
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Wedding 

An addition to Denis Johnson’s short story, “Dirty Wedding” 

 

Olivia Cyr 



Back when Michelle and I might have known what we were doing, we decided to get 

married.  

 We got married two, maybe three years before she got pregnant. It was a small one, the 

type of wedding that only had a few seats available for any family the bride and groom still had 

left. It was hot, hot summer, and Michelle had been worried that some awful thing would 

happen; that our car wouldn’t start on the way to the Wellington Avenue United Church of 

Christ. 

 It was before the Holy water, before the mess that was our relationship when Michelle 

stopped loving me. 

 We’d been sitting in the kitchen, her eating from a bowl of soup, leaning her weight on 

one body elbow, stirring wildly with the other hand, and listening to me read from the 

newspaper. 

 She stopped me when I got to one thing. 

 “Hold on,” she set the spoon down. “Read that last part again.” 

 “What?” I flipped the page, scouring the article.  

 “The lines you just read, just now,” she urged me to read again, wagging her hand. 

 I turned the page, and flopped my legs back over one of the kitchen chairs. It was an 

article about a kid who’d been shot in the south side. 

 When I’d finished reading that the kid’s name was Ali, and that he was fifteen, Michelle 

took to her tomato soup again. It was chunky, with little bits of old bread floating around in it 

that she’d torn up and sprinkled in. We were poor but we had a kitchen I liked to cook in, and 

she had to eat whatever I tried to make. I needed her to be happy, but it was hard. 

 Michelle sat back, looking into her bowl. “Well shit.” 

 I slid the article toward her, sniffed, and stood up. 

 “Are you coming?” I’d already scooped up a cotton swab from the stash on the counter 

and was looking at her, her at the table with her head bent over the soup. 

 She stood and followed me into the bathroom, sat on the toilet seat, and watched me fix 

her a needle.  

 “Shit,” she said softly, rolling up her shirtsleeve. “Fifteen. Little baby boy.” 

 

***  

 



 Michelle looked like she had been sacked in the gut. She never could hold herself upright 

after a needle long enough for me to do my own. I was trying to be just fine, making her look me 

in my eyes, telling her things to make her laugh and get her to listen to me, but she’d slumped 

over my legs in a dope stupor, moaning. 

 Afterward, we lay on the bed watching some messed up television show with the volume 

muted. Michelle had her arm draped over my chest, breathing sourly onto my cheek and ear, in 

and out of watching the television and falling asleep. 

 Suddenly, I wanted to chuck the remote at the window to wake her up. Or shout that the 

black family had won a thousand and eight-hundred dollars on the fame show that had just 

ended. I could have done anything to get her to wake up, to lovingly touch my cheek in that was 

she does. She was beginning to drool onto my sleeve, so I wrenched myself out from under her, 

placed her arm by her torso, and shut the door behind me. 

 

*** 

 

 On the train, the doors kept opening for these kids, all dressed in denim and hollering, 

sitting down fast on their seats and jabbering to one another. Street kids. Probably riding around 

to get away. They all had bobble heads and big huge eyes, like fast and huge animals. They were 

all sixteen and eighteen and some twenty-one, probably, doped up and scared but not showing it.  

 A girl about twelve was riding with them, and she seemed to be their silent leader, maybe 

a kid sister of one of the boys. She had these perfect white tennis shoes and smooth yellowy skin, 

warm caramel on the Night Diamond. 

 The train halted hard, and the girl slithered off the seat and looked at the others, and they 

followed, hooting and bustling through the doors and walking off into the station, then out into 

the dark city. I wondered what her name was, if she was supposed to be out so late. That girl’s 

smooth curly ponytail bobbed and she walked behind them, and she turned, for a second, back to 

me on the train before it took off, then set herself wayward and went on. 

 I thought about Michelle then; about the baby girl we might have had if Michelle had 

loved me enough, if we had been fit enough to have the little thing and keep it too. 

 

*** 

 

 It didn’t take very long to discover that Michelle knew the Ali kid who’d been gunned 

down, and she spent a whole day holding herself with one arm wrapped around her body, as it 

the whole thing of it would fall apart and drop off one limb at a time. She looked the same way 

she had in the car on the way home from the clinic and few weeks ago, after the doctors had 



done all kinds of things to her to make her body empty again. She looked smaller somehow 

afterward. She’d falter when I asked what I should make for breakfast, then take the hot option, 

saying in a light voice, “Toast.”  

 We’d heard from the neighbor that Ali was involved in some messy deal and knew too 

much, and after he’d bought some stuff some drove by and shot him, twice, in the back. 

 Ali was one of Michelle’s kids she tutored when she worked for the city school system a 

couple days a week before we knew each other. She would ride the train to the city, and walk the 

two miles to the school’s lower level where the inner-city kids had their after school program. I 

knew she read to them, showed them how to do math problems, but she’d never been good at her 

own times tables.  

 Ali was just a kid, I knew, one she’d spent the most time on—months, even. She would 

know the shriveling loss, the absence of something like a soul, before she would now she had it 

in her to grieve.  

 “It’s a job,” she’d said once, shrugging, when I asked her if she was sure she knew how 

to tutor a kid. “I’ll survive. They’ll survive.” 

 She liked tutoring in the city, even before we were a couple. We weren’t living in the 

same apartment yet but we’d been on a few coffee dates, and that was the first and last thing she 

ever told me about herself. I wasn’t supposed to care about her and I didn’t, not more than I had 

to. She’d started after seeing a flyer posted by the union station, and came home Tuesday and 

Friday nights and four thirty on the dot. She’d toss herself on a chair in the kitchen without 

kissing me, and I’d make us something good to keep things nice, and fuzzy. 

 Her principle thanked her for the work she did by sending a greeting card in the mail with 

his loopy signature, which she opened, skimmed, and tossed in the junk pile. It was her first job 

and they fired her for showing up late, “Unable to work with the students under safe and 

appropriate circumstances.” I’d reached for the card with curiosity, half wanting a reaction out of 

her that at least showed she was fed up, but she wiped it, and dropped it in the trash can. Later, 

we made love and I lit myself a cigarette I didn’t smoke while she cried into my shirt and asked 

if there was any dope left. 

 

*** 

 

 It was that evening, at the table, when Michelle was stirring her soup and I was looking at 

her blonde hair and back again at my newspaper, that I had a thought. 

 “What if we got married?” 

 Michelle kept stirring and looked at me. “What?” 

 “What if we did? Get married. Would you marry me?” 



 She thought about that for a long while, pushing the bowl from one index finger to the 

other, the bottom rim leaving water marks on the table’s surface. 

 “Sure, sure,” she said absently. 

 I’d looked at her for a moment after she said that, unsure why I had asked and more 

unsure why she’d agreed, and then wondered how much of the soup she was going to eat. Then 

I’d taken to the paper again and asked if I could read aloud for a bit. 

 

*** 

 

 The day of the wedding, I spent a fill hour riding the trains, getting on, getting off, 

watching peoples’ eyes watching buildings pass, watching billboards, watching me. All going 

somewhere and ending up just shy of nowhere, and then passing into darkness before the big 

swallowing of it all as the cars got sucked into tunnel after tunnel.  

 I wasn’t nervous, but the wedding wasn’t going to be a big deal. Sure, it was going to 

mean something, but Michelle wasn’t ready to love me how she was bound to, before I became 

who I was, and while I was still finding out who that actually was. 

 How do you know what will happen if the future keeps getting sucked into blackness 

before you can even see the fingers of it? How will you know if you’ll like it, if you’ll live? 

 

*** 

 

 At the church, Michelle and I stood in front of a man who looked like a reverend. He was 

balding and short, stocky with broad shoulders, and very thin from the waist down. He looked 

like a weeble-wobble, and spoke too slow. We were wed in the church lobby, because it was 

cheaper that way and there was a distilled water dispenser in the corner, and a stack of little cups 

on the table beside it. I’d picked our venue; told Michelle it would be nice to have it quiet and 

inexpensive, and she’d agreed by looking absently in her red sundress and brown sandals in the 

bedroom mirror. Michelle was absent when I told her the car would be fine on the ride to the 

church a few blocks over. She’d spent a while telling me with curse words that I should have 

gotten the thing fixed months ago, but when I moved her gently with my hand into the passenger 

seat, she stopped all conversation. She was absent on the drive over, she was absent during the 

default vows—she was absent in red and ready to run fast. 

 Michelle’s two brothers, her Aunt Sarah, and her three girl cousins sat in folding chairs, 

all fanning themselves with their crushed paper water cups. In the chairs on the groom’s side 

were my mother, my mother’s half-sister and my half-Aunt Krista, and her five year old 

daughter, Kerrie. During the ceremony they were quiet, respectful, and fidgeting. Everyone was 



sweating and unhopeful. We were ringed, and I kissed Michelle’s cheek. We didn’t talk about 

the wedding after it happened. 

 

*** 

 

 We didn’t get married because it felt right. And we didn’t because we were in love, or 

even because we wanted to. 

 I’d asked Michelle because I thought it would give her something to do, something to 

wake up every day and be. If she didn’t love me, she could look like she did. I thought I’d like to 

see her like that. 

 Tired of her sitting in the kitchen, while we were living on the east side and without a 

clue, I gave her a clear, level-eyed out. I’d set up a question, then watched her face to see the 

whites of her eyes disappear, to hear the shrillness of her voice, or maybe see the shake of her 

head while tossed me a look that said, don’t fuck around, and yet there she was, nodding and 

stirring without seeing the opening. 

 She’d boarded the train with me, tied herself to me with her word, and said, “Sure.” It 

was all into the rushing dark from there. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


