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Les Fenétres Simultanéekd12
by Robert Delaunay




Window

Olivia Turnbull looked out Robert Delaunaywgindowand saw her reflection.
Barely recognizable, but as she meditated on tleher lips appeared out of the
orange, her eyes (although blue) became hauntapgpgrent in the yellow. Yes, there
she was, staring back at herself—caught in thefasteing. As though this painting
were a real window. She knew the artist liked syphith these themes, but never
before had she seen her reflection. This wasgjusbment in a museum though, and
soon she was left with her view of the outside dorl

She turned her head slowly to the right side. Tihg, the orange looked like
a sunset. She concentrated on the soft supple-entgade triangles; noticed the
yellow, similar to the swaths of orange composiagsunset at the end of the canvas.
The yellow was edgy, poking the orange, pushirng recede into the linear border.
This reminded her of the Grand Canyon. Not thercaally, more the way it
claimed its shape, delineating itself from the \&agianse before it. Like those
canyon cliffs. Olivia wondered if Delaunay had dagdscape in mind when he
painted this picture. The views outside most ofwiisdows were Parisian
cityscapes—some even gently featuring the Eiffek@io She’d grown accustomed
to meditating on these colors, looking throughviiisdows and creating whatever
landscape came to mind.

She shifted her weight. What was she thinking? WherBaltimore Museum
of Art announced this Orphism exhibit she’d beearyed. Purchased tickets a
year in advance and waited patiently. Geometryaditate on, she’d told her

students. She’d even designed a whole course argdadusing on the techniques of



cubism and the correlation of color and music. Baw, standing in front of
Delaunay’s1912 Windowall she could see was a vast precipice. Edgesanfaces
that led nowhere.

Her students were gone, receded into the backdraWhat lay before her
was that frantic fast-paced emptiness of first-trm@herhood. That feeling—
emptiness— had been shocking to her at first. Thvasea strange loneliness that
accompanied it too. She hadn'’t really given too minought to being the primary
caregiver of a child, until it was upon her, uthi day after she’d left the hospital:
Joe’s first day back at work.

Emily slept in a co-sleeper next to their bedvialfed her at six, then again at
nine. Between nine and ten, Emily was awake amdaddressed her, changed her
tiny diapers and tentatively touched her. Caressedmall fingers, tickled her toes,
kissed her on the cheeks. Her emptiness was growWiegactions began to feel like
an out of body experience. All she could do washgough the motions of what she
imagined mothering to be. She wasn’t sure she wagydny of it right. Her own
mother died before she could remember anything] abaut her, leaving Olivia,
ultimately, with her paternal grandparents. Helnéatleft early, cracked under the
pressure, she told herself now. For the first imieer life she understood her father’s
compulsion to run away.

During these early days with Emily, Olivia’s rowimvas alarmingly similar.

At about ten, Emily took a nap and when they aith lnp again, Olivia panicked. She
had no idea what to do with her child. On that fitay, Olivia planned to go to a

breastfeeding support group, but she felt paralyZte worried. The road,



immediately outside of her house was a busy one-tivkamebody hit her? Would
she be able to properly secure her child in theseat? Worries about leaving the
house flooded her mind. How was she going to feecthild when the time came?
She wondered about taking her daughter to a plheserthere were other babies.
What if Emily got sick and ended up back in thepiad? So, on that very first day,
Olivia stayed home, trapped, staring down at hertoen daughter. Watching
Emily’s eyes flutter open when she was awake, spgrallong time trying to figure
out the proper positions for breastfeeding. Feetiompletely on her own, and
wondering how the human race had survived atedl)y.

In three weeks’ time it wasn't any better. Oligiauld leave the house with
Emily, but she found herself scared to death tamyghing. She would make it to the
grocery store only to realize that she felt ilease putting the car seat on the
shopping cart, worried that even though Emily wiagpped securely into both she
might fall. Olivia tried to play it cool, but norrhavery day experiences were
becoming impossible. Taking the child to the doetas even worse. She’d wonder
when the ball would drop; when her pediatrician lddell her something was
irreversibly wrong with her daughter. Somethingttivould either leave Olivia and
Joe grieving for Emily or have Emily strapped terthfor all eternity, always a baby,
completely incapacitated and devoid of normal hufoaction.

She was defective. Nature could only go so farterdoiology created a
child, but maybe it couldn’t make her a capabletaker. This idea was new to her.
Sometimes she would even let whole sentences folmen mind about this subject,

telling herself that she had been wrong. Motherhdidchot come naturally. That,



she, a parentless child could never replicate datmwhat came naturally to other
families. On those days, she would let herselfevelithat she could remedy this
mistake and save three lives in the process. @fsegas soon as these thoughts
came up, she’d guiltily push them back into théhfast corners of her brain, making
them inaccessible again. But they'd been resurfpgiore lately. And, every
interaction with her daughter was becoming panieta She knew she loved her
daughter. Her consuming anxiety about parentiuglved around love and was
about not knowing how to go on if her daughter werdie, especially if she were
somehow negligent and responsible for this deatitl gince right now she was a
stay-at-home mom and always with her daughter wbisy seemed like a future-
reality to her. This panic always rang in her ea@®h my God what if she dies, what
if she dies. | don't know what I'll do if she di¢slon’t know what I'll do.

What she missed most was the ease of painting-sélifadssuredness that
came with knowing exactly what to do. She hagitked up a paintbrush in
months. In fact, she’d almost forgotten what it fidle. The smell, the bristle tips
dipping into the paint, the intense high she’d hiredays when she got it right. To
be able to perfectly replicate an image from hexdhento canvas was satisfying.
But, what she needed was that up-at-all-hours-efdilght-rush of discovery. She
wanted her half-known world.

She examined Delaunay’s shapes once more. Inyealishe saw were a
bunch of formless half circles, triangles, angutamd lines and solid colors. Some
window, she thought. She’d hoped that a littleetiawvay from her daughter would

erase these thoughts. But, she supposed thesggieelould never go away.



She moved away from Delaunay’s window. She remeeabtre other reason
she liked museums: the controlled, slow-moving ao@livia often pretended to
look at a work of art, using it as a guise to strstrangers. There weren't many
places where people were just given permissiorare gFor her, people-watching
was only a natural extension of viewing artworke®njoyed examining people’s
features and behaviors and fantasizing about likes. Some days, her observations
would make it into her journals. This happenedtavieen she was viewing abstract
or modern art. After a time, her eyes would waratet she would look beyond the
painting or sculpture. In those moments, she wottkeh meld the works of art into
the people she saw. Sinewy, pointy-noised womerldMoecome Degas’ ballerinas
or Miro’s sculptures. It was a game for her, sonmgtho occupy her mind.

She played this game now. The room was white watihivood floors that
crankily announced the presence of each visitbwak one of those middle rooms in
a museum, containing entrances on two of the fio@ss Most people entered and
exited by following the natural flow of the exhipitut some always moved against
the grain. She chose to focus her eyes on thattbgiexit through which people
would be pushing their way into the room. They vaoloé seeing the exhibit
backwards, upside down, even. She moved to a augskimfa in the center and let her
eyes follow the floor to the edge of the white wallhis was where the security
guard stood.

The guard was dressed in a museum uniform, a nelgsed blue jacket and
beige slacks. He wore a wire that connected th@ieae on his right ear to the radio

at his side. He was standing still, but shiftingamfortably on his heel. To Olivia, he



looked like he had to go to the bathroom. His neas flat and his eyes barely
registered the people in the room. Occasionallyybeld nod to a visitor and only
once did she see him leave his post to tell som#@ewere standing too close.
Most of the time, he would play with his hands, @l out what looked to be a
photograph. Each time he did this he smiled apped on it with his forefinger.
Then, he would look up, look around, and slip thetype into his rear pocket.

Olivia wished she could see the guard’s picture Banted to move behind
him so the next time he’d pull out the photo sHaedthere to see it with him. She
decided against this. Observation wasn’'t meanetmteractive, but it could be
imaginative. She wondered who was in the photo.i®lagined he needed money
and the person in the photo was the reason he wdsng this extra job. A child,
perhaps? This guard was confident in his role emetaker, eagerly willing to make
the sacrifices that came with parenthood. Sopséended that every fifteen minutes
or so this guard took out a picture of his 9-yddramn, Mikhail. The guard was
Eastern European, so his son’s name came easilgbkno her. Being a single dad
was tough, but certainly worth it. A child, in hrend, was reason enough to do
anything.

Olivia thought about her own life. Being a fuliiie mother, disappearing into
your child for the better part of twenty years sedrhke a blessing—a purpose, even.
When Emily was growing inside of her, she imagihedself drinking coffee with
other mothers, sharing recipes or pediatriciafksnggEmily to play groups, yoga and

story time while Joe was around on weekends andieye. She hadn't really



comprehended the reality of it all. The completd atter panic that came with the
weight of another human being.

Olivia decided it was time to go. If she was lucklge’d have a couple of
hours at home by herself before Joe and EmilyHemistheir daddy-daughter day. She
left the museum through the double doors near igi®K's entrance and was struck
by the bright, cold day. The wind pressed harspbirest her body, piercing her dry
skin. The cold air caused her hands and face tteredshe’d planned to walk the
fifteen or so blocks from the BMA to her home, giimyg for lunch along the way.
Now, she wasn’t sure she could make it. The winderteer nose run and she
couldn’t feel her face. This momentary numbnesplEmliwith the nerve-damage
she’d experienced as a natural complication tdsection made her think of death.
To feel absolutely nothing, no pain, no tinglingisation to remind her of her
physical self, was a great relief. If she pokeddbdomen or rubbed her cheeks
right now she couldn’t even be sure she existect@rast there was no physical
notion of her existence. With her head towardggtloeind she walked forward.

Olivia stepped off the curb to a loud honk and evegolting knock to her
body. This hard blow left her entire left side socreng—taking her numbness away.
Her left hand hit a car hood, smacking it, and atmgpon impact began to swell. She
found herself twisted on top of a sun faded 198yota Camry Station Wagon. Her
parents stared out at her through the grainy glasgow of the car. She had to shake
her head to get rid of the momentary vision—toireatlhat it was her imagination. Of
course these people weren't her parents. By the tien parents were in their thirties

her mother was dead and her father momentarilyledddth baby Olivia. But, the



likeness was uncanny. She could see the womaresctaarly now, and this woman,
with her long nails and wild eyes, was gesturin@lia. As if this accident were
Olivia’s fault.

Olivia began to remove herself from the car hoad,the painful jagged rage
that had been stirring inside stopped her. Sheddeel the rocky feeling in the pit of
her stomach, pressing through her damaged nerliagy &nd angular like the
Delaunay landscapes she’d seen this morning. Timdeof a serrated knife cutting
through her began to move up her stomach, throeglesophagus, past her voice box
until finally it reached the inside of her mouthdashe could feel a thousand little
spikes of steel in her throat.

She faced the car window she sat in front of améagaed. At first, she put
both hands on her face inadvertently mimicking Ed\Wunch’s famous painting.
But then her scream became something else entitelythroat began to pop, and
with each rattle of her voice her left hand, algeadollen, clenched into a fist and
she hit the hood of the car. Pop. Bang. Pop. BBog. Bang. She was quickly
losing her voice, losing the momentum in her thrbat her left hand was still
moving. Fist tight, each pound on the metal of@aenry was life-giving. Her
knuckles began to bleed and her index finger becqaore mangled and misshapen
with every powerful hit to the car.

Finally, she stopped. She stopped when she coulthke it anymore, when
the pain in her hand, the pain radiating from #fedide of her body, from her fingers
up her wrist and arm was too much to bear. Sh&ldeal the reverberations of her

pounding on the car hood in her shoulders and n&ble. couple stared back at her



through the window. The woman'’s pale face was nimdgter by the mascara
streaks marking her cheeks. Her lips were red amehvghe frowned Olivia could see
tiny cracks in her skin. Her eyes searched Oliviate—asking Olivia if it was okay
to come out. This notion, this searching made @liaugh. She felt calm, happy; the
pain reaching through the left side of her bodktaway all that terrible numbness
she’d been feeling. Olivia moved off the car togsitthe curb.

It took only ten minutes for her couple to come oltheir car. In that time,
Olivia sat and watched the colors reshape and trmer hand. She could barely
move her fingers and when she tried there was quige, luscious pain that ran
through her, making her tingle. She kept this ménse to her, and when it began to
subside she’d move her fingers as hard as she.célédhand was bright red, cut,
ruined. There was such effort in its architecturd eonstruction, tendons to muscles
to bones to fingers, fingernails and cuticle b&tscarefully tended to and protected.
She thought about her daughter, the hands sherbatkd, the hands that, with proper
nutrition and care, would grow long and thin liker lown.

What if Emily grew up perfectly healthy? What ietle were no physical
ailments—if she grew up smart, doing perfectly viekchool, but was unhappy
anyway? What if she grew up with intermittent motsesf complete and utter
emptiness, like Olivia had? And if she couldn’teém her own happiness, couldn’t
decide what parts of the world to be happy with ahdt parts to ignore, her life
would be unmanageable. Olivia couldn’t bare thgpomsibility. That was just too

much. To take such careful care as a parent dhtaste a child who wasn’t happy.
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I cannot be this child’s motheBhe turned her hand over slowly, watched the
blood drip onto the ground. She said these wondddn “I cannot be this child’s
mother.” And again, “I cannot be this child’s matfie

“What?” Her couple was finally out of the car.

She had the momentary compulsion to tell her coepdzything, to show her
true vulgar self to them. To be both judged anddeomed. They would be perfect
too. This couple already reminded her of what teepts could have been had their
lives taken a more normal path. It started withghgsical-likeness, but after that, she
began searching for other traits they might shatle er parents. The woman might
well have been her mother at age thirty. She haddéime dark features and pale face
she’d always imagined in her mother based on thelexf photographs Olivia had.
The man had that same dull frantic expressionghed pinned to her father. His
eyes looked blankly into the world, but those estdsheld shadows of light that
reflected their former curiosity.

She stood up and walked towards her couple. Bluehler left wrist up like a
defiant shield. The woman stepped back.

“Help.” Olivia’s first words to her couple surped even her. Her voice was
meek, reflective of her utter exhaustion. She tagdin, hoping to ask this couple
why they didn’t stop, why they hadn’t seen her. \Mimgy’d almost run over their
daughter. But she knew that would be going tooragching into the recesses of her
muddled mind and pulling out broken pieces thaheslee couldn’t make sense of.
She’d never felt crazy before, but now every thawshte had seemed ludicrous.

These people as her parents, her abandonment &f, Emei thought of starting over
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without a child. She wondered if she was workingkweards in some sense; making
herself crazier than she actually was becauseabetHought was so logical, made so
much sense to her, was the only real solutionakisted. But she was wrong to even
think about leaving her child, wasn’t she? Thesetlaoughts that people weren’t
allowed to have—thoughts that were shamefully dsad before even fully forming.
So she must be crazy, she told herself. So, spktras well be crazy.

She spoke again. Repeated the same word to helecasbpe showed them
her handThey didn’t know what she was asking, really. Haddea that she didn’t
care about her hand, no knowledge that when shaskasg for help she wanted an
absolution of sorts—something much greater thasettwo could ever give her.
Instead, the woman took off her sweatshirt and pedOlivia’s hand expertly in it.
The man reached into his coat pocket and pullegaute Tylenol. His hand was
unsteady and stiff as he offered her the pills.

The man proceeded cautiously with Olivia. She’dandeen treated so
carefully by anyone, never warranted it, reallye Was much bigger than her, but she
supposed in her anger she’d revealed somethirigetn.t She took the Tylenol. She
wanted to ask him if he had something strongerthmittdidn’t seem appropriate. Her
voice was hoarse and she was tired. She sat loaak on the curb.

The woman spoke first. “You should go to the hadpitShe pointed to
Olivia’s pinky and index finger. “Your fingers abgoken.” Olivia blinked at her,

hoping that was a response enough.
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The man’s face was scrunched up and he squintguet his eyes from the
sun in front of him. His voice was sharp and higiiehped, surprising for his
appearance. Not at all like her father. “We did&e you.”

“I know.” Olivia touched her tightly wrapped hand.

Her couple exchanged a glance at each other.mBEmelooked at Olivia.
“What?” His voice was tense, loud and angry.

His companion moved her head back, like a cluckimgken. “Robert.” She
clucked her head. “A little rude?”

“Anna. What do you want from me?”

Anna moved away from Robert and towards Olivihéhospital’s on our
way out of town.”

Hospital? She wasn’t ready to go to the hospitaknit ready to admit that
her anger and anxiety were more than a small hrebh&r demeanor, instead of the
fault line it was becoming. She still wanted todmeone side of that fault line—the
side that safely contained her good moral judgmesie knew this was rapidly
slipping away. But then, she paused. She reattz=glweren’t talking about her
mental state. They were concerned about her hand.

She shook her head at the couple. “No.”

Anna frowned. She moved closer to Olivia.

“Look, you hit me with your car.” Olivia paused tmat point for emphasis
and noticed that both Robert and Anna winced, ‘thtta go home.”

Her couple began to confer. Anna was emphati&kisbder head, waving

her arms; while Robert would carefully considerreatAnna’s statements and then
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nod or shake his head in response. Finally, Amsauged for Robert to get back in
the car. She turned to Olivia and opened the car,dGet in. It's the least we can
do.”

Olivia wanted to say no; to turn around and wallagvBut it was cold, and as
the wind hissed in her ear, she heard herself dgree ride home. Sometimes, she
did this. She agreed too quickly and then regrdterddecision.

“Where to?” Drivers were honking for the threetloém to pull over, move to
a side street, do something, do anything, exceptistthe middle of the road.

“Cathedral and Eager. Around there would be great.”

Robert nodded. Olivia got a whiff of the car e\mmfore she stepped inside.
The Camry smelled of dog and bourbon. Dirty dogtsrstained the interior. She
used her good hand to brush off the dog hair bedflbeesat down. When she sat her
whole body sagged, and as she leaned againstc¢hkeséat, the pain of her hand
became so intense her ears began to ring.

She made a sucking sound, and Anna turned bdekéder, “You're sure
you don’t want to get that looked at?”

Olivia shook her head, “Later.” She sucked in sonoee air, paused to look
at Anna, “It's comforting.”

Anna frowned. “What?”

“The pain,” Olivia shrugged and held on tighteh&r left hand. Too much,
her head began to spin. She loosened her grip.

Robert stopped the car at the light off 88eet. Olivia felt her body make

impact with the cushioned seat in front of her. Sheuld put on her seatbelt, but she
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didn’t want to let go of her left hand. He lookedtihe rearview mirror at her. “You
okay? You don’t seem okay.”

“Robby?” Anna’s voice attempted a whisper, butofirse the car was too
small for that.

“What?” Robert began weaving in and out of trafficd looked at Olivia
through the mirror once more. “You're not goinggimon a murderous rampage and
kill us are you?”

Olivia smiled, feeling shy and small. She sat n@ arched her back against
the seat, like when she had indigestion. “No. €@mepage a day is good enough.”

This made Anna laugh.

The car was silent and Robert drove faster thasmneaessary. Probably for a
quick exit. Olivia watched as landmarks she wag V@miliar with sped past her.
There was the gas station off of Mount Royal an@&itl, taxi cabs and busses lined
up near the train station, that strange half mdhvwaman interlocked monument
with its bright purple heart. Olivia loved that §uture, not for the design, but for
what it meant: an arts district finally coming inte own.

Art, wasn't that how she’d started the day? Wasrdt why she was here to
begin with? The Delaunay exhibit seemed so long ago

Suddenly, she felt like it was important to kndwer couple was at the
Orphism exhibit. Had they seen Delaunay’s pairtthghey’d hit her as they were
coming out of the BMA'’s parking lot so it was qugessible. She started to tap
Anna on the shoulder, but just cleared her thmgtead. “Did you see the Orphism

exhibit?”
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No answer.

Olivia tried again, “You know the Delaunay exhjliiie BMA? You were
driving out of there.”

Robert finally registered Olivia’s voice. He stoppe a light and turned to
her. “Yup. Delaunay’s my namesake. My mother loked.”

Oh. So they had been at the exhibit. “What'd yaaok?”

Anna put her hand on Robert’s knee. She momentadilysted the rearview
mirror so she could see Olivia through it. Strar@kyvia thought, why doesn’t she
just turn around? But when Anna looked at Olivietigh the rearview mirror it
made Olivia look at her eyes. Green, somethinghsla@'t noticed before. Reflective
surfaces, just like Delaunay.

“We bought three tickets. The third one was supgdse be for his mother.”
Anna gestured to a cake box that Olivia saw orfldwe. Olivia looked at the plain
white box wrapped loosely with string.

Anna didn’t stop to let her reflect on these factShe loved to talk about his
windows.” She turned to Robert and he readjusteddarview mirror before driving
on. “What did she say?”

Olivia shifted her legs to give the cake box Momvider berth. She waited to
hear what Robert had to say, but her ears werertguamd she began to sickly
examine the box, looking for visible signs of asbhebones—almost hoping to see it,
really.

Robert spoke, “That sometimes Delaunay’s paintoogdd be so transparent

you might actually catch a glimpse of yourself. &k window.” Olivia looked at the
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back of Robert’s head. She noticed that he wadirigaln the back, his blonde hair
receding into nothingness at the tip of his head.

“Did she say what would happen if you saw youleiefon?” She wanted
Robert to give her some meaningful answer—sometiiagmight give her life a
purpose other than her daughter. This, of couvas,absurd.

Robert laughed. “She did. Actually, she used fotkat if you saw yourself
through his window and felt peaceful your life wggng in the right direction.”

“What if you weren’t?”

He shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know. | con&ler see my reflection at
all.”

This time it was Anna who laughed. Olivia was elenough to smell the
mint she’d been sucking on. “I saw your reflecti®he joked, “it looked great.”

Robert playfully poked Anna. “It's just modern artyway. Isn’t it supposed
to make you laugh or think about the absurdityifef?l' He turned to face Olivia,
stopping the car. “We're here.”

She was surprised by this, hadn’t even noticetisha and her couple were
finally at the corner of Cathedral and Eager. @teout of the car and shut the door.
She was about to walk away, but stopped and faeeddrents again. “I saw myself
today.”

They both looked confused. She readjusted hezratit, shifted from her left
to right foot. “I saw myself in his window, you kwp Delaunay’s window.”

Her mother played along, “How’d you look?”
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“Not happy.” They didn’t look as surprised as shekpected them to be. She
supposed it was because happy people don’t bairdhtreds into a bloody pulp on
top of their parent’s car.

“Why not?” Her father asked out of genuine concern

Olivia attempted to smile, but it was more in head than anything else. Her
face didn’t really move at all. “Is your motheaty in that box?” She aimed the
guestion at Robert, turning back to the realitizaatd.

Robert gave a perfunctory nod and frowned, “Wgwmeng on a road trip.” He
paused, “To spread her ashes all over the Ame¥¢ast. You know. The Grand
Canyon, Yosemite, Lake Tahoe, the Wasatch Rangd?akific Ocean. Everywhere
she loved.”

“That’s a long trip.” A lot of effort too, Olivighought. “Why?”

“She was my mother.” He shrugged, “It's just wiati do.”

“What was she like?” Olivia knew she was pushimg limits of intrusiveness,
but her couple still played along.

“She was just there. You know like a mother.” T$lisick Olivia as ridiculous
and insulting— that somehow women ceased to be wWienbecame mothers,
existing solely for their children from then on. dthat once you cease to be, you
enter the exalted status of motherhood; a placeenywur children feel obliged to
revere and honor you, even after you're dead. B®ras mothers most women'’s
lives become so small and self-contained that ttieidren are the only ones who can

even remember them properly. Absurd. Didn’t theglize that some women just
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have babies? All it took was one simple act, nceelgmce necessary. Motherhood
shouldn’t come with so many unintended consequences

But then he continued, “She should have beenlaRanger. She was for a
little while after we all left. She would take us these epic camping trips. For
weeks, really, during the summer. We’d fish whenoeeld, eat at the National
Parks, grill over the open fire. She loved the Wksted the emptiness. She used to
drive us all the way out from Baltimore to Archeatidnal Park in Utah. It was
straight through, no dilly dallying. After my brahand | could drive, we didn’t even
stop.”

“What did you do when you got there?”

“Well, she had these crazy back country campirgg@a So we’d camp right
in that Goblin Valley, as soon as you got in. Eatl open, full of cactuses.”

Robert laughed. “We’d leave the car at the vistemter and then be on our
own. Those rock faces were like her home. She wasmfortable there.”

Olivia thought about her own experience with thestV It would be a good
place to start over: canyons, vast expanses, rtegs. When she was a girl, she
had tiptoed to the very edge of the Grand Canyeimdwa walk on the Southern Rim
Road. The buses traveling along the road got ¢toiee edge, teetering only yards
away from the cliffs. But it hadn’t been close egbdor her. At her first chance,
she’d jumped off the bus and ran towards the abiyssway she darted towards the
vast opening had frightened her grandmother. Sinemébered watching the hawks
as they let the wind push them over the ridges®icinyon. Wobbly birds that

seemed so graceful when they caught the right gut- She wanted to join them.
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“l just had a baby.” Olivia blurted out, responglito Robert’s question from
minutes ago. She thought back to Delaunay’s mctlhere had been a magnificent
reddish brown swath, really redder than brown wisi@hacross the canvas from the
yellow that had so mesmerized her. Perhaps shédshave meditated on that color
more. Earth mother, maybe that edgy yellow was ngaker impulsive and crazy.
She shouldn’t really blame the painting though,ihadequacies were just bubbling
up, everywhere. She thought about the Grand Canymmesas would be blanketed
with a small layer of snow this time of year. Itwd be nice to paint.

“I hate it, | can’'t do it.” She could feel her vas prickle the air around them.
She felt disoriented, like an abstract painting slas composed of too many messy
lines and bleeding colors. Her couple wouldn’t knetat to make of her. So she
kept talking. She told them about her own paintarg] her first morning alone with
Emily. She told them about this morning. How evelh almost a month into having
a child, she had no idea what to do with her baby.

To this, Anna stopped her, “They’re really jusapats at the beginning. You
can do whatever you normally do.”

Robert nodded, “Go back to painting. Set up aa areere you can put her.
Emily, right?”

Olivia nodded, but Anna spoke again, “You know sister has two kids and
she told me all you need is a routine.”

Robert butted in again. “Or you could get up ie thorning and paint. Maybe

your mother-in-law or your husband can take herafoouple of hours.”
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These were such reasonable solutions being thoatvat her by perfect
strangers on a street corner in Baltimore. Asyfome could come up with solutions
to her problem, as if she just needed to talk i+eto make some logistical life
adjustments to her schedule, and everything woelldday. None of the answers, of
course, dealt with her emptiness.

More honking. Robert turned on the Camry’s hatigits and pulled up
closer to the curb, startling Olivia. In fact, @t hitting her with the car again. But
she readjusted and walked alongside the car fecansl or two. Didn’t really stop
talking either.

So then Olivia told them how she felt. She tolenthabout worrying if Emily
grew up perfectly healthy, but sad and worryingulEmily getting sick or dying.

They both brushed this off as being typical pakwbrries, nothing out of the
ordinary; something you just eventually deal withrg not to think about. They
were starting to get fidgety, looking at each otlecoming more abrupt in their
responses. But still, they talked to her.

“You know what | think you have,” it was Anna agatpostpartum
depression. Your hormones are all out of whack. 3toauld definitely go to the
doctor.”

“l don’t think that’s it.” Olivia looked down atdr hand; it had begun to bleed
again. “I think | made a mistake.”

“Why did you have Emily?” Robert was uncomfortabiapping his foot on

the brakes and gas—making the car move forwardsevslightly then stopping.
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Olivia had ceased holding onto the car, figuresioghe point she would say
something and he would just close the doors ana: @rivay.

“Because | thought it would come naturally.”

It was Anna who finally shut down the conversati@livia supposed she was
afraid of what would come next, not willing to beneplicit in orphaning any child.
“It comes with time,” Anna turned to Robert. “Weosid go.” Then she turned to
Olivia, “You know, you guys will grow into each ah”

And with that, Robert shut his car door, rolledhip window and merged into

traffic as quickly as possible, leaving Olivia adoim the middle of the street.

She never did go to the hospital to have her haokied at, and now, two
months later, the bones were healing crookedly.ditéey and index finger were
permanently misshapen, which pleased her. She fhiedea of having a mark on
her body to remind her of the past. She was thankét she was right handed,
because it was very hard to hold anything at ath\wer left hand. She’d spent the
last two months watching Emily grow, looking forrtiest smile and those more
intentional gestures with her hands and feet. Sheglin painting again— and each
day when she got up at four or five in the morrtmgaint—she replayed that
conversation with Anna and Robert over in her hegach time she thought about it,
she would tell them something different, somethimgye honest and pointed. She
would tell them about the empty flat feeling frammdperpendicular lines and tiny

arcs. She would tell them the truth about lookirtg Delaunay’s window. She
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would tell them she was afraid of being a mother-thefmistakes she would make
when somebody else’s life was involved and of thelae wouldn’t paint and the
things she wouldn’t do because she was too busirigito a child. She would tell
them she’d looked in his window and saw her mista®e, her life become like one
long interlude; even when she was staying she lstewas leaving.

The clock next to her read 10 p.m., and it was fiond&=mily’s last feeding.
She fed Emily expertly and quickly. The baby at&tinstinctively to her nipple. As
Emily nursed, Olivia couldn’t help but play withhigands, interlocking her fingers
with Emily’s. She’d gotten in the habit of ticklifger toes too; the child would almost
immediately fall asleep anytime she nursed.

She shifted Emily from her right to her left sidé.this moment, it didn’t
seem so difficult to imagine staying with her. &ucing Emily to solid foods, seeing
her toddle around, watching her go to pre-schodllandergarten. They were only
this small and incapacitated for such a short tiegy soon, every day would be
different. Olivia touched Emily’s cheeks and sgfaened her small tuff of hair. She
wondered how long it would take her breasts tougy—for them to forget that they
were supposed to be feeding a child. She’d alreaggrienced breast engorgement
and it was painful. In a day or two, she knew heiabts would be leaking hard
rocks—a fitting punishment for a mother who wasulio walk away from her child.

She put Emily back in her co-sleeper. Olivia waglse but Joe was in bed
next to her. He hadn’t even stirred while she wasing, probably because he’d
gotten up early last night with Emily. They'd besplitting the late-night feedings so

each of them could get extra sleep. Now, he wapsig in a heap of disarray. His
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glasses were still on, tilted to one side and breputer sat on top of his lap. She
picked up his laptop and moved it to the dresskeen] her hands reached for his face
to remove his glasses. He was always doing tl@spsig with a perfectly good,
expensive pair of frames. She paused; this wasmgel her problem. More
importantly, she shouldn’t wake him. She shoulddée&he’d already withdrawn the
cash she would need, and packed enough clothescfmuple of days. Anything else
she could get when she reached Arizona. Whendhabut, she would figure out
what to do next.

But she couldn’t help herself. She reached towdoéss face and gently
began to remove his glasses. He had a pointy Eanopese—just enough of a tip to
kiss. She lifted the glasses from the bridge sfrfuse and as soon as she did that, he
moved his head towards her and opened his eyes.

“What are you doing?” He shifted in the bed anddretp sit up.

“Go back to sleep. You fell asleep with your glasen, again.” Her voice
was calm, although she was jittery inside.

He gave her a half sleepy smile with squinty e{@g] you feed Emily?”

“Yup. She should be good until 3 a.m. or so. Tleeesome bottles in the
fridge.”

“You're so good.” Joe rolled over onto his stomacil patted the bed next to
him. “Where are you going?” he mumbled into hisopil

“l can’t sleep. I'm going to paint.”

His head shot up off the pillow. She turned tm hi
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“Can you turn the light off in the hallway on yoway out?” His face was
back in the pillow.

She nodded.

Olivia was dressed underneath the robe she wrapgmseélf in, so it only took
her a couple of minutes to gather her things aadd¢he house entirely. When she
left, the door slammed a little louder than she Mdave liked, and for a moment,
she thought she heard Emily whimper. It was soft lzarely audible. A sigh, a
breath. Perhaps, Olivia’'s imagination entirel\neSvas outside when she heard it, so
she figured it was probably in her head.

The walk was brisk and exhilarating and left hegezdo see more clear skies.
She would catch a taxi cab to the airport and theai until the morning to catch her
flight. She hoped to be in the sky by the time @aeke. She looked up, watching
the stars in Orion’s belt as they followed her gltwer journey. It was cold, probably
in the teens, and there was a light dusting of saowhe ground. She noticed her
footsteps as they turned down one side streethardalong another.

The snow on the ground was untouched and her shtefaft a definitive
mark. For a minute or two, she walked stepping dowithe ground as hard as she
could—Ileaving a good, solid footprint in her wakée did this numerous times with
first her right and then her left foot. When shegsed one foot down hard, she found
she was using her whole body. Her knees bent frenptessure of her foot slamming
down; her arms clenched tightly by her side andhédwer face was contorted. With

these few steps, she used every muscle she had.
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She wondered what Joe might think; if he wouldteese footprints and

realize they were hers. She wondered if he woutthkwhat they meant.
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Small Bites

Thanksgiving

The late afternoon daylight is covered by a thip theat ebbs like ocean surf.

It moves swiftly over the rock face and then dias#s into nothingness as it hits
warmer air. Celia watches the fog from a smallmynmioom table at her sister’s house
in the Shenandoah Valley. She cannot see the fopletely, because every so often
her left eye spasms and she blinks uncontrollaBlye cups her hand over her eye in
an attempt to calm the spasm. This stressed-indwatth returns to her when she
spends any time at all with her parents. Sheedriith her daughter Penny in Front
Royal on Tuesday from Washington D.C., and alrestbyhas begun her other
family-induced habit— eating. And yet, she has spandly any time at all with her
parents. Tuesday and Wednesday were spent witsidter Natalie.

“Why can’t we just call this Thanksgiving?” Celiadk a long sip of her beer
and peered over at her sister, “Look, I'm breakingad with my family.” She
gestured over to Penny who was playing with fuzthenfloor. “And, no nervous
twitch.” She stared, unblinkingly into her sistegges.

Natalie laughed. “Because that’s not how it's dofieere’s a turkey, some
stuffing, a whole lot of alcohol, and we get toisiawkward, uncomfortable silence
with everyone we love.”

“Love is relative,” Celia reached over for anotkice of pizza.

“What does that even mean?” Natalie was tall andadand peckish with her

food, so she was currently blotting off her pizzaxéra grease.
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This annoyed Celia. She and her sister had susthy\different approaches to
food. Natalie seemed to get comfort out of a mestrictive diet, while Celia used
food as an emotional crutch, to provide unendingré@f comfort and entertainment
when she was writing her romance novels or pargriter daughter. She was aware
of the stereotype she was creating for herselffahtantasist who was unlucky in
love. But, she corrected herself; her love lifesvar choice. Greg, Penny’s father,
had proposed marriage to her, still adored her aften all the weight she’d put on,
would marry her in a hot second. Celia was thetorsay no. He’d wanted her to stop
writing romance novels and write something moweridity, like she’d done in college.

Celia took a large emphatic chomp out of her slié¢ho orders pizza and
doesn’t eat the grease?” She chewed loudly andgytitabout her mother, Maya. Her
mother always sided with Greg, urged Celia to nfaework more meaningful,
more like Maya’s own research in math. When Magalldl say this to Celia, Celia
would roll her eyes. How useful could the obscusghmher mother was working on
ever be? At least Celia was making people happysae wasn’'t spending any real
time away from her daughter. Maya’s research hkert her away so often that the
girls had dubbed her Missing Maya. She’d never @b use the words missing
mama, because it seemed too sad. And, the truthhaaMaya had never actually
abandoned them. She’d just been chronically abseheir lives—except on
Sundays and holidays.

Celia spoke. “Do | love her because she’s my m@GtiBscause she’s brought
me into the world and,” Natalie interrupted, “he scars to prove it.” They both

laughed.
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“Yup. She might as well be a stranger on the sfgeall | care. Some days,
that's how much | like her. As much as | like evetlier damn stranger,” Celia
paused for emphasis, “which isn’t very much.”

Natalie shrugged, “A little dramatic don’t youtk? She was always home on
Sundays.”

“To harp on our eating habits.” Celia quickly Shed her slice. “The
University got her the other six nights,” she pethto the breadsticks in the corner.
“Pass those bad boys over.”

“And our school work, and our outfits. Sometimiethjought she was
competing with us.” Natalie tossed her a breadstruk took a sip of her own beer.
“What can you do? She’s not the worst mother.” Bloeightfully considered her next
statement, “Look at it this way; she’s so consunvétl her work that she barely
interferes, anymore. Now, we’d probably need helh & damn good math problem
to get her attention.”

Celia laughed and rolled her eyes, “Or our shoes.”

She spoke again. “She’s so weird. | remember whewere little | would
read those books about your teacher being a spiaoeaad for a while | became
convinced that this was exactly what was wrong with mother.”

“That she was a space alien?” Natalie reachedtoveenny to pull some fuzz
out of her mouth, “Would explain some things.”

Of course, Celia and her sister always have tbeseersations about their
mother. And Natalie has never been as cynical #a.GGhe was, just by her very

nature, more forgiving. Plus, Natalie is not a neotht is just her in this fantastically
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big house. But she is wrong, Celia thinks. Wheu lyave children you sacrifice for
them, you don’t always put your own needs firstisTik also why, lately, she has
been rethinking Greg’s marriage proposal. Wondeifihgo parents who live
together are better than two parents who live aplt this is not true. Penny will
appreciate her choices later. She can be Penny&sisero, an attentive mother with a
satisfying career and no real male interferencesé&hare the types of characters she
creates in her romance novels anyway: strong fepratagonists with big sexual
desires and ample control over their lives. Shatesebeautiful princesses with the
ability to rescue the vulnerable men in their lives

Now, she is back in the present. Her parents aedred her mother is
cooking. The simple fact that her mother can caokzes Celia. But she supposes
that it is analytical enough for her mother—fullprecise measurements and
mathematical equations when you are reducing obldwuthe recipes. Easy stuff
that her mother can do automatically. Something@sdia has to write down and
double check before she even begins cooking.

Celia looks down at her sister’s table. The tablorn, full of knots from
old wood. She can see impressions from math assigismHer mother’s handwriting
with scribbled signs and numerals, pressing dowd ba the paper through to the
oak. Explaining to her daughters everything sheAghabout numbers. Sines,
cosines, multivariable calculus, equations and fsrace all unproblematic for her.

Celia uses her index finger to trace over an eguhat contains a square
root sign with both x and y variabléa/as that a polynomial? Binomia&he couldn’t

remember. She never finished her college calcudusse; it had moved quickly over
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her head, and she couldn’t bring herself to aski@her for help. She’d taken the
incomplete and chalked it up to another differelnegveen the two of them.

Celia’s hands are neatly manicured with pink gglend her fingers catch her
attention. |1 am Miss Piggy, she think§here is no definition in her hands or
anywhere else on her body. She cannot find theepldere her wrist once was,
cannot even feel the wrist bone. Just globs ohfignifying where her bones
connect to each other. Maybe a more restrictieewlould help.

She rises from her chair to reach for the bottl€lanti that has been placed
just out of reach by her mother. Her hips hit tige, and it sways, more so than
usual. Her pants are tight, and the chairs and tale too small. She has grown
wider in the past few years, jumping from a sizéd @ 22, partly because of her
recent success as a novelist—those parties, tbdt fbe traveling, and partly because
of her new role as a mother. She is overwhelmelenyphysical appearance, but
finds it strangely comforting. She has somehowgfmt knows what reason, begun to
model her current life in direct opposition to Ineother. She is fat and frazzled while
her mother is thin and meticulous. There’s morthi® though, her mother, if it
weren’t for the cracked family she created in tlakevof her career, might be a
character she’d invent on her pages. She is straiegl, luxuriously thin and
beautiful, and a mathematical genius. These argy/fies of attributes Celia likes to
imbue her women with. Brains and beauty are aal idembination. She feels like
an ancient Greek sculptor, well aware of the igeaportions that create beautiful

pieces of art; only her work is more practical tlaai— its fantasy.

31



She begins to top off her glass with wine wheneihing metallic catches
her eye. Celia recognizes the silver foil and tblel lzursive script. It is her novel, her
first published book, and it is doing the work afldncing the far right leg of the
table.

“Real-ly?” She hopes that her voice will carrythe kitchen. Celia pours more
wine into her glass and drinks quickly. The versibthe book that is propping up
her sister’s furniture is the hard cover. She dresat from underneath the table and
watches as the place settings dip unevenly towhrdgght side of the table. She
wishes that each plate and glass would slowly teéeteards the edge and crash to the
floor. The title of her book)ig Through My Heartand that shiny purple metallic
cover brought such joy to Celia. As corny as itretg) that book was her baby, just as
legitimate in her mind, as her ten-month old daaghShe is not interested in writing
literature, in agonizing over every word and unfinethe world and reinventing it,
or not, through character, narrative, time and spand anything else those writers
like Robert Coover and William Gass could think &he doesn’t want her plots to
unravel into reality. With Celia, there is no plagiwith prose, no Vito Acconci like
architecture on the page. Words and images meantlgxéhat they mean, with no
underlying symbolism or literary trappings. Sheds writing romance novels,
indulging in every ridiculous female fantasy ismusingly satisfying.

She looks around the room. Her sister’'s hougeea@ally the dining room, is
awash with books. There are many other sturdy $tiokt could prop up wobbly
tables. She eyes one of the civil war books by8hEbote, why couldn’t they use

that? Celia sees Tolstoydar and Peacer better yeAnna Kareninanotices
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Mitchell’'s Gone with the Wind-or heaven sakes, Margaret Mitchell even used the
manuscript for that book to prop up her dining ro@mle for years. Why not that
one? At least she’d set a precedent.

Celia’s is considering what book to prop up tHddgavith when her mother
walks in. She is wearing an apron that completeiyecs her short black dress, black
nylons and tall red shoes. Around her neck is dendtrand of pearls that Celia and
her sister chipped in to buy a number of years 8ge.looks like a perfect housewife,
Celia’s target audience. Only, Celia knows better.

Maya places some garlic bread on the table. Cetiehes for a piece, but
Maya swats her hand away.

“Ow! You're brutal.” Celia reaches back into theead basket and retrieves a
piece, keeping eye contact with her mother whileglso. She has already been
chided for drinking too much wine, told to wait thlinner is ready, told not to
consume too much too early.

“Save some for dinner,” Maya says and then seéa B@ding up her book.
“Whatcha doing?” Her tone is playful as if she aj@wgokes with her daughter. Celia
notices she isn’t really keeping eye contact—aatellsign of her mother’s
culpability.

“It's my book.” Celia chews the bread, like a colews cud, lewdly and
purposefully. She tastes the garlic butter on tiegte. It makes her feel better. “It
was propping up the table. Who put it here?” Sipeats the statement to make sure

that it is not lost on her mother.
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Maya’s manicured hands move inside her apron’&gto&ven through the
apron’s fabric, Celia can see that they are cletct&hoot, Celia. | didn’t realize that
was yours. | didn’t even look at the cover. | jgsibbed the closest thing that would
work.”

She believes her mother. Her mother never pagataih to details when it
doesn’t surround her work or herself. She wonddngh is worse, doing it on
purpose, or not noticing at all. Celia reachegHtiernearest wine glass. She is ready to
drink out of all four of them if she needs too. {k¢ayou read the book?”

Maya nods slowly and then rethinks her gestureshiattes her head. Her
blonde hair bounces with her. “I've started it. Iabout 20 pages in, but | did bring it
with me. It's interesting.”

Celia sighs and takes a sip of her wine. “Jesuss, 4 been out for a year.
You've only read 20 pages?” She grabs another miEbecad and stuffs the entire
piece ferociously into her mouth. She can feeldasted corners of the bread pinch
her gums. She finishes chewing dramatically, “Ni@re take some care.”

She wants to say more, but won’t. Her professimhlaer appearance are the
two aspects of her life her mother has the mosibieswallowing, and sometimes
she thinks she says enough just by standing it &bher.

“Soon,” she says to herself, “I will dietiNot today, though. Today is
Thanksgiving, and Celia has already begun to sieif§elf silly, eating and drinking
through the torturous interactions of family.

She suddenly wishes she were more like the woméer romance novels. A

little more self-control would be a good thing. Stwelld be Anna. Anna was by far
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her favorite, and it was her story that her editdrthe Passionate Pen fell in love
with. That story, they told her, was a perfeditflsook. The others could come later
when she had a solid fan base. Anna was an arajegtaduate student whose
professor, Patrick Callahan was head over hedts/swith her because she was his
intellectual superior. That story had ended aftextecous sex scene in an excavation
site where Patrick and Anna’s animated lovemakimgpuered a new species of
Homosapien. Of course, Anna was the one to redjiBatrick had no real idea what
he was looking at when he picked up the bone aathaed it for the first time. That
story was fun to write, but required a little moesearch than usual to get that lusty
archeological scene just right.

“Your child,” both Celia and Maya turn to face Niegawho is holding Penny
as far away as possible. Oh thank god, Celia thsdsiebody other than my mother.
Natalie hands Penny over to Celia, “Take her, stexXg.” Penelope is

dressed in the red velvet overalls that Celia lnagbt for the holiday. She puts her
arms out wide and smiles when she sees her m&heralmost giggles. Penny’s hair
has grown into reddish blonde ringlets that Cedzognizes as her own. The child’'s
happy personality was Greg’s contribution. It cettawasn’t Celia’s. Physically the
child carries only a few characteristics outsidéhef hair that Celia sees as her own.
Penny’s nose is long and pointy, unlike Celia’$ Hatton of a nose, and she is
incredibly tall for her age, residing somewhererrika ninety-ninth percentile. Celia
stopped growing when she was about ten and isabobuple of inches above five

feet, herself. However, Penny does have Celiag-giue eyes and short temper.
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“Where’s the diaper bag?” Celia takes Penny freamdister and feels relief
with her daughter in her arms. Penelope is an &mer and once she is in Celia’s
arms she begins to coo to her. She attempts t&kiia’s nose, a slobbery welcome
kiss.

Mothering for Celia is enjoyable and comfortingpeSevels in the idea that
she is good at being a mother, that she is alreaatg loving and conscientious than
her mother ever was. Penny is easy to changes@ndthey are both back at the
dinner table. The plan is to let her sit in an imfehair for as long as she will take it
and then rock her to sleep.

Dinner is ready. There is no turkey; instead heas mother’'s Spaghetti
Vongole and mussels. There is not a drop of Itadiaither side of Celia’s family,
yet they haven't had a traditional Thanksgiving@&ars. This is the one meal that
Maya has always felt obliged to make for her famiyhen they were growing up,
every other meal was prepared by their father.i@uthose dinners, Celia imagined
her mother hunched over her desk in her offickattniversity of Chicago,
scribbling out math equations. Who knew if that gmavas actually true, but it was
one of the few of her mother that stuck with Cdliguits Celia that this image is
completely imagined. On Thanksgiving, a mother app&here one wasn't, and
disappears when the clock strikes midnight. Just@inderella.

Maya begins serving the mussels. She is wearingina-a year apron, not at
all worn, even though Celia cannot remember a heremother did not wear this
same apron. It is a fall apron, white with goldeaves and orange trim. This apron

completely covers her short black dress. In hetatioin of a mother, she is precise
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and meticulous. She counts out how many musselspeson will get. The bowls
are huge and her dad gets a heaping portion ahbkfish and white wine sauce.
Next is Natalie’s serving, just as much as herdatMaya places the final bowl in
front of Celia, and it is inconsequential: thredaur mussels and a little bit of sauce
for a piece of bread.

“Unbelievable,” Celia thinks to herself, “has judgnt day begun already?”

Natalie looks at Celia,” You weren’t hungry wer@up” She giggles and
spoons some of her mussels into Celia’s bowl.

Celia laughs, “Nope. Mom'’s spot on, as usual.n'tcstand those mollusky,
grotesque, eat-and-shit-out-of-the-same-orificattnes.” She reaches for a piece of
bread.

“Your language Celia. You don’t want Penny growumwith swear words.
She’ll repeat them before you know it,” Maya sitswth and places her napkin on top
of her skinny legs. She has not given herself angtltlaiming that cooking has
made her full. Self-control, something Celia abhtranks to her mother. Maya has
nibbled all day on carrots and celery, drank winé a@aten bread.

“You are a rabbit,” Celia says to her mother in lhead, “pure and simple. A
little drunk mean rabbit.”

Natalie finishes dividing the mussels evenly bemwhe two plates and gets
up to open a bottle of wine. “I think we’ll be neegl this,” she places the bottle
between the two of them. “She’s on a roll today.”

Maya looks at her two daughters. “What? Nataleej know as well as | do,

that Celia doesn’t need any more to eat or dritie’$Sgoing to die of a heart attack

37



right here on the dining room table, and we’lllzl to blame. Who will raise Penny
then?”

Celia imagines herself dead, slumped over her ctaaie first in the bread and
mussels. “Could be worse,” she says and laughsleast | wouldn’t have to listen to
this anymore.” She pours a generous portion of &ime offers some to her sister,
who nods in approval. Celia then chews on her btlealghtfully and extravagantly.
“Maybe you can take care of Penny when | die, Marditimes a charm.”

Maya rolls her eyes.

“Stop bickering. I'm getting a headache from dltlas.” It is Gary, Celia’s
father.

“And the sleeping giant speaks,” Natalie laughs.

Gary has finally sat down at the table. He hasitheging in the television
room watching football, just staying out of thediaf fire. “One day a year—just one
day a year.”

“Oh please, Dad,” Celia wipes her mouth with handh

“Lipstick, Celia,” Maya points to her teeth. “Ydwave a smudge on your
teeth.”

“Thanks Ma,” Celia looks at her father and wiplas lipstick off her teeth.
“How’s that for civility?”

He gives her a you've-got-to-be-fucking-kidding-toek. That face with his
green eyes narrowed to slits really made him lddk\Way too many wrinkles. Good
thing he dyed his hair or he would look his ageryGuut his wine glass up for a toast.

“I'm changing the subject. I'd like to make a to&sour budding author!”

38



“Here, here,” Natalie raises her wine glass.

Gary takes it one step further, “Read us your fid@scene in the novel
Celia!”

Penny coos, as if to echo this sentiment.

Celia laughs, she does love the attention. Shetisure what page she
should read. She fingers the purple cover of hekbdhere are plenty of scenes in
the novel that further the plot with only a hintsax. Celia views these scenes as
necessary foreplay with the reader. A mention gtigetension, a desire, a fantasy.
She briefly imagines herself reading the part wRatrick kisses Anna on the back of
the neck while she is pouring over some site mapea is completely caught off
guard, the hair on her arms stands up, his lipgeticer body and very soon they are
in the throes of passion. The scene ends with Awemé over the table crumbling in
orgasm after Patrick has forcefully, but gentlyetalker from behind. She thinks that
may be too much for her family.

Celia begins to flip through the pages of her btmoknd an appropriate scene.
There is the scene with the chalk in the emptysctasm. No much too risqué.
There’s the strawberries at dinner, that's niceugho but then that leads to a steamy
bathtub scene. Probably not good either. Theresttual discovery of the
Homosapien. That's kind of interesting, and shegtap over the little bits of sex that
peppers that section. She’ll make it PG. It caxlibeer table appropriate.

She clears her throat and looks at her family.feigrer is smiling

mischievously and her sister, who helped Celiathéitbook, looks as though she is
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running through the scenes of the book in her lgesting which one she might
read to her parents if she were Celia.

Celia is about to start, but stops when her motladks out of the kitchen to
bring two plates of spaghetti. Maya places théeglan front of Natalie and Gary.
She has heard everything. “Can we do this latarfl hot sure any of Celia’s writing
should be read at the dinner table, much less amK3giving.”

Celia’s father frowns and picks up his fork tarson the spaghetti. “Oh
Maya, it's only the four of us. It's fine.” He nods Celia to give her the go ahead.

Celia begins to read and is caught up in the immpto editing she must do to
make her entire family comfortable. She is wrappedn her reading and acting out
of the scenes she has written that she does noeritbat her mother has slipped out
of the room to continue serving the meal. She mall realize this until she is done
reading, sits down to her meal and wonders what plére.

Celia does not taste her dinner, chews mindleasig,eats until she is so

stuffed that she must unbutton her pants to sitfodably.

Dream

That night, Celia dreams. She sees her mother whédas hiking in the
National Park. Celia is walking slowly up the gitarstaircase. She is usually slow on
these walks, but she is slower than usual and wendey. She sees that her shoes
are the problem. They are the bright red sanddls twio inch heels that she bought
for her first book signing. They hurt her feet he slimbs up the mountain, the strap

digging into the top of her foot, the heel caudieg to twist her feet more than she
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should. She keeps moving anyway. Celia hears ttiésm of cicadas and smells
organic soap. It is her mother’s.

The scent is in front of her, maybe fifty feetsor The air is crisp, amply
filled with oxygen and that sickeningly sweet depent store smell. Her lungs fill
with a strange mixture of mountain air and her regthscent.

Her mother is ahead of her and out of reach. 8hesee her back. Maya’s
short blonde hair has grown longer since Thankagi#the last time Celia has seen
her. They have not seen each other in a long flilnere is an abrupt crackling
sound. She looks down and sees that she has dteppbke spine of her book,
forcing the cover and the pages to crumble undeweeht.

Celia begins to run, sprinting to catch up with mether. She recognizes the
trail she is on. It is the steep ascent up to MaRock. A trail she has always taken
with her father. She knows that her mother is stifront of her because of the smell,
but it is becoming hard to see. A cloudy vapor lbegun to appear in front of Celia,
obscuring her view.

Maya is moving fast. Celia yells to get her at@mtbut is unable to increase
her pace anymore. She yells again and this timeestubhes out to her. There she is.
Celia touches her head, grabs her hair, yanksdtarshoulder. Celia’s fingers reach,
stretch, grow longer as her mother becomes witbirrdéach. Celia clutches at her
shirt, pulling her back so that she will turn arduhe wants her mother to look at
her.

Celia’s mother turns to face her. There are wiaigtht between gray stricken

lips. Her face is long, and Celia can see the #ats that form her muscles through
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her translucent skin. She is a half-formed misshabeletal version of herself. Celia
can see inside of her mouth. The jawbones for angva distended grayish purple
tongue, white teeth. Other features of her motHece are either vacant or missing—
the eye sockets above her yellowed-cheeks, a Hudeesher nose should be. But, she
is still wearing her pearls.

Her mother looks down at Celia’s feet. “Nice shbes

Black Friday

Celia walks down the winding staircase that leads her sister’s kitchen.
Maya is sitting at the kitchen table reading a b&fke is leaning over the book the
way she used to lean over Celia when they weregdoizith homework. Maya’s legs
are bent underneath her, as if she is kneelingp@wchair. This always looks
uncomfortable to Celia, but this is Maya’s readnogition. Attentive and ready to
pounce on a stray word at a moment’s notice. SHeessed in her running outfit:
long tights, super-expensive silly looking tenri®as and a sweater.

Her mother looks up from the book and nods induexction, “Where’s
Penny?”

Celia moves towards the coffeepot. “Still aslegsbme minor miracle. What
are you reading?”

“Yesterday was a long day for her.” Maya revehtsthook cover, “You
know, | like that picture of you. You look so dredsup. Who took it?”

Celia shrugs and her eye begins to spasm. “Just gptace at the mall.

Underneath that headshot, there is a totally preigmnaman. What about the book?”
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The question is more accusatory than it needs.tbleemother always does this to
her. It's like she puts herself on antagonized guit@t when she’s around her. Celia
pours some coffee. She does not give her motheh time to discuss anything at all.
Instead she jumps into the next question, “Whatatestill doing here?”

“That’s a welcome good morning for you,” Maya raala face, “right now,
I'm reading.”

“l didn’t mean it like that. Usually you and Dateaout the door by Friday
morning because you’ve got some math problem ggisinto your brain like a
tumor.”

“A little dramatic—don’t you think?” Maya placeghmug towards Celia.

“I'd love some more coffee, thank you so much fffelng.”

“Oh sorry,” she pours her mother the coffee. “Whare Dad and Natalie?”

“Can you get me the nonfat milk?” Maya pointshe fridge. “It's Black
Friday; they’'ve gone where every good red-bloodetkAcan goes—shopping.”

“Why didn’t they wake me?”

“They left at three this morning. They probablptight it was too early for
Penny to be up.”

Celia is panicking. Her strongest reaction isetiogat, to know that she cannot
spend any more time alone with her mother. Thataly, this breakfast interlude has
been too much. Is this the way it is always gombe? Maybe she should make an
effort, just a teensy-tiny piece of conversatioat tthoesn’t get blown out of

proportion or turn into a commentary on her weighhovel writing. She wonders if
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it is too late for that, especially because herlraphas already gone back to reading
her book.

“What's a matter?” Perceptive, Celia thinks, thadias surprisingly
perceptive.

Celia shakes her head and pours a very small anodumilk into her
mother’s coffee. “That good?” Maya nods.

She examines her mother once more. Physicallyysimécs the self-control
she exhibits in her profession. Precise, meticulblasls neatly polished, curly locks
pulled back in an appropriate ponytail for a rwstjenough blush on her cheeks so
she doesn’t look too pale when she leaves the hélesemother has hairstyles for
every occasion. When she is hard at work on hesareh, her hair is pinned back into
a half-bun, and she keeps several different typeeims and pencils next to her. She
would use a yellow highlighter when she had a paldrly vexing question that she
needed to ponder further. Sometimes whole pagefvibeuyellow. Obsessive-
neurosis certainly ran in the family.

Celia considers her attire for a moment. A swedtsvith milk stains under
her breasts, hugely baggy sweatpants and unbrinstied o be fair, she did just get
up. She hears her cell phone ring upstairs. Igl# next to her sleeping daughter, and
it will probably wake her.

Her mother’s posture at the table does remindbhsomething. She will
speak and say something substantive. She williek &nd compassionate. “You're
sitting funny.” That didn’t come out right.

Maya frowns.
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“I mean,” Celia moves closer to her, “you’re sigilike you used to when we
would work on my math homework. You always kinda@k in the entire table, on
your knees on the chair and just leaning over.”

A smile. A nod of recognition. “That’'s when you redittle. You didn’t want
my help once you hit the sixth grade.”

Celia frowns, “That’s because you were confusiau didn’t simplify
enough. You knew too much, and | couldn’t followyani it. You went too fast.”

“You could have told me to slow down,” Maya shrugs

“l was twelve, Ma. And it was your subject. Yowdéal it. | just thought | was
really bad at math.”

Maya sips her coffee thoughtfully. “Remember Saamg Billy?’

“Yup. Our go-to couple.” Suzy and Billy were paddly the last time Celia
and her mother really communicated with each otiach giving just a little bit so
the other one would be comfortable. Of course,&0ghs twelve then.

Suzy is ten years older than Billy, and next yshe, will be twice as old as
Billy. How old are they now?

“How are we going to do this, Celia?” Her mothertice was patient, but
hinted that this math problem was completely inr@m of Celia’s capability.

Celia took another avenue completely. “I wantmow more about Suzy and
Billy.”

“Okay then,” her mother tried to turn that stateteack into the math
guestion before them. “We could find out their figet by doing a little algebra.” Her

hand reached towards a sharpened pencil.
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“That’s boring. Do you think they’re dating?”

Her mother frowned, “Probably not, because if yead the problem it sounds
like Suzy is a lot older than Billy.”

“Do you think they are mother and son? Or doely Rikt like older women?”
Even as a child, Celia had a fascination with e&# with the intricate and intimate
details surrounding people’s lives.

Maya paused for a second, tapped her pencil aghmsable. Finally, she
reached for Celia’s notebook and pulled out a blaieke of paper. “Let’'s develop a
story around them. What do you think Suzy looke ik

Celia’s eyes brightened, “I think she is abouttyhseven with curly short
blonde hair.” Celia touched her mother’s hair. “$beks exactly like you.”

Maya laughed. “We don’t know that for sure. Befdexeloping a good
description, we should probably be sure how oldish8he could be like 55 or
something.”

Celia sighed, “So we should solve the problemrtd but?”

“Yup.”

Turns out, Billy was nine and Suzy was ninetekis, threw Celia’s original
description of Suzy out the window. So they devetbp new Suzy, who happened to
be Billy’s babysitter. The math assignment wasthat day, and Celia remembered
being proud that her mother was so smart. Thatshkl ask her anything when it

came to math.
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Maya is back to reading Celia’s book. She do¢daukk engrossed, she is
sort of carefully thumbing the pages, perhaps ekgping the sex scenes. What fun
is that? Celia thinks.

Then a child’s cry and a beeping of her cell pf®reicemail.

“Penelope.” Hallelujah.

“I'll go get her.” Her mother is quick to climb¢hstairs to the second floor.
Celia finds herself picking up the book that hertineo has discarded mid-page. She
turns to her opening lines.

Anna Hathaway sat in Professor Callahan’s class tdher eyes wander.
His jeans fit too tight and when he turned arounsharp tingle went through her
body. He was an attractive man with a rugged compie stubble on his chin and a
nice sun-burned tinge to his skin. She had beeiagaing about him lately—really
deep naughty ones too. He’d just announced thatdwed be taking his graduate
students with him on an excavation this summerh@&Hddo go; the chance to be
alone with him was too enticing to resist.

Okay. So maybe it wasn't the next Pulitzer, buwtas something. Writing
was challenging and time consuming, no matter Wil they put on it. She loves
her characters, and romance novel writing is soimgtinat she is good at. It is nice
to be good at something.

“Celia? Where did you go?” Her mother is bringiPgnelope down the stairs,
and she has dressed her in baby overalls. Mayaveasfound the baby tennis shoes

that Celia brought with her.
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“You should get dressed. We can go for a hiks.dtbeautiful day outside.
Warm enough even.”

Bad idea. Was she going to relive that dream?h8ped not, because it
seemed as though her mother would have to rise tiherdead to play that part. “We
can't take the baby with us.” She also adds, “I'even have the right clothes for
hiking.”

“Nonsense. | saw the baby carrier upstairs. Wbatrg wearing is fine for
hiking. Just put on a bra and your shoes. You'lgbed to go. It will do us all some
good.”

Exercise with her mother. Bad. Very bad.

She gives up too easily, like usual, “Fine. F\We'll go.”

Shenandoah National Park

They are on Skyline Drive before 10 a.m. The si@allolla moves up the
mountain slowly and deliberately. Every so oftesli€hits the gas pedal so that the
engine revs enough to propel the car up the mauntéiere is some lag in the car,
and both Maya and Celia lurch forward each timemisses down on the pedal.

“We can stop at mile 50,” Celia says to her matlsére thinks that as soon as
Maya gets out of the car, she can just drive adsyEenough with Penny still buckled
in. “There’s a lodge with some trails and we caaidie what we want to do. We can
either go up the mountain or down to the wateif&lénny is cooing in the back seat,

chirping loudly with every turn of the car.

48



Mile 50 arrives sooner than she expects. Celia fhat car into park and looks
out at the vast expanse of open land. It is caltifheere is no snow on the ground, the
grass is yellow and the trees have lost most af kaaves. Mostly, the land is barren.
She sees a deer or two with their heads down tedching, tongues out searching
for food.

Celia looks at her mother. She is busying hersghl Penny, removing her
out of the car and arranging her in the carrienkiog quite motherly actually. This
makes Celia chuckle. Maybe she was just better thétbabies. They don’t occupy
so much mental energy, she supposes. Or, she ve&rhel the thought is alarmingly
absurd. Maybe she’s never given her mother enoreghtc

They will take turns carrying Penny, and Celial wé the first. “Which way
do you want to go?

Maya points up. “We should hike up the mountain.”

“Unbelievable,” Celia thinks to herself. She isealdy tired; she should have
suggested they go down to the waterfall. Then haher could carry the baby back
up. But she just smiles and says, “Let’s get dfdtte

Penny goes on her back easily. She is warm and guielia’s hair every
couple of feet. The trail marker by the parkingitaticates that it is going to be a two
and a half mile hike. It promises a walk along m$ of the Appalachian Trail and
then a view from a rock face where they could log&r the entire valley. They
would be in the clouds. Celia briefly recalls hezam and wonders if her mother will
walk ahead or beside her. Her mother is not weamgperfume, so there is no

sweet-sickening smell like in her dream.
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“l can carry the baby too for a while,” Maya irtsis

Celia shrugs, “At some point.”

They walk in silence for a long time. Celia helagsself breathing and is
embarrassed. Itis louder than usual, more praredjrmore asthmatic. Wheezing
already? She can feel the climb coupled with theyisaextra weight in her hips.
They see hikers make their way past them. One wawan stops.

“Your baby is so cute.” Celia is about to intefrughen the woman adds after
noticing Celia’s belabored breath, “You can dditst take your time.”

Celia’s quads and hamstrings are working overtonaove her body up the
mountain. She knows that she needs to work out arwlesows to do so, if she
survives, and doesn’t die on this mountain.

“There’s a log a couple of feet up,” Maya sayS€tiia. “We can take a break
there and switch if you'd like.”

Celia nods, “A break is good. No switching, neeegs

They reach the log and Maya helps Celia removay#om her back. Penny
sits and begins to play with the ants on the grdueside her. Her fingers reach out
to touch them. It is lucky for them that they &ast and tiny and Penny is still
awkward and clumsy.

There is a sheen of sweat on both Celia and héreris face. When Maya is
not watching Penny, she looks up at Celia and atteto wipe the sweat off of her
face with a tissue. Celia moves her head, likeild,cand Maya looks upset.

Finally, her mother breaks the silence and tuorfad¢e her, “What? What is it

Celia?”
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Celia just shakes her head. She is tired and/aAgigry at her mother for
making her climb up this godforsaken mountain. Arafrherself for being so fat,
eating so much and writing so little in the timattRenny has been born. They
continue walking. Their silence is broken by natdree crunching of sticks, an
occasional bird flitting past, Celia’s breathingny’s cooing.

Even though it is cold, she is hot. She is begigro feel dizzy and wants to
find another log to sit on. She gestures for heth@ioto stop. Maya does.

“I need a break.” She is breathing uncontrolldlkt now and has to bend
down so that her head is at her knees to catclh@athe at all. This tips Penny over
too, and Celia momentarily loses her balance amdstl lands on her face. She
catches herself. She is burning up; her hips andrdack have a long filament of
pain extending almost the entire length of her lohady. Her legs are spasming. She
must remove her baby from her back and does 4§ taiickly. She reaches for her
water bottle.

“This is not good, Celia. Not good,” Maya puts Bgwn her back, and looks
around. Penny is happy to play with Maya'’s fingersthe couple of moments she is
out of the carrier. Maya seems to be an expehigsfaby carrier stuff, because she is
able to hold Penny with one hand and hoist thaerasver her small frame and
buckle it across her waist, with the other hantle §ves Penny to Celia and Celia
places her in the carrier. Maya then gestures flaee for Celia to sit, “You're not

healthy.”
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Celia ignores her mother’s comment, closes hes apél the pain begins to
subside. This is a long time. Seconds stretchrmtates and Maya and Penny sit
too.

Then, Celia opens her eyes, looks across at hdrandt can’t do this
anymore.” She stands up, jumps almost, and lurggdaser mother. She begins to
unbuckle the straps on her mother’s waist thapareof the baby carrier. Maya tries
to walk away, but Celia pulls her forcefully back.

“Celia!” Her mother pushes Celia’s hands away hgssher out of the way,
and begins walking. “What are you doing?”

Celia’s runs in front of Maya, “Stop.” She puts hands out to her mother
forcefully. Touches her and pushes lightly. “Stoghe pauses to breathe in and out.
Maya looks at her questioningly.

Penny is crying now, full blown sobs and wailgatng to the voices she is
hearing. Maya begins to take Penny off her backiths difficult, because the baby
is squirming. She finally succeeds and holds Pehwge to her, rocking her
forcefully.

Celia steps back and removes her defensive gestiak at me.” She turns
around in full circle, making sure her mother seesry pale, white-fleshy part of her.
She pulls her shirt up and exposes her loose Btretrk ridden belly. She ties her
shirt at her waist, just under her chest in a kndér stomach still looks like she is
pregnant, only worse. There is not a ball of utgiusg it some definition. Just rolls.
She also pushes her sweat pants all the way alarJenbes to reveal her fleshy

thighs, “You can’t even look at me.”
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Maya shakes her head, continues to rock Pennydratkorth. The baby
stops crying, “lI don’t accept this.” She pointLatia. “You could do better.”

“Like you?” Celia feels crazy and nervous. “Lookni& were characters in one
of my novels, we’'d have our heart to heart, say h@yfeel and make-up. Or I'd
assault you.” She brushes her right hand agaimgabe; her left hand is touching
Penny. “But we both know that neither of us wily gamything to each other. We'll
just pretend.”

Maya moves Celia’s hand away, “Pretend what?”

“Pretend that | want you in my life.” Celia rem@vieer defensive gesture and
continues to walk, only much more slowly. She doaissee the rock her foot hits,
and she surprises herself when she catapults fdrarat lands on her face.

Celia is startled to see that she has ended tipeoground. But she is more
startled to see her mother and Penny begin to ivate other direction. Celia takes
off her shoe and she can see that her toe is brdkénher pinky toe and the bone is
sticking out strangely through the skin.

Her mother is walking away, almost running awathviier daughter. It takes
a long time for Celia to get up; she must concéatoa balancing with one foot and
hopping forward, because the other one is too phkiafput any pressure on. By the
time she is up, she cannot see her mother or Parally She must sit every minute or
so, because her legs are tired and her ears gregin

She briefly wonders if she will die on this mountaNo, she knows she will
not. Death is too easy; death is something shetraggign one of her characters to

get out of a conflict. She knows that she has #ne&keys in her back pocket; that her
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mother and Penny will be waiting for her at thettot of the mountain, stuck down
there, like she is stuck up here. She knows thatriother is just as stubborn as she
is and they will both feel foolish for acting sabh.

She also knows that nothing will change, she vaiitmue to feel an
antagonizing neurosis every time she is with hetherg but she will continue to see
her family. After all, family is family. This is iy she does not write literary stories;
she likes clean lines and happy endings. She wwaréntasize about perfectly
beautiful capable people getting exactly what tvent. She wants people to smile
and laugh when they hit the last page of her bboker own way, she knows this
desire is sick and twisted, but it is better tHans.tBetter than a story about a woman
who can’t come to terms with herself or the iddwd presents for herself. Better than
writing something self-reflective like a woman wisdat and can’t talk to her own
mother. No, none of this. Maybe one day shételilher mother the real reason
she loves writing romance novels.

Probably not.

After about a half an hour, she is able to put spressure on her broken toe.
She picks up her pace, walks more normally, andirmees her descent down the

mountain.
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CanSruction

The bee buzzing sound stopped, making way forehergls of silence that
signaled the end of the day at the food bank. R@adt the beginning for her, though.
This was the moment Tilda waited for. First, slséelned for the hum of the lights to
stop. Then she waited the forty-five seconds iktimobe knee deep in total darkness.
It was that same knee deep her mother used togielbout. She knew it took only
forty-five seconds because when she was sevensgleto count up from zero until
the warehouse lights automatically shut off andatlaem activated. Now, at ten, she
practiced little rituals in that less than a mintitee; sometimes running along the far
wall of the warehouse as fast as she could to $eeenshe’d end up. Her legs were
longer now, so it was becoming a real competitmmhier. To one-up herself. Other
times, when she didn’t feel like running she wasitip or twirl and one time she
even jumped rope.

But today, she went straight for the storage raothe far right corner of the
warehouse. She crossed her fingers and looked doher feet. Step on a crack,
break your father’s back. The warehouse floor e@xrete and there was one long
thin crack that ran diagonally along the floor,;gted and then started again. She
avoided it like the plague. The more good lucklib@er when it came to her first
food sculpture. Three nights ago, Tilda placedaginnings of her sculpture on four
pallets that she could easily pull in and out & dark black storage room. She
reached for the pallet jack that Johnny, the wausbananager, had jokingly given

her. He’d shown her how to press the little reddouand maneuver the handle so
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that she could pick up multiple pallets at oncec@irse, the reason he’d given her
the jack was because it was nearly dead and needethain plugged in to work.
This meant she couldn’t move anything very far sslghe had an extension cord.
She used one now.

Her skills with the pallet jack had improved oviee last couple of nights and
this time she ran over the cord only once whenbsbeght her sculpture to the center
of the room. She removed the three smelly-old cdityédlankets and boxes she’d
used to hide her sculpture and placed them cayafuthe corner. It really is coming
along. Early on in the process, she’'d decidedaoksher tuna fish cans at an angle so
that each one didn’t quite sit directly on top loé bne beneath it. That way it would
look three-dimensional. She thought about thisafsecond. Aren't all sculptures 3-D
anyway? Hmm. Still looked cool, though. She'acked the cans four high and
they’'d already begun to form a partial plate. Stgiced them together with some
really good metal adhesive she’d found so that wasier to transport in and out of
hiding. Any rethinking about how to change the ptue wouldn’t work now. Tilda
was in glue and go mode. As her father would sdgeking back was for losers.

The real goal with this sculpture was to makef@-fize. She’d spent the last
couple of days collecting tuna fish cans out offthe drive storage bins and
thinking about how to make her sculpture really. e wanted to make sure she
could lie in the middle of the plate with one stdaching her head and the other
touching her toes. A life-size sculpture, just ldteghe Baltimore Museum of Art.

Now, she lay flat on her back in the storage roath Wwer head against the tuna cans
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she’d glued together. She stretched her legs tophesite end, eyeing the spot on
the wood where her toes pointed to. Perfect. Thihtle. A Tilda-size plate.

Tilda estimated she would need 200 more blue lalbelcore tuna fish cans to
finish her plate. But she had plenty of Del-Montxea fruit cups for the utensils that
sat beside the plate. Like all place settings.ethavuld be a knife, a spoon and a fork.
And, of course, they would be silver. She just ttadecide which side of the plate
each of these utensils would go on. She closeéyes to try and picture the place-
settings her mother would make for their familyrd#ns. Nothing. Should have paid
more attention. Her dad didn’t set the table. Talyays just ate on paper plates over
the sink or with napkins. Anyway, pizza and sandwgdidn’t really need a knife or
fork. She still couldn’t quite remember whethez #nife was on the left or the right
side.

She’d starting thinking about this project two weelgo, after her class had
visited the sculpture garden at the Baltimore Musef Art. They’d spent the day
talking about art installations and the type ofenial that some artists like to
repurpose for their sculptures. The idea hit Hex & thud and she liked it
immediately. She would make something out of thesa food. Something big,
maybe even something they could display in thedmgl somewhere. It would be a
fun productive way to spend her evenings whilefagrer worked.

Tilde heard the rolling aluminum truck bay doorsthe concrete floor. She
stepped out of the storage room quickly. The ne#athp of the padlock was the
second to last sound before the food bank waseadl. [The last sound would be

Johnny’s voice telling her good night. She clodezlstorage room door and began to
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absentmindedly peel the label off a Del-Monte mikedt cup. She loved to drink the
sweet syrup in the can, before she even touchefuiteBut she wouldn’t be eating
this fruit tonight. This can had a higher purposet—&he was hungry, though. Is this
what they mean by starving artists? She giggldtetself. She’d need to spend
tonight searching for more tuna fish cans in thadfdrive bins and then, if there was
time, she could peel the labels off the fruit capshe could have some nice silver
silverware.

“Tilda , what the hell?”

Her hands froze mid peel and she inadvertentlystred her shoulders up.
Shoot. She hadn’t really been aware of what shedoag). She turned to face
Johnny, dropping the partially ripped label on filber besides her.

He picked up the label and waved it at her. Faasd, she replaced his face
with her cat Amar—both—had pointy features andnilig eyes. He was saying
something, but all she could hear was Amar’s ggnite. She focused on his lips, but
still only cat sounds. She shook her head and glaeefinger in her ear to clear out
any clutter. There, now, she could hear him.

“Are you stealing food?” Johnny’s accusation camesoftly, but it still
caused her to open her mouth wide and shake hdr hea

No. Certainly not, but Johnny won’t understand. 8eeided to lie boldly.

The words came out easier than she should haveoieitortable with. “I forgot to
pack my lunch for school today.” She gulped andicoed, “I spent the entire

afternoon thinking of fruit syrup.”
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Johnny frowned and placed her hand on Tilda's stesucausing her to jump.
Tilda decided to say something that would rid Heairoy responsibility, whatsoever,
especially in this place. “I was hungry.”

He adjusted the simple black frames on his fadéeshhis weight from his
left to his right foot and made a pointed, exhadigpt@rent-like sigh. “Why didn’t you
say anything this morning? | could have made satehad something.”

She took a breath, then another, “I didn’t evenvkmaitil lunch.” She looked
up at Johnny. Fake hunger or not, she was off dlod&.h“It was okay, though, my
friend Missy shared some of her lunch with me.” &luoked at the half peeled can of
fruit Johnny had in his left hand.

He rolled the label into a ball and tossed it tadgathe trashcan. Tilda
watched as he made a perfect basket. “Slam duh&,5aid cheerfully.

Johnny popped the lid open for her revealing aayanf golden colors with a
hint of red. She took the fruit cup from him. | gsd’ll be eating this one.

“Next time you forget your lunch you come to me.uv@an’'t go around
taking food out of this place.” He grabbed both $lesulders and made her face him.
He had onion-breath. She tried not to inhale toahmr make a face. “You
remember Mrs. Norma Jean?” She nodded. “She ot&&sf these fruit cups every
week for Helping Hands Mission.” He paused, “Befgoa take one think about
that.”

Johnny let go of her shoulders and stood up. Héedmat her and she could

see that he still had those friendly eyes. “How @b you think tonight will be?”
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Tilda lifted the can of fruit to her lips to tagtee syrup before she responded.
She would have to wash her face after; the fryssouvere always so sticky. “Don’t
know. Last night we left at 9.”

Johnny shook his head and began to walk towardsffive doors. “I'll
remind your dad that tomorrow is a school day. Malgb won't keep you so late.”
Tilda watched as he walked the fifty or so yardsaa the offices then turned
around, causing her to jump. “Oh and Tilda.”

“Yes,” she chirped quietly.

“If I catch you doing that again, there’s goinga® some real repercussions.

“What?” She frowned.

“Punishment,” Johnny reached the heavy office @l slammed it shut.
Tilda’s body shook from the noise that echoed ewlarehouse. That was close. She
began to pick up various fruit pieces out of thetfcup and dangle them above her
mouth once the syrup had pretty much been squemgeaf the fruit. I'm going to
have to be more careful. She didn’t want to wasteraore fruit cups than she had to.
She dumped the rest of the fruit in her mouth drehed greedily.

Tilda listened to the silence. Then she made hermeise, “I'm the Queen of
the Warehouse!” She felt better after her syrupycoation and relieved that her art
project was still hers alone. She took a momenaitoaround the warehouse
screaming. Tilda banged her hands against the rhiikelselves that housed boxes of
packaged product ready for the soup kitchens aod pantries the food bank served.
Providers, her dad called them. She watched asamkeof product lurched

precariously forward as she ran full speed int@itly slightly concerned, she placed
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her hand on the frame firmly to stop it from shakiBhe hadn’'t knocked down one
of these racks yet.

Time to get to work. First, she had to walk ovettte weigh station to get her
flashlight. She loved her flashlight. It wouldattually matter if she turned on the
two lights directly above her, but she liked toseeretive, and a flashlight was the
perfect tool for a secret. She just didn’t wantatke any chances. A good flashlight
was important, and this one was better becausashiveven battery powered. Just a
wind up that made a cool clicking sound when itdeegemore juice. Juice was the
word her dad used when he wound up the flashlightife first time, and since then
she’d adopted the word for herself.

She juiced up her flashlight and aimed it at theslmverflowing with glitter,
handwriting and a very random assortment of nomspable goods. Whenever
people conducted a food drive for the hungry intiBadre it ended up in this absolute
mess of a pile.

“Food Drive!” She said loudly to the empty roomilda loved the boxes that
came from the community food drives. People welmha when they were collecting
jars of peanut butter or macaroni and cheese &htimgry. She always looked for
boxes she thought were particularly well decorathat she could add them to her
collection. She was picky and so far, she’'d onlynid a couple she really liked, but
she looked just the same.

“Blimey, where to start?” Tilda liked the soundiar own voice, so she often
talked to herself when she was patrolling the wawsk. She loved rolling r's under

her tongue, or pretending she had a British acednth she’d recently discovered
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because of one of the volunteers, Roy. She alsowsed that she liked words like
blimey so she tried to use it as much as possfifie.wasn’t sure what it meant, but
she was pretty sure she was using it in the samiexioas Roy did when he said
blimey.

The food drive bins were hit or miss. Some of tidf svas really good like
the albacore tuna she’d been using for her scd@nd other stuff was just, well,
crap. People liked to donate their five year addits or their expired tomato paste or
strange items like couscous and gefiltefish. ety useless foods, her dad would
say when they sorted through the bins to weedrmuéxpired food. Back of the
pantry food sucks. She'd decided a week ago tleatstsn’t going to use any of it for
her life-size plate because she wanted her pldtetouniform and be a
representation of the items the food bank likecetieive. She’d even tried to find a
place for macaroni and cheese and peanut buttethdiu shapes were fundamentally
boring and therefore useless. At any rate, thd fodhis pile of community food
drive hadn’t even been officially logged into tlwwél bank inventory—making it
available for her use.

“Blimey, blimey, blimey.” There was a neatly wragjpgox with yellow paper
and a pink ribbon decorated diagonally along th&olbo and then crisscrossing along
the sides. Expert ribbon work. Written along th#bdn was a message that started at
the bottom center of the box.

Tilda read the ribbon out loud, “Each year blemds the next without you.”
This made her sad. She imagined that this noteapigldidn’t end well. Death or

Divorce. Tilda wasn’t sure which one was worse—theth ended in a
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disappearance. But death must be better. At lbastthere would be nobody to
blame for the leaving. It was either cancer orraacaident or too much smoking or
too little dieting. Sad sure, but no blame. Unlessourse the doctor messed up or
something. Then, at least, you could blame thealoc®he turned the box over to the
left side so that she could continue reading oud I8Just finishing up the project you
started years ago. 25,000 pounds and counting.”

That’s a lot of food. She wondered how long thigeld one had been gone.
She felt bad about rummaging through this particlhie for her art work. She pulled
the box to the side; placing it carefully away frtme other food drive boxes. There
was a missing person in her life too. She thoughtiawhere her mother might be
right now; whether she was still cooking for strargevery night. A year had
already passed since the last time Tilda saw her.

Ann had picked her up from school that day. This wat unusual. In some
sense, Tilda imagined she had five parents, twingical and three inherited. Very
often, her inherited parents were the more resptsmguardians: Johnny, her father’s
right hand man, and Ann and Rudy, the two womerfdtber developed the concept
of food banking with, ran her to her ballet andrawiing lessons; whoever was
available took the job. Johnny might drop heraifschool and Ann or Rudy would
pick her up at the end of the day and shuttle indet next appointment. Rarely, did
she see her father. And her mother worked as ascthieér day would start in the

early afternoon and bleed into the late night.
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Tilda was used to seeing the dark blue minivan wittented bumper sitting
outside the front entrance of the school. This aras-between time for Ann, she
was finished with her lunch rush, and hadn’t yatted thinking about her dinner
deliveries or late afternoon pickups. On Mondag® foday, Tilda would accompany
her on these pickups and drop offs—helping whercshiéd: carrying small boxes of
food or trays of bread and dessert. Other tintesnsight pretend to be busy with a
particular math or science problem and watch Anm Aked to work by herself.

Her hands were particularly sticky and the dodhtblue minivan always
stuck. It was hard enough for Tilda to get in antl@f the van because it was so high
off the ground, but there was the added troublkectiially opening the door and
pulling it back so that she could sit in the frgeat. The sticky hands were her fault,
she’d put Elmer’s glue on her fingers during clasd waited until the glue dried to
peel it off. She’d gotten so good at this trickttehe was often able to get her whole
palm or a palm and a couple of fingers peeledrofine piece. When that happened
she was inclined to save it because it lookedhHieown skin—little cells of herself
picked way from the rest of her. Her tablemate],Neved to watch her. She would
sometimes even let him put the glue on her hahaskéy of course, was not to use
too much. Just enough to peel a thin neat layefaiis last time though, Neil had
used way too much and she was forced to run tbatl@oom to wash it off. Never
again, she said to herself, would she trust a boy.

Tilda held up her hands, showing Ann her stickynsaWwhen she couldn’t
open the door. Ann removed her sunglasses and éwwiilda shrugged her

shoulders.
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Ann stepped out of the car. “What’s wrong with ythat you can’t even open
a simple door?” She walked around the front andhegeip the passenger door.
Although what she said had her usual bite to ittblee was nothing but friendly and
cheerful. Tilda relaxed a little. Good mood Ann.

“Glue,” Tilda hopped into the minivan and dumped backpack on the floor
in front of her.

“Glue?” Ann shook her head and closed the door.liShecigarette and
leaned her body against the side of the car. Stedad and exhaled the smoke slowly
and deliberately. Like a dragon. Sometimes Tildagmed that instead of smoke,
actual flames came out of her mouth.

Tilda rolled down the window. “You know you shouldesmoke around
children?”

Ann exhaled methodically and started to put theimémgear, “Oh yeah?
What do they say about smoking around smart asses?”

“Not them either. Are you going to drop me off ainte or the food bank?”
Tilda smiled at Ann in that sweet, fake childishywthat showed her teeth and
scrunched her eyes.

Ann sighed and tapped out her cigarette, “Neith&hé pulled the van out of
the school parking lot slowly and then hit the gagjuickly that it almost flooded the
engine. “Now, roll up your window.”

“God,” Tilda said to Ann more out loud than she naeiant too.

“Your dad’s running the dinner at Helping Hands 8iios today. You know

Mrs. Norma Jean’s place. He wanted me to dropmffesstuff.”
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There was something wrong with this car. There aasys something wrong
with this car. Tilda could feel every bump in tlead on the top of her head. She was
going to get a headache, “Ouch.” They never fixegttang that wasn’t in absolute
need. Her father always said that this way there nvare money to spend on feeding
the hungry.

She tried again, only this time much louder, “Otch.

Ann ignored her. Tilda figured she’d have to bedoling to stop this food
run. They never stopped, no matter how anyonefeamg, especially Tilda. It was
a long drive from Tilda’s school to Mrs. Norma Jagplace in the city. Or rather,
Mrs. Norma Jean’s place in the ghetto. Her friemdse always teasing her about the
ghetto. As in why is your family always hanging authe ghetto? Was it sunny in
the ghetto today, Tilda? It's sure sunny outsigeghetto.

As Ann drove on, the streets began to change.dtaaay to tell where the
ghetto started in the city. The first sign was¢bacrete. There was a lot more
concrete and a lot less trees. It seemed lik&rdles just disappeared when you got to
the poor parts of the city. Concrete replaced gralse, the type of people changed.
In some parts of the ghetto, nobody was out. Nsmitd. Just trash rolling around
empty street corners. It was a specific kind afhreoo, junk food wrappers like
potato chip bags or anything that you could buyagheand quickly at a corner
market. According to her father there were no geatery stores in these parts of the
city. In other parts of the ghetto the white peopbmpletely disappeared, replaced
by black people. She could just tell when thelytga poorer part of the city, maybe

it was because the streets were empty or maybasitogcause it was full of people
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who didn’t look like her. They looked more worn aied, liked they’d just jumped
out of bed and had no real time to get ready beafag left the house. Sloppy. You
had to look closely at the people to realize thaugh. From a distance they looked
normal, but then you might see the symptoms of gg\as her dad would call them.
For one thing, there wasn’t a lot of smiling. Alsometimes you saw people pushing
around whole carts of stuff, carrying everythingytowned with them all the time.
Sometimes it would look like a lot, but then sheuldosay to them in her head if this
is everything you own it isn’t very much. It wasvee very much for real life. Or you
would see a young woman, a teenager even, andighg¢ mave one or two children
with her. The children always looked cute to hieeytwere usually happy. Not really
aware of what they’d been born into. Sometimestisbeght she was like them.
They'd been born poor in America and she’d beem bmsomeone who served the
poor. She was poor by choice. That's much worse bigeng poor.

“Ann, do | have to go? Can’t you just drop me dfhame?” Home wasn’t
that far away from Mrs. Norma Jean’s anyway. It wea safer neighborhood, just
across York Road, but still near all the actiort.aAy rate, she was getting tired of
this whole ghetto-thing. She was tired of feedimgse stupid poor people. On days
like this, she wished they’'d just go away and feeinselves; then her life could be
normal.

It was too late. They were already pulling up rtbarEpiscopal Church off of
Howard Street. Tilda could see a couple of vettg-hlodied volunteers pulling food

out of the food bank’s only truck. Her father veasecting traffic.
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Tilda recognized her father’s business-mode. It atakese times his tall lean
frame looked bulkier to her. Like he’d grown somesties overnight, she supposed
being in charge did that to some people. He no@tiddda, giving her a wink and
addressed Ann.

“You've got the mac and cheese, right?” He reaathest and touched Ann on
the elbow very gently. She giggled softly. Tildavined.

“Sure do,” Ann opened the van door and began gubtut huge aluminum
trays. “I was able to finagle two kinds of mac amgese from my caterer friend.”

Boring. Boring. Boring. Right now her dad was tatkabout the salad and the
types of dessert they'd have for the dinner. He l@aning in very close to Ann so
that their noses were almost touching. Her da@dydvdid this with Ann—talked too
close. She hoped his breath was okay, becauseasheeantain to get a whiff of it. She
didn’t understand why they always had to be soeter when they were talking
about a dinner service. Tilda looked around Hére church was connected to a rare
tree-lined street. She watched as a robin, carrgingrm, returned to its nest. The
robin added real color to the street. She decidepbtover and get a better look.

The street ran perpendicular to the back entrahttge church and Tilda had
to cross the parking lot to get to it. There watréeast twenty trees on each side of
the street and they were big enough so that theated a canopy effect and provided
tons of shade on the street. The street was agthed Baxter Way. She knew it was
in honor of Mrs. Norma Jean Baxter, as her dad @eal, this church’s patron saint
of food. She wondered if this was the churchiggie property? How else would

they get the city to name a street after the chsinséry own food saint?
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The houses on this street were in various modespaiir and disrepair. The
three or four houses closest to the church werktaletn care of with gardens out
front and well-put on roofs and bright front dotwscontrast the brick building.
Beyond that, the houses became more typical af saerounding neighborhood.
Some of them were clearly boarded up with the nawhebkarity organizations
slapped across the plywood on the door. She sawnder of houses with the name
People’'s Homesteading Group, a local charity resida for getting people in the
neighborhood to rehab these houses. The way lkegxqdained it to her was that the
people in the neighborhood worked for two or thyears on the house and then after
that they received their own home. Sweet equity@d9dt sound right. Anyway, it
must be what’s happening to some of these houses.

Tilda walked further down the block and saw nunt@24. 1924 was her
address, only she lived at 1924 Rolling Court Widyis 1924 was a brick house, just
like hers, but parts of the front near the top flaindow were burned. Dark black
brick stretched from the far right window on the ftoor to the window above the
door. She wondered what a house that had caudireomould look like inside? She
walked along the cement walkway to the front déter house was lined with azaleas
that her mother had planted a couple of years Hgose bushes were just blooming
now. It was so pretty to walk by them with all thxéght purples and pinks. This
walkway wasn't surrounded by flowers, everythingtjlooked charbroiled. The front
door was a piece of plywood nailed to the frame de saw a couple of places
where somebody had clearly pulled out the naitsséming the plywood considerably

so she could just fit inside. Here goes nothinge &lawled in.
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The first thing that struck her was the stairc&se ked to the upstairs. The
railing was falling onto the floor, but it was teame staircase in the same location
that sat in her house. Even through the dark waoetlng and the boarded up
windows she could imagine her living room. Theres\weobably a bathroom tucked
right near the top of the stairs. The next thimgf struck her was the smell. The
house smelled like a toilet mixed with ashes. Share she could still smell the
smoke. She could see how the fire had ripped thrdlg front room; there was trash
everywhere, pieces of furniture, papers, magazhadsy's shoes, a dart board still
hung on the wall. Like one day someone was liviage and the next day they were
gone, leaving traces of everything they owned ia smelly burnt up pile.

She felt nervous and excited all at once, she wiatexamine the house
room by room, see if she could make up a story ai@ufamily who used to live
here. A thought struck her and she felt sick. Whstmebody died here? In
Baltimore there were always house fires becauselgot real cold and people had
their electricity turned off they would light camdl or run electric heaters and then
bad things might happen. She wondered if she’dchalaout this particular house on
the news? She imagined that at least four peogpte waffected by this fire. She
heard what sounded like footsteps coming from ugsst&omebody must be in here
with her. She knew that sometimes people squattdeese burnt up old houses. She
looked down on the ground for more clues as to thlese people were. There was a
needle on the floor. This was bad, really bad. Stoild definitely leave. In all her
time with her father, she’d only ever heard abbettypes of drug abuse some of the

poorer parts of Baltimore had succumbed too. Shetekr actually seen evidence of
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it. While, maybe, once or twice, she’d see somelsvagying back and forth or
rocking out to themselves, and then she would wregpecially in neighborhoods
like these, if they were on drugs. She heardshfhg. The upstairs’ toilet definitely
just flushed. Time to go.

She was able to quickly get back underneath theqad to the outside world
and she ran. Her long knobby legs kicked intodelhr and she sped down Baxter
Way to the corner of York Road. This section of F&oad was busy and she ran
past the corner market and the African bakery.t8&é to run as fast on the sidewalk
as the white car she saw next to her on the ragdsdon it sped up and left her in the
dust. So then she tried to run as fast as the MI%tbat was next to her. Buses were
easy to beat, because they were slow and madeflstsps. Very soon, she outran
the bus. Finally, she turned down her own stredtraached her house.

She was about to pull the key off of her necklacgédt in when she realized
she didn’t need to. The back door was wide oper.dtk door led directly into the
kitchen and as she walked in she could hear thedsotuther mother’s chopping knife
hitting wood. This image of her mother standingtrie her cutting board in the
center of the kitchen was so commonplace that khesa didn’t register what was
significant. Her mother was a short woman, stagaoimly about 5’1 and normally
when she worked she stood on a step stool, witlldudrlong black hair up and one
of her many aprons tied to her waist. Now, Tildéices that her mother was barely
dressed. She was in a silk night shirt with no pamd bare feet. Her hair was
flowing around her face, getting in the way anctiiog her to occasionally stop and

whisk her hair out of her face. Her head was domahlger hands were moving
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unsteadily. They were shaking considerably. Tha that usually accompanied her
mother’s cooking was replaced by a soft mumbleandccasional sniffle. Her
mother had yet to notice her presence and whera Stigbped closer she could make
out one or two words of her mother’'s mantra. Stugpiupid, stupid Ann. Sitting
next to the cutting board was her parent’'s weddibgm and it was partially empty.
She watched as her mother pulled a picture outeoitbum and carefully began to
julienne it, first using the knife to cut the whiterder around the edges and then
chopping it into small strips. After this, her rhet grabbed a pile of the strips that
were sitting on the side of the cutting board aadtpem in the blender which she
then mixed with a whole package of processed chfeasea box of macaroni and
cheese, a jar of peanut butter and some tuna fish.

All food bank staples.

Now, Tilda looked down at the boxes of food frore tommunity food drive
she was rummaging through. She really did hopehbatather would like her art
project. She hoped he would see its importancepasca of advertising for the food
bank. They could use it to show volunteers whag typfood they really needed more
of. She reminded herself that she was creatirsgsitulpture out of love, so her father
would definitely be happy with it. She wasn’t dowdat her mother did, ruining the
food because she was upset and angry. She wasgraagift for the food bank.

The one thing Tilda remembered about that nighttwasher dad had been
livid about all the food her mother had wasted wihiéstroying their wedding album.

Every piece of fruit, vegetable, dairy, cheese jan@df canned food had gone into one
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of three entrees. Wedding Album Carrot and AppleaVvedding Aloum Peanut
Butter and Cheese Pie (the concoction Tilda hadesged being made) and Wedding
Album Pork Tenderloin. She supposed it was onetwaet her father’s attention.

Another food drive box caught her eye. She pickeg iand squinted her eyes
to replicate a magnifying glass a jeweler might iasdine jewels.

“Beautiful!” She couldn’t help herself. The donadtaken macaroni and
dipped it in red, green and blue glitter. The manathen formed the words “Help
the Hungry.” The red glitter was particularly brigind stood out as the capital “H” in
“Help” and “Hungry.” This one was a keeper foresur

Tilda glanced at her surroundings again. She wawtédish her sculpture
soon, which meant that she might have to foregogieking out the blue-label tuna
fish cans. 200 blue label premium albacore tunatrieke her a week or two to find.
She simply didn’t have that long. She began to @aer the first bin, and realized
very quickly that even standing on her tip toesnitagoing to allow her to dig down
to the bottom of the bin. Still, she’d already sebout ten cans of tuna fish and
scooped them up. 190 to go.

She pulled a stool over so that she could reacp u¢e the bin. There were
more Del-Monte fruit cans as well, but she reminbdedself to take only the bare
minimum because she would be ruining these cameblng off the labels. They
could never go back into inventory. Not that theyud need too, her sculpture was
going to live front and center in the lobby of fbed bank. For everyone to admire.

Turned out there were plenty of tuna fish canhethree bins. She placed

them in a box and put them between the secondnambrack of donated packaged
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product. She did this as a precaution, her dadrrreedly walked back this far. She’'d
already pulled out the partially constructed sauiptand had set up what would
essentially be her canvas and paint. She would agedd couple of hours to glue
the cans together and finish the set up.

She got started.

Hours later, after eating a couple of slices ofg@@pni pizza with her dad, her
food sculpture was complete. Her plate was shimriegythe ocean and she was
pleased with the effect of combining green chugktliuna fish cans with blue
albacore tuna fish cans. She’d even gone througsupply closet and covered the
single layer of tuna fish cans in the middle of phete with a perfectly formed four-
foot circle of white construction paper. This mesiné had a white plate with a blue-
green outer edge. She wished she had some dhittemaybe next time.

She’d decided to place the knife on the left side the fork and the spoon on
the right. The symmetry just looked right to héhadd been a little bit difficult to
create a perfectly oval spoon, so she’d made &spsitead. Her utensils were a
knife, a spork and a fork. She realized the spasite mostly plastic, so it probably
should have been white as well. Oh well, it wastprgood.

Tilda signed her name boldly to the white constarcpaper.

He was opening up the warehouse when he happewadtuitting
obtrusively between the A and B racks. The podddtad used some type of
adhesive too; this sculpture wasn’t coming apaytiare soon. It looked to him like a

place setting, but Johnny couldn’t be sure at BHere were certainly plate-like
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gualities to the sculpture, most notably the coedayer of tuna fish cans covered by
a single somewhat round piece of white construqgbiamer.

He stood inside the center of the plate. Verydstushe'd created an even
enough layer so that Johnny could easily jump erttiha fish cans without any
wobbling. He did so now. Awe-inspiring. How longdhthis taken her? Hundreds of
chunk light and albacore tuna fish cans were gtugtbusly together with no attempt
at precision. The child had gone so far as to pe#e¢he labels of the cans for the
silvery effect of the utensils. Johnny recognizeoste cans immediately, Del-Monte
mixed fruit in the most ungodly sweet syrup he’'@rtasted. The same fruit cup he
had given her yesterday when she claimed to beistar Unbelievable, not only had
Tilda lied to him, she’d signed her name to that li

He moved out of the center of the plate. These wame good and stuck
together. He couldn’t pull any one away from anathide had some mind to ask
Tilda exactly what type of adhesive she’d used,daeided not to. She would ask
too many questions, like why he wanted to knowahdt he was planning to do
with the sculpture. It was a shame too; they yeaduld have used these tuna fish
cans. Their sorted salvage product had been shatatein for a couple of weeks
now. Providers were calling him to ask when theyld@et more protein in their
boxes. Where in the hell was all that tuna fistythsually got? Tuna fish, they'd tell
him, was so easy to use and went so far. Mix ih wdme mayonnaise and slap it on a
sandwich and you had one satisfying meal. He twtdnthe’d look, make a plea for it
with some of the grocery stores that regularly detdood; try to get them more

protein somewhere. He also told them to make pdauttér sandwiches instead.
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“Have you tried peanut butter?” he’'d say.

They'd laugh at him; it was always that loud grégias wheezy laughter that
came from older people, “Oh, Johnny. You're a funmn.” But then, they’'d pause
and say in all seriousness, “When'’s the last tineefood bank’s given us any jam?”

He sat inside the forklift and turned it on. Hgged the metal arms under the
pallet the sculpture was on. He lifted the paltehegh as the forklift would allow. It
looked to him like it was about eight feet or sog e removed the arms and dropped
the pallet. There was a large boom in the waretndust nothing else. No loose cans
of tuna or fruit cups. He tried this a few moredsnNothing.

He picked up the sculpture one more time and diioedorklift past the truck
bay and outside the warehouse. He stopped in &fathie largest blue metal dumpster
the food bank owned. He dropped the pallet incodinmpster. He had some mind to
peer over into the dumpster, to jump in and séeaif had shaken any tuna fish cans
loose. But he didn't.

He shook his head. Sure was a shame, losingadlfdabd; but these were the

boss’s orders.
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Mission

Micah was searching for a book that refuted theterce of God, but he’'d
settle for one that questioned the value of orgahizeligion. So far, the metal
bookshelf labeledeligionwith the inked in graffiti of “Who needs it?” whsre.

“Who needs it?” Micah said these words out lowdlirrg them over on his
tongue. The words he needed just had to be hezd. ERima’s was the only leftist
co-op bookstore in the Valley, probably in the engitate of Utah, and it was located
off a grimy alley near South Temple Street in dawnt Salt Lake.

“Who needs it?” was the phrase he knew he coulesgtto tell his father he
wasn’t going on his mission. “Who needs it?” wasy too uncaring. Words that
were especially harsh, considering that to hismawo blocks away, were the white
spires of the Mormon Temple. Downtown Salt Lakd hlavays been like
Disneyland to him. Only now, he recognized the yrohhis comparison: instead of
joyful delight, he saw only fake majesty.

He moved to a second bookshelf. The few bookstilding before him
weren’t right. He considered the first oMghy | became an Atheist: A Former
Preacher Rejects ChristianityNo. A complete rejection of Christianity wasn’t
necessary right now. He wanted to let his fathEeas$y, and didn’t want every
member of his ward praying for his soul. No, nolgmaying yet. Not going on a
mission was a far cry from rejecting the religia¥ichgrown up with.

He received his “call” for his mission months agal now it stood looming

over him—only a week away. Micah was to reporti® Mormon Missionary
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Training Center in Provo, Utah next Wednesday. @hlee would spend twelve
weeks learning Portuguese and church gospel t@prdpr his mission in Brazil. His
life would be regimented. For two years, he woulelsd in suits and sensible shoes,
and always travel with a companion.

Again his search. There were plenty of books ¢laimed to be about
religion, but were clearly more about self-hélpe Meditator’s Atlasvas for serious
beginners, but beginners of what? He scanned ttles: The Lives and Legacies of
Dogens and Other Zen Masteke was unsure about how Buddhism (especially the
Japanese variety) would help him. Anyway, he wakilgg for the opposite of
enlightenment. Was that un-enlightenment? He wa@tbti¢ any Zen Masters reached
Nirvana that way. There was thao of Poohand theTe of Piglet which seemed to
be more about embracing the Tao in your everydaydither than refuting a Judeo-
Christian God. He wondered if he was in the wroactisn completely; if there was a
reasonable refutation of God in the hard sciendesHe wanted someone his father
would believe. His father was religious, but h&oalesponded to a good argument. If
Micah could make a good argument just this oncenigit be able to continue his
time at the University of Utah, uninterrupted.

Religion had always fascinated Micah. When he igith flschool, he began
devouring religious texts like the Koran and thealy simply because he felt so
comfortable being Mormon. He never questioned wleatvas taught or what the
other texts were teaching. He always thought ldeem@ugh room in his mind for it
all. He felt like he could view these texts witfrash eye because he wasn't in

search of anything. It was like the morbid curipsitat came when passing a deadly
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accident on the highway. Relieved and a littlechiious about just how dead those
people actually were. Now, looking at these telxésfelt a void. He felt like one of
those passengers in a multivehicle accident—thd dea that everybody stared at.
Pretty soon, he knew he wouldn’t be able to breathenore.

He stood in front of a bookshelf that containedyaiad of interpretations of
God. Gospels, Proverbs, Psalms, Testaments (oldewy edicts, commands and
prayers. Somewhat askew and at the end of théwheglthe Book of Mormon. The
plastic wrap was ripped off this version, so Mitchtimbed through it quickly,
creating a fanning effect. He felt the breeze efgbft thin pages and ran his fingers
over the book. Behind him, he heard the bell efftnt door, and the high-pitched
voice of a woman.

“Somebody help me here.”

He had to look twice to confirm it. Turning quigkio look at the woman
coming through the door with a large white tabled ghen simply looking over his
shoulder. It was Audra Harrison, SM. She was oldan he’d pictured her; she
looked to be nearing forty. She had short, tightlyled hair and a scarf covering her
chin and mouth. Her face was familiar, exceptl@ nose. He’'d imagined that
nose much more impish than it actually was. Sheth@Skeptical Mormon Or at
least that's what she claimed on her blogft of State StreetShe was also the reason
why he was at Red Emma’s. This was her bookstbhesplace where she wrote her
blog posts, planned her protests, promoted herdy@oid drank her coffee. He
wanted her advice. He’'d considered writing in to ibleg, but had worried about his

privacy. In his mind, he’d hoped to run into Hee,forward enough to buy her a cup
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of coffee, and articulate enough to explain higatibn to her. She’d respond with
perfect advice and then they’'d become friends; lghtheven become an occasional
guest contributor on her blog. He would be a cpoasgent in skepticism.

He knew her only from her blog posts and botikeoked, to him, like she
was promoting her latest book. She’d set the tdblen in front of the bookshelf
marked Anarchy (there was that Red Emma sensenobhagain) and was bringing
her books in now. The box she was carrying tiltedards him and he could see her
face on the back of the book jacket. Her writingge like manifestos for those
living just to the left of Mormon conservatism. &% she said those “outside the
Valley haze.”

“You.” She’d noticed him staring. “Can you blin@rfa second and help me?”

Micah turned his gaze towards her shoes, in ddesdbempt to disappear back
into his surroundings. Nice shoes. Fancier thawd@d have expected. He'd
imagined her in tennis shoes. Ready for activiathta kick butt at a moment’s
notice. He sounded absolutely ridiculous, eveninaself.

A lanky long haired man wearing an apron, longngeand a black shirt
moved past Micah and into Audra’s arms. He kisssrdon the cheek. “Audra. Stop
harassing the customers. I'll help you out.”

“Jerry!” She leaned into him. Micah caught a fairtiff of her soap. Probably
organic. Softly perfumed and lovely. He knew laé kdeveloped a strange sort of
horny teenage crush on her.

He watched her. He watched her laugh, shake lzet, beuch Jerry’'s arm. He

moved closer to the Anarchy bookshelf. Some ofboeks were out on display near
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the white table she was setting up on. He reafrdaer newest book, and flipped to
her biography at the back. He'd been reading log for more than two years now,
and each day her comments about her faith rang ingedor him. She questioned
everything. Skepticism was the right way to be,dloften said on her blog. He'd
wished he’d been skeptical much earlier on, becasseked to do it all at once—in
a panicked haze. She was a relief for him, thoDgspite all of her questioning, she
was still Mormon. Maybe he would be okay after all

He began to read. He'd read this all before, leutvs wondering if he could
attach more meaning to it now that she was in fobim.

AUDRA HARRISON, Skeptical Mormon was born in SakelLCity but grew
up all over the world. Her parents, devout Mormde#, compelled to spread the
gospel in far-away places like California, Alaskéew York City, and Sao Paolo,
Brazil. Her father now sits on the Quorum of thveelve Apostles. As a young child,
Audra accompanied her father on speaking assigrsnehtle he was a high
councilor in northern California. It was here, shegan to question her religion and
only value the teachings that stood up to her mgsrround of questioning. She
realized she wasn’t so much interested in faith gospel but the truth that can move
people ahead in their lives. She believes thavaitmons should open up their hearts
and minds to the values taught by other religiaber cultures, and that as long as
you don’t kill somebody in the process you shoeldrée to explore all avenues of
experience in your life. Audra studied religiordaanglish at Wellesley College in

Boston and then went on to get a degree in Jowsmafrom the Medill School of
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Journalism at Northwestern University. She wasl@vision reporter for a time on
KSL5 News in Salt Lake City. She has written faaks.

Micah stopped reading. He began to tune into tmeesation that Audra and
Jerry were having.

Jerry was speaking, “How long it take you to fout that Huntsfield had his
head up his ass with that Obamadaite”

“ObamaCare? Jesus Jer—you’re starting to souittllearight wing?”

Jerry laughed and scratched his head.

“That wasn’t even a good piece of reporting! Emel result was okay.” She
shook her head and sighed sweetly, “Pretty mudhhgsded to me.”

Audra began taking her books out of a box anchgimg them on the table.

“What do you mean?” Jerry grabbed a couple ofrehnithe cafe corner of
the shop so they could sit.

Audra laughed and reached into her purse fogareite. “He really pissed off
his healthcare advisor. You know that guy Ericlksdhwas like the Governor'd
given him bad head or something. Used his teettbefdly

Foul-mouthed for sure. Hard to believe she wert wemen’s college and her
dad was a church Apostle. But then again, theyablybdidn’t talk much. It had
taken Micah a while to get used to the uncensoatalre of her blog. At first, it made
him squirm, but now he just glossed over it, exaerghed sometimes. He’d have to
go home and catch up on the latest news.

Jerry laughed heartily, “How about that Dick Gadin too, huh? Won't be

buying my groceries from him anymore.” More lawgght
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Had he heard that correctly? “Wait?” Micah tur@edund to face them,
hitting his hand on the Anarchy bookshelf. Ouchk.d4Hook his hand hard, clenched
and unclenched his fists. Had they said his f&heme?

Audra raised her eyebrows at Jerry. She inhadedilgarette slowly, “Dick
Gallivan, you know the grocery store owner?”

Micah nodded. Even despite himself, it excited lwhen she said his last
name. He felt hot behind his ears.

“Turns out he’s a real son of a bitch, cheatindhmwife, going to strip clubs.
Boozing.”

“Taking the Lord’s name in vein,” Jerry laughech&t own joke. He gestured
to the book Micah was holding in his hand. “Yowshl read her blog too, kid.”

“l don’t understand?”

Audra rolled her eyes at Jerry. “You up on paiiit She continued before he
could answer, “Gallivan’s one of the sordid fourtbe Governor’s healthcare
advisory committee.” She stretched out the woadthey rang in Micah’s ear. She
puffed smoke in his direction.

Jerry interrupted, “Got a cig, Aud?”

Audra handed Jerry a cigarette. He took it thoudlgt “You come up with
that name?”

Audra nodded. Jerry lit the cigarette, “sordidrf¢f He blew some smoke

into the air. “Poetic.”
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Poetic? Micah was overwhelmed. His father'ssodgtions were poetic? Is
this why his mother left? Is this why he was sttalking care of both his dad and his
younger brother?

Audra continued. “Oh and that’s not the worsttgfshe chuckled, “he’s been
regularly pocketing his profits and skimping on @mployee’s benefits packages for
years.” Again with the emphasis, “proudly contribgtto the underclass.”

“Unbelievable,” Jerry shook his head and got wprfhis seat. “How many
you think he has?”

“Stores or mistresses?” Audra joked.

Fifty, Micah said in his head. Fifty stores. Z8fiployees or so per store. He
knew the math. His father wanted him to run the@leomeday. Mistresses?
Mistresses, oh God. How gross. He felt itchy akkrovHe scratched the side of his
face and his neck.

Audra blew a little smoke in his direction, “Yokay?”

Micah nodded. He felt vindictive and itchy. Rigidw, the tingling had
begun to permeate his whole body. He often brakento hives when he was
stressed or overwhelmed, but it usually took da@ixey would start out slowly and
develop over time. An allergic reaction like thednever happened to him before.

He looked at his watch: 3 p.m. Time to leave. thed out past Audra as she
continued her conversation. About his father. Appened the bookstore door he

caught a glimpse of himself in the glass. His faes red and bumpy.
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Micah’s house was about a half an hour from Red Bt he drove quickly
down 1-15. On the drive home, he worked consciotsiyut the afternoon out of his
mind, but couldn’t.

When did his father have time for a mistress? & weas the grocer’s yearly
convention in San Francisco, which he’d promisethke Micah to one day. There
was his trip with his buddy’s to the Adirondackdad all those been more “sordid”
meetings?

And then there was his mother. When she’d lefhsonths ago, he’d become
convinced that his dad had the moral high grout@t Ehe’'d been faking her piety
all along. She hadn't even tried church counselfagd his mother never called.
Never. He had spent countless nights wonderingymwcan go from being a good
family-oriented church-going Mormon to nothing? eTitevelation would have to be
apocalyptic. Earth shattering. He supposed hissdeaeating qualified.

He was unlocking the door when his brother’s scloasl arrived. This house
is vacuous, Micah thought, as Jared, Micah’s nesrld brother flung his way into
the living room. Besides college, Jared was theagry concern in Micah'’s life and
Micah didn’t feel comfortable with his current latkey kid status. Their dad had
been somewhat flippant when Micah suggested thatl Htend the after-school
program. The program ended at 6, and Micah haduegaged his father to leave
work, like a normal person, and pick Jared up th&ut, he’d said it was impossible
and asked Micah to be there instead.

More time to do work.

Or meet with mistresses?
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No. No more thoughts like this.

Micah shook his head and touched his face; the @ghaas finally working.
He didn’t feel so hot and red anymore. He lookpd Waulted ceilings, stuccoed
interior, emerald green carpet. The three of thertamly didn’t need this much
space, especially if it came at a cost to otheplgd he monstrosity, as Micah was
now prone to call it, stood at the end of a culsde-directly in front of the Wasatch
Mountain Range. In seconds, he could walk up then€aCanyon Ridge Trail to the
Bonneville Shore Line that circled parts of thet&ake Valley. He could climb
above that if he wanted to; he often did. The sunefihe mountain was 4,000 feet
up, beyond his house, making it 8,000 feet aboadesel. Getting to that height
would take him all day, but he would camp at thedad then walk back down. His
lungs always felt tight walking up the dirt pathitbhere was a point when that
stopped too. There was a lone desert tree abmilegast the first marker of the
Bonneville Shoreline that brought the breath backim. A weight was lifted when
he reached that tree. There, he could watch anegtine world.

Jared dumped his backpack on the floor and ranrttsathe kitchen. His
backpack took up half his body and he looked mioaa f& little goofy anytime he
wore it. His brother was a miniature version ofitli&her. He was tall and clumsy
and all knees. Jared usually looked thin, but b&dd worse than usual. Pizza
tonight, for sure. Jared loved pizza and couldsbeg after slice of it. Something to

fatten up those legs.
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In contrast, Micah had his mother’s physique. Hekéal just like her. He was
short standing only about 5'7" and came with arlote flesh on his bones. He wasn’t
fat, but would probably be someday, or at leasinpllike his mother.

“Micah!” Jared yelled from the kitchen. If his vaigot any higher, he would
shatter glass.

“Jared!” Micah mimicked his brother’s excitementiish made Jared’s eyes
roll. Micah walked towards the kitchen and opetieglback door to let their dog,
Missy, out.

“Are you excited?” Jared opened the fridge. Micalkw he was looking for
soda. The kid loved to drink coke.

“About what?”

Jared pulled a coke out of the fridge and openéd d@ur mission. You're
going in a week.” Missy was pawing on the door aihing softly to be let in.

“What do you think if we order pizza tonight?” Mitapened the back door.

“With just pepperoni?” Jared smiled, but it wasaTull smile. Micah knew he
was thinking about the extra vegetables that hateelio have on his pizza. Pizza
always came with a price—bell peppers, onions, eshmooms mostly.

Micah placed his hands on Jared’s shoulder. “Na\egtonight—whatever
you want.”

Jared jumped up, and Missy leapt up with him. Omegtthat dog could do
was leap; she licked Jared’s nose and mouth astiteyjumped. Jared grabbed

Missy'’s front black paws and danced with her. e &®egan to sing, which had
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Missy wagging her tail all the more. The song ssgul Micah, because it came out
with a rhythmic Motown quality, although much warsgared was tone deatf.

“You’re going on a mission.... A mission from God. Yre going on a
mission... A mission from God,” Jared sang this sasfe danced with his dog.

Micah fixed his brother a snack of peanut buttackers before climbing the
two flights of stairs to his room. He needed toklab Audra’s post, unravel it. See if
it made any sense at all. He still had a coupleonirs before his dad got home.

He scanned her posts. There was the post from@ecotidays ago—aptly
titled: “Governor Slams the Underinsured & Neveehded to Fulfill Campaign
Promise.”

Red lettering. Yikes. Audra only reserved colonsthe real troubling news.
The article was an interview between Gregg Erikt#ah’s Health and Human
Services Secretary, and Audra.

He began to read. Okay, boring. Boring. Boringe dgntinued to scan down
the interview. His stomach turned. Most of the mi@wv consisted of Eriksen
outlining his plans for his job. But then he daiw Dad’s name. There it was, also in
red.

GE: There were a couple of key business leadatsie Governor wanted
on my Healthcare Advisory Committee. Dick Galligdiallivan’s Grocers, Chris
Stevenson of Chris & Dick’s Hardware and Johnny @i Lowe’s Furniture.

AH: Uh, huh. And what was their role?

GE: Well. How do | say this.... | think they wereréh® slow me down. They

road-blocked me the entire time.
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Micah’s stomach began to settle. That didn’t sosmdbad, pretending to be
on an advisory committee was different than theadebery that Audra had
mentioned at the bookstore. He read further.

Nope. There it was, with his father’'s name righxtto it.

“Strip clubs. Tweeting naked pictures of himsel§tore employees.”

Micah corrected herUninsuredstore employees. The interview ended with
Eriksen stating that he had never been around morelly reprehensible men then
these four Utah businessmen. And after he reatiz&ithey had no interest or
intention of working with him on providing healthesfor the uninsured, he went
public.

Micah felt empty. He looked around his room. Itsveabig room with a fair
amount of crap. He got up and began gatheringf &lis electronics to put in a pile.
It would all have to go. His parents had alwayg given them things, as if they
deserved it. Could it be that all of this stuffsixst the expense of someone’s health?
That people weren’t going to the doctor becauskduean iPod? He would keep his
computer, but nothing else. He had a nice sep@élsers that hooked up to his iPod,
a flat screen television in his room, a beautidfaso hang out on. That TV was
going to be a bitch to get out of the room, biiad to go.

His dad’s accumulation of things was even worsa tacah’s or Jared’s. He
owned snowmobiles, cars, a motorcycle. It wouldhéeler to get rid of those items,
they would be noticed when they were gone. But #gain, who cared? Everybody
seemed to think his dad was a son-of-a bitch anyway

But did he?

89



He was going to have to go through the entire house

Left of State Stredtad a following—a lot of people in Salt Lake weeading
it. Audra’s blog, with some editing, was even bgmgked up by a local news station.
She was big. And she was coming after them. Heddak his watch. His father
would be home soon.

“Micah! Dad’s home! I'm sooooo0 hungry!”

Jared’s voice was followed by a thump, which caudezhh to run down the
stairs quickly. Jared was on the stairs with higytee hanging out and panting like a
dog.

“What are you doing?” Micah reached his hand oulaieed.

Jared brushed it away, “I'm on a hunger strike. Yglsethe pizza?”

“That’s not what a hunger strike is. You're doiig opposite.”

Jared frowned and put his head back down on tlog, ftelungry.”

Micah grabbed his phone. “I'll order it right now.”

Micah'’s father appeared out of the kitchen witHasg of water. He'd
loosened his tie. He looked alarmingly like the Deis ears even seemed a little
pointier— a little more like horns than usual. klicshook his head to get the image
out of his mind.

“Where’s the food?” His father picked Jared uptb# floor by grabbing him
playfully by his feet. Jared pretended to be dead(flittle while longer, but
responded to the tickling with tiny giggles throughk closed eyes.

“Pizza’ll be here in twenty. Were you able to goagry shopping?”
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His dad looked at him curiously. He had a longkiFanose when he tilted
his head a certain way. “We’re ordering pizzd.diing stuff home tomorrow.”

Micah didn’t respond. Just stood there, staring mdthing. His ears were red.
If he looked up at his father he might explode. it He still wanted to process his
feelings.

His dad noticed nothing and switched subjects, “¥oe still going to class?
You're calling is in a week.”

Micah shrugged and looked down at the Spanish fidext. No words came
out. Nothing. He felt himself getting warmer, reuld feel hives begin to form on
his skin. So much for the Benadryl.

“School will be here when you get back. Your Missis now.” Micah’s
father paused and adjusted his wire glasses. “Yimwkhese callings are important.”
His father began to walk up the stairs, but thendd around slowly, “Micah.”

“Yes.” His father’s thoughtful tone was never a dagn.

“What do you know about this Audra Harrison person?

Micah was taken aback, but only momentarily. He giad his father was
aware of her. “She’s a political activist, a jodrsta She writes a blog.” He began to
walk back up the stairs with his father. “Why? Wdtatyou know?”

His father reached the top step and put his hantlygen Micah'’s shoulder.
He shrugged, “It's nothing really. | know her fatlzelittle.” He looked closely at
Micah, “Your face is all red. Take something.”

His father went into his bedroom, “Call me when pieza’s here.”
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Micah wondered how much his father knew about Audnal if he really
knew her father. It was possible. He wonderedsifféther was really a religious
man. Is it just a front? If it was, he was willlg sacrificing his son. Just like
Abraham and Isaac. But a lot more sinister, esfig@onsidering that his father
might be faking it. Micah shook his head; where wead angel when you needed
him? Was he just going to let this happen? Jeez.Jbkus. Jesus.... Jesus... Jesus. It
was about damn time for him to start swearing.wds going to Brazil so that his
father could appear to be a good Mormon. Sendisgdm on a mission. Donating to
the church. And all that debauchery. No healthcdtevas so much worse than he
ever thought possible.

He decided to call Audra.

That evening and through the next afternoon, itv&t It had been
unseasonably warm in Salt Lake during Novembere t€mperature drop wrenched
Salt Lake City’s residents back inside their wirgarkas, knit gloves and under
garments. Before the snow fell, a perceivable eal$ in the air, and those who
might have been dressed in short sleeves or tipsffelt the wind bite at their bare
skin. The snow started as rain, changed to iceetuto flurries and ended with a
culmination of big dry flakes that would stick teetground for days. The snow
whitened the Salt Lake Valley, hitting the peakshef Wasatch and Uinta Mountains.

By the afternoon, when Micah was scheduled to mébtAudra again at Red
Emma’s, there was a foot of snow in the Valley #redski resorts boasted of a new

base of 30 inches. Enough for those avid skieskifmwork. Micah wondered if

92



Audra would make it out. The roads were alwaystke Imore treacherous with fresh
snow, but most Utahans owned four-wheel drive dekiand SUVs just for this
purpose. Micah knew Audra did not. He recallesdaes of blog posts on gas-
guzzlers around this time last year.

He was very early for the meeting. Each time soraemriered, Micah looked
up from his paper. He pretended to sip his coftde.hated coffee, but decided that
he was going to embrace his new rebellious, posflther-hating, self. So he’'d
ordered a latte and sat with it in front of himwtis already cold, too.

Audra walked in, looking more serious than the tese he’'d seen her. She
recognized him immediately.

“Hey, you're that weird kid that was here the otday for my book signing.”

“No.” Micah was flustered by her use of the wordeivd.” He was already
being categorized in her mind. “I wasn’t here fouybook signing, | was here
looking for a book.”

She shrugged and sat down, “Semantics. Who knewvgoe Gallivan’s
son?” She laughed and lit her cigarette. “I guessknew.” Her voice tilted upwards.
“I thought you looked kinda sick when you bolted otihere the other day.” She
tapped her fingers on the table. “Sorry ‘bout that.

Micah frowned. His lips curved downwards, his dtsekeld less of an arc;
his eyes faked a menacing stare. Audra saw hisdadkapped some ashes off her
cigarette.

Her nearness caused him to sit up straight. Hewnasmfortably rigid in his

chair. They both sat together, on opposite sidéeentafé table, knees touching
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slightly. His body tingled. Micah’s chest moved aipd back like a wave coming to
shore.

He wondered, just briefly, if she was his probl® begin with. As though,
he had betrayed Mormonism and his family the mimetel begun reading her blog.
Time to take charge. He wasn’t even sure whapllais was. Wasn't sure what he
was doing here.

He decided to ask the question that he might laked the other day if she
hadn't just ripped open his entire world. “Do yaelibve in God?”

Audra looked at him. Micah repeated his questamly this time it was
almost inaudible.

She sucked in her cigarette, long and hard. kdddo him like she just might
swallow the whole thing.

“Well do you?”

She brushed some ashes off the table. “Oh God,%gfhed in exasperation.
“Leave it to people in this state to want to tatloat God.” She put her head on the
table and hit it to be dramatic, “Repent this. Goat. Jesus here. For Christ sake, I'm
so damn tired of it.” She adjusted herself in H&ic bumping Micah’s knees very
lightly. “You know who my father is, don’t you?”

Micah nodded, “I've read your book jacket. Ondha apostles, right?”

She laughed at the casual way he said it.

“One of the apostles,” she repeated, and tookh@nalrag of her cigarette.
“Or,” she pointed her finger at him, “just somebadyose beliefs I've been

contending with all my life.”
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She shrugged, “I do believe in God. Just not invthg you might think about
it. Or the way my father might think about it. Mdike a force of nature—like
lightening or rain. Or birds maybe.”

Birds? Rain? She must have something betterttien “You think God is
rain?” His head was spinning, what was he doingher

“Um,” she frowned. She fidgeted in her seat aictdd him in the shin.
“Something like that. Anyway. You can't just asko#ie kinds of questions and get
real answers. You have to find them out for yoursel

He sighed. He wasn’t getting any answers. “Wigak do?”

She patted him on the shoulder and frowned. “Heetalked to your
father?” He hadn’t really noticed her lips yet, ahdy were the unifiers. Her lush full
lips complemented her big blue eyes while lessethiageverity of her nose. He
decided he liked her nose. It may have been a tith big for her face, but it had
sharp angular features that highlighted the seniess or frivolity of her expressions.

She smiled with those greanifiers “You know, you could take your name
on the road. Use it to do what you think is riggBthe placed emphasis on the “you”
as she twirled a pencil in her hand and put theteadghtfully in her mouth. Her
eyes began to light up as she considered the plassstto herself. Her hand moved
under the table and touched his knee.

Tingling touch.

“Like you did?” He looked up at her.

She moved her head back slightly and shifted irskat. “Look, kid.” Audra

puckered her lips in thought, just enough, so kiaah could see little frown lines.
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“My dad and | have our differences. We didn't tedkeach other for years.” She
shrugged, “It gets better with time.”

“Are you talking now?”

She smiled, “On birthdays and holidays.” She ranhaed through her hair.
She was playing with her hair a lot, which made afithink she was uncomfortable.

Audra spoke again. “Ultimately, he realizes thekuodo is about advocating
for those who can’t do it for themselves. That'sywie can sleep at night.” She
laughed, “And, I'm still Mormon.”

Micah wasn’t sure he could live like this. He wasre if he or his father
could have an agree-to-disagree type of relatignghren if he put all the cheating
aside, his father put business in front of his eygé’s well-being. The thought made
Micah nauseous.

“Look, I've already donated almost all of our parabbelongings to the
Salvation Army.” He sighed and slumped down in®dhair. “What else is there?”

Audra laughed. “You're not serious—are you?”

“He’s never home. And I'm leaving for my missionarweek.” Micah paused
on that fact. It didn’t faze Audra. He continuetig‘doesn’t know what he has and
doesn’t have. | called The Salvation Army, and theked up a bunch of our
furniture this morning.”

“Well, that's one way.” She sat back in her chdut, you should think
bigger.” She was quiet for a couple of momentdingldeas around in her head. As

she did so, she stopped twirling her hair and b¢aféing down notes.
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She finally looked up. “What if we did a good d&shioned protest? You
could be sort of our center piece.”

Was he ready for that? Micah relaxed a littlevélbeen thinking a lot.” He
looked down at her issue ©he Nation That magazine always looked so homegrown
to him. The paper seemed to be recycled, reuse¢dtibserious. He continued to
stare at the cover of the magazine, “He deserved'svboming to him.”

Audra tapped out her cigarette, “Don’t we all?”

Micah looked out the window. “He’s taken care of family.”

“Is that why your Mom left?” Audra squeezed his &nmaking him jerk his
leg inadvertently. He hadn’t expected her to kradwut his mother. He supposed his
father’s life was now under public scrutiny. Shadhed when the table jumped in
response. “Would you be willing to speak at ayfall

Micah couldn’t believe this was where it was goiRgotesting his father’s
store would certainly tell him something, he justsw't sure it was the right
something. Did he even have a right to do thigerAdll, until six months ago, he
and his brother lived blissfully under the samef rabh his parents.

Could he speak out against his father? Not spgakih seemed to be his
primary problem. Just letting things fall as thegymvas sending him to Brazil. A
rally was big. He hesitated. “If you’re going taganize a rally, | think you should
protest the main branch in downtown Salt Lake.”

She nodded, kept silent, which he supposed wasdastandby reporter
technique. She was allowing him to think out hisipon. She was smart. But he

found betraying his father to be easy; the words poured out of his mouth. Pouring
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out into an endless stream. “His office is thet's.rlear a news station.” He wasn't
sure what he should do with his momentum. He bégaet up to leave, grabbed his
coat and gloves. He could do this. He could do $bimg about his father. “You
should do it soon, though, I’'m supposed to reparniy mission next Wednesday.”
She chewed on the end of the pencil thoughtfullgd®some notes. As he

left, he swore he could see his whole life openipgpefore him.

Audra Harrison was good. She’d managed to orgaheeally for Monday.
Two days before Micah was scheduled to leave. Ntowas Sunday night and Micah
was still trying to get rid of as much stuff asdoaild. He surveyed his room—still
strangely full. Every time he thought he’d elimiedta layer of materialism, another
one sprouted up to replace it. He'd gotten ridisfflat screen TV, only to discover a
perfectly good regular television set in his cloggles of electronics. It was
disgusting. His dad thought he was just packingpujhis mission—putting the
boxes in storage somewhere. Micah was waiting Wiitinesday morning for the
last charity pick-up, the one that would contaie &mtire contents of the living room
and dining room.

There was a loud scrape of a car going over thedsbemp near his house.
Was his father home already?

Micah looked out his bedroom window. A mess of gimdir appeared from a
clunky VW. Audra emerged from her car carryingpape of protest signs. She

waved at Micah. Oh. Wow.
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He looked around his room. Had he brushed his teelty? He ran his hand
through his mess of blonde hair.

The doorbell rang. Jared would answer it. Michlnged his shirt and put on
some cologne.

Footsteps and Jared talking excitedly. “You calditiah just in time. You
know he’s going on a mission.” Jared began his Matdhythm, “a mission from
God!”

Audra’s voice was singsong. He opened the doomaalkled into the hallway
that led to the stairs. He smiled at Audra. Prezend look casual. “| was just
panicking,” he paused when he realized what he Saadking.”

Audra punched him in the arm and laughed. “No tiarehat. Battle-plan
night. You still up for it?” He ushered her intashibom and closed the door.

“Nice meeting you Audra!” Jared yelled through thesed door.

“Bye, Jared!” Audra sat down on the mattress. '$tanning on that
mission?”

He nodded, “Got any better ideas?” Micah sat doet to her on the
mattress. He grabbed one of her protest signsuandd it over in his hands. “These
are really serious.”

“That’s the other reason | came.” She picked uga. $| wanted you to see
these before you got there tomorrow.”

She had three different protest signs with henvah clever backbiting

slogans. The first one was the most innocublgslth Care for All. The other two
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made his stomach turReal Men Don’t SexAAnd the final one played off of his
father's company tagline. It reaDick: Don’'t Get Fresh With Our Healthcare.

“There really not that bad. It's all just a game&any. To get under his skin.”
She places her hand on his back and rubs in daincwotion. “Anyway, we’'ve got
you for that.”

Headache. Audra is forceful and charged.

Warm breath. He leans into her. She kisses himthaut pushes back,
“You're a lot like me.”

She rubs his legs some more, kisses him a littleerfavcefully. What little
inhibitions she has, evaporates. It is clear tod#lithat she wants to be his teacher.
His hands move up and down her body, like a newbdimgers, they do not know
where to go or how much pressure to apply. Clunkéig. fingers move to her nipples
and she laughs.

“You and your father will work it out.” Tug of pés. Zipper down. Itis
snowing outside.

Full white big Utah snowflakes pile up againstwiadow. The edges of the
daylight fade away with the snow. Tongue. Slighich. Shaking.

The Blue Spruce that his family planted when hather was born is twenty
feet tall; its branches bend down with the snowguawulation.

A groan.

His pants are up. He is out of bed. His eyes langdy, his chest heaves

uncontrollably. The protest signs that litter keem begin to grow in his mind,
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occupying the entire floor space instead of justdbrner. The words on the sign
float in the air—Pick....Fresh...Uninsured....Sext....
He runs towards the door, opens it and before derlthe room, heaves over

the stairwell.

The protest information was posted on Audra’s béog] by Monday at noon,
more than 150 people were on site, with more argavery few minutes. Micah
recognized some faces, some store employees, sagléors, even some of his
college classmates. Most look confused to see $omge assuming the truth and
patted him on the back in solidarity, others jusick their heads at him.

He supposed he could hold his head high for twoendawys, and then there
would be his mission. Right now, the mission wagasy way out. Something he’'d
been used to taking over the years. He wondeieel could go in for a couple of
months and then sneak out—just leave one day. Rag.aMaybe he could stay in
Brazil; he’d know Portuguese by then. He could fa&sng pious. Hadn'’t his family
done that? Maybe it was just in his blood.

At any rate, he might need to repent after whawag about to do to his
father. He really did just want to stay in theetides for this one. After last night, he
would prefer to watch from his car down the roadt, lee knew that wouldn’t be
possible. He needed to confront his father. He acitd do something. Audra had
been incredibly gracious after he’d thrown up. 8hgtted his back, told him that if
he didn’t want to come to the protest, he didnitdnto. Told him that this conflict

was good for the family, he’d come out strongettmother end. Just like a mother
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comforting a child. She’d even offered to help ll@an up. But Micah shook his
head, told her he’d be all right. Told her to leade was tired of being a silent child.
But he was also terrified.

The grocery store was an 87,000 square-foot coedvevarehouse that
seemed more like a Costco or Sam’s Club than aapegrocery store. He
remembered when his father opened the store. lbhlgdbeen a couple of years ago.
Micah and his whole family had walked down theessbf the store, sometimes even
ran and tested all of the free samples. He’d reneeeabhow his father had told him
that one day he would own all of this. Micah hadrbexcited about the prospect,
vowed to study business in college, began spendorg time at the grocery store to
learn the ropes. But after a while, that had warrhion and he stayed at home to play
video games. Like a spoiled child.

The crowd was dressed in their warmest winter atgthhat, scarves, full
coats, gloves, jeans. He scanned the crowd toAudia. She was in a long black
winter coat; her face was pink from the cold and ahe looked elated to the point of
goofiness. The crowd was big enough to hide inshetsaw him immediately.

Audra waved at him and began to move down thesstide gestured for her
to stay where she was, and he walked over.

“You came.” She gave him a concerned look, whiels ¥he only reference to
last night that either of them made. “We’re goingtay out here and chant until we
draw your father out of his office. | want you te im the middle by the podium.”

Micah nodded, pushed the words out of his modtguéss.”
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Audra smiled, “If you want you can even do somesaterviews. We'll
start in about fifteen minutes. Where does he work?

Micah pointed to a building caddy corner to theagry store. “His office is
on the second floor.” He looked at her. She wattyprele suddenly felt a surge of
courage; he wanted her to like him. “I'll starttlh¢ loudspeaker.”

He regretted the decision almost as soon as Hetskie couldn’t even tell his
dad he wasn’t going on his mission. Only now he.whmsv could he tell him this?

“You've got the prime spot then. All you've gotia is start chanting your
dad’s name.”

Micah sucked cold air into his lungs. Could thesamy worse? If he shouted
in the loudspeaker his father would certainly retpg him. He imagined it now.
He’'d poke his head out the window, looking confuaad sayMicah is that yo@
Yeah, it was him.

Audra looked at her watch, “Time to start.” Shesiped Micah to the center
of the protestors and handed him a portable mi@oehThe microphone was
plugged into an electric generator that she browuggit her. Micah briefly considered
tugging the cord, unplugging it so nobody wouldrhaen.

He spoke slowly into the microphone at first. Lemough so that nobody
could really hear. He whispered, “Gallivan where ywou? Gallivan come out.” He
moved his lips, but said nothing. People caught on.

“Speak up,” a woman with a blue knit cap and shait yelled. Micah sighed

loudly into the microphone. The sigh swoosheduglothe airwaves causing the
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crowd to pause. He looked for Audra, who was stagndext to him. Audra spoke
into the microphone to begin the rally.

“What do we want?” She asked the question anctuthe microphone on the
crowd.

“We want Gallivan.” The crowd cheered as she begarchant.

“What do we want?”

“We want healthcare!” Suddenly the microphone ask in Micah’s hand.
Audra winked at Micah and moved away from the stagkinto the middle of the
crowd. The crowd kept the chant going as Micah id@ned his options. They
creatively added epithets he could never assowiidltehis father. Words like bastard
and capitalist cocksucker came out of the crowe Vdices carried a surreal forceful
tone that made his head spin. Were all of thesplpeeoally yelling at his dad?

He felt sorry for his father.

He looked at the microphone. The black head ofgeaker stuck out at him.
He looked around him. Handed the microphone tethphatic women next to him.
He wasn’t going to do this. He didn’t need to ¢adl father out in public— or in
private for that matter. He could be different. ¢taild live his life differently. He
gradually moved away from the crowd. He placedaisk against the brick building
and watched the rally. The crowd was angry, actlilted him.

He watched as Audra was pulled back into the crdnadk into the chaos and
ether where she belonged. Micah didn’t want chagsnare. He wanted order, but

his own personal order. He briefly wondered ifcheld make up for his parents sins
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by working harder than they had. By believing mitv@n they did. Believing in
what? He didn’t know. He supposed he would hawtoe up with that on his own.

He began to leave the rally. Although, the day wlaBy, the temperature sat
around forty degrees. When it began to rain, tlepslhit his skin lightly—touching
him like a kiss. His immediate reaction was to sbee and run to his car, but then he
stopped. Paused for a moment, listened throughathe Even on this cold Utah day,
he could hear the soft sound of a warbler, becoraudible enough to surpass the

chanting crowd calling out to his father.
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Expected

“Push. Push. Push.” The glass doors of the hdspiEast Pavilion shuts
behind Eliza, catching the right sleeve of herlteddie. She feels the sharp tug and
pulls hard—ripping the sweater she’s worn for days.

“Let the waves of energy wash over you.” Elizauees on the long hall
ahead of her. She tries to close her ears.

“Remember our sounds.” A loud guttural “ahh” ta@pier eardrum.

Now “mmms” and the Doula’s voice again. “Take adiher, mama. He’s
almost here.” Eliza’s slippers drag on the tiofl. She holds her breath.

“Push. Push Mama. Push.”

Silence.

Gut-wrenching silence.

Soft cry. Laughter. She frowns and looks dowedhay hall. This hospital
is odd. Only one entrance and right by the labar delivery suite. It is as though the
hospital is a department store that puts all dfréish on display in the front window.
Even goes so far as to decorate it with Christngdsd. Eighteen beautiful laboring
rooms—right next to the visitor's entrance. Inggpersonal moments showcased
for all.

She continues along the hallway. Down the longj pbakt the neonatal unit,
hang a right at the well-baby nursery, stop bejone hit the soon-to-be parents
fretting over how to diaper their soon-to-be newtsorOkay. Good. Her feet are

moving. Her legs wobble, but she is upright, anel i@minds herself that her feet are
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moving. These floors are nicely waxed. She banabyto lift her legs. Her own
moving walkway.

Stop. Here we are. CR24.

The sign hanging over the door is big. Bigger thl@'s ever noticed before.
The words float around her. Pregnancy Loss.

Barren, she thinks. A white piece of laser jetgrapith four words.
Pregnancy Loss Support Group. No images likedttkerand stuffed animal that
appear on CR23 announcing the hospital’'s parewntags There certainly isn’t a
five-armed birthing goddess with a protruding bejigeting her either. No, that
image is for the women in her prenatal yoga cl8ke. looks down at her belly and
then back at the white paper. Her uterus is stattrshrink, her breasts are painfully
engorged. This is her sign—and no image can acaoynip.

She’s worn her Yoga pants today, convincing hetbelf if she dresses the
same way she does every Tuesday, she can gettthitueglay. This day—four
days after the birth and death of her child—wilkga The same routine might be
deceptively simple and easy to navigate througstebd of turning left into the Yoga
room, she’d just stop short and make a right.

She reaches for the door, pushes it, and peeldeing circle with five
chairs. Five seems like a lot. Impossible. Sheagined this as a one-on-one with
the grief counselor. Her upper body leans intortdmen, but her feet are stuck. She is
halfway in, halfway out. Her feet do not want toss the line; she moves back into

the hallway.
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A tall dark woman wearing stretch pants and ongha$e maternity t-shirts
with extra elastic on the sides walks by her andesm The woman'’s hair is pulled
back in a ponytail and Eliza recognizes her frong&olass. Twins. She remembers
that Twins is two weeks behind her in pregnan®yhat had she said the last time
Eliza attended Yoga class? Oh, yes, a yoga-coofesdihat felt so strangely hippy-
dippy she’d made fun of it for weeks. Twins hachve@ nothing more than to take
both her son and daughter to the beach so they ¢eell the eroded earth on their
skin. Not sand—eroded earth. Seriously, Elizalaaghed to her husband,
seriously? Now, Eliza thinks this is not so tdeibl'he beach is nice.

Twins’ belly obscenely announces the presenceretthearts beating in one
body, three of nearly everything. A perfectly rowsyinbol of success. Chalk one up
to biological superiority.

She turns to face Eliza, “We missed you in classwaeek. Anaya did some
amazing stretches for the back.” She is one fahacially ambiguous people
whose features fit a number of cultures. Eliza matad@ly wonders what her children
will look like—what culture will finally reveal itslf. What she can recall of her own
child’s skin is limited. Her fingers carry the masemory; she circled her fingertips
over every inch of her daughter’s face. Softresalr pale porcelain—no flush cheeks
announcing circulating blood. Doll-like even. @lifhead of hair, tufts all of it
reddish brown.

There is soreness in Eliza’s throat. “The doctgosme on moderate bed

rest.” Not an outright lie, this was once true.
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Twins nods and places her hand on Eliza’s shout@dr,Geez, that'll
probably be me in a couple of weeks.” She patoherbelly, “These little peanuts
are feisty. Blood pressure’s already risin’.” Slegjims to move away, but adds,
“Yoga’'s down the hall today. Change of sceneryeégs.”

Eliza shakes her head and moves away from the &negriLoss door. Twins
frowns and Eliza quickly points to the room acrtsshall. “Infant care. Gotta start
somewhere.” She crosses the hallway and touchdstieon the door of CR23.
“Anyway. | should go.”

“See you sometime.” Twins’ laughter rings withgity-excited, mother-to-be
anticipation.

Twins waddles down the hallway and sways her biéyan elephant might
sway its trunk. Such purposeness in her body’s mew, an absolute certainty in
her role. Eliza was never that certain; she hasysdvielt like an orphaned parent.
Her loss and emptiness seems expected. She tekysaipout doubting her body’s
ability to sustain something other than hersdlis bs though she drove her body to
fail.

Positive thoughts create positive outcomes—a mdrdna her mother. But it
has never really worked this way for Eliza. Negéatihas always seeped into her
brain, like a disease, and it had worked its wayiad her pregnancy with such force
that she had come to recognize this moment as Waaries, like the ultimate
placental abruption and subsequent suffocatiorenfiaughter in utero, littered her
mind obsessively throughout the first thirty-fivedithy weeks of her pregnancy.

Then, there was this past week: week thirty-six.
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She slips into the Infant Care classroom beforeshdly self-aware. The
fluorescent lights please Eliza. Painfully brightlauncomfortable. She feels
exhilaration that she can only liken to a raw nena fully anesthetized, being cut
into. That tingle of pain is present to remind &kee is alive.

She walks towards the back of the room where tispited has set up a
nursery. There is one large rug that sits in tiedta of the furniture. It is dark blue
and pictures a frog bathing in a tub. The nursegyon Eliza’s floor at home is much
less whimsical and features a sturdy oak with lra@ches weaving together in an
intricate design. Eliza’s nursery has already Ibetgpuake shape. With each
successful passing week of her pregnancy, she edltwverself one purchase for the
nursery. First, the small items: baby nail cliigpeshampoo, lotion, diaper cream.
The first week of her second trimester she boudiatey carrier. Just recently she’'d
purchased the rug, a changing table, and evenm@ecoficloth diapers.

Voices. The first of the parenting class coupletkw#o the room. A very
pregnant woman in purple sits down at the tableedbto the door. She throws off
her flip flops and puts her swollen feet on thdeakliza's feet are also swollen, a
mark that will stay with her for at least a few malays. Another couple walks in,
and this woman seems to be handling her pregnahttiedetter. She is glowing,
just like the old adage says. Eliza avoids eyeaminnhot willing to have these people
play any role in her life. Instead, those entetimgclassroom take a seat, continue
their conversation or begin following Eliza’s actgby examining items in the

nursery.
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This nursery demonstrates two different sleepingpap for newborns— a
bassinet placed on the floor next to a fake window a co-sleeper, which attaches to
a bed. In her mind, she has already chosen tlséeeper. She recognizes other
items as well including her changing table andnbhfab. There is a rocking chair
seated next to the bassinet. She sits, puttingekéup on the stool, and rocks back
and forth. The type of rocking chair has elicitedg hours of heated debate with her
husband. She feels that for some serious nighmoéhing to occur a cushiony
rocking chair is in order. John, however, feeféedéntly. He wants to use a more
traditional wood rocking chair that has been hamdi®dn through his family for
generations. The chair is worn, but it is the sahmar his mother rocked him in
when he was a baby. A music box hums in the backgt. As she rocks, she
examines her surroundings.

A toy chest near the far right wall is overflowingth toys. Stuffed animals,
children’s games, play telephones and teethingrasgape from it. Above the co-
sleeper is a strange postmodern mobile. Not dikalthe one she’s envisioned for
her nursery. This one looks donated—handmade—aadtimnge replica of a
Mondrian mobile. Must be a gift from an overzeal@nd crafty parent. It doesn’t
seem like it is something the hospital would buy.

This nursery is themed: forest creatures with audiéng overabundance of
smiling frogs. The theme for her nursery is fuotlity. Most of the items she
bought have multiple purposes. Balloons and famyr this wall paper. She’s
planned to paint her nursery walls three diffex@lors, one for each wall, with a tree

in the back corner next to the window. There haghlmome light discussion about
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extending the branches along the molding for aredddfect. Opposite this nursery
is a fake bathroom. The bathroom contains a meglicabinet above the sink and she
guesses that in a future class parents will baiegrabout children’s medicine.

The classroom is almost full. Eliza moves fromttheking chair towards the
table near the woman with the swollen feet. Shes@anext to a set of disposable
newborn diapers laid out on the table. She traees$iingers over the Velcro; Mickey
Mouse stares back at her. The clock behind the &djs 6:55—has she wasted all
this time in that rocking chair? Her support gratg@rted twenty five minutes ago.
Almost instantaneously she decides to stay. Shgada that barren, empty void of a
support group next week. She just wants one moreSQle sits down on the stool
and smiles feebly at a young man and woman whd barany older than eighteen.
They are seated directly behind her. The boy hasda hair and a face full of acne.
The girl is slight; her pregnant belly overtakes. h€hey both look nervous and a
little bit miserable, but Eliza wonders if she ®jecting her own feelings on this
couple. They have been obviously procrastinatingdlass—the girl looks
uncomfortably big.

No. This couple is in their own personal hell anid wholly different from
Eliza’s. She nods her head at the girl. “You're @heady to pop. When are you
due?”

“Tomorrow,” she places her hand on her companion.

“Oh.” There is an uncomfortable silence, but ordyd moment.
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“Better late than never,” the young man says agdstures around the room,
“at least, that's what the judge said.” Eliza igmised by the comment and the girl's
face turns red as soon as the words hit the air.

“What about you?” The quick change of subject stanfé embarrassment for
the young girl and her cheeks resume their norwiaking.

“Just entering the second trimester,” Eliza doade ill at ease lying to this
young couple. After all, she has granted hersedfimore day of motherhood. She can
make up anything she wants and they will not knloevdifference. It reminds her of
when she was a child and would make up storiestdimuather to her friends. The
father that had disappeared early in her life aadenreappeared. Even as her mother
sent positive energy out into the world, Eliza thia a broken home. She remembers
the Space Shuttle Discovery. She spent all of X@8&incing her friends that her
father was on the spacecraft too. Blown to bits;dkold them, never even reentered
the atmosphere. When her friends questioned gy, #he insisted that he was just
like Christine McCullough. He was a teacher tody@m English teacher. He’'d been
picked by NASA to read Walt WhitmarLeaves of Grass a spacesuit. They'd
laughed and she would add more information to toely svith each passing news
report. A lie can be someone’s saving grace. Adie be more important than the
truth. A coping mechanism, Eliza thinks.

The young girl is still speaking to her. Asking fogr name. She opens her
mouth to respond, but is interrupted by a low féuteoice at the front of the room.
There is a shortish woman with bright red hair arfdce full of freckles smiling back

at them. Eliza has seen this woman before in tspitad. She is one of the four
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lactation consultants that roam the hospital fl@atgising women on breastfeeding,
infant care and motherhood. This woman, Dee, igdh®tvoman who suggested sage
tea to dry up her milk. She is not the lactationszdtant who held her hand for a
brief couple of moments after she saw her daugl®erat least Eliza does not think
she is, but she cannot be certain.

Dee’s hair is tightly curled and layered around ¢tezeks. Her smile is
comforting and softens the severity of her deepa/oiShe pauses thoughtfully when
she sees Eliza, but it is only a moment and sheeson.

Finally she is ready to begin. “Welcome to Infastr€101.” She sips her
coffee, “You know I've gotta a nickname for thigss. | call it safe and sane. Does
anyone know why | call it that?”

Eliza frowns and looks at her other classmatekerfriont row. She notices
that the woman with swollen feet also has purpéertails with little silver sparkles.
Her feet are kind of gross actually—all fat andfpu¥hy show that off?

Dee continues, “This class is all about keeping yaaby safe while retaining
your sanity.” A couple of chuckles. “Remember, yoa about to embark on the life-
long journey of parenting. If | teach this classreotly, and even if | don't,” she
laughs, “Your children will be aweing and annoyyay for the rest of your life.” She
pauses for effect. “You’ll need some coping sKills.

Dee walks over to the purple-toed woman next teeEltYou're going to
need to walk around every ten minutes or so.” 8hestto the woman’s husband who

has just arrived. “Go get your wife some water.’Sheing to need lots of fluid and
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movement to get those feet down to a normal sizlee’ couple nods and the man
heads for the water cooler.

“Quick. Does anyone know how to get a baby to stymg?”

A few people tentatively raise their hands.

Dee points to a Hispanic man in the far back coofi¢he room. He mentions
swaying and shushing and she adds a few moreatipis answer. Her pop quiz
continues for a couple of minutes and Eliza wata@sesome members of the class
begin to take notes.

Dee takes another long sip of her coffee. She bas Imoving around the
room, talking informally to couples as she lectur&e stops behind Eliza. Dee
places her left hand on Eliza’s shoulder. Thidwesstartles Eliza and she
momentarily feels she must run that she must lg@ageoom as quickly as possible.
Dee’s grip is tight, but gentle, and her nails prieso Eliza’s skin. Touch, and the
physical memory associated with it, is all Eliza lheen able to rely on over the past
four days. Touch is the only sense she has allomexhd Dee’s touch is familiar.

There had been no conversation, or at least nosle@ean remember. Just the
raw silence that can accompany reality. She re€adk’s voice being much more
southern; but maybe the heightened drawl came thenstrange syncopated pace of
slow motion.How ya’ doin’ , honNow, she is certain that the question hadn’t been
that informal. That there had been a careful repdirher emotional state by Dee
followed by a carefully calibrated interaction. Buthatever had been said to her
right after her daughter’s delivery was lost to, fzd it is only the physical

sensations that she can conjure up now. Dee’s asgluneven, from the occasional
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biting of them she must do, and when she presseldamel to Eliza’s skin that first
time, Eliza could feel both sharp and soft spatsich like now.

Dee strokes Eliza’s hair before she moves on.

Class time passes in strange increments. Betwegnilgy, questions, and
Dee’s occasional side-long glances at her, it mbetis monumentally fast and
shockingly slow. Towards the end of the classedgibs to shift back into real-time.
Dee brings out a cardboard box and pulls out siy We-like baby dolls.

“Catch!” She tosses the dolls like footballs tolea®man in the room. “I
love this part. The only time you'll be able todiar your child and not be arrested!”
Eliza thinks this woman has a dark sense of humarttle disconcerting had she
not been so gentle otherwise. Dee throws a dalég/oung couple behind her.
“Meet your baby for the next six weeks. Take a ¢ewbh minutes to get to know
them—and name them!”

Dee includes Eliza, tossing a Hispanic doll to gdiza catches the doll. She
is relieved by the gesture.

“These dolls are anatomically correct and they peg, sleep and will, like a
parrot, eventually say a phrase or two. So welctparenthood.”

A quick getaway with her new fake-child would netd&asy. She is not sure
she wants to part with her doll just yet. In tee/fseconds she has held it—this
Hispanic doll—is the only tangible thing she hamirher pregnancy. She sits up and
awkwardly tugs at the zipper on her hoodie. Shetsvemgive the doll a ridiculous
name like Dora or Margarita, but she can’'t helsblr She settles on the name she

would have given her own daughter, Isabella.
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She turns to the court-ordered couple. “What narag/au thinking about?”

The girl finally smiles, “For the doll or the bally?

The young man interrupts, “No name yet.” He shrtigé only decided to
keep the baby last week.” Too young to know wimeketep quiet, she supposes.

The girl really is young too. Eliza thinks shelksdike a panicked child when
she frowns. This very young, very pregnant gitearing up—flustering before them.
“Why do you have to be so open about everythind® &ands up, but she has not
given herself wide enough berth and her huge l@lbcks into the table. She is
horrified and begins to cry loud, wailing sobs.

Dee takes this moment to walk over to them andrisegibbing the pregnant
girl's back. “What’'s a matter, hon?” Eliza does tluhk these were the first words
Dee said to her. Dee had entered the room, knowirag situation Eliza was in. But,
she can imagine that exact phrase getting mixad bpr mind with a southern drawl.
However, Dee has asked this question; it is hamadtheartfelt, and the girl softens a
little bit in response. There is no real conveosgtnot yet, at least. Dee must be very
used to these types of conversations, Eliza thifikee girl is unable to do anything
but cry and gasp for air between sobs. Had she cmaene like this? No, she
doesn't think so. Even, if she wants to cry shenoanShe is cold, and she feels only
the edges of emotion and pain returning to her.

There is now a small conversation, a word or twe loe there between Dee
and the girl, but the girl is calming. Eliza carahbits and pieces of it.

| had my first child young too....

You'll be a great Mom....
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You can even bring your little one to class andcpca on him...

There’s already enough love...

This girl's problem is in the realm of the solvalide Dee, a very pregnant
woman coming unhinged is par for her course. Somgitomeone can be talked
down from. She, however, is in a completely défdgrcategory. She is pretending,
living life in that mid-air momentary suspensiorfdye she hits the ground.

She remembers the early months of her pregnanbwy. [Jad looked at her in a
whole new light, with more love, even. She hadmdught this was possible since
they had already been together so long. He wokehe the morning with a kiss on
the forehead or gently rolled her to her side wéleawas in danger of lying on her
back or stomach. Their reactions to the regulaztheduled prenatal check-ups were
like night and day, as well. She would be nervoustiegating the worst and making
her blood pressure skyrocket and leaving her irfukgelief when the doctor found
the sound of the fetal heartbeat, and John woukldied. Spending the rest of the
day tapping his feet to the rhythm of the babyarlieeat. Those days were nice. An
afternoon doctor’s appointment followed by a dinaed a conversation that revolved
solely around the child growing inside of her. B&d®sil was the nickname they had
given her.

“What?” She would say, pointing her fork at him afghking her head. “You
look positively goofy.”

He would sip his beer or wine, take a bite of faod smile back at her. “I
can't help it! I'm in love.”

That always made her smile. “Do you think Baby Béll have your eyes?”
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This is when John would begin to tap his feet andvghat became his mantra
the entire eight and half months of her pregnaffslge is going to have your eyes
and my charming disposition.”

Then she would roll her eyes. “Drink your beer ahdt up.”

These words or simple variations had become amelioutine for them. The
key was that she was doomed to provide the child pst physical characteristics,
and he would give the baby all the traits that erad: intelligence, wit, sense of
humor, calm under pressure. In the end, Babydélhave some of Eliza’s
characteristics, including her bluish green eyeg.tBose physical features can
change over time, and of course, the other featdads’s features, take time to
develop.

Eliza looks at her Hispanic doll, touches the toftgs black hair. Places her
fingertips on its eyelids—closes and opens them.

During the last four days, she’d barely been abledk at John, avoiding him
in every possible way. Not talking at the hospitatl been easy. Shock and
confusion bred silence. Last night, when she wadlfi at home, no conversation
occurred; just occasional sidelong glances at etdur. Her restlessness was turning
into endless walking. She was up this morning @an3. and on the treadmill fifteen
minutes later. Finally at 5 a.m., when daylightd&e¢p break through, she moved her
walk outside.

She touches her doll's ears. For all of its reialifsatures, it still feels plastic.

She looks at the young couple. The girl is finallym, laughing even. They both
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return to their seat. She has learned their nares the snippets of conversation; the
girl is Jessie and her companion, Phil.

Dee calls the class to order. “Before | end th&t fitass, | like to have each
couple introduce their dolls and tell me what yapé to learn from this class. Also,
I'd love to create a parenting support group. Qayoae be in charge of an email
listserv?”

Jessie raises her hand and Dee nods in her dmet@oeat.” She turns to the
class, “Please put your contact information on plaiper—so Jessie can create the
list.”

Dee looks around the room and points to the Higpemuple in the back.

“You guys first.”

Names always evade Eliza, but she is usually abldgentify people by their
comments. She has an uncanny ability to hone th@wdumber things people say in
these types of classes and give them nicknames, dihtourse, means that
sometimes people’s identifiers change with eackipgsveek, and is also ineffective
for first time classes. She never has any realbdgacknames until week three or so.
She listens as she hears parents-to-be detaildbeierns about changing diapers,
breastfeeding, formula making, this or that typerdd or stroller and every other
ridiculous question in the book. Dee either hagranediate and helpful response or
tells them to hold tight because these questiofid@/icovered in the course of the
class. She finally arrives at Eliza’s end of them.

“You two,” she points to Jessie and Phil.
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Jessie smiles, but is still wiping away tears. rf$géor my freak-out.” She
says this while mostly playing with the doll in Hend, not looking at anybody in
particular. “Anyway. I'm Jessie, and this is Ph8he turns to Phil. “Did we decide
on a name?”

Phil shrugs, “How about Evan?”

She nods her approval and looks at the chalkboatthd Dee, “And this is
Evan.”

Dee jokes with Jessie, “Jessie is due tomorrowesaight all have a little
one to work with over the next couple of weeks.”

“Yup. We'll need the help.”

“You'll be fine.” Dee’s reassurance is comfortirfgvVhat are you guys most
concerned with?”

This time it is Phil who speaks up. “I just wantrhio be happy.”

Eliza thinks this is the most reasonable thing aeyioas said yet.

Dee echoes her sentiments, “If you're already coreskabout his happiness
then you are well on your way.”

She turns to Eliza and then abruptly segues intbweek’s reading. It is one
of those moments when a student is relieved tcalsequl over by the teacher. But,
Eliza sees that this has not gone unnoticed by cthéples.

Very soon the class is over.

Once again, she is herself.

Dee is at the front, slowly and methodically ergdner chalkboard notes. She

is waiting for Eliza.
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Eliza rolls Isabella’s hair in her fingers. She 'taecide what they’'ve made
the hair out of. When she touches it in chunkigats human, but each individual
strand is stringier than normal hair. It is prolyghst string or some synthetic, flossy
variant thereof.

Eliza approaches the front of the room. Dee istgtier, having given up her
pretense of erasing this evening’s lesson off trakboard. Eliza places the doll on
the table where the newborn diapers sit. She doesay anything for a minute or
two.

Dee moves to pick up the doll, but Eliza’s hantask on Isabella. “It’s just
that | never got to be her mother.” This is theuthiat that has been unraveling in
Eliza’s brain. Her child never got to be her chithe picks up the doll and touches
the tiny fingers and curly black hair. She then esit frantically in Dee’s direction.
The doll begins to cry.

No heartbeat. She is certain that this is thetbimg this doll and her baby
have in common. Her Isabella didn’t have these tlatures. This doll is bronzed,
nothing like her or John’s family. Her doll is dsesl in polka dot pajamas. Eliza
reaches for a blanket and folds down a cornerpkees the doll in the center of it
and pulls first the left and then right side of thanket around the doll, finally the
feet. Her doll stops crying.

Eliza tucks in a loose strand of Isabella’s hdiwbuld have been good at
this. | could have easily wrapped her up like teliburrito.” She looks at Dee.
Isabella is tightly swaddled and close to her chest

Dee nods in the direction of the doll. “Maybe ytwosgld.”

122



“Should what?” Eliza pauses and sits down.

“Be her mom.” Dee gestures for her to get up. “Tstme time to get to know
her. It might help.”

For a moment Eliza sits and stares at the doll.iSlagines it squirming in her
arms, suckling on her nipples, resting againstthest. Dee’s suggestion is not a bad
one; she’s heard about women doing this before) ex&d an article once about a
woman who took her actual stillborn home with t&re’d spent the weekend with
her child-that-wasn’t before they’d put the littheng in the ground. Unbelievable,
Eliza had thought then, but now she understoodhtipellse. It is incredibly hard to
say goodbye to someone who, as it turns out, nmeadlly existed. All those
preconceived notions of what your child will bedikan never disappear because
there isn’t some real version of your child bulkzdgy right through them.

The fake nursery is dark. Until this moment, shsrtt thought about what
nighttime ritual she would adopt for her Isabe8ae’s known that rocking would be
involved, but hasn’t pinpointed what else might lShe takes a seat in the rocking
chair and nestles the doll's head on her shoullshe can place her cheek against its

cheek. Very soon, she can hear Isabella breathing.

The song comes easily enough. It is the song héneanalways sang to her as
a child. She starts with the verse she alwayk#of. “If you get to heaven before |
do.” Eliza can see her daughter’s blue eyes pop,dp#y aware of the world.
“Coming for to carry me home,” her voice is low a@aadanore a melodic whisper than
true singing. “Tell all my friends I'm coming theteo.” She continues, “Coming for

to carry me home.” Isabella’s fingers are pincheg skin and she turns her head
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and lets out a full blown wail every couple of miest Eliza wonders if she will

always be this hard to put to sleep.

There is another verse about Jordan and a bantjefsaand Eliza sings that
verse too. The version of Isabella she is holdmniger arms is nearing the ten month
mark and her language development has begun. laaneles and coos syllables at

her.

Finally, Eliza begins to talk to her child. “Thesere so many things we were
going to show you. Like the ocean. When you starfdoint of it, you can feel just
how small you are. You just know you're not impaitaAfter that you just feel

better.”

Isabella makes a smacking sound with her lips,™Ba.

“There are picnics and bike rides and ice cream.you'd love ice cream.”
This goes on for some time. She tells her abouTthg garden—Sherwood
Gardens, the garden she and John walked to evanjimgavhen Eliza was pregnant.
She talks about the tulips and how they too ordy dashort while; in a burst of pure
floral power. Then you replant, and new ones comeuheir place. She tells her she
knows it is not the same though. Each one is spétiaa discovers that when she
places her nails underneath Isabella’s chin, tlild sbhreeches with laughter. Every
so often, between breaths and her descriptioneryelay life occurrences, Eliza

tickles her daughter.

And then it is over.
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She walks down the hall swiftly past the birthinglalelivery suite. Where
she once might have lingered, she picks up hedsg&ece again, her slippered shoes
drag quietly on the hospital floor. She breaks mton when she nears the automatic
double doors at the entrance. Her arms are empty Imat her shoulders still feel
weighed down, and she knows this feeling will neyeaway.

The cool May air hits her immediately. She takeleep breath and picks up
her pace until she reaches her car. But, shersady to drive. Her legs tell her to
keep moving—to stretch them out. She opens th&t@ad places her purse in it.

She runs towards the hospital exit and up Chatiee&owards Baltimore
City. She feels like a thief, stealing away in thigldle of the night. Her legs and hips
open up with each stride forward. Her lungs joyfatcept the cool air. She runs in
the middle of the street, which she knows is damgebut doesn’t care. She runs for
two and a half miles to the tulip garden she hastpld her daughter about. It is here
she stops.

The tulips are already gone. They last only a stiokt. The garden is already
far different from the April walks that were glously full of spring. It was on these
walks—after they sat down on the park bench—thatvebuld feel Baby Bell
kicking. The walking motion must have been comfagtior her, because when Eliza
stopped to sit Baby Bell would protest.

She sits on a bench now. She closes her eyes tbsteecan picture the
garden as it was. Some of the tulips, the punmptethe orange in the west corner of
the park were in full bloom. She begins to feekaaruciating pain in the middle of

her body. Her uterus is cramping, just as it digewthey induced her. She feels
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tightness in her middle that paralyzes her andngle¢o her groin and hamstring. She
is momentarily frozen. She begins to breathe asghshe is in labor. With some
concentration, she is able to lift her body off bech and onto the grass. She
manages to curl into the fetal position and ro¢éw/ly back and forth on her knees.
She forces her mind to go elsewhere. She thinkstahe garden. The yellow tulips
were just starting to open up and then there wesdtight pink azaleas. The pain is
subsiding. She opens her eyes. In just two wakkggarden has completely
changed. Her favorite yellow and white tulips @re last to go and now she sees
only green stems pushing above the ground. No flewaust two weeks.

She gets up. The doctors warned her against tob exgrtion so soon after
her delivery, but she cannot help herself. Shehes her ponytailed hair and begins
a very slow jog towards the hospital.

She feels a little warmer, probably from the exsaci
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