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"Love," says the boy to the girl, "is like
falling."

"That's silly."

They stand on a sidewalk, at night, in an
empty city.

"Listen. It's exactly like falling. A
sensation difficult to describe, but you know it when it happens,
right? There needn't be direction or control. There needn't be
grace or elegance or logic. When you fall, say from a grand height,
when you flail through the air grasping at emptiness, your senses
heighten and your awareness peaks, but your ability to rationalize
disappears. You might marvel at the achievements of humankind as
its cities spread out before you. You might smile at the simple
shininess of a fresh apple on a tree far below. A moment later,
you'll scream and cry and curse the world for both its complexities
and its simplicities, because the dichotomy of thought in a moment
of panic is natural, and the initial lustful desires of love create
a moment of panic like no other. Time will slow. Your heart will
explode. Your mind, frantic and confused, will analyze every action
that led you to falling, but no amount of reason will overcome the
terror of your predicament. That is love."

"Don't be naive," says the girl. "Love isn't
rational. It can't be explained. Certainly not by some foolish
metaphor."

"Ahh, but that's only because words lack the
capability. There is nothing wrong with the metaphor but with the
ability of the words to properly convey the emotion." He points to
the snowy distance. "See that building? If I were to toss you out
one of its upper windows, you'd learn quickly enough."

"I'd die."

"Some people would argue death is exactly
like love."

"Ah! A simile. But I liked the metaphor
better, as inaccurate as it is."

"Then tell me what it feels like to fall in
love."

"That's my point," she says. "I can't. Even
with a perfect metaphor, I'd be doing an injustice to love."

The boy turns toward the building in the
distance. The night is cold. Snowflakes fill the sky. "What if I
could prove the validity of my metaphor?"

"By throwing me out a window?"

The boy smiles and takes her hand. "Follow
me."

They skitter along a lamplit street, gliding
over patches of ice, their cheeks red, lips dry, hair swirling in
the wind.

They stop in the shadows of the building's
black steel frame. Their chests thump from the exertion, and
swirling exhalations of warm breath mingle in the air.

"Now what?" asks the girl. "Do I get any
last wishes before you kill me?"

"No."

"Last words?"

"No."

"A cigarette?"

"Do this." The boy nestles up to the
building's frame, belly to the wall. "C'mon."

"That's ridiculous."

"Do it anyway."

The girl inches forward, face filled with
amusement. "This is embarrassing."

"Love is often embarrassing."

She presses her body against the steel. "Now
what?"

"Look up."

With her face in such intimate proximity to
the building, with her chin resting on its icy exterior, she can,
with some effort and imagination, perceive its lanky but stern
outline against the dark backdrop of sky. By some odd chance, the
clouds break, and the glow of a waxing moon fills her vision.

"It's beautiful," she says. "But I'm
cold."

"The cold is a trick of the mind, but soon
your mind will be too occupied to worry about temperature."

"Occupied by what? Some other sort of
trick?"

"Tell me, what do you see?"

"If I was looking your way, I'd say a
lunatic. But I'm not looking your way, thankfully, and so what I
see is a cold black building reaching toward the stars."

"There are no stars."

"I know. What's your point?"

"Try to imagine, if you can, that this isn't
a building."

"What is it?"

"Imagine it's a rocket."

"A rocket?"

"A rocket. Imagine you're sitting flat
against this rocket, waiting for it to lift off, hoping it will
propel you to the moon, wishing it would carry you far away from
the worries of Here and let you bathe in the nothingness of
orbit.

"Eternity in orbit? Why do your metaphors
always end with my death?"

"You won't die. Just try to imagine."

"Okay. I'm on a rocket."

"Imagine the power you're holding." The boy
lifts her arms until she is spread eagle and flat against the
building. "Grasp it. Cling to it. The rocket will carry you to
happiness, to independence, to a fulfilling life bereft of
worry."

"Oh the sweet sound of melodrama."

"Be quiet and imagine."

She chuckles.

"Stare upward. Watch the sky. Imagine the
moon as your destination. The rocket will take you there. Nothing
can stop you now."

She feels his hands on her waist as they
begin to massage her hips with deep, slow movements.



"Feel the rocket begin to rumble," says the
boy. "Feel it quiver."

His hands twist around her legs and his
fingers press into her jeans, gliding faster and faster, and those
hands slide upwards along her back, rocking this way and that,
manipulating her body with the pulse of imagination.

"Feel the engines ignite. Feel the heat of
fuel rising all around you, the warmth penetrating deep into your
muscles. The adrenaline builds. The potential energy swarms. The
tension, taught and forceful, tugs at your fingers and toes and
tongue, threatening to rip you apart, to lift you upwards."

She feels his hands all across her body, his
palms flat against her clothes, his fingers delving into the
tension beneath her skin, quickly, teasingly. Suddenly the hands
are back on her waist, and they rock her back and forth, and she
stares up into the sky. The hands push upward, nearly lifting her
into the air, and she does indeed feel a sensation of warmth
boiling up from inside.

"The rocket trembles and pulses. It inches
upward, fighting gravity. Stare at the moon. That's where you're
going. Let it pull you. Let it beckon you. The engines roar, the
flames soar, and suddenly you're in the air, screaming toward
space, the inertia of thrust lifting you skyward."

He presses her against the building, shaking
her in a manner not quite gentle but not quite violent. It excites
her. Indeed the adrenaline ignites, and she feels the rocket
careening upwards.

"Go," he says. "Up up up. You're racing to
the stars. Snowflakes whip past your face, the wind is bitter. Wipe
the tears from your eyes and cheeks. Feel it. Faster and faster.
The moon, see it? It's bigger now, and growing, growing, growing!
You splash through the clouds. The ground vanishes below you, the
last lights of civilization extinguished. Higher, faster, colder.
The moon is big. You're racing toward it, out of control, a missile
honed in on that white cratery world, a balloon whose knot has come
undone, wild and uncontrolled."

He blows on her cheek. She feels her
heartbeat quicken, her breaths shorten. His fingers dance along the
back of her neck, up under her hair, and her skin tingles and her
body shudders.

"Close your eyes," he says. "Close them.
Hold on tight as the rocket propels you. Don't let go." He wraps
his arms around her, squeezing, forcing her against the building
with his entire body. He shakes, and she shakes. She closes her
eyes, lets the tumult take control, gives herself up to the power
of imagination. Maybe she is rocketing into orbit. Higher and
higher, faster and higher, building to a moment of perfect climax,
of euphoria, of freedom.

"Now," he says, "let go."

"What?"

"Close your eyes and let go."

They continue to shake with their bodies
pressed against each other. She realizes her hands are clenched
tightly to the steel. With all her effort, she relaxes her
grip.

The boy steps away, gently tugging at her
coat. The shaking stops. His voice is gone. The dull silence of
snowfall might lull her to sleep, so peaceful is the surrounding
quiet, so calm is the snow-filled air. "I'm floating" she says. "I
feel like I'm floating."

From nearby, his voice whispers, "A
momentary sensation of weightlessness, or, to use the proper
cliché, you're floating above the clouds, spellbound, awestruck,
lost in the mesmerizing world of lust, aglow with the breathless
hope of mutual attraction. Enjoy it, because it doesn't last."

"Why not?"

"Entropy. The eternal pursuit of disorder.
The rational mind seeks to gain control over the irrationality of
lust and love, or the equally absurd possibility of unsupported
human flight, and so we question our feelings. Or we grow too
accustomed to the source of those feelings. A new lover is only new
for so long. Familiarity breeds discontent, and we know this, but
we can't help falling. Our rationality tells us love will lead us
to hurt as often as gravity leads us to earth. Both inflict untold
pain, even under the best circumstances. And yet we fall
nonetheless."

She feels his hand grasp hers. "The
descent," he says, "begins slowly." In long, elliptical circles, he
spins her. "Gradually, it accelerates. Feel the clouds around you.
You are blind. The world is obscured. Your path is known but murky,
for where else might you be going but down, and yet the murkiness
lets you ignore the truth. No one wants to fall. No one enjoys the
sense of inevitability. So you ignore it. Until suddenly you burst
through the clouds and the flat topography of death stares you in
the face."

He spins her faster. Her hair twists in the
wind, swiping at her face. She grabs hold of his hand, worried to
let go. "It's dangerous," he says. "You're falling. As quickly as
you lifted off on that rocket, you're falling. What was once
uplifting and hopeful is now dangerous and deadly. Feel the earth
sucking you toward it. Feel yourself spiral ever downward,
furiously, worriedly. Falling, falling, falling. Your heart is
torn. Death is on its way, and you succumb to it, to its certainty,
but you fear it. You fear the unknowns, the sensations, the pain.
If there is happiness in death, you fear that too."

They spin violently around each other,
tethered by fingertips. "See the world below you," he says, "and
marvel. The city lights, the neatly structured outline of streets
and lamp lit park benches. As peaceful or miraculous as they might
be, they are your death, and they're reaching for you, drawing you
nearer, quicker, faster, and you realize there is nowhere to go but
down, no hope left in the world but for a painless death."

She snaps out of her revelry for a moment,
spinning dizzily around him. "Such a bleak view of love you
have."

And his hand lets go. She tumbles backward
and lands awkwardly, painfully, on the icy concrete. When she opens
her eyes, he stands above her smiling.

"What happened?" she asks.

"The culmination of my metaphor."

"I don't understand."

"Love hurts. When you're falling, eventually
you hit the ground." He reaches his hand to her. "The only question
is whether anyone will be there to lift you up."

She takes his hand, and he pulls her to her
feet. He says, "Whoever that person is, waiting for you, keeping
you on your feet... That's love."

"Almost," she says. "But once again the
metaphor isn't quite accurate."

"Why not?"

"Well, you dropped me."

"So."

She smacks him hard on the cheek, laughs,
and walks away. "That," she said, looking over her shoulder and
giggling, "is love."

He chases her then, and together they
disappear into the snow.




 



 


A Ballad of Time and Madness

 


"Isabel!"

The voice sang through the streets and
danced with expectation.

"Isabel," it cried again. "Isabel!"

The voice was a song, and it was the song of
a man beholden to nothing, a man on the verge of storied
accomplishment, a Conquistador under the arches of the chamber
where his treasure had hidden for centuries. The song was mournful,
having been uttered only in whispers and cries for over a decade.
It was fearful, having been the theme of countless nightmares. It
was hopeful, tinged with the magic of dreams and an unquenchable
thirst for passion. And it was powerful, indeed more powerful than
any tune in the long history of Time, but let us come to that
later.

The voice sprang from the lips of our
Conquistador as he sprinted down unfamiliar streets chasing after
footsteps. A single turn remained in the road ahead, a blind corner
between two souls and their destiny. But destiny is a shady thing,
a mistress of the future, easily cast aside by the greed and
jealous nature of reality once two souls are reunited. Reality,
it's been said, maintains a disturbingly unromantic outlook on the
nature of souls.

But Fernando, for that was our
Conquistador's name, darted around that final turn with abandon,
searching for his destiny, longing for his Isabel. He knew she was
nearby, and his news could wait no longer. How many years had he
worked toward this moment? How often had he dreamt it, rehearsed
it, played out its conclusion in the quiet rooms of his apartment?
When the questions came from worried family, when the bill
collectors knocked down his door demanding payment, when other
women snuggled close in bed, naked, satisfied, and asked why he was
so distant, so untrusting, so secretive, what answer did he always
want to offer? What answer justified their concerns? It was an
answer he never spoke, because they could never understand. The
answer was Isabel. And the answer would always be Isabel.

He sang her name again, and as before the
song spun with expectation, licking at the cobblestones, twisting
around the street lamps. It filled the night with warmth and
anticipation, and every pair of feet walking the streets hesitated.
Every man felt a pang of empathy. Every woman with a romantic heart
recognized the longing, and each secretly wished she was the object
of the singer's desire. Longing of such an exuberant nature is
rare, as is the love that propels that longing into madness.

Isabel was a romantic soul, but there is a
difference between wishing you were the object of someone's
affection and hearing the wind cry your name in the night. Fernando
knew this. He wanted to reach her before she fled in fear. And
there she was walking with friends, ahead in the faint glow of a
sidewalk streetlamp. They were heading home, all five of them, from
a night at the theater, and they stopped to listen when they heard
his song. He watched them tease Isabel, amused by the coincidence
of her name on the tongue of a mystery. Perhaps they didn't yet
understand, and perhaps that's why they turned, startled and in
unison, when his footsteps chased them through the night.

"Isabel!" he cried. He stopped a dozen paces
from the women, and a moment later Isabel emerged, at long last,
stepping forward out of the crowd. She was as beautiful as Time
itself, and he should know, for he had an intimate relationship
with Time.

"Fernando?" she asked. It was only partly a
question of identity. Mostly it was a demand for answers. She could
fit more meanings into a single word than anyone he knew. But it
was his name, and they were her lips, and nothing else
mattered.

"I've been looking for you," he said.

"And you've found me. But why?"

He smiled at her. It was a proud smile, a
naïve smile, a smile blinded by too many years of imagination.

"Don't grin like an idiot," she said. "It's
cold, and my friends have places to be."

"Send them home. I have something to show
you."

"Show me then, and be done with it."

"I did it, Isabel. It took me a long a time,
but I found a way. You asked, and I succeeded."

"What did I ask, Fernando?"

"Remember your words on the pier when you
touched my hand?"

"No."

"Come now, you remember. Under the stars,
gazing at ships on the Med. Your hair was crazy from dancing in
that lucky westerly wind. You touched my hand and wished upon the
moonlight…"

"Fernando, that was fourteen years ago."

"I know you remember. It was your wedding
night, and a woman never forgets her wedding night."

"Can you blame me for trying to forget?"

One of her friends, standing in the group of
confused women, asked, "Is everything okay?"

Isabel turned and stepped backwards, nodding
her head. "I'm sorry, Fernando. It's nice to see you. Been a long
time. But I’ve got to go. Take care of yourself."

Fernando reached for her arm. "I guess you
don't remember."

"I'm sorry," she answered, pulling away and
turning to her friends.

But our Conquistador was not so easily
discouraged. He suffered, as all daring explorers do, from an
abundance of ego and pride, and why not? He had achieved the
impossible. And he saw hesitation in her steps.

"Isabel," he said. "Let me help you
remember."

He lifted his chin then, inhaled, and began
to sing. Isabel, to the surprise of her friends, stopped walking
and turned to listen.

His voice began low, faintly audible beneath
the sounds of wind in the air and leaves on the road, but soon it
grew bolder, his words louder, and the wind gained strength. The
Heavens twitched, the ground laughed, leaves jumped into the air.
Clouds parted and the moon spun. They heard tides crash against
invisible breakers in the distant sea. He sang, and the world
lifted itself up into heightened awareness, and those who at that
moment breathed the earth's air ascended into calm euphoria. They
were drunk on the magic of his melody. And when he reached the
song's crescendo, the last word of the last chorus, it being the
wondrous and fantastical name of Isabel, the stars began to fall
from the sky, cascading in a sparkly fall of illumination, as
though the universe might collapse upon itself but remain beautiful
amid endless destruction.

When he stopped singing, there was
stillness. And silence.

"That was lovely," Isabel said with a sigh
of bewilderment. "Mesmerizing and haunting and beautiful. Thank you
for singing it to me." She stood sideways, facing neither him nor
her friends, confused about which way to turn. "We did have a
wonderful moment on that pier," she added. "I've never forgotten.
But that was a long time ago, and I need to leave now."

Fernando's smile was broad and proud and
happy.

"Goodbye," she said, but confusion had crept
into her voice. Or maybe it was fear. A stoic, grinning fool can be
an intimidating sight. As she turned and stepped that first step
back to her friends, the confusion and the fear fell flat on the
stones underfoot, and everything she knew about the universe proved
itself unproven.

Her friends, like the world around her, were
motionless. But you mustn't confuse an absence of motion with
stillness. People can stand still, unmoving, as Fernando did, but
there is always motion. Their tongues lick their lips, their chests
swell and contract, their fingers twitch, their eyebrows furl,
their hair blows in the wind, their weight shifts from foot to
foot, and they grimace and sigh and blink with agitation,
especially when, like her friends, they've been waiting too long.
But her friends did none of these things. They waited like images
in a photograph, snapshots of a moment in time. On one girl, a
scarf hung at an impossible angle, as though she was spinning as
she froze. Leaves on the cobblestones balanced on their edges; some
even floated in the air. She looked further into the distance. A
vagrant under a bridge had bent to pick up a bottle but never
straightened. A candle in a window did not flicker. A boat on the
water did not rock. And the sounds… There were none. No wind
blowing past her ear, no crickets chirping, no distant train
whistles, and no lapping of the sea against the docks. Everything
had stopped. Or nearly everything.

She turned to Fernando, who continued to
smile. "What happened?" she asked.

"I told you," he said. "I did it."

"What did you do?"

"Think, Isabel. Remember. We met months
before you were married, and we fell in love. Tell me you
remember."

"I remember that we met."

He laughed. "Of course you couldn't admit
you loved me. That was our unspoken secret. But you were seven
months with child, and the wedding would go on despite our secret.
The cruelty of Fate would catapult me forever to the realms of
friendship. And we had resigned ourselves to it. You know it's
true."

Isabel looked at her feet. She did not
argue.

"And on your wedding night," he continued,
"while the guests danced and drank and celebrated, you snuck off
for just a few minutes, across the patio to the pier, where you
knew I'd be waiting. And we stood there together for a long time,
gazing across the sea. Do you remember what you said?"

"I'm afraid not."

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/19785
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg





