Brown Butterflies


It was two months, three weeks, and fifteen hours after the wreck, and I was doing all right. Sometimes I felt like I should have been more shook up about the whole thing, but what could I do but keep on living? I never really thought about Chris as a dead person, unless I was standing at the grave site looking at his name etched in the marble headstone. Then he felt pretty dead. I’d think about him, six feet below me, and I couldn’t help but wonder what he looked like. Once or twice my morbid imagination followed the path of the idea of actually digging him up, prying open the coffin, and looking in at his partially decomposed face – the nose he always thought was too big covered in moss and worms, his wide smile sunken in, teeth exposed sharply from the blackened, decaying gums. His black tuxedo made especially for the occasion (Chris rarely dressed up, and never beyond khackis and a button-up shirt) all dirty and rotten, his hands still folded politely over his chest, some of the flesh peeled back exposing bare white bone.


He’d been decapitated in the one-car collision. The cops hadn’t even been able to find his head at first. They’d checked the entire field and near-by woods and had finally come to the conclusion that some animal had carried it off when the wreckers came to remove the car. They’d found the head lodged under the passenger’s seat. That’s another image I thought about a lot. Chris’s shaggy brown-blond hair floating eerily down over the vacancy where his neck should have been. The puddles of blood on the ceiling of the overturned car. The expression on his ever-so-expressive face. Shock? Confusion? Terror? Irritation? Mouth wide open in his final shriek? I wondered if he screamed instinctively, or just clenched his teeth and closed his eyes. But I guess I knew his almond eyes were always wide open, drinking in every miniscule detail of his last adventure. I tried to figure out exactly how he’d managed to take off his own head and store it under the seat like that, and could never quite get the mechanics of the thing explicated. The dumbass never would wear a seat belt.

Chris had talked about death a lot. Ironically enough he’d mentioned wanting to get his head cut off.


“You can still see for a few seconds afterward,” he’d said, his brown eyes widening and dancing like butterflies. “You don’t die instantaneously, you see. That’d be trippy, seeing your own corpse like that, trying to scream with no air…”


Maybe I’d always known Chris would die young, and maybe that’s why I didn’t mourn the loss as intensely as the rest of us did. A car wreck was a fitting end for him - violent and sudden. That was Chris for you. And I loved him, like you love people when you’re seventeen years old. There’s nothing stronger in the whole world than those searing, excruciating passions of adolescence, where it’s never enough time, enough closeness. Like you could devour each other’s living flesh, ripping through the arteries and tissue into the heart itself, or drink the living essence out of each other, absorbing every thought and feeling and dream, and you’d still be hungry for more.


So I was surprised and guilty at the funeral when I had no tears to shed.


I missed him every day, don’t get me wrong. I missed his arms around me, snuggled up in my bed watching a horror movie. I missed the way he’d always say, “Good night, beautiful,” on the phone. I missed his guitar and his red truck and his giant, sincere grin. I’d miss the way the yellow light of my basement room would glow so warmly on the bare flesh of his back and shoulders as he held the back of my neck with one hand, leaning over me and kissing me. But I wasn’t all that sad to say good bye when the time came.

I’d walked by his casket – his body amazingly and convincingly in tact thanks to the miracles of today’s cosmetic science of death. He was lying there – so still, and all I could think about was a dead squirrel my cat brought to the front porch one summer afternoon. It’s the stillness of death – not the paleness, the silence, or the carnage, that really gives it its character. The way the wind rustled dully through the squirrel’s fur, or the way Chris’s eyeballs refused to stir beneath his closed lids. I felt like I was going to be sick, so I whispered “I love you,” and walked away as fast as I could, soaking in the motion. Life is motion. More than anything I wish my last sight of the boy hadn’t been accompanied by the urge to vomit all over his red satin resting place.


That was the second funeral I’d ever been to. The first one had been my grandfather’s, only a few weeks earlier. Heart failure.  I’d never been very close to him. I have a few scattered memories of his big yellow un-air conditioned house and how I used to look for acorns in the spacious back yard. I’d loved the southern Arkansas acorns. They were bigger, smoother, and shinier than the smaller, tougher Ozarks variety at home. I loved to pick them up and run my stubby child fingers over their deep brown surface, sometimes performing violent surgery on them to uncover the vivid orange meat inside. Out of curiosity I put one in my mouth, wrinkling up my face at the bitter, woody taste.

My grandfather was a tall, wasted old man. Every movement he made was slow and seemed to require all his strength. I hated the way he smelled – like a nursing home and a dentist’s office. He’d hug me whenever we arrived, wrapping his shriveled arms around me gingerly, like I was some zoo animal that had so far proven gentle but might revert to the wild and bite at any given moment. Later, I’d wish that I’d known him, had heard some of his stories. God knows he’d had an interesting life – fighting in wars, stuff like that. But either I never listened or he never spoke in his rasping, winded voice.


Probably three days before his death my grandfather sent me a check in the mail for one hundred dollars as a birthday present. For some reason it hurt me – the impersonal slip of paper from my grandfather, who didn’t know a thing about me or my life, sending me a check for a sum he really couldn’t afford as a formality. Before I set it down on my dresser, I noticed the careful penmanship of his housekeeper – one hundred dollars and 0 cents – then the scrawled signature at the bottom. It looked like a kindergartener had written it. I imagined the old man straining to write his own name for his daughter’s child who he didn’t know or understand, and the thought made me burst into tears.


After Chris’s funeral, life kept going as planned, minus one grinning, intelligent, fiery, sexy presence. The first and probably the only time the loss really hit me was my own fault.


He’d worked at a fast food restaurant, and I’d gone to see him faithfully almost every day he worked. I’d relished walking in wearing my tight black jeans and revealing black tank top, feeling the eyes of male customers lined up at the counter run across my body. They’d smile at me and say hello and I’d politely return the greeting. I’d savor their disappointment when Chris rounded the counter and threw his arms around me. “I love you.” And I’d smile my special Chris smile up at him and say, “I love you, too,” thoroughly enjoying making sure everyone knew that I was taken and content and totally uninterested in anything but Chris.


So one night after the accident I went in for a cheeseburger and habitually checked the kitchen to try to catch his eyes. Of course, he wasn’t there, and for some reason the absence drove home and I left in tears, suddenly wanting, needing to feel him touching me. I should have known better than to go there in the first place.

In the parking lot a tiny brown butterfly landed on my hand. I shook it, trying to shoo the fragile creature off, but it didn’t move. I brought my hand to my face to look at it, observing the delicate intricacies of its paper thin wings, etched with brown and gray and black. It was beautiful and I didn’t want to touch it for fear of ruining its tiny, vital wings. Finally it flew off and the insect’s frailty, its delicacy, and its looming mortality sent me into more tears.


I’d come close to death with Chris once, although it didn’t really occur to me at the time. We were standing on a cliff, smoking our cigarettes far away from the disapproving and punitive eyes of our parents. I lost my footing and scrabbled a little. Like lightning Chris’s arms were around my waist. “I’ve got you,” he said.


One night we were out with my friend Cora and her boyfriend – Cora driving, Sam riding shot gun.


“No making out back there,” she said jokingly.


To be a smart ass, I pulled Chris to me and began kissing him.


Cora drives like a crazed ape, so we were bouncing all over the backseat of the car.


“I’ve got you,” Chris said, steadying me on his lips by holding me around the waist and the back of the neck with those strong, strong arms. 


Cora and I were out at the lake two months, three weeks, and fifteen hours after the wreck. I was smoking, watching tadpoles squirm on the rocks, and she was swimming in the deeper water. I picked up a rock to try to skip it, when my hand touched something slimy.


I turned the rock over and found a barely wriggling baby fish stuck to the rock, caked in mud and river excrement. I gently slid it into my hands and was about to put it back in the water when I saw that one of its staring yellow eyes was missing. The thing was half dead already and wouldn’t survive, so out of mercy and with a mild pang in my heart I crushed it with a rock.

We stayed all day, leaving when it finally got too dark to see well enough to safely walk barefoot on the sharp rocks.


I got in my car and saw the outline of a moth on my windshield. I coaxed it onto my index finger and saw that it was the same species that had attached itself to my hand outside Chris’s restaurant. This one wouldn’t detach itself easily either, and when I eventually got it off my hand it wouldn’t fly out the window, just flapped around frantically. 


So I drove off, thinking about all the ways I could die. Lose control of the wheel on the dangerous dirt road and fly off into a telephone pole. Head on collision with a truck going too fast on a road built for one car going one direction. My heart pumping in my chest suddenly malfunctioning, blood vessels bursting, lungs deflating. I could feel the blood flowing jerkily through my neck. My neck. So much resting on such an unstable structure.


A few years later when I finally ventured out into the dating world again, my boyfriend Michael said I had a beautiful neck. Every time he’d kiss or caress it, I’d shudder, feeling my mortality jeopardized. I’d feel so fragile, like an insect at the mercy of probabilities.

I got home from the lake and went downstairs into my room. A light bulb went out in a startling miniature explosion when I flipped the switch.


“Shit,” I muttered, switching on a lamp. I climbed up on a chair and unscrewed the light fixture. The slightly yellowed bowl was decorated with a thin layer of dead moths that had flown too close to the fatally alluring light. I dumped them in my trash can and changed the bulb.


I looked at the picture of Chris framed on my dresser. He was playing his guitar in a white tee shirt and baggy jeans completely wrapped up in the music he was wringing out the instrument with his long fingers. I stared at the picture for a long time, admitting that in a way I was glad he’d died. That he’d died and I’d loved him so damn much. That we hadn’t ended like all high school couples end. We’d gone out smoldering like the burning end of my cigarette tossed out the window of my car onto the hard, unforgiving black pavement. I was glad of that.


I got in bed and turned out the lights. I dreamed I was a tiny brown butterfly, flapping my fragile wings like I could live forever.


I’ve got you. 

