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  To Chris, Elijah, Isabelle, Maxwell







  
    
      Definition of Marga:

1: Hinduism: one of several ways of approaching salvation — compare bhakti-marga 2: Eight-fold path 

—Merriam-Webster




“Marga is someone who you might always need in your life, , if she cares for you she will take care of you and put you before her even though sometimes it hurts her. … She wants perfection so much it can break her, your job is to be there to collect the pieces.”


    

    
      —Urban Dictionary
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“Because I know that time is always time

And place is always and only place

And what is actual is actual only for one time

And only for one place…

Consequently I rejoice, having to construct something

Upon which to rejoice…” 

—T. S. Eliot, Ash Wednesday
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Part One
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  Solutions

  
  




Forgive me for starting in Cleveland, but everything has to start somewhere. Whether here or there, it’s always some place, even if that’s a non-place—the kind of generic space whose architectural design could be reproduced from a rubber stamp. Airports are generally non-places, unless it’s Singapore Airport, which is really someplace. As a rule, shopping malls are also non-places. But in the heart of downtown Cleveland, lost in time and space, there sits a singular someplace called The Old Arcade: a grand Victorian cast-iron and glass structure built in 1890 as the first indoor mall in America. 

The roof of the Old Arcade is one giant skylight made of thousands of panes of glass that allow a cloud-filtered gray illumination throughout the open atrium down to the ground floor. Balcony railings are the original brass attached to ornamental cast iron posts and the spaces between are filled with wrought iron filigree now covered in gold paint. Corridor walls are clad with white marble slabs that have been painted over, stripped, covered in wood panels and re-exposed numerous times, depending on the fashion trends of interior decorators over the decades. On the three lower floors, there are some swanky hotel rooms as well as commercial spaces where one can get a cup of coffee or a haircut and browse an art gallery. 

On the fourth floor, there are offices where people go only if they have a specific need. One of these upper offices has a starburst-textured glass window with gold lettering that spells out the name of a company: “SRT Solutions.” Behind that door, the owner, Amity Halifax, 26, sifts and sorts through rows and columns of data points she has extracted from the dark web. Amity created SRT Solutions right after she finished her PhD dissertation in quantum psychology and theoretical physics. How she defines “solutions” is her secret, as is the source of her funding.

None of Amity’s friends or family knows exactly what her business is. Still, they are all too sheepish to ask the obvious questions—after all, Amity is a member of MENSA, and responds to most silly questions with a musical little laugh and a beautiful smile that reveals perfect, white teeth. We recently got engaged to be married, so Amity checked that item off her to-do list. 

I suppose I am an average man, tolerable in most every way, with an average amount of healthy curiosity—unlikely to interest a woman with an intellect like Amity’s, except for the fact that I am also a composer, which puts me into that mysterious category of creative genius: someone whose talents cannot be measured with an IQ test. Unlike Amity’s brilliance which is like solid gold bars—weighed, measured, and perfectly molded; hallmarked, neatly stacked, and sorted; highly polished, reflective, and radiant; their worth variable, but objectively valuable—my treasure is like a pirate’s sea chest spilling over with ducats, doubloons, and a boodle of precious doodads, not weighed out like a commodity showing the purity of the pour or the uniformity of the mold, but reflecting instead the creative brilliance that artists’ inspired hands have shaped over the centuries: festooned with jewels, overflowing with strings of pearls, bracelets and earrings with glittering rubies and emeralds, and buckets full of diamonds. My worth is objectively incalculable. 

I enter without knocking.

“What are you working on?” I ask. Amity laughs, smiles, and accepts my kiss without rising from her chair. (I want to know. I want to brag about the amazing work my beautiful fiancée is engaged in.) I run my fingers through her soft blonde hair and massage the nape of her neck. “Seriously. What are you working on?” “A project,” she answers, “a boring project.” I am not willing to accept that pat answer today. Since our engagement, I have developed a sense that I am entitled to a deeper level of trust and disclosure. “I really am interested in what you are doing, you know, and I do have the capacity to understand. There’s nowhere you could go that I couldn’t follow.”

Amity seems annoyed and stares at me intensely, then smiles, pulls out a summary margin legal pad full of numbers and diagrams, and launches into a professorial monologue. Without any context, it is impossible for me to follow with any utility. I can only remember certain words because of their peculiar musicality: “anisotropic spin,” “leading edge flutter,” and “ionic pocket.” Amity ends with a smug smile which, it seems to me, has a sadistic quality. “Any questions?” she asks. “Yes,” I say. “What precisely?” “Too many to be precise,” I say, which serves as an effective conversation stopper. Amity abruptly transitions to cheerful chit-chat about dinner plans.

“Tonight, pick me up at 7:15 and then I’ll tell you where we are going,” she says. “Wear the navy blue suit, white shirt, and the new tie I gave you.” I understand this to mean that she has bought a new dress, probably aquamarine to accent her eyes, and she needs my outfit to complement hers. I know better than to question; her ideas are always better than mine—on these fashion kinds of things. I also know that if I follow her instructions, we will look wonderful to whomever can afford to eat at the restaurant she will choose.

Amity’s computer plays two tones, an F-sharp and a B-flat, and her monitor screen turns gray displaying only one word: Incoming. “I’m a little fatigued,” she says while putting on her headset, “Would you mind picking up a caffè mocha for me at Arabica?” I nod. It’s time for me to disappear. 

When I walk into the hall and lean over the railing, I can smell the fresh roasted coffee from the second floor, then I realize that I don’t have any money, and I’ve left my phone in the little anteroom next to Amity’s office. I turn the knob slowly so as not to disturb her, and catch only her side of the call.

“Well, naturally. A certain amount of electrical mass reduction will produce those optical effects. Right, what you called, ‘warble.’ And the light rolls through the spectrum to blue until it’s charged, then it transitions to white. No. It’s unlikely that the photon shedding can be eliminated without putting frequency in-phase which would double the energy requirement and might weaken the leading edge on acceleration. Or, it might actually cloak it. Yeah, invisibility, wouldn’t that be great? Definitely need practical and drop-shift testing. Next week? Oh sure. Subcontract for ICI? Got it. Wonderful! I’m looking forward to finally meeting the team. See you then. Bye-bye.” 

B-flat. F-sharp.

Amity takes off her headset and turns to find me standing here. She’s wearing a big smile, but not the ‘I’m-so-happy-to-see-you’ kind of smile, more like an ‘I-just-landed-a-big-contract’ businessy sort of smile. Obviously she has forgotten that she sent me out for a caffè mocha-style wild goose. And I’m not going to remind her. 

“I have a little cleaning up to do here. Why don’t you go home and get ready?”

“I think you have a good idea, Amity.”

“Always do!” Smile. Kiss. Turn away. “See you at…”

“Seven fifteen,” I finish.

* * *

Dinner is at the newly reopened and retro Top of the Town on the 38th floor of Erie View Tower. I have spent too many conversations with friends ragging on about the limitations of this city, but at this moment, looking out over the sparkling lights of late night office workers, Shoreway travelers, and family dining rooms, I have to admit—Cleveland has its charm. But then again, it’s only fall; I can’t guarantee I’ll feel so positive come winter. 

I skip the sauerkraut balls and go straight for the Caesar salad and filet mignon. Amity has coquille Saint Jacques and asparagus. For wine we split the difference and get a Blush Cabernet. By the end of dinner I am feeling a little groggy and excuse myself to splash some cold water on my face in the men’s room. When I return, the waiter is clearing dishes and I wait a few steps behind him. A middle-aged man, a salesman type with too many single malt scotches under his belt, has cruised up to the table to take advantage of my absence and hit on Amity. He’s not very creative though. Looking out the window he says to my fiancée, “Look at all those lights. How many do you suppose there are?” Amity answers, “Why don’t you count them?” The cruiser is still sober enough to know he hasn’t a chance, and returns to the bar. At this moment I am awed by Amity’s presence and feel proud to be with her. 

The waiter returns with some tiny cakes on pretty little dishes artistically splashed with black currant syrup, a sprig of mint, and a coin-shaped slice of Swiss chocolate embossed with its brand name: Suchard. The wine has loosened me up a bit, and made me forget about my money troubles, and how high this fantasy meal must be racking up Amity’s bill.

With the city lights twinkling in my peripheral vision, I stare at Amity, and try to drink in the beauty of this woman and this moment. For an instant I see her as she looked when we were teens, and that feeling of “being in love” slowly radiates from a warm place in my chest. Unfortunately, this sensation quickly dissipates when I remember that—according to Doctor of Psychology Amity Halifax—“The feeling of being in love is just a phenomenon called limerance, and limerance consists of one part attraction and three parts fear, and is therefore, necessarily transitory.” 

But arguably, necessary.

When we finish with dessert and coffee, the waiter presents the bill. Amity scans it for errors and lays a black American Express credit card on the little tip tray. The waiter, who has obviously never seen one, raises his eyebrows as he walks it over to show the maître d’.

“He thinks those are only for high rollers.” 

“I guess that’s me,” Amity says. “Are you ready to roll? Oh, by the way, I have to go out of town next week, so please water the plants.”

“Wait. Where are you going?”

“New York,” she says. “Not the City, farther upstate, a place called Iron Mountain.”

“Sounds ominous. What’s the occasion?” 

“Just some training. I landed a nice little contract for International Computation Industries.”

“What have they to do with psychology?” (When we’re in public I speak with a serious and formal tone—Amity likes that.)

“Nothing, well nothing directly. It’s a project involving theoretical physics. Remember my dual degree?”

Something seems off. There is a hiccup in time and we stare at each other—immobile and silent, my eyes seeking and hers blocking. It’s like there’s a glitch in her software and I’m waiting for the cursor to start blinking again. There is something she’s not telling me and it makes me very uncomfortable. As Uncle Dan once said, “You don’t have to tell your wife everything you do, but you shouldn’t do anything that you couldn’t tell your wife.” I wonder what it is that Amity can’t tell me. In her silence, Amity thinks she is reading my mind.

“Oh Jonathan, my brilliant and handsome man. I’ll only be gone for two or three weeks.” Then she reaches across the table and places her hand on mine. 

I wonder if all good marriages revolve around such odd pathos.
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  Arrives Marga

  
  




Arrives Marga—new red hair and smiles: 

“Been a long time. Always been crazy mad about you. May I come in?”

“Entrez vous,” I say, and wave her in with a diplomatic flourish.

“Do you always open your door to strangers?” she asks. 

“Depends on how strange. Besides, I recognized your scratching.”

In our college dorm, Marga Delaunay lived down the hall from me and she never knocked. If my door were locked, she would scratch on the wood from top to bottom with her cherry-red epoxied fingernails that she kept sharpened to dagger-like points. Marga said our student neighbors were nosy and she could see the light in the peep holes dim from their shadowed eyes when she walked down the corridor. She never knocked because she didn’t want those busybodies to make up rumors that we were lovers—which we weren’t—but the rumors did go around which annoyed her which delighted me. Marga was unflappable, and I found her efforts to control a flap to be entertaining. Only once did I see her almost lose her composure. 

It was at Severance Hall after the debut of my Sinfonietta for Strings in G, the final requirement for my MFA in composition from the Cleveland Institute of Music. Marga was there with her father, Lance, whom she calls, “The absent-minded brain surgeon.” He really is a brain surgeon, but only absent-minded when forced by social conventions into boring conversations that involve any topic other than carving up brains. Small talk sends him straight to the bathroom where he keeps several issues of the New England Journal of Medicine and a dog-eared copy of that classic book by neurologist Oliver Sacks: The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat. 

Lance likes me—I think because I’m genuinely interested in the things people love, and so I ask him lots of questions about his work, then listen attentively for the love. I suspect he also views me as a potential son-in-law, or maybe a lab assistant. But it was after my concert, while Amity was still waiting in line for the ladies’ room, that Lance came with Marga to the Green Room to congratulate me and he tweaked Marga by inadvertently calling her by her real name. Her face went ghost-white, then tomato-red, while her eyes revealed that she was closely observing her own reactions so that she would never have those reactions again. (Mercifully, a waiter broke her trance with a glass of Liebfraumilch.) There is nothing unusual about Marga’s real name—which is probably why she hates it. But I have never mentioned that name since then, and it now hangs above us and unites us like unspoken confidential knowledge shared by two secret agents. 

This morning, Marga stands with her hands behind her turning the doorknob while she slowly backs up, quietly closing the door to my studio apartment and engaging the deadbolt—never once taking her eyes off of mine. Her look is one of guilt and seduction, but I have learned not to take this seriously. Marga is a performance artist and a master of looks. Outside it is sunny but cold and Marga is wearing a heavy, oatmeal-colored, cable-knit, Irish fisherman’s sweater over a jade green angora sweater over a cream-colored cotton turtleneck, and loose, ripped jeans over black tights and she looks…

“Can I take off these clothes,” she asks while in the process, “and snuggle with you on that bed?” 

“We’re just friends. Remember?” I ask, but she’s already stripped down to the turtleneck and tights and climbed under the blanket. She pats the mattress next to her and says, “Hurry.” 

It’s Saturday at 10 AM and I’m not tired, but I obey and cozy up next to her. She smells faintly of autumn leaves and automotive grease, and one long green pine needle stands out against the redness of her hair. I gently remove it and place it on the nightstand as a souvenir. I rub her back and feel the smoothness of her skin through the thin cotton of the turtleneck. Marga bolts around to face me with a serious look. 

“Antoine, I really like you and I value our relationship too much to get physically involved with you. Every romance I’ve ever had, has ended disastrously. Can we just cuddle and sleep and still be friends?” 

“What do you think? Can we share a bed and just sleep?” 

“I think it will be hard, but let’s.”

“Just one thing, Marga.”

“What’s that?”

“I don’t mind you giving me a new name, as long as it’s not the name of one of your European boyfriends.” 

“Yes Trotwood,” she says with a smirk and exhales into a deep sleep.




Breathing in her industrial yet female bouquet, I feel a peaceful, almost meditative calm, and out of fear of breaking it, I do not move.
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  Dunch

  
  




Some hours later when the wind blows, I hear acorns thwacking on the roofs and hoods of cars in the parking lot below. When I struggle to extricate my dead sleeping arm from under her pillow, Marga awakens, smiling. 

“What’s for lunch?”

“It’s five in the afternoon.”

“Really?” she asks, rustling her hair and pulling it back through her fingers which tightens her face and makes her look more awake, “So, what’s for dunch?”

“I usually just eat at the diner,” I say. “I don’t have much here beyond coffee, but you’re welcome to whatever you can find in the fridge or the cupboard.”

So Marga makes a lot of noise moving around empty containers and dishes and generally acts as if it were her own apartment. She checks a half bag of flour and announces: “Good—no bugs.” Then takes out the olive oil and some sweet Japanese plum wine—a gift I’d kept unopened because of its beautiful, white porcelain bottle painted with sakura blossoms. She adds some of the oil and wine to the flour and works it into long snake-like rolls of dough, coils them, presses the coils into disks, and fries them in the cast iron skillet. When they are golden brown, she rubs the tops with more plum wine, sprinkles them with white sugar from little packets she’s found in the junk drawer, and uses the broiler to make them crisp. We sit on the secondhand Queen Anne love-seat and eat from a low coffee table in my sunny yellow kitchen. With the strong Ethiopian coffee from the flip drip espresso pot I picked up at Goodwill, it ranks as one of the best dunches I’ve ever eaten. 

“Now that you’ve had a nap and a good snack, will you be off again?” I ask. 

“You make it sound like I came here just to sleep.”

“Didn’t you?” Marga pauses to cross her legs and her skin glows through the shiny tights.

“I wasn’t sure that I would sleep today, or eat, or that you would even be home, or alone,” Marga says while examining the bottom of the coffee saucer, “Wedgwood. Generous. By the way, where is she, your mathematician?”

“Amity is away on business for ‘Icy’, International Computation Industries. Three weeks in Iron Mountain.”

“She won’t come back you know,” Marga says matter-of-factly. 

“Yeah she will. In three weeks.”

“Maybe. But one of these days, she won’t come back. Icy keeps that mountain stocked not only with food and office supplies, but also with healthy, fertile Übermenschen and Übermädchen of a certain type—her type—to repopulate the planet after the feces hit the fan. They’re probably matching her up with a company man as we speak.”

“Marga, I do believe you’re jealous.”

“Jealous? If I wanted to own you, I would have done it by now.”

I laugh, but it’s nervous laughter because I know she’s right. Anyone who hangs around Marga for more than a few minutes wants to stay around her for a long time. Some women (and men) get jealous because she attracts so much attention—even though she tries not to. I have sometimes thought that her ever-changing styles might be a ploy to deflect attention by making herself a moving target, but in fact, she is attractive because she is so unpredictable. We wait for her to speak, never knowing what she will say next; we watch how she moves because each movement seems choreographed; we make note of her dress because we know she is setting trends for the next generation of clothing designers. 

With another woman, a totally different one, I might question her mental stability, but with Marga, the non sequiturs are logical—not proceeding linearly like a syllogism, but logical in multiple dimensions—and sometimes one needs to wait patiently over several visits to see the genius of her mind developed. And when, in protecting her boundaries she hurts our feelings, especially when she hurts our feelings, we want to stay with her until she applies her social healing balm and accepts us once again. As the hipsters say in their abstract and non-committal language of androgyny, “We have a special relationship.” 

Marga slides the coffee table away and stands up. “Leave those,” I say referring to the cups and saucers. Her eyes express the slightest annoyance that lets me know she wasn’t even considering washing the dishes. I am still sitting, watching—a performance has begun. She moves closer, takes my head in her hands and slides her fingers into my disheveled black coif. “Your hair is so much softer than it looks,” she says in a liquid voice just above a whisper. Pressing my head against her bosom she says, “I’m so glad you’re here for me, Jonathan.” Then she caresses my cheek and cradles it against her breast as if I were her child. Her smell is intoxicating and I feel euphoric. I put my arms around her and feel the curves of her waist and hips. She slowly takes hold of my arms and says in that still soft voice, “Feel good?” 

“Um hmm, very.” 

“Then we’d better stop,” she says and quickly disengages from my embrace. 

“Right. What was I thinking?” I say, “And what am I supposed to do with this feeling?” “Use it,” she says, “I want you to write some music. For my next performance. And it has to be beautiful, and optimistic, and as loving of life as a dawn chorus of robins, cardinals, and thrushes. I’m tired of darkness. I want something bright.” 

I take a deep breath, wipe my face with my hands and rub my eyes which are dry from too much sleep. I struggle to recall the sounds of bird songs and make mental notes of rhythms, cadences, and timbres. When I look up, Marga is dressed and putting on her purple Doc Marten boots. 

“I have to go,” she says. “Tonight Lance and I are hob nobbing with the nabobs. I’m really looking forward to hearing your new, bright composition.” 

Her words deconstruct in my mind:

“Looking forward to hearing…Looking to hearing…Look here…Hear hear…Bright.” 

Maybe I’ll write an opera, or a choral piece.
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  Assignment

  
  




Marga’s request, rather, her assignment, is a welcome challenge. I’ve wanted to write a piece for voice ever since I heard The Super, Laurence Gilderman’s opera about the life of a Manhattan janitor. Gilderman’s piece is a singular work of genius. There is a section in that opera where he has the chorus sing whale songs to represent the groaning of radiator steam pipes. But I will need a quicker tempo and less submarine chord progressions to capture the mood of morning birds. 

Funny, Marga wanting something cheerful and bright. She always seemed to be fascinated by the dark stuff. I guess every college student has some ghosts that need to be exorcised. Perhaps she’s beyond that now. Purged herself with a year abroad in Berlin. Wants to start a new direction. That’s understandable. I do too. But it’s so much easier to move an orchestra audience with sad music. Critics throughout history have preferred the Pathétique to the Playful Pizzicato. And the listening public typically conflates sadness with depth. If only they knew how difficult it is to write serious music that expresses joy. Mozart did it, but that just proves my point. Rock and roll is the music of joie de vivre, but how deep can you go with Louie Louie and La Bamba? Rock is also the music of angst, but angst is just a wrestling match between emptiness and reason. 

My writer friend Enzo says that the theme of most serious literature is loss. That’s the way of the world I guess—the way of all flesh. Anyone who really understands the terminal quality of life will find that reality raining on every parade that he or she organizes. That’s why I never venture too deeply into philosophy. But understanding mortality is not enough; one needs to accept the ultimate fate and then put that knowledge aside and be grateful for every blazing moment of life right up to the end—like Meursault’s blissful anticipation of the onlookers’ “howls of execration” as he is led to the guillotine. And even he, up to that point, was too damn numb with fear of death to appreciate his life.

So here I am, sitting in Mocha Moe’s Campus Cafe, straining to hear bird calls through my earbuds over the sounds of a latte steamer, and poorly transposing those aural shapes into a music notebook. I’m sure there is an app that can do the transcription for me, but I don’t want to get it exact—after all, this isn’t programmatic music, and I’m not writing a Renaissance madrigal. This is metaphysical. I want to interpret the joy inherent in nature, to get to the source of the birds’ mood. I should probably wake up earlier and hear the real thing. If Amity were in town, I would suggest that we take a weekend in the country so I could hear the birds. But Amity is in Iron Mountain and working weekends. 

Is it me, or is the crowd is this coffee shop getting younger every day?
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  Missed Connection

  
  




My phone was in airplane mode and I missed Amity’s call. Since her new incarnation as a corporate executive, I’m beginning to think I’m missing her altogether. We met formally a decade ago at her Sweet 16 party, and all through high school we were on the same page. In college, we chose different majors; we were on different pages of the same book: we still shared that portion of our identities that was “student.” But now that we have graduated, we are each becoming someone new. We are creating the ones we are becoming. We are choosing to become people we never were, and I hardly recognize myself, let alone Amity. I long for some familiarity, and there is less and less each day. That’s probably why I recently felt the urge to get engaged—I want to stop the clock and hold on to what we’ve got. 

It’s still her voice, her face, but I don’t recognize the score anymore. It’s as if someone took the music that was Amity—classical, orderly, harmonious—and rewrote it for popular consumption: Mozart’s 40th Symphony set to a synthesized dance beat, then tonally dialed down and rolled out in lo-fi for an upscale hipster cocktail lounge. I punch in voicemail and the message begins. 

“Is this the phone of the soon-to-be-famous composer, Jonathan Brendel? Hi Jonathan! C’est moi, Amity. You must be so busy writing a new masterpiece. It must be super! I can’t wait to hear it. Just don’t expect me to know the allegros from the allegrettos. You know, music never really was my forte, but I do love anything you do.” 

(Does she even know what I do? The saccharine message continues.)

“We’re so busy here with all the training, but it really is super! Everyone is so nice. There’s a guy named Edmund and his initials are E.T. and we all kid him about being an alien. He said, ‘Well, I may be turning a little gray.’ He’s so funny! I think you’ll really like him. He’s just super! When I finish here, they’re sending us to Texas for more training. Rumor has it that everyone in my cohort will be promoted after the next round. I’m so jazzed! I may have to stay here a few more days, or a week even—we are just so busy. Oh, I can’t call during the week because there is no reception inside Iron Mountain, it’s like a giant Faraday cage, but I’ll call you again next week when they let us out to have dinner in town. So, have fun, but not too much fun! Love you! Bye-e.”

Bye-e. Bye-e. I suppose by now she has checked “Call Jonathan” off her to-do list. 

And “Super!” Wherever did she pick up that ejaculation? My throat tightens like it did the first time I smoked a cigarette, and my stomach grumbles with a hunger between loneliness and grief. In a few weeks I’ll probably get invited to a cocktail party for up-and-coming ICI executives and their significant others. And there will be a big athletic Scandinavian with graying temples who will look me squarely in the eyes and use his squash-racquet grip to try to crush the bones in my right hand. And he’ll say, “Well, Jonny Brendel. What a pleasure; Amity has told me so much about you.” 

I get a sickening vision of the two of them, out on a 12-hour pass from Iron Mountain, sitting in an Italian restaurant in Kingston, New York sharing a bottle of Chianti over a red-glass votive candle from the Dollar Store—the whole ridiculous, jealous fantasy swimming in a miasma of garlic butter and linguine alla vongole. But in his eyes I read what ET is thinking: “What’s a sharp girl like Amity doing with a loser like you? Composer, my balls! What are you really Jonny, a waiter? I bet you don’t even have an IRA account.” Instead he asks, 

“Are you a member of MENSA too?”

“No.” 

“Pity that.” 

* * *

It’s ten o’clock and Mocha Moe’s Campus Cafe is closing. I’ve been here for three hours and haven’t seen anyone I know, and nobody has recognized me. There was a time in undergrad when I held court in this place. The music students, the dancers, the theater majors, and even the painters-slash-performance artists from Cleveland State and the Cleveland Institute of Art all came here and all knew me. Even a lousy stage piece looked good if it had my music to shape it. And I happen to know there are a couple of choreographers who aced their final performance projects simply by having their dancers react to my aural inspiration. I knew what they were doing. And I drove their movements where I wanted them to go. But that was over two years ago. Now I’m almost 26. Now I’m competing with my former professors for commissions and grant money. Now I feel old.

“Yes I know you’re closing. Yes please take this cup. Yes it is finished.”

* * *

I had hoped to walk around the lagoon at the Museum of Art and see the autumn colors reflected on the water, but I stayed too long in Mocha Moe’s and the only reflections are of LED street lights: steely and cold. I am alone, and the mood is all wrong. In the car I reach for the seat belt, push myself up to adjust my coat, and the heel of my shoe punches through the rusted floor. 
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  Prelude to the Evening of a Wolf

  
  




When I get home I check my mailbox and find a single postcard from Amity. She writes: “Having a ‘super’ time!” (Yes, she put ‘super’ in quotes.) “Wish Iron Mountain were closer to you! Ciao! Amity.” (And she drew a smiley face.) I flip the card over. It is a commercial promotional item with a view looking down a wooded road at two huge shining steel vault doors installed in the side of a mountain whose top is out of frame. Three words are printed in hazard yellow beneath the picture: “Security, Dependability, Permanency.”

I sniff and say out loud, “What about Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité?” 

And even I don’t know what I mean. 

I trudge up the flight of stairs to my apartment feeling as though I were wearing ankle weights and shackles. There is a note written on the inside of an empty cigarette pack jammed into the crack between my door and the door frame. The note reads, “Jack, I’m here, where are you?” It’s from my friend Jimmy Strong; nobody else calls me Jack. Once inside, I drop my laptop backpack next to the bed and fling the postcard toward the coffee table. It slices through space, banks, hits the wall beside a framed photograph of Amity, and falls behind the radiator. Just below the heater’s cast iron ribs, the smiley face looks out toward my bed. There is a knock at the door. 

“Open up, Jack! It’s the police. We know you’re in there.”

I open the door to find Jimmy leaning against the wall smoking a cigarette. He is dressed in an extreme slim-fit suit with a skinny black tie and two-tone shoes. The jacket has been tailored to end just above his hips in a style called the “Ike” jacket, similar to what General Eisenhower wore in WWII. His hair is combed straight back with a slight pompadour up front. With a different pair of shoes, he could pass for the singing toreador in Bizet’s Carmen. 

“Cool it knucklehead. My neighbors might believe you, especially with how you dress.”

Jimmy is a retro-rockabilly singer/songwriter I met in a notation class. He audited the class to learn just enough to write down his songs so that he could register them for copyrights. Most Saturday nights he’s at Phallacy Nightclub in Lakewood, either performing or picking up groupies. Tonight he’s walking into my apartment at quarter past eleven, checking every room and detail.

“Where is she Jack?”

“Who?” Jimmy points to the framed picture of Amity above the radiator. 

“That hot blonde you keep hidden away. Is she bound and gagged in the closet?”

“Jimmy, the judge who released you from reform school should be impeached.”

“Ha ha! You know it’s true, admit it, you like that shady gray stuff.”

“C’mon man—the way you look at women requires a notarized consent form.”

“So where is she?”

“Away on business for the next two or three weeks. How did you get in without buzzing?”

“I came in the back way, through the laundry room. All these buildings are open.”

“So what brings you here, no gigs?”

“Nah, nothing happening at Phallacy. I’m trying to stay sober. Thought we could grab a cup of coffee.”

They say that if you get a drunken horse thief to stop drinking, you will have a sober horse thief. Jimmy is a pathological extrovert who tends to drink too much. He calls me when he wants to stay sober. Memories of past coffees with Jimmy flash through my mind: like the time he stole a gallon jar of pink pickled eggs from a deli counter and delivered them to the pizza shop across the street, or when we walked into IHOP at two in the morning and he belted out a few bars of his song Born on Booze at a volume worthy of The Lion King on Broadway. I try to think of a safe place we might go, maybe The Egg Palace: a vanilla shell of a greasy spoon that after midnight fills up with flamboyant drag queens, newbie punk rockers, and Goth vampires dressed in Vantablack hoping to suck all the light out of the crowd for their inverted pleasure. 

Maybe some other night. 

I tell Jimmy that it has been a weird day, that I’ve had too much coffee already, and that it’s kind of late to start again. He takes Amity’s picture off the wall while I am talking and traces the outline of her lips with his index finger. He adopts a tone of faux serious concern. “I understand,” he says looking sadly at the picture, “When the one you love is away, you feel incomplete. Am I right, Jackie boy? Hey, we can just stay here and talk about your feelings. Maybe warm up some milk, and later do some needlepoint.” I give him a look. Jimmy beams with a restrained laugh, shrugs his shoulders, then caps it with a mawkish, “Hey, I’m here for you baby.” 

I am about to surrender to cruising Cleveland till dawn with this insatiable wolf when a long scratching sound comes from the door. Even Jimmy is startled and asks me sotto voce, “They allow tigers in this building?” 

I know who it is, but I’m surprised that she would drop by again so soon. After all, before this morning, I hadn’t seen nor spoken with her since her visit to the green room. In fact, counting this morning, this is exactly the second time I’ve seen her in two years. I reach for the door knob, and Jimmy shakes his head ‘no’ as if he’s really expecting a large jungle cat. I roll my eyes and open the door wide. Marga is instantly bathed in incandescent light that makes her cocktail dress shimmer. It’s a style I saw once in a dentist’s copy of Vogue: knee length, pleated, emerald-green satin, with an off-the-shoulder boat neck and a matching sash across the front. Her red hair is done up in Marilyn Monroe glamour curls. Her shoes are ecru-colored heels that match the small clutch bag she holds in front of her. Except for the high-gloss lipstick and eyeliner like a Pharaoh, she wears the face of a demure debutante. She is about to speak when she notices Jimmy standing behind me. Instead she just exhales a disappointed, “Oh.” 

I look and Jimmy is staring wide-eyed, absorbing the image of Marga in full-effect, and all he says is, “Red!” I try to make introductions, but Marga says everyone knows Jimmy. When Jimmy asks, “Do I know you?” Marga answers, “No. You don’t.” 

Marga begins to apologize for interrupting something and Jimmy motions for her to come in. “I was just leaving; gotta see a man about a gig or a dog or something.” Out in the hallway he lets out a loud “Yeow!” like James Brown and spins on one foot in a BTS style K-Pop move imitating Michael Jackson. When he stops spinning he pulls the picture of Amity out of his jacket and kisses it. (The knucklehead stole Amity’s picture!) “Jimmy, give that back,” I yell in a forceful whisper. “No man, I’m doing you a favor.” I give chase. As he moonwalks backwards down the corridor, Jimmy starts singing a line from Mack the Knife: “Well the line forms on the right, dear, now that Jack is, back in town.” He runs down the stairs to the street, and I can hear him singing and laughing for about two blocks. Now as I walk down the corridor back to my place, I see the lights in the peep holes of my neighbors’ doors dim from their shadowed eyes as they watch me pass by.

When I return to my studio apartment, Marga is still standing at the foot of my bed with clutch purse in hand. “Is this a bad time?” she asks. “Time? What is time?” I answer. Marga shakes her head and shrugs. “He’s quite the rapscallion, isn’t he?” she asks. “Jimmy? He’s alright. He’s a miscreant, but he has a certain charm. How did you get in without ringing the buzzer?”

“I came in the back way, through the laundry room.” (Of course. Who needs keys?)

“How are the nabobs?” I ask.

“Same as always: dull and boring.”

“Are you hungry?”

“No. We had dinner at Severance Hall. Lance is a ‘Signature Supporter’ which means he gets invited to every fundraiser. His woman friend is visiting from Boston. Can I stay here tonight?”

“Sure. You can have the bed; I’ll get my sleeping bag and camp on the floor.”

“No, I don’t want to inconvenience you. You sleep on the bed. I’m not tired, so I’ll just sit on the love-seat in the kitchen and read for a while. I flirted with a waiter and he gave me some packets of chamomile tea; would you like some?”

I am still thinking about Jimmy stealing my photograph of Amity; now I think about Amity in her nuclear bomb-shelter hotel room inside a mountain; now I think about Amity and ET sharing a couch in the hotel lobby, shoulders touching, reviewing their project notes. And now, right now, an Emerald Princess is sipping chamomile tea from a Wedgwood cup in my kitchen. My brain begins to fizz.

I feel pressure between my temples and so lie down, fully dressed, on top of the bedspread. From that angle, I can see Marga in the kitchen: the green of her dress, the red of her hair and lipstick, the lemon yellow wall paint behind her—colors so rich in their saturation that I can’t be sure that this scene isn’t a lucid dream. She takes a small paperback from her purse, probably the only thing she has in there besides her phone. It’s a German book, a Bertolt Brecht play: Mutter Courage und ihre Kinder. Amity’s smiley face stares at me from the postcard under the radiator. When I awake, the sun is shining, the door is ajar, and Marga is gone.














