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About the San Francisco Writers Conference





FOREWORD




I hoist my
glass in tribute to all of the writers who submitted their
collective poems, short stories, and essays for consideration by
the 2010 San Francisco Writers Conference Anthology.

Amidst the chaos now
in our world (probably here since a minute after Eden, but we’ve
been too busy eaking out our own lives to give it full attention),
many of this year’s contributing writers seemed to average out
their blood and sweat around certain common themes:




the human
condition

the need for God

the existential
loneliness embedded in dealing with the first, while searching for
the second




Cindy Pavlinac, one of the
writers selected for this year’s SFWC’s Anthology, perhaps comes closest to
capturing the three experiences above, in her tome to the
mysterious places of antiquity, which are, “summoning us into the
ancient welcome of the human clan” She concludes, “We map our inner
topography by charting external journeys.”

Prepare now to begin the
journey. Your tour guides are very gifted and know the terrain
well. They appear to have trod it many times. I want very much to
highlight selections from all
the contributors within but with deference to
‘Editor, heal thyself,’ limited space forces me to truncate my
applause. Of course, the selections to follow will anything but box
you in. Indeed, from first word to last punctuation this collection
of short stories, essays, and poems is destined to liberate you
through their timely insights, depth of understanding, and
ultimately attempts to describe the many manifestations of Love as
we live, work, and play within an ever-mysterious world that so
desperately needs it.




Ralph Scott d.b.a. “Edward It”, CREDIT THE
EDIT, Petaluma, CA, February 2010








Introduction




As co-directors of the 2010 San Francisco
Writers Conference, we are delighted to give attendees from around
the country, the presenters and scholarship winners the chance to
contribute to this year’s anthology. The poetry, short stories and
essays are a testament to the quantity and quality of talent at the
conference.

The water that rushes in and out of San
Francisco Bay became known as the Golden Gate because for the
hordes of ambitious gold miners, it was the gateway to the gold.
This is the first time that the work of many contributors has
appeared in an anthology, and we hope it becomes a gateway to the
gold and recognition they seek. If you’re a writer or would like to
be one, may it inspire you to write.

We are very grateful to the contributors
whose work makes the anthology possible,

Ralph Scott of
www.credittheedit.com for
volunteering to edit the anthology, Mark Coker at
Smashwords for making it available as an ebook, Laurie McLean for her
help in making the anthology an e-book, and you for buying it.
Proceeds from the book support the conference.

The conference has been doing the anthology
since 2006 and, as far as we know, was the first conference to do
an anthology of attendees’ work. The previous anthologies are:

Building Bridges from
Writers to Readers: San Francisco Writers Conference Anthology
2006, www.lulu.com

More Bridges: The 2007 San
Francisco Writers Conference Anthology. www.iuniverse.com

Building Bridges: The 2008
San Francisco Writers Conference Anthology, www.iuniverse.com

Building Bridges from
Writers to Readers: The 2009 San Francisco Writers Conference
Anthology, www.iuniverse.com

To contributors, we hope that what you
learned at the conference (and the CDs or MP3 from the sessions you
couldn’t attend) will help you achieve your literary and financial
goals. We look forward to hearing about your accomplishments and
having you back at the conference as a speaker.

Enjoy the anthology and join us for next
year’s conference so we can have the pleasure of reading your work
in the next anthology. Happy reading!




Elizabeth Pomada & Michael Larsen,
Co-Directors

415-673-0939

SFWriterscon@aol.com

www.SFWriters.com








Desecrating Beauty


Georgia Allred




October 10, 1574—Venice, Italy.

Jean-François scooted into the alley adjacent
to the da Lucca home. He leaned against the villa wall near a
single wheeled cart with broken chips of pottery nestled in hay and
assessed his situation. If he listened to one more account of how
Baldassare’s other two daughters and his wife perished from the
Black Death, he’d banish himself from the house permanently. He
wasn’t unsympathetic, but the story was tiresome.

He decided a walk would help him refocus on
his painting.

Jean-François had gained access to
Baldassare’s home two months ago, with some reluctance from
Baldassare, as he often reminded the painter. That reluctance
became palatable after Baldassare found Jean-François and Francesca
on the San Polo docks with Silvia.

Although the encounter was benign, charm
whispered through Francesca’s innocent eyes so that Jean-François
might know Baldassare’s concerns. Her type of beauty appealed to
all hunting pimps. The most dangerous seekers were often some of
the city’s best courtesans, ruthless negotiators who knew the
industry and what kind of girl was needed to maintain their
lifestyle once they were too old to work. Silvia’s greatest earning
years were almost behind her, so she might just become the sort of
predator Baldassare feared.

Jean-François closed his eyes to swirling
thoughts of death, courtesans, and daughters and listened to the
canal water only feet away. It was that hour when water was still.
Or should have been.

He crept to the edge of the building, where
the canal nipped away at the mold-ridden stone, seeking the
disturbance. A perfunctory look revealed nothing but mist and
darkness lapping at a flat bottom gondola. Quiet winter inched in
marking the gondola cover with ice crystals.

Jean-François sighed, just for something to
do. He was ready to turn and make his way back to the main road.
That’s when he heard a cat-squalling sound roll over the canal. He
paused and took in one more deep breath of the crisp air before
committing to an investigation.

Tracing his fingers along the soft plaster,
Jean-François paced himself as he made his way to the divide
between the assuring stone foundation and the dubious watery abyss.
He braced his palm against a brick jutting from the building and
squinted into the darkness. Several houses stood tall and shaded a
portion of the canal from the moonlight. He could make out an open
doorway directly across from him.

The shadows in the doorway seemed as
perturbed as the water.

A strip of cream satin floated out and
settled on the canal.

A closed, bloodied fist poked into the
moonlight.

Another fist strangled a long lock of flaxen
hair.

At once a scream jolted Jean-François’ heart
forcing cold sweat from his palms.

He heard the slap of skin on skin, over and
over, and boisterous eruptions of laughter—many voices, not two or
three. Chatter burrowed into the night, and then one man shouted,
“It’s your turn.”

The waves of shadows broke apart for a crowd
of men tumbling fully before the moon.

Smack, an open palm against skin sliced off
other sounds.

“That’s better. Her screaming was no longer
enjoyable.”

Cackling.

“Oh, I was fond of her shrieks,” another
commented.

A fist. More hair. Lace trim from a
bodice.

White and dark-stained rocks dropped to the
marble step only inches above the water.

Was that teeth?

Within, Jean-François assimilated a mix of
panic, fear and anger.

The face of the victim appeared in the light
as the assailants tilted her upside down, snickering as their
fingers snapped at the petticoats beneath her skirt.

Silvia!

Jean-François’ senses narrowed. He blocked
out the cold, the grunting of the men and Silvia’s leaden
moans.

She wasn’t completely unconscious, or
dead.

Jean-François focused on a gondola to his
right and the burning flame of a nearby lantern. His thigh muscles
tensed and he imagined his arms reaching for Silvia—saving her.

But how to cross the canal! He could run
around the block, but he’d lose time, perhaps minutes, in doing
so.

A loud applause peeled across the water at
him.

One shouted, “I think she wants more!”

“There’s not much left of her.”

“There’s enough for the last few of you. Who
wants to shave her?” The man’s face was hiddenbut his fingers,
closed around the base of a knife, came into the light.

Jean-François shut his eyes, riding his anger
to a new crescendo. He decided the boat was best, despite the
terror of drowning. The image of fire struck him again.

He needed a weapon. His imaginary fire
morphed into a flaming oar.

He moved, slow at first and then faster. He
stripped the boat of its cover and tossed it into the water. After
untethering the rope from a pylon, he gripped an oar and quickly
wrapped the end with hay from the cart with sleeping pottery. With
kindling bristling from the oar’s new head, Jean-François stabbed
the oar into the light of the glass lantern.

It lit.

He pulled his thin tunic over his shoulders
and wrapped it around his burning post. The flame confirmed in
rumbling tones that Jean-François was ready.

He charged onto the boat and launched the
gondola. He tried not to think of falling into the water. Instead
he saw only the men—and Silvia.

One man held a long shard of glass. “Let’s
use this.” He ran it along Silvia’s scalp, removing strips of hair
while awakening screams.

“STOP!” Jean-François’ voice came loud and
clear. “Stop! She’s my friend.”

Faces turned toward Jean-Francois as he
glided on the canal water atop his boat as if the Charon crossed
over the river Styx.

One smirked. No fear. Only delight.

Jean-François readied himself as he
approached the other side of the canal. The men were too many and
too close together for him to gain any ground and aid Silvia.

That’s when he imagined the oar as—a
javelin.

He slung the oar into the throng, parting it.
One fell into the canal and two retreated, seeming suddenly burned
by the reality of their actions. The other eyes glowed in pairs as
from up-blooded jackals.

The nose of the gondola collided with the
wall and shook Jean-François’ balance.

The alpha clasped Jean-François’ shirt and
with a final smile said, “You can’t save her.” He shoved
Jean-François back and the painter fell headlong into the
canal.

Blindness and the deafening silence of the
cold water blanketed him in liquid darkness. His unresponsive limbs
helped him little as he sunk further. The pain from his head
smacking against the canal wall telegraphed his bearings. Fire
spread across his scalp, chasing his reason into line. He must find
a way back up to the surface—and Silvia.

Jean-François kicked his legs, launching
himself through a murky summersault into panic. His chest
tightened, out of air. He inhaled a mouthful of the fetid water,
gasping while still under the surface.

His fingers broke the plane between life and
death and grazed the rough, stone wall of the villa. He clawed his
way to the walk, waving his head in the icy night air. He slapped
his hand on the perch and began heaving himself out. The tide-risen
canal put him inches below the sidewalk—a Godsend. Jean-François
survived.

On the walk, he gagged and vomited. Once his
breathing slowed, he shook his head to clear the fluid in his ears.
His system began to settle. As he connected with his stiffening
limbs and chattering teeth, he heard—nothing.

He’d been too late. The shadows were still
and the men were gone.

Silvia crumpled against the villa wall,
spotlighted by the moon and an all but spent lantern left by the
gang.

Jean-François rested on his elbows and
stomach and gawked at Silvia. Her frayed cream satin and lace
twisted around stocking-less legs. Her once plump breasts now
popped out of the top of her bodice as if to solicit outrage at the
oozing bites. She was adrift between this world and the next.

He gagged again. Although they were now only
friends, last year, he had spent several nights with Silvia. She’d
mesmerized him with her flowing, fair hair and taut rump. Now she
bore but scant tufts on her mutilated scalp, wheat stubble left by
the scythe. Her once clear face was mottled with scratches and
dirt. He couldn’t tell where one began and the other ended. They
meant to humble and disfigure this whore.

They’d done an excellent job.

Jean-François scrambled to his feet in a
hasty retreat, slowing only at the threat from his slippery shoes
as they danced with the unwalled edge above the water. He was sick
with the notion that only a few months ago Silva had drifted around
the city on her boat, the best of her kind, save one. She’d never
work again, not what remained of her.

He should tend to her, care for her, but what
could be done? Would God dare let her live?

Silvia seemed to wonder too.

Jean-François watched Silvia slink to the
edge of the step. She pulled her leg off the foundation and melted
into the canal. The black water swallowed her one inch at a time:
her foot, her thigh, her hip and one arm. Then her head and unclean
torso flopped into the water.

She was gone. He lost all sight of her

Then, a radiance shimmered, from there, under
the surface, an intensifying illumination. Jean-François saw the
liquid amber as a sign of his friend’s soul rising from the depths,
transcending toward Heaven. Just as he gave himself to this holy
moment, the miracle was taken from him.

The moon’s trickery has found a floating body
in a cream dress.

Silvia floated face down. All sense of relief
Jean-François felt a moment ago, vanished.

Dead.

And he didn’t know if she’d experienced
transcendence or if her final moments of consciousness were the
pain and humiliation he’d witnessed, the desecration of her
beauty.

Jean-François scooted down the wall where he
stood in order that he could crumple into a heap. He needed to warm
himself. He needed to shut out what he’d just seen, and he could
not walk back into the kitchen and explain what had happened.

The normal sounds of the night disturbed him.
He felt like the child he once was, trapped in a nightmare without
any help. Jean-François sobbed chocking tears. He cried for his
friend, for her helplessness and for his failure.







Georgia Allred has been writing stories since
her time as a reporter for a weekly newspaper in Phoenix and her
work for a B.A. in English and M.A. in Education. A
first-generation American of a Hungarian-born mother, Georgia’s
adventures take her around the United States and Europe several
times a year. She has a passion for historical literature and
completed her first novel The Soothsayer’s Portrait, which
tackles the themes of fate and family within the arenas of art and
travel. She qualified as a finalist in the Hawaii/Maui Writer’s
Conference, Rupert Hughes Award 2008 with an earlier version of the
novel. She is a finalist in WOW’s Women on Writing Fall Flash
Fiction Contest 2009 with the prologue of the book. She’s currently
working on her second novel, The Carnival Gospel, which is
set in Victorian England and the United States. When she’s not
writing, Georgia plays the roles of wife, mother, daughter, sister,
and cohort. She loves art, photography, gardening, cooking, and
travel. The writer in her hopes to expose American readers to the
wonders of Europe in settings gone by, but with details any good
explorer can still hunt out today. Georgia can be reached at
gnallred@hotmail.com.








TEN THOUSAND MILES FROM KABUL





Nancy Fernandez




“I’d like a coffee, please.”

With nothing else to occupy me on a warm
afternoon in the back bay, I lingered over my book. I was the last
lunch buffet customer in a small Indian restaurant near Jack London
Square and the Port of Oakland.

As I finished my coffee, the waiter appeared.
He was a tall, dark-haired young man, sturdily built, who stood
with the comfortable air of a successful merchant. This was
Ali.

“How was your coffee?” he asked in a scratchy
baritone, with not quite the practiced politeness of the
experienced server.

I thought for a moment, returning his smile,
and answered slowly. “It was unusual. It hardly tasted like
coffee.”

“It’s Indian coffee,” he said, “made with
spices.” He rolled his hand.

“Oh, a special coffee served in certain parts
of India?”

“I don’t really know,” he answered with a
self-deprecating shrug.

“What part of India are you from, if you
don’t mind my asking?” I said. “Or are you from here?” His English
did not have the usual lilt of the subcontinent.

“I’m not from India. I’m from Afghanistan,”
he said, again with a shrug and a little laugh, as if the
information were of little importance.

So began an odyssey that would take me to the
other side of the world and into the fascinating life of an
extraordinary young man.

In the fall of 2009 President Obama still had
not made his decision about whether to send more troops into
Afghanistan. I trusted the President’s judgment, but I thought he
should not send more soldiers, and I followed the news reports
daily. A person from Afghanistan was thus of intense interest to
me.

“When did you leave Afghanistan?” I asked
eagerly.

In 2000, he told me. He and his mother left
for Australia after the Taliban assassinated his politician father,
leaving his fifteen-year-old brother behind in Kabul. Ali was
thirteen.

I was riveted. “But you’re here!” I said.
“You’re certainly not in Australia.”

“No. First we went to Cambodia, and we were
on our way to Australia, but the Cambodian navy stopped the boat
and arrested us and took us back.”

I didn’t understand. They were arrested?
Why?

The Afghan refugees weren’t arrested, he
explained. Only the smugglers, a Cambodian gang that the
authorities and the Australian embassy had been after for years.
The refugees were put in a holding area under the auspices of the
United Nations, and the Cambodian smuggling gang went to jail for
fourteen years.

“You were refugees? You left Afghanistan
illegally?”

“Yes, we had to,” he said. “We didn’t have
passports any more. I mean we had passports, but it was like not
having a passport, because they were worthless. An Afghan passport
was nothing, not after the Taliban came.”

He warmed to his subject, and I warmed to
him. His even-toned relating of these events drew me in as had no
story in a very long time. He recounted detail after detail of
people, places, events, sounds, and smells. He described his life
in Phnom Penh both before and after his mother flew to France and
was granted asylum there. I had been in Phnom Penh in 2008, and I
was instantly transported back to that city that I liked so much. I
had been hoping to return there one day, and later I did, this time
with a compelling purpose: to see it again through the eyes of a
young refugee as he sought to comprehend those wrenching years.

Alone in Phnom Penh after
his mother left, with only the UNHCR[1] as parent and friend, he
decided, on his own, to go to Thailand for a better life. Then in
May of 2005 he somehow came to the United States, to the Bay Area,
to begin his new life. He was all of eighteen.

His narrative tumbled forth at such length
that I almost started looking at my watch, thinking of my son and
his family waiting for me at home and wondering if Ali wouldn’t
soon need to get back to work. At one point I said, “This could be
a book! You remember what you heard, how everything looked!”

“I remember how it felt on my skin,” he said,
rubbing his forearm, his mouth working.

Inside I thrilled. This is
what every writer longs for: colorful detail. A good interviewer
could delve below the surface and elicit the emotions that would
give Ali’s story life. Yet I was not thinking that
I could write the book.
After all, I didn’t live in Oakland but in upstate New York. After
all, I wasn’t a young man, someone who could relate to Ali, but a
grandmother.

Finally I got up from my table and went over
to the desk to pay my bill. There on the wall I saw a picture of
the President. “Wow!” I said. “You have a picture of Obama! I
volunteered for him for a year!”

“You know,” said Ali slowly, “last year when
I heard him speaking, and he was saying his message of change,
that’s when I decided I needed to change my life.” He laughed a
little. “I didn’t tell you before,” he continued sheepishly, “but
when I first came here I was getting into a lot of trouble. Even
back in Bangkok . . . oh, man, a lot went wrong for me . . .” He
trailed off. “But now,” he said, glancing at Obama’s picture, “I
have a job and everything, and I’m on the right path.”

I put my hand over my heart in a gesture of
admiration. “I’m so glad,” I said.

“Me, too,” he said, laughing.

Later, pouring out everything to my son and
daughter-in-law, I couldn’t control my emotions. “Isn’t that a book
for some lucky writer?” I cried. “Especially when he says he
changed his life after hearing Obama?”

“Not only is it a book,” my son said. “It’s
yours to write, mom. I’ve received a lot of business proposals in
my life, and I’ve discovered that the content of a proposal matters
a lot less than the person behind it. Everything you’ve told me
says that you and Ali have already made a connection. Only you can
write his story.”







1 United Nations
High Commission for Refugees, under whose auspices the Afghan
refugees lived in Cambodia.








Just Catch It By The Tail


Lynn Fraser




Lee walked with her grandpa and nieces over
to the corral, only half listening to the girl’s chatter about the
last day of school the following week. She had vivid memories of
the mind-numbing days of June, sitting at her desk with her head
propped on her hand, staring out the window and listening to the
drone of the staff mowing the lawn.

She inhaled the aroma of sun-drenched fields
and freshly cut hay. They entered the cool corridor between rows of
messy carragana trees of the shelterbelt and then were back to
soaking in the sun. They walked along the trail toward the old barn
with its new green metal roof, the original corrals and buildings
bleached of color in the sharp flatness of the June sun. The horses
were splashes of russet, buckskin, and black against the lush green
of alfalfa fields after a wet spring. High mountains framed the
ranch; snowy peaks rising stark against the clean blue of the
sky.

The girls ran ahead, reaching through the
rails, letting curious calves lick the salt off their fingers with
raspy tongues. At nine and eleven, they still had that
unselfconscious enjoyment in their healthy bodies that Lee
remembered from when she was that age. Melissa was strong and lean
like her hero, world champion barrel racer Lindsay Sears, and her
pretty face was topped with the curly, red hair of the four
generations of MacCaffaerty’s who had ranched this land. Gina
shared Lee’s stockier, more muscled build and, since she was a
toddler, had been running to keep up with her older sister.

Gina giggled. “It tickles,” she said, holding
her fingers out to a black-faced Angus calf that had butted his way
to the front.

Lee reached over and straightened out her
niece’s hand. “Remember to keep your hand flat around calves or
horses, Gina. You don’t want them nibbling on your fingers.”

Grandpa appeared at the feed shed door, his
head almost touching the top of the frame. He was trim even in his
old work clothes. His neck was that creased network of tanned
wrinkles old farmers seemed to acquire. Faded jeans mended with
several patches were tucked into tall, green rubber boots. A faded
blue silk bandana was folded and tied at his neck. Even in summer
he wore long sleeve flannel shirts. His only concession to the June
sun was that he’d rolled up the sleeves, revealing ropey brown
forearms. “I could use some help stirring the chop.”

Gina leapt to her feet and Lee followed her
into the shed, leaving Melissa to lean against the doorjamb in that
boneless way of some pre-teens.

The sweet aroma of wet bran burst into the
air when her grandpa poured boiling water into the bucket of feed.
Gina grasped the long wooden stick to stir it. Lee took a turn to
make sure it was well mixed then carried it outside and distributed
it in the feed trough. They all watched the calves push and shove
their way in, the smell of the wet bran mingling with the
aroma of the corral. When every flake was gone, most of the
calves wandered away but Gina still had a few hopefuls at the rail
with her.

Grandpa’s deep voice rumbled out a question.
“Say, Gina. These calves look about the right size for you. Ever
ride one?”

Gina stared up at him, brown eyes wide. “No!
I’m sure I’m not allowed to.”

“They’re mighty cute but they’re tough. You
wouldn’t hurt ‘em. You’ve seen the boys catching them at the rodeo,
right?”

Gina nodded.

“Tell you what”, he offered. “I’ll give you
twenty bucks if you can catch one and ride it. Think you’re fast
enough?”

“’Course I am. I beat out two of the Grade
Five girls at our field day.”

Lee caught her grandpa’s eye. He winked and
turned back to Gina, ignoring her warning look. Lee climbed up on
the top rail of the corral to watch and Melissa clambered up beside
her.

“This’ll be fun.”

Lee looked at Melissa, taking in the smirk.
“You don’t think she can do it?”

“You kidding? Grandpa’s playing her and she’s
too stupid to get it.”

For years, Lee had tried to teach her younger
brother Tommy to think for himself but he’d fallen for every trick
played by his grandpa and uncles. Even now he tended to believe
everything people told him. Frowning, Lee turned her attention back
to the action in the corral.

“I figger the best way is to run up behind it
and just catch it by the tail,” Lee’s grandpa advised. “Pull
yourself up over its rear end and hang onto its neck.”

Gina extended a small tanned hand. 
“Twenty bucks for that? You’re on,” she said, giving his hand a
firm shake.

Lee stifled a grin as Gina slipped through
the two lower rails, careful not to get rust on her denim cut-offs
and canary-yellow blouse. The calves bleated, edging away, nervous
about having something as bright as the sun and moving on two legs
right in the corral with them. It took Gina a few minutes of
careful stalking to get close to one. She sprinted forward and with
a leap, grabbed for its tail.

The calf flicked its tail over its back and
Gina caught air. Momentum carried her down into the muck.

Her audience hooted with laughter and Gina
looked up at them, the ends of her blonde braids covered in calf
shit. She looked down in horror, and then scrambled up, brushing at
her clothes. She was streaked brown from head to toe.

 “Grandpa,” she wailed. “I’ve ruined my
new shirt!”

He extended a hand to help her through the
railing and gave the top of her head a pat. “I’ll talk to your mom
for you,” he said, with a chuckle. “I bet both you and those duds
are washable. You nearly had him, eh? You’re fast!”

Gina’s face lit up. “Darn thing flicked his
tail at the wrong time or I would’ve been on him.”

“In your dreams”, taunted her older sister
from the top of the corral beside Lee. Gina scowled and crossed her
arms in front of her chest.

Grandpa pulled out a battered silver money
clip and pulled off a twenty. “Good try, girl,” he said. “You’ve
got guts. What do you say --. ”

Lee untucked the toes of her boots from the
second rail and hopped down. She’d better intervene before there
was talk of a re-ride. She knew from experience you had to keep
your wits about you with her grandpa. From the exhilaration on
Gina’s face, he could easily hook her with the challenge that one
more try would get the job done and she’d walk away with bragging
rights and the twenty bucks.







Lynn Fraser lives in the Porcupine Hills of
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When the sauce gets too hot, the liquid at
the bottom of the pan closest to the heat becomes hard, forced into
an impenetrable crust. The gurgling mixture begins to rise, slowly
at first, but when the temperature is substantial it foams, the
lack of density pushing it to the very top of the metal barrier
before spilling. Red spatters everywhere, soiling the stove’s shiny
porcelain. It cakes to the sides of the pot and drizzles into the
burner, the charred remnants now unusable.

I drop the knife onto the floor and fly to
the stove, flinging the right knob to OFF. When I curse, she
remains absorbed in mathematics on the couch, biting on one of her
many broken nails and highlighting a section in her textbook. She
doesn’t look up.

The sauce had been all of what was left over
from last night. Now I had a bunch of dry pasta and nothing in the
apartment to compliment it—well, nothing to go with it at all. I
let the smoldering pan fill with water in the sink and hit the soap
bottle against the counter, watching a dollop of shiny green liquid
ooze to the opening. Not enough.

I turn the water off and watch her not even
give me an inkling of recognition. “Is this the bottle I bought for
you three months ago?”

She chews on her pencil eraser, twisting a
ragged strand of jet-black hair around her finger compulsively.
“Like I’m supposed to know what you’re talking about.”

“The dish soap, Rae. You’re out.”

She tears the glasses from her face and rubs
her temples, gesturing at me with the hand that loosely holds her
frames. “What are the points on the curve of y equals x to the
fourth minus twelve x squared at which the curvature vanishes?”

For a split second I start configuring the
problem in my head before I realize what she’s doing. “I don’t
know.”

“Well until you do, shut the hell up.”

I don’t grow angry; her short temper is one
of her signature characteristics as of late. If anything, a
temporary form of depression sinks in when I realize I screwed up
dinner—the only real meal she’ll eat all week. She knows if she
refuses, I’ll be here to force it down her throat. Can’t say that
about the rest of the week; long nights at the restaurant were
killer during the holiday season.

My shoes are by the couch. She shifts when
she feels my weight on the cushion, and when I’m done tying my
laces I contemplate running my fingers through her hair while she
faces away from me. I reach up, starting at the top of her scalp
and working my way down. It’s hard to separate the brittle strands
at first, but when she lets her head fall back I know what I’m
doing is okay. I continue, untangling clumps that haven’t seen the
front end of a brush in weeks. I move down past her shoulders,
stroking the sallow skin on her arms. She leans against my chest
and I wrap my arms around her torso, watching her hands as she
fiddles with her pencil and making a mental note to buy Vaseline
for her chapped and nearly bleeding knuckles.

“Where are you going?” she whispers.

“The store. There’s no more sauce.”

“Just stay. I don’t need dinner.”

“It’s not just that.” I try to pull her into
my lap but she resists, wriggling away and grasping her calculus
book. I stand. “I got food all over your stove. You don’t have
anything to clean it up.” She finally looks at me and pouts her
lips, dark circles accessorizing her glazed eyes. “You look like
hell,” I say shamelessly.

“Thanks sweetheart. You’re such a
gentleman.”

I make for the door.

“Colton?”

When I turn around, her nose is buried in the
book again as she scribbles down an equation. “Could you pick up
some DoubleStuf Oreos?”

“So you can eat one and let the rest go
stale?” My voice is dry.

“Yeah.”

I say nothing and leave, grabbing my coat off
the hook before I go. The stairs are slippery but I tread
carelessly, making a mental list of things I could buy that would
make Rae sparkle again. I’m teasing myself. I know nothing about
beauty products; I wash my hair with bar soap. She’s looking so
terrible lately that I don’t even know if she does that much. She
ties her hair back for class and lets it hang limp around her face
when she studies until midnight. I’m not naïve enough to not know
her obsessive physics and calculus habits are only a distraction,
but a five minute shower here and there isn’t enough thinking time
to kill her, for Christ’s sake.

The neighborhood grocery store is only a
couple blocks away, but I’m tired and it’s too cold to walk. It
takes three separate turns of the key before the engine of my
stubborn, ancient Volvo roars. I button my coat, which serves as a
substitute for the broken heater. I can only hope that being an
engineering major will eventually pay off—I don’t think the car is
going to last me much longer. My mind drifts to Rae and how two
engineers supplementing a single household income would surely mean
a life well off. But who knows when she’ll be right enough in the
head to start a relationship. Just because it could have been me
six months ago doesn’t mean I’ll have a second chance, and even if
I do doesn’t mean that she’ll stick around long enough to give me
the initiative to contemplate the thought ever again.

I was going to tell her how I felt—I really
was. Maybe not. Maybe I would have just kissed her, and she would
have known.

But whatever should have happened never
did.

I don’t understand why the parking lot is
nearly deserted until I realize it’s almost ten. Cleaning Rae’s
bathroom took longer than I thought—that’s when I noticed she
didn’t have shampoo, and probably hasn’t for a very long time. But
I won’t mention it to her. I’ll buy a new bottle and say nothing,
just like I did with the dish soap. I can say she looks like death,
but to point out her lack of ability to take care of herself in
more detail or remind her in a condescending way everything I do
for her would mean definite exile from her apartment. As much as I
would love to see Rae show any trace of emotion, even the snarky
anger I used to find cute, I couldn’t let her fend for herself.

Not now.

It’s dimly lit and warm in the supermarket,
big enough of a contrast in temperature from outside to make me
lightheaded. I grab a basket, my fingers thawing around the handle.
Because I’m too tired to make red sauce from scratch again and the
pre-made stuff is on sale, I grab two bottles and proceed to pick
up every cleaning supply that I had used up today: dish soap,
powdered bleach, sponges—I remember the disaster I left in the
kitchen and grab stove cleaner. Everything is cheaper than I
thought it would be, so I’ll get her nice shampoo.

Aisle five consists of unfamiliar bottles in
all shapes and sizes. I do recognize some of them because
once-upon-a-time Rae’s counter used to be decorated with an
assortment of hair and makeup products. Three months ago, I came
over to find them all in the trash, most of them new and hardly
used. The way she told me she wasn’t beautiful enough to be worthy
of them anymore was dry, like she was trying to crack a joke. That
day, she wouldn’t let me even touch her. I spent a long time
sitting on her toilet, trying to hold back my shaking as I stared
at the desolate countertop. When I said she was gorgeous she came
back at me with a snide remark that I don’t remember. But I didn’t
get angry. I never get angry with her.

I’m afraid of her fragility—of accidentally
reigniting her terror.

I pick up bottles with scents reminding me of
her—vanilla and sandalwood, lilac, peach—they’re expensive and I
hope they aren’t taken out with the garbage tomorrow. I don’t know
what a hair mask is but it sounds healthy. I grab one. I’m about to
head for checkout when I remember her Oreos.

The snack food aisle is on the other side of
the supermarket. I keep my head down, my blurry vision remaining on
the broken linoleum pattern. It’s not until I start to pass shelves
crammed with bags of chips and crackers do I look up, scanning
products quickly to find the blue package I’m looking for.

Down the aisle is a man dressed in a
University of Oregon sweatshirt and baggy pants—the familiar green
school color catches my eye.

He’s taller than I remember. I haven’t seen
him for two semesters. His hair is shorter and he hasn’t shaved in
a while. Within a second, I blink and his qualities are burned into
my brain. I shut my eyes and he’s still there, reading the back of
a bag.

My heart begins to slam so forcefully in my
chest that my fingers pulse. I clutch my basket and turn, walking
quickly toward the front of the store. The floor feels soft and
it’s hard not to stumble. A wave of heat hits me and my skin
reacts, the metal bar of the basket slipping in the clutch of my
sweaty palm.

It was late spring. We sat on the floor of
her apartment and shared a bottle of cheap wine. She laughed at the
fact that I wrote poetry and asked why I had pursued engineering
instead of English.
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