
The Limousine
BY EVAN MORGAN WILLIAMS

T
Xhose were primordial days, when they tested bombs en the wind

and we watched the roiling cloud from the ridge top, not understand-
ing, but not asking, either. We piled into the station wagon and drove
back to Las Vegas, my mom eager to check her roast, my cousin Sarah
to gab on the phone, and I to play with my pals. After supper, the eve-
ning air tumed cool, and the grown-ups came out with cigarettes and
beer to talk about the latest blast as though it were a fireworks display,
while we played on brown lawns, sparing Mr. Thompson his memo-
ries of the war by staging good versus evil in a land of cowboys and
Indians safely in the past. No place to hide^ though: shadeäess streets
were lined with saplings as new to their role as we to ours..

Everything that needed to be known was known. Tract houses in
three models met every desire. The roofs were red, the siding was
white, the sky was blue, and the bomb shelter door was gray. Cotton
dresses billowed on clotheslines, grabbing at a breeze that found no
other resistance. Undergarments were called, with finality, unmention-
ables; we spied on Debbie Jones pinning up the laundry, and as Bobby
Thompson pointed out her camisole and petticoat, I accused him of
making up those words. Later, Debbie disputed the words Corregidor
and Guadalcanal—Mr. Thompson had staggered inside early, and we
did play war, boys versus girls, seeking cover behind the spindly trees
while the evening sun cast long, barren, unsecret shadows.

Into this absence of mystery, my dad brought home a shiny black
limousine.

We heard it blocks away, the throaty chum of a V-8 and a smooth
automatic transmission. We were reenacting the Battle of the Bulge,
the street our theater of war, but we froze, and Bobby let a grenade—a
baseball—roll by. Debbie and the girls, consigned to be Germans, lay
down their pop guns, which they didn't know how to use anyway. My
mom and my cousin Sarah, arguing behind the screen door, went quiet.
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Sarah had come from a so-called broken home, and my mom, barely
thirty, had not scripted for herself the work of rearing a teenager. Sarah
had met a boy from the latest tract to sprout, and she wanted to attend
a drive-in movie with him, and what was wrong with cherry lipstick
anyway. The chuming came closer. My mom must have set her jaw.

I need to describe the Fifties. You got your sUce of heaven. You
worked for it nine to five. You had been to war and eamed, at least, a
chance not to toss your life away, as Mr. Thompson, downing gin in
his rumpus room, seemed bent on doing. The spoils of war were an
invitation to forget—an injunction really—and the war was a mystery
never mentioned by grown-ups, but hinted at, for the beautiful homes
and beautiful wives and beautiful children under the beautiful blue sky
were plainly reward for something. The most I could pry from my dad
was that he had been a sniper and had kissed a French girl during the
liberation of Paris. Nothing more. My cousin Sarah, when we were
alone and she had lit a cigarette, fanning the smoke out her narrow
window, spoke of a box of letters she had found in the bomb shelter
that told everything about the war, but my parents had forbidden me
from going down there, and Sarah, bored with the topic, placed her
lipsticked cigarette in my mouth and said to suck it in, then blow it
away from my hair and clothes, and I wondered how she could know
about the box, or why I should worry about my hair or clothes, or
what other secrets competed with the truths I had always believed,
and whether those truths were the happier ones. But my cousin Sarah
told me to never tell, and I heeded this, another injunction. Still, I was
stuck: exhaling the dizzying blue smoke, I preferred the happiness I
had already known, but that happiness now escaped me like the smoke
through my cousin's window.

I must add that the Fifties was a man's time, and if you needed
proof, there was the woman, the wife, the mom, more feminine than
was proper for a man to behold. I remember the noisy tum of a wide
dress with a narrow waist! My mom sewed her own dresses, cut from
pattems, fitted with a hundred pins. She always made me leave the
house when she sewed, but I spied on her from the window as she
hoisted her Singer onto the dining room table, disrobed to her "un-
mentionables," and got to work. She cried over the labor, she sweated
and swore, and she smoked when she was done. When she stepped
into the new dress, she bent forward, and my eyes tracked the long
pale curve of her spine. When she straightened up and faced the mirror
for a final assessment, I looked away—it was a moment too intimate.
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and, anyway, she would have spotted my face at the window, caught
in the mirror's reflection. I reported none of this to my dad. Returning
from work, he always fulfilled his role by telling her how pretty she
looked as she met him on the walkway. He'd better tell her. Beauty
was baroquely on display. The turn of a dress: even now, the sound
prickles my skin and I look away.

My dad worked as a procurement officer for the AEC, and he
owned one thin wool suit for each day of the week. He left on time,
and he came home after supper, and my mom always kept a plate on
the warmer for him. She sat on the concrete porch with its low single
step, spread her skirt, smoked a cigarette, and waited, while Sarah
clattered through the dirty dishes, often chipping them in her haste to
get away for the evening. My dad always brought gifts to excuse his
lateness: a baseball for me, a hairband for Sarah, roses for my mom.
But to bring a gift was to admit a wrong, and while my mom kissed his
neck—Sarah told me this was to sniff out perfume—I sought to dis-
cern his wrong my own way. Here is what a boy of twelve could find:
dust on the fenders, a smoking clutch, and in my dad's eyes a dismay,
perhaps that his wife and kids and slice of heaven, which were sup-
posed to be everything, were not enough to balm his pain. At night my
mom and dad closed the windows and bickered, but never for long,
their tired hearts not in it, and maybe that was the worst sign; the
windows would slide back up to admit the cool placid air shared by
everyone else in the tract. An affair? Those long hours after work, my
dad was likely parked alone on the ridge, remembering. Or forgetting.
My mom let the flowers wilt, and she hid our gifts. I did not care about
the gifts. I told myself that for the decisive half of any rambling drive,
my dad was coming home to the people he loved.

On this special night, the car that my dad glided down the street
was a limousine, but not in the modem sense. A limousine was really a
large sedan, black and low, with chrome details on the doors and fend-
ers. It was a used model—he later told us it was a '49 Dodge Corona-
do from a dealer downtown—and it would need a little work. In those
days a limo had a broad front seat. You saw the ads in magazines. You
drove with one hand on the wheel, your other arm around your golden-
haired, smiling girl, if you had a girl. Bobby would crack jokes about
getting her into the back seat, and the magazine ads showed ample
room for whatever he meant to do back there. I timidly voiced a claim
on my neighbor Debbie. Bobby said Debbie's mom was the real dish,
but his boldness made me glance away. Yet a limo's rep seems more
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lowbrow nowadays. Packs of children on prom night will chip in to
rent a painfully stretched limo, the sides gleaming white so you can't
miss them, the windows tinted so you will. The so-called reality shows
use a limo to ferry contestants around. And we've seen movies where
the limo circles the block while the vodka flows from the mini-bar,
and cocaine powder is cut on a mirror balanced on a lady's knee. One
imagines a stale vomit odor in the carpet. But on this night, I simply
imagined taking my dad's limo for a drive along the ridge top, where
you could capture border stations on the AM radio. I imagined strad-
dling the crown of the road, feeling the engine's surge through my
legs, feeling Debbie against my shoulder, her dress mstling against
my thigh. We would go forever, the limo's large tank giving us a huge
range. The backseat stuff: I did not know how to imagine that. And I
did not have a girl.

When the limo stopped at our curb, the neighbors came around.
Everyone had been outside for the evening, cooling it in lawn chairs,
the air conditioner being a novelty that, if you had one, was reserved
for the bedroom. Everyone had seen the limo glide by. Of course they
came around.

My dad climbed out. "Hey, Jimmy," he said to me, smiling. "Isn't
she a beauty? Now where's my other beauty?" He looked toward the
house, and he rested his arms on top of the limo, his foot perched on
the open doorframe. My dad's sniper eyes never missed a thing, but
his eyes could not hide a thing either. It was a joke that he could never
work in the casino business because of his telling eyes. Probably paid
too much for the limo. In his eyes I had leamed the difference between
hope and dismay, and I watched for that difference now. I knew he
wasn't looking at the house. He wasn't looking for my mom. He was
looking beyond. The top of the ridge that rimmed the valley. Farther.

I left the curbside, where the wives formed one group on the side-
walk, as near to this new black thing as they dared, while the husbands
gathered by the engine, the home of power, and Bobby and Debbie
and the other children lay smudged fingerprints on the gleaming black
wherever they could get a view in the windows. I found my mom on
the porch, the screen door slapping shut behind her. I stood with her
and gazed at the car.

"Jesus Christ." My mom took a cigarette and stuck the pack in
her apron. She fumbled through the process of lighting it. She laid her
other trembling hand on my shoulder. She would not come any closer
to the limousine.
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"Marylyn," my dad pleaded. This simple exchange said more than
I knew. Years of arguing had distilled to this. I felt caught in the mid-
dle, but the crossfire was thin and precise. The neighbors said nothing,
their silence speaking disapproval and shame, but also relief that their
own discord was not on display. More would be said when husbands
and wives lay down to sleep.

"Mr. Campbell is not a bum," a boy named Randy said, looking
up at his mom.

I ran back to the limo and stood beside my dad. There was no
defense against such a remark; to show a thin skin gave weight to the
claim. Bobby Thompson used to take down anyone who called his
dad a drunk—Sarah once said that Bobby "doth protest too much."
Not me. It was enough to stand with my dad. I marveled at this large
fine car and said, "Dad, she's swell." I added, "What's she do on the
highway?" Debbie raised her face from the window to glance at me.
Proudly I placed my foot on the doorframe as my dad had done. Over
the top of the car I saw my mom, in her dress and apron, standing
alone on the porch: she looked small. I had taken sides. A child was
just one more person to love you or not, and manhood was where I
would solidly stand. It was hard to hurt my mom, but nothing would
have been as disgraceful as turning on my dad, and he deserving it. I
have said it was a man's time, but I rather mean it was supposed to be,
and I meant to make sure. I said, "Dad, let's take her for a spin. Let's
go!"

Debbie Jones was not watching anymore, but she must have heard.
The sunlight struck her blond hair. Heck, maybe I would ask her to
come along. I'd ask Bobby and all the kids. Sure. Plenty of room in
a limousine! I would sit beside my dad, and Debbie would sit beside
me and solemnly and secretly slide her hand into mine. I looked at the
ridge top. A breeze was coming up cool and fresh. Everything would
be new, and that was good, because for the first time in my life every-
thing had to be.

We felt the sunlight move from the west to the east, but this was
only its reflection flashing off the ridge. Gray cliffs, smoothed by wind
and streaked with black, held the light. That's where my dad would go.
He had his place up there. He had taken me once. We had parked on
the smooth rock, on the brink of the cliffs, and my dad had pointed out
landmarks, the lights of the sprawling city, the somber darkness of the
test range farther east, and the stars that marked the eastern edge of
the horizon. The rock was warm, right through the soles of your shoes.
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You felt the heat rise to your face. The warm cliffs lifted air from the
valley, and you could smell the swelling city in it. We climbed back
into the wagon and drove home, my dad seeming to know his way
down those roads too well. I suppose my cousin Sarah had her special
place up there, too, though she could tell you less about hers, teenag-
ers looking no further than each other's eyes. Then there was the place
where a thousand people parked to watch the bombs. I would find a
place up there and call it mine. The long ridge had plenty of room for
anyone's dream.

The sun shifted lower, and the ridge went into shadow.
"Can we, dad?"
The screen door clanged. It was Sarah, slipping around my mom.

She saw the limo and squealed with joy. From my mom's apron, she
lifted a cigarette—forbidden, but the grownups had a bigger battle
now—and ran toward the car. She wore cherry red lipstick. She slid
past my dad and me, and she took over the driver's seat. She jammed
in the cigarette lighter and grabbed the wheel with both hands. "It's
swell. Uncle Pete." She beamed her wide smile, flashing her straight
white teeth and her sparkling eyes that I could gaze at all day. Sarah
was the prettiest girl I had ever known, an emissary from a world that,
if I did not understand, I was grateful to know existed. Some nights she
let me bmsh her hair while she stared in the mirror and thought about
her mysteries. Her golden hair formed a smooth roll at her shoulders.
She wore a soft tight sweater. Her eyes did not stray from their distant
thoughts, and her voice inhabited my world meaninglessly. "Debbie
Jones, that's the girl for you, Jimmy." My hands smelled like roses
from her shampooed hair. Sarah would tum and teach me to kiss, leav-
ing lipstick I would wipe away frantically, and she would kiss me
again and laugh. Now her lipstick stained the cigarette she was ignit-
ing. The breeze bore the smoke away. She caressed the steering wheel
of the limousine. "It's swell. Uncle Pete, it's really swell."

"It's a dam shame, that's what it is." My mom called, composed
enough to soften the curse, but frayed enough to take her feelings pub-
lic. "We haven't talked about this."

My dad said, "That doesn't make it wrong." He reached down and
took Sarah's cigarette away.

My mom said, "Yes it does." -
The neighbors tried to salvage the moment with laughter. A man

stroked the fender. "Well, Pete, we always knew you were on the take.
But I never figured you were in the racket."
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Another man said, "I can't believe the Heebs would part with this
baby."

"There's got to be some bullet holes. Or something in the trunk.
Maybe we'd better not ask." '

The little boy. Randy, said, "What's in the trunk?" Laughter.
A little girl said, "What's a Heeb?" Even more.
My mom came down the walk. The other women made room. Her

shoes clicked, her dress mstled.
My dad said, "We can afford it. That's what you're worrying over,

isn't it? But we can. And it's big enough for an East Coast trip. Sarah
can see her mom. We can skip motels. Have you seen the space in
back?"

"That's precisely what I'm worried about." She pointed to Sarah.
"Dear."
"Don't 'dear' me, darling."
"This was supposed to be a happy day." My dad, desperate to sal-

vage his triumph, spread his arms as wide as his thin wool suit would
allow. "Ladies," he said to the moms. "Gentlemen," he said to the men.
"It's a happy day, a beautiful day. Look at our beautiful neighborhood.
The trees. The children. Debbie, you look so pretty in yellow. Just like
your mom. Now then, who wants to go for a ride?"

The children called out gleefully, some grabbing for the door han-
dles, but not before their moms grabbed their arms. It was a chance to
exit, and everyone took it.

"You'll wash those filthy hands."
"You're coming home right now."
"But I want to go for a ride."
"Someone's already been taken for a ride."
Debbie Jones walked away with her mom and dad, her Mary Janes

clicking, but she tumed once, catching my eyes, too long, or long
enough, I'll never know, for I'm the one who looked away. We were
alone, one restless family and one big black car with plenty of room to
sit as far apart as our hardened hearts required.

Sarah tugged at my dad's lapel. "Uncle Pete, there's a movie
. . ." Sarah looked up with her soft brown eyes. She knew how to
form plaintive hands at her throat. She fingered her string of imitation
pearls, sliding each plastic pearl between her fingers. She blinked her
eyes slowly. She sought only one answer. I wished happiness were
so simple, but if you wanted the simple answers, you needed simple
desires.
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The warm gray ridge drew up the air, the wind pulling harder
now.

"We'll talk about it."
She slumped. "That means no."
My mom touched the hot black metal and said, without conviction

and without meeting eyes, "Come on, Pete. Why don't you let her take
it for a drive?"

My dad said, "Excuse me?"
My mom's voice was shaking. "You heard me. Let her use the

god-damned car. She got a perfect score on her driver's test, you know.
Let her take it out with her beau."

"We'll talk about it."
"Darling, we don't talk about anything." Her jaw tightened. "Let

her go."
My dad looked down, his thoughts held close, and you couldn't

read his eyes.̂
Sarah beamed, snatched the key from my dad, and ran inside, the

rolls of her hair bouncing on her shoulders. The limousine, the large
black thing, the new object, had done its work. In the silence you
could hear the engine ticking down. I ran after Sarah. If the limousine
were to suddenly vanish by magic, it would be too late for our family:
what you did with your longings did not matter, for the problem was
having them at all.

Normally my mom sat with my dad as he ate. Tonight she sat on her
single step on the front porch and stared at the limousine. A few chil-
dren had snuck back to peek in its windows or to look for bullet holes,
which they would never find. My dad ate sullenly and alone. I was
old enough to understand that a toxic sadness had gripped my mom
and dad a long time ago, yet I would say the limo was pivotal for me
because its appearance at our curb caused a deeper mystery to become
apparent to me. I am talking about hope. You need to understand Las
Vegas in the Fifties. A car was magic. A car was the conduit to life
and love. It took you to the store, to school, to work, to home again.
You ceded space to it with a wide driveway and a garage that sat more
forward than the house. You took the car to the drive-in movie. You
took it to the drive-in restaurant. All day long, my mom would drive
her errands, and she'd be singing, and so would I. Sarah had probably
made out in a few backseats. A car took my dad to his secret places on
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the ridge. The car defined the era, more than the woman in her dress,
more than the bomb's roiling mushroom cloud. A car's sleek curves
and jutting points rivaled Marilyn Monroe's. The desert especially
made room for cars, asphalt pathways playing out, farther and farther.
You could take a trip, any direction, and everything you saw would
be new. Every flower, every mountain, every sunrise, every plate of
eggs and hash in every diner on Highway 95. America was getting
behind the wheel. If you were as unhappy as my dad, don't worry: the
road climbed to the horizon. If having it all were not enough, if the
only choice were to be terribly lonely and ask, "Is this all there is?"
you could always drive away. Or you could come back. One of those
choices was the most hopeful thing you could do. I hoped this much:
someday I would drive that limousine waiting at the curb, that black
and solid thing, and I would know which way to go.

Sarah primped before she left. She put on a pink cotton dress she had
sewn with my mom's help on a rare day of détente between them.
Now the narrow waist and wide skirt became hers, floating and rus-
tling as she searched her room for a little cardigan sweater, which she
found and draped over her shoulders, buttoned just at the neck, her
arms free. She put on silk pumps with a low heel, the better to work
the pedals of the car.

Four years earlier, Sarah had driven us across the country. My
mom and dad had been driving for days, and they were too tired to
drive anymore. At the time, Sarah was twelve, pretty with curls, and
new to me! I'm not sure we had even spoken to each other. After a
short lesson in steering and braking in a parking lot in Elk City, Okla-
homa, Sarah was given the driver's seat, the wheel, and a suitcase to
sit upon to elevate her view. Getting out of first gear was rough, but
from there she was a pro. My parents, complicit in Sarah's corruption,
snuggled in the back and slept. The first time I saw Sarah ignite one
of my mom's cigarettes was in that car. I leaned forward, and into the
rose scent of her hair I whispered, "I'll tell on you." She exhaled the
smoke and said, "No, you won't. You're not supposed to wake them.
Now climb up front." Her hand reached back and grabbed my shirt
collar, and I tumbled over the seat. The stories she told! All the while,
my parents slept, embracing and in love. The car cruised forward into
the sunlight and mostly kept to the right side of the road. I have de-
scribed cars and hope. Of course I never told.
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Now I Stood in Sarah's doorway and watched her at her vanity,
applying a final powder to her cheeks. She was humming. Her eyes
were focused on her work. I had always thought her mind was far
away, but never had this been the case. Her face, her hair, the careful
shape of her eyebrow, the eyeliner pencil dragged just past the lid, the
perfect edge of her lipstick: she was working at her art. Sarah bore the
kind of beauty that a boy, shouldering his own burdens, could not. She
worked to be lovely, then she worked twice as hard to keep a boy's
hands away. If she wanted them away. She hummed without atten-
tion to the words, without attention to me, and I know this because
she tossed me a preposterous remark. She said, "Things are going to
change, Jimmy."

I should have said, "No they're not." I should have said, "Things
will not change, they will merely become known. But they stay the
same." But I didn't say that. She had said things were going to change,
and I said, merely, "Yeah."

I stepped into her room. Our eyes met in the mirror.
She tensed her shoulders. Her eyes went back to studying her per-

fect face, her masterpiece. She said, "Don't touch anything."
I stepped closer.
"Don't."
I took the limousine key from her vanity.
"Jimmy."
I said, "You have to kiss me."
"Sorry, Jimmy, it doesn't work that way."
"You're going up to the ridge top, aren't you?"
"What, are you going to tell on me? Just give me the key, little

boy."
"Why won't you kiss me?" I stepped close enough to feel her

warmth.
"Debbie's the girl for you. And by the way, you don't get what

you want. You just accept what you can get. That's tme for everyone.
Everyone except me."

I let her grab the key from my hand. She pushed past me. My
empty hand smelled like roses.

Sarah ran out to the car. Children parted for her and backed onto
the sidewalk. She got in. In the twilight I saw the glow of a cigarette.
The limousine smoothly slid away. Sarah was gone. Aside from her
perfume and the blue smoke from the limousine, you could imagine
she had never been here. Hope had never been here either, but that was
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the same as imagining nothing at all.
My mom and dad and I sat at the dining room table and ate canned

peaches. I wanted to see their hands join across the table. I wanted to
see my dad's eyes gaze into hers, giving everything away, and what
they would give was love. I didn't see that. The windows were open,
and I heard the cold wind. My parents went to their bedroom, and I
snuck down to the basement; I opened the door to the bomb shelter
and searched for the box of letters that told all. I found no such thing.
I found an ashtray of cigarette butts, my mom's shade of lipstick on
them. I found Sarah's hair band beneath a cot. I did not find anything
about the war. A few years later, when Debbie Jones had swapped girl-
ish dresses for a tight sweater and pencil skirt, she ahd I would sneak
down here after school and make out. When we were done, we would
spend more time obscuring the act, smoothing the blankets on the cot
and straightening our clothes, than taking pleasure from each other's
touch. Silence. Long eyes. Love or shame or both. Secrets were not
stored in a box, but carried with you. I say that now, but I did not
think it at the time. I closed the bomb shelter door, finding no answers
there.

When I came upstairs, I could hear the rhythmic grind of bed-
springs that meant my parents were having sex. I had heard this be-
fore, and Sarah had detailed what it was, but I did not understand why
it was happening, was necessary, was congruent, was the solution, but
now I know it was none of those things, and that it didn't have to be.

The limousine did not retum, and at some point in the night I
heard our station wagon leaving. My dad's sniper eyes would find
Sarah parked on the ridge top. Sure enough, by moming, the limou-
sine was back at the curb, Debbie Jones and her friends hopscotching
past as though nothing had changed. Click of Mary Janes. Sarah was
in her room, crying. I heard the news: Sarah and her beau, high on the
ridgetop, caught in a limousine that would not start, and the beau was
not a young boy but rather a grown man. Everyone heard. Disclosure,
not secrets: that's what the Fifties was really about. Forget the narrow
waist and the wide skirt. The naked body undemeath was beautiful.

I am much older now. We did not spring the bomb on the Rus-
sians, nor they upon us, though I suppose there's still time for that.
And I have seen the Fifties distilled: boys in letterman jackets, bobby-
soxing girls in pony tails, the Red Scare, hot-rod cars, vague allusions
to family values that were never so pure. I am glad that the dress is still
remembered. Nostalgia even pried out stories of the war, although my
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dad's stories, the parts he told, were unremarkable. He had written let-
ters from Europe, dozens of letters, but he said the censors had black-
ened nearly every Une, and my mother had blackened out the rest, and
he had finally thrown the letters away. I asked about the French girl.
My mom and dad would not answer me. No nostalgia there.

We kept the limousine. We drove to the ridge top and watched the
blasts for a few more years before we lost interest and the govemment
buried the blasts deep in the ground. Around the same time, everyone
dug out the spindly trees that had never done well, and the street be-
came a little more bare. Sarah went on to coUege and wrote letters to
me, graceful ribbons of blue cursive ink that tugged me ever farther
into a mysterious world even as she assured me that this joumey was,
for me, a hopeless one. A for-sale sign appeared on the Thompson's
lawn. The talk was that Mr. Thompson had lost his job, and that he
had not even fought in the war. My last memory of Bobby Thompson
is of him inviting me to sneak some beers and to look at his dad's
magazines before they were packed away. I declined. I had begun to
take out girls in the '49 Dodge Coronado limousine that had become
mine.

I took on that old bucket as soon as I tumed sixteen. I worked on
it every weekend, and every Sunday night I washed grease from under
my nails. I put my heart and soul into souping up the engine, tricking
the suspension, and polishing the fenders until they gleamed. These
were smooth curves I could touch without fear.

My dad began to lose his eagle eyes—too much poring over gov-
emment forms. He took a job managing easy books for one of those
"Heebs" downtown. If his eyes didn't see so far anymore, neither did
they give anything away, but whether it was happiness or sadness they
might have given was anyone's guess.

On a date to the ridge top, Debbie Jones and I watched what would
be the final nighttime bomb, but we had grown used to bombs like we
had grown used to television shows, and I paid no attention. When
the air was cold enough to draw Debbie and me close to each other's
warmth, and the atomic cloud was a feeble glow tugged away by the
wind, I leaned forward to start the engine. The car would not start. The
engine weakly moaned, then just a cUck. I cursed my baby.

Debbie was about to cry. "Jim," she said. She tried to tum my
face. She whispered so close I felt her lips on my ear. "What if this
were the last night on earth?" She smelled like roses.

I did not move.
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"You have to take me." She meant you have to want me.
The sky's milky atomic glow gave way to stars again. You could

see the taillights of a hundred cars as they wound down from the ridge
toward a city that crept farther every day. I tried the car again.

"Jim."
I said, "You can't coast-start an automatic, but if we wait, the bat-

tery can build up one last surge. Maybe."
"Jesus, Jimmy, please. Don't you want me?"
Wanting had nothing to do with it. Sarah had said you accept what

you can get. My cousin Sarah, the .most beautiful girl, who smelled
like roses. In that moment, I decided to like Debbie, but it wasn't a
simple thing to do. When Sarah had said that, she was telling me to
choose to be happy, but I wanted to tell her that happiness was the
hardest thing to choose of all.

I had my dad's eyes, his acumen. I could see Debbie's face in the
dark, her eyes wide and blue. I could see the faintest light shining off
her golden hair. I gave up on starting the car, and we kissed, and we
stripped clothes, and we fucked in the wide back seat of the '49 Dodge
Coronado limousine. When it was over, I held Debbie close. She liked
that. And she was happy. She chose that. I told myself that I was happy
too. Then Debbie dressed in the cold wind outside the car. The rustling
of her dress. She came back inside and snuggled close again. Closer.
Happier.

Love had come, but I had asked less from it.
Never did start the limo. We rolled down the road, down off the

ridge, down the hairpin tums, the son of a sniper finding the starlit
way, but when your car can do no more than coast powerlessly down-
ward, then downward becomes the only way, and you give yourself
over to it because what choice do you have? Debbie sat close and
warm, her wide frightened eyes fixed on the dark road rolling toward
us. Sometimes I lost the crown of the road, and we slid in the gravel
and bounced over rocks and scraped the rails, and Debbie screamed,
and I cried "Hold on, baby," and we rolled on until we found the road
again, the '49 Dodge Coronado limousine gathering all the dents and
scrapes that I, who had not asked for this, who didn't know what to
ask, who longed only that happiness be known, deserved.
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