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Thesis Introduction:

Small Pieces of a Big Picture: The Aesthetics and Influences Shaping My Story

The story I wrote, called In the Cold, Quiet Dark, is about a teenaged boy named Will
Jameson. To make his story interesting, provocative, and fun to read and write, I had to address
and illustrate what I understood about what it means to be a teenager. The teenage years are
what define a boy in transition, who is alternately yearning to be back at an age when he was too
young to be called a teen, and simultaneously cognizant of the beginnings of the man he’ll be if
and when he decides to leave his boyhood behind. In essence, writing a story about a teenaged
boy boils down to authoring a narrative ultimately concerned with identity, purpose,
independence, and responsibility. Paradoxically, I found these themes to be best illustrated by
depicting a struggle with respectively contrasting features—confusion, aimlessness, entrapment,
and immaturity—in ascension, constantly bombarding Will with these opposite forces, skewing
his desires, his comprehension of himself, and of the world around him.

This conflict of contradictions occurred naturally within the meat of the story, since, |
intrinsically knew the frustration lying at the heart of the struggle for mature, complete
understanding and self-reliability. What I didn’t understand at the commencement of writing
was how to transfer effectively individual knowledge and experience into a broad, generally
understood narrative construct, one able to be instantly relatable while at the same time
maintaining enough personal spirit in the workmanship to turn the familiar into the unique.
Everyone has read a story about a desperate teenager before, so I knew going into the project that
I was grazing on finely-cut grasslands, but I wanted to somehow turn the ordinary into the

surprising, both to make my story stand out and energize myself as its author by constantly



enlivening my interest in Will’s story as I was writing it and not allowing myself to write-by-the-
numbers, filling in developmental blanks and building character bridges as I crossed them. To
service this aim of creating a story that’s able to be instantly understood as a familiar narrative
track, while keeping full knowledge of who Will is and why he matters hidden from the eyes and
the mind until the very end of the tale and beyond, I utilized the stylistic and developmental
impressions left on me by three notable authors and their work, namely William Faulkner,
Cormac McCarthy, and John Kennedy Toole. Inside the pages of Absalom, Absalom!, Blood
Meridian, and The Confederacy of Dunces, 1 had found stories that made me nod as soon as I
poured my eyes through the opening chapters, then crease my brow as what once was familiar
became strange, intriguing, something altogether unexpected, and yet wholly worth the
experience of reading; the inspiration given to me by these men and their work helped me to
achieve what I wanted to do with myself as a storyteller, and with Will Jameson as a character.

I believe the achievement of William Faulkner’s Absalom, Absalom! is making
frustration an enjoyable experience. So much of the story being told is obscured by the teller and
the circumstances the tale is being told under. Take this passage as an indicative example of
dictation utilized as a form of manipulation, and thereby having that manipulation stand as the
only reliable record for what the story is, and what it means, for having been told: “[M]aybe
someday you will remember this and write about it...Perhaps you will even remember kindly
then the old woman who made you spend a whole afternoon sitting indoors and listening while
she talked about people and events you were fortunate enough to escape.” (Faulkner 5). These
words are spoken by Miss Rosa Coldfield, described as a woman “in...eternal black...with that
air of impotent, static rage...talking in that grim haggard amazed voice” (4). Through her

mesmerizing words, a story is introduced, and through her story, the reader is trapped just as her



listener is bound in belief, perspective, and meaning, to what she says and what she wants us to
hear.

Here is a condensed illustration of what the story of Absalom—and the practice of
storytelling—amounts to: the act of shattering a mirror, and then asking a witness to reflect on
what can be seen, and what is meant by the blur of the fragments. Incompletion is essential to
Absalom’s narrative, and it is this fundamental lack of knowledge, orientation, and familiarity
driving the interest in the story and its characters, enticing the reader to keep reading. Making a
story full by pointing out what isn’t there, what’s past, what’s escaped, what can’t be
remembered and recorded because it wasn’t lived, only imagined, is a way to turn the simple—a
family feud—into something wonderfully complicated, laden with existential implications and
biblical allusions.

Faulkner’s use of fragmentation to contribute to a bewildering composite that is
absolutely larger than the sum of its parts definitely influenced the thematic and mechanical
construction of who Will is, and why his story matters. Fragmentation, after all, is the essence of
teenaged existence, thinking one thing, saying another, all the while bathing in an ocean of
complex feelings, never allowing a single drop of that depth to trickle past a defensive barrier
network, always keeping a tight lid on a never full compartment which contains only an idea of
self, what that self wants, and how to get it. Being a teenager means attaining definition through
that which is lacking; the innocence of youth, the security of age, and the means to give and take
meaning by making self-dictated choices, all of these components are either missing, gone, or
incomplete. Just as Absalom, Absalom! is a story told to people who weren’t there to experience
it, by people who wish the experience to remain as they see it and want it to remain so, Will’s

life as a teenager is entirely uncertain, a concoction of confusion and frustration where belief is



meant to be doubted, doubt only leads to frustration, and being frustrated paradoxically fuels his
desire to comprehend, and to make that comprehension lend meaning to something he can
believe in.

Whereas Faulkner’s work imprinted a general sense of direction pertaining to the type of
story being told in the authoring of Will and his world, and how this influential fragmentary
format relates thematically and symbolically to the trials and travails broadly applicable to the
developmental narrative, Cormac McCarthy’s Blood Meridian was a great inspiration in
establishing the individual character traits of Will, his internal psychology and philosophical
outlook. Blood Meridian is a narrative of strife, defined fundamentally by its unrelenting
violence, bleak fatalism, and the omnipresence of an empowered evil. These attributes are
illustrated in the introduction of Blood’s main character, an unnamed young man who is called
The Kid for most of the story: “Night of your birth...God how the stars did fall. Ilooked for
blackness, holes in the heavens. [The Kid] can neither read nor write, and [at fourteen]...in him
broods already a taste for mindless violence” (McCarthy 3). Defining the main character as a
kind of lodestone for ill omens and negative personality traits is a calculated risk that subverts
the expectations of the adolescent narrative, where ordinarily the main character is called away
to adventure, expanding his understanding of and standing within the world. Here, the opposite
is taking place; the protagonist is drawn not to adventure, but to murder, and his quest is one of
such consequentially severe contraction of his humanity that it reduces him to lifelessness.

Proposing an adolescent character seemingly destined to kill and to die, even from before
he was born—*“The mother...did incubate in her own bosom the creature who would carry her
off...” (3)—leant an interesting perspective on defining a main character by his immaturity, and

having his carnivorous ignorance devour any semblance of attempted elevation and refinement,



intellectual or otherwise. Writing about and within the perspective of an adolescent killer
seemed too daunting, but Blood Meridian contains an incredibly valuable lesson on how extreme
passions—in McCarthy’s case, the desire to illustrate and qualify death—compose the meat of
the teenaged psyche, and how the heat radiating from them can portend great personal and -
worldly tragedy.

Blood Meridian also showed me how poetry can be found in violence, and vice versa, as
illustrated in the following passage: “And now the horses of the dead came pounding out of the
smoke and dust and circled with flapping leather and wild manes and eyes whited with fear like
the eyes of the blind...the scalped...lay like maimed and naked monks in the bloodslaked dust”
(54). The density of the imagery, simultaneously natural—smoke, dust, and wide, white eyes—
and mythic—corpses transform into clergymen due to their appearance in death—gives the scene
an important feel, making the words about men, how and why they kill, instead of limiting the
action to this group of killed men, whose killers were also specifically isolated to themselves.
Making a scene of violence mean more than what it is immediately displaying was a main goal
for me in wﬁting Will’s story, as it hinges on the consequences of a particularly far-reaching,
explosively violent collision.

The relationship between a mother and her son is complicatedly combative, particularly
so when the son is either a natural adolescent, or stunted developmentally so as to think and
behave as one. Such is the case with Ignatius Reilly, the engine driving John Kennedy Toole’s 4
Confederacy of Dunces. Reilly is a construction made expressly and excessively unfit for his
time and place, physically and otherwise. Described as having “[A] fleshy balloon of a
head...folds filled with disapproval and potato chip crumbs...blue and yellow eyes looked down

upon...[and studied] the crowd of people for signs of bad taste. Possession of anything new and



expensive only reflected a person’s lack of theology and geometry; it could even cast doubts
upon one’s soul” (Toole 1). His character is one busy with broadcasting disgust and being
disgusting. Seized by a fever of supremacy, he judges, and yet, based on his shabby, gross
carriage, won’t care about the judgment of others. A philosophy of stubborn, seething, self-
promotion is the dictate of adolescence, where the right way is what I think, and anything else is
wrong. Staging the conflict between mother and son as one so defined by assumed entitlement
makes Toole’s writing seem authentically entertaining in its petty, perpetually unsatisfied,
cringe-worthy humanity, as Ignatius’s contempt is matched only by his mother’s patience and
charity. His mother enters the picture, a woman who had “driven him downtown in the old
Plymouth, and while she was at the doctor’s seeing about her arthritis, Ignatius had bought some
sheet music” (2). The perpetual pains and perils she suffers on her son’s behalf are given
revolting insight further on: “Mrs. Reilly was...pressing her maternal breast against a glass case
of macaroons...she [tapped the case with] her fingers, chafed from many years of scrubbing her
son’s mammoth, yellowed drawers [and said] ‘Look, you wanna gimme half a dozen wine cakes,
too? Ignatius gets nasty if we run outta cake’” (4-5). The relationship shared by Reilly and his
mother is one consigned to co-dependence and consumption; each relies on the allowances of the
other to provide momentum (literally in Ignatius’s case) and meaning to his or her life.

The living arrangements established in the Jameson household aren’t quite so gross, but it
is in this partnership of extreme dependency, where the insidiousness of selfishness chains
mother and child to each other, and each feeds into a circuit of debilitating negative
reinforcement when they argue. When Will debates his mother, he feels dictatorial, righteous,
and superior, and by baiting him, his mother fuels her need to be punished and belittled, due to

the circumstances bringing about Will’s state of paralysis. Defining the mother-son relationship



as an agony of escalating, enabling, wrong-headedness turns what should be an organized
process of nurturing mentorship into a chaotic emotional and psychological minefield, where
each blooming argumentative detonation causes a converse implosion of development; the son
becomes infantilized and the mother sacrifices everything but motherhood, losing her
independence and her womanhood in her fierce desire to keep her baby safe, happy, and secure
within the confines of her nest.

The influences and aesthetics shaping the foundation of Will’s story, the passions of his
character, and the heart of his conflict are a curious alchemy of boyishness and brutality. The
able authorship of Faulkner, McCarthy, and Toole contributed immeasurably to the tale I tell,
helping me to see how a familiar story can also be more unusual, and frankly more meaningful,
than I believed possible at the commencement of my writing. Absalom, Absalom! showed how
fractured and laden seemingly ordinary lives could be, how the delusions of one person become
gospel to another—all because of the beholden nature of witnessing—and defining the import of
the art of storytelling not only as the story being told, but what meaningful manipulation is
inherent in the telling. Blood Meridian catalogs the dark side of teenaged youthfulness, being
throttled by the insatiable, passionate desire to impose one’s will, all else be damned, ultimately
including humanity itself. 4 Confederacy of Dunces is a cautionary wince put to paper,
cataloging in terrific detail the plight of a piggish, immature, prejudicial man-child, and the
woman who loves him as they are ravaged by their selfish excesses and ignorance.

Each of these three stories reflects a facet of adolescent existence, which is the core of
the Will Jameson character and his narrative. Faulkner emphasizes the essence of
incompleteness, feeling trapped, with nothing but contradictory skepticism and belief to drive

one onwards. McCarthy defines and depicts a world of ceaseless misery, where consideration is
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suspended in favor of acting on self-destructive desire. Finally, Toole satirizes ethnocentrism in
order to cast a harsh light on what it means to judge and to be judged. In the Cold, Quiet Dark,
my story about Will, a boy growing up, wouldn’t be what it is without the influence of these

developmental narratives.
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Chapter One

“Reach out! C’mon, stretch farther. Grab my hand.” Samantha’s plump face hovered
behind tangled vines of light-brown hair died unnaturally blond at the tips. She frowned
determinedly at Will, her green eyes big, expectant, and demanding. Will grunted, propped
awkwardly against a foam-rubber cylinder wedged against a stack of wooden benches acting as
an anchor behind him. He sweated profusely into his gray t-shirt. His sandy bangs clung to his
forehead, and the hand he was using to brace himself stuck to the blue exercise mat he was
stretching on, his blue eyes squinting in effort as he willed himself to bend and reach toward
Samantha’s outstretched hand.

Will’s right arm raised and extended awkwardly, bunching with tension at the elbow and
wrist, never becoming fully straight. His fingers splayed rigidly, shocking themselves open in a
spasm of hard-won desire and concentration. 'His movements were characteristically graceless,
but functional. He made steady, grinding progress towards Samantha’s wagging index finger.
With his support arm filling with pins and needles from the strain of bearing his full body weight
and his cheeks puffing out because he was holding his breath, Will made a last ditch effort and
lunged forward towards the offered hand.

His fingertips grazed the heel of Samantha’s well-moisturized palm before he tumbled in
a deadweight jumble of gangly adolescent limbs, falling cleanly on his face. He buried his face
in the mat and allowed himself to breathe again, nearly becoming overwhelmed by the onrushing
twin scents of sweat and disinfectant. There was a hard tug on the back of his shirt. “Come on,
roll over already.” Will balled up his frustration and disappointment before venting it in a raspy

groan. Samantha poked him in the back repeatedly, Will wincing each time. He growled, dug
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his nails into the plastic mat covering and shoved up and away, flopping onto his side and
panting. Samantha lightly pressed her hands into his chest and stomach, prompting those
muscles into action. There was a brief push and pull between what Will mentally pictured
himself accomplishing and what he physically achieved, but he had maneuvered himself onto his
back, defensively closing his eyes against the harsh fluorescent glare shining down from where
the light bank was embedded in the paneled ceiling.

- His breathing was all he heard for a curiously long time, so Will opened his eyes
curiously and cautiously. Samantha loomed above him, and the slumping of her shoulders, the
crossing of her arms, and the pursing of her lips made her a monument of disapproval. She tried
to stare at him disapprovingly but a stray curlicue of hair swung into her eye and she batted it
back impatiently. Will chuckled at her, shading his eyes awkwardly against the glare from the
ceiling with a hand that seemed to dangle from the wrist to which it was attached. “Hey, you
said to grab the hand. 1did, didn’t [?”

Samantha was halfway through rolling her eyes at him before she caught herself and
terminated the gesture, knowing it would only encourage him. She compensated by snorting at
him loudly and shaking her head. “No, smart aleck, you did not. I think your pinky may have
grazed me, but then again, it could have been a baby fly.”

Will mimicked her snort. “Now you’re just nitpicking. Did I touch your hand or not?”

Samantha smirked at him, pointing with the same index finger she used to spur his earlier
effort. “You managed to touch it, sure, but just barely. And you fell on your face afterwards.”
She drove this latter point home by jabbing the tip of his nose with the edge of a long, pink nail.

“Ah!” Will wiped his nose with the back of his hand. “I thought the whole point of what

we were doing was for you to put your hand out of reach and for me to still end up reaching for it
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anyway. I do what you ask and get stabbed for it! How awesome.” The outraged glare he threw
at her was dulled somewhat by his newly pink nose.

Samantha decided to take the high road and not laugh at him. “The whole point of the
exercise is for you to work on building your balance. You know this, and yet still manage to end
up face-down.” She shrugged exaggeratedly and looked at him cockeyed, clearly entitling
herself to some sort of an explanation.

Will sighed in frustration, becoming deeply interested in the half-circle of sweat
blooming from his shirt collar to the top of his stomach. He was sopped in sweat from the day’s
exertions, but only to a point. His shirt wrapped him in a damp, cold cocoon, but his jeans were
bone dry, and although he couldn’t feel the confirmation in his hips, legs, and feet, he was struck
by the realization that none of the sticky humidity that seized him from the waist up managed to
claim any southern real estate. “What’s up with this?” He bunched the wet cotton of his t-shirt
with three right-handed fingers and a thumb whilst lightly slapping a pristine denim thigh with
lefty.

Samantha exasperatedly smacked her lips and groaned. “C’mon, Will, don’t change

“I don’t know! Because I suck? Yeah, we’ve established my sucky balancing. What is
up with this non-sweat?”

Samantha looked at him full in the face, deadly serious, her lips pressed into the thinnest
of lines, sapping all color from around her mouth. Will tried to dodge her stare and drop his eyes
away, but she held his gaze with an unnaturally steady intensity. He caved in less than ten

seconds, and spoke up with the voice of a little boy. “I’m sorry, seriously, but it ain’t like you’re
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the only one in this room who’s frustrated. I fell on my face because I don’t know how nof to; I
can’t balance.”

Samantha nodded slowly and allowed her face to soften. “Right now you can’t balance.
We’re doing something about it, so pretty soon you’ll be able to.”

He echoed her nod with one of his own, but it was decidedly less assured. “I hope s0,” he
said, and cleared his suddenly dry throat.

Samantha fidgeted, rubbing her hands together before brushing non-existent lint from her
white sweat pants and walking across the mat, keeping her back to Will as she called behind her
“Let’s get you back in your chair. Times a’wastin’.”

He stared at the middle of her back for a second before shooting a glanee at the clock,
seeing it was 4:55 in the afternoon, and grinning tactlessly since he was leaving five minutes left
in the scheduled therapy hour. He was glad not to have a witness to his sly happiness. After
flopping onto his belly, he dragged himself along by pushing and pulling with his elbows.
Samantha was prepping his chair for him as he spoke to her ankles. “Will you tell me about this
whole no-sweat thing, please? I mean, is it dangerous or what?”

Samantha recited in a textbook-tone without looking at him, busy with the arrangement
of various straps, buckles, and bracers, “You do sweat, just not all over. The muscles in your
arms, trunk, chest, shoulders, whatever, all of those are working, and they get hot. The body
senses the increase—whoa, let me know when you’re gonna do that, please!” Will had bolstered
himself up on his haunches and toppled forward against the front of his chair, flinging his arms
out to wedge in the sides of the seat cushion. “You sense the rise in temperature, and you cool

down by sweating. YOUR LEGS,” she raised her voice in anticipation of his next question and

cut off what he was about to say, “and everything else south of the equator aren’t getting worked

16



up, so they don’t need to cool down by sweating. Satisfied?”” She flashed him a goofy grin and
adjusted the bridge of an imaginary pair of glasses on her nose.

He laughed at her good-naturedly. “I guess. God, I’'m weird! Is this anything I have to
worry about?” He took care hiding his eyes from her, suddenly self-conscious. His face, neck
and chest burned uncomfortably, and the scar running down his back began to tingle and itch.

Samantha frowned down at him. “I don’t think so, since there’s not a heck of a lot you
can do about it.” She sought out his face, hoping to get a read on him, but he evaded her
effectively. “Look, Will—"

“I’m glad it’s not a problem,” he announced loudly, looking up at her with a toothy grin.
She raised her eyebrows skeptically, but he was already maneuvering himself away from her and
out the door, struggling slightly with the resistance the beige carpet gave him. “Same time next
week,” he called over his shoulder while keeping eyes front, wheeling out to the lobby.

“Hey, Mom,” he called to a woman sitting comfortably cross-legged in a chair with
purple padding. She planted her white, flat slip-ons, smoothed her khakis, and was on him
before the paper she’d been reading had stopped rustling from being dropped. Will had intended
to just keep rolling right out the door (which was automatic), but she put a stop to that in a hurry.

“Did you fall out of your chair again?”” Her hands fussed with the front of his shirt,
picking at wrinkles. She somehow managed to sound concerned and annoyed simultaneously.

Will furrowed his brow disbelievingly. “Of course not, why would you—" Will
inspected himself and saw the front of his shirt untucked. He swiped at it ineffectually.

“I’ll bet.” She exhaled slowly through her nostrils and gave him a probing look, seeing if

he would change his story under scrutiny, but her son looked at her through over-long bangs
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evenly, wearing defiance and impatience on his indignant face. Sighing, she stood and beat him
to the door. “Let’s go,” she said, casting about in her purse for her keys.

She drove slowly and carefully, gripping the wheel firmly, keeping her gaze steady,
focused, and alert. No one spoke and the lack of any radio noise kept the cabin quiet and
controlled. The only noise besides the steady drone of the well-maintained engine sounded from
the dry, brown leaves the tires were plowing through, sweeping away the last breaths of autumn.
The natural crackling and the mechanical hum soothed him as much as the cool window he was
pressing his cheek against, letting his eyes droop.

“Either you worked real hard today or you stayed up too late.”

He pressed a knuckle into one eye and rubbed, letting himself smirk as he heard the
laughter in her voice.

“I always work hard.” He laughed a little, even though he meant it. She echoed him, but
her chuckles had a bit more gusto than he would’ve liked. “Okay, almost always. Funny thing
is, you always seem more worn out than me after therapy. It’s supposed to help, or so Samantha
keeps telling me. You don’t need to take my therapy so hard, Mom. Honestly, I wish you
wouldn’t.”

“I’m glad your therapy is helping, and I’ll be here making sure you stick with it, but I
don’t like seeing you so tired and frustrated from it. We both know it’s my fault you have to
come here every week.” She spoke with sincerity. He shoved against the window to sit straight,
and he angled his head to look at her while he spoke. Her eyes were resolutely on the road, even
though he was sure she could feel his eyes on her. Reflexively, she reached out and triggered the
auto-lock, which made the doors click, but the indicative pegs didn’t budge since they were

already secured.
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Will suppressed a critical sigh. “I’ve been wondering if this therapy stuff is working,
anyhow. And could I get five free minutes away from the blame game, please?” He avoided
looking at her as he said this, fearing her reaction.

“Working? What do you mean, ‘working’? It’s not a magic potion.” His mother
sounded agitated enough to actually look away from the road ahead of them, which was empty,
and to ignore his irritation at hearing her blame herself for his problems.

This time he did sigh, and he fell over his words awkwardly, digging for the right phrase.
“I know, I know. I’'m not expecting magic—I don’t—it’s just, I want it to work, you know? 1
want obvious results, or some clear progress, and I’ve been going there for almost half a year
now, and I’m not getting what I want out of it, so I’m pissed, and I hate it.”

His mother scoffed. “That’s real mature, Will.”

He threw up his hands, sending one arm flailing and almost smacking her in the side of
the head across the cabin, making her yelp. “So I’m—sorry—not mature, then. Excuse me for
being scared and angry and completely confused and frustrated, but what the hell? I’'m
paralyzed, Mom. What am I gonna do? I’m trying, but nothing seems to be working, and what
am I supposed to do?”

A heavy silence filled the car, making Will dig his chin into his sweaty t-shirt and stare
hard into his lap, looking at nothing. He could feel his mother’s eyes on the side of his head and
hear her words of frantic reassurance echo in his mind before she breathed a single word. “Will,
we’re in this—”

“Don’t, just please don’t say anything.” His voice was thin, pushing past the sudden
tightness in his throat. “I know you’re here, and I’'m here, and we have each other and

everything’ll be just fine. I’'m not gonna hear it again, so please drive and don’t say anything.”
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She made a noise of such raw desperation that his heart skipped a beat. He turned away from
her, mashed his forehead against the window, and squeezed his eyes shut. The motor made its
same dull hum, and the rubber of the tires fizzed on the road as they constantly spun around.
The twin noises overwhelmed him. His eyes began to feel very heavy.

Just as his eyes shut, a blast of heat, noise, and movement descended on him. At first it
was a loud echo, but steadily became more solid, more vivid, and altogether real. He grunted,
suddenly trapped with the shards of painful memories and images digging deeply in to his mind.
In a brief moment spent between sleeping and waking, he hissed at the flash of headlights
spilling into his eyes, and then a series of bee-stings and pin-pricks stamped across his nose and
cheeks as he rolled sideways into a heaving wave of shattered glass. Finally, the distinction
between sound and movement faded until it eventually dissolved to nothing, leaving him with a
deep sense of loss. He shot his head from side-to-side, gaping frantically, seized by fear. An
arm clenched his wrist, stunning him into silence. “Will!”

“What?” He stared hard at the hand holding him, following it up to a pair of eyes staring
at him. His mother wore a tight, severe expression, brow and cheeks standing out in sharp relief,
her eyes big with worry. He took three quick, panting breaths before pressing the back of his
head into the chair’s cushion. “Oh my god,” he said quietly, shutting his eyes and swallowing
heavily.

His mother steered the car to the shoulder and stopped, undid her seatbelt, and leaned
across to take his face in her hands and inspect him with her touch. She swept his hair back off
his forehead. “You’re clammy. Look at me.” Her statements were clipped, her tone sharp. She

was in command and undeniable.
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Will slowly opened his eyes and let a relaxed smile take over his face, hoping to calm
her. “I’m fine,” he said. “I’m just tired and I had a dream is all.”

“A dream?” She was all but shouting into his face, not believing him for a second. “Are
you sure you’re all right? Nothing hurts? What do you mean you had a dream?”

He stifled a laugh he was sure she wouldn’t appreciate and strove to make his situation
even clearer, if it were possible. “I mean I had a dream. I don’t know what else to tell you.” He
lifted his hands to her wrists and lightly squeezed them. “Relax! I’'m okay.” The vice clamping
both sides of his face slackened slightly.

Her face became softer and her shoulders went straighter as the tension ebbed. She still
held his face in her hands but had stopped inadvertently crushing him in her worry. She ducked
her chin. “What kind of dream was it?” Her tone was more than a little embarrassed.

Will took advantage of the few seconds he had away from the scrutiny of her stare to
consider what to tell her. He briefly felt like lying to her because the truth would turn her mood
even more desperate and sad, but he found he couldn’t do it; she thrived on his feedback, doing
what he did just now, reducing tension and defusing situations. She needed him to be honest
with her, and so he was. She only allowed her eyes to drop from his for a handful of seconds
before they desperately sought him out again. He carefully guided her gaze with his own,
floating it around the surrounding interior of their car. Then he looked into her eyes steadily,
squeezed her wrists one more time, and quietly declared, “It was the usual kind of dream, Mom.”

In less than a second all ramifications of what “ﬁsua ” meant collided with his mother,
and she shrank away from him, dropping him from her grasp and slipping out of the hands
holding onto her wrists. “I’m sorry.” Her voice was hollow, numb, and directed at the

windshield.
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“I really wish you’d stop acting this way. The first time you apologized, I accepted it.”
His voice was heavy with resigned disappointment. He looked at her turned-away face, hoping
to see the turmoil wracking her fall away, but she sat resolutely blank-faced, angling the car back
onto the road and carefully adjusting to the flow of traffic. He watched her for another minute,

then once again directed his gaze out his window. Neither said another word on the drive home.
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Chapter Two

When both of them were safely back at the house, Will made a last attempt to connect
with his mom in hopes of getting that heavy, dark look off of her face. He turned sideways in his
chair to block the path leading from the garage to the kitchen and reached for her hand. She
dodged him, ducked her eyes, and seized the handlebars of his wheelchair, straightening him out
and pushing him clear of the door before efficiently stepping around him. He felt frustrated and
violated, groaning at her childishness.

As he was wheeling himself down the main hallway and to his room, he decided he
couldn’t stand being with her in this house right now. The rubber of his tires hummed with a
purpose as he cruised to the door of his room, which he always left slightly ajar so that he could
run his feet into it and proceed uninterrupted. He wheeled over an old pair of khakis, one red
long-sleeved shirt, and one white t-shirt before he remembered how upset his mom got over the
state of his clothes. Glancing back, he saw the line of fresh dirt streaked across them from his
tires and felt only a tiny bit of guilt as he bent awkwardly to scoop and toss the offending articles
deep into the back of his closet. He fisted a handful of the shirt he was currently wearing and
sniffed it apprehensively. He twisted away from the rising wave of sweat inhaled up his nostrils
before tugging the shirt over his head. He found a new one hanging in front of him, reasonably
unwrinkled and clean-looking, and spent five minutes poking his head through the collar and
pitched from side to side in his seat unrolling the bunched dark-green cotton down his upper
body. It was always harder to put clothes on than to take them off, and when he was frustrated

even tasks he was used to doing seemed to take forever.
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A cursory inspection of his jeans and the patches of dirt at his knees along with the
overall worn and crushed look of the material told him he should change those too, but he
decided against it; he would need help to get his pants and shoes off and on again and he wasn’t
in the mood to ask for it from anybody, let alone his mom. Blindly rummaging in a black bag
with a red strap he had slung over one handlebar on the back of his chair while half-heartedly
scrutinizing himself in the hanging mirror affixed to the inside door of his closet, Will fished out
his cell phone. Fisting it tightly in one hand, he seized the edge of the folded top half in his teeth
before flipping it open, thumbing the number two and listening to it ring.

An echoing bang from the back of the house told his mother that Will was on his way
out. He opened and closed doors as softly as he could when he hung around the house and
slammed them when he decided to leave. She looked at him skeptically from behind the counter
she was leaning on as he appeared from the mouth of the hallway. He pointedly ignored her
gaze. “I’m going down to Burger King to meet up with Sarah,” he said in a rushed and defiant
tone before habit made him stop and sniff the surrounding air of the kitchen. This made her
smile despite herself. He caught her and answered with one of his own. He looked sweet and
goofy with a smile on his face, especially when he had been doing his best to seem sullen and
brooding only a minute past. “You’re not cooking anything?”

She shook her head. “It’s leftover night.” Setting her palms flat on the cream-colored
countertop, she rolled her head on her shoulders and let out a tired sigh with the boney pops
rattling from her neck and back. “I think I’m gonna go take a bath.”

‘Well, I’ll be back later, I guess. You’ll be all right for a while, I hope?” He managed to
sound simultaneously sarcastic and sincere in his asking and this warmed her.

She looked at him skeptically nonetheless. “Are you going to be all right?”
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He frowned before crossing his arms defensively. “God, it’s just down the street, Mom.”

“That isn’t what I meant,” she stated flatly.

Will dulled his haze of anger enough to finally see how worn and raw she looked. Deep
worry lines sat in the corners of her eyes and her cheeks were pasty and drawn. The end of her
nose was red and he saw a wadded clump of tissues piled nearest to her right hand. His mouth
went dry when he realized she’d been crying over the dream he had that never seemed to leave
either of them. “I love you, Mom. I’'ll be back later.” He went through the kitchen and the
laundry room and out the garage without seeing any of it, thinking he really should stay and
comfort her, but he was at a loss for what else he could possibly tell her to make things better for
both of them as he left the house behind.

He sat outside at a reasonably clean table out of view of Burger King’s large display
windows plastered with corporate logos and decals of the latest new special sandwiches. The
mid-November weather was cool, maybe too cool to eat outdoors, but these tables were not
bolted to the ground and the chairs moved freely since they weren’t attached directly to the table.
He’d poured half of a box of fries onto some napkins and munched idly on them as he waited.
He was in the middle of shaking salt from his fingertips when Sarah popped into view, walking
in a bouncy kind of way that made her seem strangely light and unstable. He shook his head at
her while laughing through his nose. She shrugged easily and grinned disarmingly at him,
adjusting the denim bag she had slung over one shoulder. The movement of the bag caused the
various pins and buttons she’d attached to it to wink at him in the light of the setting sun. “You
know I’'m always late, so don’t even start, please.” She sounded serious and in command but this

pretense was derailed by the slightly bashful, mostly defiant grin she tried out on him.
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“What am I gonna start? I just think it’s weird, me having to rely on a four-wheeled, self-
propelled machine to get around, and yet I still manage to get where I say I’m going to be, when
I say I’m gonna be there.” He was laughing at her before she reached a thin arm out to swat him.

“What’d I just say? And the whole self-propelled-machine thing worked for the
Flintstones, and they’re way cooler than you’ll ever be.” She snatched up a couple of fries from
the pile on the table and tossed them in her mouth before he said anything. Will shook his head
at her as she settled into the chair opposite him. He carefully studied the way the material of her
jeans stretched as she tucked her legs into a curl under her, tracked the smooth skin of the calves
she left exposed because the jeans she wore cut off above the ankle. He was watching her so
closely he could even see her wiggle her toes inside of her purple sneakers.

A soft thud jolted him out of his trance, and he looked up into Sarah’s face. She’d
shrugged her bag off a shoulder wrapped in a horizontally striped black-and-white long-sleeved

- top and was looking at him with a mixture of pity and anxiety. He cringed mentally, realizing
she’d caught him staring at her, again. There was a painfully awkward moment when all he did
was study his hands and all she did was toy with her maple-colored bangs before both of them
silently agreed to go on as if nothing had happened. She stole another fry to ease the tension and
he flashed a faux-irritated grin. He fanned a hand across the mound of fries and said, “Just take
them already.”

“All of ‘em?” She raised her eyebrows skeptically, to which he nodded. “Aw, how
sweet of you.” She pulled the greasy napkin toward her and sat content.

“Hey, what can I say, I’m a nice guy.” He paused before dramatically revealing the half-
filled fry box he’d covered with a stack of napkins. “But not too nice.” He was the picture of

mischief as he dug into the slightly warmer stash of fries. She rolled her eyes and laughed a
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little. At the sound of it, his heart slowed and then sped at random, and he mentally kicked
himself for being so smitten.

“So how was therapy?” She managed to sound genuinely interested and nosey in her
inquiry.

“Okay, I guess. It was the usual routine, just working on different things.” Will was
puzzled. “I do other things too, Sarah. We’ve been friends for, what, a couple of months now?
You could try asking how my day was, or how my Mom is doing.”

Sarah looked a little confused and showed him a frown. When he didn’t say anything
more, she folded her hands in her lap, pulled her shoulders back so she was sitting up straight
and tall, and addressed him in a perfectly enunciated, utterly serious tone of voice. “Okay, Will,
how was your day?”

Thrown off by her behavior, he raised his eyebrows quizzically and began, “Well, it was
pretty—"

“Great!” She chirped, effectively cutting him off. “So, you were working on what?
What things?” Sarah took on a breathless tone and was leaning forward in her seat, digging her
elbows into the edge of the table, shelving her chin on top of her palms, and staring at him
intensely.

“We do some stretches, some balancing moves. I dunno. Why’re you so interested
anyway?” Will felt his happiness at being out of the house and away from his mother slowly
evaporating. He stared into his depleting box of fries and twisted one of them around in his
hands nervously.

“It’s just different and unexpected, I guess. I’m sorry I find you interesting, Will.” Her

tone was defensive and her presence felt overbearing.
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He felt like she was gradually pressing him into a hole and trapping him. He took a
much-needed breath and carefully considered what he wanted to say before finally speaking. “I
don’t think you find me interesting,” he said with quiet hesitation, afraid to admit the truth of
what he was saying to himself, and wary the effect of her reaction would have on her willingness
to further spend time with him. “I think you find this interesting.” He slapped the metal tubing
ringing the frame of his of chair. “It seems you’re more interested in what’s sitting in front of
you, instead of who’s sitting in front of you.”

“That isn’t true!” Her voice was cut through with shock, making it come out shaky and
thin. She sat leaning back in her chair, chest thrust out with her arms slung defensively across her
breasts, she cocked her head to one side in a challenge and her face was framed in sullen
disapproval. “You’re different, Will. I don’t know anyone ¢lse who’s like you, and I’ll admit I
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