A Third Wheel
By Grant Jones
It’s the story of my life: I’m a third wheel. Back in the days when all my friends rode around in tricycles, being a third wheel was no big deal. But then came the age of bicycles, when you could suddenly ride past the driveway. Bicycles opened up a new world, a world with girls and the idea of being alone with girls. In this new age, in this two-wheeled age, the third wheel became a hindrance, thus beginning the decline of my love life.
I first became conscious of being a third wheel in first grade. I rode my tricycle all the way to Roxanne’s house on the other side of the neighborhood, my knapsack filled with Star Wars toys; it was the longest journey I’d ever undertaken alone. I’d had a crush on Roxanne since kindergarten, and I was very disappointed to find my so-called best friend Allan already at her house.


I rode my tricycle up her driveway, coming to a screeching halt in her carport. “What’s going on here, Roxanne?” I asked. “What do you say we ditch this loser and let’s you and me go play Star Wars?” Allan walked over to me, towered over my tricycle, and laughed. 

“Roxanne already has plans,” mocked Allan. “We’d ask you to go, but I don’t think your tricycle could keep up,” he as he kicked my front tire.

“I’m sorry, Grant,” said Roxanne, “but I promised Allan I’d go bike riding with him.”
They were right; I couldn’t keep up, and lost sight of them after a hundred yards. They were two catamarans rocking my tug boat in their wake. As Allan and Roxanne rode off to explore exotic places only known to two wheels, I turned and slowly rode my tricycle back home. It was the first time I felt the pain of rejection, but it certainly was not the last.

For the rest of my life I would remember Roxanne’s hurtful words. I never quite got over my crush and through the course of elementary, middle, and high school, she would echo those words again and again. I never seemed to have what she wanted. It was either: “I’m sorry, Grant; I’m going to Matt’s house to swim in his pool,” or “I’m sorry, Grant; I’m going to Paul’s to play his new Nintendo,” or “I’m sorry, Grant; I’m going to Jim’s to smoke his weed,” or “My God, Grant, no one plays with Star Wars toys when they’re a senior in high school.”
Things didn’t improve much from elementary to middle school. During the last week of eighth grade, our school held a dance. The first hour was a blast—everyone was dancing together in a big group. We did the electric slide; we did the boogie-woogie. For the first time in years I felt part of a bigger group, accepted and equal. But then the DJ played a slow song, and everyone grabbed a partner. I walked all around the dance floor, looking for someone to dance with, but absolutely everyone was paired up except me. I couldn’t understand it. There were fourteen more girls than guys in our class, and everyone had shown up for the last dance of middle school.
Years later, I ran into Misty Ginsler, a former classmate, in the grocery store. After much probing, she admitted the truth about that night. Apparently, in order to avoid dancing with me, girls in groups of fourteen took turns hiding behind the gymnasium. Misty explained that this wasn’t because I was uncool or ugly (everyone had pimples then) but because at age thirteen I already had a size sixteen shoe, and the rumor was that I had broken the big toe of Penelope Stokley when I slow danced with her in elementary school. I was aghast; it was a terrible mangling of facts. The truth was that Penelope had refused to dance with me because she had broken her toe (which it turns out was also a lie). Nonetheless, the incident had cemented my reputation as a loser.
I had hoped high school would bring change, but it didn’t. I was in the same town and was surrounded by the same girls. Desperate times call for desperate measures and I called up runty, asthmatic Renee McConnell to ask her to the movies. Renee laughed so hard when I asked her that she had an asthmatic attack and missed two days of school recovering in the hospital. Being rejected by Renee meant that I was officially at the bottom of the high school totem pole. I had to seek out the only girls remaining that had never heard of my reputation, the foreign exchange students. 
I signed up for the foreign exchange club during my sophomore year. We hosted a party for the foreign students before the first night of school. It was there I met Anna of Austria. We ended up talking for over an hour that night, which according to my journal, was forty-five minutes longer than all the other girls combined since the start of high school. I invited Anna to my house one day after school and took her on a tour of my All-American neighborhood, including the creek, the most infamous of all the neighborhood make-out spots. According to schoolyard legend, one in four men lost his virginity there. I had no such luck, but my hopes weren’t set that high. I was content for Anna to be the first girl ever to kiss me not on a dare. As Anna stood quietly, probably trying to figure out why I was showing her a muddy creek with beer cans floating in it, I leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. She turned to me with a smile, revealing a sparkling row of braces. Anna grabbed my waist and pulled me tight against her body, planting a wet one on my lips. Caught off guard, and perhaps allergic to female saliva, I sneezed right in her face, sending her toppling back into the creek. Anna never spoke to me again, but I did lose a bit of innocence on that day, along with the tip of my tongue, which was caught in her braces as she fell backwards.
Realizing unassuming foreign women were my best bet, in my junior I finagled my parents into hosting a exchange student. I imagined meeting a beautiful, bouncy-breasted French girl at the airport and taking her back home where she would sleep in a bed on the other side of a thin wall, only feet away from my own. Not wanting to waste the opportunity, I began a strict self-enhancement regime. I started lifting weights, buying prescription acne medicine off my friends at school, and reading books about how to please women. By the night of the arrival, I felt completely prepared. What I was not prepared for, however, was the shock of seeing Rudolfo, my Italian exchange brother, walking down the airport terminal.
There would be no seduction by proximity as I had planned, and to make matters worse Rudolfo was no exception to the Italian machismo stereotype. My junior year was a complete wash. Rodolfo stole the heart of every exchange girl at the school. He brought girls home all the time, and some afternoons when his door was cracked, I could see him making out with them. I would sit on the other side of the thin bedrooms walls, reading my comic books and trying to tune out the sound of their smacking lips. There was nothing I could do but bide my time until I got my driver’s license; then I would have something Rudolfo did not. In a world of four wheels, being a third wheel didn’t sound so bad.

The night I got my used Honda, Rudolfo and I picked up three girls to go to the movies. I was excited about those odds, but again I was left out when all three girls insisted on sitting in the backseat with Rudolfo. Not even the ugly one would sit shotgun. At the theatre, Rudolfo asked me to sit in the front while he and the three girls sat in the back row. Occasionally, one of the girls would come to the front to ask me to get popcorn or a soda. I was seventeen, and already I’d had enough discouragement for a lifetime. I was not sure how far my reputation as an outcast had spread, so the closest college I applied to was six states away.

It was at college, fortunately, that I was finally able to escape my past. Age had cleared my complexion, and the hours spent working out in the gym were finally paying off. For the first time I was able to look at myself in the mirror and not feel the need to apologize. Everyone seemed so nice at college, and there were social circles for all types of people. Even outcasts had friends. To my immense joy, I discovered a certain type of girl that was attracted to me. My shoe size, which in junior high had repelled girls at the school dance, now attracted them, even fascinated them. Each girl told me of a rumor, which I dare not repeat here, of other endowments accompanying large feet. Although I appreciated their curiosity, I felt as though I was cheating those girls out of something in which they once held so much faith. Those poor girls left my room disheartened, as though they just learned that Santa was not real. Still, as I became more comfortable around women, my confidence soared, and I found it easier to escape my past. Counseling also helped me deal with the trauma of having been an extra wheel for so long. My therapist even told me that I was becoming a “fully capable, fully realized individual.” I’m still not sure what that means, but it felt good to know. By the time I was ready to leave college and jump into the real world, I was full of confidence. My life was completely different from the torture of growing up.

After college, I went through several serious relationships, some ending amiably, some not. But the important thing was that I was finally comfortable in my own skin and handled myself with confidence and compassion. These new skills came in handy when I met Rebecca, the love of my life. It was after ten months of serious dating that I decided to ask Rebecca to be my wife. I planned a vacation to the mountains where I would propose over a romantic candle-light dinner. Rebecca had, in the past, expressed concerns over marriage. She wasn’t sure that she wanted to be married yet, or that I was the right one, or that her friend’s wouldn’t laugh. But I was brimming with confidence and felt the time was right. I had the perfect plan. I was going to take her to a four-star restaurant overlooking the Maggie Valley. I even pre-arranged everything with the restaurant manager. Between the salad and the main course, the waiter would bring out a cup of French Onion soup, and in her bowl a diamond ring would be floating on top of the cheese umbrella.


When the big day finally came, I was incredibly nervous. I drank a bit too much in an effort to calm myself, and Rebecca insisted on driving. Only a few miles from the restaurant, Rebecca pulled over onto the shoulder of the road.

“Did you hear that?” she asked.


“I didn’t hear anything,” I said.


“I think we have a flat.”


“A flat?” I asked. “I don’t think so. The tires are brand new.”


“It’s the front left one. I’m sure of it,” she said. “Would you be a dear and change it?”


“For you,” I said, jumping out of the car, “I’d do anything.” I bent down and inspected the tire. “It’s not flat.”


“Change it anyway, would you? Just to be safe.” Rebecca popped the trunk. “The spare is in the back.”


I walked to the trunk and with some effort, removed the spare tire, just as Rebecca slammed on the gas pedal and sped away. As she peeled away she yelled out of the window, “I’m sorry, Grant. It’s just not going to work out!” As she rounded the curve, she gave her last request, “Don’t call! Time heals all wounds!”


I stood on the shoulder of the road, holding the extra wheel in my hands, wishing I could go back to the days of the tricycle when the world that lay beyond the driveway was still unexplored.

