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omething ate a hole through the oil tank, so we called Joey in from the
pumps to fix it. The tank had been drained, mostly, but mostly never helped
no one. Joey didn't bave gloves, just some rubber goggles, and this one time
nobody told him to go and get the good mask. He could've found the cat litter
in the closet, could’ve poured it in first to absorb what we'd left in there, but he
didn’t do that either. It prbbably wouldn’t have helped. Even with those goggles
on he would've seen the ember that strayed through the hole, the weldmg rod still
pinched between his fingers, the little spark that buile the flame that rocked us all
to the back of the bay. , '
The body looks strange on fire. It just everywhere at once, liquid and growing,
TJoey tearing out toward the nasty patch of grass on Highway 11 with flames eat-
ing through his skin. And we just stood there stupid, like discipl:es struck, helpless
except for a woman waiting for an 0il change who called 911 fromour pay phone.
But what were we supposed to do? He was gone, and we all knew it, except maybé
for Mr. Arlen, moving too late from behind his desk, belly-heavy in work boots,
. extinguisher in hand. 'The fire was out already. Joey was blind asd smoldering with
snuffed heat on that small strip of highway lawn, mé-kn:eelirig nearby telling him
the things he'd want to hear in his last few moments; cars still puliing into the sta-
tion. And Mr. Goddamn Fucking Hero Arlen pushing ‘through with his cherry-red
© tank, the pin pulled—it made me wish,:as ithe foam':hi't and- Jdey screamed his last,
~ that Mr. Arlen had stayed behind his guddamned desk. He stood over Joey hold-

ing the tank like he'd just taken the world’s biggest pressurized piss. That’s when

I threw up.

Tn all the years I knew him, Joey was never one to just lec a subject be. And for the
‘past month he’d been nonstop about his girl Becky in Basic. When she left for the
Army he went on and on about the mix tape he’d made for her, the magazines he'd
bought her, the fudge his mother made, the jumbo pack of Skittles he’d found at
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Club, the troll doll with camouflage hair and pants to match. He liked to tell .
e all about her “particular brand of fucking,” as he’d called it, specialty moves of .
hers that I k_néw only too well. So well that I knew when he started to make stuff
| up. He didn’t write many letters; he was more of a candy-and-flowers man. He'd
sit at the station between pump calls and write a few I-miss-you's.on yellow lined
paper. And just last week he told me how the Skittles and the fudge and the mix
tape and the rest of it was banned anyway.
“What she got,” he said, “was one good look at all the thmgs I'd sent her. Then
her sergeant took it all away. Worse than me not sending it at all.” ‘
Becky has good features but bad skin that she tries to hide with beige makeup.
She keeps at least three bottles of that stuff in her bathroom. I've seen it. Contony,
she calls it. It works better at night, or in the dark, at bars a few rowns over.
Becky’s barroom eyeliner makes you forget about those bottles of pancake in her
.bathroom, makes you forget how z close hug from her will more than likely leave a
tan rash on your T-shirt. A few years back she was co-captain superstar forward of
the Lady Tigers, the kid-sister legacy to All-State field-hockey champs Bunny and
Boli Batker.
- But the first time Becky took me home from Duck’s Tavern she was already over
-all that. She had a thread of green dental floss strung across her left breast, stuck to
the nubs of her sweater, chngmg like tinsel to the pilled part below her shoulder,
and she gave me one of those hidden, rim-of-the-eye smiles when I asked about her
hygiene technique. “Gotta keep the gitls piaquelfree somehow,” she said. She told
.me she’d started young in the bars, nabbing one of her big sisters” IDs when she was
_seventeen. No one ever called her on it, even though her picture was in all the papers
that season. Ask me, that four-year jump-start on bar life kept with her and there she
was at twenty-four at the same bar looking at least thirty under all that makeup.
Becky's been writing to me since her firsc -

week at Basic, saying from the start how she
wished she’d wrapped it up with Joey before
she left. How she wants me instead of him.
How the one thing Basic fails to train you
for is what to do with the life you leave back
in Mewborn. Last week she said Joey had one
more lecter coming, and then she’d be free
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 for me, for real. She told me to watch for it, made me promise to talk to him if

he brought it up. She said, “My sergeant says, “The more you carry, the more you
tarry.’ I don’t have room for a troll doll, anyway.” _

And so I wasted t_he. whole morning looking for clues in his face. At Burger
King I waited for him to say something about her, because that was my cue, my
lead-in to lec him know his personal business with Becky was mine, too. I could see
the folded note in the pocket of his T—shifr, the telltale border on the envelope. But
* he just ate his burger with fries and talked about Friday’s. game at the high school
like nothing had changed, like Becky was still scoring points in her plaid skirt and
mouth guard. I waited for it all day and he said not 2 word, not a word until the
spark hit that puddle of oil. Nort until he was down on the ground with no face, me
kneeling next to him—that’s when he talked, right before Arlen came barreling -
through with his goddamn superman extinguisher. I heard him.

‘Becky’s got a month left of Basic, and then it’s off to Aberdeen for ordnance
tiaining. Between the tfaining is two weeks at home. She’s thinking about
going Airborne so she can nab a Fort Bragg assignment, so there’d be but an
hour between us. She picked ordnance, she said, because she loves dogs, even the
* bomb-sniffing ones. She’s hinted more than once I should think about a move to
Fayet_téviﬂe, right by Bragg. Even though she’s in South Carolina and on her way to
Maryiand. Even though it’s the Bragg soldiers they're shipping daily overseas. Even
though I wasn’t sure I wanted Becky in-the-daylight. Becky out-of-bars. Becky
out-of-bed. I wrote her as much using nicer words, said I wasn't sure I was worth
jumping out of a plane for. But I said I'd talk to Joey if she talked to him first.

But then Joey died. I saw him tear across our lot with the welder still on. The
oil tank scattered across the bay in white-hot pieces. Bits of it kicked into his skin, -
- turned him to blue flame in seconds. He cooked the palms of his hands trying to

pry the goggles from his face.

The rules change after a fuel tank explodes
and eyelids burn away and tear ducts are gone
and you're kneeling beside your best friend
and his face and body have no skin. Becky
would understand. In Basic they tell each
other stories that end like this, best friends and
fire and all. Knowing her, she’ll listen to every
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ck-on .'that tape Jé_ey made. She’ll make me come pick her up at Fort Jackson

and Tl have to hear it all the way home. And at some point, she’ll loosen my grip
r6m the stick shift and hold my hand in her lap and won’t say a thing about whar
happened She’ll collar me with her silence and grief and guilt as “Tumbling Dice”
moves through us, and that’s when I'll know that I'm hers now, that this is the
way she’ll pull us into public. At Joey’s funeral they’ll play “T'll Be There for You”
straight from the tape and she’ll appear in her dress uniform and claim her place as
Grieving Girlfriend, and I'll be the Grieving Best Friend and his parents will be real
nice to both of us and 'won’t it make sense to everyone for us ro find comfort together
in our loss? It’s just what he would have wanted, she’ll say, me finishing with her
what Joey could not. And how chedp would it be to tell her what a faice that mix
tape really is, how Joey borrowed more than half my tape collection and then used
my boom box to make it? It’s not worth upstaging someone after they're dead.

Which is why she wor't ask what we talked about. Which is why I won't tell
her that when I knelt by Joey and told him about Becky in her boots, marching
across a swamp in-South Carolina, clutching a map, finding a coordinate, on her
way back to him, Arlen almost there with the extmgmsher I swear I heard him say

“T know,” he said. “1 know.” o -

And what do- I kno_w? It 'was nobody’s fault. Even when I thought about what
might happen down the line, to her out there and Joey here and me in betﬁéen
I'saw it all working itself out, I didn’t see myself looking at what's left of Joey.
I dido’t see me losing him and her getting me. I still don’t see it.




