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INTRODUCTION TO THE FIFTEENTH ANNIVERSARY EDITION


The year was 1978. I was driving my car, an aging, poorly maintained Datsun (translation for younger people: Nissan) in a bad Los Angeles neighborhood late at night. I was alone.

Inadvisable, I know. But I lived in that bad neighborhood, which narrowed my choices. We all have to go home.

I got to the stop sign at the end of the freeway ramp at Echo Park Lake. I put my foot on the brake, and the engine stalled. That might sound unusual to you, but I was anything but surprised. The engine always stalled when I took my foot off the gas.

You see, I was young in 1978. And I had this theory when I was young. I thought it was cheaper if you just drove your car and never took it to the mechanic. People invariably laugh when I say that, but it made perfect sense to me. Mechanics cost money. Therefore “you don’t go” equals “you save money.” Right? It’s one of those youthful theories that works really well until the day it doesn’t anymore.

This was that day.

I reached for the ignition to start it up again. And then, suddenly . . . everything was dark. All the electricity in the car had died. Headlights. Dash lights. Out.

Then I noticed the curl of smoke.

I almost don’t have to go any further for you to know that this is the bad news in my story. Smoke is never good news in driving stories. This particular smoke was curling up from underneath the dashboard, on the driver’s side. It didn’t take a high school graduate (or an expensive mechanic) to figure out that it was coming through the firewall from the engine compartment, and that it would soon fill up the passenger compartment where I sat.

I’m sure you know (whether you’ve tried it for yourself or not) that when you’re driving in a bad neighborhood, late at night, alone, you feel a powerful incentive to stay in your car. With the doors locked. Unless said car fills up with smoke. This has got to be the textbook illustration of being between a rock and a hard place.

I jumped out.

I looked up to see two men, two total strangers, running in my direction. Very fast. One of them was carrying a blanket.

Many thoughts danced in my head. I think the first was “I never made out a will.” Then I realized it didn’t matter, because I had nothing to leave to anybody anyway. Except the car. Which was on fire.

Probably other thoughts danced around in there as well, but I can tell you one thought I’m sure did not dance: rescue. The crazy idea that these men might be coming to my rescue was, unfortunately, nowhere on the list.

One of the men pushed past me and popped the hood of my car from the inside. The other, the man with the blanket, opened the hood, leaned his entire upper body into my flaming engine compartment, and put the fire out using only his bare hands and the blanket.

I just want to pause here, briefly, for emphasis. His bare hands. My flaming engine compartment. Isn’t that a fascinating combination between total strangers? I thought so, too.

Right around the time they put the fire out, the fire department showed up. And I have no idea who called them.

This was long before the age of cell phones. This was back when we had emergency call boxes on the highway. (I guess we still do, but we ignore them because we have cell phones.) Apparently someone going by on the freeway behind us had seen the trouble I was in and stopped to call the fire department. And . . . I must say . . . who wouldn’t? Most of us would do that much for anybody we see, right? I certainly would call the fire department for a stranger. But would I lean my upper body into their flaming engine compartment and put out their fire with my bare hands?

That, of course, is the pivotal question.

By the time the fire department arrived, there wasn’t much left for them to do. They just helped us push the car over to the side of the road. And they showed me how the fire started, which was not all that interesting. Then they explained what would have happened if it hadn’t been put out, which was not good. But it was interesting.

You see, though we don’t like to think in these terms as we drive (and I’m not suggesting you do), a car is put together much like a Molotov cocktail. It’s a big container of flammable liquid, with a fuse (fuel line) running into it. Light the fuse, and there will be trouble. The only real difference is that you don’t pick up the car and throw it. Oh yeah, and standing by the car once that fuse is lit is also not a great idea.

That’s when I realized that these two men, who I thought were standing behind me, may have saved more than just my car. They may have saved my life, or, at least, saved me from serious injury. And they may have put their own lives at risk in doing so.

I turned around to thank them, and discovered that they had already packed up and driven away. While I had been talking to the fire department, they’d left. And I hadn’t known it. I hadn’t even said thank you. This was the biggest favor I’d ever received, and from total strangers. I knew I would never see them again, because L.A. is not that small a town.

So what do you do with a favor that big if you can’t pay it back?

I’ve had many people ask me, in response to that story, “So, you’re saying that if they hadn’t stopped that night, the whole Pay It Forward thing never would have happened?” And I say, “I’ll take it a step further than that. If they hadn’t left without saying goodbye, there would never have been a Pay It Forward novel.”

And, if there had never been a Pay It Forward novel, there would never have been a Pay It Forward movie, foundation, or movement. If those two strangers had stayed around to absorb my gratitude, I might simply have gotten their names and sent them a holiday card every year for the rest of our natural lives. That might have felt like enough.

But they left without saying goodbye.

Amazingly, I was able to get the car fixed. (Yes, I broke my own rule and took it to a mechanic.) Then I went back to driving the freeways all day long. But something had changed.

Me.

Suddenly I had one eye on the side of the road, looking for someone broken down, or otherwise in trouble. I knew that when I saw such a person, I would stop. And of course I did. Even though I never had before.

That one act of kindness changed me.

Acts of kindness change people. Small acts of kindness change people in a small way. A big enough act of kindness can alter the course of a person’s life entirely. But, big or small, I’ve never seen it fail.

Years later I got serious about becoming a writer, and a year or two after that Pay It Forward got serious about becoming a book. It became a movie the same year the book was published. It became the Pay It Forward Foundation within the year. And it became a movement almost immediately. But a small movement at first. It never really got huge. But it never went away, either.

I’m often asked if I had any idea that people really would Pay It Forward. The honest answer is no. I was a new, under-published author at the time. My big dream was something along the lines of “Please let me see it in a bookstore.” I did have a wild fantasy, one that I would have been too embarrassed to share with anyone, that people might play with the idea for a month or two before going on about their lives. It was a pipe dream. I never expected it to come true.

If called upon to say what I find most surprising about the whole Pay It Forward phenomenon, it’s the fact that over the course of fifteen years it didn’t fall away on its own. It didn’t lose steam. In fact, it grew. At first I thought it was the book and movie publicity driving it, reminding people to Pay It Forward. But every year more stories of real-life kindnesses “paid forward” are brought to me.

There’s really only one explanation I can see: kindness is capable of planting its own roots.

In other words, kindness works.

Many people say the Pay It Forward idea is as old as history. I agree and disagree at the same time. Yes, the idea of changing the world through giving is ancient. Of course I’m not trying to take credit for inventing kindness. My idea was to add a new twist, a way of encouraging kindness to catch on that, to the best of my knowledge, had never been proposed. If you ask someone, “What is Pay It Forward?” they’ll usually say something like this: “You do something nice for someone, and then they do something nice for someone else.” But as you read this book, you’ll see there’s another layer. There’s the exponential math. It’s really: you do something nice for three people, and then they do something nice for three more people. Each.

My thought was to take the classic “pyramid scheme” or “Ponzi scheme” and turn it on its head. Rather than more and more levels of people being drawn in at the base of the pyramid to support the person at the top, the person who starts a Pay It Forward chain asks for nothing in return. It’s the exponentially growing base that receives the benefit. And it just keeps growing.

I still believe it can work for the exact reason the Ponzi scheme is destined to fail: the population of the world is not big enough to provide a sufficient number of people to send money to the guy at the top of the pyramid. But exponential kindness can grow as big as it wants, because nobody objects to receiving multiple acts of kindness. It can just keep going.

So . . . is it possible that this idea can turn a key and take world change to a higher level? Well . . . this is the world where anything can happen, but it usually doesn’t. But whatever happens with the Pay It Forward idea—wherever it goes from here after fifteen good years—things can only get better. Kindness will never make the world any worse off than it is now.

I think it’s important that we not set unrealistic goals for world change. We sometimes feel that if we can’t change the world entirely, we needn’t bother to change it at all. And no, I don’t ask you to believe that Pay It Forward will change the world entirely. I don’t mean that everyone will jump on board and that no man, woman, or child will be left untouched. But what’s wrong with small world change, as opposed to no change at all? Or, who knows? Maybe it will be medium sized. I don’t think it’s important that we know how big in advance. We know it will make things better, not worse, so what more do we need to start?

As my character Chris Chandler says at the end of the prologue: “It doesn’t take much to change the entire world for the better. You can start with the most ordinary ingredients. You can start with the world you’ve got.”

Fifteen years after the publication of the book and more than thirty-five years after the experience, people ask me if the two men who rescued me ever came out of the woodwork to accept my gratitude.

The answer is no. Maybe they’ve never heard the story. Maybe the incident meant more to me than to them, and they’ve forgotten. But I still have no way to thank them, and I still feel inclined to Pay It Forward.

Then I’m often asked what I would say if they did.

The answer to that question is simple. I wouldn’t say much. I would show more than speak. I would show them the original book, the Young Readers Edition, this new edition. The movie, the foundation, the worldwide movement. I would show them hundreds, if not thousands, of real-world news stories.

Then I would say, simply, “Look what you started.”



PROLOGUE


October 2002
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Maybe someday I’ll have kids of my own. I hope so. If I do, they’ll probably ask what part I played in the movement that changed the world. And because I’m not the person I once was, I’ll tell them the truth. My part was nothing. I did nothing. I was just the guy in the corner taking notes.

My name is Chris Chandler and I’m an investigative reporter. Or at least I was. Until I found out that actions have consequences, and not everything is under my control. Until I found out that I couldn’t change the world at all, but a seemingly ordinary twelve-year-old boy could change the world completely—for the better, and forever—working with nothing but his own altruism, one good idea, and a couple of years. And a big sacrifice.

And a splash of publicity. That’s where I came in.

I can tell you how it all started.

It started with a teacher who moved to Atascadero, California, to teach social studies to junior high school students. A teacher nobody knew very well, because they couldn’t get past his face. Because it was hard to look at his face.

It started with a boy who didn’t seem all that remarkable on the outside, but who could see past his teacher’s face.

It started with an assignment that this teacher had given out a hundred times before, with no startling results. But that assignment in the hands of that boy caused a seed to be planted, and after that nothing in the world would ever be the same. Nor would anybody want it to be.

And I can tell you what it became. In fact, I’ll tell you a story that will help you understand how big it grew.

About a week ago my car stalled in a busy intersection, and it wouldn’t start again no matter how many times I tried. It was rush hour, and I thought I was in a hurry. I thought I had something important to do, and it couldn’t wait. So I was standing in the middle of the intersection looking under the hood, which was a misguided effort because I can’t fix cars. What did I think I would see?

I’d been expecting this. It was an old car. It was as good as gone.

A man came up behind me, a stranger.

“Let’s get it off to the side of the road,” he said. “Here. I’ll help you push.” When we got it—and ourselves—to safety he handed me the keys to his car. A nice silver Acura, barely two years old. “You can have mine,” he said. “We’ll trade.”

He didn’t give me the car as a loan. He gave it to me as a gift. He took my address, so he could send me the title. And he did send the title; it just arrived today.

“A great deal of generosity has come into my life lately,” the note said, “so I felt I could take your old car and use it as a trade-in. I can well afford something new, so why not give as good as I’ve received?”

That’s what kind of world it’s become. No, actually it’s more. It’s become even more. It’s not just the kind of world in which a total stranger will give me his car as a gift. It’s the kind of world in which the day I received that gift was not dramatically different from all other days. Such generosity has become the way of things. It’s become commonplace.

So this much I understand well enough to relate: it started as an extra credit assignment for a social studies class and turned into a world where no one goes hungry, no one is cold, no one is without a job or a ride or a loan.

And yet at first people needed to know more. Somehow it was not enough that a boy barely in his teens was able to change the world. Somehow it had to be known why the world could change at just that moment, why it could not have changed a moment sooner, what Trevor brought to that moment, and why it was the very thing that moment required.

And that, unfortunately, is the part I can’t explain.

I was there. Every step of the way I was there. But I was a different person then. I was looking in all the wrong places. I thought it was just a story, and the story was all that mattered. I cared about Trevor, but by the time I cared about him enough it was too late. I thought I cared about my work, but I didn’t know what my work could really mean until it was over. I wanted to make lots of money. I did make lots of money. I gave it all away.

I don’t know who I was then, but I know who I am now.

Trevor changed me, too.

I thought Reuben would have the answers. Reuben St. Clair, the teacher who started it all. He was closer to Trevor than anybody except maybe Trevor’s mother, Arlene. And Reuben was looking in all the right places, I think. And I believe he was paying attention.

So, after the fact, when it was my job to write books about the movement, I asked Reuben two important questions.

“What was it about Trevor that made him different?” I asked.

Reuben thought carefully and then said, “The thing about Trevor was that he was just like everybody else, except for the part of him that wasn’t.”

I didn’t even ask what part that was. I’m learning.

Then I asked, “When you first handed out that now-famous assignment, did you think that one of your students would actually change the world?”

And Reuben replied, “No, I thought they all would. But perhaps in smaller ways.”

I’m becoming someone who asks fewer questions. Not everything can be dissected and understood. Not everything has a simple answer. That’s why I’m not a reporter anymore. When you lose interest in questions, you’re out of a job. That’s okay. I wasn’t as good at it as I should have been. I didn’t bring anything special to the game.

People gradually stopped needing to know why. We adjust quickly to change, even as we rant and rail and swear we never will. And everybody likes a change if it’s a change for the better. And no one likes to dwell on the past if the past is ugly and everything is finally going well.

The most important thing I can add from my own observations is this: knowing it started from unremarkable circumstances should be a comfort to us all. Because it proves that you don’t need much to change the entire world for the better. You can start with the most ordinary ingredients. You can start with the world you’ve got.



Chapter One


REUBEN


January 1992
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The woman smiled so politely that he felt offended.

“Let me tell Principal Morgan that you’re here, Mr. St. Clair. She’ll want to talk with you.” She walked two steps, turned back. “She likes to talk to everyone, I mean. Any new teacher.”

“Of course.”

He should have been used to this by now.

More than three minutes later she emerged from the principal’s office, smiling too widely. Too openly. People always display far too much acceptance, he’d noticed, when they are having trouble mustering any for real.

“Go right on in, Mr. St. Clair. She’ll see you.”

“Thank you.”

The principal appeared to be about ten years older than he, with a great deal of dark hair, worn up, a Caucasian and attractive. And attractive women always made him hurt, literally, a long pain that started high up in his solar plexus and radiated downward through his gut. As if he had just asked this attractive woman to the theater, only to be told, You must be joking.

“We are so pleased to meet you face-to-face, Mr. St. Clair.” Then she flushed, as if the mention of the word “face” had been an unforgivable faux pas.

“Please call me Reuben.”

“Reuben, yes. And I’m Anne.”

She met him with a steady, head-on gaze, and at no time appeared startled. So she had been verbally prepared by her assistant. And somehow the only thing worse than an unprepared reaction was the obviously rehearsed absence of one.

He hated these moments so.

He was, by his own admission, a man who should stay in one place. But the same factors that made it hard to start over made it hard to stay.

She motioned toward a chair and he sat. Crossed his legs. The crease of his slacks was neatly, carefully pressed. He’d chosen his tie the previous night, to go well with the suit. He was a demon about grooming, although he knew no one would ever really see. He appreciated these habits in himself, even if, or because, no one else did.

“I’m not quite what you were expecting, am I, Anne?”

The use of her first name brought it back, but more acutely. It was very hard to talk to an attractive woman.

“In what respect?”

“Please don’t do this. You must appreciate how many times I’ve replayed this same scene. I can’t bear to talk around an obvious issue.”

She tried to establish eye contact, as one normally would when addressing a coworker in conversation, but she could not make it stick. “I understand,” she said.

I doubt it, he said, but not out loud.

“It is human nature,” he said out loud, “to form a picture of someone in your mind. You read a résumé and an application, and you see I’m forty-four, a black male, a war veteran with a good educational background. And you think you see me. And because you are not prejudiced, you hire this black man to move to your town, teach at your school. But now I arrive to test the limits of your open mind. It’s easy not to be prejudiced against a black man, because we have all seen hundreds of those.”

“If you think your position is in any jeopardy, Reuben, you’re worrying for nothing.”

“Do you really have this little talk with everyone?”

“Of course I do.”

“Before they even address their first class?”

Pause. “Not necessarily. I just thought we might discuss the subject of . . . initial adjustment.”

“You worry that my appearance will alarm the students.”

“What has your experience been with that in the past?”

“The students are always easy, Anne. This is the difficult moment. Always.”

“I understand.”

“With all respect, I’m not sure you do,” he said. Out loud.
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AT HIS FORMER SCHOOL, in Cincinnati, Reuben had a friend named Louis Tartaglia. Lou had a special way of addressing an unfamiliar class. He would enter, on that first morning, with a yardstick in his hand. Walk right into the flap and fray. They like to test a teacher, you see, at first. This yardstick was Lou’s own, bought and carried in with him. A rather thin, cheap one. He always bought the same brand at the same store. Then he would ask for silence, which he never received on the first request. After counting to three, he would bring this yardstick up over his head and smack it down on the desktop in such a way that it would break in two. The free half would fly up into the air behind him, hit the blackboard, and clatter to the floor. Then, in the audible silence to follow, he would say, simply, “Thank you.” And would have no trouble with the class after that.

Reuben warned him that someday a piece would fly in the wrong direction and hit a student, causing a world of problems, but it had always worked as planned, so far as he knew.

“It boils down to unpredictability,” Lou explained. “Once they see you as unpredictable, you hold the cards.”

Then he asked what Reuben did to quiet an unfamiliar and unruly class, and Reuben replied that he had never experienced the problem; he had never been greeted by anything but stony silence and was never assumed to be predictable.

“Oh. Right,” Lou said, as if he should have known better. And he should have.
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REUBEN STOOD BEFORE THEM, for the first time, both grateful for and resentful of their silence. Outside the windows on his right was California, a place he’d never been before. The trees were different; the sky did not say winter as it had when he’d started the long drive from Cincinnati. He wouldn’t say from home, because it was not his home, not really. And neither was this. And he’d grown tired of feeling like a stranger.

He performed a quick head count, seats per row, number of rows. “Since I can see you’re all here,” he said, “we will dispense with the roll call.”

It seemed to break a spell, that he spoke, and the students shifted a bit, made eye contact with one another. Whispered across aisles. Neither better nor worse than usual. To encourage this normality, he turned away to write his name on the board. Mr. St. Clair. Also wrote it out underneath, Saint Clair, as an aid to pronunciation. Then paused before turning back, so they would have time to finish reading his name.

In his mind, his plan, he thought he’d start right off with the assignment. But it caved from under him, like skidding down the side of a sand dune. He was not Lou, and sometimes people needed to know him first. Sometimes he was startling enough on his own, before his ideas even showed themselves.

“Maybe we should spend this first day,” he said, “just talking. Since you don’t know me at all. We can start by talking about appearances. How we feel about people because of how they look. There are no rules. You can say anything you want.”

Apparently they did not believe him yet, because they said the same things they might have with their parents looking on. To his disappointment.

Then, in what he supposed was an attempt at humor, a boy in the back row asked if he was a pirate.

“No,” he said. “I’m not. I’m a teacher.”

“I thought only pirates wore eye patches.”

“People who have lost eyes wear eye patches. Whether they are pirates or not is beside the point.”
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THE CLASS FILED OUT, to his relief, and he looked up to see a boy standing in front of his desk. A thin white boy, but very dark-haired, possibly part Hispanic, who said, “Hi.”

“Hello.”

“What happened to your face?”

Reuben smiled, which was rare for him, being self-conscious about the lopsided effect. He pulled a chair around so the boy could sit facing him and motioned for him to sit, which he did without hesitation. “What’s your name?”

“Trevor.”

“Trevor what?”

“McKinney. Did I hurt your feelings?”

“No, Trevor. You didn’t.”

“My mom says I shouldn’t ask people things like that, because it might hurt their feelings. She says you should act like you didn’t notice.”

“Well, what your mom doesn’t know, Trevor, because she’s never been in my shoes, is that if you act like you didn’t notice, I still know that you did. And then it feels strange that we can’t talk about it when we’re both thinking about it. Know what I mean?”

“I think so. So, what happened?”

“I was injured in a war.”

“In Vietnam?”

“That’s right.”

“My daddy was in Vietnam. He says it’s a hellhole.”

“I would tend to agree. Even though I was only there for seven weeks.”

“My daddy was there two years.”

“Was he injured?”

“Maybe a little. I think he has a sore knee.”

“I was supposed to stay two years, but I got hurt so badly that I had to come home. So, in a way I was lucky that I didn’t have to stay, and in a way your daddy was lucky because he didn’t get hurt that badly. If you know what I mean.” The boy didn’t look too sure that he did. “Maybe someday I’ll meet your dad. Maybe on parents’ night.”

“I don’t think so. We don’t know where he is. What’s under the eye patch?”

“Nothing.”

“How can it be nothing?”

“It’s like nothing was ever there. Do you want to see?”

“You bet.”

Reuben took off the patch.

No one seemed to know quite what he meant by “nothing,” until they saw it. No one seemed prepared for the shock of “nothing” where there would be an eye on everyone else they had ever met. The boy’s head rocked back a little, then he nodded. Kids were easier. Reuben replaced the patch.

“Sorry about your face. But you know, it’s only just that one side. The other side looks real good.”

“Thank you, Trevor. I think you are the first person to offer me that compliment.”

“Well, see ya.”

“Good-bye, Trevor.”

Reuben moved to the window and looked out over the front lawn. Watched students clump and talk and run on the grass, until Trevor appeared, trotting down the front steps.

It was ingrained in Reuben to defend this moment, and he could not have returned to his desk if he’d tried. This he could not release. He needed to know if Trevor would run up to the other boys to flaunt his new knowledge. To collect on any bets or tell any tales, which Reuben would not hear, only imagine from his second-floor perch, his face flushing under the imagined words. But Trevor trotted past the boys without so much as a glance, stopping to speak to no one.

It was almost time for Reuben’s second class to arrive. So he had to get started, preparing himself to do it all over again.

From The Other Faces Behind the Movement by Chris Chandler

There is nothing monstrous or grotesque about my face. I get to state this with a certain objectivity, being perhaps the only one capable of such. I am the only one used to seeing it, because I am the only one who dares, with the help of a shaving mirror, to openly stare.

I have undergone eleven operations, all in all, to repair what was, at one time, unsightly damage. The area that was my left eye, and the lost bone and muscle under cheek and brow, have been neatly covered with skin removed from my thigh. I have endured numerous skin grafts and plastic surgery. Only a few of these were necessary for health or function. Most were intended to make me an easier individual to meet. The final result is a smooth, complete absence of an eye, as if one had never existed; a great loss of muscle and mass in cheek and neck; and obvious nerve damage to the left corner of my mouth. It is dead, so to speak, and droops. But after many years of remedial diction therapy, my speech is fairly easily understood.

So, in a sense it is not what people see in my face that disturbs them, but rather what they expect to see and do not.

I also have minimal use of my left arm, which is fore-shortened and thin from resulting atrophy. My guess is that people rarely notice this until I’ve been around awhile, because my face tends to steal the show.

I have worked in schools, lounged in staff rooms, where a Band-Aid draws comment and requires explanation. Richie, what did you do to your hand? A cast on an extremity becomes a story told for six weeks, multiplied by the number of employees. Well, I was on a ladder, see, preparing to clean my storm drains . . . .

So, it seems odd to me that no one will ask. If they suddenly did and I were forced to repeat the story, I might decide I had liked things better before. But it’s not so much that they don’t ask, but why they don’t ask, as if I am an unspeakable tragedy, as new and shocking to myself as to them.

Occasionally my left arm will draw comment, always the same one. “How lucky that it was your left.” But even this supposed consolation is misguided, because I am left-handed, by nature if not by practice.

Until I was shipped home from overseas, I had a fiancée. I still have pictures of us together. We were a handsome couple—ask anyone. To someone who wasn’t there, it might seem as if my fiancée must have been a coldhearted woman. Surely she could have married me just the same. I wish Eleanor had been a coldhearted woman, or even that I could pretend such to be the case, but unfortunately I was there. The real truth is hard to re-create. The real truth is that we both agreed so staunchly not to see it or care about it that it was all we could see, nor had we time left over to care about anything else.

Eleanor was a strong woman, which no doubt contributed to our defeat.

She is married now and lives with her husband in Detroit. She is a plastic surgeon. I haven’t entirely decided how much significance to attribute to these facts.

Any of them.



From The Diary of Trevor


I saw this weird thing on the news a couple of days ago. This little kid over in England who has this, like . . . condition. Nothing hurts him. Every time they showed a shot of him, he was wearing a crash helmet and elbow pads and knee pads. ’Cause I guess he would hurt himself. I mean, why wouldn’t he? How would he know?

First I thought, Whoa. Lucky. But then I wasn’t that sure.

When I was little I asked my mom why we have pain. Like, what’s it for? She said it’s so we don’t stand around with our hands on a hot stove. She said it’s to teach us. But she said by the time the pain kicks in, it’s pretty much too late, and that’s what parents are here for. And that’s what she’s here for. To teach me. So I don’t touch the hot stove in the first place.

Sometimes I think my mom has that condition, too. Only on the inside where nobody sees it but me and maybe Loretta and definitely Bonnie. Except, I know she hurts. But she still has her hand on that hot stove. On the inside, I mean. And I don’t think they make helmets or pads for stuff like that.

I wish I could teach her.



Chapter Two


ARLENE
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Ricky never exactly came home, not like she thought he would, but the truck did. Only not like she thought it would. It had been rolled a few times; all in all it looked worse than she felt. Only, it ran. Well, it idled. It’s one thing to start up and run, quite another to actually get somewhere.

Much as she hated that damned Ford extra cab for imitating her own current condition, she could have forgiven it that. Potentially she could. It was the way it kept her awake at night. Especially now, when she’d taken a second job, at the Laser Lounge, to keep up the payments. And since it was the truck’s fault that she didn’t get to bed until three, it at least could have let her sleep. Surely that would not have been asking too much.

Yet there she was again at the window, double-checking the way moonlight slid off the vehicle’s spooky shape. The way its silvery reflection broke where the paint broke. Only Ricky could screw up a truck that bad and walk away. At least, it would stand to reason that he had walked away, seeing that the truck was found and Ricky was not.

Dragged off by coyotes? Stop, Arlene, just get ahold of yourself. He’s sitting in a bar somewhere, talking that same sweet line to some poor girl ain’t learned yet what it all adds up to. Or what it all don’t add up to.

Unless, of course, he limped away, not sauntered off, maybe dragged himself to a hospital, maybe got out okay, maybe died, far from anything to tie him to a Ford extra cab, far from any ties to hometown news.

So there could be a grave somewhere, but how would Arlene know? And even if she did, she could not know which one or where. Even if she bought flowers for Ricky out of her tip money, she would never know where to put them.

Flowers can be a bad thing, a bad thought, if you don’t even know where to lay them down. Just stop, Arlene. Just go back to bed.

And she did, but fell victim to a dream in which Ricky had been living just outside the town for months and months and never bothered to contact her with his whereabouts.

Which made her cross to the window again to blame the damn truck for keeping her awake.
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“SO THEN, WHAT IF I get it home and it’s bent? I just spent two hunnerd dollars on nothin’?”

“You just said yourself it’s reinforced over that door, so you can roll the damn truck and the door don’t get bent.”

“I’m just sayin’ what if, though. That’s all I’m sayin’.”

“Tell you what. I’ll hold your check for a couple, three days. You can’t get it to go on your truck, you bring it back.”

“Yeah. I guess. One seventy-five.”

“Get outta my driveway you’re gonna jack me around.”

“Okay, two hunnerd.” With a little smile.

Guys like it when you talk to them like that. For some damned reason.

He leaned on the mangled Ford’s hood and lit a smoke. Marlboro Red, same as Ricky used to smoke, like she wouldn’t have known that without looking. Seemed this world, this town, was just full of men cut from Ricky’s same pattern. Seemed so to her, anyway. Which is why she felt drawn to this guy, this Doug or Duane or whatever the hell he said, her first customer.

And she knew that was why, and that there would be more if she were to bother to dig for it. She knew if she asked him he would say his daddy whupped him harder than most and that he has been on his own from some ungodly young age. She knew if she were to take off his T-shirt he would have a tattoo on his shoulder, with a name too faded to read. Someone he knew for a month or two when he was too young to know that forever only goes for the scars. And the blue ink you have allowed under the skin.

And it made her feel tired to be attracted to Doug. Duane.

Later she would say to her best friend, Loretta, “I no longer think I lack judgment about men. I will never again say my instincts are poor, no sir, because how do I keep finding this same guy over and over? I am beginning to think I have a very keen sense of judgment, only it would seem that it is on somebody else’s side.”

For the time she seemed content to watch his big arm muscles breaking loose the bolts on the door hinge and to feel tired knowing that part of her was scoping out the next big life mess before she had even cleared the rubble of the last one from her normally tidy driveway.

Before she could finish this dampening thought, Cheryl Wilcox, Ricky’s ex-wife, pulled up into Arlene’s driveway to thank her for being a two-faced slut.

And it wasn’t even 9 A.M.

From Those Who Knew Trevor Speak by Chris Chandler (1999)

I don’t want to disappoint everybody. It wasn’t exactly the Immaculate Conception. Just one of those risks you let happen sometimes. Probably seems kind of stupid and careless now, after the fact. Still, thank God it worked out the way it did, right?

I’m not saying I didn’t toy with the mention of precautions, somewhere along in that evening, but the thought didn’t go no farther than that. Seemed like any poorly thought-out words might’ve broken up that moment. Brought everybody home to their own good sense. And if you want to see a man come to his senses, try saying something like, Do you happen to carry a rubber in your wallet? Did I mention I’m not on the pill?

Besides, him and his wife, Cheryl, they’d been trying to get pregnant forever. Never thought it was all her fault. Why would I? Never really thought it was something more likely to happen to those who don’t try, no matter how many people it might’ve happened to just that way, and maybe in my head I knew it.

He was married. At first. It’s kind of complicated.

So, anyway, what I did say was to complain that we would never be able to go dancing. Maybe if we’d lived in New York City, maybe then, but not in Atascadero; you could not. Not where everybody knew everybody, at least to the point of knowing who rightfully matches up with who.

“You wanta go dancin’?” he said. “I’ll take you dancin’.” And he did. Drove us up somewhere along the Cuesta Grade, looking down over the lights of the town, which I must say looked kind of nice from so much distance. We got out of that old sedan, and he reached back in and turned the key to accessory, which I guess he should not have done, because it ran his battery down, not that we cared at the time. Or later, come to think of it.

He tried three stations for a slow number, and then the next thing I knew, well, it’s kind of hard to explain. It’s like the whole world was all his hand in the small of my back, nothing bigger than that, nor ever would be. And when he dipped me, the warm feel of his breath on my neck, which had always been there and would never entirely move along. It was something that was keyed to fit on the manufacture, and I’m not sure it’s our fault we discovered it too late, after the exchanging of rings elsewhere and vows one might live to regret. It was like a map, I decided. You know, with red lines to divide up the states, and blue lines for the rivers, and brown folds for a mountain range. Which is more important: this deal we all make that Idaho stops being Idaho right here, or the mountains and rivers that were there before anybody took to tracing?

It’s like there was always a me and Ricky, and I was sure there always would be. Even if I didn’t know exactly where he took that love. I mean, when he was gone. I thought it was there, and I would wager he could feel the weight of it, whether he was traveling or holding still for a change. I’m gettin’ off the subject. Everybody wants to know about that night.

When we made love for that first time I felt like I’d lost something, even before it was over. I thought, There is nothing here for me to keep. Nothing that is really my very own when all this is over.

But I was wrong. I got something to keep.

[image: images]

CHERYL STOOD IN HER LIVING Room. Said, “Don’t you got anything to drink around here?”

And she did, although her sponsor had warned her to throw it away. Sooner or later I got to be around it, though, she’d said to her sponsor, who is named Bonnie. Later is one thing, though, Bonnie said. You only got five days under your belt. Only not anymore she didn’t, because she took down two glasses.

Bonnie also said, time to make your amends, clean up the wreckage of your past, which is why Arlene invited Ricky’s ex-wife into her house in the first place. To apologize for sleeping with Ricky while he was still married to her. For that nine or ten years of overlap.

Otherwise, when Cheryl pulled into her driveway to thank her for being a two-faced slut, she might have just said you’re welcome and let Cheryl scream on out of there leaving some bad-smelling rubber dust for a souvenir. In her old days she just might have. Then smiled at Duane like nothing had ever happened. Seen what his plans were for the evening.

But here Doug had gone off with his trial-offer truck door, Cheryl was standing in her living room, and it was all her sponsor, Bonnie’s, fault. Later, when she was good and drunk, she’d have to call Bonnie up to tell her just that.

Cheryl said, “I believe you know where he is and you just ain’t telling me.”

Arlene said, “If I knew where he was, I wouldn’t be parting out that truck to get maybe one-third of my lost monies back. I’d find him and tell the loan collector where and shove that sorry piece of junk you know where and let them take the depreciation out of his sorry ass.”

Cheryl said, “It’s what you get for cosigning. You got just what you deserved.”

Arlene started to say something back but couldn’t think what it should be and worried maybe it would be a bad, weak-sounding something no matter how carefully she thought it up. So instead she poured two fingers of good old José Cuervo. The one man in her life who never told lies, so you always knew what you would get. And you could never say you didn’t know. Then she said, “I brought you in here to say I was sorry.”

And Cheryl said, “Yeah. That’s what I always say about you. You’d have to be pretty damn sorry, coming in my house like you did, like a guest, eating my dinner like you was my friend. Being all nice to me.”

Arlene stopped to consider this, how she’d lost points for niceness. “Why you just telling me all this now?”

Cheryl took a big breath, the kind people do when you’ve hit a crack, a seam where they’re prone to bend from some of the collisions they’ve absorbed. Lately everybody reminded Arlene of that piece of expensive trash in her driveway: rolled a few times, and nobody’s doors fit quite right anymore.

Cheryl said, “When I heard the truck was here, I thought—”

“You thought what? That he was here with it?”

“Maybe.”

What is it about Ricky, she could not help but wonder, that makes women wish he’d come back and mess things up some more? “Well, he ain’t.”

“Yeah. I see that now.”

The door opened. Arlene’s boy came spilling in. His hair was a mess, which was Arlene’s own fault, because in her hurry to start parting out that disaster in her driveway she’d left the boy more or less to his own devices. Part of the seat was ripped out of his blue jeans, but Arlene didn’t even want to know about that. Yet. And at least he had on clean underwear, thank God.

“Trevor, where you been?”

“Over at Joe’s.”

“Did I say you could go to Joe’s?”

“No.” Downcast eyes, which Arlene thought he might practice in the mirror. He knew who this was in the living room with Momma, but not why. But he knew it was not for fun. Kids know. “Sorry.” His eyes on her drinking glass. No judgment, just a silent taking in, too grown-up for a boy his age, knowing certain things, like why grown-ups try. And how damned unlikely they are to succeed.

“That’s okay. Go on back there now.”

“I just got home.”

“Will you mind me for once?”

And he did, without back talk. Arlene made a mental note to take him out for an ice cream later, the usual fallback for any out-of-sorts behavior on her part; as a result they ate a lot of ice cream. The door slamming behind him made Arlene ache with a separateness from him, like she still hadn’t gotten over the cutting of that cord in the first place.
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