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ITS THE STORY THAT COUNTS

Often in writer's groups the question of factuality versus

credibility presents itself. What really happened in a writer's life

may or may not make good fiction. Eventually every writer

discovers that just because something is factual does not make it

believable to a reader. And even if the event is believable,

credibility does not make this event interesting or revealing. Life

contains causes without effects and effects without causes but fiction

must present both cause and effect to be effective.

If this is the case, what is the territory of the fiction writer?

What makes a short story different from a psychological case study

or a sociological examination? Flannery O'Connor says in Mystery

and Manners:

St. Gregory wrote that every time the sacred text describes a

fact, it reveals a mystery. This is what the fiction writer, on

his lesser level, hopes to do. The danger for the writer who is

spurred by the religious view of the world is that he will

consider this two operations rather than one. He will try to

enshrine the mystery without the fact, and there will follow a

further set of separations that are inimical to art. (184)
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The revelation that O'Connor discusses is the sign of mastery. It is

concept expressed by the Zen master, Samurai Maxim : "A man who

has attained mastery of an art reveals it in his every action" (7).

The essentially mysterious elements. in life are the fitting material

for the fiction writer. John Gardner claims, quoting Coleridge, that

"there is no great art, . . . without a certain strangeness" (56). But it

is tempting to write without this quality, to consider strangeness too

difficult, or not important enough. O'Connor addresses this issue:

There is a certain embarrassment about being a storyteller in

these times when stories are considered not quite as

satisfying as statements and statements not quite as

satisfying as statistics; but in the long run, a people is known,

not by its statements or statistics but by the stories it tells.

(192)

A short story must be realistic, however, in some sense of the

word, to obtain a consubstantiality with its audience. The question

then becomes: How can a writer utilize her knowledge and

experience, obtain consubstantiality with her audience, and be

revealing?

Often the desire to write is found in the actual, in the yearning

to return to an experience. Joyce Carol Oates said in a interview:

"Some people have unresolved memories - - something like ghosts in

the psychological sense and they can't exorcise them. Much of my
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writing is energized by that" (Pearlman/ Henderson 43). How one

views the psychological ghosts makes all the difference. Flannery

O'Connor writes:

A good story is literal in the same sense that a child's drawing

is literal. When a child draws, he doesn't distort but to set

down exactly what he sees, and as his gaze is direct, he sees

the lines that create motion. Now the lines of motion that

interest the writer are usually invisible. They are lines of

spiritual motion. (113)

This idea brings to mind the common college psychology class

exercise: draw a picture of where one lives. Most students will

attempt to draw a picture of their houses to scale, -a few will draw a

map detailing how to get to where they live, and fewer still will draw

a picture where the most important things in the house will be

bigger than other objects in the picture. The last option is the

province of the fiction writer, that of shifting focus to what is vital in

the picture. Like the photographer, the writer has many tools which

enable her to do this. And as a mature viewer will feel duped by

cheap camera tricks which try to express what the photographer and

subject couldn't, the mature reader will recognize techniques which

appear to add depth but only work on the surface level, lending the

illusion of a lake where only a pond is. Once the reader gets into the
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story, she is disappointed to find a pond where she expected the

Mediterranean Sea. John Gardner makes this point:

The good writer sees things sharply, vividly, accurately, and

selectively (that is, he chooses what's important), not

necessarily because his power of observation is by nature

more acute than that of other people (though by practice

becomes so), but because he cares about seeing things clearly

and getting them down. (19-20)

One of the most important things a writer can do is to look, to

observe. What type of experiences is one to observe? Need one be

an active participant in various types of experience to be a good

writer? O'Connor relates this view:

The fact is that anybody who has survived his childhood has

enough information about life to last him the rest of his days.

If you can't make something out of a little experience, you

probably 'won't be able to make it out of a lot. The writer's

business is to contemplate experience, not be merged in it.

(84)

Jay McInerney, in a "Still, Small Voice," an elegy for Raymond Carver,

discusses various aspects about Carver's view of a writer's life.
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One aspect of what Carver seemed to say to us . . . was that

literature could be fashioned out of strict observation of real

life, wherever and however it was lived, even if it was lived

with a bottle of Heinz ketchup on the table and the television

droning. (582)

Clearly any life is the writer's life. Even the most mundane events

and circumstances can be used for fiction. The stories here utilize

the mundane, every -day events of life as their material and focus.

As a writer, one engages in the activity of looking, and often

this takes the form of disecting one's own and other people's lives.

Joan Didion makes this point about the writing of her essays in the

introduction of Slouching Towards Bethlehem:

My only advantage as a reporter is that I am so physically

small, so temperamentally unobtrusive, and so neurotically

inarticulate that people tend to forget that my presence runs

counter to their best interests. And it always does. That is

the one last thing to remember: writers are always selling

somebody out. (xvi)

John Gardner speaks to this fact as well:

. . . almost without knowing he's doing it, the writer becomes

an alert observer. He may even become such a watcher of
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people that he seems an oddity to his friends. . . This is one of

the joys, as well as one of the curses of a writer's occupation.

(37)

Another part of the process of seeing is revision. Observation

alone is not enough. A writer must learn to take pains to see and

review and review again. Raymond Carver says of John Gardner:

It was a basic tenet of his that a writer found what he wanted

to say in the ongoing process of seeing what he'd said. And

this seeing, or seeing more clearly, came about through

revision. He believed in revision, endless revision; it was

something very close to his heart and something he felt was

vital for writers, at whatever stage of their development. (xiv)

Another facet of seeing is that of awareness. In a 1973

interview, Alice Walker said: "What you really feel, underneath

everything else, will present itself. Your job is not to twist that

feeling" ( O'Brien 210). This only sounds easy. It is not. Human

nature desires to impose structure. Twisting emotion inevitably

means an excess of sentimentality or hatred or any feeling that a

writer feels is appropriate to the situation. Who commits this

twisting of emotion?

This distortion is created by the voice of the critic, the same

critic who rewrites people's diary entries to construct what the
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experience should have been, instead of what the experience was. It

is during this initial stage in writing that a writer confronts the most

personal and brutal of all audience members, herself.

Lynne Sharon Schartz once said "When I was thirty-two it dawned

on me that I had to make a choice: be a writer or be a "good girl.

And I decided to be a writer" (Pearlman/ Henderson 194). Adrienne

Rich writes: "In those years, formalism was part of the strategy - -

like abestos gloves, it allowed me to handle materials I couldn't pick

up bare-handed" (94). The stories presented here strive to present

various difficult and sometimes painful feelings without twisting

them.

This requirement of honesty, although difficult for all writers,

is even more trying for women. Virginia Woolf writes in A Room of

One's Own:

And all these questions, according to the Angel of the House,

cannot be dealt with freely and openly by women: they must

charm, they must conciliate, they must - - to put it bluntly - -

tell lies if they are to succeed. Thus, whenever I felt the

shadow of her wing or the radiance of her halo upon my page, I

took up the inkpot and flung it at her. She died hard. (1)

Even though a writer must "kill the angel," the writer will always be

defined by limitation as much as by possibility. When the idea that a

writer should be familiar with "everything" was suggested to
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Flannery O'Connor, she said "There's quite a bit that I'm alien to"

(193). In Alice Walker's Meridian, Truman Held, an African-

American man, by marrying a white woman, denies the sense of

restriction and limitation that is inherent in being an African-

American man in the United States. This limits his success as an

artist and his ability to become a fully actualized person. In Barbara

Christian's book, Black Women Novelists, she describes Truman's

desire for a white wife in this way: "In desiring a woman who is

perfection in the eyes of the world he overlooks the galling fact that

his world is not perfect in the eyes of the world" (226). A writer can

never afford to overlook this fact. A writer develops not only in

spite of, but because of, limitations. Without an open acceptance of

these limitations, a writer may waste time on things that don't

matter.

This leads to the question of how to explore this mystery of

human nature. Erica Jong, in "The Artist as Housewife/ The

Housewife as Artist," addresses this question. "Talent is not rare.

What is rare is the courage to follow the talent into the dark place

where it leads. . . in art, exploration is all" (255).

Exploration requires letting go of preconceived ideas about the

work. Just as a reporter will discover mid-interview that what

originally was the framework for her piece of work is too

constrictive, a writer must be willing to let the characters develop as

they will. Adrienne Rich writes:
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I felt . . . that a poem was an arrangement of ideas and

feelings, predetermined, and it should say what I had decided

it should say. Only gradually, . . . did I begin to feel that these

poems were queerly limited; that in many cases I had

suppressed, omitted, falsified even, certain disturbing

elements, to gain that perfection of order (89).

For work to develop on its own merits, to explore all the possibilities

of what might happen, is the beginning of the development of a good

writer. It takes courage not to limit, falsify, or -twist, but that is the

courage of the artist, no more, no less. Discovery is as vital for the

writer as it is for the reader. But, as important as discovery is, it

must be coupled with honesty. What the writer knows about a

character cannot be saved for the ending. It is cheating to obtain

one's mystery by denying information. If the main character is

paralyzed and the writer offers this at the end of the story as the

revelation, the reader is sure to feel the writer is stingy,

incompetent. The story will feel more like a puzzle than a story.

The idea of space, both physical and psychic, plays a large role

in my stories. The stories take place in a small, fictive Texas town.

The town is confining in many ways. The actual town restricts

opportunity by location, far away from the luxuries and enticements

of the city. But more than actual distance, there is a mental distance.

The town closes in on the people. A sense of limited financial

opportunity hangs over the town because the army base has been
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closed down. There is a sense of living in the past, hanging .onto

memory. Memory is not good or bad in itself, but when it becomes

an excessive, obsessive desire, it becomes suffocating.

But most importantly, this town provides a microcosm of

human behavior for exploration. By its nature, a small town forces

people to interact with people that they might ignore in a larger

setting. The end result of this is that difference is exaggerated. A

"tempest in a teapot" mentality runs throughout the stories.

Boredom creates drama and this can bring out extremely negative

and extremely positive actions in people.

The larger context for this idea comes in the form of

regionalism, or southern literature in particular. The South, perhaps

more than any other region, has a sense of strangeness, or mystery,

inherent in it. In "Regional Perspectives" George Garrett writes:

Change and decay have always been primary subjects in

southern literature. Because it is characteristic (especially in

prose fiction) that he feels compelled to capture in words and

describe things as they are before they crumble and vanish

forever. (65)

Does this mean that the southern writer obtains perspective by

capturing history "as it was?" Garrett continues: "Our best writers

recreate the past, making it new, changing it even as they seek to

preserve it" (65).



11

Another recurring theme that runs through these pieces is that

of inappropriate behavior as being a normal and sane response to the

world these characters live in. This is not to say the characters are

all sympathetic. Many of them are not. Some appear to be lashing

out at the wrong targets. Some are products of dysfunctional

situations. These are the people who have an intuitive, personal

knowledge of defeat. Their responses to these situations are a

starting point for fiction; they are not sociological studies or

psychological case histories. They have characters that cannot be

explained away easily. Because of that, they have sympathetic

moments which make the reader realize that they are worthy of

attention and empathy. Flannery O'Connor writes:

. . . the serious fiction writer will think that any story that can

be explained by the adequate motivation of its characters, or

by a believable imitation of life, or by a proper theology, will

not be a large-enough story for him to occupy himself with.

This is not to say that he doesn't have to be concerned with

adequate motivation or accurate references or a right

theology; he does; but he has to be concerned with these only

because the meaning of his story does not begin except at a

depth where these things have been exhausted. The fiction

writer presents mystery through manners, grace through

nature . . . (153)
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The short story is an ideal vehicle for this type of exploration.

When asked why she wrote short stories, Grace Paley replied:

Time goes by so fast. And I think you can cover a lot in a short

period of time. It's one of the gifts of the short story. I don't

think you need transitions . . . People's imagination has been

changed by watching television . . . any more information in my

stories would be extraneous and boring and only make the

work much longer than it needs to be. (94)

In a short story, each detail must contribute to the understanding of

the text. There is no room for extraneous information. The pacing

tightens the power and effect of these stories.

In such an exacting medium, perhaps the most important tool

a writer has is that of point of view. When dealing with a

relationship in which two people are engaged in conflict, it is crucial

to present both sides of the story in some fashion. In "A Night With

Lawrence Welk," a patient and a student psychologist battle each

other and their own insecurities. The story is told from the patient's

point of view, but the story allows room to explore the strategies of

the student psychologist. Bruce Lee writes in The Tao of Jeet Kune

Do:

You and your opponent are one. There is a coexisting

relationship between you. You coexist with your opponent and
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become his complement, absorbing his attack and using his

force to overcome him. (195)

The two protagonists, Eve and Curtis, engage in this type of struggle,

although they are not aware of it. This lack of awareness allows

neither a victory. The protagonists fight not only each other, but

transferred images of old opponents. For this reason, the ending

surprises both of them.

"Red Dresses for Funerals," the title story of the collection, deals

with the idea of inappropriate behavior in various forms. The

traditional southern threat of wearing a red dress to a funeral deals

with two ideas: that of doing something out of spite that will appall

others, and the idea of a dreaming of a wedding being the sign of an

impending funeral. There is the theme of incest, although perhaps

not physical, but psychological, between a brother and sister. There

are not as many lines between the mind and body as the Western

consciousness has supposed. The narrator, Paul, is involved in this

dynamic as well, taking too much of his life from other people to

cover up what he does not want to face: his inability to connect with

others except on his own, extremely limited terms. Paul also has his

own mental compartmentalization that aggravates this problem.

"Trace Elements" illuminates various difficulties people have

dealing with racial and sexual differences. The characters' actions

are controlled, to a degree, by environment, and that environment is

basically a hostile one. However, environment cannot explain all the
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strange twists and turns that the characters take. "Trace Elements" is

a study of behavior under social pressure but has no easy solution,

no straightforward cause and effect relationship. This is not a story

about all experience. It is not what everyone would have done in

this situation; it is what these characters did do in this situation. As

Amy Tan says about The Joy Luck Club : "My book doesn't have any

sociological message about cultures, but this is my specific

experience" (16).

The demands of showing specific experience are great. One

must not only observe but also listen. A writer must be able to

explore different voices to show different facets of one experience.

Grace Paley observes this about her first book of short stories:

And before I wrote those stories, I was just -stuck in my own

voice. Until I was able to use other people's voices, until I

was able to hear other people's voices, that I'd been hearing all

my life . . . And when I was able to get into other voices

consciously, or use what I was hearing, and become the story

hearer - - when I could do that, I just suddenly wrote them.

(110)

This process of listening enables a writer to allow the fictional

characters to do the talking, to relate experiences in their own

manner, to redeem or condemn themselves on their own terms. This

technique also allows the reader more freedom. Rather than relying
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on the author as guide, the reader must make sense of the characters

on her own. This can lead to misinterpretation. Occasionally the

author may feel like the narrator of "The Lovesong of J. Alfred

Prufrock": "That is not what I meant at all. / That is not it, at all."

This is a necessary risk. Without this risk, the story is an artifact

rather than an experience. Adrienne Rich writes: " . . . I am getting

poems that are experiences, that contribute to my knowledge and my

emotional life even while they reflect and assimilate it" (89). The

story is not a story without the interaction of the reader and the

writer, a relationship that is constantly in flux. The point of view of

both these voices becomes essential to the story. And as a writer,

one may not be fully aware of the various possibilities in a work of

fiction. Rich writes: "But poems are like dreams, in them you put

what you don't know you know" (94). In this collection of stories,

multiple viewpoints are shown even in first person narratives. They

are open for interpretation, an art distinct from the creation of them.

As a writer, it is also necessary that one read. Writing cannot

be examined without the tradition of what has come before and the

sense of what the future holds. In "Art and the Individual Talent," T.

S. Eliot writes about the process of coming up against the tradition of

the great masters and transforming their work into one's own. It is

not enough to want to be published, or to write a best-seller. The

true test of a writer's success is how the work stands up to the past

that produced it. These stories strive to do this. They battle with

other texts for a distinct voice. Why not aspire to be as good as the
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best? Fear of humiliation breeds discomfort, discontent, and

mediocre stories that refuse to say anything.

The stories presented here are a product of a member of what

the media has deemed "Generation X," but they share none of the

despair that the image of "Generation X" implies. Instead they show

a different type of despair that has existed through the ages, that of

dealing with jealousies and limited opportunities. This generation

differs very little from the one that came before it. Perhaps the

unique difference that exists for this generation is knowing so much

information before the mind is ready to assimilate it. These stories

tackle this issue. In "A Night With Lawrence Welk," the protagonist,

Curtis, can speak only in images conveyed by the media. He has

been saturated in information, and the only way he can speak to this

is through stereotypes. He even partially fits the stereotypical

homosexual man in this society. He strikes out at this unfairness

even while perpetuating this type of unfairness in other forms: by

assuming "everyone else" has it "easy," by imposing negative motives

on other people's action whether they are there or not, and by not

accepting himself.

These stories have intertextual connections not only to other

works but to each other as well. A few characters move from story

to story so the reader can get a more complete sense of the character

in various situations. Curtis appears in both "A Night With Lawrence

Welk" and "Trace Elements," allowing the reader to see both how

Curtis is victimized and how he victimizes others. This
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dishearteningly human tendency surfaces in all these stories. These

characters all belong to the same community; this enables them to be

connected yet brings out their differences. Just as the eye and the

nose belong to the same face, they function for the same body but

not in the same way.

These stories are the product of the process of writing.

Hopefully, they are not artifacts. They are open-ended and will be

rewritten by the author and by others. Part of a writer's success is

determined by sheer tenacity. A writer is not someone who talks

about writing, thinks about writing, or wants to write. A writer is

simply someone who writes. To succeed, one must not give up.

Raymond Carver writes about his career:

I kept writing long after "good sense" and the "cold facts" - -

the "realities" of my life told me, time and again, that I ought

to quit, stop the dreaming, quietly go ahead and do something

else. (xii)

What is important for fiction is a sense of honesty and

discovery. Anything that impedes these two virtues must be

dispensed with, whether it is not offending someone, or relaying a

political agenda, or trying to set down the events exactly as they

happened. All of these interests have a place in society, but not in

fiction. A writer must not fix the fights, not use a cheat sheet. The

characters must have free will or there is no story. Just as Adam and



1 8

Eve chose to leave the Garden of Eden, characters must also have

that freedom. A story about the perfect environment and the

appropriate response to that environment might be credible, but that

is all. For a story to work, there must be: a redemption. This cannot

happen without a fall.

How a writer achieves this vision differs with each individual

writer. In the end, a story has only these requirements: that it be

told accurately and that it be told well. As Margaret Atwood writes:

"It is the story that counts and the story is ruthless" (59).



A NIGHT WITH LAWRENCE WELK

"If you didn't believe that your voice was so high, what would

you do that you don't feel like you can do now?"

"I don't know," Curtis said, moving his fingers through his

bangs. He was tired of Eve being so careful. She sounded like she

was quoting from some bizarre psychology textbook on "what to ask

a patient." It was like when -his friend Heather used to call guys she

liked. She would write out a script of what she would say and what

the guy might say and if the potential victim strayed from the script,

Heather would try to continue reading as if it didn't matter. Curtis

knew his voice was high; Eve knew his voice was high. Once he had

heard himself delivering a speech on videotape for high school class

and he cried when he got home. He was starting to get restless and

began tracing a bright green flourescent ankh on his jeans. He had

puff-painted the ankh himself three weeks ago. He didn't paint very

much anymore.

"What I'm trying to get at is this: what is it that you want to

do?"

Curtis was tired of therapy. At first, it had been fun being

able to get things off his mind, but now it was just tedious. Talk was

19
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Heather, skinny and tall. All that potential for beauty and she looked

as if she picked her clothes from Casual Corner. She was obviously

smart, but not worth a damn when it came to sticking it out for the

long haul. Eve missed one of his appointments a few weeks ago, and

he still felt like punishing her for it. Even her advice wasn't all that

hot. Some of her advice had worked, but, most of the time, it was

just the same old bullshit he had heard at the hospital, reworked.

He couldn't stop going though, because he had agreed to go back to

therapy in exchange for his parents agreeing to let him move away

and start college again. Anything was better than living at home in

Mineral Wells. He could still hear them snickering, "Are you a girl or

a boy?" and "Hey, faggot, where's your little friend?" He wanted to

talk to people who .knew about things like Andy Warhol and Depeche

Mode. If he could start over without everyone already thinking they

knew him, he could begin to live. Weatherford Junior College had not

been far enough away. He didn't remember too much before the

night he woke in the emergency room. He felt mildy hopeful that he

could make a real attempt now in Arlington, whatever way he

decided.

"Curtis, are you with me?" Eve asked, trying to get his

attention.

"Uh, yeah. I was just thinking. That there isn't anything I

really want to do." Curtis knew he was being difficult.

"That's not exactly true. You said that you wanted to be

someone else. What would that someone else do?"
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"Nothing slips. past your razor sharp mind, does it? Someone

else wouldn't be fat. Someone else wouldn't have to be on acne

mediciation at twenty-two." Curtis took pills that dried up his face

from the inside out. Whenever he thought about it, he felt like

swallowing moisturizer.

"Those are all negatives, Curtis. What you wouldn't be. What

would someone else do?"

"Play volleyball? Okay, seriously. I don't know what other

people do. If I did, I guess I would be doing it."

"If you don't know what other people do, how do you know it

would be so great?"

He tried to imagine Eve at her" home. She probably read books

and made camomile tea. She played classical music. Hopefully, she

brushed her stringy hair. She seldom laughed during their sessions

and he wondered if it was because she didn't get the references in

his jokes or if she just didn't laugh very often. On the first day of

therapy, he had asked near the end of the session "Can I call you

Judd?", and she just looked at him and asked "Is there any particular

reason for that choice?" forcing him to explain the Judd Hirsch

connection as therapist in Ordinary People and she said she had only

read the book, not seen the movie. "That's okay - - you don't have

his nose, anyway."

"That's a relief," she had said, and, for the first time that hour, a

thin-lipped smile crossed her lips.
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"I just think that some people have it easier than others by

reason of their beauty or their brains or whatever."

"I'm not following your logic. You have brains. You're in

college."

"Well, I don't have plumber's butt or work in the coal mines.

But I don't have that effortless kind of brainchild smart. The kind

people are afraid of."

"Like you think Heather has."

"Yeah, that kind. The kind that makes it possible for her to get

any damn thing she wants."

"I thought we had gone over forgiving people for what they

had done. For what they had."

"Yeah, I have forgiven them. I'm still envious though. After

all, she didn't fail Algebra." During the first three sessions, they had

discussed the issue of forgiveness. He remembered how good it had

been to get all that out of his mind. Thousands of images floated

back when Curtis began to talk to Eve in those first three sessions.

He told her about the time he had given Frank Anderson Dairy Queen

gift certificates for Christmas and not received so much as a thank

you, the parties he had thrown where every time only the same five

people showed up, the painted and festive artworks gone unnoticed,

uncomplimented. He wasn't really religious, so when he had talked

to his priest, Epscipalion, not Catholic, (he considered Catholocism a

Mexican religion), it hadn't done much good.
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Eve suggested that he had it in himself to forgive these people.

Not for them, she stressed, but for himself, for his peace of mind. For

the first time, this now seemed like a feasible solution. Luckily for

Curtis, Hallmark has holidays for everything, and he had forgiven

almost everyone during National Forgiveness Week. He sent a

Snoopy figurine to Calvin; he gave Christmas gifts to Elaine and

Heather even though it was not very close to Christmas. A special

supply of gold and purple paper kept in an organizer in his closet

proved just right for wrapping up the books: Haunted Houses for

Heather and The Best of H. P. Lovecraft for Elaine. This made him

feel good, like he was in the Christmas spirit.

Back when he was going to Weatherford College, he had

thought about sending them something else. With a magnifying

glass, he burned out the eyes of all the people in the pictures in a

Spiegal catalog. He still had the catalog, tucked neatly under his bed

in a box with an ivy design on it. He might be forgiving, but he

didn't know who might cross him in the furture.

"Well, I understand how you feel about the Algebra. It must

be an awful disappointment for you to work so hard and not have

those efforts appreciated."

Eve was awfully perceptive. Awfully. "Yes."

She adjusted her watchband that was rubbing a small sore spot

on her wrist. Curtis decided she was trying to check what time it

was but trying not to appear that way, and he wondered if they

taught that watch maneuver in her doctoral program.
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He watched her squirm. He knew she hated short answers. He

was not one to suffer fools lightly. It was her profession, not his. He

was tired of doing for others. Let her call the shots and take the

blame.

"Let's talk a little bit about self-esteem." Eve rubbed her eyes,

smearing her black eyeliner, making the circles under her eyes look

darker.

"Okay, sounds like a party to me. I like your black eyeliner."

"You do?" Eve shrunk back a little.

"Yeah, it makes you look like Marlo Thomas."

"Who's that?"

"That Girl, married to Phil Donahue."

"Oh." Eve bent down and tightened the strap on her right shoe.

Curtis was tempted to say, "Honey, get yourself some sensible shoes"

but he refrained. Maybe next time. Life was too short to be nice all

the time.

Curtis wondered what tactic she would take with the self-

esteem question. He didn't want to talk about the most obvious issue

that brought him in here. He had wanted to make something on the

outside that showed how terrible he felt on the inside.

"One thing we haven't really touched on in a while is the sexual

issue. We have talked a little bit about people questioning you about

your gender and sexuality and how hard that's been, especially

considering where you grew up. But we haven't really given much

discussion to actual experiences."
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Where did you grow up, Eve? In the midwest, where the corn

grows? Did boys grope you in the backseats of old Fords (lucky girl!)

or did you stay in and write bad poetry? Curtis began to hate

himself for being overweight. To be slim, to glide through life. "As

opposed to what, those fake experiences?" He smiled to take the

edge off his voice. If he continued this way, not even his own

therapist would be willing to speak to him.

"I guess I should make myself more clear," Eve said, her voice

a little more stern than usual. Her eyes looked red.

"Let's talk about an issue we worked on a little bit last week.

I'm interested in how you came about understanding your sexual

orientation was primarily homosexual and why you alternately

accept and reject it. " She made a fluttery motion with her hands.

Curtis felt his interest being aroused in spite of himself. "Well,

it was like, even when I was little, people thought I was gay, you

know. I had ashma and couldn't really do any sports. Then when I

was in the fourth grade, I got hit in the eye with a big rock and had

to go through surgery. The rock almost blinded me. After that,

Mother was extremely protective. All my life I mainly hung around

with girls because Mother didn't like boys coming over to the house.

She thought they were too rough and made too many messes,

Curtis paused.

"I don't know why I can't make up my mind one way or

another. Mother put a bunch of brochures in my room before I left

for college. They were from some church group about how
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homosexuality is a perversion and to turn away before it was too

late. I think about those and it makes me nervous. I love certain

aspects of the gay lifestyle and I feel attracted to men, but I want to

be thought of as normal."

"Do you remember any mental or sexual abuse that resulted

because of the beliefs other people held about you?" Eve asked.

Curtis thought for a minute. Should he just tell her about

Leland and the games in the bathroom or should he put a spin on it

to make it seem a little less sordid? It wasn't all that bad, with

Leland being what people reffered to as "being a few sandwiches shy

of a picnic," and the bathroom having a lock on the outside of the

door rather than the inside because whoever had built the house

wasn't that bright either. Curtis had gotten away then and didn't feel

like bringing it up now. He thought of the hurricane bottles he used

to make as a child. The soap and food coloring would spin furiously

around. What color should this one be? Did it matter? "Would

something involving Lawrence Welk count for our ever so formal

purposes?"

She paused for a minute. "Go ahead. I'm listening," Eve said.

Curtis glanced down at his pants, torn strategically and

carefully. "One night, late in July, in a place very unlike my own, I

was involved in a contest. The place, you ask, Madame Eve? Betsy

was my baby-sitter, and it was her place, a small run-down house

with the most decorative things there being a latch hook rug of a

butterfly hung on the wall and some hot pink plastic flowers in a jar,
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floating in water dating back to the late 60s. Tres chic. Anyway, I

remember that jar in particular because Heather was busy

speculating that if you were in the desert for a long time that you

would drink that water if you didn't have anything else, and Betsy

told her earlier that evening that the water was at least seven years

old and not fit to drink. Heather had the tendency to think too much

even at that tender age of six, a real Madame Curie." Curtis sat back

and looked at his nails, bitten to the quick, and thought how lucky to

be Heather, for once to have time and chance on his side. She had

boyfriends and scholarships and confidence. He missed Heather but

part of his wanting to see her had to do with him wanting to pick at

her, bring down her confidence. He adjusted his earring, a small

silver hatchet.

"The contest was a speech contest, to be exact. Now I may be

no Martin Luther King, but, darling, I think I won. My competition

included Heather and her sister Amber. But the closing act was

spectacular. Brilliant. Better than the Rhonda's Specials, the special

education kids who used to do skits in high school. It was Leland,

Betsy's disturbed grandson. He had been wandering around the

house, in and out of the back bedrooms, doing God knows what."

Curtis remembered Leland's long fingers with their dirty nails.

All of a sudden, he felt hollow. "Betsy was pretty ineffectual at

keeping him away from us, although she tried. Mother and Daddy

didn't know that he was around or they wouldn't have let me go over

there. Leland was kind of like a character out of Deliverance only
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slower. When Leland's sister Kathy had a half-black child and Betsy

ended up raising it, Mother and Daddy wouldn't let me go over there

anymore. It was all so very Faulkner. They wouldn't speak to her

anymore, even in public. But back to the subject. First- a minor

setup. We had been watching television that night, and Lawrence

Welk was on. Heather kept forgetting Lawrence Welk's name and

calling him Dick Clark. Well, somewhere in Leland's microscopic little

brain, he caught on to this. He went up to the aluminum TV tray that

was masquerading as a podium and pulled down his pants and

underwear and yelled 'You want to see Dick Clark, I'll show you Dick

Clark.' There it was - - the smallest penis known to mankind. We all

ran into the kitchen and I told Betsy what had happened. Well, she

dropped the spoon in the big bowl of instant potatoes she was fixing

and told us to stay in the kitchen with her."

Eve shifted in her seat. " Wow. What a story," Eve said. She

had become so engrossed in the story that she stopped taking notes.

She shifted herself back into the neutral tone of a therapist. "Did you

tell anyone after that?"

"No, none of us ever told anyone.

"Did Leland ever bother you or Heather and Amber in any

other way besides exposing himself?"

Curtis started to trace the ankh again. He had told Heather

stuff before and she had told everyone else. He hated her for that.

"I don't want to say. I mean, don't ask," Curtis said.
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Eve was silent for a moment. It was her business to ask the

difficult questions, to get answers, to extrapolate reasons, Curtis

thought. Could she think of another tactic. Even Eve had to come up

with something to try to draw him out. "Have you had any contact

with Leland since the incident?"

"I sent him a dead cat for Valentine's Day this year," Curtis said

without a trace of. feeling, only a small laugh.

"How did you send a dead cat?" Stupid question, but excellent

delivery - - not a tremble. Curtis could tell by her face that she

didn't know if it was just a joke, something like the Judd Hirsch thing

that she just didn't get.

Curtis looked into Eve's eyes and thought about the catalog. He

leaned back. "First class, of course. First class all the way."



RED DRESSES FOR FUNERALS

Nika's wedding day was the worst day of my life for two

reasons. First of all, I was videotaping the wedding, and I almost fell

off the platform and destroyed the camera. When Nika's mother,

Darla, played back the video the night of the wedding, I could be

heard saying "Oh shit" loudly enough for the tape to pick it up.

Everyone laughed, drunk and giddy after suffering through a

wedding elaborate enough to rival Princess Di's, but I felt like

disappearing. The second reason is a little more complicated. I'm

not even sure if I can explain. I was always part of Nika's life, or at

least in the background, and all of a sudden she was becoming Rich's

wife, and leaving the state. When I think of the events before the

wedding, they seem like a senseless dream. I am still trying to think

of the why. Why did she give up and settle so young? Why isn't she

going to college? The one question I won't ask myself is why I care.

Like all good mysteries, there were clues to the first two questions.

There were signs. Unfortunately, I was only semi-literate in the

subtleties of human behavior.

I remember the day that things started getting a little strange.

I was a freshman in college at the time and had come home for Labor

Day weekend to see Nika's brother, Shawn, perform in a play. I was

30
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thrilled to be seeing Nika again. At college I would go for entire

days without talking to anyone. I was half-crazy from loneliness and

had formulated the idea that once Nika sowed her wild oats she

would want to be with me. I waited for some kind of sign but there

was none.

We went to Sonic before the performance. I met Nika and

Shawn there and Nika had brought her friend Elaine and some girl I

had never met before, Heather.

"No onions," Shawn said to the speaker inside the Sonic.

Nika turned to Elaine and Heather and said, "Last time we

were here they gave me onions. I had to pick all of them off, and I

could still taste them." Nika twisted the silver megaphone charm on

her necklace back into place. She had just made the cheer leading

squad and was positively glowing. Nika was usually very distant.

Once I drew a picture of her, very restrained, pen and ink. I had an

overwhelming desire to color the picture with red and blue until I

put it away in my closet.

"That'll be $6.47," a voice said.

Shawn moved away from the intercom and turned to Elaine

and Heather. "The speaker is all yours." He brushed his hand

through his red hair.

"Uh, no. I'm not hungry," Heather said.

"Paul, you want anything?" Shawn asked.

I ordered some onion rings.
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"I have to go to the bathroom," Elaine said, reaching for her

purse.

"Me too," Heather said, hitting her knee on the table, knocking

over the salt.

Shawn and Nika sat on the other side of the booth, deciding

how to spend the money their mom had left them for the week

while she was out of town. I thought about asking what their plans

for the weekend were but instead I just sat at the end of the table

listening.

Nika turned to me. "How is Texas A&M?"

"It's okay," I said. Really it wasn't. I hadn't met one person in

two weeks. At that point I didn't know two weeks would eventually

become two years. I was still hopeful. "I like the campus."

"Have you ever run into Rich on campus?" Nika asked.

"No. It's really too big there to see anyone," I said. The

question about Rich irritated me. He was better than her present

boyfriend, but not that much better. Another wild oat.

"If I ever get rid of Aaron, I might go up there to see Rich,"

Nika said.

"Well, if you do get up that way, give me a call. We'll go do

something," I said, trying to sound casual.

I saw a small smile come to Nika's face. "Hello Desiree," she

said.

I heard the door of the Sonic open but I had been too

entranced with Nika to look. I felt like I had been stuck with a pin.
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"Hey, guys, what's going on?" Desiree said.

"Not much," Shawn said.

"Can we talk?" Desiree asked, looking at Shawn.

"Not now. We're eating. Haven't you and I said everything

already?"

"I can't talk to you in front of your sister," Desiree said.

Desiree pinched the skin on her wrists like she does when she's

nervous, and it made me feel terrible.

"Well, then I guess you can't talk to me," Shawn said.

I wanted to intervene. Desiree used to be my best friend. I

felt guilty for just being with Shawn and Nika. Benedict Paul. I

started to say something but Nika's look caught my eye. Desiree

looked at Shawn again. Desiree made a sound like she was about to

speak, but she walked off.

By the time Elaine and Heather got back to the booth, Shawn

and Nika were devouring their hamburgers and in the middle of the

table there was a side order of tator tots with cheese on them. Nika's

dark lipstick had smeared and collected on the corner of her bottom

lip. I tried to concentrate on something, anything. Desiree had

already left the Sonic, but I couldn't shake the feeling that she was

still around, listening.

Heather was staring at Nika. Heather had these enormous eyes

and nervous hands. Her eyes gave me the creeps. She was always

rubbing them. Elaine and Nika had started whispering and Elaine

was looking over my way. I hoped that this wasn't some sort of
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attempt on Nika's part to find a girlfriend for me. Elaine came back

to the table wearing a lot of Nika's perfume, Poison. She could have

at least been trying to set me up with Heather. She was kind of

interesting if a little creepy.

"No, I don't think people should have to do anything they don't

want to do when it comes to the pledge of allegiance," Heather said,

responding to a potential debate topic that Shawn had in his U. I. L.

package.

"It's America. If they don't want to, they should leave," Shawn

said.

"That's not it at all. If America is the 'land of the free,' which it

most certainly is not, then why shouldn't we be free not to say the

pledge of allegiance?" Heather said.

"What do you mean, it's not the land of the free?" Shawn said.

Very few people challenged Shawn so directly. Heather was a

little arrogant but I had faith that she would grow out of it. I was

just happy to see some life in the conversation.

By the time Heather had bitten off two fingernails and won the

arguments, the meal' was over. Shawn and Nika left the trash on the

table and headed for the door. Heather bent down and started to

help me gather up the cups and wrappers.

"Oh, leave those there. They'll get 'em," Shawn said, motioning

to us.
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"Oh, it's no problem, really," Heather said, dumping the trash.

She pushed her purse up on her shoulder and began walking towards

the door. I caught up with her and opened the door.

"Thanks," Heather said.

"No problem," I said.

The rest of the day was really anti-climactic. Heather went

home. The play was pretty good ("The House of Usher") but Nika

insisted on hauling not only Elaine but her boyfriend Aaron along

with us. She tried to get Elaine to sit next to me, but I managed to sit

by Aaron. Nika and Aaron left early, and I was stuck having to make

conversation with Elaine after the play. I was relieved when Shawn

showed up.

Before I knew it, the weekend was over and I was back in

College Station. The engineering courses were really tough and I was

beginning to wish I had gone to art school. It was December before I

even had a chance to catch up and realize how much time had

passed. I went back to Mineral Wells for Christmas break and found

all manner of hell had broken loose.

I showed up at Shawn and Nika's house before I even went to

see my own parents. Heather was talking to Darla when I sat down

on the couch.

"So, what's new?" I asked.

Nika's eyes were swollen and red. "I broke up with Aaron," she

said.
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My heart did a little leap. I tried to stay calm. "When did this

happen?" I asked.

"Last week. He found out I had gone up to College Station to

see Rich and flipped out and pulled a knife on me," Nika said.

I felt sick. I had always hated Aaron and the knife incident

didn't surprise me too much. What an asshole. What did surprise

me is that she had been in College Station and not come to see me. I

tried to not feel hurt.

"When were you in College Station?" I asked.

"I went up a couple of weekends ago. I only meant to stay a

night but I ended up there for three days," Nika said.

She was killing me with a butter knife. I kept telling myself

that Rich was an oat, just a wild oat.

"Rich is coming over in an hour. I've got to get ready," Nika

said. I thought she looked beautiful in her sweatsuit.

"Don't worry. You look fine."

"Ha. You're so sweet, Paul. I know the truth, though," she said,

jogging up the stairs.

Then Shawn walked into the house and kissed Heather. I

really felt like I was in the Twilight Zone. Shawn turned to me.

"So what's new with you?" Shawn asked.

"Not near as much as what's going on here."

"Yeah, Heather and I are a thing."

"What he means is that we're dating," Heather said.

"Yeah, dating," Shawn said, laughing.
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"What happened with Desiree?" I asked.

"We just weren't right together."

"I'll say. He was just hateful to her."

Then why are you with him? I thought. I was beginning to

think that I understood very little at all.

Rich wandered in. He was wearing Levi's and a white shirt. I

was surprised that he had shaved for the occasion. "Hey, how are

ya'll doing?"

"Fine," Shawn said.

"Is Nika ready yet?"

"Are you kidding?" Shawn asked.

"I guess she wouldn't be. I'm a little early." He sat down next

to me.

"You still up at A&M?" Rich asked.

"Yeah, so far, so good."

"Well, that makes one of us."

"Huh?"

"Well, I'm getting kicked out."

Everybody turned to stare at him. Nobody said anything for a

minute.

"I failed all my classes this semester. Even golf. I'm out," Rich

said.

"Can't you talk to somebody?" Shawn asked.

"Nope. I already tried. I'm going to sign up for the Navy

today."
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"The Navy?" Darla asked.

"Yeah, I think that's the only way to go. The Air Force sucks."

"Does Nika know about this?" Shawn asked.

"No, I'm going to tell her today."

I was really starting to get excited. Rich would be gone soon.

He really was just an oat.

"She's going to freak out," Shawn said. He didn't seem all that

upset, though. I thought we should all go to a movie or something.

It would kind of be like a double date.

"When are you going to tell her?" Shawn asked.

"I'm going to take her to Ft. Worth." Rich smiled at Darla.

"Don't you think it would be better to tell her here where she

would have her family to support her? She's not going to take this

well," Shawn said.

"Don't ya'll get it?" Rich looked really happy despite just

flunking out of A&M.

"Get what?" Shawn asked.

Rich leaned in and pulled a black box out of his coat. He looked

upstairs to make sure Nika wasn't watching and then he popped the

lid. It was a small diamond ring.

"Oh my. I need a cigarette," Darla said, walking out of the

room.

"Is that what I think . . .," Heather trailed off, rubbing her eyes.

Shawn paled. "She's way too young," he said.
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"Not really. I don't have any other choices if I want to stay

with her."

"You guys haven't been dating very long," Shawn said.

"We've known each other for years."

Rich put the ring away and winked. Nika walked down the

stairs. My head hurt. She looked beautiful. She was wearing a tight

white dress with red shoes. Her blond hair was tied up into a knot. I

didn't want her to leave.

"Hi there," Nika said.

Nika struggled into her off-white coat. I was starting to feel a

little numb.

"Where's Mom?" Nika asked.

"She's out on the back porch, smoking a cigarette" Shawn said.

"Tell her I'll call if I'm going to be late."

"Okay. Hey, don't stay out too late," Shawn said.

"I won't."

"You look great," Shawn said.

"Thanks."

"If you need anything, give me a call."

"Calm down, Big Brother," Heather said. She looked a little

nervous.

"See ya'll later," Rich called out, closing the door.

There was a long pause.

"Well, that sure was unexpected," Heather said.

Shawn stared off into space.
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"You think she'll say yes?" Heather asked.

"I don't have any fucking idea what she'll say," Shawn said.

Heather looked scared.

"Hey, why don't we go and get a Coke or something?" I said.

"I don't want a Coke." He started to crack his knuckles.

"How about the or something?" Heather asked.

"Don't you guys get it? Nika might be engaged by tonight."

"And she might not. Why do you care so much?" Heather

asked.

"Why doesn't anyone else care?"

I thought that was unfair. I cared. A lot. I just knew there

wasn't anything we could do about it.

"Maybe I should go home," Heather finally said.

"Don't," Shawn said.

"You need some time to yourself."

"No, damn it. I need people to support me."

"Support you?"

"Yeah, people who won't take off just because things aren't

fun." Shawn slammed his hands against his sides.

"What are you talking about? Rich is asking Nika to marry him.

Not to commit suicide or homicide." Heather bit at a nail.

"Aren't you the feminist? Or did you forget all about that?

Aren't you the one who's always bitching about how marriage is bad

for women? What's gotten into you?"
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"I don't know. I don't think - - " Heather said before Shawn

interrupted.

"Yeah, that's right. You don't think. So why don't you just keep

your mouth shut for the time being," Shawn said.

"I think I should leave."

Heather started to get her purse.

"No, I want you here. I'm sorry. It's just that I'm under

stress."

"Yeah, I know," Heather said. She looked relieved.

I felt it was safe to make an exit to go talk to Darla. Heather

and Shawn looked like they would work things out.

"Hey, I'm going outside for a minute," I said.

"Sure," Heather said, looking defeated and tired.

Darla was on her second cigarette when I joined her on the

porch.

"I so glad you came out here Paul," she said, after a minute.

"Well, I thought I would get out from the war zone."

"Yeah, Shawn sure took it bad. He's gets his temper from his

father. That was always one of the things I hated about that son of a

bitch. Did I ever tell you about my wedding night?"

She had, but I said no.

"Well, I thought it was going be something special because

Nika's father never did anything special for our dates or anything.

So I thought, this is it, the big day. Turns out that he didn't even

want to have sex that night. He and his friend Earl stayed up until
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four in the morning watching hockey. He ended up falling asleep on

the couch and Earl didn't leave until eight the next morning. It's a

wonder I ever had any children."

"That's rough," I said. This was all getting a little personal and

I was feeling uncomfortable.

"I should have married someone nice."

"You have the chance now." She looked haggard but she was

still somewhat attractive for an older woman, I mean from an

objective point of view. I guess she didn't meet very many men

being a teacher.

"Nah, I'm all used up. Finished. I don't have the energy for

another man. Guess I got some time to work on my novel. You want

to know how it starts? "The twin domes of Mineral Wells High School

look just like a woman's sagging breasts." From a line like that,

where do you go? Anyway, I just hope Nika makes her choices

better that I did."

"Me too," I said, "me too."

"I didn't know when I let her go up to College Station that it

would get this serious. I just thought it'd take her mind off Aaron

and maybe she wouldn't go back with him. I wasn't worried about

her having sex with Rich. I knew she was on the curse."

I was no biology major but I didn't think that really would stop

that sort of thing. I didn't want to speculate on it, though, so I just

smiled and nodded. She could have talked all weekend and not said.

that.
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"Yeah, I can be happy she's not pregnant."

"Yeah. I better go see how things are inside," I said, feeling

squeamish.

I went back in the house and offered to go out and get some

dinner for everyone.

"Yeah, that's a good idea," Heather said.

"Let's all go," Shawn said.

We ended up at Sonic. Shawn pointed out to Heather where he

had written "Shawn loves Desiree" in the wood. Heather shrugged it

off. I was beginning to think their relationship was even more

troubling than Desiree and Shawn's was but I was too busy thinking

about whether Nika was saying yes or no to think about it too much.

I could see her at the table with candles and Rich getting down on his

knee and popping out that ring. I wondered where he got the money

for it. I barely tasted my food I was so absorbed in my thoughts.

"Let's go to a movie," Heather said.

"Why don't we just rent one?" Shawn said.

"It's cheaper to go to the dollar movie than it is to rent one."

"Yeah, but Nika could be getting home any minute."

"Okay. I'm curious too. Let's go home."

That time we all left the wrappers on the table and walked out.

We rented Children of the Corn. Right when the little children

were about to escape from the town, Nika walked in. She was

glowing.

"I'm engaged," Nika said.



44

"What?" Shawn said.

"Rich said you guys knew already."

"We didn't know you'd say yes."

"Congratulations," I said. I hugged her.

"Thank you, Paul."

"Well, Paul can sugarcoat this, but I won't. I don't get it. You're

still in high school," Shawn said.

"I can graduate in December. I have enough credits from my

honors' classes."

"And what about college?"

"I can still go to college."

"You won't though. You'll end up just another housewife."

"Shawn, I think you're taking this all of this too personally.

Congratulations, Nika," Heather said

"Thank you. I'm going upstairs."

"I'll take you home, Heather," Shawn said.

"I need to get home too," I said.

"Could you drop Heather off on the way?" Shawn asked.

"Sure," I said.

"You don't want to take me home?" She looked sad.

"Well, if it's on Paul's way, then I won't have to get out," Shawn

said.

"Yeah, I guess you're right."

"You ready to go?" I asked.

Heather picked up her coat and I helped her put it on.
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"See you tomorrow?" Heather asked Shawn.

"Yeah, I'll call you," Shawn said. But I didn't believe him.

Heather and I drove in silence. I was exhausted and just

wanted to get to sleep. I didn't want to think about the future. An

engagement is not a wedding. I didn't want to think about whether

Nika would go through with it.

Despite all the drama of the impending wedding, Nika still

found time to try to set me up with Elaine. Shawn finally tipped me

off to what was going on in the Sonic that day ("Hey man, I didn't

have anything to do with it. It was all Nika's idea. She thinks you

and Elaine would make a good couple.") and I didn't appreciate it.

The latest step in this plan was Elaine's New Year's Eve party.

Elaine's parents had a big ranch house out in the middle of nowhere

and she and Heather wanted to have a small, all-night party. With

things as weird as they were, I wanted to be there in case something

happened. Besides, the thought of watching television with my

parents again was too depressing.

When the night arrived, Nika and Rich had a big fight. He

wanted to go out with the boys and she didn't want to go the party

alone. All her old friends had kind of dumped her after they heard

about her impending marriage, and I could tell she was feeling a

little vulnerable. Shawn was still a little mad and had been picking

fights.

"Don't you get it? I don't want to go to the party alone," Nika

said, while Rich was getting ready to leave.
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"It's my last big night as a single guy. Try to understand. I

won't get to see Juan and Jerry very much after this," Rich said,

picking up his wallet.

"Juan hates me, and I hate Jerry. Why do you want to see

them?"

"Because they're my friends. Because I won't get to see them

after I go into the Navy."

"Fine. I'll be at the ranch house all by myself."

"Your friends will be there."

He kissed her on the cheek and told her he would see her soon.

"What an s. o. b." she said, after he left.

"You ready to go?" I asked.

"As ready as I'll ever be," she said.

Elaine was wearing a purple sequined dress with some sort of

drop waist that made her look like a ballerina distorted in a strange

mirror. Everyone was drinking whisky sours except me. I stuck

with my seven up. I wanted to be able to drive home so Elaine

couldn't try anything.

Heather had rented The Exorcist for the party and everyone

eventually was drunk enough to agree to watch it. Halfway through

the movie, Shawn went and sat down by Nika. I strained to hear

what was going on but I could only make out that he was apologizing

for his bad behavior toward her and promising to start act more

civilly He stroked her hand for a little while and got her another
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drink. Heather and Elaine exchanged looks. When Nika got up to go

the bathroom, they started talking in code.

"You see," Heather said.

"Yeah. I think it's the way they are," Elaine said.

"Don't you think it's weird?"

"A little. But what would come of it?"

"Nothing, I guess. But I still think it's weird," Heather said.

Nika came back in the room and Shawn brought out her drink

and sat down next to her.

"There you go," Shawn said, touching her hair.

Somebody knocked.

"It must be Curtis," Elaine said, getting up to answer the door.

Nika jerked away from Shawn.

"Look what the cat drug in," Elaine said.

"Nika, I didn't have any fun without you," Rich said.

"I didn't have any fun without you, either," Nika said.

"I need to get some air," Shawn said, pulling Heather up from

the couch.

"Wait. The priest is about to fall down the stairs," Heather said.

"I want to go now. I want to go now. Come on," Shawn said,

tugging at her arm.

"Okay. I guess I'll miss the priest," Heather said.

Nika and Rich left and I think Elaine had given up on me

because she was on the phone for a large portion of the time we had
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the house to ourselves. The rest of the night passed in a blur, more

of a blur for some than others, but we all basically survived.

After Christmas break, I went back to A&M, feeling more

depressed than ever. At least I didn't have to worry about running

into Rich. The wedding was on Valentine's day. I went back to

Mineral Wells the Friday before the wedding for the rehearsal

dinner. Nika looked great but her face seemed swollen. Otherwise,

things seemed calm. Shawn even appeared to be behaving himself.

The wedding went off without any glitches I could see, but as

the ceremony progressed, I began to feel awful. The room started

spinning through my lens. That's how I tripped and almost fell off

the stage near the "I wills." I don't know how I managed to make it

through the rest of the wedding without any more dizzy spells. The

last thing I remember is Shawn playing his trumpet as Nika walked

down the aisle with Rich, out of the sanctuary, out of my life.

Shawn showed up at the wedding reception in tuxedo shorts

and jams. The jams were red and white with hearts on them that

read "Hot Stuff." His red hair clashed with every form of red used in

the wedding but that didn't stop him from wearing red all the time.

He had always delighted in clashing. Nika and Rich were still posing

for pictures. The groomsmen loosened their ties and hit the open bar.

Darla was still furiously advising Nika and Rich on how and where to

stand for the photos. Then her face went slack and her mouth began

to pull down at the corners. She pushed away a few stray hairs from

her face and took out her lipstick. After viewing herself in her
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compact, she joined the groomsmen at the bar. I stood around with

Heather and her friend Elaine.

Elaine, Heather and I were by the punch bowl. Heather was

eating colored mints but I felt a little sick to my stomach so I just

nursed my punch.

"These are the most hideous dresses, ever," Heather said.

"You know it," Elaine said.

"I'll just be glad to get out of these damn dresses. I feel like

I'm wearing a red to a funeral," Heather said.

Shawn walked up with a beer in his hand. "What's going on

here?" Shawn said.

"Not a lot. Just talking about 'getting out of these dresses,"

Heather said.

"I'd like to get you out of that dress," Shawn said.

"Later," Heather said. Nika's father had rented rooms for the

entire bridal party to stay at the hotel after the reception and attend

a post-wedding brunch party. Elaine had a room with Heather' and

agreed to trade rooms with Shawn and stay with me. I really didn't

want her to but I wasn't given much choice. I could tell that Heather

was still trying to push Elaine on me. I tried not to let it get to me.

The rest of the night passed in a daze. After the reception,

everyone piled into one of the suites and replayed the wedding

video. Everyone was drunk and I felt out of it. At least it kept

people from being mad about my voice on the tape.
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Darla sat next to me during the video. She was crying and

laughing and looked like she might get sick.

"Paul, that's my baby. My baby."

"I know. It's going to be okay."

"She's beautiful. I can't believe it's over."

"Me neither," I said.

"You look like you could use a hug," Darla said. She reached

over and grabbed me. She smelled like beer and cigarettes and

White Diamonds. She didn't let go for a long time. The video

finished and everyone cleared out of the room. I tried to leave, but

Darla stopped me.

"Paul, you're a really great guy. I really like you, you know

that?" She slurred her words a little.

"Yeah, thanks but I've got to go handle something downstairs,"

I said, grasping for an excuse to leave.

"You do that," she said, lighting a cigarette, patting my head.

I went downstairs to find Heather but she had already gone to

her room. Shawn was supposed to meet her there but nobody

seemed to know where he was. It turned out that he was downstairs

doing tequila shots with some of the groomsmen. I went to my room

and found Elaine reading Cosmopolitan. She told me that Heather

was waiting for Shawn but he hadn't shown up yet. Apparently, she

had walked in and caught Heather sprawled out on the bed in a black

lace body suit. I wouldn't have minded seeing that. After a little
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while, I fell asleep with my clothes still on. When I woke up, Elaine

was dressed and painting her nails.

Heather started knocking on the door.

"Where's Shawn?" Heather asked.

"I don't know. I thought he was with you," I said.

"Yeah, I thought so too," Heather said.

We all heard a door open. It was Shawn staggering out of the

bridal suite. His tuxedo jacket was still on and his "Hot Stuff" shorts

were matted to his legs. His hair stuck up in crazed tufts.

"What happened to you?" I asked.

"I got sick," Shawn said, rubbing his head.

"Where are Rich and Nika?" Elaine asked.

"I don't know. I went into their room to say goodnight to Nika

and I remember throwing up and crashing out on the bed," Shawn

said. "Rich yelled something and Nika ran to the bathroom and

threw up and then everything went black. I don't know what got

into me. I just wanted to say good-bye to Nika. Come here, Heather,"

Shawn said.

Everyone looked at each other. I wondered how Heather would

take this. She rubbed her eyes and ran out of the hallway.

"You sure were the life of the party," Elaine said, and started

after Heather. I looked at Shawn.

"I'll catch up with her," I said, walking down the hall, hoping it

wasn't too late.



TRACE ELEMENTS

When I was ten years old, I thought that white people had

white bones and black people had black bones, but that everybody

had the same type of nerves - - pieces of paper underneath the skin

that had exactly what a person was thinking at that moment in that

part of his or her body. I felt anxious because I thought my nerves

might betray me. I thought I might have a nervous breakdown and

surgeons would dig out my nerves and read them and find out a boy

named Trace had been chasing me around my parent's swimming

pool and trying to kiss me. I didn't care about the chasing. I could

always outrun him. Sometimes I would resort to running up on the

deck and jumping in the pool because he could not swim. Even then,

this seemed like an unfair advantage to me, so I wouldn't use it very

often. What I did care about was that my parents would find out

and blame me.

Trace was black, the grandson of Mrs. Keel, my great

grandmother's nurse, a woman who came to our house every

morning and gave my Meme a shot. She was the second black

person I had ever met. The first was my bus driver, Mrs. Bert. Mrs.

Bert was not only a bus driver, but an involved bus driver. She
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good bus behavior. One year I had done poorly in all my classes. I

didn't get any certificates on the last day of school until I got on the

bus. I clung to my good bus behavior certificate and knew it was the

only thing that would save me from the arbitrary rewards the other

certificates had shown themselves to be. There would always be

good bus behavior. At the end of the year, she- would buy us on the

bus Cokes and we would drink them on the way home.

Mrs. Keel was about Mrs. Bert's age but I rarely saw her

because I was sleeping when she would come and give Meme her

shots. Mrs. Keel came to our house almost every morning because

the only other person who could give Meme her shots was my dad

and he wasn't very good at it. I would sometimes mix up Mrs. Bert

and Mrs. Keel in my head and call them the wrong names.

Trace was the first black person my age that I had ever met.

Well, he was almost my age. Really, he was a couple of years

younger. He was tall and thin and his hands were white on the

bottom, like they had been dusted with chalk. He had scuffed

sneakers with little cat emblems on them, but I liked his smile and

the way he laughed. Trace seemed like summer to me because I

never saw him during the school year. When he wasn't chasing me

around the pool, we would draw on the sidewalk with rocks. I wrote

my name; he drew pictures of the sun.

There were tons of kids around Tenth Street that summer. It

was the type of block where the kids played on the street, rode

bikes, and chased the ice-cream truck. Young couples walked around
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the block at night to get out of the house without spending any

money. Families would have backyard parties. My dad and I

walked around the block almost every evening and we would see

Trace's Uncle Louis, washing his car. He was single and took care of

Mrs. Keel and Trace. He worked at the same place my dad did. But

after work, he would "go out." My dad never went anywhere. My

dad would say "Going out tonight, Louis?" I once heard my dad say

to my mom "Once you go black on a Saturday night, you never go

back." He told a complicated story about where the black guys in the

army would go on Saturday nights and how some of the white guys

would go along and somehow they would be changed. All the "go's"

in that sentence were confusing.

This was the summer my friend Curtis and I were "going

together." He had asked me quite matter-of-fact like would I go with

him and I said yes and that was that. I felt kind of strange about it

because at school the other kids made fun of him and called him a

faggot. Curtis acted like this didn't hurt his feelings but it did. I

knew faggot had to do with men being kind of like women, but not

exactly. It had something to do with S-E-X, a word I had heard

spelled out but never actually used. The closest thing I understood

was that sex had something to do with snippets from jokes in

elementary school: trains and tunnels, snakes and grass. I laughed at

these jokes, hiding my ignorance.

I already knew that there was a high price to pay for being

naive. Once, I had confessed to my best friend, Sherri Lancaster, that
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Curtis and I had once slept in the same bed. We had been over at

the babysitter's house and decided we wanted to sleep together. We

begged and begged over an entire meal of chicken soup and ham.

Betsy could not give us the reason that this wouldn't be right. She

kept saying over and over that you had to be married to sleep in the

same bed. Neither one of us bought this story. In our limited third

grade experiences, marriage meant exchanging Coke tabs on the

playground and having the same last name. Finally, she gave in to

our wish. Curtis fell asleep quickly, hogging the bed.. I was scared to

move because I didn't want to wake him up. I wanted to stay in the

same position all night to be near him. When I got up, my arm was

cold and stiff from hanging in an awkward position off the bed. I felt

proud that I had endured it for him, though.

When I told Sherri, she kept asking me what we were wearing

when we were in bed together. I had a strange sort of premonition

that this would be information that she could use against me, but I

told her that I had slept in my nightgown and he had slept in his

underwear. I swore her to secrecy. Approximately three minutes

later, Sherri started yelling "Curtis and Heather slept together. He

was in his underwear," over and over again. I put my hand over her

mouth and she bit me. Eventually, the kids on the playground lost

interest and she would only taunt me with this chant every now and

then.

Despite this humiliation, nobody thought much of Curtis and me

always being together. We used to make sticker calendars together
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and looked at books. Curtis wouldn't let me touch his sticker calendar

except to place stickers where he thought they would look right. I

tried to do something creative once, but it turned out ugly and Curtis

went to great pains to keep it from happening again. He hid the

sticker calendar and when I wanted to see it, he showed me the one

page I ruined, the stickers crooked, and I didn't want to see it

anymore.

Curtis' mother didn't like boys coming over to play with Curtis.

They were too rough and made too many messes. Curtis didn't like

to get his clothes dirty and I had to push on the merry-go-round

when we went to the park. We didn't get to go to the park much

because Curtis' mother was scared that he might get stung by a bee

and that he might be allergic to bees.

Curtis did get to come over to my house, with reassurances

from my mother that she would keep a close watch on him. Even so,

we never did anything to show we were going together. We never

held hands. We never kissed.

The only thing Curtis did was tell my mom. "Heather and I are

officially going together," Curtis said.

"Going where?" my mom said. She started laughing and smiling

like she knew some joke we didn't. She gave me this smile, sort of

embarrassed me and we left the room.

So much for trying to go public. Anyway, Curtis and I were out

on the driveway one day when Trace showed up. Curtis was dressed

in a yellow' knit shirt with a black stripe on it. His hair was
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feathered and jet black. His chubby legs were partially covered by

his black shorts with a yellow stripe on the side of them.

I was embarrassed because of what Curtis was wearing. I

overheard my mother saying he looked like a bumble bee. I tried

not to mind so much. He didn't look like any bumble bee that I'd

seen. I felt ashamed for caring what Trace thought. Trace was

skinny and had on faded blue shorts. He didn't look like a bumble

bee.

"Do you care if I kiss Heather?" Trace asked, looking at Curtis.

"Uh, I don't care. Heather can do what she wants," Curtis

answered.

I was furious. Now I would have to run. What good was going

together if it didn't even get me out of being chased? I was irritated

at Curtis and I had my good sandals on.

"I happen to be going with Curtis," I said. I tried to smile.

"Is that true?" Trace asked.

"Yeah, I guess," Curtis said.

It wouldn't be true for very much longer, I thought.

"Okay. I just wasn't sure," Trace said, walking off. I watched

him walk down the street.

I was sad to see him go. I turned to Curtis.

"Why didn't you say we were going together and that he

couldn't kiss me?" I asked.
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"I didn't want to. It's your business if you want to hang around

jungle bunnies. If you don't watch out, people will start to think

you're a nigger lover," Curtis said.

"That does it. I hate that word. We're not going together

anymore," I said.

"That's fine. I'll call Mother to come pick me up. You're out of

the Kitty Cat Club. We don't want any nigger lovers in our club,"

Curtis said.

I had a love-hate relationship with the Kitty Cat Club. Curtis

made all the decisions and pined after a girl in the club named

Andrea, reminding me that I was just one of the boys. I hated being

one of the boys. It meant I had to do things that other girls wouldn't

have to, like the time Curtis and I were at the country club with

Curtis' parents and Curtis got me alone and made me go into the

men's bathroom to see that the urinals had targets painted in them

with point values for where a person would hit. Somehow if I could

be more like Andrea, I wouldn't have to worry about things like that.

The Kitty Cat club consisted of four people who ate lunch out

by the fence. We all had matching stationary and our theme song

was "Hit Me With Your Best Shot" by Pat Benatar. I didn't like it

because one day Curtis broke a pipe and I worried about going to

prison because the police would find out about the pipe and know

who did it. I would be a witness, an accessory. For this reason, I had

bad dreams about the club. I didn't think he would kick me out,

though. I felt like I was spinning. My nerves started to hurt.
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"You're a faggot. A faggot," I screamed. I had never used that

word before. Something had snapped. I felt scared, somewhat

changed. I just stood there waiting for the earth to cave in, for

something bad to happen. I knew I couldn't get away from the

punishment. I knew something was wrong but I did it anyway.

Curtis whirled around in his yellow and black ensemble. He

looked at me. His eyes seemed mad and sad all at the same time.

Then he turned mean.

"You're a whore and a nigger-lover," Curtis said.

I felt like I had been hit. I decided to take one last hit.

"My mother said your dad was half-Mexican, not Italian. You

lied," I said, jumping on my bike and riding off.



EXPECTATIONS, GREAT AND OTHERWISE

Patti thought I was the other woman. All that crap. Of course,

she was only sixteen, not to be blamed for this misdirection of bad

feeling. Even though I was a couple years older, I could only long for

such exotic titles, spinning my sort of long hair into a twist, dreaming

of being someone's mistress. I was flattered and sad about the

whole thing, really. She was right on one account, though. There was

another woman. Her name was Chrysta and she worked at the

hospital with Nick; Chrysta and Nick both had jobs through the high

school co-op program. I found this out rather suddenly myself.

One morning in senior newspaper class (the place for hanging

out, working on homework, pretending to think about articles), I

noticed Nick moping around. He hadn't even finished writing his

column, "Heavy Metal Hotline."

"What's wrong with you?"

"The best part of the day is already over," he said.

"What are you talking about?"

"I don't want to say."

"Say it."
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He smiled. He had a wicked smile and he used it on me now.

"Maybe."

"This is probably really good then. Say it and we'll work out

the conditions later."

"Okay. I'm having an affair with someone."

"Who?"

"You'd never guess."

"You're right. I wouldn't, so tell me."

"She's got blonde hair."

"That narrows it down. Real or fake?"

"Real." He smiled again.

"I didn't mean it that way. You have a filthy mind, Nick. Now

who the hell is it?"

"Chrysta Anderson."

"You've got to be kidding."

"It's been going on since October."

"Shit," I said. "You've been committing adultery since the

month you were married? Does Patti suspect?"

"No. Actually, it's you she doesn't like."

There was silence for a minute. I tried to take everything in.

"So how is the best part of the day over?"

"I have sex with Chrysta every morning before work when her

parents leave the house."

"And what does Patti think you're doing?"

"Carpooling."
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Patti never found out either. She made it to her ninth month

without suspecting a thing. She was like that. Things just seemed to

glide off her. Nick said when he told her that she was pregnant, she

didn't even even stop eating her bag of fries. They were at the Sonic.

He did the pregnancy test at the hospital himself because it was his

policy after his last girlfriend tried to fake a pregnancy scam on him.

Patti was the type to do the same thing.

Nick always had a thing for what I would call trashy or

otherwise undesirable women. That's why I was so surprised about

Chrysta. She was the daughter of a Lutheran minister. The most

scandalous thing about her was her Mexican boyfriend, and that was

only really scandalous to her parents and to Nick who was in no

position to say much of anything. I could understand that. I was in

no position to say anything about Nick's love life because every time

I did, he would start giving me hell about Andrew or "the college

man" as Nick called him. I started dating Andrew as soon as he left

for college and it was a good relationship, if not an exciting one.

Unlike Nick and Patti, there wasn't any spontaneous sex, or sex

without protection, or any sex at all. We had the requisite

relationship requirement ( a lot in common) but not much else. I

stayed with him because he understood me, because he liked Joan

Baez better than Bob Dylan, and because his being in college gave me

some prestige.

I remember when Nick told me he was getting married. We

were in homeroom filling out papers for the first of the year type
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stuff. Since it was our senior year, we had been in there for quite a

while filling out these dumbass forms and it was getting boring. I

started to tell him a joke until he passed me a note.

I'm going to be a father.

I looked over at him. He was drawing anarchy symbols on the

desk. He picked up his pocket knife and started to trace one of them.

His brown hair was in his blue eyes.

"Quit that shit. Mr. Monday is going to come over here and

catch you," I said, beginning to realize that was probably the least of

his worries, the father part sinking in. What kind of father is still

interested in anarchy?

"What are you going to do?"

"We're going to get married."

"No f'ing way. You can't."

"Why not? Aren't you and the college man planning on getting

married? It'll hit you too, soon enough. Besides, there's not a lot of

choice."

"Sure there are. There are exactly three choices."

"I don't believe in abortion. Nothing political, really. Just the

way it is. Women get pregnant and that's that."

"That's it? Can't you see that she's done this on purpose?"

"It takes two to tango. I thought you would realize that by

now."

They got married on his birthday, October 13. Not that I was

there. I didn't even remember where it was going on. I bought Nick
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a birthday present, a Sex Pistols poster. I wrote on the back - -

"Something for the fort, no? Happy Eighteenth." I wasn't sure when

to give it to him, though.

Nick's fort had always been a place of myth in our junior high

days. It was high up in a tree and covered with pictures from

Playboy, Penthouse, and a less sophisticated journal, Spanking

Lesbians. I knew this because once in the seventh grade, Jane

Jackson (his then sleazy girlfriend) and I snuck in there and looked

around. He house was about a mile from mine. It was surrounded

by a bunch of trees and bushes. The house seemed deserted because

his dad had left years ago and his mother was always at work. Nick

caught us up there and fired some warning shots from his b.b. gun to

send us running. I hadn't been there since.

The Monday after the wedding, he had a wedding ring on but

not much else had changed. Patti, only in her second month, had

taken to wearing huge pink maternity rompers so that everyone

could see that she was to deliver. They were living in the nearly

deserted house with his mom. I decided to see if the fort was even

still standing.

"Is the fort still around?"

"Yeah, it's pretty wrecked. Why?" he asked.

"Just wondering."

"You and Andrew thinking about doing the nasty deed? Need a

place to hide out? I can tell you're still a virgin by the way you

walk. Those college men can't hold out forever."
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I was afraid Andrew could. "You're perverse. My sexual status

is none of your business. If I was thinking about doing the nasty

deed, I wouldn't pick your disgusting fort for atmosphere."

"And where would you pick?"

"That is none of your business either." I hit him on the arm.

"You're such a reactionary. Definitely a screamer."

"I most certainly am not."

"Stand up and walk around. Maybe I was wrong."

"I can't win."

"Nope."

When Patti delivered the baby, she was in labor five hours,

three of which she slept. Nick came to school and announced the

news, and the next day we all took a field trip to the hospital to see

the baby. My journalism teacher justified it by saying that we could

learn to write a birth announcement. We looked in briefly at Patti

and waved, and she waved back. She looked wretched. I thought of

her in her jaunty pink maternity rompers and I felt depressed Her

hair was matted and she was holding her side. It didn't seem right.

Not right at all.

The baby was another story. She was beautiful. I thought she

even looked like Nick with her black hair and blue eyes. I could see

her in a few years, dressing in fishnet stockings and drawing anarchy

symbols. All seemed right with the world.

One week before graduation, I started feeling desperate. I still

had the Sex Pistols poster. Nick was leaving for the army. I was
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going to be working at the pool and then going off to college, where

he should be going. He wanted to become a doctor, a gynecologist.

We should be sharing philosophical insights about the state of the

world when we came home from our respective universities. He

could tell dirty gynecological jokes. The time we were in newspaper

class was the worst. I wanted to ask him to go to a graduation party

my best friend Elaine was having but I couldn't work up my

courage.

"So, what are you doing graduation night?" Lame, lame, lame, I

thought.

"I don't know," he said.

My mind kept saying ask him about the party, but it was no

use.

"Sign my yearbook. I know you think it's gay but sign it," I

said.

"I do think it's gay."

"You'll never have to do it again," I said.

"Okay. Shit, hand it over," he said.

"Write something memorable."

He looked at me. "I can't write if you keep talking."

"Okay. I get the point. I'll just be a mouse. I'll go sit over in

the corner "

"Fine. You do that."
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I walked off and started talking to Curtis all the while looking

over my shoulder, trying to see what he was thinking. Finally I

walked over to him.

"Done," he said.

"Thanks. Do you have one?"

"No. Patti got one this year. That's enough."

"Yeah, I guess so." I was really disappointed. Not that I knew

what I wanted to write.

"Hey, you still planning on writing that book about me?"

I had almost forgotten about it. The book I was supposed to

write about all of Nick's adventures. We had started this joke years

ago, when he lost his virginity to the housesitter his mother hired for

a weekend. I told him it was good enough for a story.

"Yeah. I guess I am."

"Well, if you ever do, call me Shane. I always did like that

name."

"Shane, huh? That suits you. I'll call you Shane."

"Everything's gotten so cliche now. Maybe a book's not such a

good idea," he said.

I didn't want to go to college without saying goodbye to Nick. I

kept telling myself not to be a wimp. I worked at the pool and

sometimes I would see his red car drive by on the highway. Each

time I saw it, I would resolve to call him up. Each night that resolve



68

faded after I saw Andrew. He was home for the summer and things

were going okay.

One week before I left, I started packing up all my stuff and I

reread what Nick wrote in my yearbook: "It's been cool knowing you.

Have a cool summer. That's lame, okay, I admit it. I'm just not very

good at writing these things. What I want to say is that I'll be

looking for your books when I get out of the army. Don't let the

college man treat you bad. I'll miss you and let me know how you're

doing. Seize the day, babe, Nick." I didn't want Nick to go to the

army. I didn't care if the college man treated me bad. I knew what

I had to do.

I called the hospital and asked for Nick.

"Hello?"

"Nick. It's me. I was wondering if you would meet me

somewhere before the end of this week. I'm leaving for school and I

have something to give you," I said, spitting all my words out at once.

I wrote all the stuff I wanted to say on a piece of paper before I

called him.

"Something to give me?"

"Yeah, a gift."

"Beware of Greeks bearing gifts."

"I'm not Greek."

"When do you want to meet?"

"I don't care. I finish lifeguarding every night at seven."
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"How about tomorrow? Patti visits her family on Tuesday

nights."

"That's fine. I'll come by your house at eight."

I spent the rest of the day wondering what to wear. I wouldn't

have much time to get ready so I decided to wear white shorts to

play up my tan. The next day went by slowly and I set a record for

leaving the pool. I told my parents I was going to see Andrew and

took off for Nick's house.

I got to the house and Nick was outside, smoking.

"Park behind those trees," he said, as I was getting out of the

car.

I pulled the car behind the trees and tried to get out gracefully

but got my shorts caught in the door and tore them.

"Nice rip. Let's go up to the fort. My mom stayed home tonight

and I don't think she would approve of me having you over when

Patti wasn't home."

"Okay."

We walked to the fort. It was smaller than I remembered.

"Here," I said, handing him the poster.

"Cool." He placed it in the corner of the fort.

"So, how's everything?"

"Okay. I go into the army in three weeks. I'm going to be

stationed in San Antonio."

"You'll like it there. Let's go up into the fort."

"No. You don't want to go up there," he said.
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"Come on. I haven't seen it in years."

"It's nasty up there."

He sat down underneath a tree and I decided to sit down, even

though I was wearing white.

"You still with Andrew?"

"You still with Chrysta?"

"Does it matter?"

"A little," I said.

"It shouldn't." He looked at me. "You really are a virgin, aren't

you?"

"Do you have to say it so loud?" This wasn't exactly what I had

envisioned.

He sat down next to me. "Why haven't you and Andrew done

anything?"

"He's not interested."

"I doubt that's true."

"Don't. It is." I was starting to feel pathetic. I didn't want to

start crying. He put his arm around me.

"Hey, don't worry about it. It's going to get better."

"How? I expected something different."

"Like what?" He pulled his arm away and lit a cigarette. I

didn't know how he could smoke, as hot as it was outside.

"Like passion, romance. I don't know. At this point I'd settle

for just plain sex." I hoped he would get the hint.
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"Passion and romance are overated. Hell, just plain sex is

ov erated."

"Not if you're me. I had great expectations for Andrew. I

thought if I could seduce him, everything would work out." I

slapped a mosquito on my arm.

"You'll find someone better. I feel certain. I know these

things."

"You know these things?"

"Yeah. I do."

It began to rain. I thought about sex in the rain, the romance

of it.

"I like you, Heather, but I'm not going to sit out here in the

rain. My cigarettes are getting wet. I'll walk you to your car."

He hugged me and thanked me for the poster. I didn't say

anything because there wasn't anything to say. Patti would be back,

Shane would be in the army, and I was leaving.

"Goodbye. Good luck with everything. I'm going to miss you,"

he said. I watched him run into the house, covering his head with

the

Sex Pistols poster.
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