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CHAPTER ONE
Julie Silvers gazed down at the note. Without lifting her head she looked up at the man who had given it to her. It wasn’t his greasy hair, his shoddy, wrinkled gray shirt, or his dirty windbreaker that bothered her. It was his eyes that disturbed Julie. The way his dilated pupils shifted nervously around before landing on her. High on crack or meth, she was certain. Beyond his head gamblers sat or moved from slot machine to slot machine. Further off stood the blackjack tables. From the corner of her eyes she saw her co-workers on either side of her continue to change chips for cash, and vice versa. They noticed nothing suspicious.
She looked down at the note again.
Take these chips and give me all your money. I have a gun.
“Do it now,” he whispered.
Of all her years working at the casino, she had never encountered a robbery of this magnitude. There were ladies purses snatched, as well as coin-filled cups swiped from inattentive customers at slot machines, but nothing directed at her. And surely nothing with a gun. Her heart pounded painfully in her chest. Sweat formed under her arms, between her breasts, and at her temples. Her fingers twitched, wanting to feel for the silent alarm button inches from her hand, just under the counter.
As if reading her mind the man said, “Don’t even think about calling security.”
She slowly looked at what he had given her: seven one-dollar chips from another casino.
Are the guys in the security booth seeing this? Can they tell something is wrong?
Julie shifted her eyes around the general vicinity looking for Billy, the security guard who stood by the cages. He was nowhere to be seen.
Great. Cameras and security, but no one to help.
Give him the money. He’s really stoned on something. Don’t take any chances, just give him the money.
But I don’t see a gun. What if he is just saying he’s got one? Do you really want to hand over thousands of dollars to this slime?
She tried to see inside his filthy green windbreaker. Although she couldn’t make out a gun, it didn’t mean there wasn’t one there. Lacking safety glass, bars were the only things that separated her from him.
“The cash,” he whispered harshly.
The cold fear in her belly turned to tendrils of smoky anger as she contemplated calling his bluff. Sadly, she had grown familiar with the careless disregard for her safety. Today marked the one-year anniversary of the most painful day of her life. Remembering that now for the thousandth time turned that smoky anger into fiery rage. Growing certain he didn’t have a gun, she decided she wasn’t about to let this punk push her around.
And screw him if he does have a gun. I’m not giving him the money. This roach is not getting a dime off of me. He picked the wrong cashier to mess with.
Julie took a deep breath and hit the security call button. “Fuck you,” she told him, challenging him with her eyes. For a second he looked wary, hesitant, then his eyes hardened and everything that followed seemed to go in slow motion. Julie saw him reach inside his coat. His jaw clenched, baring yellowish-black teeth. Meth mouth for sure, she dimly thought. She caught a glimpse of the black steel he was pulling out of his coat pocket.
“Get down!” she yelled at the top of her lungs and dove for the floor. Startled gasps of surprise from her co-workers as well as customers closest to the casino cages punctuated the air.
The report of gunshots barked harshly. One, two, three in quick succession. One whizzed by her head, causing her to scuttle closer to the counter, and hopefully out of his range. Screams permeated the casino.
“Fuck!” he hissed, his voice receding as he moved away. Julie could make out his progression through the casino from the shrill screams of those he ran past.
Her breath came in savage gasps. Her throat and head throbbed from the adrenaline filled beating of her heart.
Dimly she heard many footsteps pounding through the casino, then the sound of a body tackling another. Billy and his boys must have taken down the would-be robber.
“Stay down!”
“Get off me!”
“Billy, grab that arm.”
“Don’t move, you son of a bitch!”
Grunts and more yells.
What seemed like hours later, she heard a loud voice. “It’s okay. We got him.”
Cries and soft murmurs echoed though the casino mixed with the dinging and ringing of the slot machines, creating a twisted duet.
On shaky legs, Julie stood up and saw the comforting uniforms of both the casino’s security and the Las Vegas P.D.
***
Paul Mottolo, the manager of the Grand Oasis, drummed the fingers of his right hand on his desk, while his left hand smoothed out his neatly trimmed mustache. Julie sat across from him, her expression blank, waiting for him to speak. In truth, he didn’t know how to break the silence. Are you insane? Have you lost your mind? Those were the things he wanted to say, but knew it wouldn’t get them anywhere. He sighed, got up and crossed the floor of his plush office that overlooked the casino to make a couple drinks at the bar. Scotch on the rocks for him, a vodka tonic for her.
She had worked for him for a long time and he had grown quite fond of her, feeling fatherly and protective of her. Over the years, Julie had worn many hats at the casino. She worked the gambit from cashiering to blackjack tables to banquet coordinator. Having a keen eye for colors and design, Paul also brought her on board to help with the re-decorating a few years ago.
Before her mother had become sick and died a year ago, Julie had exuded a lively, funny, cheerful nature. But after her mother’s diagnosis of breast cancer two years ago, and her quick death a year after that, Julie had changed. She became withdrawn, indifferent, and very angry. At one time her co-workers flocked around her because of her magnetic personality. Her genuine kindness, funny jokes, stories, and her quick-to-laugh nature made her co-workers feel happy just being near her. Now they steered clear of her in hopes of avoiding a brush off, a snide remark, or worse, an outburst of anger. She became indifferent to how they felt as well as to everything around her.
Paul stared at her profile as he made the drinks. She looked out the huge window, down on the casino. Long, golden brown hair fell on her back in slight waves. Her once lovely face now carried the scars of intense heartache, which showed in her lifeless brown eyes. Her full lips that Paul had been used to seeing smile more times than not were now sober and serious and had been that way for a long time.
He came back to his desk, stopping to give her the drink. “I’m not sure what to say, Julie.” He paused, sipping his scotch and settling back into his chair. She shrugged indifferently as if to say, me neither.
Hours had passed since the incident. The cops had questioned people and viewed the videotape as well as took a copy as evidence. The casino’s security team up in the booth had alerted the floor guards, and they had effectively apprehended the would-be thief, and murderer without further incident. It could have been so much worse.
“Why didn’t you just hand over the money? You put a lot of people in danger. The patrons, your co-workers, and yourself. Thank God no one was hurt.”
Julie looked at him with eyes that somehow looked sad, defensive and indifferent all at the same time. His heart went out to her. Seeing the spiraling downward change in her was saddening. Neglect for herself, her safety, and today - her life, frightened him. A couple months ago, while walking through the casino, she had seen a guy run by the slots and snatch a purse. Without hesitation, she cut him off and tackled him to the ground. Paul saw the whole attack on tape. What truly frightened him was the way she straddled the robber, grabbed fistfuls of his hair, and slammed his head into the ground over and over again. Her rage alarmed him. He should’ve fired her after that, but instead sent her home for a few days to cool off.
But this was different. The danger she put herself in as well as everyone else couldn’t be ignored. Paul had watched the tape with the police and had to leave the room when they wanted to watch it again. The images made him ill.
Julie yells and drops to the floor. The gunman takes out his gun, and jams his arm through the small transaction window. He’s not shooting randomly. He’s aiming for her.
“I really thought he was bluffing about the gun,” she answered quietly.
“We’re going to have to do something this time, Julie.” He looked fixedly at her.
“Fire me?” She returned a blank stare, her voice passive.
“No, I don’t want to fire you.” He paused, thinking that what he was about to say next would put her on the defensive and possibly make her walk out. “I want you to go away for a while. And I have a place for you to go.”
She frowned suspiciously. “Where and for how long?”
“Minnesota. For the summer. At least the summer.”
“What! Minnesota? What for?”
Paul put a hand up to quiet her. “You need a change of scenery and a change of pace.” He spoke firmly. “You refuse to speak to counselors about any issues you are having, and you won’t open up to me. If you won’t accept any help, then the only thing I can think of is to force you to take a leave of absence. Now I know you could walk out of here and very easily get a job at another casino. But I don’t want you to do that, because it won’t help you.”
She frowned and asked, “What’s in Minnesota?”
Paul sighed, feeling he might be getting through to her. Instead of walking out as he had feared, she at least loosened up enough to want to know more. “You know my brother Tony lives there, right?”
“You want me to go live with your brother?” Julie asked with unconcealed skepticism.
Paul smiled. “No, but you may remember that he owns a little Italian restaurant in Minneapolis. Above it is a small apartment - fully furnished. His daughter used it until she went away to college last fall. You could have it for the summer for free. It’s something I’ve thought about for a while now and my brother already agreed. It’s a convenient opportunity. I want you to go.”
Julie narrowed her eyes at him. “Why Minnesota, and not your condo in Florida?”
Paul laughed. “I’d love for you to stay there, but it’s being renovated. It’s unlivable right now. Don’t be too harsh about Minnesota; it’s a pretty nice place. Lots of things to do in the city and lots of things to see up North. It would be good to get out of here for a while.” He paused, and his face and eyes gentled. “I care about you, sweetheart. I really do. And I’m worried about you.” For a moment Julie’s eyes watered. Paul thought she was worried about herself as well.
She took a deep breath, and the tears were gone. “And if I don’t go?”
Paul leaned forward and fished out a Cuban from a gold cigar box. He took his time lighting it then gazed at Julie through rising gray smoke. “I will have to let you go. This place can be dangerous enough as it is. I don’t need the worry of a dangerous employee.”
She opened her mouth to disagree, but then shut it. Paul realized she knew she couldn’t.
“I’m doing this because I’m concerned about you, Julie. I could easily fire you for your past behavior, but I care about you and I think this would be a better solution.”
Julie gazed at her lap, thinking. She lifted her head, looked him in the eyes, and quietly said, “Tell me more about that apartment.”
CHAPTER TWO
In Minneapolis, Johnny Salinas hurriedly changed from his dark blue mechanics uniform into black nylon sweatpants, a white tank top, and a black bandana head wrap. After surveying himself in the mirror and adjusting the wrap, he carelessly threw his uniform in a duffle bag. His wavy black hair lay on his back just beyond his shoulders. His dark skin and piercing brownish-black eyes gave away his Latino and Native American ancestry.
Ready to bolt from the garage to meet some friends for a game of basketball he heard Cory, his co-worker utter a curse as he peered at the underside of a car up on one of the two lifts. Johnny stopped and re-directed his steps toward Cory.
“What’s wrong?” Johnny looked up at the car. Cory swiped his arm across his forehead, frustrated.
“I can’t get this damn bolt off!”
The car in question was an ancient Pinto. Johnny couldn’t believe any of them were still on the road, and this one even had an incredible 130,000 miles on it. Johnny found a hammer and gave it four or five swift hits.
“I already did that,” Cory mumbled, but when he placed the ratchet on the bolt it came loose.
“Thanks, Johnny.”
“No problem.”
Suddenly a black Lexus whipped into the parking lot. Both men turned. The driver parked and opened the door. Long shapely legs unfolded and a lean body dressed in a tight, short yellow dress followed. She had long blonde hair, full lips, and a full chest. She took her sunglasses off as she approached the shop with a sultry saunter.
“Oh, my God,” Cory whispered.
The woman never took her eyes off Johnny.
“Hi Johnny,” she cooed. “I was just in the neighborhood and thought I’d stop by to tell you that the Lexus is running great. Thanks again.”
“You’re welcome,” he answered professionally and politely. “That’s what we’re here for.”
“You know, I think I’m due for an oil change.” She bit one of the earpieces of her sunglasses seductively.
Oh, God, Johnny thought, a little disgusted at how thick she was laying it on. He remembered the woman. He hadn’t seen her when she dropped her car off, but he completed the job, which was a simple adjustment to the timing. When she came to pick it up, Johnny, as he did with all his customers, assessed the billing invoice with her, explaining the job performed. He had kind of liked her, then. Well, he liked looking at her, anyway. Wearing a pretty, light green dress that exposed her shoulders and just a little bit of leg, her presence and demure had been shy and innocent. But her smoky bedroom eyes gave her the appearance of a tigress disguised as a kitten.
But today she was a completely different person. One whom Johnny wasn’t the least bit interested in. The shy little kitten was much more attractive to Johnny.
“I can put you on the schedule,” Johnny moved across the garage to the computer by the office wall. Ernie, the shop owner, briefly looked up through the big bay window, then went back to the paperwork on his desk.
“You’re out of uniform,” she observed, following him, checking out his tall, lean, strong build.
“Yeah, I’m done for the day.” He went through the menus, typing through the greasy plastic that covered and protected the keyboard.
“Done? Well, would you like to go out for a drink?” Her question came out more like a statement. She sounded pretty confident that he’d say yes. Her presumptuous attitude was another turn off for Johnny.
“Thanks, but I can’t. I’ve got other plans.” Before she could extend the invitation for another time, (something he sensed was coming) he asked, “What’s your name again?”
She answered him flatly. Her tone changed from a soft coo to hard stone, obviously annoyed he didn’t remember it, but Johnny didn’t care. He couldn’t stand pushy girls. This one truly was a beauty, but that didn’t matter to him. The pushy ones had nothing to offer except headaches. And besides, Johnny preferred to do the pursuing. He quickly made her oil change appointment, being sure to schedule it on one of his days off. Still perturbed that he didn’t remember her name and had turned her down on the drink (something that happened very seldom to her, Johnny guessed) she peeled out of the parking lot and onto Bloomington Avenue.
“Did I hear you right?” Cory asked. “You turned her down?”
Johnny shrugged it off.
“Are you gay?” Cory joked.
“Yeth,” he answered, and put his hand on his hip. Cory cracked up. “Thee ya tomorrow.”
Johnny grabbed his keys and duffel bag, raised a hand to Ernie through the window, and headed out to his Chevy pickup with Cory’s laughter following him.
Oh his way to the park Johnny thought about the woman. Being good looking as well as personable, he was used to being chased by women. Perhaps if the last few years had been different he would’ve taken more of them up on their advances. But as things were, girls couldn’t be a top priority for him as they were with other guys.
He eased the truck to a stop for a red light and scratched an eyebrow. A warm breeze moved thought the cab and Johnny welcomed it. The light changed to green, and he continued on.
No, Johnny’s greater importance lay in getting the bills paid, running the household, and most importantly, watching over his kid brother. But with Will almost seventeen, Johnny loosened the reins a bit on both himself and his little brother.
He pulled into the parking lot of a Super America for a few bottles of water. Already running late, he paid and jogged back to his truck, his hair bouncing softly on his back.
It was a beautiful May day. The April showers transformed the sickly yellow winter grass to a lush, deep green, and the trees were in full bloom. Lilacs and azaleas sweetened the air. Throughout the neighborhood people tilled and hoed the earth, preparing their gardens for planting. Joggers were out, some of them in shorts showing off pasty white legs that hadn’t seen the sun in eight months or so.
Johnny breathed deep. He felt good. Spring always made him feel good. He looked forward to a great summer, and planned to spend a lot of time with his friends.
A month ago he’d broken up with Teresa, his last girlfriend, and wasn’t looking for a replacement. She had started getting too serious for Johnny, hinting about their future together after going out for only two months. Johnny liked her, but not that much. But she was having a hard time getting over the breakup. On three occasions she called him in tears wanting to know what went wrong. The first time Johnny gently and patiently told her again that it wasn’t going to work out between them. The second time he got firm with her, not giving in to her teary, emotional behavior.
By then he was familiar with her manipulative tactics of calling and crying like that, her goal being to keep him on the phone feeling sorry for her. The third time she called, he simply hung up. The whole thing was getting a little unnerving to him. He’d never had a girl keep coming at him like that. But she hadn’t called back since he hung up on her, so he thought that was the end of it. Finally.
At Powderhorn Park, Marcus, Terry, and a couple other regular guys were already playing half-court. The park was so named because it was shaped somewhat like an old gunpowder horn. The wide end gullied out flat for six well-groomed softball fields. In the middle of the park a small island dotted a pond where fireworks were shot off on the Fourth of July. Situated on the narrow end were the basketball court, a playground and a shallow pool for the little kids, and the rec center.
“Hey, bro!” Marcus called to him without pausing in the game. Terry blocked a shot, caught the ball and passed it to Marcus who dribbled, moving backward toward the hoop. Morris, one of the regulars, guarded him. Marcus zigged left, right, then turned, jumped and shot. The ball fell through the hoop with a whoosh. “Twelve, ten,” Marcus called out.
Johnny watched them play until Terry wanted to sit out. He tapped fisted knuckles with him in a greeting, did the same with the guys on the court then settled in to play. He and Marcus played well as a team. They knew each other’s moves, and were good in both offense and defense. After winning two games and losing one, they all decided to call it quits.
Once Morris and Tyrone left, Johnny, Marcus and Terry sat down in the grass under the shade of a maple tree.
Johnny chugged some water and said, “So did you guys go out last night?” They had planned to, he knew, and he’d wanted to join them, but he’d been too tired.
“Yep, Norma’s.” Terry answered. They went to a variety of bars, but they frequented Norma Jean’s the most. It was conveniently located close to home, had a big dance floor, a great DJ, and was visited by good-natured clientele and beautiful women.
“Good time?” Johnny asked lying on his side, propping himself up on an elbow.
“For him.” Terry gestured moodily to Marcus.
“Terry, don’t get mad at me because you don’t talk to girls! If I just stood around waiting for the girls to come up to me, I’d be waiting all night,” Marcus considered, then laughed. “Like you.”
Marcus, an attractive black man, tended bar at the Cancun Club in downtown Minneapolis where he met all kinds of girls and didn’t hesitate to get to know them better. “There are just so many beautiful women!” he told Johnny one day, and Johnny couldn’t argue that.
Terry was a bit shy around the girls. He had a great sense of humor and possessed bookish good looks. But he didn’t carry the smoothness that Marcus did.
“Teresa was there,” Marcus told Johnny. “She asked about you. What’s up with that girl? She is seriously hung up on you!”
Johnny sighed. “She called me crying again a couple weeks ago and I hung up on her. She hasn’t called back so I thought I was in the clear.”
“Must not be yet. She wanted to know how you were doing. She asked if you ever talk about her,” Marcus shook his head in earnest. “I’m telling you, man, she is whipped.”
“Maybe she’s psycho,” Terry said seriously, even though the other guys knew he was joking. “She’s going to start stalking you. You’re going to have to serpentine wherever you drive.” All three of them broke up in laughter. “Then you’ll start getting threatening letters in the mail. All the type will be cut out letters and words from magazines and newspapers just like in the movies.”
“Shut up, man!” Johnny said, but chuckled along with Marcus, who was almost breathless from laughing so hard.
“But she’ll get it mixed up with her other lists, so you’ll get the one that says, ‘do laundry, go grocery shopping, clean the house,’ all in that funky text.” Terry burst out laughing. “Could you imagine bringing that list to the cops? They’d be like, ‘what will she do to you if you don’t do her laundry, get her groceries, and clean her house?’”
Marcus, close to howling now, begged, “Stop, stop.”
At last their laughter dwindled, and Marcus finally calmed down enough to say, “Serpentine,” then got to chucking all over again.
Johnny arose. “Well, if you’re done having a good laugh at my expense, I think I’ll get out of here. I’m going to throw something on the grill. Want to come over?” They did.
CHAPTER THREE
They met at Johnny’s at the same time. Buddy, his six-year-old yellow Labrador, trotted around the fenced-in back yard. He wagged his tail as the three guys approached. They all dutifully pet him when they entered the gate, and Buddy nosed his way ahead of them to get in the house first.
“Will!” Johnny called from the kitchen. Will replied with a shout then appeared in the kitchen moments later. “I’m going to fire up the grill. You hungry?”
“Sure.”
“Sure,” Marcus mimicked and pulled Will into a headlock.
He broke free and said, “Does Marcus have to stay?”
“Didn’t Johnny tell you?” Marcus asked. “I’m moving in!”
Terry laughed.
“What are you doing? Painting?” Johnny asked.
“Yeah.”
“C’mon,” Marcus said. “Let’s see it.”
“Naw, it’s not ready.” The resemblance between brothers was strong. Same dark skin and eyes and jet black hair. Will, however, wore his short, and neatly combed back.
“So what?” Johnny said, moving out into the dining room and down the hall to Will’s studio. Everybody followed, including Buddy, and Will didn’t protest their insistence to see his latest work.
His studio had once been Johnny’s bedroom, but since Johnny had moved upstairs to his parent’s old room, Will had claimed it for his painting. A stool sat before his easel. A table next to it held all his paints and brushes. Underneath lay a drop cloth to protect the hard wood floor from paint droplets. Two stand up lamps provided ample lighting. A boom box sat on the floor set to a top 40 station.
The piece on the easel, like a lot of his work, was a Native American theme done in oil paint. This one showed Indians on horseback riding alongside a herd of buffalo. The Indian in the foreground wore nothing but a loincloth, and held his lance poised and ready to throw. The dust rising off the ground, the muscles that flexed in the Indian’s arms, chest and legs, and the whites showing in the buffalo’s eyes were the details that brought the piece to life.
They all commented positively on it and agreed that Will would do well at the art fair in August.
“Don’t forget about me when you get famous,” Marcus said as they left his room.
“Marcus who?”
“Punk.”
Johnny grabbed beers out of the fridge for him and his friends and they retreated to the back yard with Buddy leading the way, happily wagging his tail.
Marcus and Terry sat in a couple of lawn chairs by the grill on the cement patio. Johnny took a swallow of his beer and set it on the ground.
“So, did you get a date last night?” he asked as he scooped the remnants of the previous barbeque into a paper bag with a small spade. He did it slowly and carefully so the ash wouldn’t go airborne.
“Got a number,” Marcus gloated.
“What’s her name?” Terry asked, or quizzed rather, because Marcus frowned trying to remember. The pause lasted long enough for the other two to crack up. “Gimme a break,” Marcus told them. “I have it written down at home.” But he too laughed.
Johnny shook his head, and grabbed his beer. “Typical Marcus.”
“What can I say? I’m a ladies man!” He pulled up an imaginary collar.
“Oh, please!” Johnny exclaimed. He balled up newspaper, placed it under the aluminum coal starter then added the charcoal on top. “You are a whore!”
“A he-whore,” Terry corrected making Johnny laugh again.
“At least I’m getting some.” Buddy came up to him. “Isn’t that right, boy?” He scratched Buddy’s neck and roughed him up. Buddy responded by rearing up, playfully growling.
Terry pulled out a pack of cigarettes and a lighter from his front pocket. Johnny held his hand out gesturing for the lighter and Terry tossed it to him. “When are you going to quit that stinky habit?” Johnny teased.
“When you finish that Camaro,” Terry teased back.
On one half of Johnny’s two-car garage sat a 69 Camaro that he was very slowly rebuilding. Johnny got the newspaper lit and handed Terry his lighter. He grabbed his beer and sat down.
“How’s it coming along?” Terry asked.
“Good. Slow. I have to replace the carburetor, or try to re-build it. It needs new gas lines, and a gas tank, and a whole new brake system. There’s some electrical work that needs to be done. And the front seats need re-upholstering. So, it’s a ways from being done, but it’s getting there.”
Johnny was in no hurry to finish the car. It was a hobby, sure, but it meant more than that. It began as a project he and his father had shared. But after he died, more than four years ago, the Camaro sat covered under tarp in the garage, with Johnny not so much as glancing at it. The memories were too profound and saddening. But time changes things. Now it reminded him of the times he spent with his father, laughing, talking, and learning about this classic car. These fun, warm memories calmed Johnny. Working on it now was like therapy. It was his solace and his peace. And perhaps because of that he never had anyone help him with it. It was something he worked on alone.
“Johnny?” a small voice said.
Johnny turned around to see one of the neighborhood kids standing by the fence next to the alley holding onto the handlebars of his dirt bike.
“Hey, Shawn,” he greeted. “What’s up?”
“My chain keeps falling off. Can you help me?”
“Sure.” He let himself out through the gate and bent down to look at Shawn’s bike.
All the neighborhood kids adored Johnny. Many of them came from homes of single mothers, so it was Johnny they came to when their ice skates needed sharpening, or their wagon wheels needed greasing, or bike chains needed repairing. On occasion he’d round them up for a game of kickball out in the street, or help them with their batting swing. He’d give the little ones airplane rides and play football with the older boys. Sometimes kids came to him to settle disputes. “Johnny, Ben said us girls can’t play kickball with them. Tell him we can.” “Johnny, Bobby wants to bet his baseball glove that he can hit further than me. Will you hold onto it for us?”
But the kids knew their boundaries, and Johnny could get firm when they crossed them. They respected him.
“Your sprockets all bent up, Shawn. What’d you do? Take a twenty foot jump?” Shawn grinned and shrugged. “I’ll see if I can straighten it out, but you might need a new one.” Johnny opened his garage door to retrieve a wrench.
Music suddenly poured out the kitchen window. Will had put his boom box in it. Rock music drowned out the birds.
“Will, bring me another beer!” Terry yelled over the music.
“Me too!” Marcus bellowed even louder.
“Make that three!” Johnny had to shout the loudest since he was the furthest away. All that yelling made Shawn laugh.
“How about you Shawn? Want a pop?”
“Sure.”
“And bring out a Coke for Shawn!” This time it was at the top of his lungs because he knew it would make Shawn laugh again.
“Is this a new tire?” Johnny asked.
“Yes. Well, it’s Pat’s old one. Why?” Pat was another neighborhood kid.
“Because the rim is fine. It’s just the sprocket that’s all bent up.”
Shawn went to the fence and pet Buddy over it. “You can go in and play with him if you want.”
“Okay.” He let himself in and started throwing a tennis ball for Buddy to retrieve. Terry and Marcus said “hi” and Will came out with beers and a plastic glass of soda.
“Thanks, Will.” Johnny said. “Take some hamburger patties out from the freezer, would you?”
“Sure.”
“And be sure Marcus and Terry are keeping an eye on the coals.”
Johnny efficiently got the tire off, removed the pedals and pulled off the sprocket. Holding it up in the light, he could see the warp. In his garage, he began pounding it out. When he thought it was the best it was going to get, he put the bike together again.
“Here you go, compadre.”
Shawn pet Buddy one last time and left the yard.
“If the chain still falls off, bring it back, because we’ll need to get you a new sprocket.”
“Okay. Thanks Johnny!” Shawn said happily.
“No problem, kid.”
Shawn peddled off down the alley. Johnny watched, waiting for the chain to jump. It didn’t. He went inside to wash the grease from his hands.
They ate burgers and potato salad outside with plates balanced on laps. After a while Marcus and Terry took off, and Johnny went inside. He stopped by the fridge where there was a small pad of paper held to it with a magnet. “Sprocket (7”) for Shawn” he wrote, then joined his brother who watched television in the living room.
CHAPTER FOUR
Julie reached Minneapolis in the early afternoon two and a half days after leaving Vegas. She spent her first night at a La Quinta hotel off I-70, west of Denver, and the second night at a Holiday Inn off I-80, West of Lincoln, Nebraska. On both nights, just as she’d promised, she called Paul from her cell phone to assure him the trip was going fine. Other than the people at the front desks of the hotels, the waiters at various restaurants, and those she shared the road with she encountered no other people. She soaked in the scenery of the mountains of Nevada and Colorado, and felt the air change from hot and dry to warm and humid as she headed northeast.
The drive was uneventful, giving her plenty of time to think and reflect, something she hadn’t allowed herself to do too much over the last couple years. Doing so just brought back memories, and whether they were good or bad, she had always tried her best to avoid them.
She couldn’t deny that her attitude and behavior had become uncharacteristic and even repelling to some, and when she thought about the holdup at the casino her stomach lurched and rolled sickly. She didn’t want to be like that - so full of rage, negativity, and indifference. And although she couldn’t blame her friends for wanting to stay away from her, it didn’t hurt any less. In Julie’s mind, she had two options on how to deal with her mother’s death - either be defiant and angry or completely lose herself in despair and depression. She chose the former.
But the two-day drive loosened her up. Some of it was spent smiling at memories she’d refused to think of for more than a year.
She chuckled thinking of the cake her mother made for her fourteenth birthday. Julie’s mother, Beth, had recently taken up cake decorating, but her novice hand had yet to get the hang of the icing bag. As a result the frosting for the roses looked like pink dog droppings and the tear-shaped edging bulged on one side and drooped on the other. Julie remembered the apologetic look on her mother’s face as she presented it. She told her mom it was the best cake she ever had. Beth called her a liar, and they laughed over the horrid thing.
Julie shook her head, smiling, remembering the time she talked her mom into buying a pair of gross plaid pedal pushers.
“They look great, Mom. And plaid is in!”
“Are you sure?” Beth asked doubtfully, studying herself in the three-way mirror at the department store. Her figure was slim, shapely and tall, just as Julie’s had become, but the pants were an atrocity.
Julie fought madly to keep a straight face. “Yes!” she said earnestly, and her mother bought them.
A week later Beth entered the house after having lunch with friends.
“Julie Dawn Silvers!”
Julie stepped into the living room where her mother stood in her pedal pushers.
“Plaid is not in! All my friends asked me what in the world I was thinking when I bought these!”
That did it for Julie. She burst out laughing, trying to apologize, which never really worked when one was laughing. “I’m sorry, Mom. I really am!”
“No, you’re not! You tricked me.” And then Beth started to smile in spite of herself.
More and more memories flooded her mind and instead of fighting them or denying them as she had in the past, she let them come and go as the miles swept by.
Tears of yearning slipped unnoticed down her face. Of all the memories, it was cooking with her mother that she missed most. They kept a weekly date of picking out a recipe, sometimes gourmet, sometimes casual, and together they went shopping for the ingredients. Then they would spend the rest of the afternoon or evening chopping, dicing, mixing, and above all else, talking.
Beth was Julie’s confidant. She could go to her mother with anything that was on her mind. In ninth grade when all the girls believed they could catch gonorrhea from a strange toilet seat, Julie’s mom assured her she couldn’t. When, in the same year, a girl Julie’s age became pregnant, Julie went to Beth a little distressed wondering how that girl would make it, being a mother so young. Beth, without judging, told Julie that sometimes people made mistakes.
“Some mistakes are worse than others,” she had said. “This is going to effect her whole life now. She’ll make it. A mother, even a young one usually figures out how.” It didn’t dawn on Julie at that time that her mother had been in a similar situation, having Julie when she was just sixteen.
The conversation about the pregnant classmate gave Beth an opportunity to talk to Julie about choices when it came to men and sex. She always urged her daughter to save it for marriage, but told her that if she didn’t she wouldn’t love her any less. “I never want you to feel like you can’t come and talk to me about anything.”
But Julie stumbled down memory lane and the bad ones seeped in making her recall all the things she tried so desperately to forget. The overwhelming shock of first learning her mother had cancer. The desperate panic when it spread with the rapid, unrestrained power of a mighty river. The physical, emotional, and mental exhaustion of caring for her dying mother the last month of her life, and the distressing anxiety of knowing there wasn’t anything anyone could do to stop it.
Being all alone made it that much worse. Beth’s friends would stop by from time to time, but they had their own lives to live with jobs and children of their own. Julie had never met Beth’s parents and knew nothing about them except that they disowned Beth when, as a young pregnant teenager, she ran off with a man fifteen years her senior.
Her father walked out on them when Julie was two, never to be heard from again. Twenty years ago he had left his eighteen-year-old wife and their toddler to fend for themselves. Julie would never forget how hard times were growing up, and she blamed her selfish father. Every time the bills seemed insurmountable, she cursed him. Every time she saw her mother come home looking beat up, exhausted and old after a day of working both a full and part time job, she sought revenge on him. And when Beth died she imagined hunting him down, wrapping her hands around his neck and squeezing his life out, too.
The memories, both good and bad, were too much for Julie and she had to pull over at a rest area where she sat in her car and sobbed for two straight hours - a release of the built-up emotions she’d denied for far too long.
She felt drained afterward, yet slightly relieved. But it would still be another hour before she got back on the road again. She dug in her purse, and found the letter her mother had written shortly before she died. Julie had read it so many times she had it memorized, but seeing her mother’s handwriting was comforting, and the words gave her strength.
The paper, a lavender colored, lined stationary, had creases so deep from folding and unfolding that it was already at risk of falling apart.
My dearest Julie,
I know the last year has been very hard on you, but I don’t want you to remember me dying. Instead remember me living. It may be hard, but I don’t want to go without knowing my daughter is going to live a happy, satisfying full life.
You have been the most precious gift I have ever received, and I cherish you. I hope I showed that enough.
I will always love you. And even after I’m gone, I’ll still be with you.
Mom
Fresh tears fell. I don’t want to be like this anymore. I have to learn how to get over all this. But change wasn’t easy. Looking out her windshield as people milled about the rest area with their kids and dogs, she wondered if she would have the strength for the task.
CHAPTER FIVE
She found Tony’s restaurant easily enough with Paul’s detailed directions. After parking, she got out, stretched and looked around. Mario’s Italian Restaurant, a small red brick building with a modest white billboard advertising its name in script writing sat on one corner. Above it she could see the windows of the apartment she would occupy. Across the street sat a drugstore, a laundromat, and a hair salon. A grocery store occupied another corner. Can’t say it’s not convenient, she thought. A couple blocks down she could make out a marquee and figured that was the Nile movie theater Paul had told her about.
A couple of young teenage girls rode by on their ten-speeds, giggling and talking about a boy.
It was a warm, sunny day. Paul had told her she might not like the humidity, but when she took a deep breath, she felt cleansed. A new start. It was as if she were finally released from a mucky swamp of quicksand that she had been struggling in for two years. And her reward for her escape was a feeling of quiet peace and comfort.
A smile touched her mouth, and taking another deep breath, she entered the restaurant.
CHAPTER SIX
On Thursday Johnny met Marcus and Terry at a bar for happy hour. Gordie’s Bar and Grill served blue-collared, beer-drinking patrons, so he didn’t worry about going there in his grease-stained mechanic’s uniform. The guys drank beer and ate steak in the windowless establishment and contemplated going to Norma’s for Ladies Night.
“I think we should go,” Marcus said, ever the scout for the ladies.
“I don’t know,” Johnny said, cutting into his New York strip. Gordie’s grilled up a great steak. “Teresa might be there.”
“You’re going to let that stop you?”
Their waitress, Tamie, came by and asked them if they needed anything else.
“Do you have a ‘lost and found’?” Marcus asked.
“Sure, what are you looking for?”
“A set of testicles. My friend seems to have lost his.”
Terry laughed. Tamie scoffed, tapped Marcus’s shoulder and walked away.
“I don’t know, man. I think it’d just be better if she and I don’t run into each other for a while.” Johnny took a bite of his steak then speared some fried potatoes with his fork.
“Did she call you again?” Terry asked, then grinned. “Or did you get any threatening letters in the mail?”
Marcus laughed, remembering Terry’s joke from the other week about Teresa being a stalker.
“Actually, I did get a letter.”
“What? Really? What’d it say?”
Johnny looked seriously at his friends who gave him their full attention. “It said she’d lay off if I stopped hanging out with you two numb-nuts.”
“Oh, man!” Marcus picked up his knife and played as if to throw it at Johnny.
Terry laughed again.
They decided to go to the club that night and went their separate ways until they were to meet at Norma Jean’s at nine-thirty.
CHAPTER SEVEN
Norma Jean’s occupied one corner of a lively intersection. A mural of Marilyn Monroe, head back, lips parted, and eyes closed, adorned one wall of the brick building. Above it a neon sign of two pink cocktail glasses flashed on and off.
TNT, a bar on the neighboring corner hosted live rock music from Thursday through Sunday every week. Sometimes relatively big rock bands came in, but mostly local groups performed. Pearson’s, a jukebox and pool joint sat kitty-corner from Norma’s. A painted advertisement on the building claimed it, Home of the King-Sized Drink. Stardust Lanes filled the last corner for those who liked bowling.
Norma’s, as usual on Ladies Night, was packed when they got there. The guys paid their cover and squeezed their way through the crowd to the bar. Marcus bought the first round of beers, and they stood in a loose circle talking about how the Twins were doing and how they thought the Vikings would do this next season.
They watched pretty girls walk by wearing skirts or tight jeans, smelling good and looking fresh. A few of them who knew Marcus from Cancun’s stopped to greet him and he relished their hugs and kisses. He looked smugly at Johnny and Terry after the girls departed.
“I’m telling you. Be a bartender and you will get a ton of women!”
“Yeah, along with the clap,” Terry said.
After a while they moved to the dance floor to watch the girls dance and shake their hips in their own little groups.
A girl approached Johnny and asked him to dance. She was a pretty brunette, although her eyes held a far-off, ditzy look.
Johnny politely declined.
Marcus turned to him and asked seriously, “Why aren’t you trying to hook up with anyone, Johnny? Just because your last girlfriend was the Blair Witch doesn’t mean you have to go celibate.”
“I don’t want any hassles right now. No one night stand hassles, no relationship hassles. Nothing.”
“But you’re young, man. It’s the time of your life right now to be wild and have fun.” Marcus raised his hands for emphasis.
“One night stands aren’t my thing. For now I just want to work and hang out with you guys.” Johnny paused. “If I met a girl who had a brain and could think for herself, and not want to jump into marriage and kids and all that, then maybe I’d go for that.”
“In other words, unlike Teresa?” Terry asked.
Johnny shook his head in earnest. “I’m telling you, something’s wrong with her. She was cool at first, but she just got weird.”
“She didn’t get weird, Johnny. She fell in love with you.” Terry said it so seriously that they all laughed.
“You are such a queer,” Marcus told him.
It wasn’t long before Teresa did show up.
“Uh-oh,” Terry said. “Look who’s here.” They all turned to see her coming through the door with two of her friends.
They looked like hookers with their short mini-skirts, spiked high heels, and caked-on make up. Even from where Johnny stood, he could tell this wasn’t the first bar they had stopped at that night. They were giggly and their eyes shone from booze or drugs or both.
“Don’t look at her, man.” Marcus said and Johnny turned back at the dance floor. But try as they might to remain hidden in the crowd, Teresa spotted them. She and her friends walked by. She smiled seductively at Johnny.
“Hi, Johnny.”
He nodded, and instantly regretted even doing that. The girls sashayed to the dance floor and began moving to Marvin Gaye’s “Sexual Healing.” It became obvious they were drunk when their attempts at sexy moves included a few stumbles followed by annoying giggles.
“C’mon you guys,” Johnny said. “Let’s go back to the bar.”
Off and on over the next hour Teresa tried to make contact with Johnny by waving at him from across the bar, or walking closely by him. He ignored her attempts to get his attention, and was thankfully rewarded in that she never came right up and talked to him. Johnny figured his stoic, unapproachable expression doused any courage she might have had to make conversation.
At midnight Johnny used the restroom. While there, he contemplated going home. It was getting late and he had to work the next day. But also he wanted to avoid some sort of scene or confrontation with Teresa. With the way she’d been circling him like a shark, he had a gut feeling it would lead to an attack.
He exited the bathroom and Teresa appeared so suddenly before him, he almost walked into her. She had been watching him, he was certain, waiting for a chance to get him alone. She stepped into his path when he tried to walk around her.
“Hey, Johnny. Wait.”
“What?” he asked annoyed and impatient.
“Why are you angry with me? What have I done to deserve that?”
Johnny decided to take care of this once and for all. “You won’t leave me alone, that’s what you’ve done to deserve this.” He stepped a little closer to her. “I have tried to be nice to you, but you leave me no choice but to be an asshole to you now. It’s over. I don’t want to see you anymore as a date. I don’t want to see you anymore as a friend. It’s over. Leave me alone.”
Tears welled up in her eyes and Johnny sighed out of disgust.
“Don’t even pull that shit on me,” he said, a little startled at himself for speaking to a woman like this. But nothing else had worked. “I’m not falling for it.”
“Johnny, I just want to know, what happened? What was wrong? What was missing?” She looked at him with a fervent urgency. “I can change, Johnny. I can -”
“Don’t do this,” Johnny told her, aware that Marcus and Terry were watching developments from the bar. “You are embarrassing me, and you are embarrassing yourself.”
“Embarrassing?” she suddenly shouted, making heads turn. “Oh, I’m embarrassing you? You’ve made a fool out of me, Johnny -”
“No, you’ve made a fool out of yourself. How many times did I tell you it was over? How many times?” He looked at her with near loathing. “If anything, you’ve made a fool out of me for acting so sensitive, trying to let you down easy.” He shook his head at her. “But no more. It’s over. Leave me alone.” He brushed past her, hoping he wouldn’t feel the cold splash of liquid on the back of his head from the drink she was holding.
He returned to his friends.
The guys waited for him to speak.
He sipped his whisky sour and relayed the confrontation to the guys. Teresa’s friends crowded around her like a small flock of hens. They took turns at giving Johnny dirty looks.
“Well,” Marcus said sympathetically. “For what it’s worth, I think you did the right thing. I think you got your point across.”
“God, let’s hope so.”
CHAPTER EIGHT
It was a pleasant, sunny late Friday afternoon when Julie decided to check out downtown Minneapolis.
She’d spent the first two days in Minneapolis simply relaxing. She dug out her ten-speed from the Mustang’s trunk, and after attaching the front tire she rode around the neighborhood. After making a stop at the library and checking out a couple books, she relaxed at Lake Hiawatha and read in the sunshine.
Initially afraid that all this time off would drive her crazy, she instead found herself relishing it. Lying on the grass, reading, and watching joggers and kids go by on their bikes at the lake, she felt calmed. Not at all anxious about needing to stay busy.
Paul called her on her second day there and asked how she was doing.
“Good, Paul. Real good. Doing a lot of relaxing.”
“That’s great. Are you liking Minneapolis so far?”
“Yes. I haven’t done too much, but so far I like it. Tony sure is a nice guy.”
“Of course he is. He’s my brother,” Paul joked.
Tony had warmly greeted Julie upon her arrival, and welcomed her to Minnesota. They chatted for a few moments before he took her back outside, around the building, and up a flight of stairs to her summer apartment.
Julie had to admit it was nothing short of perfect. Small but clean, equipped with dishes and utensils for cooking as well as fresh towels for bathing and clean sheets and blankets for the double bed in the bedroom. She’d definitely be comfortable staying there the next few months.
“He stocked the fridge and cupboards, too,” Julie said.
“He called me when he knew you were on your way and asked me what you like to eat.”
“That’s sweet. There was even a couple bottles of merlot. Your doing, too?”
“Guilty.”
“Thanks, Paul.”
“So what are your plans? What are you going to do?”
“I’ll probably bike downtown tomorrow. Other than that I don’t know. It’s just been nice doing nothing.”
“Great, Julie. I’m glad you aren’t bored. Have fun and be safe. Call me next week.”
So on that Friday, she headed north on her bike towards downtown. She only got about a half mile when something punctured her front tire.
“Damn.” She hissed under her breath, feeling dumb for not watching where she was going. She dismounted to get a closer look at the damage.
“Bummer,” a voice said as Julie knelt next to her bike. She looked up to see a girl sunbathing in her front yard. She wore dark sunglasses that probably covered up more skin than the tiny pink bikini she wore. Her hair was short, spiky and bleached blonde.
Julie didn’t reply, just looked at her tire.
The girl stood and walked over. She was tall. At least three inches taller than Julie, and Julie was five foot seven. And she was big. Not fat, just big. Julie immediately thought of a Commodores song. She’s a brick . . . house . . .built like an Amazon . . . she’s mighty mighty . . . just lettin’ it all hang out.
Yeah, she sure is letting it all hang out in the bikini, Julie thought.
“Glass?” the girl asked.
“I think so.” Julie’s eyes remained on the tire, hoping it was repairable, and wishing the girl would go away. She looked like a slut being dressed the way she was, and laying out in her front yard where everyone could see.
“Probably from my crummy neighbors. They get drunk on their porch, then throw their beer bottles over the railing.” Julie looked up to see if she was serious. “Sometimes they throw them in my yard.” The girl grinned, and quickly raised her eyebrows. Julie caught herself smiling in spite of herself.
“Gee,” Julie stood up. “Wish I had neighbors like that.”
“You should be as lucky!” the girl said dramatically.
“Yeah?”
“Oh, yeah! They also throw their dog shit over the fence in my yard.”
“Well,” Julie shook her head and frankly stated, “That’s when you shovel it in a paper bag, put it on their porch and light it on fire.”
The girl nodded. “Then ring the doorbell and run like hell.”
And a moment later the two strangers were laughing. Julie smiled, surprised at the easy exchange of jokes. She felt a little bad for her first impressions of the girl.
“I’m Tracy.” the girl stuck out her hand.
“Julie.” She shook it.
“Listen, Julie. I’ve got a patch kit in my garage if you want to fix that right now.”
“Oh, that’s all right. I can fix it later.”
“Sure? It would take fifteen minutes.”
Julie thought about the hassle of first locating a place she could take it to then actually getting it there.
“Okay, thanks.” She considered her tire again. “If it’s fixable, that is.”
Tracy stepped into a pair of jean shorts that were strewn on the lawn, and led Julie around the back.
She opened the garage door, exposing a barrage of junk. A half dozen old, worn tires lay haphazardly about. Coffee cans half full of used oil sat against one of the walls. Half dozen ladders of assorted sizes leaned up against another. A dozen five gallon buckets stacked together. Old, greasy car parts, corroded batteries, and jumper cables. Old rusty tools crowded for space on a worktable. There were boxes marked “clothes.” Boxes marked, “Christmas.”
“Messy, I know,” Tracy admitted. She started looking for the patch kit.
Five minutes passed, and just as Julie was about to tell her to forget it, that’s she’d get the tire fixed later, Tracy exclaimed. “Ha! I found it.”
Together they got the inner tube out of the tire. Tracy searched for the puncture mark. When she found it she showed it to Julie. “It’s not too bad. A patch should work.” She paused. “Do you live around here?”
“Yes, a few blocks away. I wanted to go check out downtown, and this happened.”
“Figures.” Tracy said, then asked. “Check out downtown? What do you mean? Where are you from?”
With smooth efficiency, Tracy cleared the inner tube of dust and debris, then plastered glue on a patch and covered the wound.
“Las Vegas.” Julie answered simply.
“Cool. We’ll have to let this dry. You want something to drink? Lemonade? Iced tea? Beer?”
“I’ll take a beer if you’re having one.” After Tracy left, Julie looked around for something to sit on. She found a couple of lawn chairs, but they were so filthy she put them back. Instead she took a couple of clean five gallon buckets and turned them upside down. She sat on one and listened to the pleasant chirping of sparrows, robins, and the occasional caw of a raven. In the distance she heard the laughter of children - the kind of laughter that only kids getting ready for three months of summer vacation know.
“Hey, good idea.” Tracy emerged, looking at the overturned buckets. She handed Julie a Michelob Golden and sat on the other pail.
Julie tasted it and found the beer to be very cold and refreshing. She tipped her beer at Tracy. “No, this is a good idea.” Julie took another sip. “So, does this mean when I’m done, I can whip this bottle in your neighbors yard?”
Tracy struggled to keep beer from coming through her nose. She looked at Julie, eyes watering, and Julie laughed. After Tracy swallowed, she laughed, too.
They talked for a while. Julie found out Tracy’s mom was an airline stewardess. “That’s why I still live at home. Get the mail, pay the bills, water the plants, and all that. It works out well.”
Tracy asked about Vegas and what Julie did there, and wasn’t surprised to hear she worked in a casino.
“What brings you to Minneapolis? Are you here to stay or just visiting?”
“Just staying for the summer. Kind of a forced vacation from my boss. I haven’t taken one in six years.” Julie figured that should explain her situation well enough without elaborating on the actual events that led her here.
“So he makes you come to Minneapolis? Nice boss.”
Julie laughed. “I thought the same thing myself. Especially since he’s got a condo in Florida he could’ve let me use.”
“Oh, that’s low!” Tracy exclaimed.
“He would’ve, but it’s under construction right now.”
“That’s what he tells you, anyway,” Tracy suggested.
“No, I believe him. Anyway, his brother had an apartment here in Minneapolis that was sitting empty, and since I am taking more than just a couple weeks off, it makes a pretty good home away from home.”
“I suppose.” Tracy nodded. “It probably wouldn’t be fun living in a hotel for several months.” She paused, then asked. “A whole summer? That’s a nice forced vacation.”
“He’s like a father to me.” Julie bit her tongue in regret, feeling certain that that statement would lead to questions about her own folks. But Tracy just nodded, and said that was nice. If she did wonder about Julie’s folks, she didn’t ask.
“So, what do you do?” Julie asked Tracy.
“I work at the rec center at Powderhorn Park.”
“What do you do there?”
“Answer phones, watch the front desk, check out basketballs or tennis rackets. I work with some of the other staff organizing games and crafts and stuff for the kids. Some of the kids just come to hang out. If they bring their homework I help them with that.”
“That sounds really great.” Julie was impressed. She felt ashamed of her initial perception of Tracy as a tramp.
“It’s a lot of fun. There’s a lot of great people that come by and the kids are fun, too.” Julie had wondered earlier why this stranger would want to help her, and now she knew. Tracy simply had a gregarious personality. Her easy nature made Julie very comfortable. And she was genuine. Julie liked that Tracy acknowledged the fact that her garage was a mess, yet made no apologies for it. Julie remembered overhearing a woman in Vegas say that she straightened up before the maid arrived, so she wouldn’t think she was a pig. Julie thought that if a cleaning lady came to Tracy’s, she’d leave the house exactly as it was. Dirty underwear lying around, and all. And not that that was a bad thing. On the contrary, it was nice for Julie to meet someone who was down to earth and real.
Tracy asked Julie where her apartment was. She told her it was above a restaurant.
“Which restaurant?” Tracy asked. They moved the buckets from the edge of the open garage onto the driveway, chasing the moving sun.
“Mario’s.”
“On thirty-eighth and twenty-third?” Tracy asked.
“That’s the one.”
Tracy exclaimed over their food. “You’re gonna get fat living above that restaurant.”
Julie grinned at Tracy’s bluntness.
Tracy retrieved a couple more beers, and checked the patch. “Looks good,” she said. “Now I just have to find a dang tire pump.”
“Oh, great! That’ll take another hour!”
Tracy laughed. “That’s probably true.” But she ended up finding it pretty quickly. They got the tire inserted and blown up.
They drank their beers, and chatted a bit more.
“Stop on by the park sometime. I’ll be there tomorrow from nine to four, and am there throughout the week too.”
“Okay.”
“We could always use volunteers.” she hinted, then added, “We’re working on a play, ‘The Legend of Sleepy Hollow’, and we could use some help with the props. If you don’t have anything going on, c’mon by.” She told Julie how to find the park.
Julie thanked her again for helping her with the tire and took off, heading downtown. She liked Tracy. She was blunt, and not afraid to speak her mind. If she had a friend like that in Vegas, Tracy wouldn’t have avoided her like the others did. Tracy would’ve gotten in her face about it, confronting her attitude, but not necessarily in a mean-spirited way. Julie thought she might be sympathetic to her ordeal, but not be afraid of it. She possessed a bold, brassy toughness, but also kindness. Julie had already decided she would go to the park to help out with the play.
***
She enjoyed her trip downtown. She biked through the streets, weaving around pedestrians with the warm air caressing her. At sidewalk cafés, people dressed in casual clothes as well as business suits ate sandwiches and burgers and drank cappuccinos, espressos, and beer in the sun, watching traffic go by. The skyway system connected building to building throughout downtown, and after locking up her bike by the courthouse, Julie ventured in and found her way to the first skyway. She walked through them, looking down on the streets at the people and traffic that moved below her. Trying her best not to get lost (an easy thing to do, because they connected so much of the city), she made her way through them, entering buildings lined with skyway shops. Restaurants served everything from fast food to formal dining. Banks, bakeries, gift shops, drugstores, art stores and beauty salons filled in the gaps. She was sure it wasn’t as thrilling for everyone who worked there everyday, but for Julie it was all a delightful and amusing experience.
CHAPTER NINE
Johnny arrived home at nine o’clock on Wednesday after spending the evening over at Allen’s house. Allen was Marcus’s father and he had recruited his son, Johnny and Terry to help paint his garage. After three evenings of scraping, priming and painting, they had finally finished. Afterward, Allen took them out and treated them to dinner and drinks at Steak and Ale for their hard work.
Will sat on the couch watching a movie. A bag of Doritos and a bowl of salsa sat on the coffee table.
Johnny changed out of his paint splattered clothes and joined him.
“Did you get Allen’s garage done tonight?” Will asked.
“Yep.” Johnny yawned. “What have you been up to?”
“Painting.”
Johnny sighed, realizing that was almost always Will’s answer.
“I know you’re trying to get everything ready for the art fair, Will, but summer vacation is coming up so make sure to go out and have some fun. Go play basketball, go hang out at the lake with your friends.”
“No time. I have a lot of work to do,” Will told him and scooped salsa up with a chip.
“Too much. You’re also helping with the play at the park,” Johnny reminded him.
“Yeah, but that’s not too tough. A couple of backdrops. Nothing major,” Will answered around a mouthful of chips.
“You’ve got one year of school left and college after that. This summer might be the last time you’re going to have fun for a while. So keep that in mind.”
Will sighed loudly. “Johnny, six months ago you were telling me to stay home more. And now you’re telling me to get out. Which is it?”
“I just want you to have some balance. And six months ago, you were wasting your time with those losers that do nothing but hang out at a pool hall. You know mom and dad would’ve put a stop to that right away. That’s all I was trying to do.”
Johnny paused to grab a handful of chips.
“I’m glad you’re painting as much as you are. Hell, it’s keeping you out of trouble.”
And Johnny meant it. The last four years had been tough enough. If he had to deal with teenage rebellion and angst, he wouldn’t know what to do. The guys Will started hanging out with six months ago were hoodlums as far as Johnny was concerned. Over the years, Johnny’s pondering question was not, WWJD, but What Would Dad Do? So he struggled, argued, and reasoned with Will, and thankfully he cast aside those guys that Johnny warned could pull him down. He re-connected with the friends he had in grade school, which were pretty good guys.
“So, how many pieces do you have ready so far?”
“Eight. I have four more in the works that should done by the time the art fair comes around.”
“That’s great.” Johnny encouraged Will’s painting, he just didn’t want his brother to burn out. But painting was what he loved to do, which was better than drinking and getting high like some of his other classmates and neighborhood kids.
Johnny silently waited for girls to take the place of his painting. He remembered being completely infatuated with them when he was sixteen, but so far Will hadn’t gotten frantic about it. There was one, Ashley Cross who he’d admired for the last year. He claimed she was the most beautiful girl in school, but she was dating someone from the swim team so admire her from afar was all he could do for now. He’d done some dating, and Johnny remembered how surreal it felt to lecture his brother about importance of condoms. But he was relieved and impressed at his brother’s control and patience at not letting himself go crazy with girls. He knew what guys were like at sixteen, drinking, partying, screwing around, and in some cases getting the girl pregnant. So it felt like a godsend that Will wanted his painting to take precedence for now.
Later, Johnny lay awake in bed. He heard the television go off and Will go to bed. The quietness that settled over the house was something he’d slowly grown accustomed to. Yet he could still hear his parent’s voices from the living room, talking quietly or laughing softly. There had been a lot of laughter in the house before they died. Johnny’s father had a great sense of humor that infected the entire family with joviality. Dinner was the best hour of the day. They’d gather around the dining room table and enjoyed Maggi’s delicious cooking, while Robert told anecdotes about people he encountered, stories he heard from co-workers, or things that happened at the airport where he worked as a mechanic. A natural storyteller and an animated comedian, Robert had his family in stitches throughout dinnertime with his amusing and hilarious tales.
Johnny missed him fiercely. His stories, spending time with him while working on the Camaro and just having him there. He didn’t even have to close his eyes to imagine his father sitting at the kitchen table drinking coffee, or reclining back on the couch on a lazy Sunday morning reading the paper while mom sweetened the whole house with the aroma of fresh, warm cinnamon rolls she made from scratch.
He lay in bed remembering his father tune in a classic romantic station on the radio and persuade his wife up off the chair. He extravagantly embraced her and they danced throughout the living room and dining room to “Somewhere In the Night,” or “I Only Have Eyes for You,” making Maggie blush and giggle like a schoolgirl. As a young teenager, it used to embarrass Johnny, but now it made him smile.
Sometimes on a Friday or Saturday night, Robert would bring out his acoustic guitar to play and sing old mariachis that always made him look melancholy when he was through. Perhaps because of the emotion it evoked in his father, Johnny took up his love for the music and guitar, and before his father died, he’d taught his son most of the songs he knew.
Patience was a trait Robert instilled in his son. They spent hours together working on the Camaro, the family cars, or even Robert’s friend’s cars from time to time, learning about different bodies and engines, and never did Robert cuss or throw things like their neighbor did across the alley.
“Getting mad is not going to solve the problem,” Robert told his son after they witnessed Mr. Hirsh throw a wrench across his garage and cuss a blue streak.
There were very few bad times growing up. Johnny often wondered what kind of relationships some of his classmates had with their own folks when he heard them complain of not being able to do what they wanted and the constant fighting and arguing that seemed to ensue from that.
It wasn’t like that with Johnny. There was an incredible amount of respect for his father and mother, and the thought of him doing anything that would disappoint or hurt them steered Johnny into making good decisions of what he did and whom he hung out with.
Johnny remembered all this, but mostly he remembered the laughter. After his parents died, the house became excruciatingly quiet. No more laughter, no more big dinners with mom’s good cooking and dad’s entertaining stories. No more family outings. Nothing, no more, finished, over, never.
A few years ago he would’ve laid in bed and felt the unfairness of it all build in him like a thunderhead promising a storm. But he was past the anger. He was a little older.
CHAPTER TEN
Julie spent Saturday morning lounging. She made a ham and cheese omelet for breakfast, and read through yesterday’s newspaper that she bought, but hadn’t yet read. At noon she showered, dressed and hopped on her bike and headed to the park to help with the play.
It was a sunny, warm day. Kids played in yards, and rode bikes and skateboards around the neighborhood. It was less than a mile from her house to the park, and she found it easy enough from Tracy’s directions. She loved the park itself. Spacious and clean. Mature oaks and elms circled the pond that rippled and flashed from the sun’s reflection. Kids scrambled around the monkey bars and rocked on seesaws, and further off, a football game was in progress.
After locking up her bike she went in the pavilion and found the gymnasium busy with activity. The smell of varnished floors and body heat from the millions of basketballs games reminded her of her phys ed days in high school. Bleachers were folded up against one wall. On the stage opposite the bleachers, a director helped kids with their lines, and instructed them where to stand. Behind them a few people, including Tracy, chatted while cutting out big pieces of cardboard. Julie was immediately glad she came. The lively activity would be the break she needed from the solitude of the last several days - and years, for that matter.
“Hey, Tracy.”
Tracy looked up and smiled, genuinely pleased to see her.
“Hey, Julie! You made it.” She hopped down from the stage. “Did you come to help?”
“Sure. What can I do?”
“Well, let me introduce you to everyone.”
Tracy acquainted her with the director, Joe Stenzel, a large gentleman with a mop of gray hair, and the bright eyes of a child. Tracy’s co-worker, Mattie, with her earthy looks could’ve been anywhere between thirty-five and forty-five. She wore her plain brown hair braided down her back. Her face was free of makeup and she dressed in beige kakis, a simple sleeveless white cotton button down shirt, and sandals.
“And this is Will. He’s our prop artist.” A handsome teenager turned to meet her.
“Hi.” Julie stuck out her hand, and Will shook it.
“Hi,” he said.
“Julie came by to help with the props, Will. Why don’t you give her an idea of what we’re doing?”
“Sure. The scene we’re working on now is a forest background.” He retrieved a sketchpad from the stage floor a few feet away and showed Julie his idea he had drawn out on paper. His talented hand created a black background with glowing yellow eyes peeking around dark trees draped in moss that hung from them like witch’s hair. Julie thought the art was great. Perfect for The Legend of Sleepy Hollow.
“So, what we’re doing is cutting out an outline of the forest with the cardboard. After that’s done, I’m going to draw in the trees and the rest of it, and it’ll basically be paint by numbers.” He spoke very softly, but articulately, as he explained things. He looked directly in her eyes as he described the plan. There was something unique about him. Something Julie couldn’t quite define. His eyes were serious, ancient, and still. She found herself liking him right away. Not in a romantic way, but kindred.
“It looks really good. Scary, but good,” Julie told him.
“Thanks. Here’s another one.” He flipped a page of his sketchpad, exposing another ominous forest scene, disturbing silhouettes of creatures with evil glowing eyes set against the dull light of a setting sun.
“We’re going to be doing a school house background, and also a castle, but I’m putting most of my work in the forest scenes.”
“Nice,” Julie said, impressed with his ideas and art. “Where did you learn to draw like this?”
The young man paused for a moment, looking pensive.
“My mom mostly. And some art classes. I’ve been painting as long as I can remember.”
“You’re really good,” she told him earnestly.
“Thanks,” he answered softly.
He then directed her to a few large pieces of cardboard that had the forest outlines on it.
He smiled at her. “Cardboard’s not the ideal prop material, but it’s free. Not much of a budget to work with here.”
“Sure.”
He asked her to cut away the top free space, outlining the treetops. Julie dug right in. She spent time cutting cardboard and helped make the kickstands for the backs of the props, all while the gym echoed with little kids’ voices.
Julie found Tracy to be a completely different person. No longer the brassy, loud-mouthed girl Julie met, Tracy at work was professional and all business, staying focused on the tasks at hand. With the props under control, she helped some of the kids with their lines and talked with the director.
Will drew a rough outline of trees, and moss, and roots, and splashed a bit of color on each section for the crew to know what color to paint where. Brown and green for the trees. Grayish-green for the hanging moss. Black for the background and earth, and bright yellow for the creatures eyes. He organized everyone and explained that he would return later for the detailing.
“He’s going home to paint, I’ll bet.” Tracy told Julie as they stood side by side, applying color to the backdrops.
“Oh?”
“Yes. He’s going to be in the art fair in August, so I’m sure he’s going home to work some more.”
“And he finds time to work on this project?” Julie asked. “How old is he?”
“Sixteen.”
“He acts older. So mature.”
“He and his brother have been through a lot of shit.” Tracy carefully filled in the trunk of a tree, being sure to stay in the lines. “Their parents died in a car accident around four years ago. Really sad.”
“Oh,” Julie responded softly. She looked back at Will, who finished gathering his things and headed out of the gym. He walked tall, but alone, and Julie felt that kindred tug again.
Tracy looked after him too. “They’re doing okay now, I think. Johnny is his brother. I went to high school with him. You’ll probably meet him sometime too. He comes around a few times a week to play basketball. He’s a good guy.”
She thought of Will losing his parents, and the pensive look on his face before he told her he learned to paint from his mother. When she returned to her painting she paid extra care to her work. Out of respect for Will, if that made any sense.
Julie felt that she truly belonged here working and joking around with Tracy. Feeling like she received a day pass from her prison of sadness and anger, she laughed easily and remembered what it was like to have fun. The kids, having finished practicing their lines, raced around the gym playing tag, their voices and the squeaks of tennis shoes on the gym floors the only noises.
They took a break around an hour later, and Julie offered to get some sodas from the vending machine. The hallway was deserted when she stepped out of the gym, and the sound of coins being dropped in the machine echoed loudly against the cement walls.
Suddenly a loud, rambunctious group of boys came in from outside. Most of them looked to be around fourteen or fifteen, but an older guy walked with them. He appeared to be around Julie’s age. She did a double take because of his astonishing good looks. Long hair in a ponytail, confident walk, penetrating dark eyes. He held a football and by the sweaty look of them all, they must have just finished a game. Perhaps the very game she had noticed when she arrived at the park.
Julie retrieved pop from the machine and fed more coins in. She heard a whistle from one of the young men. It was directed at her. The young boy who whistled nodded his head at her and exclaimed, “Mamacita.”
The older guy reached out and slapped the backside of the kid’s head.
“Johnny!” the kid turned on him.
“That’s rude,” he told the kid. “Don’t do that.”
Julie was dumbfounded and utterly flattered.
He looked at Julie and nodded a hello. She nodded back, grabbed her pops and went back into the gym. It wasn’t until she heard the door close behind her that she realized that kid called him Johnny. Dark skin. Ancient eyes. Could that be Will’s brother that Tracy told her about?
Julie and Tracy sat on the edge of the stage drinking pop, watching Joe and Mattie round the kids up to get fitted in their costumes, which Tracy explained were borrowed from the Twin City Children’s Theatre. Barry was an Icabod Crane if Julie had ever saw one. Tall, lanky and a little dufus-looking, he wore his top hat and coat and tails proudly.
Joe approached them. “I have good news and bad news,” he said, then without waiting for a reply, he continued. “The bad news is we’re not going to have enough cardboard for the rest of the backdrops. The good news is that I called over to Sears and they happen to have a ton of it from their recent shipment of refrigerators and stoves. Who wants to run over and get it?”
“Who’s got a big enough vehicle?” Tracy asked. “My car’s too small.”
Just then Johnny and the other boys came in the gym, all holding waters and pops. Tracy’s eyes lit up. “Johnny’s got a truck!” She jumped off the stage and went over to him. Julie watched from afar.
Johnny stood tall and looked directly in Tracy’s eyes. She couldn’t hear what they were saying, but she could tell that he spoke in the same soft manner as his brother. He wore a white t-shirt and gray nylon shorts that stopped just above his knees. Together, he and Tracy walked back to the stage. Julie’s heart did a happy little skip - something she hadn’t felt since she had her first crush on a boy named Toby in the third grade.
“Johnny’s going to take me to Sears,” Tracy announced, then introduced him to Julie as Will’s brother.
Julie took a closer look at his smoldering eyes. And in trying to read them she remembered what Tracy had told her about him losing his parents. A warm sympathy flooded her heart.
“Sorry for the bad manners of that kid a while ago.” He shook her hand with his large, strong one. His eyes no longer looked so serious and piercing. Instead they softened as he spoke to her.
“That’s okay.”
“What kid?” Tracy asked. “What happened?”
Johnny just shook his head. “Ready to go?”
“Yes.”
“Do you want to come too?” he asked Julie in a deep, soft voice that made her heart speed up.
She was about to say yes when Mattie said, “Hey, Julie, can you help me with this?” She struggled on-stage with a desk - one of the props for the schoolhouse scene.
Julie turned to Johnny. “They need my help here, I guess.”
“Well, it was nice meeting you.”
“You too.” She watched him leave, and her heart tugged after him. Unlike his brother, this one was more than kindred. It was simple, pure attraction.
CHAPTER ELEVEN
Later that night Johnny and Will sat down to dinner together at the kitchen table. They rarely ate in the dining room since their parents died.
Johnny made a quick meal of baked chicken smothered in mushrooms and cream of mushroom soup, instant mashed potatoes, and canned corn. As with almost every meal, bread and tortillas lay in a basket in front of them.
Johnny was a more able chef than what he had prepared, but it was almost eight o’clock and he wanted to get something on the table before it got much later.
Lately it had been like wringing water from a rock to pull his little brother away from his painting. He had to call Will three times before he came to dinner.
On most nights if Will was completely immersed, Johnny would let him continue, and Will would heat up his dinner at a later time. But tonight Johnny had ulterior motives for wanting his brother to join him.
“That girl that was at the park today,” Johnny said.
“Which girl?” Will asked, cutting into the chicken.
“Julie.”
“Julie?” Will thought for a minute, chewing thoughtfully. “Oh, yeah, I know her. What about her?”
“What do you know about her?” Johnny tried to sound casual and reluctantly reminded himself he didn’t want to get involved with anyone this summer. But she had been so compelling that the urge to meet her surpassed his rational mind. From the moment he saw her at the soda machine, she amazed him. Her profile was exquisite. From her tall, slim body in tight jeans and a snug gray t-shirt, to her beautifully etched face, and direct brown eyes.
When Tracy introduced him to Julie his intrigue multiplied. There was a quiet balance to her that exuded peace and tranquility.
“I don’t really know her,” Will said, and picked up his glass of milk. “Today was the first time I saw her.”
“Really? Who is she friends with? Tracy?”
“I guess so. Tracy’s the one who introduced her to everyone.” Will frowned at his brother. “Why do you want to know all this?”
“I don’t know.” Johnny shrugged. “She’s kind of cute.”
Will smiled at Johnny’s chagrin. “Yeah, she is. She’s nice, too. I can tell you that. And she was really helpful.” Will reached for a warm, flour tortilla to sop up gravy on his plate. “I’m sure she’ll be around more often to help.”
Johnny nodded and got back to eating, although his thoughts turned to Julie from time to time.
CHAPTER TWELVE
Over the next week, the rec center staff busily prepared for the play. Tracy was there everyday and Julie found herself stopping by just about every afternoon as well.
While she helped the kids practice their lines, Mattie fitted and altered their costumes, and Tracy organized the bigger kids on how to swap scenes in between acts. And with the help of all the adults, the stage set was coming along nicely.
Julie liked Will. He showed up on time and knew exactly what he wanted. He directed the staff without ordering. And because of his dedication and focus, the backdrops would be done almost a week ahead of schedule.
He added contrasting colors to the tree trunks, making it look more like bark than just flat paint on cardboard. He defined the large, exposed roots as well as the leaves and moss. The transformation of brown cardboard to eerie forest delighted everyone.
Aside from the outdoor scenes, they put together a schoolhouse backdrop and set, as well as the interior of Mynheer Van Tassel’s castle where tales of ghosts and apparitions were sure to frighten the audience.
Julie couldn’t believe how different Tracy behaved while at work. At the park, she showed her serious, polite, and professional side when interacting with adults. With the kids she was friendly, helpful, and funny, and they adored her because of it. But on the couple of occasions she and Julie went out to dinner or drinks, she became the brassy, loud-mouthed comedian she was when Julie first met her. Even though the two personalities were quite different Julie liked her anyway. She was a fun character to be around whether serious or silly.
Johnny came by the gym a few times while at the park playing basketball or football. Julie noticed he made a point to come say hello to her specifically, and she looked forward to their brief chats. His friendly, mature personality made him very easy to talk to. Julie’d had three serious relationships in her life before her mother got sick, and none since, and all of her boyfriends combined didn’t have the maturity that Johnny had in one finger.
She began driving her car to the park instead of riding her bike, because she wanted to look fresh if she got the chance to see him. And without fail, her heart skipped happily whenever he approached. She playfully scolded herself for her feelings of a schoolgirl with a serious case of puppy love, but she enjoyed the uplifting, excited feeling nonetheless.
“Your brother sure is a good artist,” Julie told him on one occasion. They stood by the stage. Tracy and Mattie taped together large pieces of cardboard. Will sat on the stage stairs paging through his sketchpad. Little kids ran screaming around Johnny and Julie as they chased after a basketball.
Johnny looked over at his brother. “Yes, he is. He’s going to have a booth at the art fair here at the park in August.”
“That’s what Tracy told me. That’s great,” Julie could see the pride in Johnny’s eyes. “What does he paint? Besides spooky forest scenes.”
“Mostly Native American stuff. Buffalo hunts, powwow’s, that sort of thing. Really good nature stuff too, like rivers, and mountains.”
“You must be really proud,” Julie told him.
Johnny looked down, a little bashful, and that made Julie smile. It was such a cute gesture from this strong, handsome man.
“I am,” Johnny looked up. “He’s got a lot of talent, and he’s my brother.”
Julie nodded. “I’d be proud too.”
On another occasion, Johnny asked her if she had lived around there long, and Julie explained that she was here for the summer, outlining her arrangement with her boss’s brother and the apartment the same way she had explained it to Tracy. She hoped he wouldn’t press her for more details, and he didn’t. Johnny, as she learned, was friendly, but not pushy.
“So how long have you been here, then?” he asked. This time they stood in the hallway next to the soda machine, each retrieving a drink. Other than a few kids playing foosball in the little game nook down the hall, they were alone.
“A little over a week.”
Johnny shook his head, grinning. “You’ve been here a week. You’re supposed to be on vacation, and I bet all you’ve done is work on this play.”
This time Julie looked bashful. “Yes. But I have all summer.”
“How did you get involved in this?”
The kids playing foosball paused in their game to get sodas from the machine. Johnny and Julie got out of their way and moved to the back doors, which were propped open. A swift breeze ventilated the warm building. Julie looked out on the pond. A flock of mallard ducks swam lazily across water that reflected bright sunshine.
Julie explained how she met Tracy who told her about the park and play. “I didn’t have a whole lot to do, so I thought I could help out.”
“There’s a lot to do around here. In Minneapolis, I mean.”
“I know,” Julie nodded. “I like downtown. I rode my bike down there last week. Almost got lost in the skyway.”
Johnny laughed.
“Eventually I want to drive up north. I hear it’s supposed to be pretty nice up there.”
“It is, if you like nature. Lots of different state parks with all sorts of walking and hiking trails. And bike trails.”
“Probably mosquitoes the size of baseballs though, huh?” She grinned at him.
“Yeah, there’s some bugs,” Johnny answered. “Mosquitoes, deer flies, horse flies, ticks, an occasional swarm of gnats.”
“Well!” Julie clasped her hands together. “I can’t wait to get up there now.”
Johnny laughed. “I’d make a great travel agent, wouldn’t I?”
“Yes, you would. You’d pump up Australia for its shark infested waters.”
And on yet another occasion, their conversation took a turn for the serious. It was a Thursday, and all the prop work for the play had just wrapped up. Opening night wouldn’t be for almost a week, but the set was complete. Julie felt a mixture of emotions. Happy and satisfied to have been a part of this production, but also forlorn that it was over. Everyday for the past week she looked forward to being in the company of Tracy and the rest of the crew, and felt needed, even essential to help the play develop, and come to life. She’d miss it, but more than that she was going to miss her encounters with Johnny.
Now with the play over, she wondered if or when they’d see each other. So far he hadn’t made any attempt to ask her out and because he seemed to be such a confident man, she figured it was because he didn’t want to, not that he didn’t have the courage to. But in actuality, she wasn’t even sure she wanted to date. Seeing him on neutral territory like the park and having their brief visits was an enjoyable thing. But to get made up and dressed up to go out seemed almost nerve-racking because of its formality. It had been a long time since she’d been out on a date, and wasn’t sure she wanted to start again just yet.
But she couldn’t deny the affection she felt for Johnny. She just wished the work on the play could last longer.
On that last day, Julie said good-bye to Joe and Mattie, promising she’d see them on opening night. She told Tracy she’d see her the next night at the carnival that was currently setting up on the baseball fields.
Johnny was there and offered to walk her to her car.
“Sure.” She smiled at him.
They walked side by side. Johnny held his car keys in one hand, and his basketball in the crook of his other arm. In her peripheral vision, Julie saw his loose fitting red tank top wave in a breeze, and swore she felt his body heat.
They started talking about where each of them grew up, and out of the blue, Johnny asked if her folks still lived in Vegas.
Julie started. The last time she and Tracy went out Tracy asked her the same thing. Knowing she couldn’t dodge the question, Julie told her the facts about her mother in a firm, final statement. She didn’t elaborate on the details and Tracy seemed to know enough not to ask any more questions.
But with Johnny she didn’t want to be that cold. Perhaps subconsciously she had wanted to tell him since she already knew he had experienced the same tragedy. But she wouldn’t disclose it on her own. He had never asked about her folks, and over the course of their visits she thought it would never be a point of conversation. But here it was.
They got to her car. She leaned up against it and gazed out on the pond. A few kids walked towards the water holding fishing rods.
Beyond the pond on the other side of the park, carnival workers assembled a small Ferris wheel, game booths and concession stands. Sounds of sledgehammers on steel echoed through the park.
“My mother passed away last year.” She summoned the courage to look in his eyes. The compassion and understanding in them was almost enough to make her cry. She took a deep breath and returned her gaze to the carnival set up.
“I’m sorry,” he said, eyes soft. Then he looked out on the pond. “How? If you don’t mind me asking.”
“Cancer.”
Johnny let out a breath and shook his head. “That must have been rough.”
Julie couldn’t speak, afraid she’d answer him by breaking down.
“Your father?”
“I don’t know him. He left when I was little.”
He pulled her mind away from her own grief by saying, “I lost my folks four years ago. Their car got side-swiped in an intersection.”
Julie didn’t mention that she already knew this fact.
“I’m sorry. I can’t imagine what that must have been like.”
Johnny cleared his throat and said, “It was tough. But we just do the best we can, right?” He gave her a tired little smile.
For the first time Julie found herself wanting to get everything off her chest. To talk about her mother and who she was. To tell him what it was like taking care of her and watching her die. And to express her anger, fear, and grief.
But she kept quiet. She might have wanted to, but she wasn’t ready to.
Still, the desire to provoked calmness in her.
It’s because you have that in common with him, she thought. You think he could understand what you went through.
“Yes. I guess we all just do the best we can.”
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Johnny nodded, and turned to Julie’s car, put a hand on its hood, and changed the conversation.
“Mustang. Nice.”
“It’s a good car,” Julie sighed, both relieved and sorry that their connecting conversation had come to an end.
Julie got in but left her door open.
“Will I see you around?” he asked.
“Yeah. I’ll be around.” She tried not to let her grin turn into a smile.
“Good.”
She turned the key. The engine caught, then suddenly sputtered, coughed, and stalled.
Johnny’s eyebrows raised.
“It never did that before,” She turned the key again. This time it kept running, but it sounded choppy and rough.
“Pop your hood,” he told her.
She did and got out.
“Do you think it’s serious?” Julie asked.
“I don’t know.” His eyes moved over the engine. “You said it’s never done this before?”
“No. I made it all way from Vegas and it ran great.”
Johnny continued to look over the chugging engine.
“I think that’s the problem right there.” He pointed at the manifold.
“What?” Julie peered closer.
“You’ve got a cracked ignition coil.”
“Is that bad?”
“No. It can be fixed real easy actually. I could do it for you.”
The engine smoothed out a bit.
Julie nodded and wondered if it was fate that her car would crap out on her at that exact moment, thus creating a situation where they would see each other again. Well, maybe that was going a little too far, but it was neat to think about anyway. “Okay. Should I bring it by your shop, or call for an appointment?”
Johnny looked off, thinking. “I think the schedule is full tomorrow. But Saturday is my day off. If you’re free, bring it by my house. I can take care of it then.”
“Are you sure? On your day off?”
“It’s no problem.”
Julie considered. “I don’t want to be a burden on you.”
“I wouldn’t have offered if it was a burden.” He grinned at her.
“Okay, then.”
Julie took down his phone number and address. They planned on her being at his place at ten a.m. the following Saturday.
She drove her faltering car home unable to wipe the smile off her face.
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
The next day, Will was awakened by his brother’s voice.
“Hey, get up.”
Will groaned and pulled a pillow over his head. “It’s the last day of school, Johnny. I want to sleep in.” His voice came through muffled.
“Too bad. After today you have the entire summer to sleep in. Get up.”
Will threw the blankets back and sat up. “This sucks. I’ll be the only one there!” “Oh, stop exaggerating. I know they mark attendance at homeroom, so get moving.” Johnny stood in the threshold.
Will knew by the sound of his brother’s voice that he wasn’t going to let him off the hook. Still, he had to try. “Yes, and homeroom is after first period, which means I can sleep for another hour.”
“Up!”
“Fine!” He stomped off to the bathroom.
After his shower he dressed in jeans and a t-shirt, and went to the kitchen where Johnny, dressed in a clean mechanic’s uniform, sat drinking coffee, listening to a morning talk show on a small radio that sat on the kitchen table. Buddy lay at his feet.
“Good morning!” Johnny greeted enthusiastically, arms spread wide.
Will ignored his brothers attempt to get his goat and pulled a glass from the cupboard. He poured himself some orange juice then sat at the table across from Johnny.
“You stayed up half the night painting, didn’t you?”
“Yeah, but I got the piece done.” Will rubbed his eyes.
Where Johnny took over their father’s traits with the cars and music, Will took after their mother, inheriting her talent and love for painting. Will’s earliest memories were of his mother’s hand whisking away at a sketch, her beautiful face studying her work. Her long, shiny black hair sweeping away from her brow and down her back. Her legs curled under her petite body, sitting on the couch. It was an image of complete peace and contentment.
Around the house hung several of her pieces. A pack of mustangs on one. A medicine wheel framed in feathers and beads on another. And a horrible attempt at a self-portrait. With animals and natural landscapes, she was an exceptional artist, but she never got the hang of faces. In the drawing, her eyes were off centered, her grin maniacal and shark-like. The whole family got a big laugh from it. Even Maggie laughed hard and long at her attempt at a human composite. Robert insisted they hang it up in the living room. “So when you have a bad day,” he told his family, “Just come home and take a look at this.” Which sent them all into a fresh bout of laughter. Will kept it now in his room, and looked at it often, always smiling when he did.
“What are you thinking of?” Johnny asked. “You’re zoning out.”
“I was just thinking of mom’s self-portrait,” And that got them chucking. Johnny shook his head. They talked for a few more minutes before Johnny got up to leave.
The drive to school normally took less than ten minutes, but Will took the long way, traveling down the tree-lined parkway, enjoying the cool, dewy, sunny morning.
He shook his head when he thought of his brother’s extravagant morning greeting in the kitchen. In most ways, Johnny had matured into a dedicated guardian and responsible homeowner, but he still possessed his big brotherly ways of teasing and needling. Will didn’t mind, though. In fact, he kind of looked forward to it. It lightened things up around the house and reminded Will that life continues to flow no matter life’s trials and strife.
But their relationship sure had evolved over the last four years. Johnny had some pretty big shoes to fill after their parents died. No longer just the big brother, he had to learn how to manage a home, pay bills and taxes, as well as look after Will.
Money wasn’t a problem. The man that hit and killed Robert and Maggie was an intoxicated, on-duty delivery driver and the settlement they received was more than enough to pay off the house, take care of future bills and send Will through college.
The depression and grief was another story. After almost two weeks of doing nothing but sleep, Johnny finally dragged Will to counseling. Not just for Will, but for them both. Convinced it would do no good, Will resisted his brother on the issue of talking to a complete stranger about his feelings, but Johnny was relentless.
Over time it did help, much to Will’s surprise. Being urged to open up and release his fears and anger purged those feelings and brought them into the light, making them something not to aggressively deny or avoid, but confront.
It wasn’t only the counseling that pulled him out of his abyss of pain. If it hadn’t been for Johnny’s strength, love, and constant assurance that everything would be all right, Will felt certain he wouldn’t have made it. He would’ve either spent the rest of his life sleeping or in a loony bin.
But Johnny had always been a good brother. Even with a six-year age difference Johnny spent time with him when they were younger. Times where he would actually turn down his friends to give Will a ride to Dairy Queen on his crappy two-speed with the ugly mustard-colored banana seat. Johnny let Will get anything he wanted as long as it was within Johnny’s pocket money, which usually dropped the choices down to a Dilly Bar or a push-up. They’d sit on the edge of the parking lot talking quietly, and sometimes they wouldn’t talk at all. Just sit in the sun, and enjoy cold ice cream on a hot day.
On sunny afternoons, Will as a six - or eight-year-old would sit on the sidelines and watch Johnny play football with his friends with swelling pride. When Johnny played quarterback he’d throw the ball with such power and force that his teammates would complain of bruised sternums. As a wide receiver he ran so fast he made his opponents look like they were standing still.
Instead of ignoring his little brother when the game was over and the guys were hanging out, Johnny would take Will out to the field and toss the ball back and forth with him, showing him how to hold the football and how to catch it.
Johnny taught him how to spit (much to their mother’s disgust) and showed him how to take jumps with his bike (much to her horror).
There was one other thing that saved Will from drowning in despair when their folks died. Painting. His enjoyment as a young boy (a prodigy, his mother called him once, and he’d needed her to explain what that word meant), turned into a life preserver. He dove into it with a zest and passion he hadn’t possessed before. He found his true love, his solace, and his consolation.
Will arrived at school and parked. Instead of heading in he fished out a piece of paper from his wallet. He carefully unfolded it. It was a copy. He kept the original at home in a cedar box where he kept all his mothers sketches and drawings that weren’t framed and hung on the walls.
This wasn’t a drawing though. It was a mere six words on paper. She wrote it in block letters instead of her usual cursive.
EVEN IN STILLNESS, THERE IS RHYTHM.
With morning birds flying and chirping around him, and kids walking past his car as they headed into school he remembered how he’d found it.
It was a rainy, overcast August day three months after the funeral. They both woke that Sunday feeling blue and Johnny suggested they go up and look through some things.
Will was horrified, thinking that his brother must be nuts. “You want to start getting rid of it?”
“No!” Johnny exclaimed. “Just go through it. Look through pictures, and all that.” He paused and softly said, “I think it will be good for us.”
Will grudgingly agreed but thought it would be a depressing experience. But by the end of the day, he was glad they did it. They sat on their parent’s bed looking through photo albums for an hour, laughing and crying. There were photos of their parents as teenagers, smiling and laughing.
“They look so happy,” Will commented.
“Yeah. That was before you were born.”
Will elbowed his brother.
They came across pictures of their unusual wedding ceremony, one that incorporated both Native American and Mexican traditions. In one photo, Maggie’s sister Mary presented the smiling couple with a decorative basket of corn symbolizing fertility. Her brother Joe played an Indian Love Flute to, as legend goes, enhance their courtship. And seven of Maggie’s male cousins sat around a drum and beat Indian rhythms and sang.
As for the Mexican tradition, Maggie and Robert wore white ribbons around their necks representing their joining. In one photo, Robert presented to Maggie thirteen gold coins, blessed by the priest, to represent the groom’s commitment to support his new wife.
And at the reception, children swatted at a heart-shaped piñata.
“Look at dad’s face.” Johnny pointed to a wedding picture in particular of Robert and Maggie looking into each other’s eyes. The sappy expression Robert wore made both boys laugh.
They found baby pictures of themselves looking new and wrinkled.
“Gee, you sure were an ugly baby,” Johnny said.
“Me? Look at you! Your eyes are crossed!”
There were photos of their trips to Texas for the family reunions on their father’s side. One visit showed a six year old Will and a skinny, twelve year old Johnny, wearing his beloved Twins hat that was two sizes too big for him, but refused to wear any other. “God, I think I still have that hat.”
“Does it finally fit?”
Smiling uncles, aunts, and cousins posed for picture after picture. Behind them, platters of tortillas, grilled chicken and beef, cactus, beans, and desserts crowded picnic tables. Will remembered Tejano music played constantly with its polka-sounding blend.
Other shots showed Maggie’s side of the family in Sioux Falls at Pow Wow’s where some of Maggie’s male cousins drummed and other female cousins danced in elaborate, brightly colored dresses adorned with metal cones for the jingle dresses or the intricate beadwork that decorated the capes of the Fancy Shawl. As with Robert’s side of the family, Maggie’s relatives also grinned happily into the camera at birthday parties, anniversaries, and reunions.
Johnny sat on his parents bed playing his father’s guitar while Will looked over more photos, his mother’s homemade beaded jewelry and their bookcase filled with their father’s classic car books and Maggie’s Nora Roberts and Fern Michaels novels, and her Native American books on Black Elk, Sitting Bull, Crazy Horse, and Red Cloud.
Finally Will found her box of miscellaneous sketches, and while Johnny continued to play the guitar, he slowly and lovingly looked through them all. She wrote the phrase on a single sheet of lined paper, and he stared at it for so long that Johnny asked him if something was wrong.
“Look at this.” Will handed him the sheet of paper. “What do you think it means?”
EVEN IN STILLNESS, THERE IS RHYTHM
Johnny, too, pondered over it a long time before speaking. “It’s subjective. It could mean a lot of things. I take it to mean that things at the surface aren’t what they are underneath,” He looked at Will. “What do you think it means?”
Will looked up at the skylight. For a brief moment the sun peaked through the clouds, and shone on his face. “I think it means that even in death, there is life.” He considered and rephrased. “That nothing ever really dies.”
Over the next couple years Will showed that quote to a few trusted people to get their objective on it. It was interesting how many different views he got on those six words.
He took it to three of his most beloved teachers. Ones that had been caring, compassionate and patient with Will as he went though the steps of grieving. The ones that had taken time to come to their house with food, their condolences, and offers of help.
Mr. Kramer, his math teacher said, “The deaf can hear. That’s what it means to me.”
Mrs. Price, Will’s English teacher said, “Even when it feels that time stops, the rhythm of life keeps going.”
And Mr. Daniels, Will’s beloved art teacher said, “In order to see things with clarity, you must remain quiet.”
On Will’s copy, he wrote the names of each person, and their perspective on it. It became an enlightening piece of paper for Will.
He carefully folded it back up, inserted it into his wallet, and headed into school.
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
It had just begun to get dark when Julie began her decent down the grassy hill of Powderhorn Park towards the carnival. She wore simple, flat white shoes, light-colored blue jeans, and a sleeveless white knit top.
As she drew closer, the sounds of music and children became louder. The aromas of hot food wafted in the air. Hot dogs and tangy mustard. Sugary mini-donuts and French fries. Sweet cotton candy, and warm peanuts.
Delighted screams from kids riding the Tilt-O-Whirl and the Octopus echoed through the park, and other little kids screamed as they raced around, expelling all the loaded up energy they accumulated from soda and cotton candy. Top 40 music thumped from speakers at one end of the carnival, and classic calliope drifted from the other. Lights from the rides and games lit up the area in an array of color, and streamers and banners swayed in a light, warm breeze.
As Julie entered the carnival, she noticed a cute little boy of about three years old licking an ice cream cone, his brow furrowed in deep concentration. The clump of ice cream leaned precariously off one side. As Julie watched, the child’s tongue pushed it off the edge, sending it plummeting to the ground. The little boy looked at the cone, and then at the dusty, melting mass on the ground and began bawling. His face squelched up and tears ran down his cheeks. Julie couldn’t help but utter a small giggle at the drama.
Once his cries dwindled down to sniffles, he looked at the ice cream on the ground again, then uncaringly grabbed the melting gob of a mess on the ground, and put it back on his cone. He was just about to take one gritty lick when his father came up from behind and snatched it from him. This caused a fresh scream of indignation from the kid.
“It’s dirty, Jeremy,” Dad explained. “I’ll get you another one.”
Julie stood there smiling. The father looked up briefly, did a double take at Julie and smiled. He picked up his son, threw the cone in a nearby garbage can, and made his way back to the ice cream stand. “We’re getting it in a dish this time, bud.”
Still smiling, Julie walked slowly through the crowd, taking in the lights, sounds, and activity. A young couple sat on a bench making out with slushies in hand. An older couple who looked to be in their seventies strolled by hand in hand. They smiled at Julie.
“Hey, pretty lady,” a carnie said. “Knock the bottles down and win a prize. C’mon, three balls for a dollar.”
“I always lose my money on that game.”
“That’s what you come here for though, right?”
Julie laughed and continued on.
She heard Tracy’s voice whoop in excitement, and turned in that direction. She searched the stream of people meandering through the carnival. When the river parted she saw the back of a woman bent over a game booth. She was playing “THEY’RE OFF!” Julie giggled at the sight of this woman with short, spiky, bleach-blonde hair, dressed in tight jeans, an even tighter red shirt, studiously bent over, firing a water pistol at a target to make her horse move down the strip to the finish line while kids half her age were doing the same thing on either sides of her. The game dinged the winner, and the carnie proclaimed, “Winner! Winner number eight!” Tracy jumped around excitedly. The kids she played against looked at her with fear and awe. Tracy picked out a black t-shirt adorned with the Playboy emblem in the center.
“Hey, Tracy!”
“Julie! Look what I won!” Her blue eyes danced with the excitement of a child’s.
“Just tell me how it feels to beat a bunch of little kids.”
Tracy looked back. A couple of them stayed for another game, and others walk away towards different ones. “Those little twerps probably brought more money here than I did. I feel fine beating them.”
“So what do you want to do?”
“Let’s go pig out!” Tracy suggested. “I love all the shit food at these things.”
“It’ll go well with your mouth.” Laughing, they made their way to the food stands.
Julie watched in amazement as Tracy polished off two-foot long hot dogs, a cup of mini-donuts, a pretzel with cheese, and a large Coke.
“My God!” Julie exclaimed. She herself had one regular sized hot dog, and some French fries. “Where in the world do you put it all?”
“Are you kidding? Look at the size of my ass!” Tracy replied then promptly belched. “Wait until you see me at the State Fair!”
Julie laughed so hard that the last sip of her slushy almost came coldly through her nose.
For the next hour they roamed the carnival. They rode the rides they weren’t too big for, and played games. Around them calliope music played, games bonged, dinged, rang and whistled. Kids raced around them whooping and screaming in excitement.
As Julie watched Tracy attempt to throw rings around the neck of pop bottles, a herd of young children raced past her.
“Look! It’s Johnny!” one yelled.
“Johnny’s here!” from another.
“Johnny, Johnny, Johnny!” A little girl of about five wearing a pale yellow sundress brought up the rear, her brown curls bouncing around her face.
Julie’s gaze followed the children, and she saw Johnny walking through the carnival. He greeted the kids by name.
“Airplane ride, Johnny!” one child begged.
“Yeah! Airplane ride!”
“Me first!” said the cute little girl in the yellow dress.
“No,” Johnny told them. “No airplane rides tonight.” He paused then playfully scolded, “There are a ton of rides around here! I’m not giving any airplane rides!” He looked up, and his eyes locked with Julie’s. He smiled warmly at her, and she smiled back. He then turned down another corridor of the carnival with the children still following him. Julie watched him until he disappeared in the crowd then exhaled. She felt abruptly fascinated and awed by him. As if she’d opened a brightly wrapped gift and discovered the sun itself inside.
While working on the play, she’d gotten a glimpse of what Johnny was about, and even then had begun to feel connected and attracted to him. But now, seeing the way he interacted with the children, his kindness to them, and the way they adored him, that demonstrated what kind of man he was on the inside. The core of him. And it was pure and authentic.
Until then Julie had been attracted to his personality and was certainly infatuated with his physique. But now she felt captivated by something much more powerful, a commanding force like she had never known. And at that moment, perhaps because of the mystery and intensity, she didn’t know if she should run to him or away from him.
Forty-five minutes later, as she and Tracy contemplated heading home, a voice spoke behind her. “Hi Tracy. Hi Julie.”
Julie turned to see Johnny. Once again the dynamic attraction poured over her, and she was suddenly intimidated by its power. It felt as if she was losing control. Like she’d been swept up in a vortex where it would push and pull her around, and have its way with her.
“Are we still on for tomorrow?” Johnny asked her.
“Yes,” she answered, glad that her voice sounded normal, if not a little bit harsh.
“Good deal. I’ll see you at around ten then, okay?”
“Sure.”
Johnny smiled at her, said good-bye to both girls, and walked away with Marcus and Terry. Julie hadn’t even noticed that his friends were standing there until then.
“I think he likes you,” Tracy said thoughtfully. “I don’t know anyone else he would invite over to his house to fix their car.”
“His shop was booked,” Julie explained, but wondered if Tracy was right. In fact, hoped she was right.
Tracy shrugged, and grinned at Julie. “So? He’s still using his day off to help you. I think he likes you,” she repeated, and it was Julie’s turn to shrug.
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
The next day Julie drove her chugging Mustang to Johnny’s. It was just after ten o’clock in the morning, and the day was overcast and cool, almost cold. She slept terribly, waking from the most disturbing dream she ever had about her mother. Over the last year, the few dreams she’d had of her were vague and meaningless. Ones where she’d just see a glimpse of her standing in the kitchen with a cup of coffee, or coming up the walkway to the house. And in all those dreams, Beth said nothing. She just smiled that lovely smile that Julie missed so much. Truly, the worst part of those dreams was that Julie would wake, and think just for a second that her mother was still alive. Her heart would be joyfully happy, and then reality would sink in, and plunge her into a bottomless valley of sadness.
But Julie would’ve welcomed those dreams a million times over just to replace the one she had the night before. She drove home from the carnival, nervous about her meeting with Johnny the next day, hoping so bad she’d feel normal around him. What happened to her at the park amazed her. How shook up she suddenly felt around him. Nothing she ever experienced compared to what had happened to her that night. It was compelling in its unexpectedness. When he had come up to her at the end of the night to see if she was still coming over, she almost said no. Looking into those dark, penetrating eyes for that moment was overwhelming, and she thought being in his presence for more than a few minutes, feeling that strongly, would send her heart into a frenzied attack. But once she got home, and into the shower those unfettered, chaotic emotions settled, and she was glad she hadn’t turned him down. Crawling into bed, she thought she would lie in bed half the night thinking of him, or dreaming of him. It couldn’t have been further from the truth.
The dream, if it lasted a second, would’ve been too long. Julie was back home in Vegas, at her mother’s house, taking care of her, comforting her, feeling sick with the waiting of her death. Her mother’s skeletal, hallow-cheeked image was so vivid. Eyes that used to twinkle and smile, now looked haunted.
“It’s okay, Mama,” Julie said in the dream, sitting next to the hospital bed that had been brought in. It sat in the living room where it was much sunnier than Beth’s bedroom, and Julie had easy access to the kitchen.
She brushed Beth’s hair from her brow. The fear, anxiety, and sadness she felt in the dream were so strong that later, when awake, she would believe were just as real as when it actually happened.
The dream shifted, and Julie stood in the kitchen making tea. Again the realness of the dream was distressing. Pale green tea pot, a small chip on the spout exposing white ceramic, the sound of the hot liquid being poured into a mug, resonating against the wall of the cup.
Then she heard it.
The scratchy sound of something sliding on the hardwood floors in the living room. Shhhhttt. Shhhhttt. Julie looked into her teacup, wondering what was making that sound. It was a slow, slinking shuffle. It was coming closer. From the corner of her eye she saw something move, and looked up towards the dining room. Her mother stood there, hunched over slightly and swaying, looking at Julie with those harrowed, blank eyes. She could see the skeletal silhouette of Beth’s body through the white nightgown she wore, and was suddenly terrified. This thing before her was some sort of monster, not her beloved mother. She wanted to run, but somehow she knew that it would be like running in quicksand, and she knew that as sick as her mother was, she’d still be able to catch up to her and make her look in those eyes forever.
Beth opened her mouth and out flew a swarm of flies. Thousands of them created a black cloud in front of her, blocking Julie’s view of her. They enveloped Julie and darkened the room, humming like power lines. She tried to swing them away, but everything just got darker. Then, suddenly the humming stopped. Julie waited, thinking the flies would dissipate, but they stayed around her, cloaking her like a dark curtain. Then without warning, her mother’s skeletal face appeared a mere inch from Julie’s face, deathly haunted eyes looking right into her own. Julie screamed herself awake.
She sat up in bed, drenched in sweat, breathing hard. It was just a dream, it was just a dream, became her instant mantra, and she breathed deep, waiting for her heart to calm down and the images to fade. But unlike most bad dreams that evaporate quite quickly, this one kept slapping Julie, making her see that face and those eyes again and again. She got up and paced the room, feeling with her hands the tangibility of the bedspread, the dresser, and the curtains. Only a dream, only a dream. Her breathing settled when she picked up the picture of her mother that she kept on the dresser. It was the best photo she had of her. Beth had her hand under her chin as she looked into the camera, smiling so naturally. She looked happy and healthy. Julie looked at the picture until the dream became foggy.
***
The clock said it was nine, and when she looked outside at the gray sky, and trees rocking steadily in the wind, she suddenly didn’t want to go to Johnny’s. The dream left her feeling sad and uneasy, and seeing the gloomy dark clouds made her feel worse. The thought of being around anyone, especially Johnny, feeling this way seemed unimaginable, the act of putting on a happy face too difficult. Spending the day on the couch, swaddled in a blanket in front of the television, sounded much more appealing. But she was expected there, and didn’t have the heart to cancel on him since he’d gone the extra mile to help her out. She dragged herself to the bathroom to shower.
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
She pulled into Johnny’s driveway and shut off the engine. A yellow Labrador galloped up to the fence and waited for Julie to approach, wagging his tail in a friendly greeting.
“Hey, dog.” She let herself in the yard and pet and scratched the dog for a couple moments before heading for the door. The dog followed then moved ahead, leading the way. Julie smiled a little.
Johnny greeted her with a warm smile, holding the door open. “C’mon in.”
She did so, after the dog. The moment she stepped into his kitchen all those lonely, depressing emotions slid off her. A profound sense of comfort made her feel safe and peaceful. It was the presence and aura of this place that calmed her. It felt like a homecoming. Something she hadn’t experienced since before her mother died.
The kitchen was warm and well lit. Rock music played softly from a small radio on the kitchen table. Light blue curtains accented the soft yellow walls. Aromas of coffee and frying bacon wafted invitingly in the air.
“Did you find my house okay?” He pulled the door shut behind her.
“Yes. No problem.”
“I woke up late,” Johnny explained. “But I gotta eat. I hope you don’t mind.”
“That’s okay,” She felt neither the heavy depression from the dream nor the scary, powerful emotions for him like she did the night before. Just calm and serene.
“Are you hungry?” Johnny asked.
“A little.” The truth was, after smelling the food she was immediately famished, when just moments ago her stomach was tied up in knots.
“Good. I put on enough for you too,” He moved to the coffee maker and refilled his cup. “Coffee?”
“Please.”
Johnny filled another mug and handed it to her. “There’s milk in the fridge if you want and sugar on the table.”
“Black is fine, thank you. Can I help with anything?”
“No, thanks. I have it covered. Just grab a chair and make yourself at home.”
Way ahead of you there, pal.
He moved back to the stove and flipped the bacon.
Julie sat at the table and sipped her coffee finding it to be good and strong. The dog sauntered to his food dish, discovered it empty then went to Julie who held her hands out showing she had nothing for him. He then sat on his haunches next to her, and watched Johnny. “What’s your dog’s name?”
“Buddy,” Johnny grinned without taking his eyes off the bacon. “Original, huh?”
“That’s not bad.” She pet Buddy’s head, and he looked up at her with kind, soft eyes. “He’s a nice dog.”
“Yeah, he’s all right.”
Julie looked out the window. “Oh, it’s starting to rain.”
Johnny came to the window still holding the tongs. “That’s okay. I’ll just pull your car in the garage.”
“You have a nice home, Johnny.” She could make out part of the living room and dining room, and from what she saw, it was clean and nicely decorated.
“Thanks,” He paused. “I’ll have this place all to myself next year.”
“What do you mean?” Julie asked quietly, sipping her coffee and relishing the feelings of contentment and serenity.
Screw the car. Lets just stay here all day.
“Will’s going to college in Arizona next fall.”
“Really?”
“It’s a very prestigious art school. He was really lucky to get in,” he said softly.
“You’re going to miss him,” she observed, trying to read his eyes that were still cast down on the frying pan.
“Sure. But it’s a great opportunity for him. He is going to be able to go anywhere and do anything with a degree from that college.”
“That sounds great.”
Johnny put the bacon on a plate lined with paper towels and placed it in the warm oven. He opened a carton of eggs. “Scrambled okay with you?” he asked.
“Yes, that’s fine,” She watched him pour most of the bacon grease into a small coffee can used just for that purpose. He quickly beat four eggs in a bowl. They poured in the pan with a sizzle. Julie offered to make toast and Johnny said that would be great. A few minutes later they sat down to eat.
“Thanks again for helping me with my car. Especially on your day off.” Julie placed a napkin in her lap.
“No problem. Glad I can do it.” Johnny shook salt and pepper on his eggs.
As they watched, the drizzle turned into a soft but steady rain. “It’s pretty nasty out there,” Johnny said. “I can certainly bring you home and pick you up again when I’m done so you don’t have to deal with the rain.”
Earlier she dreaded being in anyone’s company, desiring only to curl up in bed all day. But if she went home now she felt certain those feelings of sadness and depression would return. She craved to be with Johnny. “I don’t mind sticking around. I really don’t. Unless I’d be in the way.”
“No, no, not at all,” he hurriedly said, and that made Julie grin. “It shouldn’t take that long anyway.”
The food was good and the coffee hot and satisfying. “You’re pretty handy in the kitchen, Johnny.”
He shrugged. “Have to be. It was learn how or go without. Since it’s just me and my brother, someone had to learn.” He paused, then laughed. “And you don’t want to eat my brother’s cooking!”
Julie laughed.
“Buddy, go lay down, boy,” Johnny gently ordered after noticing him begging.
Buddy complied and shuffled out of the kitchen. His padded feet scraped on the floor, reminding Julie of her dream, and the raspy sound of her mother’s bare feet on hard wood floors.
“Are you all right?” Johnny snapped her out of that thought.
“What? Yeah.”
“You looked like you were going to be sick for a second there. It’s not my cooking, is it?” he joked, but his eyes studied her carefully.
“No. I just . . .” Did she want to bring this up? Tell him about the dream? Looking at him made her, as it had in the past, want to talk and share. “I had a really bad dream before I woke up this morning and I was just reminded of it. I’ll be fine.”
Johnny picked up a rectangle slice of toast. “Must have been one hell of a dream.”
“It was bad,” Julie stared down at her plate.
“What was it about?” He picked up his coffee mug and took a sip, keeping his eyes on her.
Julie looked at him, wanting to tell him yet afraid she might become emotional if she did. But the subtle concern in his eyes calmed her.
“It was cancer that took my mom. I told you that,” She paused, then reached for her coffee cup, and sat back clutching it. “I took care of her the last month of her life. She came home to die, and I took care of her and comforted her the best I could.”
Johnny raised his eyebrows a little, but said nothing, just waited for her to continue.
She went on to detail the dream as best as she remembered, and afterward she didn’t feel like crying, and didn’t feel terrified as she thought she might. Instead she felt lighter. Talking about it brought it into perspective and diminished the dream’s grip on her.
In the end, Johnny lightly placed his hand on her arm, struggled for something to say then stopped.
“You don’t have to say anything, Johnny. I didn’t tell you that for any reason other than just to tell you.” He seemed uncomfortable and Julie thought telling him turned out to be a bad idea.
Johnny leaned forward. “Listen, Julie. I feel bad for what you had to go through. I couldn’t imagine having to do that,” He paused then arose to retrieve the coffee pot, filling each of their cups. Sitting back down he said, “My parents were taken quick. The shock of that was terrible enough. I couldn’t imagine watching them suffer like that.”
Julie shook her head. His compassion shook her up a bit and now she did feel the threat of tears. “Let’s talk about something else, okay?”
“Sure,” he answered softly, then briskly asked, “Was breakfast okay?”
Julie smiled. “Yes, it was great. Thank you. Boy, I got it made. Get my car fixed and breakfast. What a bargain.”
Johnny nodded at her. “Johnny’s Garage and Eatery, at your service.”
Julie chuckled and Johnny shook his head in embarrassment at his attempt at wit.
“So tell me,” Julie said after swallowing her last bite of egg. “What was up with that clan of kids that ran up to you last night?”
Johnny smiled, and looked down, a little bashful. “They’re neighborhood kids. I don’t know. They like me, or something.”
“I saw that,” Julie nodded and grinned.
“They come around sometimes when they need something fixed, like their bikes or skateboards. Sometimes we play kickball out in the street, you know, stuff like that.”
“That’s pretty cool. They really adore you.”
Johnny shrugged, and because of his shyness about the subject, Julie left it at that.
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
After they ate, they put their dishes in the sink, and headed out to the Mustang. On the walkway, Johnny stopped, and turned to her in the soft rain. “Are you sure you don’t want me to take you home?”
She nodded. “I’m sure.”
His grin told her he was glad she wanted to stick around. Johnny opened the garage door and asked Julie for her keys. The Mustang spit and chugged its way inside.
“What’s that?” Julie asked, pointing to a covered car.
“Something I’m working on. You want to see it?”
“Sure.” Julie stood back as Johnny carefully took off the tarp.
What Julie saw was the smart, strong lines of a blue Camaro. The bottom of the doors were a bondo gray.
“It needs a lot of work.”
“It looks like it’s going to be beautiful,” Julie commented.
Johnny chucked. “I wouldn’t use the word ‘beautiful’ for one of America’s hottest muscle cars. It’s going to be smokin’!”
“When did you start getting into this?” Julie asked, walking around the car, and peering inside.
“It was actually something me and my dad started working on together just before he died. It was our project.”
Julie looked up at him. “Oh.”
“I didn’t touch it for the first two and a half years after he died. Just couldn’t. But I do now. It’s pretty slow going.”
“Is anyone helping you with it?” Julie saw him look longingly at the car. He stroked the hood.
“It’s something I work on alone. It’s slow going, but I’m in no hurry.”
Julie suddenly understood what this car meant to him. It was his link to his dad.
“It’s going to be great. Excuse me, I mean, smokin’!” She smiled at him, and he returned it. Together they covered it back up.
Johnny effortlessly replaced the ignition coil, and the Mustang’s engine purred like a kitten after he had his hands on it. In addition to the repair, he decided to change a worn belt and gave the car an oil change. It all went smooth, but still took several hours because they continually stopped to talk. They laughed, recalling last night’s attraction at the carnival, the World’s Most Amazing Freaks! Cheap, plastic fakes were more like it. Johnny made Julie laugh hysterically with his imitation of the wolf man, who growled, and hopped around his cage. It was embarrassingly obvious he was just a man with tufts of hair glued to his body, and fake fangs stuffed in his mouth. The Snake Woman was a dusty plastic snake that wrapped around itself in a circle with a live woman’s head coming up through the middle. Her body was hidden in the cabinet below the display.
“It looked ridiculous! She was wearing sunglasses!” Johnny exclaimed.
“Well, wouldn’t you if that was your job?”
They talked about the carnie games that everyone dumped their money into, yet seldom won a prize.
“I swear, one of these day I am going to set up a few of those games in my basement. I’ll practice all winter, so when the fair comes around I’d send all those guys to the poor house.”
“A grown man playing carnival games in his basement!” Julie laughed at the image.
“What? I’m serious!”
Johnny was pleased when Julie said she wanted to stick around instead of going home, although he couldn’t quite figure her out. Last night at the carnival she seemed distant and indifferent. But a different story unfolded today. She laughed at all his jokes, even the really stupid ones. And he could tell by the lovely sound, it was genuine and happy. He felt great in her company. What man wouldn’t with such a beautiful, easygoing woman? He was taken by her eyes. Light brown with specks of gold. Last night they looked so intense he almost mistook her for being angry. And other times her eyes and face softened, like when they joked about the carnival freaks, or the way she had looked at him when he told her about working on the Camaro alone. And still there was that look of loss and fear when she relayed her dream to him. Johnny knew there was a lot going on within her, and he never wanted to know more about a woman than he did with her. All of his intentions of staying single and not getting to know anyone over the summer seemed to be flying out the window. Part of him still wanted to fight for that, but mostly he wanted to surrender himself and get to know her. If she’d let him.
A little after two o’clock, Will walked into the garage, wearing a lightweight blue hooded sweatshirt. He pushed the hood back from his head when he was safe from the rain.
“Hi, Julie,” he greeted warmly.
“Hey, Will. How’s it going?”
“Good, how are you?”
“Good. You’re brother was nice enough to give my car a tune up.”
“Yeah, he said you’d be coming by. How’s it going?”
“Fine,” Johnny said, leaning on the car. “What’s up?”
“I’m going to catch a movie with a couple of the guys.”
“Okay. Just call me if you’re going to be real late.”
“Okay.” He said goodbye to Julie, and left.
“Oh,” Johnny said, suddenly remembering something. “Remind me to show you Will’s paintings when we’re done here.”
Not much later they did finish.
“Did you want to come inside and see those paintings?” He saw her shiver a bit from the cold. “I can make some coffee.” He tried to sound indifferent, hoping to hide the fact that he didn’t want to part company with her yet. She nodded and grinned, her eyes sparkling.
“Sure.”
CHAPTER NINETEEN
The drizzle advanced to a steady, hard rain, and they high tailed it to the house, getting drenched in the process. Standing on a rug in Johnny’s kitchen, they looked at each other and laughed.
“You look like a drowned rat,” Julie joked.
“Well, don’t go running off to any beauty pageants yourself, babe.”
Julie actually thought he looked quite attractive in a wild sort of way. He pulled the binder from his black hair, and it fell against his back, wet, shiny, and wavy. Droplets of water dotted his cheeks, forehead, and lips, and not for the first time that day, she wondered how he kissed.
Her gaze traveled up to his eyes, and she blushed, realizing he had been watching her assessment of him.
“You’ve got rain all over your face,” she said, hoping she sounded natural and matter of fact. Hoping to draw the attention off the fact she had been staring at him. But the look in his eyes said he didn’t mind one bit.
“You do, too.” He looked at her a moment longer, making her wonder what he was thinking. He then took two kitchen towels from a drawer and handed her one to wipe off with.
Johnny pulled up a kitchen chair to sit on while he took off his boots. “I’ll show you those paintings.” Julie took off her shoes, and after Johnny put on some coffee to brew they went in the clean, neat living room. Earlier, at breakfast, Julie had noticed how nice the other rooms looked from her perspective at the kitchen table. But on closer inspection, she raised her eyebrows impressively at the fine black leather furniture, solid oak end tables, a state of the art stereo system, and a fifty-seven inch plasma television.
“These are really good,” she said quietly as he pointed out Will’s work. They went from picture to picture, each one capturing the life, intensity and beauty that each scene depicted. “He is going to do well at that art fair, for sure.”
“I think so too,” He laughed. “When Will was three and I was nine, my father used to think I did Will’s drawing and vice versa because I drew so bad at nine, and Will drew so good for three.”
“Are these your folks?” Julie asked looking at a family photo that hung in the dining room.
“Yep. That’s them.”
Julie could see where the boys inherited their good looks. Johnny took more after his father in the bright eyes and big smile. Maggie, a beautiful dark skinned woman handed down her wistful smile and high cheek bones to Will.
“Looks like a great family,” Julie said.
“Yeah.”
Julie looked up at him, as he stared longingly at the photo. She suddenly wondered how much he missed his parents.
Could it be as much as I miss my mom? Does he still harbor the same pain I do?
Johnny looked at her with a warmth that made his eyes shine.
No, he’s not as bad as you, but he remembers. He knows. Even four years later, I can see in his eyes that he knows what it’s like.
And again that feeling of a homecoming enveloped her heart.
“This is my mom’s drawing,” Johnny pointed out a pack of mustangs done in charcoal.
“I can see where Will got his talent from.”
Although a simple charcoal drawing, the crisp detail of the horses faces and muscular shoulders stood out strong.
“Thanks again for everything, Johnny,” she said as they sat down at the kitchen table, with steaming mugs of coffee in front of them. “For helping me fix my car, and the other stuff you did. And thanks for breakfast.” She really was grateful and had had an incredibly enjoyable day with him.
“My pleasure. I was glad to do it,” He smiled at her.
She left a half hour later. Johnny walked her out to her car. She started it up, looking at him through the open window.
“You have my number. Call me sometime if you want to go out.”
“Like, go to a carnival and see The World’s Most Amazing Freaks?”
Johnny laughed. “Sure.”
“I’ll see you, Johnny.”
CHAPTER TWENTY
Back at her apartment, Julie ran a hot bubble bath. Tracy called while she waited for it to fill.
“Hey, how’s it going?” She asked.
“Good.”
“Got your car done today?”
“Yep. It runs great. Johnny’s a really good mechanic.” Julie flipped through some channels on television.
Tracy paused then in frustration, almost yelled. “Tell me what happened!”
Julie laughed. “Nothing, Trace. I went over there, he fixed my car, and I’m getting ready to take a bath right now,” Julie left out breakfast, the oil change, and all the conversation. It wasn’t that she felt she couldn’t tell Tracy any of it. It was just that there was too much to tell over the phone.
“Is he there now?” she asked sounding hopeful.
Julie laughed. “No, he’s not here.”
“Okay,” Tracy sounded disappointed. “So, what are you doing tonight?”
“Nothing. I’m cold and tired.”
“It’s Saturday!” Tracy exclaimed, practically taking Julie’s ear off.
“I know, but I’m not up for anything.” An image floated in her mind of getting some lasagna and a salad from downstairs after her bath, and eating it while watching some movie on television. “No, I’m staying in.”
“Okay, suit yourself. Call me if you change your mind.”
The hot bath felt delightful after being damp half the day. Sighing, she sank in as steam rose around her. What a day. What a wonderful day I had with him. Lying back, she smiled thinking of his imitation of the Wolf Man, and his declaration to beat the carnies at their own games. Sobering, she remembered the way he looked at the Camaro as he told her it had been a project he and his father worked on. But mostly, she thought of those wonderful feelings of comfort and peace when she walked into the kitchen. It dispelled the disturbing dream, and other than that one time being reminded of it and telling Johnny about it, she hadn’t thought of it at all the rest of the day.
The bubbles started to dissipate and die. When she looked down, she could see her own naked body. She ran her hands over her curvy hips, her long toned legs and her flat stomach. She bit her lip and thought of Johnny’s body, strong and solid. The way the muscles in his arms and back flexed and relaxed through the thin, dark gray cotton of his shirt as he worked on her car. She wondered what those strong hands that moved so confidently over the Mustang’s engine would feel like on her. Or what his sexy, kissable mouth would taste like as she looked into his striking eyes.
“Oh, geez, take it easy!” she whispered shakily and pulled herself out of the tub.
After her bath she called down to Mario’s. Mark, the bartender, answered. It wasn’t quite four o’clock, and the place hadn’t started to fill up with dinner guests, so they had a minute to chat. She told him about her car, and being outside all day. He told her about the mad lunch rush and what he made in tips because of it. Julie asked him to put an order in for the vegetarian lasagna. He told her no problem. Fifteen minutes later as she put her shoes on to run down for her food, there was a knock at her door. It was Mark. The sweetheart found a minute to run her food up to her.
“Since you’ve spent enough time outdoors today I thought I would bring it up to you,” He handed her a bag that steamed with mouthwatering aromas of cheese, garlic and rich tomato sauce. “I gotta get back before I get fired,” he joked, and skipped back down the steps.
Feeling warm and content, she turned on the television and smiled when she found Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid on channel 45. She ate and thought again about Johnny, wondering when she would see him again and when she should call.
Unlike the night before, Julie fell into a blissful, dreamless sleep.
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Marcus and Terry showed up over at Johnny’s at around six that night. They drank beer, chowed down pizza, and flipped through channels. Will joined them in pizza and television, but drank Cokes instead of Budweisers. Buddy lay on the floor watching them eat, waiting for the occasional crust to be thrown to him.
Johnny wasn’t up for going out. Earlier he explained to Terry over the phone that he had been outside all day, and just wanted to hang out at the house. “If you guys don’t have anything going on, c’mon by.”
After speaking to Terry, Johnny took a long, hot shower, and thought of Julie and the great day he had with her. Usually the pursuer in a relationship, Johnny pondered why he didn’t push for a date. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to. From the first moment he saw her at the park he had been intensely attracted to her and thought of her often.
He guessed part of it was the fact that he had vowed to stay single for the summer. And part of it was Teresa. Just recently breaking things off with her (and yet still dealing with her) he wanted to get things finished - get cleansed of that residue before stepping into something else.
I’m not stepping into anything. Julie’s just a friend. What’s the big deal?
But that was a lie. Standing in the shower he couldn’t help but to reflect on the curve of the small of her back, or the round fullness of her breasts, or her lovely kissable mouth. He wanted her, that was true. But her quiet, thoughtful disposition seemed too delicate to push.
That was it, he realized. He wanted her to come to him. There was something much too special and warm about her to treat like just any woman. He remembered his initial feeling upon meeting her. That quiet balance that exuded peace and tranquility, so unlike any woman he had known.
In the past he’d dealt with two kinds of women - aggressive women only after sex, or others, who became clingy and needy. Julie seemed to be neither. Although he had seen the way she looked at him as they stood dripping wet by the back door, it wasn’t a blatant sign of lust. Her eyes had expressed a shy desire. She blushed when he caught her staring at his mouth, and for some reason Johnny found that to be an extreme turn-on. The clingy and needy part he couldn’t be positive on, because women tended to get that way only after a sexual relationship had begun. Regardless, her private, personal nature didn’t seem to be capable of that. She didn’t wear her heart on her sleeve. Instead of opening up a grand conversation on the subject at the breakfast table, she disclosed only a little, leaving Johnny curious to know more. Her wounds were still fresh, he realized, and that could be part of her reluctance to say too much. Johnny, after all, could not begin to imagine how she suffered inside, taking care of her dying mother. Maybe her pain was part of the attraction as well. Healthy or not, it created a connection.
He wondered when he would see her again, and hoped she would call before too long.
***
“So are you guys going out?” Marcus asked Johnny as he reached in the pizza box for another slice of pepperoni.
“No, man. I just fixed her car,” Johnny answered, keeping his swirling thoughts of Julie to himself.
“Oh, wait. Go back, go back,” Terry told Will who held the remote. He flipped it back to sports show highlighting the Twins.
“She’s pretty cute,” Marcus said.
“She’s nice, Marcus,” Will informed. “Too nice for you.”
“Please. No, I have no intention of asking her out.”
Johnny felt relieved, and suddenly imagined Julie going out with a guy. Not just Marcus, but anyone. Feelings of covetousness subtly surfaced, and Johnny quickly shooed them away. He hardly knew her, for crying out loud.
There was a commercial break and Will continued to flip channels. He landed on Cops. A drunken white guy with three teeth argued with the cops about his neighbor.
“She’d turn you down anyway,” Terry told him and asked Johnny to pass him a slice of sausage pizza.
“I never get turned down,” Marcus stated. The other three slowly looked at him with eyebrows raised. Buddy even looked at him. Then they all laughed.
“Okay, sure, I get turned down sometimes, but I wouldn’t ask her out, because Johnny likes her.”
Everyone turned to look at Johnny expectantly. On the television, Three Teeth, made way for his neighbor who stood on his bald lawn. This spiffy gent had a few more teeth than his feuding nemesis, but looked as if the last time he bathed, Reagan had been in office. Behind him, his mongrel dog barked incessantly.
“What are you all looking at me for?” Johnny eyed them defensively, having no intention of sharing his thoughts and feelings about Julie to them.
“Oh!” Marcus exclaimed. “I forgot. You’re not dating anyone this summer, right?” He challenged Johnny with his eyes. “Maybe I will ask her out.”
Johnny shook his head at him. “Don’t you go near her,” he jokingly warned. “She’s my friend, and I won’t allow her to be seen with the likes of you.”
“Friends. Yeah, right,” Terry chimed in. “I saw the way you guys were looking at each other at the carnival last night,” Terry rolled his eyes, turned his mouth into a sappy, stupid smile, and held his hands together next to his cheek as if in prayer.
Marcus and Will laughed.
“Go back to that sports show, Will,” Terry asked, and that ended the topic of Julie.
They talked about sports, and flipped between the Twins and Cops and America’s Most Wanted after that. Marcus and Terry left at around nine-thirty to bar hop downtown.
“She really is a nice girl,” Will told Johnny when they were alone. Johnny didn’t have to ask to know he was talking about Julie.
“I know she is.” Keeping his eyes on the television.
“She was a big help at the park.”
“It looks really good.”
“You guys should go out,” Will suggested.
“We’ll see,” Johnny stretched his legs out, grabbed the remote, and started flipping channels again. He hoped his brother wouldn’t see the smile that began to surface.
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
The play was a huge success. The kids remembered their lines, and the make-up for the headless horseman frightened the little kids in the audience. The stage lighting made Will’s forest creation eerie, yet fun. Everyone loved it. While Julie saw Johnny in the audience on opening night, she was far too busy helping with costume changes and swapping sets to do more than wave at him from across the gym.
The next Friday, Julie woke with the sniffles. By noon a cough accompanied them, and by four o’clock a fever came marching in. For the first time in years, she was sick. Tracy called to see if she wanted to go out later, but after hearing Julie’s raspy voice, she ordered her to stay in bed and call her if she needed anything.
The dreary, overcast day made staying in bed a welcome idea. Her phone rang at almost five. She was surprised to hear Johnny’s voice.
“Tracy gave me your number. I hope you don’t mind.”
“No. No, not at all.” In fact she felt buoyed and pleased.
“I just saw her down at the park and she told me you were sick. I thought I’d call to see how you are doing.”
Julie smiled. “I’m okay. Or, I will be, I’m sure.”
“What have you got? A cold? The flu?”
“I don’t know, but I feel a fever kicking in.”
“Can I bring you anything?” he asked, his voice warm, and inviting. Listening to his deep, soft voice and remembering the profound sense of homecoming she experienced at his house a couple weeks ago suddenly made her feel isolated and dispirited. A temptation to plead, yes! Come over, be with me, stay with me, came over her, but she said none of that, and was actually surprised to discover that she was on the verge of tears, having no idea of where the weakness came from.
“No, thanks. I’m just going to take a bath and lay down,” But her voice betrayed her and wavered.
“Okay.” He sounded doubtful. “Well, you have my number. Call me if you need anything.”
“Thanks, Johnny.” She hung up the phone feeling deflated and lonely.
After running a near scalding bath, she sank down in it, dispelling her shivers but not her misery. Without warning, she began to cry. She reasoned that it was her sickness that made her emotionally vulnerable, but knowing the reason did nothing to stop the sobs that wracked her body. The chamomile scented bubble bath did little to calm her, and she openly wailed, discovering that she wanted her mother so badly it was wrenching. Long forgotten memories came flooding back. Memories of being pampered when she was a little girl. Flashbacks of hot soup and Seven Up, always dubbed “white soda” when she was ill. Beth bringing her new sticker books, coloring books, and fresh boxes of crayons to cheer her up. Watching movies as she lay in her mom’s arms, the hair being stroked away from her face. Her mother playing games with her and reading to her until she forgot she was sick. And perhaps because of those memories and good feelings, it wasn’t out of the norm when she was sick at nineteen or twenty, for her to pack a bag, and leave her apartment to go spend a couple days with her mother.
“Oh, Mama.” Julie rang out a washcloth and wiped her face, hot from both her fever and her tears. “I know you want me to be strong and not be so sad, Mama. But I miss you!” She sat in the tub hugging her knees and cried as heavy, foggy steam enveloped her.
When the water began to cool, she pulled herself out, feeling drained. Still cold inside and out, she dressed in a heavy pair of sweats. She was towel drying her hair when she heard a small knock at the door.
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Johnny wasn’t certain if he should drop by unannounced. He didn’t want to upset her, and she had said she didn’t need anything, but the quiver in her voice worried him. If she seemed upset that he was there, he would leave what he brought and take off right away.
“Hi, what are you doing here?” Julie asked pleasantly surprised. She smiled a little, but looking deeper, he knew there was something more going on. There was a pain and tiredness in her eyes that was not physically related. It was a mirror image of what he saw in his own eyes at times.
“I wanted to bring you something.”
“Okay. C’mon in. Forgive my appearance,” She opened the door for him and eyed the grocery bag he held. “What in the world do you have?”
“I’ll show you. And you look fine,” He smiled at her and moved to the kitchen, looking around. “This is a nice apartment.” He placed the bag on a counter and started pulling things out. “Orange juice, Seven-up, and not one, not two, but three cans of chicken noodle soup. Now, I know it’s not homemade, but-” he stopped himself, because he had looked up and saw tears in her eyes. “Hey,” he said softly. “I wanted to make you feel better.”
Julie shook her head, as if denying her tears, and in doing so, would make them stop. “No, it’s not you, it’s just . . .” Shaking her head was useless. A couple tears slipped down her cheeks.
Johnny’s heart went out to her, and at that moment he realized he was starting to really care about this woman. Without speaking, he went to her and wrapped his arms around her. She kept her arms crossed in front of her, neither reciprocating the hug, nor pushing away. His shirt dampened from her tears. He held her and stroked her hair and back, and kissed her forehead once. He wondered if it was her mother she was thinking of and missing. He knew he felt the same way sometimes when he was sick.
She finally pulled away and excused herself to the bathroom to blow her nose and clean up. Johnny didn’t ask anything. I’ll leave that up to her if she wants to talk about it. When she came out of the bathroom, she said, “I’m sorry, Johnny. I’m not usually this much of a baby.”
“Don’t apologize, Julie. There’s no need,” He paused. “Are you hungry?”
Julie grinned sheepishly. “Not really.”
“Are you sure?” Johnny held up a can of soup, and shook it. “Progresso.”
Julie laughed and sat down. She watched Johnny open a can of soup, let it slide into a bowl, then nuke it. He put it in front of her with a spoon.
“Thanks,” Julie said, and slowly began to eat.
Johnny sat down at the opposite end of the table and they talked on light subjects. He expressed his admiration at how well the play had turned out. She made him laugh when she confessed that there was one hiccup. When Icabod Crane was backstage getting to ready to go on, he bent down to pick up his hat and the backside of his pants ripped wide open. With no time to fix it, he learned quite quickly what they meant when they said the show must go on.
“Didn’t you notice how he never turned his back to the audience?”
But Johnny couldn’t answer because he was too busy laughing.
When Julie finished, she pushed her empty bowl away and sat back in her chair.
“So, what are your plans tonight?” She asked.
“Nothing.” He rubbed his temple. “What about you? Going to get some sleep?”
“A little later.” She paused. “If I wasn’t feeling so crummy, we could go out.”
“That’s the last thing you need,” he softly scolded. He hoped she didn’t want him gone just yet. Still concerned about her, he couldn’t envision leaving, knowing she was sick both physically and emotionally.
“If you want some company, I could hang out here with you.” He said it casually, and meant it that way. If she said no, then he’d go, knowing he at least offered.
“Why would you want to spend a Friday night with boring sick person?” she joked, but Johnny saw a flicker of happiness in her eyes, and he was glad if he was the one responsible for it.
“Believe me, lady, if there was anything going on tonight, I’d be there.” He shrugged his shoulders. “Sorry to break it to you, but you’re my last resort.”
Julie smiled and threw her crumpled napkin at him.
***
They spent the evening on Julie’s couch, watching Men In Black on Fox. Julie felt her anxiety and discomfort melt away. Johnny’s presence was comforting. He carried a strength in him, yet also a gentle understanding. He knew when to speak and when to keep quiet. At his arrival, upon seeing her cry, he didn’t grill her with, What’s wrong? What’s wrong? Without words he seemed to know. And even if he didn’t, he had the intuitiveness to comfort her without interrogating her.
She remembered the selfishness in Rodney, her last boyfriend, before her mother got sick. When it got to the point that Julie spent all her time at home nursing her mother, Rodney didn’t try to help her or be there for her. Instead he argued with her for not making time for him. Julie was so appalled that she never broke up with him in words. She simply stopped answering her phone when she saw his name on caller I.D.
Johnny was the complete opposite of that, and part of her wished she’d had someone like him in her life at that time to help her be strong for her ailing mother.
But he’s here now, Julie, a voice said in her head, and she could’ve sworn for a second it was her mother’s.
As they sat and watched television, Julie was aware of the shape of his legs within his jeans, and saw the strength of his hands that lay casually in his lap. She felt drawn towards him, and could feel the same thing from him. Why else would he make a special stop to bring her orange juice and soup? In past relationships, questions like, what does he want? What is he thinking? What does he think of me? Where is this going? surfaced in her mind like bubbles in a spring-fed lake. But with Johnny her mind stayed quiet and calm.
We’re friends. For now we’re just friends. Let it go at that. For now.
Johnny got up to go just before eleven o’clock after noticing Julie yawn.
“What time is it?” She stretched as Johnny got up.
He told her. When she walked him to the door, he made a point to give her one more hug and this time she gave one back, squeezing him tight.
“So, can I take you out sometime?” he asked, softly tapping the bottom of her back. She chuckled a little. He pulled away to look at her. “What? What’s so funny?”
“Nothing . . . I-” I’m a mess. I haven’t combed out my hair, I’m not wearing any makeup, and I’m dressed in sweats and a bathrobe, and I’m getting asked out on a first date. “Nothing, really. Yes. Let’s go out.”
“Well, good.” He playfully rolled his eyes. “Wouldn’t want to make it too hard on you.”
“Shut up.” She pulled him in for another hug then closed the door behind him after he left. She looked out her window and watched him walk down the stairs, and to his truck. He walked tall and confident, and Julie smiled, thinking about how much she liked him. She turned away after seeing him get into his truck and drive off.
Tiredness set in quickly. She turned off the television, shut off the lights, and lay down in bed feeling slightly feverish, but comforted by Johnny’s company. She fell into a deep, healing sleep, and woke the next day feeling much better.
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
Johnny called Julie the next day in the late afternoon. He wanted to see how she was feeling, but he also wanted to use it as an opportunity to ask her out.
“I’m doing much better, thanks. Still not a hundred percent, but I’m feeling better than yesterday.” Her voice sounded pleased and smiley.
“Good. I’m glad to hear that.”
“How are you doing? Did you go out last night after you left?”
“No. I just ended up staying in.”
There was a pause. “I hope I didn’t ruin any of your plans.”
Johnny scoffed. “I told you already that you were my last resort, remember?”
“Yes, I remember.” She paused. “Listen, Johnny . . . about last night . . . I’m sorry for breaking down like that. I don’t want you to think that-”
“Stop. Julie, stop.” He didn’t want her to apologize. To apologize perhaps meant she felt guilty for it. And guilt meant she wanted to take it back. Make it so it didn’t happen. The previous night he had felt glad to have been there for her. He did not want her to feel bad about her behavior the night before, and the last thing he wanted her to do was regret it. “Please don’t apologize. Really.”
“I just hope I didn’t freak you out by it.”
“If I was freaked out, would’ve I stayed with you?”
“I guess not,” He thought he could detect a smile in her voice.
“And if you had freaked me out, would I be calling you today to see if you wanted to go out next weekend?”
There was a pause, and then she chuckled, and said, “What?”
“I’m asking you out. Next weekend is Paul Bunyan Days in Stillwater. I’d like to take you if you’re interested.”
“Okay.” She paused then asked skeptically, “What’s ‘Paul Bunyan’ Days?”
Johnny laughed. “It’s an outdoor event with live music and food and all that. It’s in Stillwater, on the St. Croix river.”
“Why do they call it Paul Bunyan Days?” To Johnny, her voice sounded more normal, like she shed any embarrassment she may have had talking about the night before.
“They have lumberjack events like log rolling, climbing and splitting. That sort of thing. But mostly it’s a nice place to listen to some music outside by the river.”
“Okay, it sounds fun. I’d like to go.”
“Good deal. I’ll call you later in the week to figure out what time we want to go.”
“Great. And, Johnny?”
“Yes?”
“Thanks,”
He knew she meant thanks for last night. For being there, and for, perhaps, making her feel all right about it today.
“My pleasure.”
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
On Wednesday the following week, Marcus, Terry and Johnny met at Gordie’s for happy hour. They sat at the bar and shared a couple pitchers of beer and some appetizers. Terry played some pull tabs, but didn’t win anything. The bar was packed with people and buzzed with laugher and voices. Someone put money in the juke box, and Van Halen’s, “Ain’t Talkin’ ’Bout Love” came rocking out.
“So Paul Bunyan Days is this weekend,” Marcus reminded them. “We’re still going aren’t we?”
“Yep,” Terry said, slamming his last pull tab down on the bar.
“Johnny?” Marcus inquired.
“I asked Julie to go,” he answered indifferently, biting into a chicken wing.
“Julie? The girl you fixed the car for?”
“Yep.” He wiped his mouth with a napkin. That was all the guys knew. He didn’t tell them about his visit to her the previous Friday when she was ill.
“C’mon, man, we planned to go with just us guys.”
“I know, but I wanted to ask her out and that was the first fun thing I could think of.”
“Traitor,” Terry called him.
“No shit! Traitor.”
“You’ll get over it.” Johnny didn’t feel bad. He had spent a lot of time with his buddies lately. This was the first time he ditched them for a girl. And not just any girl. He’d rather spend the day with Julie and piss off his friends a little, than to go with them and miss a chance to date her.
“Well, we’re still going, right?” Marcus asked Terry.
“Yes. And we’re going to have way more fun than you,” Terry warned Johnny, speaking so seriously that Johnny laughed.
“Erik, another pitcher, please,” Johnny said, and the bartender nodded and began to fill one up.
“Hi, Johnny,” a voice said behind him.
They all turned to see Teresa. Marcus sighed loudly in distaste. Teresa either didn’t notice or didn’t care.
“What are you doing here? What do you want?” Johnny asked, surprised.
“I just wanted to say I was sorry for what happened at Norma’s.”
“Are you following me?” he asked, watching her carefully. He’d never seen her in here before.
“No, honestly. I was just driving down Minnehaha, and I saw your car. I thought I’d take the opportunity to apologize,” She seemed calm, sober. Not the drunken mess she had been the last time he had seen her, which was . . .
“That was a month ago,” Johnny said. “I’ve forgotten it.” He felt uncomfortable that she had shown up and didn’t trust her answer of just driving by and seeing his truck. Marcus and Terry talked quietly among themselves, apparently ignoring his conversation with her.
“I haven’t forgotten. I . . . just wish I hadn’t behaved that way.” She looked apologetic and a little ashamed.
Johnny didn’t know what to say. He couldn’t be belligerent with her. Not while she spoke to him so soft and sincere.
“It’s in the past,” he said gently.
“Still friends?” She asked, smiling a little at him.
He raised his eyebrows. Speaking very patiently, as if to a child, he said, “You and I are not friends. That’s what that whole fight was about, remember? You and I are over. We’re not even friends, do you understand that?” Johnny became aware that Marcus and Terry had stopped talking and presumed they were listening to this unfurling discussion.
“I don’t know why we can’t be friends, Johnny. Why can’t we?”
The way she seemed so confused on the subject disturbed him.
“Because I don’t want to be your friend.”
Marcus snorted a quick bubble of laughter.
“That’s a hell of a thing to say,” she said sadly.
“Teresa, it’s the truth.” He waited to see if she’d snap and start ranting, but she didn’t. She continued to talk in a calm, easy going voice.
“So, if I see you around, I can’t even say ‘hello’ to you?” She looked confused.
“I’d prefer not,” he answered frankly.
“I don’t understand why it had to come to this. It’s not fair. I didn’t do anything to deserve this.” She slowly shook her head at him.
“I already explained that-”
“Never mind, Johnny. Never mind.” She physically stood taller, and lifted her head, then turned and walked briskly towards the door. Around her, people enjoyed their beers, laughing and telling stories. Waitresses carried trays of food and drinks around. On the juke box Van Halen made way for Queen. Teresa walked through like none of it existed. Johnny looked after her. She had said on a few occasions that she had done nothing to deserve this, and Johnny angrily thought the same thing about himself. He had done nothing to deserve this harassment. He hadn’t been evil or malicious to her about the breakup. And even if he had, why couldn’t she just let it go?
He turned back to the bar. Terry filled Johnny’s beer mug.
“Man,” Marcus said. “How long can this go on?”
“I don’t know,” Johnny sighed, and shook his head. “Every time she does this, I think it’s going to be the last time. One of these times it will be.”
“‘Because I don’t want to be your friend.’” Marcus mimicked then put his head down on his bent arms. The sleeve of his shirt muffled his laughter.
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
When Julie opened her door for him, Johnny smiled. She wore red shorts that showed off her slender, tanned legs, and her ponytail swung from one side to the other as she pulled the door open. Her smile lit up her face. Spending the day with her would be a perfect way to get the bad taste out of his mouth that developed after his confrontation with Teresa earlier that week.
Since then he tried to remember what he ever saw in her to make him want to go out with her in the first place. She had been different back then, he recalled.
They met at a party in February and had hit it off well enough. Teresa was soft spoken, if not a little shy, but she carried her part of the conversation. Dating was nice at first. The sex had been mediocre for him, but Teresa told him he was the best she’d ever had. Johnny assumed that, anyway, with the way she dragged him to the bedroom at every available opportunity.
Things between them had been pretty decent the first few weeks. It wasn’t until their second month of dating that Johnny began raising his eyebrows. For starters, Teresa got clingy, wanting to see him every day. And when they were together, she constantly touched him, held his hand or linked her arm in his. She developed a love struck look in her eyes, and began making plans for the distant future. Like going up North to see the autumn leaves in the fall. And did he think it would be nice to have a Christmas party with friends?
What friends? Johnny thought. He had some sure, but other than a couple girls that she usually ditched for Johnny, Teresa never spoke of any. By then, Johnny had gotten quite uncomfortable with the whole thing. It didn’t help matters when she urged him time after time, without success, to travel to neighboring Iowa to meet her parents, or signing her love letters to him with a post-script of, I love you.
Another thing bothered Johnny. Teresa was selfish. Everything was always about her. It was okay for her to talk about bad days at work, but she seemed to get impatient when Johnny wanted to talk about his. She cared not to know anything about his folks, and never asked about them. Perhaps because doing so would take the attention off her.
One day in early April, he told her over the phone that he wouldn’t be able to pick her up for their date until later, because he wanted to put flowers on his parents graves to mark their wedding anniversary.
“Can’t you just do that tomorrow?” she had asked, aggravated. As if he had no right to make her wait.
That was it for Johnny. That was when he decided it was time to call it quits.
That night, after his trip to the cemetery he picked her up. He was about to tell her it was over when she pulled from her purse a photo she had printed off the Internet. It was an engagement ring from Hanson’s Jewelry. He sighed, both dreading and anxious to get the break up over with.
It turned out to be the most disgusting displays of self-pity Johnny had ever witnessed. They sat in his truck, parked in front of her apartment building, and she wailed and cried and asked how could you do this to me, about a dozen times. Johnny did his best to let her down gently, but it always came back to her. Her pain. Her heartache.
Johnny finally told her he had to go, and was appalled when she asked if he would call her later. She either hadn’t heard a word he said, or didn’t take him seriously.
No, Teresa, I won’t call you. It’s over.
Crying, and sniffling, mascara running down her cheeks, she left his truck, and walked back to her apartment.
Before speeding off, Johnny looked at his watch, and was both surprised and angry that he had been coddling her for almost forty-five minutes.
So, seeing Julie smiling happily on the day of their first real date was like a taking a clean breath of air after being trapped in a burning, smoky building. He thought briefly of Marcus and Terry, and was glad he had abandoned his friends to be with her.
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
“He finally asked you out, huh?” Tracy asked over the phone.
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