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THUNDERSTORMS

A want one of those thick, hard, colossal thunderstorms that
pounce on eerything with the ferocity of a caged bear,O Shannon says
with her hands held outward, fingers gripping the very storm she wants,
holding it within the balance and constraint of her palms.

OWhy?0 | ask, watching and my feet pace over the cementipath tha
lines the side of the Quad.

OWhy? Because theyld@aaazing.O

The trees pass over her and me; the buds ripening to green,
ballooned outward, tipped with the little spearheads. | picture a bolt of
lightening in the same shape and pattern.

ODonOtoy love watching those?O she asks me, the pitch of her
voice climbs.

Beyond the branches of the trees | see cloud vapors rolling in
convection currents. To the east are white splotches, and to the west is a
lower, darker, carnivorous mat creeping towardmpus.

OGarren?0 she says placing her hand on my shoulder and inches
toward my neck. OWhat are you thinking about?O She stops walking and
her hand on my shoulder pulls me to a stop.

| turn my head and look down at her, straight into her dark,
swallowng brown eyes.

Ol donOt know,O | tell her.

OYes, you do,O she says, her hand underneath my jaw and her
thumb pressed against the bone behind my ear.

| take her wrist and pull it slowly away from me. ODonOt do that.O

ODo what?0

| try to start walkingagain, but she wonOt take her eyes away from
mine. OLetOs go,0 | say, nod my head toward the path stretched ahead.
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OAlright,0 she says. And | have to wait for her feet to start pacing
against the path before | can move.

| look out onto the massive shaxdtgrass extending outward to the
side of the path. The sun reigns down onto it, and the green is vibrant,
violent. A breath of wind streaks through the air and | watch the blades of
grass ripple like a motion taken straight from the sea.

OSeriously,Bessays. OWhat are you thinking about?0

At the other end of the lawn is another path; parallel to the one
Shannon and | are on. And just beyond that path is a smaller plot of grass,
and then the ashen fasade of one of the academic buildings, gray and
condense like the thirsting cloud slowly looming over the campus.

OIOm thinking...O | say, turn to her and nod my head back to the
other end of the lawn, the building, and the cloud, O... that itOs going to
rain.O

Her eyes trace over the same path mink.too

ONo,O she says, not smiling. OltOs going to storm.O

The brown pools of her eyes come back to mine, signaling the end
of something that is really not an end at all but something else that will be
shaken in the approaching storm.

OAnNd it will beimazing,O she says.
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SCHRS

Cecilia lights a cigarette, her teeth clenching the filtered end,
and the cherry glows a bright, hot orange. | sit across from her at a table in
front of the hookah bar and gray smoke bathes me.

ODoes this bother you?O she asks.

ONo, I0m fine,O | say, but when | close my mouth thereOs that dry
sewage taste at the root of my tongue. My throat tightens.

OAre you sure? YouOre turning red.O

| cough onto my knees.

OIOm good.O

She props an elbow on the table and surrenders a padedchy
laugh. Takes another drag and births another cloud that spreads over me
and climbs up to the light above us in the awning. The lights blanket the
strip of lifeless stores to either side in emasculate, orange hews.

OYou know whikIOll put thisut if you canOt stomach the smoke,O
she says, and wraps the butt around her lips and inhales. The cherry gorges
for a second, then she mashes it into the ashtray. Columns of smoke pillow
from her nostrils

OYou didnOt have to do that.O

Ol know.O Her afles round out as she smiles. OWill you be able to
take hookah smoke though? Otherwise we should dip.O

Ol like hookah smoke,O | say. | breathe in through my nostrils and
push out my chest to demonstrate. Olt smells good.O

OAre you sure?0

OYeah, itOs teato problem. And weOre outside, so donOt worry
about it.0

OAlright.O Her eyes drift to the ashtray on the table. The cigarette
sticks straight up like a monolith amidst clumps of ash, still whispering
strings of smoke.



DIKT ON OUR HANDS by JOEL SCHNELER

A hum of Arabian music emanatésm inside, the bass rowing in
vibrations through my chair. Inside the dim light silhouettes everyone
lethargically sitting around tables, mingling and passing hookah pipes
from one to the other.

A tall, lanky guy with a thick black beard and matted bames
out the front door. A cloud of sweet, smoky flavors follows behind him as
well as a thicker beat of music. He sets a hookah beside Cecilia and gives
her the pipe. She asks for an order of falafel. He nods and walks back
inside.

Cecilia puts a motawpiece on the end of the pipe, sticks it between
her lips and inhales. | count to ten as the hookah bubbles. Her eyelids
droop and she takes the pipe from her mouth and holds it to me.

OWhat flavor is it?0 | ask, extending my hand.

She blows two colunsnof white smoke from her flared nostrils
that fog up the glossy table. The smoke is much sweeter than that of her
cigarette.

OCherry,O she says.

| breathe out, empty my lungs, and clamp my lips on the end of the
pipe. | inhale and the hookah bubblescii® watches me: chin in her
palm, cheeks pinched a light red, her eyes likenhadins. My chest swells
to its threshold, and I pull the pipe from my mouth and clamp shut. My
throat and lungs burn and shudder as | breathe out from my nose.

OHow was i€? Cecilia takes the pipe.

| cough into my fist. OFine. | didnOt taste anything though. It was
just warm.O

OYou didnOt inhale deep enough.O She seals her lips around the
mouthpiece and inhales again. She shifts as she inhales, turning her legs to
rest nex to the hookah. The coal, which blazes orange, sits atop the
hookah and is level with her bare knees, exposed by heff geains. Her
left kneecap has a reddibhown scab the size of my thumb.

OWhat happened to your knee?0 | ask.

She holds the pipéwirls it in a circle. Ol fell running down some
rail-road tracks.O
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| lean forward. OReally?0

Really. Hurt like hell, t00.0

OWhy were you running down radad tracks?0

OGood question,O she says and brings the pipe to her mouth.

OFingbe cryptic,O whine in an effeminate voice.

She pulls the pipe from her mouth in a fit of coughs and laughter;
her face flushed red and long, brown hair bouncing and falls across her
face. The pipe drops onto the table as she leans backward and holds both
hands oveher mouth.

After several seconds she uncovers her mouth and lurches forward,
cheeks rounded red, eyes watery, and takes successive deep breaths.

OSorry,O she says.

Olt wasn@®at funny.O

ONo, itOs not that.O She straightens, still breathing haftl.|OW
mean, itwas funny, but...O

OBut what?0

O... | was talking with other people in our class today abdtGou
she breathes in and ot @nd they mentioned how you will be so serious
and rigid all the timB O another pause for all But every once ia while
youOll say these incredibly goofy things thabaié out of character.O

OYeah, | guess thatOs true.O

Ol hadnOt noticed before. | should hang out with you more | guess.O

Ol guess s0.0

| pick up the pipe and stick it between my lips. | threan until |
feel the smoke in the pit of my stomach.

OSo you asked around about me,O | say.

OSort of,0 she admits, laughing with a fist in front of her mouth. Ol
didnOt bring it up.O | hold the pipe out to her but she waves it away.
OEveryone thoughttwas satrange that you asked me out... did you taste
it this time?0

OA little bit.O | inhale on the pipe and until my chest is filled, and
then | swallow. | pause for a moment before exhaling, the smoke softly
barreling from my nostrils.
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OWhy did the think it was strange?0

OWell... really, they thought it was strange thagrded.O Her
fingers coil around the tube and pull the mouthpiece from me.

OReally?0

Smoke tumbles from her mouth.

OYep. Some of the girls were shock&drdd Reid? You're going
out with him?’ ItOs like youOve made enemies or something...O

OHow petty.O

Ol know.O She laughs and tilts her head back. OOur being here
together is a total mystery.O

OJust like the scab on your knee.O

OYes,O she says, laughing and twirlinggee p

| take the pipe from her and breathe in the smoke and try to count
to ten as the hookah bubbles. After seven the pocket of gas swells too large
and | pull the pipe away and cough a ball of smoke onto my knees. | look
up at Cecilia and she has botleeks in a palm, eyes narrowed, and lips
pursed.

OWhat?0

She stares at me as the bass rumbles from inside the hookah bar
and the coal sizzles into ash and my nose whistles from every breath.

OWhwid you ask me out?O she asks.

OWhydid you say yes?0

The front door opens again and the same bearded man brings out a
plate of brown chunks that look like hush puppies. He sets it down in front
of Cecilia and asks if we want anything else. She looks from him back to
me and leans back in her chair, rigid like Roman statue. OTwo
Yuengling,O she says, and the man walks back into the restaurant. A high
pitched medley of instruments swarms out once he opens the door and
dissipates once it closes.

OWell,0 she says, looking back at me and folding her armsarThe sc
on her chin blazes at me, pulling me in like a lasso. OAre you going to
answer me?0

OYou answer me first.O
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Ol asked you first.O

0S0?0

OSo you should answer me first.O

Ol donOt see why.O

h my god'O she almost screams. She leans forward in hier cha
and laughs. OJust answerfthging question.O

Her mouth is open and her teeth glisten. She leans back and folds
her arms again, and | see a thick, yellowed bruise the size of an eye on her
forearm next to her elbow.

OWhy did you ask me out?0 sheatsp

Ol wanted to know what you would say.O

She bites her mouth shut and narrows her eyes.

OReally?0

QReally. Now, why didvou say yes?0

In a sullen, ungraceful swoop she lurches forward, eyes still
narrowed, and stares at the monolithic cigarettdhenashtray.

Ol wanted to know why you asked me out,O she says. She remains
poised like a gargoyle until the door opens and the same guy places two
uncapped Yuenglings on the table.

ODisappointed?O | wrap my hand around the bottle, damp driblets
of watkr suctioned to the glass.

ONo,O she says. Ol mean... no.O

She straightens and picks up one of the brown balls from the plate
in front of her and nibbles on it. As she swallows her cheeks round out and
her lips curl upward.

ODo you have a girlfriend?0

ONot since summer.O

OWhat happened?0

OYou tell me about your scars and I0Il tell you about mine.O

She chuckles stoutly. OThat bad?0

ONot really.O

She spins the brown chunk between her fingers.
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OYou donOt believe me, do you?O | ask.

The fried, brownglob slips from her fingers and clinks against the
plate. ODonOt believe you about what?0

OWhy | asked you out.O

She sticks her shoulders upwards.

ONo,O she says, sounding out the word.

A string of her dark brown hair falls from behind an ear and
adhees to her cheek. She winces, but doesnOt push it back.

Cradling the beer in my hand | lean back and prop my elbows on
the armrests of the chair.

OOn one hell of a high horse, arenOt you?0

ONo.0

She picks the pipe off from the table and inhales; peflished a
deep red while wrapped around the mouthpiece. Her cheeks cave inward.

As the hookah bubbles | bring the beer to my mouth, the glass lips
to my lips. | look, stare through my nose into the opaque, carbonated
liquid inside the bottle. After moment | feel my eysockets pang and |
set the beer down on the table, relax my eyes and turn everything into an
indefinite blur.

Across the table | hear Cecilia inhaling again and | make out a
fingernailsized orange dot. Exhale and | get a whiff efltht, dry, soot
taste at the bottom of my tongue again. My eyes sharpen and she has a
cigarette between her fingers in one hand, and holds the pipe to me in the
other hand.

ONo thanks.O | wave it off. OIOm feeling a little sick actually.O

00,0 she sagnd sticks the cigarette in the corner of her mouth,
her lips flared, teeth gritted together. She brings the pipe to the other
corner of her mouth and inhales looking like a little child stretching her
mouth with two fingers.

OYou know you look likéis,0 and | stick both index fingers in the
corners of my mouth and stretch my lips out like a rubber band.
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In mid-inhalation she erupts in laughter and her neck lunges
forv!ard, face floods red, and the pipe and cigarette launch out from her
lipsN

Nthe pipe sprawls to the table, the khmlnge cherry of the
cigarette sticks straight into my neck and sears into my flesh for a split
second before | swat it away.

CeciliaOs face is still red, her cheeks are mountains, a hand over her
mouth to cover her laugét.

O’m sorry,O she says all apologetic, muffled into her hand.

| rub a finger around the hot, inflated spot on my neck.

Ols it bad?0

She swallows her laughter and slides her hand below her pouting
lips. OItOs naat bad,O she says.

| grab my beeand press the cool glass against the burn. OAt least
we sort of match now.O

Ol guess s0,0 she says, a finger hanging off the edge of her bottom
lip, smiles.

| keep my beer against the burn, and watch her eyes dart from the
bottle against my neck to myes.

0So0...0 She leans back and contracts her cheeks. OWhat are you
doing tomorrow?0

Ol donOt know.O | lower the beer and feel the rigid circle on my neck
with a finger.

Ol thinkI know,O she says. She drops an arm below the table. | lean
over and seker picking at the brown scab on her knee.

OYouOll get a scar if you keep picking at that,O | say.

Her eyes swell as her cheeks ball up; pushing a strand of hair back
and lifting her shoulders upward like spears prodding at the air. Smoke
huddles in a &zy cloud above us.

Olknow,0 she says.
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UNDER THE SKIN

Are yousure we should be doing this?O | whisper to Cecilia
and lean my back into the plastic siding, press my hands into the dirt
beneath me.

OCandace, I0m positive,0 Cecilia says, petrithg window just
over my head. A vague, flickering light dances out the window and glows
over the edge of her forehead and bridge of her nose.

OHaedeserves it,O she says, looks down at me, the light fizzing along
her hair. OHeOs a creepy, delydedissN youOve said it yourself... and
besides, we need the furniture.O

OYeah, youOre right,O | sayis@Hzeep.O | pull my hands from
the dirt and put them in my lap.

Cecilia lowers herself from the window into a squat, and the light
blankets over tb branches of the leafless bushes surrounding us. She
reaches into the thicket and pinches off a twig and sticks it between her
teeth, lips snared.

| stand up and lean over CeciliaOs head to look through the
window. The sputtering glow from the televisidluminates the room
inside with a slur of bluiswhite silhouettes. The murky leather chair has
its back to me, the back of TannerOs head hanging to the side, squirming
and writhing, a hand grapples through the tangle of his hair.

Ol still canOt beligua let him trick you like that,O Cecilia says, the
twig wiggling between her lips.

Ol canOt believeiitier.O | sit down and stroke fingers through my
hair. OBut | needed the book back from him, and despite how creepy he is,
| didnOt think he wasat creepy.O | frown and speak in a deep, grumbling,
resentful murmur. 8rry, I left your book at my house, just come over and

get it... have a seat while I get it for you... isn’t that a nice leather chair—
POUNCE.O
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Cecilia laughs, almost a guffaw, and theytfalls from her teeth.
She stands and rolls her jeans up above her knees.

Ols he at least a good kisser?0

QGross. HeOs such a scumbag,O | whisper. OAnd every single day in
class he sits in his little corner, fidgeting and squirming at every word
anyonesays like it weOre torturing him.O

Cecilia keeps her eyes above the windowsill, open and shining blue.

OAnd whenever class lets out heOs always right behind me walking
out the door:So, Candace, what are you doing now... can I cook you
dinner... I just want to kill everyone, they’re stupid...O

Her lips spread as she giggles, and her teeth gleam from the light.
OHe sits in that chair like heOs on a throne,O she says.

OThatOs how he always is. HeOs always sitting on his high horse.O

The light disappearand darkness spreads over Cecilia, myself, and
the bare thicket of bushes.

OHe turned off the television,O Cecilia whispers and she lowers
herself from the window. | hear footsteps over a creaking floor and then a
door slams. Cecilia peers through thimdew again and says, OHe went
into his roonm\ let’s g0.0

In a quick, fluid motion, she turns and hurdles out from the
bushes. She runs around the side of the house toward the front, and | ease
through the hive of rigid branches that scratch against my. arhesgrass
on the side of the house is damp and mud squishes against my shoes. Air
bites at the corner of my eyes.

At the front there is only bare siding stained by a few yellow
splotches of egg yolks, and the dilapidated front door hanging on rusted
hinges. Cecilia is crouched at the door, her hand wrapped around the
doorknob. She nods, turns the doorknob, and nudges it open.

Inside the living room is dark, but the black leather chair sticks out
as a putrid beacon in the darkness. A slither of lighwisr down the hall
from beneath the door to TannerOs bedroom.

Cecilia pulls me over to a couch up against the wall. Together, we
angle ourselves against the end of the couch and slide it down the hallway,
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whining over the carpet, until the other end praagminst the door to
TannerOs room. We lift the couch so it is standing on its side, barricading
Tanner in his room.

| turn the lights on and the black chair stares at me.

OSo this is the infamous chair, huh?0 Cecilia says. She walks around
the back oftiand drags her hands over the headrest.

| take a step toward the leather heap. The heavy, raw scent floods
my sinuses.

The door to TannerOs room starts pounding against the couch.

OWho’s there?!O shouts TannerOs shrill, mangy voice.

Cecilia stares dawthe hallway, fingering the hide on the chair, her
mouth growing wider, shoulders launching upward.

QWho’s out there?! Let me out of here! Get out of my houselO

| grab the foot of the chair from underneath, my arms wrapped
around the leather, my faceeling the warmth from TannerOs departed
ass. Cecilia stands in leisure, listening, her mouth hanging opening
hunger.

Qecilia,O | whisper. OLetOs go.O

She holds a finger up to me, leans back, and unléashes

QLAAHAAIIIIYA-HA HAAAAAAA'O

N a shrill, boilingcackle.

The pounding stops and Cecilia she shuts her mouth, her face not
the least bit red. She grabs the back of the chair, and lifts.

OSorry,O she says, glowing as we carry the chair out the front door
and into the wet, overgrown grass. Ol had to aoQh

OYouOre so weird sometimes,O | say, breathing in spurts as Cecilia
pulls the chair around the side of the house.

| dig my fingers into the leather, struggling for grip, and we pass
the bushes and stumble down the sloping hill of TannerOs bacKyard.
grass disappears leaving my feet to slosh through soft mud. Cecilia keeps
pulling the chair in a fury with her arms behind her, her back to me.

OcCan we slow down a little?0

ONo, hurry up.O
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We plow through a curtain of ivy hanging between trees and a
branch knocks me in the face. My arms loosen for a split second and then |
grab at the leather again.

Watch out, donOt drop it.0

OThen slow down.

We pass out of the woods into a clearing under a canopy that
covers the railroad tracks that lead thrbugwn.

OWatch out for theracks,O Cecilia says. | see the metal rails
running parallel to one another, extending along the canopy. | step over
one rail and Cecilia pulls the chair and me down the tracks. | keep
stubbing my feet into the wooden sleeparg] | can feel the chair slipping
from my fingers.

OHow much further?O | ask.

OFurther.O

OIOm losing my grip.O

ODonOt do that.O

Moonlight slips in through the canopy and | make out a gray,
faded figure that resembles Cecilia. Her hair swings tcioeeexposing
her neck.

The small of my back pulls, straining to uncurl my spine, and the
chair slips further from my grip, bending me like a horseshoe. | sprawl my
hands, searching for better grip until my right hand finds a hard, plastic
handle. | plae all my strength into that one hand to keep the weight of the
chair from dropping, but the handle gives way and pulls toward me, and
the bottom panel of the chair springs outward, kicks me in the chin.

| fall backwards and the chair is gone from my hands

Gravity throws the chair into Cecifiher neck, shoulders, hands,
and cackle. She shrieks as her legs are smashed and pinned to the wooden
sleepers and fists of stones between the rails. Her shrill tongue echoes
along the canopy.

| push the chair off €cilia, and she curls one leg to her chest,
hands clamped upon the knee, and she squirms. A gurgling wail comes
from her oblong mouth.
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OAre you alright?O | bend down and place a hand on her shoulder.

She flinches at my touch, rolls her back to me. Sfasiand then
gasps, choking on her sobs. Her shoulders curl inward, and her back
rounds into a halmoon.

OCecilia?O | whisper. | reach for her hands and wedge them from
her knee.

Blood drips from her palms, already covered in red. The bald of her
kneeis running blood, ruffled with tiny flaps of skin spread outward
leaving a gash the size of my thumb. The blood isnOt much, but itOs
stretching down her shin like warm syrup.

With a fury Cecilia scrambles to her feet and paces back and forth,
limping on her bloody knee, rocks shuffling in her wake. She breathes in
harsh gasps, winces with every step.

OAre you alright?O | ask again.

O10m fine,O she says, forcing the wheezes to a stop.

OAre you sure?0

OYes.O

Her knee has bloomed a dark, drooping puddied she flinches
when | step toward her. Wet streaks edge from the corners of her eyes.

ODo you want to leave the chair?0O

She looks at me, then turns and kicks the chair with her
untarnished leg. She retracts and kicks the leather several times,rand the
rolls it from the tracks into the muddy ditch. She kicks the chair one last
time, piercing the leather on the back, and then spits on it. She turns from
me and walks down the tracks toward the end of the canopy, limping over
the wooden sleepers buriedarthe ground.
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ACCOMPLICE

Across the classroom Tanner squirms in his chair, straining
his muscles to as if to withstand the words from Professor SanOs mouth. He
tilts his head toward the ceiling and clenches his jaw and grips the edge of
his desk.

OCan anyone think of any reasety he decided not to explicitly
mention the abortion?O Professor San asks, holding the anthology open
with one hand.

The short girl with Albineblonde hair raises her hand, and the
Professor nods at her.

OBecause he fitlivould be more real of a conversation?0

Tanner glares at the girl, snaring his lips.

OYes, thatOs a good supposition, Candace,O the Professor says
crooning her neck around the room. OCould there be anything else?0

Her eyes lock onto Tanner who iepsing his palm into an eye, his
lips showing his corrupt teeth clenched together.

OTanner, is there a problem?0 she asks sharply.

His eyes shoot open and his lips fall over his teeth. OUh... no,0 he
says.

OAre you sure?0 Professor San asks, spedkkig @dBecause you
seem almost completely exacerbatesbbyething.O

Every pair of eyes in the circle of desks darts back and forth from
the Professor to Tanner.

ONo, itOs just...O Tanner starts in a grungy, rusted voice, Ol canO
stand Hemingway\ he males me uncontrollably ill.O His face pinches red,
and his mouth forms a crooked smirk.

OWell, alright,0 Professor San says. OBut letOs try to keep persona
sentiments at bay and retain a purely academic attitude.O

Tanner nods and the Professor continbeslecture.
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A hand rests on my shoulder and to my right Sarah leans in close
to me.

OYou shouldn®t laugh,O she whispers. OHe just wants attention, so
donOt give it to him.O She pulls away, and across the room Tanner sits in
his chair with his hands foddl into his lap, but his pupils are fixed and
rigid.

ONow, for the last five or so minutes of class letOs divide into groups
of two and discuss the points in the dialogue that are of the greatest
importance to the story,O the Professor says.

Around the tassroom everyone looks hesitantly at one another
and pairs up. | look to Sarah but sheOs already talking with the pale, brown
haired kid to her other side.

OVirgil,O Professor San says to me, Oyou can pair up with Tanner.O

| nod and walk across the moand sit next to Tanner, a humid
stench surrounds him. He leans forward and rests his elbows on the desk.

OWhatOs your name?O he mutters, his head sunken toward the
anthology on his desk.

OVirgil,O | say.

He chuckles, showing his crooked front teeffha@Os an unusual
name these days.O

OWhatOs your name?0

He turns away. OTanner Baines.O

OThatOs just as unusual.O

He looks down at the anthology. OSo do you like any of this
garbage so far?0 he asks. Ol hate every author sheOs put on the syllabus. I
read these same quacks in different classes again and again for five years
now, and they just make me sick.O

OFive years?0

He sits up straight in his chair and looks up at the ceiling. OYeah,
IOm a fifttyear senior. What are yBia freshman?0

OSophomerO
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He arches his back and shows a jagged smile. OWell, hereOs some
advice: donOt stay here any longer than you have t0.0 He pushes a hand
through his dark thicket of hair.

OWhy do you say that?0

OBecause... the more time | spend in this... place.mdhne
contempt | have for every living creature that frequents its grounds and
the masquerade presented from it all...O He trails off and glances around
the room at the rest of the class.

OMakes sense.O

He cocks his head and stares at me. OWhat ddesghan?0

OIf | were as disdainful as you, 10d have contempt for everyone at
this school t00.0

His eyes stay fixed on me, eyebrows angled inward, and then he
chuckles. OYouOre a bizarre fellow,0 he says.

Professor San stands up from her desk. OAlrigity@ne can get going.
Remember to read OThe Snows of KilimanjaroO for Wednesday.O

Everyone in the classroom stands up, gathers their notes and
anthologies, and leaves. Tanner is already out the door, his worn backpack
hanging over one shoulder. | grab arythology and walk to the door with
Sarah next to me.

OGoing back to the dorm?0 she asks.

ONope, itOs lunchtime.O

OAlright, 101l see you later then.O She turns down the hallway to the
right.

| walk past the womenOs room and out the door to the gddkin
Outside the sky is white and low and makes my eyes water. ThereOs a soft
breeze that glides over my arms and my hair stands on end like blades of
grass. | follow the sidewalk along the row of parked cars until the building
ends and the sidewalk tusrto black asphalt that winds through leafless
bushes and empties onto the commons area in front of the dining hall.
Hundreds of other students weave in varied directions between one
another. | cross through a stream of the wandering student bodies and
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enter the dining hall doors to see people lined up over a hundred feet
before the register.

ONow this always kills me,O says a begrudged voice behind me. |
turn around and Tanner is leaning on one leg.

OWhat?0

OThdines,O he says, closing his eyes kmtiting his jaw. Ol canOt
stand the lines for the dining hall every afternoon.O

O0h.O | take a few steps forward.

OLarge groups of people always agitate me a great deal. Stupidity
must increase exponentially the more people there are in a givenkarea, li
a medieval contagion or plague. No one knows how to function properly,
like a heard okalfwits.O

Many of the people ahead in line for the register are talking
amongst themselves, indifferent to the impatient and hungry few. It causes
an accordion affg.

Olt just makes me want to...O Tanner says, trailing off.

| look back at him. OMakes you waniwitat?O

He glances over his shoulder, his frowning lips accenting his stump
of a chin. He looks at me and says in aWwaisper, Olt makes me want to
rip someoneOs head off.O He clenches an orb of air in front of him with his
hands as if it were someoneOs neck. OEspecially th@:stupitio donOt
even notice theyOre slowing down the line.O

| take a few more steps forward behind the heels of the p@rson
front of me. The register is only twenty feet away. Tanner mutters
incoherencies behind me. | look over my shoulder and his head is down as
he pulls on his hair. | follow the heels of the person in front of me as
Tanner breathes heavy and strenuous. Tdgaster grows nearer, cattle
step by cattle step.

OOh god...0 Tanner murmurs as the person ahead of me fumbles
through his pockets for his school 1.D. The short, plump kid digs it out
from his back pocket and hands it to the cashier who swipes itgthtbe
register.
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| step forward with my I.D. held outward. The cashier takes it,
swipes it, and hands it back to me without any eye contact or other
acknowledgements. | walk into the dining hall, passing all the buffet
stations to the pasta center. | tvaa another line for a few minutes to
dump spaghetti and tomato sauce onto a green plate, and head toward the
tables.

| spot Tanner seated alone with a bowl of cereal, and place my
anthology and plate across from him and pull up a chair.

Tanner has a gon of corn flakes frozen inches in front of his
mouth and he stares at me. | stab my fork into the spaghetti and spread the
tomato sauce. He lowers the spoon to the bowil.

OWell this is first.O

| twirl my fork in the pasta. OThe first what?0O

OThe firstime someone hasluntarily sat and eaten with me.O He
leans back and chuckles to himself, though it sounds more like weak
coughing.

OO0h.O I lift a clump of spaghetti to my mouth. OWhyOs that?0

His jaw becomes a square. OWell... | donOt reallynlggivierals,
or even any amiable acquaintances that would consider eating with me.O
He props an elbow on the table and leans his head into his hand. Ol think
IOm considered a bit of a pariah.O

| swallow and wipe my mouth with a napkin. OYeah, pretty much,O
| say.

OSo if you think IOm a pariah then why the hell did you sit with
me,O he growls.

| chew down on more pasta. Ol never sattbught you were a
pariah.O

OThenwhy the hell did you sit here?O he snaps.

| swallow.

OAre yogay?0

ONope.O

His eyebrows tilt inward. OHas anyone ever told you that your
habit oflaughing at almost everything is a little unsettling and awkward?0O
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Ol donOt even notice IOm laughing most of the time. But not
everyone says s0.0 | stab my fork back into the pasta.caBuell most
people think it.O

Tanner stirs his cereal with a spoon, the corn flakes soggy. OThen
why do you laugh?0

| look around the dining all at the hundreds of fellow students
carousing from table to table. OBecause everythingOs funny to me.O

Ol vish | could see things that way,O he says. OEverything just seems
absurd and aggravating to me. Everything crawls underneath my skin.O He
squirms and the veins on his neck show. Ol mean, just look around...
everyone in here is just so pathetic and disfmhcehorrible human
beings...O

A group of guys walk past our table wearing sweaters with Greek
letters and collar shirts underneath.

OThis wholeollege lifestyle has completely distracted them from
seeing what scum they really are.O His head drap$isitarms on the
table next to his cereal. ONone of them are sympathetic human beings. Not
one of them would show me an ounce of kindness.O He sits back up and
stares at me, snaring his lips. OAnd the only person that is even willing to
sit and eat lunchwith me seems to enjoy my company for his own
entertainment.O

| stare straight at him and chew on the pasta doused with sauce.

The whites of his eyes disappear and his head droops.
OSometimes,O he says, his voice hushed, Ol seriously would likerto kil
all. All the ones | hate. All the unsympathetic ones. All the ones that
showed me complete disregard as a human and treated me like some
monster to be feared.O He grips the table so hard that his spoon rattles
against the bowl. OAnd | donOt say that figure of speech. | mean it
literally.O

| place my fork on the empty green plate in front of me. OThatOs not
a good idea.O

The whites of his eyes are reddened. OWhy do you say that?O
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OYouOre not a professional serial killer. Most likely youOdeither
caught and sent to jail for the rest of your life or youOd end up killing
yourself to avoid arrest. Both are pretty bleak options.O

Tanner grips the table and my fork falls off the plate.

OWhat wouldou care? If | was arrested or | killed myself you
wouldnOt care. YouOd just have one less person to entertain you. ThatOs th
only reason you make friends, isnOt it? Just for laughs?O His entire body is
tense; the dark hairs coating his arms stand on end, his jaw is tight, and the
bones below his eyesistforward.

Ol donOt see any other point, | guess,O | say.

He continues to stare at me, and then after several seconds he looks
down and breathes heavy. | watch him struggle to regain control of the rise
and fall of his chest as the dining hall emptfethe betweestlass rush.

And then he looks up at me, his jaw crooked, eyes reddened, and
he raises himself from the table. He slings his backpack over his shoulder
and picks up his bowl of cereal.

OSee you next class,0 he mutters, and walks off hourietied,
and disgruntled.

22



DIKT ON OUR HANDS by JOEL SCHNELER

FULL COUNT

Top of the fourth inning and Patterson gives up a walk
Floyd after battling out of a full count, and Cecilia says, OWell that was
anti-climatic.O

OWhat?0 | say. | turn to see her leaning back in herestéay a
beer on her knee. Candace, sitting to CeciliaOs right, leans forward and
stares at us.

Ol said that was adimatic.O She raises her beer to her mouth.
OThis whole game is one weak orgasm after another.O She gulps from her
beer, tilting the badte nearly vertical.

Wright steps up to the plate and takes a strike high and inside,
pulling the dramatic backip to dodge the ninety mHper-hour bullet.

OWhat are you talking about?O | glance at her smug face for a
moment, and then turn back to theadhond.

Patterson winds and throws a low chaige One ball, one strike.

OThe game isnOt even halfway over, and youOre saying itOs anti
climatic. That makes no sense. ItOs three to one, Piazza hit a home run
already, and your Dad hooked us up with séatnty feet from first
bas& what are you complaining about?0

Wright swings on a low fastball, one he shouldnOt be swinging at,
and it pops up to Church in shallow centerfield. One out.

OWhich team is Piazza on?O Candace asks. SheOs leaned forwarc
with her elbows resting on her knees. Her blonde hair hangs down and
shines white in the sun.

OPiazzaOs on the Mets.O

0OSo weOre rooting for the Mets?0

ORoot for whoever you like; I0m rooting for the Mets.O

OBut the Nationals are the home team, right? AyenGiupposed
to root for the home team?0
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Cecilia drains the rest of her beer and burps in CandaceOs face.

OCandace, donOt be nasve. Garren never adpghgng heOs
supposed to do. HeOs one badass rebel.O

Piazza strolls to the plate for his secontdaatwalks around from
behind the umpire and Bennett at the backstop. He spreads his legs and
raises the bat, his shoulders flat. The crowd starts booing him and all the
theatrics, angry from his homerun earlier in the game.

Patterson delivers a leand-inside changeup, and Piazza doesnOt
flinch. The umpire calls strike, and the crowd cheers.

reeee-haw,O Cecilia hollers as she pumps a fist in the air and rolls
her eyes. She lights a cigarette held between her teeth, and then offers the
pack to me, a smugig on her face.

Patterson winds and fires the heat on the low outside corner, and
the umpire calls another strike. The crowd is on their feet cheering for
Patterson. Cecilia stands up with all the other Nationals fans in our section
and the stadium, wavg her hands like tentacles, her cigarette sticking out
from her idiotic smile. She winks at me, a thorn into my side.

Patterson winds and unleashes a rockebclky bet-you-can’t-hit-
my-shit pitch, and PiazzaOs arms simply unfold, and then the dadk is s
out to deep centerfield. Before Patterson can even turn to watch, the ball is
gone. The crowd goes silent, and IOm on my feet pumping my fists in the
air, clapping and cheering.

Piazza rounds the bases, his head even, face calm and humbled,
and he hig fives Floyd after the trot to home plate. The two walk back to
the firstbase side dugout and high fives the rest of the team.

| sit down, feeling buzzed, and Cecilia is chuckling.

OYouOre ridiculous,0 she says, holding her cigarette between two
fingers.

OFuck you, Miss ThéifasAnti-Climatic. If Floyd hadnOt battled
for that walk the Mets would still be losing, but now itOs a tie game.O

Olt was still antlimatic.O

OHow? It was the leadoff base runner, and Piazza just climaxed it.
That was the conete opposite of antilimatic. It wasinti-anti-climatic.O
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ONo way. And that home run was so lame. He already hit one of
those. A double or a triple wouldOve been more interesting.O The cigarette
is between her lips again as she leans back in her seat.

| stare out to the mound and grind my teeth, wishing Patterson
would throw a ninety milger-hour fastball at CeciliaOs grinning face.

D’az steps up to the plate with his stocky stance. He swings at the
first piece of shit Patterson tosses him, and Guzfeds it off one
bounce in the grass between second and third base and lobs it to Johnson
at first base. Top half of the fourth is over.

| stand up from my seat on the edge of the isle. The crowd seated in
this privileged firstbaseside section scoftg my Mets hat.

OWhere are you going?0 Candace asks.

Ol need some beer and food.O

QIOII come with you.O She jolts up and steps over Cecilia who
doesnOt flinch or acknowledge that weOre leaving her alone with the game
and the crowd.

Candace and | walkp the concrete stairs through the tunnel to the
balcony that wraps around RFK and has all the concessions. | get in line
for a hot dog, still getting dirty scowls from most everyone that isnOt
wearing a Mets hat or uniform.

OSheQOs pissing you off, isn€RO Candace says, and we creep
forward half a step in line.

OltOs that obvious?0

Very obvious.O

Ols it obvious to her, though?O

Candace rolls her eyes. OltOs aipod#/ith me, sometimes she
knows when sheOs pissing me off, and sometimes shé kiomsnOdonOt
think she cares either way, though.O

OSounds like how she treats me.O | fish my wallet from my pocket.

OAt least you donOt have to live with her.O

OYouOre righhtl just have to be hépyfriend.O

Candace giggles and hangs her head.
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OWH, you could break up with her... and just never see her again.
If | wanted to move out itOs a lot messier.O

The line files down, one by one, and just as | hear the crowd start
to cheer, IOm at the front. | order a beer and two hot dogs.

Ol donOt reallyant anything to eat,O Candace says.

| ignore the protest, hand the cashier the money.

OJust eat a hot dog with me before we go back.O

We walk out of the line and over to a railing that overlooks the
vast, gravel parking lot. The sun gleams over thdshialds of the blanket
of cars, and the Anacostia River sparkles behind it. | gulp beer and scarf a
bite from my hot dog. Candace takes a birdlike bite and chews slowly.

OWhat do you see in her?0 Candace asks, shying away behind her
hot dog.

OGood quesin.O | take another bite, chew, and swallow. OShe was
a challenge... | like challenges. And the first date we went on was like a
battle for dominance. It was fun.O

OSo what happened to that?0

OWe kept going out, and | got more and more secure around her
so | stopped battling... she didnOt. SheOs still fighting, and now itOs just
annoying. She never stops playing games.O

OHer games are pretty tiring after a few months.O Candace nibbles
at the bun, averting her eyes from me. OYou two donOt make too much
sense together anyway.O

| chuckle and take the last bite of my hot dog. OMaybe not... come
on, | don®t want to miss much more.O

| walk back through the tunnel with Candace trailing behind me
and | finish my beer and toss it in a trashcan. We emergetfr@nunnel
and | see the brilliant, green field spread at the core of the stadium and |
feel a shiver up the back of my neck.

Cecilia has disappeared from our seats, probably walking around
smoking cigarettes. | sit down in the isle seat again, and Gasda next
to me in CeciliaOs seat. The bottom of the fourth is over and Benson got by
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without any walks, hits, or runs and the Nationals are taking the field for
the top of the fifth, Patterson shuffling his lanky body to the mound.

OThere is so muclown time in baseball,0 Candace says. SheOs still
cradling the hot dog | got her, chewing another miniscule bite.

OItOs a game of wits, and wit requires patience, young
Grasshopper,O | say, wryly.

She smiles. OHow insightful, oh Wise Master.O

Benson walk to the plate, even lankier than Patterson, and the
pitcher versus pitcher dtat is underway. Patterson gives Benson a fastball
down the plate, and Benson takes a witless hack at it, popping it up behind
the plate. Bennett catches it like a balloordf¥léth cool air slowly gliding
down to the earth. One out.

OYou know, | donOt understand how pitchers can be such terrible
batters sometimes. | mean, theyéers, youOd think theyOd know how
to take an abat.O

Candace cowers behind her kedften lot dog. OMaybe theyOre just
not very good at swinging the bat. IOm not.O

ONo, itOs not just swinging the bat. And most of them have been
playing baseball since they were little kids; they should know how to swing
the bat, so that canOt be it. Facing gifnat a pitcher isnOt just about
swinging or seeing the ball, thereOs a lot more to it than that.O

OLike what?0

OWell, every tat is a mini game of wits between the pitcher and
the batter over who can outsmart the other one. Swinging is a big part of
but youOre nothing unless you can first outsmart the pitcher. And pitchers
are always about trying to outsmart the batters, so youOd think theyOd have
an advantage trying to outsmart other pitchers.O

| look at her, and she laughs, lowers her hot dog.

Ol never thought this was such a complicated game.O Her cheeks
are round below her eyes and her eyes are gleaming.

A bat cracks, and Reyes hits a foul ball behind the plate in the
upper deck.
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Oltis and it isnOt. ItOs a pretty simple game, realippteigames
always have a way of becoming ridiculously complicated.O

She keeps smiling, and nods in agreement.

Patterson throws Reyes an ugly changeup, but Reyes swings and
fouls it off.

OGarren, | have a question.O

OShoot.O

Reyes swings at anotherrhd changeup that he grounds to
second base, which Carroll fields and throws to Johnson at first. Two outs.

OWhy do you like this game so much?0

Cairo struts to the plate from the batters box and squares up to bat
right-handed.

OWhatOs not to like abiv®O

OWell, it~does seem kind of boring sometimes, there being so much
waiting. And itOs hard to understand what makes it so difficult. | mean,
youOQre just hitting and throwing the ball.O

Cairo takes a low fastball for ball one.

Olt is simple. You my hit, catch, and throw; itOs a childOs game.O

Patterson gets the inside corner for strike one.

OBut then you go off on how itOs so complicated.O

OJust like life, really.O

Cairo takes the high heat for ball two.

OSo you like it so much becausekige?0

Bennett calls for time and jogs to the mound to talk with Patterson.

Ol love this game itOs so much fun to throw the ball, hit the ball, and
catch the ball. ThereOs something so perfect about making a diving catch or
stealing a base or throvgjrihat perfect pitch...O

Bennett returns to the backstop and Patterson sets up.

OBecause youOre considered successful in this game if you fail
seventy percent of the time...O

Cairo gets a low changeup for ball three.
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OBecause all the fundamentalfiefgame have to become instinct;
you canOt think about where to throw the ball if there are two men on and
one out, you have to know before you even get the ball in your glove...O

Patterson chucks another hard fastball, and Cairo fouls it off.

OBecaus@ything can mount as soon as someone gets on base...O

Cairo fouls off another inside fastball.

OBecause when youOre at the edge ofbat, athen itOs a full
count, anything can happen...O

Patterson delivers a fastball on the high outside cornerCaird
cracks his bat against the ball and sends it on a line toward our section,
violently piercing right at me, and | stick up my gloveless left hand and
knock the ball down with the heel of my palm. The ball bounces into
CandaceOs lap throwing her hai dat of her hands.

AWOOOOOWWWWWWW,O | scream. My hand swells with pain
and | cradle my hand in my chest.

OWell that shut you up,O Candace says. She picks the ball up out of
her lap, marveling at it as if itOs an ancient relic. OAnything can happen on
afull count, huh.O

The people around us in our section start to cheer, and | wave my
swelling hand like a curtain call.

| sit down, clutching my throbbing hand, and Candace is caressing
the ball along its stitches.

OCan | see my new baseball?0 | say.

Your ball?0

OYeahpny ball.O

OYou didnOt catch it.O

Ol knocked it out of the fucking sky with my bare hand it landed it
in your lap. It doesnOt sound like you caught it either.O

OWeteamed up to catch it,O she says, smiling. She holds the ball
from the wnderside and extends it toward me. | grip it from the top, but
she doesnOt let it go. OLetOs just sayhilO

ThereOs another crack of a bat, and Cairo singles to right field.

OAlright, itQs:r ball.O
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| see Cecilia walking through the tunnelling towards the stairs,
a cigarette hanging from her lips.

OCecilia can never share this with us, you know,O | tell her.

OOf course she canOt. ThigrisO She rests her fingers on the back
of my injured palm

OBut | get to sleep with it tonight.O
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ALF LAY

| follow her back to her place, which IOm disappointed is a
dorm, but IOm in no place to be picky. The building is studded in gray
blocks that amount like a hectic game of. Inside the stairwell and hallways
are sterile like the hospital | spest much time in over the summer.

She leads me by the hand as if IOm a kindergartner, too bashful to
pounce on every move of her heels, and through the sanitized and
carpeted hallway she finds the door to her room. The door is covered with
digital pictures with her friends in pretend candid snapshots. Next to the
door on the wall is a number that reads 333 and | wonder if by entering
this room 1Om halfway to hell.

Her sweaty hand, soft as plush pillows at the fingertips, drags me
into the room, my feettsmbling across the threshold.

Inside there is a vague, halogen glow pouring in through the cracks
between the Venetian blinds, spilling onto the ceiling in contours.
Through the iridescent haze of darkness | can see the outcrop of a bed held
up to an Oympic height by cinderblocks, which she hops onto with the
ease of a trained gymnast.

| jump upward toward the mattress but fall short, and she grabs at
my left wrist as if IOm on the edge of a vast cliff and pulls, clawing into my
skin with her nails. fall back to the linoleum floor, my knee making the
initial impact, but it doesnOt hurt as much as it should. | stand up and claw
my way onto the mattress, this girl now lying beside me, combing her
fingers through my hair. I concentrate for a moment éanember her
name but only draw a blank, and her fingers glide over my scalp.

Things progress in a hurried manner, her lips against mine, my
hands sprawling over her stomach and back, her hands crooning my head
and neck, our legs tangled atop the mattaeesbamidst the darkness.

OOh, Gannon,0O she whispers, and IOm in no position to correct her
so | donOt say a thing but press my lips to her neck.
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ThereOs a rustling of sheets, not from the mattress IOm on, and | am
aware of the other bed across themoear the window. | open my eyes
while still giving lackadaisical caress to her back, and across the room | can
see the outline of a body in the other bed. There is a hip turned on its side,
and a head prodding out from the sheets, and | can imagineethe r
devilish eyes setting the mattress IOm atop ablaze in a hot, orange fire.

Then lips and tongue come to my ear and | turn a blind eye, the
shape of the room nevertheless altered, but IOm too preoccupied to give a
fuck.
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CHOTICES, VOICES

Garren

OrouOrairunk,O | say, stepping off the curb onto the asphalt. Wet,
discolored leaves catch the underside of my shoes and my knees waver.

rou’re drunk,O Candace says, sprawled flat on her back in the
middle of the road. The doubigellow line runs betweelmer legs and out
the back of her head.

Ol am not.O My feet plant within inches of her outstretched hand.
The dark road stretches in both directions with damp;fielalen houses
perched like tree stumps along each side.

Ol hate you.O A thin, whiteudocurls from her smirking mouth.
She grabs at my ankles and | step backwards.

OYouOreally drunk,O | say, and | slide my hands into my pockets.
OMaybe you shouldnOt be lying in the road. Get up.O

She reaches one hand upward and waves it in circdes &kts out
a soft whimper. The balls of her cheeks are flushed red.

| look up and down the street void of headlights.

OAre you going to pick me up or not?0 she says.

Tanner

OWhy did you come here?0 she demands, folding her arms. OWhat do you
want?0

Her neck is rigid, held backwards like an eagle ready to gorge upon
and devour my liver.
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OWell, I, um... I donOt want anything.O The words clamber from me,
and staggering thuds echo from within my chest. She narrows her brow
and | can feel every paif @yes in the room focused upon me.

OBe honest, you gutless shithead.O Her eyes are like grappling
hooks and | cannot trigger the impulse to flee.

Ol... uh...0 My tongue and lips are inept.

OYou think you can just come into my hdme:invitedN and start
harassing any girl here who sees you asithéag you are?0

OBb-but | d-d-didnOtarass anyone.O | dip my head from the hold
of her eyes. Every witless drunk in the room is gawking me while this bitch
bends my thumbs backwards.

OYouOre gutless, argmd?O Her arms folded into her chest
tighten, heaving her bosom upward.

OSlap me,O she says.

OWhat?0 | lift my head and see the bones swelling below her eyes.

Glap me. Go aheal | dare you.O The hill of her right cheek points
at me, challenging me,rlng me toward doom.

Virgil

OSheOs so crazy sometimes,O some girl whispers.

SheOs standing beside me in the threshold between the vacant
kitchen and the crowded living room. The girl turns her back to the living
room and nods her head toward Cecilmdaranner. Her red hair slips
over her face.

OAnd heOs such a creep. TheyOll end up boxing the in the middle of
the street, | swear it,O she adds.

| step out from the threshold and fully into the kitchen. Through
the window next to the refrigerator | s@arren standing over CeciliaOs
housemate who is lying in the middle of the road.
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OThey might have some challengers,O | say, pointing out the
window.

The girl leans forward and squints. Ols that Candace?0

OSure, why not.O0

The redhaired girl looks bdcat me, still squinting. The puzzled
look brushes from her face and she erupts into a buffoonish giggle.

OYouOranny,O she says, staggers backwards, and catches herself
on the handle of the refrigerator pulling the door ajar.

She burrows herself intahe refrigeratorOs belly, and then
reemerges holding a tiny paper cup in each of her hands.

OWant a Je® shot?0

| step toward her and crane my neck to look into the cups. One is
filled with congealed red stuff, the other filled with green.

OWhat arthey?0

OJelD shots. JelD made with vodka.O Her eyelids are drooping
and splotches of her mascara are slurred. Her fingers pinch the cups
holding the JelD, nudging them toward me.

OWhich one do you want,O she asks, Ored or green?0

Garren

Pick me up,O she whines, kicking her heels against the asphalt, her hands
wobbling above her head. Her eyes are swollen.

| slide my hands from my pockets, rock on my heels, and fold my
arms against my chest.

Ol hate you.O Her arms collapse and fold ontohest. She rolls
her head away from me, a leaf pasted to her wibtind hair.

OWhat? You can stand up on your own. You donOt need me.O

OExactly. | donOt need you.O A cloud exhumes from her mouth and
hangs like a throng of icicles.
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OShut up, youOreiak.O Both ends of the street are still empty and
lined by a row of orange lights that hover above the blackened asphalt.
OThereOs a car coming, you better get up.O

She rolls on her side, the bend of her spine a barrier held up to me.

OltOs getting cloge

Olf there really was a car, then youOd pick me up.O

OOh foshit’s saké O

OWhatOs the deal?O She rolls onto her back. OAIl you have to do
is grab my hands and pull up.O

| turn away from her and walk to the curb, kicking at the leaves
slopped wer the street. The air bites my sinuses as | breathe in through my
nose. | clench my hands braced against my chest.

OWhy did you even come here tonight? Because if it wasnOt to pick
me up from the middle of the street then | donOt know why.O

| turn around and sheOs tilting her head back and forth like a
seesaw. Her spine rests over the deyelew line as if sheOs on a balance
beam, hanging over an ocean of blackness.

OFine,O she says. She sits up, the leaf still meshed into her hair.

Tanner

Glap me,O she says again, her voice a magnet to my palm. | look around
the room, trying to ease the attraction between my hand and her cheek,
but all the eyes are rounded and glowering. They want to sponge up all the
humiliation | have to offer.

Her cheekis aimed at me, a canvas she wants me to paint red. |
keep my elbow straight, and her lips curl upward and she winks. The bitch
thinks she has me beat. | stare at that cheek and breathe out.

| snap my elbow; catapult my open palm into the side of her face
smearing the bitchOs smile.
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Everyone in the room gasps. She only stares at me, the one side of
her face red with the imprint of my hand.

Ols that what yowanted?O | ask in triumph, and stretch my fingers
in front of me.

She laughs, her jaw clenchémblding the delusional amusement
between her teeth, ready to bite down. My doom is upoN she is
wrought with it.

Her fist bolts up and plows into my face, wraps my chin around my
neck. Two hands grab my head and throw me to the floor, and my face
bites into worn carpet.

et out,O she bellows.

She grabs my head again and | scramble to my feet. She pulls on
my ears and swings me out the door but | trip on the threshold and plant
my face into the wooden porch. The door slams behind me, and | lift
myséf from the squeaking wood, cursing the bitch in hushed grumbles.

Virgil

QChoose one,O the rethaired girl whines, waving the red and greenQell
shots in front of me. She bounces on the balls of her feet, strands of hair
draping over her face.

OAlIrght,O | say, and she calms. OBlue.O

OWhat?0

OBlue.O

She stares at the red R@lilshot and then the green one, her lips
apart and crooked.

OTheresn’t a blue one.O Wisps of hair hang over her ear as she tilts
her head.

OO0h,0 | say.

She stares at m#iting her head further toward the floor. OFine,
weirdo, 101l have themth.O
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With a swing of her head she pivots on one leg and walks out of the
kitchen into the living room. She squeezes one of th® Jibts into her
mouth and stumbles over a wriekin the carpet.

| walk to the window next to the refrigerator. Outside Candace sits
in the middle of the road. She wobbles as she lifts herself to her feet.
Garren is more than an armOs length from her, his arms folded and head
hung down. Tanner limpslong the sidewalk behind Garren, walking
away from the house.

| step back from the window and my shoulder brushes against the
wall flicking another kitchen light on above me. The glass window loses
transparency, and | see myself slinking backward, maj#th laughing,
black holes in place of my eyes.

The living room is roaring again. | flip the lightvitch off and my
face wipes clean from the window.
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OBLONG

Virgil, why are you like this?O she asks me. Her face is frozen
so hard icicles coulafm on the hinge of her jaw.

For once | can feel the laughter pop like a pocket of air from within
me. She doesnOt move. And then the color in or around her face gets
brighter.

0See?0 SheOs impatient now.

OSee what?0

OYou always do that.O

ODo what?

OYou know what I0m talking about.O She sits back, one hand
gripping the edge of the table. OYou laugh at the strangest, most
uncomfortable moments.O

The smooth beige wall behind her seems more appealing, and |
hear a clinging of dishes far behind me.

OAnd itOs not like a defense mechanismecaYititbe laughing just
to protect yourself, because you dda@tanything to protect.O

The table has curls of wood, looping and coiling into a fingerprint.
The shine must mean itOs fake, though.

OYou neveoffer anything of yourself to anyone. And youOre not
even in your own head. YouOre completely outside of yourself, but youOre
still selfcentered.O

My hand is wrapped around the saltshaker. The tiny holes on the
cover remind me of a colander. | turn thleaker upsidelown, but only a
few speckles of salt grains fall to the table.

OlOve been seeing you for months now, but | have no idea who you
are. | thought | did, at first. And | donOt think IOm the only one whoOs made
that mistake.O
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| stare into the mshroom cap of the saltshaker, and a distorted,
oblong person appears in the metallic reflection. | squint, and so does the
reflected person.

OSo | want you to tell me who you are.O

Her hand grabs my jaw and pulls my face to look at her. Her face
still looks frozen, yet her lips are moistened and looming at me, fishing for
something.

(rell me,O she says. OWhy are you like this?O

Her fingers unlock from my jaw and recoil back across the table.

| stare into my palms and say, OBecause things happen.O

(hings happen?0

OYeah. Things happen. People change. Or they don't change. Or
they pretend they have or haven't changed. Or some people try to change
but donOt' know how. Or people try not to change but can't. Or people just
have no idea what or who othgeople are, but try to figure it out anyway,
and only end up believing whatever they want to believe. Either way,
everyone walks around pretending to know something about the people
around them, or knowing the wrong thing, or not knowing anything at all,
and everyone still sits and talks with whoever about whatever and nothing
ever comes of it.O

She says nothing.

ODo you understand?0

ONo.0

OExactly.O
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