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One: I Don’t Want To Be Alone Anymore

 


 


She heard the phone ringing in another room.
It wasn’t for her. She never got a good call- never a lover, hardly
ever a friend, never some kind words to tell her that it was OK,
that they would get through this, that things would work out. She
got very few calls of any sort. Not anymore. She knew that it
wasn’t OK, she knew they wouldn’t get through this. Well, they
WOULD get through it- she would. She would live through it, survive
and go on and continue to be when it's finally over. But it wasn’t
going to be fun, and she was going to have to do it by herself.

She looked around the room, washers on one
wall, dryers on the other, a white plastic table to sort and fold
on. The sun poured in from one side, heating the already warm
little room with stale heat that had nowhere to go. It was hot. She
had already showered once, and felt like she had to do it again.
They set up the room, attaching it to the little alcove where you
got your mail and paid your rent, so they could claim the complex
had “laundry” available, but the six machines had no chance of
satisfying the residents of the 100 or so apartments who lived
here.

They lived in one of the feeder communities
near the university, a group of three story apartment buildings
surrounding a squat headquarters building with the laundry room
attached. They lived so close to one of the main highways that you
could hear the hum with your windows open at night- the stacked
hardwood partition to keep the noise out was an imperfect
solution.

Unless you did laundry midday, like she did,
you stood next to no chance of getting a machine. A few of the
machines were chugging away, even so- people who had figured out
the system, like her- or perhaps just people who were home during
the day. Night workers, or students, or who knows what. She watched
one dryer come to a stop, buzzing loudly. She looked at it without
moving from her perch, catching a bright flash of pink lace among
peaches and purples. “Girl”, she thought.

She thought about the owner of the clothes.
Who was she? What kind of deal with the devil, what sort of
compromises did she make to be able to be home during the day? Was
she a single mom, a student, or just “living with someone”? Selling
her body for grocery money, hoping for a ring that will never come?
It wasn’t kind, this criticism of someone she didn’t know, but she
had this evil little corner of her personality that made her think
this way. She pictured it- the part of her that was nasty,
spiteful, and cruel- like one of those gargoyles on top of old
buildings with long, pointy dragon wings and a sneering face.

She pushed herself off of the row of washing
machines and came forward, steadying herself against the change in
position. The laundry room, with its vending machine for detergent
and artificial heat pumped out by the dryers, seemed to swim in her
vision as she moved. She began to load the dry clothes with a heavy
sigh.

It was the paralysis that got to her- the
sense that she wanted to say something, ached to say something, but
just couldn’t. Her mother’s gift of home and hearth and quasi
acceptance (at least not outright rejection) was too much to rebel
against, too much to complain about. But the incivility- the
incivility was what got her. It wouldn’t kill her -wouldn’t kill
anyone- to be nice. Treat someone else with respect for their
priorities.

Her sister was 11- not much to be hoped for
there on the civility front. She tried to show her a better way,
tried to treat her with some respect for her opinions and desires.
But there was just too much to do sometimes, and she was just so
damn tired- a full, bone weary fatigue that set in quick and soon
made it impossible to do anything beyond just hauling herself out
of bed and dragging herself through another long day.

Here was where it happened, she allowed
herself to consider. Here was where the whole stupid chain of
events began. Walking into this little room, heedless of anything,
and there he was, sitting on a washer, watching a dryer spin,
reading a graphic novel. Floppy haired, a little dorky, nothing
special, she remembered- but she also remembered standing up a
little straighter as she came in, fussing with the hem of her
shorts. A boy is a boy, of course- casual clothes or not, showered
or not. Just think, she considered- if I had left 5 minutes earlier
or 5 minutes later, maybe he doesn’t start that conversation. Maybe
I don’t meet him until a couple of days later, and there isn’t
enough time for what happened to happen. Maybe, maybe, maybe.

Shut up, she ordered herself. Take the damn
laundry back up, and get ready to go pick her up. Don’t think, just
do. The laundry basket, hardened blue plastic, was full, brimming
with the warm hope of dry, folded laundry. It had an indentation on
one side, so you could hold it against your hip as you walked.
That’s clever, she thought, I wonder who thought of that? She
seemed to remember that laundry baskets weren’t that way when she
was younger.

She began to wrestle the basket across the
small, sad courtyard of the apartment complex and up to their
building. She settled on a kind of swinging waddle, where the
basket moved in an arc on one side of her, with her body swaying
the opposite way to compensate. She felt herself start to breathe
hard, her knees and hips complaining.

You could hear the buzz of the highway as she
walked back to their building. There was a row of trees and stacked
brown lumber that was supposed to protect them from the sound, but
it still came through. She walked a lot now, not for exercise so
much but solitude, walking out of the building holding only her
key, walking softly in flip flops into the trees, listening to the
cars rushing along, interspersed with a deeper rumble of trucks
going by. Her mother hadn’t caught her yet-she would probably tell
her that she shouldn’t be doing it, that she needed her rest, not
understanding that there were times when she just couldn’t stand to
be around the other women in her family, their smells, their words,
their attitudes, their aggression, no matter how much she loved
them, for one more minute without screaming. She wondered where
they were going, out there on the roads-to work, to school, to a
lover’s place, or back home. She wanted to be going somewhere.

She felt her forearms and shoulders begin to
burn as the weight began to tell. She could feel the tickle of a
bead of sweat begin at the base of her neck and begin to make its
way down her back. She felt sweaty all the time now-she showered
every day, sometimes twice a day, and still couldn’t feel clean.
She did a quick calculation, trying to figure how to squeeze one in
before wheeling their ancient van out to retrieve Angie from her
guitar lesson. Her mother hadn’t called yet, but she would probably
wind up having to do that.

She opened the front door of their building
and began to wrestle the basket up the stairs, one at a time,
developing an immediate, painful knot at the small of her back. She
found a rhythm here, too, bringing the clothes to the next step,
then pulling her unwilling body up behind it. She unlocked their
door and went in, setting the laundry on the couch. She glanced at
the phone. The base of the phone had a readout indicating how many
messages it had recorded, and it was blinking “1”. She pushed play.
It was her mother’s voice, and she started right in, no
conversational back and forth, just straight to business.

“It’s your mother. I have to meet with three
more students today, so you need to pick up Angela after her guitar
lesson. OK? Bye.” She listened to the sound of the phone
disconnecting. Her mother sounded annoyed at someone, or maybe the
peevish tone was directed at her. No courtesies, no politeness-
just staccato facts and gone, and another task to slide into her
rapidly expanding day. More work, more toil. Just more to do.

She began mentally tallying what clothes were
clean in her tiny room, and calculating what sort of grouping she
could put together. The group of clothes that fit, and also allowed
her some semblance of style, was becoming vanishingly small. There
was no reason why she couldn’t wear what she had on- a white tank
top that showed entirely too much of her skin and blue basketball
shorts- but she had a steadily shrinking sense of pride, still, and
there was something to be said for trying to be presentable in
public, even if you’re only driving a minivan to pick up your
sister.

She mused about a family budget that could
allow guitar lessons for one sister without allowing a few new
blouses to the other one, shaking her head softly. She showered
quickly, changed, finding a clean dress that had gone from
voluminous to snug, and grabbed her wallet and keys before locking
the door and heading downstairs, hair still wet, only 7 or so
minutes late.

***

He held open the door for his charge, making
sure she got her bulky black guitar case through without damaging
it. Or more importantly, he thought, the door. Her tiny thin
shoulders bulged with the effort of holding it up. He didn’t dare
try to help her-he had tried once, only to have her snap, “I can DO
it.” He watched her maneuver it to the sidewalk in front of the
store, setting it down with a roughness that made him wince. He
handed her the Sprite he had paid for, watching her open it and
drink lustily.

“Not so fast,” he began, when she cut him off
with an unladylike belch. She giggled, and even he had to
chuckle.

“What?,” she said, turning her head to face
him, her brown hair highlighted by the sun.

“Nothing,” he said softly. She had been
coming here for lessons since she was 8, and he was fascinated by
the way she changed, week after week. She had started, of course,
as a girl, laughing at his stupid puns and smiling at him
worshipfully. As her playing matured, so did she- while she still
had moments of childishness, he got the impression that she heard
and understood more of the adult world than she let on. The same
gags that made her laugh at 9 got only a frown now, and he
sometimes was so distracted by her manner that he forgot there was
a lot of little kid in there, too. He had stopped nagging her to
practice, and she had responded not by slacking off but by actually
improving, adding little flourishes and curlicues that he hadn’t
taught her yet, but she had simply picked up. She was a curious
student, a challenging one, but one he relished.

The familiar van came around the corner,
pulling to a stop in front of the store. He noticed with pleasure
that it was her sister, rather than her mother- the mother was
always wearing sunglasses, and seemed intimidating and, well,
bitchy. The sister, who he hadn’t seen in what seemed like months,
was gentle, friendly- much more human. The sister unlocked the
door, and he pulled it open, letting Angela carry her own case into
the minivan. He could feel the artificial cool of air conditioning.
“See you next week,” he said. Angela just nodded. He shut the door
with a satisfying thump, and turned to look at Angela’s sister.

In profile, she was shockingly pretty. He
knew she was cute. He had seen her, and admired her looks from
afar, in passing, riding as a silent, bored passenger in the van,
then, as time went on, the driver of the van. She didn’t change a
lot, getting maybe a little taller and settling, it seemed, into
her adult size and shape. She had a quiet intelligence, the sullen
silence of a teenager becoming the introspection of an adult who
has seen too much. This was another pickup, but something tugged at
him- something about her face, her eyes, told him to talk to
her.

Without a word, the van signaled and
accelerated into traffic.

OK, then, he thought. She looked a little
harried, too-like her mother usually did. He had actually looked
forward to talking with her for a moment, but she was gone before
the thought could crystallize. He watched the van accelerate away,
feeling a little pit of sadness. It was not as though his love
life, such as it was, wasn’t complicated enough. But he felt a
snag, a knot, there, a certain inclination to want to talk with
her, to want to listen to her. He wished, for a moment, he smoked,
because this would be a moment to stare off into the middle
distance, with smoke curling around his head. There were moments of
melancholy like this for him all the time now. It would pass- it
always had- but being by yourself all the time was wearying. You
got sick of your own voice inside your own head.

He walked down the short sidewalk and back
inside the shop. Everything for 20 miles in every direction somehow
centers on the university- little towns and neighborhoods grew up
to feed it, followed by highways to funnel in commuters from even
farther away. Max’s Music was in one of these little sub
neighborhoods, on top of a hill that, if you got to the top of a
second floor, would let you look over the university in the valley
like a conqueror. The shop sold musical equipment, as well as
selling CDs, and before that, LPs. The sales counter was inside the
front door, while the wall of CDs ran along the front. Max did some
mail order business, but it was mostly just stubbornness that kept
the section going- he by no means stocked everything, and he
studiously ignored the hits while making sure John Lennon’s entire
solo catalog was always available. There were instruments for rent
or sale, and all manner of strings, reeds, and other accoutrements
for sale, along with headphones for portable players, small
speakers, posters and t shirts, and a small section of music
biographies and histories that Ray was particularly fond of. Most
merchandise was located along or hanging on the wall, with a couple
of islands of shelves down the middle with smaller items. There was
a small walled off room along one wall where customers could listen
to items they wanted to consider purchasing, and a small corridor
in the back for employees with the time clock and the rest room.
Max allowed him to use the semi sound proof room to teach lessons
to students when it seemed inappropriate to bring them upstairs to
his apartment.

Max was a studio musician from back in the
day. There were rumors about albums he had played on as an
uncredited performer going all the way back to “Workingman’s Dead”-
“The White Album”, “Disraeli Gears”, “Let It Be”, “Rumours”, even
“The Bridge”, which Max said he could not talk about, although he
knew Ray was dying to know. He never talked about those days, but
if you were around him as much as Ray was, you would see him cock
his head suddenly at a saxophone solo, bopping his head along and
smiling when he thought no one was looking. He could play nearly
everything in the shop with some degree of fluency, and he had
developed a reputation in surrounding towns as being the go to
person for hard to find items.

The job found him, interestingly. Searching
for work after getting into grad school, a guitarist who was
leaving the apartment and the job met him at a show and recommended
him, and he had been there ever since, paying tiny rent to live in
the apartment above the store and working in the store to make up
the rest. It was a nearly perfect arrangement-Max, an aging hippie,
was easy to work for, generous and kind, and being surrounded by
music and music people wasn’t a bad way to spend your day.

He came back inside the glass doors. Max was
on the phone, his gray pony tail bobbing as he assented to whatever
was being said. He walked across the front, gazing over the
entering the tiny semi soundproof room, cleaning up and unplugging
equipment. He replaced his own guitar in its case, then came back
to the sales floor.

The rest of the day passed more or less as
usual-showing middle aged hipsters guitars they were too chicken to
buy, telling moms the differences between the different types of
reed, just trying to be generally genial and helpful. It was a
vaguely dispiriting sort of feeling-not talking to Angela’s sister
for that 15 seconds had shaken him more than he expected. He stood
behind Max after they had finished for the day, watching him count
the day’s take into a deposit bag to drop off at the bank.

“You know what you need, Ray? A good
woman.”

“Or at least a series of average ones,” he
said, completing the old Bill Hicks joke.

“I’m serious, though. You were happier when
that blonde was around.”

“Nicole?,” he asked, half chuckling. “That
was 75% acting. She drove me nuts.”

“It’s good for you, though. Keeps you from
getting too introspective.”

That may be true, he thought.

“OK, we’re done,” Max declared.

He walked the owner to his car, chatting
aimlessly about this and that, discussing his schedule, how he
would fix it around his school responsibilities the rest of the
week. There was hardly any chance of brigands in their college
town, but they did it like this every night, putting a quiet coda
on a day spent separating people from their money.

Walking back outside, along the perimeter of
the store towards the back stairs that led to his tiny apartment,
he really couldn’t imagine a better situation. It was not perfect,
but people, generally speaking, were happy to shop for music and
instruments-and most of the unhappy ones could be soothed by a
calm, unflappable exterior, which he found relatively easy to
maintain. It wasn’t much of a life, but like his old Denny Doyle
Red Sox shirt, it was comfortable, fit well, and got the job
done.

 


Two: Somewhere Along The Line

 


She went without a seat belt, risking a
traffic ticket in exchange for the comfort. More and more, there
just wasn’t a place to put a belt across her chest that didn’t
result in some uncomfortable pulling or tugging. She hoped
fervently for a second, then put the key in and started it up. It
came to life easily, allowing her to breathe out. She mostly wanted
the van to keep working to avoid the stress that her mother would
bring on all of them if it didn’t. It would be misery, more moaning
about bills and fighting about money . She pulled out of the
parking lot, making her way to the music store.

She thought about Angela’s music teacher. He
was kind of cute, in a faraway sort of way-he looked like a
dreamer. She wasn’t exactly nursing a crush on him-more like a
certain dreamy openness towards him. If he expressed interest, she
would absolutely return it-no question-but she wasn’t about to go
after him- and certainly not in her present state. She was pretty
sure he had a girlfriend, in any case- back when she still
circulated, she remembered seeing him with a willowy blonde,
unbelievably pretty, with a very forceful personality, clinging to
him tenaciously. She didn’t go out any more, of course- what had
happened to her had foreclosed that. And when she broached the
topic, her mother would snort, “YOU? Nobody wants to see YOU.”

That helped, she thought, shifting
uncomfortably. She couldn’t get comfortable anywhere now. After ten
minutes in a bed, or a chair, or standing, something would shift
mentally, pressure would build physically, and she suddenly needed
to be anywhere else than where she was. It had gone from a mild
annoyance- now these pants don’t fit, now these don’t- to a genuine
presence, something she had to account for and think about, every
minute, every day. It was there through her sleepless nights, there
when she took a shower, there every time she bent, or stretched, or
moved awkwardly. She slid her way through mild traffic, casting her
mind ahead to the evening. What to start for dinner? There was
chicken, but she was sick of chicken. There was always chicken-
there was always something new to do, something that needed her
attention. She was tired. She was sick of everything, really.

She came around the corner and pulled off in
front of the windowed storefront. There they were, Angela with her
too short skirt and active, babbling mouth, and her teacher. What
was his name? Jay? Something like that. She hadn’t seen him in a
while. He walked forward, holding the door open as Ang climbed
inside. He didn’t help her with the guitar case- he clearly knew
better than that.

He was cute, she had to concede that. He had
long hair, and was thin and sort of wiry. He smiled at her, but as
soon as the door closed, she saw a gap in street traffic and
hurried off, accelerating away from the storefront. He hadn’t seen
her in a while, and she didn’t want him to see her. Which was dumb,
she thought, and was only getting dumber. She had gone from hiding
it to just pretending it wasn’t there. Everybody could see, of
course, that it was- it wasn’t as if he couldn’t see it. It was
obvious. She felt the glee, the mocking cackle of that voice inside
her head. She could still say no, and when she did, that little
demon was pleased. It would not rest until she was miserable,
punishing her for her sins. Coveting, lusting, desiring.

Every time she noticed a cute boy, she heard
her mother’s shrill voice in her head. “Haven’t you gotten in
enough trouble?” She had, of course- but she was still human. Still
had feelings. Still a woman. She knew it wouldn’t happen, couldn’t
happen- no one would want to be with her. But it was biology, she
couldn’t help it. And even beyond that, it would be great to just
have someone to talk with. Her friends were submerged in their own
relationships, or had gone away to school instead. She didn’t
really have close friends- never had, truly, but those she was
close to treated her like she had a disease now. Their mothers did,
too- she was a reminder of the side of their daughters they didn't
want to face.

Angela was chattering away, she noticed
absently, her sister babbling on while she was lost in her own
thoughts. She tuned into her voice, like catching a radio station
as you turned the dial, in case she would need the information
later. It was nothing, it turned out, just more school gossip- one
friend liked one boy, but the boy likes another girl, who likes the
boy that she likes. She just as quickly tuned it out again.

She wasn’t so old she couldn’t remember that-
couldn’t remember that being so important, all those twisting
relationships, dissolving like smoke, then reforming. She
remembered that world, but the gravity, the life altering substance
of it- that, she had forgotten. How it felt to have your world
crushed when there was no room at the lunch table, or if you
weren't included in a joke. Teen concerns seemed especially trivial
now, with so many weightier things on her mind. Literally.

She pulled into their complex, her mind still
spinning. A phrase from Angela stopped her short.

“What?”

“Ray’s single again.”

“Who?”

“Ray. My guitar teacher. Ray. He was looking
at you when you drove away. I think he wanted to talk to you.”
Angela saw more than it seemed, she thought. She seemed childish,
but then suddenly made an observation that betrayed things going on
in her head that were adult. She wondered how much Angela knew
sometimes.

“He told you he was single?” Was that a
signal?

“Naw. I asked him.” With her preoccupation
with boyfriends and girlfriends, it seemed logical that she would
bring it up to him.

“So he’s single.”

“Yeah.” They were making their way up the
stairs to the apartment. She noticed curves on Angela that didn’t
seem to be there a week ago as her younger sister took the stairs
two at a time, wrestling her guitar in front of her. She wasn’t a
teen, but she wasn’t a little girl anymore, certainly. She wondered
how much her mother had talked with Angela about sex. Was her
mother too tired or awkward to do a better job than she had with
her? Shoving a couple of books in her face and letting her figure
it out on her own? Was this now her job, too?

“So do you like him?,” she said,
smirking.

“RAY?” She laughed loudly. “Don’t be STU-pid.
He’s OLD.” No more than a couple of years older than her big sister
was. Of course, to a tween, that was old.

Laboring along behind, carrying her own
burdens, she supposed that it might be her job-making sure she
didn’t grow up on hearsay and ignorance, at least where her body
was concerned. She’s certainly aware of the importance of
contraception, though, living with me, she thought archly. She
unlocked the door and let the two of them in, closing it behind
her. The kitchen was right inside the door, with a waist high wall
that separated it from the area they called the “living room”.
There were two bedrooms and one small bathroom adjacent, and that
was it. Shoes and books and detritus were everywhere, making her
record a mental note to try and pick up some before mom gets in.
Home sweet home, she mused.

Dinner, she thought. Well, bathroom, then
dinner. She heard the door of their one bathroom slam.

Damn. OK, dinner, then. She sighed, reaching
into the refrigerator for the defrosting chicken.

***

He walked around the building, to a tiny
wooden stairway that led up the back wall to the attic apartment.
He opened the rusty green mailbox, taking out a few bills and a
fund raising mailer, then climbed the stairs to his door. It felt
like rain, and after setting the bills and mail down in the kitchen
and opening the windows to let some fresh air in, it soon sounded
like and looked like rain as well. He had four rooms- a small
kitchen, a living area, a bathroom and a bedroom, with low
ceilings, no heat, and funky angles. But it was cheap, and it was
home.

He opened the windows, one in the bedroom,
and one in the main room, and went over to his CDs to put something
on. He finally settled on the Doors, starting with “Riders On The
Storm”, one of those perfect rain songs. I should do a rain tape,
he thought. There are so many rain songs, songs with rain in the
title or rain in the song. That would be nice to have.

He was vaguely hungry, but he should eat now,
because if he waits until he is frantically hungry, he knows he
will make a terrible choice, or dip into his dwindling wallet for
takeout. He moved silently to the stove, preheating it for a frozen
pizza. He listened to the little rustles and bangs of the oven
materials adjusting to the increased heat, and the hush of the rain
outside. The special sound cars made through the rain as they
proceeded by on the streets of their college town.

Being alone wasn’t bad, but it could get so
quiet at times. When he had to talk to someone tomorrow, it would
take a little time to learn how to modulate your voice again. He
could go hours without speaking to anyone, which was fine, but did
sometimes induce a vague paranoia. After months of not watching TV,
he eventually just gave up on it, and didn’t miss it. One thing TV
did do was fill silence. The radio could do that, too- but that was
too much like a conversation you weren’t a part of. He walked over
to the window and looked out, “The Crystal Ship” coming out of his
speakers. Did he need a woman?, he thought. There was less
static-less complication and fewer issues, without Nicole in his
life. Things were just simpler.

He had moved out to go to school, and then
his parents were gone, wiped away by a half asleep driver of a
Peterbilt on the interstate. Since then, he had just sort of
improvised, like he was trading solos with another guitarist during
a jam. He tried not to feel a lot, never too high, never too low,
just letting pitches go by. He figured sooner or later, he’d get
one in his hitting zone and turn on it and send it flying. But
until then, he was content to foul off the tough sliders and wait
life out.

And Nicole isn’t coming back, he thought.
Lord, no. If she made nothing else clear, she made that clear. It
was over. If being found half dressed with a girlfriend in a bed
they shared wasn’t enough, the screaming fight afterwards was. She
would still talk to him, and ask for favors, and ask for money, and
tell him he had to help her. And he would- her crystalline blue
eyes, her insistent voice, her long, smooth body- he couldn’t say
no to her. But he never felt good about it.

Did he love her? Everyone loved her. That was
both the cause of the problem and the solution. You fell for her,
fast and hard, and then you saw that everyone else did, too- she
was desired by every barista, every restaurant manager, every
everyone who you crossed paths with. She told you you were being
silly, and everything was fine, and you were the only one she
wanted-until the day you found her with another.

He had forgotten about his answering machine,
taking a look now, feeling the breeze mix the cold outdoors with
the stuffy trapped air inside. The screen said “5”, but they were
mostly from her. Nicole was there, of course, the upshot of her
messages all being, “Pay attention to me!”. He considered sending
her a noncommital reply, but decided against it. There was a
message from a professor, looking for an update on a piece of
research he hadn’t finished yet.

He deleted the messages, one by one, making a
mental note to call Dr. Adams in the morning. He looked out across
the street. There was a well dressed woman on the sidewalk
opposite, trying to button up her coat after leaving a coffee shop.
You didn’t really need a coat, but he supposed she wanted the rain
to stay off of her outfit. Her shoes were nice, modestly heeled.
The shoes had a silver buckle that gleamed wetly in the gray air.
Her legs were nice.

He played the last message. He heard an
uncertain voice. “Ray? It’s....um.....it’s Wendy. Angela’s sister.
Yeah. I, uh, I just wanted to apologize for pulling away like that.
My sister told me it was kind of rude, and, well.....I think she
has a point, actually. I’m sorry, anyway. So, well, you know the
number if you want to call me back. I’m sorry, again. Bye.”

His heart thrummed briefly. What did that
mean?, he considered. She was so pretty, but all they had ever
exchanged was pleasantries, or a few quick words about Angela’s
behavior. He knew she was young, but he knew she had finished her
senior year, and he knew, second hand, the discord her announcement
caused for their small family. He also knew he stood a little
taller whenever he saw her dark hair flash in a breeze.

He knew, after the discord and the shock,
what was happening to her. It was a strange thing- something that
should be a disqualifier, an automatic black mark, a reason to stay
away, just didn’t seem to register with him. He knew about it, and,
of course, now it was obvious to everyone. It just didn’t count,
somehow- looking at her made him breathe deeper. There were
complications, of course- but he didn’t see how they couldn’t be
overcome.

He fell a little bit in love with every
woman- listening to and performing all those love songs made it
impossible not to. Wendy, though- she had an air about her. Nothing
especially seductive, just open, and friendly, with a shy, pretty
grin. She made you want to be with her, and more than that, she
made you want to be worthy of her, want to be worthy of being hers.
She was what his college buddy Thomas called “wife material”. There
were women who were somehow intrinsically serious- not to be
trifled with or dealt with cavalierly.

The oven buzzed, and he went across the room
to take the pizza out, feeling the heat on his face. He set it on
top of the stove, then went back to the window. He wanted to call
her back, but was unsure about how to proceed. The rain continued
to fall, gently but consistently, onto the warm streets and over
everyone and everything.

 


Three: Shades of Grey

 


She cooked mechanically, almost
automatically. The parts of the meal came together without
thinking, and she let her mind roam. She really had been rude, just
accelerating away from the curb like that. There wasn’t any reason
why she couldn’t have talked to him. Angela had the TV on- it
looked like one of those interchangeable comedies, with the pretty
girls and boys with feathered hair. She was sitting on the couch,
her knees pulled up, with a schoolbook open across them.

Washing some lettuce, she asked Angela,
“Studying?”

“What?” she said.

“Are you studying?”

“Yes.”

“You know how Mom feels about studying with
the TV on.”

“Yeah.”

She didn’t do anything. Let her get in
trouble, she mused. I have enough problems. She reached down for a
salad bowl, moving gingerly around the limits her body gave her.
She found it and straightened, feeling a twinge right in the small
of her back. She let herself dream, for a minute, about having
someone to rub her back, right there, releasing that knot.

The deadbolt turned in their door. Angela,
with cobra like reflexes, turned off the television as her mother
came through the door.

“Hi,” their mother said. “That smells
nice,”

“Thank you,” she said. “Just chicken and
rice. And a salad.”

“Thank you, dear,” She stepped forward,
kissing the older girl on her forehead. “Feeling OK?”

“Yeah, I’m OK,” she said. She couldn’t
remember the last time her mother asked her that.

This was strange, she thought. No potshots,
no digs, no smart remarks. She kept quiet, watching her mother move
across the main room into her bedroom, taking off her shoes along
the way. She then watched her sister’s eyes, following their mother
as well. After a long day of teaching and meetings, they often
didn’t know what to expect from her- dark moods or bland ones,
flashes of anger or tears.

They heard their mother changing her clothes,
rustling around in her room. She brought the dinner to the table.
Standing close to Angela, watching her read over her shoulder, she
said only, “Dinner.”

“OK,” Angela said distantly.

She looked down at her sister. She could see
a woman emerging from the girl chrysalis. Best have that talk
sooner rather than later, she thought. Standing, arching her back,
felt good, letting the muscles flex a different way, balancing the
strain. She could feel the fabric of the dress pulling against her,
resisting the movement.

Her mother came out as she stretched. She
sighed.

“You could use some new clothes, couldn’t
you?,” she asked. “Why didn’t you say something?”

Because I knew what you would say, she
thought. “Yeah, I could use a few things.”

“Let’s try to do that this weekend, OK?”

“Sure,” she said, turning to the table. It
did smell good, she admitted, serving herself a portion. They ate,
then she cleaned up, finally sitting down on the couch with Angela
as evening fell. It was raining outside, she noticed, listening to
the hiss that came right through their balcony doors.

“You were rude,” Angela said out of nowhere.
Their mother was in her bedroom, probably reading test papers or
material for tomorrow’s lectures.

“What?,” she said.

“To Ray. Today. You were rude. Usually Mom
talks to him or something. You didn’t. ”

“I was, wasn’t I?”

“Yes. You should call him.”

“Ray?”



“Yes. Say you’re sorry.”

“Good point,” she admitted, getting out the
phone and dialing his number. She had to remind herself- hormones
or no hormones, other people had a right to be treated decently.
She couldn't let her bitchier nature speak for her.

She listened to the rings, then waited for
the machine to pick up. Her voice sounded weak. “Ray?
It’s....um.....it’s Wendy. Angela’s sister. Yeah. I, uh, I just
wanted to apologize for pulling away like that. My sister told me
it was kind of rude, and, well.....I think she has a point,
actually. I’m sorry, anyway. So, well, you know the number if you
want to call me back. I’m sorry, again. Bye.” She felt better after
doing that, but also worse. It seemed stupid, apologizing for not
talking to someone she didn't really know, but it felt right, too.
It would keep Angela quiet, too. Anything that resulted in more
quiet, she was in favor of.

***

He waited for the pizza to cool, then cut it
into halves, eating one and wrapping up one for another day. He let
his mind stew for a while, puttering around, mentally making a list
of things he needed at the store. He felt this urge to call her
back. She had invited him to, right? But he really didn't have
anything to say except accepting her apology, so what would they
talk about?. He finally decided to call her anyway, play it by ear.
She picked up on the fifth ring.

“Hello?”

“Hi Wendy, it’s Ray.”

“Oh!,” she sounded genuinely surprised. “I’m
sorry about today.”

“No, it’s fine,” he said. “I thought that you
were mad at me or something.”

“Mad at you? What on Earth would I be mad at
you for?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” he said. “Women seem to
have a gift for getting mad at me. It could have been all sorts of
reasons.”

She laughed softly. “No, no. I just wanted to
apologize. I just drove off. I don’t know what it was. I don’t feel
much like being seen lately.”

“I kind of wanted to talk to you,
actually.”

“What about?”

He stopped dead, not sure exactly what the
answer was. “I don’t know, really, I guess I just...I don’t know.”
He was stammering. “Something. You were gone for a while, and I..I
missed you, I guess. I'm sorry. That sounds stupid.” He searched
for something to say.

She laughed again, a little more forcefully.
“That’s sweet,” she said softly.

They were quiet. He could hear the rain
outside his own window, and again, echoing through her phone.

“What are you doing?,” he asked her.

“I’m just sitting out here on the balcony,
watching it rain. Letting my toes get all wet.”

“I’m watching the rain, too,” he said
stupidly. The silences were organic, not forced. Neither of them
felt the need to jabber, to fill the silence. He was oddly calm,
for such an odd situation. He wanted to talk, but he wanted it to
be right, and it was somehow OK to just be quiet, too.

“Your sister asked me if I was single.”

She laughed. “Yeah, she did, didn’t she. That
wasn’t my idea, I promise. She’s in one of those phases- boy /girl
drama is all she and her little friends talk about.”

He chuckled. “Yeah, it was a little
awkward.”

“Sorry about that,” she told him. “So you
are?”

“I am,” he said.

“Weren't you with a pretty blonde?”

“That was a while ago. Yeah. She’s gone now.
Are you single? ”

“I am, too,” she said.

“Really?” He wondered what that meant. He
assumed there was a man somewhere in the picture. There had to be,
right?

“Yeah.”

They were quiet again. He liked listening to
her breathe-it made him feel connected, alive, reborn.

“My mother will be pissed if she knows I’m
out here.”

“You think so?”, he asked. “Why?”

“Well, lots of reasons. She doesn’t want me
to get sick, even though it’s so hot out, and she
kinda...well....she gets sore when I talk to men.”

“Hmmm.” He couldn’t follow, exactly. She was
18, what difference could it make?

“Well, I’m pregnant.”

“Oh, I knew that,” he said quickly.

“Thanks a LOT,” she said indignantly. “It’s
that obvious?”

“No, no,” he stammered again. “Not that, just
that...your sister told me. She was having a bad day, a few months
ago, and I asked her why, and apparently, you had just told
her?”

“Yes,” she said calmly. “That was a bad day.
Bad week. Horrible. I wanted to die. Everybody hated me.”

They were quiet.

“I bet you regret calling. I’m a hot mess.
You have better things to do with your time. I'm not worth this.
I'm...”

“No,” he said quickly. “Not at all. I’m glad
I called. It’s fine. You’re fine. I'm enjoying this. I wanted to. I
like you. This is fun. ”

“I am enjoying it, too. You see, my Mom
barely lets me make any calls now. If I get a call from anyone, she
wants to know about it. She’s suspicious. Always was, but
especially now. Watches me like a hawk.”

“Well, isn’t that locking the barn door?”

“Sure,” she said, chuckling. “But that
doesn’t stop her.”

“I kind of wondered why you didn’t come
around to pick her up anymore.”

“Well, I went through a bad time-I didn’t
want to go anywhere for a while. Ashamed. Very depressed. I barely
wanted to move for the whole summer. After I told them, I just
moped for weeks. I had to drop out, of course. I was going to start
as a freshman this term.”

“You can start again, afterwards.”

“That’s what people say,” she said, her voice
trailing. “I don’t know. My Mom always says that everyone plans to
do that, and nobody ever does. Once you’re out of school, you don’t
want to go back.”

“That’s probably true.”

“But I don’t want to be this way
forever.”

“Pregnant? I don’t think you have to worry
about that.”

She chuckled. “No, dummy. I don’t want to be
a mother forever. Or, I don’t want to be JUST a mother, you know. I
want to make something of myself. Have a real career. Accomplish
something.”

“Yeah. I can understand that. What do you
want to do?”

“I haven't a clue,” she said, chuckling. “I
like science some. And reading, too. I just want a chance to be
something more than just Mommy. I feel like that happened to my
mom, kind of. Since we came along, it seems like she's been stuck
in her career. I hear her on the phone complaining about it to her
friends- that she can't get any good jobs because they take too
much time away from us. It isn't fair. She should be able to do
what she wants. But she can't.”

“There should be a way to do both. Maybe
there just isn't.”

“Both things are important. Kids and babies
matter, but women still have rights, too. I can't figure it out.
And I kind of have to.”

There was a muffled voice.

“Damn. I have to go,” she said,
whispering.

“OK,” he said quickly. “Call me again. You
know the number. Here or at the store.”

“Sure,” she said quickly. “If you want. I
will. OK. Bye.”

“Goodbye.”

He hung up, and set the phone back in its
cradle. The numbers were greasy from being next to his face. He
felt calm. He had accomplished something tonight, though he
couldn't identify exactly what it was. He cleaned up, then turned
out the lights and headed to bed for the evening. He looked at the
streetlights on his ceiling, and wondered about inequity and
biology and what it all meant until sleep took him away.

 


Four: A Minor Variation

 


She disconnected the call, lowering the
antenna, staring at the phone in her hand. The rain came, warm and
gentle. She watched it beading against her chipped toenail polish.
She really should fix that, she thought, but at the mere thought of
bending over, she winced, anticipating the pain and pressure.
That’s not going to happen. Maybe she could catch Angela in a
sympathetic mood, and she would either remove it entirely or paint
them over. It made her feel orderly to have pretty toes- like the
rest of her life made a little bit more sense when that part of her
was in order.

Her mother opened the door and leaned her
head out.

“What are you doing out here?”

“Just sitting. I was uncomfortable.” That
wasn’t true, she thought. She hadn’t even tried to sit or lay down
yet, never mind go to bed. When it was Ray on the phone, she
immediately wanted to get away from them- and, in the rain, out
here, this was the only place to go and not be overheard.

“You have the phone.”

“If it rang again, I wouldn’t want to wake
Ang.”

“That’s considerate of you. Come to bed
before you get a cold.”

She considered noting that it was 75 degrees,
then thought better of it. “OK.”

She came through the sliding door, her mother
locking it. “Good night, Wendy.”

“Good night, Mom.” She made her way into the
bedroom she shared with her sister. It was uncomfortable in so many
ways to share a room, but it just couldn’t be helped-the place they
could afford had two bedrooms, so the two girls shared a room, and
that, she mused, was that. Her sister wasn’t sleeping, though. She
could see the bones in her back and her shoulder blades sticking
out from her thin cotton top, but she could also see the gleam of a
flashlight under the sheet.

She didn’t care- her sister knew when she had
to be up for school, so if she wanted to stay up all night it was
her business. Ang would pay the price in the morning, not me, she
thought. She sat on the bed, undoing her dress and pulling it up
and over her head. She hadn’t worn it more than once, so it wasn’t
time for it to be laundered quite yet. She stared at her sister,
all skin and cotton and angles and shadows.

Living in such close proximity, they saw each
other in various states of undress from time to time. They paid it
no mind, at this point, but she knew that the changes in her body
fascinated her sister, as they would. She undressed silently,
wondering, just a bit, what she was reading, and about what. Could
it be a naughty romance novel, nicked from their mother’s
collection? Writing a love letter? At her age? It seemed
impossible, but she wouldn't completely be stunned, either.

Her sister didn’t really talk about boys, and
men, a lot- they seemed more a curiosity to her now instead of
objects of genuine interest. She loved the drama, the back and
forth of who likes who and who no longer likes who, but it didn’t
seem to go any deeper than that. She didn’t think so, anyway. She
tried to remember her own feelings at that age, but could only
recall a mixture of mild curiosity beside a petrifying fear of
anything happening in real life.

She reached down to the end of the bed,
feeling the pull in her back muscles. She gathered in a pair of
sweatpants and a tank top, pulling them on in the dark. It was so
quiet she could hear the sound of the paper when her sister
shuffled it. She laid down, listening to the quiet rustling,
wondering what her sister was thinking about.

It could be perfectly innocent, of course-
just naughty girls getting away with something. She remembered the
quizzes they used to circulate in class, where you were supposed to
reveal incriminating details. Or it could be something more. I have
to remember to have that talk, she reminded herself, feeling
something shift at the same time inside her. This was one of the
worst parts, the sudden lurches and gurgles and noises you had
never heard or felt before. She was constantly wondering, what the
heck was that? It was always nothing.

She thought about Ray. He was cute, sure-
funny, and friendly, and genuinely interesting. And interested- not
grossed out or scared off by her condition. Or something. Maybe at
least polite enough to pretend to be. But he didn't have to call,
right? The call meant he was interested, right? Of course, it
couldn’t become anything- that was obvious. Even if he wanted to,
she thought- and who would, she looked like she was smuggling
basketballs- he couldn’t, and she couldn’t let him. That was too
much. I mean, maybe once it’s here, and once she slimmed down
again, perhaps...

Oh stop it, she told herself. Just stop. He’s
not, and you can’t, so just...just stop it. He's just being nice,
she told herself. He couldn't possibly want her body in this state,
and he certainly didn't want her with a baby. A baby that wouldn't
even be his. Just stop imagining anyone will ever want it. She felt
the little demon unfold its wings, cackling. You’re going to be
that woman, she thought, the one with the kids acting up in
McDonalds while you sit there, wishing you could have a life
different than the one you fell into.

She rolled over onto one side, watching her
sister’s back. Ang stopped , setting the flashlight down and lying
on her back. She couldn’t do that- the pressure got too big when
she tried to do that. The light went black and the room was finally
dark, only a few streetlights slanting through the blinds. She laid
there, staring at her younger sister, listening to her breathe.
Angela snored very slightly, always had, so she knew she wasn’t
asleep yet. Listening to see when her sister fall asleep, she was
shocked and a little annoyed when she herself woke up to the alarm
in the morning.

***

He awoke easily and showered and dressed in
silence. He had to proctor an exam this morning, but all that
really meant was no t shirts. He picked a thin gray sweater and
some nice ish black pants, and tied his hair back. He didn’t
totally embrace being “sensitive pony tail guy”, but it was a look
that seemed to work, and it didn’t raise a fuss, so he went with
it. After packing his bag for the day, he locked up and walked
across the square to the bus stop.

The bus ride to the campus was uneventful,
and he soon found himself sipping some coffee and watching the
undergrads file into a forgotten room with exposed pipes in a low
rent corner of the main building. The professor still insisted on
handwritten exams, which was a rarity. It prevented plagiarism, he
supposed, but it made for a lot more work for everyone. Once they
were seated, he explained the ground rules, then wrote the
questions on the board. After a few minutes of rustling, they began
writing.

He was sure Nicole was going to call him-
once a week or so, she was bugging him with something or other. He
could picture his tiny little office, really just a corner of a
long table with some other graduate students with a phone
extension, a pile of books and papers, and a filing cabinet. His
little corner of the university. He had pinned up an old picture of
Billy Joel, spotlight on him, playing in concert from sometime in
the mid 70s. This was before he became a mega star, just traveling
from town to town, playing small theaters or opening larger shows
for bigger names, defending his music. He could feel the call
coming- she was due to get in touch, any time now. She might even
be ringing his extension right now, as he sat here.

He had reading to do, of course- he always
did- plus he was expected to give these tests a once over tonight
as well. Someday, he would understand the lure she had over him-
after making it clear he was no longer welcome in her life as a
bedmate, she seemed more than willing to have him around to do her
favors. But there was something about her, he thought. He had work
to do tonight, but if she called, he’d be there, where she asked
him to be. He knew that. Something made you not say no to her, even
when you knew you should.

He looked at the rows of busy students,
catching the eye of a Filipina near the back, who was staring at
him. She swiftly uncrossed and recrossed her legs, then resumed
writing feverishly, head down. He had probably embarrassed her- he
remembered his own undergraduate days- in search of an idea or a
phrase, he would stare into space, sometimes to find, to his shock,
he was staring at the professor. He felt kind of vaguely bad for
them-he hated those days, sitting in rooms too hot or too cold,
trying to make the words come out onto the page, trying to have
them make some sense, chasing a grade that seemed impossible to
reach. He genuinely wanted them to do well, hoped he had left
enough hints when reviewing that the answers would come to
them.

The students started bringing their papers
up, first one, then another, then quickly the rest followed in
turn. He watched them file out, stacking the papers neatly, then
leaving himself when the last one was done. He walked down, through
the student throngs, into the basement, filing into the “office”-
really just a conference room with phones in it- where the graduate
students kept their workplaces.

The office was downstairs, meandering through
a series of corridors before emerging into a warren of semi
cubicles. The room was painted white, meaning it showed every trace
of dirt, and the canvas walls of the mini cubicles were tan. There
were chairs around so that you could have a conference, if you had
to, but it was really just a maze of typewriters, a few PCs, a
Xerox machine, and loads and loads of paper. Drafts of essays,
literary magazines, manifestos, running jokes, favorite quotations-
every surface was lined with paper of different colors and
descriptions.

He set his bag down, going into the communal
refrigerator for a Diet Coke he had left there. Thankfully, it was
still there, and he threw out his empty coffee cup, tossing the new
caffeine after the old. Predictably, his phone rang almost
immediately. He picked it up, sighing very softly when he heard her
voice. Nicole.

“Hey, good looking!”, she began.

“Hey”, he shot back. She wants something, he
thought.

“What are you doing?”

“I just supervised an exam. Now I have to
correct them. What do you want?”

“Who says I want anything?”

“Have we met? You always want something.”

“What? I can’t just call you to say hi?”

“You never do,” he said calmly.

She sighed, loudly. “OK, you’re right. I need
a favor.”

“I’m broke, Nic.”

“Not that silly boy. What are you doing
tonight?”

If I say nothing, he thought, she’s going to
rope me into something I don’t want to do.

“Nothing special.”

“Come watch us play. At Hannah’s. Around
8.”

Nicole’s band- which used to be my band, he
added swiftly- now just four women playing cover songs fast and
sloppy- was a semi popular draw in the live music venues around
town.

“Sure.”

“OK. Thanks! Bye!”

As soon as he said it, he regretted saying
yes. She got what she wanted, then immediately moved along.
Probably onto another man who would respond the same way. Or a
woman, to be fair, he thought. As soon as he hung the phone up, it
was ringing. Happily, it was Wendy.

“Hi!”, she said, her voice full of cheer.

“Hi yourself. How are you? How’d you get this
number?”

“Oh, my mom had it in her address book,” she
said. The cheerfulness seemed to be gone now. “How am I? Sore.
Tired. Lonely. What are you up to?”

“I just proctored an exam. Now I have to
start looking them over.”

“Oh. Am I interrupting?”

“No, no. I just kind of have to look at them,
make sure they hit all the right points. It’s not too hard.” He
felt calm, talking to her, already opening up the first booklet and
ticking off the points the student had made.

“Oh, OK. I was just wondering what you were
up to today.”

“Well, this, then the store, and I have to
finish checking them because I promised someone I’d go see their
group play tonight.“

“Really? Where?”

“Hannah’s. You know it?”

“Sure I know it. Is it an 18+ show?”

“Usually is. Why? Do you want to go?”

“Kind of, yeah. Sure. I would.“

He thought about that for a minute. Was this
a date? I don’t care if it is or not, he quickly decided.

“OK. You want to meet there?”

“I can pick you up. Mom doesn’t need the van
tonight.”

“What will you tell her?”

“I don’t know. Something. She’s happy to get
rid of me, as long as I don’t let on that a boy is involved.”

“OK. Sevenish? At the store?”

“Will do!”

“Bye!”

“Bye!” The cheer seemed to have come back
into her tone.

He spent the rest of his day trying to catch
up on his own work, grading the test papers, then later that
afternoon helping Max at the store, getting home in time for a
quick shower and a change into some dark clothes to go out to the
club.

 


Five: Streetlife Serenader

 


She stared at the phone, alone in her too
short tank top and sweatpants, hot and disheveled. She was on the
couch, sun streaming in from the balcony windows. What was
happening here? What was this? She kind of invited herself along
with Ray to see a show tonight. It had been so long for her. Was
this dating? What was this? She looked down at herself, her body,
something she had just begun coming to terms with and accepting
when it started rebelling against her, after it happened, in ways
she understood intellectually but was still surprised with. It
seemed like it wasn’t even hers- and in a way, of course, it
wasn’t. Part of it, anyhow.

She felt nervous now- sick, but a little
excited, too, thinking about spending time with a man who had begun
to occupy more and more of her thoughts. She had been telling
herself for months- ever since that day, and the realization three
weeks later of what had happened- that her life was over, and
nothing like this could ever happen to her again. But here it
was-happening. A man. She wanted him.

She had gone through a long, dark period,
after. When her biology told her what had happened, she tried to
deny it, attributing it to stress, or to poor nutrition. Then her
body started telling her what had happened, some areas sore and
swollen, and swimming waves of nausea, and she still ignored it. On
some level, she supposed, she knew-she had always known, from the
moment she discovered it, when it didn’t come, and didn’t come, and
didn’t come. She swore it wasn’t- it couldn’t have been. She
dressed to conceal, choosing items that hung differently, banishing
anything clingy to the back of the closet. She faked it through
finals, laughing to her friends that she was just overeating since
she was single when her silhouette changed. But it became something
she shoved away, buried in a corner, refused to think long about
until she could no longer deny the clothes that finally could not
be made to fit.

Then came the big meeting, admitting to her
mother and sister, and the confused, angry tears. The long nights,
holding a pillow against her face to muffle her anguish and soak up
her tears, wishing, praying that it hadn’t happened, that she
hadn’t made that final, fatal choice, that “no” that never came,
the “stop” she didn’t say. She went over that for days at a time-
why didn’t she? How could she have been so dumb? How could she let
things slide out of control like that? It was stupid. The whole,
stupid thing, the thing that happened to her then and was happening
to her now was just...stupid, she thought.

After the meeting, she spent whole weeks
alone, barely moving, showering out of habit only, emerging to
drive her sister around when absolutely necessary. Her mood black,
her thoughts darker, she cursed her fate and her own stupidity
again and again, her body’s shape a silent rebuke to everything she
had dreamed about her future. She wanted to die, truly- as dark as
any teenage mood, but unrelenting- day after day of physical misery
compounded by mental anguish.

Then, as suddenly as the mood descended, one
day, it lifted, gradually at first, and then completely. She
stopped denying her reflection in the mirror, not loving it, but
able to see some beauty in it. It was like the sun coming out after
a rainstorm- pinpricks, then a beam, then a swath, and then more
light than cloud, and then the light drives the clouds entirely
away. It was done, it was over, the die was cast- she was past the
point of doing anything about it, so coping was the only way to get
through a day without weeping. She was never happy with what had
happened, but she grew into a Zen like calm, accepting it as it
was.

She grew more comfortable with her body, and
her anxiety about what other people thought and said faded away.
She marveled at the changes- it was astounding what her body, with
no direction, knew to do. As messed up as the situation was, she
could look at her body at quiet moments and have an appreciation of
the power and beauty of an system that seemed to only cause misery
under ordinary circumstances. It seemed impossible, but it was also
a source of perverse pride, sometimes- she felt like she was doing
something good and beautiful, no matter how uncomfortable she was.
It wasn’t perfect- she wasn’t content- but she wagered she was
about as close as she was likely to get- given the situation.

Her attitude towards Dan shifted as her mood
did-from a heartless despoiler to a sweet boy who must have
assumed... oh, who knows what. But she did what she did, allowed
what she allowed, let him do what he did, knowing full well what
the risks were- she didn’t pursue him with the news, despite her
mother’s insistence, knowing Dan didn’t deserve his life ruined
like hers was. He was a good person- a boy, just acting naturally-
she couldn’t blame him for doing what boys do. She thought about
him fondly now, seeing the pleasure that preceded the current pain
as a warm memory instead of a tragic mistake.

He was here to visit the university, the same
one she was going to attend in the fall, she thought then. She came
into the laundry room, on break from her senior year of high
school, carrying a basket of bras and panties, breathing the stale
air and the warmth from the dryers, and they just started talking.
He was waiting for something to dry, reading an Alan Moore graphic
novel, living in his aunt’s apartment in the complex, cute enough,
friendly, and stuck here without much to do until the tours started
at the end of the week. So they talked, and wound up hanging out,
watching TV together, just kind of being together after her Mom
went to work and she dropped off Angela here or there.

Dan became a buddy, someone to talk to during
the long midday emptiness while her wealthier friends were in Cabo
or Daytona Beach. There wasn’t any tension- no boy/ girl
foolishness. When she went to paint her toenails one morning, he
eagerly agreed to help, telling her, “with three sisters, this is
one thing I know how to do,” painting them for her while they made
fun of the midday news anchors. She found herself almost sad when
Friday came and he was due to start his tour the next morning- he
was a good guy, fun and friendly, and they promised to keep in
touch when they started school in the fall.

He was in their apartment, she remembered,
that Friday, helping her clean up after lunch. She turned to put a
dry dish into the cabinet, and then, with her arms up, he leaned in
close and kissed her. It wasn’t her first kiss, by any means. Her
last boyfriend had decided, three weeks ago, that they were no
longer together, not by telling her directly, instead her discovery
coming when the vice president of the junior class decided to
surprise him, dropping in, not knowing she was already in his
bedroom. So she had given up on men, relatively speaking, mentally
resigning herself to a celibate stretch before the new world of
college in the fall. It wasn't the first time for one of those
either.
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