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L.A. Child and Other Stories

Penny Jackson




Before

It’s too easy. That’s the problem. Or that’s part of the problem. I mean Robin’s the problem. My problem. But my buddy Josh told me he had the answer. 

Josh just left in his new red BMW, an early graduation present from his dad. At first, when Josh phoned to say he was stopping by, I thought he was just coming by to brag about the new wheels. But when he showed up at my door, and said we needed to go down to the basement, like NOW, I didn’t know what the hell he was talking about.

So when we went down to the basement and Josh dug deep inside the bottom of his backpack and took out this shoebox, a shoebox from Keds, I sure as fuck didn’t expect a gun. I think I even laughed.

I laughed because I thought it was a toy. Like when Josh and I were kids, and played Batman and Robin, and my dad bought me this stupid toy gun set. But Josh picked it up in a way I knew it wasn’t a toy, and when he placed it on the table I knew we weren’t in first grade anymore.

“What’s up?” I asked. I didn’t want to seem too freaked out in case Josh would tell everyone I was a pussy.

“What do you think, Scotty?” Josh was grinning. Grinning like he just won the lottery. What the hell was happening? This was Josh, who was off to Cornell and volunteered with homeless kids at the shelter and would probably be the senior class valedictorian. Who was the captain of the track team and had a dimple on his chin that made all the girls go crazy. Josh, with his blonde hair and blue eyes and should be heading out to California instead of freeze-your-ass-off-Ithaca, New York. 

First thing I thought of was my mom. She hates guns. I mean, she took a bus to D.C. in order to stand in a crowd for hours in the broiling sun to protest about gun control. And hey, I’m with her. That Newtown Connecticut horror, that was beyond. Way beyond.

Josh is staring at me and rolling his eyes. “Man, your face is literally grey. Don’t tell me you’ve never seen a friggin gun before?”

I gulped before I could speak. “Where did you find this,” I said, trying not to show how fucking freaked out I was with a revolver on my mom’s basement Backgammon table.

“A gun is easy to buy,” is all Josh answered. “Ever heard of Craigslist?”

“No effing way did you buy this on Craigslist,” but Josh sat there, very still, and I knew that wherever he bought it, it might have been Craigslist after all.

Josh stood up and started pounding around the room like he was really pissed.

“So you’re not going to like get on your knees and thank me?” 

“It’s not like I asked you for this!” I was really beginning to sweat and the room was even beginning to spin. A gun. A gun in my Mom’s basement. Were there bullets in it? I mean, even at camp, I never wanted to touch a bow and arrow. Hell, I still have to close my eyes at the doctor’s office when they draw blood. 

“You DID say you wanted to kill Robin,” Josh said.

That was kind of an exaggeration. I did say at one point that night, the night I found out that Robin fucked my younger brother at a football team party that I wanted to blow her brains out. But I was so messed up with half a bottle of Jose Cuervo and a couple of Xanax I stole from my mom that I can’t be responsible for anything I said. I really wanted to kill Billy, my brother, but that would break my mom’s heart. Anyway, Billy said that Robin begged him for it, and he was drunk, and it was in the dark in the bushes, and it was only in the morning when he found Robin’s bra on the grass that he realized what he did. He whimpered a little and said he was a shit and that I should punch him. I wanted to punch him, I really did, but instead I took his favorite guitar and smashed it against the floor. I didn’t know whether to believe him or not but Billy is a blood relative and Robin, well, Robin was my girlfriend, but she sure wasn’t family.

“I didn’t mean it,” I said, still staring at the gun. It was black and solid and although now I’m not sure, then I thought I smelled gunpowder. Josh picked up the revolver and placed it in my hand. 

“Eight bullets, buddy,” he said. “I counted.”

Shit. This was the real thing. It felt heavy like a gun and cold like a gun. This wave of pure panic, pure fear, like a tidal wave, suddenly hit me so hard that I almost fell to the floor.

I tried to keep my voice steady. “Do you really think I want to kill Robin and go to jail for the rest of my life?” I asked Josh, who was checking out my family’s old collection of board games like Monopoly and Clue

“Fuck no!” Josh said, turning to me. “Just scare her a bit. Wave it around her face till she starts sobbing. Begging forgiveness. That’s why I got it for you, man. Robin needs to show you some RESPECT.”

“I don’t want this,” I said to Josh, the gun still in my hand, and that was when I heard my mom walking down the stairs. I panicked and I threw the gun in my school backpack. My mom had gone to Cornell, so she and Josh bullshitted about Ithaca and which frat Josh would join and before I knew it, Josh was gone, my mom was upstairs cooking dinner and now I have a revolver wedged in next to my SAT Prep book in my backpack.

So here I am right now, standing in my room, door locked, staring at a gun. 

I guess I have some options here.

 

1. I could call the cops. 

2. I could drive to the waste dump and thrown it away.

3. I could tell my brother, who would have been scared shitless, which would not have been a bad thing since he’s the one who fucked Robin.

4. I could call my dad in New Hampshire, if he cared, but since his new marriage, he didn’t really want to deal with me or Billy because he just inherited not two but THREE news sons from Rebecca, his new wife, so let’ s just say dad was overwhelmed.

5. I could tell my mom, who would have been completely freaked out and probably never speak to me again.

6. The one thing I couldn’t do was call my best friend, Josh, who is trying to make me a criminal.

7. I unzip my backpack and it was still there, a solid piece of metal at the bottom of my bag and I’m trying to figure out how this all happened in what, fifteen minutes?

* * *

Okay. This is how I’m dealing with the situation. I’m drunk. I’ve got a bottle of Johnny Walker Red which I’m drinking and I’ve smoked two joints too which I stole from my brother, who stores them in the potter’s shed in the garage. I need to get wasted. No way can I deal with this sober. 

So here’s what happened in the last hour. I took my backpack upstairs to my room, locked the door, took the gun out and put it on my desk, next to my computer, and just stared at it. Stared at it and stared at it until it became part of me, like another arm or leg. I was the gun and the gun was me. And I could hear Billy upstairs with his friends Paul and Mick, heard them laughing, and I was pissed. Were they laughing at me? Were they joking about Robin? But like I said, there was no way I could shoot my own brother.

So the only other person was Robin.

But how could I kill Robin? I loved her. I mean, I absolutely loved her so much that even saying her name, Robin, made me sweat and shiver. Maybe I still love her. But she absolutely broke my heart. Like my heart was shattered in the same way if you threw a rock at a mirror. I worshipped her. I once even stole her hairbrush, so I could always have something of her, just tangled bits of blonde strands.

I told my mom I was sick and wasn’t having dinner. I kept looking at that gun and then I smoked the joints and then I started on this bottle of Johnny Walker that I stole from my dad’s house last year when I visited him, not because I wanted the booze but because I wanted to take something from him that he loved. And my dad loved his whiskey. 

So this is the plan. I’m finishing this bottle. Then I’ll head over to Robin’s house. I’m going to wait to two in the morning; just to be sure her old man is asleep. This has to be resolved. Now.

* * *

Shit. Shit. Shit!

So I’m at Robin’s house and I call her from my cell phone. She shows up pretty friggin fast. She’s terrified of her dad, but I knew she was also scared about me.

“Jesus, Scott,” she says. “Do you want my dad to like ground me forever? I’m already in trouble since he found I stole all his vodka for the senior party.”

“Robin, we need to talk.” She takes a deep breath I tell her in a low voice that makes her sharply take a breath, like she’s about to jump underwater. I can smell the fear in her—sweat and something else, almost like an animal. We’re standing under her yellow porch light. Robin’s wearing blue pajamas that could have belonged to a sixth grader, decorated with teddy bears. Her blonde hair streams past her shoulders, and she’s rubbing her eyes like she isn’t sure she’s still dreaming. She’s beautiful; Robin, and her beauty really hurt me. I thought if I shot her in the face she wouldn’t be so beautiful anymore. My head’s aching and I taste bile at the back of my throat. My legs feel wobbly but I’m trying to stand still. The gun’s in the left pocket of my leather jacket. This is the same leather jacket Robin had given me for my birthday last year. It doesn’t smell like leather but of her shampoo, since she always liked to lean her head against my shoulder. It’s so dark Robin can’t notice the buzzing cicadas or the way my eyes must now look as I’m staring at her. And she would never think I’d have a gun.

“I told you, Scott, I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I don’t know why I did it.”

The words are spilling so fast out of here that they sound almost slurred, and she is shivering even though it’s hot. Maybe her teeth are even chattering 

Everything Robin is saying is true. She did tell me to back off. That her parents really screwed her up. That her dad hit her and her mom slept with half the fire department. Maybe her fucking Billy was Robin’s way of really pushing me over the edge. Telling me to stay the hell away. And I should have. I should have never seen her again.

I swear I’m about to leave but something suddenly in Robin’s face makes me do it. Makes me take out the gun. Maybe a passing car light, but I’m sure she’s smiling. Laughing at me.

Immediately Robin starts to cry. And I’m happy. Robin didn’t cry when she saw me on my frigging knees, sobbing, when I found out about her and my brother, but she sure is sobbing like a baby when she sees the gun.

And that’s how I finally understand.

“Don’t, please don’t, oh Scotty no no…” and I see the fear in Robin’s eyes, like a deer about to be hunted. She should run away but instead, she sinks to the ground and starts clinging to my knees. “I’ll do anything you want, Scotty. Anything. Just please don’t kill me.” Her voice sounds all blubbery, like her throat is already choked with blood.

As I watch Robin rock back and forth, making this weird wailing noise, this is what I think:

Do I really want to kill my ex-girlfriend?

What about college and all the other stuff I wanted to do, like working at the Olympics?

As for jail, well who wants to spend the rest of his life in a cell with a bunch of crazy psychopathic murderers? Of course I would be a crazy psycho murderer too.

But man, that gun, it gives me a jolt. All right, I’ll say it. Holding that gun, seeing Robin practically melting like Jell-O, gives me a hard-on.

“Please, Scott. I’ll do anything,” Robin says again and again. “Anything you want.”

And I know she would. She would do anything. That’s the power of a gun. A blowjob right there. Robin would probably let me fuck her too. Anything so I wouldn’t shoot her. That’s why no one should have a gun. Because I’m basically a good guy, a nice guy who was hurt by his girlfriend but I’m not someone who wants to kill someone. I’m not like those monsters at Columbine, or the autistic son of an arms freak in Newtown. I’m just a normal senior at a Boston suburban high school that SO fucking wishes his fucking girlfriend didn’t fuck his brother. As I stare at Robin, who is now just like weeping and weeping, I number my options. 

1. I shoot Robin and escape detection and the police think it’s a random robbery.

2. I shoot Robin and end up in prison for the rest of my life.

3. I shoot my brother and end up in prison.

4. I shoot Josh and end up in prison.

5. I shoot Robin and myself and everyone thinks we died in a lovers’ suicide pact.

6. I shoot Robin, Billy and me and we are dead in what the newspaper will post as a “deadly family love triangle.”

7. I shoot Robin and my brother, and then drive to New Hampshire to shoot my dad, his new wife, and his three new stepsons. A real family massacre.

So what do I do? 

I tell Robin that the gun is fake. A toy. That I just want to scare her. And I’m sorry. She runs back into her house so fast it’s like seeing a bolt of lightning.

Me? 

I fall to the ground and weep.

Then I puke all over my new sneakers. 

* * *

I wouldn’t speak to Josh at graduation today. I didn’t speak to Robin either, but she stayed far away from me and looked so friggin grateful that I didn’t kill her.

Billy doesn’t know anything. Neither does my mom. And Robin, Robin won’t tell anyone. And Josh doesn’t seem to even care. He probably forgot all about it. But I didn’t.

Now, when I look in the mirror, I think, I could be James Holmes, Aurora, Colorado. If you shoot one person, it’s so easy to shoot another.

And another.

A movie theater. 

A school. 

A whole town.

After Josh gave me his gift, I was different. Now I can’t ever get back to being the same again. And I can’t get rid of this fucking gun. Every time I pick it up, I put it right down. It’s stored in the back of my closet, in my soccer bag, right next to my cleats. 

Sometimes I wake up in the middle of the night, screaming till my throat’s raw.




All Alices

They told her to be there at eight a.m. sharp. Anyone arriving late could not be guaranteed a place. Jessica brushes her teeth twice and wears extra-guard deodorant. Her mother is still busy fixing the hem of her new dress. Silver pins are stuck in her mother’s mouth; in the early morning hour, her mother’s face looks grey.

“Tell them you can sing,” her mother mumbles, “do that number out of West Side story: Tonight…tonight…”

“I can’t sing, Mom. You know that.”

“Tell them anyway, honey, tell them anyway.”

Her brother slumps into the room, rubbing his eyes. He really doesn’t mind taking Jessica all the way out there, but doesn’t let on.

“Come on, c’mon,” he shouts, “I ain’t got all day. Got a baseball game and there’s Raiders playing at the Coronet and Larry and Joey will be at the shore and I’ll murder anyone, absolutely anyone, who stands in my way.”

He is watching his sister. All his friends think she is a piece. A bit flat chested, no ass, but nice hair. Blonde. When she walks down the street, it swings over her shoulders like a golden wave.

“COME ON!”

“I’m just about finished, Jeff, go ahead and eat your eggs while they’re still warm.”

She starts sweating. The deodorant promised twenty-four hour protection. She places two Kleenex beneath her armpits and wipes. She wonders if she should put a few Kleenex in her bra. A girl from her gym class did that and told Jessica that’s how she got her job at Brew Burger Barn. And that girl was making fifty dollars a night on tips alone. Jessica places a crumpled tissue in her left cup. It itches and crinkles next to her skin. Her mother sighs.

“It’s about finished now. I hope it’ll do. God knows I couldn’t have done much better.”

Her daughter slips the dress over her head. She still thinks it’s too long, and her ankles look thick. But she nods her head and tries to smile.

In the kitchen her father reads the paper. He does not look up as she walks through. The kitchen table is still dirty from the night before; Jessica knows it will be sticky and moist to touch.

“Get the job,” her father yells as she walks into the cool morning air. She sniffs beneath her armpits, runs her tongue quickly over her teeth. She is ready.

* * *

The employees’ entrance is behind a roller coaster called The Cyclops. Motionless, Jessica thinks it looks like a great wiry skeleton hidden behind clouds. She is there two hours early and still there are so many girls who look just like her. Pale pantyhose, green eye shadow, blonde bangs and frosted lips. The girl behind Jessica asks if she can borrow some lipstick and exclaims that she, too, wears the same shade, Apricot Glaze by Lady Aurora. The girl is from Arkansas; she has hot shiny skin that she pats with a white handkerchief.

“I used to work in Orlando,” she tells Jessica. “They made me dye my hair black. I was Snow White, prancing around Main Street every noon. My Momma cried when I came home, hair looking like a darkie.”

The girl from Arkansas is wearing a bandanna over her head. Jessica wonders what color her hair is now. The girl drags deeply on a cigarette and moves away from Jessica with a shudder. Jessica begins to feel a rip in her hose around the left knee and tries not to move at all.

Her name is called. Someone pushes her forward, and she steps through a screened door. Inside there is an office, brightly lit, green carpeted wall to wall. A sign reading: WHERE FANTASY IS REALITY hangs over an empty desk. The woman sitting at the desk is wearing a navy blue cap and a bow tie. Her plastic badge reads, “Lucy Cross, Courtesy Corps,” and sinks concave into her chest. Her hair is a shiny copper red and molded under in a perfect pageboy. She flips the ends of her hair with her fingers as she talks.

“Welcome to Wonderland. We will be as pleased to have you as you will be pleased to have us. First, get rid of any nail polish. If you must wear lipstick, pale pink is preferable. Talk pleasantly, and others will talk pleasantly to you. Our girls are always smiling, so please, no chewing gum.”

Lucy Cross pauses, and then smiles. Jessica does not like the color of her lipstick; it looks like dried blood.

“Absolutely no food, radios, boys, cigarettes, alcohol and drugs.”

Jessica is smiling so much her gums hurt. Her teeth sting. Lucy Cross claps her hands twice. Jessica takes it as a sign of dismissal.

Outside the lines are longer and the girls seem younger. One thoughtfully sucks on a braid and asks Jessica, “Well, what did the lady say?”

“No boys,” Jessica answers. Everyone seems to sigh. The roller coaster thunders as cars whine around curving tracks.

* * *

Her bed is one bunk pressed between the walls. Jessica must lie face down on the mattress to undress as her head would hit the ceiling. It is always hot. The fan only blows in dead mosquitos. Beneath her bunk is Ronnie, who hums constantly between her teeth. The humming vibrates like a machine; it creeps inside Jessica’s ears and pounds. Ronnie is from West Virginia and her face is dented like a seeded strawberry. When she isn’t working at The Kiddie Karts, she stays inside the bunk and reads horoscopes.

“Today’s Taurus,” she tells Jessica, “your stars lean to the right, implying confusion and monetary trouble. Beware of older Capricorns and do not eat anything between two and four this afternoon.”

Ronnie has bone blonde hair that stretches past her waist. As she talks, she runs olive oil into her scalp until it squeaks. Jessica has seen her only once working at The Kiddie Kart, wearing a plain orange uniform that was stained in deep spots beneath her arms. Ronnie was trying to dislodge two automobiles from each other and one of the kids had jumped up and scrambled all over the girl’s back. Ronnie violently swung around and threw the kid down hard on the ground. No one said anything. The kid just stood up and walked away. Ronnie returned to her stool and started pulling the lever again.

“On the 15th of this month,” Ronnie reads, “do not open any packages with a foreign postmark.”

“I don’t believe any of that,” Jessica tells her. “It’s all just crazy stuff.”

“The horoscope saved my sister’s life. Yes it did. On July 23rd, 1979, my sister Angie…”

Jessica does not listen. She is remembering one night in the staff showers. There was a spider’s web with an egg sac over the drain. Jessica screamed, but Ronnie stamped it out with her bare heel. Jessica can never forget the sound it made. Then she thought she felt something warm and wet brush against her breast. When she opened her eyes, Ronnie’s back was turned.

“The stars never lie…” Ronnie hums. She is placing cucumber slices on her face. Every night she goes to bed with cucumber slices neatly ordered around her nose, chin and forehead. She has been at Wonderland since she was eleven. She cannot remember what it was like not to be in Wonderland. Jessica asks Ronnie if she ever wants to leave.
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