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Love has no mind.

It can’t spell unkind.

It’s never seen a heart shaped like a valentine.

– John Prine
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CHRISTINE SNOW TRIES to ignore the simmering pain at the small of her back. A little commercial flashes up in her imagination. Dancing ibuprofen in top hats. She won’t be able to get relief until the end of the session, though. For the moment, her own minor sacral troubles will have to yield to the more significant suffering of her client, Rosario Delacruz, who, at the moment, is experiencing a difficulty common to the situation: bringing matters essentially nocturnal into the less accommodating light of day. Chris leans forward in her chair, trying simultaneously to help and to stretch.

‘You always describe him as either Satan or Svengali,’ Chris says. ‘Maybe both images come out of the same fascination. Fascination has a way of obscuring things. What I’m saying is, if you could get a little distance, you might not find him all that interesting or original, only a thug. Like other thugs.’

Rosario lowers her lids, a fan of spidery, mascaraed lashes, and nods deeply, as though she is taking this under advisement. At the same time, soundless tears begin making their way through her eye makeup, washing muddily down the steep Incan planes of her face.

Chris doesn’t know whether the crying means she’s getting her point across, or not. She is often completely over her head in the drama of Rosario, who is Mexican-American. This hyphen is the rope in a tug of war between the bold self she has created and the subjugated one designed for her in the cultures of her birth – mainly Mexican, but with a Haitian element on her mother’s side, a Peruvian branch in her father’s tree.

Professionally Rosario is the most well assembled person of Chris’s acquaintance. She took a business degree and, with money she made waitressing during semester breaks, living lean, investing her tips, she bought a piece of a trendy restaurant on Armitage. Her personal life, on the other hand, is a disaster. She is attracted to cold, punitive men. The latest of these is the IRS auditor who came to look over the restaurant’s books. Tony has a twitch high in his left cheek and suffers from TMJ. He wears an appliance in his mouth at night to prevent him from grinding his teeth to nubs as he sleeps.

The relationship Rosario has with him, as she tells it, is a rush from high to low, then back up again. The highs are mostly about the sex, which is, according to her, sensually religious, approaching on its knees the meaning of life. ‘I weep the tears of angels,’ she has told Chris, then adds, dabbing at the air with her Kleenex, ‘You wouldn’t understand.’ In Rosario’s belief structure, gringas do it with the lights off, shower after, leave their lovers’ backs unmarked.

It is Tony who does most of the marking, though. A few weeks ago, Rosario came in with fingerprints on her forearm, mottled in blackish purples and deep maroons. Today the left side of her face has the color and stretched shine of a plum buffed with a sleeve, ready to eat. From this epicenter, the color tints down to pointillist magenta, made up of thousands of burst capillaries.

‘It is a terrible shame I feel,’ she whispers. ‘As if I am the one who did this to myself.’

In spite of the wash of nausea flooding her, Chris has trouble pulling her gaze off Rosario. People think that shrinks are dispassionate, detached from the misery of their clients, concerned but in a measured way that also allows them to surreptitiously check their watches, hum a catchy tune inside their heads. But for Chris the problem is of an opposite cast. She has great difficulty putting aside the concerns of her clients even between sessions, placing their cares on some recessed shelf of benign neglect, in some cool, damp keeper bin. From having gone through troubled periods of her own, she is only too aware that for the sufferer, the days between therapy sessions are often just so much treading away from the last one, toward the shore of the next, with a great fear of sinking in between.

And so this between time is occupied for her, too, with strategies for prodding or guiding or simply allowing the client to move forward, trying to figure out whether a tentative step is in order, or an abandoned leap. And beyond this direct, professional analysis, their continuing dramas invade her thoughts, sometimes her dreams, and often her supposedly free hours with their messages on her voice mail, tearful or tight, nagging at her until she can return the calls, get things at least a little calmed down or smoothed out, then return to wherever she left off in making a risotto, running a bath, spending time with friends, or with her lover.

In the middle of some mildly interesting social conversation at, say, a gallery opening, holding a plastic cup of cheap chardonnay and a breadstick wrapped in prosciutto – some situation in the supposed smack middle of a hip urban good life – she will be missing a large portion of the experience for worrying that, say, Jocelyn Egan will not make it through her job interview without a panic attack. In this same way Chris is terribly vague on the plot lines of many movies.

This relentless distraction, she hopes, is worth something. She knows she does worlds of good for a few patients, is at least adequate to the task of most. Inevitably, she fails entirely with some, and this always chafes inside her like heartburn. Often her greatest challenge is fighting the impulse to be expedient, to go for the immediate over the long haul, giving in to a longing to fluff up these anxious sufferers, straighten their ties, check their breath. Get them focused and peppy enough to enjoy the here and now of their lives, which have been rushing by while they sit on their own sidelines, unable to participate fully. Rosario, for instance – wasting her prime on guys who bleed off the confidence she has built up within herself.

A particular problem in counseling Rosario, aside from the cultural moat between the two of them, is that Chris’s strategies meet with tricky resistance as Rosario finds an infinite number of ways to take charge of her own therapy. A couple of weeks earlier, she pulled from her satchel a large Ziploc. ‘I went down to see the aunts.’ Meaning a pair of ancient Haitian crones who live on the South Side and freely dispense both advice and voodoo. Whenever Rosario mentions them, her voice takes on a haunted tone, her r’s begin to roll like greased bearings. ‘They know places’ – she pauses for a small wave of the hand to indicate what little trepidation this information gives those who travel with confidence in the shadow world – ‘where you can buy curses.’

Even though Chris considers this mumbo jumbo, she did look at the plastic bag and its colorful contents. (Who could not?) Some streaked stones; some small vials of liquid, one of which looked unsettlingly sanguine; a clump of feathers; what she was pretty sure was a rat’s tail – or, as it formed itself in her mind, tail of rat. When she raised a hand against closer inspection, Rosario tucked the bag back into her purse. She accepts that Chris has limits on this stuff, and it doesn’t seem to diminish her in Rosario’s estimation. She has referred two friends, one of whom then referred another, and now Chris has a small client base of Hispanic straight women, who mostly have a style she thinks of as killer femme – heterosexual panthers with big, dangerous hair, crimson stiletto nails, ankle bracelets – crossing paths in her waiting room with all the lesbians and gay guys. She tries to juggle her schedule to minimize awkward intersections, one contingent freaking out the other.

Chris still isn’t entirely sure she is up to counseling these women, who, in spite of their troubles, she mostly envies. She would like to have a piece of their attitude, their plucked eyebrows always ready to arch in contempt, of whatever. She feels neurasthenic next to their breathless anticipation, their fountainlike laughter, their copious, free-flowing tears. Chris can’t remember the last time she cried, other than at events outside the periphery of herself: reunions of aged Soviet sisters on Oprah!, the crowning of the deaf Miss America.

Sometimes Chris isn’t sure that what’s happening between her and Rosario is even really therapy. Perhaps she uses Rosario to feel freer, hipper, more colorful by association, while Rosario uses Chris as a totem of status and class. She will come here on Tuesday afternoons to relate her problems in a modern, conventional – if dramatic – way in this atmosphere of fresh, waiting Kleenex and gallery posters and industrial carpet, the late-afternoon sun sifting through the blinds, putting down soft bars of light across the room. Then, when she really needs to resolve a problem, she will go at midnight to a curandera who will roll an egg over her naked body, then crack it open into water and read the message it offers.

Chris and Rosario will often arrive at quite disparate solutions to a particular problem. Now, for instance. Chris is thinking that Rosario’s next step is simply to get out of harm’s way, clear the air of this Tony creep, open some space for an unobstructed look around. But when Rosario locks eyes with Chris, as though the two of them are in perfect accord, what she says is, ‘You’re right, of course. I should have the courage to kill him.’

Chris’s back twinges with a small spasm.

‘Powder, I think.’ Rosario is rolling now, her voice gone to gravel. ‘You know. Tap a little into the drink.’ She sighs richly.

Chris doesn’t think she is serious (she has sworn vengeance on others), but their fifty minutes are nearly up, there’s no time to let this line spin itself out. ‘Tell me you’re not going to do anything in the next few days. Don’t make me an insomniac. We need to talk further about this.’ She tries to get another eyelock, but Rosario just arches a penciled brow, ducks into the large leather bag that always accompanies her, and brings out a checkbook.

‘I owe you for last time and this.’ She rips out and hands Chris a check printed with tumbling kittens and balls of yarn. ‘Don’t get uptight. I’ll think about what you said. About maybe waiting.’

After Rosario has gone, Chris can take the ibuprofen and stretch out on the floor while she waits for Jerome Pratt, who initially came to her because of his need to wash his hands quite a bit and check to make sure the burners and water faucets in his apartment were off and the windows were either all open to the same height, or closed. He also needed to check these things a number of times, and certain numbers were not okay. Three, for instance. He would have to check either two or four times. Now he’s on medication that subdues these exhausting rounds of activity. Plus he has found a lover, his first in a few years. He is on his way out of Chris’s care.

Today he tells her about having sex with the new boyfriend, Keith, in one of the carrels along a forgotten hallway of the library at North-western, where Jerome works. He is quite graphic. There are reciprocal blow jobs involved and near discovery by a custodian. The story (she can’t tell if it really happened or is just a fantasy) and the deadpan way Jerome relates it become arousing. She would like to ask for more details about the blow jobs, instead must stick to business. She shifts in her chair and clears her throat. ‘So. Did you experience any urgency to wash your hands afterward?’

She double-checks her schedule: no more appointments. Tuesdays and Wednesdays she doesn’t have night clients. She spends an hour or so trying to make a dent in her paperwork – filling in all the blanks as required by the state, the insurance companies, her billing service. Filling legal pads with notes on clients to help her keep track of details and progress, her own hopes for their direction and velocity. Her desk, buried under files and pads and professional journals, correspondence and forms, looks like the workplace of a physicist trying to cull order out of a chaotic universe, and perhaps in this way, the pursuits of physicists and therapists are analogous.

When she’s done all she can stand for the day, she checks her voice mail, which is blessedly clear. She is free to go.

Instead, she drops backward onto the sofa, falling into the impression left by Jerome’s bony butt. Floating back up to the regular world, she suffers the bends that come with being in this room for too many consecutive hours. She would like someone to come in with a bottle of warmed patchouli massage oil. Someone hot and imperious. Sigourney Weaver in her Alien fatigues would be nice. Sigourney Weaver working as a combination masseuse and career counselor. She could oil Chris up while she talked her into some new line of work. Or, she might say, playfully slapping a greased buttock, ‘Go ahead, keep on doing this, honey, but hey, lighten up about it a little.’

But of course this is precisely what Chris can’t do. She has entered into all these private compacts, spent so many hours in this confessional. She is the repository of her clients’ distressing nightmares, witness to their bruises. They bring in all their worst fears for her safekeeping. In return – when she isn’t lost in the complex, wearying narratives of their lives, or being inadvertently judgmental, or otherwise inadequate to the task – what she offers them is something vaguely, dangerously, in the nature of hope.

The private line lights up. She reaches to answer, sending a jolt of pain through her sacrum.

‘Aach!’ she says involuntarily into the receiver, then specifically to Taylor, the only other person who has this number, she adds, ‘Save me.’

‘Hey. You okay?’

Chris realizes she hasn’t answered when Taylor says, ‘You’re just stuck. Come on. I’ll take you to dinner.’

‘It’s almost six,’ Chris says, picking up the Magic 8 Ball from the end table. Silently, she asks it whether Rosario Delacruz is going to do anything homicidal that she needs to worry about and is relieved when MY SOURCES SAY NO floats up to the window. You probably won’t be able to stay awake,’ she tells Taylor. ‘I’ll have to make all the conversation while you fall face-first into your food.’ Taylor is just hours back from ten days shooting photos in Morocco, oasis towns in the Sahara, beyond Ouarzazate. Chris asks the 8 Ball if Taylor still really loves her, but gets only REPLY HAZY ASK AGAIN. Sometimes the 8 Ball can be very cagey.

‘I took a nap,’ Taylor says. ‘Come on. Leave now. Try to beat me over there.’

The restaurant is an Italian place they both like, one of a small explosion of new trattorias delivering an atmosphere achieved with what Taylor calls Tuscany Helper, drywall painted to look like the crumbling plaster of a neglected villa. Chris pushes the traffic and has good luck at stoplights and in finding a parking space just around the corner from the restaurant. Still, when she arrives, Taylor is already sitting at a back table, her head tilted against the wall, fingers flat on the table, splayed around the base of a glass of red wine. Her gaze is focused somewhere within, on a vanishing point on some private horizon.

Something cold and liquid and metallic rushes through Chris’s intestines, borne partly of not knowing what might be so fascinating, partly of not wanting to know. She watches Taylor turn at the peripheral motion of her arrival, her expression smoothly reshaping itself into something lightly anticipatory and seductive, a rhetoric she uses on nearly everyone. Chris wishes Taylor didn’t still need to use this on her, although it was for sure what hooked Chris when they started up.

This was nearly four years earlier.

She had stood in the hallway outside the apartment door, tucking her nose inside the collar of her shirt, to see if she was wearing too much cologne. The invitation was for dinner – she’d assumed her friends Raymond and Jim had asked only her. She was newly single and all her friends were being kind, assuming she was lonely, home in the tub with a bad mystery and a glass of gin, or on the prowl in unsavory places – the sorts of images ‘single’ conjures up among the coupled.

In fact she was exhaling with relief, grateful to the fates for letting her slip out of this last relationship, which had been so embarrassing she couldn’t bring herself to refer to it as a relationship. Rather she would say of herself and Lois, ‘We dated for a while.’ Or, ‘I used to see her a bit.’ When in fact it was nearly a year, much of it spent living together, watching TV, squabbling over nothing, gaining weight together. Chris’s friend Daniel still refers to Lois as the Human Pet, a description both terrible and accurate, nearly as humiliating to Chris as it is to Lois.

Coming off this sodden affair, she was leery of starting anything new. She had begun to mistrust her judgment along these lines. She had been looking forward to a semi-serious evening, making small talk about romantic foibles over dinner with two close friends. But there was too much noise on the other side of the door. She was underprepared, emerging into the light carbonation of a couple of dozen people, mostly gay guys, but also a few women, all seemingly paired, holding wineglasses and putting their best selves forward. She immediately felt lacking, in need of some supplemental power source – a battery pack – to participate in this larger evening. To acclimate, she got her own glass of wine and stood near the buffet, watching the other guests harvest a table of small, recherché foods – tiny goat cheese pizzas, tricolored vegetable pâté on rice crackers, brie flecked with mushrooms, salad scattered with flower petals. Then she checked out the crowd, noticed Taylor, leaning against the mantel of the fireplace, brooding, and revised her attitude. Suddenly a party seemed a very good idea.

Of course, anyone would have noticed Taylor. She was out of a full-tilt, no-hitches dream. Mick Jagger mouth. Botticelli hair – dark, long, and tangled up in itself. Pale gray eyes, the eyes of someone slightly haunted, or psychic. In the movie version of this party, the audience would know, as soon as Taylor came into the room, that she was going to turn out to be the main character. The telephone in the foreground that would inevitably ring.

But she was in the close company of her lover, whose radar threw out circles of awareness, blipping up any unidentified craft hovering into their airspace. Raymond eventually introduced the three of them. He worked with the lover, Diane, for Hyatt. Chris wondered if she was a hotel detective; she had the weasely manner, the shifty little gaze. Taylor was a photographer, Chris was told, and she heard a shutter click somewhere inside herself. She began casting about for some way to insult her lightly, having found in her attempts at flirtation that being rude and, if possible, dismissive, was the best approach to great-looking women. Ignoring them completely was the absolute best technique, but this required a situation in which time wasn’t an issue. If she were gorgeous herself, Chris might take these women straight on. But she has always been a tall, skinny girl with glasses. She has needed her wits about her.

That night she decided, as an opening strategy, to operate from the deliberately wrongheaded assumption that by ‘photographer’ Taylor meant she operated out of a shop like the dusty ones in Chris’s neighborhood, their windows filled with portraits of stunned graduates and brides who looked embalmed, like saints under glass in Spanish churches.

‘Do you use a rubber chicken?’ she asked Taylor when there was a little space in the conversation.

‘Pardon?’

‘I was at this wedding once where the photographer used one. He’d hold it up to get everyone hilarious while he snapped the picture. But then I suppose you professionals have all sorts of tricks.’

‘Not usually anything that clever,’ Taylor said, and Chris could feel a tug on the line.

Later, when the party got bigger and more oppressive, she went out onto the back porch to try for a little room at the elbows, some unconditioned air. Suddenly Taylor was there next to her. A summer storm was pumping up from over the lake; there were low bursts of popcorn lightning, eerily unaccompanied by thunder. Chris turned her face to feel it.

‘My dog does the same thing,’ Taylor said. ‘Closes his eyes and puts his face straight into a breeze, for the pure pleasure.’ Then she brushed a few knuckles across Chris’s cheek to illustrate the not-terribly-difficult-to-grasp concept of ‘breeze.’

Chris fought down a nervous impulse to laugh. All through her coming out in boarding school and at college she had longed for precisely this cheesy sort of scenario, the sexually predatory woman, a vamp of an old school with a mastery of situation and technique. Someone who knew all the ropes, who’d brought the ropes along. Now, so many years and so many women down the line, this kind of thing seems purely comic.

Of course, even as she was finding so much to be amused about in this moment, she was also looking over Taylor’s shoulder, at the screen door to the kitchen, through which the ever-watchful Diane would surely be emerging any second now. At home that night she took herself to task for flirting with a married woman. She tried to subscribe to a loose system of social ethics: that the world was a less chaotic, more decent place if people got out of one relationship before hopping into the next.

Still, she didn’t hang up when Taylor began calling, mostly from pay phones, sometimes from her darkroom or on crackling connections from hotel rooms in the places across oceans where she went to take pictures for Transit, ‘The Journal of Low-Impact Tourism.’ Or late at night from a phone downstairs from the bedroom where her lover slept.

Nor did she turn down any of Taylor’s impromptu invitations – mostly from her car phone – to meet at this coffeehouse on Clark, that wine bar on Ashland. And then Taylor showed up unexpectedly, late one night in Chris’s waiting room, sweaty in her running clothes, shorts and T-shirt, just as Chris was seeing her last client out. She led Chris back into the office, tapped the door shut with a Reeboked heel, saying only ‘shut up’ before tackling Chris in a rather dramatic and swashbuckling way onto the sofa. Chris didn’t put up any fight at all.

‘This is going to be a mess, isn’t it?’ she asked Taylor some nights later in her kitchen, several cups of strong coffee thudding through her veins. She was angry with herself for buying into the trashy seduction fantasy that was probably all Taylor was offering. Before, Chris had been going along, living a life with at least some reality base, and now she was mired in a B movie, a film noir, where everything happened at night, or on phones with huge heavy black receivers. ‘I should’ve done and gotten past this kind of thing in my twenties, right? This is going to just be all sorts of sneaking and subterfuge and in the end your easygoing friend Diane will come by and run her key over the paint on my car. I’ll find her sitting in my waiting room with a gun in a paper bag. Or worse, I’ll go along with this shabby affair just long enough to become a morally bankrupt, diminished version of myself, and then you’ll leave me.’

‘No. It’s just going to be a bit of trouble for a while,’ Taylor said, pressing Chris against the counter, pulling her head back with fingers laced tightly through her hair. ‘Mostly on my part. I’ll tell her. I’ll get out.’

This announcement was both thrilling and disconcerting. Even though Chris was by now so vulnerable to Taylor that it sometimes felt as though sharp winds were howling through her chest, she had nonetheless pegged her as a compulsive charmer, all show and no go. The impossibly wonderful words Taylor spent on her were like those colorful but devalued currencies that feature parrots and kings, but buy nothing. She had already resigned herself to some soggy, desultory conclusion with Taylor ducking out, wrapped in a cloak of excuses. She imagined, six months or so from now, running into her and Diane at Whole Foods, around the little bins of expensive mushrooms in the produce department. Everyone would be back in place, only Chris would feel considerably worse than she had before this all started, before she had let it start.

And so she was quite thrown by Taylor’s offer to come to her. This wouldn’t be simple. Taylor and Diane had tenure, and beyond that property in common – an apartment in Andersonville, and a lot in the woods in Michigan they’d been planning to build on. They weren’t just going steady. To come over to Chris, Taylor was going to have to go through a Houdini amount of extrication. First the ropes, then the locks, then the chains around the steamer trunk.

At first, these restrictions were daunting and, in spite of all her big talk, she couldn’t get out. After a month or two of being too nervous watching Taylor vacillate, Chris told her to go away until she got things sorted out. She now knew she really wanted her and this wasn’t having her.

So she waited, all the time persuading herself that she wasn’t really waiting, through what she thought would be weeks, but ultimately stretched into nearly half a year before Taylor actually hired the mover and got into a situation house-sitting for some friends. And then when these events finally dealt themselves out in her favor, Chris surprisingly found herself utterly unprepared. It was like starting out on a great journey at dusk instead of daylight, unpacked and with a map inadequate for negotiating the vague, pastel continent of romance, much less the specific rough terrain of Taylor. That first night when Taylor arrived free and clear, Chris stood inside the threshold as she opened her door and stared and blinked for a few moments, wondering what she was going to do with this prize she had won.

Plus she had a whole other case of nerves that had nothing at all to do with Taylor. Chris had already lived through one uprooting love affair, and its long, terrible collapse, like the demolition of a great palace or temple, had left all her assumptions shaken. She had spent the previous four years dating lightly or not at all, or – for that hazy, now mercifully indeterminate number of months – in the company of the Human Pet. All quite straightforward mechanisms to avoid the possibility of ever experiencing so much pain again. Still, what was there to do after this overture but begin?

Now they sit in this small restaurant and look over their menus. In the four years that have gone by, this alliance has accumulated a small history that, in her more optimistic moments, Chris can construe as a foundation beneath their feet. It’s not the same as safety. She can’t imagine the decades she would have to have with Taylor before she might actually begin to feel safe. Still, together they are now more than the sum of their individual parts, neither of them quite who she would have been had their meeting not occurred. The fact of their still being together, even in their wobbly, unmitered way, must add up to something.

‘What’re you going to have?’ Chris asks.

‘I’m too tired to decide.’ Taylor looks up, brightly, but not in a particularly good way, like a patient running a slight temperature. ‘We could order for each other.’

‘All right,’ Chris says. ‘Just don’t do anything terrible to me.’

‘Well, I can’t get too treacherous here,’ says Taylor, going into global mode. ‘For that I’d have to take you someplace where they serve eyes.’

When they are splitting up a caprese salad, Chris says, ‘It was hard this time, I’m not sure why. You’d think I’d be getting used to it by now.’ Taylor has been to Morocco three times in the past year, not for Transit, but to shoot photos for a book, one in a series of travel guides on places difficult for women traveling alone, or with each other, out from under the protective wing of a male companion. If the series is a success, there will be more of this work. Volumes are already being proposed for Egypt, India, Turkey. If she’s going to be a supportive partner, Chris can’t stand in the way with loneliness and nagging worries about fidelity.

She would like to know if Taylor misses her on these trips. A difficult piece of information to acquire because if she did, Taylor would never be so obvious as to mention it. Chris can imagine that she does miss her, but then can just as easily imagine her relieved to pull back the fresh sheet of a bed that will have no one in it but herself. Or a bed that will have another woman in it with whom she will sleep that night and then never have to see again. Given the options, their equal plausibility and unconfirmability, Chris chooses to imagine Taylor lying alone, tidily taking up only half the hotel bed, propping a picture of Chris against the nightstand lamp before she turns it off and slips into flat, dreamless sleep.

‘And I still worry about all the planes,’ Chris says, hating how she must sound, as though she waits by the window, with a lamp.

But Taylor says, ‘I do too sometimes. Even after all this time. Sometimes the ‘even after all this time’ is part of the worry. Like I’ve used up too much of my allotment of planes that don’t crash. Did you read they have a tape from inside the cabin of that plane that went down last month in Pittsburgh? But they won’t release it, even to the families, because it contains ‘too much human suffering.’ What do you think is on that tape? What do you think too much human suffering sounds like?’

This is more talisman than serious talk. If they both touch the cloth of crashing planes, they’ve appeased the fates. In this way, they carpenter with conversation. A level is placed on things between them, and Chris decides to be content with the moment. Her lover is present and attentive, and the evening rises up gently around them as the butcher paper cover on the table collects bread crumbs and circles of red wine and heavy drops of deep green olive oil.

‘This dog is a rasslin’ dog,’ Taylor announces to an invisible crowd in the trailer court accent she uses when she wrestles Bud. She has him flipped on the bed, his paws flailing through the air. While she bats away at them, tapping their leathery pads, she puts her forearm between his teeth. ‘The jaws of death. A bona fide roadside attraction – a dog that bites his own master.’ Bud slithers out of control, to the edge of the mattress, then onto the floor where he sets himself to rights and shakes out his rumpled fur, gathers up his dignity.

Wrestling is one of the few games they’ve found that he gets. He gazes bewildered at tossed balls, shies nervously from squeaky rubber lamb chops. They suppose his early years, before Taylor got him from Anti-Cruelty, must have been spent in neglect, tied up in a yard, maybe guarding a store. ‘I love you, bungalowhead,’ Taylor says, rolling his soft, furry face between her palms. He is her dog originally. Because she is away so much of the time, though, he wound up being taken care of a lot by Diane, and now by Chris. Even with that, his allegiance is with Taylor – as opposed to his affection, which he divides graciously among all who love him.

When Taylor has returned her phone messages, she tells Chris one of them was from MarySarah, her editor at the magazine, a person Chris finds stupid and pretentious in every way, starting with her stupid and pretentious name. ‘I need to meet with her tomorrow. She has an assignment for me.’ She reads from her scribbled notes. ‘“Taormina, Paradise on the Ionian Sea.” Oh, I can’t even think about Sicily, packing up again, getting into nylon underpants.’

This isn’t like her. She is usually exhilarated by filling her duffel with items either miniaturized or lightened or disposable, dumping a couple of dozen rolls of film into a lead foil bag, cleaning her lenses, calling Flash Cab at the last possible moment. The arrhythmic meter of long-distance travel feeds some need in her for unpredictability. Taylor seems to enjoy being kept a little off-balance, surprised or awaiting surprise.

‘You’re just exhausted, physically and psychically,’ Chris says, helpfully explaining Taylor to herself. A terrible habit, she knows. A tiresome by-product of her profession. She looks up into Taylor’s weary eyes, and says, ‘Sorry.’

They shower in the dark. With the window open next to them, they can see each other almost perfectly in the infrawhite light of a full moon minus a sliver.

‘Christine Snow,’ Taylor says, as she sometimes does, as though the name holds deeper meanings, has magic to ward off whatever it is that Taylor fears. ‘Do you want to make love before we go to sleep?’ she asks.

Chris nods, shy even after all this time.

This small exchange forms itself into a present between them, waiting to be opened.

The dog clatters slowly into the bedroom.

‘Here comes something old,’ Taylor says.

They listen as he checks on them, then clatters out again, down the hall. He likes to sleep in the guest room, where he has a whole bed to himself.

‘Don’t be asleep yet,’ Chris says into the dark a little while later. ‘You’ve got a proposition to make good on.’

‘I’m not sleeping. Not really.’

‘Are you okay?’

‘Sure.’

It sounds as though there’s a comma after the word, and Chris – adept as she is at interpreting pauses and catches in speech – prepares herself for a confession, but there is only dark air, damp with breath in the narrow space between their faces. Then a leg sliding between her own, hands slipping open the envelope of her T-shirt, a mouth moving over her left breast.

They make love in a rush – because it has been a while, and because they’re tacitly racing against Taylor’s exhausted collapse with Chris curled around her, bringing her home. Her first night back, she typically gets a few profound hours of sleep before waking into the dawn of whatever desert or glacial plain she has just left behind. She is a traveler even when she is home, in motion even when she is at rest, and Chris feels herself always reaching out, Taylor always slipping through her fingers, like spilled mercury.
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CHRIS IS JUST out of an appointment with her chiropractor, Eileen, whose approach is becoming disconcertingly mystical. She has been spending more and more of their sessions with her hands hovering in the air above Chris’s back, adjusting energy fields. Today she asked if Chris has been eating a lot of nightshade. Chris would like to keep these ministrations limited to cartilage crunching, which is what Eileen used to do to her. She thinks she might give Taylor’s chiropractor a try. This woman is supposedly a hulking gum chewer. Darla. All business. Snap. Crackle. Pop.

Chris shifts around in the driver’s seat, her lower back crabbing again, her energy fields, she supposes, slipping once again out of alignment. It is taking her forever to get home today. Traffic up and down Lincoln is glued to itself on account of this first, goofball, way-out-of-sync day of spring, an afternoon that has shot into the seventies. Everyone in the city has come out to contribute to the gridlock. Cars, of course. Rollerbladers and runners. Fat girls in halter tops. Swift bicycle thieves. The homeless, who were already out, but now with élan, and plenty of company. The sidewalk in front of Betty’s Resale, a junkyard just south of Addison, is filled with milling customers, as though avocado-colored stoves and dressers covered in contact paper have suddenly soared in value on some secret stock exchange.

Finally, she passes the giant, comic head of Abe fronting the Lincoln Restaurant, and turns onto her street. She pulls up in front of her house and taps the last of a bag of M&Ms into her palm as she listens to Norman Greenbaum pumping out ‘Spirit in the Sky’ on the oldies station. It’s an unleavable song and so she sits a moment longer, rocking and rolling a little in her Corolla, contemplating her real estate, this small, shambly frame house with salt-and-pepper asphalt siding and buckling wooden steps.

The neighborhood is changing, upscaling but in an ungainly way. That is, while several houses on their block have been renovated by new owners – Board of Traders, young dentists, and the like – who quickly ensconce themselves behind tasteful, Italianate dark green wrought-iron fences, the tenured residents of the block are people who work in factories and grocery stores and on job sites. So any one of the yuppified houses, for all its landscaping and ADT alarming, might well sit squarely across the street from a two-flat with a rooster in a cage in the front yard.

Chris and Taylor hope to eventually join the ranks of the renovators, but have had the house only a few months and so far have been able to afford only the most meager and necessary improvements. This is the first house either of them has ever owned, and it makes them feel as though they’ve moved to America. After years of apartments with stairwells full of peculiar cooking odors, ceilings throbbing with other people’s stereos, discouraging connections with the flooding bathrooms and stray roaches of strangers, they are now blessed with autonomy and silent nights, and a backyard for grilling and letting the dog out in the morning, for planning a garden. They no longer have to lug everything long blocks from parking spaces in their former, high-density neighborhood.

They have a washer and dryer in the basement, Stone Age machines left behind by the previous owners. The first time Chris ran the dryer it made a huge, chainsaw-massacre noise that rattled the walls and drove the dog up to the attic. She shut off the machine and stood appraising it in ignorance. She tried to guess how old it was. Realistically, thirty years. ‘Now that I look more closely,’ she came upstairs and told Taylor, as though she had come to the crux of the matter, ‘it’s not even a Kenmore, it’s a Lady Kenmore.’

‘Might be tricky to get that fixed,’ Taylor said. ‘I think there’s a regulation. I think the repair guy has to bring a female attendant along.’

The problem turned out to be nothing. A nail fallen into a baffle. Neither of them knew what a baffle was; they just wrote the check for the service call and went along merrily until the next appliance revealed its failings. First it was the oven, which didn’t ignite; then the freezer, which did freeze, but also alternately defrosted at whim.

Chris is aware of the house clearly being, more than walls and ceilings around them, mortar and mortising between them. She and Taylor never speak of these weights and adhesions directly, only natter about the small charms of the place, its value as a sound investment, the dog’s kingly happiness here. Sometimes Chris thinks it’s kind of sweet how careful they are with each other. Other times she wonders what they are being so careful about.

Having bought the house, they have both become ambivalent about it, although they would never admit their hesitations to each other. Instead, they offset their praise with small complaints about drafts or the cramped clawfoot tub in the upstairs bathroom. In this way, the house has become a rich metaphor for the unspoken, inarticulable nettles they have with each other, about what is happening, or not happening, between them.

Chris is fairly certain that with Taylor’s previous lover, it was in some measure the property they held together that freaked Taylor out of the relationship. Taylor once said she felt as though a plastic dry-cleaner’s bag was being pulled over her head. Chris worries the house is forcing them to replicate that situation.

The concertedly domestic arrangements of most couples of their acquaintance have a sameness, a smugly settled quality that she and Taylor used to make fun of. In the beginning they talked a bit about resisting the subliminal pull toward turning into what Taylor calls the ‘boring lesbian personality casserole.’ But in spite of this skittishness, Taylor eventually began lobbying for a house, needing, like most people, to press a thumb down on her particular psychic bruise. In her case, longing to have her affections tucked into the folds of a recognized relationship, even though her heart continues to prowl the night like a werewolf.

And so she scanned ads in six months’ worth of Sunday Tribunes until she came up with this house and its eager sellers, the Herbsts, who were eager due to Mr. Herbst’s imminent transfer to Tulsa, making the house at the price an incredible deal, but one which had to be seized within the next five minutes. This catch left Chris and Taylor no time for long discussions searching the soul of their relationship, plumbing their issues of intimacy and domestic partnership. They only had time to leap, and now, having regained consciousness, they find themselves on the other side, in this place where Chris needs to keep a sharp eye out to try to determine if Taylor is beginning to turn blue inside the bag.

Although she is sympathetic to Taylor’s restlessness, Chris quickly winds up feeling worse for herself, having to share a bed with someone who is always tossing and turning, punching at the pillow.

On the surface of things, at the level that would show up on the home videos, Taylor is, aside from her penchant for flirtation, a dream lover – attentive and considerate, surprising. She brings fresh mozzarella home from the Italian grocery, massages Chris’s hands with almond oil. Everything truly troublesome about her is buried cable, subterranean trunk line. The closest Chris can get to Taylor’s true identity is feeling the vibration of this secret information as it rushes deep beneath the ground the two of them stand on, facing each other with pleasant expressions, good will, and smooth, practiced approximations of intimacy. It’s a little like being married to a spy.

She mostly finds this fascinating, and thinks herself quite lucky to have found a partner whose depths are so seemingly bottomless. There are moments, though, when she imagines an alternate life with a person she thinks of as Patti. A homebody who, a little ways into their long, calm, predictable relationship, starts getting her hair cut the way Chris does, then signs them up for ceramics classes together. Someone from whose feet both shoes have already dropped.

Chris pauses a moment on the front porch and tries to call up what they are supposed to be doing tonight. Someone is coming for dinner. Taylor’s friend Leigh and her new girlfriend.

She sees that the back door off the kitchen is open and goes out onto the tiny deck that precedes the short flight of steps to ground level. Taylor is out there at the back of the yard, breaking ground for a garden they’ve planned, prying out one of a pair of generic bushes, legacies from the Herbsts.

Taylor relishes difficult projects. She once hauled a file cabinet up three flights by propping it on the fronts of her thighs. When she cooks, the recipes she takes on are daunting even on the page, projects starting with unhusked coconuts or raw squid, or requiring pastry tubes and springform pans, mortars and pestles, ignition with cognac and match. In the same studied, painstaking way, she is determined to make something pretty out of this rectangle of patchy grass and dusty ruts worn by the Herbsts’ anxious German shepherd, Lassie. (All the dogs in this as-yet-untrendy neighborhood are named Lassie or Princess or Rex. Several are offspring of various large females and one busy basset hound. The results are German shepherds and Labradors with six-inch legs.)

On the other side of the fence is the yard of their neighbors Cy and Dolores, whose last name they don’t yet know. The yard, in one small plot of ground, manages to contain a pedestaled, sapphire-blue mirror ball, a Virgin in a grotto, a porch rail dripping with wind chimes, and a plastic duck family eternally toddling toward a strip of dirt that Taylor is pretty sure is going to reveal itself as a patch of sunflowers.

‘The wind chimes are going to have to go,’ Taylor told her this morning. ‘I’m going to have to have a little talk with Cy. Maybe with Dolores.’

‘I think most people wouldn’t find wind chimes a problem,’ Chris told her. ‘I myself find them rather charming.’

‘I myself,’ Taylor countered, ‘find they make me want to shoot somebody.’

This digging today is a first step in Taylor’s opposition to Cy and Dolores’s antic backyard, creating on their side of the privacy fence a traditional English garden. She has already hacked the bush down to a stump, and now, with a pitchfork sunk in at its base, tines tangled in the roots, is prying it up and out. She is wearing long, baggy shorts, her legs dark from having been in the desert, her hair restrained by a bandanna. She is tall, taller even than Chris, with much of her length in her legs. Chris is still a little in love with the way Taylor looks, still grateful for a beautiful lover. It’s like having been born in Sorrento, having the rest of life like everyone else, but always also this.

Taylor’s struggle with the bush has become fierce. The bush doesn’t care that it is offensively Middle-American in the yard of hip urban dykes intent on recasting this landscape with what, in their better moments, they realize are their own pretensions. The bush has tenure here and is not relinquishing its presence easily. Bud sits nearby and watches closely, as though his presence is crucial to the task being accomplished.
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