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 òLove makes your soul crawl out from its hiding place.ó 
ñZora Neale Hurston 





Chapter One 

THE DOOR TO the hospital room burst open, and 
Rudi stumbled out. 

She was right then a paradox of a paradox, with her 
spiky bleach-blonde hair and punk makeup contrasting 
with the beautiful white-lace wedding gown she was 
wearing, which in itself contrasted with the hopeless 
tears streaming down her faceñtears for her husband of 
not even ten minutes, who had just died in her arms. 
She thought sheõd be ready for this moment, with 

more than a year to prepare for it, but she now knew 
thatñeven if she had a hundred yearsñit wouldnõt have 
been enough. When he first stopped breathing so did 
she. Whatõs more, she told herself she wouldnõt breathe 
again until he did. Then, she shook him over and over, 
trying to restore life to both of them. Though, after many 
seconds of this, only she was restored, and an anger rose 
inside herñan anger greater than any she ever feltñand 
she started pounding her fists onto Tommyõs body, un-
leashing a fury against the one thing she couldnõt con-
quer: his disease. 

Again and again, her fists fell upon him and the evil 
lurking within, until her arms could punch no more. Af-
ter which she tumbled off the bed onto the floor, before 
rising to her feet and rushing out into the hallway. There 
her whole body started convulsing, and her heart beat so 
hard that it sounded as if someone were banging a big 
bass drum inside her chest. Along with this came an ir-
resistible desire to escapeñfrom everything, including 
herself. Which sent her rambling down the corridorñ
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without any direction, with her sore arms flailing about 
wildly. She rambled until she saw a nurse push an empty 
medicine cart into a supply closet. 

Hurriedly, she flew toward the man, getting there just 
as he was closing the doorñwhich she grabbed and 
pushed open just enough to slither her petite frame in-
side the small room. 
òWhat are you doing?ó the nurse barked. 
Ignoring him, Rudi slammed the door closed behind 

herself, and, after lifting the cart up and turning it on its 
side, she placed one of its rails between the door and the 
knob in order to jam it. 
òOpen up!ó yelled the nurse, as he knocked on the 

door while quixotically yanking the knob. 
Once more, Rudi ignored him, and she turned 

aroundñand she saw a glass cabinet filled with all sorts 
of drugsñsomething she tried to open. 

But it was locked. So, without any hesitation, she 
flung her right fist through the glass, and with her un-
scathed hand she pulled out a full bottle of morphine. 
Afterward, with multiple people now banging at the door 
and shouting with increasing desperation, she shuffled 
through some drawers and found a hypodermic needle, 
right before collapsing onto the floor against the cabinet. 

There she hesitated for a few seconds prior to rolling 
up her sleeveñand, once she unwrapped the needle with 
her bloody hand, she drew morphine into the syringe un-
til it would draw no more. 
òDonõt do this!ó suddenly came a familiar male voice 

from nearby. 
At once, Rudi spun her head in its direction, and she 

saw Tommyñstanding in his wedding tuxedo just a few 
steps away. More incredibly, he wasnõt the sickly Tommy 
she left minutes earlier. In front of her was the boy she 
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first metñhandsome and muscular, with thick wavy 
brown hairñand eyes so piercing that they were cutting 
her apart. 
òTommy?ó she mumbled, in something many degrees 

beyond shock, with her head shaking to the extent that 
she couldnõt focus her eyes. She even felt around her 
armñto make sure she hadnõt already given herself the 
injection. 
òDonõt do this,ó he repeated, with his eyes almost as 

tearful as hers. 
òIõm coming to you, baby,ó she told him, just as an ax 

blade ripped into the door from outside of it. òIõm com-
ing.ó 
òNot like this!ó he insisted. 
But she didnõt listen. Instead, she drove the needle 

deep into her flesh and thrust down the plunger with her 
thumb, causing her to loudly gaspñand she soon slipped 
along the floor. 
òRudi!ó he cried out. òRudi!ó 
She didnõt reply. She just gazed at the broken door as 

it got more and more blurryñand she barely saw all the 
hands pushing through the shards of wood before her 
eyes began to flutter. 



Chapter Two 

RUDI AWOKE WITH the rising sun. 
At first, she wasnõt sure she was still alive, as the 

morning light gave the sparse white room in front of her 
a strange glow, making it appear ethereal. Then, even 
when she looked down and saw the bandage on her right 
hand, she wasnõt sure of her existence, and only became 
so when she saw her mother-in-law sleeping peacefully 
in the odd-looking chair by her bedña chair seemingly 
without hardness or sharp edges. 
òMrs. Goodwin?ó Rudi muttered, not really wanting 

to wake the woman, but way too curious about her being 
there. 
Despite the hushed tone of Rudiõs voice, Mrs. Good-

win slowly opened her eyes, and she warmly smiled at the 
young woman she despised only a few days earlier. 
òHi,ó she spoke, with her smile remaining on her face. 
òWhat are you doing here?ó Rudi asked. 
òThe same thing you did for my son.ó 
This embarrassed Rudi, as she felt far from deserving 

of anyoneõs care, andñwhile trying to control her emo-
tionsñshe turned from the woman and looked straight 
ahead at the plain wall. 
òWhere am I?ó she inquired. 
òThe hospital,ó her mother-in-law replied. 
Rudi responded by looking around the room, and she 

saw there was almost no furniture, and what was there 
was odd like the chair next to her and its twin a short 
distance away, which had a dark blue dress lying across 
it. Furthermore, there was no television anywhere or 
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even a mirror, and there was also no handle on the win-
dow, which was made of thick plate glass. 
òIt doesnõt look like the hospital,ó Rudi said. 
òIt, itõs the psychiatric ward,ó Mrs. Goodwin said 

back. 
òSo, they think Iõm crazy.ó 
òThey think youõre sick.ó 
òWhatõs the difference?ó 
Moments after saying this, Rudi stared out the win-

dow and saw the frozen and lifeless trees in the distance, 
and she again wondered if she really were among the liv-
ing. 
òThey can help you, Rudi, if you let them,ó Mrs. 

Goodwin went on. 
òHow would you know?ó Rudi uttered. 
òI know.ó 
òHow?ó 
òWhat . . . what if I were to tell you that I spent some 

time here myself?ó 
With great surprise, Rudi spun toward Mrs. Goodwin. 
òRemember when I told you how I grew up poor?ó 

continued the woman. 
Rudi nodded, and her mother-in-law added, òWell, it 

was worse than just that. Much worse. I was into, I was 
into some terrible things. Maybe worse than you. Defi-
nitely worse. Then, then came Tommyõs father, literally 
out of nowhere. He was like some knight on a white 
steedñthe kind you perhaps read about in fairy tales 
when you were little. Only I never even had fairy tales 
when I was a girl, which made it all that more unbelieva-
ble. He saved me, Rudi. He saved me mostly from my-
selfñand he made me his queen. And so when he . . .ó 
òTommy never told me . . .ó Rudi mumbled. òAbout 

you being here.ó 
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òHe didnõt know. He thought I was staying with rela-
tives. I didnõt tell anyone. I didnõt because I was ashamed. 
Like you, I thought people would think I was crazy. But 
I was only sick, just like you are right now. And I got 
better, just like you will.ó 
òHow?ó 
òIt wonõt be easy. For me, it still isnõt.ó 
Just then, Rudi shook her head, for no particular rea-

son. 
òThereõs a bereavement group that meets at our tem-

ple,ó continued her mother-in-law. òOf course, most of 
the people are my age and older, but youõd be welcome 
there. Iõd see to it.ó 

Again, Rudi shook her head, and added, òThereõs 
nothing left for me, at least not in this world. I just want 
to die. Please let me die.ó 
òThatõs not what Tommy would want,ó Mrs. Good-

win insisted. 
òSo he told me.ó 
òHe told you?ó 
òIt doesnõt matter.ó 
òYour stepfather was here a short time ago. And all 

your friends have visited as well. The entire wedding 
party, in factñincluding the Crosses and the rabbi. Even 
Mr. Agnellino came by . . . with a pizza, of course.ó 
òHeõs a nice man.ó 
òHe told me about all the pizzas you bought for 

Tommy over the past few months.ó 
òIt was nothing.ó 
òBuying the pizzas perhaps, but putting up with all 

the rudeness . . . I guess that was largely my fault.ó 
òNo.ó 
òThere wonõt be any more rudeness, Rudi. I promise 

you that.ó 
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Ignoring thisñor at least trying to ignore itñRudi 
pointed to the blue dress and said, òWhatõs that?ó 
òI didnõt know if you had something to wear,ó an-

swered Mrs. Goodwinñòso I brought you a dress of 
mine. I figured if the gown fit so well . . .ó 
òTo wear for what?ó 
òThe funeral.ó 
Once again, Rudi turned to the windowñthis time 

much faster. 
òItõs tomorrow,ó added her mother-in-law. 
òItõs not black,ó Rudi murmured. òThe dress.ó 
òJews donõt wear black at funerals.ó 
òI guess, I guess I have a lot to learn.ó 
òYou have a lot to teach. Youõve taught me so much 

in such a short time. Here I am well into my fifties and I 
didnõt know what love really was until you showed me. 
You forced me to see it.ó 
òI donõt know,ó Rudi said with a shaking head. òI 

donõt know if I can do itñthe funeral.ó 
òPlease,ó the woman said back, after putting her hand 

gently on Rudiõs. òI need you there with me.ó 
òHow long do I have to stay here?ó Rudi replied, 

wanting to change the subject while her emotions were 
still somewhat in check. 
òThey just want to observe you for another day. 

Though they would like you to seek help. And so would 
I.ó 

Rudi shook her head, over and over and over. 
òSo, what are you going to do now?ó asked Mrs. 

Goodwin, after removing her hand. 
òDo?ó Rudi bewilderedly asked back, as if she didnõt 

understand the question. 
òWhere will you go?ó 
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òI donõt know. I canõt even think about it. The fu-
tureñthe word has no meaning.ó 
òWell, I was planning on picking up Tommyõs things 

at the apartment later today. I could pick up yours, too.ó 
Like a few minutes earlier, Rudi spun her head toward 

the woman with great surpriseñbefore saying, òAnd 
take it where?ó 
òI, I know you donõt particularly care for that ôpalaceõ 

of mine, but . . .ó 
òI couldnõt,ó Rudi retorted, and with lots of fearña 

fear that had many sources. 
òYouõd actually be doing me a big favor,ó the woman 

insisted, while choking up a bit. òIõm all alone there, and 
Iõm hurting just as much as you, believe it or not. The 
very moment I get my son back he, heõs gone again.ó 

Hesitantly, Rudi put her hand on Mrs. Goodwinõs, 
and, even more hesitantly she told her: òIõll think about 
it.ó 
òThank you.ó 
òNo promises.ó 
òAll right. Well, Iõve got a lot to do today . . .ó 
With just a bit of reluctance, Rudi released her hand 

from Mrs. Goodwinõs, and the woman stood up. Rudi 
then noticed the gold wedding band on her right index 
finger. 
òWait,ó she said, as she grabbed the ring and started 

taking it off. 
òWhat?ó her mother-in-law said back. 
òLet me give you back your ring.ó 
But Mrs. Goodwin stopped her. She stopped her by 

saying, òItõs not mine to take.ó 
òYou, you sure?ó 
òItõs yours and yours alone.ó 
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Uncontrollably, Rudi started tearing upñat the kind-
ness of a woman she once hated so much that she 
couldnõt imagine hating anything more, and, while barely 
able to get out the words, she stammered, òThank you. I 
promise, I promise itõll never come off my finger. They 
wonõt even be able to get it off my rotting bones.ó 

All Mrs. Goodwin could do in response was nod, as 
she was tearing up herself and was unable to come up 
with words, even in her head. Then, she turned to pick 
up her purse off the chairñand uttered, òThat reminds 
meñIõve something to give you.ó 
òYouõve already given me too much,ó Rudi insisted, 

with tears starting to roll down her cheeks. òAnd after all 
the things Iñó 
òñNonsense. I was the one who was wrong, not you. 

Not ever. And besides, itõs really nothing. Iõm almost em-
barrassed to give it to you.ó 
òGive me what?ó 
Mrs. Goodwin replied by grabbing her purseñand, 

after sitting down on the edge of the bed, she took out 
an old jewelry box and opened itñexposing a thin and 
inexpensive gold Chai necklace. 
òWhat is it?ó Rudi asked, as she gazed at the strange 

pendant. 
òItõs the Hebrew word for ôliving,õó the woman an-

sweredñòthe most precious word there is.ó She further 
took out the necklace and placed it around Rudiõs neck 
while saying, òMy mother gave me this when I was about 
your ageñor maybe a little younger. Just like her mother 
gave it to her.ó Mrs. Goodwin then clasped the chain, 
and she whispered, òYou know, I always hoped one day 
Iõd give it to my daughter. And now, now I am.ó 

Rudi no longer had any control over her emotions, 
and she clutched Mrs. Goodwin before crying out, òOh, 
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Mom!ó 
òI never thought Iõd ever hear that word again,ó Mrs. 

Goodwin cried back, with tears pouring down her face 
as she hugged Rudi with every bit of strength she had. 
òI never thought Iõd ever say it!ó 



Chapter Three 

WEARING THE BLUE dress, Rudi sat emotionlessly 
in one of the odd-looking chairs, looking so lifeless that 
she seemed more like a wax figure than a real person. 
Which Mrs. Goodwin couldnõt help notice when she 

entered the room wearing a dress not much different 
than Rudiõs and carrying Rudiõs white sea bag. 
òYou ready?ó the woman asked. 
òI guess,ó Rudi replied. 
òHow about some makeup?ó Mrs. Goodwin asked, 

while offering Rudi the sea bag. òYouõre almost unrec-
ognizable without it.ó 
òIt doesnõt seem appropriate.ó 
òI would think Tommy would want you to be you, 

especially today. Donõt you think so?ó 
Rudi shrugged, and then blurted out, òI donõt even 

have a mirror.ó 
òI have a compact,ó the woman replied. òAnd Iõll help 

you.ó 

A PLAIN BLACK limousine sputtered up the steep hill 
along South Orange Avenue before veering right onto 
Irvington Avenue. 

In the back of the vehicle sat Rudi, looking much as 
she had in the hospital, apart from her makeup, which 
she had applied far more modestly than usual. In fact, if 
it werenõt for her hair, she would have looked something 
approaching normal, which was quite abnormal to Mrs. 
Goodwin, who was sitting next to herñproviding her 
support, both physical and emotional. 
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òI, I still donõt know if I can do this,ó Rudi murmured, 
prior to leaning against her mother-in-law even more 
than she had been. 
òYouõll be fine,ó Mrs. Goodwin murmured back, just 

as the vehicle made a right turn onto the large parking lot 
of Congregation Beth El. It then continued toward the 
entrance of the synagogue, where waiting outside was a 
group of people quite familiar to Rudi, especially as they 
had all been at her wedding days earlier. This group in-
cluded her stepfather Mr. Reese, along with her former 
foster parents Stephen and Pam. Her best friend Maria 
was there, tooñalong with Mariaõs girlfriend Sandra, 
Owen, and the three geeks. Even Mr. Agnellino was 
there. 

Seeing them all made Rudi feel happy, but only for 
the briefest of moments. Thatõs because she soon saw 
something else not far from themña dark oak coffin 
next to Rabbi Orenstein, who was desperately trying to 
feign strength when he was feeling anything but, espe-
cially as this was one of the few times in his life that he 
couldnõt help question his faith. 

The limo soon parked a short distance from the 
curbñand the chauffeur exited the vehicle and opened 
the back door. First, Mrs. Goodwin stepped out, fol-
lowed by Rudi, who couldnõt take her eyes off the coffin 
and all the horror it represented. It meant deathñnot 
just Tommyõs but her own as well, and, much like before 
her attempted suicide, her whole body began convulsing. 
òI canõt do this,ó she uttered. òI just canõt!ó 
Quickly, she turned around and started runningñ

away from the coffin, and away from death. 
òRudi!ó her mother-in-law cried out. 
òIõm sorry!ó she cried back. òIõm so sorry!ó 
Eventually, she reached the end of the lot and made 
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a left turn, and headed down the hill. 

RUDI SAT ON the edge of a cliff inside South Moun-
tain Reservation, and she watched the endless water fall, 
with her arms tightly crossed against the coldness of both 
the late afternoon and her emotions. 

For hours she had been staring at the water, just as 
Tommy often did when he was sad and troubledñand 
as she also did one miserable afternoon more than a year 
earlierñan afternoon that was all-too-similar to this one. 
òI thought I might find you here,ó suddenly came 

Mrs. Goodwinõs voice. 
Rudi didnõt respond, and so the woman came over to 

her, before putting a heavy wool coat over herñdoing 
so without Rudi seeming to notice. 
òHowõd you know I was here?ó Rudi asked, while 

continuing to stare at the water. 
òI knew Tommy came here,ó the woman answered. 
òDo you know this is where I first knew I loved 

himñwhere I first knew such a thing was possible?ó 
Mrs. Goodwin replied by sitting next to Rudi, and she 

wrapped her arm around her. 
òHe used to tell me that looking into the water made 

him forget his problems,ó Rudi went on. òBut no matter 
how hard I try it doesnõt work. It never works.ó 
òPerhaps then itõs time to stop,ó her mother-in-law 

said. 
òHow was it?ó 
òThe funeral?ó 
Rudi nodded, and Mrs. Goodwin told her: òFine, I 

suppose.ó 
òAnd the reception?ó 
òThe same. Everyone was asking about you.ó 
òThey, they must think Iõm horrible for missing my 
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own husbandõs funeral,ó Rudi mumbled, while again 
starting to lose control of herself. 
òNonsense.ó 
Slowly, Rudi turned to the woman and explained, òI 

just couldnõt do it.ó 
òI understand. Iõve been there, remember?ó 
òBut you at least went to your husbandõs funeral.ó 
òWhat makes you say that?ó 
All of a sudden, a single set of tears fell down Mrs. 

Goodwinõs faceñand seeing this, Rudi hugged her. 
òCome onñletõs go,ó the woman insisted. 
òGo where?ó Rudi inquired. 
òIõm taking you home.ó 



Chapter Four 

MRS. GOODWIN LED Rudi inside the big white 
houseñthe one that once represented everything she 
hated. But now, now she suddenly saw that it was the last 
link to everything she loved. 

Right away, she saw Elizabeth in her pristine white 
uniformñand she ran up to the tall woman and hugged 
her, with her eyes full of tears. 
òWhatõs the matter, child?ó Elizabeth murmured, 

while gently caressing Rudiõs back. 
òIt was all because of you,ó Rudi uttered, with her 

voice past broken. 
òWhat was?ó 
òThere wouldnõt have been a wedding if it hadnõt 

been for you.ó 
òIñó 
òñAnd, and if you hadnõt called me that Christmas 

when Tommy was in the hospital . . . I donõt want to 
even think about it.ó 
òI really didnõt do anything.ó 
òYou did everything! For a nobody like me.ó 
òHush now. Donõt you ever say that again. You think 

a fine boy like Tommy wouldõve wasted his time with a 
nobody? He couldõve picked any girl he wanted, and he 
picked you. And donõt you ever forget that.ó 
òI wonõt forget what you did for me. Not in a billion 

years.ó 
These words made Elizabeth want to cry herself, and 

to avoid this she looked at Mrs. Goodwin, and she saw 
her smile. 
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Days earlierñafter Elizabeth forced the woman to 
speak to Rudiñshe truly believed it would be her last act 
as maid. She even packed her things, thinking Mrs. 
Goodwin would surely fire her as soon as she came 
home from the hospital. Instead, she received a large 
raise, and an even larger bonusñalong with inexpressi-
ble gratitude, for services well beyond any call of duty, 
and this gratitude was once again on display that after-
noon. 

RUDI EXITED THE bathroom and entered the adjoin-
ing bedroom wearing a pink flannel nightgown, watched 
by her smiling mother-in-law. 
òIt fits,ó the woman exclaimed, while feigning aston-

ishment. 
òWhat a surprise,ó Rudi remarked, with a little forced 

smile. Thenñwith actual surpriseñshe walked up to the 
wall by the bed, where hanging there was her crumpled 
drawing of Tommy set inside a plain black frame. Which 
she gazed at. She especially gazed into the boyõs pene-
trating eyes. 
òThe hospital gave it to me,ó Mrs. Goodwin said. 

òDid you draw it?ó 
Rudi nodded, and added, òPretty terrible, eh?ó 
òActually, I think you captured him incredibly well. 

Itõs obvious how much you loved him.ó 
òI didnõt even like him when I drew this.ó 
òI very much doubt that.ó 
Rudi didnõt respond to this. She just got into bed, with 

her mother-in-law looking around Tommyõs former 
room with a bit of discomfort. 
òAre you sure you want to sleep here?ó the woman 

asked. òThere are lots of empty bedrooms in this house. 
Ones that come without memories.ó 
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òMemories donõt need rooms,ó replied Rudi. òThey 
can pass through anything.ó 
òStill . . .ó 
òI want to stay here.ó 
òAll right.ó 
Without thinking, Mrs. Goodwin walked up to the 

bed, and she pulled the covers up to Rudiõs neck. 
òJust look at me,ó she afterward said, while shaking 

her head. 
òWhat?ó Rudi asked. 
òTucking you in like you were five years old.ó 
òI donõt mind. Really. No oneõs ever done that to me 

before. At least I donõt remember anyone doing it.ó 
Mrs. Goodwin nodded at this a bit sadly and headed 

to the door, where she turned and looked back at her 
daughter-in-law before saying, òIs there anything I can 
get you?ó 
òDo you have a stereo?ó Rudi inquired. 
òA few, actually. Tommy had one, in fact. I put it in 

that closet over there.ó 
òYou, you wouldnõt happen to have a copy of ôMoon-

light Serenadeõ?ó 
òBy Glenn Miller?ó Mrs. Goodwin uttered with some 

surprise, while vaguely recalling her son strangely men-
tioning the former band leader once before in regards to 
the two. 
Rudi nodded, and the woman said, òI suppose I have 

a copy somewhere. Or I can get one. But why would you 
want it?ó 
òYou think you could also get me a blank cassette 

tape?ó Rudi went on. 
òSure. But what about your own tapes? I have them 

in a box downstairs.ó 
òI just want that one song, please.ó 
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òAll right. Anything else?ó 
Rudi shook her head, and Mrs. Goodwin asked, 

òShould I turn off the light?ó 
òYes, please.ó 
The woman responded by flicking off the switch, and 

the two said their goodnights before Mrs. Goodwin left 
and closed the door. 

Right then, Rudi clutched both the pillows and the 
sheetsñand she inhaled the small but ever-present rem-
nants of her husbandñsomething that made her smile 
and smile. 
òOh, Tommy,ó she whispered, as she felt him touch-

ing her everywhere. òIõm never gonna leave you again.ó 



Chapter Five 

THE FOLLOWING MORNING Rudi, while still in 
her nightgown, opened the door of Tommyõs closet and 
saw his stereo. She also saw something even better: his 
blue and white football jacket hanging nearby, with his 
name stitched into it. 

Quickly, she took the garment off its wooden hanger, 
andñmuch like the night before with the pillows and the 
sheetsñshe smelled it and caressed it with her body. 
Eventually, she fell to the floor with it as well, where she 
wrapped her arms around it and called out Tommyõs 
name, again and again. 

LATER THAT SAME morning, Mrs. Goodwin took a 
trip to the local Sam Goody and bought Rudi a record of 
Glenn Millerõs greatest hits, as well as a blank cassette 
tape, which she brought to her daughter-in-lawõs room. 
òThank you,ó Rudi told her with a mild smile, before 

getting out of bed and heading toward the woman while 
wearing Tommyõs jacket over the nightgown. 
òYouõre not dressed yet,ó Mrs. Goodwin uttered. 
òDressed for what?ó Rudi uttered back. 
òYou do realize that itõs almost noon, donõt you?ó 
òSo?ó Rudi stated, before taking the items toward the 

stereo she had set up earlier next to Tommyõs old trophy 
case. òItõs not like I have anywhere to go,ó she added. 
òWhat about school? When are you planning on go-

ing back?ó 
òIõm not.ó 
òWhy not?ó 
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òWhatõs the point?ó 
òIñó 
òñI only went before because Tommy made me.ó 
òDonõt you think heõd want you to continue?ó 
Rudi didnõt reply. She just peeled the shrink-wrap off 

the album, and, after taking out the vinyl record, she 
placed it on the turntable. Then, after opening the cas-
sette tape and inserting it into the stereo, she put the nee-
dle at just the right location of the record and turned on 
the player, prior to pressing the Record button. 
At once, the sweet sounds of òMoonlight Sere-

nadeóñwith its gentle but steady tromboneñfilled both 
the room and Rudiõs soul, and she closed her eyes as she 
wrapped her arms around herself, before slowly dancing 
with a soft and contented grin. 

Watching this, Mrs. Goodwin shook her head over 
and over, as the scene to her was almost as incongruent 
as when she first saw Tommy and Rudi together. For 
here was this wild-looking punk girl, with a helpless angel 
trapped inside herñand she so wanted to cradle this an-
gel and make all the unhappiness go away. Though she 
well knew she was powerless to do so. 

BY THE TIME the song came to an end, Mrs. Goodwin 
had reluctantly left the room. 
But Rudi hadnõt noticed. All she noticed was the mu-

sic, which she restarted by bringing the needle back to 
the beginning of the song while letting the tape continue 
to roll. Then, later onñonce the first side of the tape had 
almost reached the endñshe took it out and turned it 
over before also filling the other side with the song. 

Afterward, she returned to bed with the tape and put 
it in her Walkmanñand she listened to it for hours and 
hours, only stopping when sleep finally overtook herñ
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accompanied by a beautiful dream of a dusty dance hall. 
In this dream, Tommyõs arms were desperately clinging 
to her, just like they were in all the unexplainable experi-
ences they once sharedñand, just like then, his cheek 
was pressed against hers. 
òYouõre back,ó she whispered, while watching Glenn 

Miller lead his orchestra not far away. 
òI never left,ó Tommy insisted. 
òI want to make love to you,ó she pleaded. òI want to 

make love to you right now, just like we used to. I want 
it so bad.ó 

Suddenly, they were back in her old bedroom in Ir-
vingtonñback in the same bed where they spent their 
first night together. Like then, he kissed and touched her 
everywhereñonly now it really seemed to continue on 
infinitely, through days and weeks and years. 

And lifetimes. 



Chapter Six 

FOR MONTHS RUDI rarely left Tommyõs room, and 
she refused to see all the many people that came to visit 
her, including her stepfather and former foster mom, as 
well as her friends. She also took all her meals in bedñ
meals she barely touched, quickly realizing that the 
weaker she was the easier it was to fall into her dream 
state and remain there. She never dressed, either. All she 
did was listen to òMoonlight Serenadeó again and again 
and again. 

Eventually, she became almost as gaunt as Tommy 
was when he died. Whatõs more, her hair became long 
while returning to its natural colorñand this, along with 
her lack of makeup, made her look like a completely dif-
ferent person than beforeñand not a better one. It got 
so bad that Mrs. Goodwin pressed Rudi to see a doctor. 
But she kept refusing. So, one morning the woman ar-
ranged for a doctor to come see her. Though she ignored 
the man and his questions as he examined her, paying 
attention only to the music. 

Before long, the aging man turned to Mrs. Goodwin, 
and he nodded toward the door before standing up and 
heading out into the hallway, followed by the woman. 
òWhat do you think?ó Mrs. Goodwin whispered as 

soon as she left Rudiõs room and closed the door behind 
herself. 
òYou may want to consider . . .ó he softly answered, 

while averting his eyes a bit. 
òConsider what?ó 
òI know of a very good hospital.ó 



E V E N  P U N K  G I R L S  C R Y 27 

òYou mean, an institution.ó 
òThey could help her.ó 
òIõm not gonna commit that poor girl.ó 
òWell, I can tell you that youõre not helping her by 

doing nothing.ó 
òButñó 
òñLook, weõre not talking about forever. Just until 

sheõs better.ó 
òNo.ó 
òThink about it. Please. But donõt think about it too 

long, because right now that girlõs slowly killing herself.ó 

AFTER SEEING THE doctor out of the house, Mrs. 
Goodwin returned to Rudiõs room, and she sat next to 
her on the bed before shutting off the Walkman. 

Without emotion, Rudi turned to her mother-in-law 
and gazed at her. 
òHi,ó the woman muttered. 
Rudi responded by reaching for the play button on 

her Walkman, but Mrs. Goodwin grabbed her hand and 
said, òI was talking with Pam earlier. Sheõd love to see 
you. So many people want to see you, especially your 
stepfather.ó 
òNot today,ó Rudi mumbled. 
òTomorrow?ó 
òNo.ó 
òRudi, you canõt just waste away here.ó 
òWould you prefer I did it somewhere else?ó 
òI donõt want you doing it anywhere!ó 
Angrily, Rudi shook Mrs. Goodwinõs hand away and 

turned on her player. 
òThe doctor who was just here,ó the woman went on, 

with her voice raisedñòhe wants to put you away. Is that 
what you want?ó 
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òI want to die,ó Rudi replied, with her eyes beginning 
to tear. òPlease just let me die.ó 

Mrs. Goodwin responded to this by ripping the head-
phones off Rudiõs earsñand she howled, òNo, I wonõt! 
I wonõt let you die! Whatõs happened to you, Rudi? 
Whatõs happened to that tough you-know-what who 
came barreling into my house, shaking it at its very foun-
dation?ó 
òSheõs six feet in the groundñalong with your son.ó 
òNo, she isnõtñsheõs right here in front of me!ó 
òNo.ó 
òDo you know you were the first person in twenty 

years to stand up to me, and now look at you . . . youõve 
become a sheep! Is that what you wantñto be a sheep?ó 

Rudi shook her head, but not too convincingly. 
òThen live,ó her mother-in-law shoutedñòlive!ó 
òHow?ó Rudi shouted back. òHow can I live without 

him?ó 
òYou fightñyou fight for every goddamn breath!ó 
òHe was my breath!ó 
òPlease. Will you just try? If not for yourself or for 

Tommy, then do it for me. Because I love you.ó 
òYou donõt love me. You just feel sorry for me.ó 
òI love you!ó 
Hearing these words, Rudi started to cry, because she 

knew they were true. 
òAnd I canõt stand watching you do this to yourself,ó 

Mrs. Goodwin continued. òSo, do it for me. Please, do it 
for me.ó 

Rudi at first didnõt reply. Then, she reluctantly nod-
ded, before saying, òAll rightñIõll give it a try.ó 



Chapter Seven 

WITH THE SUN setting outside, at a table in Reservoir 
Restaurant sat Mrs. Goodwin with Rudi, whoñwhile 
still wearing both the Walkman and Tommyõs football 
jacketñwas at least also wearing a plain white T-shirt 
and jeans along with it. 
òYou know,ó Mrs. Goodwin murmured while perus-

ing the menu with a bit of a sneer, having always disliked 
the placeñespecially when her late husband used to drag 
her there on a weekly basisñòthereõs a much better Ital-
ian restaurant that just openedñó 
òñYou said I could choose,ó Rudi interrupted, while 

also perusing a menu, even though she knew exactly 
what she wanted. 
òAll right,ó the woman replied, before glancing at 

Rudi and not surprisingly hearing the faint sounds of 
òMoonlight Serenadeó coming from her headphonesñ
and though she promised herself she wouldnõt bring up 
anything that would cause Rudi to relive the past, her cu-
riosity overwhelmed her. It overwhelmed her so much 
that she uttered, òThat songñit was old when I was your 
age. Why do you keep listening to it?ó 
òItõs hard to explain without sounding even more 

crazy than I must already seem,ó answered Rudi. òBut 
this music meant a lot to Tommy and me, just like this 
restaurant meant a lot. In a way this was our song. In a 
big way.ó 
òYou know,ó spoke Mrs. Goodwin with a slight shake 

of her head, òevery time I think I have a handle on your 
relationship with my son you throw me a huge curve, like 
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just now. Perhaps one day, if itõs not too personal, you 
could tell me about it. Iõd really like to know.ó 
òIt wasnõt as wild as you probably thought.ó 
òIõve figured that much.ó 
òWe didnõt even . . .ó 
òYou didnõt?ó Mrs. Goodwin gasped in shock, while 

feeling ashamed at how she once thought their relation-
ship was only about sex. 
òHe, he got sick,ó Rudi stammered, òbefore we . . .ó 
òOh, RudiñIõm so sorry.ó 
òIõm not. The only thing Iõm sorry about is that it 

ended. I wouldõve gladly taken care of him my whole 
lifeñand wouldnõt have complained once. Not once.ó 
òOh, Rudi.ó 
òYou have no idea how happy your son made meñ

more happy than I ever was or will ever be again. He was 
the first person who ever saw meñwho ever wanted to 
see me. I didnõt even see myself until he came around.ó 
òIf only I hadnõt been so stupid, maybe I couldñó 
òñI always beat myself up like that. ôIf I only did 

thisñif only that happened.õ It never helps. Nothing can 
ever change anything.ó 

Just then, Pam entered the restaurant, and while pre-
tending not to notice how thin her former foster child 
lookedñnot to mention how strange she seemed with 
long brownish hair and no makeupñshe smiled and 
called out, òHey, guys!ó 

WHILE THE THREE women waited for their food, 
Pam reached across the table and took Rudiõs hand be-
fore saying, òItõs so nice to see you.ó 

All Rudi could do in response was force a smileñand 
a mild one at that. 
òSo, howõs your stepdad doing?ó Pam continued. 
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Rudi shrugged, so Mrs. Goodwin replied for her: 
òHeõs doing just fine. He visits every week, in fact.ó 
òThatõs nice.ó 
òLots of her friends visit, too. Especially that big 

hulking young man who was at the wedding.ó 
òOwen,ó Rudi uttered, with her eyes a bit lowered. 

òHis name is Owen. Iõm gonna have to call him, and my 
dad. And lots of other people, too. I havenõt been much 
of a friend. I havenõt been much of anything.ó 
òThey understand,ó Mrs. Goodwin told Rudi. òIõm 

sure they do.ó 
Suddenly, Mr. Agnellino came over with a big grin 

and an even bigger pizza, which he placed on the table 
while proclaiming, òFor the three most beautiful women 
in town.ó 
òThank you, Vincenza,ó Mrs. Goodwin told him. 
òYou need anything else,ó he told her backñòyou 

just holler.ó 
òActually, I would like something.ó 
òWhatõs that?ó 
òThe bill.ó 
òWhich bill?ó 
òThe one for all those pizzas you delivered to the re-

ception at the hospital.ó 
òDidnõt you get it?ó 
òNo.ó 
òIt, it must have gotten lost in the mail somehow,ó he 

said bashfully. 
òIõm sure that was it,ó she said back quite unbashfully. 

òSo, you better send me a copy.ó 
òAll right.ó 
The man then started off, but Mrs. Goodwin grabbed 

his big hand and said to him: òThank you. For every-
thing.ó 
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While trying hard to control his emotions, the man 
nodded and walked offñand both Pam and Mrs. Good-
win pulled out a slice of pie, with Rudi just looking on, 
lost in her own private world. 
òArenõt you gonna have any?ó Pam asked Rudi, once 

again feeling worried about how thin she looked. 
Rudi responded by taking a piece of pizza, and she 

brought it up to her mouthñwith the wonderful smells 
bringing back even more wonderful memoriesñmemo-
ries of her first date with Tommy, and all the moments 
they shared over pizza just like this. For a brief moment 
of time, she actually felt happy. Though it didnõt last long. 
It didnõt because before she could even take a bite she 
saw a young couple a few tables awayña couple who 
were holding hands and kissing, just like she and Tommy 
used to do and would do never again, apart from in her 
dreams. 

This realization caused Rudi so much pain that she 
dropped the pizza and turned away from the two 
women, andñjust like in the hospitalñshe had an irre-
pressible desire to escape everything. 

WHEN THE TWO women returned home, Mrs. Good-
win took Rudiõs hand and asked, òWould you like to 
watch some TV with me?ó 
òNo, thank you,ó Rudi replied. òIõm pretty beat. I 

think Iõm just gonna go to bed.ó 
òAll right. But tomorrow weõre going out again.ó 
òAll right.ó 
òOnly tomorrow Iõm picking the restaurant.ó 
òAll right.ó 
òAnd weõre going out the day after that. And the day 

after that.ó 
òAll right.ó 
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Just then, Rudi started toward the stairwell, while her 
mother-in-law headed toward the living room. But all of 
a sudden Rudi stopped, and she turned back to the 
woman and uttered, òMom?ó 
At first, Mrs. Goodwin didnõt react to this. But then, 

realizing the word was addressed to her, she came to a 
halt and spun back to Rudi, with a big smile on her face. 
òI love it when you say that,ó she told her daughter-

in-law. 
òI kinda like saying it, too,ó Rudi told her back. òMore 

than kinda.ó 
òThank you.ó 
òActually, thatõs what I wanted to do myself. I wanted 

to thank you. And not just for tonight. I know I havenõt 
exactly shown it, but I really appreciate everything youõve 
done for me.ó 
òI know.ó 
òYouõve been more of a mother to me in these past 

few months than Iõve ever had or couldõve ever hoped 
for.ó 
òYouõre a pretty okay daughter yourself.ó 
òWell, goodnight.ó 
òGoodnight, Rudi.ó 
Again, Mrs. Goodwin started off toward the living 

room while Rudi again headed toward the staircase. 
However, once she got to the foot of it, she hesitated a 
few seconds before glancing around and noticing that 
not only was she alone but that the kitchen not far away 
was darkñand calling out to her. 

AS RUDI ENTERED the kitchen, she turned on the 
lightsñand, after another brief bout of hesitation, she 
slowly stepped inside the room. 
Right then, she wasnõt exactly certain what she was 
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looking for, and for a while she just randomly opened 
cabinets and drawers. In one of the latter she found some 
table knives, and she picked one up and tested its sharp-
ness with her index finger. But it was way too dull for her 
needs. So, she continued looking around the kitchen, and 
she soon found a butcherõs blockñfrom which she took 
out the largest and sharpest knife. One that cut her finger 
with ease. 

IT WAS LATE at night when Rudi peeked out her bed-
room, wearing nothing but Tommyõs jacket. 

She then looked down the hallway at the door to Mrs. 
Goodwinõs room, and she saw only darkness coming 
from underneath it. She also noticed that the whole 
house was beyond quiet. It was so quiet that she felt as if 
she were the only person in the world. 

Not long after this, she returned to her room, and she 
walked into the adjoining bathroom, where she started 
the tub, using only hot water. Then, after adding a little 
bubble bath, she went over to the sink and took the large 
butcherõs knife from her jacket pocket, before laying it 
beside the faucet. She also took off the Chai pendant 
Mrs. Goodwin had given her and carefully placed it next 
to the knife. 

Afterward, she once again peeked her head out the 
bedroom, and once again looked down the hallway at 
Mrs. Goodwinõs roomñand once again saw that it was 
dark and silent. 

What came next was yet another round of hesitation, 
and, as soon as it passed, she returned inside the bath-
room and removed her jacket. After which she picked up 
the knife with her right hand and got into the tub, where 
she waited and waited while trying to come up with even 
one flimsy excuse not to do what she was planning. 
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However, she couldnõt come up with anything, and 
with the scalding water now above her chest, she realized 
no excuses were likely to come even if she waited for-
ever. So, with a slightly shaking hand, she slowly brought 
the knife down to her left wrist. 
òPlease donõt do this, Rudi,ó came a familiar male 

voice from nearby. 
She ignored it, though, and, with just a bit of a wince, 

she cut open her wrist prior to dropping the knife onto 
the floorñand she brought her bleeding arm into the 
water. 
òI canõt believe youõre doing this to me!ó an angry 

Tommy howled while flailing his arms. 
Reluctantly, Rudi turned to him, and, like in the hos-

pital supply closet, she saw he was wearing his wedding 
tux. But she didnõt say a word to him. Instead, she des-
perately tried to pretend he wasnõt there. 
òI thought you loved me,ó he uttered. 
òI do,ó she uttered back, with the water now ap-

proaching the edge of the bathtub. òMore than any-
thing.ó 
òThen, how can you do this to me?ó 
òYou donõt know what itõs like being without you.ó 
òI know what itõs like to die. I wouldõve done anything 

to liveñanything!ó 
òIõm sorry.ó 
òDonõt be sorryñdo something about it!ó 
òI canõt.ó 
òDo you know, do you know why I fell in love with 

you?ó 
Over and over, she shook her headñand eventually 

she added, òI never understood. Iõm a nobody.ó 
òBecause you made me feel alive!ó he yelled. òYou 

made me feel so fucking alive! But obviously I didnõt 
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mean the same to you!ó 
òYou did! I swear you did!ó 
òThen show me!ó 
òI . . .ó 
òShow me!ó 
òI canõt live without you!ó 
òYou never will! Iõll always be with youñwhenever 

you need me! Iõm a part of you, just like youõre a part of 
me. The very best part. Weõll have forever together, I 
swearñbut not now. Now you have to live. Not only for 
yourself and for me, but for all the people youõll touchñ
all the people whoõll need you and depend on you. For 
all the people whose lives youõll change!ó 
òI . . .ó she mumbled, while starting to lose conscious-

ness. 
òLive!ó Tommy yelled. òLive!ó 
Meekly, Rudi tried to stand up, but she fell right back 

into the tub, with the water starting to pour out onto the 
floor. Seeing this, she reached for the knob of the faucet 
and tried to turn it off, but she was too weakñand her 
hand returned to the water and she closed her eyes. 
òRudi!ó Tommy screamedñcausing her eyes to open 

a bit. òTell me you love me!ó 
òI love you,ó she insisted. 
òLouder!ó 
òI love you!ó 
òTell me louder!ó 
òI fucking love you!ó she screamed. 

MRS. GOODWIN SUDDENLY awoke. 
At first, she didnõt know why, but then she heard 

Rudiõs screamsñalong with the sound of running water, 
and she rose out of bed before heading into the hallway. 
Then, noticing the water was coming from Rudiõs room, 
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she hurried to the open bedroom door, where she saw 
liquid flowing out of the adjacent bathroom. 
òOh, my God!ó she gasped, before sprinting toward 

the source of the floodñand she gasped even louder 
when she found it. 



Chapter Eight 

WHEN RUDI AWOKE, she saw that she was back in 
the psychiatric ward. She further saw that there was a 
bandage around her left wrist and that the Chai pendant 
was once again around her neck. 

She also saw something else. She saw Mrs. Goodwin 
sitting by her side again. Though this time she wasnõt 
smiling. This time she was angry. 
òThis is becoming a habit,ó Rudi said, while avoiding 

the womanõs gaze. 
òOne thatõs coming to an end,ó her mother-in-law 

growled, having finally realized that coddling Rudi hadnõt 
helped her at allñand that she needed to try something 
else, regardless of how difficult it would be. 
Rudi didnõt reply to the womanõs remark. She just 

averted her eyes even more. 
òYou were very lucky,ó her mother-in-law went on. 

òLucky I heard you shouting.ó 
òShouting?ó Rudi mumbled, while trying to recall why 

she had been shouting. Then, as soon as she did, she be-
came a little frightened, because it perhaps meant that 
she hadnõt been hallucinating after all. òTommy,ó she 
whispered, òhe . . .ó 
òWhat about Tommy?ó Mrs. Goodwin demanded. 
òNothing.ó 
òRudi.ó 
òAll that water in the bathroom. I mustõve ruined your 

house.ó 
òFuck my house!ó the woman barked, with the same 

harsh Brooklyn accent Rudi last heard the last time Mrs. 
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Goodwin had been furious with her. 
òIõm sorry,ó Rudi mumbled. 
òYes, you are sorryñand Iõm sick of it.ó 
òDoes this mean youõre finally throwing me out?ó 
òYes. But not because of what you did to my house. 

I was speaking to your doctor a little while ago and he 
thinks it might be a good idea for you to get away from 
here and from all the things associated with here. So, 
once youõre good and ready to leave the hospitalñand 
only thenñthatõs exactly what youõre going to do.ó 
òWhat bullshit,ó Rudi retorted. òI couldnõt get away 

from here if I traveled a million milesñif I went to the 
fucking moon!ó 
òStill,ó Mrs. Goodwin retorted back, òweõre gonna 

try. Mr. Cross tells me thatñwith your gradesñyou can 
get into any college you want. So, youõre gonna pick one 
out for the fall. Any one. Just as long as itõs out-of-town.ó 
òI donõt want any.ó 
òWell, too fucking bad, young lady. Too fucking bad. 

Because youõre going if I have to drag you there scream-
ing. And Iõll do itñbelieve me!ó 

Rudi responded by turning toward the thick glass win-
dow, and, at the same time, she pointed out the door 
while saying with a breaking voice, òListen, why donõt 
you just walk out of here and be done with me. Iõm not 
worth it.ó 
òWas my son worth it?ó 
òWhat?ó 
òWhy didnõt you walk out on him when things got 

tough?ó 
òThat was different. He was sick.ó 
òAnd so are you!ó 
òJust go! Iõm not your responsibility!ó 
òYou are!ó 
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òYou donõt owe me anything!ó 
òI owe you everything!ó 
òJust get out of here!ó 
Instead, the woman grabbed the top of Rudiõs gown 

with both fists and she howled, òShall I start dragging 
now?ó 

RUDI TOLD MRS. Goodwin what she wanted to hear, 
and, later on, she even filled out a bunch of college ap-
plications with her help. She also attended all her coun-
seling sessions as well as group therapy, and said all the 
right things, just as she had learned to do during her 
many stints at rehabñthinking this would lead to her es-
cape. A final one. 

Fortunately for her, unlike those times before, every-
one saw through her act and they werenõt about to let her 
go anywhere, which made her not only depressed but 
sullen as well. Then, one morning she got an unexpected 
visitor: Maria, who was home from college on spring 
break, and who was beyond shocked when she saw how 
different her friend looked. 
òShouldnõt you be on a beach somewhere?ó Rudi de-

spondently asked after turning toward the window, feel-
ing embarrassed that her friend was seeing her this way, 
especially as she knew Maria had always looked up to her. 
òI had something else to do,ó Maria replied, before 

sitting on the bed and taking Rudiõs hand. 
At once, Rudi pulled her hand away and muttered, 

òPlease go away.ó 
òWhy wouldnõt you see me before?ó Maria instead 

asked. 
òI havenõt seen anyone. Not even my dad.ó 
òYou know, I saw him downstairs in the lobby just 

now.ó 
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òReally?ó 
òReally. He looks so sad.ó 
òIõve screwed up everything,ó Rudi muttered, while 

starting to tear up. 
òNo, you havenõt,ó Maria insisted. 
But Rudi didnõt want to hear this, and she moved even 

farther from her friend. 
òMrs. Goodwin was telling me,ó Maria continued, 

òshe was telling me that youõre applying to colleges for 
the fall.ó 

Rudi shrugged. 
òHave you picked one yet?ó 
Rudi shook her head. 
òBecause I was thinking,ó Maria went on, òI was just 

thinking maybe you could come to GW, with Sandra and 
me.ó 
òI donõt think so.ó 
òYeah, I guess itõs a little beneath you. You should 

probably be going to Harvard or Yale, or something like 
that.ó 
òThatõs not what I meant.ó 
òThen, what did you mean?ó 
òYou wouldnõt want me around. Youõre only asking 

me because you feel pity. And I donõt want it!ó 
òThatõs not true. Itõs not pity at all. I miss you. I miss 

you so much. Even at such a big school I get lonely. Es-
pecially there.ó 
òYou have Sandra.ó 
òItõs not the same. I love her, but itõs not the same. I 

donõt think you know just how much youõve meant to 
meñhow much youõve helped meñhow important you 
are to me. If anyone needs pity, itõs me. I need you.ó 
òI donõt know.ó 
òSoon, Sandra and I have to pick out a dorm room 
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for next year. We were planning on getting a double in 
the building we live, but we could just as easily get a tri-
ple. Theyõre much nicer, in factñthey even have alcoves. 
So, I talked to Sandra right after I talked to Mrs. Good-
win, and she was really excited about the idea. I swear 
she was.ó 
òIõd be a third wheel.ó 
òYouõd be a third friend. And thatõs something we re-

ally donõt have that many of.ó 
òI, Iõll think about it,ó Rudi muttered, after turning to 

Maria, who responded by hugging her friend, who 
hugged her back however reluctantlyñright before say-
ing, òCould you send my dad up?ó 

THE MOMENT MR. Reese timidly entered the thresh-
old of the hospital room, Rudiñwith a guilty expres-
sionñopened her arms, and he flew to her before giving 
her a big bear hug. 
òWhy were you waiting downstairs?ó she inquired. 
òI thought you didnõt want to see me,ó he replied. 
òIt wasnõt you. It was me.ó 
òIõm so sorry, Rudi.ó 
òYou have nothing to be sorry about.ó 
The big man nodded, but it wasnõt too convincing. 
òIõm the one who should be sorry,ó Rudi continued. 
òNo,ó he told her, while shaking his head. 
òIõve been so selfish, not thinking about anyone but 

me.ó 
òI went through that myself once.ó 
Emotionally, Rudi took her fatherõs hand and she 

said, òFrom now on, you see me. You see me whenever 
you want. You hear me?ó 

RUDI WAS THINKING about Mariaõs offer as she 
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wandered through the halls of the ward that night, after 
being unable to sleep or even rest her eyes. 

Eventually, she came to an open room in which lay a 
young man in his early twenties. This man was tall and 
lean, with short light brown hair and sad eyesñeyes that 
were a few shades darker than his hair. He was also par-
alyzed from the waist downñwith his wheelchair stand-
ing a few steps from his bed. Apart from these facts, Rudi 
knew nothing about him, other than his odd name: 
Vilem. Thatõs because he never spoke in the group ther-
apy sessions they both attended. He wouldnõt even 
acknowledge questions directed to him. He just stared 
into space, looking barely alive. Which is exactly what he 
was doing when Rudi came to his door. 
Right then, for a reason she couldnõt explain, she 

found him fascinating, and she couldnõt help stare at him, 
for a near endless amount of time. 
òNot much of a prince is he?ó suddenly whispered a 

scratchy female voice from nearbyñone belonging to a 
short blonde-haired patient named Glenda, who was a 
few years older than Rudi. 
òWhat?ó Rudi whispered back. 
òI saidñó 
òñWhat did you just call him?ó 
òDonõt you know heõs a prince?ó 
òWhat do you mean?ó 
òYou do know what a prince is, donõt you?ó 
òFor real heõs a prince?ó 
òPrince Vilem of . . . of some place in Europe. 

Though he doesnõt have a castle or a crown or anything 
like that. He just has a title, and lots of money. Which is 
probably the only thing keeping him out of jail.ó 
òWhat are you talking about?ó 
òHe was driving drunkñthatõs how he got hurt. But 
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he was actually lucky.ó 
òLucky?ó 
òHis unlucky girlfriend was in the car with him. She 

couldnõt even crawl away from the wreck, if you know 
what I mean.ó 

Glenda then walked off, and Rudi again stared at the 
young man, though now she did so with a bit of a gri-
mace, as she now saw the person in front of her as some-
one she had always despised: an overprivileged spoiled 
bratñone who deserved every misery coming to him. 
But strangely there was something else about himñ
something she at first couldnõt categorize, and this feel-
ing got stronger and stronger the longer she stared at 
him, until it compelled her to do something. It compelled 
her to enter Vilemõs room. There she quietly sat in a chair 
next to his bedñand she finally realized what drove her 
to him: his pain and self-hatredñsomething she all-too-
well understood. 
Not surprisingly, Vilem didnõt acknowledge her pres-

ence at allñhe just kept staring nowhere. He didnõt even 
acknowledge her hand that gently took hold of his. But 
Rudi didnõt mind this, as she knew she was there as much 
for herself as for him. For this same reason, she sat there 
all night holding his hand, without saying a word. She 
even held on to it after she fell asleep. 

IN THE MORNING, Rudi awoke to the sound of cry-
ing. 
Vilemõs. 
He then turned to her, and tried to tell her something. 

But he just couldnõt find the words, and, even if he had, 
he wouldõve had trouble expressing themñfor many rea-
sons. 
òSomehow,ó she told him, òsomehow itõs gonna be 
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all right. I donõt know how or when, but it will. For both 
of us.ó 

He responded by bringing her hand up to his wet face, 
and he cried even harder. 

At the same time, a doctor entered the room, and she 
dropped her clipboard in shockñshock that Vilem was 
expressing any kind of cognition, and the sound caused 
Rudi to spin toward her. 
òWhat?ó the doctor mumbled, while pointing at 

Vilem. òHow?ó 
òI guess he just needed a friend,ó Rudi told her. òWe 

all do.ó 

WHEN RUDI RETURNED to her room, Mrs. Good-
win was anxiously waiting for her. 
òWhere have you been?ó the woman asked, with lots 

of concern in her voice. òEveryoneõs looking for you.ó 
òI had something to do.ó 
òWhat?ó 
òPenance.ó 
òPenance?ó 
òIõve decided on a school.ó 



Chapter Nine 

A LIMOUSINE REACHED the industrial outskirts of 
Washington, DC, amidst the oppressive heat of early 
September, and, inside the vehicle, Mrs. Goodwin 
looked out the window and shook her head. 

She then turned to Rudi, who, as usual, was wearing 
Tommyõs jacket and listening to her tape of òMoonlight 
Serenadeó on her Walkmanñthe one tape she brought 
with her. 
òYou sure you want to take those things with you?ó 

the woman asked. 
òWhat things?ó Rudi asked back, after turning down 

the player a bit. 
òThe jacket and the music. Youõre supposed to be get-

ting away from the memories.ó 
òThe doctor said it was okay. He said it was kinda like 

a security blanket, or a night light. To be real honest, Iõm 
not sure if I can make it without them.ó 

In spite of saying this, Rudi had improved greatly 
since her days in the hospital. She was not only back to 
her normal weight, but she also no longer languished in 
bed all day, and was both social and functionalñalmost 
resembling her former self, including her punk makeup 
and spiked peroxide hair. Most importantly, there were 
no more worries about suicide. Still Mrs. Goodwin 
couldnõt help worry, and this manifested itself when she 
glanced back out the window and said, òI really wish you 
had picked a different school.ó 
òWhatõs wrong with GW?ó Rudi said back, though 

she had her own doubts about the place, and had been 
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having second thoughts during the entire five-hour trip. 
òYou should be going to an Ivy League school,ó her 

mother-in-law insisted. òOr at least something like 
Swarthmore.ó 
òI donõt have any friends at Ivy League schools. Or 

even Swarthmore.ó 
òI donõt knowñI just, I just figured youõd be going 

someplace reasonably close by, like Columbia or Prince-
tonñsomeplace within driving distance. I . . . Iõm gonna 
miss you.ó 

With a gentle smile, Rudi put her hand on top of the 
womanõs, and told her: òItõs gonna be real nice to be 
missed.ó 

These words caused the woman to smile herself, be-
fore turning back to Rudiñand, while shaking her head 
a little, she murmured, òTell me, whatever did my son do 
to get someone like you?ó 
òHe smiled,ó Rudi answered. òIt was actually a lot like 

yours.ó 
Right then, even though Mrs. Goodwin had promised 

herself she wouldnõt get emotional, she did just thatñ
and she hugged the only thing in her life that meant an-
ything to her. She also wept a bit. 
òIõll be home for Thanksgiving and Christmas,ó Rudi 

pleaded, while trying to hold back the same emotionsñ
òand for spring break, too. And for four whole months 
in the summer. Youõll be sick of me in no time.ó 
òI very much doubt that.ó 
òAnd you can always grab one of those shuttles down 

here. It takes like an hour. I checked.ó 
òCareful,ó the woman replied, before breaking her 

embrace, òI just might take you up on that.ó 
òYou better.ó 
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THE LIMO PARKED in front of Thurston Hallña 
nine-story dormitory housing more than a thousand stu-
dents, which was just a handful of blocks from the White 
House in the Foggy Bottom section of the city. 

Uneasily, both Rudi and Mrs. Goodwin stared 
through the vehicleõs window at the dorm, in which stu-
dents were shuffling in and out ofñwith Rudiõs unease 
mostly due to the fact that everyone looked so conserva-
tive and well-adjusted. They looked so unlike her. They 
looked almost as if they were attending the recent Re-
publican National Convention. 

Rudi had always thought of college as being a hotbed 
of radicalism and unconventionality, but she now won-
dered if she were going to be even more out-of-place 
here than she was in high school. Which made her feel 
something that was way beyond òsecond thoughts,ó and 
she almost told her mother-in-law to take her homeñ
something she knew the woman wouldõve unhesitantly 
done. 
Instead, she grabbed Tommyõs old backpack from the 

floor of the vehicle, and, after taking a long deep breath, 
she uttered, òWell, here goes nothing.ó 
òYou have the doctorõs phone number?ó Mrs. Good-

win uttered back. 
òI have everything.ó 
òYou sure I canõt give you some money?ó 
òIõve told you a million timesñIõm getting a full ride, 

including meals.ó 
òBut you still need spending money.ó 
òIõll get a job or something.ó 
òButñó 
òñLook,ó Rudi interrupted, òif you want to give 

away your money, how about giving some to AIDS re-
search.ó She then pointed to the white building down the 
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street and added, òItõs not like your dear old pal Ronnie 
is gonna helpñor care.ó 
òItõs not true that he doesnõt care,ó Mrs. Goodwin re-

torted. òItõs just that medical research is not the province 
of the federal government.ó 
òYada-yada-yada. In the meantime people are dying. 

Lots of them!ó 
òYouõre just impossible!ó 
òThatõs why you love me!ó 
òItõs only one of the reasons!ó 
All of a sudden, the two women grinned at each other, 

and took each otherõs handsñand Mrs. Goodwin said, 
òIõm glad youõve gotten some of your spunk back, but 
Iõd still like to give youñó 
òñNo,ó Rudi said back. 
òWhy wonõt you let me spoil you just a little?ó 
òYou already spoil me, Momñwith the one thing I 

really need.ó 

RUDI EXITED THE limousine, and discovered thatñ
along with the heatñthe air was so thick that she could 
barely breathe it. 

Ignoring thisñor at least trying to ignore itñshe put 
on Tommyõs backpack and crossed the street, with her 
unease increasing with every step, as well as her desire to 
escape. Though she eventually made it to the other side 
of the road, where she turned back to the limo, andñ
with a slightly shaking handñshe waved one last time at 
Mrs. Goodwin, who couldnõt be seen through the tinted 
glass. Which meant Rudi couldnõt see the woman cry. 

Suddenly, the limo took off, and Rudiñafter wiping 
some sweat from her browñentered Thurston Hall, 
where, after glancing at a bored-looking security guard 
sitting nearby, she proceeded to the front desk, where 
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stood a heavyset woman in her mid-twenties who had 
glasses and short brown hair. 
òCan I help you?ó the woman asked with a bit of trep-

idation, while trying hard not to stare at Rudiõs appear-
ance. 
òYeah,ó Rudi replied, after glancing at all the people 

waiting at the elevator bank a short distance away. òIõm 
supposed to be living here.ó She afterward gave her 
name, and the woman looked it up in a nearby file cabi-
net before saying, òYou really cut it close. Registration 
closes today. Most people came last week.ó 
òI was wavering,ó Rudi said backñòup to the very 

last moment.ó 
òAbout the dorm or the school?ó 
òBoth.ó 
The woman smiled a little at this and took out two 

packetsñand, while handing Rudi the larger one, she 
said, òInside youõll find a bunch of information about the 
dorm and its rules, and youõll also find your meal card.ó 
She then opened the smaller packet, which was labeled 
with the number 931, and she pointed to the three keys 
inside it while stating, òTo your room, to the mailbox 
around the corner, and to the front door, which is locked 
after dark. And youõll find your room on the ninth floor.ó 

Right after saying this, the woman peeked her head 
out at the crowd in the lobby and she said, òYou can take 
the service elevator. Itõs past that door over there, which 
you can open with the key to the front door. Then, just 
go to the end of the hallway and hang a left. You canõt 
miss it.ó 

RUDI SLOWLY ROSE in the grimy steel elevator, and, 
as she approached the ninth floor, she started hearing 
sounds. The sounds of Van Halenõs òUnchained,ó which 
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became deafening by the time the car came to a stop and 
its door opened. 

The music made Rudi grimace. It also made her pause 
in the back of the cabin while contemplating returning 
homeñand this feeling only got stronger when she saw 
a small and thin and well beyond drunk boy fly past her 
down the hallway, screaming along with the song as he 
played air guitarñwearing nothing but a pair of tight red 
Calvin Klein briefs and even redder lipstick. 
òWhat . . .ó she muttered to herself while shaking her 

head over and over. 
Despite this, she stepped out of the elevator, andñ

while holding the door open with her right handñshe 
look down the corridor to her left. There she saw that 
almost every door in view had a Reagan/Bush ô84 
bumper sticker on itñsomething that made her grimace 
even more. But what made her really cringe was seeing a 
tall guy down the corridor chugging a large pitcher of 
beer, cheered on by the throng surrounding him. She 
cringed at this mostly becauseñthough she expected 
college kids to drink and do some drugsñshe never re-
ally thought about how seeing it on a daily basis would 
affect her and her ability to control the demons that were 
always lurking just beneath her surface. 

Not wanting to think about this, as the sounds of Van 
Halen began to fade, she turned up the volume of her 
Walkman and looked down the other side of the hallway, 
where, near the end of it, a boy and girl were not only 
kissing but mauling each other. Seeing this was actually 
worse than watching the drinkingñor even hearing Van 
Halen, and Rudi felt a burst of frightñalong with a lack 
of breath, which not even her music could ease. Which 
caused her to utter, òI canõt do this.ó It also caused her 
to reenter the elevator and hit the button for the ground 
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floor. 
At once, she could breathe again, and she did so 

deeply as she watched the door slowly close. However, 
just before it could do so fully, a hand reached in and 
slammed it open. 
òFucking asshole!ó Rudi hollered, before marching 

out into the corridor to confront the person responsible. 
But there was no one anywhere nearby, which both con-
fused her and made her question her sanity a little, and, 
while she was doing this, the elevator door behind her 
closed. 

Furiously, Rudi spun around and loudly cursed. She 
also punched the call button multiple times. 
Hearing Rudiõs voice, Maria and Sandrañwho were 

both wearing white T-shirts and shortsñrushed out of 
their corner room on the right-hand corridorñand Ma-
ria, who was holding a plastic beer cup, tipsily called out, 
òYou made it!ó 

Reluctantly, Rudi lowered the volume of her Walk-
man and turned to the voice, and she forced a smile. 

Maria responded by finishing what was in her cup and 
running up to Rudiñand she jumped into her friendõs 
arms while crying out, òIõm so happy to see you!ó 
òYou saw me a few weeks ago,ó Rudi replied. 
òYeah, but that was not here.ó 
With lots of excitement, Maria began dragging Rudi 

toward her new home. Though she soon came to a stop 
at the open door of a room, from which people were 
loudly counting something. Inquisitively, both women 
peeked their heads inside, and they saw a shirtless boy on 
his kneesñone who had beer flowing into his mouth 
from an open tapñwatched by a half-dozen drunk peo-
ple who were keeping the time. 
òThatõs Brad,ó Maria whispered, while pointing at the 
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boy, who was of medium height and build, with medium-
brown hair and eyes. She afterward pointed at the boy 
holding the tapña boy who couldõve been Bradõs twinñ
both in terms of appearance and mentalityñand she 
added, òAnd thatõs his roommate Pete.ó 
òUh-huh,ó Rudi whispered back, not quite believing 

what she was seeing. 
òForty-seven, forty-eight, forty-nine . . .ó the specta-

tors shouted as Brad continued taking the hit from a 
nearby keg. Then, a fraction of a second laterñjust be-
fore the crowd could reach fiftyñbeer started shooting 
through Bradõs nose, and Pete pulled the tap away and 
turned it off before proclaiming, òA new world record, 
people!ó 
The òpeopleó cheered at this, and Maria couldnõt help 

chuckle a little. But Rudi just shook her head. 
Noticing this as he teetered on his knees, Brad said to 

her: òMan, you look even more fucked up than me.ó 
òI can fix that,ó Rudi growled, as she stepped into the 

room with both fists clenched. Though Maria quickly 
pulled her awayñwith Rudi crying out, òFucking idiots!ó 
òI know we are,ó Brad retorted, òbut what are you?ó 
òDude,ó his roommate remarked, òI think you got 

that backward.ó 
òOh,ó Brad remarked back, before collapsing onto 

the floor. 
At the same time, Rudi and Maria came upon the kiss-

ing coupleñand again Rudi felt all kinds of unease. 
Suddenly, the two came up for air, and the female 

component of the pair sneered at Rudi and her appear-
ance, causing Rudi to come to a quick and instinctive 
halt. 
òThatõs our next-door neighbor Vicki,ó Maria whis-

pered to Rudi, as she fruitlessly tried to lead her friend 



54 C O L I N  C O H E N  

away. òI know itõs difficult, but just ignore her.ó 
Vicki was tall and beautiful. She was so tall and beau-

tiful that she had worked as a fashion model from the 
time she was fourteen. She also had golden blonde hair 
almost as big as herñalong with gaudy makeup and a 
pair of even gaudier Guess Jeans, which were at least a 
couple of sizes too small. But all Rudi noticed was the 
sneer, and the giggling and all the whispering. 

Rudi glared at her, but this did nothing to stem her 
giggling and whispering, or her sneerñall of which was 
infused by something stronger than beer. Rudiõs glare 
may have even made her snickering worseñsnickering 
that was only partially muted when the couple entered 
Vickiõs room and closed the door behind themselves. 
òWhat a fucked-up place this is,ó Rudi mumbled to 

herself as she and Maria continued on and approached 
Sandra by the door to their roomñthe only one on the 
entire floor that had a Mondale/Ferraro sticker on it. 
òThatõs just one of the reasons they call it the Zoo,ó 

Maria said with a chortle as she stopped next to Sandrañ
clearly not sensing Rudiõs perturbation, mostly due to her 
own inebriation. She afterward pointed to her girlfriend 
and said, òYou remember Sandra, donõt you?ó 
òOf course,ó Rudi answered, before giving Sandra a 

brief hug. 
òWeõre gonna have so much fun together!ó Maria ex-

claimed. 
òI donõt know,ó Rudi replied, while shaking her head. 
òWhat do you mean?ó 
òIõm sorry, but this place is awful. I donõt see how I 

can live here.ó 
òItõs just everyoneõs a little messed up right now.ó 
òSpeaking of which . . .ó 
òIõve only had a few.ó 
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òItõs not even noon.ó 
òIs it that late?ó 
òSince when do you drink?ó 
òSince thereõs no Daddy around. And since the drink-

ing age hereõs only 18.ó 
Maria then pointed toward Bradõs room and added, 

òWe bought that keg legally from a place called Gillies 
up on Pennsylvania Avenue, and we just whisked it in-
side the dormñno questions asked, not even from that 
moron security guard downstairs. Isnõt that just awe-
some?ó 
òAwesome,ó Rudi muttered, while thinking what this 

would mean for her demons. òBoy, college sure has 
changed you.ó 
òWhoo-hoo!ó Maria yelled, before suddenly falling si-

lent while looking at something behind Rudi with lots of 
discomfort. 

Sensing this discomfort, Rudi turned around and saw 
a man in his early twenties frowning at Maria a short dis-
tance away. This man was a little taller than average and 
hadñunderneath his expression of melancholyña 
handsome face, with unkempt dark brown hair and sim-
ilarly colored eyesñas well as a light scruffy beard. He 
also had a slight but muscular buildñone that was some-
what hidden by his long plaid shirt. But what Rudi really 
noticed about him was the dog-eared Bible in his hand. 
òYou got a problem?ó she growled. 
The young man responded by turning his frown to-

ward Rudiñwhich was somewhat softened by his obvi-
ous fear of her. 
òDid you hear what I said?ó Rudi barked, with her 

fists once again becoming clenched. Though just then 
she got the feeling that there was something about the 
manñsomething both familiar and unusualñsomething 
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that made her feel all kinds of unease. 
He didnõt exactly reply to Rudiõs bark. He just turned 

around and entered the room across the way, before gen-
tly closing the door behind himself. 
òWho the hell is that?ó Rudi demanded. 
òThe Preacher,ó Sandra replied. 
òThe Preacher?ó Rudi replied back. 
òHeõs just some fundamentalist jerk,ó Maria ex-

plained. 
òFundamentalist?ó gasped Rudi, with lots of surprise. 
òI told youñthe place is called the Zoo. We have just 

about every species, and then someñespecially with you 
here.ó 
òHis nameõs actually Jared,ó Sandra interjected, after 

pointing at the manõs door with her thumb. Thenñwhile 
speaking with a bad Southern accentñshe added, òHeõs 
from Georgia and talks with a big drawl, like this. And 
heõs always wearing long shirts and pants, even when itõs 
200 degrees out with 2,000-percent humidity. Heõs usu-
ally carrying around that Bible, too.ó 
òAnd you should see the huge cross hanging in his 

room!ó Maria blurted out. 
òSo,ó Sandra whispered, before checking to see if an-

yone was nearby, òyou can just imagine what he thinks 
of us.ó 
òWell,ó Rudi said, after glancing down at the Chai 

pendant around her neck, òIõm sure heõs gonna love me, 
too.ó 
òJust ignore him,ó Maria pleaded. òWe all do. Even 

his roommate does.ó 
òAnother neighbor I have to ignore,ó Rudi uttered. 

òWonderful. Are there any neighbors I donõt have to ig-
nore?ó 

Both women shrugged, which caused Rudi to sigh 



E V E N  P U N K  G I R L S  C R Y 57 

and once again shake her head, before saying, òI donõt 
know about this, guys.ó 
òYouõre gonna love it!ó Maria insisted. She then 

grabbed Rudi by the wrist and dragged her through their 
open door, before tossing up her hands and exclaiming, 
òTa-da!ó 

Without much enthusiasm, Rudi looked around the 
modest room and saw three wooden dressers against the 
wallsñwith a small TV and a miniature refrigerator 
standing on top of one. She also sawñin addition to a 
large closet and a bathroom off to the leftñtwo unmade 
beds in the main room and a made one in a curtained 
alcove facing the window. 
òWhich bed is mine?ó Rudi asked. 
òYou can take either one,ó answered Maria, while 

pointing to the empty beds. òWeõre in the . . .ó 
òI gotcha,ó Rudi said with a knowing smile. òBut . . .ó 
òBut what?ó 
òYou guys sure you donõt want to be alone?ó 
òWeõre sure,ó Sandra told her, after placing her hand 

warmly on Rudiõs shoulder. 
òWe have plenty of privacy,ó Maria added. òLike I 

told you beforeñand like you can see nowñwhat we 
donõt have enough of is friends.ó 
òAll right,ó Rudi muttered, as she took off her back-

pack and tossed it onto the nearest empty bedñone fac-
ing the door. After which Maria came up to her and gave 
her another big hugñsomething that was interrupted by 
the sounds of two people loudly having sex in the room 
next door. 
òItõs girls like Vicki that give whores bad names,ó San-

dra remarked. 
Rudi grimaced at this and sighed once again, espe-
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cially as she could hear exactly what the couple were say-
ingñor, more exactly, moaning. 
òThe walls are kinda thin,ó Maria explained. 
òYou donõt say?ó Rudi replied with unmatched sar-

casm, before sitting on her bed and shaking her head yet 
once againñand, as she unpacked her white sea bag 
from Tommyõs backpack, she wondered just what she 
was getting herself into. 



Chapter Ten 

IN THE BASEMENT of the dorm, Rudi swiped her 
meal card through a reader by the entrance to the cafete-
ria, and, with her sea bag across her shoulder and her 
headphones strapped to her ears, she followed her room-
mates through the large dining hall toward the serving 
areañstill wearing Tommyõs football jacket. 

Soon, the three approached a table where Brad and 
Pete and all their drunken friends were not only sitting 
but also grading passing girls, by holding up scraps of 
paper numbered 1 through 10. Though when they saw 
Rudiõs glare they suddenly lowered their score sheets, 
looking more than a bit uncomfortableñthat is, until 
Brad uttered, òSorry, weõd need imaginary numbers for 
you.ó 
Bradõs friends chuckled at this and they continued 

their little game. At the same time, Rudi clenched her 
fists and closed her eyesñand she took a deep breath as 
she tried to keep herself from killing everything in her 
path. Then, when this didnõt help, she turned up the vol-
ume of her player. 

AFTER THE THREE friends got their food, they got a 
table far from their obnoxious neighbors. But the boys 
were still in earshot, and likely wouldõve been even if the 
women had been in Maryland. 
òSit on my face!ó Brad yelled out, at some hapless girl. 
No longer able to control her anger, Rudi threw off 

her headphones and started to rise from the tableñonly 
to be stopped by Maria, who asked, òWhere you going?ó 
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òTo do something a little different to his face,ó Rudi 
answered. 
òCome onñthis is college. Itõs what happens when 

you mix immaturity with testosterone and alcohol.ó 
òItõs one toxic combination,ó added Sandra. 
òButñó Rudi started to say. 
òñLet it be. Itõs not like theyõre really hurting any-

one.ó 
òJust let me hit them once. I beg you.ó 
òNo,ó Maria said, with a little smile. òSit down.ó 
Grudgingly, Rudi complied, and she started eating. 

She also noticed Jared sitting at a table not far away, look-
ing both sad and lonelyñwith only his Bible to keep him 
company, and she couldnõt help stare at him. Like in the 
hallway earlier, she saw something in him she couldnõt 
placeñsomething that told her he didnõt fit the carica-
ture her two friends had painted. Unfortunately, she just 
couldnõt figure out what this something was, which only 
made him more interesting. 
òYouõre coming to the party tonight, right?ó Maria 

asked Rudi, while noticing her blank stare. 
Rudi didnõt answer. She didnõt even hear the question. 
òRudi?ó Maria uttered. 
òWhat?ó Rudi uttered back. 
òYouõre coming tonight?ó 
òSure,ó Rudi answered, though she still hadnõt heard 

a word. 

AFTER THE THREE women returned to their room, 
Rudi sat on her new bed and listened to òMoonlight Ser-
enadeó over and over and over. 

Then, as she turned over the tape, she heard a door 
open nearby, and she soon saw Jaredñonce again carry-
ing his Bible. He saw her, tooñand stared at her as he 
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passed. 
Heõs just some fundamentalist jerk. 
Remembering Mariaõs words, Rudi tried to find some 

hate or intolerance in Jaredõs eyes. But all she could see 
was the same kind of loneliness she knew all too well, 
andñeven after he was goneñshe kept staring out the 
door. She kept staring until Maria and Sandra exited the 
bathroom together, wearing lots of makeup and per-
fume, as well as short, low-cut white dresses. Which Rudi 
looked at in surprise. 
òDoes your dad know you dress like that?ó she asked. 
òDaddy is hundreds of miles away,ó Maria replied, 

with a bit of annoyance. òSo, you ready or what?ó 
òReady for what?ó 
òWerenõt you listening to me at all during dinner? The 

Sigma Nu party!ó 
òSigma Nu? A fraternity party? Me?ó 
òYes, you!ó 
òAre you crazy?ó 
Maria responded to this question by marching over to 

Rudi and lifting her to her feet, while howling, òCome 
on!ó 
òLook,ó Rudi growled, òI ainõt going to no frat party. 

Not ever.ó 
òItõs not what you think. Theyõre the best house on 

campus.ó 
òIs that supposed to mean something?ó 
òSandra and I are even little sisters there.ó 
òLittle what?ó 
òJust give them a chance.ó 
òNo.ó 
òOnce upon a time, you gave me a chance.ó 
òThat was different.ó 
òWhy?ó 
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òBecause you werenõt mixing immaturity with testos-
terone and alcohol.ó 
òTheyõre not like those jerks. I swear.ó 
òI donõt believe you.ó 
òPlease, RudiñIõve told them so much about you.ó 
òYou have? What exactly did you tell them?ó 
òOnly good things. Come on.ó 
òAll right,ó Rudi uttered, with another of her classic 

sighs, before picking up her sea bag from beside her bed. 
òBut Iõm not staying long. Iõm really, really beat.ó 

Maria smiled at this, and, while pointing at Rudiõs 
headphones, she added, òHow about leaving Glenn Mil-
ler home tonight?ó 

With some aggravation, Rudi yanked off her head-
phones and turned off the device, before pulling it out 
of her jacket pocket and dropping it onto her bed. 
òAnd the jacket, too,ó Maria went on. 
òIt might get chilly out,ó Rudi insisted. 
òItõs like ninety-something degrees out there! With a 

thousand-percent humidity! And itõs gonna be even hot-
ter inside the house.ó 

Angrily, Rudi flung off the jacket, exposing her plain 
white T-shirt, and she afterward threw the heavy garment 
onto the bed while exclaiming, òYou happy?ó 
òVery,ó Maria replied with a smile, before grabbing 

her friendõs hands and saying, òI love you.ó 
òI love you, too.ó 
òCan we go now?ó Sandra interjected, with just a bit 

of perturbation in her voice. 

THE THREE ROOMMATES slowly walked toward 
the elevator bank, where waiting was Vicki in a black 
spandex outfit that left even less than nothing to the im-
agination. 
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She also seemed even more inebriated than before 
and was draped over a different guy than the one she had 
been draped over earlier that dayña guy from which she 
only undraped when she saw the three women approach. 
She then snickered and whispered into her friendõs ear, 
right before uttering òDykes!ó underneath a fake cough. 

This caused Rudi to take a threatening step toward 
herñonly to be stopped by Maria, who whispered, òJust 
ignore her.ó 
òButñó Rudi started to say. 
òñYou think sheõd be any better if you beat her up?ó 
òSheõd certainly be quieter.ó 
òAnd probably more hateful.ó 
òJust let me hit her once. Please.ó 
òNo. If we can ignore her, so can you.ó 

RUDI, MARIA, AND Sandra followed Vicki and her 
friend all the way down fraternity row on G Street. They 
also watched the two enter a three-story 19th-century 
townhouseñone with lots of drunk people hanging out 
on the stoop, as well as in the yard and even in the road. 
òThis looks like a scene right from Animal House,ó 

Rudi remarked. òSo tell me, whatõs so different about 
them?ó 
òWell,ó Maria replied, òfor one, they donõt care that 

weõre gay.ó 
òThey know?ó Rudi replied back, with more than a 

bit of surprise. 
òThey even have a couple of gay brothers,ó added 

Sandra. 
òGet out of here.ó 
òThatõs how we hooked up with them.ó 
òActually,ó Maria interjected, òtheyõve got something 

of everything in there. Itõs like Noahõs Ark.ó 
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THE THREE WOMEN literally had to squeeze them-
selves through the fraternity house door, but once in the 
foyer they saw that the darkened house wasnõt nearly as 
packed as they had expected. 
Thatõs because it was as hot as a sauna. 
It was also loudñwith Shannonõs òGive Me Tonightó 

blasting off the walls from a set of speakers the size of a 
manñand a large one at that. This quickly gave Rudi a 
headache, and she thought about slithering back to the 
dorm. However, before she could, Maria grabbed her 
arm and led her to the edge of the main room, where 
dozens of people were dancing despite the heat, includ-
ing many guys in yellow Sigma Nu jerseys. 

Soon, another of these guys walked by with a bunch 
of plastic cups of beer in his handsñtwo of which Maria 
grabbed. 
òA two-fisted drinker!ó the boy uttered with a big 

grin. òIf you were only straight, Maria, youõd be the per-
fect girl.ó 
òShe is the perfect girl,ó Sandra uttered back, before 

taking Mariaõs arm. Maria then offered one of the beers 
to Sandra, who shook her head. 

Maria shrugged, and chugged the first cupñand she 
afterward put it under the second cup and started guz-
zling that oneñunder the worried gaze of Rudi. 
òWhat?ó Maria exclaimed, with a lot of exaspera-

tionñand lots of foam around her lips. 
òNothing,ó Rudi said, before turning away from her 

slightly. 
Right then, the music changed to òThe Roof Is on 

Fire.ó As it did, Maria noticed a curly-haired brother en-
ter the room from an entrance down the hallwayñand, 
while frantically waving at him, she screamed, òYo, 
Chuck!ó 
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Chuck screamed back in kind, and added, òCome 
onñtheyõre playing our song!ó 

Maria smiled at this, and she and Sandra rushed into 
the room hand-in-hand toward Chuckñand they started 
dancing with him. 

While watching the three, Rudi realized that here was 
her chance to take off. But she couldnõt stop staring at 
Maria, who was both wildly dancing and drinking at the 
same time. This made Rudi think about how much Maria 
had changed in the short time she had known her, and 
she wondered if all the changes had been for the best. 
She especially wondered if Maria wouldõve been better 
off if she had been left in the safety of her shell. 

At the same time, Rudi noticed Maria had been 
rightñthe house really was kind of a Noahõs Ark, as 
among the sea of yellow jerseys were guys of many races 
and ethnicities, including some very Jewish-looking ones. 
Butñnot wanting to spoil the stereotype she had so 
carefully crafted in her mindñshe pretended not to see 
this. She did this by looking down the corridorñat the 
end of which was a lit room, where people were exiting 
with drinks in their hands. 

Feeling more than thirsty, she headed toward the 
light. 

IN THE BACK room, behind a long table covered in 
plastic cups, stood a young man pouring beerña man 
who was wearing one of the omnipresent yellow jerseys, 
and who was surrounded by four other guys dressed the 
same. This man was tall and broad-shouldered, with 
short dirty-blond hair and deep blue eyes set within a 
flawless and well tanned face. Every physical aspect of 
Dennis was flawlessñespecially his big pearly smile. 
òSo, Den,ó matter-of-factly said the guy standing next 



66 C O L I N  C O H E N  

to himña guy who was almost as tall and almost as 
handsome, òwho are you gonna do tonight?ó 
This query made Dennisõs smile somehow even big-

ger. Though, after taking a long thoughtful breath, he 
said with a look that approached seriousness: òDonõt be 
so crude, Johnny. Girls are much like fine wineñyou just 
canõt gobble them down willy-nilly. You have to smell 
and taste a few before selecting just the right one.ó 

Everyone around Dennis chuckled at this, and he fin-
ished pouring the beer, which he offered to the person 
in front of him without looking. However, when no one 
took it, he looked forward and saw the annoyed expres-
sion of Rudi, who had both her hands on her hips, and 
who knew right then that Maria had been wrong after 
allñthat the guys here really were no different from Brad 
and Pete. 

As for Dennis, seeing Rudi and her appearance 
caused his eyes to widen in surprise, as while he had seen 
many punk girls before, he had never seen any at GW. 
Not even close. So, it took him a little time to compose 
himself. After which he uttered, òHi, there.ó 
òDo you have anything besides beer?ó Rudi growled. 
òWhy, yes,ó he answered, before pointing to his left 

and adding, òWe have an official alternative beverage.ó 
With some hesitation, Rudi turned in the direction of 

his finger and saw a large garbage can full of dark red 
punch, which had lots of pieces of fruit floating on top 
of it. She further took an empty plastic cup from the ta-
ble and skimmed the surface of the liquid, before saying, 
òIs there any alcohol in this?ó 
òJust a little,ó Johnny replied. 
Quickly, Rudi spun toward the boyñjust as he 

grabbed an empty bottle of pure grain alcohol off the 
table and hid it behind his back. 
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Rudi sighed at this, and, after dropping the cup into 
the punch, she muttered, òIõll pass.ó 
òThatõs probably for the best,ó Johnny told her, òcon-

sidering some of us pissed in it.ó 
òJohnny,ó Dennis whispered. 
òWhat?ó 
òWhat are you guys,ó Rudi barkedñòlike five years 

old?ó 
òHey, I take umbrage at that remark!ó Dennis barked 

back with a raised finger. òWeõre far closer to six.ó 
Once again, everyone around Dennis laughed. But 

Rudi just turned around and stormed off. 
òThereõs a soda machine in the corner over there,ó 

Dennis called out. òItõs only a quarter.ó 
Rudi responded by coming to a reluctant stop by the 

threshold of the roomñand, even more reluctantly, she 
looked to her right and saw the machine, and she walked 
toward it. Then, once in front of it, she carefully looked 
over the selection before reaching into her bag for some 
change. 
òHey!ó Dennis uttered. 
Against her will, she turned to himñand he tossed 

her a quarter. Though she pulled out her own quarter and 
tossed his backñwhile stating, òI can buy my own 
soda.ó Which she did, prior to marching out of the 
roomñwatched in awe by Dennisõs friends, who had 
never seen a female so immune to Dennisõs charms. 

Dennis, too, was awed. He was even shaken a bit, as 
it had been a long time since he had been shot down like 
thatñat least by a woman who didnõt already know him. 
He couldnõt even remember when it last happened. 

Seeing him thus destroyed, Johnny touched his finger 
on his tongue and then touched Dennisõs shoulder while 
making a sizzling soundñcausing the others nearby to 
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laugh. 
òCould it be that the great and omnipotent Dennis 

Winston has finally met his match?ó spoke Rich, a 
chubby guy standing on the other side of Johnny. 
òThereõs no such thing,ó Dennis replied, with a con-

fident smileñeven if he wasnõt quite as confident as he 
appeared. Which actually excited him. 

AS SOON AS Rudi exited the back room, she stopped 
to open the can of Diet Coke, and afterward she took a 
nice long sip before rubbing the icy can along her hot 
face. 

Though this was interrupted when some guy fell to 
his knees in front of her and threw up against the oppo-
site wall, before passing out on the mess he had just cre-
ated on the floor. 
òUgghh!ó she bellowed, as she stepped over him and 

rushed toward the exit. Though just before she got there 
she stopped. She stopped when the song changedñto 
one she had never heard beforeñone that seemed way 
out of place: a song called òHow Soon is Now?ó Both 
the voice and the lyrics mesmerized her, and she leaned 
up against the side of the staircase in something of a 
daze, wanting only to keep listening to this strange but 
wonderful song, which somehow seemed to capture her 
state of mind perfectly. Unfortunately, someone inter-
rupted it, by saying, òHiya.ó 

Against her better judgment, she glanced to her right, 
where standing there was a drunken boy with glasses 
named Tomña boy who was wearing one of the omni-
present yellow jerseys. 

She tried to ignore him, and returned her attention 
back to the song, but he interrupted her againñthis time 
by asking, òWhatõs your major?ó 
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òWow, thatõs a real original line,ó she replied, with a 
shake of her head. 
òSo, you here with someone?ó he went on, clueless to 

her lack of interest. 
òActually, Iõm still in mourning.ó 
òMorning?ó he slurred, before looking out the door 

and saying, òBut, but itõs night out.ó 
Furiously, she spun toward him and growled, òMy 

husband died recently.ó 
òHusband?ó he muttered, unable to hide his surprise. 
òYeah. He died of AIDS, as a matter of fact.ó 
òAIDS?ó the boy gasped, now way more than sur-

prised. 
She then showed him the scar on her left wrist and 

added, òAs you can see, Iõm a bit suicidal because of it.ó 
òUh-huh.ó 
òSo, you wanna make out now?ó 
òAh . . .ó he uttered while pointing behind himself, 

òyou know, I, I think someoneõs calling me.ó 
òThen, you better get going.ó 
Hurriedly, Tom rushed off, exposing Dennis, who 

had been standing on the other side of him and whose 
big smile now had a knowing tinge to itñsomething that 
disturbed Rudi, as it reminded her of another knowing 
smile from her past. It disturbed her so much thatñafter 
tossing the half-empty soda can into a nearby garbage 
pailñshe headed out of the house without hearing the 
end of the song. 

As for Dennis, his interest was now more than 
piqued. He actually couldnõt remember it ever being so 
piqued. So, he followed Rudi out of the house, and, when 
he saw her skipping down the stairs, he called out, òWait 
a minute!ó 
Rudi, though, wouldnõt even acknowledge him. She 
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just started down the blockñand he knew he had to 
swing for the proverbial bleachers. 
òYou like Black Flag?ó he shouted. 
At once, she came to a dead stop, before turning back 

to him and saying, òDid you just say ôBlack Flagõ?ó 
òI did,ó he answered, with another of his smilesñthis 

one so bright that it lit the night sky. 
òWhere did you hear of them?ó she asked, with her 

voice dripping with suspicion. 
òNot only have I heard of them, Iõve seen them 

playñmany times, in fact.ó 
òBullshit.ó 
òWhy would you doubt me? Because I donõt fit some 

stupid image? Doesnõt that go against the whole point of 
the music?ó 
òHow did you know I like Black Flag?ó she then in-

quired, still smelling a rat. 
òLucky guess,ó he replied, with a smile now not only 

bright but warm as well. It was so warm that she had to 
work hard to suppress her own smileñone that desper-
ately wanted to come out. 
Seeing this, Dennis added, òYou know, I just bought 

their latest album from that new Tower Records up the 
street.ó 
òYeah?ó she said, while trying to feign disinterest. 
òHave you been there? They actually got a whole sec-

tion devoted to punk. Nothing huge, of course, but a 
whole lot huger than anything we had before.ó 
òThis is some kind of gag, isnõt it? Maria put you up 

to this.ó 
òYou know Maria?ó 
òSheõs my roommateñand best friend.ó 
òDoes that mean youõre gonna become a little sister, 

too?ó 
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òSure thingñright after I decapitate myself. You, you 
really like punk rock?ó 
òSigma Nu honor,ó he told her, as he lifted two fin-

gers high into the air. 
òIs that supposed to mean something?ó she told him 

back. 
òIt means everything. So, you wanna hear it?ó 
òHear what?ó 
òThe new Black Flag album!ó 
òHear it where?ó 
òUp in my room,ó he said, after pointing to a third-

floor window. 
òIf this is some ruse,ó she replied, òI swear Iõll throw 

you right through that fucking window.ó 
If anything this threat only made Dennis more inter-

estedñand made him smile even more. 

RELUCTANTLY, RUDI REENTERED the house 
with Dennis by her side, and, as they strode up to the 
staircase, Vicki drunkenly rushed toward them. 
òThere you are!ó she cried out to Dennis as she 

opened her arms. 
He stopped her, though, with his own arms, just be-

fore she could embrace him. He stopped her as if she 
had some infectious disease, and he mumbled, òHey, 
Vick.ó 
Undeterred, Vicki grabbed Dennisõs hands, and, after 

saying, òLetõs dance,ó she tried to drag him into the main 
room. But he pulled away from her and said, òPerhaps 
some other time.ó Then, he started up the stairs, fol-
lowed by Rudi, who couldnõt help notice that Vicki was 
glaring at her. 
òWhatõs her problem?ó Rudi asked. 
òThat even I have standards,ó Dennis replied. 
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DENNIS PUT A record needle on Black Flagõs My War, 
and he handed the album cover to a surprised Rudi, who 
was sitting on the floor against his bed. 
òYou werenõt bullshitting,ó she said, with a shake of 

her head. 
òAnd I really have seen them play many times,ó he 

saidñòeven here in DC.ó 
òYeah?ó 
òLast springñin an abandoned church not far from 

here. Shit, they were as tight as any band Iõve ever seen. 
And, I kid you not, the guy who played Bobby Brady on 
TV opened for them. You shouldõve heard him curse.ó 
òWhere else have you seen them?ó 
òBack home.ó 
òWhereõs that?ó 
òRedondo Beach, a little south of LA. I even met a 

couple of them once.ó 
òWhy are you going to school out here?ó 
òMy dadõs a congressman.ó 
òLet me guessñheõs a Republican.ó 
òHowõd you guess?ó 
òI seem to attract them.ó 
òSo, what do you think?ó he asked, while pointing at 

the spinning record. 
òI donõt know,ó she answered, with her eyes downcast 

a bit as she listened to a sound that mixed punk with 
heavy metalña sound that a few years later would be 
known as ògrunge.ó Which sounded foreign to her, and 
made her feel both uncomfortable and a little lost. Which 
manifested itself when she uttered, òItõs real different 
than their old stuff.ó 
òNothing stays the same, as they say,ó Dennis uttered 

back. 
òUnfortunately,ó she told him, with her eyes now 
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even lower and her mind somewhere elseñand not in a 
good place. 
òI could put on something else if you want,ó he told 

her back, sensing her unease. òIõve got all their records 
here.ó 
òDo, do you have the song they were playing down-

stairs?ó 
òWhich one?ó 
òI donõt know the name. Iõve never heard it before. It 

was about this guy who goes to a club on his own and 
stands on his own . . .ó 
òAnd he goes homeñand he cries and he wants to 

die.ó 
òThatõs it.ó 
òThatõs the Smiths.ó 
òYou got it?ó 
òWho do you think made the tape theyõre playing 

downstairs?ó 
Hurriedly, Dennis took off the Black Flag record and 

looked for the Smithsõ one, while saying, òItõs an import. 
I picked it up just before I came back.ó 

While Dennis looked, Rudi glanced around the room, 
and she spotted a USA Today vending machine under-
neath a towel, just below a framed and autographed Pat-
rick Nagel poster. 
òWhy do you have a newspaper machine in your 

room?ó she asked. 
òJ. D.ñone of the brothers hereñhe stole it for me,ó 

Dennis answered. 
òWhy?ó 
òI forget.ó 
All of a sudden, Dennis found the recordñand, as he 

took it out of its sleeve, Rudi noticed a skeet shooting 
trophy from some country club on a nearby desk. 
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òYou shoot things?ó she inquired. 
Involuntarily, Dennis paused. He paused in thought. 

A BOY SLOWLY and quietly pushed back a branch, and 
there it was in the clearing: a beautiful doe grazing a short 
distance away. 

The boy had been looking forward to this moment 
for weeks, ever since his dad had told him he was finally 
taking him on one of his famed hunting trips, after years 
of begging and pleading. 
òAll right,ó his father whispered, from just behind 

him. òRaise the gun.ó 
With both awe and reverence, the boy glanced up at 

the towering man, prior to raising the relatively heavy ri-
fle. 
òTake your time,ó his father insisted, in a voice so 

hushed that it was barely audible. òWhatever you do, 
donõt rush your shot.ó 

The boy responded to this by looking through the 
gunõs sight, and, once he had taken proper aim, he gently 
placed his finger on the trigger. 

Then, it happened. The doe suddenly turned toward 
him, with her big sad eyesñeyes that seemed almost 
tearful. 

The boy started shaking, as this was not what he had 
been expecting. He had been expecting a game. He had 
been expecting fun. He hadnõt been expecting those eyes. 
òShoot!ó his father softly commanded. 
But the boy couldnõt pull the trigger. He couldnõt even 

breatheñeven when his fatherõs command became 
harsh. 

Hearing this, the doe ran off. 
òYou fucking idiot!ó his father screamed, before rais-

ing his own rifle. 
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òNo, Dad!ó the boy cried out, as he grabbed the 
manõs arm. òDonõt do it!ó 
òGet away from me!ó his father howled, before push-

ing the boy onto the ground, which was just before he 
shot the deer. 
òNo!ó the boy screamed, with tears starting to pour 

down his face. 
òIõm never taking you with me again!ó the man 

screamed back as he grabbed the boy off the ground and 
effortlessly brought him to his feet. òYouõre a fucking 
pussy! Youõre even worse than a girl!ó 

All the boy could do in reply was continue to cry, and 
he only cried harder when the man slapped him across 
his face and began dragging him toward the carcass. 
òYouõre gonna have to decide, son, whether youõre 

gonna be weak or strong,ó the man said. òBecause I can 
tell you thereõs no place in this world for the former. 
They get eaten by the latter. You hear meñthey get 
eaten!ó 

òI SAID, DO you shoot things?ó Rudi demanded, after 
getting no response from Dennis. 
òOnly things made of clay,ó Dennis answered, with 

the eyes of the doe searing through his brain. 
Rudi then looked beside the desk, and she saw a large 

bookcase full of all kinds of books. 
òYou read?ó she went on. 
òYeah,ó he replied, with his grin suddenly back on his 

faceñòthey kinda require that here.ó He afterward 
started the record, and, like before, Rudi became mes-
merized by itñand she murmured, òIõve never heard an-
yone sing like this before. He sings, he sings like he 
means everything he says.ó 
òHis nameõs Morrissey,ó Dennis told her. 
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òMorrissey what?ó 
òJust Morrissey.ó 
òThose lyrics, they kinda remind me of something.ó 
òYeah?ó 
òIõve read a lot of books lately. Didnõt have much else 

to do.ó 
òYeah?ó 
òYeah. And I think, I think I read something by 

George Eliotñó 
òñHeõs actually my favorite writer.ó 
Rudi sneered at thisñand at Dennis, who smiled 

back and said, òThat was a joke.ó 
Not believing him, she continued sneering, and so he 

walked over to his bookcase while saying, òI have all her 
books.ó 

While still smiling, he plucked out a hardcover copy 
of Middlemarch and tossed it to her, before explaining, òI 
think this is the one you were thinking of. The actual 
quote from it is, if Iõm not mistaken: ôTo be born the son 
of a Middlemarch manufacturer, and inevitable heir to 
nothing in particular.õó 

With amazement, Rudi stared at the book, realizing 
right then that there was more to Dennis than what she 
could see with her eyes or hear with her earsñand per-
haps there was even more than what he could see or hear 
himself. 
òIõm not quite as dumb as I look,ó he told her. 

òThough, to be perfectly honest, I only recalled the 
quote after reading about it in Trouser Press.ó 
òYou read Trouser Press?ó she uttered, with her amaze-

ment somehow even higher. 
òIõve got some back issues over there by my bed.ó 
òYou know,ó she muttered, as she looked up at him 

with something approaching warmth, òI just canõt figure 
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you out at all.ó 
òThatõs not a bugñitõs a feature.ó 
Rudi couldnõt help smile at thisñand, even more im-

portantly, she liked that she was smiling. 
òI got you to smile!ó he cried out, with his arms held 

victoriously over his head. òSuccess!ó 
òIt really is,ó she replied, unable to stop smiling. 
òCome onñletõs dance.ó 
òNot to this.ó 
òWhat about the Violent Femmes?ó 
òWho?ó 
òYou havenõt heard of them?ó 
òIõve been kinda out of it lately.ó 

AS THE SOUNDS of òAdd It Upó began echoing off 
the walls of the room, Dennis lifted Rudi to her feetñ
and, while pogo dancing with her, he sang over the mu-
sicñand sang as if he had sung this song many times 
before. 

Rudi was amused by this, and by the lyrics of the 
songñone about a guy desperate to gain the attention of 
the opposite sex. 

Soon, Dennisñwhile continuing to singñbegan 
bumping into Rudi, over and over againñand harder 
and harder. 
òYouõre asking for it,ó she warned. 
òHowõd you know?ó he inquired, with a sly grin. 
Once again, he bumped into her, and she body-

slammed him into a wallñand he collapsed onto the 
floor. Then, with a dazed expression he looked up at her, 
unable to comprehend how someone half his size 
couldõve done such a thing. 
òIõve actually gotten thrown out of CBGB a couple of 

times for that,ó she explained, seemingly reading his 
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mind and the question it was asking. òYouõre lucky youõre 
still conscious.ó 
òHow?ó he mumbled. 
She responded by grabbing his hand, and, as she ef-

fortlessly lifted him up to his feet, she told him: òItõs not 
the strength youõve got, but how you use the strength 
youõve got.ó 
òRemind me not to piss you off.ó 
òI think I already have.ó 
Dennis chuckled at this, and, while pointing at her, he 

uttered, òYou know whatñI like you. I like you a lot.ó 
òI like you, too,ó Rudi uttered back. òI like you a lit-

tle.ó 
Just then, Dennis picked up a large bong from behind 

his deskñone that had the Sigma Nu logo pasted on it, 
and, after grabbing a lighter off the desk, he lit the device 
and took a huge toke. Afterward, he offered the bong to 
Rudi, who had again sat down by the bed and who shook 
her head before telling him: òNo, thanks.ó 
òYou donõt smoke?ó he asked. 
òNope.ó 
òDonõt drink, donõt smoke,ó Dennis sang, òwhat do you 

do?ó 
òI also donõt fuck,ó she stated, matter-of-factly. 
This caused Dennis to fall to his knees in uncontrol-

lable laughter, and he had a very difficult time stopping. 
Though when he finally did, he told her: òIõve never met 
anyone like you, not even in LA. I mean, you, youõre to-
tally fucking whacked!ó 
òIs that a compliment?ó she inquired. 
òBoy, is it. Youõre so . . . I donõt even know the proper 

superlative.ó 
òI think thatõs the pot talking.ó 
òIn cannabis veritas.ó 
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òYou speak Latin?ó 
òEnough to become a pharmacist.ó 
òIs that what you want to become?ó 
òActually, Iõm gonna be an investment banker.ó 
òI see,ó she remarked, with a mocking nod. 
òWall Street right now is like the new Wild West,ó he 

remarked back, ignoring her irreverence. 
òFrom punk rocker to robber baron in just a few 

years.ó 
òThe truth is I was never a punk. Or even a poseur. 

You see, itõs different out in LA. People just like the mu-
sic. It doesnõt have to mean something.ó 
òIt means something to me,ó Rudi muttered, with her 

eyes lowered much like before. òOr, at least, it did.ó 
Recognizing her suddenly altered mood, Dennis 

jumped to his feet and proclaimed, òI know just what 
you need.ó 
òWhatõs that?ó she asked, as he started looking 

around for something. 
òA little picker-upper,ó he answered. 
òNo drugs.ó 
òIõve got something better.ó 
òYeah?ó 
Dennis soon found another record and put it onñ

and the sounds of the Psychedelic Fursõ òHeavenó began 
rising out of the speakers. Then, he sat down next to 
Rudi and the two listened. 
òWas I right?ó he asked. 
òIõll say this for you,ó she replied, as she became lost 

in the songñone of sincere and unrelenting optimismñ
òyou have good taste in music. Perhaps even better than 
me.ó 

He smiled at this, and started leaning toward her. But 
she turned away and murmured, òDonõt.ó 
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òWhatõs wrong?ó he murmured back. 
òDidnõt you hear what I told your friend downstairs?ó 
Suddenly, shock crossed Dennisõs face, and he 

gasped, òYou mean, you werenõt shitting him? You really 
were married?ó 
òAnd he really did die of AIDS,ó she growledñand, 

when Dennis didnõt reply, she added, òYou want me to 
leave?ó 
òAre you sick?ó he breathlessly asked. 
òNo. Unfortunately.ó 
òUnfortunately?ó 
Dennis grabbed Rudiõs wrists, and with a stunned ex-

pression he saw the scar on her left oneñand, after a 
brief moment of hesitation, he touched it. He touched it 
as if he were checking whether it was real. 
òShit,ó was all he could say afterward. 
òDo you want me to leave?ó she demanded. 
òWhy would I want you to leave?ó 
òArenõt you afraid like your pal downstairsñlike the 

whole fucking world?ó 
òListen, my momõs a doctor at the hospital over here, 

and not only has she had AIDS patients, but she gets real 
pissed off when people treat them differently. So, noñ
Iõm not afraid.ó 
òI wish she had been Tommyõs doctor,ó Rudi mum-

bled while averting her eyes a bit. òIt got real bad some-
times. Not the doctor reallyñbut just about everyone 
else. And no one ever did anything about it. I got so 
mad . . .ó 
òI can imagine.ó 
òNo, you canõt. Nobody can.ó 
With lots of sincerity, Dennis took Rudiõs handñand 

took it firmly. It was actually the first time a man had 
done that since Tommyõs death, and, while she didnõt 
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quite feel the magic she always felt whenever Tommy 
touched her, it felt good. It felt more than goodñso 
much so that she squeezed his hand. She also looked up 
into his unflinching eyes and whispered, òYou keep 
amazing me.ó 
òYou know,ó he whispered back, with yet another of 

his smiles, òsometimes I even amaze myself.ó 
òThat I can believe,ó she told him with her very own 

smile, just before he put his arm around her and brought 
her close to him. 
òI meant it,ó she insistedñòIõm not sleeping with 

you.ó 
òWho said anything about sleeping?ó he insisted back. 
At once, Rudi burst out into laughterña happy laugh-

terñone that overtook her and made her forget all the 
badness in her life, even if it did so only for a few short 
moments. She was so full of cheer that she even slapped 
Dennisõs thigh. 
òI made you laugh!ó he exclaimed, while pointing at 

her. 
òFor the first time in a long, long while,ó she said. 

òAnd for that you deserve a reward.ó She then lifted her-
self up a bit and gave him a small kiss on the cheek. 

In his short life, Dennis had been kissed many times, 
and in many ways. Pretty much every wayñincluding 
some incredibly crude ways. But no kiss felt quite like 
this. Perhaps because it was the first kiss that had genuine 
affection behind itña kiss that meant something more 
than a means of arousal. So, for a long time he sat there 
dazed, even more so than when she rejected his over-
tures downstairs in the back room, or when she slammed 
him against the wall. At the same time, he felt some weird 
sensation running up and down his torso and all over his 
extremities, as if a whole bunch of neurons were firing 
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everywhere. He also felt his heart beating fastñfaster 
than he ever experienced without having physically ex-
erted himself beforehand. 

Why? he asked himself. What was so different about 
the girl next to him? Sure, she was attractive, in spite of 
herselfñbut he had had far more beautiful women, in 
far more intimate ways. Chasing her had been nothing 
more than a larkñthe ultimate goal of which was noth-
ing more than getting another notch in his beltñsome-
thing he couldõve shown his brothers the following 
morning in glee. But now, now everything had 
changedñwithout his consent or understanding, and 
this scared himñit scared him more than just a little. But 
what really scared him was when he turned to Rudi and 
saw that not only was she unconscious but that blood 
was pouring out of her chest. 

He gasped at this, unable to form words, let alone get 
them out of his mouth. Though he quickly regained most 
of his senses and put one arm under Rudiõs knees and 
the other around her back, and he started lifting her up. 
òWhat?ó she mumbled. 
òItõs all right,ó he cried out. òIõm gonna get you to the 

hospital.ó 
òHospital?ó 
òYou, youõre . . .ó 
Suddenly, Dennis froze. He froze because he now 

saw there was no blood at all coming from Rudiõs chest. 
òWhat?ó he mumbled to himself while shaking his 

head over and over. Which was just before he gently 
placed Rudi back on the floor. 

Afterward, he spun back to the bong, thinking that 
perhaps one of his brothers had spiked his stash as some 
kind of sick joke. But if that were so, he asked himself, 
why wasnõt he still hallucinating? 
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He had no answers. He had no answers for anything 
that had happened to him that night. So, while still feel-
ing a bit shaky, he grabbed a blanket off his bed and put 
it around both of them. Then, he rested his head on 
Rudiõsñsomething that calmed him somehow. It calmed 
him so much that he soon drifted off into the most 
peaceful sleep he had ever known. 



Chapter Eleven 

WHEN DENNIS AWOKE, he felt a strange unexplain-
able fear, and a loneliness, too. 
At first, he couldnõt understand whyñbut then he re-

alized Rudi was gone. So, he called out her nameñand, 
when he got no reply, he rose to his feet and opened his 
door, before calling out her name againñthis time 
louder. 

Again, there was no response, so he hurried over to 
his open window, and, seeing her skipping down the 
front stepsñmuch as she had done the night beforeñ
he stuck his head out and shouted her name as loud as 
he could. 

Just like the night before, she came to a dead stop, 
before reluctantly turning back to him. 
òMorning, sunshine,ó he told her with a smiling 

faceñone held up by his palms, which in turn were held 
up by the windowsill. 
òMorning,ó she told him backñnot quite so smil-

ingly. 
Right then, a trio of brothers exited the house, and, as 

they passed Rudi, they grinned at her knowingly. Which 
caused her to become annoyedñsomething she ex-
pressed to Dennis when she said, òSo, I guess Iõm gonna 
have a reputation.ó 
òWeõre not that kind of fraternity,ó he said back. 
òYou didnõt . . .ó 
òDidnõt what?ó 
òWhile I was sleeping . . .ó 
òI told youñweõre an honor fraternity. And besides, 
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to be perfectly honest, I really donõt need to stoop to 
things like that.ó 
òDid, did you say something last night about taking 

me to the hospital? Or did I dream it?ó 
òYou mustõve dreamed it,ó he uttered, with his smile 

suddenly goneñsomething Rudi couldnõt help notice. 
Then, she shrugged and turned around, and headed 
down the block. 
òWhere you going?ó he demanded. 
Like before, she stopped, but this time she didnõt turn 

around. Instead, she uttered, òIõm going home. Iõve got 
a lot to do today.ó 
òSuch as?ó 
òSuch as registering for classes, and buying books.ó 
òThat wonõt take all day.ó 
òI might as well get a head start on the books.ó 
òSo, youõre one of those.ó 
She didnõt have an answer for this, so she simply 

started walking. 
òYou have to eat sometime,ó he continuedñand, 

when she didnõt say anything back, he added, òCome 
onñhave dinner with me. Six oõclockñat the Rathskel-
ler.ó 
Rudi didnõt reply, but she did move fasterña lot 

faster. 
òIõm gonna take that as a yes!ó he hollered. 
òItõs a maybe!ó she hollered backñsomething that 

made Dennisõs smile become as big and bright as the sun. 

AS RUDI REACHED a neighboring fraternity, she saw 
something that caused her to come to a quick halt. She 
saw two guys standing on the roofñone of which was 
holding a frightened cat over the edge. 
òIõm telling you,ó he said to his friend, òcats always 
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land on their feet.ó 
òBull,ó his friend said back. 
òIõll show you.ó 
òYou drop that cat,ó Rudi barked, òand the next thing 

dropping off the roof will be you.ó 
Neither boy said anything back. They just stared at 

Rudi, unable to comprehend anything about her. Which 
just made her angrier, and she glared at them with her 
hands on her hips. She glared until the guy with the cat 
gently released it on the roof. Then, she shook her head 
and continued on her way. 

Though she was so upset about a whole host of things 
that she really wasnõt certain whether she was on the way 
back to the dorm or back to New Jersey, and only be-
came so when she saw a certain smile in her mindõs eye. 

DENNIS MERRILY SKIPPED down the house stairs 
with his feet barely touching the wood, and he just as 
merrily skipped into the main room, which was stinking 
from the stench of stale beer coming from both the walls 
and the sticky floor. It was also occupied by a half-dozen 
brothers, who were drinking the remains of one of the 
previous nightõs kegs while watching a pornographic 
video on a big TV in front of the room. 

Seeing Dennis and his big smile, Johnny smiled as 
well, before reaching up to give him a high-five. òYou 
are the man!ó he howled. 
òI will never doubt you again after nailing that angry 

punk chick,ó added Rich. 
òItõs like Proust said,ó Johnny remarked, òyou can 

fuck any chick if youõre willing to stay up half the night 
listening to her bitch.ó 
òProust?ó Dennis remarked back, with lots of incre-

dulity. 
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òSo Iõm paraphrasing.ó 
òThe truth is,ó Dennis told everyone, òthe truth is I 

didnõt actually nail her.ó 
òBut you at least got a blowjob, right?ó Johnny asked 

hopefully. 
òNo,ó Dennis replied. òItõs not like that. Sheõs actu-

allyñó 
òñThen, what were you two doing all night?ó Rich 

interrupted. òListening to records?ó 
òWell . . .ó 
òSay it ainõt so, Joe!ó Johnny exclaimed. 
òMariaõs been telling me about this Rudi for a long 

time,ó Chuck interjected. òNot even you have a chance.ó 
òIs that so?ó Dennis retorted, with lots of indigna-

tionñwhile suddenly forgetting everything he felt and 
experienced the night before. 
òThat husband of hers who died was like Superman 

and Byron rolled up into one,ó Chuck went on. òEven I 
get misty-eyed hearing about him.ó 
òHey, I can be Superman,ó Dennis insisted, while 

pointing to himself. òI can be Byron.ó 
òSure thing, dude.ó 
òExactly how sure are you?ó 
Chuck responded by taking out his wallet, and he 

looked inside before pulling out some cash and saying, 
òFifty dollars sure.ó 
òIõll have her by the end of the semester,ó Dennis 

proclaimedñòif not sooner. Way sooner.ó 
òWell, Iõm so sure you wonõt that Iõll give you all the 

way till the end of the school year.ó 
òYouõre on!ó 
òCan I get in on this?ó Rich inquired. 
òMe, too!ó came the voices of others. 
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Right thenñwith even more indignation than be-
foreñDennis turned to them and murmured, òOh, ye of 
little faith. Some brothers you are.ó 
òSorry, dude,ó replied Richñòbrotherhood is one 

thing, but fifty dollars is something else. Besides, you fail-
ing with this girl just might restore my belief in a just 
God.ó 

RUDI ROSE IN the service elevator of her dorm, not 
sure what to think about Dennis, or her feelings for him. 

She just assumed there would never be anyone but 
Tommy. But she never counted on meeting someone like 
Dennisñsomeone so unexpected and so unpredicta-
bleñsomeone who made her feel something approach-
ing alive. Still, in spite of his many positive qualities, she 
well knew he had many not-so-positive ones. She also 
knew he wasnõt anywhere close to Tommy in any respect 
apart from looks, and she further knew she couldnõt pos-
sibly have the same feelings again, especially with the 
same intensity. Whatõs more, she didnõt want to have 
those feelings again, as she truly believed once was more 
than enough for a lifetime. 

Finally, she asked herself, how could she even be 
thinking of such things with her husband not even dead 
a year? 

All of a sudden, the elevator door opened on her 
floor, and she stormed out, bumping right into Jared, 
who was heading into the elevatorñand the two glared 
at each other for a few moments before each went their 
way. Though, after only a few steps, Rudi stopped and 
looked backñand again wondered about him. She won-
dered until the elevator closed. 

Afterward, she headed down the corridorñand she 
soon heard the sounds of a television playing from inside 



E V E N  P U N K  G I R L S  C R Y 89 

the closed door of her room and the sounds of sex com-
ing from the one next to itñthe latter of which was the 
very last thing she wanted to hear. So, after quickly un-
locking her door, she burst through it, and found Maria 
and Sandra watching TV together in their underwear 
from the empty bed. 
òSomeone didnõt sleep in their bed last night,ó spoke 

Maria with a sly grin, while holding an ice pack to her 
aching head. 

Rudi smiled a bit at this, before sitting down next to 
the two on the bed. 
òHow you guys feeling?ó she then asked. 
òNot as good as you, I bet,ó Maria replied. 
òNothing happened.ó 
òYeah, Iõm sure you two were just listening to records 

all night.ó 
òActually . . .ó 
òYou should be careful,ó Sandra interjected, òthat guy 

has slept with half the school.ó 
òYeah,ó added Maria, òand the other half is mostly 

men.ó 
òThereõs nothing to worry about,ó Rudi told them 

both, as well as herself. òTrust me.ó 
òHeõs gorgeous, Rudi,ó Maria insisted. 
òHe looks like a Ken doll,ó Rudi insisted back. 
With lots of exasperation, Maria turned to Sandra and 

uttered, òShe says it like itõs a bad thing. Even I had a 
Ken doll.ó 
òMe, too,ó Sandra said, with an embarrassed grin. 
Maria then returned her gaze to Rudi and told her: 

òYou know, if I were straight . . .ó 
òBut youõre not,ó Sandra retorted, before using her 

index finger to gently lead Mariaõs face toward her own, 
so she could sweetly kiss her. 
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Watching them, Rudi couldnõt help smile. Though she 
well knew she was doing so with a bit of envy, and, not 
wanting to feel this, she turned toward the television and 
saw a middle-aged woman with even stranger makeup 
than hersña woman who was crying in front of a large 
congregation. 
òWhat the hell are you guys watching?ó Rudi asked, 

while shaking her head. 
òThe PTL Club,ó answered Sandra. 
òThe what?ó 
òPraise the Lord!ó Maria explained. 
òAnd why are you watching it?ó 
òWe often watch this, just to see how damned we 

are.ó 
òA-ha.ó 
òAnd all the wailing helps drown out the sex queen 

next door,ó added Sandra. 
òHow does her roommates put up with that?ó Rudi 

asked, while staring at the wall separating the two 
roomsña wall that was barely blocking the noise coming 
from the other side. 
òShe only has one roommate,ó Sandra replied, òand I 

havenõt seen her since the day we moved in.ó 
Suddenly, the television camera focused on the audi-

ence in the church and Maria pondered, òI wonder if the 
Preacher is somewhere there?ó 
òI donõt think they film it here,ó Sandra said. 
òStill . . .ó 
Subconsciously, Rudi turned in the direction of 

Jaredõs room, and while thinking about him, she uttered, 
òAre you guys sure about him?ó 
òWhy?ó Maria uttered back, sounding almost of-

fended. 
òI donõt know. Thereõs just something about him.ó 
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òWhat?ó 
òI donõt know.ó 
òYou like him?ó Maria gasped. 
òNo,ó Rudi insisted. Though at the same time she 

couldnõt stop thinking about Jared, nor could she stop 
looking in the direction of his room. 
òWell,ó Sandra said, as she got up and approached 

one of the dressers, òIõm gonna try to run some of last 
night off me.ó She then put on a T-shirt and shorts while 
Maria turned to Rudi and once again grinned slyly, prior 
to cooing, òSo, when are you seeing Dennis next?ó 
òWhat makes you think Iõm seeing him at all?ó Rudi 

growledñto which Maria gave her friend a look that 
said, òAre you kidding me?ó 

All Rudi could do in response was shrug, and timidly 
add, òWhatõs a Rathskeller?ó 



Chapter Twelve 

RUDI WAS EXHAUSTED after a full day of running 
around the urban campus in the oppressive heat and hu-
midityñfirst to sign up for classes, and then to get and 
drag her books and supplies home. All of which was only 
made worse by wearing Tommyõs jacket the entire day. 

So, the last thing she wanted to do that evening was 
go out againñand she particularly didnõt want to deal 
with Dennis, and everything this would entail. She even 
thought about blowing the dinner off, especially as she 
hadnõt given him a commitment anyway. But, a little after 
a quarter to six, she found herself putting Tommyõs 
jacket back on over her plain white T-shirt, and she also 
found herself looking into the full-length mirror on the 
back of the closet door. At the same time, she pictured 
Dennis with her, and she saw they were a preposterous 
coupleñeven more preposterous than she and Tommy 
had been. Which strangely made her more eager to see 
him that nightñso she could put an end to this absurdity 
right away. 

Toward this end, she grabbed her Walkman off her 
bed, and, after placing it in her jacket pocket, she said 
goodbye to Sandrañwho was reading a book on her 
bed, and she headed to the door, just as Maria tipsily en-
tered the room with a half-empty wine cooler in her 
hand. 
òAgain with the jacket,ó Maria uttered, with a slight 

slur. òDo you know how hot it is outside?ó 
òI think I can dress myself,ó Rudi replied. 
òYouõre really gonna wear Tommyõs jacket on a 
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date?ó 
òItõs not a date. Iõm just gonna straighten something 

out.ó 
òThat sounds like a date to me,ó Maria retorted, with 

a devious little smile. 
òSince when did you get such a dirty mind?ó Rudi re-

torted back. 
òIt must be from all those frat guys.ó 
òTheyõre a bad influence on you.ó 
òAnd you were a good one?ó 
Rudi tried to make believe this remark didnõt sting, 

but she wasnõt too successfulñand, in order to think of 
something else, she pointed at the cooler in Mariaõs hand 
and said, òAgain with the drinking?ó 
òNot you, too,ó Maria said back. òItõs bad enough 

Sandraõs always nagging me.ó 
At once, the two of them glanced at Sandra, who was 

looking at her book as if she hadnõt heard a thing. 
Though she couldnõt hide the hurt. 
òLook,ó Maria told Rudi, òclasses havenõt even 

started yet.ó 
òBut when they do,ó Rudi told her back, òyouõre 

gonna calm it down, right?ó 
òYes, Mom.ó 
òBecause if you donõt, I just might have to call the 

principal.ó 
òYouõd do that, too,ó Maria growled, before turning 

around and storming toward the door. 
òThat was a joke,ó Rudi insisted. 
But Maria wasnõt listening. She just rushed out of the 

room and slammed the door behind herself. 
òOy vey,ó Rudi murmured, before turning to Sandra 

and apologizing. 
òYouõre not the one who needs to apologize,ó Sandra 
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remarked, with her eyes still focused on her book, even 
if her mind wasnõt. 

AFTER RUDI LEFT her room, she walked down the 
corridor in the direction of the service elevator, with her 
white sea bag across her shoulder and her headphones 
strapped to her ears. But even with her music playing, 
she could hear the sound of a television coming from 
Brad and Peteõs open room. She also could hear that it 
was broadcasting a news report about the AIDS crisisñ
and she further heard the two making a litany of terrible 
jokes about it. Even worse, they were laughing uproari-
ously at themñat least until they saw Rudi in their door-
way, with a red face and eyes full of fire. 

Suddenly, she spit onto her hand before wiping it 
along the door frame. 
òWhat was that for?ó Brad demanded. 
òYou just never know whoõs infected,ó she told him, 

before heading off. òYou just never know.ó 
òWhat the hellõs her problem?ó Pete uttered. 
òSheõs a fucking psycho!ó Brad shouted out into the 

hallwayñòthatõs her fucking problem!ó 

ON THE GROUND floor of the dorm, Jared stepped 
into the empty service elevator and pressed the button 
for the 9th floor. 

Slowly, the door started to close. But, before it could 
do so fully, Vicki slid inside the cabin, with a big smile 
on her faceñone in anticipation of another big night of 
booze, drugs, and sex. Though her smile dissipated when 
she saw who was in the elevator with herñsomeone who 
had made her uncomfortable from the first time she had 
seen him. This made her move as far from Jared as pos-
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sible, seconds before the elevator started moving up-
ward. 

At the same time, the two exchanged furtive and in-
quisitive glimpses. Jared, in particular, found Vicki inter-
esting, as while on the surface she was as vile as anyone 
he ever knewñor, at least, almost anyoneñhe knew 
from deep personal experience that vileness wasnõt al-
ways what it appeared. So, he tried to see if there was 
something else lurking inside her. 

As for Vicki, she could tell Jared was probing her. She 
could tell that he was trying to get underneath the veneer 
she had worked so hard to perfectñand she didnõt like 
it. She didnõt like it at all. She even crossed her arms to 
protect herself against him. But this didnõt work. It didnõt 
stop his glimpsesñglimpses so different from those of 
other men. She became so perturbed that, when the ele-
vator door open, she flew outñalmost smacking right 
into Rudi, whoñstill angry from the encounter with 
Brad and Peteñglared at her. 

All-too-happily, Vicki glared right back, and the two 
continued glaring at each other as Vicki started down the 
corridor. 

Rudi then turned around, and she almost bumped 
into Jared again, who had just exited the elevator himself. 
òHow about staying out of my way, asshole?ó she 

barked. 
He responded with a look of unmistakable hurt in his 

eyesñsomething that surprised herñand he rushed 
away. 
òI . . .ó she softly mumbled, well out of his earshot, 

while watching him with lots of guilt on her face. 
Suddenly, the elevator door closed behind herñand 

she spun around and slammed her fist against it while 
howling, òGod, how I hate this fucking school! And it 
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hasnõt even started yet!ó 

RUDI STEPPED INTO the cool lobby of the Marvin 
Centerña large five-story building that served as the 
campus hub, and she headed toward the elevator bank. 
There she noticed a bulletin board upon which was 
pinned a poster for a weekly lecture series taking place in 
the auditorium a few steps awayñsomething that piqued 
her interest. The series included presidential candidate 
Walter Mondale in late October, but that wasnõt what 
piqued her interest. What piqued it was a speaker visiting 
the school in just a few days: Argentinean writer Jorge 
Luis Borges. 
Seeing his name, Rudi couldnõt help recall the story 

that had meant so much to Tommy and her. So, she 
thought about writing down the date and time of the 
event. However, she quickly realized it would only bring 
back memoriesñmemories she had come to the school 
to escape. Besides, she told herself, it would be taking 
place right in the middle of her Calculus class. 

Still, she hesitated for long time before reaching for 
the elevator button. After which she noticed something 
next to the posterñan ad written on a scrap of paperñ
one that offered a job at a community center not far 
away. The ad stated: òWant to Help People and Earn a 
Little Cash at the Same Time?ó 

Rudi almost nodded, before reaching into her bag for 
a pen and her own scrap of paper. 

AFTER ENTERING A dark dining hall on the top floor 
of the building, Rudi saw Dennis sitting by himself at a 
table near the serving area. 

He saw her as well and wavedñbefore giving her one 
of his big smiles. 
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Hesitantly, she waved back, and, after taking a deep 
breath, she turned off her Walkman and started toward 
himñfeeling more and more unsure of herself with each 
step. Which is why she started moving slower and 
slower. Though finally she was in front of him and his 
smileñand she noticed a pitcher of beer on the table, 
which she pointed at while saying, òYou know I donõt 
drink.ó 
òThis is for me,ó he insisted, before taking a sip from 

the large glass containerñafter which he added, òI didnõt 
know what you wanted to drink.ó 
Rudi grimaced at this, for a reason even she wasnõt 

certain of. 
òWhat?ó he asked, while noticing Tommyõs name 

stitched in her jacket. 
òNothing,ó she told him, and she headed toward a 

soda fountain a short distance away, where she poured 
herself a Diet Coke. 
òI ordered us a pizza,ó he told her, as she walked to 

the register. òIt should be out any minute.ó 
She didnõt reply. She just paid the cashier and took a 

seat across from Dennis, with her grimace still intact. 
òHave, have I offended you somehow?ó he mur-

mured. 
òIõm just in a really bad mood,ó she replied. 
òNot because of me?ó 
òBecause of just about everything else. Though I have 

a strong feeling youõre not going to improve it.ó 
òWeõll see about that.ó 
òHey,ó suddenly came the voice of the cashier, òyour 

pizzaõs ready.ó 
Quickly, Dennis jumped up and paid for the pie, and 

he brought it back to the table, along with a couple of 
paper plates and lots of napkins. 
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Right away, Rudi saw that the pizza was covered in 
sausage, and, after crossing her arms, she uttered, òIõm a 
vegetarian.ó 
òDid you know,ó Dennis uttered back, with his smile 

much bigger than before, òdid you know that ôvegetarianõ 
is an old Indian word for ôbad hunterõ?ó 

Dennis chuckled at this, despite knowing he was far 
from the best of hunters himself. Perhaps he even chuck-
led because of this. Though Rudi had a much different 
reaction: she frowned. 
òJeez,ó he exclaimed, òit was sure funny when I heard 

it.ó He afterward moved the sausage from one half of the 
pie to the other and added, òSorry, I didnõt know.ó 
òYou couldõve asked,ó she stated, with her arms still 

crossed. 
òMost chicks like it when I order for the both of us.ó 
òWell, Iõm not a ôchick.õó 
òSorry.ó 
òI bet you wouldnõt eat that,ó she then remarked 

while pointing at the meat, òif you knew how they made 
it.ó 
òIõve actually seen them make it,ó he replied. òMy 

momõs Czech, and a while back she took me to this film 
called . . . Iõm not sure how you would translate it. In 
Czech itõs called PostƏiĤiny, but thatõs not even a real word. 
Anyway, it takes place in this small town and itõs about 
how everyone was shortening things after World War 
Iñhair, hemlinesñyou name it. And, and they actually 
showed them making the sausage right on screen. My 
mom says nobody gets upset about that kind of stuff 
over there.ó 
òAnd what about you? Did you get upset?ó 
òMe? I couldnõt eat pig for months.ó 
òReally?ó 
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òAll rightñso maybe it was closer to a year. But then 
I got over it. Life goes on.ó 
òA nice trite sentiment.ó 
òWell, excuse me. Not everyone is profound all the 

time.ó 
òJust forget about it.ó 
Rudi then took a slice of pizza and blew on it, while 

noticing Dennisõs attention was on the large projection 
TV against the wall to the left of her. Which made her 
recall her first date with Tommy, and how he couldnõt 
keep his eyes off her, especially when she ate. She also 
recalled how he often watched her eat well after that first 
date, even when he was deathly illñand did so with great 
joy, as if he were witnessing something special. 

Only now did she realize how incredible this was, and 
she only realized it when she was with someone who 
wasnõt watching herñwhen she was with someone who 
didnõt find anything special in her eatingñsomeone who 
wasnõt Tommy and who would never be Tommy. 

Trying to ignore this, she took a bite of pizza, with 
much displeasureñsomething Dennis saw when he fi-
nally returned his attention to her. 
òI knowñit ainõt the best pizza ever,ó he said. 

òMaybe one night I could take you up to the Zebra 
Room in Georgetown.ó 

Reluctantly, Rudi swallowed what was in her mouth, 
before dropping the rest onto her plate and growling, 
òThereõs no love.ó 
òExcuse me?ó he uttered. 
òThereõs this great pizza place in New Jersey where I 

live. The crust is thin much like this, and the ingredients 
are probably not that different, either. The difference is 
they put love into it, and you can taste it.ó 
òWe can go to the Zebra Room right now.ó 
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òYouõre not listening to what Iõm saying.ó 
òIõm not understanding what youõre saying.ó 
òYouõre like this pizza, Dennisñyouõre just going 

through the motions.ó 
òThatõs not true.ó 
òThe only thing that interests you about me is that 

Iõm not interested.ó 
òThatõs not true. You have no idea how much itõs not 

true.ó 
òThen, tell me, what interests you about me?ó 
òI donõt knowñeverything.ó 
òItõs not my looks.ó 
òYouõre a pretty girl.ó 
òIõm anything but.ó 
òYou are. And the fact you canõt see that only makes 

you prettier. Whatõs more, you got something no one else 
has got.ó 
òWhat?ó 
òI canõt even describe it. Itõs like this crazy energy. It 

just shoots out of you like arrowsñlike itõs doing right 
now. Shit, you make me feel like a little kid whoõs trying 
to grasp a lightning bolt.ó 
òHow do you know no one else has this?ó 
òI know.ó 
òBecause youõve slept with half the school?ó 
òThatõs a slight exaggeration.ó 
òHow many then?ó 
òI . . .ó 
òYou canõt even count them, can you?ó 
òI . . .ó 
òDennis, youõre not a bad guy. In fact, thereõs this 

wonderful decency in you struggling to rise through the 
muck. I can see it, and I like it. I like you. I really do. I 
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like you more than I want to like you. But this isnõt hap-
pening. Ever.ó 

She then wiped her mouth with a napkin and stood 
up, and headed out. 
òCan I call you?ó he asked. 
She didnõt answer, so he added, òIõm gonna take that 

as a yes!ó 
However, unlike that morning, this time she didnõt say 

òmaybe.ó This time she just walked out the door, and all 
he could do was lower his head. 

AFTER RUDI RETURNED to her room, as soon as 
she opened the door she could hear Maria and Sandra 
arguing behind the alcove curtainñsomething that did 
little to mute their voices. 
òYouõre such a fucking downer!ó Maria howled. òAnd 

you wanna bring me down, too!ó 
òAt least Iõm not a rude bitch!ó Sandra howled back. 

òAt least, at least I donõt purposely hurt people I love!ó 
Just then, the two started cursing each other, back and 

forthñwith their voices getting louder and louder. 
Rudi sighed at this and went into the bathroom to re-

move her makeupñand she noticed Sandraõs bottle of 
prescription sleeping pills in the medicine cabinetñ
something she wished she never saw. 

WHEN RUDI LEFT the bathroom, her roommates 
were still screaming at each otherñand, not knowing 
what to do about it, she just sat down on her bed and 
started undressing. 

Suddenly, the sounds of sex started pouring out from 
the room next doorñand she fell back onto her bed and 
put her pillow over her head while murmuring, òGod, 
how I hate this fucking school. And it hasnõt even started 
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yet!ó 

AS DENNIS STRODE up the front steps of the frater-
nity house, he did so feeling rottenña feeling that was 
foreign to him. 

Then, he recalled something Rudi said. 
Thereõs this wonderful decency in you. 
Over the years, Dennis had heard almost every com-

pliment imaginable from a woman, especially during mo-
ments of intimacy. But this one was different. Maybe be-
cause it was sincere and wasnõt said for something in re-
turn. Or maybe just maybe it was because it made him 
think he could be something more than what he wasña 
something he only pretended to like. Whatever it was, he 
was still thinking about Rudiõs words when he entered 
the darkened main room and saw a bunch of peopleñ
both men and womenñwatching a movie on TV. 
òSo, howõd it go?ó Rich asked with a wry smile, sens-

ing Dennisõs despondency. 
Dennis responded by lowering his eyes, which caused 

Rich to grin and rub his palms together, right before ut-
tering, òWhat will I spend all that money on? Beer, per-
haps?ó 
All of a sudden, Dennis forgot all about Rudiõs com-

pliment and rose his eyes. He also forced a smile as he 
said, òLast time I looked September had just begun.ó 
òAnd May will be here before you know it.ó 
Dennis didnõt reply. He just looked around the room 

and spotted a redheaded girl he had had a few cheap dal-
liances withña girl whoñwhile not looking anything 
like Rudiñat least had a similar body type. 
Whatõs more, she was smiling at himñwith what 

could only be described as bedroom eyes. 
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DENNIS PASSIONATELY KISSED the red-haired 
girl on his bed. Or, at least, he tried to feign passion. 

Unfortunately, no matter what he tried, nothing 
would work. He just couldnõt get excited. 

Why? he kept asking himself, as he continued through 
the motions. She was a beautiful womanñmore beauti-
ful than Rudi in every tangible way. Unfortunately, he re-
alized right then that it was the intangible ways that 
meant everythingñand, when it came to these, the 
woman he was with was no match for Rudi at all. 

Though he went on with the act, and she soon started 
undressing him. 
Thereõs this wonderful decency in you. 
Hearing Rudiõs words again in his head, Dennis 

stopped. He not only stopped his act but stopped the 
woman from undressing him. Which was so alien to his 
nature that he wondered if he were no longer in control 
of himself. 
òWhatõs wrong?ó the redhead gasped, with both frus-

tration and annoyance. 
òThatõs a good question,ó he gasped back. òA real 

good one.ó 



Chapter Thirteen 

ON THE FIRST day of classes, Rudi entered a large and 
packed and dimly lit lecture hall in the basement of a 
building across the street from the Marvin Center, and 
she took a seat in the back while waiting for her Art His-
tory class to begin. 

Suddenly, she heard a familiar female voiceñone she 
wasnõt too excited about hearing. 
òWeõll probably meet up in Majorca for Christmas or 

something,ó Vicki said to a boy who was sitting between 
her and Rudi. 
òCool,ó the boy replied, with both his eyes and mind 

focused on Vickiõs cleavage. 
Against her will, Rudi turned to the pair, and, at just 

about the same time, Vicki saw her, and she sneered. Ig-
noring thisñor at least trying to ignore itñRudi looked 
away. But she couldnõt even try to ignore the snickering 
and whispering of the two, especially when she could see 
them pointing at her through the corners of her eyes. 

Finally, she spun toward Vicki and growled, òDid you 
take lessons in rudeness or were you just born that way?ó 

Vicki grinned at this while she thought of a comeback, 
and when one finally came she uttered, òTell me, is it true 
you were on death row?ó 
òI will be very soon.ó 
òHowõd you get into this school anyway? What, was 

it on some underprivileged scholarship?ó 
òWas yours in whoring?ó 
òOoohhhhh!ó the boy gasped, before trying to hide 

his smile under his hand. 
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òWell . . .ó Vicki started to say. 
òMaybe you can also get a minor in porn,ó Rudi in-

terrupted. òOr you could even do a double major. Thatõs 
ôdouble major,õ Vickiñnot ôdouble penetration.õó 
òOuch!ó the boy cried out with a cackle, right before 

Vicki slapped his shoulder, causing him to become quiet. 
She then turned to Rudi and barked, òFuck you!ó 
òShould I put my name at the bottom of the list?ó 

Rudi replied. òYou must be booked at least until spring.ó 
Again, the boy cackledñand Vicki spun toward the 

front of the room. 
And so did Rudi. 

AFTER A DULL hour spent looking at slides of paint-
ings in the dark, Rudi headed downtown to see about the 
job she read about in the Marvin Center. 

As she did, she noticed how the neighborhood 
changed from upscale to downtrodden right after pass-
ing the White House. She also noticed all the hopeless-
ness. It was in this environment she found the small 
community centerñone that had a Help Wanted sign 
hanging inside one of its dirty and cracked windows. 

While taking a deep breath, she turned off her Walk-
man and put the headphones in the pocket of her jacket, 
and she walked inside the office, where sitting behind an 
old desk not far from the door was a woman barking into 
a phone. This woman was in her mid-twenties, with eb-
ony skin and a short afroñand her name was Jeannine. 
òLook,ó she hollered, òthere are just not enough beds. 

And I need help. I canõt do this all by myself.ó She then 
noticed Rudi standing in front of herñand she especially 
noticed the girlõs hair and makeupñand she gave her a 
look that said, òWhat the hell are you doing here?ó 

Rudi responded by turning away from the woman 
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slightly, and she saw hanging on the wall behind her lots 
of pictures of Jeannineõs extended family, as well as mul-
tiple diplomas from John Hopkins University. 
òCan I call you right back?ó the woman uttered, with 

her eyes stuck on Rudiñand afterward she hung up and 
growled, òWhat can I do for you?ó 
òIõm here about the job,ó Rudi replied, after returning 

her attention to the woman. 
òWhat job?ó 
òThe one I read about in the Marvin Center.ó 
òYouõre the third asshole today. When I find out who 

put that ad up Iõm gonna wring their neck.ó 
òYou didnõt?ó 
òHell no!ó 
Confused, Rudi turned back to the window and 

pointed at the Help Wanted signñbefore saying, òWhat 
about that?ó 
òI need someone who knows the streets,ó Jeannine 

repliedñònot some good-for-nothing college shit.ó 
òThen, you need me.ó 
òYou? Please.ó 
òWhy not me?ó 
òWhere you from?ó 
òIrvington.ó 
òIrvington what?ó 
òIrvington, New Jersey.ó 
òWhere in Irvington, New Jersey?ó 
òStuyvesant Avenue. Itõsñó 
òñI know where it is. Iõm from Newark. You trying 

to tell me youõre from the projects?ó 
òWhy wouldnõt you believe me?ó Rudi growled, while 

thinking about storming out of the office right thenñ
which was just before she added, òMy skin too light?ó 

Jeannine grinned a little at thisñliking Rudiõs spunk. 
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She also pointed to a chair by the side of her desk and 
said, òHave a seat . . .ó 

Rudi, in reply, told Jeannine her name, and she hesi-
tantly grabbed the chair before sitting in front of the 
woman. 
òWhatõs your major, Rudi?ó Jeannine inquired, 

sounding much like a police detective. 
òI havenõt decided,ó Rudi answered. 
òYou must have some idea.ó 
òIõm thinking math.ó 
òWhy?ó 
òBecause they say girls are bad in math.ó 
òWhy else?ó 
òI donõt know. It seems like one of the few subjects 

with objective truth.ó 
òBetter answer. But math is far removed from what 

we do here.ó 
òWhat exactly is that?ó 
òWeõre kinda like private social workers, doing the 

work nobody else wants to doñor even hear about.ó 
òWhich is?ó 
Jeannine responded by pointing to the wall on her 

left, where hung a large map of the city that had many 
handwritten circle marks. She further told Rudi: òOur 
prime concern is getting people off the streets. Right 
now weõre in the epicenter of the worst homeless crisis 
in America, and we need to change this fact before win-
ter. Because, while winter here isnõt like it is up north, itõs 
deadly cold enoughñespecially when youõre outside all 
night. And I can tell you without a doubt that we ainõt 
gonna solve this problem with no parabolic equations.ó 
òAnd you think you would with something Iõd learn 

in a sociology book?ó Rudi retorted. òOr from some self-
important college professor whoõs never been outside a 
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university?ó 
òNo. Thatõs why I donõt want a college kid.ó 
òButñó 
òñWhat makes you think you can help these peo-

ple?ó Jeannine interrupted, while pointing out the win-
dow. 
òIõve worked with troubled people before,ó Rudi in-

sistedñòat a drug counseling center back home. And 
Iõve been there, too. I ran away dozens of times, and . . .ó 
òAnd what?ó 
òAnd Iõve had problems with drugs myself.ó 
òYou clean right now?ó 
òYeah.ó 
òYou go to NA?ó 
òYeah.ó 
òLet me see a key chain,ó the woman demanded, be-

fore snapping her fingers. 
With some exasperation, Rudi dug into her sea bag, 

and, after scrounging around in it for a few seconds, she 
pulled out a gray Narcotics Anonymous key chain, which 
she threw at Jeannine, who both caught it and glanced at 
it. 
òSatisfied?ó Rudi barked. 
òThe payõs shit,ó Jeannine replied. òMinimum wage. 

Sometimes itõs late.ó 
òI donõt care.ó 
òBut the question is this, Rudi: do you care? Because 

this isnõt like working in the school library or at a cafete-
riañyou have to care. You canõt just sleepwalk through 
it. You-have-to-care.ó 
òI care.ó 
òI need fifteen hours a week, at least. Sometimes 

more in times of emergency.ó 
òFine.ó 
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òThatõs not gonna cut into your party time?ó 
òI donõt party.ó 
òFine. Come back Mondayñexactly at four. Not 

four-thirty or even four-ten. Four. Iõll take you around 
town and give you a tryout. Youõll get two or three hours 
to show me what you got.ó 

Part of Rudi right then wanted to tell Jeannine to take 
her tryout and stuff it in a small out-of-the-way place. 
But the other partñthe part that found the job intri-
guingñnodded, and she stood up and started to leave. 
òHey!ó Jeannine called out. 
At once, Rudi came to a stop and turned around, just 

as Jeannine flung the key chain back at her, which Rudi 
caught just as the woman howled, òAnd take that damn 
sign down from the Marvin Center!ó 

WHEN RUDI GOT home, she found Sandra lying 
alone on her bed, staring at the ceiling. 
òHey,ó Rudi said to her. 
òHey,ó she said back, without much emotion. 
òWhereõs Maria?ó 
Sandra shrugged. 
òLook,ó Rudi went on, òif Iõm in any way the cause 

of the problems you two are having . . .ó 
òYouõre not,ó Sandra insisted. òThis started well be-

fore you came.ó 
òWhat started?ó 
òThe drinking and partying.ó 
òReally? I had no idea.ó 
òIõm not real sure when it started exactly. Last semes-

ter maybe. But itõs getting worse. Iõve tried to look the 
other way . . .ó 
òThat doesnõt help. I can tell you that from experi-

ence.ó 
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òI guess we need to have a talk. Oh, before I forget, 
about an hour ago the guard downstairs called. He said 
some woman in the lobby was looking for you.ó 
òA woman?ó Rudi uttered, andñthinking it mustõve 

been Mrs. Goodwinñshe rushed out of the room. She 
also rushed down the hallñand didnõt even bother with 
the elevator. Instead, she ran down the steps. Then, 
when she got to the bottom, she hustled up to the secu-
rity guard and breathlessly said, òHiñsupposedly some 
woman was looking for me?ó 
òYou Rudi?ó the man replied. 
òYeah. Did this woman leave a message?ó 
òNope. But sheõs still sitting over there.ó 
Turning in the direction of the manõs index finger, 

Rudi saw that it wasnõt Mrs. Goodwin waiting for her, 
but a tallish and elegantly dressed woman about her 
mother-in-lawõs age, who had long light brown hair and 
similar colored eyes. 

With a bit of hesitation, Rudi walked across the lobby 
to the woman and told her, òHello.ó 
òHello,ó the woman mumbled with a faint accentñ

clearly unnerved by Rudiõs appearance. 
òIõm Rudi.ó 
òYou are?ó the woman gasped, with great surprise. 
òYou wanted to see me?ó 
òYes. Please, wonõt you have a seat?ó 
Rudi was even more hesitant than before, but she sat 

across from the woman and asked, òWhat is it you 
want?ó 
òMy name is Katerina Lobkowicz,ó the woman re-

plied. òVilem is my son.ó 
òOh. So, so, youõre a . . .ó 
òA princess? Yes, I suppose. But as you can see I 

donõt wear a tiara.ó 
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òI . . .ó 
òI wouldõve visited you sooner, butñó 
òñHow did you find me?ó 
òWe hired someone. Unfortunately, you were not that 

easy to find.ó 
òBut why?ó 
òSo, so I could thank you in person,ó the woman said, 

with a slightly breaking voice. 
òI really didnõt do anything,ó Rudi insisted. 
òThatõs not what the doctors say. Thatõs not what 

Vilem says.ó 
òIs he doing okay?ó 
òBetter. He still has a long struggle ahead of him, but 

now thereõs at least hope. Youõve given us hope.ó 
òReally I . . .ó 
òThe man we hired to find you said that your home 

is in northern New Jersey. Is that correct?ó 
òYes.ó 
òSo, will you be returning there when youõre not at 

school?ó 
òWhy are you asking?ó 
òPerhaps you could come over for tea one afternoon 

when youõre backñat our Manhattan apartment. Per-
haps during the Thanksgiving holiday.ó 
òI donõt know.ó 
òPlease. Vilem would be so happy to see you. He talks 

about you all the time.ó 
òHe does?ó 
òWeõre thankful that he talks about anything.ó 
òI still donõt know.ó 
òWill you at least think about it?ó 
òIõll think about it.ó 
Right then, the princess fell to one knee in front of 

Rudiñsomething that more than surprised Rudi, and the 
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woman took Rudiõs hand before gently kissing it. Which 
was just before she whispered, òThank you again. Thank 
you for giving us back our son.ó 



Chapter Fourteen 

WHILE SITTING IN her Calculus class listening to the 
teacher describe multiple integrals in a dull monotone 
voice, Rudi glanced at the clock on the wall and saw that 
it was just past 3:20. 

All afternoon, in spite of promising herself to forget 
about Borgesõ lecture that day, she couldnõt get the details 
of it out of her head. 

2:00 - 3:30. Marvin Center Auditorium. 
Eventually, Rudi could think about nothing else, and 

she stood up and left the roomñdespite there being 
more than thirty minutes left in class. She afterward 
rushed out into the sweltering heatñin the direction of 
the Marvin Center many blocks away, getting inside the 
lobby just as a small group of people were exiting the 
auditorium. 

Right thenñwhile hoping she wasnõt too lateñshe 
ran into the hall and almost bumped into the person she 
least expected to see there: Jared. He, too, was surprised 
to see her, and for a few moments the two looked into 
each otherõs eyes unsurely before Jared walked off. At 
the same time, Rudi rushed toward the podium, where a 
middle-aged Asian woman with blonde hair was helping 
a old man collect his thingsña man whose right eye was 
almost shut. 
òMr. Borges?ó Rudi called out, as she came to a stop 

a short distance from him, with sweat pouring down her 
face. 
òYes?ó the man replied with a thick Spanish accent, 

while looking at Rudi in a way that indicated he couldnõt 
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see her well. 
òHi.ó 
òHello.ó 
òMy name is Rudi.ó 
òThat is a pretty name,ó he said to her with a gentle 

smileñone that made her feel warm all over. 
òThanks,ó she said to him back. òActually, I wanted 

to thank you for something else.ó 
òThank me? Thank me for what?ó 
òYour stories. They were a great comfort to my hus-

band before he died. And to me, too. Especially ôThe Se-
cret Miracle.õ It, it actually inspired our wedding.ó 

Just then, Rudi lowered her suddenly watery eyes and 
added, òIt also gave us hope. And thatõs no small thing.ó 
òI gather your husband was very young,ó the old man 

uttered, clearly moved by her emotion. 
òYes,ó she answered, with her eyes still downcast. 
òI am sorry for your loss.ó 
òYeah, well,ó Rudi replied while wiping her tears, 

which had mixed with her perspiration to the point that 
the two were indistinguishable, òI donõt want to take up 
any more of your time. Again, thanks.ó 

Rudi afterward turned around and started rushing off. 
òPlease wait,ó Borges called out. 
Quickly, Rudi came to a stop and spun toward the 

man. 
òMy assistant and I were just about to have an early 

dinner,ó he went on, òand if you . . .ó 
òI couldnõt,ó Rudi told him. 
òPlease. I do not know anyone in this city, and Miss 

Kodama here is already terribly bored with my com-
pany.ó 
òThat is not true,ó the blonde woman muttered, with 

just a bit of exasperation. 
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òPlease,ó Borges told Rudi. òYou would actually be 
doing me a favor.ó 

AT THE RED Lionña little brick restaurant a short dis-
tance from the Marvin CenterñRudi, Borges, and his 
assistant had a quiet dinner. It was so quiet that barely a 
word had been spoken by the time the waiter collected 
their plates. 

Finally, Rudi got up the courage to ask the great man 
a question that had long been on her mind.ñand, after 
taking a quick sip of water, she uttered, òIõve been won-
dering . . .ó 
òAbout what?ó Borges asked, happy to get some kind 

of conversation started. 
òYour storiesñthey donõt read at all like fiction, even 

the fantastic elements. Especially them. They read like 
youõre retelling actual eventsñevents you have first-
hand knowledge about.ó 
òThat, of course, is my style.ó 
òI realize that, but still . . . I can usually tell when 

somethingõs phony. I especially know when what Iõm 
reading is bullshitñexcuse my language. I know when 
something is made up. And I donõt get that feeling when 
I read your work.ó 
òWhat exactly do you want to know?ó 
òHave the things youõve written about actually hap-

pened?ó 
Borges smiled. Another gentle one. 
òAre you smiling because itõs true,ó Rudi went on, òor 

because you think Iõm crazy?ó 
òMaybe it is a little of both,ó he answered. òYou see, 

I am not your typical fiction writer. I do not have the 
imagination to make up plots and characters and other 
such things. I write only what I know intimately. So, 
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maybe I am a little crazy, too. And maybe I am not so 
ashamed of it.ó 
òThe thing is lots of strange occurrences have hap-

pened to me over the past few years,ó Rudi went on. 
òUnexplainable occurrences.ó 
òSuch as?ó inquired Borges. 
òItõs so weird, because I used to be such a realistñto 

the extreme. I never believed in anything I couldnõt see, 
nor did I believe in anybodyñbecause how can you re-
ally see someoneñsee what they really think? I only be-
lieved in fact. The fact that this whole world was rotten. 
Then, then came along Tommyñmy future husband. 
And with him came these strange visionsñand it wasnõt 
just me who had them. He shared them with me.ó 
òWhat kind of visions?ó 
òIõm not sureñI guess they were visions of our mu-

tual subconsciousness, as well as visions of our futureñ
in a twisted sort of way. We also saw and experiencedñ
I donõt knowñperhaps it was even Heaven. At least 
Tommy thought so. And when we kissedñwhen we 
kissed we often heard music.ó 

Once again, Borges gently smiled. 
òIõm not speaking metaphorically,ó Rudi insisted. 
òMy dear,ó Borges insisted back, òwhere do you think 

the metaphor came from?ó 
òSo, you donõt think Iõm crazy?ó 
òThat I cannot answer. But do you remember when 

you were a small child? You probably saw all sorts of 
fantastic things, especially in the dark of night. Am I 
right?ó 
òI suppose.ó 
òThough, when you got older, these visions ceased. 

But did they cease because they never existed, or did they 
cease because your mind learned to ignore them?ó 
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òI . . . I donõt know.ó 
òNeither do I. As a writer, I ask questions. That is 

what we are good at. We get into trouble when we be-
lieve we have the answers.ó 
òSometimes,ó Rudi continued, òsometimes I see my 

husband. Not all the time, of course. I mean, I donõt see 
him right now. I only see him when I hit bottomñwhen 
I desperately need to see himñwhen my life depends on 
it.ó 
òI have experienced something like this, too,ó Borges 

told her. 
òYou have?ó Rudi muttered with astonishment. 
òI was very close to my mother. And at times of need 

I swear I am speaking to her, and she to me. Not only in 
my dreams, but when Iõm awake as well. Of course, a 
doctor or a scientist would tell us that we are imagining 
all this. We are imagining it because we want to imagine 
it.ó 
òAnd you believe them?ó 
òI believe this, whether right or wrongñwise or fool-

ish: I believe when people form a close connectionña 
very close oneñit can form a life of its own. And 
whether this life is real or only perceived doesnõt matter. 
You should be happy to have formed such a connection. 
You should cherish it.ó 

Now it was Rudiõs turn to smile. 

UNDER DARKENING SKIES, the three exited the 
restaurant and walked down a small set of stairs. 

When they reached the bottom, Rudi hugged the old 
man, who hugged her right back. 
òYouõve helped me a lot,ó she murmured. 
òIõm glad,ó he murmured back. 
She then started slowly backing up, while saying, 
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òWell, thank you for dinner.ó 
òNo, thank you,ó he said back, before taking a card 

from his inside jacket pocketñwhich he handed to her 
before adding, òIf youõd like, you can write me.ó 
òYou better be careful,ó she replied, after taking the 

cardñòI just might take you up on it.ó 
òIt would make me happy. You see, when you get as 

old as me, you begin to wonder about your legacy. I think 
not just writers or famous people wonder about thisñI 
believe we all do. So, that Iõve touched someoneñthat 
Iõll perhaps be remembered a little is important to me.ó 
òYouõll be remembered,ó Rudi told him, a bit emo-

tionally. òAnd a lot more than just a little.ó 

WHEN RUDI GOT home, she found Maria alone 
watching TV, sitting on the empty bed with a beer can in 
her hand. 
òHi,ó Rudi softly uttered. 
òHi, yourself,ó Maria replied, just as softly. 
òWhereõs Sandra?ó 
Maria shrugged, prior to adding, òIõm not my sisterõs 

keeper.ó 
òHow long are you two gonna keep this up?ó 
òCan we talk about something else?ó 
òLike what?ó 
òMrs. Goodwin called.ó 
òThanks.ó 
òAnd she wasnõt the only one who called you. Dennis 

called again, too.ó 
òYeah?ó 
òThat must be the fifth time heõs called you this 

weekñat least that I know about. And, whatõs more, he 
almost sounded sincere. What did you do to him?ó 
òNothing. Thatõs why heõs calling.ó 
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òAh,ó Maria said with a grin, òI see. Itõs all part of 
your strategy.ó 
òNope,ó replied Rudi. òIõve never had a ôstrategy,õ and 

I never will.ó 
òOh, come onñthatõs how you get all these gorgeous 

guys to fall madly in love with you.ó 
òCan we talk about something else?ó 
òLike what?ó 
Rudi was just about to mention Mariaõs drinking 

when she was interrupted by the groans of two people 
from next doorñalong with the sound of a banging bed. 
òDoesnõt she ever take a night off?ó Rudi howled, be-

fore picking up a pillow and throwing it at the wall. òI 
barely got to sleep last night.ó 
òI bet itõs quieter in Dennisõs room,ó Maria cooed 

with a sly smile, before chugging the rest of her beer. 
Afterward, she belched and crushed the can, before 

standing up and heading to the refrigerator to get an-
other. 
òHow many is that?ó Rudi asked, with obvious con-

cern. 
òOne for every time Dennis has called you,ó Maria 

growled. 



Chapter Fifteen 

MONDAY AFTERNOON, RIGHT after another bor-
ing Art History class, Rudi rushed out of the building, 
not wanting to be even a minute late for her tryout with 
Jeannine. 
But she couldnõt take more than three steps outside 

before Dennis jumped in front of her with one of his 
smilesñcausing her to stop, with a loud sigh. 
òHi,ó he uttered, while continuing to smile. 
òHi,ó she uttered back, unable to prevent a small 

smile from forming on her own face. 
òYouõre a hard lady to get a hold of.ó 
Rudi didnõt exactly reply. She just walked off, with 

Dennis following her much like a puppy dog. 
òI guess you didnõt get my messages,ó he went onñ

òas in plural.ó 
òI guess you didnõt get mine,ó she replied, while pick-

ing up her pace a bit. 
òWhat message?ó he replied back, while keeping up 

with her. 
òAt the Rathskeller.ó 
òRudiñó 
òñPerhaps you donõt understand what the word ônoõ 

means. Maybe I should ask your mother how to say it in 
Czech.ó 
òItõs actually very close: ône.õó 
òNe,ó she repeated. òNow have you got it?ó 
òIõm stubborn.ó 
òAnd so am I.ó 
She then rushed off even faster, but again he jumped 
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in front of her, causing her once again to stop and sighñ
and also demand, òNow what?ó 
òYou remembered,ó he replied. 
òRemembered what?ó 
òThat my mom was Czech. Most girls donõt remem-

ber anything I tell them. Sometimes they donõt even re-
member my name. But you, you remembered something 
utterly insignificantñsomething I just mentioned in 
passing.ó 
òSo?ó 
òSo, that means you actually cared what I said. Which 

means you actually care, period.ó 
òJust fuck off,ó she told him, with a shake of her 

headñthough she said this through another smile. 
òI wonõt give up,ó he told her before walking off, 

brimming with both confidence and optimism. 
While watching him, Rudi couldnõt help wonder why 

she couldnõt stop liking himñand she only stopped this 
wondering when someone grabbed her shoulder from 
behind. This caused her to spin around, and she saw the 
angry expression of Vicki, who had been staring at Rudi 
and Dennisñand staring with eyes full of jealousy. 
òWhat do you want?ó Rudi growled. 
òGod, youõre embarrassing,ó Vicki replied, with an 

enormous sneer. 
òWhat are you talking about?ó 
òYou really think someone like Dennis would be in-

terested in someone like you?ó 
òWhy wouldnõt he?ó 
òI guess you donõt have a mirror in your room.ó 
òI guess yours is on the ceiling.ó 
òYouõre pathetic.ó 
òAnd youõre a whore.ó 
Vicki responded to this by trying to slap Rudiõs face. 
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But Rudi easily caught her hand and bent it back, causing 
Vicki to fall to her knees in pain, which in turn caused 
everyone nearby to stare at them. 
òYou ever try to touch me again,ó Rudi barked while 

attempting to control her rageñòyou even think about 
trying to touch me again, and itõll be your very last act.ó 
òLet go of me!ó Vicki shouted. 
Rudi complied, by tossing Vickiõs hand awayñright 

before storming off. 
òYou freak!ó Vicki screamed from her knees. òEvery-

one hates you! We all laugh at you behind your back! 
Even your dyke roommates!ó 

Rudi seemed to ignore this. But her eyes lowered just 
slightly while wondering if what Vicki had said might be 
true. Which is when she took out her comfort music. 

RUDI RUSHED INSIDE the community center, where 
she saw Jeannine rummaging through a file cabinet not 
far away. 
òSorry Iõm late,ó Rudi muttered, right after taking off 

her headphones and putting them in her jacket pocket. 
Jeannine at first didnõt react. She just kept looking 

through her cabinet. Though eventuallyñwhile pointing 
at a clock on the wallñshe growled, òWhat time is it?ó 
ò4:15,ó Rudi replied, with a bit of exasperation. 
òAnd what time did I tell you to show up?ó 
ò4:00. Lookñó 
òñGo home, Rudi.ó 
òLook, Iõm sorryñI got tied up beyond my control.ó 
òI said, go home.ó 
And Rudi almost did. 
What was so great about this job anyway? she asked 

herself. Why would she want to work for such a horrible 
person? But for some reason the job did mean something 
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to her, so she again tried to speakñonly to be inter-
rupted once more. 
òI told you I need someone who cares,ó Jeannine ut-

tered. 
òI do care,ó Rudi uttered back. òI do.ó 
Finally, Jeannine turned away from her files, and she 

looked at Rudi. She looked at her as if she were gauging 
her somehow. 
òCome on,ó Rudi pleaded, òyou said it was just a try-

outñso give me a tryout. What do you have to lose? You 
donõt even have to pay me.ó 

AFTER TAKING THE Metro to Union Station, Rudi 
and Jeannine meandered through a neighborhood 
nearby, where Rudi couldnõt help glance at the multitude 
of homeless peopleñand she wondered what it was 
about train stations that attracted people like this. Then, 
she remembered how Penn Station in Newark had once 
attracted her, and she suddenly realized these people 
likely werenõt much different than her. She realized they 
were probably looking for the same thing she had been 
seeking: an escapeñregardless of how improbable it 
was. 
Noticing Rudiõs glancesñand misinterpreting 

themñJeannine, with just a bit of a grin, said, òYou 
scared?ó 
Rudiõs response was a look that said back, òYou must 

be jokingóñand she added, òWhat are we doing here?ó 
òLike I told you before, weõre trying to get these peo-

ple off the streets.ó 
òAre there shelters around here?ó 
òNot enough. And they have way too few beds.ó 
òThen, how are we supposed to help them?ó 
òThe Lord will have to provide.ó 
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òFunny, I didnõt take you for being religious.ó 
òIf I werenõt, Iõd never be able to come to work. Be-

cause this is what I see every day. Every fucking day. It just 
gets worse and worse all the time, and without faith I 
would never believe it could get better.ó 

Suddenly, Jeannine came to a stopñand Rudi along 
with her. 
òWhat?ó Rudi uttered. 
Jeannine replied by pointing down the road at a di-

sheveled girl of fifteen, who was sitting in filth by the 
mouth of an alley with her head down. 
òWhoõs that?ó Rudi asked. 
òOur first customer,ó Jeannine answered. 

WITH RUDI A few steps behind her, Jeannine came up 
to the girl, who was deathly pale, with dirty black hair and 
sad blue eyes. 
òHey, Stac,ó Jeannine murmured, in a voice so sweet 

that it surprised Rudi. 
Stacey, though, didnõt respond to it, or even seem to 

notice the woman. 
òHow you doing, sweetie?ó Jeannine went on. 
Again, the girl didnõt respond. 
òHave you given any thought to my offer?ó the 

woman then asked. 
This time Stacey at least reactedñthough only to 

shake her head. 
òIõll get you home,ó Jeannine insisted. òI promise I 

will.ó 
But Stacey just shook her head over and over, before 

adding, òI donõt want nothing from you. Just leave me 
alone.ó 

Instead, Jeannine kneeled in front of the girl and gen-
tly took both her hands, prior to saying, òYou donõt want 
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to get assaulted again, do you?ó 
Angrily, Stacey yanked her hands away, and she 

turned from the woman. She also looked as if she were 
about to cry. Which Jeannine couldnõt help seeñand, 
with rising exasperation, she pleaded, òStacey, please.ó 
All of a sudden, Rudi grabbed Jeannineõs shoulderñ

something that startled Jeannine and caused her to jump 
a bit. Then, she furiously spun toward Rudi, and, in a 
hushed tone barked, òWhat is it?ó 
òCan I talk to you?ó Rudi softly replied, while point-

ing backward with her thumb. 
òNot now!ó 
òItõs important!ó 
Jeannine sighed deeply, but she stood up and walked 

with Rudi a few stepsñafter which she demanded, 
òWhatõs so important?ó 
òLet me talk to her,ó Rudi demanded back. 
òNo oneõs stopping you!ó 
òLet me talk to her by myself.ó 
òWhy?ó 
òSheõs never gonna open up to someone like you.ó 
òWhat do you mean, someone like me?ó 
òSomeone old.ó 
òIõm 27!ó 
òThatõs a million years old when youõre her age! Come 

on, you remember what itõs like.ó 
Jeannine paused in thought, before shaking her head 

and saying, òI donõt know.ó 
òJust give me fifteen minutes,ó Rudi begged. òThose 

fifteen minutes I was late.ó 
Once again, Jeannine sighed. Though she also noticed 

some other customers across the streetñand she 
pointed at them while saying, òAll rightñIõll be over 
there. But be carefulñshe probably has some kind of 
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weapon.ó 
òTrust me,ó Rudi replied, òI can take care of myself.ó 

RUDI SAT DOWN next to Stacey, and noticed Jeannine 
staring at her skeptically from across the streetñand she 
waved the woman away. 
òAll rightñall right!ó Jeannine mouthed with her 

hands raised, before heading toward the homeless people 
nearby. Though as she did she couldnõt help peek at Rudi 
in a near continuous manner. 

Ignoring this, Rudi turned to Stacey and whispered, 
òHey.ó 
But Stacey didnõt reply, or even acknowledge Rudi 

was there. She just kept looking down into the filth. 
òYouõre not gonna believe this,ó Rudi continued, òbut 

Iõve been right here. Right where you are now. It was on 
a different street in a different city, but it was the same 
exact place.ó 

Stacey shook her head, over and over. 
òItõs true,ó Rudi insisted. òI used to hang out on the 

streets all the time when I was your ageñusually strung 
out on something. I had no mom, no dad. Not really.ó 
òI only wish that were true,ó Stacey muttered. 
òWhat do you mean?ó Rudi muttered back. 
No answer was forthcoming, so Rudi added, òDid 

they do something to you?ó 
Still, the girl wouldnõt answer. So, Rudi said, òHey, itõs 

cool. You donõt have to tell me. To be real honest, I 
never liked it when people tried to get involved in my 
shit. So, I sure ainõt gonna be a hypocrite and do the same 
to you. You donõt have to tell me nothing. We could just 
sit here all day long.ó 
òJust leave me alone,ó Stacey growled, with her voice 

breaking a bit. 
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òIõm not doing anything to you.ó 
òYou want to send me home to . . .ó 
òI donõt want to send you nowhere. I told you, we can 

sit here all day if you want. Or longer. We could even 
hang together. Trust meñno one will ever lay a hand on 
you with me around.ó 

Suddenly, a couple of tears started falling down 
Staceyõs cheeks. 
òWhatõs wrong?ó Rudi asked. òDid I say something?ó 
At first, Stacey didnõt want to answer, but Rudi kept 

pressingñuntil the girl finally uttered, òôLay a hand on 
me.õó 
òDid someone . . .ó Rudi mumbled. 
òJust leave me the fuck alone!ó the girl shouted. òYou 

donõt care! Nobody does!ó 
òI care! I fucking care! Who fucking touched you?ó 
òMy . . . he . . .ó 
òItõs okay. I get it. You donõt have to say the words.ó 
òAnd my mom just let him!ó Stacey howled, with 

tears pouring down her face. 
Rudi, too, looked as if she were about to cryñand she 

told the girl in a firm voice: òIt wonõt happen again.ó 
òI wonõt go back!ó 
òYouõre not going back!ó 
òYouõre gonna make me go back! I know it! And Iõd 

rather die!ó 
òI donõt blame you for not believing me. I wouldnõt 

believe me, either. But Iõm not leaving you, and Iõm not 
letting anyone take you back.ó 
Hearing not only Rudiõs words but also the veracity 

of them, the girl stopped crying for just a moment, be-
fore hugging Rudiñwho hugged her right back. 

Watching this from across the street was Jeannine, 
who was so shocked that she almost fell over herself. 
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INSIDE UNION STATION, Jeannine and Rudi led a 
still frightened and hesitant Stacey toward a smiling 
grandmotherly woman. 
òItõs all right, Stacey,ó Jeannine murmured to the girl, 

with her arm tightly around herñòthis is Mrs. Simms. 
She works for that organization I was telling you about.ó 
òCome, child,ó Mrs. Simms said, while offering her 

hand. òWe donõt want to miss our train.ó 
Stacey, though, was even more hesitantñand she 

turned to Rudi, who mouthed, òI promised.ó 
Stacey nodded, and she took the womanõs hand, and 

the woman slowly led her off while saying to Jeannine, 
òIõll call you as soon as we get where weõre going.ó 
òThank you,ó Jeannine replied. She then rubbed her 

watery eyes and headed out of the station with Rudi, who 
just then realized that at least one person that day was 
going to escape. Though, as they headed once again 
down the sad streets, a whole lot of doubt struck her. 
òIs she really going to be all right?ó she asked Jean-

nine. 
òShe will now,ó Jeannine insisted. 
òYou sure? I promised her.ó 
òDonõt worryñMARC is really good with these situ-

ations. It works a little like the old Underground Rail-
road. Theyõll get her away and give her a new identity, 
and a new family. Sheõll be safe. You have my word.ó 

Suddenly, Jeannine stopped and said, òSo, how does 
it feel?ó 
òFeel?ó Rudi asked back, as she stopped with her. 
òHelping someone.ó 
òIt feels kinda good. More than kinda.ó 
Jeannine smiled at this, but her smile quickly faded 

when she saw a heavyset and unkempt middle-aged 
woman rambling toward themña woman who had all 
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her possessions in the shopping cart she was pushingñ
a òbag lady,ó as they were commonly called. 
òOh, brother,ó Jeannine murmured to herself, with a 

shake of her head. 
òWhat?ó Rudi murmured back. 
The homeless woman was now only steps from 

themñand Jeannine forced a smile and uttered, òHi, 
Thelma.ó 

Reluctantly, Thelma stopped, and she turned to the 
woman, before uttering backñwithout any emotion 
whatsoeverñòFuck off.ó 
òNice to see you, too,ó Jeannine replied. 
Thelma then looked at Rudi and grimacedñand she 

said, òYour hairõs even more fucked up than mine.ó 
Rudi nodded at this a couple of times while trying to 

keep her mouth shut. Which was difficult, especially as 
there was something about Thelma that annoyed herñ
something that had nothing to do with the womanõs in-
sults. 
òAnd Iõve seen blind women with better makeup,ó 

Thelma went on. 
òYeah, well, who asked you?ó Rudi barked, unable to 

hold back anymore. 
òMind your mouth, bitch,ó the woman barked backñ

òor Iõll mind it for you!ó 
òGo ahead and try!ó 
Angrily, Thelma reached inside her cart, and, after 

finding a thick wooden stick, she pulled it out and threat-
ened Rudi with it. 
Rudi didnõt flinch at this, but Jeannine still jumped in 

front of the woman and grabbed her wrist, while telling 
her: òLet it be, Thelmañjust let it be.ó 

After calming a bit, Thelma yanked her arm away, and 
she tossed her stick back into her cart. She further started 
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offñthough not without howling, òJust keep that cunt 
away from me!ó 

This made Rudi furiousñso furious that she 
clenched her fists and involuntarily started toward the 
womanñonly to be stopped by Jeannine, who said, òJust 
let it be.ó 

Eventually, Rudi calmed as well, and she took a deep 
breath prior to saying, òIõm sorry.ó 
òThe tryoutõs over,ó Jeannine stated matter-of-factly. 
òWhat?ó Rudi uttered, with great shock. 
òI said, itõs over.ó 
òBut she . . .ó 
òThe jobõs yours.ó 
òWhat?ó Rudi again uttered, with even greater shock. 
òYou did real good today,ó Jeannine told her with a 

big smile. òBetter than good. You might have even saved 
a lifeñand I bet not many people can say that as theyõre 
coming home from work tonight.ó 
òI didnõt do so well with her,ó Rudi replied, while 

pointing at Thelma as she rambled down the blockñ
with Rudi again feeling annoyed by the woman. 
òPlease,ó Jeannine replied back, òthat woman would 

drive Job to murder. Just stay clear of her. Sheõs a lost 
cause.ó 
òI thought you had faith.ó 
òNow donõt you be using my words against me,ó 

Jeannine threateningly said while wagging her fingerñ
though she said this with another big smile on her face. 
Then, she started slowly backing up into the street, to-
ward a decrepit building across the roadña building that 
had a sign out front that stated: òLast Chance Mission.ó 
òSo, shall I see you tomorrow?ó she asked Rudi. 
òAt 4:00,ó Rudi replied. òNot 4:15. 4:00.ó 
òDonõt sweat it,ó Jeannine told her as she turned 
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around and strode up to the missionõs front door, which 
she opened. 
òWhere you going?ó Rudi inquired, with more than a 

little curiosity. 
Jeannine responded by pointing inside the building 

and saying, òI volunteer here whenever I have the time 
and opportunity. And energy.ó 
òAfter putting in a full dayõs work?ó 
òPeople need help 24/7ñnot just during working 

hours.ó 
Jeannine afterward started inside the buildingñonly 

to stop when Rudi cried out, òHey, wait up.ó Which was 
just before Rudi rushed across the street and came up to 
her. 
òDonõt you have some partying to do?ó Jeannine de-

manded. 
òActually, I donõt,ó spoke Rudi. 
òThis is volunteer work, as in ôno pay.õó 
òIõm familiar with the word.ó 
Jeannine shook her head a bit at this, before motion-

ing Rudi inside and saying, òAprès vous.ó 
òMerci beaucoup,ó Rudi said back. 
òJust get in,ó Jeannine howled, as she playfully pushed 

Rudi forward, and the two women stepped into the mis-
sion, where they saw a line of homeless people in front 
of a balding man. This man had long and graying auburn 
hair and an equally long and graying auburn beard, and 
was warmly hugging an old woman beside a ramshackle 
chapel. 
òWhoõs that?ó Rudi asked, while pointing at the man. 
òThatõs Reverend Samson,ó Jeannine replied. 
òReverend?ó Rudi replied back, with lots of surprise. 
Seemingly in response, the minister broke his em-

brace with the woman, revealing both the large crucifix 
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around his neck and the old peace sign T-shirt under-
neath it. 
òAs you can see,ó Jeannine went on, òheõs not exactly 

the archetypal minister. He was even at Woodstock.ó 
òReally?ó Rudi uttered, with her surprise turned up a 

notch. 
òReally,ó Jeannine uttered back before pointing to a 

buffet table on the other side of the room, while adding, 
òWhy donõt you give them a hand.ó 
òAll right,ó Rudi said back, as she headed off toward 

a small group of people who were preparing the food. At 
the same time, Jeannine came up to the minister, who 
cried out, òBaby doll!ó prior to giving her a big hearty 
hugñone she happily returned. 
òBoy, did I need this today!ó she exclaimed, right be-

fore they broke their embrace. Which is when the minis-
ter told her: òThereõs always plenty where that came 
from.ó 
She smiled at this and murmured, òSo, howõs it go-

ing?ó 
At once, the manõs expression turned sour. 
òWhatõs wrong?ó she asked. 
òThey just keep coming,ó he answered while shaking 

his headñòmore and more every time I turn around. I 
donõt even know how we feed them all. I feel like Iõm 
Jimmy Stewart in that old Christmas movieñthat if 
thereõs even one stalk of celery left at the end of the night 
weõre a success.ó 
òWell,ó she stated, òI brought you some help to-

night.ó She then pointed at Rudi, who the minister 
looked at with both raised eyebrows and a tilted head, as 
even to him she was strange looking. 
òHer nameõs Rudi Weiss,ó Jeannine went onñòsheõs 

a student at GW.ó 
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òGW?ó the minister mumbled almost inaudibly, while 
continuing to stare at Rudi askance. òI wonder if she 
knowsñó 
òñShe just started working for me today.ó 
òAny good?ó 
òGood? That girl, sheõs something else.ó 
òLike the Eddie Cochran song.ó 
òEven better.ó 

AS RUDI SERVED a thick stew to the ever-increasing 
crowd, Thelma stopped in front of her. The two then 
glared at each otherñand they glared even more after 
Rudi angrily plopped some stew into Thelmaõs bowlñ
causing it to splatter a bit on the womanõs tray. 
òWatch your back,ó the woman softly growled. 
òI watch everything,ó Rudi growled back, not so 

softly. 
òLet it be,ó came Jeannineõs voice from behind. 
With a bit of a sigh, Rudi turned to her boss, before 

saying, òSorry. That woman just gets to me for some rea-
son. I wish I knew why.ó 
òHowõs it going otherwise?ó Jeannine asked. 
Before Rudi could answer, she was interruptedñby 

the sound of crying, and both she and Jeannine turned 
their heads and sawñon the other side of the roomña 
woman in her early twenties sitting on a bench, trying to 
comfort a shrieking baby. Soon after, to make matters 
worse for the woman, her other childña little girl of 
threeñstarted wailing, too. 

All this caused Rudi to feel a strange tug. It was 
strange because she never cared for kids before, espe-
cially small crying ones. So, at first she couldnõt under-
stand where this tug came from. But then she faintly re-
called something she had long forgotten. She recalled 
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when she was the little girlõs age, and how she cried and 
cried after her mother left. She cried for weeks. 
òCan you take over for me?ó Rudi asked Jeannine, 

prior to heading toward the crying little girlñdoing so as 
if she werenõt in control of her actions. 

Once there, she sat on the bench and unflinchingly 
took the child into her arms and cradled herñand the 
child just as unflinchingly grasped Rudi. 

The childõs mother, though, was frightened of Rudi 
and her appearanceñand she almost screamed for help. 
But when she saw her daughter calm a bit in Rudiõs arms, 
she calmed as well. 

As for Rudi, out of nowhere an instinct awoke inside 
herñlikely the result of feeling those little fingers clutch-
ing her so desperately. It also invoked happiness and 
warmth all over herñand she realized that the child was 
almost like a drug, except that the stimulation wasnõt ar-
tificialñit was real. Along with this feeling came an over-
whelming desire to soothe the troubles of this little girl, 
which manifested itself whenñwhile gently rocking 
herñRudi whispered, òWhatõs wrong?ó 
òI wanna go home!ó the girl hollered through her 

tears. 
Rudi responded by looking at the girlõs mother, who 

looked back at her in embarrassment. After which Rudi 
told the womanõs daughter: òYou are home.ó 
òThis is not our home!ó the girl screamed. òI wanna 

go home!ó 
òHome is not a place, silly. Home is where people 

love you. Youõre always home.ó 
The girl kept crying, but with a little less intensityñ

and, as the seconds went by, this intensity decreased even 
further. Soon, she closed her eyes and fell asleep in 
Rudiõs arms, and this made Rudi feel even warmer and 
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happier. It also made her close her own eyesñand she 
had a dream of sortsñnot unlike the kind she used to 
have with Tommy. Only in this dream she was sitting on 
a floor surrounded by a near endless array of little girlsñ
of various ages and races and ethnicitiesñwho were all 
looking up at her with such love and affection that she 
couldnõt stop smiling. 
òIõll take her now,ó suddenly came the motherõs soft 

voice, which caused the dream to end. It also caused 
Rudiõs eyes to open, and she saw the woman waiting for 
her child, with her baby now sleeping comfortably beside 
her in a bassinet, which itself was next to a set of suit-
cases. 
òOh,ó Rudi muttered, as she gently handed the 

woman her daughter. 
òThank you,ó the woman muttered back, before hug-

ging her child while looking as if she herself were about 
to cry. 
òIs there anything else I can do?ó Rudi whispered. 
The woman shook her head, but also mumbled, òI 

donõt know what weõre gonna do.ó 
òCan I help?ó 
The woman again shook her head, before crying out, 

òMy husband, he walked out on us. And, and I couldnõt 
pay for anything. Iõve got no job, no skills. I didnõt even 
finish high school. I donõt know what weõre gonna doñ
where weõre gonna go. I donõt even know where weõre 
gonna sleep tonight.ó 
Moved by the womanõs plight, Rudi pointed to Jean-

nine by the buffet table and said, òThatõs my boss over 
thereñmaybe she can help.ó 

Rudi afterward rose to her feet and rushed toward 
Jeannine, watched by Thelma, who had been watching 
Rudi ever since she picked up the crying childñand 
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watching with wonder not even she could hide. 
As soon as Rudi reached Jeannine, she explained the 

womanõs situationñexpecting Jeannine to jump. But her 
response was a big sigh and a slight shake of her head, 
knowing that helping the family would take many 
hoursñif not half the night. 
òHave her come to the office first thing in the morn-

ing,ó she eventually said. 
òWhy not now?ó Rudi pleaded. 
òBecause Iõm exhausted. Iõve been up since five, and 

Iõm not superhuman.ó 
òIõll help.ó 
òRudi.ó 
òPeople need help 24/7.ó 
òWhat did I say about using my words against me?ó 
òJust look how frightened she is. They have nowhere 

to go right now.ó 
òAll right,ó Jeannine relented. òIõll go make some calls 

in the ministerõs office. But donõt you promise her any-
thing yet.ó 
òAll right,ó Rudi replied. òWhat can I do?ó 
òYou can start clearing the tables. There should be 

someone in the kitchen to take the dinnerware. And do 
me a big favor.ó 

 òWhatõs that?ó 
òDonõt help anyone else tonight.ó 
òNo promises,ó Rudi said with a grinñone Jeannine 

couldnõt help return, right before she walked off. Then, 
Rudi picked up a handful of trays and headed off toward 
the kitchen. 

Soon, she noticed the woman on the bench, looking 
at her with great hope in her eyes, and though she had 
promised not to make any promises, she couldnõt help 
moving all the trays to one hand and raising her free 
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thumbñsomething that made the woman smileñand 
even leap a bit. 

Right after this, Rudi backed into the swinging doors 
of the kitchen, where she heard the sound of running 
water coming from a nearby sinkñand she spun around. 
She also became shocked, because it was then she saw 
who was washing dishes a short distance away with his 
sleeves rolled up: Jared. 

Hearing someone enter, he turned as well, and he 
looked at Rudi with just as much shock as she was look-
ing at him. He was so shocked that he stopped washing 
the glass in his hand. Though he eventually composed 
himself, and, while nodding toward the counter by the 
sink, he told her with a mild Southern accent: òYou can 
leave the trays there.ó 
Rudi, though, couldnõt move, as she was nowhere 

near composed. It took her a long while before she could 
even utter, òYou work here?ó 
òThis is my church,ó he uttered back. 
òThis?ó 
òThat surprises you?ó 
òI, I just imagined you belonged to one of those ca-

thedral-like places, like the one on TV.ó 
òWhich one?ó 
òI donõt knowñthe show with the woman with even 

wilder makeup than mine.ó 
òThat would be Tammy Faye Bakker,ó Jared said with 

a bit of a grin. òAlong with her husband Jim.ó Jared then 
turned back to the sink, and, as he continued with the 
dishes, he softly went on: òTheyõre frauds. Like most of 
those people on TV. They, theyõre probably the reason 
you have such a fucked-up view of Christianity.ó 
òHow do you know what my view is?ó Rudi growled, 
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while at the same time being surprised at Jaredõs lan-
guage. 
òI can see it in your eyes,ó Jared explained, prior to 

turning toward her once againñthis time holding a plate. 
After which he added, òJust like I see it in the eyes of 
your roommates. Theyõre always looking at me as if I 
were about to burn them at the stake or something.ó 
òIsnõt that what youõd do if you could?ó Rudi retorted. 

òDonõt you know what they are?ó 
Suddenly, a flash of anger shot through Jared and he 

smashed the plate against the edge of the sinkñcausing 
it to fly apart onto the floor, and he howled, òJesus didnõt 
judgeñand neither do I!ó 
His anger, though, didnõt last long, and he fell to his 

knees to pick up the shards of ceramic. He also mur-
mured, òAt least, I try not to judge. Iõm not always suc-
cessful, especially when it comes to myself.ó 
Listening to him, Rudi couldnõt help feel embarrassed, 

because she now saw Jared was far from his caricature, 
much as she had suspected but hadnõt tried to find out. 
Whatõs more, she knew he was as human as anyone could 
be, and she found herself heading toward this human-
ness. 

As for Jared, he, too, felt embarrassedñat his explo-
sion, and he hoped Rudi would just leave. So, he felt even 
more embarrassed when he heard her slowly coming to-
ward himñand when he heard her place the trays on the 
counter. 

Desperately, he tried to ignore her, but, once he had 
collected all the pieces of plate, he looked up and saw her 
cupped hands and her expression of compassionñthe 
very last thing he expected from this wild-looking punk 
girl. It was so unexpected that it took him a few seconds 
to react and put the shards in Rudiõs hand. 
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Afterward, he rose to his feet, and, as Rudi threw the 
remains of the plate into a garbage pail, he picked up 
some utensils from the bottom of the sink and started 
washing them. Though he stopped when he saw Rudi 
offering him her handsñand he muttered, òWhat?ó 
òIõll dry,ó she muttered back, before taking the uten-

sils from him and drying them off with a dishtowel from 
the side of the sink. The two then continued working in 
silenceñboth unsure of the other while at the same time 
eager to learn more. 

The silence was only broken when Reverend Samson 
entered the kitchen, carrying a large stack of trays. 
Watching the two, the man couldnõt help smileñand ex-
claim, òLook at this. Just look at it. And to think people 
are always telling me that kids today are only interested 
in having a good time.ó 

Rudi and Jared responded to this by glancing at each 
other, before turning toward the minister. 
òIõll be done soon, Reverend,ó Jared told the man, 

with obvious reverence. 
òTake your time, son,ó Samson replied, prior to plac-

ing his trays beside the two. òTake your time. And thank 
you.ó 

Respectfully, Jared noddedñand the minister turned 
to Rudi and said, òAnd thank you, too, Rudi.ó 
òYouõre welcome,ó Rudi replied, while feeling a bit 

discomforted by the ministerõs sincerityña minister so 
unlike any she had ever known, heard about, or imag-
ined. 
òYouõre the one whoõs welcome,ó he replied backñ

òany time.ó He also gave her one of his big hugs and 
whispered, òGod bless you.ó 
òYou, too,ó she whispered back, in spite of the words 

seeming foreign to her. 
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He soon broke their embrace and headed out of the 
kitchen, with Rudiõs eyes locked on himñand they re-
mained locked on the swinging doors after he was gone. 
òHeõs some character,ó she eventually uttered. 
òHeõs the real thing,ó Jared uttered back. òThatõs why 

youõll never see him on TV, or in some cathedral-like 
place.ó 

The two afterward returned to the dishesñand Rudi 
noticed something about Jared that caused her to be-
come even more shocked than before. She noticed marks 
on his armsñmarks she knew well, having seen them 
many times before: needle marks. 
Suddenly, not only couldnõt she move, but she 

couldnõt breathe, while realizing the young man next to 
herñthe one who had seemed so different from herñ
so alienñwas neither different nor alien. She now knew 
she probably had more in common with him than she 
had with anyone else at school. 
It didnõt take long for Jared to see what she was star-

ing at, and he told her: òTheyõre real, too.ó 
She nodded, not doubting him at all. But still she kept 

staring, which he misinterpreted as doubt. 
òGo on, touch õem,ó he went on. òI donõt mind.ó 
Hesitantlyñand with a slightly shaking handñshe 

reached out her hand and touched his marks, and her 
eyes began tearing up a bit. 
òI paid a lot for those,ó he stated. òSo much that Iõm 

kinda glad they wonõt go away. Every morning brings hu-
mility.ó 
òI know what you mean,ó she mumbled. 
òDo you?ó he asked skeptically. 
òThere, thereõs an NA group over at GW.ó 
òYeah?ó 
òIt meets Wednesday nights at the Marvin Center. 
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Room 432.ó 
òIõll have to check it out.ó 
òYouõll be welcome there. Iõll make sure of it.ó 
He nodded at this, realizing, too, that she wasnõt 

nearly as different from him as he expected. 
Not long after this, the two continued with the dishes. 

Though this time, as they handed each other the near 
endless plates and glasses and utensils, their hands and 
fingers began to meet incidentally. They also lingered, 
fulfilling a need both of them hadñone of the most 
basic human needs there is: the need to touch and be 
touched. So, not surprisingly, this lingering only in-
creasedñand so it was late at night by the time they fi-
nally finished their work. 

WHEN RUDI AND Jared exited the kitchen, the mis-
sion was almost empty, apart from Reverend Samson 
and a few stragglers, including Thelma. 

Not seeing Jeannine or the mother and her children, 
Rudi rushed up to the minister and said, òThere was this 
family hereñó 
òñThey left with Jeannine a little while ago,ó the man 

interrupted, with a smile. òTheyõre gonna be just fine.ó 
Rudi smiled back, seconds before Jared came up be-

side her. The minister then told the two: òYou guys have 
done way more than your share tonight. Why donõt you 
get out of here and have some fun.ó 
òWe had fun,ó Rudi insisted, before glancing at Jared, 

who blushed a bitñsomething the minister both noticed 
and grinned at. 

Soon, the pair headed out togetherñand Rudi 
couldnõt help notice Thelma glaring at her from near the 
entrance, and she also couldnõt help glare back, even 
though she didnõt know why. 
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THE TRAIN RIDE to GW was mostly silent, with Rudi 
and Jared uncertain what they were feeling about each 
other, apart from knowing they were feeling something. 
Then, as they walked up the stairs of the Foggy Bottom 
Metro station together, Jared noticed the Chai pendant 
around Rudiõs neck, and he said, òI like your necklace.ó 
òYeah?ó Rudi replied. òItõs Hebrew forñó 
òñôLiving,õó he interrupted. 
Surprised at this, Rudi came to a stop and looked at 

Jared in disbelief. 
òIõm something of a Judeophile,ó he told her as he 

stopped alongside her with a mild smile. 
òGet out of here,ó she told him back, with a smile that 

was anything but mild. 
òI even spent last summer working on a kibbutz in 

Israel.ó 
òReally?ó 
òWay out in the Negev Desert. It was amazing. You 

shouldõve seen the sunsets!ó 
Not knowing how to respond to this, Rudi just con-

tinued up the steps, and so did Jared. But all of a sudden 
she stopped again, and lowered her head, with lots of 
melancholy. 
òWhatõs wrong?ó he softly asked, after once again 

stopping alongside her. 
At first, she wouldnõt tell him, but he kept pressingñ

and she finally mumbled, òI believed all the horrible 
things people said about you, based on nothing. Even 
though people prejudge me all the time.ó 
òItõs all right,ó he insisted. 
òItõs not. Iõm ashamed. Iõm so ashamed.ó 
òDonõt be. I did the same shit to you.ó 
òWhat?ó she uttered, before looking at him. 
òWhen I first saw you,ó he uttered back, òI thought 
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who is this crazy girl? I had never seen anything like you 
before. I even wondered if you were gonna kill me in my 
sleep.ó 
òGet out of here,ó she exclaimed with a big smile. 
òIõm serious,ó he exclaimed back, with his own big 

smile. 
She didnõt exactly believe him, but she soon headed 

up the steps againñand he followed her. 
òSo, what do you think of GW?ó he inquired. 
òNot much,ó she answered. òI mean, the classes are 

okay, but the people . . . not so much.ó 
òI had no idea Iõd have such a hard time fitting in. I 

havenõt made a single friend.ó 
òThatõs not true,ó she told him, right before taking his 

hand. òYouõve made one.ó 
This caused Jaredõs face to brighten. Though right 

then he noticed some other things Rudi was wearingñ
things that made him wonder. 

RUDI AND JARED were still holding hands as they 
walked slower and slower down the hallway toward their 
rooms. 
òTheyõre gonna pay for medical school, too,ó Jared 

told her. òAnd then, then theyõre gonna send me all over 
the world to help people.ó 
Rudi didnõt respond to this, and noticing her blank 

stare, he said, òI guess, I guess that sounds kind of 
corny.ó 

Suddenly, they reached their respective doors and 
came to a haltñand Rudi told him: òActually, it sounds 
kind of wonderful. Youõre kind of wonderful.ó 

Like a pair of magnets, the two started moving toward 
one another without control. Then, when their lips were 
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just a short distance apart, they closed their eyes in antic-
ipation of what was to comeñjust as Rudiõs door 
opened. Which was just before they heard a woman gasp. 

Reluctantly, they both opened their eyes, and saw that 
a kiss had barely escaped them. 
òWell, goodnight,ó Jared muttered, even though he 

really didnõt want their night to end. 
òGoodnight,ó Rudi muttered back, while wanting the 

same thing. 
òMaybe Iõll see you around.ó 
òYou definitely will.ó 
He smiled at her and slowly entered his roomñand 

Rudi just as slowly turned around, and she saw Maria 
staring at her in shock. She also saw that Maria was well 
past drunk. 
òYou,ó Maria slurred, while unable to stand straight, 

òyou almost kissed the Preacher.ó 
òDonõt call him that anymore,ó Rudi growled. 
òButñó 
òñAnd from now on weõre gonna be nice to him, 

and treat him with respect.ó 
òBut . . .ó 
Rudi didnõt wait for Maria to finish her sentence. She 

just stormed into their room and slammed the door be-
hind herself. 

THAT NIGHT, RUDI barely got any sleep. 
Though not because of Vicki, even if she wasnõt any 

quieter than usual. This time Rudi couldnõt sleep because 
her mind was awash in something called hope, and, as 
she clutched her pillow in the early hours of the morning, 
she wondered if something she believed was impossible 
only a day earlier could actually happen. She wondered if 
she could fall in love again. 



Chapter Sixteen 

WITH THE DEAD leaves of mid-October blowing 
down the sidewalk on an unseasonably cold and windy 
afternoon, Rudi turned down her Walkman and ap-
proached a small group of homeless men who were 
standing around a heating grate. 

In the six weeks she had been on the job, she had 
come to know many such people, and she liked mostñ
and most liked her, too. They also respected her, know-
ing she wasnõt some phony do-gooder, but someone 
much like themñsomeone they could relate to. 
òHey, guys,ó she said with a smile as she stopped be-

side themñdoing so as if it were the most natural thing 
in the world, without fear or apprehensionñand most 
importantly, without condescension. 

All at once, the men called out her name, and they 
smiled back. 
òHow you doing?ó she then asked, saying it as if she 

meant it. Which she did. 
òWeõre still hanging around,ó the tallest of the men 

replied. 
òSpeaking of which,ó she replied back, òthereõs a new 

shelter open on 2nd and D Street, with lots of beds.ó 
òYeah?ó another of the men replied, without much 

excitementña sentiment the other men clearly shared. 
òItõs a nice place,ó Rudi insisted. òIõve been there.ó 
òBut would you stay there?ó the tall man asked. 
òIõve stayed in worse, believe me. Just take a look at 

it. You donõt like it, you walk out.ó 
òAll right.ó 
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òPass it on.ó 
òAll right.ó 
Just then, Rudi saw an emaciated middle-aged man in 

an army jacket sitting in a nearby park by himselfña man 
staring out into space as if he were comatose. 

Reflexively, she headed toward him. However, one of 
the men stopped her, and, while shaking his head over 
and over, he told her: òDonõt do it.ó 
òWhat do you mean?ó she replied. 
òHeõs messed up big time. Dangerous messed up.ó 
Ignoring this, Rudi continued toward the manñ

though she did so a bit apprehensively and without pay-
ing attention to anything else, and, just before she 
reached the park, she bumped into something. 

With a bit of fright, she spun around and saw that she 
was facing an angry-looking Thelma, whose shopping 
cart was pressed against Rudiõs thigh. 
òLook where youõre going!ó Thelma howled. 
òSorry,ó Rudi replied. 
òDonõt be sorryñmove!ó 
Rudi complied, while saying to the woman, òSo, how 

are you?ó 
òFuck off!ó Thelma barked, as she took off. 
Watching her leave, Rudi once again found Thelma 

fascinating for some unknown reason, andñforgetting 
both the man in the park and Jeannineõs directive to for-
get the lost cause in front of herñshe began following 
the woman. 
òHi,ó she uttered. 
òDidnõt you hear what I said, cunt?ó Thelma uttered 

back. 
òActually, the nameõs Rudi.ó 
òThatõs a manõs name.ó 
òItõs spelled with an ôi.õó 
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òI donõt care what itõs spelled with, Iõve never heard 
of no girl named Rudi.ó 
òWell, my real name is Gertrude.ó 
Suddenly, Thelma came to a sharp stop, and so did 

Rudi a few steps behind herñso she didnõt see the 
womanõs blank expression. 
òWhatõs wrong?ó Rudi asked. 
At first, the woman didnõt reply, but, after a few sec-

onds, she mumbled, òWhatõs wrong with ôGertrudeõ?ó 
òWhatõs right with it?ó 
òWhat do you mean?ó 
òItõs a horrible name.ó 
òWhy, Iõll have you know Gertrude Stein was one of 

the greatest writers there ever was.ó 
òMaybe. But itõs still a horrible name.ó 
Thelma shrugged at this, before continuing onñand 

Rudi continued as well. 
òWhy you following me?ó Thelma demanded. 
òI just wanted to let you know thereõs a new shelter 

on 2nd and D,ó Rudi answered. 
òI donõt stay in shelters.ó 
òWhy not?ó 
òThieves. The people thereñtheyõre a bunch of 

thieves.ó 
òButñó 
òñYou can only depend on yourself, missy. And only 

sometimes.ó 
As Thelma said this, the two came upon a broken-

down and seemingly abandoned brownstone. Though, 
just as they passed it, a young man about Rudiõs age and 
height exited the building wearing an expensive custom-
made suitñaccompanied by two huge men in their thir-
ties who were almost as well dressed, and who were car-
rying expensive leather attaché cases. The young man, 
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who had a pockmarked face with light olive skin and dark 
hairñinstantly noticed Rudi. He also smiled, finding her 
look exoticñand, after making all sorts of wrong as-
sumptions about her, he called out, òWhy, hello there.ó 

Briefly, Rudi glanced at the man before turning back 
to Thelma and starting to say, òListenñó 
òñI said, hello!ó the man interrupted, in a much 

louder voice. 
òFuck off!ó Rudi howled. 
Surprised at this, Thelma looked back at Rudiñand 

she saw the man angrily rush down the steps of the 
brownstone and head toward them. So, she whispered to 
Rudi: òYou better watch out.ó 
òNo one talks to me like that!ó the man hollered, only 

steps from Rudi. òNo one!ó 
òI just did, asshole,ó Rudi replied. 
òYou . . .ó 
With his face bright red, the man reached out his hand 

toward Rudiñand he had almost grabbed her when his 
two goons grabbed him from behind, causing him to 
come to an abrupt stop. 
òLet me go!ó the young man screamed in Spanish. 
òRemember what your cousin said!ó the larger of the 

two goons screamed back, in the same language. 
òFuck my cousin! Heõs not my boss!ó 
òHector, please.ó 
Eventually, Hector calmed a little, but he still called 

out to Rudi: òYou witch! You fucking witch! You will 
know me again!ó 
Rudi wouldnõt even react to this, which just made him 

madder. 
òYou certainly know how to make friends,ó Thelma 

told Rudi. 
òJust like you,ó Rudi told her back. 
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òYou can stop following me now.ó 
Reluctantly, Rudi came to a stop. Though not without 

saying, òYou gonna be at the mission tonight?ó 
òMaybe,ó Thelma answered. òIf I get hungry.ó 
òMaybe Iõll see you there.ó 
Thelma didnõt reply, and Rudi muttered, òOy vey.ó 

Though she also kept staring at the womanña woman 
who kept fascinating her. 

THAT NIGHT AT the mission, Rudi spotted Thelma 
eating alone at a table, and, after getting some food for 
herself, she brought her tray over to the woman and 
asked, òYou mind if I join you?ó 

Thelma glared at her, but Rudi sat across from her 
anyway. Which caused Thelma to drop her utensils onto 
the tableñand, with great exasperation, she uttered, 
òWhy?ó 
òWhy what?ó Rudi uttered back. 
òIõm no lesbian, if thatõs your game.ó 
Rudi chuckled at this, before saying, òThey tell me 

youõre a lost cause.ó 
òTheyõre right,ó Thelma replied. 
òMaybe I like lost causes.ó 
òWell, I donõt.ó 
With lots of fury, Thelma rose out of her seat and 

rambled off with her tray, causing Rudi to sigh and lower 
her head a bit. Which was just before Jeannine sat next 
to her. 
òYou ainõt giving up, eh?ó Jeannine asked, while eye-

ing Thelma warily. 
òPerhaps some of your faith is rubbing off on me,ó 

Rudi answered, before lifting her eyes toward her boss. 
òCareful, because once it rubs on you itõs not so easy 

to rub it off.ó 
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òIõll take that under advisement. Tell me, what do you 
know about her?ó 
òThelma? Not much. She showed up about a year 

ago. No friends, no nothing. It took me months just to 
get her name.ó 
òDo you ever wonder about these peopleñI mean, 

really wonder?ó 
òAbout what?ó 
òAbout their stories. About how they got here and 

what they were before. Do you ever wonder who they 
really are?ó 
òSometimes. But what about your story?ó 
òMy story?ó 
òYou and that hunky dishwasher. Now, thatõs an in-

teresting story.ó 
òThereõs no story,ó Rudi insisted, though she couldnõt 

hide a bit of a blush. 
òUh-huh,ó Jeannine muttered, with a knowing nod. 
òIõm actually still in mourning.ó 
òYouõre kiddingñat your age?ó 
Rudiõs only response was the averting of her eyes. 
òSo, thatõs who Tommy is,ó Jeannine went on, while 

pointing to the name stitched into Rudiõs jacket. òWhat 
happened?ó 
òItõs a long story,ó Rudi replied, after looking at Jean-

nine once again. 
òYou wanna talk about it?ó 
òNot really.ó 
òAll right. But if you change your mind . . .ó 
òWhat about your story?ó Rudi asked. 
òMy story?ó Jeannine replied. 
òYou married? Or have a boyfriend?ó 
òThe Lord hasnõt led me to the right man just yet. Or 

him to me. But itõll happen.ó 
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òYouõre sure of it?ó 
òAs sure as I am of the sun rising tomorrow.ó 

RUDI GIDDILY ENTERED the kitchen and saw Jared 
washing dishes. 
òNeed a drier?ó she asked. 
Smilingly, he turned to herñand called out, òAnd 

how!ó 
Before he could even blink, she was standing next to 

him, and they began their ritual of slowly passing din-
nerwareñwith their faces expressing all the joy that 
came from it. 

During the previous month and a half, they had be-
come good friends, even if they hadnõt broached their 
pasts with one anotherñsomething both of them 
wanted to forget, and were finally able to do in the 
otherõs presence. Which was considerable. They spent 
lots of time with each otherñeven outside of the mis-
sion. They often ate their meals together at school, stud-
ied in the library together, and went to NA togetherñ
and they usually did this under the surprised gaze of fel-
low students, who couldnõt understand why a Jewish 
punk girl from New York would hang out with an evan-
gelical Christian from the South. 

With these gazes, frequently came snickering, espe-
cially from Vicki. Not that the two cared. To Rudi, Jared 
was just about the perfect person. He was open-minded 
and smart and warmhearted, and they shared so muchñ
both good and bad. As for Jared, Rudi was the best friend 
he couldõve imagined. He could be himself with her, and 
he felt free whenever she was near. He also had feelings 
for her that went beyond friendship, especially asñeven 
before he met Rudiñhe desperately wanted to love and 
be loved. However, despite believing she felt the same 
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about himñand despite their near kissñthere was al-
ways something separating themñsomething he 
guessed upon when they left the Metro station after their 
first evening in the mission together. He had always 
avoided bringing it up, but right thenñas they touched 
and touched by the sinkñhe decided he could no longer 
hold back. 

So, after work, upon returning to campus he sug-
gested they go to a nearby parkñsomething they often 
did to get away from the crudeness of the Zoo and all 
the temptations thereñtemptations that drew both of 
them. Then, once there, they sat on a bench and Jared 
took a long deep breath before saying, òCan I ask you 
something?ó 
òWhat?ó she replied. 
òIf itõs too personal . . .ó 
òJared.ó 
òAre, are you married?ó 
òDid someone tell you?ó Rudi asked, with lots of sur-

prise. 
òYour ring,ó he answered, after pointing at it. òI 

wasnõt sure, but when I was in Israel I saw women wear-
ing their rings on that finger. And, of course, thereõs the 
name on your jacket.ó 
òIõm sorry.ó 
òAbout what?ó 
òI should have told you about him.ó 
òI should have asked.ó 
òThe truth is, the truth is Iõm not married. Officially, 

I never was.ó 
òWhat do you mean?ó 
òItõs a long story.ó 
òI have all night.ó 
Rudi didnõt reply. 
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òPlease,ó he softly pleaded. òI want to know.ó 
òWell,ó she eventually said, with her eyes drifting up-

ward toward the stars, òit all started when I was in 
jail . . .ó 

RUDI WASNõT TOO sure how Jared would respond to 
her story, especially the parts about Tommy having 
AIDS and their living together before they were mar-
riedñand after she finished telling him everything, he 
didnõt say a word. 

So, she looked down from the stars and turned to 
him, and she saw that his face was full of tears. Which 
caused her to tear up a little herself. 
òYou all right?ó she mumbled. 
òThat was the most beautiful story Iõve ever heard,ó 

he told her, while unable to stop crying. òIõll remember 
it till the end of time.ó 

With a bittersweet smile, she took his hand and gently 
leaned her head against his strong shoulder, before look-
ing back up at the sky. Which was just before his eyes did 
the same. 
òBut never again say you werenõt officially married,ó 

he added. òYour marriage was as official as any there ever 
was or will ever be. And it didnõt just last ten minutes. It 
didnõt. Youõll be married forever and ever.ó 
Jaredõs words made Rudi cry. She cried as hard as he 

did. 

RUDIõS FACE STILL showed the remnants of her tears 
when she entered her dorm room late that nightñand 
she saw that she and Jared hadnõt been the only ones cry-
ing, as lying on her bed was Sandra with a face that was 
still wet. 

In the period Rudi had grown closer to Jared, she had 
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grown apart from her roommatesñto the extent that she 
really hadnõt been paying attention to their increasing 
problems or to Mariaõs increasingly erratic behavior. But 
she now knew she could no longer avoid it. 
òWhereõs Maria?ó Rudi softly asked, after checking 

her alarm clock and noticing it was well past one. 
òOut,ó Sandra growled. 
òOut where?ó 
òI donõt know. And I donõt care!ó 
Rudi responded by walking over to Sandra and sitting 

on her bedñand she murmured, òI donõt believe that for 
a second.ó 
òEvery night,ó Sandra uttered. òEvery night she gets 

fucked up. Iõve tried talking to her about it, like you said, 
but . . .ó 
òMaybe you need to try harder.ó 
òI canõt. Iõm afraid. Iõm afraid Iõll push her away for 

good.ó 
òI understand.ó 
òNo, you donõt. Iõm sorry, but you donõt understand. 

I canõt lose her. I just canõt. Thereõs no one else out there 
for me but her.ó 
òYou want me to talk to her?ó Rudi asked. 
òCould you?ó Sandra replied, with just a bit of hope 

in her voice. 
òI just donõt know if sheõll listen to me, either. We 

havenõt exactly been bosom buddies the last couple of 
months.ó 
òBut she loves you.ó 
òShe loves you, too.ó 
òBut she worships you.ó 
òNo,ó Rudi muttered, with a shake of her head. 
òShe does,ó Sandra insisted. òYouõre her hero. Sheõs 

told me so.ó 
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Rudi didnõt know exactly how to respond to this, so 
she just sighed and turned from Sandra slightly. 
òDo, do you think sheõs an alcoholic?ó Sandra contin-

ued. 
òI donõt know,ó Rudi answered. òBut I donõt think so. 

I really donõt know what her problem is.ó 

IN AN ALLEY next to a cheap Chinese restaurant, 
Thelma secured both her shopping cart and herself be-
hind a dumpster. Then, after grabbing a worn but heavy 
blanket from the cart, she sat on a bed composed of 
stacks of old newspapers, right before covering herself 
with the blanket. 

For many minutes she just sat there looking bitter, 
much like she usually looked. Though suddenly she 
reached underneath her many layers of clothing and took 
out a small silver locket from around her neck, which she 
stared at prior to hesitantly opening. 

Inside this locket was an old black and white pic-
tureña picture of a smiling baby girl. Which at once 
caused Thelmaõs bitter expression to melt awayñmaking 
her look like an entirely different woman. 

And she changed even more when she started crying. 



Chapter Seventeen 

RUDI WAITED UP late for Maria to come home, but 
she never came home at all. So, after getting Mariaõs class 
schedule from Sandra, Rudi went to all her classrooms 
that day, both before and after. Whatõs more, not only 
did she skip large parts of her own classes but she 
skipped work as well. 

But there was no sign of Maria anywhere, and, feeling 
a bit desperate, at the end of the afternoon Rudi headed 
over to the Sigma Nu house, where sitting on the front 
stoop were Dennis, Johnny, and Rich, who were all 
drinking beer out of plastic cups. 

Seeing Rudi approach, Dennis looked at her 
warmlyñsomething she noticed but tried to ignore as 
she stopped in front of them. 
òHi,ó she uttered. 
òHi,ó they uttered back, more or less in unison. 
òIõm looking for Maria,ó Rudi went on, while quixot-

ically trying to conceal her fright. òYou guys havenõt seen 
her, have you?ó 

Just then, Chuck exited the house, looking even more 
frightened than Rudiñand he said, òYou worried about 
her, too?ó 
òNone of you have seen her at all?ó Rudi pleaded. 
òI saw her a couple of nights back,ó Rich repliedñ

òat the Black Rooster. She was pretty messed up. We 
tried putting her into a cab, but . . .ó 
òIf you see her again, could you call me?ó 
òSure.ó 
òMaybe, maybe you can ask the other guys, too.ó 
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òWe will,ó Dennis told her, with a seriousness that 
surprised her. It surprised her almost as much as the con-
cern everyone there clearly felt for Maria. 

THE FOLLOWING MORNING, Sandra shook Rudi 
awake. 
òWhatõs wrong?ó Rudi groggily mumbled. òDid you 

find her?ó 
Sandra replied by pointing at Maria, who was passed 

out on the empty bed in her clothes, with both her arms 
and legs sprawled out. 
òWhen did she get in?ó Rudi whispered. 
òI donõt know,ó Sandra whispered back. òI tried to 

wake herñsheõs got a midterm later this morning. 
But . . .ó 
òItõs okay. Why donõt you take off.ó 
òYou sure?ó 
òYeah.ó 
Sandra afterward started out. Though she couldnõt 

help glance at Maria one last time before leaving. After 
whichñwith a loud sighñRudi rose off her bed and 
walked over to Maria, prior to shaking her. She shook 
her hard, as hard as Sandra had shook her, and when this 
didnõt work, she shook her even harder while calling out 
her name. 
òLeave me alone,ó Maria eventually growled, with her 

eyes still closed. 
òSorry,ó Rudi replied, òbut that hasnõt worked.ó 
Rudi then picked Maria up in her arms and carried her 

toward the bathroomñsomething that caused Maria to 
finally wake fully. 
òWhat are you doing?ó she howled. 
òItõs called an intervention,ó Rudi answered. 
òLet me go!ó 



158 C O L I N  C O H E N  

But Rudi didnõt listen. She kept carrying Maria toward 
the bathroom, and, when she got there, she kicked in the 
door and brought Maria over to the tub. 
òLet me go!ó Maria repeated. 
òWill do,ó Rudi told her, before dropping her into the 

tub. Which was just before she turned the shower on full 
blastñand on full cold. 

With much agony, Maria cried outñso much agony 
that her mind couldnõt even form words. Though, after 
many seconds of this torture, she yelled, òWhat are you 
fucking doing?ó 
òWhat are you fucking doing?ó Rudi yelled back. 
Maria didnõt reply. She instead tried to stand up. But 

Rudi just pushed her back into the tub. 
òYou have to stop this,ó Rudi told her. 
òStop what?ó Maria screeched. 
òYour fucking drinking!ó 
òFuck you!ó 
òYouõre hurting everyone around you, especially San-

dra. She loves you, you dumb bitch!ó 
òFuck her, and fuck you, too!ó 
òJust tell me why?ó Rudi asked, with her voice sud-

denly calm. 
òWhy what?ó Maria asked back, with her voice any-

thing but calm. 
òWhy are you drinking so much?ó 
òI can drink if I want to! Iõm not a fucking addict like 

you!ó 
òThatõs rightñyouõre not. So, why? Why are you do-

ing this?ó 
Maria didnõt reply. She just stewed there, with the wa-

ter drenching her. 
òPlease, tell me,ó Rudi implored. òSandraõs not the 

only one who loves you. I love you, too.ó 
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Slowly, Maria began to break downñand once the 
process had completed, she lowered her head and mum-
bled, òI . . . I just want to be normal.ó 
òNormal?ó Rudi gasped. òYouõre the most normal 

person I know!ó 
òI want to be like everyone else!ó 
òFuck everyone else! Everyone else sucks!ó 
Uncontrollably, Maria started to cry, and she looked 

up at her friend and muttered, òI, I want to be like you.ó 
Rudi responded by falling to her knees, and she 

hugged Maria, quickly becoming as wet as her. 
òI thought it would be so easy,ó Maria shrieked, as she 

wept on Rudiõs shoulder. òI thought it would be easy 
once I came out and went to college. But itõs worse now. 
Itõs so worse!ó 
òWhat do you mean?ó Rudi asked. 
òEveryone hates me.ó 
òThatõs not true.ó 
òIt is! You donõt see the dirty looks. You donõt hear 

the snickering and the jokes. I see and hear this fucking 
everywhere!ó 
òIs this about Vicki? I swear Iõll killñó 
òñItõs about everyone! Iõm so alone here. Do you 

know thereõs something like ten thousand undergradu-
ates at this school, and yetñbesides Sandra and meñ
there are only four fucking people in the Gay & Lesbian 
Student Alliance. Four!ó 
òI still donõt understand why youõre drinking so 

much.ó 
òWhen I drink, I donõt hear anything. I donõt see an-

ything. Iõm no longer alone. Iõm just like everyone else.ó 
Angrily, Rudi removed her arms from around her 

friend, and she looked into Mariaõs eyesñand she told 
her: òYouõre better than those assholes.ó 
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òNo,ó Maria insisted, with a shake of her head. òIõm 
not. Iõm not better than anything. Iõm a freak.ó 
òYouõre not. And not everyone hates you. Those 

Sigma Nu guys like you.ó 
òThey, theyõre just hoping to see Sandra and me kiss.ó 
òTheyõre worried about you, Maria. I saw it in their 

eyes yesterday. You were right about them. I was 
wrong.ó 

Again, Maria shook her head. She shook it over and 
over and over. 
òYou know,ó Rudi went on, òthereõs this Sex Pistols 

album called Never Mind the Bollocks. The title basically 
means ôignore the bullshit.õó 
òSo?ó Maria uttered. 
òSo, whenever some asshole bothers you or makes 

you feel worthless or mad, just tell yourself this again and 
again: never mind the bollocks!ó 
Rudi then grabbed Mariaõs face with both hands and 

she screamed, òSay it with me!ó 
But Maria wouldnõt do it. 
òSay it!ó Rudi demanded. òFucking say it!ó 
òNever mind the bollocks!ó Maria yelled. 
Afterward, the two of them repeated this over and 

over before clutching each other in an embrace so warm 
that neither cared about the freezing water falling upon 
them. 

WITH THE PHONE ringing, Rudi exited the bath-
room, and, while drying her hair with a towel, she rushed 
toward the device, thinking Sandra was calling. Then, 
once she picked up the receiver, she uttered into it: 
òHello?ó 
òHi, is, is this Rudi?ó replied a familiar male voice. 
òYeah.ó 
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òItõs meñDennis.ó 
òOh, hi.ó 
òI just wanted you to know that a couple of brothers 

saw Maria last night at Odds.ó 
òItõs all rightñsheõs fine. Sheõs gonna be just fine.ó 
òThatõs great. Tell her, tell her we care.ó 
òShe knows.ó 
òWell, I, Iõll let you go.ó 
òDennis?ó 
òWhat?ó 
òThanks.ó 
òI didnõt do anything really.ó 
òI think I owe you a dinner.ó 
òNah.ó 
òYou mentioned something about a pizza place in 

Georgetown.ó 
òYou remembered,ó he utteredñand she could al-

most see his smile. 
òI remembered,ó she uttered back with her very own 

smile. 



Chapter Eighteen 

AFTER RUDI LEFT her Linear Algebra class, she ap-
proached the Marvin Center on her way to work and saw 
lots of people in front of the building. She also saw two 
big limousines parked nearby. 

Soon, the back door of one of the vehicles opened 
and a smiling Walter Mondale stepped out and waved to 
the mostly supportive crowd. Though not far away a 
small group of protesters representing the Young Amer-
icans for Freedom started waving signs and chanting, 
òMondale, go home!ó 

Rudi wanted to ignore this, as she needed to get to 
work and didnõt like Mondale any more than she liked 
Reagan. But it seemed to her that there was something 
wrong about attacking a guy down 20 points in the polls 
with less than two weeks before the election. So, while 
Mondale slowly made his way through his fans, Rudi 
strode up to a handful of people who were heckling the 
hecklersñand she saw that one of the protesters was 
Vicki. 

This infuriated Rudi for a number of reasonsñthe 
least of which being that Vickiõs lifestyle was far from 
conservative. What really infuriated Rudi was that she 
truly believed Vicki had been Mariaõs prime tormentor, 
and so she couldnõt stop the venom from pouring out of 
her mouth. 
òHey, Vicki!ó she called out. òArenõt you afraid 

Reagan will ban abortion?ó 
Vicki didnõt respond. She just kept shouting at Mon-

dale. 
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òMan,ó Rudi went on, òyouõd have more kids than 
that old woman in the shoe!ó 
òYou only wish youõd need an abortion!ó Vicki yelled, 

after finally turning to Rudi. òA guy would have to be 
deaf, dumb, and blind!ó 
òFunny, Dennis isnõt any of those things! Maybe 

thatõs why heõs going out with me this weekend and not 
you!ó 

These words caused Vicki to furiously spin away from 
Rudi, and she returned to her anti-Mondale chants. 
òPeople like you,ó Rudi continued, òyouõre always try-

ing to hurt others. Itõs because youõre such filthñyou 
lash out at anything thatõs good. Well, why donõt you do 
the whole world a favorñand drop dead!ó 

Suddenly, Vicki shriekedñand with a face full of 
rage, she spun toward Rudi. She further tried to slam her 
sign on top of Rudiõs head, and she was only stopped 
when some of her friends grabbed her at the last second 
and dragged her away while trying to calm her down. 
Watching this, Rudi was perplexed. She really didnõt 

think she had said anything to garner such a violent re-
sponse, and she wondered whether she had crossed 
some line she couldnõt even see. Then, as she started 
walking to workñno matter how many times she told 
herself that Vicki deserved every word spoken to her that 
dayñshe couldnõt help feel guilt. Which only got 
stronger and stronger. 

AT THE MISSION that night, Rudi brought her tray of 
food over to where Thelma was once again eating by her-
self. 
òIs this seat free?ó Rudi asked. 
Thelma sighed deeply. 
òIõll take that as a yes,ó Rudi added, before sitting 
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across from the woman. 
òWhy wonõt you leave me alone?ó Thelma demanded. 
òIõm stubborn,ó Rudi replied, with a little grin. 
òOy vey,ó the woman muttered. 
òWhat did you just say?ó Rudi muttered back, unable 

to hide her surprise. 
òItõs a Yiddish expression,ó Thelma explained, with 

lots of exasperation. 
òI know,ó Rudi told her, prior to showing the woman 

her Chai pendant. 
òSo youõre one of them. Figures.ó 
òAnd you?ó 
òI ainõt nothing.ó 
òYou just roll off Yiddish expressions.ó 
òI picked it up somewhere.ó 
òYeah, me, too. I wonder where?ó 
Right then, Rudi really did wonder. She wondered if 

the two of them werenõt just random strangers. 
Thelma, though, didnõt do any wondering. She just 

turned her head slightly away and barked, òPass the salt.ó 
òPass the salt what?ó Rudi barked back, after picking 

up the small white canister. 
After another deep sigh, Thelma glared at Rudiñand 

she growled, òPass the salt, Gertrude.ó 
Rudi smiled at this, and, try as she may, Thelma 

couldnõt help smile back just a little. 

RUDI WAS STILL smiling later on when she backed 
into the kitchen with a stack of traysñprior to calling 
out, òHey!ó 

With a bit of surprise, the middle-aged man doing the 
dishes turned to Rudiñsomething that caused her lots 
of surprise. 
òWhere, whereõs Jared?ó she mumbled. 



E V E N  P U N K  G I R L S  C R Y 165 

òHe had a problem with his roommate,ó the man re-
plied. 
òWhat kind of problem?ó 
òI donõt know.ó 

WHEN RUDI RETURNED to her dorm, she strode up 
to Jaredõs room, from which she could hear the sounds 
of the Grateful Dead. 

For a few moments she thought about knocking on 
his door, but she didnõt for a number of reasons. First, 
she wasnõt certain if he were busy or even awake. But, 
just as importantly, she had never been inside his room 
before, or had even stood in his doorway. He never of-
fered and she never said anything about it, thinking that 
it might be something his religion didnõt allow. 

So, while telling herself she could ask Jared about his 
roommate the following day, she went inside her own 
room, where she heard the soft sounds of her room-
mates making love behind the curtained alcove. Rudi 
smiled at this, happy her two friends had made up and 
seemed more in love than ever. She then took off 
Tommyõs jacket and sat on her bed, while trying to mask 
her feelings of envy, and her desire to be making love as 
wellñto someone in particular. 

With this in mind, she took out her Walkman and lis-
tened to òMoonlight Serenadeó while feeling all kinds of 
happiness wash over her. Though these feelings didnõt 
last long, as they were interrupted by sounds coming 
from Vickiõs roomñsounds that werenõt soft at all. If 
anything they were harsher and louder than normal, as 
there were two guys with Vicki that night. Even worse, 
Rudi could tell exactly who the two were: Brad and Pete. 
This disgusted her, especially as she couldnõt imagine 
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anything more heinous than those three together. It dis-
gusted her so much that she jacked the volume of her 
Walkman all the way up. But this did nothing, or very 
little, to mask the noise from next door. Nor did putting 
a pillow over her head. Or even putting two. 

Eventually, it got so bad that she jumped out of bed 
and rushed out into the hallway, where she could hear 
òIn the Court of the Crimson Kingó coming from Jaredõs 
room. She could also conclude that he was likely awake, 
as someone mustõve changed the record, and, forgetting 
everything else that could stop her from approaching 
him, she closed her own door and gently knocked on his. 

There was no answer, even after she knocked againñ
this time a little louder. So, with a bit of a sigh, she turned 
around and headed back to the torture awaiting her in 
her room. Though, just as she got to her door, Jaredõs 
openedñand she spun toward it, seeing not only Jared 
standing there in gray sweats but also seeing odd red light 
coming from inside his room. 
òHi,ó he whispered to her with a little smile. 
òHi, yourself,ó she whispered back, with her own little 

smileñwhile realizing right then just how much he 
meant to herñhow he made all her problems magically 
vanish. 
òYou all right?ó he went on. 
òI was gonna ask you that.ó 
òWhat do you mean?ó 
òSomeone at the mission said you had a problem with 

your roommate.ó 
òCome in,ó he told her, as he waved her into his 

room. 
òYou sure?ó she told him back. 
His reply was another of his smilesñone that drove 

her past his door, where she noticed the source of the 
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red light: a lava lamp on the bureau. She also noticed 
Jaredõs roommate lying face-first on his bed. 
òWhatõs wrong with him?ó she murmured, while 

pointing at the boy. 
Jared responded by quietly closing the door behind 

himself and saying, òHe drank a fifth of vodka.ó 
òA fifth? You sure heõs alive?ó 
òHeõs fine. Iõve been keeping an eye on him.ó 
òEven though he doesnõt like you?ó 
òWhat does that have to do with it?ó 
With lots of warmth, Rudi looked into Jaredõs eyes, 

recognizing how the platitudes of his faith werenõt just 
platitudes to him. He not only believed them but lived 
them. 
òYou want me to turn the music off?ó Jared went on. 
òWhy?ó she asked. 
òIõm guessing this isnõt your thing.ó 
òI like it, actually. My stepdad has this record.ó 
òReverend Samson let me borrow it. He owns like 

every record from the sixties.ó 
òHeõs pretty cool.ó 
òYou wanna sit down?ó 
òWhere?ó Rudi inquired, after seeing that the two 

chairs in the room were covered in clothes and just about 
everything else. 

Without hesitation, Jared pointed to his bed. 
òYou donõt mind?ó she uttered, unable to hide her 

surprise. 
òWhy would I mind?ó he uttered back. 
She smiled at this and sat on his bed, and he joined 

her. Then, not knowing what else to do, she glanced 
around the room, and she saw hanging on the wall a 
small crucifix made from tree branches that was held to-
gether with a piece of old rope. She further pointed to it 
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while saying, òSo thatõs it.ó 
òWhat?ó he asked. 
òThe cross,ó she replied, right before he reached up 

and took it down, which was right before he started star-
ing at it with a numb expression. 
òFrom the way everyone was describing it,ó Rudi con-

tinued, òI thought it was the one from Golgotha.ó 
Jared chuckled at this, and added, òNot quite.ó 
òSomething tells me thereõs a story behind it.ó 
òA long one.ó 
òI have all night.ó 
òYou, you wouldnõt be interested.ó 
òLike you werenõt interested in my story?ó 
òMy story involves faith.ó 
òI donõt mind.ó 
òAs you may have noticed, I donõt preachñnot to an-

yoneñnot even to you. I donõt like it. I didnõt like it when 
it was done to me, and I donõt like doing it to others. Itõs 
very personal to meñmy relationship with God.ó 
òI would still like to hear the story. Please.ó 
òAll right. But I warned you.ó 
òGo onñtell me.ó 
òI, I can still remember the night,ó Jared beganñòI 

can even see the rain in my mindõs eye.ó He then pointed 
at his roommate and added, òI was even worse than him. 
Much worse. I ODed, I think. Iõm not really sure. All I 
know is that I was laid out on a road somewhere and 
could barely move. And the rainñit just kept coming 
down, harder and harder. I thought it was gonna drown 
me, and I really hoped it would. I hoped and hoped and 
hoped.ó 

Suddenly, Jared fell apart a little, and Rudi responded 
by caressing his thigh, which calmed him someñand, af-
ter wiping his eyes, he continued: òThe next thing I knew 
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I was in this mission not far from the bus station where 
me and my friends used to hang out. And the people 
thereñthey were tending me. Which I couldnõt believe. 
I couldnõt because I just hated these people. Man, did I 
hate them. We all hated themñmy friends and I. We 
used to mock and curse them all the time. We even stole 
from them and vandalized their place. And the strangest 
part of it was that they always knew it was us but never 
did anything about it. And now, now they were actually 
helping meñor at least trying to help me.ó 

Jared paused just then, prior to putting the cross 
down on the bedñafter which he looked up at Rudi and 
said to her: òI say ôtry,õ because I wanted nothing to do 
with them. Like I told you, I hated being preached. All 
the endless patter about damnation and hellfireñIõve 
heard it ever since I was a kid. And even then I knew it 
was bullshit. But the thing isñthe thing is the people in 
this missionñthey didnõt preach one word to me. Not 
one. Perhaps they knew it wouldnõt work. Instead, they 
just healed me. They healed me even when I was spitting 
obscenities at them. And then, then they waited. They 
waited for faith to come to me. Which is really the only 
way it can come.ó 
òDid it?ó Rudi asked, even though she knew the an-

swer. 
òWell,ó he replied, òthere wasnõt any ôon the road to 

Damascusõ momentñor anything like that. Even today 
I struggle. I struggle all the time. There hasnõt been one 
day that I havenõt wanted to go back to that bus station. 
I want the junk so badly, RudiñI want it right now. It 
owns me, and I like itñI fucking like it!ó 

Understanding exactly what Jared was saying and feel-
ing, Rudi took his arm and gripped it as tightly as she 
could. Then, with his free hand, he picked up the cross 
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again and explained: òI made this when I was strung out 
at the mission. Which wasnõt so easy with my hands shak-
ing so much. But I did it. I say only by the grace of 
Godñand I donõt care what anyone else thinks, not even 
you. And whenever the badness comesñlike itõs coming 
right nowñI clutch this.ó 

Feeling all his pain, Rudi clutched Jared, and he 
clutched her backñand for a long time they just cradled 
each other. Afterward, when he finally calmed, she told 
him: òI use a pillow. Thatõs what I clutch.ó 
òSee,ó he told her back, òweõre not that different.ó 
òWeõre not different at all. Iõve never met anyone less 

different.ó 
Slowly, the two leaned back and looked into each 

otherõs eyes, and, just like in the hallway after their first 
evening in the mission, they started moving toward one 
another. Then, just like in the hallway, when their lips 
were only a fraction apart, they closed their eyes in antic-
ipation of what was to come. Only this time they kissed. 

Unfortunately, the kiss was limp and weak, and with-
out any emotion, for either of themñand, after only a 
few seconds of it, they broke apart, with both of them 
looking embarrassed. 
òSorry,ó Rudi whispered. 
òI guess,ó he whispered back, while trying to hide his 

disappointment, òI guess weõll just have to remain 
friends. Thatõs not such a bad thing.ó 
òIõm so sorry,ó Rudi uttered, before turning from him 

and lowering her head. 
He responded by gently putting his fingers under her 

chin, prior to lifting her head and pointing it toward him. 
After which he told her: òDonõt ever be sorry for how 
you feel.ó 
òYou want me to go?ó she mumbled. 
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òWhy would I want you to go?ó 
òDo you?ó 
òDo you want to go?ó 
òNo,ó she answered, while shaking her head in a near 

incessant manner. Which caused him to smileñwhich, 
in turn, caused her to ask, òCan I stay tonight?ó 
òYou can stay for as long as you want,ó he said, with 

his smile still on his face. 
She forced a smile in reply, before falling back onto 

his bed. Which was just before she turned on her side 
away from him, with her sad and hopeless eyes. 

Seeing this, he laid his frame next to hersñand he 
wrapped his strong arm around her body. In turn, she 
wrapped her hands around this arm, while telling him: òI 
want you to know something.ó 
òWhat?ó he asked. 
òI want you to know that if I could love anyone else, 

it would be you.ó 
He gave her a kiss right thenña soft one on the 

cheekñone that sent her drifting off to a wonderfully 
peaceful sleep. A sleep he soon shared. 

THEIR SLEEP WAS broken by the same thingñloud 
screamingña womanõs screaming. 

Thinking it was Maria, Rudi pushed Jaredõs arm away 
and jumped to her feetñand she rushed out into the 
hallway, where she discovered that the screaming wasnõt 
coming from her room but from the one next door. 
Vickiõs. 
Apprehensively, she headed toward her neighborõs 

room, with the screaming only getting louder and more 
frantic. At the same time, she noticed a bunch of doors 
around her fly open, followed by the peeking of heads, 
including two belonging to her roommates. 
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Soon, Rudi reached Vickiõs room, and she hesitantly 
reached for the doorknob, which she even more hesi-
tantly turned and found unlocked. Then, she cautiously 
opened the door, exposing a horror that shocked even 
her, as standing a short distance away in front of the 
closet mirror was a hysterical and naked Vicki, who had 
the word òSLUTó painted all over her back with red nail 
polish. It was so shocking to Rudi that she couldnõt 
move. She just stood there with her mouth agape. She 
stood there until she heard Jared gasp, òOh, my God,ó 
from right beside her. 

At once, Rudi turned to him, and, after slamming the 
door shut behind them, she ran up to Vickiñand, for-
getting how much she hated the girl, she grabbed her, 
and dragged her over to her bed, where she covered her 
with a blanket before trying to calm her. However, 
Vickiñwho was a combination of drunk and druggedñ
wouldnõt stop shrieking and flailing her arms and legs, 
and Rudi could barely control her. 
òNail polish remover!ó Rudi yelled at Jared, who was 

still standing by the door in shock, still unable to process 
what his eyes had seen. 
òJared!ó Rudi hollered. 
òWhat?ó he mumbled. 
òNail polish remover!ó she repeated. òThere must be 

some in the bathroom!ó 
Jared nodded his head, but he didnõt budge. 
òNow!ó Rudi screeched. 
Finally, Jared came out of his shock, and he rushed 

into the bathroom, where he started fumbling around the 
sink. But he couldnõt find what he was looking for, so he 
looked in the medicine cabinet. There he found no nail 
polish remover, but he did see a large array of prescrip-
tion pill bottlesñan array way too large for such a young 
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person. It was so large that, with rising curiosity, he 
picked up the closest bottleñone labeled òOn-
dansetronóñsomething he stared at with a puzzled ex-
pression, as it sounded familiar. 
òWhat are you fucking doing?ó Rudi screamed, over 

Vickiõs continuing cries. 
òIõm looking!ó he screamed back, prior to putting 

back the pill bottle. He then looked in the cabinet under 
the sink and found a large circular boxñand he opened 
it and saw something even more peculiar than the drugs: 
the head of a mannequin. 
òCome on, Jared!ó Rudi begged. 
Jared responded by putting back the box, and he con-

tinued to look in the cabinetñand after shuffling 
through a number of bottles, he finally found what he 
was seeking, and he called out, òIõve got it!ó 
òAnd bring a washcloth,ó Rudi called backñòa damp 

one!ó 
Right away, Jared grabbed a small towel from the sink, 

and, after dampening it, he took it and the bottle of nail 
polish removerñand he ran into the main room, where 
Rudi was still struggling with Vicki. 
òLeave me alone!ó Vicki hollered, while shaking all 

over, with tears pouring down her heavily made-up face. 
òIõm trying to fucking help you!ó Rudi hollered back, 

just as Jared came up to her with the items. 
òNo!ó Vicki shrieked. òI donõt want it!ó 
Ignoring this, Rudi pushed the girl onto the bed face-

first and straddled her waist, prior to taking the things 
from Jared. At the same time, though, Vicki buckedñ
almost knocking Rudi onto the floor. 
òHold her arms down!ó Rudi ordered Jaredñand he 

fell to his knees and grabbed Vickiõs wristsñand he had 
to hold them with all his strength. 
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While he did, Rudi removed the blanket from Vicki, 
and, after pouring some nail polish remover onto the 
towel, she started scrubbing the vileness off her. 

Unfortunately, this did nothing to calm Vicki, who, if 
anything, was even more hysterical than before, espe-
cially as she could now comprehend who was helping 
herñthe two people she wanted help from the least. 
òStop!ó she screamed. òGet out of here! Both of you!ó 
òYou idiot!ó Rudi screamed back, as she continued 

scrubbing. òIõm getting it off you!ó 
òJust leave me alone. I . . . I deserve it. I fucking de-

serve it.ó 
òNo,ó Jared quietly howled, with his face just inches 

from Vickiõs. òYou didnõt deserve this. Nobody deserves 
this. Nobody.ó 

Suddenly, Vicki calmed a little, and she looked at 
Jared, and, once she was finally able to focus her eyes on 
him, she slurred, òArenõt you gonna say it?ó 
òSay what?ó he inquired. 
òYou know.ó 
òI donõt.ó 
òôRepent! Repent!õ Isnõt that what you people always 

say?ó 
Jared smiled a bit at this, recognizing something in 

her. He recognized himself. He then murmured, òI think 
youõve seen Elmer Gantry once too often.ó 

Bewilderedly, Vicki looked up at Rudi, and she asked, 
òWhoõs Elmer Gantry?ó 

The question made Rudi grin, and she also grinned at 
Jared, prior to saying, òNot him. Thatõs for sure.ó 
However, Rudiõs grin didnõt last long, as she soon 

heard through the walls the sound of Brad and Pete cack-
ling in the next room, and knowing why they were cack-
ling caused a violent rage to rise inside herñsomething 
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that overwhelmed her. It overwhelmed her so much that 
she stopped scrubbing and jumped off the bed, before 
marching toward the door. 
òWhatõs wrong?ó Jared asked, clearly frightened by 

her anger. 
òIõll be right back,ó Rudi replied, as she thrust open 

the door. 
òWhere you going?ó 
òJust stay with her!ó 
òRudi.ó 
But Rudi didnõt listen. She stormed out into the hall-

way, slamming the door behind herselfñwatched by all 
the peeking heads, including those of her roommates. 

Not paying attention to any of them, she rushed to-
ward the room on the other side of Vickiõs, where the 
two boys were still cackling. Then, once at their door, she 
began banging her mighty fists onto it while howling, 
òOpen up! Open the fuck up!ó 

Suddenly, the cackling inside the room came to a 
haltñand the door opened just a bit. After which 
Bradñwith his breath reeking of alcoholñuttered, 
òWhat do you want?ó 

Rudi answered by smashing her hands into the door, 
not only knocking Brad backward off his feet but also 
causing the door to swing openñand she burst into the 
room, before slamming the door closed. 

Soon, Brad regained his footing, and, while trying to 
hide his obvious fear, he repeated, òWhat do you want?ó 
òI know what you did to her,ó Rudi softly replied, as 

she pointed toward Vickiõs room. 
òYeah?ó Brad replied back, not so softly. 
òWhy donõt you try that with me?ó she cooed, prior 

to motioning him toward her with her finger. 
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Brad smirked at this, and, after smirking at his room-
mate, who was as drunk as him, he stumbled toward 
Rudi. 
It wasnõt long before he was in range, and Rudi 

slammed the heel of her palm into his noseñsending 
him flying backward onto the floor screaming in pain, 
where he held his bleeding face while howling, òYou 
broke my fucking nose!ó 
òYou psycho!ó Pete screamed, while rushing at Rudi. 

He further threw a feeble roundhouse punch, which she 
easily blocked, and, in the same motion, she grabbed his 
arm and snapped it behind his backñmaking a loud 
cracking sound, which was followed by an even louder 
cry. Which was just before she flung the boy into the 
corner of a desk, causing him even more hurt as he col-
lapsed onto the floor. 
òYou broke my fucking nose!ó Brad repeated, as he 

squirmed on the floor. 
Still fuming, Rudi stepped toward the boy, before 

stopping in front of himñafter which she whispered, 
òListen, you two, and listen carefully: if I hear one word 
of what you did to that girl tonight, Iõm gonna break all 
your fucking teeth. Both of you! Do you understand 
me?ó 

Neither of them replied, so Rudi leaned toward Bradõs 
face and howled, òDo you understand?ó 
òFuck you!ó Brad howled back. 
Rudi responded by kicking him as hard as she could 

in the gut, causing him to gasp both in pain and shortage 
of air. 
òDo you fucking understand?ó she screamed, while 

shaking all over. 
òAll right,ó Brad whimpered, as soon as he could 

speak again. òAll right. Just leave me alone. Please.ó 
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Rudi complied, and, after taking one last look at Pete, 
who was softly crying by the desk while holding his bro-
ken arm, she stormed out of the roomñdoing so even 
more violently than she had stormed into it. She also 
slammed the door more violentlyñafter which she saw 
all the peeking heads. 
òGo back to your rooms!ó she commandedñan or-

der that was followed at once. At least by everyone apart 
from her roommates. òYou, too!ó Rudi screamed at 
them, while threateningly pointing her finger. 
Quickly, they obeyed, and Rudi reentered Vickiõs 

roomñand, ignoring the shocked expression of Jared, 
she returned to Vickiõs back and continued her scrub-
bingñthough this time much harder than before. 
òWhat did you do to them, Rudi?ó Jared murmured. 
Rudi didnõt reply. She just kept scrubbing. 
òRudi,ó he pleaded. 
òWe just had a nice little chat,ó Rudi insisted, through 

her clenched teeth. 
òYou shouldõve justñó 
òñDonõt tell me what to do!ó Rudi hollered, looking 

as if she were about to literally explode. òIõm sick of eve-
rything! I see such terrible things every day! Every fucking 
day! People are such shit! All of them!ó 
òNo,ó he told her, before gently taking her hand. 

òNot all of them.ó 
Before this moment, Rudi didnõt think anything 

would ever calm her again. But, just as Jaredõs words 
were able to calm Vicki, they calmed her as well. 

AS SOON AS Rudi finished removing the nail polishñ
without saying anything to Jaredñshe got off the bed 
and returned to her room. 
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Right then, Jared wasnõt sure what to do, so he mum-
bled to Vicki: òAre you gonna be okay?ó 

She nodded her head. She nodded her head on the 
bed without looking at him, and he reluctantly released 
her wrists and stood upñand he headed out. Though, 
when he got to the door, he turned back to Vicki and 
saw her silently cryingñsomething that reminded him of 
his own despair. 

And it took all his strength to walk out the door. 



Chapter Nineteen 

THE FOLLOWING MORNING, Jared was eating 
breakfast by himself in the cafeteria when a young 
woman walked up to him carrying a tray of foodña 
woman he at first didnõt recognize. 
Thatõs because it was the first time he had seen Vicki 

without makeup or flashy clothes. Or with her hair tied 
back. 
òOh, hi,ó he muttered once he realized who she was. 
òHi,ó she muttered back, with a strange melancholy 

expressionñone that seemed so out-of-character. 
Suddenly, there was a brief pauseñafter which Vicki 

added, òWhereõs Rudi? I, I usually see you guys eating 
together.ó 
òShe has an early class today.ó 
òOh.ó 
Once again there was a pause, which was broken 

when he asked, òYou wanna join me?ó 
Vicki didnõt respond in words. She just sat across 

from him, and then, with both of them looking at each 
other uneasily, she uttered, òIõm not, Iõm not as bad as 
you think.ó 
òIõm not as good as you think,ó he uttered back. 
She nodded, rather unconvincingly, and the two 

started nibbling their food while continuing their uneasy 
staring. 
òSo . . .ó she eventually said, after putting down her 

knife and fork. 
òSo?ó he said back, before putting down his utensils 

as well. 
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òSo, arenõt you gonna tell me how I can save myself?ó 
òNo one can tell you that. And anyone who professes 

they can is a liar.ó 
òYou mean, you donõt have any pamphlets?ó 
òPamphlets?ó 
òOr Bible passages?ó she added, while pointing to the 

dog-eared book next to his tray. 
òI wish there was some magic I could give you,ó he 

answered. òI really do. Iõd take it myself. But there just 
isnõt.ó 
òThen how, how do I save myself?ó 
òWith me, the first step was accepting who I am.ó 
òWhat if I donõt like who I am?ó 
òThatõs the second step.ó 

AS JARED AND Vicki were heading in the same direc-
tion after breakfast, they walked together. They walked 
slowly and unsurely and silently, looking straight ahead 
with the same uneasy expressions they had in the cafete-
ria. 

Jared could now sense that there really had been 
something underneath Vickiõs veneer. There was some-
thing decent and vulnerable and kind. Also, much like 
the night before, he saw a lot of himself in herñand he 
strangely found her attractive, even if he tried to con-
vince himself that this wasnõt at all what he was thinking. 

As for Vicki, she wasnõt sure what to think about 
Jaredñand this scared her a little, because men were al-
ways something she was certain of. From the moment 
she hit puberty, she knew what they were about and what 
they wantedñand she used this for her own benefit. But 
Jared didnõt eye her like others did, and, even though she 
purposely made herself as unattractive as possible that 
morning, he didnõt shy away from her, either. He even 
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seemed interested in her, just as he seemed the night be-
fore when she saw his warm protective eyes and heard 
his sweet calming voice. The oddest part of all was that 
there seemed to be no stratagem behind this interest, just 
as there seemed to be no stratagem behind his help the 
previous night. He clearly wasnõt trying to bed her, and 
just as clearly he wasnõt after her soul. 

So, what was his interest? she kept asking herself. She 
had no answer, and, after a while she just gave up and 
said, òSo, whatõs your major?ó 
òIõm pre-med,ó he told her. 
òYou know, Iõve never actually met anyone who was 

pre-med. Though I do know some people who are pre-
wed.ó 
Jared chuckled a bit at this before saying, òAnd you?ó 
òDefinitely not me,ó she replied, with an emphatic 

shake of her head. òThatõs the very last thing Iõll ever be.ó 
òI mean, whatõs your major?ó 
òI donõt have one. Thereõs not much point.ó 
òWhy?ó 
òItõs not important.ó 
Ondansetron. 
At once, the image of the pill bottle in Vickiõs medi-

cine cabinet popped into Jaredõs head, and it wouldnõt 
leave. So, he tried to remember where he had heard 
about this drug and what its purpose was. But nothing 
came to him, and eventually he told himself that it prob-
ably wasnõt anything special. He told himself that people 
take all sorts of drugs for the simplest of conditions. 
òCan I ask you something?ó Vicki inquired. 
òSure,ó Jared answered, with the image of the pill bot-

tle finally leaving his head. 
òI canõt understand why Rudi did what she did last 

night.ó 
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òIf you understood Rudi, youõd understand why. 
Youõd understand she couldnõtõve done anything else.ó 
òSo, so you guys are . . .ó 
òWeõre friends. Good friends.ó 
òAre you even allowed to have girlfriends?ó 
òOh, yes,ó he said with a gentle smile. òItõs encour-

aged, in fact.ó 
òIt is?ó Vicki uttered, with some surprise. 
òWithout love the world canõt continue.ó 
Just then, Vicki came to a stop in front of a building, 

and Jared stopped with herñand, while pointing toward 
the entrance, she told him: òWell, this is me.ó 
òOh,ó Jared told her back, with a nod and an expres-

sion indicating that he was a bit disappointed that their 
time together was at an end. 
òSo, maybe Iõll see you later,ó she uttered. 
òLike at breakfast,ó he uttered back. 
òSure.ó 
She then hesitated for a few moments, before heading 

off. 
òHey,ó he suddenly called outñand, just as suddenly, 

she came to a quick stop and spun toward him, unable 
to hide the hope on her face. 
òIf youõre not busy tonight,ó he went on, òRudi and I 

will be studying at the library.ó 
òWhere?ó she asked. 
òIn the third-floor lounge. At about eight.ó 
òOh. You know, I really donõt know.ó 
òYeah, I forgotñitõs Friday. You must . . .ó 
òActually, I was gonna take it easy tonight.ó 
òI totally understand. Perhaps some other time.ó 
òMaybe Iõll be there.ó 
òAll right.ó 
òAll right.ó 



E V E N  P U N K  G I R L S  C R Y 183 

Quickly, Vicki turned around and skipped to the 
door, with just a hint of a smile on her face. A smile Jared 
shared. 

WHEN VICKI ENTERED her Art History class that 
afternoon, she saw Rudi sitting in her usual spot in the 
backñand, after taking a deep breath, she strode up to 
her and uttered, òHi.ó 

Rudi responded by spinning her head and looking up 
at Vickiñand, much like Jared, she couldnõt quite recog-
nize her. So, she just stared blankly for a few seconds. 
òCan I sit down?ó Vicki addedñand Rudi finally re-

alized who she was, and she shrugged and returned her 
eyes up front. 

Vicki then sat next to her, and, after not saying any-
thing for a brief period, she said, òI saw Brad and Pete 
earlier in the hallway.ó 
òYeah?ó Rudi replied, with lots of disinterest. 
òThey looked pretty messed up.ó 
òAccidents happen, especially when youõre careless.ó 
òThey were so frightened that they wouldnõt even 

look me in the eye.ó 
òTheyõre not the most courageous of men even under 

the best of circumstances.ó 
òThe terrible thing is, the terrible thing is that I barely 

remember hooking up with them. I was pretty messed 
up, too, I guess.ó 
òIõve done terrible things myself when I was messed 

up. You just have to move on. Thereõs nothing else you 
can do.ó 
òI donõt know what to say to you, Rudi.ó 
òDonõt say anything.ó 
Vicki didnõt obey. With her voice breaking, she said, 

òAfter the way I treated you . . .ó 
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òWhat does that have to do with it?ó Rudi said back, 
while trying hard not to show any emotion. 
òNo oneõs ever done anything for me. At least not 

without some motive. And you had no motive at all. You 
shouldõve been laughing at me.ó 
òForget about it.ó 
òI wonõt.ó 
Just then, Vicki gently put her hand on top of Rudiõs. 

Which disconcerted Rudi, asñdespite what had hap-
pened the night beforeñshe believed she still hated 
Vicki. But, in spite of this, she made no attempt to re-
move her hand. Whatõs more, she soon gave up trying to 
hide her emotions. 
òI saw Jared earlier, too,ó Vicki went on. 
òYeah?ó Rudi replied, as stoically as she could. 
òHe mentioned that you guys were studying later, and 

he, he kinda invited me.ó 
òYeah?ó 
òIõm not sure about it though.ó 
òYeah, you must have better things to do on a Friday 

night. Iõm always kind of embarrassed about it, to be 
honest. Weõre usually pretty much the only people 
there.ó 
òItõs not that. I, I wouldnõt want to intrude on you.ó 
òYou wouldnõt. Jared and I are just friends.ó 
òYou know, I always thought he was weird,ó Vicki 

murmured. 
òMe, too,ó Rudi murmured back, with a little smile. 

òBut if you want my opinion, heõs the best guy in the 
whole school. And itõs not even close.ó 

RUDI ENTERED THE Gelman Library and proceeded 
to the nearly empty glass-enclosed lounge on the third 
floor, where she saw Vicki and Jared sitting not far 
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awayñwith both of them pretending to be reading when 
they were clearly far more interested in each other than 
the textbooks in front of them. 

Rudi smiled at this, thinking the two were an even 
more ridiculous pair than she and Jared had been. But 
she also saw how natural they looked with one another. 
They looked as if they not only belonged together but 
that they had always belonged together. So, she started 
backing out of the room, realizing that she was the one 
intruding. 
òRudi!ó Vicki quietly called out, causing Rudi to come 

to a quick stop. 
Vicki afterward waved Rudi toward them, and reluc-

tantly Rudi compliedñand the three silently began stud-
ying together. Though Rudi all-too-well noticed the fur-
tive glances the two would give each other when they 
thought the other wasnõt lookingñand she finally whis-
pered, òYou know, I really need to do some research for 
this paper Iõm working on.ó 

Rudi then stood up and packed her things, and, while 
looking at the uneasy glances of the two, she added, òBut 
donõt let me interrupt you guys.ó 
òWell,ó Vicki softly spoke, òI probably should . . .ó 
òStay,ó Rudi insisted. òIõll see you two tomorrow.ó 
òSure thing,ó Jared replied, with a knowing smileñ

something Rudi returned, right before she rushed to the 
door. Her smile, though, didnõt last long. This was be-
cause she happened to glance at the two through the 
glass as she walked by, and suddenly felt pangs of envy. 

VICKI AND JARED stayed late at the libraryñso late 
that Vicki managed to do more studying in one evening 
than she had done in her entire college career. 
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Not that she minded. She especially didnõt mind sit-
ting next to Jared all nightñsomeone who made her feel 
so comfortable about herself. She didnõt have to be witty 
or sexy or provocative. She could just be Vicki, and it 
was this Vicki Jared liked. He liked the colorful butterfly 
she had morphed into. He also liked the fact that she 
liked himñand liked being around him. 

JARED AND VICKI were still feeling high when they 
got to her door. After which they came to a reluctant 
stop. 
òTonight was kinda fun,ó she told him with a smile. 
òYeah,ó he told her back, with his own smile. 
òI never thought of studying as fun before.ó 
òItõs kinda rare, I think.ó 
òWell,ó she muttered as she reached for her door-

knob, òI should . . .ó 
Just then, Jared offered her his handñsomething that 

surprised her a bit, as she almost never shook anyoneõs 
handñlet alone a guyõs. But she hesitantly shook it, and 
he said, òBreakfast tomorrow?ó 
òOn Saturday?ó she replied, with even more surprise 

than before. 
òYou donõt eat on Saturdays?ó 
òUsually Iõm nursing a hangover. A bad one.ó 
òYou think youõre gonna have one tomorrow?ó 
òProbably not,ó she replied with a chuckle. òThough 

I guess thereõs always a possibility of a flashback.ó 
He returned her chuckle with one of his own, and 

continued: òSo, weõre on? About eight or so?ó 
òAll right. Hey, maybe, maybe we could do something 

afterward.ó 
òActually, I gotta work.ó 
òOh. Where do you work?ó 
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òAt this homeless mission by Union Station.ó 
òReally?ó 
òYeah, itõs not exactly glamorous.ó 
òYouõre such a better person than me,ó she told him, 

with a shake of her head. 
òItõs not true,ó he insisted. 
òIt is.ó 
òI can prove youõre wrong.ó 
òHow?ó she asked. 
òCome with me tomorrow,ó he answered. 
òYou gotta be kiddingñme at some homeless mis-

sion?ó 
òItõll be fun. Even funner than the library.ó 
òI donõt know, Jared.ó 
òPlease.ó 
òIõll think about it.ó 
He smiled at this, and at her, and he also started back-

ing up toward his doorñand he was so lost in thought 
that he walked right into it. Which made Vicki smile, too. 



Chapter Twenty 

JARED ENTERED THE mission the following morn-
ing, practically dragging Vicki inside by the handña 
Vicki who looked beyond frightened. 
òCome on,ó he pleaded. òNothing is gonna happen 

to you. I promise.ó 
òThis is not a good idea,ó she pleaded back, while 

shaking not only her head but just about everything else. 
Then, when she saw all the homeless people nearby, she 
came to a halt and told him: òIõm going back to GW. 
Right now.ó 
òAll right,ó he said with a sighñand, after a brief mo-

ment of hesitation, she spun around and headed out. But 
she quickly stopped when she noticed Jared wasnõt com-
ing with her, and she turned to him and howled, òArenõt 
you gonna walk me to the train?ó 
òI have to work,ó he replied, with a small smile. 
òThis is not funny!ó 
òItõs not?ó 
òYou donõt expect me to walk through this neighbor-

hood by myself, do you?ó 
òIõll walk with you, right after work.ó 
He then smiled againñwith his smile not so smallñ

and headed toward the kitchen. 
òJared!ó she screamed. 
But he just waved to her and continued on, and right 

then she noticed a whole bunch of people staring at her, 
which made her only more frightenedñand in this state 
she started backing up. Though she didnõt back up far. 
Thatõs because someone grabbed her hand, causing her 



E V E N  P U N K  G I R L S  C R Y 189 

to both cry out and almost shoot through the ceiling. 
òSorry about that,ó Rudi said with a bit of a smirk, as 

soon as Vicki returned to earth. 
A minute earlier, when she saw Vicki enter the mis-

sion, Rudi couldnõt believe her eyes. She literally did a 
double-take, as Vicki was the last person she ever ex-
pected to see there. However, once she got over her 
shock, she rushed over to the girl. 
òYou work here, too?ó Vicki uttered, with lots of re-

lief, knowing that she was at least safe. 
òI volunteer here,ó Rudi answered. 
òBut youõre Jewish.ó 
òSo?ó 
òBut, but I thought punk rockers hated religion.ó 
òWe only hate the bad kind.ó 
òIõll be honest with you,ó Vicki murmured, as she 

nervously scanned the room, òIõm scared out of my 
mind.ó 
òYou couldõve fooled me,ó Rudi replied, while trying 

to suppress a smileñone that was soon replicated on 
Vickiõs face. 
òMaybe you could walk me to the Metro.ó 
òIõll tell you whatñall three of us will walk there to-

gether later. Right now, Iõm gonna introduce you to Rev-
erend Samson.ó 

Rudi afterward started leading Vicki offñor, more 
exactly, started dragging her off. 
òI, Iõm not real religious,ó Vicki pleaded. 
òNeither am I, really,ó Rudi told her. òCome on.ó 
òYou think Jared would mind?ó 
òMind what?ó 
òThat Iõm not real religious.ó 
Rudi smiled at this, and kept dragging Vicki, while 

saying to her: òWhat you have to understand about Jared 
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is that every preconception you have of him is likely 
wrong.ó 

VICKI, WHO WAS leaning heavily against Rudi, served 
peas to the endless multitude passing in front of herñ
careful to avoid looking into the eyes of those she served. 

Suddenly, a little old man with a scruffy face came up 
to her, and, after she gave him some food, with a gravel 
voice he said to her: òThank you.ó 

It was the first time one of the people there had spo-
ken to her, and she couldnõt help look at him, and, when 
she saw his warm expression, hers became warm as 
wellñand she told him: òYouõre welcome.ó 

He nodded his head at this and continued on, and 
Vicki couldnõt believe how good she feltñand she 
turned to the next person in line, and, while looking the 
woman straight in the eyes, she put a heaping spoon of 
peas on her plate and smilingly told her: òHere you go, 
maõam.ó 

Watching this, Rudi smiled, too. She also playfully 
nudged Vickiõs armñand Vicki reciprocated. 

LATER THAT DAY, Jared cautiously rose his head 
above the kitchen sink, just before Vicki squirted water 
at him from the sinkõs hose. 
òGotcha!ó she hollered. 
òI got both of you!ó suddenly came Rudiõs voice, as 

she poured a big bucket of water on top of both their 
heads. 

This caused the two of them to screamñand Rudi 
screamed as well when Jared grabbed herñsending her 
flying on top of him and Vicki. Which was just before 
the three started wrestling on the drenched floorñwith 
their laughter drowning out the sounds of everything 
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else. 
So, they didnõt even notice when Reverend Samson 

entered the kitchen wearing an old Ten Years After T-
shirt. Nor did they notice the great joy the man found in 
watching them play. Though they did notice him say, 
òThis reminds me of a movieóñand they jumped to 
their feet, with their heads hung low. After which Jared 
murmured, òSorry about all this, Reverend.ó 
òSorry about what?ó the minister replied. òThis re-

minds me of Brother Sun, Sister Moon. Have any of you 
seen it?ó 

Slowly, the three rose their heads, and they glanced at 
each other prior to looking at the minister with lots of 
confusion. 
òItõs one of those old hippie movies,ó Samson went 

on. òDonovan even did the score. Anyway, itõs all about 
Saint Francis. He was a spoiled brat until he found his 
way. Then, he started rebuilding this broken down 
church for the poorñand, before he knew it, all his for-
mer spoiled brat friends started helping him. And, before 
I know it, all of GW will be helping out in my mission.ó 
òI wouldnõt count on it,ó Rudi retorted, with a shake 

of her head. 
òAh, Rudi,ó the man retorted backñòIõm gonna de-

pend on it!ó 

RUDI, JARED, AND Vicki were still laughing and hors-
ing around when they returned to their dorm rooms early 
that eveningñand they were still wet. 
òSo, what do you guys want to do now?ó Vicki asked, 

feeling happier than she could ever recall, especially with-
out having to drink, swallow, or inhale something be-
forehand. 
òWell,ó Rudi replied, òI have sort of a date.ó 
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òReally?ó Jared replied back, with some surprise. 
òI think I know who it is,ó Vicki interjected, with a bit 

of a grin. 
òHeõs just a friend,ó Rudi insisted. 
òUh-huh,ó Jared uttered. 
òSo, I need to get out of these clothes.ó 
òHave fun,ó Vicki told her. 
òYou, too,ó Rudi told her back, before giving her a 

little hugñas well as a kiss on the cheek. 
òWhat was that for?ó a surprised Vicki asked. 
òI donõt need a reason.ó 
Rudi then entered her room, and Vicki turned to Jared 

and said, òSheõs really nice. So unlike what I thought.ó 
òSo are you,ó Jared uttered. 
òWell,ó Vicki uttered back, prior to pointing her 

thumb at her door and adding, òIõd better get out of 
these clothes, too.ó 
òAnd then?ó 
òWhat do you mean?ó 
òYou said you wanted to do something.ó 
òOh, I donõt know.ó 
òMaybe we could get a pizza and listen to some rec-

ords,ó he said hopefully. 
òI donõt know,ó she said back skeptically. òTo be hon-

est, I really donõt like gospel music.ó 
òMe, neither. What about the Stones?ó 
òAs in ôthe Rolling Stonesõ?ó she mumbled, with great 

shock. 
òI have a whole bunch of their albums,ó he replied. 

òIncluding this great live one.ó 
òI was actually backstage with them once.ó 
òAre you serious?ó 
òIt was so wild!ó 
òYou can tell me about it over dinner.ó 
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She shook her head, and said, òYou wouldnõt want to 
hear about it. Trust me.ó 
òYou think it would horrify me?ó 
òYup.ó 
òYou have a lot to learn about me. So, shall we say 

my room in a half-hour? Iõll order a pie. You like pepper-
oni?ó 
òSure. But . . .ó 
òIõll see you then,ó he told her before rushing into his 

room so she couldnõt change her mind. 

DENNIS WHISTLED òLUCK Be a Ladyó as he 
skipped down the house stairs wearing a tight black tur-
tleneck sweaterñone that barely concealed his ample 
curves. Then, he sauntered into the main room, where 
many of his brothers were watching a pornographic 
video on the TV. Which he looked at with a tilted head. 
òI didnõt even think that was possible,ó he quipped, 

right before adding, òIõll have to try it.ó 
òBig date tonight?ó Johnny asked. 
òOne can hope,ó Dennis replied. 
òWith who?ó 
òWhom,ó Rich interjected. 
òExcuse me, Emily Dickinson,ó Johnny growled. 

òWith whom?ó 
òWith a certain punk chick,ó Dennis answered. 
òAre we gonna lose our bet tonight?ó 
òOne can hope.ó 
òI still donõt believe it,ó Chuck stated. 
òYou wanna double the bet?ó Dennis inquired. 
òYouõre on.ó 
Dennis replied by shaking his fist, and he hurried 

down the corridor toward the back room. Then, once 
there, he opened the door leading to the driveway, where 
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staring at him was a large white Eldorado convertible. 
One he couldnõt help smile at. 
òYouõre almost as pretty as Rudi!ó he cried out. 

THE ELDORADO RUMBLED up Pennsylvania Ave-
nue in the direction of Georgetown, with its top down in 
spite of the chilly weather. 

Rudi, who was sitting in the front passenger seat, sud-
denly turned to Dennis and said, òYou know what they 
say about guys with big huge cars?ó 
òWhatõs that?ó he replied with a knowing grin. 
òThat they are overcompensating for a certain defi-

ciency.ó 
òWell,ó he uttered, before turning to her with an even 

bigger grin and saying, òthatõs certainly true in my case.ó 
Like usual, Rudi found Dennisõs grin intoxicating, and 

she just had to grin back. 

WHILE RUDI AND Dennis waited in the Zebra Room 
for their meal, a waiter walked by with a pizza so large 
that it looked like it could feed an army. 
òThatõs not what we ordered, is it?ó Rudi asked, with 

lots of shock. 
òNah,ó he replied, with a dismissive wave. 
òThatõs insane.ó 
òSupposedly, if four or fewer people can eat the 

whole thing, itõs free. Though Iõve never heard of anyone 
actually doing it.ó 
òHow disgusting,ó Rudi growled, with a bit of a sneer. 
òYou havenõt even tried it yet!ó Dennis jokingly re-

torted. 
òThere are people on the streets starving just a short 

distance from here. Theyõre starving right now!ó 
òYou canõt save the world, Rudi.ó 
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òSays who?ó she barked. 
Dennis smiled at this. He smiled becauseñwhile he 

had heard people express similar sentiments beforeñhe 
had never heard someone actually mean it. Though, mis-
reading his smileñwith a bit of aggravationñshe said, 
òWhatõs so amusing?ó 
òYouõre the most amazing chh . . . youõre the most 

amazing woman Iõve ever met. And I havenõt even seen 
you without your clothes!ó 
òAnd you never will.ó 
Dennis responded with another of his knowing 

grinsñand Rudi again couldnõt help grin back. A grin 
that remained on her face when a waitress brought them 
over a pieñone loaded with every vegetable topping the 
restaurant offered but still far smaller than the monstros-
ity that had just passed them. 

Rudi then took a slice and blew on it a bit before 
bringing it to her mouth. Which is when she noticed 
Dennis wasnõt looking at her. He was looking at his own 
slice. 

As she took a small bite, she tried to tell herself this 
was exactly what she had expected, but she couldnõt hide 
her disappointment. 
òWell?ó Dennis asked, right after she swallowed. 
òBetter than the Rathskeller,ó she answeredñòthatõs 

for sure.ó 
òCan you taste the love?ó 
òItõs not exactly love. But itõs closer.ó 
Warmly, Dennis took her hand. 
òI donõt want to give you the wrong impression,ó she 

told him. 
òWhat impression is that?ó he inquired. 
òThat anything is going to happen between us.ó 
òOne can hope.ó 



196 C O L I N  C O H E N  

VICKI THOUGHT SHE had a good time earlier that 
day, but it was nothing compared to the evening spent 
on Jaredõs floor. 

There they stayed for hours, eating and listening to 
music, while getting higher and higher off each other. 
They also continued the horsing around theyõd been en-
gaged in most of the dayñsomething that peaked when 
the two tickled each other to the point where they could 
barely breathe through their laughter. 

Suddenly, though, they stopped. They stopped just as 
Joe Cockerõs òYou Are So Beautifuló began playing on 
Jaredõs stereoñand they leaned up against his bed and 
looked into each otherõs eyes. Which caused Vicki to be-
come a little weak, as she had never seen anyone look so 
deep into her before. 
òCan I ask you something?ó she murmured. 
òWhat?ó he murmured back. 
òIs it, is it against the rules for you to kiss?ó 
òIt depends.ó 
òOn what?ó 
òOn whether the kiss means something.ó 
Unhesitantly, she kissed him. It was an innocent 

kissñthe most innocent she had ever experienced, even 
in childhood. Not only were their eyes closed but so were 
their lips, and their bodies were a good distance apart. 
Whatõs more, their hands were doing nothing more than 
caressing each otherõs back. Still, it was the most power-
ful kiss she ever knewñone that made her swoonñ
something she thought only happened to people in sto-
ries. 

As for Jared, he quickly became lost in her kissña 
kiss that seemed to breathe life into himña kiss that 
somehow erased all the horrors of his life and made him 
feel that everything would be all right just as long as the 
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kiss never ended. 
Neither one actually wanted the kissed to end, and 

their lips remained locked for what seemed like hoursñ
during which time the magic spell cast upon them only 
got stronger. However, Vicki eventually felt a near over-
whelming urgeñan urge for something far stronger than 
a kissñan urge she knew Jared couldnõt fulfill. So, she 
broke their embrace and told him: òI, I think I should be 
going.ó 
òAll right,ó he softly told her back, understanding ex-

actly why she needed to leave. He then stood up and 
lifted her to her feet, and the two reluctantly left his 
room, with Vicki looking beyond sad. 
òWhatõs wrong?ó he asked, as they stopped at her 

door. 
òI was just fooling myself,ó she answered. òBut 

now . . .ó 
òFooling yourself about what?ó 
òI was just thinking, I donõt know, I was thinking I 

could be somethingñsomething Iõm not.ó 
òYou can be anything you want.ó 
òI wish that were true.ó 
òIt is. I believe in you, Vicki. All you have to do is 

believe in yourself, too.ó 
Suddenly, he kissed herña kiss that wasnõt nearly as 

innocent as before, and one that made her swoon even 
more. Which frightened her, knowing that she couldnõt 
control this, and that she couldnõt control himñat least 
not in the way she controlled other boys. So, she pushed 
him away while saying, òWe better stop.ó 
òBreakfast Monday?ó he then inquired. 
òI guess you, youõll be in church tomorrow.ó 
òYeah,ó he told her. 
òI have to be honest with you about something. Iõm 
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notñó 
òñNot religious?ó he interrupted. 
òYeah.ó 
òI know. But youõve got something way better than 

religion.ó 
òWhatõs that?ó 
òYou have a good heart.ó 
òI donõt. Not really.ó 
òYou do. And that trumps everything.ó 
The two right then became silent and just stared at 

each other for a few seconds, and afterward he turned 
around and headed back to his room. 
òJared,ó she softly called out. 
This caused him to stop and spin back to herñand 

she murmured, òWould you like some company tomor-
rowñat church?ó 
òOnly if thatõs what you really want,ó he murmured 

back. òDonõt do it for me.ó 
òI want to.ó 
òI get up pretty early.ó 
òWhen?ó 
òI usually head down to breakfast at around 6:30.ó 
òAll right.ó 
òYou sure?ó 
òYeah. Just knock on my door.ó 

THE ELDORADO PARKED in front of Thurston 
Hall and Dennis led Rudi to the front door of the build-
ing. 
òI guess a nightcap is out of the question,ó he said. 
òYou guess right,ó she replied. 
Still, he leaned toward her, only to be stopped by her 

palms. 
òIt was a nice evening,ó she told him. òDonõt ruin it.ó 
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òAll right,ó he told her back. òI wonõt push it. So, do 
you have any plans for Thanksgiving?ó 
òIõm going home. I canõt wait to see everyone, espe-

cially my mother-in-law. I miss her a lot.ó 
òMost people donõt even like their mother-in-laws.ó 
òWe used to hate each other big time. But sheõs really 

the only reason Iõm alive.ó 
òI owe her a debt then.ó 
òIõll be sure to tell her that. What about you? What 

are you doing for Thanksgiving?ó 
òIõm not doing anything.ó 
òWhy not?ó 
òWell, my momõs gotta work, and, to be honest, sheõs 

never quite understood the holiday in the first place.ó 
òHow long has she lived here?ó 
òSince õ68, when the Russians invaded Czechoslo-

vakia.ó 
òSo, you were born over there?ó 
òYeah. I can even vaguely remember the tanks in the 

streets. And did you know my name is actually Zdenřk?ó 
òHowõd your parents meet?ó 
òMy dad was an international lawyer before he got 

into politics.ó 
òAnd what about him? Arenõt you gonna do some-

thing with him on Thanksgiving?ó 
òNah. Heõs always in campaign mode. Heõll likely be 

trying to get some money from someone somewhere. 
Besides, weõre not very close.ó 
òIõm sorry.ó 
òMe, too.ó 
òYou know, you always seem like the very last guy in 

the world whoõd ever be lonely.ó 
òItõs not true.ó 
Again, Dennis leaned toward Rudi, who again 
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stopped him with her palmsñand who again said, 
òDonõt ruin it.ó 
òAll right, all right. I can be patient.ó 
òCan you?ó 
òI didnõt say I was good at it.ó 
Rudi chuckled at this, and he chuckled right back, be-

fore telling her: òYou know, weõre gonna have our annual 
Christmas/Chanukah party right after the break.ó 
òYeah?ó Rudi uttered. 
òYou think you could stop by? Iõm sure Maria and 

Sandra will be there.ó 
òIõll think about it.ó 
òIõll take that as a ôyes.õó 

VICKI ENTERED HER room feeling a giddiness she 
didnõt want to end. Though this dissipated when she 
went into her bathroom and saw all the pill bottles in the 
medicine cabinet. And it disappeared completely when 
she took off her wig. 

Which she threw onto the floor in a mad fury, right 
before falling to her knees and crying. 



Chapter Twenty-One 

EARLY THE FOLLOWING morning, Jared gently 
knocked on Vickiõs door. 

But there was no reply, so he knocked againñthis 
time a little harder. 
òYeah?ó she uttered. 
òItõs meñJared,ó he uttered back. òYou still want to 

come with me?ó 
òActually, actually Iõm not feeling too well.ó 
òIs there something I can do?ó he asked, suddenly re-

calling all the medicine in her bathroom, even if he really 
didnõt want to recall it. 
òNo,ó she told him. 
òI could take you to the clinic,ó he went onñòor even 

to the hospital.ó 
òThatõs all right. Iõll be fine.ó 
òYou sure?ó 
òYou better get going. Youõll be late.ó 
òAll right. Will I see you later?ó 
òMaybe.ó 
òAnd breakfast tomorrow?ó 
òMaybe.ó 

JARED DIDNõT SEE Vicki either later that day or at 
breakfast on Monday, and she avoided him everywhere 
else as well, and continued doing so during the days that 
followed. 

The message she was conveying by this was clear to 
him and he tried to accept it and move on. But he just 
couldnõt get her out of his headñnor could he get out 
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the kiss they shared. Whatõs more, he couldnõt sleep or 
eat or studyñor be functional in any way. So, one morn-
ing he got up early and waited for her outside the dorm 
on a bench. He waited for more than two hours. 

Finally, she came out and saw him, and rushed off. 
òWhatõs wrong?ó he called out after jumping to his 

feet and following her. 
òIõm in a hurry,ó she called back. 
òCan we have lunch or something?ó 
òIõm pretty busy.ó 
òDinner?ó 
òI canõt talk right now.ó 
Vicki then ran off, with him staring at her hopelessly. 
Ondansetron. 
Once again, the name of the drug she was taking 

popped into his head, and he wondered if it were the 
cause of her strangely altered disposition toward him. At 
first, he wondered if it were a side-effect of the medica-
tion, and then he wondered something else. He won-
dered something far worse. 

AS RUDI AND Jared walked up the steps of the Foggy 
Bottom Metro station, she could tell he was upset, so she 
asked him what was wrong. 
òNothing,ó he replied. 
òJared.ó 
òI told youñnothing.ó 
òItõs Vicki, isnõt it?ó 
Suddenly, Jared stoppedñand so did Rudi, and he 

told her: òShe shutting me out for some reason.ó 
òDid you say something to her?ó 
òI . . . I donõt think so.ó 
òYou want me to talk to her?ó 
òI donõt want to get you involved.ó 
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òIõm already involved. Youõre my friends.ó 
òSheõs probably just not interested in me.ó 
òSheõs interested, believe me. Iõll talk to her tomorrow 

right after class.ó 

WHEN RUDI ENTERED her dorm room that night, 
she found her roommates watching TV with the glum-
mest faces imaginable. 
òWho died?ó she asked. 
òReagan won,ó Maria answered. 
ò49 states,ó added Sandra. 
òOh, well,ó said Rudi, òat least Tommyõs happy.ó 
òI canõt understand how he couldõve been a Republi-

can,ó Sandra muttered while shaking her head. 
òIf thereõs anything Iõve learned,ó Rudi replied, òitõs 

that labels donõt mean a thing. You have to peel them off 
if you want to discover the truth. Just like you two donõt 
fit the crude stereotype of gay women, Tommy didnõt fit 
the stereotype of a Republican. Probably no one fits any 
stereotypeñitõs just easier to believe they do.ó 

THE NEXT DAY after Art History class, Rudi followed 
an emotionless Vicki out the door, and she said to her: 
òSo, you must be excited.ó 
òAbout what?ó Vicki uttered, without looking at 

Rudi. 
òReagan.ó 
òActually, Iõm not really into politics. There was just 

some guy in the YAF I liked.ó 
òWhat about Jared? Donõt you like him?ó 
Vicki sighed at this, before coming to a stop. Then, 

she turned to Rudi and said, òIõm not right for him.ó 
òDonõt you think he should decide that?ó 
òIõm not good enough.ó 
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òThatõs what I used to think about myself. And, be-
cause of it, I almost lost out on someoneñsomeone in-
credible.ó 
òTommy?ó Vicki mumbled, while pointing at the 

name on Rudiõs jacket. 
Rudi nodded. 
òJared mentioned something about it,ó Vicki went on. 

òIõm sorry. It must be terrible being without him.ó 
òIt wouldõve been much worse if I never got to love 

him,ó Rudi told her. 
òYou sure?ó 
òAs sure as I am of the sun rising tomorrow.ó 
All of a sudden, Vicki started off againñand she ut-

tered, òJared needs to find himself a nice virginal church 
girl. Someone he could live happily ever after with in 
some little white house with a picket fence.ó 
òWhat if he doesnõt want that?ó Rudi called out. 

òWhat if he wants you?ó 
òHe doesnõt have that option!ó 

THAT NIGHT, WHEN Rudi walked inside the mis-
sionõs kitchen, Jared turned to her hopefully. 
òSorry,ó she told him. 
òItõs all right,ó he told her back. 
òI donõt know what her problem is. But I know itõs 

not that she doesnõt care about you, or that she doesnõt 
want you.ó 
òI think, I think I know what the problem is.ó 
òYeah?ó 
òIõve only been pretending I didnõt.ó 
òWhat is it?ó 
òIõll tell you when Iõm sure.ó 



Chapter Twenty-Two 

THE FOLLOWING AFTERNOON, Jared entered the 
Himmelfarb Health Sciences Library, and he walked up 
to a librarian and said, òExcuse me, Iõm looking for some 
information about a drug called Ondansetron.ó 
òWhat kind of drug is it?ó she replied. 
òThatõs just itñI donõt know. I think, I think I read 

about it in a medical journal sometime in the past year.ó 
òYou donõt know which journal?ó 
òI read a lot of them.ó 
òLet me see what I can do.ó 

THAT EVENING, AS Rudi and Jared walked up the 
Metro stairs together, she saw that he was even more up-
set than before. So, she came to a quick stop and mur-
mured, òAll rightñwhat is it?ó 

He responded by stopping next to herñand he low-
ered his head. But he didnõt say a thing. 
òTell me,ó Rudi insisted. 
Slowly, he raised his head and murmured, òCan I ask 

you something instead?ó 
òWhat?ó 
òItõs very personal.ó 
òWhat?ó 
òIf itõs too personal . . .ó 
òJared.ó 
òIf you could go back in timeñknowing all youõve 

suffered because of Tommyõs deathñwould you do it 
again? Would you still love him?ó 
òI donõt see how I would have a choice. I didnõt the 
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first time. But why are you asking me this?ó 
Again, he lowered his head, andñmimicking what he 

had done to her that night in his roomñshe gently put 
her fingers underneath his chin and raised it. 
òTell me,ó she whispered. 
òVickiõs sick,ó he answered. òVery sick.ó 
òWhat?ó 
òShe doesnõt even know I know.ó 
òOh, my God,ó Rudi uttered, before turning away 

from Jared in horror as she thought back to something. 
òWhatõs wrong?ó he asked. 
òBack, back when I didnõt like Vicki I told her to 

ôdrop dead.õ She got so upsetñI couldnõt understand 
why. But now I do.ó 
òYou didnõt know.ó 
òI know now. And I feel terrible.ó 
Slowly, Rudi turned to Jared, and, after taking his 

hand, she said, òI know exactly what youõre going 
through, and I wouldnõt wish it on anyone.ó 
òWhat should I do?ó 
òYou donõt need me to tell you that.ó 

JARED THOUGHT ALL night long about what he was 
going to say to Vicki the next day. Even more im-
portantly, he thought about the consequences of thisñ
for both of them. He even tried to come up with options, 
even though he knew there were none. 

Then, as soon as the sun rose, he mechanically got off 
his bed, and, after putting on one of his plaid shirts and 
a pair of jeans, he went outsideñand he sat on the bench 
and waited for Vicki to come out. He waited almost until 
noon, and the instant she left the dorm she saw the sad 
expression on his face, and, almost as instantly, she 
turned from it and headed off. 
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òWe need to talk,ó he called out, as he stood up and 
started following her. 
òNot now,ó she called back. 
òYou canõt keep avoiding me.ó 
òThe truth is, Jaredñthe truth is youõre just way too 

slow for me. Iõm sorry, but itõs the truth.ó 
òI really wish that was the truth. It would be a lot eas-

ier to accept than cancer.ó 
Suddenly, Vicki came to a stop, but she didnõt turn 

around. She just mumbled, òHow . . . how did you 
know?ó 
òDoes it matter?ó Jared asked, as he stopped a few 

steps from her. 
òIt matters!ó 
òWhen I was in your bathroom that night I saw . . .ó 
Before he could even finish his sentence, she spun to-

ward himñand howled, òSo, thatõs what this has all been 
about!ó 
òWhat are you talking about?ó 
òYou were just pretending to like me. You felt sorry 

for me.ó 
Looking as if she were about to cry, Vicki again took 

off. But he went after her and soon caught up with herñ
and he grabbed her shoulder and forced her to face him 
while telling her: òThatõs not true! The only pretending I 
did was pretending I didnõt see anything! I pretended be-
cause I desperately wanted to pretend!ó 
òDo you know what type of cancer I have?ó she whis-

pered. òDo you?ó 
òIt doesnõt matter,ó he replied. 
òIt matters! I have cervical cancer. Do you know an-

ything about it?ó 
òI know about it.ó 
òThen, now you know. Now you know why Iõve been 
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trying to cram a lifetime into a few years. Because the 
odds are I wonõt see twenty-five.ó 
òOdds can be beaten. I did it.ó 
òYou donõt know anything about anything, Jared. 

You live in some Christian fantasy world, where the very 
worst thing is being late for church.ó 
òYouõre wrong!ó 
òI donõt want your pity!ó 
òWhat about my love?ó 
òLove?ó she incredulously gasped. 
òI know itõs crazy. I barely know you. I guess, I guess 

Iõm just the type of person who either loves fast or not 
at all.ó 
òDo you have any idea how I contracted this dis-

ease?ó 
òI know. I know exactly.ó 
òThen, how could you love me? Iõm a fucking 

whore!ó 
òNo,ó he told her, while shaking his head. òYouõre 

not.ó 
òGo home,ó she stated with rising emotion as she 

hesitantly stepped backward. òGo home and find some-
one whoõs as good as you. Itõs not me.ó 
òIõm not good!ó he cried out. 
òYou are!ó 
òIõm a junkie, Vicki! A worthless fucking junkie!ó 
òNo,ó she muttered, before coming to a stop and 

shaking her head. After which she added, òYouõre just 
making that up.ó 
òI am,ó he replied, as he started unbuttoning the cuffs 

of his shirtñwhich was just before he asked, òDid you 
ever wonder why I wear long shirts and pants even when 
itõs scorching hot out?ó 

He then rolled up his sleeves and she saw the track 
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marksñand she couldnõt help gasping once again. 
Though she also continued shaking her head, while try-
ing to convince herself that the marks werenõt realñand 
to further convince herself of this she uttered, òI donõt 
believe it.ó 
òDo you believe this?ó he uttered back, prior to rip-

ping his shirt off, sending buttons flying everywhere, and 
exposing marks all over his torso. He afterward told her: 
òIõve been ashamedñashamed of my own body! But I 
donõt care anymore! Itõs you I care about!ó 
òNo,ó she once again muttered. 
He responded by unbuckling his belt, and, as he be-

gan removing his jeans, he said, òItõs all over my legs, 
too. Iõll show you!ó 
òJaredñpeople are watching!ó she screamed, after 

noticing the stares of a handful of students not far away. 
òI donõt care!ó he screamed backñand he continued 

with his jeans, only to be stopped when she rushed up to 
him and grabbed his wrists. 
òYou think youõre bad,ó he softly went on. òYou 

think youõre bad because youõve fucked around some. 
But you wanna hear a story about real bad?ó 
She didnõt reply. She just started crying. 
òI had my first taste of smack when I was fourteen. 

At sixteen, my mom threw me out. And I donõt blame 
herñall I did was lie and steal. I even hit herñmy own 
mother! I canõt live long enough to make up for that! I 
canõt do enough good deeds! Nothing will ever make up 
for it! Nothing!ó 

Jared then paused to wipe his teary eyes, and he said 
to Vicki: òYou called yourself a whore just now. But you 
donõt even know the meaning of the word! After I got 
thrown out, how, how do you think I survived? I, I had 
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to hustle.ó Suddenly, Jared again paused. But just as sud-
denly he grabbed Vickiõs arms and shook herñand he 
howled, òDo you know what that fucking means? Do 
you?ó 

Vicki shook her head, with tears pouring out of her. 
òMe and the other pretty boys in town,ó Jared ex-

plained with a sneerñòwe would hang out at the bus sta-
tion waiting for the dirty old men to drive byñso we 
could, so we could . . .ó 
Vicki wouldnõt let Jared finish. She took him into her 

arms and continued her crying on his shoulderñand she 
mumbled to him: òItõs okay, Jared. You donõt have to tell 
me any more. You donõt have to tell me anything ever 
again. I believe youñand I love you, too. I love you so 
much. And I donõt care what youõve doneñyouõre good. 
Youõre so good.ó 
òSo are you,ó he replied, before caressing her cheek 

with his shaking hand. òSo are you.ó 
òBut Iõm gonna tell you right nowñIõm gonna be a 

lousy girlfriend.ó 
òProbably,ó he replied. 
òWhat?ó she replied back in surprise, before breaking 

their embrace and looking him in the eyes. At which time 
he grinned and said, òBut youõd make one hell of a wife.ó 



Chapter Twenty-Three 

MRS. GOODWIN COULDNõT stop smiling at Rudi as 
the two of them waited at Reservoir for their pizza, and 
Rudi had the very same problem. 

An hour earlier, Rudi arrived at Newark Airport and 
the first thing she wanted to doñbefore even dropping 
her things off at homeñwas to visit her favorite restau-
rant. Though her mother-in-law wasnõt so enthused 
about it. 
òYou know,ó she said, òI wouldõve taken you any-

where tonight.ó 
òAnd you have,ó Rudi said back. 
òI wouldõve even taken you to the best restaurant in 

New York.ó 
òInstead, youõve taken me to the best restaurant in the 

world.ó 
òAaggghh. Youõre just like Tommy.ó 
òI take that as a great compliment. The ultimate one.ó 
Just then, Mr. Agnellino came over with a pie and put 

it down on the table, and when he saw Rudiõs smiling 
face, he told her: òItõs so wonderful to have you with us 
again.ó 
òYou have no idea how wonderful,ó she told him 

back, as she took hold of his hand. òIõve missed youñ
and your pizza. You donõt know how much.ó 

He thanked her in reply and took his leave, and Rudi 
quickly pulled out a slice. Then, after barely blowing on 
it, she took a huge bite, with bliss covering her face. 
òLet me tell you,ó she afterward said to her mother-

in-law, òthe pizza in DC just sucks. And you canõt even 
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get a bagel down there. At least not a real one.ó 
òFriday Iõll have Elizabeth pick up a big bag from the 

place up the street,ó Mrs. Goodwin stated. 
òHow is Elizabeth?ó 
òJust fine. Sheõs very excited to see you.ó 
òI canõt wait to see her, too.ó 
òAnd sheõs not the only one excited. The rabbi was 

asking me if youõd be coming to service on Saturday 
morning.ó 
òIõve never been to service. Whatõs it like?ó 
òTo be honest, itõs not particularly thrilling. But we 

can stop by near the end of it.ó 
òAll right.ó 
òWhat other plans do you have for the weekend?ó 
òWeõre still going to the Crosses for Thanksgiving, 

right?ó 
òOf course.ó 
òWell, Friday Iõm gonna visit some friends and then 

have dinner with my dad, along with some mystery 
woman.ó 
òReally?ó 
òThen on Saturday, believe it or not, Iõm having tea 

with royalty.ó 
òAre you serious?ó Mrs. Goodwin gasped, unable to 

hide her shock. 
òIõm serious,ó Rudi insisted. 
òHow did you manage that?ó 
òI donõt know. This guy I met in the hospitalñheõs 

supposedly some kind of prince.ó 
òA real prince?ó 
òI guess so.ó 
òWhatõs his name?ó 
òPrince Vilem of . . . of somewhere in Europe.ó 
òVilem? Strange, Iõve actually heard of someone with 
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that name before. But I canõt think of where I heard it.ó 
òWell, anyway, his mother hired a private investigator 

to track me down. She even came to my dorm.ó 
òWhy would she do that?ó 
òI donõt know. She seems to think I helped her son 

somehow.ó 
òDid you?ó 
òIt was nothing.ó 
òIõve heard this refrain before.ó 
òMom, everyone makes a big deal out of the things I 

do when theyõre nothing.ó 
òMaybe you make too small of a deal out of them.ó 
Rudi shrugged, before adding, òHey, you know, this 

tea thing is going to be in Manhattan. So, maybe after-
ward we could have that dinner in New York.ó 
òWhat a great idea,ó the woman exclaimed, while rub-

bing her palms together in excitement. 
òYou can even pick out the place.ó 
òI canõt wait!ó 
òBut Iõm not wearing a dress.ó 
òThat wonõt be a problem. I know some great places 

in Little Italy. Who knows, maybe we can even wean you 
of this dump.ó 
òNot likely.ó 
òBut, Rudi, you have to wear something nicer than a 

T-shirt and jeans.ó 
òMom.ó 
òThe same thing applies for templeñand it especially 

applies for meeting royalty.ó 
òI donõt have anything nicer.ó 
òThen, let me buy you something.ó 
òNo.ó 
òPlease. Make an old woman happy.ó 
òDonõt call yourself thatñyouõre not old.ó 
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òI wonõt if you let me buy you something.ó 
òAll right,ó Rudi relented. òBut this is gonna be your 

Chanukah gift to me. Under no circumstances are you to 
buy me anything else.ó 
òDeal!ó Mrs. Goodwin uttered with a grin, even 

though she had not the slightest intention of holding up 
her end of the bargain. 

Rudi then continued eatingñand her mother-in-law 
took a small bite of pizza herself prior to saying, òIõm so 
happy youõre home.ó 
òMe, too,ó Rudi replied in between bites. After which 

she took the womanõs hand and added, òIõm so happy I 
have a home.ó 
òYou donõt know how many times I almost jumped 

on that shuttle.ó 
òWhat stopped you?ó 
òI donõt know. I wanted to give you some space.ó 
òI donõt need any space from you. Not ever.ó 
òSo, tell me about school.ó 
òI tell you about school all the time over the phone.ó 
òBut not the things I want to know.ó 
òWhat do you want to know?ó 
òSomething interesting.ó 
òLike what?ó 
òCome onñsomething interesting mustõve happened 

in two and a half months.ó 
òWell, letõs seeña couple of friends of mine are get-

ting married. The weddingõs gonna be on Christmas Eve, 
in fact.ó 
òHow romantic.ó 
Rudi shrugged, leaving out the part where the wed-

ding was taking place, knowing her mother-in-law 
wouldnõt have found it so romantic. Then, she told her: 
òRight afterward Iõll take a train home.ó 
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òWhy a train?ó 
òThe stationõs only a few blocks away, and, besides, 

Iõm sure all the flights on Christmas Eve are already 
booked.ó 
òNot on first class.ó 
òNot a chance.ó 
òAll right. Just let me know when the trainõs coming 

in and Iõll pick you up at the station.ó 
òMa, itõll be in the middle of the night.ó 
òJust let me know the time.ó 
òAll right.ó 
The two then again started eating. Though soon a de-

vious little grin formed on Mrs. Goodwinõs face and she 
said, òWell, youõve told me about your friends, but what 
about you?ó 
òWhat about me?ó Rudi inquired. 
òThere must be some interesting boys at school.ó 
òMom.ó 
òWhat?ó 
òNo one will ever replace Tommy.ó 
òWhoõs talking about replacing?ó the woman mur-

mured, before reaching her finger underneath Rudiõs 
Chai pendant and saying, òIõm talking about living.ó 
òI donõt see you dating up a storm,ó Rudi replied. 
òThatõs different. Iõm an old woman.ó 
òAgain with the ôold woman.õ Youõre not old. Youõre 

beautifulñand Iõm sure lots of guys are interested in 
you.ó 
òIõm sure lots of them are interested in my money. 

But theyõre not the men I want to talk about. So?ó 
òSo?ó 
òAre there any interesting boys at school?ó 
òNo one special.ó 
òWell, thatõs not a no.ó 
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òItõs not a yes, either.ó 

RUDI AND HER mother-in-law stood in front of a 
large brick manor, and Rudi couldnõt help think back to 
when she first stood in front of the placeñat the begin-
ning of a journey that would change her life, along with 
many others. 

Suddenly, the door swung open, exposing Pam, who 
first wished the two a Happy Thanksgiving before giving 
Rudi a big warm hug. Which was something Rudi re-
turned before also hugging her former foster father, who 
started talking with Mrs. Goodwin as Pam led Rudi 
through the packed and noisy house. 
òI made lots of yams for you,ó Pam told her. 
òTerrific,ó Rudi said, with a little smile. 
òOh, and your stepdad is here. He even brought 

someone.ó 
òWhere is he?ó 
òIõm taking you there right now.ó 
It was then that Rudi noticed all the families, with lots 

of little childrenñand that recurring pang of envy hit her 
once again. 
òSo,ó Rudi said, while trying to keep this feeling under 

control, òhow many kids have you got staying with you 
now?ó 
òTwo,ó Pam answered. òIncluding a girl. Iõd actually 

like you to meet her. I was thinking maybe, maybe you 
could talk to her a little. Sheõs . . . well, you know, sheõs 
not exactly overjoyed about staying here.ó 
òI think Iõve heard this story before.ó 
òWill you talk to her?ó 
òOf course.ó 
The two women soon entered the kitchen, where a 

short distance away stood Mr. Reese, who was eating an 
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appetizer next to an attractive middle-aged woman. 
At once, the man saw Rudi and called out her name, 

before gobbling down the rest of the food in his hand. 
After which he rushed over to her and gave her one of 
his bear-like hugs. 
òIõve missed you a lot,ó he whispered. 
òIõve missed you, too,ó she whispered back. 
They afterward broke their embrace, and he turned 

around and pointed at the woman he was with, who was 
standing behind them and looking beyond nervous. 
More than once, she had been warned about Rudiõs wild 
appearance, but she still couldnõt hold back her surprise, 
and fear. 
òThis is Nancy,ó Mr. Reese uttered. 
òNice to meet you,ó Rudi said with a smile as she of-

fered the woman her hand, and, as the woman shook it, 
her nervousness and fear magically disappeared. 
òCan I borrow your daughter for just a little while,ó 

Pam suddenly interjected, after taking Rudiõs arm. 
òSure,ó Mr. Reese said. òWeõll talk later, kid.ó 
òYou got it,ó Rudi said back, as Pam dragged her into 

the den, where a sullen girl of fourteen was sitting by 
herself on an easy chair, with her arms crossed and her 
head downñreminding Rudi of Stacey, and the events 
by the train station. 
òThis,ó Pam cooed, once she and Rudi were beside 

the girl, òthis is Ellen.ó 
òHi, Ellen,ó Rudi murmured. òHappy Thanksgiving.ó 
The girl shruggedña shrug Rudi recognized. 
òYou go to Columbia?ó Rudi then asked. 
òSheõs a freshman there,ó Pam answered, once it be-

came obvious Ellen wasnõt going to reply herself. òSte-
phenõs her guidance counselor.ó 
òWhat a surprise.ó 
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òWell,ó Pam stated, òI really should be checking on 
the turkeys.ó She afterward started to walk out, but not 
before mouthing her thanks to Rudi. 
òSo,ó Rudi said to Ellen as she turned back to her, 

òyou like Columbia?ó 
Not surprisingly, Ellen didnõt answerñand Rudi told 

her: òYeah, I didnõt like it much, either. Actually, I 
thought it sucked.ó 
Ellen tried hard not to react to this. But she couldnõt 

help smile just a bit. 
òBut hang in there,ó Rudi continued. òYou couldnõt 

ask for better foster parents. They really care.ó 
òTheyõre getting paid to,ó Ellen mumbled. 
òHey, take a look at this place. You really think they 

need a couple of bucks from the government? They do 
this because they care. Iõm telling you from experience. 
They havenõt received money for me in two years, and 
yet they invited me into their home on Thanksgiving. 
Think about that.ó 

Once again, Ellen shrugged. At the same time, Rudi 
reached into her sea bag for a scrap of paper and a pen, 
and while writing she told the girl: òIf you ever want to 
talk, here are my numbersñboth at home and at school. 
Call me anytime.ó 

Once she finished writing, Rudi tried to offer the pa-
per to Ellen, who just ignored it. So, Rudi put it on the 
end table nearby and said, òI mean itñcall me.ó She then 
started outñand Ellen muttered, òIs it true you used to 
beat up boys?ó 

With some surprise, Rudi stopped and spun toward 
the girlñand she replied, òWhere did you hear about 
that?ó 
òThe kids at school still talk about it. They say you 

beat up the entire football team.ó 
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òThatõs a slight exaggeration,ó Rudi retorted, with a 
chuckleña chuckle Ellen reluctantly returned. 
òDinnerõs ready!ó Pam suddenly called outñand 

Rudi offered Ellen her hand, and, when the girl made no 
move to take it, Rudi uttered, òCome on.ó 

Ellen sighed, but she eventually took Rudiõs hand, 
and, after Rudi lifted her out of the chair, the two headed 
into the kitchen together. 

AFTER DINNER, RUDI and her stepdad walked out-
side, arm-in-arm. 
òThat was some meal,ó he said, while rubbing his big 

stomach with his free hand. 
òYeah,ó Rudi replied. 
òI havenõt eaten like that since . . . well, I donõt even 

know.ó 
òNancy doesnõt cook?ó 
òWe havenõt gotten that far yet. Weõve just had a few 

dates.ó 
òSheõs real nice.ó 
òBelieve it or not, sheõs the first since . . . you know.ó 
òMom?ó 
òYeah.ó 
òCan I ask you something, Dad?ó Rudi uttered, with 

the image of a certain woman involuntarily entering her 
head. 
òSure,ó Mr. Reese answered. 
òYou really donõt have any pictures of her?ó 
òI really donõt. Iõm sorry.ó 
òYou donõt know where I could find one? Maybe 

from a friend or a relative?ó 
òShe didnõt have many of either, as far as I know. And 

I didnõt keep in touch with them after she left. Actually, 
they didnõt keep in touch with me. Why are you asking?ó 
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òI donõt know.ó 
òYou were never curious before.ó 
òI am now.ó 
òWhy?ó 
òWhat was she like? I mean, what did she look like?ó 
òI donõt knowña lot like you. She was bigger, though. 

I mean, heavier.ó 
òHow heavy?ó 
òRudi, whatõs going on?ó 
òNothing.ó 
òThen, why are you asking me all these questions?ó 
òDo you, do you ever wonder what happened to 

her?ó 
òAll the time.ó 
Suddenly, a smiling Nancy exited the house and ex-

claimed, òThere you are!ó Which was just before she 
walked up to Mr. Reese and gave him a little kiss, causing 
Rudi to once again feel that unrelenting pang. 

FRIDAY MORNING, RUDI and Mrs. Goodwin went 
to Bloomingdales in the Short Hills Mallñin spite of the 
holiday mob that made parking and shopping almost im-
possible. 

After lots of squabbling over what to buy, they came 
to a sort of compromise, with Rudi selecting a harlequin 
blouse that reminded her of something Siouxsie Sioux 
once woreñalong with a pair of jet-black slacks and 
equally black boots. 
òWell?ó Rudi asked, after striking a pose with the out-

fit outside the fitting room. 
òNot terrible,ó spoke her mother-in-law, who was 

holding in her hand a black Givenchy dressñsomething 
she showed Rudi while saying, òBut youõd really look 
stunning in this.ó 
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òMom.ó 
òIt reminds me of what Audrey Hepburn wore in 

Breakfast at Tiffanyõs.ó 
òMom.ó 
òAll right, all right. Just as long as you donõt look like 

Mel Vicious.ó 
òSid Vicious.ó 
òHim, too.ó 

A SILVER JAGUAR pulled up to an auto repair shop, 
which was located on a small side street a few blocks 
from South Orange Avenue. 
òHow will you get home?ó Mrs. Goodwin asked Rudi 

inside the car. 
òIõll take the bus,ó Rudi replied. òOr Iõll just walk.ó 
òLet me give you some cab fare.ó 
This time Rudi didnõt even say òMom.ó Instead, she 

gave her a look that expressed it, before giving the 
woman a kiss and opening the car door. Then, after the 
two said their goodbyes, Rudi entered the shop, where 
she said to the clerk by the front desk: òDo you know 
where I could find Owen Connors?ó 
òHeõs in the managerõs office,ó the man replied, after 

pointing to a room a short distance away. 
Rudi responded by walking up to the door of the of-

fice, and she saw Owen in a pair of blue coveralls, sitting 
behind a metal desk doing some paperwork. 

Right then, she smiled at him. She smiled without say-
ing a word, admiring the man she so unexpectedly came 
to care about, and she kept smiling until he finally looked 
up and saw her. 
òRudi?ó he gasped with great surpriseñeven though 

she had told him sheõd be stopping by during the latest 
of their regular telephone conversations. 
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With an even bigger smile, Rudi spread out her arms 
as wide as she could, and he jumped out of his seat and 
rushed over to herñand not only did he give her a hug 
but he also spun her around the room until she was dizzy. 
òOh, my God!ó he howled as he put her down. 
òItõs so good to see you!ó she howled back. òHow was 

your Thanksgiving?ó 
òFine. And yours?ó 
òWonderful. Just look at youñyouõve made manager 

already.ó 
òAssistant manager. The manager is off today.ó 
òStill . . .ó 
òHey, would you like to get some lunch?ó 
òI was gonna invite you.ó 
òLet me just get my coat.ó 
The two then exited the office and approached an old 

desk by the edge of the garage, and, as Owen picked up 
his jacket off the chair next to it, Rudi noticed a picture 
on the deskña picture of a young woman. 
òWhoõs that?ó she asked with a grin. 
òNobody,ó he answered, right after knocking the pic-

ture over face-first. 
òNobody? You put pictures of nobodies on your 

desk?ó 
òReally, itõs nothing serious.ó 
òShe looks pretty serious to me.ó 
Suddenly, Owen lowered his eyes, and he mumbled, 

òShe, sheõs not you.ó 
This made Rudi feel uneaseñat her inability to return 

the love Owen so clearly felt for her. She, of course, did 
love himñjust not the way he so desperately wanted. 
But she wondered right then if this love was sufficient to 
make her happy. Sure, it would never be like what she 
had with Tommyñbut nothing would ever be like that 
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anyway. At least with Owen sheõd be lovedñuncondi-
tionally. She knew heõd give her everything he had. Heõd 
worship her and support her and be true to her, in every 
way. 
Whatõs more, she could leave that ridiculous school 

and move back home near the people she missedñand 
no longer would she have to escape, nor would she be 
lonely or have pangs of envy. All she had to do was 
leapñleap into Owenõs arms, and she almost did. She 
almost gave herself to him right there. However, she re-
alized this would be the ultimate escape. Even worse, it 
would be a lie. 

THE NEXT DAYñon an unseasonably warm morn-
ingñRudi, wearing her new outfit, entered Congrega-
tion Beth El with her mother-in-law. 

It was the first time she had been inside a synagogue 
and she was a little nervousñand she only became more 
nervous when they entered the prayer hall and she no-
ticed all the stares. 

Later on, after the two women sat in the back, Rudi 
could hear the mutterings all around herñmutterings 
from people who knew all too well who her husband had 
been and how he had diedñand she only made it 
through the remainder of the service because Mrs. 
Goodwin was clutching her hand the whole way through. 

MRS. GOODWIN WAS still clutching Rudiõs hand after 
the service, as the two stood in the adjacent banquet hall, 
where drinks and pastries were served. 

There the stares and mutterings continued, and not a 
single person came up to greet either of them. 
òWeõll just say hello to the rabbi and leave,ó Mrs. 

Goodwin whispered to her daughter-in-law, who was 
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clearly unnerved despite the stoic expression she feigned. 
òAll right,ó Rudi whispered back, before clutching her 

mother-in-lawõs hand even harder than before. 
òIõm sorry.ó 
òYou have nothing to be sorry about.ó 
òIõm apologizing for them. Unfortunately, people are 

very ignorant.ó 
òTell me about it.ó 
òTheyõll be sorry about it one day. Theyõll hang their 

heads in shame. Not just the people in this room, but all 
over the world.ó 

Soon, Rabbi Orenstein entered the banquet hall. 
Right away, he saw Rudi and rushed up to her with a big 
smile. He further hugged herñsomething many of the 
people around them noticed, and noticed with great sur-
prise. 
òItõs wonderful to see you again,ó he said, after break-

ing their embrace. òHow are you?ó 
òMuch better,ó she repliedñòthank you. Actually, I 

never got a chance to thank you for all you did for my 
husband and me. I can never thank you enough for your 
kindness and support.ó 
òYouõre welcome. You know, youõre also more than 

welcome to join our congregation.ó 
òIõll think about it,ó she told him, even though she 

knew she wouldnõt. 

LATER THAT DAY, a limousine came to Mrs. Good-
winõs house, and it took Rudi and her mother-in-law into 
the city for Rudiõs appointment with royalty. 

The trip reminded Rudi of a similar oneñthe one in 
which Tommy took her to see Richard Hell at CBGB for 
her birthdayñthe one in which he put aside just how 
sick he was feeling so he could make her happy. So, it 
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didnõt take long before Rudiõs emotions began over-
whelming her. 
òWhatõs wrong?ó Mrs. Goodwin asked, the moment 

she noticed this. 
òThe memories,ó Rudi replied, with a bit of a broken 

voiceñòtheyõre everywhere.ó 
òOh, sweetheart.ó 
òCould you put your arm around me, please.ó 
The woman complied, and she kept her arm there the 

entire trip. 

RUDI WAS FEELING a little better by the time the 
limo made its way up Central Park West in Manhattan. 

Suddenly, she noticed a horse and buggy riding 
through the park on her rightñand, thinking there was 
likely a couple inside it, she got a little emotional again. 

Seeing thisñand seeing what Rudi was looking atñ
Mrs. Goodwin murmured, òIf youõd like, we could take 
a ride in one later.ó 
òNo, thanks.ó 
òYou sure?ó 
òTell me,ó Rudi said, wanting to both change the sub-

ject and retake control of her emotions, òwhat kind of 
etiquette things do I need to worry about today?ó 
òEtiquette things?ó the woman said back. 
òYou know, like superfluous utensils.ó 
òWell, if they offer you cake or something like that, 

eat it daintilyñand with a napkin. And make sure you 
cover your lap beforehand. Oh, and cross your legs when 
you sit down.ó 
òAnything else?ó 
òDo you know how to curtsy?ó 
òIõm not curtsying to anyone. Not even the Queen of 

England.ó 
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òIõm sure youõll do just fine. I have great confidence 
in you.ó 
òYeah?ó 
òThe way you handled yourself today at temple was 

nothing short of remarkable. Iõm very proud of you. I 
certainly wouldnõtõve held up as well.ó 
òI very much doubt that.ó 
òThere wouldõve been lots of black eyes today.ó 

THE LIMOUSINE PULLED up beside an apartment 
building not far from the Museum of Natural History. 
There Mrs. Goodwin smiled at Rudi and told her: òHave 
a wonderful time, dear. You have the phone number of 
the limo?ó 
òIõve got it,ó Rudi replied. òBut, but what are you 

gonna do?ó 
òDonõt worry about me. I know lots of people in this 

town.ó 
òAll right,ó Rudi muttered before hugging and kissing 

the woman. She also whispered, òThank you.ó 
òFor what?ó Mrs. Goodwin whispered back. 
òI donõt need a reason.ó 
Rudi then left the vehicle, and, after waving toward 

the back tinted window, the limo drove offñand she 
walked toward the building. 

Standing in front of it was an immense and bloated 
doorman in a fancy red uniformña man who looked as 
friendly as an impacted wisdom tooth, and who didnõt 
even seem to notice Rudi was there. 
òExcuse me,ó she said to him, òIõm here to see the 

Lobkowiczes.ó 
The doorman didnõt react to this. He just kept staring 

ahead. So, Rudi repeated herselfñand repeated herself 
again. 



E V E N  P U N K  G I R L S  C R Y 227 

Still, the man wouldnõt respond. 
òWhatõs your fucking problem?ó she finally hollered. 
This caught his attention, and he looked down at her 

prior to growling, òWhat do you want?ó 
òI said, Iõm here to see the Lobkowiczes.ó 
òYou to see the Lobkowiczes?ó he uttered, with un-

matchable condescension. 
òJust call them. Please.ó 
òGo onñget out of here! Before I kick your ass up 

and down the block!ó 
òIõd like to see you try.ó 
The man responded by grabbing Rudiõs shoulder, and 

she responded back by grabbing his arm and flipping him 
over herñsmashing his back against the concrete pave-
ment and causing him to cry out in immeasurable pain. 
Then, she leaned down and grasped his lapel with her left 
hand while cocking her mighty right fist up to his horri-
fied faceñand she barked, òAre you gonna call themñ
or do I have to kick your ass up and down this block?ó 

A DOUR BUTLER led Rudi into a luxurious penthouse 
apartment, and the princess warmly greeted her in the 
foyer, wearing the same Givenchy dress Mrs. Goodwin 
had wanted to buy herñand Rudi couldnõt help grin at 
this. The princess also grinned a little. She grinned at how 
well Rudi was dressed, having expected the same raga-
muffin she encountered in the dorm. 
òThank you so much for coming,ó she told Rudi. 
òThank you for inviting me,ó Rudi told her back. 
òI do hope the doorman downstairs didnõt give you 

any trouble. Weõve been trying to have that horrible man 
fired for years.ó 
òTrust meñhe gave me no trouble at all.ó 
The princess smiled at this and led Rudi deeper into 
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the home while saying, òI apologize that my husband 
couldnõt attend today. Heõs in Zurich on business.ó 
òThatõs all right,ó Rudi replied, not knowing what else 

to say. She actually felt intimidated by everything around 
her, which reminded her of her first visit to Mrs. Good-
winõs house. 
òVilemõs brother is also not here,ó the princess went 

on. òHeõs studying right now at the Sorbonne.ó 
òYou donõt say?ó 
Just then, the two entered a large Victorian parlor, 

where Prince Vilem was impatiently waiting in a wheel-
chair wearing a gray Armani suitñand Rudi almost 
didnõt recognize him, as he looked much healthier and 
happier. He also had a short well-groomed beard that 
gave him a regal appearance. 

On seeing Rudi, his face lit upñsomething his 
mother noticed with great joy. He then rolled his chair 
up to her and mumbled, òHi.ó 
òHi, yourself,ó she replied, before offering him her 

hand, which he took and brought up to his face much as 
he had done in his hospital room. After which Rudi 
softly said, òHow are you doing?ó 
òBetter,ó he told her. òAnd you?ó 
òThe same.ó 
òWell,ó the princess interjected, òif you let go of 

Rudiõs hand, perhaps we can have some tea.ó 
Vilem chuckled at this, and so did Rudi, and he reluc-

tantly released her. 

AS THE THREE chatted in the parlor over tea, the prin-
cess became more and more impressed with Rudi. 

While the woman before felt gratitude toward Rudi, 
she also thought of her as utterly uncivilized, even after 
forgetting she had been in a mental hospital with her son. 
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Which is why she only invited the girl for teañand she 
only did that for the sake of her son. Never did she give 
a thought to it going beyond this brief encounter. But 
now, now she realized Rudi was anything but uncivilized. 
True, there was a roughness to many aspects of herñ
especially her hair and makeup. But she otherwise ex-
uded civilized. She was smart and cultured and witty, and, 
more importantly, she had a strength of character and a 
dignity the princess had never quite experienced be-
foreñtraits she knew complemented those of her son, 
both good and bad. So, all sorts of plans started entering 
her head, especially when she saw the way her son con-
tinued to look at Rudi, and the way she made him feel 
about himself. 
òRudi,ó the woman said as they finished their tea, òam 

I to understand youõre related to Annette Goodwin in 
some manner?ó 
òYes,ó Rudi replied. òKinda. I was married to her 

son.ó 
òI was sorry to hear about his death.ó 
òYou knew him?ó Rudi uttered, with lots of surprise. 
òI know Mrs. Goodwin a little,ó the princess an-

swered. 
òYou do?ó 
òWe met a number of years ago at a fashion show in 

Paris.ó 
òParis?ó 
òWhat a time we had togetherñKarl just adored 

her.ó 
òKarl?ó 
òKarl Lagerfeld, of course.ó 
òOf course.ó 
òWeõve also worked on some fundraisers together. 

Iõm sure you know about all the millions sheõs raised in 
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the fight against AIDS.ó 
òShe has?ó Rudi muttered, with even more surprise 

than before. She was so surprised that she almost 
dropped her teacup. 
òI can tell you that it was not a popular subject among 

us,ó the princess said to Rudi. òMost of us wanted to 
keep our heads in the proverbial sand. She had to yank 
them out. Iõm being almost literal.ó 
òI had no idea. Since when has she been doing all 

this?ó 
òFor at least a year now. She is truly a wonderful 

woman.ó 
òI couldnõt agree more. You know, sheõs gonna pick 

me up later.ó 
òShe is? Why donõt the four of us have dinner to-

gether? There is a suitable establishment just down the 
street.ó 

AFTER RUDI CALLED the limoõs car phone, the 
driver called Mrs. Goodwin at her friendõs apartment, 
and she, in turn, called Rudi at the Lobkowiczesñand 
Rudi told her about the invitation. 
òWhy didnõt you tell me it was the Lobkowiczes?ó 

Mrs. Goodwin uttered. 
òI had no idea you knew her,ó Rudi replied. 
òThere are lots of things you donõt know about me.ó 
òApparently.ó 

THE PRINCESS, VILEM, and Rudi exited the building 
watched by the doorman, who held open the door with 
one hand while holding his aching back with his other. 
He also glared at Rudi, who pretended not to notice he 
was there. 
òThat is indeed strange,ó the princess murmured to 
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Rudi. 
òWhat is?ó Rudi murmured back. 
òThe doorman had no problem with his back a few 

hours ago.ó 
òAccidents will happen.ó 

THE LIMO ARRIVEDñand Mrs. Goodwin burst out 
of it and rushed up to the princess, and the two kissed 
each otherõs cheeks before commencing a rapid-fire con-
versation in French. 
Rudi was lost after òComment allez-vous,ó and she just 

stood there in awe of her mother-in-law, who she now 
saw as something just above a goddess. 
òSo, did you have a good time?ó the woman asked 

Rudi, after finishing her talk with the princess. 
òDid I,ó Rudi replied. She then pointed to the prin-

cess and said, òWhat do you think of her dress?ó 
Mrs. Goodwin responded by carefully looking at the 

outfit, and she had to hide her smile underneath her 
hand. 
òDo you like it?ó the princess inquired, with a big grin 

on her face. òI thought it looked much like the one 
Audrey Hepburn wore.ó 

AS THE FOUR sat down at Les Trois Magots, Mrs. 
Goodwin noticed the formal table setting, and, while 
pointing at it, she playfully whispered to Rudi: òWhere 
have you seen this before?ó 

Rudi giggled, before grabbing her mother-in-lawõs 
hand under the table, while warmly leaning against herñ
something that made Mrs. Goodwin happy all over. 
òSo, Rudi,ó the princess interjected, òtell meñhave 

you been to Europe?ó 
òIõve actually never been outside of the Northeast,ó 
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Rudi answered. òTo be honest, Washington is the far-
thest from home Iõve ever been.ó 
òThen, you must visit our chateau in Nice this sum-

mer.ó 
òAs in France?ó Rudi mumbled in surprise. 
òItõs beautiful there,ó Vilem cooed while looking 

deeply into Rudiõs eyes. òThe house is right on the Med-
iterranean. We even have a boat.ó 
òYeah?ó 
òAnd, of course, Mrs. Goodwin,ó the princess went 

on, òyouõre invited as well.ó 
òI donõt know,ó Rudi uttered, feeling uncomfortable 

about the whole thing. She felt so uncomfortable that she 
tried to come up with an excuse, but the only thing she 
could think of was: òIõm afraid my French isnõt up to 
par.ó 
òNot to worry,ó the princess statedñòin a month you 

will be speaking like Sartre. Or at least Camus.ó 
òA month?ó 
òYou did say you had four months off this summer,ó 

spoke Mrs. Goodwin. 
òBut . . .ó Rudi muttered. 
òAnd after Nice I could show you the rest of Eu-

ropeñat least the free parts.ó 
òYou couldnõt ask for a better travel companion than 

your mother-in-law,ó the princess told Rudi. òShe knows 
Europe even better than me.ó 
òYou do?ó Rudi gasped. 
òThere are lots of things you donõt know about me,ó 

the woman replied. 
òApparently.ó 
òSo, it is all settled,ó the princess proclaimed. 
Rudi was left speechless. So was Mrs. Goodwinñ

though for an entirely different reason. The woman was 
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recalling at howñwhen she first met Rudiñshe thought 
the girl would be a total social embarrassment. But now 
seeing how well she mixed with the highest levels of so-
ciety she realized not even the sky was her limit. 

ON THE LIMO ride home, Mrs. Goodwin was still 
thinking about all her daughter-in-lawõs possibilities. 
òWhat a handsome couple you make,ó she smilingly 

uttered. 
òWhat are you talking about?ó Rudi uttered back, 

while once again noticing the carriages in the park. 
òYou and Vilem.ó 
òNot gonna happen,ó Rudi growled, with a shake of 

her head. 
òIõm just saying,ó her mother-in-law cooed, while 

thinking back to how Vilem couldnõt keep his eyes off 
Rudi. 
òSaying what?ó 
òPrincess Rudiñit has a certain sound to it, donõt you 

think?ó 
òA gagging sound.ó 
Right after saying this, Rudi wrapped her arm around 

Mrs. Goodwinõs, andñwhile feeling more than a bit 
lightheadedñshe remarked, òI wish I didnõt have to go 
back to school tomorrow. This has been the best week-
end in a long, long time.ó 
òChristmas will be here before you know it,ó Mrs. 

Goodwin remarked back. òAnd then summer will be 
right around the corner.ó 
òWere you serious about going to Europe?ó 
òIõm gonna start planning our itinerary as soon as we 

get home.ó 
Rudi smiled at this, having never expected to go any-

where in lifeñand she rested her head on her mother-
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in-lawõs shoulder while saying, òSometimes, sometimes 
when Iõm with you I get the feeling Iõm in a fairy tale. 
You know, the kind with a godmother who grants every 
wish.ó 
òFunny,ó Mrs. Goodwin murmured, after resting her 

own head on Rudiõs, òI think much the same about you.ó 



Chapter Twenty-Four 

EARLY SUNDAY NIGHT, just as Rudi reached her 
dorm room with Tommyõs heavy backpack across her 
shoulders, she heard her phone ring. So, she quickly 
grabbed her keys from her pocket and even more quickly 
opened the door, before rushing inside to answer the de-
vice. 
òRudi, is that you?ó came Jeannineõs voiceñone that 

sounded frantic. 
òYeah, itõs me,ó Rudi replied. 
òThank GodñIõve been calling for an hour.ó 
òI just got in. Whatõs going on?ó 
òA huge cold frontõs coming inñthatõs whatõs going 

on. The temperatureõs gonna be below freezing tonight. 
Way below. This is one of those emergencies I men-
tioned once. We need to get people off the streets right 
now. I know you must be tired . . .ó 
òIõll be there in twenty minutes.ó 

BY MIDNIGHT, RUDI had gotten every person she 
knew about out of the cold, which wasnõt easy with the 
shelters overflowing. It was so bad that Reverend Sam-
son had to line his mission with cots created out of table 
linen, and even then many people could do nothing more 
than sprawl out on the hard benches of the chapel. 

Right then, Rudi was more than exhausted, and she 
started for home. Though it wasnõt long before she saw, 
sitting in a small park, a comatose-looking middle-aged 
man in an army jacketñthe same man she was once 
urged to avoid. 
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For many seconds, she thought about avoiding him 
again. But instead she headed toward him, knowing that 
if she didnõt save him she wouldnõt have saved anyone 
that night. 

Soon, she was standing in front of himñand she 
could see him shivering in spite of himself. 
òYou need to get out of this weather,ó she stated. 

òThereõs a place about ten blocks from here. Iõll walk you 
there.ó 
The man didnõt reply. He just kept staring out into 

space. 
òYou donõt understand,ó she went onñòyou wonõt 

live through tonight!ó 
Still, he didnõt move, or react in any wayñand Rudi 

tried telling herself that she couldnõt do anything more 
for him. But she couldnõt quite convince herself, and she 
plopped down next to him. 
òFine,ó she growled, ònow Iõm your responsibility.ó 

FOR MORE THAN an hour, Rudi sat in the blistering 
frost next to the man, with her whole body shaking with 
cold. Though this at least kept her from falling asleepñ
something that couldõve been fatal. 

Eventually, she took out her Walkman and started lis-
tening to òMoonlight Serenadeóñsomething that not 
only made her smile, but also gave her comfort and 
warmth. She even began humming the tune, over and 
over. 
òQuiet!ó the man barkedñthe first words he spoke 

to her. 
òYouõll have to go to the shelter for that,ó she barked 

back. 
òIõll kill you!ó he hollered as he raised his fists. 
òNo, you wonõt,ó Rudi told him, moments before he 
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brought his arms down upon her. Which she easily 
caught. 
òHitting me wonõt solve anything,ó she murmured. 

òIt wonõt make you warm or less hungryñand it wonõt 
take away any of your pain.ó 
òI want death,ó he uttered. òDo you understandñI 

want it!ó 
òI understand,ó she uttered back. òYou donõt know 

how many times Iõve wanted the very same thing. Re-
cently, in fact. But somehow, somehow there was always 
someone to stop me. Well, tonight Iõm that someone.ó 

Rudi afterward released his arms, just so she could put 
her own arms around himñand she held on to him 
tightly. 

Many minutes later, he did the same to her. 



Chapter Twenty-Five 

RUDI HESITANTLY HEADED up the front steps of 
the Sigma Nu house, and, even more hesitantly, she en-
tered the foyer and the main room, where the smell of 
eggnog was overwhelming. 
There òWhite Christmasó was softly playing through 

the massive speakers, which were a short distance from 
a well decorated Christmas treeñwhich itself wasnõt far 
from a mantle where stood a beautiful menorah. Also in 
the room were lots of people, including Maria and San-
dra, who were slow dancing with the biggest of smiles on 
their faces. This reflexively caused Rudi to smile herself, 
happy not only that her friend was happy, but that she 
was in a place where she was free to be happy. 

Rudi then looked around some more and spotted 
Vicki and Jared, who were also dancingñdancing as if 
they couldnõt stand without the aid of the other. Seeing 
thisñand realizing she would never again experience 
what they were feelingña wave of sadness overtook her, 
along with that ugly pangñand she started backing out 
of the room. Though she didnõt back out far, as she 
backed right into someone. 

At once, she spun around and saw a grinning Dennis, 
who was wearing a striped tie and a blue blazerñand 
holding a piece of mistletoe over both their heads. 
òMerry Christmas!ó he exclaimed. òAnd Happy Cha-

nukah!ó 
Rudi sneered a bit at this, and placed her hands on her 

hipsñand, while nodding at the mistletoe, she growled, 
òHow many times have you used this bit tonight?ó 
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òYouõre the first,ó he insisted. 
òI bet.ó 
òSigma Nu honor,ó he pleaded, after raising two fin-

gers. 
òIs that supposed to mean something?ó she inquired. 
òI keep telling youñit means everything.ó 
He afterward lowered the plant and said, òAnd not 

only are you the first, youõre the last as well.ó He further 
tossed the mistletoe into a nearby garbage can, and, in 
the same motion, he took Rudi into his arms and pas-
sionately kissed her. 

It felt good to her, even though she knew the kiss 
meant nothingñto either of them. She was so lonely that 
night that she didnõt care about meaningñshe just 
wanted to be held and be anything but alone. So, she 
kissed him backñand she wrapped her arms around 
him, just as the music changed into òIõll Be Home for 
Christmas.ó 

Hearing this, Dennis broke their kiss and whispered 
into her ear: òLetõs dance.ó He also led her into the cen-
ter of the room, where the two began slowly dancing as 
they listened to the croonerõs sweet voice: 

Iõll be home for Christmas. 
You can count on me. 

òYou can count on me,ó Dennis murmured. òI swear 
you can.ó 

She wanted to believe him. She wanted to believe him 
so much that she clutched his jacket as hard as she could. 

Soon, the song came to an end, and Dennis said to 
her: òLetõs go outsideñI want to show you something.ó 
òWhat?ó she asked. 
He answered her by grabbing her hand and dragging 
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her out onto the front stoop, where he pulled out a small 
gift-wrapped package from his blazer and handed it to 
her. 
òWhatõs this?ó she skeptically inquired. 
òYour Christmas gift,ó he replied. òOr Chanukah 

gift.ó 
òI havenõt gotten you anything.ó 
òThatõs a good thing.ó 
òWhyõs that?ó 
òHavenõt you heard: itõs better to give than to re-

ceive.ó 
Rudi sighed. 
òGo onñopen it,ó he went on. 
òAll right,ó she said with a reluctant nod, before 

opening the wrapping, exposing a box, which itself con-
tained a pair of spiked bracelets. 
Seeing this, Rudi couldnõt help feel a little something, 

as she knew he at least put some thought into the giftñ
something she well knew many other guys wouldnõtõve 
done. 
òPut them on,ó he uttered. 
òLater,ó she uttered back. 
òPut them on!ó he started chanting. òPut them on! 

Put them on!ó 
Uncontrollably, Rudi started chuckling, in spite of 

herselfñand she put on the bracelets and showed them 
to Dennis, who clapped his hands while he hooted and 
hollered. 
òHappy?ó she demanded. 
òVery,ó he answered. òIõm very happy.ó He then put 

his arms around her and whispered, òYou want to hear 
that Psychedelic Furs album again?ó 
òActually, I want something else,ó she replied. 
òWhatõs that?ó 
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She responded by kissing him. She kissed him even 
more passionately than he had kissed her. 

WITH THE SOUNDS of òHeavenó bouncing off Den-
nisõs walls, Dennis sat Rudi on his desk, with her legs 
wrapped around his backside and both of them not only 
kissing but mauling each other. 

Right then, Rudi wondered if she were doing exactly 
what she had stopped herself from doing with Owen. 
Though she told herself the difference was that Dennis 
didnõt love her, and she didnõt love him. She further told 
herself that this was no different than taking a pillñone 
that would provide her a few hours of escape, during 
which time she would once again be loved and touched 
and unalone. However, when Dennis unbuttoned her 
jeans and reached his hands inside them, the reality of 
what was about to happen hit herñand frightened her. 
It frightened her so much that she grabbed his wrists and 
pulled them away. 
òWhat?ó he gasped, with his heart pounding so hard 

that it almost broke through his chest. òWhatõs wrong?ó 
òThis,ó she mumbled with downcast eyes, òIõve never 

done this before.ó 
òWhat?ó he gasped again. 
òIõve never done this before,ó she repeatedñthis 

time firmer. 
òBut . . . but you were married.ó 
òHe was sick,ó she replied, after looking up into Den-

nisõs eyes. 
òDo you want me to stop?ó he asked, in a tone of 

voice that suggested he wanted to do nothing of the kind. 
Carefully, she thought it over, trying to balance her 

fear with her irrepressible desire to be loved. She thought 
and thought and thought, and finally released his wrists, 
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while telling him: òNo. Donõt stop.ó 
He knew she was lying. He knew she really didnõt 

want to go through with it. But despite this and despite 
his òSigma Nu honor,ó he continued anyway. He contin-
ued with his kisses and his touches, and he even put his 
hands back inside her jeans. 
Thereõs this wonderful decency in you. 
Suddenly, Rudiõs words from their first date rattled 

inside his headñwords he had long tried to pretend he 
had forgotten, and they kept rattlingñand only rattled 
harder as he got more aggressive with Rudi. 
Thereõs this wonderful decency in you. 
òNo!ó he silently screamed in response. òIõm not de-

cent! Iõm not! I donõt even want to be decent! I want to 
fuck her! I want to fuck her right now! And Iõm gonna!ó 
He then put his arm underneath Rudiõs knees and 

lifted her upñand he carried her off. Though not to his 
bed like he intended, but to his doorway. There he 
dropped her to her feet and slammed open the doorñ
with anger pouring out of him from everywhere. 

Rudi, too, was angryñand embarrassed, and she 
mumbled, òWhat?ó 
òYour first time is not gonna be in a fraternity house,ó 

were the words he told herñwords that were not his 
own. 
òI, I canõt believe this,ó she uttered, with her anger 

and embarrassment only increasingñand, once it boiled 
over, she spun around and stormed off. 
òRudi!ó he called out. 
But she didnõt listen. She just ran down the hallway 

and down the stairs, with her eyes beginning to tear a bit. 
She also ripped off the bracelets and threw them onto 
the steps. 
òRudi!ó he repeated, as he started after her. 
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Rudi though just kept runningñand she eventually 
ran past a drunken Rich in the foyer and burst out of the 
house. Rich afterward turned his attention to Dennis, 
who was rambling down the staircaseñand Rich 
couldnõt help grin and say, òSo, do I have to pay up or 
what?ó 
òFuck off!ó Dennis howled, before slamming Rich 

into the wall by the doorñslamming him so hard that he 
almost went through it. Dennis further ran out of the 
house, and he saw Rudi racing down the blockñand he 
raced after her. However, despite having ran track in high 
school, no matter how hard he ran he couldnõt shorten 
the distance between themñand he only caught up with 
her when she had to fumble for her keys outside 
Thurston Hall. 
òRudi, please!ó Dennis cried out, before stopping be-

hind herñwhich was right before he doubled-over out 
of breath. 
òWhat do you want?ó she barked, without looking at 

him, with her keys now clutched in her hand. 
òIõm sorry,ó he softly told her. òI really am.ó 
òSo am I.ó 
She then put the key in the lock. 
òWait!ó he pleaded. 
òWhat now?ó she howled. 
òJust tell me one thing.ó 
òWhat?ó 
òWhatõs it like?ó 
òWhatõs what like?ó 
òBeing in love?ó 
òIs this another of your stupid jokes?ó 
òI want to know, just in case it happens to me one 

day.ó 
òYouõre bullshitting me.ó 
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òIõm not. You were right when you said I canõt count 
the number of girls Iõve had. I canõt even count the num-
ber Iõve had this year. But itõs real easy to count the num-
ber of times Iõve been in love. Real easy.ó 

Rudi responded by grabbing the door handle. 
òPlease, Rudi,ó he begged. òIt, it can be your Christ-

mas gift to me. I wonõt get anything better.ó 
Rudi didnõt say anything in reply, but she didnõt move, 

either. 
òWhatõs it like?ó he once again asked, as softly as he 

could. 
òItõs like,ó she began after taking a deep breath, òitõs 

like being swept out onto a wave, from out of nowhere. 
At first, youõre scared. Youõre scared because you have 
no control over whatõs happening or what will happen. 
Then, then you realize just how beautiful it is up thereñ
more beautiful than you couldõve ever imagined. And 
this waveñit keeps rising and rising, and just when you 
think it canõt possibly rise any more it does just that. And 
you never want to get off!ó 

Rudi afterward slammed open the door of the build-
ing and rushed inside, and she didnõt even bother with 
the elevator. She ran up all nine flights, trying to burn the 
misery from her body. Though it was still there when she 
got to her floor. Whatõs more, she knew it would always 
be there. So, as she stumbled toward her room, all she 
could think about was how she could hasten its demise, 
and that very night. 

Soon, her mind came up with limitless possibilitiesñ
and, after choosing the quickest and easiest oneñshe 
unlocked her door and thrust it openñat which time 
shock overwhelmed her. Because sitting on her bed was 
Tommy, in his wedding tuxedo. 



Chapter Twenty-Six 

òWHAT?ó RUDI MUTTERED, before slapping her 
face in a vain attempt to wake up. 
òGo right ahead,ó Tommy told her, while pointing to-

ward the bathroom. 
òGo where?ó she replied, with shock still overwhelm-

ing her. 
òThe sleeping pills in the medicine cabinetñthatõs 

where you were headed, werenõt you?ó 
òI . . . how did you know?ó 
Tommy raised his eyebrows at this, and then growled, 

òWell?ó 
But Rudi didnõt move, or say a word. 
òIf youõre gonna do it, do it!ó he barked. 
Still, she didnõt move, so he rose from her bed and 

marched toward her, and, once in front of her, he glared, 
causing her to avert her eyes and mumble, òI donõt want 
to die.ó 
òThen live,ó he softly told her. 
òHow?ó 
Gently, he took her hand, and he said, òIõll show 

youóñand he led her out the door. 
òWhere we going?ó she uttered, prior to noticing that 

she was once again in Mrs. Goodwinõs wedding gown. 
òYouõll see.ó 
òI . . .ó 
òCome onñitõs waiting for us.ó 
òWhat is?ó 
He didnõt answerñhe just led her into the corridor, 

which was pitch black apart from the light of hundreds 
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of candles. 
òI guess,ó Rudi remarked, òI guess Iõm just crazy.ó 
òYeah,ó he replied, as they continued down the hall-

way. òThe good kind.ó 
Tommy soon walked her into the waiting elevator, 

and, once they got downstairs, he dragged her outside 
the dorm, where stood a horse and carriage, much like 
those she saw in New York on Thanksgiving weekend. 
Whatõs more, on top of the carriage sat an immense and 
bloated man in a red suitña man who looked just like 
the princessõ doorman. 
òWell?ó Tommy whispered. 
òWell what?ó Rudi whispered back. 
òOur suite is waiting.ó 
òSuite?ó 
Again, he dragged her. He dragged her right up to the 

carriage entranceñand the driver tipped his hat to her 
and reverently said, òEvening, maõam.ó 
òEvening,ó she said back, just before Tommy effort-

lessly lifted her inside the conveyance. Then, he joined 
her, and the carriage took offñmaking a left turn at 19th 
Streetñright into Central Park. 
òWhat?ó Rudi gasped, while shaking all overñnot 

just at the incongruence of it all but also at the striking 
beauty of the park lit up at night. 

Suddenly, Tommy took her into his armsñand he 
told her: òYouõre not to leave me for a second tonight. I 
want to remember it and remember it and remember it.ó 
He afterward kissed herñand she kissed him back over 
and over, while enjoying once more his touch and scent 
and breath. 
òI donõt even care if this is a dream,ó she cried out. 
Quickly, his kisses were all over herñand his hands 

reached under her gown, setting everything on fire and 
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causing her to scream out his name. After which the car-
riage came to an abrupt stopñand Rudi looked out and 
saw they were in front of a hotelñone that looked much 
like the princessõ building. Only it was so tall that she 
couldnõt see where it ended. 
òWhat is this place?ó she asked Tommy. 
òOur suite is at the top,ó he answered. òAll the way at 

the top.ó He further put his arm underneath her knees 
and lifted her upñand he carried her out of the carriage 
and into the hotel. 
òYouõre only supposed to carry me across the thresh-

old,ó she quipped. 
òOur threshold is everywhere,ó he replied. òEvery 

placeñevery second.ó 
Eventually, they came to a glass elevator, which 

opened just for themñand, once they were inside, it shot 
up into the sky. It shot up at such a speed that Rudi could 
feel gravity pressing down upon her. But she just smiled 
at this. She smiled and kissed her husband, who kissed 
her right back, and who wouldnõt stop kissing her until 
the elevator stopped and opened its door. Tommy then 
carried his blushing bride into the suiteñone so large 
that it encompassed the entire floorñsomething Rudi 
glanced at in wonder before looking through a window 
and seeing that they were thousands of miles above the 
earth. 
òIs this Heaven?ó she uttered. 
òItõs going to be,ó he told her before rushing toward 

a huge bed in the center of the roomñupon which he 
tossed her, prior to diving on top of her. There, on the 
mattress, the two rolled over each other, giggling non-
stop. Fortunately, the bed was so big that no matter how 
many times they revolved they never reached the endñ
and never could. 
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Though finally they stopped, and Tommy told her: 
òThis is our time, Rudiñand nobody elseõs.ó 
òWhat do you mean?ó she asked. 
He answered by tearing off her gown, and she, in turn, 

ripped his tuxedo into shreds, right before he picked her 
upñjust so he could lower her upon him. 

At once, she felt him press inside herñand she 
gasped, while muttering, òWhat are you doing?ó 
òItõs all right,ó he whispered. òIõm not sick anymore. 

Iõll never be sick again.ó 
òTommy!ó she hollered, as she inched herself down-

ward, feeling so much pain and pleasure that her whole 
body began to spasm. Along with this, her fists flailed 
uncontrollably, beating his back again and again. How-
ever, all of a sudden, he stopped herñsomething that 
horrified her. 
òWhat are you doing?ó she demanded. 
òIõm hurting you,ó he murmured. òI told you I would 

never hurt you.ó 
òThe only hurt I feel is when youõre not around.ó 
òDonõt you understand, RudiñIõm always around!ó 
òPlease, donõt stop me. If you love me, donõt stop 

me.ó 
Reluctantly, he released her, and she continued her 

descent into Heavenñand, once there, she cried like a 
crazed animal, and she wouldnõt stop crying no matter 
how tightly he held her. Then, over and over she re-
turned to the paradise that was himña him that found 
every nook of her. She could feel him everywhere. 
òIõm so fucking alive!ó she yelled, while digging her 

nails deep into his back. òI can do fucking anything! An-
ything!ó 
òI . . .ó he mumbled, as he fought for air, òIõve been 

telling you this for so long.ó 
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òTogether,ó she commanded. òWeõre gonna do it to-
gether.ó 

He noddedñand she started pounding herself onto 
him. She pounded herself so hard that the bed kept hit-
ting the floor. 
òOh, Rudi,ó he shrieked, as he began to break. 
òNo words!ó she shrieked back. òI just wanna feel! I 

wanna feel!ó 
Which is what she did. She felt him succumb and give 

his entire self to her. 
òAaaahh!ó she howled, before once again spasmingñ

much harder than before. She spasmed so hard that the 
bed started shakingñand then the room, and finally the 
entire building. 

Suddenly, they calmed. They calmed and held each 
other for what seemed like millennia. Though eventually 
Tommy started to rise. 
òDonõt,ó she begged, while holding on to him with 

everything she had left. 
òIõm sorry,ó he told her, prior to reluctantly removing 

her arms. 
òShit!ó she cried out, as she let her head fall back onto 

the bed. After which she closed her eyes and uttered, 
òThis isnõt gonna happen again, is it?ó 
òNot for a long time,ó he uttered back. 
òDamn you! You fucking bastard! Why?ó 
òYou have no more excuses, Rudi. No more excuses 

not to live. And you better live. You better live big!ó 
Then, he was goneñand when she opened her eyes 

she found herself back in her bed at Thurston Hall. 
òJust a dream!ó she screamed, right before striking her 

fists against the mattress as she rose to her waist. Which 
is when she saw the state of her sheets. 



Chapter Twenty-Seven 

AFTER RUDI TOOK her last final exam, there was still 
a week before Vicki and Jaredõs Christmas wedding. So, 
she thought about going home to see Mrs. Goodwin, or 
at least meeting her somewhere. However, she realized 
her time could be better spent, and instead worked full-
time for Jeannine. 

That week the weather was cold and wet and misera-
ble, and those on the street were even more depressed 
than normal, knowing that the holiday season was going 
to be anything but joyful. So, the two women, working 
mostly as a team, tried to lift peopleõs spirits, by giving 
out small gifts of fruit and candy, and by inviting every-
one they encountered to one of the many Christmas din-
ners around townñincluding a very special one at the 
mission. They also tried to convince people that there 
was a future for themña better one. But this was a nearly 
impossible task, and, by the day before Christmas Eve, 
Jeannine was not only weather-beaten but exhaustedñ
physically and emotionally. There were times Rudi had 
to almost hold her up. 
òLetõs just get some coffee,ó Jeannine told Rudi, after 

a particularly futile afternoon. 
òSure thing,ó Rudi replied, and the two entered a 

small decrepit diner. 
òItõs so hopeless,ó Jeannine muttered as she stopped 

just inside the door, looking as if she would collapse right 
there. 
òItõs not,ó Rudi insisted, while caressing the womanõs 

back. 
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òI donõt know if I can do this much longer.ó 
òIf you donõt, who will?ó 
Deeply, Jeannine inhaled and exhaled multiple 

timesñuntil she felt almost human again, and the two 
sat at a nearby booth. There they received a large quantity 
of excruciatingly hot coffee, and, once Jeannine returned 
close to her old self, she pondered the magic in front of 
her. 
òYou must be a robot,ó she said, with a shake of her 

head. 
òWhat do you mean?ó Rudi said back. 
òYou never get tired or depressed.ó 
òNot true. Not even close.ó 
òYou donõt show it then.ó 
òMaybe.ó 
òMan, I wish I could find the asshole who put up that 

ad in the Marvin Center.ó 
òYeah?ó 
òYeah. Iõd give him a big fucking kiss. Because I 

didnõt expect to get someone a tenth as good as you.ó 
òDoes that mean Iõm getting a raise?ó Rudi quipped. 
òNope,ó Jeannine replied with a chuckle. òI canõt even 

afford your salary now.ó 
òIf you want . . .ó 
òDonõt even think about it. You earn that money.ó 
òWhat are you doing for Christmas?ó Rudi asked, 

hoping to change the subject to something more cheer-
ful. 
òIõm visiting my family tomorrow,ó Jeannine an-

swered. 
òIn Newark?ó 
òYup.ó 
òYou have a big family, donõt you?ó 
òHuge. And I love them all, even when they piss me 
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off, which is most of the time. What about you?ó 
òMy family is small. But I love them just as much.ó 
òYou going home tomorrow?ó 
òRight after the wedding.ó 
òIõm sorry Iõm gonna miss it. It sounds wild.ó 
òYeah.ó 
òBefore I forget, Iõve something to give you.ó 
Jeannine then dug into her purse and took out a small 

gift-wrapped box. At the same time, Rudi pulled out her 
own present from her white sea bagñone that came 
with a smile and a òMerry Christmas!ó 
òYou too, honey!ó Jeannine cried out, before reaching 

over the table and giving Rudi a big warm hug. 
The two afterward exchanged gifts, and Jeannine told 

her: òDonõt open it until Christmas morning. Thatõs the 
rule in our familyñno one opens gifts until Christmas 
morning.ó 
òI promise,ó Rudi murmured, before putting Jean-

nineõs gift in her bag. 
òSo, when will you be back at school?ó Jeannine con-

tinued. 
òSecond week in January. Will you hold my job that 

long?ó 
òHold it? I should give you mine. And maybe I will.ó 
òStop it,ó Rudi growled. 
òStop what?ó Jeannine growled back. 
òGiving me praise when I havenõt done anything to 

deserve it.ó 
òHavenõt done anything? Remember Staceyñthe girl 

you helped that first day? Sheõs living with a family in 
North Carolina, and sheõs not only back at schoolñshe 
wants to become a nurse. And all because of you.ó 
òNot because of me.ó 
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òAnd that family you made me stay up all night help-
ing? I heard the woman just got a good job. They even 
moved into their own home. All because of you.ó 
òIt wasnõt because of me.ó 
òYeah? What about that guy you almost froze to 

death to save?ó 
òWhat about him?ó 
òIt turns out he was a Medal of Honor winner in Vi-

etnam. People have been looking for him for yearsñand 
heõd be dead if it werenõt for you.ó 
òWhat about Thelma?ó Rudi barked. 
òSheõs a lost cause!ó Jeannine barked back. 
òSheõs not! And there are lots of people just like her!ó 
òWeõll save them when you get back!ó 
òI thought it was hopeless,ó Rudi uttered, with just a 

bit of a smile. 
òYou little . . .ó Jeannine uttered back, with her own 

smile. òYouõve been conning me.ó 
òI got your spirits up, didnõt I?ó 
òSheesh.ó 
òYou know, for all your talk of how wonderful I am, 

all your stories seem to gloss over your central role. It 
was because of you they all happened.ó 
òAll I can say is that I sure hope to God you donõt 

become a mathematician. What a waste it would be.ó 



Chapter Twenty-Eight 

WITH LIGHT RAIN falling from the darkening skies, 
Rudi entered the mission on Christmas Eve, with 
Tommyõs backpack across her shoulders. 

At once, she noticed that water was coming through 
the roof in many placesñsomething she had noticed be-
fore during storms. Though that wasnõt the only thing 
she noticed that afternoon. She also noticed a nervously 
excited Jared, who was wearing a dark blue suit and 
standing by the entrance of the chapelña chapel filled 
with lots of homeless people. 

Rudi smiled at this, and she strode up to her friend. 
She further grabbed his shoulder from behind and cried 
out, òHey!ó 

This caused him to not only shriek, but almost shoot 
through one of the few solid pieces of roof. Then, he 
turned to a giggling Rudi, who said, òSorry about that.ó 

He smiled at this and at her, just a little. 
òSo, how you doing?ó she went on. 
òNot good,ó he answered, with a shake of his head. 

òNot good at all.ó 
òI remember what that was like.ó 
òYeah?ó 
òWhereõs Vicki?ó 
òIn the rectory. Sheõs even worse than me. In fact, 

sheõs already warned me twice that she might back out of 
the whole thing.ó 
òYou want me to talk to her?ó 
òI was kinda hoping.ó 
Right then, Rudi looked around the chapel, and she 
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asked, òWhoõs your best man?ó 
Jared replied by taking a large ring box from his jacket 

pocket, and he handed it to Rudi while saying, òI was 
kinda hoping.ó 
òMe?ó she gasped. òYou want me to be your best man?ó 
òI want you to be my best friend.ó 
òBut . . .ó 
òRudi, take a look at the guestsñand this place. Itõs 

not exactly gonna be a traditional wedding.ó 

RUDI ENTERED THE rectoryõs small and spartan 
bedroom and saw Vicki, who was wearing a basic white 
dress and working on her hair while nervously sitting in 
front of a mirror. 

After placing her backpack against a wall, Rudi walked 
up to her friend, and she lovingly put her hands on the 
womanõs shoulders, which caused Vicki to smileñsome-
thing that was replicated on Rudiõs face.  
òHi,ó Vicki murmured. 
òHi, yourself,ó Rudi replied. òYou doing okay?ó 
òNo.ó 
òWell, I can tell you that youõre not the only one. But 

youõll both be fine, trust me.ó 
òI donõt know.ó 
òWhere, where are your bridesmaids?ó 
òIõm looking at her,ó Vicki said, in a tone of voice that 

made it sound more like a question. 
òMe?ó 
Vicki shrugged. 
òWhy didnõt you tell me?ó Rudi uttered. òI wouldõve 

gotten a dress or something.ó 
òI didnõt want to weird you out,ó Vicki uttered back. 

òI mean, it wasnõt that long ago you hated me.ó 
òI didnõt hate you.ó 
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Vicki responded by giving Rudi an incredulous look. 
òAll right,ó Rudi said with a grin. òMaybe I hated you 

a little. But that was only because I didnõt know the real 
you.ó 
òI didnõt even know her. So, will you do it?ó 
òThe thing is Iõm already the best man.ó 
òYouõll also have to give me away.ó 
òWhat about your dad?ó 
òMy parents are in Majorca, or somewhere like that. 

They wouldnõt care anyway. I donõt blame them really. I 
never gave them much reason to care.ó 
òIn my experience, these things usually work both 

ways.ó 
òSo, how do I look?ó Vicki asked, wanting to change 

the subject. 
òBreathtaking,ó Rudi replied. 
òSome joke, ehñme in white.ó 
òToday the slate is wiped clean.ó 
Vicki smiled at this. She smiled all over, and she espe-

cially smiled at Rudiñthe person she most wanted to 
share this day with. Though her smile quickly faded, re-
placed by her irrepressible doubts. 
òWhatõs wrong?ó Rudi inquired. 
òThis is really crazy, isnõt it?ó 
òWell, itõs not the most normal wedding.ó 
òI mean, getting married when Iõm gonna . . .ó 
òWeõre all gonna die, Vicki.ó 
òBut we donõt all know when.ó 
òNeither do you.ó 
òI have a good idea.ó 
òNo, you donõt.ó 
òIõm being selfish.ó 
òWhat are you talking about?ó 
òIõm gonna get all the happiness for whatever years I 
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have left, and then Iõm gonna leave Jared with all the 
pain.ó 
òMy husband thought a lot like that. It almost kept us 

apart. But let me tell youñit was worth every ounce of 
pain, as horrible as itõs been. Iõd marry him a million 
times over. And Jared would do the same for you. You 
should see him out there. Despite his nerves, heõs so 
happy he practically has to hold on to something just to 
keep from rising.ó 
òStill . . .ó 
òAnd youõre not dead yet. Until then anything can 

happen.ó 
òJared says heõs gonna discover the cure.ó 
òI have no doubt about that at all.ó 
Suddenly, an organ started playing out in the chapel. 
òI think thatõs our cue,ó Rudi statedñand Vicki 

slowly and unsteadily rose. 
òSo,ó Rudi murmured, while trying to ease the ten-

sion, òwhere are you guys going on your honeymoon?ó 
òMy family has a house in Rehoboth Beach. Have you 

ever been there?ó 
òIõve never even heard of it.ó 
òItõs in Delaware, and itõs just beautiful. And this time 

of the year weõll practically have the whole town to our-
selves. And all the Nicobolis we can eat.ó 
òA Nico-what?ó 
òNicoboli. Theyõre kinda like calzones, but you really 

have to try them to comprehend their true greatness. 
Hey, I knowñwhy donõt you come with us.ó 
òOn your honeymoon?ó 
òSure. You could stayñó 
òñVicki.ó 
òHeõs gonna be bored with me in ten minutes.ó 
òVicki, has any guy ever been bored with you?ó 
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Vicki chuckled at this, before saying, òBut Jared isnõt 
any guy.ó 
òAnd youõre not any girl. Youõre special. And he loves 

you.ó 
òOh,ó Vicki gasped as she hugged Rudi. 
Just then, Reverend Samson came to the door in full 

uniform, and, with a big smile, he said to the women: òIs 
there gonna be a wedding today, or did I get dressed up 
for nothing?ó 

REVEREND SAMSON POINTED down the dark-
ened rectory hallway, and he told Rudi and Vicki: òJust 
turn right over there and itõll take you to a door by the 
back of the chapel.ó 
òOkay,ó Vicki muttered. 
òIõll see you at the altar.ó 
òMaybe.ó 
The minister giggled at this, and Rudi led Vicki down 

the corridor by the arm, with the organ music keeping 
them company. 
òSo,ó Rudi said, òI guess you guys arenõt gonna be 

staying at the Zoo after this.ó 
òWe just got a place.ó 
òWhere?ó 
òNear Dupont Circle. You better come over lots.ó 
òI will. Maybe you can even freeze one of those Nico-

whatevers for me.ó 
òYou got it.ó 
Just then, the two exited the rectory, and they saw that 

the rain was coming down hard, especially in the chapel 
by the minister. 
òI guess this isnõt exactly the wedding you dreamed 

about,ó Rudi whispered to her friend, while gazing at 
both the water and the guests. 
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òI actually never thought Iõd have a wedding,ó Vicki 
whispered back. òSo, this is pretty incredible.ó 
òYouõre pretty incredible,ó Rudi replied, prior to tak-

ing Vickiõs hand and squeezing it. 
òBesides,ó Vicki went on, òJared really wanted some-

thing out-of-the-ordinaryñsomething like your wed-
ding. ôSomething the angels would remember forever,õ is 
what he said.ó 
òI think theyõll remember this,ó Rudi told her. 
All of a sudden, the organ music stoppedñand the 

minister turned on a nearby turntable, which started play-
ing òYou Are So Beautiful.ó 

At once, Vicki recalled her first kiss with Jared, and 
she began crying without control. Which is when the 
minister motioned Rudi to come forward, and again she 
led Vicki by the armñthis time toward her future hus-
band, who was crying as much as her. Many of the home-
less people in the pews were also crying. Even Thelma 
had to rub her eyes a bit. 

Soon, Rudi got Vicki to the altar, and, after avoiding 
a few big puddles and finding a place for her and Jared 
where no water was falling, the couple joined hands, with 
Rudi a step behind them. The minister then turned off 
the record player and he smiled at the pairñand he said 
to both them and the congregation: òThis is my favorite 
function as a ministerña time when I get to create a 
whole new soul. For out of the love these two beautiful 
people share a new soul will spring forth today. A soul 
that will live on forever.ó 
Hearing this, it was now Rudiõs turn to get emotional, 

as she knew the words were as true as anything that had 
ever been spoken. 
òJared and Vicki have decided to recite their own 

vows,ó the minister went on, just before the couple 
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turned to each other, with tears still in their eyes. 
òIt wasnõt long ago that I was the most miserable 

wretch there ever was,ó Jared said. òI only stopped being 
this when I saw myself in you that nightñthe night we 
found each other. Youõve given me everything, and I 
pray, I pray that I can give just a little of it back to you. 
This is my promiseñmy holy vow: I will love you and 
cherish you, and will always give you hope.ó 
òI didnõt even know what happy was until you,ó Vicki 

replied. òI didnõt know anything until you. Until that mo-
ment your lips touched mine. Whatever I have to give is 
yours, and whatever I have to take in the coming years I 
will gladly take as long as I can take it in your arms. I will 
love you and cherish you, and will give you all the hope 
youõve given me.ó 

Now, even the minister was overwhelmed. Though 
he somehow said to Rudi: òDo you have the rings?ó 
òYes,ó Rudi answered, before taking out the ring box 

and opening it, exposing two simple gold bandsñthe 
first of which Jared took with his shaking hand. After 
which Samson told him: òPut the ring on Vickiõs finger 
and repeat after me: ôWith this ring I thee wed.õó 
Jared followed the manõs command, and, after Vicki 

placed the other ring on Jaredõs finger and spoke her 
oath, the minister concluded the ceremony: òBy the 
power vested in me by the District of Columbia, I now 
pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss the 
bride.ó 

Less than instantly, the couple compliedñand the 
chapel erupted in cheers, and Rudi was the loudest of 
them all. But this did nothing to stop that awful pang 
from returning. It actually hit her harder than it ever did 
before. 
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WITH ARETHA FRANKLINõS òRespectó echoing off 
the walls of the mission, a smiling Vicki danced with 
three homeless men. She danced with them as if they 
were her best friends in the worldñand she didnõt even 
care about all the water falling upon her. She even 
seemed to enjoy it. 

Rudi enjoyed watching her, despite her increasingly 
glum mood. Though when she spotted Reverend Sam-
son nearby she pried her eyes away and walked up to the 
ministerñand she said to him: òYou really need to get 
that roof fixed.ó 
òFrom your lips to Godõs ear,ó he replied with a 

chuckle. 
òIs it that expensive?ó 
òWell, I got some local businesses to donate the ma-

terialsñtheyõre in the supply room. Now if I could just 
find someone to provide the labor.ó 
òWhatõs the likelihood of that?ó 
òSomehow the Lord will provide.ó 
òIt sounds like youõve been talking to Jeannine.ó 
òActually, we talk to the very same guy.ó 
Rudi grinned at this, and she suddenly saw Thelma 

heading out with her shopping cartñand she told Sam-
son: òIf youõll excuse me, thereõs someone I want to say 
hello to.ó 
òSure. Just donõt forget to say goodbye before you 

leave.ó 
òWill do. I actually need to get my backpack out of 

the rectory.ó 
Rudi then rushed up to Thelma, getting to her just 

before she left the buildingñand she uttered, òBeautiful 
wedding, eh?ó 

Reluctantly, Thelma came to a halt, and she turned to 
Rudi and said, òIf you like this sort of thing.ó 
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òI actually got you something.ó 
òGot me something?ó 
Rudi replied by reaching into her inside jacket pocket 

and taking out a thin gift-wrapped present, which she of-
fered to Thelma before telling her: òMerry Christmas. Or 
Happy Chanukah.ó 
òI didnõt get you nothing,ó Thelma growled, while 

making no effort to take the gift. 
òThatõs a good thing,ó Rudi replied. 
òWhy?ó 
òHavenõt you heard: itõs better to give than to re-

ceive.ó 
Thelma sighed. She sighed much the way Rudi had 

when Dennis said the same thing to her. Then, much like 
what Rudi had done back then, Thelma took the present 
and unwrapped it, revealing a paperback copy of Ger-
trude Steinõs Three Lives. Which surprised Thelma so 
much that she couldnõt hide it. 
òSomeone once told me that she was one of the best 

writers there ever was,ó Rudi murmured. 
òYeah?ó Thelma murmured back, with her eyes still 

on the cover of the book. 
òYeah.ó 
For a moment, it looked like Thelma would finally 

warm to Rudiñand Rudiõs face expressed this hope. But 
Thelma soon composed herself and barked: òDonõt 
think this means anything. Old Thelma only cares about 
herself. And only sometimes.ó The woman afterward 
spun around and rambled offñand Rudiõs heart sank. It 
sank even further than it had already been. 

AS THE WEDDING reception continued, both Vicki 
and Jared could tell Rudi was not right, in spite of the big 
smile on her face. So, they did everything they could to 
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cheer her up: they danced with her, they told jokes and 
funny stories in her presence, and they embraced her 
every chance they got. Still, Rudi only got worse, and, by 
the time she walked the two toward their car in the fiz-
zling rain, she couldnõt even fake a smile. 
It wasnõt long before the three reached the vehicle, 

and they saw that the soap written on it had almost 
washed offñwith òJust Marriedó only barely readable on 
the front passenger door. 

Right then, Rudi gave the two a small gift-wrapped 
box and muttered, òCongratulations, and Merry Christ-
mas.ó 
òWe really donõt need any more gifts from you,ó Jared 

muttered back. 
òThatõs right,ó Vicki added. òYouõve been our gift.ó 
òThank you,ó Rudi said to her, without looking into 

her eyesñknowing that if she did she wouldnõt be able 
to hold it together anymore. 
òHave a Happy Chanukah,ó Jared afterward whis-

pered, before giving Rudi a kiss on the cheek. òWeõll be 
sending you something.ó 
òYou donõt have to,ó Rudi told him. 
òThatõs right. But we will anyway.ó 
òYou sure you wonõt come with us?ó uttered Vicki, 

not wanting to leave her friend in such a downcast state. 
òYes, Iõm sure,ó Rudi answered, after finally looking 

at Vicki. òGo onñget out of here, you two.ó 
òCan we drive you somewhere?ó Jared asked. 
òGo!ó Rudi hollered. 
òBut itõs raining,ó Vicki pleaded. 
òIõm just gonna get my backpack and go right to Un-

ion Station.ó 
òAll right,ó the couple said in near unison, before 

heading inside their car. However, Vicki had barely sat 
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down before she jumped out of the vehicle and hugged 
Rudi one more timeñand she started crying as well. 
òNow what?ó Rudi growled. 
òNone of this wouldõve happened without you,ó 

Vicki mumbled. 
òThatõs not true.ó 
òIt isñand you know it!ó 
òYouõre gonna make me cry.ó 
òOkayñIõm going.ó 
Quickly, Vicki rushed back into the car, and the cou-

ple drove off, with Rudi sadly waving at them until they 
were no longer in sight. After which she turned around 
and headed back to the mission, where standing in the 
doorway was Reverend Samson, who was holding her 
backpack. 

Soon, she was in front of the man, who more than 
noticed her pain. 
òHere you go,ó he murmured as he handed her the 

backpack. 
òThanks,ó she murmured back as she took it. 
òI was just about to say the same thing to you. Thank 

you, Rudi. Youõre proof God works in mysterious ways.ó 
òWell, I better get going. Merry Christmas.ó 
òHappy Holidays.ó 
Rudi then started slowly backing up. 
òAre you okay, Rudi?ó Samson asked. 
òIõm fine,ó she insisted. 
òIf youõd like to talk . . . you can even forget Iõm a 

minister.ó 
òIõm fine.ó 
òWe all hurt. Itõs not a crime, and itõs nothing to be 

ashamed about.ó 
òIõll see you in January.ó 
òIõm looking forward to it. We all are.ó 
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Rudi afterward headed toward the train station. 
Though as she approached it she saw all the Christmas 
decorations everywhere, and it suddenly hit her that this 
was the first holiday season since Tommyõs passing. This 
made her recall their first Christmas together in the hos-
pitalñwhen he gave himself to her for goodñand the 
next one when he was slowly dying in her arms. They 
were both such special times for her, and they were 
goneñand would never come back. 

Funny, she told herselfñhere she had spent the en-
tire week trying to make strangers feel better about the 
season when there was nothing and no one to make her 
feel better. 

But at least she had her Walkmanñand she put on 
her headphones and began listening to her endless 
òMoonlight Serenadeó tape. Which she became so lost in 
that she didnõt enter Union Station. She didnõt even no-
tice it. She just kept walking and walking, with no direc-
tion. There was only the music, and all the wonderful 
things it invoked. 

For hours, she aimlessly passed through terrible 
neighborhoods, only coming to a stop when she reached 
a condemned but occupied brownstoneña building that 
looked vaguely familiar. But this wasnõt the reason she 
stopped. She stopped because in front of the house a 
short man in his twentiesñwhose flashy clothes in-
cluded every primary colorñwas selling something to a 
gloomy unkempt woman. 

Eventually, the man completed the transaction, and 
he noticed both Rudi and her stareñand he sauntered 
up to her and cooed, òCan Dutch get you something, 
young lady?ó 
òWhoõs Dutch?ó Rudi replied. 
òThat would be me.ó 
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òWhy are you called Dutch?ó 
òBecause Iõm a treat. Get it? So, what can I get you?ó 
òNothing,ó was Rudiõs answerñone that sounded 

anything but sure. 
Dutch smiled at this knowingly, before adding, òIõve 

got the best crack in town. Even the mayorõs a cus-
tomer.ó 
òCrack?ó Rudi uttered, having recently heard the term 

on the street but not knowing what it was. 
Dutch replied by glancing around in all directions be-

fore taking out a small plastic pouch of off-white nug-
gets. 
òWhat is it?ó Rudi mumbled, with her eyes locked on 

the bag. 
òCrystallized coke,ó he told her. òThe best high 

youõve ever had. And thatõs a promiseñor your money 
back.ó 
òHow . . .ó 
òYou smoke it.ó 
To expound on this, Dutch reached into his jacket 

pocket and pulled out a small plastic pipe, and, while of-
fering both it and the crack to Rudi, he told her: òGo on, 
take itñitõs all yours.ó 
òHow much?ó Rudi replied, in a voice not her own. 
òThe first is free,ó the man replied back, with a big 

toothy smile. He then pointed to the brownstone behind 
himself and added, òYou even have free use of my 
abode.ó 
Rudi didnõt react to this. She just stood and stared at 

the drug, not making a move for itñor a move to get 
away, even though a big part of her wanted to do just 
that. 
òIõm telling you, baby,ó the man went on, òthis is par-

adise.ó 
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òParadise?ó Rudi muttered. 
òParadise. But donõt take my word for itñtry it your-

self. What have you got to lose?ó 
Rudi tried to come up with an answer. She tried and 

tried. 



Chapter Twenty-Nine 

MRS. GOODWIN WAS in a state of frantic. 
Hours earlier, she arrived at Penn Station in Newark 

for Rudiõs train. But Rudi wasnõt on itñnor was she on 
the following one that came from DC, and, after the 
third came without her, the woman rushed home in the 
Jaguar and rechecked the information Rudi had given 
her. However, there was no discrepancy. So, she tried 
calling Rudiõs dorm roomñand when there was no an-
swer, she called the dorm itself. But, as it was Christmas 
there was only a security guard there, and he couldnõt tell 
her anythingñand, when she called back the following 
day, still no one could help, either at the dorm or any-
where else at GW. 

Next, she tried Maria. 
òYou donõt know where Rudi is?ó Mrs. Goodwin 

asked, with desperation soaking her voice. 
òWhat do you mean?ó Maria asked back, recognizing 

the womanõs fear and instantly becoming worried her-
self. 
òShe wasnõt on her train,ó the woman answered. 

òYou donõt know where she could possibly be?ó 
òAll I know is she had a wedding to go to.ó 
òYes, I know about that. You donõt happen to know 

anyone who was at it?ó 
òSorry. Maybe, maybe she had to work.ó 
òDo you know the number there?ó 
òI donõt. I donõt even know the name of the place. I 

just know they help homeless people.ó 
òI hope something didnõt happen to her.ó 
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òDid you try the . . .ó 
òTry what?ó Mrs. Goodwin uttered. 
òThe hospital,ó Maria uttered back. òThereõs a hospi-

tal at school.ó 
òIõll check that right awayñall the hospitals down 

there.ó 
òWhat about her boyfriend?ó added Maria. 
òShe has a boyfriend?ó Mrs. Goodwin replied, with a 

bit of surprise. 
òWell, I donõt know if heõs exactly her boyfriend. Rudi 

doesnõt like to talk about things like that. But they, they 
looked pretty cozy at this Christmas party we were at.ó 
òWhatõs his name?ó 
òDennis. Dennis Winston. I think heõs still down in 

DC. His dadõs a congressman.ó 
òRobert Winston?ó 
òI donõt know. Maybe.ó 
òThank you. Youõve been a great help.ó 
òPlease let me know if you find out anything. She 

means a lot to me.ó 
òAnd youõll let me know, too.ó 
òOf course.ó 

THE MOMENT MRS. Goodwin hung up, she called 
George Washington University Hospital. 
But Rudi wasnõt there, or any anonymous person fit-

ting her description. Though they were able to give the 
woman the names and numbers of all the other hospitals 
in the areañand she called every one, without success. 
So, the following morning she got on a plane and went 
to Washington, where she visited not only the school but 
the police, who made her wait another day before filing 
a missing-person report. 
Even then, they didnõt seem too interested, especially 
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as they had far more important concerns, with the city 
being the murder capital of America. A fact that led Mrs. 
Goodwin to check the cityõs morguesña most unpleas-
ant experience, which fortunately turned out to be fruit-
less. 
Afterward, she contacted Congressman Winstonõs of-

ficeñand, after informing them who she was, she was 
able to speak to the man in short orderña man who 
promised to look into the matter personally and with all 
due haste. 

WITH NO STONE left to unturn, a despondent Mrs. 
Goodwin returned to New Jersey, where she moped in 
her living room while waiting for the phone to ring, 
much as she had once done for her son. 

While thinking back to this dreadful period, she felt a 
strange urge to look at photos of her sonõs weddingñ
something no one had done before, mostly because of 
the tears they would likely induce. 
As expected, the woman couldnõt help cry while view-

ing them. But what she didnõt expect was how the pic-
tures of Rudi moved her just as much as those of her 
son. Which made her realize there was no difference be-
tween the two at all. At the same time, she told herself 
she wasnõt going to wait around for another child of hers 
to die. She would do somethingñno matter what that 
something was. 

ON A DARK gray evening, Dennis entered an apart-
ment building at the Watergateñthe infamous complex 
that brought down a president a dozen years earlier. 
Then, he stepped inside a top-floor unit, where he had 
been summoned by his father. 

As soon as Dennis opened the front door, he saw the 
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man in the study fixing himself a martini. He saw a man 
who looked just as towering and intimidating as he did 
all those years earlier during their ill-fated hunting trip, 
even if he was now shorter than Dennisñnot to men-
tion balding and overweight. 
òHey,ó Dennis said to him, without emotion or rev-

erence. 
òCan I get you a drink?ó his father said back, also 

without emotion or reverence. 
òNo, thanks,ó Dennis replied before walking up to 

the edge of the room and stopping. 
òHave a seat,ó his father ordered, while pointing to a 

nearby chair. 
òNo, thanks. Whatõs this all about?ó 
òWhoõs Rudi Weiss?ó 
The question caused Dennisõs jaw to unhinge a bitñ

and a touch of surprise splashed the rest of his face as 
well, and it took him many moments before he could 
mumble, òWhat?ó 
òRudi Weiss,ó the congressman repeated. òDo you 

know her or not?ó 
òWhy?ó 
òI got a call the other day from her mother-in-lawñ

a woman whose late husband I had some dealings with 
over the years. A fine ass he was, to be sureñbut an im-
portant one. And sheõs no less important, if not more 
so.ó 
òWhat does this have to do with me?ó 
òThe woman was quite distressed. It seems this Rudi 

is missing.ó 
òMissing?ó Dennis gasped, with his face now covered 

in shockñsomething his father both noticed and gri-
maced at. 
òSo, you do know this girl,ó his father growled. 
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òI know her. A little. She goes to school with me.ó 
òIs that it?ó 
òWhat do you mean?ó 
òMrs. Goodwin insinuated that you and this girl 

have . . . how should I put itña relationship?ó 
òWe dated a few times. Nothing serious. She doesnõt 

even like me. Actually, she canõt stand me.ó 
òSo, you donõt know anything about what happened 

to her?ó 
òI havenõt seen her in weeks.ó 
òSigma Nu honor?ó 
òSigma Nu honor.ó 
òFine, I believe you.ó 
Dennis then started off, but the congressman called 

out, òIõm not finished yet.ó 
With some exasperation, Dennis stoppedñand he 

turned back to his father and crossed his arms, prior to 
uttering, òNow what?ó 
òWeõre not gonna have any more scandals, are we?ó 

the man uttered back. 
òNo, sir.ó 
òIf you had only kept your nose clean, youõd be going 

to a real school.ó 
òGW is a real school.ó 
òItõs a school for underachieving overprivileged shits 

like you. You should be going to Stanford, like every man 
in this family had done for four generations.ó 
òIs there anything else?ó 
òI had my staff check this Rudi Weiss out. Thatõs why 

I waited a few days before talking to you about her.ó 
òAnd?ó 
òAnd sheõs one big scandal.ó 
òSheõs anything but,ó Dennis replied. òI only wish I 

had a relationship with her. Iõd be lucky.ó 
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Right then, Dennis again turned around, and again 
started to leave. 
òIõm not finished yet!ó his father howled. 
òBut I am!ó Dennis howled back. 
òStay away from this girl! Thatõs an order!ó 
Dennis didnõt reply. He just opened the front door. 
òDonõt forget whoõs paying the bills!ó the man con-

tinued. 
Again, Dennis didnõt reply. He just walked out, before 

slamming the door behind himself. 

AN AGING MAN in a pinstripe suit gazed at the 
woman sitting across from him in his office. 
òMy husband used the services of your firm on more 

than one occasion,ó Mrs. Goodwin stated, òand he was 
always pleased with the results.ó 
The man smiled at this, and remarked, òWashington 

is a big city, and a long way away.ó 
òI donõt care about price,ó the woman replied, under-

standing all-too-well the meaning of the manõs remark. 
òYou mentioned sheõs had problems with drugs.ó 
òI only mentioned it to better help you find her.ó 
òWhat Iõm trying to say is that you might not like what 

we find.ó 
òAs long as you find her, I will.ó 
òShe could be in trouble.ó 
òThen, youõll take care of it, wonõt you?ó 
òThatõs different than finding her.ó 
òIõll pay that price, too.ó 



Chapter Thirty 

A DARK SNOW fell upon the city. 
At least thatõs what it looked like through the dirty 

windows of a tiny roomña room consisting of nothing 
more than a stained single mattress on a rotting and ex-
posed underfloor. On top of this mattress, lay a woman 
vaguely resembling Rudiña woman who gripped a plas-
tic pipe in her right hand and a lighter in the other, which 
she was using to ignite the rock in the pipe. 

Having barely slept or eaten in weeks, this woman was 
a horrorñfilthy and gaunt, with blackened lifeless eyes 
that made her look like a zombie. Her hair, too, was a 
mess. It was matted down with both dirt and sweat, with 
its natural color creeping inñmaking it look more like 
animal fur. Just about the only thing recalling Rudiõs pre-
vious state was her Walkman, which was blasting 
òMoonlight Serenadeó into her skull, much as it had been 
doing ever since she had arrived in this peculiar form of 
hell. It was actually one of only a few things she still pos-
sessed, as her backpackñwhich included her sea bag and 
most of her clothesñwas long gone, as well as her jacket 
and sneakers. 

Suddenly, Rudi took a deep hit of the crackñand 
while it didnõt give her anywhere near the high it gave her 
the first time she tried it, it was more than sufficient. It 
was sufficient to send her back to her dreamña dream 
in which she was lying in a hospital bed, with Tommy by 
her side and a newborn baby girl in her arms. 
òSheõs so beautiful,ó Rudi cooed, while checking the 

childõs fingers and toes. 
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òShe looks like you,ó Tommy whispered, before kiss-
ing Rudiõs neck and caressing her arms. 
òYou mean she looks like you.ó 
òShe looks like both of us.ó 
òIõm so happy, Tommy. Youõve made me so happy.ó 
òThe three of us are gonna be happy forever.ó 
òTell me youõre never gonna leave me again.ó 
òNever.ó 
òItõs not real,ó abruptly came another voiceñone that 

brought Rudi out of her dream. She then saw Tommy 
standing nearby in his tux, with tears falling down his 
face. 
òYouõre the one whoõs not real,ó Rudi insisted. 
òNo.ó 
òIf you canõt be with me, I want him.ó 
òHe doesnõt exist!ó 
òNeither do you!ó 
òRudi, pleaseñyouõve got to stop this.ó 
òDonõt tell me what to do! This is all your fault!ó 
òWhat?ó 
òYou did this to meñyou!ó 
òRudi.ó 
òHow could you leave me so alone?ó Rudi cried out, 

with tears now falling down her face, too. òHow could 
you?ó 
òIñó 
òñShut up! I donõt want to hear it! Iõm going back to 

him.ó 
òNo!ó 
But Rudi didnõt listen. After pushing away some half-

dead batteries, she took another hitñone much bigger 
than before, and she was back in her dreamñthis time 
watching her daughterõs first steps while sitting in 
Tommyõs lap. 
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òYou can do it, baby!ó she called out to the girl. 
òCome to Mommy.ó 

Slowly, the child inched toward her, with each step 
seemingly taking an infinite amount of time. Not that 
Rudi mindedñshe enjoyed every second of it. Eventu-
ally, the girl reached Rudi and hugged her, and Rudi 
could feel the girlõs fingers desperately clutching herñ
making her feel joy all over. Which only increased when 
the dream Tommy put his arms around her as well. 
òDonõt leave us again, Rudi,ó this particular Tommy 

told her. 
òIõm not going anywhere,ó she told him back. òNot 

ever.ó 

WITH DARKNESS EVERYWHERE, Rudiõs door 
creaked open, and a tall lean man entered the room with 
the aid of a flashlight. 

Right away, he waved his free hand across his nose 
against the stench, before glancing around the room with 
the light. Then, once he spotted Rudi passed out on the 
mattress, he quietly walked over to her and started 
searching for something. 

Eventually, he found what he was seeking, and he 
leaned down and began removing Rudiõs wedding ring. 
Which caused Rudi to groggily wake, and she mumbled, 
òWhat are you doing?ó 
The man didnõt answerñhe just continued with the 

ring. 
òWhat are you doing?ó Rudi repeated, after finally un-

derstanding what was happeningñand she grabbed the 
ring and pushed it down over her finger. 
òYou have to pay, bitch!ó the man howled. òIõd take 

the necklace, too,ó he added while pointing his flashlight 
at her Chai pendantñòbut it ainõt worth shit!ó 
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òFuck you!ó she hollered. 
He responded by yanking her ring offñwhile telling 

her: òFucking is exactly what youõre gonna do next for 
your rock, just like the rest of the crack whores!ó 
òGive me that ring back!ó she screamed as she rose 

to her waist, with a face full of fury. 
òLook,ó he told her, òI donõt want to hurt you, but I 

will if I have to.ó 
He afterward started to leave. 
òGive it back!ó she yelled, before jumping to her feet 

and rushing at the man. Which was just before she 
smashed her right heel into his right calfñsending him 
crashing to the floor screeching in pain. 
òYouõre fucking dead!ó he bellowed as he rose to his 

knees and turned toward her, prior to flinging his right 
fist at her face. Which she blocked prior to flinging her 
own right fist into his mouthñsomething that caused his 
head to fly backward onto the floor, along with lots of 
his teeth. She further started kicking the man. She kicked 
his head and face, and stomped his chestñreleasing all 
her drug-infused rage, and she continued kicking him 
long after he lost consciousness. 

She only stopped when she remembered the ring. She 
then leaned down and ripped it from his lifeless hand and 
quickly returned it to her finger. At the same time, Dutch 
entered the room with both a flashlight and a handgun. 
òWhat the fuck is going on here?ó he hollered in 

fright, before pointing his light at both Rudi and the un-
conscious man on the floor. 

 òHoly shit!ó he screamed. òWho did that?ó 
òMe!ó Rudi barked, as she stepped toward him. òSo, 

you better not fuck with me!ó 
òYou?ó he gasped, as he lifted the gun toward her. 

Rudi, though, grabbed his wrist and slowly turned itñ
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and she pointed the gun at his head while beginning to 
press down on his trigger finger. 
òDonõt kill me!ó he cried out. òPlease!ó 
òLet go of it!ó she cried back. 
He complied, and, once the weapon hit the floor, she 

picked it up and told him: òDonõt fuck with me again. 
Ever!ó 
òYou owe me,ó he muttered. 
òI know!ó 
òYou, you can take Timõs job.ó 
òJob?ó 
òYou know, collecting moneyñkeeping the peace 

around here.ó 
Carefully, Rudi thought it over, as best she could. 
òAnd,ó the frightened man continued, òand in return 

you get all the crack you want. Iõll even get you new bat-
teries for that fucking Walkman.ó 
Rudi didnõt exactly reply. She just pointed the gun at 

Timõs body and said, òGet him out of my sight.ó 

THE WEEKS WENT by, with Rudi continuing her de-
scentñnot that she paid any attention to the calendar. 
There was only the drug and the music and the dream, 
briefly interrupted by the menial tasks she had to per-
form to keep them all continuing in motion. 

One night, after finishing her crude work, she stepped 
outside to unwind a bitñand she lit a cigarette one of 
the inmates of the house had given her to get on her 
good side, having quickly learned the terrors of her bad 
one. Then, as she watched Dutch ply his trade to two lost 
souls on the sidewalk, she leaned against the building and 
gazed out at the nothingness everywhere around her, 
while sucking in the stale tobacco. 
òGertrude?ó all of a sudden uttered a familiar female 
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voice from nearby. òIs that you?ó 
Reluctantly, Rudi turned her head, and she saw 

Thelma staring at her and her appearance in shock. 
òWhat are you doing here?ó Thelma growled. 
òWhat do you care?ó Rudi growled back. òYouõre not 

my mother!ó 
òMove along, grandma,ó Dutch said to the woman, 

as he strode up to her while shooing her away with his 
hands. 
òGo fuck yourself,ó she said back. 
He responded to this by grabbing her, and she re-

sponded back by taking out her stick from her shopping 
cart, which she used to beat the man. She beat him so 
hard that he collapsed onto the sidewalk with his hands 
covering his face in desperation. 
Thelma afterward turned to Rudi and barked, òI 

thought you were better than this.ó 
òYou thought wrong!ó Rudi barked back. 
òObviously!ó 
With lots of fury, the woman chucked her stick back 

into the cart and rambled offñand Dutch rose to his feet 
and cried out to Rudi: òWhy didnõt you stop her?ó 
òMy job is inside the house,ó she cried back. òNot out 

here.ó 
òThen, get the fuck back in there!ó 
Rudi didnõt exactly reply. She just flicked the remains 

of her cigarette at Dutch and returned to the infernoñ
and to her dream. 



Chapter Thirty-One 

HECTOR AND HIS two goons entered a nondescript 
building in Arlington, Virginiaña short distance from 
Washington, and afterward the three walked into an 
equally nondescript office, where waiting were two men 
with Middle-Eastern complexions. 

After a bit of small-talk, one of the Middle-Eastern 
men said to Hector in broken English: òWho your favor-
ite poet?ó 
òRumi, of course,ó Hector replied, with a knowing 

smile. 
The man nodded at this, and a third man entered the 

room from an adjacent oneña man carrying a printed 
document, and carrying it as if it were something valua-
ble. He carried it right over to Hector, who began taking 
off his overcoat. 

THE THREE MEN left the nondescript building, and 
the larger of the two goons said to Hector: òDoes this 
mean no more selling?ó 
òHow much do we have left?ó Hector replied. 
òJust whatõs in the trunk.ó 

IN THE ONLY well furnished room of the brownstone, 
Hector watched his goons count the large stacks of 
money. 

At the same time, Dutchñwho was sitting on a couch 
nearbyñstuck a small knife into one of the many pack-
ages of cocaine in front of him on the coffee tableñ
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watched by a pair of well-armed associates standing be-
hind him. He then pulled out the knife, along with a bit 
of white powder, which he let settle on his tongue as if 
he were tasting fine wine. 
òGood?ó Hector asked. 
Dutch replied with one of his toothy smiles and 

added, òVery good.ó 
òItõs almost criminal what you do to our coke,ó Hec-

tor went on, after pointing to a big box of baking soda 
on the table, which stood next to many little packages of 
crack. 
òTo each his own,ó Dutch replied. òTo each his 

own.ó 
Hector then turned to the goons, who were now put-

ting the stacks of money into expensive attaché casesñ
and the larger of the two nodded at him. 
òA pleasure as always, Mr. Dutch,ó Hector said, as the 

three men started to leave. 
òThe pleasure is all mine, boss,ó Dutch replied. òAnd 

please give my regards to President Ortega.ó 
This quip caused Hector to come to a sharp stop, and 

he spun toward Dutch before growling, òThat was not 
funny. A joke like that can get you killed where Iõm 
from.ó 
òSorry,ó Dutch uttered, with his hands in front of him 

defensively. òNo offense. Hell, I even voted for Reagan.ó 
Hector didnõt respond to this. He just turned around 

and again started to leave. Though he once again stopped 
when a dazed-looking Rudi entered the room and stum-
bled toward Dutch. 
òDo I remember you?ó he whispered to her with a 

slightly tilted head. 
Rudi, though, ignored him and continued to Dutch, 

and she dropped a whole bunch of crumpled cash onto 
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the table before saying, òEveryoneõs paid up.ó 
òFine,ó he said back, without looking at her. Which is 

when she stuck her slightly shaking hand in his faceñ
and, after sighing a bit, he put a package of crack onto 
her palm. 
òMore,ó she demanded. 
He glared at her, but gave her another pouchñand 

she stumbled away. Though, as she passed a still smiling 
Hector, the man grabbed her chin, causing her to stop 
and turn in his general direction, with lots of exaspera-
tion. Which is when he cooed, òYes, I remember you. 
Youõve changed some, but I remember youñand I told 
you Iõd know you better.ó 

She responded by slapping away his hand, and head-
ing to the stairs. 
òYou fucking witch!ó he howled, before following her 

as she started up the steps. 
òHector,ó the shorter of the goons pleaded. 
òI wouldnõt do that, boss,ó Dutch hollered, just as 

Hector came to the foot of the steps. 
òIõm gonna show that witch something!ó he hollered 

back. òIõm gonna show her hard!ó 
òThat ôwitchõ put my boy Tim in the hospital. She 

broke every fucking rib heõs gotñand his jaw, too. And 
the dudeõs got a black belt.ó 
òGet out of hereñthat little thing?ó 
òDonõt fuck with her. Iõm warning you. Iõm warning 

you not because I like you, but because I like your coke.ó 
Hector thought it over for a few moments before 

waving Dutch offñand he started up the stairs. 
òWait a second!ó Dutch yelled as he reached into a 

leather bag lying next to him on the couchñand Hector 
spun toward him with great aggravation. After which 
Dutch added, òI was going to do this myselfñor, more 
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likely, have someone else do it.ó 
òDo what?ó Hector barked. 
Just then, Dutch pulled out a loaded hypodermic nee-

dle and a rubber hose from the bag, and, after walking 
over to Hector, he handed him the items. 
òWhat is this?ó Hector demanded. 
òThe solution to both our problems,ó Dutch an-

swered, with another of his smiles. 
òWhat is this?ó Hector repeatedñthis time while 

holding up the needle. 
òEnough speedball to kill 10 John Belushis,ó ex-

plained Dutch. òYou see, I need to get rid of this ôwitch.õ 
Timõs getting out of the hospital soon, and heõs threaten-
ing to shoot this whole fucking place up if he has to. And 
that would be kinda bad for business.ó 
òI donõt need no drugs to get what I want!ó 
òSure thing, boss. Just let me know where to send 

your body.ó 
This remark led Hector to glance at the needle. He 

glanced at it carefully. 
òPlease, Hector,ó the larger goon pleaded. òYour 

cousinñó 
òñHow many times do I have to tell you this: fuck 

my cousin!ó 
Hector afterward started up the stairs. 
òJust wait a while,ó Dutch sweetly told the man, caus-

ing him to once again come to a stop. òWait till sheõs nice 
and toasted like. In the meantime, drinks are on the 
house.ó 

LATE THAT NIGHT, Hector stopped outside Rudiõs 
room, followed by the two goons, who were both hold-
ing flashlightsñand he told them: òWait out here.ó 
òWeõre not supposed to leave you,ó the shorter goon 
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insisted. òYou know this!ó 
òWait out here!ó Hector quietly hollered, not wanting 

to expose himself to the men, especially as he knew there 
wasnõt much to exposeñespecially when it came to his 
prowess with women. 
òPlease, Hector,ó the larger man pleaded, òletõs just 

go.ó 
òNo!ó 
òWhen we get back home, I will get you the finest girl 

in Miskitia. Butñó 
òñWait-out-here.ó 
Angrily, Hector grabbed one of the flashlights, and he 

entered Rudiõs room, and, after closing the door behind 
himself and forcing himself not to breathe in the stench, 
he headed toward Rudi, who was passed out on the mat-
tress not far away. 

Once beside her, he smiled at herñand whispered, 
òYouõre not gonna hurt me, are you, little girl? No, that 
nasty man downstairs was only playing a joke on me.ó 
He then sat next to her, and he thought about removing 
his overcoatñuntil he remembered how valuable it was. 
He also remembered what was in the pocket of this coat, 
and he reached inside it. 

Though he stopped himself. He stopped himself be-
fore looking at Rudi and cooing, òIõm not gonna give you 
nothing but me.ó He further put the flashlight on the 
mattress and reached out for her. But, just before he 
grasped her T-shirt, he once again stopped himself. 
òBetter to be safe,ó he mumbled, before taking out 

the rubber hose, which he tied around Rudiõs arm, caus-
ing her to stir. 
òTommy?ó she murmured. 
òYes, Tommy is right here,ó Hector murmured back. 

òTommy is going to make everything all better.ó Which 
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is when he took out the hypodermic needle and brought 
it to Rudiõs skin. 



Chapter Thirty-Two 

RUDI AWOKE THE next morning before the sun fully 
rose, with her head and just about everything else throb-
bing with pain. She awoke when she heard a manõs voice 
calling out for Hector in Spanish from just outside her 
room. 

Groggily, she noticed she had a rubber hose tied to 
her armñand that wasnõt the only thing she noticed. She 
also noticed there was a dead man lying next to her, with 
his lifeless eyes gazing upward and an empty hypodermic 
needle stuck in his arm just below his rolled-up sleeve. 
òWhat?ó she gasped in horror, while trying to figure 

out what couldõve happened. All she knew for sure was 
that she didnõt know the man, even if he seemed some-
what familiar. So, for many seconds her mind fruitlessly 
tried to make sense of everything. 

Suddenly, a male voice again called out for Hectorñ
this one different and louder, and was accompanied by a 
knock on the door. 

Startled, Rudi removed the hose from her arm and 
searched through the dead manõs pants pockets, hoping 
to find some kind of identification. 

She found a wallet, but there were no IDs inside itñ
just lots of hundred-dollar bills. So, she checked the 
jacket pocket of his fancy suitñand there she found a 
diplomatic passport for a Hector Guzman, from the Re-
public of Miskitia. 
òMiskitia?ó she quietly mumbled to herself. òWhat 

the hell is Miskitia?ó 
The only answer was a set of loud knocks, and even 
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louder voicesña pair of them, and while Rudi couldnõt 
understand what they were saying, she had a strong feel-
ing they werenõt going to wait outside for long. So, she 
dropped the passport onto the floor, andñknowing 
sheõd likely have to escape both the house and the neigh-
borhoodñshe took off Hectorõs overcoat and put it on 
herself, before stuffing her Walkman into one of the 
pockets and grabbing Dutchõs gun from the side of the 
mattress. Then, she silently scooted over to the side of 
the door, where she waited. She waited with such fright 
that she didnõt even dare to breathe. 
Fortunately, she didnõt have to wait long, as the door 

soon creaked open, accompanied by the soft sounds of 
a man who seemed to be apologizing. Though, once the 
door was fully open, the larger goon cried out in a tone 
of voice that was anything but soft, prior to rushing to-
ward Hectorõs body. Then, while the man frantically 
checked Hector, Rudi slipped out the doorñonly to face 
the smaller goon, who looked at her in surprise before 
reaching for a weapon inside his jacket. 

But Rudi pointed her gun at him firstñand he lifted 
his hands in surrender. òSshhh,ó she whispered, with a 
finger to her lipsña finger that was shaking. 

An instant later, she ran toward the staircase on the 
other side of the hallway, while listening to the two goons 
call out to each other. This short journey seemed to take 
forever, but she eventually reached the stairs, just as the 
larger man shouted, òStop!ó Which was followed by the 
whizzing of a bullet by her earñwhich, in turn, caused 
her to scream and practically jump down the stairs. 

Quickly, she reached the ground floorñgetting there 
just as a couple of bullets hit nearby, barely missing her. 
Once again, she screamedñand she ran toward the front 
door of the house, which Dutch was holding open for 
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her. 
òDonõt come back,ó he whispered as she flew past 

him. The man then closed the door after her, and waited. 
He waited until he saw the goons get to the bottom of 
the stepsñwhich is when he reopened the door and told 
them: òShe went this way!ó 

Hurriedly, the two men rushed to the entrance, and, 
after the larger one knocked Dutch onto the floor, they 
ran down the stoop to the sidewalk. 
òFucking assholes!ó Dutch hollered from his knees, 

before slamming the door closed. 
The men reacted to this by briefly turning toward the 

direction of the sound, prior to looking down the street 
in both directionsñand seeing Rudi in neither. 
òYou go this way,ó the larger goon ordered the 

smaller one while pointing to his left. Which was just be-
fore he took off to his right. 

A SHOELESS RUDI ran down the wet and cold side-
walk, with her arms flailing about and her eyes as wide as 
they could possibly be. She wasnõt even sure how long 
she had been running. All she knew was that she had fi-
nally wokenñfor the first time since entering the crack 
house. 

But this only made the horror worseña horror she 
knew she might not be able to extricate herself from. She 
was so lost in this thought that she didnõt even realize she 
still had a gun in her hand. Thoughñwhen a man stared 
ominously at the weapon as she passedñshe tossed it 
into a nearby garbage can before continuing on. 

RUDI CAME UP to an intersection where sat a home-
less man, who smiled at her while remembering all the 
kindness she had showed him in the past monthsñand 
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he sweetly called out her name. 
But Rudi didnõt react to this, and the man soon saw 

why. He saw the larger goon rambling toward her. 
òStop right there!ó the goon screamed as he came to 

a stop at the edge of the sidewalk. 
Rudi didnõt respond at all, so the goon aimed his 

weapon at her and steadied it, wanting to make sure he 
wouldnõt miss this time. However, just as he pulled the 
trigger, he was pushed onto the streetñby the homeless 
man. 

Cursing loudly, the goon rose to his feet, and he saw 
that Rudi was gone, along with the man who had pushed 
him. 

DUTCH ENTERED RUDIõS former room, and, when 
he saw Hectorõs corpse, he tsked a bit while shaking his 
head irreverently. 

Afterward, he walked over to a closet door and 
opened it, exposing his two associates. 
òGood job, boys,ó he told the men. 
òI still donõt understand,ó one of them said, before 

pointing at the dead man and adding, òWhyõd you have 
us kill him?ó 
òMaybe Iõm getting soft,ó Dutch replied, with one of 

his toothy smiles. 



Chapter Thirty-Three 

MARIA WAS WATCHING TV by herself in her dorm 
room when she suddenly heard loud and incessant 
knocking on her door. 
òWho is it?ó she uttered, with a bit of fear. 
òOpen!ó Rudi screamed, while continuing to pound 

her fists against the door. òFucking open!ó 
Stunned, Maria jumped up and rushed to the door, 

and she started opening it when Rudi burst insideñ
knocking Maria onto the floor at the same time. 
òRudi?ó Maria muttered, not quite recognizing her. 

òIs that you?ó 
Rudi didnõt reply. She just opened a bureau drawer 

and yanked out the few clothes she hadnõt packed for 
Christmas vacation. Then, she tossed her mattress onto 
the floor, exposing the small amount of cash she kept 
there for an emergency. Which she grabbed. 
òWhere have you been?ó Maria called out, still not ac-

climated to Rudiõs appearanceñand, when she got a 
whiff of her, she grimaced before adding, òWhat have 
you done to yourself?ó 
òBag!ó Rudi screamed, before turning to Maria. 
òWhat?ó Maria replied, as she stood up. 
òI need a fucking bag!ó 
Maria responded by grabbing Rudi, who just pushed 

her away and howled, òLeave me alone!ó 
òI wonõt!ó Maria howled back, prior to grabbing her 

friend again. She also yelled, òMrs. Goodwin is out of her 
mind with worry! Sheõs been calling me every dayñand 
has been here at least three times already! Your stepdad 
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came, too. And Jared and Vickiñtheyõve been out on the 
streets looking for you, along with your bossñsome-
times half the night. Even Dennis is worried!ó 

All this clearly moved Rudi. But she shook her head 
and pushed Maria away again while saying, òI gotta get 
out of here!ó 
òWhy?ó Maria hollered. 
òIõm in big fucking shit!ó 
òLet me help you!ó 
òYou need to stay away from me!ó 
òRudiñwe all love you! Do you have any idea how 

much? Do you even care?ó 
òThatõs why I have to get out of here!ó 
òNo!ó 
Once more, Maria grabbed Rudiñand she started 

dragging her toward the bathroom by the lapels of Hec-
torõs overcoat. 
òWhat are you doing?ó Rudi screamed. 
òItõs called an intervention,ó Maria replied. 
òMaria, I could kill you!ó 
òGo right ahead. Because the last time you needed me 

I wasnõt thereñand thatõs never happening again!ó 
Quickly, Rudi pulled away from Maria, leaving her 

holding the coat, which she dropped before grasping the 
back of Rudiõs T-shirt and continuing her dragging. 

Rudi continued to resist, she didnõt resist all that 
hardñmostly because she was exhausted, in every pos-
sible way a person could be exhausted. 

Eventually, Maria got Rudi into the bathroom, and 
she pushed her into the tub, before pouring cold water 
upon her from the shower, much as Rudi had done to 
her months earlier. 
òDo you know itõs February?ó Maria asked. 
Rudi didnõt exactly respondñeither to Maria or to the 
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freezing water. She just rolled into a fetal position. 
òAll the time youõre helping others,ó Maria went on. 

All the fucking time. You help strangers and homeless peo-
ple. You even help people who hate your guts! You, 
youõve helped me so many times I canõt even count them. 
But now itõs your turn, whether you like it or not.ó 
òI fucked up,ó Rudi mumbled, with a couple of 

shakes of her tucked-in head. òI fucked up.ó 
òWe all do,ó Maria insisted. 
òNot like this. I fucked up badly.ó 
òWhy, Rudi? Why?ó 
Rudi didnõt answerñshe just kept shaking her 

drenched head. 
òTell me why!ó Maria shouted. 
òI miss him!ó Rudi shouted back, after raising her 

teary face. òI miss him so much! I literally canõt live with-
out him.ó 

With a swell of emotion, Maria fell to her knees and 
hugged Rudiñand she told her: òI know.ó 
òNo, you donõt,ó Rudi told her back, as she cried on 

her shoulder. òNo one knows. Tommy made me ten-
feet-tall, and now, now I canõt even reach the floor. Fuck-
ing hell, love is the worst drug there is.ó 
òIõm gonna make you better, Rudi.ó 
òNo one can.ó 
òAnd not just me. Weõre all gonna help. Because, be-

cause itõs we who canõt live without you.ó 

AFTER MARIA HELPED bathe and clean Rudiñ
which wasnõt so easy with Rudi falling asleep all the 
timeñshe also helped her friend cut and dye her hair, 
and she even gave Rudi some of her makeupñwhich re-
minded Maria of when Rudi did the same for her in the 
high school bathroom. Then, as Maria watched Rudi 
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slowly dress, she saw her approaching human againñ
and Rudi told her why she was in trouble, which more 
than shocked her. 
òAre you sure you killed him?ó Maria gasped. 
òIõm not sure of anything,ó Rudi replied. òBut they 

obviously think I killed him. They must be related some-
how, because I donõt know why else they wouldõve 
chased me for so longñand risked firing a gun with eve-
ryone around. Drug dealers usually care about one thing: 
themselves.ó 
òMaybe we should go to the police.ó 
òNo.ó 
òWhy not?ó 
òI have to find out who this guy was first. I gotta find 

out if heõs a member of some big drug family. If so, Iõm 
fucking dead.ó 
òBut the policeñó 
òñTheyõll just throw me in jail. If not for killing this 

guy then for all the coke in my system. Thereõs probably 
enough to charge me with intent to distribute.ó 
òButñó 
òñIn prison Iõm even more dead, Maria.ó 
òSo, what are you gonna do?ó 
òI have to get out of hereñfast!ó 
òWhy?ó 
òI donõt know where any of my IDs are! They could 

be coming here right now. I need to hide somewhere.ó 
òHide?ó 
òYes, hide!ó 
òI, I think I might know a place.ó 
òWhere?ó 
òThe last place anyone would ever look for you.ó 



Chapter Thirty-Four 

A MAN WITH a passing resemblance to Hector sat in 
an upscale Georgetown apartment, wearing a gray wool 
sweater and khaki slacks. He was in his late twenties and 
calm looking, and was reading the English edition of One 
Hundred Years of Solitude. 

Long ago, he read the original version and was inter-
ested in how it would be translated. Though, as he got to 
the last paragraph of one of the first chapters, he was 
interrupted by the ringing of the phone next to him. 

For a few seconds, he thought about letting it ring 
until he finished the page he was on. But, right after these 
seconds, he sighed a bit and laid open the book on a 
nearby end tableñand he answered the device. 
òItõs me,ó came the voice of the larger goon. 
òWhere are you?ó growled the calm man as he reflex-

ively rubbed his aching headñsomething he often did 
whenever he had to listen to the goonõs voice. òHas that 
boy been whoring it up again?ó 
òActually, I have some bad news.ó 
òI donõt like bad news.ó 
òIõm sorry.ó 
òDonõt be sorryñjust tell me the bad news.ó 
òYour cousin is dead.ó 
The calm man barely reacted to this, and afterward he 

simply said, òWhat is the bad news?ó 
òI . . .ó mumbled the goon. 
òWhat happened?ó 
òSome crack whore killed him.ó 
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òI could curse my father for making me use that use-
less idiot. Well, if that is all you have to say to me . . .ó 
òNo. The girl, she disappeared.ó 
òSo?ó 
òShe disappeared with the coat.ó 
òWhat coat? What are you talking about?ó 
òHector had this clever idea to hide the bill of lading 

in the coat.ó 
òThat was indeed clever of him. He probably saw it 

in a movie.ó 
òI think so. Anyway, he thought it would be safe 

there.ó 
Suddenly, rage flared within the formerly calm manñ

and his eyes lit upñand he howledñòHow could she 
get this coat with you two by his side at all times?ó 
òWe, we werenõt by his side,ó reluctantly replied the 

goon. 
òYou fool! I gave you one stupid thing to doñand 

you canõt even do that!ó 
òIõm sorry.ó 
òWhat did you just say?ó 
òNothing.ó 
òI will shoot you myself!ó 
òItõs not our faultñhe forced us to wait outside.ó 
òIt is your fault! Do you have any clue what youõve 

done?ó 
òWeõll find her, EduardoñI promise.ó 
òHow?ó 
òI heard some bum call out her name. And weõve seen 

her beforeñwith some bag lady. Thatõs how this all 
started. You see, Hector made a pass atñó 
òñI donõt want to hear anything more about Hector! 

You get me that bill of lading or youõre as dead as himñ
both of you!ó 
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Eduardo then slammed the phone down. Though he 
calmed himself again, and he picked up the receiver and 
dialed a number. 
òHello?ó came a female voice. 
òYes, this is Eduardo Guzman. I need to speak with 

the National Security Advisor, and I need to speak with 
him right now.ó 



Chapter Thirty-Five 

RUDI, WHO WAS again wearing Hectorõs coat and 
holding a paper shopping bag of her things, stood out-
side the Sigma Nu house with Mariañand she shook her 
head over and over. 
òThis is the dumbest idea in the history of dumb 

ideas,ó she muttered. 
òItõs the perfect idea,ó Maria insisted. òThe perfect 

place to hide.ó 
òMe living in a frat house?ó 
òFraternity.ó 
òWhat?ó 
òThey donõt like it when you say ôfrat.õó 
òUgghh. This is dumb, Maria.ó 
òYou have a better idea?ó 
òYes! I can run as far from here as possible.ó 
òNow thatõs dumb.ó 
òWhy?ó 
òYouõll have no money, no friendsñand lots of peo-

ple will see you. And letõs be honest hereñyouõre not 
exactly the type of person who goes unnoticed.ó 

Rudi sighed, just before Maria dragged her inside the 
houseñand she continued dragging her into the main 
room, where a handful of brothers were watching TV. 
òIs Patrick around?ó Maria asked. 
òI think heõs in the back room,ó one of them replied. 
The two women then walked down the corridor and 

entered the small room where Rudi first met Dennisñ
something she recalled vividly. 
òHey, Patrick,ó Maria said to a red-haired man, who 
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was playing darts with a few other guys. 
Smilingly, Patrick turned to her and said, òHey, whatõs 

up?ó 
òI donõt know if you know Rudi,ó Maria said back, 

while pointing to her friend. 
Patrick replied by offering Rudi his hand, while trying 

to ignore how awful she lookedñand he told her: òIõve 
seen you around.ó 
òMe, too,ó Rudi told him back, before shaking his 

hand. 
òPatrick is the chapter commander,ó Maria went on. 
òWhatõs going on?ó Patrick asked. 
òI heard youõre looking for a new boarder.ó 
òYeah. The last guy split a few weeks ago. No no-

ticeñno nothing. Itõs really put us in a bind. Do you 
know someone?ó 
òRudi,ó Maria answered, with a nervous little smile. 
òRudi? Youõre joking, right?ó 
òHer previous lodgings were, were substandard. She 

needs a place to stay.ó 
òA girl living in a fraternity house?ó 
òSheõs not your typical girl.ó 
òStill . . .ó 
òCan we at least see it?ó 

PATRICK RELUCTANTLY LED Rudi and Maria to 
the second floor, where he stopped and pointed to an 
open door a short distance away while saying, òThatõs the 
only full bathroom in the house. Itõs got two showers, 
but thatõs for nearly twenty guys. And thereõs no bath-
tub.ó 

Maria responded by turning to Rudi questioningly. 
But Rudi just shrugged, knowing it was a lot better than 
where she didnõt bathe for six weeks. 
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The three afterward continued on to the third floor, 
and they soon reached a wooden ladder. 
òItõs up there,ó Patrick told the two, while pointing 

the way. He also started upward, followed by the women. 
òAs you can see,ó he went on, òthereõs no door or any 
real privacy.ó 

Before long, they reached the attic and Rudi looked 
around the place, which was about the size of her dorm 
room in spite of the low ceilingñwith a basic single bed, 
a small refrigerator, and a broken-down couch. 
òItõs pretty shitty,ó Patrick remarked, clearly trying to 

dissuade both of them. 
òItõs all right,ó Rudi mumbled, knowing it was a lot 

better than where she unlived the past six weeks. 
òHow much is the rent?ó asked Maria. 
òThree hundred a month,ó Patrick replied. 
Once again, Maria turned to Rudi questioninglyñ

and, once again, Rudi shrugged. 

PATRICK LED MARIA and Rudi down the stairs to-
ward the foyer, and, as he did, he started shaking his 
headñright before uttering, òIõm not gonna lie to you 
guysñI donõt think thisõll work out. I see all sorts of po-
tential problems.ó 
òMaybe heõs right,ó Rudi told Maria. 
òRudi really needs this place,ó Maria pleaded with 

Patrick. òPlease.ó 
The three eventually reached the ground floor, and, 

after thinking about it for a few moments, Patrick sighed 
and said to them: òOkayñweõll give it a try. But she has 
to be out of here by Pledge Weekendñthatõs right after 
finals.ó 
òNo problem,ó Maria exclaimed, unable to hide her 

excitement. 
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Rudi, though, was far less excited. Actually, she wasnõt 
excited at all. But when Patrick again offered her his 
hand, she reluctantly shook it. 
òWelcome,ó he murmured. 
òThanks,ó she murmured back. 
Right then, Maria took out a checkbook from her 

purseñand, while Rudi watched her write out a check, 
she said, òIõll pay you back soon. I promise.ó 
òYouõve already paid me back,ó Maria replied with a 

smile. òYouõve paid me back many times over.ó She af-
terward handed Patrick the check, just as Dennis entered 
the house. 

With both surprise and shock, Dennis looked at Rudi, 
with the shock deriving mostly from how bad she 
looked. Though this shock quickly disappeared, replaced 
by concern. 
òYou all right?ó he whispered. 
òYeah,ó she answered, while avoiding his eyes. 
òRudiõs our new boarder,ó Patrick told Dennis, with 

a bit of a grin. 
òA girl living in a fraternity house?ó Dennis gasped. 
òSheõs not your typical girl,ó Maria interjected. 
òThatõs for sure,ó Dennis said with a smileña smile 

Rudi couldnõt help notice. 

THAT EVENING, RUDI and Maria sat on the broken-
down couch in the attic, eating a pizza Maria had bought 
from the Rathskeller. 
òNot the greatest pizza ever,ó Maria uttered, as she 

put down her slice. òSorry.ó 
òItõs fine,ó Rudi repliedñand she meant it, as while 

the pizza tasted awful the first time she tried it with Den-
nis, this time it was the best food she had ever eaten, and 
she savored every bite. 
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òIõll buy you some clothes tomorrow,ó Maria went 
on. 
òYou donõt have to,ó Rudi insisted. 
òI have to,ó Maria insisted back. òYou barely have 

enough for a few days. There are lots of other things I 
need to buy you as well.ó 
òThank you. I, Iõm beginning to sound like a broken 

record.ó 
òI actually have to admit something,ó Maria muttered. 
òWhat?ó Rudi muttered back. 
òI really like helping you like this.ó 
òWhat do you mean?ó 
òFor a long time now Iõve thought our relationship 

was way too one-sided. And now, now weõre at least ap-
proaching even.ó 
òWeõre way more than even.ó 
òAre you gonna call Mrs. Goodwin?ó 
òRight after dinner.ó 
òYou can use my calling card.ó 
òMaria.ó 
òWhat?ó Maria innocently muttered, before taking 

the card from her walletñalong with some twentiesñ
both of which she offered to Rudi. 
òI canõt take that,ó Rudi muttered back, with a shake 

of her head. 
òYou can, and you will. Thatõs an order. And you bet-

ter follow it if you donõt want to go back into the tub.ó 
òThereõs no tub,ó Rudi said, with a little smile. 
òTake it,ó Maria said back, while holding the cash and 

the phone card in front of Rudi, who reluctantly took it. 
òAre you gonna tell Mrs. Goodwin youõre here?ó con-

tinued Maria. 
òNo,ó Rudi answered. òAnd neither are you.ó 
òButñó 
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òñPlease, Maria.ó 
òAll right. But Iõm gonna tell Jared and Vicki youõre 

here.ó 
òLeave them out of this. Theyõve got enough to worry 

about.ó 
òYou shouldõve thought about that before you be-

friended them.ó 
Rudi chuckled just a bit at this. 
òYouõre almost back to your old self,ó Maria ex-

claimed. 
òYou need glasses,ó Rudi growled. 
òSome sleep, some decent foodñand youõll be all 

brand new. Then what?ó 
òLike I said before, I have to find out who that guy 

wasñand find out just how much trouble Iõm in.ó 
òHow?ó 
òI guess, I guess Iõll check the newspapers tomorrow. 

There was also the dead guyõs passport.ó 
òWhat about it?ó 
òHe had a passport from a place called the Republic 

of Miskitia.ó 
òNever heard of itñand I got Aõs in Geography.ó 
òIõve never heard of it, either. All I know is that the 

men were speaking Spanish, and they looked Hispanic.ó 
òMaybe itõs somewhere in South America. You always 

hear about these new countries forming.ó 
òMaybe.ó 
òI have an uncle who was in the Merchant Marines. 

Heõs been like everywhere. I can ask him about it.ó 
òAll right.ó 
òThe only thing is that heõs difficult to get a hold of.ó 
òIn the meantime,ó Rudi stated, òyou and Sandra 

should find a new place.ó 
òWhy?ó Maria asked. 
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òIf they find out where I lived . . .ó 
òWeõll be fine.ó 
òAll rightñbut if anyone asks either of you about me, 

just say you havenõt seen me since Christmas.ó 

RUDI AND MARIA SLOWLY walked down the stairs 
together hand-in-hand, with Rudi feeling tired, but bet-
ter. Much better. 

Soon, they reached the foyer and peeked their heads 
inside the main room, where lots of guys and many 
women were watching a pornographic videoñwith 
every eye there seemingly locked on the screen. 

Rudi, though, grimaced, andñseeing thisñMaria 
apologetically murmured, òThis is a frat.ó 
òFraternity,ó Rudi insisted. She then turned to Maria 

and added, òDo they watch this shit every night?ó 
òNot every night. But often. Tonightõs actually ôPorn 

Till Dawn Night.õ The little sisters organize it every se-
mester.ó 
òI canõt believe youõre part of this,ó Rudi said, while 

pointing at the TV and shaking her head. òThis is so 
sick.ó 
òI donõt know,ó Maria said backñòsome of itõs 

okay.ó 
òMaria!ó 
òDonõt you have a phone call to make?ó 
òUgghh. Iõll see you.ó 
òIõll see you tomorrow.ó 
Maria then kissed Rudi on the cheek and Rudi slowly 

headed down the hallway to the pay phone, with her head 
down. 



Chapter Thirty-Six 

MRS. GOODWIN ANSWERED the phone herselfñ
something she had done a lot of in the past weeks, always 
hoping the call would bring her relief. 

Right away Rudi, who was sitting on the floor under-
neath the pay phone, could hear the hope in the womanõs 
voice, but she was so embarrassed that she couldnõt say 
a thing. She actually had been dreading this moment ever 
since Maria brought it up, feeling that she had let her 
mother-in-law downñand, in a very big way, had aban-
doned her. 
òIs someone there?ó Mrs. Goodwin uttered. 
òItõs me,ó murmured Rudi. 
òRudi?ó the woman gasped, sounding as if she were 

about to pass out. 
òIõm so sorry, Mom.ó 
òAre you all right?ó 
òMaybe.ó 
òWhat does that mean?ó Mrs. Goodwin screeched. 
òItõs a long story,ó Rudi replied, with her voice break-

ing a bit. òA long terrible story.ó 
òWhat happened?ó Mrs. Goodwin pleaded, with her 

voice breaking as well. 
òThe memories, they caught up with me.ó 
òIõm sorry, Rudi.ó 
òYou have no reason to be sorry.ó 
òI shouldõve never sent you away.ó 
òItõs not your fault. The memories wouldõve found 

me wherever I was.ó 
òPlease come home.ó 
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òI canõt.ó 
òI promise I wonõt make you go anywhere again. You 

can stay in that room of yours all day long if you want, 
just as long as youõre home.ó 
òI canõt, Mom.ó 
òThen, Iõm gonna take the next plane down thereñ

or to wherever you are!ó 
òYou canõt!ó 
òWhy not?ó 
òIõm in a lot of trouble.ó 
òIõll help. Iõll get the best lawyers.ó 
òItõs not that kind of trouble. At least not yet. You 

have to stay away from me.ó 
òI wonõt!ó 
òThere are dangerous people after me.ó 
òIõll hire someone. Iõll hire a whole fucking army!ó 
òMom, if anything ever happened to you, that would 

be it for me. Do you understand what Iõm saying? I 
couldnõt take it. If you care about me, youõll stay away 
until I can figure this all out.ó 
òSurely I can help.ó 
òYouõre helping right now. I love you so much.ó 
These magic words, all by themselves, caused Mrs. 

Goodwin to break down in tears, especially as Rudi had 
never said them to her before. 
òWhatõs wrong?ó Rudi asked, as she began to cry as 

well. 
òI love you, too!ó the woman replied. 
òI promise,ó Rudi continued, òI promise that as soon 

as I get myself out of this mess nothing will keep me 
from you.ó 
Mrs. Goodwin didnõt reply. She just kept weeping. 
òWeõre still going to Europe this summer, arenõt we?ó 

Rudi asked, trying to pick up her mother-in-lawõs spirit. 
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òOf course,ó the woman answered. òI have it all 
planned out.ó 
òI canõt wait. Iõm never gonna leave your side the 

whole time. You can even pick out all the restaurants. 
And maybe, maybe Iõll even wear a dress now and then.ó 
òBut, Rudiñó 
òñI got you a really nice Chanukah gift,ó Rudi inter-

rupted. 
òThe only gift I want is you,ó Mrs. Goodwin insisted. 
òI lost itñthe gift. I lost almost everything, including 

my life. But I want you to know, I want you to know that 
I still have your ring and pendant. I may have hit below 
bottom but I never lost them, and I never will.ó 
òI donõt care about them!ó 
òI do!ó 
òTheyõre just things. Lousy things.ó 
òItõs what they represent that matters.ó 
òOh, Rudiñyou, you must need some money.ó 
òIõm fine.ó 
òDonõt shut me out! Please donõt shut me out!ó 
òMaria lent me some.ó 
òIõll send her a check.ó 
òAll right. Just as long as you let me pay you back.ó 
òRudi, have you not figured it out yetñmoney means 

nothing to me! You mean everything!ó 
òYou mean everything to me, too, Mom. I swear you 

do.ó 
òWhere are you staying?ó 
òIõm not gonna tell you and neither will Mariañand 

youõd never find out yourself. So, just stay home.ó 
òIõll go through every fucking building in the city if I 

have to!ó 
òPlease, MomñIõll call you every day. I promise. But 

please stay home.ó 
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òEvery day?ó the woman muttered. 
òEvery single day,ó Rudi stated. 

AS DENNIS WALKED through the front door of the 
house, he saw Rudi sitting on the floor while crying into 
the pay phone. 

This shook him. It shook him even more than seeing 
her earlier. It also made him want to cryñand he further 
had a near irrepressible urge to rush over to her and take 
her into his arms, and do anything to make her tears go 
away. 

This urge frightened him, as he had never felt such an 
urge beforeñwith anyone. It frightened him so much 
that he rushed up the stairs to his room. 

RUDI CONTINUED TO sit on the floor by the pay 
phone long after she hung up with Mrs. Goodwin. She 
sat there and tried to compose herself. Then, even after 
she accomplished this, she still sat there. She sat there 
until her face was completely dryñand afterward she 
rose and peeked inside the main room, through the back 
entrance. 

Lots of people were still there watching porn, but, not 
seeing Maria, she decided to go to bed. Though, before 
she did, she happened to glance at the actors on the 
screenñand glanced at them perhaps a few seconds 
longer than necessary. 
òHow disgusting.,ó she mumbled, while trying to con-

vince herself that she wasnõt titillated by this even a little. 
òYou got a problem?ó bellowed a deep voice from 

nearby. 
Slowly, Rudi turned her head, and she saw J. D.ña 

huge heavyset guy with short black hair, who was sitting 
in a big white easy chair a few steps awayñand sneering 
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at her. 
With her own sneer, she replied, òWhat if I do?ó 
òFuck off,ó he barked. 
òI bet thatõs what youõll be doing right after watching 

this,ó she barked back, andñwithout waiting for a re-
plyñshe started down the corridor. 
òI canõt believe weõre letting a chick stay here!ó he 

shouted. 
òIõm not a ôchickõ!ó she shouted back. 
òA psycho chick!ó 
Rudi ignored this, and she headed up the stairsñand 

she soon reached Dennisõs room on the third floor, from 
which she could hear òHow Soon is Now?ó playing from 
inside the closed door. This surprised her. It surprised 
her that he wasnõt downstairs watching porn, and it fur-
ther surprised her that he was listening to the song by 
himself, and not as a means of seduction. 

Then, she suddenly wondered if there were someone 
in there with himñand she leaned her ear up to his door. 
But all she could hear was the voice of the singerñthe 
one who sang like he really meant it. 

Before long, the song endedñand started again. At 
the same time, Rudi raised her hand to knock on Den-
nisõs doorñbecause she, too, wanted to hear the song. 
She wanted to hear it all night long. But she stopped her-
self. She stopped herself at the last second and headed 
up to her new home, feeling more and more fatigued 
with each step. 



Chapter Thirty-Seven 

RUDI SLEPT FOR more than a day, and when she fi-
nally awoke with the rising sun she felt almost goodñ
and she felt even better when she saw the stacks of new 
clothes in front of her bed, along with makeup and toi-
letries, and all kinds of food. There was also a big bou-
quet of flowersñone that Jared and Vicki had left the 
day before, along with a get well card that mentioned the 
two would be visiting her again that evening at 9:00. 

Rudi smiled at all of this, grateful not only for the 
wonderful friends and family she had, but also for being 
alive so she could enjoy them. Though she soon realized 
she needed to take a shower before the horde of testos-
terone rose from its sleep. So, after grabbing a towel, 
soap, and shampoo, she rushed down the ladder. 

AS RUDI FINISHED showering, a robe-clad Patrick, 
who was carrying a towel and his shower bag, stopped 
behind an angry-looking J. D., who had similar items and 
who was waiting with four other angry-looking guys. 
Slowly, J. D. turned to Patrick and growled, òWhatõs 

the point of having two fucking showers if we have one 
fucking chick living here?ó 

Patrick shrugged, just as the shower came to a stopñ
and, not long after this, Rudi exited the bathroom wear-
ing her towel. 

At once, she and J. D. glared at each otherñand he 
also growled, òYou better have left some hot water in 
there.ó 
òThereõs not enough hot water in the whole world to 
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cover your body,ó she growled back. 
This caused him to furiously start toward herñand 

he was only stopped by Patrickñand only barely. 

RUDI ENTERED THE Gelman Library, while wear-
ingñin addition to Hectorõs overcoatña wool cap and 
sunglasses, along with a GW backpackñall of which 
Maria had bought for her. 

Just then, she took off the sunglasses and approached 
the security desk, which was manned by a small young 
man with big bushy brown hair and a scruffy face, who 
looked a little familiar to herñand he seemed to recog-
nize her as well. 
òCan I see some ID?ó he asked. 
òAh, I donõt have any. I lost it.ó 
òIõm sorry, but you canõt come in without ID. You 

can get a replacement at the registrar.ó 
This exasperated Rudi, and she thought about argu-

ing, but she quickly realized that the last thing she wanted 
to do was draw attention to herself. So, she just muttered, 
òAll right,ó and she headed out the door. 
òDidnõt you go to Columbia High School?ó the man 

suddenly called out. 
Rudi responded by turning to him and saying, òYeah. 

For a while.ó 
òI thought I recognized you. Iõve seen you at Vintage 

Vinyl as well.ó 
òI think I remember you, too.ó 
òMy nameõs Nick. Nick Levi.ó 
òRudi.ó 
òRudi Weiss. Yeah, youõre the girl who beat up Owen 

Connors.ó 
òThat was a long time ago. Weõre actually good 

friends now.ó 
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òI kinda remember that, too. I also remember your 
boyfriend was . . .ó 
òWell, I better go get a new ID.ó 
òItõs okayñgo ahead.ó 
òYou sure?ó 
òIõm sure.ó 
Rudi then entered through the turnstiles and headed 

toward a door leading to the Reference section down-
stairs. 
òHey!ó Nick shouted. 
At once, she stopped and spun toward himñand he 

said, òSorry.ó 
òAbout what?ó 
òYour boyfriend.ó 
Rudi nodded, before rushing off in the direction of 

the door. 

RUDI WENT TO the newspapers section, and she read 
through the last few editions of both the Washington Post 
and the Washington Times. 
But there wasnõt any mention of Hectorõs death, and 

she tried to determine whether this meant somethingñ
good or bad. Though all she could conclude was that the 
police hadnõt found the body and therefore werenõt likely 
looking for her. But she knew other people likely were. 
Other people who probably didnõt want it known that 
Hector was dead. Other people who were likely far worse 
than the police. 

With this in mind, Rudi went upstairs and found sev-
eral books about the Latin-American drug trade. But she 
couldnõt find anything about any Guzmans. 

Afterward, she returned downstairs and went through 
every map and encyclopedia she could find, looking for 
some mention of Miskitia. However, she couldnõt find 
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anything about it. So, thinking Maria mightõve been right 
about it being a new country, she walked up to a bald-
headed librarian and asked him. 
òThereõs no such country,ó he told her. 
òYou sure?ó 
òAbsolutely positive.ó 
òNot even a new one?ó 
òI follow world events very closely, young lady. You 

certain youõre not pronouncing it wrong?ó 
She then spelled it for himñand his answer was: 

òYou certain youõre not spelling it wrong?ó 
òPretty certain,ó Rudi replied. 
òSorry, I canõt help you.ó 

WHEN RUDI RETURNED to the Sigma Nu house, 
she peeked her head into the main roomñwondering 
what kind of debauchery they were watching now. 

Like the night before, the room was packed with peo-
ple watching TV, onlyñunlike thenñit was all men, and 
strangelyñinstead of watching pornographyñthey were 
watching General Hospital. Even stranger, they seemed far 
more enthralled by it than they had been of the porn. 
Some of the guys were literally sitting on the edge of their 
seats. 
òYou guys watch soap operas?ó Rudi uttered, with 

even more disgust than she displayed the night before. 
òSshhh,ó Johnny pleaded. òFrisco is just about to pro-

pose.ó 
òI canõt believe you!ó 
òShut up!ó J. D. hollered, from his white perch in the 

back. 
òWhoõs gonna make me?ó Rudi hollered back. 
òYouõre not gonna like it if I have to stand up.ó 
òI donõt like it even when youõre sitting.ó 
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Angrily, J. D. started rising, and Rudi headed down 
the corridor to call Mrs. Goodwin. Though, when she 
got to the pay phone, she realized that it probably wasnõt 
a good idea to call the woman from the same phone, es-
pecially this particular one. But while there she called 
someone else. 
òHello?ó Jeannine said as soon as she picked up. 
òHi,ó Rudi mumbled. 
òRudi?ó 
òYeah.ó 
òWhere have you been? Do you know everyoneõs 

looking for you?ó 
òI know. Iõm sorry.ó 
òWhat happened?ó 
òI had, I had a relapse.ó 
òOh, baby.ó 
òSee, Iõm not as strong as you thought.ó 
òNo one is. So, when are you coming in?ó 
òI canõt right now. People are looking for me.ó 
òThe police?ó 
òWorse.ó 
òWorse? What did you get yourself into, girl?ó 
òI donõt know, but I can tell you that Iõm scared.ó 
òMe, too. Is there something I can do?ó 
òHas anyone been looking for me?ó 
òWe all have. Even some of the homeless people. 

You donõt know how much people care about you. I care 
about you.ó 
òI know. Thank you.ó 
òSo, who do you think are looking for you?ó 
òI donõt know. Drug dealers, probably. The guys who 

were chasing me were two huge gorillas in expensive 
suits.ó 
òI havenõt seen anyone like that.ó 
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òIf you do . . .ó 
òWhere are you?ó 
òJust leave a message with my roommates. Theyõll get 

it to me.ó 
òAnything else I can do?ó 
òPray maybe?ó 
òWhat do you think Iõve been doing?ó 



Chapter Thirty-Eight 

UNDER THE DIM light of a flickering lamppost, 
Thelma and her shopping cart stopped beside a set of 
large garbage cansñand she leaned down and started 
sifting through them. 

Soon, a white van parked in front of her, and so, when 
a big blue Mercedes sedan reached a nearby intersection, 
the two goons inside could only see the van. 
òHow long do we have to keep looking for this 

woman?ó the shorter man asked while trying to keep his 
tired eyes open as he drove. 
òHow long do you want to live?ó the larger man re-

plied. He then took one last look around and motioned 
his colleague forward. The car afterward sped off, with 
its tires screechingñonly a handful of seconds before 
Thelma pushed her cart past the van. 

THE VERY MOMENT Jared and Vicki reached the top 
of the attic steps, Rudi rushed up to them and gave them 
warm hugsñand she thanked them not only for the 
flowers but for all they had done in trying to find her. 

Vicki, who was carrying a paper lunch bag, responded 
by looking around the room, and she shook her head, 
right before saying to Rudi: òYouõre not living here.ó 
òItõs all right,ó Rudi insisted. òItõs much better than 

where I was before. Itõs not even close.ó 
òYou canõt live in a frat!ó 
òFraternity.ó 
òWhatever. Youõre coming to live with usñand we 

wonõt take no.ó 
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òItõs way too dangerous, Vicki. People are after me. 
You shouldnõt even be coming to see me.ó 

Vicki sighed, and she followed Rudi to the couch 
along with Jared, and the three sat down, with Rudi in 
the middle. 
òWhat happened?ó Vicki whispered, after gently put-

ting her hand on top of Rudiõs, much like she had on the 
day they became friends. òWas it because of the wed-
ding?ó 
òNo,ó Rudi whispered back. òDonõt think that for a 

second. Your wedding was so beautiful, and I loved be-
ing part of it.ó 
òThen, what was it?ó 
òDespair and addiction donõt mix very well.ó 
Understanding this, Jared gripped Rudiõs other hand, 

and he told her: òWeõre here for you, Rudiñalways re-
member that.ó 
òOh,ó Vicki uttered, òbefore I forgetñwe brought 

you something.ó She then handed Rudi the paper bag 
and added, òHereõs the Nicoboli I promised you.ó 

With a bit of a grin, Rudi took the bag, and she pulled 
out a large and warm calzone. 
òItõs been frozen awhile,ó Vicki told her. òBut I 

heated it up before we came. Go onñgive it a try.ó 
Rudi, though, was hesitant. 
òNo meat,ó Jared insisted. òJust cheese.ó 
Rudi grinned again, and she took a bite of the calzone, 

and, once she swallowed it, she hung her head down. 
òNot good?ó Vicki asked. 
òItõs wonderful,ó Rudi replied. òYouõre wonderful. I 

donõt deserve friends like you.ó 
òStop that,ó Vicki growled. òYouõre sick, just like 

me.ó 
òNot like you.ó 
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òItõs the same thing. And just like me youõre gonna 
get better. If I can have hope, so can you.ó 

These words caused Rudi to raise her head and smile 
at her friendñand for a moment she couldnõt believe 
Vicki was the same person she once despised. Then, she 
said, òSo, how was the honeymoon?ó 
òTerrific,ó Vicki said back. 
òNot boring?ó Rudi inquired, with a smirk. 
òNot boring,ó Vicki told her. She also blushed a bit, 

prior to turning to her husband, who blushed as wellñ
though not just a bit. 
òAnd married life?ó Rudi asked. 
òNo complaints,ó Vicki answered, looking as if the 

happiness were about to explode out of her. 
òIn fact . . .ó Jared beganñthough he was interrupted 

by Vicki, who shook her head at him. 
òWhat?ó Rudi uttered. 
òThis isnõt the time,ó Vicki uttered back. 
òWhat?ó Rudi repeated, with a lot more firmness. 
Still, Vicki and Jared wouldnõt say anything. Though, 

after lots of prodding, in near unison the two exclaimed, 
òWeõre pregnant!ó 
òBoth of you?ó Rudi exclaimed back, with a big smile 

on her face. 
òIt feels like it sometimes,ó Vicki told her. òHe gets 

worse morning sickness than me.ó Vicki then clutched 
her husbandõs thigh and added, òAnd worse cravings, 
too.ó 

Rudi laughed at this, and she especially laughed at 
how much Jared blushed. Though the laughter faded 
when she thought of something. 
òWhatõs wrong?ó Vicki asked. 
òWhat about your medication?ó Rudi asked back. 

òCan you take it while youõre pregnant?ó 
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òI have to go without it.ó 
òIs that smart?ó 
òThereõs some risk and complications, but the cancer 

isnõt at an advanced stage. The doctor even said that if 
Iõm gonna have a baby, nowõs the time. So, in a way, itõs 
a miracle child.ó 
òIõm so happy for you.ó 
òThat doesnõt mean I havenõt had my doubts.ó 
òWhat doubts?ó 
òDo you think itõs right to bring a child into the world 

when I might not be there when she needs me the 
most?ó 
òI was without a mother growing up, and, I wonõt 

lieñit was rough. But the alternative wouldõve been 
worse. Much worse.ó 
òActually we . . .ó Jared began, before Vicki again cut 

him off. 
òWhat?ó Rudi demanded. 
òYou have enough to worry about,ó Vicki replied. 
òJust tell me.ó 
Briefly, the couple glanced at each other, prior to 

turning back to Rudi. Which is when Vicki muttered, 
òWe were kinda hoping . . .ó 
òThat youõd be the babyõs godmother,ó Jared added. 
òReally?ó Rudi uttered in shock. òYouõd really want 

me to be your babyõs godmother after all thatõs happened 
to me?ó 
òReally,ó Vicki said with a smile. òYou donõt have to 

give us an answerñó 
òñYes!ó Rudi interrupted. òOf course, Iõll do it!ó 
òYou should really think about it, becauseñconsid-

ering the circumstancesñitõs likely not to be such a cer-
emonial role.ó 
òItõs still yes!ó Rudi cried out. òA hundred times yes!ó 
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Vicki reacted by hugging her friend, who hugged her 
right back. 
òWeõre even naming the baby ôRudi,õó Jared said. 
Upon hearing this, Rudi was way more than 

shockedñand she broke Vickiõs embrace and hollered, 
òGet out of here!ó 
òThe only question is,ó Jared went on, òwhether it will 

be with an ôiõ or a ôy.õó 
òItõs gonna be an ôi,õó Vicki insistedñòI just know it!ó 
òI donõt know what to say,ó Rudi told the two while 

shaking her head. 
òNow you have a reason to get better and stay that 

way,ó Vicki told her backñand, while pointing her fin-
ger, she added, òA big one!ó 

AS DENNIS APPROACHED his bedroom door, he 
heard voices coming from the attic, and though he knew 
it wasnõt right or òhonorableó to listen to someone elseõs 
conversation, he found himself drifting toward the lad-
der, and, once there, he hovered. 
òWho are these people?ó Jared asked Rudi. 
òI donõt know for sure,ó Rudi replied. òBut until I find 

out I canõt leave here.ó 
òTheyõre that dangerous?ó uttered Vicki. 
òThey were shooting at me,ó Rudi answered. 
òOh, my God.ó 
òIõm gonna ask Reverend Samson about these guys,ó 

Jared uttered. òHe knows about everything that goes on 
down there, including this new shit on the streets.ó 
òDonõt get him involved,ó Rudi insisted. 
òWhy do you think he ministers there if itõs not to get 

involved?ó 
Right then, someone touched Dennisõs backñand he 

jumped, and spun toward Maria, who murmured, òHeyó 
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òHey,ó he murmured back, with great embarrass-
ment, before heading toward his room. 

Watching this, Maria smiled knowingly, prior to walk-
ing up to the attic, where Jared and Vicki were saying 
their goodbyes to Rudi. 
òHi,ó Maria awkwardly said to everyone there, still 

not accustomed to the three being friends, much less 
good ones. 

Everyone said hello backñafter which Maria pointed 
downstairs and whispered, òDennis was listening.ó 
òJust great,ó Rudi uttered with lots of exasperation. 

òNow he knows, too.ó 
òHe cares about you, Rudi. He cares about you a lot.ó 
òThatõs the problem.ó 

IT WAS LATE at night when the blue Mercedes came 
to a stop at a red lightña vehicle now driven by the 
larger goon. 

Briefly, he thought about running the light, as there 
was no one aroundñbut, considering his bad luck of 
late, he decided against it. He then heard snoringñand 
he turned his head and saw his smaller colleague sleeping 
against the passenger door, and he punched the manõs 
armñcausing him to wake. 
òWhat?ó the smaller goon gasped. 
òIf I have to be up,ó the larger one replied, òso do 

you.ó He afterward returned his attention to the light, 
which was still bright red, and added, òHow much fuck-
ing longer?ó 

Seemingly in reply, the light turned green, and he was 
just about to step on the gas when he noticed something 
in his rearview mirror. He noticed Thelma a couple of 
blocks back, rambling across the intersection with her 
shopping cart. 
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At once, the man smiled, and, after shifting the car 
into reverse, he sped backward toward the woman. 
òWhat are you doing?ó screamed the smaller goon. 
òSaving our lives!ó the man replied. 
Seeing the car coming at her, Thelma became fright-

ened, and she rushed across the street with her cart, prior 
to entering the grounds of an abandoned junkyard 
through a hole in a fence. 

At the same time, the Mercedes came to a sharp stop 
by the fenceñand the smaller goon jumped out of the 
car and followed her. Then, the car sped off, and turned 
left at the next block before smashing through the re-
mains of the front gate of the yard. 

As for Thelma, she ran as fast as she could while 
pushing a heavy shopping cartñwhich wasnõt very. In 
spite of this, she didnõt give a thought to ditching the 
conveyance, as it wouldõve been like abandoning her 
right armñand it was not long before the smaller goon 
was only a short distance from her, even though he was 
far from the fleetest man. This led Thelma to reach in 
the cart for her stick, getting it just as the Mercedes 
pulled up a short distance in front of herñand came to 
a screeching halt. 
But Thelma didnõt stop. Instead, she slammed her cart 

into the driverõs side of the carñsmashing the door in. 
The goon, however, was able to get out through the pas-
senger doorñand he screamed, òYou fucking bitch!ó 
òIõll fucking kill you!ó Thelma screamed back, while 

brandishing her stick. Then, noticing the smaller man 
coming to a stop behind her, she added, òIõll kill both of 
you!ó 
òDonõt be like that,ó the smaller goon cooed, with a 

little smile. òWe just want to ask you some questions 
about that crazy-looking girl we saw you hanging around 
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with.ó 
òI donõt know shit,ó Thelma replied. 
òWeõll see,ó he replied back as he clutched her shoul-

der, which was just before she cracked her stick over his 
headñcausing it to split apart, and causing the man to 
tumble onto the ground unconscious. 

Unfortunately, seconds later, she, too, was on the 
groundñthe result of the larger goon pushing her. Af-
terward, she turned herself around and saw the man 
standing over her. She also saw him placing a pair of 
brass knuckles over his fingers. 
òOne way or another you are going to answer,ó he 

said. 



Chapter Thirty-Nine 

THE CALM MAN sat in his apartment trying to remain 
calm as he held the receiver to his ear. 
òSo,ó he said, right after the larger goon told him the 

news, òwhen shall I shoot you two? Is Tuesday good for 
you?ó 
òWe have a plan, Eduardo.ó 
òYou can hear the excitement in my voice.ó 
òYou know junkiesñtheyõd sell out Christ for a fix.ó 
òIs this going somewhere?ó 
òSomebody must know where this junkie girl is. An-

other junkie must know. So, weõre gonna splash cash all 
over town until we find herñour own cash. We just need 
some time.ó 
òYou donõt have any.ó 
òPlease, Eduardoñwhat are you going to lose by giv-

ing us another month or two?ó 
Reluctantly, Eduardo thought about this. He thought 

about it for a long time, while desperately trying to come 
up with something. 



Chapter Forty 

RUDI WAS LYING on her bed in the attic, doing abso-
lutely nothing, when someone downstairs called out, 
òRudi, you have a phone call!ó 

At once, she jumped off the bed, and she flew down 
the stairs and picked up the receiver. 
òItõs me,ó Maria uttered, with a bit of gloom in her 

voice. 
òWhat happened?ó Rudi uttered back, quickly recog-

nizing her friendõs tone. 
òYour boss just called.ó 
òYeah?ó 
òShe wanted you to know about this woman.ó 
òWho?ó 
òHer nameõs Thelma.ó 

WEARING HER WOOL cap and sunglasses, a dazed 
Rudi walked inside George Washington University Hos-
pital, passing through the very same entrance President 
Reagan had after he was shot a few years earlier. Then, 
as soon as she got the number of Thelmaõs room, she 
hurried to it. 

At the threshold of the room, Rudi stopped in 
shockñseeing Thelma lying not far way, unconscious 
and badly beaten. 
For nearly a minute, Rudi didnõt move. Though even-

tually she not only entered the room but also pulled up a 
chair next to the bedñand she took off her sunglasses 
and cap before gently grasping the womanõs heavily cal-
lused hand. 
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Soon, Thelma began to wakeñand she couldnõt quite 
comprehend who was holding her hand. 
òItõs me,ó Rudi murmured, òGertrude.ó 
òGertrude?ó Thelma murmured back. òYou, you look 

better.ó 
òI donõt feel better.ó 
òBut your hairõs still fucked up. And your makeup, 

too.ó 
òThanks. Are you okay?ó 
òDonõt worryñI didnõt tell those assholes shit about 

you.ó 
òSo,ó Rudi uttered, while starting to fall apartñòthey, 

they did this because of me.ó 
òWho cares why they did it?ó Thelma growled. òIt 

makes no difference.ó 
òIt does!ó 
òIt was my choice not to talk. Mine.ó 
òI thought you didnõt care about anyone but your-

self.ó 
òOnly sometimes.ó 
òIõm sorry.ó 
òDonõt be. Iõm not. Iõm never sorry, and neither 

should you.ó 
òCan, can I ask you something?ó Rudi mumbled. 
òMaybe,ó Thelma mumbled back. 
òAre you, are you my motherñmy real mother?ó 
Thelma reacted to this question by looking deeply 

into Rudiõs eyes, and, without any hesitation, she said, 
òNo. Iõm not your mother, real or otherwise. But I wish 
I were. Because thereõs nobody like you. Thereõs nobody 
like you anywhere.ó 

These words made Rudi lose what little control she 
still had, and she hugged Thelma. She hugged her long 
and hardñand when she finally released her, the woman 
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was again unconscious. 
Still, Rudi took her hand again, and she held onto it, 

wanting Thelma to know that she wasnõt aloneñand that 
she would never be alone again. 

Late into the night, Rudi continued holding the 
womanõs hand. She did so right up until the moment 
Thelma passedñand afterward Rudi cried and cried, in 
spite of what the woman had told her. 

A YOUNG MALE orderly rolled a gurney containing a 
heavy corpse up to an open office, where sat a small 
woman in her thirties, who was wearing a white lab coat 
and eating a pastrami sandwich. 

The woman responded by looking dubiously at both 
the body and the orderly, before uttering, òDoes this one 
have a name?ó 
òActually,ó the man replied, òthe police were able to 

ID  her.ó He then walked over to the foot of the gurney 
and lifted up a chart, prior to saying, òHer name was 
Mona. Mona Weiss.ó 



Chapter Forty-One 

RUDI WAS INCONSOLABLE after Thelmaõs death, 
firmly believing she had been the cause of itñand noth-
ing Jared, Vicki, or Maria said to her could change this. 

For many days, she did nothing more than sulk and 
listen to her music, while barely leaving her room. Then, 
one evening she heard a small party going on down-
stairsñthe noise of which kept disturbing her malaise. 
So, she got off her bed and headed downstairsñand, as 
she reached the foyer she saw Nick standing by himself 
against the staircase, holding an empty beer cup in his 
hand. 
òHey,ó she uttered. 
Startled, he jumped a bit, before turning toward her 

and responding in kind with a little smileñrelieved to 
see someone familiar. 
òWhatõs up?ó she asked. 
òNot much,ó he answered. òMy roommateõs thinking 

about rushing here, and he dragged me along.ó 
òWhat about you?ó 
òMe?ó 
òAre you gonna join?ó 
òAre you kiddingñlook at me.ó 
òWhat about you?ó 
òIõm not exactly the fraternity type.ó 
òNeither are they.ó 
òYou think so?ó 
òI know so. Why donõt you give them a chance.ó 
Nick shrugged. Though he also lifted up his cup and 

said, òI think Iõll get another beer.ó 
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òIõll talk to you later.ó 
Rudi then watched Nick enter the main roomñafter 

which she turned and saw Dennis smiling at her. 
òWhat are you grinning about?ó she growled. 
òI heard what you just said to him,ó he replied. 
òListening to other peopleõs conversations is a bad 

habit.ó 
òYou know, maybe we should make you rush coordi-

nator.ó 
Rudi sneered at this and walked off down the corri-

dor, with Dennis smiling at her without control. Whatõs 
more, he didnõt even want control. 
òDennis!ó suddenly came a familiar male voice from 

behind himñand Dennis spun around, and, with great 
surprise, he saw his father a few steps away. 
òDad, what are you doing here?ó he muttered. 
òWell,ó the man replied with a bit of a smirk, òback 

in my day Sigma Nu alumni were invited to all events, 
regardless of what chapter they attended.ó 
òItõs still true, but . . .ó 
òWhy donõt you introduce me to everyone.ó 

RUDI POURED A glass of soda from a bottle at the bar 
in the back of the main room, and she afterward sat 
down in J. D.õs big white easy chairñand she watched 
the people in the room mingle. 

Soon, J. D. entered with two guys quite familiar to 
herñBrad and Pete, and she couldnõt help notice that 
Bradõs nose still looked a bit broken. She also noticed 
how Peteõs right arm didnõt seem to move quite right. 
òIõm telling you,ó J. D. said to the two, òthis is the 

best house on campus. Itõs common knowledge.ó 
Right then, Brad and Pete saw Rudi, and they 

stopped, in both shock and fear. 



E V E N  P U N K  G I R L S  C R Y 329 

òWhatõs wrong?ó J. D. asked. 
òWha . . . what is she doing here?ó Brad mumbled, 

with his hand shaking slightly as he pointed at Rudi. 
òSheõs just a boarder,ó J. D. replied, while glaring at 

Rudiña glare she happily returned, just as he added, òA 
temporary one.ó 
òYou know,ó Pete said to Brad, òI think, I think 

Sigma Chi is having a party.ó 
Brad nodded, and the two rushed out of both the 

room and the house as fast as they could, almost tripping 
over their feet. Which caused J. D. to fumeñand, once 
this peaked, he turned to Rudi and growled, òWhy are 
they so afraid of you?ó 
òMaybe you should ask yourself why are you not afraid 

of me,ó Rudi growled back. 
òIõm shaking.ó 
òIf you were, thereõd be an earthquake.ó 
At once, J. D.õs face turned red, and, after pointing 

upstairs, he howled, òthis is a private fraternity event.ó 
òThere are girls here,ó Rudi retorted, while nodding 

at a few in the room. 
òTheyõre little sisters. Or will become one.ó 
òWell,ó Rudi uttered, after putting her feet on top of 

a nearby coffee table, òMaybe Iõll become a little sister, 
too.ó 
òYouõre sitting in my chair. Get out of it.ó 
òFine,ó she told him with great exasperation, before 

standing up and walking off. 
òYouõre not long for here, Weiss,ó J. D. told her back. 
òNone of us are,ó she replied as she approached the 

front of the room, where Dennisõs father was talking to 
his son with his back to Rudi. 
òYou promised me you wouldnõt see her anymore,ó 

the man quietly hollered. 
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òI didnõt promise you anything,ó Dennis replied. 
òTell me, howõd you like to join the ranks of all the 

homeless people around town?ó 
All of a sudden, Dennis saw Rudi a short distance 

awayñalong with her frown, and he loudly coughed into 
his fistñcausing his father to turn toward Rudi and force 
the kind of phony smile endemic to politicians every-
where. 
òThis is my dad,ó Dennis muttered. 
òHi,ó she said to the man as coolly as possible. 
òAnd this is Rudi,ó Dennis added. 
òIõm glad to see youõve been found,ó the congressman 

remarked. 
òMe, too,ó Rudi remarked back. 
òYou put quite a scare into your mother-in-law.ó 
òI know.ó 
òI actually know herñand I knew your father-in-law, 

too.ó 
òI didnõt.ó 
With that, Rudi brushed past the man and headed up 

the stairs, with Dennisõs eyes locked on herñsomething 
his father noticed with lots of exasperation. 

LATE SUNDAY AFTERNOON, Rudi was glumly lis-
tening to òMoonlight Serenadeó on her bed when she 
heard a knocking sound. 

At once, she took off her headphones and uttered, 
òCome inóñand Patrick climbed the final steps of the 
attic ladder, and, while looking a bit embarrassed, he said 
to her: òHi.ó 
òHi,ó she said back, with a bit of wonder. 
òI have to tell you something.ó 
òWhat?ó 
òPersonally, Iõve got no problem with you. But youõve 
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rubbed some of the brothers the wrong way. At the 
meeting tonight thereõs going to be a motion to throw 
you outñand if it passes, thereõs nothing I can do about 
it.ó 
òI understand,ó she said matter-of-factly, as if she had 

been expecting thisñeven if this was anything but true. 

RUDI STARTED PACKING right after Patrick left, 
knowing exactly what the outcome of the vote would 
beñand she was able to stuff almost everything Maria 
had bought her into the backpack. 

Then, once night fell, she decided not to wait for the 
election resultsñand, after putting on Hectorõs coat, the 
wool cap, and the sunglasses, she put the backpack over 
her shoulders and headed down the ladder, even though 
she had no idea where she was going. However, as she 
reached the landing leading to the foyer, she heard the 
meeting in progress down in the main room, and she de-
cided to sit down and listen to itñjust for laughs, she 
told herself. 

About ten minutes later, they broached the subject of 
her, and her removal. 
òSheõs a complete psycho,ó J. D. told the brother-

hood. òItõs common knowledge. Forgetting the pledges 
she scared away, sheõs disrupted this whole house. I 
know, I know we need the money, so Iõll pay for the attic 
myself until we find another boarder.ó 
òWell,ó Patrick said, with a bit of a sigh, òthereõs a 

motion on the floor. Allñó 
òñCan I speak?ó suddenly interrupted Dennis, right 

after he raised his hand. 
òThe floorõs yours,ó Patrick replied, with a hopeful 

smile. 
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At the same time, Rudi leaned forward a bit in antici-
pation of Dennis speakingñnot sure at all what he 
would say. 

Slowly, Dennis rose off the couch, and he told every-
one: òThereõs no denying Rudi can be obnoxious. But 
that adjective can be applied to most of us. All of us, ac-
tually. Take a look around the roomñweõre the jerks no 
one else can stand. Think about it, what other fraternity 
would take us? Hell, you even gave a bid to a total asshole 
like me.ó 
òYou were a legacy,ó Johnny interrupted. 
òOkay, so you had to give me a bid,ó Dennis went on. 

òBut you didnõt have to become my friendsñthe first 
real ones Iõve ever had. Rudiõs a lot like us . . . well, apart 
from her you-know-what. Yeah, sheõs a little too loud, 
and she doesnõt quite fit inñand she can piss you off to 
no end. But thereõs this wonderful decency in herñkinda 
like the decency thatõs in each of us.ó 
òSheõs gotta go!ó J. D. insisted. 
òSheõs got nowhere to go!ó Dennis insisted back. 

òDid you ever wonder why sheõs here in the first place? 
Do you think she wants to be living amongst a bunch of 
filthy frat rats? She needs us. She does. Let her stay. Please. 
If not for her, then do it for me. Because she means a lot 
to me. An awful lot.ó 

Dennis afterward sat down, and Patrick said to the 
brotherhood: òWell, we have a motion on the floorñall 
those in favor of kicking Rudi out raise your hands.ó He 
further looked around the room and uttered, òAll rightñ
itõs unanimous: Rudi stays.ó 
For nearly a minute after hearing this, Rudi didnõt 

move, as she couldnõt believe what she had just heard. 
She couldnõt believe how Dennis had stood up for herñ
and, even more importantly, she couldnõt believe they 
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were actually letting her stay. Eventually, though, she 
rose to her feet and headed back upstairs, wondering 
when she was finally going to stop thinking the worst of 
everyone when they almost always disappointed her. 

RUDI COULDNõT SLEEP that night, with her mind so 
focused on Dennis and all the wonderful things he had 
said. She could remember every word of his speech, and 
every intonation of his voice. She could even imagine 
how he looked when he said it. She also couldnõt stop 
feelings from rising inside herñfeelings she thought 
were long dead. 

Sure, she told herself, maybe she could never really 
love Dennis, especially not the way she loved Tommyñ
but she liked him a lot. An awful lot. She liked him so 
much that she found herself rising off her bed, and she 
further found herself heading down the wooden lad-
derñand not long after that she came up to Dennisõs 
room, from which she could hear òHow Soon is Now?ó 
playing. 

Like during her first night living in the house, she 
raised her hand to knock on his door. Only this time she 
softly did, and, a few seconds later, the door creaked 
open a littleñand there was Dennis, wearing nothing but 
boxers. 
òHi,ó he whispered. 
òHi,ó she whispered back, while trying to avoid look-

ing at all the muscle on his arms and chest and abdomen. 
òWhatõs wrong?ó he asked, after she didnõt add to her 

hello. 
òThank you,ó she said. 
òFor what?ó 
òYou,ó she replied with a bit of a smile, òyou really 

shouldõve said ôfraternity rats.õó 
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For a moment he couldnõt understand what she was 
talking aboutñand then it hit him, and he smiled, too. 
Though it wasnõt just a bit. After which he told her: òLis-
tening to other peopleõs conversations is a bad habit.ó 

She responded by standing on her toes and giving him 
a sweet kiss on the lipsñdoing so while caressing his 
cheeks with the tips of her fingers. 

Soon, she felt these cheeks tremble a little as the first 
wave in Dennisõs life overtook himña wave that rose 
just as she once described it. Only he wasnõt scared at all, 
and he knew he would never be scared again as long as 
she was with him. 
As for Rudi, she hadnõt anticipated the kiss would 

mean much to her, as their previous kisses hadnõt meant 
anything at allñin spite of all the heat they generated. 
This kiss, thoughñthis kiss made her sing, and before 
she knew it she was trembling just like him, and she only 
wanted to tremble some more. Unfortunately, her toes 
started to ache, and she reluctantly broke their kiss. 
Which was just before she murmured, òWell, I better go 
back to bed.ó 
òYou want to hear the rest of the song?ó he asked, 

after pointing inside his room with his thumb. 
òActually,ó she replied, òIõd like to hear all of it.ó 



Chapter Forty-Two 

DURING THE WEEK that followed, Rudi and Dennis 
only got closer, even if they didnõt reenact their kiss or 
anything like it. 

Every day, he would bring her dinner and sometimes 
lunch, and they would talk away their evenings while lis-
tening to Dennisõs record collectionña collection that 
amazingly didnõt contain a single record she didnõt like, 
and one he allowed her to listen to whenever he wasnõt 
around. 

Steadily, the two discovered how much they loved be-
ing with the otherñenjoying not only the otherõs pres-
ence and touch, but also the sound of each otherõs voice. 
They also had ever-increasing difficulty saying good-
nightñand afterward smiled themselves to sleep. 

WHEN SATURDAY MORNING came, Rudi went to 
Dennisõs room to see if he wanted to do something. 
But he wasnõt there. So, she went downstairs and saw 

a group of about a dozen guys painting the main roomñ
a group that didnõt include Dennis. 
òAnyone seen Dennis?ó she inquired. 
òHe had some family emergency,ó Rich replied. 
òIf you ask me,ó Johnny added, òit was just to get out 

of painting.ó 
Not knowing what else to do, Rudi turned and headed 

upstairs. But something stopped herñand this same 
something led her back into the main room and up to 
Patrick, who was painting a corner along with J. D. 
òHey,ó she uttered. 
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Smilingly, Patrick turned his paint-splattered face to-
ward her and uttered back in kind. 
òWould you like some help?ó she asked. 
òSure,ó he answered, before pointing across the room 

at some supplies. òGrab a roller.ó 
Rudi nodded and headed over there, with Patrick 

grinning at J. D., who just shook his head in dismay. 

WHILE MOST OF the brothers put only a few hours 
into painting, Rudi worked the entire day. She even en-
joyed it, especially as it somehow made her forget all her 
worries. 
òCalculus is just killing me,ó suddenly came the voice 

of Tom, the boy with glasses who hit on Rudi that first 
night of school. 

Slowly, Rudi turned to her left and saw him a short 
distance away talking to Chuck. 
òThereõs no way Iõm gonna pass,ó he went on, while 

shaking his head. òNo fucking way.ó 
òWhatõs killing you?ó Rudi asked. 
Tom responded by turning to her in surprise and say-

ing, òWhat?ó 
òWhat in calculus is killing you?ó she reiterated. 
òEverything.ó 
òGive me a for instance.ó 
òPartial fractions, for instance.ó 
òYeah, theyõre a bitch.ó 
òTell me about it.ó 
òBut there really are only three variations of prob-

lems. So, you can train yourself to solve them, even if 
you donõt understand them.ó 
òYeah?ó 
òI could show you later if you want.ó 
òReally?ó 
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òSure.ó 
Tom smiled at this, and at her. Though not far away 

J. D. was doing anything but smiling. He still didnõt like 
Rudi, and it angered him that he was the only one who 
didnõt like her. 

BY THE END of the day, only Rudi and J. D. were still 
painting, and he was still painting only because he didnõt 
want to stop before she did. 

Suddenly, the two turned to each other and glared. 
Though the glare wasnõt as strong as it was before, no 
matter how hard the two tried to make it so. Then, just 
as suddenly, Dennis, who was wearing a red-and-blue tie 
and a white dress shirt, entered both the house and the 
roomñand he grinned at the two of them. 
òNice of you to show up, brother,ó J. D. remarked with 

a sneer. 
òFamily before pleasure,ó Dennis remarked back with 

a smirk. Which J. D. didnõt appreciateñand he tossed 
his roller into a nearby tray before storming out of the 
room. 
òWhatõs his problem?ó Rudi whispered to Dennis. 
òHe just needs to get laid,ó Dennis whispered back. 

òNever mind his growlñheõs actually the nicest guy in 
the house.ó 
òGet out of here.ó 
òItõs the truth. Iõm telling you Iõd throw myself in 

front of a speeding car for him. Or at least a small tricy-
cle.ó 

Rudi chuckled at thisñand Dennis kissed her cheek. 
òYouõre gonna get paint all over yourself,ó she told 

him, before picking up a small towel and using it to wipe 
his lips. Which was just before she added, òSo, what was 
the family emergency?ó 
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òTo my father,ó Dennis replied, òeverything is a fam-
ily emergency. Of course, if everything is an emergency, 
nothing is.ó 
òBut what was it about?ó 
òThis,ó Dennis told her while rubbing his fingers. 

òThatõs what itõs always about. He needed my mother 
and me for a photo op so he could get money from some 
people, or to funnel money back into our district. Or 
both. Itõs a never-ending cycle.ó 
òIt sounds like I had more fun painting,ó Rudi said. 
òHow long have you been painting?ó Dennis said 

back. 
òA while.ó 
òAnd why are you painting?ó 
òI donõt need a reason.ó 

WITH A PARTY for the new pledges roaring in the 
freshly painted main room, Rudi entered and saw Chuck 
standing by himself, looking longingly at a woman across 
the wayña woman who was speaking to a friend. 
òWell?ó Rudi said to him, as she stopped beside him. 
òWell what?ó he said back. 
òTalk to her.ó 
òWhat if sheõs not interested?ó 
òWhat if she is?ó 
òStill . . .ó 
òGo on,ó she told him, before giving him a small 

pushñone that almost knocked him off his feet. 
Though, once he regained his balance, he turned to 

Rudi with great trepidationñand she reacted to this by 
waving him forward with both hands until he reluctantly 
complied. 

Rudi then turned around, and saw Nick standing next 
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to her, with a pledge pin on the jacket of his suitñsome-
thing she grinned at. She further told him: òSo, you did 
it.ó 
òI just hope I wonõt regret it,ó he told her back, with 

lots of doubt on his face. 
òYou wonõt. Iõve been told by very reliable sources 

that they donõt haze at all. Quite the contrary.ó 
òI see a pledge without a beer!ó Patrick jokingly called 

out from not far away. 
òI think theyõre calling your name,ó Rudi murmured. 
òAll right,ó he murmured back before heading toward 

Patrick and his ever-welcoming smile. 
Just then, Dennis grabbed Rudi by the arm, and he 

led her onto the dance floor, where they slow-danced to 
Chaka Khanõs òThrough the Fireóña song that seemed 
to have been written about them and for themñand 
only for them. 

Even when the next song came onñone much 
fasterñthe two continued slow-dancing, and continued 
listening to Chakaõs velvety voice. 

LATE THAT SAME night, Rudi was awaken by a 
sound. 
At first, she didnõt know what it was or where it came 

from, but she quickly realized it was the sound of people 
arguing. 

Soon after thisñwhile wearing only an oversized jer-
seyñshe got out of bed and walked over to the window 
of the attic. There she saw two guys from a neighboring 
fraternity picking on Nick a short distance from the 
houseñand, when they pushed him to the ground, she 
ran down the stairs, acting purely on instinct. 

With this very same instinct, she ran out of the house 
and hollered, òLeave him alone!ó 
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For a few moments, the two men didnõt react, but, 
when Rudi started marching toward them with her fists 
clenched, one of them said to the other: òHey, thatõs that 
psycho chick.ó 
Rudiõs reputationñever since the incident with Brad 

and Peteñhad grown to the point that many at the 
schoolñincluding these twoñtruly believed she had 
killed two guys with her bare hands. So, they ran off as 
fast as they could, with Rudi shouting, òYou fuck with 
Sigma Nu, you fuck with me!ó 

Before long, she reached Nick, who was a bit bruised 
and very drunk, and she brought him to his feet. Then, 
she walked him back toward the houseñand, as they ap-
proached the front stoop, a handful of brothers came 
running out and helped the boy inside. Which was just 
before J. D. rushed outside with a big aluminum baseball 
bat. 

Once again, he and Rudi glared at each other. But J. 
D.õs glare soon turned into a grudging smile, and a nod 
of his headñand though Rudi tried hard not to return 
his smile, she did so anyway. 

AFTER THE INCIDENT outside the house, Rudi was 
greeted by smiles and affection by every brother she en-
countered, including J. D. 

For a while this disconcerted her a little, but as the 
days and weeks went on and this continued, she came to 
enjoy itñand them. She even became something of a 
den motherñalways there to help anyone out, whether 
it was with girls, homework, or just the complexities of 
life. She also came to love every boy thereñincluding J. 
D., who no longer minded when she sat in his big white 
chair. 
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ONE SUNDAY NIGHT, while the brothers were hav-
ing their weekly meeting, Rudi was lying on her bed lis-
tening to a tape Dennis had made for her when someone 
knocked at the entrance to the attic. 
òCome in,ó she said, after removing her head-

phonesñand Dennis walked up with a strange smile on 
his face. 
òWhatõs up?ó she asked, a bit suspiciously. 
òCan you come downstairs for a minute?ó he asked 

back. 
òThe meetingõs over already?ó 
òNo. Thatõs why we need you to come downstairs.ó 
òWhat are you talking about?ó 
òCome on down, Rudi Weiss,ó he called out, as he 

waved her toward the ladder with both arms. 
She sighed, but she got off the bed and followed Den-

nis down the stairs and into the main room, where all the 
brothers were congregated, with the same strange smiles 
Dennis had. 
òWhatõs going on?ó she demanded. 
òJust now there was a motion on the floor,ó Patrick 

replied, before winking at J. D., who blushed a little. 
òWhat kind of motion?ó Rudi inquired. 
òAs you probably can imagine,ó Patrick continued, 

òonly men can become brothers here. Itõs actually written 
in the bylaws. But we checked and thereõs nothing in 
these same bylaws about women becoming honorary 
brothers. And, by unanimous consent, thatõs what youõve 
just become.ó 
òWhat?ó Rudi muttered, not certain how to react to 

this. She wasnõt even certain whether it was something 
good or bad. 

All of a sudden, J. D. stood up holding a large gift-
wrapped box, and he said to her: òThis is for you. We all 
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chipped in, even me.ó 
òWhat is it?ó she uttered, still in a state of disbelief. 
òGet your ass over here and find out,ó he uttered 

back. 
Hesitantly, she walked over to J. D. and took the 

boxñand, just as hesitantly, she unwrapped and opened 
it, exposing a yellow Sigma Nu jersey with her name 
stitched on the back. 
òI sure hope you guys werenõt expecting me to wear 

this,ó she told them, with a big happy smile on her face. 
òPut it on!ó they started chanting. òPut it on! Put it 

on!ó 
òAll right,ó she finally relented, and she placed her 

arms inside the garment. 
òYou have to take your T-shirt off first,ó Johnny 

quippedñto the laughter of everyone in the room, in-
cluding Rudi, who quipped back, òDream on, brother.ó 

Afterward, she put on the jersey and struck a reluctant 
poseñto the cheers of all her brothers, including J. D., 
who further wrapped one of his big arms around her and 
gave her an equally big kiss on the head. 



Chapter Forty-Three 

FRIDAY NIGHT, RUDI walked down the stairs to find 
a large group of her brothers standing in the foyer, along 
with all the pledges. 
òWhatõs up?ó she asked, as she came to a stop on the 

bottom step. 
òWeõre taking the pledges out to Beefsteak Charlieõs,ó 

Dennis replied, with one of his smiles. òAll the ribs and 
shrimp you can eatñand all the beer, wine, and sangria 
you can drink.ó 
òWell, have fun.ó 
òYouõre coming, of course.ó 
òDennis, you know Iõm a vegetarianñand you know 

I donõt drink.ó 
òTheyõve got a great salad bar,ó he retorted, after 

grabbing her armñòand you can get soda, too.ó 
òNo,ó she retorted back, for lots of reasonsñwith the 

restaurantõs menu being the very least one. 
òItõs your brotherly duty,ó he told her while dragging 

her toward the door. 
òDennis!ó she cried out. 
òYou hardly ever leave the house.ó 
òAnd you know why,ó she whispered. 
òNothingõs gonna happen with us around,ó he whis-

pered back. 
òYeah, Iõm sure theyõll be real frightened of you.ó 
Ignoring this, Dennis kept pulling her. 
òAt least let me get my coat and cap,ó she insisted. 
òYou donõt need any coat or cap,ó he insisted backñ

òitõs warm out.ó 
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òBut . . .ó 
Right then, the wave of men behind her pushed her 

forward. Though they also kept her well hidden in the 
moonless night. 

AS THE MULTITUDE crossed the park facing the 
White House, Rudi saw something that made her pause. 

It was a half-dozen homeless men in the distanceñ
men she knew well, and she wanted to say hello to them. 
However, she was afraid of exposing herself, and then 
Dennis put his arm around her and forced her ahead. 

WHILE THE GUYS were finishing their first servings 
of baby back ribs and their third round of beer pitchers, 
Rudi returned with her second helping of òrabbit food,ó 
as J. D. called it. 

Grudgingly, she had to admit Dennis had been 
rightñthe salad bar was good. She also had to admit that 
she was happy she had comeñand happy to be around 
everyone. But she really became happy when she sat 
down and started nibbling on a carrot and noticed Den-
nis staring at her from across the tableñstaring at her as 
if what she was doing were the most special thing in the 
world. She not only smiled at this, but felt warm every-
whereñand this feeling only increased when he leaned 
over the table and whispered into her ear: òYou make the 
world spin.ó 

Playfully, she pushed him away, even though this was 
the last thing she wantedñand afterward she forced her-
self to turn away from his grin. Which is when she saw 
all the gluttony around herñsomething that made her 
grimace and feel a bit nauseous. That is, until an idea 
popped into her headñan idea that led her back to the 
salad bar, where she got two large plates. 
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On one she piled cold shrimp from a huge bowl in 
the center of the bar, and, after taking it and the other 
plate back to the table, she stole a rib from every guy 
nearby and put it on the empty dish. 

Seeing this, Dennis figured it was just some form of 
protest. But she kept doing it as further helpings of ribs 
came, until there was a mountain of meat in front of 
herñand he finally asked, òWhat are you doing with all 
that?ó 
òYouõll see,ó she answered, just as the waiter brought 

a sixth order of ribs to many at the tableñan order the 
man stated would be their last. 
òWhoa,ó J. D. uttered, as he wiped his big greasy chin 

with the back of his handñòitõs supposed to be all you 
can eat!ó 
òThe manager didnõt even want me to give you 

these,ó the waiter uttered back. òNo oneõs ever had more 
than four orders. Not even the sumo wrestlers that were 
here last month.ó 
òWhat a rip-off!ó 
òDonõt mind his growl,ó Rudi interjectedñòheõs ac-

tually a sweetheart. Just bring us the check. And do you 
think I could have a doggy bag?ó 
òSorry,ó the waiter replied, with a shake of his headñ

òno doggy bags allowed on all-you-can-eat.ó 
Rudi replied by motioning the man toward her with 

her finger, and he leaned forwardñafter which she whis-
pered something into his earñsomething that stunned 
him. 
òIõll see what I can do,ó he whispered back. 
Soon, the man returned with the check. Then, just as 

he was about to walk off, he looked around in all direc-
tions before handing Rudi a large insulated bagñone 
that had been hidden between his hand and the tray. 
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òKeep it out of sight,ó he murmured. òOr itõll be my 
job.ó 
òI promise,ó Rudi murmured back, as he took off. 
òThat assholeõs getting a shitty tip,ó J. D. remarked. 
òOh, no he isnõt,ó Rudi remarked back. òYouõre giv-

ing him the biggest one youõve ever given.ó 
òAnd if we donõt?ó 
òYou wonõt like it if I have to stand up.ó 
J. D. responded with a flood of laughterñlaughter 

that seemed would never stop. Though, when it finally 
did, he himself paid the entire tip. A huge one. 

AS THE MULTITUDE left the restaurant, Rudi hid 
amongst the men so the manager wouldnõt see what she 
was carryingñand, once they reached the park across 
from the White House, Rudi told her brothers: òIõll be 
right back.ó Then, even though she knew it would ex-
pose her, she marched off toward the homeless men with 
the doggy bag. 
òWhere you going?ó Dennis asked, as soon as he re-

alized where she was heading. 
òIõll be right back,ó she repeated. 
òYou want some of us to go with you?ó he called out, 

with lots of concern in his voice. 
òNo,ó she called back. 
òYou sure?ó 
òIõve never been surer of anything.ó 
Soon, Rudi reached the men, who were shocked to 

see her. 
òRudi?ó they all uttered, more or less in unison. 
òHi, guys,ó she said with a gentle smile. 
òWhat happened to you?ó one of the men asked. 
òI got into some bad shit,ó she replied. òIõm still in it 

actually.ó 
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òWe were looking for you.ó 
òI knowñand you donõt know how much that means 

to me.ó 
òWhatcha got there?ó another man inquired, while 

pointing at her bagñthe smell of which was intoxicating 
him. 
òThatõs what I wanted to talk to you guys about,ó 

Rudi told him. òActually, I have a big favor to ask.ó 
òWhatõs that?ó 
òYou see, I was just at this restaurant, and some jerks 

ordered this gigantic meal and then split before it came. 
And, and they were just gonna throw it all away.ó 
òReally? What kind of meal?ó 
òOh, I donõt knowñribs and shrimp, I think. Any-

way, I was wondering if you guys might be able to find 
someone whoõd like it.ó 
òWe might be able to help.ó 
òThank you so much!ó Rudi cried out, before giving 

the man a hug and a kiss on the cheekñsomething that 
made him blush a bit. She afterward handed him the bag 
and said, òIõll see you guys soon.ó 
òYou better. We miss you.ó 
òI miss you, too.ó 
Rudi afterward started backing up, and, after turning 

around, she returned to the multitude, who were looking 
as if the air had just been knocked out of them. 
òWhatõs the matter?ó she asked. 
òDessertõs not agreeing with us,ó Dennis told her. 
òWhat dessert?ó 
òA big piece of humble pie.ó 
òYou guys should be proud of yourselves,ó she told 

them, before pointing at the homeless men in the dis-
tance, who were clearly enjoying the food. òLook at all 
the people you fed. I bet there arenõt many fraternity guys 
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who can say that tonight.ó 
òBut tomorrow,ó Dennis muttered, òtomorrow 

theyõll be hungry again.ó 
òYou know,ó Patrick interjected, òyou see these peo-

ple all over the place. Theyõre literally everywhere you go. 
And we just ignore them. If they were cats or dogs weõd 
help, but because theyõre human beings we just ignore 
them.ó 
òIf youõd like to do more . . .ó Rudi began. 
òActually,ó Patrick replied, òweõve been looking for a 

community project.ó 
òI know just the thing.ó 
Rudi then put her arms around Dennis and Patrick, 

and, as everyone walked home, she told them her idea. 

AFTER THE MULTITUDE got back to the house, 
Rudi and Dennis watched TV together late into the even-
ing in the darkened main roomñwith her leg on top of 
his and their faces glowingñand their hands in constant 
search of one another. 

However, as midnight approached, he stretched his 
arms and said, òWell, we have a big day tomorrow.ó 
òYeah,ó she said back, before the two stood and 

headed up the stairs hand-in-hand. 
As they made their way, Rudi couldnõt help wish Den-

nis would ask her to spend the night. She wished hard. 
But instead, when they got to his door, he asked her 
something else. He asked her if she was planning on at-
tending the White Rose formal the following weekend. 
òItõs gonna be at the Willard Hotel,ó he told her, ònot 

far from where we were tonight.ó 
òThatõs not for me, Dennis,ó she told him back, with 

an emphatic shake of her head. òItõs not me, period.ó 
òThe thing is I need a date.ó 
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òSomething tells me you wonõt have a hard time find-
ing one.ó 
òMaybe, but thereõs only one girl I want to go with.ó 
òYouõll make do. You always do.ó 
òIs that so? Tell me, have you seen me with another 

girl since we met?ó 
This statement sounded so preposterous to Rudi that 

she sneered at Dennis. But, no matter how hard she tried, 
she couldnõt think of even one woman she had seen him 
with. Though this gave her no comfort, as she realized 
that caring about her that much was dangerous. 
òI better go to bed,ó she uttered, while pointing to-

ward the ladder. òWe have a big day tomorrow.ó She af-
terward turned around and headed off. 
òJust think about it,ó he called out. 
òI donõt even have a dress,ó she called back. òAnd Iõm 

not getting one, either.ó 

THE FOLLOWING MORNING, when Reverend 
Samson returned to the mission after an interfaith break-
fast, he was stunned to see a dozen young men on his 
roof repairing it. 

He was so stunned that he thought he was witnessing 
a visionñand this made him recall the last visions he ex-
perienced. 
Donõt take the brown acid. 
These were the infamous wordsñmore or lessñof 

the announcer at Woodstockñwords that came just a 
few minutes too late as far as Samson was concerned. 
Though the terrible trip that ensued made him rethink 
his life, and its purpose, which eventually led him to 
where he was standing at the moment. 

Suddenly, the mission doors swung open and Rudi 
exited wearing her wool cap and sunglasses, and carrying 
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both a white pail filled with liquid and a stack of plastic 
cups. 
òRudi!ó the minister yelled with great joy, as he spread 

open his arms. 
With lots of happiness herself, Rudi put down the pail 

and the cups, and she rushed into the manõs arms and 
hugged him. 
òYou donõt know how worried we were about you,ó 

he whispered. 
òI know,ó she whispered back with a smile. òI know.ó 
He then broke their embrace and uttered, òAre you 

okay?ó 
òBetter,ó she replied, prior to pointing at her brothers 

and saying, òWell, youõre finally getting your roof fixed.ó 
òI shouldõve known your hand was in this. Man, itõs 

just like what I said before, one day all of GW will be 
helping in my mission.ó 
òItõs just one fraternity,ó Rudi retorted. 
òA fraternity?ó Samson retorted back, with so much 

shock that he almost tipped over. After which he added, 
òThatõs even more amazing.ó 
òThatõs them.ó 
Slowly, the minister turned to the young men on his 

roof and he called out, òCan I get you boys something?ó 
òBeeeeeeerrrr!ó Johnny called back from his knees, 

with a big mallet in his hand. 
Everyone around Johnny laughed, but Patrick glow-

ered at him, before turning to Samson and saying, òSorry 
about that, Reverend.ó 
òThatõs quite all right, son,ó the minister replied, with 

a bit of a chuckle. òI was your age not that long ago.ó 
òHow about some lemonade instead?ó Rudi inter-

jected, as she picked up both the pail and the cups. 
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SUNDAY EVENING, MARIA visited Rudi in the attic, 
and, when she saw the Sigma Nu jersey her friend was 
wearing, she almost fell backward down the ladder. 
Noticing Mariaõs surprise, Rudi proudly turned her 

body, so her friend could see the name stitched on the 
back. Actually, she was so proud of what her brothers 
had done at the mission the day before that she promised 
herself sheõd wear the jersey every week until it fell 
apartñand maybe even afterward. 
òOh, my God!ó Maria cried out. òI canõt fucking be-

lieve it!ó 
òI think this proves anything is possible,ó Rudi re-

plied, both unable and unwilling to hide her smile. 
òSo, itõs true?ó Maria uttered. òI thought people were 

joking when they said you joined.ó 
òItõs sorta true,ó Rudi uttered back. 
òWow, if only the 17-year-old version of yourself 

could take a time machine and see you at this moment. 
She would explode.ó 
òHave I changed that much?ó 
Maria responded by taking Rudiõs hand and telling 

her: òIn none of the important ways.ó 
The two then sat down on the broken-down couch 

and Maria attempted to hand Rudi some cash. 
òI have enough,ó Rudi insisted while waving her off. 

òMore than enough.ó 
òMrs. Goodwin keeps sending me tons of money,ó 

Maria insisted back. òWhat should I do with it?ó 
òJust keep it for now,ó Rudi told her. òIõll give it back 
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to her as soon as this is over.ó 
òOh, that reminds me,ó Maria said, as she returned 

the cash to her pants pocket, òI finally got hold of my 
uncle.ó 
òAnd?ó Rudi asked, with a bit of hope. 
òIt turns out I was wrong. This Miskitia isnõt a new 

country. Itõs actually an old one.ó 
òWhat do you mean?ó 
òIt was a kingdom about a hundred years ago. But 

now itõs part of Nicaragua.ó 
òNicaragua?ó 
òYou know, the country where theyõre fighting that 

civil war. My uncle says that Miskitia is one of the areas 
supporting the Contras. Theyõre the ones fighting the 
government.ó 
òStrange,ó Rudi muttered. 
òWhat?ó inquired Maria. 
òHow come I couldnõt find anything about it in the 

library?ó 
òIt was probably listed under its English name: Mos-

quito.ó 
òI donõt know if this helps me at all,ó Rudi said with 

a bit of a sigh. 
òSorry,ó Maria said back. 
òWho could these guys be?ó 
Maria shrugged. 
òIõve known of a lot of drug dealers,ó Rudi went on, 

òbut Iõve never heard of a single one from Nicaragua.ó 
òWhat about the White Rose?ó Maria asked, hoping 

to change the subject. 
òWhat about it?ó Rudi asked back. 
òAre you going?ó 
òAre you kidding? Me at some formal dance? Look, I 

havenõt changed that much.ó 
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òDennis has been asking me all sorts of questions.ó 
òWhat kind of questions?ó 
òIõm not saying.ó 



Chapter Forty-Five 

A SHORT BUT solidly built man in his thirties warily 
approached a junkie, who was leaning against a mailbox 
and looking only half alive. 
Undeterred by Rudiõs insistence that she could solve 

her problems herself, Mrs. Goodwin not only didnõt call 
off the private investigator but redoubled her efforts by 
hiring a second firmñwhich, in turn, sent this short but 
solidly built man down to Washington. 

The man, whose name was Collins, had been there 
now more than two weeks without turning up anything. 
He actually had come up with only one clueñfrom a 
DEA agent who had once worked for Collinsõ boss at 
the FBIñan agent who hooked him up with a man who 
was working undercover in the area and had seen some-
one matching Rudiõs description at a notorious crack 
house. Though, when Collins went to this house, the col-
orfully dressed man running the placeña man with a 
toothy smileñasserted that he had never seen anyone 
like Rudi. Which was kind of the truth. 

The truth was also Collins was getting desperateñ
and not just because his boss was pressuring him for re-
sults. He was further tired of living out of a hotelñand 
he missed his family, especially his newborn son. So, he 
was willing to try anything. He even followed Maria for 
a few daysñand was now approaching a random junkie. 
òHave you seen her?ó he asked the man, after show-

ing him a picture of Rudi. 
At first, the man didnõt reply, but when Collins asked 

again, he muttered, òWhat do you want?ó 
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Collins responded by asking a third time, and he was 
just about to walk away when the junkie said, òMaybe.ó 
òWhat maybe?ó Collins asked. 
òThereõs something in my eyes.ó 
Collins smirked, right before taking out a roll of cash 

and peeling off a twenty, which he handed to the junkie, 
who replied, òI have two eyes.ó 

Again, Collins smirked, and he gave him another 
twentyñknowing it wasnõt his money anyway. 

The junkie then looked at the picture, and though he 
didnõt recognize the girl in it, he recognized her descrip-
tion. He also recognized a huge payday. 
While leaping at this opportunity, he uttered, òIõm 

pretty sure her name is Rudi.ó 
At once, Collinsõ jaw unhingedñsomething that 

caused the junkie to smile. He even rose off the ground 
a bit. òSee,ó he said, òthat forty dollars was a bargain.ó 
òWhere can I find her?ó Collins demanded. 
òThatõs gonna cost you a lot more, friend.ó 
òHow about I just beat it out of you?ó 
òThat wonõt help. It wonõt because I donõt know 

where she is right this minute. But I do know a couple of 
guys who do. And Iõll set it up, for the right price.ó 
òHow much?ó 
òA grand.ó 
òIõll give you a hundred.ó 
òFive hundred.ó 
òTwo-fifty.ó 
òAll right,ó the junkie said, prior to reaching out his 

hand. 
òYouõll get the money when I see the girl,ó Collins 

told him. 
òAll right. Come back tonight.ó 
òHere?ó 
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òNo, in that house over there,ó the junkie replied, 
while pointing the way. òThatõs where I live.ó 
Warily, Collins turned in the direction of the manõs 

finger and saw a condemned buildingñone of many like 
it in town, and, while thinking of his newborn son, he 
said, òNo way.ó 
òHereõs fine then. Iõll have them come here at nine 

tonight.ó 

COLLINS ARRIVED AT the mailbox at a quarter to 
nine. 

There was no one around, and he checked his pistol, 
and then checked it again. But even well past nine there 
was still no sign of the junkieñor anyone else, and some-
thing told him to get out of there while he still could. 
But, because he already told his boss he had a hot lead, 
he instead waited some more. He waited until he heard a 
voice call out, òHey!ó 

Collins responded by spinning around, and he saw the 
junkie on the front stoop of the condemned building 
waving him over there. 
òI said, no!ó Collins hollered. òIõm not going in 

there.ó 
òSheõs inside,ó the junkie insisted. 
òWho?ó 
òRudi!ó 
òTell her to come out.ó 
òShe canõt. She canõt come anywhere. And she doesnõt 

look too good.ó 
Collins sighed, but, after feeling the holster beneath 

his jacket, he reluctantly approached the buildingñand, 
even more reluctantly, he walked up the steps and into 
the house, which was illuminated somewhat by light 
from the street, which poured in through both the open 
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door and the houseõs broken windows. Then, he entered 
the foyer, and the junkie greeted him with a smile. 
òWhere is she?ó growled Collins. 
òThis way,ó the junkie replied, while pointing deeper 

inside the building. 
Collins, though, didnõt move. He just paused in 

thought. He paused a long time. 
òCome on,ó the junkie pleadedñand eventually Col-

lins followed him further, just as the front door of the 
house slammed closed. 

With lots of fright, Collins spun around, and he saw 
the larger goon inching his way toward themñwhile 
placing a pair of brass knuckles over his fingers. So, Col-
lins reached inside his jacket for his gun. But, at the same 
time, he felt a piece of cold metal pressing against his 
templeñand the shorter goon told him: òI wouldnõt do 
that.ó 
òShit,ó Collins murmured, with his thoughts only on 

a baby boy fast asleep in New Jersey. òFucking shit.ó 

IN THE EARLY hours of the morning, the two goons 
left the condemned building. 

Unfortunately for them, Collins knew almost as little 
about Rudiõs whereabouts as they did. Though they were 
still able to glean one small but possibly significant clue: 
the name of a certain girl and where she lived. Along with 
this information, they also had a photograph Collins 
once possessedñone given to his boss by Mrs. Good-
win. A photograph of Maria and Sandra from Rudiõs 
wedding. 



Chapter Forty-Six 

EARLY SATURDAY NIGHT, Rudi was sitting alone 
in the main room of the house watching TV when Chuck 
entered, wearing a tuxedo and holding the hand of a 
young woman in a light blue dressñthe same young 
woman Rudi had pushed him toward during the party 
many weeks earlier. He also had a big grin on his face, 
which Rudi both saw and smiled at. 

 òHowõs it going?ó she asked. 
òIncredible,ó he muttered. òItõs going incredible.ó 
òI can see.ó 
òAre you coming tonight?ó 
òNope.ó 
òDoes Dennis know this?ó 
òIf he doesnõt, heõll figure it out soon.ó 
òAll right. Iõll see you tomorrow.ó 
òSee you tomorrow.ó 
The couple then skipped out of the house together, 

and Rudi returned her attention to the TV. But as the 
hour got later her thoughts were anywhere but on the 
screen. They were on a certain Ken doll. 
She just assumed Dennis wouldõve been begging her 

all day to go to the dance, but she hadnõt seen him at 
allñand she started wondering if he had perhaps taken 
her advice and asked someone else. Which infuriated her, 
in spite of herself. 

Then, a little after seven, Dennis entered the house 
and walked up to the threshold of the main room in a T-
shirt and jeansñcarrying a black garment bag and a sin-
gle white rose. He further smiled at Rudi, who wouldnõt 
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even look at him. 
òSo, whoõs the lucky girl?ó she growled, between her 

clenched teeth. 
Dennis shrugged, prior to saying, òYou probably 

donõt know her.ó 
This infuriated Rudi even more, and, with a face turn-

ing redder by the second, she spun toward Dennis and 
pointed at the garment bagñand barked, òThat your 
tux?ó 
òNo,ó he answered, before unzipping the bag and ex-

posing a strapless red gownñone that not only took her 
breath away but just about everything else. 
òYouõre gonna look pretty funny wearing that to-

night,ó she mumbled, while numbly gazing at the dress. 
òAh,ó he replied, òbut you wonõt.ó 

IN THE BALLROOM of the Willard Hotel, almost eve-
ryone associated with Sigma Nu was on the dance 
floorñbrothers, pledges, little sisters, and their datesñ
all swaying to Van Halenõs òHot for Teacher.ó 

Suddenly, the doors to the hall swung open, and 
standing there was Dennis in a custom-tailored tuxedo, 
with Rudi grasping the white rose with one hand and 
Dennisõs arm with the other. She was also wearing both 
the strapless red gown and an embarrassed grin. 

Seeing her like this, the entire room stopped dancing 
and gawked at herñand, when this finally ended, they 
hooted and hollered and whistled at the two as Dennis 
led her inside. 
òLetõs dance,ó he told her. 
òNot to this,ó she pleaded, before coming to a stop 

on the edge of the dance floor. 
òNot a big fan of Van Halen, eh?ó 
To this question she gave him a look that said, 
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òYouõve got to be jokingóñand he turned to the DJ 
across the room and raised his hand, before loudly snap-
ping his fingers. 

Smilingly, the DJ looked at Dennis. He also scratched 
the needle across the record before starting his other 
turntableñand òHeavenó began to play. 
òYou had this all planned out, didnõt you?ó Rudi ut-

tered, with a big smile. 
òGuilty!ó he uttered back, with an even bigger smile, 

as he took her hand and led her onto the dance floor, 
whereñafter she waved at Maria and Sandrañthe two 
started slow-dancing. 
òI have to admit,ó she whispered to him, òyouõve 

worn me down.ó 
òYouõve worn me down, too,ó he whispered back. 

òAnd I like it.ó 
She responded by gripping him tightly, and she con-

tinued smiling, unable to believe she was there, and that 
she was happy she was thereñand with him. She was 
even happy about what she was wearing. 
òI hope you know I donõt put on a dress for just any-

one,ó she murmured. 
òI know,ó he murmured back. òThatõs the only thing 

that makes it special.ó 
Just then, he dipped herñcausing her to shriek a lit-

tle, and after lifting her up again he inquired, òDid you 
notice anything special about this place?ó 
òItõs beautiful,ó she replied, after looking up at all the 

glass chandeliers. 
òAnything else?ó 
òI donõt know.ó 
òYou know that itõs not just a ballroom.ó 
òItõs a hotel.ó 
òAnd you know what else it is?ó 
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òWhat?ó 
òItõs not a fraternity house.ó 
He afterward took something out of his pants pocket 

and put it in her hand. 
òWhatõs this?ó she asked as she felt a piece of cold 

metal. 
òThe key to the best room in the house,ó he an-

swered. òItõs up to you to decide what to do with it.ó 

RUDI PUT THE key in the lock and tried to turn it, 
which wasnõt so easy with Dennis holding her from be-
hind and nibbling on her earñmaking it difficult for her 
to concentrate on anything else. 

Though she eventually got the door open, and the 
two jumped inside the Jenny Lind Suite, where Rudi be-
came stunned, as the place looked like the royal quarters 
of some fairy tale, with furniture and fixtures that ex-
ceeded even the princessõ apartmentñand countless 
rooms abutting from everywhere. 
òI had to book this place weeks in advance,ó Dennis 

told her, while enjoying the fact that he had finally im-
pressed her. 
òLike I said,ó she told him back, òyouõve worn me 

down.ó 
òWait till you see the rest of the place,ó he cried out, 

before grabbing her hand and dragging her further in-
side. Soon, they went up a set a stairsñat the top of 
which was a circular window with a perfectly framed 
view of the Washington Monument. 
òMy . . .ó Rudi gasped when she saw it. 
But she didnõt have much time to enjoy the sight, as 

Dennis kept dragging her through room after room until 
they reached a bedroomñone that had an immense, 
dome-like ceiling as well as a wrought-iron canopy bed. 
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All of which made Rudi somehow even more stunned. 
While smiling at this, Dennis released her hand and 

walked over to a silver bucket standing on a table by the 
bedñand to the bottle cooling inside it. 

Finally, Rudi came out of her stunned state, and, with 
her hands on her hips, she growled, òDennis, you know 
I donõt drink.ó 

Dennis, though, just kept smiling, right before lifting 
a magnum of sparkling apple cider, which caused Rudiõs 
mouth to open so wide that he could have stuck the 
whole bottle inside it. 
òWhatõs the matter?ó he asked. 
òI canõt believe it,ó she mumbled. 
òWhat canõt you believe?ó 
òThat someone would go to so much trouble for me.ó 
òYouõre worth every trouble there is, Rudi Weiss.ó 
Right then, she looked as if she were going to melt. 

But instead she rushed up to Dennis and leaped into his 
arms, and she began kissing him as hard as she could 
while feeling them both tremble. In spite of this, Dennis 
somehow managed to shake the bottle and pop its 
corkñsending cider splashing all over them. 
òAaaaahhhh!ó she screamed with joy as the two be-

came drenchedñand she afterward pushed Dennis onto 
the bed and began mauling him. Though she quickly 
stopped when she noticed he wasnõt mauling her back. 
òWhatõs wrong?ó she whispered. 
òIõm nervous, believe it or not,ó he whispered back. 
òGet out of here,ó she uttered, even though she could 

see he was telling the truth. She could see this when she 
looked into his eyes. 
òIõm serious,ó he insisted. òIõve never been this nerv-

ous, not even before my . . .ó 
òItõs gonna be beautiful,ó she told him, before sweetly 
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kissing his slightly shaking hand. 
òYouõre so beautiful,ó he told her back. 
òNo.ó 
òYou are. And every day youõre somehow more beau-

tiful.ó 
Again, she looked into his eyes, and again saw he 

meant it. 
òI want this,ó he pleaded, òI want this to be my first 

time.ó 
òIt will be,ó she replied. 
òOnly you can make it happen.ó 
The two then kissedñslowly and surely, and yet des-

peratelyñand they removed each otherõs clothes in the 
same way. Then, while continuing their kisses, they ca-
ressed each other with their arms and legs and cheeks, 
and discovered every inch of themselvesñsending both 
of them into an euphoric state that wouldnõt cease to rise. 

Finally, this state overloaded, and she felt his heart 
pounding against herñand hers replied in kind as if 
there were but one organ between them. 

Wanting them to be one everything, she rolled him 
on top of her, and, after wrapping her legs around his 
backside, she began slowly pushing him inside her. 
òOh,ó he muttered, while shivering all over from the 

impossible friction. Never had he felt such pleasure or 
even imagined it. He didnõt even expect it, with his mind 
so focused on pleasing her. 

As for Rudi, she tried to mutter something back, but 
she couldnõt speak, or even see. All she could do was 
feelñfeel his body becoming hersñand she wasnõt even 
sure if the tremors she felt came from him or from some-
where inside of her. Nor did she care. 
It wasnõt long before he could move no farther. But 




