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    Spiel


    Where you are right now is in a gift shop. In a place like this, the scandalous things must be cooked down, or at least macerated a bit, till the sugars scoot away from the fruit, and any hint of derision can be voiced from between the chops of a genuine smile. So when you tell me you’re shopping for your mother, who’s not a typical mother, my only reply can be—and watch how sweetly I say this—You may be in the wrong store.


    Because what we sell here are things for typical mothers, the people you think of first when you see the word, long before you even begin to imagine your own. It’s a well-honed type, and though it’s rarely called out as offensive, all you have to do is look around to see: it’s something that sells. Textures tend toward a synthetic softness; colors wander the palette from brick to smoky green. Needless to say, infants are fetishized, and fetishes infantilized. The fantasies here can fit inside a cylindrical chime. And the imagery, which is commonly mistook for feminine, is as genderless and dry as a falsely weathered piece of rattan.


    Imagine me when I first embarked on this endeavor, when my partner and I set out to capture this niche. As compressed as it now all appears, our curatorial process involved much more roaming than most: this was a sprawling voyage. Porcelain, I would say to my partner. Only the beginning, my partner replies. And thus, we embark down a keeling, seemingly endless corridor, and select from the tightly packed shelves the bric from the brac. Some sections we strip so bare, we see our own distorted faces gazing back from the mirrored walls. A fleeting question of sex is quelled: requisite for such work as this.


    And so, if you’re looking to find a gift for an atypical mother, you’d best move on down the wharf. If your mother fancies herself progressive, or if, at the opposite end of the spectrum, she’s a decadent, implanted, tightly pulled, cutthroat priss, there are much better shops out there. We’re not the type of fools who special order, and neither will we flesh out your impotent senses for you.


    If my partner was here—and she has the day off, she’s feeling rather worn these days—if my partner was here, perhaps she’d have more patience. I once saw her lead an exquisitely veined young man to the window, and gesture out over the ocean with a grace that transcended that of someone trying to close a sale. The young man left with an apple-studded picture frame.


    And the vigor she gave to the pricing gun thereafter sang of an adventure we’d never again be asked to confront.


    I’m sure she neglected, whatever she said, to mention the sharks.

  

 
  
    The taco group


    I’ve been a member of the Taco Group since its founding fourteen years ago. Our goal? The design, building, and incorporation of the still conceptual city of Taco.


    The other members are Skyler, Madison, Riley, and Ashlyn. Shelby quit a few years back, and Peyton, well, Peyton we tossed away like a melon that was crowding the fridge. We are utopists and our project is steeped in adventure. We have no use for the waterlogged.


    Our progress? Here is what we’ve made concrete:


    1. The leaves of every tree, meticulously tooled to reach a neon


    red, then lacquered like they’re alive.


    2. A mural of the Eye of Horus in intricate layers of crepe, the


    contrast in relief so subtle, those who claim they can see it


    are lying.


    3. Various ideas about sewage systems and cuisine. We have


    yet to reach a consensus on any of these ideas, which have


    been an endless source of argument over the past fourteen


    years. Yet they exist, their existence implying their realization.


    And though, as of now, they hover above us and shimmer,


    there is a hardening around their edges, we all can sense


    it, a tension of tooth on tooth, as when one tends to grow


    bitter with age.


    There was a time when, though I hesitate to admit it, I wielded more power within the Taco Group. This was when we still held the meetings in my kitchen, and I would set up a little buffet: ceramic bowls of beef and shredded cheese and ice-colored onions. This is the way we will build our city, I told the others. Bowl by bowl. Solution by solution.


    Where are the tortillas? Peyton once asked. I don’t even know where to start if there isn’t a tortilla in my hand.


    The rest of us knew exactly where to start.


    Currently, I’m developing the timbre of the streetlights, a task over which I ought to have complete control. I’ve designed them to be as dim as possible, leaving the citizens of Taco free from the oppression of relentless light. This work reminds me of my former career as a journalist, the careful selection and arrangement of words, the obscuring of facts so one only fleetingly encounters the truth.


    The newspaper office: that was where I met Chase, so oat-faced and gentle, little did I suspect the blinding heights of his appetite. Thankfully, journalism is one institution we needn’t worry about in Taco.


    Today, the Taco Group met at Madison’s house. As I watched her pour coffee, my eye was caught by her forefinger, a glimpse of blood where the flesh separated slightly from the nail. I thought of the leaves we’ve created for the trees of Taco, how their cheekiness seemed to be captured there in that gap. She saw me watching her and asked after Chase.


    He’s fine, I told her. Realizing his dreams as usual. Can you believe the Erotic Promenade is in its seventh year?


    Madison paused to drink from a battered paper cup. Yeah? Good thing he has somewhere to go to get that out of his system.


    Things rarely go well for Madison. She’s rapidly becoming the new Peyton of the group. I poured myself some coffee and prepared for my update.


    My update was met with less enthusiasm than I’d hoped. Riley called my streetlights ‘old-garde,’ a ‘murky reconstitution of Gotham City.’ I told her it was vastly naïve to reduce Gotham City to a mere matter of lighting.


    Girl, please, said Madison. How else do you expect us to react? Your forces-of-darkness shtick is old news.


    Here’s some history: back when I was trying to establish myself as a journalist, there was a limited number of acceptable looks for women in the workplace. One of these was the Severe Look, and being a broad-shouldered girl, this was the look I chose. Darkened lips, simple black skirt, hair slicked back in a bun. Chase’s nickname for me was Draculette. Vampires were big then, and this is the look I stuck with. The irony is that I find blood rather mundane. Unless it’s shed in the interest of Taco.


    These days, though, sadly, it feels like a stretch to say I’d kill to raise that city.


    Our meeting concluded with a brief Horusian prayer, and I took the elevator back down to my apartment and began to unbutton my blazer. I could hear Chase in the other room clacking around on some sort of dense metallic platforms. Giggling, it sounded like Peyton was over.


    Since we opened up our relationship, Chase has been seeing a lot of Peyton. To be frank, it bothers me. I don’t think Peyton ever truly cared for Taco so much as she cares for Chase. When she’s in the house, entire conceptual blocks of Taco flood with bleach and dissolve.


    They say that melons were once smaller and denser with nutrients.


    I took off my blouse and took off my skirt. I unclasped my bra and rolled my nylons down and over my feet.


    I stood at the window and looked out, studying the ravaged streets of this city, something I rarely do. I could see the shell of the newspaper building where Chase and I once worked. The pit where the taquería we’d often meet at for lunch once stood.


    I tried to summon a vision of Taco, manifest it, let it flitter back into the room and fill in the bleached-out gaps. But the leaves were all barely pinkish. And the plaza had faded back into the paper from whence it came.


    I heard the fridge open and turned to see Peyton, equally naked, her stacks of flab bathed in a food-blue light. I see you still don’t have any tortillas, she said.


    I fixed her with a look of disdain. I see you still have trouble working with what you have.


    I’ve made it this far, haven’t I? Peyton straightened herself and licked some sour cream from her thumb.


    As discordant as the Taco Group may be, now would have been a nice time to have the other ladies around, hunched over the counter, scraping the remainders from ceramic bowls. Even Madison, with her sluggish lack of vision, could have helped me conjure a useful place to dispose of the less desirable citizens of Taco. Madison, unlike Peyton, is unbearably cruel.


    I could hear Chase clacking around again behind the wall. Sighing, I locked myself in the bathroom before he had a chance to clack out into the kitchen and mince.


    Tomorrow, the Taco Group meets at Ashlyn’s, and she’s promised to have a fairly fresh platter of crudité. Crudité. It’s a word I’d never really noticed before, and I had the sudden thought it would make a striking name for a city. Crudité, I said aloud there at the bathroom mirror, studying the pucker lines that had formed around my mouth, and the blackish red lipstick creeping into each. Crudité. Or had she said coup d’état?

  

 
  
    Gridlock


    First, let me orient you here. That’s something you worry about, right? Orientation? I hear it’s rare for people to live in cars in your time, so I assume you have a house. In the world Irene and I inhabit, houses are hidden, and often outright disappear. The only reliable structures these days are gas stations.


    I hope this is useful for your science fiction novel.


    The year is 2015, and the world now moves so fast that everything’s come to a slippery halt. Cops and robbers have joined forces. Embryos are transmitted via blood. With the disappearance of schools, we’ve become a race of autodidacts.


    Also—generally speaking—people tell more lies.


    So, here I am, sitting at a gas station in the pale light of the early morning. “In the Still of the Night” wafts faintly from the outdoor speakers. Ice coats the concrete, and Irene slips as she exits the station. She adjusts her balance, then glides toward the car without lifting her feet.


    Irene was wheelchair bound when we were in Corpus Christi. Saturday nights, I’d roll her downtown to hang out at the tattoo shop. Getting a tattoo is a lot like naming a kid, Roger told us, while his band warmed up behind him. There were a lot of men in his band.


    The world was still a lot like your own, then, although the buildings were already beginning to transluce. Also, our encounters with men were growing stranger. We hadn’t started eating at gas stations yet—I don’t think so, at least—but misunderstandings were becoming commonplace. Roger was one such case, obviously: we thought that when he spoke of tattoos and baby names, he was really speaking of permanence, and of unwitting biases. But metaphor wasn’t a part of his reality. His trade didn’t allow for it, I guess.


    Irene scrubs her chubby knee with the hem of her skirt as she climbs into the driver’s seat.


    What did you get? I ask.


    Orange crackers.


    She opens the package and hands me a square.


    Hydrog, I say, only it sounds like Hi Rog, because my mouth is full of it.


    I catch her wincing. Partially hydrog, she says, recovering with a shrug. Everyone makes compromises. Especially at gas stations.


    Once, before we got our car and became eternal teenagers, we were intrepid. Our girlishness was uncontrived, and we felt old beyond our years. We had yet to master the art of deliberate vulnerability. A man in Nag’s Head once scared us so badly, we stuck to sleeping at the sand dunes for at least a month. Days were spent marching wearily with the other tourists. Nights, we ran terror-stricken from the patrolling dune buggies. I slowed my stride to match Irene’s, and it was almost like getting a good night’s sleep. You might want to include these nights in your science fiction novel.


    I miss the heater, I tell her. The air’s so cold and still.


    You’re a rare one, baby, she grins. It’s why I love you, you know. You’re specific. She opens her phrasebook and reads: You’re specific in the face of a culture that—when, on the rare occasion it approaches truth—it does so only in the abstract.


    I stare at my go-go boots, which rise like buildings from the bitter, moldy floorboard. Do you think I dress naïvely?


    You’re asking the wrong girl, she says. I don’t know why I haven’t put on pants in this weather. Because I’m fat, I guess. And lazy. She reaches across me to add breasts and a penis to the teddy bear I’ve drawn in the fog on the window. Her bosom is gently cupped by my clavicle.


    A man in nice, new clothes appears in a nice, new car and rolls down his window. He says he’s here to pick up some people who got in on the 9:45 bus from Jackson Hole. It’s 8:30. He asks to bum some gas money, and Irene points to the soggy sign in our windshield.


    If you’re so smart, why do you have such a crappy car? he asks.


    Get a job, says Irene.


    He gives us some statistics: he’s 45, the oldest of 15 children (7 girls, 7 boys), and his mother is 89. Irene asks how old the youngest sibling is.


    He just graduated from Stanford, he says. He’s an attorney. One graduated from Harvard. Attorney. One from Princeton. Attorney. One’s a doctor, one’s a dentist. I’m the only bum, because I had to support them all, driving big rigs.


    What do you think? Irene asks me. Abstraction or lie?


    The beautiful and paradoxical thing about art, says the man, consulting his phrasebook, is that it obscures appearances to reveal deeper truths.


    Green light, says Irene, jaws clenched, and the man disappears.


    It’s night now, and thugs have taken over the gas station parking lot. Like us, they consult their phrasebooks, the only thing that offers the cerebral stability we need in the midst of a world so motion-obsessed it stagnates.


    I need a drink, says Irene, opening her door and stepping into the exhaust and dirty bass lines. Her ass mimics the battling hydraulics. She whistles at it over her shoulder, and almost slips again.


    So, how about this for your science fiction novel: A motel in Corpus Christi. A man falls from the second story as he’s carrying groceries to his room (People do this during your time, right? Have rooms and buy bags of groceries?). He’s in a coma for three days, and when he finally wakes, the first thing he asks for is not his wife. It’s his radio, because he wants to listen to a certain talk-show host—a host whom he’d never shown even a mild interest in before the accident. This is kind of what happened to Irene, only metaphorically. Roger was a musician and a tattoo artist, not a talk-show host.


    Grape or strawberry? Irene asks through the window. She’s holding two bottles of flavored malt liquor.


    I point at the grape, and she twists it open and hands it to me. Then she gets in the car and sets the strawberry in my lap.


    I thought you needed a drink, I say.


    I think I’m pregnant.


    She lifts up her sweater, and sure enough, there’s a tattoo of a dripping cherry just below her navel.


    Roger, I say.


    Roger, she says.


    But that was four years ago!


    End times, says Irene. Apparently, I’ve been endowed with biblical childbearing abilities.


    I try to remember what the sign in our windshield says. Something about work, I think. Or cigarettes. Or maybe it was something about the end being near.


    A beautiful thug knocks at my window, and I roll it down, erasing another teddy bear—this one wearing halo and horns.


    Put your hands on the side of the car, orders the thug.


    I’m innocent, I tell him. I was born in 1977.


    Those who are so selfish as to fall in love, he reads from his phrasebook, can no longer claim innocence.


    But I’m a baby, I say. I need love in order to properly develop.


    I thought you said you were born in 1977, says the thug.


    End times, I tell him. I’ve taken a serum that allows me eternal youth.


    Those who lack vulnerability become monsters, explains Irene.


    You got a cigarette? asks the thug, fluttering his long, dark eyelashes.


    Sorry, says Irene. We don’t smoke. Read the windshield.


    I roll up the window and finish my grape. “Angel of the Morning” wafts out of the car radio.


    He was gorgeous, I remark.


    Maybe, says Irene. In an abstract kind of way.


    I stomp my boot in a numb-toed try at infantilism. Irene, like always, remains unfazed.


    Remember how scary that man in Nag’s Head was? I say, and maybe I really am crying. How sharp his eyes were? And how he hollered without opening his mouth? How we were so sure it was finally the apocalypse, we headed out into the wilderness to wait it out?


    Yeah, baby, I remember. Then, with the help of her phrasebook: We prayed their neglect would deepen, that tourism would become obsolete, and we would once again be left with the potential for beauty.


    And we were.


    Were what?


    Left with the potential for beauty. Look how lovely your knees are.


    Irene switches the radio station. Insemination! screams an angry male voice.


    How’s that novel coming? she asks, taking the strawberry from me and cracking it open.


    I hate when she asks that question. She’s so entangled in the plot that I can’t really talk about it.


    And that’s why I’m leaving the task to you. With your house and your desk and your sense of stability, I imagine you’ll come up with something quite moving. Either way, it’s science fiction, right? A sneaky little genre. More circuitous than most. But above all, one that protects the innocent.


    Just write me sitting by my captain, a navigator with nothing ahead. I coat the window with my breath, and draw another teddy bear.

  

 
  
    The banshees


    It was in the chemical meadow where we first really went for it, where we first really went punk rock. We bought some tunics, we put in a load of wash. We cheered when Connie Bonjour ripped the time clock out by its grubby roots. That whole old moldering order was through.


    You see, we’d been working for years. What’s two weeks, really, after years?


    I put in my two weeks.


    Tish Upton Brown began decorating for St. Patrick’s Day. It was the punkest holiday we could come up with, even though Stiff Little Fingers would’ve never approved. How about the Pogues, though? Maybe the Pogues. The problem was that none of the holidays seemed that punk.


    We thought we really had something to complain about. I mean, we thought we really had something to celebrate.


    That meadow, it was kind of like a school, but also like a nutritive trough. Kind of like a white load of laundry, and in the middle, a tree to be slept beneath.


    Connie and Tish, now that we had so much time on our hands, had decided to start a band, a two-piece. The only way we could listen to music was on our phones. Bass became unnecessary.


    I became the clear odd man out.


    Tish pulled the sheets over her way, then Connie yanked them back. All the while, a wail. I asked Tish where she’d been and she said, Outside.


    You were watching TV, Connie said. Why don’t you just say you were watching TV?


    That bleach smell, you see, still lingered, even though there was nothing left to wash. I wanted us to be like three crones together, our legs stretched out like equestrian trails, as we all laid back and covered ourselves in shrill materials. A few cellophane shamrocks fluttered by as we slept.


    Songwriting, Connie told me, was the biggest challenge. She couldn’t intuit what The Universe demanded. I explained to her the long lost art of bass; I hummed a little sequence.


    She strained her whole face towards what I was humming. This was the kind of pillow talk we had, the branches bright above us. Sequins? she said. I’ve been wondering why sequins are considered vulgar. Sequins, I said, had just called themselves vulgar and the whole world ran with it. That sounded punk, didn’t it? To this day, I insist that it sounded punk.


    My phone received a message and I saw that it was from Tish. She wanted Connie to know about the Pogues’ reunion tour. Connie looked at me with a chin-thrusting sort of sympathy. I pressed delete.


    Connie had some sort of Thanksgiving thing planned. The day had a sheen about it, like the first damp phases of leaf decay. The winds came through with a sad little epithet: Hippie, the winds whispered. Hippie, they whispered again. A word that sounded so unlike the winds.


    When people talk about The Universe, I told Connie, you know they’re just talking about themselves.


    She said that she and Tish were breaking up, in hopes of the eclipse that would happen once they reunite.


    Here’s the thing about our phones: we thought they were symbols of connection—outgoing; in other words, a means of going out. But when you stare at something like that for long enough, it begins to feel like a mirror. It begins to feel quite compact.


    Connie took my hand and studied it, told me our liberation had only ever been a myth. In a world without bass, you see, I was boneless, I was bonkers. I was without a home. Connie crumpled me up and shoved me under the tree.


    The leprechauns scurried and curled themselves up into little pills. The earth now smelled of mint, and I sucked it in like a milkshake. Hygiene became a thing that worked itself out, a thing about which one need not worry.


    By the time I rose, a new sort of conscription had been put in place. That whole old moldering order was back again, was brooming on through like a dried out Christmas tree, and sowing its russet needles in the furrows of our punk rock meadow.


    I went to find Connie and Tish, whose band had long since reunited and disbanded and constricted at last to the color and size of a cold, red dot. Connie, Tish told me, had left to join a cult called The Universe. I stood before her, blinking, brushing the leprechaun corpses from my tunic’s front.


    You probably want to play guitar now, she said. Don’t you? Through some trickery of light, then, she walled herself away from me. I was breaking up her TV party, I guess. It was like trying to talk to her while she was on her phone.


    I would never be a punk, she told me. I mean, you will never be a punk, I told myself. I said to myself, You will never be one of us.


    Punk, of course, was about yanking the time clock out by its roots. Two weeks notice was not punk rock?


    Two weeks notice was not punk rock. I looked at Tish and felt triumphant. She and I, funny enough, had never been this close.


    Before long, Siouxsie Sioux crested the horizon, a throatfully cawing black-haired sun. We realized then, of course, we’d completely forgotten Halloween.


    Can you imagine the panic the two of us felt?


    Siouxsie Sioux presented a subpoena. What the fuck were you thinking, she said, calling yourselves the Banshees like that?


    But by that point, the oldest meadows, the ones that pre-dated even punk rock, were looking at Siouxsie’s name and doing a double take. The oldest meadows were serving up some papers of their own.


    Thank god, I thought, and I watched Tish and Siouxsie cower, and cleared my mind of every last stolen idea. Thank god for the coming snowfall, I thought. Thank god for these last painful decades bereft of bass.

  

 
  
    Pride goeth before


    I first became star struck as an altar boy, a god-fearing child in the maw of a yawning cathedral.


    The cathedral was expansive and gilded. Wine bruised the carpet and dust collected deep in the folds of ancient radiators. Trash blew in on glamorous winds and gathered at the feet of the cleric as his eyes raised to God. Such is the nature of theater.


    I miss the thrill of being watched. I long for those days as an altar boy, when I still possessed the ingenuous hopes of an understudy. I took the devoted gaze of the crowd for granted then. I didn’t realize shame could be cumulative; I thought it faded with time. And, of course, I underestimated the importance of knowing your audience.


    Rhonda could dazzle the most straight-laced old biddies, leave them uneasy, yet still somehow satisfied. Flamboyance is an art, it’s true, but certain crowds require something more—something magic.


    I expected Holy Orders to cast me, like Rhonda, in a ruthless array of roles. But sadly, instead of honing my charisma, it’s cramped me into a confessional, where I endlessly wait for the dying to creak in on crutches of guilt. I’m not the diva I dreamed I would be, but rather something supplemental. A collector of gossip—without the satisfaction of reporting anything I’m told. The sins I hear are as salacious as any star’s; they simply lack the glitz of celebrity to make them immortal. Defining the soul with eyeliner can be tricky.


    And now I’m walking up the aisle holding the processional cross aloft. I want to strut like a queen, but am kept in check by looks from the prayerful audience. I take to the stage and compose myself as a gleamy-lipped, pious-eyed altar boy. Hair parted at three quarters, sweet on the feel of my emasculating alb, I wait with bells in my hand.


    Father Bowlin—seven feet tall and Black Irish—says Mass with a voice like a rolling boulder. His belly is big enough for a benevolent god. His brow sprouts two thick clumps of steely hair. He lifts the Host and heavies his eyes, lowers and codes his voice. A holy light throbs from among his ringlets. I raise the bell and shake out a tiny chime, the closest I ever get to a speaking role.


    But the real star of the show is Rhonda. She digs her candy-apple claws into the folds of her choral gown and pulls it thigh high as she mounts the steps to the lectern. Her stilettos and black-stockinged legs are sudden and shapely as they emerge from the neutral vestment. She surveys the crowd with predatory ease.


    The audience shuts its eyes and withdraws in prayer. Petitions float from the ends of ascetic eyelashes. The proper place for music is in the choir loft, the crowd believes, at the cathedral’s rear, hidden away where it won’t distract from the solemnity of the Mass.


    But Rhonda has them trained. The saints and angels crowd in miniature around the lofted chalice, extend their matchstick arms to catch the faithful’s prayers. Rhonda widens her smile, and a few wayward prayers become lodged between her teeth. Her drawn-on eyebrows rise behind the bangs of an immense bouffant.


    She’s been as subtle as possible about transitioning her hair from black to its current platinum blond, for although her appearance is meticulously crafted, she hopes to leave some impression of nature. Over the course of four years, she’s worked her way down the home-dye-kit aisle: from jet black to the darkest and medium browns, with a brief detour through wine, then strawberry blond, then back to the standard spectrum, brightening from dishwater to downy blond. Such planning is necessary to retain her position as cantor at a conservative parish. As a flamboyant, almost-50 divorcee she already walks the line. She knows where to temper her tartish tendencies, which shade of lipstick is a hair past respectable.


    A sinister, diminutive figure lurks in the choir loft. Pimples cluster at his hairline, and he rests his leather-clad arms on the railing as he surveys the crowd. He’s Rhonda’s son, Dom, runty even for a 12-year-old. I can feel his sulky gaze, his spite at falling short of the faggy altar boy, his hatred winding out among the wafting prayers. Behind him, the organ pipes begin to thrum; they flood with a hum, then a roar of devotion.


    Rhonda bursts into a showy hymn. Its lyrics praise the scent of newborn flesh.


    Father Bowlin descends from the stage, cradling a bowl of communion wafers. He recruited Rhonda from an off-Broadway stage, just in time for a woman looking a bit weathered for ingénue roles. His motives, I imagine, came from a fascination with her overwrought femininity—he seems to carry a hint of lavender deep within that belly. A tenderness belies his manly façade. He feeds communion to his flock like a mother bird.


    With Rhonda came Dom, a picture of compact impudence, an unhealthy child whose greasy, unblushing cheeks could never fit within the border of a holy card. He was eight when Rhonda began her gig as cantor at the cathedral, yet was still small enough to be cradled in her arms. He soon left those arms, though, and began to adopt a street swagger. His mother tenderly aided him in this, working Pomade through his hair, taking her fingernail clippers to the knee of his jeans. At school, he curses God and slithers beneath the habits of the nuns. He strums a guitar and snarls about a girl named Sugar. He lost his virginity before his eleventh birthday. Despite his size, girls find him irresistible. He pads his height with attitude.


    I once found Dom with Rhonda’s purse open on the sacristy floor. He was holding her compact sweetly against his cheek. I ignored him, walked to the wardrobe, and began to pull my alb on over my head. When I emerged from its folds, he was gone, but the purse remained. I scanned the room for witnesses, then emptied the bag in search of makeup, but there was nothing.


    I made due by polishing my lips with my tongue. I removed my shoes and trousers, then bunched my alb up around my knees and strutted around on tiptoes. I distorted my face with various looks of rapture, holding my forehead an inch from the mirror. I imagined myself a bloodthirsty saint.


    The next Sunday, Dom was in the sacristy again, masculine and skulking. He watched me don my alb with a sneer.


    


    At the lectern, Rhonda warbles and shrieks. The red ring of her mouth contracts and expands in time with the organ chords. She raises her arms as a haughty cue to sing along.


    The audience approaches the stage in single file, plowing aside the glitz with a serene armor. Father Bowlin stoops to rest the Host on extended tongues. They receive the body of Christ; they crack and dissolve it against the roofs of their mouths, careful to avoid the blasphemy of teeth. The wafers absorb and circulate and surround every head like a halo.


    I move to clear the altar and prepare the Host for its return to the tabernacle. I’ve honed my peripheral vision to track Rhonda’s sizzle and flash. Both jealous and enamored of her, I anticipate each hammy expression, each willful display of leg.


    One Sunday, I waited alone in the sacristy with only a few minutes left before the Mass was scheduled to begin. I’d donned my alb, lit the candles, and was standing offstage, uncertain, clutching the brass staff of the processional cross. Father Bowlin was nowhere to be found.


    The backstage door swung open, and Rhonda and Father Bowlin stumbled through in a cloud of giggles and fermentation. The priest was in the throes of a low-register laugh, his hand over his mouth like an old maid. Rhonda’s head blurred amid a gray-speckled feather boa. They halted when they saw me standing ready in the shadow of the cross. Rhonda wrapped her talons around the doorjamb for support, grinding her jaw toward sobriety. Father Bowlin bent unsteadily to pick a stray feather from her bouffant.


    Rhonda looked at me as if for the first time, one eyebrow arched in disgust. She let loose a snort, and turned with a dramatic swish. Musky feathers dusted my cheek; a spray of mites and dandruff tickled my nose. She centered her stride as she moved off to put on her choral gown.
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