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CUB IS GODDESS.

Randy scrawls these three words in bold print with the blunt end of a thick piece of charcoal onto an extra-large white cotton T-shirt he bought earlier in the day in a pack of three for fifty cents.

Chipp notices his roommate carefully going over each letter, making it thicker until CUB stretches from armpit to armpit, is covers the sternum area (and then some), and GODDESS travels from hip to hip. Randy’s pink tongue is peeking out between rows of slightly crooked, cigarette-and-coffee-stained teeth. He squints crystal blue eyes, concentrating, and the dark rings around the sockets make him look older than twenty. Chipp pauses for a second from his own task of altering a green baseball hat with a yellow bill and a yellow K on the brim. He’s adding a shield emblem around the lone letter in Wite-Out.

“Uh, shouldn’t that be CUB ARE GODDESSES?”

“What?” Randy says a few seconds later, distracted.

“I said,” Chipp repeats, setting down the bottle of Wite-Out which, after a half-hour of close and careful application, has started to get him high, “shouldn’t the shirt read CUB ARE GODDESSES?”

“But . . .” Randy’s thin voice cracks. He runs a bony hand over his large head covered (scarcely) with a short buzz cut. “That doesn’t make sense.” Randy again looks over the shirt, thickening the curve of the U in CUB before continuing. “CUB IS GODDESS. It’s like a, uh, play on words of that whole CLAPTON IS GOD crap that those old fogies used to spray-paint every place. Which is bullshit because Clapton sucks. ‘Layla’ Unplugged? Give me a fucking break.” Randy gets hold of his growing laughter and turns back to his roommate. “So now do you get it?”

“Well, of course Clapton sucks,” Chipp says incredulously. “But it still doesn’t make sense.”

“What do you mean?” Randy points at the brown rectangular stereo speaker, its front covered in a beige fabric sparkling with glitter, vibrating back and forth. “Listen.” He points his finger at the wooden cabinet as if to the song itself, as if he could lift the tune out of thin air the way he did the T-shirt earlier in the day, out of a pile of trash, drape it against his lean body, and announce to the world, “All right.”

The glassy electric guitar is backed by a simple four-four drumbeat pounded out primitively, as if by fists, and the bass line hugs the melody being chirped out in a girl’s childish voice: “Hanging out at the motel six, hanging out just for kicks, hanging out at the motel six . . . with you . . .”

“Cub rules!” Randy says.

“Of course.” Chipp sighs. “That’s not the point, idiot. It’s just the phrase, CUB IS GODDESS, it . . . doesn’t work.”

“Huh?”

The song ends and another instantly takes its place, the jangly rhythm and sugar-coated harmonies hugging the corners of the nearly empty but still messy apartment.

“Look. There’s three chicks in Cub, right?”

“Yeah, so?”

“Then it should read CUB ARE GODDESSES, not CUB IS GODDESS. You see?”

“No.” Randy winces. “No, no, no. Then you don’t get the joke as much. I mean, I don’t care if it’s grammatically correct. I want it to be cool.”

“Whatever,” Chipp mumbles, picking up the drying cap from an overturned orange crate that holds a stack of vinyl LPs.

“Hey, that doesn’t look half-bad,” Randy says, glancing over at the hat, the front of which has been turned into the K Records logo. “Is that from a real sports team? I can’t think of a major league team that begins with a K.”

“Well”—Chipp tries to place the hat on his head, though it stops abruptly, way too small, covering only the back of his head like a yarmulke—“judging from the size, fuck, it’s from some goddamn Little League team.”

“Jesus, Chipp, didn’t you even try that thing on?”

Chipp quickly takes the cap off to examine it.

“Well, no, not really. But hell, it was only a quarter, so I just figured . . . Besides, you didn’t give me any time. You found your little packet of T-shirts, started humming that damn Cub song ‘What the Water Gave Me’ over and over again, came up with your little CUB IS whatever idea, and all of a sudden wanted to hurry home.”

Chipp unclasps the plastic band at the back of the cap and attaches the first hole of one end to the last peg of the other end, giving him as much space as it possibly can. He tries it on again. This time the hat fits better, but only slightly. The band stops about a full inch above the top of his ear, the bill sticking comically up and a wild tuft of his sandy blond hair sprouting out of the hole in the back.

“Better,” Randy says. “But just promise me you’ll never wear that thing sideways.”

“Or like those rappers.”

“Yeah, backward.” Randy laughs. “I hear you.”

Chipp lies on his belly and stretches out on the stubby carpet that feels more like lightly textured concrete, a shabby pattern of only semi-soft fabric pellets stained every few inches to varying degrees. He rolls onto his side, kicking over the still open Wite-Out bottle, but the liquid is too thick even to trickle out.

“Walk down any street, and you may meet a stranger . . . someone who could love you, take you far away . . .”

Chipp takes off the hat, which he’s convinced is cutting off the blood flow to his brain, giving him a tremendous headache.

Randy rises off the floor where he’s been sitting cross-legged for the past forty-five minutes, waits a few seconds to regain feeling in his legs, bites his lower lip at the arrival of the piercing needlelike sensation, then grabs his T-shirt off the ground. He pulls his weathered Fred Perry polo over his head, replacing it with his do-it-yourself, albeit grammatically incorrect, CUB IS GODDESS T-shirt. He smiles.

The phone rings, and Randy and Chipp both stare at it. Then they stare at each other. Then they stare at the ceiling, their fingernails, the walls. Meanwhile, the phone is still ringing.

“Why don’t you get it?”

“Why don’t you get it?”

“You’re just like a three-year-old, you know that?”

“Yeah, well, so are you.”

Three rings later Chipp moves from the floor, sits in a wooden chair, and grabs the receiver.

“Chipp? Hey, this is Heather.”

Randy clutches his stomach for a second before leaving the room. Chipp hears one of the doors down the hall slam shut.

“Hey, Heather, what’s up?”

“Nothing. I just got back from DISContent. I picked up some old records from the freebie bin—you know, that old cardboard box near the door where they give away that used stuff they can’t even get rid of in the forty-nine-cent bin.”

“Really?” Chipp asks, stretching to reach for his hat without pulling the phone off the arm of the chair. “What did you pick up?”

“Mostly junk, which is why they’re giving it away, right? Some Simon and Garfunkel, Frampton Comes Alive, an old Oingo Boingo ten-inch. Jesus, remember them? Ouch! What was that noise?”

Chipp looks down at the white rotary telephone painted in Day-Glo colors, a black-and-white swirl painted over the round disc in the middle of the dial.

“Nothing. Dropped the phone. Keep going.”

“Oh, and I got this record with that ‘Oh Mickey’ chick, Toni Basil, covering this old Devo song, ‘Be Stiff.’ Anyway, I thought it would sound good on the answering machine. I also picked up this cool New Order EP that’s got that really great song ‘Temptation’ on it.”

Randy reenters the room with a thick book in his hands, right after the sound of the toilet flushing.

“We’re out of toilet paper,” he whispers. Chipp just waves him off, concentrating on the phone conversation.

“Is it the new version or the old version?”

“It’s old,” her voice says matter-of-factly, as if Chipp’s question was not only stupid but out of line as well. “I told you, it was used. Things don’t get used unless they’ve been around for a while.”

“I know it was used,” Chipp returns with a sigh, rolling his eyes even though Heather is not there to witness it. “It’s an old record, sure, but what I’m asking is, how old.”

“Huh?”

Chipp sits up in his stiff wooden chair and glances around their spare apartment that he described to Randy the other day as Japanese in the “less is more” style. In reality they’re just too poor to afford anything other than a few thrift store nightstands and bookshelves made from cinder blocks and thin sheets of wood.

“It’s either from around ’87 or ’82. Which is it?”

“I don’t, uh . . . know.” Heather pauses, fingering the gray record sleeve that sits in her hands. She looks up at the clock. 2:41. “It just says ‘Temptation’ on the cover, that’s all.”

“No, no, no,” Chipp says as if the fact were an elementary truth any young person stopped on the street would know. “There’s the first version and then the revamped second version that’s not so good.”

“What? Two versions? But I thought—”

“Look, Heather, what are the first couple words of the song?”

“Huh?”

Randy sits down on the floor and begins flipping through the book that Chipp can now tell is a dictionary. Randy keeps browsing through the volume, looking from his homemade T-shirt to the thin pages.

“Heather?” Chipp asks, yawning. “How does it begin?”

“Hang on a sec.” She rises from her chair and puts the record on the turntable, stacking it on top of three others, and gently places the needle into the groove. The room is filled with a slight dance beat, a percolating synthesizer line, and a wash of electric guitar.

“Jeez, Chipp, there actually aren’t any words. Bernard’s just sort of, well, cooing.” She clears her throat for a moment before imitating the lead singer’s sirenlike crooning. She does it once, then lowers her voice a bit. “Er, like that.”

“No, the lyrics. Are the first words ‘Oh, you’ve got green eyes, oh, you’ve got blue eyes, oh, you’ve got gray eyes,’ that little bit? Or are they ‘A heaven, a gateway, a home . . .’?”

“No, no, the ‘A heaven, a gateway’ part comes later. This one starts out with the bit about the eyes.”

“Well then,” Chipp says smugly, sitting back deep in his chair and confidently crossing his legs, “you’ve got the old version. New Order originally recorded that song as a twelve-inch single back in the early eighties when they sounded like Joy Division sans Ian Curtis. But, uh . . .” Chipp recoils at the sound of his voice as it dominates both the scarcely furnished room and the phone conversation. “Anyway . . .”

“Hmm, didn’t know that.”

“Yeah, well, just because we’re young doesn’t mean we shouldn’t have some sense of history. After all, as soon as all these old people die, this is going to be our world.”

Heather laughs on the other end of the phone, twirling the cord around the floor like a jump rope.

“But I didn’t think we were going to live that long. Remember all that drunken talk about living fast, dying young, and leaving a good-looking corpse?”

“Well”—Chipp glances across the room at Randy, who’s checking the spelling of GODDESS—“some of us won’t even be able to get that right.”

Heather laughs and calls something out to her roommate that Chipp can’t hear, then returns to the phone.

“Listen, the reason I called is I wondered if you wanted to do something tonight. I thought maybe you could come over for a drink or”—she pauses for a second before adding—“something.”

“Hang on a second.” Chipp cups a hand over the mouthpiece as he whispers to Randy, “Hey, what are you doing later?”

“Going out. Sorry.”

Chipp rolls the decision over in his head for a few seconds before answering.

“Sure, why not.”

“Great. Come on over anytime past eight. Jen’s got a date so we’ll have the place to ourselves.”

After a few more minutes of small talk, Heather ends the conversation when Jen picks up another extension and starts dialing as a subtle reminder that she needs the phone. After Chipp hangs up the receiver, he notices that Randy has discarded the CUB is GODDESS T-shirt and has started all over again. Now he’s going over the letters, carefully thickening each line, trading the blank space of cotton for his newest slogan that reads DON’T BLAME ME, I VOTED FOR VELOCITY GIRL.
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Dave crosses the street carefully, looking both ways.

He smiles and pats the pocket of his moth-eaten secondhand blazer before skipping through the crosswalk. With his index finger and thumb he opens the jacket, peers inside, triple-checking that the check is still there. It is. He breezes into the bank, queues up, and alternately smiles at the guard and the video camera in the corner, unsure of who is the boss.

“Next!” a woman calls out to him, breaking his spell.

He saunters up to the counter and throws down the check. He signs his name with unreadable Picasso-like flair and then pushes it across the counter like a chess piece in the last stages of the game.

She picks it up as if it smells and looks queerly at the check, then back to Dave.

“Oh no, not again,” he begs, taking a deep breath. “Look, I’m Violent Revolution Records. Me! I own it! This check is made out to Violent Revolution Records, see? So this money belongs in my account. See?” Dave jumps up and down in front of the teller, who’s just sitting there, motionless.

The check is for twenty-seven dollars and is from a kid in Pennsylvania who wants the new seven-inch single by one of Dave’s bands, Bottlecap, a CD by another, The Disappointed, as well as a Violent Revolution Records T-shirt, one of which Dave is wearing himself. The check came in the morning’s mail to his post office box, and Dave’s plan for the day was to cash the check, buy some greatly needed groceries, and have a decent meal, events that hadn’t occurred in weeks.

“Sir, I’m sorry.” The teller finally breaks her frozen glare. “We just can’t cash this check.”

“Why not?”

“Your name is David Rowland, correct?” Her tone is flat and ominous. She stands there waiting for Dave to respond lamely in the affirmative when it’s pretty obvious who he is.

“Correct.” He tosses back his dirty-blond hair in an attempt to sublimate the growing anger.

“Now, this check . . .” She picks it up again to examine it. The words are in a childlike scrawl, the R in Revolution printed backward. Dave is beginning to hope that the kid who sent it was just horsing around. He runs a hand across his heated brow. Why didn’t I stay in college? he quickly thinks to himself. Why didn’t I get that damn degree? Why did I get into this damn business? Maybe my father was right. “This check is made out to Violent Revolution. Now, what is Violent Revolution anyway?”

“It’s my company.” Dave is squirming like an uncomfortable child who has had enough and just wants to go home. “I sell records, T-shirts, CDs. You know, small shit. I tell people to send cash or, if they have to, a check, but to make it out in my name. But some people are so stupid. I even had Maximum Rock and Roll put it in bold print: PLEASE MAKE ALL CHECKS AND MONEY ORDERS PAYABLE TO DAVID ROWLAND! But you always get some pinhead who insists on making it out to Violent Revolution, and then I always get this hassle.”

“I’ve never heard of that record company before. And how do I know you really own it? You could have gotten that check anywhere.”

Dave pulls back the brown blazer he bought last month at the Love Is Christ thrift store for six bucks, revealing a black T-shirt with a smiley face, a lit bomb, and the words VIOLENT REVOLUTION RECORDS, in vaguely ’70s lettering.

“Well, why did you name it that? Why couldn’t you have named it something nice, like . . . Capitol? Or RCA?”

He looks up wearily at the woman. Her skin is stretched so tight, he can see at least half a dozen veins through her cheese-cloth skin.

“Well, I don’t know. I always thought the name Violent Revolution was kind of catchy,” he says sarcastically.

“Now,” she says, quickly running out of patience, “you show me a piece of identification with that name under your photo and I’ll be more than glad to cash that check, but otherwise I am sorry.”

“But it’s my company.”

“Well then, why don’t you have a merchant account?”

“Because”—Dave sulks, leaning against the counter with all of his weight—“I really don’t do that much business. I mean, my regular job is being a waiter, but you know, one of these days I hope to— Look, this snotty-nose kid wants to buy a few records, so just cash the fucking check so I can send him his goddamn shit!” Dave suddenly finds himself shouting. The bank becomes eerily quiet. Where are the violins plucking out a Muzak “Papa Don’t Preach”? Where is the idle chatter of the customers that usually drives him insane? Instead there’s only silence and every eye in the place on him. A few seconds later he hears the faint buzzing of the video camera hoisted in the corner as it swings to the left, fitting him into view.

A small bald man in a brown suit approaches him.

“Now, sir, if you’ll just leave quietly.”

“But I need my fucking money!”

A security guard appears and sternly grabs Dave’s shoulder and begins forcing him toward the door. The cool air strikes Dave’s face as he’s shoved through the revolving plate glass door. He looks back just in time to see the ugly old woman behind the counter rip the check in two.

•  •  •

The Bradys never went to bed angry. Dave remembers this as he punches his time card on the ancient machine in the employee lounge of the Whales Fin that stamps the date and time with a hollow ping.

“It’s a good thing I’m not a Brady,” Dave mumbles, reaching for a stack of blank checks where they’re kept between the rows of fresh pepper grinders and old salad dressing containers now filled with croutons for easy dispensing, “because at this rate I’d be up all night.”

“You say something, Rowland?”

Dan, the manager, enters the break room and eyes his employee suspiciously. Glancing at his watch he notices that Dave is actually five minutes early for his shift rather than his recently habitual ten minutes late. “Clock out, Rowland. You don’t go on for another five.”

“But I was hoping to get started on my tables—you know, check out the salt and pepper left over from the lunch shift because sometimes the busboys will forget to. I mean . . . the lunch crew won’t—” He tries to stall, but Dan cuts him off.

“Clock out, Rowland,” he says as he glances around the room, looking for something else to criticize. Perturbed there is nothing else wrong, he turns on his heel and exits, but only after tapping his watch and saying, “Time is money, and that means minutes, too. It all adds up, Rowland.”

As Dan disappears down the hallway to check on the soft-drink dispensers stored in cardboard cubes in the rear of the restaurant, Dave hears the manager’s spiel continuing, “Minutes, Rowland. You may think it doesn’t add up, but it does.”

Dave steadies his time card, ready to clock back in for what now would be a measly three minutes, but instead places it back in its slot along with the others.

“Bad day, huh, Dave?” Carlos says, emerging from the bathroom sandwiched between Dan’s office and the employee lounge.

“Yeah, you could say that.” Dave picks up a starched white apron from the pile and wrestles with the knot, as he always does.

“How long you been working here? Eight months?”

“Six!”

“Whatever. And you still can’t tie that fucking thing?”

“It’s just I’ve got poor coordination. Get off my back.” Dave tries a few more times as Carlos watches him. “So are you going to help me or not?”

“Don’t I always?”

Carlos throws his cigarette into a big sink with dishes in it and puts his arms around Dave’s waist to retrieve the loose ends of the apron strings.

“Well, well.” Stacy walks in, wraps her purse up in its strap, and heads toward the lockers. “I’m not sure what’s going on here, but I’ll treat it like a UFO sighting. I know I saw something, but I’m not sure what it was.”

Carlos ties the knot tightly, causing Dave to gasp, and then leaves, shooting Stacy a look.

“That’s real funny,” Dave says, giving the knot some slack. “What, did you watch Stripes again last night?”

“Maybe I did. So what, it’s a good movie.”

“What’s this obsession you have with Bill Murray anyway?”

“It’s not an, uh, obsession.” Stacy starts nervously scratching her pale face, running a hand through her strawberry blond hair. “I just think he’s funny, that’s all.”

“How many times have you seen Ghostbusters?”

“Twenty. How many have you?”

“Twice. Now you see, that’s a normal number. Twenty’s an obsession.”

Stacy lunges forward.

“But what about that scene where he’s covered in all the goop and he has the cutest look on his face and he goes, ‘I’ve been slimed!’ I mean, that’s classic!”

“Big deal.” Dave positions his black folder filled with checks, wine lists, and specials in the small of his back, straightens his tie, and makes sure he has a few pens in his pocket. “It’s not like he’s Woody Allen or anything. He doesn’t even write his own material.”

“You’re just jealous.” Stacy brushes up close to Dave and then waltzes out of the room.

“Am not!” Dave shouts more than thirty seconds after Stacy has exited.

Before heading out onto the floor, Dave checks a diagram of the restaurant, which is divided into nine different sections. Tonight he is in station seven, which consists of a set of two tops and two booths.

“Not bad,” he mumbles, making his way through the kitchen, “as long as I don’t get triple-seated.”

As Dave moves through the dining room that is slowly filling up, he can’t help but imagine how many times this exact scene is being played out across the country. He thinks of all the restaurants in the United States, from every five-star gourmet establishment serving the latest in nouvelle cuisine to the greasy truck stops lining the freeways of the country (the far reaches where nobody in the joint can even say nouvelle cuisine). Dave thinks of all the other kids in his situation, doing what he’s doing, and it makes him feel incredibly small.

Dave takes a deep breath before approaching his first table, which consists of a middle-aged couple with a young boy. He pretends he likes them, introduces himself and then the featured meals of the evening, and pretends even more that he likes what he’s doing. Being a waiter is like being an actor, and Dave always feels as if he has a bad case of stage fright.

On his way back to the alley after taking their drink orders, he finds his limbs heavy, his movements slow and leaden with gloom. His sloping shoulders and arched back symbolize the “what’s the point?” despair that is coursing through his body.

“There are others out there tonight smarter than I am,” he thinks to himself as he fills a rocks glass with ice, Coke, and then a dash of grenadine and a cherry. “There are countless others winning the battle while I fall further behind.”

He steadies the Roy Rogers on his tray and heads back to the dining room to deliver the drink to the small boy who is sitting in his chair, on his knees with elbows poised on the back-brace and eyes alert, waiting for it.

Carlos, who’s in station eight, whizzes by Dave singing, “And the train conductor said, take a break station eight, you’ve been on this shift too long, take a break, station eight.”

“More like section eight,” Dave calls out to Carlos just as he’s leaving the alley, balancing a large tray with a Maine lobster at each end, facing each other at the center.

Throughout the evening the food comes out of the window at a good rate, something rare for the kitchen on any night, and the bills in Dave’s pocket, the tips he’s accumulated, are turning into a pleasant wad that bumps his left thigh every time he moves.

“Phoebe Cates on five,” Carlos rushes into the alley screaming. “Phoebe Cates on five,” he repeats, setting down a tray full of dirty dishes and checking for his appetizers in the window.

“Is this like the time you saw Gregory Peck up in the smoking section?” Dave asks as he scoops out ice using a glass instead of the metal scoop as he’s supposed to.

“Hey, don’t bring that up again.” Carlos tugs on a plate of fried zucchini and places it on a new tray. “Stoner, how about a bullet of red?” he calls through the window, then turns again to Dave. “It was dark, and I . . . got confused.”

“That guy was Mexican!” Dave laughs. He notices a chip in the lip of his glass but fills it up with soda anyway.

“Yeah, yeah,” Carlos grumbles, turning back to the window. “Stoner? Where’s my fucking sauce?”

Dave places the soda along with a glass of sweet tea and another of regular tea (with a straw in one to tell the difference) and heads out onto the floor, consciously making a pass by table number five. Sitting there is an attractive, dark, slightly European-looking girl with brown eyes, jet black hair, and a cute smile, but definitely not Phoebe Cates. Dave drops off his drinks, takes an order, and checks on another table before heading back into the alley where Carlos is still waiting for his marinara sauce.

“Close”—Dave begins to punch in his order at the computer next to the bar—“but no cigar.”

Carlos waves him off and finally completes his own order and heads out of the alley.

Stacy slides by with a pitcher of water, which means cheapskates are somewhere in her station, and says something like “What about The Razor’s Edge? Now that’s range!”

“That’s a remake,” Dave shoots back. “And not even a good one!”

Twenty minutes later she cozies up to him at the salad bar and whispers in his ear, “Come on over later. Caddyshack’s on TV. We’ll have a few drinks. It’ll be fun.”

Dave nods, then notices that an elderly couple who had been sitting at his booth and had mumbled something about an anniversary have gone, leaving behind their doggy bag and a twenty-dollar bill.

•  •  •

“The boys are back in town, the boy-oise are bah-ee-ack in townnn . . .” Dave is singing, off-key, trying to give his thin voice some semblance of soul. “The boys are back in town . . .” He pauses for a second as a pile of vomit makes a rush at his throat, but he manages to keep it down. His mouth is filled with an acidy residue, the reconnaissance unit of the vomit that never escaped. Sure that the moment of temporary sickness has passed, he drains the last of another beer and continues shouting, “The boys are back in town!”

“What in the fuck do you mean by that?” Stacy asks, taking a sip of her own drink, a wine cooler.

“The boys are, uh, back in town. Don’t you remember that song from that movie 48 Hours?”

“Sure. Not a bad flick. Would have been better with Bill Murray in either of those roles, but, yeah, what about it?”

“Well, that’s what that song is from.”

“Yeah, so? What’s the significance?”

“The boys who are coming back to town,” Dave says cleverly, proud of his song—subject matter link, “is my band Bottlecap.”

“Oh, the ones who have been out on tour?” She takes another sip and looks at the damage Dave has already done to her apartment—records scattered over the floor as well as half a dozen beer cans in various crushed states. “When do they get back?”

“They should be here”—he glances at his wrist even though he is not wearing a watch—“in no time. Their final show was last night in Kentucky, so I’m sure they’ve been on the road all day and night, heading back home. I figure they’ll be back in Kitty by the morning.”

The beers tickle Dave’s empty stomach and carry him further along faster than if he had eaten something before. Poised on the brink of a really good buzz, he feels his whole body start to go numb, his teeth go a little fuzzy, his vision become slightly blurred. He drains the last of the beer and then gets another.

“Jesus, Dave, that’s a six pack already. You’d better slow down.”

Dave stumbles toward the fridge and pulls out another beer. It’s always funny to find out the things he can’t do after drinking six or seven beers. He never knows beforehand. He always has to wait to do them, then sit back and see what worked and what didn’t. Sitting on the couch, he could have sworn he would be able to make it to the kitchen okay, but once up, his legs begin to fail him, his kneecaps turn to Jell-O, and it seems as if he’s negotiating the deck of a violently tossing ship. Stacy laughs and goes into the kitchen.

“You’re really a work of art, you know that?”

Dave sits on the couch staring at a poster for the movie Quick Change, which Bill Murray actually directed, or at least codirected. Dave wonders how someone does that. Would the other guy say, “Then the camera pulls back, swings left, and she gives her line,” and then Bill would just nod approvingly?

“Look, that’s it for the beer, and I’m all out of coolers. Here.” Stacy sets down a teakwood tray with some crackers, a bottle of wine, and some sliced cheddar cheese.

Dave scoots off the couch and onto the cool hardwood floor.

“Ritz crackers? Ooh, now that’s classy.”

“Easy, buster. You almost got Saltines.”

“And how are we going to end the evening? Making S’mores by the campfire?”

Dave’s head falls forward onto Stacy’s chest. She picks it up and tosses it back the other way, causing Dave to fall back against the couch with a thud.

“God, you’re being grumpy. And you have no reason to be. I saw that wad of tips you were counting in the dry box. How much was it?”

“Fifty,” Dave mumbles.

“Before or after tipping out?”

“After.”

“Not bad. I only made thirty-five, and I had a bigger station. Of course, that huge table of campers didn’t help anything.”

“Yeah, it was a good night, actually.” Dave regains a hold on things, thinking back to his disastrous afternoon at the bank. “If Dan hadn’t called and begged me to take Amy’s shift, I would have been having Where’s Waldo SpaghettiOs for the fourth night in a row.” Dave laughs and takes a sip of the wine, which is very good, along with a cracker. “Thank god Amy’s such a fuckup.”

“But what else? You seemed preoccupied.” Stacy puts a slice of cheese delicately on a cracker and slips it carefully into her mouth. Then she picks up the glass of wine and takes a sip. “And not just tonight, I mean. But lately. You’ve been, sort of, I don’t know, out of it, for the past couple of weeks.”

“It’s just . . . what the fuck am I doing with my life? Why didn’t I stay in school? Why did I come back to Kitty?”

“I thought it was because of the record label. To be close to the bands.”

“Ahh.” Dave shrugs her off. “That was just an excuse probably. I mean, I was at the University of Virginia, and my diploma, I mean, it was in fucking sight! And I just freaked out.” The small river of booze inside him is carrying him to a place he had long been avoiding. “Have you ever carried something that was just too heavy for you, and your arms just . . . gave out? They couldn’t hold it anymore? That’s what happened to me. And at the end it was like a building had collapsed. I just couldn’t take it.”

“But I still don’t understand. Couldn’t take what?”

“I don’t know, really. It’s just that every time I thought of graduation as being just around the corner, it freaked me out, because what was behind that corner? I knew I’d have to get a real job and that if I didn’t, everyone would look at me like a loser. Like, what’s this guy with a college degree doing peddling these seven inches and T-shirts by bands who eventually end up on the sides of milk cartons?”

Stacy laughs.

“You think that’s funny? My life is turning into a club date that no one shows up for. I just don’t know why I bother with anything these days.”

“Well, how are the records selling?”

The question hits him right in his queasy gut.

“Not so good. My weak stab at self-distribution is getting me nowhere. I can’t get my merchandise into any good stores or catalogs. I used to make a pretty good amount of change selling stuff wholesale to DISContent, but since the majors started leaning into Jim for selling used CDs, he’s used that as an excuse to squeeze a lot of smaller labels off his shelves. He said he couldn’t keep dealing with so many different small labels, so I can’t even sell my stuff there unless I go through a distributor like Mordam or Revolver. Do you know how humiliating that is? To not even be able to go into a record store in my hometown and see my stuff on the shelves?”

“I’m sure it’s just temporary,” Stacy says, cozying up to him on the floor even though Dave doesn’t register her presence.

“I hope so, because if I don’t start moving some records, they’re going to bury me in a coffin made of vinyl with a flip-top jewel case lid.”

Dave drains the wine and sets the glass carefully on the floor. He then puts his arm around Stacy’s waist, as if he knows that’s what she’s been waiting for.

“And what about all this?” Stacy twirls her arms around, like Vanna White showing off a washer and dryer.

“What? You mean being here with you?”

“What do you think I mean?”

Dave looks into Stacy’s eyes, which seem on the verge of something, either laughter or tears, but he’s too drunk to tell. She’s very good looking, and Dave has lusted after her for quite a long time. They’ve gotten together at a few parties but always seemed more like friends than lovers. He glances briefly at the TV screen where Bill (as Stacy refers to him) is dressed up in fatigues and is running around a golf course.

“Hello, Dave. Remember me?”

He leans in and puts his other arm around her.

“That’s better.”

Dave knows she feels about him the way he feels about her, which is nothing serious, but she’s got this need to be held tonight—-a need that Bill cannot fill from the TV screen.

“I like you, Stacy. I really do.” He shuts his eyes and seems to just sort of float away, the warm sensation in his stomach cradling him like a blanket.

As he holds Stacy tighter and she nuzzles her warm nose past the flap on his shirt and begins lightly kissing his chest, he thinks back to earlier that day when he was standing in line at the bank, arguing with the teller. He remembers the bubbling hate, the rage, and that “not again” feeling of disappointment. But here in Stacy’s comfortable apartment, holding this girl in his arms, he finally feels okay. Warm. How did McMurtry put it in that novel? Snug.

She was changing him, making the world a nice place to be. Dave just closes his eyes and smiles. In the back of his head he knows that the problems are still there: The dishes need to be done, Evatone won’t return his calls, Ben Weasel wants his DAT tape back if Dave can’t raise the money for the single. He knows that Stacy’s arms are something real, but they won’t stay around him for long. Fuck it, he thinks, please fuck it and please go away. Please let me be. Give that stillborn diploma and my problems to somebody else, anyone, even Stacy.

On the TV, Bill is in his bunker/apartment, surrounded by gardening equipment and a mound of plastic explosives. He cradles a rifle against his shoulder and pulls the trigger, garbling the words, “And that’s all she wrote.”
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“You looking forward to going back?” Mark asks, seeking out Gary’s bloodshot eyes from the rearview mirror.

Mark steers with one hand and with the other turns down the volume of the tape deck. Scrawl’s Velvet Hammer cassette drops in volume like jumping off a step, Marcy May’s voice dissipating into the far reaches of the dingy, dirty, off-white Ford Econoline 250 van.

“I’m relieved the tour’s over,” Gary finally says, scratching his belly, then his head, trying to scratch out a better answer, “but looking forward to going back? Uh . . . no.”

“Why not?” prompts Steve, who is sitting just a few feet away in the middle of the van with his back against Mark’s Fender Twin Reverb amp, his feet underneath a pair of rusted metal buckles in the floor where a bank of two seats can be installed. Right now the extra seats are gathering dust in Mark’s father’s garage, where they’ve been ever since Bottlecap commandeered the van for its three-month, ten-state tour. Now, on the way back, the van is dirtier than before, the tires seem flatter, and even the spirits of the three band members inside seem to be running low.

“Bllfff.” Gary exhales a lungful of air as an initial response before adding, “It’s just, go back to what? To being a fucking waiter? A telemarketer? Usher at the movie theater? Or whatever other job I’ll be able to scrounge up six months from now?” He rubs his gray eyes and then runs a hand through his jet black hair that in some places refuses to part for him. His fingers get stuck in large unwashed clumps like a car on an off-ramp that suddenly dead-ends. He chews with his nails at his itchy scalp, which he is almost positive is littered with lice. He glances down at his arm, his pale skin even whiter than usual thanks to being cooped up in the van or else in clubs and bars during the depressing autumn with its cool breezes and shortened days. Gary can remember only one sunset in three months, and only to the extent that it pissed him off, that the sun got in his eyes and made him squint, honk at other drivers, and generally be crankier than usual. All it made him do was curse at Mark for talking him into swapping shifts at the wheel. And now, like some pirate on the verge of scurvy, Gary sucks in his hollowed cheeks and looks forward to a square meal. Indeed, his bowels haven’t moved for nearly a week now while he was sure that Steve’s ass was at the opposite point, rumbling every, few hours like some sort of agitated California coastline, and this pissed Gary off, not because of envy but because it meant they were always having to pull off to a convenience store or the side of the road where Steve would jump out, relieve himself, and then jump back in quickly, causing the van to reek of shit.

“It’s not like I’ve got a cushy new job waiting for me or anything.” Gary sends the accusation flying into the front seat where it hits Mark in the back of the head.

“Hey!” Mark finds Gary’s gaze again in the mirror, beyond which are a few trucks, light traffic, and the sun going down that he hadn’t noticed before. “Don’t make it sound like that. My dad only offered me the job, and who said I’m going to take it?”

“Shit, you’d be a fool not to.” Steve says what Gary’s thinking. Steve’s blond cropped hair is standing on end, also the victim of inadequate rinses at various gas station bathrooms throughout the Southeast. “That cushy assistant librarian gig at the community college sounds like a dream. Well, maybe not a dream, but it sounds easy and it’s killer money. Besides, a friend of mine said it’d be working for the state, so you’d get benefits and raises at, like, regular intervals, not when some old fart finally notices you. Man, you’d be set for life.”

Set for life. The words ring in his ears the way the lyrics to “Remember That Day” were ringing before. Set for life. His father had also used that phrase when trying to convince him to take the job. Then, like now, it had the opposite effect. Where his father was trying to instill in him some sense of security, permanence, and responsibility, Mark had only seen stagnation, capitulation, and atrophy. Set for life. Mark passes a battered red Yugo that’s sputtering in the slow lane with a YO-♡-JALISCO bumper sticker and Nevada plates. Yeah, but what kind of life? Mark thinks. That’s got to count for something.

“It’s like,” Steve continues, “I’m in Gary’s shoes. I don’t have a job to go back to.” On a whim he actually glances at Gary’s shoes, only to find his feet in a pair of white socks, now gray, black on the bottom, and solid with dust, grit, and grime all over the ankle and shin area. “What I mean is, we’re fucked. After all, it’s not like this tour made us rich or anything.”

Gary slides over a few feet and rests his back on a brown cardboard box that is still filled with various Bottlecap merchandise: CDs, seven-inch singles, stickers, T-shirts. The box was supposed to be empty. In fact, the box shouldn’t even have been there. They should have ripped it into clean little strips in Louisville the night before. Instead, the cargo was riding back with them with only a small dent in the contents.

“Man,” Gary says angrily, “I’m going to kill Dave for making us lug all this shit around.” He knocks his sock into the side of the box, where it lands with a solid thud.

“Wait a second. Why is this Dave’s fault?” Steve asks.

“Because it’s his shitty record label. He pressed all these shitty records, and he’s the guy who booked all those shitty shows we just played where practically no one showed up and it was his idea to do this long tour anyway.”

“Yeah,” Mark calls out from the front seat, “except for that string of shows you set up using that Book Your Own Fucking Life booklet you bought at DISContent and your sister’s calling card. And actually the tour was your idea because you had just quit your job and were bored, remember?”

“I don’t want to split hairs.” Gary waves off Mark’s comments. “The point is . . . I don’t know how much longer we can continue like this.”

Even though the cassette in the tape deck had been turned down minutes ago and so had ceased to be heard, it clicks off when it runs out of space, the finality of it punctuating the tension in the van and startling everyone.

“What are you saying?” Steve says delicately, as if treading on thin ice.

“I’m saying . . .” Gary hesitates. He hadn’t planned to bring this up so soon. He was planning to wait until a few weeks after the tour, after he saw how easy it was for him to get yet another job. If he happened to luck into something fairly secure, he was going to tell his old high school friends and bandmates adios. Gary’s reasoning was, Sure, it was a long, strange trip, but enough is enough. “I’m saying that unless something big happens to us, that . . . that I’ll want out.”

“Big like what?” Mark asks, fumbling with the radio, trying to pop out the cassette, only it’s stuck halfway in and halfway out.

“Like, you know, we talked about sending out our CD to some big record companies, maybe trying to land a deal with a major. Things like that. It’s just I’m not looking forward to playing The Scene every Friday night with occasional trips down to Chapel Hill or up to Arlington. Being Kitty’s hotshot bar band is not what I want out of life.”

“Actually,” Steve nervously ventures forth, “I agree with that last part. This tour didn’t work out as well as I would have hoped either, and, well, I just don’t want to go back to being some high school party band.”

As the songwriter and de facto leader of the band, Mark feels like a parent trying to contend with two bawling kids on a tedious road trip. All he wants to do is pry out the cassette from the tape-eating player and hear side one again.

“Guys, I’m with you when we’re all talking about a career reassessment. And I know that if I take this job my dad’s offering, it would drastically cut down on our practice time and also our ability to play out-of-town gigs. That kind of thing was easy when I was working at the bookstore, but this will be a strict nine-to-five shift. Besides, my dad’s getting pissed off at all the mileage we’re putting on this thing.”

“ ‘Strict nine-to-five shift?’ ” Gary echoes the words Mark has just spoken in a whiny, effeminate voice. “Who in the fuck are you, Dolly Parton? Are you going to start growing tits and speaking in a twangy, fucking accent? Jesus, man, check your balls at the door, why don’t you.”

Steve laughs and leans across the space and holds out his reeking hand for a high five, which Gary is reluctant to return.

“You guys done picking on me?” Mark says as he finally gets a healthy amount of plastic between his index finger and thumb and yanks the cassette out of the player. He flips it over with a flick of his wrist and shoves it back in. A dim green arrow pointing toward the passenger door lights up, and Mark hears the clicking of the machine creaking into action, music filling the van.

“Your mother wants to know when you’re coming home for a weekend.”

Satisfied, Mark yawns, scoping out the darkening roadside for the icon of a thick fork set against the backdrop of a circle, representing a crude plate.

“Time to start looking for a place to eat,” he announces to his crew who are still infused in a combination of laughter from making fun of Mark and a puddle of self-pity for their own misfortunes.

“You know,” Mark calls out again as it gets harder and harder to find Gary’s eyes in the waning light, “you still haven’t answered my question. Are you looking forward to going back?”

Gary shrugs and tries to get comfortable on the cold steel floor, but after three months he should realize that it’s an impossibility. He glances out the back windows and catches a glimpse of the setting sun until it’s blocked by a billboard advertising Disney World. Then he sees the black limitless road, the interstate stretching out behind them to—he now believes after twelve weeks spent on it—eternity.

“Let’s just say,” Gary begins, his gaze still trailing out the filthy window, “that I’m looking back . . . to going forward.”

•  •  •

Steve’s eyes dart around the laminated Shoney’s menu, trying to gauge the future temperature of his intestines. He places a hand on his nauseous, toxic stomach and thinks he can actually feel the tubes twisting around, still trying to work through the Egg McMuffin and hash browns he defiantly shoved down just a few hours ago.

“Uh, I think I’ll just have a cheeseburger. Cheese is good for you, right?” Steve says cautiously.

“Oh, brother,” Gary groans, trying to remind himself to steal some extra napkins before they pile into the van for the last leg of their journey.

“Say, guys,” Mark begins as he slides his large menu, covered with garish photographs of various burger plates, tuna melts, and omelettes, into a wire holder behind the sugar, cream, and napkins, “I was just thinking. How’s about using some of our petty cash and staying at that motel across the road for tonight?” He jerks his thumb over his shoulder to the large building behind them, across the freeway but visible through the large plate glass window. “You know, get a good night’s rest and then head for Kitty first thing in the morning. Whaddya say?”

It takes the boys only a millisecond to react.

“Oh no you don’t, Pellion. You’re not pulling that shit,” Steve says quickly.

“Yeah,” Gary says, hot on Steve’s heels. “Not a chance in hell. Petty cash? That petty cash is my back rent money, which is, oh, three months overdue.”

“I hate to burst your bubble, Gary, but have you seen the petty cash lately?” Mark is referring to the cigar box kept under the driver’s seat where all the money made from and to support themselves on tour was kept. They started out with a few hundred bucks with the aim of making that back and more. They were coming home with under fifty.

“N-n-no. Why?”

“Because all the rent it’s going to pay is for one night.” He jerks his thumb again over his shoulder like a superstitious person with a shaker of salt. “Anyway”—he forgets the idea and motions to Gary’s menu still in his hand—“what are you having?”

“A heart attack,” he replies.

“Me,” Steve pipes up, still not listening to their conversation but examining his choices, “I think I’ll stick with my cheeseburger. With chili on top.”

The waitress comes and they give their orders: two burgers, and a turkey sandwich for Mark, odd man out. Steve and Mark both order root beer floats when Gary gets one for himself.

A few minutes later Gary breaks off a chunk of the submerged vanilla ice cream floating in the root beer with his long-necked spoon and says, “I know why Mark doesn’t want to go home yet, why he wants to spend another night away from home.”

“Why?” Steve asks anxiously. “Why?”

Mark would also like to know, but he figures Gary will explain even if no one shows interest.

“It’s because he has Laura waiting at home for him and he has a guilty conscience.”

“Guilty conscience?” Steve is shaken out of examining the dessert menu. “Why? Oh, because of the one-night stand?”

“It wasn’t a one-night stand,” Mark whispers, leaning across the table and then looking nervously around.

“Oh, really?” Gary takes a sip of his float, the two ingredients now melting into a creamy, frothy mixture. “So you’re saying that you’re going to have a deep, meaningful relationship with that whatever her name was. Hell, I bet you can’t even remember her name!”

“That’s not what I’m saying.” Mark tries to stall, hoping Gary doesn’t bet him because Mark can’t remember her name, either. “I’m just saying that it wasn’t as crass as all that. You know, a one-night stand, like I fucked her in the back of the van using my cymbal case as a pillow so she wouldn’t keep ramming her head into the wheel well.”

“Hey, don’t bring me into this,” Steve says, catching the obvious reference to one of his own exploits that happened outside the 40 Watt Club in Athens, Georgia, with a junior editor of Flagpole magazine. “Besides, that was different. I don’t have some girl I’ve been dating for, like, what’s it been now, three years?”

“Uh, four, actually,” Mark reluctantly acknowledges.

“Four?” Gary gasps. “Jesus, don’t you get any time off for good behavior?”

Gary and Steve laugh and punch each in the shoulders in the same way they’ve been doing all tour, and that’s really starting to annoy Mark.

The three meals arrive, and Steve and Gary dig into them instead of Mark.
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“ ‘I’m not your mother,’ ” Ashley says, popping a garlic puff into her mouth.

“It figures that’d be your first choice.” Craig tries to cross his legs underneath the small table but can’t. He takes the last bite of his Caesar salad, trying to choose from all of the song titles racing around his head.

“ ‘Feed Me,’ ” he finally says.

“Aha!” Ashley is quick to respond. “You said favorite Blake Babies song, and ‘Feed Me’ is a Juliana Hatfield song! Disqualified! Try again, buster.”

“But”—Craig tries to defend, but Ashley is tossing her blond hair back and forth, not even listening—“she based that on an early song that was a bonus track on the Earwig CD, remember?”

“No go.” She laughs, poking at her pasta. “Pick again.”

“Um . . . how about ‘Out There.’ ”

“Jesus!” she shouts, draining the last swig of her second glass of red wine and motioning toward the waiter for another. “How obvious! I mean, that was a single not to mention a video which got played all the time. Craig, you know I love you, but try to be a bit more original.”

“You know, there’s a reason they always pick certain songs to be singles. It’s because they’re the best! Why do you think they’re the singles?” Craig playfully slaps the table top. “Duh.”

“Yeah, but, that’s what’s so great about album tracks. You have to tread through a morass of substandard—”

“Okay, okay,” he cuts his girlfriend off. “It’s almost ten. They’ll be opening the doors at The Scene soon.”

“Big deal. We’re going to be the only ones there, and then we’ll have to just sit there and stare at Jack wash beer glasses for forty-five minutes. Oh, I forgot, you like to get the good bar stools.”

“Fine, you make a joke, but when we get there late and have to sit near that brass rail thing where everyone claws their way in to shout out their orders in your ear”—he quickly checks his watch—“you’ll thank me.”

“Back to the task at hand. Please?”

“Okay. ‘Girl in a Box.’ Happy?”

“A John song? Why would you pick a John song? That’s like saying your favorite R.E.M. song is ‘Near Wild Heaven.’ Why did you choose that?”

“Look, I like ‘Girl in a Box.’ It has good guitars, and it predates that whole Boxing Helena thing by a couple of years. And” —he plays his trump card—“it’s an album track.”

“Yeah . . . but . . . it doesn’t even have drums.”

“Okay, okay. How about ‘Temptation Eyes’?”

“That’s a cover!”

“All right, all right.” He searches his mind and, in memory, his record collection. “I’ve got it!” He snaps his fingers. “ ‘Lament!’ It’s off that obscure import EP I’ve got called Slow Learner, and it’s not a single . . . I don’t think.”

Ashley is silent, mulling over Craig’s choice.

“Okay,” she decides, nodding her head slowly, “I’ll accept that.”

“This reminds me of the time we saw them in Richmond, with the Lemonheads. Remember?”

“Yeah.” She thinks back three years ago to her undergraduate days when she and Craig were just starting to get serious. That night he had driven the entire way from the University of Virginia campus in Charlottesville to Richmond and back. When they finally got to his dorm, he wouldn’t let her go home, saying it was too dangerous to walk across the well-lit campus at three in the morning even though she lived only two buildings away. He was being half-honest. That was the first night they spent together. In the morning they slept late, skipped classes, and she made him breakfast. “That was fun.”

He takes another bite of his dinner, trying to swallow and laugh at the same time.

“I remember you kept calling them The Blakes all night.” He clears his throat and speaks in a falsetto: “Oh, The Blakes sound good live, don’t they? Isn’t Juliana the perfect lead singer for The Blakes? Wow, I really like The Blakes.” He chuckles and has to force down a mouthful of water so he doesn’t choke. “I kept thinking, ‘Wow, she’s cute and smart, but jeez, how pretentious.’ ”

She kicks him under the table but then keeps her slender leg there, sliding it up to his thigh.

“Hey, I never complain when you call The Velvet Underground The Velvets, or why don’t you just call Yo La Tengo, The Tengos? Or how about calling Some Velvet Sidewalk, The Sidewalks? Or maybe The Fastbacks. Well, okay, that last one was a bad example, but you do it, too!”

“Yeah, yeah,” he mumbles, adding under his breath, “The Blakes. Jesus.”

They both turn again to their meals and alternate small talk between bites. Ashley tells Craig a few stories about her classes that day and how her counselor thinks getting into a good graduate school should be no problem. For his turn, Craig tosses forth a few workplace anecdotes culled from his Round the Watercooler file. Then out of nowhere:

“Craig, would you cheat on me if you could?”

“What?” he asks nervously, his eyes darting around the small Italian restaurant.

“I asked,” Ashley says again, “would you cheat on me if you could?”

“Would I?” He stabs at a ravioli, swabbing the plate with it to soak it with sauce. “Or have I?”

“I don’t know.” She straightens up, pushing her back into her chair and her chin high into the air. “Have you?”

Craig examines her through the dim half-light of the restaurant, their sole light source a candle firmly ensconced in a wine bottle overflowing with the wax trails of many candles past. This makes her eyes flicker, her nose waver, and her eyebrows seem comically high. What exactly is she looking for? What has she found already?

“Now, Ashley, you’d better get working on your angel hair pasta, angel, if we’re going to make it in time to catch the opening band, and—”

“Oh, fuck the opening band.” She drains her third glass of wine in under half an hour. “You hate that band, Flat Duodenum Splits, or whatever the hell they’re called. I asked you a question.”

“But why? Why are you asking me this now? All of a sudden?”

“Well, it’s just . . . I got to thinking of that line from that song by The Blakes, ‘Cesspool,’ where she sings, ‘They’d do almost anything if the price was right enough,’ and, I don’t know, it just made me nervous. Like, you might if you had the chance.”

“No,” he says, exhausted. “I haven’t cheated on you.”

“That’s not what I asked. I mean, do you even want to?”

“What’s the difference? I love you and I’m not going to. I’m not going to mess up our relationship like that.”

“But you shouldn’t even want to. Don’t you see? You might as well already have done it.”

“Well then, if my wanting to cheat is the same as my actually committing the act, maybe I should then. Since, as you said, it’s all the same.”

“Stop kidding around, Craig. This means a lot to me. What if you could and I’d never find out? What if that Victoria’s Secret model you like so much came up to you and said she thought your growing paunch was très attractive. And what if I was away visiting my parents or something? What would you do?”

Craig makes the mistake of actually forming an answer.

“What’s taking you so long? You shouldn’t even have to think about it.” She reaches across the table and whacks him with a breadstick.

“Ashley, stop this, it’s ridiculous. Where is this coming from?”

“You know”—her tone grows softer—“we’ve been living together for a couple of years now, and . . . I don’t know . . . it’s just sort of cooled off lately. It makes a girl wonder.”

“Ash, we’re older now. It’s not such a big deal. Back when we were in college it was like we were getting away with something. I’d bribe my roommates to get lost or else we’d do it in the bathroom at your parents’ house while your father was mowing the lawn, but now . . .”

“What? You’re saying that once the challenge goes out of it that it’s no good? That it’s not even worth pursuing?”

“Of course not, Ash, it’s just . . . I don’t know. You do realize that you’re putting me on the spot like this, don’t you? It’s just . . . we’re more mature now.”

“Come on, Craig, don’t. Every time we have some crisis lately you say it’s just that we’re becoming more mature. Like when I commented on how we never talk in the morning over breakfast, never just sit and hug and kiss like we used to. I mean, I’ve never been this ailing Victorian romantic, but I’d just hate to admit all this atrophy in our relationship is due to maturation. It sounds more to me like decomposition.” She shakes her head, trying to get the subject out of her mind. She grabs hold of her slight buzz and tries to hang on to it. In a sober state the real world is too scary a place to return to. Stay here awhile. Craig looks nicer from here. Like he used to be. Like how I remember. Like when I first met him. The way he did that made me fall in love with him. But now . . . “It’s just . . . I need to know that we still mean something to each other.”

“Of course you mean something to me,” he says, grabbing her knee under the table.

Ashley spots a couple sitting across from them who are most likely on their first date. She’s feeding him a spoonful of cheesecake while he’s making choo-choo-train noises. It makes Ashley want to go over and say, Don’t get used to it. It ain’t going to last.

“Look, Ashley, it’s ridiculous to discuss this right now. Just let me pay the check so we can get out of here and hit the club, grab a couple of drinks, and then go home, okay? It’s not even eleven, and already I’m not having a good time.”

“Fine.” She juts her chin out and crosses her arms over her chest. “If you want to go listen to some stupid rock band while our relationship is on the rocks, go right ahead.”

Craig ignores her, pulls out his wallet, and places a twenty and a five on the table.

“By the way, Ashley,” he says, getting up and slipping his wallet back into his jeans, “you do know that ‘Cesspool’ was a single, don’t you?”
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“Where you headed?”

Eileen hears the voice only slightly and at first doesn’t even think it’s real. She attributes it to some old country-and-western song playing on the jukebox with a middle-eight break like “Girl, since you left me, ain’t nothin seems to be workin out right.” But when the question is repeated, “Where you headed?”, after the song has died out and the jukebox is mute until another sucker/customer plops in a quarter, Eileen realizes someone is trying to talk to her.

“What?” she asks again, broken out of her nebulous thoughts.

“I said,” remarks a slimy-looking guy to her left, “where you headed?”

Before answering, Eileen surveys the situation: While gassing up at some godforsaken Chevron station just outside the Virginia state line she spotted the little honky-tonk dive where she’s presently nursing a Long Island Iced Tea, giving serious thought to driving to Long Island instead of home. Unable to sit for another hour in the driving position she’d been in since leaving Florida almost ten hours ago, she decided to get off the freeway for a drink and some rest. She’s supposed to be heading back from her grandparents’ house in Jacksonville to her own hometown, Baltimore, where her apartment, parents, friends, and job are waiting obediently for her.

“Where you headed?” he finally asks again, his determination at least admirable.

Eileen glances at her recently purchased Mickey Mouse watch. 10:39. Better hurry if I want to hit Maryland tonight. But do I?

“Um, New York.” Unable to judge the mental capacity of the strange man due to the dim lighting in the bar, Eileen lies. Safer just to lead him astray than have him following her down the interstate.

“New York, eh? Wow, the big city. Where you comin’ from?”

Just go, go away, is what all her friends advised. Take some time for yourself. Take some time to forget about Don. Forget about the breakup. Go. Go find yourself And yet three weeks of somnambu-lating at her grandparents’ condo in Florida had only left her pissed-off, edgy, filled with even more dread. And now, halfway home, with just a few more hours to go, Eileen keeps thinking: What home?

From across the room a sound is heard like a marble falling down a pachinko chute as a cowboy in the corner drops a quarter into the jukebox. “All my exes live in Texas, that’s why I reside in Tennessee.”

“Oh.” Eileen stumbles again, speaking up over the music as she delivers yet another lie. They were right; they did come easier over time. “I was coming from Texas.”

“Really?” he drawls, moving over a bar stool.

Now that the guy has moved in even closer Eileen can see that he’s an inch or two below her own meager five feet five and so may not be as much of a threat as she had first thought, but she’s still not taking chances. She feels the back of her head, her long black hair up in (she hopes) an unattractive ponytail. In the large Rolling Rock mirror behind the bar she notices that her brown eyes are sagging. She pats down the pockets of her faded Levi’s for the little tin Sucrets box with the assorted pills inside, but it’s nowhere to be found. Damn. Left it in the car.

“Texas?” The man laughs. “Well, then, what in hell are you doing here? You could have taken Route Sixty-six all the way across and gone straight through!”

“Yeah, well.” Eileen gets nervous and takes a quick sip of her drink; instead of galvanizing her, it only makes her more jittery. “I was visiting friends in, er . . .” Her mind races. She remembers watching the news last night to get a weather report, to make sure no tropical storms were going to attack the East Coast, even though she was sort of hoping they would because it would mean putting off her drive home yet again. She’s trying to remember the shapes of the states in the little southeastern part of the country, and perhaps from there a familiar name. “Atlanta?” she says, unsure of her answer.

“Oh, yeah, I guess I see that,” he says, figuring out the route in his head. The man, satisfied with her answer, leans on the bar and orders another beer. He motions to order another for Eileen as well, but she politely declines.

“So what you got waiting for you up in New York? A job or a man?” He takes a deep drag off his beer and then spits on the floor.

“A . . . job,” she stammers. “In . . . advertising.”

“Oooh,” he draws out the word. He reaches one hand inside his forest green flannel shirt and scratches before adding, “Big bucks.”

“Yeah, well.” Eileen tugs at her black T-shirt that is frayed around the collar. Inside she’s laughing. Advertising, ha! Back in Baltimore I was a waitress and lucky to get that clerical job at the shelter.

“You see, I used to drive a truck to Chicago, so I know what that part of the country is like, and you listen to me, little girl. You’d better watch your head around them Yankees up there. ’Specially a pretty little girl like yourself.”

The truck driver launches into some Carveresque monologue consisting of interstate anecdotes of unloading at The Wharf, the dream diner meal and that one waitress years ago, and he wished he had ridden her curves rather than the road’s one more time. Eileen catches lines or words every few minutes, like, “You ever had ribtip?” and “Take it from me, never take Greyhound cross-country,” but for the most part she just swivels on her stool, unable to respond. She remains silent mostly because the man’s conversation is like gridlocked traffic with no space to cut into, but also because she can’t even muster up enough strength to be rude. The moves just aren’t coming to her, and so she lets the man continue his incessant talk of Pe-terbilts, exit books, Illinois State Troopers, the best damn coffee from Mississippi to Michigan.

“Listen, honey.” The man stops for a second, patting down his blue down vest. “I can’t stand to watch you suck on those ice cubes anymore. Let me buy you another.”

“You know what, Buck?” Eileen says, rising off the bar stool and heading for the door.

“My name’s not Buck, but what?”

“I can’t stand it, either.”

•  •  •

None of the exits have names, only numbers. She is looking for Piney Grove Avenue, and three exits back the sign announced that the role of Piney Grove Avenue would be played tonight by Exit B12, as if it were a vitamin for her aching, an elixir for her discomfort, a panacea for her traveling woes. Five minutes later she is staring at the blue-and-white reflecting letters, Exit B12, and it doesn’t mean anything until her brain clicks—three seconds too late, of course. Don’t worry about it, she decides. It’s not worth swerving over three lanes like a maniac to make the ramp. I’m sure there’s another Waffle House down the road.

The towns keep flashing by: Emporia, Jarrat, Stony Creek. The road signs appear in the headlights and then disappear just as quickly: Gas, Food, Lodging. Welcome. Thanks for Visiting. Good-bye. 195 winds into the night like a chain of Christmas lights, lit up and tangled, twisting and turning.

The highway is filled with truckers and empty space, and she keeps running into both. The truckers flash their brights as she goes by, which always makes her paranoid and mad. She resents being told what to do, as if she should take their advice as to when to cut back into the fast lane. They’re bored, doped up on pills, so she cuts them some slack, thinking, So am I.

Eileen fishes the old tin Sucrets box out of the glove compartment of her yellow VW Bug. She places it on her lap, alternately keeping her eyes on the road and glancing down at her midsection, trying to pry open the pillbox with one hand. Finally it opens with a pop. She picks out two black capsules, places them at the back of her throat, closes her mouth, and expertly musters up enough spit to swallow them.

“Ahhh,” she sighs, forcing the pills into her empty stomach with a few birdlike jerks of her head.

A white Mazda drives by with a Matador Records sticker cluttering the small rear window. It passes her and she blinks her lights like a seasoned pro, guiding her four-wheeler through the crisp night: It’s okay to pass now, honey, the coast is clear. Let me ride inside your slipstream for a little bit while you take the lead.

Her limbs have practically frozen in their position—her arms clutching the wheel at ten and two o’clock as Mr. O’Brien taught her seven years ago in driver’s ed. The ankle of her left foot, feeling as if it were cast in stone, rests lightly on the clutch just in case she needs to downshift unexpectedly, yet looking out at the limitless horizon makes her think there could be worse things than resting her foot on the dash for a couple of miles. Her eyes keep watering, keep wanting to be closed, keep feeling as though they’re going to rise up in revolution and close the gates for good. She had planned to drive straight through, but now, at two o’clock in the morning, even with the pills popping to life in her stomach, it doesn’t look as if that will happen.

She pulls off at exit C15 and cruises into the parking lot of another Waffle House. The engine dies in a fit of knocking, like a smoker with a hacking cough.

“Table for one, sweetie?” The host is an oldish man with about twelve teeth and just as many strands of hair. His tie is untied, simply looped around his neck like the strap of a saxophone. “If you need any company, I’ll be in the back.” His wink is a silent insult.

“Don’t let him bother you none. He’s like an old toothless dog,” an old waitress is talking gaily, waving around her order pad like a baton. “He’s like a dog with no teeth—all bite, no bark or, well, you know the saying.”

“Heh, heh,” Eileen squeaks out, her voice cracking. It isn’t until she speaks that she realizes her ears haven’t fully popped after coming down a steep grade fifty miles ago. For a few minutes it’s like being in a badly dubbed Japanese horror film: Her words trail along two seconds after her lips say them, hopelessly out of synch.

“I said,” the waitress is repeating, “what can I get cha?”

“Oh, just a tuna salad on wheat . . . and coffee.”

“On the double.”

As the waitress is posting the order on the empty steel wheel hanging from the kitchen window, the host pinches her ass, laughing as she turns around to slap him. He slinks to the front of the restaurant, laughing madly, as if he’s gotten away with something, which, Eileen figures, he has. The waitress looks over at Eileen, then away, into the salad bar, the rack of dirty silverware, anywhere to avoid looking into Eileen’s eyes.

Eileen tries to crack her back, stretching her tense muscles; her jeans make farting noises as she shimmies against the orange plastic booth. She grabs the small silver box offering white paper napkins on two sides. She looks at the mirrorlike surface, measuring her own reflection in the slightly curved image; her face appears much wider and taller than usual. Her brunette hair is still up, but now a dozen strands have come loose from the bone pin. She brings the napkin holder closer, getting a look at her dark brown eyes, which are circled in pools of dull black skin. Her face is all around sort of worn out, her usually slightly pale complexion now ghoulishly white. Depressed, she puts the napkin holder down and fishes through her pocket for the Sucrets box, but she left it in the car, again.

As Eileen is getting up, the waitress brings her a pot of coffee along with a caddy of cream and sugar. “You need anything, you just holler, ya hear?”

Eileen sits back down, empties two packets of sugar into the beige cup, and adds a large dollop of cream until the coffee turns to the color of the mug. While waiting for the coffee to cool, she examines the plastic tent display listing the “Waffle House’s Homemade Desserts.”

“Scrumptious old fashioned cheesecake,” she reads; the slice looks withered underneath the studio lights. It’s a bad sign when the food doesn’t even look good in the photos. The pitch continues: “Just like Mom used to make.”

Mom never did. She laughs.

Eileen looks out the dirty restaurant window and into the darkness, seeing more of her own reflection than any of the landscape. From her seat in the diner she can see the highway, raised about two stories, taillights passing by every few seconds.

“There you go,” the waitress says brightly, putting the food down in front of her.

It looks unappetizing. The lettuce is brown, the tomato badly bruised, lacerated, third-degree burn. Eileen pushes the plate away as soon as the waitress retreats. Instead she grabs the seat, trying to hold on to something. She braces herself, grabs each shoulder tight, just trying to get a grip. It suddenly strikes her that she’s really not going anywhere. There is nothing left for her in Maryland. The vacation to calm her nerves instead only set them on a low boil, and she was going back now as bad as she had been before, if not worse. She sings to herself a line from her favorite Tom Waits song: “And it’s true there’s nothing left for him down here.” It’s how she feels right now. The pills on her tongue at the back of her mouth are a sweeter memory than her last relationship, and all she can do is look forward to the next black beauty and not a man.

She reconsiders the meal and takes a few bites of the sandwich, gets a few refills of coffee. After another half-hour she’s feeling a little bit better, although she realizes she’ll have to stop in about fifteen minutes to go to the bathroom. The waitress skips by, dropping off the check: $4.28. Eileen drops a five and a one on the table and waves to the waitress as she leaves.

As Eileen gets into the car, her bones instantly assume the position. She tries to start the car, but nothing happens. “Oh, fuck.” She tries again. It won’t turn over, won’t anything. In desperation she turns on the radio, which works. She tries the headlights. They work, too. “Maybe I’ve flooded it,” she hopes, saying the words out loud so the engine will hear her. She waits a few tense minutes, cursing under her breath, then tries again. Nothing. She gets out of the car, kicks the fender, jumps in, and tries again. Nothing. Just as she’s beginning to pound on the steering wheel, she hears a knocking on the windshield.

“ ’Scuse me, miss? Car trouble?”

It’s the waitress, standing in the parking lot, a burgundy wind-breaker pulled over her yellow waitress outfit.

“Huh? Oh, yeah. I was driving from Florida to Maryland, and I don’t know. I stopped earlier, and it started then, so . . . I don’t know what could be wrong.”

“Hmm, pop the hood. Let me take a look.”

A few minutes later the waitress is touching various tubes, checking the oil, tapping her finger against the fan belt.

“I really appreciate this,” Eileen says, “but don’t you need to get back in there?”

“Huh? Aw, heck no. You’re the first table I’ve had in over an hour. Besides, if anyone goes in, I’ll see ’em. I just thought you might need a hand.”

Poor old lady, Eileen thinks, glancing up at the interstate where every car except hers runs perfectly. Nothing better to do than help stranded motorists after she’s served them dinner. Talk about service.

“Look, darling, we’d better push this into the gas station next door. I think Hal’s on duty till six A.M. You steer, I’ll push.”

At first the car just heaves one way, then lurches back in the opposite direction. This is never going to work, Eileen thinks, until slowly, inch by inch, the VW starts crawling toward the Happy Face Gas ’n’ Go. They steer it around the back, and Eileen can see through the window a small office with a light on.

“Wow, thanks a lot!” Eileen jumps out of the car. “I don’t know what I would have done without—”

“It’s nothing. In fact, take this.” The woman shoves a ten-dollar bill into Eileen’s surprised hands and then embraces her in a bear hug. Before Eileen even has a chance to turn down the offer, the waitress continues. “Whatever you’re going through, honey, whatever’s wrong, things will get better.” She lets go, stands a few feet away, and looks dramatically into Eileen’s eyes. “It will, trust me.” She then skips across the parking lot back to the restaurant.

“Well, well, what do we have here?”

A tall lanky guy, about ten years older than Eileen’s own twenty-three, is standing beside the car in greasy overalls, looking over both the car and her.

“I’m not sure. I was driving to Maryland, uh, from Texas . . . I mean, Florida. It just . . . stopped.”

“Let’s take a look.” He props open the hood the way the waitress did minutes before. He fiddles with a few things, goes aahhh and hmm like a doctor does when he asks you to take a deep breath and stick out your tongue, and then tells you with a smile you have six months to live.
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