THE TOY COLLECTOR

James Gunn

Copyright © 2000

ISBN 1-58234-081-1

For my brother Patrick

CONTENTS

The Greatest Toy in the World 1
William Sineski Ill 17
Please Fill Out This Short Form 21
Deluxe Apartment in the Sky 23
Barlow's Fun Antiques 28
Rom/Mom 32
The Lovers 39
Lou and Pennywhistle 45
The Flesh Bots 50
Old Scratch 57
Rubber 60
It Has to Do with His Hands 68
Amphibians Cracked 79
The Pigeon 91
The Meteor 101
A Bomb Between Us 103
A Little Cream 109
Something Big and Magnetic 116
How the Motorcycle Rider Found Gratitude 125
Gold Star for Robot Boy 133
Mr. Experience 141

Keystone Bacchanalia 151



What You Hid 161

Sue Lopmeyer's Panties 164
Hi, Mark, How Are You? 166
Love Song 169
Wednesday, December 21 174
Thursday, December 22 180
Dan/Dad 186
Friday, December 23 193
Saturday, December 24 206
More Fun in the New World 220
A Day at the Parlor 225
Chipmunk 232
| Become a Nightmare 252
The Greatest Toy in the World, Part II 259

The Greatest Toy in the World
1 We acquire the toy

Hisred name was Trevor Forrester, but the kids in the subdivision called him Monster because he was
mean and he was ugly and he was retarded. Y ou ought to be able to make that brat's head spinin
circles, smart asyou are,’ my father would say to my brother and me. But 1Qs didn't help much when
Monster pushed down on your chest and squeezed your scrotum until you screamed. At night, we'd put
ice packs between our legsto stop the swelling. We wouldn't tell our mom, didn't want her poking
around our private suff. The old man we didn't tell much of anything.

A good thing about Monster was he was choosy. Hisfather was a proctologist, he made alot of money,
and every year a Christmas held buy hiskid too many gifts. Monster would pick one or two toys of
which hewasfond and ignore the rest. He loved the Six Million Dallar Man action figure, whom he
called Steve and treated as a sort of friend. There was afunny story about how one day Mr. Forrester
was drunk on the couch and Monster was running Steve over his deeping body and Mr. Forrester

woke up, fed up, and smashed Steve to bits on an ebony statuette of the Virgin Mary. Monster stood by
yeling, 'Steve, no! No, Steve! Steve!'

When his mother had garage sales, Mongter's choosiness worked to my brother's and my advantage.
Shewasalondly lady, had alot of them.

The women shifted about the garage and ignored each other. They circled long tables that ran side by
Sde, covered in old cookware and afghan rugs. Those who did talk often had funny voices; the people
who lived in the boons outside Saint Louis County aways sounded like that. Many of these women
smelled bad from driving long distancesin cars that weren't air-conditioned. 'Can | get this blouse any
cheaper? they'd ask Mrs. Forrester. 'No," Mrs. Forrester would say. 'Priced as marked.' She didn't like



the women from the boons.
Tar walked carefully. He was afraid Monster was going to show up and do stuff to us.
'He's not gonna be here,' | told my brother. 'His mom doesn't want him around, disgusting people.’

Tar made the whew! face, puffing up his cheeks and blowing out air. HEd collect faces from watching
televison. Hewasthree.

Discounting the dust, most of the toys on the toy table looked brand new.

'A pterodactyl,’ Tar said. He pointed to abox between Stratego and Chutes and Ladders. V olcanoes
and prehistoric animals were on the box, and aname: Scrunch 'Em, Grow 'Em Dinosaurs. | yanked the
box from between the others. Tar placed hisfingers on the edge. $1.50 was scrawled in Magic Marker
beneath histhumb. My mother had given both of us adollar, which together, | was sure, added upto a
lot morethan adollar fifty.

* % %

Put the cubesin the Energizer Machine and WATCH 'em transforminto DINOSA URS Then
scrunch 'emup again in the DINOSAUR PIT! Endless Fun!!!

Diagrams showed a dinosaur being squashed in a machine and growing back to lifein aclear eectric
dome.

Tar and | loved three things: Dinosaurs, metamorphoses, and machines. Holding thistoy now waslike
holding atoy designed especidly for the two of us by God. We had never seen it beforein any store or
on any commercid (we later learned the FDA had banned the machine shortly after itsrelease). Thiswas
the toy that we wanted, no need to look further. We moved toward Mrs. Forrester, who was sorting
penniesinto neat rows on her money table.

An old woman's hand came down upon the box, amost knocking it from my grip. The hand had a
marble-sized diamond ring. Thick veins curled around its bones.

Tm sorry, boys, but | just bought that," said the old woman attached to the hand. She had a bright orange
hairdo that swooped in aHawaii Five-0 wave. The skin around her mouth was plested. Her perfume
surrounded mein athick swamp. 'I'm sorry, but itsmine,’ she said. T just paid for it now and now, herel
was, coming over to get it."

"Nuh-uh,’ Tar said.
'Wejust gotit,’ | told her.

'Yes, but it'smine. I've dready paid for it. It's common in garage salesto pay for theitem firs.' She gave
alittle laugh. I wondered what the inside of her head looked like.

‘Nuh-uh,’ Tar said.
‘Thisisatoy wewant very much," | told her. 'And we have more than adollar and fifty cents.’

The woman grabbed the box with both hands.

| whispered to my brother: 'Cry.’

Tar burst into tears. He was famous for being able to do this on command. Thewomen in the garage



looked at him.

'My brother wants thistoy very much. He's crying. Look.'
' like pterodactyld!’ Tar cried.

'Let go of the box, please, son.'

'Uh-uh!" | said. | grabbed moretightly to the sdes, but the woman was too strong and her perfume had
weakened me. She yanked the toy up and away. She embraced it beneath her breasts. She breathed
heavily.

'Now there's heaps of other toys here. Go pick one out.' She turned and walked out of the garage.

| stared at the concrete floor, panicked. | jerked my head up to see her waddling down the driveway
with our toy. | chased after her. Tar followed me. He continued to cry; his sadness was becoming more
redl as he continued.

'We had that toy first, lady,' | said.

'Don't "lady" me, young man. | saw it firgt.'
'You'retoo old to have atoy.'

'It'sfor my grandson.’

Wefollowed her to an olive Buick parked in front of the house. She put the box in the backsesat and
locked the car door. She didn't look at us as she walked back up the driveway and into the garage. Tar
and | mushed our faces againgt the driver's Sde window. The toy was upside down. It was bursting with
brontosauruses, pterodactyls, woolly mammoths, et cetera

Dinosaurs. Metamorphosis. Machine.

'| hate that bitch,’ Tar whispered. It was one of the phrases we had learned from our father. They were
al fun to use. There were some, though, such asthe C word, that didn't get even ahint of asmilefrom
Mom.

'Yeah!

The driver'ssde waslocked. But | could see the stem sticking up on the passenger side. | eyed the
mouth of the garage. One woman was looking over aplaid shirt for rips or sains. Another was smelling a
pair of balerinadippers. The old woman was spinning the whed of abicycle on thewal, one that wasn't
evenfor sde.

'‘Comeon,' | saidto Tar. We crept, silent and careful, around to the other side of the Buick. | propped
one hand on the hot metal of the car and pulled on the passenger handle with the other. The door
snapped open. The victorious sound of 'eeg!’ legpt from my brother's throat. | reached in. Tar gripped
hard onto my T-shirt. My hands were on the box.

Let'steach that cunt alesson shell never forget: that was the song in my soul.

We barreled down the hill toward home. Theair whistled in our ears. We giggled in random burdts,
prompted by fear and itsthrill. The box grew heavy in my arms. | pulled it against my chest, and weran
faster down Taylor Drive. The sun was bright; itstendrils sank fast into our skin. We turned left. Now we



moved up Arblay. Wiped the sweat from my cheek with my shoulder. Then turned right on our stret,
Troll Court. Our two-story yellow house stood at the top of the hill and we flung ourselvestoward it. My
heart raced.

We collapsed against the wood of the front door and Tar threw it open. He shrieked as we plunged into
ar-conditioned space. We hunched over, gathering our energies, the breath being torn from our lungsin
heaves, when our mother's voice dropped from upstairs: 'Did you buy anything?

'No, therewas nothing good,' | yelled.

What alie that was! We had to put our hands over our mouths to stop the laughter.

We opened the basement door. We tumbled down the stairs. The rocking horse with the sad face, aface
that wished it was real instead of plastic, stood at the bottom. | dapped it on the nose as we passed by.
It bobbed.

| dropped the box on the floor. Tar peeled back thelid. Inside, amachine, dinosaurs, directions, cubes: a
shred of paradise stolen.

The policeman had a pear-shaped body. He had a mouth that looked asif he were stretching his cheeks
back with the pams of his handsto make afunny face. His partner, who wasn't wearing a hat, was ol der.
They stood at the end of our hal, framed by the doorway. The hall was separated from the family room
by beams; the pear-shaped cop was haf covered by one. Tar and | were sitting on the floor in the family
room. The best, Ultraman, wasonTV.

The police had a conversation with my mother we couldn't hear, but we could see they were being polite.
They usudly would be; my father was alawyer and most of them knew him.

Tar looked at me, his mouth cracked open alittle. 'Lie," | whispered. On the TV, Ultraman knocked over
aguy inagiant bug costume and a couple cardboard buildings were squashed behind him.

‘A lizard game? my mother said.

The policemen nodded. They went on, only some things audible to my brother and me: the word
complaint, the word argument, and something about the old woman's car.

My mother offered ablank stare. Some mothers get defensive, but ours knew the two of uswerea
specid case. Something had been wrong with her ovaries. We were bad

seeds. My mother told the police shed go downstairs and root around to seeif therewas alizard game
somewhere. She dit her eyes a us on the way downgtairs. We were her enemies.

| played with the string tie on my shortsas| stood in the
doorway. The younger policeman crouched in front of me.
He baanced an open notebook on hisknee. The other
one, who looked pissed, continued to stand. Behind them
two sguirrelsfought on atree limb. The darker squirrel

had something brown inits mouth.



'Jmmy. Wejust have acouple of questionsfor you. First question: Did you take the lizard game from
Mrs. Tolkengtein's car?

‘No.'

'Y ou did, though, argue with her about the lizard game?

| nodded. 'We had it first." | stared at him. 'It's not agame.'
‘Andit'snot lizards,' Tar said. 'Dinosaurs!’

The cop wrote something in his notebook. | looked down. Dinosaurs. He dotted it with ahard period
and clicked his pen shut.

‘Sheputitinher car,' | told them.
The cop clicked his pen open again.

'We know you took it,' the standing policeman said. He sighed. We were trying his patience. 'People saw
you takeit.'

Y earslater | would learn about the good-cop/bad-cop routine in more depth.

'Wedidn't. | swear on my dead mother's grave.'

'How old are you, Immy? the younger policeman said. Or isit Jm? Do you like being cdled Jm?
‘No. I'm four.'

The policeman turned to my brother.

‘Tar, aquestion for you. How old?

‘Threeyearsold.’

'Did you or did your brother take the box of dinosaurs from the car? Y ou're required to tell the truth.’
'Mongter did it."

The policemen smiled. My brother had blown the game, they thought.

'A mongter took the dinosaurs, did it? Describe this monster's appearance.’

My mother's footsteps grew louder behind us.

‘Mongter iswhat the kids call Trevor Forrester,’ she said. 'He goesto specid school. He picks on the
other children.’

The crouching policeman's smile faded dightly. He exchanged a glance with his partner.
'And there was no trace of alizard game downgtairs, my mother said.
'Monster opened the car,’ Tar said. 'He took it. Monster took it. Heran fast.’

Tar would be in the accel erated classes dl through school. At the age of three he dready knew there was
no better scapegoat than aretarded bully.



Behind the policemen the two squirrels continued to do battle. One knocked the other from the tree limb.
It fell on our front lawn. Later my brother and | went out to seeif it was dead.

Our basement had a paneled corkboard ceiling. Y ou could climb aladder, push up the panels, and hide
thingsin the space above them. Through the years the space housed chewing gum (my father despised
the cracking sound), fireworks, smoke bombs, cigarettes, love letters from Stacey Kees, magazineswith
naked people, witchcraft tracts, porno videos, anarchist newdetters, condoms, a

pair of handcuffs, alcohol of various grains and proofs, pills, grass, coke, a Graphix bong, afoam vagina,
a.38 revolver, and many other useful items not sanctioned by the Gunn family government. The space's
longest resident, though, was Scrunch 'Em, Grow 'Em Dinosaurs, known to the authoritiesonly as The
Lizard Game. Back in the early seventies my mother would probably have turned usin had we not
outwitted her by hiding our contraband in the basement celling. She seemed dl right, but after you had
lived with her for four years you knew shed turn rat if the circumstances wereright. Dueto renovation
the space is now gone. Neither my brother nor | know what happened to the toy.

2. Rules of the toy
Scrunch 'Em, Grow 'Em Dinosaurs has two basic components:

(2) A boxy machine made of asturdy red metd, and (2) Smadll, brightly colored square blocks. These
blocks ook identical to Starburst candies. Do not eat them.

A mesh circle, four and ahdf inchesin diameter, covers much of the red machine; thiscircleisthe heart
and soul of Scrunch 'Em, Grow 'Em Dinosaurs. Itis, essentidly, asmal oven. Plug the machineinto a
wall socket and watch it heat up, turning first adim gray, then asoft pink, and, findly, abright red. Itis
not necessary to wait until the mesh isred to transform the blocks. It will, however, work faster that way.
A clear plastic dome with adiding door enclosesthe oven. Thisis Smply a precaution and does not
facilitate the transformation process. Although an adult can only fit afew fingersthrough the diding portd,
achild can insert hishand with little difficulty. Asan added benefit, the plastic dome is readily detachable.

When ablock is placed within the dome, and the red machineisturned on, the block will dowly unfurl,
onelimb springing out and then another until it has changed into an entire dinosaur! Likethe
metamorphosis of acaterpillar to abutterfly or abud to ablooming rose, thisisabeautiful thing to see.

When the dinosaur is complete, the generd ruleisto turn off the machine and wait for it to cool before
removing it from the dome. Without patience, blisterswill occur.

A variety of creatures are included in the box, not limited to a brontosaurus, an ankylosaurus, a
triceratops, awoolly mammoth, and the ever-popular pterodactyl. After awhile you will be ableto tell
which block iswhich dinosaur by memorizing each anima's specific color. DO NOT put the blocksina
conventiond oven; thiswill smply result in destroying that particular dinosaur forever.

The smdl bin and knob on the right side of the machine are commonly (and collectively) cdled a masher.
Once adinosaur is heated to the properly mushy consistency, placeit in the bin, dide the top of the bin
shut, and screw the knob. The knob will push in the metal mashing device, squashing the dinosaur back
into ablock shape. The masher iswhere Scrunch 'Em, Grow 'Em Dinosaurs has one up on al other
metamorphoses, for can even nature, in dl its splendor, transform the butterfly back into the caterpillar or
the blooming rose back into the bud?

3. Bob and Oscar

Bob wasn't redlly a cowboy, he was a gunfighter and aformer deputy, but he belonged to the cowboy's



ilk. Hewas dways on the ready with his pistol pointing straight. His face was harsh. It was wegthered
with deep grooves, trenches for tears running down his cheeks. Maybe those

trenches hadn t been there before the Indians and their accomplices, the army guys, had murdered his
wife and his baby daughter.

Bobwasmine.

Oscar was Tar's. Oscar perpetualy swung alasso over his head. Hisface was smilar to Bob's - in fact,
many people thought they were brothers. Oscar had never been married and had never lost hisfamily,
but he had been very attached to hishorse, Ernie. That psycho Bazooka Man had shot him down like a
dog. Ernieknew how to fight if the fight wasfair, but even he was susceptible to asmile and a carrot and
abazooka dipped suddenly benesath his muzzle.

The crunch of gravel under moccasins warned Bob. He turned in his degping bag and spotted thetip of
an arrow between the leaves of aplant. To theright of that, a hand with a grenade rose above the
beanbag chair. The Indians had surrounded their camp of snoring cowboys. Bob had that one moment of
awareness before the explosion that killed half their party. Then arrows came dinging.

The battle was long. It was bloody. Bob and Oscar survived in their typica fashion - Bob picked the
bastards off like flies, Oscar snapped a hundred neckswith hislasso. Most the other boys were killed.
The obituary column would read like aguest list to a cocktail party thrown by Bob and Oscar: Linus,
Pete, Bert, Mojo, Sylvester, Handsome Dan, Gordon, Batman Jr., Willie . . . One sometimes wondered
if it wasworthit, thistriumph, living, when surrounded by so much deeth.

Most of the red faces were taken aive. Bob and Oscar tied their hands behind their backs and lined
them up aong the Tonka tractor. Bazooka Man stuck hisugly green mug in Oscar'sface.

I'mglad | killed your horse, cowboy scum.’
Bob had to hold Oscar back from killing Bazooka Man right there.
The bowlegged cowboy without the horse was placed in charge of the prisoners.

'‘Okay, y'dl, follow me," he said. He led the procession of Indians and army men through the woods.
They complained about the ants crawling up their legs and the chill of the night air againgt their bare
chests. 'Y'd| shouldathought of that ‘fore y'dl murdered my amigos!'

They marched across the great expanse of carpet as owls and crickets cheered their passing. The
cowboy ushered them up the length of Hot Whedl track and into the clear dome of the red machine. With
aloud clang, the bowlegged cowboy did the door shut behind them.

'Y ou have no right!" the Chief shouted.

'We have dl the rights we need, fucker,' Bob said. He wrapped his hands around the thick length of cord
and suffed the giant plug into the wall.

‘They're burning us alivel" Bazooka Man screamed, and soon they al screamed in the worst of possible
agonies. Bob's eyes spilled tears. He remembered the way he cradled his dear sweet baby daughter in
his arms and hoped she now peered down from heaven with joy.

BazookaMan futildly tried to pry hisleg away from the Indian Chief's back as the two of them melted
together. Orange and green merged into a sick-colored brown. Soon enough they were al melting into



one huge cregture of horror (which was later brought back to life by amad scientist and attacked Bob
and Oscar in revenge). The stench of his confreres burning flesh overcame Bazooka Man and he gagged
and vomited until the very moment he went to Hell.

* % %

The pipe organ blared down upon the cowboys. Thelittle church had been converted from the old
farmhousg; it still had the farmer's name, Fisher-Price, painted across the top. Bob and Oscar knelt in the
pews and thanked God that they had been victorious over their enemies, that their loved ones had been
avenged, and that the red machine was still in working order.

"Lamb of God, you take away the sins of the world, have mercy on us,' the priest recited on the dtar. He
held the holy eucharist over his head. ‘Lamb of God, you take away the sins of theworld. Grant us
peace.’

Bob tapped Oscar on the thigh.
Hey. | think that priest isan Indian in disguise. He just made the secret Indian symbol .’
‘The Indians have a secret symbol ? Oscar asked.

The two cowboys knocked over the chaice full of wine asthey pinned the priest to the altar. They
dragged the old man to the clear plastic dome, where they burnt away hisface. Gradually, more Indians
in disguise exposed themselves through secret symbols and innuendos. The cowboys melted dl of them,
or turned them into freaks, or made them amputees.

Tar and | darted up the stairs. Although it was a cold fall we opened al the doors and windowsin the
house. The wind swept in around us, washing away the smell of burnt plastic before our mother got back
home.

4. We share the secret of the toy

| once measured Gary's head from behind with aruler. It was, in fact, quitelarge, just asit appeared to
be. My mother had told me it wasjust theway he held

himsdlf.
'Mom, Gary's head istwo inches and eight linesbigger than mine. And I'm tdller’
'Wll, | guess Gary just needs spaceto fit al those novel idess.’

Gary Bauer had alot of those. One of his main ideas was about washing his hands, which he did as much
aspossible. Thisin tandem with his constipation problem meant he was usudly in the bathroom. Also, he
spoke alanguage he said was French.

‘Abrigal' hesaid, as Tar and | met him at the bottom of Troll Court.

We gtared at him. He was our best friend, which often led usto believe there was something wrong with
our own lives.

That means, "Helo, Jamesand Tar!" In French."
'‘Bull roar,' Tar said.

‘A trandation for bull roar is blik naba." Gary was wearing a pirate hat he had folded from a newspaper.



It wastoo large for his head. The brim rested atop his black horn-rimmed glasses. He was the only
preschooler in the neighborhood with glasses, and wewere dl alittle jealous of him for needing a
prescription.

'Gary, there's something we want to show you,' | said.

'What?

Tar grabbed Gary's hand. He pulled him behind him, up Troll Court and toward our house.
‘Nancy!" Gary said. 'Jmmy and Tar have a very important thing.’

Nancy Zoomis was preoccupied with trying to make Gl Joefit in Barbies Mansion. Her straight brown
hair hung in her face. The ends were shredded from her chewing. She was Gary Bauer's other best
friend, though she had just moved in.

We were behind the Delgesses shrubs. Thiswas where Nancy and | would later cometo play house. I'll
show you mineif you show me yours, one of uswould say. From there it would be arace to unzip.

'l don't want to go,’ she said. 'I'm playing here." ‘All right,' | told her. "'Then you'll missout.' | put my hands
in my pockets and walked up the street. Tar and Gary followed.

'Shelll be sorry!" Gary said. 'Or, aswe say in France, Ordbokon!'

We passed the Benningtons house. We passed the Smiths. By the time we got to the Fitzgeralds
Nancy's sneakers could be heard scraping the street behind us.

Nancy was laughing. 'It'sweird!" she shouted a Steve and Corey, the twins. Gary was picking a a scab
on hisarm. Steve and Corey looked at him.

'What'd they get? Corey asked.
'Y ou have to promise not to tell,’ Gary said.

Robert and hislittle brother Brendan found out about it, too. At first we didn't want them to know:
Brendan had abig mouth. But he's kept quiet thusfar.

In secret meetings the children of the subdivision gathered: Gary, Nancy, Robert, Steve, Corey, Brendan,
Tar, and me. I'd stand at the top of the ladder and push up the ceiling pand. I'd hand down the Greatest
Toy inthe World and it would pass from the hands of one child to the next. Tar would set it down in the
center of thefloor. We'd pull ourselvesin around it. Blades of grass brushed againgt the rectangular
windows at the top of the basement walls. My mother's sandal ed footsteps crossed the kitchen

overhead. Weld lean in, getting closer to the machine. Wed run

our fingers over the details of thetiny beasts. | would dide open the door to the clear plastic dome. Steve
would place agreen block insde. In closer, Nancy's bare knee would graze against mine. Brendan's
head would be nuzzled between Corey and Steve. Gary would stand, always moving. He'd beat a
rhythm on the basement's hollow metal beam with a spoon. Robert would hum made-up songs. Tar's
brown eyeswould flood with magic. A long neck and a head would pop up from the green block. And
all of uswould be joined benesth the skin as we created, destroyed, created, destroyed, created.

And that iswhy, twenty years|ater, | began collecting toys.

William Sinewski 111



Bill Sinewski worked the graveyard shift a Saint Dominic's Hospital near Times Square. | was hired
there as an orderly the summer of '95 and Bill was asked to train me. He showed me how to adjust the
oxygen and how to get a Fresca from the pop dispenser using only two quarters. Beyond that he was
fairly clueless. He had worked a Saint Dominic's for two years. He and | wandered around the hals
together trying out some of the strange gadgets that hospitals have. Welearned alot of things: A CPR
pad will knock you to the ground, evenif you just do it on your shoulder. Electrocardiographs make
shitty lie detectors. No matter what the LPN tellsyou, catheters hurt like hell. And for God's sake don't
try to work the ultrasound machine without a pass card. The bastard beeps loudly and you'll have to run.

Bill and I dmost got fired for aCAT scan incident at a hospital where people never get fired. | told the
tech that | knew what | was doing. | had been watching. | had been studying his moves. And, aso, that
Bill's brain had an ominous black spot in the fronta lobe.

"That could be something serious,’ | told the tech. '"Maybe atumor.’
Bill looked terrified. Thank God we were fucking

around with the CAT scan, he was probably thinking. Perhaps James caught it in time.

CAT scan boy told usto get the hell out of there and go do whatever it was we were supposed to be
doing.

‘But the spot!’ | told him.
'It'sjust a processing thing. Now get out.'
That wasatypica confrontation.

Bill Sinewski wasfrom alot of places, most notably Long Idand, Cincinnati, and Los Angeles. His surfer
diaect, however, was only from Los Angdles. His clothes were from Kmart, but he had away of putting
the chegp stuff together to form something casua and cool. | only wore vintage suits from the '50s and
'60s, and the reason we were friends was that we were an interesting pair waking down the Street.

Bill wasn't any taller than |, but he had more muscles. He put alot of work into hishair, which was black
and curled down one side of hisforehead. He had the perfect sort of male nose, with just enough flarein
the nogtrils to suggest passion. His one physical fault was his skin. At adolescence he started breaking out
and at twenty-four, one year younger than | was, he still hadn't stopped. Bill applied ointment to hisface
every night. Sometimes|'d catch him staring in the bathroom mirror with a sad ook on hisface, running
hisfingertips dowly over the bumps on his cheeks. But mogt the time the mirror was Bill's friend—despite
his acne he was handsome and he knew it.

Even the most intdlligent women seemed to melt into mawkishness around Bill and hismusclesand his
passionatdly flared nodtrils. Thisinvalidated the notion that | had been raised with, that women were
innately more mord in judgment than men, especialy in sexua matters. When Bill talked to awoman a
new face overtook his

usual one. It had agoofy grin and glassy eyesand it bobbed a bit. Any critical judgment he possessed
seemed to fall away. What struck me as stupidity the nurses took as innocence and sincerity.

'Where's Bill? they'd ask me every time | went on arun by myself.
‘He'sfired,' I'd tell them.



'Fired?" the nurseswould cry, panic in their eyes, fingersto their lower lips.
"The digpatcher caught him in the bathroom,’ I'd say, ‘'masturbating to a picture of Fabio.'
The nurses didn't like me as much asthey liked Bill.

Christmas trees. Purple hearts. Black beauties. Y ellow jackets, Bennies, Dexies, pinks, cartwhedls,
blues, jelybeans, rainbows, reds, white crosses. Bill loved dl pills, especialy amphetamines.

'Why amphetamines? | asked him.

'Uppers are prettier than downers. The guys who designed them were buzzing hard.’
Bill usualy had aZiploc bag of them in hisgym bag or pocket.

'Here, dude,’ Bill said.

It was oneam. and | waswaiting for an old Spaniard in X-ray. Bill handed me a couple
dextroamphetamine capsulesin his cupped palm.

"Thanks," | told him. Picked them up. Tossed them down.
Bill took the space next to me on the waiting room couch.

| told him astory: '‘Back in high school, my brother Tar and I, we would snegk my father's Darvon
capsules out of the medicine cabinet. He had alot of these capsules. They werefor hisback pain. My
father isafat man and he gets

back pain from carrying around his ssomach—surprising, | know, being that I'm aswiry and agile as|

am, but true. Tar and | would empty out the Darvon capsules, and then we'd empty out some regular
Tylenol capsules. Wed put the powder from the Darvon into the Tylenol containers and the powder from
the Tylenol into the Darvon containers. Then wed put the fake Darvon back into the medicine cabinet.
My father never noticed.’

'Pla-see-bo,' Bill said.

'Wed take the fake Tylenols to school. We'd be so down we'd be drooling on our desks. If agirl had a
headache at a party; here, havea Tylenal.'

'Crud!" Bill said. Hewaslaughing.
'We were geniuses.’
Bill laughed some more. The story was a payment of sortsfor the free drugs he had given me.

Apples and Evian water were Bill's manna. He ate at |east seven apples and drank at least three liters of
Evian aday. He urinated continuoudly. 'If your pissisydlow that means you're dehydrated,’ was one of
hisfavoritethingsto say.

Apples and Evian water were two of the products on ice next to the salad bar in the hospital cafeteria
They were both easy to stedl. Bill said his motto was Healthy body, healthy mind, but it was, more
likdy, If you can get it for free, get as much of it as you can.

Please Fill Out This Short Form



1. Education

| spent my first seventeen yearsin the Catholic school systemin Saint Louis, Missouri. At eighteen, |
cameto ColumbiaUniversity in New Y ork City on an academic scholarship. A year and ahalf later |
was walking to class, then walked past class, and then walked to abar where | had adrink, and |
thought, 'I'm living the life of my father.' | never went back to schooal.

Asafina note on my education, Bill and | later enrolled in aboxing class at theloca gym, but | got
kicked out after two weeksfor putting a heavy thing ingde my glove.

2. Character flaws

A consgtent flow of acohol and drugsin my bloodstream; an inability to commit to anyone or anything;
regret that knows no bounds; grandiosity; abdief that humans are pathetic and lifeisasad, hard, lonely
place; resulting melancholy; childishness; violent temper; sexud amord-ity; sentimentaism; | regret the
loss of my pagt; familiar, even mundane, character flaws.

3. Character strengths

The ability to glamorize #2 for the amusement of friends, acomplete and total commitment to the tumult
of #2; the ability to honein on whatever anindividua feels most insecure about in himsalf and bring that
out for the amusement of others; and, I'm not sureiif it counts as a character strength, but I've never had a
cavity.

4. Appearance

| have kept my looksto afair degree, though | wake up some mornings with brown bags beneath my
eyes. | put cold water on the bags, which seemsto stop the swelling abit, but not much.

My eyesareblue. I'm six feet tall, thin, wiry. My head is spattered with cowlicks, which causes my hair
to sprout in different directions despite any of my interventions. | have two tattoos.

5. Appearance of your cock

My cock islonger than the average Caucasian male's, though I'm not sure by how much because I'm
unsure whether you're supposed to measure it from the top or from the bottom. 1t's not that thick. My
penisholeisexceedingly large, and | have placed variousitemswithin it for the delight and disgust of
girlfriends: apenny, the butt of alit cigarette, thefirst joint of a petite woman's pinkie.

Deluxe Apartment in the Sky

It was a surprise when Bill called me at my gpartment. | wasliving on the south end of Harlem. Bill and |
hadn't known each other long, and | didn't know where he had gotten my number. | was unlisted. In that
way, | could tell my mother | didn't have a phone.

'What are you doing? he said.

'Looking out the window. There are some kids down therein the alley chasing arat with agtick. I'm
rooting for therat.'

'Hey. | wasthinking you might want to come over, hang out.'

'Hang out where?



'At my pad.

'And do what?

'Get drunk.

| paused.

'You aren't like trying to fuck me or something, are you? | asked.

'Dude, fuck. Y ou are one paranoid fucking dude.’

'Whereld you get my number anyway?!'

'l snuck in and read some of the guys at work'sfiles. Interesting stuff. Grabbed your number out of there.’
'Well, | ran out of money.' Thiswasalie | had often employed to get free booze.

That'sdl right,' Bill said. Thismorning | waswaking aong, minding my own business, when some guys
were loading crates into the liquor store. They weren't looking for asec and | saw acrate. Nice crate! |
just picked it up and fucking ran asfast as possible. Theselittle Pakistani dudes are running after me
going, "Oh no! Fuck you!" 1t was hilarious. Their voices are so funny, even when they aren't going totally
insane with anger. Anyway, | get it home. It'sfull of Stoli.

| was at Bill's studio gpartment on West 50th Street in about twenty minutes.

Hispad wassmall. | sat on the edge of one of his mattresses. It felt good to be in someone's apartment
besides my own. Bill waked into the kitchen.

"You like Five Alivein your vodka? Bill asked me.

'No orange juice?

'HveAlive is orangejuice.

‘Noitisnt. Five AliveisFive Alive. That's like caling Hi-C tomato juice.’

| heard Bill laughing in the kitchen, asif that was the most outrageous notion in the world.
T'll takeit straight,' | said.

He brought me alarge, water-spotted glass, overflowing with vodka. As| took it, | glanced over and
saw ashdf on Bill'swall. Action figures from the "70s lined the shelf in different poses.

'Holy shit. What'sthat? | jJumped up and walked toward it.
‘That's my collection of toys. It'snot large, not yet. But assoon as| get somerea money . . .

‘Thisisanice collection.' | zeroed in on aFonzie doll from Happy Days. 'Hey, the Fonz.'

'When | was eight | had alittle brown lesther jacket and | put Vitalis on my head every day before | went
to schoal,' Bill said.

'Didn't the other kids give you shit?

'Hell no, dude. Everybody wanted to dress like the Fonz, but their parents wouldn't let them. Me, | came



from a broken home, so | was alowed to do whatever | wanted. If my mom walked in on me sucking of f
adog, sheld probably have said, "Hey, Bill, get that dog's cock out of your mouth and come in here and
eat your Saisbury steak." '

Bill walked up beside me. We stared at the toys together.

'See, when you collect toys, you're supposed to have a thing, right? Bill said. ‘Like some guys collect
postwar tin toys, and other guys get into Pez dispensers, and other guysjust like Japanese stuff. My thing
islikethe TV toys. I'm gtarting out with the time when al the best TV shows were made, the 1970s. In
fact, I'm getting close to having the entire collection of the greet, never-to-be-matched ABC '77
Tuesday-night lineup. See: Fonz, Potse, and there's Pinky Tuscadaro. There's Laverne, Shirley, Jack
and Crissy. My favorite, though, isthat Lauralngals Wilder. Mint condition. When | wasakid, | wasin
love with Mdissa Gilbert. Thefirgt timel ever jerked off wasto apicture of her in People.’

‘Little House on the Prairie was on Mondays,' | said.
'Y eah. An exception.'

Bill's collection seemed to glow. | touched the rough clothing of the action figures. | wasraised Cathalic,
but ABC-TV had been my red religion. These toyswere holy relics. Tar, Gary Bauer, Nancy Zoomis
and | would watch ABC every Tuesday night: Happy Days, Laverne & Shirley, and Three's
Company.

Come and knock on our door We've been waiting for you

| poked Jack Tripper'sface, and | sworeto God for asingle moment | felt Gary Bauer's skin. A black
magic was crawling over my flesh. Sinewski's gpartment filled with the same dank, air-conditioned air the
Bauers house dways had. Perry Como's voice wafted down from upstairs, where Mrs. Bauer was
making aquilt. A welder reverberated in the garage, on the other side of thewall. Mr. Bauer was
working on acar in there, aproject for afriend. Tar squirmed around on the floor. He giggled as Nancy
tickled him. Gary sang dirty wordsthat he made up over the Laverne & Shirley theme. The creditsran;
assembly-line highjinks. Tar, Gary, and Nancy were here with me, the three people | loved long before
that love was plundered. My lower lip began to tremble. Jesus Christ! I'm about to fucking cry here!

| gulped down the vodka, trying to stuff the emotion back into mysdlf. | stared at the floor. When |
caught my bregth, | spoke again.

"They're completdly fucking beautiful,' | muttered.
'l get pretty moved when | look at them sometimes, too," Bill said.
Hedrank from hisglass. | drank from mine.

Bill had a Negro roommate who was aso named Bill. One day black Bill left mysterioudy and
mysterioudy took white Bill's stereo with him. The handsome, toy-collecting pill popper cdled mea my
placein Harlem and asked meif | wanted a cheagp placeto stay. All | had was a mattress and a box of
clothes, soit didn't take long movingin. | put my box beneath afolding table against the wall.

'Y ou can have thefolding table,' Bill said. ‘It used to be

Bill's. Maybe he thought that he was trading my stereo for thetable.’

‘That's not avery good trade.' 'Hewas anice guy. | don't know why hedid it." The studio was small, but



unlike my Harlem pad, it had abathroom and a kitchen. The kitchen was only three feet by threefeet and
| didn't know how to work the oven, but it till seemed like anice thing to have around, even if for
nothing more than astatus symbal. Like me, Bill only had amattress. He had sold the frame one day for
thirty bucks when he was broke and out of amphetamines. 'That'sa sign of addiction, he said. '‘But oh
wdll." | set my mattress next to the window. The window had bars and overlooked the garbage bin.
Every afternoon, while wastrying to deep, the garbage men would wake me up clanging around glass
jarsand other trash. Since | wasalight deeper | asked Bill if he would change places with me. Thishe
did without hesitation. As Bill dragged his mattress across the floor, | was surprised to find mysalf

moved. He carefully lined it up benesth the window while the garbage men crashed around outside. |
reached out and poked him alittle and made aface that waslike asmile.

Barlow's Fun Antiques

Most every day Bill and | drank at Clancy's Tavern. Two doors down from the tavern was a place called
Barlow's Fun Antiques. Bill would buy his action figuresthere. | had passed the shop athousand times
and never redly looked insgde or even noticed it.

'I'll take you there sometimeto check it out,' Bill had said. 'l know the guy that works there. Hisnameis
Charlie Barlow. He named the store after his own last name.” Bill seemed excited that | might share his

passion.

We stopped by Barlow's Fun Antigques one afternoon on our way home from Clancy's. | looked in the
display window. Therewas a pyramid stack of toys from the '70s. A purple and green box grabbed me.

‘Jesus,’ | said. 'Scrunch 'Em, Grow 'Em Dinosaurs.'
Bill pressed hisfinger againgt the glass. 'l seeit. What isit?
'Chrigt. That was the greatest fucking toy ever. Y ou remember it?

'No. Oh, shit! Look! It'sthe Little House on the Prairie board game! Oh, fuck! | don't have any
money.'

'Me neither. But | would like to buy that Scrunch 'Em, Grow 'Em Dinosaurs.”
Once, in arare moment of eoquence, Bill caled his hobby the Restoration of a Right World.

Theinterior of the toy store was exceedingly clean. It was along, thin room with glass cabinetslined up
aong thewadlls. Toysfilled every cabinet and every space around them.

‘Jesus, it'slike alittle museum,' | said.

‘A fucking Paul Michad Glaser figure!’ Bill said. ‘James, | want to get this Paul Michagl Glaser. Timeto
move out of Tuesday nights and into whatever night Star sky and Hutch wason.'

Some of the toys were rusted. Others were broken or bashed. Most of them were old, and all of them
were beautiful. A fat guy who looked like he was the king of the place was behind the counter. He had
long brown hair tied back in a ponytail, a Fu Manchu mustache, and he wore ared T-shirt.

'Hey hey, there, Billy!" hesaid. Thejally type.
'Hi, Charlie. Thisismy friend James. He wanted to check out the place.’
'Welcome, James!'



| pointed my thumb back toward the front window.'
'How much isthat Scrunch'Em, Grow 'Em Dinosaurs?
"That thing in the window? Sorry, pd, but | just sold it."

'Shit. | would have bought it. That was my favorite toy asakid. My brother's, too. I've never even seen it
outside of the onethat we had.'

'Y eah. I've never seen it either, besides the one in the window. Hell, if | woulda known more than one
guy wanted it, maybe | would've started a bidding war!" The man had a degp Queens accent.

| leaned in toward the glass cabinet next to me. Robots. There were dmost a hundred robots on five
shdlves | fdt

something for them, a spark. Maybe they were my thing, like Bill'swas TV toys, and someone seswas
postwar tin toys, and someone else'swas Pez dispensers. A few of the robots | had had when | was
young. Therewasonein particular | remembered.

'Hey, how much for this Rom Spaceknight?
"They have Rom down there? Bill said.
'Y eeh. How much?

'Well, let's see’’ The fat man stroked his mustache. His arms were covered with blue-ink tattoos. 'I'll give
you that for ahundred.’

‘A hundred dollars?

'He'sin perfect working order.’

‘A hundred dollarsfor atoy?

'What's Rom in the robot section for, Charlie? Bill said. 'He's supposed to be aman underneath dl that.'
'Hey, cyborgs, robots. It'sathin line from one cabinet to the other sometimes!’

'Ah, that's fucked,' Bill said. 'He ought to bein with the super heroes!’

'Serioudy,’ | said. 'A hundred dollars?"

Theman laughed.

'Down in the Village they're charging onefifty for him. 'Least that'swhat | hear. | ain't dlowed to seefor
mysdf. | wak inther store, they say, "Charlie, get the fuck outta here!" ' The man wheezed with
laughter. They're jedl ous because my store's much better than theirs." He took a handkerchief from his
back pocket and wiped hisbrow. The room was chilly.

'How much for Paul Michad Glasar? Bill asked.
'Ah, eighty-five, Charliesad.
'| want these robots,' | said.

‘Eighty-five? Bill said. '‘Comeon, Charlie. | don't even have twenty-five.'



'What do you havethat'salot cheaper? | said.
'What sort of price range you looking for?

‘A couple bucks,' | said.

'l got three dollars, Bill said.

'Whoo-hoo ha-hal Three dollars!’

Another cabinet had only Gl Joes and Barbies. | looked in alarge glass casefilled with dolls at the end of
the store.

‘Thisisthe coolest place I've ever beeniin,' | said.

'Whoo-ha!' Charlie said. He grabbed the shoulders of astuffed Wizard of Oz Tin Man that was on the
counter and shook him. 'Did you hear that, Tin Man? The coolest place ever!" Charlielooked at me. His
face was swollen with pride.

"The Tin Man thanks you!'

Charlielooked alittle tough with the Fu Manchu mustache, the tattoos, and dl. But stareat himfor a
minute. The whole thing isadisguise, a permanent Halloween costume. Therewas afat girlish boy in my
classat Saint Ambrose who was caught playing with Star Wars figuresin the eighth grade. In another
gate, in another school, in an earlier time, Charlie had been that kid.

Bill held up two little Godzillas, one in each hand. One was red and one was green. They were acouple
of inchestal.

'Check these out,' he said.
'How much arethey?
'Five bucks.'

'We need them.’

Bill nodded. Charlie cdled us acouple of big spenders. He shook my hand before | left. Walking down
the street toward the liquor store we each fondled the Godzillasin our pockets. It gave us a secret tie.

Rom/Mom

Rom Spaceknight was the most mgestic action figure. In the commercia he sood on ahill inachild's
backyard, the sun behind him. Beams of light came shining below hisarms and between hislegs. Once
more Christ had come to earth. And thistime he was plastic.

‘But, Mom, pretty soon they'll al be bought!" | trailed her and her shopping cart through the toy aide of
Kmart.

She said no again and Tar began to weep.
‘But, Mom, comeon! Let'sbefar!’

The battle wasn't long; our mother was aweak excuse for afoe.



Twelve long inches of polypropylene, forged to mimic meta. Rom's chest was plated and his eyes
blipped red. His head was boxy, like atoaster set on its side. He didn't have a mouth. He didn't need
one. He wastoo hard-core. His gun seemed like avacuum cleaner extension except that it had more than
one sound: whirr, whee, chit chit chit, camhloo cambloo, and zwike. Rom's hand was molded to fit
thegun, so it looked like afigt. It was easy to imagine him smashing the fuck out of somebody's head,
because he just didn't give ashit about anything or anybody.

Rom.

They had based aMarvel comic book on him and | read it. Here are some interesting facts about Rom:
* Once he had been aman.
» Hecamefrom aplanet caled Gaador.

 Ugly beasts cdlled Dire Wraiths invaded Galador. They looked like a cross between abug and atoad,
or even something worse. They were able to change their shape, become whatever they wanted. In this
way they were ableto infiltrate planets and fuck them up.

* | had adream one night that my parents dropped me off at my grandparents, and they both ended up
being Dire Wraiths, and they chased my dog and tried to turn her against me.

 Galador had a President-type character whom they called the Prime Director. When he learned about
the Dire Wraiths he created an army of Space-knights.

* It would suck becoming a Spaceknight, because you would have to have the Spaceknight suit of armor
grafted onto your skin. To save your planet you had to sacrifice your humanity.

» Romwasthefirst Spaceknight to volunteer. Therefore, his name, in Galadorian, means 'before al
others (strikingly, Mohammed, the Mudim prophet, isknown as 'the first among many'—asfar as|
know there is no connection between him and Rom Spaceknight).

» Rom's gun was a complex machine with a number of applications. He could shineit on a suspect to
reved if it was ahuman being or aDire Wraith in disguise. Or he could kill you. Or, if he discovered you
were a Dire Wraith, he could send you to

Limbo. Limbo wasjust ablack space with abunch of meaningless, brightly colored objectsfloating
around. The Dire Wraiths screamed when they went to Limbo. Y ou would have screamed too. There's
nothing to do in Limbo.

* Rom cameto earth to protect it from the Dire Wraiths.

* Romwasinlovewith Landra, afemae Space-knight. Like all Marvel comics superheroines, Landra,
despite the fact she was wearing a metal suit, had big tits. She and Rom were doomed to be forever

apart.

Lynea Chylnek had trained her entire life to be amother. Asatoddler she played with dolls. She
changed their digpers. She bathed them with a hose. She taught them to crawl by tying astring to their
waists and dragging them behind her. Lynea practiced her homemaking skillswith her neighbors, playing
house. She feather-dusted their cardboard home with regularity, and cooked meals of mud, clay,
crabgrass, and daffodils. At Sacred Word High School Lyneatook classesin child rearing, where she
learned how to discipline achild through 'time out.' At Excelsior College, while mgjoring in psychology,
she discovered The Common Sense Book of Baby and Child Care by Dr. Benjamin Spock. Thiswas



an indruction book on how to turn children into healthy adults. It taught her the importance of providing
mentda stimulation aswell as hugging. She thanked God for alowing her to discover the works of the
visionary Spock beforeit wastoo late. It was the find step in making her a perfect mother.
Hug-equipped, falopian tubes and ovariesin place, she was ready to produce the world's greatest
children.

She married William Gunn, the Irish Cathalic lawyer son of an Irish Catholic lawyer. Immediately
theregfter, heimpregnated hiswife. Nine monthslater she gave birth to amae child. Eleven months|ater,
another male was born.

William went out drinking with hisfriends. Meanwhile, Lynea had the freedom to put dl her training into
action. She placed the two children in stimulating environments. She bought them colorful toysto keep
their minds alive. She took them to the park and the zoo and told them what arhino was. She bought
them a dog to give them an understanding of responsbility and love. Sheread out loud to them the books
of asecond visonary doctor, Seuss. Shefilled their playroom with enriching, classicad music, despitethe
fact that she hersdf would rather listen to Three Dog Night. Lynea believed she was on her way to
creeting perfect children.

But these creatures, known as immy and Tar, were aclear deviation from the plans. They set about
destroying any objectswithin their path. They baptized themsalvesin mud and ink. They attacked other
children. They tore apart bugs and Scotch-taped them to the porch window. They shunned enclosure
and would roam freely when they were not watched. They saw any article astheirsto own and would
ged it. They declared themsalves the kings, of mother, father, earth, and court.

They did not come when caled.

Neither being seemed to have any moral compass, except perhapsin regard to each other. And this
bond between them was often employed in such away to attack Lynea, to make her look foolish, or to
fool her.

Lynedstraining, asrigorous asit was, was not enough. She hired professionas, agroup of hard-bitten
expertswho worked at a place known as Montessori Preschool. The creatures were imprisoned there
for four hoursaday,

and the experts attempted to use modern technology and psychological maneuvering to transform these
bad creaturesinto pleasant ones. But these professiona controllers could not control these animals that
were born, if not to be wild, at least to belittle fuckers. The creatures bombarded one child they didn't
likewith colorful building blocks until he bled. They tricked another into drinking their urine. One day
they stole the dress of ayoung girl and escaped from awindow éat floor level, disappearing for three
hours. The Montessori professionalstried their damnedest but decided in the end that the creatures were
corrupted past the point of saving. They refused them sanctuary.

Lynealost al hope of having truly good children, and became obsessed with gppearances. She dressed
the two creatures in matching outfits—matching overalls and raincoats and swimsuits—until the older
creature, a the age of five, stared at himsalf and his brother in matching ydlow terry-cloth shirtsand said,
'Welook likefags.' Lyneajoined the PTA. She became a homeroom mother. She and Mrs. Granger
proved to the world that they were the two best momsin all the land by creating a Saint Ambrose
Halloween Haunted House beyond compare. Had the strobe light near the Werewolf family's living room
not set off aseizurein young Andy Cozine, it would have been perfect. Lyneafilled the hals of Saint
Ambrose with Easter and Presidents Day. On Christmas, she dressed up as an €lf. At Saint Ambrose,
Lyneadiscovered that her fears were true: Other children were nicer, and better, and cleaner than her
own. So to hell with the fruit of her own womb, she decided. She'd focus on the fruit of others.



Lynea created aspecial reading program. She traveled to Catholic schools al over Saint Louiswith a
dolphin puppet named Dokus who taught children how to read. All the

children loved Dokus except her own, who dropped Dokus down the air-conditioning vent in their room
and spit gum onto him. Lynea became the president of a charity devoted to Cardina Glennon Children's
hospital. She helped to ease the pain in the cancerous bodies of children, which was much easier than
curing the cancerous souls of her own. And, eventually, through a constant movement on her part and a
dedication to the world's youth, she was able to nearly forget her two creatures entirely. They were
furniture, asort of moving background for which she held neither fondness nor animosity.

Meanwhile, the two creatures played on, happy in their suburban Habitrail.

My father was perturbed that my mother hadn't cleaned the barbecue pit and it grew from there. Tar and
| poked our heads from around the corner of the hi-fi and watched. My brother was holding Rom

Spaceknight.

'l guessyou're so fat that you can't fit your fat arm inside the barbecue pit to clean it yoursdf,” my mom
sad.

Tar made a squeaking sound in histhroat. He knew what was coming, and so did I.
'So fat,' shesaid.
My dad's body trembled. Heraised hisarm, hesitated, and then raised it again.

Bam! My mom's head wobbled around like adoll with aspring for aneck, and she crumpled to the
floor. She brought her hand to the side of her face. She began to cry in away that seemed phony.

'Fat man who hits women!" she screamed.
My father dropped hisface into his open pams and he began to weep.

Tar amed Rom's gun at our father and he pushed the button on his back.

Cambloo cambl oo.
He aimed the gun a my mother.
Cambloo cambloo.

My father lifted hisface from hishands. My mother stopped crying. They looked around the room for the
strange noise. Tar and | ducked back behind the hi-fi.

No onefinds us here.

The Lovers

Bill and | would each receive a blue envel ope every other week. Inside the envelope would be a check
made out for five hundred and some dollars. Like dl other members of the human race, we wanted more.
So we pinned our hopes on DamiaWdlington. She was our Thoroughbred; you could seeit in her
hungry eyes and her calveslike footbals. 'Put al the bets on the pudgy girl to win!" we screamed. And
Damiawas off, wobbling and wiggling as she dashed to please her lover.

Bill and | would pick up prescriptionsfor patientsin the hospital basement. It was one of our



respongbilities. Sometimes we'd sample the prescription. Most of the drugs were unremarkable. Lithium
did nothing for us. Erythromycin made us sick to our ssomachs. Phenylpropanolamine at best took the
edge off adrunk. But every so often wed find apill of note, like I pinephrium, which robbed us of our
motor skillsand forced usto feign illnesses so asto get away from work. Normaly, though, wed
continue on with our daily duties. Weld smply put the prescription back in the bag and pinch the steple
closed again.

A new girl, achubby one, was minding the pharmeacy.

Her name was Damia Wellington. She wore too much lipstick, and it would leave stresks on her teeth.
She had neon-green eyesthat sought love, and breasts large and notably round. She had a cherubic face,
eczemaon her ebows, afresh complexion, aMaster'sin Pharmacology, and Velamint breeth. Like the
other pharmacists, Damiawas framed by an open window inthewall. Aide after aide of drugswere
behind her.

'Hey, baby,' | would say to her. Shewould look at me for amoment, thinking. She had been working
hard to get to know everyone's name.

'Hi . .. James,' Damiawould say. 'Where's Bill?

"Y ou know that guy that's been molesting children in Centra Park?
‘Uh-huh.’

"They findly caught up with him. Bill.'

James’

The linen crew's washers would be thundering down the hdll.

Thisnew girl had no problemswith the English language. But around William Sinewski 111 the words had
arough go of it on her tongue. | supposed it was his brown puppy-dog eyes. | had to admit they could
make you melt. But his skin, | thought. Doesn't anyone ever notice hisskin?

One night DamiaWdlington asked if she could sit with usin the hospital cafeteria, and we said yes, and
then suddenly she was across from me every night. Her hands looked like an infant's, only larger. Sheld
touch Bill and pinch his shirt between her fingers. When he passed behind her on hisway to filch some
Evian water, he'd rub the back of her neck. Even early on, in the cafeteria, there seemed to be areason
inhisways.

| awoke and stumbled into the bathroom. | commenced pissing. The color was very yellow. | would have
to be sure to flush quickly before Bill woke up and saw and gave me alecture. | heard the faucet running,
and | turned. DamiaWélington was brushing her teeth at the sink. She formed a blinder with her hand
over the side of her eye.

'I'm not looking,' she said.
| stared at her, processed the information.
'Y ou been heredl night?

'Well, 1 ...no...likesince maybefour, she whispered.



"Y ou guys sure were quiet.’

It was along ride to my apartment. We were at Clancy's. Bill said it would be okay if | dept here. |
hopeit's okay.'

'Whered you deep?

'Well...I1...uh...

'Heh-heh-heh.’

Toothpaste foam dripped down Damias chin.

'Don't be embarrassed,’ | told her. 'Bill brings women back here all thetime.'
Sheturned toward the sink.

'‘Anyway, thanks for being so quiet.’ | shook away the excess urine. Damia glanced down at my penis
and looked away, blushing hard.

‘Caught you,' | said.

'What's this going on with Bill and the pharmacist? Coraasked me. Her hair was parted in the middle
and feathered back. She was Puerto Rican. We were in the waiting room waiting for arun.

'Which pharmacist?
"The pudgy girl.'

'l don't know. What's going on with them?

I waked in onthem inthe linen clost. Bill, heistwirling her hair in hisfinger. Her faceisturned away
and | think sheiscrying. Bill issaying, "Baby, baby." Just like that, James, "Baby, baby." ' Coratook her
finger and rubbed it around the rim of my e=r.

‘Baby, baby," she said again. Corawas one of the ugliest people | had ever known. She was old and
shriveled and bony, but <till anympho. My cock got hard.

Bill and | sat on the stoop behind the hospital and when no one was looking we'd sip vodkafrom a
World War | flask. We were on a cigarette break. About three hours of every eight-hour day wasa
cigarette break. The sun was setting atop an ambulance. The ambulance was missing onewhed and dl its
tires. The hospita wasin shambles. A pang of guilt would hit me when | redized my laziness contributed
to the predicament. Then I'd write my attitude off as corporate culture, and the feeling would be gone.

'Y ou sure Damiawants to do this? | asked.

'l wracked my head for away to buy more toys,’ Bill said. 'This seemslike the quickest path, right? |
mean, if not for thetoys | wouldn't do it. But | need to complete the lineup, right? | don't even have a
Raph Malph." After much wavering on Damias part, she had agreed to help us stedl drugsto sell outside
the hospital. It was Bill'sidea, but | was the one with the know-how; | spent my year and ahalf at
Columbia University degling Hawaiian red bud for acouple of degenerates named Lou and Pennywhistle.
The mogt difficult thingsto get, Lou had told me, were pharmaceuticalsin large quantities.

'‘And shewantsto doit? | asked again.



‘Not redly.

'Why then?

'She says she loves me and shelll do it because of that. | told her about al my debts, and how -'
'Debts?

'Wdll, you know, | wanted it to seem like something important. | mean, it isimportant, the toys. But |
didn't think shed understand that."

Bill packed his cigarettes againgt the pam of hishand. | snickered.
'You love her, Bill?
‘She'savery nicegirl.’

| laughed. Bill wasn't smiling in the least. He was making astatement by it. He had alot of fedling for
people, even when he was fucking them over.

Damias smile was omnipresent until she became the third man in our team. She did it because Bill wasa
hunk, and she had never had ahunk for more than an evening before. DamiaWellington never liked me.
To her | wasthe enemy, the dark side of Bill's persondlity, theriva for hisaffections.

But | honestly believed it wasn't me she didiked. It was him. Deep insde, she knew. Sinewski was only
with her because he loved toys.

"You getin, Bill said.

'l don't want to get in there. It'sdisgusting.

'I'm the one that got usthe pills and I'm the one that's supposed to get dirty?
I'm wearing asuit.’

'Y ou're dways wearing a suit, dude. Y ou're going to use that excuse every week. Goddammit. What isit
again, exactly, that you're doing to deserve haf the money?

'I'm the one with the connections, man. Without me, who are you going to get to buy that stuff?

| guessthat seemed reasonable to Bill, because he jJumped into the trash bin. | leaned againgt the
pharmacy's back door, so I'd know if someone started coming out. Bill pushed aside a couple soggy
magazines, some chicken bones and candy wrappers. He smiled as he picked up the small boxes. There
were eight of them, tightly bound, exactly where we had told Damiato put them. He tossed them to me.
Hejumped out of the trash bin.

The boxes rattled. We were laughing. We held them against our chests and ran down the dley. | thought
of Rom and he thought of Ralph Maph. We were going to berichin pladtic.

Lou and Pennywhistle

Bill and I would meet them in Centra Park, by the statue of Alice and the Mad Hatter and the Cheshire
Cat. They were dways late. Sometimes | would sit on the mushroom and Bill would sit on apark bench
and sometimes Bill would sit on the mushroom and | would sit on apark bench. We'd hear them on the



other sde of the trees, around the curve of granite path. They were loud.

Lou was unshaven. He had long dark hair that hung in dirty clumps, and ahawk nose. Pennywhistle
smelled and was the quieter of the two. He suffered from a hyperthyroid curse. His eyes bulged out and
one of them wavered to the sde. In the whites of one of hiseyesared line traveled from hisiristo the
insde corner. Despite dl this, he told me he had twenty-twenty vision and didn't need to wear glasses.
Lou and Pennywhistle claimed to be brothers, which was unlikely as Lou was white and Pennywhistle
was black. Once, after drinking three zombies, Pennywhistle admitted that every onceinawhile Lou
would go down on him. When | first met him three years before, Lou showed me along dit of ascar on
his stomach and one of the same shape on his back.

'Y ou know where | got those, James? he asked me.

"You fell on abig, pointy gate like the guy in The Omen?”

'Hal Shit! No. Thisguy came up to me with two knives, sticking onein my back and onein my front,
Lousaid. 'l liketotdl that story so, when you're doing business with us, you know what kind of guyswe
are!

'‘Guyswho get stabbed? | said.

'Damn graight, Pennywhistle said.

Bascaly, they were gentle souls.

When Lou and Pennywhistle arrived | set the brown cardboard boxes on the edge of the mushroom.
'What'd you get thistime, Jamesie? Lou asked.

‘Biphets mostly. Two canisters of Bennies. Two Luminals. And five canisters of rainbows, if you want
them. Don't cdl me Jamese!'

'Rainbows? Tuina? Lou asked.
'Uh-huh,' | said.

'Big effect?

'I'm hardly walking,' Bill said.

'Inmg's Lou said. 'l want to know how they affect normal people, not people who sprinkle them on
cupcakes like sugar. Ha!'

'What? Bill said.

'Nobody puts sugar on cupcakes,' | said. 'One-fifty mg's!'
'How much you want? Lou said.

'Let'ssay one’

‘All right. That's cool.’

'Cool,' Pennywhidtle said.



'Altogether, eight-fifty.'

"That's atwenty percent discount,’ Bill said.
| glared & him.

‘Ten, ten percent discount,’ | said.

‘Cool.’

'Coal. Y ou take credit cards? Lou asked, laughing. He made the same joke every week. He reached
into the front pocket of hisjeansand pulled out aroll of bills. Helicked his

thumb and forefinger, counted some off, and handed them to me. Pennywhi stle stacked the cardboard
boxesin Lou'sarms. | sarted counting the money. Lou stared at me.

'Why do you aways do that?

‘Just aminute,’ | said, holding up afinger.

'No, really, man, why do you aways do that?
| stopped counting. 'Do what?

'Count the money. | counted it off right herein front of you. | mean, | don't count the pills, why should
you count that? Lou rested his chin on the top box.

'I'm just making sure.’

"It hurts my fedlings, man. Either you don't trust me or you think I'm stupid.’

'l trust you.'

'‘Dude!

'Lou, it'd take you amillion yearsto count the pills.

'Oh, yeah? Well, maybe next timewell st herefor amillion years, then.'
'Right.’

'Shit. I'm going to put this stuff in the trunk. Y ou guys want to go get adrink?
| put my arms out to my sides. 'Does Humbert Humbert want to fuck akid?
Lou laughed and nodded his head for afew moments. A sparrow whistled in the trees overhead.
'So," he said. ‘Do you want to go?

" eah!

We put the boxesin the trunk of Pennywhistl€'s old beige Lincoln. Then we wandered up to the bar with
the bamboo walls and giant African masks outsde. We often chose this bar since Lou and Pennywhistle
liketo drink sweet tropical drinks out of coconut shellsthat sorouted pink and yellow plastic things.

Bill had reverted to childhood. Charlie Barlow'sfat salf was behind him like a sunset. My hands were



trembling from the Bennies we had piled down after leaving Lou and Pennywhistle. Our pockets were
packed with twenty-dollar bills. | waslaughing. Wewere dl laughing. Our laughter twisted and tangled
together in amaze throughout the room. Bill ducked over. He had ademonic smile. He darted back and
forth across the length of the store. Hisarmswere full of toys. 'Look!" he cried, 'Scooby-Doo!" or,
'Look—an | Dream of Jeannie bubble pipe!’

| was plopping robots into abag. One, and then another, and then another. My hand moved in front of
them aong the shelves. Certain ones would give off vibrations. Those were the onesthat | took.

Charliesaid: 'Y ou ever seen one of them pitsfilled with the different-colored bals and thelittle kids jump
around in them?

Wedidn't answver him. Bill thrust afemde action figurein my face.

‘Lindsay fucking WagnerP he screamed. "The Bionic Woman!' He stuck her under hisarm and ran to
the other end of the room.

"'Costhat'swhat you guys remind me of now,’ Charlie said. 'Them kidsin them plastic balls—ha!"
Charlie was our axis and we circled him. He stood in the center of theroom, hisfat self laughing. |

passed Bill. He passed me. | snatched Rom and threw him into my bag. Amphetamine sweetness. God in
plastic. Magic. Crime. Sweat. Laughing. Color, more color. Light was everywhere.

"That comesto nine hundred and twelve dollars,’ Charlie said. He had alarge, gummy smile. The cash
register wastheold tal kind that rang. Bill and | were breathing heavily.

'Huh? | said.
'Nine hundred and twelve dollars,' Charlie said. Bill and | eyed each other.
'Nine hundred dollars,' | whispered to him.

'Oh," Bill said. He cupped his chinin the hedl of his pam and spread two fingers up over hisface. He
stretched down his cheeks with the tips of hisfingers, exposing the muscle color below hiseyes. 'Gee.
Wow. That's expensve.'

| looked at Charlie.

'We have eight hundred cash,' | said.

'Cash?

| nodded.

'l got alittle money in my checking account,’ Bill said behind me.

Charlie nodded. 'Tell you what. Y ou give me the eight hundred and a check for fifty and I'll call it even.’
Charliewinked. Bill was dready writing the check.

The Flesh Bots

Though Tar and | both lived in Manhattan, we had ended up on remarkably different paths. He joined
Alcoholics Anonymous after high schooal, in the wake of our father's own sobriety. He graduated from
Indiana University in three years. After that, he did abunch of things| didn't have much interest in, and
today, at twenty-four, he was aVVP of something or other for a place having to do with animals, | think



the Bronx Zoo. He attributed al of this successto quitting mind-altering chemicas and the serenity prayer
and One Day at a Time and other ideas | was blitzed with every time | conversed with him or my old
man. All of thiswas good, | supposed. The only thing disturbing to mewasthat Tar often had the light of
idiocy in hiseyes common to fundamentdist Chrigtians. At thesetimes| would fed asif therewasagreat
wideriver doshing between us, and | would become sad.

My brother had alive-in girlfriend, Amy. She was ash blond and powdery fresh. She smiled too much.
Borninlowa | normdly didn't take much notice of her. The most interesting thing about Amy was that
she had appeared naked in a Playboy Girlsof the Big Eight

pictorid. Bill had once offered me thirteen dollarsif | would masturbate to the picture, but | didn't even
want to look &t it.

DamiaWsdlington threw aVdentines Day party. | attended it in an attempt to get in her good favor. |
brought Tar and Amy, whom | hadn't seen in three months.

Damids building, in the West 70s, was more than forty stories high. Either Damia or someonein her
family did needlepoint, because the gpartment was covered in the stuff. | walked out onto the bal cony
and | looked out at the lights of New Y ork City. It was so beautiful, | couldn't help mysdlf, | began to
cry. Tar snuck out through the diding doorway behind me.

"What's wrong? he asked.

'Nothing," | said, and | knocked back my beer.

'Areyou crying?

'I'm prone to melancholy.'

'Y ou'redrinking again.'

s

'l thought you quit."

'l did quit. For eight days.'

My brother smiled in the fake way he aways smiled when we discussed my acohal intake.
'‘And what was wrong with the eight days? he asked.

‘Thedayswerefine,' | said. 'But | mysdlf wasboring and horrible!

'l think lifeisalot lessboring, to tel you the truth, Jmmy, now that I'm sober.’
'Right.’

'It'strue’

"Y our life may be less boring for you. But for therest of us, you were much more amusing when you
were stran-

gling people you hardly knew. But unlike you, Tar, I'm asdfless and sacrificing soul. PerhgpsI'm
miserable. But at least I'm entertaining.’



"Thank you for that.'

It'sonly because | loveyou.'

I'll remember that when you're dead.'

'Y ou can makeit part of your eulogy for me.'
'l didn't come hereto fight with you.'

That'sinteresting. Because that'swhy | invited you to this party, to fight. Also so you could badger me
about my drinking."

‘Jmmy.

Tar.

‘Right. I'm sorry. I'll chill out. Y ou know my thoughts on the subject. Right?

'Mm." | looked at him. He had grown sideburns. | had an impulse to throw him over the balcony.
'Y eah, well, I'm going to get another Coke,' Tar said. 'It's chilly out here.'

'Right,' | said.

'See you inside.' He headed back into the party.

| gazed out on the city again. Thelights were still beautiful. My brother hadn't ruined them.

When | walked back insde Tar and Amy were Sitting on the couch. They snuggled, giggling. | caught
them looking & me and laughing. They were laughing a me because they thought | was an dcohalic.

Tar and Amy helped to carry me up the stairsto my apartment. | was drunk and happy as hell.
‘Lift your leg, Amy said.
'Amy,’ | said, asthey prodded me up the stairwell. 'Let metell you how it was.'

'How wasit, Immy? she said.

'A theory Gary had describes it best. Remember histheory, Tar?
'Gary had alot of theories. Come on. Walk. I'm not going to just carry you.'

'Gary believed that the four of us—me and Tar and him and Nancy—we were the only bodies containing
souls on the planet. Everyone else was like a sort of flesh robot, dl right? They were programmed to
make faces and say words and do various actions to appear asif they had souls, when in fact they did
not have souls. Y ou could look into their eyes. But there was no guy looking out.'

'Yeah, Tar said. 'l remember. Left usafew mora loopholes. Life waslike avideo game.'
‘Heredly believed that? Amy asked.
'He thought it was possible, that'sall,' | said. Tar and Amy guided meto my apartment.

'How did he know there were soulsinsde of you and Tar, then? Amy said.



'He devised atest. Y ou see, Amy, flesh robots aren't able to move their pupils quickly to the left five
times, then to the right once, then say 'Ordbokon," and then press their noseslike a button. If they did
that, they would explode. Go ahead, Amy, doit.'

'I'm not going to do that."
'‘AHA!'

Tar pulled my Banana Splits key chain from my pocket and unlocked the door. Asthe door swung open,
they saw our collection lined up dong thewalls.

'Oh my God,"' Amy said.

Thetop four shelvesheld Bill's TV toys: the Tuesday-night folks, Romper Room and Welcome Back,
Kotter, Charlie's Angels and What's Happening?, aMr. Ed doll, and perhaps the largest collection of
Little House on the

Prairie toysin theworld. My four shelves were dmost al robots. Captain Future Superhero, Changing
Prince, Degp Sea Robot, Dux Astroman, Interplanetary Spaceman, Chief Smokey, Electric Robot,
Winky, Zoomer, Mr. Hustler, New Astronaut Robot Brown, C3PO, Rotate-O-Matic, Space
Commando, Astro Boy, Robby, Maximil-lian, and others. More gewgaws and trinkets lay on the other
horizontal surfacesin the room.

'l didn't believe there would be so many," Amy whispered.

My brother's eyes flooded with awe, and that was asign of the power of our collection.
'Where'd you get the money? Tar said.

'What?

"That must be a couple thousand dollars worth of antiques.’

| didn't tell him it was closer to seventeen or eighteen thousand dollars worth.

"Whered you get the money? he said again.

"Tar, how can you think of money when you seethem? LOOK at them!”

'l saw them. But you don't make enough money to afford— What are you doing? Immy, it'sonething
after the oth— What are you—? Y ou're selling pot again.'

‘No.'

'What, then?

‘Nothing. But I'm starting to see something very obvious, Tar.'

'What?

'Because one of these things that these toys represent to meisa person's SOUL .
'What?

'Y ou heard me. Y our soul isleft out of you, and now you yoursdlf have become a flesh robot.’



'What?!'
Tar,” Amy said. 'He'sdrunk. Let'sgo.’

'l grew out of toys, Jmmy. | grew out of Gl Joe, and Batman and Robin. Because when a person grows
up, they don't play with toys. They play intheir careers, they play in an intimate relationship—'

'Shut up.'

'Y ou shut up!’

Tar, Amy sad.

'Get out of here!" | said.

'l wanted to get out of here along time ago, but | had to carry your drunk ass up the sairs. And you
know what else, Immy? Thekicker is| lent you three hundred bucks six months ago! Where'sthat?!'

1LEFTITINMY ASS!"

Tar was il easy to anger. He spoke through clenched teeth.

'l lent you three hundred dollars for rent, and you don't pay me back?'
'Right!"

"You use MY money on children's toys.'

'Exactly!’

'And then, on top of it all, you say you left my money IN YOUR ASS ?'
‘That'swhere | happened to leaveit.'

"That's the WORST THING anyone's EVER said to me.'

Tar," Amy said firmly. 'Let'sgo. Now.'

Tar raised hishandsin surrender. He twirled on his hedl and flung himsdlf out the door. Amy looked at
me

'Get some degp, Immy,' she said, and she left behind him, closing the door.

'See? | heard Tar say on the other side of the door. 'l told you. Thisishow heis!'

| stared at the door. | raised my arms high up toward the ceiling in triumph. The robots gazed a me with
their mechanica seeing devices. The action figures stared with their unmoving eyes. They dl looked at
me, with awe, asthe giant | was. They would always remember this moment. James Gunn chased the
infidels from our camp! The story would pass down through generations as part of their ora history.

Old Scratch
Charlie patted Bill's shoulder.
'Hey, pa, you're looking down today. What's going on?



‘Nothing,' Bill said. He ducked out from under Charlie's arm and toward one of the glass cabinets. 'Y ou
got any new TV guff in?

'l got that Land of the Lost set you was asking about.'
'Oh, yeah?

| was looking &t the robots. An old man in sunglasses was standing next to me. Hewas staring in at the
mechanical banks. He spoke out the side of his mouth.

'Y ou like these old things? The old man was leaning on a cane with the head of aswan.
'l collect robots,' | said.
'Ah, an innocent pursuer of beauty,' he said. 'Sucked in by the collection racket.'

| turned away from the old man and looked again at the shelf. There was a $250 Astro Boy that |ooked
mighty tasty. The old man tapped me on the shoulder.

'What? | said.
The old man pointed a crooked finger a Charlie, who was talking with Bill.

'He, back there, that's an evil man.'
‘Charlie? Charlies not evil. Just goofy.'

'Oh, evil heis. A man who destroys history by superimposing a price tag over it. A man who lives off the
blood of collectors such as yoursdlf. That's the problem with the collection racket, son.' The old man was
getting worked up. A bubble of spit inflated near the corner of his mouth. They subgtitute the true vaue
of things, their beauty and memories, with aquantitative measure.’ The old man flattened histie on his
chest. He turned back to stare at the banks. His sagging neck was quivering. He stared at one bank in
particular. It was achicken and anest. Y ou'd set the coin in the nest and the chicken would St oniit,
depositing the coin into the hollow of the base. After afew moments, the old man turned back to me. He
nodded.

'‘Good day,' he said.
'Youreavery interesting old man,' | said.

He nodded again. He walked out the door. 1t dammed shut behind him. As he walked down the
sdewak past the front window, he pulled on aknit cap.

'Hey, Charlie," | shouted up to the other end of the store. 'What was with that guy?

'Old fart kept offering me twenty bucks for a three-hundred-dollar bank,’ Charlie said. 'Can you believe
it? Said it was the same one his father had given him on hisfifth birthday and held been looking for it for
years. Said helost both it and hisfather in afire. He was following me around the storewaving a
twenty-dollar bill over hishead. | thought he was gonna punch me.'

| told Bill what the old man had said. Wewerein our beds lying on the brink of deep. Through the
window came the sounds of people just beginning their day.

It al fits' Bill said.



'‘What does?

'‘Charlieis Satan.'
| laughed.

'It'strue, Bill said. 'He'slikethe Pied Piper leading usto Hell with atrail of old toys. Charlie's stedling our
souls. Want to go forward? Can't. Gotta stay in the past. It's because of Charlie." Bill turned over on his
sde, facing thewadll. 'He'stotdly stedling our souls!'

Bill pulled the comforter up over his neck and soon he was snoring.

| stared at the ceiling. Nostalgia, | thought. We're trgpped in it. Wasthislugt for toys my way of refusing
to accept the present? | had dropped out of school. My brother was ashamed of me. My old friends
were gone. | was going nowhere. A loser.

| didn't want to think about it anymore so | staggered into the bathroom and masturbated.

Rubber

Thetruthisat first | thought my grandmother was crazy like everyone ese did. And then she cdled us her
two littlewarriors. | could see that. Now that made sense.

My mother'sfather, my grandfather, was a drunkard too. He had met his future wife in atraveling show
entitled The Last of Vaudeville, where he was billed as the human pool table. Thereisa
brown-and-white picture of my grandmother on awooden stage. A backdrop is painted behind her. She
ispulling her leg up againgt her, proud of the leg for the camera.

And so my grandmother had severa small rubber beanies. | later found hot-water bottlesin her
bathroom cabinet with circles cut out of them. Around the bottom of the caps were el astic bands that
snapped beneath the chin. She snapped one on each of us, my brother and me.

She had dready snapped one on herself. Her bouffant hairdo was depressed in the center, making a
volcano shape.

"Your hair ismessy, Grandma,' Tar said.
‘The price you pay,’ she said.
She set uson her lap. | wasfive, beginning to fed too old for dl of this. | shifted around.

'Inthe sky over the sky,' she said. 'In space there are satdllites. And they are robbing us of everything
thet

makes us human.'

She showed us the magazines that proved it. The magazines had pictures of horrible creaturesin them,
and diagrams, and small persona adsin the back from lonely men who wanted to be married. No one
understood these men. They had ahard time with their lives. It isdifficult to live with knowledge.

'An interplanetary farming community, and these dark ones exchange delicacies. That iswhat they're
trying to create. To make us céttle.

'l could seeitinyou, boys. | could seeit in you since the days you were born. Y ou were born warriors,



to seewhat isreal and destroy what iswrong. It'stoo late for me. | found out too late. But now, you see,
the satellites have stolen away most of the truth from me. It isonly through willpower donethat | can see
anyofita dl.

"Y our mother, she sees nothing. | show her the magazines, and she flips through them with dead eyes, as
if there were blank pagesinside. That iswhat they want her to see. They are waiting to erase every ounce
of thought from every single one of us. They make othersthink that those who know the truth are crazy.
Listen to your grandma. Does she sound crazy? | am completely in control of my faculties. They are
watching us, and waiting. They can see through our heads. As soon as every single person acrossthe
world's head islike apecan shdll without anut, they will strike. We become cows, and they will process
usin many ways, and our biggest pluswill be flavor, because they think that human fleshisddlicious!

| looked out the window and onto the driveway. My parents car was no longer there. They were
probably halfway to Chicago by now.

* * *

My grandmother's doll collection wasin aglass case next to her. There were kewpie dolls, black mammy
dolls, porcdain dolls, dollsof dl typesand sizes. An enormous, gawking Shirley Temple was horrifying.
Against my parents orders, | had watched a Night Gallery episode that starred asimilar doll.

'Whenever your head is up straight you must have on the caps. Y ou may take them off when you goto
deep, but wait until you are adl the way lying down and set it next to you on your bed stand. In the
morning, don't St up in bed until you put it on. That way your brainswill remain fresh and new, seeing
thingsasthey truly are. Y our sight will be athousand times wider than most. Where others worlds end,
yourswill begin. Tar and James. . .

My grandmother began to weep.

"Y ou will know terror. Y ou will know the deepest parts. Y ou will look straight into the eyes of the dark
heartless things and never again be the same. But thiswill make you stronger. My warriors. Itisadifficult
thing to say, but you are better than other people. It isthat smple.’

Socks, my grandmother's cat, dithered around my leg. He had alittle cap on hishead aswell.
‘Thank God for rubber,’ said Grandma.

Grandmawas clutching each of our heads. Her skirt had ridden up over her girdie. Nonsense words
were coming out of her head. She was speaking in tongues, and she was rocking. Her eyes were rolled
into the back of her head.

Tar was screaming and he wouldn't stop. At first | cried aswell, but then wasfilled with something new.

They are the cows. They will be the cows. We will process them and use them for flavor, and even if
they taste disgusting we will eat them. My brother and | will

rear them gpart and gnaw on their bones. A taste of their own medicine.

Even before she flipped out, she was a different type of grandmother. When she stayed with us, she
would do the old soft shoe for us every night before we went to deep. Shetold us about the lovers she
had had before Grandpa. She said our mother had always been ashamed of her, and that our mother was
abit too straitlaced. 'But she hasto be that way,' Grandma said, ‘with acrazy family al around her.’
Grandmawould kiss each of us good-night and ask which Grandmawe loved more. Her.



My grandmother was right. Eventually, my brother and | did look straight into the eyes of the dark
heartless things. And death touched us so hard asto dmost kill us. And she wasright that we have never
been the same. Tar isnot the samein that he shudders every time he thinks of childhood. And I have not
been the same either. | looked into their black eyesand | never looked away.

Tar rolled alittle truck around some blocksin the grass.

"Vrrr," he said. A rubber beanie was on his head, as one was on mine. Gary Bauer was with us. Hewas
wesaring a Ziploc bag on his head since we didn't have any more of the beanies.

'Plagtic bags are rubber,’ | had told him.
'Plagtic bags are plastic,’ he had said.
But it was the best we could do on short notice.

Earlier, my mother had set us on the bed and had atalk with us. Shetold usthat our grandmother, since
Grandpahad died, had started to believe the writings of lunatics (of course Tar and | knew where our
mother had gotten those

ideas). My mother said that thiswas a new situation for her, our wearing beaniesfor three days since she
and our father had returned home (‘What are those things on the kids heads, Lynea? my father had said.
'My mother told them that dienswould control their mindsif they didn't have them on,’ Mom said. 'Oh,’
said Dad, and returned to reading his newspaper), and she didn't know how to handleiit.

Mr. and Mrs. Bauer, however, were used to Gary doing things like wearing Ziploc bags on his head for
daysat atime.

Gary had grabbed a hold of aplastic jegp. Hewas making it fly.

| was getting ready to knock the jeep out of Gary's hand when | saw Nancy Zoomis coming over the hill
into our backyard. Her hands were in her pockets. Her shoelaces were undone, flipping around as she
walked. She had a serious expression.

'Hi, Nancy!" Gary said. He raised hisarm and waved at her. Nancy glanced at him, then she stopped in
front of me and stared down. Tar looked up briefly, then went back down to the trucks.

'l talked to your mom, Jmmy,' she said.

'| talk to her every day,' | said.

'Y eah. Big whoop," Gary said.

'She said there ain't no such thing asdiens,’ Nancy said.
'She never usestheword ain't.”

'Y ou should take off those dumb hats.'

Tar looked up at her. He placed one hand over his head.
'No," he whispered.

"There aren't any mind-making rays!'



'Mind-controlling, Nancy!" | said. 'They go through your skull!"
‘Maarkey!"

"That'swhy you don't believe it, Nancy! Because you don't have one on!
‘Maarkey!"

‘That'strue,’ Tar whispered.

Gary shot upright. He pointed at her.

'My dad saysyou're aflirt, Nancy Zoomis!' heydled.

"Those hats are dumb! They look stupid and make peoplelaugh at you! Kely drew apicture!’
'Hedid too!' Gary said. 'He said you're aflirt!’

‘Takeit off, Gary!'

‘Take off your hair, hesaid. Thisismy har!'

Nancy twirled around to face Tar and stood there over him. She bunched her fists at her sides. Tar
grabbed each side of hisbeanie with thetips of hisfingers.

"Takeit off, Tar,' she muttered.
Tar shook hishead alittle.
"Take off that gay hat!"

'He's not gonnatake it off! ' | yelled. | stood up beside Gary. "Why would he take off something that's his
protection?’

Nancy ignored me and focused inon Tar.
'Y ou haveto take it off! Y ou haveto takeit off! Y our mom wants you to teke it off! Y ou're being a brat!'

Tar began to weep. He pulled the beanie tighter onto his head. Nancy's mouth was knotted. She kept
flicking one of her fiststo her sde.

'Get away fromhim!' | yelled.
‘Hirt!"

‘Now!" Nancy cried. She reached down and grabbed Tar's beanie. Tar clutched at it wildly but couldn't
keep hold. Nancy ran with it clenched in her fist. Nancy wasthe fastest girl in our kindergarten class,
quite abit faster than Gary or me.

Tar froze with panic. He opened his mouth dl the way and hollered. | yelped.

‘Hishat!" Gary ydled. Tar threw his hands over the top of hishead to block the diens rays from entering
his brain. He spun his head to look at me, wailing, his face soaked with tears, his eyesfilled with terror.

'‘Nooooo!" | hollered. | darted off after Nancy, forcing my legsto keep up with her. Gary ran beside me
and quickly lost pace. Tar followed too. He desperately did his hands around the top of his head trying



to protect as much areaas he could. Nancy darted by the side of my house and out into the street. Her
long, thin legs kept at a brisk speed. She barely missed colliding with the Delgesses mailbox. She
crossed over their lawn and ran onto her own. She jumped onto her porch and lunged for the doorknob.
Inthat millisecond | caught up. | grabbed her from behind. | wrapped my arms benesth her shoulders
and pulled her backward.

'Give me back my brother's hat!" | screamed.

'‘Nooo! Nooo!" Nancy shrieked. She was crying. | pulled her back off the porch. | felt her tears on my
forearms.

Nancy and | toppled onto the lawn. Tar hopped in by our side. He grappled for the beanie with one hand
while keeping the other moving over hishead. Gary bent down and tried to grab Nancy'swrists. She
dipped them from his grip repegtedly. Sheflailed her body wildly. | forced her down into the grass. | sat
on top of her. Her eyes were squeezed tight. She whipped her head from side to side. She flapped her
armsand legs without aim, bruising us and knocking us off balance. Finally Gary got agood grip on
Nancy'swrist. He held it tight in both hands and tightened her elbow between his knees. Gary bit down
on Nancy'sfingers. Nancy screamed again, so loudly it sounded asif acheese grater was scraping flesh
from the back of her throat. | tore the beanie from her hand. She glared up at me.

'l ' hate you, Jimmy Gunn. | hate you.'

| turned quickly toward Tar. He lowered his hands by his sides as he stood with his shoulders dumped,
waiting. His body shuddered with his sobs. | jammed the cap on :0p of his head, pushing it down hard,
blocking the rays from his skull.

Tar rolled alittle truck around some blocksin the grass. The blocks were many different colors.
Vrrr," hesaid.

Gary wastying each one of Stretch Armstrong'sarmsto astick in the dirt. Gary looked good in his new
beanie, which our grandmother had sent usin the mail after Tar called her.

'Jmmy, Nancy said. | looked up at her. She looked frightened. The eastic string had broken beneath her
chin. She held one end in each hand.

'It just snapped, | don't know why,' she said. 'Can you fix it?

Nancy had both Gary and | begt in athletics. Gary was dl over usin rudimentary math skills. But my
eye-hand coordination was not to be surpassed. | was the only one of uswho knew how totie.

| took the ends of the eladtic strings between my fingers. My knuckles brushed against Nancy's neck.
After acouple attempts | succeeded in tying the strings together. Thetips of my fingers stuck for a
moment between the eagtic and her chin.

‘It'sdong,' | said.

'Maybe your grandma can send us some new ones,’ Nancy said. A rainbow went across the top of her
beanie. She had painted it with an acrylic painting kit, which her mother had given her for her birthday.

'Shélll send as many aswe want,' Tar said, without looking up from histruck.

It Has to Do with His Hands



The Fred Hintstone night-light was on. Tar was degping. Because of hisasthma, he had adight purring
noise while he dept. To thisday | deep better with women who smoke, since they often have asimilar

purring.

| was drifting off to deep when | heard atapping sound. | turned onto my side. Through the parted
shades was the moon. | heard the tapping sound again. It was coming from the window.

Tar,' | whispered. His blankets were curled beneath his chin. A string of drool connected him to his
pillow.

‘Tar,' | said louder. My brother opened his eyes and looked at me.

He said, Therésamonkey in the kitchen.'

"Wake up.'

He blinked. He stared at me for aminute.

Tar.

'In my dream we had a pet monkey.'

‘That's not important now. Listen.’

The tapping sound happened again.

'Do you hear that?

Tar nodded.

'‘Goseewhat itis' | said.

'Why don't you go see?

‘Becauseif it'samonster and it bites your head off then I'd have some sort of warning.'
Tar pursed hislips.

'If you make mecry, I'mtelling Mom," he said.

‘All right, I'll look," I told him. T just didn't want to have to get out of bed.'

| pushed the covers away from my body and sat up. The tapping happened again.

"The monkey was like our little brother,' Tar said. 'He had one of those things you put in your mouth for
going scubding.'

| walked to the window. | pushed aside the shade. Below, next to the huge oak tree in our backyard,
were Gary and Nancy. They looked ruffled, in clothes that didn't match. Gary was jumping up and down
like the maniac hewas. Next to him was alarge suitcase. Nancy was holding a gym bag, beckoning me
down with her arm.

'It's Gary and Nancy,' | told Tar. He came up beside me. He placed his hands on the window frame.

‘They want usto go down there,' Tar said.



'l know.'

'If Mom and Dad hear we'rein deep shit.'

'Fuck 'em.’

Wetiptoed downstairs so our parents wouldn't hear.

'We're running away,' Nancy said. Her tangled hair was back in aband. 'And you guys get to come with
lJSII

Thefour of us stood on the porch to our house.
'For what reason? Tar asked.

Nancy shrugged.

'Gary is,' shesad.

"Why are you running away, Gary? Tar asked.
'Because | hate my mom.

'Why do you hate your mom?

'For alot of good reasons.’

'‘Gary'smom hid dl the soap in the house,' Nancy said. 'She said if he wanted to wash his hands he
would haveto doitin front of her.'

Gary turned toward her. His face and neck were red. Hisarmswere tiff at his sides.
"That was a secret, Nancy!"

'If wereagood family there aren't any secrets.’

'Are you guys going to get married, Nancy? Tar asked.

That'sdumb, Tar,' | said. They'retoo littleto get married. It'sillegd.’ | wiped my nose. A lot of stuff
came out onto my arm. 'Y ou're running away because your mother hid the soap?

Gary crossed hisarms. '"Among other things' he said.

'Are you guys coming or not? Nancy asked. 'We're only asking you. We're not asking Steve or Corey
or Brendan or Kelly or Robert. Only you.'

'Our dog isdead,’ Tar said. He bit hislips so hewouldn't cry at the thought.

'Sheis,' | said. My brother and | were thinking aike. 'If she wasn't dead we would have to stay here. But
since shedied | guess we can go with you.'

Tar was seven and the rest of uswere eight. Tar and | wrote a note to our parents:
Dear Mom and Dad,

Y our waking up and drinking your coffee now. Thereis probably alook of surprise on your face that



says James and Tar are not in their beds | wonder where they are. Do not worry. Something we do
sometimesis hide out in the bushes but don't look out there because if you do in true lifewell be
somewhere else like maybe New Y ork City where they make Marvel comics and so

we might get ajob. We have ran away. But dsoit isjust like amoving like when Nancy's dad was
transpited to Cleveland because since theresfour of us, thisisafamily. Sointhisway you are now like
the grandparents who are far away and maybe well drive a plane back at Christmas. $$$$5$. If
Shawnee was still dive we of course would not have gone because | was like Shawnee's Dad and Tar
was like Shawnee's Mom but now | am like the Dad and Nancy islike the Mom and Tar and Gary are
like our kids or maybe some other way besides that. Good luck,

JamesTar

P.S. Wetook aot of money from the place where Dad hides it beneath that Statue of that woman in the
den. Well send you some it might be from the money Marvel comics gives usfor acouple of very good
superheros Gary made up. In case we get caught or throwed in jail remember that thisisal Gary Bauer's
idea. It hasto do with his hands. Goodbye.

My father had twenty-saven hundred dollars benegth the porcelain statuette in his den. Sometimes, when
we bothered him working, he had flashed the money for us. He had let ustouch it. Now | had it in my
pocket and | could touch it for along, long time.

Nancy had stolen ninety-one dollars from her mother. Gary had got Sx that he had saved in hisbank. His
was mogily in quarters.

We left the counting up to Gary. He did it in the bushes behind our house. For a minute, a hundred-dollar
bill blew away, but we got it back.

After counting our treasure we had to decide how we were going to get to New Y ork.

‘There are three ways," Nancy said. ‘A bus, acar, or aplane.’ She closed one eye. 'Four ways, | mean.
Trans'

'Fiveways,' Tar added. 'A hdlicopter.'

'Six ways,' Gary added. 'A P-51 escort bomber like were on the boats that my dad was on when he was
inthe Navy.'

‘That's atype of plane, Nancy said.
‘A very fast plane, though!' Gary said. 'A separate category!’
‘A hot-air balloon would beafunway,' Tar said. 'But unredlistic

It was late at night, but | wasn't tired. | leaned back against abush. A cobweb got stuck in my hair.
Nancy picked it off my head.

‘Let'stake ataxi cab to theairport,’ | said.

Which wedid. In adeep voice, | caled the Yelow Cab Company. | told him we'd be at the bottom of
Troll Court. That way the cab wouldn't wake my parents.

The driver's round face turned back over the edge of the seet.



'Hello! My nameis George! Welcome, little ones, to my Y dlow Cab!'
He had athick accent and white hair. His nose was swollen and pink.
‘Can we put our suitcasesin the trunk? Nancy asked.

'Ah, yes! We will put the suitcasesin the trunk!" George jumped out of the front seat. He was alarge,
chubby man. He danced around to the back of the car and opened the trunk. He helped Nancy put in
her gym bag. | put in Tar'sand mine. Gary was grunting, trying to pick hislarge suitcase up that high.

'Why's your suitcase so heavy? | asked him.

'Soap,' Nancy said.

'Shut up, Nancy!" Gary said.

'He's got alot of sogp in there,” Nancy told me. 'He found where his mother hid it.'
| can'tliftit, Gary whined.

'Y ou can get that free at hotels,' Tar said. 'And towels!'

'‘And you can keep the hotel room key and go back and steal new people's money,' | told Nancy. Tar
and | made aplan once.’

'Let me help you with that, strong little one," George said. 'Ooooh! Heavy! Hahal Here, let's put it here.!'
George closed the trunk.

Nancy and Tar hopped into the backseat. George was turning his head, looking around the street.
'Where aredl your mommies and your daddies?

‘They'readeep,' | said. 'My dad was the one who called on the phone. He gave me the money.'
'Oh, eh...yes?Your father? he said.

| nodded. Gary's body was siff. His eyeswere wide, looking at me.

'Wdll, okay. Welcometo my Y ellow Cab!' George said again, soreading hisarmsout in front of him.
Then he got back into the driver's seat. Gary and | squished into the backseat with Nancy and Tar.

'l don't want to be on the hump!" Nancy said.
George looked in the rearview mirror.

'We are going to the airport, yes?

'Yes, ar,' | said.

The streets were deserted. The lights at most the gas Stations were off. My heart wasracing. My
shoulder wastight against Nancy's.

'So where are you going to at the airport, little ones?

'Were meseting our grandparents at the airport,’ Nancy said.



'All by yoursalves? he said. Hisworried eyeswere framed by the rearview mirror.

'Our parents didn't want to come,' | said. "They said we could come by ourselves.’

I can't wait to see Grandmaand Grandpa,' Tar said.

'Ha-hal' George said. 'l| have agrandbaby, but sheisvery far away. All of you are brothersand asister?
'Yes,' | sad. 'Nancy's oldest. And then me, and then Gary, and then Tar.'

All of usnodded. Thiswasin fact the actud order of births, though Nancy was only four months older
than me and | was only amonth older than Gary. | looked down at Gary, who no longer seemed
frightened. He was |ooking serendly out the window. The cab passed the Great Western restaurant,
where| had never been insde but where alarge fiberglass horse stood on the roof.

'What's wrong with hisvoice? Nancy said to me.

'Shhh!" Tar said. 'He's retarded!

Gary smiled. 'Where are you from? he asked the cab driver.

'l am from Czechodovakia. Do you know where that is? George asked.

‘Underneath Germany and Poland,’ Gary said. 'On top of Austriaand Hungary. Are you a Communist?
'Oh, no!" George said.

Gary put hishands up to hissdes.

'Hey, my dad saysit isn't so bad. He saysthat priests are Communists—and nuns.'

'Especidly nuns,' Tar said, just making conversation.

'Priests? George said. 'No, they are not communists. Communists want to take over everything.'
'So do priests,’ Gary said. 'They want everyone to be Catholic. That'stheir job.'

At the airport George hopped out of the car and hel ped

uswith our bags. | redlized then it had been wrong for Nancy to say we were meeting our grandparents,
sincewe had dl our luggage, but George didn't seem to notice. He whistled as he set our things on the
sdewak infront of TWA. Theride costs twenty-seven dollars, he said to me. Gary counted off thirty
dollarsfrom our roll.

‘A tip,' Tar whispered to him.
Gary added another thirty.

Clockslined the wal next to the baggage claim. The biggest one said two o'clock. Few people were |l ft
inthe airport. Most of the ticket counters were closed. The United Airlines counter was still open. A
pretty young black woman was doing paperwork there. We sat on one of the steel benches. A fellow
with acart of luggage passed by and smiled at us.

"The cab was dirty,’ Gary said. 'It got on my elbows and on my clothes.’

Nancy was staring straight ahead. The areas below her eyes were pink. They would always get that way



when shegot tired. Tar had hisfinger in hismouth.

'Quit sucking on your finger, Tar,' | said.

I'm not sucking on it. I'm biting it.’

'How much isaplane ticket? Nancy asked.

‘About fifteen dollars, Gary said.

'Arethey going to let us buy the ticket even though we're kids? she asked.
Gary said he had an idea that he thought of two years ago. He explained it to us.
The pretty young black woman leaned over the counter. She smiled swestly.

'Wéll, hello there. How are the two of you tonight? she said.

| cleared my throat. Nancy took one of the baggage tags from the box on the counter and pretended to
read it.

'‘Our mom and dad are parking the car,’ | said.

'Oh, they are?

‘They said for usto go in and buy the tickets:

"They werein afight,’ Nancy said.

'Mom called Dad adirty word,' | told the black woman.

‘They said if wedidn't get theticketswed bein real big trouble,’ Nancy said.
'Dad will hit mein the ssomach,’ | said. 'And her too.'

"It doesn't bruise in the ssomach,’ Nancy said.

The woman's face melted into horror and compassion.

"We want four ticketsto New Y ork City, please,’ | said.

It took along timeto find Gate 44. Tar was hungry and wanted some eggs. But the tickets had been alot
more than fifteen bucks. We only had eighty-seven dollars | ft.

Potswith trees and flowerslined the hall. Nancy took ablueflower and put it in her hair.
'Doesthat look good? she asked me.

'l guess!

Tar wanted onein his hair too. Nancy put onetherefor him.

The pretty black woman had told us that the plane wouldn't be leaving until five-thirty. Wewould haveto
wait three hours. Near Gate 44 were some hard bucket seats. We sat in them. We waited. One by one
we drifted off to deep.

‘Jmmy!" Gary was shaking my shoulder. | blinked at him. He made a squedling sound and pointed down



the hdl. Our parents, Gary's parents, and Nancy's mother were walking quickly down the hal. Their
clothesweren't tucked in. Mr. Bauer was wearing apgjamashirt. Ms. Zoomiss hair wasin curlers.

(Nancy woke up and saw them. She started crying. She jJumped up from her seat and ran down the hall.
Ms. Zoomistook off after her. The old cow could run fast.

'We're busted,' | said.
Tar awoke. He waved deepily at our parents.

Gary flung himself over the bucket seats. Hetried to hide behind them. Y ou could see him easily through
the cracks.

‘Jmmy!" my father cried. He jogged toward us.

'Hi, Dad.’

'What the hell are you doing?

'Waiting for our five-thirty connection.’

My mother picked up Tar and pulled him againgt her. Shewas crying.
'Why did you want to run away? she asked him.

'l got aticket.' Tar held the ticket up for her to see.

My father started crying. His body dumped into a pitiful sunken shape.
'Why did you want to leave us? he mumbled.

| shrugged.

My mother looked around at the airport workers, who were watching.
'Everyone here must think we're horrible parents, she whispered to my father.

Mr. and Mrs. Bauer were crouched in front of the seets where Gary was hiding. He was holding the two
chair backingslikejail bars, sobbing.

‘Come on out, Gary," Mrs. Bauer said. 'It'sal right, honey. Y ou can have your soap back. | shouldn't
have taken it fromyou.'

‘Come on out of there, son," Mr. Bauer said. 'Hell, we been all over this place looking for you. Y our
mommy and daddy love you, son. Come on out.'

* k *

Ms. Zoomis had a hard face on. She was staring straight ahead. She had ahold of Nancy's ear, and was
using it asahandleto pull her down the hall.

'Ow!" Nancy screeched. ‘Let go!

'l am not letting go, young lady. Y ou're coming homethisinstant and 1'm going to pull your ear thewhole
way!'



'Shit! 1t'll come of f!"

'No cartoonsfor you for eight weeks!'

'Eight weeks? Nancy sobbed.

'Eight.

'One week!"

'Eight weeks, young lady, eight weeks!'

Two!'

'Eight."

‘Next timewell bein New Y ork before you find us!* Nancy cried.

'Oh no, you won't! Next time you'll be locked in acardboard box in the basement at home! I'll feed you
canned vegetables through ahole in the top!'

Nancy caught my eye as she passed me. She cupped one hand over the other so her mother couldn't
see. | could. Shewas giving her mother the finger.

Inthe car. Tar was curled up next to mein the backsedt, fast adeep. My mother was turned around, her
chin on the headrest.

'What compelled you to do such athing? she asked me.
| shrugged.
'Gary wanted to,' | said.

‘Goddammit, Jmmy," my father snorted. 'If Gary wanted you to jump off a bridge would you do that
too?

| thought for amoment.

"It depends on how high the bridge was and how deep the water,’ | said.

Amphibians Cracked

During recess | had to Sit in the classroom. | had been put on detention for spitting agoober ina
sandwich Joe Moscowitz ate. If | hadn't told him he would have never known.

| took a seat near one of the windows where | could see the other kids on the Saint Ambrose
playground. Gary came and stood outside the window. He tapped on it with hisfingers. | opened it up.

"What am | supposed to do? he said.
'Go play.'
'Play what?

'Go look for turtlesin the woods.'



'We're not alowed to go in the woods:!'

'So?I'min herefor three days. Big punishment. | get to draw cartoons for three days. And there's not
even amonitor. Look. Watch, Gary.' | said loudly: 'Fuck.'

'Ha-hal All right. I'll go to the woods. I'll try to get caught.' Gary stuck his hand through the window so |
could give him five. Then he did afunny walk backward toward the woods, shaking his hands up by his
head for my amusement.

| opened up my crayon box, took out a sheet of paper, and was ready to get to work, when Greta
Holthausen came marching in through the door. She had apae blue

vein that traveled down her temple and curled beside her eye. She was frowning and her lips were turned
down. | froze. Gretawas strange—she ate her pencil erasers and didn't talk to anyone and only played
by hersdlf. | loved her. | had told Gary that someday Gretaand | would be married, and when we were
married | would fuck the shit out of her every night.

'What did you do? | asked her.

'Nothing," she said. She stomped toward the back of the classroom and took a seat. She took out a
piece of paper and some crayons of her own.

'Asif peas are so sacred,’ she mumbled to herself.
| sat and drew and occasionally snuck aglance back at Greta.
'l need agreen crayon!' she shouted, not really to me.

'l have one.' | took one from my box and walked back to where she was sitting. Without looking her in
the eye, | held the green crayon out in front of her. Greta snatched it out of my hand. | walked back and
sat down.

'JAmmy," shewhispered. It wasthe firg time she had ever said my name. It made my spine swest.
| turned around, looked &t her.

'All 1 was doing was sticking some peas below the table. | hate peas!'

| laughed.

| spitin Joe—'

'l know," she said, and continued drawing.

Gary came running up to the window. He was holding aturtle out in front of him. It had yellow squares
onitsback.

‘JAmmy! Look!"

'Coal.’

‘Takeit, quick! Putitinmy desk! | likeits coloration!”
'Okay.’



Gary maneuvered the turtle through the open window and | took it. Greta came and stood beside me.
'Can | see? she asked.

‘Sure!’

Gretatouched the turtle, withdrew her hand quickly, and laughed.

'OwF It was Gary's scream, coming from outside. Gretaand | looked at the window. Gary was holding
hisface, and grappling for his glasses on the pavement. The sde of hisface was red and asoccer ball
wasralling in front of him. Stan Boeppling, asixth-grader, picked it up. Although he was only two years
older than us, hewas afoot taller and twice as broad. With al hisforce, he threw the soccer ball a Gary
again. It knocked him over. Stan and two of hisfriends, Alan Ebbing and Jeff Lipton, were laughing.
Stan's body was amost completely covered in freckles.

'Y esterday they tried to pull off my skirt,' Gretasaid. Then they spit onme. | cried.’

'Hey!" | yelled out the window. 'Leave him alone!’

Alan Ebbing covered hisbrow, keeping the sun out of hiseyes, and looked in my direction.
'Whoisit? Stan said.

"That Gunn,” Alan said.

'Hey, Gunn,’ Stan said. 'Watch this!’

Gary was standing up. Stan brought his fist down onto the top of Gary's head. Then he quickly did it
again. Gary collapsed and began to cry. The boyswere laughing.

'| hate them,' Greta said.
| looked around thefield for Tar or Nancy, to try and get them to help. They were nowhere to be seen.
A smdl nun came out onto the field carrying alarge brass bell. Sherang it, sgnaling the end of recess.

'‘Good job, Bauer,” Stan said, and he dapped Gary on the back as hard as he could.

'Y eah, good job," said Jeff and Alan, and then they dapped him too.
‘Good job.'
‘Good job.'
'‘Good job.'

The boys | eft and walked in toward the school. Gary pushed himself up off the ground. He wiped off his
glasseswith his shirt, then put them back on. He looked at me through the window, then started to make
hisway insde aswell. Gretastared at me. | hid my face from her.

After school Stan Boeppling sat on arailroad tie with hisfriends. Behind him was alarge flagpole with an
American flag a the top. Nancy and | were sitting across from them, on the edge of the school porch.
Saint Ambrose had two bus runs. Everyone left was waiting for the second run. Gary and Tar had gone
off to the woodsto look for more turtles. Nancy cradled Gary'sturtlein her lap like a baby.



'l don't know why he left me with thisthing,’ Nancy said. 'He must be more hard up for adog than |
thought. Thisislike abig bug. He says he'sgoing to teach it tricks. Retard.'

| stood.
'Whererewe going? she sad.

'l don't know." | walked toward the flagpole. Nancy rose to follow me. | stopped in front of the older
kids. My hands were in my pockets and | was trembling. They looked up a me. Stan had alittle smile.
An especidly large brown freckle was half on and hdf off hislip.

'What's wrong with you, Gunn?
'| had aquestion." My voice wavered. Boeppling eyed Jeff Lipton, thelittle smile still there.

'What's your question, Gunn? I'm the man of athousand answers'’

'l waswondering .. .why you...liked...to...suck...cock.

A muffled shriek came out of Nancy, who was standing next to me holding the turtle. Stan snorted,
shocked. He dropped his head.

"What?'
'l was wondering that.'
'Get the fuck out of here, you little faggot.’

| looked at Jeff Lipton and LauraKrieger. They were both laughing a me. | smiled at them. | turned and
walked back toward the porch.

'Boy,' Nancy said. 'That was stupid.’

'Kick hisass,' | heard Jeff say to Stan.

‘Little faggot,’ Stan said.

They were sitting on the railroad ties. Sometimes they would glance a me. | was saring at them.
'Y ou better quit looking over there,' Nancy said.

| eyed her. 'Shut up.'

'Y ou shut up, H.R. Puffinfag.’

| looked back at the older kids beside the flagpole. | stood.
'Hey!" Nancy said.

| walked toward the flagpole.

‘Uh-oh, here he comes again,’ Jeff said loudly.

'Get the fuck out of here,' Stan said.

'l had another question.’



'Get the fuck out."

'l had—'

'Get the fuck out."

'Another question.’

'l mean it, Gunn, now.'

'God, you're afreak,’ LauraKrieger said to me.
'l waswondering if you—'

'Fuck off.'

'l waswondering if you liked the taste of spit.’
'Spit, yum. Now get the fuck out of here!
'You said yum.'

'Gunn, you better fucking not—'

"You said yum.’

| hawked phlegm from deep in my chest. | had just gotten over acold. Stan moved back abit. | pit the
phlegm at hisface. It landed across his mouth in alightning-bolt shape.

'Ewgh!" Stan said. He jumped up from therailroad tie. | stepped back. LauraKrieger was laughing. Stan
dapped hisface with both hands like Curly from the Three Stooges, wiping off my spit.

'Y ou're dead, fucker!" he yelled. 'Y ou're dead!
"Tough man,’ | said.

Hisfigt rose and came down hard into my chest. | crumpled to the grass. Nancy shrieked. Stan
Boeppling came down on top of me. He punched mein alot of different places, very fast and very hard.
My lip opened and bled. Nancy ran toward Stan.

‘Let go!' She clocked him on the head with the turtle. Stan dammed his elbow back into her neck. Jeff
Lipton pulled her off, twisting her arm up behind her back. Stan grablbed my head with both hands. He
pushed my head into the grass, scraping up dirt with my teeth. | was crying. He turned my head over. He
held it in both hands.

‘How do YOU like the taste of spit, huh, Gunn?'

| tried to push him away but he was knegling on my arms. | wrenched my head back and forth but he
opened my mouth by squeezing my chin with both hands. He hawked phlegm. He spit into my mouth. |
felt the thick chunk drip down the back of my throat. He hawked again. He spit again. He kept spitting.
His mouth was arelentless faucet.

What started off thick turned into traight sdiva. And | felt something down below aswell. His cock was
hard. | couldn't cry because my throat wasfilled. | gagged. | coughed. | was drowning and going to die.
His cock pushed up harder against me. Stan Boeppling's spit dripped down the sides of my mouth. He



punched me onefind time, in the face. Blood from my nosewas on hisfist.

| knelt on the grass, propping myself with my elbows. | coughed the spit out of my mouth. | was crying.
Stan Boeppling was waking avay from me. Laurastared down a me with no expression. Jeff Lipton
was laughing. | wiped my face and stood up. | moved toward the school doors. Tears and blood blurred
my vision. Nancy came up to me, spitting.

"‘They spit in my fucking mouth!" she said. She walked toward the porch. She looked around franticaly.
'Oh, shit." Shelooked at the turtle on the ground. Its shell was cracked open and it was bloody and dead.
'l killed it," she whispered, and she began to cry. ‘Gary's going to kill me." Shelooked at me. ‘Areyou
okay?

'Give me apencil.
'Why?

‘Just give me apencil.’
'Why do you want a—'
'Give me apencil!

Nancy knelt on the porch. She opened her yellow plastic pencil box. She handed me a number two
pencil. | snatched the pencil and threw open Saint Ambrose's front doors. The air-conditioning was
freezing. | marched down the hall. | passed the upper-grade classrooms. | passed the bulletin boards.
Orange mayflowers were pasted on thewalls. | turned swiftly into the fourth-grade classroom. Sister
Gregory was at her desk grading papers.

'Jmmy ... ? What happened?

| gripped the pencil out in front of me, pointing up Sraight.
'l need to sharpen this pencil!'

'Y ou're bleeding, son. Come here!’

| turned toward the pencil sharpener onthewall. | stuck the pencil in and began turning the handle
quickly. Sister Gregory walked toward me and placed her hand on my shoulder.

‘Jmmy, st down.'

| pulled the pencil out of the sharpener. | felt thetip. It wasn't very sharp.
‘Let'shavethe nurselook at you.'

| put the pencil back in and turned the handle some more.

‘Jmmy.’

| pulled it back out. Now it was sharp. | yanked myself away from the nun's hand. | walked briskly into
the hall, leaving Sister Gregory behind. As| flung open the front doors| heard her saying my name
behind me. Nancy was sitting on the front step. No one was around the flagpole.

'Whereishe? | said to Nancy.



'Y ou're not alowed to go near him!" Nancy yelled. 'l say!

| 1eft Nancy behind me and walked up around the building. Some girls were playing hopscotch. There
was a space between the convent and the school where the older students sometimes hid and smoked
cigarettes. | entered the area. Stan and Jeff were Sitting at a picnic table there. The picnic table just barely
fitin the space. Their faceswere partialy hidden in shadow. Stan quickly hid his cigarette below the
table. Then he saw it was me.

‘Jesus,' Jeff said. He was amazed that | had come back.
'‘Come here, fuckwad,” Stan said. He pointed behind

him with histhumb. "Y ou like the taste of brick? He cackled.

My lips clamped together to stifle my sobs. | squeezed behind the seet of the picnic table. | moved
rapidly toward him with my back againgt the school. Stan flicked his cigarette toward me, but missed. |
crawled up on the seat. | crawled on my kneestoward him. | began to sob in heaves.

'Man, you're aglutton.' He brought hisfist up from under the table.

With both hands | raised the sharpened pencil. | amed for the dark cashew-shaped hole of hisear. |
dammed it toward the hole, but Stan sivung hisarm up and knocked mine aside. With his other hand, he
punched me and | fdll back onto the bench and down from the bench to the pavement, beneath the table.
| landed on my side and flipped onto my back.

'Fuck!" | heard Stan say. 'Hetried to kill me!’
Stan'sleg was directly next to me. | till had the pencil. | looked at it. Thetip wasn't broken.

| drew my arm back and jammed the pencil with al the strength | could muster into the Sde of Stan's
caf. It penetrated deep. Stan wrenched hisleg away from me. The pencil snapped in haf, hdf of itin my
hand, the other half imbedded in hisleg.

'OVWMWMM!' Stan screamed. He jumped up onto the bench. | looked over and saw Jeff's legs quickly
disappear from beneath the table, asif he thought | had awhole bunch of very sharp pencilswith me.

Stan hopped around on one leg on the bench, crying. He reached down and tried to get the pencil out of
hisflesh. He couldn't. Blood was spurting out of hisleg. His uniform pants were soaked red.

| heard people running my way. | tilted my head back, looked behind me. Sister Gregory wasjolting
toward me,

her black gown flipping up around her thin legs. Nancy was next to her, crying. Gary and Tar were
running behind them. They were each precarioudy clutching five or Six turtles againgt their chests. They
had found them in the woods.

Sister Gregory'swrinkled old face ducked down below the table. Her gray eyes stared straight at me.
She looked angry.

'‘Ask him what he did to me,' | whispered.

Her arm snapped out, grabbing me beneath my shoulder. She dragged me out from benegth the table.
Another nun arrived. Shetold Stan to sit down and everything would be al right. Sister Gregory picked
me up at the biceps and held metherein the air, marching toward the school.



‘Jmmy Gunn!' shesaid.

'‘Let himgo!" Tar screamed. He later told me he thought she was taking me to reform school. He hit her
with the only thing he had: the turtles. He hurled the creatures a her like bombs. Therewasa clunk! as
one struck the side of her head. She turned and saw another one coming. Gary looked over at my
brother and then back a me. He began throwing turtles at her aswell. The old nun dropped me, trying to
cover her face. Amphibians cracked and splattered around her.

My father tightened his grip on my underarm, his thumb digging between the muscles. He jogged down
the stairsinto the basement. | wasin my underwesr. | tripped down behind him, dipped. The carpet on
the gtairs burned the back of my leg. My father threw me up against the wal. Thiswas the room where
wewould talk when | got in trouble.

"You know how much money this is going to cost me? Do you have ANY IDEA?
| hung my head to avoid his gaze.

"That boy's going to be on crutches for a month!”

| looked over at astuffed clown lying on the couch.

'Good,' | mumbled.

"WHAT? My father grabbed my hair. ""WHAT DID YOU SAY?
‘Nothing.'

‘WHAT...DID ... YOU ... SAY?

'It'sgood!’ | spit out. | began to cry. My father brought hisarm across my face. | dammed back against
thewd| and fell.

'It'sgood!" | cried.
'How could you say—!" My father kicked mein thetorso. | crawled away on thefloor.

IT'SGOOD! IT'SGOOD! IT'SGOOD! IT'SGOOD!" | was sobbing, the kind that came from the
lungs. My father followed by my side, he bent down toward my face, his elbows on his knees.

"You cripple a boy and you say it's good?!"
'EXTREMELY GOOD!" | screeched.

My father whined through his angry closed mouth. He kicked mein short, quick strokes. | hid my head
behind my mother's sewing table, but no more of me could fit behind there. My father's hed came down
on the base of my spine. | plopped down, splayed out flat. Tar was Sitting on the sairs. Hisface was
between therails. He was screaming.

'Sopit!" hecried. 'Dad! Sop it! DON'T!'

My father dowed and stopped. He stood over me, staring down. He started to cry, then bit hislipsand
pulled it back in.

"There's something wrong with you," he whispered. "That's something that psychopaths think.
Psychopathsthink that it'sal right to cripple people!



| wouldn't look at him. He has nothing to do with me, | thought. He's the type that spits on smaller kids
and throws soccer bals at their heads.

My father turned away. As his footsteps disappeared upstairs | closed my eyes. | turned there with my
back against thewall. Tar came down and knelt next to me. He reached out and touched my shoulder.
He was sobbing.

| was having avison. Wewerein alifeboat on the ocean. Me and Tar and Gary and Nancy. The sun
was bright. It glittered in rivulets on the water's surface. Nancy was whittling something from ablock of
wood. Tar and | were playing Othello, the travel verson so that the black and white circleswouldn't spill
off the board as the boat rocked. And Gary was singing softly, hisvoice afluid soprano. 'Come and
knock on our door. We've been waiting for you." Thelifeboat floated toward an idand, an idand more
beautiful than any we had ever seen, with monkeys and pandas and lemurs, |esf-eatersdll.

And the continents behind us were blackened. Everyone there was dead. They were al horribly charred.

They put me on suspension for two weeks. When | came back there was a crumpled drawing stuffed in
my desk. | pulled it out and looked &t it.

It was sgned G.H.

The Pigeon

| had met awoman in abar the night before. Her name was Madeleine. She was a divorcée with
enormous breasts. Maybe she was forty-four or forty-six. | didn't like her very much, and shewas no
beautty, but she had taken my hand in hers and licked it. This gave me a hard-on, the kind you can't help
and fed queasy about. She was showing off to her other old friends that she could excite ayoung guy. It
wassck. Sheinvited meto her flat afterward. There was beer there. My decision-making processwasin
bad shape a the time.

Bill, I'm going home with the broad in the glitter dress”

'l think you should reconsider that,’ Bill said.

'Or maybe Y OU should reconsider it, Bill,' | said.

The hag pulled me away and toward the door. My pal made a disgusted face.

Made eine was sucking me off. There was abottle of beer on the nightstand by my side. I'd reach over
and gulp some of it. The blow job wasn't provoking any reaction in me.

'‘Areyou afag? she asked.

‘Occasiondly. Liketonight.' | didn't know what this meant, but a the time| thought it was pretty funny. |
darted giggling. The poor old lady got angry.

‘Let'stry something ese,' she said. She got on her back and hiked up her dress. She pulled down her
panties. She wanted me to eat her pussy.

'l don't remember reading about that in the schedule of events'’

'‘Come on!’ sheyelled. | looked down and she had her hand between her legs, diddling hersalf.



'From now on I'm going sober. It happened to my brother and my father. Now it'smy turn, | guess.
There are somethings| don't want to see.’

'Faggot!" Madeleine shouted. She turned on her side. Her back was to me. She masturbated to orgasm.
Then shefell adeep, and | felt relieved. | passed out for a couple of hours.

When | woke the daylight was coming in through the window. There was a clock that told meit was six
am. Madeleine snored.

| went through her drawers searching for something to stedl. The old bitch had practicaly raped me! |
said to mysdlf. A string of pearls was benesth some brightly colored swesters. | put them in my pocket.
A headache wasinching itsway up my neck.

A bottle of Cutty Sark wasin her kitchen cabinet. | found a clean glass and sat down at the kitchen table.
| drank aquarter of the bottle. | thought about alot of things, like how other people had things to think
about, and thingsto do, and driving passions and interests, and how | didn't. There were only the toys,
which, redly, werefoolish. | cried alittle bit. | screwed the cap back on the Cutty Sark and put it away.
My headache was gone.

Onmy way out | thought about how the string of pearls might have been a gift from Madeleinesfather
before he died. Goddammit! | thought. Now | couldn't go through withit. | threw them on top of the
cabinet, so shewouldn't

find them for along time and think they were missng. That was punishment enough. Then | |&ft.

| walked down to Centra Park to find some answers. The sky was amagnificent blue, the color of the
1973 Zerak the Destroyer robot. It was warm for March.

| sat on apark bench and | watched the birds. | enjoyed them, abunch of little creatures, running around,
happy, eating things. Inspired by the birds, | began to imagine an ided human life, akind of worriless
ornithicliving. | wasfedling better until | remembered | had to be at work in an hour and ahdf. This
made me remember how dark existence actualy was. | had told Coral would fill infor her on the day
shift. A bird would have never done that.

| walked out of Central Park and up onto the Ssdewak. There, stting on aVolvo's hood, wasasmal,
beautiful girl with brown hair, dmost black, that hung over her face. The girl nibbled on the nail of her
pinkie finger. She was reading abook. Her legs—which I'll describe as willowy—stretched down the
hood of the Volvo. A cressein her navy dacks dissected each leg lengthwise. But most strikingly: A pale
blue vein traveled down her temple and curled beside her eye; shelooked amazingly like Greta
Holthausen, my first crush. Thisgirl was younger than Gretawould be today, and her hair was dark
ingtead of blond. But ill.

The girl turned a page. The book was old and faded. This girl was probably the typeto say sheliked old
books because they had asmell, a history, aflavor to them. Fuck that philosophy, | thought. I'd rather
have new books, books that haven't had al the juices wrung out of them by idiots.

Oh, | was drunk.

| headed down the sidewalk. | placed the girl in the corner of my eye as| passed her. | commanded
mysdlf: Think of something clever to say. But my skull was an empty cavern with only the dull echoes of
Take Five bouncing around inside.

The girl pushed her hair from her face. Her black eyes seemed to be dl pupils. Purple-red lipstick



shesthed her boxy lips. It was the only makeup she wore. She so resembled my memory of Greta
Holthausen that her face was now replacing the memory in my mind. The word witchery, it was on her
likemorning.

| avoided stepping in some gum.

Thegirl's pupilswereflipping up and then returning to the book. Party Going, by Henry Green. At first |
thought she was looking at me. Then | followed her gazeto ared car parked in front of the Volvo. A
bouncing grayness was near the car's rear Firestone.

A pigeon, white with gray swirls, was between the curb and thetire. It had abloody wing with aninch
scraped away to reveal bone. A few feathers stuck up at awkward angles. One of the pigeon's legswas
aloosg, stringy thing. The pigeon did asad dance, jerking itself around thetire. It seemed to betrying to
push itswing back into place. Maybe it had been hit by acar. Or maybe it had fallen adeep and dropped
out of atree, although | wondered if that was possible. | stopped and watched it. The pigeon triggered
many emotionsin me, the onesyou'd guess. My face didn't register them.

| looked at the girl and shelooked back at me. Of our two faces hers was the more adequate sensor. It
intoned bewilderment.

‘There's something wrong with that bird,' she said.
‘Thispigeon,’ | said, ‘isnot happy.'

' think it'sdying.’

"That would congtitute something wrong.'

'l don't know wheat to do.’

‘Lots of peoplewould think you should kill it." | fumbled with a piece of lint insde my pocket. | wastrying
to think of away to usethis pigeon asathruway to the girl.

She kept her place in the book with her finger as she did down the side of the VVolvo. Her pants were
pleated, pushed out by small but firm hips. She cameto my side and folded her arms as she looked down
at the bird. She had the fresh smdll of achild. | tasted Cutty in my mouth and tried not to bresthe in her
face.

'l had to kill afrog once,' | said. 'But that was areptile.’

The girl nodded as she stared at the bird. She pursed her lips and twisted them to the side. A bus passed
infront of us. | could smell the burnt fudl.

'What should we do? she asked.

| shrugged. 'Y ou can have the responsibility of deciding since you saw it first. But if you want meto do
thekilling, I'll kill it for you.'

Shewinced but didn't look at me.

'Although | don't enjoy destroying creatures,’ | said. 'Not pigeons at least. | admire them. They'reableto
get fat without much effort, mooching off the charity of others. Therésaman in Harlem hasapigeon
circus!



Thegirl wasfixing hersdf acigarette. An Hermés scarf was draped over her shoulder. Greta Holthausen
would never have had one of those; her parents were poor and she lived in a house that had wooden
planksfor agarage.

'Do you think he wants to die? she asked.

'Held probably just roll out into the street if he did. Mercy killing, | guess, isunder the presumption that
we know better than they do.'

'Do you think avet could fix him?

| shrugged.
Sheflicked her fingersin the direction of the VVolvo.
'l haveabox inthere!

The window was open. Hot air swallowed my face and neck. The Volvo had the milky windshield of a
heavy smoker, but besides that it was clean. The pigeon'swing dapped againgt theinsde of the
cardboard box, which I held on my lap. This beat countered the rhythm of the radio.

The girl looked at the bird. Her face froze halfway between polite smile and grimace. Her iriseswere as
dark asthe pigeon's. She hadn't said, but | knew she asked me aong because the dying bird frightened
her. So far she had been stony and cool and had mostly ignored me.

| looked at the bird. Its body inflated and deflated with desperate, panicked breath. It made me fed sad
and sck. Then | looked at the girl. She made mefed desire. | wastouching more parts of mysdlf at once
than ever before.

We passed aMcDonald's.
'l just thought of something,’ | said. ‘A dog or a cat would have come dong and eaten thisguy.'
The girl looked in her rearview mirror as she switched lanes.

'l thought of that,' she said. She stretched her back and her small breasts momentarily became prominent.
'l couldn't leave him there. But | couldn't smash his head either.’

| thought, but didn't say, | could have done ether. It was only abird, and abird from one of the planet's
scummier peciesto boot. But, ill, it felt good to be doing agood deed that | personaly didn't haveto
shell out money for. The Y ellow Pages veterinarians page, which | had torn from abooth outsde the
museum, crinkled beneath my leg.

Thegirl glanced a me.

I'm Evelyn.'

'I'm James. Saw you reading Henry Green.'
'You're areader?

'Signs, postcards, television credits.’

'I'mreading it, Green, for school. But | likeit. I'd read it anyway.'



‘Good for you.'
'Y our accent isn't New York.'
'Saint Louis. I've been herefive years:

At 232 West 22nd Street Evelyn owed. She looked up at the address and then at me, and | said,
'Y eah, thisistheright place, thisisit." | looked a my watch. | was supposed to be at the hospita in two
minutes. Screw it, | thought.

'So it's not apet? the vet asked again. He wore Theodore Roosevelt glasses. In fact, helooked alittle
bit like Teddy Roosevelt al around, a Teddy Roosevelt whose ass | could kick. A poster with pictures of
al the different types of cats was on the wal behind his head.

'No,' | said.

‘But welike him, Evelyn said. 'He's not afraid of us. He let James pick him up.’

The vet squinted, leaned on the counter, removed his glasses, and rubbed his naked eyes. A sted rolling
table was besde me. | scanned it for something to swipe while he was distracted. There wasn't anything |
could dispose of—aglassjar filled with cotton balls, abox of plastic gloves, abox of red thermometer

tips, some bandages, atiny photo of an ugly woman. | dipped the picture of the ugly woman in my back
pocket. For the hell of it.

'Wdll, I'm going to have to suggest that you euthanize,' the vet said.
| shook my head in disgppointment.

'Y ou're asking usto step into an ethical black hole,' | said.
'l broke my arm asachild,’ Evelyn said. 'No one wanted to euthanize me.’

'And, honestly, doc, that's just thetip of theiceberg,' | told him, not really knowing what | meant but
feding like amaverick nevertheless. The girl's black eyesfocused hard on me.

So the veterinarian fixed the bird. He rubbed some ointment on the wound and, on my suggestion, added
acouple of gitchesthere aswell. He dressed the broken wing in ading of cloth. He braced the leg with
two tongue depressors and wrapped it in tape. When the job was finished, the vet handed us a bottle of
medicine and said to place it on the wound twice aday to check any infection. He passed us some extra
dings. Evelyn charged the seventy-five bucksto her MasterCard. The vet nodded good-bye as we | eft.
The weather wasn't quite as hot asit had been. We got into Evelyn's VVolvo and moved up Broadway
toward my gpartment in Harlem.

The pigeon wheezed twice, loudly, and died.

| dug the hole with my hands. Evelyn packed the excess dirt into atight pile on the sde of the hole.
Insects droned on around us. Birds did many kinds of tweets. Over the trees surrounding us, skyscrapers
sprouted, dighting the dark celling of sky.

'Isit safeto bein the park thislate? Evelyn asked. Her voice was soft with ahusky corner.

'l have apocketknife. With that | can protect us. If someone chalenges meto aknifefight it will be just
like West Sde Sory."



"The Jets,' she whispered. The knees of her navy dacks were dusty with the dirt.

'Hip her inthere, Ev.'
'Should we touch her?

| bent over and lifted the bird from the box. The body wasalittle stiff. | st her inthe hole. ASEvelyn
pushed the dirt into the grave, her hand grazed the hairs on my wrist. A speck of dirt sat on the pigeon's
open black eye. And then the dirt came down and covered her completely. | stamped the earth down

withmy pams

'Perhaps you should say afew words," Evelyn said.

‘A few words?

'l think it would be agood idea, to say something. Since we were her last friends.’

‘All right.' | cleared my throat. | looked up at the ky. | raised my cupped handsto my sides, imagining |
looked like Saint Francis. This made mefed saintly, which made me want to cry because of al the bad
things| had doneinlife.

'God, take care of thispigeon,' | said. 'Even though we took her to avet who didn't like her and we
thought she was amae pigeon, she dtill didn't bite me and give me adisease. Thank you.'

"That was beautiful. Should | make alittle crosswith sticks?
"You bdievein that stuff?
'No. | could draw ayin-and-yang symbol inthedirt.’

‘The only religion that's worse than one that started most warsin history is one that hasn't sarted any
warsat al. Let'sjust set arock on top so acat won't dig her up.’

Whichwedid.

'Wait." | pulled the framed photo of the woman out of my back pocket. 'Since thiswoman's husband had
agreat part in the murder, the pigeon gets this memento.’

| propped the photograph atop the rock. Evelyn squealed and she laughed and | laughed too. We were
both laughing.

We backed up the hill beside the grave: acircle of dirt with arock at the center and an ugly woman's
photograph on top of that. We watched it. A jet passed overhead, wingslined with red lights. |
wondered if the grasswould stain my dacks. Evelyn lit acigarette and, after amoment, | did aswell. A
blessing of cool air swept down upon us, washing away the harsh heet of the day. It wasthetime of day
when, asachild, Tar, Nancy, Gary, and | would capture lightning bugs for our bug farms. The sounds
around me seemed sharper. Every time Evelyn shifted | heard: fabric rubbing fabric, nicotine escaping
from her lungs, her buttocks againgt the grass, blades bending then springing free again. The smoke from
our mouthsintermingled and disappeared.

'Not too many boyswould do this,' she said.
‘Boys, heh. 'ma"boy."’



"You're agood guy, to do this!'
| shrugged and | took adrag.
'Maybe | have aconfession,’ | said. 'If you weren't S0 stunning | probably wouldn't have come aong.’

Evelyn folded her knees up to her chest and hid her mouth behind them. She stared forward, where a
fountain was mostly hidden by trees.

'Maybe | didn't care about the pigeon as much as| pretended either,’ Evelyn said.

The Meteor
"Where were you last week, Jamesie? Lou asked.

‘James was with hisnew girly-friend, Bill said. 'He's spent every day thisweek with her. And she's
nineteen.’

'Nineteen, whoa,' said Lou. 'Tell me about her.' He took the box of Christmas Treesfrom me. | noticed
that Lou was missing part of hisright pinkie finger. It was bandaged up.

'No,' | said. 'What happened to your finger?
‘These guys,' Lou said. 'Everyone takeslife so serioudy.’

I'll tell you about her,' Bill said. 'She wears suede jackets with alot of tassels, crimps her hair, and hasan
extra pussy on the back of her head.'

'AN EXTRA PUSSY ON THE BACK OF HER HEAD!? Penny whistle said, amost falling off the
Alicein Wonderland mushroom.

'He'skidding,' | said.

'Oh,' Pennywhistle said. 'Man, if | saw abitch with avaginaon the back of her head. I'd belike, "That's
someweird fucking shit.” I'd belike, "When did | fal on fucking Mars?" "

'He and the new chick are going away together thisweekend,' Bill said.

'Redlly? Lou said.

I likeher,'| sad.

Lou and Pennywhistle and Bill looked at one another and began to laugh.

'Whoa,' Pennywhistle said. He darted around the mushroom statue, looking cautioudly up into the sky.
'What are you doing, freak? | said.

‘Looking for the fucking meteor,” Pennywhistle said. 'Y ou LIKE somebody. That's adefinite sgn of the
coming fucking 'pocdypse.’

| amiled.
'He's liked people before,' Bill said.

'Likewho? Lou said.



‘Me!'

'l don't likeyou,' | said. 'It'sjust easier getting toys with two people.’
'No, come on, dude, be serious. Admit that you like me."

'l am serious. To meyou're just there!'

Lou and Pennywhistle sarted laughing.

'No, serioudy, James!'

'What am | supposed to do?Lie?| hate you.'

‘Comeon!’

Lou and Pennywhistle laughed harder and Bill got angrier and angrier.

'No, redly, Bill. It's not that there's anything wrong with you. It'sjust that you don't have much of a
persondity.’

'Helikesme,' Bill said to Lou. 'l know he does.'
A Bomb Between Us

One week Evelyn's aunt and uncle went vacationing to one of the many foreign countries. Normally, they
lived on Long Idand, and we invaded their home during their absence. Above the mantel was arococo
engraving that | despised.

Evelyn had gone to the store to buy swordfish. The liquor cabinet was dainty with four thin legsand
|attice doorsthat flaunted its contents. | fixed mysdlf an old-fashioned, in honor of Evelyn's uncle, who
was the conservative type. After downing three more, | brushed my teeth. | brushed my tongue. |
brushed my throat until it made me gag and the smell of whiskey was gone.

After the swordfish dinner, Evelyn pinched my whiskerswith her long fingernails.

'Why don't you ever shave? she asked. She was Sitting on my lap. Her knees were draped over thearm
of the couch.

'l did three days ago,' | told her.

'l shaved brand-new for you. Fed.' Evelyn put my hand on the inside of her knee, below her sundress,
and | fdt the smooth skin there. Other women had pulled this sametrick, but it still gave mewood. My
penis sprung up Eveyn's crack. She giggled, gloating, and kicked her legs alittle.

Evelyn grabbed my pinkie in one hand and my thumb in the other.
‘There'saplace | want to show you, where | went alot asachild,’ she said.
Isitfar?

'Down the street.’

'Let'sgo.



'We can drive.'

My mouth played in the furrows between Evelyn'sribs. Her chest was like aboy's except for nipples
pointing up straight. Her right nipple surfed the skin between my index finger and thumb. My legswere
squashed against the car door, bent up awvkwardly behind me. My calves and feet framed Evelyn'svison
of the pond. That was where she and her brother would play Billy Goats Gruff when they werelittle on
tripsto vist her aunt and uncle.

'It'slike being teenagers again,’ Evelyn said.
"You're only nineteen.’
‘Likein high school, then.’

A triangle of moonlight cut apie dicein her face. Thelower lids of her eyes protruded just abit,
mimicking happiness.

My elbow knocked open an ashtray on the back of the front seat. Evelyn's cold hands did down the
back of my pants. My belt was open and it jangled. She brought her hands up and unbuttoned my shirt.
Shetraced her fingernail down the curve of my dight pectoral muscle.

‘Tattoos. How many?
"Two. | s have atattoo of apenison my penis, only larger. Thisoneis cool, though. Y ou like him?

The lizard had fire-red eyes and an emotionless expression. Hetwisted around himself inacircle. Evelyn
placed

her lips on my chest and poked out just thetip of her tongue and ran it the length of thelizard'stail.

' don't like tattoos,' she said.

| ran my fingers down the bumps of her spine, over her dab of hip, under her sundress, up her inner thigh.
| cupped her crotch in the palm of my hand. The damp and secret heat beneath the cotton made my heart
best faster. She pushed the veiled hole against my hand. She lifted her leg, cramming her ankle beneath
the headrest. | stretched the panties aside with my thumb. My finger wandered up the fleshy tent, into the
moigt, onto her clit. Evelyn opened her mouth. She made aface. It reminded me of the pleasure-pain
expression women in Japanese pornography had. | kissed her hard to knock thisimage away. Evelyn's
tongue wiggled inside my mouth. Her hand was around my cock.

'Indde,' she muttered.

She twisted my cock sideways. It wasn't pleasant. She sucked on my shoulder. The vinyl seat squeaked
inour swegt as our bodies shifted. Evelyn squeezed, amighty kung fu grip, and the heimet of my penis
ballooned with blood. My breath quickened.

| said her name.

Andthen | said, 'lI'd bresk my own sternum with a blackjack for you. I'd do anything.'

‘James, James,' Evelyn panted; my new favorite song, a chart topper on the planet of my brain.

For amoment, we were till. Thetip of my cock rested between the folds of her pussy. Warm.
‘Let'skeep it there forever,' | whispered. 'Just dmost, but not quite. Everything up until now has been



unique, right? But sex is essentially the same, essentialy the same from cunt to cock to cock to cunt. All
relationships are equalized after it. Let'sStay likethis, Evelyn. Let'srefuseto belike the rest of theworld.'

Evelyn pointed her chin toward me, smiled, and shook her head. Three drops of swest lined her upper
lip. She gripped my shaft. She thrust the sphere of her hips up, and she plunged me down deep inside
her.

Our bodies smacked for some moments. Evelyn's eyes sprung tears. Shewasfdling in love, you see.
'Don't do that,’ | whispered.

'I'm happy.'

'Dependableisn't one of my primary character traits.’

Evelyn grabbed my head in both her hands. She placed my skull next to her own, pulling it close, and
ground our heads together. It was abit painful, and frustrating; no matter what effort she exerted the two
orbs were not going to merge.

Let'snot lieto oursalves, | thought. Let's not make connectionswhere there aren't any. | kissed Evelyn's
cheek.

| grabbed onto her buttocks asif they were everything | had ever lost. My penis bounced on the drum of
her womb. And the guilt came attacking, asit did so often when my defenses were down.

| remembered the screaming, and the juices from the open skull duicing down my hand.

The mass of memoriestwisted in their tunnd behind me. | gripped even moretightly to Evelyn'sassso |
wouldn't be dragged back into it. The faces of the women | had fucked swirled behind me, each one
gazing a me with disgppointment and disgust. How they al hated me. Shut up! | thought.

| thrust twice and emptied mysdlf into Evelyn Mako. For aminute there was no me. | was nothing.
Evelyn pulled my head even closer. She started to squedl.

Goddamn, | thought. | looked out the car window.

Gnats clustered around a street lamp. Evelyn kissed my collarbone. She buried her facein my neck. |
petted her soft dark hair. Love's so strange when you take it apart.

Her hair wasin her eyes. Her eyes were shaped like dmonds. Her heart was beating, beating, beating a
milliontimes
'I have never fucked likethat, she said. I have never, | didn't know | could sense anyone so much. Do

you fed it? 1 know you do.' Evelyn lay on the backseat and | lay on Evelyn. Her hip nestled in the sweaty
hollow of mine. She touched her fingersto my brow. 'A bomb between us,’ she said.

| did from her body. | propped my ass on the edge of the seat. | had to hunch; the celling of the Volvo
was low. The moonlight shonein the sweat on Evelyn Mako's tummy, a concave swoop and turn of light.
| thought, So thisiswhat the word swoon means, what sheis doing to me now. It'stricky, shesgot a
way withit.

Her dark eyeswaited for my voice. | turned toward the car window and wiped the steam away with my
fingers, clearing acircle there for us. Outside there was a pond; there were tennis courts, a basketball



hoop, a statue of aboy with the arm broken off, tulipslining a boscage, houses, and stars. It was dark.
Some of the windows in some of the houseswerelit. After dl thistime, | had fallen back into the
suburbs.

'Yes' | said. 'l fed that way too." A Marlboro Red dangled from my mouth. | tilted my head to the Side,
caught aglimpse of mysdlf in the rearview mirror. Evelyn didn't know about the four old-fashioneds. Bt |
could seethem in my face, pae with eyeswithered and pink. | struck amatch. | cupped my hands over
theflame.

Evelyn wiped her vaginawith my handkerchief.
'I'll wash thisfor you,' she said.
'Forget it. Tossit out. Jiz stans!

Evelyn touched my back with damp fingers. | peered through the clear circle. A line of duckswaddled
into the pond. A brown mamma duck led—one, two, three, four, five—five ducklingsinto the water.

‘Littleducks,' | said. The smoke rose from my cigarette, the white contrasting the car's blue interior.

Evedyn'sarm dipped around my neck. Her caves did up over my ssomach, her ankles crossing a my
belly button. Her nipple grazed my shoulder blade. Her wet spot was at the base of my spine. Evelyn, a
warm blanket on my back.

'l loveyou,' she whispered.
"That issmilar to my fedings,' | told her.

She scraped her nose on the nape of my neck. She scraped her nose on thetip of my spine. Her mouth
came down where her nose had last been, sending tremors up my back.

‘James, Evelyn said. | felt her mouth become a smile againgt my neck. Then she leaned sideways over
the front seet, stretching her arm toward some tissues on the dash. | placed my hand on her thigh. | held
her there, firmly.

'Stay whereyou are,' | whispered. 'l like you there. It'slike having my heart wrapped around my body.'
"That would mean you don't have a heart insde yourself!'

Grass danted in the wind outside. | had counted the ducklings wrong. There were six, not five of them.
They floated on the pond in curling patterns.

A Little Cream

Oh, Damia, you areanidiot,’ | said. | dropped my head against my figts. 'Oh no, oh no. Y ou could have
confided your troubles to anyone in the world and you chose Phil Sandine? | looked at Bill. 'Oh, God,
we're fucked. We are super fucked.'

Damiawas on the couch in her gpartment. Her makeup was smeared from tears. Her lower lip buckled
in. Bill was sitting beside her. He hed her under hisarm.

I'm sorry,' shecried. 'He said if | ever had problems. . . | could cometo him ... he said he could be
trusted."



‘Goddammit!" | hit the wall beside me afew times. When | noticed the plaster was cavingin, | did it one
more time and then stopped.

'l just was fedling alittle bad about things ... | wasfeding down . . . therésno oneto tak to about this.
'What isBill?Bill isno one? Areyou calling Bill no one?!"
Damia sobbed.

| spoke calmly: 'Y ou could havejust said if you didn't want to do it, Damia Bill, James, | don't want to
do this— that'sal you would have had to say.'

Bill gave me an incredulouslook. Then he turned and looked & Damia. Hisfacid expression completely
changed.

"Y ou know what would happen to us, babe? he said

softly. 'Me and James might go to jail for awholelot of years:

'Uh-uh. Wrong. Not jail, prison. Jail isfun compared to that.' | paced back and forth in front of the
couch. 'Y ou and me are going to be fucked in the ass by some huge white power motherfucker, and his
huge cock isgoing to be sticking AIDS in my ass, and you know what I'm going to be thinking? I'm going
to bethinking, thisis Damia gticking her cock inmy ass throwing her AIDS into me!' | stopped and
looked down at her. 'Damia, thereé's no way that that fucking Sandineis going to be able to bring thisto
the cops like he sayswithout bringing you into it too. Do you know that? Do you know you're the first
cause?

Thefirst . . . cause? Damiasaid.

"Y ou've fucking unloaded forty thousand dollars worth of pharmaceutica's out onto the street thisyear.

Y ou would have thought you would have picked up abook and read about your craft somewhere dong
the way. Since you're too vacuousto do that, let metell you. Thelaw hasavery well planned out
hierarchy to do with drug dedlers. On the bottom rung are the lowly pushers, such as our good friends,
Lou and Pennywhistle. They're agood catch for the cops, but the system will gladly trade two of them
for two of their suppliers, intermediary suppliers asthey may be. That's me and Bill. But the real Holy
Grail, the person who the fucking copswill jump up and down and do ahigh-fivefor isthefirst cause, the
place where dl the drugs originate. Damia, you fucking stupid imbecile, that's you!'

Damias mouth, silent at first, opened wider and wider. Her eyes spilled thick tears and then came the
wall. | grabbed my jacket and walked toward the door.

Phil Sandine crossed the hospital parking lot, took his keys from his pocket, and began to unlock his
Chevy Capris. |

scraped my cigarette out on the brick wall and headed toward him.
‘Comeon,' | said.

"That the motherfucker? Penny whistle asked.

s

'He probably never owned atoy in hislife!



Unlikely.

Phil Sandine was a bodybuilding pharmacist who worked with Damia. He had curly hair, short on the
sidesand long in back. Helooked like amodd for romance-nove covers. Pennywhistle crept up behind
him and stuck the barrel of the .34 in hisneck. | leaned against the car beside him, and breathed in

deeply.

‘That door open yet? Penny said to him.

Sandine's face began to quiver. He turned pale. He nodded.
'Okay, let'sget in,' | said.

Sandine got in the driver's seat and Pennywhistle got in the rear. | walked around and got in on the
passenger side. When | did, Sandine turned and looked at mein apitiful way. Perspiration had broken
out along hisforehead. His scul pted Roman face seemed about to cry. | felt sorry for him. So | punched
himin theface ashard as| could. His head snapped to the side. | had caught his chin in astrange way
and it hurt my hand.

'What are you doing, man?' Pennywhistle said.

'l just got angry.' | cradled my fistin my pam.

Sandine turned to face me and he was blubbering. A splotch of blood widened on hislower lip.
'I'm sorry! | swear | won't tell anybody! | swear!'

'Fuck, you got ahard face.' | kneaded my knuckles; they were going to be bruised. 'Why the fuck are
you doing this, Sandine?

Pennywhistle shoved the gun into the back of his head.

Sandinelifted his hands up by hissides. He wept like achild.

"Yeah, man, why are you doing this? Pennywhistle shouted. 'l ought to kill you for even thinking
about it. You hear that, punk? If you think about saying anything to anyone, | mean even your
fucking Aunt Mathilda, I'm taking you down! You don't know who you're fucking with, honky. Me
and my Negro friends have a fucking army. This thing is too fucking big for you.'

'Shut up, Pennywhidtle,' | said.

Penny's mouth dropped open in awe.
'What?!'

'l said shut up. | don't want to do this!'
"That's exactly what you told me to say!'
'Well, | changed my mind."

'Oh, fuck, man. First you come in and fucking smack him. Then you tell meto shut up. Y ou know how
long it took to memorize that shit?

Sandine's hands were trembling at the Sdes of hishead. | looked at him out of the corner of my eye.



'I'm sorry for punching you,’ | mumbled.

'What do you want meto do? he said.

'Put your hands down. Somebody's going to come by and see that, they're going to think it's peculiar.'
Sandine dowly lowered his hands. Pennywhistle dumped back into the sest.

Thisistotally fucking unprofessond,' Pennywhistle said. "Y ou give me ascript, man, tell mewhat to say.
I'm talking two hours of memorization, man. | am pissed.

'I'm gonna punch you in asecond,’ | said.
'Me?Y oure gonna punch me? Pennywhistle started laughing. 'Oh, that's rich!”

| looked at Sandine, who had acquired a strange,

nervous smile. Herewas my test. | was going to live honestly. How Evelyn would want it. | took the
jump.

‘Ligten,’ | said to him. "We were gonna.come in here and scare the shit out of you, tell you you were
gonnaget killed if you spoke to the cops about what you know. We had thislittle play to put on that was
gonnamake me look innocent, which I'm not. | don't want to do some stupid scam to you. | guessyou
didn't really do anything that wrong. | don't mind humiliating someone who deservesit, but now I'm going
againgt my own mora code to save my ass. Sorry | hit you.'

That'sdl right,' Sandine said.
'Hal" Pennywhistle said.
| pointed to myself.

'l am not abad guy. | try not to physically hurt people who don't deserveit. | believein freetrade, and |
think that if someone wantsto buy drugs they should be ableto. | do not feel bad about stedling from the
big guys, in this case, Saint Dominic's, owned by the Catholic Church, who tells starving countries they
will go to Hdll if they use birth control. That makesme angry so | do not fed guilty steding from them.
Granted, thismay dl bearationdization.’ | looked down into my lap. ‘This girl—Eveyn, her name's
Evelyn—has got me dl wound up. She's even got me stopped drinking. Eight days now.' | looked at
Sandine. 'Y ou ever beenin love?

'Y ou got to be fucking kidding me, James,' Pennywhistle said. 'Fucking two hours of memorization and
now it'sthefucking Love Connection.’

'Yeah,' Sandinesaid. 'lI've beenin love!

'Y eah? What was she like?

'‘Shewas. . . blond. She worked in human resources, here at the hospital .’
'‘Good body? She pump theiron?

Sandine nodded.

'‘What was her name?



'‘Michdle'

""Michdl€e" comesfrom "Michad," which means"Whoislikethe Lord?" in Hebrew. Did you know
that?

‘No.'

'S0 every time you're saying her name you're asking aquestion.’ | ran my finger dong asilver line on the
dashboard.

"Y ou're not asking aquestion, moron,’ Pennywhistle said, his arms crossed tightly against his chest. They
mean "who islikethe Lord," asin the prepositiona phrase, "whoislikethe Lord." Michelle, whoislike
theLord.

'How do you know that? | asked.
'My born name was Michadl,' Pennywhistle muttered. ‘Moron.'

'Oh,' | said. '‘Anyway, | guess Evelyn's making me soft. Because | understand where you're coming from.
Y ou think were blackmailing Damiainto thisthing. | can't lieto you and say | wouldn't be bummed out if
she stopped. But it wouldn't be the end of theworld. | can dways figure out some other way to make a

living.

"Y ou might fed better if you did,” Sandine said.

Pennywhistle poked Sandinein the back of hishead with hisfinger.
'Don't you go teaming up with him now, shitheed,’ he said.

| looked from Sandine to Penny and an idea cameto me.

'Hey, Phil. Y ou ever consder scraping alittle cream off the top?
‘A little cream?

'Y ou got sections that Damia doesn't?

Sandine nodded.

'It'd bealot of money. You just take alittle from there every other week or so, get it to me.’
'Oh, man, | don't think so.’

'Y ou don't haveto doiit for long, just afew times so my partners become satisfied you're not going to rat
on them. Y ou get cash straight up. Y ou stop anytime you want. Be good to yourself, Phil. Get yoursdlf a
new car. This Caprisain't gonnacut it with the ladies anymore.’

| looked at him, raised my eyebrows, and pretended to be turning asteering whedl. | didn't know what
the hell I wasdoing. | had thought | was being honest at first, but now it seemed like maybe thiswasthe
place my ingtincts had been working to get me al aong.

Sandine was nodding dowly, starting to smile. Now werein awhole new ballgame, | thought. Enough
with the cheap robots. Now | could play with the big boys.

"Thisistheweirdest fucking approach | ever fucking seen in my whole fucking life, Pennywhistle said.



Something Big and Magnetic

Raindrops struck Charlieswindow. Meta backings propped up the action figuresin the window display.
Behind them stood us.

‘Charlie. Thisis Evelyn. Wanted to see the shop.'

'Hi,' Evelyn said. She was wearing the plaid skirt | had bought for her; it looked alot like the uniform
Greta Holthausen wore at Saint Ambrose.

'Well, hello there, young lady.' Charlie stuck out aswollen paw. A white and yellow sore was between
histhumb and finger. She put her tiny hand in his. Charlie shook it vigoroudy, her thin arm whipping up
and down.

A kid was at the back of the store, looking at the display of Shogun Warriors. He was pounding hisfist in
abasebdl glove.

'l love those fucking Japs, man, | love those fucking Japs!' he said, over and over.

Evelyn waked dowly around the front of the store, taking it al in. She put her purse on the counter. |
walked to one of the glass cases. On two shelves were rocket ships and flying saucers and other rusty,
cdedid gems.

'Hey, Evelyn.' | motioned toward the case with my hand. 'Come here and seethis!’

Evelyn came up to my side. She propped her hair behind

one of her ears. The ear was alittle saucer.
"These here, these are some of thetin toys| can't afford yet,' | told her.

"Y ou woulda been able to afford them, James," Charlie said, 'had you used one of my payment plans
instead of coming in here and buying them chintzy hundred-dollar robots every other day.’

Evelyn gazed at the space mobiles. One of the flying saucers had three wire stems coming out of it. At the
end of each stem was an astronaut with abubble helmet.

'Oh, wow,' she said. 'They're excellent.’
Twenties through thefifties' | told her.

Charlierolled up next to us. A frayed pocket dangled from the back of hisjeans. Charlie pointed to a
rocket ship. A man poked his head out of the top, pointing agun.

"That one theré'saMarx Buck Rogers,’ he said. ‘It winds up. Works!'
'How much does something like that cost? Evelyn said.

'‘Aw, hdll, I'll give you aded on that one. Five grand.’

'Holy cow!" Evelyn said. Sherolled her head around asif she was dizzy.
'Ha-ha. Ain't kid's stuff.

| was leaning in toward the case.



‘Charlie's one of those evil guyswho destroys history by superimposing a price tag over everything,' |
sad. That'sthe problem with the collection racket. They substitute the true value of things, their beauty,
their memories, with a quantitative measure.”

| stared into the glass case. Buck Rogerss face was serious. He frowned. He had red lips. His cheeks
were pink.

'‘CharliesaDire Wraith,' | said.

'Ha-ha,' Charlie said. 'What'saDire Wraith? 1 think | have one of them in the back.' He waddled next to
us as we walked to the other end of the shop.

'Y ou know, James, I'm surprised to see you in here with apretty girl.'
'Why's that?

'l don't know. Y ou and Bill coming in heretogether dl the time | ways figured you were a couple of
homaosexuds.

'Y oure acharming man, Charlie!

'Wéll, you got to be to keep a place in business these days. Y ou wish that the quality of the place would
be all that you needed, but that just ain't the truth. Y ou gotta have a persondity behind it iswhat | dways

sy.
Evelyn stopped next to one of the many glass cases. She placed her finger on the corner.
‘These," she whispered.

"Them is mechanica banks, Charlie said. He pointed to one. The bank had so much paint chipped away
that it was amost black. There was a pitcher and abatter and a catcher. They were on aplaying field.
‘That there isthe Darktown Battery, he said. 'Y ou put a penny in the pitcher. Y ou pull back hisarm.
Whappo, he throwsit toward the batter. Batter swings. Misses! He turns his head to see where it went.'
Charlie whipped back his own head to demonstrate. 'The penny's disappeared into the catcher's chest!"
Charlielooked a Evelyn. Evelyn stared at the Darktown Battery. Wonderment played at her lips.

'Fuck computers,' Charlie said.

On my way acrossthe room, | spotted atiny yellow figure of awoman on the action-figure shelf.
'Shit,' | said. 'It'sEllen.’

'Who? Evelyn said.

'Ellen. My neighbor Nancy had her asakid. How much, Charlie?

‘Mmmm.. . . twenty-one.'

'Y oure afucking extortionist, man.’

'Ha-hal That ain't true. I'm not even limber enough to touch my toes!’
‘Not a CONtortionit, bitch, a— Just set her aside for me.’

'Okay. But her real name ain't Ellen. She was a camera-woman in the Fisher-Price TV van.'



I know.'
| walked over to the robots, five shalves of robots.
‘Thisisthe place,' | said to Evelyn. 'Come here.’

'Hdll, Evadon't want to see no damn robots,' Charlie said. He tramped to the back of the store. 'She
probably wants to see some dalls. Y ou want to see some dolls, honey? | got lots of dolls.’

'Leave her alone, you fat pusher,' | said.

'Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha,' Charlie said, loud and forced. His smile quickly dissipated. He walked to the back of
the store and squeezed behind the counter. He wrote something in his book. Evelyn cameto my side.

'Y ou're mean to him,’ she said.

'He's Satan.'

'He'sjally. He'safriendly man.

'Y ou've been had. He'sthe Lord of Darkness.'
Evelyn sucked in the corner of her mouth.
'He'sno Lord of Darkness,' she said.

'Look at my robots, babe.'

At the top were Hap Hazard, Space Explorer, Noguchi, Tomura, Topolino, Mr. Atom, Irwin: Man from
Mars, Laser 008, some Shogun Warriors, Flashy Jm, Robbie, Mr. Mercury, a Space Dog Tin, Moon
Explorer, Interplanetary Explorer, Mister Atomic, and awondrous Daiya. Below that were Mirror Man,
Mighty 8, Hi Bounce, Billy Blastoff, Diamond Planet Robot, Change-man Robot, Chief Robot Man,
Lantern Robot, Door Robot, Dino Robot, Thunder Robot, Atom Robot, Jupiter

Robot, Powder Robot, Tuliphead Robot, Nando, an Attacking Martian, another Thunder Robot,
Musica Drummer, Tetsujin 28, and more on down the line to the tiny wind-ups, Shoguns, and Astro
Boys on the bottom shelf. Evelyn's eyes werefilled with anew light. She had thelook. It didn't have
anything to do with brains or taste or character. It had to do with how you saw history, the history of the
world around you and the history of yoursdlf. It had to do with alonging for innocence. Bill had the look.
| guess| probably did. Now here was Evelyn. It wasdl over her.

Evelyn stopped hdfway down the block from the toy store. She put her hand over her lips.

'Oh, shooat. | forgot my purse.’

A light rain was coming down. We were both hunched over, trying to stay dry without umbrellas.
'Let'sgo back and get it,' | said.

I'll go get it. You wait here!’

'I'mfine, Evelyn. | can go.'

‘No. Wait here." Evelyn pivoted on her heel and turned. She kept her head down. Her fists moved back
and forth at her sides as she moved toward the store. Her green dress clung to her legsin dark, wet



grips. She amost ran into atall woman. Shelooked up at her. 'Sorry!" she said. And she swung around
her into Barlow's.

| followed dowly. | passed aliquor store ontheway. | walked insde. | looked at al the bottles on the
wals, smeled the dusty smell.

'l help you? an old Chinese man at the counter said.

‘No. No.'

| walked out.

| had been twelve days without adrink. | had been fedling good.

| looked in through Barlow's front window. Over the action-figure display | could see Evelyn and Charlie
at the counter. Just as| thought, the purse was an excuse. She was buying something for me. Charlie
placed anitemin asmal bag. Hetook her money. He said something. Evelyn smiled politely. Charlie said
something ese. Thistime Evelyn laughed.

It was when she laughed. Something big and magnetic pierced my gut. | grabbed my stomach. Y ou could
see Evelyn's mouth, open, teeth cutting loose like wild cattle. The big and magnetic thing went shuddering
through me. People walking behind me might have thought | was having aseizure. The feding bounded
up my chest, flowing through the cavity behind my breastplate. | bent over, clutching mysdlf. For aminute
| thought something fucked up was going to happen, like thetimes | had heard of when the spirit leaves
the body and floats up overhead |ooking down upon the world. But instead the shuddering radiated from
theinsde of my body to my skin and settled on mein awarm, wet way. It felt horrible and pleasant at
the sametime. It was something doomed. It was something holy.

| wasresponsible for her.

Tears spilled from the corners of my eyes. | covered my facewith my handsand | couldn't helpit, |
began to sob in heaves. The sound of traffic and the solidity of the world reemerged around me.

After my tears subsided, Evelyn came out the front door.

'Hi,' she said. She held up her purse to show me she had it.

| nodded. | wiped my face. Shelooked at me.

‘Areyou al right? she said.

‘Therain. | hatethefucking rain. It'sdl polluted. It'sin my eyed’

* * *

Nobody was at the entrance of the C line on 22nd Street. The rain came down harder. Evelyn's hair was
plastered to her face and neck. Little beads of water clung beneath her eyes.

Y our suit,' shesaid.
'It's seen worse. VVomit, for instance.'

Evelyn grabbed the deeve of my jacket. She walked backward, pulling me away from the subway
entrance.



'l haveto go towork,' | told her.

'‘Come here." She pulled me across the sidewalk, past a Doberman, akid, acop, an old lady with a
walker. She pulled me beneath abus stop. The rain was plinking on the roof. It sounded like amusica
ingrument from another planet.

'I'mdready late,' | said. 'I'm an hour and ahalf late.

‘Therésasurprise. Something | got for you." She pushed her wet hair behind her ear. Shewriggled her
hand ingde her purse, trying to locateit. 'Here. It'sa Thanksgiving gift.'

'When's Thanksgiving?
"Tomorrow, goof. That'swhy I'm going to Philadel phiatonight.’

Evelyn pulled out the little bag | had seen her get earlier. | didn't know what wasinside of it. | reached
into the bag. | felt plastic, warm from being in her purse. | pulled it out. It was Ellen, looking cutein her
little yellow jumpsuit. | remembered the little figure, years before, the back of her skull cracked open, the
gray of her brains beneath. And here shewas again, good as new.

'Evelyn,’ | whispered. Again, | felt the big and magnetic thing shuddering indde me. Thetears came. |
tried to push down the force within myself, but was unable.

‘James?
‘Something weird is happening.' | began to cry and

couldn't stop. | was holding Ellen in front of mewith one hand. | doubled over and staggered a couple
sepsforward. This must be something that happens when you quit drinking, | thought.

'What isit? Areyou dl right? Evelyn sounded panicked.

| grabbed her hand. Sheletit lieinmine. | pulled it against my face. The skin over her knuckles was soft.
| held her fingers againgt my mouth and wept into them.

'BEveyn,' | said, but it came out more like 'Ev-la because my mouth was mushed.

Eveyn, looking worried, brought her hand to the side of my face. A crowd of people had gathered
around the bus stop to watch. | pulled her against me. Her head fdll against my chest. She squeezed me
with her spindly arms. | cupped her chinin my hand, and lifted her face toward mine.

| set my lipson hers. They set there for amoment, the softest scraping in the world. Neither one of us
moved. And then Evelyn began to kiss me. My tears stopped. My tongue was out; thetip of Evelyn's
tongue touched it there, like two dogs mesting in the park. Her salivawas aminor deity.

| removed my face from hers.

I loveyou, too,' | said. ‘At your uncleésyou said it to me, | never said it back. | never said it to anyone
before when | wasn't drunk or naked.'

Eveyngiggled.
'Okay!" she said. She held out her hand, thumbs up. | smiled.

I guessyou got to goto class,' | said.



'And you haveto go to work.'
IY%I’].I
'I'll seeyou when | get back, okay? she said.

| sat down on the bench benegth the bus stop. | watched Evelyn go, until she was adot, and then she
was nothing. I'm never going to drink or do drugs or be unfaithful again.

'Happy Thanksgiving,' | whispered.
'Happy Thanksgiving,' came a deep voice behind me.

| jumped abit in surprise. | turned around. There was ablind black man sitting there with awhite cane,
and he had no eyesin his eye sockets! They werejust two gaping black holeswith usdesslittle eyelids
hanging down, flapping back and forth. A little yel p escaped between my lips. | sared at him. Hewas
amiling.

'l wasn't talking to you," | said.

That'sal right, son. Happy Thanksgiving to you, anyway.'

"Yeah. Happy . . . you know . . . Jesus! What happened to your eyeballs?
‘A knife!

"Fuck!’

How the Motorcycle Rider Found Gratitude

The new wave of Fisher-Price characters had arms and legs. They were the same size as Star Wars
people, but were released a couple years earlier. We focused our attention on four of them, who we
caled the Action Pack.

» CHUBS! Their leader. He was usually manned by Gary. Chubs wore red pants, awhite shirt, and a
bluetie. Ashis nameinsinuates, he was chubby. He dso had gray hair and was visbly older than the
other characters. Gary claimed that Chubs gained super strength when he became enraged. Thiswasa
good idea. But, as Gary did with many things, he took it to an extreme, and Chubs became almost
invincible, disintegrating enemieswith the force of hisbreath. We made him tone it down.

» ELLEN! Nancy's character wore ayellow pantsuit. She had amovie camera. The movie camera could
of course make movies. But it could also freeze enemiesin the statue position. This was important not
only inwinning battles, but aso in making our enemies|ook ridiculous. For instance, you could strip them
naked (the clothes couldn't redly be

removed from the action figures, but with imaginationsin high gear, we would actualy seethis) and stick
marblesinside penises and butts. Most of Ellen'stime, though, was spent in torrid love affairswith the
other action figures.

« OSCAR JR.! Tar's character had ared beard and mustache. We caled him ether Oscar or Junior. He
knew kung fu.

* LARRY! | controlled Larry. He wore a space suit. Over his head was a bubble, which he had to wear
because he had adisesse like John Travoltadid in The Boy in the Plastic Bubble. Lary hadlittle



immunity to germs, and even aflu bug could kill him within days. Therefore, the bubble and the oxygen
tank. Although witty, Larry wasn't ethletic at al. He wasn't good at shooting. His driving wasterrible. He
was famoudy weak. But what he did have was aray gun that could control the mind of anyone he shot.

Lord Tyco stood atop the hill, hisrobes twisting in the wind. Tyco was a Satanist, asadist, a sexua
deviant, and bald. Hisfollowers marched beside him on both sides. Their zombie eyes stared at nothing,
seeing nothing, feeling less. They were there not by their own will, but through the dark force of Tyco's
mind control.

| knelt behind the air-conditioning unit. Nancy, Gary, and Tar sdled the railroad ties beside me. Nancy
was panicked.

"They're coming down!' she said. Shewore afaded T-shirt that said foxy lady in glittery cursive.

At our knees stood the Action Pack. Chubs, Larry, Ellen, and Oscar Jr. gazed up at the descending
army: aGodzilla, two giant Gl Joes, the superhero Bulletman, a

giant Cher, at least ten humans, and more than thirty of the smaller Fisher-Price characters without arms
or legsrobots). The massive Baby Aliveloomed in the rear on hands and knees, growling.

Chubsfingered his cuff, aswas his habit.

'Chrigt on across, hewhigpered. ‘| haven't seen anything this big since Troll dolls overtook Jersey.
Theréstoo damn many of them.’

'‘Christ on across,' said Oscar Jr.

The Pack had fought Lord Tyco before, and had barely wa ked away. But now there were twice as
many of them. Dots of perspiration beaded on Oscar Jr.'sface. Ellen cupped her elbowsin her hands
and trembled. Larry's breath appeared and disappeared on theinside of his bubble helmet.

Tyco signaed for the army to halt. Guns and weapon beltsjingled asthey did.
"Y ou down there!" Tyco shouted. ‘Chubs!'
Chubs nodded.

‘Behold my subjects!’ Tyco sneered. "Witness their magnitude, their enormous and huge power! With my
dark underlings, there is no hope for you, Chubs, nor your loathsome Action Pack! Any attempt at
retreat would be futile. We run faster, and some of usfly.' Tyco had adight lisp. He curled hisevil fingers
benegath his chin. 'Not me, but some of the others. Like Bulletman and Cher.

‘But I'll tell you boys something,’ he said. 'We can strike abargain. Hand over the girl, ddliver usthe one
known as Ellen, and the rest of you may go asyou plesse.’

Larry touched Chubs on the shoulder.
'What's that asshole saying? Larry said. 'l can hardly hear through this damn bubble.’

'Hewants Ellen.' Chubs's eyes were weary and red. His face was pale and haggard. He had seen too
much degthin

his day, and Ellen was the closest thing he had to adaughter. Chubs couldn't have his own children,
because the lightning bolt that had given him super strength had made him infertile.



'Ellen! Whoo! Big surprise!" Oscar Jr. said.

Lord Tyco had wanted to possess Ellen from the beginning. She was one of the few femae action figures
around. And most the others were either ugly or had chipped faces. Ellen’'s face was as smooth and
pristine asthe day it came out of the box.

Tyco was a sex fiend known on occasion to make it with stuffed animals.

Ellen tried to hold back the tears. But her face was an insufficient dam for the waves of sadness striking
behind it, and she began to weep.

I'll go with him,’ she said. 'Theré's no choice. Even though he's evil and will fuck me whether | want to or
not. To saveyou, | haveto go now.’

‘No!' Larry said. 'Ellen, stay with ug!’

'Stay with Gus? Who's Gus?

'‘No. Say with US'

'Oh. Sometimesit's hard to hear you in that bubble.’

She cried some more and said, 'But ook a how many of them thereare! If | don't go welll al die
anyway. Theresno choice.’

'She hasapoint,’ Chubs said. 'It'sonly logica .

'Friendship isn't logical,' said Oscar Jr.

'Hm. That'sagood point,' said Chubs. 'l guessyou'reright.’
Chubsturned. He faced Lord Tyco's dark battalion.

'Hey Tyco!" heyelled. 'I got an answer for you. Go fuck yoursdf!'

Tyco'seyesdit with thefires of Hell. Our defiance made him happy, giving him an excusefor hislust for

blood. The Satanists came marching forward. Larry scanned them for the most powerful Satanist to
shoot with hisray gun. (Lord Tyco himself wasimperviousto the ray gun; we never knew why.) It'sgot
to be Baby Alive, Larry thought. Heaimed . . . but the giant Bulletman came streaming down over the
hill, flying toward him. He grabbed Larry'sarm and threw him; Larry pinwheded

[through the air. His neck bent as he dammed againgt the air-conditioning unit. He fell unconscious. Lord
Tyco'stroops howled like demons as they attacked. Oscar Jr. dodged Baby Alive's massive pulpy arm,
but was then besieged by twenty-seven of the tiny Fisher-Price characters. Cher grabbed Chubsin a
head-lock. Chubsthrew her over his back. He jumped toward her, but she threw her foot into his gut.
Ellen killed two of the humans. One of the GI Joe dolls crept up behind her.

| heard aclacking noise and awhimper. | looked to my side. Oscar Jr. lay face down in the grass before
Tar'sknees. The smdler, armless, legless Fisher-Price people were piled around him. Tar had aguy in
each hand. He jammed one down on Oscar's back, then up, then down again, one after the other. Tar's
nose was running. Tearsrolled into his mouth. He sobbed, pulled in hislower lip. Tar looked up a me,
thejolt of fear in hiseyes.

‘They killed him," he cried. 'They killed him. Oscar Jr.'s dead.'



‘Larry'sunconscious,’ | told him.

Chubs gritted histeeth. He picked Cher up over his head. He threw her back against two of the humans,
knocking them down like bowling pins. Nancy shrieked. Tar and | turned. The Gl Joe doll had pulled
Ellen's movie camerafrom her grip, breaking her fingersin the process. He smashed the camera across
her cheekbone, knocking her to the ground. Ellen futilely tried to protect hersdlf,

covering her head with her arms, and scurrying forward on her kneesin the grass. But Joe brought the
camera down onto the back of her head, once, and then again.

‘Ullligh," Ellen said. Her skull cracked open. The gray of her brains dripped over the sde. Bone and
flesh were splattered around her. Her eyeswashed over in desth. Gl Joe threw the camera over the
Delgesses fence. He ran toward Chubs, ready to murder again. It wastoo late. Bulletman had removed
Chubss head. He held it above him and wiggled his knees back and forth like afootbal player after
making atouchdown.

‘dmmy,’ Gary said. Tar'scrying.’

'Oscar Jr. died,' | said.

'Didn't Tar doit?

'No. Thoselittlerobots did it."

'Oh. Chubsis dead too.'

'l saw. Sorry.

'Maybe my dad will take meto get anew guy. Do you think hewill, Jmmy?

'l didn't know everyonewasgoing todie,' | said. | kndlt in the center of the dying battle, desth and blood
and cracked plagtic dl around me.

Larry dowly opened his eyes. His body was broken. He was paralyzed. He could only move one hand.
He pressed it flat againgt the air-conditioning unit.

'God help me," he whispered.

‘Larry'swaking up, Gary said.

'l heard him,' | said.

'‘God please.. . ." Hisvoice was parched. 'My gun. . .

Hisgun lay across the lawn. He was too weak to move toward it. Everything had so quickly fallen apart
around him. He began to weep. | kndlt by hisside. Gary and Nancy came toward us, knedling at hisfest.
Tar wandered toward us. Behind him the Satanists were celebrating,

whistling and hooting. Two of them were playing catch with Chubss head. Lord Tyco stared down the
hill, where Ellen's body was face down.

'God, please," Larry whispered. He was on the brink of unconsciousness. The tears pooled in his bubble
helmet. 'My neck's broken. My spinal cord's severed. My spina cord's severed, my friendsaredead . . .
Satanists are overtaking the earth.’



Lord Tyco sauntered down toward Ellen's dead body. He was grinning. He began undoing his pants.
Larry spotted Tyco from the corner of hiseye.

'‘No!" hewalled. "You can't et my lifeend likethis! God, listen to me!*

Gary, Tar, and | watched asthe little man squirmed helplesdy in the grass. We looked at each other,
wondering what to do. Tar stared at me. He stood up. He bent down and picked up the gun. Tenderly
he set thegunin Larry's pam.

‘There,' Tar said. Tearsof joy flowed from Larry's eyes.
"Thank you, God," he whispered.

Lord Tyco yanked Ellen's pants down over her blue body. He hadn't unbuckled her belt, and her pants
scraped away the skin on her hips. Tyco spread her legs. Tyco held his engorged cock in his hand, and
worked it into Ellen'svagina

Larry aimed hisgun at amotorcyclerider on the hill. We didn't know him yet, but his name was Dan
Occan-sion. The green ray jolted from Larry's gun up the hill, over the grass, and into Occansion's body.

Larry whispered: Kill Lord Tyco.'

Occansion revved up hismotorcycle. Lord Tyco was ramming his hard-on up into Ellen’s dead body,
laughing hystericaly. The motorcycle came speeding down the hill. It hit aramp of mud. Tyco turned, and
saw the motorcycle flying through the air in front of him.

'Eh? hesaid.
The evil man barely had time to shake hishead. 'No," he started to say, denying the truth in front of him.

Solack. Thefront whed hit Tyco'sface. It knocked his head off his body, but not completely. Tyco's
head dangled by aflap of skin and afew nerves behind him. Tyco stood up unsteadily. For afew dying
moments he saw the world upside down behind him. He opened his mouth to scream. But no sound
emerged; hisvoca cords had been severed. A fountain of blood spouted up from his neck. He stretched
hisarms out to his sdes, struggling to achieve baance, but thiswasimpossible. Hislifdess body fell back
flat in the grass. And Tyco's soul went immediately to Hell.

Dan Occansion stopped his motorcycle beside Larry. He kicked his kickstand down with aflourish and
got off. He knelt down next to the man who had released him from Tyco's Satanic mind spell. Thank you,
Occansion wanted to say. But Larry's corpse had adready entered into rigor mortis.

Gold Star for Robot Boy

Evelyn Mako'shandswere so smal | imagined | could fit her wholefist in my mouth. Thiswas one of the
things, dong with Evelyn's dark eyes, that | consdered while she wasin Philadd phiafor five days. God
had attached a string of responsbility between her soul and my own. Thiswas asreal as science. | felt
invulnerable. | felt idiotic and wonderful. It waslove, and, asthese things go, | was about to fuck it up.

The day before Evelyn returned | called my brother.
'Hey,' | said.

'‘What'sup? Tar said.



'I'm sorry about that day | wanted to push you over the balcony,' | told him.
'Y ou wanted to push me over what bal cony?

‘That'sright, | didn't tell you. That day at Damias| had an impulse to pick you up and throw you over the
balcony. So, sorry for that.'

He paused amoment.

‘That's okay," hetold me. 'l forgive you. Mom wantsto know if you're going home for Christmas.’
'Maybe. And maybe I'll bring acertain lady friend."

'Really? Tar said. He chuckled.

Wetaked for awhilelonger. We discussed sex with our

respective girlfriends. | told him when | had entered Evelyn'svaginafor thefirst timeit had been asif
there was awhirlpool of al the other women | had fucked behind me, and they were shaking their fists
and screaming a me.

'Hm," Tar said. He had never had that experience.

Tar told me he had recently had anal sex with Amy. It was hisfirst assfuck. | was surprised that Tar and
Amy hadn't donethisin their two yearstogether. It was like owning amuseum and never entering the
room with the Picassos. Tar thought anal sex was too much hassle. Amy was embarrassed about it. Tar
promised her hewould keep it secret, and he was only telling me. He made me swear not to tell anyone,
and | did.

Tar read me part of apoorly written sory inthe New York Post about achild dying of leukemia We
giggled over that for awhile, and after afew minuteswe got off the phone with a hasty good-bye. It was
the best conversation we had had in four years.

| took atrip to Men's Wearhouse to buy anew suit. | paid eight hundred dollars for aHugo Boss
three-piece. It wasthefirst new suit | had worn since | wasachild. | checked out mysdlf inthe Men's
Wearhouse mirror. | imagined that many women would want to fuck me, looking asdick as| did. | had
thought old vintage suits were cooler, but maybe | was wrong. Now that | had money | was only going to
buy new suits.

| went to the dentist. Twenty-five years and till cavity-free! | had my teeth whitened. | stole abook with
photographs of mouth diseases.

| went home and rested. When Bill came home, we played Risk. Instead of flags, each country had a
nationa mouth disease. Australia had macroglossia, France had periodontitis, and Kamchatka had
Ludwig's

angina. | looked at the clock. In exactly eighteen hours Evelyn would be back, and I'd be picking her up
for our date.

New suit, clean teeth, and sober for eighteen days. | showed up at Evelyn's gpartment in astolen Dodge
Lou had lent me. Evelyn wore ared dress, above the knee and pleated. We headed for dinner at
Genet's, one of New Y ork's most expensive restaurants. We parked valet. A man stepping out of a
Mercedes gave me alook. He was wondering what a guy in abeat-up Dodge was doing at this
expensgive restaurant. But | hardly cared.



Theinterior of the restaurant was elegant, dark and candlelit, with black glass dividers so that every table
had privacy.

'Evelyn, order anything you want.'

Her eyes amiled. They were dark and they shone at the sametime. | told her | loved her. She said she
loved metoo. | told her | loved her more than | thought | could love someone. She said this was true of
her aswell. | said, "Y ou could be aburn victim, your face covered in pustules and scars, and till 1'd love
you.'

She blushed.

A Belgian waiter handed methewineligt. | didn't know anything about wines, so | asked for abottle
named for abird that cost more than ahundred dollars.

'Don't do that. Y ou don't need to do that,' Evelyn said. But | did it anyway.

At firgt | wasn't going to drink the wine with Evelyn, but, Jesus, it was more than ahundred dollars. It
tasted luscious, and it went down like akiss. It felt romantic to be drinking now, and safe. | made atoast
to grace.

We conversed about her Thanksgiving. Evelyn's father was a softy. She had issues with her mother. |
drank most

of the bottle of wine, and then ordered a second. Evelyn made a comment about the velocity of my
drinking.

'It'sokay, it'sokay,’ | saidto her. | told her | was just excited about her being back and | would dow
down.

She told me about her brother who was having problemsin hislast year of high schoal. | told her about
my brother who just had ana sex with hisgirlfriend. She was surprised to see that | was dmost done with
the second bottle.

'Hey, comeon,' | said. 'Thisisaceebration here! Y ou're back, everyone's happy! Chill out.'

After dll, | had eighteen daysto make up for. Nothing was as good as drinking after you hadn't had a
drink for awhile. | was dipping back into my skin.

| paid the check, and excused myself to urinate. On the way to the restroom my thigh tapped a
middle-aged gentleman'stable. The tap was S0 light that aregular person wouldn't have even noticed it.
But the gentleman's wife couldn't keep her comments to hersalf, and she muttered something about me
sobering up.

'What? | said. 'Y ou have something to say to me?
'Excuse me? the middle-aged gentleman said.

'She said something to me about sobering up. Maybe she ought to do us all afavor and sober up her
face. No one over here's been able to finish their soup because she's so disgusting.'

The gentleman Stared a me.

"Y ou gave me alook when you pulled up in your Mercedes,' | told him. 'Because my Dodge isn't good



enough for you.'

'l don't drive aMercedes!

'Wdll, it'saguy likeyou.'

'Weretrying to eat dessert here. Please just move dong.'

Evelyn cameto my side. She was holding her pursein front of her like asquirrel holdsanut.
'Hey,' shesaid.

'Evelyn,’ | said. 'Evelyn, I've got aproblem with thisguy right here. He wants to make me the brunt of al
of hisproblems!’

'l didn't say anything to him," he said.
The Belgian waiter approached us.
'Yes, gr," hesaid. 'Can | be of some assistance here?

'l want thisguy out of here," I told him. 'l just bought about five hundred dollars worth of your various
foods, and then | was going to the bathroom, and this man and hisfat, ugly wife—'

'She'snot my wife," he explained to the waliter.
'Put out their legsand tried to trip me.’
'Wedid not!"

‘Because | drive aDodge, but'—I looked at the middle-aged gentleman—Tet metell you something, Sir.
Y ou don't know who you're messing with. | have afriend who's ablack guy who would love nothing
more than to shoot you in your neck if | told him how you tried to trip me! Hisnameis Penny whistle, but
hisred nameisMichad!'

The other dinerswere dl staring a me. Evelyn shared their awe.
'l wasthe one hetriedtotrip!' | said to Evelyn.
'Let'sgo,' she pleaded.

'No," | said. Tragoing to do something ridiculous!’ | grabbed the end of the middle-aged gentleman's
table. 'I'm going to flip over thistable and make a scene!’

'Sir, please!" the waiter said. 'I'm going to have to ask you to—'
‘James, let'sgo.’

"You don't think I'll doit!" | said to Evelyn. 'BUT | CAN! | CAN DO IT! I'VE DONE WEIRDER!' |
made a

little thrust forward, asif | was going to toss the table. The woman at the table yipped. Everyone stepped
back from the table. Now they knew who held the power. Y ou can't fight aman who doesn't give afuck.

| looked at Evelyn. She was starting to cry. Her eyes darted back and forth. She couldn't figure out what
to do next. My throat clutched up on me. | let go of thetable.



'See,’ | said to her, sadly. "Y ou don't know meat dl. Thisisthekind of stuff | do. Sometimes even
stranger. And | don't even know why.'

'Cdll the police,’ one walter said to another. Evelyn started pushing me away.
‘James, let'sgo.’
| pointed &t the older gentleman.

‘Thisguy islucky. Thisguy isvery lucky.' | sumbled through the restaurant. | bumped into atray stand
ontheway, and | dapped it angrily to the floor. Evelyn followed me, her head down like ageisha.

Evelyn stood with a stony face as we waited for the valet to bring usthe car. She didn't say aword. |
took the keysfrom the valet. Evelyn held out her pam.

'What? | said.
'Give methe keys. You're not driving.'

‘All right," | said. | handed them to her. "Y ou think I'm going to put up an argument, but I'm not. Y ou can
drive. | don't care. It'sfineby me. | don't even like driving. I'd rather have someone drive me, whichis
like having achauffeur.’

Evelyn drove. She didn't say anything. After awhile, | heard sniffling. | Stared at her. Shewas crying.

'l don't know where that came from," she said. Throwing over thetable. Y elling. Caling that woman fat.
They didn't do anything.'

‘That'swho | am," | whispered. 'Thisiswhat | do.'
Evelyn cried harder.

Shetold me that she would drop me off with the car, and she would take the subway home. | asked her
what about me going home with her and having sex with her in her bed. Evelyn said that she didn't want
to deep with me at thistime. This made me angry. | noticed aClub on the floor mat and | picked it up
and smashed open the passenger side window. The glass shattered into thousands of little pebbles.
Evelyn screamed. The car sverved, squeding.

'WHAT ARE YOU DOING?' sheyelled.

| had little pieces of glass stuck to my face.

‘Thisissafety glass,' | said. It doesn't hurt at al.

'YOU'RE ACTING LIKE A MANIAC!" she said.

'Y ou don't know anything about me! Y ou don't know anything about my life!'
"What are you taking about? Why are you doing this? | couldn't wait to see you!'

'Y ou don't care about me! Y ou don't know who | am, you're so fucking stuck in your own stupid little
princess fucking world! Fucking Long Idand fucking rococo engravingsl Why do you people continue to
think you know what it'slike to be me!?

‘James, I'm going to drop you off. I'll talk to you tomorrow. When you're sober.'



Therewas slencefor alittlewhile. We drove. The lights and colors of the city blurred around me. | had
the feding | waswatching mysdlf. | was reading lines that meant nothing to me, that meant nothing to
anyone a al. But they werethelines, and | had to say them. The words flashed acrossthe front of my
brainlikeaTdePrompTer. If | stopped reading them I'd fall back into something dark and wrong thet |
didn't want to think about. | don't livemy life, | thought. Lifelivesme.

'No,' | said.

'What?

'I've been meaning to tell you. | don't want to see you anymore.'
'What are you—"'

'‘And it's not because I'm drunk, goddammit! It's not because I'm drunk. | just had to drink to summon up
the courage, Evelyn. | find you to be the kind of thing that | don't ever want to talk to."

Evelyn's mouth was open dightly, the black hole between her lipsin the shape of abutterfly's cocoon or a
snow pea. She was stunned.

'I'm sorry, but that'stheway itis,' | said, and | shrugged my shoulders.

Evelyn didn't cry or spesk for the rest of the ride. She dropped me off on the sidewalk in front of my
building. I got out of the door.

I'll park your car down the street,’ she said.
| kicked the Side of the car threetimesashard as | could.
'l don't want to speak to you again!' Evelyn shouted.

She pulled away from the curb. | stood on the corner. | watched her go. What | had just done started to
ank in. Thesethings are never easy, and you take them to your grave.

Mr. Experience

The Bauers Winnebago was parked in one of many lots. Beside each |ot was awhite wooden column
with hand-painted red numbers, and ameta column with dectrica outlets. The campground was
blanketed with unmowed grass, a spattering of trees, and awood along the edges. | sat in the gravel and
leaned againgt the side of the Winnebago. | waited for Gary to get finished in the bathroom. | folded my
hands between my knees. | looked at the Sky, which | thought was stunning. Chain links of white clouds
inched over solid baby blue.

Urinating dwaystook Gary along time, because of his nerve problems. Adding at least five minutesto
his bathroom time was his fondness of washing hands. | was used to waiting. | scooped up a handful of
gravel fromthelot. | separated the grave into three piles: the gray pile, the brown pile, and the light
brown pile. | threw the brown rocks at the column with the eectrical outlet. | pretended the column was
aNazi. A deep scar ran down hisface and neck.

Gary'sfather swung open the door of the mobile home. He was abear of aman, muscles swollen froma
lifetime of roofing. He came down the metal stairs, rocking the mobile home againgt my back as he did.

'Hi there, Jmmy.’



'I'm trying to hit the pole with these rocks,' | said.

'Very challenging.' Mr. Bauer's head was bald. It shined in the sun. There wasathinring of gray hair
around it. My mother said he had the most beautiful blue eyes she had ever seen. His movements were
graceful. He had fought the Nazisin the Navy, and | thought that he must have acquired his peaceful
nature through combating evil. Gary was proud of the fact that his father had fought the Nazis. It was
something he held over me, since my father hadn't been lucky enough to have even been born.

'Did you kill any of them? | had once asked Mr. Bauer. He was Sitting in an orange-and-brown chair.

'No," hesaid. 'l was on aboat, immy. We didn't see too many people getting killed, not up close at
least.

"Too bad. It'd be cool to see aNazi blowing up up close!’

Mr. Bauer had laughed. He called measadist. | amiled. | thought that was like calling me acheeky
rasca.

Now Mr. Bauer stretched some cord extensions from the Winnebago to the eectrica outlets.
'Where's Gary? Mr. Bauer asked me.
'l see his big head through the window, coming out of the bathroom.'

Gary jumped out of the mobile home and onto the first step, then the second, then down to the ground.
Hewas wearing abow tie. '‘Bow ties," he had once said, 'are debonair.’ Gary's parents had tried to
dissuade him from wearing the tie, but he had seen Cary Grant wear onein amovie. Cary Grant washis
hero. There was a short phase in the fourth grade where heinssted his name was Cary Bauer. Gary
promised his parents he would stop talking like Cary Grant al thetimeif they let him wear the bow tie.
They said okay without being happy about it. | didn't likeit either. But it wasless embarrassing than being
with someone who talked like Cary Grant.

'I'm done going to the bathroom," Gary announced.

He and | moved to the corner of the Winnebago, out of hisfather's earshot. Mr. Bauer was hooking up a
vacuum cleaner-like tube from the mobile hometo aholein the ground.

'See that tube?

'Hell, yes,' | said.

‘That'swhere dl the shit goes.’

'Ha-ha," we both yelped.

‘Let's put abucket under there tonight and collect some and throw it on somebody's head,' | said.
'Ha-ha," we yelped.

| have had agood sense of humor aslong as| can remember.

A sgn haf covered the sun at the front of the campground. The sign was dark, making it difficult to read
friendly village. The sunlight sparkled on the meta parts of the tens of mobile homes around us. The boxy
kind. The rounded kind. The kind that connect to the back of acar. And the truck kind. The Bauer
family owned the boxy kind, the best of dl types. They belonged to a camping adventures club. Often



they took me on their camping adventures with them. Gary and | dept in aloft bed squished in over the
driver's seat. Thiswaslike deeping over, only it took awhole weekend. Also, if Gary and | got into a
fistfight the Bauers couldn't just send me home. The worgt thing about the camping adventuresisthat they
would barbecue the hamburgers well done. My mother made them rare. The best thing was that Gary
and | could meet chicksfrom all over the state. Sometimes we would talk to them. Since we had turned
twelve, the desreto tak to girlswas strong. But where we wanted the talking to lead, even though the
facts of sex were known, was amorphous.

Now Gary and | sat inthe gravel throwing rocks at the post. Mr. Bauer crouched next to the shit tube.
He unwrapped a Tootsie Pop and put it in his mouth. He stared at the road ahead of us.

"Y our sigter's hanging out with thet little dut girl again, that Pinkerton girl,' Mr. Bauer said.
'Ha-ha,' Gary and | said. Gary's head fell back.

'Sut!" he rasped. It was aword we knew from Penthouse. Penthouse had outlined sex for me. It wasa
map. Thefirst issue Gary and | found belonged to hisfather. It was below amat in the bathroom cabinet.
| was very surprised to find out that women had hair on their vaginas; | had only seen Nancy Zoomiss
and some of the other girls in the neighborhood. When | heard my parents breathing heavy late a night |
imagined Penthouse Forum behind their door. Had Mrs. Delgesse from next door come over for acup
of sugar and ended up in aménage atrois? Was my mother covered in honey? Were there handcuffs?
Dildos? Camcorders? Ben wabals? | covered my ears. | shut my eyes. In my formative years, television
was my mother. But Penthouse was an aunt who often took me to the zoo.

'Gary, watch your mouth,” hisfather said.
'Dad the famous hypocrite,’ Gary said.

The girlswaked aong the main path. Gary's Sster Laurawas fifteen. She was bony and awkward. |
often wondered what she looked like naked. That little dut the Pinkerton girl's hair was red and frizzy.
Shewastdl, her hipswere wide, her shirt was yellow terry cloth, and her breasts were enormous. She
swiveled one hand as shetalked. Gary, hisfather, and | watched the girls pass. The Pinkerton girl stuck
her breasts out, doing an imitation of somebody. Laurawaslaughing hystericaly. They passed in front of
aswimming pooal, kids splashing behind them.

An old man sunbathing across from uslifted the brim of hisbasebal cap to look at the girls. They giggled
onward.

'Let'sgo to the lake and capture some frogs,’ Gary said. 'Whoever gets the biggest oneiswinner.'
'Be careful, boys,’ Mr. Bauer said.

Later, near the pond, two dragonflies landed on my arm. They were attached.

"They'refucking!" Gary said.

'Ha-ha,' we both said. We smashed them.

| caught afrog under some brush on the edge of the water. It was enormous. | needed both handsto lift
it. Thisfrogwasmissing aleg.

Laurasaid, 'James, thisisAngie. Angie, thisis James.' Thiswas something an adult would say. Laura
lately had been pretending to be an adullt.



The dut was Sitting on the picnic table. Her tight jeans dug trenchesin her wide hips. She had many
freckles. A cigarette was between her fingers, pointing upward.

'Hey,' she said. Each of her breasts was the size of the frog missing the leg.

'Hey.' My hands were in my pockets. | was moping. No chicks my age were on the camping adventure.
Lauralit acigarettefor hersdf, which wasasurprise. Gary and | had never seen thisbefore.

'Y ou better not tell Mom and Dad,' Laurawarned.

Gary shrugged. 'Who knows? he said. 'l might go crazy, lose control of my mouth, something might dip
out.'

'Keep your trap shut,' Laurasaid. 'Y ou too, James. Y ou better not say anything,’
'Let me have one of those smokes,' | said.

'How old are you, kid? Angie said.

'Old enough, kid.'

'Y ou've never smoked before.'

| pointed at her.

"Two words:. fuck and you,' | said. 'l have often smoked.'
Shesneered alittle.

'Fuck you,' she said.

'Hey, fuck you,' | said.

Et cetera

Findly she passed me the cigarettes. | had stood my ground. As| sucked in on the cigarette my face
turned red. But | didn't cough. Still the girlslaughed a me.

Mr. and Mrs. Bauer had gone to a square dance in abarn on the edge of the campsite. They wore white
cowboy hats. Lauraand Gary and Angie and | sat around the kitchen table in the mobile home. It was
like abooth in arestaurant with hard plastic seats. The window next to us was open and the night air
swept in around us through the screen. Each of us held abeer. Boys had bought it for Angie.

'I havefriendsin high places,’ she said.

"That must mean your friendsare high,' Gary said.

Beer tasted almost as bad aslicorice. But the point was to swallow as much as possible.
'Y ou never drank beer before,” Angie sneered.

'l drank more beer than your whole family put together,' | said, which wasalie. | had seldom drunk beer.
But for years| had pillaged the liquor in my parents cabinet when they would go out for the night.
Intoxication and | became acquainted at the age of nine and were dowly growing closer.

| would catch Angie's muddy green eyes staring & me. Her nose was wide. She had amole on her neck.



The four of us blew smoke out the screen window. Some blew back in. Gary became afraid that his
parents would smell it so he went to the bathroom and washed his hands

five times. When he came back his bow tie dangled, half unclipped.

A green bug was |oping up the outside of the screen window. | dapped my hand against the screen and it
flew away with wingsof asurprisng sze.

A black ashtray wasin the center of thetable. In gold it depicted aman fishing. Angie Pinkerton tapped
her cigarette ash in with great fluidity. | mimicked the way shedid it, but added a masculine edge. Laura
was pa e from the beer and nicotine. Gary kept looking outside to seeif his parents were coming back.
Angietold a story about how some guy named Bran Eckert felt her up. Even though Brian Eckert was
nineteen, he kept grasping at her underarm instead of her tit like he was supposed to.

'Nobody'd want to fed you up,’ | said.

Tm not going to dap you upside the head, because | used to be alittle shit just like you," Angie said.
'Ha— "Sap you upside the head"'—nigger talk!' | said.

'My friend Sheilas black and she doesn't talk anything like that. She takswhite.'

'Excuseme,' | said. | looked at Gary. 'Nigger talk.'

Gary had hishand over hismouth and was laughing every time| used theword nigger.

'Jmmy, if you say that word again I'm going to tell your mom,’ Laurasaid.

‘That'd be abad ideaon your part,’ | said, 'becauseif you did I'd take a garden spade to your cat's
neck.'

Everyonelooked at me for amoment.
'No, you wouldn't,” Gary whispered.
'Probably not,' | said. '‘But why doesn't Lauratest me out by telling my parents| said "nigger™?

'HA!" Gary said. Helooked at his sster. 'Go ahead, Laural Test him out! Tell his parents he said
"nigger"!’

Gary and | laughed, reveling in our momentary power over the older girls.

Angie shook her head in disgust.

'Y ou are the most obnoxiousllittle kid in the whole world, she said.

'Not as obnoxious as me!" Gary said. He stuck his butt out to the side and made afarting sound.
We started to play truth or dare.

| dared Gary to stick a Starburst candy up his assfor two minutes, and then et it. Which he did.

Gary asked me, truth, how many girls | fucked. | said twenty-seven. Gary found this hilarious, but the
girlsdisputed itsfact.

'Y ou wouldn't know how to fuck anybody," Angie said.



| dammed my beer can on thetable.

'l dotoo! That's how come the twenty-seven chicks are lining up around the block!"
Angie brought her drunk head in closeto me.

'How do you do it, then?

‘By sticking the dick in the pussy! And rubbing the clit!"

Angie dropped back in her seat.

'Shit, you've never gotten laid before,' she said.

"Twenty-fucking-seven,’ | said. But in truth | had never even masturbated.

Lauradared Angieto put alit cigarette in her mouth, which Angie did. It was obvioudy atrick she
already knew how to do, and | argued that a TRICK isnot a DARE.

'Y ou're redlly annoying, you know that? Angie said to me.
'Maybe | want to be,' | said.

'Maybe | want to betoo,' Gary said. We high-fived.

'My parents say Jmmy'sego ishuge,' Laurasaid.

"They do not!" Gary said.

"They do, you know they do, Gary.'

Angie dared Laurato show everyone her pussy, which she refused to do. So she showed us part of her
butt instead.

| made Gary admit to the humiliating fact that he had had sex with eghty-nine women.
Gary dared Angie to make out with me.

'Gross!' | said. 'That's like making out with one of those rotten, sunken-in Halloween jack-o'-lanterns
someone leaves out on their porch until November.'

'Shut up!”’
"Y ou shut up!’

Angie's head came at me with an open mouth and atongue protruding fromit. | had to react in some
way. | choseto stay till. The mouth clinked against my mouth. The tongue drove between my teeth.
Onceingde, it dammed back and forth asif it was trying to crash through the flesh of my cheeks. |
probed the tongue alittle with mine. It was my first French kiss. Wefinished.

'Y ou suck at that,' | said.
'Shut up.'

Shortly after that, Angie whispered something in Lauras ear. Lauraand Gary said they needed to go
outside to check on something. | went to the bathroom and pissed for what seemed like three hours.



That year | had spent agreat amount of time ingpecting my penis, for recently my penis had become my
father's. It had gotten much larger. It had grown ashade darker. Little hairs were beginning to sprout out
of it. On my father this penislooked norma, but on me it seemed a bit mutated, since the rest of me was
so smdl. | waked back and forth in front of the mirror holding it in front of melike alittle pet.

When | came out of the bathroom | discovered Lauraand Gary had locked the front door. | turned
toward Angie. She was leaning back against the table. The beer cans had been knocked aside.

'Go ahead, Mr. Experience,’ she said. 'Go ahead, do it." She was sneering. Her eyelids were at half-mast.
She pushed up her hips. The outline of her vaginawas obvious againgt her jeans. It had bulk. Thistook
me aback. A vaginais something there, like apenis. It's not something absent. Up the middle went a
groove.

'Now you can do everything you say you do, Jmmy!" Laurayelled through the door.
Y eah!’ Gary the turncoat yelled. Hewas giggling.

‘Let meout!" | screamed. | looked over and saw Gary's dark hair bouncing up and down in the window
frame as he jumped, trying to peek insgde. Then | looked back a Angie Pinkerton. Drunkenness had
stranded me here.

‘All talk, no action,’ she mumbled.
'I'm action, but you're ugly!' | said.
'Faggot!' she said.

| turned back toward the door. 'If you don't let me out of here I'm going to break down the door! I'll tell
your parents you locked mein hereand | got claustrophobial’

The door quickly started unlocking.

| stepped drunkenly out onto the mobile home step.
'What'd you do in there, Jmmy? Gary said.

| threw my armstriumphantly into the air.

'l fucked her!' | said.

Angieyelled behind me: "Y ou did not! Y ou did not!’
'Hedid too!' Gary said. 'Jimmy fucked her!"

Gary and | threw our armsinto the air. We whooped; we hollered; we hugged, rgoicing in my conquest.

Keystone Bacchanalia

Bill and | needed to get away from the noises of the city. | didn't want to see buildings or street signsor
park monuments that reminded me of Evelyn. We aso needed to dry out. Our health had gotten bad. |
had been on abinge since | had mysterioudy broken up with Evelyn. She wouldn't return my calls. |
couldn't stop coughing and Bill couldn't lift a cup of coffee without shaking and making it splash. Wetold
Saint Dominic'swe were taking five days off and headed for Bill's father's and stepmother's place on



Long Idand. Weleft our pillsand alcohol in the gpartment. On Long Idand we'd be able to clean our
brains of al the gunk and get our bodies back up to par.

By thetime we got off the bus Bill was swesating and scratching under hisarms.
'l can't stand it," he said.

'It's psychologicd,’ | told him.

Hedidn't think much of thisopinion.

Wearrived at hisfolks place. | met Bill's stepmother, who had large breasts. Bill excused himself to the
other room and he rang up an old acquaintance. The old acquaintance got him a haf-ounce of crysta
meth. The drug wasin powder form. Bill used asiraw cut in half to snort it.

'Y ou're on your own, man,' | said. 'l came hereto clean up.’

| walked around and looked at some interesting thingsin the house, family pictures onthewall, apicture
of Bill with ababy eephant, cooking utensls, et cetera. Then | came back and snorted aline. | kept the
straw in my nose, tilted my head back, and watched the celling fan spin on low.

'Fuck,' | muttered.

"There'sno way of getting away from the noises of the city when the noises of the city arein your head,’
Bill sad.

We went to adance club named Hawaiian Retreat. There we met two girls named Karen and Gerry,
who were students at Long Idand Community College. Karen was the prettier of the two, with long
brown hair, aconcave belly, and lips that appeared to be injected with collagen but werein fact redl.
Gerry had dyed red hair and bright green eyes. Her head |ooked like Christmas. They were twenty years
old, aggressive, and tripping on acid.

Thefour of uswaked out to the parking lot. Bill and | couldn't remember where we parked his
stepmother's Honda Civic.

'Shit!" | said. 'Dammit.

Wedecided it could wait until morning. The girlsdrove usin an Impalaback to the house of Karen's
brother. Karen was watching her brother's dog while he was out of town. The dog had run away, but she
wasn't worried.

'Oh God, no,’ she said (she had araspy voice). 'Dogs have such agood sense of direction, you wouldn't
fucking believe. On TV | saw what was essentidly adog, you know, and hisfamily moved and left himin
the abandoned house. The dog followed their trail across the country. Six months|ater they opened
the door and—

boom! —there's the fucking dog. Besides amissing leg and no fur, he wasin perfect shape. Wagging his
tall. Helo, family. I don't know how helived or ate. Maybe he ate squirrels and chipmunks, crippled
birds'

'Why would a dog want to be with the people that deserted him in the first place? Bill said.

'For the same reason you collect toys,' | said.



"Holy shit, | can see through my fucking hand!’ Gerry said. She wasthe one driving.

At the mildly extravagant home of Karen's brother, we al four squeezed onto a couch. | reached in Bill's
pocket and pulled out the bindle of crystal.

'Oog!" Bill said. | had accidentaly tickled him.

A glasstablewasin front of the couch. On the table was a collection of Baccarat crystd figures: dogs, a
koala, amother holding a child, some tulips, an elephant, abear and fish, afish by itself, grapes, awater
tower, an ashtray, akitten, a porpoise jumping over surf, a—Oh my God, what's that? | thought. It
was a Baccarat figure of a child cut in half lying next to a chain saw.

'Karen, what isthat?!"

"Two baby little piggies and achicken.'

'Oh.’

We pushed aside the Baccarat figures and snorted crystal on the glasstable.

| made out with Karen alittle bit. Her aggression was refreshing. She grabbed my cock through the front
of my pants.

'Y ou're S0 fucking beautiful,' she said. Y our suit. Y our fucking suit.

Sherolled her hand down my back and pressed her finger down hard where my asshole was.

'Whoo!' | said.

'Y ou like that, huh?'Y ou want meto fuck your asshole?

'Uh, what exactly do you mean?

'l saw you intheclub. I love your fucking eyes. Y ou've got the most beautiful eyes.”

| turned my head away from her face and began coughing phlegm into my hand. | looked &t it, then
wiped it on the Sde of the couch. Karen grazed her knuckles on the side of my face.

'You'relikean angd,' she said.

Karen and | messed around awhile longer. Her hand wasin my pants, jerking me off. | had pulled her
pants down abit and was probing her with two fingers.

"Y ou want meto be your little dut! ? she said, gripping my fingersinside her vagina and then releasing
them. Thiswas a pretty amazing trick and | was getting damn turned on. Then | started coughing again.
Thistimeit wouldn't stop. | ran into the bathroom and vomited a great amount of green and yellow
phlegm spotted with specks of my own blood. | flushed it.

When | came back, Bill had snuck himsdlf in there for the better one. He wasrolling around on the floor
with Karen. The bastard!

| sat down on the couch next to Gerry, who was weeping.

'‘What's the matter? | said.



She pointed to Bill on thefloor.
' love him,' she said. 'Helookslike Brad Fitt.'

| smoked a cigarette, and then Gerry and | began making out. | kept forgetting whom | was kissing.
Evelyn? Karen? | would have to open my eyesto see who it was. and thiswas disappointing. Somekid
named Gerry. We didn't know what Gerry was short for. Our tongues were

atube attached from mouth to mouth. We flapped around on the couch. She wore alatex dress, and it
was pushed up around her waist. | will never know goodness again.

Bill waslying on his back on the ground. His pants and boxer shorts were down around his ankles. He
had hilarious white legs sprinkled with black hair. Karen's shirt was off. Her breasts were only tiny
sunken nipples. Shewas leaning over Bill's semi-erect cock. Sheflipped it back and forth, onto his
stomach, then down on histhigh. Bill had quite a huge schlong. Then Karen pretended that Bill's dick was
ajoydtick to avideo game. She shifted it back and forth, making crashing and laser sounds.

Bill looked over a me. He shrugged and smiled.

'Whatever, he said. His nose was bloody. Streams ran down from both his nogtrils. Drops spotted the
carpet around his head. He set hishand on ahaf-full bottle of Jack Danid's beside him.

'I'm not even drunk," he said.

"Where'syour bottle of vodka?

'l drank it. I'm not even drunk.'

'Y ou drank a bottle of vodka and al that whiskey too?
'And I'm not even drunk.’

Bill poked Karen's cheek with hisfinger. Karen looked up and saw dl the blood on hisface. She started
laughing.

'Holy shit!" she said. 'Check thisout! Holy fucking shit!'

Sheturned to me while laughing, pointing at Bill's face with one hand while holding his cock with the
other. | pointed at her.

'Heh-heh," | said. Coughed. 'Pretty funny.'

'It'slike Night of the fucking Bloody Beasts on your face there, Bill," she said. She shook her head,
unable to get over it. Then she leaned down farther and took his cock into her mouth. Bobbing followed.

| turned back toward Gerry. She was bored with me and was lying on her somach on the couch. | got to
playing with the tip of my vodka bottle between her legs, aong the crotch of her panties. Gerry started
thrusting her hips back againgt it. She was murmuring the Dr Pepper theme song. Eventudly, | pulled
asdethe panties and stuck afinger inside her pussy. Sheliked that, so | took my finger out and stuck the
gem of the bottlein.

'Uhl," she whispered.
| pushed it in deeper.



Gerry screamed. She grappled upward, avay from me, pulling herself to standing on the couch. The
vodka bottle stayed in her. It dangled there between her legs.

"Wow,' | said.

'Y ou fuck fucker!" sheyelled.
'What?

"Y ou stuck a bottle up my twat!'
‘A sex toy,' | sad.

Gerry yanked out the bottle. She whacked it across my head. | buckled backward and threw my arms
over my skull for protection. She sprung off the couch and hit me again. The bottle cracked but it didn't
break.

'Pervert!' she screamed.

| was curled up inabdl on the floor. She walked into the other room with the bottle and went to deep. |
touched the wound. It wasn't bleeding. | could see through glass doors out into the backyard, where
there was a svimming pool. My hard-on propped my pants out in front of me. | decided | could go out
beside the swimming pool and jerk off.

Bill and Karen were now fucking. Hiswhite ass pumped into her. Hisface wasred. It clenched. Drops
of Bill'sblood were on Karen's face. She was spitting out obscenities about thingsto do to her. She saw
me as | wandered by.

'Where are you going, dude? she said.
‘Out.’

The one-quarter-full bottle of Jack was on the floor beside them. | went to grab it and fell down next to
it. I lay down on my side. | pulled the bottle into my lap, against my erection. Bill was sweating and
gritting histeeth as he fucked Karen. He appeared to be in pain, which served the prick right, considering
he backstabbed me by stealing her. He opened his eyes. His face looked bitter and sad.

'I'm s0 screwed up,’ he said.
Karen was looking straight over at me.

'Y our eyes areredly fucking beautiful, man,’ she said. They're like something out of outer space. Damn,
they're fucking blue." She reached out from under Bill's propped arm and grabbed the eyelashes over my
right eyein her fingers. She pulled on it alittle, so that my eydid pulled away from the eyebdl below.

'What are you doing? | said.
'‘Come here," she said.

Karen pulled my face toward her. She craned her neck to kiss me. She wiggled her tongue between my
lipsand into my mouth. | kissed her in return. We lay there kissng for afew momentswhile Bill fucked
her.

‘James,' Bill whispered.



| removed my mouth from Karen'sand looked up a him.

'Y ou're kind of freaking me out,’ he said. 'Stop that."

'Oh, shit. Sorry, Bill. I'm not thinking. Damn. Shit. Heh-heh. | must be afag.'
'No, no. It'sjust weird.'

" eah!

'I've dways been sort of conservative, you know, in sex.’

'Wdll, you know, you got to try different things sometimes, Bill. Right, Karen?
'Fuck melikeadut,' she said.

'I'madl for that,’ Bill muttered. '‘But the two-on-one thing, it's— Dude, you're making melose my
concentration. | can't have a conversation now.'

Karen was pinching my lower lip, abit too hard. It hurt. She gazed into my eyes as she thrust her hipsup
agang Bill.

'Fuck me,' she said.

Even though my head was on itsside | poured some of the whiskey into my mouth. Most spilled out onto
the carpet. | saw the splotch widen on the carpet, soaking it, until it covered the areaaround Bill's knee.
Bill's knee was bleeding aso, from the rug burn. He thrust himsdlf back and forth. Karen ran her finger
over the top of my lower set of teeth. She moaned.

Bill's penis came flapping out of Karen'sbody. It was only partly erect. Bill nervoudy scrambled for it
with hishand. He stuffed it back up into the girl's body. He turned toward me. He shook his head.

'| keep trying and trying and trying,' he said. He looked like he was about to cry. '‘But | can't.' He started
pushing again. Karen raised her eyebrows and looked at me.

'Did he put it back inside? she asked me.
'Yeah,' | said.
'Shit. | can hardly tell. Let'sgo! Err!"

She began damming her pelvis up againgt him again, but continued looking at me. She swung her hand
down suddenly, grabbing my crotch. My cock was still hard. Karen pulled on it through my dacks. She
tried to unbuckle my belt with one hand, but couldn't do it because of the hallucinogens and being fucked
and it was ahard belt to undo. | undid it for her. She wrapped her hand

around my cock and started jerking me off. She looked up at Bill, who had his eyes closed, and then
over a meagain.

'‘Come on me," she said. 'Come on. Fuck my hand. Come on.'

| closed my eyes. My jiz shot out with impressive force. Bill squedled. | opened my eyes. My come was
gplattered across histhigh.

'Oh, fuck! Oh, Jesus Christ!" he screamed. 'How'd that happen?’



'Heh-heh-heh,' | said. | squished thetip of the whiskey bottle against my eye. 'Sorry, Bill.

Karen began laughing. She and | laughed together at Bill, which was pretty good revenge on him for
back-stabbing me.

'Get it off of mel' hesaid.
'With what? | said.

'‘Cdm down, Bill, Karen said. She lifted her mouth to hisand bit hislower lip. She bit it again. Then they
began kissing and fucking harder. | looked down a my shriveled wet dick.

Lit acigarette.
Got up and walked outside to the swvimming poal.

| stood on the diving board. The toes of my Rockport shoesjutted out over the edge. Moonlight
squiggles shonein the meager surf and the skeletd remains of leavesfloated by. A piece of bark passed
beneath me, or perhapsit was adog turd and it resembled a piece of bark.

A voiceinsde mewhispered, 'Lean.’

So| did. I lifted my right leg straight behind me so that the top of my body Ieaned in toward the water,
like one of those top-hatted birds that dipsitsfacein amartini glass. | raised my arms. | shifted the Jack
Danid'sbottlefor balance.

The cool wind stung my pores. The pool lights ran waves of shadow over my body. | wasthetiger with
moving stripes! | leaned even closer toward the water. My water spirit gazed back up at me. | leaned in
closer dill, tokissmysdf. | didn't fal. | wouldn't fal. Narcissusdidn't have my legs.

The next day Bill and | werevery, very, very sick. | sworeto God | would never have adrink or do
drugs again. Karen drove us back to the Hawaiian Retreat parking lot and we found the Honda Civic.
Neither one of us kissed her good-bye. We dropped the Honda Civic off at Bill's dad and stepmother's
house with a note. Then wetook thefirst bus back to Manhattan.

'l can't believe you came onmy leg, Bill said.

This started me laughing. And then he started laughing. And pretty soon we were doubled over in
hysterics and everyone on the bus was looking at us. Then | began to vomit up blood.

'Sorry,' | said. 'What'sthat smell?
'l took alittle shit in my pants;’ Bill said. He began to cry. 'I'm losing control of my bowels!’

‘Jesus!’ | said. | moved to one of the backseats of the bus. Then | started to fed guilty. After al, | had
comeon hisleg. So | moved back up next to him.

‘Thanks," he said.
'Let'sthink of something interesting to talk about,' | said.

We didn't speak again until we got to Manhattan.

What You Hid



'Evdyn, thisis James!

Long pause. | could hear her breathing.
'Remember me? | said, patheticaly.

Ha

'I'm sorry, Evelyn. | shouldn't drink around you—'
'You're drunk now.’

‘That's a coincidence.’

'What do you want?

I'msorry,' | said.

Pauise.

'What do you want?

'What are you doing for Christmas, Evelyn?

'I'm going home, of course, to Philade phiawith my parents. I'm thinking about hanging up now.’

'No! Wait! Listen, my mother got ahold of my number. She's been caling me and trying to get meto go
hometo Saint Louis. She'semployed Tar in thisFUCKING CRUSADE.'

'Why are you so upset?
‘These bastards all want me dead.’

'| don't ever want to speak to you again, James. | told you that. There's something about you that needs
serious mentd help. | don't know what it was that happened to you.'

'l know. But wait. Evelyn. Evelyn, what kind of stuff do you do with your family over Chrisgmas?
'Eat food, church.'

'Y ou eat food?

s

'What types of food?

‘Christmas types of food."

"Where do you go to church?

'Why do you care?

‘Making conversation.’

'Noon mass a Saint Gabridl's. I'm going now.'

'l haven't been with my family for Chrismas since | was eighteen. And what my family doesisthey fight.



Some triangular fucking arrangement. Tar and me againgt my old man. Or meand him againgt Tar. And
something priceless dways gets broken.'

'‘What timeisit?

"Thisyear, though, I'm the outsider, Evelyn, so | know what to expect. Evelyn. These fucking bastards.
So lisgento me. Ligen to this. I've just had amarvel ous plan that cameto mein my head.’

Eveyn sad nothing.

'Areyou there?

'Yes. | don't want to talk with you. Thisisn't right.”
'l want you to come home with mefor Chrisgmas.’
'What?!'

'‘AHA!

You're crazy!'

‘Ligento this: I'll pay your way.'

‘No! No!"

I'll pay your way. Money in the bank.’

‘No! No way!"

‘Plus, I'll giveyou athousand dollars:!’

'A thousand—James, how do you make your money?

| stared at the cracksin my wall for amoment.
'| stedl pharmaceuticals from the hospital and sdll them,’ | said.
'Oh.’

'I'mgood at it! ESUS FUCKING CHRIST, WHY THE THIRD-DEGREE ALL OF THE
SUDDEN? . .. Wait, wait! Don't hang up.’

"Thisis how fucked up you are. Y ou're awhol e different somebody than the guy | went to Long Idand
with.'

"You're crying, aren't you?
'‘No. Why would 17?7

'Y ou're disgppointed in me.’
'Y ou hid so much.’

‘All right, listen. Hereésthe plan. See, Ta—THAT FUCKER—he getsalot of mileage out of having this
girlfriend, Amy. Hesin this NI CE reationship with thisNICE girl, and she takes the heet off of him.’



'S0 you want to use me as a buffer?

'A thousand dollars!’

‘Noway. | haveto go.'

'Don't hang up. Eveyn.’

'What?

'I'm going to win you back. Even if it means having to change my life!
‘No, you aren't, James.'

And she hung up.

Sue Lopmeyer's Panties

Gary and | stood on the yellow curb. We werein the parking lot. The sun waswarm. It was May. This
wasthe end of our eighth-grade year. It wasthe last day we would ever haveto go to Saint Ambrose.
Good riddance, | thought. Gary and | balanced ourselves on the curb and looked &t the others playing
dodgebal. Gary put hisarms out to his sides and tottered. He didn't play dodgeball anymore. Too many
of the guyswould aim for him, making agame out of who could knock his glasses off first. | wasn't
allowed to play dodgeball anymore. Thiswas ashame, asit was one of the few sports | enjoyed or had
any tdent for. If there had been a professona dodgeball league, | would have aspiredtoit asa
professon. But Monsignor Abman said | had developed amean streak. 'Dodgeball and sadists do not
bel ong together,’ he said.

Gary's face was covered with pink marks. He and | had been dap boxing. Slap boxing Gary was aways
abigrisk. | could best him easily. | wasfaster and taller and stronger. But if | was winning too much he
would become enraged and try to strangle me. It was athin line.

The two of us stood side by side on the curb. We tried standing on one leg (each), like a couple of
storks. We did thisfor afew minutes, then we sat down on the curb.

'Eight years,' Gary said.
'Eight yearsof hdll,' | said.
'Oh, it wasn't 50 bad.'

As Sue Lopmeyer thrust forward to throw the dodge-ball, the back of her skirt flew up and | could see
the bottom of her underwear. Her thigh was muscular. | had been thinking of fucking girls most of the
timelately. It had been over ayear since | had done it with ablack girl named Stacey Kees during
summer-school science class. Wedid it in the forest, it only took a couple minutes, and was
unremarkable. Now that | wasthirteen | thought that | might likeit alittle more.

Gary seemed to have missed the underwear. He was |ooking at a spot on the pavement between hisfest.
Hisface crumpled abit.

'What happens next year? he whispered.

‘Next year we fuck alot of babes.’



'What if they're mean? What if the kids at school are mean? Gary bit down hard on hislip and hisface
was shaking.

| knew what he meant. He meant Tar and Nancy and | wouldn't be there to protect him anymore. Tar
wouldn't graduate for another year. Therest of usweredl going to different high schools.

Hi, Mark, How Are You?

Mark Lipton looked like anice guy. Hewasin his backyard raking leaves. He wore a sweater with
green stripes.

It was dightly chilly outsde. The sun was beginning to .

Tar and | tramped through the leaves. We were both jittery with some combination of fear and anger and
anticipation. | never realy knew where one started and the others ended. My hands were shaking.

'Hey. You Mark Lipton? | said, though | knew full well he was. Walt Lang had pointed him out to us.

Mark smiled. He had short blond hair and perfect teeth. He was the same age as | was, Sixteen, but he
looked alot older.

'Yeah, | an. What'sup?

| was hiting on the skin of my thumb, anervous habit | had in high schoal. | took my thumb away from
my face.

'My brother and | were wondering why you were such a cocksucker,' | muttered.
Mark Lipton's face went dack.

'Whaaaaat? he said. He mustered a confused smile.

'Nothing,’ Tar said. 'Hewasjust kidding. Can | seethat rake?

'What? Why?

'l got one my mom makes me use and the little things, the tongs, keep coming off. That looks like a pretty
good one. | just want to check it out.’

Mark Lipton looked a me, till with the confused amile.

'Why'd you call me a cocksucker?

| shrugged.

'He'sgot aweird sense of humor,’ Tar said. '‘Comeon, just let me seeit for asec.’

Mark Lipton hesitated. Then he handed the raketo Tar. Tar took it and inspected it. 'Hm," he said. Then
he began hitting Mark Lipton in the face with it.

Mark Lipton ydled and fell facedown into the pile of leaves. Hetried to stand, but couldn't with Tar
griking him on the back with the rake. Mark looked asif he wastrying to swimin the leaves. That part
wasfunny.

| kicked himintheribs. | kicked him again. And then | kicked him in the face. | pulled the back of his



hair and pulled him up closer to me. He was crying. My breath went in and out in small whines. He stared
up a me.

'Why? he muttered. Blood spilled from his mouth.

'If you ever touch Gary Bauer again, welll kill you. Swear to fucking God. Come after usif you want, but
you better kill us. If you don't, welll kill you. | swear to fucking God, well kill you.'

Tar brought down the rake and it diced through his ear.
| punched him in the face until my hand was cut with bloody gashesfrom histeeth.

'Gary's head!" | screamed, and hit him. 'Does not!" | hit him again. '‘Belong in!" Something was lodged
between my fingers. It was atooth. ‘A toilet!”

Mark Lipton's eyesrolled into the back of his head. Tar stopped swinging. He looked down at me.
Hundreds of little holeswere in the back of Mark Lipton's shirt.

'Ishe unconscious? he said.

| nodded.
Tar dropped therake. | stood up. | held on to my ravaged hand and made my way to the car.

'Hey, wait!" Tar said. He crouched beside Mark Lipton. He pulled out the boy's wallet. He flipped
through it. He held the money up to me.

'Eight dollars,’ he said. Tar ran after me, clutching the money in his hand.

Love Song

Gary was damming the top of his head againgt atelephone pole.
'What'she doing? | said.

'Shit, he'sgoing nuts!’ Tar said.

Tar and | ran over to our friend like a couple of drunken Keystone Kops and pulled him away from the
telephone pole. Thingslike this had been happening alot lately to one of the four of us, Gary most often.
Two weeks before he had gotten angry with himsdlf, rubbed lighter fluid on hisleft nipple, and lit it on
fire. Thiswas nothing compared to that, but, till, it wasn't good.

'Gary! Look at your head!" | screamed. 'Goddammit!'

Blood wasfdling down from hishairline, covering hisface. Gary looked around dizzily. He began crying.
'Girlshate me!" he said. 'They hate me!’

‘Tar, go get Nancy.'

'Yeah, Tar said. 'Shel'sagirl.’

Tar sprinted back up to the house where the party was gill happening. It was mostly dicksin letter
jackets and bettiesin Izods with peroxide hair. | had walked out on the lawn to smoke ajoint with my
brother. | didn't want to be at the party. Those kinds of people hated me. Plus, they



had aready run out of booze. Luckily Tar and | had been drinking since noon rec & the U High.

'Gary, girlsdon't hateyou.' | put my arm around him. We led him down the Street, where there weren't
S0 many other teenagers. They just think you're alittleweird. They're afraid of someone who has enough
intengty to dam his head againgt atelephone pole. They know they get aguy like that in the sack, and it
means the big O. Chicks our age are afraid of pleasure.’ | sat Gary down on acurb. He pressed hisfists
agang hiseyes.

'Why am | gill avirgin?!'

'Y ou're only fifteen. Pace yoursdlf, man. Me, let'sadmit it, I'm the freak. Not you.'
He clutched my shirt.

'Nancy lost herstoo!" he cried.

'She's five months ol der than you. Now you have five months to catch up. Y ou're upset just because
Nancy got porked?

Gary dropped his head in my lap and sobbed.
I'm drunk," he said.

‘That's definitely no reasonto cry.’

I missbeing dive.’

'You'redive, believeme!’

I hurt dl thetime!

'Hey. Shh.’

| rubbed my fingersthrough Gary'shair.

Nancy stopped in the street by our side. She held abeer with two hands. She was wearing her pink
pants.

'What'swrong?

Tar bent down into Gary's face. He was frazzled, like he always was when any of us became upset.
'Look, Gary, it'sNancy!" Tar said. 'Look! She'sagirl! Nancy, do you like Gary?

'Yes,' shesad.

'See? Girlsdon't hateyou at al!'

'What's wrong? Nancy repeated.

'He'sdown,' | said. Gary was holding my hand. He moved his eyes without moving his head and |ooked
at Nancy.

'Hi," herasped. 'I'm sorry I'm stupid.’

"You're not stupid, Gary,' Tar said. 'Y ou just fed things more than most people. Because you're better



than them.'

'Scoot,' Nancy said to me, and swatted my shoulder. She sat down beside me on the curb. She pulled
Gary over so that hishead wasin her lap and therest of him wasin mine.

'Where's your handkerchief, Gary? she asked.

'In my pocket.'

"Tar, get Gary's handkerchief out of his pocket,” Nancy said.
Tar scrambled down to Gary's pocket and reached inside.
'Don't grab hisdick,' | said. 'Heh-heh.’

It'sgoing to beall right, Gary, redlly,' Tar said. He pulled the white handkerchief out of Gary's pocket
and handed it to Nancy. Gary and Tar and | had all decided handkerchiefs were cool and had started
carying them.

Nancy went to work on Gary's head, wiping away the blood that covered his forehead and face. Tar
knelt down in front of Nancy's knees and pulled back Gary's hair so she could get the harder spots.

Stewart, the big lug that had been fucking Nancy, stood behind usin his stupid public school jacket.
'What's going on with him?' he said to Nancy.

'He getslike this sometimes," she said.

‘Somebody in the party said he was fucking hitting his head on an eectrica post.’

'Gary's got hisown way of doing things." She smiled at Gary.

'I'm embarrassed,’ Gary said.

'Y ou gotta be kidding me," Stewart said. He started laughing. ‘Come on, Nance, let's get out of here.
Leavethefreak be and let's go do something else’

Tar's eyes clouded over. He looked up at Stew. He stood. The top of my brother's head barely reached
Stewart's chin, but he got in close, just afew inches away. He stared up into Stewart's eyes.

'Hey, Sew,' hesaid. 'Hey, Stew.’
'What?

'Go back insde.’

'What? Why?

‘Becauseif you don't I'm going to call your mother and tell her you're having premarital intercourse with
Nancy.'

"What?'
'Y ou heard me.'

Tar took a step back. He flipped hisarms up into fists. He bounced back and forth, bobbing and



weaving, making little Srikes at the air.

'‘Come on, Stew, man of theridiculous name, let'sfight,’ he said.
'Don't touch him, Stewart,’ Nancy said.

"You'retotdly smdler than me!’

'Y eah, but my brother will jump in and wéell beat the living crap out of you. Y ou've heard the stories.
Come on, make your move.'

'Shit! Maybe I'll go insde and get my friendd!’

"Whoo! Go on, let'sdoit! Bring out the lunkheads! Come on, Stewart! Y ou only get to call Gary afreak
onetime! Y ou'reworth one billionth of him, you big letter-jacket crewcut Moose-from-Archie faggot!

‘Jesus, oh man, you're afucking nut!" Stewart said. ‘Nancy, are you coming or what?

'Fuck off, Stewart, she said. 'I'll call you tomorrow.'

'Y ou guys are fucking weird. Y ou're like I've heard.' He pursed his mouth, shook hishead in disgust. He
walked away.

'Fedling any better, Gary? | said.
His hand squeezed mine. Nancy wiped the last of the blood from hisface.

"Thanks, Jmmy. I'm sorry I'm such apain. | fed better now.' Gary was staring straight up into the sky.
Hesmiled. 'Look at dl the stars up there.'

The other three of uslooked up. Huge constdllations of stars whited out chunks of the black sky. It shone
down upon us, dmost as bright as day.

'Pretty,’ Nancy said.

It'sbeautiful,’ Tar said. 'It'sthe most beautiful thing I've ever seen.” Tar et himsdf fal dowly to hisknees
infront of Gary's head.

Gary's head was an important thing to al of us. It held secret paths to beauty, like the sky it had just
shown us. It held tricks to play on people, and akind of undying love, and vast geographica knowledge,
and ideas | was sure no onein the history of mankind had ever thought before. Sometimesit would go
underappreciated. But | saw everything it meant to me now, and | didn't want it to block its pathways
anymore,

| brought my lips down closeto Gary's ear.

'Weloveyou,' | whispered. | had never said anything like that to anyone before, but at that moment it
seemed necessary. Nancy kissed Gary's clean forehead. My little brother, our protector, placed his hand
over Gary'sand mine. Gary gripped tightly to both our hands, and then Nancy set herson top all of ours.
Nancy squeezed.

Therewas only one good thing in the world, | thought. The other three would aways be there when one
of us started to go. In thisway we were a perfect machine.



Wednesday, December 21

A fat man sank into asofa. | could see him down the hdlway, in the living room. His boxer shortswere
spotted with faded blue diamonds. But for awisp of thin white hair the man was bad; he had lost alot
sncewe last met. Thelight in the room was dramatic. The lampswere off. Narrow dats of sun camein
through shuttered windows. Mostly the TV ignited the room. Its colors it the man from below. Looking
closer, though, something besides the lighting took hold of me. In the man'sthick armswas ababy doll.
Herocked it back and forth. The doll's face was dmost aclown's; thick black eyelashes, cherry cheeks,
gray eyes, and alook of glee. Thefat man's eyeswere also gray, asilver gray. But his expresson was
more devoted than gleeful. He twirled hisfingersthrough the doll's hair. On the TV, an old courtroom
drama. The TV lawyer was handsome with dark locks and grace. He stood silent in front of thejury,
dowly rising his hand. Thefat man was aso alawyer. He was a persona-injury lawyer, recognized by
many in Saint Louisfrom his TV commercids. Now here he was with ababy doll. Herolled hisfinger
over the baby doll's cheek. The tenderness stung. Strange that a piece of molded plastic could dicit this
love, perhagpsfor the very firgt time.

Tar and Amy both reeked from the long car ride. They looked like late-phase heroin addicts, purple
shadows beneath their eyes. Their ugliness was acomfort to me. | exited the rented Taurus, dammed the
door shut. The top of my neck pulsed with nicotine, caffeine, white crosses. | swung my loaded bag over
my shoulder. Thistilted me pathetically to one side. | looked up at my parents house. Sometime during
the past five yearsthey had painted it from yellow to brown. Tar forged the path up the driveway. He
carried three hard cases. Amy carried asingletiny duffel.

'What's the matter, Ame, afraid you're going to break anail? | said.
‘James, I'm fed up with you,' she muttered.

| had been voicing opinions about Amy'stastein music, Tar's wheezing while he dept, and other
blemishes. Admittedly | wasabit angry; they had told me they would pay for the rental under condition
| didn't drink. I hadn't had adrink anyway, not sincethe night | offered Evelyn athousand dollarsto
come home with me. But that | was changing my lifewasn't any of their fucking business.

Amy leaned over and whispered to my brother asthey walked toward the front door. Thisis how they
had been expressing their resentment, through secret whispers. The Sengitive Ones, | liked to think of
themas.

Above the house the sun was barely visible behind the pinkish clouds. My parents front lawn was
covered with frost. The cold filled my nogtrils. Troll Court was empty. Still the street was as reassuring as
| had remembered. Maybe it was the reassurance that | missed, that convinced me to come home for
Christmas. Or perhapsit was the reason | had given: that | was sick of my mother's nagging on the
phone.

The Delgesses dog Lennon went limping around the circle of grassin the center of the court.
'Hey, Lennon!’ Tar ydled. ‘Lennon!’
But shedidn't hear. Deef, | guessed. The old girl moved giffly from bush to bush. She squatted.

Tar opened the front door without knocking. Unlike me, my brother had ventured home every year. The
last two he had brought Amy.



Inthe living room at the end of the halway our father was Sitting on the couch. At first he didn't see us
comein. All the lightswere off except the TV. In hisarms, ababy doll.

?, | thought.
My father turned toward us. His face became bright.

'Harha hey!" he said. He lumbered up the hallway to embrace us. He carried the doll with him. | shrank
beneath hislarge arms.

‘Jmmy, Jmmy," he whispered in my ear. 'I'm so glad you've come back.'

'Yeah,' | said. The doll was wedged between our shoulders. It and | were saring face-to-face. A lawyer
wassarmonizingonthe TV.

‘And Tar!" my father said.

'Hey, you old swindler!" Tar said.

'Ha-ha,' my father said. They embraced. This had become second nature to them.

The baby doll wore yellow pgjamas. On the pgjamas, a duck. The duck's head was black. It was
quacking at asmiling star overhead. My father hugged Amy. He kissed her on the cheek. | pointed at the
baby doll.

'Dad, what the hell isthat?

Tar kicked me with the side of hisfoot. My father looked down at the dall.

‘Wdll, that's. .. uh..."hesad.

My mother came trampling down the dairs.

'Wdll, hello!" she said. 'Hello!l" My mother hugged mein her prim way. Behind her, my father was holding
thedoll likeared baby.

'Well, let'slook at you,' she sad. 'Five years!'

'Y eah, well, I've been busy.'

'Fveyearsistoo long.’

'Oh, givethekid abreak, Lynea,' my father said.

'Hey, Mom, Dad's got a baby doll. What's the deal with that?

Tar kicked me again, hard. He glared at me.

'Kick meonemoretime. . ."' | said. 'Will somebody tell mewhy my father is carrying around adoll?
There was amoment of televison music.

'It's something Karen asked meto do,' my father said.

'l don't know who Kareniis.'



"That'syour father's therapist,’ my mom said. 'Billy isanew kind of therapy.'
Bill wasmy father'sname.

‘Billy? | said. "It lookslikeadgirl.'

My mother clapped her hands together.

'‘Okay!" she said. 'Jmmy, pick up your bag. We're going to put you down in the basement, if you don't
mind.’

'l dont mind. But . . .
'‘Good,' my mother said. 'Come on. Wefixed it all up for the return of the prodigal son.’

She waked down the hallway. | looked at my brother. He winced at me and shook his head sadly in
disgust. | looked at Amy. Shewas distracting herself with acabinet of Hummel figurines. | looked at my
father. Hewouldn't meet my eye. | walked out of the hall. After five years| should have known I'd be | eft
out of things.

* k%

| set my bag down on the orange carpet. The basement had been subdivided and carpeted since | moved
avay.

'Man,' | said. 'l ill think of it the old way.'
'It's been along time since you've been home," my mother said.

A futon sdled onewall. The rectangular windows at the top of thewall now had shutters. My mother
opened one of the dresser drawers. She zipped open my bag.

I'll unpack mysdlf, Mom.'

'No trouble." She picked up a handful of my underwear. 'About Billy.'
‘Thedall.

s

My brother and Amy's footsteps padded overhead into the guest bedroom. The TV's volume got louder.
My mother placed my underwear in the drawer. She stood straight. She pushed her glasses up on her
face. Shelooked at me.

'l would appreciateit if you didn't tease your father about him. He's been sengitive lately.
'Wdll, | don't see why. There's no reason agrown man should be sengitive about carrying around adoll.

'Stop it. His psychologist prescribed it . . . prescribed Billy. She thought it would help your father regain
some of the nurturing he didn't get asachild.’

‘That | don't understand.’
'It'swhat's called hisinner child. That'swhy hisnameisBilly.'

'Oh, no. Oh, Christ, Mom. That's just plain fucked up. And spooky, it's spooky.'



"The language,’ my mother said. She bent toward my bag. 'Maybe it will be hepful. | have to admit he's
been better around the house.'

She picked up ahandful of my socks.

My father weighed more than three hundred pounds. When he joined AA and quit drinking he gained
even more weight. Although | was embarrassed by his carrying adoll around the house, | had to admit to
Tar that night: "Y ou know, | dways did think our father was putting on al that weight because for some
reason he was ashamed of his skeleton. Like every jut that showed through was something he had to
layer over until it wasgone.’

'Hm," Tar said. 'That'saweird theory, man.’

'l know. That'swhy | haven't said it until now. But speaking it out loud now makes me even more
convinced that it'strue. | bet therés millions of red psychologicad maadiesthat psychiatrists haven't
thought of yet. And shame of the skeleton is one. Maybe the baby doll islike his Skeleton, and paying
attention to it helps him to lose some of that. Does that make sense?

‘No.'
'Maybe | didn't word it right.’

'Y eah. I'm going to deep.’ Tar walked into his bedroom and was gone.

Thursday, December 22

Shortly after the doorbell rang, Tar stood at the edge of the kitchen table. He wore asilk shirt. | could
seethe sunlight in the hallway coming in from the open doorway. Tar nodded toward it.

"The door'sfor you,' he said.

Nancy's face was the same: pretty from the appropriate angles, streamlined nose, brown hair, eyes a bit
closeinacuteway, largeincisors. She had her hand on the doorframe. Nodding. Grinning. My pace
dowed when | saw her.

'Whoa. Jesus. Nancy.'
Shelaughed. That'sme. | cameto seeif you could come out and play.'
"That's about what you were doing the last time | saw you.'

Nancy laughed. She was very thinin atan swester and jeans. She had lost the bit of weight she had
gained last time | saw her. Behind her the various-colored houses streamed up on both sides of the hill.

'Chrigt, you look al right,' | said.
‘All right. Oh, gee, thanks.'
'Wdll, you know what | mean. Good. Real good. Hedlthy.'

Welooked at each other and nodded for afew minutes. She stood straight.

‘A hug? shesad.



'Y eah, yeah.'

We parried abit back and forth. Finding an in, she brought her arms up around my neck. She squeezed
me and shut her eyestight. We rocked back and forth for amoment, gradualy dowing to astop.

'Hey, darling,’ | said.
'How long? Five years?
'Fveyears.'

| let myself close my eyesfor amoment. When | opened my eyes| saw the gentle curve of her assin her
jeans. The hug, the warmth, and the view surged blood down below my stomach. Nancy dipped back,
looking up a me. Her face was inches from mine. She brushed her knuckles over my whiskers.

'When'd you get this?
It comes and goes.'

She smooched me on the chin. She brought her head back down into my chest and squeezed me again.
Nancy felt more like home than either my parents or their house.

'Oh, God, | il think about you dl thetime,' she said. ‘| wonder what you're doing. | imagine you at the
top of the Empire State Building.'

‘That'swhere | spend most my time. Usualy | got alittle tiny person in my hand and helicopters are
shooting a me.' | pushed her back. 'Hey, Nancy.'

'What?
| pointed down the street at what used to be the Streckers house.
‘See those bushes down there?

She nodded.

'Let's go back down there behind them. I'll show you mineif you show meyours:'

'Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!" Nancy said, the same horsy loud laugh. She cupped her hand over her mouth. But her
laughter wastoo strong. With easeit burst between her fingers and punctured distant hearts.

Tar, Amy, and | watched my father through the kitchen window. He carried a shovel acrossthe front
lawn. Hewore an orange therma hat.

'What're those things called again? | said.
'Papooses,’ Tar said.
'Oh, yeah.'

On my father's back was a papoose with the baby doll init. He cracked the frozen ground around atree,
ardingit.

'‘Somebody's gonna see that papoose,' | said. 'They're gonna say old man Gunn's gone loony.'

'l think it'skind of sweet,’ Amy said.



‘Bananas smell sweet when they start to go rotten.’
Amy spooned up some Fruity Pebbles. | set my cigarette in an ashtray on the table.

'Mom says he makes her baby-sit it when he goesto work," Tar mumbled through amouthful of ceredl.
'He saysit's ababy, somebody hasto take care of it dl thetime.’

'‘Doesshedoit? Amy said.
Tar shrugged. 'She says she does.’

'Y ou know she doesn't,' | said. "Y ou know Mom jusr setsit on a shelf somewhere then when she sees
him in the driveway she picksit up and starts making googly eyesét it.'

Tar raised hiseyebrow. "What exactly are googly eyes. James? he said.

'Hm, well, they're the same kind of eyesyou make while you're fucking Amy in the ass!

Tar dropped his spoon in his cerea and glared at me. Amy's mouth opened. She stared at Tar.
"Youtold him,' she said.

'Hey, nobody told me anything. | just thought you've been waking alittle funny lately. Heh-heh.'
Amy punched Tar inthearm. | took asip of coffee to hide my smile.

'Nothing to be ashamed about, Ame,' | said. 'Everyone needs alittle heinie-fucking now and again.'
Tar reached up over the table and flicked mein the temple.

'Ow! Fuck,' | said.

| picked up my lit cigarette from the ashtray. And | threw it a him.

‘Uncooal, James! Oh, shit! Oh, shit! Whered it go? Tar Sarted to stand up. He was patting historso and
hislegslooking for the cigarette. Amy scrambled around him trying to find it.

'Heh-heh-heh.' | spped my coffee.

'Ow! I'm getting burnt! Oh no!" Tar jumped away from the table. With a panicked expression he picked
it off himself. The cigarette had gotten caught in afold on his shirt. Next to his chest pocket was a brown
hole. Amy kneaded the hole between her fingers, shocked.

‘Goddammit, that's afifty-dollar shirt!’ Tar said.

'Not anymore.' | Sipped my coffee. He stood till, musclestaut. His eyes darted over the surface of the
table. They stopped on Amy's bowl of cered. | moved dowly back.

'Hey, Tar ... dont, | said.
Tar grabbed the rim of the bowl. | started to get up from

my seat. He threw the cered on me. Little Fruity Pebbles stuck al over my suit. Amy laughed
hygericdly.

'Great.' | grabbed my coffee cup. | tossed the coffee on both Tar and Amy. The Sensitive Ones



screamed. Coffee dots on their clothes. Amy snatched up a saltshaker.

'Oh, please please please, Amy,' | said. 'Don't throw salt on me. Please, anything but that. Heh-heh-heh.’
Amy chucked the whole shaker.

'Ow!" | said. It bounced off my forehead. | touched the spot whereit hit.

Something cold was streaming over my face. | turned around. Tar was pouring a bottle of Coca-Colaon
my head. | grabbed the bottom of the bottle and tried to wrestle it from him. Coca-Cola sputtered
everywhere: us, the table, the drapes, papers stuck to the refrigerator with magnets. Tar and | tumbled to
the ground. Neither one of uswas able to gain control of the emptying bottle. A farting noise. A yellow
streak passed by my face. The streak landed in Tar's hair. Another stresk landed on my nose. Amy was
standing over us squirting mustard. | wrapped my arms around her knees and she collapsed. Tar laughed.
| laughed. Amy laughed. Then my mother's voice came down upon us:

'What. . . the hell.... isgoing on here? She stood in the doorway in aflashy flowered shirt. Her hands
were on her hips. It wasafamiliar pose, though not one | had seen in the past twelve years.

'Oh!" Amy said. 'WEell clean it up!" She was on the ground. Her hair wasin her face. Her legs were stuck
under Tar'sass. | wasditting on Tar'slegs.

'Look at my refrigerator,” my mother said. 'My calendar.’
'Amy attacked both meand Tar, Mom,' | said.

'Yeah, Tar said. 'Wetried to stop her but she was going

crazy throwing everything al over the kitchen. Shejust kept saying, "I hate your mother, your mother isa
bitch."

' did not! Mrs. Gunn, | didn't!’

'Who are you going to believe, Mom, this outsider or your two loving sons? | said. 'Heh-heh-heh-heh.' |
grabbed the wet pack of cigarettes from my shirt pocket.

My mother moaned. 'Just clean it up.’ Sheleft the kitchen, shaking her head.

'Ha-ha-ha,' we all said. Amy covered her eyeswith her hand. | tossed a cigarette in my mouth. Tar
looked up at me.

'Hey, James," he said. 'There's something you might want to see.’

'Dan Occangion!' | said. Tar had led meinto the storage part of the basement. Shelves crammed with
boxeslined the walls. Dan was cupped in the palms of Tar's outstretched hands. The red on Dan's helmet
had faded. And some of the blue stripes down the sides of his body had been scuffed away. On his back
he still had the black spot. But besides that the old fellow looked pretty good.

'He hasn't aged a bit,’ | said. "Whereld you find him?
'l waslooking for my high school diplomain one of the boxes back there!
'Why the fuck would you want that?

‘| don't remember.'



'Whao's Dan Ocanjan? Amy said.

'No, OCCANSION, you silly cunt,' | said. 'He's Dan the Stunt Man.'

DAN/DAD

In Dan's most famous stunt we tied hisfoot to akite. Since | could tie knotsthe best | was the oneto do
it. Gary and | argued over who got to hold the spoal. Tar didn't care; he climbed the gutter to the
rooftop. He wanted to see this stunt up close. The kite was black with two big green eyes. Green
sreamersflew from itstail. Thiswasaday of extreme wind. Nancy's mom had checked the westher
channd ontheradio for us.

'Yes,' shehad said. 'It's certainly ablustery day.’

Up the kite went, higher, higher. Asit moved acrossthe sky, Tar darted across the top of our house.
'Don't fal!" Nancy cried.

Dan hung from the kite by hisfoot. He spread hisarmswide.

'l am the greatest stunt man in theworld!" Dan yelled. 'Evel Knievel can suck my dick!’

Gary hooted, clapped. He brought his clasped hands below his chin. | unraveled the spool and let Dan
go higher. Tar reached out to touch him over the edge of the roof.

Frickles Fireworks stocked giant bottle rockets around the Fourth of July. They had them in the back. A
sgnwarned,

Itisillegal for anyone under eighteen to be in this part of the store. Neither Frickles nor any of the
members of hisfireworks staff paid any attention to the sign; sometimes God is good. Most of the giant
bottle rockets we bought, Gary and | threw at each other. Only once did either one of us haveto go to
the hospital (Gary). The largest and most powerful rocket was called the SuperBuzz. We only had one,
which we made sure not to use. It was reserved for Dan Occansion.

'Are you sure he's not gonna explode? Nancy asked.
'‘Dansayshecandoit, Tar said.

We knew we could trust this. Tar had the greatest rapport with Dan. Instead of string we used wireto tie
Dan to the SuperBuzz. Wetied him with hisback to it soif he did get burned hisface wouldn't be
harmed. We planted the bottle rocket's stick in a pile of rocks. Dan had the same smile he dways did
before a stunt. Some might call this stupidity, but we recognized thisfor the daring it was. | lit the wick. It
flared, sparksflying to our feet.

'Bye, Dan,’ Nancy said.

'Dig thigl" Dan yelled. 'I'm taking atrip to outer space!’
The SuperBuzz arced up into the air.

'We love you, Dan!" Gary screamed.

'Geez, Gary, get alife, Nancy said.



At the highest point in the sky Dan'srocket exploded. Then it plummeted into the subdivision under
construction next to our neighborhood.

'Oh, shit,’ Tar said.

Wedidn't know where it went. We hadn't planned on having trouble finding it after it landed. The four of
ustraveled into the construction zone. It was Sunday, deserted. We searched the dirt lawns. We
searched the roofs of houses aready built and the interiors of houses only begun. Gary started into his
nervous breathing.

‘Don't worry, Gary,' | said. 'Well find him." | placed my hand on his back.
When it got dark we went back home and got flashlights.

'It'stoo late to be going out there,” my mother said.

Tar started to cry.

'But Dan'sgone!’ he said.

"Y ou can find Dan in the morning,’ she said.

‘By then he might be dead!’ Tar cried.

'What?

‘Somebody might take him by then, Mom," | said.

"Who would want your little person?

'Kids die for stuff like that, Mrs. Gunn," Nancy said.

Tar cried louder.

'Well be careful,' | said.

My mother gavein. It usudly went that way when Tar cried.

Once outside the door Tar looked at me and smiled. His hands were in his pockets.

One of the houses under congtruction was only awooden frame. We hadn't inspected it very well thefirst
time around. | waslooking in the gutters on the corners of the house when Nancy yelled, 'Oh!" | peered
insde. She was on her hands and knees, looking down a hole in the floorboards going into the basement.

'l think | found him," she whispered.
| walked into the house and climbed down into the hole.
'Ishedive? Gary said.

Dan's whole body was black and charred. He was tied to the cardboard husk of the bottle rocket. He
was hardly bregthing.

'Y eah, but he's messed up,’ | said.

Walking back to the house was sad because Dan was so fucked up. In the utility room we tended to his



wounds.

We gave him ashower inthe sink. To our surprise, dmost dl the black washed easily away. Dan
regained consciousness.

'Hey hey hey!" he said. 'Nothing's wrong with me, baby!"
Only asmall spot remained on his back. Gary grabbed my shoulder and squeezed, grinning.

Another time Dan took the whed behind abuggy. He drove it off the roof and into the inflatable pool.
Everyone cheered.

Tied with wireto the rear bumper of our mother's car, Dan Occansion held on dl the way to our
grandmother's house. Tar introduced our grandmother to Dan.

'Oh," she said. She did her finger over thetop of her ear.
‘The Bible says, Tar, it saysto bewarefaseidols,' she muttered. She looked at our mother uncertainly.
'It'snot astatue, Grandma,' | said.

'Wdl. 1t's not the most gppropriate thing in the world." Again she looked at our mother. She said under
her breath, defensively: ‘Lynes, it'strue. Y ou just don't understand. And looking at me like that won't
help. It won't.'

'‘Come on, guys,' our mother said. ‘Go on downgtairs, play.'

Our grandmother's basement was old, musty, and the lights were dim. In a glass case stood her dead cat,
Socks. He was stuffed. He stared above us, a bit cross-eyed. His eyes were avery different color green
than they had been when hewas dive. A smdl plastic turntable that my grandmother kept for us sat on
thefloor. Next to it, a cardboard box of children'srecords. | put on arecord called Sng Along Circus.
Dan sat with hislegsout straight

on therecord labdl as the turntable revolved. Tar looked out of the corner of his eye at Socks.
‘Bewarefdseidals,” he whispered in a high-pitched voice. We giggled nervoudly.
Then Dan said loudly: 'If you cats don't mind me saying, that old broad is haf off her rocker.’

Tar and | put our hands over our faces and laughed hard. That day we invented adance called The
Crazy Lady. Itinvolved diding your fingers over thetops of your ears while wiggling your butt.

We strapped Dan Occansion to the back of a duck.

In atouching moment Dan admitted that his parents didn't love him. All of uswere shocked to see him
crying. It was touching, but uncomfortable. What do you say in astuation like that?

Unlike mogt action figures from that period, Dan Occan-sion's knees could bend.

Hey you cats, come here. | got something to show you. It's gonna blow your minds. Come on over here,
through these trees. That'sright. Look out for that root sticking up. Okay. Y ou ready? It'sthis. Hal Bet
you didn't expect meto show you adead squirrel! Man oh man, look at that! Its eyes have rotted away.
Look, you can seeitsribs. Whoo boy, it smellstoo. Get down close and smell it. What's wrong with
you, Gary old boy? Afraid of adead squirrel? Afraid it's gonnajump up and grab you? Hal That'd be



something. Man oh man. What do you mean you're gonna be sick, Nance? What's wrong with you?
Hdll, it'sonly asquirrel. A DEAD squirrel. Hey, babe, where you going? Get your bony butt on back
here. Come on now.

I'm gonnafigure out astunt to do with this dead squirrel. Quit calling me that. Come on, Nancy. Come
on back. Well figure out something redlly cool. Maybe I'll stick my head through its skin, between its
ribs. It looks soft enough. Of courseit'sdisgusting. A disgusting stunt isa certain category of stunt, like
people eating goldfishes. | am the master of ALL stuntsif you don't recdl. You think | can't doit? 1 said
quit cdling methat. My nameisn't immy. It's Dan.

William Gunn was from aSaint Louisfamily of lawyers, so Irish and so cloistered that after two
generationsin this country they till had ahint of abrogue. He started drinking heavily at the age of
fourteen, and didn't stop for twenty-five years. William believed himsdlf to be aladies man, but, nervous
and Catholic, he only ever fingered one dit and that was hiswife's.

William married Lynea Chylnek on abeautiful summer day, and it went downhill from there. William was
drunk when hisfirg child, James, was born lessthan ayear later. He pressed his hand againgt the nursery
glass. He wept and said his boy was the most handsome baby he had ever seen. His second son was
born lessthan ayear after that. The second son's name was Joseph, but because his skin was so dark at
birth William called him Tar Baby. It was a nickname that, shortened to Tar, stuck, and the toddler later
refused to be called anything else.

William was frightened around the children. He didn't know how to touch them. He never held onein his
arms. Hewas usudly at work, so much so that the two boys were essentialy raised in asingle-parent
home. Even when he was present he wasn't present, his nose buried in anewspaper or staring at the TV.

But, oh, when he was drunk. When he was drunk,

William would stay up late with the children. They would ride on his back as he pretended to be a
monster, a pony, adragon. He would prop his hands on his head like horns on amoose and run
repeatedly into the furniture, sometimes breaking it. His children would laugh. Hed snap towe s a their
bottoms. He'd pretend to eat them. He'd fill the tub with water and drop them in like bombs.

In the morning they'd jump on his back to play again. But William would be hungover. He would throw
them aside with force, and once the younger son'sfinger was broken in thisway.

William was given to violence. At nineteen, he was arrested for repeatedly damming aman'shandina
car door. At twenty-three he threw afifty-five-year-old insurance agent through awindow. He'd dap or
punch or kick his sons because he couldn't get them to shut up any other way. He hit hiswifetwice. This
waswdl worth it to his entire family because he wasincredibly nice and humble for afull two weeks
afterward.

'l wish held hit Mom every two weeks," James once said.

'Or, if he'stoo busy, I'll doit for him," said Tar.

Friday, December 23

'I'm not surewhere Tar went,' | said. 'l think to the Science Center with Amy.'

"Y ou didn't want to go to the Science Center? my father asked.

We were Sitting across from each other on the couch.



'No. No. | think I'm going to do my own experiment in the basement. To hell with the Science Center.'
"Y our own experiment?

| leaned back in the couch, staring at the TV.

'Y eah. I'm going to make arobot, Dad. | might aswdll tell you. Soon the world will know.'

'What? A robot?

'Y eah. A very hugerobot. It will frighten you.'

"What?'

| stared at him.

‘Nothing,’ | said. 'Never mind.'

My father looked at me for afew seconds then turned back toward the TV. Two men were sweeping
the curling stone from one end of the rink to the other. Curling isthe greatest sport in the world because
athough | don't know what the hell they're doing it looks like a sport janitors would be terrific at, and I'm
al for thelittle man.

The baby doll wasin my father'sarms, forgottenin the

excitement of curling. | sucked in smoke. There was beer in the fridge but | was doing my best to stay
away from it. Nancy and | had made plansto hang out that night. | didn't want to be drunk when she
came by to pick me up. The curling team in the red fumbled the stone.

'Oh, helogtit, my father said. 'Helogt it

'He screwed up,’ | said. 'All the other curlers are going to make fun of him.’
"They're going to take away his broom.' My father laughed.

| looked at my father and watched hiswhole body shaking.

'Heh-heh. Hey, Dad. Let me seethat doll.

My father was cautious.

'Don't do anythingtoit.

‘Naw.'

He handed methe baby. | held it up in front of me under its shoulders. I lifted it gently up and down, felt
itsweight.

‘That's not such abad-looking kid," | said. ‘Nice PJs!'
| looked at my father. He had adightly goofy smile and his eyes were watering up.
"Thank you, Jmmy. Thank you for being nice.’

'I'mjust looking at it, Dad.'



Nancy and | were distanced by years. Experiences were the splayed fingers of God between us. She
was flanked by men more important than me: an ex-husband and alittle boy who's name | had forgotten.
And cocks had filled orifices that had been shrouded around me since the first pubic whiskers. But in the
right light her face was amirror of my own. Maybe she missed the same things, the mystery, the magic.
Of courseit'simpossible to reclam the old world. But maybe fooling ourselves was enough. In the old
world we put on plays for our parents.

*kk

A smadll scar curved dong the wrinkle next to Nancy's eye. Both the scar and the wrinkle were new
additions, and | considered whether they fit. | shouted over the music: | asked her where she had picked
up the scar.

'A ring," Nancy shouted. The jukebox was up so loud she had to shout. The songwas'96 Tears, so |
had problems concentrating on Nancy. | hadn't heard '96 Tears in along time. Wewerein abar, a
secret Irish place named O'Corrigan's, everything in it was green or dark wood. Outside the bar the
Missssppi flowed by, which dways reminded me of thick chocolate spilling down afunne inthe
Hershey'sfactory. Nancy and | were Sitting on stools side by side. Nancy was wearing brown
corduroys. They weretight, and they started me thinking things | shouldn't have been thinking about the
oldest friend | had. Having the baby, whatever its name was, hadn't destroyed her thighs. | guided my
tongue between my incisors and pushed out part of the chicken dinner we had earlier. Five years. It was
better being homethan | thought it would be.

'l gotit fromaring,’ Nancy sad.
‘That's amysterious answer.'

‘Jerry'sring." Nancy took her right hand and gave herself adow motion crack acrossthejaw. It wasa
funny smile she had on. Thiswasthe way shetook everything life dedlt her.

'He knocked you around? | asked. A little bit of surprise came through my face.
'I'mgonna cry ninety-six tears."

"We knocked each other around,’ she shouted. ‘But he had the girth.’

'Fuck. Y ou want me to do something to him?1 will. | want to."

Nancy snickered. She sipped at her Long Idand iced tea. She shook her head and looked up at me.

'l didn't think you were doing that to people anymore. Jmmy.’
'I'm not. It'san exception. To help you.'
It didn't help Gary. It'snot gonnahelp me!’

'Gary,' | said. | pushed that bastard's stupid face out of my head. Just in time, a couple of sorority girls
camein thefront door to distract me. They were doing alittle dance with their hands up by their sides,
their wrists bent back. They had on many bracelets.

I'm gonna cry, cry, cry, cry.’

Nancy was sucking on thetiny straw. She looked up a me and held my eyes. Her eyeswere dark
brown, bloodshot, somewhat shriveled, but enchanting. After amoment she asked mewhy | had come



back after being gonefor so long.

'l left something here," | told her.

'What's that?

The bartender did aquarter into his pam from the bar. | averted my eyesfrom Nancy's.
'Ninety-six tears.'

'Childhood,' | said. She made an attempt at alaugh. | wiped my mouth with my wrist.
| ordered a beer.

Nancy had learned to knock them back.

'Y ou drink likethis often? | gestured toward her glass. Lipstick imprint on therim.
'My mother says|'m going to end up likeyou if I don't dow down.’

| made apuzzled face. 'Every Picture Tellsa Story' came on as'96 Tears ended.
‘There are Stories about you,' she said.

'Y eah? What about?

‘Jail stories. They say you're hitter, you're squandering your life!

'All scenes have been dramaticaly re-created.’

'l suppose.

'But | guessthose stories are better than no storiesat dl,' | said.

‘Some people think that way.'

A GQ guy with coifed hair wasleaning on the sorority girls table. ‘Moi?' | overheard him say.
'l want to murder that guy,’ | said. 'l want to torture him hard.’

Nancy asked meif | wanted to smoke some grass.

| didn't want her to leave. We went into my parents basement. Nancy said: ‘Thisisfreaky how
everything down hereis so different.’

She removed the one-hitter from her jeansjacket. Then she stared at the figure on the lamp table.
'Dan Occansion,’ she said. | tossed her abeer.

'Y eah. He's kicking back.

Nancy ran her fingernail down Dan's chest.

"Too much,’ she said. 'Dan Occansion. | think | used to have acrush on him.'

'Everyone has acrush on Dan.’



'Remember that once you grossed me out in the woods when you said he was going to stick hishead in
the dead squirrel ?

'Maybe." | walked into the bathroom my parents had added on.

'Whered you find him? Nancy yelled to me from the other room. My urine was splattering in the toilet.
For amoment it went on the edge.

‘Tar found him in the basement,’ | yelled back. "We found akite too. | think we're gonnatake him out on
astunt tomorrow.' | shook off the excess piss.

Nancy wastaking ahit as| came out of the bathroom.

'Y ou're kidding,' she rasped.

‘No, no, we are.’

‘Can | come?

‘Tomorrow's ChrigmasEve.'

‘Screw it. If Dan doesastunt | want to be there. Remember when wetied him to the back of a duck?

'Y egh, yeah. Tar and | went through al of them today. Amy said | should write hisbiography.' | toked off
the one-hitter.

‘Can | come?

| shrugged. 'Sure.’

'‘Gimmethat pipe.’

| handed it to her.

'Hey, Nancy, remember what it used to be like?

'What what used to be like?

'When we werekids.'

'Y egh, like what, you mean like wanting to be grown up al thetime and never being ableto?

'No, hell no, Jesus, | never wanted that. | mean being able to imagine anything and having it dmost be
true. There was belief. Remember when Tar was crying because Oscar Jr. was dead?

Nancy stared a me.
'Y eah,' she said. She lowered hersdf onto the couch.

'Wdll, Jesus, that was like everything to me," | said. 'l remember looking down and seeing brains coming
out of the back of Ellen'shead.’

'Shit. Ellen. Damn.' | imagined that Nancy was about to shed tears now over the death of her friend.
Maybe she was.

‘But, shit, James. When you get older you get to see that stuff for redl.’



'Wdll, | don't fed it anymore.'

'Don't you work in ahospital?

'Yeah.

'Y ou see anybody die?

'Y eah. But it seemed more real back when the people were plagtic.’

Nancy said: Y ou remember that? Wed sted your mother's makeup and dress up Brendan like agirl.
Hed be the flower girl. | heard hel's atransvestite now, | redly did, | think. Gary'd be the best man
usualy. I don't know what the fuck Steve and Corey did. Y ou know | could never really tell onefrom the
other. Y ou could? Wow, | couldn't. | think we made them servers. They were Methodists, so they
thought that was some sort of red important position. Man, how much beer have we drank? Hold on just
asec. | haveto go take apiss. Ugh.

Nancy said: Tar would dways be the priest. Always. HEd cry if wedidn't let him. God, hewasalittle
shit sometimes. While you guyswould set up the dtar and everything, Kelly and | would braid wregths
out of daffodilsfor your and my heads. Remember those? Those werefor . . . Jesus, I'm drunk, what isit
around you | just forget I'm amother?. . . Kelly and | thought the bride and groom wore wreeths, for
some reason. Maybe we saw it in aDisney film. | think we did. Then wed do it, Jmmy. First you'd come
out dow with your handsfolded in prayer at your chest. Y ou'd stop and wait for me at the porch, the
atar. Then Robert'd be my father. HEd walk me out. I'd see you looking back a me, looking all serious,
little wreath on your head. God, it was great. Tar had that humongous Bible and held read some

nonsense from it. Then held ask usthe familiar questionsand dl that. | DO. | DO. Then at the end you'd
kissme. A redl pucker. Gary

would clap. God, it'd be great. Y ou know, | think | liked doing that even more than the dinosaurs. No,
I'm not kidding.

It'sdl amess, redly. Nancy was lying back, dumped down on the blue couch. Her kneeswere dightly
parted, thethin V of her crotch curving down. Nancy's eyes were closed. The eydiner on her lidswas
blurred, dimin places. My grandfather's obituary was framed on the wall behind her. | was on my knees.
| held Nancy's hand. | held Nancy's hand in both of mine. My face was side down on the couch. Vinyl
upholstery, smel of vinyl and lint. A dot of spit benegth my mouth.

‘Marry me,' | said.

'Ha-ha'

'No, redly, | meanit. Marry me. We can driveto LasVegastonight.'
‘Jmmy!" Nancy giggled and yanked her hand away.

| plopped back on my ass.

'We've dready hitched up thirty or forty times,' | said. "What's once more?
Her elbow was over her eyes, blocking out the fluorescent light.

'I'm drunk,' she said.

'Maybe we should get married.’



Nancy propped herself on her elbows. Her eyeswere red. Her eyes were scrunched.
I'vegot akid.'

'Oh, yeah, that'sright. | forgot about that. | take everything back. Almost fell into abad scenefor a
minute there.’

Nancy swung one of the couch cushionsinto my head. It made adapping sound. The meta zipper stung
the sde of my eye.

'What's wrong with kids? she said in away that revealed her own insecurity on the subject. She swung
the cushion into my head again.

‘Nothing. | just don't want to have one.’
'Why not?

'l don't know. Onething isI'm aways afraid I'm going to want to fuck it. That'd suck, right? Y ou'd have
thiskid, this cute little sexud animd, it'd be running around. Y ou'd haveto hug it and kissit and Sit it on
your lap but not fuck it.'

That'sdisgugting.’

'Y ou haven't been around me. | get more and more disgusting every year.' | looked at her. Cheekbones
probably get to me more than anything €l se and Nancy had them. Shelay back on the couch. She was
garing at me. | was garing at her. We didn't say anything for afew moments.

'What? she said.

'Hey, Nancy.'

'l just said what.'

'Remember what | said yesterday?

It took her another moment to answer. 'What?
'I'll show you mineif you show meyours!'

Nancy's shirt was stretched tightly over her breasts. They rose, then fell, then rose, then fell, quickly. Her
shirt wastan. She stared a me. Her mouth was dightly open. The fluorescent light was a shiny white
squigglein her lipstick.

‘All right, she said.

'Okay.’

She continued to Stare at me.

'You're serious,’ she said.

‘Thisisthe new world. Anything ispossible’

Her breath quickened, churned. In a counterrhythm

mine did too. Nancy did up abit on the back of the couch.



'Okay,’ she whispered, dmost inaudibly, alittle weep of sound. 'But you first.'
"Yeah. All right.

My fingerswent to my belt. They flipped open the buckle, did out the leather. It was undone. The zipper
made ascratchy noiseas| pulled it down. | lowered my pants, my boxers beneath my hips. Thetip of
my penis popped up. The helmet wasinflated with blood. As| pulled my pants down farther Nancy
stared with eyes at haf-mast; | watched her from the corner of my eye. The shaft came up, quite large, a
proud mammal between us.

'Oh God," Nancy said. She covered her face with her hands. Her neck was flushed. 'Jimmy . . '
| had to fight the impulse to touch my cock.

"Y our turn now,’ | said. 'Old buddy.'

'Old buddy, uh-huh. Y eah. Thisisridiculous.’

Your turn.’

Her hands trembled. She undid her bet. She unbuttoned her pants. Thistook along time. | could seethe
elastic band of her panties, gray-black. She stopped for asecond.

'Okay, okay, she said.

While looking at the ceiling she wiggled and yanked down her pantsall theway. Again she covered her
fece.

Jmmy ..
She breathed in deeply. She sat up. As she put her thumbsin her panties waistband our eyes connected.
'Herewe go," she said. 'l don't know why . . .’

She pulled them down. She removed one leg. The panties collapsed around her foot. Her legs werefairly
closetogether. Still | could see. Her black pubic hair was shiny wet. Just alittle bit of the blooming red
wasvishle.

‘Nancy,' | whispered.

Her hand was clasped firm over her mouth. | reached out. | grazed her knee with my finger. She nodded,
closed her eyes.

'Okay, okay, al right,” she whispered.

My fingers moved to the top of her pubis. | brushed the moistness. This loosened the scent. Her smell
struck me like thefirst step into aflower shop. | pressed down on the bone there. Nancy's sigh vibrated.
My fingerstrailed down through her pubic hair, working their way between the thick curls. Onefinger
moved up the side of her lip. Nancy shuddered. Thetip of my finger lightly touched her clit. Her knees
splayed wider.

'Oh God, oh God,' she said. Her elbows snapped back behind her. Her hands gripped tight the vinyl. |
was shivering. A drop of pre-come spilled down the side of my cock. | dropped my head between her
legs, my mouth wide open on her vagina, my tongue emerging, and upward. My tongue brushed up over
her distended hole and over her clit."



'Oh Jesus!’ Nancy yelled. Her hands sank into the back of my head. They pulled mein harder. My
tongue crossed her clit again, again, again. ‘'Oh Lord! Oh fuck! Oh Jmmy! I'm coming! Jesus, hereit igl
Coming!" A grest flood of juicesinto my mouth, into the spaces around my teeth. She pushed on my
forehead with the hedls of her hands, pushed my head away. Her head fell back. The blush on her neck
was admost mauve.

‘That was quick,' | said (with heavy breath).

'No, uh-uh,’ she muttered. ‘'Not quick. We've been having foreplay for twenty-five years!'
| grabbed her elbow. | began to arrange mysalf on top of her.

'Jmmy and Nancy stting in atree,’ she whispered.

She wrapped her fingers around my cock. She towed me

toward the grotto, brown, pink, red, and wet with bliss. Barely had she moved her hand along my penis
when the torrent of white splashed upon theinside of her thigh.

And soon after, indgde. Nancy lubed not only me, but also the couch and the crevices between the
cushions. She shouted. Her eyeswere closed. Her teeth grit. | brought myself up into her with increasing
fervor. My hands traveled down around her back, pushed up against her lower spine. My finger circled
the nub of her coccyx. Nancy curled her body inward. Her hips positioned so that | could go in deep.
Her forehead against my chest. Her ssomach thinly folded. Her mouth and teeth gnawed my nipple. Her
spit soaked my chest hair, ran down my stomach.

‘Jmmy, Immy, Immy." Evelyn's sweet song again; Nancy knew al the words.
'Don't let medie,' | whispered.

Nancy grabbed the sides of my head. She folded down my ears, brought her mouth to my cheek. She
whispered:

'Dollhousesand wreaths. ..on...our ... heads. . . and al through high school then wondering if we
should but not. . . didn't because of Gary ... oh God . . . Jmmy . . . you do this better than . . . Dan
Occansion ha-ha. .. oh...ohahah!

And I dammed hard enough to push us back through time. A tunnd around us of memories, going
backward, blagting through every experience and year that separated us. Destroy yourself, | thought.
Destroy the New World. Push us back to the core of magic. | will fuck her. And through fucking
recapture. The gritty silk of her cuntisal | need. My fingers bent and did over her swesaty skin.

| told her | loved her. | told her | loved her so much. The
tearsfell from my face into her mouth. Her nailstore at the flesh on my hips.

'I'll show you mineif you show meyours,' shesaid. 'I'll show you mineif you show meyours|'ll show
you mineif you show meyoursthisisminethisisminethisisminethisisminethisismine, oh God,
Jmmy, you bastard, we're married, I'm coming.'

Saturday, December 24

| pulled my arm from under Nancy's head. The clock over the bed ticked loudly. Thelittle hand pointed



at four. Thelong hand was on six. Drunk and raised on digitd, it took me aminute to trandate thisas
4:30. That meant it was after Sx in Philadelphia, | thought. Six was morning to some people. | sat onthe
edge of the bed. | held the pillow against my chest like armor. Liquid pain pulsed around my eyes. |
looked down at Nancy's face, adeep, dightly splotched. She hummed through her nose. Fucking her had
been like having dreams ripped from my insdes. I'd have done it more, but there were too few dreams
lefttorip.

‘Nancy,' | whispered.
Shedidn't dir.
'Friend,' | said.

Shewas till. Adegp, she seemed to belong, something soft among the sharp angles. After dl thistime,
we had finally consummated what had been there between us as children. | wondered if | had fucked up,
if 1 had plundered the last innocent thing in my life. | wondered if she was going to want anything out of
me beyond Christmas. Then | pushed the thought aside as absurd. She no more wanted methan |
wanted her. In an dternate universe maybe. A world where she was my wife, where we fucked every
night likemed

tigers. A world where she didn't have a child, where | wasn't attracted to women shorter than her, where
| didn't care that she didn't know who Kandinsky was. | pushed mysdlf up from the bed; a painful jolt at
the top of my neck. | staggered toward the phone on the lamp table. Dan Occansion lay on the table next
to the phone. He dways had ared smug look on hisface. It could piss you off sometimesit was so

Inug.

Lift therecaver. Did. Ring. Squint. Rub my head.

'Hello? said awoman on the other line.

‘Hello. IsEvelyn there?

'She's adeep, of course. Aswas|. Who isthis?

‘Um, James!’

‘James. It'sfive-thirty in themorning. Y ou'll haveto cal back later.’
'Oh, sorry. | thought it was adifferent time than that. I'm calling from . . . Japan.’
In the background aman said sharply: 'Who isit?

'Evdyn'sfriend, James,' the woman said.

Itsfive-thirty in the morning!’ the man said.

'He's calling from Japan,’ she said. 'Go back to deep, Leo.' Her voice louder on the phone: 'Call back
later, James.’

‘All right.
'Okay.'
'‘Mrs. Mako?



'What?
'Have amerry Chrismeas.”
'Y es, James." She hung up.

| set the receiver back in place. | wiggled my toesin the carpet. They went in and out of focus. Nancy
was Sitting up in the futon watching me. She was mostly hidden in the dark. Her small breasts hung limp.

'Y ou felt guilty, so you had to cal her, huh? Nancy asked.
‘Something likethat.'

'Her names Evelyn?

'Yeah!

'Dammit. | would have never dept with youif | knew you had agirlfriend.’
| rubbed the cigarette filter over my lower lip.

'Ah, maarkey. Y ou would have too. We've been waiting too long. It had to happen sometime. Now we
just got it out of the fucking way. Besides, she's not my girlfriend. Not anymore and not yet.' | stared at
the circles-within-diamonds pattern of the wallpaper. 'Hey, Nance, | wasthinking. Isthere anything else
besidestime that can movein only one direction?

'What?

‘A truck can movein many directions. The universe shiftsin dl different directions. Thought patterns,
they're malegble, right? Theimagination can movein any direction it wants.’

The shutters dats werefilled with the day'sfirst dim light. Nancy held her legs against her, her cheek
againg her knee.

'Y ou just equated time, the universe, thought patterns, the imagination, and trucks. Trucks doesn't quite
meet the same standards!'

'Says you. | have acquaintances without imagination. But where would we be without garbage pickup?

Shortly thereafter Nancy rode me, bouncing, pressing her thumbnailsinto the soft upper sdes of my
elbows.

| told Nancy about my father's baby doll.

‘Take meto seeit.' Shetoked on the one-hitter.
"Y ou want to see the baby doll?

She nodded. 'Y esh. Will they wake up?

‘That can be the adventure,’ | said.

Nancy and | tiptoed up the airs. On the stairwell wall

was a photograph of me asachild. A photograph of Tar asachild was next to it. We wore matching
outfits. My parents bedroom door was open adiver.



‘Comeon,’ | whispered.

Nancy's hands were clasped tight under her chin. | pushed the door open. My mother dept on her back.
Her nodtrilslooked large and pinkish. My father wasin thefetal position. They both snored loudly.

It sounds like acar factory in here, Nancy whispered.

A bassinet was beside my father's sde of the bed. A streak of sunshine from under the curtain cut across
the baby doll'sface.

‘Thereitis,' | said.

Nancy put her clasped hands againgt her mouth.
‘A crib,’ she said.

'It'sdegping soundly.’

'Goget it

| stared at her.

"Y ou want me to go get the baby doll?
She nodded while staring at the doll.
'Why would you want meto do that?
It lookssoredl.

"That's your reason?

'Shhh. | just want to seeit up close!'

'Whatever,' | said. | walked softly over the carpet. The baby doll's big eyes stared nowherein particular.
| snatched it by its foot and darted out of the room.

'l think thisguy might be alittle bit retarded,’ | said.

The baby doll smiled dumbly. It had gums, no teeth, arose blush on its cheeks. No movement in the
eyes. Itsbrown hair, though, wasred. Over the yellow pgjamas alace bib hung around its neck. |
dangled the baby dall in front of me by itshair.

'Hey, Billy, you littlefucker.' | lit acigarette.

"Y our dad must have changed alot since we were kids," Nancy said. 'l never imagined him asthetypeto
haveadall.

'Y eah, well. Sobriety bends aman over and fuckshiminthe ass!'
Nancy pressed her finger between the baby dall'slegs.

'No dick," she noted.

| shook the baby doll up and down.



'Hey, Billy, what's up, man? | said.
Nancy laughed. She was packing the one-hitter, her chin holding the bag of snsemillaagaingt her chest.

'Hey, Nance, watch this." | spoketo the dall: 'Hey, Dad, can | go to the Roller Castle tonight with the
other kids?

No?'

| chucked the doll across the basement. It smacked against a bookshelf and knocked over awooden
chicken. Together they toppled to the ground.

'Heh-heh-heh.’
"That's mean.' Nancy had awicked smile.
| walked beside the baby doll. It looked up at me like anidiot.

'Hey, Dad, remember when | stole that pack of gum? Remember when you hit me afterward? Y ou do?
Oh good.

| jumped on Billy's skull.

‘Jmmy! Y ou're gonnabresk him.'

| was laughing. | picked the doll up by itsfoot. Its head was caved in.
'No, look, Nance, it'll pop out.'

| squished its head. The face dowly puffed back into shape.

‘Let'sgo put it back,' Nancy said.

| held the baby doll upside down. | took adrag off my cigarette.
'Dad. Dad, I'm glad to have you here. I've been meaning

to havethislittle talk with you. How do | say it? Well, some of the things you say, they hurt my fedlings.
Likewhen Tar and | wereriding the Big Whed at the sametime, and you said cut it out because we look
like acouple of fags. Remember?

| pitched the baby doll across the room; thwap! against thewall. He fell facedown on the ground. |
walked over to him.

'Hey,' | said loudly. 'Hey, Dad! How'sit going? L et me show you this new movel just learned. Y ou can
useiton Mom.

| kicked the baby doll. He ricocheted off of the wall and came back to my foot. | kicked him again. He
bounced off the celling, flipping up one of the corkboard panels, landed on the floor across the room.

'Jmmy, stop it now.' Nancy's arms were crossed. | laughed.

'Watch this, Nancy." | cupped my hands around my mouth. 'Hey, Bill! Y ou okay over there? Good.
Good. Because there was one more thing | wanted to ask you. | was wondering if you could tell me
what it felt like being such a big fucking asshole!



| ran toward the baby doll. A yard away | jumped. In midair | wondered if thiswas such agood idea
after all. My feet landed on the baby doll. A shattering crack. The chest gave way.

'Oh shit," Nancy said.

| stood on the flat yellow pgjamas. They stuck to my feet as| stepped back off the doll. Seems historso
was made of a harder, more brittle plastic than the head, arms and legs. Inside the pgjamas, a thousand
shards.

Sitting in Nancy's car outsde the Toys'R 'Uswaiting for the doorsto open at eight o' clock. My throat
was raw

with too many cigarettes, too much weed. The car was clouded with smoke.
'Wewereloud last night,' | said. 'We might have kept my parents up. That meansthey'll be deeping late.’

Nancy's hand wasflat againgt her hairline. The rings around her eyes had aged her fifteen years sncethe
beginning of the night.

'l don't fucking believe you,” she mumbled.
| liketo bdieve she said it with affection, love, fond remembrance.
'No, | don't know what brand of doll itis,' | sad.

| held the baby dall's head in front of a manager's face. He stood behind the customer-service counter.
He was puitting figuresin abook. He had barely glanced at the doll head.

‘But it'svery important thet | get onejust likeit,' | said. 'Exactly the same."

The manager's face was punctured with blue-rimmed pockmarks. He smelled like Vitais. Behind him a
woman shot prices onto game boxes. Click! The manager looked up. His voice was monotone.

'l don't know what kind of doll that isether, Sr." He aimed his pen down the store. 'All the dolIsarein
adeeight. Then he went back to hisfigures.

‘Lisgten. Man. | need your help. Now you may think you're doing something important with that book
there, but it isn't every day you meet a son who's smashed his dad'sinner child. | need to find this dall
before my father wakes up.’

'I'm sorry, Sr. | don't have the timeright now.' He dashed off something elsein his book.

'Excuse me.' | propped my hand on the counter to help my balance. ‘Listen. I've been outside since Six
o'clock. Sx

o'clock. Now with dl that waiting time| think I've earned theright to have every employeein the Store
looking for THISDOLL.' | shoved the doll's head in close to the manager's nose.

Again helooked a me, hisface dack.
'Let meguess,' hesaid drolly. ‘Intoxication.’

'What is that supposed to be? Some sort of joke? That must be the sparkling wit you used to rise to your
lofty pogition of toy store guy.'



The manager's eyeswere stedl blue.

'Watchit," he said.

‘All I wannawatch isyou hdpingme. . . find. .. this
... doll:

He muttered: 'It seemsto me I've dready told you twice. I've never seen that doll and | can't help you
findit.

Thisis Toys'R'Us! People buy dolls here! That iswhat you're herefor! You're the manager! IF NOT
FOR YOUR DOLL-FINDING ABILITY YOU WOULD HAVE NO USE!

He placed his pen on the pages of the book.
‘Therésonething | can help you find,' hesaid. 'And that'safat lip.'

‘That'sfine. That's fine. There's only one problem. I'm not looking for a fat lip. I'M LOOKING
FORTHISDOLL!

The girl shooting prices stopped to watch me.

'It'sthe day before Christmas, pal,’ the manager said. 'l don't have time to be matching up doll heads for
maniacs.

| shouted and hurled the doll head at hisface. He winced and lifted his elbow to block it. The head
ricocheted off him and into the girl'slap. She moved back fromit asif it were adead bird. The manager
brought hisfist down on the counter. His face was flushed. | stood till, breathing heavy.

'In asecond I'm going to come out from behind this counter, and then you're not going to be so loud," he
sad.

'Oh yeah. Right. Scary Lego man.'

Nancy'svoice: 'Jmmy!’

| turned. She was standing halfway down the store. She held a green-and-yellow box out in front of her
like agame show hostess.

'Herel' she said. 'l found it! Come on!

The doll's pgamas were blue instead of yellow. But besidesthat it |ooked the same. Thank God iswhat |
thought. | heard the manager and the price-click girl muttering about me behind my back. | plunged my
hand in my pocket for money.

'Fifty-seven dollarsfor aplastic doll. That'sridiculous.’ | stripped the new doll naked. Nancy drove past
the familiar neighborhood landmarks. Although it was morning, most of the houses hadn't yet turned their
Chrigmaslights off. | put the new doll'sfoot in the yellow legging. ‘It's eight twenty-seven, Nancy said.

| sauntered ingde. | wiped theinside corner of my eye with my finger. The new baby doll was crammed
under my arm. My mother stood in the kitchen doorway. She was holding abox of Bisguick in one hand
a her sde. Her facewas grim.

'What are you doing with the baby? she said.



‘Nothing | was, uh ... just taking it with . . "

My father was on the couch. His elbows were on his knees. He was watching the TV. He wouldn't ook
a me. Hislower lip was tucked into hisface.

'Y ou were just making fun of me," he said. 'Iswhat you were doing.'

'No. No. Nancy, she just wanted adoll, she had to get

onefor her niece, hell, the party'stoday. So | said, | said, Hey, my dad, he'sgot a cool doll.'
'Stop it,' my father said.

'l showed her Billy here. Nancy went, Wow, | want one just like that. She said that.'

'Stop it

'So | took it to Toys'R' Us. 'Cos Nancy wanted an exact copy of thisdoll. And we found it. | mean, you
don't have to worry about Billy. | took care of it and dl. Taked toiit.’

My father stared at the TV. The video images reflected in the tears rolling down his cheek. His chinwas
shaking. | turned my head and blew out air.

'Dad,' | said.

My mother ssomped up next to me.

"When are you going to grow up? she growled. She wrenched the doll from under my arm. She handed
the baby doll to my father. Hetook it gently from her without looking up. He positioned it in hislap.

'| didn't do anything,’ | said. 'Wheat did | do?

'Y ou've become aloser,” my mother said. 'It's obvious why you've kept yoursdlf hidden for five years.
| stared at her. My mother set the Bisquick box on the kitchen counter.

'Y eah, well fuck you both," | said.

The doll was hidden in the darkness of my father'sflesh.

My coat was unzipped, but | wastoo drunk to zip it. | had tried, believe me. Now the wind swept under
my arms and was cold. From the roof of my parents house | could see most of the neighborhood. There
were seven types of houses, their colors different, their shapes repeated. My parents was atwo-story,
the largest of the seven models. Asachild thiswas apoint of pride, to have had ahome larger than most
my friends. Now as| sat on top of the

roof | felt pride again. It wasn't because of the size of the house, though. It wasn't because of my talent or
my looks or the women | had dept with. It wasn't because of anything. My pride was salf-sustaining. My
mind felt enormous as | peered down on the neighborhood, as | looked down on the tiny people and tiny
cars| had left behind. | came back the King, | thought, the King of Troll Court. My subjectswere dl
around me.

It took me along timeto tie one of the kite's streamers to Dan Occansion's foot. Through perseverance |
succeeded. Dan's body was hard. Most of its old energy seemed to be gone. But it would come back, |
thought, when he was up there doing a stunt, it would come back again. The kite was painted like flames.



Thewind waswild and heavy. | stood up, wavering. Theincline of the roof was steeper than |
remembered it being. | set the kite down on the edge of the house, poking over the guitter. | ran toward
the other sde. | lengthened the string, unrolling the spoal little by little. Instead of flying, the kite was
blown down over the side of the house.

'Shit. Let'stry again. Youll fly.

The sky was gray. | tried running across the roof again, from the opposite side. The kite went into the air
for amoment. But | couldn't keep it flying. | ran back and forth afew more timeswith no luck. Oncel
dipped. | had to catch mysdlf on the chimney so | didn't fall.

A woman ydled from her driveway: ‘I s that you up there, Jmmy Gunn? It was Mrs. Delgesse. Shewas
next to her mailbox with ahandful of mail.

'l antryingtofly thiskite' | yelled to her.
Mrs. Delgesse stared at me blankly, then she walked inside her house. Old cunt had always hated me.

Again | ran from oneend of theroof to the other. This

time the wind caught the kite. It whipped upward, red and orange flames against agray sky. Thekite
twisted from side to sde with Dan Occansion'sweight. | unrolled the spoal etting the kite float farther
away from me. But the energy didn't return. Dan Occansion was only alittle piece of plastic hanging from
it. Again| dipped. | dammed down on my ass and did toward the edge. A shingle skated down over the
gutter and onto the porch. The kite careened down into alarge tree in the backyard.

Fuck.
| yanked. | yanked again. The kite became punctured and impaled upon atree limb.

'Hey, get down from there," | heard someone say. | looked down. Tar stood in the driveway staring up at
me. | leaned over the edge.

'‘Dan'sdoing astunt,’ | said.

'Y ou're wasted. Y ou're going to break your fucking neck.’

‘Tar. Mom called me aloser.' | beganto cry.

‘Come on, mmy, get down here.’

| shimmied down the gutter pipe. When | was near the bottom | fell into mud and dead rose bushes.
'What'd you do with the dol1? Tar said.

'Nancy and | wereusing it asan example,' | muttered. | pulled mysalf up using the bricks on the side of
the house.

'It has different-colored eyes. The old doll had gray eyes, the same color as Dad's. Y ou gave him adoll
with blue eyes, James. It'sadifferent fucking doll.’

| breethed in deep. | shrugged lightly.

'Who knows, Tar? Maybe amiracle happened. Iris transubstantiation.’



My back wasto the wall.
'What's your fucking problem? Tar said.

'Get out of my way.'

'No. I'm not going to get out of your way. | aways get out of your way. | want you to ansver me.'
'l got nothing to say. Move!'

Tar's body was tensed. He was staring a me.

'Quit trying to look tough,’ | said. "Y ou don't know what tough is. Y ou're a pussy.'

'Fuck you. Why are you such aprick al thetime? My brother poked mein the shoulder. | backhanded
hisfinger and began to move away. Tar grabbed my coat and pushed me back against the bricks. Again
| knocked hisarm away. | snapped my fistsup in front of me.

'‘Comeon, Tar. Y ou want to fuck with me? Isthat it? Come on.'
'Get sarious.
| punched him in the chest and he staggered backward.

'If you're so tough, Tar, come on. Come on. I've tangled with guysten timesyou.' | swiped himinthelip.
| hit him in the shoulder.

'‘Comeon, | said. "All of you want to fuck me up, that's all you want to do. Well, fuck you.'
Mrs. Delgesse was standing on her porch behind us.
Tar'seyeswereteary and enraged. | hit him.

'Cut it out,' he said. Hisfist came up into my neck. This made me cough. | tried to hit him but he blocked
me

'Cut it out. He dammed mein the ssomach. He struck me hard in the mouth. | was ssumbling. Hewas
throwing his body into me.

'Cut it out.' He punched mein the ear and | fell down. He came down on top of me, hitting me

repestedly.
'Cut it out,” heydled. 'Cut it out! Cut it out! Cut it out!’

| tried to get up. Blood was spilling down onto my shirt. Tar'sfist came down upon my nose. | heard and
felt asckening crack. Different-colored moons clouded my

vision. | fel down onto my side, my arm bent beneath me. Tar backed away. He was sobbing.

‘Every time, all these years you just hurt everybody,' he cried. 'Everything that happened to you
happened to me! But you use it—you use it as an excuse to be selfish and plain, just plain fucking
abusive!'

Tar moved quickly away over thelawn. | heard the front door close. | pushed grass out of my mouth
with my tongue. | wastrying to stay conscious. | rolled onto my back. | lay there, spinning. | heard



snging. Somewherein the neighborhood Christmas carolers were making their way from door to door.

God rest ye, merry gentlemen, let nothing you dismay Remember Christ our savior was born on
Christmas Day To save us all from Satan's power when we have gone astray

The sight in one of my eyeswas blurred with blood. The wind was forceful on my face and neck. It
whisledin my ears,

O tidings of comfort and joy, comfort and joy O tidings of comfort and joy

Grabbing hunks of dirt and grass, | pushed myself to something like standing. | sumbled away from my
parents house and down the white streets.

Nancy stole cash from her mother'swallet, and | used it to board the first Greyhound to Philadelphia. |
wasthere before thefirgt light of Christmas morning.

More Fun in the New World

Gary Bauer had lived alife on the lower end of luck. The other children around him harassed him in the
way children do to those who are weak or unusual. He had been spit on and besten. He had had his
glasses stolen and thrown over his head. He had been snickered at by girlswho found him ugly. Gary's
parents loved him and even doted on him. But they were saddened by the way he had matured. He was
plagued by visons and strange ideas. He had peculiar rituals. He was not an atractive boy, and, by the
time he turned sixteen, his face was awash with acne. About this acne, | thought: If thereisa God, he
should be mercilesdy tortured.

Our phonelinesled to Gary, were attached to him, and he would reach us by them every day. Regularly
he would be frustrated because of something he had overheard someone say about him, or agirl at
school who had the prettiest eyes, or anonymous Clearas| advertisements left in hislocker. Sometimes
he would sob.

'We're helping him work hisway through adolescence,' | said to Tar and Nancy. 'For usit's easy, even
fun, but Gary's not going to hit hisstride until college.’

Nancy would be at Gary's house every other night. They would watch TV and hewould lay hishead in
her lap.

Tar would take down the names of those who had hurt him and seek out revenge.
| would hold Gary in my arms and he would cry.

'I'mtrying hard to pushit dl out,' he said. 'But it won't leave, won't go. For months I've tried to get out
thepain.’

Let me say that our friend was not a burden. He was what made our lives different. He was the one who
let usfed.

On a Saturday morning in April of our seventeenth year, Gary caled me and told methat he loved me.
Hisvoice waslow and quiet. He had me put Tar on the phone, who received a similar message.

That'swhy it should have been no surprise when Gary's uncle called later that afternoon and told me that
my best friend had just blown off hisown head.

Tar and | drove our Buick the two blocks to the Bauers home. There were police cars outside, and an



ambulance,
'A motherfucking ambulance, | muttered.

Tar and | entered the house without knocking. The same porcdain Virgin Mary was on the wall facing
us, but it looked somehow different. More evil. There was a different soundtrack to it, for one thing.
Sobs of Gary's extended family came a us from the direction of the living room. If there had been a
contest on who could be the loudest and sound the most despairing, Gary's mother would have been the
winner. 'Shh, Momma, shh," Mr. Bauer said. It was strange that he used the word Momma, consdering.
Noticing something, Tar beganto cry.

'He's il out there,' he said.

Beyond apiece of wall and part of the kitchen we could see a section of the back porch. The diding
glass door was open. A pair of skinny legswas lying on the ground. It was a position no deeping body
would have chosen, with one

foot bent inward. The blue jeans were soaked in blood. A cop stood in front of the legs, writing
something down or sketching something.

Tar walled. It wasasangry asit was sad. | fet hiswail in my chest asif it wasmy own. Thereisa
superhero in Marvel Comics called the Banshee, who can destroy things with the power of his scream.

Mr. Bauer must have heard my brother's voice and remembered us and how thiswould affect us,
because he began to weep loudly at the sound. He was dways aman to react to the living more than the
dead.

The cop saw us coming toward the porch. He pointed to us with a pencil and said something to another
cop who was hidden from our view. The other cop came skipping around the corner. He was a bl oated
man with an uncaring face. He was doing his job, cleaning up dead teenagers. He put hisfingers on my
chest.

'Okay, son, we have to keep you outside for aminute," he said.
I'mwarning you,' | said. ‘Do not touch me.'
'Okay, son.' He didn't take his hand away. 'Come on now.'

Tar screamed again. He looped around the cop for the back porch. The cop with the pencil jumped out,
blocking his path. He pressed the palms of his hands on Tar's shoulders, stopping him. Tar screamed
Gary'sname at thetop of hislungs.

Aswe were being escorted out the door, Nancy entered. Her clothes didn't match. Her face was palid
and wet, streaked with red. When she saw me, her mouth opened wide but she didn't make a sound.
She grabbed a my neck, almost strangling me for amoment, and then collapsed against my chest. She
repeated the word No many times. She hit me on the armswith her figts. |

crushed her there against me and | wept because no matter how hard | tried | couldn't stop it from
coming.

‘Now, if you guysdon't mind, just stay out here on the porch until we get things straightened out,' the
bloated cop said. 'It shouldn't be long.'

The cop left.



'‘Around back,' Tar said.

Upon reaching the backyard, we stared up at the deck porch. It was twelve feet above the ground. | was
sure that Gary had shot himself up there because it would be easier to clean up. Y ou could just take a
hoseto it. The cops didn't seem to be up there any longer. We jogged over to the supporting braces and
shimmied our ways up. My head peeked over the bottom of the deck and | saw the soles of Gary's
shoes. | became sick to my stomach. | dmost turned around and left, but didn't.

Tar wasfirst up. He clutched the front of his T-shirt in one hand, and moved in closeto the body.

Gary's chin wasthe only intact part of his head. It was dightly unshaven. Beneath his chin, &t the top of
his neck, was alarge wet red crater. Above his chin, where his face and the top of his head were
supposed to be, was a scooped mass of bone and blood. His hips were twisted in away that looked
painful. Hisfather's shotgun was tangled in hisarms. His body was covered in pieces of itself. Gary had
placed the muzzle directly under the chin, so that hisinsdes splattered straight upward and plummeted
back down upon him. He had knocked every inch of anything out of himself.

'No," Nancy whispered.

No isthe perfect word in the face of an unwarranted desth. It can be adenid, saying, No, thisisnot true.
I'll scream and shake my head and it will go away. It canbea

condemnation of the Stuation, asin, No, thisiswrong, Gary shouldn't have donethis. And it can bea
universa condemnation, asin, No, thereis nothing good, thereis nothing just, there is nothing beautiful
about thisworld.

| knelt by Gary'sside. | gripped his ear and turned his head toward me. Juices from inside of him came
duicing down onto my hand and between my fingers. Senseless, empty matter. Gary had swept himself
away without knowing how much we needed him.

Tar clasped a Gary's body, picking him up beneath his arms. He was muttering something about how it
might be okay if we could get him to the hospital. He started to drag the body acrossthe deck. Ashe
did, Gary'sfacefdl toward me even more. More of hisingdesfdl out onto my arms and legs. Nancy
grabbed Gary's shoe and dropped her head there againgt it.

'No!"' she cried.
'‘No!" Tar screamed.
And | said it too, as in reason number three:

Thereisnothing good. Thereisnothing just. Thereis nothing beautiful about thisworld.

A Day at the Parlor

The community, upon hearing that Gary Bauer had died, commonly believed that the Gunn brothers
would destroy somethings. Instead we were very quiet, at least until the day of the wake.

Our mother cried for two days. She cooked food, massive amounts of it. She would send it down to the
Bauers, who would do away with it in favor of food by the other, better cooks in the neighborhood.

'Areyou okay? my mother would ask Tar. 'Areyou sureyou're dl right?

My brother would nod.



I'mfine hewould say.
| would say the same thing when she asked me.

She was afraid we were two of the typeslike the serid killers, who had no fedingsat dl inside. But it
wasjust that we didn't want to think about it. Tar didn't want to think about it for his own reasons. |
didn't want to remember the gunk from Gary's head on my hands. People have no idea.

Gary wasin the closed casket. Hisfather told me he wasin hisbow tie.

"The red one with the ducks,' Mr. Bauer said. He

lurched forward, which frightened me. He grabbed the lapels of my suit and began crying. | poked his
am.

'Y ou're agood boy," hisfather said, drawing away from me. He placed hislarge hand on my cheek.
'Y ou're agood boy.' Hishand did away from my face. He walked, dumped over, to the other side of the
room.

| looked at the casket. That was nice of his parents, | thought. They never liked him wearing that thing,
but still they buried himin it, because they knew he would want it. That was nice. | knelt down on the
knedler and stared at the swirlsin the wood grain on the casket. They wouldn't have let us see the body,
of course, because it had no face; it would have made everyone sick.

Nancy knelt down next to me, wearing perfume. She had on ated blouse and a pleated black skirt. She
aso wore nylons, which | never remembered seeing her in before. Therewerealot of people milling
behind us having conversations. Intruders, whom | hated.

'How are you? Nancy asked.

‘Good.’

'‘Good? James!’

'Nancy, | kind of fucked up.’

'Fucked up how?

'He so much astold me yesterday on the phone. | could have goneright over.’

"That's dumb, redlly dumb, that you think thet,” she told me. But she said it with dl love, and she put her
hand on my back and began weeping.

Tar grew more furious as the day went on. He was a person who wanted to destroy things. He was
holding it in. He was wearing a blue-and-red-striped tie.

There were three round tables in the rear of the funera parlor where food was laid out. Tar was cutting

an gppleinto thin dices on a paper towel. When he was done he set them in aline. He made no move
toward egting them.

‘Cocksuckers,” he whispered to Nancy and me. 'All these people from his schoal. All they ever did was
make fun of him." Tar exchanged the last dice of gpplein linewith thefirst dice.

‘They fed quilty, Tar,’ Nancy said.



'Fuck their guilt. Everybody's laughing, telling Stories. Asif it were some fucking Super Bowl party. Y uck
itup.

‘Tar, you're drunk, aren't you? she said.

'Stoned. Jamesistoo.'

Her eyes darted from Tar to me and back.

'Y ou guys are both stoned?

'What's a Super Bow! party without pot? | ate one of the apple dices.

‘Jesus,” Nancy said. She was staring at my hands. Her cheeks had risen in disgust and dishdlief. Her eyes
welled up with tears. Tar looked at her and he began to cry too. He knew she probably felt abandoned.

‘Sorry, Nancy,' he said.
'We didn't smoke very much,' | said, and ate another apple dice.

Mr. Hampton was alongtime friend of my father's, and | suppose he and Gary had crossed paths
somewhere dong the way. He was having a conversation with Joe Collins, Gary's older cousin, behind
us. Joe was explaining to Mr. Hampton about how he was doing some landscaping work while hetried
to find ajob that had something to do with his degree. Mr. Hampton asked him what he had gotten his
degreein.

Tar looked at me as he began to cut up another apple. We were both listening to this conversation.

'See? Tar said. 'What the fuck doesthat have to do with anything?

Joe said his degree was in business. Mr. Hampton told a joke about how many business BA'sit took to
screw in alightbulb. It only took one, but they needed awhole crew to sort through the eight thousand
résumeés! Mr. Hampton and Joe laughed.

‘A joke,' Tar said, alittle more loudly than he needed to. He spit out alaugh and then choked onit. 'Who
arethey to even be here? Gary's dead and then dl of asuddenit's okay to tell jokes? I'm redlly getting
pissed off, Immy.'

Mr. Hampton said he might know someone who could help Joe, aman by the name of Mclntrey who
worked at Maris Publishing House. They needed somebody who was bright and young to keep track of
all their records. It wasn't agreet job, but, hey, it was agood start.

'Redlly? Joe said, enthusiagtically.
'l thought | had his business card on me somewhere,’ Mr. Hampton said. 'Oh, here. Hereit is!

Tar made athroaty, squealing sound, and swirled around toward them. Mr. Hampton was in the process
of handing Joe the card; they both had their fingers on it. They turned and looked a my brother. He was
wheezing. Hisjaw muscleswere twitching.

Tar grabbed the card in hisfist and yanked it from them.
'Hey!" Mr. Hampton said.

Tar toreit once and then again and then again, and he threw al the pieces at them. A piecelanded on



Mr. Hampton's eyebrow and stuck there. Tar stared hard at him.
'Hey now, boy! What are you—7?

Tar spit on the man's shirt collar. Mr. Hampton was totally confused. He looked around the room for
Kme

sort of support. Perhapsit wasthat pitiful expression that caused Tar to grab Mr. Hampton around the
neck and thrust him backward. The man fell into one of the tables of food. The table collapsed and a
bowl of dip and some cold vegetables splattered onto the carpet. Tar jumped onto Mr. Hampton's ches,
sitting there, and brought hisfists down into the man's face. There was a sound like a champagne bottle
popping its cork, which was Mr. Hampton's nose. Tar was wailing and growling and sobbing. | watched,
still chewing on the apple, tensed and waiting to see when | would be needed to jump in. So far, Tar had
Hampton under control and everyone e se seemed too surprised to do anything.

‘Tar! Stop!" Nancy screeched.

Mrs. Bauer saw what was happening. She brought her fingersto her face. She wailed like an old-time
gren.

Joe Callins made his move. He scooted in behind Tar and grappled his head. He plunged hisfingersinto
Tar'seyesand tried to pull him off. That was my cue.

| wrapped my arm around Joe's neck and yanked backward, removing him from my brother.
'Let go!' Joe Callins rasped.

| squeezed harder to shut him up and | didn't stop. His face became a shade of purple | had never seen
before. As| pulled him backward, knocking over atable of cheeses, my fury swept away logic. A vison
took meinitsgrip and wouldn't et go. Maybe | could cut off Joe Callinss connection to this planet, cut
him off entirely. It would only be justice after what happened to Gary. It would be a strike againgt the evil
God, throw one of hisown back at him. He wanted awar? | squeezed harder, with both arms now,
trying to crush Joe Callins's esophagus and break his neck. Hiseyesrolled up into the top of his head.
His hands were flapping at hissdes asif heweretryingto svimto

the surface of the water. | hollered asloudly as| could. Every bit of hate | had in mewason him. A
crowd of people was pulling me off and Nancy and my father were pulling them off of me.

People thought it was in bad taste that Gary's father asked Collins and Mr. Hampton to leave but told
Tar and meto stay. (Well, actually, Hampton had to leave. He had to have his nose set at the hospital.
He brought suit againgt my father, because of Tar, but lost since the only witnessesto how it began were
Nancy and myself, who both perjured ourselves. Joe Collinsrefused to testify.) Mr. Bauer brought us
into the bathroom for a conference. He leaned forward on asink, gazing down into the drain as he talked
to us. You could seethetop of hisbad head in the mirror in front of him.

'Gary loved you boys more than anything ese in the world. So out of respect for that I'm not going to ask
you to leave. Hell, | guess| should have expected it.’

Mr. Bauer looked up at usin themirror.

'l know Gary wasn't somebodly that everybody automatically loved. | knew they gave himahard time. .
.And | know that you two spent your lives protecting him. But you have to get used to the fact that he's
gone now, get over it, and learn that the only ones you need to learn how to protect now isyourselves.



'Claris used to say that you didn't redlly care about our son. She said you used Gary to rationalize your
predilection for violence. But that's only half true, I know. | know that, boys. Y ou wouldn't have done
everything you doneif it wasn't somebody you loved.

Mr. Bauer nodded while looking down at the drain again. He turned. He patted Tar on the shoulder as
he passed him. Tar waslooking down at thetile and sniffling.

Gary's dad plodded toward the door. When he had opened it partway, he turned to us. He had a small
sad amile.

‘The doctor gave me some medicineto help medeep, he said. 'l told him, hell, going to deep at night,
that's the easy part. Waking up in the morning, now that's something I'm gonna have to get used to.’

Mr. Bauer's smile had turned bitter.

'Shit,' he said.

He turned away from us as he walked out the door, down the hal and back into the funerd parlor.
Tar was Saring at one of the urinals. He seemed to remember something. He turned toward me.

'Orl Caatu,' Tar said. Helaughed and his eyesteared up at the sametime. That means, "Lifeisredly
fucked without Gary." In French.'

Chipmunk
1. | Acquire the girl

Saint Gabrid the Archangd waslarge and impressive, astylized structure in amod early-'"70s style. That
period of architecture brought back memories of the educationa filmsthey would show in grade schooal,
films about car crashes and littering and the horrible things drugs could do to your body.

| hadn't been in church for along time.

A row of windows lined the top of Saint Gabriel's. From each window a dusty sunbeam jutted down,
selecting arandom parishioner. Above the dtar was the Christ: an enormous, wire-frame, welded god,
dripping frozen metal. His neck was twisted back. God was screaming.

'We're born of God,' | once said to Tar. 'Y our temperament is based on hismood, | guess. That ismy
new theory. Often, God yawns, and very boring people come out. Other times he is chatting away to
some angels, and some of those people who can't shut up fal out from between histeeth and down into
the bodies of fetuses here on earth. On one day God was screaming and my life flew off thetip of his
tongue. That'swhy I'm filled with rage and sadness:’

"That's pretty sentimental,’ Tar said. ‘And melodramatic.' He was swishing astraw around in his glass of
diet Coke.

"Flled with those things, too.' | put another french fry into my mouth.

| arrived early. Saint Gabriel'swas dready close to sanding-room only. | dipped my fingersin the holy
water as| passed it, and stabbed out the sign of the cross. | staked out aplacein the last pew. All the
sinners and scourges sat in the back, | supposed. My kind.

| wiped the holy water from my fingers onto my pants. An old woman in ablack dress sat beside me.



'Merry Christmas," the old woman said to me. She propped her cane against the back of the pew, but it
fell and began rolling away. | caught it with my foot and helped her to find aplacefor it. The old lady
touched my wrist. Her hand was blue and purple.

My broken nose was covered with tape. Dark circles surrounded my eyes. Nancy had taken meto the
emergency room before |eft Saint Louis, where they informed me | had adight fracture. Old Tar had
thrust me into a state of public humiliation. Parishioners checked me out. A raccoon person, awounded
geek, abeaten man, apussy.

At eleven thirty-two the Mako clan arrived. Evelyn came watzing down theaide: my heart in makeup
and agreen dress. Her bones shifted around in the materid like chiffon. | scooted back behind the old
woman so that | was hidden from Evelyn'ssight.

My love'sfather was afeeble man with an Ethiopian bloat. He wore glasses. He had spots on hisface.
Mr. Mako placed his hand on his daughter's back as she did

into theaide. Evelyn's mother was of average height, dark and thin, with aworried face. Deep lineswere
etched beneath her eyes. She had had troubles. Evelyn's brother was also dark-haired. Ectomorphic,
buck teeth, abit of Gary Bauer around the mouth. | rubbed my thumbs on the back of the pew in front of
me

One section of the church held the chorus. They wore gold gowns and red robes. Great gold pipes
ranging in size from a pencil to afactory chimney ran up the sde of the church wall. Organ music blared,
flushing over the crowd. The chorus began to sing. It made me dizzy. | gpologized to God for fucking up
my family, for smoking pot and smashing up the baby doll. In the row before me asmal child was
munching Cheerios from aplagtic container.

The priest's homily was about how it had become a cliché to put down the attention given to presents at
Christmas and to say that presents and Santa Claus and et cetera had nothing to do with the true meaning
of Chrig'shirth. Christmasis about love, the priest said, and gift giving is an attempt to communicate that
love. And that is beautiful. | wondered what my parents had gotten me for Christmas. | wondered if they
were going to send it to me, or just take it back to the Sore.

| fucked up the words to 'Hosannain the Highest.' The old woman next to me probably thought | was
one of those Catholics who only went to church on Christmas and Eagter. | played with the tape on my
nose, acting asif | was distracted by the pain.

The old woman used both hands to shake mine during the sign of the peace. A fat man shook my hand
firmly. He

smiled. He probably had some turkey and gravy waiting for him at home. The mother of the child with the
Cheerioslooked sorry for me because of my bandaged nose.

| went to communion. | tried to talk myslf into believing the wafer was the body of Chrigt, but it was
pretty much just alittle tasty thing. Evelyn didn't see me when | walked past her. She had her forearmson
the row in front of her, her chin on her wrigts, astrand of dark hair hanging in her face. She was checking
out what was going on on the other side of the church.

Snow attached itsdlf to us aswefiltered out of Saint Gabridl's. People were happy. It was Christmas.
Don't believe what you hear about the suicide rate going up: It's an urban legend. Evelyn's back wasto
me. Her bony hips poked cornersinto the green dress. Her family and another family had formed an
exclusonary circle. They exchanged tales of the past year.



'Look at Tim, said aman who unfortunately had one eye positioned lower on his face than the other. He
grabbed his son's head and pulled it backward. He forced open the head's mouth. Braces. 'Tim got a
new car ingde hismouth thisyear!" the man said. The kid gagged and tried to get loose.

| approached stedthily.

'Evelyn,' | whispered. | hadn't completely made up my mind not to dart back to Manhattan. ‘Evelyn.’
Thegirl turned around. Asyou might imagine, she was astonished.

'Yes, it'sme. | know | look ridiculous. Don't laugh.'

'Oh, God. Oh, my God. Why are you— Oh, my God, why— What happened to your face?

'Oh, well, see, we fought. Got into afight.’

'Who? Whao'd you get into afight with?

'My brother. Yes, Tar.'

‘That's horrible!'

'Y es, and the worst part is hewon the fight.'

Eveyn lifted one hand into the air, ill in the phase of astonishment.
‘But why areyou here? she said.

'Wdll, that hasto do with you.'

Evelyn stared at me, blank-faced.

'What? | said.

'You are so weird.

'l am. And I'm not going to drink. | promise. | havefinally learned my lesson.’
'Y ou aren't going to give up.’

'I'm not. Are you moved?

'‘Moved?

‘Because somebody rode athousand miles on anoisy busfull of people with various smells, having
Evelyn Mako in their head the wholeway.'

Evelyn giggled. Shelooked up a me. | looked down at her. Snowflakes sprinkled her black hair like
beautiful dandruff. Thetip of her tooth was sticking out over her lower lip. Her brown eyes glinted in the
cloud-filtered light. Her beauty was breaking my heart. | reached out and caressed the side of her face.

Evelyn'seyeswdled up. She smiled, sadly. She reached up and took my hand.
'We could try, | guess,’ she said. 'Especidly consdering the stinky people on the bus.'



'Y ou mean okay? | said.

She nodded. 'Okay,’ she said.

'Okay?

'Yes,' shesaid. 'Okay.'

'Asin okay?

Evelyn nodded. Asin okay.

There were athousand trumpets around me.
Evelyn'sfather trotted up beside us.

'Chipmunk, we have to get amove on.' He had avery gruff voice for such afrail-looking man. The
family's meeting back homein fifteen minutes He smiled at me and offered hishand. | gave him mine.

I'mLeo.
'I'm James Gunn, Mr. Mako.'

He shook my hand with both of his. | did my best not to intimidate him with my superior szeand
Srength.

'Ah, James Gunn. The five-thirty-in-the-morning caler. Very good, very good.'
'Yes, | suppose | must apologize.’

"What happened to your nose?

'My nose? | looked at Evelyn. She made alittle face.

'I'm twenty-five years old, and you would have thought I'd have decided | didn't want to learn how to
ride askateboard aready,' | said. 'My little cousin had this contraption. He caled it the mean machine.
The word mean should have tipped me off, en?

'Ha-hal Well said. Have you ever heard of windsailing?I'll tell you astory sometime that will knock your
socks off. Well, James, we have to go back to the house so that my wife's relatives can rape us of our
food and rummage through our drawers when we're not looking.'

'Ha-ha!' | said, and pointed at him.

'Y ou're welcome to stop by, of course.”

Evelyn waskicking the toe of her shoe on the pavement.

'l think I'd like that very much, Mr. Mako.'

Terrific. I'm going to put you on post, though, make sure my in-laws don't steal my jewelry!

'l know afew peoplelikethat.' | waved my fist around next to my head. ‘And | know what to do when |
catch them. Y ou don't think | redly got this nose from falling off a skateboard, do you?

'Ha-ha. Very good, very good.' He touched Evelyn on the shoulder. He gave her ahappy littlenod in



approval. | had played her father as easily as'Chopsticks." On somedays, | could play them all.
"Hurry up now, Chipmunk,’ he said. 'And, James, you're coming, al right?

'Yes, gr.

‘Good.'

Evelyn and | walked together toward the Mako-family van. Her father did open the big door for us.
'‘Goonin, Early Riser, hesaid to me. 'l think I'll call you Early Riser.’

'Strangely enough, that's my confirmation name.”

'Ha-hal Very good.'

Evelyn moved awrapped gift asdein the backsesat. | sat down beside her. Evelyn's mother turned
around and glanced at me, then back up at the windshield. Quickly, she turned around again, making sure
that sheredly saw methere.

| waved.
'Hey there!
2. On consummating the relationship

My finger dipped between the top of Evelyn's pantyhose and hip. Her mouth was on my neck. Her
tongue wiggled there. Her hands traveled up under my shirt over the skin of my back. Evelyn and Evelyn,
oh Eveyn!

We were in the room her parents had kept for her. It was Neapolitan ice cream, brown and white and
pink. Evelyn was Sitting on the edge of her desk, her knees bent up. | was standing between her legs. Her
feet rested on the rim of my belt, her big toes snug against my hips. The desk chair wasonitsside
beneath me.

'l loveyou,' | said.'l loveyou.'

She said it twice back to me. Her eyes were closed. Her hands were bent up at the wrists. The heels of
her palms beet a crazy little rhythm on my back.
‘James.

As| kissed her, | considered theseitems: That | wanted to be grown up now, okay, | wasready, it was
sad. I'll missdl that solitude behind me. But | was ready to surrender. | moved my mouth up to thetiny
saucer of her ear. We were both crying, al these things pouring out. My beautiful Evelyn.

It will be good, okay? | said. 'It will be good between us.'

But she wasn't thinking straight. Her face was dl screwed up with the acceptance of our situation. My
finger wasingde her pussy.

On the other side of her door we could hear her relatives. They were ydlling and laughing. They were
thanking their KrisKringlesfor their presents. One of them adored atie somebody named Susan bought
him.



Evelyn looked down and grasped for my belt. She unbuckled my pants. She shoved her arm into my
underwear and grabbed at my testicles. Thetip of her finger ran up the underside of my cock.

‘Oh!’

Evelyn brought my head into hers. Teeth scraping teeth. Our faces mashed together.
'Ouk," | said.

Evelyn's eyes opened.

'Y our nose?

‘My nose!’

'Poor baby.'

'I'm aman now, okay?I'll be one, Evelyn.'

'Okay. That's good. Y ou know what?

‘No.'

‘Therésalot of people right outside the door there.'

| snapped out my arm and locked the door.

Evelyn stared at the door. Beads of swest freckled her forehead. She was thinking, weighing options.
'We can wait though, Evelyn. We can wait if you want, of course.’

Evelyn amiled a me. She shook her head no. The communion wafer must have worked; it gave me
magical powers. | grabbed Evelyn's buttocks and lifted her off the desk. She giggled as | carried her to
the bed. Wefdl onto the bed. Weflipped over. She was on top of me, wriggling over my body likea
wonderful little animal. She pulled off my pants and threw them againgt the back wall. The clasp of my
belt clattered on apicture frame.

On the other side of the door awoman cackled.

Stll in her underwear, Evelyn's crotch ran over mine, rubbing it there. | did mysdf up the bed, pulling
mysaf out from benesth her. My penis flapped against my stomach. | grabbed Evelyn around thewaist
and set her on her back. | kissed my way through the tiny, taut muscles of her abdomen. | pulled her
panties off over her thin legs, her black-as-oil pubic hair. The scent filled my nose and head. | set my
mouth down upon her hole. Evelyn bucked her hips and put the pillow over her head to block her
squedls. Her thigh was againgt my cheek. My tongue was up inside her, it was my favorite place | had
ever beenindl of life. Evelyn squeaked more loudly. She grabbed the headboard with her hands behind
her and raised her hips.

Somewhere two countries warred. Somewhere akiller mutilated a child. Somewhere aman lay curled up
in the death throes of starvation. Somewhere a hurricane ravaged atown and everything the people there
had spent their lives working for. But none of it mattered, because here Evelyn was coming. Shewas
coming in my mouth. It coursed throughout my body.

Evelyn screamed, and her screaming was the universe. She clamped her hand over her mouth. Her face



was red.

‘James Gunn,’ she said. She grabbed my arm and started pulling. | kissed her mouth, her juicesafilm
over our tongues. | looked into her pupils and saw her tender naked core. | almost backed away, it was
50 helpless. But instead | cradled her head in my hand and began to dide myself insde her. The wet
clamp around thetip of my cock blinded me.

Evelyn's hand came down around her vagina.
'Wait!' she said. 'Wait! No babies! Condom!'
‘No pill?

She shook her head.

'Oh,' | said. 'Oh.’

My cock wasjust outside her now, so close. A strand of her pubic hair entered the hole of my penis. The
bristlestickled the Sdes.

Eveyn'shar wasamess. She pulled me by the hand through the crowd.

'Evelyn," her mother said. She was holding alarge glass of wine. She had agoofy grin and was durring
her words. 'Wheréve you been? Y ou didn't even open your gift from Carol.’

Evelyn'slipstick was streaked across the Side of her face.

I'vebeen ... uh...Jameshad to see some stuff. | showed it to him.'

'What stuff?

'Stuff, Mom! We haveto go!' Evelyn pulled me. | knocked through a couple of her cousins.
Yo, sorry,' | said to the cousins.

'‘Go where? asked Mrs. Mako.

'Mom! We have to go somewhere! It's Christmas! Where are the keys!'

'In my purse, on the kitchen table. Have you been drinking?

'l don't drink, Mom. Y ou do enough of that for al of us.'

Evelyn pulled me into the kitchen. Wrapping paper crinkled beneath my feet. She dumped the contents of
her mother's purse onto the kitchen table. She scooped up the keys. The key chain was afuzzy-wuzzy
guy with big feet.

'‘Come on,’ Evelyn said. Sheleaned up and kissed me.

'Y es, condoms,' | told the fellow at the counter of the 7-Eleven. The store was empty except for me. |
looked outside where Evelyn was parked by the curb in the green Chevrolet. Exhaust fumesrose from
the back of the car.

'It's Christmas,' he said.

'Y es, merry Christmasto you. I'll take the Trojansribbed.



'No, | mean it's Christmas. What are you going to do with condoms on Christmas?
"You'rekidding.'

"The baby Jesusliesin the manger. That's the focus of Christmas.’
'Give me the goddamn condoms.’

'I'm sorry, | can't do that.'

"You'rekidding.'

'No, I'm not kidding.'

"They'reright there on the wall behind you.'

'I know wherethey are.’

'Y ou won't sell me some condoms?

I'macChrigian.’

'Give me the fucking condoms!"

‘Now that you use that tone with me, | especialy won't give you some condoms. | wouldn't even sdll you
some beer nuts.'

| turned and saw, through the 7-Eleven window, Evelyn waiting in the car. She widened her eyesat me.
Shewas beautiful. | tried to smile at her. | turned back to the man.

'I'm gonnaremove your throat from your fucking neck,' | said.

'I'm calling the police.’ The man took a couple steps over and picked up the phone. He began diaing. 'l
know the number by heart.'

'Oh Jesus!’

| pushed the front door open. | walked over the sidewalk. | opened the door to the green Chevrolet.
'Y ou didn't get them? Evelyn said.

'Steponit.’

There was another 7-Eleven about amile away next to a Taco Bell. | thanked God there was an Indian
behind the counter.

The Taco Bell was closed. Evelyn drove the car around back, to the parking lot, and stopped. A large
metal trashcan was beside us. Evelyn kept the engine running. The heat was on. It was warm. We began
kissng and wereimmediately back into afrenzy.

I'll put the condom on,’ Evelyn said. "That's now considered an aspect of foreplay.'
‘All right.’

| sat back in the seat. My pants werein aheap next to



me. Evelyn ripped open the Trojan packet and pulled out the condom. Shetook my cock in her hand
and tried to roll the condom over thetip. The condom just mushed down my penis.

"The condom's upside down,’ | told her.

'Oh. Oh.’

Evelyn did the condom onto my penis. It wastaut and a bit constricting. Our mouths came together.
'Baby,’' | said.

Evelyn removed her underwear completely and crawled onto my lap. She used the rim over the
passenger door to balance herself. She lowered herself onto me. She grabbed onto my neck. We both
made little noises upon entry. Her knees were splayed out wide by her sides.

You'relimber,' | sad.
'l wasin gymnasticsal through junior high and high school .’
That was something | had never known.

Evelyn's shirt was open, her bra pushed down below her breasts. Her nipples stuck out straight. They
brushed through the hair of my chest as she moved up and down. We were staring at each other. It was
strange and sometimes embarrassing.

‘Can we moveto the Sdealittle? she asked. The heater isburning my butt.'

We moved to the sde alittle. We kissed softly.

I'minlovewithyou,' shesaid. 'l knew it for surewhen | saw you in the church parking lot.'
| nodded and smiled.

'Isit okay that we go dow? she asked. 'l want to go dow.'

'l want to go dow too.'

But it wasimpossible for long. Pretty soon | was pulling her down hard onto me, pushing her forward,
running my

tongue up the bones of her chest and then into her mouth. Evelyn's hair clung to the front windshield. She
thrust her hips againgt me with as much force as she could mugter. All the musclesin her body were
standing out, the pal-mars, glutel, semitendinouses, peronedls, radial extensors, each and every precious
little deign of movement. Her fingernails buried into my shoulder and my back. Her face seemed to bein
pain. Evelyn was hollering. | grabbed her ass and dammed her down even more quickly onto me. |
crushed my faceinto the crevice of her neck. And | was pouring it dl into her, twenty-five years without
love.

3. Rules of the girl
Evelyn lay on her ssomach on the bed. | had sneaked into the room after her parents had gone to deep.

| gave her amassage. Pretty soon | did my hand between the cheeks of her ass and between her legs. |
cupped her vaginain the pam of my hand. It was exceedingly wet, the sheets benesath it were soaked.
She said my name.



After putting on another condom, | crouched behind her. | did mysdlf ingde. Evelyn bent her forehead
into the pillow. Her shoulder blades stuck up. | focused on the two lanes of downy hair on the back of
her neck. | rubbed her back. | reached my hand around to her face. Evelyn bit my finger.

On Evelyn's bottom there were some red spots and goose bumps. | didn't like looking at them. And
there were freckles on her shoulders, something else | didn't like. | stared forward at the wall. The sex
felt good, but not asgood asit had earlier inthe car.

| had probably been pushing too hard. My pursuing of Evelyn had been too relentless. That'swhat | must
do with al the career ambition that Tar has, chase after toysand

these women. That which you collect, you control. Sometimes, the more | can't have something, the more
| think that | love it—her, that is. | hoped that | hadn't made aterrible mistake, committed mysdlf to
something that | had no way of sticking to. | thought of three stories: that of Faust, that of Midas, and that
of The Monkey's Paw.

Evelyn orgasmed first. She shouted that sheloved me.

Since | had been thinking about other things, | wasn't close to coming. | started moving as quickly as|
could, damming. Evelyn's buttocks were a powerful force againgt my groin. She reached her hand back
and grabbed my v/rigt. | cameinto her, hard. | imagined something as | did: My sperm shot through
Evelyn'swhole body, came out of her mouth, went al the way around the earth, and landed again in the
base of my spine.

Thedarm rang at Six o'clock in the morning so that | could leave Evelyn's bedroom before her parents
awoke. Evelyn dithered up on her belly to turn off the darm. Her eyeswere puffy and crusty with
deepers. The sheetsfell awvay from her, exposing her breasts. | lifted up the sheet and covered her again.
Sheturned on her sdeto face me. Evelyn amiled.

‘Good morning, honey," she said.
'‘Good morning, sweetheart.’ | smiled.

Evelyn did on top of me. She kissed me. Her tongue went insde my mouth. It moved around abit. |
swirled my own around it. Her breath wasn't ashorrid asit could be, but | didn't like it in me much.

Evelyn closed her eyesand lay her head on my neck. Her arms and legs clutched my body, asif pinning
me there to the bed. | looked at the ceiling.

‘James, tell me how much you love me!'

'l loveyou very much.'

"Tell medl those things, about how you thought of me while we were gpart.’
'l thought of you lots!'

Tellme. .. let'ssee. . . tdl mewhat my best featureis:!

Celing.

'Eveyn, | haveto get acigarette. | haven't had one for more than twelve hours and my lungs are going
nuts.’



'Oh, okay. We can go outside.'
'It'scold out. Y ou don't have to go with me.'
'No, that's okay.'

We put on some outfits, socks, shoes, and our coats and we waked outside. Evelyn lay her head against
my chest while | smoked three Marlboros in succession. Shelocked her arms around me. | looked out
over her backyard. A neighbor’s collie was passing through. The dog stopped, turned to look at us, then
went on. Pinetrees swayed in thewind. | blew smoke out of my lungs, and gently brushed my hand
through Evelyn's hair. | looked down at her as she snuggled her face against my chest.

‘Brrr!" she said. Shekissed my shirt.
| had made avery big mistake.
4. A potted plant

On the Wednesday after Christmas Evelyn brought me a potted plant. It was afern of sometype, which
are supposedly harder to make die. | had never had a plant before. Evelyn was standing in the doorway.
| hadn't seen her for three days, since | had to |eave Philadel phia before her. She had on athick tweed
coat. She looked quite pretty.

'l thought you and Bill might want something dive around al these robots.’

'l thought Bill and | were dive.

'Wdll, inaway," she said, laughing. She stood on her tiptoes and kissed me on the mouth. Her face
backed dowly away. Her face stared at me.

'Have you been drinking?

'No. A little'

'Oh.’

'My dispatcher bought me a couple beers after work.'

'Oh.' Her eyes darted around the room. "Where do you want the fern? she asked me.

'l don't know. Wherever's cool. Just make sure that it's not touching one of the metal toys. The moisture
might rust them. Then | added, 'Thank you for the plant.’

'Y ou're very welcome!'

| sat down on the edge of my mattress. Evelyn carried the plant with both hands over to the corner next
to Bill'sside. The plant looked heavy.

'Here okay?

"That's a pretty good placefor aplant.' | pulled my cigarettes from my pocket and lit one. | scratched my
nose. We had gotten anew batch from the pharmacy that afternoon. Some of them were Methedrine,
which | had never tried in pill form before. My skin wasitching dl over. | scratched under my arm.
Evelyn looked at me from the corner of her eye.



She sat the plant in the corner of the room, then stepped back and eyed it. She wiped the dirt from her
gloves.

"That looks good.' She took off her coat and laid it on the mattress. She sat next to me. She stared at me
as| continued to smoke. She grabbed my chin and pulled me to face her. She lowered her head and
looked into my eyes.

'| sthere something wrong? she said.

'No." | looked acrossthe room at amirror Bill had bought while | was gone for Christmas. It was strange
to see myself walking around the gpartment al the time now.

The purpleness around my eyes was gone, but my nose was ill dark and swollen.
"Where's your tongue? Evelyn asked.

'Inmy mouth,' | said.

'Why isntitinmine?

| kissed her. We messed around for afew minutes. | began to get heated up. My hand was down the
back of her jeans, insde her underwear. She was squirming beneath me. Then | backed away. | knew |
had to tell her. It was going to be hard enough without having had sex with her first. Boy, I'd seemlikea
redl jerk doing that. | sat up.

'What are you doing? she said.

'Sitting on the edge of the bed. Now I'm rubbing my eye. Look, see?
'Why did you stop?

'Because | thought maybe we could see amovie tonight.’

"You'rein one of your moods, aren't you?

'What's one of my moods?

"Y our down moods. Come on, you know what I'm talking about.'
'I'm tired from work.'

Tired . . . James." Evelyn winced. Her body went loose.

'What?

It'sjust alittle disgppointing, you know. I've been going nutsin Philadelphiawaiting to see you. And then
| come home and yourelikethis!

'I've just been thinking about some Stuff.’

Long pause.
"Y ou've been thinking about some stuff?

'Yes.



'What are you talking about?
‘Ligten. I've been thinking about us.'

Evelyn'sface crumbled; actudly, it looked morelikeit was cavingin.

'Y ou fucking bastard,’ she said.

Her fists were clasping onto my bedspread. My bedspread had pictures of Astro Boy al over it. One of
her hands was squishing up Astro Boy'sface.

I'm sorry.'

"You asshole. | can't believe. | can't believe," she screamed. She jumped up from the mattress. Her
hands were out to her sides, dightly raised. Her fingers were spread out taut like claws. She paced.
Tearswere streaming down her cheeks. "Thisis exactly like the worst thing that | could imagine
would happen, exactly why | didn't want to be with you."

'Weve hardly even gotten back together, Evelyn. We've had sex two times, that's al.’

‘That isn't all!" She continued pacing. 'This can't bereal! Thisisall a set-up, like something you'd do
just to hurt me. How?' She was sobbing.

'l don't want to hurt you, Evelyn. | swear. | swear to God.'

Evelyn shrieked in frustration. She sivung her head swiftly to the sde and looked a my robotslining the
wall. She breathed heavily. Her eyes widened.

'I'm going to destroy your toys!' shesaid. 'I'm going to destroy your toys." She ssomped over to the
robots, her facein ared, teary growl.

'Don't do that, okay?

Evelyn kicked the robots. She shrieked loudly. The toys bounced off the walls and she kicked them
again. Saturn's head cracked open and the wiring was exposed. The batteries popped out of his back
and rolled toward me.

'‘No!" | said.
Evelyn kicked more of them. | sat frozen, my hands on my knees. | couldn't seem to move.
'Please. Don't.'

‘Thisiswhat you did to me! You're a bastard! YOU'RE

arobot, you're so fucking cold! You tricked me!" Evelynfell to her knees. Her head was|owered. She
heaved for air. Her body quaked. Bits of plastic and robots appendages surrounded her.

'See," | whispered, not looking up. Thisisone of the reasons we should reconsider our relationship. It
makes you destroy my things!'

'Fuck you! You're demented!'

'l know. I'm sorry." | forced myself up and tottered toward her. | crouched down behind her.



'Evelyn.' | set my hand on her shoulder.

Evelyn sivung around quickly and knocked my arm away. She sivung at me again with the side of her fist.
It landed square on my broken nose.

'Ohno!" | yelled. | brought both hands to my face and fell over. Blood spilled from my nostrils over my
arms and onto the floor. 'Oh Chrigt.'

Evelyn punched me two more timesin the back of the head. Then she stood and kicked meintheribs.
Evelyn wailed. | heard her trotting toward the door, scooping up her coat. | heard the door damming
behind me, and her sobstrailing down the hall.

There was enough blood that my pants were soaked red. | stood and walked toward the dresser. | took
two more Methedrines. | looked a mysdlf in the new mirror. | was astrange and demonic-looking guy. |
made somefaces. | tried to make mysdlf cry as| watched mysalf in the mirror, but | just looked pitiful.

| walked to the kitchen. | filled atowe withice and held it to my nose. | made my way down the stairwell
and to the street, where | could hail a cab to the hospital.

| Become a Nightmare

Bill and I werewaiting for Lou and Pennywhistlein Centra Park. They were very late. Bill sat onthe
Alicein Wonderland statue. | sat on a park bench, which was covered in drops of hardened tar. Bill's
lipswere parched and flaking asif he had been in the desert. Helicked hislipsrhythmicaly.

‘That only makes mattersworse,' | said. Thelicking.'
Heignored me, continued doing what he wanted, ruining hislife.

Even though it was late, some little black kidswere playing soccer beside us. The soccer ball flew out of
bounds, and rolled beside where | was sitting. | picked it up, and got ready to throw it back to the kids.

'Hey, man,’ said the kid, eight or nine years old. Throw methe ball.'
‘How about some manners? | said.
'What?

'l was about to throw you the ball, but you can say please. Y ou order melike your dave. Maybe now I'll
keep it for myself. | need asoccer bal.

'‘Give methebal, fucker!"

| stared at the kid for amoment. Then | threw the ball at hisface ashard as | could. It dapped him hard.
He shouted

in pain and collgpsed to the ground. Hisfriends al ran over to him.
'Dude!’ Bill said.

'What? He called me a fucker!'

Bill shook hishead in disbelief.

It'sjust alittlekid," he said.



We decided that Lou and Pennywhistle weren't going to show. Bill did off the Alicein Wonderland
mushroom and started walking away. | followed him. All thelittle black kids stared at me angrily as|
passed them. Ther friend was crying. His nose was bleeding.

| followed Bill out the park and down the sdewalk. After afew minutes, | felt bad.
'What? Bill said, referring to my sad face.

'l shouldn't have smashed that kid's face up. He was probably just afraid | was going to take his soccer
bdl.

'Dude, sometimes | think you're the meanest person I've ever met.'
| started to cry.

'Don't cry,’ he said. 'Just stop being mean.’

'Bill?

'What?

'l fill love Eveyn.'

'Oh, man.’

'I made amigtake, Bill. | made amistake. | should have waited just alittle bit.'
'Y ou were scared of intimacy,' Bill said.

'What?!'

'Y ou were scared of intimacy.

"That'stoo easy, Bill!"

'What?

‘Theintimacy thing. | don't believe any of that! Fuck dl of that stuff, man! Y ou sound like my fucking
Tweve-Step motherfucking brother! And you're drunk!"

'My philosophy isthat | may be drunk, but you're alittle drunker than me. That's my philosophy.’
'So what?

'So that gives metheright to give you ahdpful diagnosis. Y ou know what lse?Y ou cry so much when
you're drunk that it's got to be asign of some deeper problem. Y ou become a nightmare.’

'Y eah, well, you're a speed addict.’
'No, duh.’

'Y ou can't tell methesethings, Bill!"
‘Yes, | can.'

"You're as screwed up as me! More!'



'l can. | just did.

"Fuck you!"

'Fuck you.'

| punched Bill afew rapid timesin the chest.

'Hey!" hesad, trying to block himsdf with his hands.
'Get away fromme,' | sad.

| ssomped down the sidewalk. A fat Latino wasin my path and | told him to get the fuck out of my way.

| ssomped by the storefronts. | thought about how presumptuous Bill wasto tell me what my problems
were. | somped down the street, getting angrier and angrier. And when | got angriest | thought of Tar, of
how we had fought and now we hadn't spoken for over amonth. | thought of how pitiful my father
looked when | came home with the new baby dall. | thought of how angry my mother had been. |
remembered the contorted enraged expression on Evelyn's face when she was beating on me. | thought
of Gary. | thought of Gary. | thought of how | had lost them all, every single last one of them, and | began
sobbing.

| turned around. Bill was standing ablock and ahaf behind me, hunched over with hishandsin his
pockets, confused, staring.

| raised my arms high over my head. The sobs came catapulting up from my chest. | cried out to the
hunched figure of my friend.

'I'M SORRY, BILL!"
Bill wandered up the street toward me. He glanced sheepishly from sideto side.

‘Dude, | used to kind of get bummed out when you quit drinking. But now, you know, | seewhy you did
it.

| grabbed the deeve of hisshirt.

‘Bill, youcanhelpme,' | said.

Bill shrugged.

'We can go talk to Evelyn. Y ou can help me!’
‘All right," he said. 'No prob.’

Evelyn's gpartment building had one glass door, and then another glass door beyond that. Thefirst door
was open, but to get insde the second you either needed akey or to break the glass or someonein one
of the apartments could buzz you in. The gpartment-livers were listed on bronze plates with buzzers next
to each. Evelyn had never put her name over the name of the former occupant. It was one of those things
you could put off forever.

| couldn't remember Evelyn's exact gpartment number. She was somewhere on the seventh floor.
Isit Seven-J?7 Bill said.

'Oh. That soundsright.’ | pressed the buzzer. No one answered so | pressed it again. A gruff man'svoice



cameover it: 'Hello?

'Who isthis? | said. 'Where's Evelyn?

'Evelyn? It'stwelve-seventeen a night.’

'I bet hehasadigita clock,' Bill said.

"‘Who the fuck are you?' | shouted into theintercom.

'Get off the goddamn buzzer, you!'

| et go of the buzzer. | turned and looked &t Bill.
| don't think that was the right apartment,’ | said.
Bill rolled up hislower lip and shook his head.
Try thisone,' he said, pointing to 7A.

| repesated 7A severa timesin my mind. That had to beit, | decided. Evelyn's apartment had to be 7A. |
pushed the buzzer. | pushed it once to be polite. Evelyn's voice came out from atiny black speaker. Her
voice waslike afinger on the soft of my brain. My darling baby. | felt weak. She was mumbling as she
woke up.

'Hedllo?

| pushed the intercom button.

'Evdyn.

No answer.

'Eveyn! Canyou hear me?!'

'Y ou haveto lift your finger off the button for her to speak,’ Bill said.
'Oh.’

'—don't want to talk to you,' she said.

'Eveyn, I'm sorry.!

'l don't want to talk to you. Go away.’

'Evelyn, | screwed up. It wasamistake. Evelyn, | was drunk. Wasn't thinking clearly.’
'Y ou're drunk now.’

'Evelyn, I'm sorry. Eveyn.'

'I'm going back to deep. If you ring again, I'm not answering.'

‘No! Wait! Bill hasto talk to you!'

| pulled Bill over in front of theintercom. Bill pressed the talk button. | used his shoulder to balance
mysdlf whilehedid.



'Eveyn?
'Bill, take him home.'
'Um, Evelyn, James il redlly likesyou alot.’

'Get off theintercom. | don't seethelogicindl of this, James, | redly dont.'

'Uh, why don't you come down here and talk to him. He'sin a—it'stotaly hurting him, right? Because he
made amistake. We dl make mistakes, right? He's a good person.'

'I'm going to deep now.'

'No," | whispered to Bill.

'Evelyn jus—wait—hold on a second.’

No answer.

'Evelyn? Bill said.

No answer.

'Sheleft,' Bill said.

| pushed down the button and yelled into it, 'Evelyn!’
No answer. | pushed the button down again.
'Evelyn!"

Static, no answer.

'EVELYN, COME BACK. FM SORRY!

| turned and looked at Bill. 'She can still hear me,' | said. 'She's up there and she can il hear me!”

'I've never been up there,’ Bill said. 'l don't know the layout of the apartment to know if she hearsyou or
not.'

| turned away from him.
'FM SORRY, EVELYN!" | screamed.
Nothing.

'EVELYN! EVELYN! EVELYN! EVELYN! EVELYN!" | dternated rapidly between the buzzer and the
talk button.

Bill waked out of the small foyer and onto the porch outside. He sat down on the thick concreterailing
there and lit acigarette.

Shell have to answer if | keep screaming, | thought. Shelll have to come downstairs. She might bein her
robe.

She'd haveto, but she didn't.



People began hollering down from their windows for me to shut the fuck up. Bill poked hishead insde
the door and said, 'Get outside now, dude. People are going nuts.’

'‘EVELYNNNNNN!!

Eventually | dunk out onto the porch. People yelled down names at me. Someone threw acandle at me.
Thisincreased my sourness. | swirled around and stared up at them. | told them to fuck off. They yelled
variousthings back at me, their little pink heads sticking out of the windows. They had become ateam.

'‘Come on down, you fuckers!' | screamed. | walked backward, stumbling toward the street. Bill was
pulling my arm.

| bent over, clutched my stomach, and vomited onto the dirty street. When | was most the way finished, |
looked back up at them. They had gotten quieter.

'‘Come on down. I'll takeyou dl on!" | screamed. 'Not one at atime, but al a the sametime, you
motherfuckers! | have broken bones, | have snapped legs and seen the bone pop through the skin, | have
smashed heads on brick wallsand now | will do thisto you! | will smash your heads on this cement
thing next to me! You hear that?'

| was about to faint. | turned toward Bill. His face wasfilled with sorrow.

We arrived home. A message from El Hombre Fitzgibbon, afriend of Lou and Pennywhistl€'s, was on
the answering machine. Lou and Penny had been arrested, he said. Neither one of them ratted us out;
sometimes loyalty iswhere you least expect it. Our friends were both most likely going to do sometime.
Our salad days, as bleary asthey were, were over.

The Greatest Toy in the World, Part Il

On the subway, awoman sat across from me holding anaked infant. The baby had aflabby, dimpled
ass. The woman's eyes were the color of amuddy stream, with little black fleckslike tadpoles. She
changed the baby's diapers.

A loud scream came from somewhere. | looked around quickly; perhaps| could help; perhaps| could
get in afight with some perpetrator, defend someone—an old woman, asmall, insecure man who had
never learned hisway with hisfists. | leaned forward in my seet to see through the window down into the
next car. Only a couple people were in the car, and neither one seemed to be screaming. | looked at the
woman.

'Did you hesr that scream?
'A scream? shesaid.
‘Mm.'

'No,' shetold me.

'Oh. Maybe it was the whedls scraping on the tracks. Wow." | grabbed onto the bar next to me. It was
covered with athin film of dime from other peopl€'s hands. | didn't want to touch it, but | needed it to

stay steedy.
The woman was wearing old, frayed Nikes.

‘That isavery small baby,' | said. 'How bigis—How old, | mean?



She stared at me. She waswondering, | knew, if there was some way | would be able to usethis
information againg her.

"Three months," she said with a phony smile.

'l don't remember being that old. He loves everything, | bet. He letsloose in his drawers and somebody
comes and takes care of it for him. | would like someone to do that for me.’

'What?

‘Betaken care of, iswhat I'm saying.’

She nodded.

'What's that guy's name? | asked.

‘Lary.

‘Larry. Larry thelittletiny person. May | hold him?
'I'm sorry. No.'

'Eh, dl right." | looked down through the window at the other end; nobody looked like they had just
screamed down there, either.

'It'snot that | mean to berude,' she said.

"That's okay.'

'l mean, have you had alot of experience with children?

'l haven't held ababy for eighteen years. That's not including dogs.

Over the woman's head was a placard, an ad for an abortion clinic done up in pink, with flowers
surrounding the text. It creeped me out, and for aminute | considered walking up to the next car, getting
away from this conversation, perhaps looking for whoever it was who may or may not have screamed.

The woman stared at me, reconsidering. Perhaps | looked harmless.
'l guess you could hold him. For just amoment.’
‘A mere moment, yes.'

Thewoman crossed the aide. She sat down beside me.

'Y ou have to prop up hisneck, likethis,' she said.

She handed me Larry carefully, and | took him carefully in return. | cradled himin my arms. He had atiny
head. It seemed amiracle that o many babieslived for more than ayear with such small, fragile skulls.

Y ou'd think they'd al get crunched somewhere dong theway. All it would take was one millisecond of
forgetfulness jumping over to change the channd. | couldn't even remember dl the toysBill and | had
stepped on when we weren't paying attention. And alot of those were made out of metal. A white
bubble came out of Larry's mouth.

'l am never going to have ababy,’ | said. 'Because I'd probably step on his head.'



'What?' the woman said. She leaned in toward me, asif about to take him away.
'Hesacutelittleanimd, dl right,’ | said.
The woman stayed on edge next to me, ready to lurch for the child. | stared at him.

Larry'slittle brain wasjust being formed. | wondered whet things had dready invaded his head. All the
information that had to be going in there: cop shows, his parentsfighting, the smell of bums urineinthe
sreets, Disney characters, hisfather worrying about money, how pitiful his mother's shoes are, sports of
all types, goo-goo baby talk, the sound and fed of subways, jam boxes everywhere, honking, the hot
New Y ork sun when in astroller, eectronic billboards, people impersonating Groucho, the sound of
modems connecting, pit bulls, shock jocks, thunder, religion, country music, halitoss, tetanus shots, bad
children's books about giant dogs and people drawing doors with giant crayons and waking through
them. | felt the bonesin Larry's back. His eyeslooked up a me but didn't see shit. | ran my fingers over
the fuzz on his head.

| looked at the woman.

'Doesit take alot of money to take care of ababy like this? | asked.
'Y ou wouldn't believe. Y ou would not believe.'

'Here,' | said. | handed her the baby. Shetook him gently. | reached into my pocket and pulled out a
couplefifty-dollar bills.

'Here, take some of thismoney,’ | said.

'Oh no," the woman said.

It'snot for you, it'sfor him. Buy him somebig . . . some big stuffed animal. Go to the FAO Schwarz.'
Thewoman looked at me.

'Go ahead,' | said. Thisisathing that | do. I'm independently wedlthy. | go around drinking and doing
good deeds. | don't know what elseto do with my life.’

Thewoman smiled. Shetook the money.
"Thank you,' she said. Thank you very much.'

| nodded. | took my handkerchief from my pocket and wiped my nose. | stared Straight ahead. The
woman turned and smiled a me again.

It redly isvery kind of you,' shesaid.

| smiled. | continued looking straight ahead. | watched the graffiti on the subway walls out the window. |
shook my head dowly.

What the fuck had | just done? | thought.
| looked at my reflection in the darkened window.

Y ou stupid faggot, | thought. Y ou need that money to buy arobot! And there you are, showing off,
playing agame!



| turned toward the woman. | opened my mouth to tell her to give me back the money. She smiled at me.
| stared at her. | nodded.

Eat it, | told mysdlf. | turned back and stared out the window.
Y ou fucking loser.

* * *

Charlie was arranging comic books behind the counter. He was wearing the same stained red T-shirt he
awayswore.

‘James, old man!" he shouted.

'l got to get something here!’

'What's that?

‘A robot.'

‘Sure thing. How's old Evadoing?

'Evelyn, supid.

'How's old Evelyn doing?

| raised my hands over my head and shrugged.

‘Jesus, you're redlly polluted, aren't you? Charlie said.
"They haven't called me Jesus for two thousand years!'
‘Jesus, you are polluted.’

'Shut up.'

‘Thisismy store. Don't tell meto shut up.' Charlie continued to arrange the books on the counter.
‘Charlie. It'sEvelyn, not Eva’'

'Asyou told me.’

‘Shetold me shedidn't love me!

Charlie stared a me. 'Oh, geez, I'm sorry, kid.'
‘Charlie, | drink too much.’

'Y eah, well, me, | just have a beer every now and again.’
'And these pills. They're fucking my head.

'Wdll, just say no.'

'Charlie, you ever been in love?

'Ha-ha. Shit. | don't know. Maybe. | guess | thought so at thetime. But | had things to do, you know.'



'I'm sorry it didn't work out.'
Charlie nodded. He was sad and fat.
| wandered up the aide. | braced myself on the corner of one of the cabinets.

‘Therell be another fish in the sea come walking dong,’

Charlie said. 'For both me and for you. Of that | am bonafide sure. And you got nice clothes. Ladieslike
thet."

"They probably like that red T-shirt, too, Charlie.’

'No! This?| don't think so!' Charlie laughed and shook his head.
‘Charlie!

'What?

'l only have three hundred dollarsleft. Thisisdl | have.' | pulled the three hundred bucks out of my
pocket. | held it toward him. "What can you give me?

'If it'sdl the money you have l€ft, I'd give you advice not to spend it

'l don't want advice. | want afucking robot.’

Charlie shrugged. He came out from behind the counter.

'l can't say | have too many great dedls on robots. But | did get one thing you might be interested in.’
‘A robot. A robot, Charlie. Isthething | want.'

'Oh, you ain't seen this. Come here!'

Charlies keys hung from asilver chain on his bdt loop. Heflipped through them. He walked toward an
enormous and ornate wooden cabinet with closed doors. It had Egyptian hieroglyphs carved into it.
Strange: | had been in the store a thousand times and had never redlly noticed the cabinet. Charlie
unlocked its doors. He pulled out a box.

The box read: scrunch ‘em, grow ‘em dinosaurs.
‘Thisiswhat you were looking for, wasn't it?
| nodded.

'It'sin the origind box," Charlie said. 'Some actor who just moved here from Minnesota.camein with it
and abunch of other stuff that was mostly junk. | saw this, though, and remembered it was you told me
about it, how you wanted it the first day we met. | had only seen it the once!’

Charlie handed it to me. | stared at the cover. Bronto-sauruses, pterodactyls, woolly mammoths.

Put the cubes in the Energizer Machine and WATCH 'em transform into DINOSAURS Then
scrunch 'emup again in the DINOSAUR PIT! Endless Fun!!!

| set it on the counter. | removed the top. Everything was there, the colored plastic cubes and the red
machine and even the directions.



DO NOT put the blocks in a conventional oven. DO NOT eat the blocks. DO NOT touch the wire
surface while the unit is turned on.

'Oh,'| said. 'l can't beievethis!

'Ha-ha,' Charliesaid. | looked a him. 'I'll giveit to you for aC note,' he said. 'l have no idea how much
itsworth. Ain't liged anywhere.’

| nodded. | took out two fifties and handed them to Charlie. He shoved them into his pocket. | put thelid
back on the box and pulled it against my chest.

‘Thanks, Charlie!
'Don't mention it. Go home and deep off that drunk you got on.’

| nodded. | walked toward the door, then stopped. | turned back toward Charlie. A plastic Tinkerbell
hung from anoose over his heed.

‘Charlie. | just wanted to tell you something.'

'What?

"That thesetoysaredl | can find that's beautiful. They'redl | canfind.'
| pulled the magic box closer to my chest.

Charliedidn't say anything.

I moved quickly out the store. A bell jingled. Sunlight, street, amillion bums passing, whether in tattered
swesatpants, tie-dyes and jeans, or gray business suits. They counted me among their number.

A Dexies canister wasonitsside. It was empty. A vodka bottle stood beside it. It was aquarter full. The
rest of the vodka and Dexies soared through my bloodstream and clawed at my stomach. They dit my
mind like ahundred thousand helicopter searchlights panning over the absencesinsgde me. And my liver
hurt.

Once Tar had exclaimed: ‘Let's pretend that our beds are pterodactyls and that we're riding on their
backs.'

Now | pinched the small green pterodactyl in my fingers. | flew it over thefolding table.
'‘Good fly,' | muttered. | drooled.

The sunlight shone between the window bars and onto the Greatest Toy in the World. An empty chair
stood across the folding table. | could see the chair through the clear dome atop the red machine. The
dome distorted the chair's shape, curling it, fitting it into my world. It was comforting. Tar'sface, fresh
and four, appeared in the chair.

'Which. .. hey, Tar...which dinosaur . . . should we do next?

| guzzled some vodka. | dammed the bottle back into its place on the table, knocking some dinosaurs
onto the floor.

"The orange one? | asked him. 'The orange one's atriceratops.’



| picked up the orange cube from the table. | did open the door on the clear dome. | dropped the cube
insgde. The mesh was red hot; the machine had been on for awhile.

Nancy cameto my sde. Seven, | thought. She had a

hunk of her hair between her teeth. She looked out of place: a smooth efin creature against the backdrop
of the beer bottles, ashtrays, clothes, and chicken potpietrays.

'Hey, ugly,' shesaid.

'Nancy, | got the good thing back.' | motioned toward the red machine. She touched my arm.
'Look, it'sgrowing,' shesaid.

The horns and the helmet of the triceratops were sprouting.

'Mm,' | said.

| fell adeep for amoment, then awvoke.

| went to touch Nancy'sface. But of course my hand passed straight through her. Still, everything was
becoming morereal by the second.

Footsteps passed by the front of the table. | looked up. Gary.

Hewas pale. Hisbow tie was pink. It was spotted with little swords, the sort with which someone would
piercean dlive.

Sounds came out of Gary's mouth, but he sounded like he was speaking underwater. He waved his
hands around, trying to get my attention.

'What? | can't. . . thereé's no understanding you,' | said.

Gary's body quivered like the string on abow after shooting an arrow. He widened his eyes. He
shrugged. And then hewas gone.

Nancy was gtting on the edge of my mattress. Shelifted up her skirt. It was her vaging, ahairlessline.
Sheamiled. Sheliked showing it to me.

'Heh-heh-heh." | dropped my hand into my own lap. | tried to grab my zipper, tug and pull. But the
Zipper wastoo minuscule and | couldn't keep agrip onit. 'I'm too fucked up,’ | muttered.

'Look, Jmmy," Nancy said. Shelifted her buitt off the

mattress alittle. She stretched open her vaginawith her fingers. It wasred inside.
'Heh-heh,' | said. 'l used to hate when you did that. Now, though, it isn't so bad.’
'Look at thetriceratops,' Tar said.

Thetriceratops was fully grown. | grabbed him. | flung him to the ground.
"Which one next, Tar?

No answer.



'Anybody? | announced. | was aonefor amoment.
'Any of you can say what . . . which one we do next. Come on, anybody, anidea.'

The room was empty. | was dumped over inthe chair. There was adigital clock on Bill's dresser, the
type where the numbersflip over. Thefirst number was permanently broken. The upper hdf of the eight
st in the bottom of the clock's window.

'Put your hand on it," somebody said. | looked up. It was Gary Bauer again. But | didn't see how he was
able to speak. Mogt of the roof of his mouth was missing. | could see the gums and teeth on one side.
Therewas alargered holein his neck, too, surrounded by flaps of skin.

'Put your hand oniit, Immy,’ Gary said.

'Leave me done, dead guy.’

‘Chickenshit. Isthat what you are? Hah-hah!’

Gary's head swung backward as he laughed. | could see up into his skull.

'l can seeyour brains,' | said. 'Y ou don't look so smart.'

'Chickenshit!"

'I'm not the one afraid to climb down into holes to go get Dan Occansion, buddy.'
"Then put your hand oniit.’

| clamped my facetight. | shook my head.

| did not want to. | did not want to at all.

It was a hallucination. He was dead.

But he dtill kept taunting me after dl thistime,
| hated him.

'Put your hand onit.'

| looked into Gary'ssingle eye.

'l cando anything,' | said.

| backhanded the clear plastic. The dome cracked. | struck it again. It snapped off the red machine, and
clattered to the floor. The wire mesh glowed red. | placed the whole of my palm on the mesh. For a
moment it didn't hurt. Of course, | thought. They wouldn't invent something this dangerousfor achild.

Bolts of pain shot up my arm and through my shoulder and neck. The skin on my palm was burning,
melting like the army men. Tears flowed from my eyes and down my face. But | kept it there. My hand
wanted to come up but | wouldn't let it.

'Fuck you dl,' | said. 'Fuck al of you.'

Asl went to pull it up, | found | couldn't. My skin was stuck to the metal. | screamed. | ripped my hand
away. Smoke rose from the wire mesh. Touches of glop were attached to the wire mesh, touches of glop



that used to be part of me. | held my hand in front of my face. | stared at it. It was abloody hole. Rivulets
curled down around my arm.

The acid of vomit struck the back of my throat. | placed my fingers over my mouth to block it. The vomit
gushed out. It streamed between my fingers, shooting out six feet or so in different directions. It splashed
on the Greatest Toy in the World, my clothes on the floor, my mattress. There was more smoke, a
szzling sound. The red machine sparked.

| tried to stand up from the chair. | pushed my fingers down on the table and half stood. My legs
buckled. | fell to

my knees. One hand cradled the other. | looked around the room. It was empty. Gary, Nancy, and Tar
were gone.

‘Toys,' | sad. | stood again and stumbled toward the robots against the wall.

| kicked the toys, finishing the job that Evelyn had started. | kicked Rom Spaceknight until his chest was
crushed. | kicked Captain Future Superhero and Interplanetary Spaceman into shards. | kicked them all
until they were bits of plagtic and crushed tin, even Bill'stoys. Especidly Bill's. He was the one who had
gotten me started on this collecting stuff. That'swhat started everything. | destroyed Ralph Malph,
knocked off David Soul's head, and smashed Laura Ingals Wilder's sternum with one swift kick. | turned
around and knocked Scrunch 'Em, Grow 'Em Dinosaurs off thefolding table. | lifted it over my head. |
hurled it toward the wall, but because it was plugged in and the cord wasn't long it swung down and
smashed againgt the floor. The red metal popped off the machinery benesth.

| gathered together the dinosaurs and the colorful cubes and moved toward the bathroom. | stuffed them
down the drain of the sink. My blood covered them. | turned on the water. | gripped onto the edge of the
snk and started to pass out, but | wouldn't let mysdlf fall. | looked in the mirror.

God giving man lifeand taking it away is not nearly so bad as God taking away childhood and giving him
life

'‘Amy, put my brother on the phone.’

‘Jmmy, listen, Tar wantsto talk to you, | know he does. But | really think it'd be better if you called back
tomorrow. When you're sober.'

‘Tar. Put him on the phone.’

‘Ligten, Jmmy, I'm just trying to help.’

‘Your helpislike. . .it's...it'shorrible! Get my brother!'

Amy paused.

'Hold on,' she said.

| heard her walk away. They conspired in the background. The phone picking up.
'Hey. What's up?

Tar. | fucking killedit.'

'What'd you kill?



"Thedinosaur game. | killed it. After dl this. Thiswaiting. | killed everything. Everything in the apartment
isdead. Agh. | wastheir father, Tar, and | killed them. The fucking robots. But | just couldn't fucking
takeit anymore, dl this'

"Y ou killed your toys?

'Oh, Bill'stoo. That bastard.'

'Are you okay?

‘My hand.'

"Y ou hurt your hand?

'A big bloody hole. | could drownin al thisgunk.'

'Do me afavor. Go to the medicine cabinet in your bathroom. There's some Neosporinin there, | saw it.
Rub some on your cut.’

'Ha-ha-ha. Neosporin? All right, Tar. Jesus.'

'Will you doit?

'Need fucking three or four cans of Neosporin.'

‘Just do it when you get off the phone.’

'Harha Oh certainly, Tar. Oh certainly.'

'Why'd you call?

'l thought of something.’

'What?

'We should have gone over there that morning, right after he caled us!'

Tar was quiet for amoment.

'‘Come on, Jmmy. We don't need to talk about this now.'

'If wewould have just gone over there, you know what I'm saying, that morning. He just aswell astold
us. But we were thinking about other things. Stupid things:!

'You'vesad dl of thisbefore!

It was amoment that would have passed, | think, Tar. Straight there and he wouldn't be fucking— he
wouldn't be fucking dead. It'strue.’

"Wrong. Wrong.'
‘No, yes!'
'We couldn't've known. Why the fuck are you bringing this up again? It's over and over with you.'

| started crying.



'Hewasmy job, Tar.'

'Hewasn't your job.’

'Hekilled mewith him, Tar. Hekilled mewith him.'

‘Thefuck hedid!

'Hedid. I'm dead. My hand is fucking bleeding.'

‘Listento me: You're not dead. Y ou're dive. And you've got to be thankful for that.'

'Oh, what bullshit! Gary Bauer fucking shot his face off and what's thankful about that! You're
standing there dragging him all over the fucking porch, Tar! You picked him up and started
dragging himall over the porch, trying to get someone to help!'

‘Thisisgetting so old, Jmmy. | wasin shock. It'sareal, medica state. I've had to listen to thisfor ten
years, do you redlize that?

'Hewasmy friend.’

'Hewas my friend, too. But that doesn't mean you haveto fucking kill yourself over it. And that's what
you're doing, man. Y ou don't seeit. But every fucking night, every fucking night I'm afraid I'm going to
getacdl.

Tar was crying now.
'Oh you and your fucking AA minions!'

'Oh, yeah. Well, listen to this, Jimmy. What about me, huh? You were all | fucking had. You didn't
just take care of Gary. We all took care of each other. In fact, you—you took care of all of us.
And then Gary's dead and you're gone too. It was your job to take care of Gary? What about me?
Where's all the great responsibility there? | was your brother. | didn't have anybody el se. What
about me, jimmy?'

| didn't say anything ior aminute. Therewasasmal firein the corner of the room. The sparks from the
red machine must have caused it.

'Neosporin," | whispered.

‘Good night," Tar said. 'Just go to deep, dl right?

'| gotta put some of that stuff on my hand. It's really— there's blood everywhere.'
'Put abandage on it and go to deep.’

'Oh yeah. Good night.'

'Mm-hm. Good night."

| hung up.

| ssumbled into the bathroom. | squirted an entire tube of Neosporin onto the wound. | wrapped awhole
roll of toilet paper around my hand. But in seconds the paper was drenched with blood. | leaned against
thewall. | looked down at my arm. It was turning white. The veins around my forearm were more visible



than usud. It wasinteresting to methat | might die. | had no fedling in my skin or tongue,
| sstumbled out of the bathroom. | moved through the gpartment, out the front door.

| dragged my hand along the hallway wall, leaving afingered streak of blood behind me. | stopped and
vomited again, amix of blood and what seemed to be black bits of

my lungs. The old alcohoalic that lives down the hall passed me. He eyed me and quickly disappeared into
his gpartment.

Outside, | stepped onto the sdewal k. | dmost stepped on apigeon. The bird flew up and out of my way.
It flapped itswing againgt my face. This probably hurt my eye, and | was grateful | couldn't fed it. |
turned.

Bill was standing there, holding hiskeys. He was arriving home. He was staring in horror a my hand.
'What happened?' he said.

'Bill," | said, though | could barely speak. ‘A black guy. He broke into our apartment. He broke into our
gpartment and he destroyed dl of our toys, and then he did thisthing, Bill, thisterrible thing, to my hand.'

And at that point | collapsed, passing out.

'‘God, please,' Larry whispered. He was on the brink of unconsciousness. The tears pooled in his
bubble helmet. "My neck's broken. My spinal cord's severed. My spinal cord's severed, my friends
aredead . . . Satanists are overtaking the earth.’

Gary, Tar and | watched as the little man squirmed helplessly in the grass. We looked at each
other, wondering what to do. Tar stared at me. He stood up. He bent down and picked up the gun.
Tenderly he set thegunin Larry's palm.

| felt mysdlf being lifted. Bill was carrying me. He cradled mein hisarms. Despite his amphetamine
dependency, hewas till strong.

'Look out!" Bill yelled at some kidsin our way as he stepped off the curb and into the street. He was
attempting to hail acab. Weweredmost hit.

'Stop!" he cried at the cabs.

But they al sailed by. One, and then another. Zipping, cheerily. Their centrifugal force snapped my
bloody shirt againgt my side.

'Stop!" Bill screamed again, louder than before. But the cars refused. We looked like a couple of
fucked-up, drugged-out bums with a bloody hand. No one wanted to stop for us. No one ever had.

Bill carried me. He shuffled down the sdewal k. His face contorted into hideous worry. Panting. Hisarms
grained. The veinsin hisneck distended into thick, pulsing squids. My neck draped back over his elbow.
| gazed up at the purple sky and | started to lose consciousness. Bill eyed me.

'Stay awake,' he said.

| forced my eyesopen, and | tried. | breathed. | concentrated on this breathing. In, out. In, out. Stay
awake. | couldn't breathe. | lost the ability to breathe.



| breathed.

My organs doshed as Bill tottered. My heart pounded. It flailed its Sick red body against the birdcage of
my chest. It was dying. My liver screamed, enraged at the torrent of acohol drowning it, flowing down
through my crotch, my hips, my sides. My nogtrils pulled in the putrid New Y ork City air. My parched
lungs circulated thisfoul mix throughout my aready polluted form. And thiswaswhat | was. Thiswasall

| was. | wasflesh. | was pulp. | was stupid eyes and ugly face and nagging heart and nothing. And that, in
the end, was my only kingdom.

'Say awake!" Bill screamed at me. My ankles struck the passersby.

Bill carried me. He carried me past Uncle Charli€'s Sandwiches and the newsstand on 49th and Tenth,
past Lucky Lady's Adult Books and a Friedrich's Hot Dogs and a bum that dapped histhigh and laughed
at me because he

thought | was hilarious. Bill grunted. Swesat sat like tadpoles in the space benegth his eyes. His nose
dtarted to bleed from the exertion. The blood from his nose dripped down, spotting my cuff. Bill
wheezed.

And then wewerethere.

The statue of Saint Dominic, staff in hand, gazed down a me. Like adl statues, his pupilsweretwo little
holes. They bore through me, into me, and it wasn't without love.

Bill crumpled to his knees. The emergency-room doors flew open. Fluorescence bathed usin their
forgiveness. The orderliesturned to face us.

Bill screamed, 'Help!" And he dropped his face into my chest and he started to sob. Because sometimes,
you see, even your life means something to somebodly.

'Stay awake,' Bill pleaded.
And | did.
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