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never even pictured him having— Jesus, why don’t I just shut
up?”” I put out my hand, and he clasped it in a brief, irm
grip. “Wonder why Dakota didn't tell me you were coming?’
I thought out loud.

“He didn’t know. I only called a week or so ago, so rm
didn’t have a lot of time to prepare. I haven't seen him for
some time, but I visited here often when I was little.”

“Where you from?”’ . .

“East Coast,” he said. “A little town just outside Harris-
burg. That’s in Pennsylvania.”

I smiled. “I just got out of high school,” I said. “I know
where Harrisburg is. And Baton Rouge, and Pierre, and Provi-
dence.”’ o

He laughed back. “And Augusta, and Tallahassee. I didn’t
just get out of high school, but state capitals are about all that
sticks with you from those days. That and chemistry valences.”

This guy had just summed up my whole school experience,
though my transcript indicates chemistry valences didn't stick.

liked him, though something made me uneasy. “Right.
Don’t they know if you're ever in any of those cities, you'll
see the statehouse and know it’s the capital?”

He laughed. Then he said straight out, ““You're the guy who
lost his girlfriend.”

Caught off guard and pretty much speechless, I no longer
liked him.

“You don’t want to talk about it.”” He said it as a statement
of fact. . .

“That’s not it, exactly,” 1 said, partially recovered. Then:
“Yeah, I guess that is it.”

“Well, if you want to, sometime, not necessarily now, I'd
like it if you talked about it with me.”
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I'said thanks but didn't really mean it. This guy didn’t know
me. I barely knew his name. You don't Just walk up to some-
body and cram a hot branding iron into his tenderest part be-
fore you even know if he has a dog or where he’s going to -
college or if he’s a vegetarian or something, and I resented that.
No wonder Dakota hadn’t told me about him; he was probably
embarrassed. I snatched a wet rag from the back sink and began
wiping off the bar, pretending to ignore Darren sitting on a
stool at the end of it. Then I decided to hell with manners and
punched up a few country tunes on the Wurlitzer. That should
send him hightailing it back where he came from.

Emmy Lou came on first, singing her sweet dreams, with
Patsy Cline right behind her, singing exactly the same tune.
Old Rob Simes and Nolton Brubaker near to killed each other
one night just before closing time, trying to settle who sings
the sweetest dreams. Nolton won the fight, so that put Emmy
Lou up one, but if you listen close, it’s hard to pick. Patsy’s
got some heart. Plus she gets a few points for singing it first.
And probably a few more for dying young.

Anyway, I stuck in some Hank Williams, Jr., and George
Jones and Merle Haggard to let him know what kind of a
tough corral he’d done rode into and got on back to my work.

“You're angry,” he said.

I looked up, faking surprise. ““Huh?”

“You're angry. I offended you when I asked about your girl.”

“No, I'm not angry,” I said. I can be so chickenshit some-
times. I swore that I'd quit doing that when Becky died, that I'd
be honest no matter what it took, because you never know
when you won't have the chance to go back and tell the truth.
“I'm just in a hurry to get my stuff done, that's all. I'm not
mad.”

Ty
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“Then why are you punishing me with that?’” he said, nod-
ding toward the jukebox. ‘It was an offense, but it wasn't a
felony.”

I smiled and dropped my rag on the bar. “Okay,” I said.
“I'm a little sensitive, I guess. A lot. Nobody I knew ever died
before. And I didn’t handle it so great if you want to know
the truth. I mean, I trashed her funeral, yelled a lot of bad
things about God, really messed up some people’s heads. . . .”
In my mind I saw my best friend and my worst enemy, a
hand under each arm, helping me out of the church through
the stunned silence of the congregation. That's how crazy it
was.

Darren put up a hand. “You don’t have to explain anything
to me. ! just wanted you to know I knew about her so you
wouldn't be careful around me. We're going to be working
together and all. I know a little bit about death.”

I let his last sentence pass, wondering why Dakota had told
him. Is that how people refer to me now? That guy? Oh, that's
Louie Banks. His girlfriend died. . . .

Darren asked me to show him around, so I reached around
the back of the Wurlitzer and kicked the volume down a cou-
ple pegs, then gave him the grand tour—which lasts maybe
ten minutes—through the back storage coolers and into the
narrow opening off the end of the bar where Dakota keeps
all the beer nuts and pickled things, like eggs and pigs’ feet
and jalapeno peppers. If it don’t go down easy, pickle it.

He told me he was twenty-five years old and that he went to
college at Penn State for two years before deciding to take a
break and travel around the counury for a while, till he could
decide what he wanted to do in the world and quit wasting his
tuition on Early Tibetan Philosophies and Creative Uses for Nu-
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clear Waste, which I don’t think is really a class but made the
point. I told him I was almost eighteen and headed for a littie
college up in eastern Washington called Clark State, where I
had a partial scholarship to run cross-country. He said since he
dropped out of the university, his parents weren't exactly ec-
static about the way he was living his life and had written him
out of his inheritance, which was one reason he came clear
across the country to see Dakota. Dakota was never real close
to his parents anyway, Darren said, even though Darren’s dad
was Dakota’s half brother. He said the inheritance was worth
probably more than a million dollars, but it didn’t mean much
anymore. I said it was hard to imagine a million dollars not
meaning much, that I could be written out of my parents’ will
and never know the difference, given what they had to put in
it, but that they stood by me in the very worst of times. I said I
didn’t know if that was better than a million dollars, but it had
to be the next best thing.

He said it was the best thing. Then he told me about his
death sentence. Darren had AIDS.

What I did is I panicked. I did my all-time sloppiest cleaning
job and left before I found out any of the things I would want
to know later: like did Dakota know, and how long did he
have, and how could I get him to stay away from me if he was
going to die because that was just what had happened to me
already. Darren must have seen how messed up I was, because
he backed way off and didn't say anything more except to ask
me not to tell anybody. I said okay, because how could I say no,
but God, I knew I'd end up telling somebody, because AIDS isn't
something you just get, like flu. How you get it is the thing. I
instantly knew why I'd felt uneasy before; his elegance was
something I normally associated with someone who's a homo.

133
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So who do you talk to about that? Zovoa« I knew. I did

know I wanted to. get as. far from himm as'I could. I'd had

about all the death I needed for a while, and %3\3@ knows
you stay as far away from faggots'as you can. _

So I'lay in my bed that night, long after midnight, twisting
and turning so much the sheets almost mummified me, re-
pulsed by what I thought about Umﬂmb\. .mdm;gw,v&m. a little
ashamed because I thought it, because this voice in Bm kept

saying, ““Hey, this'guy is dying, .mumv:_.o" Hugmwéwmﬁ else is going

on, still, he’s dying,” and I knew a :Em bit mwoﬁ how final that
is. Those mixed-up thoughts got me Q:SWEm too much about
Becky; which created so :Enr mECmQ T wbmS I wouldn't get
one bitmore sleep, mma the ow:\ Eim to Qo Smm getup and run.

My family Qomm: get &m:dmm msﬁbo%.!g try to stop
me—when I run in the middle of the night, though my little
sister calls me Night Speed and asks in front of my friends
whether I wear a cape. Night runs have been my common
practice since the funeral, and 52\ think it’ s ‘what 1 ao to
keep my head on MQEWE 539 is noﬁonﬁ

The moon was nearly full, and I imﬁnw@a 5< mmapa shadow
skim over the vo&ﬁm& Emnfo,@ ms\mﬁnrﬁm the three miles to-
ward the river @:Qmm where Becky crashed that day. I've
never told mbwcomw nﬁmi%mommm think I'm crazy enough as it

is—but I'still talk to her mowdmsgmm dum reason I loved her
so much-—besides that she was rmmnvﬁ.nmw pretty—was that
she made sense in ways most adults in my life don’t. She was
less cautious—ready to take risks-—and she always saw things

from a simpler perspective. Plus she stood up for herself,

which is the hardest thing for me. Christ, after Coach Led-
necky ordered a killer hit on Kevin Washington to put him
out of the Salmon River game because he was afraid one
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player—one black player—would wreck our perfect season, it
must have taken me fifty attempts to quit: I wanted to be on
the football team so bad 1 kept forgetting what I believed in.
Quit. Want back. Quit. Want back. You'd have thought some-
one nailed one of my feet to  the ground: and whipped me
with a quirt. But Becky stood. right up and said what she
thought, and that helped me finally stick to it, and it's the
main reason I still talk to her; because I can listen to her voice
and then steal her words for myself-and sometimes it works
because her words have so much integrity.

So have me committed. I hear voices.

What I said to:Becky, and I'm- not"proud of it, was this:
“So what if this guy’s:a faggot? So -what do'T do. then?*”

I think it’s good to ask a dead person-about someone who's
going to die. Becky didn’t answer. That should have meant
something.

After the night of my B_QEQE run H m<oamn U&Hmz E% he
had AIDS. I hated wzoiﬁm his m<SnE meﬁ mbm I resented the
hell out of him for telling me-—like I Emm mcw@omma Lo do some-
thing about it. I began Qmm:_:m mvm msﬁwwoﬁ at odd hours
when I was pretty sure he EG:ES ;m there, or I’ m take Carter
with me so Darren siocEz t have a chance to talk. He pever
pushed, but ﬂoﬁngﬁ st Q see ES Eowﬁm at me in a way that
made me do a major- Nmmm:m 5:55 Ooa I Emuﬁna him to go
back where he came ?95 For one 55@ Srmﬂ does it mean
when some homo likes w\o:u Just ask anyone.

S0 what do ya mmbw of my nephew?”” Dakéta came down
early that day, caught me sneaking around cleaning at 6:00
AM. He couldn’t have had more than three and a half hours’
sleep.



Fover in it from him doing that. One of his hands
is a hook. “Yeah. He says vou're keepin’ clear of him.” .

I looked away, stacking dirty glasses from a tray beneath
the bar, while my face burned and my heart hammered. I

can’t lie to Dakota. When Becky died, he saw me naked.

Dakota came in the side door of the Buckhorn. We were
two hours past my having completely trashed Becky's funeral,
screaming at the big-city preacher who didn't even know her,
cursing God Himself before the horrified eyes and ears of the
congregation. Dakota would have been well within the con-
fines of decent human behavior to kick my butt across the bar
and back. But he looked to my pain. ''Figured that must be
vou, ' he said, “Want some company?’’

I nodded. *"Yeah, 1 guess I do.

He stood there in the doorway and just looked at me. Fi-
zl,:\ he said, "“Louie, it ain't safe.’

“You're right," I said, ‘it isn't. I gotta tell you, Dakota,

£

'don't get it. Man, what did Becky ever do to get killed? What

did any of us ever do? It just ain’t right.
“Nope, " he said. "It ain’t right, that's for sure.

re

‘o

re

For only the second time sivice she died, I burst inio tears.
My chest heaved, and snot ran from my nose in ropes. “'It's
I said. “"Where's God, Dakota? Where is He?'’

ri

Just not fair,

said, " ain't educated much; but [ listen pretty
L see pretty good, and one thing I'm sure of is that if.
that ain't His job. He ain’'t up there to load the

y or the other.”" He paused, thinking, and his voice.
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went sofi. ""Boy, if you come through this, you'll be a man.
There's one thing that separates a man from a boy the way [ see
i, and it ain't age. It's seein’ how life works so you don't get
surprised all the time and kicked in the butt. It's knowin' the
rules. '’

"“The rules,”” I said. ““How can you know the damn rules?
They keep changing.’

“Naw, they don't,"" he said. "“It's just that you have to learn
the new ones as you go. That's the hard part. Learnin’ the new
riles when they show theirselves. You go on blamin’ God, you
get no place. You got to understand that the reason some things
happen is just because they happen. That ain’t a good reason,
but that's it. You put enough cars and trucks and motorcycles on

- the road, and some of 'em gomna run into each other. Not cer-
tain ones neither. Just the ones that do. This life ain't partial,
boy. "’ .

As I started out the door, he stopped me. ''Louie."
“Yeah?''
“If you was walkin’ in the middle of the road an’ you saw

a big ol’ truck comin’ right at ya, you wouldn't stop an’ ask

the Lord to get you out of the way, would ya?’’

"No."" Isaid. "'I'd probably just get off the road."”

“Well then, don't be goin’ askin’ Him. to get ya out of the wa y
of all the other crap that's comin’ at ya.'" He held up his hook
and looked at it. "*You go on an’ take care of it yourself. "

Dakota lives in my soul. To my credit, I didn't try to lie 1o
him about Darren. “Yeah, I guess I am keeping clear of him.
You know why?”

’

“Tell me.
“Do you know about him, Dakota?”

’

“Tell me.
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“He’s sick.”

“Bet he told you not to tell me Emﬁ

“He did, but—"

“Did you tell him you'd keep quiet?””

““Yeah, but—Dakota, I don’'t know what to do.”

“Well, if you said you’'d wmmm pEQ woc should keep quiet.”

“But—""

He nodded slowly, scratching the end of his nose with the
hook. Someday he’s going to slip. “It’s a test, Louie. He asked

ya not to tell. Ain’t many Emmmm that cow is mm;,m You must

know that.”

“So you know?””

Tis eyes said ‘yes, but he didn’t nod or speak.

“Can you tell me how—" . ;

Dakota shook his head. “Nope. I said I'd keep quiet.”

Frustration clogged my throat. One of the worst things ever
would be losing Dakota. “Dakota, I don’t know what to do!”

“Ain’t much precedent for it,”” he said. “Leastways not
around here. Guess you do what you want.”

10 |

“Louie. Anything you wanna know you got to ask him. I
got no better ideas than you ‘cept to tell the truth.””

“Jesus, why me?"”’

“Same reason your girlfriend died,” he said.

Just because. An accident of time and space.

I entered the back door of the Buckhomn at 8:00 a.m., back
ont my normal schedule, and punched up some Waylon and
Willie, turning the volume up so Darren couldn’t help but
know I was alone. He'd already heard Carter tell me he’d take
wire snips to the cord if [ Em%ng that shit in 4is presence. My
palms sweated so bad the broom kept slipping from my grasp,
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but I danced it across the floor behind broken glass and
chicken bones and peanut shells and pickled pepper stems
like it was just another normal day.

“Hey, friend, how’ve you been?” He stood in the doorway
to the stairs leading up to his room.

I locked up. “Okay. How ‘bout you?”

“Some up, some down, I guess,” he said. ‘“This disease
doesn’t give M\oﬂ much warning.” He looked to the Wurlitzer
and smiled. ““Your heroes really always been cowboys?”’

“Not always,”” 1 said,  wondering what Roy Rogers would
think of me being alone in a semidark bar with a man of
questionable sexual preference. ‘“For a while there some of
them were fighter. pilots.”” I paused a minute, staring at my
broom, then said, “Look man, I'm sorry. You told me you
have AIDS and I ran away. I should have stayed and at least
talked about it.”" i

He said, "It was a pretty normal response. I'm dying. And
I'm dying in an ugly way. Not many people want to have
anything to do with that.”

I said, “Yeah, well, that ain t m: It-would help to know .

“How I got it?”

I took a deep breath. :moS you got it.”

His eyes leveled on mine. “I'm: gay. I got it having anal
intercourse with another gay man who was infected.”

Dakota would call that a “sludge hammer to the chest.” I'd
promised myself to be cool, but: I hadn’t expected anything
about anal. I know I stood there looking about as stupid as
is possible for a human being to look, and I know it was only
shock that kept me from hightailing it again.

He said, “T don’t have time for anything but the truth,
Louie. Would you rather I were an intravenous drug user?”
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I hated to admit it, but yes.

“Car’'t help you,” he said. “I've always taken good care of

idn't want any bad stuff in it.” He shook his head

body. D

p—

my

and smiled. “Nice try, huh?

i leaned the broom against the bar. By now Waylon m.wg
willie were headed for Luckenbock, Texas, and 1 wished I
were with them.

He smiled again, but his lip quivered. “I'm pretty scared,
Louie.”

“Why’'d vou come here?”

He hesitated. “I'd like to talk about this with you, I really
would. Bur this is a small town, and my uncle would lose
this place in a flash if anyone knew about me—about the
AIDS. I wasn’'t going to tell anyone but Uncle Gene, but after
he told me how special you were—everything you'd gone
through—and I met you, well, I had to try. There’s something
about you. . .. Your girlfriend died, and I thought that gave
us—I thought it made vou like me in some way, you know,
closer to death. I was involved in a support network back in
Pennsylvania, and that helped a lot; but things got no ﬂmg
with my folks I just couldn’t stay. It was as if I got sick just
to shame them. I couldn’t stand them looking at me like 1
was—like I'was so dirty.’”’ He took a breath, began to go on,
but stopped. 1 have to know you're not going to tell anyone.
If you are, give me a week, and I'll get out of here. 1 have to
know. People around me have just been in too much pain—"'

“Y won't E:\.: I said, and I knew this tdme I wouldn't.
Then Darren 1old me what it was like to have AIDS, 10
wake up every morning wondering whether this would be

the day you'd start sliding for the last time into that pich-
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black pit that sucks all your energy dry and leaves you with
nothing but open sores your body has no power to heal, or
to walk around in a world knowing if the people on the sireet
could Jook one millimeter under your skin and see your dis-
ease—or just your pain and fear—they’d whirl away in dis-
gust. And he told me about keeping hope going, how
sometimes he could do it merely by feeling an evening breeze
brush his face or putting his feet in the cool water up at the
lake or watching Dakota tend bar as if he had three hands
instead of one. “Any little thing that seems magic,”” he said.
“That'll do it sometimes. I've never been so scared, Louie, but
I've never soared like this either.”

But the worst thing he told me, at least the worst in my
book, is that no one ever touched him anymore. No one who
knew—who ‘cared about him—ran his fingers through Dar-
ren’s hair or patted him on the back or shook his hand. ““Most
people know you can't get it that way,” he said, “but it’s far
too ugly for them to take a chance.”” He was quiet a moment,
looking into my eyes, and I got nervous. “Don'’t worry,” he
said. “I won't ask you to touch me. I know why people don't
do that. I know about fear.”

~ There’s something about you. . . . 1 wished I could have just
listened to his story, but what was the something? Something
that made gay people like me? I took health class. I knew
about latent homosexuality and all that."God, you try to be
nice to somebody. . .. The last thing I needed to think about
was something about me.

“Look at this,” Darren said, carefully removing a long blan-
ket from the top shelf in his closet. 1 stood next 1o the win-
dow in his tiny room above the Buckhorn, as far from him

141
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as I could get and still be in the room. I mean, what would
happen when people finally figured out he was gay and then
somebody found out I'd been in his room?

He unrolled the blanket to reveal what appeared to be an im-

maculately cared-for deer rifle. The d_mu.ms\..o.,on stock was oiled
and finished with such care the grain actually seemed to have
depth, and the light through the tiny window facing Main
Street glinted off the dark blue steel of the barrel like a laser
point*- _ _ o |

I said, ““That is a good-looking gun.” |

“Would you like to go try her out?”’ he asked. I haven't
had it out of the closet sinice I got here.”

I looked away. o . .

“Oh, hey,” he said. “I understand. You have your friends.
You'vé been spénding too much time with me. . .. Louie, are
you afraid I'm going to make a .B,owm on M\oﬁ_,.u;.,

“WHhat? No, of course not,” I lied. _

“You are, aren’t you?"’ - |

“No. 1 mean; maybe I thought—"

He shook his head. “Jesus, Louie, I have AIDS. If I had
sexual relations with anyone, it could kil them. I would never
do that.”

I stared at him, silently, and felt foolish.

“Besides,” he said, smiling, “you’re ugly. Give me some
credit for taste.” -

“Actually,” I said, “that’s only part of it.” I looked again
to the rifle. It was beautiful. ““See, I'm not much one for guns.
I was born in the wrong part of the country. I just can’t shoot
things. I tried it once, but there was this chipmunk—" 1
laughed. I just don’t have the stormach for it, that’s all.
Coach said that was what [ was missing in football.”

:Hrms you'll love this,” he said. “‘Here.” And he handed it
carefully to me. “Look down the scope.”

1 &m» m.:ébm out .,%m window, above the. buildings across
the street, and out onto the North Fork of %m,mmwm:m_ Aflock
of greenheads skied to a stop- on the glassy expause of the
river, more than a mile away. They appeared to be landing
on the end of the barrel. T said; “Jesus, that's a powerful
scope. Where’d you get that?””

“Pull the trigger,” he said.

I looked up at him, then back down the scope. ““No,
thanks. My daddy told me don’t play with guns.” | _

“Go ahead,” he said, “pull it.”

[Hooked up again, and the crazy idea jumped into my mind
that he B.ﬁrh be mw.oon.z.bm me _Ho,mwoom him. Ew,m when the
nSm_.mmﬂn .mua he couldn’t stand it mzﬁdowm, Jesus, being
mSﬁnn. this guy just kept offering up more and more shitty pos-
sibilities. ,

He smiled. “I'm not messing with you, Louie. Go ahead,
pull the trigger. You won’t hurt anything.”

I squeezed. Click! whrrrrr.

“Pull it again,” he said.

Click! whrrrrrr.

“Isn’t that great?”” he said. His smile En ear to ear. “It’s a
cantera.’’

I 5&63@. the rifle from my cheek and examined it carefully,
then vnosmwﬂ it again to my shoulder and @C.:mq the trigger.
“You're getting a lot of pictures of the top of that building,”
Darren said, pointing to the Chief Café across the street.

I said, “Jesus Christ, it is a camera. Why-—""

“Because there are parts of Pennsylvania where hunting is
as big as it is here. 1 got tired of people using the fact I don't



like to kill things to prove I was a faggot. So I cut my losses.
Cost me a bundle, but it was worth it. It would have cost far

rack.

less, but I had 1o buy a pickup so I could mount a
Then I bought a red and black plaid jacket and cp:vgﬁ cap
that said, ‘God, Guns, and Guts Made America Great’ and by
golly, I was one of the guys.” He looked over the rifle with
pride. “And I'm getting to be a pretty darn good wildlife pho-
tographer, too.” He looked down. ““At least I was. Let's go. If
you like it, maybe I'll leave it to you.”

“No, I couldnt~—""

Darren put up his hand and smiled. “Don’t hurt my feel-

ings, man. I'm dying, remember?”’

I crouched forward, leaning into my wide receiver’s stance

as Carter Sampson stood beside me with the ball, taking a

1 B3 ¢
rnake-believe snap. “Hut one, hut two, hut three . . . and !
drove down five steps, hard, and cut across the middle, The

ball touched my fingertips, and I cut again instantly upfield.

Nice on I said. “You're gonna be too good to believe,
Cart. The U. doesn’t know what a deal they got”” I flipped
the ball back 1o him.

I loved working out with Carter. We had spent all of last

suminer-—the surmmer before our senior year—running laps

{ sprints, lifting weights, and running countless pass
patterns. It was to be my year, two years of bench time about
10 pay off. By the end of the sumuner Carter knew my every

move, could float the ball into my hands with his eyes dosed.

and wing

And he was my best friend, the kind of friend who could and

would have taken me right to the top with him.
Then, in the second game of the year, Coach Lednecky or-

dered a

chickenshit hit on Salmon River's black big-city-
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transfer superstar, and I got moral. So much for Louie Banks's
run at the NJF.L.

But when it was all said and done, and I looked back, the
games were never it anyway. It was those summer workouts
with Carter. Out on the field under the hot summer sun in my
shorts and cleats with my best friend, who was a bona fide su-
perstar, running pass routes and dropping for push-ups and sit-
ups and planning our lives. That’s what it was really all about
for me. Later, when I became accustomed to my role as Louie
Banks, the Guy Without the Stomach for It, I looked back, and
the best part was still there. And here we were again, getting
Cart ready for the U. I think I'll do just fine in the world never
being great if I can just touch greatness once in a while.

““Sideline,” Carter said. **All the marbles.”” He crouched into
the position, “Hut one ... hut two ... hut three . . .” and I
angled for the sideline, meeting it about ten yards out, then
sprinting for the goal line. Carter dropped back—danced a little
for show-—patiently waiting for me to cover the distance, and
unloaded. The ball dropped perfectly into my outstretched fin-
gertips as I crossed the goal line. What a magical arm on that
guy.

“Where you been the past couple of weeks?” he asked as
I flipped him the ball

“Right here. Remember me? Louie Banks, slowest wide re-
ceiver to ever siop a Carter Sampson bullet with his bare
hands?”

“I meant nights.”

“Just around, I guess.”” I felt embarrassed. ““Been hanging
out with Dakota’s nephew some. Till he goes to work. Why?
You been getting off early? Wanna-.do something?””
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“Naw, I'm still working late. I just heard you vnab hanging |

out with that guy.”

“Darren?”’ _

:,.moa just better be careful, buddy.” | .

“Careful of what?” When in doubt, play stupid. | N

:m,mbww M don’t know whether you’ve figured it out or not,
but Dakota’s nephew is a faggot.” | .

“What? You really think so?”" It's hard for me to lie to Car-
ter; A.Um\m my best friend, but I promised. At least he didn't
know the other part. Yet. o o

“Come on, Louie. Look at the way he moves. ho,ow at the
way he talks. You ever see him with anyone? A girl, I mean?”’

“Sampson, this is Trout, Idaho. I _rmswmp seen you with a
girl all summer either, but that doesn’t _Smmu.%oc@m a faggot.
It just means there aren’t many girls Wmmn._ The guy’s twenty-
five years old. Who's he going to go oz:SE.u:

Carter looked away, like he always aonm when he thinks
I'm being a dumbshit. “Okay, Banks. u,cm.ﬁ remember [
warned you, all right?”

“All right.”” I was disappointed, having thought I could get
through all this without losing anything. But what did expect?
Up until just a few weeks ago, when I walked the backwoods
with Darren and his trusty 30.06 deer camera, learning to look.

at life for the last time, sucking in everything around him that .

smelled of mystery—and sharing it with me—a homosexual

was just about the worst thing a guy could be. Homo. Switch

hitter. Queer. Queen. Faggot. And some so bad [ won't say
them.

But he was just Darren. When I didn’t have to worry about
what anyone else was thinking, he was just a funny, sad guy
with a chest bulging with the kind of courage I hoped to have
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someday. In the face of death he could hold w.ﬂ,mmmw and .H_mw..,m
a perfect shot. He never made anything that felt like a pass at
me, and he liked animals. And God. he was ‘going to die.

I'wondered what it must be like to be called those names
when you're going to die. It would be bad msmvmwm if you ,Sx...ﬁn.
going to live. Maybe those names could make you want to
die. Who knows? I sure didn't want to get into w..&;& my
best friend, though, and what I thought was this: If I keep
spending time with him, I could lose Carter. I've seen that
look in his eye before, and it’s not one .woc _mﬂ_mﬁm _.,.iE. Hmmb_
Darren would be dead and my friend would be m,o_bn. Boy,
nothin’ comes cheap.

I ran patterns for another half hour or mo\...cg:. I was really
bushed; but we didn’t talk much, mbnA.H could feel a thin wall
going up between us, which scared me .H,do?. than anything.
I think when somebody important in your life dies, you get
afraid to lose anyone else, and Carter was one of the few peo-
ple who stuck with me through all the craziness of my last
year, when I must have looked like the biggest bozo this side
of Ringling Brothers. I was so afraid of losing him, hating to
think om.,,z&a&m without someone as fine as Carter Samp-
son—or Becky Sanders—in my comer. One down o

I tried desperately the rest of that afternoon to catch every
pass, as if that would help maintain our connection, because
the look in Carter’s eye had been rma.g\vmd..,mm. wwE that
word faggot, and I knew Darren’s sexual preference ,Smm,,b@ a
point Carter was willing to compromise on. I didn’t under-
stand yet that Darren’s sexual preference Hmnimm& no .85@3-
mise, that it was none of .mm:mm Sampson’s business. But in
one way I was no better because I hadn’t accepted it either.
I just blocked it out, didn’t think about it
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arter plopped on the grass next to the steel frame of the
sled and dug into his workout bag, drew our a large
boule of Gatorade, offered it 1o me,

Itook a long swig and handed it back. “"Look,” I said, :%9.“
might be right about Darren. I don’t know. But he's Q.Wm%. I
mean, he’s not wying anything with me, and he’s kind of
lonely, okay?” .

nmnmm locked at me that way he does, without speaking,
and took a long drink.

“Better stay away from him, buddy.” |
“Maybe you're right,”” 1 said, and ar that moment U&Eﬁg
I would simply avoid Darren for the rest of the mEd.N..sw,m. No
way [ could afford o lose Carter, mba.‘ besides, i rmﬂmmw
thought he was gay, then so did a lot of other guys, mzww
didn’t need everyone thinking that about me. Not along with
evervthing else. A
“1 am right,” he said back. “You're my friend. I don't give

my friends bad advice.” He stood to walk to his car,

AIDS didn't tarry. On the afternoon of July 19, two days
after my birthday, I came home from my second job-—pump-
ing mmw at Norm's service station—to find a message on
Mom's answering machine: “Hey. Loule. Haven't seen you
for a while. Look, I'm up in the county hospital for a while.
Why don’t you come up and see me if you get a chance?”
There was no mistaking Darren’s voice. [ mean, in one sense
Carter was right: He did sound like what you think of as gay.
Stereotype or not, that’s what he sounded like.

God, [ didn’t want to go. My commitment to Carter aside, the
remembrance of death was so fresh I could almost smell it, plus

&)

: A tictirec in the raner ta
Fd seen enough news stories on TV and pictures in the paper to

know some of the bad things AIDS usually does before it lers
¥ou go, and I was really afraid to see that up close. But because
of last winter, I knew there isn’t any time to hesitate or be
squeamish about death. It comes when it wants, and whether
you're the one going or the one staying, you better have your
shit in order, or you're going to wind up hating yourself for all
you wish you'd done. A day hasn’t gone by that I didn’t wish
I'd said one more thing to Becky, or touched her one more
time, or told her who she was to me.

[ should have parked around _vmnW out of sight of the main
road, but I pulled up directly in front of the main entrance.
The rooms are small, and Darren was back by himself all the
way'at the end of the hall behind the front desk. There were
probably only three or four other patients in the whole place.
I remember wondering if they put him back there in case any-
one in town figured out why he was in there, so nobody
would have to go by his room.

The worst part is nobody touches you.

“Hey, man,” I said at the doorway, “how you doin’?”

“Been better,” he said.

I'stood there, nodding my head.

He said, ““Come on in. I'm no more contagious than [ ever
was."” ,

“What happened?”” A

“Sometimes it just comes after you,” he said. “Any little old
germ just has its way. You have nothing to fight back with."’

I knew Darren couldn’t have lost much weight in such a
short time, but he looked like he’d dropped about fifreen
pounds, most of it around his eyes. I walked on into the room
and sat in a metal chair beside his bed.

“Guess I don't look so hot, huh?”
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I shook my head. “"Not so hot.”:
He said, “Tell me about Becky.”

“What do you want to know?”

“I want to know what it’s like to be left behind, what hap-

pens to the people who don‘t die. I'm worried about Emﬁmg
ple I'love.” R

No time for anything but the truth. “Well, it Ucnm% H said. A
lot. You get angry that you didn’t do m<m@.,5mm thing just right
when the person was alive, and you get angry at the vmwmon %,cw
dying. It’s crazy, I know, but you do. And m.oﬂmmﬁmm %oa w,mﬁ
everybody in the world who isn't feeling as chﬁ,.wmwn as you
are, and as much as anything you hate God, R %oc.,,n,mﬁ wz.: be-
lieve in Him, for not stepping up and fixing things.”

Darren looked up at the ceiling, and there @mwn tears in the
corners of his eyes. *“That’s not how I want it to be,” he said.

I remembered Dakota’s words 1o me and said, “Well, Dar-
ren, that's the way it is.” . , .

He was quiet a minute. Then he looked over at me and took
a deep breath. He said, *“Louie, would you hold my hand?”

To this day, I hate myself for what I almost said. I almost
said no. And it wasn’t because I was afraid I'd get AIDS. It
was the other reason. But I love myself for what I did say. 1
said yes. I said yes, and I reached over and put his hand be-

tween both of mine. It was real awkward, and I know he-

probably felt that; but I did it. And I'm glad because now I
don’t have to look back and wish.

It’s funny. It's almost as if we weren’t in Trout anymore.
Nothing inside that room was like anything else in my life.
As I sat with his fingers sandwiched in mine, I thought
igain about what it must be to go through the last part
>f your life without being touched. Especially if it happened
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when you were only twenty-five. w..mQQ and M, Wuﬁ.ﬁocnrmm
each other all the time. T don’t know how I could live
now if we hadn’t, -

I told Darren about all the good memoties I had of Becky
and how I'd get together with her dad once in awhile and .
just talk about her-—how we kept the w_oo.m .ﬁmimm about her.
alive by mentioning them, how people who die can actually
stay alive through the people who cared about them m...sm
learned things from them. I told him 1T still E..NWQM to UQ. And
I promised I would talk about him, too. o _

Then I looked up and saw Carter standing in the doorway.
He said, *“I saw your car. .,

Instinctively I jerked my hands free from Darren’s, but it
was too late. Carter grimaced and shook his head, then
walked away. Darren opened his eyes in time to see Carter’s
back, and I think he sank a little. If there’s one thing I could
change about all that happened, it would be that .u.EEmE.,

I'saw Darren one more time before they ”anmwmﬂ,ﬂma him to
the hospital in Boise, though he &.au;_,.mmm,,_&m. T went for a
visit; but Dakota was there, and I m.m.mm@_.imuio interrupt, so
I'stood in the doorway. Dakota was up on .,m.u._m, mn@.«i& him,
his grizzled old arms m_uoc.nm.Ummﬂnb\m,.mrocﬁmh@ .maﬁ he was
kKind of petting Darren’s head with his w.o_mm hand.

... really scared, Uncle Gene. .mwn@.mnmggﬁ: _

“You'd be damn fool not to be.” o

“I'wish I could clear things up with goSmdg Dad.”

“Some things are just too hard,” Dakofa said. ‘ @E:, daddy
just don’t have the heart for it. He’s gonna be real sorty, boy,
an’ I'll sure tell him what you wanted for him.”

“He just couldn’t understand about me mﬁ:m gay. I tded to
tell him-—



“1 don't understand it meither,” Dakota said, “but it ain't
The point is you're blood. An’ you're sick. Ar
good boy. Somebody oughta rap your daddy one

cad, but I don't reckon ir’d do much geod.”

Darren shifted a bit to get more comfortable, his eyes still

closed. “About Louie .

Dakota looked up at me in the deorway. He’d known I was
there all along. "Louie’ll be fine,” he said. “That’s not a boy
vou need 1o worry about.”

Darren relaxed. ’See that he gets the camera, okay?”

“Done”
“Tell bim if he gets tred of talking to Becky, he can talk

Confusion passed briefly over Dakota’s face, but he said,
“1'H tell him.”

“Uncie Gene, I wish I understood this. I only learned I was
gay a memnww of years ago, and then, before I even got to deal
with that, I was sick, and now I'm almost gone. I've been a
Christan all my life and a pretty good person, I think. I
haven’t stolen, or lied more than the next guy, o.d.nvmmmmmm

anyone out of much. There are all these things I was sup-
posed to learn, and it just feels like I need more time to learn
them, but I'm not going to be here.”

From across the room I saw Dakota smile. “You're geitin’
the crash course,” he said. I think there’s only one lesson if

you want the wuth. 1 think we're just supposed to see how
far we can go in whatever time we get. I figure a lesson you
learn on the last day of your life is as good as one you learn

. It don't much matter when vou step

on 'y rth birthdas

5

up and face things. It just matters that you do. I guess your
time’s here for that.”

Darren was strangely quiet then, for what seemed like mi-
hutes. Just when I thought he must have gone to sleep, he
opened his eyes and looked at Dakota. “Vou're right,”” he said.
“That’s all there is left: to see how far I can get. I need to experi-
ence every minute of it, no matter how scared I am.’” He was
@EQ a moment more. Then he smiled. ““In that second before

' go, I'll know something almost nobody else knows.” He
ciosed his eyes. “Will you stay with me, Uncle Geng?'

Dakota held him tight, and it’s the only time ever that
5aw a tear in his eye. He told me later it was an honor to
walk 1o the edge with a true hero.

Darren silently cried himself to sleep; but he was still smil-
ing, and Dakota stayed. I went to my pickup and drove to
the woods.

“Long time,” I said, stepping from the pickup. I reached
into the bag in the back and pulled out a football, flipping it
to Carter,

“Yeah,”” he said.

“You quit throwing for a while?"

He looked right at me. “Nope. w@m: throwin® 10 Mark
Robeson some. A little to Boomer.” -

“Boomer. You must really be pissed at me."”"

"I told you that Darren guy was a fag,” he said.

“I already knew it

Carter shook his head. “Now we all find out he had AIDS.
I suppose you knew that, too.””

“Yup.”

“Man, Banks. I don't get vou, | Evamg we were supposed
to be fijends.”
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