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THE NINE IDEAS FOR A
HAPPIER WHOLE

AMOS A. MAGLIOCCO

%

[ come on these trips because Patty hates needles. She cannot, she
claims, pierce her own skin with a syringe filled with thick, clear
insulin.

Apparently it’s not as easy as shoplifting. At home, her mother
drives from across Dallas twice daily to give her the shots. With the
syringe in her hand she removes the cap and examines the skin of
Patty’s upper arm or her ass, choosing new areas to avoid bruising
the skin. When Patty and I go to Oklahoma, we're out well past
dinner, and she needs insulin after she eats. I ask her where she’s
been taking her shots lately.

We're in her car, going ninety miles per hour.

She used to give me a mock laugh. Now, she looks away and
lifts her sleeve. “My arm is fine,”
anymore, | can tell. That’s my fault.

[ give her the shot and dab her arm with a thin alcohol swab.
An orange safety cap locks over the needle and I store the used
syringe and insulin vial in the plastic tacklebox Patty uses for this
stuff. The safety cap is narrow, and replacing it over the needle is
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she says. It's not funny to her

TrE NINE IDEAS FOR A HAPPIER WHOLE

tricky business in a moving car, a bad idea since I'm liable to jab
myself. I pull my book out from the tan pouch under the door
handle. I've just finished reading The Nine Ideas for a Happier Whole
and I'm sitting in the passenger seat of Patty’s 57 Chevy Bel Air,
hoping nobody saw her swipe a six-pack at the Allsup’s Pit Stop in
Frederick.

- On my agenda: making it through the year without being ac-
cused of sexual harassment at work. Patty doesn’t set goals like that.
She likes to steal Shiner Bock beer in Oklahoma and buy super-
unleaded in Texas. Her wide brown eyes flutter back and forth be-
tween the windshield and the rearview mirror. She’s careful, watch-
ing her speed, changing lanes with the clunky old turnlamps:
clickeclack, click-clack. Patty Mullins is an engineer, crazy as a moon-
rock, and [ wonder if I'll ever find a selfimprovement program to
let me keep her.

The Eighth Idea: Find Your Hiding Place. Everyone has a place where they
can think, laugh, or cry most easily. Find it right now. Get out of your car,
climb down from the SUV-no road sign will point the way. Never tell
another soul.

“Want a beer?” she asks.

“No thanks. You pay for them?”

“Of course not.” She laughs. “I.don’t have a cent on me.”
“Beer throws off your Eoo&.mcmmq. ” I say. “You shouldn’t drink

beer.” The road snakes around midget hills, and patches of green

winter wheat interrupt faded pasture. We're a striking sight on the
prairie, a bubbly old car, two-tone electric blue and white, defiant
fins parading over the trunk. Then the stunning moon-faced driver

~ with yellow curls. We're a cartoon against that drab, drought-dead

background of cold yellows and flat orange, a tropical fish on wheels,
The gas gauge, as always, reads well past “E,” fuller than full.
The gauge is broken, but Patty never runs out of gas.
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“You're right,” she says with a smile. My knees draw as if to
buckle. .

“Let’s stay in the rain as long as we can,” I say, “or until the sun
goes down.” Patty leans over and looks up to the ragged gray base of
the storm. Red needles wobble inside the silverrimmed gauges of
the instrument panel. Her eyes are quick, the calculating engineer,
the sexiest damn thing I've ever seen.

“The storm may not follow the road,” she says. “It doesn’t have
to, you know.” : ,

“This is farm country,” I tell her. “There’s all kinds of little
roads.” I reach in the back for The Roads of Oklahoma, a detailed
map with an entire county on each two-page spread, and every U.S.
interstate, state highway, county road, farm-to-market, gravel trail,
and dirt path clearly marked. It’s invaluable when we leave Texas in
some unorthodox manner, which is nearly every time we come.
We'll roll down the windows and howl like wolves when we cross
back over the state line. The Red River is stone-shallow like a creek
these days, as though the distant heart of the thing beats softer and
softer. The rain will do us good.

The day I met Patty I saw her car first, then the pretty girl
inside. She didn’t smile, but she and the car glowed together, the
combination more radiant than either element apart. Samantha,
my coach, wasn’t interested when I told her how Patty looked as if
she’d been born in there, as though the car had grown around her
like some neon metallic hairdo.

“Gotta watch the time,” Samantha said. [ was always surprised
when we reached our limit of one hour per call-we always seemed
just about to reach the heart of things and then it was over.

My friends told me it was just that old car, but I disagreed.
Patty likes people, and you can tell. She’s a good lover, strong but
soft and obliging, and the first time she said she loved me she gave a
bitter look, as if I'd forced it from her. Now I'm in that car with her
and we're driving fast.
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“How’s work?” she asks. Patty thinks managing a room full of

people is exciting. She’s a mechanical engineer, and draws blue-
prints for gas pump parts. The debit card revolutionized the gas
pump industry: every station needs new ones. People won’t stop at
the old ones anymore, Patty says. They want to use their debit cards.
Patty designed a pump with little TV screens playing CNN while
you fill the tank. Times are good, I tell her, when people can afford
enough gas to watch the news while they pump. :

I've got a smaller office than any department head in the build-
ing. Because the managers make do with offices the size of large
closets, we have space for vending machines in a large break room,
with fried apple pies and steaming coffee. On Sunday mornings, a
few employees come early and cook bacon and scrambled eggs in
the microwave, fill clear plastic cups with orange juice and make
other breakfast sounds: warm, tired voices and small laughter. Hell,

’

it sounds like someone’s kitchen. Of course they say nasty things

about me behind my back—that’s human nature—but I know where
they’d line up in a fistfight. You have those in big companies. No
blood, just words and emails, poison memos and trips to the Hu-
man Resources Department. None of ours transfer out. I see a new
request to transfer in every day from some brave soul in another
area. Their bosses see it, too.

. We have our own entrance and exit, and we lock the glass door
to the rest of the building to keep them out. When my boss visits
from the executive suite, security calls and I buzz him in. The rest of
them stop at the door and stare through the glass. My people wave
and smile.

“It’s good,” I tell Patty. “We're making it a good place for people
to work.”

Wind blows rain back and forth across the road. Clouds to our
west glow green with hail, but I don’t mention it since she’s going

~ plenty fast already. Still, it would be a shame to drive this old bird

under the rocks.
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drain unfolding like a play, and I imagine her floating out of the
car, through the window maybe, head-first, snaking through the
opening and up, up, up into the storm, leaving a serene pet Patty
down here with me, the one she thinks I want, the one she thinks
I'm looking for in books. Her perfume smells like the first fall day
wet leaves clump together on the grass.

The sheriff’s truck closes in, a few yards from our bumper. I lift
the Nine Ideas from the door pouch. The cover is that slick, soft
paper, cool to the touch.

I read aloud: “The Sixth Idea: Eradicate all negative agents in your
world., Celebrate their exile. Then never give them second thought.” Thun-
der rolls like we're in the crawl space beneath a bowling alley.

“Wow,” she says. “I'm so glad you reminded me.” She smiles
and shakes her head. She’s entertaining herself. “Thomas, Thomas.
So much time learning how to live. Call me when you figure it out.”

“I'm improving myself. [t's possible, you know. You can roll up
your sleeves and do it.”

“Accept circumstances or waste time,” Patty says. “Like you.
She’ll only talk to me about this when she’s having an insulin reac-
tion. It’s how I know it’s in there. “You waste time.”

If I go to jail in Oklahoma, I probably miss work on Monday or
arrive embarrassingly late. Sunlight approaches the storm’s edge.
Then we're out from under the cloud, and the brightness makes us
squint. I turn to Patty. “Now they've got us.”

“Optimist,” she snarls, rolls her head around, goes downhill
fast. The engine sputters once, and again, and Patty floors the accel
erator and pounds the big brown steering wheel with both hands.
When she exhausts herself and we’re barely moving, I pull the wheel
towards me to guide the car to the shoulder where we roll to a stop.

I’m amazed. She looks from the instruments to me to my book.

[ turn in my seat as the deputy approaches. Patty rolls down
the window before he gets to there.

_3

“The gauge is broke!” she shouts. The deputy stops.

»
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“How’s that?” he says.

“The gauge is broke. You didn’t catch me—I ran out of gas.” He
walks to the window now, peels off his silver sunglasses. “Shit,” she
says to him. Like he’s cheated. \

“People tell me everyday about broken speedometers,” he says,
looking at me. I nod to agree. Black letters on his silver nametag
spell “Godwin.” He’s lamppost thin and acne-scarred, with a strug-
gling red mustache and small eyes. He reminds me of the applicants

~ we turn away out of some instinctual sense of malfeasance, though

their resumes are filled with swaths of unaccounted time between
jobs and provide us comfortable justification: Here was one with a
gun, nearly larger than his hand. “You’d think not one of them
came out of the factory working,” he says, “so many broken out
here.” Now he looks at Patty. “Right here on this highway.” He tugs
his red moustache. “But nobody ever said they pulled over because
they ran out of gas.” He looks in the back seat. “Heard you forgot to
pay for some beer.”

“Yeah,” Patty says. She taps the speedometer glass with a clear
fingernail. “It’s never worked right.” She tries to start the car again.

“Whoa now,” Godwin says and steps back. He lifts the leather
strap on his holster. I pull the keys out of the ignition. Patty glares at
me. [ go into the routine.

“She’s a diabetic, officer. She’s having an insulin reaction right
now.” :

“Is that right?” The outlines of hills press through the rain to
our north. We're in the sunlight, and a broad, bright rainbow pa-
rades overhead. I feel like we should be drinking champagne. Godwin
moves closer to the window. He’s chewing gum.

“She needs a candy bar or some orange juice,” I say.

“And a new gas gauge,” Godwin adds.

“Right.”

“Peeling faint there, little lady?” he asks. I clench my jaw.

“I'm not your lady,” Patty says sweetly, as though he’s mistaken
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AMOs MAGLIOCCO

from the knobby docks. I cross the Red River knowing Patty needs
confrontation, someone to stand up in court and tell the truth. She
needs me to show how much I love her that way.

She’s somewhere on this same road, checking her rearview mir-
ror for me, suspicious of that broken gauge now.

I'll sing like a canary. That’s the right way to do it, the cleanest
break. She’ll know my intentions, but fold and go home anyway,
I'm convinced. I imagine her dabbing cherry lipstick on her lips,
the scent like ice cream.

I call Samantha on the cell phone and tell her my plan. She’s
quiet, and I hear the lightest clack of keys as she types a word into
her database. Probably “confrontation.”

“No, no,” I say. “This is not about that at all. Not like confront-

ing an alcoholic. This is revelation, public confession.”

“Now let me think this over, Thomas.” More typing, louder
this time.

“Listen. Stop typing. I'll show her I love her and leave. My
going away present.” Samantha sighs. “I want to know what you
think!” I say. I've never told Samantha about my problems at work.
It didn’t seem important, the past. Misunderstandings.

“T just think I think you need to do your own thing, Thomas.
Stop following Patty around.”

The Fourth Idea: Love Yourself Most. You're the most important person in
the world.

[ sit in the back row with my hands wrapped around a black
umbrella. The place is packed with repeat traffic offenders and those
accused of alcohol-inspired misdemeanors. One old gentleman in a
green and yellow John Deere cap challenges the constitutionality of
the seat belt law. Three rows of ceiling fans stretch across the high
ceiling. All the chairs and benches are dark cedar. The benches are
like pews, with wooden pockets on the back of each seat. A selec-
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tion of magazines faces everyone through the long wait. There are
no windows. ,

When Patty’s trial begins, the county attorney introduces the
owner of Allsup’s Pit Stop. On the stand, he recounts how Patty
took the beer and beat it out the door. He describes her car like a
connoisseur, enjoying himself, as if the jury needs to know about
the silver body striping and how you can’t help but notice some-
thing gleaming like that in a gravel parking lot. The judge wmébm,
exposing her enormous teeth. .

Against the advice of the bench, Patty represents herself. She’s
elegant in the courtroom, striding to the jury box like a powerful
swimmer. Their faces are rapt at her approach, as if the document
in her hand tells how all this will end. It’s the doctor’s letter describ-
ing her condition and erratic behavior. The medical explanation.
Disgusting, Samantha had said when I told her that Patty kept the
letter in the glove box for emergencies. Patty reads it to us. She’
slides it back into the envelope and faces the jury.

“I'm a mechanical engineer and I've worked hard to get where
[ am. There are not many women doing what I do,” she says. “I
make more than enough to pay for my beer. Normally I don’t drink
beer. Normally I don’t take things without paying for them. I'm no
shoplifter. I'm a good person.” Her voice thins. She hates to cry.
Hates it.

The Fifth Idea: Love your Family and Friends. Don’t expect love in return
and see what happens.

[ stand fast and straighten my tie, ready to tell all. I'd known
her for years, and [ knew her diabetes better than anyone. I'd seen
her insulin reactions from their first moment, a tilt of her head, the
slowing smile as her thinking distorted like the pebble’s first ripple
on a still pond. The discomfort in losing control. Patty spins to face
me, her eyes round as the bottom of a beer glass.
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“Son of a bitch,” Godwin says and runs for his truck. He'll
arrest her for littering. He has no choice after such a flagrant viola-
tion in front of everyone crossing the square for lunch.

She’ll laugh about it later, how my book slid out from above
the visor when she floored it and smacked her somewhere, in the
head probably, scaring the shit out of her. She’ll yell and scream
and laugh until those tiny ears are bright red. If I'm there, that is. I
want to be there for that. These days, that’s a thing I want to see.

[ run for my Chrysler. [ wait for Godwin to pull away and I fall
in behind him, heading north towards Lawton, all of us driving
away from Texas and the river. Patty doesn’t even know she’s going
the wrong direction.
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STEPPING IN
MS. CENT-JEAN'S SHOES

CRYSTAL S. THOMAS

%

My aunt always says ain’t nothing new under the sun, but when we
found out Ms. Cynthia Jean’s husband was cheating on her for
another woman at the salon, it was news; not like you couldn’t imag-
ine it, but surprising, you know, like if Michael Jackson were to go
back to the afro. The night two and two came together was a Wednes-
day, and the shop was kind of slow, but everyone had a customer so
the air was filled with all the smells [ had come to tell apart: pepper-
mint from the shampoo Aunt Bennie ordered each month, the raw -
egg smell of neutralizer, fried hair, oil sheen, and the stink of nail
polish remover. .

[ was leaning on the counter of Aunt Bennie’s station, flicking
through the latest Ebony and trying to keep a watch over the pickle
in my hand as it steadily soaked through its wrapper. Duke, the
barber that rented a booth from my aunt, was doing his laugh-be-
cause-'m-cute routine, and telling some joke we’d heard a thou-
sand times. It was the one about a head being so ugly the razor ran,
which was not even the funniest joke, but for some reason when-
ever Duke said anything and those dimples jumped out like flashers
everybody wound up laughing, even my aunt who tried hard not to.
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