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The

Brat



She hated her mother and she hated her father too, at least when he was around to be hated. She hated school and all the snotty girls who put their heads together giggling and talking big and showing off their nail polish and their new shoes and new cell phones and whatever else they bought bought bought. She hated her brother but that was easy, it was automatic that they hate each other. She was twelve years old and she wasn’t pretty or smart or nicey-nice and she wished everyone she knew would just drop dead. Then she could go somewhere, a city or maybe the ocean, a place like on television where everybody knew everybody else and things were always happening.

Her mother was yelling for her to get downstairs if she wanted a ride to school, honking out her name like she was a car horn: “Iris! Eye-ris! Three minutes, or you’re going to walk.”

It went without saying that she hated her name.

After she had dawdled enough, and after her mother had screeched some more, so that they both reached a point of absolute contempt for each other, Iris went downstairs. “You can’t wear that,” her mother said.

“Watch me.”

“You look like a drug dealer.”

“Yeah, like you really know what drug dealers wear.”

Her mother said that there were perfectly nice sweaters in Iris’s closet and that her appearance told other people about her attitude and her teachers would pick up on it if she dressed like she didn’t even want to be there (ha! she didn’t), and at the very least she could stop slouching and for God’s sake find a barrette or something to keep the hair out of her eyes. Her mother had coffee breath, bitter and dead-tasting. Iris could smell it from across the room. She studied her mother, the way her forehead bunched together when she was angry, how her chin fat wobbled in an unlovely fashion, how her entire pursy and ridiculous figure proclaimed, Don’t ever be like me.

Her mother’s voice made an interrogatory pause, a question that Iris was meant to answer, and so she said, “No.”

Her mother’s jaw tightened. “Fine. Get in the car, then.”

In the car Iris did her best to pretend she was something insensate and boneless, some sluglike underwater creature that did nothing but burp plankton. She let her body sag and roll when the car took the turns. Burp. Burp. Her mother gave her a look of loathing. Her mother wanted her to be a lay-dee.

Just when Iris thought they were going to finish the ride in blissful silence, her mother said, “I’m allowed to worry about you. I’m your mother. Oh for heaven’s sake, can you for one minute let your face look normal and stop trying to see how grotesque you can make yourself? What happens when you decide you don’t want to be a smart aleck and a little brat anymore, what if you want to have friends, I mean normal friends, not that disgusting Rico—”

“Leave the Rico out of this.”

“—because sooner or later you have to grow up, sooner or later certain important, girl-type things are going to happen to you, and everything changes. Am I saying something funny?”

Iris shook her head, no. Her mother meant getting her period. Her mother was completely hung up on it, really looking forward to it, like then she would have won some kind of argument. Iris hadn’t bothered to tell her that she’d had her period twice already. Big deal.

Here was school. Iris grabbed her backpack. Her mother put on her blinker to pull up to the curb. How lame was that! God! “Have a nice day, honey,” her mother said, and Iris sneered at this new piece of shallowness. Her mother went to hug her and there was a moment when their bodies jostled together like cattle in a chute and that was awful, awful, and Iris said, “Yeah, sure,” and escaped onto the sidewalk.

She hated the school building. She hated the steamy cafeteria smell and the echoing halls and the rooms full of faces. She looked around for Rico but she must have been really late, there was hardly anybody in sight. Iris made it into homeroom just as Mr. Poodlebreath was about to call the roll.

“Here,” she answered when Poodlebreath got to her name, but she wasn’t really there, not entirely. She was still sorting through the waking-up and mother parts of her morning, and two of the snot-girls were sniggering about something, probably her. Iris tried to catch Rico’s eye across the room, but he was hunched over his desk, playing his Game Boy. He always thought nobody could see what he was doing if he draped his fat the right way.

When the bell rang for first hour, Iris waited for Rico to shuffle over to her. “Creep,” he said.

“Loser.”

They fell into step together, which meant Iris had to slow way down, since Rico was marshmallow fat and asthmatic. First hour was social studies. They were doing reports on the fifty states. Iris had chosen Kansas because nobody else would ever want it. Rico had done his report the previous week on Wisconsin, the Badger State.

Rico stopped to get a drink from the water fountain. He had to be careful about bending over because he had so many folds and bulky parts. When he’d wiped his mouth he said, “Saw something really cool yesterday.”

“Me too. A dead cat.”

“This is better. A tree fell on my neighbor’s garage. Well, part of a tree.”

“Yeah?” She thought the dead cat was better.

“A really big tree. It was about a hundred feet tall.”

Iris considered this. “What kind of tree?”

“I don’t know, dumbshit, it’s winter.”

The social studies teacher was Mrs. Cake and that was her honest-to-God real name. She wore clothes she made herself that looked like tablecloths with buttons, and piled her hair in a bird’s nest on top of her head, and you wondered how some people got up in the morning and looked in the mirror and thought they were all right.

Cake was pathetically excited about the fifty states reports. It wasn’t fifty because the class wasn’t big enough. A lot of states had been left out. Delaware. Oklahoma. Anything that was North or South. Cake stood in front of a big map of the United States that was colored like a checkerboard. She said, “I can hardly wait to hear about all the interesting places we’re going to visit today.”

Everybody groaned. They knew they weren’t going anywhere.

They started with Connecticut, the Constitution State. Then Hawaii, the Aloha State. The reports made all the states sound alike. Cake stood in the back of the room nodding and grinning, like this was first-rate entertainment. Iris wondered if the whole world was boring, if they’d used up all the interesting stuff before she was born.

“Iris?”

It was her turn. She stood at the front of the room. All the snickering, shuffling noise narrowed to a point and beamed down on the top of her head. She wiggled her toes inside her sneakers. One shoelace had come undone and the hems of her jeans had dragged the ground until they were split and dirty. She shuffled her index cards. Index cards were required.

“Kansas, the Sunflower State,” she began. “Kansas produces wheat, corn, soybeans, and other important food items. Like sunflower seeds. Duh. The capital of Kansas is Topeka. The state was admitted to the Union in 1861. Amelia Earhart and President Dwight Eisenhower are two of the famous people from Kansas. Also, because Kansas was the Wild West before they discovered the real West, there were people living in Kansas like Billy the Kid whose real name was William Bonney who killed at least twenty-one people before he was shot dead at the age of twenty-one.”

A few faces looked up, mildly interested. Iris shuffled her index cards and talked faster.

“At the time of the Civil War, Kansas was known as Bleeding Kansas because of fights about slavery. Slavery was an abomination unto the Lord. It was during this time that Kansas had plagues of locusts, of darkness, of frogs, lice, flies, boils, hail—”

“Mrs. Cake!”

“—and all the cattle died, and all the water of the rivers and water in people’s houses turned to blood. That’s really gross. Worse than frogs in your hair.”

“Mrs. Cake, she’s making all this up!”

“I am not. It’s in the Bible.”

“The Bible didn’t happen in America.”

Cake said, “Let’s finish up, shall we, Iris?”

“Then the firstborn son of every household died mysteriously overnight, and that was when the people of Kansas decided to let the slaves go and be a free state. Then nothing much happened in Kansas until 1959. That’s when they had a famous murder that was made into the movie There was a family named Clutter and all four of them—”

“Thank you, Iris,” Cake said.

“I’m not done yet.” Iris held up her last two index cards.

“We need time for the other reports.” Cake clapped her hands. She called on a boy who had chosen Texas, the Lone Star State.

Iris sat down. Feet kicked the back of her chair. “You are so weird.”

“Shut up.”

A girl turned around and said, “Are you brain-damaged? Is it something you really can’t help?” Iris told her to shut up too. From across the room, Rico mouthed the word, “Excellent.”

At lunch she and Rico sat at a table with Barry Hamsohn. Barry was fat, but not as fat as Rico. He had red hair and so many freckles on his nose that he looked cross-eyed. Their table was called the Freak Table.

Lunch was something brown, with mashed potatoes. Iris ate a little of hers and let Rico and Barry finish the rest. She was skinny. Barry and Rico called themselves the Two Tons of Fun. Sometimes she wished she was fat so they could be Three Tons. But then her mother would get all carried away with feeding her carrot sticks and making her enroll in the Chubettes class at the Y. Her mother probably didn’t like Rico because he was fat. If there was ever somebody perfect, that’s who her mother would be crazy about.

Across the cafeteria, a bunch of boys were doing Freak Table imitations again. One of them was leaning over a garbage can pretending to eat food from it. Another had his cheeks puffed out and was walking in a bowlegged, gut-heavy way. Then he squatted down and pretended to take a giant crap.

All three of them watched this, until one of the teachers broke it up. Barry said, “Those guys suck so bad.”

“We should kill them,” said Rico. He was wheezing and he pulled out his inhaler.

“How?” Iris asked. There were always a lot of details, the different ways they planned to kill people.

“Guillotine,” said Rico. He drew one hand across his throat in a slicing motion. “Gughhh.”

Barry and Iris nodded in appreciation. Nobody had thought of a guillotine before. Barry said, “We could put their heads on sticks and carry them around.”

“They’d bleed like crazy.”

“Buckets and buckets,” said Iris. Sometimes she thought she could feel her own blood sloshing around in her, like she was a half-empty milk carton. But talking-blood was different from real blood.

“We should write them death threats,” Rico said, and everybody got excited about that. After lunch they all had English together. They spent the hour at the back of the room, passing different versions of the death threats around. By the end of class they had produced four very artistic representations of guillotines, severed heads, and red Magic Marker blood in wavy rivers, blood in shapes like teardrops, blood that spotted and stained the scowling heads on sticks. The death threats read


ATTENTION ALL STUPIDASSES!

THIS MEANS YOU!

Congratulations! You have been chosen to get a free trial of our new Guillotine! It will chop off your head and leave a bloody stump. You have been chosen because you are one of the stupidest people we know and when you are dead everybody will be happy. P.S. You will look a lot better without your head.



Right after English they snuck around to the lockers and waited until nobody was watching. They slipped the notes into the lockers of the four meanest, loudest boys and went off to their next class, feeling pleased. The rest of the day they waited to see if anything would happen, or if anybody knew it was them. But nobody said anything, and by the end of the school day the air had largely gone out of the idea. It was like everything else they tried to do, a big deal that went nowhere. “You wait,” Rico said. He wasn’t ready to let it go yet. “Tomorrow we sneak up on those guys and make guillotine sounds. Fff-tt! Fff-tt! Watch ’em jump.”

Iris took the bus home. Nobody was there except her brother Kyle. He was watching television in the den, and when Iris walked in, he threw a Nerf football at her.

“Cut it out,” said Iris. She pitched the football at his face. It knocked Kyle’s glasses off and he jumped up from the couch and chased her through the downstairs until Iris ran into the bathroom and locked the door behind her. There were other times when Kyle caught her and wrestled her to the ground and she shrieked until she wet her pants and couldn’t breathe and it was horrible but thrilling too, and that was when she hated Kyle most of all.

After a while she got bored with being in the bathroom and came out. She loitered in the entrance to the den to see if Kyle was going to start the war again. He was talking on the phone, so she walked in and sat down in front of the television. He was watching COPS. Two policemen were sitting on top of a man and they had his arms all pretzeled behind him.

Kyle held the phone away from his mouth. “Little privacy here.”

“It’s my house too.”

“Nobody,” Kyle said into the phone. “Just Coyote Ugly.” That was his name for her.

“Who are you talking to, stupid Michelle?” Michelle was his girlfriend. She had big teeth. Kissing Michelle would be like kissing a piano. Plus she laughed at things that weren’t funny.

Kyle kept the phone wedged into the couch cushions. He said, “Uh-huh,” or, “Yeah.” When he got to the end of their love chat, he lowered his voice even further, so all Iris heard was dirty-sounding heh-heh noises. When he finally hung up, Iris said, “You and Michelle make a great couple. You’re both totally spastic.”

Kyle yawned and scratched deeply along the inside of his leg. He was skinny, like Iris, but parts of him were overgrown, his hands and feet and his head, stuck on the end of his neck like an onion on its stem. He said, “So, did you and Fat Rico do it yet?”

“Shut up, asshole.”

“Because you two would really make a cool couple. Of course, you’d have to get on top so he wouldn’t smother you.”

Iris kicked him pretty hard in or near the balls and then she ran upstairs to her room and listened to him rage and curse and rattle the doorknob until he got tired of it and went downstairs again. When she heard her mother come home, she went down to the kitchen to get some orange juice. Her mother asked her what was new at school and Iris said, “Nothing.”

They got into trouble for the death threats. Everybody in homeroom seemed to know about it. Poodlebreath walked around looking like a doctor who had to tell somebody they had cancer. All the secret noise of the room, all the whispers and shuffling that went on around and under the teacher talk, lapped around them like a shallow ocean. They came and got Rico, then Barry, then Iris. She sat in the hall outside the guidance office for a long time. She decided she didn’t like her hands. They were ordinary. She wished that one of them was a claw, or maybe a robot arm, like Darth Vader’s.

The guidance counselor was Mrs. Hopper. She was about ninety years old. “Iris,” Mrs. Hopper said. “Goddess of the rainbow.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” said Iris. It was an old joke with her and the Hopper. They were practically Abbott and Costello by now.

“Why a guillotine?”

Iris thought about this. “For the blood, I guess.”

“I’m trying to help you here, Iris. But you have to let me help you.”

“Sure.”

“We have to take any threat to our students’ safety very seriously. Were there other people involved? Do you belong to some kind of group?”

“You mean, like, a band?”

“Do you know what I pray every night, Iris? Dear Lord, please don’t let me get shot by some little punk who’s mad about his algebra grade.”

Iris considered the possibility that the Hopper had finally lost it. Hopper’s eyes behind her old-lady glasses had a cracked, marveling look, as if Iris were a dangerous zoo animal.

“This is very serious business, Iris. We may have to call your parents or even the police. You might end up in a juvenile facility.”

“Yeah?” Iris wondered if they got to wear jail uniforms and sleep in cells.

“So if I were you, missy, I’d start talking.”

“I’ll talk so much it’ll make your hair curl,” said Iris.

Nobody had arrested them by the end of the day. They guessed they were still in trouble but they didn’t know how much, because they had all said different things and gotten the story confused. Barry Hamsohn’s mother came and picked him up. Iris decided to walk home with Rico. He lived pretty close to school and she didn’t feel like going to her house yet, in case the police were already there. She thought that her and Rico could run away someplace if they had to. They could be stowaways on a boat and sneak out at night to get food.

“Fucking little pussies,” said Rico. “Hadda go tell their mommies.”

Iris agreed, but she was still thinking about boats, and what the best kind would be, and how you found out where they were going. She looked around her at the sidewalks and houses and trundling cars. One advantage of walking with Rico was that you had plenty of time to take in the scenery. Maybe it would be easier to break into somebody’s house and hide out in the basement. She said, “What if we disguised ourselves? So when they came looking for us, they wouldn’t know it was us.”

“Great idea. I’ll disguise myself as somebody not fat.”

Nobody was home at Rico’s house so they fixed themselves cereal with chocolate milk and played Grand Theft Auto for a while. Iris got bored and said they should steal a real car so they could learn how to drive. She was tired of everything being pretend. She bet her whole stupid life would turn out that way, a bunch of pretend big ideas that never happened.

Rico said he didn’t know of any cars anywhere to steal, but they could watch the guy next door cut down his tree, and Iris said OK. There was a saw going; they could hear the racket from inside.

It was a bigass old tree all right, taller than the houses, and half of it had yawned right over onto the neighbor’s garage. A man in a blue jacket and a hat with earflaps was up on a ladder, running a power saw that took bites out of the branches. When they fell they made a noise and then an echo, BOOM and boom.

“That’s Mr. Ortiz,” said Rico. “It’s his tree.”

“How’s he going to get all the way up there?” The part of the tree that was still standing was really tall. The place where the rest of it had fallen over was like a giant splinter.

“Climbing ropes,” said Rico. “See?”

They watched as Mr. Ortiz tossed one end of a rope over a high branch and played it out until it reached the ground. Then he fastened it into a kind of sling and planted his feet on the tree’s trunk. He used the rope to walk his way up to the first high branch and swung his leg over it. When he saw Rico and Iris watching, he waved at them.

“That is so cool,” said Iris. Cutting down a tree was a real thing. You could stand right there and watch it happen. It went from Tree to No Tree. “You think he’d let us help?”

“Like I could get my fat ass up that high.”

“We could carry the branches away or something,” suggested Iris, but Rico didn’t seem excited about that, so they just watched some more. Mr. Ortiz tied ropes around one of the big limbs, and when he cut it off, he hitched the rope up and seesawed the limb back and forth until he had it where he wanted it to land. Then he let it drop. He had already cut all the small branches from the part of the tree that had landed on the garage. It looked like a cactus, with its bare, chopped-off arms. It was cold outside and Rico wanted to go back in, but Iris said they should stay at least until the next big piece of tree came down. Rico said they could see just as good from inside, and the cold was bad for his asthma.

“Dude, everything’s bad for your asthma. Except eating.”

“Suck my dick, bitch.”

“Suck my dick, bitch,” Iris said right back. It didn’t mean anything, it was just what kids said. But there was a little curdled thought in her head now because of stupid Kyle and his stupid ugly talk. Sometimes she got into a state of mind where she couldn’t look at people without imagining them naked. Once she’d seen Rico with his shirt off because he’d spilled hot soup on his stomach. It was kind of awful. Rico had boobs that hung down like something melted.

Iris was about to tell Rico she was going home, if he was such a candyass that he couldn’t stand a little cold, when she saw somebody walking toward them from a couple blocks away.

“Isn’t that Jovanovich and his brother?”

“Oh shit,” Rico said. Jerry Jovanovich was one of the guys they sent the death threats to. His brother’s nickname was Goombah. Nobody knew his real name.

“Maybe they’re just out walking,” Iris said, unconvinced.

Rico said he wasn’t sticking around to find out. He ran up the front steps and inside, and Iris ran too. They locked the door and watched out the windows as Jovanovich and his brother came into view. The brothers stood on the sidewalk outside Rico’s house and yelled something, but Mr. Ortiz’s saw was running and when they opened their mouths only saw noise came out.

“They know we’re in here,” said Rico. He was wheezing because of the cold and the running. His voice squeaked and jumped. “We could call the police.”

“Oh sure. Like the police won’t arrest us first.” Iris lifted a corner of the curtain. Jovanovich picked up a stick and thrashed at the shrubbery with it. Goombah had his hands in his coat pockets and was chewing on something that he spit out. He was one of those guys who shaved his head. “When does your mom get home?”

“Not till late.” Rico was still puffing and choking, so Iris ran and got his inhaler from his backpack. Rico jammed it into his mouth and slobbered a little, trying to get it going. Iris knew about asthma. It was when you couldn’t breathe because your airways closed up. It would have made a good plague back in Kansas.

“Dude, you want me to call nine-one-one?” She didn’t like the goldfish way that Rico’s eyes were bulging. But Rico put the inhaler down, hacked a little more, and shook his head.

“Sometimes it takes—,” he began, but right then the house shook, BOOM BOOM BOOM, like a tree crashing right on top of them. It was Jovanovich and Goombah, trying to break down the front door, and Rico and Iris both screamed in high voices like little girls which even in the middle of being scared embarrassed them.

“Those guys are crazy!” Iris yelled. She ran to the front hallway. The door was the kind with wavy glass panels on each side. Jerry Jovanovich’s face was flattened against the glass. His lips were turned inside out like some weird pink corsage.

“Get outta here!” she shouted. She couldn’t see Goombah. “Back door! Go lock the back door!” She listened to Rico groan and hoist himself up and lumber off toward the kitchen. “Today, man!” She crept up to the door and put her fingers against the glass. Something hard, a rock or a stick, hit the door and she jumped back and shrieked.

“We’re gonna call the cops!”

“Go ahead. See how fast they don’t get here.” Jovanovich’s voice sounded close but hollow, like he was underground. “What are you two pervs doing in there anyway, playing with each other?”

“Fuck off, Jovanobitch.” Iris listened for Rico in the kitchen. If Goombah broke down the back door, he’d kill Rico. All he’d have to do was punch him and he’d stop breathing. She’d have to run in there, find a knife or something. She wondered how hard you’d have to stab somebody to get a knife all the way through their clothes.

Rico trotted in from the kitchen. His legs rubbed together when he tried to move fast, and he was still wheezing. “I put the—huh—chain and the deadbolt on.”

Iris felt like she’d swallowed electricity. Her heart was spazzing out. When she tried to look at things they jumped around. Mr. Ortiz’s saw started up again, a high, whining racket. “What if we call the cops and pretend we’re somebody else?”

“They can tell who you are from your phone.”

“Shit.” She’d forgotten about that.

“Come on out, skank face! Bring your lardass boyfriend with you. We got something for you.”

“Bite me.”

There was the sound of something heavy being dragged across the porch. Dark shapes passed back and forth in the wavy glass. They were doing something with Rico’s mother’s flower planters. Rico’s mouth hung open a little, like a drawer that wouldn’t shut.

“Maybe one of your neighbors will call somebody,” Iris said. Though she already knew that Rico’s neighbors weren’t the kind who got excited about kids acting rowdy. It was one more thing that Iris’s mother didn’t like about Rico. Iris thought about calling her mother or even Kyle and telling them she needed a ride home, having the car scare Jovanovich away. But she wasn’t ready for this to be over yet. What if nothing like it ever happened to her again?

She said, “We could go upstairs and drop stuff on them from the window.”

“We could shoot them,” Rico said.

“Oh yeah, right.”

“If you had a gun, would you shoot them?”

“Sure,” Iris said. She thought about Billy the Kid. “I’d probably have to practice some first.”

“My mom has a gun.”

“She so much does not.”

“Does too. It was my grandfather’s.”

“Then it’s old and it’s no good.”

“It still has bullets, OK?”

The front door shook and rattled in its frame. Iris and Rico jumped. Rico put his mouth to the crack. “Hey Jovanobitch. You wear rubbers for hats.”

“Come outside and say that, you fat shit.”

“Uh-uh. You come in here.”

The door shook again, and then one of them was at the back door kicking, and Iris and Rico ran up the stairs. Iris ran. Rico was behind her somewhere. Once Rico told Iris that sometimes he slept on the living room couch so he wouldn’t have to climb the stairs.

Iris reached the top. She didn’t hear any more kicking noise, so she guessed the lock held. She’d only been up here a couple of times. There was striped wallpaper with something wet soaking through part of it. Light came down from a high window at one end, white and smeared. The upstairs had a smell like boiled vegetables. “Hurry up,” Iris hissed. She could hear Rico stumping along and blowing like a horse. “Hurry,” she said again, uselessly.

When Rico finally reached the top stair he said, “Whew.” They went into his mother’s room. It was smaller than Rico’s and almost all the space was taken up by the bed. It had a pink bedspread and some fancy pillows with fringe. There was a closet with a chest of drawers inside it. Rico pushed the clothes on hangers to one side and then the other.

Iris went to the window. She could see the street in front of the house, and some of the yard, but not Jovanovich or Goombah. She guessed they were on the porch. Mr. Ortiz was still up in his tree. He looked a lot closer from here, almost like you could have a conversation with him. He was sitting on a big limb, riding it like it was a horse, and pulling his ropes up from the ground. It looked lonesome up there with nothing but the sky and the bare branches.

Rico was scraping around in the closet. “She must of moved it. The gun.”

“Uh-huh,” said Iris. She watched Mr. Ortiz take his gloves off and blow on his fingers. It was probably real cold up there. She wished she was him. She wished she was a hundred miles up in the sky, away from everybody else in the world, and that all along she had been somebody else.

Iris opened the window. It was stuck shut, and she had to bang on the frame and push on it one side at a time. She unhooked the screen, knelt on the bed and stuck her head out. She could hear Jovanovich and Goombah walking around on the porch. She looked for something to throw to get their attention, but all she saw was pillows.

“Hey.” Rico was on the bed, trying to squeeze in at the window. “Quit hogging.”

“There’s nothing to see.”

“Well let me see it.”

Iris let him take a turn. With his knees up on the windowsill, he looked like something the window couldn’t swallow. He backed out again, carefully, and unrolled his shirt to show her something he had tucked away in his stomach folds. “What’d I tell you?”

The gun didn’t look real to her because after all it was just Rico holding it. But once she held its dense, heavy weight, heavy like it was made out of some metal that came from deep inside the earth’s core, once she rubbed her finger along its oiled, dull shine, it was the realest thing in the world.

“Is it loaded?”

“Course it is.”

“How can you tell?”

“Give it back here.”

She didn’t want to let it go. Her hand liked the feel of it. But she allowed Rico to show her how to pull apart the barrel and see where the bullets were, nine of them, each one in its little slot, like seeds. “It’s a revolver,” Rico said. “A twenty-two. You could play Russian roulette with it because you can spin the bullets around.”

Iris said she wanted it back. She stuck her head out the window and looked around for something to shoot. “How are you supposed to aim it?”

“Just squint along that little bump thing at the end.”

Iris pointed the gun at a car parked across the street, and then at an ugly fancy lamp in somebody’s picture window. She swung it toward Mr. Ortiz but she decided she liked him and wasn’t even going to pretend to shoot him. She backed away from the window. “So have you shot stuff before?”

“Sure,” Rico said. “Lots of times.”

“Liar. You lie like a rug.”

“You don’t know shit,” Rico said, but Iris knew she was right. Rico never did anything he said he did. It wasn’t exactly lying. It was only things he wished he could do.

Jovanovich and Goombah started making their racket again, banging things around on the porch. Iris leaned out the window. “Hey!” She wanted to get them out where she could see them. “Hey donkey dicks!”

The racket stopped. They were probably surprised to hear her from upstairs. Jovanovich’s head popped up at the edge of the porch. Iris couldn’t see the rest of him. It was like his head really was on a stick.

“Guess what I got,” Iris said.

“A face like a bucket of worms.”

“Ha. Ha. Ha.” Iris brought the gun up to the windowsill but kept it close in so Jovanovich couldn’t see it.

Rico was making his asthma sounds again. “I left my inhaler downstairs.”

“We can go back down in a little.”

“I seriously need it, dude.”

Rico wheezed and choked some more. Maybe he really couldn’t breathe, or maybe he was just scared of what she was going to do with the gun. Jovanovich was still grinning up at her. He had a pushed-in, piggy kind of face. He would never be anything other than ugly. If she shot him, nobody would ever have to look at him again. That would definitely be something real. Or she could take the gun home and shoot her mother or Kyle.

Rico was making snoring sounds. Something squeezed inside of her. She bet she had her dumb period again. Rico’s hands were paddling, one on each side of his face. His eyes had that goldfish look. “Oh all right,” Iris sighed.

She spun the barrel of the gun Russian roulette-style. She shook the bullets out into her hand and showed them to Rico. “See? It’s no big deal.” She threw one bullet down at Jovanovich and it hit the gutter and bounced off. “Bang!” she said. At least the bullets were real. “Bang!”

In the corner of her eye she saw Mr. Ortiz struggle briefly to keep his balance, then topple over and fall with his arms outstretched and the ropes curling and snapping around him like banners.







The

Five

Senses



Having exiled herself forever from her old life, she looked into this new one and found nothing to recognize.

Here was the ocean. It wasn’t what she expected. Instead of the frill of blue you saw on postcards, it was this enormous swollen rolling mass, gray, like some shaggy wild animal. Jessie—that was her name—had not realized that the ocean was always trying to climb out of itself, out of its space, a brimming cup. And it was huge. She remembered, from school or somewhere, that most of the earth was covered in ocean. Yes, and it wanted the rest of it too.

It was cold, she hadn’t imagined Florida being cold, that was another thing. She’d left her winter coat back in the room, thinking she didn’t need it, so she walked along with her fingers curled up in the sleeves of her sweatshirt. The sky had no depth or shape to it. Cloud or fog, she couldn’t tell which, or maybe its gray was just the color of cold. Nobody else was out walking as far as she could see. It was just a strip of less desirable, gravelly beach across the highway from the motel. In one direction, far off, were fishing piers and restaurants and the fancy hotels that had their own beaches. At the other end, a scrubby tangle of trees blocked your way. Jessie felt stupid out there alone. She wished she had a dog or something. With a dog you could at least throw sticks.

She looked for seashells, but the only shells she found were flattened, ordinary, and when she picked up one that was two halves still joined together, she could see something dead inside. Something dim, webbed, and sticky. “Oh God,” she said aloud. “R.B.?”

But of course he wasn’t there, and if he knew she was getting weird again, something she had promised to quit doing Well it wasn’t just an act, she was weird, she couldn’t help it, you might as well try to stop yourself from vomiting as try to keep the weirdness from coming out. Her hands felt soiled. She rinsed them in the gray water and dried them on her pants.

R.B. was still asleep back in the room. He didn’t like getting up early or walking just for walking’s sake. He was full of such things, little prickly dislikes. People who went around acting like theirs didn’t stink. Certain movies, the stupid ones where they didn’t do anything but talk. Certain kinds of foods. It was all Jessie could do to get him to drink orange juice instead of orange soda. He only ate when he was hungry, didn’t make a big deal out of it. He didn’t care about a lot of things other people thought were so important.

He was proud. He didn’t like her paying for things, even when it was her own money; she had to slip it to him beneath the table in restaurants. It was as if all the ordinary hungers he didn’t have or couldn’t be bothered with went into being proud. She understood that about him, she had reached out with her heart and soul and touched that hard, hungry part of him.

Jessie turned her back on the ocean and crossed the road, wondering if he’d want something to eat once he woke up. There was a doughnut shop a couple of blocks down, she didn’t mind going into places like that where nobody noticed what you looked like or who you were. Jessie stood patiently in line, flicking her eyes over her reflection in the mirrored panels. An average-to-plain girl with long straight hair falling in her eyes, no one you’d remember, and for the first time in her life she was glad for that because nobody was supposed to know where they were. She bought six doughnuts and a large iced tea which she balanced carefully on her way back to the room. She couldn’t believe they were staying in a real motel.

R.B. was still asleep. He slept like he was a puppet dropped from some great height. Arms and legs flopped everywhere. His head was flung back and his mouth was open. Watching him sleep was still new to her, so she just sat there for a while. How amazing that when he was asleep, not talking, moving, watching things and working them around, he wasn’t really R.B. at all. He was this long, blue-pale, skinned-looking creature, like a shell, but she had to stop thinking about those.

Jessie drank her iced tea and ate one of the doughnuts and then because she was getting bored she made some small, experimental noises to see if he might wake up. Scootched around in her chair. Ran water in the bathroom. She had already learned that if she wanted him to get up she should go about it in this roundabout way.

Finally his eyes fluttered and he regarded the ceiling. Then he rolled over. “Hey,” Jessie said.

“What are you doing?”

He meant the doughnuts. Jessie held the bag out to him and he rummaged around in it. “Chocolate. All right.”

And she was happy, because the doughnuts made him happy. R.B. got up to go to the bathroom with half a doughnut still clamped in his mouth and that was both funny and awful, to think of him doing both those things at once. Well, this was her new life, she should get accustomed to all manner of strangeness.

When he got back into bed he patted the space next to him, meaning she should lie down with him which also felt strange, since she was dressed and he wasn’t wearing anything. She rested her head on his chest and R.B. ran one hand down her back and underneath the top of her pants while his other hand worked at getting a cigarette going. Once she heard the snap of the lighter and smelled smoke, Jessie said, “So what do you want to do today?”

“Here I just woke up and you’re already after me to make plans.”

“I was just asking. Come on.”

There was a little while when the smoke drew in and out, then he said, “I think I’ll go get me a new girlfriend.”

“Oh sure. Funny.”

“Hot car, long blond hair, killer bod. Plenty of money.”

“How are you going to work that, hypnotize her?”

R.B.’s hand administered a little slap. “One that’s not so damned sassy.”

“Oh, I’ll show you sassy. Wait and see,” she said, knowing that he liked it when she pretended to talk back. She kept her ear on his chest, listening to the muddy bumping of his heart as he put his cigarette down and used both hands to pull at her pants. Jessie wriggled out of one leg, then kicked the other loose. She understood what he wanted, which was for her to get him hard with her mouth and then climb on top. It was different for guys, the things they liked.

When he was done, he said, “You’re sweet, you know?”

“Do you like me that way? Sweet?”

“You know that I do.”

Then that was what she would be. In a new life you could start over, change your nature. R.B. was her new life. It was that simple.

He clicked the television on and Jessie figured this would be another day like yesterday where they stayed inside doing nothing and they could have done that anywhere, there was no need to come such a long way.

But R.B. got up to take a shower and when he was dressed and had his hair dried he said she should get ready, they were going out.

“Out where?”

“Outside, Miss Worry Wart.”

He was in that kind of mood, pleased with making secrets out of nothing. So Jessie put her clothes on and got herself outside. The sun was shining now, and just like that it was instantly warm and the glimpse of ocean she caught was blue, changed all of a sudden like a magic trick. R.B. was walking fast, she had to trot to keep up with him. The sun made the inside of the car hot and kicked up all its scruffy smells, vinyl and cigarettes and whatever R.B. had tracked into it. The car was the first thing her parents had not liked about him, before they even met him. Of course he hadn’t bought it new, so there was another layer of grit, smells, stains that didn’t belong to anyone they knew, only more of the lurking filth of the world, stupid dirty vomit-making horrible stop that. She pinched her nostrils shut and breathed through her mouth.

They followed the main road into town. With the sun out, things looked a lot more like Florida. There were palm trees and hibiscus and houses painted pink or blue or mint green in little square yards of crimped grass. Once they reached the business district, R.B. found a place to park. He led her down a sidewalk as if he knew exactly where he was going, although when they’d come here they’d driven straight through town. He was like that, confident.

He steered them into a House of Pancakes. R.B. got pecan waffles and a Coke and Jessie ordered a salad because she couldn’t remember the last time she ate anything that qualified as a vegetable. She poked around in the mass of watery lettuce. They didn’t talk much. R.B. didn’t like talking at meals. He said it wasn’t the way he was raised up. Jessie was trying to figure out a good time to ask him some of the important things like where they were going and what they were supposed to do from now on.



“So don’t you trust me? Don’t say yes just because you think it’s what I want to hear. I can tell.”

Which confused her, because if he knew that much, wouldn’t he know if she trusted him? She lowered her eyes. She didn’t want to look at him and have him see something she hadn’t really meant.

“Yes or no. I’m not gonna get mad at you.”

“Yes. I trust you.”

“You better be sure about what you’re saying because this is absolute, this is no halfway, half-assed contract between you and me, this means you trust me with your life and I trust you with mine and there’s no going back. The bastard world hasn’t done right by either of us but that’s about to change. Come here. Don’t be scared. Don’t you know we’re one person now?”



R.B. finished his waffles and shoved his plate away and got another cigarette going, his eyes shut against the sunlight. It was strange sometimes, here they were so close and yet she could examine him as if he was someone she’d never seen before. It felt disloyal to be doing so, but she couldn’t help it, couldn’t always stay in the zone of closeness, be half of one person with him. It was the weak, untrusting part of her. She loved his face but it was not at all a good-looking face, once you took it apart feature by feature. His skin was patchy and his eyes were too close together and his hair never sat right. But even his looks were something he could work around to his advantage. People underestimated him, dismissed him as common, underbred, some dumb hick with his head full of wrestling and beer. She’d seen them do it, stare right past him, and then be as surprised as hell when they wound up losing out to him.

R.B. was for Ronald Boone. She’d known him most of a month before he told her what the initials stood for, that’s how much he hated being Ronald Boone. Ronald Boone was a slow learner, a discipline problem, a bad influence, a mug shot, a loser. It was a name with a permanent bad record. R.B. was somebody he could make up as he went along.

R.B. put his cigarette out and said, “You get enough to eat? That didn’t hardly look like a mouthful.”

“It was fine.”

“I don’t want anybody saying I can’t take care of you. I don’t want you thinking I can’t take care of you.”

“You know I never would. Come on.”

“Because if it’s a matter of money, that’s the next thing on the list. I know you’re used to better.”

“Come on,” Jessie said again, embarrassed when he brought up money and the house she’d grown up in and all the things in that house, so different from the way he’d lived, and why couldn’t he believe that none of it mattered or had ever made her happy? She was afraid her old life would turn out to be something he always held against her.

R.B. put the cigarette out and dug for his wallet, fished out a twenty-dollar bill. “This is for if you want more to eat. I gotta go do something.”

The worry in her started up again like a clock. “Where are you going?” she asked, knowing that he wouldn’t say. The more she asked, the more he wouldn’t tell.

“No place you need to fret about.”

“When—”

“I’ll be back when I’m back. My job today is taking care of business, yours is to wait right here and eat pancakes. Now who has the tougher job? Nope, not that face. I don’t want to see you getting into a mood. Try looking like you’re on the vacation you always wanted to take. That’s my girl.”

Then he was gone. God she hated this. He’d go off somewhere she wasn’t allowed to be and she’d sit for hours, maybe, never knowing when he’d take it into his head to come back.

The waitress stopped at the table and asked Jessie if she wanted anything else and Jessie said she’d have coffee, not looking up. They wouldn’t kick you out if you were drinking coffee.

But what if they did make her leave before R.B. came back and she went looking for the car and it wasn’t there? Even if she found a ride back to the motel, she didn’t have the room key. Even if she was brave enough to show her face at the office and talk them into giving her the key, what was there in that room to make a life of? What if she never saw R.B. again? She had nothing to go back to and no way of going forward.



“Honey? I know you don’t want to believe me, but he is really not a nice boy. I don’t just mean that he comes from a different kind of home. I’m not even talking about manners, although those areimportant also and from what I’ve seen he doesn’t have any. He doesn’t know how to behave around a nice girl. You know that if someone doesn’t respect themselves, they can’t respect other people. Maybe it’s not even his fault, since he hasn’t had the advantages you take for granted. Now you think that because he’s hanging around and paying attention to you, you have to pay him attention back, but sweetheart, I promise you there will be other boys, you are a wonderful, beautiful, intelligent, special girl—”



Jessie stared down at the placemat. The placemat had pictures of mermaids and anchors and seashells, the kinds of shells she had wanted to find: starfish, speckled cowries, sand dollars, conchs with their openings polished to the color of a rosy sunrise. She thought about asking the waitress if people ever actually came across the really gorgeous ones on the beach, or if maybe there was a factory that turned them out for tourists. Pretty things that weren’t real. What was real was the inside, the horrible stuff.

Coffee coffee coffee, she didn’t even like the taste and it made her brain itch, but she kept drinking it down. From time to time she picked up the menu and frowned at it, as if contemplating another order, trying to make it look like she had some reason for staying. Not that anyone seemed to mind her sitting there. The place was dead, acres of empty tables and the waitresses off in the back somewhere, what time was it anyway? She hadn’t wanted to keep track of how long he’d been gone but it had been lunch and now it was not and if it got to be dinner what was she supposed to do? Maybe he was with some girl. He made jokes about it but what was stopping him? She knew he’d had other girlfriends, slept with them, sure. Who was she anyway, nobody special. What if he stopped being in love with her, what if he already had? She knew he didn’t spend every second worrying about her the way she did about him. He’d get bored with her, shrug her off. It was a lot easier to imagine this than to believe in some perfect happy life. She wasn’t meant to be happy. R.B. was only the particular way she had chosen to be unhappy, the sign that announced to the world that she was a truly fucked-up person. She almost hated him, him and his big plans and the blood trouble between them.

Calm down. It was the coffee ripping through her and getting her so weird, oh sure, like coffee was the only thing wrong with her. She kept having to pee but she held it until it hurt every time because she was afraid R.B. would return while she was in the bathroom, see the empty table and walk out again.

And wouldn’t you know it, she was on her way back, hurrying, and here was R.B. coming through the front door. He spotted her and waved, and when he got closer he said, “Hey Kathy, I want you to meet some friends of mine.”

There were two people, a guy and a girl, man and woman really, crowding in behind him, but Jessie didn’t focus on them right away, wondering what he was up to. He’d told her that there would be times when they’d go by these different, traveling names. She was Kathy and if anybody asked, she was eighteen. He was Steve. Everything else she should leave up to him. So she said, “Hi, nice to meet you” to the two of them, the big husky burnt-pink blond guy, and the woman with her hair fixed in stiff curls on the top of her head and a lot of gold bracelets and a navy blue blazer with gold buttons that was supposed to remind you of sailors. Jerry and Pat. She thought he was Jerry and she was Pat, although it could have been the other way around.

R.B. said, “Jerry here’s got this boat. I’m gonna help him figure out what’s wrong with the engine.”

Jerry said, “Yeah, we’re dead in the water.” He laughed, like this was the funniest thing in the world.

Pat shook her head. Her hair didn’t move, as if it was made out of icing. “It’s the oil pressure. The big doofus didn’t check the oil.”

“You’re not supposed to have to on a brand-new boat. Cherist.”

“All the way from Mobile I said, what’s that light doing on, that red one, and he’d say, oh, it’s a new boat, don’t worry. Then when he finally goes to check it he can’t find the thing, the oil thing.”

“Hey, it’s a design flaw.”

“Yeah, your head’s not supposed to be up your ass either. More bad design.”

They all laughed like crazy at this. Jessie figured they’d been at some bar.

R.B. said to her, “So, if you’re ready to shake a leg…”

R.B. paid the bill at the register. Then they were out on the sidewalk, Jerry and R.B. up ahead, she and Pat behind. The sun was low and the air had turned hot and heavy, so that sweat started up under her arms and slid along the insides of her jeans, and she found herself walking slowly as if wading through water. “So,” Pat said. “Steve tells me you’re from Ohio.”

They weren’t, but Jessie nodded, wondering what else R.B. had said, what else she’d have to go along with. She hoped Pat wasn’t a nosy type. What if she asked where in Ohio?

But Pat was still going on about Jerry and his boat. “I just love to give him shit about his little toy, all the money he spends on it. He tries to sneak the checks past me. Fat chance.”

“I guess boats are real expensive,” said Jessie, just to keep up her end of the conversation. It was so hot. They must have moved the heat in like furniture while she was inside the restaurant. Her head felt cottony. She didn’t want to think about what R.B. might be planning. She guessed that Jerry and Pat had a lot of money, although they didn’t act like it. They were too drunk.

R.B. and Jerry were now instant best friends, pounding each other on the biceps and yukking it up. Jessie hoped they weren’t walking much farther. No one but her seemed to mind the heat. Pat was walking and talking and trying to get a cigarette out of her purse, all at the same time. She had long, silver-polished fingernails and big knuckles with sparkly rings perched on them. The rings looked cheap. Flashy, Jessie’s mother would have said, but they were probably real diamonds and real gold.

Pat said, “So is Steve a good mechanic? I mean, we can always have somebody from the boatyard look at it.”

“He’s good with cars,” said Jessie truthfully. “I guess a boat engine’s not that different.”

Pat got her cigarette going and blew smoke. She had a narrow face and deep, gouged wrinkles around her eyes and mouth. “Oh, Jerry’s probably hoping there’s some quick easy fix. He’s putting off having the engine pulled and finding out he wrecked it. He thinks he can sort of ease into the bad news that way. Then maybe I won’t get on his fat ass about it.” Pat cocked her head and smiled at Jessie, like they were girlfriends sharing secrets. “Men. Little boys, every blessed one of them.”

Jessie smiled back. She tried to imagine talking that way about R.B., like he was somebody you could be fond and jokey about.

“He’s a little old for you, your Steve.”

“I’m eighteen,” Jessie said and watched Pat not believe it.

“Wish I was your age again. Young love, nothing like it. ’Course how would you know that, what do you have to compare it to. You plan on getting married?”

Jessie said yes, probably, just not right away. Making that up along with everything else. Pat nodded and blew smoke through her nostrils. “Well, don’t feel like you have to rush it. Marriage. It’s like a damn bathtub. Once you’re in it and you’re used to it, it’s not so hot.”

The sunlight was so thick, she had trouble focusing on Pat’s voice, which was melting into a sloppy buzz. Where was this boat anyway? She didn’t see a harbor or anything like that, just streets and parking lots and the heat deep down in the pavement where you couldn’t get away from it.

“Jer and I been married eight years. I was married before and he was married before. So we’re experts at it. Sex doesn’t stay the same after a while. I’m only telling you because I wish somebody would have told me.”

Was there any way to get her to quit talking? She couldn’t believe it, this woman she only met two seconds ago. Jessie said, “Thank you.”

“Oh, now you’re upset, don’t pay attention to me, you get as old as I am, you lose all shame.”

“It’s OK,” Jessie said. “Really.” Pat probably thought she was embarrassed. She was just tired of everybody who thought all the sex stuff was so important.

She felt Pat’s hand brush against her hair, graze her shoulder. She held herself rigid. “You ever think about wearing your hair up? You have such a pretty little face but you can’t see it.” The hand dropped away. “Now what does that fool want?”

Jerry was waving at them to catch up. “How about a grocery run? Something to throw on the grill.”

They were right in front of a grocery store. The rest of them seemed to think this was a good idea. Jessie could tell the kind of evening this was going to be, starting off in one direction, then getting distracted and heading off in another. At least the store was air-conditioned. She left Pat and Jerry at the shopping carts, fussing over what they should buy. R.B. was standing in front of the ice-cream freezer.

“Lookit that.” He indicated the freezer shelves. “Butter brickle. You can’t hardly find it anymore.”

“Who are these guys, why are we hanging around with them?”

“Relax. I’m gonna do them a favor. Then they’re gonna do us one.”

“That lady’s kind of strange. How old are they anyway? I don’t think we should be going around with people as old as them.”

R.B. opened the freezer and picked up the ice cream one-handed. “I said relax. Nobody’s going to get bad hurt.”

She stared up at him, trying to tell if he was joking. “What are you going to—”

“You ever been on a fancy boat like they got? Mommy and Daddy have one of those?”

“Please, R.B.”

“I’m just messing with you, Worry Wart. We’re gonna drink their beer and get their boat fixed so they can go on their merry way.”

“Promise we won’t have to stay real late. Promise—”

R.B. made a sign to her to be quiet, because Pat and Jerry were coming up behind them with the cart. They’d already picked up different bottles of steak sauce and barbecue sauce and two jars of fancy olives. “Mesquite chips,” Jerry said. “Help me remember that. Mesquite chips, mesquite chips, mesquite chips.” R.B. put the ice cream in the cart and they wandered up and down the aisles, adding anything that caught their eye, a platter of cocktail shrimp, big red trays of steaks, tomatoes, garlic bread, tubs of bean salad and macaroni salad, a frozen coconut cream pie. Then Pat and Jerry got into another stupid argument about how were they going to get it all back to the boat because they hadn’t even gotten to the liquor aisle yet and didn’t they need ice too?

R.B. said it was no problem, he’d go back for the car and drive them to the harbor. Pat and Jerry acted like nobody in the history of time ever had such a good idea. Jessie wondered if it wasn’t something R.B. had planned all along. And anyway, now he wouldn’t have to help pay for the groceries.

So here she was, trailing after the two of them, Pat and Jerry, like she was their kid or something. Now that would be strange. If they did have a kid, it would be totally screwed up. It seemed that the longer they were in the store, the more reckless Pat and Jerry got about piling things in the cart, frozen waffles, cashews, onion dip, rice, nothing that made sense in terms of a meal. She couldn’t imagine eating any of it. Something had come in between her and hunger lately. Jessie figured Pat and Jerry were just warming up for the liquor aisle. Sure enough, once they reached it they started hefting the bottles like pros. Jessie wandered off.

She was bored. One of the odd things about this new life was that she didn’t have to do anything, school or chores or homework or anything else. It took some getting used to. She and R.B. just ended up in one place or another, doing the next thing that happened. It hadn’t even been that long. A bunch of days. But already it felt like she’d never lived any other way. R.B. said it was better like that. They had made a clean break. They were born again, just like people sang about in church except it was better than church, it was their own invention, nobody but them could live like this, brand-new every minute. And Jessie believed him, except there were still those weird times when the gray and floating part of her mind got in the way.



“Now I know you are an intelligent person, so I am going to discuss things with you in professional terms. I’d like us to work on self-esteem issues. Unfortunately, our culture doesn’t always do a very good job at making young women feel positively about themselves and their achievements and their futures. There are books about it, I can loan them to you if you’d like to read them. I’m offering to do this because, as I said, I know you are intelligent enough to understand them. And I’m sure you understand why your parents are so worried about you. They feel that Ron is not the sort of person who will help you reach your full potential. That even if he cares about you, even if he has the best intentions, you would be making choices that you’ll—”

“No.”

“I beg your pardon?”

Jessie had been staring at the totally uninteresting carpet. Nubby beige. The whole office was designed to give you nothing you could really look at. “That’s not why they don’t like him.”

A small silence while the woman rearranged her voice to be especially patient, neutral, and flat, a voice like a beige carpet. “Why not, then?”

“They’re afraid people will see the two of us together, me and him, and I won’t look like anyone they’d want to be their daughter, I’ll look like I belong with him.”



She drifted back to Pat and Jerry when they reached the checkout. Pat couldn’t find Camel hard packs and didn’t want to settle for soft and wouldn’t quit going on about it. Jerry was puffing out his cheeks and poking his tongue around like he had food stuck between his teeth, a serious expression on his face. They were idiots, she didn’t care what happened to them. But what if this was her punishment, that they would be her parents now? R.B. would disappear forever and leave her with these horrible braying fools making her follow them around.

Then she saw her father sitting on a bench at the front of the store. Even as she knew this was impossible, even as she recognized that it was just another thick-faced old man wearing a cowboy hat, something her father would never do, Jessie couldn’t work free of the shock of it. The way the man in the cowboy hat kept his mouth set so nothing could get in or out of it unless he gave permission. He was alone on the bench, no one anywhere near him. He had a fierce expression, meant to let people know he preferred it this way and nobody had to feel sorry for him, nor would he acknowledge that he was old now, that he was slack and puffy and angry about everything and he was wearing a ridiculous hat that someone must have put on his head without his noticing, just to make a fool of him, Oh Daddy.

“Want some gum?”

Jerry was holding out the pack to her. He already had a big wad of the stuff working; hot sugary breath wafted from him. For a moment she couldn’t remember where she was or who she was supposed to be. “No thanks.”

“You sure? Double your pleasure.”

She shook her head. Pat was still in the checkout line, yanking the cart around and pawing through the fifty-seven grocery bags, looking for something. Jessie couldn’t decide which one of them was worse to be stuck talking to. When she looked over at the bench where the man in the cowboy hat had been, he was gone.

“This your spring break?” Jerry asked her. “Fun in the sun?”

“No, it’s just…a trip. I’m not in school anymore.”

“I went to UAB for a year,” Jerry offered. “But I was a dummy.”

“Ha ha,” said Jessie, politely.

“You’re a quiet type, aren’t you. Still waters.”

“I guess.” It was as good an excuse as any not to talk to him. He kept working the gum around, showing all the wet mechanics of his tongue and teeth. Why were there always things you didn’t want to see?

“Bali Ha’i. That’s the name of my boat. Like from the movie. What’s its name. You know the one I mean?”

She stared out the windows, willing R.B. to appear.

“South Pacific. That’s it. Bali Ha’i is this beautiful beautiful island, people go there to get the hell away from it all. Isn’t that a great name for a boat?”

He seemed to want her to answer. She figured he was one of those guys who needed somebody saying yes or uh-huh to him every two seconds. The underside of his tongue had a pulpy look. “Yeah, it’s great.”

“Because a boat’s sort of like an island. Once you get in the middle of nowhere. Nobody watching you. Total privacy.”

It was harder not to hear than not to see, because you couldn’t close your ears. See hear taste smell touch. You ought to be able to shut them down when you didn’t need them.

The car pulled up and R.B. honked the horn. Jessie wound up in the back seat, squished in with Pat and the groceries. She could tell R.B. had cleaned the car some, thrown out the worst of the junk. Like it wasn’t still the same old wreck. Was he trying to impress them, fool them? Steve and Kathy, that nice young couple from Ohio, whose old but clean car didn’t have Ohio plates although there was an explanation for that. In the front seat Jerry was telling R.B. about Bali Ha’i. There was a song too, which Jerry tried to sing in his bellowing voice, “Bali Hi-iy may call you,” until Pat told him he just sucked. Jessie caught R.B.’s eye in the rearview mirror and he winked.

She decided she would just go along with things but not really be there in any feeling sense. Maybe you couldn’t help seeing and hearing and all the rest, but you didn’t have to think about it. She would be an island, all to herself. They parked in the harbor lot and walked past rows and rows of boats until they came to the Bali Ha’i. Jessie thought it was kind of small, though she didn’t say so. It had a cabin over the wheelhouse, and some padded benches around the edges of the deck, and a ladder leading down to whatever else there was. Right away Jerry made a big deal about filling the beer cooler and getting a pitcher of margaritas started, even before he and R.B. went to look at the engine. These guys were total alcoholics.

“Come on, we’ll get the groceries squared away,” Pat said to her. Jessie lowered herself step by step down the ladder. Even tied up like this, the boat had a wobble to it. The kitchen was just a corner space that was instantly too small with both of them standing in it. “Home away from home,” Pat said breezily. Behind them a door was half open on a room almost entirely filled with a double bed. It was rumpled and unmade. Jessie turned away from it, not wanting to see where they slept and did things to each other.

Pat handed her a plastic bowl. “There’s crackers or pretzels or something you can put in here. I should get that grill started. So what do you think of Jerry?”

“Oh, he’s—” She stopped. Did she have to think anything about him? “What do you mean?”

“I think we can get by with paper plates, don’t you? Oh, nothing. Just asking. How about a shrimp?” Pat balanced the platter and stabbed at it with a plastic toothpick in the shape of a sword. The shrimp looked like a skinned knuckle.

“No thanks.”

“We just have to get you into more of a partying mood. How about a drink? Well, suit yourself.”

Then her and her big hair went back up the ladder. Jessie found the pretzels and put them in the bowl. Her stomach rocked back and forth with the boat’s motion. She thought she would just stay down there until someone made her do something else. She was supposed to say she liked Jerry, the same way she was supposed to like shrimp and margaritas. Was this part of her new life? Was she going crazy, or was it just that crazy things were happening? She kept trying not to look at that bedroom, that half-open door and the wreckage of the sheets.

She must have spaced out, floated away, stopped feeling things right there as she stood. Here was R.B., his hands and arms all oiled and grimed from the engine, saying, “Babe? What are you doing?”

“Nothing.”

“You’re not getting weird on me, are you? We got no time for that shit.”

“No, I’m just…Where did they go?”

“Who, Popeye and Olive Oyl? No place. They’re up there burning the ass off those steaks. Come on, we’re gonna go for a little cruise.”

“I thought the boat didn’t work.” She kept talking so as to smooth over the muffled panic in her head. She was imagining the vastness of the world, skies and oceans and the shapes of the continents as seen from space, and herself, very small, down in a hole on this boat in a place she’d never been before.
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