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THE BEGINNING
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I’m a believer.


THE MONKEES
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HE THINKS HE’LL KEEP HER


My escape can’t happen until Tom finishes his breakfast. While I wait, I pack his lunch the way I have for twenty-three years. I carefully arrange the ham-and-cheese sandwich on the left and exactly twenty-five chips in a bag next to it with a two-inch square of cake in the bottom of the black plastic lunch box. Suddenly the phone rings. It breaks the silence like a shot.


I grab it and say “hello” in the most normal voice I can find. It’s the manager of the apartment complex where I have just rented an apartment—the security deposit paid with a secret bank account where, for five years, I hoarded twenties, tens, and fives.


A voice chirps in my year, “Good morning, Mrs. Richards, I just wanted to confirm that you and your daughter are moving in this afternoon.” The woman asks if I want to move into a ground-floor apartment or the third-floor one I looked at earlier.


I consider how I can answer this question without raising Tom’s suspicions. I shift my body slightly so I can see his face more clearly. He’s stopped shoveling eggs into his mouth. The yolks drip from his raised fork onto his plate.


“No, third floor is fine.” I finish the sentence in my head. It’s much harder for someone to get through the security door and up three flights of stairs without warning. She assures me she will be glad to have me join their little community of residents, then tells me how much I’ll enjoy Springfield, Missouri. I can’t tell her that I already live in a small town near the city, since I want her to see me as a stranger who doesn’t know anyone.


I lay the phone gently back on the hook. I return to the sink and start washing a cup, taking a long time.


“Who the hell was that?” He lays down his fork and brings his plate to the sink, standing inches from me. His dark eyes glare into mine. I stare at the patch of pink scalp beneath his thin brown hair.


“It was my principal. He wanted to make sure I was okay with his moving me to a classroom on the third floor next year.” For a moment, I feel triumphant in my ability to create a lie so quickly. Then I remember that any slip can be dangerous. I’m an acrobat on the high wire waiting to fall.


Tom studies me. I absorb myself in removing every speck of food on the plates.


He reaches out and jerks my right arm out of the soapy water. His fingers dig into my wrist. He stares at me and clears his throat with a loud rapid hacking. I wonder if he’s always done this, or if after the recent tense years, I’ve noticed it more. Now I flinch at the sound.


I blank out any emotion on my face. Water drips slowly onto the floor. We stand in silence, and the clock behind us ticks away the seconds. Finally, he drops my arm with a flourish. It bangs painfully against the edge of the counter. He steps away from me to avoid getting water on his starched blue shirt.


“Wipe the water off the floor.” He walks away.


I stand frozen as I listen to the garage door roll up with a groan. Then I hear his car start and the sound of the motor growing fainter as he pulls out of the driveway. I look out the window over the sink and watch the birds fly and dip over the newly green grass in our back yard. In my head I count off the minutes until it’s safe to move.


When enough time has passed, I yell down the stairs to Stephanie to start bringing her stuff up to her car. I help her load her car, shoving boxes and clothes on hangers in every inch of space in the small car. I marvel at how many clothes and shoes a sixteen-year-old girl owns.


I open the driver’s door. She hugs me. Her eyes are big with fear but also a little excitement at the idea of joining me in running away. I know it has been hard for her keeping this secret from her father and even her brother. He has never shown any anger toward them. His rage and jealousy are saved for me.


I’ll call Steven as soon as I stand safely in our new home. I know how angry my son will be that I have left his father. The last time I tried to leave, I told him in advance. It cost me bruised ribs and a twisted arm.


Now Stephanie climbs into the car and screeches out of the driveway, clothes fluttering in the wind. Thumping music trails behind her as she pulls onto the road and heads to her high school. After we unload the truck, she’ll come to our new apartment this afternoon.


Soon my mom and my cousin Bryce swing the top-heavy U-Haul I’ve secretly rented into the driveway and back it up to the front door. I’ve stacked the dishes and other things I’ll need from the kitchen on the counter.


We develop a rhythm of packing. Wrap in newspaper, place in box. Wrap and place. Wrap and place. Go outside and stack the boxes in the truck. Moving quickly, we soon have everything packed. I’m careful not to take too much. I agonized over whether to take the coffee pot. I do.


I check the clock each time I go in the house to watch the time. Every minute that passes increases the chances of Tom’s return home.


“What furniture’s going?” Bryce asks.


I list off the furniture we’re loading—exactly half of the furniture in the house, but not the bed we shared.


With strength we didn’t know we possessed, we load the truck with furniture and boxes in two hours. An added incentive for our speed was finding his packed lunch box in the garage, signaling he is planning on coming home for lunch. He wants to surprise me.


The phone call this morning had not been forgotten. Since my ultimate betrayal of going to college and getting a teaching job six years ago, he’s been on watch for other abnormal behavior. I can’t think about this now. Time marches forward. My heart beats furiously against my ribs, and I steady myself, placing a hand against the wall until the dizziness passes.


As I finally stand by the loaded truck, Mom hesitates at the truck door as she starts to climb up into the passenger seat.


For fifteen years after my father’s suicide, we barely spoke and have only recently begun to feel like mother and child again. I realize in this moment of escape that she was forty-one like me when she left me and her life in our hometown.


Now she reaches out to hold me. I’m folded into the softness of her large, warm body. “Mary, you’re going to be behind us, right?” she asks, releasing me.


I nod, since I only have one more job to do. I walk back into the partially empty house and look around me at the rooms where I first came as an eighteen-year-old bride. I knew on that day that I didn’t feel the passionate love other brides felt, feeling I had traded that for safety from the battlefield of my parents’ marriage. Everything that reflected me has been stripped from the house.


I take a deep breath and remove a letter from its hiding place in the lining of my purse and put it in an envelope. “Tom,” I write on the front. Inside the letter in a few sentences I tell him that when he reads this I will be gone. That this is not my home now. I don’t ask for his forgiveness. None will be given.


I close and lock the front door for the last time, slipping my key under the doormat. I get in my car and sail out of the driveway. I push in the cassette tape, and Mary Chapin Carpenter sings: “He thinks he’ll keep her.” I fly out of the driveway into the unknown future.





I’M A BELIEVER


I return home from a long day of teaching to find my daughter gone. I push open the front door and yell for her to help me. Balancing a sack of groceries and a tote bag of student essays to grade, I yell, “Stephanie!”


First once. Silence. Then over and over. No response.


I lay the sack onto the kitchen table by the door and drop the essay bag on the floor. I look down the short hallway into my daughter’s room. Her unmade bed is a tangle of sheets and blankets. Piles of discarded clothes on the floor. But she’s not there.


Without moving, I can see she’s not anywhere in our tiny four-room apartment. I only hope my daughter’s absence is due to homework or softball practice. Last week I found her bed vacant in the morning and searched for her for two hours. She had sneaked out to a party while I was sleeping.


As I put up the groceries, I notice the blinking light on the answering machine and push it reluctantly. Tom’s voice fills the air. “I hope you haven’t forgotten we’re supposed to go to marriage counseling tonight. You missed the last one. You need to show up. If you don’t follow the court orders, the judge will hear about it.” Beep.


I hit the delete button. Then I press it four times, pushing harder each time. The mechanized voice tells me the message has been deleted.


Next message. “Hey, Mary. This is Vicky. Tod has a friend from his work in Texas in town for a quick business dinner. How about joining us? He’s single.” My finger lingers over the delete button this time. Then I push it.


I take a deep breath and tap in Tom’s number. He answers the phone after the first ring. “I’m surprised you took the time to call.”


I tell him I’m only calling to say I won’t be there tonight. He instantly responds, “You don’t seem to care about your son and God knows dragging Stephanie off to live in a small apartment shows you don’t give a crap about her either.”


I swallow my response. I merely repeat I won’t be at the counselor’s, but I will see him at our court-ordered mediation next week.


He clears his throat into the phone and whispers, “I’ll make you pay for this.”


I close my eyes and wait for the threat.


On the other end of the line, I hear his labored breathing. “You are dead to me. If I have my way, you’ll never see either one of our children again.”


I hang up the phone without a sound. Then picking it up again, I bang it down. I didn’t want him to know he’s gotten to me again.


I dial Vicky’s number and start to say I won’t be at Chili’s at seven to meet some strange Texan. A desperate need to do something reckless for the first time in my life rises in me. A need to do something to prove I’m moving on with my life. I hear my voice say, “I’ll see you at seven.” I instantly regret my decision.


I track down Stephanie at a friend’s house and tell her I won’t be home for a couple hours, not telling her I’m meeting a man for dinner.


Briefly contemplating changing my clothes from the sensible pants and shirt I wore to school, I look down at my comfortable loafers. I consider a dress and heels. Maybe even makeup. Teaching high school students grammar and literature all day requires stamina, not a sense of style and fashion. I stare at the clothes in my closet but soon slam the door shut. I used up my energy saying yes to a blind date. I decide Mr. Texas will just have to take me as I am.


I pull into the restaurant parking lot fifteen minutes late to find Vicky standing outside waiting. She sways a little on her stiletto heels as she walks toward me. Her long blond hair hangs perfectly curled across the shoulder of her pale pink designer suit. Unlike me, she is dressed for dinner with a man. She looks at me and frowns. “I thought you weren’t going to show up!”


“Hey, it’s a free meal. I don’t get many of those.”


I follow her to the back of the restaurant, and we stop at a booth. A tall man in starched jeans and a turquoise striped shirt stands. He looks at me with dark chocolate eyes. His chestnut hair dips perfectly across his forehead. An ample mustache covers his top lip under a battered nose.


He speaks in a slow drawl. “What took you so long?”


I step closer to him, taking a deep fluttering breath.


In the middle of the crowded restaurant, we stare at each other without speaking. He breaks the silence. “You must be Mary. I’m Dwayne.”


He takes my hand, and his broad rough fingers wrap around my hand. Looking into his craggy face, I smile. He grins back and winks. We stand holding hands for a long moment while diners talking and dishes clinking fade into the background. The smell of burgers frying fills the air. The ordinary sounds and smells of a Friday night restaurant fade in the astonishing moment of finding a stranger who’s so familiar.


The waitress breaks the connection. My shaking hand on the table pushes me across the hard, smooth seat of the booth. Avoiding Vicky’s questioning look across the table, I focus on slowing my breath.


Dwayne slides in by me. Without speaking, we lean into each other. Something I couldn’t have imagined doing a few hours ago.


Over dinner Dwayne and Tod talk about their project where Dwayne will be installing elephant crushes at the Cleveland Zoo. Tod laughs and announces that he can design a system for moving elephants, but only Dwayne can build the hydraulics to make it work.


I turn and face Dwayne. “What are elephant crushes?”


He tells me he’ll show me how they work, and he arranges salt and pepper shakers and silverware in the middle of the table. Showing how the elephant enters the cage with a push of a spoon between the shakers, he swirls the spoon, so I can see how the hydraulic lift raises the elephant for the vets. As he demonstrates the machine, a carved silver ring on his right hand shines. Without thinking, I rub it with my index finger and ask him about it.


“It’s my Harley ring. I’ve worn it since I was sixteen. That’s when I was working at my first Harley shop.”


I ask him why he’s wearing it upside down. He holds up his hand with his fingers pointing down. “You have to wear a Harley ring with the bar and shield upside down on your finger, so someone can see it the right way when you shake their hand or make a fist.”


“Do you own a Harley now?”


“No, my wife made me sell my scooter when my daughter, Jessica, was born.”


“Wife?”


“Wife and divorce number two. I like living alone now.”


He sips his drink of amber Scotch, no ice. “If I ever get the chance to get another Harley, I’ll take you for a ride. You’ll be hooked for life.” We smile at the promise.


I suddenly remember Vicky and Tod are at the table with us. When I turn away from Dwayne to talk to them, I notice they aren’t eating, watching the two of us. Breaking the silence, I ask Vicky about preparation for summer school, starting in a few weeks for us. As we chat about school and students, I am aware of Dwayne’s arm lying on the back of the seat, warm against my neck.


Midway through dinner Vicky and I excuse ourselves to go to the bathroom. As soon as we walk in the door, she grabs my elbow. “I’ve never seen you like this.”


I tell her I’ve never felt like this. “I can’t even explain it. I feel protected for the first time ever. Does that even make sense?” I stare at myself in the mirror and see a wide-eyed happy stranger staring back. “Home. I feel like I came home at last.”


As we walk back to our table, Vicky stops me and whispers in my ear. “Be careful, okay? You don’t really know this man. He’s funny and good looking, but you’re pretty vulnerable right now. Don’t give up your freedom too easily. You worked hard for it.”


I nod at her and feel a small flicker of doubt.


At the end of the meal, Vicky suggests we go to a local bar for drinks. We hear the beat of the music as we get out of the car. Over drinks, we listen to the band and try to talk over the noise in the bar. The band starts playing a Jim Reeves song.


Dwayne leans over the table, so I can hear him. “Will you dance with me? I want to teach you the Texas two-step.”


I haven’t danced since my high school prom, but I say yes. I put my hand in his and follow him. We push our way onto the crowded dance floor. He pulls me close to him and wraps his arm around my waist. He rests his hand on my hip. “Step back with your left foot. Step. Step. Slide.”


As I step my left foot back, his right leg moves between my knees. He leans his cheek against mine and sings into my ear, “Put your sweet lips a little closer to the phone.” His breath gently stirs my hair, and his mustache bristles against my cheek. We sway our way around the dim dance floor. The pulsing music echoes in my ear. I press my cheek into the curve of his neck with his hand resting against my back.


Too soon we leave the bar. Tod reminds Dwayne he has to get up at four in the morning to drive to Cleveland. We pull into the Chili’s parking lot. Vicky has planned for them to drop me off there to pick up my car. They can then take Dwayne to his hotel. She wanted to spare me an uncomfortable conversation about who takes a strange man to a hotel. Finally, Tod stops the car by mine.


Dwayne looks at me in the dim light and grips my hand. “I guess we’ve got to say goodbye.”


Suddenly, I shove him with my shoulder toward the car door. I tell Vicky I will drive Dwayne to his hotel. She swivels around in the front seat to stare at me. She lays her hand on the back of her seat and starts to speak. I glide across the back seat before she can.


By this time, Dwayne has the door open, and he’s helping me out of the back seat. We get in my car, and I speed out of the parking lot. At the first stop light, he leans over and gently places his hand against the back of my head. His wide fingers thread through my hair. He pulls me to him. We kiss stretched across the gear shift. Cars honk loudly, and we break apart.


At the hotel outside his room we sit in the dark car without speaking. Then I open the car door and walk to his room. Under the glow of the light over the door, I stand waiting. He joins me there. I take the key card from his hand and open the door. We step into the dark room together.


I sit on the edge of the bed, and he drops down beside me. The bed sinks with our weight. He lays his arm around my shoulder and pulls me closer to him. I kick off my shoes, and he slides off his boots.


We swivel in unison and fall back against the pillows. He kisses my ear, my nose, my throat, and finally, my mouth. We lie face-to-face in the middle of the bed. I lay my arm over him. I tug his shirt out of his jeans and push my hand up it. I feel the hard, smooth muscles of his back.


He rolls on top of me, and I feel his weight against me. I feel his hand cup my breast. My ragged breath moans from me. I force back the reminder in my head that I’ve never been with a man except Tom. I have never understood my divorced friends’ stories of one-night stands. Now I do.


He jerks away. I look at his face in the glow of the neon light outside the window. He leans on his elbow by my pillow. He pushes my hair gently from my face and kisses the tip of my nose.


I move away from him, trying to sit up. I swing my legs to get out of the bed in an effort to leave the motel room. My face burns with embarrassment.


“Baby, listen.” He reaches up and pulls me down by him until I settle into his shoulder. His low voice murmurs in my ear, “I know you’ll think I’m crazy. But I can’t go through with this. You ain’t no one-night stand.”


I whisper an apology against his chest. I stumble over the words to say I’m sorry for not being what he wanted. “My God, how could I think anyone would want someone like me?”


He tilts my chin up. We look into each other’s eyes. “You are who I want. I just know that the first time we make love is going to be when we have time to enjoy every minute of it and not worry about a damn alarm going off in a couple of hours.”


He pauses and strokes the curve of my throat. “I want you to believe me when I say we’re going to have the rest of our lives to love each other. I just know I’m going to love you until I die.” He laughs softly and murmurs, “After two nasty divorces, I probably shouldn’t be such a damn romantic fool.”


I tell him about my leaving a brutal marriage and going through a messy divorce myself. “I have never believed in romance, but now I do.” I’m not sure if I’m trying to convince him or myself.


As we lie in the darkness together, he tells me about his time as a member of a band in Texas. He wishes he had his guitar here. “We have a song now, you know?”


“We do?”


He sings softly in reply, “I’m a believer.” He murmurs the lyrics about finding love at first sight until I relax into his arms.


As I listen to his voice rumbling beneath my ear, I fall asleep. At four in the morning, the alarm wakes us up. Dwayne walks me to my car and kisses me goodbye. I drive home to my sleeping daughter.


Four days later, a letter arrives in the mail. The return address says, Lonesome Dwayne, Parkview Motel, Cleveland, Ohio. On the back flap of the envelope, he has drawn a detailed sketch of a lioness from the Cleveland Zoo. Underneath he has written, Love me back it will be good for you.





BROKEN PROMISES


After finishing his work at the Cleveland Zoo, Dwayne stops in Springfield, and I climb into the truck to join him on his trip home to Texas. During the weeks after our blind date, we talked each night on the phone and wrote each other a stream of letters. Now as the sun rises behind us, we talk as if we’ve known each other for years, not as if we just met on a blind date.


After an hour of traveling and sharing stories, he cracks the window and holds a cigarette up. The smoke blows into the wind. He stares at the pavement. “I was in Vietnam right after I turned twenty. I stopped in Bryan to visit my mom after riding a Harley all over the country. A draft notice was waiting for me.”


I slide closer to him on the seat, sitting thigh to thigh on the warm vinyl. I lay my hand on his knee.


“It was the only time my master sergeant father was proud of me. I don’t like to talk about it but felt I could tell you.” He snaps the cigarette out the window. “I don’t sleep too good at night sometimes.”


“You can tell me anything.” I lean against his shoulder.


We stop for gas in Arkansas. Dwayne buys a burrito drying under the heat lamp and piles jalapeños on it. I buy a piece of fried chicken. Sitting by each other at a scarred wooden picnic table, we eat together, the two of us—the only other time we shared a meal was with Vicky and Tod after they arranged our meeting.


We pull into his driveway in Bryan at sunset. He carries my suitcase into the rusty trailer and down the long narrow hallway. I follow him. We stand by his bed.


Dwayne says, “We’ve been waiting since our Chili’s date for this moment. Do you want to go get some dinner first?”


“I don’t want to wait anymore.” We move toward each other.


I wake in the night to the sound of the air conditioner rattling in the window. I listen to Dwayne breathing beside me. I stare into the darkness and match my breath to his until I fall asleep.


Over the next three days, Dwayne and I drive across the flat Texas prairies to his mother’s house in a small nearby town, and he introduces me to her and his brother, Doug. The small house they share sits in the shadows of live oak trees with a Texas A&M University flag snapping in the wind. We share Sunday dinner together, and his mother, Roberta, tells me stories about Dwayne as a little boy.


On the way home, we pick up his daughter, Jessica, at her mom’s house. Dwayne introduces me to Janice, his second wife, and tells her, “I had to go to Missouri to find the perfect woman.”


The three of us go to a movie together. Dwayne sits between us and holds both of our hands.


He takes me to Baker’s Garage, where he works when he’s between jobs. I meet some of his mechanic friends and shake their hands.


He tells them, “This is the girl I’m going to marry.”


A month after coming home from my visit, I wait one night for hours for Dwayne’s call. I worry about what might have happened to him, and I don’t sleep, staring at the ceiling in the dark. My newfound belief in love at first sight fades in the dim light.


The phone rings at six the next morning. He starts talking as soon as I say hello. “I got laid off yesterday. I’m back at Baker’s Garage. Call you when I can.”


The hum on the line tells me he hung up. I sit, unable to move, at the kitchen table with the phone still in my hand. Minutes click by on the digital clock over the stove until I finally hang it up.


I call him every day, but he never answers or calls back. On my birthday, a florist arrives at my school and brings me a dozen yellow roses. Only his name is written on the card. The roses propel me to make the decision to confront him about his cutting me out of his life. I buy a ticket for a one-day visit to Bryan.


Now the small plane drops out of the Texas sky onto the tarmac with a bump. I rise from the seat, bending my head under the low ceiling. I grip the back of the seat with my shaky hands. I drag my wobbly wheeled suitcase to the door and down the stairs into the blast of the July sun. I blink in the bright sun. My eyes water, and I’m not sure if it’s tears or the glare.


Within minutes I am in a rental car and driving through the unfamiliar streets of Bryan. I didn’t see much of the town during my short visit. Browning leaves on the few short trees shrivel in the heat. Every street sign lets you know what state you’re in. Lone Star Avenue. George Bush Drive. Crockett Street. The Lone Star flag droops in the humid air from flagpoles on most of the lawns.


Soon I pull into the driveway of Baker’s Garage. The concrete walls of the building are covered in graffiti, and inside auto parts posters with girls in bikinis hang over the workbenches. All of the garage doors are wide open to catch any cooling breeze.


I recognize Dwayne’s scrawny body in faded Wranglers bending over the engine of a truck. I sit in the hot car and practice what I’ll say to him. Then I get out of the car and slam the door.


He pulls his head out from under the hood and rubs his hands against the sides of his ragged jeans, smearing grease on them. He takes a step toward me, stopping to stare at me. I lean on the car, feeling the heat of the metal against me.


I watch him without speaking. The other two mechanics look at Dwayne and then me. They stand without moving to watch us.


Dwayne walks toward me and wipes the sweat off his face with a shop towel. “Mary.” Only one word as we stare at each other.


I move my gaze over his shoulder to break the eye contact. “We need to talk.”


He steps away from me. “Yeah, we do.” He waves at his friends and gets into my car. I drive us to the nearby café, the Kettle, where we ate with Jessica.


Beside me, I hear him ask, “How’s Steph?” I tell him she’s looking forward to her junior year at a private high school.


I ask him about Jessica, who’s starting junior high in the fall. He tells me she’s nervous but has asked if I’ll help her with her English class. The comment halts the conversation. The strain between us hangs in the air. We know we’re not talking about the reason for my visit.


When we get to the café, he swings open the door for me and then follows me. In the chill of the air conditioning, I shiver. The waitress leads us to a booth in the back. We order iced tea and sit without speaking or looking at each other until it is delivered.


Dwayne leans across the table to face me. “This only makes it harder, you know.”


I dig my fingernails into my palm. “Nothing makes this harder than it already is.”


“You need to move on with your life.”


After not being able to talk, a flood of words rushes out of me. “I need to know what is going to happen with us. You call me in the middle of the night to tell me you’ve been laid off your job. Roses show up, yet you’ve not returned a single damn phone call or answered one letter. I deserve better from someone who claimed he loved me.” I close my eyes against a wave of nausea and lean back against the sticky plastic of the seat.


“Exactly. You deserve better. Better than a half-assed mechanic who doesn’t have a real job. Better than living in a trashed-out trailer.” His voice rises with each word. “Mary, you need to get out of here and get away from me.”


He spreads both hands flat on the tabletop. I look at his large capable hands and swallow against the heavy lump in my throat.


“Mary, Mary, Mary,” he chants like a prayer. “What the hell are we going to do?”


“That’s up to you. You’re not including me in the decision.”


“Yeah, I’m an asshole. Hate me. Forget me.” He stands up abruptly. “I’ll walk back to the garage.” He turns to leave but pivots to face me.


I bend my head back and look up at him as he stands stiffly above me. I remember Tom standing above me with a face filled with anger. With a deep breath, I stand up, so we are face-to-face.


“Just go home. Find someone who’ll make you happy. Don’t turn into some psycho jilted woman chasing me around. This is over.” He marches away. I watch his familiar stride until he goes out the door. He doesn’t turn around.


I sit in the café through the hours until my plane leaves. I drink one glass of iced tea after another brought by the sympathetic waitress. She asks if I need a menu, and I tell her I’m not hungry. Somewhere about the fifth glass of tea, she pats my hand. “Men are full of shit, girl.”


When it gets close to time for my flight, I get into my rental car and drive back to the airport. I take the midnight flight home.


I focus on being a teacher and on being a mother. I teach drama to my summer school students, and I pretend to laugh at their jokes. Stephanie and I take our summer trip to Kansas City and shop for clothes for the upcoming school year. For the first time, I don’t enjoy shopping with her.


The summer passes in a blur. My divorce becomes final. I drink too much wine. I sleep too little. I lose thirty pounds.


I don’t believe in love anymore. Every year I teach Romeo and Juliet to my freshmen students. The adolescent girls in my class obsess over the story of doomed passion and are always searching for their one true love. Their soulmate. They cry on my shoulder when a boy doesn’t change into their Romeo. I always tell them they can’t depend upon a man to save them.


Now the lesson I teach the girls becomes a bitter pill of truth. Love at first sight is a myth. A Romeo and Juliet lie.


September for a teacher always promises a new start. After the beginning of school, I pack a small box with the gifts Dwayne gave me in our few weeks together. A Harley T-shirt. A pair of silver earrings. A book of the paintings by his favorite artist, Salvador Dali. A small stack of the sketches he drew for me.


Next, I put in the packet of his letters tied with a blue ribbon. I can tell the order they’re written by the return addresses. Lonesome Dwayne. Falling in Love Dwayne. Missing You Dwayne. The Man Who Can’t Live Without You.


Finally, I write and place a final letter to him on top. We got to know each other through those first letters after our blind date. Now I have tried to put my feelings into a few words. I miss you. I still love you. Your Mary.


I mail the box to Dwayne. I have no expectation of an answer.


Four weeks pass. I’m fixing dinner when Stephanie slams into the apartment after school. She skids the mail onto the counter by me. A corner of an envelope sticks out of the pile. I recognize the writing. The return address only has his name. Dwayne.


I flee to the bathroom with the envelope. I slip down the wall and sit with my back against the cool porcelain of the bathtub. The letter is short. Getting my gifts back broke what was left of my heart. I miss the sound of your voice through the phone. I won’t ask you to forget what I did. Can you forgive me? Call me. D


But I don’t call. I carry the letter around with me and read it several times a day. The paper wrinkles and creases. The ink smears on the envelope. I wake each morning to the same question. Can I ever trust him?


After two weeks of agonizing over the letter, I reach for the phone. Sitting in the middle of my tangled sheets after another sleepless night, I grip the phone in my sweaty hand.


He picks up on the second ring and says hello. There’s his familiar twang.


“It’s me,” I say in a shaky voice.


“Mary. Baby.” His name for me fills the distance between us.


After talking about our daughters and his work at the garage rebuilding cars, we agree to be more cautious this time. Before saying goodbye, Dwayne says, “You are my best friend. Let’s be that for now. I’m a lousy husband.”


I tell him I would love for us to spend time together as friends.


Both of us may be too afraid to be more than friends, but every three weeks, one of us drives the six hundred miles between Texas and Missouri for short visits. We leave each other each night and sleep in motel rooms.


I learn to cover my ears when the drag cars blast across the starting line. He wears his starched Wranglers and cowboy boots to my students’ plays and to chaperone the homecoming dance with me.


By November, he gets back his job at the research equipment company. He’s on the road all the time now. We end most nights talking on the phone. During one call, he complains about the assistants his company sends him. “They can’t follow a simple instruction on how to do something without arguing with me.”


I laugh and tell him I was my dad’s assistant carpenter. “He taught me to keep quiet and to do what he told me.”


Dwayne doesn’t say anything for a few seconds. “How would you like to be my assistant on weekends and on your breaks?”


I don’t hesitate. “I would love that.”


“I’m going to teach you how to build gorilla cages and lab cubicles. What do you think about that?”
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