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Letter from the Editors

Happy 2009 to all our readers! Like many others out there, we came into this
year with a renewed sense of interconnectedness. We now have a new
president, one who has repeatedly proclaimed our shared responsibility to be
tolerant and loving to all people, and no matter what one's political affiliations
might be, we think this is a creed by which everyone should want to live. Issue
#11 hopefully reflects that idea of connection.

The poems in this issue range from the very personal to the surreal and
even whimsical. All new years are rung in with a countdown, so we begin with
Martin Ott's "Countdown to Harmonic Convergence," which shows us how
many times we can flit back and forth between hope and despair in the time it
takes to count backwards from ten, and ends (thankfully!) with optimism: "The
wheel can be reinvented." Kimberly L. Becker's "Blood Work: An Assay"
follows as a self-reflection after receiving bad medical news. Jeanne Larsen's
contribution to this issue is a poem called "Like It Is," which translates the oh-
so-contemporary experience of getting to know someone via their pro- or anti-
war bumper stickers. "Canvases" by Rosalie Moffett is a different kind of
getting to know someone, through both memory and empathy, wondering what
endures in the minds of others amidst tragedy. Here in the dead of winter,
some of Moffett's words—"apple-thumped," for example"—make us miss fall,
even with all the implications of the season. By the time we get to Peter J.
Grieco, it's time to pull back, look outward instead of inward for a bit, and "A
Fable" does that by considering the possibility of post-human intelligence
(though it sounds quite human!). "The Gentleman Who Woke Up as a Goat" is
Robert S. King's surreal, Kafka-esque portrait of...well, the title really says it
all. Finally there is Ann Walters' "Annie Oakley Seeks a Restraining Order
Against Buffalo Bill," a poem that applies feminism to a classic pop cultural
duo in the hopes of claiming some deserved retribution.

Bridging the distance between poetry and fiction is a new section we're
calling The Gray Area, set off, as are all the section in this issue, with art by
Christin Brennan. In the "new" spirit of branching out, we are now accepting
submissions outside of the constraints of the genre definitions of poetry and
fiction (see our updated guidelines). In addition to the other stellar pieces
featured here, we received submissions by Idris Goodwin and Stephanie
Dickinson which transcend categorization. Are they poems? Performance
pieces? Flash fiction? Unable to turn good writing away by pointing to our
submission guidelines, and rather than impose our own definition(s), we offer
them to you as they came to us, and created a space for them. Goodwin is a
self-proclaimed "cross disciplinary hip hop performance artist" whose poem
"What Happens" cannot be contained by the page...so we've included a link to a
YouTube video of the artist performing his poem. Imagine if all poets made
"music videos!" Next is Dickinson, whose excerpts from her "Lust Series" are,
in her own words, "wisps somewhere between poetry and fiction." One thinks
of a wisp as floating, not grounded in imagery or physicality—don't be misled.



A Stephanie Dickinson "wisp" is a handful of loooooooong lines jam-packed
with flash after flash of stark, true images, sometimes disturbing, sometimes
beautiful, but always unflinching and so precise they could cut.

The fiction in #11 focuses almost entirely upon difference and
indifference in sexual relationships (more art by Brennan is entirely
appropriate). First up is Kristin Lewis with her story "Hollow Girl," a
monologue in which the speaker "long[s] to be filled to the brim." Anne
Greenawalt's "The Kissing Theory" tells the story of a female speaker who goes
through a Max, a Tom, and a Patrick without feeling anything but tied down.
It's the antithesis of the classic Victorian female plotline—there's no marriage
at the end of this story. Next is CD Mitchell's "Stud Fee," in which a woman
named Lani has to choose between the man who can give her a child and the
man who gave her the man who can give her a child. You won't be bored! Last
but not least is James Bezerra, whose story "Binary Opposition" is about an
unlikely couple whose one-night stand turns into parenthood and they are
compelled to learn how to coexist.

So that's issue #11. We hope you enjoy it, and best wishes for the new
year to our readers and contributors, past, present, and future.

Sincerely,

The Editors of Blood Lotus



#11 Poems
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Leaf & Sky

by Christin Brennan



COUNTDOWN TO HARMONIC CONVERGENCE
10

A tall man and skinny man stand together,
gripping their control keys, readying to fire.

9

A hobo lifts his house on a pole high above

his head in anticipation of outrunning apocalypse.

8

Infinity has been turned sideways, dislodging
the humans mistakenly on a pleasure ride.

7

A boomerang in ready position can turn
on the man that wields it, scud whistling.

6

A snake swallowing its prey shows us how
big things can disappear, even our world.

5

Is this a villain swiping at us with a hook
or a worried director yanking us offstage?

4

This is the proverbial fork in the road,
Hand above the console, no return.

3

We shiver in night sweats as we imagine
the breasts of every mother and lover.

Martin Ott



2

Rockets in flight are like the flopping
laces of a boy racing from manhood.

1

The runway is straight and unimpeded,
reminding us of the horizon, arcing away.

0

Is this a pit, fingertip on a button or dragon
descending? The wheel can be reinvented.

Martin Ott



BLOOD WORK: AN ASSAY

When my doctor calls to report
there’s a problem with my blood work
I'm not surprised.

After all, I'm a universal donor

who can’t give, having lived

wrong place, wrong time.

When you want to know

my blood quantum,

[ must admit I am surprised.

I don’t ask you to prove

you are a Jew.

Our eyes appraise the other’s skin.

Maybe a sophisticated sludge test
could separate the worth.

If I whirled myself in centrifuge
what would hold

and what would mix

now that plasma means TV?

Before surgery,

they checked my bleed time.

The blood patch in my spine
kept my brain from draining dry.
Is it in my blood

not to trust?

In the ER all that blood

and my hands in it,

without gloves.

How else to stroke the girl’s hair
and murmur prayers?

Black hair, black blood.

How do people heal

if not by story, not by blood?

If we don’t detach from former truth,
our souls can bleed to death.

Giving birth I bled and bled

while the placenta held.

Kimberly L. Becker



Transfusion bags on IV stands:

bloated red standards, more accurate flags
than what is flown on poles and that we salute
with hand to heart, our blood beating true

for the red, white and code

blue.

Kimberly L. Becker



LIKE IT Is

Route 191, narrow, in a new & unnatural year,
winter’s heat rising, the long war
still on, squat truck at roadside, splotched

olive & khaki. Behind me, a Dodge Ram
rides my bumper. I know, as he squeals past,

what his sticker will say. Know the ribbon
it shows, yellow, green, thin lines

of red. He was in-country, cleared tunnels

& hootches. COMBAT WOUNDED the plate yells you

ignorant as he cuts in close. No camouflage here:

he’s read peacenik bitch mine. It’s naked
as crude oil spilled onto sand, sure as neck’s
snap when the trap door drops. YOU ARE NOT

FORGOTTEN vows black-&-white flag in the next
snowless yard. I could salute it: what war

ever is. I drive on. Burn more gas. Count my own
rages glinting, medals of frost. Place next to them

objects from undisguised rooms

I've never seen. Cook-pot. A child’s hand. Spoon
on the floor. Bracelet of beads. A torn scarf.

Jeannie Larsen
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Rosalie Moffett

CANVASES

Sitting at the top of the steps

I think of last September:

The fragrant apple-thumped grass of fall front yards,
And un-husked walnuts,

Sitting my friend on a stool and cutting his thick hair
With orange-handled scissors.

Not thinking really, except in the way that shapes
Move heedlessly through the back of your head
When you are kissing someone,

Or waiting to fall asleep.

They are always present:

The apples, the scissors, the stool
Moving across some canvas

The way the swifts do, waiting

To spiral into the chimney.

I let them be,
Still, suspended.
When I see him, his hair long again, I want to

Ask him what it’s like to be the son of a Montgomery Alabama lawyer:

Hitching away from school and

Sleeping on the floor of the Arcata gem store

Chin tucked against the triangular scar

From the tracheal tube, and then somewhere, underneath his hair,
The real scar from the tumor. I want to ask what is always

Moving for him across the canvas

Of a sky with birds, or the damp thick husks

Of walnuts.

11



Peter J. Grieco

A FABLE

the birds were next to gain intelligence
their feathers had fallen

except for a patch on their enlarged heads
and down under their wings

they took to wearing skins of animals
but continued to walk upright

to waddle the streets of earthen cities
when they started to speak

they lost the gift of song

of course

not all birds evolved this way
some continued much as now
and were called angels

bird science excavated our future
and found our bones

they diagramed our anatomies
and copied our forms
parliaments imposed taxes

worms were no longer a staple

three chambers could not get enough
blood to the brain: jealousy

emptied the skies

12



THE GENTLEMAN WHO WOKE UP AS A GOAT

This morning a point had

torn my designer pillow, two holes

leaking exotic feathers.

I cleaned this improper room with my eyes,

my shadow on the wall tall with devil's horns.

Something was eating me.
Suddenly, I had a craving

to eat a fork,

or to say yes I can

eat every label off every can,

or to eat my mother's dress

while she was in it,

or my father's shoes too big for me,
or my wife's box of feminine napkins
not good for setting proper tables.

[ wanted junk food,

some old money,

wanted to eat my way down

Wall Street through another Depression.

And when my empire was down
to the last sweet splinter,

I'd spit it out like pieces of puzzle
for the wind to spend as it will,
then ram my head

through my neighbor's wall

and ask him

if he's eaten yet.

Robert S. King
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Ann Walters

ANNIE OAKLEY SEEKS A RESTRAINING ORDER AGAINST BUFFALO BILL

Because every time he introduces
her as Little Sure Shot
there’s a rise in his voice

that brings sweat
to the recesses
of her embroidered skirt.

The triangle of his goatee
reminds her of secrets
only her fingers should know.

Shotgun, warm in the hands.
He always winks in the mirror
when she’s sighting backward,

claps too hard when she misses.

Because as hard as she’s tried,
she can’t give up her gun.

14



#11 The Gray Area

Magical Cemetery

by Christin Brennan
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WHAT HAPPENS

the garbage brothers line the tracks
wrong side

HHH#H#H

when urban tragedy
strikes

##H###
an ex con is tempted

##H###
our story top

##H###

we open on sidewalk

liquor
#H#H#H##
father crip attempts to raise his blood
and find out tune in
#H#H#H##

screw faced community service
ventilating nightclub rivals

HHAHH#H

shot 10 times
20 times
shot show

a GD Joliet prison bound
with one eye

HHHH#H

Idris Goodwin

16



500 times

shot 1000

city inner violent tragedy

strikes

HHEHH#H

alimony

2000 times

show shot
HHEHH#H

the paternity test
shot

-bandanas wrapped around banana clips
-hubcaps cartwheel bright light

silver slick screen
crack cellophane

shot

the dial
don’t touch

Idris Goodwin

http:/ /video.google.com /videoplay?docid=8646626072605271484&hl=en

(Click here to experience Idris Goodwin reading “What Happens”)
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STEPHANIE DICKINSON

FROM Lust series

(25)

The torn cotton of her panties are shackled men dragging gunnysacks, boll
weevils, thorn and itch, scratch of seed hairs and lint-cut fingers. You crawl
through her things out of boredom. A gold-painted cherub throws dim 40-watt
suns on stretched elastic and crotches of shredding cocoon. Briefs washed by
lye have gotten her through a long widowhood. Surprised by a layer swaddled
in wax paper your fingers wade to drawer’s bottom—cream-colored panties cut
below naval with rosebuds seep a rich lilac stink. Trying them on you touch
sweltering summer—the last time these panties wore flesh. Oh god. Slipped
shivering to ankles these lush entrances knew what it was to be wanted.
Suckling covetous moths.

(26)

Hemmed in by mewling pumpkins, stick-pelts of bouquets, the car vanishes
into half-light. You squat in the orchard of stones & shards, nose your hand
into the rusted earth, imagine digging down toward a pale moon of a bone in
drawstrings & ecru lace. Your lover looks on. You both need something that
has been lying in darkness a long time as if deer eating the dusk isn’t enough.
Overhead the black & blue plumage caws, the disgruntled crows want you out.
Better to be bobcat-stalking, mouth-eyed, who stared with teeth at the first
diggers, shoveling & scratching to store up their beloveds, before leaping.

(27)

She sees the door that he’s locked from the outside, knows the spare room of love
is customized. His feet in flipflops are drifting across the living room. He’s
removing his brown moleskin pants. The spare room takes quick little breaths,
no chance she’ll escape. In the windows there are flies laying eggs. She’s alone
with the cardboard boxes. Her hands burn from his textbooks. She sleeps,
startles to him on her dressed in a hooded Jacob’s robe. He pushes her into
geology: Teutonic plates, continental drift. Asteroids, the five thousand year old
tidal wave. Lake Sam Houston spills mutated catfish onto its cement banks. A
red snapper cries out. Lilac-eyed fish wash up. A boy is shot three times and
winks from his coffin satin at woman and is shot twice more. An amberjack
slain, awakens. Flayed. Pines alive with maggoty shadows whiten sheetrock
walls. Forests. More

flames. The flies go silent. After days he takes her into the bathroom to wash her
in the black sink and sit her on the only obsidian toilet she’s ever seen. Its lid is
swaddled in blood-plush fur and the tissue dispenser too wears a red pelt. A
rack of lightbulbs licking water from the faucet. In the black tub a rubber duck
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Stephanie Dickinson

spread webby feet and clatters from yolky beak. Wiped clean of love, he leads her
into the living room and unbolts the front door, pointing. Past sweating filth
magnolias and petal lampshades, into spike of yuccas fanning their blades,
through odors of blue cheese and dog turds. Don’t look back. That is the way,
away. The kitchen cupboards with their flat plastic roach traps hiding behind
counters send out flirtatious giggles.

(28)

I hear Whaylen’s breath take a deep exhale and I twist his hair around my
finger. It squeaks. “You go on to Fargo, Whaylen, maybe that will put Betty
straight.” My voice even to my own ears sounds blurred and dry. New snow
flurries. Shoot, Whaylen’s always afraid Dixie, his thirteen year old, is going to
run away with a good for nothing and sleep under bridges, afraid his ex-wife
Betty is drunk and in back of cars with high school guys. My favorite was
Elizabeth, my youngest, my sweetest, my Downs Syndrome. It was her death

that finished me. That ' s heluevelvet drdse Hduee s s er
you ever seen |ips so red? Cherries just pitdH
programs are on. Tonight, [ l'ie with the |
hurt to kiss. The juice from them bleeds on the tip of your tongueand | ' | | t hi nk

her blond hair. Color of the Yellow Medicine River.

(29)

Leaves parachute into my mouth that squirrels eat so I no longer know if what
they gather is some remnant of my flesh. I taste of haunting strong aroma,
yellowish-white July peonies, of clay. In my ear hollow bones and wind, a
tongue of rope skin and bark split from a tree. I want to be flung into words
and sentences, songs made with soft tissue of throat, all the left behind—weedy
horse chestnuts, buckeyes with shine like irises of mares, the red mulberry,
what the green asks.

(30)

Desire and appetite on the sidewalk. Barrels of sea onions bob like poached
eyeballs. Squids lie in ropy tentacles against groupers and blue fish. Salted cod
in crumbs of snow. Stew fishes of fragile driftwood. The fish are beautiful. She
wants to kiss them. Men lean into crevasses. They look. A man pushes his
shopping cart piled high with empty milk gallons. He hisses. She gazes at shop
windows. The Pork Chop. The suckling pig. She smiles at the fatty corpuscles
and muscles that rim the eyes. Even the snout is shaved. A heap of pigs feet
draws her eyes. Enormous cloven hooves white except where blood has settled
leaving them red blue and bruised. A washtub of what looked like hide with hair
fibers bristling from it. Who craves this? She yearns to walk through the window,

19



Stephanie Dickinson

freeing her skin from muscle on shards of glass. Then the tallow animals will
quiver, making room for her to sit.

(31)

We undress each other under the piano and I get the pedals up in my hair. The
upstairs is a below zero and even the mattress shouldn’t spend the night with
only one sheet. We pile coats on and I kiss him goodnight. “You’re not as good
looking as father,” I tell him. “So? You’re not as pretty as mother.” That’s a lie.
I'm wavy black hair to my waist, blue eyes and church steeple cheekbones. We
fall asleep wrapped around each other and maybe we’ll wake with the sheet
iced to our skin or better yet to not wake and our last touch frozen solid my
fingers to his lips. I'd rather breathe in snow, his leg thrown over me, crushing
me with his night breath and then wanting me like that. The starlings gather
on the barbed wire fences, their winter eyes bright red, yellow freckles in their
feathers. I have nicks in my flesh from their beaks. Trees are roaming around. I
won’t look at them, but theyre running toward the house, wailing Bonnie,
Bonnie. Struck by moonlight the birches are begging for someone to cut them
loose too. They watch with widened black eyes the damnation of my brother
and 1.

(32)

Pilot of a Liberator B-24 missing in action over Sicily since July 4th 1943. How
beautiful he is in uniform, the mustache and long lashes, peering out from
this yellow newspaper column. Son of the cornfields and Carrie Worley, (“Dig
dig,” she said to her other son, “go to Sicily and dig until you find your
brother.”) Not dirt but shot from sky into Mediterranean azure his body and the
photo he took with him. Two bathing suited girls, the prettier one’s gaze meets
his, in her eyes there’s sultry stephanotis on the wilt. He was the best dancer,
this plankton pelted skull who loves the prettier one. My heart belongs to you.
Bones leeched to a dying coral reef. The plain girl stares into the sun. | ’
yours. A sizzling minuet meets hatchet fish.

(33)

The heat of the dirt burns through the soles of his shoes and everything he
touches snaps in half. The air licks him. Teebird wonders if this is a trap. Two
days ago he heard his ex-wife Layla was released from her group home and back
up in Hill Country selling bait. If something lives in these worn down mountains
it must be thirsty. Not a blade of grass, not a leaf. No flies, no ants. Not even a
buzzard bothers the cinder sky. Teebird grabs at roots that loop like snakes to
pull himself up. They snap in his hands, dirt trickling into his face. This is some
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Stephanie Dickinson

funny place to sell bait without a drop of water in sight. Not a paying proposition.
Every topless dancer he knows, including his ex, can crunch long strings of
numbers in their heads. Rabbit pellets scatter. No movement, then he reaches a
plateau. Before him, a tree with withered trunk tugging itself free of the earth.
The first upright tree in weeks. Bark pulls away from the trunk like scabs. Balls
hang from the branches. Petrified oranges. Under the tree stands Layla.
Jaybird naked. He blinks his eyes. "Howdy, Tee," she says, reaching into the
branches for the fruit. "Guess you don't know where you are." He can see pores
in the orange, rind not quite stone but dried to a leathery breast. “Where am 1,
babe?" he asks. Her hand cups the dead fruit and she giggles, “Dunno.” He
remembers how they met, her car hopping at Prinz’s Drive-In, him ready to suck
the little white ruffles from her uniform like foam off a root beer. Now he wonders
if her hands are still soft and if they’ll reach for him. Damnation, he wants her to
touch him. Her blond hair is string fried onions. Her eyes are blue Bunsen
burners. He feels the trance of the spider's silk, the starfish drift. "So why didn't
you come see me in the nut house?” she asks, smirking. “Did you think I was
crazy too?" He never stopped loving her. She was running with her wild crowd.
“Where's your clothes, baby?" he asks. “You don’t need ‘em.” She smiles with all
her pointy teeth. “It ain’t rained for a thousand years ‘round here.” Then Layla
holds the fruit out to Teebird. "That right there is the Tree of Knowledge. If you
believe that, take a bite. We're man and wife."

(34)

Every warm and cold-blooded being has one—the luminescent blue Carpathian
Scorpion, the Yellow-Headed Scolio, the Short-Toed Eagle, the Long-Legged
Buzzard, the Red-Rumped Swallow, the Lesser Spotted Eagle, the Ground
Squirrel, the Marbled Polecat, the Cotton Rat, the Grasshopper Mouse. Suddenly
the trustee opened the cell and led you down the stairs past the accused rapist,
through the murky hallway’s bare bulb into the county jail’s corral. Lips painted
white, you thrilled you had a visitor to witness you. Nineteen, patchouli-
drenched, copper bangles, twenty on each arm, you had metamorphosed into
someone. You saw your mother rise, leave her purse on the graffiti-stained table,
her arms that smelled of brown sack and celery at her sides. Who is that with the
bare stomach? Jeans dragging, you pranced to her, batting your ghoulish lashes.
“What have you done with my daughter?” she whispered. Fifty-nine that day, her
big hands smoothed her injured dress. Great Mother Cybele raised by panthers,
her love too intense for her mortal. Your goddess is a short shy woman with
badly dyed hair. Pocket gopher. Wolves, jackals, all kinds of Ungulates.
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Stephanie Dickinson

(39)

Snow hot, drunk scalding. Whaylen, the highwire man turned bartender, you’re
old enough to be my father and an old father at that but right now I'm so full of
scotch old can’t hurt me. 20 degree below candle flickers through the window’s
bitter fairy tale of a gingerbread house. Take the axe to the pine’s spine. I'm not
sure whose land we’re on but chop it down. No one can see except for the moon
shivering blue as a skinned cow and the trail the needles drag through the
snow after us. The tree is spindly like lace. I tie red ribbons to the boughs and
kettle popcorn over the wood-burning stove. Work me, Whaylen, like you do the
Liquor Store. Old man, highwire god who scaled the telephone poles, tamed the
currents, took more volts that anyone else alive, I kick off my shoes to you. 1
kiss your blind left eye, your scars, your chopped off thumb, I lick your missing
fingertips.
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#11 Fiction

When No One Is Looking

by Christin Brennan
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Kristin Lewis

HorLLow GIRL

It was summer at twilight—the kind of day’s end where the sky rips apart and
the air smells of chlorine and barbecue—when you curled up beside me in an
expanse of dandelions and sucked the bones from my body.

Because of you, because of that night, I'm hollowed inside out. If you
came to me now, if you came through my pale, pale skin, through my pulsing
vessels, through the tissue and muscle and fat and flesh, if you went further
than that, you’d know what it is you’d done.

You’d see my great nothingness.

It’s a void. No ashes on the floor. No char on the walls. Walk north, walk
south. Search for the end, to feel the something that encases my nothing.

You could leave something, to cure my empty condition. But you couldn’t
because you understand. To deposit anything in me is to place a bottle of water
in the desert and call it humid.

Because I'm skin stretched not around the universe, but around what is
not the universe, what is beyond the universe, which is nothing.

My condition is two degrees less than unbearable.

I long to be filled to the brim, to be the container into which everything is
poured. I picture my body beneath the ground, encased in dark, mineral dirt.
Earthworms my hair, roots my legs, my toes, my fingers. From myself, from my
body packed in damp soil, a forest springs. Butterflies my cheeks, beetles my
thighs, mushrooms my knees, water my breasts, eucalyptus my face. Daffodils
bloom from my belly button. Tear off a blossom and lick its milky blood, and it
will be my milk and my blood, and so I become part of you, too.

[ dream I’'m made of silly string. I raise my hands like “stop!” and miles of
frothy, pink string rush from my ten fingernails. The strings fly thousands of
feet into the air, each string giving way to ten more until there are a million
lines with, say, kites on the ends, soaring. Sometimes the strings wrap around
themselves. They get tangled so thick they become an opaque pink cloud or
maybe a spider web. I send my cloud, my web, into the world.

[ imagine that I am solid to the center. A piece of Earth-crust. Atoms
packed so tight and unmoving, so at rest. I stand on the beach to face the
mighty wave and when it recedes, all of civilization has washed away except for
me. | stand undamaged, triumphant and not surprised. I stand on that beach
and though I have not called, creatures emerge from the water in pairs, female
with male and sexless with sexless. Salamanders, crabs, clams, sea turtles,
otters, squids, jellyfish, tubeworms, slime eels. All slink to my bare, salty toes.
They circle up my calves, spiraling around my thighs, oozing, gooey until my
legs are shiny and gelatinous. Into my womb they move. In my womb they
remain. I feel them inside of me, knocking about.

Within me everything is held and to me everything returns.

To my unyielding will to endure everything yields.
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Kristin Lewis

It’s all I think about sometimes, what it would be like to be like that. To
be so alive that life itself is drawn to me, that any life outside me becomes so
entangled in me
that no life is beyond me. I am she, and you are every being and gravity the
force between us.

[ used to have other things to occupy my fantasies. The dream of love.
The dream of change. The dream of revelation.

But that night in the dandelion field, as the sun dwindled and as the
pungent smell of summer sweat on our skin sweetened into something like
honey butter, the adolescent promise of promise became a once was.

There, as the dandelions delivered our wishes to the wind, you put your
mouth on mine, you lapped at my tongue. Your clammy hands dug into the
grass on either side of my neck, your hip points mangled the softness of my
belly and the pain rolled around inside me and I liked it.

I wanted to give and I wanted to be the one to whom it is given. But it
was just you and what you must take for you to be OK and it didn’t matter if I
was OK. Not to you and probably not to me.

You said you had to take it.

You said I must not give it, you must take it, or it won’t work.

I didn’t understand. I was scared then. Something else had taken hold.
But even though you had changed, I still liked the feeling of your weight upon
me, liked how my breasts parted to the will of your jagged rib cage. You offered
me escape, but I didn’t take it, not soon enough, and now who is to blame?

It is never soon enough because all of us want to linger. We fear that if
we don’t linger we will wonder what might have been, and even if what might
have been is devastating, being devastated is better than the torture of If.

Except now I am tortured by If anyway.

If1T had not lingered.

If the light had lingered.

But I did linger and the light did not.

And you took that thing I had always wanted to give you, except you took
it without me having given it.

How does it feel to be a hollow girl? Sometimes it’s OK. Sometimes it’s
not. I get used to it for a while, until a cold morning, say 5 or 6, when the ache
of the hollowing returns to me and it’s like exfoliating a blistered sunburn. I sit
up in my bed and feel the nothing within me barely bearable.

[ have returned to the field of dandelions. I have taken men to my bed,
men like you with sweaty chests and hairy toes. I have climbed trees and
jumped head first into lakes of unknowable depth and I have closed my eyes on
windswept desert peaks.

It is always the same. I eat, I drink, I make at love—and I know. I will not
be sated. I will not be quenched. I will not love.

Now, when the sky rips apart in a perfect twilight, | open my mouth to
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cry out your name.

I know you won't hear.
Because | am empty and there is nothing within me to scream.
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THE KISSING THEORY

We aren’t even halfway through the first date when I lean across the armrest at
a red light and kiss him. He even removes his hand from the steering wheel to
cup it under my chin. But then the car behind us starts beeping and he has to
withdraw and continue to drive. My friend Lissa has this theory that if a guy
isn’t a good kisser he isn’t worth it. She’s only ever kissed one guy even though
she’s twenty-five, but he must be one hell of a good kisser. I think I'm saving
myself some time and trouble by finding out early on if my date’s worth it. No
use wasting five more years if he’s not. As we pull into the parking lot of the
restaurant I assess the kiss and decide that he has passed. At least until the
next date.

I've never dated a blonde before. His name is Tom, he’s thirty-two years
old which is nearly a decade older than me, and he also doesn’t have any chest
hair, which is a little weird. It made the sex a lot more...slippery. His hair-
down-there is blonde, too. I don’t know if that’s the same for all blonde guys.
But like I said, I've never been with a blonde before. He smells like soap and
deodorant, except for his hands. His hands often smell metallic, like he’s been
holding fistfuls of pennies.

It’s a little perverse, but I'm back home alone in my apartment after
working all day, on a Sunday, and I have the urge to call Max and tell him
about my weekend. I don’t think he knows I'm dating again yet. From what I
understand from his friend Sam he’s not ready to know that I am. I used to
talk to Max every day, see him every day. I'd tell him I broke a nail and he’d
say, “Oh baby, that sucks. I'm sorry to hear that.” Genuine sympathy, too. Or
he’d tell me about the news clip he’d just heard about the stock markets and
I'd say, “No kidding. I didn’t know about that.”

If I call him now Ill tell him about the customer I have at my new job, a
regular who compulsively eats the chocolate at the register while I'm ringing up
his stack of books, which range from motorcycle maintenance to bird watching
to romance novels. [ don’t tell the customer I'm charging him for each piece he
eats. Sometimes he pops them into his mouth after he’s already paid. I
remember that and charge him the next time. He calls me doll-face.

I've talked to Max three times in the past four weeks. If I call today, that
will make an average of once a week. When I told him about my new job he
told me there were bookstores in Seattle. I told him I just needed a few
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paychecks to get back on my feet. He said just because we broke up it didn’t
mean [ had to move to the other side of the country.

When I told Tom about my new job, he came to visit on his lunch break.
He bought the new Jack Johnson CD, Tom Petty’s Greatest Hits, and an old
Ani DiFranco CD, which he claimed was for his niece. I own all three CDs and
could have offered to burn them for him but I didn’t. I'm not sure why.

*

Tom tells me he’s disappointed that I've turned down his offer to spend
the night with him again. He says, “I'm disappointed, but I understand.” I'm
so shocked by this that | change my mind and spend the night. Max would've
pouted and said something like he guesses he’s not good enough for me or
some crap like that until I either caved in or walked away.

I realize later it’s a mistake to spend the night with Tom. I stay awake
most of the night, staring at the ceiling where there are shadows of spider webs
and dust. I keep thinking that the spider from Arachnophobia, the one with
man-sized legs, is going to crawl out of the closet. Tom doesn’t snore but he
breathes just loud enough that I notice it. He sleeps in boxers and a t-shirt.
When I lived with Max we always slept naked. Tom did offer me a t-shirt but I
decided to sleep in my bra and panties instead.

The next day he tells me how happy he is to see my face first thing in the
morning and we make love before getting out of bed. I'm starting to doze off
while wrapped in his arms. “Are you happy?” he asks me. “Yes,” [ say. And at
that moment I don’t think I'm lying.

I stay in bed with the duvet pulled up to my chin and watch Tom get
ready. This is my third morning, not consecutively, at his place. He doesn’t
take a shower. He says he took one Thursday night, which was a day and a
half ago. I don’t know what he does in the bathroom, but he isn’t in there for
very long. Maybe long enough to take a leak and brush his teeth. He hasn’t
brushed his hair. When he comes back to the bedroom he pulls on a pair of
jeans from the floor and a t-shirt from the laundry hamper, which he claims is
full of clean, not dirty, clothes. “Aren’t you up yet?” he asks.

“You’re ready already?” I ask.

Max used to wake up an hour before me to get ready whether he was
going to work or just hanging around the house. He took a shower and then
shaved and washed his face, both of which were separate processes from the
shower. He had the type of facial hair that grew back by 5 o’clock. Then he
applied toner using a cotton ball. There were used cotton balls all over the
floor near his trashcan where he threw them and missed the bin. Then he
moisturized. He did this all while completely stark naked, even in the winter.
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In the winter, he’d just turn on the space heater. I liked to watch. He had little
dimples on his lower back that winked at me. He wore his nakedness like it
was a set of clothes.

I cry on the drive home from Tom’s but I'm not sure why.

*

I decide to go back on the pill. It'll be an extra thirty bucks a month but
I figure that’s nothing compared to the cost of raising a child. I tell Tom about
it when I'm over at his place. We’re playing video games, some souped-up
version of Super Mario Brothers. He lets me be Mario. When [ tell him about
the pill he asks if [ want to talk about it. I say there’s nothing to talk about.
Later we’re in the bedroom and he asks if this means we can do it without a
condom and I say ok. And then we’re having sex and it’s lasting too long. My
legs are aching and shaking a little bit. I think he’s trying to make me come
twice but it’s just not happening so I tell him he can finish when he’s ready.
He says he’s been trying but he can’t. So I ask him if I can put my legs down.
He says he’s so sorry, he didn’t mean to make me uncomfortable, and I say, no,
it’s ok.

I ask if anything’s wrong, if he’s tired or what, and he says no, it’s just
that he can’t do it. Then he tells me he hasn’t come yet at all with me. Not any
of those other times we were together. He says he just pretended and because
he wore a condom I never knew the difference. He thought not wearing a
condom would help, like he’d get more of a sensation or something, but
apparently the condom wasn’t the problem. He lays beside me. I think he
should be embarrassed but he looks completely content and relaxed. All I can
think about is taking a shower and I tell him so. He offers me a towel but I go
home to shower instead.

Later, when [ watching reruns of Law and Order, Tom calls and asks if
he can come over. I want to ask him why but I say yes. He cuddles up next to
me on the couch and I let my head relax into the crook of his shoulder and I
hope he doesn’t move an inch. He tells me that sex, to him, is more than just
making each other feel good. It’s about wanting to be as close to me as
possible. He hopes that I have sex with him for reasons other than just to feel
good.

I like sex because it feels good.

I tell him that I like to feel close to him, too.

He relaxes a little bit, but then it feels like he’s smothering me, so I ask if
he wants to do something else, like watch TV or play a game. He says let’s play
a game. “Is Yahtzee ok?” I ask because it’s the only game I have other than a
deck of cards. He says sure. I bring the box to the coffee table and remove the
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lid. There are half-used score cards from the last few times I'd played. I hadn’t
played since I'd moved back to the east coast. My sister’s score card is still in
there, and so is her fiancé’s. Underneath theirs is one with Max’s name written
on top. My heart either speeds up or skips a few beats. I turn the card upside
down and wonder if Tom saw it. I get us new scorecards and we start to play.

Tom really needs to roll four 5s to make up for only rolling two 4s, but
when he does roll that many Ss he uses it as a four of a kind. I even warn him
that he won’t get the 35 point bonus if he does that and doesn’t roll that many
5s again. He shrugs and takes the four of a kind anyway. He only rolls one 5
his next turn and doesn’t get his bonus. I end up winning by 33 points but it
doesn’t really feel like I've won.

I call my mom to check in. She likes that I'm back on the east coast,
even if I'm still a few states away from her and my dad. They have been
lobbying for me to move back pretty much since I'd moved out to Seattle five
years ago to go to school and be with Max. They didn’t like that I didn’t have a
“proper” job after I graduated and that I didn’t take the money they offered me.
They didn’t like that Max paid for rent and food when I couldn’t pull in enough
freelance jobs to contribute to our bills. I could never figure out if they didn’t
like Max or if they didn’t like that Max lived in Seattle.

I tell my mom I've started dating someone new. She wants to know
everything down to the color of his eyes, the shoes he wears, does he have a
job, a 401K? I tell her he’s thirty-two and I can hear the air suck in between
her teeth. “He doesn’t have children already does he?” she asks. “Mom,” I say,
and she says she may be a hundred miles away but she can still hear me roll
my eyes. I tell her you can’t hear an eye-roll and she calls me a smartass and
asks if [ want to speak to my father.

“Hi, Dad,” I say. He says hi and asks how my job is going and if I've been
promoted yet. I say no, Dad, it doesn’t work like that and he chuckles and
says he knows. He asks if I'm still looking for a real job. “What’s that
supposed to mean?” I ask. He wants to know if I still plan to teach at the
school. He says I'd be great at that. I say no one will hire me, I have no
teaching experience. He asks me if I’'m still working on my novel and I say yes
of course. He asks why it’s been taking over three years to finish it. I feel like
I'm getting a sense of déja vu so I tell him I'm getting a call on the other line
and I have to go.

I guess Sam has told Max that I have a new boyfriend because Max
leaves a voicemail for me at 6am this morning, which would be 3am his time,
telling me I am a fucking cunt and he always knew I was a little slut. I delete
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the message with no more than a sigh. I've heard it all before. The way the o’s
in his speech last a few fractions of a second longer than necessary and how
the g’s are cut off the ends of the words clue me in that he is drunk. The
verbal abuse, | am used to that. I’ll get a call or a text whenever he sleeps it
off, a feeble apology without the words “I'm sorry.” But when I get online and
check my e-mail and there’s a surprisingly coherent message from him in my
inbox. I need to read it over about three times before I can delete it. And even
after I delete it, I search for it in the recycle bin and set it as new so I can read
it again.

The e-mail asks how I could do such a horrible thing, how could I move
on so fast, had the last five years together meant nothing to me? And I'm
thinking, what a hypocrite since he was the one who had moved on, twice,
while we were still together. I write this to him in an e-mail, along with a few
derivatives of four letter words. I'm about to click send when I decide to just
delete the whole thing and forget about it. Maybe he’ll write back later with his
tail between his legs. Maybe not. I'm sure it’s not supposed to matter
anymore. I thought the reason for breaking up and moving across the country
was to prevent things like this from happening.

*

Tom invites me over for dinner and he cooks. Vegetable lasagna with a
cream sauce. He tells me I look nice and smell nice and that he likes my shirt,
which is new but I hadn’t told him that yet. We sit on the couch and cuddle
while I try to recover from my food coma. We watch reruns of CSI. Tom leans
down and gently grabs my right foot and begins massaging it. My feet hurt
from standing at the store all day. I hate feet, including my own, and I'm torn
between letting him continue and pulling away so he doesn’t have to fondle my
crooked toes. Just when I think he’s finished, he grabs the left foot and begins
to work his magic on that one, too.

Later when we’re making love I realize how much gentler he is than Max.
He’s always asking if I'm ok, if I feel alright. He’s a lot more verbal, too. He’ll
tell me “oh yeah, right there, just like that” or ask me to do certain things —
nothing kinky, you know, but he’ll give me hints about what he likes. It’s not
just a big psychic guessing game with him. So I try telling him about
something I like, like that thing he does with his tongue. He grins and does it
again and there is an eruption between my legs. It must turn him on because
he finds his way back inside me while I'm still a little over-sensitive and I get
worked-up again. “Oh my god,” he says and then starts convulsing and
moaning louder than I do. That kind of timing practically never happens in
real life, only in the movies and sometimes in books, depending on the type of
literature you’re in to.

He kisses my lips before rolling to the side. “Wow,” he says, and I
thinking the same thing.
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I feel like I want to wrap my arms around him and not let go for a long
time. I'm not sure if it’s because of the sex or not, but for once I'm not ready to
go home yet.

Then he whispers “I love you” and I calculate how long we’ve been
together versus how long I'd been with Max before he told me the same thing,
and I think in both cases it’s about three months.

I'm annoyed now and I don’t know how Tom can tell, but he can. But he
thinks it’s because of what he said but it’s not. I can’t tell him the real reason.
If I tell him I love him back, I still afraid I'll say the wrong name.

*

“I think he’s finally proposing to me tonight,” Lissa tells me over the
phone, a cross-country call on her dime. “I’'ve dropped all the hints I can
without actually popping the question myself, and tonight we’re doing
something ‘different,” he says.”

I tell her congratulations but wonder why she’s so eager to get married.
She and James have been dating since high school, or since middle school
really, if you can consider what you do in middle school — holding hands and
calling each other on the phone - to be dating. She’s never dated anyone else.
She gives me advice about boys and relationships, but how can she be trusted?
Her advice is on how to date James and it doesn’t apply to the rest of the world.

Just as I'm thinking this, she starts in on how I should be more
particular about who I date, and asks if I think Tom’s the marrying type. I say,
how should I know?

I wonder how anyone could want to get married, to be bound eternally to
another person by choice. But so many people do it. How do they know
they’re finding the right person? They say when you know then you know. But
what if you think you know but you’re wrong? Doesn’t half the American
population end in divorce, or some statistic like that?

*

When I wake up on a Wednesday morning there’s a text message from
about S5am that says “I love you and I miss you and I need you to know that.”
You’d think this was the type of message that would make me smile but it
doesn’t. I delete it. Then I wonder—if Max loves me so much why wouldn’t he
fly over here and see me? I'm not trying to play games, a catch-me-if-you-can
kind of thing, but if he loves me, he’ll show me not just tell me, right? I mean,
if he wants me back he’ll come get me, that’s all there is to it. And if he doesn’t
want me back he has no business telling me he loves me.

I consider calling the phone company to change my number but I decide
that’s too much of a hassle.
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Tom comes over to hang out and watch Without a Trace re-runs on
Friday night when I have off work. I go to the bathroom and when I come back
he’s looking at my phone. “You got a text,” he says. “From who?” I ask, but I
already know who. I walk behind him to read the text over his shoulder, but I
see that he’s looking at my entire text message history and can see all of the
texts Max has been sending me for the past two months. The texts aren’t that
interesting. They all pretty much say the same thing.

I sit back down on the couch beside Tom and take the phone from him.
There’s some resistance when I pull it away, like he’s not ready to let go. He
asks who is Max and how long has this been going on? “He’s an ex,” [ say. “I
can’t believe you’d look at my private messages.” He asks if I'm still seeing
him. I say that if he had bothered to snoop into my phone a little farther, he’d
see that there are no sent messages to Max.

Tom shrugs and says I could have just deleted those.

I struggle between wanting to be all nice and sweet to Tom to make him
feel better and asking him to leave. I do neither and we sit in silence watching
the remaining twenty minutes of the show. When it’s over I say I have to go to
bed so he says goodnight and leaves. In the morning, there’s a text from Tom
saying he’s sorry he looked through my messages and he’ll never do it again
and if [ say nothing’s happening with Max then he trusts me.

*

After working at the bookstore for nearly ten months, my manager calls
me into his office. “You’re up for a promotion,” he says. “Already?” I ask. I
thought I had to have one to two years experience. “The thing is,” he says,
“you’d have to relocate.”

“Ill take it,” I say.

He raises an eyebrow. “Don’t you want to know what the job is? Or
where you’d have to relocate?” I say, oh, yes, of course. He could send me to
the Congo to clean the toilets or double-seated outhouses or whatever they
have over there and I'd still say yes.

He explains it’s not as simple as handing me the job neatly wrapped in a
bow like a little Christmas present. I have to fill out a lot of application forms
and cut through some red tape and interview with various men and women
wearing poorly tailored grey suit jackets. I agree to all of this and I feel like a
monkey jumping through a bunch of hoops, but these hoops aren’t lit on fire or
anything, they’re just mildly annoying and inconveniently placed, especially
when I know it would be a lot easier to just walk around the damn hoops. But
I persist. The suits shake my hand and smile and tell me they’ll be in touch
soon.
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About a month and a half later I'm on the phone with my parents telling
them I've been promoted and I'll be moving even closer to them. Ill be in the
same state as them but still a three hour drive away. They congratulate me
and say that’s great, honey, we’re so excited for you.

Dad asks what about my novel? “I don’t know, Dad,” I say. “I'm still
working on it.” He grunts.

“What about Tom?” Mom asks. “What about him?” I say. She wants to
know what he thinks about the promotion. I haven’t told him yet.

“You can’t just move every time you want to break up with someone,”
Mom says. “You'll run out of new states to move to.”

“There’s always Europe,” I say.

After having sex with Tom in his bed he tells me he loves me and instead
of saying it back, I tell him I've been promoted and I'm moving a few states
north. For some reason this comment makes him route around for his boxers.
As he’s pulling them up he asks how soon and I say next month. He’s silent
for awhile. He has an arm around me and mine’s around him. My hand feels
slippery on his sweaty stomach. He says he thinks we can definitely make a
distance relationship work for awhile until we figure out where we can settle
together.

I don’t want a distance relationship, and I tell him that and he says, oh.
He says, so what are you still doing here? Is that where Max lives or
something?

It’d have felt better if he had slapped me across the face. We hadn’t
spoken about Max in weeks, even though Max still sent me a text every other
day or so. I pulled on my clothes and didn’t even bother to put on my bra and
underwear first. I just crumpled them up, threw them in my purse and left.

*

The new bookstore smells different, almost like mothballs, like no one’s
been there in awhile but they’re keeping the books fresh anyway. It’s smaller
and darker and in a strip mall. My first priority was dusting the tops of the
books. There was an inch thick of dust on all the shelves when I started. No
one wants to buy dirty books. For two dollars more an hour I'm not sure the
move was worth it. I've read almost every magazine we carry and it’s only the
second week. I'm not even sure how my new job is that much different, except
now I'm allowed to know the combination to the safe and I also get to make up
the work schedules sometimes, but that’s not too hard because only six of us
work here. I miss my regular customers, even the man who eats the chocolate
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at the register and the old German woman who orders hundreds of dollars
worth of used books about World War II. The customers here just come in,
pay, and leave.

Only one customer so far has lingered a little bit and his name is Patrick.
“You’re new here,” he says.

“True,” I say.

He comes to the store once a week, always Monday afternoons. He’s
about my age, maybe a few years older, and has red hair. I don’t know if I
know any redheads. Not personally anyway.

“Wow, you look really bored,” he says to me one Monday afternoon after
I’'d been at the new store for over a month.

“Yeah, that obvious?” I ask.

“Maybe it’d be better for business if you were a little perkier,” he says,
smiling.

“Nah, I've already tried that,” I say.

He’s still smiling. “So what’s your name?”

I raise the name tag swinging around my neck to his eye level. He
pretends to squint to read it and he says, “So, perky girl, what time do you get
off work tonight?”

On our first date, I don’t kiss him. I don’t even get the urge to. He
doesn’t hold my hand and he doesn’t pay for my movie ticket. But he does grin
like an idiot during the entire date. His skin is so pale and luminescent he just
about lights up the entire theater. He doesn’t ask me out for a second date and
doesn’t ask for my phone number. Well, I don’t ask for his either. I don’t see
him again until the following Monday afternoon when he stops by again,
grinning and glowing, and asks, “Dinner later?”

I have nothing else to do so I shrug and say sure.

*

Tom waits a few weeks after my move before he starts with the e-mails—
long, long e-mails that make me sigh and want to give up halfway through.
They detail every step of his day, every time he moves his body even a half
inch, and how much each movement pains him because they’re riddled with
loneliness and heartbreak. After the first week of these, I consider changing
my e-mail address. But I decide that’s too much bother. I ignore most of the
messages, but one time [ write back, “I'm fine, thanks for asking.”

When I delete his e-mails, I go to the recycling bin and delete them from
there, too. Just in case.
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When Patrick and I do eventually have sex, it’s so insignificant that I
can’t even pull out one single memorable detail except that his skin is almost
blinding. I don’t remember to check if his hair down there is the same color as
on his head. It’s over and done before I have a chance to blink. He’s neither
rough like Max nor gentle like Tom. He just is. But his kissing is good,
surprisingly, and possibly the only reason he gets me into bed — or onto his
couch as the case may be. [ make a mental note to tell Lissa that he might be
worth it. Either that or she’s full of shit with her kissing theory. Come to think
of it, Max was an awesome kisser, and, well, we all know how well that’s turned
out.

I haven’t spoken to Lissa in months. I think this while groping around
with one hand for my underwear beneath the couch and I think maybe I
should call and see how she’s doing.

I don’t spend the night with Patrick and we don’t cuddle. This time he
does ask for my phone number, but I'm not sure if it’s just a formality or not.

The next time I see him I ask why he only comes by on Mondays and he
laughs and says, “Today’s Wednesday.” He says he broke his pattern for me, to
see me. He thinks he’s really starting to like me, and I say, really? I couldn’t
tell.

There are virtually no customers in the store and there haven’t been all
day. There are rumors that the business is in trouble. The corporate
headquarters have started making budget cuts, starting with our salaries, and
I'm nearly back down to the wages I started with. I let Patrick stand around
and talk to me for awhile. What do we talk about? I don’t remember. I do
remember trying to count the freckles on his nose and wondering if I'd ever met
a man with freckles before.

Lissa wants to know when I'm coming to visit, but I tell her I just got a
new job and it wouldn’t feel right taking my vacation days right away. She
reminds me it’s already been two months. She’s been calling more lately.
She’s not engaged yet and, according to her, James seems perfectly content not
to be. I tell her she needs to concentrate on her other goals in life and she
asks, “What other goals?” I tell her she should come visit me if she misses me
that much. I tell her the doctor’s office will get someone else to answer the
phones while she’s gone.

Her excuse is that no one will be around to take care of James and get
him dinner and take care of their apartment. I ask, “What are you? A fifties
housewife?” I can hear her shrug over the phone line, if that’s possible. “I
don’t like to leave James for too long,” she says. She likes to take care of him.

I think she’s afraid of who James will get to take care of him when she’s
gone, or maybe even before she’s gone, but I’d never tell her that.

“Oh, and what are your goals?” she asks.
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Just because it’s taking me longer than necessary to achieve mine
doesn’t mean I don’t have any. I've finished the manuscript, finally, thank you
very much. Other than the half-dozen or so agents who may or may not have
received the first 50 pages of the manuscript via e-mail, Lissa’s the first person
I've told.

“That’s great,” she says. “I'm happy for you.”

I tell her she doesn’t sound very happy.

I can hear her shrug again and she says she has to go.

*

By the time the bookstore’s headquarters make so many budget cuts
that there are only four of us left at the store instead of six, Patrick is stopping
by nearly every day. He builds up to it gradually, just two days a week for
awhile, then three, then I think he jumps to five and six days. He works as an
agent at a rental car shop at the far end of the mall and it’s really easy for him
to pop in for a few minutes here and there on his breaks or after work. At
some point he gets promoted to assistant manager. He must be pretty good at
his job, or else they really just needed someone to fill the position. Neither Max
nor Tom have ever been promoted. Max does people’s taxes and Tom fixes
computers for large companies and, as far as I know, they’ve both been doing
the same job since they left school.

After his promotion, he takes me out to dinner and suggests we move in
together. He’s worried that with my pay decrease I can’t make rent. He doesn’t
realize that I pull in an extra couple hundred a month with freelance work. He
never bothers to ask or maybe just never notices my constant scribbling in
journals, which I started again not too long ago. Writing feels like it drains all
of the negative thoughts and clouds from my head. I only write in black ink to
make sure it’s only the dark thoughts that are drained. I tried writing with the
fluorescent gel pens that we sell at the store, but it left me feeling really sad
afterwards.

I know something is wrong with the universe when I check my e-mail
and there are three messages—one from Max, one from Tom, and one from
Patrick, in that order. I hadn’t heard from Max in weeks. I thought Tom had
finally gotten the hint after I ignored his last seventeen messages. And
Patrick—I’d just spoken with him that afternoon at the store.

Do I open them? Should I read them? I can think of no reason to open
them except to appease my curiosity. I highlight all three messages and open
them all at one time. I don’t even know if my computer can do that. AsI
double click on the highlighted subject headings I feel like I'm pulling the lid off
of Pandora’s Box. I brace myself, waiting for my computer to buzz or beep or
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black out, but it doesn’t. It opens all three messages, layering them one on top
of the other, starting with Max’s on top.

It’s short, like his messages always have been. He’s coming to the east
coast. He thought time and distance would be enough to get over me but it
wasn’t. Could he please have my address so he can come see me?

Tom writes that he hears I'm dating someone new and is surprised to
hear that I've moved on so quickly. He says he’s sad and he cries sometimes
when he thinks of me. Then he tells me a new position has opened up at my
old store and wonders if I'm interested in applying? A friend of his father’s is
the district manager and could probably pull a few strings for me.

Patrick has sent a few photos of an apartment that’s about five minutes
away from the mall. There’s a photo of the outside of the apartment building,
one of the bedroom and one of the living room slash kitchen. The walls are
grey but I have a feeling they’re supposed to be white. The carpet looks like
someone’s spilled ash on it and just kind of rubbed it in a little to make it look
like it was supposed to be like that. I can’t tell if it’s just the lighting in the
picture, but there may or may not be a hole in the ceiling above the sink.

I breathe in until my lungs can'’t fit any more air and I hold the breath till
I feel light headed. And then I let out a deep, deep sigh that pulls against all
the muscles in my chest. I click the X on the upper right hand corner of each
e-mail, starting with Max’s. Then Tom’s. Then finally Patrick’s disappears
forever from my monitor, too.

Underneath all the e-mails is a blank, fresh screen of a Word document
with no writing on it yet. The title bar still says Untitled. I sit up straight in
my chair and let out another deep sigh. This time it doesn’t hurt as much.
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STUD FEE

Mike Dickerson watched as Lani sat on the edge of the bed with her right
hand on her knee and her left extended. As she straightened the tangled
sheets, he wondered when their affair had eclipsed the bounds of permission.
Light beams from the window struck the diamonds on her wedding band and
cast weird images that chased each other across the knotty pine of the cabin.
Her husband had selected Mike to father their child and arranged the whole
affair, so Lani never removed her rings when she met with Mike for sex.

Mike glanced at the rings and looked away.

“I’'m late,” she said.

“Jim won’t mind,” Mike said. He continued to lie in the bed, off to the
side. He watched the dust floating in the rays of the late morning sun that
slipped between the curtains. The reflections from her rings now danced among
the log rafters of the cavernous vaulted ceiling as her fingers tapped an
impatient rhythm on the bed.

“Jim’s not expecting me. He’ll be working in the yard today.”

“He must put a ton of fertilizer on that yard each spring. It looks good
though,” Mike said.

“Then he bitches about having to mow it,” Lani said.

“Well, he can always hire someone to do it for him.”

Lani did not laugh at his joke. “He’s known for the past two months
when we were meeting.”

Mike lay still for a moment, then got up, walked over to the table and
grabbed his pack of Marlboros. After he lit a cigarette he returned to the bed
where he sat down on the side with his back facing Lani’s. He breathed in,
expanding his chest and filling his lungs, and then he blew the smoke toward
the ceiling. The clock on the wall ticked.

“You trying to get me killed?”

“My period is late.”

Mike sat still on the bed. His eyes searched the room for the remote.
“How late?”

“I did one of those tests. It said I was pregnant; but I haven’t gone to the
doctor yet.” Lani got up and walked over to the red cooler full of Coke and
Michelob. Mike heard the stir of the half-melted ice, the plop of the lid as it fell
back in place. The pop and snap of the can as she opened it seemed loud in the
big, open room of the cabin they’d rented on top of Mt. Nebo. Coke in hand, she
returned to the bed.

“How late?” Mike asked again.

“Ten weeks,” she replied.

Mike walked over to the recliner and flopped down. Hot ashes from his
cigarette fell on his bare legs. He squirmed while he dusted the fire from his
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lap. As he leaned forward he reached for his briefs and pulled them on, then
eased back in the chair. “Has Jim known all this time?”

“I've known for about a month.”

“How long has Jim known?” His voice reflected the strain of having to
repeat his questions.

“He knows the day my period starts. Knows my cycle better than I do.”

Mike watched the second hand on the clock as it eliminated the final
minutes they had together. She’d known for a month. They’d been together
several times since she’d taken the test, and now Mike had to leave. His job
with the Union Pacific Railroad brought him to Russellville a year earlier. With
repairs to the bridge over Petit Jean Creek finished—Mike removed the ten-
mile-an-hour slow order on locomotives Friday— the Union Pacific needed him
immediately in Delbert, Arkansas. Seismologists had predicted a major
earthquake within the year along the New Madrid Fault, and structural
modifications to strengthen major bridges in northeast Arkansas now had top
priority.

“What will we do?” he asked.

“You know, it'll be a year tomorrow,” she said. After a deep breath, she
looked around the room. Her gaze stopped on every feature, on every piece of
antique furniture meant to give the illusion of life in another era, on everything
in the room but Mike. Old enamel-coated pots and cast-iron skillets lined the
top of the cabinets along the kitchen wall, and a butter churn stood deserted in
a far corner. A rusted kerosene lantern hung from a hook next to the front
door. She stared the longest at the protruding wall of native stone formed into a
huge fireplace. A sturdy slab of red oak served as a mantle, and Lani had
mused the night before on how fun it would have been to come back at
Christmas with their child and hang stockings there. Mike had wondered
whether she meant with him or Jim. He hadn’t even thought about her words,
speaking of a child as if the fact were a reality. But she had always spoken as if
she knew they would conceive. Only Mike had his doubts. But he understood
now. The window air conditioner purred on low, chilling the air in the room.
The chill felt good. New hardwood floors, lacquered to a bright and shiny finish,
had replaced the termite-riddled cypress that had served there for decades, and
the wood felt cold under his feet. The old floorboards still stood in a pile out
back, waiting for one of the park attendants or the contractor to haul them off.

“He picked you out, though. I don’t know if you knew that.” She turned
and looked at Mike. “You had blue eyes. I wanted blue eyes. He pointed you out
at church last Easter.” Lani paused and looked at Mike. He said nothing as he
watched the television. She took another drink of her Coke. “He doesn’t know
you’re leaving yet. I haven’t told him. You could stay and watch the play
tomorrow. You don’t have to leave. Today.”

“You could leave. Go with me,” Mike said.

“I play Mary Magdalene this year.”

“Yeah. I remember. You thought your pastor had figured us out.”
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“Jim has become so distant. It’s almost funny. But I can’t divorce him
and remarry. It’s adultery.”

“But you can rub his nose in it?” Mike asked.

“We couldn’t do this any other way,” Lani said. She turned away and
stared at the opposite wall of the cabin.

“Then why torture him with what we’ve done?” Mike had wondered many
times before if Lani knew the difference between explanation and
rationalization. Fertility specialists diagnosed Jim’s condition as idiopathic
spermatogenesis. He had no viable sperm and the doctors had no idea why.
Lani would not consider adoption; the same doctors said she could conceive if
properly exposed, and she wanted a child of her own—had lain awake at night
crying for a child that Jim couldn’t give her. They saw a specialist about in
vitro fertilization, but their insurance would not pay for the procedures, and
Jim was hesitant over the high cost and the low chance for success at Lani’s
age.

Jim and Lani had carefully considered all their options when Jim
discovered a web site about creative remedies for infertility. There they found
the one solution neither of them could voice.

“Jim was too tight to do it any other way, and you know it,” Mike said.
Lani glared at him. He wondered if she’d thought the same thing. Religious
people were the best at rationalizing everything they did. “He knew the risks,
Lani. Do you hear what I'm saying? My God.” Mike rose from the chair.

“You don’t love me the way he does.”

“How do you know? How can you say that?” Mike paced the floor, waving
his hands to emphasize his words. “At least he got to pick the daddy. He even
set the price.”

“I've seen him suffer every time I left the house.” Lani set the Coke down
on the floor; she needed her hands to talk.

“Yeah, he suffered. You made sure he knew every time we were together.”

“Could you let me do this? Just so I could have a child? Would you let
me go to another man’s bed for a year just to get pregnant?” She glowered at
Mike, her eyes red, her hands fidgeting.

“This is not a noble thing he has done, Lani.”

“He did it for me.”

“That tight bastard can count the money he saved while he’s bouncing
my son on his knee.”

“Sure it was about the money. Don’t you think I know that? But he
hasn’t slept in my bed in six weeks. He knew I’'d missed my period and was still
seeing you. Do you think he’s counting the money he saved now? When he
can’t even look at me? When he won’t even touch me? But he loves me enough
to go on,” she said, as she tipped the Coke can over, spilling its contents on the
floor. “If I haven’t gone too far. You can’t even stand it when I leave, after we’ve
been together.” She stepped in the spilled Coke and kicked at the can in
disgust. “You don’t know me well enough to love me.” She wiped her feet on the
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rug beside the bed, then searched the nightstand for a towel that she threw on
the spill.

“I guess I don’t,” Mike replied. He grabbed the remote and sat back down
in the recliner. After he turned on the television, Mike flicked through the
channels till he found a local one that scrolled the Russellville time and
temperature along with the hang gliders’ forecast across the top, current
headlines across the bottom, and swap-shop advertisements in the middle. The
forecast predicted a sunny, warm, and windy spring morning. He wondered
how much wind hang gliders needed to jump from the Mt. Nebo cliffs.

Mike read an ad for a row tiller, a rear-tine Craftsman with two years still
left on an extended warranty. “Just in time for planting!” Lani sat across the
room and ignored him. The next ad read, “Game rooster eggs and chicks.” He’d
never seen a rooster egg before, but anything was possible in Arkansas.

Ten weeks. His mind fumbled with the math. They’d spent that weekend,
the President’s Day weekend, at the Arlington in Hot Springs. The child was
due in November.

From his seat in the recliner Mike saw between the curtains and out
across the open field that narrowed down to Sunrise Point. The green meadow
to the right of the two-lane service road served as a preparation area for the
hang gliders. Men and women assembled their gliders there and then carried
them the short distance to the jump-off point on the face of the summit. A
dozen or more people unpacked cars, unfolded frames and canvas, and
assembled gliders for the trip down the side of the mountain. Mike watched
four different gliders being assembled; a bit closer to the point two men
strapped themselves into a couple of gliders already put together. Anyone
standing near the edge could see the ragged peaks of the Ozark Mountains in
the steamy distance to the north and the Arkansas River Valley below as it
stretched for miles to the east and west.

Lani got up from the bed and walked over to the dresser. She stood
naked in front of the mirror and looked at her reflection. With her left arm, she
cupped the bottom of her stomach, just across the line where her jeans rode
her hips. She placed her right forearm across the top of her stomach,
supporting her swelling breasts. On the advice of doctors, she quit tanning
when they began the affair. Mike had noticed her bras no longer fit, but hadn’t
made the connection. He missed her tan lines. He had missed so much.
Although she had never been thin, her body was now full and rounded—
bordering excess. Her pose reminded him of the pregnant models in the Anne
Geddes photos. Lani admired the photographer’s work, and she used the
Geddes concept in many of her paintings.

“When were you gonna tell me?”

“l didn’t want to hurt you,” she said.

“So what happens now?”

“You leave. It’s over. Just like we agreed.”
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“Why didn’t you end it when you missed your period? That was what we
agreed.”

She said nothing as she looked at her reflection.

“Got to liking it, didn’t you? Are you still gonna pay me?”

Lani continued to stand and look at herself in the mirror; her arms
remained in an embrace around the child. “I fell in love with you, too,” she
said. “I never meant for that to happen.”

“So you finally admit it.” He fumbled with the remote control, shutting off
the television instead of switching channels. The clock on the wall kept ticking.
Mike threw the remote at the television and missed. Lani flinched.

“l put a cashier’s check in your wallet last night,” she said.

“Just take the money and run, huh?”

“That was the plan.”

“We ditched his plan months ago. Go with me.”

“You agreed to it. You agreed, remember? Jim said he offered you ten
thousand dollars, but you said it was too much. Do you want more now?”

“Jim never offered me ten grand.”

“Are you saying he lied?”

“Forget it, Lani. It doesn’t matter.”

“l wondered if it was enough. The money didn’t matter to me. But I never
thought that you’d do it just because it was me. Because you found me
attractive.”

“Guess that makes him your pimp now, huh?”

“You’re the one bitching about the money.” She turned from the mirror
and looked at Mike. Rage colored her face. “You have a sorry way of showing
you love me. You’re no better than he is. I'm a beautiful woman, and I know it.
I shouldn’t have to pay anyone to make me pregnant.”

“He’s the reason I'm with you. He’s the reason I'm losing you.” Mike rose
and started gathering his things as Lani turned back to her reflection. Her
arms still circled her stomach in a simulated embrace as her eyes met his in
the mirror.

“It was all about the money, Mike. For both of you. He wanted to save it,
and you wanted to make it.”

“I was wondering what we’d do after I left.”

“Didn’t want to leave without the money, did ya?”

“So you could still get pregnant,” Mike said.

“You mean so we could keep screwing each other,” she said.

“l know what this child means to you. I wasn’t gonna stop till you got
pregnant. [ would have come back.”

“All the way from California to get laid? I must be doing something right.”

“l bid on a job at Delbert to fix some bridges up there. I'll only be four
hours away for at least another year.” Mike watched her carefully to see if the
news affected her in any way. He had not planned to tell her like this.
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“That’s closer, I guess. But would you have come all the way back from
California just for me? Or was your pride hurt because you couldn’t get the job
done either?”

“Don’t compare me to that bastard.”

“It took you a year to do it.”

“Your body had to cooperate too, you know. You should have told me you
were late.”

“Why? Why should I have told you?” She turned away from the mirror.
She continued talking as she walked across the hardwood floor of the cabin.
Her bare feet squeaked as she crossed the slick, shiny surface. The pitch of her
voice rose as she closed the distance between them. “Would you have lived up
to the agreement? Don’t act stupid. I know you remember it. When I skipped
my period, that was it. We were to stop till I was tested. But you were leaving in
a matter of weeks, and my period’s been off ever since I started those damned
fertility pills.”

“Jim’s rules, again. He didn’t want us screwing each other any longer
than we had to. Admit it. You didn’t want to stop.”

“I still don’t want to stop,” she screamed. “But that doesn’t matter. I love
my husband. Will you at least respect me for that?”

Mike started to dress. After he pulled on his Levis and buttoned his shirt, he
stepped
around her and sat back in the recliner. Standing naked in front of him, she
waited for an answer.

“Will you at least respect me for that?”

He looked up and motioned for her to come to him. She crawled into his
lap and began to weep.

They had all met on an Easter Sunday at the Church of Blessed
Sacrament, where Jim served as a deacon and Lani cared for the babies in the
nursery. Mike drove in from California to build an earthquake-resistant bridge
span across Petit Jean Creek. Before moving to California to study engineering
at the graduate level, Mike had attended the University of Arkansas as an
undergraduate. He bid on the Petit Jean Creek bridge job hoping to come back
and visit some of his old college buddies and see more of the state. Two blocks
from the riverfront campground where he parked his camper, the church and
its people provided Mike with fellowship and an occasional meal—whenever he
had the energy to attend. Mike ate Sunday dinner at Jim and Lani’s house
three times after they met. The fourth time, Lani was inside the house while
the two men sat in the backyard cooking burgers on the grill. Just south of
Russellville, their home stood outside the small town of Dardanelle, nestled
away on a flat that sat in the shadows of the eastern face of Mt. Nebo. Jim and
Mike had already watched seven hang gliders float over.

“How long do they usually stay up?” Mike asked.
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“Depends. Each day is different. Some stay up thirty, forty-five minutes.
They usually try to land on the university’s football field.” Jim shaded his eyes
against the sun. “Some don’t quite make it. One guy last year landed in the
Arkansas River.”

“Did he drown?”

“Naw. Some boaters fished him out. He lost his glider though. That set
him back a couple grand.” Jim turned burgers on the grill as he spoke. “I don’t
know how they do it.”

“Something about the mountain and the river down below,” Mike said.
“They do a lot of hang gliding in California.”

“Nothing but a piece of canvas snapped around a fiberglass frame, with a
body strapped inside.” Jim closed the lid on the grill and sat back down. “You
ever try it?”

“l don’t even fly commercially,” Mike said. He rattled the ice in his glass
and reached for the pitcher of tea. He would never get used to drinking tea
instead of beer on weekends.

“Never take a risk?”

“I don’t jump off mountains strapped to a kite.”

Lani came out of the house with another pitcher of tea. She wore a shirt
of white silk, and tight jeans. The shirt hung loose around her waist and
revealed flashes of her tanned midriff. Mike noticed her breasts moved freely
under the fabric.

“Lani, take Michael upstairs and show him your paintings,” Jim said.

“C’mon, I'll have to show you now,” she said.

Jim remained seated while Lani led Mike inside. The wrought-iron stairs
to the loft made a narrow, tight circle as the treads coiled around a black metal
pole. Lani took the lead, and Mike followed. His hand touched the spiraling rail.
The angle of her hips matched the curvature of the steps. With her shirt pulled
up and tied in front, Lani’s back glowed. The light from the second story
accented every detail of her body; her narrow waist, the fine, white fuzz at the
small of her back, the Kahlua color of her skin.

Overflowing with Lani’s art, the master suite and the bedroom served as
a gallery for her finished pieces and a studio for her unfinished sketchings.
Lani showed Mike her paintings as they eased into the room. One canvas
interpreted the crucifixion, with the light from heaven shining on the face of
Mary as Christ looked down upon her.

In an unframed canvas, a lovely, middle-aged woman held a nursing
child to her breast. The white canvas revealed no features in the background.
Gentle colors flowed through the mother into the child—the areola of the
mother’s breast and the cheek of the nursing baby barely discernible and
separate.

Other paintings leaned against the walls. Though sparsely furnished,
the room seemed crowded and cramped. Mike assumed the low, tiled ceiling
caused the effect. Tools and Sheetrock lined the east end where the walls
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revealed exposed studs and insulation that hadn’t been covered yet. Clutter
filled the floor of that part of the room, except for a path worn into the carpet
that led to the far end of the loft. A stuffed bear sat tucked into a crib that
stood abandoned in the far corner.

Mike and Lani left the east end and walked toward the bed on the other
end of the loft. She pointed at the big four-poster and told Mike to have a seat.
Kneeling in front of him, Lani placed a hand on his thigh for balance, and then
she pulled a painting from under the bed. After she placed the painting on an
easel in front of them, she sat next to Mike. Uncomfortable sitting alone with
her on the bed she shared with her husband, he thought of things that
happened in such places—things that happened between a man and a woman
in love. He felt the mattress yield to her weight.

“This one isn’t finished yet,” she said.

The painting revealed a vixen sitting on her haunches—her breasts
bloated and full of milk. Three red kittens played at her feet while two nursed
at her teats. Layered and intricate, the details fascinated Mike. White dripped
from one of the teats, and the fur on all of the creatures looked three-
dimensional as the kittens appeared to protrude from the canvas while they
romped and suckled.

“It looks done to me,” Mike said.

Lani leaned over and pointed out the details of the painting that did not
please her. With the top buttons of her shirt missing, her neckline fell open
before him. Exposed, her breasts looked full and round, but not large. He saw
her erect nipples, the small span of white between her areolas and the curved
line of her tan that flowed across her chest. With her right hand still on his
upper thigh, she bent over, tracing the lines of the painting with her left index
finger. Mike noticed the diamonds on her wedding set, and his eyes returned to
her open neckline. He heard silence and looked up. She watched him staring at
her, and she smiled. He looked away.

“You have a good eye for art,” she said as she straightened up, her hand
still on his knee, her fingertips now pressing into his flesh.

They both stood and went back downstairs. Mike went out to the patio
and lit a cigarette; Lani detoured through the kitchen. When she came out to
where the men sat, Lani wore a bra visible through the thin white fabric of her
tucked-in blouse.

“Talk to Mike about our project, Jim,” she said as she grabbed her
purse, kissed Jim on the cheek, and headed for the door. “I gotta run up to the
church for a bit. I'll catch ya later, Mike.” She walked around the side of the
house and disappeared. Mike heard her car start and listened as the sound
faded in the distance.

“What kind of project is she talking about?”

Jim’s face went blank as he looked at Mike and spoke. “She wants to
have a child, and she’s chosen you to be the father.”
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Mike sat still and silent. As he swirled his tea in its glass, he looked up
and searched the clouds for another glider. The silence seemed big and empty
as the sky.

“Man, what kind of fucked-up world are you living in?” Mike got up from
his chair and made as if to leave. “And you guys think we’re weird in
California.”

“Please, for Lani’s sake, sit back down and hear me out. Here, have a
burger. You came to eat, didn’t you?”

“If you don’t mind, I'd rather stand for this one.” Mike took a burger and
devoured it in three bites. He was hungrier than he’d realized.

Jim explained that he was infertile, and Lani wanted a child. He had it all
planned out; where Mike and Lani would meet, how the two of them would stay
in contact. Jim gave Mike an appointment card for a fertility clinic in Little
Rock.

“You’ll have to be tested for disease and give a semen sample to make
sure you have a viable sperm count,” Jim said. “We can’t do this and you not
be able to get the job done. There will be some legal documents to sign, of
course, but I'll pay you five thousand dollars when she’s pregnant.”

“Five grand? To screw your wife?”

“To get her pregnant.”

“Sounds like you’re the one jumping off the cliff,” Mike said. “The nights
she’s gone? Knowing she’ll be in my bed. It makes it hard to go to sleep.”

“ won’t ask. I won’t even know where she is.”

“You’ll know,” said Mike.

“We’ve set up some ground rules. I expect her to keep them,” Jim said.

“What if we don’t?”

“She will. It’s all about religion to her. Something about picking only one
fertilized egg from a petri dish. The rest are considered abortions by the
church. That’s why she wanted to do this, instead of the in vitro. It’s some kind
of a lesser sin, as long as it’s with my permission. But it'll save me thirty grand.
When she gets pregnant, we can stop this shit and move on.” Then Jim added,
“But you don'’t get a penny till she’s pregnant. Confirmed by a doctor.”

Jim gave Mike a piece of paper with Lani’s cell phone number on it and
then walked to the house. Before closing the screen door, he turned and said,
“I believe you know the way out.”

After he looked at the numbers, Mike looked up at Mt. Nebo. Another
hang glider floated off the side of the mountain. Although the pilot’s body
wasn'’t visible, he could hear the man’s shouts as the glider soared high above,
and he watched and wondered where the glider would land.

When he got to the camper that evening, Mike masturbated. He closed his
eyes and
fantasized about Lani, remembering her fingers on his thigh. In his mind he
ripped her clothes off and made love to her on her bed, the one she shared
each night with her husband. Lani would giggle, tell him to hurry, tell him he
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would never get her pregnant if he took all night to come. He could feel the
mattress give under his weight as he thrust inside her. Every night he closed
his eyes and fantasized about Lani and dreamed of touching her.

He had no problems giving the sample at the fertility clinic.

* * *

Lani’s face lay against Mike’s chest as she continued to sit in his lap, for just a
few more moments. She kissed Mike gently on the cheek, then stood and
gathered her things. Neither of them spoke as she dressed.

He sat and watched, wondering if he would see her again. They slept last
night with Mike expecting to come back, expecting to continue their meetings.
To see her again, to talk with her about the paintings, to ask her about her day
at work, her Sundays in the nursery; the details of her days had engrossed him
for the past year. His days would be empty without them. He wished he’d
known the night before, but he couldn’t think of anything else he’d have done.
Just knowing would have helped. Still, he refused to believe she could end the
affair.

The wind whined and whipped around the logs of the cabin walls. Mike
looked out the window to keep from watching Lani prepare to leave. More
gliders filled the preparation area. A bright blue one billowed in the wind and
threatened to leave the ground without its pilot. A tall man in a gray jumpsuit
unloaded an emerald green glider from the top of an ancient, yellowed
Volkswagen van. The glider must have cost more than the rig the man drove up
the hill.

They began by meeting when she ovulated. She monitored her cycle and
called Mike. They met, and she returned home within a few hours. This was
Jim’s idea of what they should do. The rules. But they’d broken the rules after
two rendezvous. Before the year was over, Mike had taken Lani on weekend
trips to Hot Springs, Eureka Springs, and Memphis in May. They went to the
Toad Suck Ferry Days at Conway and laughed at the frog races. Lani wore a
large hat and sunglasses to keep anyone from recognizing her. At Harrison,
they had walked through the deserted grounds of Dogpatch where Lani’s family
had vacationed when she was a child. Mike stole a Schmoo sign, and someone
they assumed was a guard chased them off. Lani kept the sign.

They attended the War Eagle Mills Arts and Crafts Fair. She sold all her
paintings the first day and they went to Fayetteville, where Mike had earned his
engineering degree. He showed her his name in the graduate sidewalk, took her
by his old apartment, and introduced her to some of his old college buddies
who thought they were married when they saw the rings on Lani’s hand.

Mike believed Lani would fall in love with him and leave her husband;
the affair could not end like this. She couldn’t lie with him, become pregnant
with his baby, and return to Jim. But though he said the words twice, today

48



CD Mitchell

was the first time she had ever admitted being in love with him. And somehow,
he knew the confession was meant as a consolation.

The cooler was all that was left, so Mike carried it outside to the camper.
He had packed everything for the trip north to Delbert the day before and
checked out of the RV Park in Russellville. Then he’d pulled the trailer up the
steep, curving Mt. Nebo hillside to spend the final night with Lani.

Silence filled the cabin as they put things in order. She stripped the
sheets off the bed and left them in a pile by the door. Mike rearranged the
cushions on the couch where they’d cuddled as they watched television the
night before. After wiping the table, she looked up at Mike and smiled. “I
finished the painting.”

“What?” he asked.

“The fox.”

“You'll have to let me see it sometime.”

“I can’t.”

“Are you not happy with it?” He stopped and watched her swipe again at
the clean surface of the table. “You could call me.”

“ won't.”

“Not even when the baby is born?

“Maybe. I guess I owe you that.”

Mike left the key on the table and waited for Lani to walk out. He stepped
out of the cabin after looking around one last time for anything they might
have forgotten. The bare mattress looked old and worn. The fireplace looked
clean and empty. The wick in the kerosene lantern looked dry and withered.
Mike reached for the metal frame and could tell by its weight it held no oil. He
left the light hanging on its rusty nail and locked and closed the door behind
them. On the front porch of the cabin, Mike and Lani hugged and kissed for the
last time. He wanted to linger, to hold her forever. There on top of the mountain
he wanted to stay, to never let her go and never say good-bye. But her eyes cut
away as she laughed nervously. She gave him a kiss—short and glancing—then
she slipped from his embrace and walked to her car. Groups of people
assembled gliders just ahead. One was bright yellow and appeared to be new.
Mike watched as she got into her Lexus. She didn’t look back at him, but
turned her head and looked at a red glider, and another blue one, though not
as bright as the one they’d seen earlier. Mike wondered if she’d use those colors
to paint her nursery. She started her car and drove off.

After watching her disappear around the first curve of the road, Mike
walked around his truck and checked the air pressure in the tires on the
trailer. After checking the tires on his truck, he inspected the hitch and
tightened the bolt that secured the fifth wheel. He fiddled with the light
connections, and did anything he could to give her time to drive down the
mountain, find a place to turn around, and come back.

She didn't.
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He pulled out his wallet and found the cashier’s check for five thousand
dollars. She’d left the payee’s name blank. He put the check in his shirt pocket
and made a mental note to swing by the bank on his way out of town. The
bank stayed open till noon on Saturdays. He needed to leave soon. Mike looked
toward the bluff where people now stood around waiting to see someone
launch. The pavement made a small loop there and circled back on itself like
the end of a cove. The white crushed rock marked the parking lanes along the
shoulder of the road. Short, dark-brown posts with ropes strung between them
separated the parking lanes from the grassy knoll that stretched like an
emerald carpet to the rock ledges that marked the edge of the cliff. There the
green yielded to the moss-covered, dark-hued boulders and rock ledges that led
to an empty ocean of blue sky. The crowd formed a gauntlet leading to the edge
of the cliff.

At the edge of the gauntlet, a man strapped himself into a bright yellow
glider as his friends stood around, impatiently supporting the frame and
checking the riggings. Mike walked the short distance to the glider, eased up
under the wing and handed the man a part of the harness that was out of
reach.

“Need some help?”

“Thanks,” the man replied.

“These things hard to handle?” Mike tugged at the strap and helped the
pilot remove the extra slack.

“Not this one. It’s an intermediate model. Made to steer a lot easier. You
pull that strap to go left. That one to go right.”

“What do one of these things cost?” Mike asked as he tugged at one of
the straps and watched the wing of the glider move.

“About thirty-five hundred. A little more for this one, time they added
tax. I'd sell it for less now though, if I could get out of flying this thing down the
mountain.”

Mike looked toward the cliff that loomed over Lani’s house below.

Lani pulled into her driveway. As she turned off the ignition, she looked
at herself in the rearview mirror. She fussed with her hair and put on some
lipstick. In the backyard, Jim worked over a large box. He hadn’t looked up
from whatever he was doing when she drove up. After many months, he’d
finally started asking about her extended absences, and she’d told him not to
question her. He knew she’d missed her period, but she hadn’t told him about
the test. She wanted to see Mike while she could. With Mike gone, she could
salvage her marriage. Jim became distant and uninterested after she’d
disappeared for weekends at a time shortly after the affair began, and she
wasn’t surprised. Lani expected that from a man who willingly made a cuckold
of himself just to save a few thousand dollars, and she’d flaunted her trysts,
punishing him for his parsimonious ways.
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As she opened the car door and stepped out, she caught the odor of
Mike’s cologne on her clothes. She sat back down in the car and pulled a bottle
of body spray from the glove compartment and spritzed herself. Then she went
to Jim. He saw her coming. With a wrench still in his hand he stood and
watched as she approached.

“You’re home early,” he said, not attempting to mask the bitterness in his
voice.

“He’s gone,” she said as she put her arms around his neck and kissed

him. Her

tongue penetrated his lips. Jim made no effort to return her passion.

“Good,” he said. “I bought a swingset today.”

“We’ll need it.”

“l know,” Jim said. The box sat on the ground up next to the house. The
metal legs lay scattered around them. A shadow passed over the unassembled
pieces in the grass, and Lani looked up to see a yellow glider floating high
overhead. She couldn’t see the pilot, but she could hear his shouts and
wondered where he would land.

She kissed Jim on the cheek. “I'm gonna go on inside,” she said. Her
arms slid from around his neck as she turned and walked away.

“Did you pay him?” Jim asked.

Lani said nothing as she continued toward the house.
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BINARY OPPOSITION

They were worlds apart.

He was Mars, she was Venus.

They met like this: Research conference ... martini glasses ... ice ...
smeared lipstick ... no condom.

Hers was astronomy and she went off to the North Pole where the sky is
cleaner and the atmosphere thinner and Venus more visible in its endless
orbit.

His was planetary science and extraterrestrial geology. “It’s a very specific
field,” he had told her, “I search the globe for meteorites.” He went off to the
South Pole on rumors of a piece of rock blown off Mars by a volcano.

When she was throwing up in the snow each morning, she emailed him
like this:

Venuswatcher 1: Il > m pregnant . I't is your s.

Five words bounced off a satellite in geosynchronous equatorial orbit
halfway between them. He responded like this:

MartianMan: Maybe we should meet. Again.

They were in the same room, but worlds apart. A hotel in Panama.

She said: | "m Catholic.

He said: | ’"m an atheist.

Next it went like this: His martini glasses ... her light touch ... his
whispers ... her smiles ... their promises ... no need for a condom.

They took jet planes away from each other. He found his Mars rock. She
photographed her Venus. They met again in Nebraska, her girlhood home. It
was snowing there too.

“I’d like to marry you,” he told her.

“If you want,” she said.

“I need to be in California for work,” he said later.
“I have a fellowship in New York,” she replied.

She got an infection at month eight and he flew to Nebraska from his
rock hunting in Nepal. He brought a bouquet of purple Stargazers to her
hospital room.

“I'm allergic,” she said.

The doctors nursed her infection and in a month she delivered a boy.
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“I think we should name him Ben,” he said, “after Benjamin Franklin, my

favorite scientist.”
“l wanted to call him Luke,” she said, “my favorite book of the Bible.”

Life became like this: Her apartment in NY ... his in LA ... airports ... him
in Australia, her with the baby ... her in Greenland, him with the baby ... two
sets of bottles, two sets of clothes ... he sat with the baby in July and watched
the Dodgers ... she sat with the baby in December and watched the snow ...

The baby said his first word. They both agreed it was a problem. “Home?”
the baby said. “Home? Home? Home? Home? HOME?” It cried the word like a
demand for an answer. It pounded its tiny fists.

“Did you teach it that?” he asked.

“No,” she said, “did you?”

“NO,”

He got a teaching job in Phoenix, but she didn’t like the desert. She got a
teaching job in Rhode Island, but he didn’t like to shovel the driveway.

They settled in Houston and into separate bedrooms. He had affairs with
students, hers were with tenured professors.

Once though, when the baby was six, they all laid in the backyard
watching a particularly clear meteor shower. When it was done, he pointed out
at a reddish speck in the sky. “That’s Mars,” he said to the baby, “it is thirty-
five million miles away.”

“Wow!” the boy said.

She pointed to a tiny drop of light near the moon. “That is Venus,” she
said, “it is twenty-five million miles away.”

“Wow!” the boy said.

“But,” they told him, “they are both planets.”
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