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"Sure, go ahead, it's a free country;'
I answer.
''Thanks, Runt," comes his reply. "I
knew you'd oblige:'
John Goode and I went to high
school together, along with just about
everyone else here. He has never used
my name when talking to or about me.
Even though I'm five-ten, or maybe
eleven, and weigh close to one-ninety,
he has always called me "Runt:' He
used to take a perverse delight in push
ing me around in front of a crowd, like
that time near the end of the seventh
grade he made it up with some of his
buddies to depants me.
Goode went through the voice
change, and all that stuff, early that
year. I was a little late catching up.
Goode used to make fun of my squeeky
voice and say, "Oh! It's Runt! I thought
it was somebody's sister;' and other
junk like that. He was always bragging
in the locker room about the girls he
claimed to get to "first base" with. He
even said he made it with "older
women;' girls of sixteen and seventeen.
I always thought it was a bunch of
crap.
They were waiting for me when I
came out of the school building to
catch the bus one afternoon. I kicked
and screamed like a bobcat in a steel
trap. Didn't do me any more good than
it does a bobcat. A couple of his bud
dies held me, and Goode stripped my

underpants and jeans off with God and
everybody watching. The whole
process didn't take three minutes.
There I stood, buck naked from the
waist down.
It seemed like it took a hundred years
to turn, run through the double doors,
and get to the boy's bathroom.
"What's going on in here?" roared Mr.
James, the principal, as he came bust
ing into the bathroom.
The crowd that had gathered around
the stall I was hiding in, parted like the
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The Things We Do
For Love (continued)

Red Sea did for Moses to let Mr. James
pass through.
I couldn't answer him. I was throwing
up.
"What are you doin' in there, boy?"
Mr. James was still yelling at the top of
his lungs. "Come out of there right
now!"
Somebody finally clued him in, and
Mr. James called my mother to bring
me some pants. Even now, though,
seven years later, once in a while some
body makes a crack about keeping your
pants on.
Goode always took great delight in
bringing me pain and grief.
He stills does.
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I really want to scream at him, "It ain't
a free country! She's mine!" But Goode
would just stomp me. Nothing, not even
Clarissa, would suit him better.
"Why did you have to make a fool of
him, John?" I hear Clarissa ask, after
she thinks they are out of my range of
hearing. The way they have to yell to be
heard over the jukebox, I hear a lot more
than I want to.
"Kicks!" replies Goode, as they begin
a swaying shuffle. "Why do you call him
Runt behind his back?"
"Aw John, I don't mean nuthin' by it,
everybody calls him that;• Clarissa says,
blushing at the thought of her
hypocrisy.

The Things We Do
For Love (continued)

Tankersley is a small place, and you
take what you can get, just like John
Goode. Still, he shouldn't treat her like
one of his whores. She's a good girl!
Aw, that's a lie, and I know it. She
wants Goode like an alcoholic wants
liquor. I could see it when he asked her
to dance. I know Goode takes advan
tage of his good looks. He's just doing
what comes natural.
Look at the way he saunters along,
so high he can barely shuffle. He feels
fine, but then. why shouldn't he? He's
been hugged up to a soft, warm, will
ing woman, while I've been sitting here
long enough to get cold. Cold sober
and cold enough to kill.
As he passes me, every detail is
etched in silhouette by the bright
moonlight. The frost sparkles as if
someone has scattered crushed glass.
Suddenly I'm freezing. Chilled to the
bone. I slowly raise the twin barrels of
the twelve gauge, praying he won't turn
to see me, even as I pull the trigger.
The reverberating roar in the still
night is much bigger than I expected.
So is the hole in Geode's back. He's
turning, grasping, fumbling for the
pistol just under the edge of his coat.
Without really thinking, I pull the other
trigger. He stops his fumbling as recog
nition fades from his eyes.
As I stand beside the corpse, an Icy
anger grips me. I pick up the .44 he so
desperately wanted to use, and care-
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fully put two bullets through his head,
smashing his once handsome features
beyond recognition.
Geode's golden hair is turning a
peculiar dark color. The change begins
at the scalp and flows outward, like a
bleached blond going too long between
rinses. That same peculiar stain is
racing out from beneath his body, while
his lips are drawn back in a smiling
rictus.
Good e was always smiling.
The dark mass that used to be his
face just accents that grotesque grin,
like a minstrel in blackface. He's still
got the whitest teeth of any man I know.
I don't believe the bullets nicked a
single one.
I might have known Goode would get
the last laugh. □

