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To My Dearest Nita
She hears the grass grow and the squirrel’s heart beat, endures the roar on
the other side of silence

Into my heart an air that kills
From yon far country blows;
What are those blue remembered hills,
What spires, what farms are those?
That is the land of lost content,
I see it shining plain,
The happy highways where I went
And cannot come again.
A.E. Housman

Wendell and Tyler I
CHAPTER 1
This is about a trip Tyler and I are going to take, a record we’ll keep.
First, I’ll tell you about me, though I wish I didn’t have to and think it’s a
bad idea.
Sean Jackson tells me I’m the only virgin in school, gotta be. That
says more about Sean than me, since he’s a virgin for sure and just says
that to make fun of the stupid competition boys have about sex, where you
might as well kill yourself if you’re still a virgin at sixteen. Which it’s true
I am—both, today being my birthday. Sean Jackson, I’ll call him Sean 1
for reasons I’ll explain soon, says ironic stuff like that a lot. You’d think
you’d have to be on your toes around him, but that’s not true, since he’d
never hurt anybody, not even their feelings.
My mom once told me I should have sex about now, sixteen. What
she said was, “Have sex when you’re sixteen or it’ll loom too large in your
mind; and, heavenly days, Wendy, it’s not that important.” She doesn’t say
that now, and she doesn’t call me “Wendy” either, including in front of
other people. What she now says is I should keep my body pure, for reasons of my spirit. I don’t want to know what she means.
I have my own really fancy computer, thanks to her. I also have some
on-line subscriptions my mom supposes are to scholastic sites. My mom’s
not all that bright. That’s my opinion.
I like looking at cheerleaders on some of these sites, not real porn
exactly. Not very good porn would be the best way to put it. The real livein-the-flesh cheerleaders I’ve seen, at our school for instance, are generally
hot. The cheerleaders they have on alt.binaries.erotica.cheerleaders.com
you don’t want to look at real close. I won’t get explicit here because that
sort of thing kind of disgusts me. I kind of disgust me.
Just to enthrall you, I’ll talk about my reading habits. Ms. BarnesRomans, my English teacher, says you can tell about someone by knowing
what they read, though only a dork would talk about that, so here goes:
The Perks of Being a Wallflower, The Virgin Suicides, The Stranger, and
my favorites, Revolting Youth and Youth in Revolt, two different books but
with the same character. Nick Twisp. I wish I was Nick Twisp.
Nick Twisp is cool and smart and has lots of guts. I am not cool or
smart. I do have lots of guts, though. I really do. I don’t mind too much
getting beat up, and I ought to know what that’s like. I’m not all that tough,
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never won a fight. To be fair to me, I never had a fight I started, and all
were with guys who knew they could beat me up, and they were right,
which is a big reason they hit me. I’m not so stupid I can’t usually avoid
fights, especially at this school I’m at now, where fighting is frowned on.
It’s frowned on everywhere, but this school is snootier, which means kids
care about what’s frowned on.
Cartwright Princeton Academy is the worst place I’ve been, easily.
That’s the truth and not some personal bitterness speaking. My mom keeps
sending me to different schools, trying to find one that will match my
needs. I tell her there’s no school going to match my needs, that I’m just
kind of dumb. She hates it when I say that.
I get interested in things, and try to find out about them. Not many
things, but some. I don’t blame schools for not teaching the things I get
interested in. It’s not that I’m not interested in what they do at school,
either. That’s what Mom thinks. She thinks I’m bored, that they don’t
match up with my mind. Truth is, I like a lot of the stuff there, even some
of the science. I like the classes better than the kids, in some cases.
I’d like more kids if more kids liked me, but I’m not super-depressed
by not being the best-liked kid in school. Not that I’m close to best-liked;
I’m a long way from that. I’m not the worst-liked, but take away a couple
of dorks and I’d be close. There’s a good many others in my boat, so it’s
not all that depressing. You might start thinking I’m one of those Columbine kids, wearing a black trench coat and ready to shoot up the cafeteria.
For one thing, our school has dining rooms, not cafeterias, if you can believe it, though the food’s no better than at any of the other schools I’ve
been to. The point I’m making is that I have it okay, not real great, but I’m
not all wound up tight inside, ready to explode.
I’m not trying to explain myself. I’m talking to get going so I can tell
the story without dropping it on you out of the blue, like a truck running
over your toe. I’m not being honest. I don’t have a high regard for honesty.
That’s one thing I’ve thought about. Like I say, I think about things sometimes, and dumb people who think about things are maybe more worth
your time listening to than smart people who don’t. I think honest is something people believe they want other people to be. Like my mom: she’s
honest and she wants me to be honest. It’s not that she’s not; it’s just that
saying she is or isn’t doesn’t tell you much. Mom has strong feelings,
that’s all, and she mistakes that for honesty.

2

Wendell and Tyler I
I should start over on this. I don’t mean that nobody’s honest or that
everybody’s a liar. “Honest” doesn’t mean what people think it does, in
my opinion. I don’t think it’s a word people should use. Not many people
who make things up out of nothing, like lies; and if they do, it’s for a good
reason, like wanting people to like them because they tell entertaining stories. It’s not something you’d want to say was so bad. Some people see
what’s going on better than other people and that’s what counts.
Which isn’t moving our story along. I just wanted to get started without you thinking I was some rebel kid or a psycho spilling his heart out to
you.
I don’t have a clear goal in life, not even losing my virginity. My
mom would like my main goal in life to be getting in touch with my spirit.
I resist agreeing with that but not because there’s some things I just won’t
say. There’s nothing I wouldn’t say to not be bothered. I won’t say that
about my spirit because then she’d be too pleased and want to get close. I
spend a lot of time avoiding being close without feeling too guilty. It’s an
ongoing struggle, as the school counselor says about not giving in to peer
pressure, which is a bunch of bull. But keeping my mother from being too
close is sure an ongoing struggle.
I have a paper route, just for example. No, I don’t. I get up every
morning and take my bag and go out, just like I did. That’s to be mysterious. I head over to my friend’s house, Sean Jackson that I mentioned. I
have a good many friends, three really, and one of them, Sean, gets up
early every morning and he and I hang out. Two of my three friends are
named Sean, just by accident, and the other is named Terry. I have some
other friends, too, but they come in and out of focus. If you are lucky, you
have one friend who stays there. I have three, so I’m super-lucky.
Sean 1 and I hang out every morning. His parents think we are starting up our own Internet company. They’re smart people, in a business way,
but they are like my mom in having feelings. They’re so happy we’re being
business boys, or that Sean 1 is, that they never stop to ask why we got to
do it at six in the morning. We hang out in his bedroom and play video
games and stuff, “stuff” being looking at porn, like you knew.
I can tell you something about Sean 1. Sean 1 and Sean 2, to make
matters more confusing, are good buddies with one another, though seldom with me around. I hang out with both and they hang out with each
other. Terry, the other guy I mentioned as a buddy of mine, is not buddies
with Sean 1 and Sean 2, not an enemy just not a hang-out.
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As for Sean 1 and Sean 2. One way to keep them straight is to think
of Fat Sean (1) and Skinny Sean (2), Dork Sean (1) and Cool Sean (2),
Computer Sean (1) and Jock Sean (2). And then you’d know all about
them, only you wouldn’t. Which Sean do you suppose gets dates and
which one sits home on Saturday night, and which one always gets elected
to office and which one doesn’t dare run, and which one plays old video
games and which one is in a garage band? Well, you’d think you’d know,
but you wouldn’t.
Actually, a lot of what you’d suppose from those clichés would be
true, all of it. I just wish it weren’t.
It’s hard to say why Sean 1 accepts a dork role like he was in a movie.
Puts it on when he goes out of the house, almost. Next thing he’ll be wearing tape on his glasses, only he has rich-kid contacts, of course. He doesn’t
have zits, doesn’t have a high-pitched giggle, doesn’t wear his pants up by
his shoulders, doesn’t wear geek shirts with collars, doesn’t answer questions in class all the time, doesn’t snort. But the other dork things he has
down like he’s practiced. I think he works on being fat, and I wonder if he
even likes bad video games or bands everybody else hasn’t heard of. He
was cool in the sixth grade, I think. That’s what a girl told me, who went
to school with him in Santa Barbara where he was then, and she was, too.
I can believe it. Sean 1 has blue eyes and dirty blond hair that would make
him look good now, if he’d lose twenty pounds. Hard to tell, since I don’t
think he would. His body is OK, as it is, apart from being chubby. But that
makes a difference, shallow as that is to say.
Here’s what I think. Sean 1 doesn’t want to take the chance. He puts
on the loser stuff like a costume because it takes the pressure off. I can
understand that. It’s not like I do it myself—don’t get me wrong. I try to
be cool like Nick Twisp and fail. That’s why I can see why somebody
might not want to get in that race, keep coming in last.
Sean 1 is nice to me, without making a fuss about it. Once I was
sick—I’m almost never sick, only missed two days in the last three years
—and Sean 1 went around and got all my assignments. And all he said
was, “I didn’t want you enjoying yourself, Wendell, wearing out your
wand when you should be reading Death in Venice. You can read Death
in Venice without getting a boner, I think; even you can.” I thought that
was pretty witty. And it’s just like Sean 1: he’ll do a nice thing and make
it into nothing.
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Here’s what it is: Sean 1 likes me and wants me to feel good. That’s
pretty unusual. I noticed one day that he never criticized anything about
me or made fun, except in a really easy way, a kind of soft way, like that
about wearing out my wand, which I joke about too. Might as well joke,
though it does worry me.
Sean 1 is relaxing, as good a friend as anybody could have. Except
that—you knew there was more. He seems a little like dangerous. He’s so
nice—almost sweet. Like a Venus Fly Trap. Being a lot with Sean 1 might
be like being married to somebody for sixty years and be enjoying it, except ... It’s not Sean 1, it’s me that’s the problem. Every time I start having
a great time with Sean 1 and wanting to be around him more, I get scared.
Hanging around with Sean 1 isn’t the best way to make yourself seem cool.
That’s the crude way to put it. And the crude way to put it is probably the
best in understanding me. I wish it weren’t. Sean 1’s a better person than
I am by about forty miles, and I’m down-deep ashamed to let people know
he’s my friend. The worst thing is that he knows that. That’s why we get
together so early. We do spend time, me and Sean 1, every morning—but
only then, just about. I almost wish he wouldn’t put up with it.
I’ve been caught shoplifting three times. Twice at Wal-Mart and once
at Macy’s. I tried to rip off Wal-Mart because I harbor objections to their
labor practices, which sure doesn’t make me special. Who doesn’t object
to everything about Wal-Mart? Macy’s I went shoplifting after because
it’s a very annoying store. I can’t go back into Wal-Mart again, any WalMart in the world, banned for life, as a result of getting caught, but I’d only
go in one to shoplift anyhow. Macy’s just asked me please not to do it
again, only they were sure I wouldn’t, as I was a nice boy, and they knew
I had simply made a mistake, peer pressure, we won’t even bother your
parents, ha ha. I was supposed to regard that assistant manager as some
role model, I think, like he alone understood what it was to be young.
All the times I shoplifted I was with another kid, twice it was Sean
Durbin, Sean 2. But I didn’t do it just to impress Sean 2. Yes, I did.
Anyhow, I mention me being picked up for shoplifting not because
it’s some key to my character. I thought of it just now because it illustrates
what I said about having lots of guts. I just picked up stuff, even without a
dare. Okay, showing off, but I wasn’t scared, just grabbed the goods,
stuffed them in my clothes and left. Tried to. Almost made it the second
time at Wal-Mart. Got Sean 2 to schmooze it up with the security guy who
checks your receipts at the exit. Then I flipped these two basketballs over
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the top of the electronic hoop gate things. I was aiming for a big box of
scrap paper on the other side of the gate, but I missed and the balls went
bouncing around like mad right there at the exit, where the 114-year-old
greeter was. Hit him right in the head, one of the balls did. Just a glancing
blow, didn’t hurt her. It was really pretty funny, especially when the security guy nabbed me. He was pissed that I kept laughing as he was lecturing
me:
“Shoplifting is a major felony in this state, you punk.”
“No, it isn’t.”
“I advise you to listen to me, Mr. Laughing Boy.”
“Yes, sir.”
But this security guy was really not that much older than me, pretty
pathetic, sort of, and he was running out of impressive lines, so I stopped
laughing, started feeling bad.
“I wish I could help you, kid,” he said, all at once on my side, “but
we have to call the fucking manager. I’m sorry.”
And he was sorry. “What kind of guy is this manager, anyhow?”
“Ah, he’s a real dick, kid.”
“I’ll bet he is. How come you work here?” Dumb question.
“Only job I can get. I don’t have many qualifications. I’m going to
PCC, though. Trouble is, Wal-Mart, the same manager who’s going to
jump your bones, keeps changing my shift. Screws up my classes.”
“Jesus, Bob,” from his name-tag, “I’ll bet they do that just to keep
you from improving yourself—and escaping.”
“I think you’re right, Wendell.” I told him my name earlier, being too
dumb to give a fake one. I wasn’t sorry, though. I liked Bob.
The manager, the assistant shift manager, was another story. I tried
to be a smartass but wasn’t quick enough to make it worth reporting. He
was trying real hard to scare me, and at least didn’t do that. I wasn’t exactly
crushed to be banished forever from Wal-Mart. The reason I included this
story was to illustrate what Ms. Barnes-Romans calls “the salient parts” of
my character. I’m pretty sure I don’t even have any “salient parts” in the
way Ms. Barnes-Romans means when she’s talking about Hamlet, but as
far as I can see I have guts and I’m not too smart. I’ve been illustrating
those things.
The other point of this story is to let you know a little bit about Sean
2. He was with me on two of these occasions, which, if you add to what I
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told you about Sean 2 earlier, you’d have reached a conclusion on why I
was shoplifting with him.
Sean 2 is one of the most popular kids in school. Unlike most popular
kids, he deserves to be. Sean 2 is the star of the football team, or some
other team. I don’t pay attention to it, but not because I’m too cool to care,
as sports aren’t that big an item here at Cartwright Princeton Academy.
It’s not Sean 2 being a jock that makes him popular. Sean 2 is great looking, smart, and fun to talk to. I don’t think Sean 2 is modest, but he seems
like he is. It works for him. I don’t mean to be cynical, but I think he’s
adapted, sort of the way a successful bug does. Like in evolution. Somehow, he’s found he gets all the attention in town if he doesn’t ask for any.
Everybody loves him if he seems like he doesn’t need love. When you talk
with him, it’s like he’s inside you, obsessed with your problem, all over
you. Except for his deep concern for you, he’s not there at all. There’s no
way not to love that. It’s like loving yourself.
Odd thing is, he doesn’t plan on doing this. It just works for him. He
really is kind and considerate and very sensitive. That’s because he’s so
self-centered and completely indifferent to everybody. But so what does it
matter? Nobody can resist Sean 2. I know I can’t. But why does he spend
time with me? He’s not indiscriminate entirely, and he’s not a moron. He
can do anything, including being around who he wants. So he spends time
with just a couple of kids, and I’m one of them. Sean 1 is another, which
illustrates the same point about Sean 2. I already said that I’m never with
the two of them, just because I’m not like Sean 2. So, it’s always just me
and Sean 2, since his other couple of close friends (Sean 1 being an exception) can’t stand me. He knows that and keeps us apart. So anyways, why
does Sean 2 go to that trouble with me?
Who knows? I don’t think I’d go to that trouble to spend time with
me. So why does he? Of course I wish I knew, but I don’t want to think
too hard about it. Obviously. Here’s a conversation with Sean 2, not a real
one exactly, but exactly like a real one, actually a real one exactly, as well
as I can remember it:
“You been working out, Wendell?”
“How’d you know?” I had been but I hadn’t told anybody.
“It’s obvious.”
“My huge muscles.” This was a trap to catch his insincerity. My
working-out hadn’t made a bit of difference in the size of any muscles. I’d
measured.
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“No.” So much for that trap.
“What then?”
“It’s the way you carry yourself. Your balance and thrust. The tilt of
your head. I try to study these things, buddy, I really do.”
He did, too. All that about balance and thrust was odd, maybe, but of
course I fell for it. I mean, who wouldn’t, especially from Sean 2? He
called me things like “buddy” a lot. Sometimes he calls me “best friend”
or even “honey.” Once he called me “love,” only he pronounced it like it
rhymed with “move” and said it was an English term of affection when I
asked him. I’m kind of sorry I asked, since he’s never used it since.
You wormed my secret out of me which I needn’t spell out. Not that
I’d get in a situation where anything like what you were thinking would
happen, but I have thought about it and without getting all yooky. I’m not
homophobic, but I can’t imagine I’d fool around with Sean 2. I’m gutsy,
but not that gutsy.
I’m little and pretty. I hate to say it, but might as well. And there’s no
point trying for a better word than “pretty.” That’s what fits. You figured
that out. We get along, Sean 2 and me. Sean 1, too, and I can tell they both
are a little hot after me, though not all that hot and way not hot enough for
anything ever to happen, even if ... Shut up!
My third friend, Terry, is a great hang-out friend. He’s very funny
and smart. He’s not very personal, if you know what I mean, but that’s
OK. Terry hates school and his parents and the Republican party. (I think
he’s the only kid I know who is interested in politics, not just faking it for
teachers.) Terry doesn’t put on hating stuff so other kids’ll think he’s cool.
He hates things with his heart, the way some people love them. Terry gets
in trouble a lot, but he’s the only person I know who thinks I’m capable of
doing that, too. Terry doesn’t think I’m cute. He thinks I’m a bad ass. I
don’t know if he likes me or if he likes anybody. But he told me once I
was smart, which nobody else ever said to me. He told me that when I
came up with this plan to express Terry’s contempt for a whole range of
stuff. He doesn’t care whose idea anything is.
I gave a lot of thought to a dangerous scheme, not to impress Terry
but to have fun—and impress him. I wanted a dangerous scheme that
would fit Terry’s disgust. At school Ian told us about this sports awards
banquet. (Ian is Mr. Charmichael, from England, a real jackass who thinks
he is close to the kids, who he thinks love him, when everybody thinks
he’s a pederast who’d like to cane all the boys like they do in England.)

8

Wendell and Tyler I
Ian thought we’d be interested to know the latest news from San Marino,
which Terry says is the chastity-belt of the Republican crotch, whatever
that means. Ian figured we’d regard him as a regular guy, if he told us
about their All-City sports banquet. (This all-white town, San Marino,
wouldn’t invite any other towns, since other towns might have some talented jocks, which, of course, rich white kids wouldn’t be.)
I cooked up this plan, just the kind Terry would love. Terry has no
fear. I got help from Mr. Billard, our janitor, who everybody calls “Bill”
except me, which I don’t because my mom said that nobody’d call him
“Bill” if he was white. That made me feel rotten. Anyhow, Mr. Billard had
a cousin working as a janitor at San Marino High, hated the place, and
would help with my plan, which was to substitute this really gross porn
movie I happened to know about for the sports highlight film they were
showing. “How’d we get in? Won’t your cousin be in trouble?” I asked
Mr. Billard.
“Honey, it’s a rich kid school, not the Pentagon.” Terry loved the
scheme, especially when it made the papers: “Vandals Pull Stunt—Not
Funny!” Parents were shocked, administrators furious. Perfect!
I also have friends who are girls. Not that I’m the sort of pathetic boy
who is best friends with the good-looking girls. I’m not that guy exactly.
I’m that guy sort-of. I stand there and listen to the girls, who say, “That
Wendell, he’s so sensitive.” I’m not, but it’s true enough for a couple of
girls. They speak to me about their feelings and I am mostly quiet. All it
takes is not telling them too directly the guys they like are mean or thuggish—but trying to let them know that anyhow.
Terry says these girls are only rehearsing real feelings, and maybe so;
but when I’m talking with them, I do like them and feel sorry for them and
want to help. I think my advice is what’s clichéd. And these guys they’re
trying to figure out and please are not always big mean guys either. Often
they are.
Anyways, my project to find a way to have sex is not advanced by
spending time being sensitive with girls who regard me as a little sister. I
do date a lot. I date what Sean 1 calls second-tier girls. Sean 1 can be
blunt—and accurate. I aim for second-tier girls on purpose. Not that it does
me any good. These girls know their rank and mostly aren’t interested in
me at all, being so busy trying to get over the hump into first-tier. Going
out with me isn’t going to do that for them. It won’t hurt them, maybe, and
going out with me is better than staying home; but going out with me more
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than, say, twice, would be poison. That’s just the way it is. I see all that
and don’t mind. Of course I mind.
I think that’s enough on my social activities. It’s depressing me to
talk about it, though I’m not a depressed person. I know a few. There’s this
one girl, Kelly, I got pretty worried about. Very depressed. I finally called
her father, who took her to a doctor, who gave Kelly some pills, and now
she’s better. Not that I’m a do-gooder. I don’t know what in hell was the
story with Kelly’s parents, though. Didn’t they notice?
I don’t have what Ms. Barnes-Romans would call a good connective
from whatever it was I was talking about to the next thing, which is my
life at home. This will be short. My dad’s a mystery to me. He left my
mom and me, just disappeared. For some reason, my mom won’t put it that
way, won’t put it any way, doesn’t want to talk about it, about him, my
father. She acts like I just got found by the fairies amongst the ferns. I don’t
want to talk about it, either, but she has had sixteen years to come up with
some kind of story, and you’d think she’d have managed something. Nope.
She’s devoted to me, she is. Whether that works to my advantage is not
clear. Some days I think it does; most days I’m sure it doesn’t. I used to
consider that point a lot. I don’t anymore.
It makes me feel ookie when kids are embarrassed by their parents,
as if it were always a class thing. (We have some scholarship students here
at Cartwright Princeton, just so we can all benefit from diversity. About
six blacks and seven Hispanics; Asians, of course, we got leaking up
through the floorboards.) One thing I like about the Seans and Terry is that
none of them gives a damn about his parents. I think they have decent
parents myself, though I realize most kids imagine that their friends have
decent parents, whether they are or not, just because they definitely are
cool compared to the parents they have themselves. Mature kids don’t
mind their parents.
My mom embarrasses the hell out of me.
Apart from her religion, what Terry calls New Age, my mom really
could be a lot worse. That’s what Sean 1 tells me. Sean 2 tells me that, too,
even more often. Actually, you’d think that’d be very irritating, for the
Seans to say that, but it isn’t. I know they’re just trying to give me some
perspective.
My mom, to be fair, was the one who set this summer all up. How
Tyler got involved is another story altogether, even less probable.
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I won’t take long, not having such a rich repertoire of experiences
and reflections as Wendell. Besides, I want to get rid of some garbage up
front.
I always thought Wendell was an asshole, the prettiest boy anywhere
but an asshole, not that I’ve changed my mind in the last week, necessarily.
He’s the kind of girly boy who gives girls a bad name: passive, needy. He
keeps getting beat up and doesn’t so much as find even littler kids—there
are a few—to beat up on himself. At least I don’t think he does. How’s he
compensate for all the annoyance he generates?
But it’s not “annoyance” he inspires in other boys, is it? Why do so
many kids feel the need to kick his ass? Wendell’s little and weak, so
what’s the point? He fights back, so there’s some slight danger of getting
hurt. Related question: why do so many hot girls treat him like he was their
best girlfriend? I’ve talked to him about intimate issues myself a few times;
I’ll admit it. He’s irresistible as a confidante, which is something different
from being a friend, and certainly different from being a lover. (I guess,
not that I’d know. Really. I don’t want to project an image of an experienced, glued-together woman. I might like to be that, but I’m not, not even
close.)
Wendell gains the instant, Platonic trust of girls. With boys, he either
attracts close buddies, I’d guess, or he makes them so frightened by their
response to him they hit him. Not that Wendell’s gay, I wouldn’t think. I
may be wrong on that, but I’m not wrong on why this pretty-boy (spectacularly pretty) has a fairly lousy time of it. Boo hoo. He does OK, better
than a lot. He has money, all his teeth, and no major external disfigurements. True, he seems dim, so far as I can tell. Nobody objected when he
wasn’t chosen for the Academic Bowl team. As for being beautiful, not
his fault, but he could at least butch up some. Right now, he keeps his hair
long and he wears saggers (with modest long shirts). Both are sexy as hell
or could be. He needs help being generically boyish. The kids he hangs
with won’t help him there, because they are so turned on by what he is.
That’s the boys. The girls who befriend him imagine they are super close
but just use him; he’s unthreatening. I wouldn’t be surprised if they asked
him to adjust their bra straps.
I shouldn’t be negative. I wish I looked like Wendell. There are lots
of kids worse, most kids. Wendell tries to get by with what he has, and he
isn’t mean. He hangs back, doesn’t make noise (except when someone’s
beating on him, and even then not much). I’ve had classes with him and
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liked the way he acts. He doesn’t pretend to be a smart-ass subversive,
probably because he doesn’t have the brains to be—I’m not positive. He
certainly doesn’t get a lot of encouragement from the teachers, who don’t
see Wendell at Harvard or maybe even UCLA in a couple of years, so they
don’t care.
Enough about Wendell. You want to know about me, a layered, intricate being, a challenging personality. Wendell is a character out of some
after-school special. No teen cliche could contain me. You don’t like that,
don’t like me? Hey, I’m wounded.
OK, you got me. I’m not special. Wendell, caught as he is by the
bullies and his low IQ, may have more independence than I. I am the most
conventional kid in this school, in any school. It makes me feel better to
exaggerate, though it’s not much of an exaggeration. I’m an A student; I
join clubs; I date boys who don’t interest me because others admire them;
I am on the tennis team; I am a cheerleader. I worry about clothes, the
music I listen to and the movies I see. I abuse my parents. Worst of all, I
know this, even while I’m doing it, and I’m ashamed. Sometimes I can
convince myself that I am acting a part, really several parts, for a higher
goal. What higher goal? Other times I tell myself that I do all this because
it’s simply easier that way, saves me time. But what do I need the time for,
if I spend it fussing around to make my roles more complete?
Not every minute. I sing, take voice lessons, play the piano. I read
some and write. What I write isn’t worth anything, but maybe someday. If
not, I still enjoy it. I also volunteer in a Saturday Academy, run by USC
for inner-city kids. Sure, I do that to have something to put on my college
applications, duh, but I also enjoy it. A couple of the kids, they’re ninthgraders, have become friends of mine. Or were. Long story there. If I’m
going to be honest, I’d better tell it—not that honesty is my goal, more like
catharsis.
They’re both boys, DeShauwan and Rafael—super-cute, and I won’t
pretend that part of my attraction isn’t to that cuteness. I flirted with these
boys and let them say remotely suggestive things to me, even encouraged
them to. Didn’t amount to much, nothing direct; but it didn’t make me
proud when I thought of it.
Have I been cruel to them? They are so shy they can be counted on
to do nothing more than giggle and blush—and yes, boys of color do blush.
But I think there is something worse here than flirting, something more
unfair and unkind. Who would say a little fake seduction could damage
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these boys, these horny boys, whose SAT scores down the road I was upping every tutorial? Anyone who thought about it—even me.
And why did I do it? There’s the reason I mentioned, the quasi-erotic
one, which I probably hoked up, because I am so bored I’d like to throw
myself in front of the kiddie train at the mall. Something splashy like Anna
Karenina. I’ve adapted so well it’s given me a vision of emptiness so complete I found myself justifying playing tease to these boys with so little in
their lives and so little before them. Talk about “emptiness” from a teen
sounds pretentious, but that’s because we have a word like pretentious to
keep kids from seeing what’s there, or not there. If there were a girl gang
around, I’d join it. Only I wouldn’t, as I’m not stupid enough to imagine
there are alternatives so easily found.
Can I be more pompous? OK, like Martin Luther Jr., I’ve been to the
mountain top and I’ve seen the other side, and it’s as barren as this side.
It’s more modest to call this boredom. If I were really pompous—but I’m
not really pompous. Day-dream believer and a home-coming quee—ee—
ee—een. Oh what can it mean? Not one fucking thing.
But even if you take all that seriously, which you won’t, it still is no
excuse, still amounts to pure down-home selfishness.
I was flat-out using these boys to make myself feel good, assuming,
I guess, they would notice nothing. Insofar as I had a positive goal, I
wanted to arm them against sliding into the pit that was swallowing their
friends and families, throw them a life preserver, and think now maybe I
did the worst thing imaginable, suggesting to them a world, a privileged
world, that is not only benign but beckoning. That’s a terrible lie. Maybe
these kids would give me a chance to do something redemptive. That’s
what I thought. I needed that, need that. And, along the way, I tried not to
recognize that if they hooked onto my life-preserver I might pull them under.
Part of the game plan, though I’d never plotted it out deliberately,
depended on Rafael and DeShauwan being either too dim or too scared to
question my do-gooding motives or actions. Wrong for both kids, probably
on both counts.
“Ty, can we talk to you about something?”
“Sure.”
“You don’t mind?”
I was suddenly nervous, though I wasn’t yet sure why. I’m never
nervous.
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“No, I don’t mind.”
“Ty, why you doing this?” DeShauwan was the one asking, but both
were speaking.
I didn’t pretend to be mystified. I can’t claim much credit in all this,
so I’ll take it where I can.
“I like you guys. I feel close to you, love being around you, believe
you like me.”
They both looked at me as if I were a standard-issue adult, a wordmachine, a liar. Made it worse that I was a kid and should know better,
behave better.
“OK. I get a kick out of being around you. That’s the truth. I like
helping you when I can, but I’m no fucking do-gooder. And ...”
“We homies, that it?”
“We homies? What the kind of talk is that? ”
They did laugh, shifted around a bit. Then Rafael picked up the ball.
“Ty, we like you. But it’s sort of strange, isn’t it? I mean, what do
you want from us, you know?
“Are you worried that I’d hurt you, do something bad to you?”
They both looked shocked. Certainly they hadn’t thought that. Just as
certainly, I’d planted the idea.
“God, Tyler, no. We just don’t understand. I mean, why would you
want to spend any time with us? I mean, we’re nothing special. We know
that.”
“You have some idea why I like being around you, don’t you?”
“You want to help people like us, make us better.”
“We don’t know.”
“So?”
“Let’s just drop it. Really, Tyler. Sorry we brought it up.”
“Don’t drop it. You wanted to ask. You already know.”
“You like improving us?” And he didn’t mean it in a nice way.
“Well, buddies ...”
“We’re not really buddies, are we? I mean, it’s like we’re ghetto losers.”
Rafael and DeShauwan both looked anguished, eager for me to take
away their certainty, give them a way to feel some power in all this, some
dignity. They knew what they were talking about when they called themselves such mean names.
I started making noises, without knowing what I’d say. Bad idea.
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“Look, I won’t lie to you.” I stopped then, realizing people never said
that except as a prelude to a lie. These boys would know that, too. “OK, I
would lie to you, if I could think how to do it. I started on all this because
I was curious, wondered what it would be like to do this tutoring. I don’t
think I expected anything particular, just didn’t know. That’s why I did it,
because it was like a mystery.”
I paused, but they knew I was just warming up.
“I got to know you two and got to like you, not just find you interesting. Then I got to respect you, too, and wanted to help you if I could. That’s
the fucking truth.”
They stared at me, expressing nothing. I had to do better. But I had
nowhere to go, so I stopped and just looked, first at them and then at my
feet. What light there was in the room seemed to be fading. I wasn’t going
to be able to find a way out of this. Better to hurt me than to hurt them. But
I could find no way to do even that, leaving them feeling degraded—like
ghetto losers.
We keep going with the tutoring. It’s petering out, more slowly than
it should.
There’s a moment in the great movie, “Smoke Signals,” where Victor’s father asks this woman he’s just met, “What’s the worst thing you
ever did in your life?” That’s the most bone-jarring question I can imagine.
I don’t remember the answer given in the movie; I know what the answer
is for me. I hope you couldn’t answer it right off for yourself. It must be
nice to have to think about it.
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CHAPTER 2
My mom called a Family Meeting about ten days ago. (We’re approaching the action part of the story now.) Why she announces Family
Meetings for the two of us is beyond me. Actually, it isn’t. This maniac
group she’s allied herself with gives these classes in family health, that’s
what they’re called. For good family health, they say, it’s important to
“foster an atmosphere of respect.” The quote is from a pamphlet my mom
gave me, when I refused to go to the family health meeting. This group
tells the parent dupes they drag in that they should “avoid giving orders”
and instead “create a cooperative aura of complete honesty.” Part of this
aura depends on having Family Meetings, with a list of things (“a complete
and unalterable agenda”) distributed ahead of time, allowing one and all
before the meeting starts, but not after, to add things to the program,
though nobody gets to subtract anything (“sharing power means that nobody has a veto”).
The complete and unalterable agenda, distributed two days before the
actual meeting time, had on it, “Summer Plans for Wendell.” Since they
were my plans, I didn’t quite see why my mom was making an agenda
item out of it. On the other hand, I was curious what she had in mind and
didn’t grumble. I hardly ever grumble. Maybe I never do. I am not bragging. I regard it as a weakness of mine, one of many.
“The meeting will now come to order.”
“Mom, do we really have to do this dorky stuff?”
“Well, Wendy, dear, I see your point. Let’s see—does anybody have
any items to add to the agenda?”
“Mom!”
“OK, Wendy. Though Barry says ...”
“Never mind, Mom. What’s my summer plans? Do we need a motion?”
She laughed. That surprised me a little.
“No, dear heart, we just need to explore options for the summer.”
“I was thinking I would train for the Olympic skeet-shooting team.”
She laughed again: “I’ll cut right to the meat: how’d you like to drive
a car to your Uncle Marshall in Atlanta? Leave it there and fly back.”
“Damn. Who’s Uncle Marshall? Sure!”
“You remember Uncle Marshall. Well ...”
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“I never even heard of Uncle Marshall.”
“I suspect you wouldn’t remember him.”
“Is he your brother or Dad’s?”
“Not exactly.”
“OK. Not like I care. So, I take Uncle Marshall this car. Drive it there
and drop it off. OK, I can do that.”
“More than that, Wendy. You know, dear, that, in Victorian times, in
England, wealthy families sent young men out on a tour of Europe, a long
tour, on their own, just to acquire experience, self-reliance. They’d study
music and classical art, that sort of thing, but also, dearie, they’d just learn
to trust themselves.”
Of course I didn’t know anything of the sort. But it sounded good, so
I kept my mouth shut, pretty much: “Is that right?”
“If we trust in our spirit, then—and also, I trust you and think you
could learn a lot about your inner being, if you spent time doing this.
You’re young, but you’re wise beyond your years. I think you’re ready.”
Even I knew I wasn’t wise beyond my years, but I didn’t think it was
my job to enlighten Mom about that.
“How long will it take, Mom, a few days? I guess five or six days?
Eight?”
“I was thinking most of the summer, honey, all of it. Pause some,
explore the external and internal landscapes.”
“Really? Hot damn!”
“Wendell.”
“Sorry. That’s a great idea.” It was also an illegal idea, but I wasn’t
going to break that bit of news. This was the best thing ever—and it was
going to get better.
“Now, Wendell, the only change I’d suggest in the Victorian scheme
is that you go with a companion. That actually was the Victorian scheme
with the young man being accompanied by a mentor, but often, I believe,
another young man. A companion not only confirms but magnifies.”
Another young man? Confirming and magnifying? Honest to Jesus!
I kept my mouth shut, lest I mess this up.
“I won’t hide from you, that I also have in mind that it would be well
to have someone to share the driving and the planning, and also, don’t be
annoyed with me, someone to mute the dangers that might attend a single
traveler.”
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Why would I be annoyed? I was already about to mess myself with
fear about the dangers that might attend a single traveler, until she mentioned that peer stuff.
“So, does this sound feasible, sweetie? I’m sure you have lots of questions, and maybe you’d like to consider it a while, mull it over.”
“Thanks, Mom. I think it will get me in touch with my spirit, and
provide lots of interesting sights, broaden my mind.”
“Well, good!” She was beaming.
“You have this peer picked out, Mom, or do I get to try to persuade
somebody?”
“Now, honey, what do you suppose?”
You think I mind these names she has for me? I don’t. I mean, what’s
the difference? Aside from the spirit stuff, she’s OK. I know I let on differently before, but I was trying to sound interesting. My mom hasn’t had
it easy, what with my dad leaving or something. Maybe she done him in.
Got him under the cement in the basement. She’s a good mom, so if she
wants to call me embarrassing names, let her.
“I suppose you will leave it up to me, maybe, you know, with a discussion at a future Family Meeting? That’s only natural.”
“Well, I don’t think it’s natural for me to pick the person you’d like
to share all this with. One of the most interesting aspects of this experiment
will turn out to be how you and your friend unfold before one another,
through the flowering of a really strong human relationship. It could be
tough, dearie.”
She was looking at me earnestly. I think that’s the word I want.
“I guess.”
“Wendell, spending a whole summer in such close contact with another will teach you so much, but it won’t be easy. It’ll be tougher even
than being married, in some respects, since you’ll have to be very inventive
to manage any time apart. You’ll get on one another’s nerves; you’ll bore
one another. You’ll have to bend and stretch, both of you. It could be the
best part of the experience, but it will be the hardest.”
I said what I thought she’d expect. I didn’t want to make any part of
the plan wobble. This was one of those dreams granted by the genie in the
lamp: “I know I’ll have to be very very careful choosing this companion.”
“I guess you can be if you want.”
Now what? If I want? “I should—I see what you mean—what do you
mean?”
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“I mean, dearie, that you can hope to find someone who’s flexible
and kind. But, really and truly, it’s impossible to know things like that in
advance. There aren’t any tests to determine if someone will be easy-going, inventive, generous-hearted. I want this to be all you. Trust your intuition.”
My mom seemed to think I had a huge stable of friends all lined up
and eager to spend three months with me. She figured the only problem
might be that I was starting a little late and might, probably not, run into
previous commitments and resisting (sensible) parents. Oh, sure! It was
sort of flattering, though.
OK, Sean 1 or Sean 2 or Terry. They were the possibilities. I could
hardly go up to some guy and say, “Hey, you don’t know me. I’m Wendell.
How’d you like to spend three months cooped up with me in a car, driving
cross country and having adventures?”
Actually, there might be some who would. If somebody proposed that
to me, I might do it, so long as the proposer was a few inches this side of
an obvious psychopath. But that made no difference. I’d never propose it
to anybody but these three.
Sean 1, I eliminated. Made me feel crummy to do it, but it’d make
me feel crummier to spend three months with him, every minute. I didn’t
want to inquire too close into why this was true, but after all, you can be
good buddies with somebody and respect them and all without wanting to
sort of move in with them. Too close to being married or—this is getting
uncomfortable, and anyways I am not going to ask Sean 1.
Terry was a great possibility. Only problem was he wouldn’t do it.
Maybe he would do it, probably would, but I happened to know he was set
up with some kind of intern program in Washington DC to help out a lobbying group doing something to upset the Republican Party. It’d be stupid
to ask, since he’d told me all about that interning.
Sean 2. Jesus Lord of Heaven, as Mom would say. Some kind of
dream. It’d be a strain, for sure, as I never felt relaxed around Sean 2. I
was always afraid he’d think I was a loser, find out that I was a loser. All
the same, I could take that. Thing was whether I could ask him. I had no
idea what he had planned for the summer. We never talked about that kind
of thing. We talked. We just didn’t talk about that kind of thing.
How could I introduce the subject?
I’ll spare you my “aimless dithering,” a clever phrase I got from Mr.
Diddle (his real name, I swear), our gym teacher and assistant football
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coach of some kind. Mr. Diddle used it to describe boys who were slow
getting showered and dressed or undressed, a process Mr. Diddle made
sure to supervise closely.
After a good amount of this aimless dithering, Sean 2 and I had this
conversation, at his house. I’ll give you just the ending:
“Fuck, Wendell, I wish I could.”
“That’s OK.”
“No, it’s not OK. You’re going to think I don’t want to spend time
with you, take this trip. That’s terrible. Honest, Wendell, I think a lot of
you. You know that.”
“Sure.”
“No, you don’t. I know you don’t. You have no idea how much I feel
for you.”
“God, Sean.”
“What? It’s OK. I really like you, Wendell. You’re never the same,
you know what I mean? And you aren’t the fucking same as everybody
else.”
He let it hang there. At least I didn’t ask him to clarify.
“I know you’re going to think there’s something about you that keeps
me from doing this; I just know you’re going to think that. I’m not stupid,
Wendell.”
“I know. I really know. I believe you.”
“I hope so. If I thought you’d feel bad about this, I’d just go. It’d be
great. But, Wendell, like I say there’s two reasons I can’t. I want to make
some money. I can’t make much, but I am so sick of leeching off my parents for everything, mostly cause it gives them some video of every fucking thing I do. Also, and here’s where I worry you’ll feel bad, I don’t want
to be away that long, away from everything here—other kids and a few
girls I have my eye on. But you think I just don't want to be with you."
This went on for some time, me saying, of course, I knew it wasn't
that he didn't want to be with me. But I knew it was because he didn't want
to be with me. If he wanted to be with me, he'd come along.
I’m baaaacccccckkkkk! Now’s my chance to appear in a more favorable position. I’m lighting director, so why not. Worst foot forward, that’s
my motto. There’s nothing about me that’s worse than what I told you up
front, nothing in the same ballpark. I put it first, truth, because it might be
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fascinating, which is one thing I’m not. Looks like I’m saying I’m more
worried that I’d seem conventional than abominable. Guess so.
The best thing in my life is my little brother, who is almost as pretty
as Wendell. Only Martin is eleven, where pretty is OK. Martin is named
after, you guessed it, our parents’ hero, just the first name, though. They
named him after two heroes, so he came out as Martin DuBois Arthur. I
think that’s worse than Martin Luther King, Jr. Arthur. But I don’t mind.
When you know a person, the name fades away.
Martin is funny and bouncy, like a puppy—only he’s also smart. I
don’t think you’ll believe this but he has a lot of dignity, even when he’s
hanging upside down or pretending to be a dinosaur. I can spend hours
with him. It doesn’t hurt that he’s devoted to me; but he’s the one person
I don’t feel like I’m acting around. (Around whom I don’t feel as if I were
acting—sometimes it’s awful to sound prissy.) I don’t mean that I’m natural with Martin. I wouldn’t have any idea what that was, natural.
I think I’ll blame it on my mama and papa. Why not? They are about
as artificial as folks get. Suburb niggers is a phrase I thought up to describe
them. It’s been on the tip of my tongue and about to fly off straight at them
about eight-hundred times, when I got mad; but they are close enough to
the ghetto to fucking whip my ass with a coat hanger, if I did. That’s true.
They’ve done it before, not with a coat-hanger, of course, and not all that
recently, several years ago, but they did it. Assholes!
But I hate talk like that and I don’t hate my parents. It’s probably not
easy being block-busters, in their case entire-neighborhood-busters, and
they have some guts. They want me and Martin to have things easier, not
that they are exactly up-from-slavery sorts. But they did battle to get their
scholarships and affirmative action admissions to medical school. It
wasn’t easy, dealing with all the white assholes around them being so enlightened, never noticing their tint, including them in everything. They
were subject to public politeness and formal praise. I know a little about
that. Helps that I look like I do, like a ginger-colored pop star, really: small
nose, straight teeth, unkinkied hair. Not all of it has been the result of science and surgery either. God made me easy for white folks to feel inner
glows about. Want an escalator to the top, to class president and prom
queen? Be the uncomplaining black girl in some place like this. There’s
nobody here would dare not be my friend. Some kids might have a kind of
courage, might bungie jump with a too-long cord, but they’d never have
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the guts to be anything but bosom friends with Tyler Arthur. It’s not tough.
I am very likeable—for an asshole.
Not that I’m very different from most of the other privileged kids
here, girls anyhow. Boys are another species. Despite what I said, I think
my skin color, my ethnicity, my cultural heritage, my negritude are superficial things about me. They don’t tell you much. What they do tell you
you’d be better off ignoring. Take my word for it.
I like my brother. I like school OK. I like my many activities. I like
my room and my hobbies. I like the car my parents let me drive with my
learner's permit and sometimes without them in it. I like the weather and
our swimming pool and our cleaning ladies (note the plural) and the special
posture-pushing mattress on my bed. I have no right to complain and that’s
for sure.
But, like I said before, I am so bored I’d like to turn a trick or jump
off the garage or shoot up heroin. Or something. And that’s as true as it is
unjustified. I don’t know anything about suffering, so for me the worst
thing there is, is boredom. That’s a weak word, too, for feeling that you’re
skin is crawling with bugs, your head is too little, and you’d like to press
your teeth together until they came out your skull.
It was in “Advisory” class that it all came together. You might not
know what “Advisory” class was, lessen you’d gone to Cartwright Princeton, so I’ll explain. It was something like “Homeroom,” my mom’s term,
but here we made a pass at discussing issues in the wide world around us
(global warming, AIDS, Afghanistan) and even personal matters of a
pretty impersonal nature. Not sex. That was covered in a special class,
taught by a couple of bonafide pervs. But anyways, this one day about a
week before the end of school, having nothing else to do, our teacher
whose name doesn’t matter asked us all to talk about our summer plans.
Pretty lame, as it was mostly Camp Tennis, Camp French-Speak, Camp
Computer. Just to break the monotony, a couple of the scholarship kids
said they were working for the city, one at Burger King. When it came to
this girl Tyler, this super-cool girl I didn’t hardly know apart from a couple
of conversations, between which intimate moments she ignored me, she
said, “I’m not doing a goddam thing.” Advisory teacher didn’t yell at her
for the “goddam,” as it wasn’t the school style to yell at you and as Tyler
almost always talked that way. She could do it because she was so cool
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and beautiful, I think. She looked good, not that that has anything to do
with my story. Well, of course it does. And “beautiful” is the word.
When it came my turn, I wasn’t about to say I couldn’t get a single
person, all expenses paid, to go on my wild excursion, so: “I’m taking this
trip, what they used to do in Victorian times as—the idea was—oh yeah,
The Grand Tour. Young men would take this big trip and find out about
the world and about themselves.” I couldn’t think what to say next, but I
knew not to stop: “I’ll be driving this car to Atlanta, though I’ll go anywhere I want, taking almost three months, all of vacation, to get there. And
get back, only getting back will only take a couple of hours, since I’ll be
flying, so that doesn’t count.”
My summer plan got lots of attention. Even from the teacher.
“Have you mapped your route?”
“No. I want to be free to follow suggestions I get from people, here
and people I meet, and whims. It’s important that this trip be unplanned.
I’ll see what comes up.”
“Will you be staying in motels?”
That wasn’t such a cool question, as I had recently discovered this
car wasn’t so much a car as a camper, details not yet clear. So I said, “Oh
yeah. That and other places. Whatever comes up. I don’t want to plan too
much; that’s the key thing. It’s a voyage of discovery.” I don’t know how
I hit on that geeky phrase.
“You taking along a girl to have sex with?” A voice behind me.
This did bring a rebuke, mild, from Ms. Advisory Teacher, but not
before somebody said I was taking my mom along for those purposes. Hilarious.
“Well, actually, as for company, you know ...”
“Yeah?” from several people. They were curious about this point. So
was I.
“I think.” Pause. “Somebody might accompany me if they want.
Only, it’s part of keeping everything open and not too ...”
“I’ll go with you.”
“Huh?”
“I said, ‘I’ll go with you,’ Wendell. Will you take me? Unless you
have another traveling companion and three’d be a crowd. Or you want to
keep things open and pick up girls along the way.”
This was right before the whole class, right out loud. Before I could
think, I said the worst thing, “Why’d you want to go with me, Tyler?”
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“Well, I do,” was what she said.
“OK, then,” I said. And that was that.
I lied. That wasn’t that, exactly.
We had a planning session, me and Tyler. We figured we’d have to,
despite what I said about not planning, said it and meant it, too. I liked that
part of Mom’s idea so much it seemed like the door had come open for me
and I was allowed for the first time to go out and see what was there. It
almost made me think different about myself.
Actually, we had a few planning sessions, me and Tyler and Mom.
Tyler was so nice. I caught her looking at me a lot, studying, I guess. I
don’t mean to suggest she was looking at me with longing, with “hunger,”
as one of the porn stories I like a lot puts it. But I’m getting ahead of myself.
The reason we had these planning sessions was only partly to talk
about the trip. Before we could get to that, we had to figure out how in the
name of big lies we could get Tyler’s parents to agree. Three months in a
super-luxury (turns out it was) but cozy, two bed (along with a couple of
pull-outs or something) camper with a kid they’d never met and had no
way of knowing how pathetically safe he was. From what Tyler said, they
were about the last parents to agree to such a thing. It did sound pretty wild
when you just said it out. Go off with a stranger for the summer, no set
plan, no chaperone, drink, stay up all night, do drugs, get killed by crazy
hill people. Who would agree to that?
That was the problem. Tyler could be very blunt, which was helpful.
She said her parents were super-straight. What she said was “super-fucking-straight.” My mom didn’t even blink. She seemed to like Tyler a lot
and let her say what she wanted. Boy, I’d never get away with that. Not
that I’d want to, as I’m some kind of prude.
Anyhow, Tyler said her parents were oreos who “would wear hot
dripping dog shit on their heads if it’d make whitey respect them.” The
point was to make it clear that letting their girl go off for the summer with
a white boy they didn’t know—which it wouldn’t matter if they did—
would strike them as about as reasonable as joining the KKK. The other
side of their “drive to be white,” Tyler said, was a fierce pride in black
heritage. That sounded nice, though Tyler went on to add that it was a
“conventional pride,” whatever that meant. I make Tyler sound mean, but
she was just trying to get my mom to see how tough it’d be. My mom
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listened and nodded, seemed smart. Maybe she is smart, but if she is, why
ain’t I? Must be some moron of a pop I have.
Session after session, Mom getting Tyler to talk. Tyler obviously
liked my mom, which was as surprising as Mom liking Tyler. More than
once, I was hit with hot flashes of panic: they’d like one another so much
Mom’d just come along. As it turns out, though, they were joining together
all right but just to build a plan against Tyler’s conventional, whitewashed
parents. I had some ideas myself. They were listened to politely.
“How about ...?”
“How about what, Wendell?”
“We lie, tell your parents I’m giving you a ride to a French-language
camp in Vermont. Or Arizona, in case they’re worried about overnights.”
Neither objected to the lying part. Mom looked at me, as if she were
straining to recognize in such a dumb suggestion her own genes. Tyler
punched me, kind of felt my shoulder. She did that sort of thing a lot. I
would have liked it had it seemed sexual. It didn’t seem sexual; it seemed
like something you’d do to a little kid.
I got into it, with no idea what it’d be like with Tyler every minute
for three months. Truth is, it didn’t seem like it’d be relaxing. She was
smart, might spend three months ridiculing me. Still, she had been so nice,
like she was twenty years older than me. I could stand that. I could stand
almost anything better than doing this trip by myself. For one thing, I’m
not good by myself, don’t have interesting ideas. Also, I get scared of
things. I even get scared of the dark. Tyler would probably be OK, and
absolutely she was better than nothing. And nothing was my backup.
That’s why I was so into it.
It got clear that Mom would be the one persuading Tyler’s parents.
Tyler seemed like she’d just get mad, yell at them, make fun of them. She
didn’t talk about them with loads of respect. Mom spent hours listening to
Tyler. Mostly, I listened, too, to see what was going on. Tyler seemed like
she was catching on, to what I had no idea.
Finally, I got the gist.
“Your parents know what the Grand Tour was, I’m sure.”
“I imagine. My mom was a history major, one of her majors, as an
undergrad.”
“They trust you, too, want you to go to great schools, that sort of
thing.”
“Do they ever! Both, pretty much.”
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“That’s good. You with me?”
“Yeah. Make ‘em think this is what all the worthy white folks do,
they’d be retarded negras if they kept me here where there’s no real culture
or widening experience.”
“Other ideas, Tyler—less cynical? Don’t underestimate your parents.
I’m sure they’re very smart. We go at them as if they’re yokels, and ...”
“That’s true.”
“How about material for your college application, your personal
statement.”
“Huh?”
“OK, so you use this as a way to show how richly creative and daring
you are. ‘I went off with a friend I hardly knew, devoted only to learning
all we could about the worlds outside and inside us, testing ourselves
against all we could experience, from museums to freak shows, county
fairs to blue-grass festivals.’ That kind of thing. It’d provide you with material that places like Radcliffe will find irresistible. Your parents would
see that right off. It’d set you apart from all the A students who starred in
the school play and volunteered as candy-stripers.”
“Fucking-A!”
“Tyler!" There was no force in my mother's rebuke, though, and soon
they were laughing together, refining the plan. They forgot to ask me my
opinion.
By the time I entered the picture, Mr. and Mrs. Arthur were about
ninety-percent sold. I think they liked the idea of their daughter being a
trend-setter. Maybe they thought they were too dweeby themselves, felt
guilty for keeping Tyler tied to their own fears. The reason I think it was
something inside them is that this plan’s not very rational. Even with all
that blab about college applications. That made a little sense, but even I
could see it didn’t make a lot. Radcliffe might think it was just plain stupid
or a lie.
All I had to do was keep quiet and seem polite. My mom made that
pretty clear. It was a little insulting, I suppose, but I knew what she meant.
Naturally, Tyler’s parents wanted to see me, check me out, make sure I
was a decent kid they could trust their daughter with. I could understand
that and didn’t mind much being inspected.
Funny thing was Tyler seemed hurt for me. She flinched at some of
the things my mom did, out of habit, like ignoring me. Tyler took me out
for coffee—as if I drank coffee—and gave me this talk about her parents.

26

Wendell and Tyler I
She asked me what I thought. My mom would never ask me. Partly that
was because my mom wasn’t really a bullshitter. She knew I was dumb
and knew I knew I was dumb. Tyler really didn’t seem to be faking. Maybe
she was curious about how dumb I was, but that wasn’t what it seemed.
She extracted stuff from me I didn’t know was there. I didn’t for a moment
think she liked me or was interested in me. I just hoped she’d go along on
this trip, tolerate me for now, so her parents would be convinced. It’d be
nice if she liked me, but that wasn’t going to happen. Anyhow, however
the trip went with her, the first problem was to get her on it.
Did I tell you I could sing? Pretty good. Not rock or anything but
ballads and old things like “Annie Laurie.” I suggested to Tyler that I sing
a song for her parents. As soon as it was out of my mouth, I realized how
dorky it was.
“Sing a song?” Tyler said, not mocking, kind of neutral.
“I know. It’s ...”
“No, it isn’t. I love that, Wendell. They’d never expect that. It’s
charming. I like it, Wendell. I really do. Do it!”
Hot damn!
The actual meeting was pretty nice.
“We’re very happy to meet you, Wendell.”
“Me, too.” Not the best start, but at least I didn’t make it worse with
an apology.
“I’m sure you know why we’re meeting.”
“Yes, I do. You want to check me out, see if I’m responsible and
mature.” With a lot of difficulty, I kept myself from adding more. (God
knows what more I’d add, probably just babble, but I could feel it coming.)
They both laughed.
“Well, are you?”
“I’ve thought a lot about that. I didn’t know you’d ask my opinion.
As my mom knows and Tyler, too, I’m not extremely intelligent. I try to
make up for it by thinking a lot, which is not exactly true—not really a lot,
but more than not thinking at all.”
Dumb as this was, I was on a roll and wouldn’t have stopped if somebody poured boiling milk on my balls. Sorry for the vulgarity.
“I think being responsible, or what people mean by that, is ... I mean,
some parts of being responsible are not doing things and some are doing
things. Mostly not doing things, with people my age. Kids sitting around
and doing nothing seem responsible, but that’s not much. I think being
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responsible means not wanting anybody to get hurt, being careful not to
hurt anybody. That’s the negative part, and I think I have that.”
They both stared at me blankly. I couldn’t tell if they were impressed,
revolted, or angry. They sure didn’t applaud. They didn’t even nod. Wish
they’d smiled. I had no clue, black people’s faces being hard to read, not
to be racist. I went on.
“The other part, I guess, means doing things for others, making
money, starting businesses, helping hospitals and old people. I do a little
of that, but less than most, to be honest. But the negative I’ve got covered.
I don’t do dangerous things or crazy things. I’d be even less likely to do
that sort of thing with Tyler around.”
They were still silent. I should have been, too, but I wasn’t.
“You probably want to know other stuff, right? I don’t do drugs, that
what you meant? I really don’t.”
They smiled at this.
“Really, Wendell, we didn’t mean to grill you. I can imagine how
awful this is for you. We just wanted to meet you. Our notion of being
responsible, you see. I don’t know if either of us has the slightest idea what
we were looking for. It just seemed the thing to do. I expect we should
apologize. Your mother has us on the edge of being convinced, and Tyler
wants to do it. It’s just that it seems a little—I don’t know.”
“Crazy,” I offered, like an idiot.
“Unusual. Perhaps extreme.”
“That’s what I like about it,” Tyler put in.
“Me, too,” I said, though that sure wasn’t what I liked about it.
Right then I dropped my glass of coke. I’m not usually clumsy. That’s
one benefit of being small. I don’t have elbows reaching across the room.
But just at the worst time I dropped my glass of coke right on their white
expensive rug. I felt like crying, being such a goofus, but maybe it wasn’t
such a bad thing. It gave the parents something to do. They could be all,
“Oh, it’s nothing.” It allowed my mom to be embarrassed and take a hanky
out of her purse and make a pass at cleaning up. I could stand there like
the king of the losers. Tyler could laugh. After that, there was nothing to
do but leave.
I never did sing. There didn’t seem to be a good time for it. I would
have done it, but there wasn’t any place to slip it in. You can’t just break
into a conversation and say, “Hey, hold that thought while I sing ‘Alice
Blue Gown.’ ”
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Things all went pretty fast after that. Mrs. Arthur called me two days
later.
“Hello, Mrs. Arthur, nice to be talking with you.”
“Hello, Wendell. It’s nice to be talking to you, too. You’re a very
polite boy, Wendell. Do you mind if I ask whether you’re always this polite?”
That sort of annoyed me, though I didn’t want to get annoyed with
her. Tyler was about a million times better as a fellow traveler than anything I had any right to expect. I swallowed my anger, which wasn’t too
hard, as I do that a lot.
“Not always, Mrs. Arthur. Always with adults. It gives me something
to say.”
She laughed. “That’s extremely candid, Wendell, and not a bad insight into why we have manners. I can see how kids would be forced into
that with adults.”
“Yeah.”
“And you don’t seem the Eddie Haskell type.”
Now I laughed. I knew what she was talking about from the Nickelodeon ‘Leave It to Beaver’ re-runs. I love Eddie Haskell and kinda wished
I could be like him. Sure, he was a terrible phony, but he had a plan with
his phoniness. I especially liked it that he overdid it so much and kept at
it. Made you think most adults were suckered in by it, which is believable.
Maybe Wally and Beaver’s parents saw through him, but Eddie was too
cagey to keep it up if it weren’t working most everywhere. He could turn
it on and off, too. I liked the way he was a real prick with Beaver, who was
a very irritating character in my opinion, and then, Eddie was all sweety
with the parents. What an artist.
“Ronald and I have decided to allow Tyler to embark on this adventure, Wendell. You can imagine that this wasn’t an easy decision for us,
but your mother convinced us it was a risk worth taking, worth taking because it was a risk, if you follow me.”
Not really. “Oh, yes ma’am.”
“Of course. I imagine you and your mom arrived at this mutually,
talked it out. I must say it’s a very original, very artistic idea, actually quite
profound. Very unique.”
Even I knew you didn’t say, “very unique,” so I wondered how much
Mrs. Arthur might know about profound, but I just answered with a
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friendly chuckle. I’m really bad, I think, at making these sorts of noises,
“conversational grease,” Sean 1 calls them.
“In any case, all we added was a requirement that you two check in
every day or two and let us know if there is even a hint of trouble, trouble
of any kind. What I mean is we require Tyler to do that. Naturally, we
wouldn’t assume to require that of you.”
“Sure you would. I mean, that’s fine. That way you’ll know where
we are and what we’re doing. It’s fine by me, too. Is it fine by Tyler?”
“It had better be, or she’s simply not going!”
Brother! I was sorry I’d brought that up. I only meant to make noise,
I guess. I don’t know what I meant.
She was silent, probably fuming, so I had to say something.
“I’m sure Tyler will think it’s fine.”
“How would you know that?”
Lord Jesus. Could I just hang up? Every word I said seemed to get
her madder. A few more minutes and she’d just head over here and beat
me up.
“I’m really sorry, Mrs. Arthur, gee I—”
“I haven’t heard anybody say, ‘gee’ since I was a kid, Wendell. You
sure you’re not Eddie Haskell?”
This was going way past annoying. “I am sure of that.”
“I apologize, Wendell. For all I know, you’re what you seem, a perfectly nice boy. Tyler refuses to tell me anything about you. But that’s not
your fault. I have no right to screech at you because I have a lousy relationship with my daughter. To tell you the truth, I don’t see how you’ll be
able to stand her for three months.”
“Uh-huh.”
“I feel terrible that I said that. I love Tyler, Wendell, and even admire
her. It’s just that sixteen is a lousy time for kids and parents.”
“I’m sure it is.”
That was such a dumb thing for me to say that we both laughed. That
helped.
“I think I know why you decided, the turning point, which was you
decided Tyler was going to have a rich and fulfilling time, which is what
my mom calls it, when I spilled the coke all over your best rug.”
At last something worked. She laughed again. Finally I got off the
phone. One thing Mrs. Arthur brought up I’ve been thinking about, too,
and that is why Tyler wanted to go. I didn’t wonder too much; I mean I
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didn’t try to think hard about it because I knew I wouldn’t get anywhere. I
do think about things, but I try not to think about things I know in advance
I can’t get anywhere with.
I won’t repeat the three-thousand conversations I had with my parents
about this trip. The only conversation that counted was one they had with
Skye, me as background. My strategy, arrived at with Skye, was to try and
say nothing, without seeming too sullen. I do sullen real good. For now,
the plan was for me to be committed to the trip but without reasons I was
able to articulate. That left it open for Skye to come in with all her stuff
about college applications, the development of the full authority of curiosity, the importance of risk, the flowering of creative confidence.
All this time, Wendell hardly said a thing. Sat there like one of those
autistic kids or the Downs Syndrome honeys that set my parents off into
predictable cooiness. Actually, Wendell’s eyes do follow things; it’s just
that his body is unnaturally still. It’s almost as if he had his hands folded,
frozen, like those unreal kids in early photos: boys on chairs dressed in
sailor suits. Wendell’s a little bit of a mystery. I hope. His mother’s so
smart, I wonder if there’s more to Wendell than I thought. His sitting there
like an immobile idiot didn’t give promise of a quick wit.
Just found out about the camper. I had been worried, irritated more
like it, imagining motel nights with Wendell. I was to the point of picturing
dressing him up as a girl, so we’d get past desk clerks. Only then he’d look
better than me. But the camper solves that. Twin beds, of course. Not that
he’d be a single-bed worry—or an attraction.
I wonder how they’re working out the money? I’d ask Wendell, but
that’s exactly the sort of thing he wouldn’t know. There’s only one week
of school left. I’m not even sure when we’re leaving. What about washing
clothes? I assume there isn’t much room to store stuff, so we’ll take only
a few clothes and things. Books and music, of course. What’s Wendell
bringing? His ukelele? Guess we have to have a meeting, me and him. We
haven’t even seen one another since this has been settled. Not true—seen
one another but not talked. He casts his big-saucer, long-lashed, sweety
eyes down when he fucking sees me. Maybe he is genuinely shy. I hate
shy.
Tyler called. Ordered me to attend a meeting. Ordered seems the right
word here. Not that it didn’t make sense to meet before we left. But this
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was less a meeting than an interrogation. We met at the Denny’s. It was
after school and she looked really beautiful. She smiled when she saw me
and, as that poet in English class says, “my heart leapt up.” That was the
last nice thing that happened.
“You ordered fries, Wendell?”
“Want some?” One thing I noticed about Tyler is that she used your
name a lot. I did it, too, when I wanted someone to like me. With her, it
didn’t seem a strategy, though. I don’t think she was trying to get me to
like her.
“I also don’t like arsenic gravy. Fried poison also exudes that fatty
grease into the atmosphere, worse than second-hand smoke. I’ll get
clogged arteries just sitting here.”
“Sorry.”
“Lord, Wendell, I wasn’t being serious. Try and sit in the same stadium, OK?”
I stared at her. Didn’t seem like anything I’d say would keep her from
clawing at me. She was sitting there looking at me, so finally I said it.
“Tyler, is there anything I can say would keep you from clawing at
me?”
Her face changed immediately, got softer. Her face is very expressive. Wish mine were. But the softness didn’t last all that long.
“You have a point. I guess I’m nervous.”
“Me, too.”
“Well, aren’t we perfectly matched! Like in a romance! So much in
common we might as well just drive this camper to the chapel, get married,
move into a RV park.”
“You sure you want to go, Tyler?”
“Huh?”
“I mean, I really want you to go, but it doesn’t seem like you want
to.”
“Look, Wendell, I am what I am. Seems like you’re pretty good at
making people feel guilty, but I hope we're not going to have a summer of
you being wounded fawn and me apologizing. Try to be less fucking helpless, for Christ's sake."
I figured I couldn’t be worse off saying nothing than something, so I
shut up. Ty1er had really dainty features, so sweet looking maybe she
acted like a mean bitchy person to compensate. I know that word “compensate” from these “peer adjustment” classes we have at school.
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“OK, Wendell. I have some specific questions. Money?”
I knew better than to say, “What about money?” so I said, “My mom
has so much money and is so anxious for us to have this experience, she’ll
cover everything. She won’t ask us to make a list or anything either. She
wants us—I guess I mean ‘me’—to be responsible. She thinks part of this
experience will be spending money—more like making mistakes with
money and learning from them, something like that.”
“Oh.”
“She’d be hurt if we didn’t spend a lot of money, make mistakes.
We’ll have to call a couple of times saying we’re out of cash, overspend
our credit cards or whatever.”
“That’s pretty good, Wendell.”
Something about the way she said that.
“Gee, thanks, Tyler.”
She looked at me more friendly than any time since we started, but
she let that look disappear pretty quick.
“What about clothes?”
This time I couldn’t help the dumb thing: “I guess we should take
some.”
“For a second there, Wendell, I thought you might have some wit. I
mean, grub, does our luxury gas-eater have a washer/dryer?”
“No.”
“You sure?”
“No.”
“Then why do you say no?”
“I know some things, Tyler, damn you.”
She just looked at me. I kept myself from apologizing. One problem
was that I said it kind of soft, not like you should say, “damn you.”
“OK, Wendell. Don’t get your panties in a wad. How do you know
that?”
“Cause washers and dryers take tons of room. The camper’s nice, the
pictures are; but I think it’s not going to have washers and dryers and an
exercise room.”
She didn’t laugh—I hadn’t said anything funny—but she looked at
me nicer.
“We got a half day Thursday, last day of school, Wendell. When do
we get to leave? Right after class?”
“If that’s OK with you.”
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“Pack the night before then, right Wendell? Your mom picks up this
million-dollar rolling mansion in the morning, right, Wednesday morning?
So we get together that night and pack up. We can get food as we go? You
suppose we can avoid a big two-family meatloaf feast that night, a bon
voyage nightmare piece of shit?”
“I hope so. No.”
“You’re right. We need fake IDs, Wendell. You thought of that?”
“To tell you the truth ...”
“That’s what I expected. Give me your school thing and I’ll take care
of it.”
“Great! They’ll think we’re twenty-one?”
“Wendell, sweetheart, they’ll think you’re twelve, no matter what the
card says. The card’ll say we’re eighteen. That’s enough of a stretch.”
I kept myself from looking hurt: “Not like you look thirty, Tyler.”
She did laugh at that, and it wasn’t funny.
“This is going to be an adventure, sweet cheeks. I wonder if I can
keep from wringing your neck. I guess you’ll have the same trouble.”
I was all set to say, “No, I won’t.” But I forced myself to say, “I
guess.”
Sho nuff, Wednesday night I hauled my stuff over to Wendell’s, telling my parents we needed a couple of hours to pack. I didn’t bring much.
With all the spending money we had, plus food and gas money, plus emergency money, plus entertainment money, plus “margin” money, I figured
this could be a summer shopping spree, at least for books and the like. We
had, according to reports, computers, a biggish flat-screen tv, and a second
tv. I’m not too interested in buying clothes. Brought a couple pair of jeans
and some shirts, shorts and a bathing suit. A jacket. I don’t wear makeup,
so I didn’t need much more than a toothbrush in that line.
I expected Wendell to have a load of shit, cosmetics kit and an electronic leg-hair remover; but he didn’t have any more than me, maybe less.
He did have a lot of maps and travel books, some of which looked fun—
wacky attractions and festivals, country’s stupidest museums, worst places
to eat. Things were looking up. He also had board games, which sunk
things again.
The rv luxury bus-thing wasn’t exactly a teen dream, more suited for
those Fred and Marge people you see with the stickers on the back, Good
Sam Campers. All the same, it was awesome. I asked Skye how much it
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cost. She didn’t blink, “$943,000.” Didn’t apologize or pretend not to
know. Seems to have hogged up the whole family’s supply of cool. Wonder where the daddy is?
I took the tour through the rv with Wendell, who was seeing the inside
for the first time, too. He’d waited until I came to look at it. That’s pretty
sweet, I guess, if it isn’t even more dorky. I realize I don’t want to think of
Wendell as sweet. A summer of sweet would suck big time.
Wendell and I put our stuff away. Amazing how many cubby holes
and drawers and hidden crannies, hooks and sliding things. It was a custom
model, with all the extras Skye had added on in consultation with the
dealer. Had a slide-out extension in the back. The whole thing was dizzying, so I’m going to describe it a little. I hated how I was edging around
the inside, mouth-breathing and oohing. Wendell was much more relaxed
about it, the fucker.
The back end slid out on rollers, automatically, extending the twinbed area into an entertainment pit, with another home theater and the second tv, with digital satellite receiver setup. The forward seats were like
loungers, “captain’s chairs,” swivelly and padded and comfy. They were
heated, too, which would come in handy when we were motoring cross
Alabama in July. (Wendell came out with that hilarity.) The driver’s seat
was adjustable to about eight-hundred different levels and tilts. The back
seats were massaging, as were the front. After a hard day of touring, some
magic fingers in the neck and ass might be just the thing. You could use
the front seats as beds, too, I forgot to mention, which we could do if we
got in a lovers’ spat and needed to separate by about eight feet.
Even the eating table (dinette) was leather, I think, or leathery anyhow. There was another table in the extension, came out of the wall somehow. There was a computer work-station, too, with two terrific laptops
stored away. There was what they called a “power-slider sofa,” which was
what you’d suppose from that description. Solar panel. Pretty big cooker
and a microwave. A coffeemaker: I didn’t really drink coffee and you can
bet Wendell didn’t. Nice bathroom but crampy, no way Wendell and I
could get in there together—gag. And, get this, a washer/dryer.
The brochure said we had heated holding tanks, a two-thousand watt
inverter, a central vacuum system, solar panel charger, and a six-point-o
turbo diesel engine. Good.
Wendell’s mom was adept at making herself scarce, not over-explaining nor giving us cautions. Wish I could say the same for my parents. They
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seemed worried about everything. At least they didn’t heave big obvious
sighs of relief over the twin beds. I knew, of course, that their main concerns were alcohol, drugs, and sex—in reverse order. They wouldn’t say
anything, naturally, probably thought they’d best not put such ideas in my
head. You’d think one look at Wendell would have reassured them, but
they obviously worried that I was easy prey for pretty white boys, any
white boys, any boys. But Wendell was the kind of kid you’d find on pedophile porn sites, and I should know, as I did a report on them for school,
just to rattle the authorities. Wendell would have driven the guys downloading this stuff wild. I assume the customers were male, all except me.
My parents brought along wine for the three genteel adult alkies, bubbly apple juice for the kiddies, two pies, and some godawful pumpkin
bread. Also Martin. Martin took to Wendell right away. To be fair, it
wasn’t like Wendell went out of his way to woo Martin. He just talked to
him a little, answered his questions, was nice without being sweet. If I
were Martin, I’d have liked him, too. But I’m not Martin.
The big folk went inside to cook or something, leaving the three of
us plotting. I was planning to lay down some rules for Wendell, but they
were pretty strong stuff in the bossy line, and I couldn’t do it with Martin
there. So I kept things, for the moment, soft.
“Well, Wendell, where we going first? I expect you have maps all
highlighted.”
“You think we should, Tyler, plan ahead I mean? I don’t care. Maybe
we could just do it one day at a time.”
“Like AA.”
“Huh?
“Never mind. Actually, I agree that doing it fresh every day would be
good, planning as we go, which is a lot like not planning, and that’s less
frightening than knowing what’s coming.”
“We could sit down every night and just see where we wanted to go
the next day—or stay where we were—or whatever.”
“Agreed. We’re off to a good start, Cap’n."
“Take me with you.” Martin’s little pipsqueak lilt was so pretty, and
it wasn’t even close to a whine.
Wendell smiled as if he’d like to do it. I’d like to do it, too, though
there’d be problems, starting with my mom and dad never ever even coming close to thinking of it.
“You won’t, will you?”
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“We can’t, honey. So might as well shut your pie-hole.”
He giggled. Disappointed but giggled. What a great kid.
I was afraid Wendell might suggest some stupid compromise. He
didn’t, though, just looked at Martin in a commiserating sort of way.
“So, we pick up some burgers after school and then take off, right
Tyler?”
“Take off where?”
“Yeah, where you two going?”
Key question, but, before we could engage that issue, Martin
switched subjects: “You got a nickname, Wendell? I mean, Wendell’s a
nice name. I like it a lot, but ...”
“It sucks, doesn’t it? But no, I don’t. I’ve tried giving myself some
nicknames, but nobody else ever picked them up. A few kids call me BoyBoy, but that’s not so much a nickname as abuse, I guess. I don’t know for
sure what it means.”
“I could make up a good one for you.”
“OK. What is it?”
“God, Wendell, give me some time.”
“So, what’s your nickname, Martin? Hotshot like you, gotta have a
good one.”
I was just standing there, annoyed, but also intrigued by all this.
“Mine is ‘Penis.’ ” He didn’t giggle or anything, just said it. Wendell
didn’t blink. I’ll give him that.
“ ‘Penis,’ huh. That’s a good one. Wish I had a fine nickname like
that. Kids must like you a lot, call you ‘penis.’ That’s cool. You’re cool.”
Wendell seemed serious. Convinced Martin anyhow. He glowed.
“Wanta know my sister’s?”
“Martin, no! You tell mine, penis, and you’ll be without yours!” I
knew he was going to say it, the little bastard.
Wendell grinned, didn’t say he wanted to know. Didn’t have to.
“It’s ‘titty.’ ”
“Goddamn you Martin, you little shit!”
Wendell was using his full allotment of aplomb; it was a surprise,
pleasant, to see he had any to draw on: “Those are great names, funny and
nice. They show how close you are, how much you like each other.”
No, they didn’t show that, mushhead asshole, but I let it pass. He was
being so nice he made me want to de-nut him, but it was also pleasant.
Best to change the subject.
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“So, where we going first day? Surprise me and pass: you don’t
know, it’s up to me, anywhere I want, don’t want to be boss ...”
He grinned again: “Big Bear.”
“By Lake Arrowhead?”
“That’s pretty yuppie, Tyler. Let’s go to Big Bear, expand our
minds.”
Would wonders never cease? Here’s Polyanna boy taking charge.
Fine with me.
“Big Bear it is, Boy-Boy.” Sorry I added the last part. Snotty. Wendell didn’t say anything, didn’t flinch exactly; but he blinked.
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CHAPTER 3
Day 1—Thursday—Los Angeles to Big Bear
I was going to pick Tyler up at her place, but there she was at my
house, talking to my mom, looking really pretty. She was wearing jeans
and a light blue shirt that left bare below: her belly and navel and upper
hips.
“OK, honeys. Get out of here. Let me know where you are from time
to time.”
That was it? “That’s all you gonna say?”
Mom laughed. So did Tyler.
I got in my captain’s chair and turned on the massage. It felt great at
first, but soon got annoying. Maybe you had to be sore. It was a nice chair,
almost too big, but comfy. Tyler took a while adjusting hers, playing with
the mirrors, fiddling with switches, changing the air vents. I sat quietly by.
I had the feeling I’d be sitting quietly by most of this summer. Tyler was
driving. We’d decided the night before we’d share the driving. Tyler had
got us both fake driver’s licenses, useful for cops and bartenders. I’d never
had any alcohol, apart from beer sips, but I had no principled objection.
Tyler had a principled objection to McDonalds. I know that because
I suggested we stop there for burgers on our way. We’d finally got going
from my house about one o’clock, not that I was worried about time, more
like worrying about my stomach. She was heading east on the 10 Freeway,
over toward La Brea.
“Tyler, where’d you want to get food?”
“I don’t care, Wendell. You know a place?”
“We said burgers? I eat anything, just about, even sushi. There’s a
McDonald’s up here next exit.”
“Did I hear you right? McDonald’s? McDonald’s? Mother-fucking
McDonald’s? McDonald’s?”
“Anyplace is OK with me, Tyler. You don’t like McDonald’s?”
“Do I have a liking for massacres? ‘On the whole, Wendell, what
would you say about Heinrich Himmler? You like him?’ ”
“OK. I guess you’re right. They’re real unhealthy.”
“Unhealthy! They drive out legitimate businesses and pay crummy
wages, no benefits, exploit old people and kids. They have wiped out the
life of the working class. They’re far worse than crack dealers.”
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“I didn’t know that. Don’t get mad. OK by me if we never eat at
McDonald’s.”
She looked at me, still kind of mad, you could tell. But she didn’t say
anything.
“If you want, Tyler, I’ll help you bomb a couple, set rats loose in ‘em,
paint big dongs on the Ronald McDonald pictures.”
She didn’t laugh, but she looked over at me softer, a least a little; not
so much like she held me responsible for all the awful stuff McDonald’s
was doing to the rain forests.
“So, where you wanta eat, Tyler? You a vegetarian?”
“No, Wendell. Just McDonald’s. I know an In-N-Out off the Santa
Anita exit out in Arcadia, you know off the 210, maybe a half hour away.”
Fine with me, of course, though it was more than a half hour away.
Traffic was terrible, like it was every Thursday. Like all of Los Angeles
left work early and went away, taking Friday off. It was almost an hour
before we got in the line at In-N-Out. Long line, moving slow, since they
made every order from scratch, for some reason. Another hour sitting
there. Maybe ten minutes, but it seemed like an hour.
The burgers were good and the fries were terrible. I didn’t say that,
since Tyler’ll probably tell me I was used to McDonald’s fries, which were
greased up with dolphin fat and the blood of inner-city babies.
We crawled up to Big Bear not saying much. I let Tyler pick the music, of course, since I knew she’d hate what I liked.
Big Bear was filled with fudge stores and video arcades, also shops
selling souvenirs I liked and knew Tyler wouldn’t. Not that I bought any,
since they weren’t exactly the things kids would buy, and I wasn’t above
buying only the sorts of things kids would buy, which wasn’t carved wood
bears, real big ones. There was a skiing store and a hardware, plus a quilt
shop, devoted to the very stuff I think is the least interesting activity in the
world, not that I know anything about it. There was also a year-round
Christmas store, tree ornaments mostly, but also lawn things, lights, and
window decorations. Tyler dragged me in, meaning I followed her.
They really had nice things. I was ready to make fun of it, to tell the
truth, but I found myself picking up sparkly glass and metally ornaments
and holding them up, looking at prices, admiring for a long time a certain
light set, called ‘retro candles,’ which had skinny tubes with fake flames
on top where some kind of waxy liquid bubbled inside of them. I was wondering if that wouldn’t be a good gift for my mom. Mailing it, not carting
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it all round the country for three months. Here’s the part I’m ashamed of:
I didn’t buy them because I figured Tyler would make fun of me. This was
going to be a great summer. I wasn’t going to please her anyways, so why
try? I knew I would try, though, try and fail and try again. I’m like that.
We ate at a place that had karaoke. Here was my chance to prove
complete independence from Tyler’s mean opinions. She had been really
nice since we got to the town and found our trailer park. We walked into
town—it was close—and she was chatty. I wondered what kind of couple
we made, whether people would think we were a couple. She was so pretty
they’d probably think I was her geeky cousin from Dallas, or that we were
brother and sister somehow, me her adopted little brother, of course.
She looked older than me, even I could see that. What these people
thought about what we were didn’t matter, but it was interesting. I imagine
it’ll come up a lot this summer, what people think we are. Wonder if anybody, anywhere will take us for boyfriend and girlfriend? No. Maybe, if
we travel long enough.
As we got away from California, people might notice we looked different, white and black to be blunt. Maybe people saw that here, but I doubt
it. It’s not what gets noticed these days.
This was a fine place, I thought. It was a German restaurant, in my
opinion, with red cabbage and great meat that tasted like vinegar. Tyler
talked a lot during dinner, which surprised me, mostly about school and
her brother. The school stuff had nothing about me in it, but she wasn’t
being mean. We’d had these conversations, totaling maybe an hour in two
years. I finally worked up nerve to say I thought it was a good restaurant.
“You do?” she said.
“Yeah. I’ve never had food like this. Probably you have. You don’t
like it?”
“I do, pretty much. What do you like about it?”
Oh hell! “The meat tastes like vinegar, kind of. I didn’t think I’d like
anything like that. You know? I guess it surprises me that I do.”
“So, you’re proud of yourself, Wendy?”
“No. It’s not that. Well, yeah, sort of. But I also like it, not just being
proud because I’m surprised. It’s good.”
“So you mentioned.”
At least I didn’t break into tears. “Did you really like it, Tyler?” She’d
had the same thing as me, and I ordered first, impolitely, I guess.
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“I did, Wendall. I’ve had this before, sauerbraten, and didn’t like it
much. But this was good. What do you think of that guy who’s singing?”
Some guy, Japanese I’d say, was singing, “Rock and Roll Is Here to
Stay,” making it sound like “Lock and Loll Is Hewe to Stay.” It was really
funny, in a lousy sort of way. He was also off-key, off the beat, too. I
started giggling.Tyler stared at me as if she was going to get mad and say
something snotty, but then she started to giggle, too. “Oh Rendy,” she said,
laughing like crazy, “rick my rips and prease stop raffing!”
I started snorting. The singing guy heard us and waved, grinning real
wide. I guess he was drunk, or maybe just a nice guy.
“You going to sing, Wendell?”
I loved signing so much. “I will if you will, Tyler.” She looked
shocked.
“Me? A duet?”
“Why not? We couldn’t be much worse than that guy. Looked like
he was having a good time.”
“You’re serious, aren’t you, Wendell? I’ll be damned. You go ahead.
I don’t—I’m much too chicken. You go ahead. Will you?”
Sure I would. I got up there, second in line behind a woman who was
pretty, kind of, though sort of old, fat, too. They gave me this list of songs
to look at and pick from. I didn’t know some of them, but most. The titles
were in sections. The ones that caught my eye were in “Old Favorites.”
The woman ahead of me had started in on “Lucille,” a country song that
wasn’t too suited for her. She should have been singing something like
“God Bless America.” She had a big voice, sweet, too, if a little wobbly.
I picked out one my mom liked, me, too, and my grandma, “Shine
On Harvest Moon.” The main part of the song was nothing special, but the
verse was terrific, a solid minor-key strange thing setting up the alsostrange lyrics of the main part. But that verse was beautiful: “Oh the night
was mighty dark so you could hardly see, for the moon refused to shine."
The “shine” note was great to quiver on and make louder as it extended
and the bass throbbed beneath it. The song should have ended there, that
one note sounded so fine. You could swoop up to the “shine” with style,
even if you didn't have much style, which I didn't, though a fair voice if I
didn't try to do much. My mom, for instance, liked to force me to sing “The
Lost Chord,? which was about three-hundred somethings beyond me. Besides, I could never understand what the song was about. Chords were
chords, and how could one appear out of nowhere? It was as if God had
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just thrown in the number sixteen without anybody ever having noticed it
before. Pure silly, if it weren’t for the music, which kicks butt, I gotta say.
Before I knew it, the woman was on the last phrase, which she did
great. She smiled, said words to me I couldn't catch, apart from “something, sweet, honey.”
The lyrics were on a machine right there in front of me, but I already
knew them. The music started as soon as I got to the mike, with some
pretty keyboard playing. Straight off there were a couple of bars of introductory stuff just to clue me to the right key. I almost sang right over them,
but I didn’t. Then my part began, with the keyboard playing chords behind
me pretty solid but not much of the melody line, which was fine by me.
Anybody could’ve made this sound good, even—well, you know.
“Oh the night was mighty dark, so you could hardly see; for the moon
refused to SHINE (Shy-yi-yi-yine). Couple sittin’ underneath the willow
tree; for love they pined. Little maid was kinda ‘fraid of darkness, so she
said [pause] I guess I’ll go [hold]. Boy began to sigh, looked up at the sky.”
From then on, it really didn’t do a lot. Too much regular stuff, phrases
going just where you expected and wished they wouldn’t.
Wasn’t like I had an audience. Most people were talking, and I was
singing soft. I always sang pretty soft, even with boomers like “The Lost
Chord,” since soft seemed natural to me and since I sounded bad loud.
Maybe not bad but not so good. I had weaknesses, like not much range
and, duh, not much volume. I didn’t dare look over at Tyler. A couple of
people clapped. They were old people. I don’t think Tyler clapped.
She looked at me, though, with what might have been a tiny smile
and didn’t spit on me. “So what’s up now, Wendell? You plan on making
an evening of it here?”
“You like video games, Tyler? There’s a couple of ...”
“Not much, no.”
“Me, either. We must be the only ones our age. So, what do you ...?”
“Bingo.”
“OK.” Was she serious? She was. She’d seen a sign at a great big
auditorium place, turned out to be the American Legion Hall on the main
road.
It was a world of bee-hives and pot bellies, honest to God. Very nice
people, though. They checked our IDs and didn’t believe them, I don’t
think, winked a lot and called us “kiddos.” Never been called a “kiddo”
before.
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We sat at a long wood table with people on both sides, about thirty of
them in our section. They were all playing five or six Bingo cards at once.
I played two and that wasn’t easy, as the caller didn’t go slow. The games
were complicated, though the people around us were good at explaining
them. Once they told me I had a Bingo and I hadn’t seen it. I won eighteen
bucks: two other people had Bingos at the same time.
Only thing was, they weren’t so nice to Tyler, not exactly mean, just
ignored her and spoke mostly only to me. She didn’t say anything, Tyler,
but I’m sure she noticed.
After about an hour, they passed around chocolate sundaes. Free.
During the break, people talked some around us, but not really to us. It was
one of those times when all of a sudden the noise shuts down for a second
accidentally and you can hear a word you otherwise wouldn’t hear. And
the word you could now hear was “nigger.”
I started to get up and leave, but Tyler grabbed at my jeans under the
table and pulled me down.
After the sundaes, they had something like a meeting of the American
Legion Club, only they didn’t kick us out. First they all said this oath, the
Preamble to the Something of the American Legion: “We associate ourselves together ...” I remembered that because it was such an odd way to
put it. There was lots in it about freedom and justice and about news from
the national headquarters in Indianapolis, Indiana.
The other funny thing was a bit about upholding and promoting “one
hundred percent Americanism.” Tyler did snort when they said that, but
she was naturally a little edgy after that “nigger” stuff. Maybe we got the
word wrong, only we didn’t. And Tyler was the only person in the room
even close to not white.
The guy in charge kept saying we’d get right back to the games, and
saying “ahhhhh,” and “you know,” and laughing when there wasn’t anything funny. Maybe he was in the bag. A couple of time he pointed to the
flag and choked out, “God bless ‘er.” Then he said again we’d get right
back to Bingo after a brief explanation of a paper he was sending around,
asking us to sign up to support The Boy Scouts of America. I was never in
The Boy Scouts myself, but I knew a couple of kids, including Sean 2,
who said they had been and hated it. Sean 2 had quit for some reason—
because he hated it.
The fat guy, well the particular fat guy who was running things, told
somebody in the crowd who must have objected to something that he was
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the one in charge and that he didn’t think this was a bad time for onehundred percent Christian Americanism. What’s wrong with that? he’d
like to know! Then he started in on The Boy Scouts again.
“This flag, and long may she wave, is drooping today. Why? Because
of what’s happening in three states, where we have chapters but where
they also got Communist Courts and the ACLU. The Boy Scouts of America is protected by the flag as to their right to Christian morals. Am I
wrong? The ACLU atheists would love to see homos getting positions as
scoutmasters, for reasons I won’t sully our mouths with saying. This is a
threat to America as big as Muslim terrorism, with respect to anyone here
of that faith, but we will stand proud against. So let’s rise now in silent
tribute to our boys in—abroad, fighting against all those who envy our
freedom.”
Everybody stood but me, until Tyler grabbed my jeans again and
yanked me up. It wasn’t clear to me why we were standing, but I wasn’t
going to do what Tyler didn’t.
We stayed to the end, the final real complicated Bingo game, which,
I swear to heaven, Tyler won. Won $150. They called her up to the front,
because, in addition to the money, she was awarded a stuffed bear (Big
Bear, get it?) and a tee-shirt that said, “One Hundred Percent American!”
The guy in charge made a big deal about the presentation and was corny
nice to Tyler. Maybe he had heard the “nigger” word from the fellow loyal
American and was embarrassed.
Clearly, he expected Tyler to smile and go away, but she slipped between bald chubbo and the mike and said, very polite and slow, “I want to
thank you all for being so nice to me and my brother tonight. I’d like to
donate the winnings to your fund to support the Boy Scouts and win the
battles against homos and niggers. Thanks again.”
I couldn’t believe she’d said that, but she did, all smiley and sweet.
The place was so quiet you wanted somebody to say something to break
the tension. But nobody did. They stayed where they were, nobody moving
a muscle. Tyler had got the money in an envelope, and she made a big
show of taking it out, handing it back to the M.C.
Were he any smarter or less drunk, he’d kept his mouth shut, but no:
“You and your little friend or any other friend or family members are always welcome here, and I’d like you to know, Miss, that we have many
many African members, you know, and honor them for their service to the
flag and this great country and ...”
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Tyler just stood there grinning at him, making no move to leave.
“So let’s give this young lady a great big hand, in honor of all our
black men who have died to serve their country—and our country, too, tis
of thee.”
I kept myself from laughing until everybody started clapping.
By this time, I had lost being uncomfortable and hoped Tyler would
keep it up, which she did: “I think we should all honor our great flag and
all the dead brothers with a big chorus of ‘God Bless America.’ ” And she
started singing. Tyler had a really good voice, but it seemed like nobody
else in the room did and they sang very loud.
Instead of leaving after the song was done, they stood around, probably wondering if there were more observances Tyler had in mind for the
fallen black soldiers. But she let them off the hook, came over to me, called
me “bro,” hooked her arm in mine, which was nice, and made it easier for
us to leave. Lots of people said stuff like “Come back, now!” or “That was
really a nice thing to do!” Seemed to me they’d rather chop off their own
fingers than have us come back, but they tried hard to sound like they
meant it.
We’d walked from the r-v park to the Hall, about a mile, so we had
to plod back.
“That took a lot of guts, Tyler.”
“Thanks, Wendell.” I tried to see her face, check if she was being
nasty, but I couldn’t see too well in the dark. Didn’t sound nasty, but she
always was, so probably.
This was our first night sleeping together, and I was worried how to
handle it. I mean by that two things: getting the beds unhooked and slid
out, and also getting our clothes off and all that. The first didn’t figure to
be a big problem, maybe, though the instruction book went on for about
ten pages, which was nerve-wracking. As for the second, I figured Tyler
would have a plan, about undressing, and I’d just do what she did.
The bed was easier than I had supposed, all electric and automatic—
just push a button and get out of the way. The old-folks big chairs against
the wall opened out into beds, five-inch mattresses with heavy foam stuff
on top of that for added comfort.
I’d never worn pajamas, I don’t think, just took off my pants and got
under the covers. But I’d packed pajamas, for safety. Now that we were at
pajama point, I didn’t know how to be safe, and it occurred to me that
maybe it’d be better to get into bed and take stuff off under the covers. In
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the morning, I could dress before getting up. That way, no worry about
pajamas, taking them on and off. That was a thought. Only thing was I
changed clothes every day, all my clothes. Not my shoes, but everything
else. And by now I had my pajamas in my hand, standing there, trying not
to look like I was waiting for Tyler to give me instructions.
“You waiting for me to tell you it’s OK to undress, Wendell?”
I tried to laugh, but I couldn’t.
“Well?”
“No.”
“OK, then, do it.”
“In front of—I don’t—Where?”
Tyler put her hands on her hips, like she was being sassy, like in old
movies, and just stared at me, like I was a doofus, which I was.
“Maybe I should—OK.” I took off my shirt and sat down to take off
my shoes and socks. She just stood there looking. I put my pajama tops on
then, and they were pretty long. Glad of that. Then I unzipped my jeans
and pulled them down, only too fast, so I tripped, almost right into Tyler,
but I didn’t quite hit her. Wasn’t too cool, though.
“You wear tighty-whities, Wendy. Do they have spider-man on the
butt?”
I don’t know why, but I felt like crying. That was the last thing I
wanted to do, but I almost did it and then I did it. I couldn’t help it. I felt
like my stomach was all of a sudden empty and my legs were shaky. I
didn’t care, then, about Tyler seeing my underwear or anything, and anyhow she already had, and I did care. I turned away, but she knew I was
crying. Like a baby or something. I put my hands up to my eyes, shoving
against them, trying to block the tears. But I was making noise, and shaking. I’m not sure why I was crying, not really.
“Oh Jesus Christ Almighty!” was all she said, but she said it real disgusted.
Day 2—Friday—Big Bear City
I slept late. We’d turned the lights out right away after what I mentioned, which it made sense to do. Hope that wasn’t what we did every
night, go to bed so early. I loved staying up late, though I almost never did
it. My mom never said anything about it, but I had it in my head that I
should get lots of sleep during school. That’s what makes a nerd, you
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know, following your own rules for no reason. I did that a lot. This summer, though, I was thinking we’d stay up all night if we wanted, watching
videos or playing games. I’d said that to Tyler, and she’d said, “Yeah,”
meaning that she agreed or disagreed or didn’t care or thought it was unspeakably geeky to do it or talk about it.
I don’t usually sleep late, partly because I like mornings, and not just
because Sean 1 and I have been spending them together on our fake business. Even before that I hardly ever slept late.
I woke up because Tyler was cooking, about six inches from my head,
it seemed. She was doing fried potatoes and crepes and ham with some
kind of fruit. I could check it all out; she had her back to me, her butt. I
stared at it. Wasn’t like she was wiggling it deliberately, but she was moving around naturally. She also had the table set. Whooie.
I didn’t want to be even dumber and pretend to be asleep longer or
something, so I opened my eyes, caught hers, and said, “Hi.”
I wasn’t sure how she’d act after last night, but she didn’t. I mean,
she didn’t do anything but keep working. She said, “Hi,” just said it—
could have been worse. The food smelled great. Much better than my
mom’s, and my mom wasn’t bad. I had no idea why Tyler was doing this.
Maybe she cooked all the time. I didn’t think it was an apology or had
anything to do with me, for that matter.
A problem. Here I was in bed, sort of altogether undressed. Tyler on
top of me; I mean she was about a foot away. After the “Hi,” I had to get
up, underpants and all. I could ask her to turn around. That’d be so stupid,
even I didn’t consider it, only I did and decided it’d be worse than being
embarrassed. So I got up and put on my pants, trying hard not to rush so
fast I’d trip again. It wasn’t smooth, but at least I didn’t burst into tears. I
put on my pants sort of slow, on purpose, and then I went to our terrific
bathroom and washed up good, my hair, too, and then came out and went
to the back and changed all my clothes. There was a curtain, but did I draw
it? Not old cool Wendell. I don’t think I’ve ever been so embarrassed. Was
Tyler looking? Of course I don’t know. Not like I was looking at her.
“This is great food, Tyler. You could get a job as a chef or something.”
“Thanks, Wendell. Good to know I have a talent.” I didn’t register
that she was being sarcastic, so maybe she wasn’t. She wasn’t smiling especially, but she hardly ever did, I had noticed, and not just around me. I
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smiled all the time, so it was kind of odd with somebody who never did,
but I’d get used to it. Maybe.
Anyways, we were back to where we were, I guess, wherever that
was.
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CHAPTER 4
Wendell has a cute ass. I’d enter it in a contest if I were an ass agent.
It’s chubbier than you’d think but firm, to all appearances, and, I swear,
dimpled. I wouldn’t mind playing with it. Of course I would mind. I know
about his ass because he put it on display before breakfast. Isn’t that just
what a diddly-dork would do, after last night’s oh-don’t-look-at-my-panties-oh-my-God-oh-I-can’t-bear-it display. I had found myself on a trip
with a Sunday-school gender-uncertain. True, she/he was compliant and
possessed of one of the genuine fine asses in the country. Would that make
up for three months with The Littlest Mermaid? Not likely, but too early
to bail—just yet.
He didn’t eat prudishly. Glommed it right down. I watched him while
he ate, not so he could notice, but trying to see a little better what this freak
was like. Some things I knew: he was gorgeous. Eyelashes drooping down
to his chest, huge eyes (sparkling blue, as if you needed more of a cliché),
skin all flushy, no facial hair and only fuzz on his arms, very small nose
and ears, full lips but a small mouth, a narrow lower face but a strong chin,
very long bright blond hair that was always flying around it was so long
but never messy, slim and wasp-waisted. It’s a wonder the boys weren’t
all over him. Maybe some were—my own suspicion, not that I’m obsessed
with the idea.
He ate fast but didn’t spray things around or make noises. He looked
over at me now and then, smiling demurely. To be fair (and why should I
be?) he wasn’t trying to win me over. He had no designs on me, just went
around grinning his way through life. Maybe I’d do that, too, if I looked
like Shirley Temple, only pretty. No, I wouldn’t. Wendell had the temperament of a cheerleader, who would progress to sorority doll, later to one
of those hard women who sell real estate, attend the Lutheran Church, vote
Republican, give outdoor parties, and get breast cancer when they’re fiftyfive.
“So, Wendell, what do you think?”
“Thanks for the great breakfast, Tyler. I know you didn’t mean was I
thinking about that when you said what do I think. You meant, ‘what are
we going to do now? Where are we going?’ And you expect me to smile
and say something sweet and squirmy and blush and leave it all to you.”
Damn! This was great. Wonder if he could keep it up?

50

Wendell and Tyler I
No, but close. I stared at him and the little turd blushed, just as predicted. But he did keep it going, and not lame either:
“I’d say we go on a hike on the Pacific Crest Trail, where we can
drive up to it. Then we have lunch. Then we go bowling in town. Then we
go on that alpine slide. Then we go on the water slide right next to it. Then
we have dinner someplace. Then a movie. Then we come back and play
video games or watch a dvd.”
Stop there, Wendell. Don’t fuck it up. No apologies. None. Give me
a heart attack. Stop yapping. Of course he didn’t.
“Unless you don’t wanta, you know.”
“OK.”
“OK, what?”
“What you said, lover.” I shouldn’t have said that. He looked a little
nonplussed, but he often did. (I know “nonplussed” is a show-offy word,
but how else is a girl to build her vocabulary?) Looking flustered didn’t
necessarily mean he’d noticed what I said. He didn’t notice a lot, I expect.
Did it all, we did. The trail was my idea of a pussy hike. Wendell got
a map at the ranger station, talked all knowingly to the guy in charge, who
looked to be about Wendell’s age though more manly of course, then drove
up to the ridge and found a place to park our monster. Then we just walked
along this pretty-much level trail a couple of miles, turned around and
came back. Yeah, it was gorgeous up there, nice views of the lake, some
little blue wild flowers, some little yellow flowers, some sick-looking cactus, great old pine trees, rocky cliffs, cool breezes. The trail was packed
pine needles, soft and sweet-smelling. But it was as much of an outdoor
adventure as a Disneyland ride.
We ate lunch at a place with a name like “Country Cupboard.” Wonder if we can fit in a cool hundred of Country (or “Kountry”) Somethings
this summer? The only excitement in the afternoon was when Wendell
actually went over the edge of the Alpine slide. Didn’t think that was possible, but it is. He got going so fast that he couldn’t or wouldn’t brake for
a curve and went right the fuck over. I was behind him, going slower by
sensibly braking and thereby increasing the distance between us but still
close enough to see everything. It was scary as hell. He was accelerating
like a madman, and the hill was steep and rocky; the heavy cart soared up
over the edge of the track, flipped upside down with Wendell in it, and
came down on him pretty hard, sliding him down the steep hill all the way
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to the next bend in the track, right into the pole holding things up. I managed to stop on the track just above and was still trying to figure how to
get out of my damned cart, when Wendell emerged from under his.
He was laughing, rubbing his thigh but laughing. I laughed, too, why
I don’t know. He’d zanged and torn and banged at least fifty yards down
the hill at high speed and didn’t even look messed up. Actually, his jeans
were ripped, I noticed, and his shoulder or arm or something up there was
bleeding.
Most of the people working at the slide were about our age, but the
guy who came running up was some middle-aged sack of pathetic. Imagine having a career wrapped up in maintaining order in lines and showing
people how to use the brakes, a lesson lost on my companion. Anyways,
here comes this guy in a uniform, at least the shirt from a uniform: white
with a red horizontal line, “You Must Be Taller Than This to Ride Alone.”
“What’s goin’ on here anyways? You read the board up there?
There’s boards at the top and bottom. What I wanta know is, did you read
‘em?”
Wendell, whose instinct was to cringe before anybody, stared at this
guy and, Jesus wept, he laughed, loud and right at this guy—unmistakably.
“Oh, you think it’s funny. Funny. You think it’s so very funny. You
...”
“Sorry. It’s just that I about tore my butt off, and you yell at me about
reading the boards. It just seemed funny. Sorry. I can see how you’d be
mad.”
The guy was mollified, clearly, probably ready to be nice to anybody
who wasn’t mean to him, in that way a lot like Wendell.
“That’s OK. How can I help you, kid?”
This golden opportunity was collapsing into loser-stroking, so I
helped out:
“You can help, assistant trainee, by checking with your lawyers about
how to handle a seven-figure fucking lawsuit for criminal negligence.”
“Huh?”
“My friend here has suffered permanent disability, a lifetime of earnings lost. Your own carelessness has landed him in a personal hell, an expensive personal hell. And you’re paying. My Daddy’s a lawyer. He’s a
big-time rich lawyer, and he specializes in—this kind of thing.”
Uniformed dweeb acted as if I’d taken a shit in his bunk bed. He
didn’t say a word, looked like a moron asked to do calculus. He stood there
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a minute and fumbled at his belt. For a second, I thought he was going for
a weapon, but it was only one of those useless first-aid kits.
Wendell, who appeared to be as emotionally pained as the attendant,
mumbled something and presented to him his skinned thigh. It looked like
raw meat, flesh two layers down. He had opened his pants some, or rather
they were ripped and he held back the corners; but he was making it tough
on the guy by keeping so much hidden.
“Wendell, just take your fucking pants off. He won’t look at your
pecker—or your underoos. I’ll make him promise.”
Wendell and the other guy both shot me these “how could you?”
looks. Like I’d just goosed the Pope.
Neither said anything. Wendell started opening his pants, and the retard mumbled, “That’s OK,” all sensitive to Wendell’s delicacy. I gave up.
Wendell’s leg looked like hamburger, and he winced a little as Nelly
Nursey tended to him; but he didn’t fuss. Must not have hurt as much as it
looked. Nice body Wendell had, not that I was dying to see it again, especially all chopped up like it was.
That night we watched a movie called “Freeway,” a cool movie I figured Wendell’d dislike—violent and gross and witty. It’s a slick parody of
the macho stuff in “Little Red Riding Hood,” Reese Witherspoon tarting
it up with her beautiful homicidal maniac act that’s also convincing. It’s
done like a cartoon, very sophisticated. Way above Wendell. He said he
liked it, though, made a couple of unimbecilic comments. Wasn’t like we
had a discussion or anything.
Next stop, we agreed: the high desert. All our books and maps and
AAA trip-tics and advice from friends and Wendell’s internet researches
yielded—dah, dah—a meander to the east and north, not very far either
way, lest we miss something especially lame.
I changed the bandages on Wendell’s leg—thigh, butt. I thought he’d
object to it, but he didn’t. Tell the truth, I was the one self-conscious. Jesus
Christ! It was like undressing my pretty little distant cousin, had I a cousin
so pretty, very very pretty.

Day Three—Saturday--Victorville
I figured I’d better get used to being undressed around Tyler. Wasn’t
like it was easy or right. It was hard and wrong. Last night and also this
morning, she changed the bandages on my leg, which meant pulling my
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underwear up some so she could get to the hurting part, which was located
on my upper thigh and a part of my butt side. It was Tyler took us to SavOn to get bandages. Of course she was snotty with the pharmacy helper
there, told him it was a wonder anybody in town was alive, if they depended on him. She was gentle with me, even asking once if it hurt. “You
sure?” she said. Maybe I should jump off slides every so often. It improves
the atmosphere.
We had breakfast made by me. I did eggs beat up with little chunks
of ham, cut real tiny, and green salsa mixed in. Also small pieces of green
pepper and green onions, also chopped garlic. And some great cheese, feta,
which I’d never had before. I burned the toast, but Tyler pretended I didn’t
or maybe didn’t notice. Of course she noticed, since it swamped the inside
of the camper with smoke and smells. Set off the alarm. I didn’t know how
to make coffee, so I tried, since I didn’t want to ask. Big mistake. It tasted
like chocolate milk mixed with old dirt. Tyler mentioned that.
This eating was pretty much fun, though all the cooking we did so far
was breakfast. I thought about suggesting we get some cookbooks and try
other stuff. Maybe another time. Actually, I did know a few dinner things,
not many but impressive.
“Where exactly should we go? We decided on northeast as promising, the desert, but where, Tyler?”
“What’s close? We don’t want to make it all the way to Atlanta today,
right? Spread it out some? You’re the boss, Wendell.”
“Close? We can dip over to Victorville. There’s other stuff we might
do, but kinda back toward LA. That’d be bad, like retreating.”
“Retreat? Tough asses like us? I’ve always wanted to go to Victorville.”
“Really?”
“Fuck, no.”
“Oh.”
“Don’t look like I just insulted your peeny, Wendell. I’m not thrilled
about Atlanta either, or any place in between. It’s not the places, you
know.”
“It’s me, isn’t it? You wanta be with me.”
She looked at me funny. Then she laughed. “Sometimes you’re not
so bad, Wendy. I meant I think anyplace we’ll go is OK. Who knows what
we'll find? Not like we're driving through Paris and Rome. But that's OK.
Don't you think?"
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"Yeah, I do, but ...”
“You didn’t think I was sophisticated enough for existential life,
right? Open to the moment, no plans, enemy of the predictable. Not what
you thought of me, huh?”
“No.” She looked a little pissed when I said that.
“Wendell, tell the truth, you know what ‘existential’ means?”
“Not too well, Tyler. Really, not too well. I did hear it this term when
we were reading The Stranger and No Exit. I went in to talk to Mr. Clancy.
I like all that about emptying oneself of hope, being free, knowing there’s
not anything out there, nothing at all. If we have to die, then life has no
meaning. Sartre said that, right? I really got interested in that, but it’s not
like I know much. I do like what I think I understand—about being free,
unprotected and alone. I don’t want to pretend. It’s not like I can even read
French like you, Tyler. But I ...” I couldn’t tell what she was thinking, but
she didn’t look like she was dying to have me go on.
“Victorville or Bust! How far is it?”
“From here to here.” I pointed on the map, like an idiot.
She snorted and adjusted her complicated seat and drove us there. On
the way, I figured out two attractions, Roy Rogers and Dale Evans Museum and something called Exotic World. The Roy Rogers place was right
on the highway, but Exotic World, the book said, was 17 miles east of D
Street; for directions, “call Dixie: 760-243-5261.”
“What that?”
“A stuffed horse, I think, Tyler.”
“Duh. Why’d anybody do that? There’s another. Holy shit!”
There they were, two stuffed horses. Maybe they were models, but
they looked pretty real. I didn’t want to touch them. “Trigger” and “Buttermilk” were their names, and the sign said they were famous in movies:
“the world’s most famous horse, ‘Trigger’!” I couldn’t think of any competitors. Race horses? Man of War? Seabiscuit?
“There’s a fucking stuffed dog!” Tyler said, kinda loud.
This woman who looked like that famous evangelist’s wife, the one
with the hair piled all the way up to the ceiling, heard her and walked over.
I thought she was going to yell at Tyler for saying that word so loud, but
she didn’t.
“We’re so pleased you youngsters have stopped by. Now, I know you
are way too young to know about Roy Rogers and the lovely Dale Evans,
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but your grandparents, old folks like me, you might say, probably knew
their faces and loved them better than the people next door. That’s how
important they were. And kind! They were so kind. I’m not saying big
stars are not kind now, but it’d be hard to be any kinder than Roy and Dale.
You know who did my job before me, greeting people and showing them
around?”
We said we didn’t.
“You maybe won’t believe this, not that you’d call me a liar. You’re
too well-mannered, I can tell. You might say I’m a blabby. Oh, I know I’m
a big fat blabby. Perfect job for me. But I really try to say not one word
that isn’t the truth.”
Tyler was staring at her like she was a Martian, so I said, “I’m sure
you don’t.”
“What a dearie you are, and how lucky somebody is—nudge-nudge.”
She said the “nudge-nudge” part, which I guess was better than doing it,
but I figured Tyler was about to say something rude with “fuck” in it, so I
cut in real fast.
“How old was the horse when they stuffed it?”
“What a fine question. Trigger passed away at the age of—some say
twenty-nine, some thirty-three. Or did you mean ‘Buttermilk’? She lived
to be thirty-one, and that’s verified. Advanced ages for horses, but then
they were taken better care of than a good many children. Doesn’t it make
your heart sick the way some children are treated? I never had children
myself, you know, since it takes a husband for that, and nobody ...”
I couldn’t think of anything to say, but she went on anyhow.
“When Trigger died in 1965, it hit Roy hard. He even said, and I can
quote this to you accurate, ‘When my time comes, just skin me and put me
right up there on Trigger as if nothing had ever changed.’ ”
She paused, but didn’t seem to be upset. “Of course we didn’t do
that.”
I was stuck back at where she said nobody’d ever want to marry her.
That was so sad, but she was laughing as she said it. I didn’t know
what to say. She wasn’t the last person you’d want to marry, but you could
see what she meant, not that I’d want to agree with her. That’d be beyond
rude.
Our guide was running on, though.
“Did you know Dale was married four times? It takes a while for
some of us women to stick, I guess. Dale’s first marriage was when she

56

Wendell and Tyler I
was fourteen, and she soon had her first baby. Her husband left her two
years later, a single mom, depending on herself. I think she’s very admirable for that, don’t you? I am not aware of anything interesting about her
next two marriages, but she met and married Roy in 1947 and they had
forty-one happy years together, before he died in 1988. Dale died three
years later, of a broken heart. I suppose that’s a little romantic, since she
was eighty-eight years old then.”
She laughed, but she was also sniffing.
She did love to talk, but she was great. Turns out the dog’s name was
“Bullet.” I didn’t ask its age. We didn’t ask anything. She just kept going,
showed us the photo albums, the cars, and personal stuff that wouldn’t
sound interesting, but she made it so. Still, there was so much stuff there I
thought we’d never get away. Plus, I worried that Tyler would say something. Roy Rogers wasn’t exactly her type.
“All those other things stuffed ...”
“I know, young lady, I know. I was hoping you wouldn’t notice.
There are three-hundred-forty-seven hunting trophies there, almost all of
them, all but two, shot by Roy himself. I can guess what you’re thinking,
and I agree. I wish he hadn’t. I don’t understand it myself. Deer, too, and
bear—it’s all so sad. It was a different time, I guess.”
We didn’t say anything.
“I hope you don’t think less of Roy Rogers and Dale for this, young
dearies. You know, it was a different time. They did so much good in the
world, for sick children, too. I don’t understand it myself, but there’s lots
I don’t. Still, I wish he hadn’t done it. I never mention them unless people
ask. Lots of people do. I can’t really understand.”
I couldn’t believe what Tyler said: “You know, ma’am, lots of wonderful people have these things about them we have trouble understanding.
Thomas Jefferson, for instance, owned slaves. And ...”
“He did? I didn’t know that. Oh my goodness, Thomas Jefferson. The
one did The Declaration, wasn’t he?”
“That’s the one.”
“Oh, he owned slaves. Oh, my.”
“It was a different time, like you say.”
“Yes, it was. But ...”
You got the feeling she didn’t see the connection to Roy Rogers, or
if she did, wasn’t too comforted. One more great person she didn’t understand. She looked dazed.
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Just then a flock of people came in past the stuffed horses, thank Jesus, and she kind of perked up—or tried to.
“You two sweet sweet honeys please take your time and make yourself at home. I really must greet our new guests, you understand. But don’t
leave if you have questions or just want to visit a bit.”
She started toward the mob of gawkers and then spun around, graceful in the way a lot of real heavy women are: “I never did tell you who had
my job before me: it was Roy Rogers himself, yes it was.” She smiled even
bigger than usual, then turned again and went toward her new people.
Naturally, we headed toward the exit just as soon as our guide was
out of sight. I should have kept my mouth shut, but I didn’t:
“She really seemed upset about Jefferson, but you ...”
“Just shut up, Wendell.”
That was clear enough.
I called Dixie; I guess it was Dixie. She gave us clear directions,
though she sounded like she had been drinking whisky for the last threehundred years. It was actually pretty neat hearing her voice, all raspy and
curdled.
Exotic World wasn’t. That’s a good sentence. But I will say that Exotic World was fun. For one thing, Dixie didn’t treat us like we were cuties
or honeys. Maybe she didn’t notice. That’s a possibility, as she seemed at
first to think we knew all about what she was telling us, which was the
world of strippers, the history of burlesque shows. It took me a minute to
realize the subject of her gargly talk, since she kept talking about “artists”
and “dancers,” but I finally caught on from the pictures. About the same
time, it dawned on Dixie that we were somewhat under the age of ninetyseven.
“You two seem very smart, but you’re young. That’s not your fault,
I’m not saying it is, but you can’t know what it was like. It was a different
idea of style then, of elegance, altogether different. Now, I’m not saying
every entertainer today is cheap, don’t get me wrong. Too many girls today, though, don’t understand the art at all. For one thing, it’s a strip-tease,
or used to be—that’s tease, as in T-E-A-S-E. Me and Gypsy and Tempest,
lots of class acts, and most of us were, we spent a lot of time thinking about
wardrobe, not just taking it off. Today, it’s flip, strip, and that’s it. We
knew how to dance, tantalize. Only at the very end of the act was there a
shake number, usually, and that was, I don’t mind saying it, art.”
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“We never had a chance to see that.” Tyler seemed to like Dixie a lot.
“Yeah, we never had the chance.”
“Well, things do change. Iron skillets aren’t going to come back and
replace microwaves, so we live with what we have. I’m not saying we
shouldn’t. But I’m glad young pretty people like you come and see what
it used to be.”
We seemed to be the only ones there, but it was an interesting place,
big, too. It was kind of funny seeing old g-strings on plastic models, like
in department stores, but I liked the posters and stuff. It wasn’t dirty at all;
it also wasn’t sexy.
Dixie seemed to me a really intelligent woman. I say that because she
was talking about how burlesque was a form of entertainment for the working class, and that’s the reason it lost ground. “When blue collar jobs disappeared, so did blue-collar art.” I’d never thought of it, but it sounded
right. I’m going to find out more about burlesque.
“Are there lots of books on burlesque, you know, history?”
She looked at me like Mom would if I told her I had accepted Jesus
Christ as my personal Lord and Savior. “Are you interested? I’ll give you
a couple of books, glad to, but there isn’t much, honey. It’s swept under
the rug, like most of the lives of workers.”
I kept my mouth shut and let Tyler move to the front with Dixie.
Truth is, I was getting a little tired of this tour, which had a lot of same
stuff in it, and also I was hungry. I knew Tyler wouldn’t ask any questions.
Wrong.
“Was this always a museum?”
Any hope I had of getting out of there soon ran right down the drain.
“You know what it once was? It was a goat farm. Really, it was. My
good friend Jenny Lee, you heard of her?”
“I think so,” Tyler lied.
“Sure. She ran the Sassie Lassy down in San Pedro, moved up here
with her own collection, when her health went bad. Well, Jenny was always real good to me, a great friend for years, you know?”
“Yes, we do,” Tyler lied again. All this time we were moving, like
crippled snails, from room to room to room. There seemed to be no end of
them.
“Well, I came to live with her, you know, take care of her. There was
this write-up said I came to ‘nurse’ her, but I don’t like that, makes it seem
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like some Florence Nightingale, which I ain’t. She was a good friend and
you’d a done the same thing, right? I mean, for a good friend.”
“I would,” Tyler lied yet again.
“Someone you loved and who loved you,” Dixie added, to nobody in
particular.
When we left, she gave me three books, just drop them off next time
we were by.
That night, we stayed right there in Victorville at a hook-up
campground place. It was well-appointed, I think you’d say, not that we
needed the showers they had or anything like that, having everything we
wanted here inside. We cooked for ourselves again, I mean Tyler did. I
washed the dishes, which I like doing.
After dinner, we played Rack-O. There was this real old couple in the
site next to us. I ran into them hooking up the power and hose thing. I
suggested to Tyler we invite them over later. I knew she’d say something
rude, but she didn’t, so they came over and played Rack-O with us. Nothing special happened, but it was a lot of fun. I can’t figure out Tyler at all.
She was nice to these old people, but then, later on, after they’d left, she
made fun of me again, me and my jammies and my panties and that kind
of thing.
Day Four—Sunday—Barstow
I drove over to Barstow. Not very far, an hour or so. I guess we were
alternating the driving. Tyler just got into the other seat, reclined it, put on
her shades, got the vibrator going, hooked up her earphones, and said not
one thing all the way there. Not that I wanted an intellectual discussion.
We watched this old movie night before last I liked, sort of Little Red Riding Hood made modern and feminist. Reese Witherspoon was hot, as
usual, though in this film she’s like one of those characters in “Good Fellows,” ready to shoot somebody’s jaw off. I should have mentioned the
movie earlier. I forget the title.
We got to Barstow and went to The Chamber of Commerce. Tyler
noticed the sign on Main Street. The lady there was so nice, I was afraid
all the time that Tyler would do her snotty stuff with her, make fun of her
to her face. But she didn’t.
The lady was chatty, a little like the Roy Rogers place woman, only
not so bubbly. They seemed to have a lot of that sort out here in the desert.
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This one did go on, but she wanted us to have a good time there, you could
tell, and she was proud of her town. We’d gone there as kind of a joke, and
here was this lady telling us all these neat things in the area, like we’d
come seriously. She also didn’t seem curious about how Tyler and I were
connected. She kept putting her hands on our shoulders. I didn’t mind, but
I knew Tyler would, only she didn’t seem to, actually was very polite to
the woman. Maybe I should start relaxing about Tyler. Maybe it was only
me she lit into.
The Chamber lady told us a lot about the town. If you’re not used to
them, these desert communities look like the moon after a tornado and then
a fire. No grass or trees, and lots of dirt. Not really sand, like in the movies,
but more like scrabby rocky soil that nothing much grows in that you’d
ever want to grow on purpose. It’s not flat there, exactly, but there’s not
much breaking the view except dirt hills. I used to think it was ugly as hell
out here, and I guess maybe it is; but it isn’t messed up.
I say that, and then here’s Barstow. There are fast foods and WalMarts and a discount center, but there’s also great stuff, which we found
out from this woman at the Chamber. She told us it was once a big railroad
town, and you could still take a walk around the old Santa Fe Railroad
tracks. Before the trains, there were big silver mines here, in the Calico
Mountains. Neat name, Calico Mountains. Maybe that’s why they built the
railroad here, because of the silver mines. The lady probably covered that.
When the silver played out, that’s the way she put it, the mining towns
vacated, but the town of Barstow stayed prosperous because of the railroad. Why a town would do well because there was a railroad there was
lost on me, I’ll admit.
She gave us lots of brochures: many attractions, plus this outlet mall,
with one-hundred-nineteen stores. I really like those places, for some reason, though I wouldn’t suggest going there unless Tyler would have
wanted to, which she wouldn’t. Besides, there were all these other great
things to do: The Solar Generator Plant, the Calico Ghost Town, The Mojave Valley River Museum, The Route 66 Museum, The Western American Railroad Museum, several Canyons, a place called Rainbow Basin,
and an archaeological site called Calico Early Man. They all sounded
good. I waited to see what Tyler would do.
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“So, Wendell what should we venture?” I could see he was getting
all excited over Fat Sally’s recital of all the lame shit here, things like the
solar power plant tour.
“I really don’t care, Tyler. What sounds good to you?”
“Some other town?”
I could see he was trying to hide his deflation. I didn’t mind deflating
him, but I also didn’t have another town in mind, so I let him wriggle off
the hook.
“Nah, hun-bun, this town is loaded with thrills. Tell you the truth,
starting from the bottom of the list, I could resist the canyons, since it’s
about three-hundred degrees out and all you can do in a canyon is walk
into it. I don’t know what Rainbow Basin is, but it sounds like more heatstroke activity.”
Wendell interrupted: “It’s just a place, fifteen miles north. Used to be
lakes.”
“No more lakes, right?”
“Not for maybe millions of years.”
“Damn, we missed them!”
“Bet they were something, though. Now, this paper says that even
without the lakes the dry stuff makes ‘a rainbow of scenic beauty.’ ”
“Thus the name. That’d be OK maybe in the morning or evening. I
kinda like stuff like that, Wendell.” I almost added some kind of apology
about being negative, but I’m happy to say I restrained myself.
“Yeah, OK. I’d like that. What else?”
“All the rest sounds happy, except for the power plant. I don’t know
how solar power is generated, and I don’t give a shit.”
“Me, either. So how about the archaeological site?”
I hated to admit it, but that was my choice, too.
On the way out—it was twenty miles away—we passed the Ghost
Town, which looked more like a seedy carnival attraction. I felt sure we’d
end up there, since the fat lady had recommended it.
The Early Man site was run by two women, whose combined ages
reached four figures. One of them took us on the tour, pretty surly at first
but she perked up when I asked some smart questions. Wendell, thank
God, kept his mouth shut.
She took us into this little declivity and started scraping at the ground.
“Look at this here! What is it?”
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It looked like a sliver of a rock to me, but I knew this was a test, so I
focused on it. To be nice—why?—I showed it to Wendell, which meant
him getting all close to me. That made me realize he never did that. Fine.
He did smell good. Very neat, Wendell, and clean, too—and—oh my!
Turning the rock sliver over and over, anyone would have noticed the
complicated pattern of cuts and edges on it. It was also pointed at one end,
pretty sharp.
“I’m about as ignorant of archaeology as one can get, but I’d say this
was a tool, a cutting or scraping tool, maybe used on hides or ...”
I was about to go on and make matters worse, when this old woman,
who looked more male than any male I’d seen, hopped up from her hunkered-over position, like she was six years old, and yipped.
“Yes! Yes! Of course it is. It’s a tool, almost certainly for scraping
hides, not a weapon and not a digger, but a tool. You’re a smart girl, not
that it takes all that much smart to see that, no insult. But you know what?”
All of a sudden she switched from glee to fierce: “You know what,
honey? Those god-damned fools, those fucking big league assholes, those
giant masters of total incompetence at Davis say ... You know what they
say?”
“No. What?”
“You know what they say?"
Was this ever going to end? “No, I don’t.”
“Those double-dyed fools up there at Davis say ...“
I thought she was going to ask me again if I knew what those diseased
testicles at Davis said, but she was just building up steam for the explosion:
“Dromedaries!”
“No!” I tried to match her indignation. Wendell did, too: “Not dromedaries!”
“They say these ancient hoofed animals just tromped all these stones
into what we women are mistaking as tools and, in other cases, weapons.”
“Why do they say that?” I asked.
She wasn’t ready for that. “Do you know who was here? Said it was
by far the earliest man site in North America, revised all previous ideas.
You know who?”
“No, we don’t. Who?” I had a feeling we were in for another round.
“You know who? Who these Davis pissants are ignoring?”
“No we don’t”
“Only Louis Leakey, Dr. Louis S. B. Leakey!”
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I was terrified Wendell would say, “Who’s he?” So I real loud let out,
“No! How could they?” Wendell was OK: “What dummies.”
“Yes, Dr. Louis S. B. Leakey!”
I knew what I should say. Since this was fun, I said it: “They’re jealous, don’t want their ideas upset. don’t care if they’re wrong. It’s because
you’re not in their club.”
“Goddamn right. You’re goddam right, that’s what you are. Goddamn right.”
I could sense Wendell breathing deep to say something and moved to
stop him. Too late: “It’s because those Davis idiots are men and you are
women.”
The old crone looked sharply at Wendell. I figured she was going to
spit on him, but instead she smiled: “What a sweet boy you are. You’re
goddamn right it’s because we are women. What a sweet boy you are to
see that. Some girl is going to be very lucky.” Then she looked at me and
winked. Jesus Christ.
This doesn’t sound like it took long, but it did, talking to this scientist
and her partner. Wasn’t so much “talking to” as playing the role of impartial-guys-they-wanted-to-convince. Duck soup. What did we know? They
enjoyed themselves, these two women, and it was easy to admire them,
lunatic as they may have been. They’d devoted their life to this work,
which even we could see was important. My guess was they’d badgered
old Leakey until he caved in and not only visited but agreed with them.
Why hadn’t his word carried more weight with the archaeological establishment? Whatever that blind bunch was, it apparently found its center in
Davis, which Wendell reminded me was University of California, Davis,
up near Sacramento.
They kept saying to one another that they had to let us go, but for
hours, it seemed, they didn’t. They wanted to present their case, and it
didn’t matter to them that they might as well have been arguing before a
council of parakeets. It was interesting, though it quickly got technical,
beyond our grasp. When we finally wrestled ourselves loose—“Helen, we
simply must set these sweet youngsters free!”—I was hungry as hell. Nothing to eat since breakfast. It was four o’clock, and we were twenty-five
miles from what passed as the town, where all the fine dining was located.
As good fortune and alert old Wendell would have it, we didn’t have
to go all the way back, hollow-eyed and big-bellied starving.
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“You know that Ghost Town we passed? I’ll bet they have restaurants.”
“And great ones, too!” I said, intending to convey a sneer, which I
did, judging by Wendell’s flinch. Still, it was a good idea to stop at the
Ghost Town. Wouldn’t be too crowded either, on a Sunday.
So I thought, but it was crowded, with people having a good time,
standing around watching college kids pretending to engage in honest to
Olde West gun-battles and fist fights with lots of flips and ugh-ow noises.
Actually, it was so campy I enjoyed it. These kids were throwing themselves off buildings, crashing through these fake glass windows, rolling in
the dirt. I’ll grant you, it was the lowest sort of schlock, but easy on the
cynical-index.
Wendell didn’t have to give himself permission to enjoy it. Stuff like
this hit his taste dead center. Being simple-minded, Wendell really had an
easy time of it in this festival of low-culture shit. This is the sort of fun
people call “adolescent,” but you never see adolescents enjoying it. Yeah,
but Wendell did. I did even more—for a time.
“Wendell, let’s get to a beanery here before they pick you out to be a
volunteer.” That was a real danger, and he’d a done it, too. I know that
because—you’ll see. The food was OK, or we were just so hungry anything would have gone down well. After lunch, as I warned before and you
guessed, we failed to make a getaway.
“Here’s our newly-elected deputy sheriff!” Oh, Jesus. We no sooner
slunk out of the restaurant than one of these fake Wild West doofuses recognized one of his own kind and glommed on Wendell to play in the show.
Wendell was quite reluctant—no he wasn’t. He aw-shucked his way
out into the middle of the dirt street—the dirt at least wasn’t fake—and put
on the outfit they gave him, Barney Fife. You know what I was worried
about? Wendell’s skinned-up ass. Here I was bandaging him every night,
much against my will (and his), and all my First-Aid skills, considerable,
were being thrown away on this reckless dim-wit.
Turns out Wendell went into a huddle with the paid nerds to learn
about his part. I thought about leaving, can’t imagine what possessed me
to stay. Even when I saw them looking at me and pointing, I remained
rooted. I can’t bear to write about what happened. It involved a bank robbery, a mano-a-mano shootout, some tumbling out of windows—all of
which was OK. What wasn’t OK was Wendell in a bandana over his lower
face, sidling up to a hostage, and setting in motion three minutes of the
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deepest embarrassment I’ve experienced since I peed myself on stage in
the kindergarten spring festival in front of a full house. I guess you’ve figured out who played the part of “the hostage.”
“So, Tyler, that was fun. Not for you, I guess. Sorry. How about a
museum—there’s the river one and the Route 66 one and a railroad one.”
“Wendell?
“Yes, Tyler?”
“Fuck yourself.”
“That’ll work, too.” He’d like to bust a gut, just as if he’d said something funny.
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CHAPTER 5
Day Five—Monday—Barstow To Tecate
“Whose turn to drive?”
“Where?”
“One thing at a time, Wendell. That’s the thing with you—you demand too much. I’m a simple girl, can’t hold much in my mind. I try, things
spill.”
“OK. Let me ask you, Tyler: you like to drive? Reason I ask is that I
like to a lot, and I figured you did, too, so we should split the driving, fair
is fair and all. But if you don’t like driving ...”
“I like driving.”
“OK, so whose turn?”
“Mine, I guess. Don’t you remember? You OK? It was just yesterday
you drove—very safely, too, a model for driver’s ed. You don’t remember?”
“Just making conversation.”
“I’ll drive. Should I just take off and flip a coin at intersections?”
“Sure, Tyler. See what happens and if we end up in Atlanta somehow.”
“That’s about as—Wendell, do you have any—look, you know
what’d likely happen, just by the odds?
“No.”
“A random heads-tails would keep us going in circles, never get out
of Barstow.”
“Why do you keep setting me up, Tyler?”
“I ...”
“I know you’re smarter than me. You gonna spend all summer showing me that?”
“Guilt-tripping me, Wendell?” Yeah he was, the ass, and it was working.
“I don’t mean to, Tyler. I just wish you’d stop tearing at me.”
“So, we’ve settled I’m driving. Where to?”
“I liked that random idea, Tyler, though I do see what you mean about
going in circles. How about we look at the map and books together?”
“That’s a plan.”
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“OK. You care if we don’t go east, Tyler, I mean all the time? One
thing we could do is swing up and down and just generally creep east. No
hurry.”
That was pretty good. Gave voice to what had been in the back of my
mind, too, though I hadn’t realized it until he said it. Should I tell him?
That’d encourage his pathetic act. Oh, what the hell.
“I love that, Wendell. We can float up and down, like you say, maybe
even slantways and even backwards, if we want, just make sure we’re a
little bit more east one week than we were the one before, right?”
I expected he’d be ecstatic, make a move (foiled) to hug me, but he
just nodded and smiled slightly. Wendell chose the oddest times to be cool.
Wish he were consistent.
We played with the maps and books for a while. I noticed last night
Wendell was reading the instruction book on the snazzy Italian coffee
maker. He’d also stopped at the Barstow gourmet shop—the Target—and
got some fine Brazilian beans. The result was some pretty awful coffee—
just kidding, really very good once you got used to it. I thought of mentioning it, but figured one nice comment was enough—per week.
“The book here talks about Tecate.”
“The beer? Limes in it?”
“That, too, but the place is what I mean; it says it’s a real good border
town, clean and interesting.”
“They say what’s interesting in it?”
“No. They mention souvenir shops and cantinas.”
“I’d drive half the continent for that. What the hell, Wendell. I’m up
for it. At least we can drink beer. You drink beer, right?”
“I have.”
“Just as I thought. So, we head south, right? Only a guess.”
He giggled and shot me his pretty look, all his looks being pretty
looks.
Long drive. Took us back west and down. To save time, we used the
I-15, a very uninteresting road, but I could do seventy-five on it and still
have plenty of cars passing me. Down by San Diego we cut down southeast on a little road, through a couple of shitty-dump towns and then to
Tecate, which had a California slop-over, also called Tecate.
“The book says we should park over here and walk across, Tyler. It
says we should do that for insurance concerns.”
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“Glad you read that, Wendell. There’s a chance we may end up in a
Mexican prison, and if the car’s on this side, they can’t impound it. That’s
the truth. Also, leave your valuables here in that safe under the sofa there.”
“Leave me valu–a-buls hee-yur, under the so-wo-wo-fa they-ur.”
Wendell sang that all husky and slow, almost sexy, were that possible for
him.
“Wendell, your underpants are sticking out.”
He turned fire-engine red and checked trying at the same time to be
casual.
“Gotcha!”
He looked more angry than hurt. That’s an improvement.
“You wanta hear what we’ve got ahead of us here in this Tecate adventure, Tyler?” He was being chirpy now, but that wasn’t so bad. Better
than wounded.
“Can’t wait. That what you been reading there, a guidebook? I
thought you were reading a book on music. I saw staffs and bars and
things, that what you call ‘em? Is this town a center for advanced symphonic composition?”
He seemed embarrassed, but it was some kind of book with musical
notations in it. “God, Tyler. What are you talking about? You been
sniffin’?”
“Smoking? What do you mean, ‘sniffin’?”
“Ha! You know very well, even you do. Anyways, the town’s Tecate,
like the beer, as I mentioned earlier and you’d have caught, if you’d been
listening, which you should be. I was looking at two different books, one
being a kind of guidebook, really stuff I collected off the net, and put in
this binder, so not really a book.”
“Not a book, but giving us the inside dope the way a book would,
right, ace?”
“Well, since you ask, Tyler, here’s a short list of Tecate-don’t-misses, staring with a KOA campground, if we decide to cross over, a fine one
where they have horseback riding, which I’ve never done, and volleyball,
which I’ve done, and a club house, goody, and hiking, which is you and
me’s favorite leisure-time activity, horseshoes, which I am very good at
and you aren’t, nearby golf, of interest to a country-club girl like you and
I’m ready to learn, a children’s playground, where we can go when we’re
drunk from the brewery, and many shade trees, under which we can put
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out our folding chairs and stare off into space, thirty-five dollars for two
people, full hookup.”
“Irresistible. That’s all that’s there, the KOA?”
“Run by Herman and Zelda Ibanez Bracamontes, always has been.”
“Good. Herman and Zelda know how to keep the septics from overflowing. And so, in addition to the KOA?”
“You want more? ‘A pleasant Mexican community less like a border
town than a small central village. Here, life centers around a tranquil treeshaded plaza.’ ”
“Whee!”
“ ‘Tecate has long been,’ I’m continuing my flow of information, ‘a
farm market for a productive region that harvests grapes, olives and grain.
Industries include beer, instant coffee, and maquiladoras.’ ”
“What?”
“It says right here. And now we get to the attractions aimed at active
young people like us: we got a festival next month; we got several shops;
we got a gallery, which is different from a shop; we got tree-lined streets
and a gazebo in the center of town; we got a museum featuring some of
the finest rupestrian paintings in the world, but you knew that; we got hot
springs out in Guadalupe Canyon, which feature sizzling hot water bubbles
straight from the earth, lush native fan palms, cascading waterfalls, ancient
Indian caves, and hot tubs filled with geothermal mineral water; and if that
isn’t enough, and it isn’t, we got the brewery.”
I was slack-jawed. Wasn’t like I was thinking this trip would be OK,
but I was thinking it might not be as bad as I thought. I mean Wendell, not
this town.
“The brewery.”
“You’re wondering about the tours, the free beer, the—what do you
call it?”
“Frauleins in short dresses and lotsa petticoats?”
“That’s it—ratskellers.”
“That’s German, Wendy, though maybe they do that in old Mehico,
too.”
“Beer garden! That’s what you’re wondering about, I can tell. Here’s
what they say, wanta hear? I know you do. They say, ‘Brewery Beer Garden may or may not be open; tour operations many or may not be operating. Hey, tuff—that’s Mexico.’ ”
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“What hilarious guidebooks you have, Wendell. Books written by
the intoxicated for those who hope to be. As for the brewery tours, we take
our chances. Anyhow, this town’s packed with fun opportunities. You just
gotta reach out and grab ‘em.”
“Like peaches on a tree. Wait, though. I haven’t mentioned the best
thing of all.”
“Mention it.”
“OK, I will. Right here in town is—you ready for this?”
“Give me a minute. Not a cantina; don’t tell me there’s a cantina.”
“Not one. But there’s something even better. You sure you’re prepared?”
“No, but I can take it.”
“A spa, a spa for the jet set, says the guidebook.”
“A spa? Mineral baths, you mean, hot tubs? I guess I’m not too sure
what a spa is. Don’t hate me, Wendell.”
“All those years you spent in the convent, how could you know about
spas?”
“Is it some sort of whorehouse?”
“Exactly—for the jet-set.”
“So, tell me.”
“It’s called Rancho La Rancho. I guess that’s not a joke. I don’t know
Spanish. It’s a complete spa. There’s no phones, no television, no computers.”
“So far, so good.”
“This week is couples week.”
“We’re in luck. Couples week for what?”
“Living in our own special villa, make that cabin, no two alike.
Health food. All low fat. Everything low fat, especially you and me. Here’s
an average day schedule:
7 a.m. your low-fat breakfast
8 a.m. workout with fitness machines
9:30 a.m. hike
12:00 a.m. low-fat lunch
1:00 p.m. pilates
2:30 p.m. tennis
4:00 p.m. swim
5:00 p.m. lecture
6:45 p.m. low-fat dinner
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8:45 p.m. evening program—varies
10:30 p.m. lights out
“And this only costs us thirty-two hundred bucks for this special
week, Tyler. I think our parents would regard this as mind-expanding.”
“Body-shrinking, I’d say. Wendell, are you serious? And what’s pilates?”
“I’ll tell you when you’re older. Why don’t we sign up? I want to
experience these evening programs and the lectures. You play tennis?”
“Yeah, do you?”
“No, but I’m an old pilates shooter, so we’re even.”
We took a walk through town, went to an authentic cantina, which
was one of three that we saw, lying asshole Wendell, and had the best food
I’d ever had. It seemed like the best food I’d ever had, but it wasn’t, I
expect, because we’d waited until four o’clock again to have lunch. I don’t
know why, but the last couple of days we have been screwing up any kind
of sane schedule. I mentioned it over lunch.
“Why are we eating so late, Wendell?”
“Isn’t this food great? God, like I never had Mexican food before. I
love salt, and Mexican food is terrific for salt.”
“You got hearing problems, cutie? You a deefie?”
“Sorry. I heard you, but I wanted to get that out about the food first.”
“I agree about the food, not about the salt. Why don’t you just eat
green apples?”
“Actually, I do. Granny Smith, also tomatoes and popcorn. I read
salt’s not really bad for you, doesn’t cause high blood pressure even.
That’s a myth that it does.”
“You know odd things, Wendy. Why in the name of fisting would
you care about blood pressure?”
“I don’t know. You’re right. I get interested in this and that, find out
things. Not that many things, though, not generally the things that do you
good.”
“Like how to dress, the art of picking up girls, kama sutra techniques?”
“Huh?”
“Never mind. Wendell, you remember what I asked you an hour or
so back?”
“You were curious about the latest news on salt. No, you asked why
it was we were eating at such funny times. Lunch at 5, dinner at 6.”
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“Strike you as odd?”
“Yeah.”
“Want to change it?”
“I don’t think so. Do you?”
“Guess not. It’s sorta nice eating when you get so hungry you have
to.”
“We don’t stay up late, Tyler.”
“I know what you’re saying. We can do any goddamned thing we
want, on our own like we are. We could sleep all day, get drunk every
night, shoot up, practice unsafe sex, even go so far as neglect tooth-brushing. We’re about as wild as two nuns off on a Greyhound Bus trip looking
at the autumn leaves.”
“This is only our fifth day. Maybe we’ll drift into disgusting things
slowly.”
I admit I smiled at him.
We decided that the town didn’t offer much except little boys selling
Chiclets and their own sisters, I imagine. I suggested to Wendell he could
pick up some cash joining them. Easy to joke with him, since, thank God,
he had no interest in me.
Anyways, off we went to the spa of the stars. It was nice. Nice: I have
admirable descriptive powers. It looked like the sort of place where birds
were forbidden to shit on the walks and where the bushes all had to grow
evenly or move the fuck out. Manicured paths. It made you want to talk in
low tones about how this was the life and how it put things in perspective.
That was the sort of thing me parents would say on visits to places like
this, the ones they took me to, up at Big Sur and suchlike New Age gathering spots for people who wanted to imagine they had an inner life. There
were pigeons with an inner life richer than my parents’, though no pigeons
were here, as I mentioned.
The reception place was tasteful. They’d spent a lot of money making
it tasteful. It was the sort of place that made you feel like a loser for not
being relaxed. But the Reception man was a baggy-faced fatty with a big
smile and a funny Hawaiian shirt that made him seem more like the guy at
the KOA than a host for the stars. (Were all adults outside of LA a minimum of fifty pounds overweight? Apart from the crones running the Ancient Man spot, we’d run into pretty much nothing but lardos, kindly sorts,
like all lardos have to be, else they might as well shoot themselves.)
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We’d walked in not having the slightest idea what we were getting
into or what traps might be set for us: what humiliations, what dangers,
what pedophile priests and evangelists with designs on innocents like us,
what drug dealers, what boredom. But Wendell moved forward with his
calm, mastering self-assurance:
“Hi. Sorry to bother you, but—ah—we—ah ...”
“Hello, young people, and welcome to the most rejuvenating place
on earth.”
“Thanks a lot,” Wendell explained.
“How can I help you?”
“Well, my friend and I, Tyler, are taking a trip across the country,
expanding our minds, you know, like they used to do in the old days in
Europe.”
This was not much less humiliating than watching my parents try to
make themselves liked by white people, but for some reason I kept mum.
The fat guy, used to the drunk and demented, didn’t lose his smile.
“Of course, of course,” he howled, as if this were cause for celebration.
“We saw about you,” Wendell kept going, “and wondered if we
might stay a couple of nights.”
“Well, we only rent by the week, you see. Only by the week. That’s
our policy, unfortunately, only by the week.”
Wendell, obviously primed for a different sort of difficulty, said, with
a mad glint in his eye, “But we are eighteen. We have ID.”
The smile quivered a little but held: “I see. Well, that’s good. You’re
so young and glamorous.” He paused, as if taking in for the first time what
we looked like. When he took up again, he seemed a little sad, at least
subdued: “You see, our policy is that we only rent by the week, you see.
And only by advanced reservation.”
Wendell looked so disappointed, you’d have thought this was something we’d really wanted to do.
“Thank you anyhow. You’re a very nice man.”
“I wish I could—wait just a moment, please, young friends. Just a
moment, please. Sorry.” He seemed upset at raising his voice, though
you’d needed a meter to have detected it. He picked up a phone and started
talking to somebody. I’ve never heard anybody talk so softly. Wendell and
I were about six inches away from him and still could barely hear noises,
much less words. The conversation went on about an hour.
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This guy was spooky, whispering at us like we were locked inside a
never-ending funeral. But he was kind, felt sorry for us. We didn’t exactly
deserve being felt sorry for, like we were kids who’d just flunked the SATs
and lost their last hope of getting out of the ghetto. Maybe he thought we
were doomed, like those kids in Friday the 13th: “You’re dooooooomed!”
that old maniac on the bike at the beginning of the movie says. Inter-racial
couple like us couldn’t last a minute in the cold world. We weren’t a couple, only how could he know that? And maybe I was wrong about him;
maybe he was just a nice guy wanting to be nice because it was his nature
to be nice.
I shouldn’t have called him spooky. He was different, that’s all. As
the king of being different, I should be the last one—shut up.
He got off the phone, smiling and nodding, trying to keep himself
from giggling or something, maybe running round the desk and kissing us.
“Here’s some good news, at least I hope it’s good news. First off,
though, could you stay three days? Would that fit in with your plans?”
Tyler looked at me and then answered, “Well, sure. We are pretty
free, actually.” Then, as if she were worried we might be trapped there for
months: “But we need to get moving in three days—on east, you see, as I
may have mentioned.”
I almost laughed, but I didn’t. It just seemed to me funny, what Tyler
said; so lame, as if she were me. But if I laughed she’d think I was mocking
her, so I didn’t.
“No, three days is exactly the length of the plan. Naturally, you’re
curious about the plan. Not to keep you in suspense, how would you like
an Adventure in Fitness?”
I found my tongue, as they say: “Fitness? I don’t know ...”
“Of course you don’t know. I apologize. I don’t spend much time
around young people and I’m not—you might say—well, I’m not usually
so much at a loss for words.”
I couldn’t believe it, but before I could hug him or something embarrassing, Tyler cut in: “We’re nothing special, just two kids. We don’t know
what the hell we’re doing. But we can recognize a nice man when we see
one, as Wendell said previously.”
He looked uncomfortable but pleased. He said really soft, “Thank
you.”
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I started to squirm. Everybody was looking at the floor. Were we going to sit here in silence, erupt in sobs? Finally, fatty in his Hawaiian shirt
pulled himself together.
“Well, I shouldn’t assume you’ll be interested; but Rancho La Rancho will gladly provide you room and meals and all the amenities you
might find amusing, such as tennis and massage programs. What we’d like
you to do for us is help us to work out a balance between three exercise
models we’ve been developing and are now considering.”
“I see,” I said, not seeing anything.
He smiled, probably realizing I was a dumber than the average person. “For several years now we’ve been featuring a program known as
pilates. It’s worked out well, and we have an amazing staff of certified
teachers. What we’re pondering is diversifying this program. We’re thinking of adding more possibilities, programs that would supplement our continued emphasis on pilates. Of course, pilates will still form the center, that
goes without saying. With that in mind, here’s where you come in.”
He paused for some reason. I had no idea what he was talking about.
I understood better before he started clarifying.
Thank God he continued: “We’d like you to spend three days testing
these fitness models and give us reports. We think young and fit people
such as you are will be able to tell us more directly things that our more
standard clients, who tend to be older,” here he laughed softly, “might not
notice, or might have difficulty fully comprehending while they’re in the
midst of the programs, adjusting to them.”
Tyler seemed real interested. You could never predict what might interest her:
“Or finding themselves so winded and beat up, confused and dizzy,
they wouldn’t know a damned thing, couldn’t tell you anything useful. I
can see why we’d be better. That makes sense, as we’d have no reason not
to be objective. Also, since we’re young and supple, we aren’t likely to get
hurt or anything.”
“Yes, we wouldn’t want that.”
“Neither would your lawyers,” she said.
He looked hurt, but Tyler moved in fast: “I’m just kidding. We appreciate the way you are taking us in. I know a little about pilates, as my
mom and dad do it, my mom very faithfully. What are the other programs?”
“Nia and yoga. We can explain those as we go, I expect.”
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“Sure!” Tyler said. What was she getting us into?
“Are these programs where we keep our clothes on?” It was one of
those times I found something coming out of my mouth I’d have given
anything to put back in.
Tyler and fat man reacted like they were in a movie and had some
script. At the same time, in unison, as if attached with wires, they stared,
then looked puzzled, then looked startled, and then busted out laughing.
“Yes, indeed, young man, these are programs that are absolutely—
ah—decent.”
Tyler started sputtering: “It’d be a hot idea to have nude pilates.” She
tried to keep talking but just choked out random words: “all those old—
wrinkled ...”
The soft-spoken guy wasn’t so soft-spoken now. He was howling
with Tyler, pounding the desk and helping her along. He was the first to
notice me, naturally.
“We’re not laughing at you, young honey. It’s just such a funny idea.
All those people who ...” and he started cackling again.
I never did find out “who what,” but we ended up moving some stuff
into this great fancy cabin that only a really expensive place would ever
call a cabin and being handed all these papers explaining—I don’t know
what.
Days 6, 7, And 8—Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday—Tecate
At the end of three days, we turned in our reports, me and Tyler, not
as different as you might suppose. We agreed on things like cut down on
the talk. That was the worst, the explaining and promoting. I mean, all
these customers were there already, so we couldn’t see why there was so
much talk. Letting you know what to do was one thing, but telling you how
great it was, was pretty strange. Maybe I should just rest on this point a
minute and illustrate. We took our jobs very seriously, especially at first,
so we carried along our recorders. Tyler had one for general purposes, I
guess; mine was part of a portable karaoke machine I’d brought with me
in the mistaken belief that Tyler and I would have these fun evenings singing together. Anyways, with these recorders by our sides, we got a record
of the sales pitch the general instructor gave at the start of each session. I
say, “general instructor” because there was a troop of officials at sessions,
one in charge and other lesser bosses who were coaches. No wonder this
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place was so expensive. The point is that we got a complete record. But
don’t faint; I’m not going to copy down the whole thing.
Pliates was best. I mean, I liked doing it. I’m not too athletic, as you
guessed. That’s one reason I liked pilates, once we got to the exercising
part.
First, though, we had to sit through a lot of blab. I usually don’t mind,
like in class, even church, but this was pretty bad.
They started off with the life of Joseph Pilates, who was a crippled
kid with lots of handicaps, which he overcame all on his own, hoping by
these strange exercises to make his body better and also, in a way I couldn’t
understand, his mind. Later on, Joseph found himself in England as a boxer
and some kind of performer, maybe in a freak show, they didn’t say. He
was a German, though, and so when the war broke out the English put all
the Germans in a camp. Joseph used his time in this camp, which I imagine
was actually a prison, working on these exercises and also teaching his
fellow Germans how to develop their bodies and minds on mats, the system he used being called “matwork” which he developed machines for,
pretty primitive machines, though, like straps for the feet so you won’t
slide around, and spring tension things.
In 1926 Joseph was let out of prison in England and came to New
York to open a studio, the New York Pilates Studio. His wife was named
Clara and she worked along with him, doing important things; I don’t
know what they were.
It kind of disappeared, pilates did, until about ten years ago, when a
lot of movie stars interested in their bodies and minds started doing it
again. Tyler says it appeals to rich morons, but actually she liked the exercises, even more than I did. I copied down what Joseph said, which was,
“I must be right. Never an aspirin. Never injured a day in my life. The
whole country, the whole world, should be doing my exercises. They‘d be
happier.” Tyler thought that was hilarious. I think it’s nice, being so enthusiastic; but it does seem lunatic, too. Imagine anyone thinking that
stretching on mats—he called it “Controlology,” of all the dorky names—
would keep you from being injured, like doing “the elephant” or “the
swan” every day would help you a lot if a tree fell on you.
Before we got to the exercises, like I say, we had all this talk about
Joseph. There were dozens of these testimonials, too, the best from the
injured and the sick. A lot of people went into details about their disabilities, mostly of them back and hips, that pilates had cured. They were really
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boring, but what got me was how some of them didn’t talk about curing
their handicaps but changing their insides. Here’s one example I also copied down. It’s not too long:
“The Pilates Method has transformed my body but that’s only the
outside part. I’ve changed from inside out and brought about a whole new
personality. I remember walking one day and having to stop and look at
my legs, which didn’t feel like they were mine. They were longer, thinner,
lighter, as if I was walking on air. The Pilates Method changed the smells
of flowers and the songs of birds; it even changed the sound of my voice,
making it more dynamic. The system truly works from the inside out.”
Some others talked about what the instructor said was “deep therapy
triggering repressed memories and making healing possible.” One said, “I
felt myself de-stressed, re-aligned, stretched and strengthened inside and
out. The sequential breathing clears my head but also and more important
it clears my soul.”
Tyler liked ones that said things like, “My whole body has physically
changed!” or “My arms used to be bigger than my stomach is now!” or
“After one year on Pilates I received three marriage proposals inside of a
single month!”
The general instructor then threw all these sheets on the floor, real
dramatic, and went into his own sermon:
“But what can this technique do for you? That’s the question. What
can it do for you? And in one week? Not much, right? Wrong! I’ll promise
you this. I say I’ll promise you this. This is no fat farm; no starve yourself
for a week, lose three pounds, five ounces, and then right back to what you
were the next week. Nothing here is empty promises, temporary and frustrating results. We’ll provide you not only a roadmap but a new car, a new
vehicle, a new self. You’ll never be the same. Once cleansed, from the
inside out, you wouldn’t be able to go back to where you were even if you
tried.”
I looked over at Tyler, who was messing with her mat. Wondered
how she was taking this, but didn’t have to wonder long. She caught my
eye and made this face like she was loony, crossing her eyes and letting
her tongue loll out of the side of her mouth. Made me laugh, though I covered the laugh with a cough pretty well.
We wrote up the exercises positively. They did make you feel good,
didn’t seem hard, like I say. Mostly they were telling us to breathe more
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easy and think about our alignment. I’d never thought about my bones before. It was pretty interesting trying to connect with your bones. I liked
things like trying to make your navel touch your spine. They kept talking
about a new awareness of my powerhouse. After a while, I realized what
my powerhouse was, though it took me longer than anybody else. Actually, I had to ask, not Tyler, but this nice-looking old lady. I mean by that
that she looked like she’d be nice, not that she was good-looking. She
probably wasn’t old either, maybe thirty-five or forty, around in there,
though I might be wrong.
“Excuse me, ma’am.”
“Yes, beautiful?”
“It’s embarrassing to ask this, but I think I’m the only one who
doesn’t know what my powerhouse is. What’s a powerhouse?”
“Want me to show you?”
This wasn’t going where I felt comfy, as they say on one of the soap
operas I used to watch with Sean 2. But I’d asked her, so I didn’t know
what to say except “sure.”
She backed me against the wall, reached around and started kneading
my lower back. Then she turned to rubbing my stomach. Then she reached
back around and started digging her fingers into my butt. I won’t say it
didn’t feel good, but it was very embarrassing. She looked a little like
Mom, this lady, and there she was treating my butt like two of those balls
you squeeze to build up your muscles. She was also kind of panting away
there, leaning against me and going at my butt like she was being paid by
the grab.
I didn’t want to be rude, but I didn’t want to get caught either. They
weren’t paying me and Tyler to be handling toys for the guests, after all,
or seduce them, though that sure wasn’t what I was doing.
“I see. That’s what my powerhouse is, all that part. Thanks.” I realized I didn’t know her name for sure. It was, I think, “Cloud” or “Clear.”
Odd name. Meanwhile, she showed no signs of letting up, so I said something exceptionally lame. “Well, thanks a lot. I have to be getting to Nia
class now for my job, you know.”
“Oh fuck your job!” she said.
“I see what you mean,” I said, very stupid, even for me.
“Fuck your job!” she said much louder. “Fuck your job, sunshine.
Fuck me!”
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What a spot to be in. I forgot to tell you we were in the hallway right
outside the pilates room, not exactly private.
“You know,” I said, “I’d really like to, really, but I ...”
Then I made this high-pitched squealing sound, and the reason I did
that was that she had moved one hand off my butt and around to the front
where she was groping and rubbing. It kind of hurt, but mostly it was like
getting your toe stepped on or something unexpected that you didn’t know
how to react to except by yelling.
“Oh, lover,” she said, kind of humming in a wet, sloshy way. And
she kept going.
Squeaking wasn’t going to stop her, so I grabbed her hand and at the
same time kind of twisted away from the wall. Trouble was she wasn’t set
for this and went sort of banging right into the wall where I was, straight
into it, leading with her nose, which started to bleed. Even the blood didn’t
stop her from trying to go after my private parts again, but I didn’t stop
moving backwards. She kept after me, not fast but steady, as I retreated
backwards, trying to think of something to say.
“You’re bleeding real bad,” I tried.
“Want to lick it, lover, lick up my blood, all my juices?”
“No, I don’t,” I said, before I thought. That was pretty rude, but she
was stalking after me like some monster in a horror movie and I was getting scared.
It was hard making her realize that I didn’t want to lick anything.
Finally, she got the point and seemed to notice that she was bleeding all
over her exercise outfit.
“Jesus fucking Christ, kid, did you punch me, you crummy little bastard?”
So much for being her lover.
I beat it over to the next building—everything was in a separate building—for the next part of my job, which was Nia. I wasn’t lying to her
about that.
I might as well keep going, since all three days were pretty much the
same in the classes, and otherwise, too, except for one thing, which I’ll get
to.
The Nia chief officer, whose name was Kee, also went into the history, but apparently there wasn’t any, really, except for this husband and
wife team, named Debbie and Carlos Rosas, who thought up the name. It
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means “with purpose” in Swahili, but it also means “neuromuscular integrative action,” if you go by the initials.
She talked a lot, did Kee, but it was similar to pilates pitch, this time
about how Nia brings people inside themselves. The one big difference I
could see was that we were barefoot. Kee said, “Just being barefoot you
become more sensitive to your deep energy and your own spiritual space.”
Tyler made a vomiting motion, pretending to stick her finger down her
throat. I managed not to laugh, sort of.
Kee went on: “The body doesn’t operate in isolation from the rest of
our being, which means that cooperation leads to liberation. All our natural
ordering energies get liberated when Nia takes over completely, freely. If
the emotions that come bubbling up aren’t happy, then that’s just what
happens. Nia is a place for anger as well as joy, things you simply do not
find in other fitness programs.”
The exercises were OK. Like pilates, they weren’t hard, though this
time there was nothing about bones. I liked pilates better, but I’ve never
been fond of being barefoot. I think it’s because my grandmother’s sister—
what relation’s that to me? I was never good on things like that—lived on
a farm and made a big deal out of kids going around barefoot because—I
forget why, something about being in the country. Anyways, she had
chickens everywhere, in the yard and on the porch. You do the equation.
Plus, she kept bees. But it was the chickens that put me off for life from
enjoying barefoot. True, there were no chickens here in the Nia room, but
the principle was the same.
It was pretty complicated, actually, for all the talk about how easy it
was. They played this music really loud; even for wild teens like me and
Tyler it was loud. Kee said we would “work and dance” to the “driving
sounds of African and Indian beats, plus Seleen Deeon,” whoever he was.
Kee kept yelling to us to find what was locked up inside us and let it out.
“Beautiful! Beautiful!” she screamed. I really doubt that it was beautiful.
For sure, I wasn’t. For one thing, there were, Kee explained, fifty-two
moves, each taking inspiration from any of the nine basic movement
forms. Not very relaxing, as I didn’t even know what a “basic movement
form” was.
The third group thing was yoga. I thought it was very painful, and it
was also the most “inward” of all three. Two strikes against it from me.
The pain was bad enough, all those positions only the double-jointed could
manage, seems to me. The meditation didn’t bother me much, and it

82

Wendell and Tyler I
seemed a whole lot softer than my mom’s version of the spiritual. Still,
there was something annoying in how you were expected to get gooey over
it. You know how Tyler would react, and for once I agree with her. “KFC
spirituality,” she called it. The leader of the yoga group talked about how
ancient it was. “So is astrology,” Tyler hissed to me; “so is fucking camels
under a full moon to cure warts.” But the leader didn’t hear her, and that’s
good, since the leader was very nice. Hard to hear her, though, as she spoke
in a low whisper, the opposite of the Nia cheerleader.
After a day of this and healthy low-fat food, the place got pretty boring. Our cabin was luxurious, but there wasn’t much to do in it. We hadn’t
brought any music or games from the camper, not even our phones and
iPads. Tyler went up to the main place and begged a deck of cards from
our chubby friend, who snuck them to her as if it’d been smack he was
passing. Games were against the rules, I guess: you were supposed to
spend free time doing push-ups, exploring your insides. I suppose some
people might like that. It isn’t really awful, and there were other things to
do here. There was a swimming pool, and Tyler and I went a few times. It
was crowded, though, and the spiritual guests kept talking to us, friendly
but making us uncomfortable. It was hard for me to keep up a conversation
when I had no idea what they were talking about. I don’t really have much
of a spiritual life, to tell the truth.
We also played tennis a couple of times, but Tyler was so much better
than me it wasn’t a lot of fun for her, me either. For no reason I could think
of, she was nice about it saying things like, “Wendell, you aren’t bad, just
stroke the ball instead of whacking at it,” or “You’re doing better keeping
your wrist stiff, only don’t forget,” or “Don’t get so close to the ball, Wendell; you get bound up with your racket and elbows.” Maybe she was just
anxious to have somebody to play with and didn’t want to go at it with one
of the other guests, who’d be sure to ask her about the progress of her
meditations.
When we weren’t going to our three classes, then, or eating the lowfat food, we were mostly reading or playing cards. I had a really good time
playing cards. Our front-office friend even went so far as to go out and buy
us some cokes and barbecue potato chips and microwave double-butter
popcorn the second day, so we could eat while we played. We invited our
friend to come play with us, and he looked really pleased; but he said he
wasn’t supposed to fraternize with the guests. Too bad. Anyhow, the cardplaying set he gave us—I should stop calling him fat, as that’s mean—had
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rules for different card games. Most of them were for more than two, but
cribbage was a good one for two we played. It showed a board with pegs
on the instructions, but we didn’t have one, so we just used paper to keep
track. When we are released from this place, I’m going to try and find one
of those peg boards to buy. It’s a good game. We were pretty evenly
matched, too. I won about a third of the games and was getting better.
Just as we were having a real good time, Tyler started in on me again.
“Wendell, are you gay?”
“Why?”
“No need to be ashamed.”
“I didn’t say I was ashamed. Why do you want to know? Are you?”
“No. Thought about it. Not. Are you?”
I should just have said I wasn’t or I was and maybe she’d have shut
up, but I didn’t: “I don’t—that’s pretty personal, Tyler. Anyhow, you
know, it’s not like I ...”
“What the hell are you saying, stumble-butt? Gotcha, didn’t I? Confusion about own sexuality. Covered that in sex ed. Were you absent that
day? Watching gay porn?”
“Tyler, I ...”
“Maybe you should meditate on it, Wendell. Ask your inner spirit.
Ammmmm Ayyyyeeee Gayyyyyeeeeee? Commune, you know, like they
say. Burrow inwards.” She was laughing and having a good time. I wasn’t.
“Yes, I’m gay, Tyler, OK?”
“Really? Who you fucking?”
“God, Tyler. I didn’t say that.”
“That’s true. You didn’t. I didn’t mean to be personal and prying,
Wendell. After all, it’s your own business. It’s private. I hope I didn’t hurt
you.”
“Thanks. Nah, you didn’t hurt me.”
“Good. So who you fucking?”
That went on for a while with her winning and me losing. Then there
was a lapse. Then she started in on my underwear. I would rather she’d
talked about my sex life, not that I had one. But this was worse.
“Fifteen-twelve, fifteen-fourteen, and two’s sixteen. So, Wendell, do
you even own boxers?”
“Huh?”
“I notice you wear tighty-whities every day. Clean but always panties.”
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“How do you know?”
“I peek.”
“Really?”
“God, Wendell, we live in the same ten-foot-square place. Of course
I know.”
“I don’t know about yours.”
“My what?”
“Yours.”
“You can’t even say the name?”
“Anyhow, Tyler, what’s it matter?”
“It’s very important, Wendell. Do you think you can ever amount to
anything in this world wearing briefs like a pre-schooler?”
“Very funny.”
“Besides, it squeezes your sperm-makers, means you can’t have babies.”
“Very funny.” Actually, I’d heard that about sperm. Wonder if it was
true.
“You know what you should wear for maximum health, Wendell?
This isn’t a matter of fashion but an issue vital for your future and that of
the woman you marry, if you decide you can stand women. Have you
thought of that, the children you hope to father. How you going to father
them wearing those birth-control panties?”
“Can we talk about something else?”
“You mean you want to talk about my panties?”
“Tyler!”
“You like mine better than yours? I saw you handling them.”
I was trying not to cry. I know it was ridiculous, worse than that. I
hated myself for being such a sissy. I knew she’d stop if I’d joke about it,
but I couldn’t.
“Here’s the secret to long-lasting health, Wendell. Go commando!”
I tried to say something like “I will if you will,” but I didn’t. I know
that sounds sexy, but it’s not sexy when you’ve just found out you’re a
stupid fucking pig.
This three-day stay was fast-paced fun, from morning granola (soy
milk, too) to a good night healthy cup of Sleepy Time herb tea. Wendell
and I were reduced to playing cribbage and conversing. Conversing with
Wendell wasn’t quite like talking to a hamster. Hamsters don’t have such
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micro-sensitive feelings. But it passed, the three days, and we wrote our
reports and filled in the astonishingly detailed evaluation forms.
We worked on them separately and came out with almost the same
scores. If you can imagine anything more dispiriting than discovering that
your views, tastes, spiritual capacities match up with Wendell’s, tell me. I
won’t explain the numbers, since I didn’t understand them. Wendell probably did. Ask him. Here’s our totals, higher is better:
Pilates—My total was 1,427; Wendell’s was 1,636
Nia—My total was 631; Wendell’s was 680
Yoga—My total was 404; Wendell’s was 146
The worst part was that Wendell had an even lower tolerance for spiritual
flowering and psychic rumination than I. We both liked the yoga instructor, but Wendell hated the meditation. True, he also said the yoga exercises
“hurt,” but I have to admit that he despises what one of these instructors
called “the noumenal world.” It’s the one bit of claptrap that doesn’t capture Wendell, makes him very nearly impolite.
They were nice to us there at Rancho La Rancho, though my own
view, Wendell’s too, was that they were none too bright. Why else would
they want our opinion? We sure didn’t represent their usual clients, not
even close. As we talked about it, me and Wendell, it struck us—to be fair,
it struck Wendell—that they didn’t want our opinion at all, that Orville
Overeater at the front desk had got us this cushy job cause he liked us.
That’s pretty touching, unless he was a pedophile, Wendell being the ideal
target for Lolita hunters. But it wasn’t like he was hanging around or anything. Apart from us hitting him up for junk food and cards, we didn’t see
him. Poor guy. We could have made him some hot porno movies, me and
Wendell. All he had to do was ask.
So, bye-bye Rancho la Rancho!
Day 9—Friday—Jacumba
It was Wendell’s turn to drive. Whose turn it was wouldn’t have mattered, but I figured his manhood needed a boost after all that talk about
undies and sperm count—my usual meanness. I don’t know what it was
about Wendell made me want to vivisect him. Maybe his self-mutilating
manner was false. Maybe. It did seem to go deep. And not like he was the
only fake around, and I could tolerate lots of others I know. As they said
in Mr. Glendon’s psych class, another name for faking is surviving. I liked
that, what Mr. Glendon said about there being no genuine self, just a lot of
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roles. He said the most authentic person was just one with a lot of scripts,
good at switching among them. The idea of “faking” is itself a fake, protecting the illusion of authentic being. But Wendell didn’t have but the one
script. Maybe that’s why I went clawing at him. Maybe there wasn’t much
behind that particular mask. But that’s probably melodramatic. And it’s
pretty much the same with me, as you were about to remark.
Driving east just a little ways brought us to Jacumba. I was reading,
not paying attention. If I paid attention, I figured I’d get pissed. Wendell
drove sensibly, and it was irritating to notice. And there was a lot to do in
our squashed-in rolling luxury home.
Just a little ways past Jacumba—we’d looked it up on the internet—
was a casino they wouldn’t let us into, not believing our IDs. It was an
Indian casino, too, and we were ready to lose big money just because it
was an Indian casino. Make up for Sand Creek. So we went a ways beyond
the town to a place called Desert View Tower. The Tower itself is not what
you’d call magnificent, but it’s cheap to climb, only two bucks, and it does
what it says, lets you view the desert—whee. No need saying that the desert is pretty featureless, as I knew that before climbing up the tower. They
had a museum, something for everybody, especially if you could work up
interest in how the tower was built, step-by-step. I couldn’t myself, but it
was impossible to be here and not to find out just how this wonder of the
world was created (and that’s the word) sometime in the 1920s. Photos of
every stage. The Tower was made out of local rocks and it by Jesus still
stands, a testament to one man’s stick-to-it-iveness in service of a truly
stupid idea. No helpers. Didn’t want ‘em, though he probably didn’t have
to beat away volunteers. Lonely old loony, day after day following his
dream. Like the ads they throw at inner-city kids: don’t let anybody rob
you of your precious dreams! What a bunch of pacifying shit. Like Jesus
for slaves. I hate dream talk.
Where was I? I also hate people who lose the thread of their monologues. Teachers always do that. It’s one of the requirements for being a
teacher, along with the stomach to talk about following dreams. Which
brings us back to Desert View Tower, designed and brought into being by
one human being all by himself—Ben (or maybe Bert) Vaughan, a man of
means, according to the placard, which said, if I got this straight, owned
the town of Jacumba then. Jacumba isn’t much, but owning a whole town
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is not in the cards for everybody. Mr. Vaughan deserved a lasting monument, even if he did have to put it up himself. Speaking for posterity, I’m
very glad he did.
As I say, the museum part wasn’t quite as impressive as the view,
which was drab. There were things stuck on the walls you couldn’t help
but look at as you climbed, designed to keep you entertained and distracted
from the grunting work: pictures of pioneer days and astronauts. Overall,
I can’t remember being so interested since the time my Dad got it in his
head I was mechanical—“She’s very handy, Taneesha; she really is!”—
and forced me to endure an explanation of how a toilet worked, including
a demonstration where he overflowed the tank without watching what he
was doing, broke the stem holding the floating ball thing, drenched his
good shoes, and said, “Fuck.” It was the first time I’d heard it, but I knew
not to ask him what it meant, just took my word of the day to kindergarten,
with predictable results and lies from my parents: “I don’t know where she
would hear such things!” I was easily cowed then, let them get away with
it.
Our Desert View Tower tickets also included admission to something
called Boulder Park, where you find giant rocks, some of them carved into
human faces, the shapes of lizards, and other exotic desert creatures. Here
you can frolic and hit your head every so often and get sand up your nose.
One of the carved rocks looked like a gargoyle, a lot like one of those
really spooky devils from old horror movies. They were all odder than hell.
Best, there was a maze made out of the rocks, not a tricky maze, really, but
a lot of dusty paths winding around and making you stoop and fall and
bang yourself, like I say, once you started running, which Wendell did
right away and I didn’t. Yeah I did.
Wendell loved it. You could tell. I could tell, anyhow, since I loved
it, too, after a while. There were about ten little kids there with their parents. The parents stood around yelling at the kids not to get hurt and rip
their clothes. The kids paid no attention, of course, and were ripping their
clothes like mad on the rocks and tackling each other on the paths, shrieking like kids do. Wendell joined right in with these kids, who started chasing him and jumping on him. I can’t believe I did this, but I started jogging
along, when these two little girls, maybe six-years-old, dropped down real
quiet from one of the boulders, just jumped me from above, both of them
at once. Scared the hell out of me, and I was ready to shake them off and
yell at them, when I saw their faces and couldn’t. So I jiggled them around
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and rolled them on the ground and found myself in this mass of kids before
long. I caught a glimpse of Wendell and about the same number of kids
through an opening. Naturally—naturally for six-year-olds—my group developed a plan to attack Wendell and his gang by circling round and jumping them. I think they knew we were coming—we weren’t exactly silent—
but they pretended not to until we were on them. It was one wild scramble
of arms and legs and bellies and bums.
As we writhed there on the ground, probably ripping more clothes
and skinning more knees, I realized I had under me the pieces of a couple
of small bodies and the bulk of a slightly bigger one, Wendell’s. To be fair,
I had no suspicion that he engineered anything of the kind. These kids were
little but many and they managed to throw us around pretty good, by way
of tripping and clinging. They’d got Wendell down and me on top of him,
me face down and him belly up. Worst of all, just as I realized where I was
and where he was, three or four kids lit square on my back, forcing my
body whamming into his, chest to chest, with my face right up close
against his. My nose was mashing right into his nose until I gathered leverage to scrunch my face to the side a tad. Neither of us could move, so
there we were, goddamned intimate. Our faces were not a half-inch apart
even when we both pulled back hard as we could. Being pressed closer by
several little squirmers on top of my head, my upper lip slid down over his
lower, caught on it. When you’re that close to someone, lip-locked, you
can’t tell what his face is doing. I was aware only of the closeness, his lips
and his breath, that’s it. Seems like we were there for several minutes. I
couldn’t move, but after a second I don’t know if I tried. Like being hypnotized. Finally, Wendell started giggling and said, right straight into my
gums and teeth, “Tyler, I had no idea!”
I should have spit on him, into him really, just letting a little saliva
transfer, but I giggled too. Maybe it was the kids: “Oh, Wendell, my angel;
I couldn’t help myself!”
How we got out of the human snake pile I don’t know. We played
there in the Boulder Park maze for maybe two hours, honest to Christ. I
figured the parents would get mad, but they didn’t seem to, even stopped
yelling at their kids. It was a good time.
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CHAPTER 6
That was as much fun as I’ve had in I don’t know how long. Having
Tyler on top of me wasn’t bad either, but what was best was the way she
made a joke out of it, almost as if she liked me. Needless to say, I responded as I knew I would; and I wouldn’t be surprised if Tyler knew it,
too. It’s embarrassing to talk about why she would know, but let’s just say
she might. It wasn’t that the embarrassing physical thing—a boner, I might
as well admit—made me feel so sweet, but the idea that she was getting to
tolerate me or even like me. Ha! Just as soon as she could, she let me know
she didn’t.
We were having dinner there in Jacumba, at some place called The
China Doll Steak House (I’m not making this up). We were talking about
what we were going to do the next day and joking about this place I’ll tell
you about in a minute. She was all easy, I thought, and I made this mistake
of going with that:
“That was really fun back there at Boulder Park.”
“I guess.” She said it kind of cold, like she didn’t want to talk about
it. I should have detected that, left it alone.
“Yeah, me, too.” What a dumb thing to say. Worse than dumb.
“Look, Wendy, let’s move on, OK?”
“OK.”
Now it was her not leaving it alone: “I’m real happy you had fun,
Wendell.”
“Yeah.”
“Found your level, rolling on the ground with Lolitas. Cute little cub
scouts, too.”
“Rolling on the ground with you on top of me, you mean, licking my
lip.”
“I also stepped in dog shit once. That was about as welcome.”
“I was just kidding, Tyler.”
“Well, don’t. You’re about as funny as you are appealing.”
We were quiet a little bit. I mean, what could I say? I suppose something, but nothing came to mind. That happens a lot. One trouble was that
Tyler really looked pretty today. She always did, but she was wearing these
skimpy clothes and was—well, arousing. Wasn’t the first time I’d had that
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reaction, naturally, but having her on top of me—you can imagine. I already described it, I realize, but God! I had kept myself from my favorite
activity all this time, and maybe that’s what made me so aware of Tyler.
“Hey, Wendell, you know what?”
God. Here we go again. “I’m about as funny as arousing?”
“Don’t be hard, pecker. I thought we’d moved on. Live in the present,
you know, like all those existential heroes you love. Here’s a class institution we can invade, right close by, too, which would mean staying here yet
another day. I got us free guest passes, too. Free! You hearin me?”
“I’m up for it. Where is it we get in free?”
“De Anza Springs Resort, not far from where we are, I gather, which
is only one of its attractions.”
“Not far from here, huh? You said that before, Tyler. You’re repeating yourself a lot lately. Just like me. I’m having this effect on you. You’re
getting to be just like me.”
Another time I wanted to swallow words I’d just spit out. Tyler
looked like she might smile, which was so unlikely I hurried on:
“Danza Springs, huh? Sounds like another spa. Pilates and yoga?
Meditating?”
“It’s De Anza Springs Resort,” she said. “And it’s altogether different
from Le Rancho Rancho. Here’s their slogan: ‘You’ll Love the Way You
Feel! We Guarantee It!’ That give you a clue, Sherlock?”
“Massage parlor? Sports camp?”
“That’s a small part, massage with a certified massage therapist. But
more.”
“Horses?”
“No, I don’t think so. Just humans, but very special humans.”
“Freaks? Acrobats? Circus people? The winter camp of a circus!”
“It’s June, Wendell. Let’s try a different line of inquiry: over five
hundred acres; elevation twenty-six-hundred feet; rv hookups including
one for us; a clubhouse with dancing and a game room featuring ping pong
and billiards; volleyball and tennis courts, brand new; exercise room but
no pilates; swimming pool; horse-shoes; children’s play area; and clothing
optional.”
I didn’t get it. “Uh-huh,” I said.
“I must confess, Wendell, that you’re cool about it. OK. Here’s your
coupon, which counts for me, too, good for four people. Anybody you
want to invite along?”
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“Clothing optional?”
“That means you have a choice in that department, the clothing department.”
“A nudist camp?”
“Optionally. What’ll your choice be, Wendell?”
I surprised myself by the coolness of my reply: “Huh?”
Day 10—Saturday—Jacumba—De Anza Springs Resort
The first thing we saw was some hairy guy’s testicles, an old guy,
about forty. I thought they’d have an office in the front, keep the naked
people behind a hedge. No. We walked up these steps, looked up, and there
they were, right between his spread legs. Hard not to fix on them. He was
sitting beside this desk, which was to the side, so that we advanced upwards right toward him, right into—you get the idea.
Tyler was a little behind me, but she saw. Nobody could miss it, and
besides I heard her giggle.
“Welcome, young friends!” He had one of the kindliest voices I’d
ever heard. The building was sort of a hut, but everything behind it in the
camp looked nice.
“Hi, sir,” I answered, after waiting for Tyler to say something, which
she didn’t.
“Are you here to see our resort? Well, isn’t that a dumb question!
Sorry. I lost my job at the Ritz-Carleton for asking dumb questions.”
Tyler laughed; so I did, too. Lame joke! But talking-testicles seemed
friendly, as I say. Wish we’d decided ahead of time what we were doing
here. I was very nervous, not because it was a nudist camp but because we
had no plan. Reverse that.
“I guess we’d like to, yeah, see your resort, maybe rent a place for
our camper, a hook-up? Can we do that?”
“We’d be so happy if you did, you sweet-faced people. No offense.
We tend to be quite chummy here, but we mean nothing by it. I think it
goes with nudism.”
He chuckled, but looked closely at us. I think he wanted to be sure
we got the point about nudist camp. Like his own furry balls didn’t announce that pretty clear.
“We have this pass from the internet,” Tyler said, “but I’m not sure
you honor them. We don’t mind paying.”
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“I don’t know anything about passes. Just by entering the grounds,
you owe me $300. Volleyball is $200 extra.”
“What?” I said, giving a gasp, just like in a kids’ story: “ ‘What?’ he
gasped in alarm.” Tyler laughed, though; and the guy laughed, too, bending over in the process, thereby hiding his privates and giving us some
relief.
“Coupons are fine, any coupons. Dominos Pizza, Dr. Scholl’s. Don’t
worry about admission. I just hope you enjoy yourself and I think you will.
Now, we don’t have a lot of guests right now just at your age. Lots of
families, but their kids are mostly young, not old grizzled veterans like you
two.” He really amused himself a lot, this guy.
I was dying to find out whether we could hang out in our clothes, but
that’s not the sort of thing you ask. Anyhow, I sure wasn’t going to take
much of anything off, no matter what. If I got kicked off the shuffleboard
court for that, hooted at and ridiculed, I could stand it. Better than the alternative.
“I imagine you’d like to just look around on your own, but I can get
you a guide if you’d prefer,” he said, handing Tyler a map of the grounds
and pointing stuff out to her. Tyler didn’t seem bothered, just cuddled in
with him over the map, asking questions and laughing, like they were in
on something together, old friends sharing a yogurt.
“Where’ll we go, Tyler?” I waited until we were a little away from
the hut.
“Maybe we should first go back and hook-up our rig and then dress,
Wendell. How about that?”
Holy damn!
We did just that. Tyler was inside while I puttered with the cords and
hoses, and I kept wondering whether she’d come out naked. Wish there
were some way she could and I wouldn’t have to. I wouldn’t do it, but it’d
be almost as embarrassing not to as to do it. Almost, but not really.
She came out finally with old clothes on, jeans, I mean, and a loose
shirt.
“We going swimming, Tyler?”
Before she could ridicule me, I said: “I figured you put your suit on
underneath.”
She just stared at me.
“How about horseshoes, Tyler? I’ll bet you’re an expert, a fucking
champeen.”
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I wanted to ask about the clothes and whether they had rules. I should
have asked hairy balls, since he’d have been nice about it, which Tyler
wouldn’t be. What she said was, “I don’t mind horseshoes, Wendell. You
know, though, I wish you wouldn’t use the ‘f’ word. I do, I know; but I
just wish you wouldn’t. I don’t know why. OK?”
“OK.”
There were five horseshoe courts. One was open. The others had naked people worming around them, flopping and wobbling and walking
from one end to the other and then back. Most of the people were at least
as old as the camp guide. No kids our age, I noticed. I noticed because I
looked. There were four or five kids a little bit younger than us, maybe
twelve or thirteen, I would say. Not like I examined them closely or anything, yes I did, but not in an intrusive way.
“You know how to play, Tyler?”
“No, but you do.”
I did, but I thought a second before admitting it.
“Can we play with you guys? Can we?”
This came from two young kids, blond kids, naked kids, a boy and a
girl, came up like it was natural or they didn’t notice they’d not put clothes
on, like Mormons at your door, wholesome and holy.
“Sure, we’d like that. You can teach us how to throw these shoe
things and at what and why. My name’s Tyler. This is my traveling companion, who goes by the name of Wendell, not his real name.”
The kids seemed to think that was funny and shook hands with me.
So we split up to play, me and the girl against Tyler and the boy. The boy
looked like a younger version of Sean 2, and the girl was just as pretty.
“Are you and Mike brother and sister, Jennifer?”
“Cousins, Wendell. We’ve been coming here since we were little. It’s
fun. They have volleyball and two pools and good video games in the clubhouse. Do you like it?”
“Well, sure. We’ve only been here maybe an hour.”
“There’s hiking, too.”
“That sounds like fun. Do you ...?” I stumbled and gargled and got
all red.
She laughed but it wasn’t mean laughing. Partly it was Jennifer being
hardly more than a little girl, but also it was her niceness. She reached out
and touched my arm. “You mean the nudism. I know. It seems weird.”
“No, no. I don’t mean that it is weird.”
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She looked at me like she knew I was lying but wasn’t going to say
so. “You can keep your clothes on, if you want. That’s OK. You just be
comfortable, whatever way you want. It doesn’t matter. Really.”
“You’re terrifically nice, Jennifer. I mean—thanks.” Then we had to
throw, she pretty well and me not so very, but better than Tyler, nyah nyah.
After a minute, I said the dumbest thing yet. “Jennifer, don’t all these
people walking around—you know—nude and all, don’t they ...?”
“Have sex?”
“No, no. Not that.”
“Want to have sex?”
“I’m sorry, Jennifer. That’s a terrible thing to ask.”
“No, it’s not, Wendell, but I don’t know the answer. You should ask
Mike. He thinks everybody being nude all the time isn’t sexy, kind of
messes people up. That’s what he thinks. He thinks nobody’d want to have
sex if they stayed here long enough.”
I was fascinated but should have kept quiet. I didn’t: “Do you think
that?”
“No.”
She smiled and I found myself having to pretend to be as sophisticated as she was.
I sort of saw what Mike meant. Maybe after six or seven years you
might lose interest. Maybe Mike meant sex between people like hairy balls
and some of the ladies, all sinky and saggy. I played this game in my head
of pretending that these women had clothes on. When I worked at it, I
could see them in dresses and gowns and they looked much better. They
didn’t look sexy, but maybe if I kept imagining for a while they would.
Mike was probably right about some people and also not so right about
some.
When we switched partners and I had Mike with me, I asked him and
found out what he meant, which was what I thought. Mike had a foul
mouth, which proved that all nudists are not pure spiritual beings: “Fuck,
Wendell, those old baggy-assed shits could never do it after they expose
all their secrets day after day. That’s my theory. The only way they can get
it on is to use their imagination, pretend like hell. Go at it in the dark with
their eyes closed. They got to imagine there’s something there worth getting to. There isn’t. And now they know it, right before their eyes—garbage.”
“But ...”
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“Yeah, but it’s different with others, some others.” He winked at me.
“You mean like Tyler.”
“Shhh. Yeah, like Tyler, your girlfriend. Hot as hell. Don’t be pissed,
man. I’m just saying, man; don’t be pissed.” He talked like we were equals,
which was flattering to me, though he was at least three years younger.
“I’m not upset, Mike. She’s not my girlfriend.” He was looking at me
with great concern, his face all wrinkled up in anxiety, worried that he’d
offended me.
Mike was pretty good at horseshoes and we started to win—whee.
Finally a break, so Mike and I could go get some cokes, which seemed to
be just there, free of charge. Tyler waved to me, in a way a stranger would
think was friendly. She let me know that she was going to stay there with
Jennifer and to bring them both back cokes. She did all this with her eyes
and shoulders, no words. Tyler and Jennifer were having a good time together, I could tell, and that surprised me. Jennifer was a great kid, but
Tyler was a mean bitch. Still, there they were.
“Next week is National Nude Dude Ranch Week here, Wendell. You
fucking don’t want to miss that.”
“They have a rodeo? That’s hard to imagine.”
“I never seen it, but they sure as shit do. I’m thinking what you’re
thinking. Riding a bucking bronco, roping calves in the nude. All those
mashed balls.”
“You’re right—just what I was thinking.”
“You and I are fucking a lot alike, Wendell.”
“That’s a nice thing to say, Mike, since you’re cool and I’m not.
Truth, I think any boy would think of mashed balls in that picture. Something about balls would come to mind, huh?”
“Yeah. You play tennis?”
“Yeah. Not as well as you.”
He grinned at me, showing me he was way ahead of me: how could I
know how well he played tennis, if he played at all. But he let it pass.
“It’s called ‘Tennis Naturally’ here. Ain’t that cute?”
“I think it’s downright adorable, Mike.”
“Like me.”
“You’re about as adorable as that hairy guy at the front desk, the one
with some disease on his balls.”
“His name’s Bill.” Then, without a break, “Wendell, are you gay?”
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It was something about this kid that made me answer and not run.
“I’ve sort of thought about sex, with a couple of friends, boys, haven’t
done it, though, and never even come close to having sex with a girl, but I
don’t think I’m gay.” I wanted to add about two more hours of explanation
but I grabbed and held myself and didn’t.
“Yeah.” He didn’t lose his smile. He didn’t agree or say, “Me, too!”
or anything dumb. It was like he’d asked me where I was from or whether
I liked algebra.
“Mike, do people paw you a lot?”
I knew he’d take it in stride. “Probably like you. Or when you were
my age. I’m a fucking human pawing target. Not here, though. It’s like this
is a safe place.”
“Because nobody can get horny with all this blub and hair?”
“Yeah. But there’s something else, too. You and—what’s her name?”
“Tyler.”
“You aren’t blubby or hairy. Neither’s me and Jen. There’s others. I
think it’s sort of that people turn off being like that here, like a switch.
They stop being horny in that sneaky way. Not just because nobody wants
to fuck either, or that there’s so many ugly people here that nobody’d want
to when you see them naked. I think, too, there’s nicer people here. You
know what I mean? Not just dorks hang out here. I fucking think it’s more
that they just wouldn’t hurt anybody, you know?”
“I don’t fucking know what you fucking mean, you fucker.”
“I mean people here are nice and wouldn’t do that, pawing. They
don’t just pretend not to do it. It’s like people who run around naked have
more respect.”
“That’s what they say on their brochure.”
“Well, duh, fucking genius. But it’s sort of true, lame as it is. Funny
thing is, these wackos without clothes are not as messed-up as most people
all covered up. Don’t tell anybody I said that!”
“Nature’s way.”
“That’s just what it fucking ain’t, Wendell. They want you to think
taking off your clothes makes you natural, but I think it’s just the opposite.”
This little kid really interested me. Despite his limited vocabulary, he
seemed to think a lot and well.
“Really?”
“You mean what I was saying is stupid? That what you’re saying?”
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“Just the opposite, like you said. It’s really interesting. You think
about stuff, even if you do say ‘fuck’ all the time like an idiot. I’m interested, Mike. Go on.”
He looked at me as if he didn’t believe me, so I added, “Please?”
“It’s dumb, probably, but here’s what I mean. They talk in the brochures like people were getting back to nature here, like waving your
pecker and bobbing your tits would let you get rid of all the shit society
gives you and let you be what God intended, down inside. But it seems to
me there’s nothing very natural about humans running around naked. Just
think about it. It fucking sure as shit ain’t nature. In nature, you’d freeze
and burn and not last very long if you was naked, except maybe in California. So how the fuck’s that natural? Sorry.”
“Just kidding about ‘fuck’ Mike. Talk the way you like. They call
you ‘Mikey’?”
“No.”
“OK. So go on, Mikey, you fucking piece of doo.”
“Piece of doo? You don’t cuss too well, Wendell. What I think is that
these people who take off their clothes, freaks in one way, are doing what
goes against nature and that makes them more kind, not more real like they
say but thoughtful about other people, respectful. Less real but in a good
way. They have to think about stuff. It’s like they were walking through a
hospital filled with little kids, without any defenses, and would die right
away if you did the wrong thing or yelled or hurt them. That make any
sense? That about the hospital I didn’t just think up. I thought about it
before. Loud assholes get quiet when they get nude. People seem more
careful, or try to be. Not everybody. I guess some people are screwed up
and some are pervs, like you and Taylor.”
“Tyler. She’s not a perv, just me.”
“Oh you, yeah!”
We did stay with our two friends all day. We played tennis, me and
Tyler on the same side, not dressed “naturally,” and took a hike and played
putt-putt; in between, we had lunch, a lot less organic than at the spa, which
was good. About five, Jennifer said we should all go swimming. Neither
of the kids had said anything about us being non-nude—nobody else had
either—but somehow swimming brought the issue up again, for me anyhow. Swimming is different from tennis or a rodeo. It’s not so unusual to
skinny-dip. I hadn’t ever done it, of course, but lots of people did. I don’t
know how to explain it, but wearing a bathing suit seemed insulting to this
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place that had been so nice to us. I wish I could ask Tyler her view, but—
ha! I didn’t feel right asking Mike either, though he probably would be
very intelligent about it. So I asked Jennifer.
“You can do anything you want, really. Just be comfortable. You
don’t seem to want to be nude, right? That’s fine. Really.”
“Yeah, sure; but what will people think?”
“They’ll think you should be comfortable.”
“Jennifer, I could get that off the brochure. What’s the truth?”
“They might think—well—you know—not—they ...”
“Would think I was a dork.”
Giggles.
“They’d hit me over the head with the life preservers. They’d shove
me off the diving board. They’d pull my hair and duck me. They’d make
me ‘it’ at Marco Polo.”
Giggles.
“They’d rip off my bathing suit.”
Giggles. “No!“
“They’d be so anxious to see my butt, they’d pull my bathing suit
down.”
“Nobody wants to see your butt, Wendell.”
“Well, you wouldn’t say that if you knew what you were missing.”
“Huh?”
“Right now, you think butts are all alike.”
“I guess.”
“I’ll tell you, but don’t spread it around: I won third prize at the
county fair, butt competition, eighteen-and-under.”
Loud snorts.
“So, you’re gonna swim nude?” she finally got out between chokes
and gurgles.
“I don’t think so.”
Back at our luxury super-camper, Tyler and I got into our suits. I liked
seeing Tyler in her bathing suit, and really wanted to, now even more than
I was scared to show that I wanted to. I was so curious I turned around too
fast. She still had the suit around her ankles, getting it on, facing me, looking me in the eyes. She pulled the suit up, not super-fast or anything, just
like I hadn’t been there, but she kept staring at me. Then she grabbed two
towels, threw one to me, and went out the door.
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Fucking pervert, scoptophilic pervert! Almost worth having Wendell
gawk at me so I could recall that word. Almost but not. I was surprised I
didn’t much care. Having Wendell see you naked was a little like having
the family cat watch you take a shower.
As we were walking along to meet out little nudist friends, I wondered why I had a suit on at all. Or Wendell either, despite his pathology.
It was making a kind of prudish display, being the only ones hiding our
treasures. We were being geeks together. Why together? Why “we”? Also,
if I didn’t mind Wendell staring at me, why was I worried about these two
kids, Mike and Jenny, much less some very friendly, if half-witted other
nudists here at the camp? Maybe I wasn’t worried. Maybe it was Wendell
taking charge. Holy Jesus! Why’d I want to give him clothed-company?
“Tyler!”
It was Mike, looking so much like his cousin that one generally had
to check the pecker area to see which was which. Odd thing now was he
had a suit on, probably in deference to me and Wendell. Wasn’t much of
a suit, though, and he wore it extremely low, so that about a foot of buttcrack showed.
Before long, we were in the pool, separated by genders, with Mike
and Wendell playing together like four-year-olds, enough to make a person
less mature than I jealous. Yep. There they were giggling and splashing
and forcing people like me and Jenny (also in a bathing suit) to play kiddie
games against our will—and have a great time.
At a break in the jollies, Wendell sidled up to me—I thought he might
be going to make physical contact, but he didn’t (damn!) and said, “Anyhow, Tyler, what do you think of inviting Mike and Jenny over for supper?
It’d be a break for them from the usual stuff. But maybe you don’t want
to, which would be OK. Not important.”
“Good idea, really good. Let’s do it. You want me to go ask their
parents or aunts or however they’re being chaperoned?”
“Sure. First the kids.”
“No need. They’ll come.”
And they did. Wendell made some chicken dish, chicken picatta,
which used these great chicken breasts he pounded to get them flat, along
with capers and lemons and about six pounds of butter, with some pasta
and broiled tomatoes with parmesan cheese on top (I did the tomatoes).
We had strawberry soup to start and these meringue things with ice cream
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in them after. The meringues we had bought before, though Wendell knew
how to make them from scratch. We just didn’t have time for that, too.
The strawberry soup had sour cream and toasted almonds on it, and
a sprig of mint. Prissy? Truth, I thought it was pretty and it tasted fantastic.
We’d bought this wine too. I guess it was OK, though the single thing hunbun and I had in common was complete ignorance about wine. We’d taken
the word of the liquor store guy, a moron who didn’t question our IDs and
therefore probably knew about as much as we did.
Both Jenny and Mike had dressed up. We’d sort of shoved dinner
right at them, given that we didn’t have any hors d'oeuvres what would go
with our fancy-assed meal. Wendell and I had been trying out cocktails in
the evening. They tasted like shit, actually. Maybe going alphabetically
through the bartender’s guide wasn’t the best way—amaretto, anisette, apple brandy. Maybe things would pick up when we got to bourbon.
Back to the dinner. Jenny and Mike came bustling in all excited. We
had our nice table fancied up with our good dishes and stuff. Fucking yuppies, that’s what we were. The kids didn’t freeze up or anything at our
grandeur, which surprised me and was really nice. They did go after the
soup like it was canned Chicken Noodle, but they made great yummy
noises and seemed to love it.
“What’s in this fucking soup? Jesus I never tasted shit like this.”
“Mike!” Jenny said, only half-shocked if that.
“Oh, sorry. Tyler, I’m sorry.”
“You ain’t apologizing to me, peanut-penis? I’m the cook here!” I
was real surprised to hear Wendell use the ‘p’ word. This little kid Mike
was a good influence, I guess—not that I wanted Wendell potty-mouthed.
After that, it was all downhill, great fun. The two squirts loved the
food and didn’t hide the fact that they’d never had anything like it: “God,
this is the best stuff I’ve ever eaten!” They also didn’t drink much wine,
sipped it a little. I don’t know if they didn’t like it, were worried about the
reaction of the parents and aunties they were with, or liked it fine and just
didn’t want to get silly. I’ll take the least likely option, the last: these were
remarkable kids. I never met little kids I liked so much, except for Martin.
It was getting pretty late for them, past eleven. Wendell and I had
being staying up a good bit later, watching movies and (I hate to admit it)
playing cribbage and talking. But this hour was probably kind of extreme
for the kids. They were telling jokes, in between playing charades. Cornball and terrific. This is probably the way kids entertained themselves in
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the eighteenth century or something. Not bad, if you didn’t worry about
how dorky it was. Anyways, I didn’t want Mike and Jenny to get in trouble
and I also didn’t want to be rude. And it was incredible fun.
“Twister anybody?”
Dickwad Wendell with yet another game, just when we should be
herding these kids to their nest. I mean, were we responsible adults or not?
Should have objected but didn’t. Even if I’d thought of it, I’d been thrown
off course by Jenny’s:
“You wanta get nude for Twister?”
“Jenny, Wendell and Tyler don’t like that. Don’t be mean.”
“Oh yeah, Mike, you’re right. Sorry.”
Wendell and I stood there, jaws agape. Nude Twister! Cool! Way
cooler than me and Wendell. Wendell the unlikely saved us and ruined our
harmless innocent fun.
“I’d love to play Twister and I’d love to do it nude, but I sort of think
you’re both too cool for that, if you know what I mean.”
What could he possibly mean? I’m sure Wendell didn’t know.
“I know what you mean, Wendell, I really do,” Jenny chirped right
up, smiling in the same way Grace Kelley used to, as if her face were the
sun. “You guys are cool. too. Way cool. We don’t care about nude or not,
Mike and me. I mean Twister is fun, and it’s not like we were going to sex
each other or anything.”
“Sex each other, Jenny?” Mike laughed as he said it, though, very
affectionately. “I think we won’t ever get to do it and we’ll have to live
our whole fucking lives as poor deprived kids who never got themselves
sexed, even when they played Twister in the raw and hung around nudist
camps and ...” He collapsed in giggles. Jenny laughed, too, no hurt and no
meanness.
But we played Twister with our clothes, all of them, on.
I had the best time, maybe the best time ever, though it always feels
that way when you’re in the middle of something great. Mike had mumbled to me and Tyler something about playing in our “undies,” which made
me a little scared, partly because I thought Tyler might want to do it and
partly because I thought Tyler might start in on me and my undies right in
front of these kids. But she didn’t and that was the only flicker of worry.
Finally, Tyler said the obvious, that it was really late.
“We’d better get Mike and Jen back, Wendell.”
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I was ready to protest—what was Tyler, their mom or something?—
but the kids didn’t object to the idea, so maybe I was the only irresponsible
one here.
“Fucking, fucking shit!” Mike said; “Fucking yeah. I guess we
should.”
“Fucking, fucking shit!” Jenny said, giggling.
“Jenny!” Mike didn’t seem shocked.
“Fucking, fucking shit!” Tyler said. So did I. What the hell—though
Tyler frowned at me for some reason.
“If we don’t get you back and show how responsible we are, your
parents or whatever they are will never let you hang out with us again.” I
said it before I thought.
Mike and Jenny lit up. Tyler, who I was looking at, frowned even
harder.
Nobody said anything for a minute, standing where they were, sort of
frozen. Then Mike whispered, still without moving, “Can we come with
you?”
“Just for a while?” Jenny added, right on top of him.
“We could help out. We won’t talk all the time. We won’t fuck things
up. We can be OK, once you get used to us”: a chorus of this stuff from
both of them. Damn!
I see why Tyler had frowned. Here I had set up little kids to be disappointed—either say yeah and make things worse when Tyler said no, or
say no and hurt them myself.
“It really wouldn’t work,” I said weakly.
“You’d never be allowed,” Tyler said, very firmly. “You know that.”
“Maybe we would,” Jenny said.
“Yeah, maybe,” Mike said. “It’s Jenny’s parents and they’re a lot
nicer than my parents and they wouldn’t mind maybe.”
“Mike, look at it this way. I’m sure they’re real nice. They bring you
to this super-cool place and let you stay up till—what is it?—past midnight. But Wendell and I are only sixteen—don’t tell anybody—and doing
all this illegally. You see?”
“No,” Mike said.
“Kinda,” Jen said.
I was on Mike’s side, though I saw what Tyler was saying.
“Also, they don’t know us and they’d be real wrong to let you go with
us.”
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She hadn’t said a word about how we wanted them to go, but the kids
seemed to know it anyhow. They both looked like they might cry, only
they wouldn’t. But looking at them now made me see what little kids they
were, cool for sure but little.
“I have an idea!” I popped up, just because an idea had sprung up
inside me.
Tyler looked as if she’d like to suck my eyeballs out, but she didn’t
say anything. The kids changed to sunshine immediately, of course.
“Where you kids going from here? I mean, we’re all leaving tomorrow, but why couldn’t we meet up someplace and hang?” It struck me that
I had no idea where they might be from or heading. Maybe they flew here
from Australia or something.
“Tucson. We’re here two more days, and then to Tucson. Our other
aunt and uncle live there, and Brandon and Blake. You’ll like Brandon. I
don’t know about Blake.”
“They don’t know anything about Brandon or Blake, Jen.” Mike
wasn’t laughing at her: too busy watching us, really watching Tyler. Pretty
good instincts for where the power was located.
Tyler looked skeptical, was figuring things out, though, you could
tell. Finally, she smiled.
“Tucson’s not all that far, right Wendell?”
I’d say it was nice of her to bring me in on it, but was probably just
to gain time. Anyhow, I happened to know Tucson was pretty close, from
looking at maps.
“It’s very close.”
“OK, then, Wendell’s plan is a good one—or might be. It’ll be up to
Jen’s parents and Mike’s—and Billy and Blooper’s.”
The kids kept saying everybody’d approve, they’d all love us, we’d
get together in Tucson, and we’d love Brandon, though Blake, who shortly
became “Blooper,” might be another matter, but it didn’t really matter anyhow.
It seemed cruel to deny the kids one last game of Twister. A couple
of minutes in, there came a knock on our double-steeled, combo-locked
door. In came what we figured were Jen’s parents, clothed, both of whom
seemed about seven feet tall, with huge muscular bodies. We were all four
interlocked in a Twister pile, long after midnight, about as irresponsible as
you can get. Jen’s mom laughed and grabbed Jen carefully by the foot,
extricating her from the knot gently and then holding her upside down,
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wiggling and laughing. Jen’s Dad did the same thing with Mike, who was
slightly bigger than Jen but nothing more than a squirmy little minnow
upended in the hands of this huge guy.
These hulks soon made it clear they weren’t mad about the hour,
about the Twister, about the wine (which Jen spilled the beans on). As for
the Tucson plans, they immediately vouched for Brandon and Blooper’s
parents: they’d love to have us! Spend the summer! Move right in! I’d sure
never seen anything like them for being loose, and all along I had thought
my mom was careless and hippie.
Wendell and I talked some after the giants left. It had all been a little
dazzling, like Alice down the rabbit-hole. Here these goons had invited us
to come and play in Tucson, sometime in the next several days. Wasn’t
clear when we were going there, when they were going to be there themselves, how long we’d stay, even if these particular overgrowns would be
there. The next-to-last point was clearest: Wendell had said, “two-three
days,” for some reason, certainly not because he had thought it out; the
figure probably just emerged from his babble reservoir. Accidentally, it
did seem like a sensible duration, so I repeated it and it came to be accepted. We exchanged cell phone numbers and said we’d set up the exact
meeting time “right away,” whatever that meant. As the seven footers left,
crouching low to get out of what we’d thought was our pretty high doorway, holding the kids by their belts or legs or asses or whatever they happened to grab, Mrs. Giant turned round and told us to be sure and wear our
bvds there in Tucson since “Mary and Lou” didn’t go in for the “naturist
style.”
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CHAPTER 7
Day 11—Sunday--El Centro/Felicity
Next morning we finally eluded the clutches of the friendly naked
folk and drove a few miles to El Centro, whose web site promoted the
dump as “one of Southern California’s most promising new commercial
and industrial regions.” And I am “one of the world’s most promising pianists.” Who’s to argue? Turns out the shithole existed only because of
water from someplace, which let them grow dates. We stopped for breakfast at Millie’s, which the guidebook, one of forty-odd we had, recommended as “a popular truck stop café,” which it sure as hell was. Always
trust them guidebooks.
While we were drinking our fourth glass of juice—Millie’s, unlike
any place I’d ever been, gave us free juice refills, maybe just because we
were so comely—the waitress suggested we hop on over to Felicity and
catch the late morning services at some Jesus cesspool called “The Church
on the Hill.”
That was not irresistible to anti-spirituality Wendell, but it was loony
enough to be in our line and it was eastward, our general direction, and
thus to Felicity we went. Felicity had escaped urban sprawl, so it was easy
to find the hill in question and the famous church on it. Before we made it
up the mountain to the house of warshup, we tarried below in the valley,
examining a structure, what the sign said, and Wendell verified, was a section of the original Eiffel Tower. It was a staircase to the sky, at least that’s
the only place it started toward, ending at nothing. Up twenty-five feet,
according to the placard, soared this iron piece of shit, weighing in at over
three tons and moved here at great expense over the oceans in 1989, only
three years after the town was founded. Which raises the question: who
did that? You ask, and I’m equipped to tell you. Truth is I have no idea
(which means Wendell doesn’t) why anybody gathered the staircase and
other similar shit here, but I do know who did it, or can at least pass on the
misinformation: Jacques-Andre Istel, who came from, you see, France, in
Europe. We had read that the official population of the town was “2,”
though that census was taken a decade ago, and the figure had probably
changed in one direction or the other.
The gift shop, which seemed to provide the center for much (all) of
the town’s activity and to employ half its inhabitants, sold many things
you couldn’t find elsewhere. For instance, they made it possible for you to
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engrave a name on a very handsome “Wall for the Ages.” That Wall was
a low pyramid, with a good many names already engraved, dedicated to
and lasting for the ages. As it cost fifty bucks per name (covering engraving and a nice certificate), we passed. Part of our cross-country seasoning
and maturing involves learning the value of money. Wendell said we
should engrave Martin’s name for the ages, which was nice of Wendell, a
guy who never ran short of nice. I figured Martin would rather have a cd
or a baseball or a visit from Wendell.
The gift shoppe also sold even more certificates, bumper stickers,
pins, and tee-shirts saying, “I Stood At The Official Center of the World.”
That’s what this was, Felicity, the official (if self-proclaimed) fucking center of the world. Some tee-shirts had the latitude and longitude printed,
too, just to win over the skeptics and ignorant: 114* 45’ 55.35” latitude
and 32*45’1.38”. That’s the Center, established by God. There were letters
of congratulations on being the world’s center from several asshole Frog
dignitaries, then-President Reagan the miserable sub-normal prickster,
House Speaker Tip O’Neil, and some U. S. Army thugs. Also some cool
tongue-in-cheek telegrams. Some guy at Princeton’s Institute for Advanced Study wrote, “You have beaten us all to the ultimate idea.” The
Chairman of the Federal Reserve System wrote, “I thought I was at the
center of the world, now you have disillusioned me.” Fine, though the Federal Reserve Chairman ought to learn how to use semi-colons. The best
was Ed Koch, mayor of New York City: “Nothing to rival Felicity’s truly
breathtaking ascension to the Center of the World.” Only one of these telegrams was really moronic, and it was from, you guessed it, a religious
nincompoop, in this case Cardinal O’Connor, Archbishop of New York,
who got his hands out from under the robes of the choirboys long enough
to write, “Be assured of my prayerful best wishes that Felicity may continue to prosper.” As the prosperity of the town depended on bilking the
public, returning nothing of value for cash received, I guess the Archbishop recognized an ally.
One thing more at the gift shop, available only here at The Core of
the Earth, was Felicity perfume, named, said the clerk, for the mayor’s
wife. The mayor, already identified, had named the town for this wife, Felicity, said the confident woman hawking the perfume, perhaps the very
Felicity in question. We hadn’t asked her. We felt we had a mystery on
our hands and didn’t mind sustaining it. You see, this woman, perhaps, as
I say, the Felicity in question, or the wife of another man, or the true
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founder’s wife with a different name, if there was a wife, told us a story of
the naming completely at odds with the information that Wendell had gathered and for which he had solid evidence, amounting almost to proof. According to Wendell and his possibly unimpeachable sources, this actual
town was named for a fictional town that Jacques-Andre Istel, the founder,
had concocted for a children’s book he had written long ago, called Coe
the Good Dragon. All was confusion and the wobbles. We had contrasting
origin stories, just like Darwin v. Genesis. Which was it? Was it the town
in the book or the wife? Wise people ask no questions. I am wise. Wendell
isn’t wise, but I silenced him.
Turns out The Church on the Hill wasn’t saving souls that morning,
maybe because the entire population of Felicity (both of them) converted
to a different superstition. I think that was it, that these unfaithful were
pointed (literally) toward a new site by another artifact on the site, imported straight here from Europe, a bronze reproduction of Michelangelo’s
“Finger of God,” a finger which does indeed point, insistently, only not
anywhere in particular. It kinda points toward the Church building perched
on the pimple of land, but not really. Wendell and I tried to follow where
the finger was directing us, but we ended up in empty space, which Felicity
has a lot of. I told Wendell to sit on this replica of Michelangelo’s finger
o’ god, let it penetrate his bum, and I’d commemorate the moment on film.
Didn’t even get a rise out of him. (I am aware of the pun.) The Church on
the Hill was erected in 1996 on the highest point in town, maybe three feet
above the lowest, named then “The Hill of Prayer.”
We didn’t see anybody around, but there was this one-of-a-kind gift
shop and the eye-catching scenery, so it was hard to believe that two people lived here. I mentioned that before, but it’s a puzzle worth revisiting.
The internet, which is never wrong, gave us the figure of two, but that was
in December 1987, when the Post Office opened, an occasion highlighted
by a speech from the Consul of The People’s Republic of China, whose
name, we found out, was Zhou. Probably still is Zhou. But why would he
travel to Felicity? Was the mystery wife perhaps a Chinese Empress? Was
Zhou the world’s leading expert on the planet’s center, brought here at
great expense to authenticate?
“Let’s go see the granite wall which this beautiful church overlooks!”
exclaimed Wendell. “The sign says we shouldn’t miss that wall.”
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The church at least was no crystal cathedral. It was a replica of a
house of God in France, said the sign, a French house, however divine,
which must have been a beat-up cement thing, judging by its faithful copy.
“Do you boys want to worship the Lord?”
We both jumped. Somehow, a lanky desert dweller had crept up close
behind us.
“Jesus Christ Almighty, prickface! How’d you sneak up on us? Damn
you!”
He smiled beatifically.
“You putrid asshole! We’re not of the same gender. Who you calling
boys?”
“It occurred to me that you might be looking for a place to worship.”
“Not exactly. Sorry to yell at you but you scared the living hell out of
me.”
“Are you looking for a place to worship?”
Was it a man or a recording?
“No,” I said.
“Maybe,” Wendell said.
“OK, Yes,” I said.
Long and short of it, mostly long, is that we ended up backtracking
about eight or nine miles to a place where we could worship. Our seeker
of lost souls followed us in a pickup. Why he followed, I couldn’t then
say, chalked it up to his general stupidity.
Neither of us saw a thing resembling a church, but the truck behind
started honking, the toothless yokel accompanying the honks with waving
arms and screams: “Right up thayur, on yer lift, turn lift!”
So we did. Into a dirt road leading nowhere we could see. Wendell
slowed down a bit, only to activate more yelling: “Jist keep on, right up
ahid, boys!”
The road ran out before the oddest fucking house I’ve ever seen. It
had what looked like five or six sides, for one thing, not additions like most
places but some kind of pentagon or hexagon. Painted, not too recently, a
very shiny black without any relief, no trim or anything. There were lots
of wooden animals, also shiny black, stuck all over the lawn, in place of
grass. Also, the obligatory seventeen dogs, a mule or something of the sort
that I first thought was stuffed but then moved a little, three or four small,
wide-eyed, scared-looking kids, no trees or shrubs, and no sign that would
indicate what old dementio called a place of worship anywhere in sight.
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“Let’s get out of here!” I realized I was hissing, not because there was
some need to be silent but because some need to be scared was clamping
in on my vocal chords.
“Yeah. His truck’s right up against us, Tyler. Sorry. Leave it to me.”
That scared me even more, thinking of putting myself in the hands of
Wendell.
We sat there, maybe thinking we’d just lock ourselves in the camper
and steam to death. But we didn’t. The Texas Chainsaw dick knocked on
the window, smiled what actually wasn’t a toothless smile, and we got out.
“Welcome, Children of God!”
“Thanks,” chirped Wendell, “But we thought you were taking us to
Church.”
“Oh yes, praise the Lord, oh yes. Right into the lap of the Lord.”
“That where we are?”
“Oh yes, children, please come in.”
“Where?” I wish I could say it was Wendell let out that stupidity, but
it was me.
“Into our hall of worship. You lead the way.”
As there was only one door, painted white at some ancient time but
now mostly black peels, we didn’t have much choice. I thought of yelling
for help, but the forlorn little kids, the stick figurine artsy stuff, and the
mule-thing didn’t offer much hope, nor did the dog pack. Our guide stayed
close behind us, a little too close. Later on, I thought a lot about why we
didn’t do something, make a break; but at the time it didn’t seem an option,
somehow didn’t present itself. I could tell Wendell was with me on this,
knew something was wrong.
This sure as fuck was no church.
We stepped through the door and into some kind of unfurnished
room. The door shut behind us, too fast and too loud.
“You just go through there and down them steps.” The voice wasn’t
loud or threatening, which seemed to make it much more frightening.
Wendell kind of stepped aside so I could go first. I didn’t understand
for a second, but then realized he wanted to put himself between me and
this guy. For some reason, I let my mind go blank, which was damned
easy, scared as I was. Never been so scared. But I slid into this blankness,
letting Wendell think for both of us.
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The guy herding us was smiling in a way one might at first mistake
as kindly. We had. It now looked much more demented, especially when
it was attached to such a really big body. I hadn’t noticed that before.
There was a terrible smell to the place, and it got worse as we got to
the stairs.
“Look, Mister, I know you mean well, but we’re leaving. I’m sorry,
but we’re not going down there.”
Before he quite got the “there” out, Wendell was hit with the hardest
slap I’ve ever seen or imagined. Right across the cheek.
“You boys are going to sit in the lap of the Lord whether you want to
or not. Now please do get down there, please. God is waiting.”
Wendell was about twenty feet away on the floor, scrambling to get
up. My friend was tiny and he’d got hit by a sixteen-wheeler truck, but he
wasn’t crying or backing off. He got up and rushed at the guy, flailing at
him, trying to engage him.
“Run, Tyler!”
I had no chance, and I don’t think I would have left Wendell there
anyhow. That’s what went through my head at the time. I wasn’t helping
at all; that also went through my head. Meanwhile, Wendell’s attack didn’t
even throw the giant off balance. He grabbed Wendell by the throat with
one hand, held him at arm’s length, and made a threatening gesture toward
me. Then he laughed. That was worst of all, worse than the slap. Of course
I wasn’t the one slapped.
Wendell didn’t give up writhing, trying to cause some damage, distract him, find a way for us to get out, for me to get out. Of course it was
hopeless. I did nothing, just went along. I didn’t even say anything, while
Wendell was cussing up a storm.
Goon-man pushed me down the steps, handling Wendell like a grocery bag, laughing and carrying on about prostrating ourselves and a lot of
scary stuff about laps. The basement had carpeting of some kind and
chairs—a stage, too. The chairs were arranged in rows, enough seating for
maybe fifty or more, all facing the stage. I realized soon that it wasn’t a
stage but some kind of altar.
He set Wendell down, then smacked him again and knocked him
down.
“Approach the altar, boys. Prepare to cast your sins into the lap of the
Lord. Repent of all your sins. Retribution is mine, saith the Lamb.”
“Go to hell,” said Wendell, getting himself hit again, really hard.
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Finally I got so ashamed I yelled at the lunatic. I tried to yell, that is,
but only croaked, “Stop that, mister. You’re hurting him.” Lame and cowardly, but a step up.
“Hurt? Hurt? I am the instrument of the Lamb, preparing sinners for
their new life in the lap of the Lord. You must undergo divine pain, ready
yourself for the Lap.”
We all just stood there for a few seconds. The idiot was gazing upward, looking for guidance or maybe in a fit.
“Remove your vestments, sinners.”
“No! Run Tyler!” said Wendell, raising his fists to this guy. I didn’t
run; I started to take off my shoes. I don’t know what I was thinking—
nothing.
Just as this lunatic was moving toward Wendell, his own fists
clenched, a lot of noise came from upstairs and somebody started banging
like hell on the door. I was so scared then I lost control of my bladder, peed
myself and started sobbing. Wendell, all bleeding and red-faced from the
slaps and punches, looked over and tried to signal something. I have no
idea what. He took a couple of deliberate steps towards the big guy.
Whatever wild plan he had, thank the Lamb we didn’t need it, nor did
we find our way into the lap of retribution. The hammering-on-the-doorand-yelling voice turned our tormentor at once into a passive, shamefaced
whiner.
“I weren’t doin nothing, really, Sondra, nothing.”
“You let me down there this moment, Donald, this moment.”
He did. It was a middle-aged woman, decent-looking, scared but not
for herself. She sent the big guy upstairs; he was now whimpering, promising incoherently all sorts of things, even suggesting it was Wendell and
me who’d drawn him down where we were: “They done it, Sondra. They
made me.”
“I’m more than sorry, children. He’s harmless, really.” Looking at
Wendell’s face, she seemed to realize that wasn’t going to work.
“He’s very ill, obviously, and I am afraid he might have been about
to hurt you—even more than he did. I am so sorry. I’m his sister, you see,
and I’ve been taking care of him. He’s really sick. I didn’t see how sick,
didn’t see this coming.”
She looked very frightened. I could see why.
“You have every right to go to the police. I wouldn’t blame you.”
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We both just stared at her. I still hadn’t gotten above the paralyzed
mode. I suppose I was all for going to the cops, but I really just wanted to
get out of there. That’s all. I wanted to get out of there and clean up and
stop crying and yell at Wendell.
“What else can we do?” Wendell seemed to be opening some door
for her.
“I don’t have any money to give you.” She hurried on, realizing she
was insulting us, “I know that’s not what you kids are after. I can promise
you, promise you, that I’ll get Donald treatment, real treatment, get him
where he can get well.”
“And?” Wendell wasn’t being mean, but he wasn’t going to settle,
either.
“Get him where he can’t hurt anyone.”
And that’s where we left it.
It was a long time before either one of us said anything. We got back
to the highway and just headed east, Tyler driving. She looked over at me
pretty often, but she didn’t say anything. I didn’t say anything either. I
didn’t want Tyler to be uneasy, but I still didn’t say anything. I don’t know
why.
We drove back through Felicity and kept on going east. Neither of us
even turned on our seat massagers, the first time we’d driven without them.
No music either. We got to signs for an Indian reservation, “Home of the
Quechan Community,” they said. The guidebook told us it was really a
spill-over of a deadly old Army fort that used to be at Fort Yuma. They’d
rounded up the friendly natives and more or less penned them here, shooting them and having sex with them whenever they felt like it. Maybe this
was an exaggeration, only it wasn’t.
Tyler looked at me, into my eyes, a long time, almost like in the movies, where the fake driver of the fake car looks away from the fake road so
long you want to yell at them to watch what they’re doing. They just keep
looking away and wiggling the wheel back and forth the way nobody driving a real car ever did. Tyler at least didn’t wiggle the wheel, but she kept
her eyes on me forever. I looked back but we didn’t say anything.
“Hungry?”
That was all she said, but she was pulling into this place on the reservation, I guess, a gas station.
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As soon as she said “hungry?” and even before she stopped the car,
she started crying real loud. I just sat there like a dork. My body was leaning toward her, wanting to hug or something, but Tyler would have killed
me if I’d done that, I think. Anyhow, I didn’t. Instead, I just sat there, until
I thought of the lamest thing to say:
“That’s OK, Tyler. You’re OK now.”
She just kept crying and I kept saying it was OK. Finally—
“I just let him hit you, just let him. I stood there.” And she started
crying even harder. “And you’re my ...”
“Fucking hell, Tyler.”
She kept crying but she kind of laughed, too.
“Fucking hell, Tyler, he was the size of our whole football team put
together.”
“You went after him,” she said, still crying.
“Yeah, but I’m used to getting beat up.”
Again she seemed sort of to laugh.
“I guess I must enjoy it.”
Now she did laugh. I couldn’t think of anything to say, so I didn’t.
“Those kids outside, Wendell. Do you suppose ...?”
“God, Tyler. Yeah, I’ll bet. Donald and Sondra ... Whoo!”
“You got a tissue, Wendell?” I produced it and she blew her nose.
“I guess you’re my hero,” she said, kind of laughing.
“You be a better girl, you have a better hero, but you stuck with the
very bottom.”
Now she did laugh. “It’s because I’m black, isn’t it?”
“Yeah, it fucking is,” I said.
We went into the building, which had a few rugs and a beat-up old
counter where I imagine they sold stuff, kind of hard to know what. There
were two or three kids there, a little younger than us, and Indians, I guess.
“Can we help you?” The girl smiled really pretty. The other two were
boys, now that I looked, also maybe pretty, if I can put it that way. They
didn’t smile though.
“Do you serve lunch?” Tyler asked. “We were just driving through
on this trip, me and my friend, and wondered if you served lunch or anything like that.”
Tyler was starting to talk like me.
“You guys are taking a trip? Cool!” One of the boys, now smiling,
moved over behind the counter beside the girl. “Where you going?”
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“We’re on our way cross country,” I said; “but really we’re just looking around.”
“God! How you pay for it? Your parents gotta be rich.”
“Yeah.”
“Must be nice.”
“Yeah.”
The girl started talking then. “You’re nosey, Trent.” (An Indian
named Trent?) Then to us: “We can make you lunch.”
I think it struck Tyler and me together that this wasn’t a restaurant,
that they were simply going to make us lunch because we had stopped
there and asked. It was like Bill Gates asking for a handout in Compton,
but how were we going to get out of it? I knew not to offer to pay, and I’m
sure Tyler was way ahead of me in terms of racial sensitivity.
She spoke first, thank God. “That’s really nice of you. We feel like
assholes just coming in like tramps off the road and asking you to feed us.”
They all giggled.
“We’d like it,” said the boy, who seemed to have a keen appreciation
of Tyler’s knock-down prettiness, judging by how he looked at her.
“Yeah,” said the other boy; “and after lunch we can do you a rain
dance and show you some visions.”
“And scalp our asses,” said Tyler, just in the right way, as they all
laughed and shuffled around easily, the little cute boy hot on Tyler actually
giving her a shove on the shoulder. I should have told him it’d be like
jostling a cobra, but Tyler turned to him, gave him a big hug. For such a
little kid, maybe thirteen or something, he was cool, laughed and threw up
his hands in the air, doing a pretend Indian dance right there.
They let us help cook and we had the finest time. We made beans—
heated them up—and microwaved fry bread, which I’d never had before
and which tasted terrible, but that’s OK. They produced some ham, too,
which was left-over and wonderful, all coated with mustard and spices,
really good. I went out to the camper and got some sweet rolls, which we
all had for dessert.
After lunch and some horsing around, which took about two hours,
things started to wind down. I asked if we could take their picture.
“Wait’ll I get my loincloth,” said the kid not named Trent.
“Damn you, Willy,” said Mary (the girl’s name), who really was
pissed.
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“That’s OK,” Tyler said. “You get your loincloth and I’ll eat some
watermelon, and Wendell can do some European imperialist thing, maybe
shoot us all.”
We got a nice phone out of the camper and pressed it on them. Tyler
was really good at it, joking about making a presentation “from our people
to your people,” and the kids were glad to get it, you could tell. It was out
of proportion to what a gift might be in this case, but what was the right
proportion for what we had done? These kids were living still in a kind of
prison, not a kind of prison but a real actual prison. I’d read some about all
this, as much as I could stand, last year, about how Indians live in poverty
and are depressed, drunk, and hopeless. It’d be better to be in jail.
Tyler and I were quiet again, driving over the bridge to Yuma and
our second state. The quiet now was for the opposite reason from before.
Too much had happened and we were drained.
We found a campground in Yuma, pretty close to town, walked in
and went to a movie, I can’t remember what one, some teen comedy, and
then got groceries and went back to eat and play some cards. We didn’t
say much. Tyler didn’t even make fun of me getting undressed in such a
half-assed way, and for the first time she said, “Goodnight.”
Day 12—Monday—Yuma, Arizona
Yuma was a larger version of many of these pissant towns we’d been
touring, though not that much larger: more fast foods and minimum wage
criminal retail dumps. Here’s what the Chamber of Commerce says:
Did you know that more people are moving to Yuma than almost anywhere in the country. [sic] In fact, Yuma is the third
fastest growing area in the United States! Now all of these people can’t be wrong—so why, out of all the great cities in the U.
S., does Yuma stand out? What makes Yuma a great place to
live, to raise a family, or start a business?
Ain’t that the fuckin ticket? My Papa loves that expression, without
the “fuckin” part. I asked him what it meant. “It means something’s real
good, honey.” “Gee, Dad, I figured that; but where’s the phrase come
from?” “It comes from somebody reaching in their pocket, just as they got
to the river boat landing, and finding, ta ta, a ticket, without knowing they
had it, and thereby able, they are, to go to Louisiana and find fame and
fortune, instead of being stuck in Cincinnati shining shoes for the rest of
their days—so, ‘ain’t that the ticket!’ ” “Sounds like Booker T. to me, how
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the smart darkies forsook the North and headed down to Mobile, where
everything was free and sweet.” “Now, Tyler, don’t be nasty. Not everything’s about race.” “Is anything about race?” “Tyler, why do you have to
be so mean?” “It’s my nigra blood, papa. It’s a battlin’ with my white
blood and it’s a winnin’, just like in that Faulkner novel you love so.”
“That’s about enough out of you, Tyler, and I mean it.” “You gonna whop
me, papa? Oh please, massah, don’t whop me!” “Tyler, you have no call
to be so vicious. Just stop it.” “Or?” “Or I will make sure you do.” “That’ll
be jes the ticket, massah.”
Sorry. I think I’m so mad at that freak or at myself or at Wendell for
handling it so heroically that I can’t stick to the subject. Besides, Wendell
got the bright idea of putting “Air Freshener” in our otherwise nice rolling
digs. It smells like a KOA toilet now.
After breakfast, Wendell making that wonderful egg scramble of his
where the eggs are no more than glue to hold together about thirty other
ingredients. One hell of a lot of garlic in these, which goes nice with the
air freshener. I see I just dropped a fragment up there in the first sentence,
which is either careless or arty, let’s say careless. But it does roll us right
into what Wendell and I did, after breakfast. What we did was attack the
paragraph from the Yuma Chamber of Commerce, just like we would in
old Cartwright Princeton’s rhetoric class: expose the logical fallacies, the
cheap tricks, the obvious flattery, the appeals to the commonest sense, the
hidden bigotries, the use of stale commonplaces, the slippery slopes of
fake connections that do not connect. It was so much fun I came within an
inch of touching Wendell in a chummy way. But I didn’t.
I won’t reproduce our analysis, dazzling but longish, just point out
that, in the paragraph in question, we detect a strain, a thin bravado, a
transparent fakery: “more people are moving to Yuma.” Falls flat when
the “more” turns out to be so relative, when they are forced to admit that
two other spots are faster growing. This is trying to make a virtue of
”We’re Number Three!” when any asshole eager to join the thundering
herds would pick Number One or Number Two, probably places about as
vile as Yuma.
Then we have the fake understatement, “All of those people can’t be
wrong,” asking us to think that they are by damn “right.” In what way
“right”? Well, those right-thinking, forward-looking folk are trampling
one another on the way to this blank inferno, not only because Yuma
“stands out” from “all of the great cities in the US” [why live in LA or
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Boston when Yuma beckons?] but because it is “a great place to live, raise
a family, start a business.” No coloreds need apply and certainly no Mexicans, as those folk do not really “raise” families but go on welfare and
pop out babies; they don’t “start businesses” but leach on the business
community through welfare and child support.
To its credit, though perhaps they couldn’t avoid specifics entirely,
the Chamber goes on to tell us what is so “great” about Yuma. Boldly
putting its club foot forward, they say, “Probably the most obvious reason
for Yuma’s outstanding growth is, of course, our wonderful climate.”
These guys should work for The Humbert Humbert Cheerleading Camp,
The Richard Nixon Institute for Ethical Government. They sell one-hunred-twenty-degree wind-blown sand air as “probably,” “of course” the top
attraction. The sheer stupidity of “probably of course” may appeal to the
minds they seek to attract from Provo or Boise or other shitfuck places
dotting the map. The terrifying thought, entertained by Wendell but too
bone-chilling for me, is that the Chamber is not writing tongue-in-cheek,
not even cannily. Maybe they believe it!
True, they do have a river here, keeping the decent white population
safely segregated from the savages in the reservation on the other side.
“Thousands flock” to the river, mostly to cross it: “Since prehistoric times,
Yuma has been the best site for crossing the Colorado River.” There’s the
ticket! Come to Yuma, where cavemen crossed the river—back and forth,
back and forth. And don’t bother to ask why you’d be drawn to a place just
to cross the river. And don’t ask why, seeking to cross a river, you’d
choose to try it down here at Yuma where it’s wide rather than up where’s
it nice and narrow. It all may not make sense to you, but then you’re not
Neanderthal and you maybe aren’t fond of crossing and letting others
know you are doing so—“Hey, I be crossing again!”—assuming you had
a language, which you wouldn’t, being a caveman and all. Still ...
It was great making fun of the Chamber of Commerce stuff from
Yuma. Tyler seemed almost her old self. That was good, though it was
vicious what we were doing. They were just trying to make it seem nice
there, where it wasn’t. I suppose people were moving here because it was
cheap, not because it was an artist colony or a center for scientific activity—sure as hell not because they wanted the climate. But there were lots
worse places, and we’d already been to some. The river was pretty and
they had many public parks, or so they said—I’m sure they did.
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Seems to me most people live in places where you have to look hard
for the good points. But you also had to look hard for the bad points. It
kind of worried me that Tyler was so great at seeing only one way. It was
funny and smart, but it didn’t seem to make her happy. Or me. But maybe
it was just because of that freak who attacked her back in Felicity. I’d say
that was true, except that the freak seemed to make her gentle for a bit and
now she was back to normal. But I must admit I don’t understand her too
well. Let’s say, don’t understand her at all, nothing about her, nothing.
We spent so much time horsing with the Chamber materials that it
was almost lunchtime when we set out into the town to see for ourselves
why so many were moving there, not to mention the swarms of winter
tourists, drawn by the sunshine and tired of Miami Beach and Palm
Springs. Sorry: Tyler’s sarcasm is rubbing off.
Off to lunch, at a good Mexican place. I filled up on chips and salsa
and just had a salad. Tyler always has salads at these cantinas. I made the
mistake of mentioning it:
“I figured you were right about salads, Tyler, so I got one, too.”
“Did you just?”
“Huh?”
“That’s the way refined folks talk, Wendell. Stick with me and I’ll
remove all those tell-tale white trash stains. Nobody’ll ever know you are
from trailer-park stock, even though you’re staying in a trailer park. I’ll
work magic!”
“You’re in a trailer park, too, fat girl.” Why I called her fat girl I don’t
know. She blinked a little but ignored it.
“But who’s gonna call me white trash, huh, Wendell?”
Oh damn. There were a lot of awful things to say, so naturally I chose
the worst, just about: “Yeah, Tyler, they probably wouldn’t.”
“And just why’s that, white boy?”
“Tyler, why you doing this?”
She looked at me, maybe startled. I didn’t want to hurt her, but I had
this sense that maybe I could sort of straighten things out: “Do you think
I’m a racist, Tyler?”
“You have a subtle mind, Wendell.”
“I know. I mean I know I don’t. So tell me.”
“No, I don’t think you’re a racist, Wendell. I just like raking your soft
skin with my long nails. I’m a sadist, you know.”
“I don’t know. I don’t think you are at all.”
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“You know me better than I do?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, fuck me.”
“OK!”
She looked shocked. For probably the only time this summer—I’d be
willing to bet—I got her. And just to prove my point that she was nice,
deep down nice, she laughed. I didn’t say anything about her being nice,
though, since maybe she would take her long nails—and they were—and
rake my soft delicate skin—and it is.
The blunt truth, I’m afraid, is that Yuma has summertime attractions
about like those in hell. Once you loosen yourself from the fascinations of
the history of this place, which amounts to a lot of awful stuff about Indians and broken treaties and an army fort and the worst prison ever. That’s
the single attraction, this prison place dedicated to human misery, now a
state park. The Yuma Territorial Prison State Historical Park is what Tyler
would call a sanolet covered over with some Air Freshener she hates so
much. It’s also a shameful place, made doubly shameful by being turned
into an attraction.
The official pamphlet, Tyler said, would have made Adolf Eichmann
blush. It goes on blandly, the pamphlet does, about how twenty-nine of the
three-thousand-sixty-nine prisoners shut up there were women, how grand
larceny was the most common crime, though polygamy was second. Then
it sets loose the lies, without any apology: “the prison was humanely administered, and was a model institution for its time.”
This is prose better than the Yuma Chamber’s. Notice how “humanely” tries to disguise the horror of that most grisly of human inventions, a prison, and how that misery is masked by the shameless idea of a
“model institution.” (I’m stealing some of Tyler’s words here, but I like
them.) As we talked about it, Tyler and me, we got more and more mad.
Tyler said it was like the kindly Inquisition, perfectly wonderful for its
time. As the rank apologies go on, even the tortures are made to seem kiddie stuff: “The only punishments were the dark cells for inmates who broke
prison rules and the ball and chain for those who tried to escape.” Solitary
confinement in the pitch black, balls and chains—hey, what’s that amount
to?
Here’s the best, and then I’ll stop: “During their free time, prisoners
hand-crafted many items.” Free time.
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Our guide through the state park, it turned out, agreed with us. We
were the only ones on the tour, run by this kid not a whole lot older than
us. After a few minutes of listening to the required spiel, Tyler let forth
with some cynical comments. The kid started grinning at her, then gradually altered his lines until he was saying things like:
“And here, suckers, you see where the humane prison softies ground
the testicles of the falsely accused prisoners, mostly Indians, into fertilizer.
Now, it was, mind you, very useful fertilizer that helped turn the countryside into the verdant paradise you now see. Right next to us is the treadmill,
where merry residents could keep their waistlines trim while working off
the effects of sumptuous meals.”
Turns out he was a student at Arizona U who couldn’t get any better
work in the summer. He knew worse stuff about this prison and the lies
being dished out by the state park system. He was mostly interested in us
and our trip. I think he was also interested in Tyler, though turns out I was
wrong about that, as you’ll hear.
This is kind of ugly, so I’ll get through it fast. Why tell it at all? Just
not to leave anything out, though naturally we’re leaving lots of stuff out,
so why not this?
Thorne—that was his name, with an “e,” he said—told us there was
nothing at all to do at night in Yuma. Nothing in the day either, but as he
was working, that didn’t matter so much. Ends up, he invites us to this
party. I was flattered, figuring he thought we were college students, but I
knew enough to let Tyler make decisions like these.
“Up to you, Wendell.”
Damn. Why’d she choose now to give me power?
“Sure. Thanks, Thorne.”
Thorne picked us up in his car and took us to this house, where there
were about six other kids who looked a lot like Thorne, even the girls. We
sat around for a while, drinking beer, which was pretty bitter but got better.
Then we smoked pot, but I really only faked it. I’d done it a couple of times
before, tried to, and got sick, so I just pretended to suck and hold and blow
out, then say, “Man!”
Really, it was pretty boring. Tyler was better at talking to older kids
than I was, but it wasn’t that so much as not having anything to talk about.
I’ve noticed that when other people are high or drunk they get uninteresting. I guess that’s a dorky thing to say.
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One of the girls said, after a while, “Let’s play old middle-school
games, like horny sixth-graders!” Everybody treated it as a real great idea,
though it seemed to me kind of scary. I caught Tyler’s eye, and I must say
she didn’t seem too thrilled either.
Before we knew it, we were in the middle of spin the bottle. People
were kissing while they were off-balance, tripping and falling. I wanted to
find a way to go home, but I’ve been in that situation before, not being
able to figure anything to do but stick it out.
I wasn’t paying close attention, but it seems we’d moved to a new
game, something like Post Office. It involved playing rocks, scissors, paper and whenever two came out the same, they went into this closet. Really
embarrassing.
Went for a little time with no two matching up, then some guy and
Tyler did, and Tyler flat out refused, but nobody got mad. Next time
around, I matched up with Thorne. I tried to do like Tyler, but it didn’t
work and here I was dragged into a real dark closet with Thorne. I tried to
laugh and tell him I wanted out, but he was all over me, his mouth on mine,
his tongue working at my teeth. I was so startled I opened my mouth, not
because I was hot. One hand was holding my head, the other one diving
down the back of my pants, doing gross things I don’t feel like detailing.
This was awful, as he was grinding against my front and slobbering in my
mouth. He kept moaning, finally took his mouth out of mine, so he could
step back an inch and go at my zipper with his free hand.
“Oh Wardell, you’re so hot! I want you more than anybody. Let me
go down on you, Wardell; let me have your ass.”
Gross as it was, I started laughing. “Wardell!”
That seemed to take him out of his trance a little: “Why the fuck you
laughing?”
“Let me go! I’m not Wardell.”
“Huh!”
“Get your hands off me, you bastard!” I was twisting hard, trying to
get away; but he was a lot bigger than me, stronger, and had me trapped
against the closet wall.
“C’mon, let me go!” I repeated. “You’d better!”
The threat wasn’t very clear, but I guess it made its way through his
fog and he stopped doing stuff: “OK, bitch, don’t call the cops!”
Not like I was going to call the cops. It was embarrassing enough
without that.
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Tyler didn’t ask what had happened, but I mentioned it later. She was
pissed, seemed to want to go back and get Thorne, beat him up. But I talked
her out of it.
“It seems like this whole country is packed with assholes ready to
pounce on us. Jesus, Wendell, maybe we’d better get us weapons or something. That really pisses me off, that miserable son of a bitch. What’d he
do to you exactly?”
“Oh, Tyler.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it that way. I’d just like to cut off his balls
and stuff them up his nose, lousy moron.”
“I thought it was you he was interested in, Tyler.”
“Me, too. I think he’d be interested in anybody young, the fucking
loser.”
“You think so?”
She seemed to imagine she’d hurt me: “I don’t mean that you’re ugly,
Wendell. I didn’t mean it that way.”
“That’s OK, Tyler. Not like I’d be flattered that old Thorne wanted
to do me.”
“Yeah, me, either. Thorne’s a walking hornball. When he’s high, he’d
probably go after a house cat.”
I thought that was funny, so I giggled, and said, “Or even me.”
“Yeah, when he’s real real high.” She kind of snorted, but not mean.
Day 13—Tuesday—to Gila Bend
I got up a little before Tyler and dressed fast, tip to toe, right there in
the open, by gum. She was upset last night, I guess about that Thorne guy
pawing me. I should have told her it didn’t matter all that much to an experienced being-pawed-at guy like me. But maybe that’s not what she was
upset about. Hard to tell. I think it was.
I’d picked up some “country cured ham” at a little deli in Yuma, a
town that shouldn’t have had a nice deli but did. My mother loved this real
salty, tough ham from Kentucky or Virginia, and the woman there said this
was just like it. To tell the truth, I didn’t enjoy the texture—stuck in your
teeth—but the taste was great and naturally I loved all the salt. Hope Tyler
liked it. I made pancake batter, heated up the syrup, got the pancake skillet
real hot, had the ham in another skillet—and still Tyler slept on. Just as I
was seriously considering waking her, she woke up on her own.
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She was awful quiet and I couldn’t think of anything to say, so I just
cooked and served stuff up. Tyler got dressed right there in front of me,
came out of the bathroom with nothing at all on and got dressed, not fast
like me. I didn’t stare at her or anything, but I couldn’t help but notice. I’m
not being honest. She was so beautiful. I didn’t look a lot at Tyler, not
because I’m nice but because I was worrying about the rising sun in my
pants. Tyler being way more than pretty, and now naked, too.
“Wendell, this is ham my people don’t ever eat, and you know why?”
“Really?”
“Yeah, but you want to know why?”
“Yeah.”
“Because it was introduced by the Confederate Army, and it’s known
to this day as Rise-Again Pork.”
“Like in ‘The South’s Gonna Rise Again’?”
“Exactly.”
There’s limits to how stupid even I am. “Oh, sure. Up yours, Tyler!”
“Up mine? Well, you’re one—sorry, Wendell.”
Why was she apologizing? She seemed confused or something.
“Really, Wendell, this is terrific.”
“Thanks. The pancakes aren’t as awful as before, maybe?” (I should
have said earlier that the first time I tried pancakes they turned out soggy
and bad colored, too. The lady at the deli told me, when I asked her, I
didn’t have the pan hot enough and probably was using too much oil.)
“I mean the ham. It’s great. So’s the pancakes. Really they are, Wendell. Thanks. Sorry I slept in, made you do all the work. I’ll clean up.”
This was not Tyler I was with but some really nice person. Scary,
considering.
“Tyler, what’s wrong?”
She didn’t change expression, but it’s like she had. I can’t explain it,
but another person would have let their face soften and their eyes crinkle.
“I want to talk to you about something, Wendell. I don’t know why.”
That was certainly candid. I said I didn’t know why, and I didn’t. I’d
gone to bed last night wanting to talk to the last person on earth I should
want to talk to about the last subject on earth I wanted to talk to anyone
about. Figured I’d sleep it off, but I woke up with the same itch. I guess it
was because Wendell’d been mauled twice now by assholes, the last one
even worse than the lunatic. Thorne didn’t have that excuse; he was just
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selfish, dog-dirty mean! But why confess to Wendell? I don’t want to
know.
I told him about Rafael and DeShauwen, abusing their trust. For some
reason, I was so anxious to get to the humiliating part, I rushed over what
I did to help them and build their confidence, giving them a dark-skinned
role model of genuine competence. Before I knew it, I was in the middle
of telling him about using them to feel good.
“They weren’t but little kids, Wendell, big as their bodies were. They
relied on me, too. I suppose they were attracted to me in their way, but
they hadn’t let that enter their heads, much less their calculations. I don’t
think I’d meant to put them in a vulnerable spot, but I hadn’t not meant to.
There they were, and I treated them terrible. It was like that lunatic might
have done and like Thorne did; it was that bad. It wasn’t sexual, of course,
but awful. Not unlike Thorne in being thoughtless and selfish, not at all. I
guess that’s why I felt like I had to tell you. That makes no sense.”
Wendell looked at me. He was listening but he didn’t say anything. I
guess I didn’t want him to.
The next thing I said was so surprising, it was like somebody else
said it. That’s happened to me before, but not like this.
“I think I wanted you to know what a fucked-up lousy person I was.”
Wendell was looking at me in a way I couldn’t read. Now I did want
him to say something. For a while he didn’t. Of course he soon did.
“No, you aren’t. I done worse.”
Something about the “I done” touched my heart. I’m sure Wendell
didn’t intend it, but it was so cornball sweet I could have kissed him. I
don’t know why I didn’t.
Ninety-nine out of a hundred kids would have done some kind of oneupping, confessing to something themselves in the name of consoling.
Wendell didn’t.
We cleaned up together. Then we took off for Wendell’s choice for a
new stopping place, Gila Bend.
Gila Bend wasn’t very far and promised even less than Yuma, so we
were easy prey for anything likely to kill a little time, even a bowling alley.
Didn’t seem likely we’d run into Thorne there.
We didn’t, but the place was bustling, ten of its twelve lanes swarming with little kids. Some kind of league, I guess. There was one empty
lane—the other being occupied by a Mom and Pop bowling at the speed
of paint drying—and the woman at the desk, Indian I’d guess, rented it to
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us for five dollars, unlimited games, which was real nice of her, and threw
in the rental shoes for nothing. She said the lane wasn’t being used anyhow, but how many people would do such a thing?
It was a nice place, clean and without high-tech stuff. No pinboys,
but they weren’t way beyond that. The absence of automatic scorekeeping
made it better: you could have as many do-overs as you wanted, and we
wanted a lot.
The kids in the next lane, ten of them, were supposed to be fighting
it out for trophies, ripping at one another in competitive fury. They had
about as much interest in that as I had in outscoring Wendell, less. Within
ten minutes they were invading our lane and we there’s. Wendell started it
all, kidding with them in his amazing way with kids. True to his heritage,
Wendell was an accomplished bowler, a hundred times better than the rest
of us, me being not quite the worst. He went over and bowled for some of
the kids, pretending on the score-sheet to be “Sarah,” then “Kevin,” then
“White Horse.” I guess some things in the town were integrated—the kids,
naturally.
One of the kids who clung to Wendell turned to me, probably out of
politeness.
“How old are you, Tyson?”
“I’m sixteen, Veronica, and you?”
“Me?” Veronica—what a loser name for a pretty kid!—needed some
help.
“I mean, how old are you?” I had a plan, stolen word by word from
one of Wendell’s lines with the little uns.
“I’m ten, like all of us.”
“No, you’re not.”
It worked! She made her mouth into a huge cavern and laughed. And
she also melted into me the way kids do—or do with Wendell—confident
that the waiting hug will support her.
“I’m not ten?”
“Of course not, you lying shit. You can fool your parents and of
course your teachers, who are stupid, but you can’t fool me. You’re thirtyseven.”
“Yeah, I am.”
“You’re thirty-seven and you make people think you’re ten.”
“How can I do that?”
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“By being a lying shit, like I say. Also, you’re a midget, a fucking
midget that’s thirty-seven and tells people she’s ten so they’ll give her
candy.”
I shouldn’t have said, “fuck,” of course. Wendell wouldn’t have and
I think maybe Veronica blinked, but she wasn’t going to let anything screw
this up. I may not have been any Wendell in this game, but I wasn’t bad.
That kind of talk made me think of DeShauwan and Rafael, but I
didn’t care. That sounds vicious, but it’s true. Maybe that burst-out with
Wendell had washed me clean, just maybe. Wendell was no magic potion.
He is a nerdy kid playing to type, sweet because he has no options. It may
be pathetic, but that’s the most you can say for it. And why did I want to
go on like that? To keep from—what?
As soon as the three lines were bowled, we ended up with the whole
league at the snack bar, tended to by the same expressionless woman who
did the shoes. Our treat, of course. This place charged only eighty cents
for a huge coke and gave us a discount for quantity. The woman running
things was missing a chance. Hell, she could have unloaded some of that
fry bread. But she didn’t—gave away the store. Indians never learn, Wendell said later; they keep treating whitey as if he were human. No wonder
generous-hearted Indians ended up on reservations, suffering the indignity
of teams calling themselves “Redskins” and fatass fools like Jane Fonda
doing the tomahawk chop. We told the kids we were rich and to get anything they wanted, but they were so polite: some of them shared a single
drink and nobody got anything but a soda. I forced some fries on Veronica.
She did the loaves and fishes with them, spread them amongst the ninety.
I don’t know when we would have left, had the parents not come to grab
their kids. Wendell became a hunk of flypaper, kids stuck to him, hugging
bye-bye. Preparing something nasty to say, I felt a hand curling up inside
mine, pulling me down, for a kiss of my own. It was sloppy, but, right then,
I would have loved taking Veronica along with us.
We got free at half-past two, close to our lunchtime. As soon as we
reached Tacna, described by the guidebook as a “flyspeck ranching community,” we were ready to tuck in, as my mother says when she’s anxious
to imagine herself white. Tacna was more “flyspeck” than “community”—
a contradiction in terms if you thought about it—but it harbored what the
same guidebook called “a great place to eat,” especially for lamb chops
and hamburgers. Quite a menu range.
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I love lamb chops and would have ordered them, but Tyler had forgotten her winning ways and, back inside her meanness, would probably
have ripped into me about eating baby animals. Just to be safe I ordered a
tuna salad.
“You know, buttfuck, that they just put down nets and pull in whatever comes up, including dolphins and sometimes the smaller whales
even? Why don’t you just eat chimpanzees or Costa Ricans?”
“Dolphins and whales?”
“Everybody knows that—those prick fisheries don’t care what they
put in cans.”
“This isn’t canned tuna, Tyler.”
“That makes it worse, you careless white fart.”
“Tyler, you are so full of poo.”
“I am shocked at your language. Brutal! Like your way with the environment.”
“Full of shit, then, right up to your kinky hair!”
She did look shocked, but only for a second. Then she laughed. That
was good, but I hated what it cost to get her there—and she never stayed
there very long.
We stuffed ourselves so I didn’t suggest stopping for the “delicious
date milkshakes” available at Dateland, a smaller flyspeck, it looked, about
a half hour east.
“Damn, Wendell. I almost missed that sign. Pull up!”
“Didn’t mean to control your diet, fat girl. You want a date
milkshake?”
“Stick that ‘fat girl’ stuff up your crinkled pink bunghole, Wendell.”
What a sweet girl! I thought I might get by with calling her fat, since
she was so skinny. Not skinny, really, kind of like perfect.
I did pull up at the first stop in the town, a town that seemed to be all
gift shops, setting out to prove that dates can, alone and in combination,
provide not only a complete but a healthy breakfast, lunch, snack, supper,
and bedtime tastie. The last I copied from their brochure. On top of that,
there were dates made into jewelry, petrified I guess. Date paperweights,
date belt buckles, date hair scrunchies, date rear-view mirror danglers
(fuzzy dates). Odd thing was they didn’t sell things that were only about
dates; they only handled authentic (I guess) actual date things. I mean,
there were no tee-shirts with pictures of dates on them, bumper stickers,
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carvings, dolls, books on the history of dates. I think they’d have upped
sales with such tourist-pleasers. I decided to risk Tyler’s
sarcasm by raising the issue with the guy manning the cash register.
“Do you have tee-shirts?”
“Sure don’t. Don’t have no panties neethur,” he cackled, leering at
Tyler.
I knew Tyler was up for that: “No panties? Oh I was going to try some
on right here. I’m sooooo disappointed, Goober!”
Imbecile didn’t get the Goober line. He giggled but couldn’t think of
anything to say, just laughed while sucking in. He had something wrong
with his throat that made the sound worse. He had plenty wrong with lots
of him, I imagine, inside and out.
“OK, well thanks a lot,” I tried as an exit line. But Tyler wasn’t moving, at least not very fast, and the guy finally came up with a line:
“You wanna try on some panties, how bout trying mine?”
“You got a real purty mouth,” Tyler mocked.
“So’s you!” slurped idiot.
“Why don’t you wrap them sweet lips round Wendell’s dick, you sister-fucking maggot? We’ll pay you two bucks, double your usual fee.”
“Huh?”
Poor pathetic moron. I figured the only thing left to him was the “n”
word, but he didn’t use it. He wilted, didn’t make any sound at all. His face
was as close to expressionless as any I’ve seen, a kind of utter blankness.
He’d used up the one script he had. He’d next to no brains but enough to
feel vacuumed out.
I was driving, which meant Tyler had nothing to do but pretend to
read and stew about what had just happened, if that’s what she was doing.
I figured she was, and I should have let her do that without interrupting,
but it wasn’t ten minutes out of that sad town that I brought it up. I was
mad, I guess. I’m mad so seldom I can hardly recognize the feeling, not
that I don’t know that’s a defect. Nobody’s bragging.
“You really showed him, Tyler.”
“Up yours, Wendell.”
“I don’t know why you’d go after him. He’s a poor pathetic moron.”
She didn’t say anything. I should have stopped right then and didn’t.
“You get a kick out of that? Why do you do it?”
“Oh just fuck yourself, goody-good cocksucking asshole.”
In a little bit she added, “Sanctimonious cunt!”
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Again, I should have kept shut up but I didn’t: “Ouuuuuuuuuu, Tyler,
that smarts. A cunt? You really know how to hurt a guy, Ty-Ty.”
She sat quiet for a second and then exploded, leaped on me and
started hitting and scratching me, mostly hitting. I took my hands off the
wheel to protect my face but then had to put them back fast, and she got in
some good punches. Odd thing was she was making no noise. I let her hit
me: I’d rather have Tyler hitting me, even in the face, than end up with this
deluxe mountain on top of me. I didn’t think that way at the time, of course;
I just did what I did and supplied reasons later.
As quickly as it started, it stopped. Not before Tyler had scratched
me some on the neck and smacked my nose twice, so hard it brought tears
to my eyes. Tyler got off me, straightened her shirt, and slid back over to
her seat.
I drove for five minutes not thinking of anything at all, except my
nose and tears that weren’t from crying. There was stuff going on in my
mind, pictures and words, but disconnected. Nothing up there could be
called thinking. When my brainstorm (not the good kind of brainstorm)
quieted, I did try and think about what had just happened. I’ll skip over the
being mad part and the telling myself how right I was and how wrong Tyler
was part. I mention those things only because I don’t want to lie, not on
that anyhow.
Then, I tried to think different about why Tyler got so furious she’d
hit me. I wondered if it was me Tyler was after. I had a class last semester,
psychology, which said violence was almost always misdirected, exercised against a target that was merely convenient. Often people found it
easier even to attack themselves, whatever was close, instead of a meaningful target, if there even was one. I really liked all that.
However, I couldn’t see how it applied here. Tyler was attacking me
and she was attacking me because I was both the target and the cause. Let’s
say that. How come? I had mocked her, made light of her anger at the date
store doofus. Maybe it wasn’t that. She didn’t seem to care what I thought
of her. Maybe it was because she did think the date guy was important
somehow and was mad that I didn’t see that. Maybe that was it. I just didn’t
know, and it didn’t seem like more thinking would help.
Then I started to remember all that had happened to us in the last few
days, the crazy in California and then Thorne and then this guy. I thought
about her siding with me against Thorne, being incensed, incensed for me,
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putting herself in my place. How could I have forgotten that, which I didn’t
really forget, more like ignored?
Then she’d told me, right after, about those two kids she was helping.
I figured she really was helping them and did help a lot, but she feels about
as bad as anybody can, feels she took advantage of them, used them. And
she told me about it. That’s what I should have kept in mind, that this
painful thing is what she told me.
And she was a girl. I thought about that a lot, how girls had to take a
lot of stuff that hurt them, just because males are so blind. Most males
aren’t really meaning to hurt girls, but they do, one way or another, putting
them in terrible spots. My mom had told me some of this, but once you
started thinking about it, just looking around you and noticing, it was obvious as hell.
Turning over all this, gumming on it, I watched as Tyler took on a
whole new shape inside my head. The wonder wasn’t that she’d hit me but
that she’d stopped.
What I’m saying is that it all tied together and made sense, made
sense in a way that started to make me feel rotten. Tyler hated people hurting other people, hurting the feelings or the bodies of those hardly able to
defend themselves. Maybe the date guy, taken by himself, wasn’t a big
deal. Maybe he was, talking to Tyler that way because she was a young
pretty woman and also because she was black. He didn’t exist by himself
but inside a string of abuses. Tyler had been bashed over and over, and I
was treating it as a big joke. Another goon insulting women—so what?
And here it was worse than that, for Tyler I mean. She also saw herself on
the other side, at least a little bit, as that mean guy, as part of the machinery
grinding up the helpless. Like with the two boys she was mentoring. No
wonder she wanted understanding and had a right to expect it after the way
she’d been so good to me. All she wanted was some fucking decency.
I thought it over another minute, just to be sure I wasn’t doing what
I so often do, beat up on myself so I could solve a problem or avoid it. No,
I wasn’t.
“I’m so sorry.”
“Wendell, I’m really sorry.”
We said it at exactly the same time. On cue of some sort, we turned
toward each other and said the same thing, on top of one another. The only
difference was that Tyler put her pretty hand on my arm and I kept mine
on the wheel.
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It was a good thing and what followed was good, too. We didn’t vow
eternal friendship and Tyler didn’t dissolve in tears. Tyler was not a dissolver-into-tears type, and as we talked she didn’t disagree with my analysis of my own insensitivity. But she did say that the whole psychologyclass business about striking out at the wrong target did apply in this case,
even though I said it didn’t. I don’t see how it applies. I didn’t see what
she meant in general, and she didn’t do a lot to explain. But that’s OK.
I don’t know if we knew each other better after our tornado, but we
thought we did. I couldn’t have said how I knew Tyler better and maybe it
wasn’t that. Maybe it was a matter of confidence, but I think it was more
basic. I was starting to see that Tyler was a person, corny and dumb as that
sounds. She knew that about me all along.
I don’t want to talk about what happened. Wendell went way beyond
even Wendell’s usual self-abasement. Had he hit back, screamed, justified
his assholish ways, I could have respected that, and we would have sailed
forward happily.
All of which is bullshit. I don’t know how I feel, why I went on a
rampage, how I regard Wendell’s apology and his analysis, or my own.
Things had changed between us. One thing that had changed is that the
idea of “between us,” ridiculous as it had seemed, is now inescapable.
Wendell was different; I was different; we were different.
I’d rather shove all this experience to the little shit-pit I keep in my
head where I cram what’s too confusing or annoying. This is both. Wendell, I imagine, has no shit-pit, probably does some of his “thinking” about
the toughest stuff. He told me about that. Fair: he didn’t claim not to avoid
things. Maybe I’ll ask him about it some day, if I stay interested, which is
certain.
So off we go to Gila Bend. On the way, Wendell suddenly pulled over
and asked if I’d drive. Didn’t even say why. Wendell was wearing a
shrunken tee-shirt that rode up and showed lots of skin, nice skin, if you
liked babyish, perfectly smooth, pink skin on a more-or-less grown boy. I
found myself staring at his back and side as he slid himself out of the
driver’s seat. Had this impulse to touch him. Jesus Christ! But it was like
the impulse you might feel to touch the velvet ropes in a fancy theater,
nothing personal.
“Your undies are showing again, Wendell.”
“Ah, Tyler!”
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“If I bought you boxers would you wear ‘em—and ...?“
“And what?”
“Try to keep them invisible?”
“I’m getting used to this, you know, Tyler? Pretty soon I won’t mind
you talking about my underwear.”
“That’ll be a big step forward. So will you? I could go into the kiddie
section at J. C. Penny’s, which I happen to know from direct evidence is
your undie store of choice, and get some nice boxers, size 6X. Would you
wear them?”
“No.”
“No?”
“No. You deef? You a big deefy?”
“That’s a big step forward, Wendy. Stick to your guns. Stick to your
underoos.”
“OK.”
“Why we switching places? Just so you can flash me?”
“We’re changing places cause I feel like it and I’m the boy here.”
This was getting unnerving, so I let it drop, took over steering our
huge clumper down the road. Turns out Wendell wanted to read about Gila
Bend.
“Tyler, all I can find out about Gila Bend is that it claims to be the
hottest place in America. Not hot like in “cool,” but hot like in makes-yousweat. It’s so keen on that title it’s been caught several times lying about
the temperature, inflating the statistics.”
“That’s beyond pathetic.”
“Maybe we could stay there and not use our air conditioning—test
how hot it is.”
“Sounds like the only thing it has to offer. Misery.”
“Tyler, did you notice that my vocabulary is growing?”
“Yes, I have. I had no idea you had the word ‘vocabulary’ in your
arsenal.”
“Thank you, but I was speaking of the unusual way of saying somebody likes something, which is to say they are ‘keen on’ it.”
“I see. ‘Keen on’ means your pecker is throbbing and about to spurt.”
“Tyler!”
“Sorry, Mom. British is it?”
“What?”
“ ‘Keen on.’ ”
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“I thought you meant ‘throbbing pecker.’ ”
“You keep surprising me, Wendell.”
“I know I do.”
“You’re not altogether witless.”
“I make the most of what I got.”
“I’m afraid you do.”
“That’s admirable.”
“It’s also sad. It’s not going to get any better. You’re at the top of
your game. And you will never win.”
“Well, Tyler, some of us are happy just to play.”
“No, you ain’t. God, Wendell, it’s got to bother you that you never
win.”
“It does.”
“Maybe you haven’t found the right game yet.”
“Thanks, Tyler.”
Why I said that, why I let the conversation go there, I don’t know. I
didn’t want to feel sorry for Wendell. That’d be the worst. I couldn’t let
that happen, and I had.
Gila Bend introduces itself with a sign somebody thought was funny
and nobody else had nerve enough to say wasn’t. Let’s hope there wasn’t
unanimous agreement. That sign, affixed to cute boards with jagged edges
made to look Olde Weste, said:
GILA BEND
Welcomes You
Home of 1700 Friendly People
And 5 OLD CRABS
Elev. 737 Ft.
You ready for this? The old crabs number was attached to a removable
shingle, suggesting that the number changed daily as temperaments altered
or murders were committed. Anyhow, Wendell thought it was as bad as I
did. “Embarrassing” was his term, whereas mine was “idiotic,” and there
you have the difference between us. Near as I could see, there was nothing
but eye-pain everywhere you looked between the sign and the
campground. But we got a spot, choice, with a tree of our own, a picnic
table and a grill. One eye-opener, added to my list of you-learn-somethingvaluable-every-day, was that campsites were nice. Every one we’d stayed
at was nice. I can hardly believe I’m saying that, but it’s so. Campsites
were nice, our camper was nice, the people parking next to us were, every
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one, nice. Before, I was worried about life after seventy, but now I can
look forward to a retirement, touring the countryside and enjoying the
roadside parks kind-hearted people put up for campers. I know some kids
start worrying about old age, once they realize there is such a thing in store
for them, but not me, even if I’m not as spry as now, even if I am, say,
dying of boredom—or just dying.
This Gila Bend KOA had a particularly inviting pool. I’d noticed it,
just as I’d noticed downtown an equally inviting café, attached to a Best
Western, called “The Outer Limits Coffee Shop.” Wendell had information on it. It was, he said, named after a very popular tv series from the
nineteen-sixties, a sci-fi series, which explained the flying saucer theme of
both the coffee shop and the motel. Flying saucers, Wendell explained,
were what our great-great grandparents called UFOs. You think about it,
“flying saucers” has a kind of unpretentious, deliberately campy feel about
it, much better than the fake officialese of UFO. That’s just my opinion,
of course, so adopt it.
We ate before swimming, but not before discussing it.
“Nice pool, Wendell.”
“And people have their bathing suits on.”
“That’s a plus.”
“You wanta swim? We’re all hooked up.”
“I’m really hungry.”
“Yeah, that, too.”
“Which means?”
“I am, too. Want to eat?”
“Eventually. No, sorry Wendell. Yes, I’d like to eat right away, if you
would. Do we have anything?” I knew the answer, so why did I ask?
“Not really, Tyler. I could run out and get stuff while you swim.”
“That’s nice of you, Wendell.”
“Oh, sure.”
“No, I mean it. But why don’t we both go eat at the flying saucer
place?”
“That’s good. What sounds appealing to you?”
“Boeuf bourgionne.”
“Me, too. With chili fries.”
They had peach pie. I talked Wendell into getting some. It was so
fucking good. We’d both had salads, so we were justified in adding the
pie. In fact ...
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“Want more, Tyler?”
“Yeah.”
“Me, too. I’ve never had that much pie, but, gee!”
“That’s what I say. Gee! Also Holy Rim Job!”
“Tyler, you probably don’t want to do this, but how about sharing a
piece?”
I did want to do it and we did. You really get to know what a fella’s
made of when you share a big hunk of peach pie with him while sitting in
a red vinyl booth in a room decorated with spaceships, bad drawings of
fake planets, and cartoon images the waitress told us were of The Jetsons.
We did go swimming right after dinner. Just plunged right in. Didn’t
wait the required two hours after eating, reckless youth that we were. Of
course we changed first. Wendell went into the bathroom, which was fine
by me, since at least he wasn’t peeking, or I don’t think he was. Wonder if
I cared?
Wendell came out in a blue suit, which was OK, but it was a neon
blue, which was less OK, and it was tight, which was even less OK, and it
was a skimpy Speedo, which was so awful it was like watching your
mother take a shit.
“Wendell!!!”
“You look nice, Tyler.”
“Huh? Thanks. But, Wendell, I don’t want to—well, don’t you think,
you know, that you might—you know?”
“Tyler, you talk like me. What is it? Slurp it out. You can tell me.”
“It’s your suit, Wendell.”
“Yeah, sur-prrrriiise! Mike suggested I get one.”
“Did he? Well ...”
“You don’t like it? I look funny? I know I’m pretty skinny and all.”
“No, it’s not that.”
“What is it?”
“Do you think it’s decent?”
“Is this you talking, Tyler? Not decent?”
“Well, no, that’s not what I mean.”
“It covers me, doesn’t it? All that sticks out is my legs and stuff.”
“It’s so tight.”
Wendell got all red, not just his face. He did that when he was embarrassed, but I’d never seen him or anybody else blush all over—and you
could see all over. But why did I care? It wasn’t like I was staring at his
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pecker and all, his butt, but I guess I was and didn’t want other people to
do so, and my God what was wrong with me?
“Should I change? I got the old one, all baggy.”
“Wendell, I’m really sorry. I don’t know why I said anything. You
look pretty, Wendell, and I can’t believe I just said that and I don’t mean
to insult you. I guess I’m just not used to seeing you like that.”
I had no idea what I meant, but Wendell looked as if he did. For some
reason, I wasn’t too irritated, as his out-of-nowhere aplomb made it so I
didn’t have to say anything and we could sashay off to the swimming pool,
only a few people there. I touched Wendell a few times while we were
swimming. Couldn’t help myself. Tried to make it seem accidental, but it
was pure molestation. Wendell was, of course, cool about it.
We returned to our rolling home, and I suggested we change back
into clothes and watch a movie. Wendell agreed and we watched “Waiting
for Guffman,” doubtless way over Wendell’s head. And why do I say that?
Getting harder to abuse my friend.
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CHAPTER 8
Days 14, 15, 16, and 17—Wed, Thurs, Fri, Sat—Tucson
“Hello, Mike?”
“No.”
“It’s not?”
“You deaf?”
“I’m sorry. I thought this was Mike’s phone.”
Silence.
“Well, goodbye ... Wait, is this Mike’s phone?”
“Who are you?”
“My name’s Wendell. I’m a friend of Mike’s. His uncle and aunt or
something invited us to come up for ...”
Muffled sounds at the other end of the phone: “Who’s ... Let me
have... C’mon, Blake ...” Finally: “Hello, this is Mike.”
It was real clear, real fast, even to me.
“Hi, Mike. This is Wendell. You remem— ...”
“Wendell!” He remembered.
“Tyler and I are down here in Gila Bend.”
“Where is that?”
“Never mind. You and Jenny still up for a visit?”
“Fuck yes! Where are you?” Muffled sounds: “Yeah, Jenny. Wendell
and Tyler! Whoa! Yeah, it is. They’re coming. I don’t know.” Then back
again: “Sorry, Wendell. Can’t wait to ...” More muffled sounds: “I know.
Yeah. I’m finding out, if you’ll shut up.” Then back: “So where are you?”
“Close by, I think. Just give me directions.”
“Yeah—wait a second.”
“Oh, Mike ...”
“Yeah.”
“Was that Blooper?”
“Oh, yes.”
We got directions but figured we would kill some time first just so
we didn’t show up at lunch and start right in mooching. Besides, this Blake
character seemed unwelcoming. Tyler said we could incite the other three
kids to kick his butt, which was a plan. Not to be a woos—as if I had a
choice—but kick-butt was not my idea of fun.
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We saw signs going into Tucson for lots of things. It was the first big
city we’d gotten to, apart from Felicity, and it was nice to have all these
billboards, cheesy as they might have been, telling us we could have fun:
greyhound racing, a Titan Missile Museum, something called a Queen
Mine Tour, Justin’s Water World, Funtastics Family Fun Park, and many
other experiences I’d like and Tyler wouldn’t.
“So, Wendell, which sophisticated adult attraction should we
choose?”
“How’d that museum strike you?”
“I didn’t see that sign. What museum?”
“Kinky Sex Museum, different exhibits every day, interactive, nobody over sixteen admitted.”
“What’s today?”
“Wednesday. Not the most popular day so they have to try hard.”
“Which means?”
“Going-down-on day.”
“It’s called cunnilingus.”
“You and me know that, but not the general public which is more
likely to come in for plainly-labeled exhibits.”
“And demonstrations.”
“Workshops.”
“Choose a member of the staff or someone from your own party.”
“A family member.”
“Wendell, you’re going to hell. So where do you really want to go?”
“The university.”
“OK.”
“Really?”
“Sounds good. It’ll be interesting, maybe, though I know you had
your heart set on some power plant tour.”
“The university’ll have a book store and we can get some cool stuff
for Martin.”
“That’s nice, Wendell.”
“Thanks.”
“Stop it.”
“OK.”
It was pretty easy finding the university, once we asked about five
people, and the parking guy told us we didn’t have to pay. They seemed to
have about thirty museums right there—Indians and photography were
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what we chose. This place was special. There didn’t seem to be a whole
lot of students around, it being summer, but those that were seemed so
nice. A good many said hi to us and eyed up Tyler, too.
I was impressed by the bare landscaping, all natural desert style. No,
I wasn’t, until a kid at one of the museums explained it to us. You see,
down here in Tucson, the democratic party part of the state, Terry’s sort of
place, everyone believed in preserving scarce resources, of which the
scarcest was water. Unlike some cities, characterized as “right-wing pissholes.” Did we know what cities he meant? “Up North,” we ventured. Not
quite, not Flagstaff and canyon country, which were more like “us.” That
left only one city in the state I’d ever heard of: “Phoenix?” That turned out
to be the very right-wing piss-hole, home of fake lakes, golf courses, and
other marks of contempt for the planet. He was a nice kid, asked if we were
thinking of coming there when we went to college, which was kind, as he
could have been all patronizing. “Should we come here?” Tyler wanted to
know. “Yeah,” he said. He loved it, told us how serious the school was and
about his major. I was thinking he’d talk about parties and football, but he
didn’t. I liked him. So, it turned out, did Tyler, which was the first thing
we agreed on since we left home. That’s not true. Wonder why I said that?
It was getting on toward four o’clock, but we were having fun walking around. We found the bookstore and got Martin a tee-shirt, pencils,
and a beer mug. I wanted to get more, but Tyler said we could pick up little
bits as we went and send them, which would keep things coming to him
and lighten our load.
Just as we exited the bookstore, we were blocked by some giants.
“Are you two students here?” This from a heavy-set man, accompanied by a bigger wife, and an even bigger, though younger, version of the
wife, a daughter, it seemed. Mom and Dad were smiling; Daughter wasn’t.
“Yes, we are,” Tyler said with a great smile, fake, but dazzling to
them—me, too. “Just finished our sophomore year. Can we help you?”
“That’s really nice of you. We were in the neighborhood, weren’t we,
Jessica?”
“Fuck, no!”
Tyler and I exchanged glances, conspiring?
“Are you looking at colleges, Jessica?” Tyler purred.
“I’m not. My dad is.”
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Tyler ignored this real well. “I think you’d really like it here. There’s
nobody breathing down your neck. You can do anything you want, anything at all.”
That seemed to hit Jessica right in her oversized chest—sorry to put
it that way.
“Yeah?”
“I don’t mean anything wild or dangerous, of course.” Tyler was now
chirping and glancing winningly at Mum and Dad.
“It’s being on your own and running your life. You control your own
time, balancing hard work and hard play. It’s really a valuable learning
experience,” I piped in.
The adult pudgies looked slightly alarmed, but Jessica was now
bright and smiling. I decided to run with it; Tyler even gave me what I
thought was a nod. Damn!
“Living in the dorm is required your first year, but Monica and I now
live off campus, don’t we Monica, in an apartment of our own. It’s even
cheaper than the dorm,” I added, a god-blessed inspiration, as it made the
adults look a little brighter.
“Jordan’s right,” Tyler said, “and the dorms themselves are really
nice, too—and private. I know I never had so much fun. Ever! But they
are also set up well for working. There’s study sessions every night, with
graduate students running them. Free, too.”
“Are these dorms co-ed?” Jessica had moved closer to Tyler, who
was giving signs of friendliness I hadn’t seen in her since the nudist colony.
“I think all college dorms these days are co-ed,” Tyler said, “but that
doesn’t mean what some parents fear—and a lot of freshmen hope for!”
Tyler managed somehow to get even the parents laughing at this. They
seemed anxious to like the place and like me and Tyler and get their demon
daughter to like it, too, so they were willing to pretend they weren’t as
scared as they sure were about drugs and sex and the unknown.
We went on to talk about Jessica’s probable major, art history, college costs, scholarships, the faculty, and social life. By the time we were
done, there was no chance she would go anywhere other than good ol U of
A. Her parents were relieved that it was uncostly. Of course we had no
idea what we were talking about. But we didn’t mislead them on purpose.
Tyler seemed well informed in a general way, and I followed her lead. We
were good. I know I was convinced by us.
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The only bad thing was breaking away.
“Well, we’ve really enjoyed talking with you lovely people, but Jason
and I need to get back to our place and do some homework for our computer class. It’s a summer class.” Pretty lame, especially for Tyler.
“I thought his name was Jordan.”
This was Tyler’s game, and she didn’t miss a beat: “You know what,
Jessica? I sometimes call him Jason, or Jordan, or Jacob, or Scott, or Sean,
or Tyler—just to make fun of pop names. His real name is—you’d never
guess.”
“What?” Mockery was clearly right down Jessica’s alley and she was
smirking.
“It’s Baldwin. Honest to God, Jessica, it’s Baldwin.”
“Fuck you!”
“No, it is, really Baldwin Caldwell III.”
“What a dorky name! I had a name like that I’d slit my wrists.”
“Jessica!” both her parents hissed.
I tried to laugh, but I was hurt. “Maybe I will, Jessica, now that you
suggest it.”
“Fuckin’ should.”
“I agree, Jessica,” Tyler sang, “but he won’t. I’ve hinted and hinted,
hope he’ll smother himself in the night or drown in his tears, but every
morning there he is, eating his Count Chocula.”
Good job, Tyler. Got us away, though I was still stinging at the insults
to Baldwin Caldwell III, who could not help his name and was doubtless
a good guy, down deep. I did like Tyler slipping in her own name with the
list of stupids, admired her all over again, but kept myself from saying so.
`
We called ahead, and there were Mike and Jennifer and another kid,
probably not Blooper, at the end of the driveway, waiting for us and then
jumping up and down like six-year-olds and waving when they saw us.
Mike, Jenny, Tyler, and I took up where we left it, gabbling. I went
over to talk to Brandon, just a touch older than Jenny, I’d say, but without
her great looks. Brandon had funny sticky-out ears, about six freckles that
looked like they were painted on, and sparkly eyes that didn’t seem ever
to agree on what they were looking at. He was probably what you’d call
ugly, but he had this way of bouncing when he talked, grabbing randomly
at his ears and hair, leaning in close and squinting at you, without ever
being silly. If you told him he was ugly, he’d laugh. You could tell that
about him in two minutes; he had no sort of self-consciousness or whatever
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it was that’d make people vain, which was a good reason why nobody’d
ever insult him or otherwise hurt him. I lack the words, a common occurrence with me, but I’d really like to be able to tell you about Brandon, as
there’s something about people like him that make you forget what they
look like. It’s what you often see in married people when one’s pretty and
the other’s ugly; and people who know them for a while don’t even see it.
Brandon was that way.
That night after dinner, Wendell and I took a walk. The kids had some
chores to do and the parents of Blake and Brandon told us to clear out or
the kids would never get them done. They said it nice, but they meant it.
The parents seemed invisible when they had to occupy the same space with
us. It helped that they had no physical appearance at all—no bodies, no
features, no clothes, no voices. Just about.
Besides, who cared?
“Where do you suppose that Blooper character is, Tyler?”
“You suppose they made him up?”
“Probably. No, they didn’t; he answered the phone when I called.
Maybe they sent him to camp or something.”
“Military school.”
“Jail.”
“Ask Mike.”
“I will.”
“You leave Mike alone now, Wendell. He’s an innocent and you’re
not. Don’t corrupt him with your worldly ways.”
He laughed, which surprised me. “I was thinking more of Brandon.”
“Looks like Alfalfa from the old Our Gang. Before your time, Wendell.”
“I remember. Alfalfa, the one who sang real high in all the shows
they put on and was in love with Darla, who puts me in mind of you, Tyler.
Anyways, Brandon really does look like Alfalfa. You want to be disgusted,
Tyler?”
“I’m not entering in, Wendell.”
“Heck. No, I was thinking you and me could get married and then
adopt these three kids and settle in here in Tucson and have a good life.”
“Now, there’s a dream. Why include me, Wendy? I don’t relish being
a life-long cover for your faggot alliances.”
“I’d pay ya.”
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“That’s different.”
We got back and played outside games, variations on hide-and-seek
that I’d never played before and can’t now remember the rules for, largely
because I couldn’t follow them at the time. You can imagine Wendell’s
state. None of our mess-ups seemed to matter, though, as the games all
involved random hiding, tagging, pairing-up, home base, releasing the
people caught, and lots of flailing about.
Inside, we were invited to down the most colossal ice-cream sundaes
I’d ever seen, dished up by the grown-ups. They also gave each of us a can
of our own personal aerosol-packed whipped cream and then beat it, leaving behind an open invitation to a very messy, then smelly fight outside in
the back yard.
Planning for the next three days followed, originated by our host kids.
Next day, from Jennifer, an amusement park, called somebody’s Funtastic
Family Flopfest; then, day following, from Brandon, Justin’s Water
World; then, day after that, from Mike, a scheme that included riding up
into the wild mountains on goats, sleeping out under the stars, and walking
back the next day, whereupon, we insisted, we would leave. We had to,
we said, leaving unstated what was calling us so urgently.
First thing next morning, Jenny came sidling up to me: “Tyler, I gotta
tell you something about Blake.”
“Ummm.”
“He’s coming back in a little bit—from the hospital. He’s been sick.
Well, he’s always sick. He has this condition, makes him really odd. Mike
says he’s just an ...”
“What? Some disease?”
“Maybe. Mike says he’s just an asshole.”
“That’s sort of a disease. What kind of asshole?”
“Developmentally disabilitied. Mike says that means he’s dumb.
Also, attention disabled something. Mike says that also means he’s dumb.
And something else as a condition which name I forget which Mike says
means he’s an asshole, a mean asshole, a dumb mean asshole. You don’t
mind me saying asshole.”
“All my friends say asshole. So why’s Blake been in the hospital?”
“Treatment.”
“I see. Will he be doing all this stuff with us?”
“Yeah. He’s real fat.”
“Maybe that’s why he’s mean.”
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“Maybe he feels bad for being fat?”
“Yeah.”
“Maybe. Mike says he’s just fat, too mean not to be.”
“Mike has him pegged, I’ll bet. Is he nice to you, this Blake?”
“No.”
“Maybe I can get Wendell to beat him up?”
She giggled, whether because she liked the idea or because she didn’t
think Wendell could beat up anybody I couldn’t tell.
I told Wendell about Blake, why I don’t know. Want to know his
response?
“Poor guy. All these disabilities ... Maybe if we’re nice to him ...”
Within twenty minutes of Blake’s arrival, even Wendell had been
converted to Mike’s view. Blake was, as Mike said, fat, dumb, and mean.
He was about the age of me and Wendell, much bigger than either of us in
all the wrong places, and had a blotchy liver-colored face. He talked constantly, had a terrible laugh, and was angry if anybody else got any attention. He seemed especially annoyed by Wendell.
“What kind of name’s Wendell, anyhow?”
“I don’t know, Blake. Just a name. I think my uncle ...”
“It’s a pussy name.”
Wendell, being a sticks-and-stones kinda guy, said, “OK, it’s a pussy
name.”
Mike, not being a sticks-and-stones kinda guy, said, “Shut the fuck
up, Blake, you fat shithead!” That timely defense of Wendell had the effect
of spreading Blake’s nastiness everywhere, except to me. You can imagine
how honored I felt. Resenting my exclusion, after a while I made my bid
for attention.
“Hey Blake, how come you are ignoring me?”
The twit blushed and mumbled.
Mike picked it up right away: “Blake’s in love with Tyler. Jesus
Christ Almighty. You think a hot girl like her’s gonna look at you, you
fatass ugly stupid?”
Blake thereupon hit Mike in the shoulder, swinging hard but not managing much, as Mike was quick, able to dodge. Up to this point, Blake was
no more than a jerk, a predictable psycho with a mean streak, the sort you’d
see anywhere, Cartwright Princeton having more than its share. By-products of successful social adaptation, this variation of the dweeb species
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substituted being rotten for Dungeons and Dragons. Somebody like Wendell, small and gentle, was like a wounded kitten to a coyote: members of
the Blake species couldn’t help themselves, just followed their demented
instincts and flipped ears, tripped, snapped asses. There were ways of explaining these types: they were trying to get by, just wanted attention. It’s
just that their strategies were defective. And the more mistaken their tactics
were, the more vigorously they employed them.
About a week ago, Wendell had started on this line with Evan Monroe, a Blake sort at Cartwright Princeton, as if understanding him made
him better. I kept telling Wendell that exercising acute analyses on guys
like Evan Monroe was worse than useless: just because you could explain
why a skunk was a skunk didn’t make him stink less. Wendell’s brand of
kindness wasn’t inaccurate; he was just playing the wrong game.
And anyways, Blake turns out to be something beyond the gardenvariety mean asshole. After half-hitting Mike, he stands there all red in the
face, his pig eyes narrowing, wanting to hurt somebody. Evan Monroe
would have called his tormentor a “fuckface,” made a threat or two, and
beat a lame retreat. But Blake’s need to hurt wasn’t going to be drained.
The only person close was Jenny, so he grabbed her arm, and reversetwisted the skin on it real hard. That hurts like hell. Jenny was no sissy,
but she yelped and tried to pull away, which gave Blake a chance to twist
and hurt some more.
Jenny started to cry. “Why are you so mean, Blake?” She didn’t want
to cry, you could tell, but the pain was too much for her.
Mike started to run at Blake but stopped, reformed his plan, and then
picked up and threw a handy stone, hard, catching Blake in the bony front
part of his leg. Wendell, unequipped with Mike’s quick thinking, substituted his body for the rock and got smacked around pretty good. Mike
couldn’t throw more rocks, for fear of hitting Wendell. Finally, Blake was
finished; Wendell was on the ground and soon rolled out of range of
Blake’s kicks. Jenny was now crying out of anger rather than pain.
Blake snarled, “pussy motherfuckers,” and went into the house.
We joined together, the four of us, regathered our resources, and wondered what was going to happen now. Not for long. Ten minutes later, the
parents came out of the house, Blake in tow, ready to cart us all to the
Fanastic Family Funpark, no clue to what had gone on. Somehow, there
didn’t seem any way to protest, much less snip off slowly Blake’s private
danglers, so we got into the shitty SUV and headed off.
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Blake acted as if nothing had happened, was quiet for a short bit and
then went back to what for him was normal because he had no imagination
and couldn’t figure out a way to go on with his temporary decent, or quiet,
act. Normal was bragging, telling wild lies about what a hotshot he was,
mixed in with lame jokes and sadism. Everybody alive has had to put up
with this, and there’s no need to illustrate Blake’s version, so I will.
“This dick at fucking summer camp tried to arm-wrestle me, the stupid dick. Said he’d bet fifty bucks on it. I said, ‘Make it two hundred,
pussy!’ so he did, like he fucking had to then. I mean, he was huge, three
times as big as me and about twenty-five, so he thought he could beat me.
Plus he was pissed at me because of Jacky, his hot girlfriend, or used to be
his before I came along and she got a look at what a real guy could ...”
Mike tried mockery, but it was hopeless. Blake ignored him, probably
didn’t understand Mike’s sarcasm. The parents sat oblivious in the SUV
cockpit. Wonder if they did anything to protect Brandon from his psychotic brother. I looked over at Brandon, who grinned, looking like a
screwy, cross-eyed mongoose. How did he stand it? I decided to ask, keeping my voice real low, riding below Blake’s braying.
“Brandon honey, how do you deal with him?”
He didn’t pretend to misunderstand. “I stay out of the way, Tyler.”
I couldn’t think of anything to say. Brandon must have thought I figured he should have solved the problem on his own. His goofy grin disappeared:
“I tried fighting him, Tyler, I really did; but, you know.” He looked
truly lost. I felt the same impulse that would have gripped Wendell: taking
the kid along with us, saving him. What the fuck chance did he have?
Maybe I was jumping to conclusions. Maybe things weren’t this bad and
maybe the parents did help him and maybe Jesus would drop down out of
the clouds as needed and intervene.
One thing about Blake’s monologue was that he required no response, probably never got one so took being ignored as par for the course.
He just went on, leaving the rest of us free to pursue our own devices, in
this case, forming a plan to get back at Blake.
Mike suggested tipping him out of the log ride at the top so he’d get
caught under the boat and dragged down backwards, ripping up his skin
and forcing water into his lungs until the pressure got so great they’d explode. Beautiful, long-haired Mike wasn’t kidding. That’s not to say he
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would really rip Blake to shreds, but it’s not to say he wouldn’t. What he
felt for his cousin ran a good deal deeper than loathing.
Short of exploding innards, suggested tortures for Blake ran all the
way from tying him to a tree and beating him with “splintery” sticks (Brandon), to paying the cotton candy people to throw him into the sugar-spinner (Jenny), to stripping him stark naked in the middle of the park (pervert
Wendell), to my plan, best of all and the one adopted.
First, we asked Blake to handle the money for us, and to take charge
of reading the map, planning the rides. Any nitwit would have smelled a
rat, but the half-ounce brain Blake did have was so drunk with fear and
rage, and now with power, that he was a perfect set-up. Flattering Blake
didn’t take subtlety; subtlety might have backfired. Blake would never
wonder why people who hated him would put themselves in his hands, no
questions asked; he was incapable of thinking outside his own brutal delusions.
We weren’t fifty yards inside before Blake had managed to pinch,
slap, or gouge every kid in our group—except me. I was the one punching
him, friendly as hell—in a good cause. Blake was sucking it up, and with
great fanfare drew up a plan to coordinate our day's amusements here at
Funland, one that had us bouncing from one end of the park to the other in
a zig-zag that probably represented the misfirings of the neurons in Blake's
brain. We all dragged along behind him, submitting to his power, egging
him on, lowering the defenses he needed to live as usual, surrounded by
enemies, wishing him harm.
Meanwhile, had we been subject to any unwelcome creepings-in of
mercy, Blake’s ongoing maliciousness would have firmed us up. Even
Wendell was steeled.
“Hey Jennifer, you pussy!” That was Blake’s characteristic way of
addressing his little cousin, a way he may have thought was witty, were he
given to thought.
“Hey, Jennifer, you pussy! I saw you! You were playing with yourself! I saw you! God, that’s disgusting. Playing with yourself out here in
public! Jennifer’s playing with herself! Look, she’s doing it again!”
This was on top of earlier claims that Brandon was playing with himself, that Wendell was a pussy with a pussy name, and that Mike had no
pecker at all. Somehow, though, this attack on Jenny, carried on pretty near
at the top of his braying nasal voice, was beyond anything this moron had
come up with yet.
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Blake was leading the way, talking without turning his head (imagine
how loud), so I could signal and shush and restrain the members of our
party eager to attack, Mike and Wendell, and comfort a little those most
recently hurt, Brandon and Jenny.
“Hey, Blake. Can we do the Free Fall? Can we?”
I did my imitation of an eager girlie and he did his of a boyfriend:
“Sure, why not? It’s a pussy ride, but if you wanna.”
The Free Fall was the first of our ideas, and the one least likely to
work. It involved bribing or distracting the kids working there so that we
could drop Blake to the ground before he was buckled in. As I say, not
likely we could do that; but we had a back-up, which was that I’d ride with
him in the adjacent seat and seduce him into thinking it was manly to pretend to be hooked in and not be. We understood that keeping the safety bar
unclicked might give us more than we bargained for in the way of injury,
might possibly give Blake a broken back, fractured skull, a happy termination to his life. I don’t know that we outright wanted to kill him, at least
I didn’t. But I hadn’t been included in the list of those assaulted.
Sure enough, the bribery idea turned out to be impossible. The kids
running the machine looked nice but official, didn’t appear to be drooling
morons (our model for that particular look being Blake) and would no way
do something so stupid.
So, we were left with the fall-back, me convincing Blake that he
could win my favor by faking the hook-in and falling through the sky like
a real man. I figured it wouldn’t be easy to make him understand this, much
less persuade him, so I started on it while we were still in line. I carried
this on for a good ten minutes, but it was worse than the ten minutes I once
spent getting a rotten splinter extracted from deep under my
fingernail with a needle shakily wielded by my blundering Dad.
“Hey, Blake, can we sit together on the Free-Fall?”
“Huh? Yeah! You scared?”
“Well, duh! I just know you’ll protect me.”
“Fuckin yeah I will—honey.”
Why were we concocting plans? Why didn’t we just castrate this
motherfucker with a pair of rusty pliers?
We stood in line for about four hours—maybe not four hours, but try
talking to a pinheaded version of Jeffrey Dahmer for as long as I had to.
When we got close enough to where I calculated Blake would hold firmly
in mind what I said until we fell, I tried it.
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“Blake, you know what my ex-boyfriend did?”
“That pussy!”
“Jesus, asshole; you didn’t even know him!” Oops.
“He is a pussy!”
“Yeah, he is. You’re dead right. A certified pussy! But you know
what he did on the Free-Fall back in LA?”
No point in letting him blurt out his “That pussy!” again, so I hurried
on: “I’ll tell you. He pretended to lock himself in and didn’t, just put his
hands over where the bar clicks so it looked like he was locked in, and then
did the free-fall without any support.”
“Huh?”
“No support at all, just fell.”
“That pussy!”
Was there a brain there at all?
“Bet you wouldn’t do that, Blake.”
“What did you say? I wouldn’t do it?”
“Shhhhh.” He was screaming. “If they know you’re going to try it,
they’ll check and buckle you in.”
“Oh yeah. Anyhow, anything that pussy can do, I sure as fuck can,
the asshole.”
Got ‘im!
It was touch and go. Blake was a sneak, but he was also incompetent,
and the two traits did battle as he tried to hide his fake buckling. To be fair,
it turned out to be harder than I thought it was gonna, as there was a huge
mechanism with two sections that came clanking down over our heads
with great clamps ready to whomp into place.
“Just shove ‘em down,” said the unsurprisingly bored kid running
things; “shove ‘em down till they both click. OK. Got it?”
“Got it,” says I.
“They both clicked?”
“They both clicked,” I said, and so did Blake, after I nudged him hard.
He was holding his tee shirt out over the mechanism, about as obvious as
you could get, only the Free-Fall handler was luckily paying no attention.
Then, without warning, we shot downward, “shot” being the right
word for it. I also got an instant wedgie, as the clamping machine held my
upward-pushing, downward-plunging body, putting cloth and butt cheeks
in a fierce competition.
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Blake got no wedgie, I expect, as his body wasn’t held in, moving
upward as we fell, and then slamming back, whack, when we hit, at which
point, he made a gratifying piglet scream. I was worrying about myself,
but as the cart got to the end of the chute and came up against the padding,
I looked over at Blake. Yes: face contorted with pain, whimpers, blood
around the mouth, one hand wrapped around the other and shaking it.
Turned out, it was his finger, broken, he was howling over. Turned out
also that Blake was minus a good part of two teeth. His head had snapped
forward hard when the chair had hit, smacking into something and giving
him lovely snaggles, cut lips and gums, and what we all hoped was pain
never before experienced by humans.
“What happened, Blakey? You crying? Oh boo-hoo, Blakey? Crying
little pussy pisshead blow job!” That from Mike.
“I’m really glad you got hurt, you mean bum!” That from Brandon.
“God, Blake, you OK? I guess not.” That from Jenny.
“You’ll be OK, Blake. Stop acting like a sissy and tell us where the
next ride is.” That, if you can believe it, from Wendell.
Up until Wendell’s comment, Blake had clearly been finding some
pleasure in his pain, plunging into self-pity, untroubled by Mike’s routine
abuse. But something Wendell said, or just Wendell saying it, ignited him,
turning the snifflies into rage. He made a move to get at Wendell but
caught his finger on something and stopped short, grabbing it and barely
stifling a scream. He did have a certain kind of toughness, I guess, or
maybe just the hysterical focus of a psychopath. We’d heard all that in
psychology back at old CPA, and here it was being acted out right before
our eyes.
Blake didn’t attack, but I’ve never seen anybody look on another with
such hatred as he directed toward Wendell, the only one of us being cool.
Jenny and Brandon were alternating between empathy and mockery. I was
trying to find a face for the occasion. Mike was next door to hysterical with
happy anger. Only Wendell stumbled onto the right thing to do: get Blake
mad by insulting his manhood. That way, it’d never occur to Blake to get
us in trouble with the authorities; he wouldn’t even make us miss the rest
of the rides on our list because of an inconvenient trip to the Emergency
Room.
We made it through the rest of the day, all of us trying not to smirk,
excluding oddly, Wendell. I don’t know what it was with him, but he was
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cold and serious, not like I’d ever seen him. It was as if he wanted somehow to extract more hurt from Blake.
As soon as Blake headed for the men’s, alone, Wendell let us know
what he wanted. He talked like he was in charge, had a plan—all of this so
unWendell-like I thought I was with a stranger. Anyways, his plan, sure
enough, was to keep it going on Blake. Wendell and Atilla the Hun!
“So we ditch him,” he said. “We set him up to check something out
for us, then we ditch him, hide, stay away from him, doing stuff and let
him walk around stewing.”
“He’ll tell,” said Brandon.
“Leave that to me, buddy. I can make it seem like his fault. He’s supposed to be in charge and he let us all get lost.”
That seemed to do it—and it did. You’d think maybe Blake would
have located us, just wandering about; but it was a big place, and anyway
he didn’t. Of course, he could have used the park announcing system, forever blaring out messages, one every minute or two, telling the misplaced
to go somewhere, where someone was waiting for them, ready to turn the
lost into the found. But such obviousness would never occur to a fool,
which is, oh yes, just what Blake is.
We gathered by the entrance at the right time and there was Blake.
He’d cleaned up and wasn’t bloody. His finger was in a splint; I guess he’d
gone to the First Aid. He didn’t say anything, which was spooky. That
seemed to be all that was on his mind, not making eye contact. He stood
there pretending he was alone and fine. You could tell in his face that he
was hurt pretty bad and in pain. I really didn’t care.
The parents showed up exactly on time and were real upset about
Blake’s teeth. Turns out his two front ones were only half there. I didn’t
see them, as he never looked at any of us, except Tyler.
I don’t know if the parents thought we’d done this to him. Blake
didn’t say anything in front of us and I don’t know if he knew we had set
him up. My own opinion is that he didn’t tell the parents and also that he
realized we’d planned the injury ride. But who knew? He was an awful
kid, but he was sick in some way. That made it worse. Even if he wasn’t
sick, what we’d done was lousy.
Nobody wanted to talk about what had happened. We’d had a good
time after we ditched Blake, but it was different now in the car, seeing him
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and having him there all silent. That night, we made popcorn and watched
a movie. Blake wasn’t there.
And he wasn’t there the next day either, when we went to the water
park.
I was wondering about Blake. Of course, talking to Tyler would be a
big mistake, so I turned to my old buddy, Mike. I know he was younger
than me and I hadn’t known him long, but he was a friend for sure.
“Mike, what’s really going on with Blake?”
Mike was wearing the rattiest clothes I’d seen outside of the homeless
shelter my mom took me to when she thought things were getting too
cheery. He had on jeans with holes everywhere, including the butt. His tee
shirt was all stretched out and hung down from his neck in a way that
would make anybody other than Mike look awful.
I expected a joke about how much he loved Blake. I was always underestimating:
“It’s sort of like he’s sick and he’s mean,” Mike finally said. “You
can say he’s mean because he’s sick, I guess. That’s the thing. What do
you think?”
“If he’s mean because he’s sick, then you could say we hurt him,
pretty bad, and then ditched him, too, embarrassed him, because he’s sick.”
“Is that what you think we did?”
“I don’t know.”
“Fuck my mother, End-All, I know you don’t know. What’s in your
head?”
“Different things at different times.”
“Yeah, and when we did that stuff to Blake, what was there? You
knew what you wanted to do. Why?”
“Because he was so mean to you and to Brandon and, most of all, to
Jenny.”
“There you have it. What was in your mind was getting at Blake because he was a mean fucker.”
“Yeah, but….”
“Ain’t no buts.”
Not a bad way to think about things, I guess. Seemed honest.
I spent the day at Water-Wings, or whatever it was, with Brandon
hanging from my neck, arms, shoulders, anything he could grab. He was a
great kid, once liberated from his sicko brother. And he wasn’t some pee-
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wee genius like his cousin Mike, so it was relaxing. Jenny joined right in,
and Mike often.
Here’s the topper. Tyler joined in. Playing some kind of “blind monster” game, I was startled to feel a different body attached to my back.
Tyler, every bit of her front pressed into me, squealing. I would never have
thought it possible.
Late in the afternoon, well into the “fifteen minutes more” we had
tacked onto our reasonable quitting time, set up so we could meet the parent car, Jenny came flying at me from the side of the Jacuzzi pool, slapping
into my back with such force, even from her teeny body, that I fell forward
as she hit, flipping her into a somersault. I tried to grab her as she catapulted by, managing only to deflect her a little from where she was heading—right for the concrete side. As it was, she hit the shallow water next
to the side only inches ahead of the wall. The water broke her fall some,
but not enough. She came up spitting water, laughing, and bleeding almost
as bad as Blake had yesterday.
Turns out it was just her nose, a big mean scrape on the outside and
enough of a smack inside to cause a nosebleed I didn’t think would ever
stop. It did. And Jenny continued to treat it as a joke, wanted to keep the
game going.
I suppose it wasn’t all that big a deal, but on top of yesterday and the
general bad treatment of this little kid by Blake, it was just awful.
I was so upset I must have shown it, since Mike and Brandon, even
Tyler, spent as much energy consoling me as soothing poor little Jenny.
When the parents came, though, they weren’t interested in consoling
me. They were so mad they could hardly contain themselves.
“What happened now?” The tone was really sort of like the one the
DA uses in those t.v. shows when there’s a real rat on the stand.
After we explained, the parents still were mad, glaring hard at Tyler
and me, me mostly. Not like I’d done anything on purpose, but I didn’t
blame them.
Jenny did, though, and so did Brandon, doing everything little kids
could—and that was a lot—to let me know their adults were dicks.
“They’re just all screwed up about Blake, right Brandon?”
“Yeah, Jenny. That’s right. They treat him special and think they have
messed him up. Then it’s like they were the ones ditching him. Only that’s
real dumb.”
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Only it wasn’t dumb. Tyler was nice to Brandon about that, told him
how smart he was and gutsy, too, putting up with Blake and still being
such a cool kid.
Brandon was really, I don’t know, in love with Tyler. That’s OK, as
Tyler was just as much in love with Brandon. Who wouldn’t be?
Off to the mountains we went next day, on flea-infested goats, specially big goats but still goats, all lumps and bones. They stumbled and
lurched up the hill, asshole goats, rubbing close to trees so as to mash our
legs, going straight for the lowest branches.
All of us includes Blake, now sullen and slit-eyed. I decided to—
what do they say?—make an intervention in this kid’s psychic life. What
a stupid thing to do. Fixing Blake wasn’t a challenge; it was a dive into
futility. I could make things worse or I could do nothing at all. Could be
the influence of Wendell, who has an unerring instinct for causes that are
not only lost but lethal.
“Hey Blake, can I ride by you?”
Silence.
“You look like you can manage these donkeys. I can’t.”
“Goats, fuckface.”
“I don’t do face fucks, Blake.”
He laughed, mean but a laugh.
“Goats, huh?”
“Yeah, that’s the big deal. They’re some sort of special goats.”
“Big goats, huh? I think they’re produced by regular goats fucking
with horses.”
“Fucking with elephants!”
“Right.”
“Fucking with whales!”
“Right.”
“Fucking with tyrannosaurs rex!”
“Right.” Was this dimwit ever going to stop?
“Fucking with that asshole, asshole, asshole Wendell, that asshole
pussy!”
“Right.”
“What a cocksucker asshole!”
“Blake, what do we do when we get up the mountain, to the top?”
“Asshole pussy! You in love with him?”
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“No!”
“I thought you were married or something.”
“No. I was just so bored back in LA I came along with him. I thought
I might run into neat people, you know?”
“You fucking him, though, right?”
Why was I in this conversation? “No, I’m not, Blake. I’d rather do it
with that donkey you’re riding, goat I mean.”
“Me, too. God, what a pussy!”
“You like sports, Blake?”
“No! God!” He screamed so loud, everybody turned round on their
goat to see what was going on. It was as if I’d asked him if he wanted to
go down on Wendell.
“OK. Sorry. You like music?”
“Fuck, no.”
Who didn’t like music? I was making real progress here!
“Look, Blake, I’m really sorry about what happened at the park. Are
you OK?”
He looked at me with a depthless vacancy, unreadable or horribly
empty.
“I mean it. Do you have any pain?”
“Fuck, no.”
“I apologized, Blake. You forgive me?” What was wrong with me?
“It’s not you, Tyler. It’s that suckcock Wendell.”
“You know, Blake, you got Wendell right. He’s a pussy.”
He laughed. Not that he relaxed at all but he seemed a little less psycho-looking.
“He’s a real pussy. Like a girl.”
Laughed again. I should have been satisfied with abusing Wendell. I
don’t think Blake had any saturation point for that. Anyways, I didn’t keep
to that same safe dry road, but strode right off into the deep mud:
“So, he’s a real pussy, like a bunny or something, not worth you
thinking about.”
He muttered something I didn’t catch. Odds were good it was “Fucking pussy!”
“Put him out of your head, Blake. He doesn’t matter.”
“Fucker!”
“He’s really harmless, like a kitten.”
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Big mistake. Something I said put him right back where he was. He
returned to slit-eyed misery, silent except for some grunts. I kept trying,
but the pattern was the same. I could get him talking by attacking Wendell,
but it was less “talk” than bazooka fire. Anything else I tried to was met
with stares, fucking-pussy sputters. Did I feel guilty about adopting
Blake’s view of Wendell? Very. Finally, I gave up and dropped back with
Jenny, who never once called any person or animal a pussy.
The summer-job college kids leading the goats were less phony than
those we’d run into generally. They seemed to know what they were doing
and were very polite without pretending to be cheery or particularly warm.
I liked that a lot.
There were about twenty people along, all of them but us doing a
return after the big steak and beans dinner. Wendell had attached himself
to a funny-looking family, all with red hair and glasses and big loud
laughs. Mike glommed with them, too, probably because Wendell was
there. One of those mysteries of life, Mike’s attachment to Wendell, but
there it was, cool and uncool joined at the hip.
It was about four o’clock when we made it to the flat place where we
got to stand around while the guides built the campfire, set up the campstools and tables, started dinner, and tried to get us singing, which we
did—not well. It’s one thing to campfire-sing in the cool of the evening;
it’s something else when it’s sunny and dusty. The red-headed family did
know some good lyrics to songs, dorky but funny, kind of off-color:
Someone’s in the bedroom with Dinah
Someone’s in the bedroom with the ho
Someone’s in the bedroom with Diiiiiii-naaaaahhh
To hell with the old banjo!
She’ll be comin round the mountain when she comes
I’ll be comin with her comin when she comes
I’ll be comin with her comin
I’ll be comin on her cousin
I’ll be comin on her cousin when she comes!
You had to have been there. One thing made it fun was the reaction of
most of the other people on the trip. There were three other families along,
all with kids. They didn’t seem fond of the stupid lyrics, but were too awkward and shy to protest. The kids, of course, thought it was hilarious, even
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the ones who didn’t know what “comin” meant and maybe had no idea
what Dinah might do in the bedroom minus the banjo.
Finally the fun-lovers saddled up and we five were left there with our
bedrolls and packed sandwiches and a night without singing, I hoped to
hell. Thanks to Brandon, who knew all kinds of outdoor games, variations
on tag and hide-and-seek, we spent a couple of hours chasing each other
all around the mountain clearing and into the trees. It was really pretty
there, and, after it got to sundown, very nice out, not so burning hot. The
moon was full, bright, and seemed very close to us, so it was easy to keep
playing.
Blake took part in games, didn’t really subtract from the hilarity.
There was something spooky about the way he played, but nobody paid
any attention.
Finally, we built our own fire and tried some scary stories. Brandon
had a whole bunch, but he tended to get them confused, so that werewolves
turned into flesh-eating maniacs. Mike had a good one, less scary than obscene, about the child-molester who lived on the hill and came down into
the village at night, testing all the windows to see if anybody had neglected
to lock them. If they had—and here Mike lowered his voice to a whisper
and put a flashlight under his chin—if they had—do you know what? Do
you know what would happen? Can you imagine? Why, this child-molester would slowly open the window—you sure you want to hear this?
He’d open the window real real slow—creeeeeeeeeeeek. Then he’d put
one crummy old scabby leg up on the window ledge and then he’d—real
slow—put the other crummy old scabby leg up, and then he’d lift his
crummy old scabby belly up. Reeeeallll sloooooowwwww. His belly was
big and scabby—almost as big as Wendell’s, though not quite so scabby.
Then he’d shove his pimply big-eared face into the room and look around
for kids. Reeeeeaaaalllly slooooowwwww. Then he’d slither into the room
like a scabby old lizard and then he’d slither over to the bed—real slow.
Then he’d put his scabby old hand on the covers, right on the covers. (He
was barely whispering now.) And then, real real slow, he’d take his scabby
old hand with the bugs crawling on it and the lice and the maggots and,
real real slow, he’d lift up the covers, higher and higher and higher and
higher. He’d be real quiet. Then—real slow—he’d slip his scabby old
fucking body right into the bed, all bugsy and maggoty and he’d crawl into
the bed—real slow—right next to the kid. (You could hardly hear him).
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And he’d get closer to the kid and closer and the maggots would be crawling and the bugs would be biting and he’d get his big scabby belly and big
crawly body closer and closer and closer and closer and closer and closer.
(Long pause). And then he’d—(long pause)—GO TO SLEEP. The last
three words were screamed at the top of his voice and were so scary I
screamed, too.
It was late when we went to bed, almost two o’clock. I thought everybody went to sleep immediately, tired as we were. We all bunched together with our bedrolls, not because we were scared of the dark exactly,
but because we were scared of something. I was on one side of Jenny with
Wendell and Mike on the other, Blake next to me. He was the only one not
very close, which didn’t fill me with grief, though it should have.
I got shocked out of a sound sleep, we all were, by somebody shrieking, several somebodies shrieking, turns out two people, Wendell and
Jenny. There was also a weird light and a terrible smell. Within seconds it
was clear that two people were on fire. Brandon and Mike were trying to
get stuff on them to put it out. Soon as I saw what was happening, I got
my bedroll and covered Wendell with it, Mike taking care of Jenny.
I think everybody knew what had happened, more or less, but nobody
said anything about it for a while. Wendell’s bedroll was almost completely gone and his jeans had been burned, a few bright red areas on his
calves. Jenny had gotten burned on the face and neck, even some of her
hair. It didn’t look too fucking great, either. We had some cortisone cream
for bug bites in our kit, and that seemed to help her a little.
Mike was the first to explode, partly because he was Mike and partly
because he found a lighter fluid can, was holding it in his hand and waving
it.
“You fucking psycho, Blake! You lousy bastard! You tried to kill my
cousin and my friend and you’re fucking going to jail. You’re going to jail
for a million years!” He was shaking, he was so mad.
“What the fuck you talking bout, you pussy?” Blake tried to sound
innocent, but he was as bad at that as everything else.
We got back to Tucson and tried to explain, but the adults were directing all their anger at Wendell and me. Kind of stupid, and it made us
mad.
“Why don’t you two just leave? We were getting along fine before
you came and now every day some serious injury happens. They aren’t
just accidents!”
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We hadn’t said they were, though this last attempted homicide, for
sure no accident, certainly was not our fault. But there was no point in us
saying anything in our defense. What could we say? We kind of were at
fault. But then the real murderous horror wasn’t inside us.
“Leave!”
I wish I could say we’d just said goodbye to the kids and left. Wendell
even whispered to me something like, “Let’s just go.” But the little kids
were so mad that we were getting blamed and were yelling at the adults
with everything they had. The two smaller ones were most furious, but
they weren’t as colorful as Mike.
“You lousy bastards! These are our best friends and they didn’t do
anything except be nice to us. Just ask Brandon. Why don’t you ask Brandon, you lousy bastards!”
“Yeah, just ask me. Ask me. I’ll tell you.”
Of course the old folks spread their anger around, telling the kids
they’d ask whomever they wanted when they wanted and didn’t need advice from smart-mouthed kids and Michael you watch your mouth or ...
“Oh just fuck yourself! Just fuck yourself!”
It truly was time to leave. We were making things worse for our
friends. I did say my stupid part.
“Instead of yelling at Mike or at us, you ought to see what you’re
doing to your own kids by keeping Blake around. He belongs in an institution. He tried to kill Wendell and Jenny, for God’s sake, and you’re yelling at us!”
Of course it did no good. Wendell was right. We should have left
right away—and finally we did.
Jenny didn’t want to let go of me, and Mike and Wendell looked like
they were forever lost. The little ones cried hard. So did Wendell. So did
I.
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CHAPTER 9
Days 18 and 19, Sunday and Monday—Tombstone
Tyler was driving, so I had nothing to do but ferret out the most magnetic spot lying ahead: Tombstone, the books said, a mustn’t-miss place.
On the way there was a pile of attractions. I knew by now that, however
bossy Tyler was, she didn’t much care where we pulled over, was game
for all stops, even or especially tawdry tourist stuff. Come to think of it,
though, Tyler really wasn’t bossy. I don’t know why I said that. I said it
because, right up to this very minute, I thought she was. But she’s not.
She’s sometimes bitchy, often, but that’s not it. Meanwhile, I just told you
nothing at all except that I’m trying to delay talking about what happened
back in Tucson.
Neither of us was thinking about Tombstone or the caves and stuff
we were going to stop at on the way. I didn’t want to talk about Blake and
all that, and I figured Tyler wanted to talk about it even less, so of course
I brought it up:
“We do seem to be trailing misery wherever we go, huh, Tyler?”
“Defiled with a sinuous trail of slime the dreamy and trusting country
that by then had become nothing but dog-eared tour-books, postcards, old
tires, and her sobs in the night—every night every night—the moment I
feigned sleep.”
“Huh?”
“Lolita.”
“I read that, but I didn’t remember that passage. What a beautiful
book.”
She stopped looking at the road and stared over at me so long I started
to get worried about hitting a roadside cactus: “You think it’s beautiful,
Wendell?”
“Yeah.”
“I’ll be fucked.”
“Me, too. Someday.”
“I expect so. Blake was eager to go at you, I know. Too bad we
maimed him before you two could work it out.”
That struck me as funny, maybe because I was so worried about what
we’d done. “You think so, Tyler? Blake’d be enough to make me give up
on girls forever.”
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“I suppose that’d happen anyhow if you got hooked up with Blake.”
“Yeah, he’d take care of the competition.”
“But you’re right, Wendell. This trip is like going back to the Old
West, violence round every corner.”
“Most of it caused by us.”
“Now there’s where you’re wrong. We went after Blake because he
was so violent himself.”
“You think what we did was right?”
“Hell, no. We almost got Jenny killed. You, too, but Jenny’d been a
loss.”
“Yeah—and we also really messed up Blake.”
“And left him worse than we found him, bad news for Brandon, poor
little kid. There’s no good news there, Wendell. We messed up one really
sick kid and hurt some good ones. Nice job.”
“But we made friends, Tyler.”
“Yeah—really fine friends.”
I thought Tyler was being sarcastic, but she was looking at me with a
little smile.
“So it wasn’t all bad,” I said, not very confidently.
“Mostly it was—bad.”
“So we learn from our mistakes.”
“Anyhow, we roar past em. Go on to new adventures, Wendell. Not
likely Tombstone will have another Blake for us.”
“Not another Mike and Jenny either.”
“That’s life, Wendell. Good friends come along and then you fuck
em over.”
“That’s what my mom had in mind for us, learning about the true life,
the tough life, the look-em-in-the-eye-and-fuck-em life.”
“Wendell! Yes, it is.”
“Tyler, what’s your fancy, a monument to something or a cave?”
“My fancy?”
“I was going to say ‘what strikes your fancy?’ which is more like it,
but I don’t want to go past your range.”
“Jesus, Wendell. You’re a surprise a week.”
“The phrase is ‘a surprise a minute.’ ”
“Which you aren’t. I’ll choose the cave.”
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Good. I was driving and didn’t know where the monument was or
what it was to. Can’t see everything. We’re trying, but there comes a time
when ...
“Actually, there’s two caves, Tyler.”
“In the state? The continent?”
“On Route 80.”
“I say we see one first.”
“Wet or dry?”
“Closest. Hope that’s dry. Wet cave sounds something like running
sore.”
“Dry is closest to us. We should see both. The guidebook recommends both.”
“In that case, we’d be idiots to pass em by.”
“The book says—here, you read it so I don’t wreck us. Start right
here.”
“Yassuh. ‘Avid cavers will appreciate comparing Colossal Cave,
which is a “dry” cave, with the newly opened Kartchner Caverns, a “wet”
cave, where the humidity will have you dripping with perspiration.’ I’m
not sure I want you dripping with perspiration, Wendell, stuck as we are
in this phone booth.”
“I know where you’re going, sissy girl. You’re trying to find some
way to avoid the ‘wet’ cave; but I’m the man here and I’ll protect you.”
“OK.”
OK? Didn’t sound sarcastic even,
Colossal Cave welcomes the tourist for seven-fifty, three bucks for
parking. You can’t wander around, but have to follow this guide, who tells
you not to touch things, elaborates the difference between uppies and
downies, and calls your attention to lumps that look like Dwight Eisenhower or high-button shoes. Tyler kept saying things like, “Resembles a
small cock!” The family on tour with us ignored her. One interesting thing
we learned was that robbers had escaped to the cave from a train heist
they’d pulled, hid their money here, sixty-two thousand big ones, which
has never been found, to this day.
“Any questions?”
“How do you know the money’s still here?” Thank God it wasn’t me
asking that dumb question, but a kid dragged along on the tour by his parents.
“Oh, that’s been authenticated.”
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Tyler let loose. “How in hell can you authenticate something that’s
lost?”
The guide, another college kid, looked nervous and didn’t say anything. Pathetic. Anybody else would have let up with the questioning. Not
Tyler.
“So, some official certified that the money is here, only lost? The
Secretary of Lost Money probably?”
“Oh, it’s authenticated all right.”
“Tell us how it could be? We’re eager tourists and want to know.”
The guide looked pleadingly.
“C’mon, ace, don’t leave us in the dark.”
Finally guide boy lost it: “I don’t know. OK? I don’t know—asshole.”
He tried to hold back the “asshole” but couldn’t. It came out strangled
but it came out. I hope the family didn’t turn him in. I laughed, which made
Tyler glare at me.
The wet cave was hard to find and we almost didn’t get included in
the tour.
“Do you have reservations?”
“Sure don’t,” said Tyler
“Oh my. People make reservations months in advance. You really
need reservations. You can’t just show up and ...”
“So the tours are all filled?”
“As it happens, you’re in luck; but next time you must get reservations.”
“We’ll make ‘em for 2035. Just give us the tickets.”
It really was swamp but very pretty. The sweat kept stinging my eyes,
so I was anxious to get back to the camper where it was cool and not hundred-percent humidity, which the guide said they kept this place at, for
some reason I didn’t catch, to keep the lumps growing, I guess.
It was the most boring tour I’ve ever been on and almost as bad as
church. The guide seemed enthused about there being thirty different types
of something and also the second longest soda straw growth. It seemed
like the tour lasted for six weeks. At least Tyler didn’t ask many questions
to humiliate this guide. Just one, really.
“Excuse me, Kent, but can you tell me where the really long soda
straws are?”
“Well, I really don’t know.”
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Thank Jesus she let it drop before it got even more embarrassing.
“There’s a lot between here and Tombstone, Tyler. Want to see a
museum?”
“Of what?”
“You don’t want to see it.”
“You’re right. What else is designed especially for young singles like
us?”
“The museum features Navajo and Apache cultures, since this was
the territory of famous warriors like Cochise and Geronimo? But you don’t
care.”
“Jesus fuck your aunt, Wendell. Those places just make me feel
guilty. Would you, too, if you weren’t such a hard ass.”
“Yeah, doesn’t bother me. There’s a museum of lynching and minstrel shows up ahead.” Whatever possessed me to say that? Here it comes!
But she laughed.
Tyler didn’t go for extended jokes. I’d tried a few dozen times with
the same disasters coming as surely as snot after sneeze. I knew enough
not to throw bad money after good, or whatever that saying is, so I moved
on fast to a new subject.
“See those signs, Tyler?”
“Rest stop ahead? We have our own plumbing, bladder boy.”
“That one there.”
“ ‘Come See ‘The Thing’: that one? There’s been about fifty of these
signs today, about every half-mile or so. I want to see ‘The Thing,’ Wendell. Can we, huh?”
“You promise to behave? Last time we stopped to see a Thing you
threw a tantrum cause you couldn’t take it home. No more of that, young
lady, or I won’t let you buy any more shoes for three years.”
“That it? Looks like a gas station.”
“But it’s the inside stuff that counts.”
Inside was a car they said once belonged to Adolf Hitler, a lot of
posters and crudded-up things in cases. Of course we bypassed all that and
headed right for this mummy model, The Thing, not a model, I guess, but
a genuine mummy.
“That was worth the money, Wendell. Not every day you can see a
smelly old corpse for seventy-five cents. Beats anything in Egypt, though
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they do have first-rate cave soda straws there. Now, we’re off to the OK
Corral.”
“You’ve been peeking at the guidebook, which is my job.”
“Without a guidebook, you’re nothing. It’s like taking away your
dick.”
“Let’s agree, Tyler. Don’t you talk about my dick and I won’t talk
about yours.”
Tombstone is one of those places you think might be OK and then
surprises you by being terrible. Of course I hadn’t given it a chance. We
got in about eight o’clock at night and only had time to look for the KOA,
like all of them very nice, and a chain grocery store, like all of them very
much like all of them. We got stuff to make fajitas, Wendell’s latest
kitchen marvel, hooked ourselves up to the pipes and air-conditioning
charger—it was about a-hundred-and-twelve degrees—and settled in next
to some old folks with some young kids. I was afraid Wendell would strike
up a friendship.
Actually it was me did it.
“We’re with our grandparents. Can you imagine anything worse?”
“Yeah, being with Wendell here.”
They laughed, which was a good sign. So did Wendell.
“So, you guys married or what?”
“No, we’re not married, just on a summer exploration, Wendell is. I
signed on for the ride. And no, we’re not boyfriend and girlfriend.”
“Just shaggin it up with no commitments. That’s cool.”
These kids were getting annoying. No point in responding. Even
Wendell stayed mum to that. Probably had no idea what “shagging” meant.
The boy had been doing all the talking. The girl took over now. I
figured she couldn’t be any worse.
“That sounds like fun, a summer exploration, just the two of you.”
She was trying hard to be chummy. “Just the two of you—as friends,” she
added, a little too pointedly, though I could see what she was trying to do.
“How about you two?” Wendell fatally asked, having no defenses
against the sort of appeal the girl was making or the girl herself, who was
really very handsome, not pretty but what my ass mom calls “striking.”
She had dirty yellow hair and very dark eyes and she was skinny, the right
kind of skinny.
“Rex and I are with our grandparents, who take us every summer, so
our parents can do their work.”
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“So our parents can get the fuck rid of us,” Rex added, without any
bitterness.
“That’s true,” the girl said.
“They don’t like you much?” I said and then got flustered at what I’d
said.
“Nope,” the girl said. Rex nodded.
“Bet you return the favor,” Wendell said.
“Oh, we love them deeply, tragically; but they are indifferent to us,
no matter how hard we try. I think I’ll just run off with the nearest druggie
and live on the streets.”
“Me, too—or kill myself.”
These twerps were so cool they didn’t even giggle as they went
through this, kind of flattering, as they were trusting us to get it.
“It could be worse,” Wendell said, beating me to the punch. “Tyler’s
parents exhibit her for money and my mother makes me her sex slave.”
“You got a picture of your mother?” Rex asked.
Just then this one half of the ancient pair stuck his head out of their
Winnebago and yelled. We were only about ten feet away, but he yelled
as if we were in the next county: “You kids stay close, goddam it!”
Rex and his sister (?) pretended not to hear, and gramps finally pulled
his beaky turtle head back into his shell.
“So, that’s an improvement on Mom and Dad?” I asked.
“It’s different.” The girl said.
“It’s abuse,” said Rex, “but it’s attention.”
“It must be hell for you to go around with them all summer. God!”
Wendell really did look concerned, as if we’d just run onto a troupe of
blind orphans.
“You can’t imagine. If we didn’t have one another….” the girl
started.
“Without incest, where would we be, Megan?”
“So your name’s Megan?” Wendell’s ability to disrupt a sweet tempo
with stupefying bluntness was unmatched in my experience. The kids were
up to anything, though.
“You see right through us. No, it’s not. You think we’d use our real
names, when we’re taking such risks. Incest’s a capital crime in Mississippi.”
“And if this isn’t Mississippi, I’d like to know where is,” I said.
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Again, the Old Man of the KOA stuck out his ugly head: “Get in here,
now!”
“Did you call, Grampy?” Rex trilled. “Was that you a-callin’?”
“How about we have five more minutes, sweet grampy, or how about
five hours, or how about fuck you?” Rex didn’t lower the pitch or the
sweetness of his voice.
“What did you say?” The old guy really did look like a buzzard, with
a bald head way too skinny for his body, for any body past its fourth year.
It was a face more like a claw, now all red and pulsing.
“I just asked if we couldn’t have five more minutes or five more hours
or if, instead, you wouldn’t like to go fuck yourself with the toilet exhaust
hose.”
The old guy said some stuff we couldn’t make out and shut the door,
kind of quiet. Odd thing was he didn’t seem mad, maybe kind of defeated.
Rex and Megan acted as if nothing unusual had happened, which maybe it
hadn’t.
Turns out Rex and Megan were twins—didn’t look it—and seventeen—didn’t look it even more. They were headed the opposite direction
from us, toward a whole series of National Parks and said they spent most
of their time on computers.
“Playing video games? Facebook?” Wendell, not unreasonably
asked—not unreasonably given his interests, though, were he honest, he’d
have added porn sites.
Rex and Megan both looked embarrassed. “No, we are taking classes,
distance-learning things from University of Washington. Very dorky.
Worst of all, we don’t have to take em. We signed up for the hell of it.”
“Might as well admit it, Rex, now that you’ve let the shit out of the
bag. We signed up because we’re interested. Taking eight hours of classes.”
“What in?” I was drawn to these kids. Taking classes because they
wanted to!
“Philosophy, Eng Lit.” Rex said.
“And Spanish—just two extra units.’ Megan said, as if she’d just admitted she loved having sex with old dogs.
“I’ll be damned!” Wendell said, probably for the same reason I
would.
“Don’t hate us!” Rex said, only half mockingly.
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We proceeded to make plans. These two kids were way cooler than
us, but they didn’t seem to have options, and hanging out with us would
for sure be better than going around Tombstone with grandpa buzzard and
his wife, doubtless well-matched.
The upshot of our council was that Wendell went over, knocked, introduced himself, and disappeared inside. We’d sent him on a mission to
convince the oldies that it was safe to trust their charges with us and in
everyone’s best interests. Wendell was very good at these sorts of missions, being just the kind of boy responsible grown-ups would be sure to
trust. Plus he was polite, make that kind, and not above taking a genuine
interest in the doings of losers, even nasty losers like these old coots.
Rex and Megan said it would be better if we stayed outside for now—
I had suggested going to our camper for cocktails. Wendell and I had abandoned the alphabet and skipped ahead to martinis, which we drank dutifully without enjoying them, and Manhattans, which we loved. Once we
learned to ignore the recipe, which called for too much sweet vermouth,
we were in heaven. It was especially good once we switched from bourbon
to rye, splurged on good sweet vermouth, and doubled the cherries. For
some reason, we never got drunk, never had more than one or two; but
they sure made our evening board games and movie- watching slip by
smooth.
Wendell emerged about thirty minutes later. It hadn’t seemed so long,
Rex and Megan being fun to talk to. They were much better looking than
I had thought at first, Rex, I’ll admit it, being hotter than hell. Anyhow,
here comes Wendell, smiling.
“Your grandparents aren’t so bad. They’re really nice.”
“They’re fucking saints, Wendell. What happened?” It was a little
funny to hear Megan say, “fuck” so much; but I guess I did it, too. She just
seemed prissy, apart from that—maybe just that she was starched and neat,
her clothes anyhow.
“They said OK.”
“You’re good, Wendell. Thanks, man.” Rex seemed to like Wendell
a lot.
“They said you could go and spend the night tomorrow night—if you
want.”
“Fuck your mother! Really?”
“Yeah, only I ain’t sending for Mother. You’ll have to make do with
Tyler.”
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Wendell! I was set to be snotty, but Rex took it all in stride, rushing
at me and giving me a hug, not sexy but friendly—not meant as sexy,
though it sure as Jesus was.
“I convinced them that you two could protect us and help us out, as
we’re all on our own and need responsible friends to protect us and didn’t
they see that and wouldn’t they please help out two immature kids by letting their very mature grandkids watch over them for the day and tomorrow night even, though I knew they’d miss their grandkids but we’d only
ask for the one day please and one night please it would be very nice of
them and they said yes. I told them we were fourteen, me and Tyler.”
So there it was. We agreed to meet at ten tomorrow morning. I asked
them to breakfast, but they said they needed to do their classes early in the
morning and would get coffee and rolls there with grans and gramps, so
we’d be all set to hit the town at ten, not miss a thing. Wendell and I retired
to our trailer for fajitas and a movie, with Manhattans, but not before they
both kissed us. It wasn’t a peck and it wasn’t a passionate prelude to fuck
either, closer to the first, I guess. I bet Wendell had never kissed such a
beautiful girl. As for me, of course I’d made out with dozens of guys much
hotter than Rex. Yeah, and Bill Gates is staying right here at the KOA,
next row over.
First thing in the morning, we got ourselves a Tombstone Adventure
Pass, one each, which set us up for about four extraordinary adventures at
a considerable saving. I was worried Wendell would try to pay for everybody, but he didn’t. Then I got pissed that he didn’t pay. I recognize my
own inconsistency, a trait I intend to cultivate.
Half-way through the day, after Wendell had indeed bought us all
lunch, two things became clear: Rex and Megan were smarter even than
we’d thought; this town was genuinely interesting. It was interesting because Rex and Megan knew so much about it. Tombstone was more than
a vile spot where the gunfight at the O.K. Corral took place. For instance,
this tourist trap, population now about a thousand, all employed running
attractions, was once the biggest city between St. Louis and San Francisco,
the most remarkable boomtown in the eighteen-eighties. Silver mines and
claims everywhere, along with whores, guns, and lice. Megan had done a
report on life in the gun-slinging West. She said it must have been as close
to hygienic hell as anything since the eleventh century: nobody bathed,
nobody brushed teeth, nobody did a thing about the vermin crawling over
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and into all the flesh in sight. Indians, she said, were clean; but not Europeans, whose level of what anybody would call cultivation was miles
lower.
Of course this prettied-up version of Tombstone gave no hint of any
of that. There were two good spots: the newspaper museum and The Bird
Cage Theatre. In both, we shuffled away from the tour group and listened
to our buddies. The newspaper, “The Tombstone Epitaph,” was big during
the boom times and still is published now and then. Rex located exhibits
the tour ignored, exhibits where the original write-up of the O.K. Corral
gunfight was there to be read, along with other neat stories, “Virgil Earp
Shot,” “Geronimo Surrenders.” Turns out this place is free, and it’s the
best thing in town, in my opinion, which is also that of Rex and Megan,
who have views that count.
The other place, The Bird Cage Theatre, is authentic as hell. Of
course the tour assholes say so, but so does Megan, and she knows. The
place was closed in eighteen-eighty-nine and boarded up, some flood, I
think. It was opened fifty years later as a museum. The birdcages were like
they used in go-go clubs in the seventies, only here back in the eighteeneighties there were whores on exhibit in the cages. And I thought the Miss
America Pageant was a meat-market! Also, the building has lots of bullet
holes. Megan says they are mostly genuine. There were sixteen authenticated big-scale gunfights in this saloon in the eighteen-eighties, where a
good many shots found their target. Megan says, though, that lots of these
famous gunfighters were more famous for shooting than hitting. Wild Bill
Hicock once drew on a man across a poker table, fired at him from a distance of about four feet, and missed. I love stuff like that.
Everything else in town was shitty. The hoked-up reenactment of the
Corral Gunfight was all too close to the one back at Barstow. We dragged
our way through a lot of stuff, but after a while it was just a matter of using
up our tickets.
We got groceries and went back to our place. Simple stuff: a salad I
made with blue cheese, walnuts, and crisp little bacons; and Wendell’s
spaghetti sauce over little pasta tubes. Stuffed mushrooms for an appetizer.
No dessert. Instead, some Manhattans.
We didn’t play any games or anything, just sat around talking. I almost always do enjoy talking, for some reason. I used to enjoy talking to
my parents, even; and Wendell, almost always, a great deal, which says a
lot about my love for talk. These kids, though, were inside a lot of stuff I
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wish I knew about. They made me want to read and think more. Wonder
how they survived in school, what with the usual level of triviality you get
hammered with? Acting like leak-mouth Wendell, I just asked:
“How do you guys stand it at school?”
They didn’t pretend to misunderstand. “Probably the way you do.
You find kids. And we have fun, too, at dumb stuff—football games and
dances. It’s you and Wendell make us all serious. We don’t have kids like
you where we go to school, do we Rex?”
“Christ, no. You two are intense. It’s not that you’re smart. I don’t
mean you’re not smart, but lots of people are smart. It’s just that you listen
and think. You’re not
dying to say something smart, so you just do.”
“And you don’t try to one-up whoever has just talked. That’s the way
a lot of conversations are fucked up, right Rex? I mean, people get competitive and don’t think; they just show off. You two don’t. That’s terrific.”
I don’t know about Wendell, but I never felt so flattered.
“How do you stand these summers being shuffled off with granny
and gramps?”
Megan picked it up. “It’s a long story, Wendell. You really want to
hear it?”
“Duh, Megan. What do you suppose they’re going to say? ‘No, we’d
rather hear about your bowel movements than life with those old fucks’?”
“Rex, you’ve noticed, tries to compensate for his dubious gender
identification by talking fourth-grade potty mouth. It’s ever so tough.”
“So, as to gran and gramp?” Wendell was visibly uncomfortable.
“Sorry, Wendell. Though what a rude fuck you are! Anyhow, we’ve
done it the last two years, a month last summer but all of this one, if they
make it. You see, our grandparents were great to us when we were little.
Maybe all grandparents are, but ours were as kind as it’s possible to be.
Not just money and hugs but sensitive ways of helping, small things but
important to both of us. They gave Rex and me our first condoms, if you
can believe it, and taught us about love-making, how to have sex for
pleasure, pleasure for both—or however many are involved.”
“Old hippie swingers?”
“No, Tyler, not at all. I know it sounds like it, but they just like us
better than they like their own views. We both went to them with every
problem under the sun, not just sex. They studied up so they could do the
new math, and they read the novels and poems we read. They took us to
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Peru and into the rain forests so we could see for ourselves what was happening. There’s no end to it.”
I looked over at Rex as Megan was talking and saw that he had tears
in his eyes. How could the people we saw be the ones Megan was describing.
Megan paused for a minute.
“They both are dying, Tyler—and Wendell. They have cancer, different kinds but both advanced. They’re dying.” She paused again. For a
long time, so Rex took over:
“That stuff about me saying, ‘Fuck you.’ I know how that sounds and
how they sound. Partly it’s a game, partly it’s because my grandpa is in so
much pain he can’t stand it.” Rex was about to cry. Megan tried to help
him out by talking, but she couldn’t do it, which seemed to be what Rex
needed to let loose with the tears. He did.
I couldn’t think of anything to say. Neither could Wendell, so he said
it.
“I’m really sorry. We didn’t mean to joke. I think it’s great that you
two are being with them as they—die. You two are about the finest people
I’ve ever met.”
Rex and Megan seemed eased. They didn’t climb all over Wendell,
but you could tell he’d drained something for them, let them slide out of a
grief that was about unbearable. Wendell was right about one thing: these
two were about the best people we’d met.
Rex and Megan got us fast back to other stuff. It was so stimulating
and moved so quickly we talked until three o’clock without realizing it.
All those hours, and it seemed like twenty minutes. Finally, Megan looked
at her watch:
“Oh, fuck. We need to be back by ten or so in the morning, just to
check on our grandparents. They’re right next door, of course, but they’d
never bother us, even if something bad were happening. Better get to bed.
You guys have a nice setup here.”
“What a sweet way of asking where in this flophouse is everybody
going to sleep, Megan. Well, just you watch while Wendell pulls out his
magic swantz and waves it around and the whole ass-end of the camper
opens up and we have plenty of room, a partition too, so there’s two separate sleeping quarters. Privacy assured.”
Rex started to say something, stopped, and then giggled.
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Wendell was doing his aw-shucks routine, and I felt equally flummoxed myself. How were we going to do this? Boy-boy//girl-girl, of
course. Maybe not?
“Well, we’re way beyond same-sex, right buddies? I mean, I trust you
two like nobody I’ve known years longer. That’s dumb. You know what I
mean.”
“How would they know what you mean, Rex? He means, do you
mind if I sleep with Wendell and he sleeps with Tyler? I won’t say we
won’t cuddle, since that seems natural. But you can trust us—mostly.” She
laughed so sweetly it’d taken youths more resistant than me and Wendell
to have resisted, assuming we wanted to resist, which I guess I didn’t. I
had no idea. I didn’t know about Wendell but can honestly say I was at
least as confused as Wendell must have been—oh, fuck.
“Unless you’re gay. In that case, we’d be glad ...”
“Nope, we’re not gay,” Wendell jumped in. “We’d love to do that—
what you say. Right, Tyler?”
It was like he was agreeing to go roller skating. I’ll admit it wasn’t
too clear to me what we were agreeing to. That made it that much more
exciting and scary.
Wasn’t too long before I knew. I’m going to include this, since I’m
trying to report the important stuff, which doesn’t mean it wasn’t also embarrassing (or should be, probably will be some day) or that I can quite
believe it happened the way it did and didn’t happen another way—and
happened at all.
We had four single beds, in two sections, with a partition between the
sections. Not much of a partition but at least it made peeping tough. I got
into my pajamas in the bathroom and got into bed, not knowing what Rex
was doing, not looking to tell the truth. Nothing happened at all for a minute or two. I was just about to close my eyes and try to sleep, when I felt
this hand on my shoulder. Rex.
“You mind if I crawl in. I’m littler than I look and I’m a real good
cuddler.”
Yes, he was. That and probably a lot more—I hoped, or dreaded, or
something.
He scrunched in, pulled me close to him, my back to his front, and
right away began nuzzling my neck and rubbing both hands up and down
my sides. That’s all it took for me to feel prickly and nervous and, I don’t
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know, hungry. That sounds so corny, but I’d better stop worrying about
how it sounds or I’ll never get this told.
He seemed to sense what I was feeling. I know he was feeling that
way, too, by the erection pressing into my butt. I’d felt that before, but
never in bed and never with just my pajamas and whatever he had on separating it and me. Turns out what he had on was pajamas, too. I found that
out next morning, when I finally worked up courage to look, if courage
was what it was, which it wasn’t. I kept expecting Rex to do something
else, but he didn’t, just kept rubbing my sides and then my temples. Before
long, the horniness I was experiencing seemed to change, without me
knowing it, into the warmest, most secure feeling ever. I suppose it was a
feeble substitute for outright sex, only I don’t believe that. It was what it
was, and what it was made me feel easy and more happy here in this
strange trailer than I had ever felt at home.
I got so relaxed it made me understand what cats feel when they purr.
I didn’t purr. What I did was, I fell off the bed. I rolled over, thinking I’d
get closer to him and went the wrong way, I was so befuzzed, and found
myself in empty space. Rex caught me and rearranged us both. Not exactly
spontaneous, but nothing was fractured.
So there we were, back in cuddle-land. I remember thinking just that,
wishing I could stay there forever, never do anything that would get me
evicted.
“You OK, Tyler?”
“OK? Ah, Rex ...” Where was this going?
“Me, too,” he said.
“Yeah.”
“Good night, dear.”
“Good night, Rex—dear.”
I wasn’t the least bit self-conscious, shut up in about three square feet
or something with this beautiful older woman. One year older, but still ...
I had managed much tougher situations, all the time. This was nothing.
Actually, I was hoping I’d die or she’d fall down and hit her head and
go all unconscious. Anything to get me through this. How was I going to
undress? What would I say? At least I wanted the light off. It wasn’t really
bright—some kind of night-light thing, but it was on. And she was between
it and me. The very worst thing that could have happened did: Megan just
stood there looking beautiful, waiting for me to give directions. I stood
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there, too, not looking beautiful. Finally, Megan took pity. She talked anyhow, though she couldn’t have said anything worse.
“Could we leave the light on, Wendell? Do you mind a lot?”
“All night?”
She laughed. “No, I’m not scared of the dark—not with you holding
me.”
“Oh.”
“You’ll hold me, won’t you?”
“OK.”
“Wendell, can I watch you undress?”
“Oh, God.”
“You mind?”
“No, it’s not that.”
“Great. I think it’s so sexy. And you’re so pretty, Wendell. I don’t
know when I’ve seen such a hot guy. I’m not just saying that to get you in
bed either.”
“You’re not?”
“Well, yes. I’m hoping to get you in bed, that’s true; but what I said
is even truer, if that makes any sense; it’s dead true.”
“Dead bed, she said.”
She didn’t laugh. Why should she? She actually looked, not scared,
but a little like she had been shut up with a loony, which sort of she had.
“Can I watch you undress, too, Megan?”
“If you want.”
“Oh, yeah.”
“I know, Wendell. Let’s do it real real slow, like a strip tease. Make
it a game. If we both do it together, we won’t get embarrassed.” She understood a lot about me.
That seemed to make it better; I don’t know why. I wish I’d let it go
at that, but if there’s a way to keep yammering when there’s no need, I’ll
find it: “What are we taking off, real slow like you say?”
“Huh? Our clothes.”
“And?”
“I’m sorry, Wendell. I don’t follow you. We take off our clothes.”
“All of them?”
“Oh, I see. What do you usually wear to bed, honey?”
“It varies. You know, sometimes I ...” I trailed off. This was pathetic.
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“It varies? That’s interesting, Wendell. Most people, I’ll bet, get into
a rut about bedtime wear.”
“I wear my underpants. You know, my underwear.”
“Well, tonight you’re going to wear—you ready for this?”
“Yeah.” I thought she was going to say I had to wear her underpants.
“Not one thing, nada, bare-assed and happy.”
“OK.”
Then she started to take off her shoes, which she did slow. Then she
pretended to take off stockings, peeling them down real sexy and unhooking garter belts, only of course she didn’t have them on. Then she started
ooching up her shirt, sometimes pulling it back down a little. Then she
turned her back to me, looking over her shoulder, licking her lips and making her eyes real narrow. She pulled her shirt up and down real slow, and
then unbuttoned her jeans in front, turning back around to face me, as she
slid her pants up and down, near the top, and kept her shirt going, too, a
little higher each time until her bra started showing and I almost had an
accident in my pants.
Meanwhile, I was trying not to move too fast. I had my shirt hanging
from one arm, spinning it and trying to be sexy or at least not too much of
an ass. I hadn’t unbuttoned any on my pants yet, paralyzed by Megan’s
dance. She was now without a shirt, having flipped it over my head. She
turned her back to me again, reached round, and unhooked her bra. Then
she squirmed her jeans down a little, showing the tops of her bikini panties.
Mine, not bikini-style, were still hidden, but that couldn’t last.
I unbuttoned the top button on my pants and tried to imitate her skidding them up and down, which I had to manage without rubbing against
my dick. It couldn’t take much more. Finally, I worked my jeans down a
little, turned round and pulled them down my butt, wiggling it and trying
to imagine I was a stripper from back at Exotic World, working the crowd,
showing teasing glimpses.
When I turned around and stopped thinking about my own moves,
there was Megan, holding her hands in front of her breasts, with her jeans
down by her knees. Then, real slow, she moved one hand, then the other,
upward under her breasts, jiggled them slightly, not gross, slid her hands,
rubbing her belly slow and sexy, down to her jeans. She took them all the
way off and then did some grinding wiggles with her hips, bare breasted
and only her panties on.
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I wanted to catch up in the clothes-off race, but this was getting to be
more fun than embarrassing, even my part in the dance, though naturally
watching her was the best. I got this idea of trying to dance my pants off
and almost fell down, tripping about six times. But Megan didn’t laugh,
seemed sort of mesmerized by my legs and butt. She was flushed and was
breathing hard. You can imagine what state I was in.
She turned around again, back to me now, and started sliding her
panties down, finally showing her butt crack and then her whole naked
butt. Then she faced me and kept her panties on their slow way southward,
looking at me right in the eye and smiling. I’d stopped doing anything. She
was even prettier this way, a lame thing to say, but that’s what hit me.
Also, I realized that, apart from Mom and porn sites and peeks at Tyler,
this was the first time I’d seen a woman naked. I’m glad it was Megan.
I lowered my J. C. Penny’s slow, my back to her and my head turned
around the way she’d done. That way I could keep staring at her. Not much
of me was worried any more about the tent I was making in front. No use
postponing it. I turned round, wiggled my hips the way she had, and slid
my underpants out over my mini-ramrod.
“Wow!” Megan said, as my personal best came into view. That was
pure kindness, I’m sure, as I knew from gym class that my dong was no
record-setter. Average, maybe a tiny bit above, but not a wowser, I knew.
I’d take it, though.
“I hate to stop looking at you, Wendell; but maybe we should get into
bed now, turn off the light?”
“OK. That was fun.”
“Yeah, I’d say that, Wendell. I wish I had a video of you stripping.
I’d make millions—only I’d keep it for myself.”
“Ha! You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen, Megan.”
“Thanks,” she said, but she laughed.
She came over and held my face in both her hands and kissed me
really nice. I figured that was good-night and got into the smaller of the
two beds.
“Move over, fatty.”
God, there she was! She twisted me round so we were facing each
other, and she started kissing me again—and me, her.
Next thing I knew, though, she was somehow behind me, kneading
my neck and nuzzling, but not with her tongue. I was busy doing I’m not
too sure what, mostly kind of humming, to tell the truth. We sort of settled
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in to a state of squirming, slower and slower and slower. It wasn’t that I
went to sleep, not right away, but pretty soon I did. I know this sounds
doofusy, but it was for sure the best night I’d ever had.
Just before drifting off to the sweetest sleep in my life, two thoughts
snaked into my head: there were strange singing noises coming from about
eighteen inches away where my little companion and Megan were; the
noises Rex and I were making, I was making, must have formed a kind of
geeky harmony to Wendell’s lilting melodies. You suppose he heard?
Worse, do you suppose he and Megan ...? Why do I care? But I sure do,
care a lot. What’s wrong with me?
Day 20—Tuesday—El Paso
Wendell and Megan were making breakfast when I woke up, with
Rex just about where he must have been all night, curled up behind me. I
didn’t want anything to change, but it had to: I woke him up gently and
didn’t make any aggressive moves. What virtue! Of course our being
within touching distance of our companions had something to do with it.
No, it didn’t.
Wendell went over and got the grandparents, who weren’t the least
bit crabby. They were dignified and soft-spoken and made the rest of us
quiet. They did their best to appear interested in Wendell and me, and they
made it clear to their grandkids, without saying it, that they were sorry for
any rough talk yesterday, that they loved them as much as they loved the
small bit of life they had left to them. I don’t want to talk about the breakfast or saying goodbye. I guess that’s what we did. Somehow it got to be
clear that we weren’t staying in touch. That was that. I won’t pretend I was
cool about it.
For the first time, we took off, Wendell driving, without having any
idea whatsoever where we were going. It seemed important to move. I figured Wendell and I would never talk about what had happened, only I
knew we would. But not just then.
“You know, Tyler, I never expected, when we set off, that I’d settle
all my sexual confusions on this trip.”
“Didn’t you?”
“No. But I did. Well, I didn’t, but I had fun getting more confused.”
“Did you?”
“Yeah. I guess you could say that—well, never mind.”
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“What, Wendell?”
“A gentleman never tells, so they say.”
“God damn you, Wendell, you lousy prick!” I couldn’t keep the anger
out of my voice. He just looked over at me, I don’t know, sort of gently.
“Tyler, I was kidding. And that’s mean. We just cuddled.”
“It’s none of my business, Wendell.”
“Sure it is, Tyler. Sure it is. I don’t want to pretend. I kept my
dorkiness just where it was—in—what’s that word?”
“Intact, dumbo.”
“Yeah.”
I was so happy. What an asshole I am. And I proved it by what I said:
“Ain’t you gonna ask about me and Rex, Wendell?”
“No.”
“Don’t you care?” As soon as I said that, I realized how unfair it was.
But Wendell could be cool sometimes at the oddest times, and now was
one of them.
“Tyler, I care so much—but I won’t talk about that. What I mean is I
care about you and think you are so—well, I want you to be happy.”
I tried to stop him: “I know what you mean, Wendell.”
“No, you don’t. Sorry, Tyler. What I mean is that I know I have no
right to ask or to have it be any of my business whether you have sex or
not.”
“Wendell, I have to say this. I was caring about whether you did—
have sex—and hoping you hadn’t. I understand if you felt the same way.
Sure I do.”
“Yeah.”
“And my intactness is also just like yours. One of many ways we two
are ... And let’s not say another fucking word about it now, OK?”
“OK.”
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CHAPTER 10
We got along real well on the road this morning, me and Tyler. Took
off with me driving, all upset, but not as bad as we might have been because the talk me and Tyler had. It was confusing, but that’s OK. We did
have a cry together, thinking of Rex and Megan. It was pretty terrible,
considering that these old people were leaving a life they had lived so
brightly, and, as it closed down on them, were not even able to be nice
always to their young grandkids who loved them so. But for a long time
they were great to them, kinder than anybody; so I guess it evens out in a
way. Rex and Megan were doing the best they could to help the old people
say goodbye, and maybe the way they took to Tyler and me, getting in bed
and being so kind, was a desperate thing to do. They were rough-talking
to their grandparents, even mean, but they really wanted to revive them,
give some of the life they had too much of to people losing the little they
had left. Cuddling with us might have been a way of wishing they could
help their old companions.
I read this line in a book I partly didn’t understand, called Young Men
and Fire, where people are out on a rescue party after a terrible fire that’s
killed some young smokejumpers. I won’t get the line right but it’s something like, “Humans do few finer things than go out to rescue others, even
when they are rescuing the dead.”
Tyler didn’t want to talk any more about the night before and I didn’t
either, so we drove along talking about easy stuff. Tyler asked me again
about music, about a book I was reading while we were sitting around
sometimes, or while she was driving. It was a book on Debussy, and she
wanted to know about it. Ordinarily, I’d figure she was getting ammunition
to use against me, but now it seemed different. I didn’t hold back.
“The part that interests me—here let me get it ...” I shuffled around
and found the book, real easy, actually, as one of my faults is that I’m neat.
“Here it is. It’s about his, Debussy’s, Fantasie for Piano and Orchestra. I don’t know what that music sounds like, but I’ve heard it. I mean, I
can’t remember it the way you remember some stuff – Beethoven, or Berlioz, or your favorite group. So, it’s not really about this piece that I want
to tell you.”
“Wendell?”
“Yeah.”
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“Just tell me. I can see why you’d be apprehensive, talking about
something you know about, talking to me, but go ahead.”
“Oh. OK. Well, Debussy was visiting the Universal Exposition in
Paris in 1889, and, while everybody else was climbing the just-erected
Eiffel Tower or something, Debussy was listening to a music group from
Java. He was twenty-seven, and he spent hours listening to what were really strange sounds then, now, too. Here’s what he said, ‘If one listens to
it without being prejudiced by one’s European ears, one can find a percussive charm that forces one to admit that our own music is not much more
than a barbarous howl of noise more fit for a traveling circus.’ ”
“What gets me is how extreme Debussy is. At first I thought he was
showing off, calling European music a ‘barbarous howl,’ but then I saw he
was clearing the ground so he could do something. But what I really love
is what he says about ‘European ears.’ ”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, Tyler, imagine he’s not just saying this music is different and
we aren’t used to it. What if he’s saying our ears, our ears you know, the
ears on our head ...”
“I’m following you, Wendell.”
“What if he’s saying our ears really can’t hear, that our ears don’t just
grow up like corn or something but are more like prejudices or the way
some countries like skinny and some like fat—or big breasts or eat snails
or don’t.”
“Yeah. I sorta see.”
“I chewed on that a long time, still am. Isn’t it interesting, Tyler? If
ears and eyes and stuff are not natural, really, but social or cultural or
something. Then it’s not that we don’t hear this Java music very well, or
right; we can’t really hear it at all.”
“That’s fucking awesome.”
“Fucking awesome. So Debussy just listens and listens and listens,
trying to get new ears – or get his made over, plastic-surgeoned.”
“Damn, Wendell.”
“Yeah, damn. There’s more, too. Debussy was trying to find some
way to get out from under Wagner, who was dominating European music
then, it says. Debussy gets away from Wagner by getting new ears, not by
getting a new influence.”
“Yeah.”

182

Wendell and Tyler I
“I also read somewhere, Tyler, that cats don’t say meow in all parts
of the world.”
“Huh?”
“Think about it.”
“Thanks, Wendell. That was nice of you, not to go on being teacher.
I see what you mean. Cats don’t sound the same to people because ears are
different.”
“Maybe.”
“I see. Maybe cats are different, too. Maybe it’s not just ears that get
formed by culture but voice boxes, too.”
“I never thought of that, Tyler.”
“Yeah, maybe there are parts of the world where cats say ‘meow’ and
other parts where they say ‘go fuck yourself.’ ”
“Those’d be the cats for you.”
Turns out we were heading north, back to the main road east, toward
our eventual destination and, I sure as hell hope, out of the desert and the
ugliest hills ever. There’s this line in Housman, “those blue remembered
hills.” I wonder why hills are always supposed to be pretty? Of course
Housman was thinking of English hills, which are ground down and don’t
try for much in grandeur, like everything else in that second-rate country,
about which I know nothing, which makes it easier to have opinions. But
these hills in Arizona aren’t blue and they usually aren’t pretty. I asked
Wendell about it:
“That’s really interesting, Tyler. People can hide in hills.”
“Yeah. And they can remember them, the way nobody ever remembers what is flat. Who remembers brushing her teeth on a particular day
when she was thirteen? But hills are like special events, or pretend special
events, like the way we want to remember what the past was, wish it had
been.”
“Yeah, and ...”
“Sorry, Wendell—I wonder why these hills here are so depressing. I
like the desert, but these hills are awful. They’re not what hills ought to
be. I mean, if these brown squatty things are the only elevation around,
and if they’re worse than the flat, then it’s like there’s never going to be
anything but brushing your teeth.”
“Yeah. That’s why people are surprised when they see deserts and
they aren’t really flat. We want them to be flat ...”
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“Because the hills they have are so depressing. So we remember deserts as flat, so to retain the illusion that hills are blue and memorable.”
“Blue?”
“You remember that Housman poem, Ms. Barnes-Roman’s class,
about ‘blue remembered hills’?”
“That’s really a strange poem—about something so sharp in the past
that something something ‘cannot come again.’ Right? I think that’s
creepy, but yeah I remember. Old Housman. Yeah. What do you think that
poem means, Tyler?”
“Housman doesn’t seem to be—let me start over: the memory of
beautiful blue hills makes it really awful to live in the present. The past
paralyzes him. Those remembered hills form his only reality and it’s gone.
I don’t know if that’s clear.”
“If Housman grew up around these hills he’d have an easier time of
it.”
“That’s pretty good, Wendell. You think lots of old people, not just
Housman but even our parents and those sorts, need those hills, those blue
hills, even if they’ve never seen them or anything like them, even if it
brings what he says, ‘an air that kills’?”
“Maybe. My mother never talks about the past, though I think that’s
because she doesn’t want the past to have anything to do with me. Your
parents do?”
“Quite a lot. No blue remembered hills, though. I think that’s a white
thing.”
“I don’t.”
“No, you’re right.”
Which was about enough of that.
We’d taken off early and zoomed along east on the fascinatingly scenic Interstate 10, into New Mexico, the land of enchantment, coming up
to the first big town, Los Cruces. Having skipped breakfast, which we
never did, realizing it is the most important meal for growing teens, we
were getting hungry.
“Tyler, what do them there guidebooks tell us about Los Cruces and
what to do and where to eat?” I’d been paging through them off and on as
we drove.
“I’ll read directly to you, Wendell: ‘Spreading not very picturesquely
alongside the not very verdant banks of the not very attractive Rio Grande,
Los Cruces is, like most towns in this state, best avoided altogether. It calls
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itself a prosperous agricultural center, which is only half right; and even
were it prosperous, why should you give a rat’s ass? The town’s name, in
English, “lotsa crosses,” is an index to its combination of morbidity and
insipidity: here is where a number of pioneers were buried, hence the
crosses. The only thing notable about it is its nearness to a more bearable
place three miles south, called Mesilla, where nobody is buried, where
Billy the Kid once escaped from the jail, and where there is a pastry café
that has low-cal sweet rolls and Mexican breakfasts.”
“What’s a Mexican breakfast?”
“I’m surprised you don’t know, Wendell. It’s grilled dog with beans.”
“You’re a bigot, Tyler.”
The restaurant was probably good, but we only had a roll and coffee,
not wanting to dull our appetites for our regular four p.m. lunch.
Which we had over in La Mesa, at a highly recommended place
called Chopes, a roadside diner, made of cement blocks, sporting two
signs, one hawking Italian Swiss Colony wine and one Seven-Up. Wendell
thought he had all he needed to make a decisive judgment from the outside.
I forced him inside with promises of Italian Swiss Colony, delivered, too,
when the friendly waitress pretended to accept our IDs. Italian Swiss Colony probably had no alcohol in it; certainly it had no taste, none that was
good.
“Tyler, everything on this menu is chiles.”
“Chiles are like peppers, Wendell, a very versatile food, often stuffed
with things or chopped up and mixed in with these same things. Fried usually.”
“Hot?”
“When fried and served in a timely way, yep.”
“I mean spicy.”
“I thought you might. I won’t mislead you, boss man. Some chiles
are hot.”
“Are the particular chiles on this menu hot?”
“My last visit to Chopes they were hot, but I think they vary by the
season.”
“Are the chiles all of them hot, I mean spicy?” Wendell asked the
waitress, now hovering over us.
“I can recommend some things that aren’t spicy at all, if you’d prefer
that, honey,” she cooed, actually sliding in next to Wendell on the booth
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seat and leaning close into him, jamming her tit into his arm while pretending to show him the menu.
Wendell turned fire-engine red. I was trying to figure out some way
to rescue him, when the pretty woman slid her ass out of the booth and got
herself vertical again.
She sold us on chili rellenos, on the basis of their non-spiciness.
Tasted great, more than great. Chopes is something!.
We got to our El Paso campground while it was still light, but barely.
Not a KOA this time, and not up to our usual standard; but it had a discreetly-located waste-disposal pipe, electricity, and water, so it’d do. Besides, we were tired and as ready to settle in as the ninety-year-old fluffs
around us.
Wendell popped round to the shops and picked us up some fresh fish,
which he grilled with a little less butter than usual. Rice, tomato and avocado salad. No dessert. Two manhattans. We’re getting good.
But as we were cleaning up, goddam shit Wendell, lurking right behind me as I was doing the last of the dishes, put his hand on my shoulder.
Turns out he was trying to put a bowl away, or so he said later and I knew
later was certainly true, but it sure felt then like a, I don’t know, caress or,
just as bad, some buddy-buddy pat.
Quick as anything, I whirled around, swung my arm fast and caught
him in the face. The bowl must have flown out of his hands. Anyhow, it
struck the leathery table and bounced off onto the floor, where it hit like a
bomb, exploding into a million bits.
Wendell just stood there and I hit him again. I don’t know how many
times. He was quiet, but I wasn’t.
“Don’t touch me ever, you horrible asshole. You understand me? Do
you?”
“What?”
I hit him again, really hard. He backed away a little.
“What?”
“You imbecile! What do you mean ‘what’? I told you never to touch
me! I told you, you asshole. You touched me, you pawed me, you filthy
lousy prick.”
He backed away a little, but just over to the closet to get the broom
and pan. I was by this time only about half-furious but also half-dazed, and
pretty soon I felt paralyzed, looking at him, all bleeding and stooped over
cleaning, not looking at me.
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I stood there, not thinking of anything, getting further out of the minute. Right then, I would have been as likely to hit myself or the people
next door as Wendell; it seemed like it was somebody else had been that
furious, propelling all that rage. I’d wanted to kill him. It felt just like being
inside a terrible fire. Maybe I wouldn’t really have killed him, but I was
possessed by that impulse. Not for long, but how long do you need? I
looked at him all scrunched over, fussing away—pretty, so very small—
and it didn’t seem possible I’d wanted that boy dead.
He looked up at me, bloody and without meanness. Alluring almost,
though that sounds sick. With all that blood he didn’t look so much pretty
as handsome, but still tiny, defenseless. I didn’t feel a thing, certainly not
remorse. Maybe I would in a while.
I went into the bathroom and closed the door. I thought something
dramatic might occur inside me, like hysterics or at least some crying.
Nothing. The only thing I could measure was the change in the boy, the
toucher and attacker, inside my head. He was taking form slowly. Now,
only a few minutes later, without me noticing it, he had become Wendell,
kind and almost dear. It was only then that I realized I had been ripping
and tearing at somebody else, something else.

187

WENDELL AND TYLER: ON THE ROAD
OPEN ROAD SERIES: VOLUME 2

To My Dearest Children

So I got a piece of paper and a pencil, all glad and excited, and set
down and wrote:
Miss Watson, your runaway nigger Jim is down here two mile below
Pikesville, and Mr. Phelps has got him and he will give him up for the
reward if you send. Huck Finn.
[But I] got to thinking over our trip down the river; and I see Jim
before me all the time: in the day and in the night-time, sometimes moonlight, sometimes storms, and we a-floating along, talking and singing and
laughing. But somehow I couldn't seem to strike no places to harden me
against him, but only the other kind. I'd see him standing my watch on top
of his'n, 'stead of calling me, so I could go on sleeping; and see him how
glad he was when I come back out of the fog; and when I come to him
again in the swamp, up there where the feud was; and suchlike times; and
would always call me honey, and pet me, and do everything he could think
of for me, and how good he always was; and at last I struck the time I
saved him by telling the men we had smallpox aboard, and he was so grateful, and said I was the best friend old Jim ever had in the world, and the
only one he's got now; and then I happened to look around and see that
paper.
It was a close place. I took it up, and held it in my hand. I was atrembling, because I'd got to decide, forever, betwixt two things, and I
knowed it. I studied a minute, sort of holding my breath, and then says to
myself:
“All right, then, I'll go to hell”—and tore it up.

Wendell and Tyler II
THE PART BEFORE THE FIRST PART
Hi! This is me again, Wendell.
You don’t know about me without you have read a book by the name
of Wendell and Tyler: We’re Off!, but that ain’t no matter. That book was
made by Tyler and me, and we told the truth, mainly. There was things
which we stretched, but mainly we told the truth. That is nothing. I never
seen anybody but lied one time or another, without it was my mom. But
that’s all told about in that book, which is mostly a true book, with some
stretchers, as I said before and didn’t need to go saying again.
Like you knew, that’s all just fooling around with the opening of
Huckleberry Finn, which is my favorite book, which isn’t a good reason
to throw it at you right up front, unless you happen to be a dork, which I
am.
To make matters even dorkier, that book, which I mentioned, and this
one, too (and the one to come, the third one), all originated with my mom,
who had this idea that I should launch a voyage of discovery (my cool way
of putting it) and spend the entire summer exploring the world outside me
and the world within (whatever that might mean) by driving a luxury
camper from Los Angeles to my Uncle Marshall in Atlanta. I am supposed
to “court the unpredictable,” she says, “travel into the uncharted, the mysterious, even the frightening.” Sounds lunatic, you’re thinking, but my
mom’s OK—once you get used to her.
As for the uncharted, the mysterious, and the frightening: we’ve had
plenty of all three so far, the most of those being contained in (if I can put
it that way) my traveling companion, Tyler, who is beautiful, smart, and (I
sometimes think) homicidal. To say she is not too fond of me would be
like saying foxes are not too fond of chickens. But you can find all you
want to know about that in the first book, like I said.
Also, you can find out there all about our first weeks, where we
bounced back and forth across California, Arizona, Mexico, and almost
into New Mexico, facing hardship and danger with courage and cunning.
None of that’s true except where we’ve been. We had some hardship and
danger, but lots of what’s happened has been more embarrassing than exciting, to tell the truth.
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Anyhow, we pick up the story—me, Tyler, and you—just as we’re
leaving Tombstone, Arizona, and entering New Mexico, The Land of Enchantment. I don’t really think you’re going to find what happens enchanting, but maybe interesting. And maybe not.
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CHAPTER 1
Tyler just lit into me, hard and serious. I didn’t for sure know why,
though I was thinking about it like crazy, trying to figure it out. I knew it
was important, but I didn’t know in what way. Hard as I went at it, though,
hinking wasn’t helping me any, as I didn’t have any starting place, not
really.
After the storm, she went into the bathroom and stayed there a long
time, plenty long enough for me to get cleaned up. I was all in a muddle,
but I did know enough to keep quiet and wait. When she came out, she sort
of glanced at me. I smiled at her and I thought she was about to say something. But she didn’t. We just both undressed, backs to each other and went
to bed. It was the earliest we’d gone to bed, but that’s what we did.
Day 21—Thursday—Ciudad Juarez
Next morning, she was up first, making breakfast. I was awake and
pretending not to be, trying to come up with something to say. No matter
how long I stayed there, though, I wasn’t going to think of anything to say
that was right, since I had no idea what that’d be. So I just got up. I fixed
the blankets on the bed, so we could press the buttons and slide in the back
of the camper, just prancing around in my underpants like I never do. I
guess I was trying to show Tyler everything was as usual—and I was doing
what was never usual.
Just to make things worse, I got the idea of changing right there, and
then showering later, like that made sense. So I took off my underpants
and then walked over to the chest and got clean ones, put them on, and
finally got all dressed.
“Hi, Tyler.” Stupid thing to say, but somebody had to say something.
“Hi, Wendell.” There was no expression in her voice.
I figured it’d be best if I said something first, and it wasn’t like I
couldn’t think of anything to say. Problem was I could think of about thirty
things to say.
Tyler looked so nice—a tee-shirt I hadn’t seen before, cut off short
so her skinny belly showed, and ridged-material jeans. She was working
at breakfast, serving things up. Ordinarily, I’d help, but I just sat there at
the table. I suppose I was worried about touching her, though I also thought
about hugging her, which would either be exactly the right thing to do or
the wrong thing to do, like everything else I thought about.
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I was casting back over our whole trip, wondering whether I’d
touched her before, accidentally and all, and was pretty sure I had, was
absolutely sure I had. And then there was that time at the boulder park,
where she’d made a joke of it.
I was surprised about one thing: I wasn’t supposing this was something I’d done, not completely, figured it was only partly about me, and
that part maybe not even very important. It wasn’t me at the heart of things;
it was Tyler. And, even after three weeks, I knew she wasn’t a mean bitch.
I don’t know how I knew that, since she sure acted like a mean bitch a lot.
But I remembered how kind she was to Jenny and to Mike and to my
mother, and to almost everybody we met, about how she’d been worried
when I got hurt, about how interested she was in stuff, even in me. She
wasn’t a mean bitch.
“You’re not a mean bitch, Tyler.” Jesus on a stick! That just came
out.
She was in the middle of dishing up some kind of egg and cornbread
mixture, stopped right in mid-serving, looked over at me like she might
throw it at me, then like she might cry. But she didn’t do either. She just
looked at me for the longest time. Then she started laughing, real hard, like
she wouldn’t ever quit.
She didn’t dissolve in tears, like they say in some bad novels (porn)
I’ve read. Like you know and like I’ve said, Tyler wasn’t the type,. While
she was pouring out the coffee, she put her hand on my shoulder. I knew
enough not to touch her hand or to say anything. Finally, she sat down and
started eating.
“I really don’t think we can just ignore that, you know, pretend it
didn’t happen, Wendell.”
“We can if you want to.” What got me was Tyler saying “you know.”
She never did that, hated it.
“Now listen to me, Wendell. I don’t mean I want to explain it, ask for
your understanding. I don’t mean that.”
“Okay.”
“I have to leave, go back to LA. It’s just not right for me to do things
like that. It’s just not.”
“Go back to LA?” I hoped I wasn’t whining.
“It’s the only thing.”
“No.”
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“It’s not safe being around me, Wendell.” She was looking at me different now. Her eyes looked real pained. I bet mine did too.
“I don’t care, Tyler. Don’t go.”
“I’ll see if I can rent a car, but I doubt it, so maybe you could drive
me up to Albuquerque and I’ll get a plane. That way ...”
I cut in: “You think I mind getting beat up, Tyler?”
“Jesus, Wendell!”
“I know it’s not that’s you’re saying, not at all, and it’s not like you’re
—you know, mean.”
She didn’t say anything.
“I know it’s not all me you’re mad at, Tyler. It is me, but also it’s not.
I know that. It’s OK.”
She looked at me real funny. I couldn’t tell if maybe she wasn’t going
to laugh again. I was wishing she would.
“It’s okay,” I said again.
“Wendell, it’s not okay, not at all.”
Then somebody did dissolve in tears, only it wasn’t Tyler. She just
stood there like she was real uncomfortable, while I tried to stop. While I
was blubbering away, an idea finally hit me, so I blurted it out.
“My mother told me this thing that’s what you should do when you
can’t think what you should do and are going to mess stuff up and don’t
really want to at all.”
“What?”
I don’t know if she didn’t understand what I said or if she didn’t understand what I said, if you see what I mean. I had stopped crying but was
still sort of slurping while I talked, but also maybe what I was saying
wasn’t exactly plain as day.
“Give it another try, Tyler.”
“Huh?”
“My mother says that when you’re about to give up on something
only you really don’t want to or will be sorry you did, give it one more try.
Sometimes, for no reason, the next time it is different. I mean, it’s always
different, but sometimes you can do what you couldn’t do before, though
to tell the truth that didn’t work for me with things like algebra or playing
soccer, but I’m sure it works sometimes, don’t you think, Tyler?”
She didn’t say anything.
“Please, Tyler?”
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She still didn’t say anything. Stood there with no expression on her
face.
“Please?”
Still nothing.
“I’ll sleep with a loaded pistol under my pillow, Tyler.”
She didn’t laugh.
“I’ll carry mace.”
She still didn’t laugh, got teary. Then she said, “OK.”
Later on I had another impulse: “I have just the plan that will re—
what’s that word, Tyler?”
“Re-fuck things up?”
“Restore.”
“Like furniture. My mom does that. Takes weeks of work to make an
old piece of shit look like a worse old piece of shit. But what the hell,
Wendell. I’m for restoring or anything else you want right now.”
“How about another trip to Mexico?”
She looked at me real odd; I couldn’t tell what she was thinking,
which wasn’t unusual for me. So, I was about to amplify the Mexico suggestion when she finally said, “The only reason I’m not apologizing, Wendell, is because nothing I could say would be enough. You’re right that it
isn’t you, not that that makes it any better. Please don’t respond. Restore
only. Mexico it is!”
And it was. We got in our camper and headed right off for Cuidad
Jurez, which happened to be didn’t even have to leave our El Paso
campground, which happened to be just a skip across the river from El
Paso. As we were waiting to cross over, this car next to us rolled down its
windows and started talking. Since we were stalled there together, we
didn’t have much choice but to join in.
“Hello! You youngsters going for a Mexican learning vacation,
something improving? Part of a school trip?”
“Yes, ma’am. We’re meeting up with our Spanish Club and we’re
going to help build a school and an orphanage,” Tyler lied.
“What a fine thing to do,” she chirped.
But the old shit driver sang a different tune. He leaned across her and
growled, “Maybe that’ll keep some of the bastards there at home, where
they belong. You think? Build ‘em prisons, I say!”
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“Yes sir; I couldn’t agree more!” Tyler said. I knew we were in for
it.
“Now Larry,” the woman tried, but there was no stopping him.
“You kids know that this is one of the main crossing points for these
illegal greasers? You know that? They float over on tortillas. Har har har!”
“And they just live on welfare, sponge on us!” Tyler prodded.
“Goddamned right. And take our jobs. Our major problem, by God!”
“Yes it is, sir. You are so right. My companion here, Jose, is Mexican,
by the way. You wouldn’t guess it, but he is. His mother is on welfare and
his father takes jobs away from decent white people. His sister—well, I
can’t say what she does. Jose pretends to sell chicklets, but he’s really a
pickpocket.”
“He’s Mexican?” This guy was beyond stupid, in case you’d missed
it.
“Is he Mexican? One-hundred-percent beaner, sir, just as sure as I’m
a full-blooded Negro.”
The woman was trying to make sounds, opening and shutting her
mouth.
“Now, I think—” the asshole started, but Tyler was waiting for him.
“You don’t think at all. I hope the Mexicans you admire so take your
SUV and play darts on your ass.”
That sort of ended the conversation.
But the line still didn’t move, so we stayed there, hip-to-hip with
these people. They mostly looked away, but now and then glanced over,
Tyler blowing kisses at them. I was about to resort to prayer to get us moving. When we did and got across, we found nothing but dirt, skinny dogs,
and places that didn’t open until night.
We went back to the campground, swam in the grungy pool, played
some cribbage, and read. Nice time. Then we made a second crossing,
without the entertainment from Republicans, and right away saw a sign for
a wrestling arena.
Naturally we went. It was only five dollars for the finest seats, but the
event itself was not a thing to write home about, writing home being something we weren’t doing, though we called, briefly to lie about things. There
were Americans on both sides of us, explaining in stereo how different this
wrestling was from the fake crap in America.
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“This is an art form, Lucha Libre, as it’s called, pure and authentic.
Notice how it is filled with drama, more like opera than that low-class
thing in America.”
“You probably just haven’t seen the best American examples,” said
Tyler, who I am sure never came within five states of a wrestling match.
They didn’t bite, though, just kept lecturing us, so we beat it out of
there and went to a bar, having heard it was easy to get served in Mexico.
We’d usually had no trouble getting served in the U.S., but it still seemed
like something we should do now we were here across the border. We were
looking for a place the guidebook recommended called “The Kentucky
Club,” where Marilyn Monroe once got drunk, but we couldn’t find it, so
we settled for a place called “The Patti-Coat,” whatever that meant.
It was not the usual sort of barm more a saloon, like in the old west,
with round tables and a bar you could belly up to and drink boilermakers,
which we both tried and which Tyler said she liked.
There were only women in the bar; we didn’t notice that at first. After
my coughing and choking routine with the boilermakers, we both ordered
Mexican beers, of all things, and went to a table, where there were dominoes, which didn’t know how to play. We fiddled with them some, stacking them, treating them like little-kid blocks.
“You hownees want to know thee domeenoes?”
It was a pretty girl sat down with us. A little girl, very young. She had
a friend with her who also sat down. The friend wasn’t maybe as pretty as
the domino instructor, but she was still a contest winner, I’d say. Neither
was wearing much.
“So, sweetees, you want to know thee domeenoes?”
Maybe she wasn’t paying attention, as we’d both already said we did.
She looked at us like a lunatic, grinning and making no move to begin the
lessons. I initiated a nervous grab toward Tyler’s hand under the table but
caught myself in time and clutched the underside of the old wooden wobbly thing, which probably wasn’t real sanitary.
“So, you hownees want to huv some foon?”
“What kind of fun?” I don’t know if it was me or Tyler said it.
“You hownees want to huv some foon?” They were both touching us
now, on the elbows, suggesting we go someplace, I guess, and have some
foon.
I was beginning to guess what was up, and I’m sure Tyler had figured
it out much earlier. I looked around and noticed a man, who’d suddenly

8

Wendell and Tyler II
appeared from somewhere behind the bar and was standing there looking
none too friendly. I sure didn’t want to go into some back room. Better to
cause a ruckus out here, close to the door, and be embarrassed and not get
hurt, at least probably not get hurt, or probably not really bad.
Somehow we ended up in a back room. I think it was the look in the
eyes of the young girls, which is all they were, grabbing at our elbows. For
one thing, they weren’t grabbing hard, and, for another, they looked
scared. They were out of some porn movie, only a lot prettier. They had
on tight sleezy dresses, cheap I guess, and too much makeup, but you could
tell they were still real young and basically beautiful.
What did it, I’m sure for Tyler, was when they said “Please, please.”
Pathetic. Of course, maybe they put on an act because it worked to get
people into the back room. But most people probably don’t pick out a prostitute because they feel sorry for her.
We got back into this room, which was closed off by what looked
like a five-thousand-year-old bedspread. For a minute, we all stood there,
doing nothing. All that was in the room was a bed, a disgusting sink, one
straight wooden chair, and some hooks on the wall, along with, I finally
noticed, a framed picture of George Washington, the one I thought when I
was a kid was him in the clouds and turns out just to be unfinished.
Then one girl started to undress, followed right away by the other.
“Wait, stop!” Both Tyler and I were trying to get them to keep their
clothes on, which for sure made them look scared. I don’t know if they
thought we were the police – unlikely – or whether they were scared of
something else.
We were meanwhile keeping our voices down, hissing, as if we were
at a funeral or in class.
I looked at Tyler, hoping so much she’d take over. She looked back,
winked at me—and did take over:
“How much for the whole night?”
The talker understood that sort of haggling sure enough, and said it
was fifty dollars. When Tyler hesitated a second, the one who hadn’t said
anything up to then said it was thirty dollars.
“Do you go with us?”
“No, here.”
“How much to go with us?”
“Fifty dollars.”
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Tyler managed to signal some stuff to me, part of which I understood,
not much. I was all for whatever it was she was planning, though.
“We’ll give you eighty dollars, for each of you, to go with us. OK?”
“OK.”
“Don’t tell your pimp we’re giving you that, OK?”
“Not tell peemp.”
“OK, get us out of here.”
The non-talker led us back out into the bar and had a conversation
with the mean-looking guy, who came up to me and demanded fifty bucks.
His English was pretty good, not that I’d want to have a conversation with
him. Our talk on this occasion was not only one-sided but was dominated
by threats and accusations.
“I know you fucking gringos just want to fucky our fine girls, that’s
all you do. Am I right?”
What the hell? Was this a whorehouse or not? Talk about poor customer relations! To keep him from slugging me, I agreed. He then went on
to tell me we’d better not cut or otherwise “damage the goods.” If we did,
he’d hunt us down and...
At last we handed him fifty dollars, got out of there, and gave the
girls each the eighty bucks. Right there on the street, maybe twenty yards
from the front of “The Patti-Coat.” Not too bright.
Tyler took on the job of explaining—talked real slow and nice: “Take
the night off. We don’t want fucky. Thank you, but we fucky each other.
Go home. We go home, too. Thank you. You’re very nice but go home.
We’ll leave you, unless you want a ride. Do you need a ride?”
The last part I’m sure they didn’t understand, but they sure understood the eighty dollars each and the go home and the no fucky. The talker
then grabbed my arm with one hand, again very gentle, and shook Tyler’s
hand with the other. She then said something, a lot of somethings, to her
companion.
“My seester,” she explained. I suppose we shouldn’t have been surprised.
“Pleased to meet you,” I doofusly said, but it wasn’t so much an introduction the talking girl was making as the beginning of an explanation
that turned into an invitation. She and her sister, Tyler finally figured out,
wanted us to come to their house to meet the rest of the family and have
some food.
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I wish I could say Tyler and I found a way to refuse graciously or that
we went to their house and had a magical time, managing to reach across
cultures and establish deep and lasting friendships. Truth is, it was sad as
hell. Nobody in the family spoke English, apart from the two we’d met,
who couldn’t exactly give lessons. They did pile lots of food on us, but the
whole thing was awful for me. Tyler probably thought it was sadder and
awfuller, being feasted and made over by this massive family—lots of old
people, adults, and about seven or so kids—because we’d paid off their
prostitute daughters and given them a night of peace. Maybe—unless they
just went out and free-lanced after we left.
I have no idea what the family was thinking—about us, the hooker
young girls, or the kind of life they were living. I know I was thinking that
I was a miserable asshole, sitting there like a bigshot because I had money
and they didn’t and I could give some sort of temporary whorehouse charity to these girls, who were hardly more than children.
The night would have been even more disgusting except for a couple
of even littler kids I spotted hiding around the back of a curtain, peeking
around the corner at us. I started making faces at them, got them giggling,
then lured them into the room. Before long they were playing hand-slap
games with me, one version of which they knew and I didn’t, and crawling
around on me. I haven’t been all that many places, but my guess is that
kids are pretty good at hand-slap games everywhere.
After maybe thirty minutes of this fun, I happened to look over at the
two sisters who had brought us there. They were watching us, pointing and
whispering to one another. Soon they were in it, squatting on the floor and
playing hand-slap like old pros.
When it was time to go, the girls came with us to show us the way. It
was kind of hard getting out the door, what with the kids and even the old
people hugging us and talking god knows what. Turns out our camper was
just around two corners, but we might not have found it or been all that
safe looking. The girls were chatting away at us, part of which Tyler
caught. When we got to the car, we all shook hands.
It was late by the time we made it back, but we didn’t want to go to
bed. Not like we wanted to talk about the evening. For once, I wanted to
as little as Tyler did.
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That Mexican experience justified everything Skye had predicted.
Imagine Bryn Mawr admissions bitches reading my essay, carefully grammar-checked, about our time with the eleven-year-old Mexican hos, how
we wormed our way into their lives and hearts, and those of their family,
too, leaving behind us bundles of warmth and understanding and taking
with us from our journey into cross-cultureville something so much more
valuable, something you just couldn’t put a price on, the clap.
Wendell was sure to want to talk about it, so I was quick to suggest
other activities. It was way after midnight, but we were wild kids on the
run, and it was about time we stayed up beyond eleven. I suggested we get
out our book of card games and try something daring. We did, gin rummy,
a game we both knew a little bit. Great fun. We also watched some South
Park episodes from our complete collection and didn’t finally make it into
the sack until it was almost daybreak.
Just before nodding off: “Wendell, maybe this is enough of the international for one trip?”
“I’m with you, Tyler.”
“Unless we make it up to Canada, which is a thought.”
“Yeah, or Alaska.”
“Holy blow job, Wendell, Alaska is ...“
“Is it really?”
“Got me! First time this trip.”
“No it ain’t. And it won’t be the last.”
“Wanna bet?”
“Of course, if I get to name the stakes.”
“Don’t get obscene, Wendell.”
Day 22—Friday—Carlsbad
Not only were we leaving Mexico for good, but Texas, too. Sneak
Wendell told me if he could navigate I could take an extra turn driving. He
was going to keep our destination a surprise. Big surprise. One more collection of caves!
The interesting thing, and there is one, about these particular caves,
the world-famous Carlsbad Caverns, is that they are separated by twenty
miles from the not-quite-so-famous town of Carlsbad. What’s more, you
hit the caves before the town, if you’re coming from the south, as most all
tourists would be. Since we’d gotten a late start, we didn’t reach the Cav-
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erns until mid-afternoon. Because the best show is at sunset, Wendell reported, and because the last tour of the caves starts at six, we decided to
give ourselves up to the underworld for now and find our campsite later.
We pulled over and switched drivers, so I could read about the wonders of the caverns. These caves were formed by dripping water inside
solid limestone. I know you’re wondering how, if it was as solid as all that,
the water managed to get in. I am satisfied that an explanation exists.
There’s a two-mile walk, which we’ll have to hustle to make, as the
tour waits for no one , not wanting to scare the bats or impede their flight.
The bats, you see, are the main attraction. They leave every day, “hundreds
of thousands of Mexican freetail bats,” to go to Mexico for the night. It’s
quite a sight and we don’t want to miss it, as nothing of that sort goes on
where we’re from.
As we were going about our parking at the Caverns, no small problem, since all the camper spots were taken, I studied Wendell from the
side. He was humming in a way I should have found irritating, given how
often he did it, but I didn’t. Wendell had a very small bag of talents, but
humming sure was in it. Twisting around, steering our city-on-wheels, he
was exposing his skinny body in ways that were pretty, a weak word for
it.
After he parked, he dropped something on the other side of his swivel
chair and bent over to fish for it. I stood up so I could gape. He was wearing
loose jeans, no belt, so when he scrunched over, his pants tented out. I
found myself sliding toward him—more than flesh could bear. I reached
over, pulled his pants out even further, grabbed the waistband of his undies
and exposed the top of his butt, until embarrassment forced me to do something. In a pinch, horseplay will cover anything, so I gave him a wedgie.
Wendell punched me in the nose. What he actually did was straighten
up, grin, discreetly loosen his pants, readjust things, rezip, and grin some
more:
“Well, Tyler, should we go see the bats?”
We had to run to make the tour, but it was worth it, Wendell thought.
I liked even better the radio program we listened to on the way to Carlsbad,
twenty miles to the north, in case you forgot. Radio 530 devotes itself night
and day to broadcasting Ricardo Montalban recounting the spellbinding
story of the famous Goodnight-Loving cattle trail, running somewhere
along the now-and-then-visible-from-the-road Pecos River. Raise hands,
all those who know about that trail and its engrossing, often funny, oftener
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tragic history. When Ricardo Montalban is finished with the story, it recycles
.
I read somewhere that there are over ten-thousand people in our country who watch the weather channel more than eight hours a day. I wonder
if there are as many more listen night and day to Ricardo Montalban’s
recital? He has a fine speaking voice.
We were tired of Mexican food – yes, that’s possible – so we found
a late-open grocery, got some stuff, and cooked. Wendell does these steaks
on the outside grill, supplied by the KOA. They’re really fine: lots of butter, with tiny slivers of garlic in them; meanwhile, back inside, I do mashed
potatoes that get creamed up with cheese, onions, cream cheese, and spices
and then baked. Add to that some fresh asparagus with hollandaise sauce
and jesus but it’s good. I figure all the walking we did with the bats justified us in a protein feast – protein plus butter fat enough for a medium-size
village.
Afterwards, we cleaned up, Wendell being very careful never to
brush against me and me catching myself ogling him. This was sick.
“Wendell, it’s shitty of me not to apologize for hitting you, so I am.
It’s not you, and you know that, you sort of suggested that, but it’s not like
I want to talk about it, not now. I don’t know what’s going on, but if I ever
think it’ll be any use, I’ll bring it up. I mean that I hope you won’t bring it
up, unless that’s not OK with you. Please? I don’t have any right to ask
that, but please? I only say this now because, lousy as it is to yell at you
and hurt you, it seems even worse to pretend I didn’t. If it happens again,
and fucking hell it might, I gotta leave. If you’ve changed your mind and
want me to leave now, I’d sure understand.”
“Huh?”
“Well, Wendell, I ...“
“No, I heard you. Sorry. Tyler, I like you.”
“God, Wendell.”
“I don’t mean I want to sleep with you or will be touching you. Not
that I suppose I wouldn’t want to. Anyways, I like you.”
“You really know how to make a girl feel guilty.”
“That’s okay. I don’t mind if you feel guilty cause I like you; I just
don’t want you to feel guilty about getting mad at me. Fuck, I’d get mad
at me, too.”
“You said ‘fuck,’ Wendell.”
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“That’s a sign this trip is working as my mom hoped. My vistas are
growing.”
“Maybe not in the way your Mom planned.”
“Yeah, maybe—and maybe it’s just as she planned. The best part of
the trip is you, Tyler.”
“God, Wendell.”
“Next to the bats.”
We spent the night playing dominoes. Double twelve dominoes; not
the kiddy kind that only go up to six. We’d found a set (equipped with
instructions) in the grocery and decided to learn, so we bought it, reaching
into our limitless funds. We regarded it as a developmental necessity. I
mean, we were at a loss down there in the Mexican whorehouse, floundering and ill-at-ease. Embarrassing! Now, dominoes under our belts, we’d
never be at sea again, unable to make our way in a social situation.
We talked a lot, too. You know what about? Kids at school! Trivial
and sniping. I did the sniping, but Wendell wasn’t a goody. I was interested
in what he said about some friends, two kids named Sean and one named
Terry, three of the most interesting boys at old Cartwright Princeton. I
knew all three a little. They seemed about the last kids to befriend Wendell,
but what do I know?
“You have these really good friends, Wendell. How is that?”
“I know what you mean, Tyler. I can’t imagine.”
“No, Wendell, I don’t mean that, but what it is like, having close
friends.”
“God, Tyler, I know you have friends, lots more than me.”
“I have two-hundred-and-ninety-four friends, which tells you everything.”
“No, it don’t. You’re saying I have real friendships and you have
fake. What about Ching Ho and that Cherry—the one you cheer with.”
“Cherry? That’s wishful thinking. Her name’s Chally.”
“And probably more people, lots more; but anyhow, you must be able
to do friend things with them, be friends.”
“I have to think about it, Wendell. Are you honest with your three
friends, tell them things, get excited talking with them?”
“None of them is like that, Tyler. I sometimes—this sucks—feel kind
of ashamed of myself for being friends with Sean 1, though he’s a hundred
times a better person than me; and both Sean 2 and Terry make me a little
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uneasy. It’s not like I act natural with any of them, if acting natural means
anything really.”
“What do you mean?”
“Remember in psychology, all that about not having any self that
would be the thing we would act naturally from?”
“Oh yeah, just a whole lot of selves.”
“Or roles, or scripts.”
“God, Wendell.”
“You thought I’d be about the last to fucking take up some hard idea
like that.”
“No. Wendell, it sounds awful when you say ‘fuck.’ Like I said, I
kind of wish you wouldn’t. I don’t know, but that word and you ... Forget
it. And yes.”
“Yes what?”
“Yes, I’m amazed you’d pick up on that sort of thing.”
“But I never cease to amaze you.”
“I wouldn’t say that.”
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CHAPTER 2
Day 23—Saturday—Roswell
Me and Tyler were neither one UFO freaks, but who could be so close
and not go to Roswell. Sean 1 had told me a lot about it, but he only pretended to be interested, figured it was part of his equipment. I was driving,
so Tyler did the reading, filling me in on the important work on rockets
done by Dr. Richard (or Rupert?) Goddard that paved the way for moon
trips. For some reason, that stuff interests me zero, but I tried to keep alert,
in case Tyler loved it— unlikely, but you never know with her.
The more loony version (the main version, it appeared) was better. A
spacecraft crashed there in 1947, indeed it did, unless it was only a weather
balloon, spraying out the bodies of aliens, unless they were only crash
dummies the Air Force was testing. There was an official investigation that
cleared everything up, though naturally it did nothing of the kind. Instead
of explaining it all rationally, giving evidence and a fully satisfactory argument, the government would have been better off ignoring the whole
thing.
As it was, the explanation could be turned into a cover-up, which
made it exciting. I forget exactly why we were supposed to know that the
government was covering up. Maybe they didn’t want people scared, but
more likely they were in league with the aliens and plotting something oh
so secret—and dangerous. That’s a lot of plotting, of course, over seventy
years’ worth—and you’d think the aliens plus our government conspirators would have managed something more than plans by now.
“That shows all you know, Wendell. They’ve been very active.
Where do you suppose the U.N. comes from? And the ACLU? And all the
communists?”
“How could I uv bin sa blind? I bet those American Legion people
know all this. It’s probably the aliens attacking the Boy Scouts, planting
homos in their midst.”
“Eating at them from within.”
“So to speak.”
“Don’t be gross, Wendell.”
“Want to sing, Tyler?”
“You got a bouncing ball?”
“Huh?”
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“Before your time. Community sings. Follow the bouncing ball.”
“Oh yeah. Down in El Segundo. That old time music hall movie
place, where they have the singalongs. Yeah! So, you wanta sing?”
“No.”
“If I start will you join in?”
“No.”
But she did. Not right away, but in a bit, soft and then not-so-soft.
Sleep my child and peace attend thee,
All through the night.
Guardian angels God will send thee
All through the night.
With hardly a pause
Mister Bo-Jangles, Mister Bo-Jangles, Mister Bo-Jangles
Dance
Then:
Oh girls just wanta have fa-hun
Girls just wanta have fun!
And then:
In the still of the night,
As I gaze from my win—dow.
I was really surprised Tyler knew all these, and a couple dozen more.
“How is it, Tyler, you know all the words to these oldies? I mean,
naturally I would, but a cool girl like you?”
“You think I’d just do rap, white boy?”
“Of course not. Upper-class Negro like you. I expected minstrel
songs, Stephen Foster: Old Black Joe or Carry Me Back to Old Virginee.”
She looked at me real funny. Maybe I shouldn’t have said that.
“We know each other well enough you can make race jokes?”
“Do we?”
She just laughed, then—“Hell, bro!”
I tried not to show how flattered I was.
We got to town so early we decided to do some scouting, carefully
planning our activities so as not to miss any of the mind-expanding things
here.
The Chamber of Commerce had served us so well in Barstow, we
knew right off that was exactly the place to go. The lady at this one was
not what you’d call friendl. She told us the office wasn’t a tourist bureau,
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and suggested we beat it. Not quite, but she seemed to find us distasteful
or something.
“It’s a race thing, Wendell.”
“Ah! I expect you come to recognize those things.”
“Little signs, invisible to others.”
“Yeah, invisible to those who know not generations of oppression.”
“People running from the room, screaming, throwing up.”
“Donning white sheets.”
So we tried the gas station across the street. Really sweet old guy,
leathery and minus some teeth, clearly didn’t care what colors we were.
He not only told us what was around but wrote it all out for us, including
detailed directions. Ray—he had a name card—used a pencil he kept licking, and it seemed to take him about an hour and a half to get it all down.
I loved the pencil-licking, something I’ve seen only in movies.
Tyler mentioned the Chamber of Commerce lady.
“Ain’t she awful? She’d kiss your butts, if you was old and rich.”
“And white,” Tyler said and I wished she hadn’t. But he hung to the
glass he was writing on, as if he needed support, snorting and laughing like
it was real funny.
His list included, but was not limited to:
Spring River Park and Zoo
Douglas McBride Museum (war memoranda)
UFO Museum and Research Center
Roswell Museum and Art Center
Bitter Lake Wildlife Refuge
Bottomless Lake
We eliminated the war museum and the wildlife refuge, because the guidebook, which we employed as a backup to Ray, said the wildlife only
showed itself in a worthwhile way from October to February, which this
wasn’t.
We took a vote, an open ballot, me casting mine for Spring River
Park and Zoo, and Tyler hers for Bottomless Lake, so we tooled over to
Bottomless Lake, quite a sight to see:
“I bet nobody’s ever asked how you know it’s bottomless.”
“You’re the very first,” said the college-boy guide, the millionth we’d
run into, this one very good looking but sort of big, fat really, though I hate
that word.
“So, how do you?”
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“We send excess local kids wading and they disappear, mostly. Then
we throw rocks, real big rocks in there and can’t hear them hit bottom.
Then we row out and look down and all we see is murk. That settles it.
Only the cruel-at-heart would keep the issue alive, having heard all that.”
“So how deep is it?” Tyler kept up.
“I don’t know, twenty-thirty feet, less. But it’s befouled, so it’s anybody’s guess. No divers have ever returned from exploring, but that’s because the snakes get them. That’s not a legend, these snakes aren’t, poisonous, by the thousands. If you go swimming, which isn’t allowed, beware.”
“They pay you for this?”
“Civic pride propels me. Were you from Roswell, you’d not have to
ask.”
The lake really was clear and pretty, I thought. For some reason, I got
annoyed at Tyler and this smart ass. They were making fun of what lots of
people liked. That’s real easy. I thought Tyler was doing it less these days,
but she was really letting go with old tubbo here. I thought they’d never
quit, so I cut in.
“I think it’s very pretty.”
They looked at me like I’d said, “Liberty and Justice for all—Man!”.
The boy was first to recover:
“Yes it is, you’re right, sir.”
“Can you tell us something about it?”
“God, Wendell, you taking notes for a class report?”
“No, Tyler, I just thought we might as well learn something, entertaining as you are.” That was snotty, and it wasn’t really Tyler I was pissed
at. Well, yes it was. Only it wasn’t pissed. Kind of more like disappointed.
I know how stupid that sounds.
She flared up, I could tell; but the boy cut in with his standard spiel,
which really wasn’t the least bit interesting.
On the way back to tow—the lake was ten miles east—I of course
apologized:
“I don’t know what got into me, Tyler. I’m sorry.”
“Where’s that expression come from, Wendell? It reminds me of a
crude uncle of mine who once walked into our bathroom and said,
‘Whewie! That’s some shit somebody just took. Smells like something
crawled up in ‘em and died.’ But what’s the origin of ‘got into me’, Wendell?”
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“That’s nice of you, Tyler.”
“Wendell, you cannot imagine how relieved I was to see you pissed
at me. It’s very wearing living with a fan club.”
It was hot for the zoo part of the Spring River Park and Zoo, and it
seemed like a sad zoo anyhow; so we headed over to the lake, this one not
pretending to be bottomless. It was a children’s fishing lake, and there was
a handful of kids there looking bored.
I went up to one little boy:
“You know, dude, it’s too hot to catch a fish.”
“Fuck you.” He was maybe nine years old.
“I wasn’t trying to be bossy, young foul-mouth. I just wanted to save
you time.”
“Thanks. My mom told me to fish while she went to do something.
Not like there’s anything else I can do here.”
“Yeah. You could throw rocks at the ducks or swim or something.”
Tyler was watching all this, silent until now: “Don’t let him get you
into trouble, kid. He didn’t mean that about throwing rocks at the ducks.”
The kid just stared at her.
“So, just go ahead and fish if you want.”
“Fuck you!” the kid said.
We figured there was no use putting it off any longer. We were ready
to confront the aliens. But first, lunch, which we had at a fake space-creature diner. For some reason, I ordered a patty melt, which I hate, but Tyler
split her salad with me. She was always doing nice things when you least
expected it, which would have been more heart-warming were she not also
doing lousy things when you least expected it.
The International UFO Museum and Research Center turned out to
be just what we were looking for, all clean and spiffy, glass cases and informing displays. Friendly people, no muzak, no banners announcing the
end of the world. Made you think we weren’t actually in a lunatic asylum.
Truth is these displays sucked me in, exercised a hypnotic power on
one of the weaker areas of my brain. I have an underdeveloped sense of
“making apt discriminations,” as one of my counselors said. He said I
needed to develop a “more adaptable” sense of what was “useful and productive” as distinct from what was merely “curious but distracting.” My
mom didn’t like it, said it was just a way of saying I had an “independent
and self-focusing mind.”
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Yeah, sure. What it meant was that I was interested in Broadway musicals rather than trigonometry.
I know people are always saying they could’ve spent days in a museum, a very annoying thing to say. The truth is they get bored after forty
minutes and head for the gift shop. I think that’s normal. Me, I start reading
the little placards and studying the things in the cases. Tyler wasn’t complaining, though, following beside me, reading the same stuff. That was
another of those unpredictable nicenesses of hers, as she couldn’t be interested. Not only was this super-dorky stuff, it was insane.
“So, Wendell, you converted?”
“To Jesus?”
“To alien infiltrators, running this very museum, I expect.”
“Let’s ask. Are you accused of being aliens yourselves?” I asked this
young woman who was standing around. I thought she worked there.
“Am I accused?—That’s the oddest pickup line I ever heard, but
okay, I’ll go to bed with you.”
“Huh?”
“No, you’re supposed to say, ‘Your place or mine?’ You ever expect
to score, you need more than the one sentence.”
You’d think I’d get used to being hung out to dry, often as it happened. But it’s not the sort of thing you get comfortable with. This woman,
maybe twenty or something, wasn’t giggling or anything, looked perfectly
serious.
“I’m sorry. I thought you worked here, ma’am.” I think it’d been OK
but for the “ma’am.” I meant to be polite, but it sounded awful as soon as
it hit the air.
She laughed now and so did Tyler.
“I’m the one should be sorry, not that you probably wouldn’t be
lovely in the sack. I didn’t mean to embarrass you. I’m just so bored, and
that’s why I’m here at this asylum. Can you imagine coming here? I’m
sorry. I just figure you’re here to gaze at the wildlife. Want to find somebody we can bait?”
“Sure. So why are you here?” I’d never have asked, but Tyler could
get away with anything.
“My brother, who is a complete fuck-up but a dearie, is a student at
the New Mexico Military Institute. He’s here as a reward for all his social
and academic triumphs. I’m visiting as a kind of suicide watch. Nah, he’s
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fine, really, seems to be having a good time, which doesn’t augur well for
his future.”
“You a student yourself? Not here, I mean.” Stupid way to put it and
I thought she flinched a little, but she looked at me real nice.
“Yeah, over at Eastern New Mexico, which isn’t Harvard, maybe, but
a perfect match for me.
“I doubt that,” said Tyler, who got what the bad porn novels I read
call a “knowing look” in response.
Within a minute, Tyler and this girl, whose name I still didn’t know,
had honed in on a guy in a ball cap and a tee-shirt that said, “Do Not Feed
the Animals.”
“Excuse us, sir,” Tyler said sweetly, “but could you help us?”
“Glug.” That’s what it sounded like.
“We’re confused about the conflicting reports here,” the older girl
said: “was it an alien craft or a weather balloon?”
That was plenty to get him going. For some reason, he decided I was
the one he needed to persuade, though I hadn’t said a word. He kept getting
too close and I kept backing up, until he had me pinned against a glass
case. He kept sticking his finger in my chest and blowing his smelly breath
in my face.
I don’t think he was drunk, just daft. He talked soft, as if he thought
someone was going to capture him if they knew he was spilling these secrets. That made it harder to understand his slushed-up talk. He’d lean in
and say, “Theys wants ya ta shlurk fa no way ta fine out shoor flu.” The
only good thing was he didn’t expect me to respond.
Tyler and college girl kept their distance, enjoying themselves.
Finally, I managed to jerk free and make a run for the exit. He lurched
after me but the one thing I could do better than him, other than everything
else, was run.
I met up with the deserter females down the street, only to find out
that Tyler had invited this girl and her brother over for the evening, not for
dinner, though, as the boy, who I guess was a “cadet,” was required to eat
at the Institute.
The night was OK, though it only lasted a couple of hours, as Jason
had to be back by eleven. We managed to drink a fair amount, though, so
we all were a little drunk. We also played charades, which should have
been more fun than it was. Tyler and the other girl were a good deal
smarter and better read than me and Jason.
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“Hey Wendell, you wanta know the secret to life?”
“Please tell me, Jason.”
“Don’t go to no military academy.”
“I’ll try.”
“You know what it is about military academies?”
“Too much military?”
“Yeah. You been there?”
“No, Jason. I won’t go either.”
“No, don’t.”
“I thank you for telling me.”
“That’s OK. You have a bright future, Wendell.”
“Thanks, Jason.”
“I don’t have a bright future.”
“Oh sure you do.”
“You’re a good friend, Wendell.”
“I am.”
“The thing about military schools is no girls.”
“That’s the worst thing.”
“There’s girls.”
“There is?”
“Yeah. Didn’t you know that?”
“I didn’t know that, Jason.”
“But they’re real ugly.”
“Your sister’s pretty.”
“She’s pretty.”
“Yeah, she’s pretty.”
“Only she don’t go to military school.”
“And she’s your sister, too.”
“You know what the thing about military school is, Wendell?”
“Too many ugly girls?”
“Lots of gay guys.”
“They probably like it.”
“You’re right there, Wendell. It’s a good place for gay guys and ugly
girls.”
“I can see that, Jason.”
“It’s not a good place for gay guys, Wendell.”
“Thought you said it was.”
“I was wrong. I’m very sorry.”
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“That’s OK. Why’s it not a good place for gay guys, Jason?”
“The guys are as ugly as the girls.”
“That’s a shame, Jason.”
“It’s a tragedy, a fucking tragedy.”
“Are you gay, Jason?”
“That’s a good question, Wendell. I been asked that before, many and
lota times. Guess the truth is I’m not sure. You’d think I would be by now.
Are you sure yourself? I’m just asking.”
You get the idea.
When they left, Jason’s sister, still without a name I caught, gave me
a great kiss or several. I really enjoyed that and would have kept it up for
hours, only she left. I was kind of horny then, and tipsy like I say, but I
knew enough to stay way away from Tyler. In the state I was in, I couldn’t
dodge too well, or esc-ape when she started hitting.
Days 24 and 25—Sunday and Monday—Pie Town and the Lightning
Field
“So, Wendell, I have a secret. Guess what it is.”
“You are a ventriloquist on the side?”
“Close. Here’s a hint. It has to do with a secret part of me.”
“You have a girlfriend; you subscribe to Field and Stream; you belong to Young Republicans; you are in love with Sean 1; you are really
white, you plan to be a missionary to Bangladesh, saving dark souls for
God.”
“Those are good, Wendell.”
“I appreciate you saying that, Tyler. You’re a kindly person.”
“You’re not funny, asshole. You give up?”
“You’ve done something nice for somebody?”
“That’s picking up on your suggestion, panty-boy, not mine. I said
nothing about being nice. You did and you’re wrong. Try to pay attention.
This is a surprise, which might suggest it would connect with you.”
“You’ve bought me some boxers.”
“You speak of them, I’ll get beside myself, rip your clothes off.”
I was quiet a minute—then, “Does it have to do with sports?”
“Aren’t you going to give up, Wendell? Anybody else would have
given up by now. You going to go on all day?”
“You haven’t told me where we’re driving. That the secret?”
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“That’s connected. We’re going to a spot wherein the secret will be
revealed, no more secret. I’ll stand naked before you.”
“You think I’m going to bite, Tyler? Why dya say such things, set me
up?”
“Oh boo hoo, Wendell. This isn’t about you but about my secret.
So—tell me—what is it?”
“You have a child living here in the wild, being raised by desert
dwellers.”
“Yes, but that’s not it. What it is—you ready?—we’re headed for a
spot I picked out before we even left LA. But we’re a day early, so we’ll
have to kill some time. We can cut into a town and buy some—hell, something or other.”
“What spot?”
“It means heading back west a little, kind of due west.”
“Back to LA?”
“No, doofus. To an art installation called “The Lightning Field,” right
in the middle of nothing.”
“In New Mexico, though?”
“Yeah. And on the way are many attractions of the sort we’ve developed a taste for, and some that will startle us into new perceptions of the
world and our place in it.”
“Good. I’d been worried we hadn’t had much of that lately.”
“Oh yes. The thing is we need to be in the extraordinary town of
Quemado tomorrow at two-thirty, not any later, slug-boy, to catch the car
to the Lightning Field—and it’s not that far away.”
“What isn’t that far away? Never mind. You mean Quemado isn’t.
OK. We’ll manage. And you’ll explain this, right?”
“On a need-to-know basis. Your needs are great, but if I tell you everything now, you’ll forget it by tomorrow.”
“Will we be dancing through the lightning, in the field?”
“Bare-assed.”
“There you go again.”
We chugged along, stopping at a shitty town, called Lincoln, that
turned out not to be so very shitty, a rebuke to my cynicism. We had lunch
at a place, just a place, and then went to the Courthouse Museum, mostly
to keep from strangling ourselves from boredom.
Wendell was driving, which explains how ill-prepared we were for
the treasures awaiting us. Had he been passengering, we would have
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known all about Lincoln long before arriving. I wasn’t as good at pouring
through the guidebooks. You might say I was lazy and you might also say
I sometimes didn’t give a damn.
The town boasted of having imprisoned Billy the Kid and then letting
him escape. Try hard to find this fascinating. He was a miserable fuck, was
Billy, and he killed his guards, probably (or maybe) just because he felt
like it. I asked.
“Why did he kill the guards?”
“Maybe to expedite his escape, young lady. But that’s an excellent
question and one I’ve never heard before. Most people just assume he
killed them in order to escape, but there’s no real evidence to support that.
Sketchy evidence is all we have, but it’s possible Billy was already out of
prison, on his way out of town, turned round, came back, and shot both the
guards, just shot em. The sheriff was home having a hot lunch at the time,
so only the guards were close by. Still, the Kid faced some risk by returning. Why would he care about witnesses? The whole town knew he was
there, and they’d soon know where he wasn’t. Maybe he just enjoyed killing. So what do you think?”
He stopped abruptly. Wendell visibly jerked at the silence. He sure
wasn’t going to bite, so I tried:
“Because he was a psychopathic sadistic bastard?”
“Ah, you provide a cogent possibility, or should we say set of possibilities?”
Who was this lunatic? Unlike the usual college-boy tourist trap
guides, this fellow seemed deeply committed to his job. He was pausing
again, but there was no way we could answer; so Wendell did:
“I’ll say a set of possibilities.”
“Exactly, and they are?”
“Errrrr ...”
“Billy may have told the guards, let slip some of his plans. That is,
the killings may have been more strategic than wanton—or perhaps a combination of the two.”
“What happened then?” I was desperate to get him off this dime.
“He was homosexual, you know.”
“No,” Wendell gasped.
“Oh, yes. Do you suppose that may have had some connection to the
killings?”
“Is his homosexuality authenticated?” Why did I care?
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“Oh not exactly, but neither is his returning to kill. It’s just fun to
speculate, don’t you think? And, in the, end extremely important to do so.
In my view, that’s what history is all about. Don’t you agree?”
Wendell cut in fast, maybe expecting me to get nasty. “Oh yes, I
agree.”
We finally escaped and took off westward, back in the direction of
our roots, since I thought of myself as springing up from the Hollywood
sign.
We putted along, Wendell did, at his maddening four-miles-abovethe-speed-limit pace, before spotting the snowcapped El Capitan mountain, which I could identify, having been so agonized over our rate of progress I was running a finger along the map, a sure way to drive yourself to
drink, which we hadn’t started doing during the day—yet.
I managed to keep Wendell from stopping at the town of Capitan, a
terminally cute place that bills itself as the home of Smokey the Bear and
his burial place too.
Not that we were unable to amuse ourselves. Wendell was a gold
mine of car games. To tell the truth, so was I. Trouble was, they were only
bearable if they were obscene, which Wendell was constitutionally incapable of being for very long—not at all.
Thirty-seven hours later, it seemed like, I got Wendell to pull over
and go up the road to a surprise, the White Sands Missile Range, wherein
was exploded on July 16, 1945, the first ever atomic bomb. What was there
was a fence. Electrified.
“Maybe there’s still radiation?”
“Maybe the military just loves keeping people out of places.”
“Yeah, that’s more likely. Even I know radiation don’t last that long.”
“Wendell, you’re not stupid. I thought at first you kept going on about
how limp-brained you are as some sort of pity-ploy, but I think you believe
it. Fucking stop it.”
“Thanks.”
“I’m not saying it to be nice. It’s not my mission to improve you,
Wendell.”
“Aw hell! I’m making great strides though.”
I tried not to laugh but did.
Back in the car with me at the wheel, through a little cow plop called
Magdalena, which is an annoying name and, I’ll bet anything, an annoying
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place. Wendell said it looked like a perfect spot for an artists’ colony. Right
as always, was Wendell.
Next on the road, arrived at in half the time it’d have taken Wendell,
was nothing at all except a sign, “National Radio Astronomy Observatory.” I hoped Wendell would miss it. No such luck.
“That’s called the ARRAY, Tyler, and was where “Contact,” starring
Jodie Foster, was filmed. Should we go? It says here they have a video
presentation.”
“No.”
“Okay.”
“You gonna ask me why I don’t want to go?”
“No.”
“Do you want to go?”
“No.”
“How come?”
“Ttruth, Tyler?“
“Which we are pledged to.”
“Yeah, well, that Jodie Foster seems to me very irritating.”
“Why?”
“She’s probably your favorite human being. But she seems annoying,
like Jane Fonda. She gets all this attention and stands for some good stuff,
and then she gets power and what’s she do? She makes a movie about the
problems of gifted kids.”
“That burning issue, that ignored cancer chewing at our national bowels.”
He was grinning now, but that was OK: “Like Jane Fonda leaving
Hanoi and making fun of Indians at Atlanta Braves games! I admit I know
that from my mom, but it does seem like the same thing with Jodie Foster,
the sellout.”
By this time we were well past whatever ARRAY is, rolling on toward no place at all and getting tired and hungry. Wendell was talking
away, thinking up games and trying to get me to sing. Something about
being tired, and the afternoon sun, and his voice: I looked over at him from
time to time, twitching away in his seat and singing. I was singing, too, but
mostly I was looking at Wendell.
`He’d gotten one hell of a nice tan, not too dark but seasoned, and he
was wearing all white—a plain tee shirt and shorts that weren’t as long as
his usual. They were loose cut, and as he splayed around I now and then
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glanced at those the pretty, skinny, sweet thighs. That and his doofus singing, our doofus singing, and the sun: it wasn’t that I wanted to pull over
and give him a blow job, though I suppose that idea wouldn’t have arisen
had it not arisen, but more like I wanted whatever it was not to end. I tried
to keep from analyzing it, and did. Just lived inside it, if that’s not too
corny.
“Wendell, are you getting tired? Hungry?”
“Yeah.”
“Aren’t you going to say, ‘Are you?’ ”
He reached over from his seat and started to touch me, clap me on the
shoulder or something, but stopped himself, hitting the back of my captain’s chair instead.
“I don’t care whether you’re tired and hungry or not, Tyler. Fooie on
you.”
“Fooie on me? What a foul mouth you have, undies boy.”
“If you stop for food, I’ll show you my undies.”
I don’t know if I’ve ever been so embarrassed. I couldn’t think of
anything to say, so I just started singing again, a song Wendell’d taught
me:
Up the hill
Down the hill
I know all about Jack and Jill
Ah ha!
Oh ho!
Me too!
I don’t care
I don’t mind
Anywhere you go, you’ll find
Ah ha!
Oh ho!
Me Too!
Wendell started singing with me, slowing the song down and singing in a
lower register, picking up harmony. It was a silly song and Wendell was
singing it as if it were a funeral march, but it was so pretty and I was so
tired—I don’t know, but I pulled over on our deserted road and started
crying. I was crying so hard I didn’t think I’d ever stop.
Wendell forgot about not touching me, hugged me and I cried all that
much harder. Somehow I had ended up over on his chair, on his lap. He
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was rocking me, whispering or crooning, telling me it would be all right,
and hugging me, telling me it would soon be good. Right then, I did believe
him as I’d never ever believed my mom and dad. Wendell would see to it,
make it all right.
We’d pulled a few hundred yards down a dirt road, though I hadn’t
realized that’s where I was parking. It was almost nine o’clock, without a
lot of daylight left. I realized that after I had spent I don’t know how long
on top of Wendell. I should have been very embarrassed to come out from
under whatever spell had encased me, but I wasn’t. Long after I stopped
crying, I stayed there. My hands were around Wendell’s neck and he was
rocking me, letting me play with his hair. He was holding me with one
hand on my shoulder and one on my back, cradling me. I didn’t want him
to stop, and I rested there as if I were in the lap of the sea, when it was only
this boy, this very dear boy.
It was so un-erotic, that once I stopped melting into him, it was easy
to get up without feeling the need to kiss. But I did, for reasons I felt at the
time I would regret, put my hand on the right side of Wendell’s head as I
got up, like I was signaling something. When I was upright, I moved my
hand down to his cheek and let it stay there. He looked at me without saying anything. Without smiling either.
Somehow, it was easy getting through the next ten minutes—and the
rest of the evening. We decided just to hole up there along the deserted
off-shoot of the back road we were on. Without electricity, we couldn’t
cook, but we had fruit and cheese.
We’d filled up on gas in a roadside convenience place, we had water
stored, and we could, though I blush to say this, shit behind the rocks—
not as a team. I mention that about filling up, because our gas tank, which
was the size of most people’s living rooms, didn’t last us long driving but
would let us idle for hours, running the lights and the tv and charging
phones. We decided not to watch movies, had a domino tournament instead, and then read. We didn’t talk a lot, but it wasn’t the worst evening
we’d spent.
The next morning, we had granola and yogurt and these great sweet
cherries. We’d slept pretty late, for us, partly because we didn’t have far
to go to the place where we’d get an official lift right to the world’s “second greatest example of land art,” the pyramids in Egypt grudgingly being
awarded the top prize.
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I’m not going to describe what The Lightning Field is, except to say
that it is in the middle of nowhere on purpose, the arrogant syphilitic who
did it wanting to make sure nobody could see it without spending hours on
end. I’m not making this up. It’s the equivalent of locking somebody in a
cell with some art so they’ll have no choice but to look at it, snapping them
on the elbow with a switch if they glance away. Here, they pick you up in
a truck, drive you in to the mystery spot, give you a vegetarian dinner,
make you spend the night in a cabin, maybe with strangers, since it can
hold up to six, and, after a minimalist breakfast, they pick you up and take
you back to Quemado—and DELIVERANCE!
All this costs only a hundred-and-ten dollars per person, though they
strongly suggest you give them much more, having the balls to claim that
it costs them three-hundred bucks per sucker, which is as blatant a lie as
ever was told.
The art itself is four-hundred poles stuck in the ground, in a rectangle,
I think, one mile by one kilometer. They’re skinny poles, arranged equidistant at the same height. The write-ups all make a big deal of the equal
height, despite the fact that the ground isn’t level. Of course the ground
isn’t perfectly level, and how difficult can it be to tell that and put in the
sticks so they reach up towards God and end at the same height? You figure the ancient Assyrians would have had trouble with that?
This is a temple of and for the snobs.
But, for all that, I wanted to see it, as it sounded odd as hell and maybe
something like Skye had in mind. I wouldn’t be so hostile, even me, if I
hadn’t read about the artist and some photographer they suckered into
snapping it for nothing. I’d also been directed to articles with titles like
“The God Effect,” not to mention “critics” who said the “real explosions
are not in the field but in the soul of the viewer,” along with visitors who
testified in print to the joys of all-night discussions “with strangers who
quickly became intimates” about “God and the universe, time and love.”
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CHAPTER 3
We got to the pick-up spot a little early.
“Good! We’re the only ones here!” Tyler seemed even happier with
that than I was, though I wasn’t what you’d call excited about spiritual art,
plus spending the night with take-your-chances strangers.
Ten minutes later, a car came.
“Good!” Tyler said. “It’s the official guy come to take us to the field.”
It wasn’t.
“Shit!” Tyler said.
What it was was a family, of some kind: an old woman of about forty,
a not-quite-so-old woman, and two ugly kids. I’m not exaggerating. All
were fat in the sort of lumpy way that isn’t fun looking. They had unpleasant skin, googly eyes, mousy hair, and they also squinted those saucer
eyes, the kids did. They got out and immediately started asking questions,
making demands.
“Where is the caretaker?” The less old of the two hags demanded this,
pretty fiercely, of Tyler, as if she were the parking attendant. Here we go,
I figured.
“Well, ma’am, ah rally cain’t say. I just do as ahm told.” Tyler was
really letting her have it, but she might as well have been whistling in a
thunderstorm.
“We have had reservations for six months and I am not going to be
stood up. We drove in from LAX and have had nothing but trouble at every
point. I can’t begin to tell you.”
“Then don’t,” Tyler said; “I’ll bet you always have trouble at every
point.”
At least she didn’t say, “every fucking point.” I was surprised.
I decided to retreat from the warfare, so I boxed off one of the kids,
probably not the ugliest kid I’d ever seen. But all kids are friendly, and the
odder thing is that they stop looking ugly after they relax.
“I’ll bet you’re really looking forward to this, right?”
He looked at me, then away, sneered maybe.
“You coming here for the art or the wild fun?”
This time there was no mistake—the little squid just stared at me,
haughtily, I think you’d say. Looking closer, I could recognize the tell-tale
signs of “the gifted child.” I’ll bet he knew Greek, played the bassoon.
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There were boxcars full, as my mom says, of these kids at Cartwright
Princeton, but they were older and had come to realize they were a type,
as common as pretty good athletes. Most of them adjusted, figured they’d
better tone it way down or suffer. In a year or two, these little shits here
would adjust too—or suffer. Right now, I was hoping they’d suffer, the
boy anyhow.
We got into the van, finally, after the “caretaker,” who I think was an
art curator, had taken a lot of abuse. Much of the abuse involved me and
Tyler being along.
“We expressly demanded a private viewing. We paid the full sixhunred-sixty dollars to reserve the cabin. I insist that you comply with our
reservation—and your word. Anything else will be intolerable, certainly
actionable.”
“Kindly desist, madam. Your blustering will get you nowhere.”
This was great—like a 1930’s movie. I glanced over at Tyler,
crammed next to me. She grabbed my hand and squeezed it, winked. Unbelievable.
The guy glared at the complainer. Twisted around in the driver’s seat
as he was, he must have been straining something pretty awful, but he
didn’t twitch a muscle. He wasn’t a big guy, but he had a great glare and
you could tell he wasn’t going to take any monkey business. He waited for
the woman to suck in air for another blast and then continued, in the sort
of low, slow tone bossy people who are good at being bossy use:
“You were informed that no rooms are reserved, much less the entire
cabin, that the idea is to allow a small group to view it, not a private party.
If we wanted to reserve the work for the wealthy, we’d charge fifty-thousand and build a luxury suite. I am not explaining the matter further. If you
find this unsatisfactory, please leave now. If you stay, you must not say
another word on this subject.”
The droopy-cheeked woman, glasses on a jewelry chain around her
neck, knew how to keep center stage even when she’d been kicked off it.
She made more huffy noises than I’d ever heard. Then started muttering.
A lot of it was pretty much the same: “we expressly demanded”; “a disgrace”; “art should be protected from idiots.” The last seemed judgmental,
huh? A lot of her abuse was directed at me and Tyler, terms like “videogame riff-raff,” and “trash.” She was careful to keep her snake-like hissing
low enough the driver wouldn’t hear. She was way in the back, with the
other lady and the boy. The toad-like little girl was in the row with me and
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Tyler. I was getting worried Tyler wasn’t going to counter-attack, so much
time and muttering had gone by.
I should have had more faith.
“Ma’am, do you have some affliction?”
“I beg your pardon?”
“Are you unable to keep your flabby mouth from flapping? How
about clamping some of those five chins together, see if you cannot somehow keep the obnoxious noises from coming out?”
“You are intolerable.”
“Intolerable? I figured you were one of those who were able to practice tolerance, even of those whose skin is darker.”
“It’s not your skin.”
“It’s the kinky hair, right? I tried and I tried, mum, but it jist won’t
keep straight; it jist won’t, even with the hair straightener my granny swabs
on it. You a granny, right, Missus? You maybe know how to help me?”
“Driver!” Now she wasn’t muttering!
The driver didn’t move his head an inch, just sort of muttered a
weary, “What?” None too accommodating.
“This hoodlum has been insulting me. She has been using obscenity,
foul obscenity, in front of my children.”
I happened to look over at the little mushroom next to me. She
mouthed, “I’m sorry,” and pressed her hand on mine. She was probably
used to this sort of thing, but it wouldn’t get any easier for that. I felt so
bad about thinking she was a shit, this little girl, that I came within an inch
of hugging her. Instead, I grinned and told her it was okay. “My friend
enjoys this sort of thing,” I kind of whispered-mouthed.
“Really?”
“Oh. yeah. She gets into one of these insult-matches about everyother-day.”
“Does it bother you?”
“It does. Not now though.” Then it struck me I was insulting the kid’s
mom. I tried to read her face to see if she got it. She got it.
“My mom can be horrible.”
“But she has her good points. My friend has lots of good points. You
gotta make allowances, you know.”
“Do you?” She looked at me like she was disappointed I’d give her
that bull.
“You’re disappointed I’d try to feed you that bull.”
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She smiled a big smile. It didn’t make her pretty, but it made her so
appealing anybody would have hugged her, which I did in a careful way –
furtive, a word I like.
She smiled and snuggled into me, easily fitting her body under my
left arm and into my bony chest.
We were whispering, but there was no need, since the war was going
on pretty loud, loud from the little girl’s mother, though Tyler was making
her voice low and mocking soft, just to infuriate her.
Jessica and I murmured our way through the battle, through its lulls
and flares, getting to know one another. She was eleven, but she talked as
if she were twenty-five. Her brother, Terry, was OK, she said, “once you
get to know him—I guess.” I liked the way Jessi/ca turned her back on the
automatic and evasive formula with that “I guess.” The truth is that once
you get to know these people you say you need to get to know, they turn
out to be as lousy mean as you expected. Jessica knew that—from firsthand experience—and didn’t want to lie to me. I was flattered.
By the time we arrived at the cabin and got settled in, it was after five,
and we separated off, me and Tyler into one bedroom and the other four
into the two rooms on the far side of the kitchen and sitting room. The
driver beat it out of there as fast as he could—I didn’t blame him—leaving
behind some literature and food, along with basic instructions on this and
that. I think Jessica and I were the only ones listening to him.
Tyler and I put our stuff away, though all we had was a clothes change
and a tooth brush, playing cards, and a book apiece.
“Think we’ll survive this, Wendell?”
“We have each other, Tyler. If they squash us to powder here, gouge
out our eyes, we’ll still have that.”
“Try any funny stuff and I’ll scratch out your eyes, Mr. Man.”
“Why, Missy Tyler, the things you say!”
“Just cause you have me alone and defenseless, why I just hope and
pray...” She fluttered her hands, shuffled her feet, looked at the ground.
Wearing a short tee-shirt and even shorter shorts, she really looked hot.
Her lips were so nice, and she kept licking them. My God I wanted to touch
her, touch her a lot. But I didn’t.
“You can trust me, as I am a man of honor, a genuine Southern gentleman.”
“Too bad!”
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We horsed around in the room for a bit, me and Wendell, just to avoid
the horror movie waiting for us outside. I don’t think I’d ever met a doublestuffed bitch as awful as this one. Avoiding her made even this room and
Wendell bearable, more than. The room had in it, aside from Wendell, two
single beds and—not one other thing, even a chair. Prisons are better furnished with an eye to creature comforts. It wasn’t just the absence of furniture—but why complain? I’d leave that to Wendell, since I was the one
dragging us here. Only I’d never heard Wendell complain about anything.
“Wendell, think you can call up your charm and form intimate ties
with these little no-neck monsters?”
“They are, aren’t they? That’s a good line.”
“It’s from Tennessee Williams. ‘Cat on a Hot Tin Roof,’ said by this
great character, Big Daddy. Like you, a patriarch, bullying and self-assured. But don’t dodge the challenge, pretty boy, by changing the subject.
Can you find sweetness in these rotten zucchinis and draw it out, make it
sing?”
“Singing zucchinis. Ms. Barnes-Romans would love that.”
“And the answer to my question?”
“Yes and no, and since you’ll want to know exactly what I mean by
that, what I mean by that is, yes with little Jessica and no with toad boy.”
“Toad boy has nice buttocks, though, don’t you think, Wendell?”
“You suggesting I’m a cona—what do you call it?—of boys’ buttocks? Never mind, I won’t deny it, won’t give you the pleasure of badgering me.”
“I like your very own buttocks, Wendell.”
“Just shows how limited your experience is, Tyler. Arrange some
time in the Cartwright Princeton boys’ locker room. You’ll see mine is no
better than B-.”
“Yours are, not is. You have two, Wendell, and don’t pretend you
don’t. Besides, I don’t believe you. Just show me yours right now, so I can
compare.”
Naturally I ignored that. “Should we be getting out there before SheDevil finishes off the food?”
“I embarrass you again, pretty boy?”
“I am pretty, aren’t I? You’re wrong about my buttock being lovely
but right about my general pretties.”
I needed to end this. We were hungry, and I was no less concerned
than Wendell that the supper would have been consumed by the harpies
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and their young. But not so. In fact, we were met only by the quieter of the
two adults and the little girl. Wendell had suggested that this little shit was
to be preferred to her brother; and Wendell, however reliable on other subjects (a few), was hardly to be trusted on kids.
“Hi! Welcome to our feast. Please don’t assume we’re all out to make
things prickly. My sister isn’t so bad as she seems. In any case,” she added,
maybe reading skepticism in our faces, “she isn’t me, and I won’t snap at
you. I apologize for her, for all of us. She’s having a hell of a time with
her marriage, right Jess?”
“Yeah. My dad is seeing another woman.”
This was a lot more than we needed to know. Wendell, ever ready to
speak before he knew what to say, did:
“Oh hell. That’s too bad. No wonder she’s upset. It must be hard on
you, Jessica. I’m quite sure it is, I got no father at all, but maybe that’s
better than one who’s seeing another woman.”
The aunt, I gathered she was, tried hard to look solemn and knowing,
but the laughter she was trying to contain finally burst forth. Jessica
laughed, too.
Someone touchier than Wendell would have been offended, someone
touchier and less kind. Hate to say it, but when he laughed, too, I was less
struck with contempt than relief. I felt something like pride in him, which
must have been the effects of the deeply spiritual lightning field art, penetrating even the cheap-assed cement block walls of this cabin. (Shouldn’t
cabins be made of wood?)
I glanced over at the kid, a kind of eyesore generally, but she looked
a lot better now that she was laughing, the way ugly kids sometimes can,
if they’re animated.
“Thanks, Wendell,” Jessica said; “you’re really a good person.”
Strange words to come out of a little kid.
“That’s a nice thing to say, Jessica.”
Wendell was likeable, of course, and we got through the dinner, even
when Mama and toad boy came. Greed didn’t seem to be among their large
arsenal of faults, and there was even food left over. Might have been the
quality, not high.
We were sitting there babbling, when Pisshead Woman rose and
started cleaning up the dishes. Before I knew what I was doing, I was helping her. Not like we ended up doing a tap-dance together or even speaking

38

Wendell and Tyler II
much, but at least we weren’t fighting, which I attribute to my own superior restraint and maturity—no, I don’t.
We left the cabin as one unit, setting forth to wander in the art field,
according to the instructions lying there on the beat-up, wobbly table in
the common room. We weren’t about to ignore them, much less disobey,
and there was no way we could misunderstand what they was a telling us:
“Be sure to give yourself adequate time to walk through the field, weather
permitting, in order to experience the best light from the best angles.” I
think “weather permitting” was a way of suggesting we not get hit by lightning. No chance of that, as the sky was not all that cloudy. Damn! I mean,
this is the lightning field, right?
“I read,” said the human sister, “that they get lightning maybe only
five-percent of the time, so it’s really the light and clouds and horizon
forms we’re to observe, especially as the sun goes down and comes up.”
Wendell was not the sort to understand art like this, whatever this
was, abstract and high concept and experiential and snobbish, so I figured
I should stay close to him, keep him from asking loud embarrassing questions or knocking over one of the fucking poles. Jessica joined us, which
was fine; but so did her waddling brother, which wasn’t. Jessica wasn’t,
by herself, fat, just a tiny bit round; and she wore a sun dress, which made
her look sweet, like a lady-bug. The brother, on the other hand, sported a
collared short-sleeve shirt, along with corduroy pants, riding on top of his
white socks and brown dress shoes. He also wore a short-sleeved plaid
shirt with a collar. He was pouting, walking along and staring at the
ground, kicking at rocks and missing. I was so worried Wendell would feel
sorry for him and make fruitless advances, I tried desperately to think of
something to distract us:
“I think we’re expected to hunker down when the sun sets, so we’re
sure to get the full effect.”
“Hunker down, holds hands, and sing ‘Kumbaya,’ ” said walrus waddler, who had one nice thing about him, a really pretty voice—didn’t fit,
but there you are!
I knew Wendell would react to this comment, misread it, as funny,
friendly, and a bid for inclusion:
“That’s good.” He accompanied this club-footed approach with a sidle over to the swine, but, thank God, with no back-claps.
The kid didn’t even bother to sneer.
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“His name’s Andy. He’s just not feeling very friendly,” the aunt
piped in.
“Andrew!” said wart-hog, sounding good, even when snorting and
snotting.
“His name’s Andy,” little Jess picked up, not missing a beat, “and
he’s never feeling very friendly.”
“Eat me,” Terence retorted.
“Very witty, kid. Let me suggest something: be nice to your sister.”
Let it rest, Wendell. But once he started losing, he threw himself into it
headfirst. “She’s a good person, could help you.”
“Gee golly. Aren’t you the Special-Ed wise counselor? How can I
thank you? Maybe offer my fat ass for you to kiss.”
“What’s the point in being so mean? You’re going to find that your
own high IQ ain’t going to buy you shit, once you leave the sixth grade.
There’s hundreds of thousands out there like you and thousands way better
equipped, which means you’re going to end up unhappy unless you
change. Why be unhappy?”
Wendell didn’t often say that much at one time, certainly not what
one might, in a burst of mad charity, regard as wise.
The boy got very red. I thought he’d explode, but he didn’t say anything, just looked real funny at Wendell. He didn’t seem pissed, more like
interested. He screwed up his already-screwed-up face as if he were considering the insults Wendell had flung at him, mistaking them for a point
of view he might think about.
“Tyler, how is it you and Wendell are here?”
Jess was equipped with a voice as sweet as her brother’s and much
more at home in her care. Her swerve drew us away from the male contest,
which was no longer interesting, now that Terence had sunk a couple of
steps to the rear. I filled her in, more or less, Wendell, thank God, resisting
what I knew was his impulse to apologize to Terence.
It was getting toward sunset and we figured we might as well, having
come this far, do as the sharpos in the art community bid, and squat, so as
to catch the last rays of the sun. The two women behind us did as well, too
and we waited for something to happen, lightning not being in the offing.
Everybody was hushed, as if talking would ruin this sublime moment. We
hunkered there, a grouping that a real artist would have preferred as a subject to the blocks of rods, doing not one damned thing, so far as I could
see.
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I caught Jessica’s eye and winked She started giggling.
“Hsssst!” the inevitable parental reprimand.
“I’m sorry, Mum. My fault.”
She didn’t take the bait, not wanting to spoil our coming communion
with LIGHT and GOD.
Just as I was about to give up, the whole field came alive. The late
clouds hadn’t exactly parted, but they let enough light through to allow it
to play across the thin steel rods, traveling so quick and setting little points
of arcing steel ablaze, just for a flash before moving. It made my eyes want
to shift faster than they could, sensing that something was always happening just out of range. I opened them wide, hoping to let more in, not wanting to miss anything.
I know it sounds corny, and maybe it is, but there was a way in which
it all seemed to be happening inside me. Of course, none of this had anything to do with God or that sort of catshit, just physics and light. But I
don’t think I’d ever seen anything so stirring. It lasted only a few seconds,
I guess, less than a minute anyhow, but it made me both tingle and feel as
if I’d let the whole thing escape, somehow not been fully there. It was as
if it went into memory too fast.
I’d read that the sensation of déjà vu is simply a misfiring in the brain,
where what we are now seeing gets shuffled immediately to the memory
bank and confuses us by being recorded simultaneously as present and
past. But this wasn’t like that. It seemed too new and unexpected, as if it
had happened in the past but not a past that contained me. It was like being
present at an absence, phony as that sounds. I wouldn’t have missed it for
anything, though I am also quite sure I will never come back.
Nobody said a word. We stayed where we were, stunned and immobile, until it was pretty dark, maybe expecting something more, long after
there was no chance of there being anything more appearing.
Finally, mean fat kid broke the silence, “I’m really glad I saw that.”
Nobody said a word, which wasn’t very nice, I suppose, since maybe
he was expecting agreement. I knew Wendell would eventually say something, but he didn’t.
“I’m glad, Andrew,” the aunt finally said. It was easy to distinguish
her voice, despite her being behind us and in the dark. “I feel the same
way. I’ve never seen anything like that—but it was more than just seeing.”
I suppose it may have been surprising that nobody picked up on that,
said anything at all, really, until we were back inside the cabin. I won’t go
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so far as to suggest we were now absolutely one, forged by the power of
our joint spiritual experience. But things were unmistakably different. It
wasn’t all that late, by anybody’s standards, so we all planted our butts in
the common room and stared blankly at the walls directly above somebody
else’s head. Wendell to the rescue.
“I happen to have a deck of cards and I propose that we play a game
or two, any game you’d like, as Tyler and I are really proficient, working
our way across the country by inducing suckers to play poker and winning
big time, sending money back home to support our sickly younger brothers
and sisters, the cocaine habit of Tyler’s granny, and my own Daddy’s
weekly pay-off to the mob.”
“Thought you said your dad was dead or something.” Andrew
seemed to have reverted to his vileness, if ever he had left it.
“Well, that’s the story we give out,” said Wendell; “but he’s actually
drifting around where the kids are, selling them liquor and drugs. You
know, day-care centers, junior-high soccer fields, lodging for the Catholic
priesthood.”
Jessica found this hilarious, and even Mama laughed.
We played poker, using stuff from the women’s purses as chips,
along with the coins we had, which we pooled, plus some pebbles Jessica
found outside the door. Even Mama played, though tubby turd sat to the
side, reading a book and making little sniffy noises from time to time. I
couldn’t keep myself from looking at the title when I got up to pee: Emile
Zola’s Germinal, in French. Wonder if he could really read it? It’d have
been just like Andrew to sit there sniffing and turning pages and understanding zilch, just to impress anyone who cared—nobody—with his superiority. Nah, he could read it. Guess who is made a little uneasy by Andrew’s IQ?
Andrew being unavailable for Wendell’s pointless missionary work,
my friend turned his attention to Mama—and he had a little success, Mama
becoming almost garrulous, finally embarrassed us all by apologizing. I
could have strangled Wendell, and when we got back to our room, I made
as if to do so.
“Why Tyler, I am surprised at your ardor, somewhat—what’s the
word—nonplussed. Can’t keep your hands off me.”
“Off your windpipe, you do-gooder!”
“Such is my calling, Tyler, doing the Lord’s work, event in these outposts. I’ll go where he wants me to go, as the hymn says.”
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I knew that hymn and liked it, criminal as any half-sane person would
find it. It was an awful piece of horseshit, unapologetically justifying missionaries and imperialists, also a melodious set of lies. “I’ll go where you
want me to go, dear Lord, o’er mountain or plain (cut into two syllables,
so it comes out as “play-ain,”) or sea!/ I’ll answer dear Lord with my hand
(also two syllables, hay-und) in thine/ I’ll go where you want me to go.”
Such earnest promise were sung by Realtors and used car dealers who
would no more leave the suburbs to help the suffering or bring the good
news to the heathen than they would sign up for the circus. All the same,
it was hard for me not to start humming, tickling Wendell into joining in.
So hard, I couldn’t resist. Wendell was clearly surprised, but did as
expected. Wendell was not one to do the unexpected, which isn’t close to
true.
When finished, he said, “Do you want the lumpy single bed or the
dirty single bed? They seem about equally inviting, probably have about
the same number of bugs.”
I’ll never forgive myself, but I was giddy from the singing: “Why
don’t we just crawl in together, big dick, and you can shelter me from the
storm.”
Luckily, he was so rattled (or cool) he grinned . And we slept, of
course, the sleep of the artistically blessed—separately.
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CHAPTER 4
Days 26, 27, 28, 29—Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday—Canon
City, Alamosa, Royal Gorge, Canon City
The driver turned up before the other group was awake, before Mama
and bottom-heavy plop-boy were around, to be precise. He wasn’t too
pleased at waiting, the driver, issued commands so rude it almost made
one sympathize with the slowpokes. It was sad saying goodbye to little
Jess, leaving her to her miserable brother and no-better-than-she-shouldbe Ma. But as Huck Finn said, if she could stand it, I could.
Anyways, we, make that I, planned a long day of driving, so it was
good to get a quick start and a fast getaway from this group.
“Where we going, Tyler? I’d really ...”
“I have a sweet idea, Wendell.”
“Another secret? You got this whole trip planned?”
“Don’t get touchy, boy-boy.”
“I won’t if you won’t, ti—”
“Don’t say it.”
“I was just going to say ‘Tyler,’ which is your very distinctive name,
even if a little masculine, though you compensate very well, and nobody’d
take you for a girl whose parents hoped would be a boy, nossir. Anyways,
I wouldn’t care if you planned the whole trip. I have my faults, I’d be the
last person to say I didn’t, but being a control freak isn’t one of them,
though maybe the opposite, inviting in control freaks, is.”
“Wendell, shut the fuck up. Besides, your fly is open.”
“You suppose I care?”
“Yes.”
“So, what’s your plan?”
“Let’s head north, east too is OK, but north, out of this heat. It’s not
too bad right here where we are, but once we descend in altitude it’ll be
back to full blaze.”
“You tired of sweating so profusely, Tyler? That’s one thing I’ve noticed, going to a mixed-race school like Cartwright Princeton—you and
your people, not to be offensive but just the opposite, don’t sweat.”
She looked at me.
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“I guess it’s not ‘mixed-race,’ but ‘diverse.’ I should have caught that
first time around. Pretend I didn’t say the ‘r’ word, Tyler, and then you
won’t be offended. Sorry I sweat so much and smell.”
“You don’t stink, Wendell.”
That was a little embarrassing, not because she’d said something nice
but because I didn’t know if she’d said something nice. Safest to joke.
“That’s because I don’t have any glands yet. They come with puberty.”
“Oh.”
She believed me! I considered sulking but decided against it, both
because I really wasn’t hurt and because I had an idea.
“As we’re going North, perspiration girl, I’d love to stop at Tinkertown. It’s a can’t-miss place I’ve been reading about for days.”
“Show me.”
“Here.”
“That’s a single paragraph, Wendell. How’d that occupy you for
days?”
“It’s absorbing.”
“They call it ‘wacky.’ ”
“Also ‘endearing.’ ”
“That’s worse.”
“I agree. In any case, I respect your right to form your own opinions,
even if they are so often defective, not to be offensive. But can we, please,
can we, huh, please, can we, can we, please, huh?”
“Okay, I owe you one, after mashing you in with that collection.”
“I liked the art experience, Tyler. Thanks. Want to talk about it?”
“No. If you won’t talk about it, I’ll let you go to Twickle-Town.”
“Deal. Tinkertown, bone-through-the-nose. What could Twickle
mean?”
“OK. You really are so pretty, Wendell.”
“So are you, Tyler.”
“Wonder which one of us is insulted and which one is complimented?”
I couldn’t think of anything to say, so I pretended to study the map.
It was my turn to drive, but Tyler was tooling along, headed back to the
east. Fine with me.
“After Twinkletown, where? Santa Fe?”
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“Right. Long drive, but we can do it. I’ll find us a campground. Denver itself?”
“I don’t care. Around there.”
“I’m on it.”
Tinkertown was one of those places we were starting to think was
located about every six miles on all our nation’s highways, places where
mad people display what they’d spent a million hours doing, even if it was
preposterous. (That was a word I’d picked up from Tyler. I keep lists of
new words and phrases, and you don’t need to tell me it’s a loser thing to
do.) Tinkertown was also one of those places that might be great to be at
but are boring as sitting in math class to hear someone describe, only I like
math class, but you get the point.
I know I just said descriptions suck, but I need to give you one, a
short one, from one of our guidebooks, which says that Tinkertown just
“like an old-fashioned penny arcade,” which it isn’t, as I’ve been to an old
fashioned penny arcade and know. What it is, is little carved figures arranged in scenes, like circus performances and a barroom like the one in
Tombstone. There are tons of figures, all to scale, I guess, and some of
them make noise—or a coordinated tape does that. I’m thinking here particularly of a vulture. Very accurate vulture noise, I imagine, though I
never heard a vulture squawk and don’t even know if they do.
Some figures move. It’s all silly as hell, but fun to watch, if you don’t
think too hard about what it is you’re doing. There’s also a lot of miscellaneous displays in cases, like Christmas-tree ornaments from the “olden
days,” as Sean 1 calls anything that’s more than two weeks old.
The displays were sort of fun, as I say, and the shacky building they
were in was cool, made out of junk. But all of a sudden, as we were messing about, me and Tyler, she nudged me and said, not in a whisper,
“Let’s get outa here, Wendell. Now!”
“How come?”
“Look at that.”
It was a sign: “The Tinkertown motto is, ‘We did all this while you
were watching television.’ ” I knew right away what this’d do to Tyler. I
agreed.
“Yep, we’re gone. I agree with you Tyler.”
“You do? About what?”
We were already out the door, but before I could form more than two
syllables, Tyler touched me—gently. She put a hand on my arm: “Wendell,
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I shouldn’t have said that, insulted you, suggested you wouldn’t get it. I’m
sorry. Habit.”
“That’s okay.”
“No, it’s not. And you know what’s really wrong with you?”
“Yeah.”
“I suppose you do.” Now she was laughing.
“Can I say what you’d say, Tyler, and see if I get it right and you’d
agree it was what you were thinking, too, okay?”
“About Tinkertown. Yeah.”
“They’d been better off watching television than making those doodle-fuck things. They should be satisfied with doing what they like and not
try and make other people feel bad cause they weren’t whittling. They can
only think of one thing more worthless than what they did, so they announce it. They ...”
She stopped me, which was good, as I’d run out anyhow: “Yep.”
We read about and then avoided Santa Fe altogether, finally got on
the Interstate 25 and started zipping north. I’d never been to Colorado and
expected alpine mountains, which now and then we saw off to the left but
pretty far away. What wasn’t mountains here in Colorado made the desert
look pretty. Look right and you view the ugliest country I’ve ever seen,
not to pass myself off as an expert on landscape beauty. But only a moon
creature would find what was to our right, which was east, pretty.
It was so bad, we decided, Tyler did, just to head west and get into
the mountains. This landed us on Route 50, which the map said would take
us into Canon City, which was sure a nice name for a mountain town. According to the guidebooks, though, it was a nice name without the nice
thing. It was getting dark when we found the KOA, which was manned by
the only rude campground guy we’d run into.
“Is there a grocery store around, sir?”
“No, there ain’t. Nobody eats here.” He seemed very irritated.
“I see, asshole. You sure look like you got both feet in the trough
yourself.” Guess which of us said that?
“You two bi-racials just git on out o’ here, just git yer asses on out.”
“I see. You have a policy on race, do you, maybe a quota system?” I
asked, surprising myself.
He was plenty dumb, but not that dumb. “Jist shut the fuck up.
You’ve been warned. Things can happen round here.”
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I was hoping Tyler’d let it go—no I wasn’t. “That’s what we came
for, sir, ‘things.’ Where we come from, we don’t got no things.”
“You fuckin gonna git yers, you . . .” You could tell he wanted to say
“nigger” but was too gutless.
“I think the word you want is ‘young woman’ or maybe ‘best looking
babe I ever seen’ or maybe ‘smarter-than-I-am chick’ or maybe ‘nigger.’”
The guy actually laughed. Pretty sure that’s what it was. Didn’t seem
possible. Maybe he was just demented.
“Maybe he’s just demented, Tyler?” I made this observation as we
were plugging cords and pipes in, just to feed her a line. I was getting good
at that, though I usually did it without meaning to.
“Maybe he’s a particle physicist on the side, a statesman, a poet.”
“Speaking of which, Nastiness, this town was once home to Joaquin
Miller, mayor and preacher and observer of nature, animal and human,
also a poet mentioned in English, only you weren’t listening.”
“And? On Joaquin Miller, I mean.”
“And he tried all his life to get the local power people to change the
name from the merely topographical, his term, to the suggestive, also his
term, Tyler.”
“Is that so?”
“Yep. The term for the town he had in mind was—you interested?”
“No.”
“Okay.”
“What I am interested in, a little, is this: what else is to see and do in
Canon City. Be succinct.”
“Including the environs?”
“If you must.”
“Let’s begin there, so you won’t be overwhelmed: Royal Gorge, Skyline Drive, and an alligator farm.”
“Alligator farm? You making that up?”
“No, but I’m stretching the idea of “environs.” This particular don’tyou-dare-miss-it alligator farm is down at the thermal springs near, or
maybe in, Alamosa. Is that your first choice, alligators?”
“And here in Canon City?”
“Fourteen prisons, some still operating, some open to view.”
“Not the same ones.”
“The guidebook is unclear. You want to see some real-life prisoners
and their real-life activities?”
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“Their sexual activities, Wendell, of which I know so little, though I
know you have mastered.”
I thought sure I’d just let that pass. I think Tyler didn’t mean anything
special by it, but what she said sort of got under my skin. I know that’s a
cliché, but it really did seem to do it now, crawl under my skin and prickle.
“So what was the name Joaquin Miller wanted, Wendell?”
“Oreodelphia.”
“Oreo—as in the cookie.”
“As in gold.”
“Duh.”
“Sorry, Tyler.”
“Nah, I am, Wendell—but carry on, tell us more about attractions.”
“That’s it.”
“Enough for at least three weeks.”
“For people with normal health, Tyler, but considering your condition...”
“You saying I can’t get my wheelchair up the Royal Gorge?”
“You could get it up Everest. But gorges, my sweet cripple, go down,
not up; and it isn’t your wheelchair I worry about but the flat feet.”
“So, as for hunger, Wendell, and our solution to it—?
“I think we’re left to the mercies of the town’s restaurants, there being no groceries. The guidebook I looked at, selected from our vast library,
only a single book, though, so I can’t claim the full range of knowledge
you have, but this one which has a nice cover suggests a place called Owl,
or The Owl, right on Main Street, which seems to be about the only street
and thus...”
It wasn’t so bad, The Owl, which was a diner open late in order to
feed the number of pool players there. We jumped right in, not being the
sort to keep our minds from blooming in unfamiliar gardens.
As we played, a big guy, gut stretching the front of his coveralls, put
a five-dollar bill on the edge of the table and slurped out, “Winner.”
For a minute I thought he meant that the five dollars was a prize for
me or Tyler, whoever won, though we weren’t even keeping score, being
both so sucky and not sure how the game was played. We were struggling
to get balls in pockets, banging away aimlessly and trying not to rip the
felt.
I looked at Tyler, who somehow knew what the guy meant.

49

James R. Kincaid
“That’s flattering, sir, but we neither one can play worth a damn.
You’d be wasting your time. So why not just take the table. We might
occupy an hour or two to get ting rid of the rest of the balls without stealing
them, but then it’s yours.”
The tub o’ guts laughed: “Jesus, yer something! I’ll tell ya what,
girlie, I’ll tell ya this. I’d like to buy you and yer friend there a drink, now.
I would. And if you try to refuse, I’ll sit on yer.”
What flashed in my mind was bad—the parade of pawers and loonies
we’d come across. But Tyler nodded, cool as anything.
“What’ll it be?”
“Manhattans, right, Wendell?”
I knew enough to guess that Manhattans weren’t in the usual line of
this place, but our friend didn’t blink, ordered them up.
“The bartender wants to know whether you like these. He made them
two-to-one, like in the guide.”
I’d never tasted anything so awful. I figured Tyler would spit the
thing out and make a scene. No, I didn’t.
“They’re really fine. Tell him thanks. And more thanks to you for
giving two panhandler kids all these healthy calories.”
Turns out the fat guy really did just want to talk—and talk and talk.
Toward the end of the evening, along about two in the morning, he told us
why he’d approached us. It’s kind of hard to write, really:
“You kids are truly good to spend time with a fat old drunk. No, no,
don’t tell me I ain’t old, or fat, or drunk. But let me thank you, kids, for
letting me—you know. I had a kid of my own but he died.”
He stopped, looked at the ceiling. And then started whistling.
I couldn’t help it, just didn’t care right then: went over and gave him
a hug, kind of. I’d hear about that later from Tyler for sure. Only not. She
kissed the guy on the head, first taking off his old hat.
Then we left.
An alligator farm in the Rockies. Who could resist? The scary thing
is that likely about thirty-thousand people a day had the same idea. Attractions, my theory is, attract in direct proportion to their absurdity and their
potential to provide anecdotes: “Then you know what we went and did?
We saw the ice sculpture museum there in Biloxi, by jesus!” Another way
to put this is that attractions attract in inverse proportion to their attractiveness. I said that about attractions twice to show off. It was my own insight,
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my very own. What follows isn’t. I remember reading that most people
travel as if they were preparing for an exam to be delivered after their arrival home: “And which paintings did you see at the Louvre? How long
did you stand in front of each?”
“Hey Wendell, alligator farm, OK?”
“I’m surprised, delighted. You’re a shock-a-minute, Tyler. You’re as
unpredictable as me, almost. You navigate.”
“Just head alongside that mountain over there. That’s south. And
Wendell?”
“Huh?”
“You think most people travel mostly so they’ll have things to say
later?”
He didn’t respond, but I knew he’d heard. I was sure he was doing
some of his damned “thinking.” It wasn’t like Wendell to ignore much of
anything he could think on, even less like him to ignore me. So I waited.
“We don’t.”
“True as true can be, but consider: we are unlike all routine travellers,
a breed apart. But what’s your view on all others?”
“A lot like us.”
“OK, Mahatma. Now that you’ve been all sweetsy, got that out nof
your system, let yourself think.”
“Okay. I suppose that’s interesting, Tyler. I never thought of it before,
but I know what you mean. It’s one of those things, once you let it into
your head all sorts of stuff floods in. Like going to all the places you’re
supposed to, not even knowing if you’re enjoying it. People who hate
dancing and barbeque and the beach will go to a luau when they’re in Hawaii, just so they’ll be able to say they did.”
“Yeah and... ”
“Only nobody’s interested. Damn. People on trips imagine they have
all these friends back home waiting eagerly for their report, and then they
get back, and even their relatives don’t care. That’s pretty funny.”
“Funny? Don’t you find it sad, tragic, a harrowing glance into our
existential loneliness, utter futility? Isn’t it—”
He interrupted me—again! “I think some places, high-toned like fucking art and fashion museums, those sorts of places, draw their crowd from
these insecure peckers who imagine they have friends.”
“Fashion museums?”
“Don’t pretend they’re not your favorite.”
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“You said ‘pecker’ and you said ‘fuck,’ Wendell.”
“I was trying to please you.”
“Then don’t say ‘fuck.’ ‘Pecker’ is OK, but you can please me more
by going without your pants.”
Why in hell did I say that? To embarrass him, which it did, but there
was something more. Good thing was there were only these momentary
flashes, very rare, when I got the urge to—well, do what I just did—and
proceed—to what?
The alligator farm was well worth the drive. I’d recommend it to any
travelers who find themselves within range of Alamosa, lying betwixt
Mosca and Hooper, two towns with much to offer, I’ll bet.
“Gator Farm” has, they say, “the BIGGEST alligators in the West”
(I’m quoting), along with Nile crocs, rattlesnakes, giant pythons, and (of
course) ostriches. Each and every visitor is given a free bucket of gator
chow, provided you have a coupon, which we (Wendell) somehow did.
Actually, it’s very clean, with animals that seem to be well takencare-of and, I sure as shit hope, well fed. Maybe the gator chow is to distract the big things from feeding on their natural prey, us. I asked the guys
there what they did in the winter, what with it being so high up and the
alligators being used to... (I feel sure I am the first person ever to ask that
question.) They said the warm springs and indoor tropical forests kept
them cozy.
“Oh,” says I.
Wendell then asked a bun-headed but parallel question, yes he did:
“Where do you get the alligators?”
You’d imagine they’d say, “Up there at the continental divide, scrotum head,” but they were polite, explaining everything carefully to the two
of us and the other four people on the tour.
There was a little boy who forsook his dad and took to Wendell. I
didn’t blame him. The dad was an explainer, and at least Wendell didn’t
do that.
“You see, Bradley and Melissa, that huge alligator there is Morris,
who is known as ‘The Hollywood Gator,’ starring in dozens of movies.
Also, did you know that alligators are egg-layers, laying as many as ...”
“I don’t give a shit about alligator’s eggs, do you?” the little boy said,
not all that quietly, to Wendell. I was shocked to hear this little twerp, who
may have been nine or ten, say ‘shit.’ I was also shocked to see him so
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blatantly flout Daddy. I mean, what was happening to the American family? Mostly, I was shocked that I was shocked.
“You shouldn’t say ‘shit,’ you little asshole,” Wendell whispered,
loud enough for me but not Daddy to hear.
That cemented it, “it” being not worth thinking on.
The little girl, left alone with her dad, tried to make the best of his
undivided attention for a bit, but his undivided attention was directed to
his own performance, so she made it over to me, not that I wanted anything
to do with her. Her skin was pretty, though, and just about the same shade
as mine.
“Do alligators have sex with their kids and stuff?”
“God, I don’t know. Ask the tour guy.”
“You ask. My Dad’d get mad at me.”
“Excuse me. Are alligators subject to an incest prohibition?”
The tour guy looked at me like I’d just ask him if I could shit on his
shoulder. “Do you mean, are they likely to mate within the same family
grouping?”
“Uh huh.” I had this impulse to lay the blame for the question on the
kid, so long did tour guy pause and so embarrassing was this getting. I was
about to tell him to forget it when he stopped thinking about it and said—
“You know, I can’t remember if they told us that. Seems like they
did, but I actually can’t remember. I’m really sorry, but I can promise you
this: before the tour is over, you’ll have your answer.”
Like I couldn’t wait.
“You satisfied, you terrible squish-butt? Any more sex questions, you
ask them yourself.”
“Are you and that boy married?”
“I told you, no more sex questions.”
She stared at me for a second and then started laughing real loud. It
wasn’t an obnoxious laugh or anything, but it was sure loud. Her dad
looked over and smiled. Her mom, I guess it was, didn’t even look over,
seemed like the beat-down sort who get by being careful to notice nothing
at all.
“Hey there—how bout we all take a gator wrangling class, like you
advertise?” This inquiry, lively as it was, did not come from our original
party but from an intruder, joining our group late, with a “U. S. Marine”
cap and a tee-shirt that I couldn’t read but that seemed to have a military
theme.
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“What’s that guy’s T-shirt say?” I whispered to the odd little boy with
Wendell.
“Excuse me, mister, can I read your T-shirt?”
The guy looked like he was going to slug the little kid, then relented.
“You wanna read it, buster? Should aw jes read it fur ya? Cun ya rea-ud?
Har har!”
It looks like it says—wait a second—now I got it—“I’m a pussy!”
This was one hell of a kid.
“Ya need yer ass beat real good. Yer old man oughta arrange a meeting tween yer ass un a strap. If Ida said that ta my old man, he’da made
sure ah dint sit down fer a month, and yer old man...”
“You blame your old man for being a pussy?” This kid was going to
get one of us hurt, as U. S. Marine wasn’t going to take a lot more without
hitting somebody.
“This your kid?” he asked the dad, who seemed a little less confident
now than when he was reading the hand-outs.
“He’s my kid. Maybe you could leave him alone.”
“Maybe you’d like to get your ass whipped real thorough.”
“Sir, this was my fault. He’s only a little kid. Let’s just forget it and
go back to watching the alligators.” That was Wendell.
Marine guy looked blank, Dad looked grateful, the kid looked as if
he’d like to join up permanently with Wendell.
Before the brute could get back to his ass-whoppin plans, Wendell
struck again:
“Please? I was the one asked him what your T-shirt said.” A lie, of
course—it was me what had asked.
Dumbo just stared at Wendell, maybe confused about his gender and
wondering if he could, in a manly way, open a can of whoop-ass on him.
Wendell, an opening before him, stepped into it.
“So, it’s my fault. I was curious, and he’s just a kid. If you don’t beat
up either one of us, I tell you what I’ll do, and Ido what I say I’ll do, you
can take that to the bank, yessir: I’ll wrestle a crocodile for you.”
The guy would now land Wendell and his smart mouth into the next
county. He didn’t. He laughed and insisted on shaking Wendell’s hand:
“You’re okay, kid. I gotta hand it ta ya. I’ll always admit whun am beat,
and ya beat me, kid, goddam right.”
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Once we got through the alligator fascinations, we faced a dual problem, brought on by Wendell’s ability to attract the imbecilic and the unformed:
“Daddy, can we go with Wendell? Pulllleeese?”
“Can we please hang with these cool kids, Daddy? Mummy?”and
also, even more annoying—
“Lemme buy ya cool dudes a drink, or twelve. I always admit whun
I bin beat and nobody cun say I don’t.”
But we managed to extricate ourselves, in due time, and were about
to head back north to other educational attractions, when Wendell noticed
a sign directing us to “The Great Sand Dunes.”
We’d spent so much time at the Gator Farm it was creeping up on our
lunch time. It was my idea to stop at the convenience store just below the
farm. (Which reminds me that those lying bastards never did tell me
whether alligators impregnated their very own. Can you tell me? Youth
wants to know—real bad.) Anyhow, we stopped at this store, my idea, to
pick up picnic things: egg salad and soft white bread and macaroni salad
and carrot sticks and pickles and some butterscotch pudding. Also some
paper plates, napkins, utensils, bottled water, and little salts and peppers.
“Doesn’t this stuff look great, Wendell?”
“Packaged egg salad, made last March, sucky bread, green-mold
macaroni salad, limp carrots, and pudding that’s gone bad. And all for only
sixty-seven dollars.”
“Bite me, Wendell.”
“You got nothing to bite, butt munch. Only boys can say that.”
“A vile mind you got, and literal. That’s a sign of violent toilet-training.”
“Beat when I was a kid—still am. My mom, you know and I’m sure
you do. I think she gets off doing it.”
Not funny. I guess I frowned or something. Must have been pretty
blatant, as Wendell didn’t notice anything less direct than a foot in the face.
Not true, really—not true at all. Wendell had the sensitive touchiness
of all those seeking out victim roles. Not true either. This is not about
Wendell anyhow, so who cares? The point is he noticed.
“You okay, Tyler? I didn’t mean to joke about that. Your parents hit
you?”
“No!”
“Okay.”
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“Yeah, they did. Not that bad, I suppose. My mom.”
“Damn. Sorry, I didn’t mean . . ..”
“Yeah. I’ve sort of got over it.”
“That’s good.”
“No I haven’t. It still makes me mad, Wendell. I makes me so mad—
it’s like that expression, so mad you see red: I really do, and it makes my
head spin. I get dizzy and panic, like I don’t have very good grounding.
My mouth gets dry and my balance is off. It’s really terrible, Wendell. I
don’t understand it.”
“And you feel nauseated, too, right? I know. It’s a panic attack. I got
one a couple of times. I think that was even worse—I’m sure it was— than
when I got my leg broke or any time I got beat up.”
“Yeah.”
“It’s terrible, like you say.”
“I guess it happened to her when she was a kid.”
“Uh huh.”
“You think that’s it?”
“Yeah. I don’t think that makes it okay.”
“You don’t?”
“I don’t think you ought to hit kids, Tyler.”
“It’s not just hitting, Wendell.”
“Yeah. I can see that.”
“It’s all the embarrassment, you know? I guess you don’t.”
“I think I do. It’s being treated the way an animal wouldn’t be. People
would be arrested if they did that to a dog or cat.”
I wasn’t tempted to mock his language. “Thanks. That’s it. It’s not
like getting hit, where you could fight or at least run, or call for help, or
make criminal charges, right? Yeah. Once I can remember when I was
about in the third grade, my dad was just sitting there while she did it, just
pretending … You know what he was doing, Wendell? The lousy son of a
bitch. He was reading a paper, pretended not to notice, like she was just
helping me with my homework.”
“Yeah.”
“Oh fucking fucking hell.”
He didn’t say anything, but that was okay. He was driving along,
pretty slow, on a road that was so deserted it suggested we’d have the sand
dunes all to ourselves. I wasn’t exactly crying, but there were all these
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tears on my cheeks. I was just so mad. I wanted to stop talking but I also
didn’t.
“I think what drives me fucking crazy, Wendell, is the way my parents treated all that as nothing, like it was like feeding and clothing and
sheltering. And I think sometimes they’re right in thinking it was no big
deal.”
“It’s a big deal.”
“You think so? How many kids do you suppose get hit?”
“That doesn’t matter.”
“You think so? I do, too. I think kids get treated bad in lots of ways.
That doesn’t make it right, just because it’s common. Lots of common
things have been horrible.”
“Like clitoridectomies and killing little girl babies in China and circumsizing, and burning witches and—all kinds of common things.”
“Yeah. I still can’t get it out of my head, what they did.”
“Tyler, it don’t make it right when a million other stupid people hit
their kids, but it makes it different for the kids.”
“How?”
“You didn’t do anything, just be a kid, like all those other kids. Not
like you did something and then, because of that, they did it to you, your
mom did, like she had no choice. All you did was be a kid, like a million
others. I wish I could say it.”
“I think I see. It’s not my fault.”
“Of course not. It’s not only not your fault; it’s like you weren’t even
there. Your mom did it and you had no part in it. What could you have
done? Tyler, you just go ahead and be mad at your mom. Maybe she’s no
axe killer, but she did terrible stuff. She doesn’t think it’s terrible. That
kind of makes it worse, and I think just because her mom did it and because
other mean people do it—well fuck them. They shouldn’t.”
“Are you saying my mother is mean and stupid?”
“Yes! Your dad, too, like you say.”
I thought he was going to add something or take it back, but he didn’t.
I reached over, hit him on the shoulder, just friendly, I thought. He
wasn’t expecting it, though, and swerved almost into the dirt, which was
loose and gritty. Close to the fabled dunes we must be.
The dunes were what everybody knows they are. Don’t make no difference whether you’ve seen them or not. Tan sand in piles, hills stretching
a ways, though not as far as the eye could see, mountains, really big ones,
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in the background and all. I guess it was pretty, certainly it was odd; but it
was so exactly what we expected it was also a little boring. We parked on
the cement part, Wendell did, not wanting to risk sinking in the sand, Wendell didn’t. Cautious asshole.
There was no point in going all the way to the dunes then coming
back and getting our lunch and then carrying it back to eat, so it was in the
cards we’d be sure to avoid the convenience of our lovely table and the
air-conditioning, when we could haul our food way over up the steep hill,
squat in the sand in the heat, and be uncomfortable.
Turns out uncomfortable would have been delightful. We no sooner
scooped out seats and produced the food than the wind picked up. Reaching down to protect the open egg-salad carton, I tipped over the macaroni
salad, which, in trying to rescue, Wendell tipped the carrots into.
By this time we could hardly see, what with the wind spraying us
with gritty little pebbles. Like being peppered with buckshot. And the food
we tried to snap at quickly was seeded with so much fine rock it made our
ears hurt from the crunching, so we gathered up what we could and headed
back home.
Once inside, we scraped the top off the egg salad and cut the macaroni
salad in half—and it did no good at all. The carrots we could wash, the
bread was still in the wrapper, and the pudding we hadn’t opened. What a
meal!
Then we went back to the dunes, the wind having, perversely, died
down. Before long, we were clambering up the sand hills, rolling down
and playing like six-year-olds. I wish I could say we invented all sorts of
games, but we didn’t. It was just roll down, then climb up, roll down again.
After a few roll-downs we started doing it more or less together, mashing
into one another, ending up with knees in noses and fingers in mouths. It
wasn’t erotic or anything, but it was warming and hellacious fun.
After about our thirtieth tumble, we rolled around on the bottom, giggling like little kids. I rolled my body around and started a roundhouse
swing at Wendell’s shoulder, but just as. I did, he rolled over, so my hand
came down right square on his ass. After all I had said, to do that. I looked
right at Wendell and was thinking real fast how to apologize or something.
But Wendell twisted around, laughing, yelling at me: “C’mon chubby
girl, I’ll beat you back to the top.” One of the nicest things Wendell had
done, and I could think of plenty, was turning his back and starting up the
hill.
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We stayed there at the dunes until it was nearly dark, then made our
way back to Canon City, forming plans. Tyler surprised the hell out of me
by starting to sing, show tunes, too, and some old songs she knew I’d
know.
The rent’s unpaid, dear;
We haven’t a fuss;
But smiles are made, dear,
For people like us!
In the winter, in the summer,
Ain’t we got fun!
Times are bum and getting bummer,
Still we have fun!
There’s nothing surer,
The rich get rich and the poor get poorer.
In the meantime, in between time,
Ain’t we got fun.
We had the best time that day. I hope Tyler felt better.
It had been too late to shop last night, so we had to go out for breakfast, then off to the Royal Gorge, which had some four-hundred-thirtyseven souvenir shops you had to pass through to get there. They were the
tackiest I’d seen since one time me and Mom were in Gatlinburg, Tennessee, where I was kind of hoping Tyler and I would go, too.
The Royal Gorge is all scenery. It’s scary motto is, “Goodbye Earth,
Hello Sky,” followed by a reference to the damned gorge, “Think Deep.”
You can do a lot of things there, though, like ride in a car on a wire right
across it, an arial tram, you see, and take another car, called a funicular (I
copied it down) to the bottom, where there’s a river that looks pretty awesome this time of year. (I added the ‘this time of year’ part after we were
told it was high and fast because of the summer snow melt.) And there are
views of Pike’s Peak, which you’d never spot unless they told you what it
was.
Tyler said the place would be better if they didn’t keep telling you
how magnificent it was and instructing you on where to look and how to
feel. I agree with her. For instance, the signs, repeated in pamphlets, yelled
at you, “The Highest Highs, the Lowest Lows, and the Best of Everything
in Between.”
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One thing you have to say for Tyler: she’ll do just about anything. I
guess there are a lot of things to say for Tyler. I’m no closer to figuring
her out than I was a month ago, but she’s not boring. I think I do bore the
hell out of her, but she seldom says so.
Not every day is interesting. We did hike a good nature trail, but the
people we met and talked with weren’t very loony, and the guides were
pretty stand-offish. If they had “best of everything” somewhere here, we
missed it.
The best thing by far was this road, a place called Skyline Drive, back
in Canon City. It’s not extensive, only three miles long, but the person at
the grocery store, where we went to stock up late in the afternoon, told us
it’d be a nice sunset drive. Nice? Jesus Our Redeemer! To be fair, he did
also tell us it was as close to a roller coaster as you’d be likely to find away
from a carnival ride, like those super-plungers, which was pretty much
exactly what our best guidebook said, and which is certainly true, I hope.
If there are many other roads like this, there’d be more dead drivers, for
sure.
We hustled right back to camp, certain that, like always, we’d find
either old people or little kids or super-hot teens who’d join us for fun. We
didn’t. Neither of us felt like doing anything that night, so we watched a
couple of Christopher Guest movies then went to sleep. Whee.
Next day much better. Much. We’d decided together, agreed for once,
to get back to some fancy cooking, so we’d located a grocery yesterday
and stocked up. Had crepes and little thin steaks with pepper mashed in
for breakfast. Sounds odd, I know, but it’s great. We overate, or Tyler did.
“Want some more, Tyler?”
“Screw you, Wendell.”
“What?”
“You’re mocking me. I know you are.”
“Mocking you? Gee, Tyler. I just wondered if you wanted more“
“Like I hadn’t already had about five servings to your two.”
“So what?”
“So what?”
“So what?”
“Oh.”
I don’t want to say that Tyler was touchy, but she was unpredictable.
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We then went to investigate the many prisons here in Canon City, the
major attractions, apart from mountains, for which the city can claim no
credit, except for setting itself here among them. But why all these prisons?
“Why all these fucking prisons?” Tyler asked the kid (about our age
or younger) at the Chamber of Commerce.
“Good question, babe. It’s like this: they looked around for the town
with the highest quota of dimwits and right-wing turds. They had a contest,
asking the citizens: hey, are you a dimwit and a right-wing turd? Most of
Colorado shitpiles had about ninety percent but this particular shitpile,
where you find yourself right now, Canon Fucking City, you know, beat
‘em all.”
“You’re the right person to man the Chamber desk,” I couldn’t help
mentioning this, though it did seem a little rude.
“Eat me, assface.”
“OK, don’t mean to insult you —or the town.” As usual, I knew when
not to leave well enough alone, only this time, it worked.
“That’s OK, dude. You lived here, you’d be a fuck, too. Where you
guys from?”
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CHAPTER 14
He about messed himself when he found out we were from LA and
were on our own, going all the way across country with no restrictions,
unlimited funds, pretty much, and a cool motor home, as motor homes go,
which isn’t in the direction of cool, but cool enough for him. For us, too.
“Fucking Jesus. Fucking Jesus. You guys—fucking Jesus!”
Turns out he was fifteen, forced to work the Chamber desk while his
mother, the ordinary promoter of Prisontown, was off to a meeting of some
sort.
“So, what can you tell us about the prisons?” Wendell tried again.
“Who gives a shit?”
“That’s one view. Maybe we should just stroll around, see what we
can see?”
“There’s not one thing to see that won’t make you want to puke.”
“Well thanks, buddy.”
“Can I hang with you guys?”
I knew Wendell would welcome this malcontent, and we’d be stuck
with him for hours, maybe for days, just when all we were doing was trying
to find out about the prisons. He’d spend all day telling us how lousy his
life is and how cool we are, and one of us would hate both the others.
Wendell looked at me. I frowned, I felt relieved, and Wendell said,
“Sure.”
The kid was so happy, though, it was hard to stay mad. He was ready
just to abandon the office, but Wendell talked him into letting us go find
his mother and try to get her to replace him. He gave us the worst directions
– “over by the big dump, next to the two-story latrine” – but we finally
found her. She turned out to be so young and pretty you wondered why
she’d be within miles of Canon City.
“What’s Austin done now?” She was smiling, holding up her hand to
signal the suits in the room to shut up until she was ready.
“Nothing at all, ma’am. We just met him at the C of C desk, where
he answered some questions we had about the town.”
“I’ll bet,” she said, but in a nice way – didn’t sigh or broadcast how
hard it was to be a parent in this day and age, as my own mom did all the
time.
“To tell the truth,” Wendell began, with that opening line of his I
hated so but hadn’t been able to break him of, “we were kind of worried
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he’d just leave the building and go with us. He asked if he could accompany us later today, after you were back and all, and we said okay, that he
could accompany us—I mean, as far as we were concerned. Hope we
didn’t do something wrong.”
She looked at Wendell as if he were unreal, a talking bunny maybe.
She patted him on the cheek, then excused herself from the meeting, and
took us out in the hall.
“Just who are you two? Sorry. It’s none of my business, but you can
probably tell that Austin is not too predictable, which is how he wants it.
He’s a terrific person, but I don’t want to be trailing too far behind. That’s
why I ask.”
We told her the long version, including Skye’s notion of duplicating
the Grand Tour, and she didn’t even blink, just nodded and smiled.
“What a glorious idea! You tell this to Austin?”
She seemed to be bonding with Wendell, who probably represented
the compliant puffball she’d like to have instead of the porcupine son stuck
to her. I must say I didn’t mind being ignored, as there was something
about this woman I didn’t like. Why was she here in this pisspot town, for
one thing?
She just then turned on me, all of a sudden: “And Tyler, what do you
think of all this, this plan with Austin?”
“I’m really not interested in your angry son or his problems. I’m hoping you forbid him to hang out with me and Wendell, who is himself a
very bad influence but not as bad as me, as Wendell is not currently involved with crack cocaine.”
She stared at me in a way I suppose might be called “bemused,” only
I didn’t have enough experience with bemused people to say for sure.
“What if I paid you to put up with him for the day? It’d be a favor to
me and a much greater one to him. But there’s no reason you should do
either of us a favor. You will find him tiresome, but you two can’t be anything but good for him.”
She paused for a second. Thank God Wendell kept his trap shut.
“He has so little. I know that’s not your problem. But it is his—and
mine. There’s simply nobody here he can be friends with, and he’s tried.
He’ll tell you the town is full of cretins, and that’s of course not fair; but
from his point of view, it is.”
“So why are you here?”
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She turned on me with really sad eyes. She had beautiful eyes. I was
being drawn into her web, even felt my body leaning closer to her.
“Long story. Bad marriage. Joint accounts overdrawn, a house, mortgages defaulted, a better job than I can get anywhere else, lots of hooks
into me. Believe me, I’d jump ship fast if I could.”
What could we do? Tell her to stick her problems and her needy son
up her ass? We’re way too important to spend a day here with a kid who
really was kind of amusing? You see, ma’am, we want to pay close attention to the incarcerated and develop object lessons for ourselves so we’ll
veer away from a life of crime?
Of course Wendell had melted—and I felt guilty for seeming to be
the holdout, reducing this woman to offering us a bribe just to put up with
her caged little boy.
“Sure. Glad to. Really. We need a guide to the local attractions.”
“The clinks. Hard to imagine a worse guide than Austin—but you
know that.”
We both laughed.
“So, now don’t be offended, but let me pay you for your trouble and
expenses. These places charge, some of them, and there’s food, and your
time.”
Wendell was quick to respond, of course, and he was also fine: “Your
money’s no good here, ma’am—a line I heard in a movie once. We’re
supposed to be spending hand over fist, me and Tyler, to prove how we’re
throwing ourselves into new experiences and making our minds and spirits
more elastic. My mom’s loaded and she’s worried that we’re spending so
little. If you give us dough, you just make the problem worse. So, please?”
Only Wendell would have called this woman “ma’am”; but she
looked like she wanted to kiss him, but just ruffled his long pretty hair and,
mother of god, kissed me. We went back and got Austin, who acted like a
cocker spaniel, all wagging. He said we should do just two jails and then
go to the mountains, where there was this cool place where he went (by
himself?) to go skinny dipping, only we could use suits if we wanted,
though he didn’t fucking care, and we’d like it a lot, and there wasn’t shit
to do in this town, and we’d hate the fucking jails, and was that okay?, and
we’d go up in the afternoon to the pool, and stay late if we wanted if that
was okay; fuck.
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The first jail was called “Supermax,” which Austin got us into, “since
my mom knows people.” There was this very official and sullen guy conducting us through the prison. He showed us two rooms, counting the visitors’ room and not counting a quick peek of the “strip-down entry room,”
where new prisoners were probed and then sprayed with hoses filled with
lethal insecticide for lice, I think. Thank Jesus it was not being used when
we looked. We were told that the prison cost sixty million and had held
such famous crooks as Ted Kaczynski, “the notorious Unabomber, made
almost a hero by the liberal media,” and Woody Harelson’s dad, who was,
“the media says ‘an alleged hit man,’ though that’s like saying the sun
‘allegedly’ came up yesterday.”
“Any questions, kids?”
Austin’s hand shot up.
The guy sighed, “Yeah, Austin?”
“Is it true that Colorado spends more on prisons than on education?
Is it also true that guards here, those sadistic bastards, make more than the
university’s professors?”
“OK, Austin. Any real questions?”
“How much do you make?”
“Austin!”
“Is it true you sell tapes of inmates butt-fucking to fund luxury trips
for the guards to the Carribbean, where they can butt-fuck one another?”
“Austin, shut up!”
“Aren’t you a public employee, and shouldn’t you be responsible to
the public, to the best of your limited abilities?”
This was going to be a long day.
He was a little better at The Territorial Prison, which was one of those
half-preserved, half-restored places like the ones we saw at Tombstone.
This one had housed ever so many colorful characters. The best one,
Alferd Packer, was the only guy convicted of cannibalism in the U.S.A.
and there were lovely lying stories about him: “And the Judge says to him,
‘Alferd Packer, you sunufabitch lowlife, there was but six democrats in
this county and you went and et four of ‘em.’ ”
“Any questions?”
“How do you feel spending your summer doling out puke and making
people think prisons are fun?”
“How do you feel being a jerk-off, Austin? Apologies to you!” He
looked at me.
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Austin giggled, dropped his gangsta pose, and kept it going with the
kid he clearly liked. “Hey, Hayden, what time you done? You wanna go
up to the rocks I was telling you about? You wanna go up with me and
Wendell and Tyler? This is Wendell and Tyler, who I’m hanging with.
They’re cool. Wanna?”
Hayden, who got some points from me for being nice to the town’s
problem child, still wasn’t good news. All those meaningful glances: he
was what all women learn to spot by age three, a predator on the right side
of the law.
“Austin, you told me you went up there skinny-dipping. You think I
want to look at your bony ass?”
Wendell, for once, must have spotted what I was seeing. “You probably have to work anyhow.”
Hayden stared at Wendell with something he tried hard to make look
like disdain. Austin burbled on:
“You don’t have to work. C’mon, Hayden. You’ll love it. I’ll wear a
suit.”
Hayden laughed, and admitted he did have to work. “Party tonight,
though. You guys want to come, you’re very welcome. All of you.”
Austin about peed himself, got directions, and committed all of us,
though I think Wendell felt as uncommitted as I did. Austin went on with
Hayden for some time, but finally other tourists showed up and Hayden
was dragged away.
By the time we got through all this, it was one o’clock, way too early
for me and Wendell but apparently the latest Austin had ever gone without
lunch.
“I’m really hungry. You guys?”
Wendell glanced at me, then: let fly with an okay. “What’s a good
place? Don’t tell me, Austin—I know there’s nothing but fucking vomitoriums in this shitpile, but which of these godawful spots is the best?”
“Wendell, it sounds awful when you talk that way.” I couldn’t help
it.
“Sorry.”
Austin was fascinated by all this but had sense enough to keep his
mouth shut.
“I gotta go get some money from my mom. I don’t really know about
places to eat. My mom packs my lunch. I could meet you guys later. We
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don’t have much money, trying to save to get out of here, Tyler. That’s
OK. You go ahead and I’ll meet you.”
Guaranteed to make Wendell puddle up.
“Look, Austin, me and Tyler are loaded. It’s crazy, but it’s almost
like we’re supposed to be tossing around money and we are having trouble
spending enough. That’s the truth. You believe me?”
Wendell grabbed him under the chin and raised his face up, leaning
over until he was about two inches away, nose to nose. Austin, who hadn’t
yet been successfully seduced by Wendell, now was.
“Fuck yeah!”
So, lunch was on us, though not before we made a trip to the Chamber, where Austin’s mother was back on duty, running the place and doing
the info desk.
“Mom, this is Wendell and Tyler, my friends.”
“Hi, hun. Yes, we’ve met.”
“Oh, yeah. They’re taking me out to lunch and then we’re going up
into the mountains, you know, where I swim. That okay?”
It didn’t look okay at first, but you could see the wheels spin until it
became okay: she thought her kid needed a good time more than he needed
safety. Good Mom.
By the time we got out of the Chamber, we’d not only arranged to
have Austin go with us to lunch and then swimming, but to spend the night,
which didn’t fill me with delight. Austin would be a nice enough kid, if he
had a chance. But right now he didn’t have that chance, and Tyler and me
weren’t going to make any difference. We could be nice to him, that’s all.
Thing was, he was so pathetic he was all over you. I understood that, but I
was wishing there were some way he could be different, so he wouldn’t
keep telling everybody, with everything he did and said, that he was so
desperate. He’d get it bad, probably already did. I was used to something
like this, but nowhere near as extreme. I got beat up, but what’d happen to
Austin would be a lot worse in ways that went beyond physical hurt. I wish
there was a way I could tell him that, only telling wouldn’t help.
Two weeks ago, I’d worried that Tyler would smash him, as Tyler
sure didn’t take to the needy types. But I knew her better now, and she
wouldn’t hurt a kid like Austin. (Hayden was another matter, and I was
with her on that. We’d have to find a way to keep Austin from dragging us
to that party.)
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After lunch, which was OK and cheap (clearly Austin’s mom didn’t
believe our story) we walked over to the kid’s place so he could get a bathing suit. It wasn’t that bad a place, but you could tell he wanted to get away
from there as soon as he could. There’s nothing makes you feel a whole
lot worse than making somebody feel ashamed, especially ashamed of a
house or not having much money.
While he was inside, I said that to Tyler.
“You’re right!” Tyler said. “The worst skin-crawling thing I know in
a novel is when Pip talks about being ashamed of home, and when he can’t
make up for that offense ever, even when he finally sees that the man he’s
embarrassed about is worth fifty of him and even when he would give anything to make amends.”
“I love that book. That’s awful. I sometimes feel that way about myself, Tyler.”
“You do, Wendell? You’d be about the last ...”
“Yeah, about Sean 1—Sean Martin, you know—who’s a terrific person. I treat him terrible. I feel sometimes embarrassed that I like him and
spend time with him. The worst thing is I know he knows it, knows down
deep that I’m ashamed and still is my friend. That’s awful. I mean, even
the Internet porn we watch and laugh about is not really nice, though
maybe that’s the best thing, even though—oh hell, Tyler.”
I was so upset even more when Tyler touched my elbow. But then
Austin came running out the door and I turned away. Tyler slugged Austin
in the belly, just to distract him. Austin loved it. I got straightened up and
drew Austin away from Tyler by grabbing his head under my arm and
pretending to give him a scalp burn.
We walked over to our camper to get our suits on and head up to
wherever this kid went to think he was having fun and being a winner.
Austin, of course, went wild.
“Jesus Fucking Christ! You guys know how to live! I never seen a
place so nice. God! I wish I was you! What good times you must have.”
“We do, Austin. Wendell and I have good times, but now we’re going
to have a good time with you, if you’ll take us to your secret place. Let us
get our suits on.”
“I’ll go outside.”
“Hell, Austin. We aren’t skinny-dipping types, Wendell isn’t, being
very careful never to wave his wang in public;—but it’s just us friends.”
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That was going too far, almost like teasing this little hornball. Also
not to mention me by making me undress in front of this stranger, and,
worse, Tyler. That offset the way big excitement of thinking of seeing Tyler undress.
But little Austin turned his back while we changed, some sense of not
being intrusive. Of course I got my clothes off and suit on in record time,
though right out in the open, never sneaking a peek at Tyler.
“You got a little piece of lint on your butt, Wendell, kind of low
down, just under the soft little crease on your left cheek, red lint, very unsightly. Pull your suit down, so I can pick it off, make you neat,” she whispered.
“Tyler!”
“Your undies are getting grey, Wendell,” she said, even softer.
“Damn it, Tyler!”
“Just kidding. They’re sparkling white, the highlight of my day, and
if you love me, you’ll flash them more often.”
Once again, I was flummoxed, but this time less by talk about my
ridiculous underpants than by that ‘if you love me’ phrase. What an idiot
I am!
“You want to drive, Austin? I mean, when we find someplace where
we won’t get caught and where the road’s real wide and safe?”
What in hell was Tyler thinking?
“Fuck yes!”
So did Tyler pick a safe place? A mountain road, Jesus help us. True,
it was pretty much deserted and straight, but this was a whonking big bussy
thing we were driving and sure as shit Austin had never driven.
“You ever driven, Austin?” I tried to keep my voice from quaking, as
Tyler pulled the camper over to switch places. At least there were guardrails.
“I won’t shit you guys. I have driven some, you know, on my permit,
with Mom in the car. She actually lets me drive all the time. That’s the
truth. Only thing is, I never drove one of these fuckers. But I’m sure I can.”
“Of course you can.”
What was Tyler doing? Almost as if she were wooing this doofus. If
that’s what she wanted, all she had to do was say so. She sure didn’t have
to put us all in peril. I said as much. No ,I didn’t. But I did put a stop to
this nonsense. No, I didn’t.
Tyler winked at me, sling something. I have no idea what.
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So here goes Austin, holding onto the wheel like he wanted to strangle it, but going real slow and driving as careful as a grandma with cataracts, all hunched over the wheel and squinting at the road. He putted along
very well, like an eighteen-wheel truck in lowest gear, getting used to driving on these hairpin turns, which is not what I’d choose for practice. But
ten minutes later, as he didn’t speed up, as I was sure he would, I started
to relax. His mom clearly had taught him well and given him lots of road
time, so he was at least a little beyond the terrify-the-passengers stage.
One surprising thing about Austin: he didn’t congratulate himself on
his driving, didn’t say anything, though after a little bit he started humming. Now, most people’s humming is awful, but Austin could really hum.
I looked over at his funny-looking body, too long on top, as it slid around
on the captain’s chair in time to whatever he hummed. He had the world’s
worst haircut, outside of tatoo-cuts, but he was sort of cute, bobbing his
head and making his long black hair slosh around. The humming gradually
got a little louder, but still nice. Lonely kid, he probably spent hours singing along to his phone or in the shower. What the hell, if Tyler could be
nice to him, so could I:
“You hum like nobody’s business, Austin.”
“Huh?”
“ ‘Like nobody’s business’ is a phrase my grandpa, now dead, used
to use all the time, meaning, I guess, real good, cool. I don’t know where
the phrase comes from.”
“Wendell, the next big town we get to, we’re going to buy us the sort
of dictionary that’ll give us the origin of all these maddening clichés you
use and only guess at what they mean. That’ll save us hours of anguish and
keep me from cutting off your nuts and throwing them to the squirrels.”
For the first time this whole summer, I ignored her. Yes, I did. “You
sing really well, Austin, I can tell. You in school choir, that kind of thing?”
“My mom makes me.”
“You don’t like it?”
“Yeah, I do. I don’t know why I said that.”
“You said that to try and impress Tyler. Give it up. She’s unimpressible.”
What a smile from Tyler! If I’d been driving and seen it, I’d have
plowed through the guard-rail and down the eighteen-thousand-foot cliff.
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“Wendell, how you talk! You make me sound like a cold fish, when
you, of all people, ought to know better.” She batted her eyes and made
kissy puckers with her lips.
Austin found this stupid talk so funny, he laughed and looked over,
made me worry about where he was pointing the camper. He kept it up for
some time, laughing at the idea of Tyler and me as lovers. Funny wasn’t
what I found it.
Finally we got to the place Austin had in mind, about a half mile off
the main road, back a dirt lane. Austin parked the monster very well, there
not being all that much room, even though we were the only people around.
Maybe Austin really had discovered the swimming hole and had it all to
himself, which was kind of sad.
It was an extremely big bowl, hollowed in these rocks, a natural
swimming pool or fine place to drown. I’m no good at distances, but it was
really far across, try half a football field, and pretty much a circle. It also
looked deep as hell, all the way round.
Soon as Austin got himself unhooked from the seatbelt and untangled
from his T-shirt, he was out the door and into the water, doing a pretty
good running dive. Tyler and I were a little slower.
“Is it cold, Austin? Looks like it, and the air up here isn't exactly
balmy.”
“C’mon in, Tyler. You too, Wendell!”
“Which doesn’t answer my question, sleek-butt. Is it fucking cold?”
“Oh. Yeah, it is.”
Another point in his favor: he said it was cold and he didn’t tell us
we’d get used to it. Soon as I hit the water, I was positive I wouldn’t get
used to it. It must have been one degree above ice. But, as always happens,
you do get used to it, and eventually we did. The sun was super-direct and
dried you off fast when you got out, so it was actually not bad. It was a
wonder this place wasn’t crammed.
“Is this place usually crowded, Austin?”
“Not at all. I’m the only one knows about it, I think, Wendell. I never
seen anybody here but me.”
“Except for the babes you bring up here to prong.”
As soon as she said it, I felt awful for Austin—and so did Tyler. I
could see it in her eyes. She meant it nice, but Austin didn’t even have
enough defenses to play that crude game of let’s pretend. He kind of crumbled.
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“Nah. No girl would ever come up here with me.” Something about
the way he said it, sad but matter-of-fact, made it awful. I knew Tyler
would step in.
“Ah shit, Austin. You’re only fifteen. And you’re so good-looking
and cool—I mean it—hell, you’ll have so many friends in a year or two,
you’ll find it annoying. Hell! Wendell and I are a year older and we don’t
get any action. Of course, you got a lot more going for you than me and
Wendell, particularly Wendell; but it’ll come. It really will. Don’t get depressed or feel bad.”
Austin just looked at her. I figured I’d give it a try too.
“And don’t go trying to change yourself, Austin. Just don’t. You’re
cool and funny, and you’re also smart and a great companion. It’s not you
that’s causing any problems. Good stuff will happen.”
Austin was so visibly lifted up, I felt like Jesus had come amongst us
and laid hands or whatever he lays.
“I really like you guys.”
Now we were going maybe too far in the other direction. Help, Tyler!
“Wendell’s right, Austin, even if he does sound like Mr. Rogers: ‘I
like you just the way you are.’ That’s Wendell for you, but his pain in the
ass stuff is right. You’re hot and you’ll get even hotter. Try to be patient.”
I couldn’t resist: “I am Mr. Rogers and Tyler is the school counselor:
‘Just don’t be impatient! Today’s kids are always so goddamned impatient! In my day, you know, kids were never in a hurry. I didn’t even get
my first haircut until I was nineteen, and do you think I complained?’ ”
It was lame as lame can be, but Austin laughed and, wonder of wonders, Tyler did, too. She also remarked, in passing, that I could, right now,
use a haircut:
From there on, we horsed around, ducking and playing Marco Polo.
Apart from that time at the boulder park and then at the sand dunes, this
was by far the most bodily contact I’d had with Tyler, and I kept swimming
into deep water to hide its effects. I also had lots of contact with Austin,
who loved picking me up and throwing me, one hand on my shoulder and
one between my legs. Not exactly arousing, but he wasn’t gross, so what
the hell difference did it make to me?
We only quit when it started getting dark, which meant it was after
eight. On the way back, we made a deal where Austin had to give over
driving as soon as we came on a main road, or any kind of traffic—or it
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got dark. That gave him plenty of time to wheel carefully down the mountain, very slow, I’ll give him that. I knew slow driving annoyed Tyler, but
she made an exception in this case or at least didn’t yell. Austin started
humming again and twiddling his hands on the wheel in time.
“You know old songs, Austin?”
A good opening for a smart-assed comment, but all he said was,
“Yeah, I do.”
Maybe he was a friend of Dorothy’s, so I tried one of the best songs
ever:
You made me love you.
I didn’t want to do it; I didn’t want to do it.
You made me love you,
And all the time you knew it,
I guess you always knew it—Mumble, mumble, mumble
You made me sigh for, I didn’t want to tell you,
I didn’t want to tell you.
I want some love that’s true/blue/new, yes I do, deed I do.
Gimme, gimme, gimme, gimme what I pine for!
You know you got the kinda kisses that I’d die for!
You know you made me love you!
Tyler knew the song, too, and when we got warmed up we sang really
loud and, I suppose, corny. But my loving God it sounded good. Wish
we’d had a recorder on or thought to use our phones, though it’s for sure
better we didn’t. Things never sound as good in the real as they do in your
head.
We sang the last three or four lines, whatever they are exactly, about
six times. Austin had a pretty voice—that was the word—and he could
make it do these sobbing throbs that were great, though maybe not exactly
in character for a little kid.
We tried lots of others, more of Judy’s too:
Meet me in Saint Louie, Louie,
Meet me at the fair,
Don’t tell me the lights are shinin’
Any place but there.
We will dance the Hoochie Koochie,
You will be my tootsie wootsie,
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If you meet me in Saint Louie, Louie,
Meet me at the fair.
“I really love that second line, the one that goes—Don’t tell me the
lights are shining any place but there.’ It’s so sad somehow,” Austin said;
“the rest of the song is just okay, but that’s kind of—beautiful.”
Austin was pretty surprising in this one area, and he sang that phrase
as if his heart would break. He was right: take that line out of the song and
just look at it by itself. Poetry! I said so, and said it reminded me of the
line in the Irving Berlin song, “What’ll I do with just a photograph to tell
my troubles to; when I’m alone with just my dreams of you that won’t come
true, what’ll I do.”
I hope I didn’t spoil the mood by talking so much. The teaming-up
with Austin was great, but I didn’t know how to keep the talk going. Tyler
did:
“Music means a lot to you, huh, Austin?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, sometimes when you feel like shit and all lonely, it helps.”
“How’d you know that?”
“Lots of us do, know that about music. Right, Wendell?”
“I still do, Austin. I’d be surprised if Tyler did, as she’s the most
popular girl in the school.”
“Eat your own asshole, Wendell. That kind of popular sucks.”
“I’d take it,” Austin said, pretty comically.
Tyler laughed and so did I. Why I did, I’ll never know; but I haven’t
gotten smarter this summer, so I do stupid things at about the same rate as
before.
When we got back, I made us some dinner, not one I was real proud
of, while Tyler and Austin played some video game Austin brought along.
Together, they also cooked up a plan for the morrow and sprung it on me,
not that I cared.
“We’re going white water rafting on the raging Arkansas river, swollen by record melt-offs and fit only for the very experienced.”
“That’s me,” says I.
“Class Twelve and Fourteen rapids!” Tyler went on.
“Ha!” I says.
They both were grinning like idiots. Finally, I broke:. “What’s the
catch?”
“It’s nude rafting!” they both said at once. Idiot me believed them.
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“Forget it!”
Tyler whispered something to Austin, who blushed, so Tyler let
loose: “We were just yanking your dongle, Wendell. It’s undies only.”
Austin looked as uncomfortable as I probably did, so Tyler, who was
mean but not dumb, shifted ground fast.
We tried Manhattans on Austin, a mistake. He was about to make
himself sick when we grabbed the glass from him. So we spent the night
telling stories.
Nighty-night. Austin went into the bathroom and came out in jammies just marginally above Sesame Street level. Would have looked cute,
were he not the largest one in the room. Me, I did my usual and Tyler also
disappeared to change, probably out of consideration for Austin’s shyness.
Misplaced, if you ask me; Austin would have conquered his shyness, if
he’d had a chance to watch Tyler undress.
Day 30—Saturday—Salida
Had to get up early to get there where the rafting started while it was
still nice and cold. Wouldn’t want to be comfortable. Actually, the loading
place was classy. We had to sit through a long safety lecture, boring for
sure; but we weren’t in the water five minutes before I was happy we’d
heard it. We were all paddling, holding on, too, trying to hold on, to these
ropes strung around the inside of the raft. The waves or whatever you call
them were really high. Those plus the rocks made it seem like the raft was
going to tip straight over backwards. The guide-guy sitting in front kept
screaming at us stuff nobody could hear. Even while screaming, he was
smiling like a lunatic. I don’t know if he was having a good time or was
scared as shit. I know about me.
Things settled down a little and it got so un-noisy you could hear the
guy in front. He was shouting stuff about how good we were—“You guys
are the best, the bay-ust!” Like anybody believed that. He also screeched
that the nightmare we’d just been through was a “warmup.” Holy Lord
Jesus.
Within a minute we were being thrown around like a piece of fluff in
front of a leaf-blower. Back and forth and then all of a sudden vertical.
Some little kid up toward the front almost fell out, which was scary, as the
water was moving faster than you can imagine, was Arctic cold, and was
boiling around these really big, mean-looking rocks. I was just hanging on
—hell with paddling—and thinking how freezing my feet were getting,
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sloshing around the cold water on the bottom, when we all at once hit an
even worse spot, banging and throwing the raft in the air. Out of the corner
of my eye, I saw somebody next to me slip backwards, feet in the air, right
into the water. Just as I realized it was Austin, I saw that Tyler had jumped
in right after him. I dropped my paddle and started to reach over to help
when the guy in front somehow turned the raft and Austin and Tyler both
banged into it, grabbed the side and were hauled in. Seemed like it all took
five seconds.
Austin was sputtering and crying, I think, sputtering for sure. I really
didn’t blame him. Tyler was cool.
“You saved me,” Austin gasped, and four or five other people in the
raft loudly agreed.
“Oh Jesus, kid. I fell in, too. We just got wet, no fucking big deal.”
“Nobody’s ever been so nice to me as you.”
“Just paddle. And hang the fuck on.”
From then on, it was fun, once you learned to ignore the paralyzing
cold, especially the feet area, like I say. The colossal rapids, it turned out,
were almost all of them located at the beginning of the trip, which was a
lousy plan, putting the water rafting starting place where things were
toughest and the tourists in the boats knew as little as they were going to
about what to do. I suppose maybe it was where the road was or something,
The rest of the trip was pretty calm, and we all started hoping for rapids.
Hoping just as much to get the hell out of the raft and dry off and warm
up, kind of de-ice.
The trip included lunch, which was sandwiches (ham, veggie, cheese,
or tuna—take yer pick) that were great, about four each. Also really salty
and greasy chips, which I love and had avoided all these weeks for fear of
Tyler ridicule. Turns out, she wolfed down about five packets. The nice
thing, though, was taking off wet outer stuff and drying some. The raft
guys had brought along towels and it felt like heaven to lose some soggy
stuff and let the direct sun have a go at your skin.
People were removing lots of things, just to get warm. Started with
shoes and socks, sweatshirts and jackets, then guys’ shirts, then a few
women taking off shirts, the ones with sports bras, I guess. I took off less
than some, certainly several of the males, who removed everything but
their boxers. I wasn’t going to do that, if I froze on the spot; but then I
didn’t have on boxers. I kept half an eye on Tyler, pervert that I am. She
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didn’t take off her shirt, but she sure looked good with clothes all wet and
clingy.
Concentrating so much on peeking at Tyler without her noticing, I
altogether missed Austin. I should have anticipated from his skinny-dipping tales. When he caught my eye, he was in jockey briefs which were on
their way off. Bare naked and pretending to think there was nothing special
about it. The other people pretended, too. Of course, Austin was kind of
big but still the youngest person on the raft, which sort of qualified him as
a kid. But he was beyond puberty, though not by a whole lot I’d guess (I’d
now know) and it was funny seeing this boy with his privates hanging out.
“Hanging out” didn’t describe too well his shrunken-by-the-cold things.
Mine would probably have looked the same, had I put them on display,
which I’d rather have died than done.
“Hey Austin, you got one great body.”
“Thanks, Tyler.”
“Don’t be embarrassed by what I said”—Austin had turned brick red
all over. “I think it’s cool you’re so mature you don’t think bodies are
something to be ashamed of. That’s really unusual. You should feel
proud.”
“Thanks, Tyler.”
Was Tyler going to propose marriage? It was like she was picking
him up in a bar or something.
We had to get back to town, to Canon City, as Austin’s Mom had
plans for that night. All the way back (I was driving, as this was a main
road) Tyler kept rattling on to Austin about not much, twisting everything
back around on him in a nice way, or what would have been nice were it
not so obvious. And I thought Tyler was a smart person.
We pulled up in front of the Chamber Building right on time. I was
driving, so what did you expect? Tyler popped out of the door and waved
to Austin’s mom, then intercepted Austin on his way out.
I wasn’t all that close, so I don’t know what Tyler whispered to Austin, but in another second, she had her arms around him, letting him kiss
her, more like he was letting her kiss him. Jesus!
Austin stood there for a second after they unclenched and then headed
real fast for his mom’s car, got in and shut the door. His mom had just
watched all that, no expression on her face, then came over and hugged us
both.
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“You two are the kindest people I think I’ve run into. Total strangers
and you treat Austin so well, so well he’ll remember these days long after
he’s forgotten every bad thing that’s happened to him this last year.”
“Please,” Tyler said; “We had a terrific time with your son. He’s a
great kid.”
“He’s a troubled kid, and I think you know it. It’s beyond being a
loner.”
“Well,” I said; “I doubt that we helped much.” Soon as I said it, I saw
that it sounded cruel.
Tyler glared at me. I think it was a glare.
I really didn’t care, though I wasn’t out to be mean to this mother.
She probably knew nothing at all about her kid, especially what sort of
problems he had.
“You’re very modest,” she said. “I think what Austin has needed
most is some break in the monotonous, demoralizing beating-down he’s
been encountering. You gave him that. I know it’s no cure, but it at least
confuses him, which right now is good. He’s got to take into consideration
that at least a couple of cool kids, and older kids at that, liked him. That
might be everything.”
Right then, I felt like the guy who’s just told a joke at a funeral and
found out he’s told it to the corpse’s wife.
Tyler and I were spending the night here in Jailville, having made no
plans. Found a bowling alley in town and spent an hour or so there, but it
was a dreary place, nothing but not-very-friendly old people.
Walking back to the camper, I decided it’d be best not to bring up the
whole Austin experience, so of course I did:
“Tyler, I’m sorry I got pissy.”
“Did you? I didn’t notice.”
“Yeah you did.”
“I did. That’s OK. Don’t fucking apologize or I’ll strip you right here
and make you walk back naked, and I’m stronger than you and would enjoy it and just might.”
I figure she sure didn’t want me explaining, telling her I was jealous,
which was true enough. All the same, I didn’t want her pissed, not that I
really thought she’d try to undress me, probably.
“OK. You think we did anything for him, Tyler, like his mom said?”
“No.”
“A little? You sure gave it your best.”

78

Wendell and Tyler II
“Maybe a little. His mom might be right, but that’s scary.”
“Like she was saying, we might have managed to confuse him
enough he won’t commit suicide.”
“Don’t be a soap opera, Wendell. But yeah, that’s right.”
“You’re really a good person, Tyler.”
“The fuck I am.”
“I knew you’d say that.”
“And I knew you’d say that, Wendell; but if you make me and my
goodness one of those things you say you love to think about, you’d know
I’m not—at all.”
“I’ve been thinking about you a whole lot.”
“Yeah, but your thinking has been clouded by lust.”
She didn’t smile, and I could feel myself blushing, damn it all.
“I am sorry, Wendell. That’s a sucky thing to say. I’m not trying to
make you horny. Anyhow, pretend I didn’t leak out any of that shit. What
I wanted to say was, ‘Look at me at school. Think about me there.’ ”
“I don’t know you at school. I only talked to you a couple of times, I
mean real talk, before we took off on this trip.”
“You still know me. Yes, you do. You fucking do.”
“Nah.“
“You know me there and now you know me here and you gotta put
them together. Wendell, you, of all people, know me better than anybody.
Even Martin, lots better than Martin. And you’re clear on it: I’m not nice.”
I couldn’t think of anything to say.
“You know, but I’ll say it. The difference is that this with Austin is
temporary, has an ending, clean. Nice is easy in this case, stops at some
point, no complications. Being nice with people who are around and are
going to be around for a while creates problems, and I’m so not nice I’m
going to take a chance on being inconvenienced.”
“I don’t believe you’re like that, Tyler.”
“That’s because you’re not. You get yourself into inconvenient situations, barbed-wire stuff. Like with Sean.”
I knew she meant Sean 1. And I knew what she meant, but she was
wrong. “Tyler! I told you. I’m terrible to Sean.”
“Not in all ways, not in most ways. It’s part of the way you are that
you forget the stuff you do for him and keep mulling on the things you
imagine are mean—or are mean, okay. But my point is you wouldn’t have
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the chance to be mean if you didn’t get entangled in the first place, if you
weren’t nice, if you were me.”
“So why were you nice to Austin?”
“Change of pace.”
She was too much for me, so there was no point going on. I didn’t
believe her.
Day 31—Sunday—Leadville
Tyler was all hot on spending more time in the mountains, where it
was breezy, almost warm and, I guess, pretty. I was learning to enjoy it, I
think.
“You really like this place, don’t you, Tyler?”
“I’ve never spent any time at all in nature, Wendell, not what my
people do. But it’s so strange. I love it. That Royal Gorge place and the
river rafting and the general feel of the mountains: hate to be so inarticulate
but yeah, I love it. You’d be better at saying why you like something.”
“Oh yeah, I’m so smart.”
“Yeah, you are.”
Figured that was a good place to drop that.
“You ain't so hot on God's open spaces, right Wendell?"
"I don't know. I'm past being bored by it, starting to change, I think;
but I'm so used to occupying myself with something, reading and music
and dumb stuff." I stopped, not knowing where to go, and knowing I'd
dropped Tyler a good attack line.
She didn't take it.
“You’re a city boy, Wendell.”
“That’s not all, but thanks. Hell, Tyler, I waste all kinds of time. Not
like I’m writing music or designing computer software. I’m not used to
having so much space inside, if that means anything.”
“Me either, but I really really like it—I think.”
“I was reading about this place, Leadville. It’s only a little ways
away. Looks like it might be interesting, less olde weste. And it’s high up,
so there’s probably pretty stuff around. We could find a woodsy place, you
know, high up.”
She looked at me oddly.
“Why Wendell, are you trying to lure me into a remote spot, have
your way with me?”
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“I think I’m in more peril than you, Nature Girl, all chest-pounding
and wearing animal skins. Pretty soon you’ll be joining one of those survivalist groups.”
“Sounds likely to me—everything you say. Everything.”
“Ha!”
“Everything. You hear me, undie boy, everything. I won’t reveal my
plan, since all the best attacks, the attacks that work, depend on surprise.
Mine’s going to work!”
I kept myself from saying anything, since I was in over my head –
drowning but enjoying it.
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CHAPTER 15
Not so nice of me to tease Wendell, but then I’m not a nice girl, as
we’ve established. I think the great (and it fucking is here in Colorado)
outdoors attracted me because, insipid and empty as it really was, it was
rich and varied compared to Wendell. Wonder why I’m saying that? It’s
becoming a burden, and it’s absurd to keep straining to go on like that.
And I’m starting to see why I’m hustling to be so nasty—only I don’t think
I want to see. Not yet, not ever.
He drove up to Leadville, singing and writhing about on a seat five
times bigger than his tiny butt, hoping I’d join him. I’m not sure why he
irritated me so much this morning, but God! Maybe it was because he
looked like Cherry Cheerleader there in his pretty clothes—khaki loose
shorts and a white polo shirt and white socks. I’d snuck off a week ago for
a haircut, but Wendell was letting his very long hair get very longer. It was
thick and blond and daily washed and brushed so much and so strokeable
I really couldn’t decide whether to molest him or strangle him.
“So, asshole, what did you find out about Leadville.”
He looked at me quizzically, as if my tone and “asshole” were an
accident. Saw they weren’t and broke into heaving sobs. Not really, but
his face did crack open a little. Why was I pushing for more private time
with him in the woods? Why wasn’t I seeking out time-consuming attractions: more caves, fake gunfights?
“God, Tyler. Not a lot. Leadville’s on a highway called Top of the
Rockies, which is why I mentioned it, because it’s bound to be stuffed with
nature, just the way you like it. There’s also a place to stay you’d love,
called Sugar Loafin’ Campground. I hear this place is as classy as its
name.”
“At which you’ve made reservations, you bossy geek.”
“Yeah, but I can cancel.”
“I cay-un can—sewell; I cay-un can sewell.” I was using a school kid,
sing-song mocking voice, and I didn’t know why—or, as I’ve said eight
hundred times, sure didn’t want to know why. One thing was for certain—
I’d stopped him singing and bouncing around on the seat.
“Okay.”
“No, leave it as it is. Who cares? I mean, what the hell makes the
difference. One place is like another.”
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He didn’t say anything. I was determined not to apologize.
I rooted around in Wendell’s files, obnoxiously well-organized. I
couldn’t bring myself to throw stuff around, having a parallel respect for
order, though not to the wormy extent driving my companion. I started in
on Leadville, getting interested as I went.
“So, here’s the shit, Wendell: Leadville is one of them there bonafide
gold-rush towns, the great rush in the eighteen-sixties being followed by a
bigger one in the late eighteen-seventies for silver. It was then that such
pricks as the Guggenheims made their fortunes by raping the earth and
exploiting coolies. Like at all these places, the boom went away and left
only imbeciles, hoping things would return. And some pretty good stories.
The best is of Baby Doe Tabor, who froze to death in 1935 in a one-room
shack located near Matchless Mine. The shack is still there for curious
visitors, as are lots of museums and old houses. Doesn’t say a word about
authentic recreated western experiences or rousing gun fights. There’ll be
nothing for you to do, Wendell.”
“Yeah.” His voice sounded cheery. He was beneath insults. Not what
I always thought, but what I was thinking now.
“There is one interesting place, the Tabor Opera House, which probably has some tie to Baby Doe. Your books are silent on that connection,
though I’m sure you know. You know, right? Course you do. What is it,
Wendell, just a coincidence?”
“I don’t know, Tyler.”
“You don’t know? What fucking use is a geek who can’t even do
geek stuff?”
“Not much.”
“Ah Jesus, pretty boy, grow some balls.”
“Fuck you, Tyler, you miserable lousy bitch. You just got no reason
to go at me like this.”
“Back at you.”
“That makes a lot of sense.”
He had a point. It didn’t make sense. Somehow, it was so odd having
Wendell yell at me, say “fuck,” and come up with a good comment, that
my bubbling irritation seemed to evaporate, leaving me with depression
but also a sense of how ludicrous this was, and how funny Wendell’s comment was. I started laughing.
Wendell was pissed, probably thought I was still mocking him. I got
up and moved over behind his seat, put my hands down inside his shirt,

83

James R. Kincaid
still laughing and rubbing at his hairless chest. He kept driving, slower,
and started giggling. I should have moved my hands, but it felt so warm
and nice I kept them there, running them up and down, mostly down. I had
my face really close to his neck and, Jesus Christ, found myself kissing it.
Meanwhile, I was fondling his nipples. I was as aroused as maybe I’d ever
been. After working his nipples till they were hard, I moved both hands
down to the top of his jeans, trying to reach down inside them. But he was
sitting, naturally, and there was no way I could get down very far, though
I did work inside his undies an inch or two, which was somehow very
exciting in itself.
Wendell was breathing hard, though he wasn’t moaning or anything
corny. I really had to stop. For one thing, he might wreck us. For another,
he might stop and go at me. Bad either way, though I would not have voted
then for a wreck. I did myself one last favor, nudging him forward and
running both hands down the back of his shorts, cupping the top of his
butt. He lifted off the seat and I kneaded those wonderful-soft cheeks.
I think stopping was the hardest thing I’d ever done. The second hardest was not unzipping him and proceeding right there, proceeding and
never stopping. The third was figuring out what to say.
Instead of saying anything, I took his cute little ear, right one, into
my mouth and slobbered all over it, then bit it, not too easy. Meanwhile, I
moved my hand to the front of his shorts and rubbed his dick up and down
a couple of times through the layers of cloth. So much for stopping.
Then I did stop, and now I sure had to say something.
Clamping myself back into my seat and holding myself there by imagining I was in chains, I found what to say:
“Oh hell, Wendell, I don’t know what to say.”
“Me, either.”
“I don’t know what came over me.”
Soon as I said it, I realized what a stupid line it was. I kept from
laughing for a second and then laughed so hard I choked. As soon as I
began, Wendell, who clearly had been trying to hold it in, exploded!
“One minute I claw at you verbally and then with my hands. Jesus,
Wendell, you’ll start thinking all females are erratic, driven, PMS-possessed idiots.”
“Not likely. And I know about the PMS myths.”
“You do?” Nothing to deflate horniness like PMS-talk.
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“Yeah, my mom, by far the most embarrassing person I know, talks
to me about stuff like that.”
“Really?”
“I think she wants me to respect women, like I wouldn’t. But I see
her point. Those legends can crawl into your head. All the same, it’s sure
uncomfortable the way she goes on and on about stuff like that—really
personal. Once she tried to tell me about T-spots, but I ran out of the
room.”
“You left too soon. It’s G-spots. But I would have left, too, though
your Mom is smart and original and gutsy and—devoted to you.”
He didn’t say anything, just looked at me and smiled. It was a sad
sort of smile, more complicated than Wendell usually looked. It wasn’t
pleading, though. Like a flash, my horniness returned, but I fought it back.
“Wendell, I gotta say something about what happened.”
“OK.”
I really expected him to say, “You don’t gotta” or “Only if you
wanta.” Where was my boy’s super-niceness when I needed it?
“Do you feel like I was using you, pawing you and all?” I was pumping so much blood into my head, I must have looked whatever a mix of
bright red and light brown turns out. Also, I felt something like panic, worried about what he’d say, what he’d think, where this conversation might
go.
“Well, Tyler, not like I didn’t like it. God! Like it!”
“I could tell you liked it, boner boy.”
He grinned He could sometimes be real easy to talk to about things,
so long as those things weren’t too complicated, even when they were.
“I’ll try to talk about it, Tyler. Just give me a second. Unless you
don’t want me to talk about it.”
Now he gives me an out—when it’s too late.
“That’s okay. Take your time. Only if you don’t mind talking about
it. It’s not fair of me to attack you and then force you to reveal anything.”
He looked at me close, smiling. I was within an inch of telling him to
stop so we could go behind a pine tree up here in the cold breeze and I
could rip off his clothes, lay him down, and ... That image, flashing
through my mind, was within a millimeter of pushing me past restraint.
Wendell with his clothes on the way off, off, on his back... I clamped my
hands to the thick padded arms of the seat I was in. Thank God the massager wasn’t going or I’d made an even bigger spectacle of myself.

85

James R. Kincaid
He started in real sudden. “I am kind of accustomed to being pawed,
only that’s not the way I think of it any more. Early on, you know, when I
was little, I think I did regard it as being used, when I finally realized what
was happening to me. I tried not to think of it. From about first to seventh
grade. Not like anybody raped me, but all kinds of touching and, wedgies
and depantsing, grab and rub.”
“From other kids?”
“A lot. A few adults, too, mostly males, but a couple of women, especially one aunt, my mom’s sister, who kept buying me pants and swim
suits and helping me try them on. Once when I was in sixth grade, she was
helping me with a bathing suit and actually touched, not accidentally – you
know.”
“I can guess.”
“Yeah. But that stuff happened to you, too, Tyler …”
I was shocked. So shocked my eyes went out of focus for a second.
But somehow I started talking.
“I had boys finding ways to look up my dress. And I really hated that,
I don’t know why. Other girls talked about boys doing that as if it were a
hoot, but I never thought it was funny. Maybe there is something wrong
with me. It wasn’t exactly disgusting, but I really went out of my way to
avoid it. Disgusting was actually what it was, I guess. It made me scared.
You know what I mean?”
How could he? But he nodded, and I believed him. I wasn’t done and
he knew it.
“I really think, Wendell, the reason I was like that was because I was
sort of molested, I guess you could call it, by this friend of my mom and
dad’s who was around all the time when I was little, but not that little. I
don’t know how old I was, maybe around seven or eight or nine, in there.
It went on for a few years.”
Wendell nodded.
“This guy would find ways to pick me up and squeeze me hard, like
hugs only with hands just a little, you know, too low. Then he would hold
me upside down, swinging me around, throwing me in the air, anything he
could to expose me …”
I laughed, but it wasn’t because I found it funny. Wendell just looked
at me the way he did—kindly.
“But the other stuff had to do with him pawing me, all over, really.
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I started crying then. Wendell pulled the car over right away. Then
he squeezed into the seat beside me and hugged me. He didn’t try to kiss
me or anything, just held me. I don’t know how long, but it was a long
time.
When I was done, he gave me a couple of pats on the shoulder, like
you do a little kid, and moved back over to his seat.
“I want to say, Tyler, that I understand. I don’t mean that I understand, you know. But I —understand. What a moron I am!”
Finally, I managed to get some words out: “You’re no moron, Wendell. I’ve known morons, and you’re not one. Anyhow, we were talking
about you, and me using you like an object, and I start in on me.”
He paused a minute, seemed to be trying not to let something happen.
“Yeah, well, what I was saying was that all this about being used
doesn’t really say what it is I feel now, though maybe it did when I was
littler. I guess you know I have thought a lot about having sex, kind of,
with Sean, Sean 2 like I said. He talks about it, about bodies, even my
body, and he hugs me. That’s all that happens, but I know it’s sexual. Oh
yeah, and with—what’s her name, you know?”
“Megan.”
“God, that’s awful, forgetting her name. But anyhow—though what
we had wasn’t sex. With sex, I never, you know, go after it. Not like I’d
ever find it anyhow, not that I want pity or anything.”
He paused. I think he wanted me to supply some words, so I did.
“You’re not the aggressor.”
“Right. That’s a nice way to put it. Not that I don’t enjoy it, or know
I would. A lot. I really do, but I also, I don’t know, think I ...”
“You’d like to initiate it sometimes? I don’t mean to put words in
your mouth.”
“That’s okay. I think there’s something really wrong with me that I
don’t, you know, initiate it.”
It was his turn to cry and mine to cuddle, which I did. Not something
I’m used to and not something I figured I would like a lot. But what the
hell.
“I can tell you this, Wendell. There’s not one thing wrong with you.
Now let’s stop true confessions and get back on the road.”
He smiled, and if he hadn’t gotten up and turned the key, that boy
would have been ripped to a state of bare-assedness in thirty seconds. As
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it was, I kept myself, with heroic effort, from grabbing, or talking. I felt
both washed clean and very confused.
Leadville was so unlike the fake towns we’d been in that we took to
it, felt like having a good time. We got there about one-thirty, a little early
for our lunch, so we signed up for the first thing we ran into, somebody
hawking a jeep ride in the back country. That’d always seemed like the
dumbest of all things to me, next to wax museums, but I thought that since
I didn’t really know, then ... What was happening to me? Wendell’s fault.
We paid at this booth and were directed to a jeep about to leave:
“You don’t mind sharing with two others?”
“Not if they don’t. Tyler’s a little chubby, but we can squeeze in.”
Unaccountably, I wasn’t irritated and had to fight the urge to grab
Wendell’s hand and hold it as we walked to the jeep. Not the lust I’d felt
earlier but something like chumminess. All of a sudden it struck me that
I’d never had a close friend before, not, I quickly told myself, that I wanted
Wendell as one. Gotta remember that.
The other two on the trip were women, handsome. I at once thought
“lesbian” and was ashamed of myself. Then, “They’re too good looking,”
and was even more ashamed. Was I such a cretin as to imagine only ugly
women were lesbian? Getting close to Wendell was infecting me with his
unhealthy habit of depressing self-analyses, putting everything in the most
self-deprecating (accurate) light.
They suggested we all pile into the back seat, maybe big enough for
three skinny people. All four of us were skinny, but it was still lots more
flesh overlap than made for comfort. It was so noisy there was no way we
could talk, but it was fun as hell, in a kiddish way. Like some really violent
carnival ride.
What with the enforced silence, we could look around and sniff.
That’s an idiot way to put it, but I don’t think I’ve ever smelled anything
like the mountain air or, overall, felt better. Part of it was the crying and
the talk, I suppose, but it was like I’d been thrown in a big old washing
machine.
We hadn’t realized that the trip included lunch, but fine with us. We
rode about forty-five minutes through bouncy countryside, then we
stopped and had a bone-dry sandwich. The driver, who was a silent sort,
told us we were free to stroll, so long as we didn’t leave the clearing and
didn’t take more than eighteen minutes. Some stroll.
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“You kids married?”
“Huh?”
“I’m sorry to be so rude. It’s moving to see the way you glide together, take each other for granted, live in the same space.”
Sweet Moses and the Prophets! I wasn’t going to respond to that, no
matter how rude, no matter how long the silence might last. But this sort
of embarrassment killed me, and I knew Tyler would shred the kindly
clumsiness of this woman.
“We’re friends. Taking a long-distance trip together, having a good
time hanging out. Hanging out steadily, day and night, day after day.” Tyler laughed as she said that, looking so wonderful in her jeans and denim
shirt, like a cleaned-up cowgirl, only far far prettier. The way she described
us as “friends” sent a shiver up my back.
“Please do excuse me for being so rude. I drive Mary—she’s my partner—nuts by barging into other people’s lives. But what a wonderful thing
you’re doing, waltzing around the country having fun. That’s right, isn’t
it? Nobody guiding you? You’re not Mormon missionaries, I trust, saving
souls or doing good? Are we safe?”
“Doing good only for ourselves, I guess,” says I, then added, being
unable to put the brakes on, “You’re safe from me. I don’t know about
Tyler.”
“Tyler, huh? We’ll have to take our chances. So, you two are wandering, leaving a trail of broken hearts behind wherever you’ve been. You
two are the most gorgeous young people I think I’ve ever seen.”
“Thanks for not calling us ‘kids,’ since I know we look very young.”
“And are.”
“I’m twenty-seven and Tyler is fast approaching thirty-three, so she
says. We both of us been married and divorced, Tyler twice, have five kids
between us but not by one another, most of them.”
Both women laughed.
“Looks like you manage real good. How do you feel about being
trapped on a Leadville jeep ride with two dykes?”
“I’m terrified,” Tyler said; “I’ve heard of you sorts. Father was worried I’d turn into one, when he caught me and Mary Kate playing house.
He told me I should go right out and have sexual intercourse—the normal
kind, over and over again. I tried my damnedest, but the boys there in the
fourth grade weren’t up to it. That was before I knew Wendell, or I’d had
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no problem with my choices and it’d be girls all the way. I figure now I
have it in me to be a switch-hitter.”
“That’d be heaven,” said the woman who hadn’t spoken yet. “We’re
open-minded, me and Laurie, and we don’t object to those who like the
occasional—”
“Prick!” I said, and couldn’t believe I’d said it. All three spun to look
at me. “Oh Jesus, I’m sorry.”
They all laughed, and the two women invited us to dinner, which got
turned around to us inviting them, for a late dinner, since Tyler wanted to
see the Opera House and I did, too. The women had other stuff to do, so
we went by ourselves.
I remembered, after we were inside the building, seeing a movie
about Oscar Wilde, which opened on a scene here in Leadville, where he
stopped off on his American tour. Sure enough, the really nice Opera
House lady told us he’d been here to lecture on the Italian Renaissance,
collecting and making up anecdotes that were, like all of his tales, hilarious
and generous. Wilde says the question period produced an anxiety as to
the whereabouts of one Botticelli: “You brung him with you?” “Ah, he’s
unfortunately dead,” Wilde replied. “Who shot him?”
The lady was jolly, telling us stories of John Philip Sousa and Harry
Houdini at the House. She mentioned also Susan B. Anthony, the James
brothers, Doc Holiday, and Buffalo Bill, town visitors, I guess; but it was
clear she didn’t give a sniff about them, just part of her spiel. Her heart
was in the Opera House.
“Do you do shows now, here at the Opera House?” Tyler was still
being friendly, a long stretch for her.
“We hope to do that, but we’ve managed only a few benefits, none
too successful. It’s a race between getting the theater up and running or
having it condemned.”
Tyler excused herself abruptly and went out, leaving me to shoot the
breeze with this lady, who was so talkative and nice I didn’t have much to
do. Tyler soon came back with an envelope, gave it to the lady, said we
had to get going, grabbed me by the shirt, and pulled me out the door.
“You’re wondering what that was all about, Wendell.”
“No, Tyler, you’re past wonder.”
“So, you don’t care?”
“Nope.”
“You scabby asshole! You’re curious and I know it.”
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“I’ve learned a long time ago, last week, that the secret to a lasting
relationship is respecting private spaces, preserving ‘em.”
“You should do a column, Wendell, advice—syndicated. But how
much you give me to tell you?”
I was worried she’d hop on and slash at the “lasting relationship” slip,
a phrase that had leaked out, then stayed out, then rested, so I started babbling fast as I could, “I’d be willing to go so far as a light pat on the back.
A squeeze of the shoulder. A wink o’ the eye. A tickle in the rib. Or even
a—”
“Shut the holy living fuck up. Do you want to know or not?”
“No, sweetness, I know you need your own—”
“Space. And stop it with that tiresome bullshit. Why do you think I
left and came back with an envelope?”
“A woman thing.”
“What?”
“A woman thing.”
“What’s that mean?”
“A woman thing.”
“Wendell, you diseased scrotum, I’m going to wring your skinny
neck, hang you up by your own size twenty-four panties. Now that I’ve
penetrated your inner defenses, you gotta admit you’re curious.”
“Since knowing you, mystery gal, I have shrunk two sizes and am
now down to size nine-X in husky boys. And I am not curious. It’s you
what’s curious, about my clothing, a very strange and sick interest edging
toward an obsession for which you need professional help and I happen to
be qualified.”
“I went to an ATM. That’s a hint.”
“What should we have for dinner?”
We were right out in the street and Tyler attacked me—right there
where we were standing—with onlookers and everything. Only it wasn’t
an attack. She shrieked and rushed at me, but didn’t throw any punches.
She jumped up, depending on me to catch her, which I did, one hand, unintentionally, on her butt. She let me hold her, looking up at me from about
a quarter-inch away, then put her tongue out and licked my lips, not in any
hurry, but not giving me time to respond before she was somehow back
with her feet on the ground, some distance from me. I had to shuffle a little
to hide my stiffness, not to be gross. I was so happy I didn’t even care.
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We went to the grocery and loaded up. I decided to do these doublebaked potatoes with cheese, chives, and a bit of salsa mixed in—along
with whipped cream cheese, which you can buy already whipped. They
had nice broccoli, and Tyler really liked that steamed with butter. We got
some eggplant and tried to make eggplant parmesan to fill it all out. Not a
spectacular success, but at least it wasn’t mushy. I forgot to say that we
made little tiny sandwiches with flavored butters for appetizers. Great thin
bread and—they tasted so good we kind of ate too many, but that was okay.
The evening should have been filled with rich stories, mind-expansion. What a bigot! I really thought that, just because they were lesbians,
Mary and Laurie, they’d be wondrous, opening up new worlds. They were
just nice women who stayed pretty long. If my mind expanded, I wasn’t
aware of it. I can’t speak for Tyler. We did down a lot of Manhattans,
which didn’t entirely hide how conventional the evening was. That’s
mean, but, as Tyler tells me, being nice doesn’t need to be the same thing
as being stupid.
“Good night, Wendell.”
“Good night, Tyler.”
“Thanks—and—”
She didn’t say anything more. It seemed rude to let it hang there, but
it seemed stupid to say anything, so I didn’t.
Days 32 and 33—Monday and Tuesday—Colorado Springs
“Your parents ask you lots of questions when you call, Tyler?”
“I wish I was calling your mom instead.”
“You’d have to make up stories about your spiritual life.”
“No I wouldn’t—and no, you don’t.”
“You’re right. She just wants to know if we’re having a good time,
wonders why we aren’t spending more money. She doesn’t ask any questions. Really doesn’t say much. That’s bizarre, isn’t it?”
“It’s terrific. Unless she just doesn’t give a damn.”
“Yeah, that could be it.”
“Only it isn’t.”
“So, what about your parents, Tyler?”
“You talked to them, Wendell. I bet you could predict pretty accurately.”
“Even me.”
“Even you. Here’s a test. You play them. Ready? Hi, Dad.”
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“Why hello, Tyler—it is Tyler, right? I need to know. Okay. How are
you? Are you well? Eating regularly?”
“Yeah.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means yeah. You got hearing problems?”
“What did you say? I hear any more of that sass, you’ll be on the first
Greyhound home, young lady.”
“Well, Father, I’m well. Eatin three squares. Brushin ma teefs. Shaving ma legs. Douchin reglar like ya taught me.”
“No smart mouth, girl! And your bowel movements?”
“Wendell!”
“Stay in character!”
“Don’t be embarrassing then.”
“What have you been doing?”
“Going to museums, attending church regular, doing sit ups, studying
French, practicing the clarinet, reading Harry Potter.”
“You being smart with me, girl?”
“Oh nassuh, nassuh. Ise been a real good gal.”
“What about that extraordinary boy you hooked into going, the one
you admire so, the one in charge of you?”
“Oh right up your hairy asshole, Wendell!”
“You’ll never make it on stage, Tyler. Stick to the script. Last time
we spoke, you told me he was teaching you many important life lessons,
improving your mind.”
“Oh yes, Daddy. He taught me how to use an ordinary soda straw to
sniff up this wonderful white powder and also how to play this game with
my mouth on his dingly, which is even bigger than yours, Daddy, even if
he is white.”
“Tyler!”
“Stick to the script, Wendell.”
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CHAPTER 7
“Tyler, you mind if we go sideways and up and a little back before
heading for Colorado Springs?”
“I know right where you mean. Say no more.”
“Yeah, I know that’s dumb. I was thinking of Idaho Springs, where
they offer panning for gold and diamonds, along with other gemstones,
and the finest quality gravel—and also massage and spa treatments.”
“At the same place? You get to lean over and dip into the healing
waters of the spa for emeralds while a kootchie girl artfully kneads your
weary buttocks?”
“You have a real businessy mind, Tyler. Someday you’ll start our
generation’s version of McDonald’s.”
“Fuck yourself, Wendell. But if you’ll guide me, I’ll drive where you
say. Are these expensive places?”
“Way ahead of you, Tyler. Mama is, like I say, concerned about our
cash flow, our cash trickle, but these places won’t change that. The gold
place doesn’t sell gold, just lets you get it, cheap too. The massages can
mount up, if you do two or three in a row.”
“That sounds like more exfoliating and pounding than I can take, but
I’m game for the other stuff.”
“The history of this place is—let me read the pamphlet here, in its
entirety.”
“In its entirety?”
“That means, Tyler, from beginning to end, the whole thing, you
see?”
“Read on, tedious twerp.”
“As per directions, which means, since you insist, to do exactly as
you say. I take it you are ready? Hearing nothing, not a word, to the contrary, and if you are sure, I’ll start the countdown—one, two, three, fours,
five...”
“Wendell, goddamn it!”
“Right. ‘In late 1858, George Andrew Jackson and some companions headed west from present-day Golden on a hunting trip. His companions, however, soon turned back and Jackson stayed in the area to explore.
On January 7, 1859, a cold evening, Jackson was camped with his faithful
dogs, Kit and Drum, at the confluence of what is now Chicago Creek and
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Clear Creek. Seeing a sparkle in the ground around his campfire, he used
his cup to pan some of the gravel where it was melted. He found about
nine dollars worth of gold flakes. Jackson headed back to Golden and,
though he tried to keep the secret as he put together a team of men and the
necessary supplies, word soon spread about his discovery. It wasn’t long
until the streambeds in and around what is now Idaho Springs were teeming with starry-eyed prospectors, all looking for that one giant nugget that
would make their fortune. As for Jackson’s group, they panned $1900 in
gold from the creek in the first seven days. Soon, however, the gold-bearing gravel was played out but rich veins were discovered in the mountainsides throughout the area. A city of tents and shacks sprang up in the valley
that is now Idaho Springs. In June 1859, the Jackson Mining District was
for—’ ”
“Go on, Wendell.”
“You interested?”
“No, but you stopped, asshole, right at where it was about to get bearable.”
“Oh.”
“Damn, Wendell. What about the Jackson Mining District?”
“ ‘In June 1859, the Jackson Mining District was for...’ Sorry, Tyler.
That’s where the otherwise blameless pamphlet ends. See here.”
“Jesus. They spared no expense. And now I’ll never know!”
“Piqued your interest, though. Were you attending? That means ‘Paying attention.’ Tell me the names of Jason’s dogs.”
“Jackson’s, loser dweeb! Kit and Drum, of course.”
“You’re hooked, Tyler. Guess we have no choice but to go.”
And so it happened. We hit the “Mighty Argo” mid-morning, having
gotten an early start, despite being a little muzzy from the Manhattans. It
was a huge reddish set of wooden buildings, sitting right along the Interstate, I-70 to be exact, with a pretty river in front and ugly shit-brown hills
erupting with pimply scrubby pines behind it.
Having an idera what they would be like, we skipped the ghost town
thrills, the rafting, and tried our best to avoid the tunnel and the tour—but
the salty old toothless shit selling tickets wouldn’t hear of it.
“Skip to the panning? Oh no, no, no, no, no, no, no. Don’t tell ‘em I
said this, but the panning’s just a way to lure the fools here. You two ain’t
fools, I can tell that. Skip the panning, which ain’t worth bending to do,
but the tour’s aces high.”
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“Do you do the tour?”
“Some college kid, reads from a sheet of paper. But it’s still worth it,
the tour. This mine used to be one mighty huge operation, and that there
tunnel was the world’s most important colon. Carried the gold from Central City. Cut right through granite—can you imagine that, kids, right
through granite. They will tell you on the tour, the red-assed baboons, that
the tunnel went five miles, which is a goddamned lie and unnecessary. It’s
almost exactly four-point-five miles, the actual tunnel. The rail goes farther, maybe five miles, but not inside the mountain. Who cares how long
the rail runs? That’s not the tunnel, which is four-point-five miles. Any
moron can build tracks in the open, and we’re talking tunnel here. I hate
that kind of lying, don’t you?”
“Yes sir!” one or both of us said.
“But the mine and the mill are worth seeing. Even if you don’t give
a damn about mining, it’s really worth an hour. This was the largest gold
mine in the world, processed over a hundred million dollars worth of gold,
which is more than nuthin. The mill isn’t operating but they have a demonstration of the crushing and drilling. You might not find that interesting,
but it’s brief—and you might.”
The old guy was so anxious for us to like it, it’d taken a harder ass
even than mine not to feign enthusiasm. Wendell, of course, wasn’t feigning.
“We’re really quite interested, done a little reading beforehand, been
looking forward to this.”
Leave it to Wendell to know when to go too far. But the old fart lit
up and patted us both on the shoulder as we passed. Later, he probably
went and told everybody about us, said he had new faith in the upcoming
generation. Wendell’s mission in life was to sustain the illusions of the
uninformed.
The mine tour was the most exciting and informative experience of
my life, apart from the time we studied Latvia in social studies. Truth is, it
was the sort of thing you don’t mind all that much and wonder that you are
interested when they tell you how many pounds of dirt and rocks they had
to ladle up to get one little ounce of gold. Really? That much? Well, I’ll
be! Never knew that, did you? Those were some men!
I was more interested than Wendell. Goes to show you. Several times
I looked over at my golden-haired beauty and he was staring at the ceiling
or, once, yawning.
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“Hsssst! Wendell!”
“Huh?”
“Not so loud! Pay attention.”
He grinned, the lummox.
“There’ll be a test.”
“I’ll copy from you, look over your shoulder.”
“You just want to look down my blouse.”
Why did I say that? Wendell repeated his grin but blushed and I found
myself again aroused. Maybe I could take some pills.
I went and got a drink as we headed to the panning area. Closest thing
to a cold shower, though I think only boys took those, at least in the novels
I read.
Even here, panning for real gold, Wendell was blatantly inattentive.
Truth is, I guess there wasn’t all that much to be learned: how to pan, of
course; but was that a skill worth having?
“Wendell, you’re not listening.”
“You can tell me later.”
“I cannot. This is how to retrieve from this bubbling stream—”
“Gold, right?”
“See what comes of woolgathering? Fact is that gold is but one of the
many treasures awaiting those who are good students and not just taking
up space and are going to end up on welfare, pregnant at fifteen!”
“I think I see: this is like the fish-pond at the carnival? What other
treasures? What do I do?”
“Take this here pan, pawdnuh, and jist watch what ah do. If you are
both lucky and born to the trade, you may find garnets, diamonds, agates,
aquamarine, and many other valuable gemstones.”
“Diamonds? Do I have to do this?”
“If you know what’s good for you.”
Wendell hunkered down, squatting with the elastic grace of tiny kids.
I gave him the pan, guiding his hand into the water with mine. I kept my
hand on his, as one might a little boy, a son, for reassurance partly and
partly for the great pleasure of the body contact, not sexual for sure but
wonderfully sensual, almost mesmerizing.
The water was cold, taking away feeling quickly. That made it seem
more natural to squeeze and rub hands, mixing up whose was whose. I
don’t know how long we did that. Wendell hung onto the pan, but he
wasn’t doing anything with it.
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“Tyler, this reminds me of Moby-Dick.”
What an opening! I should have employed here a crushing put-down.
What I said was, “Ummmm.”
“I spent hours on that book, Tyler, but it was worth it. I don’t mean
that I understand it too well. And you’re getting sick of me apologizing for
how dumb I am.”
“Ummmm.”
“Well, I’ll just proceed, then. There’s this great scene where Ishmael
is talking about everyone’s hands being in the sperm oil, kneading it together. The oil is, I guess, real heavy, so smooth and rich and viscous, that
before everyone knew it they were squeezing one another’s hands.”
“Ummmmm.”
“It was universal brotherhood. I remember now. Ishmael talks, I
think, about how we might all dip in and squeeze—and love.”
That woke me up, but to what? I didn’t want to jerk my hands away,
which’d be too much like admitting I heard him and put a lot of weight on
that word, which would be like saying it struck some sort of chord in me,
which would be ridiculous, of course. Wendell had nice hands, small and
delicate and as smooth as—well, as his bottom had been, probably still
was, which was not the mental landscape I wanted to occupy.
I kept playing with his hands for a minute, then a little more, then
moved mine out to grab my pan.
“Swoop it gently in shallow motions, dork-boy. Not so fast. You’re
not doing quick moves on an opposing lineman now. Slow, gentle, like
…”
“Like what?”
I sure wasn’t going to say what went through my mind as I thought
of Wendell doing something slow and gentle.
“Like a person moving his hand toward a growling dog, which you’re
familiar with, slow and gentle and nothing sudden, nothing rough.”
Sitting back on my heels to reach my equipment, I brought my head
within inches of Wendell’s waist, stretched out now, as he reached with
his own pan. I looked at my pan and then at Wendell’s back, his shirt pulled
tight across it, climbing up as he leaned farther out, up and up, getting
closer to the top of his belt loops, exposing more and more of the back of
his khaki shorts. This was as intoxicating as the hand-mauling.
Suddenly he stopped stretching.
“Stretch farther out, Wendell.”
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He looked back over his shoulder at me and grinned. Then he
stretched, but his shirt still didn’t go over the top of his shorts. He looked
back again, and again grinned some more.
That did it. I couldn’t resist reaching down, attacking his ass. Only I
did resist. There were a few other people around, but that had nothing to
do with it, I don’t think. The impulse was irresistible; that may have been
the reason I had to resist it.
I grabbed my tin plate fast and pretended to pan, looking steadily before me, not at Wendell. I kept thinking about why I had done one thing,
hadn’t done another. I even made up voices in my head, arguing with one
another, wondering. “So, Tyler, why didn’t you?” “You think you’ll get
another chance?” “Are you sick, sexually twisted?” “Do you think he’d
ever do anything like that to you?”
Thing is, once you really think of things that mean something to you,
you come up with a hundred whirling voices and ideas, reasons and stories.
I never did anything so fucking odd as let myself get bedazzled by his back
and shirt and waist; I never confused myself so bad before. It was like I
couldn’t recognize myself, didn’t know where I was. I was lost, dizzy but
not really scared.
What I finally came to was pretty confusing, but probably the blunt
truth. Wish it weren’t.
All of this had to do with Wendell’s grin, not so much that he was
ahead of me, knowing what I was thinking and what I’d do before I did it.
That’s possible, but not cogent. I think that grin finally activated in me a
worry about this all being something he’d been through before. Made me
think I was playing a role, a lousy role. He hadn’t had much experience
with girls; but that doesn’t matter. He’d had experience with what I was
doing, which was sneaky and predatory—nothing less than attacking him.
He said he was never taking the lead, and that made him feel horrible. It
was the smile. It scared me.
It was almost as if, if I wanted to paw him, he’d let me, not because
he thought it was fun, or right. It was just how he survived, the role he
knew and hated. I didn’t want to take my place in the demon line, be just
one more aggressor in that long-running drama. It was demeaning for an
original and self-sufficient gal like me. It was also a fucking awful thing
to do to Wendell, who never did me any harm and killed the rats in
grandpa’s barn. Why’d that come to me? Ding dong bell.
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Meanwhile, there was Wendell, inches away, gorgeous, all sweetsmelling and white and tan and soft and agreeable. A dinner bell always
ringing. Pussy’s in the well.
“You getting anything precious, Tyler? I got some glittery stuff.”
“Hey Tyler, now that we have our bags filled with those pretty rocks,
I say we get us a rock-grinder thing, one of those, whatyacallums—-“
“Tumblers.”
“That too. Ha ha.”
“Jesus, Wendell, sometimes you go beyond not funny. You go along
being fine and then you act like Super-Geek.”
I tried to keep going, not noticing: “OK.”
“OK is not a response any human would recognize—or emit.”
“Yeah.”
“Just as bad. What’s wrong with you?”
“What’s wrong with you, Tyler? What did I do?”
“What did I do? Oh just fucking nothing, Wendell. Let’s both shut up
a minute.”
Fine with me, if Tyler wanted to stop being bitchy. Maybe ten
minutes later, me driving to Indian Springs Resort, not knowing if we were
going there or what.
“OK, so this is all your fault, Wendell. Your fault. We’ll start there,
OK?”
“No.”
“Yeah. We start with it being your fault and then we can straighten
everything out and all will be harmonious again. How can we move without a starting point?”
“You serious?”
“Of course. Agreed?”
“Yeah.”
“Fuck!”
“I agree we start with we agree that you’re an asshole.”
“Huh?”
“I vote Tyler’s an asshole. You vote the same. Now we can make
harmony.”
“You used the word ‘asshole.’ You called me an ‘asshole.’ Now apologize.”
“No.”
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“Say you’re sorry."
"No."
"You didn't mean it."
"I meant it."
This wasn't funny, but Tyler began laughing like she wouldn’t stop.
Then she stood up, went behind me and stood there, making me nervous.
Was she going to start hitting me? Gone back and got a knife to plunge
into my neck? All of a sudden, she was draped over me, hugging me real
close. I leaned forward from her weight and could feel her breasts sticking
into my shoulders. But it wasn’t that; it was her breath on my ear and the
warmth of her body and the way she fit against me. Her feet must have
been way off the ground. She didn’t say anything, just hung on me, stroking my chest and belly. I felt like I should do something back, and wanted
to, but I was driving. Just as I was about to take a hand off the wheel and
rub her shoulder, she dropped down behind me and moved back, off me.
It was all silent, and I couldn’t think of anything to say.
Finally, Tyler plopped down in her seat, looked over at me and
smiled. She smiled so seldom it was great to see. I had no idea what it
meant.
Next stop, Indian Springs Resort, where one price gave you services
and free admission to the cave baths, whatever they might be, baths in a
cave, I guess.
“So, Tyler ...”
“Yes, Wendell.”
“Look at this sheet, please, and choose for both of us.”
“No, boss man, I’ll read them off and you choose. Wait. There’s too
many. Okay, I’ll make the preliminary cut and then you choose. Don’t
bother to say, ‘Okay.’ So, I’m skipping right to the packages:
Princess Flower: the wild flower plus the Indian princess
Maiden’s Dream: Dream Walker and Maiden’s Choice—a cut-rate
version of Princess Flower
Feather to Moccasin: “Zuni Bear” plus manicure, pedicure, and paraffin thingy
Indian Paint Brush: Mother Earth plus Bear Claw.
And now you choose.”
“Which is most elegant?”
“All are, Wendell. That’s what they know how to do here, elegant.
Choose!”
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“I choose the most expensive.”
“That’s Princess Flower, of course.”
“Of course. Now, what are we in for?”
“Well, you done the Zuni Bear and Maiden’s Dream—time after
time—, so it’ll be a lot like them.”
“Tyler! I never did anything remotely like this.”
“Oh my! Really? I’d never have guessed”
Turned out to be two hours of the best stuff. Sometimes you het surprised, sometime in a good way. Very embarrassing at first, since they
made us take off our clothes (separately) and then put us on tables with a
skimpy towel over our private things. This pretty woman came up beside
me, whispered something I couldn’t understand, then started rubbing on
my shoulders, then back, then down to my legs, and then right to my butt.
By the time she got to my butt, I was mesmerized. It felt so good, I
wouldn’t have cared if they were televising it to Cartwright Princeton for
an assembly program. Same thing at the front, though not on my whanker,
which strangely didn’t even twitch. I don’t think I ever felt so good. Turns
out this massage was called “Wild Flower,” which I’d recommend and
which it’d be nice if everybody could get, everybody on the planet. That’s
a dumb thing to say, since it’d be nicer if everybody on the plant could get
bread—bread and then “Wild Flower.”
Next up was “Indian Princess,” which a different, also pretty, woman
did to me. This rub was stranger. She steamed my face up, explaining as
she went, though I didn’t understand a whole lot, not really. She did what
she called a deep cleansing, which she said I could use despite having what
she said was the clearest complexion she’d seen in years, blowing smoke,
of course, but still nice to hear. Like a jackass, I felt flattered.
This was called a facial, Indian Princess, which involved putting this
crap all over my face and then covering it with towels. The music in the
room was turned up real loud. (Turns out it wasn’t in the room at all; they
put earphones on me, so it seemed loud, and the Indian Princess operator
probably didn’t even hear it.) Not like me to panic, but I did, asked her to
take off the cloths that were choking me.
I realize now I was probably talking so loud she couldn’t understand.
Anyhow, she didn’t do anything, so I tried to do it myself, blind and a
little, a whole lot, disoriented as I was. I reached down for the towels and
face cloths, and banged my hand against something, making a lot of loud
things go clattering to the ground. That also threw me off balance, and the
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next thing I knew I was on the floor. At least I could see, and what I could
see was that I was bare-assed naked.
Tyler was looking straight at me from her table. I met her eyes and I
was surprised—I thought so even then—to see she looked so concerned. I
figured she’d be howling with laughter, but she wasn’t. I remember thinking how odd that was. Nice too. But mostly, of course, I felt like the imbecile fool I was. The lady was real nice, She covered me up, helped me back
on the table and proceeded.
No more blinding cloths. After a little bit, I relaxed and enjoyed it.
We drove down to Colorado Springs, so relaxed I almost fell asleep
a dozen times and did a couple. Good thing Tyler was at the wheel. We
found the campground and also a deli kind of place and got sandwiches,
which we almost never did, ate and tried to play cribbage, gave up, and
went to sleep.
Up early next morning, I was and Tyler wasn’t, to prepare for a day
of activities. If I had my way, this would be the fullest day yet, packed
with sheer stuff. I decided to make pancakes. Juice and pancakes, that’s it,
just the breakfast for fit teens on a weight-loss regimen. Did sneak in some
syrup and butter. Some peaches, too, extra-ripe. I sliced them and put them
in bowls, got the skillet ready, and then started humming. I knew that always jolted Tyler awake, from irritation. My humming must have been
like a jackhammer.
When Tyler woke up, she always did the same thing, every single
morning: first, she batted her eyes, as if she’d been in a coma and was
struggling to emerge. Then, she opened those eyes a little, then closed
them, then opened them, back and forth. Then she licked her lips slowly
and moved her tongue around inside her mouth. Then she lifted her head
exactly an inch off the pillow and shook it back and forth. Then she threw
off the covers and rested there a minute. Then she wiggled her butt back
and forth. Then she dug her fists into her eyes like a little kid.
I’d watched this a lot, and it never changed, not even a little. Sometimes Tyler was awake earlier, got up first, but it was usually me. For some
reason, we never got up at the same time.
Tyler wore different stuff to bed. Sometimes she wore lumpy pajamas, with draw strings even. She also had a hot bedtime outfit that had a
skirt with these fake ruffley things on the bottom, but she didn’t wear that
much. Sometimes she wore jeans and a shirt. I tried not to stare, but obviously I did.
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This morning, when it got to the throw-the-covers-back part of the
routine, I almost stuck my hand in the batter. Tyler was wearing this sweatshirt, a really big, loose one that came half-way down to her knees. All the
writhing around and butt wiggling, though, made it ride way up. I am sure
she wasn’t planning it, but holy jesus the bottom of her sweatshirt climbed
up her thigh and then to the bottom of her panties. It kept rising, her sweatshirt bottom did, and soon got all the way half-way up her butt. (She was
turned a little away from me, kind of on her side.) I stopped even pretending to do breakfast and just stood there watching, gaping more like it. As
Tyler kept stretching her arms higher and toward the front, arching her
back too, the sweatshirt bottom stretched tight across the middle of her
butt. She had the best butt I’d ever seen. It was all so arousing I would
have jumped into bed with her, if I were another person, or a normal person.
Just as I thought the sweatshirt was stuck, Tyler gave a stretch and
arched her back really far, so the sweatshirt scrooched up even more . She
looked so pretty then. Sexy too, of course, but also just really really pretty.
It seemed like she stayed there a long time, all stretched out, so I kind of
memorize her pretty bare legs and skinny strung-out back and the way her
feet were stretched out.
I may have taken a step toward the bed, though I didn’t mean to. Anyways, Tyler looked back over her shoulder at me and smiled. Like I say,
she almost never smiled, so it was probably indicating something. I don’t
know what. She stayed just like she was for a bit. Then she stopped arching, shook her shoulders and head again, like when you get out of a swimming pool, pulled down her sweatshirt, and went into the bathroom.
“So, Wendell, you sleep well?”
“That Wild Flower treatment is better than—”
“What?”
“I can’t think of anything. I always just sleep fine, don’t you?”
“Wendell, what do you have on, I mean, tell me.”
“Well, Tyler, today I chose an ensemble that I thought would go with
what I figured you’d be wearing.”
“Well, you guessed wrong, but tell me.”
“You can see. Just shorts and a shirt.”
“Describe in detail. Minute detail. Pretend I’m blind or not here. Pretend you’re telling me over the phone and I’m required to draw a perfectly
accurate picture.”
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“OK. First off, no hat.”
“Hair hanging loose?”
“Huh? I don’t have it up in a bun or anything. It’s just hair.”
“How long?”
“Very. Haven’t had a haircut this week—month..”
“Touching your shoulders?”
“Yeah, easy, but no longer than that, not much.”
“Pity. What else?”
“I got on tennis shoes, white, and socks, white, that are fairly clean,
if you don’t look too close at the bottoms, and are just as long as cool kids
say they should be.”
“So you have cool socks. You a cool kid?”
“Oh yes! Don’t ever doubt that! I also have a cool T-shirt, from my
Mom, white and clean, mostly.”
“Mostly clean?”
“Mostly white, all clean, in this case.”
“You have a clean shirt?”
“Yeah.”
“So what part of your shirt isn’t clean—white I mean.”
“The lettering, which is embarrassing, but could be worse, considering it’s my mom who did it, and since you’ll ask, I’ll tell you, the lettering
says, in big blue letters, REPUBLICANS ARE MORONS.”
“Designed to win converts. You wear that a lot to Cartwright Princeton?”
“No.”
“Chicken?”
“Yeah. I get enough bad attention without it.”
“I want to talk to you about that sometime, you gourmet cook you.
But go on with your clothes.”
“No belt.”
“Daring.”
“Why? I got enough hips to hold ‘em up, not that I’m skinny-hipped.”
“Oh really?” Tyler jumped up—we were through eating anyhow—
and tried to pull me up. I got stuck a little and she thought I was resisting.
“C’mon, Wendell!”
I made it to my feet, facing her and squashed tightly in between the
table and the wet bar thing,
“Look up there! Oh my God!”
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I played along and looked up at the ceiling, whereupon she lifted up
my shirt so she could get to the waistband of my shorts, into which she
stuck her fingers and yanked downwards hard. I tried hard not to grab at
my shorts. After all, I’d spent about an hour looking at her wearing the
same sort of thing I had on now—but it seemed stupid to think like that.
For a few seconds, I just stood there. I wondered what Tyler was going to
do.
What she did was run the hand that wasn’t holding up my shirt around
the top of my underpants, the waistband, real slow, the outside. That’s
what she was looking at, too. I let it go on for too long before finally pulling up my shorts, first unzipping, as they were harder to get up than they
had been to slip down.
“So that’s what I mean by ‘daring,’ Tyler, a beltless sort of way that
I didn’t think carried so many risks.”
“Oh God! You are so mother-fucking pretty, Wendell!”
What was I going to say to that? “So are you? Why don’t we just not
bother to put on pants, since we both …?”
“Umm,” I said.
She laughed and returned to the bathroom.
Soon as she got back, I started up the engine and pulled out.
“Ah, Wendell, are we going to leave the campground? I was thinking
we could just spend the day there, the rest of the summer, pulling your
pants up and down, gazing at your underwear—and mine.”
“Oh.”
“You suppose I didn’t notice?”
“Sorry.”
“Just never, ever do it again.” She said it real mean.
“Okay.”
Then she laughed. Damn!
Off we went to the first of my planned activities. I knew Tyler
wouldn’t mind. And first up for us was a one-hour hot-air-balloon ride.
“The average actual time is one and one-quarter hours, young
friends,” said the cross-eyed guy at the check-in place.
“First, our mandatory health check. Either of you got heart disease,
hardening of the arteries, lice, herpes? No? Good! Now please remove all
your clothes, har har har. No, no, just kidding. Welcome!”
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“Did you just touch my breast? Did you? Did you just touch my
breast? Oh my! Hey, everybody, this dirty old man just grabbed my
breast!”
Tyler was speaking barely above a whisper, but it was enough to
make the lobster-faced, cross-eyed guy turn notebook-paper white. Finally, Tyler, none too lightly, said, rather than laughed, “Har, har, har!”
“You win, young lady!” said the guy, still jolly, but you could tell he
wanted us as far away from him as he could get us.
Early morning, the sky and mountains so clear and pretty. I was surprised at how fast that balloon rose. You watch from the ground and it
seems like those bulbous things are barely moving, but inside, it’s all
whoosh and up. I thought it might be like a carnival ride, banging around
and stomach falling out; but it was so smooth that more than one-pointtwo-five hours would have been boring.
“Did you find that boring, Tyler?”
“Why, Wendell, how kind of you to ask. I’d say eighty-two percent
boring.”
“That’s a low percentage for what I usually plan, right?”
I didn’t mean anything by it, but she looked at me serious, kind of
sad. I think she’d have said something, but we were at the champagne
breakfast included in the price of the ride. Since we’d just had breakfast,
we passed on the food, and the really nice on-the-balloon guy gave us an
extra glass (or three) of champagne instead. He’d been funny, I thought,
though I’m sure he said the same things every trip. Seemed like he made
it up on the spot, though. Should have got a job in theatre, dinner theatre
anyhow.
When we were back in the car, on the way where The Pikes Peak Cog
Railway started up, I began yammering.
“I’m not usually much for views, Tyler, but looking at Pikes Peak
from that balloon was cool, didn’t you think? I wonder if this rail trip will
be Okay. Sorry—that’s a real dumb thing to say, I know.”
“Wendell, wait a minute.” She didn’t sound mad but she didn’t sound
intense, I guess, some kind of way of talking I’d seldom heard from her;
but I did shut up. As you know I have trouble doing that—shutting up—
but this time I did.
“You just gotta stop apologizing and saying you’re stupid and a geek
and trying to keep everything going good that way.” She looked at me so
serious.
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I didn’t know what to say.
“Will you try?” It was like she was pleading.
“Yeah, I will,” and I meant it.
“Maybe if you talk different, Wendell, you’ll start thinking different.
Say different things about yourself, and you’ll feel it differently. How
corny that sounds!”
“No, it doesn’t, Tyler.”
Then she did get mad. “Exactly what I mean, asshole! Jesus Christ!
Stop it!”
She huddled into a ball in her seat. I looked over at her, trying to
figure out what she meant. It’s like I knew and like I didn’t. I kept switching my eyes from the road back to Tyler, as if she had the secret written
on her. She was turned away from me, but I couldn’t stop looking. We
pulled up at a stoplight and I noticed that she had drawn her feet up on the
seat. Her shorts were scrunched up, though they weren’t long to start with.
Anyhow, the same panties I had seen from the back this morning I now
saw from the bottom up a ways, as her legs drew up. Here we go again.
I moved my eyes away, not because I have any will-power but because I figured if Tyler caught me she might start pounding on me again.
But she did catch me, very next red light. I was staring straight at her leg,
so hard I at first didn’t notice she was looking right at me. I would have
apologized or something, only she all of a sudden smiled again, grabbed
the leg of her shorts, pulled it way up and over for a second, then straightened it out, and laughed.
“Don’t for fuck sake’s say you’re sorry, Wendell. You’re not sorry.”
I tried to think fast. “I’m not sorry, Tyler. You go around exposing
yourself like …” Then it hit me, what she had said about people exposing
her, and how it had hurt her so much. I stopped.
She didn’t break the silence, so I finally did, looking over at her first,
but not at her leg. She didn’t seem mad or upset, but who knew?
“Tyler, can I ask you?”
“Yeah.”
“I am trying to understand what you said to me. I think I do – or will.
I will keep trying. I am good at thinking.”
She laughed.
“And I know you don’t want me apologizing.”
She just looked at me.
“I don’t want me apologizing.”
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Nodding, but not smiling.
“All those jokes about your, you know, and my—”
“Panties.”
“Yeah, that. And me staring at you just now.”
“And this morning.”
“Yeah.”
She just looked at me.
“Tyler! You told me people looked up your dress, when you were a
kid, holding you upside down, molesting you. That’s what made me feel
like the worst sort of person. I don’t want to hurt you. I’d rather do anything than that.”
“But you can’t keep your eyes off my undies. I can—”
“God, Tyler.”
“No, you’re right. That was mean of me. I hear what you’re saying,
Wendell.”
“And?”
“God, you’re demanding, bossy boy. God!”
“And?”
“You’re different, Wendell. When it’s you, it’s not like—don’t worry
about it.”
“Huh?”
“Let me be the one to apologize, dearie. I think it’s kind of you to
think of that. But that’s what you are, and it’s a real fault. What’s surprising to me is what I just said. This is embarrassing, so I’ll only say it once.
When I caught you ogling me, you voyeur pervert, I didn’t get scared,
scared being mostly what I was used to feeling. With you it’s different,
Wendell. I wasn’t scared. Different—you are different. I didn’t feel as if
you were doing something to me, not at all.”
“Not at all?”
“Don’t push it, goldilocks. When I noticed you peekin’ and pantin’,
I felt—”
“What?”
“I’ve changed my mind about talking on this theme, Wendell. I’m not
going to say any more. I know that’s rotten, but it’s better that I just leave
it there.”
“Where?”
“Nowhere, asshole. And thank you, Wendell. I see a sign for the Cog
Railway and I can hardly wait.”

109

James R. Kincaid
“You’re so excited you can’t think of anything else.”
“Exactly, bent-boy.” As we got out of our seats, she patted my face.
The railroad was spectacular; I mean the scenery, but you have to do
the trip to know that, and I don’t feel like trying to describe Pike’s Peak,
when half the country has seen it, and who cares anyhow? I sound like
Tyler on her worst days.
The good thing was that there were kids on the train, bored stiff. I had
stuck playing cards in my shorts, since I thought we’d have to wait for the
train. I could’ve brought an improving book, but I wanted something I
could do with Tyler. As it turned out, we talked. Anyways, these kids gathered round when I started doing a dumb card trick.
Tyler says I’m a “kid magnet,” like she was describing a pedophile
who’s really good at what his trade. She pretends not to like kids, but I
notice every time we’re around them, which has been pretty often, there
she is with one or more, finding things to do to entertain them. This time
there were a lot of kids, like I say, but two in particular who stuck to us,
African-American kids, which I mention because we hadn’t seen a lot of
African-American kids, or adults either, at the tourist-trappy places we
were going to.
These kids were little, a boy and a girl. The little girl knew some
corny card tricks of her own, and they both knew how to play “Go Fish”
and a game called “Spoons” that they played with sticks Tyler found. The
parents seemed a little wary of us, at least at first. Tyler was rough-playing
with both of them and once hoisted the boy up on her lap. Damn! I was
real careful not to touch them, though I did think that was silly.
Wendell and I passed the time on the train ride from hell by horsing
around with two little kids, me mostly, Wendell being not at all his usual
little-boy self.
“Whassa matter, Wendell?” I hissed.
He said something that sounded like “parrots.”
“Why aren’t you playing with these kids?”
Now it sounded like “renters.”
“ ‘Because they’re black,’ you say?”
“Kids, this boy here, whose name is Wendell, thinks you’re weird.”
“You do, Wendell? Do you? Think we’re weird? How come, Wendell? How come you think we’re weird? Huh? Huh? Huh?”
“Listen kids, this girl is crazy. I don’t mean crazy fun. She’s just-got-
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out-of-the-hospital crazy. She thinks she’s a fish. Any minute she might
spit water on you.”
The kids squealed.
Wendell was just warming up. “Worst thing, kids, is that she’s dangerous. I don’t mean she’ll stick a knife in you, though she might stick a
straw up your nose. The dangerous thing is... Come close, so she won’t
hear... She pees on people’s shoes.”
You’d have thought he just said something hilarious. Both kids were
about rolling on the floor. They also glanced at me as if they half-believed
him. I looked over at the kids’ parents, and they were having as good a
time as their kids.
Pretty soon, Wendell had both kids singing, and doing these hand and
body motions. Practically our whole end of the train joined in. Mister Asshole Rogers. I was half-embarrassed to be with him and – get this! – half
proud. Again!
The best part of the trip was a rip-off place at the bottom called,
“Northpole,” which made a lot of sense here in July, with the temperature
in the nineties and the sun a half-mile away, and no ozone between us and
it. That Colorado sun was like being inside one of those toaster ovens my
grandmother had, her compromise with the microwave, which she refused
to use, thought it caused cancer, and maybe it does.
“Northpole” had a Santa. The two little shits were by this time stickily
attached, their careless parents having abandoned them to us for a full two
hours. Why? They trusted Wendell! The way some girls in bars trusted
Ted Bundy. But the kids made it all enormous fun. Wendell is entertaining
when he hits his appropriate age level.
In a country full of piss-holes, this Northpole was the vilest we’d
seen, though that brings back memories of about a dozen others, so maybe
I won’t say it was the worst. Who gives a shit?
They had rides, a few, but those were way outnumbered by the eateries, which were way outnumbered by the stores: “shopping for the entire
family,” said the brochure, which is, in its way, accurate. Wendell idiotically loaded down these two kids, who probably had names, with about
fifty bucks worth of junk each. I was at least as bad. I exaggerate the
amount we spent on these kids, whose parents seemed none too pleased
with the load of dog-shit they came lugging with them. However, slicktalking Wendell took the old folks aside as if he were one of the family
and made it all well with a few whispers.
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Wendell had bought all this cool stuff for Martin, too, and talked the
shopkeepers into mailing it. I looked over Wendell’s shoulder as he was
writing out the message they’d send: “From your dear sister, with all my
love, also from your friend Wendell.” I got this sudden urge to squeeze his
shoulder, but I resisted. Maybe I thought I’d just keep squeezing, and who
knows where that’d lead? About the last thing I wanted to do was become
best friends with Wendell. That was last. Even fucking him was only nextto-last, probably a good distance from last. What am I saying?
Nothing happened after. I was so tired from attractions, I went to bed
soon after we had dinner made up of Greek steak, thin slices of meat fried
fast and then slurped in this fantastic sauce—all garlic and Kalamata olives
and oil and tomatoes—over rice. And a salad. Goddam good. Wendell said
his Mom made stuff like that a lot. Damn.
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CHAPTER 8
Days 34, 35, 36, 37—Wednesday, Thursday, Friday, Saturday—
Denver
Neither Wendell nor I had ever been to Denver, which was our original goal a while back and which we’d fiddled around for about a week
getting to, circling around it like bird-dogs. At this rate, we’ll never even
get within range of Kansas City before it’s time to go back, even if Kansas
City were on the way to Atlanta, which it ain’t, even if we wanted to go to
Kansas City, which I don’t. Wendell probably does, as there’s stuff matching his tastes there—stockyards and cattle, and smells.
Anyways, it was still mid-morning when we parked our monster and
hooked up our tubes. Two old birds next to us, on lawn chairs, followed
our every move and were frowning like they were the advanced guard of
the KKK. Leave it to Wendell to misread the most obvious signals and
imagine Otis and Fanny were just the sorts to befriend.
“Hi! We’ve never been here before, me and my friend, Denver I
mean, and wondered if you had any tips on things we ought to see.”
All frowns disappeared at once. The sun came out, and their old red
and white webbed lawn chairs collapsed under them in a clatter as they
sprang up—well, as near sprang as overweight very-oldies could spring—
to hustle inside their beat-up old AirStream attachable trailer:
“Marjorie, hurry, hurry. Hang on just a minute, kiddies.”
Then from inside their camper: “I know I put that folder on the Mint
right —Oh, yeah, is that it? That’s the Butterfly Pavilion. They’ll like that.
Elitch Gardens? Yeah, that. Where’s the goddam mint folder?” Then a lot
of laughter. “Right there in your hand, William, right in your hand.”
It was as if Wendell and I were real important people they mustn’t
keep waiting as they gathered their folders. But when they emerged. they
spent about three hours going over their brochures with us, explaining everything fourteen times and drawing beautifully detailed maps. They were
both short people, old as hell.
Funny thing was, they looked so much alike, it was only Marjorie’s
long hair that would allow you to gender straight, that and her old print
house-dress, which I shouldn’t make fun of, as that’s probably all she
could afford. Now I feel like shit.
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You could tell they really wanted us to go to the Mint. Why anybody
in any condition at any stage of life, suffering from any known mental
derangement, would want to go to the Mint is beyond me. Likely beyond
Wendell, too, though it could always be one of those tedious and unprofitable areas of life he had decided to think upon. I tried to nudge the discussion toward the museums. You got the feeling, though, that William
and Marjorie would maybe just take to their beds and die if we didn’t go
to the Mint.
I loved the way they treated one another, William and Marjorie, starting with how they insisted on using such formal names. They were easy
and joking and gruff and protective of one another, and you got the feeling
they’d had a kick of a small life, were still living it, and weren’t anxious
for it to end.
Maybe they were scared. There was something in their eyes. I don’t
mean to be corny, but it hit me that neither one gave a flying fuck about
life for themselves alone, that they were worried about the other one,
wanted to throw themselves between their partner and the death that was
crawling toward them, just two trailer-park rows over.
But we all got it coming, for sure, not that it means a lot to those who
can pretend death is light years away. But what’s it like for those who’ve
lost hold of that lie? Somehow, I’d never thought of that before.
Wendell could have been a lot nicer to them—ha! He didn’t say
much, didn’t roar at their jokes, get real close and pretend to be fascinated.
I rested there watching my little companion. He’d sat himself on the
ground just in front of the two ancients, half-way facing them, legs crossed
under him in the way he somehow manages. He didn’t wiggle, just sat still
and listened to them, not grinning, just listening. I don’t know if I’ve ever
seen him prettier, but that wasn’t it. He wasn’t charming them, not intentionally, but he was giving them something they probably hadn’t had in a
while, except from one another. I don’t know what the name for that is,
but Wendell had it to give.
The morning sun was still low enough to be short of its broiling capacity. It played through the scrawny trees and the aluminum awnings,
giving little shadows to William and Marjorie and playing over Wendell’s
folded body. It was tawdry, I suppose, this trailer park scene, but it was
also hard to resist. These three tiny people all huddled there, planning a
trip that would interest only a lunatic, were damned sure that life was a
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good thing and that they were in on it. I was in on it, too: for that one
moment, the whole world contracted and glowed at and within us.
“So, Tyler, whadya think?”
I had been listening so little, so not at all, that I had let something
develop.
“Well, Wendell, what do you think?”
He looked at me like I was somebody else, maybe a nice person or a
friend of his, then giggled.
“Well,” he said to the old folks, “the Mint it is, but only if you’ll go
with us.”
“Oh, we’d spoil your fun. We wouldn’t think of it. No, no, we weren’t
fishing for an invitation. Gracious heavens, no.”
So, as you figured, we ended up on an excursion with these people to
the U.S. Mint, Denver branch, which, if you’re keenly interested in learning about, read about it or get your own ass there, as I ain’t saying a thing
about it. Bad enough to have gone without revisiting it in words.
Afterwards, Wendell talked them into letting us buy them lunch, the
least we could do after they had shown us the Mint. Wendell made it sound
as if we were stray cats and they’d saved our lives.
After lunch, we all took a little walk, a very little walk, but still
enough to be annoying. Or would have been but for Marjorie, who joined
me and actually took my arm. Nobody had ever done that to me, I don’t
think, and I was really surprised that I didn’t mind.
“Dear, do you and Wendell run into racial prejudice?”
Instead of punching her in the mouth, I smiled and was somehow
grateful she’d brought it up: “That’s really nice of you to ask, Marjorie. A
couple of times we have, but not much, not nearly as much as I expected.
I guess if we go very far south we will, but only a few minor things so far,
and we’ve been gone about a month, more than that.”
“Have you? Tell me, Tyler, now where have you been?”
The one thing I wasn’t was a blabber. I thought. But boy did I blab. I
recounted our adventures, leaving out the real bad stuff. I explained why
our parents were doing this, but not very well
“Tell me again, dear, what your parents are planning?”
“Yeah, it’s pretty screwy, isn’t it, Marjorie?”
“I don’t think so. It might be with many young people, but you and
Wendell are not careless and selfish. I don’t mean to say young people
generally are, not at all. I just mean that you are mature. That’s not even

115

James R. Kincaid
the right word. You are responsible and you are kind. Not enough people
are those things, old or young.”
I was really touched, idiot that I am.
“Can I say this, dear? I’m less surprised that you are good people than
that your parents would recognize it. It’s the rare parent that trusts her
child.”
“I’ll bet you and William did.”
“I like to think we would have, but we were never so lucky.”
I could tell she didn’t want condolences. She smiled as she said it, so
I went back to our amazing parents, telling her the truth: Skye was remarkable, as fine as they come, and my parents were anxious not to be left behind by progressive whites.
She seemed to study me, didn’t say anything.
“I don’t have the best relationship with my parents, Marjorie. I just
think that they’re—well, it’s too complicated to go into, even if it did know
what it was, and I couldn’t explain it if I kept you here till school starts.”
“OK. I hope it all works out. Are you and Wendell old friends?”
“Not at all.” I didn’t mean to be abrupt, but I wasn’t prepared for that
and couldn’t think of anything to add.
“I’m sorry.” She really looked puzzled. No wonder.
“No, no. I know it must seem strange. Wendell’s Mom sent him off
on this wild trip and I volunteered to go along. I don’t really know why. I
hardly knew him before we left, hardly at all. That sounds crazy, I know—
wild. I knew enough to know he was harmless, but it wasn’t like I—”
“Was attracted to him? I’m sorry dear. It’s none of my business.”
“That’s okay. You’re right. I went despite Wendell. I sure didn’t
come because I wanted to be with him or ...” I kept running out of gas at
the end of sentences.
“Yes, I see. But it’s clear a lot of things have changed since you left.
Anybody would see that.” She smiled.
I could agree, disagree, take off running, or pretend to have a seizure,
so I did something worse, just started blurting stuff out: “It may be a lot
clearer to you than it is to me, Marjorie. I do think about it, but I don’t get
anywhere, nowhere at all. For sure, things have changed, changed so much
I can’t believe it. I had no idea at all about Wendell beforehand, none.
Wendell is—well, he isn’t—you know—we just go along day to day. I
don’t want to strangle him or anything, Marjorie. And he is so beautiful, I
guess; and he’s so much not what I thought he was, though I don’t know
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what I thought he was—or what he is or—Still, sometimes it’s clearer to
me than it is at other times. But we’re not—you know.”
“I see,” she said, for all the world as if I’d be clear as day. I was so
grateful to her for letting me off easy. She was one hell of a woman, Marjorie. I hope I grow up to be her, only I won’t.
We offered to take William and Marjorie with us to the Butterfly Pavilion, and it was obvious they wanted to go. It was equally obvious they
weren’t going to, feeling sure that they had taken too much of our time as
it was, any time being too much. They were great company, but they were
old, which they figured we’d find repulsive. They couldn’t believe we
could stand them, much less want to be with them. I guess they had reason
to feel that way, given how they’d been treated for a long time and how
our general world-meanness was flying at them from every direction.
It made me feel like shit, not because we were ourselves bad to them
but because we were part of the whole pigsty operation. Even taking them
with us to the Mint might have been just another needle in their eyes. You
could see easily inside their heads: these are such good kiddies—they give
up their time to us, like nursing-home volunteers. Ain’t we a burden. We
must release them to their happy times; release them to life. We should get
out of the way. We should die.
Wendell was, for him, eloquent: “c’mon, go with us! it’d be fun! you
can nap later! we don’t know the way!” But they smiled and smiled and
withdrew.
The Butterfly Pavilion was a ways up the Boulder turnpike, which
gave us the idea that we should go on up there to that college town while
we were in the area. But it was late, so we satisfied ourselves with a leisurely sweat through the butterfly lair. It was Wendell’s kind of place,
filled with little information placards you could bore yourself with and, of
course, the featured attraction—all over the place.
Really, it was remarkable, like nowhere I’d been. If you stood still,
the butterflies would land on you. Anybody going there would know beforehand that butterflies are lovely, but they’d not be prepared for the experience. The ones I liked were small and bright blue, sometimes yellow.
They moved faster than the big gaudy ones and stayed a little more distant.
It was like being hypnotized, standing there and letting the world change
around you, as these funny flitting things moved about, suddenly appeared
in and out of the big plants.
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“I’ve never been so miserable, Alice! Jesus perspiring Christ! Why
the fuck—excuse me, ma’am.”
I was the “ma’am” in question, the speaker being a bulbous guy in a
short-sleeved shirt and some kind of slacks that made him look pregnant
and ended a good eight inches off the floor. He gave me an oily smile, as
if I were in with him on something:
“You ever been in a place so lousy, young lady? The tropics aren’t
this tropical. I know. I been there, and they’re awful. This place, though—
whewie and hell’s fire! I swear it’s worse, by God.”
Wendell had come up when this guy started talking to me. Thinking
to protect me or something, I imagine. Why didn’t I resent that? Maybe I
did, but I didn’t notice.
“Oh hello, young man,” said Alice’s hubby, so I supposed him to be,
Alice being the strangely prettyish woman looking blank and standing next
to him. I bet she had perfected looking and being blank, the most useful
survival tool for living with Bluto.
“You kids notice the heat? Course you do? Alice don’t. Alice don’t
notice a single thing. Dead plants sit for weeks in the house cause Alice
doesn’t see them. Alice is like her mother in that, one of the zombies of
this world. You kids ever seen ‘Night of the Living Dead’? There is one
of them, standing before you, riz from the grave. Don’t let Alice bite you.
She’s a biter, Alice is. She once bit—oops, ladies present.”
Wendell had gone pink. He was looking at the woman but not saying
anything. I got the feeling he wanted to speak, figured he would if he
thought I needed it. I knew Wendell would not hesitate to flutter his fists
into the guy and get his ass kicked, if the idiot got much more abusive—
or if he got even a little abusive of me. I was glad my buddy was there,
and also glad he hadn’t taken the guy on.
Wendell made a humph sound, and tried to turn away. Apparently
offended, the man grabbed at Wendell’s arm, jerking him back.
“Oh, just let them go, Barney.”
“Shut your fat mouth, Alice. Boy, tell me: don’t you think it’s torture
in here? They charge enough admission, you’d think they could cool it.”
I cut in, protecting Wendell: “They keep the temperature and humidity like this for the butterflies. They even have signs, for them what can
read.” I shouldn’t have added the last part, I suppose, but he was getting
to me.

118

Wendell and Tyler II
“Oh do they, little lady? Just who asked you? You must be Alice’s
sister, the one with the tan, the one who—glarrrrgggg.”
Wendell had him around the throat. He’d moved faster than I would
have thought possible and was on the guy, throttling him with his little
hands. I don’t think Wendell was trying to choke him, really, and there
sure wasn’t time to find out. The guy threw his hands straight up, unlocking Wendell’s grip. Then he knocked him to the floor and kicked him,
twice, pretty hard, in the stomach and shoulder. Wendell didn’t scream or
anything, but he writhed some.
“My God, Barney, he’s just a boy. How could …”
“Shut the fuck up, Alice. The little bastard tried to choke me. Let’s
just get out of here, right now, Alice. Asshole! I shoulda ...”
I stood there, doing nothing. I thought I should do something but I
didn’t. And instead of going after the cretin or getting the manager or the
cops, I squatted down by Wendell and started rubbing his shoulders, like
that’d help.
“Thanks, Tyler. That feels good.” He had stopped writhing and was
just lying there, panting and holding his stomach.
“Are you OK, Wendell? Are you? That lousy son of a bitch freak!
Should I get the cops? Oh God, Wendell, you’re hurt! I’ll get the cops!
Should I get the cops? Are you okay, Wendell? I can’t believe he did that.
You’re hurt! Wendell! I’m sorry. Should I get the cops? What, Wendell?”
He laughed, a pathetic laugh, but that’s what it was, the way somebody might laugh if they’re in intensive care and think of a really funny
joke and wish they hadn’t.
“So, Wendell. Oh, my. Wendell! Poor dearie. You stay right here and
I’ll —. No, I’ll stay with you. Should I take off your shirt or anything? Are
you okay? Do you hurt? How’s it feel?”
He was smiling. He waited until I was done making an ass of myself:
“I’m okay, Tyler. Just got the wind kicked out of me. Let me rest here
a second—me and the butterflies.”
He laughed and so did I. I felt like kissing him—I think that’s what I
felt—but thank God I didn’t.
Turns out he was okay or said he was. I stopped on the way back at a
grocery and got some lamb chops and garlic to cut up and stick in, four
tomatoes for broiling, some salad stuff, and about 30 gallons of Ben and
Jerrys.
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I forced Wendell to sit while I got dinner ready, and afterwards made
him let me look at his stomach. He lifted his shirt about two inches, but.
somehow I didn’t undress him all the way so I could see—his wounds. I
had the impulse—obviously or I wouldn’t have said it—but I couldn’t
think of any plausible reason to make him get, you know, naked just so I
could look at his belly.
Next day I woke up to see Wendell’s doodle, encased in shorts, not
far from my nose. He was reaching over my bed to get something, being
careful not to brush against me. I could’ve raised my head a little, just a
touch, opened my mouth, stuck out my tongue, lowered the zipper with
one hand, freed from all restraint with the other hand his ... Or I might give
him a playful nip on his inner thigh, as he stretched and his shorts rode up.
And I might have ... As I was running through my options, he got whatever
he was after and my chance was lost, probably not forever.
I closed my eyes as he lowered himself, half ashamed to be ogling
him and a whole lot more ashamed of my fantasies. I kept up the pretense
of sleep longer than I needed. I knew I had to have some time alone, communing with my own dangerous fucking thoughts. And fucking thoughts
they were. It was getting so obvious I couldn’t hide it, even from myself.
Usually, I was the last to find out about me. Here I was either handling
Wendell, considering handling Wendell, or entertaining fantasies which
featured handling Wendell. No use denying it or ducking for cover. My
leaning his way, reaching toward him, peeking up and down his clothes.
All this wasn’t happening the first week and now is. And it’s happening at
an accelerating rate.
Those are the facts. Accept them. It could be worse. It couldn’t be
much worse, but at least I wasn’t pregnant, hadn’t even exactly kissed.
Although true as true, all that was misleading. I’d molested him and been
close to doing a lot more. The fact that we hadn’t really kissed didn’t hint
at how close I might have been to sucking him off, luring him into doing
most anything with me, anything. I was feeling for Wendell what adolescent boys used to feel for Playgirl centerfolds. I was all oogly-googly
about his body.
So what, Tyler, do you plan to do?
Cool it is what I plan to do. Think of Wendell’s mind and exaggerate
its defects when you chance to glimpse his tingly parts. Imagine going to
the prom with him when he smiles and think of the ridicule you’d call
down on yourself. (That’s low, but maybe it’ll work.) Take cold showers,
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think of vomit, remember Jesus. Tell Wendell to dress properly, cover
himself. Tell him to stop smiling and leave you alone. Tell him to leave
off bathing all the time and to let his clothes get dirty. Tell him to get a
Mohawk or a tattoo-cut or shave his head. Tell him to stop being so kind
and personable—so entertaining too and unpredictable and intelligent, and
what in hell am I saying?
Like I could confess any of that out loud, or another thousand things
that were unsettling me, earthquaking my world.
“Morning, Wendell.”
“Oh, hi, Tyler! You look so nice.”
“You look dandy yourself, Wendell. Of course you’re dressed.”
“I could fix that.”
Great start to my plan. Here he was smiling and, for the first time in
his life (I am certain), joking about undressing. He was joking, right? Even
raising the question got me goose-bumpy.
“Turn your back, Wendell. I gotta get up, and I only wore —just turn
your back. And please don’t make any more lewd jokes. Please, Wendell.”
He didn’t. Just smiled. Wonder if he recognized the danger he was
in—? I hope not. I think I was safe there, though, protected by his depthless
cluelessness—or maybe his desperately low self-esteem, or his Himalayan-high esteem for me.
He did turn his back, I think, as I made my rapid but windy way to
the bathroom with my clothes in hand. Showered and took way too long
trying to look good. Stop it! Bad enough for one of us to be possessed by
lust. I wonder what Wendell felt about me? No, I certainly didn’t. I hope.
“You feeling OK, Wendell?”
“Yeah. He didn’t get any vital organs, like my liver or something.”
“Your something?” Jesus! I hurried on. “Do you have a good idea of
what’s in your gut, Wendell, organs and things?”
“Almost none. I never paid much attention in those classes about insides—organs and all. Hardly any.”
“Well, it’s not your fault, what with your ADD and all."
He laughed and wiggled in his seat while he was eating, splaying his
legs all over and not spitting out any food. Just stop it, right away, the
splaying! Then I noticed something distracting: Wendell was a model
eater. I looked at his teeth. God!
“You have your teeth bleached, Wendell?”
“Huh?”
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“Never mind. Tell me about your ADD.”
“Three guesses whose mom had who tested for it. And for dyslexia
and every other suitably-uppity disability that could account for my lousy
grades.”
“Not that lousy.” Why was I bucking him up?
“Uneven, then. Which is a kind—and inaccurate—way to put it, but
okay. What was I saying—oh, yeah. Anyhow, my mom ran out of tests to
give me, which was when she started trying different schools, deciding
that I was not coordinating with the atmosphere, or something like that.
Then she decided I wasn’t being challenged. She read somewhere that extraordinary minds might snooze when they aren’t stimulated. So, you see,
I ended up at challenging schools, like old Cartwright Princeton.”
“I like your mom a lot. More than that. I mean, I love her. You don’t
mind? Course you wouldn’t.”
He looked at me as if I were the stupid one.
“I can see why she’d do that.”
“Well, you wouldn’t do it. You’d accept the plain fact.”
“Which is?”
“I’m dumb.”
I tried hard to keep myself from saying it, and failed.
“You are not!” At least I didn’t rest a comforting hand on his, cuddle
and reassure, and give him his first ...
“Thanks, Tyler. You’re very kind.”
“Hell, Wendell. We’ve had that conversation, you lunkhead.”
Getting pissed worked to cut off arousal, even if I had to strain to do
it.
I’d read the night before about a Candy Factory tour. The book cited
some magazine quoting what must have been some drunk: “Candies tumble down bright, perfect, and appealing, shining with all the innocence of
childhood.”
A little alarming, all thst about tumbling, shining innocence; but
alarming was right in our line. I’d considered suggesting we ask Marjorie
and William, but I couldn’t face their pathetic gratitude, so I mentioned it
to Wendell, and of course there we went.
The little sweetsie touring us looked so much like Wendell it was
uncanny. She had on a pepperminty striped dress, which Wendell didn’t,
so one could tell them apart. There were eight of us following this chirper,
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who walked backwards, never once toppling into the boiling vats of sugar,
a pity.
The place did smell nice and the workers all seemed cheery and
plump, much bigger versions of Santa’s elves or Willy Wonka’s
oomphloompahs. Some of them were pulling and twisting on comely links
of things, making all sorts of shapes and colors. Too bad everything ended
up as hard candy, which tasted the same, which nobody ate unless they
were bored or so impoverished that’s all they could get.
Ignoring the rest of us, the Lolita assigned to our group was sucking
up to Wendell in a graceless, obvious way everyone else was trying hard
to ignore. Wendell was pretending to be cool about it, but he was playing
along with the miserable little shit. No, he wasn’t, not at all, but she didn’t
seem to care, or maybe notice:
Her spiel had to be heard to be believed, but you should take any steps
necessary to avoid hearing it. “Here’s where we do the ribbon candy, all
twisty and tasty. I have samples for all of you. Here’s the biggest for you,
sweetie.”
This to Wendell, when there were actually a couple of little kids along
and should have been the ones getting the treats. Wendell frowned, close
to it, and handed the candy on to one of the kids, who was, naturally, hanging on him.
The twinkler spun round in a minute and tweeted: “You’ll find there’s
a technique to eating candy. If you chew on it, you’ll get a quick rush of
flavor but it’ll go away real fast and you’ll be left with a mouthful of
crunchy muck in your teeth.”
Oh ha ha ha ha.
“The best candy-eating technique is to go slow, slow, slow. Keep
your teeth drawn back, out of the way. Just use your tongue. Let your
mouth work around the candy, slow and gentle. Slow and gentle. Patience
is best in candy eating. Just lick and suck, lick and suck, tongue it, lick and
suck. Let your tongue have the fun, rolling the candy around and keeping
those teeth out of the way.”
The kids were giggling and so were the old morons who must have
been their parents. Probably if this little bimbo suggested dropping them
into one of the vats or selling them into sexual slavery, they’d drool a little
and agree.
“Hssst, Wendell, let’s get out.”
“Right—but I don’t know how to.”
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He had a point. We were deep in the bowels of this place, controlled
by this candy pornographer. Nothing for it but wait it out. I retreated to the
back, abandoning the little kids to their fate. I pulled Wendell back with
me, whereupon the guide reversed her course, moving beside Wendell and
dragging us all back the way we had come.
“Just follow me, all of you. You, too, you—well ... Now we’ll go this
way into the chocolate area. You all understand the technique I was
demonstrating. The lick and suck and roll technique? You all got it?”
Yuh, yep, yuck. All the slack-jawed mouth-breathers nodded in
agreement.
“You got it, sweetness?” This to Wendell, who looked away.
I’d had enough, more than enough. I didn’t exactly explode, but
close: “Honey-bunny, just do the tour, OK?”
“Sorry, I’m not invading your territory,” she syruped. “Just being
friendly.”
That did it.
“How do we escape this hell-hole, lodging a complaint against your
sexual harassment on the way out?”
That made an impression.
“Sexual har—oh, please, I didn’t ...”
“Just point out the exit.”
She appealed to Wendell: “Did I …? Please tell her I wasn’t ... Oh
please don’t ... I need this job.”
Wendell surprised the shit out of me. He took this girl by the arm,
firmly it appeared, and moved her to the side. I couldn’t hear too much of
what he said, but she nodded and nodded and mouthed apologies and nodded some more. Wendell wasn’t smiling and wasn’t letting her smirk her
way out of it. He was, for him, stern; he was stern period. The girl wasn’t
crying, but her eyes were red, her shoulders were slumped, and she had
lost all her sparklies.
We went through the rest of the tour without any brawls. Wendell
hissed at me to just do what he did, and, kiss my ass, I did. This was not
the way things should be. But it wasn’t bad.
By the time we got through the chocolates and the tasty samples, the
girl had regained some of her composure, if none of her vim. She made as
if to say something to Wendell and me as we left with our little sample
bag. I was all for getting to the door in record time, but Wendell grabbed
me and made me listen to her, god damn it:
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“I just wanted to say how sorry I am that you got the impression that
I was trying to harass you, sexually as it were, when I was just...”
Wendell cut her off: “We don’t want to make a big thing out of it—
Well, maybe we do. I don’t think you should do all that suck-lick stuff in
front of little kids, I really don’t. Little kids! I don’t care about myself.”
“I do,” I said, meaning I don’t know what.
“I am so sorry,” she said, now addressing me. “I really am. I guess it
looked like—well, it’s true; I was sort of flirting with your boyfriend, and
that’s not right, but I didn’t mean anything by it.”
Boyfriend! I just stood there with my mouth flapping.
Wendell grabbed me again. He said something harsh to bitch-babe
and ushered me outside and, before I knew it, into our white trash home
away from home.
“I’m sorry for grabbing at you, Tyler. I know you hate that. I dsidn’t
forget that. I just wanted—”
“Shut up, Wendell.”
“I’m sorry.”
“That’s OK. It really is. Let’s just not . . . “
“What?”
“Promise me one thing, Wendell.”
“Okay.”
“Shut up about it.”
“Why, Tyler? I mean, I don’t care, but I don’t get it why you want to
censor all that. I really want to know what you think about that moron girl.
Are you pissed because I grabbed you? I know that was wrong. I just
wasn’t thinking.”
She stared at me, not like she was pissed; more like she was thinking.
She didn’t say anything for the longest time. I was zigging over Route 36,
toward Boulder, where we were going for the day. Couldn’t think of anything to say, so I didn’t.
Finally, Tyler started talking real soft, looking at me as if she were
anxious that I understand and maybe worried that I might not: “I’ve never
seen a woman like that, Wendell. I suppose they’re common, but I hate to
think so. I also hate myself for the way I responded. Hell, there are women
assholes as well as male.”
“At least she was white.”
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She laughed, not a lot, but laughed. “Yeah, like one of the sisters
would never try to put the moves on a man.”
“Never. Too classy.”
“We have different ways in Africa. Women are retiring, kept at
home.”
“Until the debutante ball.”
“Yeah. Wendell, she was really gross, trying to seduce you.”
“That what she was doing?”
“Like you didn’t see it.”
“I’m telling the truth, Tyler. I just thought she was wacked.”
“Really? You didn’t notice she was talking just to you?”
“Not really. Truth. What I was thinking was she was saying dumb
stuff in front of those little kids.”
“ ‘Dumb stuff!’ Wendell, being so articulate, you move faster than I,
penetrate to the marrow. Jesus Christ! Even you could not miss what she
was doing.”
“Tyler, what is wrong with you? I’m not lying. Damn you!”
She just looked at me like I’d dropped in from the moon.
“How could you not see it? I’m not ripping at your nuts now, Bubbles. I mean, I’m not just being a bitch, like usual.”
And? What was I supposed to say?
“Wendell? I’m just asking you how you didn’t see it. I believe you.”
“Okay. Tyler, I hate whimpering, but damn. It’s not like I have a
whole lot of experience with girls coming on to me. Like none at all. None.
Not a little bit, not infrequent. Fucking never. Sorry about the language.”
She softened. That had happened about twice in the hours we’d spent
together, but I could see it. She looked, I don’t know, not sorry but like she
wasn’t judging me.
“I’ll hate myself for saying this, Wendell, but that’s not right. You
are so pretty—good-looking. And you’re also so ... Anyways, ninety-nine
percent of the bitches at Cartwright Princeton, one-hundred percent,
should be interested.”
“Thanks, Tyler – I guess.” Then I started giggling. Something about
the way she’d said what she said.
She laughed too. “Damn, Wendell. I was so busy not wanting to flatter you and give you the wrong idea that I insulted you. Pretend I didn’t
try to be nice.”
“You’ve had as little practice being nice as me being hit on.”
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“Fuck you, Wendell.” But she was almost smiling when she said it.
We’d looked up Boulder on the internet, but it was nicer than we expected. The mountains came to an abrupt stop just above the town, flattened out in these remarkable cliffs, just stopped and dropped down like a
straight line, just about perpendicular. Calling them “Flatirons” seemed to
me stupid, unnecessary—Tyler thought so, too—but that’s okay. The city
government had gone ahead and circled the town, so said their website,
with a green-belt, and it looked great.
“Yeah it does, Wendell; but you know what?”
“They’re all Yuppies and we hate ‘em.”
She laughed, or that’s what it seemed like. “The green-belt creates
parks and keeps the town nice and isolated and cozy—and also makes
housing so expensive this is one of the whitest places on earth.”
I found that interesting, but I couldn’t think of a remark to make.
“They say here,” she went on, “it’s really—let me read, ‘It’s an insoluble problem, and part of our modern dilemma.’ I guess they mean:
make something beautiful and you make it a gated community. It sucks.”
“Yeah, Tyler. Like there’s no solution. Why don’t they have rentcontrol, or build low-income housing, or have lots of apartments and make
sure they are cheap so poor and nonwhite people can move in?”
“You bigot! You saying all us blacks is poor, Wendell, and also Mexicans and Koreans and Pacific Islanders and Japanese?”
“No, not Japanese. All the rest of you, yeah.”
“Not their fault, though, our fault.”
“Sure it is,” I said, hoping she’d laugh, which she didn’t but maybe
did almost smile—I couldn’t be sure.
Thing is, Boulder wasn’t that different from a small Santa Monica,
but without the theatres and clubs and good restaurants and foreign movie
theatres and beaches, so we found a street called Canyon Drive, which the
book said turned into an actual canyon and went into the mountains, and
it did.
There was this raging creek running beside the road, so we stopped
to wade in it, though we didn’t want to get swept to our eternal rest, as
Mom would say. The water was so cold it numbed your feet, and that made
it seem unreal: not being able to feel is almost like having a new body, odd
as that sounds.
Of course it’s also dangerous. A couple of times, Tyler lost her balance and grabbed me. Good thing I didn’t trip.
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We had found this place on the map, called Brainard Lake, where you
could drive right up and be at ten-thousand feet. But we were hungry, away
from any sort of civilization, only we weren’t, as it turned out.
We came on this little village, Nederland, which had a couple of eating places. Believe it or not, one was Tibetan/Indian, with a buffet that was
so terrific I ate about forty pounds of the rice with twenty gooey things
sloshed on it, and then about two pounds of yogurt pudding. Even Tyler
ate piggy-style.
“I wonder, Wendell, why all those Tibetan skinnies aren’t fatties?”
“Well, Ms. Republican Party Greedbag, just put your mind to it a
little! It’s because they can’t afford a feast like this except maybe once in
a lifetime and otherwise only eat grass and dried cow dung.”
“You suppose? They can’t eat like this because they’re so poor?”
“Damn betcha. You just ate enough to keep a family of six alive for
two months, just glommed it down.”
“Wendell, asshole, you make me feel bad.”
“Why feel bad? You deserve to gorge while they starve because
you’re a better person and have worked hard for what you got.”
She really looked depressed.
“Ah Tyler, I think the reason those Himalayans are skinny is that this
food has no calories at all. Add to that, they get lots of exercise, but they
have plenty to eat.” She didn’t look convinced, so I added, lamely, “I read
that.”
Fixer Wendell! She cheered right up, which she didn’t. But we drove
on up to the lake, which was as fine a place to go after a stuff-yourself
meal as any could be. I think it was the nicest place I’d seen, though I
won’t try to describe it, since I couldn’t, as it's just a medium-sized lake
with huge mountains, glaciers all around it, and these pretty pine trees.
They definitely are pine trees—even I know that.
We parked and walked round the lake, then found another, and then
saw some trail signs: “Continental Divide, Five Miles.”
“Think we could make it?
“It’s two o’clock, Tyler. I think we could make part of it. The book
said to allow an hour for a mile doing steep grades. We could maybe do a
little better, but it’d still be ten or so by the time we got back, I’d say.”
“Impressive. Why don’t we hike up maybe two hours and see?”
The first mile or so was mostly flat or mildly uphill, passing by a
couple of other big lakes and a glacier. It was fantastic, sunny but still not
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hot. We were floating along, and then it started to go sharp uphill, way
uphill, and the path not only got steeper but struck out across the side of
the mountains.
There were no trees at all now, just the open, grueling trail running
up higher. It was so good walking along, puffing and feeling sort of halfdrunk, that we didn’t want to go back, didn’t even mention the possibility.
The thing is that we were now in snow. It wasn’t real cold and the
snow was soft, but as we walked, we had to dig in the edges of our shoes—
tennis shoes!—and lean against the mountain, which got steeper as we
went. The snow wasn’t all that deep, a few inches, mostly, and there was
a path; but it was wet on top and then icy.
Several times we both fell into the mountain we were leaning against.
It felt so good, even slipping, with the sun and the air so sweet it almost
hurt. There was just a smooth slope of white almost as far as you could
see, but not quite to the bottom. Way down the snow stopped, and there
were mean-looking rocks, a thousand feet down or something. I’m not
good at distances.
“It’s been two hours, Wendell. Should we go back? It’s getting
steeper, too. I feel like I’m walking in a horizontal position.”
“But it’s about as great as anything, right Tyler? God, this is some
…”
“Yeah, Wendell, it is some—. Shit, I don’t even feel like making fun
of you. We got that hiker’s high, like crack or something.”
She was right. I was so light-feeling, it seemed as if I could dance or
something, right there against the mountain and in the snow.
I don’t know if I did try just that, but all of a sudden I was sliding
down the face of the mountain, right down it. I can’t remember tripping or
falling, but there I was on my back, my head looking behind me, at Tyler,
who was getting smaller fast. I dug my heels in but I didn’t slow. I remember thinking I’d keep sliding down into the rocks. But just then I pressed
my elbows in along with my heels and stopped, just like that.
Tyler was clambering down after me, slipping and sliding big time,
naturally. I had to yell at her to stop and dig in. She did and I started crawling back up the hill to her.
She was waving her arms, threatening to dislodge herself, and yelling
real loud. I don’t know what she was saying.
I got to her and she tried to hit me, only she tripped and fell. I grabbed
her to keep her from going downhill.
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“You fucking asshole son of a bitch, Wendell. God damn you. Jesus
Christ, what were you thinking? God damn you, Wendell. I thought you
were going to get killed.” And she started shaking.
We were lying there, both of us with our damned tennis shoes
jammed hard into the snow. She was in my chest, getting snot all over my
sweatshirt, I expect, and crying so hard. I couldn’t help but put my arms
around her, which seemed to make her cry harder. I didn’t say anything,
and she didn’t either.
I don’t know how long we stayed there, probably not long. Tyler finally looked up at me, squinted, wiped her nose on her hand and then,
giggling, transferred the stuff to my sleeve, and helped me up.
We edged carefully down the snowy hill and, before long, onto the
dirt and rocks and then into the trees and finally onto the level. What with
one thing and another, it was after nine o’clock when we got back to Boulder.
It was a shame leaving the mountains, but we found the university,
which had a film series and a showing of The Rocky Horror Picture Show
at midnight. The campus was one of those places that thinks it’s swell if
every building looks just like every other building, but kind of generic.
Maybe any place would have seemed tame after the mountains. I’m sure
it was impressive with students around, which there didn’t seem to be now.
We toddled on down to the Mall, then, to kill some time until the
movie. A kid we’d met on campus said there was really two places to go:
the Pearl Street Mall and The Hill. When we asked him what the Hill was,
he said, “You’re on it.” A video parlor, a drugstore, a couple of clothes
stores, a coffee place or six, and some bars. Whee.
The Pearl Street Mall turned out to be a whole lot better. We ate and
watched some street performers juggling and telling cornball jokes, along
with some kids doing authentic ancient Irish folk dances that, in my opinion, were not worth preserving. Then we went to a bar, then another, then
another. Nobody believed our IDs. First time that’d happened, but maybe
they checked more carefully in college towns.
But we found this bookstore, “The Left Hand,” like nothing I’d ever
seen. It was stocked with books that were way beyond the liberal stuff my
mom bought. We both got ourselves comfy on their whonking cushions
and started reading, not just books but pamphlets and newspapers, all of
which treated liberals as the big problem. I’d only barely heard that, but
Tyler was familiar with it, from Karl Marx, she said.
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I started looking at stuff on imprisonment and then on education. I
got so excited I must have been twitching or something.
“Wendell, sit still, goddam it!”
“Sorry.”
“Don’t be sorry. Just don’t squirm. It’s indecent.”
That made no sense, but Tyler in that mood was nobody to argue
with.
The woman running the place, it turned out, wasn’t an owner, but a
volunteer, which seemed to fit. She didn’t know too well how to work the
cash register and they didn’t take credit cards—probably a political statement—so while Tyler went out to an ATM, I tried to figure out the cash
register with her. It was old-fashioned but there was a code to punch in to
get the cash drawer to swing out, which it did, when I finally figured out
the code. It came like a shot, banging me right in the crotch, right where
you don’t want a fast-moving, old-heavy cash-register drawer to bang.
“Oh no! Oh, mercy, honey, I am so sorry. How could I have let you
do that? Are you okay? No, you’re not. Oh heavenly days! How are you?
Can you feel anything?”
It was a broadside hit and not that bad, just took my breath away. It’s
funny how, when the last thing you want to do is talk, everybody asks you
how you are. Same if you’re choking, but this is worse. I nodded, tried
hard to smile. Thing was, when I tried to smile, for some reason I got this
great urge to throw up and was worried I’d upchuck all over this nice Communist woman. I didn’t, though.
About then, Tyler returned and got filled in, more or less:
“What’s wrong?”
“Oh my goodness, I caused your friend to be injured. That cash-register drawer just smacked him, hurt him terribly. He can’t even speak.”
Tyler looked alarmed for a little bit, but I managed to whisper and
gesture and finally tell her. Then she didn’t laugh, which surprised me.
We bought a whole lot of books, went over to an upper-class coffee
bar with sofas and bright-colored paintings, which at least had no objections to serving us, and then went up the pretty steep hill to the movie place
up on campus. We found it without a whole lot of trouble, after asking
about four people, students, I guess, and very friendly. They handed out
little bags of rice and water squirters to everybody at the movie. Turns out
it was a really fun event, lots of people in the crowd dressed up like characters from the movie, everybody talking back to the screen, standing up
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and dancing, throwing rice, spraying water. Even Tyler got into it. Let’s
Do the Time Warp Again!
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CHAPTER 9
Denver, Still
By the time we got back to Denver it was late, so we had a couple of
Manhattans and sat talking about nothing much. I was feeling so good and
tired and happy, I was within an inch of asking Tyler whether girls got
horny in the same way boys do. Dumb question—probably fatal, too, to
give it air-time. But I’m curious. Not as if I’m trying to get Tyler interested
in me in that way—like that would ever happen. But she’s smarter than
anybody I know and could tell me, if the time was right for that kind of
talk.
But that time would never come. It’d be just like Tyler to ask me
detailed personal stuff, if I tried. I wasn’t planning to ask her personal stuff
in bringing up horny girls, though I can see how it’d seem personal. Anyhow, I was feeling warm and woozy, but not so warm and woozy that all
this seemed like a good idea.
Next day, we made another excursion into the mountains, to Central
City, which was nearby and was going to be a lot like Leadville, we
thought. We’d really liked Leadville and knew Central City also had an
opera house, which was true enough, turned out. Trouble was that, apart
from the opera house, a gift store, some bars, and a fudge shop, everything
else was casino gambling, which we couldn’t do, because of our age.
It was so late when we started and we were both so tired that we just
went back to the trailer place afterwards. They had a pool and we decided
to go swimming, only we never did do that—go swimming, I mean. We
just sat around saying we were going to get our suits on, sitting there not
doing it. I wasn’t too anxious to swim, but I was anxious to see Tyler in
her skimpy suit. Also, when we changed clothes at odd times, she was sort
of casual about it, and that was good.
But we were like two old dumbos, wasting time doing not one thing.
Finally, Tyler shocked me with an idea:
“Wendell, we have two copies of some books. Not lots but a few. I
am thinking we could be improving our minds by reading aloud.”
“Really? My mom and I used to do that—dorky as it sounds.”
“It doesn’t sound dorky. It’s probably the one thing you’ve done that
isn’t dorky. Don’t cry now. Anyways, how bout it?”
“You think I’m going to say no? Sure. What book?”
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That took a while, first to see which books we had two of, then trying
to decide which to read, then all of a sudden Tyler said we really could do
just fine with one copy: “just fucking passing the thing back and forth,”
was the way she put it.
Finally, she said, “We could go on until the middle of next month
deciding. Huckleberry Finn.”
“OK. What?”
“Huckleberry Finn, Wendell, and I’ll hold you responsible for anything I find offensive.”
“Tyler, you know you’ll find it offensive.”
“That’s its main attraction, Wendell.”
“Oh,” I said.
So we read. At first, we were self-conscious about the dialects, but
then we hammed it up. Like my mom always said, “If you’re worried,
over-do it!” We were taking turns, which meant there was trouble looming
in the character of Jim. As bad luck would have it, Jim came up first in the
second chapter, and it was my turn. Only two words, though: “Who dah?”
I was looking ahead and saw that, so caught up in wondering how to pronounce “dah” that I missed Tyler stopping.
“Wendell! That’s your cue—‘Then he says’—”
“Who dah?” I said “dah” like “dair,” and Tyler didn’t even pause, so
I guess it wasn’t too bad.
Tyler had the next Jim quote and really got into it: “Say, who is you?
Whar is you? Dog my cats ef I didn’ hear sumf’n. Well, I know what I’s
gwyne to do: I’s gwyne to set down here and listen tell I hears it ag’in.”
She was standing up and gesturing, her eyes all wide. She was making
herself shiver as she talked and she drawled out stuff like “I’s gwyne to
do” like Buckwheat in the old Our Gang films.
I thought it was such a hoot I broke out giggling and she did, too.
“Oh damn, Wendell. One thing about you—”
I waited for what it was about me, thinking it might be something
good. But she never did say, only poked me in the side. The first part of
the book was mostly about Tom Sawyer and his games, adventures and
outings he copied from books. Huck goes along for a while, even though
Tom is bossy and makes fun of Huck, who never gets the point of the
games. Finally, Huck says, “I reckon he believed in the A-rabs and the
elephants, but as for me, I think different. It had all the marks of a Sunday
school.”
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“Oh fucking Mother of God!” said one of us, guess which one.
“Yeah, that’s terrific.”
“Ain’t that the best stuff, Wendell?”
“Yeah.”
“Why?”
That was sort of mean, maybe, but I didn’t take it that way. I think
Tyler was just giving me a chance to talk.
“I think you start out thinking Tom’s cool and Huck is dumb as hell
for not catching on. After a while, you start to shift to Huck’s side. Tom is
an asshole in the making, like that Ryan Smith-LaTurne guy at school.”
“Absolutely. Tom’s idea of fun is doing what he’s told in those books
he’s reading, those romance things. He isn’t imaginative at all, just a dick,
like you say, like Ryan. He’s so anxious to do what he’s told, he’s kissing
every ass in sight, fitting right into the most conventional molds adults
make for kids.”
“Huck really doesn’t get it, but that’s not because he’s dumb but because he isn’t an asshole. He isn’t a part of the asshole world.”
“There are probably more English-class-approved ways to put it,
Wendell, but yeah. Huck just isn’t.”
“He really nails it there at the end with the Sunday-school comment.”
“Right! It’s what all the asshole adults want kids to do, be Tom Sawyer, who looks like a troublemaker but really is a Republican suburbanite.”
“Fucking yeah!”
“Wendell!”
“Sorry.”
“You should be, Wendell. How can I say this? It’s hard to say it,
Wendell. I don’t know if I can. Oh Wendell, help me say it. It’s no use. I
can’t.”
“Then don’t.”
“Oh, but I must. I’ve held it in ever so long. I must tell somebody or
I’ll go mad. Mad, I tell you!”
“You already are.”
“Oh Wendell, help me to say it.”
“No.”
“I knew you’d help. Don’t judge me, Wendell, please. Don’t think ill
of me. I know I couldn’t bear it if you thought ill of me.”
“I think plenty ill of you as it is.”
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“Thank you, Wendell. You’re a saint. Okay, here it is, Wendell. Here
it is. It’s coming. I’m going to say it. Oh, the relief I’ll feel. But, oh the
shame.”
“I have to pee.”
“If I don’t say it now I’ll never say it, will go to my grave an incomplete woman, happy on the outside but a pit of squirming tensions beneath.
I’ve got to get it out.”
“Bottle it.”
“Ryan, the very Ryan you called an—I can’t bring myself to say it—
oh how could you?— the—very Ryan you brought up before, remember?
That Ryan from our school, that one, he’s—oh God, Wendell, help me.”
“You got a bra strap stuck on your elbow.”
“Ryan is no—that word, a-hole. He may seem like one, oh yes, but
appearances can be—oh, I have to tell you, you of all people. Ryan and I
have had relations.”
“Everybody knows that.”
“He stole my virginity.”
“You stole his.”
“We’ve had these—you know—relations sixteen times.”
“Ha! Ryan told everybody in gym it was—golly—twenty-two times,
with him reluctant, you in charge!”
Here she did laugh. “Let’s go to bed, Wendell.”
“Tyler! I’m a good Christian boy!”
“That’s too bad, Wendell. From the looks of things—and I’ve had
lots of looks—you could outgun old Ryan any time.”
We went to sleep happy, at least I did.
Next morning, we woke up almost exactly at the same time. I’d put
jammies on for some reason, so I didn’t mind getting up. Tyler had on a
long T-shirt and looked so good. Pretty amazing how fine she looked first
thing in the morning.
“You really look fine first thing in the morning, Tyler.”
“That’s enough of that, Wendell.”
“Sorry.”
“That’s enough of that, too.”
We cooked together—made oatmeal with nuts and fruit. It was good
with cream, but Tyler said it was like desert, so that was probably the end
of that for oatmeal.
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I’d been pouring over some brochures on these workshops with the
corniest hilarious titles ever: “Taming the Wild Horse,” “Balancing Your
Motor Center,” “The Moment Workshop,” “Dancing with Desire.”
“Wendell, you up for more New Age Empowerment?”
“There’s a ball-field over there.”
“That fits my question.”
“I was thinking there are lots of kids around and we could organize a
game.”
“Like being camp directors?”
“No, I can see you don’t want to. The empowerment sounds good.”
“It sounds awful. And we have had quite a bit of soul-stirring.”
“Soul-butter and flapdoodle.”
“Huck’s always right. Okay. I’ll do it, Wendell. We don’t need to
spend every day going to attractions. Let’s commit.”
“We still going up to the mountains tomorrow?”
“If you want, Wendell.”
“If I want? You making me boss?”
“Sure, big boy! You da boss! Do what you want—with our schedule,
with our groceries, with me.”
With me? What am I turning into? This is like a sci-fi movie, a really
scary one. Wendell didn’t pick up on what I’d said, thanks be.
We’d arisen early—except for once or twice, we always got up early,
so this morning we had time to go to Super Target close by and buy everything we needed, which was three bats and four balls, tons of soda, chips,
cookies, candy, ice, lots of toys and stuff for prizes, a Slip and Slide for
when it got too hot for baseball, Frisbees and lawn darts and a cheap volleyball set up, a croquet game, poster board and art supplies.
The poster board was for advertisements for what had become our
full-day, prize-filled, carnival of proletarian delights. But I’ll admit Wendell was fun doing stuff like this with. He had one idea after another, all
bad but catchy too. And the posters were hot, if I do say so. Here’s a rough
idea of one—
HEY KIDS!
FREE GAMES AND PRIZES—FOR EVERYONE
FREE JUNK FOOD
WHERE? THE FIELD OVER THERE
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WHEN? TODAY, DUMMY
ADMISSION? FREE—CAN’T YOU READ?
We had a couple dozen done and spread around the place by ten-thirty.
Turns out we didn’t need all the signs, as a couple of little kids saw us
putting up the first one and trailed along behind us, spreading the word as
we defiled the whole camp with our art. The crowd of kids kept growing
as we went until there were about twenty, I’d say.
“Hey, mister?”
“Yeah, Rocky?” said Wendell.
The kid grinned, of course: “What time’s this start?”
“Midnight.”
The kid laughed and kicked Wendell in the shins. I think most people
might have been a little pissed, since the kid kicked harder than he meant
to and landed square on Wendell’s bone. But Wendell just winced and then
did an exaggerated dance, holding his leg to entertain the little asshole
who’d just assaulted him.
I had four little girls and as many boys, all jam-faced and raggedy,
trailing and grabbing at me—at least they didn’t kick.
We started right in on baseball, a strange version Wendell knew. In
this enchanted game, everybody played and kept rotating around. There
were two batters. If the first one got a hit, the second one had to bring her
all the way home from wherever she was or the first one was out. Also,
you could make an out in the usual way. Whenever there was an out, which
was pretty often, the hitter went to right field and everybody moved up
one, the pitcher becoming a hitter, left moving to third, third to short, short
to second, second to first, first to pitcher. The great thing about it was there
were no strikeouts. Little kids could just stand there and swing and swing
until the law of something took over and they hit it.
“Strikeouts are fascist,” says a character in this great movie, Bull
Durham, and that’s right. The object if you were pitching was to get the
hitter to hit the ball. And you could have as many kids as wanted to, play,
just adding extra fielders. Everything moved fast and in a circle. Everybody played, nobody kept score, everybody won. It was what the world
would be when love takes over. Time is erased, gives up hurting.
I found myself next to Wendell, one of eight outfielders, after my
partner had failed to bat me home, which was after I’d failed to bat Wendell home.
“What’s this game called, Wendell?”
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“ ‘Come Arounds and Holts.’ I think there’s probably a better name
for it.”
“You think? The ‘Come Arounds’ part makes sense, but ‘Holts’?
Probably a corruption of ‘horse,’ from the Old West days, when they used
to play on horseback or eat them between at-bats or give a horse to the
person who came around or...”
“Right, Tyler. You’re as bad as me. Getting just like me, as we grow
together—or really as you grow into me.”
“Yep.” Somehow, I couldn’t find it in me to protest.
The big kid had just popped up to second. The little girl who was on
first ran around the bases anyhow, picked up the bat to hit again. The rest
of us rotated a few feet.
“Where’d you learn this?”
“My mom used to organize it when I was little—when I was littler.”
“It’s a beautiful game, Wendell, pure Communism.”
“It is, isn’t it? My Mom’d probably say it was Jesus come back to
earth.”
“That, too.”
“It’s when we wake up to what we might have.”
I just looked at Wendell, felt no need to ridicule him, ask for explanations.
We’d been playing about an hour when these two parodies of fat people came up, middle-aged disgraces with bellies hanging out beneath Tshirts, and with equally imposing dangling titties, though one seemed to
be a man:
“You’uns got a permit?” says one.
“Yeah, you got to show a permit or git yer asses fined!” says the other
I was instantly pissed and ready to goad Wendell into attacking when
I noticed several of the little twerps smiling.
“Nah. We jist wondred if we could play, too.”
Turns out Tom and Rebecca had an inventive genius running parallel
to Wendell’s. They helped with the lawn games, rooting out a couple of
others from their private store. Wendell was busy doing the food and random prizes, and I was in charge of keeping things neat and tidy, which,
good girl that I am, I didn’t mind.
He also rounded up an uncertain number of folding chairs, which we
arranged in a sort of circle, ever-changing, for games of musical chairs,
music at first provided by an iPhone and later by group singing. If you
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know the rules of musical chairs—which, quite obviously, we didn’t—
you’d see that group singing makes no sense. Nor did the number of people
playing and dropping out, the collapsing chairs, or the kids who sat too
early (while the music was still playing) and refused to get up. But what
the hell! Confusion seemed to be the one feature of the two-hundred-odd
attractions and fun stations that somehow coordinated themselves and
never really confused anybody.
The whole thing looked like one of those galas eighty people have
struggled for weeks to stage. The only tiny problem didn’t turn out to be a
problem. Some adults, twentyish and maybe older, took over the volleyball, but what happened was they just did. It’s not a great game for littler
kids anyhow, so the littler ones just moved on to one of the other possibilities and lit up the day.
That’s corny but so.
About two-thirty this broiler of a Denver sun got so bad we thought
we might have heat-stroke on our hands. More to the point, Wendell and I
were feeling the misery.
“Damn, Wendell. The heat is overtaking the fun.”
“Agree, tan girl.”
“Should we call it off, bigot?”
“Maybe take a break, haul the kids to the movies.”
“Only if Tom and Rebecca go too.”
So we did. We first had to get permission from the parents, which
turned out to be a joke: “My Mom said OK!” “So did mine!” “Mine would
but she’s asleep!” “It’s okay. They always let me!” “My cousin said yes!”
“Can I go too?”
We piled (more like stuffed) them all, thirty or so, into our camper
and Tom and Rebecca’s and took off for the mall. Wendell—you knew
this would happen—managed to convince Tom and Rebecca that he
should pay for everything. The movie was animated incoherence straight
from that nation of perverts, Japan. Big-eyed androgynous shrimps in
skimpy costumes kicking the shit out of one another! But our kids loved it
and all the treats we loaded on them, which must have made a terrific overload to the sweets they’d been downing at the field.
Then we drove back to find no angry parents waiting with deputies.
The kids were all easy as hell to manage. They shouldn’t have been, but
they were.
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I was ready to quit then, but it had cooled off a bit, so back we went
to more games and prizes, snacks and sugar. This went on until it was too
dark. Some parents came and watched; but nobody yelled or broke it up.
Maybe people in trailer parks and campgrounds are simply better than
other people. As soon as I say that, I see how dumb it sounds. All the
same...
When it was over, the kids squealed and hugged us, a few sloppy
kisses too. But they took off then, as did Tom and Rebecca. Everybody
seemed to know it was a one-time extravaganza, and that was that. Days
like this don’t come along very often. For most people, they don’t come
around ever. I guess you don’t press your luck.
We went shopping late that night and got stocked up, since we’d decided we’d go back to the mountains and just live in the camper, like rugged woodsmen.
Days 38 and 39—Sunday and Monday—Outside Dillon Lake
“Want to sing Tyler?”
“Fuck, no!”
“Great. You choose. Anything’s fine with me. I know you have
strange tastes, but don’t be embarrassed. I won’t say a word to the threehundred cool kids you hang with at Cartwright Princeton if you want to do
lounge songs or show tunes.”
“You know what it is with you, Wendell?”
“I have terrific ideas, not just sometimes, either, keep things rolling
along, kind of your life of the party sort.”
“You were quiet and submissive when we started this disaster. What
happened?”
“Christian redemption?”
“Maybe you went through puberty?”
“Ha ha. Tyler, you know you always bring up sex when you think of
me, sex or my body, which, I guess, is the same thing—for you.”
“You hit it, Wendell. Add in your underwear. How could you ignore
that? It’s also true that you never bring up sex when you think of me, Wendell. That speaks volumes, as Ms. Fordyce says.”
“It speaks without speaking, silent screams. I don’t think you want to
know what I think of in that area, Tyler. I really don’t. My thoughts on you
and your body are better left unsaid. Take my word for it.”
“You have thoughts in that area, Wendell?”
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“Tyler, you’re putting on your bitch mask again.”
“Okay, Wendell.”
“So, as for singing.”
“Wendell, don’t you have normal feelings of embarrassment? Welladapted people only sing if they just sing. They don’t respond to ‘Hey, you
want to sing?’ It’s like saying—you know.”
“It’s like saying what?”
“God, Wendell.”
“What? Oh, I see! It’s like saying, ‘You want to put your tongue
down my throat and twirl it all around, and then climb on me, all twisty,
which I wouldn’t object to, not in the least little?’ That what you mean?”
I was enjoying this conversation, though I knew it could turn terrible
any minute. Tyler could be mean sometimes, but right now she laughed
about the tongue down the throat. I thought we were done, when she started
up again:
“Hey Wendell!”
“I’m right here, Tyler.”
“Which do you like better, song or sex?”
“Tyler, I told you I don’t know anything about sex. Sean 2, you
know—I think about having sex with him and I think he does with me. We
horse around and wrestle, though not anything like real sex. But I never
feel like I make that happen. I told you. Not like I’m forced, just not choosing. And it’s not like I’m exactly gay, in what I think about. I told you all
that, Tyler. It’s not like I don’t know I’m sort of a freak. I know that, Tyler.
I really do. Not like I’m not horny all the time, but I know what you think
of me,”
I couldn’t think of anything more and didn’t want to start blubbing,
so I stopped.
It was Tyler who started sniffing a little. What the hell?
She was driving on the very busy I-70 out of Denver and toward the
mountains. She just pulled right over, which is illegal, unless you have car
problems, and why in hell did I think of that?
“Wendell, I don't know what to say. I haven't cried since I was six, I
don't think. Jesus! Here I get with you and all of a sudden I act like I’m—
I don’t know.”
“That’s okay, Tyler. I mean it—it really is. I don’t want to embarrass
you, but—well, forget it.”
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“What, Wendell?”
“This trip is the best time I’ve ever had in my life, nothing even close.
I didn’t even know there were good times like this.”
“No thanks to me, Wendell. You’re so nice. I don’t mean a woos but
thoughtful and smart and inventive. And I’m not nice. And what you’re
talking about I should be the one talking about. And I’m inarticulate too.”
“Tyler, it’s because of you this is so great. Don’t feel guilty. That’s
the worst thing to feel. My mom’s right about that, even if she does say it
so often it gets irritating. The very very last thing I should make you feel
is guilty about how you think I feel about stuff you say and how you think
that might make me feel when you should be saying something different.”
I stopped, forgetting where I was. Tyler would rescue me with a joke, I
knew. Only she didn’t. She started crying again.
“Look at it this way, Tyler. You think you are sometimes mean to
me, and think I only see that. That’s like me thinking you only see when
I’m a dork. And you are so smart and make me feel better than I’ve ever
felt in my life when you treat me so like I wasn’t a loser, at least all the
time you don’t.”
That wasn’t helping. What was I saying?
“When you said you’d go with me, Tyler, I couldn’t believe it. I figured I’d have to take you back in three days. But now all these things we
do. I don’t mean the big things, Tyler. I mean just talking and hanging
around and eating, all the time being with me and talking and then the
reading out loud and singing and doing things.”
No change.
“Tyler, you treat me like I’m worth being around. That’s—well,
that’s everything. I don’t think getting pissed or ragging at me about my
underpants is any different from when you say nice things.”
A little better.
“Don’t be pissed now, Tyler. You make me think I’m your friend.”
She stopped sniffing and just looked at me, really sad. I felt like I
should help her, but I’d run dry.
All of a sudden, she unhooked her seat belt and was leaning over me
and kissing me. She was sniffing and it was sloppy, but I sure didn’t mind.
Tyler could be really dear. Kind of unpredictable, but I meant it when I
said I didn’t mind that.
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I thought it’d be kind of crude, wrong you know, to kiss her back.
But I did. It was more what you’d call a cuddly kiss, I guess, only maybe
not. I don’t know.
She kept running her fingers through my too-long hair. Finally, she
stopped, gave me another kiss, and moved over, started to drive.
“Wendell, of course you’re my friend, of course. Hell, how could you
not be my friend, after all we’ve shared and when you put up with me and
with how I feel about you and what you are, really are. But when I go after
you like a starving jackal, it makes me feel evil. It’s not that you should
feel happy to have me as a friend.”
She stopped talking and looked over at me for so long I was getting
a little nervous again.
“You’re my friend, Wendell. I’m the one who’s lucky.”
I sure didn’t want to cry or mess this up. So I sniffled a little, a lot
like she had.
Tyler kept driving, but she reached over and stroked my leg. Kind of
her, though I guess when she went up under my shorts with her hand,
“kind” isn’t the right word, not the word that sprung into my head, anyhow.
“Sorry, Wendell. Don’t say it's OK. I'm treating you like an object
again."
“Hey, that’s what friends do.”
She laughed real hard, threw her head back. I knew it was partly because she was so wrought up, as my mom would say, and also because she
felt better. I cared about that. I scooched over a little, so she could go
higher up my leg if she wanted. But she moved her hand away. Not like
she was mad. She looked over at me and smiled.
Then she started singing, right out of the blue. Tyler had the prettiest
voice, soft and clear. She had perfect pitch, so far as I could hear, and she
didn’t mess around when she sang. Tyler didn’t try to sound like anything
but a plain old singer, no trilling or lilting or swooping. I guess it’s clear
that I love music. I like Berlioz myself, a lot, and Weber, along with a lot
of Wagner and Verdi and Puccini and Bessy Smith and Willie Nelson and
Leon Redbone (adopted from my mom) and ragtime and most of the love
songs from the 20s and 30s and 40s—and what does all this have to do
with the way Tyler sang?
I got out the keyboard that Tyler could play real well and me only a
little, but when I started the chords, she picked it right up:
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Turnaround.
Every now and then I get a little bit lonely, and you’re never
coming around
Turnaround. Every now and then...
That part’s hard to do and doesn’t interest me. But then there’s a chorus
that rips your heart, and she sang it so as to make tears come into my eyes:
Once upon a time I was falling in love,
Now I’m only falling apart:
There’s nothing I can do,
Total eclipse of the heart.
Once upon a time there was light in my life,
But now there’s only love in the dark:
Nothing I can say,
Total eclipse of the heart.
I can right now in my head hear Tyler singing that line “Now I’m only
falling apart,” written in a minor key and, like she says, heartbreaking.
Wonder why popular music doesn’t use minor keys more often?
Then we started a Radiohead song that’s really hard to sing and that
I didn’t play too well. Tyler began in on it, and I picked it up. It’s real slow,
like an anthem, and has beautiful chords. It has these slow, anguishing,
commit-suicide sections that Tyler also sang like her life was over. I sang
along too, but not so loud as to mess up Tyler:
But I’m a creep,
I’m a weirdo,
What the hell am I doing here?
I don’t belong here.
You’re so fucking special.
I wish I was special.
I didn’t even think of asking her if she was being personal in picking
a song about a creep. I was starting to understand why it pissed off Tyler
so much when I said I was a loser. It was like I was trying to beat people
to the punch, apologizing, even bidding for attention. “Look what a sweet,
modest guy I am. You wouldn’t hurt me, would you? You have no choice
but to like me, right?” I was so thrilled at getting her point, I came within
a millimeter of talking about it and messing everything up. But I didn’t.
Then, without a pause, I picked up the next:
Gone is the romance that was so divine—
It’s broken and cannot be mended.

145

James R. Kincaid
You must go your way and I will go mine
For now that our love dram has ended.
That part’s hard to do and doesn’t interest me. But then there’s a chrus
that rips your heart out, and Tyler sang it so as to make terars come into
my eyes
What’ll I do
When you are far away
And I am blue,
What’ll I do?
What’ll I do
With just a photograph
To tell my troubles to?
When I’m alone
With only dreams of you
That won’t come true,
What’ll I do?
I can, right now in my head, hear Tyler singing that line, “Dreams of
you that won’t come true,” written in a minor key and, like she says, heartbreaking. Wonder why popular music doesn’t use minor keys more often?
I didn’t want to stop singing, more like having Tyler stop singing, but
I also didn’t want us getting depressed, so I found a strange song in my
folder. I knew Tyler wouldn’t recognize it, but she did. I loved it. It was
crazy and upbeat and Tyler actually knew all the words. Was there any
song she didn’t know? This one was about baseball, “Center Field,” by
John Fogerty. The chorus is so rousing we sang it again and again:
Oh, put me in Coach! I’m ready to play – today!
Put me in Coach! I’m ready to play – today!
Look at me! I can be – Centerfield!
Then, to my great surprise, from Tyler:
I went to a dance with my sister Kate;
Everybody there thought she danced so great;
I realized a thing or two,
When I got wise to something new:
And then I knew it was in her dance:
All the boys are going wild
Over sister Katie’s style.
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Oh, I wish I could shimmy like my sister Kate—
She shimmers like a jelly on a plate.
Without so much as a pause:
Ohhhhhhhhh-k-lahoma!
Where the wind comes sweeping down the plain
We know we belong to the land!
And the land we belong to is grand!
So, when we say – Yow!
O-Yippee-O-Ai-Yah – Yow!
We’re only saying,
You’re doing fine, Oklahoma!
Oklahoma, O-K-L-A-H-O-M-A
OKLAHOMA! OK! Yow!
“There’s real fun, Wendell!”
“I never liked that line, ‘We know we belong to the land.’ Seems
stuck in there because they couldn’t figure anything that meant anything.”
“Wendell, you ridiculous finicky prick. It’s a Broadway musical: all
they gotta do is sing really loud and fill in the lines any old way. The whole
song makes no sense. Oscar Hammerstein or whoever was no fucking
poet. Look at any song he wrote: ‘At the end of the storm is a golden trail
and the sweet silver sound of a lark.’ That’s just fucking mush.”
“I love the way you sing it though.”
“Shut the fuck up, Wendell.”
Instead, I started the song:
When you walk through the wind keep your chin up high.
And don’t be afraid of the dark.
………………………………………………………….
Walk on, walk on, with hope in your heart,
And you’ll ne-vur walk a-loooone
You’ll neah-vur walk a-looooooooonnnnne.
“Jesus, Wendell, you know every sentimental song ever.”
“Ain’t they great? You were singing strong and fine.”
“But you get the lyrics wrong, you stupid moron, and that drives me
nuts. It’s not ‘When you walk through the wind keep your chin up high’!
“Isn’t it?”
“No.”
“What is it?”
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“Look it up. You’ll remember it better and not irritate other singers,
like me.”
“So, you know and I don’t and who is it knows every asshole sentimental song ever, huh? Huh? Huh?”
“You said ‘asshole,’ Wendell. Stick with me and you’ll find your vocabulary expanding and your I-don’t-give-a-fuck abilities growing to the
point where you sit around in your underpants and scratch your balls.”
“God, Tyler, you are so obsessed with my underwear. If I actually did
what you say you’d be disgusted.”
She didn’t respond.
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CHAPTER 10
We found a spot back from the lake and high up, not a hundred miles
from the nearest camper, probably not more than a couple hundred yards,
but pretty isolated.
Tyler was wearing these baggy clothes she must have bought along
the way, I forget. Apart from groceries, we didn’t buy a lot. Since we were
equipped with stuff like phone music and video games, we just used what
we already had, though we hadn’t played video games since the second
night. What I wanted to talk about, though, was not video games but shopping, which is always real interesting.
Here we were with barrels of money, and we had bought, between us,
three T-shirts and a can opener—not much of an exaggeration. What we
had actually bought were some books and a few videos, of all things. Tyler
had a couple of times gone to a beat-up clothes store, used stuff, and I’d
gone along, looked through stuff without picking anything. I was more a
J. C. Penny kinda guy, but I hadn’t needed anything. Did buy some shorts,
but that was at Eddie Bauer on sale, and hiking pants and shirt set, with
netting, the lower part of the pants stuck on with Velcro. Tyler had bought
some shorts and a shirt, I know, cause I was along. Funny when you think
of it, that we went along with each other clothes shopping. But then we
went along with each other doing everything.
Tyler was wearing this baggy old stuff that made her look terrific,
like absolutely everything did. But there was something different about
this particular stuff. The shirt would flap around and catch on her breast
now and then, you know, and kind of show it, not the breast of course but
the outline. I know that sounds pervy, but it’s me talking so what do you
expect?
There wasn’t any electricity here, of course, but we’d filled the tank,
so we were able to run the engine and not have to suffer the sweet night
air or the bugs, which there weren’t any. We decided to stay outside anyhow. There were pine trees all around us but an opening among them opening on the sky, which looked a little like one of those kids’ fake ceilings
with all the stars, only much better. Living in LA, like we did, we had no
idea there were more than about six stars.
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We had these plastic, wobbly lawn chairs, like old coots, and we set
them up with a table, and made some sandwiches and Manhattans. The
sandwiches were butter and watercress and cucumber and a tiny bit of basil
and a good bit of garlic powder on this real thin bread we cut the crust off
of. I figured Tyler would want to play cribbage, which she was addicted
to, but no. We just sat there smelling the sweet air and talking. We hadn’t
brought along any firewood and besides there were all these signs about
being careful and not setting forest fires—made you a little panicky. We
left on a few inside lights, dim ones, in our camper so we didn’t have to
feel our way around.
Thinking about forest fires made me think of a book I’d read, a gift
from my mom, though she pretended it was from “a relative,” called Fire
on the Mountain. I wish I’d had it with me so I could give it to Tyler. She’d
like it a lot. I think I’d understand it a lot better if I read it with her. It’s
funny that everything we talked about and even the book we were reading
out loud, Huckleberry Finn, made more sense when I talked about it with
Tyler. It wasn’t just that she told me things. Somehow, just going along
talking, things would come to me that I’d never thought I could think.
Anyhow, the book I mentioned was about a terrible fire right here in
Colorado, west of here not that far, on a mountain called Storm King.
“I read this book, Tyler, about a fire that happened maybe twenty
years ago, in July, not all that far from here – fifty miles west, maybe more,
I’m not sure. It was on this mountain called Storm King.”
I stopped, but Tyler just looked at me. Her face was even prettier than
usual in this funny, bluish-tint lantern light. The lanterns gave off odd color
which we first thought was crappy—“Why’d we buy these again, Wendell?”—but now made everything seem strange and spooky. I’d suggest
telling ghost stories except that they often scare me. But Tyler looked so
lovely I just couldn’t keep from staring at her. She had the nicest skin, and
these huge eyes, biggest eyes I’d ever seen. Tyler was beyond pretty. Finally, she did say something:
“So, this book about the fire...”
“Tyler, that blue light ... You look so great in it.”
“Thank you, Wendell.” Then she laughed.
“No, I don’t mean you don’t look great in other lights or in the sun,
you know. I don’t mean you only look good in blue light.”
“In the middle of the forest, at night, when you’re half-drunk.”
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“No, no. You are so pretty. Don’t be pissed. It’s just that I was staring,”
“I noticed. I’m not pissed, Wendell.”
I couldn’t tell if she was.
“I tell you about shoplifting from Wal-Mart, Tyler?”
“That connected to the fire, Wendell?”
“Oh.”
“No, that’s okay. Tell me about Wal-Mart first, then about the fire.”
“You know what it is, Tyler, what’s going on with me right now, do
you? I am having so much fun, I get too relaxed and start burbling. That’s
what my mom calls it, burbling. She says she likes it, but I’m sure nobody
else does. How could they? I doubt that she does, but what’s she gonna
do?”
“I’m sure she does like it.”
“Thanks, anyhow, me and Sean 2, not anarchist Terry, but...” And I
told her about the shoplifting. Then I went right into the book about Storm
King.
“Somewhere around the Fourth of July in 1993 or 1994, this great
fire broke out. A few days earlier a guy from the National Weather Service
issued alarms, saying large fires were likely because of the winds and heat.
One of the scariest things about the story is that people around the mountain, fighting the fire when it wasn’t so big, never heard these warnings. A
lot of lightning strikes, fifty or sixty, smacked into the mountains the next
day and started a whole lot of little fires. They stayed little for a while. For
some reason, two whole days, I think, went by before anybody investigated
up close, even though they were right by the I-70 that we took, the main
road. You could see them, these separate fires, from there, the freeway,
and before too long, ‘them’ was an ‘it.’ ”
“Anyways, finally they sent these smoke-jumpers and some other
fighters onto the blaze, up to and over this big ridge with the great name,
Hell’s Gate Ridge. Isn’t that perfect? There were a bunch of helpers from
other states, Montana, for sure, and Oregon. They kept fighting the fire at
the top and down the east side of the slope. And then the fire blew up.
That’s a complicated thing, but it really means the air itself turns into fuel.
The expanding fire eats up the oxygen fast and just explodes, so there’s
nothing there but fire, no air and no ground. It must be what hell would be
like. The firefighters tried to run up the hill and down the other side to
safety, but the blow-up caught most of them from behind, outran them,
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burned them alive. Fire moves faster uphill than down; we humans don’t.
Fourteen killed, including the foreman, whose name was Mackey.”
“We know, from survivors—a few did survive, I forget how many,
not a lot—that Mackey made it real fast to the ridge at the top, was on the
edge of safety and could have escaped. But he stood there a few seconds
and then turned around and headed back down right straight into the advancing fire-storm. There he was eaten up by the terrible flames and the
heat. He had returned back to save somebody, must have. Four of the people killed were women, Tyler.”
“That’s really moving, Wendell. Really terrible. Was it all because
the weather forecast wasn’t delivered?”
“There’s a whole lot of possibilities, hundreds. You know, arguments
over who is in charge, stuff not getting done right. What amazed me was
this Greek drama, like Homer, taking place in front on the mountain, while
behind the scenes are all these jerks on telephones and in offices screwing
things up.”
“But Mackey turning back into the face of the fire. That’s out of
Homer for sure. Here he is safe, and then turns his back on safety and
returns into hell.”
“Yeah.”
“I may have heard of that book, Wendell. Sounds as if it might be.
You know that kid Sam Rubin?”
“I know who he is. I’d be scared to talk to him, he’s so smart.”
“Yeah, I’m scared of him, too. Where was I? Oh yeah. Sam Rubin
came to our class one day to talk about some books, explain them, really.
He was so interesting. One of them was your book here, only he said the
fire was in Montana, I think, and in the 40s. Maybe I got it wrong.”
“You didn’t. I read that. Young Men and Fire, also by a guy named
Maclean, as is the one about the Colorado fire, but not the same Maclean,
father and son, it turns out. Both murderous fires, eerily similar”
“So, Wendell, let’s get that other book, too, and read it. Get both of
them.”
And we will.
We talked on a while and kept it up until we got snuggled in. We
went to sleep outside, just got some blankets and stuff and slept on the pine
needles, which felt a lot softer at one a.m., when we went to bed, than they
did at five a.m. when we woke up all cramped. But it was still great.
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The next day we took the longest hike we’d taken, the longest I’d
ever taken. The book said it was fourteen miles and I believe it. But we
had packed great food and there wasn’t all that much uphill, not too bad,
even though we were in the mountains. We walked along ridges mostly.
Some up and down, of course. Not flat. That’s lame but I can’t describe
landscape. Also, in mountains, you walk a hundred steps in any direction
and it’s like you were in another country.
We came on this lake in the late afternoon. By this time, we were
pretty grubby and sweaty, so we looked at one another and took off our
shoes and socks. I was wondering if we were going to take off more and
was thinking how I felt about that. Of course I wanted to go skinny dipping
with Tyler, if there were some way she could do it and not me. She started
to take off stuff and looked over at me, who wasn’t taking off anything yet
beyond socks. Instead of making fun of me, she smiled, stopped unbuttoning her outer shirt, and stepped into the water. I got up and did, too.
That put an end to my problem, as the water was liquid ice. Still, it
did good things to our feet, and we stayed there a while. It felt so fine, and
we were all high from the hiking drugs that get released in your body, so
I’ve read, that we started shoving each other. After a lot of this, Tyler pretended to trip and fell right into me. I caught her, only she didn’t pull away
right off. Instead, she just leaned into me, letting me hold her close. I was
ready to let go at even a flutter, as I sure didn't want her feelings hurt. But
she stayed there for the longest time. Not like we started kissing., but it
was as good as I’d ever felt. I hope Tyler regarded it that way, too. I think
she did.
Nobody said anything about it, after we’d separated and put our shoes
and socks back on and started the last bit of our hike. I don’t know how to
say this, but it was different from other times when Tyler was nice and it
seemed like a mistake. This didn’t seem like a mistake, not to me anyhow.
We didn’t have a water hookup, but we had a tank of reserved water,
so we started up the engine to heat the water and took showers and got on
clean clothes.
I noticed how, even after all our closeness on the hike, Wendell was
still his usual self, shy about undressing. I was shy, too, but not a maniac
about it the way he was. And I don’t really think it was his privates he was
worried about so much as his underwear, which was just one step short of
lunacy. I guess I should understand better about all that myself, but I’d
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worked hard to get a little perspective on how not all peeks were assaults,
or, more accurately, some assaults were a lot worse than others.
And there was some other game we were playing without knowing
or acknowledging it. Wendell’s modesty actually turned me on. Truth.
He’d said I was obsessed with his underwear, and that stung. It stung because it was a half-truth. I was obsessed with a whole lot of things about
him, not excluding his prissy, change-twice-a-day undies. But there were
ways of handling this and avoiding motherhood at seventeen, pretending,
for instance, he was my girlfriend. Maybe if I started talking to him about
periods, he’d lose whatever appeal he had, violent as that appeal seems to
be.
We cooked hamburgers and corn on the cob on this filthy grill that
came with the camp site. It tasted wonderful. And we tried a new drink,
long island iced tea, which was perfect in being sneaky: tasted like weak,
well, tea, and then it made you drunk.
Apart from the exquisite torture of sleeping on the ground, this was a
sweet experience. I would never have thought so, but it was just another
surprise in this surprise-jammed summer.
We got so comfy with the slippery drinks that I unwisely opened the
subject I was worried and titillated and panicked about:
“Wendell, don’t get mad now, OK?”
He laughed and wiggled around the way he does.
“Remember when I was confessing to you about when I was a kid
and molested and it had a lot to do with peeking?”
“Yeah, I do, Tyler.” He didn’t go on, just left it at that; but the way
he said it was good, attentive but not sloppy.
“I was wondering why you’re so shy. Now listen, Wendell! I’m not
attacking you now, really I’m not.”
“I know you aren’t. I’ve been thinking about that, too—a whole lot.
All this time we’ve been together in this small space, I mean, pretty big
for what it is, but pretty small, considering ...”
“Damn, Wendell! Shyness?”
“Yeah. I wanted to talk about that, being so dumb-bum shy, and got
sidetracked. What I meant was that you have a really much healthier attitude, despite what you went through, which I didn’t at all, not really. Not
that you’re an—whatshacallit?”
“Exhibitionist.”
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“Yeah. But a few times you’ve just, you know, naturally—you
know.”
“Wendell, talk about you, not about the times you peeked at me.”
“That’s sort of what it is, peeking, only I didn’t mean to—not too
often.”
“Right, asshole. Get to it.”
“I don’t know, Tyler.”
“That’s it?”
“Pretty much.”
“Glad I asked.”
“Well, there is more to it, I think. If I just talk, I know you can make
me understand. I was thinking how you always do that. I’m not just saying
that either, Tyler: somehow, you make people way smarter than they are.
Something about how smart and how honest you are. I’m not just saying
that. All of a sudden I find myself understanding things I never did, thinking thoughts I didn’t think I could think.”
“Thank you, Wendell.” I was touched.
“When we were at the lake, I was wondering about skinny dipping.
You probably guessed that, since you know all about me, but I’ll go
through it anyhow. I was thinking about it, skinny dipping, and trying not
to really think about it, wondering what the hell I was considering and
trying not to say or do anything that’d hurt you or make you mad. I was
wondering or pondering whether maybe you would go skinny dipping and
I wouldn’t have to. Or, maybe what I was really thinking without knowing
it was that I couldn’t wait to do it and also couldn’t stand to. Is that
wacked?”
“I don’t think it is. You’re shy. You don’t want people looking at you
undressed. That’s not so uncommon, Wendell, especially among boys.
You probably noticed that in gym, in the showers, right? You weren’t the
only one hating it, being embarrassed and ashamed and feeling so guilty
about feeling that way.”
“That’s true.”
“It’s not your dick you’re worried about, right? That’s a common explanation, but I think it’s shallow—especially for an open person like you.
That’s just not it, right?”
“Well, my dick’s not any award winner.”
“And you wouldn’t be saying that if you cared.”
“I guess. Yeah, I don’t really care about it.”
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“Does it have something to do with when you were little, being taught
about things being shameful and private and personal and having to guard
all that. You said you got invaded pretty often.”
“Yeah, but I don’t understand why I should still feel that way. My
mom is casual, as you can imagine, and walks around nude or in her underwear all the time. She doesn’t do it in front of my friends, thank God.
My mom’s really pretty alert to that, my feelings. But with me, it’s not that
she taught me to be embarrassed. It might have had something to do with
all that pawing.”
“No. Let me switch ground. Why do you care about your underpants?”
“God!”
“You don’t even like the word. You don’t mind so much saying cock
or pecker; but ‘underpants’ can’t pass your lips without a struggle.”
“That’s the truth.”
“Okay, so I’ll say what everyone would say, if they wanted to be
mean and deliberately misunderstand you, which I don’t: ‘I’ve seen underpants before. I’ve seen Martin’s, for instance, and ninety percent of the
boys in our class, who think they’re a fashion accessory. So what’s the big
deal?”
“I’ve heard that. We had a neighbor for a while when I was about
seven, used to get out the hose and encourage her kids and me to play in
our underwear on the lawn while she squirted us. She’d say things like,
‘Oh Wendell, goodness me, I’ve seen undies before.’ For one thing, her
own kids, I know, hated her talking that way; but what I thought (and
think) was that it didn’t matter how many other undies she’d seen; she
hadn’t seen mine. It’s not what other people have seen. It’s not them, but
me. As for underpants, it’s not logical, so it doesn’t matter when I tell myself that it’s only cloth or that it’s like a bathing suit. I don’t get it, Tyler.
What’s wrong with me?”
I couldn’t tell him that his shyness was a turn-on, which it was. Even
this conversation had got me a little heated. But I was trying to help and
was way out of my depth. I couldn’t understand very well why he was so
concerned, couldn’t even start a conversation that might lead somewhere
useful.
“Wendell, there’s nothing wrong with you. I think it has a lot to do
with the way our culture codes underpants, especially the kind you wear,
which are entirely different from boxers. Look at the Calvin Klein ads—
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or those pornographic Tiger ads I’ve seen in Martin’s kid magazines. I
mean, that doesn’t help us understand why you feel the way you do, exactly, but it does, sort of. Let’s put the conversation in the drawer and open
it later.”
“Okay.”
“Wendell, I am sorry for being mean about all that before, your underwear, I mean. I’ll probably do it again, but I do recognize how mean it
is.”
“That’s okay.”
“Now, can I give you a wedgie?”
“Fuck, Tyler!
“Wendell!” I was genuinely shocked.
That night we took stock of where we were, where we were going,
how much progress we were making, and what grades we deserved. We
got maps out and made some decisions, make that one decision. We decided to get out of Colorado, head east, then maybe south, but east for now,
for tomorrow, into Kansas.
“What do you know about Kansas, Wendell? What comes to mind
when somebody says ‘Kansas’?”
“Wheat, flat.”
“That’s it?
“Ain’t that awful? Topeka too. I always liked that name. Kansas
City.”
“Which is really in Missouri.”
“Oh. Also that book, In Cold Blood. Holcomb, Kansas. Let’s not go
there, OK? Gives me the creeps. I liked Perry and Dick better than the
people in that town.”
“So did Truman Capote, according to Melissa Powers’ dad, gave us
a lecture.”
“You know what I think?”
“What, Wendell?”
“That’s irritating when I do that, isn’t it?”
“Not so irritating as inserting yet another question. What do you
think?”
“It’s mean, but I don’t like Melissa Powers much, not that I know her,
but I feel sorry for her having a dad like that, even if he is a university
professor and gives guest lectures. I have the feeling all his lectures are on
how this writer is a homosexual and that character is a homosexual and
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this story’s really about homosexuality and everybody’s a homosexual except him, only he really is.”
“That makes sense, Wendell. It was sort of nasty, how he told us those
rumors about Capote having sex with Perry. He went on and on, and I was
never convinced it made any difference in how I thought about the book.
Right?”
“I thought the worst thing in the book was how bloodthirsty people
were in wanting Dick and Perry dead. Also, how disappointed those Kansas people were when it wasn’t one of their neighbors who did it. Dick and
Perry were really complicated. I didn’t feel like judging them, though I
suppose I should. Pretty cold what they did.”
“Definitely, it was. And I thought that about the state executing them
too, and the way Mr. Clutter’s brother wrote that letter pleading for Dick
and Perry, saying he didn’t want his brother’s life to lead to anyone’s
death. That was grace beyond reason.”
“What a beautiful phrase, Tyler.”
It might have been, but I probably stole it. “You know, Wendell, the
problem with giving us some key to the book, like that asshole Professor
Powers was doing, is that it makes the book seem simple, like there’s some
mystery, some hidden fucking thing that prick teachers make you feel like
a dog turd cause you don’t see.”
“Yeah.”
“I don’t think there’s any key to that book. You know who I like?”
“Who?”
“Jesus, I’m doing it too. This is just kind of exciting. I like that state
cop, Dewey. He wants to detect, you know, like detectives should. He
wants to sort through all the evidence and figure things out. That’s really
important to him. It’s his whole life, and it’s sort of why we read mysteries,
you know, Wendell?”
“I kinda do. Kinda dimly.”
“Dewey wants the clues to line up and show him something, but they
never do. Dick and Perry are caught by a fluke, a traffic violation. The tips
the cops get, several thousand of them, are not worth a toot, not one of
them, not a single fucking one. Clues are useless. Dewey does his job,
which leads nowhere. He has these theories, all of which are reasonable
and smart and offer nothing, not one damned thing—a blank wall. There's
no reason why Dick and Perry do what they do and there's no reason why
they're caught."
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"Damn."
"Then the people of Kansas have a trial to sort things out, force things
to make sense, only they don’t. And they kill Dick and Perry, like that
would settle it all.”
“God, Tyler. It’s like—”
“Like what you love, Camus. Sorry, didn’t mean to interrupt you,
Wendell.”
“So, it’s all absurd, the crime and the detecting, and the trial. Jesus,
Tyler.”
“Fucking right. Then Professor Dimwit tells us to forget all that and
think about Capote doing Perry, like that matters.”
“You are so pretty, Tyler.”
“God, Wendell, shut up.”
“Sorry.”
“That’s okay. All that detailed sexy talk about Capote and Perry got
you riled up, I understand.”
Thank God he laughed.
That night we read a lot of Huckleberry Finn out loud. It really got
going when Tom Sawyer was out of the way and Huck gets kidnapped by
his Pap. Huck’s Pap is a scary guy. You keep wanting to think he’s funny;
and when he and Huck are together, Huck at first lets us think it’s okay:
“It was kind of lazy and jolly, laying off comfortable all day, smoking and
fishing, and no books or study.” Wendell was reading away, squirming as
he read. He read well, even did voices in a very entertaining way:
“I had stopped cussing because the widow didn’t like it; but now I
took to it again because pap hadn’t no objections.” He stopped and
laughed. Then he went on, “It was pretty good times up in the woods there,
take it all around.”
“So even drunk and brutal Pap’s better than those Christian shits,
right Wendell? I love that. ‘Take it all around’. God!”
“Not really, Tyler. I don’t even want to read what comes next. Pap
isn’t any better. Maybe he’s worse.”
“Go ahead, read it.”
“But by and by pap got too handy with the hick’ry, and I couldn’t
stand it. I was all over welts.”
“That’s so awful. I’d forgot. That’s why he fakes his death and—I
think that’s the most scary sentence: ‘too handy with the hick’ry.’ Huck’s
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trying to joke about it. And then the rest of the sentence breaks your heart:
‘and I couldn’t stand it.’ ”
“I’m so sorry, Tyler. God is this an awful book. I mean, all the beating
and the stuff about Jim. Let’s change books.”
“It’s a book about shitty fathers too, Wendell. How’s that for you?”
“Huh?”
“I mean, it’s not great for you, right?” What was wrong with me? I
didn’t mean to say anything like that. But Wendell could be fine when you
least expected it sometimes, and now was one of those times.
“That’s really nice of you, Tyler. I stopped worrying about my dad a
long time ago. It doesn’t bother me to read about terrible fathers, no fathers. I don’t think that’s at all like, you know, exposing you to...”
“Beat-up kids and nigger talk? You think I’m a paranoid, self-centered girl?”
“No, I don’t, Tyler.”
Something about the way he said it made me feel like shit.
“Oh. Okay.”
“Okay.”
“Then let’s just read, asshole.”
I smiled at him and he smiled back.
So, we went on reading. It was cozy in the van up there in the mountains among the trees, so private we seemed like the only people in the
Rockies. I made us some Long-Island iced teas and put a pillow behind
Wendell’s back, being careful not to touch his ears or kiss him or tear off
his cute khaki shorts.
About three hours later, we got to the part where Huck dresses up as
a girl to go on shore and get some news. It was pretty strange, thinking of
this boy wearing a calico dress. Not just strange, but kind of hot, in a pervy
way. Pervy or not, it was an image that started working its poison in my
head.
Even when Wendell got to the part where Huck beats it back to the
island and collars Jim so they can begin their great raft trip, even then, I
was thinking of Huck in a dress, make that, Wendell in a dress.
“You hear that, Tyler? ‘Git up and hump yourself, Jim! There ain’t a
minute to lose. They’re after us!’ They’re after us, he says. There’s his
only connection, and it’s solid, with Jim. Not the official good people, and
not his Pap, who is worse, but Jim.”
“Uh huh.”
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“I think that’s exciting. You think it’s dumb, Tyler?”
“No, no. Not at all. It’s great. You know what I was thinking?”
“What?”
“Let’s act out some scenes.”
He looked odd but didn’t say ‘no.’ Of course Wendell never did say
no, but he did look worried. Had he figured out I wanted to treat him like
a paper doll, dressing and undressing him? Then it hit me—he figured that
I wanted to play Jim or have him play Jim or something and was worried
about dialect or race.
“I had in mind the scene where Huck pretends to be a girl, which is
great, too.”
“Really? Okay. I’m up for it. You Huck?”
“I thought you. I’ll be the older woman. You know, stick to gender.”
“Okay. What page is that on?”
“Costumes first.”
“Huh?”
“I’m going to pin up that blanket, the ratty one you love, so it looks
like an old fat woman’s dress, and I’ll put a pillow in my belly under it.
And a shawl.”
“That’ll be fun. Okay.”
“And you?”
“I’ll roll up my pants like Huck and use your blanket.”
“Only you have shorts on.”
“Oh, yeah.”
“Go with me, Wendell, okay?”
“Okay.”
“You promise?”
“Sure.”
“Great. I brought along two dresses. I think two—but at least one, no,
two. Don’t be pissed now, but I’m sure they’ll fit.”
“Why’d you bring dresses?”
“I thought we might be going to fancy places. I don’t know. I just did.
And it’d be great fun to have you wear one. You know, just for this game.”
“God, Tyler.”
“You promised.”
“What the hell. The one you were thinking about for me, Tyler: it’s
not some slinky thing, is it?”
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“No, no. Loose and full.” That was true. I wasn’t telling him it was
short.
“OK. Give it to me and I’ll put it on. No photos.” He was laughing.
“You can go into the bathroom to change. I don’t want to embarrass
you.”
“Huh? That’s okay. I’ll just put it on here.”
“It won’t fit over your shirt and shorts.”
“Jesus, Tyler.”
“You promised.”
“I gotta wear panties and a bra or something?”
“Very funny.”
“Well?”
“No, just what you have on. Just go into the bathroom and take off
your shorts and shirt and put it on.” I went and got it. “Here.”
I didn’t think he’d do it, but he did.
It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t anything Wendell would do to anyone. It
wasn’t anything he’d do to me. Ever. It wasn’t like anything even I had
ever done. But I couldn’t help myself. Well, maybe I could, but I didn’t
want to. I wanted to see beautiful Wendell with his long golden hair
dressed the way he should be.
Here he came, faster than I was ready for. The dress fit him better
than it did me, and he looked even finer than I’d imagined. Wendell didn’t
slouch or exaggerate female walks the way embarrassed guys would, like
the football players doing a chorus line.
He’d brushed his hair, which was down to his shoulders anyhow,
made it glow, and he put something in for tits. By the time I got my eyes
off his face, he’d crossed the room, got his book, and sat down across from
me, like Huck in the novel. I had to guess at his body-in-the-dress, but he
had great legs.
The dress was a tiny bit shorter on Wendell than me, as he must have
been an inch taller and built a little different. It wasn’t mini-skirt length,
but near. I’m guessing a little at this, since he was sitting by the time I
could study. He was leaning forward in his chair, the way Huck might,
with his legs stuck straight out in front but covered with way more skirt
than would have been there if he’d been sitting back.
I’d really wanted him to stand up, spin around and lift the dress up a
tiny bit, a big bit; but once he was sat down I couldn’t think of a good
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reason. Besides, he had the book and was just waiting for me. Within a
minute it was great fun:
“Whereabouts do you live? In this neighborhood?”
“No’m in Hookerville, seven miles below. I’ve walked all the way
and I’m way tired out.”
Wendell read his part in this high-pitched, drawly voice that was like
no girl from no region had ever let out of her mouth, but it was hilarious.
Odd thing was, this charade, got up to let me see Wendell in a dress
and, I suppose, make him feel what it was like, actually was fun. I sort of
half-forgot the reasons that had driven me to this, and was trying to play
my part and be the woman, with a dialect. But then we came to the part
where the woman drops the hunk of lead into Huck’s lap. She’d been testing the boy, with one thing and another and has made him throw the lead
at a rat that’s in the room and now, without warning, drops it between his
legs. Huck fucks up both tests by throwing with his arm extended and then
by clamping his legs together rather than throwing them apart to catch the
lead.
Not having any lead handy, we’d decided to use a nerf ball for the
throwing. I went over behind me to get it and then, too early, didn’t drop
it but flipped it at Wendell. I swear I didn’t mean to, but it was too high,
my throw, and Wendell still tried to catch it between his legs. Wendell
wasn’t clumsy at all, so he made a good effort at getting his knees up where
his chin had been. In the process, Wendell caught his heels on the edge of
the chair, so he could contain the nerf ball without using his hands.
I had the next line, but I just sat there looking at Wendell’s butt and
thighs. I finally tore my eyes away and met his. I’m sorry I did, as I don’t
think I’ve ever seen him or maybe anyone look so hurt.
I hustled my eyes back to the book.
“Come now, what’s your real name?”
But Wendell/Huck/Sarah Jackson didn’t answer. I couldn’t bear to
look at him, so I kept my eyes on the book, hoping he’d pick up the reading
soon. Wendell, as I say, didn’t hold a grudge, so he’d get back to it.
Only he didn’t.
Finally, I sensed him in a different place and looked up. He was just
pulling his last leg out of the dress and then stood up in front of me, only
a couple of feet away.
“This what you were after, Tyler?”
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I wanted so bad to cover him, to apologize, say it was all a mistake,
a game, a bit of fun, and it hadn’t happened at all, and I didn’t do that to
him. I chose the worst thing of all. I stared at him and didn’t say anything.
He stood there a minute. Now he did slouch some, and it was me
doing it to him.
After forever, he just walked past me and went to bed. I could hear
him.
I wanted to claw my own eyes out. I sat there like I was paralyzed or
something, not being able to think. My mind was buzzing away but nothing good was coming from it. All it was doing was producing images of
Wendell, not erotic images either, but Wendell cooking and Wendell
laughing and Wendell attacking that lunatic cracker and Wendell not
touching me because he thought it’d insult me. Wendell had even worried
about this book because it spoke of niggers and child-beating.
Wendell, so far as I could see, had one area where he could be badly
hurt and I’d gone after it like a vicious sadist sniffing out just how to
wound.
Finally, I decided what I should do, though I was doing it then for me
and not for Wendell. I knew he’d pretend to be asleep by now, but I also
knew he wasn’t. I stood up and took off everything but my own underwear.
I would have taken that off too in a flash, but that wasn’t the point.
Then I found the passage I wanted.
“Wendell?”
No answer. I touched him on the shoulder. “Wendell, please?”
He didn’t move much on the bed but he turned round to face me, his
eyes so red and blotchy it was like he’d been crying for months. He then
caught what I was wearing. At first, he looked shocked and then he smiled.
“That’s okay, Tyler.”
“No it isn’t. It isn’t even close to OK. Here’s the passage I wanted.
You remember it, I know, real well, though we haven’t got that far, me
and you:
“Jim and Huck have been separated by a steamboat crashing on them.
Huck finds the half-wrecked raft with Jim on it, all filled with trash at one
end from the crash. He plays a trick on Jim and tells him it’s all a dream,
the wreck is, setting Jim on to interpreting it. Jim is going on doing just
that and then Huck points to the trash and asks Jim to do some dream interpretation on that: ‘What do these things stand for?’ It takes Jim a minute
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to get his bearings, and when he does he says to Huck what you should say
to me.
‘What do they stan’ for? I’s gwyne to tell you. When I got all wore
out wid work, and wid the callin’ for you, and wen to sleep, my heart wuz
mos’ broke because you wuz los, en I didn’ k’yer no’ mo’ what become er
me and de raf’. En when I wake up en find you back ag’in, all safe en soun,
de tears come, en I could ‘a got down on my knees en kiss yo’ foot, I’s so
thankful;. En all you wuz thinkin’ ‘bout wuz how you could make a fool
uv ole Jim wid a lie. Dat truck dah is TRASH; en trash is what people is
dat puts dirt on de head er dey fren’s en makes ‘em ashamed.’ ”
Wendell just looked at me with his face all squinched up.
He didn’t cry but I did and couldn’t think of anything more to say. So
I went over and turned out our lights and crawled into bed with him, right
in my underwear and all. He saw what I was doing and scrunched over in
the pretty-big single bed so he wouldn’t touch me and activate all my neuroses. But I cuddled up to him, put my arms around him and squeezed as
tight as I could. He didn’t say anything, but he reached a hand around and
patted me on the shoulder, real soft, which made me start crying again.
As soon as I could stop, I said what I could remember from the book:
“It was fifteen minutes before I could work myself up to go and humble
myself to a nigger; but I done it and I warn’t ever sorry for it afterwards
neither.”
Then Wendell started crying. After a while we went to sleep, still
holding one another. When I woke, there was Wendell making breakfast—
in all his clothes.
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CHAPTER 18
Day 40—Tuesday—Oakley
Take it all round, our time in the mountains was the best time I’ve
ever had in my life. The air, the hiking, the reading, the food, Tyler.
We had breakfast and cleaned up. Luckily, we were both neat and
hated clutter. It’d be sucky to live in such a small place, big for a moving
thing, but still crampy, if we were messy or if even one of us was. The
worst thing would be to put together a messy and a neat. They’d shoot each
other. At least they’d hate each other, rather than whatever it was Tyler
and I were feeling, which for sure wasn’t the same thing. Maybe.
I couldn’t even try to figure that out.
Tyler’s turn to drive, me navigating. We planned an early start, so we
could get on a ways, maybe east a good bit. We had plenty of time this
summer, but here we were with more than half our time gone and we
weren’t quite half way to Atlanta . There wasn’t anything we could find
drawing us irresistibly up north—Wyoming—or north-east—Nebraska—
or due east short-ways—empty Colorado. So we decided just to drive east
a fur piece, and then see what to do, get into Kansas, and then explore
around from there.
I got out our keyboard again from the back of one of the cupboards
we both used. In fact, we both used all the cupboards, even kept our socks
and jeans in the same drawer. I hadn’t given it a second thought, but how
odd was that? I don’t even remember when it happened that we got our
clothes all mixed together. Maybe it was nobody’s idea, really. Maybe it
just happened, like it sometime can do, I guess. Anyhow, as you might
have noticed, that wasn’t so uncommon with us, things just happening.
Anyhow, I got the keyboard out after we’d left the mountains behind,
finally, and then crawled our way down into and through Denver, which
took forever. Wasn’t like us to be impatient, but we wanted to save time,
so we decided to get fast food, of all things, and just keep moving.
“How about some fish on a stick, Tyler?”
“I had my heart set on tacos, Wendell. I like those beans they keep
reusing for months; when they dry out just add more grease.”
“Wanta know what I think, Tyler?”
“No.”
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“Your favorite, right over there.” We were passing a McDonald’s.
Tyler looked over and then looked at me. Then she almost smiled.
We found a Subway, put the foot-longs in the frig and kept going.
That’s actually when I got out the keyboard I was telling you about,
that, unlike me, Tyler could play real well. She hadn’t done so in the mountains, maybe because I didn’t offer to let her; but I wish she had. She’d
said something about fucking piano lessons her mother fucking made her
take, which probably accounted for it.
Tyler looked over as I was plugging it in and trying to get it adjusted
it on my lap. This time she didn’t smile, sort of gave this big—“Here we
go again”—sigh, but within just a few minutes she was singing along with
me. Sometimes I’d quit singing and just listen to Tyler, who had a great
voice and didn’t mess songs up. I guess I said that before, but it hit me
every time how she just sang. Sorry to keep repeating stuff, but that’s the
way I am.
The day spun along. I drove a little bit, too, but mostly Tyler. When
she didn’t drive, she did play the keyboard. (She could have a big career
in music.) It was blazing hot outside and not much to see. The desert can
be fun to look at, interesting in its way. Colorado, though, east of Denver,
is sort of payback for Colorado west of Denver.
“How’d you describe this landscape, Tyler?”
“Eyesore. It really is. I always thought that was just an expression.”
In between trying to get Tyler to sing by herself—when she noticed
she was going solo, she’d just stop and wait for me to sing along with
her—and taking a few turns driving, I was reading about the attractions of
Kansas, most of which didn’t seem to be located here in the western part
of the state. But there were all these roadside signs, “World’s Largest Prairie Dog,” that were pulling us irresistibly to where we were very likely
going to be tired anyhow, Oakley, Kansas.
“You suppose they close the Prairie Dog place early, Wendell?”
“You kidding? In summer, they stay open sixteen hours, closing only
so the prairie dog can get her eight hours of sleep.”
“Says they have a five-legged calf, a two-headed rattlesnake, and gospel music.”
“Nature’s freaks and God’s explanation.”
“That’s good. Jesus and Darwin, all in one compact unit—tragic mutations and his eye is on the sparrow, all for—how much is it?”
“$7.50, unless we can pass for seniors.”
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We sang some more and drove and drove.
“Hope they aren’t closed.”
“That last sign said the prairie dog weighed 8000 pounds.”
“Some prairie dog.”
“If they’re closed, we can catch them in the morning.”
They actually were closed, so we spent the night loading up on groceries and booze, came back and tried Tom Collinses, which were pretty
bad, we both thought. So we threw them away and went back to Manhattans, at which we were excellent. If I was going to be a drunk, that’d be
my drunk drink.
“Wanta play video games, Wendell?”
“That’s really funny, you know?”
“What?”
“What do old people think sixteen-year-olds do all the time and do
we do it?”
“Huh?”
“Old people are always complaining about kids and how they waste
their time, unlike what they did when they were young, when they were
all taking trombone lessons and passing papers and learning Greek and
Latin. Right?”
“They think kids are fucking all the time.”
“God, Tyler. That’s not what they say.”
“That’s what they mean. That’s what bothers them. They all went
through the horny years with nothing better than self-abuse to help them.
They hate kids today for being able to fuck.”
“Video games, Tyler. I meant video games.”
“They may talk about video games, but they mean fucking.”
“Oh.”
“So, what were you saying?”
“About video games. Never mind.”
“No, go ahead. Or I’ll tickle you. Are you ticklish?”
“No, but please don’t. What I started to say, Tyler, was that old people think kids our age waste all our time playing video games and we’ve
been gone six weeks or something and never even thought of playing video
games, which is ironic.”
“Oh. That’s kind of embarrassing, what I said.”
“Never mind.” Then I started giggling. I couldn’t help it.
“Wendell, shut up. You giggle like a girl.”
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“Like a little video-game-playing girl, only it’s not really videogame-playing at all, is it, horny babe?”
“Wendell, stick it up your ass.”
“Which video game you have in mind, hun-buns? Huh?” I couldn’t
help myself.
“OK, Wendell. You want a blow job?”
“Tyler!”
“Ha, I won.”
“You always do. So, how about some cribbage? Nobody thinks kids
spend their time playing cribbage, so we’re safe.”
And that’s what we did.
Day 41—Wednesday—Lucas, Kansas
We slept in real late, for no good reason, took our time eating and
still beat the big crowds to the prairie dog place. The star attraction was in
the back yard, and it was an honest to God yard. First, we had to go through
a gift shop hawking the Jesus music.
Would he devote that sacred head
For such a worm as I?
At the cross, at the cross,
Where I first saw the light,
And the burden of my something rolled away.
It was there by grace I received my something
And now I am happy all the day!
“What’s your opinion, Wendell?” Tyler said pretty loud; “Would
he?”
“Devote that sacred head for such a worm as I? Not a chance.”
I’m pretty sure the woman at the counter heard us, but she had a sunbeam stuck on her face, and we could probably have performed unnatural
acts right there without disturbing it. I thought of mentioning that possibility to Tyler, but I still wasn’t sure how she might react.
The next room was chock full of bottles on shelves. When you examined them, you saw part of what was advertised: the horrors of nature.
Wonder why Jesus didn’t devote his sacred head for all these monstrosities.
“Hey, Tyler, whatdya think? Why didn’t Jesus devote his sacred head
for these monstrosities?” I said that loud enough to draw stares from a fatty
family sharing the bottled-freak room with us.
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“They are placed here by His Deevine and HO-O-LY Grace for our
amusement, you see, a certain quota of two-headed rattlesnakes being part
of his divine plan,” Tyler said much more quietly.
“As we know, He works in mysterious ways His wonders to perform.”
“And don’t suppose, worm, you can fathom his ways. What look to
us like fuck-ups are really issuances of infinite love and kindness.”
The family had moved away, and we had lowered our voices a little.
Soon, they moved out into the yard area, to see the giant prairie dog. Tyler
and I stayed there.
“Wendell, maybe we should hold it down a little. I don’t think we’re
going to convert anybody, and those little kids might have their feelings
hurt. Kids are pretty quick to see somebody mocking their parents.”
I was shocked. Partly I was ashamed at being mean to the kids.
Mostly, I was ashamed that I felt bewildered by Tyler’s being so thoughtful. I was tongue-tied like a jerk. Tyler must have thought I was offended.
“Wendell, don’t be mad. I didn’t mean you were cruel to those kids.
You couldn’t be if you tried—not to kids.” She paused. “Not to anybody,
dearie.”
The “dearie” was a joke.
We moseyed on out to the yard, then, less a yard than a kind of dusty
corral, more fly-coated than a wagon of rotten meat. Wish I could claim
I’d made up that rotten meat metaphor but it was Tyler’s. Anyways, it was
the most disgusting thing I’d seen since the last time I fell into a
campground toilet-pit. That’s my image there.
There were prairie dogs running around, a lot of them, but I’d say
they weighed about two or three pounds at most. No sign of the four-ton
one. There was also a dog with two noses, a three-legged cat, a chicken
with so many things wrong with it I couldn’t stand to look close, and a
cow with what looked like a second tail, only it was a fifth leg, all wizened
up and floppy. Hell’s Fire!
Tyler had wandered over to the other side, closer to the flabby family:
a moon Mom and Pa and two smaller chubs. The little girl was talking to
Tyler, who was smiling. My attention was attracted by a freaky bony thing
at my feet, some kind of possum, I think, and I didn’t at first notice someone dragging on the leg of my shorts.
I looked down and noticed the boy, staring at me. Up close, he didn’t
look obese, just round-faced. Tenderized by Tyler’s worry about how I
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might have hurt these kids, I touched his shoulder and talked to him a little.
He grinned some more.
“Cool, ain’t it? You see that calf?”
“Is that what it is? I thought it was a space creature. Those extra legs
are really antennae they use on Mars to talk to each other with.”
He grinned some more and reached up and grabbed my hand, holding
onto it and pulling me back toward the rear of the dirt pile. Sidestepping
more of the hopping, slithering, and fainting horrors, we ended up beneath
what I at first thought was a tall shed.
“You see that, Warren?”
“Yeah, what is it?” I hadn’t got his name, but then he hadn’t got mine
either.
“The million-ton prairie dog. Ain’t that the shit?”
I barely kept myself from saying something about how dumb I felt
being taken in. The cement rodent was what they were advertising all this
time. I guess moron me half-expected to see a prairie dog the size of two
elephants.
"That's something. You shouldn't say 'shit,' you little shit!"
He giggled and hit me in the stomach, as high as he could reach.
About this time, Tyler came up with the little girl. The parents, I figured, might be pissed at us, at me. But they looked pleased. That had happened before this summer, parents just kind of abandoning their kids to us,
but I sure didn’t understand it.
They were pleasant-faced people, not nearly as fat as I thought, who
liked it that their kids were having a nice time. It struck me that their kids
couldn’t be so happy and affectionate unless these parents were okay.
Still, there was what I’d said, selfish bastard, in the gift shop. I knew
they heard. I wanted to apologize and give them a hug and offer them fivehundred bucks or something. You could tell they didn’t have a lot of
money, what with their ratty clothes, maybe not ratty but for sure cheap.
Maybe I could make myself feel worse.
“Mom, Pop! This here’s my friend, Warren.”
His older sister introduced Tyler, getting the name right, and the parents shook hands with both of us, clearly grateful to us rich kids for noticing their ragamuffins. Nah, I’m making this sound like Tiny Tim and that
Dickens garbage. Truth is, though, that the parents seemed to have forgotten what I’d said, earlier in the gift shop.
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Tyler managed to talk the parents into letting us buy the kids a souvenir, which we managed to turn into a big stuffed animal each, avoiding
the Jesus mugs and sorting our way past the samplers and gospel tapes.
After they’d gone, “Tyler, why were those parents willing to let us
play with their kids? You know, after what I said.”
“After what we said. And don’t dwell on that. They didn’t give a shit,
Wendell.”
“They didn’t hear?”
“It doesn’t matter. Their kids were having a good time. You could
say what you want about Jesus; that wouldn’t count for anything, when
you were nice to their kids. They care about the kids, not some myth.”
“Really?”
“No. It’s just that they don’t operate on the same level, play on the
same ball-field, their hope for those little kids and their—I suppose they’d
call it faith. You know what I mean?”
“Yeah. That’s nice.”
“I didn’t say ‘you know what I mean’ because I think you’re dumb,
Wendell; it’s just a tag—know what I mean?”
“Yep. It’s interesting what you say about the parents caring for their
kids on a level the Jesus stuff doesn’t interfere with.”
“They’ll probably still manage to screw their kids up with that horseshit.”
“Maybe not.”
“Don’t be a doofus, Wendell. On the other hand, your mom seems to
have this ability to operate on two levels at once, cool and...”
“Lunatic.”
“You think so, Wendell? I think your mom’s about the best person
I’ve met, not that I know her that well, of course.”
“You know you have a better view than me. She is a good mom. All
my friends say so. But that Jesus stuff doesn’t—I don’t know what.”
“Fit?”
“Yeah. I don’t know why I get embarrassed about my mom. She’s
not so bad. I’d probably be a more mature person if I could get a better line
on her. Do you think?”
“I think.”
“Thanks, Tyler. You’re a good person.”
“Shut the fuck up.”
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It was a long drive to our destination, so we hit the Interstate over to
Fort Hays, which may have been interesting if you looked harder than we
did. It appeared to contain a college campus or a prison, maybe both,
maybe both in one, not to be big-city nasty.
“How’d you like to go off to college here in Fort Hays, Wendell?”
I saw my chance. “Some kids probably don’t have much choice, Tyler. Poor kids and Native American kids.”
It didn’t work: “And kids with terminal rickets and kids with three
legs. To hell with ‘em.” I should stop trying to get into contests with her.
“Black kids.”
“No black people live in Kansas, pecker-head; and if they do, they’re
idiots.”
I staggered around in the back making sandwiches while Tyler drove,
swerving now and then for no reason. I then brought them back to the front,
the sandwiches, and navigated us toward Lyons, population about fourhundred, I think.
We found information on Lyons in our books, though that metropolis
wasn’t exactly on our way to anything. What we’d planned to do was head
down south to where things were strange, excitement-seekers that we
were. But first we thought “The Garden of Eden” would be worth a look.
It was.
“What was this guy’s politics. Tyler?”
“That’s just what I was wondering. What do you think?”
Not the sort of question I was used to having come my way, especially on the rebound; so I thought and said, “Well, let me see.”
The Garden of Eden was a big front yard, filled with concrete sculptures. A lot of them were scenes from the Bible, my favorite being Cain
murdering Abel. I always liked that one, even when I was little. Bloodthirsty little bugger.
I remember asking someone why God didn’t like Cain’s sacrifice as
much as Abel’s or why, even if he didn’t, he couldn’t pretend to. I mean,
what a lousy thing to say, that one kid’s thing is better than another.
Even dumb parents know not to do that. What did God expect to happen? It’s like Abel is Sid Sawyer and Cain is Tom. I admit that killing him
was maybe a little extreme. Cain could have just messed up his brother’s
next sacrifice, disfigured his goat. But those were violent times and Cain
and Abel were the first kids on earth, if you believe that stuff, which I
don’t, but I guess I did when I was little. I remember someone in school
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asking—wish I had—if Cain did the thing with Eve and if not where
Cain’s wife came from. The teacher said it was an allegory, which suits
me fine, as it’s like saying it’s a fairy tale and it is a pretty good story, if
you take it like that.
Back to Eden. Those cement sculptures which weren’t from the Bible
had tags that told you what they were, which is lucky, as otherwise you’d
never know. My favorite was called “The Crucifixion of Labor at the
Hands of Preachers, Bankers, and Lawyers.” That one was great and you
can see why Tyler was interested in the guy’s politics.
“It makes me think of Bonnie and Clyde, Tyler.”
“Yeah, or Grapes of Wrath.”
“Yeah? I haven’t read that.”
“Doesn’t matter. Bonnie and Clyde works fine, Wendell. This guy
was an old style populist, a Christian leftist, I think. They don’t exist any
more.”
“Go on.”
“They hated the top and middle rungs of capitalism and this guy
added preachers too, recognizing that the church was in cahoots with the
fat cats to exploit labor.”
“Crucify it.”
“Yeah. Labor is the people and the people are the new Jesus—only I
don’t know how far that goes beyond the crucifying.”
“Anyhow, Tyler, what happened to this politics?”
“I think it was strong during the depression. I don’t know what happened. It survives only in shit like lawyer jokes, I guess.”
“That’s sad.”
“I agree, Wendell.”
The guy who did all this was named Samuel Dinsmoor, who came
here from Ohio after the Civil War, where he fought. Why he came here I
don’t know. The best thing about Dinsmoor is that when he died he had
himself put in this glass coffin and instructed the people running his front
yard to exhibit him and charge for it. The sign says his will directs that he
should be set up in a separate room, his corpse behind glass, and that “no
one should be allowed to go in and see me for less than $1.”
That’s what it is today, $1, which Tyler and I gladly paid, though I
don’t know if it was worth it.
We found a campground a ways out of Lyons, hooked up, and bedded
down.
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After some reading aloud and cribbage and Manhattans.
Day 42—Thursday—Oklahoma City
“So, Tyler, should we head South, like we said.”
Way down upon the old plantation
Sadly I roam,
Still longin’ for de ol plantation;
An for de old folks at home.
I’se comin! I’se comin’
For my head she’s bendin’ low—
I hear the gentle voices callin’
Ol’ black Joe!
“Jesus, Tyler, you mixed two songs together, you fuckin’ idiot. Two
classic American songs and you fuckin’ mixed em’ together.”
“Wendell!”
“And what’s more, you got the lyrics all wrong too, fuckhead.”
“Wendell!” She looked shocked and then she smiled.
“So, where’s it to be? We could always spend a few weeks right here
in Kansas.”
“That’s an option. On the other hand, if we dip over to Salina and
head south on them freeways, we can get to Oklahoma City and the Timmy
McVey Memorial.”
“Okay. Is there really a—? Oh, sorry. Don’t say anything, Tyler. I
know that was stupid.”
“Oh no, Wendell. Just charmingly child-like and naïve and innocent
and dim-witted and bird-brained and obtuse and slow on the uptake and
cluheaded.”
He looked at me funny, so, for some reason I went on—
“Oklahoma City it is. You drive and I’ll see what’s on the way that’ll
expand our horizons and undermine our comfy assumptions.”
“You da one wid da comfy assumptions, Wendell. Yo white.”
“You got race on the brain, Tyler.”
“Easy for you to say, honky. I supposed just to get over it? Three
hundred years of oppression just down the toilet?”
“It bother you a lot, Tyler?”
She looked at me strangely, trying to figure out what I was asking her
and why.
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“Wendell, it’s not like I wouldn’t talk to you about it. You talked
seriously about your underpants, so I don’t think we have forbidden areas,
you and me, for conversation. I’d like to talk to you, Wendell, at some
point. I know you’re not just being nosy.”
“Okay.”
“Nosy fucker.”
“Reverse racist bitch. Victim-lickin sucker!”
“Wendell, you were easier to take when you spoke more decently.”
“Sorry.”
“Apologizing dick-lick!”
“Passive-aggressive p—er—pansy!”
“Pansy doesn’t make sense. How about ‘pussy’?”
“Oh yeah.”
“You thought of that, didn’t you?”
I had but didn’t want to say so. “I wouldn’t call you that, Tyler.”
“That’s cause you’re nothing but a goddamned pussy.”
For some reason, I was really having fun. Brain-leak, must have been.
Wendell wasn’t thrilling (except when he was), but he was so steady, the
same day after day. That was comforting, kind of, relaxing. So was a foot
massage or yogurt or Oprah. It’s hard not to slide right down and bask.
“I think we might take a little detour over to Hutchinson.”
“What state?”
“Kansas—a little ways below Salina.”
“They got caves?”
“Salt mines, six-hundred feet down.”
“That’s great. You get to go down in them, do a little mining?”
“They’re not open.”
“Just knowing they’re there will be enough. And while we’re drinking that in, Wendell, is there something we can experience directly?”
“The world’s tallest grain elevator.”
“No!”
“Yes indeed! I’m surprised you didn’t know that, Tyler, you ignorant
slut.”
“Let’s get there fast, Wendell, you beautiful boy you.”
Stuff like that was spilling out way too often. I looked over at Wendell just as he was bouncing more than usual, twisting on his seat as he
examined all the stuff he had on Hutchinson, Kansas. He really got a kick
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out of horsing around with me, reading stuff like that, or making it up. As
I was sneaking peeks, he started rubbing his belly, the way boys do, lifting
his shirt and rubbing away. I’d pretty much extinguished my hots for him
the last few days. No, I hadn’t. His pretty white shirt flapped up over his
half-tanned belly. Why that was so like a magnet to me I don’t know.
“Wendell, either take your shirt off or pull it down.”
“Sorry.”
“Why don’t you just take everything off. Then you wouldn’t irritate
me.”
“I’d excite you so you’d drive right over into that cornfield, disturb
the farmers—upset the crows.”
I forced myself to laugh.
“Anyways, there’s Hedrick’s Bar-B-Que and Animal Farm.”
“Jesus, Wendell, that’s fucking disgusting.”
“Yeah, I guess it is. Wait, it’s not Bar-B-Que; it’s B&B. With camel
rides. And they also have a museum of old spacecraft, not at the B&B but
in the town someplace.”
“Don’t we have a real long drive today?”
“Yeah.”
“My vote is to skip the museum and ride the camels.”
“Okay.”
“Don’t say OK, if you’d rather not, my pretty house companion that
I want to strip naked and lick all over and handle and maul.” Finally I
stopped.
I didn’t look at Wendell, but I could see him out of the corner of my
eye. He’d stopped fidgeting. I knew without checking that he was blushing.
When he spoke, it was more softly even than usual. I expected he’d
laugh it off, but he didn’t. “Tyler, if I said that sort of thing to you, you’d
be so pissed. I know it’s different and I know you are more—ah—sophisticated and cool than me, but when you say stuff like that I get confused.”
“Wendell, I’m so sorry.”
“No, don’t be sorry. I hate to be a dork, but I thought I’d tell you,
since you said that about us talking. I admire you, Tyler, and it’s when you
say anything like that that I feel so stupid, I guess, all confused. You’re so
pretty, Tyler, which doesn’t have anything to do with it. I don’t know why
I said that. I know you’re kidding.”
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I should have been decent enough to say I wasn’t kidding at all. Here
was this boy trying hard as hell to be honest and kind at the same time. I
was hurting him and he was calling it sophistication. I should have told
him I just wanted to grind against him and use him impersonally but intimately for about thirty straight days. But that wouldn’t have been true either.
I guess it wouldn’t have been true. Was it true? I’m the worst person
to ask. Anyhow, I ended up not saying anything, vowing to stick to it, not
saying anything, I mean.
Not yet.

To be Continued…
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CORDELIA.
O, look upon me, sir,
And hold your hands in benediction o'er me.—
No, sir, you must not kneel.
LEAR.
Pray, do not mock me:
I am a very foolish fond old man,
Fourscore and upward, not an hour more nor less;
And, to deal plainly,
I fear I am not in my perfect mind.
Methinks I should know you, and know this man;
Yet I am doubtful: for I am mainly ignorant
What place this is; and all the skill I have
Remembers not these garments; nor I know not
Where I did lodge last night. Do not laugh at me;
For, as I am a man, I think this lady
To be my child Cordelia.
CORDELIA.
And so I am. I am.
LEAR.
Be your tears wet? yes, faith. I pray, weep not:
If you have poison for me, I will drink it.
I know you do not love me; for your sisters
Have, as I do remember, done me wrong:
You have some cause, they have not.
CORDELIA.
No cause, no cause.

THE PRELIMINARY PART EXPLAINING EVERYTHING
Here we are again, in Kansas, headed south, as if that made any sense.
But nothing we are doing makes any sense, at least not to me. I’m Wendell,
roaring along on this road trip that’s moving faster than I can understand.
Maybe Tyler, she’s with me, does understand. Probably.
Anyhow, we’re going from Los Angeles to Atlanta in this oversized
camper, having had adventures, and encounters and confusions now in
several states and Mexico,
I think what’s to come, as we head into Oklahoma, will be much
clearer.
No, I don’t.

Wendell and Tyler III
CHAPTER 1
We just endured an awkward silence. My fault. As I writhed inwardly, two dozen snakes inside me, I was thinking what a shit I was and
how this was the first time this whole summer we’d had an awkward silence. We’d had fights and arguments and weepings, but not this. I’ll be
damned.
“Wendell, I am so sorry. I am. I don’t understand myself very well.”
“That’s OK. Not like I do. We manage OK, though.”
“Ain’t that odd? I mean, who would have thought? I was just thinking
this was the very first awkward silence we’d had all summer.”
“I was thinking that, too. You’re real easy to get along with, Tyler.”
Was I? That didn’t strike me as a compliment, exactly. But right now
I had exhausted my quota of irrational bitchiness for the day.
We took in all of Hutchinson in a half-hour, which included getting
sandwiches. The B & B people were nice, said the camels were resting
right then in the hottest part of the day but that we could take a short ride
in the shade. The best part of that was a little baby camel, not really very
little, that kept nuzzling me and wanted its nose scratched. Baby camels
aren’t the least bit cute, which made it all the more fun.
I gave over driving to Wendell and looked up a KOA in Oklahoma
City and then a restaurant, which seemed to lead me to a selection among
several thousand steak houses. We found one open late right across the
street from our hookup, walked over, settled in to big red leather cushy
seats, and ordered steaks. There was also a convenience store at the
campground, a nice one, so we got terrific groceries, but not until after
eating, so we wouldn’t buy too much. We had this habit of getting too
much stuff if we shopped when we were hungry. Wonder if other people
do that or just me and Wendell.
By the time we got back, we were ready for bed, after our songfest,
which we devoted to the country music in our sing-long books. Wendell
was right about my proficiency on the keyboard, though I’d never played
one before. Natural genius—not.
Day 43—Friday—Oklahoma City
“You two are good—we so enjoyed your singing. Can’t begin to tell
you ...”
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“It was a genuine pleasure.”
“Don’t often hear young people these days …”
“You are like pros.”
All this erupted from six seedy-looking adults who had about nine
teeth among them. They were hanging around outside our camper, lying
in wait for us, I think. We found out later that all six were staying in the
trailer next to us and had heard, evidently without pain, our singing last
night.
“Sorry, we keep you up?” said Wendell, advancing on these dangerous hillbillies.
“Keep us up? Nah! Youall kids is great! Blend so well! Play the guitar
by any chance? Where you from? Are you pros? On stage?”
All this horseshit whistled out without irony. They were grinning, directing their stubbled chins, more prominent on the women than the men,
and their severely crossed-eyes right at us. I figured they’d go away once
they noticed our evident non-uni-racial characteristics, go away after making loud disapproving comments. But they didn’t.
Wendell had introduced me, I guess, which probably explained all
the hands grabbing at mine. Jesus, Wendell!
Wendell also told them we were spending the next night right here at
this very KOA. Guess what? So were these inbreeds! What luck!
“We don’t want to intrude on you youngunsus’ time, but if you’re not
doing anything tonight, we could get together for some pickin’ and singin’.
We’d certainly count it a favor. Of course you probably have plans.”
Wendell was itching to agree. He was playing with the bottom of his
tee-shirt and shifting around, smiling like he was one of the clan. But he
looked over at me to check.
Oh, what the hell! I winked.
“We’d love it, but we’re really not too good.” Wendell lied.
“We’re not worth a shit!” I corrected.
They were delighted. Told us we’d start the music when we got back.
They’d have some snacks, nothing fancy. And some whisky—corrected to
“juice” when one of them looked closer and decided we were pre-whisky
age.
There turned out to be little to do in Oklahoma City. I’d gotten all
dressed up too, just for a change. Don’t think it was to attract Wendell,
though somewhere deep inside that’s probably just it. Who knows what
evil lurks in the hearts of women? I put on this shirt that I liked and a poofy
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skirt I brought along and was happy that fit a little looser than before we’d
left. I wore a skirt about once a century. We went to two different museums, one devoted to lying about Oklahoma history, though you could piece
the truth together with a little trouble. The land had been Indian territory;
it’s where Huck says he is going to light out for at the end of the book. In
return for ceding all their lands all over the country, the Indians had been
promised this pile of shit area “for eternity,” which turned out to be a couple of years before the land rush in 1889, which is what that criminal musical we were singing is about. Yer doin fine, you genocidal bastards!
Hasn’t changed much. Wendell was telling me that in the oil boom in the
fifties and sixties, most of the strikes were on reservations but that only
white people ended up getting rich. Surprise! There was a little of this in
the museum, cartoons of “Chief Wampum,” sitting on oil wells, thousanddollar bills sticking out from his headdress. Wendell says the land was
stolen back from Indians, some of them hiring lawyers for protection and
getting themselves murdered for their pains. That sounded like conspiracy
crap-doodle, but Wendell showed me the passage, which cited a scholar at
Johns Hopkins named Michael Moon, who wrote about the best prose I’d
ever read. I wish there were more of him than just these two paragraphs.
I’m going to go on-line and get some of his books.
Here I am again, learning from Wendell. What it is, I’ve noticed, is
that Wendell sits down and checks on things. Something comes up and he
tracks it down. Does it, and well. Other people dick around, put things off,
thinking they’ll do something when they get around to it; but they never
get around to it. Wendell gets interested in something. He isn’t distracted
by shopping, since he doesn’t shop, or phone calls, since he has no friends.
I wonder if that’s even a little bit true. I wonder why I am so anxious to
paint worst-case scenarios, when Wendell is involved.
We beat it out of that museum and over to the National Cowboy Hall
of Fame, which was as fine as the state museum was pukey. There was
even considerable space given to cowboys o’ color, kind of self-congratulatory even-handedness, I suppose, but I felt good about it.
“Did you know there were black cowboys, Wendell?”
“Kind of. I saw a movie. The real answer is no, Tyler, not really. Hard
to imagine what it must have been then.”
I looked at him closely. It was about to rip into my frail friend, asking
him who he was to imagine what it was to be a cowboy a century and more
ago, much less a black cowboy. But I didn’t let it loose, and I’m glad I
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didn’t. Wendell was maybe naïve about race, but there are worse things
than naïve, a lot worse. And he was interested—and often less naïve than
I. As much as everyone talked about race, hardly anyone I’d ever known
was interested. Even my parents only wanted to use race to do other things,
like complain; I didn’t get a sense that they were interested in the basic
idea of race, deep-down. They figured they knew everything they needed
to know. They were concerned with how race worked, not in what it was.
I’d been quiet a long time, but Wendell just waited. Sometimes he
seemed to have a good feel for what was going on in my head. I wondered
how I felt about that. The best word might be “grateful,” if that isn’t too
vomity.
“You really are interested, Wendell. I think that’s so rare. Something
like race: most people think they already know. You don’t.”
He looked at me with his eyes dancing. Didn’t say a word.
“I can’t imagine, either,” I went on. “I gather some of these black
cowboys were women, which is even stranger.”
“Yeah. You imagine they were tough, which makes you think they
were wild and manish and good at killing things. What’s neat is to start
reading and you almost always find out you were wrong, or I do. Hell, I
don’t really know what cowboys did, apart from cattle drives, which they
couldn’t have been doing all the time. So the first thing is to know what
the conditions were; what did cowboys do when they got up on Tuesday?”
“Yeah, Wendell; and maybe there were thousands of different kinds
of cowboys, all doing different sorts of things.”
“And maybe race didn’t mean the same thing then. I don’t just mean
that people were more or less tolerant, or hateful, just that they didn’t see
the same thing we do.”
“Huh? I’m not skeptical, Wendell. I don’t know what you’re talking
about.”
“You know Cindy?”
“Which Cindy?”
“Martin, Cindy Martin?”
“Yeah.”
“She was telling me—she’s really smart—about a thing she read or
heard about on homosexuality. It was about how what we take for granted
about homosexuality is not necessarily what other people do or have.
Cindy kept saying, ‘OK, Wendell, we got this phrase, “homosexuality as
we know it,” right?’ And I kept saying, ‘right.’ She then talked about how
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it is we know what we know, or what we think we know. Cindy kept asking
me questions, like, ‘So, Wendell, what do we take most for granted about
what homosexuality is?’ She was getting all excited and grabbing my arm.
Before I could answer, she told me, ‘likeness, right? sameness, the attraction of like to like? Well,’ she went on, ‘what if at one time, say with Oscar
Wilde, it wasn’t likeness but difference? What if homosexuality was a radical sexuality that went across lines of geography and station and age?’
You see, Tyler? I went and read the Wilde trials and it makes sense. What
maybe pissed off the people around Wilde, the judge and jury, wasn’t the
man-attracted-to-man stuff, the sameness; but the difference: Wilde being
Irish, first of all, and then older and of a much higher class than those
younger British telegraph guys, you see? What Cindy was saying was how
absolutely wrong we might be, how the very basic thing we think we know
is wrong. We start at the wrong spot. Makes your head spin.”
“Damn, Wendell.”
“Yeah.
“That’s the most—hell, Wendell. I’ve never heard anything like that.
It’s not really about homosexuality but about ideology.”
“It is?”
“Well, yeah. Ideology is just another word for how political our common sense is, how what we think we know isn’t natural at all but the political bedrock of the dominant order. I read that phrase somewhere, but
you knew that. With common sense, the dominant order doesn’t have to
argue; they just assume and they know we’ll assume too.”
“Like?”
“Private property. Nuclear families. Prisons. The inferiority of
women.”
“Yeah, I see.”
“But what you’re saying about homosexuality is a lot more subtle.”
“What Cindy was saying. And she read it.”
“But she was like you, got interested and went at it. I don’t do that,
Wendell. I wonder why. That’s what you mean when you say you’re not
smart but think a lot. Only the second part of that is true, but what I mean
is that you hunt things down, like a bloodhound. Not only that—now listen
to me!—but you know what you got when you find it.”
He looked at me so, I don’t know, open and grateful and puppy-like
and goddamned beautiful that I reached over, leaned over I guess, and
kissed him, right there in the cowboy museum. And right on the mouth.
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I was afraid he’d thank me or something, but he didn’t, just stood
there looking pretty and making it tough to resist kissing him again. So I
didn’t, resist, that is.
It was still early, long before our odd lunch-time, so I suggested
swimming. No mystery why. Wendell in an even-skimpier speedo, which
we’d first have to shop for.
Like Huck’s Pap, Wendell had no objection, so we headed for a mall,
found one, and stopped off at a bowling alley first, a very natural sequence.
Wendell was wearing baggy shorts and a long shirt, so all his squirmy and
flowing approach and release on the alley displayed nothing. So focused
was I on Wendell, that I didn’t think about myself in that same light, shortskirt wearing that I was. So it was something of a shock when I turned
around from delivering the ball and noticed three gat-toothed, gat-brained
assholes ogling me, obviously enjoying the display.
Hadn’t even thought, being so used to Wendell and his lack of interest
in me, which is neither fair nor, I am certain, true. But this was something
different, something old and awful. It was as if I were eight years old again,
being exposed. As then, I was wearing a skirt and again it was only a pretend covering, really just a tease, doing nothing for me and everything for
those who wanted to hurt.
Instead of ignoring it, I started screaming at these morons, yelling
incoherent and obscene sounds. They just glubbed and chucked one another in the ribs. I was so mad I was ready to throw bowling balls at them,
but mine was still on the way back up the track and Wendell had picked
up his to bowl. For some reason, I turned to him:
“Wendell, oh please. Hell’s fire.”
“What, Tyler, tell me.”
“Those goons are looking up my dress!” I didn’t say it all that clear,
but I managed to make him understand.
When he did, he whirled around and headed on back, yelling at them
clearly enough: “You lousy perverts! You want the cops on your dirty
asses? What you’re doing is against the law here and you are going to jail
in about three seconds, unless I decide to fuck you up myself. If you think
I can’t, you’re even stupider than you look.”
He just walked right toward them, ready to start swinging on these
three thug Oakies and get his ass seriously kicked. They were every bit as
stupid as he said, though, and apparently believed all that about the law.
They sure couldn’t have regarded Wendell as personally threatening.
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Yeah, sure: Wendell was going to fuck them up, these three lunks who
might have hurt their fists pounding on Wendell but faced no other danger.
Of course Wendell was carrying his bowling ball, though he wasn’t what
you’d call brandishing it; I think he had forgotten he had it. But whatever
it was worked.
After they shuffled away, I collapsed, into the funny curved wooden
bench behind the scoring table. Wendell didn’t try to hug and comfort, just
watched me for a second, turned around to bowl, twice, got a spare, and
said, “Tyler, you’re up.”
After I collected myself, lost two straight games to Wendell, and
turned my shoes back in and located the Macy’s, it occurred to me how
Wendell had talked:
“Wendell, you realize what a foul mouth you have? That unspeakable
f- word and bad words for buttocks too. I blush even to think about it.”
“It’s your fault, corrupter. You taught me all those words from Satan.”
“Oh sure, blame the woman, the black woman. You’re a bigot, Wendell, and a misogynist dick.”
“Oh yeah? Well, you’re a lying slut, all that talk about blushing, when
everybody knows Negroes can’t blush—or bowl either.”
As we headed off for Macy’s, I suddenly found myself about five
steps ahead of Tyler, who’d stopped without saying anything.
“You stricken with something, Tyler? Medic alert time?”
“C’mere.”
So, I did.
“How many bathing suits you got, Wendell?”
“Er—one, actually.”
“But it’s OK, the one you have, right?”
“Well, I think so, but you probably noticed that fashion’s not my
strong suit; so I don’t mind you picking a better one out for me. I’m grateful, really.”
“It’s fine, the one you have.”
“Yeah, it’s not like life and death; but I’d as soon not dress dorky,
since you’re willing to help me. Mine’s pretty little, and I threw the baggy
one away—when you weren’t looking, cause I knew you’d want it for
yourself.”

7

James R. Kincaid
“Yeah. Oh God, I feel like shit, Wendell. I treat you like a dick, which
you aren’t. You’re about the last thing—anyhow, I was just—I don’t
know.”
“Want to get a drink and talk?”
She laughed. “A coke maybe.”
I figured she’d talk if she wanted and I figured she did, so I sipped on
my diet coke, which I ordered instead of real coke because I prefer the
taste, if you can believe it.
“Wendell, I don’t know how to say this.”
I knew she’d find a way. She was quiet so long, though, and looked
so stressed, I thought maybe saying something lame, which was what I’d
be sure to do, would be OK.
“Tyler, you can say anything at all. Not like I’m going to—you
know.”
She laughed a little, not much.
“Wendell, I don’t think you need a new bathing suit. I just wanted
to—God, get you in an even littler speedo and, I don’t know, look at you.”
“Oh.”
“I probably, in some dim ugly part of my mind, had some fantasy of
going into the dressing room with you. Wendell, I really did. It’s just so
mean.”
I started to say something—I don’t know what—when she interrupted me.
“And all this after you talked about being pawed and thinking you
were passive and a person other people just wanted to use. It’s a terrible
thing to make somebody into an object like they say in those gender classes. It’s a cliché, but it’s true.”
Now I saw what she meant. I reached over the table and took her
hand. As soon as I had her hand, I realized how corny that was, but I didn’t
know how to let go, so I didn’t. She reached her other hand out and grabbed
mine, hard. She was looking at me like she was hurt, like she’d hurt herself.
I needed to say something.
“Tyler, let me say this.” Then I dried up.
She looked anguished for a second and then she giggled.
“No, really, Tyler. It’s different with you. I mean, Jesus, we’ve talked
so much. I’ve talked a thousand times as much to you as anybody ever,
even my mom, and that doesn’t count. I mean, I trust you; I really trust
you. I do.”
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She blinked a little but didn’t say anything.
“Here’s what it is. I think it’s one thing to think I’m no more than an
object. It’s another thing for you to say that, to be aware of it, even. And
it’s way another thing for you to feel bad about it. I think lots of people
have liked seeing me, kind of helpless. That sounds conceited, but you
know what I mean. It’s not like it’s me they’re looking at, even, but some
kind of cliché. Sean 2 can do that to me, I think, though he’s also nice to
me a lot too. But he takes pictures of me. Not nude, but, you know. I never
told anybody that before. There, that’s what I mean.”
She almost smiled, I think.
“It’s not like I don’t care if people treat me like that. I care a lot. It’s
just that I don’t care if you treat me like that because you don’t treat me
like that.”
This time she did smile.
“Even when you make jokes about my underpants. I know you are
joking.”
“No, I’m not.”
“I know. You like to see my underpants, but it’s different with you.
You don’t do it to make me feel bad. You feel bad about it yourself.”
“That’s true, but it’s still mean.”
“Don’t be pissed, Tyler, OK?”
“OK.”
“You know, the difference is that—don’t be pissed—you’re almost
like, you know, really getting to be my—friend, really.” I kept myself from
taking it back.
“Yeah,” she said.
I hurried to keep talking so she wouldn’t have time to be embarrassed—or pissed, though she didn’t seem to be pissed. I couldn’t tell.
“So, let’s go get me a smaller speedo.”
“Aw hell, Wendell!”
“Not like you’re going to put me in my speedo and take pictures for
the internet.”
“Internet, hell. I’d start my own magazine.”
“Wendell’s Willy.”
She sort of laughed.
“I don’t mean to sell myself short, or my willy, Tyler; but I think you
might not make millions on this.”
“Narrow range of readers.”
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“Best quality, though.”
“Maybe run out of material after a year or two.”
“We could add Sean 1 and Sean 2. Don’t you think that’d boost circulation? They’d spread the word.”
“Sean 2 would. I think Sean 1 might narrow the appeal even more,”
Tyler said, kind of winking at me.
“I suppose.”
“I know. Makes you feel bad making fun of Sean 1, even though you
weren’t making fun of him. Sorry, Wendell. I know that’s a rough spot for
you. I seem to say something mean every time I open my mouth.”
“No, you don’t, Tyler. Not like I’m sensitive.”
She laughed.
“So, let’s find a speedo.”
“If they have your size.”
“Extra-big-dick size.”
“Wendell!” She pretended to be shocked. Maybe she really was.
We got there and they didn’t really have much at all in the swimming
suit line and only one thing in the speedo line. It was red and looked too
big. It was a teeny suit, I mean, but looked like it might be too big around
me, my waist.
“Should I try it on, Tyler?”
“Thing about these suits, Wendell—they gotta fit. Too big is as bad
as too little.”
“You could take it in.”
“What?”
“That’s what my Mom says when stuff is too big: you can always
take it in.”
“I don’t know if that works with speedos, and I wouldn’t know how
to do it.”
“I could pin it with a safety pin.”
“That’d be cool.”
“Well, I’m not cool.”
So I did. I bought it, I mean. It was a little loose, but I really didn’t
need a safety pin, just figured I’d have to watch sudden entrances and exits
in the water.
And we went swimming back at the KOA, in a big pool with almost
nobody in it, just a stray old couple or two and us. Tyler and I were playing
this game of underwater tag, really fun, though Tyler could swim about
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thirty times better than me. I could tell she slowed down sometimes on
purpose, just so I could catch her and there’d be a game.
Once as I was flailing around and waving my hands underwater, my
hand caught on Tyler and I couldn’t right away get free. Trouble was I was
caught on the side of her bra thing and my hand, as I tried to pull free, kept
pushing into Tyler’s breast. I expected her to claw my eyes out, but she
spit water in my face and laughed and then swam away.
“That doesn’t count, Wendell. You’re still ‘it.’ ”
I managed sort of to corner her. “Tyler, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean
to. Really. It was really an accident.”
“Wendell, like I didn’t know that, like you’d fondle me in the KOA
pool. But it’s better you don’t talk about it. Lesson Number One in being
cool: when you accidentally grope a girl, pretend you didn’t. Now trade
places.”
I backed into the corner and Tyler came up against me. She had her
face about an inch away from mine, bobbing up and down in the water and
sometimes brushing her face against me and her body too. For some reason, I thought she was going to bite me. Then I thought she might kiss me,
like before. What she did was shove me right back into the corner of the
pool, wedging against me real tight. It was the deep end, but they had a
narrow ledge around where I could stand, so I did.
“Put your legs together a little.”
I did and Tyler put her legs outside mine. She was looking at me
straight on, not blinking, but I couldn’t read her face. We were both bobbing. The water was cool, and powerfully chlorinated. The sun was close
enough to being in my eyes that Tyler looked hazy, like she was weaving,
smiling too, or that’s what it looked like from an inch away.
It wasn’t even shocking when she put her hands inside the front of
my speedo, up from below, and started rubbing and playing with my
pecker and stuff. She was so close against me, it seemed the natural thing
to do. It wasn’t gross, just terrific. She didn’t say anything and I didn’t,
either. I had some impulse to moan and make oogy noises, only there were
these other people in the pool. Maybe that’s why I didn’t make any noise,
but I think it was really because Tyler didn’t and I wanted to do what she
did.
What she did was pat and gentle, and then run her fingers along the
ridges down there, quicker and quicker, and make me so hot. Seems like I
was hard, to be gross, even before she started; but I sure was a millisecond
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after. I don’t think I’ve ever felt so good, though that’s a lame way to put
it.
I tried not to hump my butt back and forth but I didn’t do too good
restraining myself. Before long, my hips took over from me, and not just
my hips. Tyler didn’t take her hands away afterwards, just kept stroking
and holding, real gentle.
Right then I loved her, but it wasn’t just right then.
Then it struck me that I’d fouled the pool and that everybody’d know
and Jesus Christ! I looked down in panic.
Tyler laughed and leaned in to my ear: “That’s one advantage of a
campground pool; it’s two parts chlorine to one part water, thus opaque.
You could bleed to death in here and nobody’d see.” Then she laughed
again. One of the couples looked over and started laughing too, just to be
nice. If they’d known.
Then Tyler gave my ear a lick. “Now do you believe I’m your friend,
Wendell?”
So much for my vow to cool it. Actually, I had originally considered
trying to hold my breath and give him an underwater blow job; so this was
comparatively restrained. I stood there wanting so bad to keep going—
where I wasn’t so sure. Putting my hands inside his suit like that, just that,
made my head spin. Then, playing with his dick was for sure the most
exciting thing ever. That sounds crazy; but it’s so, even though Wendell
just barely touched me, let his hands rest on my shoulders, grazing, moving
them back and forth as he pumped discreetly. It about drove me crazy, a
tired phrase I now understood in full force. I wanted to go on, way on; but
I was a little worried about what I had done and more about what I’d said.
I had to find a way to back off. One thing about Wendell, if our weeks
together were a reliable guide: he didn’t push advantages. I was sure he
wouldn’t this one either, decent and generous-spirited boy that he was.
The evening KOA cowboy sing was just the thing to tire you out and
extinguish any ardor that was flaming. It combined, in equal parts, hillbilly
good-feeling, too much food, even more drink, and music that started off
lively and witty and soon became tedious. Maybe it was all that meat.
There were things on the grill that looked like whole big dogs skinned,
three-foot square red flesh. I kept looking at Wendell, who kept looking at
me, but he wouldn’t leave. Finally, somehow, we were back in our mansion.
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“Wendell, why wouldn’t you leave?”
“I was trying to get you to leave. I thought you wanted to stay.”
“I thought you did, Wendell.”
“Oh.”
“I guess we’re not really one person split in two, a perfectly adjusted
organism.”
“All this time—” he said.
“I thought—” I said.
“We were,” he said.
“Good one, Wendell. What’d you think of the musical evening?”
“The first part was fine.”
“And then …?”
“Well, the other people were pretty good, I thought. They were very
nice to us. I know that’s not what you meant. I thought it got to be a lot of
the same thing.”
“You did?????” I knew I could get him to retract.
“So did you.”
Damn.
I slugged him, he giggled, we went to bed. I know the slugging was
cornball, like we were best buddies, clean-cut Christian boys having a fine
time spreading the good news. Better than sucking his cock, though.
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CHAPTER 19
Day 44—Saturday—Tulsa
“Tell me again why we’re going to Tulsa, Wendell?”
“We have to stop somewhere on our way east.”
“Truth is, you wanted to avoid the mountains and little hillbilly towns
cause you didn’t want to watch me get lynched.”
“This is Oklahoma, Tyler, not Mississippi, which we’ll get to before
long.”
“Oh, goody.”
“They’ll lynch you there.”
“Nope. They’ll vote me Ms. Hattiesburg and lynch you for being a
nigger lover.”
“You feel bad about quitting on Huckleberry Finn, Tyler?”
“There’s changing the subject for you.”
“Well, God, Tyler!”
“Want me to look up stuff about Tulsa or fondle you while you drive,
Wendell?”
He just looked at me funny.
“I’m sorry, Wendell. I’m ...”
He didn’t rescue me, just glared at me, insofar as Wendell could
glare. Then he started laughing. “Gotcha, Tyler!”
“You dweeb, loser asshole!”
He kept laughing. To keep from laughing myself, I dove deep into
the tour books.
“Tulsa don’t have shit, Wendell. She don hab nuffin, jes why peoples
stuff an churches. I about outs a ma crack, too.”
“Jes call yos mama an have her sen ya somes.”
“Yah, maybe hore pimp cun cart it ovah.”
“And do you feel bad about quitting on Huckleberry Finn?”
“You do, Wendell, and I can tell you why, because you’re dutiful,
Wendell, and feel that if you don’t finish what you start, you’ll succumb
to your natural laziness and never do anything worthwhile, like finish the
book somebody else has told you to read.”
“Damn, Tyler, you’re right. That’s about it. You don’t feel bad about
quitting?”
“We didn’t exactly quit.”
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“We skipped the whole last part of the book, from where Huck goes
to the Phelps’s Farm and starts fucking with Jim and taking orders from
Tom Sawyer, that conformist shit, and only read the last page and filled in
the plot with Cliff Notes.”
“Wendell, please don’t talk that way. It sounds awful and it makes
me feel uncomfortable. I don’t know why, but it does. Please?”
“Tyler, I’m sorry.”
“I hope you don’t mind, Wendell. It just, I don’t know, makes me feel
uncomfortable and I’d really appreciate it if ...”
"I understand, Tyler. I really do. I apologize."
“Wendell! You gotta stop doing that, assuming that every time somebody attacks you, they’re right and you’re wrong.
“You’re right. Damn, you’re right.”
“Wendell, that’s what I mean. Just stop thinking other people know
and you don’t. You got yourself in this habit of—it’s not caving in, since
you got guts like I’ve never seen. It’s more like you don’t think much of
yourself. It’s when somebody tells you you’re wrong or do stuff wrong,
you gotta stop thinking they’re right. The only thing you do wrong is to
think you fuck up. You don’t fuck up. You’re cool, Wendell.”
He looked at me like he thought I was lying to him. After a second, I
didn’t mind him thinking that. Had I just called him “cool”? Great Jesus!
I stumbled to cover up.
“I know that about you finishing things for the wrong reason because
I do it.”
“Really? You’re dead on about me. But this time I felt a big rush from
not finishing, because you made me feel that way, Tyler. It just made sense
to quit. The first half or two-thirds is so sweet and then it turns to, what
did Hemingway say?”
“Faking.”
“Yeah, so why read that, and anyhow ...”
He stopped so sudden and just looked at the road.
He was quiet quite a while, was getting me worried, when he finally
said something that made me wish he’d kept quiet:
“That was about the kindest thing anybody’s ever said to me, Tyler.”
“Just drive, Wendell.”
“No, Tyler. You said all that and it was so unbelievable.”
“OK.”
“That was so kind.”

15

James R. Kincaid
“Wendell, don’t make me sorry I said it by acting like a dork.”
“I don’t even care.”
“I do.”
“OK. Find out what awaits us in wide-open, hot, teen-town Tulsa.”
I poured over the books. God!
“Well, Tyler?”
“Where’s your vaunted patience, Wendell?”
“What’s ‘vaunted’ mean, Tyler?”
“It means sort of—but you know what it means sort of. Wait: my
phone will tell us. In the meantime, I’ll sing a song: ‘Oh, girls just wanna
have fuh-hun! Yeayus, girls just wanna have fuh-hun! Oh, girls just wanna
have fuh-hun!’ It means praised, of high reputation, with a shade of meaning over-praised. Doesn’t say what its origins are.”
“Well, now I know and I am grateful to you.”
“Yeah, you’re marginally less ignorant than you were twenty seconds
ago.”
“And what’s in Tulsa?”
“Oh, ever so much for clean-living young adults like you—and me.”
“We are, aren’t we?”
“Shame, isn’t it. We drink a lot. I guess not a lot; I’d say steadily but
moderately. We’re reliable drinkers. It’s like we’re forty-five years old,
living in Sherman Oaks.”
“Old dull married couple.”
Wendell lit up like a fire engine when he said that: “Sorry, Tyler.”
“I didn’t think you were proposing, Wendell.”
He laughed, a little uneasily.
“I’ll wring it out of you. You’re too good a catch to let flop back into
the water.”
He laughed again, more uneasily. Why did I say that?
“Anyways, Wendell, I think we can bypass the museum, if it suits
you. I say we just float in this pleasure garden of Tulsa and see what we
run into.”
“Hang around the KOA?”
“Hell, Wendell, I’m not talking about a checkers tournament.”
“Oh. Heavy drugs, crime, violence.”
“Right! And the place to find that is at the university.”
“That sounds right. Should we go there first or the KOA?”
“Up to you, and I know which you’ll choose.”
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He did. The KOA, where we got a choice spot, them all being the
same, and then off for the action at the college hangouts. I didn’t tell Wendell that the college in question was Oral Roberts U. I wanted to arrive
after dark, so as to catch the enormous praying hands with the spotlights
on them, illuminating the full eighty feet of reverence. So I forced Wendell
to stop for groceries. I was keeping an eye out for liquor stores, only I
didn’t see any. No matter. Time was the key, and by the time I stalled us
through the produce department—“asparagus, Wendell?”—it was getting
dark.
“Go South, Wendell, on Lewis Avenue.”
“Which is where?”
“Only the main street.”
Miraculously—which fits—he found Lewis Avenue and within a few
miles, there they were. They shot up into the air with all the grace of upside-down twin turds, crafted with that cornball realism of Grandma Moses and Norman Rockwell even my parents had sense enough to detest.
Naturally, the hands were old and worn, no doubt with care, trusting in
God to hear her humble words of praise and, now and then, a pitch for true
relief for arthritis. Even the lighting was in the same, we-are-all-meekChristians-here tones, though there was a limit to how muted you could
make four billion watts.
Wendell had slowed down considerably, probably in shock. Maybe
he was blinded; for sure it was hard to keep your eyes on the road. These
uplifted claws must cause more traffic deaths than New Years Eve drunks.
“Well, Wendell, what do you think of that?”
“That’s the most god-awful thing I ever saw, Tyler. It’s worse than
the eight-thousand-pound prairie dog.”
“Yeah, or that Eiffel Tower stairway to nothing.”
“It makes Forest Lawn look good and, you know—what’s the word?”
“Subdued, tasteful, sophisticated?”
“Yeah.”
“That’s three words, nitwit. Which one?”
“Fuck you, Tyler!”
“Wendell! That kind of talk!”
“Gotcha!”
“Wendell, hun-bun, would you do me a favor? I know it’s real, real
unfair, since I swear myself a little. I know it’s shitty of me even to ask.
And nerdy even.”
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“Even that.”
“I’m serious, Wendell. I don’t know why, but it sort of—I don’t
know—hurts me when you say that sort of thing. I said it before, I guess,
a dozen times, but ...”
He looked at me, still driving but slow and in the right lane.
“I can’t explain it. Just forget it.”
“No, Tyler. I didn’t mean not to say anything. I was just trying to
think—not that I won’t do it, what you ask. You’ve said that before, asked
me, I mean. I should have listened. I only say stuff like that to joke with
you. You know what a priss I am.”
“Thanks. You aren’t a priss, Wendell. Stop saying stuff like that
about yourself.”
He grinned. “OK. And I’ll be glad to not talk bad, which is a stupid
way to put it, but you know. Thanks.”
My impulse was to jump him right there before the sacred hands. But
I resisted.
“You know, Tyler, last summer I was in London with my mom, really
a great trip. But these hands made me think of a program I saw on their
television, which they have mighty little of and pretty awful too, gross
junior-high comedy and beauty contests for women that—I don’t mean to
be mean—aren’t any of them fit to win any contest, except one run by
Future Farmers of America.” He laughed at his own nasty comment.
“Which wouldn’t have English girls in it, Wendell, but I see what you
mean. The praying hands made you think of these contests?”
“Oh, no. I’m sorry. They had this program on ‘American culture’;
that’s what it was called. I never saw anything so snotty. They had this
uppity British guy going to places like Disneyland and Dallas and Nashville. He interviewed the Mousettes or whatever they’re called at Disneyland and the Dallas Cowboy Cheerleaders and some people at Grand Old
Opry. Asked them questions about foreign policy, literature, and the arts.
It was supposed to represent what Americans knew about important things,
which of course was nothing. Worse than nothing, since some of the people they interviewed, like the Mousettes, were beyond dumb. This BBC
guy kept asking them about Walt’s philosophy, things like that. It was so
mean, but it also made me kind of embarrassed. Those praying hands made
me embarrassed too. That make any sense?”
“Yeah, it does. How can something like that exist for even a second
without people laughing so hard it raises a wind that blows it down? And
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we’re looking at it, trying not to think it was made just for us, very embarrassing. It makes you sick. I guess I’m some sort of snob, but this isn’t like
hating the paintings of Thomas Kinkade or lousy television, or Broadway
musicals, which you and me love anyway. This is pure shit.”
“It’s poison.”
“Yes, it is, Wendell. That’s good.
“Too bad that Timothy McVey guy didn’t bomb these instead of
where he did.”
“That wasn’t here, but same state, back where we were. Let’s not go
back to see his work, OK?”
“Tyler, maybe we could mess up those stinking hands somehow.”
“Yeah!”
“How?”
“They probably have half the police force in Moronville guarding
them, and they’re eighty-feet high. Kind of a problem. What did you have
in mind?”
“Graffiti?”
“Yes! Yes, Wendell. We need to think this out. But yes!”
“How’d we do it?”
“Wonder if any of the brothers live here? Like the ones who hang
from their dicks to graffiti freeway bridges back home?”
“I haven’t noticed any.”
We decided to put this on hold and go to a bar, see what was happening, assuming we could find a bar. Actually, quite a few were there, which
surprised us. The one we went to wouldn’t serve us, but they were really
nice. We were sitting at a table slurping cokes and trying to enjoy the cowboy music, which was the bar’s music of choice.
Without asking, this other couple sat down beside us. Then they
seemed to realize what they’d done:
“Ah fuck, you guys mind if we join you?” They giggled—a little
drunk.
Apart from being drunk, they looked like Mormons. I guess here
they’d be whatever Oral Roberts dictated and not Mormons. The boy was
in a sport coat and slacks, and the girl had on what looked like a school
uniform—plaid skirt and a starchy white blouse with a Peter Pan collar.
Both looked like they were just out of some human-directed car-wash.
They were both so clean-cut they resembled mannequins, each with the
requisite number of well-arranged hairs on the head and not even a hint of
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hair elsewhere. Both blond. The girl probably had perfect little bitty pink
nipples and the boy no dick at all. They looked about nine-years-old,
though they said they were twenty, with really terrific fake IDs. Probably
so. But it was hard not to pet them, so like kittens were they.
Then it turned out they had foul mouths, both of them, and were kind
to us, in their way. Soon as they found out we couldn’t get served—“What
the fuck’s that?”—they took turns skulking around to the other side of this
circular bar and buying us drinks: “Manhattans? You guys been around!
Manhattans? You hear that? Makes me feel like an Oakie asshole, which I
guess is what I am. Har har har!”
Wendell and I never drank all that much, which made it kind of hard
to be with these drunks, get in the rhythm of their idiotic hilarity. Probably
they wouldn’t have been so stupid sober, but they were sub-stupid drunk.
A sample:
“You doan mine us saying?”
Wendell looked at me, then smiled, “No we don’t mind at all, but we
will mind unless you let us pay for the drinks. That’s only fair, since you’re
getting them for us.”
“You doan mine, cept pay for drinks. No, no, no, no, no, no, no, no.
They wanna pay for drinks, Mel.” (Mel was short for “Melissa,” he being
Bruce, short for “Bruce.”)
Then Jesus entered the room and did the impossible, allowed Bruce
to remember what he had been wondering whether we minded about: “So,
you doan mine, and I knew you woodna, cause you cool, you jus so fucking cool, whish isn’t make sense why you in this shihoa, Tulsa. You doan
mine, so do you run inna lossa troubles being bi-racial?”
Before we could answer, we had to deal with a barrage of “You doan
mines, do ya?” from both Mel and Bruce.
“Do you want to take that one, Tyler?”
That struck me as so funny that I choked on my Manhattan. Anyhow,
I took it.
“You know, Bruce—and Mel, you’d be surprised. Most people don’t
even seem to notice. Days go by and we don’t even think of it ourselves.
Oh, now and then somebody yells out, ‘Hey there, nigger, whassup?’ or
guys taunt Wendell, ‘You like that dark meat, boy?’ That’s all in fun,
though.”
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“Fuck, man!” said Mel; “That eats it. I say that eats it. You are such
a cute couple.” Mel slurred less than Bruce, though in other ways she
seemed a good deal drunker.
Wendell had been looking at me for some time, trying to signal something. I couldn’t tell what, so finally: “Just say it, Wendell. No need to hide
anything—and not like your darkest secret wouldn’t be untroubling.”
“Fucking straight!” said Mel, Bruce nodding vigorously.
“Graffiti?” Wendell said.
I thought he meant whether we were going to do it, somehow or other.
It was pretty dim of me not to recognize that he wouldn’t be hissing at me
here if it were only that, so what followed was my fault. Long and short of
it was that I left Wendell no choice but to blurt out the plan to deface the
praying hands to Mel and Bruce, asking their advice and, as it developed,
including them as eager participants.
“Oh fuck yeah, fuck yeah! Shoo we do it, eh Mel? Fuck yeah!”
They were far below offering us anything but enthusiasm, nothing in
the way of advice or information. Their misplaced drunkenness was pushing them beneath coherent speech of any kind and the likelihood of safe
passage home, wherever that might be.
Finally, there seemed nothing for it but to take them with us. I think
I would have abandoned them, had it been up to me, whitebread assholes.
No I wouldn’t, but I was aware that I would have been a whole lot more
reluctant to drag them along but for a desire to have Wendell think well of
me, or at least not recognize what a shit I was.
At least, we had room in our camper and could separate ourselves
from them. We got them back, whereupon they both seemed to sober up a
very little, enough to enter into competition in the who-can-say-this-placeis-fucking-cool-most-often. Then Bruce said something like, “hoe nobawees offended bah I gonna urrayah.”
“You’re gonna what, Bruce?” Wendell said, steadying pointing him
to his bed.
Turns out “urrayah” meant “undress,” which he did, saying how civilized people didn’t sleep in clothes or make themselves unwelcome by
being rude to hosts who were bi-racial cool. What’s wrong with going to
bed the way people did who weren’t rude?
Mel was of the same mind, and while Wendell and I stood there gaping, they both shucked off everything but underwear. I’ll have to say that,
were it not for their manikin bodies and their slobbering quite a bit and
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staggering even more, they’d have been pretty hot—in a Sears catalog sort
of way. They were both thin and, now that their fluffy clothes were off,
undeniably small, smooth-skinned, and pink—quite pretty. Pretty in a kind
of time-warp way, probably just what would have turned on old Oral R.
I looked at Wendell, thinking we might have a laugh together, but he
seemed embarrassed, kept trying to cover Mel. Mel was having none of it,
for reasons obscure but apparently important to her. Nor did she want to
get under the sheets, maybe ever. She stood there in funny little girl panties
and a practical bra, both approved Christian white cotton. Bruce had on
tighty-whiteys, of course, and I was within a loose tooth of letting slip out
some joke about how much he and Wendell had in common. I’m so glad I
didn’t.
After what seemed like eight hours but was probably thirty minutes,
they were finally in the beds and immediately asleep.
“Tyler, I don’t know what the hell I was thinking! I’m sorry.”
“Wendell, don’t apologize—ever again. And it’s not your fault anyhow. They were so attracted to how very bi-racial we are, there was no
chance of shaking them.”
“Well, thanks anyhow. Hope they stay put.”
“They will. My mom and dad get drunk twice a year, exactly on those
days set aside for proper oreos, and when they do they go into short-term
comas. Mel and Bruce won’t invade our virginal nests.”
“I’m glad,” I said. “That Mel looks like somebody’s sister, little sister. Makes me feel creepy.”
Tyler wasn’t smirking at me or anything, so I went for it myself: “Or
Bruce either. He looks too much like me.”
“I feel like I forced you to say that, Wendell. In so many ways. We’re
going to move past me being so mean to you.”
Then she came over and kissed me.
She winked at me and added, “But not tonight.”
Day 45—Sunday—Tulsa
I figured Mel and Bruce would be puking all over our place in the
morning. I made two big pots of coffee, while Tyler was making these
fancy crepes she’d learned how to do and I loved. I was about to say that
sort of thing wasn’t likely to be what Mel and Bruce wanted, when I realized it wasn’t Mel and Bruce she was making them for.
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But they must have been used to hangovers, since they woke up all
cheery and Baptist. But they weren’t used to waking up in their underwear
in strange places. Bruce was even more ookie about exposing himself than
Mel, which was funny, or would have been if it hadn’t reminded me of me.
Mel was standing there, blushing and looking around, trying to locate
her clothes I guess, though for some reason I didn’t realize right off what
she wanted. It just looked so odd, especially with Bruce scrunching over
and covering himself.
“So, whoa, that was some night, ah—dude!” Obviously, Bruce didn’t
remember my name, or where he was, or the night before.
“His name’s Wendell, Bruce, you imbecile, and that’s Tyler, the one
cooking, and that’s you, Bruce, standing there like a pathetic motherfucker, in his butt-huggers and acting like a little boy in the locker room,
you idiot!”
“And that’s you, Mel, with her padded fucking bra and ass with its
own extra padding in her grandma’s underwear, you blob-baby.”
I figured they’d start hitting one another, but instead they both broke
into cute little-kid laughs and hugged, Bruce still covering himself as best
he could.
“So, Tyler, could you point me to my clothes?”
“Bruce, you nutless nitwit, that’s Wendell.”
“Sorry, dude. My clothes?”
I got them for him and Mel’s, too.
They both were hungry, ready for Tyler’s crepes. They were better
company sober, for sure. They’d forgot altogether about our plan to attack
the praying hands, but climbed right back on board when I brought it up
and explained. Tyler looked at me funny, but I was starting to like Mel. It
didn’t hurt that Mel was being nice to me, kept touching me, all innocently.
She was not that much older than me, but the gap was huge.
Mel was sitting next to me, talking and now and then playing with
my ear. Bruce was sitting next to Tyler on the other side of the table, busy
eating his four-hundredth crepe and, lucky for him, not trying to play with
Tyler’s ear. I noticed Tyler looking at Mel and then Mel looking back at
Tyler. I never notice stuff like that, but I also noticed Mel scooting a few
inches away and turning her eyes, which were really pretty, on Tyler:
“Tyler, you know what it’s like going to Oral Copulation U? You
couldn’t, and you’re way too fucking smart ever to do it. Bruce Bigdick
came here by choice, not really, and I came here after kinda getting my ass
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thrown out of a U of Oklahoma, which is a dump and also thirty times
better than Orality. You guys in college?”
Even I could see this was blowing smoke. Tyler might pass for eighteen, though I doubt it, but me? I know we’d fooled lots of bartenders, but
only those who wanted to be fooled. I had the feeling she was trying to
make friends with Tyler, and I was dead sure Tyler saw that; but I guess
she didn’t care: she lit up and the two started burbling. That left me out, as
Bruce was still chewing, no stopping in sight, and I didn’t care so much
for him anyhow, not like I did Mel.
After a bit, Mel noticed I was just sitting there, so she turned my way
a little, putting her hand out on Tyler’s arm, just so we’d both be included.
“ORU is determined to light the spirit fire in each and every one of
us, holding our little wicks right up to the raging blaze of Jesus, or old
Oral, pretty much the same. Bruce, you cow titty, stop eating and tell us
exactly what God said to Oral.”
I didn’t think Bruce was aware of anything except food, but he at
once stood up, puffed out his chest, climbed up on the chair, ducking some,
and spread out his arms, imitating God. “O Oral,” he said in this deep voice
that I gotta admit was funny; "O Oral, yah-hoo sinnnuhhhh! Hearken unto
thee Lor-hud Gaw-hud! Hearken I say, yah-hoo fucking worm, yah-hoo
reprobate, yah-hoo wray-utchh! Get down on yah-hoor knees, Oral, and
beg my forgiveness! Get yah-hoorself down on yah-hoor skinny knees like
when yah-hoo give head and beg my forgiveness, yah-hoo sinnnnuhhhh!"
"OK, Bruce, get to the actual words the actual God said to the actual
Oral." Mel didn't seem as amused as me and Tyler. Probably she'd heard
all this before, many times.
"Right." He didn't seem offended, gathered himself up again into
God-Almighty puffiness and said, “Raise up your students to hear My
voice, to go where My light is dim, where My voice is heard small, and
My healing power is not known, even to the uttermost bounds of the earth.
Their work will exceed yours, and in this I am well pleased, well pleased
I say, way-ull, puh-pleased.”
“Apart from the last part, that’s accurate. They read it out at freshman
orientation and about a million times afterwards—before every basketball
game, for instance.”
“Really?”

24

Wendell and Tyler III
Mel rescued me. “No, but you’re right to think so, Wendell.” She’d
seemed kewpie-doll looking before, but now she seemed pretty. I was trying hard not to think how she looked in her underwear. She had an excellent body. Why she was with this Bruce character was more than I could
understand. But I wasn’t very sharp in these matters.
Tyler was looking at me oddly. I did notice that. But she was also
talking: “Why would God, with all the words in all the languages at his
command, since he invented them, come up with something as lame as
‘where my voice is heard small’?”
“Fucking goddam right! It’s Oral’s way of trying to be poetic, at the
same time he wants to be Jehovaistic, all that about being ‘well pleased,’
right Mel?”
“Right, Bruce. But that’s enough. When we going to attack the hands,
buddies?”
We decided we’d have to wait until dark, the spotlights being less of
a hazard then, and with fewer of the tourists who flocked there on Sunday
to hear God’s voice large. That gave us a full day to kill here in Tulsa,
which wouldn’t be bad, Tyler and me never having any trouble filling up
the time.
“Hey, dudes, how about coming to class with us? Me and Mel got
summer school, even on Sunday, trying to erase some of our many course
fuck-ups and get our asses out of here by December graduation. Come with
us. It’ll be a—cool!”
I knew enough to wait for Tyler, who’d hate this idea. I noticed Mel
looking grim too. Everything was silent. I wasn’t going to be the one to
answer, if we sat there until Manhattan time, which we might skip, what
with Mel and Bruce’s way with alcohol. Finally, Tyler said, “Why would
Oral Roberts U have holy day classes?”
“Money,” Mel said.
“Huh?”
“Seven days a week he does the Lord’s work in class after class,
mashed all together for maximum utilization of classroom space, faculty,
and oxygen. Think of all the credits, all the tuition!”
“Jesus!” Tyler signaled her understanding.
“The Lord said unto Oral, ‘Teach they-um, even unto My day, teach
they-um till it doth leaketh out they-ur asses; teach them day und ny-ut,
cha-arge thum big tuition, and I shall be wey-ull pleased!” Mel did the
voice better than Bruce.
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Tyler giggled, not merrily, and said, “Why not? Never been to a college class.”
“You still won’t have,” Mel said. “This pusshole doesn’t believe in
the mind much, puts its chips on the spirit, which is what it means to be a
charismatic university.”
“It be founded in the fires of evangelism and upon the unchanging
precepts of the Bible,” said Bruce.
“Great Jesus!” Tyler said.
“That’s it!” Mel said, clutching Tyler’s arm. “You got that evangelical fire.”
“Which translation of the Bible it is that provides these there unchanging precepts, which books and which interpretations: you gotta be
careful not to bring that up. Even the passages which are confusing or
mean nothing at all or that contradict other passages set the solid rock on
which old Oral built his university, or rather God did.”
“Right Bruce. Pretty easy target for your elephantine wit. So, kids, if
you really want to come, you better be ready for something you’ve never
seen in school before.”
“What subjects?” I asked, really interested by now.
They told me the question didn’t apply, and pretty soon I saw what
they meant. There were three classes, all taught by Barney Fife and his
twin brothers, even though two of them were women, I think.
Mel and Bruce didn’t do a lot to kiss up to the teachers. They were
either acting bored, whispering loud to one of us, or asking rude questions:
“Excuse me, Professor?” Mel’s way of saying “Professor” was so
sarcastic I thought the teacher would scream at her, but she just smiled this
goofy smile and nodded.
“Since the world is 6000 years old, give or take, could you tell us
about the stages of mammals—Neanderthal, Cro-Magnan, that sort of
thing? If it’s not too much trouble.”
“Melissa, dear, you need to pray harder. Pray for calm. If you are
troubled by dinosaur bones and sea worms unlucky enough to get themselves stuck in rocks, remember that such mysteries are part of the grandeur of faith, the purpose of glory.”
“I prayed to God, earnestly, fervently even, Professor, and no calm
arrived, and no answers came to the question of species diversity, whether
it developed gradually or was there from the beginning, like a big bang.”
The teacher’s smile disappeared: “Well, then pray some more!”
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Mel and Bruce insisted on buying us dinner. “Which fucking steak
house would you like? That’s all there is, steak houses, and they’re identical, except for the ones who give you dinner free if you eat an entire shoulder, no spitting out the gristle.” There was nothing for it but asking them
over for a while, so we could wait until the Sunday night.
“Maybe we should get some drunks out of the illegal bars (there are
four) to help us and just jack the whole thing! Fucking jack the whole
fucking thing!”
“Brilliant, Bruce. It’s—how high is it, Tyler?”
“Eighty feet, Mel.”
“Eighty fucking feet, Bruce. How many drunks would that take.”
“Oh, yeah. And where would we put it? OK, forget that. So we—piss
on it. We just go piss on it. That’ll show the shitheads!”
“How?” The word was out before I could call it back.
Bruce looked at me like I’d just killed his pet puppy.
“God, I’m sorry, Bruce. I just meant, I don’t know if peeing on the
hands would rattle the school or the Reverend Oral. I don’t think they’d
get the point, unless we got caught doing it and maybe not even then. But
what do I know?”
Mel was giggling: “You’re so cute, Wendell. God, I’d like to fuck
you. Only I’m not serious, Tyler, yes I am, but I wouldn’t, yes I would,
only kidding, no I’m not.”
Tyler laughed like hell. Somehow she and Mel had gotten to be
friends while I wasn’t looking: “Mel, you can fuck anybody you want—
probably not me—maybe.”
“Jesus, Tyler, how’d you know? Tis thee that I be after, saith my
horny self. You just outed me.”
Bruce looked at me like he and I had just woke up together in the girls
dorm and didn’t know how we’d got there or how to operate. I’d had that
happen before once or twice: girls live in another world; they just usually
hide it because they’re nice and, I guess, need to survive.
“So,” Mel said; “I think we should paint shit on it.”
“Right, fucking spray-paint pink up as high as we can, all over the
abortion and then use black and write what we think.”
“Great, Tyler, and what do we think?”
Bruce and I were just standing there. I guess it messed with him more
than me.
“ ‘Oral Roberts Loves Oral Sex.’ How about that?
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“That’ll make CNN, Bruce.” Mel said. “Tyler, what should we
write?”
Tyler looked over at me: “Wendell?”
It was one of the nicest things she’d done. I felt a lot of pressure,
though. Everybody was looking at me. It just came out of my mouth: “God
Is Dead.”
“That kicks ass!” Bruce said.
“Yes, it does,” Mel said.
Tyler beamed at me.
“Mom would be so proud,” I said.
“You ain’t so bad, Wendell—now and then.” She beamed some
more. Made me think my Mom’s devotion to Jesus was worth something.
So what we did, we went to Target to get paint and three long extension ladders to strap on top of our camper. They had regulations on selling
spray paint to under-21s, and we didn’t want to risk Mel and Bruce’s fake
IDs, even if they worked, in case they kept some store records, so we approached this business-suity guy to buy the paint for us.
As soon as he smiled, he lost the dignity, showing a mouth with lots
of teeth but all of them cocoa brown. His suit, up close, looked like he’d
cleaned up an old kitchen floor with it. But he was really nice.
“Y’all wanna raise a little hay-ul? Why shure. I was young once,
though I know thass hard a believe, alookin at me now.”
Poor guy. I wanted to tell him he looked just fine, but he didn’t. So
what I did, I punched him in the arm. You’d think I’d just told him he had
a date with Alicia Silverstone. He slugged me back and winked. Got the
paint. I tried to give him something extra for helping us out and was sorry
I did.
“Nah, ya kids keep yer money. I know what iss like to be a kid and
not have any munny. You enjoy yurselfs now and wash out for them cop
bassards.”
It was too early to attack the site, so we went back to our camper and
decided to kill time by playing board games. I mixed up some Manhattans.
That was a bad idea, as once again Tyler and I stayed pretty balanced and
Mel and Bruce didn’t. They got so interested in the game of RISK I thought
I’d never get them out of there.
Finally, though, at about one in the morning, we set off for big-time
crime. Mel and Bruce were in the back, goo-gooing drunk-speak, so Tyler
and I could talk.
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“You ever done anything like this before, Tyler?”
“Why, shoo, Wendell, all us ghetto types be doin sheeut all time,
boy.”
“Yeah, but have you?”
“I’m ashamed to say, no. You?”
I was flattered she’d ask. I told her about Terry and the banquet, along
with a couple of other larcenous outings Sean 2’d gotten me into, and two
times, also with Sean 2, at school, messing stuff up, and one attempt, this
time with Terry, trying to break into the school records so we could change
everyone’s attendance figures, I can’t remember why. It didn’t work, but
it was really fun trying. I expected to be scared, but I wasn’t.
“Jesus, Wendell. You and Terry and Sean 2 are like ...”
“You were gonna say Bonnie and Clydes and stopped to be nice to
me.”
“No, I wasn’t, Wendell.”
“Yeah you were, but that’s OK.”
Tyler just looked at me.
We hid the camper, as well as we could, a block away, in a green area
with trees between where we parked and the hands. It was hard work getting the ladders through the park, winding through trees and shrubs, what
with Bruce so drunk. Once he pronged himself with the ladder, running
one end of it into a tree and the other end into his stomach. Tyler showed
him how to carry the ladder and he did OK after that, though he was none
too quiet. Mel, who seemed less drunk, was carrying the paint.
We got to the edge of the park, sneaking and crawling, like army
scouts.
“Wendell, you’re the most innocent looking. Go over like you’re
worshipping and see if there’s anybody there guarding the thing.”
“OK, Mel,” and I did. Couldn’t see anybody, so I waved them over.
We set up the ladders and started spray-painting the base pink as high
up as we could. Even Bruce had sense enough to be quiet, though he didn’t
have sense enough not to set his ladder up straight across from where I was
and spray the shit out of me right through a gap in the base. All I could do
to keep from yelling, and I must have looked goofy, all pink on the face
and everywhere else, pretty near.
We finished, then waited a few minutes for it to dry, setting up ladders to do the big block GOD IS DEAD. I wasn’t much of an artist, or even
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printer; and Bruce, wobbly as he was, seemed eager to participate, so I
offered to hand up rags and fresh cans.
They were going at it pretty good, when all of a sudden I felt this thud
in my back and hit the ground real hard.
“You lousy little bastards! What you think you’re doing?”
Whoever was yelling was right next to my ear. He had my arm pinned
up behind my back and was pushing up real hard. I thought he was going
to break it. With the other hand, he was groping around on my leg and then
grabbed my balls, and started to squeeze. It hurt so bad I guess I passed
out.
Next thing I knew I was looking up at Tyler, who was on top of me,
stroking my face. I was anxious to tell her I was OK, but it took me a
minute to get my breath:
“Tyler, what …?”
“Wendell, oh fuck jesus.”
“Did we finish the message, GOD IS DEAD?”
“Almost—enough. Now we gotta get out of here. Can you get up?”
I did. Then I looked over and saw a big fat guy in a uniform splayed
out on the cement. Then I noticed Mel and Bruce standing there looking at
me.
“That fat asshole attacked, but Tyler there was on him like a fucking
tiger. Lit on his back, biting and clawing him. Then he threw her off and
you know what she did?”
I didn’t.
“By Jesus, she waited till his back was turned, and he was yelling at
me and Bruce, then she tilted a ladder backwards, whammed it forwards
and got him right on top of his rent-a-cop cap there, conked him out.”
“He’s moaning some,” Bruce said, as if giving a traffic report.
“I think our job’s finished here, team,” Mel said.
It was. Pretty good job, really. The tops of some of the letters weren’t
done, but it was unmistakable, what it said, black on pink:
GOD IS DEAD
We beat it back to our camper to celebrate.
Day 46—Monday—Little Rock
Mel and Bruce saw us safe back. They hugged and kissed, and, best
of all, exited. They were OK, though I didn’t myself think they had much
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of a future together, unless they stayed drunk all the time, which was a
possibility.
“Have we seen all that Oklahoma has to offer, Tyler?”
“You just want to take it on the lam, Wendell?”
“This place is too hot to hold me.”
“What? You dumb turd, that’s not the line.”
“Oh. I’d better lie low for a while till the heat’s off.”
“Better.”
“So, where are you driving?”
“Away from Mel and Bruce.”
“Not our best experience.”
“I don’t know; they elasticized my mind. That’s what your mom
recommended.”
“Did she use that word? Yeah, she did. God!”
“Wendell, I know she’s your mom but even you oughta see how great
she is. How many people on the planet would get this camper for you and
then set you off on your own? I said that before, but some things bounce
off you.”
“I suppose. Anyhow, I’m not on my own. You’re my chaperone.”
“And a tough job it is, wild boy!”
“And it’s not my camper, doofus. We’re just delivering it.”
She looked at me.
“I see what you mean, Tyler. She does some cool stuff. That’s a stupid thing to say. She can be a good mom.”
“Wendell!”
“OK, what you want me to say? You forgetting all the Jesus stuff?”
“Nobody’s perfect.”
“That’s the dumbest thing you’ve said all summer, Tyler.”
“Wendell!”
“Well ...”
“You going to apologize?”
“Dumb, dumb, dumb, dumb dumbo!”
“You have any idea how much your mom loves you, Wendell?”
“That’s what mom’s do.”
“Wendell!”
“God, Tyler. OK. She loves you, too. She told me.”
“So, where you want to go, Wendell?”
“Wisconsin?”

31

James R. Kincaid
“A long day’s drive. How about Arkansas?”
“OK.”
“Wendell, don’t mind me asking, OK?”
“You know I won’t.”
“You might. Did you realize Melissa wanted to make love to you,
wanted to real bad—did you realize that?”
I was terrified, like in a horror movie. I had no idea what to say and
was so scared. No idea why. Thinking about it wasn’t going to make me
smarter, so I let fly:
“I don’t think Mel had in mind any love.”
“Fucking then.”
“I imagine that’s a better word for it, with her, if there’s a word for
it, in her case.” I wasn’t sure what I meant, but it was something to say.
“Wendell, I asked you whether you knew she was serious about it,
the fucking?”
“Oh.”
“Were you?”
“No.”
“She was, though.”
“Oh.”
Tyler stared at me, not indicating anything.
“Tyler, OK. I’m so scared right now. I’m just scared. I want to be
honest, because you’ve been honest with me all along and just probably
saved my life.”
“You’re scared?”
“Yeah.”
“I’m trying to understand.”
“Me too. I just am. Scared, I mean. God, Tyler.”
“I don’t mean to scare you, Wendell. Let me be honest, too. I don’t
know why I wanted to ask you about Mel. Trying to pin you, maybe, like
a butterfly on a board. Do you know why you’re scared?”
For the first time in a while, I felt almost like crying, but not for the
usual reasons—I could tell that much. And I knew I wasn’t really going to
cry.
“I want you ...” I had to stop.
“Wendell, I think I was being cruel when I asked. What can you say
to a question like that? ‘Yeah, I realized it all along.’ Like you thought she
was a slut and you were cool about it, like it happened all the time. Or,
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‘No, gee, Tyler, I didn’t see anything.’ Like you were a doofus. Not a lot
of choices I gave you, and all of them bad.”
I still couldn’t talk, but I wasn’t crying.
“I’m sorry, Wendell,” she said, so nice.
“Oh, hell, Tyler. What I was trying to say when I got choked up like
a little kid was that I was scared because I wanted you to think well of
me.”
Tyler did one of those reckless driving things where she takes her
eyes off the road and just looks at me.
Finally: “Anything I say right now, Wendell—I’ll not lie to you—
would be pushing us in a direction—Jesus Christ. Right now, if I say something, I’d ...”
I couldn’t remember her ever stumbling around like this. She looked
at me again, this time like she was pleading, asking for something. I
thought I understood, so I said it:
“Why don’t we pick this up another time.”
“OK.”
All of a sudden, I started laughing and snorting. “What—ev—er—
theeus is!”
She laughed, too.
“What in hell were we talking about?” she said. “Don’t answer, cause
I think you know—know you know—and that’d make me blush redder
than you if you said it.”
“OK.”
“I do think well of you, Wendell.”
Tyler saying that made me feel as good as when we were in the pool.
Then a lot of driving. I kept sneaking peeks at Tyler, who now and
then caught me and frowned a little. Things were going good, and I was
sure to screw them up, piss her off. I did know that.
“Tyler, you figure this is a lull, that I’ll find a way to piss you off
again before too long, make you sorry you came?”
“Yeah.”
“Really?”
“No. Unless you keep asking questions like that, boner boy. Come
over here so I can play with your hind quarters.”
I couldn’t tell if she was serious and I couldn’t have figured out, anyhow, what exactly she wanted me to do, so I didn’t move.
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Wendell picked the worst times to revert to prude. Not that I really
wanted to play with him while I was driving, about the most pervy thing I
could imagine, not to mention dangerously absorbing. I did want to do it
but not think about it, which is just what his pausing made me do. At least
I kept myself from talking. I’d picked up the bad habit of spilling things to
Wendell. My word for the future is “clam up.” OK to molest Wendell but
not talk about the pawing, much less all my gooey feelings.
“So, Boss Man, where we headed in Arkansas?”
“God, Tyler, I don’t know a single town in that state?”
“President Clinton’s home town you know, doofus stupid loser
creep.”
“Bitch slut—bitch.”
“It’s not that you’re nice to people, Wendell. You don’t have the
wherewithal to say nasty things, don’t know the fucking words.”
“You trying to work yourself up into being mean, Tyler?”
“Yeah.” And I was. But why say so?
He giggled and threw his legs up in the air on the dash, spinning his
chair over toward me and letting me look right up the underside of his
loose shorts. I’m absolutely sure he wasn’t teasing me deliberately, but I
almost wrecked all the same.
It was such a long drive to Little Rock that I had Wendell call ahead
to the highly recommended (and with good reason) RV Oasis, Little Rock
North KOA, whose promiscuous gates were still wide open, even past
midnight, unlike those at another one we tried, where carousers like us
were discouraged.
“What does this KOA feature, Wendell? Read it off to me.”
“One hundred sites, hookups, propane, recreation room, showers, restroom, playground, swimming pool, sauna, hot tub, cable service, dump
station, soda fountain.”
“Dump Station is good, though I’ve never heard it called that. So’s
playground. Maybe you can pick up some kiddies.”
“Tyler, fucking stop it.”
He looked serious and his tone was tough-guy. I couldn’t believe it.
“God, Wendell.”
“Just fucking stop it.”
Before I knew it: “OK.”
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CHAPTER 20
Day 47—Tuesday---Hot Springs
There was so much to do in Little Rock, we decided it’d be a fine
base to use for tasting not only the sweets of this town but the best of Arkansas, not a huge state but not Rhode Island either and with maybe not
the fastest roads, there being mountains and cricks and hollers and people
with twelve fingers all over the place a-slowin ya down.
The major attraction in Little Rock was it wasn’t too hard to get out
of it, which Wendell said.
“Not like you, city boy, to be mean about the lives and pleasures of
folk who jist tryin to git by. They ain’t had yer advantages, silver-spoon,
and it’s not nice to ridcule their simple joys, of which they got so few. Oh
it’s vile, Wendell; it’s beneath you.”
He looked a little hurt, cute when he was hurt. I’ll have to go at him
more often.
“Hell, Wendell, these are cracker assholes, every one. They’re the
ones lynched people of my complexion. They’re fair game.”
He didn’t brighten up.
As he was driving, he was immobilized, easy prey for my wandering
hands. I stood behind him and ran my hands over his chest and belly, pretending that I was pretending. Dangerous, not because Wendell’s driving
was screwed up, though he did react (panting, wriggling), but because I
didn’t have reliable brakes on my own—er—lust.
Yes, I do. I am a woman of great self-control. To prove it, I not only
kept my hands from invading Wendell’s shorts but even from roaming beneath his tee-shirt. I did fondle for an extended period his front and sides—
and his legs a little. Oh my God!
To cover all this, I kept—this is so embarrassing!—saying things,
dumb things, like: “Oh, Wendell, my cute little honey, don’t be hurt; youse
a good boy, Wendell, and don’t I know it, and just let Tyler rub the hurt
away!” Can you believe it? I can’t.
Then I crunched over like a fool, thinking I’d provide more cover,
and started licking his ear and stuffing my tongue in it, the way little kids
do, little kids and unbearably horny girls. I reached down and rubbed a
little the front of his shorts.
Finally, I wrenched myself away, hoping I could laugh. I couldn’t.
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Next traffic light, Wendell put the monster car in park, got up real
fast, pulled me up from where I’d just sat down and put his arms around
me and kissed me so nice. I guess “nice” is a stupid way to put it, but it
was delicious. He tasted so good—yeah, he used his tongue—and he was
gentle, pressing me a little backwards but not grinding or putting his hands
anywhere but on my back.
The light turned and he dropped me into the seat, went over and
started up. I was so limp. Like in the porn novels, not that I’d know real
well. I felt watery. Good thing we were in the middle of town. Good thing
or bad luck, depending.
Perv that I am, the first thing I did when I got some bone and cartilage
back was to peek over slyly and see if I’d had any effect on Wendell. His
prick, I mean. And yeah, there it was like a flagpole inside his loose shorts.
“No more passive Wendell!” came cascading out of my mouth.
He smiled so pretty. I wouldn’t ordinarily have thought so, maybe,
but it wasn’t like I’d gotten over my heat.
He looked serious: “I never ever did anything even close to that, Tyler. I never did. I don’t mean kissed somebody. I mean just feeling like it
was the right thing to do, that you wouldn’t maybe mind, maybe even—
don’t be pissed—might enjoy it.”
I didn’t say anything, but he didn’t get flustered.
“I thought it wasn’t fair that I didn’t help out a little. You know what
I mean?”
Yes, I did, but wasn’t about to say so. I did: “I know what you mean,
Wendell.”
“OK,” he said.
“OK,” I said.
Stupid, but it was like everything was changed from then on. Not like
we’d start a hot affair. No. But, I don’t know—my God!
Neither of us said anything as Wendell drove.
“You reserve the site for another night, Wendell?”
“Yeah.”
“Then, where are we going?”
“Damned if I know,” he said and broke into whooping laughs.
I did too. Nothing was funny, but so what?
I hustled to the guidebooks, only to find them all marked up. That
was OK. Wendell was better at that than me anyhow.
After a while, I got it. “Hot Springs.”
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“Where’s that?”
“Just put yourself in my hands.”
What a thing to say. Wendell glanced at me but didn’t say anything
or even smirk. Sometimes he wasn’t so bad. Like always.
Tyler listed about a month’s worth of things to do in Hot Springs,
even without doing whatever particular thing you did in the springs—swim
in or drink them, I guess.
“Wendell, I’ll eliminate the stuff that we wouldn’t want to do and the
high culture that’d be over your head. I know how arty experiences makes
you squirm.”
“It does. Attractions for the people? Alligator farms or factory tours?”
“No factory tours, but—how did you know?—not only an alligator
farm but one with the world’s only merman.”
“Nah!”
“You’ve been there before, Wendell. I’ll try to find something fresh
for you.”
I laughed, not being sure what she was saying; but it was true about
the farm, there being one, and the merman, too, which we made our first
stop.
I considered bringing up what had happened. Wendell and Tyler sitting in a tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G. That’s the last thing I expected, even behind
having sex. I could see Tyler had physical feelings, hormones, acting up.
Me, too. That was different and probably would go nowhere. One thing
I’d noticed was that anything like touching was in the daytime, and with
me driving, usually. Not always but usually. At night and when we both
had our hands free, never. I’m not so dumb I couldn’t see what that meant.
I didn’t say anything right then, not for the usual reason, though, the
usual reason being because I was afraid of Tyler. Now it was more that I
didn’t want to embarrass her, I don’t know, scare her. Or hurt her.
It was an Alligator Farm and Petting Zoo, which somehow seemed
funny.
“What if you got mixed up, Wendell, and petted the wrong thing?”
“Oops! There goes my fucking hand.”
“Wendell, please.”
“OK.”
It was a nice place, with about five-hundred alligators. They said two
hundred, but it looked like more. They also had the usual stuff—llamas
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and lambs and goats, along with turkeys and geese, which I could do without in petting zoos and so could the turkeys and geese, as they don’t want
to be petted, clear as anything. The zoo had other attractions: some monkeys and a couple of mountain lions who didn’t look too happy.
“Hey mister, can we pet ‘Casper’?”
This from a little kid, a girl I think, really as wide as she was high.
“Is your Daddy here?” said the trainer or guard guy.
The little girl just mumbled and looked at the ground.
“I’m sorry, honey. Casper’s as tame as a cocker spaniel, but our rules
say you have to have a grown-up responsible. I’m really sorry.”
I immediately got it in my head that her father was dead and she was
hurt and I could help: “I’ll go with you, little girl.”
“Thanks, mister,” she said, and took my hand.
The guard took us over to this alligator, aged four, he said, and tame.
I was a little reluctant to get close, but the kid went right up to the alligator
and started stroking it like it was a house cat. I guess the alligator didn’t
mind. Didn’t eat the kid, anyhow. I gave it a few distant sorts of pats, just
to prove something, I don’t know what.
Tyler, I forgot to say, was over messing with some ostriches, but
when she found us with Casper, she came over. Not very close.
“Wendell, Jesus Christ! That safe? No, it isn’t. Get that kid out of
there!”
The little girl looked at Tyler: “Who are you?”
“I’m with that kid that’s going to get you bit by that monster alligator.”
“You his wife?”
Tyler laughed. “Can tell we’re in Arkansas, where things move fast.
No, honey, I’m his older sister. I’m twenty-seven and Wendell there is
ten.”
The kid giggled. Probably not at the meanness about Arkansas. Just
then Casper moved. I had thought he was chained or something, he gave
so little indication of being alive; but he moved and about made me pee
myself. I keep saying I’m not a coward, but maybe that’s not true. Sure not
true with alligators advancing on me. I let out a little bit of a—well—shriek
and backed up so fast I almost tripped.
“You OK, mister? You’re not really ten are you? You told that guy
you were my dad. I’m ten.”
“He told the guy he was your dad?” Tyler looked confused.
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I tried to get Tyler off the dad thing, the dead dad thing, but she didn’t
understand winks and frowns. No wonder.
“Why’d he say that?” Tyler blundered on.
“Cause the animal guy said I couldn’t pet Casper without my dad.”
“Is your dad here?” Tyler fatally asked.
I tried interrupting: “You want some candy?” It was about the dumbest thing you could say to a kid. Luckily, she ignored me and answered
Tyler:
“He stayed in the car. Said this place probably smelled and he’d get
sick. I don’t think it smells, do you? That’s my mom over there with my
two little brothers.”
At least I hadn’t offered my sympathies for the death of her father,
and I didn’t let on to Tyler later when she asked me why I was frowning
and winking like a spastic. I pretended it was her imagination, which was
stupid. But she let it drop.
I asked the kid about the Merman and she said it was his day off.
What? Here was this wonder of nature featured in Ripleys, and a day off?
I imagine the merman was dead and they’d tactfully hidden that from the
kid. I sort of wanted to know, but Tyler clearly had had enough. I was
getting good at sensing things about her wishes. I sensed this wish because
she said, “Wendell, haven’t you fucking had enough? I have.”
The kid had told us not to miss Dinosaur World, so we didn’t. “Don’t
expect scientific accuracy,” the website said. They also said that some of
the figures were designed by Emmett Sullivan, who also did “Christ of the
Ozarks,” the largest uncrucified Christ in the world. The dinosaur figures
were fun, like in old movies and probably better than the enormous Jesus,
which I imagine we’ll see before we’re done with Arkansas.
We walked along not saying a lot, looking at the figures, not mocking. There were quite a few other people there.
“Which is your favorite so far, Tyler?”
I was giving her a set-up line, but she didn’t grab it. Instead, she
talked like me: “King Kong with that Fay Wray in his massive paw. That’s
cool.”
“Really?”
“Yeah. Did you see it? The movie?”
“About twenty times. I love it. You know Kong rips her dress off,
Fay Wray’s?”
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“You would notice that. I’ll bet you looked close at the figure here,
see if her wooie parts were showing.”
“Wooie parts?”
She giggled.
Lunch time. Earlier than usual, but we wanted time for our afternoon
schedule, which included a place called Tiny Town and then Josephine
Tussaud’s Wax Museum.
“Tyler, this is fun.”
“Dinosaur World? No, it all is. I don’t disagree. Is it what you thought
we’d be doing on this trip?”
“Not really. When I thought about it, I expected we’d do a whole
bunch of stuff we don’t do at all.”
“Video games.”
“Yeah. But other stuff---plays, opera, ballet, art museums, concerts.”
“Damn, you’re right.”
“Yeah. You feel bad about that? I know you do that in LA, a lot probably.”
“Yeah.”
“I’m not whining, Tyler; but have you stopped doing that stuff to be
nice to me?”
“You think I’d make major adjustments to be nice to you, Wendell?”
“Yes.”
“Well, don’t suppose it. And you imagine I think so little of you I’d
keep away from arty cultural stuff because I figured you couldn’t keep
up?”
“Huh?”
“You believe I think you’re dumb?”
“I see. No, for some reason you don’t think I’m dumb.”
“And it has no goddamned thing to do with me being nice, right, asshole?”
“OK.”
“Say it.”
“You ain’t fucking nice, Tyler. You fucking think I’m not dumb.”
“And stop saying fuck, Wendell, you stupid moron.”
The best thing about the place we went for lunch was a sign, “This is
the last day of soup due to the summer.”
“I’ll have the soup,” Tyler said.
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“No soup,” said the waitress person. “What’ll you have, cutie?” The
last to me, the first, pretty rude, to Tyler.
“That sign indicates that because summer has come, this will be the
last day of soup.” Guess who said that? Me! Partly to head off Tyler but
also because I was pissed.
“Ah, honey, you’re right. Nobody’s asked for soup so we forgot, just
forgot. Been there since, my Gawd, end of May. Nobody’d want soup, so
we just forgot.”
“My friend wants soup,” I said. Tyler was looking at me like I’d
grown horns.
“Well, we ain’t got soup,” said waitress, no longer friendly.
“Then we ain’t eating here, honey,” I says, starting to enjoy myself.
So we left. By Jesus.
“Wendell, we’re in the South, and if you get your ruffles up every
time someone objects to us bein a unmistakable bi-racial unit, then we
gonna starve, we is.”
Tiny Town was a lot like a couple of other places we’d seen, full of
miniatures, like train sets people have, only hundreds of times expanded
and home-made. For once, I had to wait for Tyler, who dawdled along like
a poke, looking at this pretty awful stuff.
“That’s pretty awful stuff, Tyler.”
“Well, it’s folk art, Wendell, not awful. That’s why I don’t take you
to concerts and the ballet.”
The story behind this place is the most interesting thing about it, in
my opinion. Some of the little things are over seventy years old, made out
of stuff like matchbook covers and rubber bands. By the same guy, since
the nineteen-thirties, when he was young—he’s now almost ninety, Mr.
Moshinske is, the guy who made all this. No snotty signs around, either,
about how he did this instead of watching television, which he couldn’t be
doing in the thirties anyhow, but he didn’t seem like the sort of butthole
who’d put up that kind of sign. He was first living in Louisiana, a town
called Shreveport. (I copied all this down, since, like I say, the story is the
best part.) About fifty years ago, a tornado took off his roof, where he was
displaying his little stuff and charging admission, and when the insurance
company settled his claim for twelve-hundred dollars he took it as a sign
from God that he should move to Hot Springs, where he is now. I forgot
to say that he’d visited Hot Springs before and found it just the place for
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his stuff, even before the tornado, but didn’t have what it would take to
move there, since moving here to Hot Springs would cost exactly elevenhundred and ninety-four bucks.
You get it?
So he moved here, keeps adding things, which I’m not going to describe. Maybe Tyler will. There’s old west scenes and some mountains, all
shoved together into the same general spot, the Rockies and the Alps, for
example, like they were one range. It’s true that some of the windmills
move and really do pump water, things like that. It’s the sort of display
some people like a lot, saying, “how long he must have worked on that.”
The next place we went, the wax museum, was either better or worse
than Tiny Town, but who cares? I guess I’m getting like Tyler used to be.
We’re trading places, you know, like in the movie: she’s getting to be a
nerd and I’m getting all cool and snotty; Tyler’s sweet and soft and I’m
bitchy and hard. Yes! Fuck yeah!
We went back to Little Rock, Tyler jabbering like she didn’t very
often do, and me listening mostly. She’s very interesting, Tyler. She was
talking about books. She’d really read a lot, at least by my standards. She
was talking about The Virgin Suicides.
“You should read it, Wendell. It really is right in your line, like
Trainspotting and the things you like. Sends chills up your spine.”
I had to pinch myself to keep from saying how it’d be over my head.
Tyler was right about how I tried to protect myself by saying how stupid I
am.
“You know what we should do, Wendell?”
“What?”
She giggled: “No, really, you know what we should do?”
“What?”
“What?”
“What should we do?”
“OK by me, Wendell.”
“So, let’s go to a bookstore, Tyler. Get copies.”
“Of what?”
“The Virgin Suicides. Isn’t that what you …?”
“Like no!”
“Tyler, this is like Day 1, when you were ragging me, and ...”
“How about we neck? That isn’t like Day 1.”
“Tyler!”
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“What I really was going to suggest, golden boy, Adonis, killer-cock,
was that we read King Lear out loud, not try to act it but go over lines, get
a few good books of criticism too and read them and figure it out.”
“With me?”
“Wendell, you do that one more time I’m going to douse you in
lighter fluid and ruin your chances for Miss America!”
“OK. You’re right. I’ll try it. I’d try anything with you, Tyler.”
“Don’t say stuff like that, Wendell.”
I didn’t respond. But next morning we found a small bookstore, with
used books, and got us a lot of paperbacks on Shakespeare and a couple
specifically on King Lear.
That night, we read some poems out loud, which I liked, then we
played cribbage for the millionth time. Not that I didn’t love it, especially
with the cribbage board we’d picked up back in New Mexico. Tyler won,
as she did about half the time—or more.
“Wanta play Twister, Tyler?”
“Be kind, Wendell. Please.” She looked at me really like she was
pleading.
“OK. I’m trying to understand.”
“No mystery, hot boy. Think about it.”
“Good night, Tyler.”
“Good night, Wendell. You ain’t half bad. Just for that I won’t sneak
any looks at you as you undress.”
“I don’t care if you do.”
“Yeah, you do.”
I did. But I’d trade any worry I had for an excuse to peek at her. It
seemed like I was spending half my time gazing at her. She’d probably kill
me if she knew. I’m not sure; I’ll remain in happy confusion on that point.
Day 48--Wednesday—Little Rock
Little Rock seemed to offer more than most cities, in the way of serious and high-class attractions. I’m not kidding. You think Arkansas is a
cracker asshole dumping ground? Just spend a few days in Little Rock, or
at least two hours, which will convince you that there’s no need to go to
Paris or Rome, ever.
We decided, me and moron-boy, to cram in every attraction in one
day. In the early morning we’d do the William J. Clinton Presidential Cen-
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ter and Park—thoroughly—and then visit the Central High School National Historical Site and Museum, all about how there was once racial
prej-u-dise here but now there ain’t. At twelve, we’d attend the play (free)
at the Public Library. Then we’d go to the amazing Water Park, at threethirty, so I can ogle Wendell in his speedos. Then we’ll hurry home and
change to go to Murry’s Dinner Playhouse, where they are doing “Little
Shop of Horrors.”
“That OK by you, Wendell?”
“Sure.”
“Then choke down your breakfast. It’s nearly eight and all the motorhome parking places at the William J. Clinton Presidential Museum of
Blow Jobs will be gone.”
We got there before the place opened and had to stand around. There
was nobody there except a parking guy. All it takes is for some poor bastard to be standing around for Wendell to walk up, grin, and start talking.
I’m no longer surprised that everyone responds to him. Actually, I am surprised that Wendell, golden hair streaming, doesn’t arouse some pretty violent homophobia. Maybe because he arouses even more homosexual
heat. But women responded to him just as ardently. Take me. A mystery
that more people aren’t antagonized by their reaction to him. For sure people do react and strong and no wonder. I’m not sure about kids our age.
We hadn’t run into that many kids, mostly a little older or just younger,
along with several hundred old people (over forty) and about as many wee
little shits. What I’m trying to think about is why Wendell isn’t the hottest
kid at school, recognized as such. He’s not even close. Get him out of that
environment and he’d light any place on fire! But he said the schools he
was at were alike. I can’t understand it, though when we were there at
school together, I didn’t really look at him. Kids have to be at a certain
level of importance before you look at them, if you’re as commonplace as
I. A few kids did take Wendell seriously, three, which isn’t a lot. I can see
why Wendell regards himself as a geek and thinks that the Seans and Terry
like him only because of homosexual attraction or because they’re mistaken. I’m sure he doesn’t think I like him, and a lot of that is my fault. All
of that.
Which is enough. I’m getting nowhere by spinning around obvious
shit. Wendell is what he is and other kids are what they are and hell with
it.
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Wendell went up to the parking guy, shot him this smile, and the guy,
ugly as shit, lit up with a grin that made him look almost whatever unrepulsive is. I hung back, so I missed the early parts of their fascinating talk.
The first I heard as I got into earshot, the guard was confessing to Wendell
that he was into little dogs and corpses. Pretty near:
“I never thought about that, sonny, but you’re right. God damn!”
What?
“You feel close to power here, with all this President stuff inside?”
Wendell asked
“Nah. I ain’t shit here, kid, but thanks. I just park and do some cleaning.”
Even Wendell had trouble making that confession, brutal as it was,
into sunshine.
“Still, you must get questions about President Clinton. You a supporter of his?”
“I hate the cocksucker.”
“Do you?”
Wendell was sinking, poor buddy o’ mine, so I tried.
“Wasn’t he more the cocksuckee?”
“Huh?” doofus parking asshole said, then got it: “Cocksuckee?
That’s good, missy. That’s sweet. Yessir. Cocksuckee.”
I’ve been sorry about times I said stupid stuff. This was one of those
times.
Chucklehead went on.
“You know what I never been able to understand? Here’s this fella,
President of the Entire United States, could have any woman in the country
sucking his prick, and he settles for that fat ugly dog. Can you explain that
to me?”
Wendell looked at me with what may have been panic and tried to
head me off.
“Well, the place is probably open now. Thanks a lot, Ted.”
“I can explain it,” I said.
“Can ya?”
“Here’s what I think. I think thousands of women was puffing away
on his dickie, movie stars and tennis players and models, any woman who
could get to his fly. But only this one blew the whistle. You know them
ugly fat women, they get jealous.”
“Yeah,” said dingaling.
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“You know who’d never have told? Black women. We suck and shut
up.”
Even he wasn’t that dumb.
“Hey, I never said anything about race, now. I never said that. And I
wouldn’t say anything like that. I never would.”
He looked like I’d hurt his feelings. Maybe I had. Too bad.
Wendell was a little quiet inside, a lot quiet, like he was disapproving.
“You’re judging me, aren’t you, Wendell?”
“I’m absolutely not, Tyler. No.”
“Don’t shit me, fucker.”
“I’m not, Tyler. There are parts of you I don’t understand.”
“Don’t lie to me. You think I was mean to that doofus.”
“I don’t judge you.”
“You thought it was mean.”
“Yes.”
“So, you judge.”
“It doesn’t seem that mean is—let me think: being mean isn’t the end
of it. I don’t think it says much to say somebody did something mean. You
taught me that. There’s more going on. All the reading we do, too.”
“OK.”
“No, it’s not OK, Tyler.”
“Huh?”
“You still think I judge you. I know you do. I admire you. That floats
there even when I get squirmy over something you say. Nothing could
change that I admire you.”
“OK.”
“No. I got to say it better. I’m hoping to understand you a little better,
Tyler. I want to be more like you. That sounds stupid.”
“Wendell.”
“But it’s true.”
“Jesus, Wendell. I owe it to you to say something.”
“No you don’t, Tyler. I wanted to say that. I hope you aren’t embarrassed. Until I knew you, I worried all the time about embarrassing myself
and other
people, too.”
“God, Wendell.”
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“You’re trying to make me think I’m not stupid and I really appreciate it. I’m trying to make you see you’re not a bitch, not that it’s just payback!”
“Wendell!”
“Sorry.”
“Let’s see what President Clinton, our first negra President, put into
his museum.”
Most seemed to be hidden from the common herd, not that you’d
probably want to see it unless you were writing a book. There was lots of
high-tech diddle one could play with to see what he did day-to-day, “A
President’s Work Day,” and how much amazing stuff he’d accomplished
in every area. Jefferson and Lincoln were nothing compared to Mr. Zipper.
Actually, it was impressive, if also boring. The best stuff, from my ignorant teen view, was on ceremonials, featuring the gifts poor nations had
showered on Clinton, which he had no use for except to stick in cases. I
wonder if all those starving countries knew their babies were dying so this
asshole could just chuck the gold cigar boxes they sacrificed to get for him
into displays here in Little Rock Buttville?
It was pretty good, as these things go, Presidential Museums. Certainly better than the Nixon thing my parents had dragged me to.
“This remind you of the Nixon museum, Wendell?”
“Not so many women with poles up their asses telling you what to
think here.”
“Wendell!”
“Sorry. No, this seems different. Not so clean and, you know, Republican.”
“Isn’t very clean, is it? But I mean in terms of hiding stuff.”
“You think, Tyler? You mean Monica Lewinsky and Watergate.”
“I see what you mean, Wendell. I can tell by the way you say that. I
agree.”
“I agree, too. Watergate was a government conspiracy and Monica
Lewinsky was just disgusting and low-down.”
“You think so, Wendell?”
“Yes. Some people think it’s no big deal—everybody does it. But I
think it’s like the Kennedy brothers passing around old pathetic Marilyn
Monroe. Guys with money treating women awful. They just think they
have the right to use women like golf clubs.”

47

James R. Kincaid
That seemed to me a funny way to put it, but I was so surprised at
Wendell’s line on this, I kept from laughing. Besides, golf clubs wasn’t so
bad, country club privilege on a real big scale. Cynical rich white men. Go
Wendell! All I said was, “Yeah.”
This lady came over, but she wasn’t like the women running the
Nixon coverup museum; she was more in the line of the lady back at the
Roy Rogers/Dale Evans place.
“Can I help you with anything?” She had a nice voice and smile, and
she didn’t call us “young people.” I liked her right off. Besides, after being
such a hard shit to the parking lot guy, I was ready to be less a bitch.
“Is there anything here on the Monica Lewinsky affair?” Wendell
blurted out.
“There is, indeed,” she said, still smiling. “I’ll show you. It’s not front
and center, but we don’t hide it. We don’t want to copy other Presidential
Museums that disguise the rough spots. Here we want to show the full
President Clinton, warts and all.”
She took us to the exhibit, which seemed to set out the whole business, newspaper reports, documents, some pictures (not of the blowjobs).
Allowing for a little hootched-up slanting, it seemed pretty honest.
We then headed over by way of West Daisy L. Gatson Bates Drive
to the Central High School visitors center, which is right across from the
school itself. There were quite a few people there, which was surprising,
it being morning and a weekday.
I knew the story a little before, how in 1957 nine black kids tried to
enter the all-white school and came up against screaming, rock-throwing
crackers. They had two movies and you could see them both; each is terrific and also still scary to watch, over fifty years later. The exhibit is called
“The Whole World Is Watching Us,” which is chilling, as if these people
needed to think some more civilized or responsible group was keeping tabs
on them or they’d just have lynched these poor helpless black children.
The kids looked both terrified and courageous. I don’t know how they did
it.
During the second movie, I started shaking. I felt this hand take mine,
hold it real tight. I thought it was Wendell, but I looked down: the hand
was old and wrinkled and black. I glanced over and this woman next to me
smiled and squeezed my hand more.
“They were bad times, honey, but it’s better now.”
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I couldn’t say anything for fear I’d make a fool of myself, but I did
look at her old kind eyes and tried to smile. She just patted my hand some
more.
Afterwards, when we were walking back to our van, I noticed Wendell staying real close to me. I knew he could tell I was upset. I thought he
might put his arm around me but he didn’t. He was thinking about it, I’m
sure, but probably figured it’d set me off.
Next on our list: the Public Library, Main Branch, where we barely
made it in time to get seats, for “The Ladies of the Corridor,” a performance by the Little Rock Rockers, honest to God, a group of ancient people, really ancient people, putting on this play by Dorothy Parker, who was
one hell of a writer we read in English class: “Candy is dandy, but liquor
is quicker.” Really cold stuff—hard and smart, made you shiver.
This performance was actually a reading, with a cast of ten old-ashell actors and actresses, all playing old-as-hell people in a New York City
hotel, a retirement hotel, mostly women, the actors cut down the middle
black and white.
At intermission: “What do you think, Wendell?”
“It’s pretty good. Really witty. But ...”
“But?”
“Kind of depressing, and I bet the second half’s worse.”
“I agree. The quality of the acting—reading?”
“Tyler, I’m no judge.” Then he looked at me all serious and whispered, “But I think—how can I put this?—the black readers aren’t as good
as the white ones.”
“You do.”
“No offense. They’re not as good.”
“Wendell!”
“They haven’t had the same chances, you know. Not their fault.”
“All they gotta do is read.”
“Yeah, that’s what I mean,” he said, and exploded laughing.
Right there in this library corridor, leading to the restrooms, outside
the auditorium, right next to the water fountain, I backed him against the
wall and tried to shove my hand down the back of his pants, thinking to
give his ass a real mean pinch. But his shorts were too tight in the back or
he was puffing out his stomach, so I had to settle with pinching his butt on
the outside. But he was so skinny I couldn’t get just a little piece between
my fingers to pinch, the way it hurts like hell. So all I could do was a kind
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of clutch-pinch, that embarrassed him—“Tyler, God!”—but sure didn’t
hurt.
I don’t know if hurting was what I had in mind. Maybe more like
groping.
The second act was pure misery in terms of the script—empty lives,
suicides, betrayals, pettiness, pain—and the acting, make that “reading.”
Not that Wendell was right about the talent divide matching racial contours: the stepping on lines and talking through mush was pretty evenly
divided.
We clapped hard then got the hell out, tooling off to our motor-home,
to change on the way to our thirty-fifth water park this summer.
“You gonna wear your speedo, Tyler?”
“Screw you, Wendell. That’s my line. I’m the voyeur here and the
molester.”
“Not the only one.”
I just looked at him.
“We got something in common.”
“We got lotsa things in common, Wendell, turns out. That ain’t one
of them.”
My guess is Wendell had too many things to say in response to that,
couldn’t sort out which one to use and ended up saying nothing.
“Wendell, your butt crack is showing.”
“So’s your ...”
“So’s my what?”
He got a little red. Very mean of me. Besides, his butt crack wasn’t
showing. He’s way too prudish to allow that.
We managed to make it through a good time (not riotous but unmistakably good) at the cyclone, the vertigo, the sidewinder, the pipeline,
white lightning, black lightning, vortex, accelerator, the rapids, lazy river,
and the tide pool without attracting any clinging kids. That’s about the first
time we’ve been in public without Wendell luring little uns into his dangerous clutches. Truth is, I was just as bad, though maybe it was just because I was alongside Wendell. Maybe not. Maybe I missed Martin and
gave off some kind of ray or scent little kids picked up on: “Hey, there’s
an easy mark, a playmate.”
What we did attract were some crackers, two kids our age, I’d say,
though they didn’t seem very friendly, despite all their grinning. For a
while they just seemed to be around. I should have seen what was coming.
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Next thing I knew, there was this body behind me in the pool we slid
into at the bottom of some ride. I was still inside my tube and was bouncing
around, slowing down from the chute that had whipped us around some
steep curves and into this collecting area, where you got the hell out. Not
before a certain amount of squirming and jostling. That happens at water
parks and I was used to some oogly contact, though not wild about it, as
you can imagine. But this was more than jostling. It was a hand, then two,
on my back and legs, then my ass. Not for long but unmistakable. Somebody else came between us and bounced us apart, me and the groping son
of a bitch, so it didn’t last long.
I looked for Wendell and saw him just ahead, already out of the pool
and talking to one of these three rednecks. As I got closer, I saw it wasn’t
exactly “talking” they were doing; simultaneously, the hands were back at
me from behind. I looked around and there was another of the morons,
grinning at me, though he took away his hands when I caught his eye. I
went straight for Wendell.
“So, you gonna share a drumstick with us, boy?”
Wendell said something I couldn’t make out, something not friendly.
The kid he was talking to saw me coming and lots of things happened
all at once: The kid said, “Here comes your dark meat now”; Wendell said,
“Fuck you!” and got ready to take a swing; I arrived and kicked the kid
right in the balls, direct hit. If we’d rehearsed, it couldn’t have been better:
the kid was distracted by Wendell’s wind-up and, in bracing himself, inadvertently opened up a clear path to his treasures where my foot could
enter and slam home with the force of a wrecking ball.
The kid didn’t scream, just crumpled like a plastic wrapper in a campfire. The other kid, his moron friend, stood there silent, mouth opening and
shutting, while dripping drool, his hands working nervously at the bottom
of his worn, ballooning bathing suit. It’d be possible to feel sorry for him,
even uglier than skinny, in a hand-me-down suit, worried about his friend
or maybe about himself, assuming he was capable even of animal responses. But it’d take a slushier person than me to pity the miserable bastard.
Before we knew it, there were a couple of uniforms there, asking what
happened. Turned out, Wendell and I hardly had to say. Six or seven bystanders had seen and they all told the same story: “these boys were taunting this young pair of friends with racist slurs and sexual advances; this
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boy and girl were just defending themselves.” Not only did they not support their own kind, they seemed really pissed about the “dark meat” stuff
and the grabbing. When they found out we were from another state, they
seemed worried we’d think all people here were stupid and aggressive hillbillies. They were even more concerned that we might have been hurt,
outside or in. It was almost worth the whole business to see them be so
decent and—well, Tyler, just be condescending—civilized.
The park people took all three kids into some office, though we did
try to make it clear that one of them hadn’t done diddly and that we didn’t
want to press charges. I mean, racist crackers are bad, but not as bad as the
cops.
They wanted to refund our money, give us annual passes. We settled
for tee-shirts and, of all things, a free ice-cream cone, which tasted terrific.
This adventure slowed us down, but we managed to make it back to
change again and then off to the dinner theatre, where they were serving
chicken, fish, and roast beef, not a choice but all three. We started with
shrimp cocktail and soup. Giant baked potatoes were plopped on our plates
by little girls in jeans skirts, really pretty I thought, God help me and my
decaying standards. Also, for each and every one of us, salads with marshmallows and orange segments mixed together with cottage cheese, nuts,
and cherries, whonking big corn on the cobs, hot apple pie with ice cream,
and two toothpicks.
Wendell nibbled delicately at his trough, but I downed everything, all
seventeen pounds of it. I’ve found my roots—Arkansas! Oh Mammy, I’se
comin! I’se home!
The play was terrific, believe it or not. Very witty, really, and great
songs. God damn but it was. Not easy to believe but so. I howled my
cracker head off and was glad when they had a short audience participation
part in the second half.
“C’mon, Wendell, join in.”
“Jesus, Tyler!”
But he did join in. It wasn’t like Wendell to hold back, even if he
hated something, just because somebody else might have their fun lessened if he resisted. Wendell’d sit on his own testicles to keep somebody
else from the barest chance of feeling some shade of discomfort.
Exhausted, I got into bed without thinking to gawk at Wendell. By
the time I thought of it, he was under the covers. We kept the place arcti-
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cally cold at night, jacking the air conditioner up so it roared. As a consequence, we needed to pile on covers, which was really nice and something
my parents wouldn’t ever allow: “It’s just self-indulgent and environmentally ruinous to set the thermostat below seventy-four degrees!” Anyhow,
nicer as it was in lots of ways, it also offered Wendell protection, damn it
all!
We were tired, so I brushed my teeth while Tyler did something with
the coffee pot. Then I came out, took off my outer clothes, and got into
bed. Tyler usually got undressed in the bathroom; but tonight, she came
out with her clothes still on, took them off and put on her pajamas right
there. She was so beautiful. I think she is way beyond beautiful, if I knew
how to say it without sounding like an idiot and not being fair to Tyler.
Anyhow, there she was undressing like I wasn’t around, or like I was and
she didn’t care. I am sure she didn’t think about doing it, just did it. She
looked over at me a couple of times after she had her jammies on, but I
pretended to be asleep.
I almost said something about how wonderful she looked, but I
didn’t. It seemed dumb, and it’d embarrass her, I know.
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CHAPTER 21
Day 49—Thursday—Eureka, Arkansas
“I knew you’d want to do it, Tyler, so I arranged it.”
“A three-way. Good. You picked the lucky third, got it all set up?”
“Even better.”
“No caves involved?”
“Well, that’s an option. I know how much life underground means to
you.”
“And my people.”
“Your people and cave fish, which brings me to Onyx Cave Park,
close by our main attractions. The admission price, to the cave, also includes at no additional cost a button museum, wait, a button and doll museum.”
“Put that on hold for now, Wendell. You said this cave-slash-button
place was not the main attraction, which is hard to believe, something more
fine than that, but I know you are capable of near anything, so what’s the
main attraction?”
“First off, culturally deprived person, though I know it’s no fault of
yours that you was born in de ghetto, the cave and the button museum are
not the same thing, as those of us who have been unfairly subjected to
cultural advantages would know. It’s just that the ticket to one gets you
into the other.”
“Maybe they belong to the same person, the person who collected the
buttons—”
“And dolls.”
“And dolls, right. Maybe the person who collected the buttons and
dolls dug the caves.”
“I know you’re joking, Tyler; but did you realize that you are more
right than you could know: there are only three or four natural caves in the
US; the others are fakes?”
“Really?”
“Gotcha.”
“Jesus, Wendell. Just being around you is making me stupid. I can’t
even think of any way to embarrass you.”
“Give me a wedgie?”
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“Yeah, but that’d embarrass me even more. Where are you driving
to?”
“The main attraction.”
“Back west?”
“Not too far. It’s a series of things, Tyler, all related, and all spiritual,
the way you like them. They include, but are not limited to, The St—let
me look—I got it all down here—St Elizabeth’s church, which you enter
through the bell tower and shinny down the rope, but which we are going
to for the—ta! ta!—prayer garden, which we are going to for the—ta! ta!—
view it gives, the best available, of the Christ of the Ozarks statue, which
is even bigger than the world’s largest prairie dog and also made out concrete and is 70 stories high, no 7 stories high, and weighs 500 tons. That’s
all I know.”
“Does it talk or move?”
“I’m pretty sure not.”
“Good. That it? We gonna repel into this upside-down piece of shit
church so we can go to some cat piss prayer pit so we can stare at the
world’s largest uncircumsized Christ. All day? Seems pretty leisurely.
Watch out for that kid on the bike!”
“Where? Where?”
“Gotcha. So, is this a joke, this day with big jesus?”
“Would be if that were all. In addition, the Bible Museum, the Sacred
Arts Center, if time, and, for sure, The New Holy Land Tour, where we
are signed up for the one p.m. special, two hours and guided. The Tour
will set us up for the Great Passion Play, which is at night and which we
have tickets for, for which we have tickets, reserved, you know, since I
called. It represents the days leading up to Our Blessed Lord’s trial and
crucifixion and resurrection and assumption.”
“Ascension, you illiterate. Assumption is when the gentiles found out
about the Messiah, which happened when the magi, wise men to you, visited the lousy stable where we’re supposed to believe Joseph put the family
up, being too inept to find a hotel.”
“Yeah.”
I looked over and Tyler looked back at me, didn’t smile. Then she
pretended to faint, throwing her arms behind her head and flopping her
chair back. This made her shirt ride up and her breasts stretch. She also
flung her legs out, apart. Not like she was naked or anything, but she had
been last night; and something about the way she threw herself back and
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out made me feel like stopping the car and seeing if she didn’t want to,
you know, handle each other. But I didn’t.
You can see the Christ of the Ozarks a long way off. Tyler said it was
a run-of-the-mill cross, like you see atop centers of ignorance everywhere,
big disfigurations stuck on hills or cut into the grass. But when you got
closer, you could see a face on this one.
“That thing is a freak,” Tyler said. “Gorilla arms, way too long, and
a little pin head. They finally hit it: Our Redeemer as a cracker moron.”
“Racist b— blowhard. His arms are reaching out to embrace all his
chilluns; and they aren’t any longer than Shaquille O’Neal’s or Dwight
Howard’s.”
“You were going to call me a bitch, Wendell. ‘Blowhard’ is not a
word of yours and it just came out as a ‘b’ word, when you were too scared
to call me a bitch.”
“Nah hunh.”
“Uh hah!”
“Nah hunh, bitch.”
“And who’s the racist, Strom? Ape-arms like one of the brothers.”
I didn’t say anything.
“Deny it if you can.”
I kept shut up.
“Well?”
No sound came out of my mouth, none.
“Wendell?”
Silence.
She sprung out of her seat and got behind me while I was driving
along. I figured she’d start rubbing me under my shirt. Embarrassing to
talk about, but I was looking forward to it. I tensed myself, as maybe fifteen seconds went by and she didn’t do anything. I glanced back to see if
she was getting something, maybe to beat me with, like a pan. She just
stood there. Then she moved her hands up by my ears and kept them there,
didn’t move. I started to flinch, thinking she was going to hit me or pull on
my ears or stick her fingers in them or something. But she just kept them
there.
“Tyler, what you doing?”
No sound, just heavy breathing.
“OK, Tyler. You win.”
More silence.
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Then all of a sudden she whipped her hands down toward my waist,
well really my crotch. I let out a yip and almost wrecked the car, but she
didn’t even touch me.
“Now I win,” she said.
“Jesus, Tyler. That pin-head gorilla Jesus is an advanced expression
of the New South. a bi-racial Jesus, wee cracker pinny head and Af-Am
knuckle-dragging arms.”
“There’s no arguing with you, Wendell. You are so fast on ya fucking
feet, and you always get the last word. I give up.”
“I owe it all to you, Tyler. Before this summer, I was an unpopular
shy geek and now I’m confident and outgoing, Prom King for sure next
year. It’s all you, being around you, watching you, learning from you, having you, you know, kind of help me.”
I should have stopped earlier in that sentence, but what started as a
joke took a bad turn and I got serious. I sure wasn’t ever going to be Prom
King, but I did know Tyler had made me feel like I never had felt ever, not
even close, without me realizing it was happening, day after day. But it
was about the worst thing I could do to mention it.
Tyler didn’t say anything, sat down and looked at me, in a way I
couldn’t make out, real steady, not blinking. Wish I knew what she was
thinking, but she hadn’t made me smarter while she was making me over,
just more self-assured, make that happy.
Finally, we got through it, the moment. Tyler patted me on the arm
and then we moved on, my lineup of activities being enough to blot out
any embarrassment.
Holy and inspiring things back-to-back-to-back all day. They ran into
one another smoothly, weren’t as vomity as you’d probably think. The
New Holy Land tour, for instance, was interesting and not really very offensive, mostly about history and geography. The girl doing it was smart,
you could tell, and kept throwing things in about “rival religions” and
“charismatic tricks” and “the politics of monotheism.” She wasn’t mocking anything, but she left out God, I noticed, and never said Christ, just
Jesus.
“Tyler,” I hissed; “is this what you expected?”
“An agnostic tour guide? Hell no, Wendell, but ain’t it sweet?”
The guide was going on about competing Messiahs, wandering magicians performing stock miracles, and how common crucifixions and
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claims of resurrections were in those days, when a fat woman next to me
interrupted:
“Excuse me, Miss, but I’ve always wondered where the tomb was,
where the angels came and found our Lord. How far from Calvary was it,
can you tell us?”
“Well, there are differing accounts in the texts that have made it into
the Bible, and other manuscripts suggest ...”
“Excuse me for interrupting, Miss, but I don’t want to know about
accounts. I am only interested in what God said and says.”
The last was in a voice so loud it was kind of a bray.
The guide was cool, just smiled a real big smile—she wasn’t exactly
pretty but she had a great smile—-and said, “I’m afraid I can’t help you
there.”
The woman spun around, clapped her big purse thing to her big breast
things like she was attacking herself, and blubbed out of the room, probably to go complain.
After the tour was over, Tyler and I hung around while the guide unhooked her mike and started to take off fast for the guide lounge. She didn’t
notice us at first but then did, smiled that great smile and said, “Hi guys.
What’s up?”
I knew Tyler’d handle it better than me, so I kept quiet. Tyler actually
looked at me as if waiting but then asked directly, as I knew she would:
“How’d an agnostic like you land a job guiding yokels through Jesusville?”
“Oh, I wouldn’t say agnostic.”
I couldn’t help it: “Atheist, then?”
She looked at me all serious then broke into this great laugh, more
like what you’d expect from a big fat old guy than a young skinny girl not
too much older than us.
“Great!” Tyler said. “Think you’re unsteadying the beliefs of your
customers?”
“I hope so, but no. No chance. I could line up right here before them
thirty-five magicians, each one calling himself the son of God, each with
his pack of scruffy followers and bonafide tricks, and prove this particular
messiah claimant merely won the lottery and they’d still hold fast to their
ignorant cracker creed. It makes me sick.”
She’d started out joking and then got serious, just like I had earlier in
the day, only she had more important stuff to deal with. I was hoping we
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could hang out with her, but she had more tours to do. I think they ran
round the clock. So we made a quick tour on our own, lengthier than you’d
suppose, of the Bible Museum and then went off to find a place to eat
before the play started. It was an outdoor play, as I guess all pageants are.
I’d never been to one before. And to make matters worse, the places to eat
were all full. We had no choice but to postpone eating and pretend that’s
what we wanted all along.
The pageant was what it was, which was pretty awful. I think it might
not have been so bad but for the high-tech stuff, which seemed to me a
mistake. Maybe if we’d seen it in 1953, before they added the laser lights,
loud music, and flying stuff, it’d been bearable. Still, as I told Tyler, you
don’t go to a Jesus play in the Ozarks if you want anything but what you
know you’re going to get, so there’s no point in ridiculing it.
“I agree with you, Wendell, and thank you for pointing that out!” Tyler said.
Only she didn’t say that. What she said was, “Oh fuck you, pecker
head. That’s like saying you are aware that Adolf Hitler had his problems
with the Jews so there’s no use criticizing the Holocaust. It’s our duty to
ridicule this poisonous shit.”
And she did, during dinner, which was at a roast beef and mashed
potatoes place, all we could find. (We were more or less out of groceries
at home and also wanted to eat right away and not wait, as we had stayed
like good pageant-goers until after they finally killed off Jesus, who was
played by an actor who looked like Christina Ricci with a beard, and that
made it real late and we were hungry.)
“That tasteless piece of shit did seem to me faithful to the last days
of our precious Lord, didn’t you think, Wendell?” She didn’t say this in a
soft voice.
I was gazing past Tyler, over her shoulder to the people in the next
booth, who looked like they’d just been bit on the nose by a big rat, they
were so startled.
“Shhh. Tyler.”
“Why? Anyone liking that play ought to be shipped off to an island
of true believers so they could crucify one another and leave sensible people alone.”
I knew it was only a matter of time, in this case not much, before the
whole restaurant was down on us. Actually, it wasn’t all the diners, just
the people behind Tyler.
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There were four of them, two couples who, not to be mean, looked
like they were all brothers and sisters, down to the size of their heads,
which were ample on all four, too big for their skinny necks and real narrow shoulders. I don’t know which one of them spoke; they kind of took
turns, when they weren’t all talking at once.
“You two ought to be ashamed of yourselves!” was one of their openings.
That gave Tyler the chance to argue calmly: “Up yours and your bogus Jesus!”
Three of them seemed struck dumb, but one of the men seemed to me
to find it a little amusing, or maybe thought it was his Christian duty to be
cool. Anyways, he spoke: “Well, now, that’s not very tolerant ...”
“Tolerant? So I’m intolerant and you can’t understand that, what with
me being somebody so dependent on the tolerance of Godly folk like you
who would no doubt die to support my right to eat here in the same place
as you, even though I’m a darkie!”
I didn’t see an end to this, which is, I guess, why I butted in, one of
the dumbest things I ever did, and I’ve done plenty:
“C’mon, Tyler; he didn’t mean that.” But I knew he probably did.
She whipped round to face me, not saying anything but looking so—
I don’t know, mad and hurt, mostly mad.
Luckily, one of the women took up the slack: “You at least ought to
speak properly in a public eating establishment. At least that.”
“And remember the name of thy Lord and keep it holy,” said the
other.
Tyler looked away from me: “If I promise to try your religion for a
month, will you try mine? Then we’ll compare notes and see who’s converted.”
They looked puzzled, but a lot less murderous, which was good. The
guy who’d started the comment about tolerance was first to speak, I think:
“That seems fair. What’s your religion?”
“Satan worshipper!”
We left the place then to walk back to the van—in silence.
All she said the rest of the night, and that was when we were in bed,
in the dark: “Wendell, I didn’t think you’d do something like that.”
I couldn’t think of anything to say at all, so that was it.
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Days 50, 51, 52, 53, 54—Friday through Tuesday—Backwoods Arkansas
I woke up thinking of Huck Finn, and when Tyler walked in to me
that night and said that line about trash is what people is who puts dirt on
the heads of their friends and makes ‘em ashamed. I’ll never forget that. I
wished I could say the same thing back to her. It wasn’t like I’d shamed
Tyler, but I’d deserted her, only because I wanted to back down rather than
be a doofus. It was one thing to humiliate myself, but I’d humiliated my
friend. She’d never have done that. I wish I’d started talking about it right
away, even knew I should. If Tyler brought it up first, what I planned to
say wouldn’t mean anything. But I wanted to back down rather than be
embarrassed, so she did bring it up.
“Wendell, I didn’t intend to say this, but you fucking asshole!”
“I know.”
“If you had a testicle, it’d be looking for a place to hide. Here I
thought you were—well, I am just so pissed. I can’t believe you.”
She wanted me to say something, or maybe not, but what could I say?
“Tyler, you’re right. I’m so sorry.”
“Wendell, you’re doing the same damned thing.”
And I was—but not quite. This time, I wanted somehow to expose
myself, if I could, release Tyler, let her know I was sorry.
“No, I’m not, Tyler. I woke up thinking about what I’d done and I
wish I’d said something first about last night and the restaurant. I know
waiting for you to say something first makes it seem like I was doing what
I did last night, the same thing, which is, like you say, looking for a place
to hide, to hide my one nut.”
I guess I was hoping she’d laugh and all would be well. She didn’t
and it wasn’t.
She moved closer, but only to make sure I was paying attention, I
think, like I wouldn’t be. She looked me in the eye so close I couldn’t help
but try to read what she was feeling. When she started talking, it was less
mad:
“Wendell, you’re selfish. You didn’t want to be embarrassed, so you
hung me out to dry. You recognized that racist shit for what he was. Don’t
pretend to be dumb. That dumb act is just a way to protect yourself and
fuck everybody else, you selfish asshole.”
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She then started a couple of sentences she didn’t finish: I was dying
to say something, but I didn’t want to cut her off, I really didn’t; and I also
didn’t know what I’d say.
Finally, she did say, “I guess it’s not your fault, in a way, but I did
think that you’d ... You have so many great ... Let’s go. Where we going
today?”
The worst thing I could do was pretend none of this had happened
and answer her last question, so that’s what I did: “We talked about that
hike up in the mountains here.”
“Let’s do it.”
The reason I couldn’t think of anything to say was that she was right.
I had abandoned Tyler and had done the same thing over and over, even
right now, as she was talking and asking for me to participate. I’d done
that because I was selfish, more interested in protecting myself than in
helping out, standing alongside my friend. Tyler probably didn’t much like
me, even before all this, but she was the best person I’d ever known and
my best friend.
We found the Forest Service Station store and got maps, more exactly, got the one map that would get us to the hike we wanted.
Even as I was ripping into him, I realized that what I was saying was
about ten-percent true. If that much, if it were true in any way. I realized
also that he would absorb it totally, regard it as a revelation. But I had no
urge to take anything back. Wendell was a lot better person than me, and
I never thought otherwise; but his tendency to duck was so irritating it
could blot that out now and then, not for long but powerfully. He was perfectly willing to take a fist to the jaw for almost any reason but also willing
to let absolute assholes walk all over him and anybody connected to him.
I don’t know if I’m covering up for myself, but Wendell needed somebody
to kick his ass, often and vigorously.
No, he didn’t.
But I wasn’t going to apologize. I knew he was miserable and I didn’t
I care.
“Tyler, you’re going the wrong way.”
“How do you know where I want to go?”
“Where the trail goes, I thought.”
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I saw his point, of course, but I wanted a chance to yell at him, so I
spun round, not sure what I’d say but certain something bitchy would occur to me. I was very resourceful in that department.
“Wendell, you miserable—oh shit!”
Out of the bottom of my eye I saw the snake, but only as it hit against
my ankle, biting me, I later found out. What I knew then was how much it
hurt, right away, too soon, a sharp pain, stinging, then aching, then throbbing, accelerating.
Wendell was on the snake a second after it struck me, grabbing it by
the tail and slinging it off into the woods. In what seemed like the same
motion, he had his arms around me, trying to hold me up. I flung out at
him, hitting him in the face, hard, and reaching down to grab my ankle.
Next thing I knew I was on the ground, holding my foot and whimpering.
Wendell had paid no attention to being slugged, and was putting the sweatshirt from his backpack on me and yelling real loud, yelling for help.
It was a stupid thing to do out here in the middle of nothing, as if a
team of medics just might be passing by. But I was hurting so bad I didn’t
think that then. I didn’t think anything, though I was real sorry I had hit
Wendell, had been entertaining such rotten ideas about Wendell. He was
doing something to my ankle, I noticed, and what he was doing was cutting
me a little and then sucking on the skin and bone, trying to get the poison
out. It seemed to make it hurt more, though I suppose it didn’t. It also
seemed stupid at the time, but I found out later it wasn’t.
Meanwhile, Wendell was sucking and yelling. I guess we weren’t so
remote as we thought, since within a minute, it seemed like, there were
people there, talking to Wendell and doing stuff. One of them gave me
something to drink and I did. It burned going down (hootch?) and tasted
like shit for a minute and then tasted great and then greater. The pain was
getting better and I kept drinking what they put to my lips, and the next
thing I knew I was warm and it was dark.
It took a minute for my eyes to adjust and realize it wasn’t dark, just
dim. There was a light somewhere, and my ankle hurt like hell, though not
even in the same ballpark as the pain of a few hours or days before, whenever I’d gone to sleep. I felt something on my good leg and raised myself
up enough to see it was Wendell, Wendell’s head.
It’s funny how everything being confused one second yields to everything being lightning clear the next. I was in some wood cabin, in bed,
under a blanket, several blankets, not a color or design I’d choose, with
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Wendell in a chair next to me, a wood chair, his head on my right leg,
where he’d fallen asleep watching me, I guess. The only inaccuracy in my
survey was that the bed was a cot. I suppose I should also say that Wendell
wasn’t so much watching me as watching over me. I looked around some
more, letting Wendell’s head stay where it was, saw two other cots with
forms in them, other people, I guess, and probably the ones who had given
me the booze. Wonder if they had any more.
I looked down at Wendell, the side of his face visible and his godawful long hair, beautiful long hair, spread all over me. What surprised me
most, then and when I thought back on it, was that I didn’t shove him off.
What was I doing letting this boy I was mad enough to claw to bits just a
few hours (or days) earlier rest his head on my leg, upper leg, crotch
damned near? I leaned down and saw he had drooled a little on the blanket
covering my thigh. There were tiny bubbles at the corner of his mouth.
Instead of being pissed, the reaction of any normal person shut up with
Wendell for two months, I was hit with this wave of something that made
me have to work to keep from stroking his head.
I figured Wendell would be happy to know I was OK, “being OK”
now registering prominently in my head. I was OK. Sure as shit. I’d been
bit by a snake and was hurting in my ankle, and now really was OK, thank
Jesus, or Wendell, or these cabineers I’d not thought much about. “Black
Girl Dies of Snakebite in the Ozarks—Don’t Ask What the Fuck She Was
Doing There.” How long had I been here? Maybe I had been unconscious
and maybe I had just been kept drunk and asleep.
Then I noticed how rough and ratty the blanket on me was. Then I
noticed that I didn’t have a pillow but was on a lumpy thing that turned
out to be somebody’s jacket. Then I noticed that I had clothes on. Then I
noticed Wendell again.
Should I wake him? It seemed only decent, as I thought about it, since
he wouldn’t be all draped on me if he hadn’t been worried. I knew he was
more than worried and I didn’t feel like lying to myself about it right then.
If I woke him up, though, he’d yell and make a lot of noise and wake up
whoever else is here, my rescuers or maybe long-fanged capturers. And
that’d be—what?
Next thing I knew it was light. That’s what I noticed, even before I
opened my eyes all the way. It was light and I was hungry. I opened my
eyes slowly for some reason, but there was no mistaking what was there
real close to them: Wendell’s face, his awake face. Whether he’d noticed
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me waking up or whether he kept his head that close all the time—when
he wasn’t sleeping on me—I don’t know. But there he was.
I opened my eyes and focused. I thought I was smiling, and I expected
him to shout, jump up, throw his hands in the air, hug and kiss me—at
least a return smile, but he didn’t produce one. He squinched up his face
and looked pained, anxious, I guess.
I couldn’t get my hands out from under the ratty blanket, which was
rough like burlap. I tried hard but couldn’t. I have no idea why that seemed
important. I do know I had this overwhelming urge to touch Wendell, his
face, not to fondle him, just touch, reassure him maybe. Before I could, he
whispered:
“Tyler, are you OK? Are you OK, Tyler? Huh?
For some reason that struck me as funny, especially the “huh,” and I
think I laughed. But he just looked more worried.
“Don’t try to move, Tyler, or talk. Just rest. Please.”
I had to tell Wendell I wasn't in a soap-opera hospital, only minutes
to live, but it took me a while to form the words:
“Wendell, this blanket is scratchy.”
What a stupid thing to say. Here I am, back from the dead, and all I
can talk about is the fucking blanket. That did make him smile. And the
next thing I said was even more idiotic:
“Wendell, I can’t get my hands out. I want to touch you.”
He reached down and lifted the blanket, so I could move my hands.
For some reason, that wasn’t easy, but it wasn’t like I was paralyzed. Finally, I got my hands up some and touched his face. I think he leaned down
so I could. I touched his face, his cheek, the same cheek with both hands.
I didn’t blubber at least. I don’t think I did.
Then I was asleep again, I think, but not for long, I think. When I
woke up this time, there were three faces looking at me, Wendell’s and
two strange ones, belonging to Gomer and Goober or two chain-saw-massacre guys. I figured I should say something before they started cutting me
up.
“Who the fuck are you guys?”
Both monsters cackled. Wendell looked pained. Examining them, I
had to admit that the other two didn’t look all that bad, just scruffy, like
they’d been maybe stuck up in a cabin for days attending to a stupid kid.
“I’m sorry. I guess you been taking care of me. I’m OK now. Thanks
so much.”
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I figured they’d say I wasn’t OK, that I needed to rest another month
or two, that I couldn’t be moved until the doctor arrived. But they didn’t.
Even Wendell. The guy who spoke had a scary sort of hillbilly accent,
dialect I should say, but he had a kind smile and used sentences too.
“You prolly just fine, miss. We been keeping you knocked out with
codeine, but the posion’s out of ya by now, I spect. Need food in ya and
then ya prolly just fine.”
“Yeah. Thanks, you guys. What poison?”
“The snay-yuk. Copperhud got ya good. Usually they save their
venom, even when they bite, but you musta bin standin on its belly or its
baby or somthin, smushing her eggs. Got ya good. But you fine now. We
keep all that codeine for broken stuff, ya know, ankles and fingers. Now
you gotta eat. Eat now and yull be fine.”
I did eat. Some kind of meat-soup, I think, and so good I didn’t even
care what kinds of woodland creatures, Bambis and Thumpers, had given
their lives for it. I ate three bowls and was looking for more.
“Girlie, I think ya shud slow down or you’ll flood the cabin. Jist wait
a bit.”
I did as he said. He was the one taking care of me now. Wendell kept
flitting back and forth to look, but mostly he was talking to the other cretin
as if they were old friends. Wonder what these yokels thought of Wendell,
with his flowing locks and pretty features. Or of me. Wonder if Wendell
had made it through without squealing like a pig. Unwelcome thought—
since I’d been available and way more vulnerable than my friend.
Even worse, these guys had taken care of me, or allowed Wendell to
do it, in between rapes maybe. Sorry. Some gratitude! I watched Wendell
and the other man talking, talking guy talk, though you wouldn’t think
Wendell could manage that. They weren’t high-fiving, just talking back
and forth. I really wanted to know about what, but didn’t see how I could
ask. I figured soon now the old guy, wasn’t that old, would reach out and
start pawing Wendell or punching him. I really didn’t think that, but it
seemed more likely than that they’d find anything to discuss. And males
wonder what women say to each other! Wendell and this guy were talking
the way women do, reciprocally. It wasn’t the guy dominating, telling
hunting stories, Wendell pretending to be interested. They went back and
forth, now and then grinning. Once I stopped envying them, I got caught
up, watching them do their stuff. I realized what I was feeling was some
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kind of pride in Wendell, surprise but also pride. That makes no sense, but
I felt it. Go Wendell!
He saw me looking at him, said something to the guy, and came right
over.
“Hi, Tyler.”
I almost started blubbering. Jesus Christ. Not so much actual crying
as being pushed from the inside toward flood stage, so I couldn’t say anything. I did something worse. I reached out my hand and found his, squeezing it hard and still keeping my mouth shut and my eyes from overflowing.
I’m sure he noticed, but he didn’t say anything, just stood there, bent over,
holding my hand. The guy who had been with me went over to the other
side of the room with his buddy.
“Jerry and Will, Willard really, have been doing all this for us, Tyler.
They’re the nicest people I ever met, though don’t say that. They’d feel
bad if we did.”
Then he started whispering. “If I have one more bowl of that stew,
though, I think I’ll turn Republican or something.”
“Terry will be pissed,” I said, idiotically.
Wendell laughed and put my hand back on top of the covers. For a
second I felt rejected; then I realized he was trying to make me comfortable. All of a sudden, I didn’t want to feel comfortable. I wanted to get up
and move.
And I did. I pulled the covers back, threw my legs over the side of
the cot, and upped myself. I expected to feel dizzy, light-headed, nauseated; but I felt terrific, like I’d just had a great sleep and needed to go swim
a lake or wrestle Wendell into submission.
Instead, I walked past Wendell to the two guys, who were enormous,
muscled and, I now saw, pretty young and not really so rough looking.
They were wearing hunting clothes and were dirty and unshaven; but they
were also smiling at me and seemed more shy than threatening.
“I don’t know how to thank you. You did so much. Wendell told me
your names were Jerry and Willard. That’s Wendell over there. I—
thanks!”
Aw shucks and gee golly and foot shuffling. Not as bad as all that.
They were just shy, but not little-kid shy.
“You’re welcome. We enjoyed havin you. Yes we did. It was a real
pleasure.”
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The other one chimed in: “You’d a dun tha same thing fur us.” He
started to say more but retreated into his shyness.
Like hell I would. But right then it seemed like I would, so I just
hugged them, little black gal huggin the Grand Wizard of the KKK and his
deputy. Just what they wanted. Only they made it seem like it was.
Wendell had our backpacks ready and handed me mine, going back
to say a few manly words to his buddies. And we were off.
“Bye now!” they said, and waved. No mean stuff about watching out
for snakes or condescending stuff about being careful.
“Wendell, thanks to you, too.”
He just looked at me and smiled.
“You didn’t pay them, did you?”
He frowned just a little and shook his head. I realized I’d insulted
him.
“I’m sorry, Wendell. Not like I think you didn’t handle it right. I think
you can handle anything.”
He grinned again. I was so elated with feeling good and escaping the
cot, that everything was magnified in and around me: my energy, my responsiveness, my sniffer. I had to be careful now, for as long as this elation
lasted, since one of the things magnified was the allure of Wendell. On top
of everything, I noticed that his hair seemed to have grown a foot and be
even more golden, though that couldn’t be.
“How long were we there, Wendell?”
“Not that long.”
“Hell, Wendell. Fifteen minutes? A month?”
“That’s good. Like that Dickens novel we read. You read it too, I bet,
Great Expectations, where the lawyer guy, Jaggers, does that to Pip.”
“Jesus, Wendell, I just ...”
“Four, five days. The weekend. It’s Tuesday now, afternoon. Five
days.”
“Wendell, you’re ... I don’t know what I was going to say.”
He looked at me like he knew I was lying, which I was, and he didn’t
care.
“Tyler, I did want to say you were right about me and that woman
yelling at you and I didn’t back you up. I been thinking about it and I
wanted to say you were right.”
“Wendell, if you love me, don’t bring that up. I had sort of blocked
that, yelling at you like a banshee.”
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“OK.”
What had I said? Leave it alone—only I didn’t.
“That’s an expression my mom uses, Wendell. Not nice to say it to
you— only what I mean is—you know what I mean.”
“Yeah.”
What was it he knew? Anyhow, he smiled and I kept from kissing
him and throwing him down in the leaves and having my recuperating way
with him right on the spot. Might be more snakes in the weeds, so better
to wait, wait until the urge passed and we could get back to normal or
whatever was passing for normal with us.
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CHAPTER 22
Days 55, 56—Wednesday and Thursday—Arkansas Delta Region
On the way over to wherever we were going—“the Delta region,”
Tyler said—she started reading King Lear out loud. She told me background things about Shakespeare’s knowledge of witches and of madness,
and about feudal ideas on the duty of daughters to fathers. This material
was really interesting, taken from a book called Melville’s King Lear, by
Julian Markels, which Tyler knew about from her AP English teacher and
which talked about the play as marking a huge cultural switch from feudalism to modern democracy, capitalism, and individualism. I really love
stuff like that, though I don’t know if I’d ever understood it without Tyler
talking about it. She’s so smart and she gets really excited about big ideas.
It’s obvious Markels is real smart, too, or Tyler wouldn’t have gotten so
excited. I’m going to get his book and read it,
She said, I guess Markels said, that the reason Cordelia seems so cold
in the first scene there, where dotty old Lear is dividing up his stuff, is that
she lives in some medieval world, where what she calls her “bond” to her
father means everything. It’s not the world we live in, so we are really
closer to Goneril and Reagan, and that awful Edmund. Edmund, Tyler
said, seems to us to have a good point when he says he’s just as good as
his brother, even though he’s a bastard. That’s because Edmund lives inside ideas of equality and individual value, where bonds are worth no more
than the current market value. That’s the way Tyler put it. Makes sense.
Modern sorts like us understand Edmund when he talks about equality, but
he lives in an empty world, like ours. And the play finally forces us to see
that.
When Lear goes through all that on the heath and comes out on the
other side, cleansed, we want to be with him. But he and Cordelia are settled into a kingdom of being that is gone forever, lost to us, and we can
only watch from a distance as they vanish together. We’re left with what
Tyler called our modern replacement: spies and murderers and those without connections, looking out for themselves. We may love old Lear and
Cordelia, Kent and Edgar, but we live like Goneril and Reagan.
I’d gone through the play before, like probably everybody in my
grade; but I’d never understood it like I did when Tyler explained it, thanks
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to old Julian Markels. Wish I knew him. By the time she was done and
read the first lines of the play, I could hardly wait to get to doing it together.
We’d heard about a music festival there in the delta; and, on top of
that, there was a swamp we didn’t want to miss and a museum or two we
did.
“Anything else, Gal of the South?”
“You’re right, Wendell. Just carry me back to old Virginie. There’s
where this old darkie’s heart am long to go.”
“Jesus, that is the words.”
“Those are the words, illiterate honkie. You been singing this song
for years, every evening round the family dinner table, voices ringing, and
you never noticed that darkie stuff. That’s the way with you white liberals.”
“It’s a ‘load of trouble.’ ”
“I’m sorry about that family dinner table remark, Wendell.”
“Huh?”
“You know. It’s insensitive of me.”
“Oh, my absent pappy. Me and Mammy waitin for Daddy to come
home, night after night, singing the songs he loved and waitin and waitin
and no Daddy, no Daddy no mo. Tyler, I’m not sensitive about that. I don’t
care. Really. I don’t know why.”
“OK, Wendell.”
“You all of a sudden got all sensitive, kinda crazy sensitive, where
there’s no need. I think it’s that snake poison working in your blood. It’s
sure not like you to ...”
“OK, Wendell.”
“You worrying about me sobbing over Daddy deserting me, when
you never worry about tromping over half the country’s feelings.”
“Wendell, shut your mouth or I’ll rip off your testicles and shove
them in through your ears.”
“There’s the old Tyler we all love.”
“OK. You know what else I’d like to do?”
“Become a pole dancer?”
“Wendell!”
“Sorry, Tyler. I didn’t mean you’d do that.”
“I don’t care about me. I just hate it when you say stuff like that period. I told you that about eight-hundred times.”
“I know. You’re just so much fun.”

71

James R. Kincaid
“No, I’m not. You know what else I’d like to do?”
“Tell me, Liza.”
“Go fishing for catfish at Lake Chicot State Park, then visit the
swamp and then the festival. And I’d also like to spend a little time tomorrow in West Memphis, where that HBO documentary on the murders was.
You see that?”
“Yeah, I saw both, both documentaries, I mean. My mom got all involved, writing letters and sent some money. We can look it all up on your
phone, see what’s happening now. That’s good.’
“And before that I want to give you a haircut.”
“You do?”
“You don’t want me to?”
“Nah, I don’t care.”
“I didn’t think you did, but you should. You have the most ... Never
mind.”
“Go ahead. Give me a Mohawk.”
“Just a little trim, just even it up at the ends. I wouldn’t mess with it.
Wendell, when we were in that cabin and I woke up from being so sick
and saw you drooling all over me with your long hair just all ...”
“All what?”
“Never mind. It’s just your hair.”
She was acting pretty odd about my hair, which I figured she hated.
It was really long, but I hadn’t thought about that until now. I never did
get it cut until Mom forced me. Tyler had said it looked like a girl’s, but I
guess she hadn’t said that in a while. Maybe she liked it. Very doubtful.
“I have an idea,” I said. “Let’s spend the day getting settled, get some
groceries, maybe do some fishing, then do the other stuff tomorrow, then
go to Memphis, by way of West Memphis, the next day. And that’s what
we’ll do. As for today, you know: after we fish, we can cook what we
catch or give it away and read King Lear.”
“You’re fucking bossy.”
“Watch yourself, woman!”
“Yassuh.”
So we did. They let us into the deluxe KOA there, a choice spot right
by the edge of the swamp, or one of the swamps, where the gators roamed.
The lake place state park wasn’t that close, but Tyler didn’t want to foil
our plan, so we didn’t go to the swamp, which was right there, but decided
to trail off to the distant lake, once we got settled.
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“We’re closer to the swamp than the lake. Just pointing out, little miss
cheerleader. I’m just saying.”
“Stick it up your ass, Wendell.”
“But you are a cheerleader, yes you are. I seen you cheering.”
“Not my doing.”
“Who forced you?”
She looked at me funny. I kept myself from apologizing, as I knew
she’d hate that even more than what I’d just said, which was, now that I
thought of it, rude, but I shouldn’t admit that.
“I’m sorry, Tyler. That was really rude.”
She didn’t pick up on it, just sat looking at me. We were using our
back chairs, twisted so they faced one another. I liked the back of the
camper—the front, too, but the back was cozy, largely because Tyler was
neat and kept cleaning stuff, dusting and washing. I did, too. Anyways, she
was sitting there, her legs curled up under her, leaning forward. I don’t
mean to be gross, but the way she was sitting, I could only see her bare
legs, skin, like she was nude. She was
leaning forward, too, like I said, and her blouse was sort of open, drooping.
She always wore a bra, so it wasn’t like she was nude. Still, she was so
beautiful. She started swaying sideways, back and forth, just a little, but
for some reason it made me, you know. I crossed my legs to try and hide
what was happening, and I don’t think Tyler noticed—or cared. She was
staring at me real hard.
“No it wasn’t rude—or anyways I don’t care. That’s a great question,
Wendell. I mean, when I said I didn’t have a choice, I was shitting you or
thought I was; but that’s really how I thought about it. You see?”
“No, I wish I did, but I don’t.”
“How could you? I just started thinking about it. You made me see
what it was. You’re smart and don’t ever say you’re not. What I mean is:
I always thought I had to be a cheerleader, like it was a requirement, like
the dress code or not wearing my underwear on the outside, you know? I
mean, here I am sneering at everybody and, like you say, I’m the most
conventional person in the school, doing that cheerleading because it was
a part of the conventional role I had to adopt. But why did I think I had
to?”
“Well ...”
“You’re right! Because I let everybody else define me. Not like it’s
exactly subtle. Rebel girl is a cheerleader. Thinking for myself, I don an
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indecently short skirt and display my ass for all to see in the name of—
what?”
“I don’t think ...”
“Right. Not so I can help dear ol’ Cartwright Princeton win that game,
like I care about that. It’s in the name of fitting in to what every asshole
expects a black girl trying to be white to do.”
“I don’t believe that, Tyler.”
“Sure you do. You said it.”
I kept my mouth shut for a minute, trying not to come out with anything real stupid. But finally I just starting talking anyhow: “I think that’s
a tiny, tiny part of it. I think you do it because it allows you to mock the
other cheerleading morons. I think you do it to make your parents proud. I
think you do it to prove something, I don’t know what. I think you do it
because you’re good at it. I think you do it because it’s like dancing. I
suppose you do it too, because you’re the most beautiful girl in school, in
town, and don’t mind that.”
She just looked at me. Then, “Wendell, before we go to the lake and
catch our supper like good little crackers, let me cut your hair.”
“You want me to read King Lear to you while you cut?”
“OK.” She didn’t sound too enthused.
“OK, I won’t. How about this?” I picked up a book.
“Lear’s OK, Wendell; it’s just that we’re reading that together. So
what have you got there?”
I had no idea until I looked. “Shakespeare’s sonnets.”
“Sure.” Not much enthusiasm, but not what you’d call revulsion.
She set me up in a chair, got out some clippers she must have bought,
and some comb things and a brush and a hair dryer and even a sheet she
tied around my neck.
“Want some coffee, Adonis?”
“Jesus, this is nice. Sure, Mitzi, a coffee would be good.”
“While I get it take off all your clothes so I can give you a shampoo.”
I thought she was serious for a second and felt myself blushing. Then
I saw she wasn’t, I think. “What parts of me do you plan to shampoo, Salon
Sadie?”
“God, Wendell!”
“Sorry. I was just kidding.”
“I told you no more sorries or I’d bite off your ears. I’m the one
started it, so just go shampoo your own hair.”
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But actually she came in to the bathroom with me and shoved my
head in the sink and shampooed me over and over, rubbing her fingers into
my head and then massaging my neck until I didn’t want her to stop. At
first it was kind of uncomfortable there, but it got so relaxing I kind of
swooned into the sink, about half asleep. The next thing I knew I felt this
cold slithering down my back and into the middle of my butt. I guess my
shorts were puffed out in back and Tyler was dribbling water down, holding my underpants out and letting go with the tricklets. Ordinarily, I’d been
embarrassed as hell, but now I didn’t care. I don’t know if it was because
I was limp and woozie from the massage or because I didn’t mind what
Tyler did by now.
Tyler was giggling and about to flood my butt and the bathroom when
she stopped and told me to get back to the chair. I went there and she fastened the sheet around my neck, took up her station behind me, and then
told me to sit on a few books so she didn’t have to stoop so.
“You calling me short, Tyler, a shrimp, a freak, unmanly?”
She craned her head around in front of me so she could look in my
eye. “That bother you, Wendell? Does it?”
I almost laughed, but, in a millisecond, it didn’t seem funny. A whole
lot of stuff came to me, so I started talking: “I haven’t thought about it in
a long time, Tyler. Maybe it’s because I don’t want to. I used to mind. A
whole lot. I was always the littlest kid in class; sometimes there weren’t
any girls smaller. I don’t know if it was being small so much, or short, as
being girlish looking. What’s the difference, anyhow? It’s both together,
always has been.”
“You’re not girlish-looking, Wendell. You’re handsome, have great
features, lovely hair—a perfect mouth. And there’s sure as shit nothing
wrong with your body.”
“You’re a biased witness.”
“Yeah, I am. I know what you mean. It has to do with knowing you,
but that’s not all of it. You’re the best-looking boy in our school, in any
school.”
I didn’t know what to say, so I didn’t.
“Let’s get to cutting. Get your ass up there on them books.”
I did.
She’d put on this really moving music, Verdi’s Requiem, just about
my favorite ever, especially the section called Libera Me, almost enough
to turn me into a believer.
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She let it play and kept massaging my head and neck, till I felt relaxed
and great again. She took a while, maybe so the section I loved would
finish. How did she know I loved it?
“Isn’t that beautiful, Tyler?”
“I only heard it once before, when you played it, Wendell. It gives
me shivers.”
She started the blow-drier—used it with one hand and fluffed up my
hair with the other. She also played with my ears while she was at it,
rubbed my neck and shoulders some. When she was done blowing, which
took a while, she held a mirror in front of me.
“How you like it?”
My hair was parted in the middle. I didn’t have an opinion on how I
liked it.
“Great. Now, you gonna cut it?”
“Your job is to find inspiring sonnets, adapted for the barber shop.
Leave the cutting to Miss Bernice.”
I picked some, sort of at random, saving the only one I really knew
for last. I tried to read slow and pay attention to the punctuation. I figured
I wouldn’t understand them, but if I read slow and with something like the
right emphasis, Tyler would. Tyler was way beyond the smartest person
I’d ever known:
When in the chronicle of wasted time
I see descriptions of the fairest wights,
And beauty making beautiful old rime
In praise of ladies dead and lovely knights;
Then, in the blazon of sweet beauty’s best,
Of hand, of foot, of lip, of eye, of brow,
I see their antique pen would have expressed
Even such a beauty as you master now.
So all their praises are but prophesies
Of this our time, all you prefiguring;
And, for they looked but with divining eyes,
They had not skill enough your worth to sing:
For we, which now behold these present days,
Have eyes to wonder, but lack tongues to praise.
“God, Wendell, you read really well. That stuff’s tough to understand
usually, but you read it really well.”
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“It’s about you, Tyler. Don’t cut off my ear. I don’t mean to piss you
off.”
“Hmmm.”
“Tyler, you know you’re beautiful?”
“Fuck you, Wendell.”
“No, really, do you? You asked me something like that.”
“I did not. I said you were not bad to look at, not vomity. I asked you
about thinking you were small.”
“Anyhow, you know how you look?”
“Duh.”
“So tell me. Do you know you’re so pretty?”
She was quiet a minute. “No, I don’t, Wendell. I’m ashamed to say I
think about it. Not like I look at myself in the mirror much, just do it to
check to see if everything’s covered. To tell the truth, I think something
different about myself about every day, stupid as that is.”
“You’re beautiful—every day, morning, evening—no matter what
you have on.”
“Thanks, Wendell. Try another sonnet, while I start snipping. I haven’t started the scalping yet, just been listening to you.”
Your love and pity doth the impression fill
Which vulgar scandal stamped upon my brow
For what care I who calls me well or ill,
So you o’ergreen my bad, my good allow?
You are my all the world, and I must strive
To know my shames and praises from your tongue;
None else to me, nor I to none alive,
That my steeled sense or changes right or wrong
In so profound abysm I throw all care
Of others’ voices that my adder’s sense
To critic and to flatterer stopped are;
Mark how with my neglect I do dispense:
You are so strongly in my purpose bred
That all the world besides methinks are dead.
She didn’t say anything, but she had stopped cutting.
“ ‘Adder’s sense’ means ‘deaf ears’ the notes say.”
“Thanks. It’s a tough one, but the general meaning’s clear.”
Her voice sounded funny. I didn’t want to mess things up, so I turned
to the one sonnet I knew. Before I could start, she said, “Jesus, Wendell.
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Those are as moving as the Verdi, or maybe they reinforce. I don’t know.
‘You are my all the world.’ Why doesn’t that seem corny?”
I kept myself from answering, figuring whatever came to me would
be wrong.
Tyler still wasn’t cutting, so I waited until she made a few snips, just
in the air, it seemed like. Then I started on the next sonnet, which I knew
by heart and was kind of worried she might not like:
When in disgrace with Fortune and men’s eyes,
I all alone beweep my outcast state,
And trouble deaf heaven with my bootless cries,
And look upon myself and curse my fate,
Wishing me like to one more rich in hope,
Featured like him, like him with friends possessed,
Desiring this man’s art, and that man’s scope,
With what I most enjoy contented least;
Yet in these thoughts myself almost despising,
Haply I think on thee, and then my state,
Like to the lark at break of day arising
From sullen earth, sings hymns at heaven’s gate;
For thy sweet love rememb’red such wealth brings
That then I scorn to change my state with kings.
Tyler didn’t say anything. She’d also stopped cutting again.
“Maybe that’s enough of that, Wendell. Those are too beautiful. No
telling what I might do. Just let me rid you of all your hair here.”
“OK.”
She snipped for a bit, then brushed, then snipped, then ran some kind
of machine through my hair that turned out to be a thinner, though I at first
though it was a shaver. In only a few minutes, it was done. She took out a
razor but only did my neck and around where my sideburns would be if I
had them.
Then she put her head down and started nuzzling my neck, licking it
even.
“Just wanted to check if I got it all shaved nice, Wendell.”
“OK.”
“That’s not true and you know it.”
Before I realized it she was right there on my lap, wiggling around
and then giving me the best long kiss ever, for sure the best I’d ever had,
which doesn’t say much, but it was also the best I could imagine, which
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says more, since I imagine that sort of thing a lot. Then she jumped up and
ran into the bathroom.
She was in there quite a while. When she came out, she didn’t look
at me right away, then came over and touched my arm.
“Wendell, what can I say? We’ve had this conversation about thirty
times and I still keep treating you rotten and I am so sorry.”
“Tyler, you think the only reason I don’t mind is because I’m used to
it and I don’t think much of myself and I’m passive and stuck. Maybe you
should stop thinking about me so much.”
“Huh? Wendell, I don’t ...”
“Excuse me, Tyler, but you do. I’m not saying you’re wrong about
the way I usually am. But with you it’s different. With you everything’s
different. I don’t want to embarrass you, but that’s the truth. I always
know, even with a friend like Sean 2 and his pictures, that there’s a way
I’m being used. I know that. Give me some credit, Tyler, damn you. And
besides, don’t always be thinking about me. If you think some about you,
really do, about you, maybe you wouldn’t be so damned confused.”
She giggled. “I love it when you’re mad, Wendell.”
I saw why she was laughing, but I couldn’t join in. I was on a roll. “I
need to say this. I think I’m learning something. With you, when you were
licking my neck there, it was like I was in it, part of it, and for sure when
we were kissing.”
She just looked at me. It was a look I hadn’t seen on her before, puzzled but also, I don’t know, attentive—more than that, kind.
“I think it’s because I know you’re trying to respect my feelings.
What I really know is that you’ve gotten used to me and, hell, we’re alone
here in this abnormal situation, spending every minute together. But—
don’t be mad—I know that’s not all of it. It’s not everything, just being
used to me. Don’t get me wrong. I’m not saying you love me or even like
me, but I know you are thinking about me. I can’t say this right, but it’s
not as if I’m not there. It’s different.”
“Wendell, I can’t let it rest there.”
“You don’t have to say anything, Tyler. I’m not trying to force you
to talk.”
“Wendell, stop interrupting, you bossy anal wart. I’m not going to let
that just hang there. I can’t. So stop trying to muzzle me, control freak.”
Now I did laugh.
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“Wendell, you said something about me not loving you, even liking
you. Well, I gotta clear that up: I don’t know, awful as that sounds. For
sure I like you. Absolutely. Don’t doubt that. You are so different from
what I thought that I’m still bewildered. You don’t make any sense, Wendell. Not that I can figure out. I don’t know if that’s good but it isn’t bad.
As for not liking you, though, Jesus Christ. You’re an irritating son of a
bitch a lot of the time, but you’re the best
person I know. I like you. Yes I do.”
What could I say? I knew Tyler was embarrassed, though, and wanted
a way out.
“So, Sadie, can I see my hair, if I have any?”
It looked good, though not much different from when she’d washed
it. I couldn’t tell that if was any shorter, for instance.
“Thanks, Tyler. That looks good.”
“Some thanks for a professional job. Free, too.”
“It looks good. I’ll pay you Super Cuts rate, just as soon as I get my
allowance.”
“No, really, Wendell, how does it look?”
“Well, it really does, Tyler. It looks good.”
“Duh, it looks gud. That all you can say?”
“Duh, it looks real real gud.”
“You think it looks just like it did, only poofier, but that’s because
you don’t pay enough real attention to how you look. If you did, you’d be
more popular and would win those class elections you’re finishing a close
second in now. Start with your hair. Look close and you’ll see the differences, subtle but vital. Anybody but you would be overpowered by the
difference.”
She handed me a mirror. It did look OK, but I couldn’t see what she’d
done, exactly. It wasn’t so tangly and the ends were even. More I looked,
the more I did see.
“I look terrific. I look beautiful. I’m quitting school and becoming a
model. You can come along as my hair manager, Tyler. Really, I see you
got it to be not so tangly and the ends are even.”
“What an asshole you are, Wendell. But let’s go fishing.”
That meant getting some gear. Turns out the nice guy at the sporting
goods place told us we could rent rods and reels and bait at the lake, and
not buy it, “lessn you plans to do it ta lot, cause this stuff’s pretty costy.”
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The first time in my life anybody’s told us not to buy something from his
store.
So we did, went to the lake and rented the stuff from a woman who
looked a lot like Daisy Mae from old Lil’ Abner cartoons my mom was
interested in for no good reason. This woman was pretty in a rural sort of
way, some sort of “hillbilly way,” a person would say who didn’t have my
sensitivity to regionalist bigotry, a phrase I didn’t know existed until Tyler
told me. She told me to make fun of that sort of p.c., said that regionalist
bigotry was worth preserving, though she didn’t mean it.
“You’ll need some bait, sweethearts,” the lady said, just about making me melt with her deep nice voice and that “sweethearts.”
“Welcome to use somea my-un,” said a voice about two inches from
my ear. We turned around and there was a guy with a belly scraping on the
ground, almost. His belly pushed his coveralls way out and he had the most
uneven whiskers I’d seen in my life. He was smiling, which didn’t make
him more attractive, as the few teeth he possessed weren’t so much uneven
as competing unsuccessfully for space in his mouth, a phrase I’ll admit
came to me later. He also had something wrong with one of his eyes,
maybe both. Where one eye should be was a bunch of growths and the
other one was all bulgy.
We both must have been staring at him, for he laughed this really
unexpected laugh, like a little kid’s, all high-pitched and sweet.
“I ain’t purty but don be sceered. And I do know how to root out them
catfeesh.”
“He does. He does fur a fact,” added the bait and tackle beauty.
I looked over at Tyler, ready to take my lead from her. Surprise, surprise: she was looking back at me, kind of puzzled, I guess. Big mistake.
Wendell’s big test. I pass the decision on to him. Of course I knew
what to do, but it was time for him to mature. Untrue. I had no idea how
to read this cyclops or even what the hell he was proposing, other than
giving us some of whatever it was catfish couldn’t resist. I should have
known Wendell would do the wrong thing, and he did.
“Thanks a lot, mister. Where’s the best place to fish for them?”
“In ma boat. Now, I won’t lie ta ya. It ain’t a purty boat. It ain’t. Safe,
though, mostly. But y’all need a boat, now ya do. Shore’s OK some times
a year. In summer, and that’s wha iss is, ya need a boat, cause them whiskers sit thur right on the bottom.”
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“In your boat?” Wendell played along, like the moron I thought he
wasn’t.
“Well, maybe we’ll keep to the shore. Our people ain’t much fur
swimmun.” Mean thing to say, but hey!
Obesity looked at me and laughed his pretty laugh again. “I ain’t nivir
tipped. Now yer prolly thinkun I gonna take ya out thur un throw ya ovur
with a rock round ya, right, um I right? Ya think I am some ugly fat Klans
asshole, excuse me, that’s looking fur young purties to kill, er some maniac.”
“No,” Wendell said, with a funny look at me.
“Well, yer fren does, un she’s right to. Ah mean, why’d you jis go
out ina boat with a guy you don know, a guy who looks like me? But hell,
Sam here cun tell ya.”
“That’s me, Sam, short for Samantha. I’d trust my little ones to go up
in a plane with him, even though he don’t know nuthin bout flyin, he’s that
sweet.”
So we did it. He had a pretty big rowboat, deep, too, and he gave us
each a seat, on opposite ends from him, plopping himself down in the middle, with his big can of what turned out to be fat worms, reg’lar ol’ nightcrawlers.
“Ifn ya trust me nuf to wait to it’s about dark, thus whin thall be bitin.”
So we did and they were.
“You fish a lot, I’ll bet. You catch these for yourself, or do you sell
them?” Wendell asked.
“Use ta sell em. But not much now. City put ina limit. Not worth ma
why-ull. But tas OK. Ize tired a ut.”
“But they’re good to eat?” I put in, just so I wouldn’t seem like the
surly negra gal, though why I cared I couldn’t say.
“Ah guess. I’m sort a tired a um myself, like ah say. Jes feesh fur hell
a it, whun ah do. Throw um back in so hungry folk kin get um.”
We rowed out to the middle of the lake, fish guy refusing Wendell’s
offer to help row, thank God: you can imagine how much rowing experience or competence Wendell might possess. It was dusk by then, so we
really didn’t have to wait too long to cast out.
After half an hour we’d all caught some fish, catfish. The guy had all
sorts of equipment, put a couple of the bigger fish on what he called a “line
stringer” he dipped in the water: for meals he figured Wendell and I could
prepare later. The others we let go.
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He set up not one but four lanterns and some humming electronic
things he said were mosquito “rawpellaws.” Then he unpacked some
glasses, either very dirty or made to look so by the strange light, probably
the first. Then a bottle of something demonic looking, some ice, and a
pitcher thing he dipped, I swear, into the lake. Leaning over to scoop, he
made the boat list so far to the side that Wendell and I shifted real fast to
the other, just as if we were old salts on the high seas. He then mixed the
bottled stuff with the lake sludge and divided it all up carefully into the
glasses, passing them around.
We both accepted the drinks. Whatever was in the bottle, the lake
slop had to have been worse than piss. But somehow the combination
tasted great or maybe just numbed the senses. After a while, we stopped
fishing altogether and just sat there in the boat drinking make-ya-blind
hootch and swamp water. I guess we got drunk, at least the boat owner and
I did. Wendell, maybe not. I figured that because he wasn’t laughing and
telling great jokes the way Roy and I were. His name was Roy, our great
friend who owned the really nice boat and was a master catfish hunter and
had had a real hard life just terrible but still knew a thing or two, including
the best jokes.
Next thing that happened, I think—we were singing, all of us, and
Roy was standing up in the boat, singing beautiful. I was singing, too, also
beautiful. Then Roy was in the water and the boat was rocking and I was
singing but not feeling so good. Then Wendell was in the water with Roy,
trying to get him out, I guess. I told them to watch out for crocodiles. I was
real worried about crocodiles. Then we were back on shore somehow, all
three of us. Then I was in bed and it was morning.
“Don’t move, Tyler. Here’s some coffee.”
“Uh. What time’s it?”
“It’s about eleven.”
“Hell. We gotta get to—where we going today?”
“Our plans were the swamp and the music festival, but ...”
“Did we eat anything yesterday?”
“Not really. I mean no dinner. We sort of drank it.”
“We didn’t get groceries either.”
“I snuck out this morni6ng. Good camp store, Tyler. I got some stuff,
if you’re hungry. They had fresh baked goods. Apple strudel or cobbler or
crisp stuff ...”
“God, Wendell. Stop.”
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“Feel sick?”
“No, asshole. I feel fine. You moron.”
“Sticks and stones, party girl!” and he put a cold cloth on my head.
I wanted to be mad, but all of a sudden I wasn’t, even if I had been
just a second before. I reached up and put my hand on top of his, the one
holding the cloth. I was trying to keep this from turning into a tender moment, get back to anger. Seems like I can’t hold onto a mood for more than
two seconds.
“You’ll make somebody a good wifey there, Wendy.”
Worked. He looked stung—didn’t say anything and, sure enough, I
felt guilty, then tender, then all mushy, then guilty again, and then mad at
Wendell for making me feel guilty. Stuff was moving so fast, it was gone
before I could turn it into words.
“Tyler, bitch-woman, are you hungry?”
“I don’t deserve that, Wendell.” This time I was testing him, and he
passed, A+:
“You do. Yes, you do. Oh, yes. Yes, you do.”
“So I do. Lean over here, Wendell, I want to whisper something in
your ear.”
I’m not sure what I had planned, but when he leaned over I started to
lift my head up to do something gross when here it came, a wave of nausea.
Just as well, as who knows what I might have gotten myself into.
“Sorry, Wendell. I don’t feel too great all of a sudden.” I put my head
back down, and right away felt fine again, and hungry.
Wendell seemed to guess what I thought. “Have toast first, Tyler, and
coffee. Then see how you feel. I’ll put a little jam on the toast.”
In a minute he had it all on a tray I didn’t know we had, a napkin
spread out on it, two folded napkins, big ones, probably for puke. I saw
that the crusts were cut off the toast and was so moved, for some reason.
Again, I wanted to hug him or suck on something of his, but I didn’t. He
helped me hold my head up, as if I were a stroke victim. That toast with a
little smear of strawberry preserves and the black coffee acted like a miracle injection. In five minutes my head, which I thought had been clear but
wasn’t, cleared.
An hour later we were on our way to the swamp, which had tours,
pointing out the vegetation, the abundant insect life, the visible air, the
gators which you had to take on trust—fine by me. The place had an interesting history, which was worth the price of the tour to hear, as was the
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experience of the hydroplane ride, as was the conversation with the family
from Idaho riding with us and just full of the most intelligent questions.
“I’ll bet this swamp has secrets it could reveal if it could speak, real
dark secrets,” said the clean-cut father.
“Hush now, Cliff, you’ll frighten the children.”
Hubby ignored her. “Lots of unsolved murders around here?”
The guide, who was about nine years old with a beard, wasn’t real
responsive: “Not that I know of.”
“C’mon. No bodies dropped in here, strangled lovers, drug deals gone
bad, blackmailers, voodoo killings?”
“Two little kids drowned here last summer. Twins. They’s about
seven, just foolin around. Got their feet tangled in the mangrove roots.
They’s with thur mother. By the time she got to em they’s dead.”
“That what you had in mind, Cliff?” said waspy, whispy, nervous
wife.
“Daddy, are there big snakes here, anacoodas?”
“Not in the water,” said Daddy; “they’re on the boat, under that cloth
over there.”
The kid shrieked. She/he turned to me, “Are there snakes here,
ma’am?”
“You should listen to your Daddy, hun; but no, he’s shittin you. No
snakes.”
The kid giggled, Dad grinned, Mom scowled, Wendell appeared resigned.
Wendell did strike up a conversation with the guide, who was giving
us no information, just driving the hydroplane what seemed to be too fast,
as if he wanted the tour to be over as quick as possible. Wonder why.
“You two aren’t from around here,” said the wife.
“Not Cletus, but I am,” I said. “Cletus is an exchange student from
Taiwan.”
She stared at me.
“Are you Mormons?” I asked. “Cletus has never met a Mormon.”
“As it happens, we are. Or I am. Why would you think that?”
“You are so righteous, I guess.”
“Are you mocking me?”
“Yeah.”
Daddy laughed. The kid looked amused too. Wendell kept up his
conversation with the guide-who-wasn’t-guiding. I sidled over there.
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“Judson here is a student at LSU, comes up here to expose tourists to
the wonders of the swamp,” Wendell explained.
“You don’t expose a lot, Judson,” I said, as he smiled at me, really a
pleasant- looking boy, not at all what a bigot like me would suppose a
better-than-average example of a backwoods cracker might be. But then,
this guy was an honest-to-god LSU student. I liked it that he didn’t pick
up on the “expose” line or invite us to a party, just talked nice to us and let
us go. There’s manners for you.
As we were leaving the boat and starting to separate, the wifey crept
up behind me, dug her fingernails into my shoulder, and hissed at my ear,
“I hope you burn in hell and I’m praying you will.”
I was so startled I didn’t find anything to say; I couldn’t make any
sounds.
Driving back to our campground, Wendell noticed. He kept looking
over at me as he somehow made it through the swamplands and back to
the paved roads. I just sat there like some stun-gunned cow. Finally:
“Tyler, what happened? You want to tell me?”
I didn’t think I did want to, but I did.
I figured he’d say something like, “So what?” or “You really got
her!” but Wendell was sometimes pretty good at not shutting you down.
He always was. What he said was, “That’s awful.”
“I don’t know why I’m so upset.”
“Yeah.”
“It’s like she would have killed me if she could.”
“If she didn’t have God to do it for her.”
“Right.”
That made it better, and by the time we’d changed and found a ribs
place (so-so) and made it to the music festival, I was perky again. The
festival was exactly what you’d suppose, as was the crowd, as was the heat
and humidity, as was the enthusiasm, amounting to awe, required of attendees. It struck me that the whole crowd was from hundreds of miles
away, that the forty-five-dollar fee was steep enough to keep away the locals, and that all this folk authenticity was staged for people like us. It was
fine, but an hour into it I pulled on Wendell’s arm:
“Are you enjoying this, Wendell?”
He took one look at me. “Let’s go back and read King Lear.”
And we did.
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“Tell me about this again, Tyler. Talk to me. How come Cordelia is
so cold?”
“I think that’s just modern ears. Look at those asides of hers. Goneril
and Reagan use terms we understand. Goneril loves her father more than
eyesight, which is awful considering what happens. They talk the language
of romantic love, and we’re used to it. And it can be faked and manipulated, as the two vile sisters are doing here.”
“Uh-huh.”
“You see? Look at what Cordelia says: ‘I love your Majesty according to my bond, no more nor less.’ You get that?” I really wanted him to.
“Sort of. The two other sisters fake it, which comes naturally to them
inside the same language we use. Cordelia talks—“
“From an old world, a world of pledges and bonds and fealty, it’s
called. When Lear, remember, tells her she’s untender, she responds that
she is ‘true.’ It’s like the world of knights and absolute honor. Lear wants,
as he keeps saying, all, and for a long time it seems as if he gets nothing.
He says here ‘nothing will come of nothing.’ ”
“I see. And he’s wrong. Only nothing gives him anything, right?”
“Yeah.”
It was a great evening. I even let Wendell go to bed unmolested.
Days 57, 58—Friday, Saturday—West Memphis, Arkansas
I wanted to find something out about the Robin Hood Hills murders,
so I talked Wendell into going to the courthouse in West Memphis with
me. Not like they had displays or tours of the injustice these yokels had
perpetrated on the clearly innocent suspects, but I figured we’d run into
somebody with enlightenment to dole out.
“We’re looking for information on the Robin Hood Hills murders.
You know, the West Memphis Three,” I said very politely to the woman
at the “Inquiries” desk.
“Wow!” she said, grinning.
“You get a dozen inquiries a day, I know.”
“Truly, you’re the first I know. At least while I’m on desk. Not exactly what The Chamber of Commerce, if we had one, would want to feature. Even though they’re finally out, it was awful, what happened—and
what they had to do to get released.”
“Yeah.”
“You guys writing a report or something?”
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“Just curiosity.”
“Did you belong to the group, Free the West Memphis Three?”
I couldn’t tell if she was really asking or weeding us out, so I told the
truth, always a bad idea: “We both sent a contribution, but I didn’t know
you could belong.”
“Maybe you couldn’t. I sent a contribution too, only five dollars, but
it’s awful what they did to those kids. I talked to the families too. They’re
still pretty desperate. The contributions help, but—yes, can I offer you assistance?”
She had to stop and direct a suit, a bad suit but a suit, somewhere.
“These are poor people, really poor. We mostly all are here, but these
families have nothing.”
“Could we give something direct to them?”
“How can I say this: the website managed to sneak the money directly
to the lawyers. I don’t think the families would take any. What money they
had of their own is gone, but they still hang on. You could take them a
casserole.”
“We could do that,” Wendell said, “a casserole.”
I looked at him, ready to be pissed, but I wasn’t.
“Could you draw us a map of where to take them?”
She did and we went to the grocery to buy ingredients and three super-size, casserole dishes. We only knew one casserole, rice and tomatoes
and herbs and black olives and hamburger, only this time we substituted
real small chunks of prime tenderloin.
While Wendell was cooking, I made up cards: “From Friends Who
Believe in Damien,” then “Jessie,” then “Jason.” What an unlucky name,
Damien!
I don’t want to talk much about our trip to the trailer parks where they
lived, these families, but there was somebody home at each one and they
all said the same thing: “We thank you kindly.”
“Was that a good thing to do, Wendell?”
“Not very. But the food is excellent. They probably like it that other
people, even loonies like us, are thinking of their kids. I guess we could
send some dough to the website, if it’s still operating. They’re so drained.”
“Let’s adopt a starving kid instead, you know, from one of those
agencies.”
“OK.”
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Crawling back to our campgrounds, bereft of any evening activity for
about the first time this summer, we noticed a sign for the county fair,
opening the very next day. That lifted our spirits and set us up for a night
of cribbage, reading, and dvd-watching. We’d kept enough of the steakrice-olives mixture for dinner, so we got an early start on our old folks
evening of family fun.
We read a lot of Lear, enough to get him onto the heath, then turned
to cribbage, and then to some old movies, one called “The Best Years of
Their Lives” and one “Sullivan’s Travels.” The first was so bitter and
smart it made you wonder how it ever got made, not to be snotty.
Before the second, Wendell rose to melt some butter and pop some
popcorn, refilling our sodas and straightening up. It struck me that he was
always doing that, not exactly waiting on me but sort of. I was about to say
something about what a sweet little girly maid he was, but even I’m not
that bitchy. Instead:
“Wendell, if you sat here with me on our couch thing, you suppose
you could keep your hands to yourself?”
“No.”
“You’d better.”
What was I doing? Pretty obvious, I guess.
“Sullivan’s Travels” was as sophisticated as the first movie. Hot
damn! Our grandparents weren’t as stupid as we’d supposed, as anyone
would suppose from looking at most of their movies. But I guess they’d
think the same thing looking at most of our movies. We were both laughing
at this perfect film, Wendell squirming around next to me but being careful
not to do any touching.
“Wendell, remember when I attacked you for touching me, ripped
into you?”
“No.”
“Put it on pause.”
He did.
“Wendell, remember what I was saying back then. It’s not like I
didn’t mean it, but I’m not, you know ...”
“Not what?”
“Wendell, don’t choose now to be obtuse.”
“OK, Tyler. Of course I remember. Did I touch you by accident just
then? I didn’t mean to.”
“Did you want to?”
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“Hurt you? Of course not.”
“I mean, apart from that.”
“Tyler, say it straight out.”
“Oh fuck you, Wendell, forget it.”
And he did, the prick.
I suppose he was being considerate. What I first thought was that he
kinda knew what I was getting at, but not for sure, and didn’t want to take
a chance. But I knew it wasn’t that. I knew Wendell was torturing himself
as much as I was: he’d rather explode than hurt my feelings. That sounds
sentimental, but it is true.
All I had to do was say something or take the lead in groping, but for
some reason that seemed more than I could do. Wonder why. Near as I can
tell, it was because I was worried about what Wendell would think of me.
Ridiculous, but there it was. I was like an eighth-grade boy, stealing
glances at Wendell, his bare legs flopping all around, wondering if I could
bring myself to grab his pecker or, failing that, his sweet hands.
We sat like Sunday School dweebs, watching the movie and eating
popcorn, retiring to change into jammies—separately—and saying nightynight. Shit!
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CHAPTER 23
I woke up first and studied Tyler. Shouldn’t have, but I couldn’t help
it. She was sprawled out on her bed, covers off, the top of her jammies
loose, all pulled up, and the side of her breast showing. I felt like a criminal
staring at her, but I did it anyhow. I just sat there on the edge of my bed,
looking at her like a peeping tom.
I don’t know what I expected to happen, but it did: she opened her
eyes real wide, all of a sudden. She took a second to focus on me and then
smiled real wide. It was odd to see her smile at all, let alone so big. I
couldn’t think of anything to say, didn’t move, just kept looking at her. At
least I was looking in her eyes now, not at her breast.
“Wendell, were you peeking at me?”
“Yeah.”
She laughed really nice. Was this Tyler?
“I’m sorry, Tyler. That’s sneaky.”
“It is, Wendell. Next time you want to ogle me, let me know. I want
to be awake to enjoy it. Now, let me look at you.”
My turn to laugh. Really nice of her to let me off the hook like that.
I took my shower turn first. While Tyler was doing hers, I cooked
pancakes with this funny sugar syrup Mom made: sugar and water and
vanilla, really top-grade vanilla. Just the pancakes. No meat or anything.
We’d discovered this good coffee mixture, at least coffee we could make,
adding quite a bit of cinnamon to it.
“Jesus Christ, this tastes good, Wendell. You surprised we’ve done
so well with the cooking? We hardly ever eat out anymore. You noticed
that?”
“You’re in a good mood, Tyler.”
“I feel virtuous after last night. The spirit of Jesus is rewarding me.”
“Huh?”
She looked at me like I was a moron. I thought I knew what she
meant, but wasn't sure. Tyler was getting more mysterious with every passing day.
On the way to the county fair, we saw signs for West Memphis’ own
“Freedom Fest,” which sounded like a Fourth of July thing but wasn’t. It
included a “Gumbo Off” (cook-off, I guess) which had this list of rules
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that included not only “No obscene signs” but “There will be no tolerance
for fighting.” They take their gumbo seriously here.
“How we gonna fit all this in, Tyler?”
“Got me a copy of the ‘Freedom Fest’ schedule, Wendell. How bout
we do some of the morning activities, the Flatland Hillbilly Hoedown, The
Gospel Mellowtones, and the Little Theatre selections from “South Pacific.” We’ll have to miss the banana toss, but no life is perfect. Then we
sample thirty or forty of the gumbos, then on to the Fair?”
“No barbershop quartets? I like barbershop quartets.”
“How’d you know? Yes, the champion group ‘Quick Silver’.”
“And we can do all this?”
“All this and more.”
The crowd that turned out for Freedom Fest was nearly outnumbered
by the attractions. At least there were more spectators the performers, but
not by much, especially when the Little Theatre did their rendition of
“There Is Nothing Like a Dame!” The music was as horrible as I’ve ever
heard, not only the sexist song but the singing, so bad it was funny, though
painful, too. I was agonized, trying not to laugh and irritate the people
around us, who didn’t seem all that friendly.
I guess I did laugh, finally, or Tyler did. I couldn’t tell, as we were
both snorting. It was during some gospel sing, which wasn’t even close to
as bad as The Little Theatre, but we had our guffawing all bottled up from
that and just leaked it out. A woman standing catty-cornered turned and
glared at us, really at Tyler:
“Hsssstt. Shut your rude mouth, now!”
“Or?” Tyler snapped, not all that soft. As this developed, I steeled
myself to side with Tyler no matter how many hillbillies attacked. I’d
learned my lesson.
By then the gospel choir had stopped howling, so the woman could
really let loose. She was one of those people with a real skinny top and a
huge down-below. Leaning over—she was in no danger of toppling—she
half-shrieked:
“Why done you ga back whur ya came from, you …?”
“Africa, you mean? Compton? Your plantation?”
“Nigger cunt!”
This stopped even Tyler. As she was standing there open-mouthed, a
couple of other people who’d heard all this—they could hardly help—
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moved in to block the pyramid lady from attacking and to try and sooth
Tyler.
“Oh honey, Ahm so sorry. Thass jist uncalled fur. Lady, you
shouldn’t oughta say that.”
Lady was sputtering about how Tyler should go back where she came
from, but she didn’t repeat the ‘n’ word. One of the bystanders had gone
over to a stand and came back with a cotton candy for Tyler. I figured
Tyler’d let loose now. But she didn’t: thanked the woman, gave her a
smile, and said it was OK. Tyler was beyond kind, charming really. She
said she knew some people were unbalanced in any community and that
the people of West Memphis were not bigots, by and large.
I was real glad to get out of there and on our way to the gumbo cookoff, where the only fights would be among among the drunk chefs.
It was a lot of fun. Most of the booths had free samples, many of
which were pretty good. Not all.
“This tastes like dog shit,” Tyler remarked to one of the cooks, a
scary-looking guy, which didn’t distinguish him from all the other scarylooking cooks.
The guy squinted at Tyler as if he’d like to kill her and was about to
do just that; then he leaned forward and whispered none too soft, “Shhh,
little gal. That’s air secrut ingreedunt.”
Not especially funny, but the place did have a jokey spirit. Some of
the cooks were drunk, drinking hard as they stirred, and weren’t exactly in
a competitive mood. One set was dumping in Tabasco by the pint. We
skipped that booth, though one of the cooks tried hard to foist his scorchiness on us. After three or four samples at what we thought were promising
booths, we decided to pass, partly because these drunks weren’t too clean,
some of them, were really unclean, most of them. But it was great fun.
All dangerous hilarity has to come to an end, though, so we snuck
away and beat it off to the fair. We had a little trouble finding it, but the
helpful local people finally got us there. Our problem was in understanding
their directions: “Up thar along the ridge, whar the road comes in, jist do
a left past the rise thur.”
The fair was a pretty big operation, judging by the parking lot, which
was full, even mid-afternoon. The first attraction was a set of barns, where
there were a lot of farm animals. Everything smelled horrible, though I
admit the animals were pretty, some of them, though not the sheep or the
chickens.

93

James R. Kincaid
“This smells awful, Tyler. God!”
“It’s animal do-do, Wendell. Natural. Just what God intended us to
smell.”
“Well then, fuck God.”
“Wendell, please!”
“Sorry, hun.”
“Stick that ‘hun’ up your ass. That’s only a little better than ‘fuck’.”
Just about then a funny-looking guy, one of the many funny-looking
guys collected in this barn, came up and grabbed both of us by the elbow,
spinning us toward him.
“Get your fucking hands off me!” Tyler said, and she meant it.
He paid no attention. “How’d you kids like to make ten dollars an
hour. Oh Jesus please say yes. Twelve dollars an hour. Four hours. Thirteen dollars.”
“You want us to man the cock-sucking booth?” Tyler said, staring at
the guy’s hand, which still gripped her elbow.
“Ha ha,” he said just like that. Just saying the words, like he was
reading from a book and didn’t understand. Then he squinched up his eyes
and looked like he might cry or have some kind of fit.
“Doing what?” I asked, trying to take the heat off without siding with
anybody.
“Not hard wahk, not hard at all. No rough-ridin’, no pickin’ up the
horses or runnin yer arms up their asses, nuthin like that.”
“Horses?” I said.
“Why shooooor. I wodnt stick ya with nah pigs er nuthin.”
“Doing what?” I reasonably enough asked again.
“Answerin questions, thass all. People come by, they wanna know.
Thass all.”
“Well, that’s just fine. They wanna know and we don’t know a
damned thing,” Tyler said, even more reasonably.
“Ya read it offa these cards.” And I’ll be loved by one of these very
horses if he didn’t hand us a stack of index cards, alphabetized, with a
cover card lettered very carefully, “Common Questions.”
So, what the hell, we needed the fifty-two bucks. No we didn’t, but
the job seemed interesting; and the horses, to which we were directed, their
little cubicles, turned out to be really pretty. Huge and timid, like I didn’t
have any idea they were before this, having spent little time around horses,
none.
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“Funny they seem so shy,” I said.
“They’s prey animals in nature, skittish and always ready ta run,” the
guy said, just before he took off.
That was interesting, made sense. Back in the days when wolves and
lions and stuff were after them, they learned to run, to open their nostrils
and turn their eyes back and whip their little ears around, and snort and run
like hell.
We hung around the stable, trying to talk to the boys shoveling horse
do, who didn’t want to talk to us. So we tried to pet the horses. Most didn’t
want to be petted, but a couple of them didn’t seem to mind, even responded. Easy to see why people could get attached to them, though I sure
didn’t like the smell and how big they were. They were both delicate and
gross, if that makes any sense.
The only questions we got in all the four hours were from kids, about
three sets, and they weren’t hard questions:
“What’s that grey one’s name, mister?”
“ ‘Shadow,’ ” I read off the tag; “you like that name?”
“Yeah. Who named him?
“His owner.”
“That you?”
“No. I know him, though.”
“He have any brothers or sisters?”
“The owner?”
“No-wah”—giggles—“the horse.”
Another example:
“How old is he?”
“Three,” I read from the tag.
“Fuck me!”
“What a foul mouth you have!” The kid was about ten or so.
“Fuck you, too!”
The guy showed up early to relieve us and insisted on paying us for
the full four hours.
“That was fun, Tyler.”
“You’re being sarcastic, Wendell. That’s because you lack the common touch, can’t relate to the folk. Don't ever go into politics, that's my
advice. Voters, maybe not all but in sufficient numbers, will spot your
class snobbery a mile off. Me, now, I move easily in any crowd: gallery
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openings, whorehouses, county fairs, Methodist churches, operas, bus
driver conventions."
"Cheerleader groups, student council meetings, French clubs."
Tyler grinned, I think.
We fiddled around at the Fair, even went on some rides. I was hoping
Tyler would get scared, shriek, and clutch onto me on the wildest rides;
but Tyler wasn’t a get-scared-shriek-and-clutch-you kind of girl.
It was late when we got back, so we shuffled off to bed, Tyler wearing
an old tee shirt. I did too, though I imagine she was naked underneath (I
didn’t peek) and I wasn’t.
Days 59-60—Sunday and Monday—Memphis, TN
Decided to get away from West Memphis and head over across the
river to Memphis, which hogged up all the hot attractions in the area and
what little money there was. Coming out of the campgrounds, Tyler driving, I saw this young, pleasant-looking guy with his thumb out, something
we hadn’t hardly seen all summer.
“What ya think, Wendell?”
“You kidding? No!”
“OK. I was always told it’s unsafe, but if you say so.”
And she pulled over and got me to open the side door.
“Thanks, Dude!” the guy said, right away pushing me back from the
door and putting himself half-way in. He didn’t look so young or so pleasant up close. He looked mean as hell.
“C’mon, Cal!” he said, blocking the door. I looked past him to see
this scruffy fat guy waddling toward the van. I have no idea where he came
from, must have been hiding in the bushes. Even a quick glance showed
you there was
something bad wrong with him. He was limping, but that wasn’t it; it was
more like his head didn’t seem to move in rhythm with his body. And his
head wasn’t close to the right size or shape. Wasn’t like a pin head, exactly,
more like it had been squeezed in a vice in different places, bulging out
and turning blotchy purplish-red, like a kid had colored it with the magenta
crayon. Making things worse were his eyes, little pig eyes to begin with,
but magnified by these thick glasses, coke-bottle glasses I think they’re
called.
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The first guy waited till his friend got there, like he was making sure
we didn’t pull away. Then they both got in, the first guy pushing me aside
a lot harder than he had to, to make room for the freak he was with.
They got in and just stood there, looking around and then looking at
one another.
Tyler started to pull away.
“I wish you wouldn’t start up just yet, little lady. If you don’t mind.”
The first guy said that in a real soft voice, very polite. It scared hell out of
me, like the politeness was making fun of us.
Tyler stopped and the two guys moved a little, the freak toward me
and the other guy toward Tyler, up front. They moved real slow, and the
guy backing me up toward the rear was smiling.
“OK, little lady, pull out nice and easy, if you would. Just don’t do
anything stupid. I know you wouldn’t, but just in case.”
Neither one of us had said anything, which seemed dumb. Finally,
Tyler let fly:
“We’re going where we’re going. You want to go there, OK, but shut
the hell up with this horror-movie stuff, assholes.”
“Yeah,” I said, like a moron. I did a little better, after a second: “Both
of you guys just sit down.”
The half-way normal guy turned around and came back, stood with
the freak guy. Then they both slipped by me and sat down. Then they both
started laughing.
“I’m sorry, kids. That was mean.” It was the freak guy talking, just
as if he were normal. “We do that sometime, me and my brother, which is
pretty sadistic, I guess.”
“You guess!” his brother said. “Not like we do this daily. We’ve done
it twice before, got these nice Christian families with motor homes, really
scared them shitless.”
“Literally shitless once,” said freak.
“That’s true. Faithful Christian papa, instead of defending wife, shit
himself, first started crying and then shit himself. Not like that was fun.
We shouldn’t do this.”
“You want to screw up Christians?” Tyler seemed real interested.
“Whenever we can,” said freak. “I’m cut out for that. It’s irresistible
to put on this drooly act, go up and say, ‘Wouldn ya laike ta keeus me, lick
ma bawwwwdy?’ ”
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"You get grosser than that, don't you?" I asked. I was as interested as
Tyler now. These guys talked unlike the people around here, not to be a
snob, like educated people.
The almost-normal guy looked at me and laughed. They both had nice
laughs, not at all the cackles you’d expect, or I’d expect.
“We don’t do this often. Really. Now tell me about you. First, though,
we’re just going cross the river. Our car’s in the garage there, and we
hitched over just for a meeting of the WM3 committee. You may know
about that—even more important now that the young men are out and
there’s not the same outrage to fuel help with legal fees.”
Tyler said we knew about the WM3, said we were only going as far
as Memphis too. Turns out Cal and Tom were college students, working
construction for the summer.
“We’re a little older than usual, you can probably tell,” Tom said.
“Tom stayed out of school to nurse me after my accident,” Cal said.
“We’re twins. Hard to tell us apart, isn’t it. We have trouble ourselves. If
I didn’t have this tiny mole on my arm, we might wake up some morning
and lose our bearings forever.”
It was a blunt joke, if that’s what it was; but I suppose it helped him
get by.
“You kids ought not to pick up hitchers, though, you idiots!” Cal
added.
“Why not?” Tyler said; “you two are OK.”
“You didn’t think that a few minutes ago,” said Tom; “I suppose OK
people are more common than killers; but you two don’t look like you got
guns or grenades to protect yourselves with. You both karate champs?”
“We prefer defenseless. Put ourselves into the mouth of danger, find
rich excitement and make each day a vital, tempt-death adventure.” Tyler
did that look away from the road thing while driving. I knew she was dead
serious in what she said. It was a version, an extreme version, of what my
Mom would say.
“You kids nuts?”
“Nuts? Nuts? Why you say that? Nuts? I don’t think you oughtnt touv
say-ud that. Now, you the ones in danger,” I said, though I knew they
didn’t believe me. In fact, they ignored me, apart from quick grins sent my
way just to be polite.
“So, how old you kids? You in college, too?”
“I am,” Tyler said; “my brother is starting high school next year.”
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“You both about twelve?”
“Yeah? You think so? We’ll show you our body hair, prove it.” Tyler
could shock me still, and she sure as shit shocked these guys.
“You’re one rough talker. Anyhow, what you been doing? We told
you our life story; only fair you tell us yours.”
“Go to it, Wendell,” said Tyler.
So I did, more or less.
“You must have the world’s best parents. I never heard of that kind
of thing. Like you say, two centuries ago. You guys know what extraordinary luck you have?”
“Yeah, we get it,” Tyler interrupted. “It’s all Wendell’s, not mine.”
“Wendell’s the one with the great parents. But yours must be in it,
too.”
“They just wanna do what advanced whities do, ya know. They’re
pretty insecure darkies. Wendell’s Mom is the best person ever. She has
imagination and nerve.”
“And her son does, too, right?” said freak, misreading us entirely.
I didn’t want to put Tyler on the spot, and I didn’t want to hear her
deny, so I jumped in: “Not a bit.”
Tyler kept driving, looking straight ahead.
Silence.
Finally Tyler said, “You can probably tell a lot about us from Wendell’s babble. But he’s nothing at all like what you at first think he is.”
That oiled the conversation machine not at all, though I felt so good
at what she’d said that I didn’t care if there was another silence, an awkward one, which there was.
Tyler finally had mercy: “You guys want to show us Memphis? I
mean, will you show us Memphis?”
They looked at one another, then Tom said, “We got a lot to do, kids,
but thanks. Maybe we could go to Graceland with you, if you had that in
your plans. Haven’t been there, if you can believe it, and we’ve wanted to.
It’s Elvis’ house, you know.”
We did know, and a trip sounded OK, though I think Tyler had in
mind some hidden treasures of the town, not an obvious spot. This was
like somebody from Buffalo showing you Niagara Falls, which you’d
know about on your own.
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Graceland! Not like we wouldn’t end up going there anyhow, but why
with them? Guess they didn’t like us after all, miserable snobs.
What a terrific time we had. Something about the place, the ghastly
furniture and the unaffected desire for comfort, designed for mashed potatoes taste. The house wasn’t all that big and it was as genuine a place as
I’d ever seen. Here’s a guy could have lived anywhere, bought himself
fifty houses, and he stayed where he started so he could build a place that’d
be what he wanted, he and his friends and his pretty, underage wife. Even
the excess was confined to what a person who knew poverty would want:
constrained, indulgent in small things, indifferent to anybody’s opinion. I
guess what I felt was that there wasn’t anything protected about Elvis’s
home. I got that last from Wendell.
“Wendell, isn’t this sweet?”
“I was just thinking that. It’s just what he wanted and what he figured
his friends would want.”
“Yeah, he didn’t give a damn what people thought.”
“You know, Tyler, my guess is it was more that he just was kind. He
wasn’t doing all this to prove anything, like he was saying ‘hell with you.’
He just did it because he could, not because he was arrogant or showing
off.”
“That’s a good point. It is the feeling you get here. Me and you do.”
“Yeah.”
“I suppose a lot of people hate it.”
“That’s too bad. But tons of people love it. Look there.”
There were these notes to Elvis on the gravesite, easy to make fun of,
but why? They were from people who wanted to thank him, mostly. Once
you stopped being shitty, they brought tears to your eyes. This place
robbed you of your defenses. “I hope you are happy where you are. You’ve
made millions of us happy where we are.”
Our hitch-hiker friends had separated themselves from us during the
tour, maintaining nodding and waving contact. When we finished, them
before us, we vowed to keep in touch, which we had no reason to do and
for sure wouldn’t. I think they’d decided we were weird to the point of
being dangerous. There’s a sweet role reversal for you.
“Glad to be rid of them, Wendell.”
“Me, too. I don’t think they liked us much.”
“We scared them. Wendell, I’m really sorry I picked them up. Turned
out OK, but that was stupid. I’m really sorry.”
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He looked at me like he was, I don’t know, scared. “Tyler, you’ve
started apologizing all the time. You don’t need to.”
“I do not do that. Do I?”
“I think I’m being judgmental, so you think you need to apologize.
You don’t.”
This struck me as funny, all of a sudden. “Ain’t this a peculiar conversation, Wendell? Can you imagine? I mean, did you ever think we’d be
talking about stuff like this? And we do it a lot, don’t we?”
He looked at me as if he were checking something: “I know. I’ve
never talked to anybody like this, Tyler, not even close. I just don’t want
you to think I suppose that means anything. I know it’s just because we’ve
spent so much time together.”
Hell! I couldn’t let this go that way—again. Maybe it was Elvis,
reaching from beyond the grave to soften me up. “Wendell, it’s not just
cause we’ve been together a lot. You said that before, and I disagree. People might be together a lot and hate each other or run out of things to talk
about. With us, it’s almost like the opposite.”
That was saying a lot, though I could have been clearer and wanted
to be, but clearer was maybe not fair—to Wendell. He was easy to talk to
and I trusted him like I’d never trusted anybody. He was beyond smart,
pretty and generous, but that was as far as it went—I guess. Saying more
because I was warm and fuzzy would be lousy.
We hustled off to the grocery store to shop for our Memphis stay. It
was a huge grocery but not very up-scale, probably because this town
wasn’t a big cut above West Memphis, mostly stocked with poor people.
We got a bunch of raw material—rice and beans, tomatoes, broccoli, lettuce. and wee little corn on the cobs. They had big bins full of cheap light
rubber balls, the size of volleyballs. Wendell slid one out and kicked it
toward me. Before long, we were bouncing two of them, a soccer game in
the aisles. Instead of being pissed, a couple of stockers, first checking to
see if the bosses were watching, joined in. Then three little kids, then some
parents, then what must have been a boss.
It didn’t last all that long, but it was a pure moment, a pure Wendell
moment. It ended when one of the balls knocked over a display of glasses
and broke a couple.
“Oh damn. We’ll pay!” Wendell said, grabbing the arm of one of the
stockers.
“No sir, oh no. It was an accident, and besides, I was playing, too.”

101

James R. Kincaid
“You’ll be docked, though,” he said, still holding onto the kid, who
looked even younger than us.
“Oh no. sir,” he said, but he was lying.
Time for me to take over. Did I mention that the kid was a member
of my very own racial group? “Look kid, Wendell here, the white dude,
he’s loaded. Let him pay. He’ll feel bad if you don’t. Do him a favor and
let him pay. You know how white folks are, want to do their little bit to
make up for slavery.”
The kid looked at me like he was reading a script—“he looks at her
with suspicion”—but then grinned this real pretty grin. “Yes, ma’am.”
So we took our stuff back to our rolling home, stocked it, had an afternoon Manhattan, which we never did. I don’t know whose idea it was,
but we were both feeling good and it seemed OK to do it.
Then we walked downtown, thought we’d get us an early dinner, ribs
and good tasting this time, and then listen to street music, for free, just
drop a buck in a hat.
We were there for hours, nothing special happening, just wandering
around and listening, circling. I found myself leaning into Wendell. For
once, it wasn’t lust, though it might have been, low-grade. It was more the
way I would hold onto Martin or fit my body to his, for the warmth and
because I wanted to be with him and for him to know that. I guess that’s
the way it was with Wendell, and maybe the cozy stuff was a nice substitute, a signal that this was all there was to it, just buddiness. A signal to
whom?
Saw a poster for a mass rally of “The Promise Keepers,” along with
some literature that made it as attractive as a nail hammered in the head.
The come-on lit was an artful combination of the sentimental and the hardtesticled, the macho and the homo.
I formed a plan right away, though I figured it’d take some work to
get Wendell to agree. I’d save that for the morning, while we were in The
Civil Rights Museum and I had Wendell all softened up with white guilt.
We went back and played cribbage, listened to some of Wendell’s
great ragtime music, and read more of King Lear. Funny how slow we
were going through the play, reading for five minutes and talking about it
for twenty.
“ ‘Out vile jelly. Where is thy luster now?’ ”
“ ‘All dark and comfortless. Where is my son Edmund?’ ”
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“Why does Gloucester ask right away for the wrong son? Tyler, this
is so awful, this ripping out his eyes. I guess he is blinded like Lear, wants
to reconcile. That it?”
“I think so. He turns the wrong way, the way Lear had, and pretty
soon here comes dear sweet Edgar to lead him—almost to his death and
back again. Look at what Reagan says when Gloucester calls so piteously
for Edmund: ‘Thou call’st on him that hateth thee. It was he that made
overtures of thy treason to us.’ ”
“Chose the wrong son, the way Lear—I got it. And he sees that?”
“Yeah, now that he is blind, he does. Look—Gloucester sees all right
away and takes the wrong on himself: ‘O my follies. Then Edgar was
abused. Kind gods, forgive me that, and prosper him.’ ”
“ ‘O my follies.’ God, Tyler.”
“That’s wisdom, huh? Out of all this unspeakable misery comes selfknowledge which then turns to pleas for forgiveness. And that lovely line,
Wendell: ‘Then Edgar was abused.’ He gets to where Lear is.”
“And these two old men, Tyler; one blind and one mad, try to make
amends, only to find that the wronged child turns to them, somehow knows
what has happened, shows up like an angel or something, forgiving the
one who forgives.”
“An angel?”
“Sort of.”
“I guess you’re right. Something more pagan, right Wendell? Instruments of an appeased fate. As soon as Gloucester and Lear rip themselves
apart, find wisdom, the true child turns up as if all the gods now were on
the right side, magically. Makes us think the world has readjusted itself,
become benign.”
“For a second it does, it has, Tyler.”
“But not for long.”
“Yeah, but for that moment ...”
“You’re right.”
Other kids would have been having drug bouts, fucking twelve times
a day, while dweeb us were having English classes every night. Next on
our list: computer chess?
It got so late, we decided to turn in, as my field-hand parents said,
despite my helpful corrections. I went in first to change, while Wendell
made up the beds. I was hoping to come out fast, catch him changing.
Didn’t work. He went into the bathroom and was gone about three hours,
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fifteen minutes, and came out already changed. He looked so pretty, with
his just-brushed shaggy hair coming down past his shoulders and his teeshirt. As he bent over to adjust his pillows, his shirt rode up and I could
see up his thighs, not quite far enough to know if he were bare-assed. I was
set to drop something on the floor when he made some flish-flash move
and was, fuck it all, under the covers.
“Good-night, Tyler.”
"Good-night, my pretty friend.” As soon as I said it, I regretted it.
“Pretty friend.” Either word by itself might have been taken as casual. Put
together, they said too much, promised things to Wendell I didn’t have it
in me to deliver. And what a conceited thing to say, though I never doubted
what Wendell felt. He was way more clear about that than me, way more
honest—a better person, like I’ve been saying all along.
Next morning I woke up early and started breakfast, an imitation of
one of Wendell’s omelets with the little bitty cubes of ham and thirty other
ingredients. I got it all set, going pretty slow, as I kept one eye on Wendell,
wondering if he’d wake up or, even better, roll over and throw off the covers. I kept telling myself I could rip his covers off in the name of play and
get away with it. Finally I believed it enough to do it.
“Wake up golden boy!” I pulled his covers all the way off, leaving
him curled up and defenseless, still with the tee shirt draping his sweety
parts, though. But I am a resourceful girl, so I jumped on him and wrestled
his legs up sort of over his head. That’d do it, I figured, and it did, his ass
now exposed, wiggling there but not trying to get itself hidden. He didn’t
force his legs down, but rolled on his side, pinning me under his shoulder,
half-on and half-off the bed. His one hand was free and he started stroking
my neck. I should have moved away, but instead slipped my hand around
and started rubbing his bare back. Neither of us did anything more, but we
stayed there, pressed against one another, stroking softly. It was some
time, I have no idea how long, before I started feeling uncomfortable, my
half-off-the-bed part starting to protest.
“Wendell, my shoulder’s going to break if I don’t move.”
He giggled. “OK. But I never woke up so nice before.”
“Ah, Wendell. Your mother woke you up with hugs.”
“Tongue in my ear. Fingers running down over my ...”
“God, Wendell!”
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He giggled again. Made me want to move toward him, rather than off
the bed. But I didn’t. And I was glad later I hadn’t. I knew at the time I’d
be glad later that I hadn’t. That’s why I moved. But I wasn’t all that glad.
We got to the museum without me getting impregnated, something
of a victory. What a place it is! All interactive and fine. Great pictures and
sound, Rosa Parks’s bus, and it winds round to the Lorraine Motel, where
Dr. King was murdered. Several people touring just ahead of us were crying, which made it a good time to spring my plan.
“Wendell, you do me a favor?”
“OK. Isn’t this place something?”
“Sure is. Promise?”
“OK. What is it?”
“Promise?”
“No, won’t do it.”
“Asshole!”
“OK. You talked me into it. Whatcha want?”
“Take me to the Promise Keepers rally. I know it’s men only. Straight
men, too. But I’ll wear your clothes and pass as a boy and we’ll go.”
“OK.”
“Really? You don’t mind? I thought you would.”
“I’d do a whole lot more than that for you, Tyler.”
“Don’t be sappy, Wendell. I just want you to lend me some clothes
and treat me like one of your rough-and-ready buds for the rally.”
“Yep. Sure."
And he did, and I congratulated myself, silently, for not requesting a
set of his undies—not that I didn’t consider it. One embarrassing thing was
that his jeans were just a smooch away from being too small. The baggy
shirt was fine.
"You don't look much like a boy, Tyler. Even the cap doesn't help.
You're way too pretty, great features and that perfect mouth. Little bitty
ears, great whonking eyes. Way too pretty. God you're pretty, Tyler."
"So're you, Wendell. They'll take us as brother and sister."
Maybe so. Sure welcomed us right into the stadium, along with a lot
of others, though not a full house. About thirty-five people told me how
welcome I was and how committed these Promise Keepers were to ecumenical, no-racism policies, reflecting the word of the “inerrant” Bible.
Nobody thought I was a girl, I guess, though I got enough questioning
stares to make me doubt their top-to-bottom commitment to end racism—
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also some ass-pats which made me doubt their wholehearted opposition to
the gay life.
“Wendell, people grabbing at you?”
“A little.”
“I thought this was a hive of macho power boys, hugging each other
but all hands above the waist.”
“Duh, Tyler. Why you suppose they hate women so.”
“Why, Wendell. You read their literature. They lovvvve women and
honnnnurr thum. And there’s a women’s auxiliary that numbers over
twenty members and testifies to how their renewed husbands are now able
to take a leadership role in the household and perform in the sack.”
“How could I have missed that? But you’re wrong about the outreach
to women. I asked a guy at the literature booth how come no women. Must
have been while you were off tempting those promise keepers to break
theirs. He gave me a FAQ page explaining it all. It’s complicated and also
important, so I should read right from it, which will guarantee accuracy
and guard against your usual misunderstandings. Ready?”
“Oh yes, I am.”
“I hope so but am doubtful. Here goes: ‘From 2009-2011 Promise
Keepers broadened its mission to include a place for women, and some
young adults, at its events. For 2012 and onward, Promise Keepers have
re-focussed its conferences for men. We have found that men tend to be
more open to God’s presence when they are with other men. There is
something unique about the all-male environment that sets men free to
drop the normal posturing and humble themselves in Jesus Christ, committing to new beginnings.”
“ ‘Sets men free!’ Goddamn, Wendell—free at last! Thank God Almighty you is free at last—free of womens.”
“What a dream. I can drop that normal posturing and humble myself.”
“You do badly need some humbling, Mister Man.”
“Yeah. Oh, and Tyler, here’s the kicker, as my mom says, ‘At the
heart of our ministry is the belief that historically men have consistently
had problems living up to the role to which God has called them.’ Guess
what that role is.”
“Head honchos in the church, in the community, in the home, right,
man?”
“You betcha, starting in the home, woman!”
“Shhhh, asshole. They find I’m a woman, they’ll rip me to shreds.”
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“Well, I ain’t apologizing. You told me not to, ever, so I ain’t.”
“I liked you better when you were performing the role of Mr. Sorry
Man. Anyways, I got my own FAQ from a protester outside, the group you
spat upon on your way to this celebration of testicle-beauty.”
“And?”
“Fifteen percent of these bozos are Democrats. Half had inadequate
fathers, or that’s how they describe them. Ninety percent attend church,
not synagogues or Wicca woodland ceremonies or Buddhist temples, at
least once weekly; ninety-two percent contribute to their church, they say;
more than half have at least a bachelor’s degree.”
“That last one is scary. How could they be so stupid and have gone
to college, any college, even old Oral Roberts.”
“Wendell, Promise Keepers are tolerant. You are intolerant. Listen to
the speaker there. He’s a brother, too.”
“The only one I see here. Is that Clarence Thomas?”
Wendell did something I might do. He turned to this goofy looking
guy next to him: “Is that Clarence Thomas speaking?”
“No it isn’t, dear dear friend,” said the teary-eyed doofus, who proceeded to hug Wendell, embrace him in Christian zeal.
“I think it’s Clarence Thomas,” Wendell went on, when he finally
wiggled free.
“I love you,” said the weeper. Maybe he had allergies. The air was
thick with all kinds of floating pollen shit.
“I love you, too,” Wendell said, “but are you sure that isn’t Clarence
Thomas?”
The guy hugged him again, less ardently: “I assure you it isn’t Clarence Thomas, not that he wouldn’t be welcome. Why do you think it is,
little friend?”
“I thought, big friend, he was the only reactionary black guy in the
country, and there does seem to be only one black guy here, aside from my
friend, Ty—son.”
“You know—what’s your name, dear friend?”
“Wen—bran.” Wendell had no facility at the special talent of making
up fake names on the spot, though he was surprisingly quick in other areas
of the lying game.
“Wenbran, I think we have a lot of work to do to spread the word to
our black comrades, welcoming our brothers in Christ and in the bond of
released and resurrected masculine pride and responsibility. Not that we
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don’t welcome them now, but you know the media. Still, Wenbran and
Tyson, we are working on it, working hard and praying.”
“Maybe if we didn’t embrace so many right-wing causes, what’s your
name, dear friend?”
“Al.”
“Maybe, Al,” Wendell said,, “ if our politics weren’t so close to those
of the Klan, we’d have a better message for our black comrades.”
“I don’t know how you got so misinformed, Wenbran, but I can assure you that we have no politics at all. We stand for Christ and for our
seven beliefs, simply scriptural beliefs, fundamental ones.”
I couldn’t recognize my Wendell in all this, but it did seem clear that
Al’s tears were about to turn to punches. He was getting red in his neck
and the top of his bald head, and I noticed him starting to quiver in bad
places, like his fists.
“My friend here’s just yanking your chain,” I said. “He doesn’t mean
anything.”
Al wasn’t mollified, turned on me with all the fury of a redirected
sewer stream; but I guess he had enough presence of mind not to start a
fight with one of the three ten-thousandth of a percent of the group which
might be black. He took a deep breath, like he was consulting an angermanagement guide, looked toward the sky, took another deep breath, then
turned away. Good for me.
Then I looked at Wendell. Holy shit. I’d never seen him look like
that, mad maybe or disgusted or hurt or incredulous or all of them.
“Let’s get out of here,” he said, real cold. This wasn’t Wendell.
He didn’t wait for me to agree but just started up the aisle.
I had to take two steps at a time and then only caught him on the ramp
going down: “Mr. Masterful Promise Keeper, you dragging yer woomun
back home now?”
He just looked over at me, real cold. Then it hit me.
“Oh, damn, Wendell, I see. Oh, hell.”
“You see? What do you see?”
“Wait, Wendell, don’t move so fast. Please.”
He did slow down some, but he didn’t stop.
“I know you’re pissed, Wendell. Please just stop a second.”
He did. But by then we were right at the exit, a dumb place to have a
good conversation, which is what we needed.
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“Let me buy you a Manhattan, or make you one, even better. Please,
let’s go back to our campground and I’ll make you a Manhattan. Please.”
I really thought he’d cave in and giggle and we’d go to a restaurant
or a bar or something and it’d be over without me getting pins shoved
under my nails and razor blades up my nose. He just nodded. I think he
nodded. Jesus. This was not Wendell.
We drove back in silence, me driving, not that I wanted, but Wendell
went into the back, messing around with something. Didn’t even sit with
me.
Finally I parked our giant, got out and plugged in and hooked up, then
ran over to the camp store, about twenty yards away, got some crackers
and chips and salsa and three tomatoes, and some ice. Came back and made
some crackers with smoked salmon and capers and onions and thin tomato
slices and cream cheese, about twenty of them, and a bowl of chips and
salsa, which didn’t go especially well with the other stuff, but Wendell
liked them a lot, and some little sour pickles we had, and a big pitcher of
Manhattans.
Wendell had come to the table, but he didn’t offer to help. He looked
blank, not sulky or pissed, just blank. I was scared. Jesus!
I arranged everything, including utensils we didn’t need and plates,
but no cloth napkins, only paper, since Wendell didn’t like prissing around
with cloth napkins. I figured it’d make things worse if I went first, but I
did.
“Wendell, I’m so sorry. I was trying to keep you from starting a fight,
keep you from getting slugged by that doofus. That’s no excuse. I’m
sorry.”
“Tyler, I’m so pissed.”
All of a sudden all I wanted to do was keep from crying. Maybe he
saw that. Anyways, he seemed to come alive again. His whole face
changed and it was like he was now looking at me.
He didn’t say anything and I didn’t cry. We just sat there. I guess I
was pleading with him. Be damned if I’ve ever been in a situation like this
before, thought I never would be. Finally I got some control. I didn’t, but
I thought I had to say something.
“Wendell, you know I respect you. You know that. Remember all that
you said to me.” I didn’t know for sure what I meant by that, but I was
thinking of when we had the fight back somewhere when he tried to
smooth something over.
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He didn’t say anything, but he was Wendell again.
“It just came out. I didn’t want you to get hurt. Oh, hell, I didn’t want
to have a scene. Put me in a corner and I turn into my mother. But I know
I betrayed you, Wendell. I wish I hadn’t. I’d give anything to swallow what
I said back there.”
Now he was the one looked like he might cry. But he didn’t.
“I was just thinking, Tyler. Before I knew you, I’d never have caused
that scene, never have gotten pissed at you, never made you feel bad; and
if I had, I’d been the one apologizing.”
“Yeah,” I said.
“So it’s all your fault.”
“It is,” I said.
“Jesus, Tyler.” He didn’t laugh but he smiled a little. I was so happy
to see that I was about to cry again, but I didn’t—then. He reached across
the table and put his hand on top of mine, though, and that made me want
to cry even more. I kept from doing it, a first for this shining summer,
cleansed by tears.
That was about it for the night. We watched two movies, ate our
snacks, and had Manhattans, maybe too many; but we didn’t talk a lot
more. That was OK. Wendell had let me off the hook, forgiven me. That
sounds fancy, too much like the King Lear we were reading. Wendell and
I were not about to go out on the heath and rip our clothes off. But on our
scale: we’d gotten into a bad fix and gotten out of it. Wendell had gotten
us out of it, but that wasn’t all. I’d gotten us out of it too. We’d gotten us
out of it.
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CHAPTER 24
Day 61—Tuesday—Oxford, MS
Every black gal’s dream: a trip to Mississippi! And here we went,
right into the heart of goddamned Faulkner country, Faulkner always being
my least favorite great writer, not that I knew all that much about him.
Still, all that about the battle between “white blood” and “black blood” in
the one novel I read, Light in August, made me sick. This great novelist
and a deep-down racist, not a vulgar racist but actually much worse. And
so what do we do? We up and go visit his birthplace! And it was my idea
to do it.
Tyler wanted to go to Mississippi. OK by me. I wouldn’t have suggested this swerve to the deep South, but I was real curious. I was even
more curious about myself, what had just happened. Even more than that,
I wondered what it was now between Tyler and me, not that I was idiot
enough to be sure there was anything between Tyler and me, but I guess I
did, was careful not to think too hard what it was.
“Tyler, you certain?”
“Of what, dearie? Of my choice of shorts and shirt this day? You
think they’re pretty predictable, don’t you?”
“Did you change?”
“You lousy prick! I take such care, too.”
“No you don’t.”
“Truth is, I kinda do, Wendell.”
“God, I’m sorry.”
“Gotcha!”
All this while we were cruising down toward Oxford, Miss. Down
this non-freeway thing that wasn’t going through what you’d call charming towns. I expected charming towns, old-folks-at-home plantations, now
integrated. What we got instead were shacks and little black kids in undershirts and no pants. Made you want to turn around and head back.
Just then a siren. Flashing lights right behind us. What went through
my head was some idiot congratulations: we’d gone all summer without
once getting pulled over. Lot of good that did us now.
The guy coming up to the car looked just like the sheriff in Deliverance, the guy played by James Dickey. He even had a toothpick.
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I rolled down the window, and he hauled his fat self up on the step,
so he could see in. He took a long time just looking around, especially at
Tyler, blinking real slow and breathing like he had asthma but not saying
anything.
“Should I get out, officer?” I said, like a doofus.
“Thass perfally awright, son. Jess kip comfy thar. Doan wan trouble
ya none.”
He had such a soft voice and smile. I knew he was getting ready to
beat me up and rape Tyler or vice versa, but it was hard not to smile back.
“I expect you want my license, officer?”
His smile disappeared and his voice hardened: “Wha make ya say
thayut?”
“I don’t know. That’s what they do in movies.”
Smile reappeared. “Guess tha do. Thass a goodun son. Nah, what ah
want with yas, done need no license.”
What?
“Ya two married?”
“No sir.”
“Ah, now thass a pity. Ya come down hee-ya, somewhay up Noruth
yer home I reckon, and ya come down hee-ya jist breakin the law.”
“Was I speeding, sir?”
“Ah wodden know bout thayut. Ya cayunt go round, a mixed couple,
lessen yous married. Dint ya know thayut?”
“What?” Tyler said. “That’s stupid.”
“Whass stupid, ezzakly, lil gal, the law ur me ur both?”
“Both,” Tyler said. I kept myself from trying to fix anything. This
guy was making it up as he went along, and he was going to do to us anything he wanted. There was almost no traffic on this road. What he said
next was worst of all.
“Wha ya say to jess pullin down tha lil ol dirt road over thayur, back
thar in thum woods? Ya all ud do thayut, won ya, jess as a favor ta stupid
me?”
“Fuck no!” Tyler said, in a soft voice, mocking him; it came out as
“Fa-yuk nowah.”
“Wha ya say, lil gal?”
“Fuck you, fuck you, fuck you!” Tyler didn’t raise her voice.
“Maybe yall should jes get out rye heyah.” He paused. “Lessen yud
jis rather go un yer way.”
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Then he laughed and laughed and slapped the side of my door.
“I mose sincerely ap-ol-o-gize. Ah rally do. Yall from California, ya
see, and I jis know ya figgur ya jounreyin inta a wile ol place whar all the
white folks is Klan people, Klan fucks, yud say, lil gal. Ah coon resis
playin wid ya.”
He laughed again, then apologized again, then offered us a road map
of the state, compliments of his very own self, to make up for our inconvenience. I took it.
“Tyler, you did just the right thing?”
“It wasn’t strategic, Wendell. I thought we were dead meat.”
“All the same. You got lots of guts.”
“Um.”
We went on for half an hour, not talking, listening to music Tyler
liked.
“Wendell, you think we lead a soap-opera existence, here in our rolling home?”
“You have amnesia, Tyler? You really my sister? Are you pregnant?
Am I? Do we need brain surgery?”
“I mean, all highs and lows. I thought we’d settle into a steady hum,
didn’t you?”
“I didn’t know what to expect, Tyler. Still don’t. I think you’re the
most unpredictable person around anywhere.”
“And you mean that as a compliment.”
“No, I don’t.”
“Damn. May thirty-seven diseased beggars fuck you up the ass, over
and over.”
“So long as they’re good-looking beggars—and white.”
“Wendell, don’t talk that way.”
“Sorry—you mean the race stuff.”
“No! I don’t give a shit about that. About taking it up the ass. You
know I really hate it when you are foul-mouthed. I told you.”
“OK. But ... OK.”
“But what, Wendell?”
“But, to be fair, you know, fair to me and, even more, fair to you, it
was you brought it up. Up the—with the beggars and all.”
“Oh, yeah. Well, it’s OK if I do it. You’re not supposed to smartmouth back. You’re supposed to get red and twist in your seat and writhe
around and make me want to rip your clothes off.”
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“OK.”
“I’m sorry, Wendell.”
“God, Tyler. Don’t be. I don’t mind you talking that way. You know
I don’t. We can kid each other—which means you can kid about wanting
to take my clothes off and all that.”
“Wendell, all my instincts tell me not to bring this up, but there’s
something about you makes me feel like I should.”
“OK.”
“When I say that stuff about wanting to paw you, I’m only partly
kidding.”
“God, Tyler!“
“Really, I’m not kidding at all. I think you’re so hot, Wendell, but it’s
real wrong to think that and handle you the way I do. You’re going to say,
‘Oh that’s OK, Tyler. I’m used to it!’ but because you’re used to it, doesn’t
make it OK. Makes it worse. I’m a bad person, Wendell. And that’s not
the worst thing. I’m bad to you, of all people.”
“Tyler, let me say something, since we’re on this. Not like I haven’t
noticed and not like I don’t feel the same thing for you.”
“But you control it. It’s embarrassing to say this, but I knew you felt
that way about me—lust, I guess. Stupid word, lust. You know what I
mean.”
“Yeah, and I don’t admire myself for what you call control. It’s being
a geek.”
“I don’t believe it, Wendell.”
“Well, anyhow, if you touch me and stuff, Tyler, I don’t see what’s
wrong with that. I don’t read it wrong. I ...”
“What? Go ahead.”
“Not like I think you—you know—like me a lot. That’s dumber than
that word you used, ‘lust.’ ”
“I don’t want to lie to you, Wendell. But you are the person I think
deserves to be hurt less than anybody I know. What a screwed-up sentence.”
“That’s OK. I wasn’t trying to corner you.”
“Can we …?”
“Leave it at that? Sure we can. And Tyler, I really do think it’s different with you touching me and all. It’s different the way you treat me. I
mean from anybody else, anything else in my life.”
“You aren’t surprised that I paw you, are you, Wendell?”
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“Oh sure I am, sure. No.”
“Why you conceited asshole!”
“I am conceited, Tyler. I really am. I put on this humble act; but I
really know I’m the hottest and most athletic and coolest kid in school.”
“Maybe not most athletic.”
“You know, Tyler, we talk about me three-hundred times as much as
about you.”
“I’ve told you things, Wendell, I never told anybody else. Not just
things that happened but things I feel. Even right now.”
“Yeah, but you know what I mean.”
“You’re a more intriguing person than me, Wendell.”
“Yeah, like that’s true.”
“OK. I think the reason we don’t talk about me more is that you know
I’m a psychotic bitch and anything you say might set me off.”
“Yep, that’s it.”
“Fuck yourself, pretty boy.”
“There’s the old Tyler.”
“My Jesus, you’re pretty, Wendell.”
“You’re not pretty, Tyler; you’re dead beautiful. Right now with the
sun on you that way, my God!”
“OK. Let’s talk about something else.”
“OK.”
Before long, we were hooked up in Oxford’s one and only hookup
place, or the only one we could find. This campground was maybe the
lousiest we’d run into, though it wasn’t a health hazard—probably. Funny
how nice all the campgrounds are, like I’ve said about thirteen times before, but they really aren’t at all what you’d expect. In old age, maybe
Tyler and I will do this trip again, like all the other senior people about to
die. Odd how sometimes I thought of being with Tyler off in the future. It
was a way to torture myself, for sure, as I knew we had only twelve more
days, and that was if we stayed until the very last day before school started.
And I knew Tyler and I would be together for no more than that. I knew
that. I told myself that a lot. All the same.
Oxford was a tiny place. The internet had said its population was
about twelve thousand; but I’d figured it’d really be a lot bigger with the
University of Mississippi there. I was wrong.
“What’s to do here, Tyler?”
“Leave.”
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“Serious?”
“No, we can eat, get some stuff at the bookstore for Martin.”
“Maybe they have some tee-shirts with confederate flags.”
“Pictures of James Meredith.”
“Who?”
“You’re an imbecile, Wendell.”
“You said I wasn’t.”
“Well, you are. James Meredith was the kid integrated Ol’ Miss, in
the midst of riots. When Meredith tried to enroll, the governor, Ross Barnet, met him on the front steps: ‘I must deny you admission; but I do so
politely.’ That’s it, polite monsters. There you have these cocksuckers, like
that sadistic sheriff dude.”
“I agree with you about him.”
“I knew you did. You notice we didn’t even talk about that episode?”
“No. I mean, I notice it now that you bring it up that we didn’t talk
about it—until now when you brought it up, I guess I hadn’t really—noticed. Well said, huh?”
She just smiled. “You know why we didn’t discuss it?”
“Cause we’re both cooler than shit?”
“Don’t talk dirty, Wendell. I’m serious. But it’s not because we’re
cool, since I am and you ain’t. We didn’t discuss it because we both knew
what the other person thought, which was the same thing we thought, so
there was no need.”
“Darn!”
“You don’t have to veer so far away from dirty talk, Wendell.”
“Draw me up a list of approved words, Tyler.”
“Can I put my hand down inside your pants, Wendell?”
“If I can put mine inside yours.”
She blushed. I know she did. And she looked at the ground. If it
hadn’t been for my vow to apologize, I would have. I did anyhow.
“Sorry, Tyler.”
“Thanks.”
I wasn’t sure what I was being thanked for, but I’d take it.
It was almost three o’clock, so we got some lunch at a fine place,
though I ordered catfish, for some stupid reason, as I didn’t like catfish.
“Why’d I order this, Tyler?”
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“Beats me, Wendell. You told me thirty-forty times this summer how
you hated catfish above all things. I believe you’re trying to punish yourself. It’s your disturbed unconscious doing the ordering for you.”
“Probably. Punishing me for what?”
“For being so cruel to me.”
“I think it’s for failing to fulfill my historically vital role as man of
the camper.”
“You’re letting down God and His Word, plain as day.”
“Well, there’ll be some changes made, as of now, woman! From now
on, I’m a keepin my promises and so are you!”
“Yassuh. You gonna do indecen things ri heyah, massuh?”
“Tyler!”
“You’re kind of a prude, Wendell.”
“So are you.”
“No, I’m not!”
I didn’t say anything, tried to look at her sarcastically. Maybe it
worked.
“I am. I hate it but I am.”
“If I talked about doing stuff to you, you’d hate it.”
“Yeah.”
“If I talked about your underpants the way you do mine, you’d hate
it.”
“I stopped doing that. Not that you’re not right, but I stopped doing
that.”
“I know how to make you mad, Tyler.”
“You know a million ways. Which one did you have in mind.”
“Thanks. You’re a really good person, Tyler. You really are.”
“Fuck you.”
She didn’t look mad.
We went off to explore the town, a pretty easy project, as it was about
one-tenth the size of the smallest subdivision in LA, not to be snotty. Actually, that was one advantage of being in Mississippi: snotty was OK.
“Excuse me, sir, could you tell me how to find William Faulkner’s
home?” Tyler had stopped this guy who looked old from the back but
wasn’t really a lot older than us when he turned around.
“Why shu-ah, mum. Jis fallaw the next rayud neck.”
“Damn!” Tyler said.
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The kid laughed. “This place’ll twist your mind, unless you tell yourself you found yourself here in Oxford by accident and will be driven mad
with guilt if you don’t make the most of things and go to the only place
listed by the AAA as a don’t-miss.”
“We might. We’re very conventional, me and Wendell.”
He looked at me, then back at her: “I can see that.”
“You don’t live here, do you?” I couldn’t help it.
“Kinda. I’m a student. Working here this summer, since it’s better
than going back home, which tells you a lot about home. And since you’re
anxious to know where that is: West Jefferson, Ohio, which is between
Columbus and Springfield, so that you have your choice of either hot town
for fun.”
“Columbus is worse than Oxford, Miss?” Tyler asked, a little rudely.
He just looked at her, not like he was mad. Finally, he said, “Not at
all. It’s not Columbus, which is OK, but me and my grumps. And I do have
some friends here. You mind me asking how old you guys are? Reason I
ask is my friend Jan’s having a party, she and I are, and you’re welcome
to come, if you aren’t illegal. Don’t be offended.”
I left that one for Tyler, who seemed amused: “We’re driving age—
almost—in some states. Nah, we’re sixteen.”
“Ah, damn.”
“That’s OK,” Tyler put in. “You’d get in trouble, even if we didn’t
get drunk at your party.”
“Yeah. Besides, you can’t imagine how dull college drinking parties
are. Your name’s Wendell?”
“It is. And we’ve been to one or two of those drinking parties this
summer. We have some idea what you’re talking about.
He smiled. He wasn’t good looking, but he was friendly and the sort
who you naturally like, if there is that sort and not just this nice kid. I hate
it when people say “the sort,” as if they knew all about it. I especially hate
it when I say it, since I sure don’t know all that many people or would be
able to figure out “sorts” even if I did.
“I’m real rich, though,” he said, “so let me buy you guys lunch anyhow.”
Turns out he was more or less forced here by Daddy, an alum of ol’
Miss.
“I don’t see why you couldn’t go somewhere else, John,” Tyler said,
though she wasn’t being critical, just prompting him to talk.
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“Probably you would have, Tyler. Maybe if I just had it out with the
miserable son of a bitch, he’d give in. And yes, I could go on my own,
break it off with Pop, embrace poverty, and work my way through Ohio
State, which isn’t all that cheap but not expensive, and lots of kids do that.
Many kids love it or at least have the guts to go there and grab some kind
of independence. It’s a great university. If only I were not so ...”
“It can’t be that simple, John.”
“Thanks, Wendell.”
“Listen to him, John. Wendell’s an old hand at settling on the explanation that makes him look worst. I’m breaking him of that.”
“Is she?”
“Yep,” I said.
“You guys are really interesting. I think that’s right about me. I don’t
expect it’s right about you, Wendell. You seem cool.”
I kept myself from protesting. Tyler said, “He is.” I could have burst.
“Yeah,” John said. “You guys must have had the best time ever. I
can’t imagine. I sure as shit can’t imagine having parents like you must
have.”
Tyler just nodded.
“So, John, your Dad has a hold on you?” Not too nice a thing to say,
but I figured it’d keep us off Tyler and her ferocious views of her parents.
“I guess. He’s a fucking bully, always has been. Plus he’s rich and
uses that on me—like in a Victorian novel. That sounds crude, but it’s true.
You know, the style to which I’ve become accustomed, as they say in old
movies.”
He paused but seemed like he was going to go on.
“I don’t know exactly how he holds his money over me. I don’t even
know if that’s it. Fuck him. Excuse me.”
“My dad does that with me,” Tyler said, surprising hell out of me. “I
mean, not with money, and it’s not like I don’t mouth off all the time. But
he has some kind of leash I can’t unhook.”
I wondered if she was just trying to make him feel better. I sure didn’t
believe Tyler was on a leash.
“You in the same boat, Wendell? I guess not.”
I looked over at Tyler, who winced. She still had it in her head that I
was sensitive about my absentee or dead or mythical father.
“My father’s a mystery, John. Tyler thinks I suffer from that, but I
don’t. He’s not there, anywhere, so far as I know. My mom’s not quite the
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award-winner Tyler thinks. She’s really peculiar in some ways. But she’s
OK. Well, a lot better than OK, but I’ve not been used to saying so.”
That seemed to put an end to everything. Our talk had gone down a
narrow alley that took us too deep into some kind of intimacy that made
no sense. There didn’t seem to be any way to expand sideways, and nobody wanted to back up and try another alley. So we hummed around and
got ready to leave.
John told us we’d find nothing of any interest at the Faulkner place,
which he seemed to hate. He did say there was a cool bike path and bike
rental place we could try, along with a great bookstore called Square
Books and a department store that calls itself the oldest such store in the
south, Neilson’s.
It was about one-hundred-forty degrees out, so, once we left Tom, we
decided to do the biking. Tyler’s idea.
“Maybe we can bike out into the countryside, where it’s dangerous.
You up for that, Wendell?”
“OK. I gotta tell you, Tyler, that I am not a good bike rider.”
“This isn’t a contest, Wendell. Nobody cares.”
“I mean I wobble, Tyler.”
“I’ll keep my distance.”
But she didn’t. She rode close beside me and made me nervous as
hell about bumping her, knocking her into a tree and hurting her. Sometimes I did swerve in her direction without meaning it, and she just adjusted like some Tour de France pro, jabbering away. I had trouble keeping
the conversation going, what with my careening and also the heat. I usually
didn’t sweat a lot, but now the salt was in my eyes and I could hardly see.
I couldn’t risk taking a hand off the bars to wipe my eyes, so I had to try
and wipe them on my shoulder, which didn’t work and made me quiver
even worse.
“Isn’t this fun, Wendell?”
“You kidding? I feel like one of the damned, trying to keep from hitting you or a rut and hardly able to see.”
“Yeah, but apart from that?”
We went back to the camper to change. Tyler came out of the shower
with just a towel on. I was sitting there drinking water, waiting for her,
paging back through King Lear, what we’d already read. I looked up and
she smiled at me and I thought she’d never looked so pretty.
“You taking a shower, Wendell, or going like you are?”
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“I thought I’d just sit here and look at you, Tyler. I know you hate
that, but you look so great. I’m not serious about looking at you. I mean,
not that I don’t love it, but I’m not serious about just sitting her and not
doing anything but looking at you, which is what I’d want and which is
creepy, I know.”
“You want to look at me, Wendell. Hell, I like looking at you. That’s
what we have going. We get to look at one another all we want. Lucky us.”
I knew what she was doing, finding a way to take the pressure off me,
ease us out of the stupid situation I’d created.
“OK, Tyler. Sorry.”
“No, you’re not. Wendell, it’s OK. It’s OK. You think you’re the only
one can alter, change, you conceited asshole?”
“Huh?”
“Go take a shower. I was about to strip for you but now you spoiled
the mood. So get your ass, your sweet pretty ass, into the shower. I promise
not to peek—maybe.”
I got out and she was all dressed, fussing with something in the
kitchen. I went in the back to put on clean clothes. When I turned around
to get my pants, I looked up and there was Tyler looking at me. Before I
knew it, she was there and holding me and kissing me. I put my arms
around her, and we stood there kissing. Her hands were on my butt, but I
kept mine on her shoulders and neck, moving around, but the kissing was
more than I ever dreamed.
I don’t know how long we were there, but I do know I didn’t want it
ever to end.
“Wendell, let me go?”
“That a question?”
“Oh, Wendell ...”
“I’d do anything for you, Tyler. Even that.”
“Thanks.” But she didn’t move.
Finally she did, sort of jerked away and went straight into the bathroom. She was in there a few minutes, then called out:
“Wendell, what are you wearing?”
“What I was before—underwear.”
“Get dressed. Please.”
“OK.”
“Wendell, I wonder what keeps us from—never mind.”
“I wonder too. But that’s OK.”
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“Can I come out now?”
“Just a second.”
“Make sure you’re zippered up.”
“OK now.”
She came out and right away gave me a hug and pulled away.
“Thanks, so much, Wendell. Let’s go get a big dinner and plot tomorrow
and read and not—you know.”
“OK.”
“You’re a hell of a person, Wendell. I’m the only one who knows it.
Enough of that. Dinner’s on me tonight—on my parents!”
And we ate and we came back and we read and we plotted tomorrow—New Orleans—and I’ve never felt so close to anybody ever.
Days 62-66—Wednesday to Sunday--New Orleans
We had the best time despite working our way through more really
poor towns and countryside I wouldn’t want pictures of on the wall. Tyler
knew all these road games, or maybe made them up on the spot, some of
them gross but, with Tyler, it didn’t matter. Maybe because I was horny,
hornier even than usual.
A few hours out her cell phone rang. That was unusual, hadn’t happened but once or twice all summer. We called home every few days but
they never called us, part of the agreement, though I don’t know if we’d
spelled it out or anything. Come to think of it, surprising they’d not be all
over us; but they weren’t.
I was driving but Tyler was right next to me, so I could sort of hear
what was going on, dimly, not that I would eavesdrop. She looked at me a
lot as she talked, was mostly listening. After a few minutes, she started
yelling:
“When? What did they say? Well, what did they say, for Christ’s
sake? Where? Didn’t they say? OK. But. OK. New Orleans. Yeah. Where
is he? I’ll call you. No, not when we get there. I can call and ... Yeah. Later
today. Of course I know. Yeah. Tell him I ... Never mind.”
She hung up and looked at me. “Wendell, pull over. No, don’t. OK?”
“Of course, Tyler.”
I had no idea what was up, but I knew she’d tell me when she was
ready.
“Let me make this call, Wendell.”
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Then she looked at me kind of, I don’t know, helpless: “Where can I
call for a flight to LA?”
I felt the panic bashing at me like a board being slammed into my
stomach and face. But I thought too: “Try expedia. Don’t call. Use the
net—expedia.com. They’ll check all the airlines.”
“I’m sorry, Wendell. Let me do it. I’ll explain. How long till we’re in
New Orleans?”
“I’d say three hours, Tyler. Probably.”
As she fussed with the internet, I watched her in the rear-view mirror.
She seemed calmer now, working carefully.
“Wendell, I’m so sorry to keep you in the dark. Martin’s been in an
accident. I mean, he’s been hit by a car. I need to go see him. They don’t
know how bad it is. My Dad said it wasn’t anything, told me not to come,
but I know he wanted me to. I think he’d told me if it was real bad, but I’m
not sure. I just don’t know, Wendell. I gotta get there as soon as I can.”
It seemed only a few minutes, but it was three hours, a little less,
when we parked at the airport, and Tyler was headed to security. She was
so scared, I could tell, and I felt terrible thinking only of myself, of when
she was coming back, or whether she was coming back. At least I didn’t
say anything about any of that.
She was walking fast, me right behind her; but I knew I couldn’t follow her past the bottom of the escalator. I figured she’d let me know something when she got to LA.
“Bye, Tyler.”
She turned around and looked hard at me, almost as if she’d forgotten
I was there. She ran back and threw herself at me and kissed me, really
hard. And then she was through the check point and up the escalator and
didn’t look back.
“I’ll wait here at a KOA,” I yelled after her. I don’t know if she heard.
I found a KOA and thought of a million things I wish I’d arranged
with Tyler, like when she would call or when I should call her and whether
she wanted me to come with her. I had thought of the last thing right away
but sort of knew the answer. Wasn’t like I was an old friend of the family.
I figured I should keep busy, so I didn’t. I did go out to a bookstore
and got some books from the “classics” section, just so I could start catching up to Tyler, do something useful and pass the time, not think just about
being by myself. And I went to the grocery and got some sandwich stuff
and salad and paradise iced tea mix. Then I holed up. I had my cell phone

123

James R. Kincaid
with me, but I still holed up. It seemed like I might miss her call if I went
out—like I’d go by myself into caves or something where the phone
wouldn’t work.
Mostly I just read, hour after hour.
I decided to call my mom to tell her about Martin.
“I was about to call you, honey. I just heard from Tyler, about Martin.
We had a long talk.”
“Really?” I wasn’t hurt but I did wonder a little.
“Yes, dear. She’s very worried, though the hospital lists Martin’s
condition as ‘good’ and a nurse friend there told me he’d be fine. Broken
leg and lots of bangs and scrapes. They’ll put him out, you know, with
anesthetic, to work on the leg tomorrow, but just to keep him from pain.
The leg problem is routine. He’ll be fine. Pretty groggy now, because of
the morphine. I think they have him too dopey myself, round the clock.
For one thing, it scares his parents and it scares Tyler even more. You
know, he just mumbles and goes to sleep in the middle of sentences.”
“I’m so glad.”
“You like Martin, don’t you, dear.”
“Yeah.”
“And?”
“What do you mean, Mom?”
“Nothing, dear. Tyler will be calling you when she knows anything.
I told her I’d be talking to you so not to bother, but she’s going to anyhow.”
“Mom!”
“Kidding, honey. I’m not prying now. You’ll hear from her, unless
you’d rather just talk to me and have me relay what she says.” She laughed
and laughed. I didn’t.
I didn’t hear from Tyler until Friday morning. I kept myself from
calling, certainly from calling Mom.
“Hi, Wendell.”
“Tyler! Boy, Tyler!”
“You OK, Wendell? You eating regular?”
“You kidding, Tyler?”
“No.”
“I’m fine. Tell me about Martin.”
“Oh, Wendell, I was so scared. I still am. He looks awful. You know
how he always is. But now he’s all sick. It’s scary. They do say here he’ll
be fine, the doctors do, and they did surgery this morning. I don’t know
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why they waited so long. My dad, said it was to get the very best surgeon.
Meanwhile, Martin suffers. He just sits there, lies there, and flutters his
eyes, sleeps a lot, like he’s so sick.”
She paused, so I said, “Do you want me to come?”
“Would you, Wendell? Really?”
“I’ll go to the airport right now. Should I? I will. You know that. Can
I?”
She was quiet a second. “No, don’t. My parents—hell, you know
them. They’d imagine you’d got me pregnant, you brute, or something and
get all distracted from Martin and be shitty with me and you. Stay there.”
“You sure? I could come and stay away.”
She laughed. “Wendell, you’re a thoughtful asshole, even if that is
the dumbest suggestion I ever heard. Martin might be coming around
pretty soon. I’ll call you.”
“I’ll be here.”
“What are you doing?”
“I read Jane Eyre and am most of the way through The Great
Gatsby.”
“Damn Wendell. I’ll call you. Oh, Wendell, I ... Bye, Wendell.”
“Bye, Tyler.” I was glad I hadn’t asked her when she’d call, but I also
wished I had. I wished even more I knew when she was coming back. I
tried to keep myself from asking her if she really was coming back, as we
only had a week before school started. I guess I couldn’t stand hearing
what she was bound to say.
She called the next morning, Saturday, must’ve been middle of the
night there.
“Hi, Wendell!” My heart popped into my neck, hearing her cheery
voice.
“Is Martin better?”
“He’s so much better you wouldn’t believe it. Yes, you will. Wait a
second.”
“Hi, Wendell!”
“Martin! Are you feeling all alive again?”
“Wendell! Wow! Where are you?”
“I’m in New Orleans, buddy. Now tell me, are you OK? How you
feeling?”
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“I fucked up my leg—wait—sorry, Mom—they just set my leg, Wendell. I get this cool cast and crutches, but I’ll be fine by the time you get
back.”
“I can’t wait to see you, buddy.”
“Me, too. I really—what?—OK—wait a minute—OK—Wendell, I’ll
talk to you soon. You’re my friend.”
“Yes I am, Martin.”
“Bye, Wendell.”
“Bye.” And he hung up.
Damn! I waited there for the longest time and no call. It was about 2
o’clock when the next call came.
“Hi, Wendell.”
“Tyler!”
“You still in New Orleans?”
“Yeah.”
“Finished six more books, right?”
Actually, I had finished The Great Gatsby and had been plodding
slow through A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, which is tough going. I didn’t want to talk about reading, and that’s not what she called
about, I hope.
I was so scared. I thought, really I knew, she was going to tell me
she’d just stay there in LA, what with there being no point in coming just
for a few days.
“Well, Wendell.”
“That’s OK, Tyler. I see.”
“What do you mean, Wendell? It’s OK. What’s OK?”
“I don’t know.”
“God, Wendell. So, you found a KOA, been just sitting on your fat
ass, right?”
“Yeah.”
“I can’t get a flight until the morning. Can’t come today, since I got
to run some errands for Martin, take me almost all day. Plane doesn’t get
in till tomorrow, six-twenty-three. If you pick me up I’ll take you to the
best restaurant in New Orleans. After.”
“After what?”
“We have Manhattans, of course.”
“Fuck, Tyler! That’s great.”
“Language, Wendell!”
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“Sorry.”
“Apologies, Wendell!”
“I’m so glad you’re coming back, Tyler.”
“Yeah. I want to. I’ll see you tomorrow, Wendell.”
I was at the airport a little early, four hours early. Every three minutes
I’d check the arrival screen to make sure the plane really was coming and
on time. Once the arrival time was blank and I started dithering; then it
said, “delayed”; then it said six thirty-one, not a major delay, even for a
fidgety sort like me.
The plane had to land, of course, which took a bit, plus taxiing, and
Tyler had to get off, in a real slow line, and then had to make her way
down to the baggage place, where they made me wait for her, actually at
the bottom of the escalator. There were about nine-hundred people came
down and no Tyler. She must not have come.
Then there she was. No, she wasn’t. Turned out to be a fat lady, not
even a lady but a man, and old, white too. I was so busy looking at him,
for a second I missed Tyler, tucked in behind him.
I knew I shouldn’t run at her and make a scene, but I did. She hit the
bottom of the escalator and I was on her, as she was running toward me,
too. If I wasn’t so athletic, I’d have hurt her or we’d have ended up on the
floor in a pile. As it was, I twisted a little when we collided and lifted her
up and spun her around. She picked up her feet and let me spin her. Then
I set her down and she gave me a kiss.
We did what she said, went to a great seafood restaurant, a famous
one but I forget the name. I forget it mostly because we had Manhattans.
I’d made them ahead of time and put the pitcher in the refrigerator. I think
that’s why they hit us so hard. Generally, I added ice and by the time they
were cold they were weaker. But it was such wonderful fun. Turns out this
restaurant also served us another Manhattan, which we didn’t need, then
wine, then some kind of brandy thing. Didn’t even check our IDs. They
call it The Big Easy you know. Sure is easy to drink here, probably anybody over age ten.
Of course it wasn’t even close to what it once was, beat up from the
hurricane, so that maybe only the tourist area was fixed up and even that
not all that well. Made you feel guilty, skating over all this misery. I meant
to bring that up with Tyler; but by the time it was in my mouth and about
to come out, I’d forgotten it.
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Truth is we were drunk. I guess. I know. We were both giggly and
staggery, and the next thing I knew it was the middle of the night and I had
to pee in the worst way. I was still bouncing from one wall to the other,
but I wasn’t dizzy, or didn’t realize it if I was. I found my way to the bathroom and managed to pee, and not on the walls, carefully zipped up, which
seemed to take about an hour, and then realized I had all my clothes on.
Next thing I knew I was back at the bed.
“Tyler, shgot my clozhe on. How come?”
“Glllaaaa,” she said.
She had her clothes on, too. I think we’d been in the same bed. That
was good. But when I tried to get back in her bed, I missed and ended up
in my own. I knew that because that’s where I found myself early next
morning, not early, a little before noon.
Days 67-68—Monday, Tuesday—More New Orleans
That was a mistake, drinking so much. Wendell didn’t look so bad,
though he’d looked better; but I felt like I’d been dragged through a shit
field behind a tractor, face down and mouth open.
Wendell was up fussing around in the kitchen, doing something nauseating, or maybe I was nauseated all on my own. I made it to the bathroom
in time, staggered back, and felt a lot better. I sat on the edge of the bed
for a minute, then got to a chair. Wendell came over with what I thought
was food, the ass, but it was a wet cloth, cold, he put on my head. Worked.
Either that or having just puked.
“Don’t you feel like I do, Wendell?”
“A little better. Must be a little better. Not great exactly.”
“Let’s watch television.”
“Suits me. Ought to be good stuff, Monday afternoon.”
We watched soaps. They got more entertaining as the afternoon wore
on. Wendell made us some chicken soup out of a pouch, and got us saltines
from the camp store. It tasted so good.
By evening, I was fine. Not so fine I wanted more Manhattans, but
ready for a night on the town, a mild night on the town.
They had a street fair going on, not exactly in the French Quarter.
Exactly where it was was in a parking lot, a huge one, in front of the biggest ninety-nine-cent store ever. You could see it from the KOA, so we
walked over, figuring we’d look at it and then go find major made-justfor-us stuff in that famous tourist area. It was so nice out and smelled so
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sweet it made me wanna go back to dear ol Dixie, there’s whar ma heart
is da da pixie, so hush ma mouth and bite ma bottum, I love this heyah
land o cotton.
“Hey Wendell, I gotta song.”
“We haven’t sung in quite a while. What is it?”
“I mean, I made one up.”
“Belt it out, chocolate babe!”
“Watch it bleach-boy, but OK, here it goes:
Ohhhhhh, I wanna go back to dear ol’ Dixie,
There’s whayur ma heart beats like a pixie,
So hush ma mouth and bite ma bottum
Jes take me back to da land o cotton.”
“Let’s copyright it, Tyler.”
“Let’s us copyright it? What’d you contribute?
“A second verse. Give me a minute.”
He squinched up his face, beat both of his hands against his head.
Made me want to get my body on him, but most everything did that since
I’d been back. My Mom kept asking me why I’d come back, when there
were only a few days, before school started. For once, old Papa seemed
somehow to understand, saying stuff like, ‘Oh hell, let her go. If it’s a good
experience, it’s a good experience. Let her finish what she started.” None
of it made a lot of sense, but he maybe knew more about me than I knew
about myself. I was sure I wanted to come back, I was sure I would come
back if I had to hold up a 7-ll to get the plane fare, but I didn’t exactly
know why. Maybe Dad really knew. I guess I really knew, too. Anyways,
here I was.
Finally, here came Wendell:
Jes let me see my dear ol Mammy
Fore she dies and joins ol Sammy,
Down in the swamp’s where I wanna be,
With mud and gators right up to ma knee.
“Good, Wendell.”
“That’s not all.” And it wasn’t:
There’s jes no spot that’s like the South,
So pick ma nose and hush ma mouth
I miss them grits and greens and hominy,
And I dearly love my sweet old Mominy.
“I hope there’s a chorus.”
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“Maybe we should keep it clean and—what’s that word?”
“Stupid?”
“Well, no, Tyler. The word I want is something like ‘skinny,’ you
know, all clean and sliced down, only for a song or a story. It’s clean and
... What?”
“Spare.”
“No, that’s not it.” Then he giggled. “Gotcha.”
By this time we were at the street fair. There were a few rides, costing
a quarter, and there were two big inflated things, one a big bouncy tent and
one a long slide. They cost a dime. Hot dogs were twenty cents, cokes were
a dime. Not a lot of people there, but those that were seemed to be having
a good time, the kids especially. I don’t know if I’ve ever seen kids that
were so obviously poor. The adults, too, but it was like the kids were wearing signs. They’d been scrubbed, I’d guess, and dressed up, but somehow
that made it clearer. The clothes on the little kids were too big, those on
the middle-sized kids too little. There were patches on jeans. It was a little
like pictures from the Depression. Most of the kids were black, not all. I
expect it was the New South: you make people poor enough and color
matters less. Just as I was thinking that, Wendell said it.
“Tyler, you think these people are so poor, they don’t think of race?
Look at those kids.”
“Yes. We made sure of that, the poverty. After that hurricane, we let
em know how much we cared about poor people, black and white.”
“Mostly black, Tyler.”
“Yeah.”
“God, Tyler, you know what?”
“Yeah.”
“Let’s do something.”
“OK.”
Funny how he knew. We were thinking together.
“I got an idea, Tyler.”
“Me, too.”
Ended up we concocted this wild plan, some from me and some from
him. It was pure Wendell, a pure Wendell plan, somehow inside me now.
First, we went into the ninety-nine-cent store to round up supplies.
“Do you have poster board or something to make a sign? Also markers?”
“Yass suh. Aisle six. Get em both theyuh.”
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“Are you people putting on the fair?”
“Ouwah manguh is. Yayus. We all help. Cookin and settin things up.”
“That’s really nice.”
“Yes, ma’am. He’s a very nice mayun.”
We got these posters made, didn’t spend too much time on them as
we didn’t want everybody leaving before we were ready. They were pretty
good. Wendell had minimal art talent, but he was neat in a fussy way, and
I had remarkable skill, despite having had no training apart from lousy
twice-a-week, regular-old school classes.
The signs colorfully, professionally advertised a Talent Contest,
“Ages Six (or Under) to Twelve (or Older).” That little howler was Wendell’s original idea. I admit I liked it excessively. The signs also said any
sort of talent would do, in any field, that the first prize was fifty dollars,
and that the first twelve entrants would be accepted for the contest, no
more, probably. The Ninety-Nine-cent store people helped us rig up a kind
of curtain thing between two poles and set up the signs for us around the
Fair. While they were busy doing that, Wendell getting in the way, I ran
to the ATM they told me about and, using both our cards, got eight-hundred dollars in twenties. Which we’d need, at least that much.
Our first problem was that the kids lining up, most of them but not
all, kind of reluctant but giggled into it by their parents, numbered not
twelve, not thirteen, but fourteen. OK, so we stretch that.
“Ladies and Gentlemen! Without further ado, our first contestant, LaTessha, who will—what do you do, LaTeesha—LaTessha will sing for
us.”
And she did. Followed by a kid doing impressions, two dancers of
sorts, a baton twirler who didn’t have a baton so used a stick, a kid doing
cartwheels real poorly, a kid who could touch his nose with his tongue, a
little girl whose talent seemed to be pulling her dress up over her head, a
boy who refused to do anything at all, a whistler who couldn’t, an earwiggler who was very good at it, and three other singers.
“The judges will now confer so they can decide.” Wendell proclaimed, about as hammy in his cornball voice as one could be. (It was me
did the opening announcement and introduced exactly half the acts—equal
opportunity make-an-ass-of-yourself.)
All the kids were standing there, hopping from one foot to the other,
even the little kids. We had planned to make a fake announcement, saying

131

James R. Kincaid
nobody was good enough, so there wouldn’t be a prize. But neither of us
could bring ourself to do that.
So, Wendell let me make the announcement.
First: “Wendell, run inside and get some change for some of the twenties. We got fifty-dollar prizes and only ...” He was back in less time than
it possibly could have taken.
“Ladies and Gentlemen. The Judges have been unable to pick a single
winner because everybody was so good. So—everybody gets the prize.”
The kids were cheering and yelling. The parents seemed not to believe it until we lined the kids up and handed out the cash. What got me
was that none of the parents, or whatever they were, took the money from
the kids, even the little kids. I kind of wished we’d got all fives so it would
seem like more, but this worked just fine.
“Scuse me, please. I want to thank you so much, so very much. May
I ask you, without being rude I hope, how you did this?”
It was a small, beat-up looking woman, standing there, ringed by her
kids and, I noticed, all the other parents, too. I didn’t know what to say.
Unlikely as it seems, I looked to Wendell for help.
“Well, ma’am, we’re kind of worthless rich kids from California and
we’ve had such a fine time here in this city and all across the country,
especially with kids, we thought we’d do a little pay-back, have some fun
and maybe make them happy.”
“You sure did that, you sure did,” said the woman, smiling a big
cracked smile.
They all added lots of kind words, and the kids all thanked us, shaking
hands and one of them crying, probably just nervous. The little boy who
couldn’t whistle gave Wendell a big hug and tried to shake my hand, but I
overpowered him. He giggled and said, “Ah doan think you are worthless,
ma’am.”
To avoid more embarrassment, we beat it back through the nice night
air to the KOA and settled in like the old camper louts we were. More
games, more singing to the karaoke machine and Wendell on keyboard.
Then back to Lear and the scene where Cordelia, forsaken and banished,
tends her old half-dead father. Lear recognizes her finally and is overwhelmed:
If you have poison for me, I will drink it.
I know you do not love me; for your sisters
Have (as I do remember) done me wrong.
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You have some cause; they have not.
And Cordelia just says, “No cause, no cause.”
Wendell was reading Cordelia and he did that line with a tremble, not
trying to act but, I guess, feeling part of the power of her forgiveness. I
said so.
“I don’t think it’s forgiveness, Tyler. I think it’s what you said before
about fealty. I remember that because it was so smart, I thought. Cordelia
lives outside that sort of way of thinking, she just does. She just isn’t where
the rest of us are, with the ‘you did this and therefore you deserve that.’ ”
Wendell was real excited. I was kind of slack-jawed, he seemed so
right.
“I see, Wendell. She’s outside causality.”
“You were the one said it, told me.”
“You were the one—it doesn’t matter. ‘No cause, no cause’: sort of
puts her and her father in another world, like you say. Things like loyalty
are there not because of anything. They just are. I’m repeating what you
said before, only said it better. No cause for anything. No cause, no cause.”
“I see, Tyler.”
“Damn it, asshole Wendell. Not like I’m telling you.”
“OK, Tyler. Loyalty is just there as part of her being.”
“And love.”
“Right, love. ‘I know you do not love me,’ Lear says.
“That just kind of hangs there, that word. It seems like it’s all the
stronger when nobody picks it up. Cordelia doesn’t say she loves him.”
“She doesn’t have to.”
“Yeah. God, Wendell.”
This was getting both exciting and embarrassing. I’m not too sure
why, not really. But at some point I hadn’t noticed it seemed like we had
switched from talking about the play to something else. And I wasn’t ready
for that.
We read a little more, and then noticed it was two-thirty and nearly
time for our nightly shuffle of undressing kind of privately, kind of not,
kind of peeking, kind of not.
“Wendell, all this talk, I don’t know. I gotta say something.”
“OK.”
“Well ...”
“You’re going to tell me not to get the wrong idea. You don’t want
me to think you have ...”
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“Stop it, Wendell. Just shut the fuck up. I don’t know what the wrong
idea would be. That’s how dumb I am—confused. But don’t try to help
me—dear.”
“Oh.”
“Just don’t have—you know.”
I could see he was trying to follow me, didn’t mean to be a smart ass.
“Have …?”
“You know, I kind of feel, you know.” Jesus! What was wrong with
me? Pretty obvious, I guess, on the coarsest level, which is where I was
operating.
“You want me to not—think the wrong ...”
“I’m so sorry, Wendell. Just don’t have sex with me, OK? God, I can't
believe I said that. I mean, not that I don't want to have sex with you. God!
Fucking hell. I want you to—I hope you'll not."
"Huh? I see. I won't misinterpret you being friendly and nice."
"Don't interpet at all, Wendell. I’m worried about you interpreting
right.”
“Oh!” And he smiled so easy and kicked his legs up in the air, exposing his thighs and making me want to jump him right there so bad I headed
for the shower and did again what boys are said to do with cold showers—
and it didn’t work.
But we somehow got into beds—separate—and went to sleep—safe,
if that’s the word, which it isn’t.
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CHAPTER 25
I figured I should get up first next morning, but I didn’t. Not my fault.
My alarm didn’t go off, not that I have one. But there was Wendell, sitting
on my bed for some reason, putting his shoes on. He was bent over, so it
was the most natural thing in the world to insert my hand in the back of
his pants, having lifted his shirt up, and give his ass a pinch, first a fondle
and then a pinch.
He turned around, leaving my hand where it was and then leaned
down and kissed me, tongue and all. First time he’d ever done that, more
or less, initiated it, but how could I complain, even if that crossed my mind,
since he’d been the object of so much of my groping, as he was now, come
to think of it, so he wasn’t so much initiating as—shut the fuck up! I wasn’t
ready to stop what we were doing, and I knew he wasn’t; but he stood up
in a minute and pretended to fiddle in the kitchen and then disappeared
into the bathroom. Damn.
“Wendell, what do you say we spend the day indoors, practicing writing essays for English classes this fall?”
“No.”
“Wendell, please?”
“No.”
“But I want to.”
“Tough.”
“But won’t you do it for me, if I ask?”
“No.”
“Fucking asshole!”
“OK, if you put it that way.”
So, we decided we needed an expert guide to the wonders of New
Orleans, not knowing anybody there or anything about the place, and our
time being short. The natural thing anybody’d do who wanted to see the
real genuine out-of-the-way area was to find an organized tour. So we went
looking. Even from what little we’d seen, it was obvious the city was still,
years later, trying to recover from the national neglect of all the white
cocksuckers who just didn’t care. Sounds very dramatic, but it didn’t seem
all that clear they’d make it. We weren’t tough enough to wade right into
the mess, so we decided to get out of town. Easy as pie to sign on to an

135

James R. Kincaid
off-the-beaten track and very authentic trip through Cajun Country:
Swamps, Voodoo, Music, and Food.
The tour offered a boat ride as part of the fun, one of those swamp
boats with the huge fan in back, along with lunch included and music and
free time (forty-five minutes) to talk to the Cajuns and buy some authentic
Cajun artifacts and cast some spells. I always wanted to throw chicken
bones myself; Wendell, of course, had never heard of anything like that,
though I’m sure he had.
It started out at eleven: a bus, air-conditioned with reclining seats.
The other twenty-seven people on the bus were from Ohio. Maybe not all
of them, but most. I knew that even before they told us by the gear they all
wore, with buckeyes on it. There was even a “MUCK FICHIGAN!”
sweater, which raised several questions about the wearer: why suppose
anyone in New Orleans would be able to decipher the message, or place it
in terms of a football rivalry, or care? Which left aside why anyone would
be wearing a sweater here in late August in steam-bath Louisiana.
Oh well. About an hour out, I was completely bewitched by our
guide. She was one of those women you first don’t really see, middle-aged
and nondescript. When you get used to this sort of person, you start noticing. I don’t know why I’m saying “you,” since maybe it’s only me. (And
my eerie double, Wendell.) Anyways, this woman, Marie Thibodeaux (I
asked her later how to spell it) was so gentle-speaking and so attentive,
even to the (actually very sweet) Buckeyes, that everybody started listening to her, really listening, and not just sorting through her talk for things
they could use or connect to their own lousy lives.
Marie was dark-skinned, told us later she was a Cajun with some Creole ancestry too, not all that common. Her face seemed almost featureless
at first, but as she talked and moved and smiled, you noticed how lovely
her small eyes and big nose and muckle mouth all worked together.
She knew a lot, she really did, and the first hour, as we were getting
into the countryside, she told us a great deal about the history of the area.
I liked it that she didn’t try to “enliven” it with anecdotes or jokes. She
also didn’t make the history into a single story with some kind of plot. It
went all over the place, but it wasn’t confusing. It wasn’t just me was spellbound, as I said. There’s something about an unpretentious smart person
that is irresistible. They’re so rare, but when they are with you, with anybody, they are like the only thing in the world at the time. Maybe it’s something in the species: down deep we aren’t self-centered assholes; we really
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do want to know and to get ourselves belly-to-belly with the truth, the
buckeyes just as much as me—or you. When it’s there, as with Marie, it’s
like a hunger to get close to her.
I’m just saying what it felt like then. I asked Wendell later and he
seemed real interested, but he said I was sometimes like Marie in that way.
“Sometimes?” I said, pretending to be offended and testing him. “Yeah,
not too often,” he said. I’ll be damned.
Back to our trip: when Marie got to the nineteen-twenties, she told
about the way French-speaking kids were beaten in schools for using their
own language, how the music and the food were despised, how the Creole/Caribbean term “cunaso” (farmer) became a word of abuse, “coonass,”
still being used and having the force of “redneck,” only more potent,
“somewhere between ‘redneck’ and the n word,” she said, looking at me
and nodding. I liked that so much, that she didn’t pretend I wasn’t covered
by the “n word.”
The airboat ride was not what I expected. There were a bunch of
boats, so we didn’t have to mash in with the Buckeyes, who were amiable
but, generally, outsized, and we could move around easy. The boats went
faster then hell when they wanted, and the drivers zipped through open
water and then slowed down when they saw creatures: alligators and birds
and some snakes and even a mink. This guy didn’t say much, but he
seemed to know what he was doing, and it was zinging fun, sort of bouncing on the top of the mucky water.
I’d never had crayfish before, so I did. Hard to tell exactly what they
tasted like, what with the sauce, but the sauce was amazing, tongue-scorching but with the kind of taste that lasted a real long time, and not just the
heat.
Later in the afternoon, we were back with Marie, who guided us
through this swamp town and gave us a choice between shopping and a
music bar, saying we could meet back in ninety minutes, for the return trip.
“I want to shop, Wendell. Please, Wendell, please. Me and all my
friends from Ohio. We want to shop. Please.”
“Oh yes, yes. Me, too, Tyler. Me and those nice people with the bellies protruding under their red shirts. Oh yes. Let’s shop.”
“Never thought you’d be mean about fat people who can’t help it because they have glandular problems, Wendell.”
“I cannot abide the hefty.”
“Bigot.”
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“Coonass!”
“And proud of it!”
So we ended up at this music bar with Marie and what I think was
one of the Buckeye family groups—obviously, as they were wearing their
insignia. Friendly people, really, and likely they drew some comfort from
their team logo, or mascot, or whatever it was. It was really a place like I
always wanted to be in: loose, mid-day drunk, and not too clean without
making you sick or anything. And to be there with Tyler made it the best,
which any place with Tyler would be, dumb as it is to say that.
The music was zydeco, which Tyler knew a lot about, though she said
she didn’t and I’d never heard before, much as I love music. Actually, I’m
kind of a music snob. I love classical music, up until about nineteentwenty, and popular music up until about nineteen-thirty, and opera and
Dixieland and blues but no other jazz. That’s snobbish, or just dweeby.
I was sitting there trying to hear this music, figure it out, when Marie
came up behind me and grabbed me by both ears, real gentle, though, and
lifted me up to dance, which I couldn’t do. (Some people say that out of
modesty, not me.) Tyler joined us too, as it was a mild sort of mosh pit
dancing and not private. The family from Ohio got up and this one boy,
maybe twelve or so, started dancing across from Tyler, like he was dancing
with her. Tyler was real nice with him, surprise. The corner we were in
was getting real crowded, with people banging into one another.
All of a sudden, I felt myself jerked sideways. I thought somebody
was mad at me, but it was a friendly Buckeye woman, who just wanted to
dance. It was sweaty work—she did the leading—but great fun. Pretty
soon most everybody in our group—get that, “our group” was bouncing
around. Poor dancing but intoxicating. And exhausting.
Somehow, we made it back to the tour bus and, finally, to the dropoff point. Tyler yucked it up with our nw friends, and then I talked some
to Marie after the others had left. She gave us her e-mail and said she’d
love to keep in touch and wouldn’t mind telling us a lot more about the
area there and its history and culture. Marie was worth the whole summer
trip—not that the trip needed anything to justify it.
Just as we were ready to go, one of those odd moments occurred when
you can tell something else is going to happen, only nobody knows what
it is or how to make it happen. Tyler seemed to know:
“Marie, there’s something else, right?”
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“You kids are so special. Wish we lived close. I want you to realize
that what I said about my own culture isn’t meant to isolate us or make
some plea for us as uniquely oppressed. When the hurricane hit and the
days and weeks went by, so many people suffering and even dying, old
people and kids, all over; it was very clear that it isn’t just Cajuns. People
like Bush and Obama, so many people, really down deep don’t care at all,
not at all. They have no hearts.”
“I’m so sorry,” we both said, pretty much at once.
“I know you are.”
“Pretty lame to say that,” one of us said.
“Oh, no, it isn’t. It makes all the difference.”
We got food to cook, partly so we could hang out in our sweet trailer,
and also have some Manhattans. Rest up. Recuperate. Feel sad. It was all
Tyler’s idea.
“Are you sure you’re OK, Wendell, you dancing fool?”
“I really am, Tyler. Thanks. That’s really nice of ...”
“Screw that.”
“OK. Yeah, I’m fine. I dance terrible, though, all awkward and ...”
“You’re not awkward, Wendell. Stop shitting on yourself like that.
What a future you have in tripping the light fantastic. What’s that mean?”
“Let me consult out dictionary of such things.”
“Do.”
“Let’s see. There is some dispute, but the learned mostly agree on
‘dancing.’ ”
“I think I’ll engage you in fisticuffs Wendell, which you’re an old
hand at. Ever land a punch, Jack Dempsey?”
“I don’t think I ever landed what you’d call a telling blow. I’m sure I
haven’t.”
“You ever thrown one? I’ll bet not.”
“Oh, sure. I think I have.”
“You think? Probably this summer of brawls has scrambled your
brains, erased your memory.”
“It’s been dramatic, one high and then another, huh?”
“That’s true. I wish—”
“What?”
“Oh, nothing. Wendell, have you called your uncle yet?”
“Not really.”
“Don’t you think …?”
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“I will.”
“OK.”
“I know—this is Tuesday.”
“I don’t want to, either. But we go back on ...”
“I know.”
And she jumped on me, tickling me and then kissed my cheek and
headed for the bathroom, my signal that it was bedtime, a little earlier than
usual but not much.
Day 69—Wednesday—Mobile
So we were down to our last week, what I didn’t want to talk about
and Tyler neither, down to a few days, since school starts Monday and we
had tickets back from Atlanta Sunday afternoon and have to deliver the car
before then, Sunday morning, I guess.
We’d picked up a lot of stuff for Martin and mailed it, along with the
books old Dixie had let us borrow from Exotic World. Wish I could say
we studied them. We’d both looked at them some, but they had way too
much detail on individual strippers, I thought, and too little on the general
conditions Dixie was talking about, blue-collar art and all, which would
have been interesting. It was so nice of Dixie, and I hope we got back there
some day, some day when we repeated this whole trip, though I was trying
not to think that kind of stuff, as I knew we’d never have that, never have
more than the four days ahead of us. It didn’t seem possible the whole
summer had shrunk down to this, as if the lights were going out. That’s
why I didn’t want to think about it.
Tyler was driving and we were singing, along with the karaoke machine. Then I turned that off and used the keyboard, trying to play and
doing terrible, but not as bad as sometimes. When Tyler caught me just
playing and not singing, she’d let her voice get real soft, like she was shy.
“Keep singing, Wendell.”
“It’s kind of hard to sing and think of the chords.”
“Bullshit. You are good, Wendell. You can play and you have a good
voice, really pretty. It is. And I’m not being mean by calling it pretty. You
can do lots of things with it. You really can. When you sing back in your
throat and when you force it to be shallow and thin, Wendell, and when
you let go with that sweet high range—oh damn it’s nice. I really enjoy it
when we sing, I mean when you sing.”
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“When we sing. Tyler, you have that throaty voice and also that
steady, clear wonderful melody voice.”
I knew she’d let loose a bunch of fuck-you-asshole yells, but she just
looked over at me, smiled: “Thanks.”
“I’m good, too. What we should do is record. I mean for our own
pleasure.”
“I’m on with that, sweet warbler.”
“You know that Scopes Trial site we were looking at, Tyler?”
“Before that, Wendell. I just realized you said you were good.”
“Yeah.”
“What’s strange about that is you saying it but you know what’s even
stranger?”
“No.”
“That it seemed natural, that I didn’t even notice it at first. It just
floated right by like you always talked that way and I was used to it. Hell!”
I saw what she meant, but I didn’t want to mess things up by saying
so.
“So, Wendell, what about that site?”
“Listen. This is an NPR link with songs about the trial, mostly songs
like ‘Monkey Business’ or ‘Don’t Monkey with Me.’ They’re good, but
listen to this one.”
And I played it—“There Ain’t No Monkey In Me”—which had this
great verse:
There ain’t no bugs on me.
No, there ain’t no bugs on me.
There may be bugs on somea you mugs,
But there ain’t no bugs on me.
“That’s my favorite lyric, I think, Wendell. Whoooie!”
Just then it was like we hit a brick or something and the camper
swerved real hard to the left, almost into a car coming at us. Tyler wrestled
it over to the berm, and we got out to examine our flat tire, mostly just
staring at it.
“Well, that sucks.”
“It does, Tyler, but we got this hydraulic system makes changing a
tire as easy as changing the wiper fluid.”
“Which I haven’t noticed we’ve done.”
“Yeah, but apparently it’s easy.”
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Tyler went to get the instruction book out of the front while I rooted
around for the jack. Only there wasn’t a jack. There was this brace and a
button that hoisted the whole camper, one side of it. That worked slick, but
then what?
We were reading away, trying to translate the diagram into what we
should do, when we saw this four-football-field truck bearing down on us,
actually stopping right behind us on the berm. You’d expect the driver to
be enormous, at least I would, but that’s dumb, if you think about it, since
just because his truck’s big doesn’t mean he is.
This guy was little, very tough looking, seemed to have tobacco spittle in lots of unusual places, not only his tee-shirt and chin but his forehead
and his sideburns, which were extremely bushy.
“May I help you?” A voice like Morgan Freeman’s, though he wasn’t
black, all resonant and dignified. Sounded like he was from a posh suburb
of Chicago maybe or San Francisco, not Crotchjuice, Alabama.
“No thanks//Thanks, yes.” First from me, second from Tyler.
He smiled and went to work. Didn’t say a word, fetched the tools and
took the tire off, looked at it, went back to his truck for an aerosol tube,
zapped the tire, checked it with an air gauge, put it back on, and pressed
all the buttons lowering the camper.
“Just a nail, but hit it in the right place. You’ll be perfectly fine now.
These sealants make the punctured area even stronger than before.”
“How can we thank you?” Tyler said. I was speechless. Nobody’d
ever done this sort of thing for me before, at least this kind of guy hadn’t.
But I guess I really had no experience with this kind of guy, since he probably wasn’t a type, as if anybody were, as I kept learning and forgetting.
“You just did,” he said, wrestling up the tools he’d brought but didn’t
need; “glad to help.”
“What a nice man you are,” Tyler said. “I’m sure you have a schedule
and you used your own equipment.”
He looked embarrassed. “It’s not something anybody wouldn’t do,
Miss.”
“We don’t mean to insult you, but you’ll let us pay you, at least for
your time, or—” as I saw he was certainly not going to let us—“make you
a Manhattan.”
He smiled. “No money and, though I’d love a Manhattan and bet you
make gooduns, I sort of ran through my lifetime’s quota of sauce already.
But I do thank you kindly. You are very gracious young people.”
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Then he made his exit, pausing, though, to repeat that we didn’t have
to worry about the tire and to wish us a fine and safe trip.
“Just goes to show you,” Tyler said, when we got back on Route 90,
heading east toward Mobile.
“Exploded all my ideas on truck-drivers,” I said.
“That’s a little snotty, Wendell.” She was serious.
I looked over at her, having grabbed control of the driving, as being
the one less likely to run over nails. She was frowning at me.
“I guess so. He really was amazing.”
“That’s all you can say, ‘amazing’? That’s so 2011 anyhow. ‘Amazing’! Like somebody’s new socks or the weather or the Los Angeles Padres.”
“Padres are in San Diego.”
She just frowned.
“OK. Tyler, you’re right.”
Now she was looking straight ahead.
“Damn, Tyler. He was a saint from heaven, a transformer of—something, a king, an eye-opener, an end to cynicism, a ...”
“A what?”
“A freak, Tyler. He’s just a freak. A polite, shy truck driver who looks
like Morty Moron.”
“Wendell!”
“You know what, Tyler, you’re messing with me again.”
“Wendell!”
“You think I’m so dumb, that after a whole summer of you messing
with me, I can’t see it? Huh?”
“I think it’s amazing, Wendell, it only took you a full cycle of the
seasons to recognize it, you stupid fatass. Just amazing.”
And she laughed and laughed, and stupid fatass me, I laughed too.
All of a sudden I couldn’t look at her. The sun was bright and there
was a lot of glare, so I didn’t want my eyes adjusting back and forth between inside and outside, but that wasn’t really the reason I kept my eyes
on the road. I was just so very sad. I’m not sure why, but it had something
to do with what just happened—getting mad, and not worrying about it
and then having fun. Yelling at her and then not yelling, laughing, like the
weather had changed, right then—in a second. Tyler and I could be that
way hour after hour. Back at the start, in Big Bear or in Barstow, I would
never ever have expected anything like it, partly because I’d never known
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anything like it, didn’t know it was possible. And I was trying to keep
myself from thinking that it wouldn’t ever be possible again, that this was
the best ever and that it was about to go away.
It was already Wednesday afternoon, hump day, one of our loser
teachers had called it, on the way to the end of it, Sunday. I was trying so
hard not to think of anything at all, and, even as I looked straight ahead,
trying not to cry. I knew this sadness would pass, hoped it would. While it
was there, though, knowing it would pass didn’t register. I knew it but I
didn’t, like somebody you didn’t believe anyhow was telling you something you knew they weren’t even paying attention to while they were saying it.
Tyler started a car game, then got us singing. By then, I was better, I
guess.
We were driving along these white-sand beaches, looked like they
were open and public. They made the glare worse but they really were
inviting.
I pulled over into a parking area where there were a few other cars
and a couple of umbrellas on the beach.
“That’s the Gulf of Mexico over there, Tyler, and we’re going swimming.”
“I just made us reservations on a dinner Gulf cruise this evening, I
did, Wendell; and if we up and go swimming we’ll miss the eighth annual
beer festival, which is an afternoon event, and Day 2 of the National Senior
Games as well, which has to end before the early-bird special time is
gone.”
“Tough titty.”
“Wendell!”
“You didn’t say I couldn’t say ‘titty,’ Tyler.”
“It was understood.”
“Not by me.”
“Should have been.”
“No fucking way.”
We were still sitting in the pilot and co-pilot seat, unbuckled, twirled
toward one another, parked there in the lot. It wasn’t exactly private, more
like real public. I mention this because when Tyler heard me say ‘fuck,’
she made this howling noise and jumped on me. My legs were spread apart
and she fell right between them.
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She was pretending to hit me on the chest and shoulders, actually was
hitting me, holding her body away from me by propping her elbows
against my chest. In a little bit, though, she slumped against my body, fitting herself to me and ooching herself up so our faces were matched. She
slid her face to the side of mine and started nibbling on my ear. Then she
started hoisting her body up and down on mine, grinding into me.
I put my hands around her back and held her even closer, as she
ground. And then I started grinding too. Before I knew it, I had my hands
down inside Tyler’s loose shorts on her butt, kneading it real gently but
shoving her into me. She was moaning a little and finally put her mouth
up against mine and her tongue into my mouth and my tongue. We kissed
and she played with my hair and neck and ears. I pulled my hands out from
her shorts, not because Tyler would object but because it was wrong. I was
aware, even at the time, when I wasn’t thinking clear, that pushing things
along in the way Tyler would let me was wrong. Because Tyler would
allow it didn’t mean she would feel good about it happening. Tyler was
the kindest person I’d known and she felt bad about keeping me horny for
so long, about making me feel she didn’t like me, about what she figured
was bad treatment. But it wasn’t bad treatment. I wanted to have sex with
Tyler more than anything ever in my life, but I didn’t want to take advantage of her, her guilt, and hurt her. Tyler would never ever hurt me. I
had learned more from her this summer than in the other sixteen years of
my life put together. I could learn this, too.
All of a sudden she wasn’t in the same place but was standing up,
kind of panting, looking at me with a smile and some kind of invitation. I
knew enough to see that and I knew what to do. I stood up, grabbed her
and eased her down into the seat. I was half on top, half beside her. We
kissed and kissed, but her hands were trapped a little and I was using mine
only to brace her and make her as comfortable as I could. Somehow, our
clothes had gotten pretty much twisted, untucked and open. But I kept myself from diving in and soon, pretty much naked in spots as we were, we
found ourselves stroking and caressing, almost as it had been with Megan,
only a lot better, infinitely better. So sweet. I have never felt so close to
anyone. I don’t think it’s possible to feel closer.
I said so.
“Oh damn, Wendell—I agree. I didn’t know anybody could feel this
way.”
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Neither of us said much more, but we also didn’t stop our massaging,
or whatever it was, and we didn’t refix our clothes, just kept ourselves in
the same place, together.
“Well,” she said finally, talking right into my mouth, between our
tongues.
“Yeah,” I said or moaned or something. Just then, I happened to notice a movement past the side door. Right away it hit me that we’d been
doing this like in a department store window.
Then there was a knock on the wall, right next to me. I guess I was
still in a daze, but I opened the camper door, just opened it all the way.
Then I realized I was half-way naked, as was Tyler, so I said, “Ow, excuse
me!” and shut the door, giving us both time to cover ourselves a little. Then
I opened it again.
I expected cops, I guess, but what was there instead was a man and a
woman, a couple it turned out, smiling. I guess that was better than guns
being pointed at us.
“Hi!” I said.
“Hi, kids,” said the woman, who was not too old, maybe twenty-five,
and in a bathing suit. Not a beauty but pleasant looking. She seemed as if
she were trying not to laugh. So was the guy with her, who was about the
same age, and real skinny, wearing a little brief speedo, which he didn’t
look great in but not too bad.
“Please don’t be embarrassed, please,” she said, smiling.
“OK,” Tyler said, still kind of goofy. Probably I was. too.
“It’s just—we thought you should know that people can see in. Not
that you’re doing anything ...” She seemed to get stuck.
The guy started laughing. “Truth is we were watching you go at it,
for maybe two hours, and started worrying you’d catch us and think we
were voyeurs. So we started to feel guilty and made up this story about
being forced to look, like it was required. Actually, the only way we could
see is by Lou here standing on my shoulders.”
“Lou?” Tyler said.
“Louise,” the girl said; “and that’s not true at all, as I guess you
know.”
“It’s a little true,” the guy said; “you kids are hot.”
Tyler started laughing. I don’t know why. I thought it was funny, too,
though it sure wasn’t like me to think it was funny. Nothing at all connected with the last however long was like me. Maybe I wasn’t like me.
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“Think we could make it in adult films?” Tyler asked.
“Well,” the woman said, “you could ask those hundred people on the
beach you just auditioned for. I think they’d expect a little more progress,
but you began well.”
She said it with a straight face and for a second I thought I should be
and was going to be embarrassed, but I wasn’t. Tyler was so not embarrassed she laughed.
We asked them in for Manhattans. They said they’d never had Manhattans but I guess they liked them, as they had two big ones each. I kept
myself to one, as I figured I’d be doing the driving.
We didn’t do a four-way or anything, and Lou and Barry left after not
too long.
“Swim, Wendell?”
“Yeah!”
You know what? We took turns going into the bathroom to change.
After what had happened, we still did. Have no idea why.
The water was coolish, though it might have been nice a little bit
cooler, what with all the heat. Still, it was the best thing. It flashed through
my head that we’d get in the deep water and keep going at it, but we didn’t.
To tell the truth, it didn’t seem right. I knew it didn’t seem right to Tyler,
or she’d have done it.
I was thinking about this a lot as we were lolling around in the water,
sometimes squirting or spitting water at one another, or tickling, but
mostly just mooning around, close but not touching. I remember reading a
book which talked about how adolescent it was to think that sex proceeded
in stages: one week you hold hands, then you kiss, then you touch this,
then that, then at last have sex. The stupid, cruel thing was the idea that
once you were at a certain stage, you’d always start there, like it was a
point on a map. “Human relationships are not steady military campaigns,”
they said. I remembered that because it was one of those impressive sentences that sticks in your mind because it sounds right and you don’t understand it. But it made sense now. Talking and feeling comfortable and
being so close were what they were then, just then, at that moment, and
not something you could predict. That seemed right to me, not that I
wouldn’t have liked to depend on Tyler wanting to undress, just because
it had happened once. But it was even better not to have it all set out and
predictable; it actually was, even for me.
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I brought this up as we were swimming. I went on and on and on.
Tyler kept trying to interrupt but I was on a roll. Finally I ran down.
“God, Wendell. You talk about things nobody talks about.”
“Do I?”
“That’s OK. Maybe it’s great. It’s sure embarrassing.”
Just then a little wave—they were gentle but they were there—sent
some water up my nose and I snorted and Tyler laughed. Before I could
say anything, she went on.
“You know, the funny thing is it isn’t embarrassing, really. And I
think what you say is smart and, really Wendell, fine. I know all kinds of
girls worry about that progressive rule. One night one thing seems right
and then you get stuck
moving on from there, whether you want to or not.”
“Yeah.”
“Don’t interrupt, blabber-boy. I listened to you for three hours. I feel
so relieved too, Wendell. I knew you’d be like that, like what you said. I
mean, I knew you’d understand so much and so deeply.”
“Yeah.”
“Don’t interrupt, asshole. I don’t mean I don’t, necessarily. I just
don’t know. I guess that’s what you said.”
“Yeah, I covered that in my little lecture.”
She then grabbed me by the butt, then moved her hand, then dived
under the water and pulled my suit down or tried to. Not like I stopped her,
but it was pretty tight. She got it down a little and then gave up.
She came up spitting out water. “Damn, Wendell.”
I faked going under water to get her. But I knew she didn’t want it,
so I didn’t.
“You’re not so bad, my friendly groper,” she said, not smiling.
“You’re way more than OK, Wendell.”
I felt so warm.
We finally got to Mobile and the KOA, dressed real fast (in private,
mostly), then made it, barely, to the port, Mobile Bay, just in time for our
dinner cruise. It was a pretty boat, a paddle-wheeler, painted white and red,
very recently it looked like.
I was in a terrific mood. So was Tyler. The cruise wasn’t our best
activity. The dinner was roast beef with enough gravy to take a bath in, all
the people on the boat were five times our age, and everyone was drunk.
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We made it through the evening, which lasted forever, as people kept talking to us and forcing us to dance with them. Dancing with heavy drunk
ladies, older than Mom was as tiring as it was with the Buckeye woman.
Tyler probably had it worse, though this was Alabama and some of the
men didn’t dance with her, one of the true advantages of being black
around bigots, she said later.
We were getting into bed, leaning toward one another, when Tyler
said, “Let’s save it for tomorrow, Wendell.”
“OK.”
“I mean our energy, Wendell.”
“Yeah.”
“No, I didn’t.”
“Yeah.”
“I meant sex.”
“OK.”
“Goodnight, Wendell.”
“Goodnight, Tyler.”
“Wendell?”
“Yeah, Tyler?”
“I’ve never done anything close to what we did today. I just wanted
to say that.”
“I haven’t either. You knew that.”
“I guess it doesn’t matter,” Tyler said. “I don’t know why I’m saying
it.”
“That’s OK. You’re saying it because you wanted to. I’m glad you
did.”
“Me, too.”
“Me, too,” I echoed.
“Goodnight, Wendell.”
“Goodnight, Tyler.
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CHAPTER 26
Days 70, 71—Thursday and Friday—Montgomery
“Let’s do something different,” Tyler said, as soon as I woke up. She
had laid out all this food, so much I wondered where she got it.
“Camp store.”
“All this fruit?”
She just stared at me, then smiled. Dumb question. A month ago
she’d have let me know just how dumb. But a month ago was not now.
She had yogurt and grapes, peaches, blackberries, strawberries and
croissants and this thin salty tough salami and orange juice and coffee.
How she’d done that without me waking up, I don’t know; it was beautiful,
though. She’d put on a tablecloth I didn’t know we had and napkins and
some flowers she must have picked.
“I was reading before you woke up.”
“And did all this breakfast—how late did I—what time is it?”
“Not that late. A bit after eleven.”
“God! I’m sorry, Tyler. You shoulda poured water on me.”
“That’s OK.”
“Wonder why I slept so late.”
She giggled and blushed. If I hadn’t been worried about bad breath
and not having a shower, I’d have tried to hug her. Maybe she wouldn’t
have minded, but I think I would mind, all that morning breath and body
gunk.
While I was taking a shower, I remembered Tyler saying when she
woke me up that she wanted to try something different. Rude of me to let
that go. I considered doing something different of my own: walking out of
the bathroom nude. But then I got shy. I would have done it, except I remembered what I’d been thinking about yesterday, stages and so forth.
Walking around bare would be so adolescent, so unfair to Tyler too. I’m
glad I caught myself. Sometimes I spend a lot of time thinking of something and then I just forget it or ignore it. Might as well not think at all,
though I don’t believe that.
But I couldn’t get the idea of Tyler and what we did out of my mind
or, in a way, out of my body. I had to somehow. I tried to think about
unsexy things: some teachers at school naked, dead meat with maggots
crawling, an old filthy toilet. Didn’t work too well. But I had to come out,
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so I put a towel around me, exited and went to the back to dress. I didn’t
turn around to see if Tyler was watching. When I was all dressed and
turned around, though, she was standing there grinning, looking right at
me.
I grinned back. What the hell made the difference anyhow?
“I’m sorry, Tyler. What was your idea about some early activity?”
I realized it wasn’t exactly early. So did Tyler, I know, but she just
smiled.
“I called the office and they’ll let us leave late. So, I thought while
we’re eating we could finish Lear. You know, read in the morning and not
at night. OK?”
So we did. Not like we didn’t know how it ended, but we both got so
caught up in Lear’s plan to turn prison into a kind of playground, “an eternal present,” Tyler called it. Singing and telling old tales, gossip and Godlike immunity. “When thou dost ask of me blessing, I’ll kneel down and
ask of thee forgiveness.” That’s magical territory. “Sublime,” Tyler said.
And it takes over the whole world for a moment.
But then they come and hang Cordelia, and Lear’s old heart cracks.
“As flies to wanton boys are we to the gods: they kill us for their sport.”
“I read this about the ending, Wendell. You want to hear?”
“Yeah.” And I did.
“All tragedies end with ‘a glimpse of restored order,’ this guy said.
But here, we get the sense that the old order has simply been demolished,
never to come again. Even though Edmund and the vile sisters don’t win,
what they represent does. It’s all over, that ‘no cause, no cause,’ all loyalty
and honor.”
“And love.”
“No more.”
Funny how thrilling this all was. It was so sad and awful, but having
Tyler tell me about it and having it make sense was exciting.
We spent so long over breakfast and reading that it was almost our
usual lunch time by the time we pulled out on the way to Montgomery.
We’d picked Montgomery because it was a reasonable last stop before Atlanta. I wasn’t sure what was happening in Atlanta, but I knew we
had plane tickets back noon Sunday, and it didn’t look like Wendell
wanted to get to Atlanta until at least Saturday. It was all pretty mysterious,
but maybe not so very.
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What wasn’t any mystery was the way he felt about getting to the end
of the summer, our trip. I saw through all that, because I didn’t feel much
different. I’m sure Wendell was much closer to his feelings than I to mine.
I knew that what he was closer to was so much purer than anything I could
find in myself, but I think what was inside him was inside me too. The
difference was which one of us could see it or speak it.
Getting to Montgomery took longer than we had thought; but it was
still an early dinner time when we found our hook-up-the-trailer spot. On
the way, we’d sung and played obscene games I made up as we went along.
I don’t have a gift in that direction and some of the games collapsed under
their own weight and incoherence, but Wendell didn’t seem to mind, and
we sometimes made
adjustments so things could keep going.
It struck me that I was trying to fill the time with bubbles, keep Wendell from being depressed. I was depressed too, but in a vague way. Nothing vague about the way Wendell felt. Worst of all, I knew I could clear
everything up, make the end no end at all. Just say, “Perk up, Wendall.
Hell, we’ll just keep things going when we get back to L. A., take little
weekend trips and then next summer back on the road. Even in school,
we’ll be together. Nothing’s going to end.” I don’t know why I couldn’t
say that.
We found a ribs place where we could eat and lay out plans for the
next day, Friday. The restaurant had a brochure for the Alabama Shakespeare Festival and lots of other local attractions to add to our collection
from the Internet.
“So, Wendell, we got yet another Civil Rights Memorial, a Rosa
Parks Library, a Hank Williams Museum, the Dexter Avenue King Memorial Baptist Church, and Old Alabama Town.”
“I say we do em all.”
“We can. You get your pretty ass out of bed before noon and we can.”
“And will. There’s nothing we can’t do.”
Somehow I had to keep him from slitting his wrists or making declarations or having sex. As I was considering, he looked up from a pamphlet:
“Tyler, they’re doing—guess what?—at the Alabama Shakespeare
Theatre?”
I wanted to say something smart-assed but couldn’t think of anything:
“I don’t know, Wendell. What?”
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“King Lear.”
“Use your cell.”
He did. Nothing for tonight, which we were too late for anyhow, but
tomorrow was golden. Wendell hooked us tickets.
I don’t know what made me think of it, maybe Lear and all that suffering. None doth offend, none.
“Wendell, call your mom and ask her to wire us—thirty-two hundred
dollars.”
“OK.”
“And then give it to me. I need clothes.”
“OK.”
“I’m kidding.”
“I know.”
“So, aincha gonna ask what I want all that dough for and in cash?”
“No.”
“C’mon, ask.”
“Not interested.”
“Wendell!”
“Sorry.”
“Fuck you.”
“Gotcha!”
And damned if he hadn’t. I was glad, as it was his first real smile all
day. He looked beautiful, smiling so oddly, as if he had just learned how
to do it. He was wearing a light tan soft cotton shirt, white stripes, with
these bright white shorts. Everything about Wendell seemed to be tan and
white and clean. It’s a mean thing to say, but when he was suffering he
was super irresistible, and he was pretty irresistible most all of the time.
His eyes were crinkled and there was a line across his forehead; there was
something in him now that wasn’t pleading, that refused to plead but that
had no hope, and still wouldn’t give up. I know that makes no sense, but
it’s as close as I can come.
“Tomorrow,” I said, “instead of going to museums, or in addition, we
take off out in the country or in the poor parts of town.”
I don’t know why I stopped, but I did. Wendell was now really interested. “OK,” he said, prompting me.
“We take the thirty-two hundred and divide it into four envelopes,
mark each one of them something like, ‘From a Friend.’ ” I stopped.
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“I see,” Wendell said, squirming. That’s what had been so awful all
day: he had been still. This boy, who was never still, had been. I had managed to take the wiggle out of him and I was rotten sorry for it, as Huck
says. Now it was back, for a second.
“You got it, Wendell. We find four poor places. That’ll be easy. And
leave the envelope there under the door or something without anybody
seeing us.”
“Maybe we should mark the envelope, ‘From Two Worthless Rich
Kids.’ ”
“You want to?” The idea seemed to me dumb, but anything to keep
him twitchy.
“Maybe not,” he said; “they might think it’s some kind of scam and
worry, call the police.”
“OK, just ‘From Two Friends’: how about that?”
“Great! Problem is going to be wishing we had thirty-two thousand
or thirty-two million. I never saw so many poor people since we came
down here, Arkansas, I mean, and beyond that even worse. All those little
kids ...”
Wendell stopped and looked up at the ceiling. I know it was partly
that he was feeling bad anyhow, but it was this too. He just kept looking
up. I couldn’t think of anything to say. I was trying not to think too hard
myself of what he had said, all those kids along the road and in yards, kids
in hardly any clothes, black kids and white kids in about equal numbers,
looking at you with big eyes, with so much curiosity and no hatred.
Then I noticed Wendell had tilted his head, and that a tear was dropping off his chin. That was more than I could take and I started crying, too.
When we got composed, he was the one to talk:
“I don’t know how to wire money, but Mom will.”
He called and got her, told her what he wanted, said a lot of uh-huh,
uh-huh, uh-huh, then handed me the phone:
“Hi dearie,” she said, soon as I got on; “I just talked to your mom and
to Martin, who thinks his crutches and cast are the finest thing ever, except
that time you and he camped out and the raccoon came and attacked you.
And how are you doing, dear?”
“I’m fine, Skye.”
“OK. You can’t imagine how much energy I’m using not asking you
a billion questions.”
“Oh, the money’s going to ...”
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“I don’t give a—damn,“ she giggled, “about the money. That’s not
what I’m curious about.”
“Oh,” I said; “Skye, I’d tell you if I knew.”
“That’s OK. And Wendell’s right there and all.”
“I’d tell Wendell if I understood.” Wendell looked at me and smiled.
“Well,” Skye said; “it’ll come to you, I expect. Have fun.”
“You can’t imagine,” I said, for some reason.
“No, I can’t,” she said, and laughed.
We went to this liquor store, of all places, to get the money she wired,
but there it was, thirty-two hundred-dollar bills.
Wendell was real excited, and that was worth any dumb scheme. To
be honest, I was just as excited, both for my friend and for the project.
We decided to spend some time scouting the next day, which meant
we needed to get up before noon.
“Before noon, lazy jackass!”
I could see he was thinking about making some joke about our sex
wrestle draining his energy, but he didn’t. I knew, though.
“OK.”
“I know what you were about to say, and it wasn’t ‘OK.’ ”
“How did you know?”
“C’mon. You know what I’m going to say, right?”
He grinned but then looked sad again. I had to keep this up, even at
some risk.
“You do, Wendell. You read my mind.”
“I wouldn’t say that, Tyler.”
“That’s because you’re a kind person, Wendell. You don’t hurt people.”
“Whose idea was it to give money, and who’s been nice to every misfit loser all summer, every low-life fucker? Huh?”
“Wendell!”
He grinned. I let him, though it still bothered me when he talked that
way. Why, I have no idea. Not true. I know perfectly well. Wendell was
better than me. Not because he didn’t say ‘fuck,’ but that wasn’t irrelevant.
“But what we were discussing is how we’ve spent hundreds of hours
talking, Wendell, and have, I don’t know, gotten beneath all the layers.
That’s all I meant.”
I couldn’t help it. I reached across the table and took his hand. Terrible thing to do, but I did it.
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I knew what Wendell was about to say, and what he was about to say
was, “I love you.” So I talked fast, not moving my hand right away but
turning the squeeze into a series of pats so I could move it after.
“So, friend o’ mine, about tomorrow.”
“Are you my friend, Tyler?”
His eyes were watery, and I could tell how much it cost him to ask
that directly. And no matter what, I couldn’t be dishonest here. No matter
what happened.
“I am your friend, Wendell. Yes.”
“And you won’t—that’s OK.”
“No, I know what you mean. I won’t ignore you when we get back
and act like we didn’t do all this. Wendell, you’re the best person I’ve ever
known.”
Again, I saw what he was about to say, so I added fast—“except for
your Mom.”
He laughed, maybe as relieved to be released as I was. But it was a
rotten thing to do, even for me.
We asked the waitress where the best country roads were to find
where people lived in the country. A dumb way to put it, but damned if
she didn’t sit right down with us and start drawing us a map on the paper
place-mat. Then she went and got a clean one so she could start over, explaining everything three or four times and calling us “sweets.”
We decided we’d take a quick swipe at Old Alabama, the historical
district, and then hit the hay before our escapade tomorrow. Which we did.
I can’t really remember much about Old Alabama. I don’t think Wendell
was paying much attention either. We both had our minds and our hearts
elsewhere.
By the time we got back to the camper and into our long tee-shirts—
funny how we’d started dressing alike, even at night—we were even more
chock full of feelings and confusion. At least I was. If Wendell wasn’t, he
sensed that I was, which was like him. I used to think he was a passive
woos, but I now saw him as a sensitive person who could read other people
so clearly and deeply and then care about what he read. I’d never experienced anything like it.
So we fell into bed, half-dazed, without any fuss about sex, almost
without talking. The bedazzlement was frustrating, but it was better than
getting lost in the realization that our hour glass was draining so fast.
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We woke up early enough to have time to eat a big breakfast, crepes
a la Wendell, with little pork cutlets that he sliced really thin and cooked
with orange juice. A bit too much stuff for breakfast, if you asked me, but
I would rather have removed a kneecap with rusty pliers than have said so.
I realize, just now, that, as Wendell edged very slightly toward my foul
vocabulary, I edged at least as much away from it. What I mean is that a
year ago I would have substituted something gross for “kneecap,” “tit,” I
imagine.
Both of us put on better clothes than usual, for reasons I can’t fathom,
since we hoped to see no one at all. Our plan was to spot likely places,
houses of poor people with kids, families, and shove the envelopes in the
door or mailbox or in a window or something, undetected.
It didn’t take us long to realize that being sure about where poor families lived meant seeing those same poor families in the process of living
there, which created a problem for the “keeping ourselves undetected” part
of the plan. But we’d face that dilemma when we had to. First, find the
families.
We spent a couple of hours scouting, mostly along the country road
our waitress friend said was the best one for seeing people. It seemed as if
there were ten thousand poor families living there or on this road. Somehow, that didn’t make us give up.
“Well, Tyler, I don’t see how we can miss. People here all seem to
be in poverty, or so many. So many ...”
“Wait, Wendell. There’s some people leaving. Pull over.”
Just like sneak thieves scouting a mansion, we parked fifty yards
away from a shack where two adults and several kids were piling into a
pickup truck. Like players in an unlikely script, we waited until they left,
drove up, parked, and went up, both of us, to the front door, taped the
envelope to it with lots of scotch tape, and left, undisturbed.
This was going to be easy. Ha!
About half an hour later, we actually came upon another family, undeniably poor, also leaving. Duck soup. Again, we parked and waited;
again, we pulled up, got out, armed with an envelope and a scotch-tape
dispenser. But this time, we were met at the door by a dog, not a huge dog,
but unfriendly. He came up behind us, actually, as we were taping, quietly
advancing as we worked away. The first I knew about him was when Wendell yipped.
“Ouch! God!”
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I looked and saw Wendell hopping away, with the dog attached to a
leg somehow. Luckily we were almost done taping, so I added one more
piece and then went to see if I could help Wendell without myself getting
bit. I hate dogs and am not about to apologize for finishing the taping or
for being kind of half-hearted in my rescue efforts.
“Try to get away, Wendell.”
Even in his predicament, Wendell laughed: “Thanks, Tyler. That’d
never’uv occurred to me.”
He was hop-hopping around. I was helping by politely yelling “shoo”
at the dog from a distance of maybe twenty yards, all the time edging toward the camper. I could now see that the dog had hold of Wendell’s pants
leg, not his flesh, which was good.
“Shoo, dog! Right now!” I kept saying, not persuasively.
“Tyler, I don’t know if he knows what ‘shoo’ means. Come over here
and help me take my pants off.”
“Oh yeah. Good idea, Wendell. First, pull that dog closer to the
camper, then you can hop right to safety when you’re free.”
He did. And I went up behind him and then, real fast, knelt down and
yanked on his pants leg, the one the dog wasn’t occupied with, and got it
off fast. The dog must have been real stupid, since he kept after the pants
even when Wendell was out of them. But not for very long. We barely
made it into the camper and got the door shut in front of this raving dog,
inflicted with rabies, I’m sure.
“Tyler, I left my billfold in my pants.”
“Ah damn, Wendell.”
“But I did. That’s OK. I got an idea. The dog’s right there at the door,
but the pants are over there where he left them. You get some hamburger
and feed the dog, distract him, and I’ll get my pants.”
“Huh?”
“OK?”
“I guess.”
Only when I opened the door and put the hamburger in front of the
mad dog did I realize how stupid this was. I was sure to lose an arm and
contract hydrophobia too, in about two seconds. But the dog went after the
meat, Wendell went after his pants, and stupid me began petting the dog,
who started wagging his tail, and it was all we could finally do to get out
of there without kidnapping somebody’s pet.
“This is going downhill, Wendell.”
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“Can’t get much worse, Tyler.”
But it could. An hour later we were out in the country, having no
trouble finding poor families in houses but not those conveniently leaving
them on cue. Still, the houses were dead giveaways as to how poor their
inhabitants were. We finally settled on one which had a scrubby field behind it, where a bunch of kids were playing. That house seemed likely, as
it was horribly ramshackle but kind of big, just the place for a fair collection of kids. It was a guess but as good as we could do.
We crept up to the front door, trying to attract no attention but not
actually sneak, or look like sneakers. We probably would have appeared
as a cross between traveling salesmen and slithering snakes. We got to
within maybe ten feet of the door when it opened and a little girl came
right out.
“May I help you, please?”
At first I thought she was much older than she could possibly have
been. She had on one of those flour-sack dresses really poor country
women wear. Novels call people who wear them “slatterns,” but you
couldn’t call this kid anything like that. For one thing, she was way too
little for the dress, no more than nine or ten, I’d say. Also she was startlingly pretty, with everything very dark about her, naturally dark, except
her white skin, which was simply dirty. I suppose you could say she looked
like a gipsy. Her hair was so long that it covered her eyes, but what you
could see of them made you want to hug her, wash her and dress her up
and make her happy.
Happy was about the last thing she looked. She looked scared.
“Do you live here, honey?” I said.
“Yes, mum.”
“Please don’t be scared,” Wendell said; “we aren’t about to do anything bad. We have some good news for you all.”
She looked suspicious. “Are you collecting for the gas?”
“No, no,” I said. She wasn’t convinced. Probably nobody ever came
calling except to try and take from them what they didn’t have.
No point trying to prepare her. I looked at Wendell, who seemed to
feel the same way. He smiled at the little girl, who almost smiled back.
Wendell was hard to resist.
“Here,” he said, and handed the envelope toward her.
She made no move to take it.

159

James R. Kincaid
Wendell hunkered down, then put both knees in the dirt and kind of
purred at her and again offered the envelope. This time she took it.
“Can you read what we wrote?” he asked.
“Yes. It says ‘From Your Friends.’ I don’t know you.”
“Look inside,” I said.
She did. “Oh mercy. It’s money. These are—these are big bills, hundred dollar bills.”
“We’re going now. You’ll give those to your mother or father, right?”
She just stared at us.
“They’re yours. We don’t want to hurt anybody,” I said. “We’re leaving now.”
“Would you like something to drink? Some water?” The little girl
asked, still not smiling, but offering what she had, a sign that she knew we
weren’t out to take something. I was so moved I wanted, for the first time
I can remember, to hug a stranger. But I didn’t, as I knew it’d scare her.
“What a polite and wonderful kid you are,” Wendell said, glancing at
me. “We have to be going. I hope you and your family can use the money
and have a good time.”
She looked at us as if she trusted us. Hard to believe, but she seemed
to have taken it in.
“I see,” she said, still not smiling. “I’m sorry you can’t stay. Come
back and see us, now, you hear?” And she waved to us with the hand not
clutching the envelope.
“You’re such a dear,” I couldn’t help saying.
“Bye,” Wendell said.
“I want to thank you from the bottom of my heart,” she said, as we
were getting into the camper.
Hope she didn’t take down our license or something. Not that she
ever would.
So far, not that I was keeping track, we’d got one black family, one
white, and one unknown.
“Let’s make sure our last one is black, Wendell. More black people
are poor than white.”
“You don’t have to explain.” He looked hurt.
“I know,” I said, reaching over and giving his dick a squeeze through
his shorts. He was driving, so I figured that was safe, not that I was figuring
anything at all. He looked at me and smiled, but it was a mean thing to do,
especially since I hung on longer than a playful squeeze would demand,
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assuming that people give one another playful dick squeezes just for the
hell of it, which I doubt they do.
It was getting late afternoon, but I didn’t figure it’d take long to find
a poor black family, three-quarters of the city and the countryside being
filled with just that.
We had reached an in-between area, not exactly country but not city
and sure as hell not suburbs, cruising around like practiced drug dealers or
chicken hawks.
“How about there, Tyler?”
“I don’t see anybody. That’s good. How we know it’s black?”
“Look around.”
“Why you bigot, Wendell. You suppose just because some of the
families—well, all of the families around here are black, that everybody
is. Maybe some liberal white people belonging to the Green Party live
here, people who want their kids to have a full experience growing up, not
incubated.”
“Like your parents.”
“Wendell! Yeah, like my parents only in reverse, which doesn’t exist,
so you’re right. That’s gotta be a black house. And kids. There’s a basketball hoop and a swing set.”
There were too, not in good shape but not awful, probably been used
recently. I shoulda been a detective.
We did our usual, really good at it by now. But just as we were ready
to make our getaway, the envelope all taped on the door and the screen
being gently closed:
“Could I offer you two some help?”
Another of those gentle voices, only this time attached to a really
mean-looking guy, maybe not so mean-looking generally, but he gave off
that aura with a baseball bat in his right hand. He was black; we’d got that
much right.
When we turned around and he had a better look at us, I guess that
was it, he let the bat go limp. Luckily, he didn’t see us as a big threat, or
else he was luring us into a false sense of security before pounding us to a
pulp.
Instead of leaving everything to me, which he should have and I’m
glad he didn’t, Wendell walked right up to the guy with his hand out. This
dainty white boy in a neighborhood even the Mormons left alone, maybe
the only white boy to enter there since the Klan stopped riding.
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“Sir, I am so sorry for trespassing. I promise you we mean you no
harm,” says Wendell.
I guess the idea of Wendell doing anybody harm must have seemed
so ludicrous the guy’s suspicion drained away. You could tell he was trying not to laugh, shaking hands with Wendell and scrunching up his face
to keep from being rude.
“Well, son, thass perfectly fine. We’re not so used to—” I knew what
he was going to say, but he was too polite to say it.
Time for me to explain, so I didn’t. I just went up and shook hands.
too.
“How do you do, sir? We owe you an explanation.”
“You two are very welcome in my home. Would youall come in?
You wone mine some cheeruns, I can tell.”
I started to make some excuse, looked at Wendell so he’d do it, and
he nodded and said, “That’s very kind of you, sir. We’d love it.”
On the way in, I grabbed the envelope off the door. The mean-looking
guy, not so mean-looking now, guided us into this very neat room, tiny but
so neat and even pleasant. Clearly it was a room for visitors, for important
occasions, what my parents sometimes slipped and called a “parlor.”
We sat down on a sofa and our host guy sat on a chair opposite. Two
little kids appeared with glasses and a pitcher. They poured us out lemonade and served it, eyes never leaving the ground, then went over and sat
on two other chairs. In a minute, I noticed two other little faces peeking
around the corner.
In a very rough voice but with a smile, our guy said, “Done be peekin
roun like thieves. Git in.” They did and sat on the knees of their slightly
older siblings, only my guess but probably so.
Wendell looked at me and started in with the kids, making faces and
doing these puppet things he could do with his hands. In one minute flat
he had both the littler ones in front of him, and in another they were on his
lap with the two older ones standing before him, laughing in a subdued
way.
Our host and I had just watched, not saying anything. I figured he
might be a little annoyed at this white boy waltzing in and captivating his
kids, but he sure didn’t seem to be. My guess is he loved his kids more
than he hated white people, as he sure must have done, even Wendell.
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So, Wendell was leaving it up to me—the racist! Nah, it did make
sense. And, not knowing how to begin, I started talking, hoping to spill it
all out at once.
“Here,” I said, handing him the envelope. He looked at the outside,
was understandably puzzled.
“Inside is some money,” I blundered. “Don’t be offended. Wendell
and I are on this long trip all across the country. We’re from Los Angeles,
and we’re rich kids, I guess. I mean our families have plenty of dough,
which will make sense in a minute, when I get to the point, if I ever do.”
The guy was looking at me as if I were a maniac, harmless maybe but
making no sense.
“Look, sir, I can see how dumb our idea was. What we thought was
this: we have all this money, or our parents do. We’ve been on the road in
that camper out there all summer. Wendell’s mom thought it’d be a terrific
way for him to grow up, just take off and bounce around across the country, run into people, see what happens, mature and learn some skills. That’s
what she thought. My parents got talked into it, let me go with Wendell,
who is the nicest boy I’ve ever known, really honorable. We’re not boyfriend and girlfriend or anything like that exactly. I guess this isn’t making
a whole lot of sense.”
The man nodded and smiled. He didn’t look so confused now.
“Please go on,” he said. “I think I can unerrstan why Wendell’s
mom’d do that,” he said, looking over at Wendell, now romping sedately
with all four kids and paying no attention at all to us.
I didn’t say anything for a second.
“Please go on,” he said; “I know youall mean no harm. You’re a good
gul.”
I was so moved my problem now was emotion rather than embarrassment.
“Well, sir, what has happened was that Wendell and I have stopped
making fun of things, people and towns, and started to notice them. I guess
it’s me that has; Wendell was different from the start, not that I was nice
to him, and I’m not nice to him now.”
He just nodded.
“I don’t know why I said that. Wendell’s so confusing to me now. I
mean, I’m confused about myself and what I should do.”
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Why in God’s name was I babbling all this instead of telling the guy
about the money. What’d he care about Wendell and me? How could he
know what I was talking about? I sure didn’t.
“Not that I mean I should do anything, only I should. I mean ...”
He was still smiling and nodding almost imperceptibly, encouraging
me to go on. Go on with what? Just then I became aware of a presence
about three inches from my left side. I’d been leaning forward, my body,
I guess, urgently trying to explain with my head and chest what my mouth
couldn’t. So I hadn’t seen what I now saw, a fifth kid, a little girl standing
there smiling. She was so pretty and so little, and she held out this doll
toward me, a rag doll. I took the doll and the kid just climbed up on my
lap.
I didn’t have Wendell’s skills with kids, but this kid didn’t demand
any. She just told me about the dolly and her adventures in the woods with
the dolly and the monsters and the sharks and the bears, all of which encounters came out very well for both her and her dolly. When she was
finished, she leaned back against me, signaling, I guess, that I could talk
adult talk with her father again.
“Wendell’s mom wanted us both to throw ourselves on the world,
take chances. More or less, we have. But she wanted us to spend a lot of
money, too, on the grounds that that was part of growing. Only we weren’t
spending all that much money, not by her standards. We were spending
less and less as we went, sir. We were cooking for ourselves and playing
cards and singing and talking and reading out loud to one another in the
evening. I think Wendell’s mom thought we weren’t taking enough
chances, since we weren’t always asking for more money, never asking
for more money. That must sound awful to you, sir.”
“Nah, missy. It souns kind. It souns very kind.”
What?
“So, we started seeing more, really seeing, not just entertaining ourselves and making fun of people, like I said. Here we are, rich kids driving
along through other people’s lives, and so many of these people don’t have
much, while we have way too much. Little children without enough to eat.
Not that I mean your children, of course.”
He nodded.
“There’s so much out there and when you start seeing it and letting it
inside, I don’t see how you—I mean we didn’t see how we couldn’t do
something. Childish as anything, I know it is, sir.”
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I was stalled. He seemed to realize that and reached over to pat my
knee, the one not holding the little girl. “Please go on.”
“So we asked Wendell’s mom to wire us thirty-two-hundred dollars
and we put eight-hundred into four different envelopes and we spent the
day trying to find people who could use it and sneaking up and taping the
envelopes to their doors, so they’d maybe be able to do with a little bit of
help, without it really being anything but maybe, with the groceries or
something.”
I didn’t even care about being incoherent.
He was still smiling and nodding.
“It wasn’t our wish to insult you, sir.”
By now Wendell was listening. He was still fooling with the kids, but
he was listening.
The man stood up. I thought he might be mad, but really, even when
that thought went through my mind, I knew he wasn’t mad or, if he was,
wouldn’t show it.
He came over, about two steps, and just stood there, not saying anything, working the envelope between both hands, passing it back and forth
and squeezing it gently between his fingers. Before I knew it, for sure
without knowing how it happened, he had both me and Wendell in this
hug, not saying anything but hugging us really hard. The kids were hugging us round the knees, making it impossible to move.
Somehow we did move, though, and found ourselves out in the yard
and then in the camper. The kids were waving and the man was at the
window of the camper, looking at us hard, still holding the envelope. He
waved it at us, then smiled, and then Wendell started the motor and pulled
off.
Neither of us said anything about any of this for a long time, all the
way back to the KOA.
We got our clothes changed without much privacy but I don’t think
we peeked much—some, for sure. Not that I was taking Wendell for
granted, kind of like the opposite. I suppose it was the same with him. But
it wasn’t the time.
There were old people next to us at King Lear kept whispering to one
another, not all the time but some, during the play. Usually I hate that. I’m
a real big shussher, especially during movies. I don’t go to that many plays,
really, am kind of a culture fake. Wendell, I’m willing to bet, has been to
twice as many. I’m going to catch up.
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During the first intermission, I bought us two chardonnays. Why, I
don’t know. I have no taste for wine. We’d tried it a couple dozen times
and had given up, mutual agreement, though neither of us said anything
about it. Wendell sipped away, as did I. It wasn’t awful or anything.
“Hear those people next to me, Wendell?”
“Yeah, the old people.”
“You know what surprises me?”
“That they’re whispering?”
“No, that I don’t shush them and glare or poke them or something.”
He grinned.
“I figure they’re just enjoying themselves a lot, having fun. It’s your
fault, Wendell. You’ve turned me all soft and gooshy.”
“Yeah, about as soft as an armadillo with fangs.”
“A freak of nature.”
“You don’t use the ‘f’ word anymore, Tyler. Ain’t like you, you f-ing
freak of nature.”
“And it isn’t like you to make fun of me, Wendell.” For some stupidassed reason, my feelings were hurt.
Wendell looked at me for a second, saw what was going on, then
hugged me, just reached over and did. Instead of screaming and driving
my knee into his nuts, I kissed his ear. One advantage of being only a millimeter shorter than him.
“Do you like the play, Wendell?”
“I think it’s great. It’s like they read that guy you read, Tyler, that
Markels guy. You notice how they even dress the actors different and line
them up different on the stage, so that the old-world people have no contact
with the new-world people.”
“That’s really smart, Wendell. I hadn’t noticed that, but now I see it.
They block the scenes that way, not that I know what blocking a scene
means, really.”
“Yes, you do.”
Wendell wasn’t going to let me admit anything. He would chalk it up
to modesty, of which I had none, were I to say that I was a little weak on
astrophysics.
It was a great performance, not that I’m any judge. They didn’t rush
the play or leave much out, if anything. They also didn’t talk real fast, the
way they did in the other Shakespeare plays, maybe six, I’d seen. I liked it
this way. You could see and feel better how things were working out,
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though you also were trying so hard to keep them from working out that
way, hoping the story would go somewhere different from where you
knew it was going.
But when Lear hit the heath, you had to see that it was all up for him.
But in another way, when he finally lost himself, when he took off his
clothes, which this actor really did, and started talking about beggars and
judges and whores and poor forked radishes, I think there were a lot of
people in the audience crying. None doth offend, none. I’ll warrant ‘em.
And then, “When thou dost ask of me blessing, I’ll kneel down and
ask of thee forgiveness.” Why don’t they teach that in schools? Why don’t
they try to let us in on what Lear sees? Because, as Julian Markels says,
that’s all gone, nowhere in the world. All we have are Edmund and Goneril
and Cornwall. Pray sir, undo this button.
We didn’t feel like talking after the play and got back to our place
pretty late. It wasn’t late for us, but I don’t think we felt like there was
anything inside us we could draw on for talking. For sure, we didn’t want
to play games or anything.
I just undressed and didn’t put on any pajamas or a tee-shirt. Wendell
saw what I did and did the same thing. Then he got in bed and I got in bed
with him. I laid with him for a bit, hugging him like I didn’t ever want to
let him go. That’s all we did. After a while, I slid out and got in my own
bed.
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CHAPTER 27
Day 72—Saturday—Atlanta
We both got up about the same time, really early, showered and
dressed and straightened up together, neat psychopaths that we were. Several times we bumped together and I remembered way back, seemed like
years ago, when Tyler attacked me for touching her. I wasn’t tempted to
bring it up, though. It was like those were two different people then.
I called Uncle Marshall.
“Uncle Marshall, this is Wendell.”
“Yeah?”
“You know, from LA. Your nephew, delivering the camper.”
“Oh yeah.” He had a real flat voice. I couldn’t tell if he was angry,
distracted, overjoyed. Didn’t sound like joy. Didn’t sound like anything.
I looked over and noticed Tyler on the computer. Wonder what she
was doing?
“So, Wendell,” he said, an ounce more lively, “you need directions.
Maybe I should meet you at an easy place. Where are you now?”
“In Montgomery.”
“Where?”
“Montgomery, Alabama.”
“What on earth ... OK. So, when ...”
“How about tomorrow morning. Our flight’s at noon.”
“Really? Tomorrow’s what? Sunday. OK. If you don’t want to ...
OK.”
He gave me directions to a shopping mall near the airport, kept on
with details, which I paid no attention to, since Tyler was a wizard with
MapQuest.
“OK, Uncle Marshall. See you at nine-thirty. Can you drive us to the
terminal?”
“Of course, Wendell. I heard you had a friend. You sure you don’t
want to have breakfast? Let me take you to breakfast.” His voice sounded
different, like he was trying to pull up something into it, some kind of
feeling. Maybe I was wrong.
“I don’t think we’ll have time, Uncle Marshall. You know how slow
it is at airports.”
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“Yeah, you’re right.
I guess it didn’t occur to him that, however slow it was at airports, all
we’d have to do to have breakfast is meet earlier. Fine by me. Wasn’t like
I was dying to see Uncle Marshall.
We were low on breakfast stuff, on all stuff, getting ready to not need
anything, so I puttered around laying what we had out while Tyler messed
with the computer.
“I got it, Wendell!” she yelled.
“Great! What?”
“I just got an e-mail back from Habitat for Humanity in Atlanta,
where they have a Saturday project, building a house somewhere. We’re
included. But we have to get there fast. We’ll eat as we go.”
“You and me going to build a house?”
“Yes! You can do it. I’ll hold the ladder and hand you the nails and
all your drills and braces and struts and floor things.”
“In that case, sure.”
“Actually, we’ll be go-fers. Just helping out in any way we can. I told
them we had no special expertise. Hope you’re not insulted.”
“I am, but I’m used to it from you.”
“You can’t wait to get back to where you’re appreciated.”
It felt like a big electric shock, but I could see Tyler felt it too, as soon
as she said it, so I laughed as well as I could, and pretended to punch her.
I didn’t feel like punching her. I felt like holding her so she wouldn’t leave.
But that’s sick. And besides, she’s stronger than me.
So, we took off fast for Atlanta, actually an area on this side of Atlanta, so it wouldn’t take so long. Lucky it was Saturday, so the traffic was
light, even when we got to the city.
We found the site right away and pulled up, got out, and got waved
to and hand-shook by maybe twenty people, all ages and conditions. They
showed us where the sandwiches and water were and then, right off, asked
us to do about thirty little jobs. There was this real patient couple of people,
a pair—I thought they were married but turned out they were just friends—
showed us how to do things. Some of it was just, “Move that ladder from
there to here!” or “Put that crate there!” or “Help Gary pick that up!” but,
after a few hours, where we were busy and also getting to know some people, they had me helping a window guy and Tyler doing drywall, whatever
that meant. Tyler’d have to explain it, as I had more than I could handle
with the windows.

169

James R. Kincaid
The soft-spoken old guy I was with—he was seventy-four, he told
me—really knew what he was doing and he somehow figured I did too.
He’d give me instructions and then leave me. I am about as unhandy as
anyone could be, but after a while I got a little better. I didn’t become good;
I didn’t even make it up to poor. Still, I managed to get some stuff done,
making a billion mistakes and then correcting them, or Charley (the old
guy) did.
Before I knew it, I was talking to him. It was late in the afternoon,
Tyler was off drywalling something, and Charley was one of those really
comfortable people.
“Charley, I really really like Tyler. You know Tyler? She’s the girl
I’m with. She’s doing drywall.”
“I know who she is. I can see you love her.”
I hadn’t said anything about loving her, but I didn’t correct him.
“How can you see that?”
“Well, for one thing, most anybody would love her, is my guess. For
another, you keep looking around for her, like your eyes needed her, like
you were otherwise lost.”
I kept working, messing some corner up by putting a nail in the wrong
place and then mis-hammering it. How Charley could see this about me
and Tyler, I had no idea. I was speechless, but I did wonder if Charley,
who was black, noticed I wasn’t, and whether that made any difference to
him either way.
“Wow, Charley.”
He laughed real soft. “Wow, Wendell. And she loves you?” It was
only half-way a question, I think.
“No.”
He just looked at me.
“You know, Wendell, it’s really just a word, love is. It really is. Whatever you have, the two of you, is pretty nice, I’d say. I’d say that just by
looking. Doesn’t happen that often, honey.”
“Yeah. Tyler can be so kind and so thoughtful and she’s so—I don’t
know.”
“It just don’t matter, Wendell.”
“Yeah.”
“Whose idea to come out here?”
“Tyler’s.”
“No, it wasn’t,” he said, still working.
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“Huh?”
“It was both yourun. I can see. Don’t matter none who said it.”
Charley and I kept working and I got a little better at it, like I say.
Charley said I was really good, always had a second career in construction
if I got tired of being a movie star and second baseman for the Braves. It
was dark by now and we were all packing up to go, the house now a real
house, not done but damned near, it seemed to me.
Tyler came over and patted my shoulder and smiled. I wanted to introduce her to Charley but couldn’t find him. We started to walk over to
the camper, me and Tyler, when she threw an arm over my shoulder, like
we were old army buddies or something. I don’t know when I’ve felt so
great.
Just then Charley appeared and said hi to Tyler—said he knew all
about her and winked at both of us. Then he kissed her on the forehead and
then he kissed me on the forehead and then he left.
We had a couple of sandwiches they’d forced on us and some cokes,
so we just went back and put them in the refrigerator, along with the olives
and pickles and mustard and not much else.
We were as tired as if we were real workers, all that clambering
around and using energy to drive a hammer into my thumb. Tyler told me
a little about her drywalling, leaving the bathroom door open and talking
out of the shower. What the hell. I just went in and talked with her, though
there wasn’t much room for anything but the both of us. As we talked, I
took off my clothes and threw them out into the other room, resisting with
some effort the itch to go pick them up and make everything neat.
“I’d invite you in, but I don’t know if there’s room here for both of
us, even with your skinny butt.”
There was, though, and we washed each other. I don’t know how to
say this, but it was maybe the best thing we did all summer and not gross
at all. And it wasn’t like we were doing something sneaky or trying to get
the other person all aroused without the other person noticing. It was more
like we were both about dead with being tired and were helping out, like
with the dishes. Only it wasn’t like that at all. It was really exciting too.
But it was even more friendly than exciting. It was like Tyler was saying
something to me. I didn’t know what it was exactly, but I knew what it
was sort of.
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After we ate, we sang a little bit. I don’t think either of us wanted to
go to bed, but we were kind of nodding off even while we were singing.
“Wendell, I’m so tired I think I’m going to turn into a liquid. That’s
the way I feel: tired and soft and sore and liquidy.”
“Me, too.”
“Let’s not say any kind of wrapping-things-up stuff, OK, Wendell?”
“Yeah.”
“I wouldn’t know how to and it’s not right anyhow.”
“Yeah.”
“You don’t have the slightest idea what I mean, do you?”
“Nope,” I said.
“I mean, saying big stuff would, you know, Wendell, don’t make me
say it.”
“Seem like it was trapping you, committing you to more than you
feel.”
She almost looked mad. “Exactly not that. Anyways, that’s not what
I meant. It’d make it seem like we had to say big things because something
was over.”
I couldn’t stand this.
“And it isn’t, Wendell. I mean, who knows what’ll ... I mean, it’s not
like we won’t still be anything we both want to be. I really think putting
words on it will make it bad. You know?”
I couldn’t say anything.
“It’s not like I’m going to Australia and you’re going—to the moon
with the astronauts.”
Finally, I managed a “Yeah.”
We had been putting on our long tee-shirts all this time, and were
sitting on the edge of our beds.
“I gotta say this, Wendell. It’s the same with having sex. I mean, you
know, having sex—like—you know—conventionally.”
“Yeah,” I said.
“I have no idea why we haven’t. God knows I’ve wanted to every
minute the last weeks, for sure. And we have done pretty close to ... But
having sex tonight would be too much like some kind of ending or something too. You know?”
I did. But Tyler was just being kind. I could tell an ending when I was
in one.
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There wasn’t anything more to say. We turned off the lights and got
into bed, the air-conditioning turned up real high and humming, so we
could snuggle, each of us, under covers, the way we liked to.
After I was sure she was asleep—wasn’t like she snored or anything
but she must have been asleep—I said what I shouldn’t have said. But I
don’t think I could have held it back if my life depended on it. I was looking at the ceiling, little details of it clear now that my eyes were used to
the dark, and thinking of what Tyler had said and of this whole summer. I
didn’t mean for it to happen, but pictures kept flashing in my head like a
movie almost, though not one with any plot, and sounds came and smells
too. All of Tyler. And then I said it, not too loud, and she was asleep anyhow: “Tyler, I love you.”
Day 73--Sunday—Los Angeles
We overslept, which wasn’t the worst thing, as it forced us to hustle
and not think or talk too much. We had cleaned up everything pretty well
days ago, so we just threw out what nobody’d want, like the half-empty
bottle of olives, and drove to the shopping mall, getting there with only a
minute to spare, and with only maybe twenty minutes before we’d have to
push off for the airport.
This guy in a suit was standing there in front of the Wal-Mart, just
where he’d said.
“Uncle Marshall, here’s your camper.”
He looked at me like he was expecting something a lot different. He
then started toward me real fast and then held out his hand: “Wendell,
you’re looking—very good.”
“Thanks. This is my friend, Tyler.”
“Hello, Tyler.”
Nobody said anything then. The sun was hot already and we were on
some kind of asphalt pavement, cooking our feet in front of the store Tyler
and I hated most of all.
“You kids want a coke or something—anything?”
“Thanks, but we don’t have time.”
“Well, next time you come in, we’ll do the town.”
“OK.”
He then looked at me, kind of for the first time: “I wish you would
come again.”
He didn’t seem insincere exactly. I couldn’t tell.
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Then more silence.
“Well,” I finally said; “thanks a lot, Uncle Marshall. We have to get
checked in and all. Would you mind ...”
“Of course not. Why don’t you drive. I’m not used to this animal, and
if I’m going to crash and kill somebody I’d rather it’d be only me.”
Tyler laughed, bless her, and we made it to the airport and through
the hand-shaking and do-come-agains and into the line to check in.
Tyler, I noticed, kept glancing at me, but didn’t say anything.
We didn’t have a lot of luggage. We’d packed up and mailed back a
ton of stuff from New Orleans, just so we wouldn’t. It did take a while,
though, to get through all the stupid Homeland Security stuff. Finally we
made it and went to buy some stuff to eat on the plane. Tyler had said they
wouldn’t serve any food.
We found a table close to our gate and got a coke and sat there.
“Wendell, you want to say anything? I don’t want to intrude.”
“God, Tyler. You couldn’t do that. I’d tell you things I wouldn’t even
tell—myself.”
We both laughed, but there wasn’t much relief.
“That wasn’t your uncle, was it.”
“That’s what I was thinking, Tyler. That was my dad. I guess my
mom thought—who knows what she thought.”
“Whatever it was she thought or hoped, it was good.”
“I suppose.”
“Wendell, he looked like he wanted to say more, you know, be with
you.”
“Thanks, Tyler. That’s really nice. But if he wanted to be with me,
he would be.”
“I’m sorry.”
“That’s OK, Tyler. Near as I can tell, that’s OK. I’m not mad at him.
I’m not even mad at my mom. He’s not any part of anything. He’s just not.
That’s OK. I mean I could make it into a soap opera, but I don’t see what
he has to do with me. He’s not important, Really, Tyler. He’s not.”
Neither one of us said much more. We both slept on the plane most
of the way. I woke up once to find Tyler leaning against me. She’d put up
the arm rest and was cuddled against me, asleep. She also had hold of my
hand. I was glad she was asleep, as I almost started crying anyhow and
wouldn’t have wanted her to see.
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At LAX, Tyler’s parents were there along with Mom. Tyler’s parents
were very nice to me, which surprised me, and seemed really happy to see
us both. Tyler was cordial to them, but then she turned to my mom, said a
couple of polite things and threw herself into her arms, right there in baggage claim, and hugged her so long and hard, like she wanted to stay there,
joined.
They’d parked in the same garage, Mom and Tyler’s parents, but in
different parts, so we said goodbye outside the elevator.
“Goodbye, Tyler.”
“Oh, Wendell,” she said, but not crying. She gave me a little hug and
then turned away and then came back and kissed me. Then she went with
her parents.
It was still afternoon, and Mom took me clothes shopping, school
starting tomorrow. I tried hard to be interested. We spent all day, eating
even, and then we went home.
The table was full of notices from Cartwright-Princeton, mostly of
the what-to-do-before-classes begin sort. “Two weeks before classes, you
must have mailed to the Dean you choices for ...” Fuck it, as Tyler would
say—would have said at one time, not now.
It seemed odd being back home. Mom was full of questions and I
tried to tell her a whole lot. It’d been her idea, after all, and she didn’t
deserve to be stonewalled. But it was hard talking about the summer. I kept
thinking of what had happened and the friends we’d made and also the
dicks. Such a sweet time would never come along again, not ever. I knew
that. I’d never again have such adventures or such a friend.
Tyler had said once a couple days ago that something like this, so
much new and vivid stuff, all packed in, could mess up your life. You’d
never find it again and you’d never stop searching. And so we beat on,
boats against the current ...
But it wasn’t that that made me have to fight back tears when I talked
to my mom. It was Tyler not being there. Tyler, who had been around
about every second all summer, even when she was yelling at me or hitting
me, and that wasn’t what she was mostly doing. As I was talking to my
mom, I didn’t look at her. At least I didn’t see her. I was looking at Tyler’s
face. There it was, and when she smiled right then in my mind, it was like
it was more than just in my mind, and it was about more than I could stand.
I told Mom I needed to get some sleep, next day being the first day
of school and all. That was a lie, of course.
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Just as I was getting in bed, I heard the phone. I had this feeling and
ran out into the living room in just my underpants, which I never did.
My mom was talking: “Oh sure! I’ll bet you did! Just a minute, dear.
Here he is.”
“Hello?”
“Wendell, hi.”
“Oh, Tyler! Tyler!”
“Martin wanted to say hi.”
I heard some scuffling in the background and then Martin’s voice:
“Hi Wendell? You guys have fun?”
“Not as much fun as if you’d been along, Martin.”
“Yeah.” Then silence.
“Martin, you started school yet?”
“Yeah.” More silence. I was wondering what Martin had wanted to
talk to me about. Then more scuffling and then Tyler’s voice.
“Goodnight, Wendell.”
“Tyler, I miss you.”
“Oh Wendell ... I ... We had such a ...”
“It was so—it seems so strange not being together. It seems wrong
now. Not sleeping together—with you.”
She didn’t laugh but she sounded funny: “I suppose what was strange
was sleeping together, as you put it, and yet not sleeping together, really.”
I tried to laugh. “As I put it, like a nerd.”
“Like two nerds, right? Anyhow, goodnight Wendell.”
“OK.”
“And Wendell—”
“Yeah?”
“I love you so.”
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