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Sitting Under a Tree, in the Rain
As a writer, you have this opportunity, the chance to use a few words—words which cost you nothing—and with those words, you can try to change people’s minds and hearts. It’s a pleasure and a delight, and while I often have a lot of fun with it (as you’ll see in such pieces as “A Jewel of a Woman” and “The Survey”), I also feel a tremendous responsibility. A sense of noblesse oblige—since I was lucky enough to be granted this opportunity, I had better make the most of it.
That’s what pushes me to take on difficult material—and please be aware, some of the pieces in this book are difficult. Stories like “Amanda Means Love,” which deals with child sexuality, and “Mint in Your Throat,” which explores sexual assault and its aftermath, have been more than a little controversial, have come close to starting fist fights (as you’ll see in the story end notes). Most of the stories in this collection aren’t that edgy, of course—many, like “Johnny’s Story” and “Seven Cups of Water” are fairly straightforward erotica. But while social response to erotic fiction has markedly mellowed in the ten years that I’ve been writing and publishing the stuff, I still frequently collect shocked looks when I admit to writing about sex, slight drawings back, as if to avoid guilt by association, contamination. It’s not nice, writing about sex. My mother would much rather I wrote children’s stories instead.
I do love children’s stories, and I’d be happy to write more of them. (I did sneak one into this collection—“The Poet’s Journey.”) I’ve written a fair bit of poetry too, mostly romantic rather than sexual, and there’s lots of it in here. I’ve dabbled in speculative fiction (see “At the Gates of the City” and “Would You Live For Me?”), and certainly my recent dissertation novel-in-stories, Bodies in Motion, is far closer to literary fiction than erotic fiction. There was a strange time, a few years ago, when I was living in Salt Lake City (and perhaps influenced by the overwhelming conservatism). I wondered why I was still writing about sex, why I spent so much time and energy on it. Was it purely for the shock value, the admittedly sometimes fun role of the black sheep?
My sex writing may have started that way, a little, but I believe that there’s more to it—that the real reasons I keep writing about sex are intimately tied to the power of the material. Sex writing, perhaps because of its taboo nature, has the power to reveal aspects of human nature that are otherwise inaccessible. Writing about sex can be scary—when I’m writing revelatory memoir pieces like “Silence and the Word” and “Under the Skin,” it can be downright terrifying. But that only underlines its importance, and its interest.
After ten years, I still find that writing about sex is the most interesting writing I’ve done—not sex as simple titillation, or for shock value, but sex as it relates to and reveals the intricacies of the human heart. In passion, we are stripped bare, we reveal our fragile and vulnerable selves. We can only hope that the world will value us for what we are, will see us clearly and with generous eyes.
Sometimes, when my mother asks me with that wistful tone in her voice, if I’m sure I don’t want to be a doctor, or at least a programmer, instead of an often-broke writer, I’m dumbstruck, not knowing how to answer such an impossible question. I try to explain to her that I have the best job in the world, not the easiest, but at least for me, the most rewarding. All I can do is be grateful to you, my readers, for giving me this job, this opportunity. Especially to those who have been reading me online since the early days of the net, who have stayed with me all this time, thank you. And to all those who have found me since—I hope you like what you find in the following pages.
I hope the stories, poems, essays in this book interest you, that they surprise you, move you. I hope they make you think, draw you into arguments, that some of them trouble you. I hope at least a few bring you pleasure, arousal, delight. Writing the best I can is the only way I can thank you properly for the last ten years, so I hope I’ve done a good job. Enjoy.
My toes curl and release. I am lying with my back against his chest, with my ass against his groin and him slowly going limp inside me. I am catching my breath, slowing down, listening to my heartbeat fill the room. I am waiting for the right moment to shift away; though it would be nice to cuddle, I’m dying of the heat. Yes, long enough, and in one movement I slip a little forward and he slides out and only our toes are touching now, way down at the bottom of my bed. And I look down the curve of my body, smiling, down the faint moonlit bed, down my thighs to knees and calves, looking for my toes—they are not there. Ankle, heel, and emptiness.
I can’t feel them, either.
My heart thumps loudly. I blink, and my toes are there, returned, and I am tempted to put it down to a trick of the light, but… . Well. Nothing to be done about it right now.
“You okay?” He seems concerned.
“Mmhmm…how ’bout you?”
“Oh, fine.”
We’ve cooled a little, and shift, so my head rests on his shoulder.
“I can’t stay the night.” He’s apologetic. “I wouldn’t be able to sleep.”
“Shh…that’s okay. Thank you…it was lovely.”
He chuckles. “Thank you!”
I am tempted to ask him, if, during the act, he happened to notice any odd flickering, but decide against it. A little too intimate a question—I’ll save it for Mark or Peter.
“So, you do this often?”
I smile. They always ask. “Not so often. But occasionally, when the mood strikes… .”
“And Mark… .”
“Has his own diversions. And friends.” I don’t mention Peter. Mark is usually enough to explain, the first time round.
“You don’t get jealous? He doesn’t?”
“Hmm…he says he doesn’t. I do, sometimes. But I’m not sure that really matters. It hasn’t been enough to stop me.”
“Interesting.”
The moonlight slides across the floor. We talk, about little nothings. The bed is left entirely in darkness, and now it is my desk that shines palely in the night, doubly illuminated by moon’s light and flickering computer screen. Swirling screensaver, cool blues mixing into greens. Finally, he gets up, peels off the condom, cleans up, gets dressed. He sets my alarm for me: six a.m. Deadline tomorrow—mustn’t oversleep. Then he sits by me until I start falling asleep, kisses my forehead softly, slips out. Sweet boy.
I keep my eyes resolutely closed, until I fall completely asleep.
I won’t be visiting Mark for a few weeks. My flight’s booked for the twenty-second. In the meantime, the work for the new magazine has assumed nightmare proportions. Every hour seems to bring fresh complications. If I had known how much time this would take, would I have started it? A little late to worry about it now—the first issue’s due in three weeks. Sometimes, as I’m typing, my fingers seem to flicker away—but the words keep appearing on the screen, and since I touch-type, I’m not really looking at my fingers anyway. Maybe I need new glasses?
I’m on the phone while I work, talking to Katherine. “Oh, I’m sorry, sweetie. Yes, that’s terrible… .”
Her boyfriend’s causing trouble again. I make appropriate noises—that’s all she needs. This is a recurring theme, and it no longer needs all of my attention. I know my lines. “No, I wouldn’t take that either. You should talk to him.” She starts crying—time for reassurance. “Aw, c’mon. It’ll be okay… .”
While I murmur, I type. She’ll never know. A brief pang of guilt, stifled.
“Dear Mr. Rossiter-Parks, thank you for your kind submission to our new magazine. I’m sorry to have to inform you that… .” I really need to take the time to set up a template and automate part of this. More efficient in the end. Tomorrow. I’ll do it tomorrow. In the meantime, I can do this kind of letter in my sleep. Heh. Now that would be efficient. “Please do feel free to submit to us in the future… .”
Her sobs quiet a little. My cue. “You know he loves you.” Her sobs get louder, making it hard to concentrate. “Look, it can’t be that bad!” Whoops. Not too exasperated. She’ll just get more upset. Soothing. That’s the way to go. “I think you’re great, kiddo, and I’m sure he does too… .”
I’ve been sitting quite a while in one place, and my neck has started to hurt. I reach up to switch the phone from one ear to another…and my hand isn’t there. My forearm ends at the wrist. I freeze, and Katherine weeps on, while I stare at the computer through the space that should have been filled by my hand.
I bite my lip, hard. I draw blood.
Then my hand is back. Just as if it had been there all along, almost as if it had planned this—just a little excursion. A rest, perhaps? Have all of my body parts been doing this all along, behind my back? Ducking out when I wasn’t looking? Maybe I haven’t been paying enough attention to my body lately. Maybe it wants some exercise? I have been skimping on my sit-ups, after all. Just haven’t felt like I had the time for the full workout in the mornings.
I haven’t heard anything Katherine has said for minutes.
“Kiddo, I’ve got to go. I’ll call you back tomorrow, okay? Sorry! Bye.”
I hang up the phone. She was still crying. My lip is still bleeding. I have not taken my eyes off my hand, but it seems pacified. It stays right where it’s supposed to be. My heart is thumping—a few toes were one thing, but I need my hand. I can’t type without it, and if I can’t type, then the magazine will go under, and it’s not just my project, people are counting on me, it’s my responsibility—not to mention that I won’t be able to make my damn rent…was that a flicker?!
Okay, okay. Deep breaths. Calm. Just calm down.
I pledge that I will do my exercises every morning, okay? I wonder if saying this in my head is enough, but it would sound so silly to say it out loud.
I get up and close the door. “I pledge that I will do my full exercises every morning.” I add an “I solemnly swear” just in case. I would have liked to start with “I, Sita Mathuri, being of sound mind and health”…but that seems a bit risky, since I’m not certain of either.
I go sit at the computer again. Eyes fixed rigidly on the keys, which means that I make far more errors than usually, I start typing names again. Everything will be fine.
I call Mark, but he’s neither home nor at the office. He could be anywhere—the boy tends to wander. No voice mail either. I consider sending him e-mail:
Mark. Disappearing rapidly. Send help.
Or maybe:
Sweetie, I regret to inform you that I am losing my mind. Since I know you love me for my mind and not my body, please let me know if you’d like to dissolve this relationship… .
Perhaps something like:
I’m not sure what’s going on, but body parts are going AWOL. Would like to discuss this with you. I know it sounds mad, but maybe it’s just some strange disease. Hopefully not communicable. Come soon!
I settle for the ever-useful:
Call me, please. Soon.
That should worry him nicely; I think that’s what I wrote the last time I broke up with him. Or maybe that was the time before last? In any case, I could use some company in my misery. I log off and go make dinner. I watch my fingers very carefully when I chop. I can’t afford to lose any.
Peter’s here for dinner. He got delayed in traffic, which explains why he wasn’t here to help chop. He’s nothing if not prompt. We have curry and I have wine. A couple of glasses. He doesn’t drink.
“So? Tell me about last night.”
“Last night?” What? Has he guessed? I hadn’t quite worked up the nerve to tell him yet… .
“The one you took home from the reading. Pretty boy—so, how’d it go?”
Oh, him. Right. “Oh, fine. He didn’t stay the night, but we had a nice time.”
“Think you’ll see him again?”
“Don’t you think I have enough on my hands with you two?” A little sharper than I meant.
He looks surprised. “Well, that’s hardly stopped you before, has it? Wasn’t your record five, concurrently?”
“Yes, and I neglected them all. Two of those lasted less than a week as a result… .”
“So, even you have limits. Glad to hear you admit it.” He sounds a little bitter. I haven’t been able to spend much time with him lately—so busy. What does he expect? Besides, it’s not like he has tons of time either… .
“I have plenty of limits. I have as many limits as anyone.” Ridiculous. Why am I snapping at him? “Look, let’s just go to bed. We can do the dishes in the morning.”
Once in the bedroom, I am suddenly shy. Stupid, after all this time, but I don’t know how to tell him, and I don’t want to meet his eyes. I pick up clothes and put them away. I straighten books on the shelves until he comes up behind me and slips his arms around my waist. I stiffen, then relax into his arms.
“You okay?”
“I’m sorry—I’m just kind of cranky. It’s been a long day.” I twist around so I’m facing him, his arms still loosely wrapped around me.
“Anything in particular?”
I kiss him instead of answering. I don’t know what to say. I raise my hands to cup his face, and he pulls me closer, his mouth opening against mine, his fingers starting to dig into my back, soon so hard that it hurts a little, the way I like it.
We stumble towards the bed. We fall onto it. My mouth is now on his cheek, his neck, digging under his shirt, my fingers unbuttoning as fast as they can. It’s one of the best things about sex with him, the way it blazes up out of nowhere, burns me up so I can’t think, can’t slow down even when he wants me to—and does he really want me to? He’s egging me on, his fingers shoving up my skirt, sliding into me, and I’m glad Mark got me out of the habit of wearing underwear years ago ’cause I can’t wait for it, I’m squeezing my thighs around his hand, I’m slamming down as he slams up and rising and rising, with my whitened fingertips digging into the bed, arched and ready to scream…
…and it’s gone.
Not gone the way it is when you get there and fall over the top and down the other side. Definitely not that kind of gone. It’s almost as if someone had dumped a bucket of ice water on me at just the wrong damned moment—except that then I’d have felt the ice at least, I’d be cold and shivering and wet. And I am wet and shivering, but only on my skin, only cooling sweat, ’cause what’s between my thighs is absolutely nothing except for Peter’s hand, wet and slippery and hanging there in air.
Peter’s face is chalk white. He looks like he’s about to have a heart attack. Then everything suddenly goes back to normal and his hand has disappeared between my thighs again, except that I am not on the verge of coming anymore, I am not even close, I am about as far away as you can be, and I am not happy. Peter slowly pulls out his hand; even if he’d wanted to keep going, he could tell that I didn’t. He pulls it out and wipes it on the sheets and then looks up at me.
“Okay. What’s going on?”
“I don’t know.”
That’s not going to satisfy him. It doesn’t. I tell him everything, starting with last night’s toes and proceeding through missing fingers and a disappearing hand and ending with today. And as I do, I get more and more scared—and more and more angry. Toes I could deal with. Even fingers or hands—I can always dictate, right? Voice recognition software gets better every day. But if I can’t have sex anymore ’cause the relevant parts have chosen to wander off at the crucial moments…my fingers are digging into my thighs. They hurt. I am hurting myself. I am hurting my body, which is not behaving at the moment. I am wondering what will happen if I try to actually tear away some skin—will it disappear before I can? Would it come back?
The phone rings.
It’s past midnight. It must be Mark. Peter goes outside to smoke a cigarette and think. I pace back and forth as I tell the story again. It’s easier than I expected. It usually is, talking to him, at least once I get started. Unfortunately, he doesn’t have the answer for me. I try not to let him hear how disappointed I am. I doubt I fool him, but he lets me pretend. It’s been a rough day, after all.
Peter comes back in. I tell Mark I’ll talk to him tomorrow night, and hang up the phone. Peter pulls me into a hug.
“You should go see a doctor.” He’s using that ‘I’m-not-nagging-but-you-know-this-is-a-good-idea’ voice. I hate that.
“What can a doctor do?”
“This might have happened to someone before. I’ll see what I can find on-line, but in the meantime, you should see an expert.”
I consider arguing, but he will be impossible until I give in. He was like that about my wearing seatbelts, and remembering to take my thyroid medicine, and going to the dentist. I think I give in just to get him to stop nagging—but he doesn’t care as long as I do it.
“Drive me?”
“Of course.”
He holds me tight all night. I wake, once or twice, and he is still holding me. It doesn’t really help, but it doesn’t hurt either.
Peter calls the following morning, and somehow gets me an appointment. I think he bribed the secretary. He waits patiently while I do my exercises. I’ve already lost faith in them, but I did swear. I keep my promises.
The doctor is very beautiful, with short black hair and ice blue eyes. I try not to check her out too obviously as she goes through the routine physical, checks my pulse, palpates my breasts… .
“Well, you seem pretty healthy. What seems to be the problem?”
I can’t say it. I just can’t. I stare at her, and she at me. Her cheerful expression grows concerned, but she waits patiently. This room is too big and cold and white. I want a blanket, but you can’t ask a doctor for that. My teeth are chattering. She says nothing, and finally, I have to speak.
“Could I borrow your pad? And a pen?”
I write it down. It’s always easier to write. “Parts of my body keep disappearing.”
She reads it, and her eyes only widen slightly. Good doctor—well-trained.
“Parts of your body keep disappearing? Which parts?”
I tell her, and watch her expression subtly shift. This isn’t going to go well. I can tell.
I argue with Peter in the car going home. He thinks I should do what the doctor says; slow down a little, try to decrease stress, maybe talk to a counselor. Unfortunately, none of my body parts acted up in the office, and I know what the doctor was thinking, with her sharp blue eyes and pointed questions. ‘The poor girl is over-committed, in more ways than one.’ ‘She’s so tired and stressed that she’s imagining things.’ It would have been ridiculous to bring Peter in as witness, and she’d probably just have decided that he was over-committed too. He’s not been sleeping well, and he looks exhausted. Still, there aren’t any bits of him disappearing. I’m getting scared.
Peter drops me off with a hug and makes me promise to call him if anything else blinks out. For a moment, I don’t want to let go…I hang on tight. But I can’t hang on to him forever—besides, I told Mark I’d call him. And I owe Katherine a call, still. I let go, kiss his cheek, and head inside.
It’s easier telling the story the fourth time. I’m not sure why I bother, though. Katherine reacts as expected. She’s been convinced for years that if I just picked one of them, settled down with Mark or Peter, got married, etc. and so on ad nauseum, then I’d live happily ever after. She’s read too many romance novels. She’s fixed up the problems with her boyfriend since we talked yesterday, which means that she’s even more convinced that True Love(tm) will conquer all. If I swear monogamy to Mark (or Peter), then all my problems will be solved. No more disappearing bits.
Even if that were true, it wouldn’t be worth it.
“That’s not an option. I love both of them… . No, Kat, I can’t tell you which one I love more. I don’t know… . Well, I’m not you, am I?”
She eventually gives in on that one, but then shifts her attack. Surely I can at least stop bringing pretty boys and girls home for a night? Sure I could, but why should I? What can that possibly have to do with this? We argue for hours. Usually she’s less persistent than this—after all these years, you’d think she’d have given up entirely. But now she has new ammunition. We argue until I am ready to weep with frustration. Finally, I just hang up. She’ll understand. I’ll call her back next week and apologize; I just can’t cope with any more right now.
There is work waiting for me, but I can’t look at it now, I can’t. I just can’t.
I call Mark.
I meet Mark at the airport; he’s bought a ticket and come out early, two whole weeks before my scheduled trip. I feel better as soon as he arrives; stronger. Solider.
Nothing had disappeared in the few intervening days, but I’d been looking a bit translucent. My housemates had mentioned that I seemed pale; one of them made me dinner last night, out of the blue. She kept trying to get me to drink carrot juice. I’d started staying inside; in bright sunlight, I could see the veins and arteries through my skin, the blood pumping away, the muscles stretching and flexing. It didn’t seem to be dangerous—my hands could still type, my legs could still walk—it’s just unnerving. I’m so glad to have Mark with me.
I slide my arm around him, hold him tight. Definitely better. I don’t mention it until we’re home, until the bus has deposited us down the street and we’ve walked up the last few blocks to the house. Luckily, he travels light. We slip inside, dodging housemates; he’s not the gregarious type, and lately, for all their kindly concern, they weary me.
“I think you should spend more time alone.”
Mark doesn’t usually give advice, even when asked. He must be actually worried.
“I feel better. Now that you’re here.” It sounds appallingly mushy, but he’s used to that from me.
“I can’t fix it for you.”
“Shh…I know.”
We talk for a while, and then go to sleep. No real answers yet. Difficult to have answers when you’re not sure what the question is. Is the doctor right? Is Peter? Am I stretched too thin? And if so, is there anything I can do about it? Is there anything I’m willing to do?
In the morning, I wake to sunlight coming in the window, and tentatively hold a hand up to it. I can’t see through, even a little. Totally solid and normal. Relieved, I turn to wake Mark up, but he looks so peaceful…he hates being woken. At least I can make it a pleasant waking.
I slide further under the sheets, slip down to gently breathe on his hip, his thigh. If I do this just right, I can get him hard without waking him. Once, I even made him come in his sleep; that was satisfying. I’m not particularly interested in trying to repeat that, though—my nipples are sore and my thigh muscles are tight. I want him, and I want him awake. I breathe in deeply; the scent of him always turns me on. I blow gently on his hardening cock, I lick down the length of it, I rub my thighs together as I take the head in my mouth…I rub my cock against his leg…what?!
He’s awake. I’m very awake. We sit up; I yank back the sheets, and there, below my belly, nestled in a little nest of fine blonde hair, is a pale cock just like his, shocking against my dark skin. I can’t help it—I gasp out loud. You might call it a shriek. Not that I haven’t fantasized a little about having a penis—what woman hasn’t?—but to have his… . And it is his, exactly. Our eyes flick back and forth between our groins, comparing. Twins! Mine softens just as his does, it relaxes into exactly the same shape. We don’t say anything; we just sit there, staring. It’s there for at least a minute before it slowly fades out, and my own, more discreet, genitals fade in. I feel a little better, but still…
“Well.” My voice is shaking. I take a deep breath. “Peter has been complaining that I start sounding like you when I’ve been talking to you a lot. Maybe we shouldn’t be surprised.”
“I don’t think being near me is going to be a solution.” He sounds relieved.
“No.” What if it had been my head that faded out, to be replaced by his? Or even my heart… . “Still, if I could figure out how to control this, to do that again, the possibilities… .”
“Do you think you can?” He has an unfortunate predisposition for asking difficult questions.
“Well. No. Probably not.”
“You don’t want to just disappear bit by bit, and you don’t want to turn into me. I think you should at least try going away. Away from everyone.”
“But the project… .”
“Will survive without you for a few days.”
He’s right, of course. Maybe that’s why he so rarely gives advice—so that when he does, he can be right.
I borrow some camping gear from the housemates, send out e-mail to the appropriate people, change the message on the machine: “Gone fishing; back Wednesday”. I take out some money, buy groceries, pack the laptop, try to remember what I’ve forgotten, grab my medicine, and finally head out. Peter drops me off at the trailhead. I promise I’ll call every night and let him know that I’m okay. He’s not much of a woods person; I think he thinks I’ll be eaten by bears. There are no bears around here.
By the time I hike in and wrestle with the tent and gather wood, I’m so exhausted that I don’t even worry about being able to see the fire through my hands. It’s kind of a pretty effect, actually: flickering reds and golds glowing under my brown skin. I feel a little guilty about not having written anything, but console myself with the fact that I only have three two-hour batteries for the laptop. If I don’t type tonight, then I can stay another day. I curl up in my blanket and go to sleep.
Third day. I didn’t type anything yesterday. I didn’t flicker either. Skin’s opaque this morning, and the lake is beautiful, if cold. I swam naked at noon yesterday. I think I’ll go in a little earlier today. I could swim for hours here; days. When I finish, there’s a meadow nearby, and my blanket makes a perfect place to curl up and bask in the sun. I’ve got a lot of bug bites, but it doesn’t seem to matter. I’ve run out of books, too. I could always write my own—when I run out of paper, there’s bark, right? I could learn how to make ink out of something. Bug-blood, maybe, or fish guts. Of course, I’d have to catch a fish for that.
That’s a bit of a problem, actually. I didn’t really bring enough food to stay past tomorrow afternoon. When I hike back out this evening to call Peter, I could ask him to bring more food. Maybe I’ll do that. It’s nice here. Quiet.
Peter looks worried.
“You sure you want to stay longer? Do you have enough batteries?”
“Plenty—don’t worry.” It’s not as if I’m using them.
“This should last you a few more days. You—you do look better. Healthier.”
“Glad to hear it. I’ll see you Saturday, then?”
“Umm…okay. Guess that’s it, then.”
“Yup. Listen, it seems a little silly to call every night. I’m fine out here. I’ll call if there’s a problem, okay?”
“Well, okay.”
“Bye, then.” I heft the now-heavy pack onto my back and turn away. He leans over to kiss my cheek before I’m out of range. I let him, and smile.
“Bye,” he says, as I walk away.
the sun is so warm and the insects buzz above the grass tickles as the breeze blows it against my damp skin the sky is a thousand shades of blue and i will count and name them all before sunfall before night because when night comes then i will have to count the stars and there are so many this is my one two three day of naming blue
icicle blue
Mark’s eyes blue
computer screen blue
atlantic blue
my favorite jeans blue
esthely blue
i made that last one up entirely esthely the color where midnight runs into deep sea lit with sunlight blues esthely esthely esthely
Peter finds me. Peter finds me and cleans me up and takes me home and holds me until I am myself again. He tells me that my skin had turned green. Not transparent or translucent; very there—oh, definitely there. There, like a tree is there, a tree reaching up into the esthely sky, alone in the night but solid and rooted in the earth.
I don’t think I was meant to root quite so deep.
I don’t have an answer to the questions, but I have a plan to keep me whole. This is the plan.
1. Schedule time for Mark and Peter. Schedule time for work. Schedule time for friends. Schedule time for play.
2. When I start feeling a bit translucent, drag someone with me to the woods. Don’t talk to them, or at least not much, but make sure they bring me out again before I take root.
3. Repeat as necessary.
3a. If this doesn’t work: panic.
The first issue is coming out on time, it looks like. Or only a few hours late, at any rate. Katherine is engaged. Huzzah—that should keep things calmer. Tomorrow I go to visit Mark, thank the gods. And my housemates have made dinner for me, which is nice. My toes are tingling a little—that’s the first sign, I’ve learned. It’s okay, though…it’ll be a couple of hours before anything actually disappears, and I’ll have time to take a long walk first and count the stars. That should hold it off for a while. It’s just like remembering to take my meds.
This isn’t quite how I expected things to go. But I don’t know if that matters.
I’m not giving up, not yet.
If I hadn’t come this way, I’d never have found my shade of blue.
Note: this was written as hypertext for the web; the sections can be read in any sequence, or repeated
Frost
Rosa. Rosa in the afternoon, sitting in the window with her hair falling down, hair so pale, so fair, a white waterfall cascading down and down and he loses himself in it, in this girl sitting in the window, reading a book with her eyes half-closed and her legs pulled up and the light behind her so she is only a shape at dusk, in the town library, a curving shape with white water falling behind.
He opens the door, picks up a book from the cart by the door, a good book, a big, thick book, and walks a long circle of the small room, pausing at each compass point instinctively, despite the lack of arrows. He looks up, he looks down, he looks anywhere but at her, and finally he happens to be beside her, he happens to sit across an expanse of cushions in the broad window nook, he happens to be gazing at his book and not at her, oh no, and he is biting his lip raw. He is biting his lip and staring at the book and the clock is ticking and she has not looked up.
Five o’clock, six o’clock, seven and perhaps he should speak and the library closes at eight on Monday summer nights in August of that year but he has done as much as he is able in walking the room, in coming to this southwest compass point, in sitting here, where the breeze from the quiet vent carries with it her slightly musky scent mixed with the dust of old books. He has done all he can and turns the pages without ever noticing that the book is in Spanish and talks of un corazón that has shattered into a thousand pieces.
Seven fifteen. Thirty. Thirty-eight. Forty-seven, and the dry librarian calls out that it is time to check out books, that the library is closing, that it is over over over. And he does not move, he has stopped turning pages, and his lip is bleeding, just a little. Rosa looks up then, she looks up and smiles and asks, “Café?” and when he only clutches his book harder and stares at her she laughs. “Coffee, then.” He laughs too, only half-comprehending, but they walk out the narrow white library doors together, leaving the books forgotten behind.
Forest
Patrick writes poetry. He does not show it to her, but every word is of her, every touch of pen to paper, every scrap stuffed into pockets as she walks up, lifts on tiptoes, kisses him on the cheek. She doesn’t say hello, she only smiles and loops her arm around his waist, curls a finger into his belt loop and they begin to walk, he with his head tilted down, loving the easy familiarity of her. Patrick whistles and walks and this is what he writes:
the ivy curls around the oak, stretching up into the sun
and her legs are two strong trunks, her arms spreading
branches, a multitude of branches, a multitude of trees
and even in the dark, the tips reach up to the light, they
stretch, and moonlight streaks the green, sunlight
catches the twisting leaves and the ivy reaches up,
though it will never stretch quite as high… .
Patrick takes her to the woods. She had never seen them before him. She had grown up in the city, the big bad city with a moderately middle-class life; she had walked its streets barefoot, heedless of glass, and now she lets go of his waist, she runs in the woods, she disappears among the trees, his heart thumps and for a moment he cannot breathe, he cannot think, and then he sees the white banner of her hair, shouting surrender in the dark woods, shouting come and get me and he chases her, running her down, hunter to the fleet deer, but he catches her, he catches her up against a tree, and then he pauses, uncertain.
He pauses, and it is she who kisses him then, who pulls him down into the slightly dank undergrowth, the soft mosses, who peels their clothes away, like curling apple skins, until they are shivering in the morning woods, until their skin is wet with the remaining dew, until they are shivering with desire, until their skin is wet with touching, burning, rolling and rutting there under the tall trees, under the spreading branches reaching for the growing light.
Cobalt
“Will you make me some tea, dear?”
Kitchen putterings. Kettle whistlings. Pouring just as the water boils, the water that is fresh, filtered. Pouring over the loose tea leaves, swirling them up in the cobalt blue mug, watching them catch the light. Waiting, just staring into the hot water, the tea leaves, not reading the future, just waiting. One minute, two minutes, three and then pouring the tea into a serviceable white mug, straining it carefully, and not a leaf falls through, so carefully is it done. Then poured back again, dark unleafy tea, and one sugar and a little milk and the silver spoon that Patrick found for fifty cents at a city rummage sale and brought home and polished until it shone. And the tea is ready, silver stirring in the deep cobalt blue, and carried over to the table, to the computer humming, whirring, the keys clicking clicking clicking and ah,
reach up,
kiss a thank you,
smile,
and then back to the clicking keys pausing only for long, slow sippings of the hot tea, of the not quite scalding, perfect temperature, perfectly prepared with love and care, dark Ceylon tea.
Rust
Not tonight.
I hurt. You hurt me.
Last night.
Fine, not last night. Two nights ago, then. I still hurt.
Where do you think?
Just leave it alone, dammit!
I don’t want to talk.
I said, I don’t want to talk.
I don’t want to hug, I don’t want to kiss, I definitely don’t want to fuck!
Yeah, sure. I know how your mind works. You were thinking about it.
Don’t even start. I know you.
Look, I’m going to go sleep on the couch.
Fine, you sleep there. Just as long as you let me sleep.
Roses
Can you watch love die? Can you chart its course in the absences? The fewer words spoken. The fewer gentle touches. The shirts unwashed, the dishes undone. The heavy shouting silences. Is it present in the additions? The proliferation of stumbling attempts to make conversation. The sudden passion for sit-ups, for crisp clothes, in the half-formed urges toward self-improvement.
Patrick unlocks their door, fumble-fingered. He walks in, sets down his heavy briefcase, listens for and hears Rosa in the bedroom, chattering. He has time, and so takes his paper-wrapped package into the kitchen. There he pokes and prods, pulls out a few dead leaves, a malformed bud, and shifts until the dark purple roses bloom like bruises from the green heart of ferns. Only then does he take them to her, walks in the bedroom door and sees her there, lying sprawled on their bed with one hand between her thighs, in the dark robe he bought her for their anniversary, the dark silk robe caressing her skin, her hair loose for once and shockingly bright against it, her fingers slipping against the silk, against her skin. She does not see him at first—he slipped off his shoes as he entered, he has learned to move on cat feet. Rosa purrs into the phone for an endless moment, and then looks up, sees him, falls silent. He walks into the room. He offers the flowers. She mouths the words, “Thank you.” She nods towards the kitchen, and he nods in return. Patrick walks out of the room, closing the door behind him, and steps into the kitchen. He pulls down a vase and prepares the fragile blooms for cutting. He carefully does not hear what noises leak through the edges of the door.
Holes
Patrick alone. Patrick alone on the seashore with the sand in his shoes because he will not take them off because that is what she would have done, she would have run barefoot or even naked down the moonlit stretch of sand, she would have dived into the icy water and mocked him for remaining on the shore until he joined her, stripped and ran and dived in, freezing cold and so very happy… .
Patrick crosses the same fifty feet of beach, over and over, with the sand in his shoes and a warm coat buttoned tight and his hands in his pockets. He is warm. He is warm and he does not care. His feet hurt. His fingernails dig into his palms, leaving marks, perhaps even drawing blood, muffled there, deep in his warm pockets.
Patrick remembers. She slept like a cat in the afternoons, curled in the sunlight, naked. He has not slept in the bed since, and the last depression is still there, the pit, the hole where she slept. He remembers the O of her mouth, the shocked opening as he, before he, after he slapped her. Not hard. And she came at him with claws outstretched, she dug into him, she was fierce and pitiless and when she was done he was punctured, pointless. She had shredded him and left nothing but the frame, the stick figure that could only walk, endless on a beach. No room for a heart. Nowhere to put it.
Patrick so very alone.
There are no stars tonight. The sky is dark and empty. The sky is full of black holes, and the stars have fallen through, dying.
Patrick deciding.
This is a true story.
In the dark, there’s a woman in bed. Her lover’s hand is between her thighs, and he is rubbing what he thinks is her clit, but in fact he’s almost an inch off, and she doesn’t know what to do. She wants to tell him, somehow, but it’s not an easy thing to communicate. She tries raising her hips a little, hoping that he will figure it out and slide his finger down that crucial inch, but instead he just rubs harder, undoubtedly thinking he is exciting her. She makes little sounds of frustration, but he doesn’t understand what they mean. She knows that she should just say something—even if it’s only “lower,” but the word has gotten caught in her throat; it’s buried down somewhere deep. She can only say it in her head, over and over like a mantra: “lower lower lower lower… . ” She doesn’t know why she’s doing it. It’s not as if he can hear her thoughts, but she wishes he could, because, while it might cause problems, it would be easier than this. Finally, he gives up on getting her off this way and slides his finger inside her instead, gliding over her clit, accidentally, in the process. She gasps, but he thinks it’s because of the finger inside her, and she doesn’t know how to tell him what he’s missing.
That’s me.
At the San Francisco Barnes & Noble store, a woman is reading an erotic short story called “A Jewel of a Woman.” She hasn’t read this story out loud before, and it’s a little more explicit than she remembered. “I once tried that trick you read about, where you stuff a bunch of pearls deep into your pussy and then pull the strand out slowly, one by one. It felt so good, so fucking good as those pearls came out, grinding against my clit one by one… . ” She thinks about dropping her voice a little when she says “pussy” or “fucking” or “clit,” especially since the children’s section is just a few steps away. But the managers must have known what they were letting themselves in for when they scheduled an erotica reading, right? And they gave her a mike anyway. So what the hell! Instead of getting quieter, she gets louder, and sexier; she licks her lips and pauses before the forbidden words; she draws them out— she does her damnedest to seduce the people sitting in the metal folding chairs, seduce them with her voice and swaying body, and by the end of the story people are halted in the aisles across the store, listening, people who hustle away, embarrassed, when she stops. She doesn’t care because she knows that, for a few minutes, she had them. They were hers.
That’s me too.
Forgive the third person—it’s easier than saying “I”. If I had to say “I couldn’t say that” or “I did this,” then I’m not sure I’d be able to write this at all. But maybe I could—that’s what’s so odd. It’s a lot easier to write this stuff down than to say it out loud. I’ve been writing erotica for seven years now, and it still surprises me how easy it is to write, “She wanted to fuck him silly, until his eyes were bugging out… . ” or even “I took his thick cock in my mouth, licking it up and down… .“
Maybe it’s because erotica is fiction. That would be one explanation—that even though there’s a little of myself in all my characters (even the gay men), it’s never quite me. My characters can often say and do things that would terrify me in real life; I can use them to explore all sorts of possibilities. They can have sex with strangers, or with their best friends. They can be blindfolded and beaten. They can do desperate, crazy things for love, or for a really good fuck. They’re just characters.
Even when I’m reading my stories out loud, my audience doesn’t know which ones, which parts are really me. Even if I tell them, “This one is autobiographical,” they can’t really know where autobiography ends and fiction begins.
It’s different at night, in the dark, in bed.
He is kissing her, her cheeks, her neck, her throat. It feels good, but something is bothering her, something is making her more quiet than usual, not as responsive. He notices. He stops and asks, “What’s wrong?” She shakes her head. She wants to answer, to ask for something, a small thing, but she can’t. She is afraid of the words, and doesn’t know why. She is afraid of his answer to her simple request. She is a little reluctant to say anything at first. Then her silence makes this seem more important than it should be, and it becomes even more difficult to talk, to say the words. She feels paralyzed. He has dealt with this before. Silence, and the stillness of her body that signals distress. They have sometimes played twenty questions—him asking the questions, trying to guess what is bothering her. She can manage to nod or shake her head, but, too often, he can’t even come close to asking the right questions. Tonight, though, he has a new idea. He gets up, walks naked to the living room, gets a pencil and paper and brings them back. Turns on the nightstand light, hands her the paper and pencil, turns away while she scribbles a few sentences on the paper. She feels ridiculous, and almost doesn’t have the nerve to give him the paper, but she does. She buries her face in his chest while he reads her request. He doesn’t laugh. He reaches out, shuts off the light, turns back and tilts up her head and starts to kiss her again. This time, on her lips. He kisses her for a long time. He doesn’t say anything, and she is grateful.
See—it’s not just that fiction is easier to write than nonfiction. Writing it down is easier than speaking it. The writing lets me distance myself. The hand moving across the page is further away from the heart of me than the air in my throat, struggling to form words. If you read this, and then we meet some day, you will know these things about me, these things that I have written, that I have told you. Probably I’ll be embarrassed, but it will be an embarrassment I can live with. It will be so much easier than having said the words out loud.
She feels so silly having him get a pencil and paper that she tries to teach him the sign alphabet. It is all she knows of sign language—the shapes of letters, A, B, C—but it is enough to make small sentences, with patience. In bed, in the moonlight, she can spell out: W I L L Y O U G O D O W N O N M E? She usually doesn’t even have to spell out the whole thing; he figures it out around the D and takes her hand in his to still it and then smiles and slides his mouth down her body. What is funniest is that sometimes he forgets what letter a shape means, especially when she hasn’t done this for him in a while. Then she ends up sounding out half the letters as she says them, so that she feels like a grownup talking over the head of a little kid, spelling out the letters of words she doesn’t want her to hear. It’s silly, it’s ridiculous—but it’s working. It’s better than pencil and paper. It’s much better than nothing.
My lovers are always startled when they realize how much trouble I have talking in bed. They’re mostly quiet themselves—I like the quiet types, and so lovemaking tends not to be too talkative. For most things, body language and muffled sounds do well enough. Sometimes we go weeks before they figure it out. When they do, they almost always say the same thing—”But you write this stuff!”
“It’s not the same,” I explain. After a while, they believe me, especially after they see me trying, and failing, to talk. Sometimes they accept it as yet another of my strange quirks. One or two have really wanted to know why. I’ve gotten frustrated enough with the whole business that I’ve tried to figure it out too.
The nearest I can come to figuring it out is that it has to do with being naked. Not just physically naked, though that’s part of it (I have no problems talking about sex while sitting on the couch, fully clothed, using sufficiently dry and clinical terms).
When I talk about sex in bed with a lover, I am physically and emotionally naked, open and vulnerable to someone whom I am inviting past the barriers, the boundaries, someone who has seen and touched all my private spaces. It’s intense, and scary. To put my real desires, my most intimate thoughts, into words, and to say them out loud in a private space where there is no possibility that I can pretend that I was just joking, reciting, performing—that’s just plain terrifying. It’s the most naked act I know.
It’s a lot easier to run away and hide.
She has been with him for years. She knows how to translate his code words; speech doesn’t always come easily to him either. So when he finishes, and asks her, “Are you okay?” she knows that he is really asking if she is satisfied, if that was enough, or if she’d like him to do something else. He is even trying to make it easy for her—all she has to say is, “No,” and he will try to satisfy her. Sometimes when she needs to, she manages to say it, but this time, the thought of the conversation they might get into (as he tries to find out exactly what she wants) exhausts her. So she says “I’m fine,” and pretends to herself that she’s answering another question entirely, because while she’s not really satisfied, not sated, she’s not really thrumming with tension either—she’s okay, she’s fine. It’s true enough, isn’t it?
You see, I was raised to be polite. I’m not someone who swears easily—it takes a real crisis to get “fuck!” or even “dammit!” out of my mouth. When upset, I am more likely to cry or be silent than shout. Being polite means not saying things, a lot of the time. Not saying things that might upset someone else, things that might make someone uncomfortable. I can hide my powerful naked emotions behind a sheltering, softening cloak of politeness; and that’s how I was raised—that’s how most of us are raised. That’s how you get along with people.
If I ask a lover for something, and he doesn’t really want to give it to me, we are both in an awkward position. Does he refuse, and deal with my disappointment? Does he agree, and do something he doesn’t really want to do? If he thinks my request is ridiculous, or disgusting, won’t we both just be embarrassed? It’s easier not to ask.
Yet I’m not sure that silence is ever a real solution. It’s just easier than speaking. But in the end, I don’t want to just be “polite” with my lover.
She has bought a copy of Exhibitionism for the Shy, though she has always distrusted self-help books. She is on the first exercise, where you stand alone in a room and say the forbidden words out loud. Just the words at first, disassociated.
Fuck. Cock. Pussy. Cunt.
Once she has practiced that for a while (it’s not so hard), she moves to the next step—owning the words.
My pussy. My cunt.
I like fucking.
This part is difficult. She almost gives up right here. But she is tired of not being able to say what she wants to say. She is tired of resorting to pieces of paper and letters hand-spelled out in dim light. It would be so much better to just be able to say it. She feels silly, stupid, ridiculous all over again, saying these words to an empty room—but she says them. It does get easier with practice.
I want you to lick me.
I want you to fuck my pussy, my cunt.
So why are those words so particularly difficult? There are lots of things I could ask for, lots of things that a lover might say no to, that might be upsetting or disappointing—yet they’re rarely as difficult to say as “Will you kiss my breasts?” (Try it. Go alone into the bathroom; close the door, and try saying the words out loud. I hope you have an easier time of it than I do.)
Is it because we’re not supposed to like sex? Is that a spectre of my mother, hovering in the background, listening as I say those scary words? Am I hearing the echoes of all those years of “don’t look, don’t touch, don’t do… .“ Whether said or unsaid, the message was clear; just don’t. So that if I do, I do it quietly in secret, in the dark, under the covers, soundlessly. Or, if overcome by passion, I might scream, and there’s an excuse, isn’t there? “I couldn’t help myself… . ” So whimpering and moaning might be okay; that’s just my body taking over.
But when I put the words to it, when I say, “I want you to fuck me, please… . ”, then I can’t pretend that I just happened to fall into this bed, oops!, or that I was simply overwhelmed by my body’s desires, ’cause there’s my mind forming those words, sending the message to my mouth to open up and say them out loud.
I have to admit to my lover and even worse, to myself, that I consciously choose to be here, having sex, and that goes against everything I was ever taught.
I know not all of you have my background, and I do wonder how much of my difficulty comes from the way I was raised (of conservative family, in a culture where sex came always after marriage and a woman’s needs were often subjugated to a man’s). It would be easy to put it all down to that; to being female and Asian and unmarried. That’s undoubtedly a lot of it, for me—but it can’t be all of it. More than a few of my lovers have had similar difficulties, and while they are also unmarried, they are neither female nor Asian. It seems to me that most cultures teach us to deny our sexuality, deny the strength of our desires.
Strong desires aren’t polite, aren’t civilized—it’s no wonder society wants to control, soften, silence them. But if everyone tries to silence their own desires—then no one gets what they want. We just end up all being polite, and deeply frustrated, together.
She has been with one lover for eight years now—long enough to trust him, a little. She has written him notes, said a few words in the darkest part of night, written messages with her finger on the skin of his back. He doesn’t always understand, but he has never laughed at her.
A few months ago she called him up and left a message on the machine.
“I wish you were here.
If you were here I would like to
go down on you.”
There are long pauses between the phrases. When he listens to the message, he can tell that she is having trouble breathing, that her throat is tight and that she stopped partway through to bite her lip, to swallow.
“I would like
you
to go down on me.”
She wanted to be more explicit, more detailed. She wanted to tell him how she loves the taste of him, how she longs to bury her face between his thighs, and then have him do the same to her, have him lick and suck and dig his fingers into her ass and lift her off the bed, but she couldn’t quite manage the words. Still, it’s more than she would have said to his face. She asks him later if he liked the message.
He says he did.
She is thinking of leaving another message sometime soon.
I could stop here, say nothing more than I already have, not push any further. The sex is pretty good at this point, after all. I’ve had a lot of practice, and I don’t really need the words.
But the desire is still there. The desire to speak, to be naked, to be known. To be honest about desire, to be able to trust someone that much, with something that scary.
It’s the same desire that drives me to write erotic stories, and to keep an online journal and to write this essay to you. I am trapped in my separate, often confused, head. And one of my deepest desires is to first know myself, and then be known for who I am, to be loved as I am. An entire being, sexuality included—however naked and embarrassing and ridiculous that may be.
Writing the stories, writing to you, scribbling notes or signing letters: each attempt is scary. Though exciting as well—you should understand that part. Writing down the words makes my throat tight; I was shaking as I typed some of the sections above. My breath came fast, and my fingers are still cold. I write best when I’m scared and sweating—and the satisfaction when I finish is sometimes just as good as being fucked really well. Sometimes better. And that satisfaction comes whether or not I ever show the piece to anyone else; I am admitting something to myself in the writing of it. But sharing it takes the writing a step further.
When I first started writing erotica, when I put those words on the screen and then sent them out over the net, to hundreds or thousands of readers, it was a huge relief, an opening that let me start exploring desires that I had no other access to, desires that had been deeply buried and unspoken. I could say so much more with my fingers than I could with my throat; it gave me a freedom that I had never known—a freedom that at the same time only went as far as I could handle, that I could take in small steps and stages, so it wasn’t quite so frightening.
When I write about sex, I can control how much I expose myself, my desires (just as I could in all of those intermediate stages above; I could always erase that machine message). I can hide, a little, behind the name of ‘fiction’, or limit how much truth I spill in nonfiction. (That’s not really me who wants to be tied down to a bed and spanked—that’s just an example, just a character. Right?)
I can hide behind the relative anonymity of the pages—and that protection lets me push myself further. My characters can be as exhibitionistic as they desire… and when they are, a part of my own truth steps out into the light. Every time I manage to communicate my desires to a lover, a reader, a friend—it gets harder to hide. I’ve spoken a scary truth, and it’s out there now, inescapable.
And when that trust is rewarded—every time a lover, reader, friend responds by accepting who I am (and sometimes sharing some of their own scary desires)—it’s the most intoxicating feeling I know. Like riding a rollercoaster up and up, nerves taut, the heartstopping pause at the stop, and then screaming all the way down. Every time it works (doesn’t fling me off, doesn’t crash and burn) makes me want to try again—and push a little harder, go a little faster and farther this time.
So that maybe, eventually, I can be completely naked and unafraid.
Every once in a while, if I speak very quickly and don’t think about it at all, I can just say what I want. That sounds so simple, doesn’t it? It should be easy.
I want to tell you what I want.
At the edge of the fabric we hang, swinging freely
over the drop, hearts in our throats, hearts in
our hands. Roadsigns long since disappeared;
so few songs and tales to light the way, here
in the outer reaches. It is frightening,
being first. Lonely too, and there is always
the possibility that we are truly lost; that we
are not simply searching out the best route; that there
is no pass over these high mountains.
Should we turn back? It’s warmer near the center.
But oh—the clear cold beauty of the mountaintop
at night, under the unforgiving stars…it is
easier to breathe here, isn’t it? Am I wrong?
I know. You’re tired. I’m tired too. My legs
are so sore these days. Here…let’s build a fire.
We can stop for a little while and rest in the light.
We can decide where we’re going in the morning.
But you know—I don’t think we’re lost yet.
It was the summer before I started college. I was working in the factory and living with my family, saving up the money to buy my books and pay my rent, ’cause even if I had gotten a partial scholarship, it wasn’t going to be near enough by itself, and my poppa didn’t have anything to spare. Though he was proud, I think. None of the men in our line had ever even finished high school before. Just my momma’s sister, who married the doctor, and Cassie, of course. Though it’s not like Cassie’s really my sister. She’s just the daughter of the woman my poppa married after my momma took off. She doesn’t look anything like me; she’s little, y’know? Little like a bird, a little chocolate stick of a thing.
The guys in our family, the women too—they’re all big-boned. Big-boned with some flesh on ’em, momma and poppa types, ‘generous’ as my momma used to say before she took off with that rich guy. That’s what my poppa says she did, anyway. I don’t remember her saying that. I remember the day she left, though. Jamie and Jase had started up another one of their hollering fights, which had progressed to whaling on each other with their fists and making an unholy noise, and I was all ready for momma to turn around from the sinkful of last night’s dishes and lay into both of them.
Instead, she just turned and stared, stared at those boys until they froze stock still. She stood there in the kitchen with her hands on her broad, heavy hips, with a dishcloth on her shoulder and this look on her face. This look like if she had to put up with me and Jamie and Jase for one more moment, she was gonna strangle us all the way she wished she’d done when we were born. She’d say that sometimes, y’know? “Sweet Lord Jesus forgive me, I should have strangled you at birth.” In that flat voice, that said she was gonna crack, just split wide open like a bean pod, spilling out green bits. She didn’t say anything that time, though. Just picked up her purse and walked out, with the blue striped dishcloth on her shoulder, and she didn’t come back.
Cassie’s momma is a lot like my momma. She moved out here from the big city, moved into the old Manelli house down the road and took a job at the plant, working right next to my poppa in the assembly line. That woman was so angry, so bone-deep angry, she told everyone she met that she had had it up to here with that man, and she wasn’t going to put up with that kinda crap no more. That man had cheated on her for seven years. That man hadn’t been able to keep his hands off any woman over eighteen excepting maybe his own daughter. That man had given her no peace. What Cassie’s momma wanted more than anything else was some simple peace and quiet. Why she married my poppa then, I don’t know, considering. Maybe just ’cause they were both lonely. Them getting together caused a lot of talk in the town for a while, ’cause some people here don’t like white folks and black folks mixing together. I about thought my friend Pete’s momma was gonna have herself a stroke, but that’s mostly quieted down now.
Cassie isn’t like either her momma or mine. Cassie wouldn’t put up and put up and put up until the day she cracked. You say one word, look at her wrong, maybe pinch her butt as she walks by and she’ll be on you so fast. “Fucking bastard!” She’ll whip around and she’ll be sticking one long brown finger in your face, hissing like a snake, promising to get her homeboys from the old neighborhood to come kick your face in if you push her one more time. And it’s scary for a second, that fury exploding out at you, bright colored sparks flashing and screeching and you maybe take a step back. Hell, Jase’d take off running. Jamie’d blush bright red and look like he wanted to run and then he’d stand his ground. What else could he do—she’s nineteen, older’n any of us, but she’s so tiny, we could stomp her into the ground. He’s gonna admit he’s scared of that two-bit little girl? So they’d hiss at each other, and you could practically see the hair rising on their necks, their tails swishing as they turned and walked away. And me? Me the eighteen, me the should-know-better? Me who can’t help grabbing a bit of that skinny butt as it walks by?
I just laugh when she explodes. I always step back for a sec, but she’s so funny-looking, like an angry baby bird, and besides, I can tell she’s bluffing. Just making this shit up, about homeboys and the ’hood, trying to make herself sound all city and tough. I can’t help but laugh. A strangled chuckle and she’s still shaking that finger, and then my mouth opens and a big belly laugh comes up from my big belly, and she’s looking like all the brown’s gonna wash away to white she’s so mad… . Most times, that’s how it ends. Cassie looks like she’ll explode, and my poppa hollers, “What’re you doing to Cassie?!” I catch my breath and say I’m sorry, very calm, like a gentleman. And she can’t do anything but take it.
Only one time, it didn’t happen that way. I was sitting on the front room couch, that old cream-colored thing with the wide arms so comfy to lean against. I was sitting there reading so quiet, reading this book about kings and elves and rings, liking it a lot more than I’d expected I would, when Cassie came walking by. Cassie’s mom had gone off to church, and poppa had said he was taking the boys to baseball, and maybe Cassie had thought he meant me too, and she’d have the house to herself. But I’d twisted my ankle coming down the stairs that morning, and so I couldn’t go, and she’d maybe forgotten. ’Cause here she was walking down the hallway past the front room wrapped in nothing but a white towel, with those skinny long arms and legs sticking out of it so I whistled, ’cause what else is a brother to do if his sister walks by dressed like that, even if she isn’t any kind of blood relation and he’s only known her for a few months now? She’d been so careful around us boys that I’d never seen above her knees or even above her elbows before this. Nice.
So she whips around the way she always does and storms into the room, almost tripping over all the kids’ junk on the floor but catching herself. She starts shaking that finger in my face. And I’m feeling a little guilty already so I hold back the laugh and let her harass me, let her holler in my face about her homeboys and how they’d kick my ass from here to next Sunday, and she’s shaking like crazy with all that energy…and that towel starts slipping.
I can’t help it, I laugh as she grabs at it and you can tell she’s gonna explode like a grenade or a firework, and I’m clutching my stomach and laughing and knowing I’m gonna feel just rotten about this later. Cassie gets this look on her face, all twisted, screwed up tight and she reaches back with her fist and then slams it at my face, and if that had landed it would have hurt like hell. I may be big, but I’m not slow and I grab that fist and hold it. Her hand just disappears into mine with a thump and oh, this is the worst thing to do but I swear I can’t help it; I’m still laughing as I hold her hand inside mine, our hands shaking together with the force of it—and then she starts laughing. I’m serious. The laughter just bursts, sunshine across her face and we laugh and laugh until we’ve got sore stomachs and damp eyes and when we’re done laughing there’s such a good feeling, such a warm fellow-feeling in that room, like nothing I’ve known, like this is gonna be a friend for life smiling at me with her eyes.
Her hand’s dropped down but it’s still in mine, the other one still holding up that damn towel. Her hand so warm, practically vibrating with the energy in her, and I want to open it up, open that fist gently and squeeze her hand tight. Maybe drop a kiss into her palm, and I’m looking in her eyes and I know that she can see my wanting in them. I can’t read her though. Her hand twists in mine, uncurling and squeezing for one brief moment and I think maybe she’s feeling what I’m feeling. Maybe Cassie’s feeling that warmth uncurling in the belly. But instead of hanging on, she lets go. Lets go of my hand, which is feeling so cold and empty in that moment, like something’s missing, like I’ve lost a limb that’s supposed to be part of me.
It’s then that she takes this one step back, slow and careful. That might have been it, she might have just walked away right then, but Jase’d left his backpack on the floor, and she steps right onto it, losing her balance and sticking a hand out, catching the edge of the doorframe and almost falling but not quite. And the towel slips. Just a little, and then she catches it up again, leaning against the door frame, steadying herself. Then she stands up straight, her eyes locked on mine, on me sitting there, on the edge of jumping up to catch her. Cassie gets this look. There’s this big grin on her face as she slowly takes both top edges of the white towel and pulls it open, open like a wall of white and she’s posed against it. Small dark breasts with almost black nipples, surprisingly large. A flat stomach, and a mound shaved bare, a triangle between her thighs. I want to feed her. I want to put some meat on those skinny bones and then kiss my way along them. I want to drag her into bed and screw her ’til we’re both sore and screaming. But she takes another step back, still smiling, and so I sit there on that cream-colored couch, thinking of how she’d look lying on it, arms stretched up above her head, legs bent and waiting. Sitting still has never been so hard.
“It’s their house,” she says, and I know what she means. She’s not really my sister, not really…but poppa’d never understand. And I am despairing in that moment, despairing until I realize what she’s saying.
“I start school in October,” I offer. A long silence, waiting to hear her reply. She slowly wraps the towel back around her, hiding those slight curves.
“Maybe I’ll come visit.” She tilts her head, considering, and then nods, once, as if she’s made a decision. Then she turns and walks down the hall.
I go back to reading, but even hours later, when the kids are back and the house is shouting again, I can still feel her smile warming the room.
He called.
“Hey. I’ll be arriving in town on Wednesday, around seven. If you’re free—”
“Of course. Call when you get in.”
He arrives with a black duffel slung over a shoulder. He looks much the same. The last of the blond turned to grey a few years ago; the extra weight dropped away. He is not quite as gangly as a stork. He looks good to my eyes.
There is curry on the stove, but I have turned all the burners off, left the lid on the rice. When he steps through my doorway he drops the bag and pulls me into his arms; my hands pull his shirt out of his pants, slide underneath to touch the skin. He drops kisses on my forehead, and his hands slide down to curve around my ass, to pull me closer to him. He kisses my closed eyes, my cheek, my neck. I shiver and then pull him into the house, letting the door swing closed.
“How was your flight?”
“Fine.”
“That’s good.”
When he touches me, I feel like I am slipping down through the years. With his eyes closed and his fingers on my cheek, does he see the girl of twenty, her slender body? Or the woman of thirty? Of forty? When he touches my hair, is it still black instead of silver? I wear a long green dress, with brass buttons. He unbuttons them slowly, kissing my collarbone, my throat, licking a line down the clasp of my black bra. He unhooks the bra, lets my breasts swing free a moment before taking them in his rough hands. His hands disappear beneath them, but I can feel the fingers curving underneath. Then he is lifting one up, taking a nipple in his mouth, and I am shaking again, leaning against the wall, tilting back my head and thinking of nothing, contracting down to a single shining point of pleasure.
“Can you stay, or do you need to be in the city?”
“The conference sessions don’t start until nine. I’d like to stay with you.”
“That’s good. There’s coffee in the kitchen. The grinder’s in the—”
“—bottom cupboard.”
“Right.”
We are on my bed, naked in the last light of the sun. I haven’t drawn the shades; I want the light on our bodies—I want to see my dark arms against his pale stomach. Maybe the neighbors are watching. A ripple of pleasure runs through me at the thought. Let them look. He looks down at me, looks to see what new marks time has etched on my body. Not so many, since the last time. A few lines here and there; a little less weight. I still love to cook, but eating often seems more effort than it’s worth. A taste of each dish, a moment savoring each flavor—that’s enough.
After all these years, we stay essentially the same.
He lowers his head and tastes me. I bite my lower lip, squeeze my eyes tightly shut. My hands move to his head, my fingers curl in his hair. I arch up to meet him, and he slides a finger inside me, then two. Sounds rise in my throat, until my lips slip open and they go free. Sometimes, I try to be silent; it can be good, that fierce concentration. Not today. Not this first day. Today I let him know what he does to me, still.
“I love you.”
“I know.”
Then I am riding him, my hands on his thighs behind me, his hands on my breasts, his eyes watching me. His right hand slides down between my thighs, urging me on and up and over until I am dissolving in the light, into light, or rain, or stars. I collapse against his chest, and his arms hold me close, not too tight. He seems a little less solid each time, as if his bones are dissolving, the calcium leached from them into the air and blown away. A fragile harbor, and one where I can’t stay—but I rest there, just a little longer.
“You won’t stay?”
“I can’t.”
“Okay.”
We talk late into the night; I fall asleep before he does. In the morning I wake and watch him, tracing the lines of his face with my eyes, riffling through the memories of days and months and years. I wait as long as I can bear, and then I break, give in to desire and take him in my mouth, caressing him with lips and tongue, amazed once again by the pleasure and pain he brings me, still.
The snow fell gently over the gravestones, piling thick and dense on tall crosses, rectangular stones, low Gothic iron fences. Anjali sat on one of the thicker stones, a heavy coat wrapped around her sturdy frame, her long hair loose and covered in snow. She could no longer read the inscriptions, not with the snow and the nighttime darkness. But she knew them by heart. Beneath her were Mark and Deborah Williams, united at last, a dove blessing their stone. Across the path were Matthew Olsen, beloved of God, and Elizabeth Olsen, faithful wife, married in 1831; both of them died in the 1880s. Two carved books on their stone—the Bible and the Book of Mormon. Next to Elizabeth was Jessica Olsen, also presumably a faithful wife, though her inscription was more discreet than that—only the marriage date of 1849 to tell you that she had been Matthew’s second wife. And a birth date of 1833, a death date of 1852. A fallen tree on the carved granite. That story told itself.
There weren’t as many like that as she had expected. The carefully maintained ground reached upwards through the Avenues, from 3rd Avenue to 9th, and then up even further. Anjali had walked all around it in her three years in Salt Lake, but she still wasn’t sure she had covered every inch. There was a small Jewish enclave, halfway up the hill, but most of the stones in the graveyard were clearly Christian, and even more clearly Mormon. But still, mostly monogamous marriages. She wondered if in the other cities of Utah, you would see more stories like poor Jessica’s.
“It wasn’t what you’re thinking, you know.”
The voice startled her. Anjali had been coming to this cemetery at night for months now, walking, sitting, trying not to think; she had never seen another soul. Anjali twisted sharply around, to see a slender girl standing ankle-deep in the snow. She wore a thin blue skirt that reached to the ground, and a long-sleeved white blouse with a high buttoned collar and matching buttons at the sleeves. She was very pretty, with blonde hair piled high on her head and wide blue eyes. She looked like an angel, standing there in the gently falling snow.
“Wasn’t it?” Anjali asked softly, not wanting to question this moment, for fear that it would dissolve, disappear.
“You can’t possibly understand,” the girl said, her voice throbbing with passion, with grief. Her eyes saw right through Anjali, fixed on Matthew’s stone, tall and impassive across the path.
Anjali laughed briefly. “You’re right. I don’t understand anything.” And perhaps a hint of her own emotions colored that laugh, because the girl actually focused on her, those blue eyes narrowing.
“Where are you from? Not from here.” That much was obvious.
“Sri Lanka.” Clearly, that meant nothing to her. “It’s an island, near India.”
“I’ve heard of India. My great-grandfather sailed there; he sent my grandmother this. That’s what my mother said.” The girl’s hand went up to her throat, to touch a slender gold chain that circled it.
“It does look Indian.” And it did, the gold heavier, darker than American gold, with a rich luster even in the moonlight that suddenly made Anjali ache for home, for the noise and heat of the Colombo markets, the auto-rickshaws screaming past, the bullock-drivers trundling their carts along, patient and slow. She still hadn’t written back to her mother. She didn’t know what to say. “I’m Anjali.” She didn’t know what to say to this girl either, but at least it would be safe to talk to her.
“Jessica. You knew that, didn’t you?” Jessica stared, curious, at Anjali.
“Yes.” She had known, despite her rational scientific training. There are more things on heaven and earth… . She had always believed, always hoped that.
“And you aren’t scared?” Jessica took a step closer, and another, so that her skirt was almost brushing the hem of Anjali’s coat. Even in the cold graveyard, a chill emanated from the slender girl.
Anjali shrugged. “My grandmother talked to ghosts all the time. They don’t bother me.” Though maybe it was thanks to Neil that she could stay so calm right now. She had been feeling numb for months.
“Good.” Jessica smiled, and took a step back. “It’s been a long time since I had a girlfriend.”
Anjali’s PDA beeped at her, warning her that it was time to go home, shower, get ready for class. It was still dark, but the sun would be rising soon over the mountains, and her students would be waiting.
“I have to go. Will I see you again? Do you have to stay in the cemetery, by your stone?” Anjali knew the usual rules for ghosts, but she wasn’t sure if any of them actually applied. Her grandmother had had a hundred rituals for dealing with them, ranging from leaving a dish of ghee outside the kitchen door to always putting a dash of homemade mustard on her wrists. She had never been able to explain why these things were important—and somehow, Anjali doubted that American ghosts followed the same rules.
“I’ll find you, anywhere in the city. This is my city, you know. I helped build it.” Jessica smiled again, and with that smile she went from very pretty to just plain beautiful. There was a certain strained exhaustion on her nineteen-year-old face, but Anjali could understand why Matthew had wanted to marry this girl. At a nubile sixteen, she must have seemed like a spring morning, like water in the desert.
“I’d like to hear that story.” Anjali stood, shaking her head to loosen the pile of accumulated snow on her long hair, stamping her feet to bring back the circulation. She had good boots on, but she had been sitting still for a long time. She turned downhill, and started walking towards home, leaving Jessica behind her, once again gazing at Matthew’s grave.
“What are you doing?” Jessica asked.
Anjali looked up from her pile of papers to see the girl sitting across from her in the cafe, hands neatly folded on the table. Jessica seemed to fit there, in her white blouse with the long sleeves, not so dissimilar from what the missionary girls wore in Temple Square, right outside the cafe window. In late February, the snow had melted from the streets, and they were enjoying an early burst of spring weather—coats discarded, the girls strolled in sober pairs, pretty and friendly, ready to tell a visitor more than he would want to know about the LDS church.
The temple itself rose high, beautifully white and gorgeously Gothic in its graceful steeples, a beauty marred only by the rather gaudy gold angel Moroni at the crown. Anjali had been enjoying the irony ever since she arrived in Salt Lake—that in this half-Mormon city, in this almost wholly Mormon state, a cafe selling caffeinated drinks sat overlooking Temple Square, the heart of their religion. When Neil had first moved to Salt Lake, and she had joined him, she’d been worried that she wouldn’t find cafes at all, that the Mormons wouldn’t allow them. But they were everywhere.
“It’s math, mostly.” She had been working a lot this last year, doing some of the best work she’d ever done. Her advisors at the lab were pleased with her, but she couldn’t bring herself to actually care. It was just something to do, something to fill her mind and hands.
Jessica reached out and touched the papers, her hand tracing over Greek symbols, leaving no mark on the page. “I was never much good at math. Mostly I liked to sing.”
Anjali could imagine this girl, standing in the tabernacle across the street, her head tilted back and her throat open, sending songs up to her God. “I can’t stay on key, but I like to sing too.” It had been over a decade since she’d lived in Sri Lanka, but she could picture her mother and aunts, singing Tamil film songs as they left the movie theater, laughing.
“You just need people to sing with.” Jessica spread her hands wide, gesturing to form a circle. “When you’re surrounded by your sister-wives and the spirit is moving through you all—you can’t help but sing.”
“How many sister-wives did you have? There were only the two tombstones in the cemetery.”
Jessica frowned a little, thinking. “There were only two of us, me and Elizabeth, that actually lived as wives to Matthew. But he was sealed to six women in all—Katharine and Sarah and Olga and Naomi.” She grinned, looking no more than twelve for a mischievous instant. “No one liked Naomi; she was just plain mean. But we didn’t have to see her much.”
“Where did they live, if not with Matthew?” Anjali had always assumed that the Mormon wives all lived with their husband; she had imagined it sometimes, a dozen women in one big house, cooking and cleaning and chattering away, raising a horde of children. She had thought they must have been mostly happy, while the man was away—but how did they manage when he came home?
“They lived with their first husbands. Well, Sarah’s husband died, but she didn’t want to move in with Matthew. She was a schoolteacher; she did all right living alone.”
Anjali felt like she should be taking notes; if she were a sociologist, an ethnographer, she’d be in a fever of excitement at this chance to interview a primary source. But she felt a strangely proprietary emotion for Jessica. This was her ghost—she didn’t want to share her with anyone. There were plenty of journals and records from the early days of the Mormons, the Latter Day Saints—academia could get along just fine without knowing Jessica’s story. “So you didn’t have a first husband?”
“I didn’t need one. I had Matthew. He was my life.” Jessica’s voice had been calm up until now, almost academic in tone. But with the mention of Matthew’s name, all the emotion and passion was back, trembling in her voice. “Are you married?”
“No.” A single short word, forbidding. Unfortunately, the girl was too young to be tactful. Everyone in her department had been very good—when Neil had left Utah, and she hadn’t volunteered the story of why, they hadn’t asked. They had carefully talked to her about work instead. She hadn’t had to talk to anyone about him.
“But you’re old! Aren’t you?” Jessica peered at Anjali, as if she were having trouble deciphering her dark skin, her thick black hair. Anjali’s mother had always said that brown skin aged better than white did, that it didn’t show the lines as fast.
“I’m twenty-nine.” A terribly old maid in Jessica’s mind, no doubt, and in Anjali’s mother’s mind too, for that matter. It was easier, living in modern America. Somewhat.
Jessica considered a moment, then nodded her head, decisively. “You’re pretty enough; you should get married. Isn’t there anyone?”
“There was.” It was hard to say the words. She had successfully avoided talking about it, thinking about it, for so long. “It ended, almost a year ago.”
“But you still love him.” It wasn’t a question, so Anjali didn’t bother to answer. Those who were heart-whole didn’t spend their nights in frozen graveyards. Instead she picked up her pen again, straightened the pile of papers. This conversation had gone on long enough.
“I need to get back to work, Jessica.”
The girl hesitated for a moment, as if she were about to say something else. But then she just nodded, and disappeared. One moment there, the next, gone. People could disappear so quickly.
She was walking in to campus the next time Jessica showed up, walking east along the Avenues, from 2nd and Q up through R, S, T, to U and University, then turning right, wending through a curvy mess of old streets, big houses that stood out from the city’s appallingly regular grid and the mass of neat little three-bedroom homes. This part of town reminded her of New England, where she had gone to college; it comforted her, a little. A strange, late snowfall the previous night had given way to bright sunshine, melting and refreezing, coating the trees in crystal, the grass in glittering light.
“I met Matthew in the springtime,” Jessica said. She kept pace beside Anjali, her footsteps leaving no imprint in the pristine snow. Appropriate, Anjali couldn’t help thinking; her own footsteps broke a battered, muddy trail.
“My parents and I had just moved here; we were excited. Brother Brigham had such plans for the city—he even laid out the streets, wide enough for four oxen to walk abreast.”
“They’re pretty wide.” It did make for an attractive city, Anjali had to admit. Salt Lake was orderly, clean, well-laid-out. Lots of white buildings, no trash on the streets. Did the missionary boys walk the streets in the early morning, picking up the trash? And what did they do with the homeless here? Only in the heart of downtown did you ever see them at all. It was morbidly amusing, imagining dark scenarios where they were rounded up like cattle, exterminated to maintain the image of the clean city of God. A science fiction horror story. But undoubtedly they were only taken to shelters, forced to listen to a little preaching in exchange for a warm meal and a place to sleep. Not a bad deal.
Jessica smiled, her eyes sparkling. “I met Matthew at a church social; he couldn’t dance with me, of course, but he brought me punch, and we talked. I wanted to dance with him so badly that night…”
It made her chest ache, listening to the girl chatter. She didn’t want to remember how she met Neil, when she was still in college and he was in grad school. He was talking to her roommate, flirting with her, trying to make her laugh, and succeeding. Anjali had just listened to him, enjoying the sound of his voice, the hair falling across his face. She had wanted to reach up and brush it back, uncovering blue eyes. She took a deep breath, banishing the memory. “Neil doesn’t like to dance.”
“Well, that doesn’t really matter, does it?” Jessica paused, eyes speculative on Anjali’s face. “As long as he likes dancing in bed… .”
“Jessica!” Anjali was actually shocked—the girl looked so sweet, so innocent and virginal.
She laughed. “I was married, you know. For three years. I was going to have a baby… .” Jessica’s voice trailed off, and then she was gone again, just disappeared, before Anjali could ask anything more.
She kept walking, one foot in front of another through the shining snow, trying not to remember what it had felt like, dancing in bed with Neil. After he left her, she had gone months without, lying alone in her bed with the small stuffed bear he’d given her. Sometimes she wore his old green flannel shirt, even in the sweltering summer heat, even though the scent of him had long since disappeared. She sweated in his shirt, tried not to think, and stared out her window at the mountains, waiting for the sunrise.
There had been one man, six months after. She had met him at that same cafe overlooking the Temple—it seemed like a good place to meet men, since the Latter-Day Saints weren’t supposed to drink coffee. One of her classmates had started dating a Mormon guy, but it had brought her nothing but trouble; he wanted her to convert and didn’t believe in sex before marriage; it just about drove the poor girl crazy. Anjali didn’t want to deal with that—but she didn’t do much better. The cafe guy had eaten potato chips in her bed, had tried to talk her into leaving off the condom, and even after she’d gotten the condom on him, he hadn’t been any good. She could barely remember his name, and when she told Neil about it, on the phone, she couldn’t even manage to sound enthusiastic enough to try to make him jealous. It was just no good. Neil knew it had been nothing, worse than nothing, and he’d sounded impossibly sympathetic.
Maybe it would be easier if they stopped talking, as some of her friends had suggested, but neither of them seemed able to manage that.
After saying goodbye and hanging up the phone, she’d just climbed into the shower, turned the water on, scalding hot, and cried. It gave her less of a headache, when she cried in the shower. What had Jessica and her sister-wives done back then, before showers? Anjali would have to ask her, the next time she appeared.
She got e-mail from Ravi, a few days before spring break. He had frequent flyer miles, and a week off from teaching. He was feeling lonely, sad about a recent break-up. He wanted to see her. Did she want him to come out?
Anjali told him that she needed to think about it, but she’d let him know soon. She didn’t need to think about it at all; she wanted to see him. Anjali remembered what it felt like, the few times he’d touched her, so many years ago. She hadn’t loved him at all, but she had enjoyed him a great deal, and that was exactly what she wanted right now, to put emotion aside, to sink into her body and give it what it needed. At least that desire could be satisfied.
Neil wasn’t happy when she called and told him; he’d never liked Ravi. He had hurt other girls they knew and Neil didn’t trust him. The conversation that night was long, and filled with uncomfortable pauses. There were too many things they couldn’t say to each other. After he hung up, she curled her body around the dead phone, her eyes fixed outside the bedroom window, on still-snowy mountains, not seeing them. Anjali told herself that even though she didn’t want to upset him, Neil had no rights over her body. She needed to start moving on. She felt her skin contracting with desire, with the need to be touched, and held.
Anjali wrote back the next morning, telling Ravi to come. She felt a ghost of a breath as she typed in her lab, a shadow touch across her cheek, but when she spun on the stool, there was nothing and no one there. Perhaps the lab was too rational a place to accommodate a grieving ghost.
The best part was when Ravi tied her down. Wrists and ankles, done with scarves and a single old tie Neil left behind. He blindfolded her too, a makeshift blindfold of a T-shirt, tied behind her head, covering her eyes. Blinded, bound, Anjali could finally relax, could send her mind away and let her body move as it would, responding to strong hands, to fingers that were alternately gentle and cruel. When the pleasure wasn’t enough, when she begged for it, he gave her the pain she needed, the physical pain mixed with pleasure that could take her away, could obliterate every thought, every memory. She was nothing but an exhausted, sweaty body, responding to the rake of fingers across her thighs, the heavy hand slamming down against her ass.
When he finished, she asked him to do it again, and again, and again, until at last she could fall into a dreamless sleep.
They walked in the cemetery before he left. The last of the snow was melting, and flowers were coming up everywhere. Spring crocuses, a few early daffodils and irises. Anjali felt strangely at peace, there, among the Mormon patriarchs. Perhaps she should have feared their stern morality, but it seemed that the morality of 1800 was not the morality of today. Somehow she suspected Brigham Young would have understood, might have kept cords attached to his bedpost, and a horsewhip tucked under his bed. As she walked beside Ravi, listening to him talk about the woman he’d just lost, the woman he still loved, it pleased her to imagine the Elders of the church, dozing in their graves, dreaming of the girls they married and the ones they left behind.
Jessica paced them in the distance, under pine trees still dusted with snow, but she didn’t come near.
“You should talk to him,” Jessica said. They were up in the mountains; Anjali had driven up to Big Cottonwood Creek that morning, feeling a need to be among trees and silence. But her ghost had come with her, and wouldn’t leave her alone. Jessica had been saying the same things for hours as the sun slid lower in the sky and the air began to chill. “You haven’t talked to him in weeks.”
Anjali didn’t look at her—she kept her eyes fixed on the trail ahead, her feet steadily moving up the dirt path, a hand occasionally reaching out to brush aside an errant twig, festooned with bright red berries. “He hasn’t called me. He doesn’t want to talk to me.” Anjali had come up here because she wanted to get away from the city, from people—but this was part of the city, too, these mountains.
Her students were always skipping classes to come up here, to hike in the autumn and spring, to ski in the winter. This city wouldn’t exist if it weren’t for the valley it sat in, sheltered by the Wasatch Mountains, bordered by the Great Salt Lake. Sometimes when she had stayed up all night, unable to sleep, Anjali would sit on her bed with her arms wrapped around her knees and watch the sun rise over the high mountains, impossibly beautiful, spreading gold light across the bright blue sky. For a few minutes then, she could believe in God.
The pioneers coming across the desert had thought they’d found the promised land—most had stopped here, gladly, and only a few had continued on to California. What if they had all continued, found the gentle coast and thrived there? Would California be Mormon country now? Or would that prime coastal property have attracted enough people that the poor Mormons would have been wiped out? Maybe it was only their choice to build a city in the desert that had let them survive at all.
Jessica sighed in visible exasperation. “Men don’t know what they really want. You have to tell them.”
It was just like having an irritating little sister who wouldn’t leave you in peace. All Anjali wanted was to be left alone to find her own damnation. Was that too much to ask? She turned to Jessica and said sharply, “If you know so much, why are you here?” It was the forbidden question, the one her grandmother would never have asked a ghost. Some great grief or anger, that was what bound them to the earth. It was dangerous to probe into that; an angry ghost could kill you. Anjali asked anyway. “Why aren’t you with Matthew? Don’t Mormons get to go to heaven?”
Jessica stopped still in the middle of the trail, her cheerful expression wiped away, her face blank and stricken. “Good Mormons do.” Late afternoon sun shafted through the trees, sliding right through her. She looked utterly insubstantial.
“And you weren’t good?” Anjali knew the answer—she was only twisting the knife. Though she was also curious; what had this innocent young girl done that could be so bad as to bar her from her heaven? Had jealousy risen up in her, sending her to attack one of her sister-wives? Jessica might even have killed one; there were many graves in that graveyard.
“I was wicked.” Jessica’s voice was quiet now, matter-of-fact.
“What did you do?” Anjali pushed at it, like pushing at a sore tooth, halfway hoping that it would simply fall out and stop hurting. All she wanted was for it to stop hurting.
“I killed my baby—and I killed myself.” Jessica’s hands moved to cradle her stomach, protectively.
Anjali was startled; she’d assumed, from the dates, that she knew what had likely happened. It could have been illness, of course, or an accident, but so many young brides had died in exactly the same way… . “You didn’t die in childbirth?”
“I didn’t want to be a mother—I wasn’t ready.” Jessica’s voice grew louder, more distraught. “I loved him so much, and I couldn’t believe he loved me back. He made the sun rise for me.” She was trembling now, her blue skirt shaking as if in a strong breeze. “I was never so happy as I was after I met him; I didn’t know it was possible to be so happy. And then there was the baby, who would want me to be its mother, to take care of it and pay attention to it and turn into someone else. I’d seen what happened, with my sister-wives. They forgot all about their husbands; all they cared about were the babies. I didn’t want that, don’t you understand? I just wanted to be with Matthew!” Jessica shouted the last words, but she wasn’t substantial enough for shouting—her words thinned, dissipated into the air.
Anjali sat down heavily on a fallen log, her mind resolutely on the scratchiness of the bark, the small white flowers bursting up from the ground. She didn’t know why she had pushed the girl—didn’t even want to know all these details. Didn’t want to imagine Jessica at sixteen, seventeen, eighteen, nineteen. Head over heels in love with her man, still little more than a child herself and terrified of having a child. The poor, stupid kid.
Jessica’s voice went quiet then, once again matter-of-fact. “I mixed together everything we had in the kitchen, and I drank it all down, but it didn’t make me sick enough. So when we went to Brother Brigham’s house for dinner a few nights later, I threw myself down the stairs, from the fairy window he built for the children, all the way down.”
Anjali had been to the Beehive House, had taken the tour and stood at the fairy window, looking down into the front hall. She’d admired the extensive collection of books, so impressive for a pioneer household, and had enjoyed the beautiful French furniture, the elegant grand piano. She’d listened as the missionary woman had shown them Brigham Young’s bedroom, and his wife’s, and his children’s—never mentioning the other wives and children who had lived in the Lion House next door. Anjali had felt superior, listening to the whitewashed history, felt pleased that she knew the real story. But that wasn’t the real story—this was. The real story, the crazy things people did for love.
The girl was crying now, translucent ghost tears. “I was just trying to lose the baby; other women did it! But I did something wrong, and I broke my own neck. Everyone said it was a tragic accident, such a shame, to have such a terrible thing happen to a young, pregnant, godly wife.”
Anjali felt a stirring of anger, an emotion she hadn’t felt since the day Neil left her, saying only that it wasn’t working, that he needed to be alone, to have space. She’d been furious for a little while, but the emotion had dissolved into grief, and then numbness. The anger was back now, warming her chest, clenching her hands into fists. How many years had this poor girl been walking in this cemetery, these mountains, the sanctimonious city, suffering for a single mistake? “For that, your God would condemn you to be a ghost forever?” Could people really love a god that cruel?
Jessica shook her head, wrapping her arms tightly around her body. “No—no, you don’t understand. I could leave here anytime; I could be resurrected, and my spirit united with my body. You mustn’t blame God for my sin.” She was earnest, pleading. After all these years, she maintained her faith.
“So why don’t you go?” Anjali felt bewildered. If you were married in the Mormon church, you were supposed to be married forever. Why hadn’t Jessica flown to rejoin her beloved husband?
Jessica hesitated a long moment, her eyes wide and haunted. Then she said, quickly and quietly—”I did such a terrible thing. What if he doesn’t love me anymore?” And she’d gone again, dissolved, leaving emptiness behind her, and a faint chill.
Anjali wondered if she’d ever see her ghost again.
When she came home, the phone was ringing. She let it ring, and ring, until finally it stopped. Anjali made herself some dinner, chicken curry over rice, and forced herself to eat it. She’d always loved food, but ever since the breakup, it had tasted like dust to her. She drank a big glass of water, put the leftovers away, washed the dishes. And then, when there was nothing else to do, she picked up the phone, called voicemail, listened to the message. Maybe all her recent contact with a ghost had given her some ESP—although he hadn’t called for weeks, she knew who it had to be, and knew what he would say.
Neil wanted to see her. He thought he might have made a big mistake.
No, really? Anjali could almost laugh, listening to that message.
She listened to the message over and over, just pressing the number one on the phone, not letting it get to the end. She knew that if she stopped listening, she’d have to decide what to do next. But there was only so long you could hold a phone to your ear before your hand started to go numb, especially if you were gripping it too tightly. Anjali deleted the message and hung up—then picked the phone up again and called him.
She didn’t know what she was going to say until Neil answered, but as soon as she heard his voice, she knew. Maybe she always had, and was just waiting for him to figure it out. It didn’t seem to matter that he’d hurt her, that it had taken him a year to figure out what he wanted. It didn’t matter that her friends would think she was nuts, and his probably would too—it didn’t even matter that Neil was still scared, and unsure, just like she was. They had no guarantees; there weren’t any. Jessica was nineteen, too young to know that it didn’t matter if you were scared. You just tried, and kept trying, even when anyone with any sense would have given up and walked away.
Anjali told him to come, to take the next flight in. She’d be waiting upstairs, and he should just let himself in.
Anjali never did see Jessica again. Sometimes she and Neil would take walks in the cemetery, in the evening, and she’d look, under the pines—but there was nothing. Maybe Jessica just didn’t want to talk to her, but Anjali hoped that there was another explanation. That once the girl had said the words out loud, had said what she was so afraid of, that she might have found the courage to face her fears, to go on and find out what awaited. To find the man who made the sun rise in her sky, and learn if he still loved her.
Even after all those years, that would be worth waiting for.
It’s dark again, and we have searched for quite
some time for that still center, that space
where you and I can co-exist. Your face
these days is hard to bear, your eyes so bright…
I’ve filled my room with candles, to keep the night
away. I’ll step to a more measured pace;
resist the fruitless urge to simply race
in spinning endless circles, locked in might-
have-beens. Speed will not save us. So brace
yourself—it’s time to slow things down. Hold tight
to what you know. The fragile tree of light
you gave to me—the still and shining lace
of silver branches, falling glass. Its slight
geometry holds something true, and right.
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My brother’s wedding day. The feasting lasted long past dark, and I went to bed exhausted. I first peeled off my sweat-soaked sari, rinsing my body with cool well water before changing into the white sari I wore to sleep. The old women had consulted the horoscopes of my brother and his young bride, had pronounced that this day, in this month, would be luckiest, in fact the only day that would not bring down a thousand curses on the young couple — never mind that it was also one of the hottest days of the year. There was no flesh left on the old women’s bones, nothing that could drip sweat; I am sure they enjoyed making the young ones miserable.
I thought that for once, I would be able to sleep. I’d been allowed a little of my father’s whiskey, to celebrate Suneel’s wedding; I had danced with the other unmarried girls. My sisters’ friends giggled and preened as they danced, flashing their dark eyes and slim brown bellies at the young men who lounged by the door, drinking. I just danced; I had no interest in catching a man. Not that any would have spared a glance for me, too-tall, dark Medha with coarse hair and flat chest. I danced for myself, not for them. I danced until my feet were aching, until my arms and legs were lead weights. I danced until Suneel and his lovely Sushila were escorted to his bedroom, until the last piece of rich wedding cake was eaten, and the last guest had gone. Only then did I bathe and change, only then did I lie down on my bamboo mat, a few feet from my peacefully sleeping sisters. And still I could not sleep.
It might have been the heat. Our house is near the ocean, and usually cool breezes fill the small rooms, but that night it was so hot that it was hard to breathe. I kept thinking it would get cooler, but instead it got hotter and hotter. Sweat dripped in uncomfortable trickles from my neck to my throat, from my breasts to the hollow between them, pooling in my navel. My mouth was dry as dead leaves, and I finally rose to get some water.
The house was silent. I left my sisters sleeping, passed my parents’ room, and my brother’s. I passed the main room, where dying flowers and bits of colored foil testified to the day’s happy event, and finally entered my mother’s huge kitchen. We weren’t rich, but we did have one of the largest houses in the village. We needed it; I was the youngest of eight, and cooking enough food for all us took many hands and pots in the kitchen. The moonlight streamed in the window, illuminating the rickety table where my mother chopped, the baskets of onions and garlic and ginger and chilies, the pitcher of water that was always kept filled. It was one of my mother’s rules — if you drank from the pitcher, you refilled it from the well. With five daughters and three sons, she needed many rules to keep peace in the house. Not that we always obeyed them.
I stepped over to the pitcher, took a tin cup from the shelf and poured myself a cupful. Then I saw her. Sushila huddled in the far corner of the kitchen, her back pressed flat against the baked mud walls, her red wedding sari pulled tight around her, so tight that the heavy silk seemed to cut into her fair skin. Folds of fabric were wrapped around her fists, and those in turn were pressed tight against her open mouth. She looked as if she were trying not to scream, but she didn’t move, or make a single sound.
I stepped towards her. “Sushila?” I knelt at her feet. Her knees were pulled up tight against her chest, and I rested a hand on one. “Are you all right?” It was a silly question, and after a moment I understood that I didn’t deserve an answer. The cup was still in my other hand; at last I stretched it out to her. “Would you like a cup of water?”
She nodded, and slowly lowered her fists. I raised the cup to her lips, and tilted it so that she could drink. Sushila took a deep gulp, draining half the cup. Her whole body shivered then, though the water couldn’t have been cooler than lukewarm, after sitting all night. She shivered again, and again, her arms now hanging loose at her sides, her eyes wide.
I didn’t want to ask my next question, but I had to. “Did Suneel…did he hurt you?” The words almost choked in my throat. My second sister had married a brute who beat her; she came crying home every week to show us the bruises, and then turned right around and went back to him. I knew that there were men like that in the world; it was part of the reason I never wanted to marry. But Suneel — he had always been the gentlest of us all. He had converted to Buddhism a year ago, had turned vegetarian and mourned every time he accidentally stepped on an insect. He never teased me like the others had; he’d protected me from the worst of my oldest sister’s rages. My favorite brother — I didn’t want to believe that he could have hurt Sushila, but there she was, shaking before me… .
Sushila shook her head. No. After a moment, the word came up and out of her throat — “No.” I was almost as glad to hear the sound of the word as the sense of them; there was a crippled child who lived in the alley nearby who could not speak at all. I raised the cup again, and she drained it in another gulp. I put it down, not sure what to do next.
She was still shaking. I leaned forward, pulled her into my arms. When she was completely enclosed in my arms, the white of my sari covering the red of hers, she turned her head, so that her mouth was against my ear. Her breath was hot against my neck as she whispered, “I’m bleeding…” Before I could speak, she reached up and took my right arm, her fingers sliding down to my hand, pulling it down between us, under the sari to the space between her thighs. Her legs were wet, and when I brought my hand up, the tips of my fingers were stained red. When Sushila saw the blood, she started to cry.
I wrapped my arms around her and held her tightly, letting her cry against me. My second sister had shared every detail of her wedding night with us; she seemed to enjoy our shock and fascination. I knew that Sushila was the oldest daughter in her family, that her mother had died years ago of a fever. But didn’t she have any aunts? I stroked her hair, so soft and fine, and told her softly, “It’s all right…shhh… .” Her shaking eased, slowly, though the tears still fell hot against my neck, sliding down my chest and mixing with my sweat, an indistinguishable mix of salty waters. I held her, and rubbed her smooth back, and whispered the words, over and over, until she understood.
I asked her at breakfast the next day if she had slept well. Everyone laughed, and Suneel’s face reddened. He had inherited my mother’s pale skin, and every emotion showed through. Sushila smiled demurely, and assured me that she had. I was glad for her, but I hadn’t slept at all.
I had drunk cup after cup of water after she’d left, then refilled the pitcher from the well. A breeze had finally picked up, and the ocean’s salt air filled the rooms, caressing my body stretched out on its mat — but still, I couldn’t sleep. I kept remembering how she had felt, her small body huddled in my arms, remembering the sweet trembling, the softness of her cheek against mine. I had held my sisters and countless cousins, of course, but this had been different. And at breakfast and lunch and dinner, throughout the day, I watched Sushila. She was slender and fair, a perfect foil to tall Suneel, and she moved as if she were dancing. She was clever too, telling small jokes that made everyone laugh. If I could only look like her, talk like her…well. Might as well wish for Krishna to come down and carry me off.
That night, I dozed for a few hours, but in the deepest hours I woke, sweaty and damp. I wanted some water. I got up and walked down the hall.
She was standing near the kitchen window, drenched in moonlight.
“I thought you might be awake,” she said, turning as I came in.
My tongue stumbled, but I managed to say, “I just woke up.”
“Thank you for last night.” She was blushing, but her voice was firm and clear. There was no sign of the trembling girl I’d held in my arms; Sushila held herself straight and poised. “You must think I’m very silly.”
“You’re welcome. I don’t think you’re silly.” The moonlight shaded the planes of her face, the delicate curves; it was almost like looking at a statue. I could have stood there, watching her, for hours. “Shouldn’t you be in bed…with your husband?” My brother.
“I was thirsty. I often get thirsty at night.” She was wearing white; a thin gauze sari that barely covered her limbs. Sushila’s small arms and legs made her look almost like a child, but I knew she was sixteen, almost as old as me. “I came for some water, but I couldn’t find a cup.”
The cups were in plain sight; perhaps the shelf was a little high for her. I reached up, pulling down the same one I’d used the night before. It had a small notch in one side, and you had to drink carefully or you might scratch yourself. It was different from all the others, and my favorite. I lifted the pitcher, and found that it was almost empty. Someone hadn’t refilled it. I poured what water was left into the cup, and held it out to her. As she stepped forward to take it from me, she stumbled, and her outstretched hand knocked against mine, spilling the water over both our hands, splashing onto the dirt floor.
“Sorry!” She seemed frightened for a moment, though it was only water.
“It’s all right. But that was all the water.” I could draw some more from the well, of course.
Sushila sighed. I could see her breasts move under the thin fabric of her blouse. “I’m really very thirsty.” She lifted her dripping hand to her mouth then and started to lick the water from it. Her tongue was small, too, and licked very delicately, with determination. She licked away every drop, slowly, as I watched.
“Still thirsty?” I asked. Sushila hesitated, and then nodded. I could have drawn more water, but instead I took a small step forward, bringing up my wet hand, up to her slowly opening mouth. She reached out a hand and gripped my wrist, surprisingly tight. She took the cup out of my hand and set it on the table. And then she brought my hand to her mouth and started to lick.
I started shivering then.
When she finished, having carefully licked first the back of my hand, then the palm, and then taken each finger into her mouth, she let go of my wrist. My arm dropped limply to my side. Sushila’s eyes were wide and still, her head cocked to its side like a little startled bird. She bit her lip, and then said, “Thank you. That’s much better.”
I didn’t know what to say. The wrong thing, and I knew this would be destroyed, might as well not have happened. I wanted to take her damp fingers in mine, and lick them, but when I opened my mouth, these were the words that came out: “Suneel might miss you.”
Sushila took a quick breath, then nodded. “Now that I’ve finished my cup of water, I’d better go back to bed.” Sushila turned away and stepped quickly and quietly down the hall. I heard her pushing aside the curtain that covered their doorway, and then it fell back into place behind her. I picked up the pitcher and went out to the well.
The third night, I didn’t even try to sleep. I had napped a little during the day, and my mother had called me a lazybones. It didn’t matter. They were only staying a few more days, just three more days and then they were getting on a train, leaving the north, going down to the capitol where Suneel had secured a government job. The tickets were bought; plans had been made. This night, and then three more — that was all.
After everyone else had gone to bed, I went to the kitchen and waited. I watched the moonlight travel across the room. I counted the cracks in the ceiling, and the lizards that lived in the cracks. I listened to the wind moving through the coconut palms, and when I couldn’t sit still any longer I went outside and picked shoeflowers from the garden. Their soft crimson would look lovely in her hair. I arranged them in circles on the table, and in the center of the circle, I placed the filled tin cup. I was bent over them, straightening a crooked flower, when I heard her step behind me. I stood up straight, but didn’t turn around. Her arms slid around my waist, and Sushila rested her head against my back. She started to whisper: “It’s dry in that room. It’s so dry. My mouth and skin are dry. The air is like breathing chalk. The heat is outside and inside and burning. It hurts to breathe.”
Did she know what she was doing to me? She must have known.
I said nothing, just listening, just feeling her slim arms around my too-solid waist, the unbearable warmth of her against my sweating back. My blouse covered so little, and her cheek lay against my naked skin, her belly was hot against my lower back.
“Medha,” she whispered, “I’m thirsty.”
I took the cup of water from the table, and turned to face her, still enclosed in the circle of her arms, so that now her belly pressed against mine. I raised the cup to her lips, but Sushila shook her head, keeping her lips tightly closed until I lowered the cup, confused.
She smiled. “Aren’t you thirsty?” she asked.
Oh. Of course I was. Desperately thirsty. My hands, curved around the cup, had turned to ice, but my mouth was burning. I raised the cup to my lips.
I filled my mouth with water, soaking the dry roof of my mouth, my parched tongue. Then she raised up on her toes and opened her mouth; I bent down, and placing my lips on hers, I gave her water to drink. Sushila took it from me, sucking the water deep down her throat. She swallowed, and I felt the motion in my own lips. Then she pulled back, and for a moment my chest tightened with fear…but she only said, “More.”
I fed her the water from my lips, making each mouthful smaller and smaller, each transfer taking longer and longer. Finally, the cup was empty, and not just empty, but dry. She released me then, and stepped back. She said the words, formally, the ones I knew she was about to say.
“Thank you for the cup of water. I should return to my husband.”
I nodded, and Sushila disappeared down the hall. Of course she had to return. This was impossible, so impossible that it wasn’t even explicitly forbidden— but if I didn’t think about it too hard, maybe it would be all right.
Three more nights.
On the fourth night, as I poured her cup, I pointed out that the well was full of water. If we left the kitchen, if we went behind the house, to where the well stood, shaded by a large banyan tree — there were many shadows near the well, and there was much water within it.
“I shouldn’t be away that long,” she said. “Just long enough for a cup of water.”
I wanted to protest, but didn’t. If I did, she might decide she wasn’t that thirsty after all; she might simply go back to Suneel. It would be so much safer that way.
I have always loved my sweet brother.
The fourth night, she took the cup away from me. Sushila dipped her small finger into it, and then traced a line along my arm. She bent down and licked up the water. Then it was a line from my throat to the top hook of my blouse, and her tongue dipped briefly beneath the line of fabric to chase a drop of water. Then she knelt to draw a circle on my belly, a spiral ending in my navel, where she lingered, sucking gently, then not so gently.
I tried to take the cup, to at least dip a finger in myself, but she pulled it back. Her eyes were laughing, though her voice was clear and firm.
“I’m sorry, but I’m really very thirsty tonight. I need to drink it all.”
Sushila pulled me down to my knees and turned me, to drip water along my back. She seemed especially fond of the back of my neck, and I brought my hand to my mouth to stifle the moans that I could not keep down. Thank the gods that my father snores so loudly. You can hear him from the kitchen, his snores regular as the ticking of his prized gold watch. If he found us like this… .
Half a cup gone when she turned me back around, and she paused a moment, staring at me. Her eyes were large and wide and dark, her lips so full they seemed bruised, bitten. I leaned forward, my own mouth slightly open, hoping that she might choose to put her wet finger inside it, and then follow it with her mouth, but instead she reached up and pulled down my sari, so that the sheer fabric fell to my waist, leaving my upper body dressed only in my blouse. The blouse fabric was thicker than the sari, but I felt naked. She smiled then, and scooping up fully half the remaining water in her palm, she drenched my left breast.
She put her mouth to the fabric, sucking the moisture from it, the water mixed with my own sweat. I raised my hand to my mouth again, teeth closing down on flesh. Sushila started with the underside of my small breast, and then circled up and around. Spirals again, circling closer and closer until finally her mouth closed on the center and I bit down hard on the web of skin between thumb and forefinger, breaking the skin, drawing bitter blood. She sucked harder and harder, pausing at times to lick or bite, sucking as if she meant to draw milk out of my breasts, enough milk to finally quench her thirst. Eventually, she gave up the attempt. She released my sore breast, lifted her mouth away, and smiled when she saw my bleeding hand. Her eyes danced, daring me to let her continue. I could stop this at any time. I could smother the fire and walk away.
What would she think of me if I backed away? I could guess, and could not bear the thought of it. If I backed away, she would only return to her husband. He would have her for the rest of his life. Her body would lie under his, and he would bend to taste her breast.
I nodded acquiescence. She poured the rest of the cup’s water onto my right breast and lowered her head again.
Fifth night, and one more to go. When Sushila came into the kitchen, I opened my mouth to speak, but she laid a soft finger against my lips.
“You seem very thirsty,” she said. “You should drink the water.” She filled my tin cup, filled it to the brim, and then handed it carefully to me.
“I am thirsty,” I answered. “I’m burning up.” I waited, but she just smiled. The next move was entirely mine. I hadn’t slept — I’d been thinking all day and all night of how to make Sushila burn. I needed to match her ingenuity, her ideas, to push the game forward. I needed her to understand that this was more than just a game. We couldn’t stop here, or even slow down.
I put my hand on her shoulder and pushed down gently; she obediently sank to sit cross-legged on the floor. She seemed so patient; Sushila could wait forever, unmoved. I needed to move her. The words pulsed through me — one more night one more night. I didn’t have time to be patient. I needed her burning, the way I was, a burn that spread from her center to her heart and tongue and brain; a fever that kept her from thinking, from playing, from leaving. I pushed down again; her eyes widened, but Sushila obediently lay down, stretching her legs out straight, with arms at her sides, her sari stark and white in the moonlight, against the dark dirt floor.
I touched her eyelids, and she closed them. I stood and picked up my mother’s chopping knife, cold and heavy in my hand. I had always been clumsy; I had dropped it many times, and had cut myself as I chopped. But tonight I would be careful.
I pulled over a basket and, lifting out a handful of chilies, began to chop, as quietly as I could. The wind whistled through the palm trees, and my father snored, but still… I chopped the chilies finely, minced them the way my mother could never get me to do when it was only for cooking. I minced them until they were oil and ground bits, almost paste. Then I scooped them into a tin bowl, my fingers covered in hot oil and slowly starting to burn.
I knelt beside Sushila and placed the bowl and cup by her still body. I pulled loose the sari fabric, pulled it down so that her upper body was only covered by her blouse, as mine had been the night before. Then I started to unhook her blouse.
I expected her to protest, but she said nothing, didn’t move. I don’t know what I would have done if she had tried to stop me; stopped, I suppose. But she didn’t, and so I unhooked each clasp. I peeled back the fabric, baring her breasts. They were ripe and perfect, large dark mangoes bursting with juice. I was so thirsty. I let down my sari and undid my own blouse, freeing my small breasts. If we were interrupted now, there could be no innocent excuse…and yet it wasn’t enough. One more night. I smeared the chili paste in a weaving line, starting with her navel, curving up over her belly, looping and swirling until I reached her breasts, then circling in as she had done, circling to the centers.
Chilies don’t burn at once, on the skin. They take time. To Sushila it must have just felt like some slightly gritty jam. Perhaps she thought I planned to lick it off — but there was a whole cup of water to use up, and first, I wanted her burning. When I finished drawing my patterns, I put down the bowl. I sat back on my heels, and waited.
She felt it first on her belly, the slight, growing burn. Sushila shifted a little, uncomfortably. I watched. Her eyes started to open, and I placed a hand, the clean one, over them. She kept her arms at her sides, but her body began to twist, to raise up from the floor, to arch. It was useless. Her belly was heated, her breasts. They were getting hotter and hotter. Soon it would be unbearable.
“Please… .” The word broke from her lips. I took the tin cup. I started with her navel, started rinsing the chili paste away, caressing the skin with wet fingers, relieving the pain. But there wasn’t very much water in the cup. I could only dilute the chili essence, soften the intensity, and by the time I reached her breasts, the water was more than half gone. And there just wasn’t enough water left to do her nipples, their darkness crowned by fiery red paste. I let Sushila open her eyes then, raised the cup and showed her its emptiness.
There were tears in her eyes, but her arms stayed perfectly still at her sides. I smiled down at her.
“Do you want to go back to your husband now?” The water was gone.
“I’m burning, Medha. I’m burning up.”
My heart thumped. I lay down beside her, moved my head to her breast and took the fire into my mouth. I have never been able to eat very hot food. I swirled the chili paste on my tongue; I savored the burning flavor of it, mixed with her sweat. My tongue had been stabbed by millions of tiny pins. I wanted to suffer for her.
I suckled at her right breast, feeling her body shifting against mine, hearing her whimpers. I was afraid we would be heard. I moved to the left breast, and her hand came up to tangle in my hair, to keep me there. Her leg slid between mine, and I began to suckle again, rocking our bodies together as I did. Her breath left her in a tiny sigh, and at the sound, my chest exploded.
I went to bed that night knowing that small traces of oil undoubtedly lingered on her body, that she lay beside Suneel still burning for me.
One more night.
They planned to leave the next morning. I had been thinking all day, and when she came to me that night, I was ready with my arguments.
I took her hands in mine, caressing her soft skin under my rough fingers. When she smiled, I spoke. “Come away with me.”
“What?” Sushila tried to pull away, but I held on tight. Her eyes were suddenly wide and frightened, and I held her fingers as tight as I could, trying to reassure her.
“Come away. Take the tickets; we can trade them for another day and then leave together. We can go to the city; I can find work.” I was whispering, but I willed her to hear how much I meant what I was saying.
Her mouth twisted in a way I had never seen before. “Work? Doing what? What can we do?” Her voice was low as well, but scornful. “Should we end up washing someone’s filthy clothes? Lose caste, lose family — lose the future?” She did pull away then, sharply.
I wrapped my arms tightly around my body, trying to slow my thumping heart.
“You are my future!” I wanted to shout the words, and keeping them quiet was almost more than I could stand. “It doesn’t matter what we do to survive. Nothing matters but that you come away with me. I’m burning, Sushila.”
“You’re being foolish.” Her eyes were disgusted, and my chest hurt. “I can’t leave Suneel — you have nothing and I have nothing. I have the jewelry your family gave me; would you have me sell that so that we can buy rice and lentils?”
“Yes!” I was passionate; I was convinced. “It’s not fair that we should be separated. It’s not right, Sushila!” I reached for her hand, but she pulled away. She walked to the window and stared out as she spoke. Her voice had grown so soft that I could barely hear her.
“It’s not right to leave, Medha. The jewelry, even my saris, belong to him, not to me. I belong to him. Would you have me abandon Suneel, leave him alone and shamed, without wife or the hope of children? Does he deserve that? Is that fair? It’s not right to leave him. I have to go with Suneel.”
What had happened to my Sushila, who had burned for me last night? She sounded so calm, so cold.
“It doesn’t matter what’s right or wrong. What’s really wrong is that you should leave with him, that you should leave me here, alone.” I didn’t know if I was making any sense — I just knew that I was desperate to say something, anything that would keep her. But she wasn’t listening to me.
Sushila turned back to face me. “It won’t work. I’m sorry.” She sounded like the statue I had once thought her, as if she was built of stone.
“But I love you! I love you!” My heart was breaking. It had broken and she was crushing the pieces under her heel. “Don’t you care for me at all?”
Sushila’s voice gentled, a little. “I do care for you. But if they found us, they’d drag us back in shame. They might do worse. I had a friend — her husband died and they said she’d poisoned him with bad cooking…they burned her. They burned her alive.”
I sucked in my breath, shocked that she would think… . “My family wouldn’t… .” She cut me off before I could finish.
“No, you’re probably right. They probably wouldn’t. But Medha, it won’t work. You know it won’t. My place is with Suneel. There’s no place for us out there. Just here, in the kitchen, without words. Just for these six nights. Just you, and me, and the cup full of water.” Her voice had turned soft, persuasive, but I would not be persuaded. I wanted to surrender to her, but there was no time for that now.
“The cup! Is that what matters to you? The cup is nothing, Sushila. The cup is just a game, it’s your game. It doesn’t matter. You just want to play your game and then go off, safe in the arms of your husband, leaving me here.” Leaving me alone.
“Safe? You think I’m safe with Suneel?” Passion was finally in her voice — but not the kind I’d wanted.
“He’d never hurt you.” I was sure of that, at least.
She closed her eyes, squeezed them tight for a long moment, then opened them again. “Oh no. He’s sweet, and gentle, and kind. He will try to be a good husband to me, and I will try to be a good wife to him. We will have children, if the gods are kind.” There was the pain I felt, there in her voice. But it wasn’t for me. “And after ten or twenty or thirty years of that, I will have all the juices sucked out of me; I will be dry as dust. I will die of my thirst and blow away on the wind. And that’s the way it is; that’s the way it always is. You’re the lucky one, Medha.” Sushila meant it, I could hear it, but I didn’t know why.
“Lucky?” I didn’t understand her, didn’t know her. Who was this woman with flat eyes, speaking of dust?
“At least you are still free, for a little longer. Take what pleasure you can of it. That’s all we can do, Medha. Take a little pleasure when we can.”
Sushila fell silent, and I did too, still thinking that there must be some other argument, some persuasion I could offer. I didn’t believe what she was saying — I couldn’t believe that was all there was for us. But I thought for too long.
“Come,” she said softly, “take up the cup.” It waited, full, on the table. I knew that she was trying to save what she could; it was our last night, the very last. But I couldn’t do it. I grabbed the cup, held it in my shaking hands.
Then I turned it over, spilling every drop of water to the floor.
I didn’t know what she’d do, if she’d rage and shout, if she’d drag me to the ground. But Sushila just turned, and walked away.
I let her go, let her walk down the hall and disappear into his room. I had lost her entirely, and lost our last night too. I had wasted a cup of water, for nothing.
I slept like the dead that night. Perhaps I didn’t want to face the morning, hoped that she would just slip away without my having to face her again. My mother shook me awake.
“What, are you sick too? Get up, Medha — I need your help. Sushila’s sick and they can’t leave today. I need you to take care of her today.”
I dressed quickly. Not gone yet! Not leaving today! I rushed to Suneel’s room, to find him standing over his wife, his cheeks pulled in. Sushila’s eyes were closed, and she did look pale.
“Medha, she’s nauseated. She’s been throwing up all morning. Stay with her, will you? I need to go change our tickets.”
I nodded, and he bent to give her a kiss and then left the room. Once he’d gone, her eyes opened, and she motioned for me to bend down. I did, and she whispered in my ear, “I made myself throw up. I decided to give you one more chance.” When I pulled back, Sushila was smiling, and I was too. Perhaps I looked too happy, because all too soon she was saying, “Just one more night. Suneel and I will leave tomorrow.”
“But… .” I had visions of persuading her, if only she would stay a few more nights, a week, two… . .
“No, Medha. It’s too dangerous.”
My eyes were stinging, but I knew she was right. Each night we’d gone further, each night we’d taken more risks. If we kept this up, we would be caught, and if she wouldn’t leave with me…then it was this, or nothing. I finally nodded agreement. Just tonight.
I stayed with her through the day; we didn’t touch. We could perhaps have held hands, or stolen a few kisses…but that would have been going outside the game, and the game had kept us safe so far.
It was an eternity until nightfall.
When I arrived in the kitchen, she was waiting. Something was different. The tin cup sat on the table, and the pitcher, but something else as well — a stone. It was my mother’s sharpening stone that she used for her knives.
“Help me,” she said. She picked up the cup and ran the stone along the jagged edge. I thought at first she was dulling it, making it safer — but after a few strokes, I realized she was making it sharper. Sushila handed it to me, and I stroked it to greater sharpness. We passed the two items back and forth, the cup and stone, sharpening the edge to match that of a blade…and still I didn’t know why. It didn’t matter, though. I trusted her. Finally, she put down the stone and called the cup done. Three-quarters of the rim was still that of a cup, safe and dull. But one quarter had a sheen of sharpness to it, and it seemed more than just a cup.
“Pull up your sari,” she said. I was startled, but obeyed, pulling it up past my ankle, my calf, my knee until almost all of my thigh was visible — “Stop.” I stopped, obediently, and watched her do the same with her sari. Her legs were so smooth and fragile; for a moment, I felt like a great, hairy cow. But the moment passed. We were past that now.
“Cut me.” She pointed to her thigh, and, suddenly understanding, I took the cup in my hand. I reached out, pressed it against her soft flesh, bit my lip, and sliced down. A short, sharp cut, barely half the length of my palm. She had exhaled once, sharply, but made no other sound. She took the cup from my hand and, with a swift motion, made an identical cut in my thigh. The beads of blood welled bright, shining in the moonlight, and for a moment I was so dizzy I thought I would faint. But then I steadied, and when she leaned forward and pressed the cuts together, blending our blood, I held firm. She kissed me then, and the world spun around us.
“Pour the water.” I poured the water into the cup with my left hand, spilling some onto the table. It didn’t matter. I poured until the cup was full. She took it then, and carefully sluiced some onto our joined legs, pulling away as she did. The bright blood ran down, mixing with the water, diluting.
“Don’t pour it all!” I trusted her, but I couldn’t keep the words from coming out. When the water was finished, so were we… .
“I haven’t. See?” She showed me the water left in the cup, barely a mouthful.
“Good.” I looked at our legs, at the cuts that would turn into scars that we would carry forever. Forever! She wouldn’t forget me, and I would never forget her. But we had a problem. “If we let the fabric go, the saris will be stained. People will wonder.”
She nodded, smiling. “We’d better just take them off, then.”
It was so risky; it was the last time.
We carefully removed our clothes, holding them away from the now trickling blood. We piled the fabric on the table and then, carefully, eased to the floor. My leg hurt, but as she bent her head to kiss me, the pain mingled with pleasure.
My hand found her breast, and hers wrapped around me. We lingered over our pleasure until the sky began to lighten, and then we shared the last mouthful of water. By the time the household wakened I was back in my room, embracing the ache in my leg, trying very hard to remember everything.
When she left, she reached up to my ear one last time. In full sight of everyone, she whispered, “It’s for the best, Medha. You’ll be married soon, and you must try to be happy. I will always care for you.”
I didn’t say anything out loud, but I knew that I would never marry, and I swore in my heart that I would never love anyone as I had loved her.
The scar faded into nothing within a year.
Rain patters against the bamboo walls, and
I raise my head, hear its thrumming, then bend again,
creating patterns of rice grains along her thighs;
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