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Ace In the Hole

Girls that kiss in cars always get more than they bargain for; that’s what Momma says.  

The day I fell off Jimmy’s swing-set and Eddie swooped in out of nowhere to save me, lashes fluttering over earnest brown eyes bigger than wheels, I was done for.  Kissing in cars?  Heck, I would have jumped Eddie on Jimmy’s lawn, in front of all the mommas on Milton St. just to prove I’d be Eddie’s forever.  

Eddie patched my knee, and that summer, I made it my business to steal his heart.  Every day, I biked past the sandlot where Eddie played, or past his daddy’s work where Eddie helped box peaches.  And later, when his own momma got wind of what my momma called ‘my little preoccupation,’ to Eddie’s house, dragging Jimmy along like a too-worn security blanket behind me.  

Even at ten I knew Jimmy was an asset — my ace-in-the-hole — Eddie’s competition and the reason Eddie never lost interest.  Momma taught me that one.  Her whole life she had an ace-in-the-hole too; buttoned-up Vernon Lewin.  Polite as a pope the other momma’s called him.  

Momma swore Vernon helped her sort the losers from the winners.  All she had to do was teeter into the Tipsy Cow on those stacked heels with Vernon on her arm, and the men would all drop their pool sticks and gather round her like she’d come to dole out first-class tickets to heaven. The winners she said, fought for her, because they knew a good woman when they saw one. The losers walked away with their tail between their legs.  

Jimmy, and Eddie, and I, we spent that summer exchanging wits over cookies in Eddie’s sunny kitchen, beneath his momma’s cherished ‘Bless Me Jesus’ needlepoint.  Or on Jimmy’s creaky backyard seesaw, catching splinters where the sun don’t shine.  
“Why did the Ketchup blush?” Eddie would yell, planting his feet in the grass before pumping his legs up and down, springy like the coils in my mattress. The one Momma used to yell at me for mistaking for a trampoline.

“Why did the ketchup blush?” I’d yell back, giggling as I stared up a slope at his pale face, reduced to a smudgy thumbprint by the sun behind him. 

“Because he saw the salad dressing!” 

Eddie would whoop then, falling to Earth as my own seat rose high into the air above him, confusing my beat-up Keds for birds as I reached the pinnacle.

Then Jimmy and Eddie and Me, we’d all burst out laughing.

Sometimes Jimmy got in on the action too.  It’s how he tested bad words.

“Listen up!” He once yelled from the sidelines.  “Two fish swim into a wall, and one of them says  . . . damn!”

That one especially made me laugh.  But not Eddie.  He called Jimmy’s joke crass, repeating this word his momma liked to call the pictures we sometimes drew to make each other snicker after sneaking into Eddie’s basement to read his daddy’s dirty magazines.  Even though, I found out later, Eddie got enough of a whooping himself for repeating it at the dinner table that night — because damn isn’t one of Jesus’s favorite words.  

That was the best summer.  The first year before the last year Jimmy and Eddie really got along.  Before Eddie made me pick between them, and Jimmy stopped being my ace-in-the-hole.  Before Jimmy turned into a bargaining chip and stopped being my friend.  His words.

Those who casts stones should not live in glass houses.  It’s momma’s favorite saying.  And I’ll be honest, I never understood it.  Except now Caddy Jenkins is Jimmy’s ace-in-the-hole and he parades her past me at every opportunity.  Though god’s honest truth, except for missing his stupid jokes it doesn’t bother me a bit.  Plus, at least Caddy is someone else’s something.  Because as my momma also says, she’s just a little bit shy of dumb and a little bit left of homely.

Maybe, sometimes, I do miss Jimmy.  But time don’t change it.  My life is a bargaining chip where Eddie’s concerned.  And no matter what Momma says, any random minute with Eddie is worth every moment of fire and brimstone that awaits us.  Babies, shame, disease, they pale in the shadow of his kiss.

At least, that’s what I’m guessing.  

The other thing momma says?  Girls ain’t got no right to be kissing when they’re only thirteen.  

Momma brought me into this world, but Eddie fuels my soul.  Momma feeds me, but Eddie is the air I breathe.  And unlike Momma, Eddie doesn’t ask for anything.  Plus, mama would never steal the keys to uncle Jessie’s Cutlass and risk a beating to prove how much she loves me, like Eddie just did.  
“What do you call a boomerang that doesn’t come back?”  Eddie asks, sliding closer across Uncle Jessie’s bucket seat. 

“What?” I giggle.

“A stick.”

Under a glint of moonlight reflecting off the rearview mirror, Eddie’s saucer eyes glimmer.

“I got one.”  I raise my hand, dying to tell him.  “A monk asks a priest if it’s okay to kiss a nun.  The priest replies, just don’t get into the habit.”
Eddie raises an eyebrow.  “Just watch me.”

It’s black as asphalt out now.  Uncle Jessie’s worn bench seat shifts again as Eddie moves closer.  I reach for him, ignoring Mamma’s voice and the hollow in my heart where Jimmy’s face sometimes haunts me.

The past, present, and the future walk into a bar.  It was tense.

That’s the joke I’d tell Jimmy if he were here now — 
Jimmy.  

I know what I want. But now that Jimmy’s a ghost, I also know now can feel like forever and that until it’s at my door, tomorrow doesn’t exist.  Time’s like that.  Always making us feel like we’ve been tricked, when really, we just never stop to reckon with it. 

Jimmy would love this moment.  The uncertainty.

The space between then and later where nothing is final.

Not even mama’s warning.
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