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 Chapter One

Michelle wiped the
bar slowly, looking over it and through her lashes at Richard.
“Actually, what I really want to be is a ballerina.”

His face brightened, his lip rising on one
side. “That’s fantastic,” he said. “I’m sure you’d be
wonderful.”

As she leaned on the bar her freckles came
into view under the lights. She looked just past his eyes, over his
right shoulder and at the beer advertisement on the wall. She
continued. “It’s kind of silly, I guess, but it’s what I’ve always
dreamed of. I went to school for it, but it’s so hard to get jobs
in companies. Especially for girls with my body type. I mean, I’m
thin, but they want sticks.”

Richard leaned across the bar and boldly
touched her hand. “Listen to me, Michelle. You are beautiful. Don’t
let anyone tell you you’re not thin enough. In fact, if you ask me,
you could even stand to gain a few pounds.”

The ballerina blushed, then beamed. “Thank
you, Richard. That – that means a lot.”

In the penultimate week of her twenty-third
year, Michelle moved on her own to the city. It was the first year
she would be alone on her birthday.

When her parents drove her the four hours to
her new home, a tiny apartment just outside Chinatown in a cheap
but not-too-dangerous neighborhood, she didn’t feel like crying.
When she had to step over a prone homeless person (breathing, not
dead) on the walk from the car and a rat ran down the front steps
of her building carrying the remains of a stained takeout box as
she started to climb her way to the door, she felt overwhelmed by
the prospect of setting the place up on her own. She felt anxiety
about auditioning for companies and in the meantime, finding a day
job. She felt annoyed with her mother, who kept checking to make
sure the stove wasn’t leaking gas and telling her she needed to
talk to her landlord about putting some more locks on the doors and
bars on the windows, and has anyone checked the batteries on that
smoke detector? Michelle just wanted to be alone.

Her mother departed through hugs and thin
tears. “If you need anything at all, just call me. If the traffic’s
good, I can be down in four hours. Call anytime, don’t worry about
waking me. With you kids gone I don’t need to rest up for anything,
after all. And don’t talk to anyone suspicious. This city’s full of
strange old men out watching for a pretty young girl to take
advantage of. I saw a special on TV the other day about a man who
cut out a girl’s kidney in a hotel room and sold it to a foreigner
for ten thousand dollars. A young girl your age! So sad, just
thinking about it makes me…. Just make sure to lock your door
always. The one time you forget might be deadly, you
understand?”

“Yes, Mom. Okay, Mom. I know.”

Her father departed without a
hug1 and without tears.
Michelle thanked him for fixing the bathroom door so it didn’t
stick and checking all the windows and appliances. He grunted
you’re welcome and tried not to look at her for too long.

1 He had stopped
hugging Michelle when she was twelve and began to grow
breasts.

When they were gone, Michelle sat down on
her bed, which her mother made up, and looked at her desk and
dresser, which her father carried in and assembled. A large
cardboard box full of CDs sat opened on her floor. She plugged in a
stereo and put one on. This was it. Time to start her life.

It wasn’t until later that afternoon that
emotion overtook her. As she was putting away the dishes her
parents bought for her, she sat down on the kitchen floor bawling
and clutching her knees like a child. When abruptly the door
opened, she stopped her tears and looked up. She had left it
unlocked, her mother’s advice forgotten already.

“Oh God,” the confused female voice said
from the doorway, “this is the wrong apartment isn’t it? I’m so
sorry, I’m just moving in today.”

The counter and cabinets shielded Michelle,
and whoever it was couldn’t see her sitting on the kitchen floor
with her round, childish cheeks wet and red. She pulled her voice
together enough to say, “No, don’t worry about it. It’s… I mean,
I’m just moving in today, too.”

“Really?” the woman said. “What a
coincidence!”

Michelle quickly wiped her face with her
sleeve and stood up. “Yeah, just got here a few hours ago,
actually.” She knew that whoever stood in her doorway would be able
to tell she had been crying. She was good – an expert – at hiding
her emotions, but a red face and puffy eyes always betrayed tears.
Hopefully the stranger would be polite enough to ignore the
obvious.

“Well, I’m glad to meet you,” the
white-faced woman said as they saw each other for the first time.
“I’m supposed to be living in 118. I guess this isn’t it.”

“They do the numberings weird here,”
Michelle said, taking care not to make eye contact. “This is 118A.
Is there a letter after yours?”

The stranger looked at her key. “Ah. C. I am
living in 118C.” She looked at Michelle’s swollen face and shifted
her tone. “I didn’t mean to bother you.”

Michelle swallowed the last of her tears and
drew her shoulders back like they taught her in ballet. “It’s okay…
I mean, no. You’re not bothering me. It’s nice to meet you.” She
extended her hand, an invitation for the stranger to enter her
apartment and shake it.

What was it her roommate in college told
her? Evil spirits cannot enter a dwelling without an invitation.
Her mother would not be happy. She had never met this woman, who
may very well have been plotting to strangle Michelle and steal all
of her belongings. Perhaps she was in dire, murderous need of a
dozen boxes of CDs.

They shook hands, the stranger smiling
kindly. She looked a little evil, Michelle decided, studying her up
close – tall, thin and pale, with pitch-black hair that lay
straight against her head and neck. As she extended a white,
reed-like arm to shake Michelle’s, the ballerina couldn’t help but
think of vampires.

“Are you okay?” the stranger asked. Her face
was lean with sharp cheekbones and a narrow, bony nose. She seemed
to wear no makeup except for dark lipstick, but she looked young –
possibly younger than Michelle – and could get away with it.

“Oh, yeah,” Michelle replied. “I’m just… I’m
fine.”

The stranger’s eyes squinted subtly. “I’m
Samantha.”

“Hi, uh, I’m Michelle.”

“Michelle. I knew a girl named Michelle
once. We called her Shelly. Do you have a nickname?”

“Me? Um, no. Not really.” She was sure the
thin woman was studying her. Judging her. “Do you?”

“Sam.”

“Oh, okay.”

A moment of silence seemed nearly to
vibrate, then Samantha turned and glided toward the door. “I guess
I’m just down the hall,” she said over her shoulder. “Don’t be a
stranger, now. Or I’ll come looking for you.” She winked just the
friendliest wink and was gone.

Michelle breathed a sigh and leaned against
the counter. Her freckled complexion returned to normal, and she
went back to putting dishes away.

Only one person had ever given her a
nickname. She still kept the note Jake wrote her upon college
graduation in her wallet.

Congratulations, T.D.

The world is yours now. Make your big
brother proud.

Jake

Eventually she found a job to pay rent while
she was auditioning. The bar paid well and left her days open to
audition and make dance connections. She celebrated her birthday in
a barren, half unpacked apartment with phone calls from family
members and packages in the mail. That night she lay alone on her
couch, listening to her CD collection which played as a soundtrack
of her life, beginning with her first Madonna CD, youth cresting
with Nirvana and Nine Inch Nails, and on and on until she was
twenty-three, listening to Radiohead, alone for the first time on
the fifth of October.

She met Richard at the bar. She saw him
sitting, always in the same seat, always wearing a light colored
collared shirt, always there from about five to closing on Thursday
nights. He sat alone at the counter and drank vodka tonics, nursing
them for about an hour before swilling back the last drops, more
melted ice than drink by then, and ordering another. When he
ordered beer, Richard favored dark, expensive, foreign ales, triple
IPAs, and rich stouts. Michelle noticed and appreciated this
preference.

They started talking. He made no
propositions, but hung on each of her words as if he fed on her
very breath. He moved, sighed, and spoke like a man from another
generation, like Rock Hudson in a Doris Day movie. Their
conversations progressed quickly. And you’re from where? Oh, me,
and you, from where? And why did you move to the city? Because and
you? Because because. And your mother? And your mother?

Richard migrated across the country from a
Midwestern town after an engagement that ended dramatically and
abruptly. His ex-fiancée was a small-town girl uncomfortable with
the idea of anonymity. She had begged him to stay with her in Iowa,
and he spent four years managing a local restaurant. “It wasn’t so
bad,” he said and sighed. “Good, steady money, in a place where
everybody knew your name.”

This good, simple, humble woman, Dawn,
worked as an usher at the local movie theater. In the town of two
thousand people she was known for her benign good-looks and
charming, harmless personality. She was still a virgin on her
twenty-second birthday and still lived with her parents. Richard
knew she would be a flawless wife, an impeccable mother, and that
their life together would only grow more ideal. One day, he knew he
would forget all about his adolescent dreams of the city.

“Then one day,” he said, voice tight,
wrecked with thinly-disguised pain, “I got this phone call. It was
a cold day. Really cold. I don’t remember if it was January or
February. One of those. You’d think I’d remember, wouldn’t you? But
it was the dead of winter and I picked up the phone and it was
Dawn’s mom. I called her Alice. Her voice was so choked, like she
had to hold back screaming with every word. Somehow, before she
even told me what happened I knew my world had turned upside-down.
I knew,” a nervous cough, eyes cast down now moving sideward, “I
knew Dawn wouldn’t be marrying me after all.”

Dawn’s thin-lipped, wrinkled, Protestant
parents had walked in on their daughter in bed with her long-time
best friend Harriet, acting in a manner not at all befitting a good
Christian girl. They had pressed their lips even thinner, squeezing
their eyelids shut to erase the image, the knowledge, and then
disowned their daughter immediately. “If you want to find her now,”
Alice hissed over the line, “I suggest you check the street
corners.”

“I never saw her again,” Richard said,
forehead tented by the memory. “The next day I quit my job and sold
all my stuff. I just wanted to get away. I had to, you know? After
a blow like that, who could stick around?” He looked up at her with
quaking brown eyes, and she stretched her hand to touch his.

He was still no older than twenty-six or so,
and Michelle told him her own abridged story, the main events and
selected minor details of her life leading up to the moment she
first leaned on the bar and neglected her job to talk to Richard.
Since she was a child she had danced ballet, and now that she was
out of school she decided the city was the best place to live if
she wanted to audition for parts in its several major
companies.

After a few weeks he approached her with a
hint of a nervous stutter, asking if she might want to get a drink
sometime. Michelle looked at the bar around her, then at the
half-empty fingerprinted glass sitting between them and laughed,
Richard joining her almost at once. “I would love to,” she said,
surprised by her own suavity, “but maybe the drink should be a cup
of coffee.”

The date became a daylong conversation,
continuing on a walk that led them throughout the city, through the
parks and slums and fancy shops. It was almost dark when Michelle
realized she was late for work. As she turned to go, Richard caught
her and kissed her gently.

Two weeks later, Michelle sat in tight pants
and a sweater in Richard’s apartment. The night marked their third
real date, and the first time she had ever been to his house. He
was cooking her a romantic dinner of filet mignon, asparagus with
hollandaise sauce, and a chocolate soufflé.

“This is so extravagant,” she said, smelling
the fumes seeping out of the cracked oven door. “You’re like a
gourmet chef or something.”

He walked up and embraced her from behind.
“I used to love to design the menu at my restaurant. Here, try
this.”

He lifted a spoon of hollandaise and let her
taste it. As the buttery sauce melted over her tongue she became
aware of her slight stomach bulge and grew tense.

“Something wrong?” Richard asked, drawing
another spoonful of sauce to her mouth.

“No, nothing.” She inched her head away from
the approaching spoon. “I mean, this is so girly, I’m just kind of
a little worried about all the fattening food I’ve been eating with
you. I think I’m getting a stomach. It’s just I still haven’t
gotten a dancing job.”

The man laughed. “Sweetheart, you’re
practically a waif. You could really stand to gain a few pounds, if
you ask me. You need meat on your bones.”

She had never heard him use a pet name
before, and when he squeezed her love handle and pulled her into a
deep kiss, she let her eyes close. When they released, she felt
another creamy bite of hollandaise slide through her lips.

At dinner, she relished every ounce of food,
eating until her jeans became restrictive. Each time she became
overwhelmed and set down her fork, Richard would speak in
comforting low tones. Waif. Don’t worry. Put meat on your bones.
Don’t worry. Waif. At the end of the meal, when he offered
second helpings of his soufflé, she accepted without
reservation.

After dinner she left Richard with the
dishes and excused herself to freshen up. His apartment was small
even for the city, and she had to go through his bedroom to get to
the bathroom, where she reapplied her lip gloss and powder. Face
flawless, she lifted her top to check out her stomach. It displayed
a protrusion which at another time might have left her feeling
insecure, but Richard’s voice only echoed, If anything, you
could stand to gain a few pounds, pounds, pounds. She dropped
her shirt and let herself forget about it.

She came through the bedroom to rejoin
Richard. She paused at his bed, touching the covers almost
absent-mindedly. So this is where I’m finally going to lose my
virginity. She pulled herself up and sat on the bed.

She was not a tall girl, and her feet swung
freely in the air. Michelle looked younger than her twenty-three
years, and sitting there on the bed, hands in lap, she could have
been a child waiting for her parents to come in and play with her.
She lay back on the bed and tried to imagine what making love to
Richard would feel like, wondering for a moment whether or not it
would hurt.

Sitting back up, she looked around the room.
A few framed posters and prints hung on the walls. The only
furniture was the nightstand which held stacks of newspapers and
magazines, the desk which held a computer and a stack of
official-looking papers, and the bed which held Michelle.

A flush flew to her cheeks. She slid off the
bed sideways, languidly, and in doing so shifted one newspaper on
the nightstand, sending the entire stack spilling to the floor. She
knelt quickly and began to gather the scattered periodicals, and
realized after picking up three, four, five or so that underneath
the Time magazine and the New York Times which rested on top, the
pile was almost entirely porn.

She had never been the type to be offended
by a little porn. She had a brother after all. As she began to
stack the magazines back on the nightstand, though, the sheer
volume of it caused her eyebrows to draw together. Then she
realized they were all different issues of the same publication,
and she looked over her shoulder at the door to make sure Richard
hadn’t opened it. She picked one copy off the stack on the table.
Feeding Frenzy issue no. 31. And under the title, an
amateurish portrait of a blond girl smiling in a bikini, pushing
her breasts together with her upper arms. By her right shoulder
pink print declared, “The only mag just for feeders!”

She opened the cover and flipped through the
pages. Nothing seemed too out of the ordinary. Inside the girl from
the front cover was naked, pictured in various generic sexy poses,
page after page. She looked like any girl in a porn magazine, thin
and tan with erect nipples. No spread beaver shots. No penetration.
It was all actually quite tame. As she continued turning, however,
the girl began to change.

Subtly at first, the girl’s thighs and belly
grew plumper. Pages later, her stomach began to hang, then the skin
around her arms grew loose and dimpled until by the end, Michelle
was sure any doctor would have classified the poor, plump pin-up as
obese.

She opened another issue and then another,
all filled with pictures of thin girls who grew to enormous
proportions. One woman must have gained three hundred pounds, and
Michelle lingered on her photos, trying to imagine going through so
severe a transformation. Flipping backwards, she noticed dates at
the bottom of each picture. This change had taken three years.

Then she saw the room in the background. The
bed. The nightstand. The desk. The computer and the cracks in the
walls and the beige carpeting. The bedroom in the picture was the
same bedroom in which she stood. She looked through the other
issues, all the photos showed the girls in the same room. She
opened an issue to the front cover where she saw Richard’s name
listed as editor, photographer, and head writer.

On the floor, a few older, faded issues
still lay. She saw issue number one and picked it up. The date was
three years earlier, when Richard supposedly still lived in Iowa.
She opened the cover to see a photo of a small redheaded girl in
pigtails sitting in the same beige-carpeted room. Under the photo
she noticed the words: “Dawn, no. 1—120lbs.”

“Honey pie? Sweet thing? You okay in there?”
She noticed the voice as one might notice a distant siren. Richard
knocked on the door. He asked her if she was still in the bathroom.
If she wanted to come out and try the cookies he baked the day
before. Or maybe she wanted some more soufflé. Or, if she wanted,
they could go get some ice cream, if she was still hungry.

Michelle was up, and she was throwing open
the door to the bedroom and flying past Richard, who had a plate of
chocolate chip cookies in one hand and a serving spoon covered in
soufflé in the other. She grabbed her jacket and her purse and ran
for the front door, not turning around, not even stopping when
Richard ran after her begging her to tell him what was wrong. Was
it something he said? Was the dinner all right? If she didn’t like
it, he could make her another one if she’d just give him an hour.
In fact, why didn’t she do that? Just sit down and let him cook her
something else. She ran.

She ran out the door, down the stairs, and
into the black opal street, drenched in streetlights and shining
from an earlier rain. She ran, not stopping until she came to her
apartment building. She ran up the stairs to her room and shut the
door.

There she lay, on her bed, heaving and
panting and clutching her gut. She felt disgusted, sick, and
running had unsettled her overfull stomach. A wave of revulsion
passed suddenly over her and she staggered to the bathroom to throw
up, but she couldn’t. Instead she sat and rested on the toilet
seat, still sweating, with a terrible nausea.


Chapter Two

The day after
Michelle ran from Richard’s apartment, she showered for longer than
usual. Viewing her pink legs and stomach in the full length mirror
stepping out of the shower, she decided to skip breakfast and go
for a walk before work instead.

As she gathered her keys and wallet and put
them in her purse, she was frozen by a knock at the door. She crept
up to the peephole and saw not Richard, but a fish-eyed, distorted
vision of Samantha.

Michelle opened the door, relieved to see
only her possibly evil neighbor and not her positively duplicitous
ex-boyfriend. Sam immediately placed one arm inside leaning against
the wall, towering over Michelle and looking down at her like a
high school jock with his girl against a locker. The woman smelled
intrusively of coconut and baby powder. Michelle wondered if her
stomach was hanging over her pants.

“What are you doing?” Sam asked.

“I’m just going out for awhile.” The
ballerina tried not to think about her thighs, which touched each
other slightly as she stood in the doorway.

“You want to come eat?” the vampiric woman
said.

Michelle was about to say no, she was fine,
but the way Sam’s white skin twitched in the slightest way above
one eyebrow in anticipation caused a pause.

“Uh, yeah, okay. I’ll go with you,” she
said. “But I’m not really hungry. I’ll just get some coffee or
something.”

Sam smiled, showing white teeth. “Groovy,”
she said and, once Michelle had grabbed her coat, turned to lead
the girl out of the building.

At the café, Michelle ordered a coffee and
Samantha ordered an omelet, toast, and orange juice, which she
drank in one long, breathless swallow.

“You sure you don’t want some breakfast?”
she asked, orange liquid still clinging to red lips.

“No, I’m fine,” Michelle said. “And it’s
three thirty.”

Samantha blinked. “Oh, I sleep late,” she
said with a blithe laugh. “I work at night. Never been much on
daylight, you know?”

“Yeah. I work at night, too.”

“What do you do?”

“I’m a dancer.”

The woman smiled, every muscle in her face
drawing itself tight, giving her the impression of growing even
younger. “Oh, really? Me too. Where do you dance?”

Michelle lowered her eyes. “I, uh, don’t
have a job yet. I’m still auditioning. Right now I’m bartending to
support myself.” She began to fidget with her coffee mug, rotating
it in slow circles with her forefinger and thumb.

Sam nodded. “Hey, if you want, I can get you
an audition where I dance. Where have you danced before?”

Michelle groaned internally. If this company
hired tall, bone-thin Samantha, it wouldn’t give her a chance.

“Nah, I’ll find my own job,” she said. She
watched Sam eat her eggs and Michelle sloshed the coffee around in
her mug. Some spilled out over her fingers and onto the table.

“Come on. You’re super cute. If you’re any
good at all, they’ll take you. Where have you danced before?”

“In college,” Michelle said. “I only
graduated last spring. I danced in college and high school, but
nowhere professionally.”

Samantha’s lips pressed into a smile. “Oh,
you’re one of those.” Hair stood on the back of Michelle’s neck.
“Look, you have to start somewhere. Besides, it’s mostly about
looks anyway.”

“Am I too heavy?”

“Are you kidding? They’re looking for girls
like you. They already have a bunch of twigs. And men love
hour-glass figures. You’d be super popular. You’d make a ton of
money.”

Michelle nodded in agreement and
appreciation, then choked on her next sip of coffee.

“I’m not a stripper! I’m a
ballerina!” she erupted almost involuntarily. Bits of coffee
and spit flew from her lips.

Samantha took a bite of toast. With her
mouth full, she said, “Oh… a ballerina. Sorry. My mistake. So
you’re auditioning for ballet companies?”

Michelle swallowed the rest of the coffee,
thinking, do I look like a stripper? and saying,
“Yeah. I have an audition tomorrow.”

“That’s great,” Sam said. “Let me know how
it goes.”

“I will.”

Thin, wicked, pale stripper Samantha had
food all over her lips and chin. She soon ordered another juice and
a piece of apple pie with cheese melted on it. Michelle reveled in
revulsion as Samantha smacked her food with her mouth wide
open.

“If you want,” Sam said, without even the
decency to swallow first, “come to the club. It’s full of men and
women. It won’t be weird. I’ll get you in for free and make sure
you get some free drinks.”

“Oh, thanks,” Michelle said, knowing
perfectly well she would never go. “That’d be great.”

“I’m serious. I’ve worked there for years
now. It’s a great place. Bring a boyfriend.”

Michelle nodded. This woman was no more her
friend than the terrible people in college had been.

When she was finished with her coffee, she
excused herself. She had never been much on small talk, not
disliking it, just simply inept at it, and she preferred to leave
an awkward situation rather than stew in it. She told Samantha that
she had to get ready for work, which coincidentally turned out to
be true.

After leaving the bar that night, she
drifted home, went to bed, woke up, dressed, and drifted back out
into the world. It was nearing mid-December, and every day the
temperature crept closer to freezing. She walked in a haze, that
cloud that can so easily overtake a person who hasn’t spoken to
anyone all day.

Her first words caught in the mucus and
saliva that had gathered in her throat overnight and hadn’t yet
been cleared away. She coughed and repeated her name to the people
with the list and the clipboards.

None of the girls at the audition talked to
Michelle. She made quick, casual acquaintances with a small, thin
boy named Pedro a few years younger than she was. They stood
together in the downtime of the audition, a tense few feet
separating them who were not friends, but were in this place for
the time being. Michelle sat to tape her feet.

“Does the smell ever bother you?” she asked
Pedro, who stood pretending not to pose for the mirrored wall
opposite them.

“What smell?” his face turned toward her,
but his eyes darted back and forth between Michelle and his
reflection. “You mean the cheap lotion?”

“No. You know, that smell. The chalk
and the resin and the spandex and the leather and the wood. I guess
the lotion’s a part of it. All of it. Doesn’t it ever just get to
you?”

His eyes looked only at her now, and one
eyebrow raised. “Honey, that smell is home.”

Her heart beat low and sullen in her chest,
and she felt old for the first time watching girls eighteen,
nineteen, or younger spinning with the confident smile of
adolescence. She was well into her prime dancing years, and still
only an amateur. She knew she couldn’t smile like that now if she
tried.

When she finished dancing Pedro squeezed her
shoulders and assured her she had done a good job, but she knew
before she left that she would not be offered a position. It was a
feeling, a vibe, maybe just an expectation that would prove
self-fulfilling, but she knew as she walked home that she was still
an amateur, only a student of ballet.

When she reached her apartment it was
already late afternoon, the December sun weakened but looming
overhead all the same. The approaching winter air made her shiver
despite the jacket and sweater she wore. Her stomach growled.

She would go to her kitchen and make herself
comfort food to rub away the feeling of failure, the pain of
anonymity. With purpose she walked through the doorway, but her
foot landed on an envelope and slipped across the carpet, bringing
her to the floor in an undignified lump. Rubbing a rug-burned knee,
she picked up the envelope. It read:

To: Michelle

Hope to see you there!

Love, Sam

Inside she found two free passes to a club
called The Caribou. The tickets advertised: Sexy Girls! Blondes!
Two stages! Asians! Voted hottest dancers in town! Michelle thought
of a caribou at a strip club and laughed to herself.

Though she entertained a mild, curious
desire to see her strange neighbor writhe around naked on a pole,
she moved for the trash. Before she could throw the tickets away,
however, she paused with some novel trepidation. She looked at the
tickets once more and, unsure of why she was doing so, stuck them
on her refrigerator with a magnet, then went about getting together
a good, rich opiate and sitting down to eat.

She barely tasted the food passing her
tongue and pushing its way down into her gut. When she was finished
eating, she stacked her plates on the precarious pile of dishes
which brimmed above the sink’s basin and went to watch television.
There will be other auditions. This was just the first one, and
the requirements were unrealistic. If they want girls who starve
themselves, they can just get someone else because I’m not living
my life like that. Like that girl in college who only ate cereal,
who dropped thirty pounds but never ate butter or cheese or lived
because she was so worried about what she weighed. That’s not me.
That’s not me.

Michelle almost picked up the phone and
called her mom, but she stopped herself. No, no, do it on your
own, girly. Then she thought about calling her brother, but
Oprah was on TV and Michelle became enthralled by the images of
Indian bride-burnings and couldn’t pull herself away.

The next night, Michelle was still on the
lookout for Richard. The bar was dark and musty and full of
despondent, bitter people, but working there was better than living
at home with her parents. Geraldine, her boss, was easygoing and
didn’t mind when Michelle requested a weekend off to go to an
audition. Geraldine hired mostly women, and they were mostly all
young and attractive, as the bar was in a prime position to attract
businessmen. The girls were there to give them something to look at
before heading home to their wives and kids, but Geraldine always
made sure that there was at least one guy working the bar at all
times just in case the men wanted someone to talk to.

The attention of the businessmen gave
Michelle an excuse to wear all the cute outfits she bought in
college. She could dress up everyday, put on makeup, do her hair.
In a way, it was like a performance, and she was on five nights a
week.

In her normal life, her words dropped like
bricks when she tried to flirt, saying what was on her mind when a
generic throwaway phrase was all a man expected. When nothing was
on her mind, she said nothing. Her dates were filled with long,
tense periods of silence.

But at the bar, the men did the flirting. If
she had nothing to say, she could flit off to another customer and
ask if he needed anything. If a man made her uncomfortable, a coy
laugh would diffuse the situation, or at worst she could ask
Geraldine to make the offender leave. The bar lay in front of her,
a shield, and there she had the power.

When she got off work, usually after
midnight, she and another girl (whoever happened to be working at
the time) would walk out to the bus stop together, each one making
sure the other was safe. It was a big city, after all, and after
dark sometimes bad things happen.

That night, Michelle was wiping down tables
(it was near closing time and only the most loyal or defeated
regulars remained on their stools at the bar) when Geraldine asked
to talk to her privately in the back room.

The lowlight of the office increased the
intense effect of Geraldine’s scowl. “Michelle,” she said. “I want
to make it abundantly clear that my bar is not a pimping service,
and…” she took a deep breath, her neck muscles tightening, “and if
you want to accept money for sexual acts, please do it on the
street corners.” She paused for too long, then added, “Like the
other whores.” Her eyes darted down, up, left, right. Anywhere but
into Michelle’s.

“What? What are you talking about?” Michelle
asked, her voice cracking.

Geraldine clenched her jaw, her chapped lips
spreading to nothing. “Your ‘friend’ (she somehow managed to voice
the quotation marks) Richard came by today. He told me what you’ve
been doing. Do you know that I am a Christian?”

“No. I—”

“I don’t expect you to know that. Or to
care. But this business is run by a moral woman, and I can’t abide
amoral practices under its roof.”

“You… abide? What did—”

Geraldine had turned and wasn’t listening.
She made that clear by shaking her head and waving her hand
dismissively in the air. Michelle was fired.

It seemed like it should have been cold
enough for the raindrops to freeze into snowflakes on their way
down as Michelle walked into the parking lot alone that night, but
the stinging liquid pellets hit her hard and fast and exploded on
impact. By the time her bus arrived, her hair was plastered to her
head and her teeth were chattering. Fortunately, there were no
lurking attackers waiting to steal her bag or her virtue in the
parking lot that evening. Her despair may have caused her to lie
down and accept whatever brutality the ruffian planned to dispense,
or her rage may have led her to unintentionally kill her assailant,
and the last thing she needed was a manslaughter charge and the
weight of a taken human life on her conscience. So many worse
things could have happened, really.

The bus carried her home on the slick
streets safely, and soon she was in the comfort of her apartment
eating ice cream in her over-stuffed, second-hand sofa and watching
television. She fell asleep on the couch with the TV on, and the
next morning she called her mother with the news that she would be
home for Christmas even earlier than she’d hoped.


Chapter Three

Walking into the
front door of her childhood home, she felt like she’d been gone for
hours, not months. The house smelled just like it did all the years
she lived there, and the bubbling steam of her mother’s cooking
added to the familiar aroma. Her cat came and rubbed against her
leg.

“You want these in your room?” her father
said, referring to the two duffel bags she had brought with her
from her apartment.

“Yeah, that’s fine,” said Michelle, rubbing
under Tiger’s chin. “Is Mom in the kitchen?”

Her father had already left to haul her bags
upstairs, leaving her to wander through the house on her own.
Everything was the same, from the lilac walls of the kitchen to the
hole she burned in the living room carpet when she was eleven.
Michelle found the same to be very comforting.

“Michelle!” her mother’s voice cried. She
turned around and saw her, ruddy-faced, looking only slightly older
than the picture Michelle had of her in her mind.

“Hi, Ma,” she answered, the beginnings of
annoyance creeping already. “What’s for dinner?”

“Marinara.” Her mother looked her up and
down. “Oh, Michelle, you’ve gained weight. Are you on those birth
control pills?"2

2 The birth control had
been Michelle’s excuse in college when her freshman year weight
gain could no longer be ignored. To add insult to injury, she never
even got laid while she was on the pills. To add injury, she never
really took all the weight off afterward.

“Mom! God.” Home two minutes. Two
minutes!

“Oh, honey, I’m sorry. I just want to make
sure you’re taking care of yourself. You know a lot of that food in
the city isn’t healthy. I know companies look for girls who take
care of themselves, that’s all.” She wiped a plump hand on her
apron, leaving a streak of red tomato remains. Michelle’s mother
had a round, pink face and a rounder, pinker body, and despite its
corpulence it still managed to show lines and wrinkles, the
cornerstones of age. This was what Michelle had to look forward to.
Thanks for the genes, Mom.

“I missed you so much, honey,” her mother
said as she scuttled toward her and gave her a fleshy, enveloping
hug.

“Yeah, I missed you guys, too,” Michelle
said, hugging back, smelling the scent of flowery perfume that
cried mother in her brain.

“It was so nice of your boss to give you
such a long break. We’ll really have some time to spend
together.”

“Yeah. She’s really nice.”

“And you know Jake will be home in a few
days. He’s only getting a week off, but he’s lucky even to get
that. I tell him, graphic design is all well and fine, but you’ve
got to have a nine-to-five. Hopefully he’ll have some stability
soon. I’d hate to think of him at thirty and not married.”

“He’s only twenty-five.” Michelle looked
around for Tiger. He was just here….

“Well, I married your father when I was your
age. Even younger. We were just out of college. I worry about him –
your brother – he’s never had a steady girlfriend. It’s not good
for someone like him to be alone. He’s an artist – like you – you
need someone to balance you. To be rational when you’re impulsive.
Not you, honey, just you artists in general. It’s not right,
at his age, never having had a steady girlfriend.”

“I’ve never had a steady girlfr—boyfriend,
either.” After a long train ride followed by a long car ride,
Michelle’s patience was not nearly padded enough for the assault of
her mother’s verbosity. “Ma, I’m tired, I think I’m gonna lay down
upstairs for a while.”

“Oh, okay, honey,” her mother called after
her, “just don’t forget this and this and that and this thing here
and I like to hear myself talk and no one cares what I say and blah
blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah.” Michelle was gone
before she could hear any more.

It was about five-thirty. Michelle was
spread out on her bed, face up, enjoying the languid flow of having
no responsibilities. She put on a CD she had listened to when she
was four feet tall and someone had to take care of her. No
one could fire her from being a daughter at eight years old.

When the phone rang, a habit left over from
high school caused her to reach for it quickly before anyone else
in the house could answer.

“Hello,” she said reflexively.

“Is that T.D.?” The gravelly voice of her
brother.

Her pillow-creased face plumped into a
smile. “Hi Big B.”

“I didn’t know you’d be home so soon,” he
said.

“I just got home like two seconds ago.”

“It must be our psychic connection.”

“Must be.”

“How’s your life?”

“Eh, it sucks. When are you coming
home?”

“That’s what I called about. When does mom
want me?”

“I don’t know. I want you now.”

Jake laughed. “Well, I can’t come now. I
only get a week off.”

“Uggh,” Michelle groaned. “You have to get
here soon. I’ll go crazy here by myself.”

“Hard to go home again once you’ve lived on
your own, isn’t it?”

“I lived on my own in college.”

“Yeah, but not really. Now you’re supporting
yourself. You’re really on your own. Financially independent.”

She felt a flashing pang of unease, as if
something stabbed her in an instant and disappeared. “Yeah.”

“Well, can I talk to Mom? Or you could just
ask her to call me.”

“I’ll tell her. I’m just hanging out right
now. I need to relax.”

“Hey, T.D., I’ve got to go.” She hated the
words. “I’ll see you soon, okay?”

“Sure thing, Big B. Love you.”

“I love you, too.”

She lay there for ten minutes, then at six
sharp she heard her mother calling her for dinner. The image of her
mother over the stove sent a shiver up her back, and she remembered
for an instant Richard’s apartment (More hollandaise?)
before she shook her head and shoved the image away and sat down to
eat, her mother following with serving bowls. Her father sat, gruff
and imposing, hunched over his meal on her right. On her left, her
mother spoke about the trifles of her day, her week, her month, and
asked questions Michelle answered with one word. Missing from the
dining room table scene was her brother at the seat across from
hers. It wasn’t until she saw her mother ladling out her homemade
marinara that she realized how hungry she was.

It was three days before Christmas when
Michelle stood at the door to welcome Jake, just like years before
when he would come home from college for the holidays. He hugged
her and picked her up, her feet dangling near his shins and her
face turning pink with blood and smiling, and after some obligatory
settling-in (hi, Mom, hi Dad), they retreated to the basement and
their parents’ pool table, where it had become recent tradition for
them to have heart-to-hearts over imported beers and numbered
balls.

Jake talked about work as he took
intermittent shots at the solids on the table and languorous drinks
from his bottle. He was thinking of moving again. Chicago just
wasn’t working out the way he’d hoped. He’d heard nice things about
Boston.

Michelle didn’t tell him about her lost job,
but she did tell him about Richard – at least a selectively
omitting, sibling-appropriate version.

“Jesus, T.D., you have shitty luck with
guys.” He smiled and took another sip of his third beer, which he
held carelessly between his first and middle finger. She noticed
his dark facial hair was starting to cast a shadow over the lower
half of his face. He had neglected to shave again.

Michelle swallowed the rest of her second
beer and went to the mini-fridge to get another. “Yeah, I know,”
she said, trying to laugh along with him. “We both know you’re my
real soul mate.”

He let out that guttural laugh of his like
the bark of a medium-sized dog as he took his shot and sank the
five ball. “I guess so,” he concurred with a headshake. “I mean,
the girl I’m dating now, I dunno, she’s all right.” He shot again,
missed, and knocked back the end of his beer. Michelle choked on
hers.

“I didn’t know you were dating someone.” She
refocused and assessed the table, looking for a stripe ready to be
sunk. She found one – a difficult but not impossible shot – and
aimed. “Is it serious?”

“No, not really,” he said from the other
side of the room. Michelle sank her shot and re-aimed. Number
eleven rested dangerously close to the black eight ball in front of
the side pocket. “Like I said, she’s… all right. She’s smart and
cute and all, just you know. I don’t know if she gets me.” He
sighed and cleared his throat. “But you know, the sex is fucking
incredible.” Michelle shot and sank the eight ball.

Jake raised an eyebrow. “You lose, T.D.”

“God, Jake, I don’t need to hear about
that!”

The young man smiled mischievously, lines
forming beneath his eyes. “I thought we were best friends. At least
I’m sparing you the details.” It was the same teasing smile she saw
when they were kids and he dropped spiders down her t-shirt. “I
could tell you how she puts one foot between my legs and drapes her
other leg over my shoulder so when she reaches down to touch
my—”

“Aaaaaaaaaaaah!” Michelle covered her ears
and bent over. She was half joking, but only half.

Jake ambled to the mini-fridge and opened
another beer. “Wanna play again?

Over dessert that night (a low-fat fruit
trifle) Mrs. Browne asked Jake if he had a girl in his life.

“Well, not exactly,” he said.

“He does,” Michelle erupted.

“It’s nothing serious,” Jake said
immediately, instantly. “Just someone I’m seeing.”

“That’s wonderful, Jake!” cooed their
mother, eyebrows raised so high her forehead became a stack of
wrinkles. “It’s about time you found someone to settle down
with.”

“We’re just dating.”

“Of course you are. Once your father and I
were ‘just dating.’” She placed a hand on her husband and he
grunted. “What’s her name?”

“Rachel O’Shea.”

“An Irish girl?
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