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      Life is a series of collisions with the future; it is not the sum of what we have been, but what we yearn to be.




      —José Ortega y Gasset
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      Evelyn




      THE BREAKUP


    


  




  I’m breaking up with Adrian on the corner of Charles and Mulberry where he’s passing out half-sheet advertisements for his band, the Babymakers. He’s pale and weedy-looking,

  permanently anxious. His cheeks are flushed, his boxy nose red. It’s cold and has just started to snow. The snow is partly the reason I’ve decided that today is the day. The air has

  taken shape, and everything suddenly seems like it’s in motion, full swirl.




  He shouts into the wind, “You’re breaking up with me because I’m not a successful guitarist and because I seem like I’m just a guy handing out pamphlets on a street

  corner! You’re disgusted.” This is why Adrian is disgusted with Adrian and has nothing to do with me. Very little of our relationship has much to do with me, which is one of the

  actual reasons I’m breaking up with him. He loves me but doesn’t really understand me—so, in effect, does he really love me?




  “No. Listen to me!” I circle around him, my wool coat flapping at my knees. “We both need to look forward with new eyes again.”




  “You want to look forward and see someone else. I get it.” Adrian pushes his knit hat back and scratches his forehead. “You know, it’s really superficial and judgmental

  of you to break up with me because I don’t meet your standards. I expected more.” This isn’t about my standards—although should I date Adrian because he meets someone

  else’s standards? But now Adrian has just called me superficial and judgmental. He’s not usually the type to throw stones. This attack comes off as desperate. Both kind of embarrassed

  for a moment, we look off in opposite directions like we’re standing at a shoreline. In some ways, his attack is so last ditch that it’s really an admission of defeat.




  “Seriously,” I say softly, “I love you.” I do love Adrian. We’ve been good to each other. There’s an undeniable accumulation of tenderness. “But . .

  .” I breathe into the air not wanting to say the rest. “I think we’re just holding on to something that can’t endure.” And then I whisper. “I’ve seen

  what’s going to become of us, and . . .”




  Adrian looks at me sharply. He knows I’m talking about having seen our future together at Dr. Chin’s office. He’d refused to come, calling all of these newfangled

  romantic-envisioning offices new-agey bourgeois bullshit. But in Chin’s office I saw our sad future—the two of us singing “Happy Birthday” to a Chihuahua in a Hawaiian shirt

  and pointy hat. “Don’t.” Adrian holds up his flexed hand; he knows I’m about to launch into the session and he hates hearing about it.




  For his sake I summarize, “We were old and tattooed and had a rusty space heater, and we sang to that dog in Spanish.” Because the dog was a Chihuahua, this last detail feels

  slightly racist or something. We were also wearing baffling T-shirts, which I assume will be provocative in the future: THE JUSTICE CURE? PARK IT HERE! and another outraged

  about moped rentals.




  Adrian says, “I just don’t believe that’s our future.” He turns away and then back again, turning a full circle. “Even if it is, how do you know we weren’t

  happy, deep down?”




  Here’s what I know about possible futures: They’re limitless, and all potential. They aren’t messy like the past and the present. As soon as I was wearing the paper gown and

  that weird helmet in Chin’s office, staring at the screen, I knew that the future seems like it has clearly marked forks in the road, but there are forks within forks within forks

  until each choice—whether to bring an umbrella or stop for a doughnut or break up with Adrian—is a fork. “Most people choose their futures by accident,” I say. “They

  don’t even know they’re making choices. They don’t even know that there are forks in the road—much less forks within forks. The future no longer has to be messy. It can be

  tested out. It can be known.”




  Adrian has a measure of professionalism, I’ll give him that. A swarm of commuters charges the intersection, and he’s shoving wind-flipped half sheets at their chests. “The

  Babymakers,” he says. “Get your ass off your sofa on Saturday night and live a little.” He goes largely ignored.




  And then there’s a lull. “Almost two years we’ve been together!” he says to me. “A total waste!”




  “It hasn’t been a waste,” I say. “Time isn’t something you put in hoping for a return on an investment. It’s experiencing life—both good and bad and

  occasionally tragic. It’s the tragic I’m trying to avoid.”




  “There are worse tragedies than a Chihuahua in a Hawaiian




  shirt, having his birthday celebrated!” Adrian says. “At least we know some Spanish in the future!”




  A woman pushing a stroller has stalled, reading the half sheet. She might want to ask a question. The baby is wearing a drawstring hood that cinches up its face, which is placid except for

  darting eyes. Adrian is glancing at the woman expectantly.




  “I’m trying to do what’s best,” I tell him. “I don’t want to end up two hateful old people who fight about cheese.”




  “How many times do I have to tell you that I won’t fight about cheese?” During the Chihuahua’s birthday party, we squabble about whether or not melted brie is uppity.




  “The cheese is a metaphor for minutiae,” I say. “It’s just an example of how we will become bitter.”




  The woman with the stroller looks at us with some obvious pity and walks away.




  Adrian sighs and puts his hands on his skinny hips. “Are you being instigated by your mother?”




  Both of my parents seem to dislike Adrian, but at the same time, I get the feeling they think he’s too good for me, which is the kind of contradiction they’re practiced in. “My

  relationship with my parents is based on reading a language of passive-aggressive sighing. I don’t know what they think about me—much less you.”




  “Dot doesn’t like me either.” He sighs. “She’s a weird bird.”




  My best friend, Dot, is a little odd and steals things, a nervous habit, really; she just wants me to be with someone who’s right for me. “I’m a grown-up, Adrian. Come on. I

  make my own decisions.”




  Adrian starts jostling between commuters again, lunging at them, one after another. I look up at the sky, growing dark. The snow is light and dizzying—and new. That’s the thing about

  snow. It’s all about promise. It’s nature’s do-over.




  Suddenly Adrian is standing right in front of me. He looks a little teary. Maybe it’s just the cold wind. He’s so close I feel his warm breath; this is possibly the most exercise

  he’s gotten in weeks. I imagine his ribs, rising and falling, after sex. I’ll miss his hands on me and the way he says I’m the best goddamn librarian in the world, even though

  he’s never understood what I do at the library exactly. There’s something sweet about how he loves me without knowing me—a blind love, which is almost like an unconditional love

  but not quite.




  He hands me a half sheet and says in his rough voice, “Get your ass off your sofa and live a little, Evelyn Shriner.” He nods, a series of jerky chin-up nods, meaning I’m

  saying one thing, but I mean something bigger.




  And he means I’m letting you go.




  I look at the half sheet—THE BABYMAKERS in bold letters and beneath that GET YOUR ASS OFF THE SOFA AND LIVE A LITTLE.




  I fold the flyer and put it in my coat pocket. For a split second, I try to memorize everything—the rattle of his papers, the cold shock of wind cutting the thread of my stockings, the

  exhaust rolling up from idling traffic, and Adrian’s wind-chapped cheeks. I’m going to lose him. I feel a pang of panic and remorse. I miss him already. I start to tear up but refuse to

  cry. I have to stand my ground. I hold the lapel of Adrian’s peacoat, curling my hand under the itchy wool. “Adrian,” I whisper so softly I’m not sure he can even hear

  me.




  “Evelyn?” he says, tilting forward like he wants something from me, something important.




  And I think of my sister—I don’t know why. She died a year and a half before I was born; I was conceived as her replacement. But what’s worse is that I never met the original.

  I never smelled my sister’s hair after a wash or whispered with her in a tent made of bedsheets or talked to her on the phone. I know I should be over this. There are things that grown-ups

  must put behind them, but here it is—a loss.




  I’ve never told Adrian about my sister, and I think of telling him now. Is this what he wants? Is it my fault that I feel like he loves me without really understanding me? Because I never

  confided this, he never had to rise to the occasion of what a secret, especially a sad secret, demands.




  It’s too late now, much too late.




  I say, “Tell your mom and dad to call me.” This is a segue that only makes sense in my own head; I never was the child my parents wanted, so I keep trying to create other families to

  slip into. Adrian’s parents still belong to a bowling league and eat popovers.




  “They’re my parents, Evelyn. I get full custody.”




  Right, of course. I’ll miss our Thanksgivings. “I’ll miss you, Adrian.”




  He touches my face gently with his fingertips and says, “You can’t fire me. I quit.” But he says it in the saddest voice possible and I love him with a flash that’s deep

  and unmistakable. Each person you love leaves his or her own stain, and the way you remember him is like a smell, a taste, a color—indescribable but distinct.




  I almost lean forward to kiss him, but I turn and start walking fast.




  Still, I expect him to run after me. Adrian would never run after me. Inexplicably, I put my hands in my coat pockets and both of my elbows are waiting to be the handle that Adrian will use to

  spin me around, and then he’ll kiss me, and say, “Don’t go.”




  This doesn’t happen. My elbows just poking out at angles, I walk on. Because Adrian is the kind of guy who lets you go, it’s best that he lets me go.




  I ball my fists in my pockets, feel the crinkle of the half sheet, and I’m saying no to one fork. I’m doubling back and choosing another forked path. And what will I find down this

  forked path? I don’t know, not yet.




  





  

    

      Godfrey




      THE PROPOSAL


    


  




  I find myself walking around the four pinched aisles of Fontana’s Super Mart and Pawn Shop twice before stopping in front of the smeary plate glass of the deli meats not far from the cash

  register. Mrs. Fontana is perched on a nearby stool, stuffing quarters into stiff brown paper sleeves from the bank, her fat fingers disappearing up the tubes with the resignation of a bitter

  proctologist. And Mr. Fontana, a narrow-headed man with blunt features, is hovering next to her, wiping his hands on his apron.




  “What can I do for you?” Mr. Fontana asks. He knows my girlfriend Madge and me but has never given the impression that he likes us. I don’t have a cart. It’s a Tuesday

  night in January. Aside from Mr. and Mrs. Fontana and me, the place is empty, which is normal for a Tuesday night in January. The lights flicker.




  “I don’t know,” I tell him. “I was really just out for a walk around the block. I got cold.” Mr. Fontana looks at my mittens, the ones Madge bought me last

  Christmas. I already feel idiotic in them, like a four-year-old. They’re attached by some ancient device that Madge found on an antiquities website—rusty clips connected by yarn that

  bite the mittens, stringing them together. Wearing them is a romantic concession. Madge presented them as a joke in front of our friends at Bart and Amy’s Christmas party. Godfrey loses

  things—ha, ha, ha—like his wallet, like his girlfriends. I guess that’s true enough. For a year now, I’ve had a hard time keeping track of wallets, and there’d

  been a spate of ugly breakups just before Madge that became part of my charm. At the Christmas party, Madge grabbed my coat off a chair and laced the mittens through my sleeves. He

  won’t lose me, she said, and she unclipped one of the mittens, attaching it to her own sleeve, and fell drunkenly onto my lap. Madge is a weighty drunk—always hefting herself

  around. I often wonder where all that weight goes when she’s not drinking. When sober, she’s thin and light as balsa wood. That doesn’t sound as loving as it should. Truth is, I

  love Madge drunk and weighty because her face goes soft, her lips are fuller, sweeter, and I love Madge sober because her mind is quick and she looks at me sometimes like she sees some great

  unfinished work of art, my potential, something to live up to.




  “You using up my heat? That’s gotta be worth something to you. What are you going to buy?” Mr. Fontana says.




  I want to tell Fontana to lay off and to confess that I’m a man on the verge of proposing! Seriously, it’s a fact that a man about to propose is cuter than a basket of kittens or a

  squirrel Jet Skiing in an aboveground pool. (Why am I proposing now? Does it have to do with the fact that Bart and Amy—at the aforementioned Christmas party—announced the details of

  their envisioning session in which they are destined to be rich boat owners? Maybe that was the start of it, a wake-up call. Their announcement’s subtext seemed to say, The future is out

  there—and are you and Madge going to face it together?)




  I don’t know why I want the Fontanas to like me. It’s got to be a character flaw on my part. But I’m not confessing to the Fontanas. They’re both the type to make a sad

  joke, sour the whole thing. “Okay, okay,” I tell him. “I’ll get something.”




  I glance down at the racks—mini-flashlight key rings, ChapStick, Life Savers, Bubblicious. Sometimes it hits me that this is what the world’s made up of—the little crap that

  binds the seams of the universe together. Without this stuff, surely the universe would come unglued and we’d glide off in bits and parts into dark, infinite space. That’s how fragile

  it all seems; maybe I think of this now because what if Madge shoots me down? Only a vulnerable man would think that Bubblicious and ChapStick keep the universe glued, right?




  I pull off a mitten, letting it dangle, and put my hand in my pocket just to double-check on the velvet box. It’s still there. It’s been sitting inside a dress sock in the back of my

  underwear drawer, the same spot where I used to hide my weed as a teenager.




  I pick up a pack of Certs, set them on the glass counter. Beneath the glass, there’s a variety of secondhand weapons and jewelry—the Pawn Shop part of Fontana’s—and

  it’s a little disconcerting how many hocked engagement rings there are on display.




  “You sure I can’t interest you in a little something more?” he says, tapping the glass. “Other people’s desperation makes for good deals.”




  “No thanks,” I say. “I’m good on weaponry and gems.” I pull my mitten back on.




  Mr. Fontana rings up my stuff and shoves the mints at me—no bag—rips the receipt from the register, and slides it across the counter with two double-jointed fingers.




  “Maybe you’re a winner,” Mrs. Fontana pipes up.




  This is the part that I’ve come to hate. Fontana has recently started up a Lucky Receipt promotional. One out of every ten receipts has “You’re a winner” printed on the

  bottom, giving you a 20 percent discount on your next food purchase—but the other nine have “You’re a loser” printed on the bottom, which has always been included with my

  purchases.




  I pinch the receipt through the mittens and read the faded print: You’re a loser. I look up at Fontana.




  “Well?” Mr. Fontana asks.




  “You know,” I say, still pinching the receipt, “this might not be good for business. You might want to word the loser sentiment a little more gently. Maybe something like

  ‘This receipt is not a winner.’”




  Mr. Fontana rubs his nose, a little angry gesture. “Hey, the cash register calls ’em as it sees ’em.”




  I want to reach over the counter and shove Fontana in his chest or at least make him give me a shopping bag for my package of Certs. Instead, I let it go, give him a smile, and think, Poor

  fucking Fontana, penned up in that shop all day with his pruned wife. But honestly it’s not comforting to pity that dickwad even though I’ve been taught that that’s the right

  thing to do.




  I ball up the receipt and put it in my pocket with the Certs. I walk out of the store, bell jangling, and slowly head up the sidewalk. Walking by the storefronts I catch glimpses of myself in

  the windows. My pants, my jacket—they already appear rumpled. I’m not sure why I rumple so quickly. My mother and father both often look rumpled. Since retirement, my father has always

  worn wrinkled button-downs. My mother wears wrinkly silky puffed sleeve shirts, and her mascara always daubs off with each blink, leaving little smudges around her eyes. By the end of the day, she

  always looks like a fatigued musketeer. They’re an exhausted rumpled pair. Maybe it’s a permanent condition: the Burkes family curse, rumpling.




  And then for no reason I think of the weekend just last summer when they met Madge for the first time. They were wearing terry-cloth bathrobes, drinking cocktails by the pool. I was doing laps

  when my father said, “There’s a golf game on the mini-TV. Come watch.” But I said, “No, thank you,” and dipped down underwater. Madge was sitting on the pool’s

  edge. I could see her thick ankles, blurred by chlorinated pool water, kicking back and forth. I hate these little memories. Why do certain ones pop back up?




  And now I feel a little wheeze inside of my chest cavity—the inching in of a cold, pneumonia, something tubercular? Can the heart wheeze? I remind myself, as I’m slowing down, that I

  also have great memories of Madge—like how we met. It was in this little coffee shop. I was waiting for a blind date, drawing pastries in the margins of my notebook. Madge walked past me then

  doubled back and stopped in front of me. She said, “Vaginas?” and pointed to my pastries.




  “No. They’re pastries.”




  “Really, Freud? So you’re telling me that this little bit here is like a cherry? Look again.”




  Some did have cherries—and they were all clearly vaginas.




  “Vaginas in the margins,” Madge said. “I guess that would be vaginalia.”




  “Nope, they’re pastries,” I said, trying to stick it out. “This is obviously pastrianalia.”




  “You’re Godfrey,” she said then.




  “If I’m Godfrey, then you’re Madge.” And that was that.




  She tilted her head and sighed at me as if seeing a current failure of some kind but one with promise. And, in that moment, my pencil mid-clitoris, I don’t know if I fell in love with her,

  but I know I wanted her to take me on. I wanted to fulfill that promise. I loved the tilt of her head and her sigh and the fact that she called me on my bullshit. I needed Madge and that was the

  start of love. I think that’s how it sometimes goes.




  Home now. In front of the fourth floor walk-up I’ve been sharing with Madge for nearly six months. I raise my arms over my head. Coach used to suggest this for cramps. I bend over, stick

  my head between my knees. I try to count slowly to twenty-five, but I keep losing my place around twelve. I look up, directly at our fourth-floor window, but I only see blinds, blips of light

  peeking through. Why isn’t Madge looking for me? Is anyone thinking about me right now? If not, do I exist just a little less?




  A woman walks by pushing a stroller. She’s staring at my hands as if looking for what I might be holding. Just bulky mittens with mitten clips that are more appropriate for a

  four-year-old in the 1950s! I want to tell her. I nod politely, look into the stroller. The baby is so packed in that I can barely make out a face squinched up in the puffy drawstring hood.

  All babies are just pudge until they’re not. It’s a disturbed little face, so red and puffed it could be choking, but then the face twists and begins to wail. I flinch. My heart

  stutters. This is just the kind of thing that happens to all men before they propose, I tell myself. But then, for a moment, I’m sure I’m dying. This is it, I know, squeezing

  my eyes shut.




  A second later, I’m not dead. Fifteen seconds later, still not dead. My heart still beats. My lips still inch open to let air in. The moment passes. Another moment passes.




  “Why are you standing out in the cold?” It’s Madge’s loud voice, which carries like a soccer coach. She’s overhead. Her hair is blowing around her beautiful face;

  her whole upper body is sticking out the window. Some women’s breasts can remind you of the singular term bosom but not Madge’s. She has great breasts, ample and buoyant, and

  independent of each other.




  I’ve been expecting her, wishing for her, but I didn’t realize how not ready I was for the reality of her. This is going to be my wife. Wife! It’s disorienting.




  I look away at the gargoyles perched on the corners. One is stuck in an indiscreet position—is he scratching his balls or protecting them? You can never be too sure. The sky is a gusty

  gray. It snowed earlier and might snow again.




  “Godfrey!” Madge yells again.




  I’m stuck on the idea of proposing outside. It strikes me that I might pick Madge up and spin her around—if she says yes—that I might actually yawp. I look up and down the

  street, shout back, “I’m not sure why I’m out here still! Are you ready?”




  “I’ll be down!” She sighs. It’s a gusty sigh, the kind you give a child, and slams the window shut. Standing there in my mittens, I shift my weight from one foot to the

  other, feeling tall and galumphing. I’m on the tall side; nice Little League coaches told my parents that one day I’d grow into my body and become suddenly coordinated. That never

  happened.




  I shouldn’t have worn the mittens. I should feel more manly right now.




  But here’s something I love about Madge: she’s quick to get angry but also quick to get over it. When she appears on the stoop in her red coat, she’s over being annoyed with

  me, and she looks fantastic. She’s wearing frosty lipstick, as if she’s just kissed a cake. Madge is good to me. She really is. She once made homemade matzo ball soup for me when I was

  sick and she’s not even Jewish. She looked it up online.




  I want to yell out, Madge! I! Love! You! I am happy. There’s so much blood in my head, I’m top heavy. She walks up and kisses me on the mouth. Right there, full mouth. Her

  lips are warm. Her lips are a heater, and when I hug her, perfume gusts up from her coat. This has been my problem since I’ve started growing hair where there never used to be hair: I love

  women. I should stand in the middle of a group of men sitting in chairs shaped in a circle: My name is Godfrey and I love women. I’m completely susceptible to them. It’s a

  difficult way to go through life, constantly falling in love. I don’t wear love very well. And, because of my weaknesses, I’m dangerous. I have to keep myself in check, always. Madge

  helps keep me in check mainly because she’s enough. Madge is so full of life, so vigorously alive, that I’m rapt every time she walks into a room—or out of a building to meet

  me.




  “Why were you lurking?” Madge asks jokingly. “You shouldn’t lurk. People will think you’re a serial killer. Are we going to the sushi place? It’s my turn, you

  know.”




  And that’s how quickly it changes. Taking turns. This is my future. Life doled out simply: Madge’s turn. Then: my turn. Everything in this moment seems suddenly permanent. Everything

  in this moment is permanent.




  Fact: I hate sushi. Rolls too big for your mouth, but you don’t dare cut them with a fork. I don’t trust raw fish. Normally I might say, “I only eat sushi that’s well

  done.” Or I might say, “I’m not feeling suicidal enough for sushi today.” But this would encourage Madge to give me a speech on living life to the fullest, and I’m

  never in the mood for that, much less now, on the brink of such emotional risk. My hands feel too hot for the mittens, and now I’m thinking of the wallets I’ve lost and the girlfriends

  I’ve lost, too—Tina Whooten, Liz Chase, the Ellis twins. I look up at the buildings around us, hundreds of windows. How many women are in there? How many could I fall in love with? How

  many would let me fall in love with them? Am I choosing the right one? Does it mean something to even be thinking this?




  “Why are you just standing there, Godfrey?” I stop and look at Madge. “Why are you looking at me like that?”




  Jesus, I’m just standing here, looking at her like that. To be honest, I’m not really sure what that is. “I’m sorry,” I say, glancing at my shoes. How is

  it possible that my shoes look rumpled? If I were holding an ironing board, that would probably look rumpled, too. “You know,” I tell Madge, “if we ever had kids,

  they’d have a fifty percent chance of rumpledness.” I look back at Madge.




  “Are you okay?” she asks. “You aren’t making a lot of sense. Are you drunk or something?”




  “I mean,” I say, “I’m sorry about not having a better job. I should have paid better attention in college, taken harder classes. You know, really hunkered down with

  something like premed.” Madge talked me out of being an elementary-school teacher, explaining how much money they make when they hit their salary ceiling.




  “Are you going to throw up? You look that same way you did on the subway that time.”




  “Just listen,” I say, trying not to raise my voice. “I’m not going to throw up.” Now that I say it, though, I’m not so sure. I feel shaky. I finally take off

  the mittens. They dangle on the strings. Slowly, I reach into my pocket. “Madge.” My chest tightens. I feel a fiery heat, a certain lightheadedness. “Look, I mean . . .” I

  manage to say. “Here.” I hand her the box.




  Madge opens the box and then shuts it. She’s smiling.




  “I was planning on picking you up and spinning you around.” I want to tell her, Sometimes I wish I could reverse time and start over, from the very beginning—my first

  wail. “I feel like passing out.” I sit on the stoop.




  “Godfrey,” she says, “listen.” She sits down next to me. “I think we should look into this. Go forward carefully.” She draws out the carefully, all

  three syllables. “You know?”




  “Is that a yes?”




  “It’s a yes, kind of. A slow, careful, looking-into-it yes.”




  “Okay.”




  Madge smiles and puts her arm around my shoulder like a fellow sailor. We are out at sea together, hunting our dinner: giant whales, kraken. Maybe we are in a submarine, sitting on tons and tons

  of nuclear warheads. Madge finally says, “I thought you’d say no. Funny, huh?”




  I am baffled. “Say no? To what exactly? I mean, I asked you.”




  “To looking into it first.”




  “Looking into what?”




  “Well, I don’t think we should use the same envisionist. It’s like sharing a therapist or something. I’ve heard a lot of good stuff about Dr. Plotnik and you should see

  Dr. Chin. I hear he’s very good at giving the total experience. I almost made appointments but decided I should at least wait until you asked first.”




  Madge hasn’t put on the ring. It’s still in the box. The box is pretty, but nothing should stay in the box. “You’re talking about envisionists?”

  There’s a billboard on the beltway: DR. CHIN’S ENVISIONING SERVICES. NOW OFFERING: THE FUTURE—FOR CURIOUS PEOPLE. At the bottom it says, “It’s easier to choose the future, when you’ve seen the options.” And that actor who does all that sci-fi stuff has

  started doing commercials for some conglomerate that offers discount rates. “No. No way.”




  “What? You just said yes!”




  “I didn’t know you meant going to envisionists!”




  “It’s actual science. You know that, right?” And then Madge napalms me with data. She’s got an incredible ability to memorize stuff. There’s nothing I can do but

  sit back and take it. “Each human being has vast untapped mental abilities. Our eyes take in some twelve million pieces of information every second while in that same second, our ears are

  processing one million pieces of information, touch is bringing in five hundred thousand data points per second, smell is only bringing in seventy bits of information and taste is only registering

  about fifteen info bits per second, but look, Godfrey, do you know how many pieces of sensory information that is per second?”




  “You know I don’t know,” I say. Does she think I’ve been running a mental calculator? Are we still even talking about marriage?




  “That’s approximately thirteen million five hundred thousand eighty-five pieces of sensory information per second. And those are just the senses alone. There’s also all the

  deep tissue of long-term memory and the chemical processing of short-term data and the processing of intangible information as each of these senses is synthesized to produce thought, action,

  reaction.”




  “That’s a lot of knowledge.” If I agree with her, maybe I can reroute the conversation back to marriage more quickly.




  “And then that Scandinavian researcher figured out that if we could process information without the interference of the subconscious’s absurdism and emotion—vengefulness,

  greed, hope, faith, hatred, and most of all love, which blurs everything we perceive”—she seems really annoyed by the blurriness caused by love—“and add

  that to what we know from the past, we could predict our own future outcomes, in minute detail.”




  “Uh-huh,” I say, feeling a little like crying.




  “We know,” she says. “Our brains know so much more than we ever let them!”




  “I get it.” I barely get it.




  “The drug cocktail that Percel created puts the patient into a short kind of awake-REM state, cuts out the white noise of emotions, and allows the person to predict a specific potential

  future. And then, this is the best part, Godfrey. Are you listening?”




  “Yes,” I say, a little defensively.




  “This guy named Bacon figured out how to digitize that dreamlike state—capturing the synapses—for viewing. See how perfect it is? It’s a real tool, but it doesn’t

  come from out there, Godfrey.” She straightens her arms and waves her hands at the world. “It comes from in here.” She taps her forehead and then my forehead. “Each of us is

  brilliant, Godfrey. See? So don’t sell yourself short.”




  “I’m not selling myself short! I asked you to marry me. Remember?”




  “Look. This is my one request. Envisionists. It’s the only smart thing to do.”




  “If people can really tell the future, why do they muck around with people’s relationships? Call the next Super Bowl! Put a fix on the stock market!”




  “Godfrey, envisioning is overseen by the FCC. Do you really think that they’d let people broadcast futures that would infringe on commerce? There are tons of regulations.”




  “Really. The FCC.” I didn’t know this.




  “They only have the matchmaking software at this point, but they’re working on the regulatory issues around other futures, like career paths. They worry it might have unforeseen

  ramifications on the economy if everyone suddenly decides to ditch med school and go into investment banking for the cushy lifestyle.”




  “Right. Investment banking. I probably should have considered that more closely. And we need doctors, too. I mean, who will outfit the investment bankers with pacemakers when their tickers

  start to fail.”




  “Don’t be caustic.”




  “I’m not being caustic! Doctors are important! Pacemakers save lives!”




  “Well, it really worked out great for Bart and Amy! You can’t deny that. They both saw fantastic futures. Incredible. I mean, I don’t know how they come up with all that money.

  I told my parents and my father was like, wow, you should invite them to the cabin.” Madge’s parents own a ski-in, ski-out cabin in Colorado I’ve yet to be invited to.




  “Like I want to hear about Bart and Amy right now.” I’ve already heard all of this from Bart. Their future entails tennis whites and healthy grandchildren, plus a thick head of

  white hair for Bart. Before I met Madge, Bart met Amy and now my Bart is gone. I love Bart and I always will, but sometimes I worry he’s turned into a gossip who sometimes wears various kinds

  of facial hair—with irony. I shake my head. “I proposed to you. Doesn’t that mean something?”




  “Don’t get all heated up,” Madge says.




  “Don’t get all heated up?” I squeeze my head with both hands. “I asked you to marry me, and you want to look into it first? Look into it first?” Everything’s

  sinking in.




  “You’re the one with a father who isn’t your biological father because your biological father was a married man at the time he and your mom—”




  “I don’t want to drag Mart Thigpen into this.” This is no secret. At age eleven, my mother sat me down and told me that my real father was not Aldo Burkes, the father I’d

  known all my life, but this other man named Mart Thigpen. A married man. A married man who was a connoisseur of thighs, who had sex with many women, including my mother, but always went back to his

  wife, which meant he left my mother high and dry! “High and dry, Godfrey!” she said, and I imagined her on a hill in the desert in a boat. She warned me that I was doomed to become a

  man like Mart Thigpen—a man I’ve never met. I’m his son, his animal son, and that I had to fight against it.




  My mother now rescues bunnies that people drop off at animal shelters. She has a yard full of hutches hand built by the Amish. Her saving once-loved pet bunnies that have been abandoned is an

  obvious metaphor for Gloria Burkes saving Gloria Burkeses.




  “You bring up your dark fear of your animal nature all the time!” Madge says.




  This is true, if overstated a little. I do have this fear that I might become an alcoholic who might even do cocaine in a public restroom, which is one small detail that my mother told me about

  Mart Thigpen. Lord God, how many years did I have a fear of public restrooms because of my weak predilection for cocaine? How many months did I spend as a sophomore in high school, practicing

  rolling single dollar bills my mom gave me for morning milk into sniffable straws because I figured I should prepare for the inevitable! “Is that why you’re afraid to say yes? Because

  you’re afraid of what I might become?”




  Madge smiles. “Oh, Godfrey. How many times do I have to tell you that I’m not afraid that you’re going to turn into a wildly lustful seducer of women? You’re no animal.

  You’re no Mart Thigpen.”




  “Thanks,” I say. I know Madge is mocking me, but truth is, I can trust Madge’s opinion which is important because I can’t trust my own—half Thigpen that I am.

  “This is about you and me. Marriage is a leap of faith. Don’t you believe in leaps of faith?” I ask.




  Madge shakes her head. “I love you. You know that.”




  “And I love you, too, Madge.” Here are more things I love about Madge: the way she talks with her hands as if carving air and laughs so hard she snorts and believes in helping others

  hence her job at the downtown clinic and how she knows all the lyrics to the Kinks and talked me out of a bad tattoo.




  “We love each other,” she says. “We can survive taking our time.”




  “You’re not going to put the ring on, are you? This is conditional. That’s what you’re saying. I do it your way or it doesn’t happen.” I swing my arms around

  angrily and the mittens come flapping after them. I try to pull the mittens off, but the clips seem permanently clenched. I use the voice I usually reserve for customer service personnel.

  It’s the only way I can stop myself from further losing it. “If you aren’t going to put the ring on, you should give it back. That’s customary, isn’t it?”




  She tightens her grip on the box and refuses to look at me. She looks at everything but me.




  “Do you know how ridiculous we look right now?” I am saying this, but my mouth is barely moving.




  She doesn’t answer, doesn’t move.




  “What? Do you want me to wrestle that box from you?” I’m trying to joke now, but it’s not going over.




  Madge is breathing hard. The steam is rising from her mouth into the cold air. It is her pre-cry panting. I am softening or melting or both. Don’t cry. Don’t cry. Once when

  Madge’s parents were in town, they pulled me aside and her mother said, “Madge has had a very affirmed childhood. We want her to spend her life with someone who truly appreciates

  everything about her. Everything.”




  “Everything?” I said.




  Her father then said, “Madge’s affirmed childhood was her mother’s idea. It makes her a force of nature. All that affirmation and no real failure for her to apply it to? Well,

  it’s all bottled up. It’s a force field, Godfrey. Good luck.”




  I don’t want to give in. I stiffen up and try to sound definitive. If I had a necktie on, I’d straighten the shit out of it. “I’m not going to look into our future,

  Madge. I’m not. It goes against everything I believe in.”




  She looks up at me. “You have a belief system?”




  I nod weakly. “I think I do.” I look around the street, the row of trees buckling the sidewalk. “I’m pretty sure I do.”




  





  

    

      Evelyn




      SAVING GATSBY


    


  




  My boss, Mr. Gupta, walks over to me behind the desk in Youth Services. He’s typically bookish. His shoulders slope toward a doughy center. The fuzz of his sweaters seems to have molded to

  his body. And of course he’s wearing bifocals. He was raised in India and therefore has no tolerance for whining of any kind—even the completely valid inner-city Baltimore variety. Much

  less if you try to tell Gupta that you don’t want people eating out of the take-out box you put in the communal fridge for lunch on the grounds that it’s unsanitary to co-eat from

  take-out boxes, he’ll say, “Oh, please. Afraid of a few germs? In India people just die on the streets. You step over bodies. It’s just how it is!”




  But today he doesn’t have his normal bravado. “Evelyn Shriner,” he says, as he often refers to me by my full name. “The woman in the bathroom on the third floor is dying

  her hair in the sink.” Fadra is a homeless woman who’s been living in the library—for all intents and purposes—for a couple of years. She has the strange habit of bringing

  up the fine art of taxidermy at certain moments when she feels attacked and with a glint in her eye that makes me feel like a muskrat about to be stuffed and boxed in a small display case. “I

  just feel like dying your hair is really bold,” Gupta says. “A new level of bold. I need you to go talk to her.” Gupta shrugs apologetically and then makes a shooing

  motion with his hands, flipping them forward on the hinges of his wrists.




  “Mr. Gupta,” I say politely. “Wouldn’t that be Cherelle’s area?” The library is a carefully organized landscape of territories drawn by a group of carefully

  organized human beings. I reside in Youth Services. (I should note that I’m the whitey minority in this library, which means I sometimes don’t get the jokes.) It’s as if the third

  floor is an arctic region clearly out of my domain. Plus, I’d like to pawn this off on Cherelle because I’m scared of Fadra. This is why Gupta himself isn’t going in after

  her.




  Gupta shakes his head vehemently. “There was the incident,” Gupta says, pushing up his glasses, “as you well know. And Cherelle has become a little nervous, you know.

  I’ll never understand it, but she can no longer confront others. Personally, it strikes me as an American privilege to suddenly claim your nerves are shaken. Still, I have to be

  sensitive or they will send me back for another training session. I deplore sensitivity training sessions, Evelyn Shriner. They make me completely insensitive!”




  A few weeks ago, Cherelle, who grew up in this area of Baltimore—which isn’t the safest part of town—is very tough and officious woman, but she accidentally aided and abetted a

  criminal who’d just held up a liquor store and was looking for the best way to catch a bus to Philly. Cherelle was exceedingly thorough, the man was truly grateful, and she’d felt good

  about the whole thing until the cops showed up.




  I look around at my little protected area of the library—my nest of Youth Services. I point to the group of teenagers, a brilliant group of kids, all in all—the oddballs that gather,

  as I once did and then stayed on . . . “I can’t leave now. We’re about to start the book club meeting,” I say. This is actually a ways off. “Right, Keisha? You need me

  to be here, correct?”




  Keisha says, “If it weren’t for you, I’d be doing meth in an IHOP bathroom. Of course we need you here.”




  I wasn’t expecting this. I feel all warm in my heart. “Really?” I say.




  “No, of course not,” Keisha says. “That shit short-circuits the pleasure part of your brain, but it’s the thought that counts, right?”




  I turn to Gupta. “It is the thought that counts. Clearly.” I lower my voice. “And she probably read about the bad effects of meth here in the Youth Services area of

  the library.”




  “This is a beautiful moment,” Gupta says, just lightly laced with sarcasm. “I’m choked up.”




  “Can’t Chuck go?” Chuck is our deputy sheriff, a sweet man with an overly large head. He has to special order his cop caps. His young offspring are similarly large-headed.




  “He and I would both go, but it is the women’s room,” Gupta says. “Look, I will stand here while your book club starts to talk about the book and you won’t

  be gone long.”




  “Okay, okay,” I say, feeling screwed over by my own gender.




  Gupta smiles, chin to chest. “May the force be with you, Evelyn Shriner.”




  I head to the elevators, wringing my hands. This wasn’t what I thought my job would entail when I first went into library studies, but I love my job. I truly do.




  Libraries are my homeland. So, yes, I tried to make Adrian’s family my own—one popover at a time—and his family wasn’t the first, but I also chose a career that would

  land me in a place I could call home. When you grow up in the deadened air of loss, you get used to quiet, but you never get used to the loneliness of living with parents who are despairing. As a

  kid, I went to the library because, in books, there were people really living lives, and unlike my parents, they talked to me about important things. My own house was austere, hushed, and

  dusty like a library, but once you understand that each book on the shelf has a heartbeat, then you’ll want to stay. I don’t tend dead things—paper, ink, glue bindings. I tend

  books the way someone in an aviary tends birds.




  Bookstores, on the other hand, can make me nervous. All those books and I can’t possibly buy them all and tend to them properly, love them enough, give them the eyes they deserve. But,

  here, at the library, the patrons take the books out as a kind of foster care program—into the world and back again.




  If they don’t come back? Well, some books are meant to live in the wilds. There’s not much you can do about that.




  But nowadays libraries are in many ways the last public space. Robert Frost defined home as “the place where, when you have to go there, / They have to take you in.” Ditto public

  libraries. Our doors are open—to everyone. In the summer, kids are dropped off here to spend the entire day. Some really little ones manage a city bus route. They don’t have anywhere

  else to go. It’s sometimes overwhelmingly sad, and yet they’re here. They aren’t on the streets.




  Just this morning, I got to help an old woman trying to find a book that she’d read in her childhood. She didn’t remember the title or the author, but knew it was about a panda. When

  I showed her the cover on my screen, she said, “Yes, yes, that’s it! My father read it to me once and cried at the end. It was the only time I’d ever seen him cry.” Books

  can break a man open, even ones about a panda, maybe especially so.




  I love the smell of books, the dust motes spiraling in sun. I love shelves and order. I love the carts and metal stools on wheels. I love the quiet carrels and the study rooms. I love the

  strobing of copy machines, the video and audio bins. I love the Saturday morning read-alouds for kids and how they try to hush when they come in; all these books can still demand a bit of awe. I

  love the teen reading groups, clutching books to their chests, little shields protecting them from the world’s assaults—those are my people. I even love the homeless shuffling

  in—it’s warm here with running water, safe—and the couples who make out in the stacks. I don’t blame them: books are sexy after all.




  If Chin’s office did, in fact, bring in career envisioning, I wouldn’t need it. I’m happy here. One day, I could have Gupta’s job, overseeing the place—like head

  zookeeper of all the bookish heartbeats.




  As the elevator sends me up, I imagine Fadra as an auntie of mine—the eccentric kind that my family doesn’t possess.




  I pause in front of the women’s room door on the third floor. I hear the hand blower going and Fadra singing what sounds like Janis Joplin. Was Fadra a hippy at some point? I steel myself,

  brush back my bangs, and walk in.




  Fadra is in the final stage of the process, her bright red hair flipped upside down under the hand blower, which she must have pushed on many, many times because the entire bathroom is warm. She

  doesn’t hear me walk in. Her hair dye box and latex gloves are in one of the sinks, its basin tinged a pinkish red.




  “Fadra!” I call out.




  Her head snaps around and then she flips it over. It’s impossible to tell how old she is. Her face looks old and her teeth make her look ancient. Her new brash hair color makes her face,

  by contrast, look older still. But her body moves quickly, like her bones are young.




  “What?” she says innocently.




  “You can’t dye your hair in here.”




  “That’s not written down anywhere.”




  “I think that’s because no one ever thought that someone would dye their hair in here.”




  “People dye their hair at the bus station bathroom.”




  “This isn’t the bus station bathroom.”




  “Well, I can do it!” Fadra says. “I already did it.”




  “I’m not saying you don’t have the ability to dye your hair in here. Obviously, you’ve proven you can. I’m saying you’re not allowed—in the future,

  okay?”




  “I don’t like it when you talk to me like this.” She curls her hands in and looks at her fingernails and I know what’s coming.




  “Don’t,” I say. “Don’t go to your dark place.”




  “I used to have bone-cutter forceps and ear openers and gooseneck hide stretchers and—”




  “I’m serious, Fadra! I do not want to hear about your previous life in the world of taxidermy!”




  “I once created a little scene of Canadian squirrels having sex in a little handmade canopy bed,” she says, which strikes me as oddly tender for Fadra, borderline sentimental.

  “Taxidermy is Greek for arrangement of skin.”
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