


Brewer is the last to appear.

He moves slowly into the room, eyes distorted behind thick lenses,
squinting against the flashes of sunlight that breach the mini-blinds over the
big west window. He steps across the joined-wood floor, moving past
Annabelle Sanders on the tan loveseat, past scowling Tom Senecal who’s
perched like a tight-muscled gargoyle in the wicker chair near the television.

Brewer eases himself onto a metal chair next to the big vinyl beanbag
supporting the mahogany bulk of Mark Smith. He turns his face toward the
tall young man standing in front of a painting on the far wall.

The tall man nods a welcome.

“About fucking time you got here, Brewer,” says Tom from his wicker
perch.

“Don’t even start,” murmurs Annabelle from across the room.

“Hey,” says the tall man near the painting. He waits until all attention is
directed his way, then rocks forward in his leather shoes, rocks back.
“Okay,” he says. He takes a deep breath and exhales into the silence. “First
of all,” he says, “I want to thank you guys for getting together this
afternoon. I know weekends aren’t the best time for it, especially when it’s
not house business. ButI---” He pauses and looks from face to face. “I
just needed to talk to all of you. Together.”

“Anytime, James,” says Annabelle, smiling brightly at him.

“Thanks,” says James, nodding. He turns to Brewer. “And you,
especially, Brewer --- thanks for joining us." A slight smile shifts his lips.
"This is a pretty rare occasion.”

“Yeah it is,” says Tom, eyeing Brewer. “Like something crawling out
from under a fucking rock.”

Brewer, betraying no emotion, swivels his head to regard Tom; a twitch
spasms the outermost corner of his left eye, faintly jarring his glasses.
“Ebola,” he says. His voice is nasal and strangely cadenced, as if requiring
difficult maneuvers to escape his mouth. “Ebola Marburg crossed with a
new strain of herpes simplex.” He nods his head, eyes fixed on Tom. “I
knew I’d seen it somewhere before,” says Brewer.

“Hey --- fuck you,” says Tom over Annabelle’s sudden laughter.

“Hey,” says James again. “Stop with that, you guys. Please.” He puts his
pale hands briefly to the sides of his head, Macauley Culkin in the Home
Alone posters, as if the situation is too much to bear. “Listen,” he says,
lowering his hands. “I appreciate @/ of you being here. Tom, too, okay?
And Mark. A4/ of you. It means a lot to me. Because, listen --- I need to
ask you a favor.”



Tom shifts atop the wicker chair.

A greenbottle fly, buzzing lazily from behind the blinds, settles near
Brewer’s left arm.

“Go ahead, sweetie,” prompts Annabelle. “We’re listening.”

“Well,” says James, “okay. You all know that my grandfather died about
three months ago, right?” Nods around the room, Tom closing his eyes as
if to hide their rolling.

“Yeah, okay,” says James, “I guess that’s not news to anyone. And I
really appreciate the support you’ve given me since he died. Not that you
weren’t terrific to begin with, right? But the problem I’m having, if you
could call it a problem, is that I’'m not, I don’t think --- I’'m not dealing with
the situation at all.”

“Hon, you’re doing just fine,” says Annabelle.

James raises his hands, palms forward, to forestall further comments.
“Well, no, Annabelle” he says. “Not really, anyway. Not at all, on some
level. Because, listen, I haven’t even cried. Not a single tear, okay? And,
sure --- ” he shrugs “ --- maybe that doesn’t really mean anything in
general. Maybe it doesn’t, not even for me. But I’'m not exactly a poster boy
for stoicism, am I? T live about this far from the surface ---”” he holds his
right thumb and forefinger half an inch apart “ --- and I can lose it over just
about anything, can’t I? A sad movie, some lame song --- anything, right? 1
mean, color me emo, but there it is. I’'m sure you know that by now.”
Another shrug. “And I really loved my grandfather. But now I’'m not even
sure how I feel about it, about him being dead. Except maybe numb.”

“Well, you know,” says Mark from his beanbag, “sometimes it takes a
while for things to register, especially when somebody dies. It’s like a kind of
protection for your mind. Like shock, the way shock sets in to protect your
body.”

“That’s exactly right,” says Annabelle. “A couple of months is nothing.”
She forces a lopsided smile, pushes back a few strands of long hair. “Not
that I would know, of course.”

“Well, maybe so,” says James

“Listen, Bondo,” says Tom. “You got something to say, just go ahead
and say it.”

“James,” says Annabelle, “I think it’s pretty obvious that your
grandfather’s death has affected you. You’re probably just too close to
realize it.”

“Well, yeah,” says James, “that’s what I wanted to ask you about. The
four of you --- you have a much better perspective on this whole thing,



maybe, because you’re not so close to it. You’ve got a more objective view
of how it’s, well, impacted me, as stupid as that word is. More objective than
I'do, anyway. So I wanted to propose a kind of deal. If you wanted to give
ita try.”

“Bondo,” says Tom. “Just fucking spit it out, okay?”

James meets Tom’s gaze, holds it until Tom relents and gives the tall man
a kind of sarcastic salute. “Whatever,” says Tom.

“I want you to write something for me,” says James. “Each of you. I
want you to tell me how I’ve reacted to my grandfather’s death.”

“You what?” says Tom.

“It doesn’t have to be long or anything,” says James. “I’m not looking
for an essay here, okay? Not like in school --- just, whatever you’ve noticed,
whatever’s stuck in your memory. One page, twenty pages, whatever you
feel like doing. As long as it’s from your own perspective, that’s all that
matters. And I'll pay you for it, too.”

“Damn right you will,” says Tom. “You think we’re gonna do your artsy
shit for you now? For freer”

“Aw, James,” says Annabelle. “We don’t need any money from you.”

“Hey, chickie,” says Tom. “Speak for yourself.”

ANNABELLE SANDERS

The question to be addressed here, as per Mr. James Killebrough 111, is
what noticeable effect did the death of his maternal grandfather have --- on
that very James Killebrough 111, specifically. Or on, as we in this old and
rambling house in the more venerable inner ‘burbs of Austin have come to
know him, James Bondo?

Which means that it’s probably best to start with some particulars of that
dear man himself.

James and I first met a little over two years ago, one ridiculously cold
January morning at UT Austin, in Casselmeyer’s History of Japanese Art.
And we’d fallen into a conversation.

Or, rather, I suppose 1 #rapped him into a conversation, having found him,
with his sweet demeanor and his excess height and his not-quite-your-run-
of-the-mill-Goth style, too intriguing to let get away. So I pretty much
cornered him in the hallway after class, after we’d both voiced skepticism
about the more claptrappy tenets of feng shui --- which appeared (correctly,
as it turned out) to be Casselmeyet’s academic hobbyhorse. And from that



pootly tiled but wonderfully wainscoted hallway we drifted over to Little
City on the Drag, to expand our acquaintance over too many cups of coffee.

James Bondo, to provide better visuals for the studio audience, is a tall
and palely handsome young man, although he’s stretched a little too far
along the vertical to quite fit into the societally proscribed standards of
hunkitude. He’s gaunt, almost, and towers so loftily (6’5”, I’'ve checked) that
he seems to sway even when he’s not moving at all. His lack of motion is
another frequent occurrence, any given moment likely to find him deep in
God only knows what kind of trance, staring into the middle distance, his
smooth face compromised only by perfectly-trimmed lengths of hair blacker
than et cetera.

This James had just bought the house he’d been renting in Austin’s
tony/stony Hyde Park neighborhood, just three blocks away from the post
office, and he was looking for another roommate. And I had broken up
with my old boyfriend the week before --- this was months before I met Jon
--- and I was looking for somewhere else to live because the domestic
situation with that ex had suddenly gone to hell in the proverbial
handbasket.

So in I moved --- lock, stock, and Gateway PC --- into the empty
downstairs bedroom of James’s five-bedroom house. Into the eastern
bedroom nearest the bathroom and farthest from the kitchen. It’s the
bedroom, in fact, beneath James’s own room on the second floor.

Directly across from my room is the downstairs bathroom; and to the
north of that bathroom is the room inhabited, once upon a time, by Janet
Chapman. (Janet’s since gone Aggie in pursuit of a veterinary science
degree; the ever-grimpy Tom Senecal’s in that room, now. That latter is due
to a mistake of my own, more’s the pity.)

Next doot to me, across from the loutish Tom, is the room of Brewer,
about whom one might know as much as one knows about the strange and
awful-looking fishes at the bottom of the Marianas Trench --- some of
which fishes Brewer vaguely resembles, albeit with slightly more hair. And
beyond that eerie sanctum, all the way past the end of the hallway, is the
kitchen and living room. And upstairs there’s James to the east, and Mark
Smith (aka The Nicest Geek You’ll Ever Meet) to the west, and another
bathroom (smaller than mine) between them at the top of the stairs.

Why I relate this schematic, I’'m not precisely sure. Maybe only so you’ll
have a well-defined physical place in which to picture us. Or maybe it’s
actually for my own good, in that way: to nail it down on paper. (Well, okay,
if you want to get picky about it: To nail it down oznscreen.)



My room is furnished in a rather utilitarian style, I'm afraid. There’s a
plain wooden desk (upon which proudly sits my Gateway PC, portal to the
Internet in general and Yahoo Chat in particular), the futon that Janet gave
me when she left, two file cabinets, and one funky-looking armchair from
Goodwill, bought at the end of a just-bumming-around-and-shopping day.
There’s also a rug, with a design based on an EKG going flatline, woven in
some class years ago by our very own James Bondo.

I’d like to say that this meager décor is the result of my interest in all
things Japanese, of the principles of simplicity and wabi, et cetera. But, truth
be told, it’s mostly due to an equally meager budget. And, at least in patt, to
my living so much inside my head and not caring a lot about what goes on
outside of it. Or maybe, thinking about it, maybe it’s more that I need a lot
of control over my environment --- and it’s easier to maintain that control
by not having so much to deal with.

Jon, who sometimes says I’'m way more controlling than he can stand,
also says I should have a room decorated all Pre-Raphaelite, like something
by William Price Waterhouse. Because (he insists) I look so much like
Price’s Ophelia. Which is just Jon being sweet, of course, although not all
that far off the mark, really. Although poor mad Opbhelia, slim as a willow
wand and not constantly tempted by the proximity of Hyde Park Grill and
La Dolce Vita, was never saddled with thighs like these, let me tell you.

With sighs like these, maybe.

And if T sigh right now, it’s because I've realized how extremely daunting
this is going to be. This assignment, I mean, once the externals have been
taken care of.

How was James affected by his grandfather’s death?

He’s always been quiet, James has, around the house and especially in
public. In a room full of people, like when we’re gathered in the living room
to watch The Simpsons or divide the electric bill, or when he and I are at the
same party or whatever, he’ll be the one talking the least. Where he does
express himself, and in ways that are rather difficult to avoid noticing, is in
his art. That’s his Bondo sculptures, mostly, of which there are dozens, but
also his two-dimensional pieces, all those things in small local galleries and
nightclubs & funky coffeeshops that’ve garnered him a sort of underground
and sporadic-reportage-in-the-Chronicle reputation. Because James will often
respond to something --- even, sometimes, something as ordinary and dull
as a big electric bill --- with art.



one more remove from my all too familiar identity of Just Another Straight
White Girl.

Butif I stayed Just Another Straight White Gitl, then Jon would be
freaked out by my relationships with the few guys online who are worth
relating to. Because what really bothers him, what the crux of the whole
matter is, I think, is that Jon is never online himself. What really bothers him
is that I don’t really need him there.

Offline, in the world outside the screen, I am about as attached to my
beloved as a person can be. I can’t even breathe, I sometimes feel, unless
he’s right there with me. I want us to always be together to share the joys
and vicissitudes of life, the ever-unfolding pageant of existence, all the ups
and the downs, et cetera. The shit as well as the Shinola, as my older
brother Kirk would say.

And that definitely needs to be emphasized. Jonathan Mattison
Hopwood, with his gentle brown eyes and his love of pistachio ice cream,
with his in-and-out-of-hock Fender bass and the way he has of gently
pinching the back of my neck whenever we’re kissing and how he’s always
complaining about the bourgeoisie (because he took four hours of
Introduction to Socialism, is why), Jon means more to me than anybody in
my life. And my life would be so much less worth living if he weren’t in it,
that --- well, I can’t even imagine how worthless it’d feel then. (Which is
how it’s supposed to be: That’s how you know it’s love, after all.)

But also, to another extent, my life would be diminished if James weren’t
in it; or my other friends, or my far-scattered family, some fellow students,
Nicole who always gives me extra latte for free down at Little City, that old
African-American man who shares the Avenue D bus-stop with me every
other weekday morning and likes to tell me that I look as pretty as a field of
daisies.

But I feel exactly the same way about some of my online friends, too:
That my life would be terribly diminished if they were gone. And the meat-
loving world feels very unsure about that, let me tell you. They shake their
close-minded heads and make #s£ing noises under their breath, they degrade
it as something other than valid, as a childish or even sleazy pastime to be
given up when assuming some societally-approved Mantle of Adulthood.
Even these days, here in the mid-Nineties, that’s mostly the case.

Say “chat room” to somebody you know and see what happens.

But was James’s grandfather any less real to James because James had no
significant meatspace knowledge of him after age twelve? Would he have
been less real if James had known him only, in other family circumstances,



through the Net the whole time? And wouldn’t he have been more “real”
to James, in any case, if they’d talked online --- where time seems so
compressed and you can learn so much about someone so quickly ---
instead of merely snailmailing cards twice a year?

How real is Oprah Winfrey, who you’ve probably never met? How real
are David Bowie and Iman? How real is Holden Caulfield? And how real
would they be if you spent about ten hours a week chatting with them?

And why should it matter if most of the other people in other parts of
the room are juvenile, yammering cretins --- is that really any different from
your average college-town coffeeshop?

If my cherished friends, if any of my darlings from the online wotld
where I exist as text generated by the screen-name AnnaCinders, in
cyberspace where we while away the time with discussion and wordplay and
ridiculous games of make-believe, where we sometimes go privately to the
Loft and get all serious about our lives, et cetera ... if any of them died, I
would mourn.

You can bet your eyes on that.

And I don’t mean just for Cssndra. I mean for LuciaLibra with her
smartass wit and pop-culture allusions and AOL accent; for arty Jereeza
entering through her various computers somewhere in the political turmoil
of Croatia; for Minerval22 who’s got several theories of aesthetics down
cold in her teenage brain; for Sevenayn with her sense of romance and
adventure; for clever Chiapoet all hip-hop and cutting-edge literary; for
MiSherr and Blinkachinka2 and Lady_Necromancy and Reptilia911 and
even for Hemlock_Tastes_lLike_Chicken. And a lot of othets, too.

I would mourn, to a greater or lesser extent, for each of them.

And for some of them, the mourning would be no less than that for any
of my meatspace friends. And let’s not even consider Cssie kicking the
bucket; let’s not think about that for even a minute.

Meat or no meat, you mourn for what is missing. You mourn for what is
gone.

Mr. James Killebrough II1, the talented young man who is my friend and
my classmate and my roommate and my landlord, lost his grandfather to a
form of non-Hodgkins lymphoma late last year. James’s world is forever
changed because of that death; by however much or little, even he will never
completely know.



“Thanks, Annabelle,” says James. “But I want to pay you. To make it
official, like a business transaction and less like you’re doing me a favor. So
it’s more like both sides are taken care of --- if that makes sense.”

“Sure,” says Annabelle, nodding.

“Makes sense to me,” says Mark. He glances over at Brewer; Brewer
remains silent, his gazed locked onto the floot’s patterns of wood.

“Okay,” says James. “What I want to do, I'll pay each of you a hundred
dollars --- for whatever you’ve noticed that’s gone on with me since my
grandfather died. About what you think about it.”

“Yeah?” says Tom, interested now. “You paying cashr”

“Sure, if you want,” says James. “Or we can take it off your rent, or
however you want to do it.”

“When do you need it by, James?” asks Mark. “Is there a due-date or
anything?”

“Whenever you want,” says James. “A week, two weeks, a year.
However long it takes to write. And it can be handwritten or whatever, too.
This isn’t like in class. You can do printouts, crayons, chicken blood ---
whatever works best for you, okay?” He shrugs. “It’s completely up to
you.”

“Let me get this shit straight,” says Tom, re-arranging his legs on the
wicker. “We give it to you tomorrow, you pay us tomorrow?”

“That’s right.”

“Cash on the barrelhead,” says Tom.

Annabelle looks at him. “Barrelhead,” she says, nodding. “That sounds
about right.”

Tom shoots her a look. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

Annabelle wastes a smile on him.

“So,” says James, forging on, “I just want to thank you guys again for
coming in here today. And for agreeing to do this for me.”

“Nobody’s agreed to do shit yet, man,” says Tom. “I sure as hell
haven’t.”

“Well, no,” says James. “But will your”

“Maybe I will,” says Tom. “And maybe I won’t. You’ll know when I
give it to you.”



THOMAS SENECAL

Fuck you Bondo. Fuck you & all your pretensious shit with this writing
thing your doing, its just another way to showoff your big fucking money &
that your such a cool hipster artist isn’t it? How do you like that? How
about I just turn that in & you give me the $100 and too fucking bad for
trusting your fellow man huh? Teach you a fucking lesson except maybe
you don’t deserve it, because you never did me wrong yet, not like someone
else I could mention. Your fucking Annabell is who I mean & what a big
surprize that is huh? I know the two of you are real tight but maybe thats
because you’re a faggot so it wouldn’t work with her being a fucking
cocktease with you would it? Oh wait I’m not suppose to say faggot I'm
suppose to say gay. Thats what everybody’s suppose to call it now. GAY
GAY GAY GAY GAY GAY whatever the fuck you want, your
grandfather’s dead & your all upset that your NOT crying like a little faggot,
is that suppose to make sense, because I don’t see it. Shit happens & death
happens, okay Bondo & theres nothing you can do about it so you might as
well get use to it. I bet you just didn’t like your grandfather all that much &
so what? Your suppose to like your grandfather & get all sobby when he
buys the fucking farm, but whose telling you that? The TV maybe when its
trying to sell you some cookies or old fashion lemonade or shit like that but
I’'ve been partying every day since my grandfather bit it, best fucking time I
ever had to see that old peice of shit put in the ground. You don’t know,
James fucking Bondo you don’t know shit with your fucking richie rich
money, your fucking Annabell & her Goddam stoner boyfriend over all the
time & like I’'m not suppose to hear them doing it right down the hall. Like
I’m deaf or something & she’s being all loud and shit on purpose just to
grind it a little deeper, like I'm too fucking stupid to know whats going on?
Oh yeah you should come and live in this house in Hyde Park, we’ve got an
extra room blah blah blah. And don’t even mention that she has a fucking
boyfriend & jiggling her tits in my face in that shitass hipster coffee place.
I'm out of here as soon as I get my truck fixed you can bet your ass on that,
someplace without any stuckup bitch Annabell or that fucking toad Brewer.
My grandfather use to beat the shit out of me for looking at him the wrong
way, you think I’'m going to give a shit about yours because he didn’t. But
okay you give me the benifit of the doubt so I'll do the same for you,
because fairs fair Bondo & you haven’t shit on me yet. All you need to do is
get over it, fucking crying about it or crying about not crying about it isn’t



going to help you at all. Unless you want to just wimp out & fucking wallow
in it the trest of your life you need to move on to the next thing.

Do your stupid art & make some wierd Bondo shit like you always do if
thats what makes you happy, because let me tell you the world doesn’t give a
shit whats happening to you & its never going to. Get use to it man, no one
fucking cares as much as you do & no ones ever going to know what kind of
shit you have to deal with day in & day out. And even if they did know
theyre still too busy with their own shit to care. Because nobody ever cares
enough do they? Nobody ever cares as much as you want them to, that’s
the only fucking thing you can bet your life on. You want my two cents
there it is. I'm telling you like I give a shit instead of just saying Fuck You
Bondo because fairs fair, so what the fuck more do you want?
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