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Catching the Rose
Haunting Miss Trentwood
***
It had begun with a cigarette, about three years ago. Maxine-called-Max’s fingers, the nails painted green, had fumbled with the compact case which snapped open to reveal two neat rows of cigarettes held in place by elastic bands.
Max had sworn under her breath, releasing a puff of steam into the frost-bitten air. She had drawn a cigarette out, perching it between her thin, glossy-red lips. Her lighter, decorated with stickers from the latest Bon Jovi concert, had caused the end of the cigarette to glow orange. A bright contrast to the frigid whiteness surrounding Max at the bus stop.
She had puckered her lips, inhaled. She had closed her eyes. Her mascara-laden lashes had brushed against her sallow cheeks. She had exhaled.
Once upon a time, a girl had met a boy at a bus stop in the middle of a Missouri storm in March, 1987. She had smoked cigarettes and known how to purse her lips when she exhaled, like a starlet from a black-and-white talkie.
He had liked that.
She had liked that he had liked that.
They had fallen in love, lived in delicious sin, and lived happily ever after.
But that isn’t right, not correct, not true at all.
The snow had fallen the day they met. First in large flakes, then in stinging shards of ice that cut the skin, and finally in packing snow. It had been overcast. Much like today. The winds had blown fierce, whistling past ears with the howls of a banshee. Moving had only made it worse, so Max had stood as still as possible, puffing away at her frigid cigarette.
*
Max shifted, blinking at the gray felt which covered the backs of the passenger and driver seats. She was on her side, curled on the backseat of her beater Ford, knees tucked into her stomach. Her crimped blond hair was plastered against the back of her neck. Constant chills ran the length of her spine. If Max arched her back just right, the backseat felt like Phil’s thin body pressed against her.
“You’re so bony,” she had always said to him. “Poking and prodding me. Why don’t you get fat?”
“Because I like to poke and prod you,” Phil would always say, laughing.
The cold mud coating her feet began to crack off into chunks on the seat and floor of the car. Her knee popped as she lifted her leg experimentally, not sure when she had last moved even a centimeter. She swallowed.
Max didn’t want to remember that day at the bus stop when she had smiled at Phil for the first time. But as always, she couldn’t help it. The memory dragged her from her surroundings. She forgot she shuddered with cold. She ignored the way she couldn’t feel her toes anymore.
All Max thought of was how Phil had been staring at her from behind those goofy wire-framed glasses of his. Those glasses had made him look childish though he was years out of university. He was older, established, but not sophisticated. And that was okay, because that’s what Max did. She brought sophistication with her, and it left when she did.
“Well, shit,” she croaked.
*
Max and Phil had fallen in love against all odds.
Well, to be honest, there hadn’t many odds against them in the first place. Phil’s mother had wanted grandchildren. Max’s parents had died years ago, so no pressure there.
Phil had wanted to try that whole embarrassing physical thing everyone talked about by employing euphemisms. “You mean sex, right?” Max had said, incredulous. The memory made Max smile. Her darling, innocent Phil.
Max? All her friends had a good laugh when she told them she was getting married. She hadn’t been able to admit she had just wanted someone who wanted to stay around.
All in all, the idea of marriage worked. So about a month after that bus stop smile, Max and Phil married.
*
Max rubbed her arms, wondering why she didn’t feel the chill that she saw gathering on the side windows of her car. Well, Phil’s car. She felt fine. Relatively speaking. Relative to Phil, that was.
*
When Phil had developed a cough that wouldn’t go away about two years into their marriage, Max had thought little of it.
When the cough had shaken his entire body, Max had watched from across the room, arms folded, a forgotten compact of cigarettes clenched in her white-knuckled hand.
He had coughed for months. She had dragged him to doctors, medicine women, fortune tellers. Phil had laughed at her, or tried to. He had managed one loud “ha!” always, before collapsing into that hacking mess which never produced phlegm yet always sounded as if his lung would burst from his throat.
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