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When the Sweet Talkin’s Done 

 The first thing he said to me was, “What's a pretty girl like you doing in a place like 

this?” 

 Well, not the first thing. I think he bummed a cigarette beforehand. Maybe two. He 

carried an old Marlboro box with the top ripped off, a jumble of OP's—all different brands—

rattling around inside. 

 Anyway, we were standing outside the cafeteria of my community college, smoking, and 

he handed me the world's cheesiest pickup line, and I laughed in his face. 

 Now, I don't know exactly why—maybe the fat, or the glasses, or my refusal to wear 

makeup—but no one had ever made a pass at me before. Ever. It seemed impossible for him not 

to be joking. 

 He convinced me he wasn't, somehow, and the conversation must have continued from 

there. 

 The guy's name was Jack. He was shorter than I was, though not by much. He had 

nicotine stains on his teeth and two days' stubble on his thin face. He claimed, if I recall 

correctly, to be five years older than me. He had some grey in his hair, but so did my mom at 

twenty-five. He wore a long plaid-flannel shirt (in 2005, when it wasn't stylish) zipped under a 

too-small jacket that accentuated his narrow waist and wide hips. He carried a little shoulder bag. 

He had come out of one of the college buildings, but I don't think I mistook him for a student 

even at the time. 

 I'm not sure if it was actual attraction—he did have a rough, mysterious flavor to him—or 

just flattery at the unexpected attention, but when he asked me to go to Denny's with him that 

night I agreed. 
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 I cut my evening sociology class to walk to an ATM. I figured we would go Dutch—after 

all, it was just a non-committal first date—but I took out far more than the meal would cost, 

because who knew where the night might lead? I called my mom on a pay phone to tell her I'd be 

late coming home and might need a ride. 

 Jack met me at the edge of campus and we walked out in the late-January twilight and the 

late-January snow. And at some point we each took off one glove and held bare hands. And at 

some point he kissed me; his mouth tasted of tobacco, and his stubble scratched my face, and I 

kissed back. And at some point I realized that both our voices had gotten very soft. And at some 

point he called me his fiancée. 

 And I didn't deny it. 

 We ate and had coffee. He let me pay for everything. Now that we were engaged he 

became suddenly talkative, pouring out a slew of disorganized facts about himself and his 

family. I admired a pentacle ring he was wearing. It was a Pagan symbol, he said. Was I Pagan? 

 No, I was Roman Catholic. 

 Really! So was he—a descendant of St. Thomas More, in fact. His sister was the Pagan 

of the family, and he wore the ring in her honor. 

 He would wear a kilt to our wedding. He had the right to, what with his pure Scottish 

blood. Well, pure except for some Cherokee. 

 He gave me his e-mail address, which had the word “native” in it. 

 He felt obliged to tell me he had been in prison. He was absolutely innocent, though: the 

girl had lied about her age. (A few days later he would mention, in passing, that he was a virgin.) 

 He believed that marriage should be a total exchange of power. Did I understand that? 
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 I claimed to. I was half listening, half spinning fantasies about things that had never 

appealed to me before. A honeymoon on white-sand beaches. A cozy little apartment with 1950s 

kitchen appliances. Kids. 

 My mother picked me up a little after midnight. I don't think she met Jack at that time—

he stayed inside the restaurant, for some reason—but I did announce the engagement. She took it 

in stride. 

 Maybe she thought it wouldn't last. 

# 

 The next day we met on campus again. Jack presented me with a little paper bag 

containing the pentacle ring and a letter he'd written, still ensconced in the booth at Denny's, late 

in the night. He wanted me to put on the ring—in lieu of a diamond—and to read the letter aloud. 

It was crammed willy-nilly with sentiments domestic, erotic, and religious (“God/dess” was 

invoked several times), and it made me melt. 

 It was a Saturday and I had no classes. He suggested we go to the mall. I was carrying my 

mother's credit card—to be used only in extraordinary circumstances. But being engaged seemed 

extraordinary enough. 

 I paid both our bus fares. As soon as we were seated, Jack glommed onto me. I was just 

sophisticated enough not to be surprised by this, and just naïve enough not to be appalled. After a 

bit of nonspecific pawing, he reached up under my skirt, pinched the skin just above one knee, 

and whispered in my ear. 

 He wanted to know if he'd found my clitoris. 

 I said something like, “No, keep trying.” 
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 He worked his way up my leg, checking in every two inches or so. Eventually I gave up. 

“That's it!” I said, and put a little hitch in my breathing, as he furiously massaged a spot on my 

upper thigh. 

 In retrospect, he cannot possibly have been that ignorant. I think it was a test of 

complaisance. 

# 

 We bought two of a lot of things. Two cell phones. (Having a cell phone at all struck me 

as a scandalous luxury, but he insisted.) Two meals at Ruby Tuesday. Two acrylic manicures at 

90's Nails—a square-edged French manicure for me, and a short, smooth purple job for him. He 

worked as a female impersonator, he explained, and didn't want his pantyhose to get snagged. 

 He steered me to the Elder-Beerman makeup counter and tried to convince me of the 

virtues of painting one's face. I think he managed to sell me some bronzer. This was the one 

place he didn't get anything for himself. “Cover Girl,” he told me, “doesn't cover boy.” 

 We stopped by a jeweler and considered engagement rings. We came to no conclusion. I 

had an uneasy sense that if I did get a diamond, I—or my mother—would be paying for that, too. 

 Jack seemed to grow more feminine by the minute, and my imagination shifted in 

response. I felt tall, strong, broad-shouldered. I wouldn't mind getting a job, I thought, going out 

before dawn with a hardhat and a lunch pail, if it meant keeping my pretty in the fashion he 

deserved. 

 I called my mother on my new cell phone. She picked us up in her van, my little 

siblings—four and seven—in tow. Jack and I sat alone in the last row of seats, screened by high 

seat-backs and tinted windows, and engaged in what I would describe to my confessor—exactly 
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a week later—as “beyond heavy petting.” My new fingernails got in the way a bit, but Jack did 

not complain. 

 I don't remember where we dropped him off—at the Greyhound station, maybe—but he 

certainly didn't come home with me. 

 He called me that night—every night until it ended, in fact—and talked at me in the dark. 

It was like listening to Coast to Coast, like hearing the mutterings of someone's madness. Sex 

fantasies gave way to trivia—random personal facts, slopping around contradictorily in my 

sleepy brain, forgotten by morning—and then to godawful stories of trauma and abuse. “I feel 

like I should tell you some dark secret of mine,” I said one night. I tried to think of something, 

and finally came up with: “I have stretch marks on my belly.” 

 I don't think I saw him again for most of a week. I had classes every day, and he kept 

wanting to meet at the Greyhound station, which wasn't quite convenient to campus. 

 Eventually it occurred to me that he must live there. 

 Since then, I have sometimes felt kind of shitty about my decision. When I look at what I 

was uneasy with—his goddess-worship, his gender nonconformity, his victimhood, his penury, 

and finally his homelessness—well, it looks a hell of a lot like bigotry. But that didn't even occur 

to me at the time. I was just sick of what seemed like a steady stream of dissimulations and 

contradictions and probable lies. 

 We made a date at the Greyhound station. 

# 

 The main thing I remember from that last meeting is the arms of the plastic seat biting 

into my thighs. That, and how my voice kept becoming gentle and delicate against my will. 
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 I had decided to lie to him, just in case I was wrong. I explained that we were just 

mismatched, that I didn't—couldn't—feel as strongly as he did, that it wasn't fair for him to be 

unequally yoked with someone so much less passionate than himself. 

 He opined that this was one of the disappointments typical to his life, and informed me 

that as soon as I went away he was going to go get massively, self-destructively drunk. 

 I gave him back his ring and his letter, and somehow extricated myself. 

 One of us was the biggest asshole in the world. 


