Miss Kenner and Me
By Nate Southard

| stand in Miss Kenner’s living room and wait fogr to make up her mind. It's a
week after graduation. She shakes her head, ddd<swaying like the branches of a
willow, and tells me we can’t do what we used tgraare. | tell her | love her, but she
just shakes her head some more, says | don’t knoat love is yet.

She’s wrong. | know just fine, because I'm imdawith her.

That’s when she tells me to get out of her house.

| stare at her a minute, and | know | probablykltke an idiot. | don't care,
though. Right now I just want to know why she’yiag we need to stop, why she wants
me out like I'm some stranger who snuck in throaghack window.

“It was fun,” she says. She shrugs a little, amdakes her look younger than me.
Not a lot, but a little bit. “You got your gradét’s just time to call it a day.”

“Wasn'’t about a grade.”

“If you say so.”

“It wasn’t, and | don’t want to call it a day.dbn’t want to stop this.”

“And what do you want, Jacob?”

“You,” I say. | don’'t know what else she expectswant you, Miss Kenner.”

She jerks away when | reach for her hand. “Yoedn®e go.”

“I'm eighteen. There’s nothing wrong with it.”

“Keep telling yourself that, Jacob. Neither ofei® believes it.”

| do, though. | stare at her a little longer, i@g my eyes on hers. She’s wearing
glasses with wire rims, and | don’t need to gladeen to know she’s wearing a peach
T-shirt that’s kind of baggy and a pair of jeanatth anything but. | prefer her in the
clothes she wears to teach algebra. Without aosin eyes | can see the dark skirt that
drops just past her knees, the heels of her shmktha tan pantyhose. | can see the
black dress shirt that she buttons except for @rg top. She leaves that one open to
show the hollow of her throat.

I've kissed that hollow a time or two. Done otli@ngs, too. | want to kiss it
again right now, but | can’t take my eyes off helder look is cold, almost bored.

I need to kiss her. If I can touch her lips witine it’ll change her thinking.
She’ll see that I'm right. She’ll wrap her arms@and me, and she won't take them away
until 1 pull that T-shirt up and over her head.

“Get out,” she says. “Don’t make this hard.”

“Fine,” | say a little louder than | mean. | mak#o the Dodge Neon my mother
lets me drive without crying. Even if | do loveet| don’t want to waste tears on a bitch
like Miss Kenner.

*k%k

Now that school’s out, | work at my Dad’s pizzerislario’s isn't much, doesn’t
even have a guy named Mario, but it does a preityldpusiness from the high school
kids and families who think it's some kind of expe joint. Live in a town where



almost every place has a drive through, suddeblgctboths are a big deal. | guess that's
the idea behind it.

| do a little bit of everything. | make pizzasdaous tables, ring folks up on the
register and even wash dishes when it needs d@ag. pays me a fair amount, | get all
the pizza and breadsticks | can swallow, and itdb#ee shit out of working for the
county. Besides, I'm only doing this until | leafg 1U in the fall. Then I'll find some
other way to keep cash in my pocket.

The other guys in the back usually keep a fewpsieks hidden in the cooler.
They let me swipe a few beers so | won't tell mg.ddhey like me. I'm not a rat.

*kk

Late at night, I lay in bed with my yearbook operthe Faculty section. Miss
Kenner has a great smile. Her black hair hangsiils around her face. | look at the
hollow of her throat and think about what she letdo there once or twice.

I miss her. 1 still don’t cry, though. That'setlsort of thing a baby would do.

*k%k

| stand in the kitchen at Mario’s. Heat pulseaiagt my skin, and | think to
myself that it's gotta be a hundred degrees ircthenped space. | drink iced tea straight
from the pitcher. | decide I'll grab a beer whén Hone.

Clinton and Ryan work the ovens. Clinton makezas and shoves them in;
Ryan takes them out and cuts them. They talktitieegtime. It's a rhythmic stream of
syllables that doesn’t stop. It only picks up spas the dinner rush turns into the late
night crowd. | try to pick up the rhythm, join ibut it’s all just a bunch of syllables,
something about movie directors and how much owyergeks and another guy sucks.
Or maybe it's all the same guy.

They talk so fast and so long, soon they just ddike static. | can’t even
remember which guy is which. | head to the bacthefkitchen to see if the dishwashers
need any help. They're fine, so | work on gettilngnk.

*kk

After work | smell like grease and garbage andigat wad up my apron and
throw it in the Neon'’s backseat. Then I climb mehihe wheel and drive into the
darkness. | try to get lost in town, just put geelal down at wander through the night.
Instead | keep traveling through the fog of my dwain.

| find myself across the street from Miss Kenn@tace. | watch the house,
sitting in my car and smoking cigarettes. Mosthtscall her lights are off. Sometimes |
can see a flickering in the upstairs bedroom, abiv she’s watching TV. We did that
now and then. Sometimes she’d put in a porno $dowvatch before we got started.
She’d ask if I thought she was as sexy as the @itlsfake tits, and I'd tell her she was.
| never lied. Not once.

No lights tonight. She’s sleeping.

| wonder if she’s dreaming about me.



| eye her front door, and | think about the timhe snswered wearing a plaid skirt
like one of those Catholic school girls. | didigt her take it off the whole night. |
remember she laughed as | kissed the insides dghiggrs. | thought my lips tickled her,
but now | wonder if she was laughing at me.

When I'm sure the street is quiet and asleepnilzbut of the car and sneak onto
her front porch. 1 piss on her doorknob and tleavé.

Later, | steal a six-pack from the Super Americd won’t sober up.

*kk

Lucy starts waiting tables near the end of JuBlee’s cute, maybe five-six with
blond hair and a little stock to her frame. Notamin the chest, but she’s got a great
smile, and the black pantyhose she wears to wagk kee staring at her legs.

| joke with her sometimes when I'm bussing tabl&e always laughs. Her
second Friday, | catch her bending over to grabessilmerware, and | slap a hand across
her butt before | can stop myself. She jumps ahillsvaround looking mad. She smiles
when she sees it's me, though.

“Don’t start it unless you can finish,” she says.

“And what'’s that supposed to mean?”

“If you can’t figure it out, I'm not gonna tell ya

Ten minutes later, | have her in the walk-in coolder black skirt's around her
waist and I've torn a hole in the crotch of herdno$ slap a hand over her mouth so my
dad doesn’t hear us.

Around ten o’clock, Lucy gives me a wink as shéksaut to her Dad’s car.
She’s fifteen and can’t drive yet. There’s a stainthe hem of her skirt.

*kk

On the way home, | throw a rock through Miss Ketskving room window. |
wait to watch the upstairs light pop on, and thenrn rubber out of there.
At home, | give myself calluses. | think aboutclikissing Miss Kenner's neck.

*kk

Miss Kenner calls the private line my parentsiputy room and asks if it was
me who broke her window. | say it wasn’t. Shesasgain, and | tell her | don’t know
who she is, but maybe she should leave me alonstapdeing such a bitch. She says
my name, and | hang up on her.

| sit on the edge of my bed for a long time. ihkhabout stealing a whiskey bottle
from the corner store. Instead, | call Lucy.

*k%k

The Neon’s backseat is just about the most cramfzex on earth, but we make
do. Lucy straddles me and rocks back and fortiab her ass like it's all I've ever



wanted. She cries out, and | know she’s too ydarfgke it. Kids don’t know that sort
of thing yet.

Our sweaty skin squeals against the vinyl sealewhe windows get foggy and
the shocks creak. The whole damn world goes awtlylin done and Lucy pants
against my neck.

“That was the best time ever,” she whispers. m'tdloave the heart to tell her it
was only pretty close for me.

| get quiet after that because | can't stop thgkabout my best time, about the
carpet in Miss Kenner’s living room scraping my lbas she bucks on top of me like a
cowboy, how her fingernails tear at my chest, drafgishes with a scream before
falling onto me. That’'s when | push her belly e floor and start again.

Lucy asks me what I'm thinking about. | tell Hemight be in love with her.

*k%k

My dad asks me if I've been keeping Lucy out ghtj says her father heard
some things and came around asking. He says ther'&pretty pissed off about his
daughter and some older guy.

| tell him we're just friends, that | haven't seleer outside of work.

My dad thinks I'm full of shit. Says he knowsrha

| ask what difference it makes. It's the middfeJoly, and I'm heading to IU in
five weeks.

“Just be careful,” he says.

*kk

July melts into August. | haven’t seen Miss Kaninea couple of weeks. Drove
by her house once, but there wasn’t any sign stsehwme. | thought about stuffing
something nasty in her mailbox, but | decided agfain Wasn't worth the hassle.

| still look at her yearbook picture some nighiot as much as | used to, but |
miss her smile. |look at Lucy’s freshman yeatuyme, too. She’s got a mouthful of
braces init. I'm glad they're gone. They make loek too young.

*k%k

The second Tuesday in August, my dad walks ineMhile got Lucy on her knees
in the cooler. He fires the pair of us and cadéis flather. | tell him not to bother, I'll
drive her home, but he shakes his head and telt®o met the hell out of his restaurant,
makes Lucy go sit in back with the dishwashers.

Clinton says something cute as | stomp towardrtir@ of the restaurant. |
shatter his nose with my knuckles, and his gurgtimgses follow me out the front door.

| drive around town awhile. My balls ache likazy because Dad didn’t let me
finish. | decide | hate him a little, maybe maaed then | find myself turning down Miss
Kenner’s street.

*k%k



The light’s on in the living room. She hasn’t exgone up to bed yet. | sit
behind the Neon'’s steering wheel and look at hawdrcurtains and wonder if maybe
this is stupid. She’s taped black plastic, propditdm a trash bag, over the pane | broke.
A spike of guilt jabs me, but | shake it off andrdb out of the car.

My heart pounds as | cross the street and cliratstéps to her porch. | almost
scream when | knock on the door.

| hear the squeak of old springs as she climbgheftouch. |try to keep the
thoughts of what we’ve done on that couch at Hayeed to concentrate. | can make her
love me again if | concentrate hard enough.

| hear a lock draw back. The doorknob clickstasturned, and then the door
opens. It's not a lot, but it's more than a crabkiss Kenner’s entire face appears in the
empty space between door and jamb.

“Jacob?”

“Hi. | needed to see you.”

“What? No. That's a bad idea.”

“But it’s not. I've been thinking about it, antisinot. | bet you've been thinking
about it, too. | mean, look at how long | waitezfdre | came to see you. That counts for
something, right? | wasn’t desperate or crazymytlang.”

She shakes her head a little. It takes me rigbk lbo that week after graduation,
standing in her living room. | have some idea bbtshe’ll say next.

She proves me right. “Jacob, you just need to@et on with things, okay?
You're a sweet kid, but you're just hurting youfsel

“A kid?”

“I don’t mean anything by it.”

“I'm not a kid.”

“I know.”

“In your shower? In your bed? The floor? Whdratl you bent over the kitchen
counter? You call me a kid then? No, you didiYbu didn’t because I’'m not one.”

“Right. Jacob, I'm sorry.”

And then | knew. She’d forgotten, so | had towln@r again. Remind her. If
she saw me again, if she touched me, she’d rememolsegreat we were together.
She’'d remember how bad she wants me.

| put my shoulder against the door and push inaggeother foot. | fumble for my
belt and zipper.

“What are you doing?”

“I'm not a kid, Miss Kenner. I'll show you.”

“Go away, Jacob! Stop!”

“But | love you! And you love me. You want mel”jerk open the front of my
pants and pull myself out. | reach for her hatidou touch it, and you tell me you don’t
want it!”

Her hands shove at my chest. | see a look ofifelaer face, but | ignore it. |
need her to touch me, to remember. | can’'t keepggeithout her remembering how
bad she wants me.

“Please!”

“Go away before | call the police!”



Her words stop me a second. | wonder if sheyeabuld call the cops. Maybe
it's just a game. Maybe she wants me to push myiagde, to take her rough and hard.
| blink, and when | look at her again | don’t sag/thing that looks like love.
“Leave me the fuck alone, Jacob. You come bautf,/d call the police if |
don’t kill you first.” She slams the door, and nhén standing alone on her porch with

my dick in my hand.
| blink again, and tears roll down my cheeks.

*kk

Well, after midnight, Lucy calls. She wants mesteak her out of her house, so |
oblige. | take a minute to wash my face and getesof the red out of my eyes. Then |
drive to her house with my knuckles burning whigaiast the steering wheel and
shadows turning over in my head.

Lucy’s waiting at the end of her driveway. Sheavgea T-shirt with a cartoon cat
on it and shorts that just barely cover her asst dieakers and fuzzy socks make her
look like a kid. She might as well have her bracBke’s got a backpack clenched in her
fists, and | know that can’t mean anything goodheW she sees me her face lights up
like I'm gonna save her life. | consider droppimg foot on the gas and hauling my butt
straight past, but something makes me stop.

She tosses the backpack in the floor and jumpétén it. She cries as she wraps
her arms around me, and | fight to stifle a groan.

“My dad says we can’t see each other anymore!”

“So he’s wrong. You're seeing me now.”

She digs her face into my shoulder. “Take me sumeee.”

*kk

It takes me fifteen minutes to reach a secluded @p Taylor Ridge Road. In two
more minutes | have Lucy bent over the Neon’s heitld her shorts around her ankles.
She moans something fierce, and it makes me madhbaloesn’t sound like Miss
Kenner.

| close my eyes and grit my teeth. | think reaid) and Lucy melts into Miss
Kenner in my brain. She’s got her hands stretachedn front of her and her black curls
are bouncing and she’s telling me she’s sorry. sglys she’s only ever loved me and she
wants me back forever. She asks me to stay the, rdigd she promises we’ll get married
in the morning.

Then | realize she’s not promising, she’s askiAgd it's Lucy doing the talking.

“What?”

“Let’s get married tomorrow, Jake. We can run aweead for Vegas or
someplace where we can do it right away.”

Her voice grinds like glass in my ears. | car fieeutting into my brain.

“What do you think?”

| consider my words carefully.

“I think you're an idiot.”



Her face goes all broken and damaged, like Itpldther Santa Claus is a lie. |
guess she’d stopped crying at some point, becdngsstarts again, and then her hand
cracks across my face like a belt across a kids as

“Fuck you!”

“Shut up.” | really want to get away from her.aWhing her cry, it's just so
obvious that she’s a little girl and nothing comgzhto Miss Kenner, who's a woman
through and through.

| stand there and watch her scream. | don’t nmakeny words because it’s all
just sound, just white noise. I'm drowning inahd | don’t care a whole lot. The whole
thing just bores me.

Her hands tighten into fists and come down on hgst They strike again and
again like tiny hammers, but they don’t hurt meer lHlows only register enough to
annoy me. They keep coming, though. Eventuahg, @f them hits my mouth, and |
taste blood on my tongue. Before | know what’sgeapng, Lucy’s on the ground
screaming and holding her face while | stand alt@renith my hands in fists at my
sides.

“You son of a bitch!” Her voice is high and huit.tells me this isn’t going to
end well.

She leaps back to her feet and comes for me eitim&ils. | don’t feel scared or
angry or anything. Something’s taken hold of nit&s a certainty. | know how this is
going to end, and | don’t care. | just want to gast it so | can show Miss Kenner how |
feel.

Another punch puts Lucy back on the ground. Heuiders hitch with pitiful
sobs. | walk past her and pop the Neon’s trunkovVe to the back and root through the
space until | find the tire iron.

Lucy screams.

I end it.

*kk

| don’t bother doing anything with Lucy. | jugtdve her crumbled in the grass
off Taylor Ridge. Somebody will find her sooneraier.

| glance at the tire iron sitting in the passerggat as | reach town. Streetlights
cast yellow beams into the car, and | see bloodcamdps of blond hair stuck to the
metal.

That certainty tells me | won'’t get past thistells me I've known it for weeks
now.

*kk

There’s just that light flickering in Miss Kennsmbedroom. Good. | want her in
bed.

A single kick sends her front door crashing in andghing splinters. | stalk past
the threshold with the tire iron cold in my fid{ly eyes search the darkness, and my ears
hear a startled cry at the top of the stairs.



I climb. |take my time because | want Miss Kenteebe able to call the police.
When they take me away, | can tell everybody ablmeithings Miss Kenner and me did.
| can tell them how much | loved her.

The creak of the stairs falls in line with themahrobbing of my heart. The
world grows vivid, and | hear Miss Kenner’'s panidk@eath. It sounds a lot like her
breath when she bucked on top of me like a budlrratt scraped facedown against the
living room carpet.

| step through her bedroom door. The TV castsingpshadows through the
room, and it takes me a second to find Miss Kesiteéng on the bed, staring at me with
wide eyes.

“Hey baby,” | say. “I love you.”

| try to look into her eyes so she can see I'finglthe truth, but she’s holding
something out in front of her, and it's blocking mgw. | start to walk past the bed, and
the scene on the television changes. White liglreg through the bedroom, and | can
see the thing in Miss Kenner's fist.

When did she buy a gun?
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