
		

 
 

		

	
		
			
				Proof of God

				a story from Girl Trouble

				Holly Goddard Jones

				[image: logo.jpg]

			

		

	
		
			
				For Brandon and my father:

				two good men

			

		

	
		
			
				Women are never virgins. Purity is a negative state and therefore contrary to nature.

				—William Faulkner, The Sound and the Fury
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				• Proof of God •

			  When Simon turned sixteen, his father gave him his old car: a red ’88 Corvette, just four years off the showroom floor. Corvettes, his father insisted, were the only American vehicle worth a goddamn anymore, and made in Bowling Green, Kentucky, at that. Good for the local economy. Also, as a businessman and a local leader—a pillar, he’d say sometimes, if he was shitfaced—looking like a success was important. “I’m a walking advertisement,” he’d tell Simon’s mother, who’d pretend she hadn’t heard the same bellowed proclamation a dozen times already. “Folks see me living high and know I must sell the good stuff.”

				Good stuff it wasn’t. Jefferson Wells owned a small chain of furniture stores with locations in Kentucky and several surrounding states, and what he dealt in could only be called furniture by the most generous of observers: chipboard entertainment centers with plastic veneers meant to mimic the look of wood grain; kitchen chairs with metal legs that would start to bow upon too many sittings. The name of the chain—Wells Brothers Furniture Company—was also crap. Simon’s father didn’t have a brother. He just thought the name sounded old-fashioned, established, and so he put it on all of his stores in heavy Old West lettering. He told Simon that he might change the name to Wells and Son if Simon minded his p’s and q’s and got through a business degree at Western, and back then Simon had considered that more of a threat than an offer. He wanted to help the old man sell junk like he wanted a hole in the head.

				A few weeks after Simon’s sixteenth birthday, some guys from his high school trashed the Corvette. He’d been driving it to school every day, feeling good: folks at Bowling Green High School paid attention when he walked down the hall now; heads turned. One day, a couple of seniors, football players, asked him if he wanted to go down the road to G. D. Ritzy’s with them after final bell, and Simon agreed, too dazed to do much more than nod and croak out a “yes.” This is how things change for a person,he’d thought, walking out BGHS’s big double doors with two of the most popular guys at school on either side of him, like bodyguards. He wished his father could see him. They rode in the Corvette with the windows down and the radio blaring Aerosmith; he wouldn’t remember the song later, not for sure, but it was one of the ones with Alicia Silverstone in the video, who was, Kevin Britt proclaimed in the car that day, “hotter than sin.”

				They ate burgers and string fries, drank giant chocolate milk shakes in a dining room decorated with photos of ’50s and ’60s rock stars. Simon paid. The two older boys talked about Friday’s game and about Sheila Foster’s enormous tits. “Just wanna get my face between them,” Ray Hunter said, putting his hands out in front of him in a honking motion, shaking his face vigorously side to side, so that his considerable jowls trembled. They all laughed. When the food was eaten, Simon dropped Kevin and Ray off back at school, next to Kevin’s Pontiac Grand Am—a real clunker—and they raised hands to one another, made promises to do Ritzy’s again next week. Simon’s heart didn’t slow until he pulled off Scottsville Road and down his family’s long, paved drive. He’d never been good at making friends. Being with those boys had been a joy and a torture all at once.

				The next morning, his father woke him at six a.m. by flipping on the light switch. “Get up,” he said, and Simon did. He knew not to make his father say something twice.

				Simon found him outside. The sun was just an ember several hills over, and fog clung to the cow pasture like sweat. His car was where he parked it, but it looked like a murder victim, destroyed and decomposing. Unrecognizable.

				“Explain this,” his father said.

				Simon took a few steps forward, then circled the car. None of the glass was broken, or even the headlights, but there were deep gashes in the paint on the doors, the hood, and the trunk. He’d discover later that the culprits had also pulled the old sugar-in-the-gas-tank trick, but what hurt the most—what embarrassed him to the point of nausea—was the graffiti slashed across the hood and trailing down both sides of the car: FAG, over and over again, like a curse. On the trunk, just for variety: RICH FAG. He returned to his father’s side.

				“Who did this?” his father said.

				Simon shook his head.

				His father slapped him, a hard blow that almost knocked him off balance. “Jesus Christ,” he said. “If this doesn’t beat all. Can’t you have anything nice?”

				“It’s not my fault,” Simon said.

				His father rubbed his lips and stared at the graffiti—that one word over and over, in purple paint, in white. BGHS school colors. He closed his eyes.

				“They’re just jealous, is all,” Simon told him. He looked at that word, the big one on the hood. FAG. The letters were sturdy and authoritative. “They don’t like seeing somebody have something they can’t.”

				That seemed to relax his father a little, as Simon had hoped it would. “Well, that goes along with the territory, I guess,” he said. “Goddamn shame, though. I ain’t growing a fucking money tree back there.” He thumbed toward their property, fifty acres of farmland and woods with a small stream coursing through its center.

				“No, sir,” Simon said.

				“You may have to hitch a ride with your mother again for a while.”

				Simon looked at the ground, rubbing his sore cheek. “Okay.”

				They went back inside, where Simon’s mother was just putting breakfast on the table: bacon and fried eggs, home fries, sliced cantaloupe and tomato sprinkled in salt. Jefferson Wells liked to eat a roadhouse breakfast every day of the week—called cereal “bird food”—and suffered the occasional pain in his left arm that terrified Simon but also delighted him a little. They ate and didn’t speak, and Simon’s mother chattered cheerily between them, a monologue that required neither response nor acknowledgment. Nobody ever listened to her. When the meal was done, she cleared the dishes and started loading the dishwasher, humming to herself. Later in his life, when she was the only person he could count on to love him—when he realized that she was probably the only person who had ever loved him, period—he’d try to remember details about her, fond memories, things they shared and laughed about. There were devastatingly few. But he’d think about how she liked to sing as she cleaned or cooked, and he understood that she must have had some personality outside the bland housekeeper role she occupied as his father’s wife, because her repertoire was diverse and ever-changing, old-fashioned and current: the Rolling Stones and R.E.M., Frank Sinatra, Johnny Cash. She’d loved Simon and Garfunkel, and Simon was already a grown man when he realized that he was almost certainly Paul Simon’s namesake—a fact his mother never confirmed and his father would have been furious to discover. One afternoon, when he was still a little kid too young to start school, she’d sung the “Bookends Theme” over and over as she hemmed pants, her voice plain, pleasant: a mother’s voice.

				On this morning, though, she merely hummed, an empty, cheerful tune meant to soothe his father and reassure them all. Simon felt his father staring at him.

				“You aren’t—” He paused, mashing a fried egg with his fork, the loose yolk running into his pile of home fries, neon and viscous. “You didn’t”—he cleared his throat—“do anything to encourage this, did you?”

				Simon knew to shake his head right away. But he thought about it. He was old enough to know what fag meant, just like the boys who’d vandalized the car knew. He wasn’t sure that he understood what being a fag meant, though—if it should be as clear to him as hunger, if it meant that he had to feel only some things and never others—because all of that was mixed up and confused, what could excite or arouse him. None of it made sense.

				What made the least sense to him was how yesterday had provoked this. He’d only taken those boys to the place they’d wanted to go, bought them some food, eaten with them, laughed with them. He hadn’t touched them or said anything risky. He’d hardly spoken
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