Acclaim for
Complementary Colors
In a way not often found in contemporary fiction, Kate Evans’ poetic prose richly captures the awakening of a woman to what she truly needs in her life: poetry, art, and the love of another woman.
Susan Gabriel, author of Seeking Sara Summers
As with her first novel, For the May Queen, Kate Evans explores not so much a coming of age story as a coming to terms story in her new novel Complementary Colors.
Gwen Sullivan returns to the Bay Area after a stint teaching English in Japan. With nowhere else to go, and mostly only the clothes in her suitcase, she moves in with her boyfriend, Daniel, a genius but self-absorbed scientist who, though inviting Gwen to live with him, makes no accommodations for her presence—physically or emotionally.
Along with her increasingly unsatisfying relationship and a job that doesn’t thrill her, Gwen decides to take a poetry class to ease her discontent; it is here that she meets Cat and Jamie, a couple of rollicking rough and tumble dykes, who are as intrigued by Gwen as she is by them. And while poetry may be the medium, a myriad of creative and sexual fires are alighted within Gwen against a backdrop of a widening void between herself and Daniel.
As we follow Gwen’s journey for self-awareness, we are not so much rooting for her peace as we are cheering for her to come to terms with and embrace her truest desires. Whether she is imbued with confusion or clarity, we are rallying for Gwen’s appreciation of her creative and sexual self as she comes closer to realizing and living her own truth.
A deftly crafted exploration of self-identity as only Kate Evans can achieve. Brava!
Cynn Chadwick, author of Cat Rising, Girls with Hammers, Babies, Bikes, and Broads, and Angels and Manners
Kate Evans has carefully, firmly, and personally contextualized the ever present dilemma of being a woman poet: millennia of misogynistic assumptions about the worth of a woman’s mind and the honoring of a woman’s body. Through the pages of this engaging, well-crafted novel, Evans delineates the ways in which the language of men degrades the language of women. The good news is that Evans' protagonist doesn’t take it lying down.
Merry Gangemi, Woman-Stirred Radio
Kate Evans has struck gold again with her second novel, Complementary Colors. Gwen Sullivan’s self-discovery and exploration of her sexuality is one of the most realistic ‘coming out’ stories that I’ve ever read. It’s organic, it’s moving and, since both Evans and her heroine are poets, every line sings.
Collin Kelley, author of Conquering Venus
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“Poetry lifts the veil from the hidden beauty of the world.”
—Percy Bysshe Shelley
Chapter One
Beautiful
I was craving something, but I wasn’t exactly sure what. I wanted something new. I wanted something beautiful. My life was at a strange stand-still, stagnant as the smoggy San Jose air. So I’d signed up for a poetry class. I’d been looking forward to it all week, but now as I sat in a university classroom, waiting for class to begin, I thought maybe I’d made a mistake. The students leaned on their desktops, talking to each other in the circle of desks, casual and comfortable in their jeans, while I sat stiffly in my work clothes: black blazer, pink blouse, dark nylons and black heels, my long brown hair pulled back in a clip.
Sitting in the circle with us was Professor Alameida. I knew her name because it was printed on my class schedule. She had long gray hair and a craggy face, and the sleeves of her denim jacket were rolled up to reveal silver and turquoise bracelets. When she opened a folder, silence descended on the group.
Just then, the classroom door creaked open. In walked two people, two women. They were unlike any two women I’d ever seen. They both had short dark hair, gelled into spikes, and they wore black leather jackets, baggy jeans, and black boots. It’s hard to explain now why I didn’t think “lesbians” right away. Or “dykes.” But I didn’t. It was 1992; why would I have known any gay people? Or I should say lesbians. I did have an old college friend, Manny, who was gay, or so I assumed. He now lived in Massachusetts; he’d moved there with a guy I thought was his lover. But my life, not unlike many people’s lives, was mostly filled with people like me. In my case that meant straight people, in their twenties and thirties, who were dating, or engaged, or divorced. The lesbian world might as well have been taking place in Massachusetts, while I lived my straight life in California. Until that moment, of course.
I wasn’t the only one staring at them. It seemed everyone did. The two women had made a rather dramatic entrance, coming in late on the first day, walking in like they were one person split in two. For women, they took up a lot of space, with their spiky hair and bulky leather jackets and big boots shining with silver buckles. They sat in the two empty seats right next to the professor. The desks seemed too small for their bodies, their energy. They leaned back, knees apart, feet planted like men.
“Sorry,” said the taller one, three silver earrings glimmering in one ear, and a smear of a tattoo on the back of her hand.
Professor Alameida looked over at them, half-smiled, and placed her hand on the desk of the woman closest to her. She handed them each a syllabus with a certain ease, a sense of familiarity.
“It’s okay, we just started,” she said, leaning forward in her desk and crossing her feet at the ankles. “I’m Vanessa Alameida. Please call me Vanessa. Not professor. I don’t like that stuff.” Her voice was so low and gravelly I had to strain to hear her. “This class is about poetry, poetry, poetry. You will write a poem most weeks, beginning next week, as it says here.” She tapped her finger on the syllabus. “You will bring copies for everyone. I don’t want you to write a poem at the last minute. You should be writing it and thinking about it all week. A poem is a living thing. If you dash it off and bring it in dead, we’ll know.” She put her fist over her mouth and coughed a deep cough, her silver bracelets jangling.
Anxiety grew in me. I’d have to write poems and bring them in fresh and vulnerable as kittens with their eyes sealed shut. I looked at the blank piece of paper in my notebook in front of me. If I put my pen to it, thinking “poem,” would a bunch of words emerge, words put together in such a way as to create something new, something that at this moment didn’t exist? I used to think about that sometimes when I’d begin to write a journal entry—that in a few minutes, I’d be to the bottom of the page even though I didn’t know what would propel me, what would get me there, and what it would be like to finish. My living time wouldn’t have passed unnoticed. I’d have created something. Could I do this with poetry?
The most I had ever written was when I’d recently lived in Japan for a year. But aside from some journal-writing, most of the writing had been letters. Writing helped alleviate my dizzying culture shock. Could I now write something artful, something that would surprise me and take me to new places? This seemed like a hopeful act. Could I be hopeful like that? The idea of hope seemed to feed something elusive in me that was hungry.
“Now here, let’s read this,” the professor said, handing the person to her left a stack of papers. The stack continued person to person around the circle. The leather-jacketed woman with the tattoo on her hand leaned over to the other one and whispered something in her ear. They quietly laughed. I found myself curious about what she said, and oddly a little embarrassed, as though maybe they were making fun of me. I knew that was crazy—they hadn’t even looked at me. They were probably oblivious of my presence. Yet something about having them in the room, dressed alike and sharing secrets, made me feel a little inept and eager, like I used to around the popular girls in middle school.
When the paper came to me, I saw that on it was a poem by Louise Glück. I’d heard the name before, but I didn’t know her work. Maybe I’d read something of hers ten years before when I’d been working on my undergraduate degree in English. That was the thing that always surprised me about having a degree in English: how much literature there was in the world, and how little of it I really knew.
Vanessa read the poem aloud, slowly, as though chewing each word. Its title was “Messengers.” Vanessa’s voice crackled like electricity through line after line of the long, haunting poem. In the poem, geese and deer waited “as though their bodies do not impede them.” Images of animals and nature, imbued with life and death, inhabited the poem’s rich language.
When she finished reading, we sat, quiet. A chill snaked through my body. I didn’t really understand the poem. But I felt it. I felt it inside me, like it was a fish swimming around in my veins. The poem, it seemed to me, used words to get at something beyond words. The deer, the geese. Beauty. Mortality. I may not have understood the poem, but I thought I knew exactly what the poet felt.
Vanessa uncrossed then re-crossed her legs. A guy with dreadlocks and ripped overalls sniffed. A young woman with short blond hair shifted in her seat. She wore baggy shorts with sandals, and one of those olive green sweaters that looks like the most comfortable sweater in the world, the kind that pretty actresses with tousled hair wear in beach movies. She looked like she’d stepped out of the “casual wear” pages of a high-end catalogue.
The sun was getting low out the window. I could see the dark edges of a tree and the corner of a dirty white concrete building across the way.
“Well,” said Vanessa. “What do you think?”
I felt myself flush, as I often did when students don’t answer a teacher’s question. It seemed to be my fault, that I should have an answer for her. I wanted to say something, but I worried I’d sound like a fool. I wanted to say, “I feel this poem in my veins.” But that would sound completely idiotic. As a student with a degree in English, I thought I should instead say something about the images, the metaphor, the use of rhythmic repetition.
Out the window, the tree was completely still. It was a warm, summer–becoming–fall evening. The florescent lights overhead asserted themselves as the light outside dimmed.
“I think it’s beautiful,” said the tall, leather jacketed woman with the tattoo on her hand. She had dark eyes and thick eyelashes, almost as thick as my boyfriend Daniel’s. And a delicate chin that curved up, just slightly, and a small scar on her forehead. She had taken off her leather jacket to reveal a black tee-shirt and a necklace on a long silver chain.
Her words had given me permission to speak. “Me too,” I said. “I think it’s beautiful, too.” I could feel the eyes of the class on me. I swallowed and looked down at the poem, seeing if I could find a line I especially liked, but then a guy who I thought might be Vietnamese was talking, saying, “What does she mean, wounded and dominant?”
“What do you think she means?” asked Vanessa.
I lost his answer because as soon as I looked up from the poem, I glanced over at the tattooed woman and saw that she was looking at me. When my eye caught hers, she didn’t look away, just smiled. The girlishness of her smile surprised me. She had a mouth full of movie star teeth: large, straight and bright white. I smiled back, trying to say with my smile that I liked her comment on the poem, that I appreciated the way she had spoken up and given me room to do the same.
Then she said something to me, silently exaggerating her mouth movements so that I might be able to read her lips. I couldn’t figure out what she was saying. I tilted my head and looked at her quizzically, shrugging my shoulders so she’d try again. She held up the poem and pointed to it.
Then, slowly, she mouthed two words, pausing between. She mouthed the words one more time, very slowly. A surprising tingle scuttled up my spine.
I saw that she was saying, “Yes, beautiful.”
On my drive home, I felt hyper-awake as I do sometimes after leaving the movies. The contrast between the dark theater and the bright aliveness of the action on the screen makes me perceive life outside anew. I might newly regard the sound of my shoes on the sidewalk, the exaggerated purple of a blouse in a store window, the blooming white of an airplane trail in the sky. I inhabit a new reality, as though the movie has changed me.
As I drove home that night, the dashboard shone a bright chemical green. The brake lights in front of me vibrated red. The dark asphalt shimmered wet and shiny, although it had been months since we’d had rain. I pushed my foot down on the accelerator and sped up to eighty, eighty-five, ninety, passing five or six cars before I slowed to sixty-five. I imagined if a cop were to pull me over I’d respond in verse, in Walt Whitman exaltations. Maybe the officer would say, “Did you know you were speeding, Miss?” And I’d say, “The night is singing to me! The brake lights and stars are alive!”
When I pulled through the gate of our apartment building and parked, I sat still to the whir of the engine fan. I took out my notebook and, by the overhead light, wrote lines of a poem, a poem about a woman driving down the freeway, exalting in the night. My pen moved quickly over the page, and when I finished I looked at the words. There was that wonder again—the amazement that I had the ability to make something. Those words on the page hadn’t been there moments before. I knew the next day they might not be so thrilling, but for now, it was all good.
I ran up the steps to our apartment, hoping that Daniel would be there (often he worked very late) and hoping that if he were, he would let me share my excitement of the night. The excitement had been building all day, in fact. At work it had been hard to focus. I didn’t hate my job, but I didn’t love it either. Before I’d left for Japan I had been piecing together different jobs: teaching ESL to new immigrants at night at a community college, working in an after-school reading program for kids who hated to read, and babysitting the peevish young daughter of two doctors. I’d felt fragmented driving here and there, not having a single work site, a real career. While I was in Japan, my best friend Lucy got hired as the director of the tutoring center, and when I returned to the Bay Area she immediately offered me a full-time job. I was grateful to her, grateful to have a paycheck. Grateful to have one location to go to work. Although now I could feel the gratitude running thin. I wasn’t sure this job was for me. But it was all I had at the moment.
I guess it was the corporate feel of the place. At the learning center, each child had a binder. A hundred fat green binders lined the walls on sturdy shelves. Each binder was embossed with the corporate logo: a blond-haired boy holding a pencil over a piece of paper and smiling broadly. It was my job to write down what each child was to do at the center each day—a script for the tutors. Sometimes I also tutored, sitting at a table in the bend of the U shape, while three children came to me with their binders. I’d open the binders and give each child directions: “Get the yellow reading book and read pages 5 to 10 and answer the questions,” or “get the purple math kit so we can do the subtraction blocks.”
There were a few kids I looked forward to seeing, the ones who weren’t put out by having to do more school after school. The ones who were thrilled to collect fake coins that they could use to “buy” cheap plastic toys and candy in our little awards store. But there was something sterile about the place. The way we had a script we had to follow when a parent called or dropped in to find out about the cost of the program. The way we couldn’t wear pants, except on Fridays, and then it was only slacks, not jeans. The corporate logo that was both inane and eerie, clones of that smiling blond kid staring at me from the binders and on the stationary and on every single memo.
It was a small center, just Lucy and me, and a few part-time teachers who taught in the afternoons. During the days, Lucy and I organized binders, tested kids, crunched numbers. Lucy seemed to do it all so easily, as though being part of the business was like cleaning her house or going shopping. She was fast and efficient, and I sensed no resistance in the way she moved cleanly from teaching a kid long division, to filling in a budgeting spreadsheet, to answering the phone with a cheery, “Wellstone Learning, where your child comes first. This is Lucy, how may I help you?” Lucy was freckled, thin and small-boned. As short as she was, she had disproportionately long legs that looked great in suntan nylons.
At lunch time the place was usually quiet—no kids yet, no teachers, no phone calls. Lucy and I sat in the main teaching room at one of the six tutoring tables, eating our sandwiches.
“Quit jiggling your foot against the table, Gwen,” Lucy had said. “You seem agitated today.”
“Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t realize.”
“What are you thinking about?”
“That poetry class I’m taking. Tonight is the first night.”
“Poetry?” She took a sip of her Diet Coke and eyed me over the can. “Are you reading it or writing it?”
“Both, I think.”
“Sounds like my worst nightmare.” She smiled. I liked the way one of her front teeth overlapped a little with the other one. Combined with her small size, freckles, and frizzy hair, she had the charm of a sprite.
“Really, why a nightmare?” I bit into a carrot and looked longingly at her potato chips.
“Thou and thee and roses and thorns—it’s just, I don’t know, weird. All those agonizing moments in high school when the teacher is trying to get us to see the deeper meaning of some obscure poem.”
“Have you ever read any contemporary poetry? I mean, some people even use the word fuck in their poetry these days.”
“Now there’s a poem I’d like to read.” She put a potato chip in her mouth and held the bag over to me. I took one, just one, and savored the greasy, salty flavor. “Speaking of fucking,” she said, “Will is driving me crazy.”
“Why?” I asked, taking one more potato chip and relishing the energy in the air, a kind of intimacy that developed whenever we shifted from small talk to a deeper gossip about our lives. I looked forward to hearing what she was going to tell me. There was something about the unhappiness of her marriage that fostered a connection between us.
“Sometimes I feel like he’s going to rub my skin off, he touches me so much. He won’t leave me alone. We’re sitting in bed reading and he absently touches my leg or my arm, up and down, up and down. Driving in the car he has his arm around me and rubs my arm up and down, up and down. It’s like a bad habit he needs to break. I wonder if I can get him The Patch or some medication that will dissolve in his coffee.”
I’d heard this complaint before, but I never tired of it. Maybe listening to Lucy was my version of watching a soap opera.
“That man,” she continued, “would have sex with me twenty-four-seven if I let him. So when he’s not on me like a rabbit, he’s touching me. It just doesn’t seem right that the man I love makes my skin crawl. I wish he was more like Daniel is with you.”
“No you don’t,” I insisted. “I mean, it’s like we’re with two extremes. You get too much, I don’t get enough. We’re like Goldilocks searching for the just-right bowl of porridge, the just-right bed.”
“Maybe we should swap men,” she laughed, stretching out her pretty legs then crossing them again. “Let’s just go to each other’s houses tonight and see what happens.”
“Now there’s an idea,” I said. “I’m sure Daniel would dig you. Only problem is, I’m too queen-sized for Will.”
“You’re not queen-sized!”
“Compared to you I am. He likes how little you are. He desires your body. He craves you. He actually has sex with you with the lights on, while you’re both fully awake. If I only had your problem.”
“Don’t say that, Gwen.” I could tell by her tone of voice and the lowering of her eyes that she was serious.
“I’m sorry,” I said, dusting sandwich crumbs off the table and onto my hand then dropping them into the garbage can under the table. “I didn’t mean to make light of it.”
“I think I need to face the fact,” she said, her eyes still lowered, “that Will and I just aren’t compatible. All these months of marriage counseling have not changed a thing.”
“What are you saying?” I asked, my heart slightly picking up its pace. Something about the idea of people on the edge of a cliff, ready to make a major change in their lives, gave me a little thrill.
“You know what I’m saying. I’m seriously thinking of divorce.”
“Oh, Lucy, I’m sorry.”
She finally looked up at me, and I expected her eyes to be shining with tears, but they weren’t.
“Yeah, well,” she said. “It’s not the end of the world. Look at you. You survived a divorce just fine. Divorcing Andy was the best thing you could have done. And now you’re with a fascinating man.”
“Who drops into silence for days at a time—”
“But at least Daniel’s interesting! Maybe it’s because you’re not married. Maybe living together is better. I mean, all Will wants to do is watch sports on that fucking TV, and he wants me there right next to him so he can pet me like a dog. I want to pull the plug and throw the TV out the damn window. I’m always, Let’s go to the park. Let’s go away for the weekend. Let’s—I don’t know, let’s do something that people do.” She laughed awkwardly.
“Yes, what do people do?” I said in my best upper-class imitation accent.
“I know that—what’s that from?” she asked.
“The Great Gatsby.”
“Oh, yeah, I kind of liked that book until my senior English teacher went on and on and about the symbolism of eyes on some billboard—”
“The Eyes of Dr. T.J. Eckleberg—”
“Yeah, that—until she went on and on about how they represented some god-like judgment or something like that. Drove me crazy. I just thought it was a good story.” She fell silent for a minute. I wished I could say something about how much I loved digging deeply into literature and finding surprises, unearthing hidden meanings. But she was so adamant and practical. I might sound like a flake or a know-it-all.
I drank the rest of my soda and stopped myself from reaching over for another potato chip. I wished I were more like her when it came to food—someone who could forget she had a bunch of chips sitting in front of her.
“Your divorce wasn’t that bad, was it?” she asked. “Will and I are like you were. We have no kids, just a house. Not much else of anything, really. Are you glad you got divorced? Are you happier?”
“Yes, I’m definitely happier,” I said, not sure that I was. I knew I wasn’t sadder. But was I happier? Not quite. I was a little—what? The word confused came to mind. Befuddled. I had been married to Andy for four short years, having married him when I was only twenty-two. It seemed like a long time ago. I’d heard he was now remarried with a couple of kids. We had been young, hadn’t really known what we were doing. At least that’s how I felt. I had no idea how he felt. After I’d asked him for a separation, he packed up and went to live with his grandmother. Only his attorney showed up to court. He had friends come get his stuff out of the apartment. He was pissed at me. He left a message on my answering machine calling me a bitch, a whore. I never saw him again.
Soon after, I met Daniel. I’d thought I’d figured things out after the divorce, but my relationship with Daniel was far from mature, thoughtful, open, and honest—everything it seemed a good relationship should be. Which was why I’d gone to Japan. I thought I could learn independence, could learn to love to be alone, could figure things out (like I had thought after the divorce). If going to another country to live for a year hadn’t helped me figure everything out, what would? Even though Daniel and I were living together now, our relationship felt exactly the same as it had before I left:
I was contentious and wanted too much.
He was quiet and withholding.
And my work? I was making okay money, but I had a vague itch of dissatisfaction. There was something I was doing wrong, in both my work life and personal life. I had to remind myself constantly of the little new-age nugget, that life was a journey, not a destination. Sometimes that helped, sometimes it irritated me. I had the sense that something was off-kilter. I was thirty-one years old. When would I figure it out? And, more to the point, what was the “it” to figure out?
Lucy sucked down the rest of her soda, dropped the can to the floor with a clang, and crushed it with her foot. She tossed it to the recycle bin and it plopped in, a direct hit.
“I’m not sure I believe in happiness,” she said. I’d heard her say that before. It rankled me, made me want to defend the possibility that happiness exists.
“Of course you do,” I said.
“Oh, you’re right,” she said, pinching me on the arm. “I forgot. I do. Thanks.”
She’d kissed me facetiously and sloppily on the cheek, picked up an armful of binders, and tromped to her office on her tiny high-heeled shoes.
When I walked in the door that night after the first poetry class, Daniel had on the stereo ear phones (probably listening to Led Zeppelin) and a newspaper in his lap (the sports page of the New York Times, the only paper he would subscribe to, even though we lived in California). The TV was on, too, featuring a news story about Ross Perot’s fight to be included in the upcoming Bush/Clinton presidential debate. Reading, listening to music and watching TV simultaneously was Daniel’s version of a sensory depravation tank—or, sensory overload tank. It was his way to block out everything. He must have had a bad day in the lab. Or maybe he was plunging into one of his dark moods.
Dark moods.
That’s what he called the occasional week or two every few months that he lost his sense of humor, his ability to make eye contact, his sense that life was worth living. During dark moods he retreated to his cocoon. There was no touching him there. I had learned over the course of our three years together to leave him alone, to wait for him to emerge. I hated his black moods, hated being left alone in the world to fend for myself while he licked his wounds in his private cave. That’s why my stomach tightened when I walked into the apartment. Was a dark mood on the horizon? Or had another one of his papers been rejected? Or had he gotten bad results on a recent experiment? Or had his lab boss screamed at him again, the boss who was an egomaniac and who, I was sure, was threatened by Daniel’s brilliance?
I needed to test it out, to see what was going on with him. I pulled the door shut hard so he’d hear it in spite of the headphones (all the neighbors probably heard it too). He looked up. His dark eyes, a little bulging and framed by thick lashes, met mine. I smiled. He smiled back, lifted his hand in a little wave, the hand holding a pen.
So, no dark mood. Just a bad lab day.
I went to him, bent over the couch and kissed his forehead. He put his hand on the back of my head and moved his fingers through my hair. I kissed as close to his ear as I could get, at the edge of the headphone. He pulled my hand to his lips and kissed my palm. I wanted to look into his eyes, but they were closed. He knew that kissing my palm melted me at the center. He knew it had that effect on me, a warm watery feeling that infused my arms and legs. He knew a lot about how he made me feel—good and bad—because I told him.
And Daniel never forgot a thing.
That’s why I wanted to see his eyes as he kissed my palm, because I wanted to see him calculating his way into my heart, calculating a way to infuse my veins with desire. I wanted to see that he had planned to make me feel good, even though he apparently felt like shit. I needed to remind myself that he was giving me something at that moment, even though he wasn’t in a giving mood.
Because Daniel never forgot a thing, most of what he did seemed a bit calculated—or, rather, planned. Sometimes he seemed like an actor whose off-stage director whispered instructions to him. When he spoke I got the odd feeling that he was reading from a script. Maybe he was an old soul living the exact same life for the second time. Maybe he was so self-conscious that he couldn’t act without predigesting the action in his mind. Or maybe he was slow at the regular actions of the world but fast at the extraordinary ones. Whatever he was, one thing people agreed on: he was a genius.
When he let go of my hand, I knew I would be pushing the envelope by standing there much longer. It would be easy to overstay my welcome. It would be easy to ask for more than his palm-kissing generosity in a moment he obviously wanted to be alone. I was like a vampire, he said, always craving more. Perhaps this was something I loved about him: he always left me wanting more. It stoked my desire. What I wanted tonight was to talk, to tell him all about the poetry class. He knew tonight had been the first night. But it was obvious he wasn’t going to talk to me.
I turned and left him to his music/TV/newspaper. The apartment was small, only a few steps from the living room to the kitchen. In the refrigerator I found some white wine that didn’t smell too bad when I poured it, and didn’t taste too bad once I fished out the crumbled cork that floated in the glass. I also found leftover spaghetti, which didn’t look too bad after discarding the crunchy pieces that hadn’t been protected by loose-fitting saran wrap.
As I walked through the living room with my dinner, Daniel remained engrossed in his music/TV/newspaper. I was sure he was aware of my presence, but it was obvious he didn’t want to be. He had let me know with the palm-kiss not to take his need to escape personally. I tried not to, but of course it was impossible.
I sat on the bed to eat. The bed was actually a futon on a low frame, shoved in the corner of the bedroom beneath a window that looked out onto the balconies of other apartments, balconies like ours, cluttered with barbecues and dying plants and plastic lawn chairs and bicycles hanging from hooks. Next to the futon was a large desk with a bulky computer screen on top. On the floor were scattered papers and clothes, all Daniel’s. In fact, almost everything in the apartment was Daniel’s.
I had moved in just six months before, when I came back from Japan. I’d lived in Tokyo a year, teaching English, and when I came back, I owned not much more than what two suitcases held. Before I had gone to Japan, I had a huge yard sale and sold everything I owned—my furniture, books, heaps of clothes, even my car. I was stripping myself of belongings, trying to make myself clean and free. I even left Daniel behind, a speck on the ground, waving good-bye.
I’d hoped being alone in another country, another culture, would change me. I left as Gwen Sullivan—Californian, teacher, girlfriend to Daniel-the-genius. In Japan, it seemed a little like I was becoming someone else. After a few months, I could sense a new identity building inside, the seeds of something. I could feel myself evolving, as I drank long nights away with Japanese and European friends who said let’s go to Malaysia, let’s go to Thailand, let’s go to Korea. It’s cheap. It’ll be fun. I spent days alone in my tiny studio apartment, reading and writing in my diary, and thinking.
For the first time in my life, I rode subways, willing away my claustrophobia as the train shot through dark tunnels, a stranger’s thigh pressed against mine. I wrote long letters to Daniel, telling him the truth about how I was changing. I wrote long letters to my friend Lucy, telling her other truths about how I was changing.
Then one day in Japan, it was as though a light switch flicked in me. Maybe my evolutionary gene was defunct. Or maybe culture shock had rearranged my DNA. I walked down the spiral steps of my apartment, passed my landlord and returned his konnichi wa greeting, put my hands over my ears as a screaming motorcycle wove maniacally through cars on the busy street, and then I crossed at the light to the train station, put my phone card into the phone and called Daniel.
I said I wanted to come home.
It felt strange saying that because I didn’t really have a home. But he knew what I meant and immediately, silently, he made his home my home. He sent me the money for the ticket, I got on the plane, and he picked me up at the San Francisco airport, drove me to his place, and six months later, there I still was.
Yes, here I was, in the Bay Area, living in a cheap apartment in a sketchy neighborhood in East Palo Alto, bordering elegant Palo Alto, which poured over into Ivy League campus affluence—a constant reminder of Daniel’s prestigious yet lowly and low-paid post-doc position that may, or may not, be a stone’s throw from an Ivy League professorship. Yes, here I was in Daniel’s world, and now those Japan memories were a little like a dream. Coming back to the Bay Area was kind of like that Ray Bradbury story that my seventh grade science teacher read to the class. (Every Friday she read science fiction to us, which fostered in me a brief illusion that I could like science.) In the story, a tour group takes a safari trip into the past. They are told they must stay on the path, but one man deviates from the path and steps on a butterfly. When they return to the future, everything has changed a little: a different person has won the presidential election, the air feels strange, even language is altered just enough so that the usual is recognizably unusual. That’s how I felt—that my year in Japan had transported me to another time. And now that I was back, everything was the same but just a little bit changed.
And tonight, the poetry class had heightened that feeling.
I was excited about being a student again. I’d written a little poetry and a few stories, and had kept a diary off and on since I was a kid. There were a few poems I loved, especially Walt Whitman’s expansive Leaves of Grass. I was looking forward to learning how to write a poem, how to make the magic work officially.
Still in my work clothes, I sat back on the futon and closed my eyes, drifting through thoughts of poetry, of class, and of those two women in leather jackets.
I was only half awake when I felt Daniel unzipping my skirt.
He helped me with my blouse and my nylons. He lay on top of me, kissing my neck, then my breasts, and as he moved inside of me, I felt like I wasn’t quite having sex but was dreaming about sex, about tattoos and silver bracelets, and about deer, how they move so gracefully, how beautiful they are.
Chapter Two
Home
When the alarm buzzed the next morning, I quickly shut it off. Daniel groaned and rolled over and pulled a pillow over his head, securing it with his arm. Daniel hated mornings. He didn’t want me to say good morning. He didn’t want to have to say it back. He didn’t want to feel obligated to talk before noon. He didn’t want to be touched, or for the phone to ring. He’d add another pillow to his head if the neighbors were talking too loudly on the other side of the wall. Usually he worked late in the lab and slept until late morning or early afternoon. I, on the other hand, had to be at work by 8:30.
A slice of morning light slipped through the edges of the curtains. I pushed myself off the futon and quietly stepped over my skirt, blouse and nylons that lay crumpled on the floor. Seeing the heap of clothes brought back the memory of the night before, of Daniel undressing me, of our having sex in the middle of the night. Had he used a condom? I wasn’t sure. It had been dark in the room, and I’d been wrapped in the fugue of half-sleep. I reached between my legs and briefly touched myself. I was warm, a little damp.
I hoped he had used a condom. Not because I worried about getting pregnant—I was on the pill. But because I wanted to be fully present during our first condom-free love-making. I wanted to be aware and awake the first time we had sex without even the thinnest layer of latex separating us. For a long time, I had been trying to talk him into it. I wanted him to fully release with me. I wanted to feel him lingering in me even after we pulled apart, to know that part of him swam in me.
When we first began having sex, Daniel’s explanation for using condoms was that he wanted us both to get tested for H.I.V. and other communicable diseases. That’s how he put it, communicable diseases. That’s how he put it, I want us to get tested. I knew us really meant me, not him. I had a much more multi-faceted sexual history than he did. He knew some, not all, of that history. He tried to act like my sex life prior to him didn’t matter to him, but I was sure it did.
After our tests came back negative, he said he worried about getting me pregnant. He said if I forgot to take my pill even once, we were at risk. That’s how he put it, at risk.
We talked about it off and on but mostly left the issue alone. It was always a frustrating thing to talk about, and it usually devolved into a fight.
When I went to Japan, we spent a year apart except for the two weeks he came to visit me. He’d brought condoms in his suitcase, and—immersed in a honeymoon of reconnection after months apart—we didn’t talk about the condom issue. Then it became moot because he dropped into a dark mood when we were on the bullet train headed south to Kyushu. His deep funk meant we didn’t make love again until the day before he left to return to California. In my tiny studio apartment on the small futon mattress, he held me after sex and told me he loved me, that he would be waiting for me to come home.
When I did come home, I set the pink plastic pill case in the bathroom drawer next to a crumpled toothpaste tube. I never forgot to brush my teeth in the morning. I would never, ever walk out of the house with morning breath. So I would take a pill each time before I brushed my teeth, I told him. A system that could not fail.
Daniel was still assessing the system, it seemed. I picked my wrinkled skirt off the floor and saw that a condom wrapper, torn at the edge, lay beneath it. A surge of prickliness ran through my body, a static charge of frustration. I wanted to go shake him awake, ask him what the hell his problem was. He should know by now I was clean. I was safe. Most men would be thrilled to not have to use a condom. And being on the pill was awful. It made me nauseous in the mornings and my breasts tender, as though I had persistent low-level PMS. And who knew what the chemicals and hormones in the pill were really doing to me, with the way the FDA seemed to be lax about things that might affect women, what with IUD’s puncturing uteruses, and diaphragms causing toxic shock syndrome. Who needed it? Who needed to take a pill every day? Who needed this implied judgment that there was something dirty about me, something untrustworthy?
I picked up the rest of my clothes and threw them in the basket in the corner of the room. The zipper of my skirt knocked loudly against the wall before dropping into the basket. Daniel didn’t move. I kicked the condom wrapper, and it skipped across the carpet. From the open closet, I grabbed my robe, a cheap nylon kimono I’d bought at a Tokyo department store, a tourist kimono of garish blues and greens. An out-of-focus silk-screened fuchsia dragon spanned the back.
When I opened the bedroom door, the fresh air in the hall brought into relief the bedroom air thick with the smell of bodies. I turned. Daniel’s back, clad in a white tee-shirt, moved up and down in the rhythm of sleep. The pillow had slid off his head. Somehow, from this angle, he looked like a little boy. The condom wrapper curled like a leaf on the rug. Why did he always want to keep a sliver of distance between us, even during our most intimate connections?
I remembered last night the way he had undressed me, gently, as though I were a fatigued traveler. He had unhooked my bra, had pulled the straps off my shoulders. He had pushed my hair off my face. In the indigo night, I’d seen the outline of his face as he moved over me. He’d whispered gruffly in my ear, you’re so beautiful.
When I put my keys in the ignition, I saw my notebook from last night’s poetry class on the passenger seat of my car. I opened it. The Louise Glück poem slipped out, onto my lap.
At once I experienced that odd awake feeling of the night before as I’d driven home. It was like the buzz you feel when you’ve had just the right amount of wine, the exact tipping point that’s so fragile, so perfect, that even one more sip might slip you over to the other side of sloppy inebriation. It’s the feeling of anticipation. I didn’t know what I was anticipating, but my body seemed to be telling me that something awaited me.
I tucked the poem into the back of the notebook then flipped to the page I’d scribbled on the night before: lines of the first poem I’d written in a long time, lines about a heightened awareness, of hearing the click of my heels on the asphalt, about seeing the bright green of the dashboard. In the poem, I rush across the freeway in the night, brake lights pulsing red. A police light throbs in my rearview mirror; I’m pulled over. The police officer is a woman. I tell her the night is singing to me! She writes me a ticket—her damp hand sparkling like a mermaid’s under the streetlight—and asks me to sign. I do. I smile. We part.
I syllabicate all the way home.
As I read that line, my mouth curled up into a smile. That line of poetry felt like a snug little secret. I imagined my syllabicating as a kind of scatting—me as a mix of poet and jazz singer, riffing in the car, be-bopping, rhyming line after line, moving to the sounds of the night. Driving, free, in my car on the dark freeway of possibility, no idea where I was going but sure that wherever I ended up would be the perfect place.
But of course, that was only in the poem. In reality, I hadn’t been pulled over, hadn’t interacted with a cop. Hadn’t flirted with her, is what flitted through my mind, in the vaguest way. I never consciously thought of myself as one who would flirt with a woman. In my mind the woman cop of my poem, of my imagination, sent a prickle through my body. That prickling merged with the half-asleep memory of Daniel making love to me. And before I knew it, as I pulled out of the parking lot and turned toward the freeway, my body was flush with excitement. Sometimes that happened the morning after a night of sex—I’d have a sensory flashback that sexually aroused me. But usually it happened as I lay in bed, quiet, next to Daniel. Not as I drove to work, thinking about a woman police officer, or a poem.
On my drive through town toward the learning center, it was a mild Bay Area fall morning, the sky a bluish-gray, the sun thin but gaining in intensity with the promise of a bright, warm day. The car radio played the news, an announcer chattering about the upcoming presidential election. I made a mental note to stop at the Democratic headquarters to pick up fliers. As I sat in my car at a stop light, I saw someone walking along the sidewalk, someone with short dark hair, in jeans, wearing a leather jacket. Could it be one of those women from the class last night? Suddenly I felt dizzy, disoriented, un-integrated, as though I were a partly-finished jigsaw puzzle. Mixed with the odd sexual arousal I’d just been experiencing, the whole thing left me a little breathless.
Sitting at the light, I watched this person. She held a paper coffee cup in her hand and was now leaning against a light pole, waiting for the crossing signal. I sensed that this person—like the two women last night—was completely comfortable in her body. It was as though her body wasn’t separate from her mind but was fully integrated into her being. I didn’t feel that way about myself. Not that I hated my body (well, sometimes I did)—but it’s just that I was always aware of it. Rarely did I forget I had a body. I was like Alice in Wonderland, always shrinking or expanding in relationship to my surroundings. Around a small woman like Lucy, my breasts and thighs overflowed. Around a person larger than me, I shrank and could feel almost petite. In a dress, I might feel sexy one moment, then awkward and overdressed the next. Wearing black I might believe I was sleek and fashionable, but upon seeing a woman in a yellow blouse, I’d suddenly feel dull. Yes, there was an Alice, a Gulliver, in me.
Then there was this person in the black leather jacket who looked impermeable. It was as though her surroundings were irrelevant, that she was who she was, no matter what. The light changed. I watched the woman begin to cross the street with movements that were so one-to-one with what I perceived to be her solid identity. I stepped on the accelerator, approached her, and then was parallel with her. Then I saw she wasn’t at all who I thought. No earrings, no silver necklace hanging down a white tee shirt between her breasts. As I passed I saw a little goatee, a man’s face. An inexplicable disappointment passed through me that the person was a man, not a woman.
That day at work, Lucy was in a mischievous mood. While on the phone, she rolled her eyes in a silly way for my benefit as an upset parent complained on the other end. Lucy kept her voice calm and professional as she said, “I’m sorry, Mr. Vienna, that Evie’s grades didn’t improve. Often it takes more than two months of working with us. But if you’d like to stop Evie’s tutoring and be refunded fifty percent, as per the contract, I’d be happy—” Obviously Mr. Vienna cut her off, so Lucy sat listening, crossing and uncrossing her suntanned-nylon legs. She looked over at me and mimed sticking her finger down her throat, followed by a silent middle finger pointed at the phone in a vigorous flip-off.
When she hung up, she turned on the radio. We weren’t supposed to do that, but every so often Lucy would risk it. If the owner, Ed Chambers, walked in the door, he wouldn’t be happy. But he rarely walked in the door—maybe once a month, if that. While I worked on student binders, Lucy whirl-winded around the office to loud classic rock, rearranging files, making notes on her notepad, wheeling recklessly in her chair from one big filing cabinet to the other. Every once in a while we’d look at each other and bob our heads in unison to a familiar chorus of a song that had been a hit during our high school days. I smiled at our part-satirical, part-earnest nostalgia. Being in the middle of such energy was great, as though the big stew of feelings I’d experienced that morning had been run through a sieve and only the most playful, least complicated ones remained. I grinned at the subversive way we acted like two teenagers, when in fact we were two grown women in charge of running a business.
At lunch, unwrapping my bologna sandwich, I said, “You’re sure in a good mood.”
“I was thinking that about you,” she said, curling her legs beneath her like a cat as she sat in her chair and popped open a diet soda. “You must have gotten laid last night.”
I felt a blush crawl up my neck and light my ears on fire. “God, Lucy, it’s uncanny. How’d you know?”
“Something about your disposition this morning is screaming sex goddess.” She laughed her tight, truncated laugh, her freckled nose wrinkling. Sex goddess? A sex goddess was powerful. Was I powerful?
The phone rang. Lucy turned off the radio, and I reached over to pick up the receiver.
“Wellstone Learning, where your child comes first. This is Gwen, how may I help you?”
“Hi Gwen.” It was Daniel. I glanced at Lucy and smiled. She knew exactly what I meant by the smile. She flicked out her tongue at me like a teenage boy crudely feigning oral sex across the classroom when the teacher is writing on the board. I lay my middle finger on my cheek, playfully flipping her off. Satisfied, she turned back to her sandwich.
“Hi honey,” I said. His voice sounded a little sleepy. I looked at the clock. 12:30. “Where are you?”
“Just got to the lab and found out that both Ellen and Rich are out for the day. Flu, they say. I say hangovers.”
“Really, you think so?”
“Probably,” he said. “They found out yesterday their proteins paper got accepted in Nature.”
Oh. Two of his friends who were also, in essence, his competition, were to have their work published in the most prestigious science journal. No wonder Daniel hadn’t wanted to talk last night. He needed to process this reality. In his early twenties, Daniel had been a science prodigy of sorts. With the guidance of his university mentor, he had published and presented a number of prominent papers. But lately, as a post doc, he was struggling. He was hitting one dead-end after another in his work. He researched the brain, with a focus on genetic vision disorders. It was all quite technical. When he’d try to explain his work to me, I’d feel at the edge of understanding. He tried to use layman’s terms, but it all seemed so abstract, so elusive. What I did understand was that, as brilliant as he was, he was struggling at work.
“Wow, Nature. That’s good, right?” I asked, trying to put a positive a spin on it.
“Yes, it’s great,” he said flatly.
“Maybe you’ll be next,” I added.
“I know what you’re doing, Sullivan. Don’t go there.” I was surprised he used my last name. He only did that when he was in a good mood. Perhaps his friends’ success wasn’t bringing him down as much as I’d thought. “Anyway, with Ellen and Rich out, and the shipment of pipettes not here like it was supposed to be, it’s going to be a slow day. Want to meet for dinner? At 7:00?”
“The Palazzo?” I said, even though it wasn’t really necessary to say the name of our favorite restaurant, the place we always went whenever we had dinner on weeknights. With Daniel struggling at work, those nights had dwindled from once or twice a week to once or twice a month. I loved The Palazzo, and I loved having him to myself in a place outside our apartment. He always seemed different away from home, a little looser, a little happier.
“The Palazzo, but of course,” he said, his voice brightening. And then, right before he hung up, he said something he’d never said before. “See you tonight, love of my life.”
How could it be, I thought as I hung up, that today the whole world was in a good mood?
On my way to the restaurant, I stopped at the local Democratic headquarters to pick up Clinton fliers. A woman in the office handed me several boxes and a map that showed where, during the two days before the election, I was to distribute them. I felt a surge of optimism in spite of my track record: No president I voted for had ever won. My first chance to vote had come at age 18, when I voted for Jimmy Carter, who was virtually wiped off the map by the hostage crisis and by Ronald Reagan’s Hollywood charm. Four years later, I voted for Walter Mondale. I watched the humiliating returns on a big screen television in my college’s student union. The memory was stamped in my mind of a beautiful young woman in cowboy boots who shouted out one celebratory laugh after another as it became clearer that Reagan would be re-elected by a landslide. Four years after that, I fruitlessly worked hours and hours as a campaign worker for Michael Dukakis, who was tromped by Reagan’s vice president, George H. W. Bush. I had watched the returns numbly, wondering how all my efforts could have been in vain. Deep down an optimist, I believed that if you really, truly wanted something, all you had to do was work hard, which was why I was now working for the Clinton campaign. However, a little bit of my hopefulness had been chopped off, like the tip of a finger: I would no longer be a precinct leader. I’d merely pass out fliers the night before the election. That way, if Clinton didn’t win, at least I wouldn’t have myself to blame.
When I got to the restaurant, Daniel wasn’t there yet. No surprise, since I was twenty minutes early. And he was usually late. Even though it was supposedly a slow day at the lab, I knew it was possible he’d get involved in something and lose track of time.
Natasha, our usual server, brought me a glass of white wine. Natasha was a first-year student at Daniel’s university, majoring in biology. She had curly thick black hair that bounced at her shoulders when she walked. I sensed my straight brown hair hanging bored on my head. She placed my glass of wine on the table on top of a little square napkin and said, “It’s on them”—indicating with a nod of her head two men sitting at the bar. One large man, one small man. Both were watching us and raised their wine glasses. I nodded my head in a reserved thanks.
“What’s up with them?” I said to Natasha.
“They have their eye on every pair of X chromosomes that walks in here,” she said. “Daniel will be here in a minute, yes?”
“Yes.”
“Okay, then, drink up and enjoy. They’ll leave you alone when he shows up.” She smiled and tucked behind her ear a thick curly strand of hair that jumped right back out.
“True,” I said, a little irritated about getting advice about men from a woman younger than me. But I knew she meant well.
The wine was cool, good. I liked savoring my first glass of wine in the dim restaurant bar, where I sat at my favorite table, facing the door. A candle flickered in a red glass octagon casting shards of pink light on the wall. I tried not to wonder whether or not those men were staring at me. I sipped my wine, flipping through the newspaper, squinting at the words in the low light. Poll results showed Clinton and Bush in a dead heat.
I turned the page and a story caught my eye about a woman who’d had a heart and lung transplant and then became a mountain climber. She climbed some of the most famous mountains, from Kilimanjaro to Mt. Everest to Mt. Rainier. But the story wasn’t really about that. It was about how her new heart and lungs had come from a woman who’d died in a car accident. The mountain climber and the dead woman’s husband had met. In the press photo, they sat next to each other on a couch, holding hands. How must it have felt for him to know his wife’s heart was beating in another woman’s chest? I read to the end of the article, but my question wasn’t answered. The man just said he was grateful that his wife’s tragedy could be another woman’s miracle. I wondered if he might fall in love with her, or she with him. Such a connection could not be taken lightly, could it?
I sensed someone standing over me and I looked up, expecting to see Natasha asking me if I might like another glass of wine. But it was the larger man from the bar who had bought me the wine, probably about my age, maybe a little older, standing there smiling at me. At first glance I thought he was fat, but then I realized he just had a round face and a large, bulky body that was probably all muscle. He looked like he might pull a Popeye and burst out of his shirt. He wore wire-rimmed glasses and his hair was prematurely thinning.
“How’s the wine?” he asked.
“Fine, thanks,” I said.
These kinds of moments were always weird to me, when strange men felt they had the right to approach me. And, of course, they did have the right. If not the obligation. I was a woman alone in a bar. In our society, that meant I was looking for something. Then there were the mixed feelings. I liked attention from men. It was flattering. Kind of. If I ignored what Natasha had said: that they were checking out all women. It meant I wasn’t someone special, just that I had two X chromosomes.
“So,” he said, “I have a question to ask you.” He placed his beefy hand on the table and leaned toward me.
“Shoot,” I said, trying to deflect his confidence with my own. Perhaps that was a form of flirting. It kind of felt like it.
“Can I look at the label in your shoe?”
We both looked down at my black pump, dangling at the end of my foot on my right leg, which was crossed over my left. I looked back at him.
“What is this, some kind of fraternity prank or something?”
He laughed. “Ha! No. But that’s awfully sweet of you to think I’m young enough to be a frat boy.”
“It’s dark in here,” I deadpanned.
“What’s your name?”
“What’s yours?” I countered. I was hoping that Daniel would walk in at any moment, although I knew he’d look like Gumby standing next to The Incredible Hulk. It made me wonder if I would look less desirable to this guy if he saw my pale, skinny boyfriend with the big, dark eyes. Although in the world of men, it was likely Daniel would have one-up on this Hulk since Daniel was tall and, more importantly, had a full head of hair. I wasn’t sure the Ph.D. would matter.
“Name’s J.D.,” he said, holding out his hand. I really didn’t want to touch him, but I shook it. His hand was warmer and softer than I had expected.
“Nice to meet you, J.D. Now why do you want to look at the label in my shoe?” I asked that only because I wanted to avoid telling him my name. I wasn’t good at making up a believable name for myself on the spot.
“I just like to know the brands of women’s shoes,” he grinned, perhaps a little shyly. Or slyly, it was hard to tell. “It’s just a thing.”
“A fetish?”
“I guess you could say that.” The candlelight threw sparks and shadows onto his thick face. “But not sexual, you understand.”
“Of course not,” I said. We were in full-flirt mode, which was kind of fun but not completely pleasurable. What I really wanted right now was for him to leave me alone and go back to his friend and fixate on a different XX, perhaps one of the three blondes sitting at the other end of the bar. But of course, they weren’t alone and they outnumbered the two guys, so they weren’t easy targets like me.
“Well,” I said, “thanks for the drink, but the answer is no.”
“Oh, come on,” he said, an edge of frustration prickling his voice. He smiled broadly as though to compensate, his cheeks puffing out like a chipmunk’s. “What would it hurt? Just slip off your shoe. It’ll take only a second. I just want to see the label, I swear, then I’ll hand it right back. I can even slip it off your foot, if you like, like you’re Sleeping Beauty. Or not. I’ll do your bidding, Your Highness.”
“That’s Cinderella,” I said. This was getting weird. I glanced around and saw Natasha chatting with the blonde women. The Hulk’s small friend was staring at us, an absent-minded grin on his face. A few of the other tables were taken up with chatting couples and small groups.
“No, really, I don’t think so,” I said, realizing immediately that my refusal contained too many words, too much that could sound like a modification of “no.” I needed to speak his language.
“Just a quick peek?” he said. His bulk was so extreme he didn’t have much of a neck.
“No.”
“No?”
“Absolutely not.”
It seemed I was getting through. He took his hand off my table and said, “Hey, I didn’t get your name.”
“Misty.”
The way he frowned a little, I could tell he knew I was lying. He looked deflated. I felt a little bad.
“Well, Misty,” he said. “I’ll have you know you just lost me a fifty dollar bet.” He pointed at his little friend. “You’re the first woman of four to say no.”
Before I could respond, he walked back to the bar and pushed himself, with effort, into the too-small chair.
I was on my third glass of wine when Daniel finally showed. The Hulk and his friend had taken off, but other people had come in, and by now the place was busy. Natasha and the other server were a little harried trying to get to all the customers.
“Sorry,” Daniel said, taking the seat across from me.
“It’s okay,” I said. I was flying high from the wine and no food. Everything really was okay. Besides, he had called me the love of his life.
“I had to kill a mouse today,” he said. I knew he hated having to do that. He once described the process to me—the little guillotine, the extraction of the brains and eyes, the careful dissection and freezing of leftover parts to distribute to other scientists. He didn’t have to share in this way—many researchers didn’t, they just threw away the parts they didn’t need. But Daniel didn’t feel right about that.
“Bummer,” I said, immediately aware of my California slang. Normally I would have been self-conscious about it but warm from the wine, I didn’t care much. Daniel was from New York City. Compared to him and his friends who were raised on the Met, lacrosse, prep schools, private liberal arts colleges and the Ivy League, I was a sloppy country bumpkin. I was a product of public schools—and “culture” while I was growing up was a cheap knock-off of a Broadway musical in Sacramento, or a tour of Fisherman’s Wharf in San Francisco. I wondered if all native Californians had a bit of an inferiority complex when faced with the cultured, intellectual, international, well-bred East Coast crowd.
“Yes. It. Is. A. Bummer,” said Daniel, with a half-grin. He knew it was funny when he awkwardly tried on my Northern California-girl slang, and so did I. I smiled back.
Natasha came by and brought Daniel his favorite micro-brewery beer and took our orders. In spite of the dim environment, I could see Daniel’s eyes light up, as they always did around a pretty woman. There was a certain rapport between the two of them that sparked a flash of jealousy in me. At age thirty-one, I was becoming aware that the lure of the young woman was beginning to fall away from me. Natasha was probably ten years younger than I was. I could understand the appeal. There was an openness to her youth, a kind of purity. If Daniel and I ever broke up, I thought he might ask her out. I wondered if she’d go out with him. Was she too beautiful for him? Perhaps the glamour of his braininess equalized the equation. It was hard for me to judge.
As soon as Natasha left with our orders, I told Daniel about the Hulk and his tiny compadre. It had the desired effect. He reached over and squeezed my hand.
“You saved the crossword for us, didn’t you?” he asked.
I unfolded a section of the newspaper, and there it was, clean and undone. He scooted his chair next to mine and pulled a pen from his pocket. It took us a little while but we finished it. I always got the twentieth-century literature and pop culture questions. He got most everything else.
While we ate, I brought up a subject I’d been avoiding but knew we had to face at some point. I figured with good moods and good will in the air, it was possible this conversation might go well.
“My parents invited us for Thanksgiving,” I said, scraping a baked potato skin for the last vestiges of buttery potato. “Do you think you might want to come?” Daniel had met my parents when they’d come to San Jose, but he had never been to my parents’ house—the house I grew up in—in Suffolk, a small town outside of Sacramento, about three hours from the Bay Area. We’d had only two Thanksgivings to deal with up to this point. One of them was a no-brainer since I was in Japan. During the other, he worked in the lab the whole Thanksgiving weekend while I went to my parents’ house alone.
He chewed a bite of spaghetti, slowly. Very slowly, it seemed to me. In general, Daniel was slower than I was—in the way he talked and moved, in the decisions he made. Of course his mind probably worked fifty times faster than mine in most ways, but he generally didn’t show that except in the lab. And he got even slower when he was stressed, when there was something he didn’t want to deal with.
“Actually, Gwen,” he said, “I think I’m going home for Thanksgiving.”
There were two triggers in his sentence that made me want to jump up from my seat and run out the door. One was I’m going. Absolutely no room for me in that statement. Not even an implied invitation. The other one was home. He didn’t say “to my parents’ house.” He didn’t say, “to Manhattan” or “to the city,” as he often called it. He said home. His parents’ house, a place I had never been invited, was his home. Home was not the place he lived with me.
And there was more. His home wasn’t just East Coast, intellectual, prep school, lacrosse. It was Jewish. Not very religiously Jewish, but according to Daniel, quite culturally so. I regarded my life as having little culture in comparison. Just a basic middle-class white girl who had been raised jack-Catholic. That meant wearing the little bride outfit for communion, and going to midnight mass every Christmas Eve. Shiksa was written all over me. Daniel had told me when we were friends, before we’d become lovers, that he didn’t know if he could ever marry a non-Jewish woman. I had never again brought up this issue because I wasn’t sure I wanted to marry him. Part of me thought I did. But I wasn’t sure if my desire was due to his restraint. Did I want him more when I thought he didn’t want me enough? Perhaps I was over-thinking things. Perhaps no love is clear. Perhaps all love, all desire, is comparative, qualified, relative.
But there, at that moment, in the restaurant, the candle casting light and dark debris on Daniel’s pale complexion, I wanted only one thing. To spend Thanksgiving with him. To have him want to be with me, with my family or his, for the holiday. I had never been to his parents’ house. Nor had I met them. I hadn’t even spoken to them on the phone or heard their voices except for the occasional message his mother left on the answering machine. The answering machine void of my voice, containing only Daniel’s abrupt voice merely intoning after the beep, Leave a message. In fact, it wasn’t clear to me if he’d ever told his parents the true nature of our relationship. Whether or not there was marriage waiting for us in the future, I wanted to be considered his family right now. I wanted to be his home.
“You’re going home?” I smeared the word.
“Yes, Gwen, and I really don’t feel like talking about this right now.” He set down his fork and took his wallet from his pocket, flipping it open to extract a credit card. He set it on the bill in a little black tray on the table, and waved at Natasha who came over and picked it up.
“That’s it?” I said. “You’re paying the bill and we’re leaving? We’re not going to talk about this?”
“Gwen, it’s been a hard day,” he said, a brittle edge to his voice. “Please, please don’t ask me to engage with you on this one. It’s just asking too much. I need to talk about it later.”
“Goddamn it,” I said, throwing my napkin on the table and standing up with a jerk. Blood rushed too my head. Too much wine. I blinked, talked myself quickly out of feeling faint. “You’ve made a decision to go to your parents’ house, and you didn’t even talk to me about it. Who exactly am I to you?”
“Sit down,” he said.
“Fuck you,” I whispered, and turned and walked toward the front door. As I squeezed through other customers, I felt queasy. How many glasses of wine had I had? The whole thing seemed surreal. How did we get from doing our crossword puzzle together to this? From “you’re the love of my life” to “you’re not my home” to “fuck you”?
On the T.V., images of Bill Clinton flashed—his young, hopeful, ruddy face. I pushed open the heavy oak and glass door to a rush of cool evening air. The sidewalk was lit up by streetlights. A car rushed by, its open windows emitting the pumping rhythms of a rap song. The sky was pure black—no moon, no stars. I couldn’t remember where I’d parked my car. Was it around back in the lot or on the street?
The intensity of my anger almost felt good. Sometimes lashing out at Daniel felt scarily delicious, as though getting angry was my only way to let him know how deeply I felt. Yet a little something niggled inside me, a little reservation. I wasn’t sure my deep feelings were all about him, about us.
But at that moment, I wasn’t in a condition to philosophize. The sunburst of my energy had lit my nerve endings on fire. I just had to find my car and drive—where? Back to Daniel’s apartment? I was trapped. I had moved back from Japan to California without a plan and without much money. I had sold most of my possessions before I left, so I’d returned virtually empty-handed. I had moved into Daniel’s life, and to make room for me he had scooted over, just a little.
I just needed to find my car, I decided. Then I’d figure out what to do. Maybe I’d go to a hotel that night, use my credit card. And the next day, I’d try to find a cheap apartment. Maybe Lucy could help me out.
At my back something moved, a light touch, some breath. I jerked around, ready to strike someone with my purse, my fists. It was Daniel. He took my hand. I tried to pull away, to say something, but he was determined, and I was weak from wine and emotion, so I followed. He led me around the back of the restaurant to the dark parking lot where his little green Volvo station wagon was parked. He opened the passenger door and without thinking I got in. When he got in his side I said, “My car—”
He didn’t say anything, just reached across the seat and kissed me hard on the lips, pushing his tongue into my mouth. I opened my eyes. His were closed. He reached under my skirt and pulled at the waistband of my nylons. I helped him peel them off my legs, helped him lean my seat back, helped him maneuver as best he could on top of me. He paused for a moment, pulling a condom from the car door’s side pocket and fitting it on quickly, urgently, balancing himself with one arm on my shoulder, pinning me to the seat.
Somewhere down the street, a car door slammed faintly, and a woman’s laugh pierced the air.
Chapter Three
Playboy
When I walked in the door for the second poetry class meeting, the two women in leather jackets were already there. So was everyone else, it seemed. I was a few minutes late because one of our tutors at the learning center was sick and I’d had to fill in. But Vanessa hadn’t yet commenced class—she was sitting at a desk in the circle, shuffling through papers, while some people talked to each other, and others quietly sat. The room smelled a little dry and dusty, like chalk. I was surprised to realize that there was still an old-fashioned chalkboard on the wall, not a whiteboard. Either way, I doubted it mattered. Vanessa didn’t seem like the board-writing type. She looked planted in her seat as though she’d organically grown from it, a magical hoary plant sprouting long white hair and silver jewelry.
I took my seat, the same desk from last week. Funny how that is with classrooms: where people sit the first class session becomes “their” seat and they stake it out through the rest of the semester. So once again I sat between the dread-locked guy (he was wearing those old overalls yet again) and the young woman with short blond hair who last week had been wearing that perfect, slouchy sweater that looked like something out of a beach movie. Tonight she wore faded jeans—a perfect fit—and a pale pink cotton shirt with the sleeves pushed up just right, as though she were ready for a catalogue photo shoot. Even though I was dressed in my usual work attire, I felt like a ragamuffin sitting next to her. My black blazer had seen better days—after traveling with me to Tokyo and back, it was fraying at the cuffs and the buttons were loose. My cream-colored slacks were a little tight at the waist, and they were freckled with stains on the thigh from a blob of coffee that had popped out of my coffee cup that morning. I touched the spots with my thumb. I was running low on decent work clothes, which—I knew—meant doing the dreaded deed soon: clothes shopping. I never liked pushing through all those people and racks of clothes, heaping my arms with possibilities only to find most of those possibilities dashed in the dressing room mirror.
I heard Vanessa clear her throat to begin talking, so I gratefully put surface considerations out of my mind and immersed it with something that filled, rather than chilled, my blood: poetry.
“Welcome back, everyone,” said Vanessa in her gravelly voice. I liked the way she greeted us, as though it was a pleasure to have us in her presence. While she reminded us of today’s procedure—that we’d read and discuss as many of our poems as we could get through in the given time—she rolled up the sleeves of her denim jacket, revealing an assortment of silver and turquoise bracelets on one wrist. Around her neck hung an impressive turquoise pendant that, from this angle, looked like a distant image of the world, its continents and oceans pieced together.
Vanessa asked us to pass around the copies of our poems. My heart picked up its pace as I pulled my poem from my folder. I had typed up the poem I’d begun in my head on my drive home last week, the one I’d written in an energized splash in my notebook while sitting in my car in the carport, illuminated by the car’s overhead light—the poem about driving home after poetry class, filled with joy and energy, and being pulled over by a cop and “singing the night’s praises” to the policewoman. And then, as I put it in the poem, “syllabicating all the way home.” I’d titled it “After Poetry Class.” I hadn’t yet shown it to anyone.
It was astonishing to watch stacks of poems pass through my hands. As I took one from each person in the room—twenty-two in all—it seemed we were all connected. Each one of us had gathered in this room last week. Each one of us—no matter what our lives looked like between the bookends of class meetings—had thought about poetry during the week. We had taken time, a few minutes, a few hours, to sit down and write. We had shaped images and lines. We’d painted something of our lives on the page. There on my desk sat a stack of poems, little pieces of strangers’ worlds offered up to everyone in the room.
“Okay, let’s start with number one and go from there.” In the previous class Vanessa had assigned us numbers that we were to type next to our names. Number one said “Sunny King,” who turned out to be the dread-locked guy in overalls. Could that really be his name, Sunny King—which shortened to Sun King? Who would name their child that?
“Remember,” said Vanessa. “Listen well. He will read it twice. Try to get at what you think the poem is saying and how it’s making you feel. Where’s the energy? Where’s the richness? Where are the gaps? And don’t forget, the poet is not to speak until the end. Sunny, take notes on what we discuss. But you are the poet. You get to decide what to do with our feedback.”
Sunny’s poem looked like it had been typed on an old typewriter. The letters didn’t all align. I imagined he lived in a cabin in the Santa Cruz mountains, one without electricity, that smelled like mold and was shadowed by dark, tall redwoods.
He read his poem slowly in a monotone as though he were shy about his writing. The poem was about painting, about applying thick globs of different reds—ruby, burgundy, scarlet—onto canvas. Then blues that dripped down the side. Somehow, in the third stanza, he morphed the idea of painting into writing poetry, where all images and words “gather” and “meld.” From his poem I felt there was something elemental, crucial, tangible about the making of a painting or a poem that seemed—what?—sacred? No doubt about it, this was a remarkable poem. I was suddenly self-conscious. My poem was about making a poem too. Could it hold up to his?
After Sunny’s second reading of the poem, Vanessa asked us what we thought. The room fell quiet. My face warmed up—both because the teacher’s question just hung there, but also because I was a little choked up. Poetry did that to me sometimes, inexplicably. It tightened my throat, sent through me a wave of bittersweet feeling.
“I like it,” said the leather-jacketed woman, the one I’d agreed with that the poem we’d read last time was “beautiful.” She looked a little different tonight—perhaps her hair was a little shorter? Or was it that it had a little tint to it, a kind of burgundy blending into her dark color? Or had I just not looked closely enough at her last class? Just like before, she and the other spiky-haired woman were wearing jeans and dark boots, sitting back in their chairs, legs apart, relaxed. I uncrossed my legs and planted my feet on the floor.
“Why do you like it, Jamie?” asked Vanessa. Jamie.
“I like the bringing together of poetry and art,” Jamie answered. Her eyes were big and dark, shining under the florescent light. I was intrigued by the puckered scar on her forehead and wondered how she got it. Most women I knew would hide it with bangs. Instead, because of her short hair, her face was exposed, like a man’s, like the moon’s. “I like the way the connection is made in the poem. I get it, but maybe just because I do both writing and art.”
“So do I,” said Vanessa, “but it’s not just our experience that makes this work. I think the poem is making it work,” said Vanessa. “The way this poem helps us experience that connection is really great. There’s such energy in the images. The poem feels true.”
“I don’t get it,” said a young woman with curly dark hair pulled back in a clip. She reminded me of Natasha, our server at the Palazzo, with her easy, natural beauty. “What’s impasto mean? What’s alla prima? And sfumato? I don’t like it when you need a dictionary to understand a poem. Why not just use language everyone understands?”
“Those are all art terms,” said Jamie, crossing her boots at the ankle and folding her hands on her desk.
“So?” said the curly-haired woman. “What’s that prove?”
I squirmed. Curly Hair seemed irritable, even antagonistic. Something seemed to have gotten under her skin.
“It doesn’t prove anything,” Jamie steadily persisted. “It’s just that those words are integral to the poem since it’s about art.”
“It bothers me,” insisted Curly Hair. “It seems pretentious.”
“Are there other opinions about what Jamie and Claire are debating?” asked Vanessa. Claire. Perfect. It sounded like a contraction of Curly Hair.
“Doesn’t bother me one bit,” calmly offered Jamie’s leather-jacketed wearing compadre. Her tone suggested an easy dismissal of the argument. Something sparked in me deep down, an intrigue beginning to build. These two women—actually three, including Vanessa—projected a certain forcefulness, a confidence, an assurance that I usually associated with men. There they sat, three in a row, easy in their bodies and solid, yet somehow gentle. Not that I didn’t know strong women—I knew a lot of them. I even considered myself one at times. But the strong women I knew seemed so bound, in an intangible way, to certain feminine principles that insisted they qualify their ideas. If they were forceful they could be dismissed as hysterical. Like Claire. She clearly had strong feelings about the poem, but she came across as agitated and cold, not warmly centered in her opinion. She looked about ready to say something else but Vanessa interjected.
“Okay,” said Vanessa. “It’s time to invite the poet back in. Here’s the thing for you to think about Sunny. Do you care if some of your readers won’t know all these words upon first read?”
He scooped his dreadlocks up with his hands and then dropped them, letting them fall down the back of his overalls.
“I dunno,” he said. We waited for him to continue, but he just sat there, eyes on his poem. I wondered if he was excited that a lot of people, including Vanessa, liked his poem. Or if he was bothered by this particular vein of argument. My heart was racing, bumping in my chest, a mix of anticipation and agitation. I wanted to say something, but I didn’t know what. I looked over at Vanessa, but she was still staring at Sunny, waiting out his response.
Finally he said, “I really don’t like talking about my work.”
I thought Vanessa might push him, as many professors I knew might. But in her deep voice she said, “Fair enough. I would never force you to turn your beautiful poetry into mundane prose.”
There was a smattering of laughter. What an astonishing thing she’d just said, that poetry used language to do something regular language didn’t do. In all my undergraduate literature courses, we’d analyzed poetry but never quite talked about it like that. It felt like I was walking into a brand new room through a door I hadn’t even known existed until now.
Vanessa talked a little more about the strengths of the poem, pointing out the especially effective images and line breaks. I hadn’t thought about line breaks before, about how you could carry over the energy of a line with a particular break, or highlight a specific word that way. I shuffled through the stack of poems to glance at my own and immediately saw where I could have created better line breaks or used fresher words. The thought scared me—was my poem good enough to share with this group?
We continued through the stack of poems, reading and talking about them and writing comments to return to the writer. I learned people’s names: Jamie’s doppelganger was Cat. The Asian man, who tonight wore a black suit with a sharp lavender tie, was David. The blonde woman in perfect clothes was Leanne.
As we moved through the stack, closer and closer to my poem, I got more and more anxious. My palms heated up. Daylight dimmed, casting shadowy darkness outside. We sat warm in the room’s fluorescent glow.
Finally we got to my poem. I read it aloud, a little out of breath. But soon I was into the energy of the poem and tried to match the inflection of my voice to the words. Everyone else up to now had read in something close to a monotone. I wanted to bring life into my poem.
When I finished, Vanessa said, “Okay, now read it a second time more calmly, Gwen. We want the poem itself, not your voice, to tell us how to read it.”
Feeling chastised, I flushed. It was a familiar critique in my life: that my energy was too much. Daniel said I could be like a tornado when he most needed a calming rain. That analogy depressed me. I liked fierce winds. I took a breath and tried to let Vanessa’s truth permeate my resistance. She wanted people to pay attention to the words on the page, not my voice.
I read it again, more calmly. A few people giggled at the part where the cop pulls me over and where I elatedly sign the ticket. How fun, I thought, to be entertaining people through a poem.
“I really like this poem,” enthused the catalogue blonde, Leanne. “It’s really fun. I like how it’s, like, about poetry, like Sunny’s poem, but it a different way.”
I kept my head down, taking notes on my poem, glowing, as student after student said positive things about the poem. I was a poet. I filled the page with my blue-penned cursive, circling images people noted as especially good.
“Okay,” said Vanessa, when the critique had wound down. She had yet to say anything about the poem. I had noticed that was her pattern, that she’d let us talk a lot until she threw in her two cents. “So what I’m hearing is that you all enjoyed this poem, that you were amused and charmed. Is that right?”
I looked up. Several people were nodding, smiling.
“Okay, Gwen,” she said, penetrating me with her ice-blue eyes. Her deep voice vibrated in my head. I tingled with the mild electric current of her power. “We now know you can entertain us. And, I’ll agree, you do it well. But poetry can do a lot more than that. Let’s see if you can go deeper next time.”
I flushed. For the second time tonight she had reproved me like a parent scolding a child. Perhaps I was a child in her eyes. How old was she? I would have guessed in her fifties, maybe sixties. But she seemed oddly ageless, as though she’d always been a silvery poet with flowing gray hair. My head was buzzing in embarrassment over her comment. What exactly did she mean? I had loved writing that poem. It had poured out of me with pure exuberance. How would I go deeper?
“Okay,” was all I managed to eke out.
She fixed her gaze on me for a moment then cast her eyes around to the other side of the class. We all fell quiet under the sharp wisdom of her look. “Poetry,” she said, “is so vast and inexhaustible that you can never be anything but a beginner.”
Everyone passed the copies of my poems back to me. As Vanessa directed us to move to the next poem, I glanced through the stack. “I love this poem!” said one comment. “This was really fun, thanks!” said another. Toward the bottom of the stack, I found one with small, tight writing that said, “You intrigue us.” It was signed “Cat.” Us, I thought. I looked up and saw that both she and Jamie were looking at me, almost identical with their dark spiky hair, except that Cat was shorter and Jamie taller with those dark eyes and forehead scar. I half-smiled at them. They smiled back, Jamie with her movie star teeth, Cat with her equally straight and white, but smaller, teeth. A smile is usually a connection, but their smiles made them seem even more enigmatic.
Now Jamie was taking Vanessa’s direction and reading her own poem aloud. Her poem was about a grandmother brushing a girl’s hair, the grandmother who makes plum preserves and who, when eating fresh plums from the tree, pulls off the skins because her toothless mouth can’t handle the skins. The grandmother comes across as a surprising mix of loving and angry. By the last two lines of the poem, the grandmother is braiding the girl’s hair,
“hair just like your mother’s,” she whispers
as if the coincidence should cause me shame.
Those lines almost took away my breath, the way they captured the ambivalence a grandmother might feel toward the granddaughter that reminds her of her own daughter—and the ambivalence the adult narrator of the poem feels toward the memory of her grandmother. An odd bittersweet feeling welled up in me again, similar to how I’d felt with Sunny’s art poem. With a tinge of regret I realized Vanessa was right. My poem, “After Poetry Class,” did not have the same power. There was something complex and deep happening in Jamie’s poem.
I decided to speak up, in part because I wanted to talk about the poem, and in part because I wanted to erase the lingering awkward feelings I had about Vanessa’s critique of my poem. I was a beginner when it came to writing poetry—and maybe I’d always be a beginner, as Vanessa had said was true of us all. But with a degree in literature, I knew a thing or two about talking about a poem.
“The images and smells of the house, of the little girl’s world, are both tender and fierce,” I said. “It doesn’t romanticize the grandmother. Her good and bad qualities are both right there, on the page. There’s an edge to this poem, a sense of loss or absence. The grandmother mentions the girl’s mother, but she’s not there. It leaves me wondering where the mother is.”
“She’s just not part of the poem,” said Claire. “It seems weird to talk about what’s not in the poem. There are many things that are not in the poem. Let’s talk about the Empire State Building. It’s not in the poem.” In just this one class session, Claire had easily established herself as the antagonist.
“Actually,” said Vanessa, “Gwen has a good point.” I felt a little thrill at the professor’s validation. Maybe my poetry wasn’t deep enough for her but my critique might be. “We have two females from two different generations. They are connected, but the link in the middle, the mother, is missing. In art, it’s called negative space. Meaning the objects that are there create a shape of absence. What is absent is absolutely just as important as what is present.”
Claire slouched in her seat. Jamie didn’t lift her eyes from her poem. Her tattooed hand was gripping a pen, writing comments on the page. I noticed Cat was staring at me again. I half-smiled at her and flushed, shifting my eyes over to Vanessa who was asking the class if they had more to say about Jamie’s poem. Cat had written down that I intrigued her. I intrigued her? How could that be? I felt so simple, so unintriguing, compared to her and Jamie. Who were they? Where did they live? What were their lives like? It was hard for me to imagine.
On the bottom of Jamie’s poem, I wrote, “I like this little girl who makes things with clay and loves dogs. Is this you? This little girl seems like she knows something that most little girls don’t. I like her a lot. And the grandmother is such an incredible surprise.” My face was burning by this point, my skin alive. For some reason I couldn’t quite pinpoint, writing all of this on Jamie’s paper made me feel shy, self-conscious, thrilled. I handed the page to the person to my left, and it passed hand to hand around the room over to Jamie, landing in the pile of all the other responses to her poem.
I wanted to see her reaction to my words, but then people stood and were stretching. I lost sight of both Jamie and Cat. Class was over.
As I was driving home, excitement buzzed through me, just like after the last class. But I also carried a stinging echo from Vanessa’s critique of my poem. Of me?
I wondered if Daniel was home. He’d been working late nights this past week and sometimes didn’t get home until past midnight. I glanced at the green glowing car clock: 10 p.m. For some reason, I didn’t want to walk into a dark apartment. I didn’t want to be alone.
When I’d been married to Andy, I liked it when he came home late from work or when he’d go fishing for the weekend with his father. When he was in the house, I couldn’t relax. When he was away, I could sit on the couch and eat potato chips or ice cream, foods I never ate in front of him. When he was away, I could read or watch T.V. for hours. He didn’t like to sit still for long, and when he was at home at any minute he might start cleaning the bathroom or vacuuming the furniture. But not in an easy manner. Aggressively. Grudgingly. The house was never quite clean enough for him. I was an educated working woman at the end of the twentieth century, but still I felt there was something wrong with me if I didn’t vacuum every week or iron his work shirts at night or if I didn’t make dinner every day. When we first got married, I liked doing those things. It was like playing house. And I could see in his close-set eyes a tenderness toward me when I did domestic tasks. Soon, though, the glow I felt from his loving approval morphed to feeling trapped. This was a household. I was the wife. The whole history of wife-ness had wrapped around me like ivy strangling tree. I’d had no clue marriage to Andy would be so smothering. We had fallen into an unspoken pattern: I had to ask permission for things I wanted to do. Whenever I wanted to buy something, or make plans, he took offense if I didn’t ask him first. But the reverse wasn’t so. We were engrained in a crazy double-standard that took me a while to unravel. And unraveling it meant the end of the marriage.
Once I was divorced, I swore I’d never repeat those patterns. I did some things I had never gotten to do since I had married so young, namely going out dancing and partying with single friends. I told myself I would shuck all the “shoulds” of being a woman and eat whatever I wanted and have sex with anyone I wanted (ergo, my complicated past that Daniel wanted to keep at bay with a condom). Fortunately, I didn’t get pregnant or any diseases, venereal or otherwise.
By the time I met Daniel I was ready for a change. We met at the swimming pool of our apartment complex—we lived down the hall from one another, this shoddy apartment building in a bad part of town the only place I could afford post-divorce. Sometimes he’d knock on my door and come in and have a cup of tea. Or I’d knock on his and watch T.V. with him. We were friends who became lovers. And he still treated me like a friend in some ways. I could do whatever I wanted. He never demanded an accounting of my time. And now that we were living together, he never expected me to be the one to do the housekeeping. Sometimes, though, his laundry would pile up in the corner of the bedroom and I’d break down and do it because I couldn’t stand the smell anymore. Or the grout in the kitchen would be so black I’d bleach it. Every once in a while he’d grab a can of cleanser and scrub the toilet and bathroom sink, but he never did so angrily or aggressively. He did so because for a moment he’d surface from the recesses of his mind and actually see the mundane details of life.
The lab’s security guard opened the heavy glass door for me. I walked down the quiet, empty hallway, the lab’s familiar metallic smell infusing my mouth with a chemical tang. I could see through the window of Daniel’s lab that he stood at his lab bench, carefully drawing liquid from a test tube with a pipette. His lab coat hung open, revealing a black tee-shirt and jeans, and he wore plastic goggles.
When I walked in, he looked up and smiled.
I smiled back. He was a little hunched, and I saw a flash of him in the future as an old man, thinning hair, bent back. Was that what his father looked like? Would I ever meet his father? We had yet to settle the Thanksgiving question. Our sex in the car had gone uncommented upon, too, like so much in our relationship.
Some punk-like music I didn’t recognize played on the boom box.
“What’s this music?” I asked him, sitting on a stool at the counter beneath a shelf holding hundreds of glass beakers. Every time I sat there I thought about what might happen in an earthquake, all that falling glass.
“The Ramones,” he said. I’d heard of The Ramones in college. A guy down the hall in the dorms was into them. For some reason, it seemed like a guy thing to like The Ramones. It was a guy thing to be a music aficionado, to know obscure details about who fronted which band during what year. Kind of like baseball statistics, all the minutiae that men made important. I wanted to understand the appeal of that, and I’d half-heartedly participated in it at different times of my life, but baseball data and rock-n-roll trivia left me cold.
“You can turn it off,” he said, “or change it. I have some Beatles there and some other stuff.”
“I’d like to hear The Beatles,” said a voice behind me, startling me. I’d thought we were alone. I turned and saw Ellen, short and dark in her bright white lab coat. In my black blazer, I morphed to large and dull.
“Oh, hi Ellen,” I said.
“Hi Gwen. How’s it going?” She was never anything but nice to me, and I tried to like her, but I was always pierced with a stinging resentment against her. I hated myself for it—it seemed petty. But she seemed to understand things I didn’t, things beyond science. She’d been born in New Jersey, and like Daniel was raised in a Jewish household and had attended a private high school and then Brown. Not only was she smart but she was an athlete, a bike rider and mountain climber. She’d spent a number of summers in Europe, and sometimes she’d joke with Daniel in French. She was three years younger than me, but around her I felt like a teenager. Besides, I thought she had a thing for Daniel.
“Things are good,” I said. “How about you?”
“I’m good. I can’t believe we’re here this late,” she said, snapping off her rubber gloves and tossing them into a red container labeled Toxic. “I’m heading home. Daniel, do you want me to transfer that data over tonight?” she asked.
“No, that’s okay,” he said.
“Since when are you the boss around here that she has to ask you something like that?” I said, smiling yet unnerved at the edge in my voice. I had meant to make a joke but it came out completely wrong.
“He’s the star post-doc around here, not me,” Gwen said, graciously side-stepping the awkwardness of my statement. Was she flirting with him?
“Who’s the Walford Fellow?” said Daniel. “Who’s getting a paper published in Nature? Sure isn’t me. You’re the one who’s the star.”
“Gwen,” said Ellen, grabbing a paper towel from the dispenser. “Don’t ever listen to him when he says crap like that. You’re the girlfriend of a future Nobel Laureate. Or who knows, maybe one day the wife?”
“The wife?” I said, laughing, my face flaming in embarrassment.
“Now don’t go giving me prizes and marrying me off,” Daniel said, grinning. “What, are you moonlighting as a palm reader?”
“God, how can you stand how unromantic he is?” said Ellen, balling up the paper towel and throwing it at Daniel. It bounced off his shoulder and onto the floor.
“What makes you think I’m unromantic?” he said, looking like a bug in his goggles.
She rolled her eyes. “Gwen, am I right, or am I right?”
I felt a ping of resistance at her attempt to align us, while part of me was enjoying ribbing Daniel.
“He has a romantic side,” I said, not sure what that even meant. He’d never brought me flowers, but I didn’t care about flowers. He did fly twelve hours to see me in Japan. When I was ready to return to the states, he said I could live at his place. Our sex life had its good moments. He said I was beautiful. Was that romance? Did I really want romance, anyway, if it implied the man needed to woo the woman?
“Okay, you two, quit talking about me like I’m not here,” he said. “I guess this is what women do when men aren’t around, assess men’s romantic standing.”
“Don’t be so egocentric,” I said. “Women have much more interesting things to discuss.”
“Oh yeah, like what?” He pulled his goggles off and hung them on a hook on the wall. I thought about everything guys talked about, their music facts and sports statistics. Even nerdy scientists spoke that guy talk.
“Like poetry,” I said.
“And world affairs,” said Ellen.
“And national events,” I added.
“And historical injustices,” said Ellen.
“Wow, you’re busy behind the scenes,” joked Daniel. Ellen threw another wadded-up paper towel at him. At that moment, I could imagine Daniel asking her out. And I could see her elated, accepting. Even women who climbed mountains and performed complex scientific research were charmed by a man’s teasing them about the inadequacies of women.
I drove home, following Daniel’s taillights. When we got in the door, he threw the mail on the table. In the midst of the bills and catalogues, I uncovered a Playboy magazine. The shiny cover featured a brunette bursting out of a tight button-down blouse. Her slick lips were pursed at the intended male viewer.
“What the hell is this?” I said, waving the magazine at Daniel who was sitting on the couch untying his shoes.
“What?” He tried to see what I flourished in my hand.
“It’s a Playboy.”
“Oh, yeah. Glen threatened to subscribe me to it for my birthday. I see he’s done just that.” Glen—whose name, ironically, was nearly a homophone of mine—was Daniel’s old college roommate and best friend. He was now a physician living in Maryland. I’d met him once. He’d come to California to stay with Daniel for a week, arriving with a suitcase and a pizza box. On his flight over, he’d deliberately set his layover in Chicago so he could order his favorite deep-dish pepperoni pizza. I imagined being a passenger on the plane with this large, loud, jovial, pizza-bearing doctor, the scent of hot tomato sauce and garlic permeating the cabin. That was Glen. He was a big presence. It was impossible to not notice him. He and I had butted heads a few times in the week he was here with Daniel, but we had also gotten drunk together one night and while Daniel slept (he had a hard time staying awake after drinking too much), we filled the apartment with flirtatious laughter.
“Glen apparently doesn’t give a shit that I live with you now,” I said.
“What?” said Daniel. The way he paused before saying “what?”, and the way he said it with a squint of his eyes, warned me that he felt stressed.
“Why would he think it would be okay for Playboy to be floating around our house? Did you tell him it was okay?” I had read enough feminist literature and taken enough women’s studies classes to understand why this display of women’s bodies was an affront to me. I wasn’t standing alone here, and I was baffled that Daniel hadn’t considered my feelings.
“Gwen, don’t you remember that night at Anna and Dave’s house?” I could hear him slowing down into a story, a teaching moment. Something hard and strong, like rage, was building in me. I didn’t want to slow down. I didn’t want him to feel it was time to teach me something. When I sat in the chair across from him, I realized I still held the Playboy in my hand. I threw it to the floor. Daniel’s eyes followed the trajectory of the magazine as it crashed into the stereo, then he looked back at me.
“What night?” I didn’t know how to turn the conversation back to him and Glen and their stupidity.
“We had dinner at their house? And they talked about how they both read Playboy? That they liked to read it together sometimes?”
“Oh, yeah, for its brilliant articles,” I said. I glanced around the room. Where was my poetry notebook? I realized I’d probably left it in the car. For some reason I thought if I could hold it at that moment, it would anchor me.
“Yes, the articles,” he said, ignoring my sarcasm, “and—well. Anyway, we’d all laughed as they told their story of sitting side-by-side in bed, looking together at the pictures.”
“Is that what you want?” I said. “For us to wank each other to pictures in Playboy?” I suddenly felt very tired. I could hardly keep my eyes open.
“It does have good articles. Look who’s been interviewed in it. Jimmy Carter, John Lennon, Gore Vidal.”
“And which women?”
“It was just a birthday present,” he said. “It’s just a magazine.” He crossed his legs beneath him, sitting pretzeled like a teenage girl on the couch.
A horrible thought flashed through my mind, and I hoped I had the sense not to let it come out of my mouth. In a short second, I’d gone from excruciatingly sleepy to petulantly awake. Just a birthday present. Just. Just. Only. Minutely. I was a flea. My concerns were those of the teeniest, tiniest nit. He hadn’t asked me about my poetry class. Was a poem nothing? He was studying the brain, saving lives. All those scientists raised on the East Coast who went to private schools and Ivy League colleges. Why had I never met his family? His mother a doctor, his father an economist. I was just a teacher, just a poet, just a woman upset at nothing. It was just a present. And here came the horrible words, the thought I’d tried to squelch, but I wanted to hurt him, hurt him hard, and I found out I could go far, very far.
“Just a magazine? And is Mein Kampf just a book?”
He sat, stunned. A horrible fire burned in my gut. I wanted to jump up, to run out of the room, but I was stuck to the chair.
“What are you saying?” he said. “Don’t say that.”
I should have shut up, should have said I was sorry, should have done anything but try to justify myself. But I said, “Well that’s how this feels. It’s oppressive, it’s wrong.”
“You cannot make that analogy,” he said, his voice so soft his words were like wisps of sound.
What I’d said was probably one of the worst, hurtful, outrageous things I could have said. Who was I that I could do that? I hated myself for it, but I hated him too. I jumped up from the chair, my limbs heavy, and limped toward the door, expecting to hear him call out my name. But he didn’t. I pulled open the door and ran out of the apartment, slamming the door behind me.
My head was roaring, my ears ringing, as though I’d just spent hours at a loud rock concert. I ran down the dim hallway, along the stained carpet and out the door. I was so disoriented I almost slipped down the stairs.
The swimming pool gleamed darkly in the moonlight. I ran past it and to the gate of the apartment, my breath tight, my head pounding. I didn’t have my key or my card to open the gate. I’d have to wait until a car arrived from the other side in order to get out.
Trapped, I dropped to the curb, my knees curling to my chest, and sobbed. What was wrong with me? What was wrong with him? What was wrong with us?
Chapter Four
Two Girls
All week I struggled to write a “deep poem.” I read Walt Whitman over and over, reveled in his exaltations, his celebrations of himself, his connections between him and everyone—and his bizarre images like his body being “stuccoed” with birds. It made sense to me, that everything was connected—all people, all animals, every atom of the universe belonging to everyone and everything. But still I couldn’t write anything.
It was Saturday. I woke at nine, and Daniel was still asleep, his pillow over his head. I sat in the living room, trying to write but crossing out every line I put down. I looked out the sliding glass door, at my bike leaning against the railing of the balcony. It would make too much noise to take it out. So I put on the headphones and watched old sitcoms until Daniel got up. He finally emerged from the bedroom wearing wrinkled clothes. Holding his keys in his hand, he walked over and kissed my forehead, then grabbed a soda out of the refrigerator and left the apartment, not saying a word. He didn’t talk in the mornings. It was 11:30, early for him to be up and out of the house, especially on a Saturday. He must have been under pressure in the lab to leave this early on a weekend morning.
I shoved open the sliding glass door and pulled my bike into the living room, pushing it across the carpet to the front door. By the time I got to the bottom of the stairs I realized I’d forgotten my helmet. I didn’t want to haul the bike back up the stairs. And I couldn’t leave it there because I had no lock and it could easily disappear in just a few minutes. So I rode away without my helmet, the cool fall air blowing through my hair.
As I passed through the apartment gate, I remembered the night last week that I’d sat outside for half an hour after Daniel’s and my horrible fight about the Playboy magazine. It had been cold, and I’d seen two shooting stars in a row through my tear-bleary eyes. I was sure Daniel would never forgive me for my Mein Kampf comment. How could I have said that? We’d had discussions in the past—that often degenerated into fights—about feminism and Jewishness. He’d say I’d never understand what it meant to be a Jewish person, to have a background that included family members murdered in concentration camps. I’d respond, What about the persecution of women over the ages? Witch burning? Foot binding? Female genital mutilation? Domestic violence? And he’d always say, Yes, those are horrible things, but it’s not the same. We’d fight round and round in a Sisyphean attempt to get each other to see past their blind spot.
During one of these blow-outs I’d said, “Do you see yourself as a feminist?”
“I’m not even sure what that means,” he answered, quietly. I could tell he was about ready to stop talking altogether.
“It means you believe women matter just as much as men.”
“That sounds more like the definition of a humanist or humanitarian. I’m definitely one of those.”
“But do you or don’t you acknowledge that women have been persecuted in our world, in our society?”
“I can’t talk about this anymore while you’re being this way,” he all but whispered.
As though to counter his retreat into silence, I’d stomped into the bedroom and slammed the door so hard his framed Art and Wine Festival poster crashed to the floor, cracking the glass.
That had been bad. But not as bad as the Mein Kampf argument. My comment had taken things to a whole new level. Sitting out in the dark that night, all alone and vulnerable, I’d realized I wasn’t scared of being attacked and raped as I often was out alone at night, especially in our neighborhood. No, I was scared of myself. This blow-out with Daniel frightened me. I was capable of inflicting much more pain than I’d ever imagined.
I didn’t have to dwell on berating myself that much longer, though. Daniel had appeared, sat next to me, put his arm around me. We’d sat together like that in the dark, quiet for a few minutes before he stood, took my hand to pull me up, and led me back to the apartment.
Highway 101 split East and West Palo Alto. While East Palo Alto was filled mostly with black and brown faces—and liquor stores, gas stations, and desolate buildings marred by broken windows—the west part of the town was populated with white faces, upscale cafes and shops, and a high tax base that guaranteed clean streets and state-of-the-art public schools. The university where Daniel worked was sprawled on the westernmost edge of Palo Alto, as far away from the poor side of town as possible. The segregation was clear. Where we lived was the exception, however, a borderland, a transitional space, between the abject poverty of East Palo Alto and the pronounced affluence of West Palo Alto. Our address was East Palo Alto, but our apartment building was part of a mass of apartment complexes on the west side of 101. Only a small creek, not a freeway, marked our separation from the wealthy neighborhood we bordered. The slough of apartment buildings housed a mix of students and low-paid post docs, like Daniel, as well as the workers who kept the downtown humming by teaching in public schools, cutting residents’ hair in fashionable salons, and cooking and serving California cuisine.
I rode my bike past our apartment building, shaded by old trees. The sidewalks were cracked and the gutters dotted with litter. Upon crossing the arched cement bridge over the creek, I was surrounded by big, flawlessly renovated houses bordered by impressive green lawns. Huge trees shaded the road, and my tires crunched leaves that had yet to be swept away by gardeners. I wondered who built these houses. Were they initially populated by professors before all the stately professorial homes were built on campus? Were these homes now owned by computer barons?
As I rode toward downtown beneath fat-trunked trees, I felt infused with the childhood freedom of bicycling. I wished writing a poem could feel this effortless. But even though writing poetry was hard, I experienced a rush of pleasure at the thought of poetry, of writing a poem, of poetry class—like an especially delicious secret that you simultaneously want to keep and tell. And blended in with this thought of poetry were Jamie and Cat. They, too, felt like a secret, like something I held inside and was itching to tell. What, exactly, was the secret? That I was in a poetry class with two lesbians? Why should that matter to me or to anyone else? Were they definitely lesbians? I hadn’t thought about them that way when I first saw them, but now the word was connected to them in my mind.
No, that wasn’t the secret. They were intrigued with me. Cat had written that exact word on my poem. She and Jamie were intrigued. I suddenly sensed the bicycle seat between my legs, pushing at me. The idea of intrigue rushed through me with a sexual pulse. That was the secret.
I pulled my bike into the park at the edge of town, passed a group of students in university-branded tee-shirts throwing Frisbees, and bumped over the grass to a bench. I leaned my bike against the bench and sat in a patch of sun. It was a warm day, but the air had a cool fall edge to it. A tiny brown bird on a branch above me jumped. A leaf dangled off the tree, just at the edge of falling. It was the edge of fall. I could feel a poem forming in me.
Fall
A bright blue afternoon, nearly bare
muted branches. That jittery gray bird (there)
hopping foot to foot looks like the bird as a child
I prodded with a stick. A word, I ache
for a word in fall,
splitting a veiny leaf as I pass:
universe?
uterus?
ubiquitous?
us?
I look up. Fettered brown leaves twitch.
At the bend I switch to another path.
It is like shaking hands with the wind.
Reading my poem aloud in class, I realized how much it owed to Walt Whitman, to his personal narrator connecting with the cycles of life through nature. I looked down to take notes, hearing the students’ voices:
“I like the list of words that begin with ‘u.’ That’s surprising and different.”
“I don’t like ‘ubiquitous.’ It seems too pretentious. Same with ‘fettered.’”
“I don’t think so. I like the sound of them. And the poem is about searching for something. So you’re going to try different words.”
“Yeah, the question marks are really effective.”
“Reminds me a little of Robert Frost, with choosing ‘another’ path, like in ‘The Road Not Taken.’”
“There’s desire in this poem.”
I flushed. When I’d written the poem it had felt like stars were sparking out of my fingertips and through my body, rushing through my blood. For sure, there was desire in the poem. Yes, Walt Whitman. I’d been looking down at my paper, but I knew that Vanessa had made the comment about desire in her rough-hewn voice. I looked up. She was continuing to talk about the poem, tapping her crooked finger on the page as she addressed her ideas.
“The questioning is especially effective.” She looked at me with her piercing pale blue eyes, her long gray hair framing her furrowed face. “Gwen, I can see you’ve gone deeper, tried something new. That’s great. I do think, though, that this poem may stop just a little short. There may be more to say about that path.”
Again I felt my face heat up and was grateful that my blushing usually didn’t show. I wasn’t exactly sure why I was blushing, but my body bloomed with energy. I showed I was capable of going deeper, although how I had done it was still a mystery to me. It didn’t matter, though. Sitting there in a dusty classroom, in a circle of people who cared about poetry, felt richer than any other part of my life.
Jamie’s poem was next, another poem about a grandmother and a little girl:
Grandma’s Spoons
Grandma gives me spoons for under the lemon tree
the sacred place, the burial ground
for small plastic animals and green army men
who perish and disappear beneath clay soil tunnels
that collapse under the weight of a child’s small fist.
The sacred place where lemon adds cool spice
to the fresh air of pretend,
where small animals in bright blues, yellows and reds
risk their lives rescuing fallen soldiers
whose dirty shelters have swallowed them up. I sit
in the San Joaquin Valley summer heat
under the lemon tree
with Grandma’s metal spoons,
digging the dirt,
packing the dirt,
small hands reaching through tunnels
to meet in the cool middle,
a fine place, a safe place for soldiers
to hide from the enemy, a sacred place
to disappear with Grandma’s spoons,
under the lemon tree.
As she read her poem the second time, I saw that we both had incorporated into our poems images of a child experiencing mortality: me with the child prodding the dead bird, Jamie with the “burial ground” for soldiers and animals. As the class talked about Jamie’s poem, I looked across the room at her. The scar on her forehead shone in the florescent light and her neck curved as her face bent toward the page.
At that moment something came into focus. Complete, clear, unambiguous focus. The word she’d mouthed to me at the first class boomeranged back, as though it had been heading my direction for two weeks in slow motion.
The word was: beautiful.
Jamie was beautiful.
Jamie is a beautiful woman. I spoke those words inside in a way I’d never spoken them about a woman before. Of course I’d thought certain friends, or strangers, or actresses were beautiful. But I’d never before allowed the desire in my appraisal of another woman to enter my body.
At that moment, it did.
I simply, easily moved from one position to another. I moved from “I’m attracted only to men” to “I’m attracted to a woman” as simply as you might step over a crack in the sidewalk. As gracefully as you might erase a word from a chalkboard.
After class I sat longer in my chair than usual, slowly gathering my papers and putting my pens in my purse. When I stood, I saw Jamie and Cat walking toward me as though I had willed it to happen.
“Hey,” Cat said. She stood about half-a-head shorter than Jamie, who was just about my height. Cat wore what I now thought of as her uniform of leather jacket, white tee shirt and jeans. I tried on the word beautiful for her too; it didn’t quite fit. But there was definitely something striking about her.
“Hey,” I said back, smiling at them both, my heart pounding in my ears.
“We’re going to go get something to eat,” said Jamie. “Just across the street. Want to come?” Jamie wasn’t wearing her leather jacket tonight. Instead she had on a denim jacket, like Vanessa’s, and a black tee-shirt with that silver chain glittering on her chest.
“Sure,” I said, hardly believing this was happening. I knocked my binder off my desk and my papers went flying. My first impulse was to be mortified, but Cat and Jamie’s easy laughter and casual way of helping me gather my things led me to see my blunder as a funny, harmless faux pas.
“So who do you live with?” Jamie asked me.
The three of us sat in a booth at Fido’s, a dog-themed café near campus. Pictures of pooches lined the walls, and the table cloths were printed with dog paws. Sports banners hung over the tables displaying the university’s mascot: not a dog, but a Viking holding a spear and shield. Only one other table in the restaurant had people at it—a group of four guys in the corner speaking in loud voices. We sat in the other corner as far from them as possible. We’d ordered a pitcher of beer and a heaping platter of salty fries. They looked and smelled good but my stomach was too knotted up to eat, an unusual phenomenon for me.
“Well, I live with a—a scientist,” I said, jiggling my foot under the table. “Named Daniel.”
“Oh, uh huh.” Jamie grinned, flashing her movie star teeth. I was sure Cat elbowed her. So they’d been talking about me behind my back. That idea amused and excited me.
“We’ve been together for almost three years,” I continued. “Well kind of. I mean, one of those years I lived in Japan.”
“Japan?” Jamie said. I liked when people responded with that kind of surprise. It made me feel like I’d done something unique, something special, with my life.
“Yeah, I was teaching English there.”
“And you left your boyfriend for a year?” asked Cat. “How’d that work?” She propped her chin in her hand and looked at me mischievously. Was she flirting? She was playfully teasing me about my boyfriend and probably flirting, I thought. My body was at its apex of tingling.
“It worked alright,” I said evasively, in an effort to flirt back, just a little. Something felt precarious about all of this. It was one thing to think of a woman as desirable. It was another to entertain the possibility of following through on that desire. An image flowed through me of two women, kissing, pressing their bodies together . . . I needed to draw the attention away from me, to turn the interview toward them.
“So who do you two live with?” I asked.
They looked at each other.
“Well,” said Jamie, “I live with Rose.”
“That’s her girlfriend,” said Cat, patting Jamie on the arm. “In case anyone here needs any clarification. And not only that, Rose is a minister. A Christian minister. The Most Holy Reverend Rose Altamont of the Holier Than Thou Ministry.”
“Fuck you,” said Jamie, playfully pushing at Cat with her shoulder and almost knocking her off the booth bench. Cat stuck out her boot and righted herself in an easy way. I couldn’t help but think, in a guy way. They both had an ease, a comfort, with their bodies that I usually saw only in men—and a guy-like camaraderie fueled by teasing and play. Jamie said to me, “She’s a minister in the Disciples of Christ, an open and affirming ministry.”
“Which means they’re tolerant of queers,” Cat said. “Mighty nice of them, don’t you think?”
“Yeah, well,” Jamie continued, unfazed by Cat’s teasing, “it’s not my thing, but it means a lot to Rose.”
“The minister and the atheist,” said Cat.
“Sounds like a sitcom!” said Jamie. We all laughed.
So. Jamie had a live-in love. And they had different religious backgrounds. We had something in common. “Are you really an atheist?” I asked.
“An agnostic.”
“What’s the difference?” Cat jibed.
“An atheist and a Christian both believe,” said Jamie with a holy-roller inflection. “A Christian is certain that there’s a God and that his son Jesus is Lord and Savior. An atheist is certain that that’s all a bunch of B.S. An agnostic says we just can’t know. That’s me. Not attached to believing or to faith. Life’s a big unknown.”
“So what does your, your—Rose think of that?” I asked.
Cat interjected. “She hates that she can’t convert Jamie! Because,” she paused, fixing her gaze on me, “Jamie converted Rose, so Rose wanted to return the favor.”
“Oh, give me a break,” said Jamie. They were both half-laughing.
“You look confused,” said Cat, still staring at me. “Let me explain. Jamie was Rose’s first girl. Jamie may be an agnostic but she’s evangelical about lesbianism.”
“Look who’s talking,” said Jamie. “The stories I could tell Gwen about you.”
“What? What?” said Cat, shrugging her shoulders with feigned innocence.
Jamie turned to me and cupped her hand to the side of her face and said in a stage whisper, “Cat always falls for the straight girl. Rose wasn’t straight when I met her, just trying to be straight.”
“And you talked her out of that right quick,” said Cat. “And ever since she’s been trying to get Jamie to be the perfect Christian wife.” They both laughed at that, although Jamie looked a little flushed, maybe annoyed. I picked up the pitcher and poured us each a little more beer to finish it off. The server, a young guy with messy brown hair wearing a sweatshirt with the Viking mascot on it, came over and we ordered another pitcher.
“And you, Cat, who do you live with?” I asked.
“I live alone.”
“You do not!” said Jamie.
“Well, I will in about two weeks.”
“Yeah,” Jamie said, picking up a French fry and putting it on the small plate in front of her. “Emma couldn’t take it any more.”
“Ha, ha,” said Cat blandly.
“Emma?” I asked. I took a drink of my beer.
“Her girlfriend,” Jamie said.
“Ex,” said Cat. She was looking down at the table so I couldn’t tell if she was upset or not. I wanted to know everything about the break-up, about what women do when they fall in love, live together and leave one another. But Cat looked a little hurt, so I moved on.
“How long have you two known each other?” I asked.
“Too long,” said Jamie, biting a fry in half.
“Yeah, it’s been torturous,” said Cat.
“No, really,” I said.
“Let’s see,” said Cat. “It was about, hmm, ten years ago she broke up with me.”
“I broke up with you?” Jamie said. “See,” she said, looking at me, “this is revisionist history if I’ve ever heard it. Typical Cat.”
“Let me refresh your memory,” said Cat. “We were eating pancakes.”
“Waffles,” said Jamie.
“At Howard Johnson’s,” Cat continued. “And you told me you wanted to break up.”
“No, I asked you if you wanted to break up.”
“Same thing.”
“I don’t think so,” Jamie said. “I had a very specific reason for asking you. A reason equating to our martini-loving, bikini-wearing neighbor, Sherry.” Cat was half-grinning at me as Jamie talked, as though I were in on the joke. But I was just on the edges of it. I was still grappling with the idea that Cat and Jamie had been girlfriends. They seemed too much like . . . well, buddies, to have been lovers. And now was Jamie saying that Cat had cheated on her?
Jamie paused when the group of guys who’d been sitting in the corner noisily made their way past us to the door. Four guys in dark clothes, their energy jostling by like a dust storm. As they passed, one of them grunted out something, a word.
Had he really said the word dykes? With disgust?
I wasn’t sure I’d heard him right, but Cat and Jamie certainly did. They shot out of their seats and side-by-side confronted the guy, who was taller than them both, lanky and skinny like a spider. A stretched-out black sweater hung on his body.
“What did you say?” Cat said, her voice dropping an octave. He towered over her, but in her black leather jacket and spiky hair she seemed to take up more space than he did.
“What?” he said defensively, taking a step back. His friends stopped and turned. The waiter watched from behind the cash register. This had happened so fast, and Cat and Jamie had responded together so quickly, in synch like the best two players on a basketball team.
“She said what did you say?” Jamie said, carefully enunciating each word, her boots planted on the ground. Her face gained a new dimension, one I’d never seen in class nor in our playful banter around the table. As though she’d donned a mask she’d been hiding in her pocket.
I was sure the skinny guy’s friends would say or do something, but they just stood there next to the front door. For a disorienting moment, I irrationally imagined him with a knife or gun in his pocket. But, no, he had a backpack slung over his shoulder. He was probably just a student.
“What did you say?” Jamie repeated in the same manner, slowly, decisively.
“What?” said the skinny guy with a bit of a squeak in his voice, sounding suddenly like a little kid getting bullied on the playground. “I didn’t say anything.”
“You didn’t say anything,” said Cat, evenly. “Okay. That’s what I thought.”
She and Jamie stood still as the guy took a few more steps backward then turned. He followed his friends out of the place. The minute they shut the door, a burst of rowdy laughter filtered through to us. Jamie and Cat slid back into the booth.
“Fucking pricks,” said Cat. “Fucking little frat boys.” I noticed her hands were quivering as she lifted her beer to her mouth.
“Are you okay?” Jamie asked me. I realized my hands were gripped into tight fists. I relaxed them and took a deep breath.
“I’m fine,” I said. “Are you two okay?”
“We’re fine,” Jamie said.
“All in a day’s work,” said Cat.
Jamie started to laugh. “Did you see that kid’s face?”
“Jesus!” exclaimed Cat, grinning. “My god, can you believe it? The little prick.”
“Yeah,” laughed Jamie. “Scared of two girls!”
I looked in awe at the two of them—at Cat’s aggressive chin and graceful hands, her sleek leather jacket; and at Jamie’s long neck, her big striking eyes, the flash of her teeth in her laughing mouth, and the sparkling scar on her forehead.
Cat glanced at her watch. “Oh shit,” she said. “I have to go. I told Emma I’d take her to the airport.” Something in me drooped. I wasn’t ready to call it a night. The idea of driving back home now would be like taking a sleeping pill, when I was wide awake and didn’t want to sleep.
“Oh, that’s right,” said Jamie. “Do you want to stay and finish, or go?” she asked me.
Cat stood and gave Jamie an undecipherable look. “I drove, remember?” said Cat, an edge to her voice that reminded me of my sister and me, the way we easily slid from a playful repartee to an irritated exchange. “I have to take you home.”
“My car’s in the shop,” said Jamie, turning to me.
“Where do you live?” I asked.
“Just a few miles from here, near the Rose Garden.”
“Well I can take you home,” I offered. “I mean, that is, if you want to stay a while longer.” I panicked for a second at the thought of being alone with her, but the panic quickly bloomed into something else, something like the anticipation when the bar locks over your shoulders before the roller coaster jerks forward.
Cat shoved her hands in the pockets of her leather jacket and jingled her keys. Jamie looked up at her and said, “I think we’ll stay.” She smiled her high-wattage smile. Cat’s lips were a flat line across her face. She grabbed her satchel and threw it over her shoulder.
“Well, have fun girls,” she said leaning toward me, her lips lifting into a small smile. “Bye Gwen. See you in class next week.” I felt a little charge, as though she’d rubbed her boots on the carpet and crackled with static electricity.
“And see you at Judy’s tomorrow, eight o’clock. The barbecue,” added Jamie.
“Okay, I’ll be there. Bye.” Cat pulled her keys from her pocket and held them up in mock salute.
“Wait, maybe we should go with you, walk you to your car,” said Jamie. “What if those assholes are still out there?”
We all looked out the window. It was dark, and in the streetlights students walked on the sidewalks and crossed the street at the crosswalk.
“I’m okay,” she said.
“Really?” Jamie said. “We should walk you to your car.”
“Knock it off. I’m late. I’m out of here.” She lifted her keys again and turned, exiting the restaurant.
“Do you really think those guys would do something?” I asked Jamie, after the door sprung shut behind Cat.
“Probably not but you never know.” She poured the rest of the beer into both our glasses. “Cheers.” She clicked her glass against mine.
“Has anything—well, you know, ever happened to you? With aggressive guys like that, I mean. In public.”
“Not much more than what you saw here,” she said. “What about you?”
“What do you mean?”
“Do men bother you in public? Ha, like I really need to ask.”
I flushed. “Just a few weeks ago, something weird happened,” I said. I told her about the Hulk in the restaurant who bought me a drink and then wanted to look at the label in my shoe. I left out that I’d been waiting for Daniel.
“Funny, no guy has ever asked me to take off my shoe for him.” She laughed, sticking her boot out from under the table and wiggling the thick sole. I glanced down at my sling-back dark blue pumps I’d worn for work. “But,” she continued, “plenty of guys have bought me drinks. Mostly gay boys.”
I wondered if she meant at gay bars, that she and gay guys hung out together. I wondered if she’d ever had a boyfriend. Or sex with a man. I wondered where she got that scar. I wondered if she was in love with Rose. A million questions crowded my mind, a cloud of gnats. I felt like I could talk to her for days and weeks and still have more to say, to ask. “So you and Cat were, like, really together? Like . . . girlfriends?”
“Uh huh. For three years. In our early twenties. We lived in an apartment not too far from here, in fact, downtown, over on 4th.” I imagined a little apartment with hardwood floors and throw rugs, windows open to traffic sounds, pillows on the floor, bookshelves, an easel. Dust motes dancing in the light.
“And you’re such good friends, now,” I said. “I don’t know many people who are good friends with their ex’s. Well, except for my friend, Kaye. She’s always on the phone with old boyfriends.” It was strange and thrilling to talk causally about two women being ex’s in the same breath as talking about a man/woman couple. As though they were basically the same thing. “I—well, my ex-husband would probably turn and walk the other way if he saw me walking toward him down the street.”
“You were married?” Jamie asked. I realized my world might be just as extraordinary to her as hers was to me.
“Yeah, for four years. He was an accountant.”
“I’m sorry,” she teased, smiling.
“About the marriage part or the accountant part?”
“Both! No, some of my best friends are accountants.” We laughed.
“Well, he did fit the stereotype. Very detail-oriented. Rigid, even. Kind of old-fashioned, almost like he’d been in the military, which he hadn’t. It’s hard to explain. I guess at first it wasn’t too bad—I mean, I did marry the guy. It wasn’t all about him. I changed, I grew. He said I read too much, that it was making me too idealistic.” As I spoke, it struck me how Andy was such a serious guy. And so was Daniel. In some ways Daniel was completely the opposite of Andy. But in other ways, they were a lot alike. Or was it not that they were alike, but that I acted in the same way with the two of them? Was I unchangeable in spite of everything I did to try to change—divorce, living in a foreign country, taking a poetry class, working in politics. Was I Sisyphus? Was I repeating patterns, destined to never break out of being the same woman my whole life?
“He said you were too idealistic?” Jamie said. “What was he, a Republican?” She laughed. “Oops, no offense intended. Are you a Republican?”
“Not even close,” I said. “I’m not only not a Republican, I’m a fierce Democrat. I was raised that way—it’s in my blood. I’m doing some work for the Clinton campaign, and I was a precinct worker for Dukakis. Spent hours working on his campaign, and he was whomped. I was devastated.”
“Ah, maybe you are too idealistic,” she said. “Just teasing. I admire that, that you do political work.”
“Hanging fliers on people’s doors doesn’t feel like much.”
“It’s more than most people do. Don’t hate me, but I didn’t vote for Dukakis.”
“What? You voted for Bush?”
“No,” she said, “for Willa Kenoyer.”
“Who?”
“The Socialist party candidate.”
“Okay, how can idealist be a dirty word when you’re an atheistic commie?” I teased.
“Excuse me, that’s agnostic socialist.” She grinned.
“Are you really a socialist?”
“No, I’m an independent. I do like some things about the Socialist party, though—their focus labor rights and civil rights, especially. And they ran a gay man for president in 1980.”
“No, really?”
“David McReynolds,” she said. “The Republicans or Democrats probably won’t nominate a gay person for, well, a million years.”
“The Democrats would do it before the Republicans ever would,” I countered. “Look at Clinton compared to Bush. Clinton isn’t afraid to talk about AIDS. And he’s going to abolish discrimination against gays in the military.”
“I have a hard time imagining that really happening,” she said. “Maybe he believes in equality, and I do see him as working hard for the gay vote—but I can’t imagine that he’ll be able to pull it off if he’s elected.”
“But he’s so much better than the alternative. Are you going to vote for the socialist again?”
“I’m not sure.”
“Think about it. The polls say the race is very close. I could understand with Dukakis because, bottom line is he really didn’t have a shot against Reagan. But Clinton really does have a shot. I mean—it’s not just my idealist self speaking, but polls show they are neck and neck.”
“I think you’re right,” she said. “Okay, I’ll vote for Clinton.”
“Did I just convert you?” I said, flushing the minute I said it, realizing all its implications. I put my hand to my mouth.
She laughed and veered the conversation to a new topic, graciously letting me off the hook. “So let me ask you a question—you seem interested in this agnostic thing. Are you religious?”
“Leaves of Grass is my bible. I like Whitman’s idea, that everything’s connected, that we die and become one with the grass. I guess I do believe in the spirit, that there’s something about human beings at our cores that lives on after we die.”
“That’s a really nice thought,” she said. “I hope it’s true.”
“Me too.”
We continued to veer from subject to subject—politics, to religion, to art. Jamie told me she was a painter and sculptor. When I thought of sculpting, I said, I thought of Michelangelo standing before a massive piece of marble.
“No,” she said, “I don’t do marble. I work with clay and metal.”
“I have no idea how you sculpt metal.” I imagined trying to bend metal with my hands or taking some kind of hard tool to it to force it into shapes.
“The process I use is lost wax. The easiest way to explain it is this: you mold a figure out of wax and you attach a funnel of wax to it. Then you cast it in plaster so that the funnel part is sticking out. Then when it’s hard, you heat it up and melt out the wax, so the empty space is the exact shape of your object. Then you fill it with liquid metal. You see?”
“I’m not sure. Maybe.”
“I have a studio on campus, just across the street. I can show you. Do you want to see?”
A giddy, dizzy warmth rushed through my body, not only from the beer but from the awareness of what I was doing. I was alone with this woman who’d been sitting in my poetry class, this woman who I’d had a revelation about, this woman I thought was beautiful. No, not just thought. Felt. I could feel her beauty inside me, a jewel of a secret that I had shared with no one—but that, I now predicted, I was on the edge of sharing with her.
Chapter Five
Complementary Colors
The night was cool. The air smelled of an oddly comforting mix of car exhaust and the greasy, grilled scents of fast-food. With a group of noisy students, we crossed the street at the light. I wondered what we looked like, Jamie and me walking together, illuminated by streetlights. What did other people see? Two women about the same height, one with long hair, the other with short hair; one wearing slacks and a blazer, the other in denim; one gripping her purse, the other with a leather bag flung across her back, her hands in her pants pockets. Who did they imagine we were?
For as many students as we’d seen on the perimeter of campus, the quad was mostly deserted. In the scarcely-lit night, the vast expanse of grass stretched out like black water. Looming overhead was the red-brick bell tower, the only ivy-covered building on campus, a nod to tradition, to conventions older and more prestigious than this state university. The rest of the campus spoke of outmoded, once modern, mid-twentieth century California, with its flat-roofed, low-slung concrete buildings. The two exceptions were the recent additions to campus, the tall Engineering and Business buildings: elegant, anonymous high rises with opaque glass windows.
As we walked, Jamie told me about her work. She and Cat had a small business they called Home Helper. Most of their clients were elderly people who lived in asphalted mobile home parks that spread across the outskirts of the city. The old people hired them to wash windows, trim hedges and run errands.
Jamie asked me about my work, and I described my job at the tutoring center.
“Do you love it?” she asked.
“Like, not love,” I said, distinctly aware of her shoulder moving next to mine. “Well, it’s okay.” I thought about how excited I’d been when I got the job, when I knew I’d get to work in something related to teaching without having to grade papers, where I’d get a paycheck and get to buy my first car. I’d left Tokyo weary of living in a huge city, in another country. But when I’d first found out about the Japan job, I was so thrilled I spun around in my living room. And when I first got to Tokyo, everything was so wonderfully new, so astonishingly different. And then I hit my limit of novelty and had to leave. Was it inevitable that the excitement of change devolved into discontent?
“Just okay? So it’s definitely not your dream job.”
“No.”
“What is?”
Her question opened up a whirling expanse in me, like the spinnings of Van Gogh’s “Starry Night.” The night sky tonight looked nothing like the golden swirls of Van Gogh’s purple night. The starless sky was grayish black—and a column of light, probably from a car dealership, slid like a brown illuminated finger above us.
“My dream job’s working in a bookstore,” I said, surprised that my dream was so available to me. “I love books, the smell of books. Columns of books. Your eyes get to feast on all the possibilities in the titles climbing the spines.”
“Have you ever worked in a bookstore?”
“No. I looked into applying to one once, but it was in one of those big chains where everything’s clean and smells like glue. And they don’t pay anything.”
“Well, you should own one then, and run it,” she said.
“Now there’s a dream.”
“And I’ll run the café. I’ll make lattes with extra foam and ginger cookies and pumpkin muffins.”
“You like to cook?” I asked.
“Love it. Especially baking, especially in winter. I love the way the scents fill the house—or in this case, the bookstore-café.”
“We can put your art on the walls,” I said, the “we” echoing pleasurably, and a little dangerously, in my mind.
“And sell the poetry books of all our friends,” she said.
“And what about cats?”
“No, she’s not allowed in this dream.”
“I said cats, not Cat. As in meow.”
“Oh, yes, we need cats. At least two or three that slink among the stacks.”
“What if someone has allergies? Could they sue us?”
“Don’t disrupt the dream,” she chided me. “Three cats, the fatter the better.”
“What would we call it?” I was never very good at naming things. I struggled to title my poems.
“How about Books and Brew?” she said. “And then we could sell beer, too, and there’d be a double-meaning to the ‘brew.’ Beer brewing, coffee brewing.”
“That’s good,” I said.
“Or Readables and Edibles. Or Books and Bites.”
“How about something with cats in the title?” I said.
“Fat Cats and Fatter Books.”
We laughed at her riffing like a jazz musician on the title, an expansive act of play. A giddy fullness took over me like I was in sixth grade again, planning a slumber party with my best friend.
We approached the Art Building. I’d never been inside. It looked a lot like the English building, its metal window frames weeping streaks of brown rust down the sallow walls. Concrete stairs led up to a wooden door embedded with small-paned squares of yellowed glass. Above the door, metallic letters spelled out “Art Building” in a lettering style that had once been contemporary but now looked tired.
We walked down the hall. It smelled like old pennies and was lit by overhead florescent lights just like in our poetry classroom. The classroom doors here were all closed. Through the chicken-wire enforced glass square in each door, I could see that some of rooms were dark, while others were lit up but empty.
The men’s bathroom door was ajar, and a janitor came out holding a broom and a plastic bag of garbage.
“Hi Jorge, buenos noches,” said Jamie.
“Buenos noches, Jamie,” he said, leaning the broom against the wall. “You’re here late.”
“Yeah, well, just going to go check out the studio. This is Gwen,” she said.
“Evening,” he said, nodding his head. “Well, you girls have a gorgeous night.” He turned with his broom and his bag to walk down the hall.
“Thanks, nice to meet you,” I said. I’d seen janitors after-hours in different places but had never had an interaction with one. Maybe I’d said hello. But this man had a name. And he knew Jamie’s name. He became a real man, not just a cardboard cut-out of a janitor. Jamie made him visible to me, three-dimensional. Just as she had our dream store. As we’d spoken about it, I could smell the pumpkin muffins and used books. I could feel a cat rub up against my leg as I rang up a sale, as I held the heft of a book in my hand. It felt good to romanticize the vision.
We both needed to use the restroom. It smelled of Lysol and lemons. I thought about the very real person—Jorge—who had cleaned this public restroom, a man in a blue shirt with eyes like my father’s, who smelled like cigarette smoke and bleach.
As I washed my hands, Jamie poked her head out of a stall and said, “Do you have a tampon?”
I opened my purse and dug around, extracting one. “Ta dah!” I announced.
“My savior!”
We giggled like girls.
As she washed her hands at the sink, I became very aware of our women-ness. The sloughing off of blood from her womb. The swell of my breasts beneath my bra. The silver necklace between her breasts. The curve of her hips beneath her wide-pocketed jeans.
“Can I see your tattoo?” I asked. I’d caught a glimpse of it as she dried her hands on a rough, institutional paper towel.
She held her hand out to me. Across the room in class, and in the restaurant, I’d seen it on the back of her hand, and now here it was, so close to me: two waves in a yin-yang dance, one orange, one blue.
“What’s it mean to you?” I asked.
“It’s energy,” she said.
“Energy?”
“Artistic energy, life energy, moving together. And in complementary colors.”
As we walked toward the studios, I asked her what she meant by complementary colors. She explained the color wheel, that each color on the wheel has its complement, a kind of opposite that intensifies the other color. Each color’s complement lies on the other side of the wheel. These ostensible opposites are not merely opposites but together create a kind of gestalt.
“You know,” she said, “with two abutting complementary colors, the sum is greater than its individual parts. I can show you. I have a color wheel in the studio.”
She pulled open a door at the end of the hall. Through the door an empty foyer was surrounded by thick black curtains like a stage. Jamie pulled the curtain aside. A series of quiet studios lay before us separated by a narrow aisle. We walked down the aisle, each studio its own world of color and jumble. I saw not only canvasses, paints, clay—but also objects, like things you might pull out of the garbage or get at a yard sale. Old broken frames and mirrors, chunks of wood, a bin of old clocks, a table covered in chess pieces and marbles. We paused at a studio filled with women’s high-heeled shoes painted an array of crazy colors. There must have been hundreds of shoes—pumps, spike heels, platforms.
“That’s Judy’s work.”
I reached out to touch one. “Oh, it’s not a real shoe.”
“That one’s clay,” said Jamie.
“It looks so real.”
“Some of them are real shoes that she buys by the truckload at the Goodwill. Others are clay or metal.”
We continued down the aisle, and Jamie turned into her studio.
Large empty canning jars lined one shelf. A few canvasses were propped on an easel in the corner, the one on top a half-finished painting of green hills with purple shadows. On a table in the middle of the room were a number of small objects. I got closer and saw they were little sculptures: some of animals, others of boxes. I picked up one animal. It was a black and white dog, sitting cross-legged on a wing-backed chair, reading a book. He looked like a real dog, though, not a cartoon, and so there was something other-worldly about the image.
“Hey, maybe he’s our bookstore mascot,” I said.
“Sure,” she said.
I set down the reading dog and picked up a box. I could feel it was made of clay. It was painted like a fantastical blue sky with puffy white clouds.
“Lift the lid,” she said.
I hadn’t realized there was a lid. I pulled at the top, and the clouds parted. Inside sat two miniature clay women having a picnic. They were painted blue and white, like the clouds, except they had yellow hair like the sun. I looked closer and realized the women had the faces of pigs.
“It’s magical,” I said. “And surprising, with those pig faces. Maybe even a little eerie, but I’d still like to be there, in that box, in their world.”
She pulled two stools out from under the table and we sat. “That’s exactly what I want, to elicit a certain desire like Wayne Theibaud does, only different, my own way.”
“Who’s Wayne Theibaud?”
“He paints cakes and candies in glass cases. He makes you want to eat his creations. We know they’re just paint, but we still want them.”
I ran my hands along the surface of some of Jamie’s other pieces—boxes, animals, fantastical figures. I wondered what it was like to make something with your hands. Or to want to. I didn’t have the impulse to make physical objects. But I liked to see what others did, and to touch them. Whenever I went to museums, it was hard for me to resist the desire to touch. I picked up a box engraved with a crescent and a full moon on it. When I lifted the lid, I saw inside a goddess-like figure with a hole in her belly.
“That’s the fertility box,” said Jamie. “If you’re trying to get pregnant, you put a drop of menstrual blood inside.”
I looked up at her. “Is this yours? I mean, for you?”
“Well, I’ve thought about it.”
“You want to have a baby?”
“Sometimes I do. What about you? Do you?”
I had that sense of urgency inside that you get when you’re feeling a new connection with someone, someone who is suddenly filling up your life in corners you didn’t even know were empty.
“Sometimes,” I said. “But other times I think not. Society seems to push the Mom role on me so much that I can’t figure out what my real desires are.”
“I know what you mean.”
So, even as a lesbian she’d felt that pressure to be a mother.
“Are you and Rose—” Saying her name, I felt both the petals and the thorn. “Are you two—?”
“We’ve talked about it,” she said. “But I don’t know if I want to have a baby with her.”
There it was, what I’d been waiting for without knowing it. Words of dissatisfaction about her relationship with Rose.
“Why not?” I asked.
“We’ve been struggling for a while, I mean with being unhappy together. I wonder if having a child with her would make it better or worse.”
The exact same question about Daniel resided in me. I’d once seen a cartoon man swallow a live frog that bounced inside his body. Every time it jumped, his skin poked out jaggedly in a different spot. That’s how the marriage-and-kids-with Daniel question felt in me. Like a crazed frog in my belly.
“I know what you mean,” I said. Those words opened up a whole new world to Jamie and me, a place for us to come together through our grievances about our relationships. We sat on the stools in the studio, our arms nearly touching, talking through the richness of what was missing in our lives. It seemed that Rose and Daniel knew exactly who they were. They were invested in their lives as minister and scientist. They knew things and imparted them in their worlds, and to us. There was fighting, Jamie said. Lots of bickering, I said. And something, something was missing. We both backtracked a bit, listed Rose’s and Daniel’s good qualities. They did have good qualities. They were people we’d thought we once loved—and maybe still loved in a way. We weren’t sure. We shared our not-knowing, and it wrapped around us like a new coat.
“Oh, I was going to show you the color wheel,” she said, reaching over to a shelf. She set on the table a circular piece of cardboard displaying the colors of the rainbow in a variety of shades. A childhood song came back to me: Red, orange, yellow, green, blue, purple—those are the colors of the rainbow. That chanting song had been a way for us to memorize the colors, but I’d never before thought of their significance, or of the fact that there was such a thing as “color theory.” Jamie explained about primary colors, analogous colors, monochromatic colors, warm versus cool colors.
“And then there are complementary colors,” she said, “the colors opposite each other on the wheel—like blue and orange, and red and green.” She put her finger on red, then green. They didn’t touch on the color wheel, but I thought of them juxtaposed at Christmastime and how put together they jumped out at my eyes. “They’re opposites,” she said. “When they’re placed next to each other, they appear brighter.”
I heard something, a metal-on-metal sound, a door opening.
“Jorge?” Jamie said, and stood from her stool.
“Hey, Jamie, no, it’s Cat.” Her boots marched toward us. Then there was her face, her leather jacket. “Oh, Gwen, hi,” she said.
“Hi,” I said. And I knew Cat could feel something in the room. She could feel the residue of Jamie’s and my connection, as though she’d walked into our bookstore and could smell the pumpkin muffins baking, could see the cats leaning into the sun in the window.
“So you took Emma to the airport?” asked Jamie. Her voice was tight, but she leaned back a bit as though trying to convey a casual air she didn’t feel.
“Yeah,” Cat said, her eyes scanning Jamie’s studio then locking on something on a shelf. “I just came for this.” She pulled down a plastic gray box that rattled with what sounded like pencils inside. The rattling was loud, like Cat’s boot stomping had been, as though she were deliberately jostling the silent bond between Jamie and me.
“That’s mine,” said Jamie.
“No, it’s not. You borrowed it.” Cat’s voice dropped low, like when she’d confronted the guy at the restaurant. Her agitation was palpable.
“I gave yours back when I found mine,” said Jamie, a sharp edge to her voice. “It’d been at home.”
“I don’t think so.”
“Cat, go look in your studio. Yours is there.”
Cat slammed the box down on the table, nearly missing one of Jamie’s clay boxes. She disappeared, and next door I could hear her moving things around. “Goddamn it,” she muttered. She reappeared, standing at the threshold of Jamie’s studio.
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