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The pieces occupying squares of their same color appeared to hover like phantoms above the floor of the game room.  DeBroglie Smith walked slowly between them, as if in a dream, examining the lie of the board from all her possible angles.  The windows and blinds were shut tightly, as they always were, and the only light filtered in through skylights high above her, now darkening in the dusk.  With the door closed, the room was silent and airless, the stillness broken only by the impacts of her heels and breathing.

DeBroglie was on a winning streak, having won the last four of her and Walter's games, and she now felt as if the white pieces she controlled had become part of her.  Walter had told her during this game that he liked being black, that it was an advantage for him, that he was better at reacting to her than she was at forcing a reaction from him.  DeBroglie gave his comment due consideration, but rejected it even though it was probably, in some part, true.  In this context, she thought it to be simply psychological warfare.  Walter was a man after all, and no matter what he said, there was a part of him that needed to lead, like all men.

Whatever Walter's motives, DeBroglie had to admit that this game, now into its third week, was beginning to go against her.  Yesterday, in their set of moves, she lost a rook.  She saw Walter's face again, doing his level best to conceal smug satisfaction, as he slid the white, four foot replica of San Francisco's Transamerica Pyramid building into a dead zone and recorded the move on the wall.  DeBroglie's options in the game were becoming more and more circumscribed, and, outside the room, her work seemed to be following suit.  She was an assistant professor performing post-doctoral work in subatomic particle physics, and the results from her recent research and computer simulations suggested that her present theory was reaching a dead end.  There, as here, she needed a new direction, a new plan.

Her move today needed to be resolute and strong.  She could not retreat or show Walter she was rattled in any way.  They were approaching the endgame, and that was Walter's forte.  DeBroglie was better in setting up a situation, at positioning herself for the start of the engagement.  Walter seemed to be more fluid, better able to adapt to the changing conditions of direct action.  In the flow of a game, sometimes a powerful piece became useless or fell prey to weaker ones.  Another time, that same piece would consume everything it touched.  There was no way to tell for certain which way it would go.  Walter's natural element was chaos.  DeBroglie wanted to be comfortable in the swirl of action, but, in truth, she preferred to control her chaos, model it, describe it, channel it, explore permutations of its future before committing to any single one.

She stepped onto the almost empty back row of the board, looking through broken lanes of possibilities.  The graceful shape of her queen stood directly in front of her in the second rank.  Using her queen well would be the right way to take momentum back from Walter, she thought, if only she could find a way to do it.  Walter had used a bishop to take her rook, a trap play he maneuvered through a check.  Bishops were truly male, she thought, able to move only on sharp angles through well defined, narrow paths.

DeBroglie was down by only two pawns, but she knew from long experience how obvious, surface facts like that so often mislead.  Looking deeper, her pieces were localized in small clusters and her potential was limited by a wide spread of black figures facing her.  Walter was well positioned for attack or defense.  DeBroglie's posture was completely defensive and not even well equipped for that.

She took the first of two daily cigarettes from her flat gold case and lit it, feeling the touch of the cool, heavy metal followed by the hot burn of fire.  There had to be a way out, a way to reverse this situation with one stroke.  The possibility existed.  It was real.  All she had to do was make it happen.  As she paced the board, thinking, she made sure to let some ash drop to the floor, hoping that Walter would see it and get annoyed enough to be distracted.  She felt a small twinge of guilt, but told herself she was justified in doing whatever she could to gain some advantage.  Winning had produced its own momentum in her, and she was finding the idea of a loss a very difficult change in direction.

Besides, she continued rationalizing, the whole game thing had been Walter's idea, not hers.  It had started with a couple of badly beat up, life-size wooden chess figures in a junk store and progressed rapidly into obsession.  Within a month of bringing the figures home, Walter had cleared out two unfinished rooms on the third floor of their brownstone, knocked the wall down between them and was busy laying in sixty four large squares of fired black and white tile.  He tiled the largest square area he could, leaving borders along the walls for what he called the "dead zones."  He was on the phone every day calling artists in wood, metal, ceramic, plaster and plastic, searching out the most creative ideas for his pieces.

DeBroglie had seen this kind of thing happen with him before, and knew once it started, there was little chance of her stopping it.  When they were deep into reclaiming their house from a decayed, abandoned shell, DeBroglie was forced to take weeks of showers at the university gym while Walter investigated every possibility of mouldings for their bedroom instead of finishing the bathroom work he had started.  After the house was finished, he bought a Jaguar XKE and spent most of a year restoring it, eventually selling the car without ever really driving it.

She had never been able to predict what Walter would do in any given circumstance, in the way she had seen other women predict their men.  Of course, Walter had his little patterns of behavior.  There were ways he always did certain things, but they were mostly small personal things - like the order in which he shaved or toweled himself after a shower, or the way he poured milk in his cup before the coffee.  But she never knew what to expect when it came to his relationship with her - how he would greet her tonight when he returned home, how he would handle their anniversary or her birthday, or the ways he would touch and make love to her.  He could be cold and self-absorbed, overwhelmingly attentive and passionate, or anywhere in between.

It wasn't moodiness or affectation.  DeBroglie didn't know what it was.  Once she had tried to analyze Walter, to examine his actions, chart and graph him, to try to come to some kind of conclusions about him, but she soon stopped.  Through her studies, she had come to believe that thought influenced reality in some fundamental way, that it was all connected.  What if she went through this analysis and drew the wrong conclusions?  It had happened before.  What if, through the whole complicated pinball of cause and effect, action and reaction, attraction and repulsion, Walter became that?  It was too dangerous.  This was one mystery best left unsolved, for DeBroglie loved his way and how he constantly surprised her and kept her from being settled and complacent.  It was simple and complex at the same time.  Walter gave her a freedom to be herself in a way she believed she would never have with anyone else, and he also bound her to him in ways that were beyond excitement or curiosity.

Only she and Walter knew about their games.  She had not even told her closest friends at the university.  At first, it seemed to her to be nothing more than a passing phase not worth mentioning, but it had grown over time into a kind of deliciously illicit behavior behind closed doors, an almost sexual secret.  DeBroglie, in fact, soon recognized that her level of sexuality changed with the game, her excitement rising with the level of complication facing her.  The more possible moves available, the more options there were, the more aroused she became.  Walter liked fast capture exchanges best, as if he were gripped by a primal blood lust, which hardly ever failed to excite her also.  Dominating or being dominated was not a constant, one-dimensional role, but rather a shifting pattern of circumstance and time.

Their first games had proved to be difficult.  Not only had they not played for years, but its was a different process when you were playing in the frame of reference of the pieces themselves, unable to look down on the action from the perspective of some hovering god.  Both she and Walter had been fairly serious players at one time.  They had even met at one of those chess demonstrations in the Student Union where the master plays fifty people at once.  They sat next to each other and both lost.  In their early days, they played each other once in a while, but by that time neither of them could seem to focus on it for very long.  Chess had become a distraction rather than a passion.  Although she felt guilty about it, mostly because it had been her father, also a physicist, who had taught her how to play and loved the game, DeBroglie had pretty much stopped playing altogether by the time she was working seriously toward her Ph.D.

She believed there was something too incongruous about a quantum physicist who played chess.  It was such a linear game - pure classical mechanics and all Newtonian motion, your turn and my turn.  The options always became more finite, an ideology she had trouble reconciling with her own.  She had tried three-dimensional chess, but rejected it as being just a gimmicky reshuffling of the same old rules.  She flirted briefly with the notion of creating a game of quantum chess, where probability functions would determine what pieces would be  available and their rules of movement on each set of moves, but after a few tries she gave that up too.  Even on computer simulations, the games never came to any kind of conclusion.  A hundred moves, a thousand, ten thousand - it didn't matter.  No one won and no one lost.  The pieces merely reshuffled themselves in an endless irregular pattern.

DeBroglie walked through Walter's pieces now, looking back at her own, feeling a thrill like a clandestine intruder.  She remembered the day she had opened Walter's diary, not quite by accident.  She had turned the pages quickly, looking for mention of herself, feeling surges of excitement whenever she saw her name in his forceful handwriting.  Not wanting to go all the way to invading his privacy, she contented herself with counting the number of times her name occurred.  She carried the number around with her for a time, trying to decide whether it was enough.  She realized she remembered it still.  The memory brought on another twinge of guilt and she returned to her own side of  the board.

DeBroglie wrapped her arms around her queen and took on the queen's perspective.  She looked down a tunnel where one of Walter's knights looked back at her.  She stared straight ahead, thinking, for a time and no course of action presented itself.  DeBroglie felt a wave of frustration, and wished she were able to change her physical form, to shrink inside herself, down to a single particle capable of hyper-light speed.  Maybe then she would be able to find her way clearly.  Anything was possible when you could move faster than the speed of light.  All the familiar rules broke down.  She could be in two places at once, be both observer and observed, be where she was going and look back to see herself still where she had been.

She remembered when she first began studying particle physics, when everything she learned was new and laden with wonder.  She listened to impressive lectures by important researchers in the field, marveled at the elegant complication of it all and congratulated herself for being one of the few people in the world capable of understanding the search for the true nature of reality.  But the congratulation eventually wore off, and she came to doubt that the physicists were saying anything that hadn't been said in a different way by Zeno, Lao-Tzu, the Buddha - the whole jagged string of prophets and philosophers.  The deeper she immersed herself, the more talented she became at manipulating the numbers and functions, the less convinced she became that she really knew anything new or that there was anything new to know, the less sure of the line between knowledge and belief.  Her one comforting thought was that at least quantum physics saw the infinite range of possibilities in every moment.

With that thought, she saw herself moving down the tunnel ahead of her, her queen moving with her, part of her, going straight at Walter's knight.  In the gestalt of the moment, everything became clear.  The observer became the observed, and DeBroglie moved her queen straight into the pocket formed by Walter's knight, bishop and pawn, where, on her next move, she was sure to capture one of them.

DeBroglie's heart was pounding with her sudden reversal of fortune, but she wanted to verify to herself that her moment of inspiration was supported by the hard facts of the board.  She felt a strange sensation as she walked the perimeter of the board looking and judging, as if she were not sure of moving forward or backward, up or down, as if she were reaching the destination without having to choose the direction or take the journey.  Everything still looked right to her.  She crushed the cigarette on the heel of her shoe, and marked "Q - Q6" on the wall, unable to resist adding a little extra flourish to the normally dry symbols.  She left the game room and descended the two flights of stairs to the first floor.  There was no sign of Walter, and now DeBroglie was anxious for him to return.

She believed she saw a half-smile on his face when he joined her in bed that evening.  She had been staring at a research journal without really absorbing anything, her concentration more focused on the black box experiment of trying to decipher Walter's move from the sounds of his footsteps in the game room upstairs.  Were they purposeful?  Concentrated?  Fragmented?  Circular?  Linear?  Was he anxious?  Confident?  Hesitant?  Even though DeBroglie realized she was most likely only projecting her own emotions onto the sounds, she could not stop.  There had to be some thought pattern, some combination that would give her the answer.  After what seemed an agonizing amount of time, she finally heard the sliding movement of pieces and, a short time later, the door opening and closing.

DeBroglie was still staring at her journal when Walter slipped naked between the sheets beside her.  She glanced over at him, trying to be casual.  His face, with its half-smile, was damnably neutral.  DeBroglie went back to her article, matching his indifference on the surface while all raw nerves underneath.  She felt the sheet move and Walter's lips on her stomach.  Her body twitched.  Then she felt his tongue on her skin in the same spot and his hand coming up hard on her, holding tightly, as if trying to capture her.  DeBroglie let a cry escape as the shock of sudden touch spread outward to the rest of her body.  She reached down and grabbed Walter by the hair and, at the same time, he tore the journal from her grip with his free hand and threw it to the floor.  He put his lips back on her and, this time, he bit her, soft and hard at the same time.  "You're a bold thing today, aren't you?" were the only words he spoke to her before or after.

DeBroglie avoided the game room next morning and left early for the university.  Walter was still asleep, and she drank her coffee and slipped out the door without kissing or waking him.  Alone in her office, she tried everything she could to keep her mind on work, examining computer plots, particle traces and fringe patterns, looking patiently and methodically for the familiar and unfamiliar.  Once in a while, an image of the game would burst to the forefront of her thoughts and she would struggle to make it disappear.

Inspiration had been the key to her move of the day before, and she decided it might help her today if she gave her logical side a rest and let her intuition take over.  She played some serene classical music and defocused her thoughts by letting her eyes rest on the slowly morphing cloud patterns through her window, but after a time she realized she was actually thinking of nothing but clouds.  She gave up on that and hit on the idea of rearranging her office to put herself into a new environment.  DeBroglie organized files, stacked textbooks, changed the positions of the art and posters on her walls.  She even swept the floor, but when she did this, the floor tiles brought her mind back to the game and what was waiting for her on the other side of the closed door.

Her curiosity about Walter's move increased exponentially, and she was finally forced to accept that her research problems would not be solved that day.  Images of the game popped into her consciousness more frequently and stayed longer.  By the time she arrived home, her need to know was overwhelming.  She ran to the third floor, heading immediately for the pocket of Walter's pieces surrounding her queen, expecting to see one of them moved.  Instead, all was as she had left it.  She felt a rush of panic and left the squares to look for his move.  On the wall, she saw his last marking, "QxKt."  Walter had moved his queen in counterstroke, capturing her knight and also protecting the bishop she could have taken.  As if that wasn't bad enough, his queen was now deep into her territory and positioned to take more.

DeBroglie stood rigid with shock.  How could she have been so blind?  Her great inspiration of yesterday was actually its opposite, a disaster.  No wonder Walter had been so passionate last night.  He had done what she had hoped to do, and changed the character of the game with a single move.  In the dim, airless room, DeBroglie began to tremble.  For a moment, she considered the final move of simply pushing her king into the dead zone and resigning.  Walter surely had too much momentum now.  The probability of avoiding this future that seemed to be rushing so violently and surely at her was too small.

But instead of following that first impulse, DeBroglie paused.  She opened all the windows and their blinds and sat in the last slanting rays of sunlight on the empty square next to her king.  She lit her first cigarette, propelling the smoke forward into the still air with a strong exhale.  The smoke particles reflected the rays of sunlight and rose toward the ceiling in a wavy pattern of languid motion.  A gust of wind blew suddenly into the room and caught hold of the smoke, exploding it in all directions at once, and carrying with it smells of earth and the noise of the city.  DeBroglie sat and smoked, forcing herself to think of nothing, until there was nothing left to smoke and the cigarette extinguished itself.  She now felt very still.  Without hesitating, she lit her last cigarette of the day, pushed herself to her feet and began, calmly, dispassionately, to contemplate her new possibilities.
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Wilfredo believed in family. It was for that reason alone he accepted the invitation to his cousin Manny’s wedding. Manny, at the overripe age of thirty-three, was marrying the daughter of his mother’s best friend. The bride, ten years his junior, was vivacious and outgoing, leading a boisterous crew of young bridesmaids through the events of the day. So many flitted this way and that in their lavender satin dresses that Wilfredo lost count. He was willing to bet that Manny and his new bride would start with children immediately, maybe even that evening. Manny told him Elisa wanted five, but he wasn’t sure he could afford so many in these difficult times. Wilfredo looked uncomfortably around the crowded, noisy room from his seat at the singles table and wondered how long it would take the tuxedoed DJ, now besieged by feverish requests, to play Donna Summer’s “Let’s Dance the Last Dance.”

Another of his cousins, Carlos, returned with two glasses of amber liquid and put one of them in front of Wilfredo. A strong, medicinal smell assailed his nose. “Mezcal, cousin,” Carlos said, a wicked grin on his coarse, puffy face. “You’ve been moping all through dinner and now it’s time to loosen up. Look at some of these chicas, man! We don’t want to be a couple of losers, do we?”

Wilfredo wasn’t much of a drinker, especially of hard liquor. He was known to have a few beers after the softball games he played for the insurance company where he worked as an IT guru, or with a meal, but that was about it. The mezcal made him think of a native sorcerer’s potion, something to be imbibed in a desert cave lit by burning torches. Not a drink for him, a denizen of air-conditioned cubicles, atriums with transplanted trees, and cafeterias with plastic chairs. Wilfredo had not drunk anything this strong since high school, when he had whiskey at his friend Herve’s house while the parents were away. He had retched on Herve’s mother’s rose bed.

“What are you waiting for?” Carlos demanded after he had done his mezcal in one shot and sucked the lemon to rind. “You have to keep up with me and I’m getting another for both of us.” Wilfredo, although not trusting of his cousin’s motives in trying to get him drunk, found him a difficult person to ignore. Carlos had always been large and loud. When they were kids, Carlos had been the one to mouth off to the cops after a fight between their group and another group of kids. The cops were angry and took the entire group, including Wilfredo, who had done nothing but watch, to the station house. Wilfredo still remembered the holding cell with its damp and terrible smell, and Carlos bragging the entire time.

Wilfredo almost choked on his shot, but managed to keep it down. He expected it to burn, but it didn’t. Instead, he felt a strong warmth permeate his core. “Let’s blow this loser table and go to the bar,” Carlos said. Wilfredo followed in his wake, like a Humvee trailing a tank to the battleground.

They had three more mezcals at the bar, each one leaving Wilfredo feeling warmer and looser. He watched the members of his family moving and grooving on the dance floor, his cousins Luisa and Jorge dominating everyone with their professional ballroom training, doing expert sambas, rhumbas and jive. Jorge threw Luisa this way and that. She whirled and twirled, her slit skirt whipping out to the side with the speed and snap of a flag in a wind. 
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