right by him, and he'll do right by you. You

aint gotta like him, but you gotta love him because he loves

you and that's all."

You see, it's that love stuff and God stuff that gets

rid of demons, and I used it as best I could. Since I

wasn't a priest, and I was performing an actual exorcism, I

hoped he didn't turn violent like Linda Blair and give me a

hard time.

With that I pushed Bobby into his brother, pulled

Bobby's arms around his brother's neck, and let go of Bobby

so Pete would have to grab him. Slowly Pete hugged Bobby,

and held him there, and even Bobby let out a little growl as

Pete patted his back to relieve the baby of his demon.

"Well, I'll be damned," Mrs. Broody said. "He's

huggin' the boy."

"I'll be damned, too," Mr. Broody said as he returned

to the room.

"No ma'am, sir, I don't think either of you will be,"

I assured them both.

"He ain't never done that, y'know?" Mrs. Broody said

to her husband.
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Pretty soon Mr. Broody went and hugged 'em and though

no more demons came out of anyone right there, I figured

they'd either eke out a little while the folks slept, or

they was goin' out quietly through their feet and into the

ground.

I felt like I'd done somebody a good turn here and felt

that the air was lighter and the house a good bit less evil.

But before somebody could turn and start in hugging on me, I

walked out the front door. I smiled and felt exhausted and

shivery from the cool night -- or from doing a good -- I

wasn't sure which.

When I got to the car, I began to get scared because of

the fact that I'd just exorcised the boy and the house and

everything, and I began to take concern that I might get

sued by the new lawyer in town. He was from Kansas City and

had a reputation for suing people just to get the money from

poorer folks. Kind of an anti-Robin-Hood. But I felt so

good about what I did that I didn't care what happened.

A few weeks after the event at the Broody's house, the

principal walked into my office and sat down without saying

a word. He was a big man -- I don't know if I mentioned

that earlier -- and he kind of overwhelmed me with his size,

but he didn't seem to be evil in any way, so I wasn't afraid

of him.

"Yes?" I asked him.

64



He looked at me for a minute as if he was kind of

quizzical about what he was thinking and said, "Did you do

something to that Broody boy?"

So, I thought. The principal wasn't necessarily a non-

evil doer after all. I knew what he was about: he was a

messenger of that lawyer, who himself might be a messenger

of some other power.

"Why? Who wants to know?" I asked the principal,

while I paced behind my desk.

"Well, you know Crampton, the new lawyer?" he asked.

"I've heard of him," I replied.

"Mr. Broody asked him to add Pete to the family will,"

the principal went on.

"He what?" I said and picked up my mug of coffee.

"That's right. Called up Crampton and told him to add

the boy to the will."

"I had no clue, sir," I said, trying to figure out what

all this meant to me.

"And further, Pete Broody just signed up for football

tryouts."

"I didn't think he liked sports."

"He didn't. What's more, his parents say they owe it

all to you."

I was drinking some coffee just then and started to

spew a little bit out when he said that, but the principal

continued; I wouldn't get sued.
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"Can't imagine what's happened, sir, but do you think

it's wise to have the lawyer involved?"

"He's not suing anyone."

"You know that?" I asked.

"Yes, Crampton said he's adding the boy to the will and

that's all."

"Hmm, well, what can I do for you, now?"

"Well, I'm not sure," the principal stood, scratching

his head, and turned toward the door. He stopped, his hand

on the door knob and turned back to me.

"I came in here with this bonus check to give you for

the extra effort outside of work hours, and I don't know

what to think now. Least that boy's straight again."

I stood up and jumped toward the man, leading him back

to the chair in front of my desk and sat him firmly down in

it.

"Sir, did I neglect to mention the night I stopped by

the Broody home, on the way home from work?"

"Why yes, you did neglect to mention that," he said

with a smile.

"Worst case I've seen since my internship. That house

was full of satanic agents "

"Really, Counselor, it sure would be nice to know what

happened there that night."

And with that the principal got up and left my office.

To this day I've never been able to convince him that I

66



performed the exorcism on the Broody boy, or even that he

was possessed, and I've never received that alleged bonus,

he had. I still wonder if he's in alliance with Crampton.
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THE GOOD BOY

On his hands and knees, he stared at the ground 
which

rolled beneath him like the waves of an impatient 
ocean. He

saw a sunny Sunday morning in his youth where 
he stood on

the front porch of the little, white church, rubbing the

lapels of his tiny coat and holding 
his mother's skirt while

she thanked the preacher for a sermon well delivered.

"Hurts so good, huh?" The face of his friend bobbed in

front of him, and forced Tommy back into the black night.

"Dusty?" Tommy looked up.

"Yeah?"

"Who is that?"

"I don't know," Dusty turned toward the girl whose

mini skirt Tommy was trying not to look up. Dusty turned

back around, "Trish."

"Trish," Tommy said looking down at the ground, his

stomach aching, still queasy.

"That's what I said," Dusty laughed, looking to Trish

for approval.

She smiled at him slightly, but said "Let's leave

already."

"Great fucking concert," Dusty said, pulling Tommy up

from the ground. "Look at you. What's your mother going

to say?"
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Tommy faced Dusty, who smoked, and Trish, whose face he

could now see over Dusty's shoulder. "You alone?" He looked

at Trish.

She looked behind her and then back to Tommy, "I think

so. I mean, I don't see anyone else."

"Let's go," Dusty said and pulled the girl ahead of

Tommy.

At the truck, Tommy opened the door and pulled himself

in. He sat for a moment staring at the dashboard rolling

slow waves, and pulled his eyes to the passenger door where

Dusty stood pounding on the window. Tommy leaned over and

opened the door and watched as Trish slid into the middle of

the bench seat and Dusty followed pulling the door hard

behind him.

"Where to?" Tommy asked.

"Your house," Dusty replied.

Tommy glanced at Trish then back to Dusty, "But,

we can't . . ."

"Sure we can," Dusty assured him.

"No, I mean, my mother will kill me if she finds out, I

mean, well, that I've had so much."

"Tommy," Dusty reached over and put his hand on

Tommy's shoulder, "you'll feel better once we get moving."

Tommy started the truck, but thought about what his

mother would say. She was a "good" Christian Tommy thought,

and she tolerated a lot from him. When he was eight, he
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broke a neighbor's window and purpose and she only made him

sleep by himself two nights. Another time, when he was

eleven and had been drinking too much with a friend, she

only made him stay the weekend in the laundry room.

Tonight, she told him to get out of the house for awhile,

but he knew what she was going to do if she caught him.

He rolled the window down and waited for the cool night

air to brush his face. The windshield began to roll slowly,

smoothly, and the hood of the truck joined. The pavement

wobbled as the truck pulled out of the glare of the city

heading into the unlit countryside. The flat ground became

hilled with Tommy's wobble-vision and he thought he saw a

coyote running beside the truck. As Tommy's stomach began

to churn, and his head pound from the effect of the alcohol,

he wondered how Dusty could drink as much as he did.

He looked again and the coyote was gone, swallowed by

the flood that followed the truck. Tommy watched the water

lap up the road behind through the side mirror. A small boy

ran through the front door, flinging the front door open on

his way inside to show his mother another "A" paper. He was

always reprimanded for leaving the door open, but it was

never a shout. He stopped and closed the door behind him.

He turned and held the paper in the air, waving it, and fell

into his mother's arms. He watched as she held him out in

front of her, smiling and finally he heard her voice through

the night, too, "That's a good boy." He kept repeating the
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phrase, over and over in his mind, "good boy . . . good

boy." The boy disappeared down the hallway and 
into a room.

The lines on the pavement straightened, slow at first,

then quicker, as Tommy felt Trish's hand on his crotch, and

then her other hand as she tried to unzip his pants. He

could see in the corner of his eye that Dusty and Trish 
were

kissing. He looked down at Trish's hand groping around in

his pants, and he lifted a little in the seat: it was easier

if he didn't resist. She took him in her mouth, and he

suddenly became aware of Dusty who slid off the seat behind

her and pushed her a little at a time into the steering

wheel. Tommy fought to raise the steering wheel as Trish's

head hit against it harder. Dusty laughed, and though Tommy

thought he looked uncomfortable in the floorboard behind

her, Dusty continued to fuck her.

As Tommy worked to keep his eyes on the moving road and

his hands on the steering wheel, he felt the waves shudder

through him and the queasiness in his stomach beg him to

give in. Tommy wanted to pull Trish's head from him, but

didn't have the strength. Suddenly, on the side of the

road, he saw a girl hitchhiking. She went by too fast and

he couldn't see her in the mirror, so he slammed his foot on

the brake pedal. When he looked back, she was gone, but he

knew it was Debbie Oliver. What would she think of him, he

thought, and worse, what would his mother think if she found

out he was having sex in the truck she gave him.
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"Hey man!" Dusty yelled, and pushed Trish back onto the

seat.

"I'm sorry, Dusty, but a . . . animal of some kind ran

out in front."

"You shoulda seen this guy," Dusty said to Trish,

"Once he thought he ran over a possum, so he got out of the

truck to save its life. He must have looked for it for an

hour."

Trish looked up and down Tommy and he turned his eyes

away.

"Never found it, huh Tommy?"

"His loss," Trish looked to Dusty, "then, and now."

Tommy set the truck into motion again, after adjusting

himself and his pants, and watched as Dusty and Trish began

again. Dusty crawled onto the floorboard and faced Trish.

Tommy's thoughts returned to Debbie and he immediately

remembered the smile on his mother's face as he walked

Debbie Oliver in to introduce her. Debbie's father was an

elder in the church, and Tommy wished that Mr. Oliver was

widowed like his mother so that they could all live

together.

Debbie was only five feet tall, and Tommy was over six

feet, but he could pick her up easily to kiss her, or bend

over to dance. She had black hair and green eyes, thin lips

and nose, and her voice was strong, yet light. She was

never unpleasant, even when she was angry.
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Tommy jerked his head to the right as Dusty climbed

back onto the seat. Tommy watched him as his chest heaved

and he began to go limp. Dusty could do it, he always

could. Tommy usually drove and liked it that way. Trish

lifted her head, sat up, turned to Dusty and began to rub

his chest.

"I gotta pee," she said softly.

"Me too, but first, how about givin' me a little

treat?" Dusty asked her.

Trish giggled, and rubbed his chest.

Tommy watched as Trish climbed into the floorboard, and

wondered why she seemed so thrilled. He wondered what it

would be like now if Debbie was around, and more, he

wondered if he'd still love her if she had continued to be

Dusty's girlfriend. He felt his embarrassment again as he

remembered asking her to a school dance, and being told that

Dusty had already asked her. What if he had asked her

first, Tommy thought.

A car approached from the distance, but Tommy couldn't

react until he noticed it was on his side of the road. He

hesitated, trying to decide which way to go, when he

realized the yellow lines were on his right. He swerved the

truck as the other car's horn blared on its way past. He

looked at Dusty and Trish. Dusty held her head but, Tommy

assumed, he opened his eyes to make sure they were still on
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the road. Trish never stopped, didn't even slow down any

that Tommy could tell.

Tommy's wished Debbie hadn't moved away. He realized

he hated feeling like shit, and he wondered if addiction was

any better. From the look on Dusty's face, it must have

been. At least addiction offered something to live for, or

die for, whether it was alcohol, drugs, or sex. Tommy

didn't think it really mattered.

"Okay, I really gotta pee now," she said and pulled

herself back onto the seat.

"Yeah, me too," Dusty looked at Tommy and motioned him

to the side of the road with his thumb.

Tommy pulled the truck over to the shoulder, swerving a

bit in the gravel, and let the two out. Trish disappeared

behind a tree and Dusty stood beside the door. Dusty

finished and hopped back inside the truck closing the door

before Trish had returned.

"Drive, mother-fucker," Dusty pointed his hand

straight ahead.

"What?" Tommy looked at him.

"Drive," Dusty reached over and put the truck in gear.

Tommy pulled back onto the highway spewing gravel from

the side of the road. He watched in the mirror as Trish ran

out into the road and flipped them off.
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"Yeah, back at ya' bitch," Dusty said and motioned with

his fist. "Great head, huh?" Tommy laughed and turned up

the radio.

"Hmm?" Tommy pushed his ear a little closer as though

he couldn't hear. "How's she going to . . ."

"Get home? Come on, Tommy, she's a rich city bitch,"

Dusty said. "She'll call Holmes and he'll come get her in

her limo." Dusty emphasized "limo" and looked out the

window.

"But couldn't we have at least . . ." Tommy held a

hand outstretched and turned toward Dusty.

"Look, Tommy, forget it, she's not like us. Besides,

it was for fun. She wanted it just like we did."

"But she is a . . ."

"Tommy," Dusty rapped his knuckles on Tommy's head,

and mumbled something about the "real world."

Tommy understood now what old man Clemens told him

about the rift in every relationship. "Sometimes it's an

ant hill, son, and sometimes it's the Marianas trench."

Tommy's father died when Tommy was four and old man Clemens

became a part-time father: he taught Tommy the things that

Tommy's father would have had he remained alive to do so.

Tommy was an only child, but his mother was thankful she

happened to sit by Clemens at church one day and explain her

predicament. Clemens, and he required everyone to call him

"old man" Clemens, taught Tommy how to treat himself, how to
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treat a lady, and the seldom used, how to treat a hog.

Tommy took the man's advice at face value and tried to apply

everything the man said to his daily experiences. So far,

old man Clemens lived long enough to learn well, and learned

enough to live well.

Here was the rift, and it wasn't an ant hill. Tommy

tried to find something else in his world to compare Dusty

with, but couldn't. Tommy began to think that the way he

viewed the world around him was somehow turning out to be

different from the way Dusty did. He would never challenge

what Dusty told him to be true, because Dusty was more

worldly than he was, but Tommy no longer felt right about

it.

Tommy felt sober.

"You miss Debbie?" he asked Dusty.

"Oliver?"

"Yeah, Debbie Oliver," Tommy repeated.

"Oh. I don't know. Not really, I guess. Why?"

Somehow, Tommy knew that was going to be the answer. A

few months with one girl, a few with another. What did it

matter? There wouldn't have been a rift between Tommy and

Debbie: he would have treated her like a lady. And if

there had been some kind of a problem, they would have put

more into making something work than Dusty had.

"Why?" Dusty repeated.

"Because I think you could have treated her better."
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"What?" Dusty swung around in the seat.

"She was a great girl, like that girl back there might

have been."

Dusty reached up and turned down the radio.

"Look, I'm sorry she turned you down, man, but you

didn't miss a good time or anything. And Trish, well Trish

is just a slut, nothing more."

"You should have asked her after I got through with

her."

"Yeah, maybe you're right."

"I know I'm right. You'd have had a couple of months

before she left, and who knows, huh?" Dusty turned the

radio back up.

"Yeah."

"Besides, sex is sex, and everything else is, just,

something." Dusty slurred the end of his sentence and

closed his eyes.

"I shouldn't have let Trish do that. Sex isn't

everything, you know," Tommy tried to sound authoritative.

"Yes it is," Dusty's eyes stayed shut.

"I used to think . . . " Tommy stopped and stared

straight ahead. His temples began to ache.

"What, Tommy? What did you used to think?" Dusty

faced Tommy again.

Tommy rubbed his temples with his right hand.

77



Dusty reached over and put his hand on Tommy's shoulder

and squeezed, then patted him on the back.

"Go home and sleep tonight, buddy, and tomorrow you'll

be a new man."

"You still going to my house?" Tommy said, looking

ahead.

"Nah. Think I'll go on home. Just drop me at the

corner.

"Okay. Hey, thanks for everything tonight."

"Hey, thank you. It was fun. We'll do it again."

"Yeah," Tommy said.

Tommy let Dusty off at the corner and watched him walk

down a few blocks. He promised to call Dusty the next day,

but was really wondering if he would ever call him. Dusty

had been his best friend since they were six, but he

wondered if it wasn't time for him to stand alone, and live.

As he watched Dusty, the smoke flowing smoothly around

Dusty's head from the cigarette between his lips, he began

to feel queasy, and put the truck in gear.

The darkness settled around Tommy as he stepped in the

front door and waited for his eyes to adjust. He saw shapes

in the darkness and rubbed his eyes evoking a vision like a

kaleidoscope. In that kaleidoscope he saw Debbie, and the

"A" papers, and his mother smiling, and a man -- who might
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have been his father -- and then he saw himself, and the

girl, and Dusty, in the truck.

He reached to rub his eyes again and noticed he was

crying. He remembered crying as a child, but didn't

remember crying anytime recently.

When the light in the living room came on, he stopped.

His mother had waited up.

"It's late," she said, not in her angry tone, but not

in her happy one either.

"Yes, ma'am, it is," Tommy replied.

"Where have you been, Tommy?" His mother sat in her

robe, her gaze on the window in front of her, her tone

angrier now.

Tommy stood and looked at her: he began to turn away

from her and go upstairs.

"Tommy!" She blurted and walked toward him.

"I've been at the concert," he stared at the ground.

"It's late."

"It was a long one," he turned to face her.

"Have you been drinking?"

"Yes, ma'am, a little."

Tommy noticed her staring at his crotch, and felt

rather than looked at his zipper, zipping it up slowly as

though she wouldn't notice.

"Tommy," her voice softened, "you know what I've told

you about drinking."
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"Yes ma'am. I promise."

"That's a good boy," she reached up and grabbed his

chin. "Have you been crying?" she asked.

"I've been sad."

"What's happened?" She put her hand on his shoulder.

"Just thinking about stuff Mom," he said and lowered

his head.

"What stuff?"

"You'd laugh." he said.

She looked long at him; he felt like a child.

"Tommy," she said.

"Aw, just about Debbie."

She looked away, her eyes unblinking.

"Oh, Tommy, you can forget about her now. She's gone."

"Yes, ma'am, but I miss her: I think I loved her." He

looked down, still embarrassed by the impromptu topic. He'd

never talked to her about love, and wasn't quite sure if he

was doing it right.

"Come here," she said.

"You don't ever think about her. You have me, and I'm

all you'll ever need. She reached out and took him in her

arms, and led him upstairs. "That's a good boy."
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WHAT ABOUT TEN-FOLD?

Merrill Clarkton had always heard that they'd come for

you when you least expect it, and during Jeopardy was when

she least expected it, but there they were, several

policemen, an ambulance crew, television cameras, and a man

that looked like Ed McMahon, all standing on her porch. I

must be dead, Merrill thought. I must not be alive any

longer and they've come to clean me up. Merrill went around

the house straightening and making ready. It's been years

since anyone's been to visit, she thought, and now they all

show up at once.

As she went through the house sweeping the dust from

tables with her hand and pushing in chairs around the table,

she looked around to make sure her body wasn't on the floor

somewhere. Well I'm not dead after all, she thought, and

not wanting to be rude she peeled open the door as if they

might be robbers.

"Yes," she spoke through the screen door.

"Mrs. Clarkton?" One man stepped in front of the Ed

McMahon fellow and asked, "Are you Mrs. Clarkton?"

"You at 805 Sycamore, son?"

The men looked around at one another and the policeman

spoke, "Yes ma'am, we are."

"Then I must be her, right?"

81



"Yes, ma'am." The Ed McMahon impersonator stepped up.

"And is it your lucky day? Yes it is. On behalf of the

townspeople, Ruth's, Gary's T.V. and Appliance, and the IGA,

we'd like to give you the ten thousand dollars from the

lottery contest. You're the winner, Mrs. Clarkton."

The man stepped back from the door and let the woman's

surprise spread throughout the crowd. She put her hand to

her mouth as the reporter snapped her photograph.

"Oh dear," was all Merrill could think to say.

"What're you going to do with the dough?" The fireman

shouted from behind the crowd.

"Well, I don't know. What does one normally do with

that much money?"

"Spend it," came the overwhelming reply.

"Spend it," she said quietly, "that sounds good." She

thought about the tin in her room in which she kept her

savings.

The policeman moved closer to Merrill and said, "I

think you better take the money to the bank. You know,

robberies and all."

"Yeah, the bank," the others added.

All this money was new to Merrill. Her husband had

always controlled the finances, and she was only allowed to

spend what was given her and no more. When her husband had

died nineteen years ago, the first thing she did after the

funeral was go to the bank and withdraw her money. She
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distrusted banks and always felt safer with her money at

home.

"That's a load of dough, Ma'am. Some'd kill for it."

The policeman stepped back away from the door.

Merrill raised her eyebrows, and held the check close

to her.

"I'll take it," she said.

The crowd thinned and Merrill went inside letting the

screen door slam behind her.

She went into her bedroom, and pulled the tin from the

closet shelf. She opened the can, looked in at her money,

closed the can and replaced it on the shelf beside her hats.

She noticed a hat box on the shelf that she didn't remember

seeing in quite some time, pulled it down, and opened it.

Since the weather was nice, she decided to walk to town to

the bank.

By two-thirty she was ready. Her hat was white with

daisies sprouting out, her heels low and thick, and her knee

highs not quite knee high. She checked the two red

splotches on her cheeks again to make sure they didn't

overshadow her lipstick, and reached into her purse as she

walked out the door, touching the check.

She looked at her house from the street and smiled.

She loved the old porch swing her husband had made when they

were both young. But as she looked at her house, she
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realized it needed paint, and a shutter was missing. She

would use some of the check to do some remodeling. It's

starting to look slummy, she thought. What will the

neighbors think?

Merrill was only five blocks from uptown, and she loved

to walk. She always said, trouble with young people is that

they're lazy. Good to walk, she thought, for exercise and

health. Maybe I'll have lunch at Brewster's, a steak, and a

salad.

Her head bobbed and her feet scuffed as if she were

skipping, but from far away it didn't look like skipping,

more like troubled walking. She looked down Pecan Lane and

saw a small child standing naked in the middle of the

street. She stopped.

"Son," she was proud of her eyesight. "Get out of the

middle of the lane, son." She pointed a wobbly finger, her

purse swinging beneath it.

The boy watched as she retracted her arm and dug a fist

into her purse, looking up occasionally at him, until she

withdrew the check and rubbed it between her fingers.

Finally, the boy sat down in the lane and Merrill began to

walk on. She wondered what had become of the town where

parents watched their children. Not my problem, she

thought. I can't stand here all day staring.

The houses in the neighborhood were in nearly total

disrepair. Merrill didn't remember the town looking like
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this. Not this the last time I walked, she thought. This

subdivision was almost a slum. She wondered why the people

didn't take more pride in their homes like she did. Some

yards were full of weeds, others had fences falling over and

broken sidewalks. It's a shame, she thought, spend all that

money on a home and not take care of it.

When she came into sight of the last lane, she saw a

man standing on the corner and she began to think about

veering over to the other side of the street. She decided

not to, because she had always heard that you can't let a

mugger think you're scared.

She walked right up to the unshaven, gaunt man, and

stood in front of him. The smoke from his cigarette blew

into her face and she closed her eyes so they wouldn't

sting.

"Have you got anything to eat, ma'am? I can work," the

man pleaded.

"Where'd you get the cigarettes, son?" she rubbed her

watering eyes.

"From my mother mostly."

"Can't you work a job?" she asked.

"Still trying to get one," the man turned away and

smoked.

"From here?"

He wheeled on her and scared her a little. She stepped

back.
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"Why don't you clean up the neighborhood? At least

until you find a job." She wondered what happened to the

hard working folks that used to occupy the town. She was

right, she decided, people had become lazy. She dared not

say anything to him, though. He was becoming angrier.

"I just need some money, or I'll lose my house. Does

your house need repair?"

Merrill thought about the proposition. She could pay

him to paint the house, and it would be cheaper than a

professional.

"Well, it . . ."

"Where do you live?"

"805 Syca . . ." She stopped short, stepped back, and

walked around the man.

"Sycamore?" he said.

"Never mind," she said without turning back around.

"Thank you, ma'am . . . anyway, I mean," he shouted at

her and sat down. "I'll be here if you change your mind."

"If you'd leave begging you might be able to make an

honest salary," she mumbled, but somehow she knew that he

would stay on the corner. I wonder what happened to the

people around here, Merrill thought. I'll have to remember

not to walk this way anymore. I can't continue to associate

with people in these neighborhoods or I'll get a bad

reputation.
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Merrill felt safe once she reached the edge of town,

and walked straight to her favorite store. She would duck

in for a minute in case the man had followed her. She

looked through her favorite dress rack, thinking maybe a

treat was in store for her today, but everything looked

outdated.

"Merrill Clarkton, what are you doing?" The voice came

from behind her and she forced herself to turn from the

garment she was studying to see who it was.

Eddie Robinson was a childhood girlfriend of Merrill's

who'd married a very wealthy man from Boston. He was in

insurance and founded some large company or other, and that

was the only reason Eddie married him. She never loved him,

Merrill was sure.

"Why, Eddie, however are you?" Merrill asked.

"Bored with this town's clothes, and thinking of flying

to Boston to shop this weekend."

The women were only a year apart, but Eddie looked ten

years younger. Her hair was blonde -- Merrill guessed a wig

-- and her face was nearly wrinkle-free. She was taller

than Merrill but also heavier: they would have to shop in

different departments.

"Yeah, well, you can do that," Merrill replied. Then

she thought about it. "I can go to Boston too, you know?"

"Really? Win the lottery or something?"
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"Why . . ." she thought better of it, looked out the

window, and saw a more sociable friend. "Well, there's

Helen. See you around, unless you're in Boston," Merrill

walked out of the shop.

"Helen, oh, Helen!" Merrill hurried to cross the

street. Most of the time Helen and Merrill didn't share a

glance at one another, and it was a rare occasion when they

spoke. Merrill needed to share her joy with someone,

though, someone who would appreciate it.

Merrill was shorter than Helen, but Helen hadn't let

her weight go like Eddie had. Helen's hair had been gray

for a long time and Merrill couldn't remember what color it

was before. As Merrill drew closer, she noticed that Helen

didn't wear makeup, but had smooth skin and probably didn't

need to. Merrill was dressed nicer than Helen, who wore

jeans, t-shirt, and jean jacket, but she couldn't cover up

that.

"Oh, why, Merrill. What do you need?"

"I just wanted to say hello. It's been a time since I

saw you last." Merrill reached into her purse to touch the

check, and Helen shifted the box she was holding to the

other side.

"It has been quite awhile."

"Where are you going?"

"To my son's. Why?" she asked.

"Well, don't go that way," Merrill said.
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Helen turned around, "Why?"

"Because I just came from there and there are bums and

thieves, and the neighborhood's gone to pot."

The two women looked at each other for a moment.

"My son lives on Live Oak, the first lane. It's the

third house on the right. He's been out of work for some

time, and I buy cigarettes to take to him. He likes it when

I do that."

"He's out of work?" Merrill asked.

"Yes, when the airplane plant closed, he lost his job."

Helen set the box on the ground in front of her. Merrill

glanced at the box and saw a pair of slacks, some cigarette

cartons, and some cans of food.

"Can't he do a job?"

"Puttin' planes together is all he knows."

"Hmm," Merrill looked across the street.

"He's put in applications all over, but nothin's free

right now, you know? Times aren't right. He's a good boy.

Somebody would benefit by him, I just know it."

"Does he do odd jobs?"

"Why, heavens yes. Handiest man around," Helen poked

at Merrill's arm. "If you have anything needs done, you let

me know, and he'll be there in the hour."

Merrill held up her arm and turned her watch over to

see what time it was.
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"Oh, dear," she said. "It's three-thirty. The bank

will surely be closed."

"Well, you run along then, Merrill." Helen picked up

her box. "If you have any of those odd jobs, just tell me."

"Okay, Helen, okay." Merrill turned and walked quickly

in the direction of the bank. She knew for sure that the

man on the corner was Helen's son, because he smoked and was

unemployed. Poor souls, she thought. It's not right.

Merrill reached the bank at three forty-five and pulled

on the doors. She cupped her hands around her face and

looked through the window, but couldn't see anyone.

"Oh dear," Merrill said aloud. She walked away from

the bank and back toward home. Since she couldn't cash the

check, she couldn't eat dinner at Brewster's.

She walked back through town, and as she left the main

street and neared Live Oak, she remembered something she had

heard in church many years before about reaping what you

sow, and about doing unto others. Merrill thought about

what it would be like if Helen and her son could share her

good fortune.

Merrill pulled the check from her purse, a pen from her

wallet, and signed the back of the check. She tried to

assure herself that she was doing the right thing, and

suddenly, she began to feel as she never had before. She

felt relieved, and at ease.
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She stood on the corner across from the man's house

convinced that this was right. It would come back ten-fold,

they said in church, it would help someone less fortunate,

and most of all, everyone in town and in church would

respect her for it. She went across the street, opened the

mailbox and put the check inside.

Now I'll go to heaven, she thought, not like Eddie,

who's going to hell, after she goes to Boston. Not anymore,

she thought. Merrill walked home the same way she had come

to town, past the same small child sitting naked in the

street, past the rundown houses that had been home for her

all her life. She noticed that the houses really weren't

that run-down, the weeds could be mowed, and the storm

probably caused all those fences to lean.

She realized that this city was home, and that the city

needed more people like her to help clean up the area. If

some of the businesses would donate, they could clean it up

quickly, and everyone would be happy like Merrill.

She stood in front of her house and admired it. Maybe

it didn't need paint after all, she thought, as the paperboy

stopped his bike and handed her the paper. She walked the

cracked sidewalk up to the planter boxes at the edge of the

porch.

When she reached the porch she noticed the screen door

was propped open -- if you didn't pull it all the way

closed, it stuck open a few inches -- and as she drew nearer
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she could see that the front door was open a crack. She was

positive she locked it when she left, because she was always

sure to lock it. As she stepped up to it, she saw the pane

of glass broken out and she knew someone had gotten in. She

gave the door a shove, and looked into her living room, now

in disarray.

"Oh, God!" she said, "Oh, God."

She walked around muttering the same two words over and

over and was thankful that her savings was hidden. She went

into the bedroom and found the same mess in there, but her

tin was turned over on the bed, too. She touched the tin,

rolled it a little with the ends of her fingers, and at last

picked it up.

She gasped and dropped the can, and began to turn

around in circles, her hands flailing out from time to time

to hold her balance. Her thoughts weren't straight, and she

didn't know where to look for the money.

"It can't be gone," she said.

She pulled up the skirt around the bed and looked

beneath it. She snatched her purse and dumped the contents

on the floor to make sure she hadn't taken the money with

her to town. And then she sat, her legs folded beneath her.

"God, how could this happen?" she whimpered.

She looked up at the ceiling and lifted her arms as

though in praise.
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"Please, God, I'm a generous Christian. What about

ten-fold?"

Merrill lowered her head and her hands and remained

there through the evening.
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