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The Torch Bearers

"When there's nothing left to burn, you have
to set yourself on fire."

—from the Stars song "Your Ex-Lover is
Dead"

 


 


Friday Evening

The dread of attending a dinner party is
usually enough to feed his nausea, but the perfume wafting from the
bathroom certainly doesn't help. He has never particularly liked
her choice of perfume, but the sensitivity of the subject has only
grown over time. If he had said something soon after they first met
then he might have been able to get away with it—if it had been
done tactfully—but there is no tact left. If he were to say
something now, it would seem needlessly hurtful. She would know
that he has always disliked her perfume, and would obviously wonder
why he has spent all these years not saying anything about it. And,
as always, she would blow it way out of proportion, accusing him of
being disgusted by her perfume, even if he never said any such
thing, though sometimes the proportion of perfume to any other
smell in her immediate orbit does tend to disgust him. That's not
so much the perfume's fault as much as the fault of the user's
gracelessness, which she has in droves.

No, that's not fair.

See, this is what happens when she makes him
wait. He gets frustrated with her, his mind starts whirring with
this critical roll, and the evening is already off on the wrong
foot.

He's always ready early.

Charlotte is always ready late.

He hasn't put his shoes on for precisely this
reason. If he has them on and she comes out of the bathroom in any
way unsatisfied with her appearance, it will be his fault, 'See,
you always rush me,' she might say. Now, he keeps one defense
available, 'What? I don't even have my shoes on, yet.'

The light from the bathroom opens into the
bedroom. He starts shoving his feet into his shoes as she moves
toward him.

“Zip me?”

“Yea, just let me get my shoes on,” he says,
tying his shoes. He then stands to face her half-naked back, “You
look beautiful,” he says, zipping up the back of her dress. And she
does.

But, god, that perfume.

“Thank you,” she says and turns to him, “You
don't look so bad yourself, professor,” she says, grabbing the knot
of his tie.

She walks to the closet and removes a pair of
shoes, but the heels on the shoes are far too high for her to move
comfortably in, and he knows he will have to hear her complain
about them all evening, but, again, sensitivities are too high and
prudence has precedence over honest suggestion at this point in
their marriage.

“OK,” she says, slipping her feet into the
shoes, “I guess I'm ready.”

Wallace grabs the keys from his pants' pocket
and waits for her to pass, pressing his hand against the small of
her back, guiding her through the doorway.

They move quickly through the rest of the
house to the garage, and as they enter the car, he waits for the
rush of perfume as she eases into her seat, and as it catches him—a
wave of chemistry run amok—he winces. This is one of the
reasons—among many—that he hates going to dinner parties. The
perfume, the lateness, and the too high heels are all early
reminders of why she has a tendency to embarrass him. Sure, she is
pretty, and she really looks great in that dress, a simple little
black thing that just barely tickles the tops of her knees, which
are decorated by black hose and balanced—barely—on those highest of
high-heeled shoes. She wears her clothes with elegance, certainly,
but, except for her make-up, she is clumsy in almost every other
way. She has always, mercifully, been subtle when applying her
make-up.

“Did you remember to lock the door?” she asks
as they exit the driveway.

“Yes, of course,” he says dryly, but is
finding it more and more difficult to hide his growing irritation
with her. They live in a small, safe college town. Their
neighborhood is filled with a mix of university faculty and
graduate students, and the majority of the students are still out
of town. So, who would break in? And why?

This is precisely the kind of thing that can
embarrass him.

It is true, asking if he remembered to lock
the door isn't that big a deal, but it's the kind of question that
doesn't need to be asked. They rarely use their front door. As far
as he knows, they haven't used it in weeks. They always enter and
exit the house through the garage. So, why would she even ask him
about the door? It's a small thing, yes, but it fits a larger
pattern. She doesn't seem to put things together properly in her
head. She speaks without forethought, and it often leads to
embarrassing lulls in a previously free-flowing conversation.

She's not dumb. In fact, when they first met
as undergraduates, he was impressed with her mind. But a twenty
year old mind needs to continue to grow and progress, and he has
always secretly resented her for not trying harder to better
herself. Charlotte's readiness, her eagerness, really, to rest on
her laurels has always been a great source of frustration for
him.

“Do you think they'll sit us with Shaun and
Marie again?” Charlotte asks.

“I would imagine. They always group Shaun and
I together because of the chronology of our disciplines. You could
probably set a historical timeline against the seating arrangements
at any one of these things. The historical mind functions linearly
like that, I guess, especially historians as anal as Dr.
Crick.”

Shaun is Wallace's colleague in the history
department. He teaches post-Civil War to the second World War.
Wallace teaches post-Word War II American history. He was brought
in last year during a small departmental expansion that ultimately
decreased Shaun's course load. Shaun had previously been teaching
classes that were really outside his field of study, teaching
several post-WWII classes. At first, it was clear to Wallace that
Shaun resented his arrival, but eventually, as the year progressed,
Wallace became more secure that Shaun had learned to appreciate the
lighter course load, and his wife, Marie, was especially grateful
for the change.

Marie.

She is the reason—the real reason—why Wallace
is so easily irritated by Charlotte's most benign transgressions.
The immediacy of seeing Marie again has set him on edge. Marie has
become a not so convenient pool for him to reflect against all of
Charlotte's inadequacies. Of course, Marie probably has her own
inadequacies, but Wallace hasn't caught a single one, and if he
had, he would immediately let it go, forgetting it, wanting instead
to keep a firm hold on her perfection.

“It looks like everyone beat us here,”
Charlotte says.

'Imagine that,' he thinks. “Yea, well, we're
fashionably late, I guess,” he says as he parks the car.

The dean of the history department, Dr.
Crick, lives in one of those sprawling suburban subdivisions right
on the edge of town. It is a relatively new place—an absurdly large
home for just two people—and this is the first time Wallace has
been here, but this is an annual occasion. For years the dean and
his wife have held a dinner party for the faculty of the history
department on the Friday before the fall semester.

Last year, the first such party for Wallace,
he was the new guy. He remembers entering the party with a high
level of confidence, and then meeting Marie and spending the rest
of the party feeling as though he was shot full of holes,
completely made vulnerable by the mere sight of her.

At the time, he wasn't prepared for Shaun's
resentment at having to let some classes go for the new guy. It
wasn't as if Wallace was unprepared for interdepartmental friction.
He just never expected it to happen so quickly, or with Shaun's
naked display of joy and ferocity in the process. He also didn't
expect any friction to sprout from so desperately wanting to win
the attention of a colleague's wife. So, whatever tension was there
from Shaun felt doubled because of all the turmoil Wallace was
projecting from his fantasies—no matter how tame.

When they approach the house Dr. Crick and
his wife, Nancy, are waiting at the door to greet them.

“Wallace, I'm delighted to see you,” the dean
says, with his usual abundance, sincere but comically cheerful.

“Yea, you, too!” Wallace says. He always
finds himself speaking with exclamation points around Dr. Crick.
The dean's exuberance is the kind that forces itself on everyone
around him, at least until everyone grows tired of it, which
happens quickly.

“Charlotte, you look lovely.”

“Thank you.”

“Nancy, did you have a nice Summer?” Wallace
asks Mrs. Crick, after leaning into kiss her cheek.

“Yes, it's come and gone already, I
suppose.”

Wallace nods as he scans the periphery for
Marie.

“This is the the sitting room. There are
drinks and hors d'oeuvres,” Nancy says, leading them with an
experienced hostess' wave of the arm through the entry way.

At first, all Wallace can see is her legs,
crossed and elegant in black stockings. But as they cross the
threshold, her whole body opens up into her face. She is smiling,
and he sees her—all of her—for the first time since last spring. He
can't help but stutter a step, taken aback by her beauty, more
beautiful than he remembers, more beautiful than ever in her little
black dress.

Greetings are summarily exchanged, drinks are
handed out, and it is all a nod, a 'yes', and a blur, until she
rises from her seat and approaches Charlotte. He catches a whiff of
her scent as she passes and it is as soft and subtle as her step.
Charlotte walks with the heels of her feet and sounds like a
clydesdale on a cobblestone street. Marie, on the other hand, must
step with her toes, like a dancer moving across a stage. You can
hardly hear her move, but when she does, she has the room's
undivided attention.

After she says a few things to
Charlotte—indistinguishable exchanges—Wallace stands in the fog of
his adoration, but is shaken by the sound of Shaun's voice.

“How was your summer, Wallace? Did you and
Charlotte make it to her parents' summer house for some R&R?”
he asks.

“Yea, we spent a couple weeks there. It was
nice—a quiet break.”

“Boring,” Charlotte interjects. “It was so
boring, and unbelievably quiet there at night. It got to be
downright disturbing by the end.”

“Well, I got some good reading done at
least,” Wallace says, trying hard not to visibly show how annoyed
he is with Charlotte. Who just blurts out, 'Boring' like that? Is
she fourteen years old?

“Are you ready for your new class?” Shaun
asks.

“Yea, I just printed the syllabus today.”

“What new class?” Marie asks. She is looking
at Wallace now and he can feel it, though he is consciously trying
not to catch her gaze.

“I'm teaching a class that I'm calling, 'The
Technological Revolution.'”

“Oh, interesting,” she says, and it wasn't a
throw away comment. He could tell that she was genuinely
interested.

“Yea, the class was filled the first day of
registration. It was incredible,” Wallace says.

“Oh, they were just intrigued by its newness.
It'll probably thin out after the first week,” Shaun responds.

And so Shaun and Wallace are back to their
familiar posture—tense.

Shaun takes a large gulp of his drink. Marie
looks over at him as if to ask how much he he's been drinking. He
doesn't notice her.

He doesn't notice her.

 


Wallace's first day on campus last August got
off to a bad start. He had some trouble finding his way around and
must have spent a good thirty minutes looking for the history
building, Independence Hall, before he realized that he didn't know
the campus as well as he had previously thought. He thought he had
given himself plenty of time before he left home, but now he had a
class in less than twenty minutes, and he was starting to panic.
Earlier on his tours of campus, he always had someone with him and
he felt that he was learning where things were, but now that he was
alone he realized he had lost his bearings.

“You lost?”

It was Marie. She looked quite different then
she had at the fall party, wearing jeans and a tight, white
t-shirt. She was radiant, as the summer light—the most golden of
golds—was shining on her through the spaces in the rich foliage
above. She was sitting at the roots of a giant oak, holding a book,
waiting for him to respond.

“It's Marie,” she said, rising, holding her
hand out as a re-introduction. “We met at Dr. Crick's party.”

“Right. No, I know. I'm sorry. I've only been
to campus a few times, and it is my first time trying to find my
way around on my own, and I know the history building is here
somewhere, but...”

“You've found it,” she smiled, “follow me.
I'm actually on my way to your office,” she said, causing Wallace
to do a double take.

“You're on your way to my office?”

“Yea,” she said, having seen his surprise,
“No one told you?”

“No one told me what?”

“You and Shaun are sharing an
office—temporarily. The renovations on the new offices are woefully
behind schedule.”

“Is that such a great idea? Shaun and I
didn't seem to hit it off very well the other night.”

“No, Shaun has a bad habit of not
hitting if off with people.”

“He's not happy with me being here, is
he?”

“No, but he has been swamped for the past
five years. All he did was complain about his course load. Now,
with you here, he will have less classes, more time for research,
and more personal time, and he's still complaining.

“Shaun is very territorial," she continued,
"and, you know, I'm yet to meet an academic who isn't competitive
with their colleagues.”

“Right.”

“He'll be over it in a week or two, I'm
sure,” she said, as they walked into Independence Hall. “So, are
you nervous about the first day of classes?”

“Yea, I mean, it's not as if I haven't taught
these classes before. I have. But it's always strange coming to a
new school. You never quite know what to expect. Still, though,
once I'm in the classroom, and there's nothing between me and the
students but the material, then I know I'll feel right at
home.”

“Good,” she said, looking at him, smiling.
“Here we are. This is it.”

As they stand at the threshold of Wallace's
new office, Shaun turns to look at them.

“Wallace, it looks like you're in my office
temporarily.”

“That's what I hear,” Wallace said.

Shaun looks at Marie strangely, and Wallace
know she's going to have to explain how it was that they walked in
together. It's not hard to interpret the glare of an intensely
jealous man.

“Just move these boxes...,” Shaun began to
say, pointing at some boxes that were piled up on Wallace's
desk.

“Shaun. How rude,” Marie said, moving into
the office. “I'll help you with these boxes, Wallace.”

“Marie,” Shaun said, abruptly, clearly
irritated.

“It's alright,” Wallace said, entering the
office behind her, realizing quickly that this office was going to
be cramped for two people but was downright intimate with three.
“It's no problem. I can get these out of the way,” he said, laying
his briefcase flat on top of one of the boxes. He was standing
right next to Marie and when he turned away from the desk they were
face to face, attached by a thin tuft of air floating between them.
They were suddenly stuck in the muck of one of those surprised
stares, a stare that one doesn't expect but is pleasantly happy to
hold tight to, and it was then, in that startled second of a stare,
that he knew he'd love her.

“Let's go, Marie,” Shaun said, leaving the
office.

“I'm sorry,” she mouthed to Wallace as she
followed Shaun out the door.

Wallace just stood there, alone in his new
office, wondering what it was that just happened between he and
Marie.

 


The dinner party has moved to the tour
portion of the evening. Mrs. Crick is showing everyone around their
new, sprawling Victorian throwback with her arms gliding here and
there like some game show hostess, and the tour is made all the
more dull by the Cricks' insane attention to detail. They ramble on
and on about this portrait painting, this daguerrotype, this
antique Victorian trinket.

“My heels are killing me,” Charlotte says as
she grabs Wallace's arm to hang on for a second of relief. He
checks his watch. It took just under an hour for her to whine about
her shoes. That may be a personal record.

Marie is walking just ahead of them, and
Wallace is hypnotically following each swing of her hips. He
certainly hasn't made much of an attempt to suppress his staring,
though he is sure the indiscretion has gone unnoticed.

Marie turns to Charlotte and Wallace and
raises her eyebrows, clearly expressing her frustration with what
already seems like a never-ending tour.

“This is the upstairs bathroom. You can see
from the décor that our last visit to the Victoria and Albert
Museum was...”

Wallace is waiting for Nancy Crick to stop
talking and move on down the hall so that he can take full
advantage of the first bathroom of the tour. When she finishes
talking about the Victorian style hardware of the sink, she finally
begins to move the group down the seemingly endless hallway.

Wallace turns to Charlotte, “You go ahead. I
have to use the bathroom.”

“But what about...?”

“I'll just be a second. I'll catch up,” he
says, ducking into the bathroom. He takes a minute to just stand
there, looking at himself in the mirror, staring into his own eyes,
'Get yourself together. Do something about it. Say something.' He
knows that he has to say something—even if obliquely—to her,
something to give her even the faintest idea of his attraction.

 


At the end of the spring semester last year
he had decided that he would have to say something to her before
the summer break. He couldn't bear the thought of not seeing her
until the fall. A whole summer without Marie? The thought alone was
agonizing.

So, he stayed up most the night, every night
for almost a week, trying to think of the perfect words to use,
imagining each possible exchange, writing mental monologues,
rehearsing each conceivable scene in his imagination.

By the morning of the last day of the
semester he had too many opening lines, more plans of attack, then
he knew what to do with. He knew that this day would have to be the
day to confront her, but he didn't know what would come out of his
mouth when he spoke. Still, he couldn't allow silence to be the
sacrifice for perfection. There was no time for making it perfect,
no time for getting it right, only time for getting it done.

He would tell her that not a moment goes by
when he isn't thinking about her, that she is always in the
periphery of his thoughts—no matter what he is doing. That he often
hangs around campus all day some days in the hope that he might
catch a glimpse of her. That he often feigns interest in what Shaun
is doing, finding reasons to visit Shaun's office, just to erase a
degree of their separation, to see her as often as possible without
raising the specter of suspicion, but now he was done worrying
about raising suspicions. He didn't care who knew anymore.

But when he got to campus—a spring in his
step, his back straight with bravado, the late May sun warming his
face—he saw Shaun walking toward him in the parking lot.

“Wallace. Today's the day,” Shaun said,
smiling at him.

“So, you're done then?”

“Yep. Just wrapped up my last final.”

“Where are you off to now?”

“I'm off to meet Marie at her parents' place
in Virginia, and then were going down to Hilton Head for a much
needed break.”

“Marie's in Virginia?”

“Yea, she left Wednesday,” he said, and the
casualness of the comment could hardly match the impact of its
punch. “Are you and Charlotte getting away this summer?”

Wallace didn't answer, couldn't answer. He
was sick inside, sunk and nauseous.

“Wallace?”

“Sorry, what?”

“What are you and Charlotte doing this
summer?”

“Oh, sorry,” Wallace said, trying hard to
suppress his anguish, “We'll probably be in town for a little
while. I still have to teach that New Deal course for you, but
after that we might spend a few weeks at Charlotte's parents'
summer place.”

“That sounds good,” Shaun said, approaching
Wallace, holding out his hand, “Well, have a great summer.”

“I will.”

As he watched Shaun walk away, he watched all
his hope for the summer disappear.

And the summer was three long months full of
wanting, waiting.

 


Marie is standing in the hall, looking at one
of the Crick's many portrait paintings. She is the only one left
from the tour. Everyone else has moved on to another part of the
house, leaving Wallace alone with Marie. This is the first time
they have been alone together like this for months now, and he has
been waiting for this moment since the spring.

She turns toward him, sees him, smiles.
“Wallace.”

“Marie?”

“I wanted to ask you something,” she says,
softly, almost as if she is sharing a secret. His heart is racing
as she steps closer, “I hope I'm not being too forward,
but...,”

Now his mouth is dry, and he is
hyper-conscious of his facial expression, desperately trying to
hold away any ecstatic expressions or out-of-character contortions
that might resemble an abundance of joy. His aim is for a face full
of deadpan.

Only a moment passes, and yet he travels—with
secrets of eyes, silences of stares—every inch of her body, and
compiles small portraits, building them into panoramas of her
beauty. To him, she is the picture of perfection, the apex of his
life's sexual attraction. She fits so perfectly into the shape of
physical beauty that fills the mold of his ideal woman, and he
didn't even know the shape until she shared it with him. And even
though she is perfect physically, she also exudes a clarity of
intellect, a mindfulness of her surroundings, a self-awareness that
he has found lacking in Charlotte.

“...I was wondering if I could sit in on your
new class.”

“Yea, sure,” he says, trying hard not to
reveal his elation. “Absolutely. I'd love to have you.”

“You won't even know I'm there. I'll hide in
the back.”

“Oh, no. Don't do that. It will be nice to
see a familiar face.”

“I appreciate that. Thanks,” she says,
looking down now, almost shyly, dragging the toe of her shoe back
and forth across the hardwood floor. “I'll get in touch with you in
the next couple of days for the details.”

“Perfect,” he says.

There is another quiet moment passing, and
though the exchange hadn't quite gone the way he had imagined it
might, the prospects are even better—a semester with Marie. It was
almost as close to what he had been dreaming up all summer
long.

And now there is this strange, long—getting
longer—silence between them.

“What do you think of this place?” he asks,
looking up and down the Cricks' seemingly endless hallway. She is
staring him in the eyes now, and he wonders if her heart is racing
the way his is racing. He so badly wants to touch her, put his arms
around her body. He instinctively moves his hand toward her, but
retreats, places it back into his pants' pocket.

“Oh. It is... Well... It suits them,” she
says.

“It does, doesn't it.”

They start down the hallway together. Wallace
is moving slowly so as to prolong this private space they share
before they have to rejoin the group, report back to their
respective camps, become almost strangers again. It is hard for
Wallace to know if she is moving slowly because she wants to spend
more time near him, like he is with her, or if she is just trying
to get out of the remainder of the Cricks' tour.

“Did you have a good summer?” he asks.

“Yea, it was alright,” she says, shrugging
her shoulders, “You?”

“No, it was terrible.”

“That's too bad,” she says, looking at him
with interested eyes. “Why? Anything happen?”

“Nothing happened. That's the problem. I
suppose I had hoped for something different, something more,” he
says, turning to her, “Maybe I expect too much.”

“Yea, I'm the same way. I thought getting
away would be a good thing, just what I needed, but Shaun...,” she
says, stopping in mid-sentence. “There they are.”

The rest of the group is just ahead, and the
dean's voice has shattered their private bubble. Wallace
desperately wants to say something to her but feels all the
insecurities of a fourteen-year-old boy asking a girl out for the
first time, not wanting to ruin this new and uncertain future that
she has just given him, thankful for the upcoming weeks of watching
her during lectures, which will clearly grow into further daydreams
and endless late night obsessions, fantasies that keep his days
moving, movies of memories to put him to sleep at night.

He smiles to himself, and looks to her one
last time as they seamlessly absorb back into the group. She smiles
back.

The pent up energy in him, the sheer joy,
feels about to scream out, but he suppresses it, coughs to control
the certainty of his own happy laughter.

“What took you so long?” Charlotte asks.

“Can you blame me for dawdling? It's not as
if I missed anything—did I?”

“Oh, you missed plenty. Did you know that
Prince Albert's favorite horse was...,” she starts to say, but he
tunes her out, looks over at Shaun and Marie. Shaun is pretty
obviously drunk already, and Marie is trying to whisper something
to him. He's guessing she is attempting to get him to surrender his
drink to her.

“... Did you know that?”

Wallace laughs, assuming he's supposed to.
“No, I had no idea.”

“Well, I do. Now.”

Mrs. Crick is gesturing to her husband to
wrap it up by none too subtly pointing to her watch. And she looks
as though she may be giving Shaun a run for his money in the drink
department.

“It looks like were running a little late,
and dinner is waiting for us in the Dining Room. So, if you'll
follow me,” the dean says.

The sigh of relief is audible as everyone
files into the dining room. Charlotte and Wallace hang back for a
second.

“What were you and Marie talking about?”

“She was asking about the class, the new
technology course.”

“I think she has a thing for you, ya
know.”

“No. She and Shaun are very close. You're
just imagining things.”

“Shaun's a drunk.”

“Charlotte, come on.”

“It's true. He looks absolutely miserable,
and every time I look at her, she's looking at you.”

“How many drinks have you had?” he
asks, trying to change the direction of the conversation.

“Not enough.”

“Well, I don't think you have anything to
worry about with Marie,” he says, hoping that might put an end to
her speculation, though it is hard for him to hide his excitement
at hearing Charlotte's suspicion. Could it be true? Could she
possibly be as attracted to him as he is to her? It is true that he
often catches her looking at him, but he always worried it was
because she suspected that he was looking at her.

As Wallace guides Charlotte into the dining
room, he notices that he is slated to sit between Charlotte and
Marie. This is both good and bad. It is good because he will be
close to Marie, but at the same time he will constantly be afraid
of possibly inciting Charlotte's suspicions.

He slides the chair under Charlotte as she
goes to sit, and then grabs his own seat. He looks over at Shaun,
who somehow managed to absorb another drink, and seems on the verge
of nodding off, or just plain falling over. Marie is trying her
best to engage him in conversation—keep him alert.

“Wallace,” Shaun says, enunciating too
carefully, speaking too loudly.

“Yea?”

“Did you enjoy teaching my New Deal class
this summer?”

“Yea, It was good. It was a different
experience, teaching an online class. The dynamic is different
without traditional lectures and the normal classroom back and
forth with the students. I still don't think the students get as
much from online classes, but maybe I don't give them enough
credit. Besides, you do a much better job of teaching the New Deal
than I do.”

“There's no question about that,” Shaun
shoots back, a little too loudly.

“Shaun!” Charlotte says, her hand on his arm,
imploring him to not act out. It is clear that she is terrified
that he is about to embarrass them both.

“Marie is informing me with her tone that I
am being rude. So, if you'll excuse me,” Shaun says as he rises
from the table and essentially throws his napkin on the table, and
it is hard to read for sure who it is he is most frustrated
with.

The rest of the table, who had hardly taken
notice of their conversation up to that point, has now directed
their full attention on Shaun.

Marie also stands, “Shaun, what are you
doing?” she says, trying discreetly to whisper so that only he can
hear.

“The bathroom, Marie. I'm doing the bathroom,
dear,” he says, moving with clumsy deliberateness out of the
room.

Marie slowly sits back down, clearly
searching for words—any words—that may excuse her husband's
behavior, but she just grabs her napkin, lays it on her lap, her
head tilted down in the silence of someone who has grown quietly
accustomed to this kind of shaming.

As they sit, and the salad is served, Wallace
tries not to make Marie and Shaun's business his business, he tries
hard to ignore her excessive sniffing, her hands rising every so
often to wipe away any traces of tears. He tries hard not to call
attention to her, to embarrass her further, or to comfort her, even
discreetly, out of fear of Charlotte getting the wrong
impression.

But as the minutes pass, and Shaun's absence
becomes more and more glaring, Wallace turns to Marie.

“Would you like me to go check on him?”

“I'll go,” Charlotte interrupts, “I need to
visit the washroom anyway.”

“Thank you, Charlotte,” Marie says as
Charlotte excuses herself and leaves the room, her heels clacking
across the unforgiving floors.

“It's alright, Marie,” Wallace says, not
having anything less facile to say.

“No, it's not,” she says, looking at him,
“and it hasn't been alright for awhile now.”

“What?” He furrows his brow in mock concern,
“I'm sorry to hear that.”

“Are you?” she whispers.

He turns to look at her, surprised by her
bluntness, and her eyes are wet with sadness, but stern and
serious.

“Yes, I am,” he looks at her with as much
dismay as he can muster, “I'm sorry to see Shaun in the state he's
in. I'm sorry to see you in the position to have to deal with
someone in such a state. Of course, I am. Why wouldn't I be?”

“No, I know. I'm sorry,” she says, looking
truly apologetic. “He just gets me... I apologize. I shouldn't have
said that.”

Wallace turns back to his salad, picks at it,
through it, all but eating it. One minute passes, and then another
as slowly as the last and the conversation around the table
continues unabated, with not a single mention of Shaun or his
outburst, though the awkwardness has sat firmly in between Wallace
and Marie for the moment, their last exchange still taking up space
in the air around them.

Dr. and Mrs. Crick have begun talking about
their summer in England again, and there is a quiet, but clearly
shared, acknowledgement around the table that they are all in for a
long night.

Just as Wallace realizes that there is no
more picking to do at his salad, and that he may be forced, much
like the others, to pretend to be interested in the Cricks'
journeys, Charlotte's heels are faintly heard making their way back
to the dining room. Her quiet clicks turn into clacks as she gets
nearer, until she eventually stomps her way back to the dining
room.

She looks alarmed.

She sits and turns toward Wallace and Marie,
leaning in to whisper, “He's gone.”

“What do you mean he's gone?” Marie asks,
frustration in her voice. She is clearly tired, tired of taking
responsibility for someone else's problems, tired of being left to
explain the unexplainable behaviors of a drunk.

“He left,” Charlotte says. “I checked the
bathrooms, all five of them, which was quite an adventure in
itself. He wasn't anywhere in the house. So, I went outside to
check for your car and it was gone.”

“No,” Wallace says, “he shouldn't be driving
in his condition.”

“Nothing he does surprises me anymore.”

“Well, what do we do now?” Charlotte
asks.

“Finish the dinner, I guess, and then find an
excuse to duck out as soon as we can,” Wallace says.

“So, you can give me a ride home?”

“Of course,” Wallace says.

“Wallace,” Dr. Crick says, stealing away
their attention, “I hear your new course has garnered a lot of
attention for the department.”

“Yes, well, it certainly seems like a much
sought after class. I've expanded the class size three times now to
accommodate demand. I've settled on a maximum of 160 students.”

“My goodness,” Mrs. Cricks says, her hand to
her chest, and it's hard to tell if she is astonished by the class
size or offended by it.

“That is a lot. I don't think our survey
courses get that many students, do they Douglas?” Dr. Crick
asks.

“No, sir. They max out at 120. That has a lot
to do with our limited facilities, though,” Douglas says. He is an
assistant professor who teaches a good bit of the survey classes
for the history department.

“Yes, well, I was happy to oblige your
request to have the class moved, but do you think Milton Hall's
auditorium might be overkill?” Crick asks.

“No, sir. I've visited the room, and I think
it will do fine. It is a big room, though. I haven't tested the
audio system, yet, but I plan to do that tomorrow. And if, during a
lecture, something goes wrong with the audio system, I will quickly
yell myself quiet, I suppose,” This is greeted with quiet, polite
laughter.

“Indeed,” Dr. Crick says. He has always had a
habit of saying things that most people could only say ironically,
and yet his stiffness is utterly sincere.

The salads are being shuffled away and are
replaced with dinner: Salmon, Rice Pilaf, and Asparagus. This is a
staple at almost every event catered by the university. There is a
lot of noise as plates are shuffled, and ice chatters into drink
glasses. Then the table meanders back toward quietness as the
catering staff shuffles out of the room, and the guests begin to
eat.

But as the voices rise and fall again,
Wallace finds that he can easily operate on a sort of social
auto-pilot, quietly responding when directly addressed in the flow
of conversational traffic, nodding thoughtfully when careful
listening is expected, laughing where laughter is heard, generally
not speaking unless spoken to, and even then with an efficiency of
words.

Mostly things feel as though they are going
well, and though everyone clearly knows that Shaun is inexplicably
absent, no one will say anything. Most of the conversation feels
cordial in the way you might expect when casual workmates are
forced to come together. There are a few tense exchanges and, as
always, they come from the 19th century European
professor, James McNeil, who genuinely seems to revel any
opportunity to provoke Dr. Crick.

“Don't you think she seriously considered
letting the monarchy fail?” McNeil says.

“No, absolutely not. She was in mourning,”
Dr. Crick says.

“But even you would agree she had essentially
abdicated the throne in her absence. The monarchy had become a
clownish exercise in tradition for tradition's sake, and the
Parliament knew it.”

“Oh, for Heaven's sake, James, please,” Dr.
Crick says, as Mrs. Crick had gripped tight to her husband's
forearm, and was in a full-on gasp since McNeil uttered the word
'clownish', almost to the point of looking downright faint.

Outside of a few strands of these
conversational distractions, Wallace can't help but walk himself
back to when Marie asked if he were really upset about her and
Shaun's problems. When she looked at him and whispered, 'Are you?'
she was so deadly serious and yet he couldn't quite decipher her
exact meaning. Did she mean to accuse him of not caring? And what
does this accusation mean? Does she mean to imply that he wishes
Shaun ill-will? Does she mean to allude to Wallace's feelings for
her? Does she know?

Of course, it could have been less accusatory
than he imagined. Perhaps, she was expressing hopefulness, as if to
say, 'Are you sorry to hear things aren't going well for us? I hope
you are. Shaun needs your support and friendship now more than
ever.' Perhaps, she is reaching out to Wallace not so much out of a
romantic interest, as Charlotte suspects, but as an ally in helping
Shaun through his issues with alcohol.

As dinner is being cleared away and summarily
replaced by dessert, Wallace has still been completely unaware of
any mention of Shaun or his absence. Wallace wonders how many
members of the faculty know about Shaun's drinking problem, and if
they do, how much his behavior this evening could further
complicate his problem?

“We need to come up with an excuse if we're
going to get out of here after dessert, or else were going to get
stuck in the sitting room again,” Charlotte whispers, leaning
across Wallace, so that only he and Marie can hear her.

Wallace checks his watch, “It's nearly nine
o'clock. It's not late enough to use an 'It's late,' excuse, but
too late to use the 'We have tickets to this or that' excuse. So,
were just going to have to be vague.”

“Vague. What do you mean?” Charlotte
asks.

“Dr. Crick. Mrs. Crick. We hate to eat and
run, but I have an enormous amount of work to do before Monday. So,
if you would please excuse us,” Wallace says, rising from the
table, having hardly touched his dessert. Charlotte and Marie
follow his lead.

“Of course, Wallace,” Dr. Crick says, getting
up from the table, “Let me walk you out,” Mrs. Crick also starts to
get up from the table, but much more slowly and carefully, clearly
inebriated.

As they head through the sitting room to the
foyer, Marie turns to Dr. Crick, “The house is beautiful. Thank you
so much for the tour.”

“Yes, it is beautifully decorated,” Charlotte
says.

“Thank you. We're very pleased with how it's
turned out,” Mrs. Crick says from behind them.

“And we must have you over again—before next
fall,” Dr. Crick says as they reach the front door.

“Absolutely. I look forward to it,” Wallace
says as he shakes Dr. Crick's hand, but as he goes to let go, the
dean squeezes and leans toward Wallace in an attempt at exercising
discretion, “Can I have a private word with you before you go?”

“Sure. Yea,” Wallace says, handing the keys
of the car to Charlotte as her and Marie make their way out the
door and down the brick walkway to the car. Wallace turns to the
dean, even Mrs. Crick has stumbled off somewhere, and now they are
all alone in the foyer, the evening breezes rolling in through the
still open front door.

“You and Shaun are pretty close, wouldn't you
say?”

“I wouldn't say that we're friends, but as
far as colleagues are concerned, I would say that we are relatively
close, yes.”

“Please do have a talk with him. He's really
walking a tightrope right now and the department certainly can not
allow this behavior to continue without consequence. He's become so
unpredictable. I hoped that he would return from the break a
changed man, but it doesn't appear that he has changed at all.

“Still, I think you understand that we need
to be discreet but firm. Shaun has a problem, and these things
should be dealt with clearly but with a delicate touch. Wouldn't
you agree?”

“Yea, I do, and I'll have a talk with him
about it."

“I would appreciate that, Wallace.”

They shake hands again and Wallace steps into
that cool, balmy air of late August and looks over to his car.
Marie is looking out the back seat window at him, and his heart
jumps at the sight of her sitting in his car, but as he moves
toward the car it occurs to him that his life, all of a sudden, has
become quite a bit more complicated after such a quiet, calm
summer.

The air in the car is too sweet with
Charlotte and Marie's competing scents, soap and perfume, desire
and jealousy. As he backs out of the Cricks' long driveway, he can
feel the tension that has been building in the car, and he waits
for the heavy silence to be broken.

“So, what did he want?” Charlotte asks, and
it was clear that Crick was not discreet enough.

“Dr. Crick?”

“Oh, god,” Marie says, sighing.

“Don't be coy, Wally. What did he want?”

“He wanted to talk to me about Shaun.”

“About his drinking?” Marie asks.

“Yea.”

“Did he seem angry about tonight?” Marie
asks.

“No, I wouldn't say that. He didn't even
mention tonight specifically, but he did lead me to believe that he
was giving me an opportunity to get through to him before the
department had to step in.”

“Great. He's going to lose his job,” Marie
says, clearly upset.

“No, No. He has tenure. As long as he doesn't
give them a reason to let him go, something more classroom related,
he'll be fine. Shaun's student eval's are all still good, and as
long as that continues, he might as well be untouchable.”

“So, you're going to talk with him?”
Charlotte asks.

“I'm not sure that's such a good idea. I
already get the impression that he still thinks I am trying to
hijack his course load. It could turn out to be a 'blame the
messenger' situation. I can see him thinking that I'm behind this
somehow. What do you think, Marie?” he looks at her in the rearview
mirror, her eyes sparkling with either tears, or just the wet
reflection from the night's lights.

“I think telling him that Crick pulled you
aside and asked you to talk to him will be enough of a talk for
Shaun, but I'm not real sure that anything will get through to him
at this point,” she says, and you can hear the weariness in her
voice.

Wallace can feel the pull of Charlotte's
curiosity. He knows she is dying to delve deeper into Shaun and
Marie's personal life.

“What's happened? What's changed over
the...?”

“Charlotte,” he says, shaking his head.
Charlotte seems to get the point, if not a little hurt by his soft
rebuke.

Some silence follows as they approach Shaun
and Marie's house, but the silence is quickly broken when they
don't see a car in the driveway, or any lights on in the house.

“Where's the car?” Charlotte asks.

“I don't know. He's obviously not here.”

“Well, what do you want to do?” Wallace
asks.

“I suppose I'll just wait for him to get
back.”

Charlotte looks at Wallace, “You both should
go look for him.”

“You think?” he asks.

“Yea, why don't you drop me at home and help
her find him. He really shouldn't be out in his condition.”

“Do you have any idea where he might be,
Marie?” he asks, looking at her again in the rearview mirror. She
is staring at Charlotte.

“Yea, I have a few ideas.”

“OK, well, let's do that then,” Wallace
says.

Wallace can't help but wonder about
Charlotte's gesture. After what she said earlier about Marie being
interested in him, she is either being masochistic or is exhibiting
a good deal of faith in Wallace, a faith he is afraid he doesn't
deserve. Either way, it is a nice gesture, seeming to be made out
of genuine concern for Shaun and Marie.

Overall, Charlotte has always been a good
person, and Wallace has been too hard on her lately. It is very
difficult when you desire a woman, other than the woman that you
are with, who is essentially an empty vessel. You can reflect all
your hopes and desires onto her, and she becomes a near perfect
woman, and you inevitably hold that mirror of perfection up against
the woman you're with, and it magnifies all her imperfections, all
that she is lacking, all her faults become more and more glaring.
Then disdain begins to foment and grow, and eventually the disdain
creeps into disgust. And disgust is where Wallace has travelled
with Charlotte over the past several months.

He wonders if he could ever get Charlotte
back, if he might ever be able to see her the way he used to see
her. Will he ever adore her again? Worse than that, more dire than
that, is the question he's spent the entire summer asking himself:
Does he still love her at all?

Luckily, Wallace and Charlotte's house is
only a few city blocks away from Shaun and Marie's. Wallace pulls
into his driveway and hits the button for the garage, notices the
tension that comes from a lengthy quietness. It has been completely
silent since they left Shaun and Marie's house.

They wait for Charlotte's move.

Charlotte turns and leans in to kiss Wallace.
She kisses him slightly longer, and softer than their routine
goodbye kiss, and turns to get out of the car.

“Let me walk you in,” Wallace says, opening
his car door.

Charlotte leans back into the doorway, “No,
I'm fine. Marie, why don't you come up and take my seat?”

“OK,” Marie says, as she exits the car and
circles around the back. Both of the woman are now outside his
visual field, and he wonders how Charlotte's eyes are directed at
Marie. Are there messages being sent, suspicions being aired out
through looks or countenance?

Marie slowly sinks into the seat and swings
those sweet, long legs into the car with one easy, flowing motion
like a wave of dark water entering the car. He is trembling now
with the anticipation of the unknown, the closeness of her, the
proximity of her body to his, but he tries hard to focus on
Charlotte as her silhouette will soon be swallowed up behind the
garage door's descent. And as she looks back at them once more, he
senses her longing—longing to be desired the way he desires
Marie.

Or perhaps he was just imagining it.

 


Friday Night

When Charlotte is inside the house, and the
interior lights flicker on, Wallace suddenly wonders if he were an
outsider, and didn't know all the domestic minutiae of Charlotte's
behavior—her routine—could he idealize her? Maybe, she would
resemble the romantic myth that he has built around Marie. Maybe if
he were with Marie, and life had grown mundane and predictable—as
his life with Charlotte has become—and he ran into Charlotte on
campus, then she might have been a nice stand-in for what Marie is
now.

But as he turns to Marie, who is looking out
the passenger side window, her face softly glowing in the
fluorescence of the city's street lamps, Charlotte just dissolves
into that dark water that Marie has brought with her, and he
happily drinks it up.

“Where to?” he asks.

“Campus. I'm reasonably sure he'll be
there.”

“Why would he go there at this time of
night?”

“When he's mad at me, he usually goes to the
office. Sometimes he even sleeps there.”

“Have you tried calling him?”

“Yea, a couple of times, but he's not
answering.”

“Are you worried?”

“I've learned not to worry.”

“So, you think he's mad at you?”

“Yes, I do,” he takes it from her directness
that she doesn't want to elaborate. So, he drops it.

“You were looking at me tonight,” she says,
matter-of-factly.

“I was?”

“Wallace, come on.”

Wallace turns to look out the driver's side
window. He realizes that the moment he has been waiting for has
come to him. He didn't have to force anything to tell her about his
attraction. She's brought the moment to him, and the situation has
not been rehearsed or premeditated. It has happened organically,
perfectly.

“I was. I know I was. I'm sorry.”

“Don't be sorry. I've been looking, too," she
says, and then looks at Wallace. "That is why Shaun is mad, I
think. He has known since last year. That is why I left for
Virginia before the end of the spring semester. That is why Shaun
asked you to teach his class so that we could disappear together
for the summer. He knew how I felt about you, and so we tried to
get away. It was a last ditch effort, I guess, to try and get
something back that we had lost.

“For me, personally, I just needed to be away
from you. I knew my marriage couldn't survive what I was feeling
for you. I needed to be as far away from you as possible—had to
stop thinking about you. It wasn't healthy for my marriage, and it
wasn't healthy for me.”

Wallace pulls over to the side of the road,
“I haven't been able to think of anything but you since you've been
gone. All I thought about all summer was getting back to you. All
that mattered for me, all that was important, was seeing you
tonight, and what is, amazingly, happening right now.”

“I know,” she says, her eyes welling up.

“So, what do we do?”

“I don't know, but it's clear were not hiding
this very well. It's very difficult to be near you and not be with
you. So, when I'm near you, it's futile to pretend I'm
disinterested. My whole body demands your attention. It just can't
be helped. It's not something I feel I can control.”

“I know. It's not as if we can just turn it
off.”

“We shouldn't be expected to,” she says,
leaning the side of her head against the headrest—a tilt of a look
that is the first time she's allowed herself to look at him with
those eyes, those I'm-allowing-myself-to-really-look-at-you
eyes.

“But if were around one another, I can't...
We can't just avoid each other. That's the last thing I want. I
couldn't handle that—not being able to see you.”

“Oh, Wallace. Life was so much easier before
you.”

“Yes, it was.”

They're both leaning back now. There is an
exhalation in the car, a passion that they are both trying
desperately to suppress is coming undone. There is a series of
audible sighs passed between them. They both so badly want to
unleash the desire that has been bottled up for too long, but they
are both wary of crossing a line that can not be uncrossed.

“We need to talk more about this when we have
more time to work it out,” he says, “We have to get
together—harmlessly—and talk this through. See what happens.”

“What do you mean 'see what happens'?”

“I'm not sure what I mean. I'm trying to be
careful with my words but everything is coming out confused. I
guess I'm trying to say that these are emotions I've been living
with, and now, having them stare me in the face, and hearing your
reciprocity, is just so exhilarating,” he says, and his voice is
shaking. “I can't... Really, I'm just elated. But I don't want to
let this moment go by without us arranging something, a time we can
get together and talk about this before it drives us crazy.”

“Maybe, we can get together soon—tomorrow.
For lunch? Can you get away?”

“Yea, Charlotte expects me to be busy all
weekend long with prep work.”

“Good.”

“But where will we go? Almost everywhere we
could go in town runs the risk of us running into someone we know,
or someone who knows us.”

“We'll have to go out of town.”

Wallace turns away, realizing that they are
crossing that line. “God, is this how a string of dishonesty begins
to unravel?”

“But were being dishonest with ourselves if
we don't work this out. This isn't just some itch. This isn't just
some, 'Oh, I find my husband's co-worker attractive.' This is real.
What I have is verging on obsession. I've never felt this strongly
about anyone before—not even Shaun.”

“God, if only you knew. I've driven by your
house almost every day, several times a day, most of last year,
trying to catch a glimpse of you.”

“Yea? Well, I've gone on many long walks,
circling the block around your house hoping to see you drive by,
hoping to see you outside in your yard, or through your windows.
There was that one day last winter when you were out shoveling snow
and we talked...”

“I remember.”

“I cried on the way home. I so badly didn't
want to go back to Shaun. I wanted to know what it would be like to
come home to you.”

“Marie, I'm so happy right now. And yet the
guilt and the complications make everything feel less free than it
should feel. If we were free then this would be perfect,
effortless.”

“I know,” she says, turning back toward the
passenger side window, “Things aren't ever easy anymore.” She turns
back to him, “We should go. We should go to campus.”

“OK,” Wallace says, though he wants to just
sit there with her a little longer, look at her, touch her, “Wait.
I can't. I have to...,” he doesn't even get the words out before
they're kissing, and it's happened so fast. He's not even sure who
kissed who first.

His hand is gripped against her hip, as if he
were holding tight before a fall. Eventually, he finds his way to
her thigh and after several minutes of sharing a kiss so hungry, so
fast and breathless that it verges on delirium, he has a hand up
her skirt. She has his belt unbuckled and her hand is down the
front of his pants, and if they hadn't felt the jolt of the car as
it hit the curb, they may have gone all the way—gone.

But when they look up, Wallace realizes that
the car had been in neutral. The parking brake wasn't on, and as
they began to kiss, his foot had eased further and further off the
brake until the car had drifted forty or fifty feet down the
street, hitting a curb on the opposite side of the road, riding up
a few feet over the curb, only about six feet from an SUV that they
very nearly hit.

“Christ,” he says.

“We just need to get to campus,” Marie says,
trying hard to compose herself, straightening her body in her seat,
pulling the hem of her skirt back to her knees. But the femininity
embodied in that singular gesture does nothing if not make him want
her more.

But he takes a breath and tries to tuck his
shirt into his pants, adjusts all evidence of his arousal, buckles
his belt, and crawls the car off the curb, back onto the street and
toward campus.

“Well, we've done it now,” he says.

“Yes, we have.”

“How do you feel?”

“I feel everything right now—dizzy, happy,
guilty.”

“It's wonderful, isn't it?”

“It is pretty wonderful, actually,” she says,
looking over at him, a smile stretched over her face.

Then they both laugh real laughter, the kind
that you wouldn't dare try to suppress.

“I haven't felt this good since, well, ever.
I don't think I've ever felt this good,” he says.

“Me, either,” she says, but then her smile
changes as their laughter dims to silence, “God, Wallace, what are
we doing?”

“I think we're falling in love.”

“You're right. All these emotions we've been
feeling, suppressing, they're all expressing themselves now—right
now.”

“All I'm going to be able to think about
tonight is when I'll see you again.”

“I know. It's going to be so hard for me to
get any sleep tonight.”

“Where can we meet tomorrow?”

“Why don't we meet in Monroe, by the high
school. There is a little café there, in the downtown area. You
know, the one with the little coffee cup sign.”

“Yea, I know that place.”

“We'll meet there for lunch," she says.
"You're sure you can get away?”

“Yea, absolutely. But it seems too long a
wait. I can hardly imagine going home tonight, crawling into bed
with Charlotte after....”

“God, don't even say it.”

“Sorry,” he says.

“We're on the precipice of something here,
something that feels bigger than us, something I don't think we can
control, or prepare for.”

“I think that's pretty clear. That's good,
though. I don't want to control it, anymore. I've been controlling
this thing for too long now. All I want is to let myself know what
it is to be with you.”

“I like that,” she says, and reaches out to
touch his thigh.

As they turn into the lot of Independence
Hall, the only other car in the lot is Shaun's, and as Wallace's
lights shine into Shaun's car it becomes clear why Marie wasn't
able to get ahold of him. He is face down on the steering wheel.
His car is running, and the headlights are still on.

“He's passed out,” Wallace says.

“You say that as if you're surprised.” She
opens the car door, “I'm going to try and wake him, persuade him to
move over to the passenger seat so that we might get home in one
piece.”

“Do you need my help?”

“No, this has, sadly, become a fairly regular
exercise for me.”

“No kidding?”

“No kidding.” She looks back at Wallace
again, “Tell me things will change.”

“Things will change.”

Marie swings her long legs out of the car,
but turns back to look at Wallace once more, “I want to remember
your face as it is right now. I want to take it home with me, look
at it while I'm trying to sleep tonight.”

“This isn't going to be easy, is it?”

“No, it's not.”

He reaches over and touches the small of her
back, “I won't stop thinking of you until I see you again, until
tomorrow.”

“Until tomorrow,” she says and then she gets
out, “you should go now. I don't want him to wake up and see you
here. That wouldn't be good.”

“OK,” he says and then sits there for a
second just to watch her sway away, a progression of images for him
to carry into his sleep—if he sleeps at all.

He watches her open Shaun's car door, and as
he slowly pulls from the lot, he can see her, from the rearview
mirror, guiding him around their car into the passenger seat.
Confident that everything is alright, he heads back home.

 


Road leads to road, and as he gets one block
closer to home, he circles around, not quite ready to surrender the
electricity in the car. He can still smell Marie, see her face in
his periphery, taste her kiss in his mouth.

Wallace looks in the mirror. It is too dark
to see if he has any traces of Marie's lipstick around his mouth.
He worries Charlotte will notice something even if he doesn't. Will
she taste something different on his lips? Will she see the cheat
on his face?

It is not yet 11:00 pm, and Charlotte will
only now be preparing to go to bed. Even if it were later, she
would wait up for him. So, he goes around the block to a
convenience store. He parks the car, gets out, and stretches his
legs. He has been in the car now for well over an hour. The shock
of the bright florescent lights of the store knock him back a step.
He traverses the aisles and the product displays to arrive at the
bathroom. The stench of stale urine hits his face as he opens the
door. He approaches the mirror—a dirty thing that has been
thoroughly smudged and marred by scratches. He looks closely at his
face, still flush with desire, and sees the traces of her kiss on
his lips, around his mouth. He runs some warm water on his hands
and rubs it all away, sadly removing each physical reminder of her
kiss.

After he leaves the bathroom, he fills a cup
with decaf, just to neutralize any lingering evidence of her mouth
in his. And after he is relatively sure that he has done all he can
to eradicate the fear of Charlotte uncovering anything, he is back
in the car and driving home.

As he moves down the street toward his
garage, he is still not feeling quite ready to face Charlotte. He
worries that he might have a cat-who-ate-the-canary look on his
face. But there is no turning back now. He has already hit the
garage door button. So, he eases the car in, takes a couple deep
breaths, and waits for the garage door to shut him in.

The kitchen light is on, and Charlotte is by
the stove with a cup of tea in her hands. She is still dressed from
the party, minus the heels, which leads him to believe that she is
expecting sex. She knows how attracted he normally is to her on
these nights when she gets dressed up, and she is certainly still
looking good.

“Did you find him?”

“Yea, we drove around a couple of different
places and ended up finding him on campus, parked in the
Independence lot, passed out at the wheel. The car was still
running.”

“Wow, he's really lost it, hasn't he?”

“Yea, he's in pretty bad shape.”

“He's going to end up killing himself.”

“He'll lose his job before that.”

“You have to talk to him, Wally,” she
says.

She is the only person who has ever called
him Wally. When they first started dating it began as a tender,
private joke, but then it somehow stuck. And even though he
absolutely hates the sound of the word—the condescension that it
drips with—it is another instance where too much time has past for
him to try to kill it now.

“Outside of Marie, who else does he have?”
she asks.

“He has a family.”

“Yea, but don't they live in Virginia or
something. They probably have no idea what he's up to.”

“I'm definitely going to say something to
him. Besides, I told Crick that I would.”

“How was Marie?” she asks, looking into her
cup of tea.

“How do you mean?”

“What was her reaction to seeing him passed
out at the wheel?”

“She didn't seem at all surprised.”

“I'll bet she'll be leaving him soon. He
probably knows it, too. That's probably why he's in such rough
shape.”

“What would make you say that?”

“Their body language at the party. Their in a
completely different place then they were last year. They seemed
like they were in love when we first met them. Now, all I see is
contempt between them.”

“Really? Huh. I didn't notice that at all. I
just saw a drunk and a woman who wants him to stop drinking.”

“Well, whatever is going on, I think they're
in real trouble.”

“Maybe so,” he says, tapping his fingers on
the countertop, looking for a way out of the conversation. “I'll
have a talk with him next time I see him.”

“You're a good friend,” Charlotte says,
approaching him, wrapping her arms around his neck, “and a very
handsome man.”

She's definitely expecting sex. She leans
back now, holding the knot of his tie, and though he feels guilty
about the route he's taken to get here, he certainly can not deny
that he is aroused, but knows that he will only half be with
Charlotte—if that.

Marie feels burned into his skin now, every
single, solitary cell of it.

But for the moment his hands are on
Charlotte's hips, his lips on her lips. They both move with the
patient practice of old lovers, unconscious of clumsiness, stripped
of that self-awareness sex creates in the beginning of a
relationship. The practice of placing hands here and there is past.
They no longer search for clues on the other's body, no longer
listen for those softer vibrations, or new sensations.

And yet as he eases onto her, clutching her
thighs with his able hands, he might as well be pressing toward
Marie. His mind is decorated with her face. He finds himself trying
to rematerialize the ghost of her scent. For a second he wonders
what her pleasure sounds might mean to his ear, or how her breath
might feel on his face, or how her body might shudder or undulate
under his body.

And as he and Charlotte slowly rid
themselves—article by article—of clothes, he is somewhere entirely
different from their bed.

He is in a car about a block away, an hour or
so before now. His hand is up Marie's skirt and he is tasting the
newness of her mouth. And when he penetrates the foggy veil of this
fantasy and enters Charlotte, he returns to their bed, consciously
returns to Charlotte's body, not wanting to imagine sex with Marie,
not wanting to confuse the intensity of the fantasy for their first
time, desperately wanting to be fully present if there is a first
time—the real thing, eventually.

The sounds of lovemaking hang all around the
room, and as the final exhalations rise from a crescendo back to a
shush of stillness in the bed, Wallace and Charlotte turn and once
again occupy different countries. There is a moment where the
silence is so great that he realizes how solitary and quiet things
have become between them, and that it was a comfort that they
achieved only through years of practice.

There was a point when they were dating,
years ago, when they had crossed that line of not needing to
impress each other anymore. They were done working to convince the
other person to love them, but now they are in a much different
phase, a more comfortable phase, where life is easier, more
effortless, but boring as hell.

Charlotte turns to him, wraps her arm around
his chest and leans into his body, and he admires her lines, the
dip between her chest and hips, the sublimity of her legs. She has
always had beautiful legs and hips. She was a very beautiful woman
when they met—and young. She is still a beautiful woman, and he
knows he's been lucky to have her.

He loves Charlotte.

But he knows he's falling in love with
Marie.

And falling just means more. It means leaving
things behind.

“I love you, Wally.”

“I love you, too, baby.”

“You tired? You want to go to sleep?”

“Sure,” he says.

As they go through the almost mechanical
actions of preparing for bed, there is barely a word passed between
them. They change into pajamas. They brush their teeth, crawl into
bed, lean in for a kiss and a 'pleasant dreams', and turn to face
the night alone, both of them facing opposing sides of the
room.

Wallace lies still, preparing himself for
restlessness, wants to conceal his edginess from Charlotte, careful
not to disturb her descent into sleep. He counts the shadows of the
headlights that pass by their bedroom window, finds comfort in the
accompanying car's hum, something to break the solid weight of the
world's silence.

He begins at the start of the evening, seeing
her in the Cricks' sitting room, watching her rise to greet
Charlotte. He watches this moment unfold again and again in slow
motion, trying to get the moment right, trying to fully absorb the
gestures, the expressions of everyone around them. If Charlotte saw
something, if she picked up on Marie's attraction, then who else
might have? Marie said that Shaun knew. How? Were they really that
terrible, that unmindful, about hiding it? Could the people around
them possibly feel that attraction, sense it, see how closely they
orbit one another, leaving all other bodies standing still,
watching them move ever closer to one another?

At one point during dinner he felt his elbow
touch her bare arm, and he thought he saw her shiver a little. His
suit jacket robbed him of feeling the skin of her arm, and he
wonders what he would have felt... but he shivers anyway, now, just
thinking about it.

When she stopped him in the hallway to ask if
she could sit in on his class, when she waited for him there, he
remembers her bending her ankles this way and that, pivoting that
beautiful foot around with the heel of her shoe like some nervous
teenager, and he listens for her voice, but can't quite get a hold
of it. No matter how far he reaches, how tightly he grabs at the
words, they are never quite as clear and accurate as he would like
them to sound. He watches her face, measures the smile on the
miracle of her mouth, and it makes him smile, almost laugh out loud
with happiness, but he tries hard to keep still, to stay outwardly
calm.

And when she bites her lip, the nervous,
naked innocence of the moment, takes him back to the car again.
Sitting there looking directly into her eyes—far longer than anyone
but lovers could stand. He reaches out to touch her face with the
back part of his hand, the softest part, and her head tilts toward
the touch, wants all of it, pushes to feel the full weight of his
hand, to know the warmth and the texture of it against her face,
and she closes her eyes.

And he wonders how much of this he is sharing
with her right now? How much of these same moments is she running
over in her own wakefulness?

And as the time progresses, and the
headlights outside become rare to nonexistent, and the evening has
been combed over—moment by moment—over and over again, the haze of
his sleep makes the moments fall effortlessly into dreams, where
Wallace and Marie walk across campus together, hand and hand,
resting by that tree where they ran into each other that late
summer day a year ago. The day he was lost and she helped him right
himself. The day she helped him find himself.

And Shaun and Charlotte are nowhere to be
seen.

 


Saturday Morning

The sun wakes him with the wrath of its
August light. The smell of coffee is in the air, which means that
Charlotte has already awaken.

He lies in bed for a minute, full of the fog
of a night that started restless and somehow turned into a long,
restful sleep. He feels as though he may have slept too late, and
turns toward the clock.

8:24 a.m.

It certainly feels later than that, though it
is late enough. He had planned to get to campus by nine, and he is
already getting a late start on the day. He goes to sit up, facing
the day only two days before fall semester and...

Marie.

He remembers Marie like a reflection
revealing itself to him from the corner of his eye, and he can see
last night again, and a smile snakes around his face, and all the
tired twists of his body straighten up and he is suddenly ready and
eager for the day ahead.

He rises from bed and moves to the bathroom
to brush the night from his mouth, and the mirror shows a man that
is ready for new love, but not quite prepared for the confusion
that the other characters in this love story will inevitably
present.

But he doesn't want to think about the guilt.
He doesn't want confusion. He just wants the clarity of her face,
the knowledge of her body. He just wants to learn her all the way
through, from top to bottom, the beginnings and the ends of
her.

“You sound happy this morning,” Charlotte
says. He hadn't realized he was humming a song. “Did you sleep well
then?”

“Not any better or worse than usual, I
suppose.” He turns away from her to start the shower, and she walks
back down the hall.

'The usual,' he thinks. He is so sick of the
usual. It's just so...

“Coffee's made,” Charlotte calls from the
kitchen.

… Exactly.

“Thanks.”

The shower beats down on him, and the steam
penetrates his pores. He allows himself to think of his meeting
with Marie later in the day, and he is humming again. He hopes that
he might hum himself right out the front door today. He just wants
to avoid Charlotte altogether.

Luckily, he has already made it clear to her
that this weekend was going to be all booked up with class
preparations. So, it shouldn't be that difficult for him to be rid
of her for the next couple of days. Not to say, though, that she
won't shove her way into his days with phone calls and clumsy
negotiations for his time and space.

Wallace stands under the hot water, stares
into the obscure frosted shower door, covered in condensation, and
he lets himself wonder about today, fantasizes about what is to
come. It does occur to him that Marie could back out of their
meeting, and when it occurs to him, he can't shake the thought from
his mind. The various reasons that she might use to cancel their
lunch begin to scroll across his head, and after several dozen
excuses roll by, he turns off the water, grabs a towel, and makes
his way back to the bedroom, unconsciously dressing and thinking of
ways he might convince her to not give in to the guilt. What,
though, happens if she completely avoids him? What if she just
doesn't show up? Should he call her? Can he call her?

He tries to shake off the doubt, but now he
is buried in it.

Charlotte is sitting in the kitchen reading a
magazine, one hand wrapped around the warmth of a cup of
coffee.

He grabs his travel mug and pours a cup for
himself.

"Are you going already?"

"Yea, I'm already getting a later start than
I wanted."

"No breakfast?"

"I'll take a banana with me."

"What about lunch?" she asks.

"What about it?"

"Do you want to get together?"

"Maybe for dinner, but I'm going to be too
busy to make lunch plans."

"You're going to be gone until dinner?" she
asks, sounding hurt.

"Charlotte, why are you acting like this is a
surprise? I've been telling you all week that I would be busy the
entire weekend. I have a ton of work to get done, and I'm already
an hour in the hole this morning."

"I'm sorry. I just thought... I don't know.
Summer comes and I get used to having you around, and then fall
semester rolls around and I don't see you anymore. It's like going
from zero to sixty for me. It's too abrupt. You have work to
consume your time. I have nothing."

"I know, but it's worse this year because of
the new class. I'm feeling a lot of pressure because of the class's
popularity and because I worked so hard to convince Crick to
overcome his skepticism and approve this class. I feel that I have
something to prove here. It's my only chance to get this right, and
if I do I'll really have made my mark on the department," he says,
but he can see he hasn't done anything to make her feel better.
"I'm sorry, Charlotte. I really am. I'll call about dinner,
OK?"

"OK," she says, looking resigned to face the
day alone.

He kisses her on the forehead, grabs his
briefcase and walks into the garage. He gets into the car and
raises the door to the outside world with a push of a button. He
takes a moment to breathe in what's left of last night's air and
basks in the bright sunshine of the morning as he pulls out into
the street.

He allows himself to wonder, again, if she'll
be there today—if she'll show. He considers driving by her house,
but reminds himself that he is already behind schedule, and really
should just get to campus.

He makes up his mind that if she doesn't show
then he'll deal with it as it happens, but he can't spend his
morning obsessing about it. He has too many other pressing
concerns, like testing the audio equipment in Milton Hall for his
technological revolution class.

Wallace is surprised to see Independence
Hall's parking lot so full. It is always a strange thing to go
weeks and weeks watching a half-deserted campus only to return one
day and see it fully populated again. It always provides a jolt of
energy to watch the world come alive again after the exodus that
occurs in a college town every summer.

Students are milling about everywhere,
enjoying the last sunny Saturday before classes start. This is
Wallace's first taste of the new school year beginning, and it's
nice. He takes a deep breath of the air around him, grabs his
briefcase, and moves across the parking lot onto the College Green
where the history building, Independence Hall, sits.

The campus is dabbled everywhere with
memories of Marie. He just passed the spot where Shaun told him
that she had left early for their summer vacation in Virginia. Is
it true that Shaun had gleaned their attraction by then? There is
the tree where he was standing when he was lost that first day on
campus—the day Marie emerged to guide him in the right
direction.

And there she is again.

"Marie?" Wallace asks, her face obscured by
her hanging hair. She is reading a book in the shade of the
oak.

"Hey. I'm glad you're here," she says,
standing up.

"I'm glad you're here. I was afraid
you might have second thoughts about today."

"No. I was afraid you might have
second thoughts."

"Are you kidding? I haven't been able to
think of anything else."

"Me, either," she says.

They stand there, under the thick foliage of
that huge oak, and though they may not have been conscious of their
movement, they had eased ever closer to one another until they were
close enough to kiss, and his hands had found the skin of her
arm.

"We shouldn't... Not here," she says, shaking
them back to firm ground.

"Sorry. Right."

"Until lunch then?"

"Lunch. I'll see you then," he says, walking
away.

"Wallace?"

"Yes."

"I just wanted to... I'm happy I got to see
you this morning."

He smiles at her, "Me, too." And he is happy.
It is as if all his paranoid thoughts, all his insecurities were a
result of his hunger for her, and now that he's seen her again, he
can move with confidence, speed, purpose—a dumb smile stamped on
his face.

He looks back at her one more time. She is
leaning back against the trunk of the tree, her head tilted at him
in a look of pure adoration, and he wishes he could tell her that
he loves her, an overwhelming love that makes him feel as though it
might swallow up everything around him.

And the astonishing thing is that the whole
idea of losing control with her makes him happy, ridiculously
happy.

The hallways of Independence Hall are
darkened after the wash of sun from outside, but the energy of a
new semester is already in the air. There are people moving up and
down the corridors, and Wallace gives the obligatory head nod to
some graduate students he knows, and to some associate professors
that are always hanging around the building, but his mind, of
course, is elsewhere, outside by an oak tree.

As he approaches his office, he sees the
light on in Shaun's office and decides to move quickly by so as to
go unnoticed. Shaun's door is open, which is rare. Even during most
of his office hours, Shaun's door is often shut. However, Wallace
doesn't turn to see if Shaun is at his desk. He just briskly
passes, unlocks the door to his own office as quietly as possible.
He rests his briefcase against his desk and takes a seat.

But Shaun is already standing in the
doorway.

"Hello Shaun."

"Wallace."

"Nice to see you made it in today."

"I hear the dean told you to have a talk with
me."

"He did."

"Well, talk away."

"Shaun," Wallace says, placing the balls of
his hands over his eyes. He leans forward and tries to rub away the
sanctimonious look on Shaun's face. "What you do is none of my
business."

"That's right."

"So, what? Why are you here then?"

"I thought if the dean asked you to have a
talk with me then we might as well get it over with."

"You drink too much, Shaun. There. Is that
talk enough for you? Try not to drink yourself into a stupor in
front of the faculty anymore."

"This makes you happy, doesn't it?"

"Jesus, Shaun. When will you get it? I don't
want your job. I don't want your classes. I don't need your
classes."

"No, it's not about the classes. There's been
a competition between us since you got here."

"For you maybe. I'm too busy to care
about..."

"You're full of shit."

"And your a paranoid drunk."

With that, Shaun walks out of the doorway of
Wallace's office, and the suddenness of the quiet seems incongruous
with the volume of the tension left behind.

Then as quickly as he was gone, Shaun
returns.

"Did you bring Marie here to find me last
night?"

"Yes, I did."

"I thought so," Shaun says, and then walks
back down the hall. The sound of his door shutting hasn't a hint of
subtlety to it.

Wallace sits in the office, stares out into
the dimly lit hallway, and realizes that his relationship with
Shaun has always been strained because of Marie. It's never fully
been about academics. It's always been about the girl.

Wallace grabs his briefcase and the key to
the Milton Hall auditorium and starts back through the labyrinth of
halls. His head is still swimming with anger at Shaun, and yet he
empathizes with the jealousy.

There is no question that Marie is a
beautiful woman. She commands a presence wherever she goes. There
is an air of confidence that follows her when she moves, a clear
self-awareness of her elegance. You can just imagine double-takes,
heads turning toward her as she moves down a street. It would not
be surprising if she were not the object of many men's
affections.

Shaun has just turned forty over the summer
and Marie hasn't yet touched thirty. Wallace knows that they met
each other when she was still an undergraduate student—a student in
one of Shaun's classes. Wallace doesn't know the exact
circumstances of how their relationship evolved from teacher and
student to something more serious. He does wonder if she was
technically still a student of Shaun's when they began dating.
Wallace would never consider asking about it. The topic is such a
thorny one among academics—particularly male academics—that it's
almost an unspoken rule that it's just not discussed.
Teacher-student romances, or even misinterpreted flirtations, have
unfavorably altered too many careers, and since professors teach
many mature and beautiful women everyday, it is almost understood
that no one is immune to the possibility, and so it is a silent
agreement that you just don't talk about it, not even in
retrospect.

Either way, Marie is still very young, and
Shaun has passed inelegantly into middle age. It must be difficult
for a man who is crossing from his youthfulness into something less
vital to watch his wife persistently exude such youth and energy,
still making heads turn. Heads a lot less grey than your own.

Perhaps, her leaving has been imminent for
awhile now. And, maybe, it is the slow process of letting go that
has made him drink more, and even the hint of losing her to a
colleague—a new and younger colleague—has probably sent him
spinning to the bottom of many bottles.

Wallace exits Independence Hall and sees Dr.
Crick approaching. They make eye contact and it is clear to Wallace
that the dean wants a word. So, he stands on the steps and
waits.

"Wallace, I'm glad I caught you. I was
anxious to emphasize to you again how delicate the situation might
be with Shaun. I hope you don't feel pressured to say something to
him that you don't feel comfortable saying."

"No, not at all. As a matter of fact, I just
spoke with him a minute ago."

"Really? How'd it go?"

"Alright, I think. He's aware that he has a
problem, and I think he acknowledges that he has been careless and
needs to be more cautious in the future," Wallace says, looking
beyond Crick to the big oak on the College Green. Marie is still
sitting there, a book opened on her lap.

"Good," Crick says. "I appreciate that,
Wallace." Crick sees that Wallace is looking elsewhere and he turns
to see what he's looking at. "Love is a crazy thing, isn't it. It
changes us, mostly for the better, but it still changes us so
thoroughly that it becomes hard to imagine not being half the
person you are without the person you love. So, to know that
someone you love doesn't love you anymore, and to watch them—over
time—slowly fall out of love with you, might be worse than losing
them altogether. And instead of dealing with the suddenness of the
loss, like a band-aid being ripped off all at once, you are forced
to deal with the pain, the existential loss, through a slow process
of false hopes fading into utter hopelessness. It might drive the
best of us to drink."

"Do you think that's what 's going on?"

"I don't know. I shouldn't speculate. But I
will say that she is a very beautiful young woman. If she were
mine, and I thought I were losing her, I wouldn't be... Let's just
say that it would be difficult and leave it at that."

"..."

"Thanks again for talking with him, Wallace.
I'm sure these matters are always easier to hear when they are
discussed among friends, and Shaun needs his friends now more than
ever."

"Of course," Wallace says, though it's hard
to imagine how Crick has confused Shaun and Wallace for
friends.

As Dr. Crick moves up the steps, leaving
Wallace still standing there looking out at Marie, Wallace knows
that Crick is right. Losing her would drive anyone to drink.

Marie looks up, using her hand as a visor
against the sun, and sees Wallace looking at her. She smiles at
him. He smiles back and begins the walk toward Milton Hall knowing
that losing her, even now, would be a devastating blow.

Even though Wallace has not always gotten
along with Shaun, and at times, like just a few minutes ago, Shaun
has been outright hostile toward Wallace, still the guilt is ever
present, and growing. Affairs are obviously a selfish business—the
business of betrayal. Not only is Wallace lying to Charlotte,
abandoning her trust, her exclusive understanding of their
commitment and singular affections, but he is also knowingly taking
another man's wife. In effect, this affair, this fulfillment of
desire between two people, is being committed with the full
knowledge that it will emotionally decimate two other lives, and
not just any two lives, but the lives of the two people that
Wallace and Marie have spent years building their whole worlds
around, stealing away the future life they always truly believed
they'd share with their spouses.

They have already kissed each other. They
have been desiring each other for months. There's no going back
now. Wallace knows that they have already crossed a line, and that
the idea of turning back, pretending that nothing ever happened,
pretending that he wouldn't spend the rest of his life wondering
what might have been, is just pure fiction—more lies. He does
wonder, though, what would hurt Charlotte more: the months and
months of his desiring another woman? The year long fantasy affair
that he has been having with Marie? Or the consummation of that
desire?

And how would Shaun handle the affair?
Obviously, he would not handle it well, but has the waiting—the
months of stretched out worry—exacerbated his drinking, worsened
his antagonistic relationship toward Wallace? Maybe for Shaun, the
end—the knowing—could ultimately be a blessing. Even if they never
go through with it, if Wallace and Marie never sleep together,
won't Shaun already have been irrevocably scarred by his
suspicions. Once you suspect your lover of truly wanting another
then there is that voice, that paranoid whispering that never goes
away. Maybe this is why Shaun drinks so much. He loses whether he
loses her or not.

Wallace walks into Milton Hall, and unlocks
the door to the auditorium where he will hold his technological
revolution class on Monday. This class is the culmination of a
lifetime of academic work, and he believes that on Monday when he
walks into this room, it will be the apex of his career. He will be
teaching the class he has always wanted to teach, a class on the
cutting edge of the university's history department. And the class
has been his design. It is the beginning of what he has always
hoped would be his program, and might eventually become his
discipline—his expertise.

Though the long academic slog he's taken to
this victory has been worth it, any celebration, or personal
pleasure has been hampered by his current situation. He hasn't been
able to focus on the opportunity, truly step back and appreciate
it. When he tries to think about it, every new thought is Marie.
When he tries to do research, every word of every book is decorated
by Marie. All of his notes are laced with this past summer's
sadness, weighted by her absence. It has been the summer of
waiting.

He turns on the small lapel microphone's
transmitter by the lectern, grabs the microphone and the receiver,
places the receiver in his pants' pocket, and clips the mic on his
shirt. He turns the PA system on, "Testing. Testing," he says. Too
quiet. He adjusts the volume controls and walks back to the rear of
the auditorium, "Testing. Testing." The volume still needs bumped
up a little.

Wallace moves back to the lectern, bumps the
volume up, and then looks down at his class list, the attendance
list. Since she will be sitting in, he writes Marie's name on the
bottom of the list. Although, technically, she will be here
unofficially and there is absolutely no reason at all for her to be
on the attendance sheet, he writes her name anyway. Traces over the
letters a second time. Underlines the name—twice.

Wallace sits on the edge of the stage behind
the lectern, puts his head in his hands, "Marie," he says, and his
voice reverberates through the auditorium, met with the high
pitched squeal of feedback.

He jumps up and turns the PA off, looking
around the auditorium as if he expected to see someone there,
catching him, as if he had confessed something unintentionally.

He adjusts the volume to avoid any future
feedback, and transfers the levels onto his attendance sheet so
that he won't forget where they should be on Monday. Then he takes
some time to move around the walkways in the auditorium, searching
for the right lecture grooves to follow. He does this in all his
classrooms before a new semester begins. Wallace has found that he
thinks best on his feet, always moving. His teaching style is not
one that responds well to having to refer to notes or an outline.
Not that he doesn't create outlines, but he tries to commit his
outlines to memory before each class. Then he can just pace in
front of the class, or up and down the aisles, moving seamlessly
from one point to the other without that stunted style of a
professor that is clearly married to an outline. To him, a good
lecture comes off like good jazz improvisation. You have a melody
to rest back on when you find you have strayed too far, but if you
follow the rhythm then you can just ride the lecture to its natural
conclusion.

Still, though, there is no question that his
mind is not as focussed as it has been in the past before a class,
and this is the first new subject that he has taught in years. All
his other subjects have been so practiced, so riffed on, that it is
hard to imagine missteps, but now he is working with all new
material, and his mind is not clear or focussed on the subject
because his life is in a place where history feels pedestrian next
to his real life drama. And this is going to be his largest
audience for a lecture since he began teaching, and all this
turmoil is circling around his head like some ominous storm waiting
to crack open, and it's all happening at the worst possible time,
and...

Perhaps, walking the aisles is not the best
place to put his mind right now. The thought process—the thinking
on the feet—is still there, but this strain of thought is filling
him with unneeded anxiety.

He is sweating now. He sits in one of the
theatre-style seats in the front row and just stares at the big,
blank screen that is pulled down against the front wall. He tries
to focus on the screen and tries to move his thoughts into its
blankness, a place where he can rid himself of the tension between
desire for Marie and loyalty to Charlotte, a place where he can
clearly distinguish between sadness for Shaun's condition or
happiness at watching him fall apart, and to free himself from the
pressure of performing on this stage, this new class, which the
dean only grudgingly handed to him on the tenuous strings of a
performances-based continuum. So that his failure would mean the
certain death of any chance of a contemporary history program at
the university, or would at the very least doom the chances of
Wallace leading the charge on such a program.

After several minutes he realizes that the
screen is filled now with his tensions, his anxieties, his
concerns, and yet it is still blank, ready to perform, ready to
complete any thing asked of it within its own objective purposes,
and suddenly Wallace is free of it all, understanding that he can
only deal with these things as they happen, live his life as his
life occurs. All he can do is prepare for this class like he has
always prepared for classes, and meet Marie for lunch today, hash
out where they are at, where they are going, and to understand that
their decisions will, on their own, take care of how to deal with
Charlotte and Shaun. Everything will soon be filled in on its own,
but for now he is a blank screen waiting for it all to happen.

Wallace looks up at the clock. It is already
after eleven, and he still has to go back to his office to lock up
and drive the twenty minutes to Monroe to meet Marie.

He grabs his papers from the lectern, neatly
arranges them in his briefcase, and starts down the alleys of seats
in the auditorium. As he turns to shut the lights off and looks out
at all the empty seats, he begins to realize the difficult burden
of expectation he is facing with this class, and as suddenly as the
thought sweeps over him there is an ache of doubt, a trailing hint
of regret circles around and chokes the confidence of his ambition,
which is what got him here, has driven his life up until a few
months ago.

As he turns into the hallway of Milton and
crosses into the sun drenched light of the front doors, he allows
his body to get smothered by the warmth. He takes his jacket off
with the effortlessness of a man that is accustomed to wearing
jackets, and drapes it neatly over his briefcase. He recognizes
that it is not confidence he lacks, it is the caring. Eight months
ago when he was creating the tech revolution curriculum and
lobbying the dean for its inclusion in the fall roster, he wanted
nothing more than to teach the class. He cared about nothing more
than getting the class off the ground in time for the fall.

Now, though, he can't help but wonder if it
was the pursuit of the class that he was after, and the attainment
of the class wasn't as compelling, wasn't as interesting as simply
having something to chase.

Or worse, maybe he was trying to throw
himself so thoroughly into something, anything, that might take his
thoughts as far away from Marie as possible, and that the work to
get the class going was nothing more than a convenient
distraction—a distraction that he's stuck with now.

Last fall he was so busy getting acclimated
to the campus—the town, the faculty—that he hardly had time to
truly worry about his budding obsession with Marie, but as he began
to develop a routine and his life slowly became more comfortable
and pedestrian, his thoughts were always with her. He could hardly
think of anything other than her. Most of his classes were ones he
had taught so often that they ran mostly on auto-pilot, but as the
holidays turned to January and January turned to February, he began
to notice that he was seeing Marie more often around campus, and
going out of his way to find opportunities to see her again. He
spent whole classes exploring this preoccupation, and he began to
notice that he would finish a class hardly remembering if he had
delivered a lecture at all. It was when these occurrences began to
happen on a fairly regular basis that he decided that he needed to
focus on something other than Marie, some other obsession had to be
created, or else this need to make everything about Marie would
consume him. If it hadn't already.

So, he had this old idea for a history class
exploring the domestic ubiquity of technology in the post-war era,
from its slow but steady growth as a way to make routine housework
more convenient, to the eventual necessity of living with the
personal computer, all the way up to people carrying a mobile
computing device with them at all times. It was an ambitious class,
a more contemporary history class, which was often frowned upon at
a university as steeped in tradition as this one, especially with a
dean that specializes in the Victorian era, and is about as
traditional as they come.

He knew it was going to be a tough sell.

But Wallace worked relentlessly hard to show
that he was ready for the class, that it was a necessary class,
that the university was ready for the curriculum change, and that
it would ultimately benefit the university's history program. The
more he worked on it, the more he cared about making it happen, and
eventually he realized whole hours would pass without Marie.

Now that the class is set and ready, and all
that is left is the performance, he couldn't care less about a
single, solitary thing other than Marie, and as he moves across
campus, he can't help but be happy about that fact, and the look on
his face shows nothing but dumb, unconscious joy.

 


People pass, some that he may know, and they
are all little more than fleshy dapples of color floating across
the landscape. He moves through the peopled traffic with purpose,
an unconscious movement that allows his thoughts to crawl,
uninterrupted, into his obsession and just enjoy it for awhile.

As he enters Independence, he lets his body
absently carry him to his office. He drops off his briefcase, and
locks his office door, but as he passes Shaun's office, he hears
the door open behind him.

"Wallace," Shaun says, "What are you
doing?"

"Going to lunch," he says, his half-conscious
spell thoroughly broken.

"Oh," Shaun says, moving out of his office
and into the hallway. He stands in front of Wallace, sticks his
hands in his pockets. "Listen, I'm sorry about earlier. I didn't
want to burden you with it, but I do feel like I've been buckling
under a bit about certain things. Particularly, I guess, the idea
of turning 40 this past year. I know it's silly, but its really
gotten to me. And it's more complicated then just some simple
mid-life episode."

"You don't have to..."

"I know. I just feel like you've tried to
reach out to me in the past, and I've always been so resistant, and
maybe now I'm at a point where I can't afford to be so quick to
push people away."

"That's cool, Shaun," Wallace says, not
knowing what else to say. He knows it's patronizing and so does
Shaun, but what else is he supposed to say to Shaun's newfound
humility.

"So, would you like some company?" Shaun
asks.

"What? For lunch?"

Shaun smiles at Wallace. A wave of panic
washes across Wallace's face. "Sorry, Shaun, if you had gotten to
me half an hour ago I would've said yes, but I already agreed to
meet Charlotte for lunch."

"Oh, that's fine. We can do it..."

"Tomorrow? If you're available? I'll be here
all day tomorrow, so..."

"Yea, we'll go tomorrow," Shaun says, looking
a little dejected.

"Great. I'll see you then," Wallace says as
he turns to walk back down the hall.

"Tell Charlotte I said hello," Shaun calls to
him from down the hall.

"I'll do that."

With that he realized how quickly the
treachery of having an affair unwinds. Though he and Marie
certainly haven't consummated anything, he has already lied to
Charlotte about lunch, and now he's lied to Shaun.

And Shaun. All of a sudden Shaun decides to
reach out to him, and Wallace just callously lies to his face, and
now he's going to have lunch with his wife. What could he say to
him? He had to lie. But that is the nature of these things, these
affairs: secret meetings at out of town cafés, harmless lies that
inevitably lead to more hurtful lies. What are they doing? Shaun is
obviously in pain and they can't keep their desires in check long
enough to try and make him better.

Wallace knows that he has to call it off. He
will go meet her at the café and tell her that he can't do it. Yes,
he loves her. He is mad about her. He is only happy now when he
thinks of her. Desire for her is what makes his life exciting, and
in some ways it is pure hell to think about shutting the door on
something that feels so intensely right, but it is also wrong on
too many different levels for them to continue to betray their
spouses, and if they stop it now then they can go through life
without ever having truly crossed that line. Yes, they kissed, and
that is certainly its own betrayal. Yes, they confessed their
feelings for one another and had their hands on each other's bodies
in sexually provocative ways, but they did not cross that final
line, and that means something. At least they can go through with
the rest of their lives without the great weight of that guilt on
their shoulders.

The weight of regret, yes. But guilt, no.



Wallace gets into his car, starts it up, and
pulls out of the lot with his mind all made up. This affair will
end before it begins. He can't, and won't, put an end to his
private desire for Marie, but there are too many other things at
stake for this to continue. A love affair should be a happy
occasion, a time when two people fall in love, and the people
around them—the people that love them, their friends and family—are
happy for them. It should not be an occasion that decimates two
marriages, destroys the lives of two other people. It should not be
a thing that hides, that shames.

When Wallace thinks of Charlotte, when he
thinks about all she has done for him, and when he thinks about
what he has done to her this past year, even in the thinking, the
considering an affair, he is ashamed, humiliated. Even driving now,
he looks away from the road, out the driver's side window as if he
has to turn away from the thought, look away from the mere notion
of what he almost did to her, how close he'd come to destroying all
they had built together.

 


When he and Charlotte met they were both
undergraduates. She was in her third year. He was in his fourth and
preparing to graduate. He had already made plans for graduate
school in the fall at a university on the other side of the
state.

They quickly fell in love and spent every
available minute together. They had been married, it seemed, from
their second date on. He never had the opportunity to desire her,
to obsess about wanting to be near her. They were never apart long
enough to miss one another.

However, she did spend a lot more time in
class that spring and summer so that she could be on the fast track
to graduation. She worked so hard to be sure that she could be with
him when he left for graduate school. She was an english major, and
he always suspected that she wanted to teach, but she quickly gave
up any semblance of personal ambition, sacrificed her own vision of
her life, which he never asked, or expected, her to do.

After they moved, she took a job at a coffee
shop, and kept it for months even though she hated it. Then she got
a job at a bookstore where she later became a manager, which meant
more responsibility and more hours, because they needed the money.
Even though she never loved the job—Wallace's university stipend
wasn't paying the bills—she sacrificed her happiness for his
future, for their future.

She worked so hard for him, was attentive to
all his wants and needs throughout his masters program, and when he
was researching his dissertation for his Ph.D, was going mad with
worry, and having daily bouts of fear and self-doubt, she was
always there to tell him that she would support him no matter what,
that she loved him, and that everything was going to be all
right.

They were married the summer after he
received his Ph.d. It was the happiest day of his life until, three
years later, he came here and saw Marie for the first time. Then
all of a sudden all his love for Charlotte seemed small, seemed
like something simply familial—a cool kind of love.

Wallace parks his car beside the café, where
he and Marie had agreed to meet, and looks through the window for
her. She's not there, yet. All of a sudden all his earlier fears,
the fear of her absence, has now become less of a fear and more of
a hope. If she chickens out before he does then he doesn't have to
be the one to back out. She will have beat him to the punch. He
won't have to be the bad guy and everyone wins.

 


Saturday Afternoon

He walks into the café, and takes an empty
table in the back corner, away from the windows on the street side
for the sake of discretion.

The waitress approaches, "Hello. I'm Celeste
and I'll be your server. Can I start you off with something to
drink?"

"Yea, I'll have a coffee."

"OK. One coffee."

As the waitress moves away, she reveals Marie
standing in front of the huge picture window at the front of the
café. The sunlight is swallowing up her silhouette with the most
beautiful light, her elegance personified by the shine. And when
she sees him, she beams, her smile spreading all across her
face.

And his guilt is gone as quickly as it had
developed. Charlotte is gone. Shaun is gone. The whole world is
elsewhere, and everything he thought he might say evaporates as she
moves nearer.

He stands. "Marie," he says, and watches her
expression jump in response to his saying her name.

"Wallace," she says, and he can feel his face
light up, too.

"I'm glad you made it," he says.

"You knew I would."

"I don't know. There have been several very
emotional hours since this morning."

The waitress brings Wallace his coffee.

"What can I get for you?" The waitress asks
Marie.

"I'll have a coffee as well, please. Thank
you."

They sit at the table for a moment in
silence. There is a 'what now?' feeling swirling around them as
they wonder what to say, what to do.

"What are we doing?" she asks.

"I don't know."

The waitress returns with Marie's coffee.

"Thanks."

"Are you guys ready to order?"

"I'm not. I'll need a few more minutes,"
Wallace says.

"Me, too. Thanks."

As they waitress moves away, Wallace reaches
out to Marie's hands. "Are you shaking?" he asks.

"Yes," she says matter-of-factly. " I have
been waiting for this day for so long. I've imagined it, played
over it, the words we might say, but now that we're here I'm a
wreck. I feel completely overwhelmed."

"I know. Me, too."

They both sip their coffee, stare into each
other's eyes. Smile. Laugh. Flirtations pass between them like they
were little more than teenagers.

"I was thinking on the way over here about
how selfish this is, us getting together, lying to Charlotte, to
Shaun, and I was sure that this was a mistake, that we couldn't go
through with this, this meeting, and whatever comes after," he
says, "But now that you're here, and were alone, and you're right
across from me, and I can smell you, reach out and touch you,
nothing else matters to me but being here with you.

"I have never, in all my life, felt such a
connection to someone, an emotional connection, the way that I do
with you. I feel like my whole... Everything I am just wants to be
with you and no one else. And when you are near it's like the whole
world just falls apart.

"I can't imagine being without you. I can't
imagine us deciding not to have this anymore. It's just too
right. It feels too perfect for us to do something as imperfect as
ending it before it begins."

"I almost didn't come."

"What? Why?"

"I was thinking the same things you were
thinking, about how selfish this is, and how cruel, really, this is
to Charlotte and Shaun. I was thinking a lot about how delicate
Shaun is right now, emotionally. He really seems on the precipice
of a breakdown, and it is certainly not a good time for me to...
Well, he knows that there is an attraction between us. He is a
naturally jealous and paranoid guy. He always has been, but as he
has gotten older, I think our age difference has really gotten to
him. He has grown even more paranoid, and watches everything, looks
at everyone with suspicious eyes. He started saying things about
you looking at me last fall. I remember him even saying something
that day last fall when I showed you to your office that first
day."

"I was—looking at you."

She smiles. "Why do you think I came over to
ask if you were lost? I was looking at you, too," she says, and
they look away from each other for a moment, feeling as though they
are falling too deep, too quickly, and they both recognize that
they need to catch their breath.

"There will never be a good time for us to
find out if this... If these feelings we have our real, if they can
sustain the trials of getting to know each other. But if we don't
find out we'll never forgive yourselves, and as long as we live in
the same town, travel in the same circles, we will always carry
that flame, and we'll never be able to move on with our lives," she
says.

"So, I guess the only way for us to find out
if what we feel is sustainable is to spend some time together, be
with one another. Maybe you'll end up having some terrible habits
that will be a deal breaker for me. Maybe you have a horrible
secret from your past that will so completely disgust me that I
will never look at you the same way again," he says, joking.

She looks down into her coffee cup. "I can't
believe I almost didn't come."

"Honestly? I was hoping you wouldn't."

Marie looks at him, waiting for an
explanation.

"I desperately wanted to be with you, but the
guilt was getting the best of me. I thought if you backed out then
that meant that I was off the hook. But then I saw you and I so
badly wanted everything else to just go away so that we could be
together, alone together.

"I'm not worried about whether or not this is
the genuine article. I know it's real. It's more real than anything
I've ever felt. It's heartbreakingly real. I've felt it everyday
since the winter of last year: that lump in my throat when you are
near, that shot in the gut when you walk away, the hope every
morning that I might see you, followed nightly by the dreadfulness
of knowing that I hadn't got to tell you how I felt, and that I
might never find a way.

"But life is more complicated than our
personal joy, or our private pains. If we were together, it's hard
to imagine the mess that this would make of our lives," he
says.

"I know it doesn't even seem possible. Shaun
is already so jealous of you, and if we were to end up together
while you guys were still colleagues. God, it's just terrible.
Unthinkable."

They sit there for a minute, their hands
wrapped around their cups, looking down into their coffee, thinking
of what to say now.

"That's why I didn't... Almost didn't
come for lunch," she says.

"Because of Shaun?"

"Partially. But it's more about the futility
of it all. Already my feelings for you are so intense, so—what'd
you say?—heartbreakingly real, that I wonder how much more intense
it might become. I already feel like I've lost a level of my
independence. I don't feel in control of my emotions right now. I
don't feel a command over my passions.

"But at the same time I know we can't do
anything about it. I mean, I know, technically, we could get
divorced and just be together, but it just doesn't feel like that
can happen for a whole host of reasons.

"But I guess the real reason that I almost
didn't come was that Shaun called me when I was on my way here. He
sounded so sad, resigned somehow, and he asked me to meet him for
lunch. I had to lie. I hated that. I hated lying to him, especially
in the state he's in. He's been so damaged lately and I can't help
but acknowledge my part in his turmoil. He loves me so much, and I
just don't... I don't love him anymore. Our lives have become this
series of silly rituals, comfortable routines where deliberateness,
not compulsion, is the rule, consciously trying to go through the
motions of a marriage. Everything we do now seems planned,
organized by time and habit. The only surprises we have left have
to do with his drinking. Where will he pass out? What will he say
to provoke a reaction from me? Will he keep himself sober enough to
function in a seemingly normal manner throughout a given day? So,
there are no good surprises left, nothing to look forward to, and
there hasn't been anything worth having for a very long time. It's
like we have been separated for awhile now, and seeing you, meeting
you, was what finally split us apart. I know I never felt for him
in seven years what I've felt for you all these months.

"But I still don't want to lie to him. We are
still married, and his trust in me has already been so shaken by
his paranoia, his jealousy. And here I was coming to meet you and
lying to him about it. So, yes, I almost turned around. But I
decided to just drive by, just to see if you had come. And as I
drove by, I watched you walk in here, and all of my doubts, all of
my questions seemed silly when compared to my physiological
reaction to seeing you again. My heart was racing and my palms got
sweaty, and when I saw my reflection in the rearview mirror, I was
smiling—really smiling. And I realized that you are the only reason
I've had to smile in a long time. I knew I wasn't about to let what
may be my last chance at true happiness go that easily.

"See, somehow, lately, I've been feeling
half-alive, like I'm in and out of this life, full of clarity one
minute, and crumbling into confusion the next. But whenever I see
you, I feel completely alive. My whole body, my mind, demands your
attention, demands to be near you."

"We're being crazy," he says, "I'm tired of
feeling guilty. If we are truly in love then we owe it to ourselves
to follow through," he stops, trying to collect his thoughts.
"Look, I'm thirty-three years old and I've never felt so deeply in
love with someone, so obsessively attached to a person as I am to
you. Am I supposed to throw that away because I happen to be with
someone else?"

"But you promised to be with her. You're
married."

"Yes, but you can only truly make a promise
in the moment that the promise was made. Meaning, when I married
Charlotte, I meant to keep the promises I made, the vows we shared.
I wasn't actively looking for someone else to love. I thought I was
happy. I genuinely thought everything was as good as it could be.
And when I met you, I suddenly recognized all the holes in my life,
all those hidden absences became apparent and ever-present.

"Now, if I go back to Charlotte and we—you
and I— don't do anything about this then I'll always know that
those holes exist. I'll always feel those absences. It's not as if
they'll just go away. Meeting you showed me what was lacking in my
life. I can't take that back."

"But what if we went through with it—ended
our marriages—and then things had never been what they seemed to
be? What if we don't get along and all of these feelings turn out
to be misguided? What if we have been idealizing one another to the
point where every reality we show, where every bad habit we reveal,
destroys some elevated myth that we have made for each other this
past year? Then what?"

"That is why we're here. We have to carry on
with this for awhile. We have too much on the line to just take a
leap of faith. We have to be certain that this'll work."

"Isn't that what love is, though—a leap of
faith?"

"Yea, I suppose it is," he says.

"You're right, though. We shouldn't
impulsively abandon the lives we've spent years building."

"Right. We just need to make time for one
another."

"You mean sneak around?"

"Yes, but it's the only way. I'm as
disillusioned with the idea as you are. I don't like lying anymore
than you do. I don't feel like I'm very good at it, and the guilt
really eats at me. But if I don't find out if this thing—this
incredible thing—I have for you, if I don't ever know if you were
the one, then I don't think I could ever get on with my life
without it following me—always chasing after me—wondering if we had
made the right decision."

"The one that got away," she says.

"Right."

"What do we do then? Should we just carry on
with our regular lives?"

"I don't know. I'm as new to this as you
are."

"OK," she says, takes a deep breath and grabs
his hand. "OK. I want to do this... With you. I want to be with
you. We're both clearly no good at deceiving people. So, it's going
to be difficult for us not to carry our imaginations forward, not
to ask questions about tomorrow, or worry constantly about the
bigger picture. But all I want is to be with you, simply, and in as
uncomplicated a world as we can make for ourselves.

"So, if we're going to do this then we're
going to have to try and live in the here and now. Take our
relationship one moment at a time. We can't sit around and obsess
about the guilt, the lies, or the possibility of getting caught. If
we're going to bring our concerns about Shaun and Charlotte into
this then it will never work. We'll never be far enough from our
old worlds to know what our new world might look like."

"I agree. Just you and me and the moment.
Like right now, you grabbing my hands, looking at me. All I can
think is how much I want to touch your face. Kiss your lips."

"Let's not think. Thinking is going to get us
into trouble. Let's just do," she says, and he reaches up, tucks a
tuft of her fallen hair behind her ear, takes the back of his
fingers and slides them down the side of her face. She closes her
eyes, exhales, leans into his fingers. He leans toward her, rises
from his seat just enough to press his lips against hers, and there
is a moment when their lips are barely touching, a moment where
they're only experiencing the other's breathing, the nearness of
someone else's heat, someone else's air.

"Are you hungry?" he asks.

"No."

"You're trembling."

"I am."

"For me?"

"For you."

"Let's go for a walk."

"OK," she says.

They rise from the table. He throws a couple
dollars at the table as they move through the diner's tables and
chairs, reaching for the sun outside.

As they enter the world again, it is still
summer, but it is different. It is a summer that only new lovers
know, a summer that reflects back on itself, doubling up the beauty
of the remaining flowers, reemphasizing the softness of the sun's
shine. And they walk in the lush light, smiling. He reaches out for
her hand and it is waiting for his reach, and as they walk, hand
and hand down the street, past the windows of the diner, their
reflections might as well be floating in the dumbness of complete
unconscious joy, the kind of pure happiness only felt by lovers
stumbling through oblivion.

They turn into an alley without a thought in
their heads, exactly how they had planned, moving on automatic,
their bodies operating purely on instinct. She leans back against a
brick wall, and he leans forward into her, buttressing his body
against the wall with his arms, his hands just above the light that
emanates from her shoulder, and he bends his head to swallow that
light, taste its shine, and they meet each other's mouth, bury
themselves deep into this light's softness, let themselves get
swallowed up inside of it, like being breathless, bouncing around
in some ecstatic black hole. And they kiss and kiss and kiss, their
hands exploring these new bodies, making mental maps of the
sensations, the bumps and the shivers, the creases and the deep
breath places that the buttons of the body tend to expose, and the
world around them has been swallowed up by this place they have
fallen into, and even the summer and the sun and the street noise
and the alley's trash smell just becomes elsewhere things, a
parallel place that they have floated far above—star bodies resting
against the black body of the naked atmosphere. Then they back away
to remind themselves again that this is real, that this object of
their obsessions, this long-awaited love affair has truly begun. It
is a thing that lives. Without apology. Without regret.

"My god, Marie. I don't think I..."

"I know."

"I so badly want to make love to you right
now. I so badly want to feel your body."

"I know. Me, too. But where?"

"I don't know."

They both stand there for a minute, trying to
free themselves from the urgency of lovemaking to think of a place
they can go.

"I can't think right now. I'm just too...,"
he says.

"I know. Me, too."

And they kiss again. Fall into that place
again. First comes the light and then the swallowing of the light
and then...

"Get a room!" someone yells from a passing
car.

It shakes them out of their splendor, out of
that splendid stupidity. They hadn't realized they were still so
exposed to Monroe's Main Street.

"Well, there's an idea," she says, smiling up
at him.

He swears he's never seen her smile like
that—happiness without reservation, without self-consciousness.

"Marie, I love you."

"I love you, Wallace," she laughs at hearing
herself say the words out loud for the first time. He laughs, too,
but at the satisfaction of feeling the vibration of the words.

"I don't want to take you to a hotel room
like that, like were hiding something. It just doesn't seem
right."

"But what else can we do?"

"I don't know. I guess we shake it off and go
on that walk we were planning."

"Right," she says.

"But maybe we can plan something?"

"Maybe tonight."

"Yes, tonight. We'll plan for tonight," he
says, and kisses her once again—softer this time— and grabs her
hand as they continue down the street.

They really don't have the first clue where
they're going. This location was Marie's idea, and Wallace moves
with the assumption that she knows where they're headed.

As they move, Marie wraps herself around
Wallace's arm, pressing her head against his shoulder.

"I can't believe this is finally happening. I
have been waiting to be with you for so long, to be this close to
you, and it means even more than I could've imagined," she
says.

"I know. It's incredible. I've never felt
like this before. Not even remotely. Just imagine some people go
through their entire lives not knowing this, not having any idea
what their worlds lack."

"We probably wouldn't have known either if we
hadn't met each other."

"God, when I think of how I was just
stumbling through life before I met you. Everything I did was
simply getting from one thing to another with the only thought
being, 'what's next?'. It's nice to have something to look forward
to everyday. Everyday for the past year I've awaken wondering if I
might see you, if we might speak, and my mind would unwind into
scenarios—both hopeful and bleak—like this might be the day that I
tell you what I've been feeling, or what if we were to sneak a kiss
that day, or what if I were to find out somehow that you had no
interest in me whatsoever, then what would I do with all that
energy, all that hope."

"I don't think you have to worry about that
anymore."

"Yea, but it's been so nice to have that with
me everyday. It changes the whole trajectory of a day to have some
secret thing, some mysterious uncertainty to carry with you
throughout the day."

"I had the same feelings about seeing you,
and I became proactive about making it happen, too. I had figured
out all these different ways I might see you in a given day. Like,
I knew Shaun's office was next to your office. So, if I saw that
your door was open, and your light was on, then I had to create a
reason to get as far as your door. Thank goodness for the faculty
bathroom at the end of the hall. I also learned when your office
hours were and made a special point of waiting to go to the
bathroom at that time of the day. And on those days where your door
was shut and I could hear some young girl's voice through the door,
I was so jealous that she had an excuse to be with you, to spend
whole minutes talking with you, looking at you, having your full
attention. But on the days that I did see you, I was able to
capture a mental picture of you leaning back on your chair, or
leaning over your desk grading papers or reading a book. And on
those rare occasions where you saw me walking by, and we could have
a quick moment of small talk, I had to make a real effort to appear
aloof and careless because I was terrified that you might glean
from my body language, or, god forbid, from my blushing, how
desperately I wanted your attention. I had already felt like some
dim ingenue when I was with Shaun, and..."

"But were much closer in age."

"I know. It's just something that's stayed
with me.

"Anyway, another thing that I was scared of
was that Shaun might discover that I was intentionally looking for
ways to see you, to have private moments with you. He had already
made clear how suspicious he was of you. He always had this idea
that you were going to come in and take everything away from
him."

"I thought we were going to be all about
ourselves and in the moment."

"Right. Sorry," she says, squeezing hard to
his arm, "I wouldn't dream of being anywhere else."

She guides him toward a walking path that
cuts through a nice, green city park, and they move in and out of
the shade of the lush summer trees.

"This is beautiful," he says, and he truly
means it, and in more ways than just the visible. It is such a
starkly beautiful moment that they are both consciously leaning on
it. They are old enough to know how special moments like these are,
and rare, and this is maybe the most special moment of either of
their lives. So, they allow themselves to slowly wade into it,
savor all its sensory delights.

They walk quietly for awhile through the
trails of the park, admiring the magnolia trees, and though the
blooms have been gone for months, the sweet smell that once
accompanied the blooms seems to appear like some ghosts rising from
the dust Wallace and Marie kick up as they walk. And she leans so
close to him that their steps synchronize just to keep from
falling, and he leans his head down toward her hair to breath the
air, an air that blows sweeter than the ghosts of magnolias.

And they are quietly, but more assuredly,
falling in love.

And the world around them rises as they sink
to the center of the earth. The leaves on the trees nod and quiver
to watch them fall, admiring the grace of such a fall. And the
trees hide their eyes in embarrassment, and the magnolias hang
their heads just to steal a hint of their air, to catch the scent
they leave in their path.

Marie guides Wallace toward one of the
magnolias, a larger one off in the distance, a perfect picnic spot,
an ideal spot to bring a lover. As they get closer she begins to
laugh. She tries to stop herself, softly pressing her mouth with
her hand, but she clearly can't control her happiness, her utter
giddiness.

"What?" he asks.

"This. This feeling. It is incredible...
Just... Just indescribable."

"It is."

"I have dreamed of bringing you here.
Literally. I have had dreams of being here with you, under this
magnolia, but in the dream the tree was in full bloom, but somehow,
even though the flowers are gone, it is still breathtakingly
beautiful. Even dreams can't accurately measure this depth. I
couldn't concoct such loveliness even if I tried."

"Maybe now you could."

"Yes. Maybe, now that I know there is
something deeper than dreams, maybe I can reach for it. Maybe once
you've gone to a place like this, reached a height of such
emotional bliss, maybe you have the capacity to reach back to find
it again."

"Why do I feel like I'll be spending the rest
of my life reaching for this moment? This. Right now. With you.
Under this tree. I want to wrap my arms around it all. Keep it
close. Never let it go," he stops, looks at her. "Let's never let
it go."

"I don't think we could even if we wanted to.
And who would want to?"

"I've had dreams, too. About you. But this is
apart from that in every way. At least here I can touch you." They
face each other, and he touches her face, she leans against his
hand, puts her hand on his, gently strokes it, and as they sink
into the Earth's mud, her feet—bare now as she has lost her shoes
in the shade—rest on the tree's roots, and he kisses her.

The wind blows hard for a moment, and the
ghosts of those old magnolia pedals fall all around them, float
around them, sing songs with their softness, rest against her naked
shoulder, bury their bodies in his hair, and hold their when they
kiss. And they do kiss. They kiss deliberately, measuring the
lengths of the other's lips, the taste of the mouth, the puff of
kissed air from the nose when the passion slaps away the slowness
and hands move like some frantic animals chasing a thing, a thing
only pure hunger knows, something scattered, abstract, and
chaotically sexual.

"I so badly want to be inside you. I can't
get close enough to you," he says.

"I want you inside me. I can feel you
pushing, and my body is screaming for you, to know you inside
me."

"What do we do?"

"What can we do?" she asks.

"We have to find a way."

"Well, let's find it tonight."

"Tonight. Where?"

"I don't know. We'll get a room—at a nice
place. We'll spend the evening together."

"That sounds nice."

"Will you be able to get away?"

"Yea, I think so. But it'll have to be after
dinner," he says.

"How bout eight?"

"Perfect."

"Where should we go?"

"Well, the university's hotel is probably not
an option. So, we could reserve a room at the Hilton."

"Sounds good," she says.

"I'll try and remember to do that this
afternoon."

"How much time will you have?"

"Now?"

"No. Tonight."

"Oh, well, Charlotte knows I have a lot of
work to do to get ready for my new class on Monday. So, I could
probably get away until late—around eleven or so," he says,
"You?"

"Well, getting away is going to be a little
trickier for me. I already lied to Shaun about lunch, and I used up
my only good excuse."

"What'd you say?"

"I have a friend who lives here in Monroe. I
have lunch with her every so often. So, it wasn't a stretch for me
to tell him I was on my way here when he called, but now that I've
used her already, I'm going to have to find something else."

"Are you sure you're going to be able to make
it?"

"Yea, I'll make it. I don't think I could
miss it no matter who gets in the way," she says, leaning into him,
playfully bumping his arm with her shoulder.

"Good. It'll be nice to have the promise of
tonight to carry with me the rest of the day. It'll make all the
arduous work I have to do a little more tolerable, assuming I'll be
able to focus on anything other than you."

They're both sitting on the ground. Marie is
picking at some clover near the roots of the magnolia, making a
pile in the palm of her hand, and he is picking at the grass.

"If you have a lot of work to do then we
should get back."

"Yea, I know. I hate to leave you, though.
It's such a beautiful day, and this park, this spot, is so nice. I
never even knew it was here."

"We still have tonight, and we'll have more
days in this park," she says, and as she says this she can see that
he doesn't want to leave. Like her, he wants to hang as close to
this moment as possible, but she also doesn't want to disrupt his
life any further then she already has. So, she throws what has
become a large pile of clover into the air and falls into his lap
laughing, and he leans down into her mouth for a kiss, a long,
slow, laughing kiss. A kiss full of the wonder of discovering a new
heart, a heart suddenly beating with your heart.

"OK. We should go," she says, sitting up
again, wiping stray bits of clover from his hair and shoulder.

He stands. "You're right. I suppose we should
go."

Marie grabs his hand. He pulls her up from
the ground. She recovers her shoes from the shade of the magnolia,
and they begin the walk back toward the park's trail. They look
back at the magnolia and mark its location in their memories. It is
a place they both know they will be coming back to in reality, and
in fantasy, for the rest of their lives.

As they walk down the trail, swinging each
other's arms like the youngest of new lovers, it feels, for both of
them, like a new beginning, like this new life has come to save
them from their incredibly ordinary existences, and it has given
them an extraordinary jump start. Until this afternoon, neither one
of them had any idea it would be quite as powerful a start as it
has turned out to be, but both of them know that letting it go now
is no longer an option.

There is no going back.

And as the path in the park turns into
sidewalk, and sidewalk becomes road as they approach their cars, an
ache falls on them, a dull pain lies in wait to fill the impending
absence of this new, deeper obsession.

They walk to her car first, and she leans
against the driver's side door. He leans against the front fender,
touching the side mirror, wondering what to say.

"We'll see each other tonight," she says.

"Yea. The Hilton at eight. I'll wait for you
in the lobby."

"Or you could just call me with the room
number."

"Is that safe? To call you?"

"Oh, yea. Maybe not."

And there is the cruel reminder of what they
are, what they have become. It is a reminder of how little freedom
their love owns, an example of all of its lurking limitations.

"Maybe it is better for us to just meet in
the lobby," she says.

"OK," he says, and stands to turn and face
her. Both of them are suddenly so cognizant that they are exposed
to the street, a fairly busy city street in a town that neighbors
their own town, and they're both suddenly feeling ill at ease with
the exposure, by the possibility, remote as it is, that someone
they know might see them together.

And when Wallace leans in to kiss her, it is
quick and guarded, and the glance they share after the fact is a
look of shared apology, an apology for feeling even an ounce of
shame. Both of them are sorry that they can't be more brave. Sorry
that they can not be in love unapologetically. Sorry that they
didn't meet at a different time in their lives, when their personal
entanglements were less strict, less fragile.

Marie ducks into her car, and he backs up
onto the sidewalk. He watches her fight with her keys to start the
car. Tears have enveloped her eyes. And as she pulls away, his
heart gets strung out with her all the way down the road, and his
hands already feel ordinary, numb, without her nearness, without
her being near enough to touch.

Wallace walks the half block up the road to
his own car, and as he passes the diner window again, he sees his
reflection, and there is a smile on his face, a smile naked of
reservation and full of joy. He realizes that, though he is alone,
he has just spent part of his afternoon with the woman he has been
pining over for a year now. He has touched and kissed truth on the
mouth today. All those days he spent fantasizing were dwarfed by
the purely fantastic reality he's just lived, and he might as well
have been walking to his car on the air beneath his feet, because
there was no more consciousness outside his inner self. The world
has dropped into some other dimension, and he rises up above the
pedestrians, the other cars, and drives away on auto-pilot, not
thinking or experiencing the world that zips by the screen of his
window as he moves in and out of the sun's shine, weaves his
thoughts into the shadows of the trees on his rustic return to
campus.

All he thinks about is Marie, replaying their
afternoon together, savoring the taste her kiss has left in his
mouth, still smelling the magnolias and her hair, and wondering
about tonight, recognizing that today was only the beginning of
something much bigger than their individual selves. This feels like
the beginning of something permanent they're building together,
something larger, more layered and multi-dimensional than anything
he's ever known, certainly more profound than what he has built
with Charlotte, which now feels like nothing more than a hall of
mirrors, a trick they've been fooling themselves with all these
years.

It was the first moment that he acknowledges
that his marriage has come undone.

 


Wallace and Charlotte have always gotten
along, and outside of a few minor blow-ups here or there about
trivial matters—normal domestic confrontations—they've never really
fought. Yes, there are always those internal monologues, angry
diatribes where he picks and picks at her flaws, but nothing that
would suggest to an outsider that their marriage was in
trouble.

All in all, they have had a very successful
marriage. She has always been there for him emotionally, just as he
has been for her. And professionally she has always been his
greatest champion, and always seems to adopt the goals he has for
his career.

There has never been any reason to complain
about their sex life. It has always been passionate, and they
seemed to have made a silent commitment to keep their sex life
flourishing.

So, why the lack of resistance to the
possibility of leaving her?

Wallace has always been with Charlotte. Sure,
he had girlfriends, even some serious girlfriends in college, but
nothing that developed as quickly as his relationship with
Charlotte.

They met one night at a mutual friend's
party, quickly took notice of one another, and struck up an evening
long conversation. She liked him because of the impassioned way
that he talked about his interests, and he liked her because she
listened to him, and seemed to genuinely enjoy what he was saying.
He got her phone number, called her for a date the next day, and
they were simply together ever since.

With Marie, there has been an incredible
sense of longing. He never got to develop that same sense of
longing for Charlotte. He has never been able to build Charlotte up
so that she becomes some carnal, emotional need. He's never felt
the hunger for Charlotte that one should feel when you have to go
without someone.

Wallace never had the opportunity to be alone
at night dreaming of her body, desiring her kiss, dreaming up
lyrical dialogues between them, thinking of all the ways he might
woo her. There was no wooing. They were just together.

He never had the opportunity to pursue her.
Other than attaining her phone number, there was never any mystery
between them. He never had to wonder whether or not she felt the
same as he did. He always knew she did. She was never one to hold
back her feelings, and they've known from very early on that they
were in it for the long haul.

And until Marie, Wallace never had any doubts
about Charlotte, no lingering thoughts about what might have been
had he not met her. Nothing. He was happily married and assumed he
would stay that way.

Even when Marie first came into the picture
last year, it wasn't as if he immediately started thinking of ways
to rid himself of Charlotte to pave the way for his life with
Marie. That would've been absurd. It was a slow process. One that
began with a slow drip of desire for that pursuit of something more
intense, but it eventually became a gnawing kind of hunger, a need
that Charlotte could not fill. And then it became about the
conquest, getting past the obstacles and feeding that hunger. By
then it was so insatiable that he had to know what it would feel
like to realize the obsession.

All that desire—hardly harnessed—came to a
head last spring. It was that night when he had stayed up
rehearsing what he was going to say to Marie, running over the
lines, tracing each letter of every word in his mind, reciting and
revising his mental prose into something more poetic, until it was
as close to perfect as possible, and then working up his nerve
until he was on campus. But when Shaun told him that she was gone,
the absence of her made him more hungry, and the hunger became
everything that he was, not just an aspect of his mind in quiet
moments, but a thing so omnipresent that it swallowed him up until
his entire existence was about feeding that desire, conquering that
hunger.

And slowly Charlotte just became another
obstacle in the way of his Marie obsession, and eventually her
faults became larger and more unforgivable, but he knew that her
worst fault was that she could never be Marie.

And through the course of the summer, Marie's
absence made his heart grow for her—a fire out out of control—and
Charlotte was just the woman that he was living with, and their
lives quietly became, for him, a series of routines, a daily act of
going through the motions just so he would never call attention to
the fact that he was madly in love with another woman.

Even in bed, it became an effort not to utter
Marie's name.

As Wallace pulls into the campus parking lot,
he wonders if he might have felt differently about Charlotte if he
were made to pursue her, conquer her. He wonders what woman he
might have built out of Charlotte if he had just been given some
time to long for her.

The parking lot is fuller now then it was
earlier in the day, and as he exits his car, he can see that new
students and their parents are milling about in numbers that won't
be equalled again until commencement. The energy is robust and the
weather could not be more perfect. It's probably in the
mid-eighties—a soft temperature for a midwestern summer afternoon.
The clouds are sparse and unthreatening, and the sky is as blue as
Caribbean water.

Wallace leans against his car and takes the
whole scene in, breathes the air deeply into his lungs. He is
painting memories of this day. He desperately wants to take today,
every last bit of it, with him into the future. He recognizes—even
at thirty-three—that he may never attain a height this high for the
rest of his life, and that collecting, and carrying, a clear
picture of every detail of this day will go a long way to letting
him open up these memories when, in the future, the world has grown
quiet and tired. These memories will be a place for him to visit
when life has nothing new to offer him. And though this old picture
will never be new again, at least it can, with care, be a pristine,
clear vision of his vigor, his energy, and love at its most
pure.

As Wallace strolls across campus, he nods at
faces of students he recognizes, smiles at students he hasn't met
but look at him with familiarity, and he moves toward Independence
Hall with the due diligence of someone who does not want to be
stopped for conversation. His mind is not ready for any of the
common mindless back-and-forth a professor has with his students
after the summer break, a lot of passing pleasantries about summer,
an otherwise harmless exchange of platitudes passed along as some
sort of social hot potato. Wallace has found himself growing
increasingly more cagey about these conversations, looking for any
opportunity to avoid the awkward small talk a professor is required
to have with his students.

Independence Hall's portico is decorated with
students, most of them recognizable as history majors. Wallace's
eyes dart to the more subtle side entrance, but it is too late for
the detour. One of the History majors, Rachael Something-or-other,
a big talker, has already spotted him coming. So, he continues
toward the portico, knowing full well that he is trapped.

"Dr. Fuller, how was your summer?"

"Oh, fine, Rachael. Yours?"

"Oh, it was good. I had a job at the...," he
watches her mouth move, nodding his head, already looking for that
space he might squeeze through to get him in the front door and
back to his office.

"... But it was good overall. I'm happy to be
back, though."

"Yea, me, too," Wallace says, "Well..."

"We were just talking...," she says, stealing
his open exit, "about the tech revolution class your teaching this
semester. Everyone's excited about it."

"Don't get too excited. If I don't get some
serious work done this weekend, the first week will be a train
wreck."

She looks at him in that oblivious way
students have, that vacant stare, when they've learned something
about you that shatters some long held presupposition. This look
appears to be the one where a student is disappointed to learn that
a professor is unprepared and has spent his summer procrastinating
on class prep work, spending his time instead thinking of ways to
steal a colleague's wife.

"Well, I better get to it," he says, moving
toward the door.

"OK, Dr. Fuller."

"Enjoy the beautiful day," he says.

"We will," she says, and the rest of the
crowd sitting on the stairs smiles and nods along with her.

He quickly moves through the halls, ignoring
each person he passes, walking with his head down, leaning toward
the faculty hallway. When he gets to the faculty hall, he can see
Shaun's light is on and his door is open, which again means he's
probably been waiting for Wallace to return.

It occurs to Wallace for a moment that he
could do his work anywhere, and just because he has an office
doesn't mean he has to use it.

But he is here now. So, he takes a deep
breath and moves down the hall to his office door, removes his keys
from his pants' pocket as quietly as possible, unlocks the door,
moves in, sits down, picks up his briefcase, opens it, removes his
lesson plans, and places the case back on the floor. Then he sits
at his desk staring at the papers and waits for Shaun's imminent
arrival.

It doesn't take but a second to hear the
clang of Shaun's office chair, the sound it makes to announce his
ascent, and his shadow grows in the hallway, falls away, and then
reveals the man in the doorway. Wallace waits for god-knows-what to
fall out of his mouth.

"How was lunch?" Shaun asks.

"It was fine."

"And Charlotte?"

"Charlotte?"

"Yes, you were having lunch with Charlotte,
right? How is she?"

"Fine. She's fine," Wallace looks at his desk
for a second, wondering what Shaun is getting at. Nothing is ever
as simple as it seems with Shaun. He has also never been one for
this kind of useless small talk. "Why do you ask?"

"Because I know you didn't have lunch with
Charlotte and I was just curious how far you might carry your
lie."

"How do you know who I had lunch with,
Shaun?" Wallace asks, leaning back in his chair in an act of mock
relaxation.

"She was out in your garden when I drove by
there after you left for lunch."

"So?"

"So? You lied to me."

"Yea. So?"

"Why?"

"Because I didn't want to tell you that I was
going to lunch by myself so that I could get some work done. It
just didn't seem polite to turn down a lunch invitation by saying
that I'd prefer to be alone."

"What? You don't think I could take it?"

"I don't know, Shaun. I wasn't really
considering the multitude of ways that you might take offense to me
fibbing about my lunch."

A couple seconds pass by and Shaun realizes
that he has gotten under Wallace's skin, even though Wallace is
trying hard to smile through his irritation.

"So, you were working then?" Shaun asks.

"Yes. I was working."

"I don't believe you."

"What the hell is this, Shaun? Are you drunk?
Why are you interrogating me?"

"I'm just wondering why it is you would lie
to me about something that is clearly so harmless as a working
lunch."

"Shaun, I don't have the time for..."

"Especially a working lunch where your
briefcase stays in your office," Shaun says, peering down at
Wallace's briefcase. "Pretty hard to get work done when all your
work is somewhere other than where you are."

"Are you done?"

"I don't think you've told me the truth,
yet."

"What makes you think you deserve the
truth?"

"Everyone deserves the truth."

"Well, you seem so keen on playing the part
of Nancy Drew, why don't you figure out the truth on your own?"

"Were you lunching with Crick?"

"Shaun, I don't..."

"Forget it. I have to call Marie anyway."

"Fine," Wallace says, sitting there staring
up at him, waiting for him to walk away.

"Bye," Wallace says after it's clear that
Shaun has decided to just stand in the doorway.

It's no secret that Shaun has been
drinking.

Wallace turns away from him, focusses again
on his work, and after a few seconds of sustained awkwardness,
Shaun finally moves away from the doorway.

"Tell Marie I said hello," Wallace says.

"What?" Shaun asks, ducking his head back
into Wallace's office.

"I said to tell Marie I said hello."

Shaun furrows his brow at him and clearly
wants to say something, almost does, but swallows his breath and
goes back to his office, his shadow receding from Wallace's view of
the hallway.

Wallace turns and dumbly stares out the hall,
still surprised by Shaun's audacity. It's not as if his behavior is
a shock. When he has been drinking, it seems that no question is
out of bounds, all social barriers drop with his sobriety. But what
is surprising are his actions.

Shaun would have to go out of his way—even if
only a few blocks—to drive by Wallace and Charlotte's house to see
her out in the garden. And why would he even do it unless he
already suspected Wallace was lying to him?

The only relief that Wallace can find in
their strange exchange is that Shaun asked if he had been at lunch
with Crick. Wallace half-expected Shaun's probing to lead to
Marie.

The other question: Why did he tell Shaun to
tell Marie hello? With Shaun's paranoia fully on display, and his
clearly having started drinking already, was Wallace goading him?
Was he trying to get further under his skin? Or was it just a
reflexive gesture? Wallace wonders if he was subtly, but not
altogether consciously, trying to lead Shaun to their
rendezvous.

He physically shakes his head no, and buries
his head in his hands, clearly not wanting to follow this thread to
its logical conclusion.

He turns toward his desk, stares at the blank
sheet of paper on his legal pad. These are supposed to be his notes
for his first lecture, "The 1950's and the growing ubiquity of the
household appliance." He writes the title on the top line and
stares at it for a moment. His mind is everywhere other than where
it should be. He can't escape thinking of Marie, recounting over
and over their time together this afternoon.

He also thinks of Charlotte at home doing the
things she does while he's away, and her presence, her constance,
still comforts him somehow, and the thought, the contrivance of her
possible absence in his life, is a thing so foreign that he would
almost prefer to think of Shaun's delusions.

Yes. He would rather consider Shaun's belief
that Wallace is trying to hijack his course load. If Shaun only
knew how difficult a time Wallace is having at the moment simply
preparing notes for a single lecture, let alone several other
classes, it might ease his mind a little, but probably not.

There is the sound of glass breaking
somewhere down the hall.

Wallace hears Shaun loudly whisper an
expletive, and then he hears the creaking of Shaun's door as he
tries to hide his mess, hide his drinking—something he has never
been very effective at hiding.

Wallace realizes how easy it would be to get
rid of Shaun. It is something he hasn't ever really entertained,
but once the thought occurs to him, he begins to understand this
new, and slightly more intense brand of Shaun's paranoia.

If you consider that the dean came to Wallace
to ask him to talk to Shaun about his drinking, then that means to
Shaun that Wallace is in the dean's favor, and certainly trusts him
more than he trusts Shaun, especially now that it's clear the dean
has acknowledged that Shaun's drinking problem has gotten out of
control.

Wallace could tell Crick countless stories
about Shaun showing up for morning classes with the smell of
bourbon wafting from his breath. He could tell the dean that he is
fairly certain that Shaun has not taught a class sober since early
last fall. He could tell him how his drinking has only worsened
since then, sobriety being the exception to the rule, and that the
behavioral effects of his drinking had grown increasingly more
intense over time. Wallace could tell Crick where bottles are
hidden in Shaun's office. Bottles behind folders in desk drawers
and filing cabinets, placed behind books in the bookcase.

Shaun knows that Wallace knows all this, and
since he has already had it in his head that Wallace was brought in
as a younger version of himself to push him out of the department,
no wonder this new knowledge of Wallace's control over his career
would make him crazy. And he really does seem to be losing hold of
reality, if he hasn't lost hold already.

The phone rings on Wallace's desk. He looks
at it, knows that it's Charlotte, wonders whether or not to pick it
up. He knows, though, if he doesn't pick it up now then she will
call him on his cell phone, and he wouldn't have a single good
excuse for not answering. So...

"Dr. Fuller's office."

"I've missed hearing you call yourself
doctor. It's so pompous and adorable."

"Yea?"

"How is it being back on a full campus?"

"It's nice. It's a beautiful day for it, too.
The College Green is really in good form today."

"I'll bet."

"So, what's up?"

"Not much. I just finished some gardening
earlier and was wondering if we were still on for dinner."

"Yea. I thought we were," he says, "Do you
want to eat in? I could pick something up on the way home if you
want."

"No. I'd rather go out."

"OK. Do you want to meet somewhere on
campus?"

"Sure. Sylvio's?"

"That's fine, but it'll be busy."

"Oh, well," she says, and then breaks off.
There is silence, a pregnant pause.

"What's up, Charlotte?"

"I don't know. Something strange happened
earlier."

"Shaun?"

"How'd you know?"

"He told me he saw you."

"Saw me? He stopped his car right in the
middle of the street, came into our yard, and essentially demanded
to know where you were."

"He what?"

"Yea, it was pretty clear he had been
drinking, and it was barely noon. He wanted to know where you were,
and when I told him that I didn't know, he said that you told him
that we were meeting for lunch."

"I did say that."

"Why?"

"Well, when I was leaving for lunch earlier,
he stopped me in the hall and asked to join me. I still had some
work to do, and I just didn't feel up for a lunch with Shaun. So, I
told him that we were meeting."

"Oh. Well, he was completely out of his head
about it. That really seems like a bizarre overreaction on his
part."

"I've been getting a lot of that from him
today."

"Really?"

Wallace can see Shaun's shadow lurking in the
hallway again, only now it is not moving. It is standing still.

"Charlotte, I'm going to have to let you go.
I'll see you at Sylvio's at, what, six o'clock?"

"Yea, that's fine," she says, but feels as
though he's rushing off the phone, "Something the matter?"

"I'll tell you later."

"OK. Love you."

"Love you, too," he says as he hangs up the
phone and watches the shadow move back into light.

Wallace sits there for a moment, wondering if
he should just stack this bizarre occurrence on top of today's
other little episodes, or if he should go into Shaun's office and
end this nonsense. Somehow, he knows if he doesn't do anything,
then eventually Shaun's string of bad behavior, the list of bridges
burnt and burning, will start causing other people to sink with
him, people like Marie.

The more Wallace sits and thinks about it,
the more he sees how little Shaun considers his actions, the
angrier he becomes. To think that Shaun went to his house demanding
to know where he was, interrogating Charlotte about why Wallace
would lie to him. It is all too much. It is over the line.

Wallace gets up from his chair and marches
the ten feet down the hall to Shaun's office. The door is open just
enough to see Shaun sitting at his desk, flipping through his
rolodex, though Wallace knows that he is just trying to appear
busy, knowing that Wallace is standing in his doorway.

"What were you doing?" Wallace says, pushing
open the door.

"What?"

"What were you doing just now?"

"I'm looking through some numbers trying to
find Marie. She won't answer her..."

"Not that. What were you doing eavesdropping
on my call just now."

"I beg your pardon."

"I saw you, Shaun."

Shaun just sits there staring up at
Wallace.

"And to go to my house at lunch and
interrogate Charlotte. It's just too far."

"Too far for what?"

"Too far for me to continue to passively
excuse your drunken behavior. It's one thing if you're set on
destroying yourself, but now you're involving others in your
destruction, and I'm not going to sit back and let you pull me into
your black hole."

"Black hole? Very clever, Wallace."

"I think you've been so drunk for so long
that you don't even know when you're being an ass anymore."

"OK. You've made your point."

"Do you even realize that you left your wife
at a dinner party last night, alone, as all your colleagues watched
you drunkenly disappear, leaving her behind. You humiliated her,
embarrassed yourself, and you certainly didn't help your standing
here at the university."

"Don't you dare bring Marie into this,
Wallace. You don't know the first thing..."

"I knew the look on her face. I could see the
shame she felt."

"Fuck you, Wallace!" Shaun yells. "Get the
fuck out of my office!"

Wallace doesn't move. They're both standing
now, staring at each other. But Wallace is determined not to let
him off the hook.

Shaun's face is bloated from drink, red with
anger. "Fine. Then I'll go," he says, grabbing his sport coat from
the back of his chair. "I'm not going to sit here and listen to
some sanctimonious asshole tell me how to live my life."

"Yea, from the smell of it in here, you've
probably spilled all your booze anyway. Better grab some more, or
else how would you cope?"

Shaun turns to Wallace, and Wallace can see
tears in his eyes as he moves through the door and starts down the
hall. He stops and looks back to Wallace. "You don't know what it's
like yet to get older, to turn forty, and to watch the person...
You just don't know what it's like to lose any semblance of power
over the things you love. But you will, Wallace. No one is immune
to losing. No one is immune to getting older, losing the things you
thought you'd always have."

Wallace stands there staring at him. It is
unquestionably a pitying look, and for the first time he can see
how truly, deeply, and maddeningly sad Shaun is. It is written in
the darkness encircling his eyes, dripping from the tired creases
of his mouth.

As Shaun turns to leave, Wallace knows that
they have been too loud, and if anyone were nearby, or if any
faculty were in their offices, then they certainly heard Shaun's
outburst. And sure enough, once Shaun has disappeared, Dr. Crick
emerges from his end of the hall.

He walks toward Wallace, passing the hallway
Shaun just turned down, peering down it as if he were making sure
that Shaun were gone. It occurs to Wallace that perhaps Crick is
afraid of Shaun. Maybe that is why he asked Wallace to speak to him
instead of confronting the problem on his own. He could have
emerged from his office as soon as he heard Shaun yell, but he
didn't. He waited, and he is, even now, it appears, making sure
that Shaun is nowhere in sight.

Wallace can see as he approaches that he is
not happy.

"Do you mind telling me what that was all
about?"

And Wallace is sick of Shaun, tired of the
unnecessary drama Shaun has inflicted on his day, and disgusted at
how he has treated Marie.

"I don't know. I've tried to talk with him,
but it's no use, I'm afraid. He seems worse than he was even last
year. His drinking, his behavior, has just gone too far."

"How do you mean?" Crick asks as he goes to
shut Shaun's office door.

"Well, he's..."

"My god. It smells like a distillery in
there. Has he been drinking in there all day?"

"At least since before lunch."

"OK. That's it. I'll have to talk with him
myself. This is unacceptable. I know he's your friend, but we just
can't have faculty drinking in their offices like this, or anywhere
else on campus for that matter. I wish you'd told me about this
earlier."

"Well, I had every hope that what happened
last night would have gotten his attention, and knowing that you
wanted me to talk with him... I guess I just assumed that he would
have gotten the message."

"Apparently not."

"What are you going to do?"

"I'm not sure, yet," Crick says, staring
blankly at Shaun's office door. "It's so sad to watch a colleague
go down this path. I've known Shaun for, well, twelve years, I
guess. It's only been in the past year or so that I've noticed him
changing.

"You know, he was very upset when I decided
to expand the department and add faculty. He didn't want to split
his workload with anyone, but he was teaching too many classes. I
think he taught five courses the spring before you got here. He was
being stretched too thin and there was no way he could maintain
that pace. No one could.

"It was Marie, too. She's the one that came
to me and told me that he couldn't go on teaching that much. But
maybe for some people it is the being busy that helps them cope. It
is the unloneliness that is their opiate.

"All and all I believe I did the right thing.
You've been good for the department, bringing new and fresh ideas.
And the students like you."

There is a space between them, and Wallace
has the strange feeling that Crick is doing a little coping
himself, coping with the fact that he has to talk with Shaun,
worried about how it might go.

"I worry about Marie. It's so difficult to
love someone who is prone to drink," Crick says wistfully, and
Wallace knows that he is talking both about Shaun and his own wife,
Mrs. Crick. "Lord knows they never mean to hurt the one's they
love. They're sometimes in too much turmoil to recognize the
turmoil they put others through. Their kind of sadness breeds
selfishness."

Wallace is searching for words, knowing that
the space that has been left at his feet calls for a response, but
the platitudes that run through his head sound so disingenuous, and
he's already a little uncomfortable with the direction of the
conversation.

"Oh, well, I guess I'll go call Shaun and ask
him to meet with me tomorrow. This is certainly something that
needs taken care of before classes begin."

"I agree."

"Good," Crick says, "Are you alright? You're
going to be ready for the new class?"

"Yea, I'm just finalizing some lecture
notes."

"Very good. I won't keep you then," he says
as he turns back down the hall.

Wallace is left with the thought that all of
Shaun's paranoia has somehow been justified. He gets the felling
that Crick is preparing to let Shaun go.

Even tenure can't protect Shaun now.

 


Wallace goes back to his office, sits down at
his desk, presses his hand against the white of the paper in front
of him, and tries to think of something to write, anything that
might make him feel as though he is getting some work done.

Nothing comes.

His mind is on everything other than the
class, and he is beginning to think that today is just not the day
for these preparations. There has just been too much going on
around him, too many uncertainties keeping his mind from focussing
on the things it should be focussed on.

Perhaps, he should not be too worried about
the first class. Mostly, it can consist of a simple review of the
syllabus with the class. That is how most professors handle their
first day of classes. Wallace, though, has always prided himself on
hitting the ground running, even on the first day. He traditionally
hands out the syllabus at the beginning of class, tells the
students to review it on their own, and then gets down to the
business of teaching history. Most of the time, Wallace feels that
there is already too much material to go through in a history
class, especially one as dense as this one, to waste an entire
class period on a syllabus review. Also, his current schedule has
the lecture titles split into an outline that fills every class of
the semester. It is very difficult to cover more than sixty years
in one semester and have any hopes of being remotely comprehensive.
If he were to try and combine two of the lectures into one class,
he will inevitably have to cut some corners.

But he will have an incredibly large class on
the first day, and he suspects there will be numerous students who
will want to talk with him about registering for the course—as they
always do when a class is full. So, maybe he should allow for the
first day to be a paperwork day, just so that he can get all the
extraneous business of the course out the way.

He is rationalizing now. He knows it. But the
longer he stares at the white paper, and the more he thinks about
the class, the further he gets from it. And the further he gets
from the class, the closer he gets to Marie, and in this closeness
his mind's attention rests against the comfort of her voice. Her
touch. Her smile. Her kiss.

Wallace puts his hands behind his head, leans
back against his desk chair, puts his feet up on the desk, and
allows himself to reflect on the day. He tries to pull out all of
the Shaun pieces, all the Charlotte pieces, every bit of Crick. He
removes any thing that might interrupt the perfection of his
afternoon with Marie.

All that was lacking from their time together
was time itself. He wishes they'd had more of it.

The phone rings.

God, Shaun wouldn't have gone back to see
Charlotte, would he? What else could Charlotte be calling
about?

"Dr. Fuller's office."

"Doctor, I think I might be falling in love
with you."

"Marie?"

"Sorry to call your office."

"No. It's fine. I was just thinking about
you."

"I haven't stopped thinking of you all day,"
she says.

"Good."

"Right. It is good. It's been pretty great
actually," she says, and he can almost hear her smile through the
phone.

"I was just thinking that we didn't have
enough time together earlier. I felt like we cut our lunch short
today so that I could get some work done, but I haven't been able
to get anything done anyway."

"I'm glad you said that. I mean, not about
you not getting anything done, but about us not spending enough
time together."

"Yea?"

"I just couldn't wait until tonight to talk
to you again. And I started thinking of ways I might be able see
you. So, I came back to campus, and I've been hanging out on the
steps of the library waiting to see if Shaun would leave, and he
just left a little bit ago, and I was wondering if maybe I could
sneak up and see every co-ed's favorite professor"

"Yes. Absolutely," he says, and before the
words are gone, the call is dead, and he assumes she is on her
way.

He gets up, goes over to his small office
window, and watches her move across the green world outside with
the grace that he has admired like this, from afar, for months and
months, and now he will watch her as carefully as he can, slowing
down the rest of the world, letting everything else disappear,
memorizing the moment.

Just... watching... Marie... move.

She looks toward his window, catches him
looking. He smiles. She laughs and begins to walk faster, and he
trembles a little in anticipation of her, and he wonders why he has
never known that kind of trembling before. Why is it that he's
never understood what it means to burn for someone until now?

As he moves across his office, watching to
see if anyone is in the hall, he stops asking questions, stops
worrying if anyone is watching, and just waits for her.

When she appears, she, too, looks around to
see if anyone is around, and then almost tiptoes down the hall—a
heartbreakingly feminine act that Wallace knows he will be turning
back to many times in the future. And as she falls into his kiss,
they slowly sink into the office. He shuts the door with a swipe of
the hand, and they reacquaint one another with the taste of their
mouths. They slowly fall to the floor as one body, attacked by
desire, and their breath is full and hot against their faces.
Clothes begin to get pulled and hands fumble under shirts and
blouses and the skin beneath their clothes is singed by the naked
excitement of discovering a new body, finding all those vibrations
of this new skin that they have imagined feeling for so long.

All those nighttime fantasies are coming to
fruition, huddled against the door of Wallace's office.

As they break free from each other for a
moment, they know they are either carrying this to its natural
conclusion, or they're going to wait, but now is the moment to
decide.

"We can't," she says.

"Can't we?"

"On the floor of your office?"

"Yea, it's not ideal," he says, "But what do
we do with this, though? What do we do with this fire?"

"Maybe we just let it burn."

"Until?"

"You're right. We should just..."

"Let it consume us," he says, and they sink
into each other again and the instinct toward sex begins to take
over.

Clothes are clumsily pulled and bodies are
prodded with hot hands, searching for places to commit to. And when
they are both naked, they delight in the flesh of the other,
kissing the body up and down. His face meets her thigh, kisses it
with all the softness of the silence in the room. She audibly gasps
as he touches her waiting center with a knowing hand and then rises
to her mouth, and she can feel him against her, hard against
her.

"I've never needed anything as much as I need
you right now," she says.

"I need to be inside you. I just have to know
this...."

She interrupts him with a kiss and it is
burning them up now, this fire, and as he sinks inside her and they
look into one another, they are both cognizant of doing something
wrong, deceitful, but also they know that they have never felt a
more heightened ecstasy in all their lives, and no matter how wrong
it might seem to anyone outside this room, all that is between the
walls of their world is right. All they feel is the perfection of
pleasure, a culmination of months and months of some imagined
greatness coming to life and being bigger than both of them, so big
that it can't be controlled, and they know now that it controls
them, and this surrender, this splendid exchange of a stare, is all
they ever dreamed it might be, and a feeling of comfort swims over
them, and they know what it is, for the first time, to know someone
as completely as you know yourself. They are one, and they move as
one body toward a pleasure principle, a found knowledge of the
other's internal rhythm and movement, an automatic understanding of
where to move and when, of how fast or how slow to push and to
pull. And there is an ease, a softness between them, a true sinking
into one another, a spiritual sexuality, sex as a quiet
conversation, a prayer. And as their eyes speak to each other, as
their bodies hit all the right notes, they flow across a sea of
perfect words, sink into the blissful waters of something
resembling nirvana, and they explode—together, simultaneously into
stardust—and there is a moment like being sucked out of a straw and
into infinity, a flash of understanding everything and nothing at
the same time, a pocketful of fullness and emptiness where one's
focus is so concentrated and clearly in the moment that one has to
swim up for air again, or else they might never come back from
wherever it is they have gone, and it is just too deep to stay.

They gasp for air, and as he gently leans his
body fully atop her body, he tries to collect the bits and pieces
that have been scattered in his mind, tries to collect enough to
make a thought, a word, a movement.

"I love you," she says, and then all his
pieces come together in the perfect shape of her face, of her mouth
speaking the words, and he knows what it means to be called back
from the deep.

"I love you... so much. So much that it's
impossible for me to describe what it was we just shared. It was
just..."

"Yea, it was just..."

"Yes, it was," he says, and leans his head
down on her breast, listening to the sound of the world waking up
again.

"Can't we just lie here like this
forever?"

"I hope so."

They both know the sound of their own
silliness, but there is a general sense of uncaring, an
unconsciousness one only finds with lovers who are not ashamed, who
are open to their loveliness, the kind of lovers who forget their
cynicism when they meet a thing so authentic, so true that it would
be a mere futility to try and question its emotional clarity.

It is impossible, though, for Wallace not to
eventually come back to Charlotte. He knew he would, and he begins
to come close enough to reality to recognize that he will be
meeting her soon. Will he be able to mask this glow he feels? Will
he be able to feign interest in her or her conversation?

It is a strange thing to think about the
demarcation points of life, and how some lines are drawn so clearly
that you know you can't avoid them. What Wallace and Marie have
made just now is one of those lines. They have crossed that line
now, and he knows that he can never go back to the other side,
where Charlotte resides, where their old life exists. It is too bad
that the ones you love can not be better prepared for these
changes, these new life lines.

Charlotte will be crushed by this change.
Something that he had hoped might happen has happened, and what has
given his life a new charge will turn her life upside-down.

What will she do? Where will she go? Will she
stay in the house? Of course, she will. He'll move. Maybe he and
Marie can get a place, a house somewhere further away from campus.
Maybe they could get a house in the country where they can be alone
and...

"What are you thinking about?" she asks.

"Nothing."

"It's the guilt, isn't it."

"Yea, guilt, but also the uncertainty of the
implications this has on my life, our life," he says.

"Yea, but we're going to have to tread
carefully around Charlotte and Shaun for awhile. We can't be
callous. We should be careful, smart, and deliberate when it comes
to our future."

"Our future. That sounds nice," he says,
looking up at her.

"It does. It's been a while since the future
seemed like a place I was excited to go."

"It's not going to be easy."

"Nothing that's worth it ever is."

"I guess not," he says, and rests against her
chest again.

"Not to kill the mood, but Shaun's been
trying to call me all day. I've been trying to avoid him, but he's
been especially persistent. I just can't face him right now—not
even on the phone. I don't want to let him disturb this thing I've
been feeling today, this thing we've made."

"Right. Well, he's certainly been disturbing
me. When I told him earlier that I was having lunch with Charlotte,
he went by my house, saw Charlotte, and demanded to know why we
weren't at lunch together. And of course, she had no idea what was
going on."

"He didn't?"

"Oh, he did, and he seemed completely
unrepentant about it, too."

"Do you think he suspects...?"

"No. I was worried about that, too, but I
think his paranoia is carrying him in another direction. He was
asking me if I met with Crick for lunch. He seems convinced that,
after Crick asked me to talk to him about his drinking, that we're
conspiring against him or something."

"He's always thought that Crick brought you
in to eventually replace him."

"Yea, well, he may have inadvertently proved
himself right after his performance this afternoon."

"Why? What happened?"

"After Charlotte called and told me what he
did, I was upset about it obviously, but what made it worse was
that I could see him in the hallway eavesdropping on our call, and
that was the last straw for me. I'd had enough."

"Really? Was he drunk?" she asks, and then
answers her own question, "Of course he was drunk, but how
drunk?"

"Very."

"Terrific."

"So, we had an argument about his
eavesdropping and I brought up his drinking again and how it was
affecting other people, and when I mentioned you, he got pretty
upset."

"You shouldn't have done that," she says,
sighing. "What'd you say?"

"I brought up last night, and how he left you
at..."

"You definitely shouldn't have done
that."

"Why?"

"Because he's already got it in his head that
we're, well, interested in one another. And I'm sure just hearing
you show concern for me when he was, let's just say negligent, then
that would definitely drive him crazy."

"Well, it did, and he stormed out of here
after a pretty good outburst, which Crick must have heard from his
office, because as soon as Shaun was gone, Crick came out to find
out what had happened, and one whiff of Shaun's office—did I
mention that Shaun had dropped and busted a bottle of bourbon in
his office just minutes before all this?"

"No! He didn't."

"He did. And one whiff of Shaun's office was
all it took for Crick to know that something had to be done."

"God, this is terrible."

"Yea, I got the impression that he was going
to arrange a meeting with Shaun some time tomorrow. He was adamant
that they meet before the beginning of the semester."

"What can he do? He can't do anything.
Shaun's got tenure."

"But even tenure has its limits. There is a
code of conduct for professors, tenure or not, and Shaun has
clearly violated it."

"No, Crick wouldn't do that. He's known Shaun
too long. He knows Shaun would fight it, and Crick is not one for
fighting."

"I'm not so sure."

"You have to talk with him."

"To Shaun?"

"No, Crick."

"Why?"

"Because if Shaun gets fired, we'll move. No
question about it. The only reason he stays here is because of the
job. And even if he didn't already want to move back to Virginia,
which he does, the shame alone would send him back."

"But what about you? Your dissertation?"

"Yea, but he knows that I can do that from
anywhere. Plus, he knows that I love Virginia. Up until last year,
I had been trying to get him to try to get a job there. And now,
all of a sudden, I want to stay? He'll want to know what changed,
and knowing him, he'll assume the worst. And he'd be right."

"Well, what about a sabbatical?"

"Yea, but Crick already had this talk with
him last year, and a sabbatical will come with conditions."

"This happened last year?"

"Yea, toward the end of the year, Crick gave
Shaun a verbal warning. He told him to take the summer to get
himself together or else he would bring him up for a code of
conduct review. You didn't know this?"

"No, I had no idea."

"That is one of the reasons Shaun asked you
to teach his Great Depression class. Do you think Shaun would've
handed you one of his prized classes if he'd had a choice?"

"I guess I just thought he wanted to get away
with you for the summer."

"Yea, we got away, but he didn't get better.
He drank more, and the more he drank, the more distant we became
from one another."

Wallace looks up at her, kisses her on the
chin, and combs his fingers through her long hair.

"What do you want me to do?" he asks.

"I don't know. Maybe you're right. Maybe a
sabbatical really is the best option."

"What do you think Crick's conditions will
be?"

"Rehab."

"Hmm. Do you think Shaun...?"

"Maybe, but it'll be a struggle for
sure."

"I'll do what I can to keep him from getting
fired, but I'm not sure I have much influence."

"You'll have influence. Who do you think
they're going to ask to teach Shaun's courses? The semester starts
on Monday. Those classes have been offered. Students are
registered. Someone has to teach them."

"Christ, I hadn't even thought about that.
This isn't going to make life easy for me, is it?"

"It's not going to be easy for anyone."

Wallace rolls off of Marie's body, sits up,
rubs his hands over his face.

"What about us?" he asks.

"What about us?"

"You've said that we need to be deliberate
about this, and I understand that we both have people in our lives
that we care about, people that we don't want to hurt, but I'm not
sure stringing them along is the best idea either. I don't want to
spend the coming weeks and months lying to Charlotte, sneaking
around like this. There's only so much of that I can handle before
I have to come clean and tell her what's going on."

"Yea, but when I said that we needed to be
deliberate, I wasn't thinking weeks or months. Well, maybe a couple
weeks, but that's it. I'm thinking more about us being sure that
were doing the right thing and then making plans for the future. I
can't speak for you but I have felt so numb for so many years that
today has been a sort of shock to the system, to say the least. It
has been a wonderful shock, no question, but I don't want to force
things while were in this heightened emotional state."

"Yea, I guess you're right. I suppose now,
today, would not be the best time for us to inflict our lives with
the kind of turmoil that would follow a life changing decision like
that."

"Today already feels like it has been full of
turmoil."

"It has. And I feel like I've been waiting a
long time for this kind of turmoil."

"It has certainly shaken things up," she says
as she rises and puts her arms around his neck, wraps her naked
legs around his waist. She kisses him strong on the mouth, and as
she feels him getting aroused, she laughs.

Wallace looks at the small clock on his desk.
It is 5:43.

"Oh, no. I'm supposed to meet Charlotte for
dinner in less than twenty minutes."

"That's a surefire mood killer."

"I know. God, I'm sorry," he says, kissing
her again, and then rising to get dressed, "I should've told
you."

"No, it's alright. We weren't supposed to get
together again until later anyway. I shouldn't have surprised
you."

"No. No, god, are you kidding? This was
absolutely incredible, being here with you like this. I was dying
to see you, dying to have you save me from the boredom of working
on these damn lecture notes, and I wasn't even getting anything
done. I was just sitting here thinking of you anyway."

"Good," she says, standing, still naked,
pressing her body against his half-dressed body, "Are we still on
for tonight then?" she asks, looking up at him, a kiss lying across
her lips, her skin still flush with afterglow.

"Absolutely," he says, wrapping his arms
around her waist, picking up that kiss from her lips, tasting it so
as to take it with him in her absence.

"Same plans?"

"Same plans. The Hilton at eight. I'll check
in and you'll meet me in the lobby."

"Right. I can't wait."

"Me, either."

"OK. You should go. I'll get dressed and try
to sneak out of here unnoticed."

"OK," he says, finishing the buttons on his
shirt and sliding into his shoes. He stands up, kisses her as she
stands on tiptoes to kiss him more squarely. "I love you,
Marie."

"I love you, Wallace," she laughs again at
the sound of it, and he watches her naked body, standing in the
sleepy sunlight from the window, covering her hips and her belly,
and he so desperately doesn't want to go, wants to never leave, but
he reminds himself again of the time, of Charlotte, and the fact
that he will see Marie in just over two hours. He lets the door
shut, but watches her naked silhouette, her glowing, obscured flesh
through the frosted side window of his office.

He had stupidly forgotten to cover the glass
while they were together. It's a good thing no one came to his
office.

He thinks about what might've happened if
Shaun had come back, and how stupid and clumsy they were not to
think about the window, but he shakes away the thought as he moves
down the hall.

He allows himself a moment to live within, to
live in the moment. He feels so off-the-charts happy that he can
hardly contain it. He wants to laugh out loud, to jump in the air,
break into a full sprint, but he walks instead, walks on the air of
his elevation. All the lovely overused clichés work for him in this
moment. He could plug them into any of his thoughts like some Mad
Lib book entry and they would work. He just wishes...

Charlotte is, right now, moving through the
front doors of Independence Hall.

 


Saturday Evening

As Charlotte approaches him, all the
happiness, all that lovely energy he's still carrying from his time
with Marie immediately falls, drops to the floor, and is replaced
by the dread of knowing how close they were to getting caught.

"Hey, I was just coming to surprise you," she
says.

"I was just leaving to meet you," he says,
trying hard to sound normal, unpanicked.

"I guess I should've gotten here earlier. It
looks like I almost missed you."

He begins to consider the possible
implications of her arriving earlier. He thinks of the exposed side
window. He wonders what would've happened if she had been a minute
later, then he would have been out of the building, and she would
have run into Marie coming out of his office, or worse, she could
have seen Marie in his office, and god knows what state of dress
she would've been in at that point. Then he suddenly realizes that
he hadn't checked his mouth for lipstick. Does he smell like Marie?
What if Charlotte kisses him? Will she taste Marie?

"Are you OK, Wally?"

"Yea, I'm fine," he says, trying to
straighten himself out.

"You look flushed. Are you feeling
alright?"

"Yea, it's just that the offices have been
really hot today. I think something must be up with the air
conditioning."

"It's not going to be any better
outside."

"No, it's fine. It's a beautiful day," he
says as they walk out the front doors. The campus is still littered
with students and parents.

"It's nice to see campus full of people
again, isn't it?"

"Yea, it always brings a good energy back to
campus, but it also reminds me how much work I still need to
do."

"Have you gotten a lot done today?"

"No. I haven't."

"How come?"

"Shaun, mostly."

"What'd he do now?"

"Just... For one, he was eavesdropping on our
call earlier," Wallace says, and he can hear Charlotte gasp with
surprise. "Yea, I could see his shadow from my office. He was just
standing there in the hall, listening to our call."

"Why would he do that?"

"Because he's crazy. He's completely lost his
mind, and he may be losing his job."

"No."

"Yea. After I confronted him about listening
in on our call..."

"You called him on it?"

"Yea, and he didn't even try very hard to
deny it. So, we had words, and he did some yelling, some cursing,
and stormed out. Unfortunately for Shaun, Crick was in his office
and pretty much heard the whole thing.

"He came out of his office and asked me what
was going on. I told him that Shaun and I had had an argument about
his drinking, which was ultimately true since I was confronting him
for doing something he would never have dreamed of doing sober. And
Crick could smell the alcohol emanating from Shaun's office, as
anyone could have. Shaun had broken a bottle of bourbon just a
little while earlier and had cleaned it up with the thoroughness
you might expect from a drunk."

"So, Crick said that he's going to fire
him?"

"No, not as explicitly as that, but you could
tell that he was at his breaking point. He said that he needed to
meet with Shaun before classes start on Monday."

"Wow," she says, "That is huge. But what's
that mean for his classes? They're not going to try to stick
you..."

"Assuming he's gone for this semester at
least, they'll probably add a course to my current load, which is
fine. I'll probably get the Great Depression course again since I
taught it this summer. This is all pretty ironic, though,
considering that Shaun has spent all his paranoid daydreams fearing
that I was brought in to steal his courses in the first place, and
here he is handing me his classes through his own bad
behavior."

"Yea, but that sucks. He's the drunk that
screwed everything up. Why should you be punished for his
transgressions?"

"I know."

"You've already got your hands full with this
new class. It just isn't fair to ask you to teach another class two
days before the semester begins."

"No one's asking me to do anything, yet."

"But, assuming they do?"

"I don't suppose I'll have much of a
choice."

"But I hardly see you as it is. Now, when
will I see you?"

Wallace looks at her, and realizes how much
she needs him, that she has given most of her hopes and dreams to
him with the faith that he could be trusted with them. She has
nothing without him—no real social life, no career, and no future
plans outside of their combined goals.

"We'll figure something out," he says,
consoling her, wrapping his arm around her, pulling her close to
him, forgetting for a moment that he might smell of Marie's
perfume. But when he remembers, he lets go of her and, again, keeps
his distance.

She looks up at him and it is clear that she
is profoundly sad, already considering her future loneliness—the
solitude of another fall and winter with an absent husband.

It was only yesterday that he was finding
ways to mock Charlotte in his mind, demeaning her tact, her grace,
her femininity, and in some ways he wonders how much of this was
done to distance himself from her, to push her far enough away so
that she would hardly even be in the picture when he saw Marie
again. If that was his intention, conscious or otherwise, it seemed
to have been effective.

But now he doesn't have to demean her. She
seems so small and insignificant standing next to him. He doesn't
feel like mocking her. All he feels now is pity. He feels sorry for
her, and almost at an objective level. Here is this beautiful
woman, and even though she does have her faults, she is a very
lovely woman, who has been nothing but loyal to her husband. She
has put any future she had hoped for herself on hold for the sake
of his academic advancement, and has given him nothing but her full
support. And now here he is paying her sacrifice, her loyalty, with
lies—humiliating lies. If she were to find out it would...

He can't even let himself think about it.
Physically, even, he blanches at the thought, as if closing his
eyes and shaking his head makes the whole damn mess go away.

"Wally, we have to talk," she says, and he
immediately knows what she is about to say. It seems that whenever
the subject turns toward her aloneness, then the prospect of them
having a child can not be far behind.

"I know what you're going to say, but do you
really think this the right time to consider this?"

"Yes. I think it's the perfect time. I'm not
going to let you put me off about this anymore. I want to have a
baby and I'm tired of waiting for you to tell me when it will be
the perfect time. There'll be no perfect time."

"No, you're right. There is no perfect time,
but there is a more perfect time than now."

"What makes now imperfect?"

"Well, for one, we've already decided that we
would wait until I got tenure."

"Oh, come on. You said that. Not me. You
decided. I've always thought that was a cop out. I think the
question has begun to change from when will we have a child to if,"
she says, crossing her arms.

"What's that mean?"

"You know what it means."

"Charlotte, you know I want a family. We've
always talked about having a family."

"But, Wally, I'm thirty-two years old, and I
don't want to have a baby too late. I don't want to be an older
mother. I want to be full of life and energy as are children are
growing."

"What do you want me to say?"

"Saying isn't what I want. It's the doing. I
know you're busy. Your life flies by. One year falls easily into
the next for you. Mine moves more slowly. I'm bored. I'm lonely.
I've always been clear about wanting this one thing when we decided
to get married, a family, and you knew that. I've done my part to
get us here, to get us to what you wanted. Now, it is time for what
I want."

They've reached the restaurant, Sylvio's, and
before they enter he looks at her, "I know this is something that
you want, and I know that you want me to be ready right now, and
maybe I am, and I know that anything I say that's not, 'Let's have
a baby,' seems like a cop out to you, but all I am asking is for
you to give me two or three more weeks to settle into this
semester, and then we'll discuss it. Nudge me about it everyday if
you want. Keep me thinking about it. Keep me on my toes, and I
promise you that we will have a serious decision-making
conversation about this very soon."

"You promise?"

"I do," he says as he opens the restaurant
door.

He knows that he is successfully holding her
off for the moment, though he did not offer her the concession she
was looking for, and now he knows that she knows that she probably
jumped the gun on the discussion. It would have been better for her
to breach the topic closer to dinner's end rather than before
dinner had begun. Now, he knows, and he knows that she knows, that
dinner is going to be weighed down by the tension of her bringing
up a topic he's not incredibly comfortable with, and from her side
there is the unmistakable weight of disappointment, the feeling of
being scorned once more.

As they take their seats and listen to the
waiter recite the day's specials, Charlotte is staring at Wallace,
and he sees something in that look that he can't ever remember
seeing before— utter weariness. She is tired of fighting Wallace
for the family she wants. She is sick of not understanding why he
is denying her this simple happiness, this role that she feels she
deserves, that she feels she's earned.

Wallace stays silent as Charlotte orders
their wine and their meals. She knows him so well that he doesn't
even bother to order his own food anymore, and this easy comfort,
this mutual knowledge that they have gained through the years,
makes him feel as though he owes her more of an explanation.

"Charlotte," he says, reaching out for her
hand, "I don't mean to be so indecisive about this. I don't mean to
make you think that I am hesitant to start our family," and as he
says this it begins to tie his mind in knots. Our family. It
reminds him again of how tied together they are by years, by vows,
by private promises, dreams discussed, dreams deferred. "Really,
tenure was never meant to be the cop out I know you think it is.
You know that I moved around a lot when I was a kid."

"I know," she says, hinting in her tone that
she is not completely unsympathetic to his hesitance.

"I always wanted to present my children, our
children, with a sense of stability, a static home for them to grow
up in. And you may be right that those worries are no longer
relevant. And I do think that I will teach here for the long haul,
or at least for as long as I want to be here. I don't think they
would let me go. The dean likes me. The faculty, other than Shaun,
seems to like me. I've developed a nice rapport with the students.
We own a home in a nice community. I feel comfortable here. We
genuinely like it here, right?"

"Yea, we love it here. We have from the first
day."

"Then maybe it is time," he says, quickly
inserting, "but I haven't even really considered it since the last
time we talked about it this summer, and I am crazy busy right now
and will be for the next few weeks. So, all I ask is for a little
more patience. Let me think about it. I can't make a decision about
it today. My thoughts aren't at all clear. Hell, I can hardly write
some simple lecture notes, let alone be expected to make a
life-altering decision like that."

"It's OK. It's fine. I'll bring it up again
in a couple of weeks."

"I just don't want you to think I'm hedging,
that I'm just putting you off for the sake of putting you off."

"No, I understand. This is an exceptionally
busy time for you, with the new class, and now Shaun."

"Yea, Shaun," he says, taking a deep
breath.

"This must be incredibly difficult for Marie.
I would be so embarrassed, so ashamed. She must be desperate for
some kind of refuge."

"Yea, I don't know."

"Things must be incredibly difficult in their
marriage right now. Do you think she drinks?"

"I don't know, but you can rest assured that
she doesn't drink like he does."

"How do you know?"

"Well, I do run into her from time to time on
campus, and never see any of the signs. Whereas with Shaun, all I
ever see is signs—big, blinking neon signs."

"Yea, but some people are better at hiding it
than others."

"I guess, but I still don't think she's a big
drinker."

Things get quiet as they sip their wine.
Wallace can't help but sit and wonder if Charlotte's comment last
night about Marie being interested in him has caused her to want to
paint Marie in a negative light. Why else would she speculate on
Marie having a drinking problem? She knows good and well that Marie
doesn't have a drinking problem. And he felt he had to be careful
in defending her, careful not to show too much deference.

It occurs to Wallace as he stares into the
candlelight of the table, that he has not eaten anything other than
a banana all day, and it hasn't bothered him in the slightest. He
never once considered it. He doesn't even know how hungry he is
now. He's felt a faint queasiness in his stomach all day long, and
he can't help but think the reason for this is that he's falling in
love.

He smiles, unconsciously.

"What?" Charlotte asks.

"Sorry?"

"You're smiling."

"Oh, I was just thinking about how ridiculous
it was for Shaun to stand in the hallway and listen to our phone
call. It's so absurd."

"Yea, I don't think it's very funny, though.
It's sad. He's become a sad, sorry person."

"Yes he has."

"So, are you just about ready for
Monday?"

"Not even close."

"You just weren't able to get anything done
today?"

"No, I did get a little done. I went to the
auditorium in Milton and tested the audio equipment, worked all
that out. Now, it's more about organizing this week's lecture notes
for the tech class. I have all the broad strokes down. I just need
to break my topics down into fifty minute lectures and I've had
some trouble getting started."
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