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            Prom Night

         

         THE LIMO DRIVER, Russ or Gus, has a bald, tan head and a line of whitish crust on his lip edges. He does not try to hide his disgust—“Kids today.” Drives like he’s in a bumper car down at Playland, like he’s doing some huge favor—“Carting brats around town.” And has nothing at all to say besides “When I was your age…,” “The world has gone haywire,” and “At this rate, you’ll be lucky to make twenty intact.”

         In the backseat, a pile. Limbs and hair, smushed corsages, empty, rattling champagne bottles, and pot seeds. Timmy and Alex, Peg and Chowderhead, having long since tuned out Russ or Gus, discuss who will get the Polaroids afterwards.

         The camera does belong to Chowder’s mom, but Timmy was acting photographer, Alex is the only one leaving for college, and the pictures star Peg, in that violet chiffon gown, before and after the big tear, when her toe got caught. She somehow forgot to lift the dress; stepped out of the limo and right on through it. One perfectly smooth motion that she then managed to re-enact for the camera, exactly.

         The decision about the pictures is made tougher still by the fact that no one cares that much (to insist on keeping them) yet everyone cares enough not to drop the subject. A resolution seems impossible until Russ or Gus pipes up and suggests making copies. Copies?! You’re a genius, thank you, thank you.

         Timmy moves to snap a few shots of the back of the driver’s neck, which he’s been involuntarily watching for hours now. It is fat and wet and jiggling. It is overflowing out of an incredibly dirty, white starched collar. Timmy is sure it’s the place where all the guy’s bad shit is concentrated. “I mean, imagine having to carry that around every day. Flesh knapsack.”

         Alex frowns. “You’re talking too loud.” Peg is busy examining her split ends. Chowderhead says it’d be a helluva lot worse to have no neck, like Lefty.

         They are zipping down Cross Bay Boulevard. Russ or Gus takes advantage of their attention to launch into yet another sermon on “years ago,” as if no one had parents to supply that.

         “Years ago, we had proms in gyms.…” Racing past THE PORK STORE, TUX TOWN, PIZZA CITY. “We couldn’t just go molesting any pretty girl that happened by. We had chaperones.” Flying at such a clip that Howard Beach is a glimpse, a smell—air getting fresher, saltier. “Do you know how long I saved up for my prom? Do you know how many floors I washed to buy a corsage?” Into Broad Channel, where people live in the water, in houses on stilts, and where Peg once, during a fight, invented the popular insult “Shut up or I’ll untie your house.”

         “No bozos back then, we were clean. No highfalutin ideas about—”

         “Beach!” Chowderhead reminds him as they swerve onto the bridge back toward Rockaway. “We wanna be let out at the beach.” That inflexible law stating that each prom night must end with a sunrise.

         “Listen, wise guy, I’ll stop when I damn well please. We were at least taught some respect. We knew our place.” Becoming totally reckless now, his whole body facing them. Could mean into the bay the hard way.

         “I see. Well. May we please, sir, be dropped off at the beach, sir. It seems to be our place, sir.” The words made doubly comical by Chowder’s flat, pink face. Though sun-burnt to shit at the start of every summer, he still can never get that sunscreen thing together, or else he forgets. It’s no big deal. Minor, he says, if you consider all the other redhead torments.

         There’s a wave of nervous giggling. Alex, squirming between Timmy and Peg, drinks the vodka swill straight, thinks, this driver is on the edge of a nervous collapse. She cannot face, Jesus please no, the idea of dying before ever even leaving Rockaway.

         It is dark still and sticky. Timmy, with his whole head and half his torso out the window, sees Queens glow far off and, closer, gnats, moths, mosquitoes, flying up to taste the bridge lights. These he prefers to all those unhappy fishermen who stand at the edge of the bridge gawking at the limo. How can they keep going, knowing that if anything’s biting (unlikely), it will be too polluted to eat? And insects, they are also definitely superior to the sudden sight of Sloane’s bashed-in Dodge Dart following the limo again.

         Although Sloane has not attended the prom, he has gathered a crew—Bean, Artie, Lefty, Louie the Lump, and, naturally, Schizo, his lifeguard mutt—to go everywhere the prom-goers go, including the Staten Island ferry, where they got extra obnoxious with that disappearing ink stuff, which, as it turns out, disappears better on some fabrics than others.

         But no one else seems quite as bothered by it all as Timmy does. Maybe because he’s wearing and worried about Alex’s dad’s tuxedo, or maybe because he’s upset that he won’t be graduating, since he, like that car full of dirtbags tailgating them, dropped out a year ago. For no real reason.

         Inside the limo, they’re still talking “back when.” Peg, with her blond, nearly white head in Chowder’s lap, goes on and on for the benefit of—who knows? It sounds almost like a rap song.

         “I’ll bet all those girls at your prom were virgins. I’ll bet they drank fruit punch and did all their homework because they had to get ready for church, eat all the food on their plates, brush their hairs one hundred times when they woke up, and when they kissed their mothers in their nightgowns they meant it, and when they said the Pledge of Allegiance to the flag witch’s-honor Girl-Scout’s-honor cross-my-heart-hope-to-die-stick-a-needle-in-my-eye they meant it, and knew all their multiplication tables without flashcards, backwards and forwards and in French, Spanish, Italian, Swahili.…Alex, man, wouldya stop yawning already?”

         Alex smiles, though slightly nauseated with the feeling that she has just gotten her period, shit, in her white dress and when she’d begun considering having sex with Timmy tonight. For fun. For old times’ sake.

         When she’d bought the prom tickets she hadn’t known she’d be breaking up with him. She’d never really expected to get into college and especially not with a scholarship. Which just goes to show—never try to assume or predict, things will always happen differently. Even when whatever is gonna happen happens, it will appear to be different from the way it actually is. For instance, Timmy, next to her, with his just-hatched-chick hair, honest brown eyebrows, flair for making anything he wears, even tuxes, look like pajamas. He didn’t mean it when he said love. An elaborate fling was what it was; quickly simmering to average, then fair, then habit, then a goddamn drag. Whereas real love would be simple. It might shoot up and down until it spontaneously combusted, but it would not, could not, just dissolve.

         This thought makes her want to chew her lip, but she’s made a resolution to try not to. It scares her to think that everything ends up divided into Before and After: Before and After school, Timmy, prom night. You can look at the Polaroids that way too—prom night, Before and After it got dark, they got smashed, Peg’s big tear, Alex got her period. Like those pictures of people who have lost fifty pounds but are somehow wearing the exact same outfit both times.

         
              

         

         It’s fine with Timmy that Alex is staring at him, but he wishes she didn’t have such a sad mouth on. He could do all kinds of nice things with that mouth if she’d let him. She was probably already forgetting their pact fantasy to be together one day in a bed, like grownups. They had made love only in his showerhouse, in his car, in his backyard. And now no more.

         Chowderhead says it is four-thirty. “Time to exit this prom hearse.” And they are finally cruising up to the boardwalk, perceptible sighing, they’re alive!, scrambling to gather from the seat and the floor what’s left to ingest, as Russ or Gus pulls up onto the curb to make sure he’s sufficiently noticed.

         Timmy spots Seaver, the old bum who’s their friend, doing wheelchair wheelies by the beach wall. Without a word they all jump out of the limo and run to circle him. They all try to talk to him at once. So much to say—about Manhattan, the way it looked from high up in the Time-Life building, sparkling, the moment when Alicia McHenry’s name was drawn randomly for prom queen and she was found passed out in the lobby, the ferry ride, the after-hours blackjack place, and, how could we forget, Russ or Gus, the fearless kamikaze limo driver.

         To all this Seaver simply nods. He is a survivor of adventures only rumored because he has no tongue to tell of them himself. He can wheelchair as fast as anyone can run and can throw a wicked screwball, and has fish heads tattooed all up one side of his body. Chowder is trying to show him the Polaroids but it’s much too dark, which Seaver manages to get across by shaking his head, by holding the photos up close, then away, then up close.

         “OK,” Chowder says, “forget exhibit A, check out B,” pointing dramatically to the hole in Peg’s gown.

         Seaver bobs his head around, then wheels over and sticks his hand through, softly squeezes one bony knee. Chowder starts chanting, “Easy access, easy access,” and clowning with Peg’s dress too. Because it’s obvious that Seaver is only being friendly. Because Peg in any dress is a once-in-a-lifetime event.

         There’s a fire on the beach where all the prom people have silently scheduled to meet. And wouldn’t you know, Sloane has screeched up in his Dodge Dart, whooping and bellowing to join in. Following him, his animal, Schizo (ugly mixture of Lab and pointer), yapping like he’s been fed speed (likely), and then Bean, Artie, Lefty, Louie the Lump, definitely on the prowl tonight, the excitement of all those rampant necklines.

         Timmy vows to himself that he will not allow them to interfere with his good time. He admires the June tan that Alex got special for the white dress, white teeth, soft, small, unbearably lickable shoulders. And she is jumping over the beach wall now, on the sand, bending to remove her stockings slowly, man.

         “You’re whipped,” Chowder says, watching Timmy watch Alex.

         Chowder just doesn’t understand.

         
              

         

         Peg’s pissed. This Russ or Gus guy, paid in full, is still sitting there, staring. You’d think he’d be thrilled to leave, the way he bitched. Some sort of weird punishment, is it? And for who—them or him? Or out of gas maybe, bored, lost, tired, psychotic? There is nothing she can see that is particularly fascinating or exotic to look at here.

         She tries ignoring him, then throwing shells at the windshield, and, as a last resort, running up and sticking her tongue out. That works. He drives off. Peg removes her shoes to jog after him, shouts, “So long!…Let’s do it again some time soon!…You’ve been too too wonderful, really great!”—thinking as the car rounds the corner how her father would have taken down the license plate number and filed a complaint.

         Chowderhead is massaging Seaver’s neck, singing “How’s about a date?” to the tune of “Eyes Without a Face.” He’s known for the amusing way he fucks up songs. Could be that something’s really wrong with his hearing, since it’s been going on for years now. Back in Catholic school he ended up inventing some truly blasphemous hymns, and Louie the Lump claims that when “Stayin’ Alive” first came out he caught Chowder mouthing “Chicken Delight, Chicken Delight” in all seriousness.

         Peg whispers Chowder’s new mixup to Timmy, and he to Alex, who claps. Timmy watches her move closer to hear more clearly, thinks he can tell exactly how she feels, biting her lip while she leans on the wheelchair arm. She’s working on holding the laughter back but it shows, it’s all over her face, shiny, anxious, the size of his hand. Oh, Chowder could not possibly understand.

         “When’s this sunrise supposed to go on?” She scans the beach, which Seaver can’t get down onto from the boardwalk unless he’s carried. “Dontcha feel like we’re in some magazine?” she asks as she pulls over her head one of the stockings she’s taken off. “Ya know, on the beach, in formal wear?”

         But no, no one does know except Seaver, who immediately makes a noise like a cat scream and begins posing. Classy. Innocent. Sexy. Carefree. Amazing, this drunk, crippled, half-deranged bum giving his impression of glamour.

         “When do I get my massage?” says Peg. “I’m the one who paid for the prom tickets, tipped the driver, bought the pot, and I don’t make nearly as much money as you guys.” Which reminds Timmy and Chowderhead simultaneously that they have to go lifeguard in about four hours.

         “Boo hoo hoo,” Chowder says, because Peg’s a lifeguard too and makes plenty. Then he switches to rubbing her neck, much nicer, almost too familiar—rubbed, kissed, hugged by him off and on since Catholic school.

         Timmy is telling Seaver about the umbrella girl dancing in the Peppermint Lounge. Red plastic raincoat and nothing, no thing on underneath. Seaver bares what is left of his teeth and gives the thumbs-up sign.

         “She was ugly,” Alex says. “Cellulite.” She remembers that she thinks she’s gotten her period and grabs Peg to come for a walk. They’re only a little ways onto the beach when Bean runs up, picking his ear and babbling about a parakeet that flew into his window, said, “Good bird, stupid bird,” and got sexually excited over the color green. They leave him there still yakking.

         By the time they find a safe wall to pee near, there is a crack of light on the horizon, the faintest line, cantaloupe color over the edge of Playland. And no, Alex does not have her period, but Peg does—figures, she always gets hers first, which Alex attributes to Peg’s having a stronger personality. Alex wants to ask what to do about Timmy, if it’s mean to sleep with him when they’ve broken up for good. But she only wants Peg to say that she should, so she doesn’t ask.

         “I guess I gotta go home for a sec,” says Peg. “Shit.”

         But Alex offers her house, it’s closer, and, besides, she’d like to take Scrapy, her dog, out for a walk.

         So they race. And because Alex knows Peg’s faster, she compensates by crashing into her every few paces, their dresses tripping them until they give up, giggling.

         “Shhhh,” at the back door. “My dad’s probably up watering the plants or something.”

         
              

         

         When they get back the boys are naked. They’ve gone swimming. Seaver’s beginning to doze off, with Alex’s father’s tuxedo draped over his wheelchair.

         “Where’ve ya been?” in unison, dripping.

         Timmy is acutely aware of the limited darkness left. If he doesn’t get some action going soon it will be too late, make that too early.

         “Let’s just say the Good Humor man came.” Lame joke from Peg. “Hey, idea. Whataya say we play statues? That’s what we used to do waiting for the ice cream truck, remember? Let’s play.” She tackles Chowderhead, tickles him until he says OK, he’ll play, but only if he’s allowed to stay naked.

         “I forget the rules,” Timmy says.

         “Fake it.”

         “My dress,” Alex says. “My mother.”

         “Take it off.”

         “Any beer left?”

         “Yes, yes.”

         “Well, then, let’s go!”

         But it’s nowhere near as easy as it used to be—leaping around on dry sand in a gown, in the heat, and when you can barely even see your hand in front of you. Trying to stay frozen as one or another ridiculous statue, when all you’ve been doing for the last ten hours is drinking, Scrapy sniffing at your crotch, and the penalty for moving being three Hail Marys in pig latin. Ailhay Arymay. Ailhay Arymay. Ailhay Arymay.

         “I’m not too good at this game,” complains Alex, lying down. “Can we please, sir, have a time out now.” Sweating, mildly queasy.

         Timmy takes this as his cue to lift her up—“Time out! Time out!”—spin her around, around, over his head, running. The sunrise continues as a growing smudge, unimpressive. The party by the fire is going strong, and is a similar smear of dull color quickly gone as Timmy runs on, twirling Alex higher, racing with her up onto the boardwalk and stopping in front of the lifeguard shack, really just a trailer, collapsing. Poor elderly Scrapy, who wanted nothing more than to protect his master, has barely been able to keep up, limps toward them, settles himself into a heap of fur at Timmy’s feet. And Alex, for some reason, is breathing the hardest of all three.

         She proceeds to tell about how the retriever got his name—from the way his nails scrape on the sidewalk when he’s leashed. Timmy can’t believe that she’d think he hadn’t heard that one, after two years of seeing her, c’mon. She must be way more whacked than she’s acting.

         He laughs, exposing all those screwed-up bottom teeth, then swears, having kicked the door open wrong, with his bare foot, at a strange angle, hard. Inside, he lays her down on a bench the way he would some drowning victim and he stares down at his injury.

         “Lockers!” she squeals. “How romantic!,” licking her lips, noticing what a fine statue naked Timmy makes. Big shoulders and skinny legs. His middle toe already swollen and purple. Now he’s finding room for himself beside her by lifting her legs onto his lap.

         “No fair,” Alex says. “Taking advantage of a helpless ex.”

         “The more helpless, the better,” he answers, happily. “That’s what I’m trained for, to save you, I can save you.” He easily removes the white dress, no protest, touching her breast, she’s not even angry, letting him kiss her stomach, which is warm, pale, tasting of baby powder. Her hair on his neck instantly makes him forget about his toe, Sloane, everything. Her breath, even though beer breath, gets him insanely worked up.

         But things have begun shooting off in Alex’s insides and she’s burping. “I feel sick—I’m really sorry but the room’s revolving, I feel sick.” Which immediately has Timmy on his feet (aaah, the toe) and going to fetch flat Coke, aspirin, washcloth, and a paper bag in case she pukes.

         In the few minutes that all this takes, Timmy realizes how concerned he is that Alex is feeling bad, more concerned than bummed that there’ll be no sex. And that sucks. Imagine what Chowder would have to say about that, he’s beyond whipped, he’s got serious problems. Ailhay Arymay.

         Alex is wrestling with her wrist corsage. It is cutting off her circulation. She is sure that if she can just get it off she’ll feel better, but this turns out not to be the case.

         “God,” she groans, when Timmy returns. “This was gonna be one of those days of our lives like they have on the Kodak commercials. I’m sorry.” Timmy’s train of thought follows a direct line from Kodak to Polaroids to camera and, holy shit, he must’ve left Chowder’s mom’s camera in the limo.

         “Hold on,” he tells Alex. “Just relax, I’ll be right back.” As he covers her with the white dress she says, “I’ll never mix again, never,” and, “What if I die here before I ever even get to college?”

         The shack office, through a door from the locker room, is full of flies and first-aid equipment, crumpled soda cans and paper airplanes. On the walls, surfing champ Mark Richards rides wave after awesome wave and ten or so nude black and Oriental women (the preference of Fleming, the lieutenant) pose for gynecological checkups. The posters have Timmy looking down on his own bare body while listening to a phone ring somewhere in Brooklyn, all uptight about the camera, about Alex, about the borrowed tux. None of it belongs to him. In the dim room, even his own skin seems alien—that lonely erection couldn’t be his, hairless chest, no way, monstrous shoulders and overall tan like unwashable dirt. His toe hurts. His whole foot actually, and the other one too, from the dress shoes he’s had to wear (still out there with Seaver). The limo people will not pick up.

         Alex is asleep. She’s breathing noisily, making a sound alarmingly like the one Recessa Annie, that plastic mouth-to-mouth wench, makes. A petal from the corsage is stuck to the skin under one of her arms, which hangs off the bench and doesn’t look at all real.

         Outside, there’s some kind of rumbling going on. Timmy assumes it’s the Parks Department trucks coming by to get garbage. But the commotion goes on too long to be that; it’s becoming almost frantic. He opens his locker, removes the mildew ball of shirt and shorts inside, and goes out to see what all the racket’s for.

         Day out. Just like that it’s day. The same people still hanging around, but they’re jumping up and down on the boardwalk now, shouting, surrounding what must be a fight. Alicia McHenry, rejuvenated prom queen, is standing on Lefty’s shoulders, waving her banner wildly. Bets are being made, people shoving to get a better view of dog wound around dog, a moving pretzel—Schizo beating on Scrapy.

         Timmy sees blood and right away risks being bit to step in and break it up. “I cannot believe you people.” Not at all fair. Scrapy is so much older, so much nicer, not to mention that he is Alex’s.

         “You suck,” Sloane says. “You’re a fuckin drag, ya know that?” He strokes unharmed, slimy black Schizo.

         Timmy thinks of asking how the fight started but doesn’t really want to know. Scrapy’s got a gouge in his neck, a lot of scratches, he’s whimpering, he’s afraid even of Timmy, who has an extremely difficult time getting him to sit the fuck down.

         Louie the Lump, who can once in a while be decent, walks over to tell Timmy that Peg, Seaver, and Chowderhead said to meet them at the diner for breakfast.

         Well, now there’s the missing tux, camera, sick Alex, sick Scrapy, and a busted toe. Things could not be worse. He’s got to lifeguard in an hour and a half with Sloane for a partner, and neither of them has slept. But the diner sounds good. Food. He’ll order the Earlybird Special plus bacon plus two scoops of butter pecan ice cream, his favorite.

         He drags Scrapy back to the shack and dresses the wounds, not so bad-looking when washed off. Then he tries to wake Alex softly, but she leaps up, backs away from him.

         “What happened?” she squeaks.

         “A lot.” Timmy goes on to explain. But as soon as he gets to the dog part, tears collect and she won’t listen to the rest. She insists that they get Scrapy to a vet, quick.

         “It’s all right,” Timmy tells her. “I fixed him up myself.” He’s hoping for a reward kiss. No go.

         He shows her into the shabby office where Scrapy is whining, and then they walk slowly out the door and down the boardwalk toward Alex’s house. She does not want breakfast. She wants sunglasses. When they arrive at her street she won’t let him walk her up, says thanks, rushes off with an armful of dog. Timmy, watching her deal with and eventually dodge a nosy neighbor mowing the lawn, thinks: A girl in an evening gown marching down the street at seven a.m. with her bleeding pet might seem really funny—if only she weren’t Alex.

         
              

         

         Since the last thing he wants is to face his mother or, worse, his aunt, Sister Agnes, he runs the whole way to the diner, barefoot. In the parking lot he thinks he sees a limo but tells himself it can’t be the same limo and goes inside.

         Chowderhead, Seaver, and Peg are in a booth by the window, not saying much. Their eggs look fluorescent.

         “So.” Timmy sits. “I guess it’s over.” He gulps someone’s sugary, lukewarm coffee dregs.

         “Where’s Alex?” asks Peg, and without waiting for an answer, “Look over there.” She points across the room to where, sure enough, Russ or Gus reads the paper and stuffs his face with pancakes.

         “Lucky thing.” From Timmy, evoking incredulous stares all around. “I mean, I think I left the camera in the car.” He decides to forgo the Earlybird Special for four scoops of butter pecan instead.

         “Butta peecan?” repeats the waitress, apparently not from Rockaway. “At this time of day? Butta peecan? Four scoops of butta peecan?”

         “Just bring him some goddamn ice cream,” Chowder scream-whispers. He cannot bear to hear her say those words again. Even more annoying, she’s been calling him “Cheddarhead” all morning. Unclear whether it’s his red hair, choice of omelette, or simply that she’s eavesdropped wrong.

         Peg says Russ-Gus gives her the willies bad. That she’s going right over to straighten out the camera thing. Seaver appears to get a kick out of this and Timmy, as usual, is confused, totally.

         “Why does she want to talk to him if he spooks her out? I don’t get it.” He’s relieved to see the tux and his church shoes on the wheelchair.

         “Who knows,” shrugs Chowder. “I got a wicked headache.”

         The waitress slams down the ice cream and asks if there’s anything else they’ll be needing. She’s got this hair—what is it? tawny?—defying gravity, with the texture of insulation.

         “Any aspirins?” asks Chowder.

         No answer.

         “I’ll take OJ, large, and an iced coffee, black, please.”

         To Timmy she at least nods. She adjusts her metallic tube top.

         Seaver yawns politely and motions for someone to find him a cigarette. When Chowder stands up, a flood of sand comes out his pants pocket. A definite sign of beach sex, which starts Timmy feeling sorry for himself. If Alex were here she’d order waffles like she always does.

         “Get this!” Peg says, returning flushed. “That little lech!” She waits for the waitress to put down Timmy’s order and then leave before she continues. “The fucker made a pass at me! He asked me out, can you believe that?”

         Seaver nods, sure. Timmy just eyes the guy. When Chowder gets back he can’t help cracking up.

         “He’s a sick man.” Peg’s shredding her place mat.

         “And what about the camera?”

         “He doesn’t know. He says he’ll look. God, he’s gross. I think I’m ill.”

         “Oh no. No more of that.” Timmy launches into an elaborate version of Alex and the dogfight.

         After breakfast the camera is recovered. Also outside, they discover six full pails of weakfish. Quite an attraction, being so repulsive and just sitting there all lined up on the blacktop like that. Timmy squats to touch one of the eyes. It is filmy cold and reminds him of that children’s game where you have to stick your hand in a bag of something disgusting and guess what it is.

      

   


   
      
         
            1

            THE BLOOD PART

         

         ONCE, WHEN TIMMY was a baby, his ears bled. At least that’s what his mother tells him whenever he gets into trouble. The story’s become like one of those poems they force you to learn “by heart” in grammar school. Some poem Timmy can recite perfectly, even now, but which he has never actually thought about.

         Bean, Artie, Chowderhead, all his friends have heard about the incident more than once because Timmy often has difficulty remembering whom he tells what. And hearing it for a second, third, fourth time, the story does not change a whole helluva lot. But Timmy’s whispered delivery gives them the creeps each time, and enough excitement that they don’t interrupt. They like it. It’s all very exotic because it takes place in Ohio and because blood is unfailingly fascinating, particularly from the ears, and because none of them has seen a tornado, ever.

         Ohio is similarly foreign to Timmy, who, like his friends, grew up in Rockaway, New York. He remembers nothing about the tornado that made his ears bleed but, twenty years later, he knows all the details: how it whipped past the house taking the birdbath with it and three and a half lawn chairs and a statue of a black jockey holding a lantern; and how the sound was, according to his mother, “like I imagine dog whistles would sound if we could hear them.”

         It is her only story that does not, by now, thoroughly bore Timmy, perhaps owing to the fact that he’s always in some mess when he hears it or maybe because, although it is about him, he feels no relation to it.

         His mother’s so worked up, orange lipstick comes off on her teeth and she looks about to spit. It scares him. The way she’s yelling the story at him—having somehow made a connection between the tornado and Timmy being caught by the Coast Guard last night, DWI in a borrowed powerboat—scares him.

         They stand in the kitchen on either side of a round Formica table.

         “I saw blood on the pillow first,” she says, “then some came out of your ear. Dontcha remember, Timothy, a little?” Her voice, competing with “Love Boat” on the TV by the sink, is both controlled and hysterical, depending on what part of the story she’s telling. He thinks about mouthing her words the way Chowderhead used to mimic the nuns in grammar school when they got too repetitive, but he doesn’t have Chowder’s balls.

         When his mother asks if he remembers, her voice drops, and he wouldn’t even be able to hear her over “Love Boat” if he didn’t know exactly what she was going to say. “Dontcha remember, Timothy, a little?”

         It pisses her off, he thinks, that I cannot remember her Ohio with the corn and the Tastee Freezes and the lawn furniture, so incredibly still and dark “before that tornado,” she says. “Afterwards I screamed for Jesus so loud the neighbors came round to ask after me. And the neighbors weren’t two feet away like here.” The bullfrogs and the outdoor grills, maybe even the Cincinnati Reds, Timmy thinks, all of it reminds her of something about me that just pisses her off.

         Looking up, Timmy sees some very nice waves through the window and blocks out his mother’s voice. He imagines surfing a tornado, on an ocean, in the middle of all those landlocked places. An ocean smack in the middle of Kansas or Ohio. He thinks about the half joint upstairs in the left pocket of his orange lifeguard windbreaker, and how he will tell his friends about the DWI and how he can joke about it then.

         
              

         

         His mother burns the meat loaf, does not curse (she never curses), sort of whimpers to get Timmy’s attention. He knows she’s still thinking about all that old shit. Once she gets started it can last two days, sometimes more. Maybe it hurts her that he cannot remember, maybe she’s just hurt and not angry, because her head, bent over the burnt meat loaf, reminds him of that girl on the beach today who came up to him and thanked him for the great time last night. His mother’s eyes go blank in the same way that the girl’s did after Timmy asked her name, explained how drunk he’d been, “swilled a pint of Jack.” Explained that he did not recall a thing, up until the Coast Guard station, where he puked. The girl, whose name Timmy still did not know, just looked down at the sand, rearranged it a little with her foot, and walked off.

         As much as he would have liked to tell his mother and the girl on the beach that yes, he remembered, wasn’t it something, he couldn’t. He didn’t know how. Chowder could have done it easily. Timmy was not clever enough. He had been only three months old when his ears bled, three months old when they moved.

         They moved because after Timmy’s father got his hand caught in the lawn mower, he fell in love with the woman doctor who helped rehabilitate the four reattached fingers. He bought a ranch a half-mile from the hospital, even though, Timmy’s mother said, “he never rode a horse in his life.” Being a devout Catholic, she would not agree to a divorce and moved instead to Rockaway, where her sister was a nun at St. Francis on the Beach, 129th Street.

         Timmy spent eight years at St. Francis parochial school, and then close to every night of the next four years drinking tins of Bud on the steps out front. Sister Agnes, his aunt, was referred to as Hagness by everyone, including Timmy, who did not want to be uncool and who saw her beat not a few of his friends. All through grammar school he marveled at the fact that she did not once touch him; she left him to the other nuns or complained to his mother or waited for the rare occasion when she would babysit.

         His tiny mother is now shaking and twisting her wedding ring. Circles that leave red dents in her skin. She walks to the window that looks out on the ocean and a slight rain, but she seems to notice neither. Timmy gets the impression that she can look right through all the wet and see Ohio, which in his imagination is always yellow and dry. And maybe he’s right, because in a moment she jerks her whole body around and looks at the floor, then the table, then the stove like she can’t bear looking out there or at anything for very long.

         He wonders if she wishes he were young enough to hit. Nuns always have a fresh supply of kids to whack around, but parents have to get it all out before their own kids get too big. Except, of course, someone like Chowder’s mom, who has seven or eight kids. That can last quite a while. He wonders if nuns have to confess whenever they beat a kid up or if somewhere Jesus said it was all right since they are nuns. And he wonders if nuns can do regular things like surf and go to the movies and, if so, why they never seem to.

         He should know. His own aunt is one; and his mother? Something. Maybe a saint. Really she only hit him once. In the car that time after he ran away from her in Macy’s while she was trying on one of those little flowered dresses she wears. And that time hardly counted because it didn’t hurt. Even then she had seemed miniature. Timmy, even as a child, felt considerably larger.

         He turns off the TV and approaches the spot where she’s standing now, quietly. Is she just taking a rest or is she really through bitching at him? Possibly she’s praying, which she does a lot, under her breath, barely audible.

         “Want me to throw the meat loaf out?”

         She doesn’t answer, straightens a stack of magazines, pushes appliances back into corners, examines the junk mail she would ordinarily throw out.

         Timmy doesn’t know what else to do. He begins to search all the cabinets, then inside the refrigerator, where he finds three leftover fish sticks, Wonder bread, dietetic iced tea, and a carton of eggs. He thinks of Chowder’s house, where the refrigerator is always packed. He’s hungry from having smoked pot all afternoon in the shack and on the tower. It was a boring day, sitting in the rain with nothing to look at but the blurry ocean and no one, no partner, to talk to. Once in a while the black dot of a surfer. Once in a while a stray dog. And then the girl. He should have lied, then maybe she would have stayed.

         Some of the other guys spent the day in the shack, partying. They left dummy guards (orange raincoats stuffed with shirts, basketball heads) on their chairs. Timmy couldn’t risk getting caught doing anything. He sat lookout, waiting all day to stand up and tap his hat—the universal lifeguard signal for “inspector’s coming,” meaning time to come back or put out that joint, quick.

         He gets an urge to leave the refrigerator door open because it bugs him that there is nothing to eat and because it’s the most defiant thing he can think to do. Almost funny how sinful a little thing like that can seem.

         “What are we gonna eat?” he finally asks his mother. She is standing very near him. Her eyes, still not meeting his, are wide and black and seem to keep going way, way back someplace watery-dark and real. They remind him of Chowder’s eyes that time the two of them took mescaline and sat on the boardwalk scaring themselves into thinking that the gang of Puerto Rican twelve-year-olds on the next bench was going to kill them.

         He can tell from her eyes that she’s about to start up again. “Twisters, Timothy—you have no idea what it is to look straight in a twister’s eye. It can pick up a station wagon, cows, a whole shopping center even.”

         Maybe she’ll cry. In a way he wishes she would. When she cries she looks like some lost kid on the beach who’s trying real hard not to cry but can’t help it. And that he can handle, can love. It’s when she yells that he gets confused, because she looks different and her voice always sounds as if it’s trying to go louder than it goes.

         But she isn’t crying or yelling now, she’s just standing there staring, and Timmy gets uncomfortable like he does when girls start to get that way, looking into your eyes all serious and mushy all of a sudden. He hugs her, says, “What are we gonna eat, Ma?” and she hangs on, swaying a little, hurting his neck and laughing quietly, “Timothy,” and swaying, “Timothy,” very softly like the last clip of one of those sappy old movies she’s always watching on TV.

         “Want me to get some Chinese or somethin?”

         “Not for me.”

         “Ya sure?”

         “I ate a lot of chop meat making the meat loaf.”

         “Ma, you still mad?”

         She lets go of him, straightens her dress even though the kind of dresses she wears, those flowered jobs, never need any straightening or ironing.

         “Dogs are mad, Timothy. People are crazy.”

         Then she turns the TV on and off before any picture has a chance to form, and stands touching the phone with two fingers and not picking it up.

         “Maybe I should call Agnes,” she says. “She hasn’t been feeling well.”

         Timmy imagines his mother dialing God to ask whether her son has any chance whatsoever. He knows she worries a lot that he does not go to confession. “Do nuns, like, can nuns swim and everything?”

         “Why?”

         “I don’t know.”

         “Your aunt’s a nun.”

         “So.”

         His mother looks flustered. Her gray yellow hair sticks out in weird places. Timmy thinks of her alone in the kitchen eating raw chop meat and worrying about the DWI thing and still, after twenty years, feeling out of place around all this water in Rockaway. The thought of the raw chop meat makes him less hungry.

         “It’s funny,” she says, very seriously, “my own sister’s a nun and I don’t even know.” His mother never goes to the beach herself.

         “But what do ya think? Maybe they have special suits and everything.”

         “Well, I don’t see why not.”

         “And if they can swim, they can bowl and eat at McDonald’s and everything.”

         “That’s true, they can eat at McDonald’s, anywhere. Agnes and I have eaten at McDonald’s plenty.”

         This makes Timmy laugh. Maybe his mother and Agnes also get together to eat raw chop meat. Maybe she has forgiven him and everything will get back to normal.

         He takes the leftover fish sticks from the refrigerator and eats two of them cold. He tells her not to worry, that he’ll pay the fine, that the Coast Guard never shows up like that in the middle of the night, that it was just a fluke, that he did it because he had to get a girl home who was feeling sick and puking and who lived in Broad Channel, across the bay.

         His mother tucks loose pieces of her hair back in place. “I’m tired of hearing your cock-and-bull excuses. What’s wrong with you, I want to know. Look at Gary next door, he’s in Brooklyn College. You just sit on the beach all day smoking marijuana cigarettes and getting picked up in a boat by the—”

         “I save people’s lives, Ma. What’s wrong with that?” But he feels guilty saying this, because it’s nearly Labor Day and so far this summer he has saved only one person, a freaked-out old Puerto Rican woman who was in such shallow water her feet could touch bottom. So pathetic a save it was embarrassing. Still, the words “I save lives” seem to work pretty well.

         “What about Alex?” she asks. “Don’t you see Alex anymore?”

         He’s never told his mother that he and Alex—his only real girlfriend—broke up last spring. “You know she’s at school.”

         “Exactly.”

         Cruel. Below the belt. He has to try so hard not to think about Alex, while other things it seems so easy not to think about—to forget where he put his car keys, to space out when his mother’s talking or when some girl is talking, or even up on his lifeguard chair if it’s too hot or if he drinks too much Olde English 400 on his break. He lost his virginity to Alex, if it can be said that boys are ever virgins in the first place, which Chowder does not believe. And he knows his mother knows that if there’s anyone who could make him do anything, even go to college, it’s Alex.
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