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NOWHERE IN PARTICULAR


Six


Karen and I were intimate for the first time in my car.

In the parking lot of the high school.

I was petrified, really. Scared it wouldn’t be good, or that I’d do something stupid. Scared we’d be caught by someone. Two twenty-somethings screwing in the parking lot of a high school at three in the morning. Not something you want to make the paper.

She was nervous too.

She sure didn’t show it at first.

We’d only been together a few weeks – granted, we’d spent nearly the entire time together. I couldn’t get enough of her and, I’ll be goddamned, she couldn’t get enough of me. She jumped all over me, and it wasn’t the first time she’d tried. I wanted her badly – that wasn’t the problem. It was all just too good to be true. I didn’t want my inexperience to ruin it all.

I never asked her how many people she’d been with, but it wouldn’t be hard to want to be with her. I think I didn’t want to know. She was out of my league, but I wasn’t about to give her any reason to realize it.

She grabbed at my pants like a maniac. I hadn’t even put the car in park yet. By the time I let my foot off the brake she had her skirt up and was in my lap.

I was hers, and I loved it. Whatever she wanted.

She even got you to shave your beard.

I’d had it since my sophomore year in college. 

She knew you were hiding your face.

She later told me that she realized she was in love with me as soon as the towel dried my skin. I’d felt exposed. But that’s what she’d wanted. She made me get rid of everything I used to defend myself, made me strip down bare and show her everything about me. And I didn’t have a problem doing it. I didn’t have a problem doing anything for her.

A loud crash from the kitchen startled me. It sounded like a pan falling. I felt my nerve endings tickle the surface of my skin, and it took me off guard.

I opened the door a crack and peered out into the hallway. I had no real reason to be afraid, but I was still cautious. Instinctively cautious. When I got to the top of the steps I could hear someone chopping on a cutting board. My breathing returned to normal. I descended slowly and stopped on the first landing, where the stairway switched to face the opposite direction, leading directly to the foyer and into the kitchen. I slid my hand along the ornate pine banister, famous for giving us all splinters at least once a day, and peeked down the second flight. The hardwood steps weren’t very creaky, but whoever was in the kitchen had to have heard me moving about. From my position, all I could see were their black boots, the same style my brother wore, standing at the inside elbow of the L-shaped counter. The chopping, louder now, sounded quick and precise. I lowered myself step by step.

He wore jeans, folded neatly under, letting the denim sit in the middle of his bootlaces. His belt was black leather and his shirt a blue polo.

“Hey, Tyler,” he said when I could finally see the back of his head.

My foot hit the landing. I steadied myself. “What are you doing here, Eddie?”

“Well, that’s a nice way to greet someone.” He was chopping potatoes into slivers. “Why the fuck were the burgers on the floor?” He turned and faced me, and for the first time in two years, I saw my brother’s face. “Were you that pissed that I called to remind you to take out them out of the freezer? They’re still frozen in the middle.” He jammed a finger into the center of one of the cellophane-wrapped patties, pitting a hole in it. “And what the fuck did you do to the rolling pin?” he asked, looking at the shrapnel all over the floor.

Was he the one who called? I could have sworn on a Bible it was my mother. The phone call felt like a month ago. Maybe it had been.

“You’re good with fries, right? With the burgers?” He paused. “You fuckin mute now?”

“Yeah … yeah, fries are fine.”

“Cajun, right? Isn’t that how you like em?”

I nodded. I looked at the clock. It was five, and the sun had started its decline.

“Why are you here?”

He continued slicing the potatoes.

“Eddie, why the fuck are you here!” I belted. 

His knife stopped rocking.

“Come here,” he said, waving me over.

I was drawn to him like he’d lassoed me and was pulling me in with each beckon. I stopped less than two feet away, staring into his eyes. He reached up and grabbed me by the back of my neck and pulled me in close, kissing me on the right temple.

“I missed you, buddy.”

“I missed you too,” I said. “Where are you?”

He didn’t answer.

I helped him slice the rest of the potatoes. Neither of us spoke a word. We tossed them in the seasoning and shoved the tray into the preheated oven.

“Sit with me,” he instructed, motioning to the dining room table.

I looked at the clock again as I made my way to a chair. “Mom and Dad will be home soon, won’t they?”

He shook his head.

“Right.” I sat and rocked the chair back as far as it would go. “They’re probably busy picking out some shitty casket to bury me in … underneath yours.” I cracked up.

“Yeah, you really got yourself good there, didn’t you?” He examined the wound on my face.

I turned and showed him the back.

“Oh for fuck’s sake, Tyler.”

“There’s more on the pillow in my room if you’d like to see it. Probably most of my brain. Would explain a lot today.” I looked at the Happy Clown, Sad Clown painting.

“What’s the voice telling you?” he asked.

“You’ve heard it too?”

“Sure. The bastard didn’t shut up.”

I spun on the chair. “I don’t understand a word he says most of the time.”

“That’s because you’re trying to make sense of everything when there is no sense to be made. Everything is a chaos of random memories and thoughts, and that voice is only your subconscious trying to help you organize it all, trying to re-catalogue everything that’s been tossed into the fireplace. It’s all burning away, and there’s nothing you can do about it.

“How fast will it happen?”

Eddie shrugged. “You blew the back of your head off. Something tells me you scattered yourself pretty good.”

I could see through the sliding doors behind him that the fog had thickened considerably. Beyond the trees that hovered over our deck were the decks and backyards of the houses behind ours. I could see a family setting up their dinner on a patio table and their children taking their seats. Corn on the cob rolled in tin foil roasted on the grill next to hot dogs and hamburgers, the buns toasting on the grate above them. A father sat with his can of beer, his work shirt unbuttoned at the collar. 

I yawned.

“You tired?” Eddie asked.

“Exhausted.”

“You’ll fall asleep sooner rather than later.”

“Is that it then? When I fall asleep?”

“Yeah.” He stood up to check on the fries. “They’re about halfway. I’ll throw the burgers on the griddle. Goddamn black bean burgers are good, but they fall apart. I wish Mom would get off this health kick already.”

“Why didn’t you tell anyone?”

He heated the cast iron griddle over the high flame of the stove before tossing a pat of butter on the middle. He rotated the pan using the handle to cover the entire surface in grease. “Because I had no options. I knew it would be over quickly, and I wanted to enjoy the time I had left.” He dropped two patties on the pan and they hissed instantly, almost before they even touched.

“You should have told us.”

“You don’t mean that. You were happy I did it the way I did. No one wanted to wallow around, waiting for the inevitable. Why would you? It was coming, and moping and crying wouldn’t have prevented it.”

He was right. I didn’t mean it. As horrible as it felt to admit it to myself, I’d been happy he did it the way he did. “But it destroyed mom,” I said. “It ate her up knowing that she didn’t have more time to prepare. A month wasn’t long enough. She would rather have suffered with you then have to deal with it after you were already gone. You knew that certain things were going to be lasts, but she didn’t. The last Thanksgiving. The last Christmas.”

“And she was better off for it. Enjoying a regular Christmas Day is a lot easier than enjoying a last one.” He flipped a burger with a spatula.

“She didn’t take any pictures that year. On either holiday.”

“When did she ever? And why would that have made any difference? ‘And this is my son on his last Christmas. He seemed fine, but you can see how skinny he had gotten.’ It’s masochistic.”

“She’s still upset over it.”

“Well,” he said, raising his eyebrows, “I guess she’ll have something else to be pissed about now.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. That was my brother. I admired him. He had a way – a way I never had. I watched him turn it on whenever he wanted to, from the time he learned to speak he could have anyone around him in the palm of his hand, the way he always had me, even when I wanted to strangle him for being better than me. He was always better than me. Eventually, I just embraced it. I bragged about him. I lived vicariously through him. He even got me laid for the first time.

“Remember when I got you laid for the first time?” he asked. He flipped the other burger and flattened it a bit with the back of the spatula, being careful not break the patty apart.

“I do. We were in the dorm room with those two girls. You took her friend back to my room and left me alone with her.”

“Your face was fuckin’ priceless.”

“I wasn’t ready.” I snickered.

“You would never have been ready if it weren’t for that night. You really think Karen would’ve happened if that didn’t go down? You wouldn’t have had the balls to even talk to her.”

And I probably wouldn’t have put a gun to my head as a result.

“Yes, you would’ve,” he said. “It wasn’t Karen who made you do it. You were going to do it no matter what. If it hadn’t been a gun, it would have been pills, like the last time. Where there’s a will, there’s a way. And we both know there was a will.”

He was right. I had wanted this. And deep down, I still wanted it.

“I always told Dad that you’d do it eventually. He knew too. He wasn’t exactly resigned to it, but he’d prepared himself.”

“Where do they go from here?”

He flipped the burgers onto a bun a slapped a slice of American cheese on each one. “They’ll probably retire and move
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