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Mindy pulled Johnny toward her and in a stoned, slurry voice said “Come on, let’s dance.”  She felt completely uninhibited, feeling almost separated from her body, as though her mind was sleeping while the rest of her was alive and in fire.  What her body did seemed to not concern her fully.  She could abandon herself to its feelings and desires without feeling her soul involved in it all.   She danced like crazy, throwing her head around, kissing Johnny passionately and laughing loudly.  She pulled Johnny behind her and in a few minutes the two of them were leading a long train of people around the party.  

**

The party went on until around three in the morning, when someone called the cops and complained of loud music and screams. Soon a patrol car pulled in front of the Sorority House and forced the DJ to turn the music off. With the music dead, the party started to slowly dissipate. The crowd left the House in groups – some laughing and talking still, some too drunk to notice that there were cops in the House. Some people were barely able to stand without the help of friends. Every room in the house was littered with what seemed like hundreds of green and brown half empty bottles and glasses, and the floor was covered with ripped and broken decorations.  In the midst of the colorful rubble stood Mindy and Johnny, kissing each other good bye with long, romantic kisses.  As Johnny pulled away from the last kiss, tenderly running his hands up and down Mindy’s back, he said “So, I will see you tomorrow around 11?”  

Mindy reached out for one more kiss, “Yes… we will head to my dad’s ranch for spring break week from there.”  

“O.K. kids, enough loving for one night. Get out now” said one of the officers shinning a flashlight on Mindy and Johnny.  Ignoring the officer Johnny kissed Mindy once more and then ran out of the house.

**

Johnny was seating on his couch watching cartoons on TV and eating sour cream and onion chips when Mindy walked into his study.  He took a big gulp from a two-litter bottle of Vanilla Coke and did not look up.  Mindy was wearing a white tank top with a short, short flowered skirt, sunglasses, and her hair pulled into a messy bun.  Johnny looked less than clean with two-day stubble, a grayish, old and ripped t-shirt, an old and ripped pair of jeans, his usual cowboy boots, and a metal studded belt.  His hair had obviously not been washed since the night before and his curls were a matted mess on the back of his head.  Annoyed at being ignored Mindy playfully kicked Johnny’s boot and took her sunglasses off. Her eyes were bloodshot and her skin looked pale and tired.  Johnny glanced up from the television and with a mouthful of soda and chips and said “Hi! You’re looking good…  I’m ready for the trip.  I guess Doug is coming too.  He wanted to hang with Nancy.”

Mindy put her sunglasses back on and reached inside her white and pink bag for her keys.  Without looking at Johnny she hesitantly asked “You’re going like that? Isn’t it… a bit rugged?”

Johnny had already turned back to the cartoons on the TV.  He took another long gulp of soda before answering with a devilish smile “Not too bad. Listen, lighten up! We’re only going to your parents’ house and they’re not even going to be there.”  He got up slowly hugged and kissed Mindy.” to make her forget her concerns. Mindy could not help but smile; she even liked how his stubble felt against her cheek. He kissed her cheeks softly and said “Come on, I told Doug we would meet him in his apartment so that he can drive his Corvette down with Mindy.”
**

In less than an hour the two couples were driving down flat and long Texan highways.  For several hours the horizon was flat, reddish-brown sand, and a blazing blue sky. Doug enjoyed feeling his Corvette hug each and every curve with silky perfection, and fly over the straight highways like a blazing bullet.  He turned his favorite song – ‘Highway to Hell’ – as high as the speakers could go and concentrating on the feeling of the wind rushing against his hair almost madly. 

Mindy followed in her car close behind the Corvette.  As the afternoon set in all around them the desert glowed in different shades of gold, pink, and maroon, bathing them in a dream-like light against which a couple of premature afternoon stars shone like bright spots of sunshine against velvet softness.  

A few miles before coming to the last turn to her parents’ ranch Mindy honked at Doug and signaled for him to pull over at a road side restaurant for some drinks.  She pulled ahead of him and pulled into the parking lot of Mamma’s Barbecue Hut.  The Corvette followed right behind.  Mindy pulled up on an empty spot right by the front entrance and Doug parked the Corvette next to some imposing truck. As he opened his door to get out of his car three drunken roughnecks came out of the bar. They had seen the Corvette pull into the parking lot and had decided to come out and inspect the driver of such a high and mighty car. 

Doug pretended not to notice and closed the door but kept the keys ready in his hand. He briskly walked around the car to grab Nancy’s hand as the drunks approached them.  All three men were overweight, wearing football jerseys, jeans, cowboy boots, and baseball caps over greasy hair. Doug looked extremely young and preppy standing by them.  He also looked taller and more muscular but three men looked strong and heavy like big bears that could destroy anything in their way in a mean and vicious way. Nancy looked at the men worried but then quickly looked away, following Doug’s example and trying to ignore them. 

One of the drunks elbowed his friend who stumbled forward with a can of beer in his hand. He overtly started at Nancy’s body, running through her curves slowly and then liking his lips.  With a wad of tobacco in a bulge in his lower lip he slurred out with a lustful smile “Hey mammas, why don’t you join us? We could probably show you a better time.” He laughed and looked at Doug and Johnny as he said this, insulting both of them with his look. It was clear that he was mocking Doug’s and Johnny’s manliness, treating them like ridiculous, girly men.  

Johnny stepped in front of Doug and Nancy and, holding Mindy’s arm firmly, tried to walk past the drunks casually but firmly saying “They’re with us.” 

The larger of the tree men stepped in front of Johnny with a look of disgust in his face. He planted his feet firmly on the ground, decidedly blocking the way and breathing the stench of tobacco and alcohol into Johnny’s face he spit out between his teeth “Let the ladies decide.” Without waiting for Johnny to react he pushed him back and cornered Mindy against his pick up truck. 

Mindy tried to keep calm and sound strong and decisive as he looked right back at the man and said in a loud voice “Why don’t you get out of my face? I’ve got a date, sweetheart.”

By this time the two other men were standing behind the drunk who had pushed Johnny. Doug quickly pushed Nancy back into the car.  Two other couples walking out of the restaurant stopped in their tracks sensing that a fight was coming. 

Without anyone noticing, as he was pushed back Johnny had reached under his belt and pulled out a gun from his back. With a flexed jaw and pulsating veins jutting out of his neck and forehead he rushed back to the men releasing the gun’s lock and as quick as a cat pushed the gun roughly against the skull of the man cornering Mindy.  Between his teeth, in an icy whisper he said “Stop, my friend, unless you want your brains scattered all over your truck… Mindy get back into the car.”

Mindy slipped under the drunk’s right arm and ran to get into her car.  The two other drunks looked at each other, confused and indecisive for a second, but quickly recovered and began advancing towards Johnny slowly. Johnny looked at them with almost a hateful smile and without jammed the gun harder into their friend’s head yelling out “I suggest you hold it too, you morons.”

The shortest and most drunk of the men, who had first started at Nancy’s body, took a last gulp of beer and threw the can against the floor saying with a fake smile, “We’re just having fun little girl.”

Johnny cocked the gun as he pushed it into the man’s head, feeling the metal press against the hard skull, and replied “Well, I’d hate to mess up those pretty boots of yours, but if you make a move before we’re out of here, that Stetson of your is going to be minus a hat rack.” Violently he pushed the man’s head into the car, which made a dull thumping noise, and took a step back aiming his gun at the other two men now.  “So,” he said as he started walking back, “if you have got any brains at all between those moron ears of yours, stay where you are.”

As Johnny spoke Doug backed up to the Corvette slowly.  As soon as they each reached their car doors, they jumped in and sped out of the parking lot before the roughnecks could react.  The three drunken men were fatter and slower but spurred by anger they ran to their Dodge 4X4 and pulled out of the parking lot, scrapping the side of the truck against the restaurant’s lighted billboard on the way out.  The short man was driving while the one who had been pushed into the truck by Johnny stuck a rifle out of the window of the car and aimed at the Corvette. He fired twice but neither shot made it to the car.  All three cursed bloodily as they watched the taillights of the Corvette fade into the night. 

**

Exhausted, the two young couples finally drove into Mindy’s parents’ ranch another 40 minutes later.  Doug whistled as they pulled into a long driveway leading to a huge colonial style mansion.  The house itself was painted a light desert rose, with five huge sparkling white pillars in its porch entrance.  Small lights illuminated each pillar from the bottom making the whole house look like a floating dream against the metal blue sky, which was filled with glittering stars, like numberless miniature diamonds.  

A small fountain stood in front of the house, made up by four large marble fish which spit water into a large foaming shell held by a nude mermaid.  Around the house a well kept hedge of fuchsia and bright orange bugambillias contrasted brilliantly against the wall’s pastel rose.

Getting out of her car Mindy very casually said “We’re here.”

Johnny tried to look nonchalant but he could not help staring at the house with his mouth open for a second. Thankfully Doug quickly walked up to him and pulled him toward the trunks of the cars, to get the luggage. “Come on man”, he said under his breath. They started to unload Mindy’s car as Johnny softly whistled in admiration.  

Nancy was also surprised and impressed. This was the first time she was seeing her friend’s house. She had not realized how rich her friend’s parents were although she had always been amazed by how often and how much Mindy went shopping.  “Mindy, what does your dad do again?” Nancy asked, dipping her fingers in the refreshingly cool water of the fountain.

“What does any good Texan do?” answered Mindy with a sarcastic tone, “Oil – black gold.  My daddy has barrels of the stuff.” She walked over to Johnny and grabbed his arm. “Why don’t you guys just leave those bags there?  Don’t worry, Delbert will put everything away.”
Johnny looked at her puzzled “Delbert? Who…”

Mindy interrupted him “He’s the ranch manager.”

Just as she said that a man in his mid-forties, of thick built, with a mass of dark hair parted neatly to the side drove up to them in a golf cart. He was wearing a neat white polo shirt and khaki pants. He waved in a friendly and benevolent way as he approached the group. Except for Mindy all looked at him with expression of curiosity and suspicion on their faces. It was Delbert. 

“Hello Mindy!” Delbert exclaimed as he stopped the cart next to Mindy and Johnny. “Welcome home. Your dad said to expect you right around this time.”  He winked and pointed at Doug’s car saying with a laugh “That car came up the drive so fast I thought it was a missile!”

Mindy laughed in a relaxed way, “Delbert, these are my friends from San Antonio: Doug, Nancy, and Johnny.”

Delbert nodded towards each one in turn and then said “Welcome, can I fix you all some barbeque? Milly’s gone home for the night to tend to her grandchildren.  But I fix one mean barbeque…”

Johnny looked incredibly pleased and laughingly almost screamed “I’d love it!” Everyone turned to look at him, Doug with lifted eyebrows, Nancy with a look of embarrassment, feeling obviously uncomfortable at his tactless behavior, and Mindy with an amused but surprised smile.  Johnny was acting like a kid in a candy store; he was so happy at having somebody serve him that he didn’t understand why everyone was starting at him.  “What?” he said shrugging his shoulders, “I’m starving!”

Nancy tried to change the topic and pulled Mindy towards the house saying “Let’s go in! I want to see your whole place.”

As they walked into the entrance hall Nancy’s eyes widened enormously. Before them was a huge winding marble staircase illuminated with exquisite hanging chandeliers. The entrance hall was decorated in a Southwestern style, with elegant terracotta, sky-blue, and sandalwood Navajo rugs on the dark wood floor. At several angles of the room were huge bronze status of bulls, horses, large clay pots and other western motifs.  The back wall had been painted in earth colors to match the decoration.  The room was large and airy but also warm and welcoming, with a strong sense of Southwestern taste and wealth.

Johnny walked around the room looking at the decorations and slowly exclaimed “This room isn’t a house… it’s a freaking museum.”

Doug was quietly shaking his head in disbelief. “Unbelievable” he whispered softy to himself.

Mindy seemed not to notice her friends’ astonishment.  She grabbed Johnny by the arm and like a little girl showing off her toys said in an excited and chirpy voice, “Let’s get high! We’ve got a neat balcony that overlooks the back forty; it will be great to get high there!” She turned around and started running up the stairs. Johnny, Nancy, and Doug followed her up the stairs, through a small outdoor patio, and up another flight of stairs to a small balcony on the rooftop.  She grabbed pillows and blankets from a room on the way up and the four of them made themselves comfortable under the Texas skies. They laid back on a soft layer of pillows and covered themselves with Mindy’s velvety blankets as Johnny pulled out a bag of weed and started to expertly roll several joints. The sky had turned a rich purple blue, like a calm ocean after a storm, and several stars of different hues and sizes blinked out from the still navy background. Nancy made herself comfortable, nestling her head against Doug’s chest, and started to count how many stars she could see. Her pale skin seemed almost translucent in the calm light of the night and Doug delicately traced her face’s profile with his finger.  There was something sad about Nancy’s beauty, and Doug was profoundly attracted to this melancholic charm. 

Johnny finished rolling the joints and lit one.  He took a deep drag and then passed it to Mindy.  As Mindy took her puff Johnny laid his head down on her lap. The joint went from person to person in silence. In complete silence the small group smoked a couple of joints and drifted each into their own thoughts, enjoying the peaceful evening and the warmth of being with their partners.  

Mindy stroked Johnny’s hair as he looked up into the sky. A shooting star flared by and Mindy smiled in delight as Johnny pointed it out to her.  She had taken several deep drags and was feeling completely uninhibited and free to follow her emotions randomly. “You know,” she started to tell Johnny, “when I was a little girl, I used to come up here and dream I could fly.” 

Johnny just smiled, but Mindy’s mind had started to follow her daydream.  She got up, gently pushing Johnny’s head out of the way, and walked towards the balcony’s rail.  Her friends watched as Mindy got up on the rail.  She smiled and then wavered as she looked down. In a second Johnny was next to her. He grabbed her hand and softly commanded “Come on down Mindy.  I don’t want you to fall.”

Mindy laughed lightly, blew Johnny a kiss and closed her eyes shaking her head.  “I won’t fall”, she mumbled, brushing her silky hair away from her eyes “Watch, I really can fly…”

Johnny did not wait any longer; he rapidly grabbed Mindy by the legs and lifted her off the rail. “Don’t be crazy…”

Nancy sat up nervously, biting her lip anxiously.  As Johnny brought Mindy back to the pillows Nancy said, in a tone that was a mixture of maternal concern with bossiness, “You’re too wasted Mindy… You better not smoke anymore.” 

Doug tried to take everyone’s attention to something else.  He inhaled in a loud, exaggerated way, almost like he had been under water for minutes and was desperate for some fresh air, and said “Why don’t we go down and se what’s up with the barbeque…It smells good from here…” He did not let Nancy reply but stood up and making a loud “whooshing” noise lifted her up by her waist.  Keeping his hands on her waist he started walking downstairs with Nancy in front of him; every few steps he would tickle her to make her laugh. Nancy at first tried to stop and be annoyed but the tickling attacks were too much and soon she was running ahead of Doug laughing. Johnny smiled and pulled Mindy up to follow the other two.  

In the backyard downstairs Delbert had donned a tall chef’s hat and had created quite an impressive barbeque.  Plates were pilled with hot, glistening, sausages, pieces of steak, juicy ribs, and a few roasted pieces of chicken, all dripping juicy flavor. There were also several bottles of sodas, water, and a couple of bottles of fruit juices.  Bowls with barbequed beans, corn bread, and some chopped tomatoes also stood ready.

Doug’s mouth dropped open as he approached the food.  Delbert smiled pleasantly and gestured for them to tackle the food “Just go ahead and dig in.  No need for formalities.”

The boys looked at each other, smiled, and gave each other a high-five before heading toward a pile of clean plates. Doug whistled in admiration as he surveyed the honey-barbeque chicken wings and Johnny piled several juicy ribs on his plate exclaiming “Right on!” as he licked the tangy sauce off his fingers. Nancy turned to Mindy and both girls rolled their eyes in reaction to the boys’ childish behavior but they could not help laughing at the same time.

**

Mindy had an open party in her house the next night.  College and high school friends showed up, bringing other friends with them. Soon people filled every room of the house. There were people chatting and laughing around the pool, sitting on the different verandas, dancing inside the house, sliding down the huge banisters… Different music came from each of the several rooms and mixed with voices, laughter, and the sounds of plates, glasses, bottles, and cans, to create the lively and exiting sound that accompanies every good party.  

Every room was filled with activity and color.  Nancy rolled her eyes as she walked past a group of young men standing by the pool daring each other to jump into the pool fully dressed.  A tall and skinny man in his early 20s, with a massive head of wild brown curls that almost hid his face, took up the challenge and stepped back. With the other men screaming in support he took a couple of running steps and somersaulted into the pool, still holding his bottle of beer and yelling out “Jeronimoooo…”
Mindy sat a few feet away from the pool, with four sophisticated looking college students. A red crystal bong was in the middle of her little group, and passed from one girl to the next. When the bong was passed to her Mindy took a long hit and slowly blew out the smoke whispering “Wow…” The girl to her right, an intellectual looking girl with very short dark hair, black-framed glasses, and two eyebrow piercings, turned to her and asked, “Some phat pillah. Where’d you get such great stuff?”

Mindy smiled smugly, proudly answering “My boyfriend’s a dealer.”

A red headed boy sitting across from Mindy overheard her and asked, “Could he set us up with some?” 

As he was asking this Johnny approached Mindy from behind and jumped into the conversation. “Did I hear someone jonesin’ for more? If anyone’s interested the goods are $250 per ounce.  But two hits will get you flying…”

Mindy was smiling but her head felt horribly heavy and she let if fall heftily on Johnny’s lap as he knelled next to her.  He lifted up her head carefully and looked into her face. Her eyes were terribly bloodshot and her gaze was lost.  Johnny frowned and worriedly said “Mindy, I think you’ve had enough.”

Mindy’s gaze snapped back into focus momentarily and she angrily pulled her head away from Johnny’s hands. Her face was contorted with anger and she looked disgusted.  In a loud and high-pitched voice she yelled out “Screw you! You sound like my father!” She imitated Johnny with a mocking, high-pitched voice “Father John of the Little House on the Prairie tells me what to do… just shut up Johnny! Everyone knows you can’t O. D. on pot.”

Johnny’s mouth twisted in disgust.  He pushed Mindy off and walked away. Larry, the red headed boy who had asked about buying some pot, got up and ran after him yelling “Johnny, Johnny, wait! I’ve got a business deal for you, man.” Johnny did not turn around but he slowed his pace down so that Larry could catch up with him.

**

Mindy could not remember what happened after she yelled at Johnny.  She took a couple more hits off the bong and found everything people around her were saying very, very funny.  When Johnny looked for her a couple of hours later she had taken off her shoes and was dancing around the pool with a few other silly girls.  

Slowly people started to leave the party.  Dawn was starting to come by the time people started to leave, the first rays of timid golden pink light glimmering through the sky. The few who had not drunk and those who had worked through their alcohol by the early morning were in charge of driving others off. Several people had to be carried into cars as they were too drunk to walk.  Johnny walked around the house looking for Mindy and finally found her sleeping face down on one of the pool chairs.  He softly shook her shoulder to wake her up.  “Mindy? Mindy, come on... It’s time to go to bed. Almost everyone has left… it’s close to five in the morning…”

A muffled moan came out of from under Mindy’s matted blond hair. As Johnny tried to move her hair out of her face she unconsciously reached out and pushed him away with a soft grunt.  Johnny stood up exasperated.  He spotted a towel on another lounge chair and quickly grabbed it, shook it open, and threw it over Mindy’s exposed back.  He looked at her for one more second and then walked away.  

Johnny headed into the house and went into one of the upstairs rooms for a nap.  Several hours later he woke up feeling drowsy from the long, hectic night, and decided to take a quick, cool shower.  On his way to the bathroom he bumped into Doug who was just coming out of the shower and looking, as usual, like a GQ model.  His hair was neatly combed and his clothes fitted him perfectly.  He patted Johnny on the back in a friendly manner. “Hey, where’s Mindy?”

Johnny did not even look at Doug; he kept walking toward the bathroom giving a big yawn. “She’s completely out of it.  She’s sleeping by the pool.”

“You‘re just going to leave her there, are you?” asked Doug raising one eyebrow in surprise. 

“I tried to move her hours ago, but she won’t budge.”

Doug was not satisfied. Firmly he asked, “What if she wakes up and falls in? She’d probably drown.  Let’s get her in, come on…”

Johnny turned and followed Doug without protesting.  They walked out onto the pool to find the whole area literally filled with empty and half-empty soda cans, plastic glasses, and beer bottles.  A radio was still blasting at full volume from a corner table with the lyrics of “Wasted away in Margarita Ville” floating over the mess. They found Mindy in the exact position Johnny had left her in hours ago.  She was snoring softly and looked rather peaceful.  As Doug got closer, however, he flinched.  Her legs, which neither her skirt or the towel had protected, had been exposed to the harsh Texan sun for hours and had turned a bright, beet red.  “She’s burnt to a crisp!” Doug said, “Let’s just get her inside.”

Johnny grabbed Mindy under her arms and lifted her as he turned her so that her head was facing up. Doug grabbed her under the knees and between the two of them she was carried like a dead body, upstairs to her room. They unceremoniously dropped her on her king-size, poster bed. She landed heavily on her thick and soft, baby blue covers and pillows, and rolled aside grumpily.  Barely opening one eye she whispered “Johnny…”

Doug, who was standing closer to her, answered her call “We brought you in, Mindy.  You better get some lotion on your legs. They’re pretty badly burned up.”

Mindy stretched her hand out to Johnny who grabbed it and said “I tried to move you earlier. But you wouldn’t let me near you…”

Mindy grabbed her head, trying to pull several strands of hair which had stuck to her face away, and rubbing her eyes to wake herself up fully. Her make up was smeared all around her eyes in a bluish-black mess.  She slowly sat up and tried to smile apologetically. “I’m sorry… And I didn’t tell you guys but I made plans with a friend to take us all balloon riding later. Where’s Nancy?”

Doug reached out to help Mindy sit up and with marked interested in his voice said, “Nancy is sleeping in. What time is your friend showing up?”

Johnny, on the other hand, looked distracted and annoyed, “I don’t know about the balloon…I’ve got to meet with Larry – business…”

As Mindy sat up she felt the skin on the back of her legs pull and burn like it was being torn apart by some terrible claws. She tenderly touched the back of one of her calves.  Her skin was almost a fluorescent pink. Wherever her fingers pressed a white print was left for several seconds.  The burning was intense and sharp – it stung so sharply her eyes filled with tears. All of a sudden all she could think about was taking a cool shower and covering her legs with soothing, cool, aloe lotion. “Ouch!” she exclaimed painfully, and looking back at Doug and Johnny she murmured, “Maybe I better not go…”

Johnny lifted up his eyebrows quizzically. “You don’t want to go up in the balloon?” he asked Mindy, “don’t worry about me, I can do the meeting myself.”

Mindy shook her head to say ‘no’ while she turned around slowly, trying, without much success, to use her legs as little as possible to get up. “I’ve been up dozens of times, Johnny. Doug, you guys can drive my daddy’s Range Rover. I’d love to take your Vette and give Johnny a ride, if you let me.”

Doug shrugged his shoulders in agreement and went to wake Nancy up.  Johnny turned to Mindy in surprise.  “You want to go with me? I’ve got about ten pounds in the trunk.”

Mindy started undressing and answered sounding a little annoyed “Don’t you just want to leave them here? Why can’t he pick up the stuff here rather than having you drive around with all of it?”

“He wants it dropped off” answered Johnny lazily, letting himself fall on Mindy’s bed.

“How much?” asked Mindy, wrapping a towel around herself.

“All ten pounds – 25,000 dollars, a good wad of cash.  Hey Mindy, is he good for the money?”

“Larry?” asked Mindy turned to look back at Johnny as she left to take a shower.

“Yeah.”

“Yeah, his family makes us look like paupers.”

Johnny put his hand under his head and laid on Mindy’s bed, thinking about the world of people like Mindy and Larry – a world of huge houses, large cars, pools, and kids who took it all for granted.  “Soon”, he told himself, “soon, I’ll have just as f------ much.”

**

Everybody took showers, got ready, and then the group had a light lunch, courtesy of Delbert’s talents in the kitchen, before heading out.  It was after two in the afternoon before Doug and Nancy headed out.  As they walked towards Mindy’s dad’s Range Rover, Doug suddenly remembered something and started fishing in his pant pockets for his keys.  Nancy looked mystified and asked “I thought we were going in Mindy’s car. So, why do you need your keys?”

Doug looked satisfied as he found his keys and he quickly kissed Nancy and started to run back to the house. As he ran back he answered Nancy, “We are taking the Rover Nancy, but I told Mindy that she and Johnny could use my car.  Wait just a minute, I will be right back.” 

As Doug answered the house door Nancy yelled back to him “Aren’t you afraid she’ll mess up your car?  She’s doing way too many drugs…”

Johnny and Mindy were just about to come out the door at that moment and they both heard Nancy’s comment. Mindy’s face flushed red in anger and shock. She rushed out of the house and yelled back, filled with indignation, “Nancy, how can you just talk like that behind my back? You think because I smoke pot I’m turning into a drug addict?” Johnny reached out to grab Mindy, afraid that she would pounce on Nancy. Mindy tried to laugh everything off, but it was obvious that she was hurt and upset.  

Nancy simply rolled her eyes and hinted at what she thought saying “Well…”

This time Johnny could not stop Mindy.  She walked right up to Nancy’s face and in a catty tone snapped “Funny of you to say anything; since we’ve been roommates I’ve seen you drink your share of 7 and 7’s.”

Nancy snapped right back in the same bitchy tone: “Yes, I drink, but you get so freaking stoned you pass out. It’s not safe.”

Johnny jumped in, trying to calm the girls before a cat-fight started “Come on, Nancy. You know it’s just good pot.  You get a real bad buzz…”

Doug knew Johnny could not stop the girls simply by talking, so he just pulled Nancy back and started to walk away.  Nancy did not resist but she kept her gaze steady on Mindy even as Doug in a friendly tone called out to her, “Look, Mindy, just be careful with my car.  I’ll be careful with yours.  We’ll see you two at Rockin’ Red’s later, O.K.?”
Johnny kept Mindy still with one arm while he waved good bye to Nancy and Dough with the other, “Yeah. You two have fun in the balloon!”

**

Doug and Mindy drove out for about an hour to the spot where the balloon was hooked to the ground. It was an amazing sight: a huge, flat lot of red Texan earth, bordered in the horizon by green and gold farms and, much farther into the distance, small purplish-red mountain peaks. The rich red of the earth contrasted wonderfully with the sparkling gold and fresh green of the farm fields. In the midst of all this stood a stupendous hot-air balloon, lifting high into a perfectly clear blue sky, straining against the ropes that tied it to the ground like a live animal, desperate to escape captivity and take flight.  The balloon was made up of bright purple, green, white, and electric blue sheets, woven together into an intricate star patter.  The fire spurting ferociously over the passenger basket added to the feeling that the balloon was alive and anxious to leave the ground.  

Doug and Nancy got out of the car and were warmly greeted by Randy and Julie, Mindy’s friends who were expert balloonists.  They were a friendly couple who had graduated from College just a semester ago and had known Mindy for years.  Doug and Nancy liked them immediately and the four of them had a blast going up and floating above the clouds.  Randy entertained everyone with his quirky humor, which usually included impersonations of several cartoon characters and gangster-types speaking to each other.  After a couple of hours, however, they had to head down. Randy turned to the group and looking sad about their flight coming to an end, he said “We’re going to be heading down.  It looks like it’ll be getting dark soon.”

Nancy’s sight was lost in the few clouds that had appeared and which were a shade of golden peach. “I could say up here forever…It’s so beautiful…” her voice trailed off.

Doug looked more relaxed than he ever did. He took a deep breath and quietly answered Nancy’s statement, “I’ve never done anything like this”, he said, “It’s just breathtaking…”

Under Randy’s careful guidance the balloon slowly descended towards the field where a 4X4 was waiting.  Once they had safely landed, Doug helped Randy pack up. While they were packing and Julie was preparing the car, Randy turned to Nancy and said “Go into the trunk, would you, and take out the cooler, please.”  Nancy obediently headed to the car and pulled out the cooler.  She opened it and was surprised to find a bottle of fine champagne and four long champagne glasses.

With a smile she walked back to Randy and Julie. She held up the glasses into the air, where they shone in the last rays of sunlight, as she said “Nice.  Very nice.  What’s this for?”

Randy looked at Julie “Tell them, Julie” he said with a wink.

Julie pulled over the balloon basket and said “It’s your first time out.  It’s a tradition.  Come on! Pop it Doug!”

Doug walked over to Nancy and took the champagne from her.  Without much effort he popped the bottle open and a jet of champagne spilled lightly over the side.  Nancy laughed and started passing out the glasses.  The night passed away in friendly toasts and lots of laughter.

**

While Nancy and Doug were sipping champagne and telling jokes next to the deflated balloon, Johnny and Mindy were following Larry’s directions to several dropping points. They drove through several poorly lit, impoverished neighborhoods, trying hard to keep their sense of direction. By late evening Johnny had been lulled to sleep by the rocking motion of the car on unpaved streets.  He sat slumped on his seat with a pile of cash on his lap – the payment for an earlier job. 

 Mindy was also feeling drowsy.  They had both smoked a couple of joints as they started their drive and the after-effects of the buzz were catching up with her.  She didn’t notice that for just a fraction of a second she closed her eyes and fell sleep – in that instant the car swerved violently to the right. Mindy hit her head hard against her window and both she and Johnny woke up with a start. Quickly Mindy slammed the breaks and brought the car back into control to the middle of the narrow dirt road. 

Startled, Johnny yelled out “What the… Mindy! Watch where you’re going!  Do you even know where you’re going?”

Mindy’s heart was still racing from their close call. She was annoyed at Johnny for blaming her instead of trying to calm her down. She did not answer but simply put up her hand in a ‘stop it’ gesture. They drove in silence for a few more minutes and then she pointed ahead to the left. “He said to drop the last packet off in an old trailer behind a Phillips 66 station.  That looks like one ahead.”

It was a dark area where only the station was lit.  All the roads around the station were almost completely dark. Mindy and Johnny could not, therefore, see that on the dirt path that ran next to the station two young Mexican-American teenagers were riding an old bicycle.  Pepe, a skinny boy of about 14, wearing a wife-beater shirt which showed how skinny he was, oversized shorts, pulled up white socks, white shoes, and a hair net was riding the bike while his friend Jose, who looked about the same age but had on a red Chicago Bulls shirt and a piercing on his ear, was sitting on the rear basket. Playfully Jose yelled out orders to Pepe, “Come on, hermano.  Andale! Let’s get home before your papa beats your behind!”

Pepe just ignored him and kept cycling at the same speed “Not me.  You just want to taste my mama’s chalapas, that’s why you are hurrying me along while your lazy butt just sits there.” 

Jose laughed. He tapped Pepe on the back and pointed to the right “Here, turn here.  Let’s take the shortcut.”

Just as the boys turned right onto the dirt path behind the station Mindy turned into the station and accelerated a little wanting to just get the last drop off over with.  She never saw the bicycle but she felt a thump as the front left side of the Corvette hit the boys. Johnny and her heard a loud scream along with the horrible sound of metal bending and twisting and saw the shadow of something flying off into the road.  As if in slow motion the loud and deaf sound of the boys hitting the ground came next – for ever she would remember hearing the boys’ bones and flesh smash against the dirt, their skin tearing against the dirt. Air and life knocked out of two young and skinny bodies.  

She brought the car to a desperate stop by slamming on the breaks and just sat there for a second, with her foot smashed into the break, her eyes wide open and a chocked scream in her throat.  She was too afraid, too shocked, too disgusted and terrified to scream.  

Johnny reacted much faster; he reached over and pulled the keys out of the engine to stop the car where they were. He opened his door and ran out to see what had happened.  Mindy followed him in silence.  She had heard a muffled scream when the car hit the bicycle but now everything was dead quiet.  

They approached the place where they had heard the bicycle fall.  Mindy came up to the body of one of the boys with his head twisted around his neck at an odd angle and blood trickling out of his mouth.  His eyes were wide open and starting into a distant point, far in space.  Feeling nauseous Mindy stepped backwards quickly and whispered “Johnny, this one’s dead…”

Johnny was next to Pepe’s body, which was lying on his side facing away from Johnny.  Johnny did not bend down but simply kicked some dirt right by the boy’s head. Small pebbles landed on the boy’s head but he did not stir. Johnny took a deep breath. “Shit Mindy, you killed both of them!”

Mindy could not take her eyes off the boy by her feet, although she felt close to fainting.  Her stomach was burning cold, she felt nauseous and light headed and a strange noise filled her ears. In a barely audible whisper she said “Should we call an ambulance?”

In a loud and angry voice Johnny replied “We’ve still got ten f****** pounds of pot in the car.  We can’t call a freaking ambulance.  This is Texas, we’ll be in Texas forever or fry to death… we have got to hit the road…”

Mindy turned to him wide-eyed. “What if they’re not dead? What if there’s something the doctors can do? We can’t just leave them Johnny…”

“Fine, fine, we’ll make an anonymous call, but I’m not staying.  Let’s get the hell out of here before somebody shows up.”  He turned to Doug’s car and ran his hand over the front of it, trying to find any dents or blood that could give them away. He stood up quickly and reached out for the keys,  “Here Mindy, give me the keys.”
Mindy meekly handed the keys over.  Johnny quickly got into the driver’s seat and signaled for Mindy to get in.  She glanced back at the boys. She could almost swear that the one Johnny had stood by was breathing. Guilt and uncertainty filled every inch of her skin and she was drenched in cold sweat. Johnny was starting to cuss in the car to get her to hurry. Torn between dropping to the ground and crying in agony and the fear of being killed for what she had done, she got into the car like a zombie. Johnny pulled away from the scene even before Mindy had closed her door.  

They drove in silence for a few minutes until Johnny spotted a public phone.  Mindy was surprised that she could not cry. Her eyes remained dry while she felt her heart beating so hard that she put both her hands on her chest afraid that her chest would break. Johnny drove up to the phone and, without turning the car off, stopped next to it. He got out and ran to the booth and dialed 911. As soon as he heard a voice on the other side he quickly cut in “Yeah, um, I’d like, um, I need to report an accident…Route 43, behind the Phillips 66 station.  You’ll need an ambulance.”

As soon as Johnny got out of the car tears flooded to Mindy’s eyes. She suddenly became terrified that someone was chasing them; that someone knew what they had done. She got out of the car and ran to the booth after Johnny. She gently knocked on the booth’s glass, with tears running down her pale face and a look of desperation. “Come on… Johnny…” she whispered, looking like a horror movie character, her hair stuck to her face with sweat and tears, and tears turning her skin red and swollen.

Johnny looked at Mindy with hatred in his eyes and yelled out “Shut up!” then cussed silently and struck the booth’s glass wall, as he realized that the 911 operator had heard him. He put his hand over the receiver, closed his eyes, and took several deep breaths to try to calm the electricity and hate that he felt flowing through his veins. 

The 911 operator heard Johnny’s yells, but simply continued asking a series of questions in a most professional voice. Typing information into her computer she asked “What is your name, please?” 

Johnny took his hand off the receiver and trying his best to sound calmer replied “Look, I’d rather not get involved.  Listen, just send someone out there quick.”  He did not wait for an answer but quickly slammed the phone down and stood there for a second panting. He ran his hand through his hair, moist with sweat, and continued trying to take deep breaths. Looking much older and meaner than he had just a few minutes ago he turned and ran back to the car, where Mindy sat sobbing.

**

The 911 operator turned to the Sergeant on duty and said “Possible 211 hit and run.  Looks like the suspect just phoned in from the Mobil on Alamo Street.”

“Any tape on them?”

“Yes.”

“Log it.  Send it to the evidence room.”

**

Johnny silently guided the car a few blocks away from the phone without turning on the lights and then pulled over on the side of the road.  They sat in silence for a few minutes and then saw the lights of two ambulances and three black and white police cars before they heard the deafening din of their sirens.  Johnny had gotten his cool back and looked without any sign of concern at the emergency cars as they whizzed by. “One, two… five cars…they sure do take policing seriously around here” he said to himself.

Mindy could not stop sobbing “How can you be so smug?” she said, with her voice breaking mid-sentence.  She reached under her seat and pulled out a fistful of money.  She shook it in front of Johnny sobbing. “Is this all that matters to you anymore? I’ve never known anyone so callous…two little boys…”

Johnny turned brusquely to face Mindy and said with an icy voice, “Well you’re lucky I’m so calloused.  I look after myself and I’m looking after you too. You should be thankful.”

“It wasn’t intentional.  It was an accident. It was an accident” Mindy back shook as she sobbed and covered her face with her hands.

“You’re stoned Mindy… Look is there another place around here where we can leave your friend’s pot?”

Mindy quieted her sobs for a second to think.  “We can leave it in the back of the Red Rocker.  Larry’s cousin runs the place and lives behind it.”

“O.K., let’s call him.  You tell him we couldn’t make the drop.  But you can’t let him hear that you have been crying, so calm down now.  Tell him we had an accident and we’re at Red Rockers.”  Without waiting for an answer Johnny turned the car on and started driving to Red Rockers.   They stopped at the gas station next to the bar. Johnny turned off the car and turned and looked at Mindy with raised eyebrows. She silently understood that she had to get out of the car and go make the call. 

She walked to the phone booth, pulled out a couple of quarters and dropped them into the slot.  Behind her a lighted sign on the window of the gas station shop shone brightly “Say No to Drugs.”

**

Larry was sitting on a hot tub next to a well tanned and toned blond girl.  She giggled as Larry played with her hair, tickling her neck and chest with a loose strand.  Slowly Larry approached her for a kiss.  Just as he was about to kiss her, however, his cell phone went off, with the song of “I’m too sexy…” as the ring tone.  Without moving from the girl’s side Larry grabbed the phone, “Yeah?” he said, as he continued to blow softly on the girl’s neck and smile mischievously. 

Mindy’s sad voice came across the line “Larry…?”

“Yeah, what’s up?”

“We couldn’t leave it where you wanted.  There were complications.  We’re leaving it behind Red Rockers in the trash bin next to your cousin’s trailer.  You better get down here fast.  I’m not responsible for it.” She hung up the phone, barely holding her tears back.  She was no longer just terribly upset, now she was also fuming mad that all of this had happened…it seemed unbelievably unfair. Why? Why her?

As promised, they put the bag with the merchandise in the garbage bin of the trailer park.  Johnny parked the car under one of the few light posts in the trailer park.  Walking back from dropping the bag off, he stopped and looked at the car closely for the first time.  He ran his hand along the front of the car and cussed under his breath.  “Mindy,” he called out; “there’s a tear in his vinyl.”

Mindy was no longer tearful, she was deadly pale and strangely calm as she coldly thought about what had happened, what she had done, and what she could do now.  She got out of her sit and went over next to Johnny.  Bending over next to Johnny she simply said “It’s not bad.  There’s an auto place right down the street open twenty-four hours.  Let’s get some vinyl patch.”

“We’re supposed to meet them in about twenty minutes” replied Johnny, still looking at the car’s vinyl.

Mindy coldly walked back to the passenger seat and started fixing her hair and make up in the side mirror as she answered “The stuff dries quickly.  I’ve used it before on small tears.”

Johnny nodded.   They did not say anything else about the accident to each other for the rest of the night.  They barely spoke to each other, as a matter of fact.  Mindy, for once, was lost deep within the universe of her own thoughts and feelings, in which Johnny did not rule.  Her thoughts kept shifting between the scene of the boys lying on the dirt, and several possible scenes of what her future could hold: terrible jail terms, the death sentence, humiliation for her parents, constant guilt and lies, Johnny’s hatred…

Johnny, on the other hand, was also lost.  But he was lost in an underworld of dark, hateful thoughts, thoughts of revenge and deceit, thoughts that prepared him to do whatever was necessary to save himself and fulfill his desires, no matter whom he had to hurt along the way. 

Page 1 of 17

