








 

Junie Knows What She is Doing.




When he opens the door she will step up and kiss him. When they go inside, she will tell him she wants him. She will say it with a sultry, sexy voice because he bothered to call her and she said yes.

She will do it. This is what she wants. Has been for weeks. She’s been fooling herself to think that she and Leon will make it as a couple. If Leon had called her last night, maybe her choice would have been different today. But then again, it might not. This is not about Leon. This is about her. A crow caws from its highest branches. Julie squints up into the tree to find the ominous bird portending her imminent fall from grace. Shut up, Junie thinks to the bird.

I know what I’m doing.
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“Eliot’s Banana is a sexy, witty romp, a wildly quirky tale about growing up young, an exuberant coming of age story with a sad sting, a brilliantly inventive romantic comedy with heart. Its unforgettable heroine is that rare thing in a first novel—a completely round character, a flawed, hopeful, good-hearted, bawdy, funny, totally enchanting human. Heather Swain is a born storyteller.”

—Douglas Glover, author of Bad News of the Heart




“Eliot’s Banana drew me in from the first page. Swain is a real talent who is so in touch with the whimsical Junie that even the smallest gesture overflows with humor and meaning. A delightful read that is as outrageous as it is touching.”

—Angie Day, author of The Way to Somewhere
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Chapter

One




When Eliot offers Junie a banana, she pauses in the entryway to his kitchen. He squeezes past her through the doorway, lightly touching her shoulder as he goes. He is only a few inches taller than she is, but he is sturdy. Broad chest, thick arms, strong legs. Junie wants to wrap her fingers around his biceps, which she imagines are solid but just a little soft.

The downward-sloping linoleum floor now separates her from where he stands by the cabinets. Coated in a slick patina of splattered grease over chipped and faded turquoise paint, the cabinets nearly gleam in the diluted evening sun. The countertops are slightly buckled. The color and texture of sand. A gently rolling dune. The walls have slipped from an optimistic yellow to a jaundiced beige. Junie imagines the former tenant in these rent-controlled Brooklyn digs. An eager newlywed bride, perhaps, twenty-five years ago painting her happy beach-inspired kitchen that is now so tired and spent it makes Junie yawn.

She covers her mouth to hide the yawn then adjusts her blue vintage cat-eye glasses. Her hands are restless for something to touch. She smooths her bright-red Louise Brooks haircut as Alfie, Eliot’s tabby cat, tiptoes across the sloping floor. He stops to rub the side of his mouth against Junie’s black-and-white saddle shoe.

Eliot grabs two conjoined bananas from the top of the refrigerator. She can picture him in twenty years, nearly seventy, when the few gray strands that meander through his hair have taken over and he shuffles around this same apartment, his burly muscle gone to fat. She’ll be forty-five then. Leon close to fifty. She wonders if she and Leon will still be together.

“I’m not going to eat them,” Eliot says. His brown eyes scan the bananas from behind wire-rimmed glasses. He cradles the fruit, then pulls it close to his face. The bananas are holding hands. Young and perfectly yellow from the tip to the top. Then green on the stem with no brown spots. He turns them over carefully as if they were delicate and rare and should be explored for hidden meaning. This is the look he gives Junie each time he sees her. The one that makes her want to peel off her clothes and stand before him shivering.

Alfie butters up to Junie’s pant leg and mewls softly. She bends down to massage his tiny kitty shoulder blades and scratch under his chin. The cat watches her intently, blinking periwinkle eyes. (Jacob’s favorite crayon color. All his skies were periwinkle.) Junie and Eliot met because of Alfie. Nearly three weeks ago, a few days before she moved in with Leon, she waited in the vet’s office with her roommate Katie, who had gotten a kitten to keep herself company once Junie moved out. While Katie was in with the doctor, Junie noticed Alfie’s piercing stare from across the room. The cat’s handsome, disheveled owner gazed out the window.

Junie walked over to get a better look at both of them. “What a pretty kitty,” she said and reached to pet the cat.

Alfie tilted his head toward her hand and sniffed, then licked her fingers. His tongue was smooth, not like the emery-board texture of most cat tongues. The feeling, as if a baby had licked her, lingered on her fingertips.

Eliot studied her. He didn’t look away when it would have been polite. She pulled nervously at a string hanging off her sleeve and wondered what to do with her face. Smile? Wink? Furrow her brow? Run her tongue over her teeth like the Pearl Drops girl?

“He must like you,” Eliot said, his voice a little ragged beneath mellifluous tones. A radio announcer who smoked too many cigarettes. “He’s usually very surly.”

“What’s his name?” Junie asked and patted the cat’s head again.

“Alfie.”

“Like the song? ‘What’s it all about, Alfie?’” she sang.

Eliot frowned. “Absolutely not.” Junie pulled at the string, until she had a tiny ball of red thread in her fingers. “Alfie was the computer on Barbarella’s spaceship.” Eliot stroked Alfie’s back and continued to stare at Junie. “You do know who Barbarella is?”

“Sure,” Junie said when really she had only a vague notion of Jane Fonda straddling a missile, then thought that was something else entirely.

After the vet’s, Junie ran into Eliot everywhere in the neighborhood. At the bakery on Seventh Avenue where pierced and tattooed teenagers sell seven kinds of sourdough bread. Getting coffee at Ozzie’s on a chilly morning. Buying the Sunday Times at the Korean deli with the beautiful flowers. During each of those chance encounters she asked about Alfie.

“Why don’t you come over to see him,” Eliot proposed on a day when Leon was playing a gig in Philly. Junie, flustered and flattered by his attention, agreed.

She looks up at Eliot now. Uses glimpses of him to memorize tiny parts, like constructing a drawing one quadrant at a time. His hair is wild. Full of unruly curls. Dark-brown spirals that grow up and out, never down. Laugh lines like rays of sun reach out from the corners of his eyes.

“The bananas will turn black, you know.” He says this like he is mourning the loss of the bananas’ innocence. “You can’t refrigerate bananas.”

“Just like you can’t teach an old dog or lead a horse or make a silk purse?” Junie asks.

A perfect comma sprouts in his left cheek as he grins at her stupid joke. “Come here,” he says and waves her over with the fruit. “I’ll show you what to do for Alfie.”

Junie has agreed to take care of the cat while Eliot goes out of town to interview some actress for an article he is writing. They stand side by side in front of the open refrigerator. It is empty except for a jar of sweet pickles, two Chinese take-out cartons, three beers, and several boxes of insulin. Her mother kept Jacob’s medicine in the fridge. All of the concoctions meant to save his life became mundane next to the milk and orange juice. “How’s it taste?” Junie used to ask him after their mother spooned some liquid into his mouth. “Purple,” he would say.

Eliot inserts the tiny syringe into a vial. Junie watches him closely. “The key,” he says, “is to get Alfie eating so he doesn’t really notice you.” He reaches into an overhead cabinet. “The secret weapon.” He holds up a tin of Fancy Feast salmon dinner.

“Perfect, darling. He’ll have Salmon Chanted evening,” Junie quips. Eliot grins the comma again. Their shoulders nearly touch.

“And don’t use the electric can opener,” he tells her. “It makes him nuts.” He dumps the soft food into Alfie’s ceramic dish. “Kitty, kitty,” he calls.

Alfie darts across the room and winds between Junie’s legs before settling in front of the food. Eliot squats down beside him. “I usually pet him a little so he knows I’m here. Then you just pinch the scruff of his neck like this.” He holds a fold of Alfie’s skin between his left forefinger and thumb. “You try,” he says. Junie grasps Alfie’s neck gently. “That’s right. Hold it while I put the needle in. You have to get it just under the skin. He’ll let you know if you go too deep.” He slides the needle in expertly. “Hold it so you can feel the right way.” Junie takes the syringe in her right hand. “Now push the plunger quickly.” She does. Alfie doesn’t twitch. “And pull it out.” Eliot watches. She likes his eyes on her. Wants to take his glasses off and gently kiss his eyelids. “Perfect,” he says.

They stand and she trades him the syringe for his keys. While he throws away the trash, Junie drifts into the living room jumbled with old typewriters and dusty books. The first time she came over she stood in front of the shelves filled with science fiction novels. Eliot told her he had written a successful book in the seventies called Liberty Voyage about an impotent astronaut stranded on an all-female planet. She confessed she’d never read any sci-fi. He lent her Fahrenheit 451 and The Left Hand of Darkness, just to get her started.

She rented Barbarella and found a used copy of Liberty Voyage at the Strand. The back cover hailed Eliot as the Aldous Huxley of the New Wave for his combination of wry social commentary and titillating plot. While Leon played in smoky bars, Junie devoured Eliot’s novel, turning down brittle corners to mark the most erotic parts. What fun to know the author! She and Eliot were on the planet. He was inventing sexual devices for her pleasure. She laid the book across her belly and snuggled down into the warm and twisted sheets with his words pressed against her tingling skin. She dozed with libidinous thoughts of Eliot and herself. Then woke suddenly, afraid Leon would return to find salacious passages tattooed across her midriff.

Now, she can’t wait to stop by while Eliot is gone, dope up the cat, and explore his apartment. She wants to pick up the framed photographs to see who is important to him. Rummage through closed desk drawers to find secrets among broken pencils and old receipts. Smell his towels. Curl up on his bed. Maybe even try on his shoes.

She looks back at Eliot, who waits in the kitchen doorway with the bananas. A tiny stitch of guilt crosses her brow. Such scheming can’t be right, she thinks, then tries to seem engaged in the conversation about fruit.

“Won’t you eat them later?” she asks. “Before you get on the plane? You could take them with you.”

“Bananas don’t travel,” Eliot tells her. He holds each one in his fingertips, gently pulls them apart and breaks the stem with a swift crack. “Anyway, I can’t eat both of them. Here, you take one.”

He lays the fat part onto Junie’s outstretched palm. She wraps her fingers around it and considers the ingenious curve, then wonders if accepting phallic fruit from a man other than Leon would be considered cheating.

“They’re still a little green. I don’t think you can eat it yet,” Eliot says.

“That’s too bad. I’m hungry.”

He opens the nearest cabinet. Saltines peek out. Packets of ramen noodles. Instant oatmeal. Kraft Macaroni and Cheese. Jim, Jack and Johnny stand at odd angles among the other half-empty bottles of hard liquor.

“You don’t have to feed me,” Junie says and turns to leave because if she really came over just to get the key and not to let her imagination flounder through illicit touches and pilfered kisses, she would be going now.

Eliot follows her to the door. “You sure you want to leave?” He asks her this each time she goes. “You could stay. Let me show you my stamp collection.” He wiggles his eyebrows and grins.

Junie smiles over her shoulder. “You don’t have any stamps.”

“Philately,” he says.

“Is that some kind of proposition?” she asks, playing the innocent to his randy older man.

He rubs his hands together and nods. He has been tossing out these puerile hints since the first time she came over. She knows they are half-facetious. Designed to make her stammer and squirm. The first time he did it she audibly gasped, then blurted, “But, I have a boyfriend.” He belly-laughed and Junie felt caught. The dumb rabbit that went for the carrot underneath the deadfall trap. She thought she’d cry and berated herself for not being a stronger woman. One who could dish it back or at least be offended and stomp out the door. And then what? Never return. No, thank you. Flirting with him was fun.

“So how about it, toots. Is today going to be the day?”

Junie knows if she says okay, the fun will quickly end. “You are forgetting about my boyfriend,” she says demurely.

Eliot rolls his eyes. “I wish you would.” He reaches for the doorknob.

Junie leans into him so that his fingers graze her arm, sparking tiny brushfires against her skin. She wonders if there is combustion of atoms when they touch. Her protons smashing against his neutrons, creating radioactive isotopes that glow in the dark for hours after they part. Or if all this flirting is really just for kicks.

Eliot pulls the door open and holds it for her. As she steps by, she can smell him—soap and shaving cream. She leans against the jamb, facing him and he smiles, showing his teeth and the rays of sun around his eyes. The anticipation of an embrace tremors in Junie’s joints. Ball and socket. She imagines wrapping her arms around him. Dovetail. At least a friendly hug goodbye. Tongue-in-groove. But she knows her fingers. They are persistent. They would wind themselves into his hair. They would find the back of his neck. They would creep over his shoulders and pull him too close.

She thinks of Leon. Tall and lanky. Cleanly shaven head and a red-gold goatee. A little silver hoop dangling off the top ridge of his left ear. She fell in love with him a year ago when she saw him play the drums at a Mr. Whipple gig. She imagines him at home now, whisking up salad dressing with fresh herbs, marinating portobello mushrooms, waiting for her.

“Junie,” Eliot says.

She stands on the threshold. Toes in the apartment, heels in the hall. It would be so easy to turn forty-five degrees, step into Eliot’s arms, and send her life on a different trajectory. “What?”

He stops and looks away. Runs his fingers through all that hair.

She holds Eliot’s banana against her sternum with both hands. “What?” she asks, a little smile playing at the corners of her mouth.

“Well,” he says. “I’ll miss you.” He shrugs as if it were no big deal.

Junie’s mouth blooms into a smile but she is uncertain. Is he serious? Should she step forward and pull him into a kiss, or run away before she gets herself into trouble, or stay cool and not react? Nothing seems appropriate but she has to do something so she tugs on the stem of the banana. The seams rip open to expose pale-yellow flesh. The smell is soft but momentarily overpowers the musty odor of the dank hall.

“Did you know that bananas break into three pieces if you squeeze them right?” she asks. It’s a trick she and Jacob discovered. She pulls off the top third of the banana and rolls it gently between her thumb and forefinger. It loosens vertically into three long, thin triangular sections. That’s how she and Jacob always ate their bananas. She hands one piece to Eliot. He puts it in his mouth. She does the same. It is dry and acrid on her tongue.

“Eww, gross,” she says and steps backward out of the door. “You were right.”

Alfie sits beside Eliot’s foot. A long purr, or maybe a low growl, rumbles in the cat’s throat. Eliot spits the chewed-up banana pulp into his palm. “See you in a few days,” he says and slowly shuts the door.

Junie stands on the other side with the rusty bicycles and the granny shopping carts leaning crookedly against the slanting banister. She considers knocking again but hesitates. Obviously, she can’t go back in. Eliot probably has the same flirtation going with lots of women. She is nothing special. In fact, she keeps waiting for this little game to wear thin. To see him not as an attractive accomplished artist who finds some spark in her. But as a sad-sack has-been, flirting shamelessly with someone half his age. She wonders when the whole thing will seem trite and terribly embarrassing. That day has yet to come.

For now, though, she decides to go. Leon is waiting. And there will be more of Eliot’s attention later. She descends the creaking stairs with the half-peeled banana in one fist and the uneaten third mushy in the other. On the sidewalk, Junie looks for a place to toss the incriminating fruit. There is none but she doesn’t want to throw it on the ground. Visions of silent movie banana-peel gags float through her mind. Old ladies with small dogs. Fat men. Women in high heels. They endlessly slip and fall with their feet above their heads. She doesn’t want her indiscretion to cause such hazard. So, she carefully nestles the uneaten part into the open banana, then wraps the peel across its fleshy top. She pockets it in her cucumber-colored coat and walks toward home, banana on her breath.









Chapter

Two




Junie detours through Prospect Park because she is not ready to go home yet. She needs this time to decompress. Empty her mind of Eliot like a deep-sea diver who must reemerge slowly to avoid nitrogen bubbles in her blood. She is relieved to be alone under the perfectly blue sky holding the last rays of sun before dusk. Before she goes home. Home? The word is deceiving. It’s Leon’s place with her stuff scattered around.

She cuts through the meadow. In front of her, forsythia bushes toss up majestic spires of yellow blossoms while every tree carries tiny buds like delicate gifts on the ends of long branches. She passes Rastafarian kite fliers in their Jiffy Pop hats. She counts the kites by twos, then threes. There are twelve. Dipping, diving. Tails wiggle-waggling. Buzzing from wind resistance like mighty, angry wasps.

She passes dogs and people romping happily across the green-grass hills. Past waify tiptoeing Chihuahua walkers. Barrel-chested pug paraders. Leon hates pugs. “They give me the willies,” he always says with a shiver. Claims their eyes can pop out if they play too rough with the big dogs. Wants to invent pug goggles. “That way,” he says, “you could just pick up the dog and shake it until the eyeball goes back into the socket.”

With her hands deep in her coat pockets, Junie fingers soft and dissolving tissues left over from some past cold. She finds little football-shaped chocolate eggs wrapped in pink shiny foil and a pack of Starburst among the tissue shreds and half-eaten banana. She decides on an egg, pulls off the crumbling wrapper, and pops the candy into her mouth. It melts on her tongue and has a slight paraffin taste.

The path divides and she goes left. This takes her down the slope, away from home, through a copse of trees and by the duck pond where a blue heron stands like a hunchbacked old man watching the world. She thinks of Florida, of elderly men in plaid pants and wonders if other birds find the heron grouchy or his color tacky. She can imagine him complaining to the mallards in their golf shirts.

“What a world this has become,” the heron would say. “The air’s bad and I can’t get a decent fish anywhere.”

“And the people these days,” the mallard might comment. “Look at that one there. What color is her hair? That red is not a real color. Used to be only harlots dyed their hair.”

Junie laughs to herself. Where would a duck learn the word harlot? She sucks on a strawberry-flavored Starburst and imagines the birds’ conversation if they knew she wanted to cheat on her boyfriend with an older man.

“An affair! How scandalous,” the ducks might whisper to the crows in the trees. But the crows are mischievous. They love sinfulness. They would cackle with delight.

Junie stands in front of the pond and silently implores the birds, Why now? Why couldn’t she have met Eliot a year ago? Or a month ago before Leon asked her to move in with him, which had seemed like such a good idea at the time. She’d lived with Katie since their senior year at Ohio State and they had moved to New York together. She loved Katie but she was ready for a change. So when Leon asked, she was thrilled. Mundane tasks seemed imbued with romance then. Coming home to find him drinking a beer in his underwear and socks was wildly sexy. Buying peanut butter and milk at the deli might as well have been picking up a pound of oysters and a bottle of cold Chablis. Doing laundry together was practically orgasmic.

Now, she has the sneaking suspicion that something else had thrilled her. The promise of getting it right. Finally proving that she is not a flaky, goofy, bumbling mess who couldn’t get into a good college or hold a real job or keep a boyfriend more than a few weeks. But someone who, at twenty-five, could conduct a relationship. A committed coupling. With hints of a future. The implication was that someday, maybe, if they chose, she and Leon might even find themselves married. With children and pets. There was the possibility of settling in nicely. Comfortably into a smooth groove. Junie might even get fat. And Leon, well, Leon was already bald.

She wonders now how she could have been so rash. The decision to move in with him was huge. The consequences immense. She should have meditated on it for weeks. Checked in with astrologers and soothsayers. Flipped a damn I Ching. At least paused before she nodded so eagerly and said yes. The vastness of being together indefinitely spreads out like an expanse of water. She can’t see the other side. It is still and serene. What lurks down below? How could she have committed to something so vague and potentially rife with terrible outcomes? They may hate each other in six weeks. They may be bored in three months. Leon may have all sorts of horrible hidden habits. Worse, he might discover her most annoying traits. He just may figure out that her quirky front is a thin veneer covering a person who is unloved and unlovable.

The whole thing is especially awful because Leon is the first person she has really been in love with. There have been obligatory boyfriends in the past. Her first love in high school—a guy named Ronny who dressed like Robert Smith from the Cure. And she had sex with three guys in college. Even claimed to love one, a Japanese ceramics professor named Hiroshi. Looking back, though, it’s clear that relationship was fueled by the excitement of screwing the sensei in his pottery studio while he grunted and groaned in his clipped and violent language. When he went back to Japan, she wasn’t heartbroken. Just lonely and horny.

She fell in love with Leon, though. Toppled really. Caught off-balance and capsized into the relationship by the relentless itch to press her fingers against his skin, the greedy need to vacuum every thought out of his mind, and the luxurious comfort of his arms wrapped around her at night. Those feelings had gotten deeper and stronger over the past year and lulled Junie into thinking that maybe, after a quarter of a century on this earth, after seventeen years as the only daughter (however misdirected and disappointing), after eight years of making mistakes on her own, she could do something right for once. That this time, her parents might think, Wow, Junie has really gotten her life together! Instead of looking at her as if she were the consolation prize for having lost their son.

She’s even thrown around the phrase soul mate. As if on some cosmic level, she and Leon belong together, and aren’t merely two people who bumped into each other at a thrift store one day. But aren’t soul mates supposed to endlessly bask in one another’s presence? Finish each other’s sentences? Know from just looks what the other wants and needs? Forgive each other of any indiscretion? Never tire of their love? And mourn for eternity if one is lost? That sounds more like what she had with Jacob when he was seven and she was eight.

And now, suddenly, when she stands toe to toe with Eliot, she begins to lean forward, tilt her head to the right and close her eyes. She imagines a first kiss. How his lips, loose as liver but oddly alluring, would press against her mouth. So what she has with Leon couldn’t be a soul mate bond, could it? Otherwise, how could she have such thoughts of Eliot?

Besides, she is not even sure she believes in the soul. At least, not some immutable entity that exists forever. There is no milky outline of Jacob the Friendly Ghost floating around watching over her. She gave up a long time ago on notions of a benevolent God in heaven holding Jacob on his knee. For Junie, there is life and there is death. And Jacob is dead.

But she does hold out hope that maybe, inside of her, there is a pristine place, below all those layers of skin and bones and muscles and connective tissues. Behind the organs. Deep within the mind and heart. A little shimmering space that she could call her soul. A whisper of a thing that is impervious to the daily drudge of life. And maybe, there is another person out there who shares the same unguarded light deep within himself so that when they meet, their souls will cut through all the crazy shit in their lives and everything will melt away. That will be true love and bliss. And, it won’t be something she has to work at.

So maybe she doesn’t have a soul mate bond with Leon. Maybe she never will find such a thing. But at least he is kind and compassionate. He tolerates with good humor her idiosyncrasies. He loves her. Undeniably, this relationship has been good.

Why now? she asks the birds.

They are silent.

She looks up into the sky. The blue has faded to gray and purple as the sun retreats behind low clouds. The kites are floating downward. Some invisible hand reeling in their fun. Junie feels lost and dizzy underneath that sky, like the time Jacob blindfolded her and spun her around until she felt as if she were standing in a tipping canoe. Then he led her through the house, in and out of rooms, doubling back, and made her guess where she was. He wouldn’t take the blindfold off until she guessed correctly.

Leon or Eliot? She compares them in her mind. Leon in the kitchen, waiting for her to come home and eat the food he’s made. Eliot with his head against the doorjamb, smiling at her. How long would he stay there grinning? Not as long as Leon would wait for her to come home. What if she never came back? She could go to Dubuque. By bus. Change her name to Loretta or Bobbie or Flo. Be a waitress in a truck stop and live above a bar. Fall asleep to a flashing Budweiser sign. Would anyone really miss her? That’s an answer she doesn’t want to know.

The sun sinks quickly. Under the thin fabric of her coat, goose bumps flash across her arms. The mallards turn their heads around backward and hide their beaks in silky feathers. She’s hungry. She’s cold. She wishes she could tell time by the angle of the sun. She’s probably late and Leon is probably worried. And, there are no buses from Brooklyn to Dubuque. She hugs herself to get warm, then pushes her hands deep into her pockets so that her fingers touch the banana. She puts another chocolate egg in her mouth and works the candy over her tongue. Not now, she tells the birds. Not when I’m finally getting it together.









Chapter

Three




Eliot bangs his head lightly against the door. He has sworn he won’t do this again. Won’t get involved with someone who is already involved. Certainly not with someone this much younger. Relationships, especially illicit ones, take too much energy and his search for inspiration in a woman eventually sabotages his writing.

Junie is so damn sexy, though. Like a character he would create. Lithe in her movements. A sweetheart-shaped ass and perky breasts. That crazy haircut and goofy glasses. The silly clothes she wears. He loves a woman with a sense of humor about herself. She flirts with him, too. Wriggles her hips and lets her hands flutter like dragonflies when she tells a story. Touches him with playful punches and pokes when he teases her. And, she keeps coming back.

She even bought a copy of Liberty Voyage and told him that she loved it. Oh, Junie, he thought. You could be my Erato if you would leave your big, bald-headed boyfriend.

Eliot loves to make Junie mention the boyfriend and then watch her sputter and blush like a baby that slips beneath the lip of its bathwater. He finds this a charming testament to her age and inexperience. He saw her with the boyfriend on Seventh Avenue one day. Stood on the corner and watched this guy, his head so shiny that he must wax it, casually sling his arm over Junie’s shoulder. Eliot chuckled to himself at Baldy’s confidence. As if nothing could wreck his bliss. Nothing but me, Eliot thought.

There is something else about Junie, though. It’s not just the fact that she’s cute or obviously smitten with him and can’t figure out what she wants to do. Beneath that goofy getup there is someone he wants to talk to or sit beside quietly and do nothing with. Someone he suspects he could be comfortable with because she listens and seems interested in what he has to say. Christ, he thinks. I must be getting old if that’s what I’m looking for.

He keeps his ear near the door until her footsteps trail away down the groaning stairs. The outside doors squeak and bang. She is gone again. He considers doing some work in the few hours before his flight, but he doesn’t want to. Instead, he drops to the couch beside Alfie, who carefully grooms an extended leg on the middle of the cushion. Eliot strokes the cat, the only permanent thing through all the fucked-up girlfriends and abandoned novels. When the cat became diabetic Eliot couldn’t let him go, even though the vet bills are enormous. Alfie claws at the couch, making tiny loops on the threadbare, lumpy lamé monstrosity. It came with the place. (The same way Eliot has gotten most of his furnishings.) It won’t go through the door. How the former tenants got it in remains a mystery. But, it’s functional, so it’s good enough.

The phone rings. Eliot doesn’t want to talk to anyone. Unless it’s Junie from the corner pay phone. In saddle shoes and an oddball green coat. Calling to ask if she can return. Fat chance. She’s gone home to Baldy. The machine picks up.

“Eliot, this is Margaret.” Her grating voice, that Midwestern nasal twang, makes Eliot squirm and sweat a little under his arms. “I wanted to touch base with you and make sure we are on the same page about the Twyla Smart article.” Touch base. Same page. Eliot despises her corporate catchphrase lingo. On the desk rests the unopened envelope with Twyla Smart’s PR kit. He’ll read it on the plane or in the hotel. Whenever he gets around to it. “I know I said this before,” Margaret goes on, “but this article is important.” She whines. She moans. He hates her self-righteous babble. “I have to have it by Wednesday.” She pauses. Eliot waits. Hopes she’ll hang up, then trip over the phone cord on her way to harass some poor editor-intern. “Look Eliot,” she keens, “I was hoping to talk to you, not your machine, but you’re never home. So I hope you get this message and I hope you understand that this article is really due on Wednesday. And I hope…”

The machine cuts her off. And I hope you get hit by a bus, Eliot thinks. He has tried to get along with Margaret, because even he has to admit that she is good at what she does. Not that that is enough. She is one cold fish. Never cracks a smile. A firm handshake hello and goodbye whenever he sees her. She’ll be one of those women who, in five years when she hits forty, will be suddenly gripped by the knowledge that her ovaries have dried up and she has a better chance of getting eaten by a shark than finding a husband. Or, she’s probably a lesbian. Worse, a celibate lesbian. Just as well. Screwing his editor never helped in the past. He’ll get the article done, but he’s not in the mood to start working yet.

A copy of Liberty Voyage lies on the cushion beside the cat. Eliot had barely looked at it in ten years until Junie started talking about it. Then he got curious again. Began to wonder what had made the book so successful and how he had lost that touch. Dug through old boxes in the basement until he came across a remainder crate. He picks up the book and rereads the scene when Doyle Hane, the American astronaut, lands on the planet Liberty.

Hane became aware of a deep pounding behind his closed eyes. The details of the crash resurfaced in his mind. The ship had been bullied by asteroids and sent into a tailspin. The blank vastness of infinite space spun for hours on his screen as the craft fell toward a luminous purple planet. When he awoke, he was lying beside the ship’s demolished hull surrounded by lovely women with golden skin and gently curling hair. He pulled himself up to sit and a searing blade of pain sliced through his ribs, down into his groin. A stunning woman, tall and bronzed, leaned over him and said, “I am Ro El 3. Are you peaceful?”


Writing Liberty Voyage had been the happiest time of Eliot’s life. He loved creating Rose Ellen Troy, the feisty American scientist who took her lesbian lover to space with a stash of human ova to start Liberty. At first, the critics loved it. A planet of self-sufficient women run as a peaceful free-love commune where they procreated by fusing ova in a lab. There were also Hane’s Machines, the sexual appliances he invented since he couldn’t perform.

Those machines had been Eliot’s glory and his demise. Not only for the notoriety they brought him in literary circles, but also for the reactions from women who read the book. Some women assumed Eliot was impotent and wanted to cure him. Some assumed Eliot was a pervert and either wanted to castrate him or have sex with him because of it. And some assumed the machines were a metaphor for his own desire to please women in bed. Invariably, after every book signing, he had several offers.

He went from muse to muse, writing to impress his lovers, but every time those relationships ended the same way. She would want more of the pages that she had inspired and the sex would be good. Then the grind of two people together would wear away his motivation. He’d blame her for inhibiting his writing with niggling requests for attention. She would feel guilty and pissed. He’d lose interest. She’d leave and he’d be depressed and unable to write anymore. Until he met another muse.

Then the eighties came. The hoopla died down and feminist critiques relegated Liberty Voyage to just another piece of useless sexist fodder. He swore he would never let the critics get to him, and truthfully, they weren’t what did him in. He was scared shitless to write another book and he knew it. He let the anguish of bad relationships with volatile women replace the thrill of writing a good sentence.

Now, he ekes out a living off the dwindling royalties of Liberty Voyage and by writing about movies. He interviews vapid up-and-coming stars and pretentious young directors that people in New York are supposed to like. Twyla Smart is the most recent dilettante who has captured the imagination of the imaginationless. Another gorgeous young actress finally given her big break. He already knows the story of her life. She will make a few semi-interesting indie films, then sell out for a boob part in a multi-million-dollar movie. He could write the article without the trouble of meeting her. But he’ll go to Montreal and ask her questions and watch her preen, then turn the article in on time so he doesn’t get canned from this job.

Then he will focus on Junie.

He drops the book and picks up the Play Station controls to play another round of the latest Grand Theft Auto, his most recent vice. An old man with a new toy. On some level he suspects it’s pathetic but he doesn’t care. His game has been paused since Junie came by. He starts again but is killed immediately. Too much on his mind. Margaret, deadlines, Junie, Twyla. He puts the controls down and rubs his eyes. They hurt from staring at the computer, at the Play Station screen, at books. He needs to rest. Take a nap. Eliot closes his eyes, tired of thinking, tired of grousing. He drifts toward sleep, telling himself just a half-an-hour snooze before his flight.

Soon, Junie comes to him, smiling with her arms outstretched, carrying the banana. She slides her fingers inside his jacket, across his hip to the small of his back. She steps up close and presses herself against him. Eliot murmurs happily in his half-sleep.

 

Alfie watches Eliot slumped beside him on the couch and thinks, I would devour you if you were smaller. Women have come and gone through their life together, but this time Alfie is pissed. In the past, Eliot has entertained overnight visitors and weekend lovers. Some stuck around for weeks or months. A few overlapped and one even made it close to a year. Their presence usually meant more attention for Alfie. Caresses and cuddles. Special kitty treats and balls with bells inside. Except for the few who didn’t like cats or were allergic, but they never lasted long anyway. Junie, though, is different.

The first few times she came over, Alfie wound between her legs and pulled in her scent. Something so familiar about her. Even the first time he saw her at the vet’s, he recognized the lilt in her voice and the way she moved as she reached out to touch him. He licked her hand to make sure. Yes, the same sweet taste he knew from before. Alfie is certain that he loved her once. Knew her intimately and then lost her. The feeling of recognition is vague. The memories deeply buried. As if he is staring into murky water, searching for a lost object. But she’s there. Unmistakably part of his past. Only, which one?

His soul has seen ten lives and deaths. Incarnations as a weaver in Blackpool, a Russian serf, a sea cucumber, a violin prodigy in Prague. Killed by the plague, hit by a bus, and once a slug squished on a fat man’s shoe. He ruled a small nation, shined shoes in Chicago, and danced topless for Japanese businessmen. Now in the body of a cat named Alfie, he lives with this scamp Eliot, who sits there obliviously snoozing while Alfie seethes.

The cat bats the Play Station control from Eliot’s knee. It tumbles to the floor. This man suckles at the teat of technology like a greedy baby! His dependence on machines makes Alfie sick. Throw off your shackles man, the cat wants to yell. If only he had words. And if he had words, he would warn Eliot to halt this dalliance with Junie, for she is a delicate flower, a sweet sad egg who deserves much better.

The cat climbs carefully onto Eliot’s stout chest and watches through the spectacles as the man’s eyes move back and forth rapidly under the lids. Alfie has the urge to swat at them because he is certain that Eliot is dreaming of Junie.

The cat slinks across the cushions away from Eliot. Oh, the injustice of the universe! To reunite with his long lost love after all this time. But how can he, in this feline form, make darling Junie understand that Eliot is a depraved technocrat who does not deserve even her daintiest fingernail clippings? The only thing he can hope for is that she, too, feels the tug of remembrance and that together they can unravel this mystery entangling them. He rubs his ears and cheeks against the worn arm of the couch. He must be patient. She will return and again he will beg her to recollect. For now though, he hunkers down in a warm depression of a cushion to ponder the iniquity of his life.

 

Eliot wakes with Junie’s touch lingering in the sensory synapses of his brain like an itch on a phantom limb. He tries to force himself back asleep with her in the center of his mind, but she slips away and Eliot is left with visions of tight-lipped Margaret demanding his article. He reaches to stroke Alfie meditating on the end of the couch. The cat’s hair bristles and he hisses. Eliot withdraws his hand. “You old grouch,” he says to Alfie. “What do you have to be so pissy about? Lounging and pampered all day.”

Eliot hauls himself off the couch. His neck aches from sleeping slumped against the cushions. “You cats have it good,” he grumbles. “Food when you want it. A warm place to live.” He slowly circles his head, trying to work out the kinks as he walks toward the bedroom, muttering, “Unconditional love. No job to worry about. No sex-obsessed ego always getting you in trouble.”

Alfie digs his claws into the fabric of the couch, creating a new patch of tiny snags. “Be warned,” he snarls to Eliot’s retreating figure. “I am watching you.”









Chapter

Four




Leon stirs the spicy Moroccan stew he’s made for Junie, who’s late as usual. He glances at the clock above the stove. She said she’d be home by six and it is nearly six thirty. But she doesn’t organize her life around a clock and Leon accepts her lateness as part of her charm. Besides, he loves to cook for her, especially now that they officially live together.

He asked her over goat cheese and sun-dried tomato omelets one Saturday morning when he had no gigs or rehearsals so that if she said yes, they could immediately move her stuff, then lounge around in bed all day until they were hungry again. Or if she said no, he could spend the day in a football coma in front of the TV.

He’s known for a while that she was the person he’d never get tired of. Her feelings have been harder to read, but she is a thousand times better than any of his past girlfriends. Diva singers, frustrated actresses, even a perky realtor and a dour financial analyst. They were all just dates, though. A series of drinks, dinners, movies, and sex. Nothing like the connection and attraction he has with Junie.

He replaces the lid to the stew and goes to the sink to get a few dishes out of the way. He taps a fork against a glass. He digs the sound, the ringing tink tink. He tries the glass half full of water. The tone deepens. Against a salad bowl, the sound is hollow and forlorn. A chapel bell. He scraps the tine across the cheese grater. A rachety, metallic guiro. Junie says the world is his instrument. He can paradiddle anything resistant, flam anything with a little give, and play a wicked ride-cymbal pattern on every object with tone. His life, she says, could be transcribed in sixteenth notes across a five-bar staff. And she’s right. He’s always heard rhythm around him. In the dripping faucet, in the knocking pipes, in the radials bumping down the highway, and in the arguments his parents had. Doors slamming, cymbals crashing, it was all the same to Leon.

When he was ten, his mother gave him his first silver set of Pearl drums with Rock Star written in shiny blue letters across the bass. She even hired a local guy named Stan, who had played in New York for years before kicking his smack habit and moving out to Jersey where he gave lessons in his low-ceiling basement studio.

After the first lesson, Stan told Leon’s mother that Leon was a natural. “Did you know he’s already figured out the intro to ‘Fifty Ways to Leave Your Lover’?”

“It doesn’t surprise me,” she said and flicked ash from her cigarette into the standing ceramic ashtray. “My family is musical.”

Leon turned away. He never met a member of her family who played anything besides Yahtzee.

“Do you play an instrument?” Stan asked.

She took another drag off her cigarette. “A little piano. And I sing.”

Sweat prickled under Leon’s arms. They didn’t even own a piano. Only a little organ his grandmother had given them when she moved to Arizona. Each Christmas his mother cajoled everyone to sing carols. After a few scotch and sodas, Leon’s father picked a fight about the right key or the wrong lyrics.

“I’ve always harbored this little dream of singing in nightclubs,” his mother said. “But then I got pregnant, and well…” She shrugged and smashed out her cigarette.
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