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Aug. 15

Work.  Work.  Work. 

Or, 

The True Story of Ducky

You’re complaining about work. 

Work is good.  Work is not being at home counting the half-full (half-empty) cereal boxes that line the counters of our kitchen. 

Cereal boxes are a big decorating item in your house since Ted has suddenly decided to eat most of his meals at the college caf.  This is so he doesn’t have to wash dishes. 

Lately, Ted seems to feel overextended when he has to rinse out a cereal bowl and load it into the dishwasher. 

You believe, almost, that if you had a dog, Ted would put all plates and utensils down for the dog to lick clean.  Then …

No.  You malign him, Ducky. 

He wouldn’t really put them back on the shelf. 

He’d just stack them in the sink. 

But enough about Ted.  Enough about life on the take-out menu. 

Let’s talk about …

You. 

Me. 

Work. 

Work is BEING IN CHARGE. 

Okay.  So you’re not in charge of the bookstore exactly.  But Mr. W is out at the moment and only you and Sunny are here. 

Process of elimination:  Boss gone. 

Person (or persons) in charge:  Sunny (boss’s daughter).  And/or Ducky. 

No, let’s call you Christopher for the mo.  Sounds more bosslike. 

Christopher.  (Boss’s daughter’s best friend.)

Are you?  Are you, Christopher “Ducky” McCrae, the BF of Sunny Winslow? 

Too much.  You don’t need the pressure of figuring it out.  Why define something that doesn’t need defining? 

Why overanalyze everything? 

Okay.  The boss’s daughter is your very good, close personal friend.  You feel comfortable with that. 

Right now Sunny is organizing the impulse purchases around the cash register — all the little, cute, not-too-high-ticket items that you can point out to customers as you ring up their purchases. 

Or if they are truly good customers, they pick ‘em up themselves and say, “This is sooo cute,” 

and toss ‘em in with the other books. 

You do not think little tiny books are cute. 

You have (TRUE CONFESSIONS) never used a bookmark in your life.  Seasonally themed pens

— the kind with Dracula painted on them or whatever — are NOT A FASHION STATEMENT, 

in your opinion. 

But hey, whatever. 

Sunny looks up, sees you looking, and smiles. 

She knows how you feel about the impulse items. 

She herself likes them. 

A strong woman with a mind of her own. 

Incoming customer. 

D:  May I help you? 

IC:  No.  Thanks. 

D:  Well, let me know if I can. 

IC:  Right. 

Sunny passes you with a big box.  She puts it down next to the front display window and opens it.  She peers in. 

You peer in. 

You get a shock. 

It is full of Barbie dolls. 

“Sunny,” you say, “we have to talk.” 

Ignoring you, she says, “There’s a bucket of sand by the back door.  Would you get that for me?” 

You obey. 

When you return, Sunny is emptying all the best-sellers from the window. 

You return them to the shelves, refraining from asking questions.  By now, you have cleverly deduced that Sunny has PLANS for these dolls.  Plans involving the window display. 

You spend a pleasant half hour or so pulling books that involve beaches, oceans, and summer activities from the shelves.  These include a horror book set at the beach, Moby-Dick, several guides to shells, a book about beach vacations, and Treasure Island (personal childhood favorite). 

You’ve decided to insist it be included, even if Sunny objects. 

But she doesn’t.  Instead, she suggests that you get some petty cash and buy a bottle of suntan lotion and some not-too-uncool-but-cheap sunglasses to go with the display. 

You return to find Sunny arranging the books on a couple of beach towels that she has also brought along. 

You remind her that she’ll be in trouble if she gets sand in the books’ bindings. 

Or at least if they were library books she would be. 

She makes a face.  You make a face back. 

You know from humiliating childhood experience leading to lifelong fear of the species 

Librarianimus horribilus. 

Also lions, tigers, bears. 

Cro Mags? 

You will not think about those jerks, those hall jockeys, those losers who somehow manage to make your life miserable. 

School is out.  For the summer. 

You have no fear. 

No fear.  Ducky fears no Cro Mag.  Nor Neanderthal either.  (Neither?)

Movie advertisement:

Ducky is John Wayne.  And the Duke fears NO MAN. 

But did John “the Duke” Wayne fear women? Did he …

Another customer. 

MOMENTS LATER

Another customer who politely declines your offer of assistance. 

You try not to feel REJECTED. 

Okay, just kidding.  Customer rejection happens not to be a problem for…

What is Sunny making those faces for?  Why is she pointing at that customer?  Yeah, the baggy clothes are a bit fashion-over but …

A John Wayne Moment

You look up.  See the guy slide a very large art book into the inner pocket of his coat. 

You blink.  Not a Duke blink, a Duck blink. 

You do NOT BELIEVE YOUR EYES. 

The guy starts to walk oh-so-casually to the door. 

Sunny slides in front.  “Did you find everything you needed?” she asks. 

Her eyes are sending you SIGNALS. 

Dial 911? 

No. 

Call the police the regular way? 

No. 

“No,” says the shoplifter.  He steps to one side. 

Sunny steps to the same side. 

He steps to the other side. 

Sunny steps to the other side. 

A shoplifter dance. 

You recover your (dim) wits and race (casually, sweating, dry-mouthed) to join the party.  “Hey,” 

you say. 

(Hey?  Hey?  The Duke, wherever he is, is NOT impressed.)

“I think you might have forgotten to pay for something.” 

The guy, now that you notice, is big.  As in MUCH TALLER THAN YOU. 

He’s also armed with a large, heavy art book. 

You brace yourself for the possible direct delivery of art appreciation to your skull.  You smile. 

Sunny opens her mouth.  You glance at her and beam the following universal signal to her:  BE 

PREPARED.  FOR ANYTHING. 

Does she understand it? 

She frowns slightly, closes her mouth.  Her look says, YOUR TURN. 

“What?” says the guy.  “What are you talking about?”  He is pretty convincing.  You are amazed at how convincing he is.  You want to believe him. 

And then he does the most amazingly GUILTY thing in the world.  He puts his hand over the inside pocket where the book is stashed (or books — at that moment, you don’t know how many he’s got kangarooed away in hidden pouches). 

You look at his hand. 

You look up at him. 

You fold your arms and raise one eyebrow. 

You admit, here only, that you’ve practiced this look on occasion.  Privately.  But you have never, ever said, “Bond.  James Bond” while doing it. 

Ever. 

You stare at Mr. Pocket Book.  He stares at you. 

It gets way too quiet.  A little pulse is jumping at one corner of his mouth.  He needs a shave. 

But not much.  His face is mostly fuzzy and you realize that he is younger than you thought he was. 

Then Sunny says, “It happens more than you’d think.  Book people are so absentminded.  And they leave things here all the time too.  Car keys.  Gloves.  We have quite a lost-and-found collection. … Anyway, if you’ll step to the register, I’ll be glad to ring up your choices for you.” 

Pocket Book looks at you. 

You drop the eyebrow and give him an encouraging nod. 

“Right,” he says. 

You step aside and motion toward the register.  Sunny stays beside him and you step in to guard the rear as she moves around to ring up his purchases. 

“Check?” he croaks.  “Is a check okay?” 

“Cash,” Sunny says smoothly.  “We prefer cash.” 

Like she’s going to take a check from him.  Like he’s gonna use his real checkbook. 

Okay, so maybe he would.  Who knows? 

He fumbles out a wallet — and the art book. 

You have an inspired moment and say, “You might want to make sure you haven’t forgotten any other books you were interested in buying.” 

He jumps.  His hand goes to the other side of his coat. 

You hope this guy doesn’t make a living doing this.  Apart from the illegality thing, the ripping-people-off-who-are-trying-to-make-a-living-themselves thing, he’s gonna starve. 

He’s really bad at his job. 

He ends up paying for three paperbacks, but not the art book.  Not enough of the folding green stuff. 

And Sunny tells him, with deeply insincere regret, that the credit card machine is not working. 

Just in case his credit cards are faux.  Smooth Sunny. 

The shoplifter bolts with his purchases. 

You and Sunny face each other. 

CUT TO:

Sunny:  You were cool, Ducky.  I mean, I was totally freaked and there you were. 

D:  Hey [there’s that word again], if you hadn’t stepped in front of him, he would’ve been so gone. 

S:  Yeah, but after I did that, I didn’t know what to do. 

D:  That line about book people being absentminded?  Brilliant. 

S [modestly]:  Thank you.  My hero. 

D:  My hero. 

Sunny laughs.  You laugh. 

“We’re a good team,” Sunny says. 

“Yeah,” you say.  “We are.” 

Aug. 16

Okay.  You’re a sixteen-year-old boy and you like to go shopping.  You just spent the day shopping. 

With a girl. 

Who is thirteen. 

(But not just any girl.  Sunny.)

Does this make you strange? 

Answer:  No.  You are already strange. 

Besides, who cares?  It’s not like anyone saw you.  And even if they did, WHY DO YOU 

CARE? 

And besides again, even if THEY (whoever they are) saw you, they’d just think you were 

hanging out with a cute girl. 

Anyway, it wasn’t your idea to go shopping.  Sunny and you were hanging at the mall and it just 

… happened. 

One minute you were watching the little kids throw pennies in the fountain (standing, of course, right next to the sign that said, “Please don’t throw pennies in the fountain”).  The next minute, you found yourself giving face time to window displays.  Nodding when Sunny said, “Puh-lease, the colors are unnatural.  In a bad way.” 

Remarking on, for example, your need, someday, for something in cashmere. 

“I wouldn’t have to wear it,” you say.  “Just keep it around and pet it.  A cashmere pet.  Soft. 

Color-coordinated.  House-trained.” 

Sunny is laughing. 

And then wham, bam, you’re in a store. 

Actually, you go willingly into your favorite try-on-and-spend emporium.  Lots of retro stuff. 

Sunny has a sunglasses vision (that’s what she calls it) and you end up with a pair of either extremely geeky or over-the-edge-cool old sunglasses that she insists you wear even though you are indoors. 

“It’s a very bright mall,” she says. 

“Tell me before I walk into, say, a display.  Or a store window,” you reply. 

You drift into a wig place.  You’re a little creeped out by it.  All those loose scalps on all those severed heads. 

But Sunny dives right in, trying on wigs like they’re hats. 

A black Cher number with bangs — not Sunny’s best look. 

Not yours either. 

Even with the dark glasses. 

The “wig consultant” has been offering advice to another “client.” She makes the sale, the client bags the hair, and then the consultant turns to you and Sunny. 

Sunny is now in a Little Orphan Annie number:  red curls going SPROING! 

The consultant gives her a mouthful of smile.  “May I help you?” she says. 

Unspoken words:  “Like, out of my store?  Now?” 

“No thanks.” Sunny picks up a mirror to get a better peek at the back of her head. 

“Orphan Annie isn’t your style,” you say and want to BITE OFF YOUR TONGUE since it has 

been — what? — only a few months since Mrs.  Winslow died. 

“Half an orphan might be,” Sunny says without missing a beat. 

Her eyes meet yours in the mirror.  They have a funny expression.  Challenging?  Expectant? 

You answer with a disgusted face. 

You never know what Sunny’s going to say.  It’s one of the things you like about her. 

You also like that you can let her know when you think she’s pushing ‘tude on you. 

The look vanishes from Sunny’s eyes.  She smiles.  Megawatt.  Indecipherable. 

Like you’ve passed a test. 

She says, “Don’t wig on me, Ducky.” 

The consultant’s teeth disappear into a thin-lipped, “been there, heard that” grimace. 

You ponder the meaning of Sunny’s look, her smile. 

You ponder the idea that selling wigs is sort of like selling shoes, only at the other end. 

Sunny removes the red fright curls.  She stares at herself for a second in the mirror, smooths [sic]

her own much-better-looking hair, and says, “Do you think I’m pretty, Ducky?” 

This you didn’t expect. 

You say, “Pretty?” in a cowardly, stalling-for-time sort of way.  You look at the wig.  You look at Sunny. 

You realize she is pretty.  Without a doubt. 

“As in not ugly,” says Sunny. 

Are you in trouble?  Could be.  Trying to keep it light you say, “Without the wig you are beautiful.” 

Sunny looks please and you try not to look relieved when she laughs.  You laugh too. 

Inside you are going, “WHEWWWWW!” 

What if Sunny had asked you that (sorry to be sexist but so far you’ve never heard a guy ask this) GIRL QUESTION:  “Do I look fat?” 

No right answer to that one. 

And what does it mean, anyway? 

Fat compared to what? 

Fat, how? 

Fatheaded, if you’re a Cro Mag? 

Define fat. 

Fat in which places? 

Fat according to what culture? 

Sunny flutters her eyelashes at you, gives the rest of the wigs a quick look, then says thanks to the consultant. 

We wander out of the wig store and loiter/saunter around the mall. 

Sunny catches your hand and swings it gleefully. 

“Isn’t this fun?” she says. 

“It is,” you say back. 

“Next time we go out to play, you get to choose the game.” 

“Mall hunt is a pretty good one.” 

“Quality time,” Sunny agrees.  “You know, Ducky, you are SO not like other guys.” 

Is this a good thing?  A bad thing? 

It’s not a thing you didn’t know already, thanks to the Cro Mags. 

You wonder if this is Sunny’s way of saying, “You’re weird, Ducky, but it’s okay. 

You say, “Yeah, but am I pretty?” 

That sets Sunny off.  She is still snorting with laughter as you pass the food court. 

You are wondering if you are, well, ugly.  You meant to be funny, but did Sunny have to laugh quite so hard? 

You nod absently as Sunny finally stops laughing, sniffs, and pronounces the odor “Mystery Meat.” 

“We’d have to give Dawn artificial resuscitation,” she remarks. 

“It’s pretty rank,” you say.  “A smell like that makes you understand Dawn’s eco-vegetarian ways.” 

“True,” Sunny agrees. 

You remember Dawn is in Connecticut for the summer with her mom and stepfather, etc.  You ponder the fact that Dawn goes back and forth between two sets of parents while your parents just go away. 

To places like Greece.  Crete, to be specific. 

Why Crete? 

Why not Crete?  It’s far away.  Your parents seem to like that. 

A toy store display catches Sunny’s eye.  “Look,” she says.  “Noah’s Ark.  All the animals two by two going up into the boat.” 

You squint through the dark glasses. 

“Like everyone we know,” says Sunny.  “Two by two.” 

“On cruises?” you say. 

She ignores your lame humor.  “Amalia and Brendan, who’ve been together much since Brendan got back from camp.  Tyler …” 

“Maggie says he’s not her boyfriend — ” you begin. 

“Maggie’s just talking.  They are girlfriend-boyfriend.  Look at how they’re acting.  Togetherness Plus while Tyler’s in town between movies.” 

“I guess,” you say.  “I haven’t seen that much of them.” 

“ ’Cause they’re seeing sooooo much of each other,” Sunny says triumphantly. 

“I’m glad.  For Maggie.  And for Tyler.” 

“Yeah.  Me too.” 

Sunny sits on a bench, pats the seat beside her. 

“Ah, nature,” you say, pushing aside the fronds of the tree above the bench.  It’s one of those mall trees that need no light. 

Originally from the jungle? 

“What we need here are some artificial pigeons to feed,” you remark. 

You turn to see Sunny staring.  At you. 

That look again. 

Is something going on in Sunny’s life that she’s not telling you?  Should you ask? 

“Sunny?” you say. 

She blinks.  “Sorry.  Spacing.” 

She smiles at you. 

You smile at her. 

The tree rustles in … who knows what?  The mall breeze?  The fumes from the food court? 

A real mall moment. 

Aug. 20

Friday

Friends (a NOT-for-Television Story)

Ring, ring. 

Ducky picks up the phone. 

Mother of Ducky:  Christopher.  Darling, how are you? 

D:  Fine.  Cooking dinner. 

MDD:  How nice!  [Pause]  Cooking?  Dinner? 

D:  Yes.  How are you?  How’s Crete? 

MDD:  I guess it’s dinnertime, isn’t it? 

D:  Here.  What time is it there? 

MDD:  Your father says hello.  Do you want to talk to him? 

D:  Tell him hello.  I’m making fruit salad.  So we don’t get scurvy. 

MDD:  [Pause] Oh.  Is Ted there? 

D:  Hold on.  TED! 

World-traveling parents do that.  They call and ask questions and you answer and you have a conversation in which you talk about one thing and they talk about another.  Maybe it’s the difference in time zones. 

Maybe as long as they hear the voices of their sons, they figure everything is okay. 

It’s okay.  If you like having a Ted-sized family. 

You might say you still have issues with them for NOT BEING HERE, especially for the basic family moments:  Christmas, for example. 

But you don’t really have issues, do you, Ducky?  Hardly at all.  You like your freedom.  You are learning important life skills. 

Housecleaning.  Ordering takeout. 

Cooking. 

You wonder if you will be a chef.  You’ve learned to cook in self-defense. 

You cook because a man (even John “the Duck” Wayne) cannot live on cereal and take-out pizza alone. 

Of course, your brother scarfs it up and says, “Decent,” and then LEAVES the dishes.  You say, 

“Ted, I cooked.  You clean up.” 

He says, “Sure.  Later.” 

“Later” in Ted-speak means “before the parents get home.” 

Weeks.  Months.  Years. 

Well, maybe not years. 

So you sigh your long-suffering sigh, reject the thought of dumping the remainder of the fruit salad over your ungrateful slob of a brother’s head, remind yourself he’s the only bro you have, and clean up yourself. 

In self-defense.  Another course not offered in the local dojo:  housework as self-defense. 

Ah, domestic arts. 

Maybe that’s why your parents travel.  No housework. 

They pack.  They unpack.  When they get to a big enough hotel, they call room service and have everything cleaned. 

Your father is talking about going to Pompeii, in Italy. 

You mention that you thought Pompeii was buried under ash or something. 

“You know about Pompeii?”  Your mother sounds surprised and pleased. 

You almost tell her you watched a late-night TV movie about it, but you stop. 

Both the words “late night” and “TV” make your parents go, well, parental. 

You say, “Mmm.” 

“Fascinating place,” she says.  “An entire town buried in volcanic ash.” 

You imagine your own house buried in volcanic ash.  When they dug it up in the future, what would they think? 

LATER

Busy week.  Haven’t had much time. 

Time flies.  Doesn’t matter if you’re having fun or just cooking and cleaning and having nonconversations with your long-distance parents. 

Big zero night ahead. 

Phone. 

Okay, back. 

Just when you thought you could count on a quiet, boring evening at home. 

Dawn is back.  Sunny just called to tell you.  Plus Tyler has returned to NYC.  He’s in a play. 

Being in a play on Broadway gives him more acting experience, Sunny says. 

Sunny wants all the friends to get together for fun. 

Tonight. 

See you.  Later. 

Post Friends and Fun

Liked the movie.  Liked the food.  Liked the company. 

But wouldn’t you know it, all is not perfect in Ducky Land. 

Are you the only one who notices these things?  The only one who feels the urge, the need to smooth it all over?  The only one who wonders if he is imagining it all?  Being hypersensitive? 

In the course of friends’ night out you discover (or learn more about) Maggie’s Absent Without Leave status. 

Your parents are AWOL physically. 

So is Maggie’s father.  (In Vancouver, working on a movie deal.)

Her mom, however, is home, but absent.  She spends her time drinking. 

Maggie has faced down an eating disorder.  She sees a therapist.  She is strong and getting stronger. 

She is tough and brave and cool, and you admire her for it. 

But you are taken aback at the diner post-flick when Maggie says, flatly, “My mom was loaded when I left.  If I’m lucky, when I get home tonight she’ll be passed out and I won’t have to deal with her.” 

This stops the conversation pretty much cold. 

Maggie says, “She might as well not be there.  If it weren’t for Pilar, the house would fall down around our tears.” 

Amalia gives Maggie a sympathetic look and says, “Stay over at my house tonight, Maggie.  You know you always can.” 

Maggie ducks her head.  “Enough.  I’ve stayed over enough this week.” 

Sunny offers her house too.  Maggie says, “Thanks.  I’ll keep you in mind if it’s too reeking at home.  Plus, Zeke needs me.”  Her voice is bitter.  Defeated. 

You decide to change the subject.  You say, brilliantly, “So, what is everybody going to have to eat?” 

But it works.  You plunge into a deep discussion of the menu.  You can’t help but be relieved that Maggie dives right into the subject too.  You also hope, once more, that no one notices your relief.  You don’t want Maggie to think you’re thinking about her recent eating problems. 

Even if you are. 

You all order massive amounts of food.  You hold your straw under your nose and do reviews of the green salad, the burgers, the fries, even the soda.  “Fizzy, but with a subtle bouquet suggestive of sporting events and movie theaters,” you say. 

You are embarrassingly pleased when everyone laughs. 

Sunny says, “I bet you have a lot more hidden talents, Ducky.”  She is leaning against you. 

You put on a fake French accent and say, “Yes.  I speak zeveral languages too, including ze language of luv.” 

Everyone cracks up. 

Except Sunny.  She usually laughs the hardest at your jokes, especially lately.  But now she just looks at you. 

Why do you suddenly wish you had those dark glasses again? 

You think of Sunny as being on pretty much the same page as you, but at the moment, you feel like she’s reading from another book altogether.  You don’t get what the look means. 

You smile and glance away and see Dawn and Brendan looking at you too. 

They look at Sunny.  They look at you. 

They exchange glances. 

You become busy with the soda and decide to leave the jokes to other people for awhile [sic]. 

After all, you don’t have to entertain everyone else ALL the time, do you, Ducky? 

It’s not your JOB. 

Feeling self-conscious and stupid, you focus on making normal, low-key conversation. 

Only now Sunny is laughing at everything you say.  Or at least smiling. 

How do you take this? 

Is Sunny in ONE OF HER MOODS? 

You decide to be cool.  You concentrate on the others at the table, listening to them, not saying much. 

You notice things. 

One of the things you notice is when Brendan puts his hand over Amalia’s on the table, she slides her hand away. 

When Brendan drapes his arm casually over the back of the booth (and her shoulders), she jumps up.  “ ‘Scuse me,” she says. 

Dawn, Maggie, and Sunny immediately jump up too. 

They all go to the bathroom. 

It’s a girl thing. 

Brendan and you look at each other but you don’t comment on it.  Instead, Brendan says 

something about the A’s and you say something about the Dodgers. 

Fortunately, the girls don’t stay away too long.  You can only discuss so much baseball. 

But Ted keeps you up to speed on it, since it’s what guys talk to each other about instead of about, well, the things girls talk about. 

Don’t know why. 

It’s a guy thing. 

Late. 

Later. 

Aug. 21

Guy Things.  Friends. 

I’m not very good at guy things.  And I just don’t get it.  It’s like all the other guys have this book of rules that someone forgot to give me. 

Or maybe I got the book, but some of the pages were left out. 

Or maybe I got a different book?  Is there more than one book of how to be a guy? 

Like, guys are supposed to be cool.  Not too emotional.  Bored with girl things.  Shopping is stopping on the street to admire a set of wheels.  Or a retrofitted Harley, maybe.  Cooking is what you do with a microwave and a frozen pizza. 

Guys watch sports on television.  They play sports.  They talk about “chicks” and “babes.”  The gross, loser Cro Mags can get pretty graphic about it, thinking (pathetically) they’re being superstuds. 

Not all guys are like that, of course.  But most sort of fit along the spectrum.  At one end are Cro Mags and in the middle are ordinary guys and …

What am I? 

Am I a failed guy?  So young? 

Wait a minute:  Just because I’m not IN LOVE with Sunny doesn’t make me a failure.  And there are plenty of guys who cook (aka RICH AND FAMOUS CHEFS) and like cool clothes (ROCK 

STARS, MOVIE GUYS). 

Still, if I understood this whole guy thing, would I feel so freaked out about Sunny? 

I work in a bookstore.  Where on the shelves is the book on how to be a GUY???? 

10:55 A.M. 

Wherein You Learn that

You Can’t Tell a Book by Its Cover

You listen to a lame-o joke for the ONE THOUSANDTH time:  Hi, read any good books lately? 

You smile at the lame-o customer who looks like a walking sports-logo billboard (although you are not sure what the sports are, exactly — mountain biking and snowboarding, maybe?) and try to be glad that he is at least talking to you like a human being and not a robot only here to serve him. 

You steer him to the …

Poetry section. 


* * *


Poetry? 

Him?  It’s what he asked for. 

Gotta shelve books. 


12:30

Shelved.  Boxed returns.  Labeled boxes. 

Whew. 

Poetry guy STILL there. 

Two books under his arm. 

Head buried in a third. 

You head in his direction to see who his poets of choice are. 

It’s a mix.  Whitman.  Adrienne Rich.  And Baudelaire. 

Maybe I’ll have to check them out sometime. 

MUCH LATER (As In, If Your Parents Were Around, 

They’d Be Saying Subtle Parent Things Like “It’s

Getting Late”)

Mr. W snags you as you are pondering the poets. 

“It’s slow for the moment,” he says.  “Why don’t you take lunch now, Christopher?” 

“Okay,” you say. 

You will check receipts later to see what poetry books went out in your absence. 

You are headed out the door when you meet …

Brendan. 

“I’ll sell you a book,” you tell him.  “But then I’ve got my lunch break.” 

“Come to the diner with me,” Brendan suggests. 

You agree. 

You are, you confess now, strangely nervous. 

WHAT are you going to talk to Brendan about? 

You’ve never hung around with him alone before. 

You hang around with, let’s face it, girls. 

The guys who are your friends?  Two.  Whom you’ve know forever.  Jason, with whom you no longer have a thing in common.  And Alex … away. 

Being treated.  For depression.  And a suicide attempt. 

These are your guy friends. 

Sometimes you miss Jason. 

You definitely miss Alex.  But you’ve barely kept in touch with him and he’s not big on keeping in touch with your either. 

You want him back.  Better. 

But meanwhile, girls are easier to be friends with. 

Girls talk about things besides sports and (duh) babes. 

You review your sports data. 

You realize you pretty much used it up the night before. 

What would John Wayne do??? 

Phone. 

12:15 A.M. 

Parents.  They actually say when you tell them what time it is here:  “IT’S GETTING LATE, ISN’T IT?” 

You say, “It’s Saturday night.” 

Your mother says, “Oh?  Did you have a date?” 

“No,” you say. 

The conversation pretty much loses it from there. 

But you were writing about the bookstore. 

Actually, cut to the diner.  You and Brendan have done some sports talk on the way there. 

After you’ve ordered, you reach deep and say, “Who do you like in the WNBA?” 

Brendan gives you a strange look.  “Phoenix still rules for me,” he says. 

Then he says, “But I’m not that big on sports.” 

“Me neither,” you say, way too quickly. 

To cover your major sports knowledge gap, you tell Brendan about the poet/logo jock and he laughs. 

After that, you are not so worried about talking to him.  True, it’s not like hanging out with Alex. 

With Alex you could go off about your fantasy of becoming a cowboy or discuss the latest baby-sitter/housekeeper your parents had left behind to look after you while they did their vanishing act. 

But you had history with Alex and besides, you were younger then. 

You no longer fantasize about becoming a cowboy. 

And your parents no longer leave you with a baby-sitter/housekeeper. 

Brendan actually asks you what it’s like not to have your parents around.  You say living on takeout is not as much fun when it’s a 24/7 option. 

Then, so you don’t sound as if you’re feeling sorry for yourself, you say that the freedom is great. 

Brendan nods. 

He doesn’t talk about his parents, so you don’t ask.  (Can’t tell a book by its cover.)

You find yourself telling him a little about Alex.  (Not a lot about Alex, though.  Maybe the whole school talks about what happened, you don’t know, but he’s got a right to his privacy and you’re not going to talk about it.  Besides, it’s hard to talk about even to your closest friends.) So you chat and chew and Brendan tells you a little about his old school. 

You ask, before you think, if his old school had Cro Mags in it and he looks puzzled. 

So then you have to explain that Cro Mags is short for Cro-Magnon cavepeople. 

“The jocks at school?  Those are universal,” he says. 

“I’m not sure if that is good news or bad news,” you say, and he laughs. 

Ducky the entertainer. 

Somehow, the conversation shifts around to the girls at school. 

“You know a lot of them,” he says. 

Bond.  James Bond.  A girl in every locker. 

“Friends,” you say.  “Somehow, this past year, we started hanging out and became friends.” 

You’re not sure how to explain it, other than that. 

Luckily, Brendan doesn’t ask deep questions.  He nods and says, “Well, about Amalia.  Is it my imagination, or has she been a little distant lately?” 

“Amalia,” you say.  “Distant?” 

He nods.  “Every since I came back from camp.  She’s nice.  She’s friendly.  She laughs at my jokes and we go out.  But she’s — I don’t know.  It’s like she’s taken a step back.” 

“Oh.”  You decide it’s better not to mention you noticed it too. 

“I don’t think there’s anybody else,” Brendan says. 

He pauses. 

Your cue. 

“No,” you agree.  You tell him you’re sure about that. 

He looks relieved for a moment. 

“She’s not like that,” you add. 

“I don’t think so,” Brendan says.  “But for some reason I don’t feel as if I know her the way I did at the beginning of the summer.” 

You’re not sure what the problem is either.  “Give it time,” you say. 

Lame, but serviceable. 

Brendan nods.  “It’s what I figured,” he says.  Then he switches to you, as in:

B:  What about you and Sunny? 

D:  ???? 

B:  You know, like dating? 

D:  [Nervous laughter.]

B:  Seriously. 

So you tell him you’d never be interested in Sunny that way.  And you know she wouldn’t be interested in you that way either. 

Brendan says, “Don’t kid yourself.  I’ve seen the way she looks at you.” 

Those looks!  Is that what they mean? 

You want to slide down under the table and stay there. 

You reject the whole idea.  What does Brendan know? 

You laugh again and say, “Why ruin a beautiful friendship?” 

Then you say, “I’d better get back to work.” 

You talk with Brendan about working in the bookstore on the way back.  Your dramatic account of the shoplifter lasts most of the trip.  Then you say good-bye to Brendan … although you can’t say good-bye to what Brendan said. 

How could Brendan be so off about you and Sunny? 

Can’t a guy and a girl be friends without the whole world making something of it?  Why is that so hard for the world to accept? 

And Sunny would never go for it, anyway. 

Even if it was a possibility. 

Which it IS NOT. 

Aug. 22

Sunday. 

Not.  Possible. 

No reason to go there. 

You’re Ducky. 

She’s Sunny. 

You’re friends. 

End of story. 

Aug. 23

2:23 P.M. 

Mondays at the bookstore are S … L … O … W. …

Not that bookstores are usually party scenes. 

Mr. W came in and opened the store with Sunny. 

When you get here at 2:00 he bolts. 

Leaving you and Sunny alone together. 

Stop this. 

* * *

You and Sunny and ninety gazillion books and a whole store full of people. 

For a moment you are tempted to think about asking Jay (the friend formerly known as Jason) for his advice. 

He dates girls.  He listens to the Cro Mags talk about dating girls. 

The girls who go out with those guys seem ordinary and nice. 

(THEN WHY ARE THEY DATING CRO MAGS????)

Maybe Jay could give you some help. 

Then you remember his stupid efforts to introduce you to girls.  Any girls.  As if girls were interchangeable.  As if people were interchangeable. 

You do not need Jay’s advice. 

Besides, this isn’t a girl-guy thing.  Just because Brendan said so, that doesn’t make it true. 

He’s way off base.  Out of the ballpark.  In another game. 

Jay would just start talking about what a “babe” Sunny is. 

She IS cute. 

Well, pretty. 

Beautiful, maybe. 

Here she comes. 

Stash this. 


4:45

You have shelved books.  Tallied receipts.  Boxed returns.  Unpacked books. 

You are NOT going to vacuum.  No housework at the bookstore. 

Sunny has spent some quality time in the coffee room.  The boxes of tea are in alphabetical order.  The sink sparkles.  She’s put hooks under the cabinet to hang the mugs on, so they’re not jammed on the table with the coffeepot and microwave. 

It now looks neat, clean, organized. 

She brings you a cup of hot tea. 

You discuss the coffee that the bookstore keeps on hand for Mr. W and employees. 

Sunny says she has a plan.  She is going to start using the petty cash and buying decent coffee when her father isn’t around.  She’ll put it in the old coffee tins and maybe he’ll never notice that he never has to buy a new can of coffee. 

It’s a plan, you concede. 

“Meanwhile, I made you tea because the coffee is vile,” Sunny says. 

“Tarbucks,” you offer and Sunny laughs.  You notice that her eyes crinkle in a good way when she does. 

Well, you’d noticed it before.  Now you notice it again. 

Stop.  This. 

Aug. 24

9:45 P.M. 

Avoiding the Subject

“Hi,” Sunny says.  “It’s me.” 

“Hi,” you say. 

Then you run out of things to say. 

Sunny doesn’t notice. 

Does she? 

She tells you Maggie is hanging in there.  She reports that Dawn wants to “explore more 

piercings” but that her father has said a big NO.  She says she dreams of owning a retro bowling shirt with her name embroidered on the pocket.  She wants to find it just hanging on the rack.  Or better yet, in a big bin of jumbled-up clothes, the kind that vintage stores put out for buck-a-bag sales. 

“It would bowl you over?” you offer. 

Sunny laughs.  Hard. 

Are your jokes that funny? 

Or is this some girl-guy thing? 

You are not ready for this.  This is not for publication, but you aren’t ready. 

At least, you’re pretty sure you aren’t. 

You are not going to write about it anymore.  You’re going to write about something else. 

9:55 P.M. 

Okay.  You’re home now.  You can stop thinking about the Sunny situation. 


10:03

Anything else. 


10:30

That’s it.  You’re down for the night. 


10:33

Well, at least you didn’t write about that subject again. 

Aug. 25

Late A.M. Wednesday

Park.  Bike.  You. 

Thinking. 

Are you laughing too hard at Sunny’s jokes? 

Being around her makes you feel like laughing, generally.  You feel, you know, pretty good. 

Oxygenated. 

Caffeinated. 

But in a good way. 

You’ve always laughed at her jokes.  She’s always laughed at yours.  You get each other’s sense of humor. 

If you stop laughing at Sunny’s jokes now, it’s going to be bizarre. 

Early P.M. 

Break room.  Bookstore. 

Did Sunny just ask you out on a date?  Is “Hey, wanna catch the extremely bad action flick at the

‘plex when we’re out of here?” a date invitation? 

Evidence:

For:

You suggest calling up the rest of the gang, to maximize the sounds of disgust, throwing popcorn-at-the-screen potential. 

Sunny says, “Nah, let’s just go together.” 

You say, “Sure.” 

Then you bolt in here and grab the old journal like a life raft. 

Against:

It’s Sunny.  And you.  FRIENDS. 

This is all Brendan’s fault. 

Yeah.  Brendan.  You’ll blame him. 

Like that’s going to fix things now. 

Besides, it’s not Brendan’s fault. 

Stop freaking, Ducky.  Just act like yourself. 

This is not a situation, except in your own DUCK BRAIN. 

6:10 P.M. 

Mr. W is having an in-depth discussion with a new potential full-timer. 

She looks okay. 

With school starting soon, he’s going to need someone full-time. 

But that’s not what is important here.  You are avoiding the subject. 

You are propped near the bookstore entrance, scribbling. 

While Sunny is CHANGING. 

As in, slipping into the bathroom to change clothes from her work clothes to something else for going to the movies. 

You think about this WAY too much.  Like, did she bring clothes from home just for this NOT 

DATE? 

Is she getting dressed up? 

Did she plan the whole thing? 

Should you — what? 

BREATH MINTS. 

Gotta go. 

Later.  Eons Later.  Mind-altering, Time-traveling, 

Significant Amounts of Time Later

Really only 11:20 on an ordinary Wednesday night. 

You wish. 

Okay.  Back to pre “it’s not a date” panic. 

You buy two packs of breath mints at the pharmacy and eat about six on the way back to the bookstore. 

Your whole brain smells like peppermint. 

Fortunately, Sunny doesn’t notice when she emerges from the break room. 

She looks good.  The flitty top thing especially.  Definitely dressier than bookstore mode. 

“Nice look,” you say. 

Sunny smiles and her eyes crinkle and you blurt out, “Want to get something to eat?” 

“Great idea,” she says, and her eyes crinkle even more. 

You practically run from the bookstore.  You do not remember Sunny saying good-bye to her father and telling him you’ll bring her home later (although you know she must have). 

You do not remember how you ended up in Galaxy Deluxe. 

But there you are in the brand-new retro joint, staring at the menu while Sunny admires the bowling-trophy decor. 

You do not remember what you ate. 

You do remember part of the movie.  It’s so bad that you and Sunny are collapsing against each other laughing. 

You are whispering the action hero’s lines before he says them. 

The girl — the damsel in distress — stands around looking slightly malnourished and screaming a lot. 

Just like in the John Wayne movies of ancient history, except those girls looked better fed. 

Don’t the people who make movies get it? 

Clearly not.  And you yourself did just pay money to see this old-fashioned, high-tech piece of junk. 

And then, Sunny takes your hand while she is in a mid-laughing fit. 

She’s grabbed your hand before. 

But this feels different. 

Plus, she doesn’t let go. 

That’s the last thing about the movie you remember. 

You regain consciousness as your car pulls up outside Sunny’s house. 

She is shaking her head.  “Too much, Ducky,” she says. 

Too much what?  What have you been talking about? 

You must have been acting normal because she is not giving you Planet Ducky looks. 

“It’s been fun,” you say, to conceal the fact that you are recovering from some kind of amnesia attack. 

You have your hand back.  Soon, surely, your mind will follow. 

Sunny puts her hand on the door.  In the dark, you see the flash of her teeth as she smiles at you. 

Then, without warning, she leans forward and …

KISSES YOU. 

On the mouth. 

And it’s not a just-friends kiss either. 

You freeze.  Your lips freeze. 

The night freezes. 

You do not, however, lose consciousness as you did in the movie. 

On the contrary, you are much TOO CONSCIOUS. 

Sunny does not appear to have noticed the lip chill or the parallel icing over of the local universe. 

She pulls back, smiles again, and says softly, “ ‘Night, Ducky.” 

She slides out of the car and is gone. 

Sunny kissed you, Ducky.  On the mouth.  With, well, feeling. 

Brendan was right. 

You were wrong. 

You sit in the car until you realize that Sunny might think you are sitting there thinking about the kiss. 

Which you are, but not in THAT way. 

You are thinking in a panicked, where’s-the-rabbit-hole kind of way. 

You start the car and drive, careful not to burn rubber or show any other signs of fear or derangement. 

You feel … MISERABLE. 

Is this the end of a beautiful friendship? 

Then you think, What is wrong with you? 

You just got kissed. 

What is the problem here? 

Midnight

When a Kiss Is Not Just a Kiss

You don’t care if you do have work tomorrow.  You realize that you need to stay up and worry about it. 

Sunny kissed you.  You did not kiss her back.  Your heart raced, but not with passion.  It was another P word. 

Panic. 

It felt … not right.  As if it were happening to someone else.  Like an experiment that failed. 

What does that mean? 

Of all the girls in all the world, Sunny would be the one you’d choose.  But you’re not at all happy she chose you. 

You don’t want to be chosen.  Not like that.  Not by Sunny. 

WHAT IS WRONG WITH YOU??? 

Sunny is perfect for you.  You are perfect for her. 

Except for that kiss thing.  That lack of he-she chemistry. 

It’s like you need a new chemistry set. …

Enough with the similes.  Or maybe I mean metaphors. 

Whatever. 

I am not going to think about this anymore. 

I’ll deal with it tomorrow. 

And hey, maybe you were wrong.  You read way too much into it.  It was just a

Kiss. 

Aug. 26

Post work. 

Post ruining Sunny’s life, possibly. 

Okay, maybe you didn’t ruin her life, but when she bounded into work smiling and saying, 

“Ducky!” like she hadn’t seen you forever and looking like she’d like to throw her arms around you if she could, you didn’t have to look the way you did. 

What way? 

With a frozen face.  Like a duck in headlights. 

Sunny’s megawatt smile dims. 

You say, “Uh, hi, Sunny.” 

She’s still smiling on her way to the break room, but it’s more like one of those customer-friendly models. 

You fling yourself at an unsuspecting customer, who is a little taken aback at the detail with which you explain the Frequent Customer discount policy. 

She finally cuts you off with a “Just looking, thanks.” 

You straighten a few books on the long, long, LONG walk back to the register where Sunny is sitting, holding a mug of coffee. 

“You made the coffee switch?” you begin to babble.  “Cool.  I think I’ll get me some.  Has your father noticed?  Well, I guess not if you just did it, huh?” 

“Ducky,” she says. 

You stop babbling. 

She says, “Hey, Ducky.  Relax.  It was just a kiss.  You were in the right place at the right time, that’s all.” 

“Yeah?” you say, trying to keep your tone neutral. 

You cannot fool Sunny. 

She knows you. 

But you don’t know her at all.  What does the look she is giving you now mean? 

“Hey, nothing personal, okay?” she says. 

She pats your arm and winks at you. 

You feel scalded. 

Sunny says, “I did sneak in some new coffee.  Just made it.  I’ll go get you a cup.” 

You watch Sunny walk away and hope she is still your friend. 

You take the coffee when she returns.  You say, “You know, Sunny, you are one of the most important people in my life.” 

Sunny laughs and it sort of scares you.  But she says, “Silly boy, I better be.  Now stop brooding. 

Or I’m not going to ask you out to play with me again.” 

How could she be so … sophisticated? 

“I don’t want to mess us up,” you blunder on. 

“Keep talking like that, you will,” she shoots back.  Light.  Fast.  A smile with glitter on it. 

You get the hint.  Sunny is smiling, but that is not a happy smile. 

It’s a smile that says:  Shut up, Ducky.  You’ve hurt my feelings. 

So you shut up. 

And you stay that way the rest of the day. 

You do not laugh, together or separately.  Not once. 

Not even when Mr [sic] W stares down at his mug of coffee and says, “Good coffee.  I guess I ought to wash out my cup more often.” 

8:15 P.M. 

Later Thursday

You cannot call the people you would normally call.  Dawn, Maggie, and Amalia are all too close to Sunny. 

You will not call Jay. 

Telling Jay would be like telling the world.  Besides, he would laugh at you. 

He might also suspect that this is your first real kiss. 

And if he asks you, you will not be able to lie. 

Furthermore, he will start calling you all those stupid nicknames he’s made out of Ducky. 

Duckman, Duckorama, Duckster. 

You do not need that. 

And yet … and yet …

Somewhat Later

Saved by the Ted. 

Just as you are reaching for the phone you hear:  the back door, then the refrigerator door, then a cabinet door. 

Ted is home. 

You decide you will talk to Ted. 

You find him in the kitchen, shoving cereal into his mouth like there’s a shortage. 

“Hey, Ted,” you say. 

“Ucky,” he mumbles around the mouthful of cereal. 

“Can I talk to you?” 

He swallows the cereal.  “I’ll clean the kitchen.  I know it’s my turn.  I will.” 

Is that how Ted sees you?  The person who nags about housecleaning? 

“Okay,” you say.  “Listen, could I talk to you about something else?” 

So he listens to you while you listen to him slurp up the rest of the cereal as you tell him the whole pathetic story.  Except that you don’t mention the kiss was Numero Uno. 

He looks at you when you finish and says, “You don’t like her?” 

“Yes I like her,” you say.  “But not like that.  I mean, you know, kissing her didn’t do it for me. 

It was like, well, I don’t know. …” 

“Sometimes it works and sometimes it doesn’t,” says Ted, Big Man on Campus. 

“Yeah, well, what do you do when it doesn’t?” 

Ted shrugs.  He says, “Ducky.  She’ll get over it.  You’ll get over it.  And hey.  Maybe you just need more practice together.” 

He makes a kissy noise. 

Cro Mag. 

You leave.  “Don’t forget to clean the kitchen” is your lame parting shot. 

“You’re welcome,” he shouts after you. 

Ted is useless.  USELESS.  Why expect him to be understanding and sensitive when he can be an OBNOXIOUS BIG BROTHER? 

Do they have schools for this?  How do people learn to be so completely OBNOXIOUS?  Are 

they born this way? 

Jay wasn’t.  Back when he was Jason, before he started hanging with the Cro Mags, he was normal.  Okay. 

Ted, you think you remember, had moments when he wasn’t a snotty older brother, when you were younger.  He’d take you along sometimes and not complain too much. 

He was protective of you when the other kids circled like sharks. 

But now he’s the brother from the planet Lug. 


10:01

So you’ve called Brendan. 

You hope it’s not too weird, but you are desperate. 

He is, after all, the one who brought this up in the first place.  You have decided he is not to blame, but you are still including him in this whole mess. 

Amazingly, Brendan is at home.  You thought he had a date with Amalia. 

“What happened to your date?” you blurt out. 

Tactful, Ducky. 

She canceled, he tells you.  “It’s Maggie.  She showed up at Amalia’s and she was, according to Amalia, pretty upset.” 

You don’t ask if it is about Maggie’s mom. 

It is always about Maggie’s mom. 

“Poor Maggie,” you say. 

“Yeah.”  He changes the subject.  “What’s up?” 

“Advice,” you say.  “About Sunny.” 

“Yeah?”  He sounds expectant. 

“We had a date,” you begin. 

“What did I tell you!  She likes you.” 

“Wait,” you say.  You tell him the whole story, more or less. 

The less being that you don’t get too specific about the kiss.  As in, she seemed to enjoy it, but you did not. 

You conclude by saying, “So maybe you were right, Brendan.  Maybe Sunny does sort of like me.” 

“But?” he says.  “I hear doubts.” 

“I like Sunny too,” you say.  “I love Sunny.  But not like that.” 

Not in THAT WAY. 

Split screen, Brendan flipping through the TV channels while he talks, you clutching the phone, bug-eyed with panic. 

B:  Whoa. 

D:  Keanu Reeves says that in every movie, did you know that? 

B:  Really.  Well. 

[Silence]

B:  Okay.  Well.  This could be a problem.  I don’t mind telling you, just between us, that Amalia mentioned what a great couple she thought you and Sunny would make. 

D:  She did?  Great. 

B:  Yeah. 

D:  What am I going to do? 

B:  I don’t know.  What do you want to do? 

D:  I don’t know.  I guess I just want things to be the way they were. 

B:  That is not going to be easy.  It may not be possible. 

D:  But … Sunny … We …

B:  You’ve gotta do something fast, you know.  The longer you let it go, the worse it’s going to get.  It’s too bad. 

D:  What is? 

B:  That you and Sunny are such good friends.  If it was just, you know, a normal date that didn’t work, you could smile at each other in the halls and let it go. 

D:  Great.  Just great. 

B:  Unless you’re mistaken? 

D:  No. 

B:  Well then, you can’t be attracted to her if you’re not.  You shouldn’t try to talk yourself into it.  That’s not fair to her or you.  You’ll just end up hurting her worse if you try to fake it.  So go with the truth.  That’s how to do it. 

D:  It’s brutal. 

B:  Not so bad.  The alternative is worse. 

D:  [gulp] Okay.  Right.  Thanks. 

B:  Anytime. 

Cut to Ducky, sprawled on the floor of his room, wishing he were somebody else.  A Cro Mag, for example.  A being without feelings.  Or at least, the appearance of feelings. 

What if I’m just a coward?  What if I have — commitment issues? 

What if I’m afraid to get involved? 

Sunny would be the perfect girlfriend.  We’d make a great couple.  We like the same things.  We share the same fashion sense.  We’re so close anyway. 

Why not get closer? 

Why not? 

Why  not? 

Why don’t I feel it? 

Aug. 27

Friday

Lunch Break at Work

Sunny called in sick.  This is a BAD SIGN. 

Mr. W says she’s fine when you ask. 

You have a paranoid moment, wondering whether he’s thinking, He hurt my little girl, the creep. 

But you know Sunny hasn’t said anything to him. 

“I hope she feels better,” you say. 

You have hurt her.  You are a creep.  An insensitive CRO MAG. 

You reshelve books.  You brood. 

Wait a minute. 

You didn’t kiss Sunny. 

She kissed you. 

You didn’t even kiss back.  She just didn’t notice. 

There’s Dawn. 

Gotta go. 

Afternoon Break.  On a Bench, Outside

Dawn actually found a couple of books for a customer and ended up helping you shelve for awhile [sic]. 

She kept the conversation light. 

She did not talk about Sunny. 

You did not talk about Sunny. 

This lack of the mention of Sunny’s name leads you to believe that Sunny has talked about you to Dawn. 

But you can’t ask her, since she is more Sunny’s friend than yours. 

Terrific.  Are you now going to have to divide your friends into “Sunny’s” and “Ducky’s”? 

Like you have friends to spare. 

What are you going to do? 

6:20 P.M. 

Bench-riding outside the bookstore.  Again. 

Don’t feel like going home. 

Amalia just left. 

She said, “Ducky, I need to talk to you.” 

John Wayne never ran from a fight, but you’re pretty sure those words would have made him think twice. 

So she can talk to you, you just can’t talk to her.  This is mean and petty and low and it’s how you feel.  The basic facts. 

But you are Ducky the Understanding, friend to all, boyfriend to none. 

You nod.  You say okay.  You’re just finishing for the day. 

You go to the local bean ‘n’ brew, get cappuccinos, and stake out the bench. 

You say, “So, what’s up?” 

To your ENORMOUS, cowardly, what-a-rotten-friend-you-are relief, Amalia says, “It’s 

Maggie.” 

“Maggie,” you say, and let out a saved, whew, sigh. 

Because you (“Hi, I’m Ducky, the center of the known universe.  Everything is about me”) were actually afraid she had come to talk to you about Sunny.  And you. 

Amalia nods.  She thinks you’re sighing in sympathy. 

“Yeah,” she says. 

Then she tells you about the hours Maggie spent at her house the night before, all torn up about her mother. 

She tells you that Maggie can’t take much more of this. 

She tells you that something’s got to give. 

“Maggie has to confront her home life or she’s gonna blow,” Amalia says.  “Explode.  Break down.  Something.  I don’t know what.” 

“As long as you’re there for her, maybe she won’t,” you say. 

Then you feel like a complete jerk. 

You tried to be there for Alex, and did it help?  No.  You couldn’t save him.  Couldn’t help him. 

The best you could do was send him to the ER. 

And now you barely hear from him at the treatment center. 

Being there for someone is, in your opinion, not always the best advice. 

But what other advice can you offer? 

Amalia sighs.  Big.  “Yeah,” she says, her voice was unconvincing as your lame offer of 

sympathy. 

“You could … well, maybe you could talk to Mrs. Blume with Maggie.  You know, be there for moral support.” 

“Somehow, I don’t think Maggie would go for that.” 

She’s right. 

So you decide to do the original, the obvious.  You decide to change the subject.  “Talked to Brendan last night,” you say.  “He’s decent, you know?” 

“Yeah,” says Amalia, her tone even less convincing.  Distinctly lacking in enthusiasm. 

“Yeah?” you say.  “That’s it?” 

Relief at not being grilled about Sunny makes you bold.  Giddy.  Reckless. 

You say, “What’s going on, Amalia?  With you and Brendan?” 

Your tone is no-nonsense.  And authoritative. 

Very John Wayne. 

Amalia succumbs to your tough-guy act. 

She says, “Brendan is great.” 

“But?” you prompt. 

“But … he’s too great, you know?  I mean, maybe he’s too good for me.  It’s scary how nice he is, how … I mean, what if it doesn’t last?  It’ll hurt.  Big time.  Why suffer if you don’t have to?” 

“Because you like Brendan?” 

“Yeah.”  Like this is bad news. 

You want to tell her the bad news is when you don’t like someone.  Someone you can count on. 

Someone who is like family to you. 

Big Amalia sigh.  She adds, “I’m just going to try to keep it light.” 

You say, “C’mon, Amalia.  Why be afraid of admitting you care about Brendan?” 

“I’m not afraid!  It’s not that.  Really,” she says.  “It’s just … self-respect.  Common sense. 

Reason.” 

“Nope.  Fear,” you say.  Fearlessly. 

She shakes her head, looks down.  Doesn’t answer. 

“Don’t be afraid.  If it’s right … you can’t be afraid.” 

(It’s when it is wrong that you should be afraid.)

She jumps up.  “Gotta go.  Later,” she says, and hurries away without meeting your eyes. 

Was she crying? 

Good work, Ducky. 

But you know you’re right. 

Ask the love doctor.  He’ll tell you the truth. 

Except about himself. 

Aug. 28

WAY PAST MIDNIGHT

The phone rings at 5 of midnight.  This hour, you figure it’s the parents, still wrestling with that old time-zone problem of theirs. 

Another few years, they may get it. 

You also figure that your brother will sleep through the ringing.  So you grab the phone and croak, “Hello?” 

“Ducky,” a strangled voice says. 

“It’s me,” you say, still half asleep and not quite sure of who is calling you. 

“It’s Maggie,” says the voice.  Little.  Scared.  Tear-filled. 

Not like Maggie’s voice at all. 

“Maggie,” you say.  “What’s wrong?”  You are awake now.  And a little freaked. 

And guess what?  You do not think this is about you. 

“Can you pick me up at my house?  Like, right now?” she says in a low, hoarse whisper. 

“Now,” you repeat.  You realize you do that a lot these days — repeat words to stall for time. 

But why do you need to stall for time?  There is only one right answer. 

“Please,” she whispers urgently. 

“I’m on my way,” you say at the same moment. 

“Oh, Ducky,” she says and hangs up the phone. 

Your bro is still sleeping like a baby when you rocket off the premises. 

You leave him a note. 

Like he’s ever gonna wake up and notice your absence. 

You get to the Blumes’ and think maybe you shouldn’t ring the doorbell, since it is so late. 

Then you notice that lights are on.  Everywhere.  If the house were any brighter, it would look as if it were on fire. 

And it would be a big fire too, considering the size of the house. 

You ring the bell. 

The door opens a crack.  You see one of Maggie’s eyes.  She whispers, “We’ll be right out.” 

You can barely hear her.  Not because she is whispering. 

Because someone is shouting in there. 

Loud, incoherent shouting.  You hear things breaking.  You hear music turned WAY up. 

You flinch at the sound of something big smashed into small pieces as Maggie shuts the door in your face. 

Moments later Maggie emerges — holding Zeke’s hand.  He’s still pj’d but he’s wide-awake. 

His eyes have that round, little-kid look.  Scared, sleepy, like maybe it’s all just a nightmare that Mommy will come fix. 

Mommy’s not available, kid.  She might as well be in Crete. 

You’re pretty sure about that, even though Maggie sys not one word to you on the ride back to your house.  She just rocks Zeke and makes this crooning sound. 

You lead the way into the house, not sure what else to do. 

You stash Maggie and Zeke in the parents’ room, which has its own bathroom, in case Zeke has any off-hour runs to make. 

You haul out clean sheets and produce clean towels. 

“We’ll take care of it,” Maggie says.  She hands the towels to Zeke.  “Why don’t you go put these in the bathroom for us,” she says. 

He obeys.  He seems glad to have a job to do. 

You say to Maggie, as she stands in the door of the room, “Are you okay?” figuring maybe she sent Zeke away so you could have a quick chat. 

“Yes,” she says.  “Thank you, Ducky.  Thank you for not asking any questions.” 

“No problem,” you say, taking the hint.  “Good night.  Call me if you need anything.” 

Maggie nods.  It is the nod of a tired, much older woman. 

She closes the door. 

You feel like you should stay awake and keep watch.  Sit outside the door. 

Pace the hall. 

But you know this is pointless. 

Time to zzz. 

Like Ted’s been doing this whole time. 

Aug. 28

Saturday

8:45 A.M. 

You wake up.  You think you’ve gone to sleep with the radio on. 

Because you are hearing voices. 

But no.  The little voices are NOT coming from the bedside box. 

They’re coming from … the kitchen. 

You throw on some clothes, speed to the kitchen, and hover outside the kitchen door. 

The voices are Maggie’s and Ted’s.  They are chatting away like old friends. 

Time to make a guest appearance before Ted says something really stupid. 

10:30 A.M., More or Less

Ted IS A JERK. 

As you walk into the kitchen and say good morning, he gives you this BIG, TOTALLY 

OBNOXIOUS guy-to-guy wink. 

His eyes cut to Maggie. 

You get it. 

You wish you didn’t. 

Ted the Dumb thinks Maggie is your girlfriend and that she has spent the night. 

Maggie doesn’t catch this, of course.  She is pouring you a cup of coffee. 

You give Ted your death-ray look. 

Then all is redeemed by Zeke trekking down the hall calling, “Maggie?  Maggie, I’m hungry!” 

Ted is blown away.  The random collection of cells he calls a brain crashes. 

As Zeke comes into the kitchen, you enjoy the moment. 

In Ted’s limited universe, Zeke does not compute. 

I give Ted a big, BIG wink.  “Later,” I say. 

Ted recovers (give him credit for SOMETHING) and makes conversation with Zeke. 

“When did you get here?” Ted asks. 

“Late,” says Zeke.  “Can I have any cereal I want?” 

“One bowl,” says Maggie firmly.  “But you can put any cereal you want into it.” 

“Right,” says Ted.  “Be my guest.”  He jumps up and begins lining up cereal boxes on the table. 

When he is finished he looks from you to Maggie to Zeke.  He shakes his head. 

“Gotta go,” he says.  “Nice to see you, Maggie, Zeke.” 

“ ‘Bye,” Zeke says. 

Maggie gulps down some OJ.  You go into your breakfast-chef routine and manage to put 

together pancakes.  Zeke demands three, and Maggie accepts the two you offer.  You 

compromise on the missing-syrup issue by heating apple jelly in the microwave.  You tell Zeke it is special apple syrup. 

He goes for it.  He’s a good kid. 

Maggie forks up the pancakes and tells you, politely, that they’re good.  She drinks MORE juice. 

Silence. 

You get that Maggie doesn’t want to talk about it.  You don’t ask questions. 

You can wait her out. 

It’s Zeke who says, “I like this better than my house.  I hate my house.  Why can’t Dad come home?  Why can’t he make Mom act right?” 

That about covers it, you figure. 

You and Zeke both look at Maggie. 

Zeke says, “Don’t we count as much as his movie?” 

Maggie speaks at last.  “Good point, Zeke,” she says slowly.  “We should count at least that much.  We should.” 

“Yeah,” says Zeke.  He eats more pancakes. 

“He’s right,” you say.  “Your father should be here.  This is too much for you, Maggie.  Way too much.  It’s not fair — to Zeke or you.  Or to your mother, if you want to go there.” 

“I don’t,” Maggie answers.  She stands up, takes dishes to the sink, rinses them, and loads them in the petrified forest of dirty dishes in the dishwasher. 

She takes a box of dishwasher soap off the counter and sets the dishwasher to work. 

“Maggie?” you say. 

She answers, “May I use your phone?” 

You nod at the phone on the kitchen counter.  She grabs it and dials.  “Dad?” she says.  “It’s me. 

You have to come home.  Now.  Things are out of control. … No.  No. … I mean it, Dad. … No, you can’t call me back later.  Zeke and I aren’t home.  We couldn’t … Mom was out of control.” 

She pauses to listen for a minute. 

“No,” she says. 

She listens some more. 

“NO!” she says.  “You come home now or I’m going to turn Mom into the police.  I mean it.” 

Zeke’s eyes go round. 

She listens.  She says, “All right, then.” 

She hangs up. 

She looks sooo relieved. 

“He’s catching the next plane back,” she says. 

Zeke says, “The police?” 

“No way, Zeke.  Don’t worry.  I was just being tough with Dad.” 

“Oh,” he says. 

I meet Maggie’s eyes.  “Good for you,” I say. 

Bookstore.  Afternoon Break.  Baby-sitting

You are baby-sitting in the bookstore.  That means that Zeke is reading in the kids’ section.  You are sitting in the beanbag chair (kid-sized, but adequate), making sure he stays safe and happy, more or less. 

He’s taking all this in stride.  After his astute situational commentary this A.M., he’s kept to himself. 

You hadn’t intended to bring Maggie and Zeke to work, but what else could you do with them? 

Leaving them alone in your house isn’t a kind thing. 

You’ve learned to live in the cave.  You’ve learned that if you keep your room clean, the chaos and grime do not bother you.  Too much. 

But Maggie is different. 

Sunny and Maggie are hauling out boxes of display props.  Mr. W. has been looking sad — 

missing Mrs. W, I think.  He touches some of the items in the boxes and then backs away. 

Sunny catches him at it. 

She says, “Dad.  Mom’s watching you shirk your work.” 

For a moment, Mr. W is still.  Then he smiles.  Not a 100% smile, but a smile.  His eyes meet Sunny’s and she gives him the same kind of smile back. 

They seem closer than they’ve ever been.  Tighter.  A real family unit of two. 

You remember then that Sunny told you that her mother was very into organizing special 

seasonal windows.  She collected props from everywhere:  yard sales, catalogs, crafts supply houses.  She also made them. 

This explains the Barbies on the beach.  It’s not just a Sunny thing. 

It’s a Sunny-and-her-mom thing. 

“Look at this,” Sunny says.  “I made this.  Well, Mom and I did.”  She holds up a small papier-mâché tree.  “We used a paper-towel roll to build the trunk.  The branches are made of chopsticks saved from the Thai takeout. …” 

“Cool,” says Maggie.  “Maybe Zeke and I can make something for the window collection.” 

“Good idea,” Mr. W says. 

Sunny has barely spoken to you.  She’s not ignoring you in a mean way. 

She’s just not quite looking at you.  Shying away from you. 

You.  Feel.  Rotten. 

You’d feel worse, but you are exhausted from the night before.  You didn’t stay up guarding Maggie and Zeke (from what?) but you didn’t sleep all that well either. 

Mr. W is doing something on the computer. 

You watch Zeke and listen as Maggie says in a low voice, “I know Mom can’t help it.  I know that, Sunny.  But it doesn’t help anymore.  I mean, when I was out of control about my eating, I kept thinking I was in control, you know?  And I bet Mom feels the same way.  But it’s no good. 

She’s got to stop.  For me.  For Zeke.  For Dad.  For herself.” 

“You’re right,” Sunny says softly. 

And then you hear Maggie start to cry. 

Zeke has put down his book.  He is now in puzzle heaven.  He doesn’t notice. 

Sunny and Maggie go to the back of the store and stay there for a long time.  When they come out of the break room, Maggie’s eyes are a little bit red.  She looks tired. 

But she is still standing. 

4:28 P.M. 

Less rotten.  More confused. 

Sunny just came up to you and whispered, “Maggie’s told me everything.  What you did last night was a good thing, Ducky.” 

“Uh,” you say. 

But Sunny has already walked away. 


6:02

Arrivals and departures. 

Mr. Blume just showed up to scoop up Maggie and Zeke. 

I think Maggie wanted to cry.  But she wouldn’t let herself.  She folded her arms and glared at her father. 

I think she has a right to be angry with him. 

Zeke flung himself at his father.  Mr. Blume looked … shocked? 

Mr. Blume thanked me.  He thanked Sunny. 

Maggie kept her arms folded.  Only as they were leaving did she unfold them. 

Zeke took one of his father’s hands. 

Maggie took Zeke’s other hand. 

What are they going to find at home? 


7:02

What?  What? 

She gave you this blank, cold, unfriendly look. 

You thought it meant for you to say, “No, thank you, Mr. Winslow.  I’d like to have dinner with you but I’ve promised Ted I’ll be home tonight.” 

But as Sunny, you, and Mr. Winslow are leaving the store, Sunny whispers, “You should have come with us, you know,” before following her father out the door. 

She doesn’t look back. 


9:15

Heartburn and Heart Pain


This could be the title for a country music song. 

Taco takeout indigestion. 

And stupid, stupid, stupid Ducky. 

Asking Ted’s advice? 

AGAIN? 

WHAT WERE YOU THINKING? 

First he says, “Maggie’s a babe!  She’s the one giving you problems?  Let me tell you, she’s worth it — even if she does travel with a little brother.” 

You tell him she’s a friend, not a babe. 

“She’s cute,” he says. 

“She’ll be thrilled you said so,” you retort. 

He says, “Problems, Ducky?” 

This should have been your cue to give up. 

But you say Maggie isn’t the one giving you problems, and that you are still having problems with the other girl, the one you don’t like “that way.” 

You’ve avoided mentioning Sunny’s name.  No point in giving Ted too much information. 

You don’t want to have to clean up the mess when his head explodes. 

He chuckles.  “Ducky the chick magnet,” he says. 

And continues like that.  You should have known he would say brilliant things like, “Give it spin 

[sic].  Check out the menu.  Drive to the hoop, man.” 

You say, “Sunny is not a) a car; b) an entree; or c) a basketball.” 

You storm out of the family room, leaving Ted puzzled but unafflicted. 

This has taught you, Ducky, a lesson. 

Asking advice is not going to help.  The only thing that is going to help is dealing with it yourself. 

Tomorrow. 

Definitely tomorrow. 

Aug. 29

The History of My Sunday, Part 1

So Maggie’s okay. 

You are relieved that one thing in life is going better. 

Maggie said that on the way home from the bookstore, her father told them what he had already planned.  (You might have known that people in charge of big things like movies would GET 

THINGS DONE.  On the other hand, you can’t help but notice that Mr. Blume spent a lot of time and effort avoiding the whole situation — and leaving his kids to stew in it.  Good going, Mr. 

Blume.)

But you don’t say this to Maggie, brilliant Ducky that you are. 

Mr. Blume says he’s already talked to the Betty Ford Center, a place where people with drug and drinking problems go to get better.  They are waiting for him to bring Mrs. Blume in.  But first there’s going to be an “intervention.”  He and two of Mrs. B’s best friends are coming over to confront Mrs. B “in a firm, caring way” about her drinking. 

Maggie and Zeke can opt out of this part. 

The scene at the Blume house is not nice in a big way.  (You’re not there, of course, but Maggie’s told you about it.)  Mrs. Blume is drunk.  The house is trashed, although Pilar has been there cleaning up.  Mrs. B doesn’t even seem to have noticed that her own two kids were missing. 

(Maggie had left a note for Pilar that, fortunately, survived Mrs. B’s rampage.)

Even Mr. Blume looks taken aback. 

Maggie and Zeke head for the relative peace and quiet of their rooms as Mr. Blume tries to settle Mrs. Blume down. 

He succeeds. 

Things are quiet.  Until the doorbell rings. 

And rings again. 

After awhile [sic], Maggie slips out onto the stair landing in time to hear Rachel, one of Mrs. 

Blume’s two friends, say from the library, “Why would I make this up?  You ARE an alcoholic.” 

“You drink too.  You were loaded at the New Year’s party.”  Mrs. Blume’s voice is off the scale. 

Maggie feels Zeke sit down next to her. 

Rachel says, “We’re not talking about me.  We’re talking about you.” 

“We’re not talking about me, we’re talking about you,” Mrs. B spits back. 

Mr. Blume says something Maggie can’t quite catch. 

Her mother’s voice comes through loud and clear, though.  She says,” I don’t need help!  I’m fine.  You know what your problem is?  You’ve got too much time on your hands.  Take up a hobby.  Knitting.  Go knit yourself a life.” 

Maggie is on her feet before she knows it.  With Zeke right behind her she goes down the stairs and into the family room. 

“Mom, you’re a drunk!” Maggie shouts, bursting in. 

Mr. B holds up his hand as if to stop Maggie.  She remembers what he said about an 

intervention:  caring, firm. 

Not nasty.  Not angry. 

Maggie reins herself in. 

“I love you, Mom.  We all do.  But you are killing yourself.  Just like I was killing myself when I wasn’t eating.  It’s a disease and you’re going to die if you don’t start fighting back.” 

“Don’t drink, Mama,” Zeke says.  “Don’t die.” 

Mrs. B says, “I’m not sick.  I feel fine.” 

Maggie just looks at her mother.  Her eyes are filling with tears but she doesn’t turn away. 

“It’s not true!” Mrs. B shouts.  “I can quit anytime I want.  I just don’t want to.” 

Mrs. B’s other friend, Corrine, puts her hand on Mrs. B’s arm.  “Listen to your children,” she says softly.  “Listen to the people who love you most in the world.” 

Mrs. B falters.  “It’s not true,” she says.  And then she says, “I’m sorry.”  She keeps apologizing. 

And promising she’ll do better. 

Mr. B says, “Yes, good.  You’re going to Betty Ford.” 

Mrs. B stops apologizing and says, “No!  I’m not that bad.  The Betty Ford Center is for people who have real problems.” 

No one says anything.  They all just look at Mrs. Blume. 

Her face collapses.  She wails, “Nooo.” 

Maggie wants to go to her, tell her it’s all right. 

Except that it isn’t.  And Maggie isn’t going to pretend it is anymore. 

It’s Mr. B who says it’s over.  That it’s gone too far.  It’s gone on too long.  Everyone has tried to cope, but they can’t anymore.  Mrs. B needs help that they can’t give. 

By now Mrs. B is really crying. 

“Anyway,” Maggie concludes what she’s telling you brightly.  “She’s left.  Gone.  On her way to Betty’s.” 

When you ask her how she feels, Maggie says, “Fine.” 

You don’t say anything. 

Maggie says, “Okay.  Fine, a little.  Scared, a lot.  Hopeful and afraid to hope.  It could all go wrong.  I don’t want to think about it.  I don’t want to hope.  But maybe … maybe just facing the fact that Mom is an alcoholic will make a difference for all of us.” 

Aug. 29

History of Ducky’s Sunday, Part II

You hang out around the house until midafternoon. 

You watch some pretty dumb movies. 

You waste time on the Web. 

You clean the kitchen. 

You give up and go to Sunny’s house.  But she’s not at home. 

No one is.  While you are standing halfway down the front walk, thinking about leaving a note (bad idea), making a few phone calls (not appealing), or driving around aimlessly pretending you are searching for Sunny (appealing — a good, guilt-free way to waste time, except for the waste of fossil fuel), Dawn shouts your name from next door. 

You accept her invitation to enter her casa and go to the mat with baby Gracie. 

Gracie laughs at all your jokes.  Fortunately, you don’t suspect her of having a hidden, terrifying agenda. 

As if she has read your mind, Dawn observes the babies have it easy. 

“They don’t worry about expectations,” she says.  “They just put it out there.  They’re happy? 

They laugh.  They’re hungry?  They cry.  No miscommunications.  No hurt feelings.  And they’re willing to forgive you if you make a mistake.  So you think they’re crying because they want food and you discover they want to be changed.  Change them — they’re happy, you’re happy.” 

You say, “Yeah.” 

Ducky the great communicator. 

Dawn says, not unexpectedly, given the lead-in:  “So, what about you and Sunny?  Any chance?” 

Just like that, she asks the question. 

The two-letter negative is on the top of your tongue, but you lack the straightforwardness of a mere baby like Gracie. 

You say, “Well, uh.” 

You say, “Sunny’s great.  I love her, but …” 

You say,” I wish I could be different about this.” 

You finally wind down your extended version of “N” followed by “O.” 

Gracie staring at you.  Dawn is studying you too. 

You pretend Gracie is fascination personified.  She agrees and laughs in delight. 

Somewhere above you, Dawn says, “It’s too bad.  But I do understand, Ducky, more than you think.  And you know what?  Sunny will too.  Eventually.” 

You hope that this is TRUE and that it will happen SOON. 

Aug. 29

History of Ducky’s Sunday, Part III

P.M. approaching A.M. 

You … no, I wish I could fall in love with Sunny. 

I do, I do, I really, really do. 

But I can’t. 

Aug. 29

History of Ducky’s Sunday, Part IV

You wish you could go to sleep too, don’t you, Ducky? 

Like Ted the Snore Machine in there. 

But you can’t. 

Not until you’ve talked to Sunny. 

You get up and go into the kitchen.  Maybe you’ll clean something else:  the laundry room, the den. 

You forgot you used up all the cleaning supplies on the kitchen. 

Aug. 29

History of Ducky’s Sunday, Part V

So what are you going to say?  If you go with the “just be friends” routine, it’s gonna sound like the lame lose-yourself it usually is. 

How did “just” get to be attached to the word “friends” anyway? 

You’ve lived a long time without a girlfriend and a pretty good while without anything like a family in residence. 

But you could live, oh, ten minutes without friends. 

Friends are your family of choice.  You get to choose them.  That’s what [sic] so cool about it. 

And they choose you. 

That’s true love, if you ask … you. 

Aug. 29

History of Ducky’s Sunday, Part VI

That’s it.  You’re going to sleep even if you have to lie in bed awake for the 

RESTOFTHENIGHT. 

Aug. 30

So you’ve told Sunny, in a particularly graceful and suave way, that you have to talk to her, as in: Scene:  Bookstore, moments after opening.  You emerge from the rest room and there’s Sunny. 

D:  Sunny! 

S:  Good morning, Ducky. 

D:  Sunny. 

S:  [A look]

D:  Uh, can we talk? 

Sunny:  [long pause] Okay.  After work. 

You are not sure whether you are relieved for the time to think about it, or whether you just with it were over with already. 


5:15

Late break.  You are sucking back coffee because when you’re nervous, that helps your nerves, right? 

You are sitting on a bench behind a tree, like some spy. 

You can see Sunny inside the bookstore as you skulk. 

She is laughing at something her father has said to a customer (you surmise).  Or maybe it’s something the customer said. …

Stop this.  Off the point. 

The point is …

What is the point? 

What if Sunny looks at you and says that?  “Ducky, what’s the point?” 

What if she says,” Let’s just be friends.” 

And that means that she is no longer your friend because there are ways of saying it and other ways of saying it and you don’t like the possibility of the way you think she might say it. 

You are losing it. 

Definitely. 

Two more customers just walked in. 

Must leap from behind the tree and get back inside to work. 

Later

Is this weird, to hang out in your car?  To hang out in your car writing in your journal? 

Or what? 

At least you’re not hanging out on a bench.  The grocery store parking lot is not so strange.  After all, you could just be writing up a grocery list. 

Of cleaning supplies. 

This is what happened. 

You hover around the register as Mr. W closes it out.  He looks up, smiles.  “Take off,” he says. 

“See you at home, Sunny?” 

“Yep,” she says.  “For dinner.” 

She takes your hand and leads you out of the store.  You are a) grateful for the guidance; and b) PANICKED THAT SHE IS HOLDING YOUR HAND. 

Your hand starts to sweat. 

Also your neck. 

You follow Sunny to your car.  She says, “The beach.” 

So you drive to the beach.  Sunny doesn’t say anything.  She fiddles with the sad excuse you call a car radio. 

At the beach, you pull into a deserted end of the lot. 

Sunny gets out. 

She jumps up onto the hood of your car. 

You do the same. 

You both stare out at the ocean. 

Farther up the beach is the surfers’ zone.  Farther down is the family spot, where the waves are gentler. 

Here it’s anything goes. 

Someone, you think a young woman, is doing the slow moments of Tai Chi. 

Two guys are sitting cross-legged, playing some kind of board game. 

A man and a woman with six golden retrievers and a Jack Russell terrier are throwing about a hundred tennis balls into the surf for the dogs to retrieve. 

You decide you identify with one of the tennis balls.  Smashed in the waves.  Gnashed in a dog’s teeth. 

You take a deep breath to BEGIN to ruin what is left of your relationship with Sunny. 

She beats you to it. 

She says, “I hate this.  I hate it, Ducky.” 

“You do?” you croak. 

For a moment, you think she’s said, “I hate you, Ducky.”  But she hasn’t. 

Not yet. 

“I do,” she says.  “I hate what’s happening.  I hate the way you look scared whenever I talk to you.  I hate the way you stand there but sort of back up, like with your eyes, you know?  Detach. 

Distance yourself.  I hate myself for kissing you, because I should have known something like this would happen.  If I could unkiss you, I would.  Totally.  In a heartbeat.” 

“Oh,” you say. 

One of the retrievers has managed to put three balls into its mouth.  It is trying to pick up a fourth, but so far, no luck. 

Sunny elbows you.  “Your turn,” she says. 

“You’d unkiss me?” you say.  “That’s not very flattering.” 

“Ducky,” she says in a warning voice. 

“Yeah,” you say.  And then, words come, more or less.  You tell her how completely miserable you’ve been.  That you can’t sleep.  That it’s not her fault and you’re sorry about the scared look, but it wasn’t fear of what she would do, it was fear of your own reaction.  You believed that if you reacted wrong, you would scorch her feelings and ruin your friendship and it’s the one thing in the whole wide world you couldn’t stand.  You love Sunny way too much and have for way too long to feel any differently, to feel in love.  You don’t know why, but it’s not there.  It’s something just as strong, maybe stronger.  You say, “Some people are meant to be just boyfriend and girlfriend.  But others are meant to be best friends.” 

“Best friends,” says Sunny, seeming to perk up.  “Nah.” 

“You don’t wanna be my best friend?” you ask, pretending you’re hurt. 

“You mean it?” she asks. 

“Forever and always,” you say. 

Sunny sighs and leans against you for a minute.  You feel comfortable and happy and you put your arm around her and you sit there, pondering love and life and golden retrievers and Jack Russells. 

Then Sunny straightens.  “Don’t get all mush-brained on me,” she says.  “That’s probably why I kissed you in the first place — the mush factor of summer.” 

“And I thought it was my unique sense of style,” you joke back. 

Sunny rolls her eyes.  “I’ll give you unique,” she says. 

You laugh.  “You’re the one who dreams of personalized bowling shirts,” you say. 

And Sunny laughs. 

It feels so good. 

Best friends. 

Later

You are no longer hanging out in the parking lot of the grocery store. 

You actually went in and bought cleaning supplies. 

However, you no longer feel the need to KEEP BUSY in a PRODUCTIVE WAY. 

You are now watching a bad flick, in which a monster from outer space is taking over a movie set. 

You are debating the difference between science fiction and horror. 

You wonder why teachers never give these questions as assignments:  describe your summer vacation in terms of:  a) a horror movie or b) a science fiction flick. 

You would like to point out that summer vacations exist only in the minds of children and teachers.  You personally have had far too much to do this summer. 

And you don’t mean the bookstore. 

The movie will have a happy ending.  The bad guy will get turned into monster mash. 

You are rooting for the monster to go on to become a movie star and then president of the United States, just like Ronald Reagan!!! 

Does your summer have a happy ending? 

Hard to say.  Not definite.  No screen kiss fade to credits. 

As first kisses go, for example (you are not counting that time in third grade) this was fairly unsuccessful.  You will need more lip-lock learning. 

Later. 

And not with Sunny. 

Some things are like that.  Some things end, roll the credits, everybody lives happily ever after. 

You believe this is true even in real life. 

Sometimes. 

Occasionally. 

But you, Duckster, know that you are not John Wayne.  You are not that kind of hero and you don’t get that kind of ending, at least not this time. 

You and Sunny have this kind of ending:  Your friendship endured.  Maybe it will be stronger, better. 

Or maybe not. 

Meanwhile, you’ve both just agreed that enough has been said, and no more needs to be done. 

Time to let it go.  Time to let it slide. 

It’s like a piece of your back story.  Maybe someday you’ll look back and laugh. 

Or not. 

Only time will tell. 

You just have to go with that. 

Sept. 4

9:00 A.M. 

School Looms

Like, practically tomorrow, if you don’t count Sunday. 

Why wouldn’t you count Sunday? 

Don’t get into religion now, Ducky. 

It makes people unconformable.  Even more uncomfortable than talking about sex. 

You don’t feel comfortable with either subject, so moving right along. …

Busy, busy, like, you know, busy. 

Let’s count Saturday, anyway.  You know how you feel about Saturday. 

In just a few hours you, Ducky, will be the Saturday-night party animal. 

Why yes.  You are having a party.  At your house.  With your parents’ long-distance permission. 

When you talked to them, you listened while they discussed the Greek influence in Roman 

mosaics and the confluence of cultural cross-fertilization. 

You thought this sounded like either sex or gardening but you had sense enough to keep your mouth shut.  You heard the strangled sound Ted made and knew he was trying not to laugh. 

Then your mother mentioned the possibility that she and your father might try a cooking class vacation. 

“Sounds great, Mom,” Ted said in his “Sincerely Your Son, Ted” voice. 

“Mmm,” you said.  “Speaking of cooking, Mom, I’m thinking of cooking up a back-to-school get-together for my friends.” 

“How nice,” said she. 

“What sort of party?” asked your father, not to be fooled for an instant by soft words and creative segues. 

“Just a few friends,” you say. 

“Define a few,” your father says. 

“Eight to twelve.” 

In fact, if you are able to muster twelve friends, you’ve got friends you didn’t know you had, but you don’t want to explore that with your parents or Ted. 

“That sounds nice,” your mother says, heading off further interrogation.  “You’ll be there, won’t you, Ted?” 

“Count on me,” Ted says heartily, in that same voice. 

“I thought we could cook out,” you let slip, before realizing you are venturing into the land of too much information.  Your mother says, “Be careful.  Wear oven mitts.” 

Your father says, “Use the fire-starting chimney, NOT lighter fluid.” 

“I know,” you say.  Then you let him tell you about the dangers of lighter fluid and how people have crisped themselves squirting it into open flames. 

Then you realize that talking about cooking out has diverted them from their cross-examination mode and you say, “Well, maybe we’ll just do pizza or something.” 

Relieved, your father says, heartily (and sounding disconcertingly Ted-like), “Well, that’s fine, then.  That’s great.” 

You get off the phone before they can think of any more questions or dispense any more advice. 

You think about reassuring them that you won’t burn down the house, but you decide against it. 

Smart boy, that Ducky. 

Okay, okay, you haven’t written all week. 

Oh, sure, you can find the time to write about all the STUFF, the DIRE COMPLICATIONS, the EXTREME DIFFICULTIES of your life.  Those you chronicle faithfully. 

After all, that’s what your journal is about, isn’t it?  Problems.  Previously, mostly other people’s problems. 

So is this progress?  That you have spent days, weeks, hours, hand-cramping aeons [sic] 

worrying about and writing about a problem of your own?  To the point of seeming self-

centered? 

Who knows? 

Or maybe you prefer the problems of other people.  Is that sick, or what?  But you can offer other people:

Sympathy, or

Advice, or

Help. 

With your own life, you realize that sympathy is nice, advice may or may not be useful 

depending on the source, and help? 

Help is not something that necessarily fixes the problem. 

In the end, 

YOU ARE ON YOUR OWN. 

As if you didn’t know that already. 

But enough of this obsession with your problems, Christopher. 

Let’s show this journal the fun side of your life. 

As in:  the party that will soon start. 

As in:  happy endings (or at least, a few pretty good moments, you hope). 

Uh-oh.  Big crash in the kitchen.  Better check it out. 

THE STORY OF TED, 

YOUR BROTHER

THE CRASH TEST DUMMY

So this is the sitcom moment that meets your eyes as you scope out what caused the minor earthquake somewhere in your house. 

Your brother is entangled, in a bad way, with the vacuum cleaner. 

Also a chair, some of a small rug (which is in the vacuum cleaner nozzle), and a former vase of flowers. 

The vacuum is sucking that rug.  Ted is kicking at the vacuum.  The cord of the vacuum is wrapped around one of the chair legs. 

D:  Ted, I don’t think you should be doing that with the vacuum. 

T:  GET THIS OFF ME. 

D:  But how do you really feel? 

T:  I’m warning you, Christopher. 

D:  I feel your pain! 

T:  (unprintable expressions of frustration and vacuum rage)

So you take pity on the guy, walk over, and pull the plug. 

The vacuum spits out the rug. 

You unwrap Ted from its embrace. 

You say, “Ted?  What were you doing?” 

Ted stands up and glares.  Then he rocks your world.  He says, “Well, since you’re having a party tonight, I thought I’d maybe clean up a little.” 

You grab the chair, right it, and collapse into it. 

Ted says, “What?” 

You reject jokes as inappropriate.  Also, you don’t want to discourage Ted.  You settle for, “Okay. 

What happened?” 

Ted shrugs.  “I don’t know.  I was vacuuming.  Then it got the rug.  So I stood on the other end of the rug to hold it down and try to yank it out.  I guess I pulled the rug out from under me.  I’m not sure how the chair got knocked over.  Or the flowers.” 

“It could happen to anyone.”  You are trying SO HARD not to laugh and it is KILLING YOU. 

Td says, “Yeah.  Well, thanks for the help.  I guess I’ll finish up in here and, uh, head out.  You need anything for tonight?” 

“Got it covered,” you assure him.  “But thanks.” 

“Anytime,” he says. 

He waits until you leave to plug in the vacuum again.  You resolve that no matter what happens, you will not go down to the family room again. 

You hope Ted can’t hear you laughing in your room over the sound of the vacuum. 

Maybe you should do a little cleaning too.  Of course, you’ve been trying to impose order on chaos all week, so the task ahead is not too huge. 

You hope. 

A Midparty

Journal Moment

You almost wore the old bowling shirt you wore when you had that unfortunate kiss incident with Sunny. 

But you decided against it.  Too symbolic or something. 

Sunny is not wearing a bowling shirt either.  She still hasn’t found one with her name on it.  She says she’s wearing something even more retro:  an old gym shirt. 

To which Maggie says, “Yuck.” 

Sunny says, “It’s clean.” 

The name embroidered over the pocket is “Elaine.” 

It has snap buttons and no collar. 

You like the look.  Even with someone else’s name over the pocket.  You tell her so. 

She says, “It has shorts to go with it.  But I couldn’t quite see it.” 

“The skirt is better,” you agree. 

Ted is upstairs with some buds, watching movies in his room.  He comes out from time to time. 

His excuse is a trip to the refrigerator for more stomach supplies, but you realize he is also keeping an eye on the party. 

Does he expect it to turn into some kind of major Ted-style blowout? 

He’s in for a disappointment. 

You made it very clear that you did not want your friends telling everyone about a party in a parent-free house. 

You like not having your parents around when you throw a party.  You do not like being 

responsible for what would be left of the house after word got out that you were having a party and not adults were around to spoil the fun. … Fun like puking in the plants and dancing on the tables and driving cars across the lawn and …

Gotta go. 

YAWNS. 

Later

So it was a good party, if you do say so yourself. 

You ate junk food and played Frisbee in the backyard using a glow-in-the-dark Frisbee. 

Amalia and Brendan seem to be getting along better; she no longer moves away when he puts his arm around her. 

At the same time, you suspect that he’s being careful not to be too pushy. 

It’s possible that once Amalia reached for Brendan’s hand for a moment. 

You call a time-out from Frisbee and you go in to make pizzas (edible Frisbees, Sunny points out). 

Sunny takes charge, organizing the ingredients, wrapping people in aprons made out of towels and tablecloths. 

Maggie gets into rolling out the pizza dough on the kitchen table.  “We’re going for the thin crust,” she tells everybody.  “You can taste the flavors better that way.” 

“Chef Maggie,” Dawn teases her and Maggie smiles. 

Sunny puts you in charge of “Vegetables and Sharp Objects.”  That means you have to chop up onions and peppers and even the pitted olives. 

You sit across from Maggie and she talks about her mom a little.  How she’s in treatment.  How the doctors have high hopes.  How she and Zeke visited her briefly and how different she already was.  “Like she knows she has to do this,” Maggie says.  “Like it’s important to her.” 

“Good,” you say. 

“Yeah,” Maggie says.  “It is.” 

Then she puts the dough in the pizza pan (you are a genius — you remembered to buy pizza pans when you bought the dough) and starts on another. 

When the pizzas are done, you pizza out. 

You go back outside, but only Amalia and Brendan have the energy to throw the Frisbee around. 

You sprawl in the grass.  Sunny is next to you.  She says, “I figure we let everybody have ice-cream sundaes in about half an hour.” 

“At least.”  Dawn, who is propped against a tree, groans.  “I didn’t know I could eat so much pizza.  How am I going to eat ice-cream sundaes?” 

Maggie says, “With a spoon!” and cracks up like a little kid. 

You hear Sunny laughing and you turn.  In the half-dark, she smiles at you.  You smile back and relax. 

You and Sunny are still a team.  A good team.  In spite of all the drama of the past few weeks. 

After awhile [sic], you make ice-cream sundaes. 

Dawn glances up as Sunny takes charge of that too.  She smiles, relieved. 

She’s glad you and Sunny are still friends. 

Glad, like you, that your friendship survived this bad time. 

You go outside to wave good night when everyone leaves.  Sunny gives your hand a squeeze. 

“Not bad, Ducky.  Just what we needed.” 

“Ice cream, pizza, and friends,” Maggie adds. 

Brendan says, “Here’s to it, especially the friends part.” 

“Especially,” Maggie echoes. 

“And here’s to this year and everything amazing that is going to happen,” Dawn adds. 

“That too,” Amalia agrees. 

And then they are gone. 

You stand on the front walk until they are gone.  Then you stand there some more. 

You look up at the stars. 

If you wished on a star, you’d wish for friends exactly like these. 

You, Christopher, are one lucky Duck. 
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