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The short story ain't what it used to be. Neither is being a writer. The pride that literary lights used to take in being writers is gone with the Internet, Reality TV, 140-character communication, the well-documented short attention span, the well-recognized dumbing down of our culture. A sort of Song of Roland is heard in the literary land. (And if that reference escapes you, Google it.)

I should say immediately that I am a serious admirer of Nancy Christie's work. She is by no means a new writer. (Like so many wordsmiths, most of her work over the years has been journeyman stuff; she has led the freelance writer/teacher life that so many literary folk are forced to live in these post-literary days.) But if she is not a new writer, her short stories are new writing. Exciting new writing.

The short story, like the poem, is a tough buck. And much as some of us may long for the cultures and days of living, breathing O. Henrys, Guy de Maupassants, Katherine Mansfields and Ernest Hemingways, this sort of literary endeavor, this art form, is pretty much the creature of obscure and non-descript periodicals whose names end in "Quarterly" or "Review" (The Past) or very, very strange names (apparently from The Future). 

Nancy Christie's stories are amazing. The world she shows us is a terrifying world of deluded, demented people. The sort of people who never get a second look or a second thought from you and me, but whose lives are nightmares. These nondescript, unbearably fragile people are, she makes us discover, everywhere, either fearing danger where none exists or failing to see the shadow of the doom that falls across their paths. Often their most ardent wish is a death wish. And what is more terrifying, often when they get their wish, they welcome it. 

The world of Nancy Christie's short stories is a world of both the sudden gratuitous cruelty as well as the prolonged torture that human beings inflict upon each other and upon themselves.  

It is a world peopled primarily by desperate, helpless women, sinking into their own deadly quicksand (though there is an occasional feckless man in there somewhere). These short stories are the chronicles of these people's inevitable individual defeats. 

And if all of this sounds dreadful, why praise the writer? Because her world has been so well hidden from us that when she reveals it, we catch our breath as the first readers of Poe or Kafka or the darker passages of Mark Twain's later works surely must have gasped.

Her world is so real! And just when you think—by which I mean desperately try to escape it through disbelief—“This can't be!"—a sudden, strange and surprising detail pops up in a strange and surprising place and you are pulled back into facing the truth.

There are writers who are wonderful because they make you say to yourself, "Yes, that's how it is!" Then there is Nancy Christie, whose writing makes you say, "So—that's how it is..." You say it with the wonder and dismay of a reader discovering proof of what life is for the secret few—and, you realize with new-found terror, what life can be for all of us. 

That is why Nancy Christie is a wonderful writer.

Morrow Wilson, novelist, 

David Sunshine: A Novel of the Communications Industry
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[image: ]




“Girl,” my mama had said to me the minute she entered my hospital room, “on the highway of life, you’re always traveling left of center.”

Mama was always saying things like that. She had a phrase for every occasion and would pronounce them with a certainty that I accepted as gospel in my younger days. But that time, I didn’t pay her no mind. I just went on painting my nails Passionate Purple, hoping that the sexy polish would catch the doctor’s eye.

I was justifiably proud of my hands, especially since, at that particular time, they were the only part of me that was skinny. A girl’s body sure takes a beating from having a baby. It took me at least a year to get my shape back after I had Robert Nicholas, and it looked like Rebecca Nicole wouldn’t be any kinder to her mama than her big brother had been.

I truly love my babies even though life would’ve been a lot simpler if I hadn’t gotten pregnant. I would’ve been able to do something with my life—like go to beauty school—instead of changing diapers and cleaning baby spit-up for days on end.

It was hard being a mother with no husband to lean on. But to give Mama her due, from the beginning she was right there ready to help me out. 

“You’re having a baby?” The way Mama shrieked when I told her the news, you’d think she had never heard of it before. Granted, I was going to make her a grandma at the same time I became a mother, but I didn’t know why it was such a big surprise. Bobby and I had been keeping company for at least six months before I got pregnant.

“Good Lord, what will I say to the ladies at bingo?” Bingo was my mama’s one passion. She never missed bingo night at the church. “They’re going to ask me how it happened and what will I say?”

“Well, if they don’t know how it happens by now, they’re pretty damn stupid,” I had snarled back and then ran into the bathroom to lose what was left of my breakfast, thanks to the endless bouts of morning sickness. 

All in all, though, Mama took it really well. Even when Bobby left me two months before the Big Event, she didn’t say too much, beyond the expected, “Well, I told you he was no good. He had shifty eyes. I saw that right away.”

Maybe she was right. I don’t know if I ever noticed his eyes. I was too busy looking at his sexy half-smile and the way his shoulders filled out those white T-shirts he wore. His arms were so full of muscles that he could barely fold his sleeve over the pack of unfiltered Camels he was always smoking.

Bobby had a way of blowing smoke out of the corner of his mouth that made me weak at the knees. So how could I refuse him? I never thought I’d get pregnant, not that fast anyway. It wasn’t like I planned it or anything, although I did picture the two of us in a little apartment with ruffled curtains and a new bedroom set from Furniture Plus.

So, it really wasn’t my fault. Little Robert Nicholas just happened. That was what I told Mama.

“Things don’t ‘just happen,’” Mama snapped. “Girl, you can’t do now and think later. You’ve got to pay attention!”

Mama was always preaching at me, always telling me how I needed to pay attention. Like that night when the policeman stopped me and Mary Jean Macabobby. All we did was go to the neighborhood bar after work for a few beers before we headed home. 

I figured I was okay to drive since we only had to go a few blocks and nobody was out that late anyway. Nobody except the cops, I mean, and when I heard the siren, I knew I was in trouble. But I still swear that light was yellow when I went through it.

Luckily, he was best friends with Mary Jean’s big brother and let me off with a lecture and a ticket for an expired license.

“Who looks at their driver’s license?” I wailed, trying to get sympathy from him. But he just shook his head. 

Then Mary Jean poked me in the ribs and hissed, “Shut up before he smells the beer on your breath,” and I clammed up pretty fast. Besides, my words were slurring a bit.

But he could have given us a break. It wasn’t like I did it on purpose. And I did look especially nice, too, with my hair all curly and my nails painted Russian Roulette Red—the latest shade, according to the manicurist at Nails-To-Go.

But that didn’t cut no ice with him. He didn’t even bat an eye when I let my fingertips rest on his when he handed me the ticket.

When I asked Mama for money to pay the fine, she gave it to me with a half-hour lecture along with it. “Don’t you know about drinking and driving? What if there had been an accident? You could’ve ended up in jail if he hadn’t been a friend of Mary Jean’s brother. You were just lucky! But you can’t count on luck all the time!” she said. “Girl, you’ve got to start paying attention!” 

She wouldn’t let me drive the Buick on my own after that, which was how I ended up with Bobby. He had a candy-apple red Oldsmobile with seats covered in fake fur. That was where we did it the first time. Even now, my heart beats faster when I see a car with plushy seat covers.

So, in a funny kind of way, it was Mama’s fault that I got pregnant. And the fault of that policeman. 

But Mama came around in the end. She threw me a baby shower and bought me a set of sheets with puppies and kittens printed on them for the secondhand crib that Mary Jean’s aunt gave me. The only time Mama got a little testy was when I unwrapped a shower present from one of the girls at work: a sexy black nightgown with ruffles down the front along with a gift card that said, “For later.”

“There better not be no ‘later,’” Mama answered really fast with a warning shake of her head. “She’s got enough on her plate for now.”

I just ignored her, holding it up to me, but the nightgown barely covered my belly. I had gained almost forty pounds with that baby and couldn’t imagine sliding that nightie over my hips any time soon.

In fact, it was almost twelve months to the day before I could wear it without looking ridiculous. But when I did, Randy’s eyes damn near popped out of his head. It made all those hours of belly crunches worthwhile. 

I had met Randy when I ran into the new Quik Mart for baby formula. The store had just opened up, and Randy was in charge of hiring clerks and ordering merchandise. That was what he did all over the county: set up new convenience stores and make sure he offered what the customers needed.

“You sure took care of my needs,” I used to tease him when we would be alone in his motel room, hot and sweaty after making love. 

“I’ve got plenty more in stock,” he would shoot back and then we would start all over again, hugging and kissing like there was no tomorrow.

Randy was always telling me how pretty I was, how my hair was so soft and my body so sexy. I was pretty vain about my hair, and my nails too. I kept them long and polished, even though Mama said I would poke the baby’s eyes out someday. 

But she agreed to watch the baby when Randy and I went out. Maybe she thought he’d marry me and take the two of us off her hands. I didn’t have the heart to tell her that Randy already had a wife, although he told me they weren’t living together and that he would divorce her as soon as his youngest child was in school. But that was three years away and, in the meantime, all he could give me was his undying affection. And another baby.

“For God’s sake, girl, don’t you have enough problems?” 

Mama was fit to be tied when I told her I was expecting again. Randy had sworn he was fixed, that after the last kid his wife made him have an operation.

“It must have come undone, honey,” he said, his big brown eyes looking into mine. “You know how I feel about you. Please tell me you forgive me.”

What could I say? In the end, I let him off the hook and told him it would all work out. And it would have too except for the fact his wife called him at work one day and said little Joey missed his daddy and would he please come home for the sake of the children.

So, he went, leaving me three months along. Mama just shook her head and then hauled out the infant clothes that she had packed away when Robert Nicholas outgrew them. 

At least my second pregnancy was easier. No morning sickness and I kept my weight gain under twenty-five pounds. Doctor Bill said I was doing real well. He was new in town and real cute, with curly brown hair and baby blue eyes.

One weekend, I had my hair cut short and tinted auburn, and when he saw me at the next check-up, his mouth kind of dropped open for a second. I must admit that it felt great to get under a man’s skin even at five months along.

After that, I always made sure I looked my best for my visits, even spritzing on some Night Moves cologne just before he would come into the room.

Luckily, when my time came, he was out of town and some old doctor delivered me. I say “luckily” because there is no time a woman looks her worst than when she’s spread-eagled on a table with her unshaved legs up high, straining and groaning to give birth. 

They even took off my nail polish, which is why I was putting on a fresh coat when Mama came to see her second grandchild and give me her latest lecture.

“You are an accident waiting to happen,” she continued, while I waited for the first coat to dry. If I hurried, the polish would bubble and chip. There was nothing sexy about bubbling polish. “Here you are with two babies and no husband. What’s wrong with you, anyway?”

“What do you think of the name Rebecca Nicole?” I asked, more to change the subject than get her opinion. I had already made up my mind. Both of my kids would have the same initials—RNR—because I used my maiden name on their birth certificate. Robert Nicholas Ryan and now Rebecca Nicole Ryan.

RNR made me think of R&R, the army’s term for rest and relaxation. Or was it recreation? Well, I had had plenty of the latter, and at least while I was in the hospital, I’d get a little rest. 

Once my nails were done, I had set my hair in hot rollers so when Doctor Bill came in, I’d look real good. Most women looked like hell after they had their babies. Their faces were all red, and their eyes were puffy. They smelled, too—of sweat, blood, and antiseptic. The first thing I did after I had my babies was sneak out to the showers and wash away every bit of that smell. Then I shaved my legs and underarms, put on scented powder, and brushed my teeth.

With my hair done and my nails polished, I looked damn good, except for my sagging belly. But the nightgown hid most of that, and soon the crunches would make it disappear for good.

“Mama,” I asked again, “how about the name?”

“Well,” she started to say doubtfully, but then Doctor Bill came in and asked her to leave so he could examine me.

I didn’t care too much for the look she gave me—all-knowing and warning rolled into one—but I blew her a kiss and told her to give it to Robert Nicholas when she got back home.

“Oh, Doctor, I miss my boy so,” I said as he took out his stethoscope. “It’s so hard to be a single mother these days.”

I moved the neck of my gown a bit so he could hear my heartbeat. One thing having babies did was give me a Class A set of breasts. Since I didn’t nurse, they never sagged either, but instead were firm and full. Men look at boobs before they look at bellies, so it was in my best interest to take good care of mine.

Doctor Bill wasn’t much different from any other man in spite of being in the medical profession, and I swear his hand shook just a little when he held the stethoscope to my chest. I took care to take a nice deep breath and let my long shiny nails rest on the blanket where he could see them. 

“Is everything all right?” I asked when it seemed it was taking him an awful long time to listen to my heart.

“Uh, just fine,” he answered hurriedly, turning bright red. 

I felt kind of bad about teasing him, especially when it would be six weeks before I could do much more than smile. But I could plan. A doctor—now, that had possibilities. Even Mama couldn’t find anything wrong with that.  

“Is my little girl doing all right?” I asked, all concerned as any proper mother would be. And I really was. She was as cute as a button. “I’m going to name her Rebecca,” I added.

“What a coincidence,” he said. “That’s my mother’s name,” and after that, the rest, as they say, was history.

Doctor Bill and I saw each other pretty steady, although I wouldn’t let him get a good look at me, if you know what I mean, until the crunches did their stuff. He was a nice guy, doing his residency at the hospital. No wife, either.

“A doctor doesn’t have time for a wife,” he explained, as we lay together on hot summer nights. “Later, once I’m established, I’ll marry, of course,” he added. “Then, there’ll be time for golfing at the country club or having dinner parties. That’s my plan.”

It sounded good the way he said it. But somehow, I couldn’t picture myself entertaining all those rich wives, mixing martinis, and serving those silly cucumber and butter sandwiches with the crusts cut off. I’d rather have a beer and pizza any day.

But I’d let him talk, and all the while I’d be curling up against him, running my fingers up and down his chest and kissing the side of his neck. Pretty soon, he’d stop talking about the future and get on with the present. For all his busy schedule, he certainly had enough energy left over for me.

Even Mama was impressed with him and willingly watched the kids when we went out to a fancy restaurant or the first-run showing at the movies. One thing about him, he sure wasn’t cheap. 

“Why, Doctor Bill,” I would say teasingly when he brought me roses or candy, or took me out for a big steak dinner, “you sure are spoiling me!” Then I’d run my nails down his arm and he would get that glazed look on his face.

Mama even spared me the lecture on birth control, figuring that a doctor would know how to prevent babies. But when we ran out of rubbers one night and I had my sexiest nightgown on, well, what was a man to do? All the self-control in the world couldn’t withstand lacy black lingerie and Tangerine Touch nail polish.

I knew his residency was almost up, but I figured he’d stay when he found out that I was pregnant. I thought his plans of being a big city doctor with a big city wife was all just talk. After all, everybody had dreams, even me. I just never figured he really believed in his.

And it isn’t helping that this baby has been ornery from the start. I’m spending more time in the bathroom than anywhere else, and my belly is swelling so big you’d think I was carrying twins, although the clinic said it’s too early to be sure. My face is splotchy, and my hair is stringy. No wonder he found it so easy to leave me.

I’m six months gone now, and he’s gone, too—off to a bigger hospital in a bigger town. He’s promised to send me money, but I’m not holding my breath. 

It’s a rotten shame the way these things go wrong for me. I don’t do a damn thing and yet I’m always left holding the bag—or to be more accurate, the baby. It’s not my fault that he didn’t go to the drug store. And I didn’t ask to be so damn fertile.

Mama is madder than a wet hen about all this. She says I need a keeper, not a husband, and she’s threatening to glue my kneecaps together. She says that from now on if I so much as look at another man, she’ll slap me silly.

She’ll come around though. She always does, especially when she’s holding the baby. Besides, I promised her that this time would be different. After the baby comes, I plan to take some classes so I can become a beautician. 

“Then I’ll do up your hair and paint your nails every week, Mama,” I promised her when I brought home the pamphlet from the school. “If you watch the kids, I can finish this course in a year. Then I can work at the beauty shop down the street.”

Mama just sniffed, but she didn’t say she wouldn’t help. I’ll be home free as long as she doesn’t come see the instructor. His name is Pierre, and he has the cutest French accent and wears the best cologne I have ever smelled on a man.

He says I have great potential and could look just like a model—after the baby comes, anyway.

“With your eyes and cheekbones, you’d be a natural,” he said one night when I stayed late to look at some new hairstyle books.

“Oh, Pierre, you say the silliest things,” I laughed, resting my newly manicured nails (Black Lace) on his arm. “Why, here I am, as big as a house! How can you think of me as a model? Land sakes, it’s hot in here,” and I brushed my hair away from my forehead and then unfastened the top button of my maternity smock.

Pierre was too polite to stare, but I knew my cleavage had caught his eye. My old maternity bras were barely big enough to hold me in place.

“There’s so much I could do with you,” he said. With the way he looked at me in the mirror, I had a suspicion that he didn’t just mean my hairstyle.

Now Pierre wants to dye my hair jet black and give me a manicure. Ravishing Rose is the shade he had in mind. He’s offered to do it for free. I might just let him.
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Alice in Wonderland
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“Alice! Alice! Where are you?”

Her mother’s shrill voice crept up the stairs, seeping around the corners, through the cracks, and under the door like a damp chill until it found Alice, sitting cross-legged on her rumpled bed with a scratchy woolen blanket wrapped around her, holding tightly to her book.

She heard the words as though they came from a great distance, not just the floor below. But instead of responding, she kept on chewing, tearing off more bits from the pages to slip into her mouth and onto her tongue. “Cairo... Alexandria... Mozambique... Tangiers...”

“Alice! I want some tea!” complaining, demanding, the words pulling at Alice like a rope around her neck.

“Nebet, the master awaits your presence,” said the servant, bowing before her with the respect due to one of great beauty and power.

“Tell him to wait,” Alice answered calmly. She extended first one slim leg and then the other to allow the servant girl to free her delicate, high-arched feet from their sandals. “I will bathe first and then see him. Perhaps. Or perhaps not”—the control she wielded evident in her tone, her attitude.

Alice rose to her feet, slipping the silver bracelets from her fine-boned wrists before allowing the silk caftan to fall from her white shoulders. Then she freed her golden hair from the ribbon that kept it bound at the nape of her neck, the lustrous strands cascading down her back. The heat from the Sahara Desert permeated the room, melting her muscles and bones into a sinuous form until she was curled and waiting like a cobra. The perfumed water tempted her...

“Alice! Dammit, you get down here right now!”

One last bite, one final swallow, and then Alice reluctantly set the book back onto the shelf, the bangles and caftan vanishing as the cover closed. Twisting the dull brown strands of her thin hair into a bun, the ends damp from where she had absentmindedly chewed on them, she pinned them halfheartedly in place before leaving her narrow, dark bedroom. 

She had stayed too long and the price she paid for any delay, any deviation from the daily routine was an endless litany of complaints and grievances, lasting until her mother was fed, bathed, and finally put to bed.

The schedule was set in stone, like hieroglyphics incised on the walls of an ancient tomb. Breakfast at eight, then pills, then empty the catheter bag hanging on the side of the bed of its smelly yellow liquid. Bathe the bits and pieces of a body that, each day, seemed less human and more like a shrunken mass of skin and muscle barely attached to bone.  

Change the bed, bundling the dirty sheets into the washer with the requisite amount of bleach in a vain attempt to get rid of the stains and odor. Then, before she knew it, it was time to make lunch—canned tomato soup followed by a processed cheese sandwich on white bread (no variations allowed)—before she had to clean everything up again, bag and all. 

Dinner. Another sponge bath. More pills. Alice didn’t know where the day went, and sometimes she wondered if she too wasn’t disappearing—if, with each chime of the clock at the hour, a little more of her wasn’t slipping away. 

At the end of the day, she’d look in the mirror, and even though she saw a face that she knew was hers—the untrimmed brown hair, the faded blue eyes with dark circles underneath, the chapped lips and sallow skin—she didn’t feel there. It was just her reflection, nothing real. Most days, she felt as insubstantial as that mirrored image, unreality reflecting unreality into infinity—powerless, hopeless, loveless.

But when she opened her books, her world shifted and changed. It was a different reality, a glittering wonderland of power. And she was a different Alice—no longer the one being commanded, but the one doing the commanding. Men bowed before her, bearing gifts of gold and jewels and silks. Servants waited for her commands, their single goal in life to please her. She had only to lift her hand and the world was at her feet.

With each turn of the page, the walls of the old row house gave way to whatever place the words conjured up—sometimes the pyramids and temples of Egypt, sometimes the streets of Marrakesh, crowded with snake charmers and magicians. But it was always somewhere hot and dry, where the air burned her skin and enflamed her spirit. Each bite of paper took her to strange lands among strange people, the sights and sounds and smells almost (but not quite) blocking out the reality in which she lived. 

If one could call it living. If, in fact, this was life.

“What took you so long? I’ve been waiting! And don’t be so noisy!” 

Her mother always accused her of being noisy, although Alice herself could never hear the sound of her own footsteps. She was as noiseless as a wraith, as insubstantial as a ghost. Not even the dust in the stuffy, cluttered sitting room was disturbed by her entrance. 

But in her riad with its courtyard of fragrant flowers, she only had to breathe, and like a strong wind that one hears even in a deep sleep, her servants heard her and responded, ready to do her bidding. She would sit beside the fountains, where the fragrance of damask roses and white campion mingled in the air, and turtledoves called their mournful cry. Her presence infused the palace the way the heat from the sun infused the air. The world was hers, all hers. 

“God knows I don’t ask for much.” The resentment in her mother’s voice was reflected in her eyes. “The least you could do for an old, sick, helpless woman is to come when she needs something!”

Not much, but just the very life that coursed through Alice’s veins. “I’m sorry, Mother.” She plumped up the limp pillow behind the woman’s back, adjusted the blanket over her lap, and gazed with a practiced eye at the glass of water and crackers. She wondered if the woman had drunk enough, eaten enough. And if she hadn’t, did it matter after all? 
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