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What do you mean where does the music come from? Where does the
music ever come from? The guy says to the girl Something is on my mind
and the girl says Really? What is it? and somebody in the orchestra hits a
note and they sing. That’s where the music comes from.

—MORRIE RYSKIND ON THE SET OF A MARX BROTHERS MOVIE
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immediately



Love was in the air, so both of us walked through love on our way to the corner. We breathed it in, particularly me: the air was also full of smells and birds, but it was the love, I was sure, that was tumbling down to my lungs, the heart’s neighbors and confidants. Andrea was tall and angry. I was a little bit shorter. She smoked cigarettes. I worked in a store that sold things. We always walked to this same corner, Thirty-seventh and what’s-it, Third Avenue, in New York, because it was easier to get a cab there, the entire time we were in love.

“You must be nervous,” she said when we’d walked about two puffs.

“Yes,” I said. “I am nervous. I’ve never been to a reading of a will. I didn’t even know they still did things like this, read wills. I thought it was, I don’t know, a movie thing. In a movie. Do you think everybody will be dressed up?”

“Who cares?” Andrea said. She threw down her cigarette and ground it out with the heel of her shoe like a new kind of halfhearted dance. “Look,” she said, and shaded her eyes with her hand for a minute like she was actually looking at something. I turned my head to see. “I just mean, look,” she said, cupping my head with her hand. “The expression I mean. Look, I’m trying to be nice, but I’m scatterbrained right now, if you know what I mean. I’m frightened by your behavior. I woke up this morning and you said good morning and I said good morning, what do you feel like doing today and you said well I sort of have to do this thing and I said what thing and you said go to the reading of my father’s will and I said what are you talking about and then you told me your dad died. This morning. I mean, he died two weeks ago but that’s when you told me. That’s when you told me. I’m trying to think that you just must be in shock that your dad died but it’s very, very, very, very, very, very difficult.”

“He’s not really,” I said, “my dad.”

Three cars went by.

“What do you mean?” she asked. “What are you talking about? What could you possibly mean? He is your biological father and raised you, along with your mother, in the same house, for eighteen years. He carves the turkey at Thanksgiving and when I met him three years ago I said it’s so nice to meet your father and he didn’t even blink. How can you say that? What can you mean?”

“I don’t know,” I said, and we reached the corner. The street was a yellow streak, however many yards wide, cabs and cabs and cabs and the occasional car that wasn’t a cab so the whole thing looked like a scarcely-been-touched ear of corn. I put my hand up and one stopped. I opened the back door and Andrea just looked at me. I put one knee into the cab, half-sitting in it, almost kneeling as if the cabdriver, whom you’ll meet in a minute, had just brought me up curbside to ask this tall angry woman to marry me. She wasn’t going to say yes, I realized. She was never going to say yes.


“Why are you acting this way?” she said. “You’ve never acted this way. Usually you’re, I don’t know. Usually we’re eating at diners and taking money out of our ATM machines, a normal person. What is—”

“You don’t have a chance,” I said, “to act like this in a diner.”

“Please stop,” she said. She smeared one finger underneath her eye, although she wasn’t crying, just finishing a finger painting of herself. She was done. “This is worse than the last time,” she said.

“I think I should go to this thing by myself,” I said, and sat more. “I think you should go home to the middle of the block and I’ll go someplace in this cab. I’ll be back later or something.”

“What do you—” She stood on the corner and wiped her eye again but now she was crying. Somehow she was crying by the time we reached the same corner and were almost all the way into a cab. “I’m going,” I said, and shut the door. She stared at me through the window like I was maybe nothing. The cabdriver asked me where I wanted to go and I told him Seventy-ninth Street and then I apologized for making him wait like that at the corner and told him I would give him an extra couple of bucks or something. “Don’t worry about it,” he said, and looked at me in the rearview mirror, a polite smile. His eyes veered off my reflection and onto the reflection of the traffic behind us, so we could merge, and we merged, and that’s when, immediately, I fell in love with my cabdriver.

“I changed my mind,” I told him. Then I decided I shouldn’t tell him, not yet. His cab number was 6J108. His first name was Peter, I saw, and his last name looked like somebody had just dropped their forearm onto the typewriter keyboard, someplace in Europe I guess. “Penn Station. I have to go somewhere.” I felt the weight of the lie I had told Andrea, enormous and undeserved, and vowed I’d never do something like that again. But not telling Peter everything that was in my heart wasn’t a lie, right? That was just good timing. That was just being sensitive. “I don’t have to go somewhere,” I said, “not really. But I think I should go somewhere.”

“Okay,” he said. It didn’t make a difference to him, and I loved him all the more for it. We turned left.

“You have pretty eyes,” I said.

“Yeah,” Peter said. “It’s pretty nice. Since they cleaned it up.”

“So you’ve had surgery?” I said. “That’s okay. Some people think it’s vanity, but I don’t think it’s any more vain than buying a sweater. It’s funny we’re talking about sweaters, because I lost one in a taxi once. It was blue, a nice shade of blue. Andrea and I—that’s the girl, Andrea, who kept you waiting because I was breaking up with her—we were first going out. This was maybe three years ago. We caught a cab at the very same corner, actually, where I met you, Peter. And we were chatting about this and that, on our way to a party. I think a party, and we started kissing, and you know how that goes.”

“Shit!” Peter said. Somebody in front of us had done something.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t mean to distract you. To make a long story short we lost the sweater.”


“If it’s okay,” Peter said and pulled up to the curb. To my dismay we were there already. I rolled down the window to get a better look. Penn Station swerved to the left, and for a moment I thought there had been another catastrophe, but it was just me, swerving to the right. Peter was parking the cab in a rare empty spot across the street, one kernel of corn sticking in the gap between somebody’s teeth. “I gotta have a cup of coffee,” Peter explained. “So I’m going to stop here, if it’s okay?”

The clock in his car hadn’t adjusted to daylight saving time yet and said it was four-fifteen when it was really five-fifteen. Peter probably didn’t have time to fiddle with it, or it was tricky, as car clocks are. I didn’t mind. You can’t mind these things, you just can’t, for to dislike what makes a person human is to dislike all humans, or at least other people who can’t work clocks. You have to love the whole person, if you are truly in love. If you are going to take a lifelong journey with somebody, you can’t mind if the other person believes they are leaving for that journey an hour earlier than you, as long as truly, in the real world, you are both leaving at exactly the same time.

He turned to face me and I saw what I owed him. “Here you go,” I said, opening my wallet and handing him something. It was risky not to look at the bill, but I wanted him to know that I considered the commercial aspect of our relationship over and done with. “Here you go,” I said again, because a garbage truck was going by and I couldn’t be sure he had heard me the first time, “and yes. It’s more than okay. I would love to have a cup of coffee with you.”

Peter was already outside, looking up and down the street and waiting for me to leave the cab and join him. I stepped out and everything looked ugly, spots of gum on the street and smoke in all the oxygen. They say that when you’re really in love, the world becomes gossamer and gorgeous, but in my experience—with Peter, and, I suppose, in a more naïve time in my life, with Andrea and Bob Dylan—the world gets grimy, and the love object is in stark relief from the surroundings. This is love, a pretty thing on an ugly street, and why wouldn’t you pick it up if it appeared in a cab? Finders keepers is what they say, and I wanted to be kept. I could see, in this stark relief, every inch of Peter’s clothing as he nodded politely to me and began to walk toward a grimy little diner place, Sal’s. Black jeans. A sort of olive-green jacket, with a rip on one of the elbows covered in masking tape. Pretty, pretty, pretty.

I won’t bore you with the details of Sal’s. Peter walked ahead of me to a booth and, after wondering if I dared sit next to him rather than across, I slid into the across seat. Best to give him space. I didn’t let the fact that I apparently no longer lived at Thirty-seventh and what’s-it pressure us into moving in together. I knew I could probably find a studio, month-to-month. Ridiculous maybe, but if you live in New York, real estate decisions can often supersede any other issues in a relationship, and it can be ugly, ugly. “Two coffees,” I told somebody who worked at Sal’s, and they brought them at the exact same time.

“Um,” Peter said. He looked confused.

“I understand,” I said. “It’s overwhelming, isn’t it? I’m sorry, I’ll shut up. You talk. Milk?”

“I don’t have a lot of time,” Peter said, taking it black. I made a note for the coffees we’d drink in the future. “I’m sort of on a schedule.”

“I understand,” I said. “We can just take it easy. I should probably catch a train at some point, see my dad, tell him what happened.”

“Okay,” Peter said, but I could tell it wasn’t okay. He was looking over my shoulder, making a little jiggling motion with a clasped hand, like he was running a pen through the air.

“I guess I could say it in a letter,” I agreed, “if that would help things any.” The check came and I threw another bill on it without looking. “But it’s really quite simple. Amazing, isn’t it, that something like this happens so frequently yet it boils down to three simple words.”

“Yeah, um, okay,” Peter said, and swallowed the rest of his coffee. He was bracing himself, I realized. He thought maybe I would reject him. I reached across the table, over the bill, which I now noticed was a five, and tried to take one of his sweetly veined hands. He pulled away, stood up, snakebit.

“What are you,” he said, “some kind of faggot?”

“Not if it upsets you so much,” I said. I remained sitting, looking up at him like a visit to a volcano, my Vesuvius, my Mauna Loa, spouting love lava all over this ugly, ugly town. “Labels, Peter. That’s all. Labels. You know?”

“How the hell you know my name?” he asked and backed up five steps. He bumped up against somebody, turned around quickly with a half-wave of apology. It was somebody he didn’t know. He had bumped up against a stranger. “How the hell you know my name?”


“Peter!” I cried out, and he left me in Sal’s. I hurried the length of this stupid restaurant. Why had I come here? Why not show him a little respect, a salad, sushi? I had the money. I could spend it all on him, my Fuji, my Etna, what did it matter? My father wasn’t dead, but when he died I would surely get something, and by then, I was positive, I’d be assistant manager. We could manage. This real estate jungle couldn’t tear us apart. “Peter!”

But Peter was already at his cab, looking at the ground and shaking his head in a tired, self-hating gesture. Denial, probably, the great exhauster, or maybe just a weary glance at all that sidewalk gum. The world was caving in on him, too, but my love wanted to run for it. Afraid of commitment, like all single men, he wanted to slipstream forever, picking up whatever stranger spotted him first. “Peter!” Without answering, he took his black jeans and jumped into his cab and merged, looking, I knew, into his rearview mirror at the reflection of traffic swarming around us.

“I love you!” I called. Peter went by, and then a bus, with black smoke behind it like the appearance of an evil queen. For a moment Penn Station shook in turmoil, a bubbling and gaseous Penn Station, but then the smoke cleared and the building was fully upright, proud as the truth printed out in big bright stencils: 6J108. I would find him, my Mount St. Helens, I could find him anywhere. He was a landmark. I waved both arms in the air, joyous giddiness for all the cars to see: Peter, Peter, Peter. I stood at the curb and waved, semaphored, signaled. I hailed him, my active mountain, my hole in the sidewalk that led to the center of the world. I knew if I waved long enough he would pull over and take me where I wanted to go.









obviously



The movie was kickass, which was appropriate, because tonight it was called Kickass: The Movie. It was a sort of action-adventure thing starring two women and one man, and another man who was the villain, and they all said funny lines sometimes, so I guess you could call it an action-adventure comedy except it was not a comedy in the traditional, classical sense, not in the way Ms. Wylie called it. Lila and I were in the same English class and we both worked Saturdays and Thursday nights at the Sovereign Cinemaplex, and I guess if I were a little braver I would have asked her something like, “Do you think Ms. Wylie, who we both have fourth period, would call Kickass: The Movie a comedy in the traditional, classical sense?” and we could have that conversation, and it would lead to other conversations, during the flat and lonely times in the Sovereign, when all the people had paid their money and bought their girlfriends popcorn and handed their tickets either to Lila, if they used the right-hand escalator, or to me at the left-hand one, to be torn in half, the emptied-out times when all the happy people were happy in the dark, and Lila and I just stood around at the bottom of the whirring escalators, taking nobody up and up and up for the big show. But the thing is, that line about Ms. Wylie is sort of lame, and I think Lila would just roll her eyes, which are green and thick with black eyeliner and beautiful.

Ask me why people go to the movies. You won’t ask, right? Because it’s obvious. There is nothing complicated about why people would stop driving around Mercer Island, staring out their car windows at those black, petrified parking lots with the birds sulking in the garbage, and come inside where it’s warm and where Kickass: The Movie is playing on two screens at 11:00, 11:45, 1:00, 1:45, blah blah blah, you can see it very clearly from the left-hand escalator and I’ve looked at it a million times. It’s not complicated. First you meet these two guys, one famous and one black, and guess which one dies in the first five minutes? Obvious. And they’re partners, I forgot to say, and the big white guy who always plays the Chief is playing the Chief, and he says the famous guy has to train these two women rookies, one of whom used to be a stripper and the other one I forget. I mean, it’s based on practically the most famous TV show ever, so even if it was complicated you could just stay inside your crampy house and flip channels for five minutes and find an episode which would explain it all for you in about ten kickass seconds, and it’s not complicated. It’s not. Even on Thursdays it’s packed. The villain wants to blow up a stadium full of innocent baseball fans, and guess if he succeeds or if the two women who have to wear tight leather pants as part of an undercover operation manage to stop him, and guess if the famous guy gets to use that top-secret mini-submarine we got to see in the opening credits. Right? Right? Right? Right? Right? Obvious.

The only reason I’m blah-blah talking about it is so that you get what kind of night it was. Late, is what kind, but also obvious, and the obvious part was sort of messing with the kickass part, if you know what I mean. Like, just for instance, standing ten feet away from Lila was sort of kickass, with her nails drumming on the box with the slot in it where we put everything that we rip in half, and with her blue-eyed beauty and with the gum she was chewing and with how lovely she was, in that way that makes you want to find something else lovely just so you can give it to her and see how really kickass it is to have two lovely things next to each other in the Sovereign Cinemaplex. But the kickassness of Lila was a sort of muted kickassness, a kickassness tainted with melancholy, because there was also the obvious part, which was named Keith.

Keith. Unchivalrous Keith. Keith who picked her up from work every night, and who, if this was Kickass: The Movie, would have a little fuzz of mustache so that we would know what an asshole he was, except this being the real-life Seattle Metropolitan Area there was no way anybody could tell and so he just drove up to the Sovereign and beeped his horn and Lila just pushed open the swinging glass doors with the stupid sticker-heads of all the famous people stuck to them and ran out into the night of Keith without anybody running after her and saying, “Don’t go out there to Keith! The boy who has stood by you, at the left-hand escalator, for nine Thursdays and eight Saturdays, loves you very much, plus his chivalry!” Which is the kickass part on my end, the part I think about every Lila moment, from the first bell for Ms. Wylie to the tearing of every little ticket that is handed to me: the total King Arthur chivalry that sits deep in my puny, frantic heart. Example of chivalry, why am I working at the Sovereign? What is the money for? To buy flowers for Lila and to give them to her. Keith? Honk honk honk, please come running out of the Cinemaplex doors and jump into the seat next to me where there are no flowers and I won’t even tell you how nice you look, I bet. But my secret special kickass chivalry is tainted, obviously, by obviousness. And it’s the obvious thing that it’s not going to happen. Because there might be a suburb of Seattle where a girl says, “Oh my god! Flowers? You are chivalrous, Joe,” and then I win and she doesn’t care that Keith has one of those all-terrain things that will come in so handy when the world ends and we need a nine-thousand-cylinder engine to drive over the hordes of bloodthirsty mutants crawling all over the video-game landscape, or maybe there’s a suburb of Seattle where Lila wouldn’t care whether or not her chivalrous suitor was wearing a fucking WELCOME TO THE BIG SHOW! button on a red why-the-hell-is-it-fireproof Sovereign Cinemaplex vest which is sort of blocking the signals of that hungry heart of mine, and Lila and I drive around this other suburb of Seattle in a car I take care of myself on weekends and tell each other a big bag of secrets we’ve been hiding underneath the beds our parents bought us, tossing and turning over its poky burlap creases and staring out of the window screens at a spooky blue moon that is beaming down secret New York bus tickets of a grown-up love future, and then someplace where the sun is setting or rising she takes her top off, but I don’t live in that suburb of Seattle. I live on Mercer Island, and here we just tear tickets and wait to watch her go home.


Here I was maybe forty minutes ago, sort of claustrophobed in the gap between the kickass movie world where Lila dumps the guy with the smarmy mustache and the obvious one where it just keeps getting later. It was the last show and were I to guess it was just the moment where the stripper woman is forcing the hired-sunglasses dude to tell her who sent him to mess up all the chrome in her apartment where she sits in a towel and stares at a picture of her brother who was killed in a motorcycle accident, when Lila and I see this guy with his hands behind his back walking very slowly across the Sovereign carpet staring straight down like the chivalrous code of the wisdom of the ancients was encoded in stray kernels of popcorn that it was my turn to suck up before closing.

“At this point,” says the woman who I’m beginning to remember was in the air force but was thrown out for insubordination, “we are departing for regions unknown.”

This guy was not from Mercer Island. He was older than me. He was the age where chivalry has rewarded you, I hope I hope I hope, and he was carrying a jacket. When he reached the two escalators, he stopped looking at the carpet and looked at both of us, and then he did what I would have done, which is go over to Lila.

“Hey,” he said, “has anybody turned in a pair of keys? Two keys, on a ring?”

“Turned in?” Lila said, chewing her beautiful gum. “I don’t think so.”

The guy frowned and then looked at me and I made a face to the guy like I don’t have your keys either. “Is there—could I check the lost and found or something?”


“We don’t really have like a lost and found,” Lila said. “We have a box with some sweaters in it, behind popcorn. But nobody turned in anything tonight. Did you lose them tonight?”

“Yeah,” the guy said. “I don’t know when, but tonight. Two keys on a ring. I can’t find them. I’ve been looking all over the parking lot and I went back to the restaurant where we ate so, um, I thought I’d try here.”

“Sorry,” Lila said. She looked at this guy and shrugged just a little little bit. It was sort of a gorgeous sneak preview of the “Sorry” shrug supercombo that I would get some day if I actually bought the flowers and laid them at her gorgeous hardcore rap-star sneakers, and maybe that’s why I spoke up. Or maybe, probably, it was the jacket. Maybe it was the pretty dream of a time when my fireproof vest would be nowhere and if someone asked me, like at a party where everything is poured into real glasses, did you ever work at the Sovereign Cinemaplex, I would call across my chrome Manhattan place to my wife and say, “Lila? Remember like a hundred years ago when we used to rip tickets in half? This guy in the jacket wants to know about it,” and we’d all shout the healthy, excited laugh of people with ice in their drinks who can stay out as late as they want, a time in my life when sorry wouldn’t be good enough when I’ve lost my keys and I’m looking for them on the filthy floor and hoping against hope against hope for a chivalrous squire to say “What movie were you in?”

“What movie were you in?” I asked. Yeah.

The guy sighed. “That one with all of those skinny women kicking things,” he said. “You know, Kickass.”


“The Movie,” I said, and I said it perfect. I know because the guy gave me a little smile like he and I knew the same perfect code of: this world is suckier than we are, and the best thing to do is keep moving and find your keys. The kickass rookie women smile at the famous guy the same way after the three of them break up a fight at the biker bar where they go to get to know each other over a product-placement beer by pounding this bandanna asshole against a heavy metal jukebox playing a song that was popular a million years ago when my parents roamed the earth free and loose. “Let’s get to work,” the famous guy says, and the women nod, like yeah I know, I know so well that you didn’t need to say it but you’re not at all geeky and overtalkative for saying it anyway. I walked over to Lila’s escalator and reached down to the flashlight they make us wear, clipped to my belt, bouncing along my thigh like a bonus helping of embarrassing. I held it up for the guy. “Let’s get to work, check it out. We can go in there and see if it’s on the floor. See if you dropped it.”

“Yeah,” he said, smiled again, my chivalrous compadre. “Thanks.”

Lila was looking at me with some gorgeous indecisive loveliness, like she couldn’t decide if I was cool because I could talk to this guy, like we were two cool guys standing near her, or if I’d just dragged him down and we were two lame guys who weren’t Keith and that was all we had to offer. “There’s people in there,” she said. “The movie is playing.”

“We won’t bother them,” I said. “We won’t bother the movie patrons.” I said a bullshit word like patrons so the guy would know that I didn’t think those people would stop us for a second. “This guy lost his keys,” I said. “It’s more important than a movie. We’ll be quiet.”

“Thanks,” the guy said, nodding at me.

“Okay?” I said to Lila, and I watched her consult. She consulted the same imagination that bought that lipstick, and made her face a sexy promise for anyone who happened to have at least one working eye in their yearning little head. What principles from the life of Sir Gawain do you see practiced in your own life? asks Ms. Wylie’s essay question which is due on Monday, and I watched Lila consult her imagination. I might be the guy practicing chivalry, I hope I hope she was thinking. “Okay?” I said. “Okay?”

“Whatever,” she said. “Be careful out there.”

By this time the threesome had cornered the main suspect, but it was so early in the movie you knew he couldn’t be the right guy, even if you didn’t actually see that the real mastermind had created a false digital trail by utilizing the satellite time he exchanged for rubies in the shadowy scene they filmed in a hurry. “Your training is over,” the famous guy tells the slightly hotter of the two women after she kicks in the door before he can, and we opened the swinging doors at the back of the theater and cast a fine yellow slice of light, all laid out as a triangle on the carpet like a big piece of pie. Some heads swiveled and swiveled back to the sputtering wrong suspect, who they made a sissy for comic relief.

“Where were you?” I said. “Where was your seat?”

“She wanted to be toward the back,” he said and his jacket shrugged in the closing light of the door. “She said it was going to be loud.”

He led the way. “But there are like fifteen speakers all over the walls,” I said. “You can’t escape a movie loud like this.”

“Don’t I know it,” he said grimly.

“Shut up,” said someone who got himself an aisle seat so as to show the world, Hey, I got boots. The guy glared and for a minute I thought that Kickass might start playing on one more screen, if you know what I mean. Wicked boot man didn’t want any real-life audio to interfere with the famous guy saying, “Of course! It’s a false digital trail,” but my guy was all set with the chivalry secret weapon.

“I’m very sorry, sir,” and in the light of the next morning in front of police headquarters I was so fucking proud of him. Chivalrous chivalrous with the “I’m very sorry” and the “sir,” and without a sword being drawn my man Gawain made the guy embarrassed and wearing boots. “I heard about your shenanigans last night,” the Chief said all grumpy on the screen, but I knew my guy was shenanigan-free.

He stopped in the aisle. “Here I think,” he said, and it was pretty empty. He moved my flashlight slightly and we saw some couple making out and a few bored alone men. “Or a row up or down, or two rows, I don’t know.”

“We’ll find it,” I said. “We’ll look.”

“I hope so,” the guy said. “I got a girl outside and she’s not that happy at me about it.”

“Outside?” I said. It was cold outside, what else is new in this part of the world.


“Smoking,” he said. “She’s a smoker. A smoker, and she’s a dream, and I think she might vanish if I don’t find those goddamn keys on a ring if you know what I mean.”

I knew what he meant and felt for him, to get a girl and then not be able to bring her indoors. My pal Garth blew it almost the same way after a girl he met at camp invited him down to San Francisco for a weekend. He has the kind of parents who always said no, so he saved the money himself and took the bus down, listening to a mix I made him over and over, while I stood by the phone to vouch that he was in the shower if they called. My man Garth slapped on aftershave in the station rest room so the smell of his sweat would be invisible. Picture it like a movie. Play it like a movie in your head, the montage of his Saturday, of a brunch with her parents and a walk alone across that beautiful bridge, kissing with tongue in the exact middle of it, like a love song playing for the lovely parts of the movie, some obvious love song previously unreleased by the original artist and now a theme for Garth’s motion-picture weekend with Kate, with the lyrics all hooked up to them so if it was “Everything I Do, I Do It for You,” it would be “Everything Garth Does, He Does It for Kate.”

But then he lost the fifty bucks. He took her to the movies for some French thing she wanted and had already called down on his parents’ phone to the French restaurant to reserve a dinner afterwards and was prepared to catch hell for it when the phone bill came. But the hell of losing one of his hard-saved fifty-dollar bills and to scour the floor as the audience poured out, willing himself not to cry as he brushed the spilled kernels of someone else’s date to look for it in the nothing and gum spread out before him, while Kate stood embarrassed with her purse and finally stammer to admit the dinner couldn’t happen? Who can fucking dare to tell me that love is intangible when it’s so obvious that it’s not? The people who say intangible have places of their own. It’s not intangible. Garth felt it. He felt it with the lost fifty dollars on the floor. I felt it. Garth and Kate did not have sex that weekend and never wrote again in their embarrassment. “Get down!” the hero says as the windows explode, and everyone ducks so the shatter won’t rip them up. I got down on the ground all fierce with fucking chivalrous determination to find this guy Gawain’s keys, because the good guys have to be teammates or the masterminds like Dr. Drecko will make life permanently harsh, Esmeralda!

I’ve seen this movie so many times.

Gawain ducked down one row ahead of me near the make-outs, and I scanned the ugly floor with my flashlight with an imaginary rap song fired up in my head about motherfuckers finding motherfucking keys boy, as the water rose in the basement chamber with the girls all chained together and their costumes getting wet and sexy, and I found them right as the handcuffs broke.

“Hey,” I said, and swallowed my Gawain and offered a gratitude prayer someplace that I hadn’t said it out loud. “Hey, I found your keys.”

The make-out couple stopped with the tongue to shush me and it was a miracle like the ignition keys being in the helicopter when they finally reach the roof without a second to lose. It was Keith and some other chick. She had a scarf draped around her and he was all guilty with the lipstick and he stared, knowing me, seesawing between humble and angry. He made the wrong choice.

“Shut up, Joe,” he said. “And stop shining that light or I’ll kick your ass. Go sell popcorn or whatever. You’re the usher.”

“And you’re Lila’s boyfriend,” I said.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” said the girl, and then it popped into her head to play with Keith’s hair.

“Lila and I have an arrangement,” Keith said.

“Then you won’t mind me mentioning that,” I said, “when I return to the escalator, sir.” I made good with my posture. “Lila is a lady,” I said, “kind and true. The most beautiful here is Lila, flashing her gray eye. No one has ever seen anyone lovelier in his day. The first I gazed upon her face I knew. It was in sixth grade and that girl Allison was crying about something in the stairwell, and Lila was hugging her so tight and nicely. She was hugging her out of kindness. She even said ssh, a person who has the kindness to say ssh when someone is brokenhearted. I watched her kind small head tucked on top of Allison’s shoulder and noticed for the first time the lovely story of her, and how gorgeous it would be to stay on this island with her throughout high school, quietly loving her all this time. It’s obvious she’s a person to love and obviously I love her. Love is this clear thing of revering her, lending your chivalry to her pretty pants and the way she tosses her hair up behind her on rare sunny days and those gray eyes, the luscious gray of them like when the clouds are beautiful even if you’re not buzzed, and so how fucking dare you, Keith. How dare you with the insults to her character by saying there’s an arrangement. Lila has honor, Keith, so how dare you, and with this girl I think I recognize from the winter musical!”

By now people were shushing us and plus I didn’t really say all that, especially the parts I stole from Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. “You don’t have to say it,” the stripper spy says at the end of the movie and ruffles the famous guy’s hair all shiny in the spinning red light of the sirens. It wasn’t the end yet but I knew what was coming. Keith stood up and sort of punched me like pizza dough at my old job, right on WELCOME TO THE BIG SHOW!

“If you fucking tell Lila anything—” he said.

“What’s up?” my guy said, standing up with a handful of something. “Hey,” he said, because Keith was still grabbing my vest. The guy reached out quietly and Keith put his hand down.

“This is personal,” Keith said, suddenly all whiny.

“He was bothering us,” said the temptress.

“This guy’s here because of me.” My man Gawain stepped into the aisle right beside me as if almost for color guard. “He’s helping me. Just chill. The villain gets his ass defeated, if you’re worried.”

“I’m not worried,” Keith said, and sat down.

“Then sit down,” Gawain said.

“I found your keys so let’s go,” I said to him. We paused anyway and looked down at the couple writhing in the light of the big boom as the truck went off the bridge. It looked dangerous but the hero whooped like a rodeo. “Enjoy the show,” I said calmly, “sir.”

We strode the aisle like we were medals of honor, or at least deserved them. We stopped underneath the EXIT sign to share the spoils, the light emerald on our faces like the whole night was green. It was a pretty green night.

“Do you really have my keys?” Gawain said.

I held them out to see and then tossed them into the air for him to catch with confidence and he did. “Thanks,” he said, “and I found something for you.”

He held a hand in front of my eyes like he’d caught a frog down by the old-time creek, and then unfurled his fingers for me. Inside was a thing of beauty. It was a chain, of some dark metal, tiny thick links all wrung together so it looked like an elegant kind of tough that’s hard to find outside of certain album covers. The chain was all curled around itself like something sleeping in a lair, but at rest in the center was the beautiful pendant. Shiny with special curlicues and all ornate like a palace, it was caught mid-prance for the world to see: a unicorn, man, mighty and lovely, with some kind of tiny semiprecious stones, one on the eye, one on the tip of the horn, and a three-stone glitter of a neck harness. Fucking wow.

“I thought you could give it to the girl,” he said. “You know, by the other escalator. Looks like something that might win her heart.”

“You could tell I like her?” I asked him.

He closed his hand and then held it over mine and dribbled the necklace into my sweaty palm. “It’s obvious,” he said, and then nodded back to Screen Four. “And now maybe you have a chance, huh? With that guy Keith blowing it.”

“You heard?” I said. “You heard me?”


“I thought you did well,” he said, reshouldering his jacket. “I only stepped in when it seemed like you needed backup.”

The unicorn was cool and safe in my hand, but still it felt like it might be wrong. Some wow object like that would take me nine more evening shifts, minimum, the saving up slowed by the gas that the Sovereign commute required of me, and still I’d have to bribe my sister to help me choose and then again to shut up about it. “I can have this, really?” I said. “Are you for real?”

He swung the door open and we blinked like new babies in the lobby light. “It’s yours,” he said, “and she’s yours too, and I gotta run or else mine will kill me.”

He ran and left me with wonder in my pounding heart as he vanished, because how could this have happened? It’s not an obvious thing. Obviously what should happen is the unrequited. Obviously Lila will never notice and our chrome apartment will never appear. You dream forever of the girls who stood next to you and didn’t notice, as far as I can tell so far in this rainy life, or if you’re gay maybe a boy in a locker-room glimpse or a wine-soaked memory of something furtive in a sleeping bag, although nothing like that has ever happened to me and I don’t care what fucking Tomas says. No matter how solid and glittery the unicorn appears, it does not come true. There are no fanciful creatures from the world of epic poems prancing around Mercer Island, no matter how I dream them up. I’m not allowed them. I have a paper due on Monday. Tonight I saw Lila walk through the doors, singing along with the headphones, one of those gloomy tracks she loves with the British singer not making any sense. “You’ve got green eyes, you’ve got blue eyes, you’ve got gray eyes,” he says to her, some guy dreaming with his band, but Lila isn’t going to turn her eyes to me because if you saw it in a movie you would say, “How did Keith bring another girl to the movies without passing either Lila on the right-hand escalator or Joe on the left?”

So I must be dreaming, however sure the necklace feels in my hands. As the story comes to this Sovereign moment I must descend back down to where they tear the tickets. I was all led astray by women I had known, and if that has happened to me perhaps I may be forgiven. Even Gawain didn’t get her all to himself for longer than a second, so let me believe in mine for a second, as I stand in my vest, before I turn the corner and go down down down. Obviously life and its bad times are around that corner, more of the real yearning for Lila and the loud and clear of it not happening and all my chivalry rewarded only by Ms. Wylie in an essay no one else will read. Don’t break my heart just yet, or ask me to lose my reverie on the sticky floor. Grant me one more kickass moment on my island, and hear the boom-boom music muted behind the theater door, and let me believe I’m the guy they all paid to watch all big and mighty, in the dark where I guess I belong.
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