BEFORE working
Bef ore

“l hate it when you do this,” MKke said.

“Do what ?” Linda answered, staring out of
t he si de wi ndow of the car.

“You’ re pouting or sonething. The
tenperature in here is about forty and |
don’t have a clue.”

They drove for a few bl ocks in silence,
the kids in the back seat quiet for the first
time all afternoon.

“Sonetines | 'mreally sorry | didn't go
back to school after | had R cky.”

Traffic was heavy on Menaul Boul evard and
M ke had to speed to keep up with the flow.
Drivers were running |ate yellow |ights and
changi ng | anes without using their turn

signals. Quts driving, Al buquerque style.
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“Don’t bring that up again unless you want

to do sonething about it,” Mke said. “You
know | *ve told you over and over that if you
want to go back to school we can work
sonething out. | can spend nore tine baby
sitting the kids and doi ng cooki ng and
| aundry. \Whatever it takes.”

“You say that but then it seens there’s
al ways sonet hi ng happening. | nean who's
going to take care of the kids if you're
wor ki ng out of town and | have classes? O
you want to go to an Al kido tournanent during
t he week.”

“That's not reasons why you can’t go back
to school. That’'s just logistics for Christ’'s

sake. Just problens we have to solve.”
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“M ke, you' re being practical and | ogical

and |’ mtal king about how | feel.”

M ke snapped back at her wi thout |istening
to what she’'d said. “l thought we were
t al ki ng about you w shed you had gone back to
school after R cky was born. Don't forget,
you were the one who wanted to stay hone and
be with the kids until they were out of grade
school. You're the one who was al ways tal ki ng
about your nom being at work or out on a date
when you were small. About baby sitters
putting you to bed and how that wasn’t goi ng
to happen to your kids.”

The car hit a pothole naking a | oud thunp.
"Goddanmit!"

“Watch where you' re going, Mke.”
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“I amwatching where |’mgoing. | saw the

pothole but the jerk in the yellow pick up
was changing lanes in front of ne and |
couldn”t mss it.”

Li nda reached into her purse and got a
package of peanut butter crackers out and
opened them “Here, M ke. Eat sonething.
You' re being cranky and | think your bl ood
sugar’s |low.”

“My bl ood sugar’s not low and | don’t want
anything to eat,” he grow ed, staring
strai ght ahead.

Li nda handed the crackers back to the
kids. She tw sted a strand of her hair wth
one hand. “Well, |’ve done that.”

“Done what ? What are you tal ki ng about ?”
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“Been there for the kids and now they're

ol d enough and |’'mthinking that soon it’s
going to be mddle age city and the nost
exciting thing inny life is a picture one of
t hem draws or you com ng hone from work.
There has to be nore to it than that.”

“So what’'s stopping you? | nean, is this
really the issue, going back to school, or is
It sonething else. | have the feeling that
this is leading up to sonething el se?”

In the back seat Jennifer kicked at Ricky,
a tug of war between them over Jennifer’s
teddy bear. “Mommy,” she screeched, “Ricky is
trying to take Buster Bear fromne.”

“Stop it Ricky.” Linda said. “And settle

down. We'll be hone in a few mnutes.”
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“Well she started it and | was j ust

readi ng and she started kicking ne.”

“Did not.”

“Did to.”

For an instant, M ke |ooked over his
shoul der at his children. “Both of you nove
over to your side of the seat and stop
fighting right now O |’'mgoing to reach
back there and start smacki ng anybody | can
reach.”

“He started it,” Jennifer whined. “l was
on ny side.”

“Dd not.”

“Conme on Ricky”, MKke said, clenching the
wheel w th both hands, | ooking over his

shoul der at the [ine of cars on his |eft.
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“She’s your sister and half your size. Don’t
pick on her.”

“1 wasn’t picking on her, Poppy. | was
m ndi ng ny own busi ness and reading.”

“Were not. You grabbed Buster Bear and
pulled his bad arm?”

Cars and trucks were close and either
flow ng quickly or slowng down if soneone
wanted to change | anes or turn. “Be quiet
both of you,” Mke barked. “l don’t want to
hear another word from back there until we

get hone.” H's knuckles whitened on the
steering wheel as he |ooked first in his left
rear view mrror, then his inside mrror,

t hen gl anced over his shoulder to see his

blind spot.
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“Ch that’s good, Mke. Geat parenting. |
see you'll do real well putting your life on
hold for child care while I'min class or
studyi ng. How do you expect little kids to be
quiet for twenty mnutes. That’'s the problem
with the way you deal with them They re not
just short grownups you're in charge of and
can order around. You're too harsh.”

“l don’t believe you said this, Linda. |
don’t think they’ re short adults. But
goddammt if they're fighting what’'s wong
wth telling themto be quiet for a while.”

“You pay attention to the traffic and I'11
deal with the kids.”

“l ampaying attention to the traffic.
Have | ever wecked a car? Have | ever been

I n an accident?” He wanted to get into the



BEFORE working
center lane but traffic was solid. He hit the

steering wheel with the ball of his fist.
"Jesus Cristo!™

“l don’t know how we’'d pay for it,” Linda
sai d.

"Pay for what?"

“l mean tuition and books, day care for
Jenni fer and who woul d be honme when Ricky
cane from school .”

“You’ re tal king about schedul i ng,
pl anni ng, nothing else. You mght have to
pick courses that net at certain tines. W
woul d have to be flexible. Day care is just
noney. "

“We don’t have any extra noney. |’ve told
you we should be saving but sonehow we don’t

ever build it up.”

9
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“Don"t try to lay that on ne about our

savings. W had a nice bal ance and you
deci ded both kids needed new bedroom sets.
They sure didn't care.”
“Those beds were old and second hand in
the first place. The kids shoul d have nice
t hi ngs you know. They deserve nice things.”
“1"m not saying they don’'t deserve nice
t hings but don’'t say you can’'t go back to
school because we don’t have any noney
because |’ m not saving. Do | ever go out and
buy things wthout discussing it wth you?”
“What about your six hundred doll ar
bi cycle, Mke? What about spending al nost two

week’ s salary on a bicycle?”

10
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“1"d been tal king about a new road bi ke

for nonths. | even took you by the bike store
and showed you the one | wanted.”

“But you didn’'t say you were going to buy
It without telling ne.” Linda continued
staring out of the w ndow, talking to her
reflection. “WIIl you crack your w ndow,” she
said. “It feels too close in here.”

M ke rolled his w ndow down a few i nches.
“Why don’t you crack your w ndow?”

“It messes ny hair, if you don’t m nd.
You’re not hel ping, you know.”

“1 knew there’'d be a hassle. Either way it
was going to be a hassle. | knew | was goi ng
to buy the bike and if | told you before |
was going to buy it we’'d have a fight and

t hen you’ d be pissed again when | bought it
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so | decided that I’'d just go through the

whol e t hi ng once and buy the bi ke and bring
It honme.”

“That’s not very fair you know.”

“You have equal access to the checking
account, the credit cards. What are you
saying? | don’'t believe this. | bought the
bi ke six nonths ago.”

“1 woul d never spend that kind of noney on
nyself. Certainly not wthout discussing it,
make sure it was okay wth you.”

“Haven’t | ridden ny bike to work every
time I could so you could have the car?”

“l don’t see what that has to do wth it.
| " mtal ki ng about how we'd pay for school and
all the other expenses that would conme up if

| go back to school.”
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Jennifer yelled, “Mommy, he’'s trying to
t ake Buster Bear.”

“Am not . ”

“He’s pulling on Buster Bear.”

“Ricky, |eave Buster Bear alone.”

“Well she started it.”

Their car was in the mddle | ane and fast
approachi ng Col | ege and Menaul, where Col | ege
s a two block downhill ranmp off the freeway.
Cars bunched up on both sides of them in
front and behind. The traffic |ight ahead
turned fromgreen to yellow and the cars
ahead of them speeded up to nake it through
the intersection. Both children began
scream ng at each other and for their nother
to do sonething. "You two shut the hell up,"

M ke shouted. At the sane tine he reached
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over the seat w thout |ooking, flapping his
hand at anything that he mght hit.

He pushed on the gas and then realized he
was going to have a red |light and stonped on
the brakes. He |ooked in the rear view mrror
and saw the car behi nd speedi ng towards them
|t had accelerated also and couldn’t stop. It
rammed into themat the sanme nonent Linda
screaned, “M ke, look out!” She was turned to
her right, both hands up in front of her
face. Their car was |aunched into the
| ntersection at the sane tine that an
el ght een wheeler, its horn honking, crossed
Menaul , brakes failed, forty tons of inertia.

The front tires of the truck crushed the
front of the car and across the back seat,

dragging it under its carriage for half a
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bl ock, showers of sparks spewing into the air

I n cascades |ike a buzz saw cutting through
netal. The huge truck and smashed car cane to
a stop in front of the Hlton, in the flower
garden, knocking over the narbl e fountain.
Gas and oil and radiator fluid and bl ood
snaked down the sidewal k and trickled into

the gutter.



