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Terlingua includes a scholarly foreword on illusion and reality in the 

writing of fiction. Five short stories are contained in this thesis. 'Terlingua" 

relates the story of two students on a road trip who give a ride to a mysterious 

woman. "Zoology" is the first person narrative of a zoology graduate who 

picks up a socialite. "What about Sonoma?" is the story of two misfits whose 

affair comes to an end. "Losing Ground" examines a couple's relationship 

that changes because of the man's bowling injury and the woman's 

unexpected pregnancy. 'The Jury Remembers Everything" is about a woman 

who becomes hesitant to marry her fiancl when she learns her mother may 

have once run away with a mortician. "Losing Ground" is a drama, and the 

other four stories are comedies. 
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FOREWORD 

Introduction 

Each of these five stories explores the tension between reality and 

illusion - a theme begged by the very nature of fiction itself. In my fiction, I 

try to recreate a realistic experience for the reader so the story has an aspect of 

believability. But I also create characters, like people, who often use fiction to 

cope with the real events in their lives. They construct fiction to avoid fear or 

to build hope, or both. 

For example, a person who works at a job she hates may dream of 

winning the lottery and becoming an artist rather than quitting; or a person 

puts off quitting smoking until he buys a new car he won't pollute with 

nicotine. But what if the woman who hates her job runs into an old college 

friend who's become a well-known artist, or the smoker learns he has 

emphysema? Then the illusion fails them, and in some way, they must deal 

with this failure. This discordancy makes for the conflict of the story. 

Language, like conflicting events in people's lives, also reflects the 

tension between illusion and reality. The gap between what people say and 

what they mean interests me, and therefore I give my characters dialogue that 

often avoids what they think or want to say to others. And what my 

characters try to avoid is pain. In "What about Sonoma?" when Isabelle finds 

her relationship with Walter dissatisfying, she tries to avoid the pain of 

rejection by claiming he has no "emotional investment" in her. At the center 

of something as puzzling as a relationship, I find the use of those words 



hollow and ironic. It is always so slippery what love is, what a relationship is, 

and Isabelle's attempt to define them with a phrase like "emotional 

investment" eludes her. She uses this phrase to get at the heart of their 

relationship, but she doesn't really want to because of her fear of being hurt. 

I give my characters dialogue that dodges a subject because, as a cultural 

habit, people tend to use language to conceal what they really think or wish. 

In "Terlingua," I write about this directly when Herb interrupts Liz's reading 

of Ana'is Nin: "Why are you reading that?' Liz thought his question 

sounded like one of Victor's. He didn't want to find out why he read it, but 

rather, if he had to hear it." Herb's question obliquely signals he wants her to 

stop reading because the sexuality of Nin's story with Liz present makes him 

uncomfortable. In 'The Jury Remembers Everything," Abby's microbe phobic 

fixation on her fianc£ not washing his hands before he leaves the lab indicates 

her desire to avoid a serious issue in the relationship: is she ready to marry 

him? 

"Terlingua" 

'Terlingua," the first short story I wrote in a workshop, I planned as a 

comedy. Because I wanted to make the story strange, I came up with the idea 

of Terlingua which has a reputation for outwardly eccentric people with 

fringe ideas. Moreover, the desert geography of Ozona, Sonora and Terlingua 

had a sensual, visual and magical appeal to me that mirrored the strangeness 

of my story and characters. I saw Liz and Herb traveling into a place of 

transformation, and after writing this story, the idea of a couple on a trip kept 

recurring in many of my other stories. It became clear to me that these 

characters were freed by the distance of travel. They left much of their history 



behind and were able to confront the other person or the situation, and at 

least one of the characters changed. "What about Sonoma?" is this type of 

story. 

I'm glad I wrote "Terlingua" as a comedy because I hadn't written 

anything humorous in the last few years and the story helped me to 

rediscover my comic voice. Then, it became hard to suppress wit in my 

stories. No matter how serious in tone I planned a story to be, its plot had a 

comic spark to it. At first, the comic elements bothered me, but then I came to 

appreciate a mixture of the comic with the serious since the combination 

seemed true to experience. This tonal complexity brings to mind the 

characters drawn by such writers as Tolstoy and Chekov, who unlike 

Dostoevsky's Raskolnikov's dark point of view in Crime and Punishment. 

demonstrate some levity and hope, such as Levin in Anna Karenina. even 

though they are struggling with a certain situation. I subscribe to the idea that 

the best comedy, even while it alludes to hope, has the element of pain in it 

too. Moreover, all these facets within a character lend themselves to creating 

a complex character, or to borrow from E. M. Forster, in Aspects of the Novel, 

a "round" character as opposed to a "flat" one (67). 

The characters' motivations were also important to me since it had 

been a criticism of a story written before 'Terlingua." I wanted the reader to 

understand that Liz loved Victor, but wanted another man, Herb, and 

throughout the story, she struggles with this dilemma. When Tricia shows 

up, that frustrates Liz even further because of the complications Tricia 

introduces.-



The style of "Terlingua" has a spareness to it that I am beginning to 

shed in my more recent stories, stories in which I've developed more 

character and more setting. But I don't think the pace of 'Terlingua" suffers 

from this thin style and I actually admire minimalist writers such as 

Raymond Carver and, in particular, Joy Williams, who tend to use shorter 

sentences. 

I had a particular problem with creating a satisfying ending for this 

story, a problem that dogged most of my short stories. Liz and Tricia needed 

to confront each other and I had not done this on my first few drafts. 

Therefore, in rewriting Terlingua," heightening the tension between these 

two characters became my particular focus. At that point, I was fairly happy 

with the story, except for the lack of theme. I struggled with this for over a 

year and finally let the theme become the mystery of the place and Liz and 

Herb's experience, as well as the realization of Liz's desire. 

"Zoology" 

This story underwent a thematic change because originally it was about 

racism. Now it is not, but after an extensive rewrite, the ending still did not 

make sense and consequently never accomplished what I tried to convey. 

Later, it occurred to me, after reading Forster's criticism of various writers in 

Aspects of the Novel, that my story was too didactic. Qn the whole, I do not 

like didactic stories, such as in Hawthorne's works, because the focus on 

rhetoric seems preachy. A subtler approach to theme builds a stronger story. 

Therefore I dropped the racism idea, but I still liked the voice of my character 

Nick and enjoyed the challenge of writing from the viewpoint of a male. In 



order to give the reader more of Nick's history, I wrote a digression on his 

knowledge of and experience with women's lingerie and described him as 

Zeus "bearing" the women he fantasized. Zeus bore Athena, the goddess of 

beauty, from his head, and I thought that fit well with a man creating women, 

imagining and romanticizing them within the naked walls of his apartment. 

I became intrigued by this idea, because in love many men and women suffer 

from imagining their lovers as unreal. Too, I hoped the classical allusion 

would introduce the male folly of seeing women as objects. The women Nick 

envisions are creations of his own thinking, for his own sexual exploitation, 

but he also sees Regina as pristine and perfect. Nick promotes the 

Madonna/whore complex our culture sets up for women, and in the end, he 

becomes surprised that Regina's actions mirror neither of these personalities. 

"What about Sonoma?" 

This story is a continuation of 'Terlingua" because I wrote it with the 

idea of including what I had learned with that story, such as my enjoyment of 

writing comedy and handling my characters' motivations. Beyond 

reinforcing these two things, I still thought "What about Sonoma?" a rather 

thin story that suffered from a lack of tension and theme. Therefore, I've 

discarded much of the writing from the first few drafts, and because of recent 

and extensive revisions, the style and language is a bit more lavish than 

'Terlingua." I have tried to visualize and design, with my language, more 

setting for the reader. 

Originally it was set in Florence, but I changed that because in creating 

the setting, I began to lose the palpability of the place. Then I put it in 

Sonoma with its sensual vineyards that would still call up Bacchanalian 



allusions. Structurally I thought of this story as a French farce because its 

intricate plot described a switching of lovers. This subject and the complexity 

of the characters' relationships reminded me of Molifere. I decided I did not 

want that tone and preferred a much simpler story; one that would take place 

over a smaller landscape, physically and thematically. I cut out several scenes 

and eliminated Evelyn and the second lover's appearance, and as a result, the 

theme of games emerged. Walter and Isabelle play power games with each 

other, but she begins to question what sort of relationship they have. She 

wants to know if it is love, and as if solving a riddle, she tries to figure it out: 

"If only she could define what they had in this relationship. Several 

permutations of love went through her mind, as if love were a target of 

tightening rings, the pinpoint of which she could cast a dart at its center and 

win." 

"Losing Ground" 

My inspiration for this story was the idea of an accident changing the 

life of my character, Duncan. I was amused by the idea that something as 

absurd and unexpected as a bowling injury disrupts the professional life of a 

celebrated and somewhat heroic anthropologist who has survived such perils 

as the Shining Path and poisonous snakes. I like narrative absurdity that 

surprises the reader and introduces frustration into the daily events of a 

character's life. In particular, I admire Maupassant for his ability to capture 

the reader's interest with this type of absurdity woven so well into his story 

that it becomes quite natural and logical within the plot. For instance, in 

"Boule de suif," Maupassant puts the unexpected into a usual situation, that 

is, a prostitute stranded at a hotel with a group of respectable, bourgeois 



characters, such as a legion of honor officer, a wine merchant, a count and 

countess, all of whom become dependent on her prostitution in order to be 

released from the German officers keeping them. I hoped to create this ironic 

reversal of expectation and think I achieved that at least for the first of this 

story. For example, when Duncan's girlfriend, Judith, hesitantly tells him 

she's pregnant, he does not react as she thought he would. But then, he 

disappoints and puzzles her by calling his ex-wife with the news. I made 

these quick and unusual switches in the story because of a frequent criticism 

that my writing lacked dramatic tension, and I hoped that the characters' 

resistance to each other would help. 

As I got further into writing this story, I became more interested by the 

first scene in the first draft, that of Judith sitting in the gynecologist's office 

and facing the religious woman, a woman I encountered in my own personal 

experience whose zealousness threatened, yet intrigued me. Therefore, I 

chose to write a long scene about this woman and the issue of abortion which 

Judith felt alone in facing. At this point, I began to think the story belonged to 

Judith rather than Duncan, but that left the relationship between Duncan and 

his ex-wife, Becky, unresolved. I saw the rest of the story needed to address 

that conflict, and so I put those two characters together in the final scene. 

In "Losing Ground," I learned not only how to write my story as a 

series of scenes, but also how to metaphorically represent an idea. In the 

short story "Summer," Joy Williams describes a couple, Ben and Constance, 

who, with their two daughters, share a house for a month with a friend, 

Steven. Constance feels superfluous to her daughters, who spend most of 

their time with Steven's parade of girlfriends, and her husband, Ben, and 
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consequently, she feels purposeless and lonely. Williams gets this idea across 

to the reader through her association of "postcards" with Constance's feelings 

(17). "Postcards" becomes an important concept because they represent a 

means of trying to communicate with Ben. The absurdity of sending a 

postcard to someone she lives with shows the futility of his understanding 

her feelings. So I think that the use of "postcards" works brilliantly there. It 

is concrete and metaphorical, and the way that Williams sets it up here 

demonstrates the irony and frustration of Constance's situation. 

In "Losing Ground," I attempt to do what Williams did. I use an object, 

the photo portrait of a family of four, to make Judith think about her own 

situation and how far she and Duncan are from the ideal family. She buys 

into the myth that everyone should have an ideal family, and seeing this 

photo she feels alienated. She tries to reject the idea as sentimental; but when 

she talks to Duncan, she tells him she wants a photo of him, a photo she has 

never had. Judith's mistake is that the photo will fulfill her need for 

intimacy in their relationship. 

'The Jury Remembers Everything" 

I wrote this story and "Zoology" in consecutive months, and both were 

a creative change and challenge for me. The observational notes in 

"Zoology" that Nick makes momentarily take the reader outside of the story. 

Similarly, the integration of the TV drama, Perry Mason, into the plot of 'The 

Jury Remembers Everything" adds a different tone and complexity to it. To 

some extent, "Zoology" and 'The Jury" employ fictional devices that I have 

found effective in exploring the tension between reality and illusion. 



In my story, I wanted to see if I could weave a show as out-of-date as 

Perry Mason into a contemporary plot in which someone tells a story that 

may or may not be true, and leaves the character to decide the truth. As I 

continued to write the story, the integration of the plot with the TV show 

brought out several themes, such as the slipperiness of reality (Could Abby's 

mother have a secret life? Is Aunt Fiona really a liar?) and the illusory nature 

of memory ("Some things were forgotten, other things retrieved."). In other 

words, memory enters the present dialogue only as it becomes significant. 

As this story became about the illusion in fiction, I began to let other 

sources of fiction enter into "The Jury," such as soap operas, Frankenstein. 

and Columbo. It intrigued me that these characters, particularly Aunt Fiona, 

who had a string of marriages and divorces, and loved soap operas, associated 

so much of their daily life with fiction. 

When I began to choose stories to put in my thesis, I naturally wanted 

to select stories that were my most successful, and those decisions led me to 

consider what I learned about fiction writing. Therefore, this collection 

reflects a combination of stories which work well and stories that taught me 

something about writing. At this point, I've begun to learn how to handle 

fictional elements such as character and plot. I see this thesis as a beginning 

because it has made me aware of the many ideas and themes that intrigue me 

and continue to appear in even my most recent writing. In particular, writing 

the foreword has caused me to articulate these ideas and themes that were 

somewhat hidden from me while I was creating them from intuition. 

Although there is some danger in being too aware or perhaps too self-
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conscious of what I am writing, I hope to use this critical knowledge I've 

gained to my aesthetic advantage. 
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TERLINGUA 

"Roadrunner. Did I hit it?" Herb asked. 

"No. You missed it." 

"Sure?" 

"Yes. We would have felt a thump or something." 

"It would have ruined my whole day if I'd hit it. I've never hit an 

animal before. Except for maybe insects flying into my windshield." 

Liz.and Herb reached Sonora by noon, but kept driving. Here, where 

290 changed into I-10, the trees petered out and the towns came along at hour 

to hour-and-a-half stretches. They would stop at Ozona and fill up with gas. 

Liz thought it best to have a full tank. Ozona was the last place, until Fort 

Stockton, that had a blue airplane on the map. The symbol indicated 

something civilized. A clean rest room, she hoped. 

They left UT the first day of Spring Break. Herb picked her up at eight 

and loaded her bags in the car. She always liked Herb, and liked his passion 

for history. She told him she felt nostalgic about history. Like a time traveler. 

He laughed at that. But wasn't that the way with history? A sense of what 

came before and longing to have lived it? He always knew dates. She could 

never remember them and felt half-envious he could be so concrete about 

time, pegging it to one place as if he controlled it. She met him in high 

school at the lunch table of misfits and drama students. She was in drama 

and tried to get him into it, but he refused and took woodshop, until a guy in 

class sawed off a finger. He couldn't ever get the image out of his mind: that 
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finger flipping off the table saw, dribbling down another guy's back and into a 

pile of wood shavings. After that, his hands would shake and he'd feel 

nauseated when class began and the whirring started like disturbed beehives. 

He invited her on his camping trip to the Chisos mountains in Big 

Bend. She hadn't ever camped before, but thought that it sounded romantic. 

Romantic with a capital V. A genre. The vastness of nature and minuteness 

of man. Liz wanted to hike a mountain. Feel small. She said she hadn't 

experienced insignificance before and thought she needed to know it. Herb 

wanted to see prickly-pear and ocotillo. He brought two cases of camera 

equipment in hope of the desert blooming just after the rain. 

Herb drove while Liz dug out her reading material. Recently, she had 

taken up erotica, preferably European. She had a boyfriend named Victor. 

Liz would tap his temple and say "It's all up here. This is your biggest organ 

for sex." He acted as if he didn't like her playfulness, but she seemed to think 

he did, that is, until she phoned him at work and read him the part about 

Lady Chatterley and Mellors making love in the hut. He said, "Do I have to 

hear this?" And when she answered no, he asked, "What are you wearing? 

Is it black?" 

Victor was a financial analyst. He was out-of-town this week, in Tulsa 

for some potential clients. He'd get these three investors into large money 

management portfolios, he said, and Liz believed him. He knew these things; 

had a sense about them. The two of them shared telepathic powers. They 

discovered it while sitting sunken into his overstuffed leather sofa, watching 
* 

the new Star Trek. He turned to her and said, "How about some Peking 

duck?" and she was amazed, having thought the same thing. They tried it 
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with other foods and movies too. The powers could travel. She'd receive 

messages in the shower while he was in the kitchen toasting bagels. But, 

sometimes the powers would fail when one of them was sending out 

negative energy. That was the thing about the future. It wasn't written and it 

could fail you. But Liz felt this great bond with him. She went to a channeler 

who told her she knew Victor in her past life, except that they were cousins 

related to each other through the Hapsburg Court Herb told them that was 

ridiculous. But it was absolutely sensible to Liz. Since life with Victor began 

long before now, it explained the tension she felt in her longing for history 

and her present consciousness. Sometimes she couldn't decide what she felt 

about Victor, but her past life, past kinship, explained it. 

About Sonora, the rock stations fizzed out and it left them with 

country western, Tejano and religious music. They listened to Freddy Fender 

for a song, but then the program changed into a talk show as they passed the 

last of Sonora's red brick homes with a concrete bird bath in a large, level 

yard. No one ever seemed to live in those homes they passed on the 

highway. Maybe aliens came and took them away, but no one ever heard 

about it. No one ever heard anything about Sonora anyway. Maybe it was 

imaginary, and appeared only as you passed through it, to make the map 

accurate, believable, then died away. 

As the highway stretched and sprawled its way out of town, Liz's heart 

puttered. They were moving quickly into something. Ozona was thirty more 

minutes and the only town after that was Fort Stockton, over a hundred 

miles away, and in between, this asphalt artery lay like a promise of safe-

keeping across the flat skin of this chalk-dust land. She thought about Victor 
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and Herb, and herself as two-faced. Looking at her past with Herb and her 

future with Victor, she wondered what she should hold onto while the car, a 

chariot of time, went forward and pressed her to arrive at some decision. She 

got out her Anals Nin book and read to Herb to hear herself above the voice 

in her head. The female character met some man at a Swiss chalet. They 

quickly ended up in bed, and when she reached, 'The tenderness engulfed 

her," Herb interrupted her. 

"What are you reading?" 

She showed him the cover. 

"Why are you reading that?" 

Liz thought his question sounded just like one of Victor's. He didn't 

want to find out why she read it, but rather, if he had to hear it. 

"Well. Maybe I miss Victor." 

He glanced into the rear view mirror and said, "Guess you do," and 

laughed. 

Liz stared out the window and watched all the scrubby gray-green 

vegetation go past the car. She figured that there were jack rabbits and snakes 

screwing out there, but she had to be trapped in here, feeling all steamy. Her 

eyes welled up and she glanced down at the book, closing it. Anals Nin only 

made things worse. Everyone in her book got their fifteen minutes out of the 

relationship and moved on. No jealousies or doubts. Liz wished her life 

could be that simple, and that she could only think about one guy. 

She threw it on the back seat floor behind her, and spied Herb's 

biography on Mao-Tse Tung. A bag of Oreos lay next to it. 

"You want me to read Mao to you? Or how about some Oreos?" 
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He didn't answer. Liz leaned over the back of her seat. Her black hair 

fell in her face, and her butt swayed with the car's seventy-five miles-an-hour 

speed. She hoped while she was out of her seat belt, Herb wouldn't break for 

some sexually satisfied rabbit and have her careening through the 

windshield. 

"Mao or Oreos?" she prompted him. 

"Oreos!" 

She brought the bag up front and doled out a couple of cookies to him, 

saying, "You don't have to get mad at me." 

"I'm trying to drive. You're distracting me." 

"How?" 

"Never mind," he said, but a moment later, added, "Why did you bring 

that book?" 

"Because I wanted to." 

Herb didn't say anything else. Liz shoved a whole cookie into her 

mouth, crunched down on its edges and stared out at the black road, feeling 

tears would overtake her. She didn't want to start crying in front of Herb. 

He'd been so nice to invite her. But things upset her. Victor being gone, 

feeling steamy, and feeling somehow foolish about Anals Nin in front of 

Herb. He didn't want her to read it. She ate another cookie, and figured she'd 

gain ten pounds by the time Victor got back. He wouldn't ever want to see 

her naked again. She leaned back in her seat, closed her eyes, and wondered 

about Herb. He sort of liked her in high school, she figured, but they never 

got sexual. What if they did something in the Chisos mountains? Would 

that be okay? 
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They got to Ozona and pulled into a Texaco. At the garage, a blonde 

stood next to a yellow Lincoln. She loaded two Dalmatians into the back seat 

of her car. Herb said he always wanted one of those dogs, then went in to pay 

for the gas while she went to the rest room. They agreed he'd pay for the trip 

up, and Liz, the trip back. When she came out of the stall, the Dalmatian 

owner stood close to the mirror, her mouth in an "O", putting on mascara. 

The woman moved back, and Liz stepped up to the sink and washed her 

hands. She stared into the mirror and spoke to the woman's reflection. 

"My friend loves your dogs." 

'Thanks. But they're not mine." 

"Really." 

"No. They're my ex's." 

Liz didn't listen to what the woman said because she discovered that 

the woman had unusual breasts. They were suspiciously silicon: very round 

with no slope to them, as if the woman dumped two cantaloupes into her bra. 

They were high set breasts, but their size kept Liz looking at them. Each one 

seemed slightly different, with the left one more augmented than the right, 

but she wasn't sure. 

Liz pitched her damp paper towel into the trash and said bye to the 

woman on her way out. When she rounded the corner of the gas station, 

Herb still stood in the office, clutching two cokes and two banana moon pies. 

She hated moon pies. 

"I hope you're not getting one of those things for me." 
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Herb didn't respond. He didn't seem to hear her. He was yelling at the 

guy behind the counter. 

'This is the last time I'm coming into this or any other Texaco! I'm 

boycotting you!" 

Liz searched the snack display and chose a Milky Way. 

"I want this/' she said, pushing it onto the counter. 

Herb walked out, leaving the candy bar still on the counter. 

"I guess he already paid for the other stuff," she said to the guy. 

Looking past her, out beyond the doorway, he shouted, "The man is a 

piece of shit." She paid for her candy and left, noticing the vacant space 

where the yellow Lincoln was parked. Before she could get into the car, Herb 

already started it and shifted into reverse. 

"Well, you made that guy mad." 

"No. He pissed me off." 

"What did you do?" 

"No. What did he do." 

Herb explained when he gave the guy his Texaco card, it was expired. 

Then he handed him his Visa card, but a message, "Do not accept" scrolled 

across the machine. 

"But I just paid that damn card, I tell him. He says 'cash.' I don't want 

to give him cash. You don't give people cash." 

"I do." 

"Cash is for emergencies." 

"Sounds like this was one. What are you waiting for? To get 

mugged?" 
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"You want to hear this or pick on me?" 

"Okay." 

"So while I'm digging in my billfold for the cash, he's still got my Visa 

and then he reads it and says 'Erb. Like that's really my name." 

"Erb! That's great," Liz said and laughed. 

"I don't think so," Herb said. "So I tell him about the "H," about 

"Herbert," but the guy doesn't get it or doesn't want to. He just doesn't 

goddamn listen to me." 

Herb stopped, picked up one of the Moon Pies and studied it, then 

pitched it onto the dash. 

"So?" Liz prompted. 

"So I stare at his name sewn into that micro-sized oval on his greasy 

uniform and call him 'Abib.' Asshole!" Herb said. "No one's called me that 

since fifth grade." 

Liz laughed. "Good move, Erb. You know, Erb, English is a very hard 

language to learn." 

"I don't know. I just hated the whole thing there." 

Liz decided not to bug him anymore. To make it up to him, she 

unwrapped his moon pie and fed it to him. 

"Open up," she said. 

He opened his mouth and she inserted the moon pie. 

"Now bite," she said. She broke it off in his mouth and watched his 

tongue curl around the piece. Then she pulled the wrapper off her Milky 

Way, and thought about the name. It made her quivery. The two of them sat 



20 

munching their road food in silence, and then she remembered to tell him 

about the Dalmatian owner. 

"I met that blonde in the bathroom. She had these bizarre breasts. 

They were set really high on her skinny body, like they'd been welded on, and 

they started right here," she said, pointing a few inches below the triangle of 

her neck. "It would feel claustrophobic to have my breasts that close to my 

face. My asthma started just looking at her." 

"Maybe she was going to a dog show or something." 

"I don't know. I told her you liked the dogs. She said they weren't 

hers." 

"Whose were they?" 

"I don't remember. I kept staring at her breasts. Really odd. Do you 

think that if you connected the spots on a Dalmatian, you'd find a 

constellation? In Argentina, they discovered the face of Jesus on some guy's 

back. It was a birthmark, and for years, no one ever noticed it. Kind of 

mystical, isn't it?" 

"Are you going to be this way the whole trip?" 

"What way?" 

He didn't answer. 

Herb got sleepy, so Liz drove. He dozed off, and she got bored driving. 

In the afternoon light, land, the color of manila paper, seemed to close in on 

them. It came from all directions, littered with caliche and thousands of 

weedy, hard-looking plants. The sun seemed to run ahead of their car and 

she figured it could get inky dark and weird here at night. The thought of it 
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made her shudder, but finding the second unopened banana moon pie 

reassured her. Plying apart the plastic seam awakened Herb. 

"You piglet. You said you didn't want that." 

"I didn't. But now I do. Anyway, I only want the cookie part, so I'll 

half it with you." 

"You can't do that. It's wrong. The whole thing is meant to be eaten." 

"But I don't like the marshmallow goo. They only use that stuff 

because they have to have something with a long shelf life that will hold the 

cookies together. It peels off real easily. Look." 

She positioned the pie at the top of the steering wheel, and with both 

hands, began to pull away marshmallow filling from one of the cookies. Her 

forearms steered the car. Herb took the pie away from her. 

"Would you please drive. Unlike you, I don't have an afterlife." 

"You can't say that." 

'Trust me. I know." 

"How do you know? You think when you die, that's it? Lights out? 

The last sunset?" 

"Yes." 

"But it can't be." 

"Why not?" 

"I can't accept that. It can't be." 

"Of course it can. And there's no proof to think otherwise." 

Liz got quiet. 

"Are you okay?" 

"Yes," she said. "It's just that I'm getting old." 
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"Twenty-four isn't old?" 

"It is when you can't see twenty-five." 

Up the road, they could see a car on the shoulder. A yellow Lincoln. 

They passed by the car and saw the two Dalmatians in the back seat and the 

hood popped up, with the woman standing next to it. Herb told Liz to make a 

u-turn and they pulled up behind the car. Liz waved the woman towards the 

car. The woman came over to them and stood on the driver's side. She 

leaned in and Liz could smell nicotine. 

'That jerk back there at the gas station told me he fixed this damn car." 

"Abib? He's a moron," Herb said. "You want us to give you a ride 

back to the station?" 

She straightened up and eyed her Lincoln, then leaned back into the car 

again. Her breasts grazed the short slip of raised window. They overlapped 

the glass and Liz eased away from their invasion. 

"No. I don't suppose you can give me a ride to where I'm going, can 

you?" 

"Where's that?" Herb asked. 

"Ter lingua." 

"What's in Terlingua?" Liz asked. 

"A guy.1* 

She lit a cigarette and started smoking it, then walked off a few feet and 

leaned against her car. She picked pieces of something from her tongue; filter 

or tobacco, Liz guessed. The woman's skirt, coming slightly past her crotch 

and stretching across her thighs, made a stress pattern of rippled lines in the 

fabric. 
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Herb unfolded the map and drew his finger over the range of Texas 

until he found their highway. Liz couldn't believe he considered giving the 

woman a ride. 

"No. We are not driving her all the way to Terlingua," she said, then 

stuck her head out of the window and called, "We really don't mind taking 

you back to the gas station." 

The woman shook her head and called out, "No thanks." 

"Liz, Terlingua's not really very far out of our way. Only, like, twenty 

miles." 

"No. She smokes. You know, I'm not altogether sure she's a woman. 

She has no cellulite and her breasts are very odd." 

"I wouldn't know. I never look at breasts." 

"Forgive me. I thought I was on earth, speaking to a male." 

"Okay. Maybe sometimes. But look at those poor dogs. It'll get dark. 

They'll get scared." 

"Sure they will." 

"Okay. They'll get hungry and thirsty." 

He made a pouty lip at her. 

"Okay. It's your car. But we're dropping her off at Fort Stockton. Do 

you hear?" 

Herb didn't argue, but Liz didn't take that as an agreement. She figured 

he'd want to drive those spotted beasts to South America. She could see a 

fight up the road. He got out and helped the woman with her gear, but Liz 

didn't budge. 
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"No smoking in the car. Okay?" she asked the woman who was 

slinging a pink Samsonite into the back seat. 

"No problem. I don't like to impose my nasty habit on other people 

anyway." 

Herb rubbed one of the dog's ears and invited it to jump all over him. 

He had a big grin on his face. Herb and Liz traded seats again. She wanted 

him to drive so she could sleep, or at least act like it and ignore the woman 

until they got to Fort Stockton. 

They pulled out onto the road, and Liz leaned her head back and shut 

her eyes. She wished she hadn't come on the trip. It wasn't turning out the 

way she hoped it would. Victor was much more adult. And she had to 

admire that, didn't she? He kept a schedule. He was always at the office by 

seven, even if he didn't have any work, whereas Herb bought bad road food 

and whined over every encounter with the animal kingdom. In high school, 

he told her when he was a kid, his parents quit letting him watch Lassie 

because he would start tearing up during the opening credits. Cosmically, he 

was too out-of-balance for her. Still, she really liked his wide smile and the 

way he could talk about the Holy Roman Empire. 

Herb introduced himself and Liz. The woman said she was Patricia, 

but most people either called her "Pat", or "Tricia", both of which she 

preferred to Patricia. 

Even with the irritation of having that woman and her two dogs in the 

back seat, Liz began to doze off, but feeling hot breath in her ear, and then a 

tongue, startled her. She turned around to the woman. 
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"I was asleep, Pa-tri-cia," Liz said, making sure she punched each 

syllable in her name, "and your dog shoved its tongue in my ear." 

Herb laughed. The woman stared at Liz and said, "It's 'Pat' or Tricia', 

not 'Patricia." 

Like fish, the names Pat, Tricia, Herb, Erb, moved fluidly through her 

head. She couldn't keep any of them fixed. Herb had always been Herb, but 

now he was also Erb, and each name had a different personality. 

"So which one is it?" Liz asked. 

The dog on the end growled at Liz. Patricia yanked its leash and said, 

"Sugar, stop that. Not nice." It stopped and lay down on the seat. 

'That one's Sugar?" Liz asked, not taking her eyes off the dog. It wore a 

zebra-skin collar. 

"Yes. She's usually a pretty sweet pumpkin. And this one's Rosebud." 

Rosebud had a leopard-skin collar. 

"Rosebud. Rosebud," Liz repeated in a whisper. "What movie is that, 

Herb? You know, a thinner Orson Welles movie." 

"Citizen Kane." 

"I haven't heard of that one," the woman said. "Jack got a rosebud 

tattoo. He just loves this dog. I named Sugar." 

Patricia said she lived in San Antonio, until this move. Liz got into a 

funk again, noticing the woman's breasts and wondering if one were smaller 

than the other. Her brain kept going over it and over it, like trying to 

remember the title of a song someone has sung, and you know it, but your 

memory keeps holding out on you. Occasionally, she tried to look at 

Patricia's face so it wouldn't seem obvious she was peering at her breasts. 
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"You're looking at my breasts, aren't you?" 

"What?" 

Liz had the sinking feeling of embarrassment and turned around in 

her seat where she gazed out of the window. She hoped her face hadn't 

colored red. 

"Yes, you are. Everybody does. They're not real. I got enhanced two 

years ago. It's changed my life. And I'd do it again in a split second, if I had 

to." 

Liz fumbled. "That's great, Pat, Tricia. I mean Tricia, not Patricia." 

"Jack didn't want me to get them. He didn't trust me. Figured I'd run 

off with some guy, but he finally agreed. He gave them to me as a Christmas 

present. Do you want new breasts?" 

"I've heard they're hard," Liz said. She couldn't believe those words 

came out of her mouth. She was nervous, out-of-control with what she was 

saying. She didn't mean to insult Tricia's breasts. This whole trip was 

cosmically unbalanced. She tried to recover. "But that's just what guys have 

told me." 

"Well, they're not hard. You want to feel them?" 

Liz could feel her asthma coming on. Tricia punched Herb in the 

shoulder and said, "Girls only." 

"Geez, I feel so left out," he answered. 

Tricia giggled. "So come on. You want to feel them." 

"Maybe later," Liz said, while searching in her bag for a familiar tube 

shape. "You haven't seen my inhaler, have you, Herb?" 

He shook his head no, and she scrounged through her bag once more, 
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and found it. She took a puff and lay back in her seat, hoping Rosebud 

wouldn't stick its tongue in her ear again and she could successfully feign 

sleep. It was quiet for a moment, and then Tricia told Herb he could feel her 

breasts. Liz got mad, but didn't say anything. Herb turned down the offer, 

and wanted to know what she was doing with some guy's dogs, or did she 

own one of them. 

"No. They're a hundred percent Jack Gasser's dogs. He bought them 

when we were dating. And the reason I have them is because he's a 

goddamn bastard. I don't think that he ever loved me as much as these 

dogs." 

"Jack was someone you dated?" she asked. 

"Yes. He was upset with me because I had this one single date with 

Heinrich. And I told him he couldn't treat me that way because we weren't 

married. And he told me he didn't want to see me again. Can you believe 

that? I had a year invested in that jerk. A whole year! So I showed him." 

"How?" Liz asked. The word begged to be spoken. 

"I packed up Sugar and Rosebud with me." 

Liz stared at Herb, who avoided eye contact with her. 

"And, of course, the bastard's car quits on me, too. Just like Jack. A 

quitter." 

"Jack didn't lend you his car?" she asked. 

"No. I took it." 

"Did you hear that, Herb? Jack didn't lend his car to Tricia." 

Herb said nothing. 
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"Tricia, do you suppose that Jack will be looking for his car and his 

dogs?" 

"Of course, dummy. He may not miss me, but he'll be mad as hell 

when he finds them gone." 

They decided to have dinner at the only hotel in Fort Stockton. When 

Tricia went to the rest room, Liz pulled Herb's menu away from his face. 

"Okay. We're getting rid of her now. And you're telling her because 

she and the in-town flea circus are your guests." 

Herb said he'd miss the dogs. Tricia came back from the rest room 

holding a travel pamphlet. 

"Have you been to Marfa?" Tricia asked them. 

They shook their heads no. 

"I haven't either. But if we keep heading west on 1-10 and go south, 

we'll run into it. I want to see the lights." 

Liz knew she was talking about the phenomenon of the strange Marfa 

lights. No one yet knew what caused them. But that would take them far out 

of their way, and they'd have to go beyond their turnoff to Terlingua. She 

looked over at Herb, who stayed quiet, and pinched him under the table. He 

slapped at her hand. 

'Tricia, can you call that guy in Terlingua? Maybe he wants to know 

where you are," Herb said. 

"No. He doesn't have a phone or a TV. He told me that 'manmade 

inventions cripple our souls.' He's a very truthful person that way. Though 

he does have a short-wave radio." 

Liz began to think that there wasn't any guy in Terlingua. 
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"Where did you meet this guy? What's his name?" 

"Heinrich. Jack and I met him at a gun show in San Antonio, and we 

went out on a date once, if you could call it that. We had drinks at a bar and 

dinner at Benihana's. It made Jack jealous, and when he told me to get out, I 

told him, 'Fine! I didn't need him. I've got a man in Terlingua who could 

love me better than he ever could." 

"You don't think that Jack will come after you there, do you?" 

She shrugged. "He's a cop." 

Liz started to feel queasy. She didn't know whether it was all the sugar 

she'd eaten, or nerves. Herb wouldn't say anything, so Liz told her that they 

couldn't take her any further, but Tricia started crying and shouting at them 

that they promised to take her to Terlingua, and that this always happened to 

her since she was a little girl in a one-bedroom apartment growing up in 

Pasadena, with a mother who was a professional dancer and no daddy, that 

anyone she ever depended upon, always failed her, and that she didn't know 

what love was, not real love anyway. Then Herb told her that if she'd hush, 

they wouldn't leave her in Ft. Stockton. Liz gave him a look and pinched 

him again. 

After the meal, Liz volunteered to pay, but gave Tricia the money and 

shuttled Herb out of the restaurant, telling him to get in the car and drive. 

She opened up the back door to get rid of the dogs, but they only stared deadly 

at her. She tried shoving Rosebud out the door, but its body went taut and it 

snapped at her. 

"Whoa, Liz. That's not Rosebud. It's Sugar." 
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The dog rattled out a snarl and flashed its impressively white teeth, Liz 

thought and wondered at the leopard-skin collar riding up around its tense 

throat. "Is it wearing a different collar? Rosebud had the leopard-skin collar. 

Did they switch them?" 

"Sure, Liz. They're cross-dressing dogs." 

Tricia came running out and got into the car. She shut the door, and 

after they got in, she offered each of them a piece of Dentyne, and smiling, 

asked if they were still going to Marfa. 

Going to Terlingua was out of the question. Jack or some other cop 

might be waiting for them, and Liz determined they weren't going to take 

Tricia to the Chisos mountains with them. She now suspected the woman 

was seriously deranged; changing moods like she did men, and that she 

might take them hostage in the Chisos, steal their food and water, leave, and 

then weeks later, some unfortunate hikers would find their dead and 

crumpled bodies covered with flies and ants. 

Liz was starting to feel crazy herself. "Sure, Tricia. I'd love to see the 

lights. Wouldn't you, Herb?" 

Driving on to Marfa, they stayed on the interstate and turned off to 

state highway 17. Another hour, Liz guessed from the map. She refolded it 

and stared at the sunset. She liked the pink and coral clouds, hung like 

wafers in the sky's expansive blue. The colors of the sunsets seemed more 

intense in West Texas. Since the land was so ugly, maybe the sky became 

more beautiful. She thought of Victor again, and about their weekends when 

they would make love in the afternoon until the sun melted into this same 

light. The horizontal pattern of his Venetian blinds would lengthen and 
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stretch across a corner of the room. The sheets snaked their way to the end of 

the bed and onto the floor and they would shiver from either cold or orgasm, 

or both, probably just the way Lady Chatterley felt with Mellors in the rain. If 

she didn't end up on the inside of a hard-core prison, the next time she saw 

Victor, they would go outside, find a sprinkler and do it. 

On the edge of Marfa, they stopped at an isolated gas station where the 

pump lights beamed over moths and made their wings glow like angels 

spastically working off a drug, and an unshaven attendant sat lumped on a 

stool through the lit window square. Across from the station, stretched a 

desert too dark to see, but it was there, only because it had been there earlier. 

The lake of blackness felt lonely and feral, Liz thought. 

Herb went in and asked the man for directions to the lights. He told 

them to take a left, another left and then a hard left. Herb thought the man 

should have just said, 'Three lefts", but figured him a clone of Abib. As they 

approached a group of cars parked on a county road, Liz recalled how she used 

to hear about the lights as a kid and that it always sounded scary to her. She 

had forgotten about them until now, and began to think that meeting this 

nutso woman conspired to bring her here. Like the Jesus birthmark in 

Argentina, that nobody discovered for years, and then its meaning became 

revealed. It had to have some meaning. Everything had to have meaning, 

and everything is connected to everything. If it weren't, she couldn't believe 

in anything, least of all, her future. 

As the three of them were getting out of the car, Liz said to Herb, 

"We're not taking her any farther. We're leaving the woman in Marfa." 
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People stood scattered between their cars. They joined a couple of 

middle-aged men with binoculars to get their take on it. Across miles of open 

field, a few feet above the horizon, were three lights: one white, the others, a 

faint red and a green. They were small and Liz squinted her eyes to see them. 

"Look. The green one's moving closer to the red one," one of the men 

said. "No wait. No. Yes. Yes. It's zipping to the right." He whispered. In fact, 

everyone Liz could hear, spoke in a hush, as if they feared their voices would 

chase off the lights. 

'That's unusual activity. I was here last night, and the red and white 

ones were in a constant merge. Merge and retreat. Merge and retreat," the 

other guy said, using his fists as a visual aid. 

Herb whispered to Liz, "Can you see them?" 

"Yes, but give me the keys. I've got a pair of binoculars in the trunk. 

Victor said I would need them, and he was so frigging right." 

When she got to the car, the back door was open and the dogs were 

gone. She called out their names and felt a sudden chill that seemed to suck 

the air around her, and then the wind picked up, whipping the hair around 

her face. Sand pelted her body. It stung. She couldn't see clearly. The lights 

were gone. People got in their cars and started driving off. Herb found her 

and asked if she'd seen Tricia. She was missing too. They looked for them 

until the last car pulled away, and then Liz, feeling spooked, got into the car. 

Herb joined her. 

"Where could they have gone?" Liz asked. 

"Maybe they found a better car. I hope the dogs are okay." 

"I think Sugar can take care of herself." 
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In the distance, they spotted some lights coming towards them: red and 

blue ones. Liz closed her eyes until she heard the sirens pass by them. 

"Thank God. I thought they were going to arrest us/' Herb said. 

"Well, they didn't. And let me remind you, you were the one who 

picked up that weird woman." 

There was tapping on Herb's window. Liz swallowed her breath. "It's 

Tricia again," Liz said. 

Tricia had the dogs with her. They got in the back seat. The dogs sat up 

panting; alert book ends on each side of Tricia. 

"We were worried about the dogs," Herb said. 

Liz snickered. Who gave a damn about Tricia? 

"Dogs needed to pee," Tricia said. 

"Fish got to swim, birds got to fly," Liz said, feeling down, and thought, 

Tricia's going to be with us until the day we die. She was hopeful when they 

were gone. Now she thought they'd never get rid of them. They drove back 

into Marfa, to the Dairy Queen, and Herb went in to get Cokes. Liz stared into 

the place. A skinny girl with a kinky perm rubbed circles over the empty 

tables. 

"You're very fond of Herb, aren't you?" 

"Well, yes. We've been friends since high school." 

"Friends? Not lovers?" 

She nodded her head yes. 

"Then, is he dating anyone?" 

"It was damn convenient of you to be gone when the cops sped by, 

wasn't it?" 
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"Are you accusing me of something?" 

'Think so, honeypie." 

"Look. I don't need your guy. I got others," Tricia said. "Plenty." 

"He's not my guy. He's my friend." 

"Sure as hell doesn't look that way to me," Tricia said. "You act like 

I'm some piece of trash and like I don't know you think that." 

"I do not." 

"Bullshit. I saw you get all p. o.-ed when I asked him to touch my 

breasts. Like what I got ain't as good as yours." 

"Excuse me. I'm not used to sluts who invite everyone to a public 

groping!" 

"Yes. And unlike you, there's something to feel!" 

Herb came out of the Dairy Queen, holding a white sack, and found 

Tricia and Liz standing outside of the car, on opposites sides. Liz opened up 

the back door, and was directing the dogs with her finger, yelling for them to 

get out. Tricia screamed at her, but most of her words got lost in the wind's 

whistling. 

"You dog-hating bitch! Don't you dare!" 

"It's my vacation, slut! My vacation! Herb, tell her it's my vacation." 

Herb hesitated. 

"Herb! Say something! Tell her!" 

"It's her vacation." 

"See." 

"Like he wanted to say that." 



35 

"Go to hell!" Liz shouted and reached into the car and slung Tricia's 

purse and pink Samsonite into the parking lot. The plastic suitcase skated 

across the asphalt and hit the "DQ" pole, popped open and several pairs of 

white and black lace panties got caught up in the wind, swirled around like 

balloons, and blew down the street. Tricia ran to save the remains of her 

clothing. The dogs followed and Herb went off to help her. The two of them 

heaped a silky conglomerate of lingerie and gravel into the suitcase, and shut 

it before the wind could unravel the pile. As Herb carried it into the 

restaurant, one leg of nylons hung out of the suitcase like a broken tail. He 

called her a cab. 

Herb returned to the car and combed his hair. Liz had finished her 

Coke and chewed on the ice. Herb sat listening to her. The crunching died 

away after she dropped each cluster in her mouth. CRUNCH, crunch, crunch. 

CRUNCH, crunch, crunch, crunch. 

"You can be really cold," he said. "I never knew that." 

CRUNCH, crunch, crunch, crunch, crunch. 

They sat, saying nothing for a moment. Gusts of wind buffeted the car. 

Herb said they'd have to put wax on the car to keep the sand from eating off 

the paint. Liz listened to the wind unsettle the night and felt each jolt at the 

car. They'd gotten to a place - a place where fantasy stopped and something 

else began. On an impulse, Liz leaned over and kissed him, then placed his 

hand on her breast and said, "These are real." 



ZOOLOGY 

Observation #1. People are messy as hell. They throw down cups, 

cardboard, wrappers, ice cream sticks, all kinds of crap, figuring some butt 

brain like me will take care of it. But I'm no butt brain. I graduated a year 

ago with a zoology degree and I've been here at the zoo for like six months 

figuring something's going to open up in fish or lizards and snakes, and 

they'll move me up. Anyway, trash offends me, so I don't mind picking it 

up, but Jesus, are people so lame they can't toss it in a can five fucking feet 

away? 

I carry a radio transmitter and wear shorts, but they're these thick 

khakis with matching zebra stripes on the shirt which make me look like a 

Daktari fugitive. Dragging around a hundred-gallon trash bin with wheels, I 

sweep up from Bear Station to Kangeroo Village. After the bears comes the 

bird cages, then lions, tigers, and zebras, and by 10:15,1 get to the tables at the 

Safari Grill, where people dump their trash and leave out their pizza crusts 

and catsup-soaked French fries for the flies to feast. One day, I had it and put 

out a sign: "Don't feed the flies!" But the cook, Frieda, came out and snapped 

it up in her big pop-knuckled hands. 10:45. Onto the aquarium, 

herpetarium, and marsupials. 11:45. The High Sierra gift shop. After lunch, I 

work my way back to the bears. 

I end up watching a lot of people who don't know I'm observing them. 

This one volunteer, who leads school kids around the zoo, is a brunette who 



37 

wears jeans that give me the shivers, and from looking at her, she's a C-cup. 

I love C-cups. I know she's a C-cup because I worked in men's at Macy's and 

when it got really busy, like Saturdays, I'd go over to the lingerie and snag the 

unpriced bras and panties still in their bins. It panicked me sometimes when 

I had my hand rooted at the bottom, gobbling up the black ones, that someone 

would find me, that I'd have no way out. But then I liked it too. I took them 

home and masturbated to the women molded out of my head, like I was Zeus 

bearing them there in my apartment with the shot springs of my old mattress 

and the blank walls. 

I also have a thing for this brunette's face, with these blue eyes like an 

ocean that can't be still, whose beauty I couldn't ever create. She'll sit cross-

legged in front of the wire mesh fence, her Botticellian torso springing from 

her jeans in a silk blouse with the sleeves shoved back, and on her head, a cap 

with a tiger oddly flung mid-air on the front and her pony tail strung through 

the back in straight strands. She's probably a bit older than I am. Thirties. 

We've never said anything more than hello, until one day, when I have out 

my knife for an impossibly flat wad of purple gum that someone planted 

right in the middle of the bench, and I'm wishing the kid who had done it 

will lose all his teeth just as puberty hits him, and it's coming off, but not 

before I lamely carve into the wood and make this big-ass crater in the bench. 

But it's one of those fresh mornings that's sunny, but not too hot, and Regina 

is parked in front of the Black Bears, while I'm sprinkling dirt over the bench 

so it will look like the hole's old and accidental (this is so humiliating). 

Regina is telling a group of first graders where bears live in the U. S., when 

one of the males, Oscar, climbs onto a female, Louise, and begins humping 
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her. They moved him over to her cage when it turned mating season. 

Nothing big happens. Louise keeps gnawing on her bamboo and Oscar gets 

off after thirty seconds, but then he continues that thrusting motion and you 

can see the fur of his butt bristle and break into gold in the sun. Mid-

sentence, Regina drops off speaking because the kids quit listening to her. 

They're paying attention to the kid who's pointing, and I hear her voice, 

throaty and uncomfortable: "Let's check in with the parrots and see what they 

have to say." She gets sharp with the kids who wait behind for more sex play, 

but after the tour, when she's walking my way over the wooden bridge, I say 

something to her. 

"That's one for the Hite report." 

Birds chirp everywhere in the zoo, and a drum beat plays over and 

over and over at the information booth, people chatter and whoop, and a 

train whistles every half-hour, so I'm thinking she doesn't hear me, but she 

stops. 

"What? Oscar. Yes." She laughs. "Wasn't that embarrassing? He 

sleeps all day, and then he does that to me. The beast." 

"You have to expect that here during spring." 

"Of course." 

"Of course." I say what little I know about bears and then punt. "And 

Oscar's young. He's showing he's dominant. The older ones have more 

manners." 

"Really? What do the older ones do? Take them to dinner? Meet the 

family first?" 
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"Something like that," I say. "No, really. They take longer in 

approaching them." 

She laughs and I give her a smile and think I've milked the Oscar 

thing long enough, although it's great we're talking about sex. Indirectly, you 

know. Warms things up. 

I'm Nick." 

She says she's Regina, which I know already because I eavesdropped on 

her with another volunteer. That's also when I found out she volunteers for 

the ballet and the symphony too and I figure she has money if she does all 

that cultural stuff. We get to talking about the zoo. I tell her this is just a 

temp job, that I have a zoology degree and am waiting for some position to 

open up. She says it's a transition period for her too since she's just gotten a 

divorce, and is going back to school in the fall. Did I find a career in zoology 

rewarding? She wants something rewarding, but isn't sure what to do, 

although she likes animals and children. She's been exploring career 

options, but mostly she's discovering who she is. This world is so busy, she 

says, we don't take time to listen to who we are. I agree. 

Observation #2. Women who are exploring. When women say they 

are exploring that means they don't trust men anymore because of the last 

bastard that hurt them. That makes them open to guys who have nothing. 

Like me. All we have is our sincerity because we know what it's like to be at 

the end of the food chain. 
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I have my eye on a position in the herpetarium. This guy, Mike, who 

takes care of the lizards, always radios me over to clean up whatever he can't 

identify. He doesn't cope well with problems and I figure one day he'll really 

screw up and that'll be it for him. And a new job for me. 

Observation #3. Some people take on the look of their work. Like 

Mike panics about stuff I never worry about. Maybe he's operating from a 

mostly R-complex brain; he's pale, skinny, and has a chronic goiter that looks 

like one of those calcium pouches some of the lizards develop. But he's neat. 

Then there's Susan Bell, the director, who was a bird woman, but still looks 

like it with her frizzy hair, black at the roots and blond at the tips and sticking 

straight up like it's trying to reach for a higher power. She doesn't like me, 

but I'll go into her office and roll over and act slutty at her heels sometimes so 

she'll remember me. 

After talking to Regina, Mike calls me on my radio transmitter and has 

me come over to the herpetarium, which, inside, is cool and fairly dark except 

for the fluorescent lights beaming from the terrariums onto the speckled 

linoleum floor. I pass by a man videotaping a green gecko lying half-buried 

under the sand and find Mike who's leaning on a mop handle and staring at 

a wide puddle on the floor. His voice sounds jumpy. 

"You got to get this," he says. 

"What?" 

"It's pee." 

"Pee? How do you get pee? Lizards don't shit this much." 
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"I think it's human," he says. 

"It's not pee. And anyway, I only do outside crap." 

"But you have to." 

"You clean up all the snakes and lizards." 

"But it's human." 

"It's not human." 

I give into him and clean up the pee, although it seems like water after 

all, but I'm pissed off the whole time. The dingy strands of my mophead 

finger across the puddle and seeing the old man's flat ass as he bends over 

taping the gecko for another five minutes makes me even angrier, so I figure 

I'll screw with him. 

"He's not moving," I say to the guy and walk over to him after I finish 

mopping, but he keeps on like he doesn't hear me until he says he's sending 

it to his grandkids. 

"You want to see him move? Tap on the glass," I say. 

"But you're not supposed to." 

"You think anyone's going to watch a comatose lizard for thirty 

minutes?" 

Then the most stupid thing. He believes me. He pops his index finger 

against the glass and the gecko zips behind a rock with its spider-sized heart in 

cardiac arrest. 

"No, you idiot. You don't tap on the glass. You want to get me fired?" 

"But I don't even know you." 

"There's something to be said for that." 
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The man trembles and looks confused and it makes me feel guilty for 

doing that to him. But Mr. No Brains over there is videotaping the-thing-

that-doesn't-move and it really cheeses me out because I'm the one over here 

mopping up pee. 

This world is out of whack. I should have Mike's job. 

Regina comes to the zoo the next week and she's sitting on the ground 

talking to a group of five-year-old kids and telling them about the penguins' 

oily feathers. Some aren't listening. Regina asks three kids, who are pressing 

their bellies and hands against the wire-mesh fence, to sit down. Afterwards, 

she goes into the gift shop, and I follow her in there. 

In the center of the shop, a large inflated whale hangs from the ceiling, 

and lots of books with drawings and photos, stuffed animals, bags shaped like 

fish, giraffes, elephants, bears, and boxes of plastic frogs are displayed. A 

volunteer brought in a group of children in their private school uniforms 

and they fill up the room with their noise, page through the books, grab toys, 

open them, and shove their hands into them. Above the noise, the single 

note of a bird call whistles several times. Regina stands at the register by a 

cluster of Mylar fish balloons, reading a list of something. I go up to her and 

say the obvious, that it's noisy in here. Uh-huh, she says to me and folds her 

list in half. 

"Nice job on the penguins." 

"But they weren't listening," she says. 

"Kids are kids. Remember. Be in the moment, like those kids. As 

adults, we forget that." 
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"Zen?" she asks. 

"Exactly." 

"Of course. We always have expectations. Exploit things. That's very 

male, don't you think so? To use something?" 

Observation #4. More on women who are exploring. They believe in 

self-help books like they're maps for some damned yellow brick road. In fact, 

most people only read things that tell them what they already think. I was 

teetering on the balance beam of knotty questions. How should I answer this? 

Disagree with her, or defend my sex? 

"Maybe men used to be that way. But don't you think we're 

changing?" 

"Forgive me. I don't mean to be a male basher. I'm not. Really. I'm 

sorry." 

I shrug, but inside, my head's throwing a victory party. She apologizes 

to me without my asking or giving up anything. Like Jane Goodall, I can 

hang out with binoculars and a notepad and study this woman all day. 

"I don't remember your name," she says. 

Send the party guests home. 

"I'm Nick." 

"Nick, do you want to have a cappuccino with me?" 

She asks me to recommend a coffee bar, but then turns down my 

suggestion we go to Beau Nash with its marble, dark wood, and a brass 
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cappuccino machine. She prefers something with sincerity, some place where 

I would go. I'd never been to a coffee bar before. 

She chooses some place near the university, painted black. A grease 

odor carries through the room, and the chair Regina sits in has a loose leg, but 

she refuses my getting another one for her. Of the student art on the walls, 

the nudes look rubbery like Munch. A pale-looking couple sits at another 

table and neither of them talks. The girl stares at the ceiling, at a cobweb 

stretching across one part of the ceiling to the other and maybe she wonders 

how that happens without corners. 

'This is what I wanted," Regina says. "It feels sincere." 

She's very big on sincerity. We talk about it. 

"I want my life to mean something. Weed out all the glitzy objects in 

my life, and give something bade," she says. "Working with animals renews 

me." 

I nod yes and pick up the sugar shaker, tip it over my coffee, and let 

sugar sink the hillock of whipped cream and cinnamon. 

"Animals are sincere, aren't they? No games. Animals just are." 

'They're animals," I say and let out a laugh. 

But Regina sounds very intense and earnest about animals, and I begin 

to regret the way I pretend to care about Mike, and using lines to snag her 

when she's beyond that. She tells me how she feels; real near the bone stuff, 

unlike my fictive women who enter like tree shadows on my walls, sketchy 

and impalpable. She was scaring me because who am I? Some guy with only 

a zoology degree who picks up trash around the zoo, but she finds something 
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special about me. She must sense she can talk to me, that I'll understand her. 

And I do. She wants to be loved for who she is. Don't we all? 

"Yes, they're simply animals. And we should be more that way," she 

says. 

'They're instinctual." 

"Yes." 

"We should be instinctual." 

"Yes, and they aren't neurotic about sex." 

"Oscar certainly isn't." 

"Oscar's an exhibitionist," she says. 

"He sure is." And then with a quick and dangerous leap, I ask, "Are 

you?' 

Regina reaches out and cups her palm against my jaw and cheek. Her 

hand smells of perfume. 

She asks me a question. 

"Do women always tell you you're drop-dead handsome?" 

I joke again. "No. Mostly they say, 'I've got to go feed my cat." 

The melted whipped cream whirls around in my coffee as I stir it, and 

the bottom of my cup feels soft and gritty, like wading out into the first few 

feet of an ocean. How did I get so much sugar in here? I worry about having 

asked her the exhibitionist question because the slightest screw up and she'll 

unass me pronto, but I've been imagining her stripping for me. A lot. So 

that's what caused that question. Then I feel stupid about ruining my coffee 

and take a sip, but the sugar zaps my throat and I choke and cough. A stream 
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of coffee dribbles from my mouth and races under my chin before I can pinch 

a paper napkin out of its dispenser. 

"I'm sorry/' I say, and cough some more. 

"It s alright." 

Regina smiles and shows her teeth. It makes her nervous. She holds 

out another napkin for me and, not needing it, take it. 

"I'm sorry," I continue. "I'm sorry that I haven't been completely 

honest with you." 

"You haven't?" 

"No," he said. "Would you hate me if I told you some of that stuff 

about Oscar last week, and Zen yesterday, was to meet you?" 

"Of course." 

"Really?" 

She nods yes. 

So she knew that. That meant that she picked me. Okay. 

"But you do believe in Zen, don't you?" she asks. 

"Yes," I say. "And miracles." 

For the rest of the afternoon, I stare at her, listening to her talk, but my 

mind punches over to another channel where we sit in her Mercedes and I 

lean over and am kissing her. And then I have my hands on her breasts, but I 

start to quiver and become aware of myself and realize she's said something I 

haven't heard. But after I answer her, I replay the kissing scene until the 

breast part. When I get back to my apartment, she's there again as she's been 

the whole day, lingering naked, and I masturbate. 
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The next time I see Regina up at the zoo, we're talking by the hyenas. 

She wants to go out for a Chinese dinner that night. Then Mike radios me, 

and Regina's smiling at me while I answer it. 

"Nick? Are you alone?" 

"Mike," I answer and say, "Yes, I'm alone." 

Regina giggles, but bites her bottom lip to stop any noise and I'm 

flashing on her in handcuffs. No lipstick comes off on her teeth. Impeccable 

is the adjective that comes to mind. 

"You've got to come over." 

"Can't, Mike. You can handle it this time." 

"No, really. Bring your trash bin over to the alligators. Okay?" 

"Mike!" 

"Nick. Please! It's an emergency. I really need you." 

The moment has arrived. Mike's big screw up and my opportunity. 

Should I let him suffer this one alone, or help him? Regina would help him. 

I release the button and tell Regina the guy has a self-esteem issue and can't 

do anything sans moi. She stretches her face up to me and we kiss before she 

walks off through Flamingo Alley. 

When I get there, Mike is staring down into the pool of alligators. 

They look frozen and he's crying. 

"Nick, I really did it. I killed three of the alligators." 

"Are you sure? Maybe they're sick. You're a nervous guy, you know. 

Maybe you've just panicked and made a mistake." 

It doesn't look good I think as I poke one of them with my broom 

handle and the alligator doesn't move. The eyes are whacked out and still. 
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"No! They're really dead. I'm going to lose my job." 

He says he thought some of the bamboo needed trimming, so he hooks 

up his radio with an extension cord and goes to work, but as he's going back 

to the tool supply room for a better pair of sheers, he trips, knocks the radio 

into the alligator pool and ZING! they thrash around and then get still. He 

wants me to load them up in the bin and hide them somewhere. 

"No way. I'm not doing that. Look," I say, "let's just make sure 

they're dead." 

"But it's hopeless. Someone's going to find them." 

A mother with a stroller and her boy in tow come by and peek over the 

waist-high stone fence. 

The boy throws a pea-sized rock at one of Mike's alligators, and it 

bounces off its nose and slides down the concrete into the water. He squints 

up at his mother. 

"Why isn't it moving, Mom?" 

"Maybe it's old." 

"Like Grandma and her arthritis?" 

"Sort of." 

The woman strolls over to us. 

"Is that alligator sick?" she asks. 

"Yes, it is, and we're not allowing any more people in here today." 

"Is it contagious?" the woman says and snatches up her son's hand. 

"Hard to say." 

I watch their backs until they're down the hill and out of the area. 

Then Mike slips a muzzle over one of the alligator's jaws, and we flip it over 
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on its back, which, except for its two-hundred pound weight, is easy. No 

resistance on the gator's part. Mike puts his ear to its thorax and starts up 

with a little whimper. 

"What are you going to say?" I ask. 

"Nothing." 

"You've got to have a story." 

"Nothing. Just nothing." 

He is in denial. I point out what a dumb fuck he is while we load 

them in my rubber bin and nearly have the third one in except for the tail 

curling against my shoulder when Susan Bell starts up our way and Mike is 

heaping cut bamboo on top. She has on a suit and a manicure and her hair is 

tamed into a new style, which seems odd to me, but then, she's moved up to 

administration and isn't picking up trash or doing idiot shit like hiding dead 

alligators to help out a guy whose job I want. 

Observation #5: Smart guys. Smart guys like me get talked into doing 

dumb things for dumb people because they at least figure out that you're 

brainy enough to get them out of something. Only you can't because the 

whole thing's screwed to begin with. 

I stand in front of the tail and hope it won't flop out while she's asking 

us how we're doing. Fine, fine. She pauses. And not wanting her to look at 

us too closely, I say, "Sharp do, Susan." 

"Yes.- Well, I needed something." 
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Then she comes to her point, to Mike, that the SPCA is asking if we'll 

take a rescued Gila monster that's finished its quarantine. Sure, he says, 

we've got space. Good, she says, and then she's off, and after her butt shuttles 

out of there, I punch the tail into the bin and we start rolling it toward a gate 

that leads outside. Six-hundred pounds of reptile. We get outside the zoo, 

and shove it along as the wheels are bumping over the weeds (like where in 

hell are we going to trash those guys so that no one will find them, since 

someone will) and we get to a place next to a willow, and that seems good. 

Sort of funereal. 

"You really want to do this?" I ask him. 

Mike nods and we get on one side and shove, and then there's this 

scratching; limp claws against the plastic, I figure, but then holy shit! An 

alligator's snout pops up in my face like it's ready to come out. We drop the 

bin and it falls back inside. 

'This is it! I'm never doing shit for you again!" 

'They're alive," he says, and he's so happy. 

Regina and I go out that night and she asks me what emergency Mike 

had. She can't imagine an emergency at the zoo, things always being so 

smooth there. I can tell her because I start to think it funny, but then since 

she's so honest, she won't like my trying to hide anything. I say it was a 

routine clean up Mike didn't want to do. 

That night, we have vodka martinis, but we end up in her kitchen 

even though we started at the bar in her living room because she wants to 

float olives in our glasses. So I trail her into the pantry, which is an entire 
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closet with a thick door, like it's a secret vault of food, where she puts her 

hand on a brand new jar of olives cohabiting with tiny onions. I'm thinking 

this is magic because I want something but it's never in my refrigerator and 

then I forget about it when I'm at the grocery store the next time. But here, 

she wants olives and there are olives, wedged between a new box of Triscuits 

and a new package of M & M's. Everything's new, unopened like gifts under 

a Christmas tree. I follow her out with the M & M's and she tells me I'm 

decadent. 

"I thought about eating those once," she says. 

I look at her. 

"You know. Fat," she says. "Better check the freshness date." 

I want to say I've eaten loads of foul things in my life, but she'd think 

me cheesy, so I read the date stamped in shoe-polish white that's months off 

from now. It's okay, I say. She wants to go back in the living room, but I 

ignore her since the kitchen's a room that gets me closer to the bedroom 

somewhere in this house, and sit down on a stool at the cooking island. 

Regina won't let me eat the M & M's out of the bag. She takes them, lays a 

crystal bowl at my elbow and pours them out. While they cascade clicking 

into it, I look at the hanging copper pots and molds above me and the 

stainless steel appliances filling her granite counter: a bread machine, 

Cuisinart, coffee grinder, espresso machine, mixing bowl, blender, toaster, 

electric can opener, whisks, spoons, a pair of tongs, strainers, spatulas, a pasta 

fork, salad forks, and other odd utensils I don't know what they're for. I go 

over and pick up one of them from the pottery jar. It's red and triangular, 
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slopes into a head like a wire cutter, but opens up with serrated teeth more 

like pliers. 

"What's this?" 

She takes it from me, squeezes and studies it like an artifact she hasn't 

seen in her house before. 

"It's for cracking crab claws." 

"You cook a lot of crab?" 

"Never," she says and laughs. Then, as if she's sparked by an idea, she 

gets a trash bag from under the sink and dumps the jar of stuff into it, which 

fits awkwardly. Some of the tools push out a jagged, thin spot in the plastic. 

"I'm going to get rid of all this junk. Give it all away." 

"Good idea," I say, though I've never seen a homeless person needing 

a pasta fork. 

But Regina's big on eliminating things. She's getting down to 

something, though I'm not sure what. Of course, I don't ask her this. The 

evening needs to unravel smoothly. No snags. 

As we go down the hall to the bedroom, her cocker spaniel trots behind 

us as if it's expecting to referee the activity. I shut her door, cutting the dog 

off, but she notices and tells me to let the dog in. The dog sleeps with her, she 

says. But I want to do that! Anyway, we haven't gotten to anything 

interesting yet, so I do it. The dog comes in and jumps up on a leopard-skin 

chair. 

"The leopard is faux," she tells me. And her room is painted purple. 
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She thinks me strange for looking at her chairs and walls, but I can't believe 

the color. I'm thinking if she should bag something, it should be these walls. 

She calls them plum. 

"Plum?" I ask. "Why not purple?" 

"It's not purple," she says. "It's plum." 

"Can you sleep with plum walls?" 

"Of course. My eyes are shut." 

And she shuts them, and her lids quiver with her eyeballs ready to 

open. They run beneath the crease of purple eye shadow and lashes that grace 

her cheeks, slim hills of burnished skin with pores so minute she looks as if 

she has none, that she's flawless and whole, and I kiss her so hurriedly she 

backs up like she's bumped into something and her eyes open. 

"Sorry." 

"No. That's fine," she says and kisses me. 

She unbuttons her shirt. As each button comes undone, and the shirt 

smoothes off her shoulders, her eyes peer into my face. Am I watching? 

Paying attention? Paying homage? 

My hand drops to her ass and I bring her to me, hip to hip, and though 

I'm nervous about the dog, like it's some threat, some watch dog from hell, 

its brown and weepy eyes seeing into me, we tango against each other. She 

wedges her hand between us, molding it against my penis, and I unzip my 

pants and fish her hand though the slit of my shorts. 

"Hello," I say. 

Afterwards, I fall asleep, and reawaken to her feet crunching the carpet 

from the bathroom to the bed. I hear the silk of her skin sliding back into the 
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sheets and once she's still, I laugh. What, she wants to know. I figure okay, 

we've had sex. I can say it. She'll love it. I tell her about Mike and the 

alligators, that we tried to hide them because they were dead, only they 

weren't. 

She laughs. Says Mike's pitiful, that Susan complains about some of 

the employees. None in particular. Regina's her friend from the board. I 

didn't know she was on the board, too. I tell her Mike's an okay guy. He 

tries. I wouldn't want him to get fired. Not that way. She settles into her 

pillow and I nudge my chin against her scalp. But I panic. She wriggles her 

body away from mine. Just slightly. And it is so fucking dark in her room 

with the purple walls I can't see anymore because she's flipped off the lights. 

No shadows slant against the walls here, and so quiet, I wait for anything. 

The dog scratching. A car passing by. Nothing. Nothing to tell me in this 

darkness of a moment outside of me. Because she didn't like the alligator 

story for some reason and I'm feeling in that trash bag of hers. That pushes it 

out of me to ask her, "Why me?" 

She pulls my arm around her waist and lets a pause dangle between 

my question and her answer. "You're different." 

The pause pours coldly over me. 

"Different?" 

Another pause until she says, "I've never had a guy like you. Is that 

okay?" 

Yes. Yes, it was, but I still didn't know what different meant. 
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On Friday morning, it's pretty quiet, not many people here yet, mostly 

staff, but Frieda s already puffing out her greasy smoke at the Safari Grill 

where I'm sweeping the patio, and pissed off because, in addition to the 

strewed wrappers, someone's left a half-eaten burger under a table, the bun's 

flopped open, and the catsup and wafered pickle stick to it. And one table 

over, a mound of foamy pink stuff has melted and a stream of it runs across 

two of the red tiles. Another table has a coke spilled under it. The animals 

who shit in their pens are neater than this. 

I put on gloves, squat under the table and reach for the burger when 

Regina clips by with a load of papers against her chest. I haven't talked to her 

since we slept together, although I called and left a message she never 

returned. What she said about me being different still takes round trips in 

my head without an answer. I straighten up and say hello to her. She stops 

and stands on the zoo pathway. A set of rhino hoof prints are stamped 

behind her and I look at her over the railing. 

"Hello," she says and eyes me, like it's my turn, like we're shy and 

meeting each other all over again. So I introduce myself. 

"I'm Nick." 

"I know that, silly." 

"I just didn't know if you remembered me." 

"Of course. You think I suddenly have amnesia." 

"I don't know," I say. 

She pulls the papers away from her and glances down at them. 

"I need to get going. I've got a group of kids coming in." 
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Then I don't care what I say. "What the hell's your problem? You 

don't want to know me anymore." 

'That's not true, Nick." 

"Sure is. You sleep with me cause I'm different and then all of a 

sudden, you don't like me. That's because I'm different, isn't it?" 

A blunt-chinned woman with a nose almost flat against her face, walks 

onto the patio with her two kids holding cardboard trays of cokes, hot dogs 

and nachos in front of them, steadying them as if they'll explode and turn 

their bodies black with carbon, like cartoon mice with dynamite. But it's 

really their mom that'll blow up, and in a way, I wish it would happen, that 

they'd play the whole goddamn scene instead of me talking to Regina. But 

the kids make it to one of the half-clean tables and slide the trays onto it. 

"For Christ sake, what do you mean by that?" I ask. 

She peers at her watch. "I have to go." 

And she goes off, walking down the slope of the zoo's pathway. But it 

doesn't matter. I'm going to talk to her. I jump over the railing and catch up. 

"I have to talk to you." 

"Not here." 

And then she's not even looking at me, so I snatch her arm and she 

fights herself away from me, rabbit punching me once in the chest to let go of 

her, which I do, and the smushed-nose woman at the grill stands up, screams 

"He's molesting her!" I freeze. I'm dead. Security will start out from the 

Hawthorn bushes and pound me to the ground. But nothing happens. No 

one pays any attention to her, another unheard voice in the zoo cacophony, 

except for big Frieda, who pins her fist under her face in the open window 
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frame of her grill hut to see me standing there while Regina leaves. Frieda 

laughs, grins, which exposes her tiny teeth shrunken in her big mouth. I 

frown at her and go over to a short brick wall with shrubs that prick my back 

as I sit down on it. A voice comes across my radio transmitter. It's Susan. 

"Nick. Could you come into my office?" 

"I'm pretty busy now, Susan." 

"Really?" 

"Yes. What is it?" 

"Well, if you won't come in, I won't bother being nice about it. I'll just 

tell you now." 

"I'll be over." 

She says okay and I shut off my transmitter, then troop toward the 

administrative office with a sick shudder that clouds inside me as Regina's 

words fill my head. Not here. Not here. 



WHAT ABOUT SONOMA? 

As if an orchestra played before him, Walter Krantz swayed his hand 

back and forth in tempo to the string music coming from inside the gift shop 

lobby while Isabelle, his lover, sat across from him and looked sleepy from 

the two champagne kirs she'd had. The two of them sat after a long lunch on 

the patio restaurant at a winery. Behind Walter's back, a short brick wall 

snaked around the patio and framed in a bed of lamb's ear and labeled herbs 

in wet, black soil: basil, peppermint, chocolate mint, dill, tarragon, spicy 

geranium. The dill, which had bloomed into its weedy nature with lolling 

yellow buds, dominated the scent on the patio. 

Isabelle's long blond hair, knotted and now loose, slipped to the left 

side of her head, but she seemed not to notice it ready to unfurl into her 

creme bruise. Through her champagne glass, Walter could see Isabelle's 

painted red fingernails fluttering like a hungry insect above the stem of her 

strawberry until she pinched it, brought it to her mouth and sucked the 

alcohol from its tip. He'd been thinking how to piss her off and get her to 

leave because his wife, Evelyn, was flying into San Francisco that afternoon 

and driving up to meet him at the bed and breakfast where he and Isabelle 

were staying. 

"What piece are they playing?" he asked her. 

Isabelle blinked at him. She dreaded these questions of his. They were 

tests, and over the year and a half of their affair, she had latched onto a 

lifestyle of travel, Armani suits, and juicy black beads of Beluga caviar on 
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toast triangles that faced up at her like pearls from Tiffany. But Walter could 

end it. Anytime. And usually getting his questions wrong, she agonized over 

this one too, as if she had a limited number of chances to fail before he'd 

make her remove her Chanel dress, turn in her prizes and go home. 

She bit her lower lip and leaned over the table to answer him. Her 

head felt swimmy and heavy. 

"Baroque?" she said. 

"Yes. That's right!" he said. "Absolutely right. You got one." 

"I got one," she repeated. "You act like I don't know anything." 

"You don't know anything about art and music. I taught you 

everything." 

"That's not true." 

"It sure is," he said. "Who's the composer of this piece?" 

"Please. This is like lunch with Alex Trebek." 

"You don't know it, do you?" 

Isabelle didn't answer, although she knew he'd keep prodding her 

until she did. She was drunk and sloppy, but wished to be that way. This trip 

to the wine country in Sonoma only brought out her anger. He either read 

and ignored her, or picked at her with his questions. The last of her 

champagne kir stayed collected in a little playa and she stretched her tongue 

into the squatted bowl of her tulip-shaped glass and reached for its very "V", 

but couldn't get it. The champagne fizzled against her tongue. She wondered 

why dogs didn't die of thirst, and held the glass up to Walter, suggesting, yes, 

she wanted another champagne kir. He paid no attention to her. 
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A couple from their bed and breakfast walked onto the patio and 

Isabelle waved at them as they went to a table and pulled out chairs. Walter 

got upset with her. 

"Don't wave," he said with tension choking up his voice. 

"Why not?" 

"I don't want them recognizing us." 

"And why not?" she asked. "You're trying to hide me. Don't go out 

there, Isabelle. Don't talk to that person, Isabelle. I'm feeling like a coat 

mothballed in a closet." 

Walter reached out and drew his fingers along the inside of her 

forearm stretched across the table. Her skin felt so soft there. Untouched. 

The most naked part of her because she trembled when he felt it. And there it 

was. Always vulnerable to him. But he worried about other people seeing 

her. At the buffet table tomorrow morning, when he turned up to his fill of 

apricot danish and lemon poppy seed muffins with another woman, people 

might ask something. At the very least, look. So he'd become more cautious. 

They'd started having breakfast in their room. Isabelle complained. She 

wanted to take a shower, dress and go downstairs, so he bargained sexual 

favors with her to keep her in the room and under the covers. 

"You have no adventure in you," he said. 

"Of course, I do. I want to get out." 

"No. I mean. We're hiding out. Isn't that sexy?" he asked. "How 

about we go find a shady part of the vineyard?" 

"Can't. I don't like bugs." 

'There aren't any bugs. This is California." 
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"Sure, Walter." 

She met him two years ago when she worked as an attorney and tried a 

products liability case against his company, Bug Off, which sold organic 

gardening products. Walter's company had imported an Indonesian beetle 

that ate aphids and certain pestiferous worms. But after the pests disappeared, 

so did patches of the lawns. Unfortunately, the insect liked St. Augustine 

grass, and a class action suit was filed against Bug Off for two million dollars. 

This was a big one for Isabelle. She could get two hundred thousand out of it. 

One case - two hundred thou. But when she presented the beetles in court, 

she'd killed them by sealing off the jar with no holes. In disbelief, she rattled 

the jar of suffocated little black bodies and stiff eyelash legs, hoping for some 

life in them. Instead, the white-spotted beetles simply rolled around like dice 

negatives in the unmolested blades of grass, and the jury, thinking her some 

bozo lawyer, found for the plaintiff, Bug Off. After that, Isabelle acted coy 

toward Walter. He thought her a snob, and wanted to know why she could 

act that way when she'd just bombed a huge case. Over drinks, he accused her 

of feeling embarrassed, but she said he should be the humble one, taking 

people's trust and money. When they kissed, she bit his lip and he liked her 

wolfishness. Her face appeared more tender. The widow's peak to her 

pointed chin shaped her face into a heart and she wore nice, shortish skirts 

Walter liked. 

Then Isabelle let her practice dwindle. Without admitting it to anyone, 

she'd lost her confidence in court. She wasn't keen on litigation anyway: 

waiting on slow judges in dusty courtrooms, persuading a seated jury who 

wondered why them, and taking mangled clients from personal injury cases 
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across the street to lunch to listen to them drone, as if they didn't hear 

enough of it in court, about their tattered bodies and lives. From time to 

time, usually when the leaves yellowed and football returned to TV, she 

thought about going back to school and getting a degree in interior design. 

After all, she knew her colors. 

But she'd gotten in the habit of money. 

"Who's the composer?" he asked. 

"You want an answer, don't you?" she asked. "Okay. Vivaldi." 

"Why'd you say Vivaldi? Is it because that's the only baroque 

composer you know." 

"No." 

"It is. Well, you're wrong," he said, and slapped his gathered napkin 

onto the table. The corners hung limply over the table's edge. "It's Scarlatti." 

"So what?" she said. "How do you know for sure it's Scarlatti? Never 

mind. I don't care." 

Isabelle stood up and pressed the chair behind her with the back of her 

knees, and as she felt herself drifting to the right, she launched off one of the 

arms with the tips of her fingers to get her center of gravity, then trailed into 

the lobby. Walter wanted to follow her, but waited for the check. She was 

gone and waiting outside before he made it to the gift shop lobby. The music 

had stopped and it was quiet as he passed through the wine and muscadine 

jelly displays on wooden crates, and nodded to the male cashier wearing a 

bibbed apron with grapes and the name of the winery, Twigham, printed in 

white. 
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Isabelle stayed quiet during the trip back. Their wheels crunched the 

gravel as they pulled up to the Victorian-style bed and breakfast. It was 

painted brown with sloping dormers and wooden brackets under the eaves, 

and long arched windows faced out like droopy eyes. Clusters of white and 

pink impatiens grew in boxes under the sills and along the front walk. The 

front door was kept open until the late afternoons when the temperature 

peaked in the eighties. In the mornings, light glinted in the foyer, and the 

stained glass windows sprawled their color across a frayed English rug. 

When they got up to their room, Isabelle studied Walter's movements 

as he shifted his tie into a loosened knot and went to the bed where he sat on 

its edge. Next to him, a silk bouquet crested a night stand with a dusty 

washbasin, its chip turned to the inside of the open cabinet, and an oak 

armoire, stained caramel, stood across from the bed. She closed in behind 

him, and as her thigh pressed into the mattress's curve, she could feel the 

welting under the cotton bedspread. She looked at him. Did he want to have 

sex now? She wouldn't. Not this time. Isabelle stood waiting, hands on 

hips, staring at the bald circle on his head ready for him to turn around and 

coax her. Strip off your dress. Show me your nipples. But she wouldn't do it. 

He'd had enough of her, and if he wanted anything more from her, he'd 

better bag the attitude and make some commitment to her. 

Walter yawned. His fists reached in the air, and then he took a 

magazine with him onto the balcony. Where was he going? She followed 

him outside, and they sat down on wire mesh chairs, painted tennis white. 

Two grackles scattered off the metal railing and rose across the country road 

penned between the bed and breakfast and the converging acres of grapevines 
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twined on their stakes. Isabelle leaned across the metal table, and it burned 

into her forearms for a few seconds until it became tolerable. Walter read his 

magazine. This was getting painful. She thought she knew the gestures, the 

bed habits, what made him mad, what cheered him up. But she'd misread 

him. He hid something. 

"Walter. What are you thinking?" 

"I'm reading." 

He peered at his watch. Evelyn would be rapping on his door in three 

hours. His reading peeved Isabelle and he hoped it would start her 

simmering until she boiled over and blew out of here. He'd made a bad 

choice by timing Isabelle and Evelyn so close together. Every year, he took 

this trip with his wife, but this time, after he'd just sold the California 

franchise, proving to Evelyn he could make as much money as her father and 

fueling this power, with Isabelle, that he could be devious and in control too, 

he kissed Isabelle's cheek and said, "What about Sonata?" He came out four 

days early, saying to Evelyn he had business to finish up. 

But now, Isabelle had to leave. 

He lowered the magazine to his lap and stabbed a question at her. "You 

don't give a damn about music, do you? You're just interested in it to please 

me." 

"What are you saying?" 

"What do you think?" 

"Look. I'm not some pedigreed genius like Evelyn," she said. "You 

don't even like her." 

"I do too." 
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'Then what is it with me?" 

"You knew I was married. You knew what you were getting." 

Walter started to read again when a grackle returned to the balcony. Its 

twig-like legs balanced on the cubed metal railing and, in the sun, its back 

showed off an iridescent purple before the bird flew off. 

"Have you ever had an affair with another woman before me?" 

"No." 

"Really?" 

"Don't you believe me?" 

She didn't answer, then said, "They say that people who have affairs at 

middle age, are afraid of death. Are you afraid of death?" 

"I not a big fan." 

"But do you love me?" she asked. 

"As always." 

She weighed how much she loved him. Seventy percent, she figured 

and wondered about the thirty percent of reluctance. His money, of course, 

appealed to her. She studied his dumpy-bellied figure, searching for what else 

drew her to him. When he wasn't reading, he kept his glasses lifted onto the 

undemarcated geography of his forehead and bare scalp; red, furrowed flesh 

which reminded her of sliced pastrami, and she decided that anything other 

than an expensive shirt or suit would make him pathetic. And physical 

attraction was important. She couldn't deny that. 

"Do you respect me?" she asked. 

"Of course." 

"Why? What about me do you respect?" 



66 

"What the hell is this? You're grilling me. Have I committed some 

crime? Could I please just read?" 

"We've dated for a whole year and you don't seem to have any more 

emotional investment in me than when we first met!" 

"I do too." 

"You do not!" 

"You're bored," he said. "Why don't you take the rent car and drive 

into town? Or maybe to San Francisco." 

"Or all the way to hell! That's what you mean, isn't it?" 

"Now you're being foolish." He called after her because she'd gone 

into the room and moments later returned with a camera and snapped a 

photo of him. 

"Stop that!" 

"I don't have any photos of you. Since we're going to break up, I want 

one. A parting shot," she said and sniffled. 

"We're not breaking up," he said. "But don't take any photos of me." 

"And why not?" 

They eyed each other, then he rushed out of his chair and let the 

magazine flop to the concrete, then slowed down, seeing Isabelle backed 

against the railing with the camera clutched against her breast. He didn't 

want to act too rushed. Isabelle would know he was in a panic. He kissed the 

back of her hand holding the camera, and wrapped his hand over it, feeling 

her skin cling to the warm plastic. He tried easing it out of her grasp, but she 

pulled it to her and stretched her arm toward the sky, outdistancing his 

fingers traveling up her forearm. Under his feet, he felt the scrape of the 
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gritty concrete as he shifted unsteadily on his feet, and his lips collided with 

her mouth. His clumsy kiss bought seconds for his other arm to wind across 

her backside. Balance. This was not unlike traveling a high wire, he thought, 

and realized he needed to take a breath. They leaned against the balcony 

railing. He reached. Her breasts pressed into him. He liked the mounded 

feel of them. He thought about her breasts, and the camera. Her camera. 

With her photo. Of him. When that thought came together and emerged 

from his brain's sexual fog, his hand touched the camera as Isabelle jerked it 

back. Walter's calf knocked his chair down and the two legs and wire back 

shimmied against the concrete as it fell. Isabelle twisted the camera away 

from him, but her foot slipped and her back arched over the railing as she 

caught herself, her hands splaying out like oars to steady herself. 

"Walter! Stop it! You're going to kill me!" 

"I will not!" he shouted. "Give me the damn camera!" 

His glasses inched further down his forehead, near his eyebrows. She 

hated them, the thick limbs over his ears and the rounded off square frames. 

"You're crazy!" he shouted and puffed for air, then let out a laugh, 

"Dizzy, this is so fun! Let's go inside and screw. Are you wearing your 

leopard panties?" 

He tagged her hips, but she stripped off his glasses and threw them off 

the balcony where they arced in a parabola through the air and landed in the 

vineyard. 

"Why the hell did you do that?" 

"I don't know. I got nervous, Walter." 

"Now I can't see!" 
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"I know." 

Intent on her hurt feelings, Isabelle, with Walter, plowed into the 

harvested vineyard. Ahead of them, the tops of vines flourished into heads 

of withered grapes and crisp tan leaves with a stain of red at their center. Fog 

fingered through the crops in the mornings and made the roads hard to 

travel. But now it had burned off and mounds of shoveled, sandy dirt sunk 

under her steps as she hunted the ground for the glasses. Looking through 

the rows, she got more irritated at Walter, then stopped and wondered why 

she bothered. What was she looking for? Love. From him. Hadn't it been 

about money? When she was younger, in her twenties, she could define 

love. Then. Not now. Then, love meant you'd give up everything. Even 

your life. She was stupidly romantic. 

"Damnit! I'm going to get my suit dirty out here!" he shouted at her 

from another row. But she ignored him. 

Isabelle leaned over, her chest parallel to the ground and clutched her 

hair in her fist to keep it from falling into her face. Looking this way, she 

thought they'd find the glasses soon. She liked doing something at some 

distance from Walter, whose crouched, rounded figure showed through the 

stakes, like a man trapped behind the ribs of a prison. Up the row, something 

appeared glassy and she went over, dug her fingers through the soil, and its 

powdery feel embedded itself in the furrows of her skin and cuticles. But it 

was a piece of plastic, its edge serrated and made opaque from the wind and 

other weather. A fly landed on her cheek and she smeared it away and the 

dirt trail on her face filled her nose with the odor of clay. Sand covered the 



69 

toes of her flats and seeped inside. Isabelle couldn't remember if she'd been 

this dirty in a dress since she was a girl. She felt truant, but from what? She 

glanced over at Walter who picked up something, examined it, then 

forcefully threw it into the vines. 

"Shit! We're never going to find them out here!" he shouted. 

"Yes, we will. Stop being so impatient." 

'To hell with you!" he shouted. "I want you to pack your bags and get 

out." 

Walter battered one of the vines. Leaves scattered to the air and wafted 

down. He tramped across the road and into the lobby as Isabelle watched him, 

then glanced at the ground, wondering if he meant that about her leaving 

when she found the glasses nudged against a vine. The right lens had popped 

out and lay next to the frames. She leaned over. Her fingers reached for 

them, but she hesitated. Why was she doing it? If only she could define what 

they had in this relationship. Several permutations of love went through her 

mind, as if love were a target of tightening rings, the pinpoint of which she 

could cast a dart at its center and win. One could love a car, a dress, 

someone's hairstyle, of course that lends itself to envy. Envy wasn't love. It 

was obsession, something like passion. And passion was short-lived, unless 

it became obsession. Most love was momentary, she thought, like the scriptic 

end of a letter, sealed and thought little more of than at that instant of its 

creation. And of course, spiritual love. That came and went for her, and was 

too little, too lofty. What she wanted was obsession - an ongoing, long-term 

drug. Did this make her perverse? 
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She picked up the glasses and crossed the road into the bed and 

breakfast where on the left of the lobby, behind a wide cement fireplace, older 

couples gathered on velvet and silk Victorian settees and chairs with squatted 

coffee tables in front of them, as if they'd come from some long journey to sit 

here. As if they kept time as easily as the breath going in and out of their 

bodies. Against a wall, a cloth-covered table with a silver tea service stood 

among tea cups and saucers, finger sandwiches and cookies. It enticed her to 

be with them, but she didn't feel invited. She wasn't sure if she was one of 

them. 

Walter waited at the elevator. 

"I found your glasses," she said. 

He took them from her and studying them, ran his finger along the 

open lens frame. 

"You broke them," he said. 

"And also. I'm leaving you." 

The elevator door ushered open and she went inside, ahead of him. 

He leaned over and pressed his face near the panel of buttons, trying to read 

them, and Isabelle poked her finger past his nose into the one marked "2." 

When the door closed, he said, "You can't leave me because I told you 

to leave." 

"Okay. Whatever you say." 

But after the door opened, he chased behind her to their room. 

"How can you say you're leaving me?" 

Isabelle shoved her key into the lock, and twisted and pushed the door 

open. The air conditioning wafted in her face and gave her body a chill as she 
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went to the armoire, clamped several hangers of her clothes in her hand, and 

took them to the bed. Walter followed and stood behind her. 

"How can you?" he asked again. 

"I just am. That's all." 

"Look, sometimes I know I act like I don't want you around. But I do." 

"Walter! I've made up my mind!" 

They faced each other a moment and then he turned from her. 

"Alright. Go ahead," he said. "My God! I'm worn out from doing you 

anyway." 

"Me? You begged. Izzy, let me squeeze your butt. Let me suck your 

tits, Izzy. O, Izzy, please!" she mimicked. "You're bingeing, mister. Having 

an affair is one thing, but this?" 

"I don't care!" 

'Then I guess that's the downside of an affair, Walter. Shorter coffee 

breaks." 

"You can't leave me! My God! What are you thinking?" 

He stopped and pointed his finger at her. "You'll have to go back to 

work. What in hell are you going to do?" 

Dresses, shorts and shirts layered her suitcase lying with the top flapped 

open. She stopped packing and eyed it, then went to the dresser where she 

unloaded her panties, bras, and hose. Walter hadn't wanted her to unpack, to 

keep everything tidy in her suitcase, like they were on the run, but she 

refused. 

"I'll do wills. Or maybe go to Europe for a year. That's a better idea," 

she said. 
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Walter went to a corner chair by the armoire and sat while Isabelle 

continued packing. The torqued, wooden arms hugged his hips, and he 

looked uncomfortable and checked his watch. 

"Why do you suddenly want to leave me? What did I do?" 

"You been a beast to me today." 

"Perhaps." 

"You have. But that's not why I'm leaving you," she said. "I'm 

leaving because I'm bored." 

"You're bored?" 

"I'm tired of playing quiz show games with you. Guessing how you'll 

react. I even know the answers now," she said. "But I know it's not love 

anymore." 

"But I love you." 

"I don't know what you feel, but I'm bored." 

"You're running away because I've hurt your feelings. You can't 

handle confrontation. Or intimacy." 

"Am I really hearing this from you? Really?" she asked. "Anyway, I 

don't think I want intimacy. Intimacy becomes borrowing toothbrushes and 

nagging each other about how you've left the bathroom." 

"We'll never have that." 

"We already do," she said. "And by the way, I was wrong about you 

being afraid of death." 

"I never said I was," he said. "And that's a bunch of crap anyway. 

Everyone's afraid of death. Tell me something new." 
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"Whoever thinks they're going to die anyway?" she said and sat down 

on some of her clothes still lying on the bed. Isabelle was careless about 

wrinkling them. She remembered when she, as a child, invented games in 

her front yard with the Mulbeny tree, her territory, and the Hawthorn 

bushes, her friend's, and how they changed the plot when they got bored. 

They did that all day long, over and over. 

Isabelle planned to say something else to Walter, but instead, she 

punched the clothes in her suitcase and zipped the sides until the two zippers 

met in the center. 

Walter kept silent. He didn't understand exactly what she meant and 

figured she was crazy. A bellhop came upstairs and towed her bags down the 

hall. Isabelle stood at the top of the stairs. Her shoes had dust on them from 

the field and strands of her hair, tugged from her blonde knot, hung around 

her face, but she still looked pretty. She waved to him and descended. 

He shut the door and felt a sense of relief because Evelyn would come 

soon. Although he hated to see Isabelle go. But it was the right time to end 

the affair. Absolutely. Not so neatly, but finally. Then he opened the door 

and went to the place where she last stood, waving, and wondered what she'd 

said about obsession. 



LOSING GROUND 

Judith was pregnant. She'd gone to the gynecologist earlier that 

afternoon and found out. On the home test, a second line appeared, but she 

held out for that tiny percentage of false positives. Life wasn't so much a 

matter of events, Judith thought, but the timing of them. Now was the 

wrong time for a baby. 

If it had been earlier in their relationship, yes, well the baby would 

have been welcome. Duncan wouldn't take it well. Recently, he had 

experienced a setback in his career. He'd probably suggest an abortion. She 

would probably agree, but she'd have to think about that. She was twenty and 

thirty-two years younger than him. 

Duncan, Dr. Lavaliere, was an anthropologist, an expert on the Aymara 

and Quecha tribes in the Andes mountains. For the last three summers, he 

had gathered research in Peru, and braved the Shining Path, earthquakes, 

poisonous snakes and frogs, and altitude sickness in order to reach two 

particular study groups. Now his orthopedic said no more trips. If he tried it 

again, his right knee would be re-injured and a second surgery would involve 

a more stressful recovery. 

Last October, Duncan's seventy-six-year-old father from Alsace, having 

watched bowling on cable, asked to go to an alley. Duncan hadn't bowled 

since high school, and his rented shoes were a size too large, causing him to 

slip into one of the varnished lanes, fall, roll over into another lane where an 

oncoming bowling ball rammed into his knee. At first, the pain didn't bother 
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him, but then it got worse and he had to have surgery. "You're just getting 

older," the doctor said, "Joints wear out." Duncan was halfway through 

writing his book and he feared that if he couldn't finish it, he'd wind up in 

administration. 

"I can't do that," he said to Judith's suggestion that it would be okay. 

His face seized with tension as he glanced at her. His brown eyes, sad-looking 

because they watered so much, and sharp French nose seemed to pierce her 

with judgment. 

"What are you thinking? I can't do that. I make fun of those clowns 

over there." 

Judith was working as a checker at a grocery store. When she came 

home with a sack of groceries, the house was dark and quiet, and from the 

kitchen, Judith could see Duncan stretched out on the sofa in the den, 

wearing his robe. The TV screen beamed into the unlit room with the 

volume turned down. A plate clinked against the tile floor as their Labrador, 

Milton, licked at it. They got Milton a year ago when Judith moved in with 

Duncan. Their relationship seemed solid enough to add something else, 

something bigger. A dog. Their dog. Six months later, Judith noticed its 

eyes appeared milky under the reflection of a lamp. It had developed 

cataracts. Judith cried. She blamed herself for not comparison shopping 

other, better breeders. Duncan told her you couldn't absolutely know about 

faulty genes. They could have taken it back to the breeder, but it would have 

been destroyed. Being adult about it, they renamed the dog something great 

and blind. Milton. But Judith still felt sick about it. And Duncan, as the dog 
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began walking slower in order to avoid chairs and doorways and gained 

weight, he patted and rubbed the dog less. 

"Duncan, honey," she said, "Don't you have a class today?" 

"I suppose so." 

"What time is it?" 

He didn't answer. 

She set the sack on the kitchen table with a notepad and an open book 

on one side and a computer on the other. Every meal they ate with papers 

and books and the computer. It had been that way since she moved in last 

year. But in the last month, he hadn't flipped a single page in the book. 

She worried he was drinking more. An hour after breakfast, he drank 

his first beer. He smoked too. Somewhere she read that smokers lost a third 

of their vitamins, so buying high-vitamin content food, she began serving 

him seaweed and carrots. He ate them until his skin became tinged with 

yellow. Too much carotene. It was hard to find the right balance with 

Duncan, she decided. 

Judith reached against the wall of the den and flipped on the ceiling 

light. The sudden yellow glare made the room gloomier, like the effect of a 

high fever. Milton came over and stuffed his head under her hand, and after 

she patted it, he lay down on the carpet where he chewed on a rubber mouse 

that squeaked each time he bit in. Next to the sofa, newspapers and 

magazines littered the brown alpaca rug on the tile flooring. The rug had 

white geometric llamas on it. She went over to him and sat at the end of the 

couch. He hadn't showered; oily strands of his black hair had drifted in front 
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of his eyes. She stretched her hand toward him and managed to move them 

away from his face before he pulled away from her touch. 

"Duncan, I know you're upset about how things are going for you 

now." 

"I don't want to talk about it." 

"But you've got to get yourself together." 

He lifted the magazine from his lap to his face and began reading. Her 

message wasn't getting to him. She felt alone when he closed up on her. 

Milton continued to bite the toy and drew out a whistle with each chew. 

Judith snapped her fingers to get the dog to stop, but it ignored her. Indian 

masks with white chevrons down the wooden noses hung next to the sliding 

glass door, and outside, an incomplete railing ended on their deck with gray 

and rotting lumber leaning against it. Last August, they began a deck, but fall 

came, he got busy with classes, the work slowed, and then stopped after his 

bowling accident. 

"Duncan. I want to tell you something, but you're not in the right 

mood." 

"What is it?" 

"I can't tell you now." 

"Just tell me," he said. "I hate it when you keep something from me." 

The squeaking toy grated on her while she tried to think how to put 

things. 

"I don't keep things from you!" 

Million stopped chewing when she raised her voice. 

"I went to the gynecologist today and found out I was pregnant." 
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Duncan dropped the magazine onto his belly. The greasy strands 

slipped to his forehead again. Milton came over to them and snuffed his 

nose into Duncan's ribs. Judith made the dog sit, and when Duncan said 

nothing, she regretted telling him and ran though what she might have done 

instead, but no, she would have to tell him because she knew that about 

herself. She couldn't cheat. 

"You what? You're kidding me." 

Judith shook her head no. He was upset with her. She was sure. 

"We can talk about alternatives," she said. 

"You really are pregnant?" 

"Yes, of course." 

Duncan sat up and kissed her. She pressed her fingers to her lips, 

feeling the sensation of the kiss in the pit of her stomach, and then tears 

because he hadn't kissed her in a while. That worried her. She hadn't 

expected him to react this way. Instead, she thought he would absorb it as 

ongoing proof that life had gone wrong for him and resent her. 

"I'm very happy," he said. 

Duncan laughed, took the magazine off his stomach and stood up. The 

skirt of his robe dropped over his skinny calves. Since his injury, he hadn't 

worked out and lost much of his muscle, and his stomach rounded into a 

pear-shape from the beer. 

"But you're not supposed to be," she said. "I mean, I thought that you 

wouldn't be." 

"No, not at all. I'm very happy," he said. "I've got to call Becky." 
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He went to the kitchen phone and began punching in the number, but 

Judith came over and pressed the plunger down to stop the call. 

"Do not call Becky!" 

Duncan grabbed her wrist and lifted her hand from the phone's cradle, 

then punched the numbers again. 

"It's just a little call," he said, and smiled, but Judith slapped her fingers 

against the plunger again and left her hand there against the cup of plastic. 

"Would you stop it!" he said. 

"Tell me why you're calling her?" 

"Move your hand." 

"Why are you calling her?" 

Duncan stood with the silent phone receiver in his hand. "Okay," he 

said, "I won't call her." They eyed each other, but when he moved to hang up 

the phone, Judith took her hand away, letting the buzz of the dial tone return, 

and Duncan stabbed numbers again while pressing himself against the wall to 

keep Judith from the phone. 

"Duncan!" 

She fought to reach it, moving to each side as Duncan swung his body 

in front of hers, shielding the phone as he added more numbers. Then he 

stopped. Listened. 

"Damn. Wrong number!" 

He hung up, but guarded the phone. 

"Why does everything about us have to be about her?" she asked. 

"It isn't." 

"Is too." 
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Becky was Duncan's ex-wife. She was a sociologist at the university 

and lived a mile from them. They hated each other, but maintained a 

relationship because of their nine-year-old girl, Lisa, whom they adopted at 

the end of their marriage. She brought her over to visit Duncan, and Duncan 

and Becky chatted on the phone at least twice a week. That bothered Judith. 

"You don't love me," she said. 

"I do too." 

He'd entered another number. Judith sat at the table and watched him, 

the receiver pressed against his ear and his neck draped with an overgrowth 

of hair. 

"Becky." His voice was sudden, bursting, as if he reached air at the 

surface of a pool from underwater. He couldn't wait to tell her, Judith 

thought. She didn't know why he had to compete and win with her. 

"Duncan. Stop it." 

"I've got news for you, babe. Judith is pregnant," he said. "Of course, 

it's mine." 

Duncan held his hand over the speaker and asked Judith if it was his. 

'To the best of my knowledge." 

"What does that mean?" 

"Of course, it's yours." 

"Becky, she says it's mine." 

"Duncan, hang up! We aren't ready to announce this to everyone." 

Duncan ignored her. 

"Of course, you know what this means, don't you? I've got good 

sperm. You're the bad egg!" 
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He laughed. 

"Duncan, that's mean. Hang up! Hang up now!" 

Duncan was stubborn and often resistant to what she'd ask him to do. 

He started arguing with his ex-wife. 

'That's bullshit, Becky." 

Judith was a music major, but her specialty was voice, and she'd 

learned how to scream properly so that she wouldn't damage it. Duncan's 

arguing with Becky upset her. 

"Hang up or I'll scream." 

"Don't blame that shit on me," he said to Becky. 

Judith thought she'd cry. Sometimes when she got mad at Duncan, 

and it was too late to go anywhere, like at midnight, she would go to her car 

and sit in it for an hour. She went to the back door with its rough-hewn 

double panels that Duncan styled, opened it, pushed aside the screen door, 

thrust herself between the two doors, ignoring the metal frame that pinched 

her back as it tried to close upon her, and screamed. She continued until 

Duncan hung up the phone. 

"I've got to go now." 

Judith quit screaming. Duncan pulled at the ends of his belt, making 

the robe tighter around his middle, then thrust his hands in the pockets. He 

stared at her. 

"I wish you wouldn't do that." 

Her throat felt stressed and she rubbed it. She'd overdone it this time. 

"How could you do that to me?" she asked. 

"It was only a little call." 
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"Not to me, it wasn't." 

Duncan shrugged. 

"I love you," he said. 

"You don't love me," she said. 

"I do." 

"You don't." 

"With all my heart and soul, I do." 

She began to believe him. 

Duncan began getting up early in the morning, going to classes, and 

started work on his book again. He told Judith he had enough material for a 

comparative study on pubescent behavior in the Ayamara and Quechua 

tribes. In his elation over the baby, he considered geographical and seasonal 

names: Asia, Sierra, Sahara, West, East, Sky, Spring, Summer. But Judith, 

when he asked her, only came up with Fred or Frieda. 

"Fred? Fred's too adult for a boy," he said. 

"He'll grow into it." 

"You don't care." 

"I care very much," she said. 

But she wasn't sure about having the baby. When she got out of the 

shower the next morning, she snapped open her birth control compact and 

ran her finger over the plastic pockets emptied of their pills. When they first 

started sleeping together, seven months after she finished his cultural 

anthropology course, she took them regularly. Never missed one, but then 

she slipped, and it was two the next day, then a skip, then two more. Once, 
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she couldn't remember the last time she'd taken one, and swallowed three. 

The excess hormones made her throw up so she quit taking them. It wasn't 

that she was irresponsible. She just slipped into pregnancy. But the half-

empty disk made her wonder that if she couldn't manage taking pills, then 

how could she manage a child? 

When they first moved in together, the cohabitation of her things with 

his thrilled her: her book on Degas by his on Darwin, her dresses, her jeans by 

his flannel shirts, her robe on an extra peg by his terry cloth in the bathroom. 

Now what was hers, what was his seemed no longer identifiable, like the dog 

that they'd bought together. But those were only shared things. 

It rained earlier that morning, Duncan peered outside at the orange 

and green lichens on the warped lumber. He stepped outside. The yard 

smelled of soaked grass and the tang of weeds. He began stacking up the spare 

lumber. Judith saw him, slid open the glass door and came out. 

"I'm going to finish this deck," he told her. 

"Great," she said. "You know, we should get a bigger grill. Have a 

barbecue out here." 

'That'd be great. Make some margaritas. Grill some chicken and 

vegetables." 

Judith went over to a lawn chair backed under the window ledge. 

Brown leaves were in it and she brushed them out and sat. The plastic lattice 

felt gritty under her thighs. Duncan worked. A splinter caught in his thumb. 

He chewed at it. 

"Are you okay?" 
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"Yes." 

"Duncan," she said. "Do you love me?" 

"I'll always love you." 

She smiled. "I'm glad," she said. "I love you too." 

Judith brought her knees under her chin, pressed her back into her 

chair and watched him lift wood from one pile to the other. He seemed 

absorbed and happy in it. 

"What if. I don't know. What if we thought about marriage?" she 

asked. 

Duncan added two more arm loads of lumber on the pile, raised up 

and swept the hair out of his eyes. He arched and rubbed his palms over his 

back. Judith waited. The sun came out and through their leafy oak, there 

were patches of yellow-green where it shined and dark green where it did not. 

A long-legged spider crawled out of the new shuffle of lumber and along a 

board extended from the pile. 

"God! I am out of shape." 

"What about it?" 

"Marriage?" 

"Yes." 

"Do we have to talk about this now?" 

The spider quickly skittered down several boards to the deck and away, 

like a prisoner finding the cell door open. 

"No. But I thought that it would be a good time to talk about it." 

"Let's talk about it later." 
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"I mean I thought now would be a good time because you're happy. 

Because you know you always seem busy or tired, or depressed. And I can't 

talk to you when you're like that. You don't realize how hard it was for me 

to be patient all that time you hung out in the den with the dog, and I was in 

the kitchen, eating all by myself." 

"I know. I'm sorry." 

"You don't know. You don't even know I cried when the lights were 

out and you'd fallen asleep on the couch. Again. And I wanted you there 

next to me." 

"I'm sorry. I won't do that anymore." 

"Look. This isn't what I wanted to talk about. I don't want to blame 

you." 

"I know." 

"Why can't we talk about marriage?" she asked. 

Duncan glanced down at his hand. A red mark of blood was on his 

thumb. 

"I don't know. It's not what I've planned for now," he said. "Do we 

have any peroxide?" 

"Have you planned anything?" 

'To get some peroxide before my thumb falls off." 

"Fine. I can't talk to you." 

"What do you want me to say?" 

"Nothing." 

He stood in front of her and held the hand with the injured thumb out 

like it was a piece of trash. 
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"You know, you're not Ms. Head of Planning and Development either. 

You could have told me you weren't taking your pills anymore." 

"I forgot." 

"And I'm supposed to be responsible for that?" 

Judith stood up. She was going in the house. 

"No. I'll take care of it. I'll take care of everything." 

She wedged herself away from the chair and where he stood in front of 

her, went to the door and slid it open. A fly zipped past her head and went 

into the house. That irritated her, but she wasn't going to chase it and kill it. 

"What do you mean by that?" he asked her. 'Talk to me." 

Judith pushed the door back in its place and went into the kitchen. She 

wouldn't talk to him. Duncan turned away from the window, glanced at the 

pile of wood, moved to kick it, but stopped and held his thumb as if a sharp 

pain made it throb. 

It rained more that afternoon. Duncan went off to the hardware store 

for more wood. He returned shortly before Becky and Lisa came over to the 

house, and went outside, saying nothing to Judith and began sawing through 

the pencil ticks he measured on the wood. Becky knocked at the door, then 

opened it before Judith could answer. They came inside; their Nylon jackets 

dripped rain. 

"Milkman," Becky said, as her fist finished the last rap. 

Lisa was behind her. 

"Milkman?" Lisa asked. 
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"Before your time. When dinosaurs roamed the earth, and men 

expected hot meals and clean shirts from women/' Becky said to Lisa. "Isn't 

that right, Judith?" 

"I wouldn't know," Judith said. 

Lisa came over to Judith. When she first met Lisa at Duncan's house, 

Judith thought her a sad sort of child. She was very bright, but a little fat 

through her arms, legs and tummy, and the skin above her upper lip was 

often red and crusty from her nose that ran especially when she would lie on 

the floor drawing something or gluing plastic and glitter on a collage. The 

sniff sniffs she made grew on Judith's nerves who would drop a Kleenex box 

at the girl's elbow. Lisa would snuffle thank you and go back to her project, 

but most of the time, she didn't keep to herself. It was hard to have a 

conversation around or with her. She often shouted her words at them, even 

if she wasn't angry. 

"I'm going to do an impression of a lizard!" she yelled. 

Lisa stood in the middle of the living room waiting for Duncan and 

Judith's attention, her round childish belly flashing beneath a flowered dress 

and her pink Keds planted together. They sat with the TV going and Duncan 

watching it. 

"Watch me!" 

"Okay. We're watching!" Judith shouted back. 

Judith talked almost as loudly as Lisa because she was nervous and 

trying to match Lisa's enthusiasm and perhaps make up for Duncan who 

said hardly anything. He pretended to watch Lisa while eyeing the TV. 

Judith, who was sitting on the arm of the sofa, punched his shoulder. 
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"You're not watching." 

"I'm watching." 

But when Lisa discovered he wasn't looking at her during her second 

performance, she ran from the room promising to never show him anything 

again. 

"I hate you!" Lisa said. 

Judith began to distance herself from Lisa because she didn't want to do 

Duncan's job. And when Lisa came over to her now and asked are you 

pregnant, Judith, imagining her own child, realized she didn't like her very 

much. 

"Yes," Judith said. 

"Will she be my sister?" 

"I don't know. What do you want?" 

"A sister. Boys are turds." 

"That's just what your mother thinks." 

Becky looked at Judith. Her sand-colored hair was in a ponytail, and 

her bangs touched the tops of her eyebrows, so thick they reduced her pupils 

to pinheads. 

"You should know. You're the good egg," Becky said to Judith 

Puddles of rain beaded into little kidney-shapes on the tile floor, and 

she gave Becky a dishtowel to mop them up and said she was sorry that 

Duncan made that comment about her as the bad egg. Duncan had told 

Judith they divorced because they tried so hard for a baby that it ruined their 

marriage. They ran a few tests. The doctor wanted to do more because he 

hadn't found anything, but Duncan complained that it was expensive and 
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refused. Guilt and blame widened into hatred for each other by the time they 

adopted, and unlike the stories they'd heard of so many other couples having 

trouble with adoptions, Lisa was simple. They had filed papers, paid money, 

gone on with each of their lives and then got a phone call. They were 

parents. 

Becky wiped her shoes and handed the towel back to her. 

"Where is the happy sperm?" 

Judith thought about Duncan being called that. She didn't like it. 

"He's outside finishing the deck." 

Becky peered out of the sliding glass door at Duncan's figure, hunched 

over and hammering. 
i 

"Go say hi to your dad, Lisa," Becky said. 

"You mean, please get out of the kitchen. You want to talk to Judith 

about me, huh?" Lisa said. 

Becky smiled, "No, but you're right about me wanting you to 

vamoose." 

Lisa slid the glass door open and went out while Becky sat at the 

kitchen table. She moved aside the papers and books, and tilted a mug of cold 

coffee toward her to see the silt of coffee grinds drifting to one side. "Do you 

have any coffee?" 

"No," Judith said. She lied, but didn't care. Maybe it would make 

Becky want to leave, but she got up, opened their pantry door and grabbed a 

can of ground coffee. 

"Here it is." 

"You can leave Lisa here. I'll bring her over later." 
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Becky glanced out of the window at Duncan. 

"God! Would you look at him. He may add on another wing here for 

you," Becky said. 

"I don't think so." 

"No, I wouldn't expect that of him either. He gets very enthusiastic 

about things and then quits. That was what happened in our marriage." 

"I thought it was the baby. That you couldn't have one," Judith said 

"You two, I mean. Not just you." 

'That too, but much more. We adopted Lisa, then Duncan wanted out. 

That's why this whole baby thing with him surprises me." 

"Why am I talking to you? I'm not talking to you about anything." 

"But Judith, this baby upsets me. Doesn't it upset you?' 

"Why are you suddenly Mother Teresa about me? You hate me." 

"No. I don't hate you. I don't particularly respect you because you're 

so emotionally dependent on Duncan. Men, I suppose." 

"How can you say that?" Judith yelled. "And you, you hate men!" 

"When they're stupid." 

"You think they're all stupid. All the time." 

"No, I don't. You just give in and let Duncan lie around on that sofa. 

I'd kill him if he did that to me." 

"I'm sure you would!" 

"I don't mean that. I mean I'd be tougher with him." 

Judith was hurt. Everyone thought her kindness insipid. She 

wouldn't be kind to Becky. 

"Shuttup!" Judith shouted. 
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"You shut the hell up!" 

Judith hurtled into her. Her shoulder jabbed Becky's chest and she 

knocked the two of them on the floor. Outside, Lisa screamed. Duncan ran 

into the house. Lisa followed. Becky was rolling on top of Judith and hitting 

her while Judith reached for Becky's face. Her thumb slipped into the right 

corner of Becky's mouth, and pinching it, she could feel the wet pillowy 

tissue of her cheek. Duncan grabbed Becky's arms. They were tense, spring-

loaded. Becky tripped over Duncan's foot and fell to her knees. Judith got up. 

Duncan asked what happened. Becky got off the floor, but neither of 

them would say anything. Becky's ponytail was undone and the four of them 

searched the floor for her elastic band. Judith saw it, but didn't tell her. 

Leaving, Becky told Lisa to come with her, but Duncan said she could stay. 

He'd bring her over later, and Becky left as Judith's counted the scratches on 

her body. 

Judith left work at the grocery store about nine that night. A customer, 

a man who had an East-European accent, gave her a twenty for several cans of 

dog food she'd run over the scanner. When she asked him what kind of dog 

he had, he said he didn't own one, and she explained to him that these were 

cans of food for dogs. He looked embarrassed and left the store without 

buying anything. Judith felt bad for him. Someone trying to manage, 

possibly on his own, in a foreign country. She wondered if a dream made 

him leave, or was he pushed out by an intolerable situation, like maybe he 

was Croatian and had to leave. She'd always thought people could choose 

their lives, but now that she was pregnant, her ideas were changing. Walking 
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to her car, she paused in front of a photography studio. A gold-framed family 

portrait on an easel in a black velvet booth shined in the store's floodlights. 

The mother smiled and showed a straight top row of teeth. She sat in the 

center and Judith noticed her first. Her young son wore glasses, and her even 

younger daughter had hair to her elbow and wore white stockings. The 

father stood, one palm placed on his wife's shoulder, and wore a blue blazer 

like his son. She thought that if she had this baby, she could have photos 

done of him or her and always keep one in her wallet. Duncan could do a 

portrait with the two of them. They might. It was a possibility. She didn't 

have any photos of him and he acted like he was happy with her being 

pregnant, but driving away she thought herself stupid for being seduced by 

something so sentimental. He didn't want to marry her. Even if they did 

marry, they would never be suitable for framing. 

Duncan was working at the kitchen table when Judith got home; 

Milton lay on the floor. There was a light over the stove and a hanging lamp 

covered over with a plastic Tiffany-style shade that blocked out a lot of light. 

This room never had enough light, and that always bothered her. The 

kitchen was clean, and with the exception of some sugar spilled on the brown 

counter tiles, Duncan's presence seemed to be the only thing disturbing the 

room's somberness. She thought how lonely it would really be if he weren't 

here. Becky hadn't been around much since their fight, but he still talked to 

her on the phone. Duncan gave Judith a hello and asked about the grocery 

store to which she answered something unimportant. He'd returned to 

reading when she said, "Duncan, I don't have a photo of you." 
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He flipped another page in his book and marked up an index card. She 

waited in case he'd say something, but he didn't and he went over to the sink 

where she wiped up the sugar with a damp sponge. 

"Not a portrait or a vacation photo, or even a bad party photo. Not a 

single one. Can you believe that?" 

"I'll have to get you one." 

"You will. Because it's very important. It may seem like it's a little 

thing, but it isn't." 

"I agree." 

He shuffled through some index cards. He seemed to be searching for 

something, and lifted up a book to see under it and some papers fell off the 

table and scattered into the corner. He gathered them up and planted them in 

disarray on top of the book. 

"Because what if I'm talking about you and someone wants to see what 

you look like. I won't have anything to show them. Or if they want to know 

what the baby's dad looks like to see if you two are alike." 

Duncan stood up and leaned over the table, saying to himself, "Where 

is?" His lips puckered in pursuit and his fingers twiddled in the air ready to 

grab the misplaced something as soon as his eyes came across it. 

"I have to have it, Duncan! You can't go missing from my life! I have 

to have something to show somebody!" 

"Okay, damnit. Would you shuttup so I can look for my notebook 

from last summer! It's not some stupid ass photo. It's important!" 

ludith started crying. 

"I said I would get you a photo of me! Christ!" 
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"I need to know that you love me." 

"You're always asking me that. I do." 

But Judith sobbed and went into the bathroom where she rolled off 

several plies of toilet paper. Duncan stared at the door she'd shut behind her. 

He thought about knocking at it and apologizing, but decided against it since 

he didn't know what he was sorry for. 

In the gynecologist's office, Judith sat holding a month-old Valentine's 

issue of Modern Woman with its crinkled cover in her lap. She glanced at 

her watch and wondered why it was taking so long. Her appointment ended 

fifteen minutes ago and she waited for them to give her the number of an 

abortionist. The waiting room was small, but not overcrowded. The cane-

back chairs were uncomfortable. They had no arms and faced other chairs 

five-feet across the other side. When Judith glanced up from her magazine, 

she saw the other patients. It gave her the feeling of everyone here being 

condemned by their bodies, but maybe she only felt that way because she was 

thinking about an abortion. She avoided the others and read a recipe for 

linzertort, even though she'd never heard of linzertort, but the photograph 

with the thick sugar crystals sprinkled on top of the lattice crust was pretty. 

When she came to the end of it: bake at 400 degrees, her eyes met those of a 

large woman with fragments of a thin, short, curly perm on her head, and her 

pregnant daughter whose stomach looked as if she carried a cantaloupe inside 

her. A plain silver fish dropped against the woman's chest. They sat across 

from her on-a sofa. The daughter passed a Life magazine to the mother. 
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Judith could see a medieval picture of Christ with a gold aureole ringed 

around his head on the front of it. 

"Yes. I saw that earlier. Isn't that filthy?" the mother said. 

Judith looked up and the woman turned toward her a picture of a 

foldout with several nude men running on a lush green field. It showed all 

of their butts. 

"At least, they're not running toward us," the daughter said. 

"And to think it's in the same magazine," the woman said. She closed 

it, and showing Judith, tapped her index finger on the face of Christ. "I 

bought it to read that article." 

"They're both in the same universe," Judith said. 

"Not mine," the woman answered. 

She pulled the picture out, tore it into sections, wadded it into a ball, 

and put it in her purse. She was righteous and tidy, thought Judith. The 

woman said she couldn't have that around her house because she had two 

grandsons, four and six, and imagine them seeing that, what would they 

come say to Grammy. Judith didn't want to listen to her anymore and found 

an article on a woman who saved her husband from drowning in a boating 

accident with her craft Styrofoam. The friend drowned. Not enough 

Styrofoam, Judith guessed, and thought about the strangeness of it: that 

people worry about so much of it, and here they probably didn't have enough. 

The woman said that it put God back in their marriage, and that improved 

love, sex, and play. Judith was skeptical. She tried to imagine rescuing 

Duncan, but couldn't picture a situation where he'd ever need her like that, 

and closed the magazine, thinking it old-fashioned: linzertort and women 
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saving poor swimming husbands who were too stupid to stay out of the 

water. She searched the room for other magazines. There was Good 

Housekeeping and Glamour. Judith was anxious. 

At the reception desk, through the window with the half-moon hole, 

Judith could see the doctor handing a chart to the nurse. Before leaving, in a 

loud voice, he called, "Get the number of Dr. Franklin, too." 

"Dr. Franklin?" the receptionist asked. 

"He does abortions." 

Judith's gaze met the woman with the fish who raised her eyebrows. 

How could that doctor be such an idiot? The entire waiting room heard him. 

She hated him. He hadn't thought about her at all. He'd forgotten her. A 

moment later, the receptionist called her up to the desk, asking her to pay and 

gave her the number. She seemed efficient. 

"Here's the number of Dr. Franklin," she said, fingering a slip of paper 

across the counter to her. Her voice was thick and distant. 

"Thank you," Judith said. 

The receptionist had turned away and was filing something. "Uh-

huh," she said. 

Judith zipped the number up in her purse. As she went out through 

the reception area, she felt panicky, like something bad was going to happen 

to her. She avoided looking at the other people in the room and pushed 

through the door, but the woman with the fish got up from her seat and 

followed her out of the office. Judith knew she was behind her; it worried 

her, but she continued walking toward the elevator and stabbed the button 
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with the down arrow. The woman stood several feet away from her, in the 

corridor crossing the elevator area. Judith waited. 

"Murderer!" the woman screamed. "Murderer!" 

Another woman came out of the neighboring office, spied the woman 

yelling and walked away from her. No one else opened their doors. At the 

center of this scene, Judith was embarrassed, but mostly frightened. What if 

that woman followed her down? What would she do? Shutting her eyes, 

she begged the elevator doors to spread open. The daughter came outside and 

urged her mother to hush, and Judith hoped that this would stop it, but then 

the woman came upon her. She was next to her, shouting in her ear. 

"Murderer! You'll burn for this!" 

Judith turned and hit her across the chest, shoving her into her 

daughter. Judith remembered glimpsing the woman's eyes and her red, 

angry face as the doors closed and the elevator lurched. She got out of the 

elevator, ran through the parking garage, hesitating before slow cars, and to 

her own car where she got in, leaned her forehead against the steering wheel 

and started to cry. But she drove out of there quickly. A security guard might 

come after her. Once outside, on the street, she let go with tears. She didn't 

think getting an abortion was easy, but Duncan didn't seem to want her, and 

she knew that she alone would be responsible for this child. Not Duncan. 

Not really. 

Her body condemned her, she thought. Even that army of birth control 

pills didn't keep her from getting pregnant, and yet women like Becky 

couldn't. Lucky Becky. Who probably didn't think herself lucky. If it hadn't 

been for Becky, Duncan would completely love her and probably marry her. 



98 

Of course. Because he wouldn't have had the marriage with Becky that put 

him off commitment. 

As she pulled into the carport of Duncan's house, her stomach burned, 

cramped, and her panties felt wet. She went inside and noted Duncan sitting 

in the den. Intermittent laughter came out of the television until he 

switched to the serious voice of a male newscaster, arid Judith went into the 

bathroom. She was bleeding. 

Duncan had been sitting on the sofa with a bag of tortilla chips nested 

in the crook of his arm, and salsa, and throwing chips to Milton who blindly 

sniffed for them on the brown alpaca rug, took them in his jaw and crunched 

them. Duncan was trying to figure out what to do about Judith. She was 

pregnant, too. That complicated things. Becky hated him because he didn't 

get her pregnant, and Judith was mad at him because he did. He thought if he 

were alone, he'd raft the Klamath in Oregon. 

"Duncan," she said. "Let me lie down." 

"What's the matter?" he asked. 

"I went to the doctor today. Something horrible happened to me," she 

said. 

"What?" 

She shook her head. Her forehead felt sweaty and she didn't want to 

explain anything. 

"I've miscarried." 

Duncan punched in the number of Judith's doctor and she spoke to 

him as she stretched across the sofa. Her voice was soft and drifting like she 
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was speaking from somewhere else. Underwater. He said she'd had a 

spontaneous abortion. 

"I'd thought about an abortion," Judith said. She thought of that 

woman screaming at her. Murderer. She could hear it and tried to think of 

other things, like how she hated Becky. Maybe she hated her too much. Of 

course, thinking didn't cause her to lose the baby. "I was just thinking about 

it. And it happened. Isn't that funny?" 

"But this is best," he said. "Something's wrong with the pregnancy. 

Not you." 

Duncan fingered the pale skin of her forearm that showed a dark blue 

vein traveling to her wrist and hand that held the portable phone. He didn't 

like the blue vein. He didn't like being able to see that far inside her, that she 

was made up of veins, a heart, lungs. He felt he had to make up for her loss. 

Their loss, he reminded himself. He took the phone out of her hand and 

placing it on the floor, its contact with the hard surface surprised him. 

Everything else seemed to float. Judith's fingers curled slightly. There wasn't 

much resistance in them. He locked his fingers in hers and she grasped them. 

She thought herself fortunate. He loved her. She thought about what was 

wrong with the pregnancy. Something biological. It hadn't been hers or 

Duncan's completely. There'd been Becky. If Becky moved away or had a 

fatal car accident, he'd marry her. Cruel. Impossible ideas. Of course. Judith 

shook her head to not think. 

"I shouldn't have had that fight with Becky." 

"Could that have been it?" 

"No. It's been a while, and it's biological." 
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He left Judith sleeping on the sofa with the TV turned low and Milton, 

a crescent with his back nudged against the sofa's apron. She hadn't felt 

sleepy, but she cried and thought sleeping seemed a good idea. Waking up 

might make things new. She was anxious to make the miscarried pregnancy 

her past. 

Duncan went to Becky's. She was there, snipping yellow leaves from 

her orchids. Orchids lined the corners of her house, and several were on 

stands by a garden window. That Becky grew orchids surprised him, because 

she let laundry and dirty trays of frozen dinners pile up, the bed go unmade, 

dust settle, and weeds take over her yard. But she explained to him that it 

was a challenge to make orchids grow. Really, she said, they needed a hot 

house to flourish. But that wasn't her intention. She'd begun growing them 

as a bet when her friend said orchids shouldn't exist out of their humid 

environmental equilibrium. So they were experiments to her rather than 

flowers she fawned over. 

Lisa was not there. She'd gone to her second ballet class. 

"It's good for her. She's an awkward kid. Of course, it's at the Y. I 

don't want her around kids with mothers who do nothing all day but drive 

around in their Suburbans and shop. Who cares anyway? It's just to give her 

a little confidence. I'm not raising some Margo Fonteyne," she said. "Like 

my new orchid. It's from Madagascar." 

"You should be kinder to Lisa." 

'Thank you. I love advice from a man who ran out on me." 

"I don't want to talk about this. Judith had a miscarriage." 
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Becky had several leaves cupped in the palm of one hand and scissors 

in the other. She emptied them in a paper sack on the floor wedged between 

a vent and an orchid stand. A grasshopper jumped from the corner of the 

sack. She let it go. She needed to answer Duncan. 

"I'm sorry, Duncan. Really." 

"You're not a healthy person, Becky. I want you to stay out of our 

lives." 

"Your lives? But Lisa is a part of your life. You shove her out of it, and 

that's what you would have done with this baby. Your lives! You ass! 

What? Are you going to marry her now?" 

"Why do you care?" 

Becky glanced into the orchid pot, half-expecting to see another 

grasshopper in its loamy black soil. 

"I care about Lisa," she said. 

"You do not. It's yourself. You want to control me." 

"No, you want to be controlled so you won't have to make decisions." 

"Jesus. I can't talk to you. I came over here because you hurt Judith 

and you don't care." 

"I hurt Judith?" 

"When you fought with her. Maybe she miscarried because of it." 

"Is that what you think?" 

"I don't know." 

'That is not true. Did Judith say that?" 

"She's sweet. She wouldn't do that." 

"She might." 
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"You're horrible, Becky!" 

"Get out!" 

Becky showed her scissors to him. 

"Get out of my house before I start snipping things off you too!" 

Duncan left Becky's house as she stayed on her porch, exercising her 

scissors in the air. At the end of the block, he wondered why he went to see 

her. Judith, he figured. He felt sony for the pain he'd caused her. He should 

make their lives work. Becky's accusation that he never made decisions 

stung him. He turned the corner and slowed to a stop as a yellow light 

switched to red. He was a half-mile from home. 



THE JURY REMEMBERS EVERYTHING 

Abby left work at the art gallery an hour early to stop by her mother's 

house. When she knocked on the back door, the caterer, a busty woman with 

hair in a snug, ropey bun, answered, let her in, then walked out with a brown 

leather briefcase that looked as if she carried off the papers to a multi-million 

dollar merger. 

"Abby? We're in here having coffee on the divan." 

Her mother was calling from the den. Abby went in and saw her Aunt 

Fiona sitting with her mother on the camel-back sofa her mother re-covered 

in a cushy pink rayon after Abby went to college. The volume of a soap opera 

disturbed the quiet of the living room. The actors sighed a lot. They appeared 

to have a problem with a guy named Spider. Naturally. 

Abby was marrying a pathologist, Calvin Peters, this Saturday, and had 

been feeling very happy about it. Her mother suggested the wedding take 

place in her living room, and today, Tuesday morning, two men came to 

move the sofas and other furniture, and brought in the folding chairs. Across 

from the den, Abby could see several stacks of folding chairs on dollies in the 

living room's hollow space. Unlike all the other wedding plans, this made 

Abby realize the wedding's closeness. It would really happen. 

Aunt Fiona rose to meet Abby. They hugged, and Abby pulled out a 

shoe box from the paper sack under her arm. She lifted the lid to show them 

a pair of white peau-de-soie shoes, took them out, dropped them on the floor, 

and after slipping out of her sandals, stepped into them. 
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"What do you think? Nineteen dollars." 

Her mother and aunt leaned over her feet, examining the shoes as if 

they were studying a spot on the floor for its origin. They said nothing. 

'There were some for sixty-five bucks, but I got the cheaper ones. I 

mean, after I get married, when am I ever going to wear white peau-de-soie? 

It's so virginal." 

"Abby, please. Don't make tacky comments like that," her mother said. 

"Dye them black and wear them to a funeral," her aunt said. 

"Fiona, please. Everyone, this is a sacred occasion. Let's not spoil it 

with ugly remarks," her mother said. "But you could dye them black. Wear 

them to a cocktail party. Calvin and you will be networking." 

'Then I should probably get the more expensive shoes." 

"How do they feel?" asked her aunt. 

The phone rang and Abby's mother left the room to answer it. 

"It's been crazy. People wanting to deliver stuff left and right. It's 

good she has me to help," Fiona said. 

Today was Abby's last day at work. Tomorrow, she'd come over to see 

what she could do. The morning newspaper was on the floor at Abby's feet 

and shuffled into different sections. Abby picked it up and began reading a 

lasagna recipe when Fiona put her hand on Abby's arm. 

"Remember to bend your knees during the ceremony. My second 

marriage, I didn't, and I fainted dead away." 

Abby nodded yes. 

"Think about tucking in. Like you're going to jump out of an airplane 

with a parachute." Her aunt continued, "I know that you think I don't know 
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as much as your mother, having been married so many times and all. In fact, 

you think I'm kind of dumb, don't you?" 

"Fifi, I do not." 

Actually, Abby did think her aunt spacy. Unlike her own mother who 

ran a successful real estate agency for twenty years, and stayed married for 

thirty-six until Abby's father died last fall, Fiona flopped at seven careers and 

four husbands. When Abby was fifteen, her aunt married a second time and 

moved off to Southern California. After that one ended, she married a carpet 

salesman and went to New York City. Then, there was one in Philadelphia, 

and finally, Denver. All totaled, Fiona had five husbands. The fifth one died. 

To the strangers whom she would give snips of her life's chronology in the 

cafeteria line or at the drug counter, Fiona, as if discussing a change in her 

high blood pressure medicine, would say, "Pity. I didn't have any complaints 

about the fifth one. Oh, a few. Bathroom habits mostly." She moved back 

home after he died, and now lived three blocks away from Abby's mother. 

She felt a little nervous at being alone in the den with Fiona. Her aunt 

spoke directly, not to be straightforward, but to catch you unaware, like 

pitching fast balls. If Abby let something by, she feared it would embarrass 

her. 

Fiona took a long sip of her coffee; her gaze focused beyond the TV, as 

if she were considering something. Her lips looked dry and, drinking the 

coffee, the wrinkles around her mouth drew up into deeper lines. As Fiona 

put her cup down, it clicked against the saucer's well. 

"You know, your mother, who would never tell you this, ran away 

from home before marrying your father." 



106 

Abby put the newspaper down. 

"She did. She was dating your father. They'd been dating for a year, 

and then there was this mortician. He was a stout man and had the most 

coppery skin. Pink. Pinkish. It would have been distinctive tone on any 

man had not his coloring reminded you of that embalming fluid they use to 

fill people's veins." 

Fiona stopped, clasped the handle of her coffee cup ready to lift it, but 

let go and wiped at her lips as if there were crumbs to brush off. 

"Anyway, he started coming over to see your mother. He'd bring his 

violin and play Paganini for her. Well, it's very intoxicating music. Very 

pagan and lusty," Fiona said. "And I think that it got to her. Innocent people, 

like your mother, are very susceptible to that sort of thing." 

Abby could hear her mother's footsteps clipping toward them on the 

stone floor. Fiona and Abby whispered the last of their words. 'They ran 

away together for a week. Didn't tell a soul where she was going, but we 

knew. Crushed your father, but he forgave her." 

'This can't be true," Abby said. 

Abby was left feeling vacant. She wanted to ask Fiona more questions, 

but there was her mother in the room, standing by the shelf full of 

Encyclopedia Britannicas with a sheet of paper in one hand, and pen in the 

other. 

Abby couldn't stand her mother and aunt's soap operas. Late that 

night, at eleven, she watched Perry Mason. The defendant, a Miss Doris 

Hocksley, was accused of shooting Elson Carr, her father's former partner and 
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executor of her father's estate. Doris was a tiny-voiced brunette who wore 

smart-looking dresses. Perry was her lawyer and she acted very forthright 

with him, unlike Miriam Hocksley, the other woman claiming to be 

Hocksley's daughter. Miriam was suspect. She held a drink in her hand 

when Perry questioned her. She behaved coolly and had the sex kitten look 

about her: salient breasts, blonde hair, and a smirk. Abby bet that if she could 

see their shoes, Miriam would have three-inch black heels, and Doris, flats. 

While she was watching TV, Abby remembered her mother and the 

mortician. Had her aunt lied or told the truth, and why? Why now? Abby 

could see that Fiona once envied her mother. She often reminded Abby that 

in high school, Abby's mother won Miss Posture Queen and Most Congenial. 

Fiona was a year younger than Abby's mother, and flirty, but she didn't have 

her mother's beauty. Fiona's nose had a dent that made it look scalloped like 

a garlic clove. She got that fixed during her second marriage. 

When Hamilton Burger, the prosecuting attorney pushed Doris into 

answering him, the judge stopped him. 

"Your honor, I'm simply trying to further establish the whereabouts of 

the defendant during the party at Mr. Foster's home," Burger said. 

"That's enough, Mr. Burger. The jury will remember everything," the 

judge said. 

And Abby thought about the mortician who played Paganini. How 

ridiculous! Her aunt had to be inventing a Gothic tale. 

It turned out not to be Doris, nor Miriam who, couldn't anybody guess, 

was getting boned by Allen Neal, the lawyer who tried blackmailing Doris out 

of her claim. Miss Gentrie, Elson Carr's mousy secretary said that Neal loved 
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her and shot Carr to help him get the contents of the safe entitled to the 

rightful claimant. When Perry pressed her, she denied it, but after laughing 

maniacally, she confessed, and fell into Mr. Burger's lap. Mr. Burger looked 

characteristically uncomfortable. Crime and punishment. 

Three days a week, wisely spaced every other day (her idea), Abby 

would pick up Calvin at his hospital lab and they'd go to lunch. The first 

time one of the assistants ushered her into the lab, she was surprised by the 

spartanism of the place: no specimens. She expected to see pale body parts 

floating in solutions of formalin. 

"What do you think this is? Frankenstein? We keep slides of all that 

stuff in the back," Calvin said, pointing to a darkened room behind him with 

an instructional poster on choking and CPR in English and Spanish on the 

door. 

He was trim, and other than his brush of red and gray mustache that he 

kept combed with what reminded Abby of a doll comb, his appearance was 

not unique. He liked detail, as would be natural for someone who spent 

much of life eyeing it through a microscope and making determinations 

about it. The red speck means this. The black speck means that. He was 

fastidious, too, and washed his hands in iodine before leaving the lab. Today, 

he didn't. 

"Aren't you going to wash your hands?" Abby asked. 

"No. Not necessary," he said. He removed his long white coat and 

exchanged it for the suit jacket hanging on a peg by the door, then called to 

someone in another room that he was gone for lunch. 
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"It isn't?" 

"No." 

Abby didn't want to appear smothering. She was not going to be one of 

those wives who reached over to straighten their husband's tie when he was 

speaking to a CEO business-divine who daily handled millions of dollars, 

thousands of lives, and nightly slept just fine thank you in his Armani 

boxers, so she never asked him about his hands again. 

The restaurant had a counter with glass panels like an ice cream store, 

except there were bowls of pasta dishes they served in mounded shapes, in 

small, shallow dishes. Abby ordered a scoop of curried tagliatelle and a turkey 

sandwich, and the two of them sat at a black Formica table. Green and blue 

bottles emptied of their mineral water stood on tables needing to be cleaned. 

Over the last six months since their engagement, Abby liked the 

intimacy they'd developed as they moved into each other's lives. She'd 

never known a pathologist before, and as she gained a familiarity with the 

what-is-it-you-do-do in his work, he became more thrilling to her. Was that 

superficial of her? She couldn't imagine herself doing what he did: accepting 

a bit of organ or other tissue from surgery, probing it to find the diseased side, 

and handing it to the technicians, who, with the skill of New York deli 

managers, cubed up the flesh for slides. Or autopsies. Making a long slit from 

the trachea to the pubic bone, removing each and every suspect part until 

twelve hours later, the body became a shell. No, she couldn't do that. The 

thought of all that human disease and suffering made her queasy, and the fact 

that he examined them with the objectivity of someone studying another 

Pollock or a Miro, made her think him, at times, even heroic. Sometimes 
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they'd talk about anomalous tissue findings. That made her feel very close to 

him. 

During lunch, she worried about his unwashed hands. She didn't trust 

the gloves. Gloves could tear. Nevertheless, she smiled at him over her 

sandwich. He picked it up, asking to have a bite, and took a large one, leaving 

a bread crumb lodged between the hairs of his mustache. When he placed it 

back on her plate, she gave it back to him. 

"I don't want your sandwich." 

"No, go ahead. Have it all. I'm not hungry. Maybe I'll get an oatmeal 

cookie." 

"Good idea. We can share one." 

To her relief, as he spoke, the bread crumb dropped from his mustache, 

but the uncleanliness of his hands, a niggling micro phobic thing, she knew, 

nevertheless seemed a betrayal of their trust. It was the habitual Monday/ 

Wednesday/ Friday of their lives they shared, and to not wash his hands 

possibly meant that he cared for her less. 

"How's the wedding going?" 

"Fine. Mother's really busy with all the delivery people." 

"She's not upset with me because I haven't been around much, is 

she?" 

"No. She likes you probably more than I do." 

Calvin looked crestfallen. 

'That was a joke," Abby said. She figured she said it because he 

contaminated her sandwich. When she got back to the art gallery, she'd eat a 

bag of fat-free something. 
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"What did you do about the shoes?" Fiona asked. 

Fiona sat at the kitchen table with a plate of chicken salad and gherkins 

while Abby's mother was by the refrigerator, making iced tea. A small 

television was in the center of the table and a soap opera was on. The kitchen 

smelled of baking soda. Whenever Abby stood over the sink, the soda's 

saltiness would prickle the tip of her tongue because her mother scrubbed 

with it and always left a soft grit on all the counters. Abby admired her 

mother's tidiness, just as she knew she could never measure up to it. 

"I don't know. I haven't decided yet." 

It was Friday. Calvin said he had too many lab reports to get out and 

broke their lunch date, so Abby went over to her mother's. In the last six 

months, he'd never canceled lunch. It concerned her. 

"Better do it soon." 

"Yes, I know." 

"You've got to make that decision. Wedding's tomorrow." 

"I know." 

"Can't be running out to the mall ten minutes before the wedding." 

Fiona put a pickle between her teeth and bit off an end. She could be 

pushy. 

"Foster Trilling ham remarried," Abby's mother said. 

She came to the table with a pitcher of iced tea and planted it on a straw 

trivet shaped as a chicken. 

"Yes, I know. Exact same type woman as his last wife. Blond hair. 

Petite," her aunt said. 
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"Men do that, you know." 

Between Fiona and her mother, Abby figured they knew all about men. 

They discovered the range of what worked and what didn't. 

"Who's Foster Trillingham?" Abby asked. 

"A character on The Dawn of Night," her aunt answered. 

"You guys shouldn't watch that much television. You'll begin to think 

like those people, and that's just not healthy." 

After lunch, the florist showed up with flowers and potted plants on 

dollies they rolled over into corners. The hall and the living room were 

looking leafy and respectable. Abby's mother talked to the florist on the patio 

while Fiona waited by the phone and made out § list of what she wanted at 

the drug store. Abby started to join her mother outside, but her aunt stopped 

her. 

"Wait. I have something to show you." 

Fiona unsnapped her purse tucked in between her thigh and the arm 

of the chair. She pulled out a brown envelope and handed it up to Abby. 

"What's this?" 

Looking smug, Fiona pursed her lips. They puckered like pleats drawn 

on a pasty dumpling. 

"Guess you need to open it, don't you?" 

Abby lifted the flap and pulled out a black and white photograph from 

its sleeve that showed her mother posing next to an unfamiliar man. Like an 

artifact, the photo had details of its age: scalloped edges, a pin stripe boxing in 

its four sides, and a date, 7/59, stamped in the corner. Her mother must have 
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been eighteen or nineteen. Her bare arms hung out of the narrow bodice of 

her dress, and the skin looked ashen like a statue, the lipstick, black. Whether 

it was a vermilion or persimmon or some other shade, only an archaeologist 

like Fiona could know. Some things were forgotten, other things retrieved. 

The man had a jowl, so flaccid it could shame a bulldog, and wore a dark suit 

with a seriously thin tie in which he appeared stout and tall. On his left 

finger, a pinkie ring with a flat, round diamond glinted silver. The two of 

them smiled and squinted their eyes in the sun. 

Abby pointed to the man. 

"The mortician?" 

Fiona nodded yes, and Abby turned it over to see if there were any 

names. None were there. 

Abby's mother came inside with the florist following her. He penned 

notes on a clipboard. Abby handed the photo back to her aunt who slipped it 

into the envelope and into her purse. 

"And we do want orchids, orchids, orchids everywhere on the tables," 

Abby's mother said. "Don't you think so, Abby?" 

"I suppose so." 

Her mother asked her if she wanted something else. 

"No, anything's fine, so long as it's not carnations," Abby said. 

"Surely you want something more than anything," her mother said. 

"Really, I don't care!" 

Her mother folded her arms and her mouth went into a pout, a gesture 

that made the florist go to the other end of the hallway and stab his finger 

into the potted plants to see if they needed watering. 
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"I'm making this wedding as perfect as it can be and you're not 

interested." 

"I'm interested," Abby said. 

"You're not showing it." 

"I'm sorry. I appreciate it. Really." 

"You don't sound like you appreciate it," Fiona said. 

"How can you say that? It's my wedding. I'm very, very excited." 

"My first wedding, I was giddy about everything," Fiona continued. 

'The dress. The Teflon pots we got. The bride and groom on the cake, 

though neither one of them looked much like either of us. I thought they 

should. I thought everything should be so special. I ordered wrist corsages 

for all my bridesmaids. I thought wrist corsages were so sophisticated. You 

could dance better with a wrist corsage because it wasn't pinned to your 

bosom and those pins always stuck you but you wouldn't dare fix it. You'd 

rather bleed than be caught fiddling with your breast." 

"Would you shut up about wrist corsages!" Abby shouted. 

"Abby!" her mother said. 

"I'm sorry, Fiona. That was rude of me." 

"I forgive you, dear." 

"Give Aunt Fifi a kiss and tell her how much you love her," Abby's 

mother urged. 

Kisses were apologies for Abby's mother. Never sexual. She always 

changed the TV channel for her whenever a couple kissed, so Abby couldn't 

imagine her running off to have an affair with an oily mortician, but Fiona 

had showed her that photo and now she seemed to doubt who her mother 
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really was. But could she say anything to her after thirty-one years of trust 

between them? Abby lost her courage and kissed the air in Fiona's direction. 

"I love you, Aunt Fifi." 

On her way home, Abby drove to the mall. The white peau-de-soie 

shoes were lying on the back seat and kept emerging out of their paper sack as 

she turned corners. They had slid out completely now. Since seeing the 

photo and her mother, she felt betrayed because she always felt sure of her 

parents' marriage. Why had her mother married her father after all? Was it 

simply for security and not love? 

Abby got to the last red light before turning into the mall. A car filled 

with five teens came up beside her and each of them were drinking out of 

Burger King cups, and she thought about their age and how decisions didn't 

seem so full of consequence then. Abby drove straight ahead and went home. 

She went to bed early, but couldn't sleep, and worried about resting 

before the wedding. A flat stack of moving boxes leaned against the wall by 

her closet door. Calvin had a condominium with an atrium and a laundry 

room just off the kitchen, and they'd decided to live there. His bed was king-

size. They slept in the center to keep track of each other on that expanse of 

mattress, but in the middle of the night, Abby would drift to the edge. She 

liked to be near the bathroom door. 

She turned on the last ten minutes of Perry Mason. As Perry, Delia, 

and Paul, along with the defendants were giving their summary of the crime 

discovered in the trial, Delia and her neatness reminded Abby of her mother 

in the photograph. Did that picture prove anything? Innocence? She wasn't 
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even twenty then; much closer in age to those teenagers Abby saw that 

afternoon. What did her mother know? 

The caterer, whom Abby hadn't seen since Tuesday, came over with 

the wedding cake on Saturday morning. No briefcase. All the wedding 

decisions were made. While Abby was dressing in her mother's bathroom, 

the murmur of guests arriving made her nervous. Abby sat on one of the 

borrowed folding chairs in front of her mother's wide mirror and kept 

slipping from the edge of her seat to the rear on the silk of her dress. Another 

mirror was at Abby's back and either way, she could see herself. Her mother 

was pinning the veil to her head when Fiona peeked in and told Abby how 

lovely she looked, and to remember the parachute. 

"What was she talking about?" her mother asked. 

"Bending my knees." 

'Thank God. I thought she was talking about divorce. You know how 

unstable Fifi is." 

Abby picked up the hand mirror to peer at the back of her head. The 

top of a bobby pin stuck out and she stuffed it back down. 

"Actually, I think that Fiona is honest and sensible. I like that." 

"You've got to be kidding me. Four divorces. She's a goofball. That's 

what you told me once." 

Abby stood up and walked to a corner of the room. Her veil was half-

pinned to her head. One side felt bolted into her skull, the other, loose. 

"Where are you going? We haven't finished with your hair, dear. 

Your veil's going to come off." 
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"I don't have my watch. Isn't it time for the wedding to begin?" 

Her mother walked over to the corner with a comb and a pin, and 

reached up to her head. 

"Come here. Kneel down." 

She walked away from her mother who, having lost the pin, searched 

as if blind with her fingers along the floor. Abby thought about the mortician. 

What made her mother marry her dad rather than him? She wanted to ask, 

but it would upset her mother. 

"Leave it. Let's just do this wedding." 

"You're just nervous." 

She returned to the chair in front of the mirror and her mother 

wedged more pins into her hair as Abby handed them up to her from a metal 

Sucrets box. In the mirror, Abby studied her mother and her thin-skinned 

hands combing her hair, a sensation that made her feel like a child and a 

daughter. Her mother's face looked soft, lined with a few wrinkles and 

framed with gray hair rooted at her temple, and Abby felt guilty that she 

blamed this fragile woman for something she did over thirty years ago. But 

Abby did. 

"Were you nervous before your wedding?" 

"Really, no. I knew that I loved your father and that I wanted to be 

with him for the rest of my life." 

"Really?" 

Her mother nodded yes and Abby liked her answer. She wanted to feel 

secure in it, just as she liked the touch of her mother's comb stroking her 

hair, a gentle tugging which she also didn't trust. She put a final pin in her 
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hair and asked Abby how she liked it. Abby twisted her face toward separate 

angles in the mirror. 

"It's very tight." 

"Good. It won't come off." 

Abby pulled up the skirt of her dress and stuck out her calf. She wore 

the cheap shoes. 

'These shoes are like foot binding." 

"Why didn't you get the expensive ones?" 

"I figured it wasn't worth it," Abby said. "Think these pins will shrink 

my head?" 

Chords of Wagner's wedding march made Abby's stomach quiver. 

Her Uncle Delbert, whose wide chest, from years as a college linebacker, 

stomach, and skinny legs, made him appear like a boiled egg stuffed in tuxedo 

pants, latched his arm around hers and escorted her toward the living room. 

The sweat prickling the crook of her arm rubbed against his sleeve as they 

made steps down the hall, and when she reached the rows of people, seeing 

some smiles, she wondered about her expression. Look sincere, she thought. 

They reached the minister who backed up to the brick hearth of the fire 

place, and an arrangement of white ruby-throated lilies hung above his head. 

Calvin stood at her side with his head bowed and hands gathered into a 

double fist in front of his crotch. Her uncle released her arm and shrugged 

into a straight pose, and the ring bearer, her cousin's six-year-old daughter, 

stood in a white organdy dress with a wreath of roses on her head and tugged 
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at the ribbon holding the two rings together on the pillow, a sight which 

added another flutter of nervousness to Abby. 

Calm down, she said to herself, but as the minister made introductory 

comments, she developed a headache from the pins, and her mind started to 

wander. The "Do you, Abby" question flashed into her head. Listen, listen, 

she urged herself. The guests would notice if she missed it, if she just stared. 

God! How embarrassing! And she giggled thinking about it. The minister 

glanced up at her and lost his place in his speech. She could feel Calvin's eyes 

on her too. Her heart sunk. Go on, she thought, and the minister continued 

as if he heard her. 

"And while I've only known Calvin a short while, he's a fine man." 

The minister gave off a spicy scent. He had a carnation. A carnation! 

That idiot florist! Abby stared at it, hating it. Her nose itched. Where's his 

pink rosebud? Carnations were for funerals! The flower of death! She 

pictured her mother kissing the mortician. Yuck! That pose Calvin had. 

What's his deal? He'd never stood that way before. Why now? What was 

wrong with her? Abby, focus! Did Calvin wash his hands today? It didn't 

matter now. Or did it? She'd have to do that stupid sharing-a-piece-of-cake 

photo with him. She'd eat around the part that he didn't touch. Should she 

marry him? He handled diseased tissue. Didn't wash his hands. Abby felt 

dizzy and pictured herself free-falling from an airplane. Give it up! She 

couldn't. Calvin would kill her. God! And all these guests! Her friends 

would understand. Maybe. Her mother's friends? Relatives? What would 

they say? Abby hated herself. Why was she so stupid? Why was she doing 

this? What about that mortician? She doubted her parents' marriage again. 
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When the minister asked Abby the question, she remembered how 

Colombo's insightful reconstruction of the crime always caught the suspect by 

surprise. 

"I'm really, really sorry, Calvin, but I don't think now's a good time for 

us to get married." 

"What?" 

He laughed as if someone told a dirty joke he liked, but in the presence 

of his grandmother. Conversation bubbled from the guests. Uncle Delbert 

moved away from them, and the ring bearer, after shooting a frustrated 

glance at Abby, sat down on the hearth. The minister still held the book with 

his finger stuffed in the place where he stopped, as if they were going to fix 

things during a commercial and then go on with the ceremony. 

"Could I help?" the minister asked. 

They ignored him. He stepped away when Calvin asked Abby, "What 

the hell are you saying?" 

He waited for Abby to say something, but she was confused and, seeing 

the flare of his angry face, could only think how much she always hated his 

mustache. She turned to the guests who were becoming noisy enough to blot 

out anything she might say to Calvin. What could she say to him? 

"I'm sorry. Calvin and I aren't getting married now," she said, and 

seeing the wave of silent looks she'd created, added, "Thank you for coming." 

A moment passed and then people began to spring up from their seats, 

some turned to leave, most were talking. An elderly couple, bride's side, and 

good friends of her mother's, came over to take her hand. Abby shook hands 

with other guests who passed by her. 
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'Thank you. Thank you so much. Yes, sorry. Good of you to come. 

Thank you." 

Calvin grabbed her elbow. She could feel him pressing his fingers 

firmly into her skin and jerked it away from him, but he took hold of her 

upper arm, she pulled away from him again, but he held on to her. 

"You aren't getting away from me that easily! I want an explanation!" 

he said. "Now!" 

Trying to counter his shouting, Abby whispered. "Calvin, can't we 

discuss this somewhere else?" 

She still gripped the hand of a woman in a pink suit and a matching 

straw hat, whose skin looked as if it tanned well. She patted Abby's hand. 

"May I offer my two cents worth?" she said to Calvin. 

Calvin shouted in her face, "No! Butt out!" 

The brim of her hat bobbed. She looked as if she would cry when she 

wrenched her hand from Abby. The woman went off, and Abby fussed at 

Calvin. 

"Calvin, that was incredibly rude." 

"Excuse me. I should learn manners from you!" 

"Maybe you should." 

"Just fuck off!" 

That hurt her feelings and made her furious, but Abby would behave 

with dignity. He'd never said anything like that to her. He was wounded and 

to suppress her anger and make herself sympathetic, she imagined him an 

injured animal. A baby seal. A helpless baby seal with whiskers like Calvin's 

mustache. 
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"Calvin, I know your upset now, and you should be." 

'Thanks for the sympathy. As if you care. You don't care about 

anyone but your own precious ass!" 

Another stab. She pictured the seal's eyes, but the image was unstable. 

It changed. It flickered, like a screen going dark. 

"Calm down, Calvin. That is not true!" 

"It sure as hell is. See you later, Calvin! I've got a life, Calvin." 

"I don't feel that way!" 

The crowd was thinning out and the empty metal chairs, now knocked 

against each other at angles, looked disorganized. From the back of the room, 

Abby's mother announced there was food and drink on the patio outside. 

Guests began to move in that direction, but some of them hung around and 

continued talking. Abby's mother came over with Fiona. 

"Please, both of you," she said, then whispered, 'The guests are 

listening! Have some decorum." 

"Bailed out, didn't you?" Aunt Fiona said. 

"Your own precious, selfish boney ass! That's all you ever loved!" 

Calvin repeated in Abby's face. It made her want to break into tears, but 

seeing his eyes moisten and redden, and his tacky mustache, it stalled her, 

before her own tears came. The remaining guests stared at them, then turned 

away after everyone returned glances. Calvin walked out of the living room 

and Abby chased after him, calling him, but he waved her off. 

"Leave me alone! Go ruin someone else's life!" 

Abby-watched his figure as he went outside. Through the windows, 

she could see him standing by a relish plate. He took an olive from the tray 
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and ate it. No one would come over and say hello to him. The pariah of the 

party. Then he trailed through the guests and walked out the back gate. 

Abby sat down on one of the metal chairs, removed her shoes, 

unpinned her veil and gathered the pins in her lap. When Calvin became 

calmer, she would talk to him, even though, she didn't expect him to forgive 

her. She picked up the pins and stood up in her stockings. As she walked 

down the hallway to the living room, her feet were uneasy on the slick stone 

floor . She needed to apologize to her mother. If she fell within the next ten 

feet and had a concussion, she could go to the hospital. That would be easier 

than explaining why she decided not to marry Calvin at the last minute. 

In the living room, Fiona was reading the cards on the wedding gifts 

left on a table in the corner. Abby's mother was sitting down on the front 

row. The minister was talking to her. 

"What did Calvin say?" Fiona asked. 

"Nothing." 

"You really surprise me, Abby. You really do," her mother said. 

She went over and asked the minister if she could talk to her alone. 

He took his finger out of the book and left the room. Abby sat next to her 

mother, saying she was sorry and would repay her for all the wedding 

expenses. On her salary, she'd be ninety and have to gum her food before she 

was through, but she'd repay them. Then, her mother blew up at her. 

"Don't expect any sympathy from me, miss! How could you not marry 

Calvin? He's perfect for you. You'll never find anyone like him ever again," 

her mother said. "He's kind, considerate, has a good career, makes a nice, 

stable income." 
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Abby listened to her mother's list and then said, "Would it help if I 

told you he didn't wash his hands?" 

"What are you talking about?" 

"Nothing." 

The two of them sat in silence. The swags of white crinoline and 

lemon leaves that hung around the room looked sad, like a stripped 

Christmas tree on the curb a week after Christmas. Abby didn't think she 

could avoid the mortician question any more. 

"Mom, who did you date before Dad?" 

"I don't know. Several boys." 

"You didn't ever date an undertaker, did you?" 

Abby wondered why she used the word "undertaker." It sounded 

suspect, as if he wore a top hat and cape and laid his victims out on cold 

marble slabs. 

"A mortician? Yes. We had a couple of dates. That was it. He was 

kind of a slob." 

They overheard two women chatting in the hallway. One of them had 

a voice that was hard to hear, but the other one said, "Do you love him?" 

And Abby wondered if she would ever fall in love. She really screwed up this 

one. 

"How did you know about the mortician?" 

"Aunt Fiona told me some silly thing." 

"What?" she asked. 

Abby tried not to make much of it. "She made up this great story about 

you having this grand affair with a mortician before you married Dad." 
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"She did?" her mother asked. "I told you Fiona was nuts." 

Abby laughed, and the two of them looked in the corner for Aunt 

Fiona. She'd left the room. Abby searched the patio for her. She'd gone. 

Late that night, near midnight, Abby went over to her aunt's house. 

Her mother was still upset over the wedding and seemed to have forgotten 

Abby's question about the mortician. But Abby was angry. She wanted to 

know why Fiona had lied to her. 

Her aunt's house had souvenirs of her past lives. On her bedroom 

wall, she kept straw hats from California, and in her den, stacks of programs 

from the Met and the New York Philharmonic, posters of Independence 

Hall, the Liberty Bell, and the Betsy Ross House. In the living room, there 

were photographs of skiing trips and country club parties that she attended 

with her fifth husband, and so many of them, maybe thirty, that she arranged 

them in a pyramid: tall ones in the center, short ones graduating to the sides. 

Fiona didn't relinquish all of the past and perhaps that included jealously. 

Maybe she lied to Abby because she still envied her mother. 

After hearing it was Abby outside, Fiona answered the door in her 

nightgown. She invited her in but went into her bedroom for a robe. She 

returned with a woven blanket and covered herself up in it on the sofa. 

'This is cozy," Fiona said. "Like a slumber party. Of course, I was 

never allowed to have one of those." 

Abby sat on the piano bench. Her back pressed against the tips of the 

piano keys, and shutting the fallboard, it pinched her thumb. Abby shook 

out the pain. 
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"Careful," her aunt cautioned. 

"I asked mother about the mortician." 

"He had a name. Eugene, I believe." 

"I don't care!" Abby said. 

It became quiet between them and Abby could hear the rising violins of 

a Spanish novella from her aunt's bedroom. Her aunt didn't speak Spanish. 

"Want some ice tea?" 

"No!" she said. "You lied to me!" 

"I lied?" she asked. "Your mother denied her tryst, her affair de 

cceur?" 

She wondered how Fiona could behave so coolly, knowing that she 

had lied to her own niece. Abby wouldn't give up. This time, she wouldn't 

apologize. Fiona would give in. 

'That wasn't it at all, Fifi, and you know it." 

Abby felt as if her words punched the air. For a moment, she loved her 

righteousness and the thought of entering law school came to her. Fiona 

picked at a loose thread in the blanket. The strand grew longer as she tugged 

and made the blanket pucker, revealing her aunt's feet covered in dirty-soled 

socks. Abby felt impatient with her aunt's silence. Fiona shrugged. 

"Don't just sit there. Tell me why you lied to me." 

Her aunt started to whimper with tears. 

"You think I'm horrible, don't you?" 

"No, I don't. Please, Fifi, don't cry." 

Fiona's tears stopped as soon as they started. Abby was so soft. That 

did in law school. 
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"Alright, I lied. But I'm not sorry. You'd be married now if I hadn't." 

Abby didn't understand her and asked her to explain. 

"If I hadn't said that, then you'd think you'd have to be perfect like 

your mother, and marry Calvin. And you didn't love Calvin, did you?" 

Abby shook her head no. 

"No, I didn't. I did at first, I suppose, and then mother really liked 

him, and then marriage seemed the thing to do. He seemed right. But then 

he wasn't right." 

"You see," Fiona said. "Your mother knows about marriage and 

success. I know about divorce, and when things are wrong." 

Abby laughed. "You know, when Calvin was yelling at me, I pictured 

him as a baby seal so I wouldn't be mad at him." 

Fiona snorted with laughter. "You see. You see. Your mother doesn't 

laugh. She doesn't cry either." 

"And then I couldn't help it," Abby said. "I let the seal drown." 


