
The Queen of the Prom 

Scott Memmer 

That morning at the stereo store business was slow. My co-
workers and I sat at the front counter and watched the traffic pass 
on the street, l istened to the screeching of brakes and the squea ling 
of t ires, and by noon only one or two customers had come into the 
store to buy anyth ing. There were no major purchases. 

It was autumn. October, to be exact. The sun slanted down 
through the. eucalyptus trees across the street,  and the air, fil led 
w i th dust and haze and smog and whatever else makes October 
Southern California skies the way they are, fi l tered the sunl ight 
and h id the San Gabriel mountains to the north,  so that we seemed 
to be in our own l i t t le place in the world. We sal on the creaking 
wooden stools wi th  the broken backs, smoked cigarettes. and 
listened to rock-and-rol l .  One or two hookers passed on the street, 
and we all pointed and laughed . 

About two o'clock an older couple came in .  They looked around 
at the walls and the displays and the equipment, and, frightened, 
retreated to a corner. I al lowed them the t ime any good salesman 
knows he must al low h is customers to adj ust to their new 
surroundings ( l  a llow old people an extra ten or twenty seconds), 
and then I moved in upon them. They were in their early sixties, a 
w izened and curious couple, the wife a smallish, sl ightly graying 
woman, the h usband a short, angular, fidgety man. The woman 
leaned i n to her husband, taking hold of h is elbow every now and 
then, and once or twice she tried to speak over the m usic but then 
apparently thought better of t he idea. The husband patted his wife 
on the arm and pointed out the l ights and buttons on the various 
pieces of stereo gear as if he knew w hat he was talking about. He 
d idn't; I could tell .  Didn't know a t hing about stereo equipment. 
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M y  kind of customer. I approached them cautiously, circling them 
three or four times with the feather d uster in  my hand as if I real ly 
cared whether the shit  was dusty or not. I d idn't. After about 
th irty seconds the h usband called out to me-"Young man !"
and I l ifted my eyel ids and bore in upon m y  prey. 

Without going into al l  the details, I made the sale. It was easy. 
They lay down and I took a l l  their money. Wel l ,  not all of it: I left 
enough so they could get gas to make it home. I'm a nice guy. 

Actually they were pretty n ice folks (reminded me a bit of my 
own folks) . Halfway through the sale they invi ted me over for 
dinner (a good sign but an invitation I always refuse), and within 
an hour of the t ime they'd walked in the door, I had them up at the 
front counter, wri ting out an invoice for twelve hundred dol lars. 
My fel low predators perched themselves on their stools and craned 
their necks to see what I'd done. They tried to look bored, but I 
know t hey weren't. I wrote out the invoice careful ly,  taking pains 
to check my figures on the calculator two or three t imes so as not 
to screw myself out of any commission; then I left my customers 
alone with the cashier and scooted to the back room to gather up 
their equipment, sevc1 al  co-workers in  tow. 

"You real ly  boned them, M i l ler !"  
"What of it?" 
"Jesus Christ, you put t he wood to them!" 
"That's why they pay me the big bucks." 
"Not a penny off. Not one penny off. Did you see that invoice, 

Perkins?-not a single, goddam penny off!" 
"I saw it. I t's enough to make a person sick ." 
"Ful l  price," Reynolds groaned. "He even charged them for the 

god dam cartridge. You should be ashamed of yourself, M il ler." 
"Oh, I am," I said, "I am. N ow wi l l  one of you social reformers 

help me with this box?" I lifted the box from the top of its stack 
and eased it down to them. 

" Don't you have any principles, Mi l ler? Don't you feel the least 
l i ttle guilty over givin' those old folks the bone?" 

'They don't pay commission salespeople to feel gui l ty," I said .  
I l ifted the  other box and handed i t  down to  them. 
"You make too m uch goddam money, M i l ler." 
"You're right," I said. "And, you know, I feel terrible about it; I 

1 23 



NORTH R I DG E  R E V I EW 

rea l ly  do. Someday l i n tend on g iv ing a l l  my money to char i ty ."  
"Chris t ! "  
"Some t h i n' te l ls  m e  'someday' i s  a l ong way off," Perk i ns said .  
" Y o u  k now w h a t  y o u r  problem i s ,  M i l ler?" Rey nolds c h i med i n .  

" I t's y o u r  goddam i n nocen t-boy looks. Y o u  look l i ke a J'riggin'  
s ix  teen- year-old ."  

" I  wou ldn ' t  h u r t  a fly ,"  l said, ba l l i ng m y  eyelashes. 
"Yeah,"  Perkins said, "but  on ly  cuz a fly don't have no money." 
l loaded t he eq u i pmen t onto the dol ly  and wheeled i t  out of t he 

stock room to t he fro n t  coun ter, m y  adm i rers i n  tow. M y  
customers had concl uded t he ir  busi ness w i t h the cas h ier, and were 
wai t ing eagerly to rece ive t he i r  eq u i pmen t .  

"W here's y o u r  car?" 
They poin ted ou tside (give me some cred i t  folks), t hen walked 

o u t  and led me to the ir  Buick.  
A fter I 'd loaded t he gear i n to t he t ru n k  of t he Bu ick, M r. Hale 

offered me a t i p  ( w h ich l refused), a second i n v i ta t ion to d i n ner  
(w hich I aga i n  pol i te ly dec l ined) ;  then t hey got  in .  They rol led 
down the elec t ric w i ndows to say good bye, and l rem i nded t hem 
t o  be sure to cal l  if l hey had any problems with t he equ ipment .  
M r. Hale s tarted the car  and d rove off. I rol led t he dol ly  around 
the corner and back i n to t he store. 

For t he nex t couple of hours my chron ies heaped as much abuse 
upon me as possible.  They tongue- lashed me for being an u n
feel i ng cap i ta l is t  (a charge I d id not  deny),  and swore t ha t  the next  
old decrep i t  couple to come t h rough the door would not gel  w i t h i n  
t e n  feet o f  m e .  They were righ t :  n o  couple came. 

I took t he ir  flak w i t h  as m uch good hu mor as possible u n t i L  
around, five o'clock,  t he s tore began to fi l l  w i t h  people, a n d  t h e y  
got off t h e i r  p i mply b u t ts and made t he mselves a l most usefu l .  I 
took my l i t  t ic brow n notebook out  of my back pocket  and 
calcu lated how m uch I'd made on t he sale.  N o t  a bad hau l .  Yessir,  
t hey were m y  k i n d  of people.  

"You should be ashamed of yourse lf." t he cash ier sa id.  
' ' I 'm horribly ashamed," I said . l laid my head u pon the cou n ter  

and wept  dry tears. 
The phone rang and t he cashier answered i t . 
"For you, B i l l . "  
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No response. l wai ted a few seconds. 
"This is B i l l . "  
After a pause: "Is t his Bi l l?" 
"Yes it is." 
"Bi l l?" 
"Yes?'' 
"Bi l l?" • 

"Yes?" 
"This is Mr. Hale." 
"Oh . . .  hel lo, M r. Hale." 
"The man who bou_gh t  t he stereo?" 
"Yes, Mr .  Hale . . . .  How are you?" 
"l  can't ge l any sound." 
"Pardon me?-What'd you say?" 
"I said, 'l can't ge t any sound."' 
"That's what I thought you said." 
"Noth ing. Not a peep." 
"Do you have it plugged in?" 
"Yes l have it plugged in ."  
After three more m inu tes of th is  sort of conversa t ion, l decided 

to make a housecal l .  Normal ly I don't make housecalls, but th is. I 
sensed, was a del icate si tuat ion. I got off at five- th i r ty� and. 
cr impers and str ippers and pl iers i n  hand, headed off for G lendora. 

There was plenty of l ight  left . It was early October, and we'd 
not yet changed back from daylight-savings- Lime. On the way out 
I l istened to the Dodgers lose a playoff game in Montreal. The 
d rive took about  twenty-five m inu tes. I found their  t ra i ler court 
and parked on a sidest ree l .  Wi th  the voice of Yin Scu l ly ri nging in 
my ears, I made my way across t he asphalt to their door. 

"Hel lo, Mr. M i l ler. Won't you come in?" 
I en tered. shut t ing the door beh i'ld me. 
"We s t i l l  can't get it to work," the wife said . "Can't even ge t 

stat ic ." 
"We'l l get i t  fixed," I said. 
She led me th rough the kitchen and into t he l iv ing room. which,  

being i n  a t rai ler and a l l ,  surprised me by i ts size: i t  was huge. I 
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found Mr. Hale kneeling on the floor in front of the receiver, 
pushing buttons and twisting knobs, cussing between his teeth 
every few seconds. He stood, straightened with a grunt, and held 
out his hand in greeting. 

"G lad to see you, son. Sorry you had to make the trip out." 
"No problem." 
I got down on my hands and knees and looked at the front 

panel. Sure enough, they'd left the g.oddam tape monitor b utton 
pushed in. I turned the volume down,  released the button, selected 
a station, then turned the volume back up. 

Mrs. Hale's face l it  up. "Sound!" she said excitedly. 
"Sound !" her husband said, that � tme stupid grin on his face. 
" It's heaven ly !"  his wife cooed. 
"It's wonderful !"  he echoed. 
"This will change our l ives," she said to her husband . 
"Now where's those Mantovani records . . .  ," the husband said. 
I got out of most of it, but I couldn't get out of the milk and 

cookies: I k new they were coming. I didn't mind: I l ike mi lk and 
cookies. I was hailed as an electrical wizard. Wizard, maybe; 
e lectrical, no. I looked up, gnawing on my third cookie, and 
canvassed the room. The old man was obviously retired. They 
were l iving wel l  within their means. The sofa was sligh t ly worn, 
the dining table a l ittle out of the fashion, the paintings on the wall  
from one of those starving artists' sales. The hi-fi had definitely 
been a luxury. Probably had to beg the old lady to let go of the 
purse strings. There was a b lack and white photograph of an 
attractive l ittle nymphet on the mantle above the fireplace. Their 
daughter? I d idn't know, but  she appeared, from this distance at 
least (my eyes aren't so good anymore), to be wearing a l i ttle si lver 
crown.  Miss A merica, circa 1 952? I d idn't ask. 

"Tol lhouse!"  M rs. Hale said proud ly, hold ing one of her finer 
specimens up to the l ight. "Made them myself, M r. Miller." 

'They're wonderful," I said, wolfing down a fourth. 
"Another?" 
"If you don't mind . . . .  " 
"Oh, there's plenty more where that came from!" she said. 
A creaking sound came from the darkened hallway to my left. It 

lasted several seconds and stopped. I d idn't know what it was. 
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"Every body needs milk," Mr. Hale said. 
"A-men!" h is wife said. 
I heard the sound again, a l i ttle louder this time. 
"Excuse me, but-" 
"Is that enough milk, Mr. Miller?" 
"That's fine, thank you, but-" 
"Builds strong bodies," Mr. Hale said. 
"Excuse me-" but before I could say anyth ing more we all 

heard the sound in the silence between our words; and for a whi le 
we j ust sat there and looked at one another. 

"What was that?" 
"What was what?" 
"That sound?" 
"What sound?" 
"That sound from the hallway there?" 
"Oh, that!" M r. Hale said, rubbing h is bald spot. 
His wife and he exchanged glances. She placed her cookie on 

the napkin in  front of her. "You tell him, dear." 
"That," Mr. Hale said, a l ight coming into his eyes; "that-is our 

only child, Marjorie." 
"Does she creak when she walks?" I asked. 
The wife flinched a l ittle when [ said this .  
"Not exactly, Mr. Miller. You see . . .  she doesn't walk."  
""Oh . . . .  ,, 
"It's her chair that makes the noise," Mrs. Hale said. 
"Her chair?" 
"What my wife means to say is-her wheelchair." 
"Our only child . . .  confined to a . . . .  " 
"She's shy," the father said. 
"She likes visitors," the mother said. 
"Very fond of music," the husband said. 
"Used to play t he flute in the high school band." 
I looked across the room at t he picture on the mantle. 
"That her?" 
"Yes, yes, that's our Marjorie. Isn't she lovely?" 
"Yes," I said, and I meant i t .  
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For maybe l h i r ly seconds no one said a n y t h i ng. T he re was no 
sound from the hal lway.  

"Al l  day long she's s i l t ing  i n  thai  hal lway l isten i ng to people 
t a l k ." M r. Hale said .  

·· A n  i n te l l ige n t  c h i ld." h is wife added. 
· · Loves people ." 
"A wonde rfu l ch i ld ."  M rs .  Hale said. 
· ·our precious jewel ."  
"The Queen of t he Prom." M rs. H a le sa id d rea m i l y .  
I rdused m y  fift h Tol l h ouse and took a s ip  or m i lk i ns tead . M r. 

H a le looked down at h is hands in h is  lap. " M u l t iple Sclerosis i� not 
a pre t t y  s ight .  M r. M i l ler . . . .  " 

rhcrc was a pause. 
"Wouldn" t  you l i ke to come t >U l .  M a rj or ie'!" M rs. Ha le sa id .  

"Wouldn' t  you l i ke to meet  a young man'!" 
No sound . 
.. A very handsoml! young man.  A most ha ndsome young m a n �  .. 
"She' l l  come o u t  soo n enough." M r. Hale sait.l .  "She a lways 

doc� . .
. 

"Our bea u t ifu l  c h i l d ' " t hc wife sa id .  
"Ou r  wonde rful ange l � ·· 
M rs .  Hale leaned forwart.l and reached ac ross t he coffee table. 

ga ther ing i n t o  her hands a tat te red blue book w i t h  a faded cover 
and a broken b ind ing. She fl i pped the pages of t he book exci ted ly .  
"You s i m ply must sec t h e  pict ures of the  Prom. M r. Mi l ler." 

"Our tender dar l ing �"  
"A1usa H igh School .  l lJ68 .  You s imrly  m ust  sec. M y  daugh ter. 

my M arjorie. my l i t t le angel-Queen of the Pro m .  t he mosl 
wonderfu l c h i ld .  t he m os t  beau tifu l  ch i ld .  t he precious. price less 
jewe l . "  She t h u m bed t h rough the book u n t i l  it j us t  fel l  open to t he 
spot . The pages were wel l  worn here. and smudged by fi ngerpr in ts. 
" He re � "  she said. "My M arjorie � "  Her hand began to shake as she 
ran it over t he pages of the book . " Look! look � "  I looked dow n t he 
length of her finger and recognized I he gir l  as the gir l  in t he pic t u re 
on t he man t le .  S he had long brown hair. very w h i t e  skin .  a playfu l .  
m ischievous smi le  w i t h  large, danci ng eyes to m a t c h .  and t he most 
beaut i fu l  face I 'd ever seen .  S he was lovely .  I swa l lowed hard to 
catch m y  brea t h .  

1 2 8 



" Isn' t  she lovely?" 
" Y es." 

Memmer/The Queen of the Prom 

"Ou r  a ngel," the h usband said.  
"And here's t he d ress," M rs. Hale said. She rose and wal ked 

across the l i v i n g  room, w h ich was, as I said, larger t h a n  you'd 
t h i n k  i t 'd be for a t ra i ler; and w hen she got to a closet on the other 
side or the room, she ope ned t he door and leaned in.  I l istened to 
t he ru�t le of plastic and fabric. "Would n ' t  d ream of t h rowing it 
away," she said; "j ust as I would n ' t  dream of le t t ing you not see i t .  
I t 's a rart o f  modern history i s  what  i t  is ." S h e  leaned furt her i n to 
t he closet ,  one leg dangl ing i n  the a ir  for what  seemed an eterni ty;  
t hen fi na l ly  t he leg came dow n and she came ou t of t he closet 
hold ing a powder-b l ue, floor- length gow n  w i t h  l i t t le p ink  flowers 
all over t he fro n t  of i t .  " I  made it myself," s he said q u ie t ly ,  "w i t h  
m y  o w n  two bare hands." She held t he dress to her a n d  looked a t  
h e r  h usband .  " I  made i t  s o  o u r  M a rjorie cou ld-so she could come 
down t he a isle and be-" 

" A n d  you succeeded, Mot her. Because she w as more bea u tiful  
than she'd ever bee n that day. Because she-" but  for some reason 
he never fi n ished t he sen tence. 

We all s tood t he re. and 1-for once-didn't  know w h a t  to say. 
Then,  w i t ho u t  any of us speak i ng, a voice fi l led the room. 
" I  was bea u t ifu l once." 
"Oh, yes, M a rjorie '" M rs. H a le said to t he hal lway.  " Y es you 

were, ange l ! "  
" I  was bea u t ifu l ."  
"Of cou rse you were, ch i ld," M r. H ale said .  
"Al l  t he boys chased me." 
"Oh yes t hey d id !  They cou ldn' t  keep their  eyes off you."  
" I  had a n  a t t ract ive figure." 
"That's our ange l ! "  
M rs .  Hale sat down on t he sofa, smoot hed t he dress over her 

lap, and adj usted her hair .  "Won't  you come out and meet our 
guest ,  Marjorie?" 

"Come o u t ,  M arjorie." 
"Our guest wan ts to meet you-don't you, M r. M i l ler'! 

. .  
They 

looked at  me;  I nodded my head slowly .  " He's nodd i ng his  head, 
M arjorie." 
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."Come out, come out." 
"I was the most beautiful angel," the voice from the hallway 

said. 
I looked around the room and at the picture on the mantle and 

at the pictures in the yearbook. Everything seemed to leap out at 
me. 

"I really should be going," I said. 
"Oh, stay, stay " Mrs. Hale said. "She'll come out soon 

enough-you just have to be patient." 
"Stay, son. Tell us about your life." 
"The stereo store is my life." 
"I have a stereo," the voice from the hallway said. 
"Marjorie has a hi-fi," Mr. Hale said. "With two speakers. 

Bought it for her years ago." 
"I listen to the Beatles," Marjorie said. "Do you listen to them?" 
"One of my favorites," I said. 
"Paul McCartney is such a doll." 
"A pretty good bass player, too," I said. 
I looked over at the mouth of the hallway and saw the front of 

the wheelchair and one of Marjorie's legs. Her parents saw it too. 
"Marjorie, honey . . .  Marjorie, won't you come out?" 
"Please, baby." 
"To meet such a handsome young man." 
For a moment there was no motion. Then Marjorie rolled out of 

the hallway and wheeled herself slowly to the center of the room. 
She didn't look at me. She was very large-upwards maybe of 
three hundred pounds-and her face was pale and soft, and her 
hands fluttered in her lap like wounded birds. Her hair needed a 
good scrubbing. She was not beautiful. 

"This is Mr. Miller," her mother said. "From the stereo store." 
"Call me Bill," I said. 
"H-Hello, Bill." She looked up at my eyes for a moment, then 

back down at her fluttering hands. "Nice shirt ya got." 
"Got it at Penney's," I said. 

"My boyfriend used t' have a shirt like that. I think he got his at 
Penney's too." 

"It's an old shirt," I said. 
I looked at her picture again in the yearbook. 
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"You can see that I was beautiful once," she said. "Everyone 

was envious of me when I walked down the aisle. I was perfectly 
angelic. I had many nice qualities." 

"And you still do," her mother said. "Many nice qualities." 
Marjorie looked down at the floor and put her head in her 

hands. "Only I fear I'm not attractive anymore . . . .  " 
Mrs. Hale's eyes darted to her husband and I. "Wh-why, of 

course you're attractive. Wh-why, you're the most attractive 
person in this room-isn't she, Mr. Miller?" 

"Am I?" Marjorie asked. 
"Well, 1-" 
"Of course you are," her mother said. 
"But am I, Mr. Miller?" She leaned forward in her chair. 
"You can tell her, Mr. Miller . . . .  " 
I looked down at her picture in the yearbook. "Yes, you are," I 

said. · 
"Honest?" 
I looked across the room at her picture on the mantle. 
"Honest?" 
"Yes." 
Mrs. Hale smiled. 
"There, you see!" Mr. Hale said. 
"It's what we've been trying to tell her all along . . . .  " 
Marjorie wheeled herself to the picture window and looked out 

at the fading sunset. It was almost night. The last few shadows 
were leaving the room. Marjorie looked over her shoulder at me. 

"Would you like to see my stereo, Bill?" 
She winked at me. 
"I don't think Mr. Miller has the time right now, Marjorie-" 
"He's been looking at stereos all day, dear-" 
"Mr. Miller looks tired, angel-" 
"Perhaps another time, dear-" 
She wheeled around to face us. "It's broken," she said. "My 

receiver's broken." 
"Nonsense!" her mother said. "It was working fine this mor

ning." 
"It's broken, mother. My receiver won't receive a thing. You 

know that's the truth." 
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"It's a lie!" 
"It's probably just your antenna," I said. "Have you played with 

your antenna lately?" 
"Would you show me how?" Marjorie asked. 
I waited for Mrs. Hale to say something. She didn't. 
"Would you?" 
"Marjorie . . .  child . . .  I don't think Mr. Miller-" 
"It's alright," I said. 
Marjorie wheeled maybe three inches closer to us. 
"It'd just take a minute, mother . . . .  " 
"If it's the antenna," I said. 
''I'm sure that's w hat it is." 

A look passed between her parents. 
"Well, I suppose-" 
"Donald!"  Mrs. Hale said. 
Marjorie retreated the three inches she'd moved toward us, and 

turned her chair back to the picture window again. She looked out, 
her hands fluttering in her lap. It was almost completely dark out. 
I could see her reflection on the inside of the glass. 

Mrs. Hale rose from the sofa. walkP.rl nvPr tn Mariorie. and 
placed a hand on her daughter's shoulder. She smothered Mar
jorie's filthy hair with her free hand and looked out into the night. 
Her back was to me. She looked very small. 

"Go ahead, then," she said. She leaned over and kissed Marjorie 
on the forehead. "Go on." 

Marjorie pushed off and made time for the mouth of the 
hallway. 

"Hold your head high, Princess!" Mrs. Hale said, her voice 
trembling with an emotion I thought  inappropriate to the oc
casion. 

"They're all watching!" Mr. Hale said. 
"Would you push me, Mr. Miller?" 
"Where to?'' 
"In here," she pointed. 
I wheeled her into the dark hallway. Suddenly I couldn't see a 

thing. I t  was pitch black. I squinted into the hallway. W here were 
we? I smelled Marjorie beneath me-the sour, vinegary smell fat 
people get when they don't take a shower for a long time-but I 
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couldn't see where we were going. 
"Where are we?" 
"Almost there." 
Five seconds later Marjorie opened the door to her room, and a 

stream of light fell onto the carpet i n  the hallway. "In here," she 
said. We entered the room, and she closed the door behind us. 

It  was a small room. It had one window (the shade drawn), a 
row of bookshelves on the far wall; and on the nearer wall several 
starving artists' religious paintings and two or three Charles 
Schultz posters. The whole place stank. Already I wanted out. 
Next to the bed, below the bookshelves, on a little end table, sat 
the stereo. Marjorie wheeled out of my way and let me get past her 
to the stereo. 

I turned it on. It was the old type, the kind that needs a few 
seconds to warm up. I turned the volume to three and waited for 
the sucker to kick in. After a moment it began to hum. I twirled 
the tuning knob until-surprised the hell out of me-l got sound! 
"Hey, there's nothing wrong with-!" 

"You have a very nice ass, Bill." 
"What the hell-!" 
"It's so tight and firm�" 
Realizing too late what was happening, I spun around and tried 

to escape, but Marjorie ran her chair up against my shins and 
pinned them against her bed. Her face was inches from my crotch. 
I heard a click, looked down,  and saw that she'd set the brakes on 
the wheels of her chair. She looked up at me and licked her lips. " I  
used to  be pretty good at this sort of  thing," she said, going for m y  
crotch. 

Christ! I tried to wriggle free, but it was no use. "You've got the 
wrong guy, Marge." 

"Do you have any idea how long it's been?" she asked. 
"I don't really care." I struggled some more. 
She leaned forward and encircled my hips, burying her face in 

my crotch. Her hands came up and she began to fumble with my 
zipper. "Tell me I 'm beautiful." 

"Let me go, Marge." 
"I'll do anything, if only you'll tell me I 'm beautiful." 
"I don't want to hurt you . . . .  " 
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She clawed at my zipper and gnawed at my d ick through my 
jeans, which had begun to stiffen almost against my wi l l, maybe 
oul of fear. 

"Let me go! "  
"Oh tell me  l 'm beautiful, tel l me l 'm beautifu l !"  
"Get away from me." 
'Tel l  me I 'm the precious angel !"  
I was fight ing wi th her now, pushing her head back every few 

seconds and try ing to slide sideways out of my entrapment, but 
sL i l l  i t  was no use. 

"Tel l  me I'm the precious, precious jewel!" 
"Jesus Christ !" 
"Make love to me." 
She got my zipper  down about halfway and reached m ,  

Louching sk in .  
"Tel l  me you love me,  B i l l . "  
" I  don't love you ! "  I said. "You're repulsive." 
I t  was then that I smelled her body again,  that horribly rank 

odor which remi nded me of one of those garbage dumps in  North 
Hollywood. "Get away from me," I said. 

"Don't push me away. I' l l die if you push me away." 
'Tm warning you . . . .  " 
"Just let me please suck on you. I t's not for you. Please. " 
'Tm warning you . . . .  " 
"At least tell me I 'm beautifu l ."  
"You're not beautiful ," I said . With my last ounce of strength I 

shoved her wheelchair aside and lunged past her. "You're ugly and 
fat and you smell l ike shit and I wouldn't touch you if they 
threatened to take my dick away tomorrow!" I stumbled to the 
door, threw it open,  zipped up my zipper, and ran into the l iv ing 
room. Mrs. Hale sat there with t he prom dress on her lap, her 
husband beside her. Marjorie wheeled in after me. 

"Why, whatever is wrong, Mr Mi l ler?" 
'Til tel l  you what's wrong: that goddam crippled daughter of 

yours tried to rape me!" 
"Oh, Mr.  Mi l ler!" the wife gasped. She buried her face in her 

husband's neck and clu tched his shirt with both her hands. "Please 
. . .  please don't use that word." 
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"Why not? That's w hat she is, isn't she-a cripple?" 
"Oh, that horrible word! "  
"She's a goddam ugly cripple and  you keep tel l ing he r  how 

beautiful she is." 
"Make him stop, Donald. Please make him stop." 
"Tell her the truth. She deserves to know the truth." 
I looked over at Marjorie. She sat in her chair with her hands 

over her ears, her eyes closed, rocking back and forth, back and 
forth.  Her parents clung to one another on the sofa. 

Mr .  Hale stood and walked over to the man tle. He pic:ked up 
Marjorie's picture and looked at i t .  "I wan t  you to leave, M r. 
Mi l ler." 

''I'm leavi ng," I said. 
Marjorie rolled halfway across the room to him, and stopped. 
"Am I beautiful ,  Daddy?" 
"Don't l isten to him, Princess. He's lying." 
"But am I beautiful ! "  
For a moment he  said nothing. Then he  turned around and 

looked at Marjorie, a look of incredible sadness in h is eyes, the 
saddest eyes I'd ever seen.  He turned back to the mantle and stared 
at her p icture. 

"Daddy?" 
"To us," he said , "you're the most beautiful person on the face 

of the planet." His body shook. 
"Mommy?" 
"It's true," her mother said. She held the prom dress in her lap 

and stroked i t  l ike an angry cat .  "You're our precious chi ld." 
"The Queen of the Prom," her father said. He stared a t  me. 

"Now you m ust go, Mr. M iller." 
I picked up my tools and left. 

* 

Afterward, I stood in the driveway of the trai ler park for the 
longest time and j ust looked up at the stars. I don't know why, but 
I've never learned to keep my mouth shut at the proper time. I fel t 
l ike a fool. I looked up at the Mi lky Way and though t long and 
hard about what'd j ust happened; I couldn't come to any con
c lusions. I' l l tel l  you one th ing, I felt i ncredibly stupid. 

I walked down the driveway and turned onto the sidestreet 
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where I'd parked. I crossed the street and walked in the dirt on the 
far side of the road. I wanted to kick myself. 

When I got to t he car, I opened the door, got in, and for a few 
minutes just  sat t here. I rolled the window down, took a few deep 
brea ths. Of a l l  the times of the day, the nigh t asks the most 
quest ions. Right now I had so many quest ions running through 
my brain and heart-wel l ,  it was all I could do j ust to keep my 
eyes closed and brea the. I don't know what physical beauty has to 
do with love, but  I w ish  I did. Maybe i t'd make me feel better now. 

I started the car, shifted it into first ,  flicked on my l igh ts, and 
made a U-turn.  W hen I passed their t railer I saw her image on the 
shade in her room, rocking slowly back and forth, and I thought 
maybe she could forgive what I said. Probably nol. I drove to the 
end of the block, s topped, and turned left onto Grand. 

I drove down Grand for a mi le or so, then turned righ t onto the 
2 1 0  Freeway head ing west towards Pasadena. Accelerat ing up the 
onramp, I saw the l ights of the city al l  around me, t he head ligh ts 
and the tai l l ights of the cars ahead and behind-al l  sorts of 
ligh ts-and I fel t  comforted somehow, sh ielded. Tomorrow was 
another day, another dol lar-maybe two. I'd set my goal ex tra 
h igh, sel l  a lot of h i-fi . 

St i l l ,  something gnawed at me, I couldn't te l l  you exactly whal. 
There were a mi l l ion people on the road. They al l  seemed to be 

going somewhere-home, away, the beach, the mountains. I sped 
up a l i t t le, shifted in to  fourth, flicked on my turn-signal indicator, 
and merged wi th  the traffic. A mi l l ion voiceless faces, maybe 
more. I put  m y  foot to the floor and became one of them. 
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