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Dirk or Derrick or Dick

My mother is sick at home, and I am downtown, full of beer, kissing a long-haired man in the pizza place next door to Ruby’s Room.

His name is Dirk or Derrick or Dick. I make a mental note to find out which one before I let his hand into my skirt.

I met him at the bar next door less than an hour ago.

His hands are huge, one of them making its way to my blouse’s top button.

It’s early May, and even at this late hour the Southern California heat is something to talk about.

“It’s hot,” he’d said at the bar, fanning himself with one of those hands.

I watched the long fingers flip back and forth in front of his face. “You’d never even know it was night,” I said.

“Too many people in here breathing all at once,” he said. “Want to go next door?”

I shook my head no, but smiled at him.

“You’re ambivalent,” he said.

“I’m not,” I said, turning away from him and looking out the front door. A girl with pink hair held a cigarette, leaned against a streetlight, and a skinny boy stood next to her, pulling on her sleeve. She brushed his hand off and shook her head. I turned back to Dirk or Derrick or Dick, who now spoke with a rubber band between his lips and was using both hands to gather his hair behind his head. “You know them?” he mumbled.

“No,” I said.

He pulled the band from his mouth and put his hair back in a ponytail. Several dark strands fell into his face and he pushed them away. “Come on, let’s go,” he said.

“Bacco’s?” I wavered.

He nodded.

“Isn’t it closed at this hour?”

“I work there.” He picked up a set of keys that had been sharing a napkin with his beer.

“No, really, I can’t,” I said.

 

It is my mother’s second recurrence of breast cancer, a pesky piece of disease showing up in her hip, appearing two Sundays ago as an annoying limp, nothing more—no pain, just a slight shift to the left, an inability to find balance in her body, which has become increasingly unruly.

My mother, on her way to the high school where she’s been teaching twelfth-grade English for the past twenty years, wobbled out the front door on Monday with her book bag over her shoulder, wondering out loud, What is this limping about?

When she returned home, we sat together on the couch—my mother full of optimism, me full of denial—and discussed the possibilities: arthritis, muscle strain, perhaps even osteoporosis. Maybe she’d broken her hip and didn’t even know it. “It happens,” I said. Wasn’t there some distant cousin who’d done just that? We pitched diseases against each other, feeble bones and constant joint pain—nothing, when compared to what was actually happening.

 

Exactly how I changed my mind and ended up in the pizza place with Dirk or Derrick or Dick, I’m not exactly sure. I know my best friend, Angela, had run into an old boyfriend on her way to the bathroom and never returned to her stool. I know there were several tall glasses of cold beer involved, and I know that my new pal was talking about breast cancer, his mother sick too, good God, dying on some farm in the middle of Maine, and then an impassioned speech—by me, of course—about living in the moment, carpe diem, and all of that hooey.

Now, we’re in the back of the restaurant, in the kitchen, my ass exactly where the pies had been earlier, where this man, all perfect torso and bad teeth, had stood in his white shirt and funny square hat, pounding the dough and spreading tomato sauce and sprinkling cheese and proudly scattering little rounds of pepperoni on five pies at once. The two of us are as ferocious and unconcerned about public safety as cancer itself, holding on and moving and panting and kissing and sucking as if we are each other’s much-needed medicine, like we are the experimental treatment that might finally work.

Bare-chested in his boxers, he slips his hands inside my blouse, holds my breasts like they are the first and last breasts in the world, and all I keep thinking about is how breasts are the enemy, armed, dangerous, two ticking bombs, how my mother’s are killing her right this moment, and he of all people should be afraid of them, should refuse them, slip them back inside the black bra from whence they came, but oh, oh, maybe Dirk’s or Derrick’s or Dick’s thoughts are better, more accurate and optimistic than mine—his lips and tongue and heat, they certainly feel better.

His fingers are making their way into my tights when I say, “Spell your name.”

“Huh?”

“Please,” I say.

“You don’t know my name?”

“Just spell it.”

His name is Dirk. He spells it for me. “D-I-R-K,” he says, rolling his pretty brown eyes.

“Dirk,” I say.

“Your name is Rachel Spark.”

“First and last. Impressive.”

“You teach, right? Your eyes are green and you’ve got one dimple, on the left side of your face.”

“Now you’re just showing off.”

Dirk reaches behind him and lets his ponytail free in one swift pull.

“What about you?” I ask.

“Story’s messy,” he says.

“And sad?”

He nods and his hair falls to his bare shoulders. He looks at me and leans in. “Your mother is sick,” he says quietly.

I reach for his chest. “D-I-R-K,” I say. “Dirk,” I whisper into his neck.

 

He collects old cars and toasters. He owns two Studebakers, a Nash, and a Sunbeam. He’s thinking about buying a Triumph; there’s one for sale on Fourth and Cherry. He owns more than one toaster that’s older than his great-grandfather. “I’ve got a Triple Banger worth over five grand,” he says, beaming.

A lot of vehicles, plenty of places to stick his sliced bread, but no home; Dirk lives in a shack behind the restaurant and bar. He uses the bathroom and sink in the restaurant when he wants to wash up. It’s been this way for months, and he doesn’t remember the last time he paid rent.

“I couldn’t live like that,” I say.

“It’s fine,” he says. “It’s convenient. I practically live at my work. Who wouldn’t like to do that?”

I picture myself living in a tent on campus. “Me,” I say.

 

Earlier tonight I sat with my mother on her bed, sharing one phone. Our skulls knocked, our ears touched, and neither of us would let go of the receiver. “I’ll hold it,” I said. “I’ve got it,” I whispered. “So do I,” she whispered back. Reluctantly, we decided to share.

The doctor’s voice was upbeat and straining to remain so, even when the words came: metastasis, diameter, radiation, and maybe some more chemo.

“Oh, well,” my mother said when we’d hung up. She was smiling. “We know now what we’re up against.”

“Yeah,” I said.

“I feel better,” she continued, standing up. “It’s good to know what we’re dealing with.” She paused. “And I didn’t want osteoporosis anyway.”

I shook my head.

“He said that there’s a chance …”

“What now?” I said.

“A few zaps of radiation and I’ll be fine, Rachel. Don’t get all dramatic on me. Don’t look at me like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like I’m disappearing,” she said. “I’m still here.”

“I know,” I said.

“It’s just my hip,” she continued. “No one ever died from a sore hip. Do you know anyone who ever died because of such a thing?” She picked up a blouse from her dresser and held it in front of her face, checking for wrinkles. “Do you think I can wear this one more time?” she asked me.

“Probably,” I said.

“Worry if it goes to my liver. They say that’s when you’re supposed to worry.” My mother opened her closet and took out some hangers. She set the hangers on the bed next to me, holding on to one of them.

“That would be worrisome, yes,” I said.

“They say you’ve got to fight. You’ve got to be strong.”

“Okay, okay,” I said, annoyed.

“They say a good attitude makes a big difference.” She had the blouse on the hanger now and was putting it in the closet. Her back was to me.

“You have a good attitude,” I said, “and it’s recurred. What’s your good attitude done for you?”

“Well, they say—”

“Who are they?” I said.

“You know, them,” she said.

“Oh, them,” I said angrily. “Let’s certainly listen to them. The invisible them.”

 

Dirk’s shack has a metal roof and a little metal door that he holds open for me. I stand leaning, torso forward, with my boots half in and half out, peering in, until Dirk insists with a gentle nudge of his hip that I move inside. He uses a flashlight to show me around. I get most of the tour standing in one spot. He has cats, three of them. Two look out at me from under a table, four glowing eyes, and one circles Dirk’s pant leg. He’s got an old mattress on the floor he calls a bed. There are toasters lined up on shelves like fat silver books. “Check them out,” he says.

I step past Dirk and the cat. I bend down and feign interest. “Wow,” I say. “Nice,” I tell him.

Yes, he is thirty-six, but he’s been grieving—for nearly ten years. It’s pathetic, sure, but behavior that I recognize and can empathize with—the inability to move on, get on with things, foreseeable in my own future. In addition to the dying mother, Dirk had two sisters who’d come to visit him in California eight years ago and were killed in a car accident. It was Thanksgiving, and the three of them were on their way to Palm Springs to visit an uncle. Somewhere near that ridiculous dinosaur on Route 5 a woman swerved into their lane and killed the girls instantly. Dirk survived with a scratch on his forehead, a bruised hip, and a twisted toe. So, because of this, I’m guessing, he didn’t finish college and he’s never held a decent job, and once, he wants me to know, he lived for three months without a working toilet. This is all wonderful news and if, in my drunk and needy state, I’d had any intention of seeing Dirk again, the confessions are dimming the possibility, especially the bit about living without a toilet.

“I need to get going,” I say, stepping outside.

“Now?” he says.

I look at my watch. “It’s after three.”

He shrugs.

“I’ve got a class tomorrow.”

“Let’s sit on the curb and look at the moon—it’s full,” he says.

“No, I—”

“What time’s your class?” he interrupts.

“One-thirty, but I’ve got to prepare,” I say.

“Sure,” he says, doubtful.

“I told you that earlier, remember?”

“But the moon’s full,” he says.

“It’ll be full again,” I say.

In the alley Dirk holds my hand and leads me toward the Studebaker—a big, ridiculous car. Salmon pink. He painted it himself, he wants me to know, when his girlfriend threw him out.

He leans down and puts the key in. “Color’s classic—titty pink,” he says, smiling, opening the door. “It’s the only door that works,” he tells me, “and sometimes it gets jammed. Then I’ve got to use the window.” He climbs over the passenger seat and emergency brake and sits huffing behind the wheel. He pats the seat next to him. “Come on,” he says.

We drive up Pine Avenue and down Broadway and he chats about the toasters. He loves that Triple Banger and his Toasterlater Model #7, which is one of the most unusual toasters made, he informs me. It has a sawtooth conveyor belt that jiggles the toast through and a porthole for viewing progress.

“Does it make good toast?” I ask.

“Hell, no,” he says.

“No?”

“It’s a merciless burner.”

I laugh. “What about the porthole for viewing progress?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“You’d think it would matter,” I say, getting serious. “If you could see the bread burning, you’d think you could save it.”

He shakes his head.

“I mean, the bread’s moving along and you’re watching it, right?”

“Right.”

“Push stop, hit a button, do something.”

“Not that simple.”

At a red light we sit silently. “Oh, yeah,” he says, remembering, “there’s even a darker/lighter control switch that adjusts toast travel speed in seven increments, but still you’re left with a charred mess.”

“It’s green.”

“What?”

“The light,” I say.

Dirk pushes the gas pedal and we lurch forward.

“Make a right here,” I say.

He turns onto Ocean Boulevard. “What do you teach again?”

“Writing.”

“Journalism, that kind of thing?”

“No.”

“What then?”

“Poetry workshops.”

“Where?”

“At the University.”

“Damn,” he says. “A professor … you don’t act like a professor.”

“Maybe not,” I say.

“I thought maybe you taught high school, maybe grade school—but college, huh? A professor,” he says again, clicking his tongue.

“A lecturer, actually.”

“What’s the difference?” he asks.

“Never mind,” I say wearily. “I’m tired.”

In front of my mother’s high-rise, he turns off the engine. We look at each other. “Must be nice to live by the ocean,” he says.

“I like the way it sounds more than anything,” I say. “I mean, looking at it is fine, but listening is the best.”

“I went surfing once,” he says.

“Just once?”

“Sometimes that’s all there is—the one time,” Dirk says, leaning toward me.

I kiss his face and neck. I touch his hair, which smells of sweat and tomatoes and yeast. “Good-night,” I tell him.

“Yeah,” he says.

“Good luck with the Triple Banger and Toasterlater #7.” I turn to the door and try the handle. It won’t budge. I try it again, then again. For a moment it is funny—a woman like me, a teacher, a writer, stuck in a pink Studebaker with a toaster-collecting man like him—and then it isn’t funny, and I am pounding on the door, wanting suddenly to get out of there, wanting to get to my mother’s apartment, up the elevator and down the hall, into her room and warm sheets. Suddenly I want to hold my sick girl more than anything, and I begin to whimper.

Dirk is nervous, saying, “Shh, wait, sometimes the door jams, remember?” He reaches over me and rolls down the window.

“Fuck,” I say.

He gently nudges my thigh.

“No,” I tell him.

“It’s easy,” he says.

“I’m not climbing out that window,” I say stubbornly.

“Come on,” he says.

“I can’t, I don’t…”

“I’m sorry—about the door, I mean. I wish it worked.”

“So do I.”

“When it’s just me—I climb in, I climb out—sometimes I use the window without even checking the damn door. You can do it.”

“Don’t tell me what I can and can’t do.” I am crying now and shaking my head.

“It’s okay.”

“It’s not. It’s too damn much.”

“I won’t look,” he says. “I’ll face the building across the street. Pretend that you’re alone,” he says.

“I am alone,” I say.

“I’ll cover my eyes. See?” he says through open fingers.

I make him turn around. I make him promise. I make him keep his hands in front of his face, those fingers closed, and then I take a deep breath and hoist my leg, one black boot, then the other, moving my hips and torso and shoulders and head out of the car window and into the night, making my way back to her.






A Girl Becomes a Comma Like That

1.

It was a Saturday morning in early December, and I was deciding exactly what it was that I wanted. I wanted my mother healthy and I wanted a husband or at least a boyfriend or at least a dinner date for Friday night. Right now, though, I was in bed with one more man I barely knew. He was sleeping and I was wondering how to get out of bed without waking him. The two of us were on our sides, his soft crotch up against my back. I faced the wall. His arms were wrapped around my body, his fingers intertwined, locked under my breasts. It felt good and suffocating at once, the position I was in, and I thought that if this man were my husband he would know when I wanted him like this, bundled around me, and when I didn’t. But he wasn’t and he didn’t.

I was gently picking Rex’s fingers apart while making a list in my head, resolutions aimed at changing things. I wasn’t waiting for New Year’s Day this time because it never worked for me. I knew it wasn’t always enough, just deciding what I wanted; there were necessary steps. And even then, if I took those steps—if I slept only with men who knew my full name, if I signed up for dance classes, if I ate more fruit—even then there was no guarantee I’d get what I wanted, or if I got it, that it would be what I really wanted after all. Also, there were things I could control and things I couldn’t. Say, if I was approachable, dressed in denim, tennis shoes, a smile on my face, I might be approached. Then there was my mother’s health that I couldn’t control, and it didn’t matter if I screamed and sobbed and shook in my sheets all night long, if I ran my fingernails across my bare thighs, drawing blood, or if I behaved like other people who loved their mothers, yes, but had healthier perspectives, ones that enabled them to get on with things. What I wanted didn’t decide anything: cancer disappeared or came back on its own.

I was thinking that with a husband or boyfriend or date for Friday night I would have someone to soothe me when she died. Who knows, if I had a husband, I might turn from him with a scowl on my face. Everything he said and did not say in response to my mother’s dying might be all wrong. He might run off with Mark and Billy and Darrin to get a beer because my sorrow was too great and ugly, filling every room and cup in the house. He might sit across the table from me, shrug his shoulders and say nothing. He might tear the bread without imagining its effect on my heart. He might try, “She’s in a better place, Rachel,” or “She’s with Jesus,” or worse: “God’s got a special plan for her.” And I might hate him suddenly, asking, “Yeah, what’s that? What sort of plan does God have?” And when he mumbled something else, I might wish him dead instead of her. I might barter in my head with that God I don’t believe in for my mother’s life back: Take this from me, take that, take my mumbling, bread-tearing idiot and my adjunct jobs, but please let me have her sitting in her blue chair, sewing, let me have her standing in the hall, modeling one of her handmade dresses.

But now, I was prying at Rex’s fingers, convinced that a husband might make the unbearable a little less so.

Depending on what magazine I opened or what relative I talked to, there were specific things a woman needed to do to deserve a husband: lose weight, balance cucumber slices over her eyes for an hour a day, smile, don’t smile too much, keep the number of former lovers she’s had to herself, learn to cook a perfect brisket, pretend she’s sweeter than she is, less educated, more educated, younger, taller, learn to drive a stick shift, talk during sex, scream during sex, shut up during sex, take him into her mouth because he’ll love it, don’t take him into her mouth because it’s a whorish act, listen and nod, listen and nod, and above all, stop cussing.

“Fuck,” I said softly, just now breaking Rex’s hands apart and getting free. I turned and looked at him. It was still early, and the sun was coming in a bit at a time, lighting the sheets and half of his face. One half was mashed into the pillow, but the half I could see looked fine, full lips and long girlie eyelashes. Still, he wasn’t my future. The reasons were numerous: he lived on another continent, outside London, he had a violent ex-wife, a new girlfriend, there was his baby boy and teenage girl, but mostly, I slept with him after two days, two brief meetings, which was one thing magazines and my relatives agreed on: you shouldn’t offer up the dressing unless he buys the salad.

I was still a little drunk from last night’s cider and feared my heart was somehow visible, puffed up, obvious and eager inside my chest.

“Coffee?” I said, waking him.

“Yes,” he said, groggily. “Is your mum still here?”

“No,” I told him.

“Where’d she go? I was hoping to meet her,” he said, winking.

“She buys ointment on Saturday mornings.”

“For what?”

“The radiation burns her skin.”

He frowned.

“Monday they did her shoulder. It’ll just now begin to crack,” I said, unable to stop myself.

“Christ,” he said. “Jesus,” he said.

I stepped out of bed and pulled the sheet with me. I turned at the door, knotting the sheet at my chest. His dick was curled and humble on his thigh.

“Your room is chilly,” he said, yanking the blanket up and around his body. He shivered or pretended to.

“What did you expect?”

“I thought Los Angeles would be warm. Isn’t it always warm? Isn’t that what you people like best?”

“We’re at the beach, remember? It’s not always warm.”

He smiled. “Did you mention coffee?”

“Right away,” I told him, opening the bedroom door, thinking that I must look like a ghost, wrapped in white, moving down the hall, away from him.

 

The kitchen tile was cold, sticky in spots where last night we spilled nightcaps. I understood it was playing house, all of it, fixing drinks, leaving him in a bedroom I called mine, this couple stuff, this dressing in sheets. I was on tiptoe at the cupboard, reaching for cups, sugar cubes, imagining him. Perhaps he turned and stirred now in a bed I didn’t even own. Perhaps he was stretching to the window, parting the blinds, looking at the sea.

Last night I stifled my sobs into the pillow. I was either grieving or coming lately, the sounds themselves blending into one strange cry. Sometimes I didn’t know the difference, how to identify or name my very own bells. I wondered if my mother heard me from her own bedroom, sleeping or trying to, perhaps being jolted awake by the noises I made at night.

Six months earlier I had met this guy at a bar downtown who couldn’t have been over twenty. I remembered insisting on his ID before I let him touch my face with his fingers. I was sitting in a booth alone, and he slid up like a snake or cowboy, boots on, smelling like tobacco and mint and musk, a Southern accent—something I thought I hated—but when he said, Hey girl, hey sad girl, my knees pulled apart from each other and I began talking myself into him.

He was nervous or drunk, babbling, questions and comments coming at me like bullets: Let’s go. You live around here? I’m from Alabama. Where you from? I got me a horse at home. I ride. You ride? How old are you anyway? You married, engaged, got a boyfriend? Mind if I chew? I shook my head and he rolled his fat tongue in his mouth, then flipped the dark wad onto a cocktail napkin he held in his palm. “It’s mint flavored,” he told me. “At first I did cherry, now I do mint. Pretty soon I won’t need flavors at all.”

“Great,” I said.

“What?”

“You’re advancing,” I said, smiling.

“Let’s go,” he said.

On the way out the door I stopped him, my hand around his upper arm like a mother’s. “Let’s be quiet,” I said. “Let’s not make a mess.”

He didn’t understand. He was just a boy. “A mess?” he said. “We’re not even in bed yet.”

“That’s right,” I said. “Fine,” I told the boy.

Sometimes I’d meet a guy and bring him to the beach in front of my mother’s apartment building rather than go to his home or risk waking her. I imagined the stretch of sand was mine, and I’d kiss whoever he was, as if I owned it, as if it was where the two of us belonged, outside with the chill and broken bottles, with the cigarette butts and seaweed, the tiny bits of shells, outside, ten stories away from my life. But this one I brought into my mother’s home, up the elevator and down the hall, and I knew he was important that way, that after him, there’d be others.

I don’t remember the elevator itself, but I must have been in there with him, four walls, mirrors, harsh light, the terrible sounds it made then, struggling up to the tenth floor. Perhaps he said, “Your elevator needs fixing,” or maybe he just sighed. Perhaps he couldn’t look at me. Perhaps his palms were on my hips and he stared hard into my eyes. Maybe I wanted to do it right there and he had to convince me to wait. Perhaps I wanted to be standing up, stuck between floors like bad luck or an accident. Perhaps he said, “Hey girl, hey sad girl, I need a bed to get this right.”

I do remember laughing in the living room, my sandals hanging from two curled fingers. Then I was leading the way. He kissed me while I led, his lips cemented to my own. We were two sick twins, connected at the mouth like that, drunk in my mother’s apartment at two in the morning. My back was against my bedroom door and he was slipping a palm into my skirt when I heard my mother’s voice. “Rachel, what are you doing? Who’s with you?” she wanted to know. And her voice was deep, masculine, guttural, thick with sleep and chemo, worry or anger, and he said, “Hey, come on, I didn’t know you were married, you didn’t tell me you were married, I asked you at the bar and you didn’t say a thing.”

I laughed, his thinking my mother was a man, my husband. I opened my mouth to set him straight, to tell him the voice was my mother’s and that my mother was sick, but what came out was, “He’s not my husband. He’s just a friend.”

He was shaking his head, voicing his reluctance. “I don’t know” he said. “I don’t like this. Are you a liar?” he asked.

I rolled my eyes. “Come on,” I said.

“Are you a liar?” he repeated. “Maybe you’re a freak, one of those girls who brings a guy home just to make her husband jealous. I’ve heard about girls like you. Things get rough at home, you don’t like the way he looked at you over dinner or something, and you head to the neighborhood bar to bring back the competition—is that what I am, the competition?” He was pointing at his chest now, backing away.

“That doesn’t make sense,” I said.

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I wouldn’t bring you here if I was married.”

“I’m not so sure,” he said.

“I wouldn’t need you,” I said softly, almost to myself.

“I don’t know,” he said. “You chicks get weird. Who knows how weird you could get.”

“That might be true, about being weird,” I said. “You might have a very good point there,” I told him.

I left my mother’s competition in the hall and went to wash my face. When I returned, he was gone, vanished. It was as if he flew away, and I remember imagining him doing just that, growing wings and flying off. The front door was open, cool air from the building’s hallway filling the living room. It was the middle of the night and I was drunk still, my panties damp with wanting, my mouth still buzzing from his minty tobacco.

In the morning, about the flying guy, my mother tried to stay quiet. Outside on the balcony, she was sitting in a plastic chair, wearing a floral robe and a pink scarf on her head. A wig sat in her lap, the morning paper spread out on top of the wig, red hairs fanning out behind the news. I was pacing the living room, hung over, sweaty and shy and guilty. I was looking at my mother. Every now and then she glanced up at me and smiled.

“What?” I finally said.

“You’re a grown-up,” she said.

“And?”

“I was just thinking about nature and what you need.”

“Don’t start,” I said.

“Still,” she said, “you need—”

I cut her off. “It won’t happen again,” I lied.

“You’re thirty. Of course you need connection.”

“Please,” I said. “It’s too early for this. I’m going to make eggs now. Do you want a couple fried eggs?” I asked my mother.

She lifted the newspaper from her lap and shook it out, pretending to read.

I tried again. “Are you hungry?”

My mother shook her head. She folded the newspaper up and rested it on her swollen belly. “I was young once,” she said. “I was healthy. Remember when I used to visit you in that apartment on Belmont Street?”

“They weren’t really visits,” I said.

“I visited you,” she insisted. “I came by every Friday.”

“You came by, yes.”

“That’s not a visit? What’s a visit?”

“You wouldn’t put your purse down,” I said. “You walked from room to room and the damn thing swung from your shoulder”

“I had things to do, people to see.”

“That boyfriend in Anaheim.”

“That’s right,” she said, smiling, obviously reminiscing. “The podiatrist who loved Disneyland—talked about specific rides the way other people talk about movies or books. ‘The Pirates of the Caribbean, now that’s a ride,’” she said.

“You saw a lot of the park that summer.”

“I did.”

“You complained that it was all he talked about.”

“Russell talked about feet, too. Thought mine were especially healthy, not a bunion or corn anywhere, no dry skin, clear nails. He was very happy with my feet,” she said.

“I’m hungry. I’m going to cook something,” I said, but instead of turning around, I stood there, looking at her.

My mother picked up the wig. She spun the wig on two fingers. “Remember those toys that spun around?”

“Tops,” I said.

“You liked the wooden ones. If I brought home plastic, you’d scream. You were picky. You were so very picky,” she said.

And the word “picky” stayed with me even after I turned away from her and went to the kitchen. I was standing at the stove, watching the eggs bubble in the frying pan. I was thinking that a picky child does not necessarily grow into a picky adolescent, does not necessarily become a picky adult. She might move from boy to boy, from dark backseat to dark bar, from drowsy man to drowsy man. “Picky,” I said softly, deciding I’d write a poem later about last night’s mess, about the flying boy and his minty chew. I picked up the saltshaker and tipped it this way and that, watching the grains fall through the air.

I was over thirty years old, living with my mother because she was sick and because I was poor. It was an exchange. It was love, yes, but need was a part of it too. I wanted to pretend I was still an adult, that returning to my mother wasn’t an indication I’d gone backwards: thumb sucking, dependency, crawling, fear, and breast milk.

Later, while I showered, my mother stood at the bathroom sink, pulling an extra toothbrush from a shopping bag. She punctured the package with a fingernail and tossed the wrapper into the trash. She slipped the toothbrush into the ceramic holder shaped like a hand. I could see my mother through the clear curtain, giving the brush a slot. “For guests,” she shouted. “In case a good one stays.”

Her comment startled me and I nicked my calf. I slammed the razor down on the edge of the tub and looked out at her from behind the shower curtain. “Mom,” I said, in the same exasperated tone I’d used on her as a teenager. “Get out of here.”

My calf bled and bled. The cut was tiny, but deep. I propped my foot up on the closed toilet and stopped the bleeding with tissue and pressure. I placed a Band-Aid on the cut, wrapped a towel around myself, and sat down on the edge of the tub, staring at the new toothbrush. My mother had placed it in the thumb slot, while our own brushes occupied the pinkie and ring finger. It was blue, a boy’s color, big and clean, with uneven bristles, better quality, more expensive, I could tell, than either of ours. I ran my finger over the bristles and thought about that flying guy and his fake ID, pretending.

I have a problem with my imagination. I might be doing something with someone and I’ll be nodding or moving my torso or handing him a beer, but inside my head I am with someone else, doing something else entirely. Like skiing or surfing (which I’ve never been able to do) or bathing in a claw-foot tub with that husband I don’t have. From far away, the husband is unique, an individual, but when I come in close to focus on his features, they are indistinct; he is anyone.

Sometimes I’ll be with the person I am with, but I’ll have scooted the two of us ahead in time so that we are better, tighter friends than we actually are, or longtime lovers, or maybe even on our way down the aisle, although it isn’t an ordinary aisle, with sisters and mothers weeping to the left and right, and little girls dressed like grown women with glossy lips and elaborate hair, but an empty room that isn’t a church, and my dress is black and tight and low-cut, and my legs are three inches longer than they really are.

Like right then, I was there, but I wasn’t, standing at the kitchen counter, wrapped like a mummy, making coffee for Rex. I wanted it strong. It was one of the steps I was going to take, drinking one cup of strong coffee instead of four cups of regular. I’d save time, and perhaps with a little less caffeine I wouldn’t be edgy and impatient. The men I met might have a better chance.

While I was scooping the fifth tablespoon of beans from the can, it occurred to me that I hadn’t learned one damn thing in seventeen years of fucking. Since that first wrong boy on the bathroom tile took my new nipple between his teeth. I was worried even then about being unlovely, unloved, and on that black-and-white floor of his, everything was slick and cold. Within minutes of my first kiss I was stripped like a squid and knew he didn’t care whether I was Carol from third period or Christine from sixth or bad Brittany who didn’t even go to school anymore, and something inside me hardened, turned into a chunk of cement.

A girl becomes a comma like that, with wrong boy after wrong boy; she becomes a pause, something quick before the real thing. Even now, I am certain that the light coming from his parents’ room was a warning that the sincere lovers of the world existed elsewhere, not where I was, and that it would always be like that, the light on the other side not seeping in enough to illuminate his thin cheeks or the stubble I felt with a curious teenage palm.

We couldn’t see each other in that bathroom, and now, making coffee for a man I barely knew in my ailing mother’s kitchen, I realized that I was stirred by darkness, bars and rooms and clubs, by movie theaters where my date’s hand might rest on my thigh without responsibility, without complete admission—without light. And a man who was traveling interested me because he was traveling. I imagined Rex’s plane waiting for him right now, the tunnel he’d move through as easily as he moved through me. He’d pull his bags behind him, and the tunnel would fill with people walking too slowly or too quickly, but no one—here’s the thing—no one would match his exact stride. The flight staff would look like mannequins, would sound robotic, saying, Hello, how are you? and then one starched blonde would point her ridiculously long nail in the direction of his seat before he had the chance to answer, before he had the chance to even wonder how he was.

When the plane landed he’d be across the world from me, and we’d both be relieved. No chance of him interrupting me during a class. No chance of me having to explain who he was, what I was doing, to my students. No chance of me showing up at his studio, where he’d surely be annoyed. Where he’d answer the door with a paintbrush between his teeth, rubbing his palms on his jeans. What are you doing here? he’d mumble through the brush. I mean, really, just what do you think you’re doing? There’d be spots of yellow, green, and blue paint on his T-shirt, splattered everywhere, on his walls, chairs, and doors, on his chin and forehead, those full lips, so that he’d look like just one more painted thing, a piece of furniture or art equipment, but with a face.

Sometimes I went with my mother to the radiation clinic and my imagination worked in another way. I kept my sunglasses on and tried not to look at people. I tried not to smell the Chinese noodles the receptionist was eating. I tried not to notice the few noodles hanging out of the girl’s mouth. I tried not to hear the slurp as she brought the noodles inside.

I picked up that kids’ magazine Highlights and followed the path to the defined words: delusion, destruction, feline, reiterate, problematic. I pretended I wasn’t thirty, but younger, that my mother wasn’t ill at all, that I was there for someone else, someone I loved less—a pushy friend, my slowest cousin, a dull and needy neighbor, and that’s about the time my mother would come bouncing out of the double doors, all smiles and bright wig.

When the doctor came out of surgery six weeks ago, I asked him what the cancer looked like, what color it was. He tugged on a bushy eyebrow and looked at me. “What?” he said. “Why?”

Four years ago, when he took my mother’s first breast and a dozen nodes, I was twenty-six and fell to the floor after he spit out her prognosis. I was a panting heap, wiping my nose with the hem of my skirt. I was drooling and sobbing, an animal. This last time I was someone else, new, in Italian shoes and silk blouse. I looked directly at him. I was curious, wanted to see, wanted a color, a shape, a texture to the disease. “What color is it?” I said again.

“I remember,” he said, nodding. “You’re the writer, aren’t you? Your mother is very proud—” he began.

“Fine,” I said, cutting him off. “I just want to know what color it is.”

“It’s gray,” he said.

“Light gray?”

He scowled.

“Pencil lead or lighter?”

“Just gray.”

“Cloudy-day gray or like metal?”

“Jesus,” he said, tugging on that eyebrow one last time. “Are you okay?”

2.

Rex had interviewed me just four days earlier about my first book of poems. He sat in the leather chair by the window. I sat on the couch. It was tense, sexy. He had me read my poems into a microphone. Rex drank a diet cola, crossed and uncrossed his legs, nodded while I read. From his body language and the small sounds he made in between poems, I knew he preferred the ones that mentioned parts of my body. Even when those poems dealt with cancer and fear, knives and cuts and fate, I sensed they turned him on. It was on his face, his excitement, and at the end of the reading I looked up from my book and caught it.

He blushed then, his already pinkish face going pinker, and looked out the window at the ocean and bike path below. “Would you look at that?” he said. “Bike riding in December. Half naked in the dead of winter. Families bobbing by in boats. The sun out, not one cloud. Some life you got here, Rachel. Some great life.”

“If weather was enough.”

“It’s beautiful.”

“Sometimes it gets monotonous,” I tried.

“You don’t like the sun?”

“I like the sun, it’s not that.”

“What then?”

“Sometimes I want to be surprised.”

“Surprised?”

“I want to wake up and not know what sort of day it’s going to be.”

“I don’t think you know how lucky you are.” He was grinning, shaking his head.

“My friend Angela has allergies,” I offered. “She lives here because of her job, but the weather is killing her. She’s got welts and hives—they won’t go away.”

He wasn’t listening. He was standing at the window with his glasses on now. He was pressed up against the window, watching. “People on skates,” he said.

“Rollerblades,” I corrected him.

“Rollerblades, huh? You do that, Rachel? You skate on those things?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

I pointed at the red bike in the corner.

“Very good, then.” He leaned forward, hitting the button on the recorder.

I got up from the couch and went to the bike. I rang the little metal bell for him with my thumb. I was thinking about the weather, the envy coming at California from other lands, and I was thinking about my friend Angela, how in early November the hives completely covered the left side of her body, one arm, one leg, one breast, half her neck, one cheek. I was thinking about a few years ago when her lips swelled to ten times their normal size. Her doctor blamed Angela’s allergies on the weather, the climate and moisture, the mold and thriving dust mites. I was ringing the bell and thinking about that.

“Wonderful,” he said.

“What?”

“Bells are terrific.”

I nodded.

“When do you ring it? I mean, on what occasion might you ring it like you are now?”

I looked down at my finger, which was still going at the bell. I wrapped my hand around the handlebars to keep myself from ringing. “When a kid doesn’t know he’s a kid, when he thinks he’s a bike.”

“I don’t understand.” He cocked his head like a puppy.

“One time I was riding by and a couple of little boys were playing jacks. Remember jacks?” I said. “Right on the bike path, two little boys in shorts, sitting there, playing jacks. I rang the bell that morning. My bell made those two jump.”

“What else?” he said.

“I rode over a jack and popped a tire. It was awful. Those boys pissed me off.”

He was nodding, leaning toward me. I wanted to lean forward too, but felt my body tilting backward, away from Rex. “The bell is like a horn, a warning,” I said, suddenly nervous, stating the obvious.

“Of course. Yes,” he said.

He kissed my cheek before he left, quickly, awkward in his boots, moving a piece of hair away from his eyes. When the door closed behind him I went to the phone. I called Angela, who had lived in London for a year, with questions.

“How are your hives?” I asked first.

“Everywhere.”

“Is the lotion helping at all?”

“I keep scratching it off,” she said.

“What are you going to do, Ang?”

“I’m going to get my shot, and maybe I’ll move to the desert, somewhere hot and dry. I look awful.”

“What about your job?”

“I can’t work like this anyway. I’d scare the kids.”

“Is it on your face?”

“At my jawline,” she said. She paused. “Enough about my allergies,” she said. “What’s going on with you?”

“That journalist-artist guy just left,” I said.

“Oh yeah, how was your interview?”

“He kissed my cheek.”

“He kissed you?”

“Just my cheek.”

“Still.”

“Do they kiss strangers there? In London, I mean.”

“Never,” she said. “They’re cold.”

“Not even on the cheek? It was just a peck,” I explained. “He leaned down and then—”

“Look,” she interrupted, “you’re lucky if a Brit kisses you after he fucks you—before he fucks you, for that matter. You’re lucky if he pats you on the back the morning after, that’s how removed and distant they are. You think American men are distant? Goddamn, good luck with this one.”

“It was probably nothing,” I said.

“Doesn’t sound like nothing to me.”

“He’s a friendly guy, that’s all. He’s here for a short while, and he wants to make friends.”

“Right,” Angela said, sarcastically.

“Friendly,” I repeated.

“I should know. I fucked a whole bunch of them.”

“I remember the stories, Angela.”

“They were cute.”

“I know.”

“Icy and seductive at the same time.”

“I’m sure it was meaningless. The kiss,” I said.

“And then there’s that whole thing about land and territory, ownership and war. It’s all about jealousy, rage. We hate each other and are curious as hell.” She was talking more to herself now than to me. “I remember one,” she continued, “tall, big, hair to his shoulders, and a pierced tongue. Do you know what a skillful man can do with a little gold stud in his mouth?”

“I should go.”

“A pierced tongue,” she repeated. “I’m telling you, Rachel, there’s nothing quite like it. A pierced nipple on a guy is worthless—all about ego. I mean, how’s he going to make you shake with a decorated nipple? A tongue, though, is something else altogether. A man who pierces his tongue is a generous king,” she said, emphatically.

“I have to go.”

“Imagine the pain.”

“I’m imagining.”

“The sacrifice,” she continued.

“I have to go,” I tried again.

“How’s your mom? Still upbeat? Still cheerful?” she wanted to know.

 

Angela was convinced that my mother was in denial, that her smile and good mood was a front, and had suggested to me more than once that I intervene, help her open up and discuss her fears and anger. When I asked my mom about the smiling, the shopping, the continuing to teach through the chemo, she said that Angela was well-meaning but still young, that her hives were one thing, but illness was something else altogether. She looked at me hard and said, “I understand a thing or two about time, and I’m not going to waste it on worry.” She’d leave that to me. I did it well, she said. I was an expert.

And she wouldn’t waste time in long lines, either, especially in department stores. She’d look at the line, then at me, and I’d shake my head no, Don’t you dare, let’s just wait, and she’d nod yes, and she’d grin, and sometimes she’d even wink, and then she’d start reaching for her wig, and when her hand went up, I’d dart across the store and hide behind a rack of jackets, pretending not to know her.

Sometimes, the people in line were especially stubborn and didn’t respond to her lifting the wig up and revealing her smooth forehead, so she’d pull it off completely. She’d stand there, holding the wig at her hip, head shiny, and lean in. She’d whisper that she had cancer, that it had metastasized, and no, she wasn’t in a lot of pain yet, but the pain was probably coming, and she didn’t have a lot of time, would they mind so much if she moved to the front, she only had this one sweater to buy or this bra or this pretty watch.

On the way home, she’d confide, “I don’t know why people let me cut in front of them. It really doesn’t hurt. When is it supposed to hurt, Rachel?”

And I’d look at my mother’s face and try to see it, what it was, what was happening, and my mother would say, “Don’t look at me like that. I’m not going anywhere just yet.” And I’d try not to, but it was a hard thing to do, trying not to see what was right there in front of me.

3.

The next night at Ruby’s Room I offered Rex up excuses, though he was leaving the country in a matter of days and it wasn’t necessary. He didn’t think a woman like me, whom he called smart and daring, should be alone. “Why are you still single?” he asked.

“My mom has been sick for four years and she needs all of me,” I said. What I should have said was, My mom has been sick for four years and I need all of her.

“Come on.”

“It’s true. I can’t think about anyone but her, about what she’s in, and everyone else is small compared to that.”

“What about when you’re at work?”

“When I’m writing, it’s all about her, and when I’m teaching—well, I try to be there for them.”

“What about when you’re in bed with someone?”

“It’s probably about her too.” I looked at his face, tried to gauge how far I could go. “That’s when I’m most aware of what’s happening to her, to both of us.”

“You’re going to need someone when she goes.” He stopped. “I’m sorry,” he said.

“It’s okay.”

“It’s not my place …”

I lifted the cider to my lips, then looked away from him, toward the bar. I recognized one of my best students, Ella Bloom, sitting with a young man in a white lab coat. She was stirring a short drink and shaking her head no. She looked angry. The young man was leaning toward Ella, his hand on her knee.

“She’s a good writer,” I said, gesturing toward the bar with my chin.

“Oh, yeah?”

“I mean, she’s a student now, my student, but her poems are strange and wonderful. She writes about young girls a lot. This last poem was about bats, though.”

Rex shuddered. “My least favorite creatures on the planet,” he said.

I wanted to kiss him then, wanted to tell him I liked him, wanted to promise to always protect him from bats, but we weren’t there yet, and I didn’t know if we were even on our way. “Remember her name—Ella Bloom,” I told him. “Maybe one day you’ll be coming back here to interview her.” I looked at Rex and wondered how many times he’d visit California.

“It’s possible.”

“She’s newly married. I guess that’s her husband there. You think he’s a doctor?”

“Too young.”

“You’re probably right.” When I turned to look at them again, Ella and her husband had risen from their stools and were making their way toward us. The anger seemed to have disappeared from her face. “Jack, Dr. Spark. Dr. Spark, Jack,” she said, smiling.

“Hi, Jack,” I said. “I’m Rachel. And this is Rex. He’s visiting from London.”

“Outside London. I live on a farm in Hampshire,” Rex corrected me, leaning over to shake hands with Jack.
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