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Prologue

 Maybe I’m strange and
perverse, but I’ve always thought there was something sexy about a
compelling argument. Especially one that threatens to persuade you
of something you would never have imagined yourself believing.
Especially when that something you never imagined you could believe
threatens to tear through the fabric of basic assumptions that
wraps around your life and holds it together, to unravel and unwind
it.

In romance novels, of which I’ll admit to
having read a few, purloined from relatives and flipped through
during lazy vacations, this is precisely the function of romance:
to undo a person, overwhelm and conquer her, to overcome her
resistance and leave her hair in disarray, her clothes torn and
disheveled. So it’s no wonder such an argument can be sexy. And all
the more so when it’s two potential romantic partners arguing, and
the outcome of the argument could determine whether they become
lovers.

This is the story of just such an argument.
Some might call it a true story, but that all depends on how you
define truth, and that’s partly what the argument will be about. In
any case, it took place almost twenty years ago. It was an argument
our heroine, whose name is Marguerite Farnsworth, feared she had
won, and only came to believe much later she had lost. I’m not sure
I agree with her, because in the strange, topsy-turvy world of
arguments, it’s not always easy to distinguish between losing and
winning. But I’ll tell the story, and you can judge for
yourself.

 



 


PART I: The
Argument




Chapter 1: Coming Home

 When Marguerite
stepped off the plane at the Tucson airport, the air filled her
lungs like a vaporous tar. If you’d grown up in the desert, you
couldn’t forget what the heat was like, but even so, it knocked the
breath out of her. The landscape looked grayer, beiger, and dustier
than she remembered it. But that was in the heat of the day,
driving home from the airport along barren highways and streets
lined with ugly strip malls and floating bits of trash. At home in
the evening, sitting in her parents’ kitchen, she watched out the
glass sliding door through the back patio, where fuchsia and green
bougainvillea climbed up the iron bars of the gate and one of
Tucson’s storied sunsets gashed brilliant orange sear-marks at the
side of the sky. Only in sight of this violent spill of color did
she feel she had arrived home at last.

Provo, where she’d spent the past year, had
been full of green lawns, surrounded by high mountains with snowy
peaks, and there was serious precipitation there. It snowed enough
that her more enterprising fellow students in the freshman dorms
had spent the winter sledding on stolen cafeteria trays. Granted,
there hadn’t been much else to do. There was a bar or two, but it
was almost a dry town, given that all thirty thousand students at
Brigham Young University had signed pledges not to drink alcohol
while in school. Marguerite and her roommates were also broke, so
their main forms of entertainment were church functions, playing
Uno, and going to the dollar theater on campus, which screened
depressing foreign-language art films with subtitles. Censors cut
out all the swear words and nude scenes.

Marguerite had intended to stay in Provo over
the summer. She began her freshman year as a music student with
concentrations in piano and in composition and theory. But her
first year in the music department hadn’t gone well, despite the
long hours she practiced every day and the hard work she put into
her class assignments. She did poorly on her exams, so at the end
of the semester she went in to have a chat with the head of the
Comparative Literature department about changing majors and signed
up for summer courses in German and history. She found a basement
apartment to share with another music student, a rosy-cheeked
redhead named Miriam who sang opera. They lived in a little blue
stuccoed house in South Provo with a big garden. Miriam’s
grandmother lived upstairs amid towering piles of Depression-era
clutter, and seemed to disapprove of everything they did from her
perch on an old armchair one floor above them.

It should have been a pleasant enough spring
and summer in the little blue house, taking the bus to campus every
morning, going to classes, studying and practicing the piano,
basking in the long sunny days and giggling with Miriam in the
evenings about boys they liked and their many failed cooking
experiments. But something about the way the light shimmered over
the lawns in the mornings, the quiet houses looking guiltless and
self-sufficient as she walked past them on the way to school, the
echoing of scattered piano chords through the empty hallways of the
fine arts building when she went to practice in the afternoons,
even Miriam’s implacable, rosy-cheeked cheeriness, all made her
feel depressed after a few weeks. She was homesick, she realized as
she lay stretched out on her bed one Sunday afternoon after church.
Homesick and miserable.

She called home and spoke to her mom and
dad.

“Of course you can still come home,
sweetheart,” said her mom. “That’s what we wanted you to do in the
first place. It’s still early enough in the semester they’ll
probably refund most of your tuition. You can fly from Salt Lake.
We’ll get you your tickets, don’t worry about it.”

“You’re sure? I feel bad, wasting all that
money.”

“We want you to be happy. That’s the most
important thing.”

Her dad, who wasn’t much of a phone
conversationalist, made a noise of agreement on the other line.

“And if you want to take summer classes,” her
mom continued, “you can always take them here at the U of A. Their
summer term starts later than BYU’s, so you’ve still got plenty of
time to sign up. I’m sure we can get Dad to pay for it.”

Her dad mumbled his assent again.

“I could get a job.”

“Sweetie, don’t worry about it,” said her
mom. “You can if you want, but we’ll pay for your tuition. It’ll
just be nice to have you home for the summer.”

And so Marguerite found herself withdrawing
from her classes, packing up her things, putting her few immovable
possessions into storage in a back closet in the little blue house,
and getting on a plane to Tucson.

 


The day after she got back, she browsed
through the University of Arizona’s summer course catalog and
settled on an intensive German course that was supposed to be two
years worth of college German packed into a single summer. She was
confident the course wouldn’t be too hard for her. She’d already
had several years of French and had always been at the top of her
class in it. Teachers had suggested she had a gift for
languages.

It was late May, and she had two weeks to
kill before the start of the course. Her younger brother Max and
sister Cate were gone most of the time, out with their friends, and
her mother always seemed to be off running errands or doing
volunteer work for the church, while her father, a cardiologist,
worked incessantly. As a result, Marguerite had the house nearly to
herself. She spent the days on the sofa in the living room with her
feet up, writing long letters to her friends from the freshman
dorms, reading, and occasionally getting up off the couch to go out
to meet friends from high school. She read all of Anna
Karenina, and started on The Magic Mountain. Marguerite
liked to immerse herself in a story and was disappointed when it
ended too quickly, so she gravitated toward thick, substantial
novels by classic authors.

Of the friends she saw, she spent the most
time with Mark Tierney, who had been her best friend senior year.
Mark wasn’t a Mormon, but he was easy to talk with. He had never
been romantically attracted to her so far as she could detect, yet
didn’t seem to mind spending hours helping her sort out her muddled
thoughts, asking probing questions and giving her sound, frank
advice.

The first time she saw him after getting back
into town, he picked her up at her house in the early evening and
they drove over to the elementary school, whose grounds sat empty
and unused much of the summer. They parked in the lot and walked
across the schoolyard over the brown, dried up remnants of winter
grass to the swings, where they sat down and talked, dragging their
feet along the dusty indentations in the dirt below them and
swaying in their seats. Mark, who had stayed in Tucson to go to
school at the U of A, wanted to hear about her year in Utah and how
she’d liked it. She told him about doing poorly in her music
classes and the decision to change her major.

“Wow, that’s big,” Mark said. “Are you sure?
You always wanted to be a composer.”

“I know, but I have to face the fact that I’m
not as talented as I thought I was. If I could do better in some
other field, like comp lit, it seems like it makes more sense to
switch.”

“What makes you think you’d do better in comp
lit? Do you think you’d be happier succeeding at something that’s
your second choice than doing a little less well in your first
choice?”

“To tell you the truth,” Marguerite said, “I
was getting bored with my music classes anyway. So much of it turns
out to be just drilling, practicing things over and over again. And
then in my theory class for a final project, we had to write a hymn
and play and sing it for the class. Most people took their texts
from other Mormon hymns and put new melodies and harmonies to them,
but I wrote a poem and used that as my text. No one thought much of
my melody or harmony, but I got all these compliments on the poem.
So I thought, maybe I’m just better with words than music.”

“You wrote a hymn? That’s funny.”

“What’s so funny about it?”

“I don’t know. It just sounds so religious,
kind of medieval almost.”

“Well, I am religious. That was the
whole point of me going to BYU. That, and my scholarship.”

“So you’re still believing, then? It seemed
like you were loosening up senior year. I remember you having a lot
of doubts. Do you think being at BYU’s made you more
religious?”

“I don’t know that it’s made me more
religious—it’s just, being around so many people who believe the
same things makes it easier. In a way it’s like peer pressure.”

“I can definitely see that. So do you think
you’re happier there, without so many doubts?”

“I still have doubts. They’re just easier to
deal with, maybe. But no, I wouldn’t exactly say I’m happier.
People are so nice there. It’s almost weird …”

“Sounds awful.”

Marguerite laughed and edged back with her
feet to launch her swing into a low arc over the dark playground.
“No, but seriously. The strange thing was, I felt really lonely a
lot of the time, even though everyone was so nice. Like I didn’t
fit in, somehow.”

“Because you’re so not nice,” said Mark,
leaning back and launching his swing into the air as well. “I can
see how you’d stick out like a sore thumb.”

“Ha. No, it wasn’t like I stuck out. It was
more like I was invisible. Like there was this ideal pattern of a
Mormon girl that was pretty much the exact opposite of me, and if
you weren’t like that pattern, you didn’t count, you almost didn’t
exist. There are all these girls there with beautiful long, blond
curly hair, and they wear lacy white blouses with long chambray
skirts and bows in their hair. And they’re all majoring in
elementary education. And then there’s me, straight dark hair and
no boobs, running around reading thick Russian novels and wanting
to be a composer. It was like, no one was interested in me—none of
the guys at least.”

“Huh. That is funny. So you didn’t
date anyone while you were there?”

“Not really. There were a few girls’ choice
dances I went to with all my dorm friends, and we asked guys to
them, and they said yes, but only because they had to. I realize
I’m no Claudia Schiffer or anything, but at least when I was in
Tucson, and when I went on that summer program in Paris after
graduation, guys would flirt with me. But at BYU—nothing. It was
like I didn’t exist.”

“That really sucks, Marguerite. I’m sorry to
hear that.”

“Oh well. But it was probably better that
way. At least it kept me out of temptation.”

“Temptation?” Mark was grinning. Marguerite
laughed, kicking against the ground to slow her swing.

“Yeah,” she said. “I’m always freaked out
when guys do like me. You know that.”

“Yeah. I remember you were really rattled
over that guy in Paris when you came back. But nothing ever
happened with him, right?”

“Of course not.” Marguerite sighed. “But it
was for the best. I mean, he was twenty-three, he was six years
older than me. And he wasn’t Mormon and didn’t live anywhere near
me in the States.”

“And then there was that whole weird thing
between you and Sam, senior year.”

“Oh, jeez, don’t remind me. That had me
really freaked out. I was so sure we were going to wind up
naked when he went back to my house with me after that party. And
then we didn’t even kiss—three hours of lying there together on my
bed, and we didn’t even get to make out. After all that flirting in
civics class—I thought for sure I was going to hell. He spent the
whole semester driving me crazy, and then it was him being all
reasonable in the end. What is it about me that makes guys back off
like that?”

Mark laughed. “But is it the guys who back
off? Or is it you?”

Marguerite paused to think, her swing slowing
nearly to a stop with her legs dangling below. “I don’t know,” she
said at last. “Maybe it is me. But it feels like it’s them, and
then I feel all hurt and rejected. And now I’ve had my feelings
hurt so many times, I’m always afraid of letting myself like
anyone. I really wish I didn’t want anything besides friendship
with guys. I always feel so selfish and guilty if I want more, like
I’m doing something wrong.”

“Aw, Marguerite. You shouldn’t feel that way.
Everybody gets hurt sometimes. It happens. But the solution isn’t
to give up on relationships completely. That’s not even realistic.
And it’s not selfish to want to be in a relationship. It’s
normal.”

“I know, I know. It’s just, friendships are
so clean. They’re so much safer. Like, the way we’re
friends, I wouldn’t trade that for anything. I always feel like I
can trust you and can tell you everything. You’re a great friend,
Mark—I don’t tell you that often enough.”

Mark, shifting in his seat and looking
slightly uncomfortable at this burst of sincerity, said, “Er,
thanks. You’re a good friend, too. And by the way, thanks for all
those letters you wrote last year. I liked getting them.”

“You’re welcome. I had fun writing them.
You’re good to write to, maybe because you’re a good listener. You
have no idea how rare that is—it’s like you’re genuinely interested
in other people and you’re truly curious about what they have to
say. That’s a real gift. I wish I were more like you that way. I’m
so selfish most of the time. I always want to talk about myself,
and I forget to be curious and just listen to people.” 

Mark only shrugged and smiled. “I do like to
listen to people. I feel like I learn a lot from them.”

“But you haven’t told me anything about your
trip yet. I want to hear all about it. Which countries are you guys
going to? What kinds of things are you going to see? It’s so
exciting that you’re going to Europe. I’m so jealous.”

Mark had planned a summer backpacking trip
with two of his friends. “I’m hoping we can spend a lot of time in
Spain,” he said, “I’ve heard Barcelona is awesome—it’s supposed to
be really young and hip, and the art and food are supposed to be
amazing. Paris, of course, just because you can’t go to Europe and
not see Paris. I’m not that interested in London, but we might go
to Dublin. Italy, Greece, maybe. Other than that, we’ll see. The
idea was that we’d sort of ramble and take our time, not just hurry
through …”

“That sounds incredible. I want tons of
postcards. But what’s your focus going to be? Food? Art? Touring
old castles? Picking up on Spanish chicks?”

And with that, Marguerite managed to steer
the conversation into safer territory the rest of the evening.

 

That night, Marguerite dreamed of walking
through shifting sands. It was a dream she had from time to time,
sometimes anxious like a nightmare, sometimes calmer, but the
setting was always the same. She was alone, climbing over sandy
dunes, trying to get somewhere, she didn’t know where—trying to get
to higher ground. Sometimes the wind blew sand in her face,
sometimes it was urgent she find what she was looking for, but
always her feet sank into the steep sides of the dunes, and she
slid backward as she tried to move forward.

Once, the dream had ended happily. She found
herself trying to climb up a particularly steep and hardened wall
of sand. She reached for crumbling footholds and handholds and
thought she was going to make it to the top. But the higher she
got, the looser the sand became and the steeper her ascent felt,
until it was more like a sheer cliff-face she was climbing than a
dune. She was terrified of falling. At last she steeled up her
courage and said to herself in the dream, After all, it’s only
sand. If I fall, I fall. And with a final burst of effort, she
pulled herself up over the top as the sand poured down all around
her and her footholds crumbled away.

She was able to stand up on a patch of solid
ground, and a vast, beautiful vista opened out before her. She
could see for miles and miles around, over a fertile green
landscape spread out below, stretching off to blue mountains at an
immense distance.

But that night, it was the usual dream with
no vista, just the same shifting sands and blinding wind.

 


 


CHAPTER 2: In Which Marguerite Is
Typecast

 The German class
started the second week of June. There were twenty-five students in
the class, and Marguerite was the only freshman. Their professor
was a thin, energetic German man in his late forties or early
fifties with long gray hair that stuck out wildly from his head in
all directions and a layer of gray stubble sprouting from his chin.
His name was Bernhard Liebmann. On the first day, he asked the
students to go around the room and say their name and major, and
assigned each of them a German name to use with each other in
class. When he came to “Farnsworth, Marguerite,” he rubbed his
stubbly chin, and his bright, mouse-like eyes flashed as she
explained she was there as an at-large student, just for the
summer.

“A-ha, so we have a Marguerite, as in
Faust. You will be Margaret, of course. Or perhaps
Gretchen?”

Marguerite wrinkled her nose.

“What’s wrong? Not a fan of Goethe?” asked
Professor Liebmann, his eyes twinkling.

“Oh, no, I like Goethe,” Marguerite tried to
explain, feeling pinned down by the stares of twenty-five pairs of
eyes on her. “Um … I’m just not a fan of his idea of the Eternal
Feminine.”

Professor Liebmann burst into loud laughter.
“Wonderful,” he said. A few other students tittered nervously, and
Marguerite wanted to bury her face under her notebook. This was
exactly the sort of remark that rendered you invisible at BYU.
Professor Liebmann went on to the next student.

In spite of her faux pas, as she deemed it,
the other students in the class seemed friendly enough during the
break. Marguerite got to know her neighbors immediately behind and
in front of her desk. In front was a petite woman with pale blue
eyes and blond, chin-length hair standing out thickly from her head
in narrow corkscrew ringlets, named Angela. Behind her sat Pam, a
stocky biology student dressed boyishly in a polo shirt and long
shorts with light brown hair, a snub nose, and bangs cut straight
across her forehead. The three of them made small talk until
Professor Liebmann walked back to the blackboard to resume the
lesson. Neither Pam nor Angela mentioned Goethe, to Marguerite’s
relief.

Once the course had started, her days were
busy. Each morning she drove her dad’s battered old red stick-shift
sports car to get to class by eight. Afterward she ate lunch by
herself and went to the music building to find a free piano down
among the dusty-smelling, windowless basement practice rooms, where
she often played until three in the afternoon. Then she drove back
home in the red car and did German homework for another two or
three hours after dinner. These felt like happy, productive days to
her. The class moved quickly, but she had no trouble keeping up and
got a nearly perfect score on her first exam.

It was only a few weeks before Professor
Liebmann, who was always brimming with fiery energy, had brought
them far enough along in the language that they were able to have
interesting conversations during the group exercises. The professor
liked for them to do as much group work as possible. They spoke
halting German with each other, using awkward phrases peppered with
English words and laughter. One day Marguerite sat in a circle with
Pam, Angela, another girl named Jenny, and an older student named
Dan. Their assignment was to ask each other personal questions.
Professor Liebmann’s philosophy was that language learning was more
fun if you talked about things that were highly personal or
controversial, or better yet both, like religion and politics and
sex.

They learned Dan had worked as a bartender
for ten years before going to college. He looked like a bartender,
Marguerite thought, like someone you’d see playing a bartender in a
movie. He was short and barrel-chested with neatly clipped brown
hair, very tan skin, and a seemingly permanent five o’clock
shadow.

Jenny was sweet, pretty, and blond, with
short, moussed hair, freckles, and braces that somehow only made
her look cuter. She’d been a sorority girl until she met her
husband and married him. She seemed young to be married, at least
by non-Mormon standards. It wasn’t unusual for Mormon girls to
marry at nineteen or twenty, and some of the ones Marguerite had
gone to high school with had already found husbands. But for a
normal girl it was odd. Jenny couldn’t have been more than
twenty-two or twenty-three.

They went around the small circle again, this
time asking about religion. Pam was agnostic, Angela was
Episcopalian, and Jenny described herself simply as Christian. Dan
was raised Catholic but wasn’t practicing. That Marguerite was
Mormon came as no surprise. It was easy enough to guess from when
she’d told the class the first day that she went to BYU.

Jenny wanted to know what Mormons believed.
Weren’t there a lot of things they weren’t allowed to do?

Marguerite was used to such questions, which
came up often when she met someone new who wasn’t Mormon. It came
up when you were offered a drink and had to turn it down, or when
someone asked what you were doing on Sunday (“going to Church” was
the answer, followed by, “Oh, what church do you go to?”). So she
ran through the basics as well as she could in German, resorting
often to English words. It was too complicated even to begin trying
to explain the plot of the Book of Mormon in German, so she went
straight to the rules about what you couldn’t do, which was usually
what people were more interested in. She listed them off on her
fingers.

“No alcohol, no drugs, no smoking, no coffee
or tea, no caffeine. No swearing. No ... um ... how do you say
‘sex’ in German?”

“Sex,” answered Pam authoritatively,
pronouncing it zecks. “Of course I looked it up on the first
day of class,” she said, as the others laughed.

“Na, gut. Kein Sex vor der Ehe. Kein Sex
ausserhalb der Ehe.” No sex before marriage. No sex outside of
marriage.

“Wow. Is that difficult?” Angela wanted to
know.

Marguerite laughed. “Which part?”

“All of it. The sex part. Is it hard to wait?
What if you never get married?”

Marguerite sighed. “Ja. Das ist eben das
Problem. But personally, I don’t have much in the way of
temptation.”

“I don’t believe that,” said Dan the
bartender, shaking his head.

“Normally, if a guy finds out I’m a Mormon,
he runs away.”

“And with Mormon guys?”

“They don’t like me.”

“Aw, that’s sad,” said Pam. “That all seems a
little strange to me.”

“Well, it’s not that weird,” said
Jenny, coming to Marguerite’s defense. “Mormons aren’t the only
ones who believe in waiting. A lot of Christians believe that,
too.”

“Did you and your husband wait?” asked
Marguerite.

Jenny blushed, looking down and laughing in
an embarrassed way. “That’s too personal a question.”

Marguerite blushed, too, abashed and puzzled.
She’d made another faux pas. But part of her found it strange Jenny
wouldn’t answer the question. If you weren’t Mormon, what was there
to be ashamed of?

 

When the group work was finished, they filed
slowly back to their desks.

“I hope we didn’t give you too hard a time
back there,” said Dan, walking beside her. “Sorry if we embarrassed
you.”

“No, you didn’t. I guess it’s just a bit of a
sore point for me. The truth is, I get kind of depressed about it
sometimes.”

“What, being a virgin?” Dan said in a lowered
voice, smiling gently. “You know, I wouldn’t be, if I were you.
Everyone thinks sex is such a big deal, before they do it. Then you
do it, and you realize it’s really not. It’s not the end-all be-all
of existence everyone makes it out to be. It’s not that big of a
deal. So I wouldn’t worry about waiting, if I were you. You’re not
missing all that much.”

“Really?”

“Really. Of course, that’s just my
opinion.”

Marguerite shrugged, but smiled back at him
shyly. A moment or two later, he put a hand lightly to the small of
her back as he moved past her to take his seat in the next row
over. To her shock, his touch thrilled her, sending heat flooding
through her thighs and abdomen. It felt difficult to bend as she
folded herself into the seat behind her desk. In the daze of
arousal, she thought to herself, If just one small touch on my
back can do this to me, how can he be right?

 


 


CHAPTER 3: The Foundations of Morality

 A few days later,
when group work began, Professor Liebmann divided the class up into
teams and assigned them to play a game that involved trying to be
the first to complete a series of exercises. Marguerite was sitting
with Pam and Angela on either side of her, behind a tall,
gregarious philosophy major named John. They dragged their desks
out of the rows and turned them around to face one another. John
was a senior, but looked older. He was a bit of buffoon, always
grinning and laughing at everything and making jokes. He wasn’t
bad-looking, but a pair of thick, dark eyebrows combined with a
perpetual grin gave his face a slightly wild, debauched air.
Marguerite didn’t mind working with him. It was nice to have
someone funny in their group.

They were slow getting through the
exercises—too slow to win the game, it appeared.

“Damn, I hate losing,” John said. “I’m
thinking we should just cheat and look at the answers.”

“But … that wouldn’t be right,” said
Marguerite. “I’m surprised. You’re a philosophy major. Aren’t you
concerned about the morality of it?”

“Nah. I don’t believe in morals at all.”

“What? How can you not believe in morals?”
Angela and Pam both wanted to know.

“Ehhh ... there’s just no objective basis for
it. It’s a contradiction in terms.”

“No objective basis?” said Marguerite. “What
about ... Kant’s categorical imperative, for one thing?”

“How do you know about the categorical
imperative?” asked John, looking amused. “I thought you were a
music major.”

“Comp lit. Anyway, I took a philosophy of art
class last year, and the teacher gave us a run-down of the
categorical imperative before we read the excerpt from the
Critique of Judgment.”

“Well, as far as the categorical imperative
goes, that just doesn’t work.”



“Why not?”

“Guys,” said Pam, “this is fascinating, but
we’re getting behind. We need to focus, here.”

“We’ll talk more about this later,” John said
to Marguerite, as they turned back to the game.

They lost, badly.

 

When they had dragged the desks back into
rows and Professor Liebmann stood once again at the blackboard
lecturing, Marguerite found her mind falling into a familiar,
feverish state. She was prone to fits of creativity where ideas and
thoughts crowded into her mind, provoking her to write bad poetry,
jot down disconnected metaphors in her notebook, or sketch outlines
of longer pieces she knew even at the time she would never properly
begin, let alone finish.

Her thoughts now were about where it would
lead if there were no objective standard for morality, as John had
said. She was trying hard to remember how her professor back in
Utah had explained Kant’s ideas. Quickly, under her fingers, a
diagram took shape on the back of one of her grammar worksheets,
her pen scratching across the paper. When it was done, she stared
at it for a while, considering whether it made any sense, all the
while listening with half an ear to Professor Liebmann’s
lecture. 

She looked up from the diagram to the back of
John’s head in front of her, his reddish brown hair clipped short
against his tanned neck, on the side of which a small pink mole
stood out. She looked down at the diagram again and felt nervous.
She looked back up at his head, and then back down, and then back
up again. The longer she delayed, the more nervous she felt, until
at last it seemed the only way to calm her nerves was to get it
over with and hand him her diagram. She scribbled What do
you think of this? at the bottom, carefully folded the paper in
half, and tapped his shoulder with the folded edge of it.

He looked around quickly, and saw the piece
of paper she held out over his shoulder. He took it and unfolded it
on his desk. Marguerite had miscalculated. Far from being calmer,
now she felt more nervous than before. He was sure to laugh at her
the way he laughed at everything. Why, why had she done
it?

After a few minutes, she saw him scribble
something on the paper and hand it back to her, over his shoulder.
She spread it out in front of her and peered at the two new lines
of writing at the bottom, but they were mostly illegible. It was
enough to gather he wasn’t making fun of her though, and she sighed
with relief.

When class got out, John stood up and walked
her to the door, and they stood in the hallway for half an hour,
talking about Kant and justifications for morality.

“So then, what did you mean about morality
being a contradiction in terms?” she asked.

“The whole concept of morality is that you’ve
got some kind of universal law that’s valid for everyone. But
there’s no objective basis for it—it always ends up being
subjective. There’s the way you see morality and the way other
people see morality, and everyone’s got a different opinion. People
try to pin it to reason, like Kant does, or conscience, or
religion, but it always turns out to be something radically
subjective. So that’s why the concept itself doesn’t even make
sense, because there’s this contradiction built into it from the
beginning.”

“Hm. I’ll have to think more about it. It’s
an interesting argument. It’s true there always seem to be a lot of
exceptions to some of the rules, since you can picture situations
where it might be better to lie or steal or whatever. And everyone
always talks about conscience, so yeah, there is a subjective
aspect to it. Of course, I definitely believe in morality, since
I’m Mormon and all, but—”

“Wait a minute. You’re Mormon?”

“Yeah. I thought that was obvious from when I
said I went to school in Utah.”

“Oh. I guess so. Huh, that’s interesting. I
never talked philosophy with a Mormon before.”

“Well ... yeah ... I guess it makes things a
bit more complicated for me, talking about things like morality.
Because then we—I mean Mormons—we have the idea too that God
commands certain things, and I feel like I know it’s right, but I
don’t know how I know. It just feels right.”

“But that’s exactly the problem. You see,
it’s subjective.”

“But it’s supposed to apply to everybody.
It’s supposed to be a universal. Anyway, I’ll have to think more
about all this.”

“Well, I’m glad if I gave you something to
think about at least. Have a good weekend, okay?”

They said goodbye in the hallway, and
Marguerite went to buy lunch. She spent much of the weekend trying
to come up with ways you could have an objective standard of
morality.

 


 


CHAPTER 4: Monsoon Season

 The following week,
on a Thursday, there was more note-passing during class, only this
time with Pam, who slid a small scrap of paper onto Marguerite’s
desk from one side.

Do you think John is cute? the note
said. Marguerite snickered quietly, anxious not to disturb the
lecture. She picked up her pen and wrote, He’s not really my
type. He’s funny though. Why, do you?

I think he’s hot. Why wouldn’t he be your
type? Pam wrote back.

Seems like an extrovert. I’m an introvert.
Plus he’s kinda goofy.

After five more minutes of listening to
Professor Liebmann enthuse about German verb tenses, Marguerite
tore off the corner of another sheet of paper and wrote, So, do
you like him?

Pam pondered, then wrote back, Maybe.
We’ll see. I don’t think he likes me that way, though.

Marguerite smiled. It felt like being back in
junior high, but passing notes in class was fun. Pam was nice, she
decided; she liked her. Privately, though, she thought Pam was
right. She didn’t seem like she’d be John’s type at all. She was
too tomboyish, in her shapeless polo shirts and khaki shorts. John
would go for someone more flamboyantly sexy, the kind of girl who
wore tight miniskirts and high heels and had long, smooth, flippy
hair like in a shampoo commercial, and wore perfume, and hung out
in bars.

 

That evening, Marguerite went to see a movie
with her mom. It was a romance with Nicole Kidman playing the
haughty daughter of an Irish landowner and Tom Cruise as a
fiery-tempered serf. The two of them escaped to America together
and pretended to be brother and sister so they could share a cheap
apartment. Every night, they spied on each other while they were
undressing behind their respective curtains, and eventually, after
many adventures, they realized they loved each other, even though
they were complete opposites.

Coming out of the theater, she ran into Pam,
who was there with a date and had gone to a different movie. While
Marguerite introduced her mom and Pam introduced her date,
Marguerite observed with fascination as Pam’s date put his arms
around her and rubbed her back, his hand continually moving back
and forth just out of view. The hand wandered down and came to rest
on Pam’s butt, and meanwhile he seemed to be trying to press her
hip against the front of his pants as firmly as possible. Pam
didn’t seem to mind, and after a few minutes of friendly small
talk, went off with him, arm in arm.

 

When they got home, Marguerite had a message
that Rachel, her roommate from freshman year, had called long
distance from New York. Rachel was a pretty, bespectacled math
major, a thoroughbred descendent of blond, rosy-cheeked Dutch
settlers. Her side of the dorm room was always awash in a dense
clutter of papers covered with equations and Simon & Garfunkel
CDs. It was still early, even with the time difference, so
Marguerite dialed her number. Rachel picked up. They talked for a
few minutes about how it was being home for the summer, and then
Rachel confessed the real reason for her call. She had news, big
news. She was dating a guy, and had gotten her first real kiss.
Marguerite wanted to know everything, but Rachel was frustratingly
chary with the details. Marguerite had never had a real kiss
herself, that is, an open-mouthed kiss. The closest she had come
was a little peck on the lips, quick and chaste, from a Mormon boy
she’d gone to senior prom with.

When the subject of kissing had been
exhausted, Marguerite told Rachel about the movie she’d seen.

“I liked the film, but it kind of made me
mad, too. I was all intrigued by the romance of it, but at the same
time it just seems so mythical and unreal. Of course, I wish it
were real. But these stories only make it harder to accept
the unglamorous reality of normal guys.”

“I know exactly what you mean,” said Rachel.
“So, have you met any guys there in Tucson? Is there anyone you
like?”

“No, there’s no one. But it’s a good thing,
since I’m just here for the summer anyway. And besides, I’m sick of
getting stupid crushes on guys and no one ever liking me back. I
hate it.”

“Don’t worry. Your time will come.”

“But I don’t even want it to.”

“Why not?”

“It makes me think of this one opera—you like
opera a little bit, don’t you?”

“Yeah, actually I do.”

“Well, you know what one this makes me think
of? Did you ever see Ariadne auf Naxos, by Richard
Strauss?”

“No, I don’t know that one.”

“Well, it’s based on this Greek myth where a
princess named Ariadne falls in love with a guy named Theseus and
helps him out of a labyrinth. But to help him, she has to betray
her family and people. Then she sails off with him, but first
chance he gets, he dumps her on this lonely island and abandons
her.”

“But—not every guy has to abandon you, you
know.”

“No, the point is just, whenever I get these
stupid, useless crushes, it seems like I’m always betraying things
that really matter for the sake of something that isn’t true and
doesn’t last. I lose sleep, I act stupid, I get jealous and
obsessive, I don’t get as much work done, I lose focus. And nothing
ever seems to come of it but regrets.”

“Hey, stop it. You’re depressing me.”

Marguerite laughed. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to.
But that’s not even the end of the opera yet.”

“There’s more?”

“Yeah, so then Ariadne’s on this island
called Naxos, and in the opera there’s a crazy vaudeville troop
that invades the scene, and one of the women sings a song about how
the best way for Ariadne to get over it is to fall in love with
another god. So then Dionysius comes along and she falls in love
with him.”

“So?”

“So you see, it means we make men gods. At
least, I do. I idealize guys and do this hero-worship thing, and
it’s just one after another, there’s always a new god.”

“Hm. Very interesting. You know what I think?
I think you’re making too much of it.”

“I know, I know. It was just on my mind,
because of the movie.”

“Just read the scriptures and pray, and I
promise, you’ll feel a whole lot better.”

“You’re right. Of course you’re right. I’ll
do that.”

 

When Marguerite had hung up the phone, she
opened her scriptures, read a chapter, then knelt at the side of
her bed and prayed, as she did every night. She crawled into bed
and curled up into a ball under the covers, pulling the sheet over
her ears.

The first monsoon of the season swept in as
she lay there in the darkness, waiting for sleep. There was a crack
of thunder, and in an instant rain was drumming on the roof and
against her window. They weren’t gentle rains, the monsoons, but
abrupt and fulsome—as though the sky had secretly been in love with
the desert all this time, but had been holding itself back from
touching the parched earth, until at last it could hold back no
longer and had to release its passion all at once in a warm,
unstoppable flood.

 


 


CHAPTER 5: The Slouching Beast Wakes Up

 A week later, on a
Thursday in the second week of July, the class took its midterm
exam. Marguerite, Pam, Angela, and John all finished early.

“We’re going over to Mike’s Place to
celebrate,” John said to Marguerite as they walked out of the
classroom. “Why don’t you come with us?”

“Who’s Mike?”

“Oh, you’ve never been there?” said Angela.
“It’s just a bar near here. Nothing special, kind of a dive,
actually. But it’ll be fun. You should come—everybody’s supposed to
meet up there after the test.”

“But I don’t really drink.”

“Aw, come on,” said John, “you can just get
soda or juice or something, and hang out and talk with us. That
won’t violate your belief system, will it?”

Marguerite laughed. “No. Okay, then, I’ll
come.”

It was hard to resist John, especially when
he was in a good mood like today. She’d had another philosophical
conversation with him a few days earlier, and she had to admit he
was charming, in spite of—or perhaps because of—being an amoralist.
The amoralists in the books she read were always charming, too, she
reflected. They were often the characters she liked best to read
about, like Anatole, who seduced poor naive Natasha in War and
Peace.

 

They sat outside at picnic tables on the
bar’s large shaded back patio. When the pitchers of beer arrived
along with Marguerite’s soda and grilled cheese sandwich, they
talked about the exam. They were relieved at how easy it had been,
and were all fairly convinced they’d done well.

John lit a cigarette and took a drag on it,
blowing the smoke off to one side so it wouldn’t go in their faces.
He offered cigarettes to the others, who declined, except for
Angela, who explained sheepishly, “I don’t normally smoke, but I’ll
just take one, as a reward for finishing the exam.”

“So—John, can I ask, how did you get
interested in philosophy?” asked Marguerite. “Was it something you
always wanted to do?”

“Nah. I came to it in kind of a roundabout
way. I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do after I graduated high
school, so I was working and going to community college for a while
back in New Hampshire, where I grew up. I was taking business
classes, and I was miserable. I hated it. I wanted to do something
more meaningful and challenging. So then I decided to make a total
change and get out of that small town in New Hampshire. I applied
to the U of A and got in, and one of the first classes I took was
in philosophy. I really liked it, so I signed up for a philosophy
major, and I was much, much happier doing that.”

“What do you think you’ll do with it when you
graduate?”

“I’m applying to a few graduate programs. So
I’ll get my Ph.D. and then probably teach.”

Marguerite nodded. “That’s cool. You’d be
good at teaching. But it’s funny, I thought you had to be kind of
introverted to do philosophy. You’re so outgoing, I can’t picture
you sitting around thinking all day.”

“Oh, I’m an introvert. I definitely think I’m
more of an introvert. I mean, yeah, I like to go out drinking with
my friends sometimes, but believe me, I spend most of my time holed
up in my room listening to music and studying or writing, making
notes in my journals, or having existential crises.” He
grinned.

“You really think you’re an introvert?”

“Yeah, of course I do. Why?”

“Nothing. I guess I just didn’t have you
pegged that way.”

“Well, I’m full of surprises. I’m deep and
many-layered.”

“Oh, I see.”

He went off to talk with some of the other
German class students who had arrived in the meantime. Eventually
he came back, sat down across from Marguerite, and asked if she’d
made any progress on finding an objective basis for morality. When
she replied in the negative, he asked, “Why are you so worried
about that anyway? Are you afraid you might do something
immoral?”

“Yeah, I guess you could say that. I mean, I
worry about being a good person. I worry a lot about it,
actually.”

“Why wouldn’t you be a good person? You don’t
exactly strike me as the world’s biggest sinner.”

Marguerite laughed. “I don’t know. It just
seems like I’m always struggling and having doubts. I mean, I love
my church, don’t get me wrong. But sometimes it feels hard to
always be so different. I don’t mind following all the rules. It’s
more that sometimes it just feels ... lonely, I guess.”

“But aren’t you around other Mormons all the
time in Utah?”

“Yeah, but I don’t feel like I fit in there,
either. I think maybe I think too much.”

“So you’re lonely, huh? You know what I
think? We need to convert you away from your Mormonism. It’s not
making you happy. So we need to corrupt you a little. I think you’d
be a lot happier if you cut loose and committed a few sins.” He
wiggled his eyebrows suggestively.

Marguerite rolled her eyes. “Oh, great, now
I’m getting corrupted. Just what I needed.”

John laughed and then looked up as two guys
he knew came up and greeted him. He excused himself, rose to his
feet, and threw his arms around each of them in turn, clapping them
on the back. After they’d talked for a few minutes, standing a
short distance away, he led them over to the table where Marguerite
sat.

“Guys, there’s someone I’d like you to meet.
This is my brother Greg”—he pointed at a slightly shorter,
darker-haired version of himself. “He goes to school here, too. And
this is my buddy Damon. He’s a philosophy major.” Damon was shorter
than the two brothers, and thinner, with a narrow, fox-like face.
“And this is Marguerite. She’s Mormon, but she likes to talk
philosophy. So I was just saying, we need to help her get free of
her belief in God, because I think she’d have a lot more fun if she
weren’t religious.”

“Oh ho,” said Damon, looking her up and down
appraisingly, “you’ve come to the right place. I’m always happy to
try to talk someone out of religion.” If you were casting roles for
Faust, he would have made an excellent Mephistopheles.

A little flustered by the attention,
Marguerite said, “Well, I doubt you’ll convince me, but I’m not
afraid of any arguments. The truth is the truth, and it should hold
up no matter what anyone says.”

“Ah, well. That all depends on how you define
truth. But come here, come sit by me, and let’s talk.” Damon patted
the bench next to him.

Marguerite complied and scooted further down
the bench to sit closer to him.

“What makes you believe in God, first of all?
What reasons do you have for believing?”

“Well—” she blew air out of her mouth. “Where
to start. There are so many reasons. The scriptures, of course,
they say He exists and loves us. Then there’s so much beauty in the
world, and so much goodness in people. There’s the fact that I was
raised around a lot of people who believe, and it’s hard to imagine
they could all be wrong.”

As she listed off reasons, he countered them.
The scripture were flawed historical documents—why trust them
anyway? Why should any human being be trusted solely on the basis
of the authority he claimed to have from God? What about all the
evil and ugliness in the world? All these things she called
evidence were ambiguous and could be interpreted multiple ways. How
could she be sure it was God and not something else, or pure
coincidence behind them?

But Marguerite had an ace up her sleeve, and
now she brought it out: There was also such a thing as personal
revelation through spiritual experience. Mormons, Marguerite
included, believed if you prayed, God would let you know through
spiritual feelings the Church was true and He was real.

“Interesting,” said Damon, “but if that’s so
effective, then what are you doing sitting here talking to me? If
God came down and told you He exists, then why should you have any
doubts about it?”

Marguerite hesitated. “I suppose it’s not as
clear as God coming down and telling you what’s what—I mean, it’s
never been that clear for me. Joseph Smith, the founder of
Mormonism, did have a vision where God came down and said,
‘This is my church,’ but for me and most of the people I’ve talked
to about it, it’s more like a feeling you get when you pray—a
feeling of peace and calm and rightness.”

“Aha.”

“So I guess you’ll say that’s just another
ambiguous piece of evidence like all the rest, because it’s just a
feeling.”

“That’s pretty much what I was going to say.”
He grinned. “This is going to be easier than I thought. You’re
doing all the work for me.” His face sobered. “But you know, this
is serious stuff. This is your life here we’re talking. We
only live once, and it’s tragic, don’t you think, to waste it on
something that’s not for real and give up your happiness because
someone guilted you into believing in an imaginary God who’s going
to punish you in the afterlife if you don’t obey. Aren’t you
worried about that?”

Marguerite shrugged and tried to think of a
way to answer him. While she was still considering it, Damon asked
what kinds of things Mormons believed anyway—what sort of
commitments and sacrifices did her belief system entail? Marguerite
listed off the usual roster of don’ts, but when she got to the part
about staying a virgin till you were married, Damon, who was
already starting on his third beer, howled in protest.

“No, that’s not for real. You’re shitting me.
Excuse my language. So, you’re telling me you’re still a virgin? A
girl as cute as you?”

Marguerite squirmed in embarrassment.

“So, if you can’t have sex, how far can you
go? Is oral sex okay? Can you get naked with your boyfriend? Can he
feel you up?”

“I don’t have a boyfriend. And I guess the
answer would pretty much be no.” She was still in shock at having
heard the phrase “oral sex.”

“Oh, that is tragic. So all you can do
is kiss, basically. God, that must be incredibly frustrating.”

“Well ... I don’t know ... I’ve never had a
real boyfriend exactly, not what most people would consider a
boyfriend. The truth is, I’ve never even French-kissed. Although
that’s allowed, I think.”

Damon looked thunderstruck. With an
expression of mingled pity, anger, and disgust, he said, “Now
that’s just obscene. We really have to do something about this. I
mean, doesn’t this upset you? Don’t you want to be with
someone?”

Marguerite wouldn’t meet his eyes. “Well,
yes, I mean—yes. But it’s not so bad. At least I never have
to worry about getting pregnant or getting some awful disease. And
in a way I kind of like it—the purity of it. It’s nice to feel
naive and innocent, relatively speaking. And ... I like the idea
that I’m saving myself for my future husband, for someone who’ll
love me enough to want to be with me for the rest of my life, and
for eternity.”

Damon leaned back and rubbed his chin with
the fingers of one hand. Then he said slowly, “But what if you
never get married? Or worse—what if you get married and it turns
out you’re sexually incompatible? I mean, if you can’t even fool
around before you marry him, how do you know you’ll like how he
does it to you?”

Marguerite struggled not to show how
uncomfortable this phrasing made her. “I always thought that was
sort of a myth—sexual compatibility, I mean. Everyone always says
you can work on those things. If you have your whole life ahead of
you to work on it together, surely you can get good at it at some
point?”

“I hate to break it to you, but that’s not
how it works. In any relationship, it’s an ironclad rule that the
sex is best at the beginning, and it’s all downhill from there.
Because in the beginning you’re all excited, and it’s new and it’s
hot and you don’t know what to expect. If it’s lousy to start with,
you’re in for a very long marriage full of bad sex, or more likely,
no sex at all, because you’d probably just give up on it at some
point. So you better be pretty sure it’s going to be hot with a guy
if you’re planning to stay with him for life. And how can you even
get a sense of that if you have no experience beforehand?”

Marguerite at last managed to look up and
meet his eyes. “Luckily, I have a good imagination.”

“Oh, I’ll bet you do.” He laughed. “Jesus.”
He and John exchanged looks, and he laughed again and shook his
head.

“But come on now—look at me.” He was
straddling the bench now to face her, and she swung one leg over
the other side of the bench so she faced him, too. “Look,” he
continued, “I just want to tell you—and I don’t mean to offend you,
I’m telling you this as a friend—there’s so much you learn about
another person from having sex with them. There’s so much you learn
about yourself. And you’re sacrificing that indefinitely, for
something you don’t even know is true. That’s a huge risk you’re
taking. Maybe a much bigger risk than you realize. Sex is a part of
you that you can’t deny. You can’t deny yourself sex without lying
to yourself and hurting yourself. Don’t look away. I know you’re
shy, but look at me—don’t look away.”

Marguerite looked up and let him hold her
gaze with his.

“You have beautiful eyes, by the way.” He
paused, and then said, “Now, just let me ask you a few
questions.”

Marguerite nodded, mesmerized. He spoke in a
slow, deliberate crescendo.

“Don’t you want to feel passion? Don’t you
want to be able to just let yourself go and be completely free with
someone? Don’t you want to have every inch of your body
touched and worshiped? Don’t you want to feel someone inside
you?”

She held herself perfectly still, intensely
conscious of the shallow breaths going in and out of her lungs and
the rising and falling of her rib cage. But inside her a kind of
terror had arisen, as though some great, slouching beast that had
been asleep for centuries down in the unlit depths of her soul was
waking and stirring at last—a slavering, mindless beast that could,
if it chose, gnaw away at all that was good in her and consume her
from the inside out. She could feel her face burning. She turned
her head away from him, breaking eye contact, and turned her body
away, too, swung her leg over the bench so that now she faced away
from the table. She folded her arms across her chest and after a
long silence said, “You’re not playing fair.”

“All’s fair in love and war, sweetheart.”

“Are you okay?” asked John. “Are we upsetting
you too much? Damon can be kind of a dog sometimes. Don’t mind him.
I’m afraid we’re going to scare you off at this rate, and you’re
going to run off screaming into the parking lot.”

“No, I’m fine, really. Like I said, I’m not
afraid of arguments. Well, all right, maybe I am a little afraid
now. But I’d feel like a coward if I left right in the middle of an
argument.” Saying this, she thought of the young man in the book
she was reading, The Magic Mountain, who came to visit a
Swiss mountain sanatorium for three weeks; his first day there, an
odd Italian gentlemen warned him to leave before it was too late,
but the young man thought leaving would be cowardly. He wound up
staying for seven years. So she added, “Although—maybe I’m just too
prideful, thinking I’m strong enough and smart enough to resist any
and all temptations and arguments.”

“It’s not prideful,” John said. “There’s no
sin in talking things through and trying to get clearer about your
reasons for believing, and whether they’re valid or not.”

“Hopefully you’re right. And besides, I’m
having fun in a way.”

“Good. That’s the point.”

 


 


CHAPTER 6: The Ultimate Mysticism

 As the conversation
at the bar went on into the afternoon, John took over the effort to
convert Marguerite away from religion. His arguments were gentler
and less graphic than Damon’s, but no less difficult to dismiss.
After they’d spoken for a while, she asked:

“So, have you ever read the Bible?”

“I have, yes,” he said.

“The whole thing?”

“Cover to cover. Well, I skimmed parts of the
Old Testament, but I studied the New Testament pretty closely. Of
course, I studied it as literature, not as scripture.”

“And what did you think?”

“Sure, I liked it. There were some
interesting things in there, definitely. I’m just … not a fan of
mysticism, generally.”

“Mysticism?” Marguerite asked, “What do you
mean by mysticism?”

“It just means everything’s shrouded in
mystery. It’s easy to hide weaknesses and flaws in your metaphysics
and epistemology that way and dupe people into believing—you just
have to tell them it’s all a big mystery. ‘God works in mysterious
ways.’ Christianity is the ultimate mysticism.”

“But—I don’t know,” Marguerite said. “Maybe
it’s not such a bad thing. Some things are mysterious, after
all.”

“Like what?”

She looked down and picked at the remnants of
the grilled cheese sandwich congealing on her plate. “Like—well,
love, for example. Now there’s a mystery. What is love?”

“Oh,” he said, pshawing with a wave of his
hand, “love. That’s just something made up by troubadours in the
fourteenth century.”

She looked up from her plate. “Ah. I know
what you mean. I agree with you on that, actually. I completely
agree. It’s just an illusion, nothing but fairy tales. And
troubadours—that’s exactly right.”

But the main thing he worried about, he told
her, was that her religion made her unhappy because it kept her
from being free. “How can you be happy if you’re so … what’s the
word I’m looking for … constrained? If you’re not free?”

“But don’t you see, she said, “it’s just what
makes me free. It’s supposed to free me from sin, if I follow it
fully.”

“But what’s sin, anyway? Why would you want
to be free from it?”

“Yeah,” said Damon, who had been sitting next
to John listening to them, “define sin.”

“Well,” she began slowly, “I don’t know how
other versions of Christianity define it. But my own personal
definition, from what I’ve read, is that sin is that which brings
death—spiritual death. Did you know, in Mormonism, there’s no hell,
really? There’s just an inability to progress. Damnation, in
Mormonism, is to remain stagnant and unable to keep learning and
moving forward, unable to grow closer to God in love and
understanding. Which is what I think of as spiritual death. And I
believe it doesn’t wait for the death of your body. You can be
damned while you’re still alive physically, because your spirit is
sick and stuck and cut off from God, and from light and knowledge
and progress.”

“Huh. Wow,” said John, “that’s the most
interesting thing you’ve said so far. You almost make it sound like
a religion I could get behind, if the only hell is not being able
to progress.”

“If you liked the Bible, you’d love the Book
of Mormon.”

“Hmph.” He looked skeptical, and Marguerite
felt embarrassed, as though she’d been caught proselytizing on the
sly. “But back to sinning,” he went on, taking a sip of beer from
the plastic cup in his hand. “It seems like most of the things you
think of as sin would actually help you progress and learn, not
stop you from progressing. I mean, I agree with Damon about sex
being a good thing.” He grinned. “A very good thing. So who decides
what’s a sin and what’s not? If you’re just listening to what some
authority tells you, you’re not really free to choose for yourself
how to progress on your own terms.”

“Well, the Bible says whoever sins is the
servant of sin, and the wages of sin is death. I think the idea is,
when you give in to your body’s appetites, then you’re a slave to
them. Like if you start smoking, for example, then you might get
addicted and not be able to stop. Or, say, with sex. It’s your
momentary desires that are calling the shots. So you might do
things that hurt you and other people, things you don’t even really
want to do, for the sake of some fleeting, short-term pleasure that
comes to an end, and gets you nowhere.”

“I think I see where you’re going with this,”
John said.

“Yeah, so that’s ‘death’—just to be bullied
by your fleeting desires, to have no control over them, so you’re
not free and can’t progress because they hold you back. On the
other hand, if you choose to serve God instead, you’re not a slave.
It’s more like a family relationship, father and child. If God
gives you rules, they’re for your own good, and it’s your own free
choice to follow them, not something outside of you that determines
it.”

“Okay, that’s interesting. But my question
is, how do you know ‘God’ really has your best interests at heart?
And even if you know that, how would you know what ‘God’ really
wants you to do? And what if I freely choose to follow my desires
instead? That seems less like something ‘outside of me’ than God.
By your logic, I’d still be free then, and not a slave to
them.”

Marguerite didn’t know how to answer him.
During the lull in the conversation, as she was reflecting on what
he’d said, there was a small commotion at the next table over. One
of the graduate students in the class had invited her husband to
stop by and join them at the bar, and he had just arrived, bringing
their small baby girl with him. A chorus of ohs and ahs broke out
at the sight of the baby, and John excused himself to go over and
get a closer look. Damon followed him.

There was such a press of admirers around the
baby at first that Marguerite, Angela, Pam, and Greg stayed where
they were, waiting for the crowd to thin out and watching the
pink-clad, pink-faced child get handed around from person to
person. When the baby was handed to John, she promptly fell asleep
in his arms. He didn’t seem to mind, but went on cheerfully
chatting with the parents and the others sitting around them,
cradling her all the while. Her eyelids fluttered open from time to
time, but she never cried as she had when each of the others had
held her.

“Well,” said Greg to Marguerite, “now they’re
gone, I guess it’s my turn to try to talk you out of religion. I
may not be a philosophy major, but I’d be happy to give it a
shot.”

“All right, give it your best shot,” said
Marguerite gamely. “What’s your major, then?”

“Psychology. Although I haven’t taken tons of
classes in it yet, so I don’t know that much. Don’t expect me to be
an expert or anything.”

“Okay. So what’s your argument against
religion?” She found herself liking Greg almost at once. He was
quieter than John, his manner more subdued, but he was just as
friendly and engaging, and even more handsome.

“Well, my thing is just that believing in God
seems no different from having an imaginary friend. It’s true the
world can be a lonely place, and it’s understandable people want
something to believe in. They want to believe there’s someone or
something out there who cares about them. But I don’t think it
helps to just make something up and devote yourself to some
imaginary being. It’s more healthy to reach out to other people,
and find people you can trust and believe in, real people who care
about you.”

“But what if there’s no one like that? What
if God really is the only thing you have? People always let you
down eventually, in some way or another. The good thing about
belief in God is that you do always have an ideal to believe in,
something to take comfort from when people let you down.”

“Well, I guess that’s the question, then—is
it better to be happier with a delusion, or sadder and lonelier
with the truth?”

Marguerite didn’t answer. After a while, Greg
said, “You know, it was pretty funny watching you talking with the
other guys. You’re very open. But still, I get the sense you’re
kind of shy and not used to so much attention.”

Marguerite smiled. “So, what, now you’re
using your special psychologist powers to guess my feelings?”

He laughed. “No, it’s not that. I guess I
just sympathize. I mean, I’m kind of a shy, lonely guy myself. I
know how it feels.”

“You—shy and lonely? I wonder if you can
really be related to John. He seems like the least shy person I’ve
ever met.”

“Sometimes I wonder if we’re related, too.
Like maybe our mom had an affair with the postman or something. But
you’d be surprised.”

“So, are you guys pretty close?”

“Well, we live together, so I guess we’re as
close as two brothers who live together typically are.”

“That’s interesting. Is he a good person to
live with?”

“Ah, well, we both have our faults. I guess
we put up with each other pretty well.”

“Hm. But in any case, you were right. I’m not
used to so much attention, especially not from guys. It makes me
feel self-conscious. I don’t know what to think when someone says
I’m pretty or something like that. You try to be objective about
these things. I look in the mirror, and all I see are flaws. But
you never really know how other people see you. If they don’t think
you’re attractive, they can’t exactly be honest about it. And if
they say they do, you can’t know if they’re being sincere or have
some other motive for saying it.”

“Well, I think you’re pretty.
Honestly. Speaking objectively.”

Marguerite knit her brows and frowned. “I
wasn’t fishing for compliments,” she said. She looked over at John,
who was still holding the baby and listening quietly to the other
people talking at the next table over. He had a beatific expression
on his face, and she saw him glance down every now at then at the
lightly snoring bundle in his arms with a tender smile.

“It’s funny how everyone’s maternal or
paternal instincts kicked in the second they saw that baby,” she
said. “I swear, John has been holding that kid for an hour. And
it’s funny, too, that I’m practically the only one who didn’t hold
the baby, considering I’m the Mormon girl who’s supposed to be
getting married and making mini-Mormons. But probably that’s just
because I know I’ll have plenty of time for holding babies if I
ever do get married.”

“What do you mean, ‘if’? Of course you’ll get
married.”

“No, seriously, I’m worried I might never
find someone. I’m a difficult case. But what about you? Do you
think you want to get married someday? Not to me, obviously, but in
general?”
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